Ladies Man

4.30am-Kate

“Fuck!”

The pillow was cold and empty beside her. She could still feel the indentation of his head where it had been laying for most of the night. The warmth of his body was gone from beside her.

He had left her alone again.

She flung herself back against the pillows again. Jesus, was this going to happen every time he came over? Was he never going to stay until morning? She rolled her eyes and looked at the soft glow of the hands of her bedside alarm clock. It was half past four in the morning.

Too early to get up, but she was awake now, and pissed off. There was no going back to sleep for her.

Kate threw back the covers and sat up, reaching over to switch on the bedside lamp. Why she couldn’t wake up as he was trying to sneak out, she failed to understand. She suspected that she was woken by his car leaving or him closing the door, but she never woke when he snuck out of the bed, dressed silently beside her and crept out of her bedroom.

She grabbed the packet of cigarettes from beside the bed, shook one out, lit it and took a deep drag.

Exhaling a long and satisfying plume of smoke, she surveyed the dishevelled surroundings.

He had been particularly fierce last night, her clothes flung around the room bore mute testament to the force of his desire when he had arrived. There had been no niceties, no dinner, no polite conversation. She had opened the front door at his knock and had backed her straight into the bedroom, kicking the front door closed behind him.

He had said not a word, just backed her up until the backs of her legs hit the side of the bed and he had started tearing off her clothes. He had then bodily picked her up and flung her into the middle of the mattress before yanking off his own clothes, displaying none of his usual style or finesse.

She didn’t know what had triggered this little outburst and while it was unexpected, it was exciting, a side of him he had not yet shown her. Forceful, almost brutal, and commanding.

She had liked it. A lot. Sure, there was a duck and sage risotto in the kitchen that was probably beyond redemption now and that fabulous bottle of Spanish Riesling that she had picked especially for the occasion. But when he had arrived, all of those thoughts had flown out of her head and disappeared under the force of his approach.

Kate didn’t know why she had thought he might stay tonight. Perhaps it was just wishful thinking. She had never pressed the issue. She had mentioned that she would like it if he could stay, if she could wake up with him and send him on his way. He had made some sort of non committal response and she had let it drop there. If he wanted to stay, he could.

She took another drag and wrapped her arms around herself.

Truth be told, she didn’t like him leaving like that. It made her feel a little cheap, a little used. Yes, she was the other woman, yes he did have a family to go home to, but if he was arriving home at half past four or five o’clock in the morning, then surely he had enough compunction to stay the entire night?

She noticed a couple of finger tip shaped bruises on her inner arm. He had played rough tonight. She smiled around another drag and let the cigarette rest in the ashtray beside the bedside lamp. The bruises did not concern her, she bruised easily. And she had enjoyed earning them.

Standing, she walked over to her cupboard and pulled out a black satin robe with cream edging, a match for the long cream satin nightgown she was wearing. It was chilly at this hour of the morning, a fact with which she was becoming uncomfortably familiar.

He usually left a little earlier than this. He had usually done a bunk by about half past three. Normally, she would curse his name, smoke a cigarette and then go back to bed for another couple of hours sleep.

He was late tonight. She wondered if that was a sign. Not that she was getting all moony eyed about him or anything ridiculous like that. Heavens no. She understood the rules of play here. This was an affair. She could not expect the same sort of behaviour from Dan that she could from a normal partner. She didn’t expect that sort of behaviour from him. But deep down inside she could not deny the desire to wake up in the morning beside him.

She sat back down on the bed and took another drag. Maybe that was the very reason she desired it. Because, chances were, she could never have it. You always wanted the thing you could not have. That’s what affairs were all about, weren’t they? The having of something you should not be able to have?

It gave an edge to her desire. The illicit nature of it. The secrecy. It wasn’t tedious or annoying, at least not yet, and when it became so, she would have no hesitation in cutting the affair off.

She knew how these things worked. Dan wasn’t the first married man she had borrowed for her own entertainment. She always put them back where she found them and she left them pretty much the way she had found them. She had not been discovered, not to her knowledge, not yet.

It was how she liked it. It wasn’t about mad passionate love or anything quite so ridiculous. It was simply two rational adults acting on a chemical reaction. There didn’t need to be difficulty involved and she wasn’t in it to cause anyone pain.

Most of her partners were pretty experienced players. Older men, senior executive types with wives who knew how the game was played and turned a blind eye to it as long as everything was kept on the down low. She wasn’t in it to wreck marriages or flaunt herself. It was just a game she played.

Dan was younger than her usual target. He played like he had done this all before, so Kate just assumed he was an early bloomer. She hoped the wife knew the rules and abided by them. She didn’t want any sort of fuss or bother, it took all the fun out of things.

Did she like Dan? Sure. He was fun, full of energy and kept her entertained. Did she love Dan? No. She didn’t have any deep yearnings to be with him forever and ever, amen. She wasn’t jealous that there was a wife in the picture, not really. Sure, she wished she could borrow him all night once in a while, but she didn’t want him for keeps.

Besides, while he was fun and full of energy and entertained her, he was high maintenance and she was the sort of girl who wasn’t used to changing her own oil, let alone tuning her own engine. No, if she was going to have a dalliance with a high maintenance man, then she wanted a wife in the background doing the maintenance while she did the dallying.

All his fussing over his clothes and how he presented himself wearied her a little. It was a surprise tonight that he had just thrown his clothes all over the room. Usually everything was neatly hung over the chair in her bedroom, his jacket hung on a coat hanger on the closet door, his shoes parked carefully under the chair.

No, there was no chance that she was falling for Dan. Really, there wasn’t. Not unless she could recruit someone to take care of him full time for her while she went on with her life. And what was the point of having someone around full time when she was too busy enjoying herself playing the field?

Scooping up the ashtray, she took herself over to the comfortable arm chair she kept in her room and sank down into it, folding the afghan rug thrown over the back around her snugly.

She inhaled again, tapped the ashes into the ashtray and gazed at the darkening tip of her cigarette.

Gazing at the burnt tobacco and paper, she tried to deny the little voices she could hear. They all had her mother’s voice, of course, who else? The voices that tried to remind her that she wasn’t getting any older and she should be trying to find a man of her own, one that didn’t belong to someone else and she needed to be settling down before she died old and alone and with no one to take care of her…

She crushed the cigarette brutally into the ashtray and placed it on the floor beside the arm chair. Curling up under the rug, she closed her eyes and tried to banish her mother.

Sure, the affairs weren’t finding her a life partner, but who said she needed one right now. Well, other than her mother. She was enjoying life, wasn’t she? She was enjoying the freedom and the flexibility she had. She was strong and independent and could choose to do as she pleased.

Then why did Dan’s insistence on leaving before dawn mess with her so much?

No, she corrected herself, it wasn’t messing with her, but she was certainly very aware of it. It hadn’t bothered her before, but then, her previous partners could generally afford to stay the night with her at least a couple of times a month.

From what she understood of Dan’s life, he had a teenage daughter and felt it was inappropriate to not make an appearance at the breakfast table before she went to school.

Had the man never heard of a business trip?

She felt like it was just an excuse to blow her off and leave whenever he chose. Like she wasn’t worth staying the night for, that she wasn’t sufficiently important. It offended her sensibilities that he didn’t even have the decency to wake her up before he left. No, he would sneak out of her house like a thief in the night.

She had no say in it. He would just decide to leave and would just up and go.

Ahhhh, that was the root of the problem. Her eyes widened a little at the realisation. He was calling the shots here.

This was not how she played the game. At least, not before now.

Perhaps this was why she was getting so upset when he left. It meant that he was controlling how the relationship worked. She had missed the little switch of power between them. It had been subtle, but effective. It had unsettled her and made her needy, rather than letting her relax and enjoy the affair.

Oh, he was good. He was very, very good.

The fucking snake.

Why hadn’t she seen it from the start? She had always been so careful before. She never chased, she was chased. It was always the man who was calling her for a date, not vice versa. She controlled the when, the where and the how often.

Sure, she still had control of that in this relationship, but by disappearing into the night like a ghost, he left her wanting more. And that was her job, not his.

She stalked across the bedroom floor to grab another cigarette, angry with herself for not seeing this right from the very start.

Of course, most of her partners had wives or families to go home to and she didn’t expect them to always stay the night. Most of them wanted to and organised to do it whenever they could. But by never staying the night, he made her want the very thing he made her believe she couldn’t have. She had fallen under his spell and now he was in charge.

She flicked her lighter angrily and lit the cigarette, inhaling sharply.

This would never do. This was not how the game was played. This was not cricket, old boy.

Crawling back under the afghan, Kate silently celebrated her victory. She had nearly fallen for this little trick. She could see herself becoming needy, whining for his attention, starting to call his office, his home, slowly becoming a bunny boiler all because he didn’t like her lead.

All part of his cunning plan to take control of the relationship and probably dump her hard, just because he could.

She marvelled at his ingenuity. And his sheer lack of spine.

Why was it that so many men couldn’t handle women calling the shots in a relationship? What was wrong with letting someone else take the lead? Most of her partners had welcomed it. They didn’t want clingy or needy, they wanted someone to play with. She set the terms and they played by her rules and nobody got hurt.

Well, some egos got a little bruised when she decided the game had finished, but they had understood that it wasn’t for keeps.

Dan clearly did not appreciate that sort of woman.

He had been a bad judgement call on her part. The high maintenance man having an affair should have triggered alarm bells. The fact that he was blatantly out for most of the night too frequently for it to be work, yet expected his wife to perform all her duties as if nothing was going on was probably not a good indicator.

Most of her previous partners’ wives had staff to help them with the mundane things, so that they weren’t forced to labour for a man who was being unfaithful to them. They spent his money and they lived their own lives and they didn’t think too hard about the price they had to pay for all of that.

The thought of what Dan’s wife must have been going through made her shudder and take a deep, soothing drag of her cigarette. Although, considering the little mind games he had played on Kate, perhaps the wife was just another victim of his ruthless charms.

She knew plenty of women who had started out like she did. Strong, independent, sure of what they wanted and how they wanted to get there. Then they met the so called man of their dreams. The man who claimed to love her for her independence and strength and surety, but slowly spent his days undermining all of the characteristics he claimed to love until she was weak and needy and dependent on him entirely.

They crushed the life out of the women they claimed to love and then wondered why they were suddenly married to wilted flowers, so far from the beautiful creatures they had first captured.

She imagined that Dan had had plenty of practice moulding women to suit his needs. He had manipulated her so subtly that she was almost impressed with the way he did it. If she had been watching from the outside, she would have been impressed. Then she would have kept the hell out of his way so that he didn’t try anything like that on her. Of course, being the victim in this case, she just sat and quietly steamed at herself for letting him pull the wool over her eyes.

She had to face up to her own complicity in this. She was enjoying the affair, she wasn’t there to analyse his every move and question his every motive. She hadn’t even realised there was a motive behind it all. She had assumed he was like the rest of her previous partners, just another man out looking for some fun with someone he hadn’t spent a large chunk of his life with.

She knew very well where assumptions could lead and she had learned her lesson this time as well. It disappointed her that she would have to be more suspicious in the future, it took some of the fun out of it all for her. Part of the enjoyment was assuming there were no expectations or agendas and letting things run their course. But she didn’t need to fall into another manipulation trap again. She would just have to be more careful.

Perhaps she should ask them for references in the future. She giggled at the thought and took another drag. A resume with their previous dalliances and contact details for each one so that she could conduct a thorough background check into every man she got involved with. Even give the wife a call, really get the low down on a potential play mate. That would go down a treat, she was sure.

The men would be livid, of course. Heaven forbid that she actually know something about them before they got involved, or not depending on how the background check had panned out.

She inhaled on her cigarette again, releasing the smoke slowly. A background check on Dan Brown would be enormously interesting, she suspected. The women in his life could probably tell her a great deal about him. More importantly, the type of women in his life could tell her more about him than anything else.

She herself was a fine example. He liked his play mates smart, wealthy and not much younger than he was. He was attracted to their independence, but felt threatened by it once he got involved. He liked sexual confidence and didn’t mine letting her take the lead some nights, but most nights he was in charge.

His performance last night had probably been a bit of a message to her. He was in charge now, or so he felt, completely and utterly. She was to submit to him without a word, regardless of her other plans, such as dinner. He would treat her as he pleased, including roughly, and she would not voice a complaint. As far as he was concerned, everything was going according to his plan.

It would be an unpleasant surprise for him to discover that she was aware of his manipulation and that she wasn’t going to stand for it any more.

It was a pity to have to end it, really. Yes, he was a manipulative bastard, but he was articulate, witty and charming. He was a wonderful dinner companion and she had been able to take him to any dinner table in town and be confident that he would charm the hosts and other guests and not embarrass her one iota.

He had provided interesting conversation and they had indulged in long debates over cognac and his favourite brand of cigar late into the night. He seemed to be able to talk intelligently about just about anything, art, politics, science, popular culture. He had been refreshingly well informed and had taken the time to form opinions on subjects based on extensive knowledge. He could always argue his points well, although he was poor at conceding defeat.

His wine and food knowledge had thrilled her, being a gourmet herself. His own tastes were fairly adventurous and he had enjoyed her cooking. He had never offered to cook for her himself, but he was always aware of the latest thing in the restaurant world.

It had been easy to spend time with him, in public or in private, and it had been a pleasure.

He was also extraordinarily handsome, which did not hurt things at all. With his thick dark hair that he was constantly pushing out of his face and his intense gaze and ready smile, he really was very easy on the eyes. She had recommended her own personal trainer, a friend of hers, when he had spoken about getting his quite lovely body into better shape. The trainer had achieved a lot in a couple of weeks and his body was quite delectable now.

She had received more than one extremely jealous look while she was out in public with him and the fact that he was always immaculately turned only added to them. He took extraordinary care and pleasure in his appearance. His suits were exclusive brand names and he had his shirts privately tailored. Always double French cuffed with an elegant cuff link holding them together. Nothing crass, no novelties, a rule which extended to the Italian silk ties he favoured.

Even when he was casually dressed he looked like a model. She had been hard pressed to keep up with him at some events, but any excuse to buy a new outfit was a good one.

Their trip to the races had been an exercise in sartorial splendour. He had acquired tickets to the Emirates marquee that year and had asked her to come along, rather than his wife. She had been quite surprised as he usually took his wife to work functions. Apparently the tickets had been obtained through a friend, so the day had been all pleasure. And looking at him had been just that. His suit had been tailored especially for the day, charcoal with a faint self stripe, teamed with a crisp white shirt and a lemon yellow self striped tie. She had felt positively dowdy in comparison.

And while the lily did not need any further gilding, he was also extraordinarily accomplished in bed.

This had been the biggest surprise of all. While he had wooed her fairly fiercely with his other talents, to discover this one had been the greatest pleasure so far. He was so good, she was damned surprised that his wife would let him stray three feet from her side, let alone play with others. 

Had she been interested in permanent relationships herself, a man like that would be an absolute keeper, even if she had had to chain him to the bed post to keep him.

What he could do with his tongue and fingers had left her fairly jaded self breathless with delight. He had also been blessed with a magnificently sized and shaped cock that given her pleasure that she didn’t even knew existed.

Possibly the biggest shock of all was that he didn’t boast about any of this. No claims of great prowess, he was much more likely to prove himself by simply taking a woman to bed and showing her just what he could do.

Other talented men she had met knew exactly how talented they were and were not afraid to shout it from the roof tops. Many men she had met had shouted their talents from the roof tops and their talents probably looked pretty good from way up there. But their skills did not bear closer examination, unfortunately.

While she knew she had to end this relationship, it was with a certain wistfulness, because she had not encountered anyone so accomplished for a very long time.

Of course, nothing so talented and charming was without its faults, unfortunately his main fault was one of the big ones, one of the intolerable ones. One that required the severing of this affair, quickly and, hopefully, bloodlessly.

Charm and wit and intelligence were marvellous things to have around, but she didn’t need the head games and the drama he seemed determine to bring along with it.

It did puzzle her, if he enjoyed the company of an independent woman so much, at least he appeared to when he was with her, why would he then throw a spanner in the works and turn her into something she wasn’t? Why couldn’t he just enjoy what he had and leave it as it was? Why destroy the one thing he was so attracted to?

It seemed sad to her, almost pathetic. He was not strong enough or confident enough to deal with what it was he was attracted to. He was immature and wilfully destructive, like a two year old in a bad mood.

Inhaling deeply on her cigarette again, she sighed. It really was a pity. It had mostly been fun while it had lasted. It had only been these last few weeks, with the uncertainty and neediness he had managed to implant into her head, that had spoiled it.

She pouted a little, watching the smoke curl up from the end of the cigarette. It wasn’t fair, just when she thought she was really beginning to enjoy herself, the ride had to come to an end.

It wasn’t just ending the affair that made her pout, it was the fact that she would have to go and break in a whole new partner now, just when she was settling in nicely with the one she had.

Or, at least she had thought she was settling in nicely with him. It turned out he wasn’t playing nicely at all.

She would miss him, for all his conniving. From the outside, at least, he had been an absolute treasure and it had been easy to appear on his arm. Most of the time, she had really enjoyed herself being with him. It was going to be difficult to find such a fine entertainment package again.

They all had their faults, that’s what made affairs so appealing. Most of the time she could disregard the faults, because she wasn’t living with them.

He always left his socks on the floor at home? Not a problem, the only socks that ended up on her floor got picked up by him when he needed to leave.

He sat on the couch watching television, drank beer and farted instead of taking you out to elegant dinners and art shows? Not a concern, that man wouldn’t even make it past, “Hello.”

Besides, the beauty was, when she did find out whatever fault lurked inside the rough diamond, she just sent him home to his wife. No harm, no foul. And no disillusionment.

She honestly didn’t understand why more women didn’t live like she did. It was so much more convenient. She got all the fuss without all the muss.

Yes, there were days when she wished that she could have company but she couldn’t because her current beau was lavishing some attention on his neglected family. But she was grown up enough to do something about that herself.

She just wished that Dan hadn’t gone and spoiled it all by playing head games with her like that. It was so immature and just so disappointing. She had had such high hopes for this little fling. It was more than just illicit sex, it had become an intellectual challenge and a fascinating social merry go round.

It suddenly occurred to her that she needed to call Belinda, her personal trainer, and let her know that her referral had been a bit of a snake in the grass. No need for one of her own friends to get bitten by this one. She would warn Belinda that he liked to play nasty mind games and recommend that she palm him off to one of the other trainers in the gym.

There was a whole network of women she needed to put the word out to, actually. If she dumped Dan, chances were good that he would be on the prowl again pretty soon. There were a lot of women out there who would be susceptible to his charms. While it would be amusing to watch some of them burn their fingers on his flame, she felt a duty to her fellow single sisters out there to raise the red flag for this one.

Of course some of them would ignore it. They would assume that he had left her and she was simply spreading rumours about him because she was upset with him. If they were stupid enough to think that way, then they deserved everything they got from him.

She still couldn’t shake the fundamental feeling of disappointment she had in him. Of course there had to be something wrong with him, he was far too perfect a package for there to be nothing wrong at all. But did it have to be something so petty and immature? Couldn’t it have been a fault that she could maybe live with, like occasional impotence or back hair? She even would have tolerated y fronts for the other benefits that Dan brought with him.

In her initial first impression from a distance, she had assumed he was gay. He appeared far too well presented and far too cultured to be straight. He was way beyond metrosexual and a long way into fag territory, as far as her initial impressions were concerned. She was immediately planning to cultivate him as a good friend anyway because he appeared to be amusing and an entertaining gay friend in addition to a good part time lover was enough to keep all her needs satisfied for a good long time. She didn’t mind being a fag hag, it was a good way to ensure you had a date for things.

She had been at a party thrown by Charlie Parsons and his good lady wife Amelia when she had first met Dan Brown properly. It was a casual soiree, not work related, which was unusual for Charlie, but he had invited some of the cream of his senior execs along to mingle with the big boys. Dan had gotten the nod for this one and had come along to get a taste of the high life.

She had noticed him fairly early on but then so had half a dozen of the rest of Charlie’s harem. Charlie maintained friendships with a lot of single, attractive women. He was utterly devoted to his wife, but he just liked to have pretty girls at his parties and he worked hard at cultivating those friendships.

Most of the harem had been put off by the faint mark of a wedding band. Recent divorcees were just too much like hard work. Too much of an emotional mine field for most of the girls to deal with. He had approached many of them, but had been politely but firmly brushed off by them.

Kate had hung back from the action, watching him at work. He was good. Smooth, polite, quick to identify a common interest and expand on it. He watched women carefully and played up to them.

She had made herself known to him by passing him on the way to the bar. His antennae had immediately twitched and she had found herself with a drinking companion not too long after.

Wanting to get the obvious out of the way quickly, she had cut straight to the chase and asked him about his divorce.

Apparently, there had been no divorce and there wasn’t one on the cards. He just chose not to wear the ring any more. Kate was fairly sure that this was useful information that none of the other harem girls had managed to extract.

From there on, it was easy. They had chatted on the deck overlooking the bay and had finally wound up in intense conversation on a white leather couch in the sun room while everyone else danced and gossiped else where.

She knew she was being pursued. She was an old hand at this and she knew the thrill of the chase. She already knew she was going to let herself be caught, she had just wanted to see how he played the game.

He was very good. He focused on her, not too much on himself. Looking back on it now, she had been excessively flattered by his attention on her and had not noticed how closely he was playing his cards to his chest. But then she wasn’t looking for faults at that point, she was just enjoying the process of being wooed by someone who knew what he was doing.

It was a pleasure just to watch him in action. So many men were so clumsy when it came to trying to get what they wanted. Dan had a way of making it seem like all your own idea and what a clever little vixen you were for having such a good idea. It sounded condescending in her head in hindsight, but she was too busy letting herself be caught at the time to pick it up.

Reviewing that night and subsequent meetings, she could see the subtle signals that he had issues with power and mind games. But one’s vision has remarkable clarity when it’s being used for hindsight and she wondered if there really was anything she could have picked up on at the time.

Of course, if she spent all her time second guessing everything everyone ever said to her in the future, she would have no fun at all. No, mistakes needed to be made, that was how you learned for the future. Besides, very little harm had been done here. Sure, the potential for him to really fuck her head over was there, but she caught it before it could go too far.

Besides, if she ignored the mind games part of it all, she really had enjoyed herself with him, there was no doubt about that. Yes, she had spent a couple of blue mornings regretting that he hadn’t stayed, but when they were weighed up against the fun she had had with him, they really didn’t add up to all that much.

Not that she was considering staying with him. Heavens no. The man clearly had issues with power struggles and she was not about to be the woman who helped him deal with those issues. She was nobody’s private therapist. What was the fun in doing that if you weren’t going to get paid for it?

No, unfortunately there was just nothing for it, she was going to have to call the whole thing off.

He wouldn’t like it, not one bit. If that was how he liked to play the game, chances were good that he was going to make a fuss if she tried to leave him. It would just be a continuation of his petty and immature behaviour, she just hoped his reaction stayed petty and immature. She didn’t need her own bunny boiler chasing after her.

It would have to be over the phone. If he wasn’t likely to play nice, she didn’t want to have to confront him, even in a public place. She didn’t need a scene. It wasn’t like he had keys to her apartment or anything frightening like that. Yes, he knew where she lived and he had her mobile phone number, but he couldn’t get inside.

She had an ex cop friend who might be useful right about now. Once she had called things off with Dan, she would give him a call and keep him on alert, just in case.

It saddened her that she even had to think that way. It was depressing that someone so promising could also represent such a threat to her. When she thought about all the fun they had had in the past, it would be terrible to see it end badly.

Ending a relationship was always unpleasant, but she knew how to handle it. She had done it plenty of times before. She would call him. It was better that way. If you hijacked a call they had made to you to break up with them, it was cruel and unfair. It was better to call them first.

She would keep it short and succinct. She would make it abundantly clear that there was to be no correspondence entered into. It was not up for negotiation. What’s more, she would appreciate it if he could accept it and not start behaving in a manner unbecoming to a grown man.

She would call him on his way in to the office. Grab him before there was anyone around and before he could be distracted by other issues. Make it clear that while she had had a lovely time, she had to end it and that was all there was to it.

She would not meet with him or entertain any other phone calls from him. She would not catch up for a coffee, she would not have dinner again and, god forbid that he show up at her office, she would not meet with him in a professional capacity.

He would be severed from her life utterly. And that would be that.

Sure, he wouldn’t like it much, but he was the one who broke the rules in the first place. If he thought he was going to get away with that, he was deluding himself.

The tension she had been carrying in her shoulders for the past couple of weeks seemed to dissipate. Just making the decision to end things with Dan was an enormous relief. She felt freed by the decision and, in feeling that, she knew it was the right thing to do.

Things had clearly gone on between she and Dan long enough. Even if she hadn’t realised it consciously, her sub conscious had made the connection long ago and was pleased to see that the rest of her had finally caught up. She wouldn’t beat herself up too much, it was easy to miss the signals your sub conscious was sending if your conscious was fully involved in something else.

She firmly believed that as one door closed in her life, another door opened. She smiled as she thought of closing the door on Dan Brown forever and waiting to see what new adventure was waiting through the next open door.

5.00am-Lorraine

He had been late before, but he had never been this late.

She had been awake for three hours now. He had never been this late.

He was always home in time for their daughter to get up. Always. He was selfish in a lot of things, but Dan was always home in time for Hayley.

The tears slipped from her eyes and she tried to choke back a sob. It was so hard. She tried to be accepting. She tried to be a good wife. She tried not to nag or make unreasonable demands of him, but he had never been this late.

Was he going to stay out all night?

What on earth was she going to tell Hayley if he wasn’t home in time? How was she going to explain this? Sorry, sweetie, daddy got called away on an overnight business trip at four o’clock in the morning?

Lorraine tossed and turned under the covers again. She could stand this. She could deal with this, but asking Hayley to understand, that was a step beyond. It wasn’t Hayley’s fault and she shouldn’t be punished for the problems that she and Dan had.

Children should not have to deal with these sorts of things and she and Dan should be able to manage their problems without it impacting on their little girl. She and Dan should be able to do a lot of things that they weren’t managing to do of late. Her father was already livid that he wasn’t attending family functions. Lorraine could see the anger in his forehead and his eyebrows, the shame and disappointment in her father’s eyes. She couldn’t manage her husband properly. She was a bad wife. She was a bad mother. She was a failure. She shamed her family.

Lorraine closed her eyes for a moment and tried to gather herself.

There was no point going down that road, her new therapist had been most emphatic about that. She was indulging in negative self talk and that just undermined her self esteem and her ability to become a better person.

She was a good wife and she was a good mother. She was not a failure and she wasn’t shaming anybody.

Deep down, she didn’t believe a word of it.

She knew she was a bad wife. If she were a good wife, then her husband would be sound asleep in bed beside her, snoring softly, and he would not feel the need to seek affection outside of the holy sanctity of their marriage.

If she were a good wife, it would be a given that Dan would be there at the breakfast table and she wouldn’t spend her early mornings lying in bed staring at the clock wondering if this morning was the morning that she never saw him again.

If she were a good wife, there would be no affairs and they would be happy again, just like they were when they first got married and everything was so new and so much fun and so relaxed. Before things got so difficult and painful and broken.

Dan blamed her entirely for the affairs, of course. She was too cold, too frigid. She was too demanding, of his time, his emotions, of everything. She was needy and pathetic and entirely too much like hard work. Where was his soft place to fall, he would snarl, throwing pop psychology references back in her face.

She wanted to be that. She wanted to be everything. She wanted to be everything she used to be to him and more. She wanted that more than anything else in the world. She wanted things to be the way they were before they all went wrong.

Lorraine blamed herself too. When Hayley had come along, she had felt so exhausted by the child’s demands that she simply had not been able to cater to both. Instead of trying to juggle them, like she was sure a good wife would, she had focused on the needs of their daughter and left her husband to twist in the wind.

By abandoning him then, she had given him permission to abandon her now. It was her punishment for being a bad wife and mother, for not giving her all to her family, for not giving until she bled. Her own mother had taught her that. Nothing was too much for your family. There was no ask too big for your husband, no demand too overwhelming for your children. You gave and gave and gave and gave. They would give back to you in spades, of course, but you had to make sure you gave them every molecule of your being, no matter what.

It was all her fault. He was right, it was all her fault.

For a long while it had angered her that Dan blamed her for this mess. It was his decision to be unfaithful, it was his decision to use her treatment of him as an excuse for his infidelity. But now she could see that he was right all along. Where else did he have to turn? His wife certainly could not give him what he needed.

It wasn’t all sexual, either. She had poured herself into Hayley utterly, she did not even have affection left for Dan afterwards. She had existed for Hayley’s every breath, the way she had once existed for Dan’s. But she had abandoned him utterly.

She had walked like a wraith through their marriage, there in neither body nor spirit. She had thought it would be all right, that things would survive because that was how they were supposed to work. She knew that relationships were work, but she was working on her daughter, not her husband. Because isn’t that what she was supposed to do? Besides, there was nothing else left to give at the end of the day. Hayley had all of it. She had needed all of it and Lorraine had given unstintingly.

Perhaps she had been a fool in assuming that being the perfect mother to his daughter would make her the perfect wife in his eyes. The fact that the house was immaculately kept and run, that dinner was always on the table, that his clothes were clean and pressed and folded, that his daughter was clean and beautifully dressed and always happy to see her daddy.

It seemed to have been enough for her father, but then she never saw any affection between her parents at all. She and her sisters had to have been immaculately conceived, her parents never even kissed or touched. It was incomprehensible to her that they had managed to have sex.

It was all that she knew. Her mother kept the house spotless, Father could bring home guests any night of the week and the house would be ready, dinner would be cooking and could be miraculously modified to feed whoever showed up. She and her sisters would be presented to father upon his appearance home. They would dutifully kiss his cheek, then they would be sent to their rooms to play until dinner.

Her mother was always impeccably dressed, her hair done, her face made up, a clean dress on, ready to greet Father as he arrived.

This had been her role model. She had assumed that everyone lived this way and had come to her marriage fully intending to perform her duties just as her mother had done. She thought she had been doing well. sure, Dan seemed a little distant, but she put that down to his distractions at work.

Then one night he had not come home until two in the morning. She had been beside herself with fear. When he had come in, his clothing was dishevelled and he smelled of a perfume she didn’t wear.

She had confronted him angrily about it, thrown their vows in his face, tried to shame him. He had given her a look of fury filled loathing and then quietly, his anger controlled, explained to her what a terrible disappointment as a wife she was.

This had infuriated her. Hadn’t she done everything she was supposed to do? Hadn’t she kept the house for him and run it like a well oiled machine? Hadn’t she raised his daughter for him, bright, beautiful and charming? Hadn’t she kept herself pretty for him, always looking her best for him?

He had explained, in his cold, tightly controlled voice, that this was precisely what he didn’t want and that he hadn’t married her for her to become some sort of ridiculous, stereotypical 50s hausfrau. He had married her so that she could be his wife, along with all that that entailed.

She had been stunned. Why hadn’t he said anything earlier? How could he do this? Her thoughts became an inchoate mass of anger, resentment and grief. She could barely articulate her feelings and she was trying to keep from shouting because she hadn’t wanted to wake up little Hayley.

He had been so calm. So cold. So logical. The quite voice he spoke to her in chilled her unspeakably. His arguments were reasoned, calculated and she could not refute him. She could not gather her thoughts sufficiently to be able to put her case to him, to explain that she had misunderstood his needs, that she had thought he was happy because he had never indicated to her that he was otherwise. That, no matter what, she didn’t deserve his infidelity.

Oh, it was all clear in her head now, but that had been years ago and it was far too late to do anything about it now. Far too late and far too many other perfumes that she didn’t wear.

The only concession had been that he would be home of a morning for Hayley, it was the one victory she had managed. He had respected her need to keep this from their daughter, she did not need to suffer just because they had failed to work things out between them.

In the end, it seemed that Hayley was her only bargaining chip. As far as Dan was concerned, Lorraine was less then dirt to him. He would give her nothing, he would concede nothing to her. Her needs were invisible to him and he cared nothing for them. It was like she was dead to him. But if it involved Hayley, then she could get his attention.

Hayley wanted for nothing. Her father doted on her. He would attend recitals and birthday parties and school functions. He was always home for her for breakfast and on weekends he would indulge her every whim.

When she was younger, he would take her out, to the zoo, to the movies, wherever she wanted to go. Now that she was older and didn’t want to hang around her dad when she could be hanging around with her friends, she simply went to him with requests for cash or particular products. The requests were always granted, unquestioningly.

He insisted she went to the best schools and had every possible resource at her fingertips. She had the latest computer for her homework, the latest phone so that Lorraine could reach her if necessary, the latest gadgets for playing music or games or whatever took their fancies.

He paid her allowance, which Lorraine felt was excessively generous for a girl of her age, but Dan had made it quite clear to her that her opinions were not welcome in the matter.

He had made it clear that Lorraine’s opinions were not welcome in a number of matters concerning the raising of their daughter.

Religion had been a big one. She had wanted Hayley baptised and raised within the church. Dan said it was hokum and religious mumbo jumbo and he wasn’t going to inflict it on his little girl. He would not attend church on Sunday with Lorraine and he refused to let Hayley attend with her until Hayley had gone through a brief religious phase when she had found out that one of her little friends from school went to Sunday school regularly. She had lost interest in that after a couple of months, so Lorraine continued to attend alone.

Lorraine had been told which school Hayley was going to attend. She had wanted their daughter to attend her own alma mater, but Dan would not hear of it and enrolled her himself at another school.

He indulged her behaviour terribly and would not discipline her. Lorraine was always the bad one, the mean one, the heartless mother who kept her from doing things. Daddy let her do as she pleased, regardless of the consequences.

Lorraine had wanted to buy a dog or a cat for Hayley and teach her how to be responsible for another living creature. At first, Dan had resisted, not wanting some ‘filthy animal’ to be allowed into the house. She had tried to convince him of the value of letting their daughter take care of an animal but he wasn’t listening. It wasn’t until Hayley had walked in on their conversation and squealed with delight at the idea of a puppy or kitten that he came around and drove her off to the pet store that very minute.

They had returned, triumphant, with an adorable King Charles Cavalier Cocker Spaniel (named Charlie, of course) and a bag of toys and equipment for the puppy.

It had taken all of six months before Hayley had become bored of the responsibility and began to forget to feed the poor creature or check its water or clean up the yard of its mess.

Eventually, Dan had complained about stepping in dog crap in the yard and within days, the dog was gone, never to be spoken of again.

She felt as if both her husband and her daughter had been water she had tried to hold in her cupped hands, but each of them had slipped between her fingers and trickled away, no matter how tightly she tried to hold them. She had lost Dan years ago, but she was losing her daughter by inches and she didn’t know how to try and salvage things.

In a vain attempt to rescue her relationship with Hayley, she had tried to be more like Dan, taking Hayley shopping and buying her anything she wanted at the shopping mall. Clothing, music, books, whatever the girl wanted, Lorraine had bought it.

Instead of saving their relationship, sometimes Lorraine feared she had damaged it further. She saw contempt behind her daughter’s eyes some days, worse, even outright hatred.

Of course, Dan had been livid when he had seen her credit card bills, but had been more understanding when she had explained it had all been for Hayley.

It was as if she destroyed everything she touched, everything she came in contact with.

It hadn’t always been like this.

She remembered their courtship.

Dan had been like a blazing sun, circling her, blinding her, warming her and giving her life. He was handsome, incredibly attentive, witty, intelligent and charming. She had met him at a cocktail party she and her university friends had thrown, in an attempt to appear sophisticated and adult.

Of course, it had simply been an excuse to drink vast quantities of mixed alcohol and meet new men, but, somehow, Lorraine had managed to find love as well.

She had been mesmerised by him as he entered the room and made his way around like he owned the place. He was so confident and assured and he seemed to know everyone. He had a charming smile for every person he met and some sort of amusing bon mot that would make people laugh.

She had observed him for a while as she sipped a rather slip shod martini. It had taken the courage contained in a far better tequila sunrise for her to walk over to him and introduce herself as one of the hosts.

She recalled some silly, throw away banter between them and then she had smiled and made her excuses, claiming she had to mingle. Better to leave them wanting more had been her motto.

Sure enough, it had worked. He had pursued her that night and every night after that.

He had only been on a meagre income, working in a bookstore on campus, but he treated her like a queen. Dinner dates, movies, trips to the art gallery, their life was a social and cultural whirl.

He had been so easy to talk to, so interesting, always with an opinion about something or other.

She had dreamed that her life would always be like that. That they would marry and live a glamorous, beautiful life. Charmed and charming, always with something exciting and new around the corner.

Of course, when he had proposed, she had been delirious with joy. It was everything she could hope for and more. The wedding had been glorious, a huge production with hundreds of guests and a beautiful cake and a dress any bride could dream of.

In their photos, they looked perfect, he so handsome, she so radiant, both of them utterly, ridiculously in love with each other. It had been like a dream. She had danced with him that night and he had held her and had she died at that precise moment, she would have died perfectly, utterly happy.

The first couple of years were wonderful. Dan had to focus on his work, of course, so Lorraine had focused on making sure the rest of their lives ran like clockwork. She organised all their finances, paid the bills and kept the house. When Dan walked in the door, everything was done, all he had to do was sit down and read his paper until she called him for dinner.

He never offered to help around the house, but she had never even thought to ask him to do so. He worked all day, it was her job to take care of that. It didn’t mean he didn’t think of her, though, her first wedding anniversary present had been a dish washer. She had been taken aback by the extravagance, although she had been rather hoping for a nice pair of earrings.

As his career had taken off, they had discussed children. She had planned on three, but Dan was firm on only having one. Lorraine felt that it was unhealthy for a child not to have siblings, but, for the first time in their relationship, Dan had put his foot down and told her that they were having one and that was the end of it.

This had been somewhat of a shock to her. He had never acted in this way before. It was a harbinger of what was to come, of course, but she had had no way of knowing that at the time. She had cried, reasoned, pleaded, shouted and railed against him, trying to change his mind, but he was resolute. They would have one child and they would try for it the following year.

Which was exactly what they had done. Lorraine had quickly fallen pregnant and he had doted on her and her bump throughout the pregnancy. He would talk to their bump, read to it from the paper and the tiny creature inside her learned to respond to his voice. It was most active when daddy was home and if he were late, it would kick petulantly at her bladder until he arrived.

They had gleefully decorated the nursery together and prepared for the new arrival with excitement and not a little trepidation.

Lorraine had been so tired in the last couple of weeks of pregnancy. She barely had the strength to walk the length of the hall, let alone maintain the house, but she felt she couldn’t let Dan down. A couple of times she had asked if they could have take away for dinner so that she could take a break, but he had refused, saying that it was a waste of money and that eating that sort of food would be bad for her and the baby.

She had quietly acceded to his wishes and prayed for the birth of the child so that she could get some rest.

Of course, she had been deluding herself. The birth had been traumatic and Dan had not been there with her, citing a deep loathing of hospitals. He had visited them, his wife and his tiny, wrinkled daughter, briefly, before he was allowed to take them home.

Then it was just as it had been before the birth, Dan consumed by work, Lorraine slowly being drained by the upkeep of a small child and a large house.

Throughout their relationship, Lorraine had cultivated no friends. She had made acquaintances, usually the spouses of Dan’s friends, and she had lost her university and high school friends once she had married.

So there was no one to have coffee with, no one to call, no one to lean on as she tried to raise her daughter.

Her mother was no support at all in those first difficult few years with Hayley. She was a fractious child, prone to colic and angry fits of crying that the doctor could find no cause for. She was simply a difficult baby. Her mother was firmly convinced it was something Lorraine was doing, because whenever she visited her mother, Hayley was perfectly quiet. She was an angel for her father too, and he didn’t understand Lorraine’s exhaustion or her frustration.

Hindsight, with its astonishing clarity of vision, told her that she had been suffering from post natal depression, but nobody told her that at the time. And she had had no one to support her through it. She had been expected to survive on her own.

She had perceived it as her own inadequacy. She could not care for her own child. She could not manage their household perfectly. She could not be a good wife to Dan. She was a failure as a wife, a mother and a woman.

She had wept many bitter tears alone while her daughter screamed in her crib and the washing piled up.

It had felt never ending. On top of all of this, Dan would brusquely inform her that there was some sort of company function and that she would be expected to be there. She would have to juggle a babysitter as well as try and make herself presentable and be gracious and charming on the night.

As for sex, she barely had enough energy to breathe at the end of the day, let alone feel a single sexual urge. It became perfunctory, when it happened at all, and she literally lay beneath him, thinking of England, or what she was going to cook for tomorrow night’s dinner.

As Hayley grew, she became less difficult and when she was finally off to kindergarten and school, Lorraine suddenly found herself abandoned in an empty, echoing house.

She was desperately lonely, but there was no one for her to turn to. Dan had invested himself entirely into his work and wasn’t interested in hearing anything from her other than when his dinner was ready.

It was not long after this that the affairs had started. And because she was the one who was emotionally, physically and mentally depleted, she was the reason they began.

It was irrational, she knew, but she still believed that there was some magical cure out there, that if she had just managed to find it, she would have saved her relationship with Dan and they would still be happy. Perhaps, like in a Disney film, if she just believed hard enough, one day her wish would be granted and they would be a picture perfect family, just as she had always dreamed of.

The emotional pain she felt was physical, she felt she had given so much of herself and yet had so little to show for her efforts. A husband that despised her, a daughter that found her contemptuous. So little and so cruel for all that she had given them. And she had given them the only things she knew how to give.

It was worse from Dan, the fact that he never said anything about how unhappy he was felt like a knife to her heart. That he didn’t value their relationship enough to come to her and talk cut more deeply than she could articulate. She was simply a convenient body for the occasional work function and a useful labourer in the house.

She wasn’t even that to her daughter.

Some days the hatred from Hayley was palpable. Thick, swirling, angry resentment towards her. Lorraine was baffled by Hayley’s attitude. She could not fathom what would cause this sort of intense anger. She tried to be the best mother she could, she tried as hard as she could, but apparently it wasn’t enough for her daughter.

Lorraine understood that Hayley was at a difficult age now, she was a teenager, but was that enough reason for her to start hating Lorraine the way she did?

Even Hayley’s apparent affection for her father looked forced. Lorraine wondered if it wasn’t his generosity that generated her smiles and jokes for him. It was as if Hayley was wooing him to get what she wanted. She was remarkably good at what she did, that was for sure.

So there she was, trapped in this mausoleum of a house, despised by most of its inhabitants.

Divorce had never even crossed her mind. She had meant the words “for better or for worse” and her daughter was not going to end up the product of a broken home. No, divorce would be conceding defeat and Lorraine was down, but she was not defeated.

She was not going to become a single mother, a victim, a statistic on a list of marriages. No, she would fight tooth and nail for this marriage, even if it wasn’t even remotely what she would have imagined it to be on that dizzy Spring afternoon when they said, “I do.”

Of course, she feared that Dan would leave her, that one morning he simply wouldn’t come back and Lorraine would be faced with the utter trauma of having to explain to Hayley that Daddy had gone. Worse would be explaining to her family that she was not capable of maintaining her relationship with Dan like a normal adult and that he had left her.

Even if he did leave, she would fight the divorce like a wild cat. She would not give him the satisfaction of an easy break. No, if he was going to play that particular card, she was going to make it as difficult for him as she possibly could. After all these years, after all this time and effort, blood, sweat and tears, she was not going to be thrown out by her husband like so much trash. She deserved better than that, no matter how bad a wife or mother they thought she was.

Oh, how easy it was to be brave in the darkness of the morning, waiting for the sound of Dan’s car in the drive way. If she was honest with herself, she knew what the reality would be. Dan would tell her he was leaving her and she would fold like a deck of cards, gutted and paralysed and unable to fight him.

In her head, she would find the best lawyers in the land and strip him of his dignity, his wealth and anything else she could take from him. In the real world, she would probably just slink off to her parent’s house in utter disgrace and be lucky to take anything from the divorce at all.

Her parent’s would blame her for everything, of course. No daughter of theirs would be so disgraced, she always had been a bad seed, going off to university like that. It would never even enter their heads that Dan might have done something wrong at all. Even if it did occur to them that he had been unfaithful, that would be her fault as well.

Hayley would rage against her, forced to choose between her parents. Forced to decide whether to live with a successful father who might be opting for a life without children and a failure of a mother who would have nothing and would mean she would be living with her grandparents until she was old enough to move out.

Her daughter would blame her too, of course. There would be some perceived slight, something Hayley believed she could have done differently to save their marriage.

It would all be her fault.

She would die, bitter and alone, still living in her parent’s house and with nothing to show at all for her life than an angry daughter who hated her and faded photos of a marriage that turned so very, very sour.

The worst of it? The very worst thing, despite all the disastrous scenarios flying around the inside of her head, despite the accusations and the contempt and the anger?

She still loved him. Despite all of this, the infidelity, the lies and the hatred, she still loved him. He was still Dan, her husband, the man she had married almost twenty years ago. Yes, he had changed, they both had, but that didn’t change the fact that she loved him

Of course, most of the time she didn’t like him very much at all, but the love was still there and there were some days when he was distracted by something, usually Hayley, where she could still see the man she first married. Albeit a little older, but he was still in there somewhere.

It was why she still believed in the Disney fairytale ending. She hoped that the man she though she could still see was still inside him and that somehow this disaster of a relationship could some how still be rescued.

She wished she knew how to call to him, how to attract the attention of the man she had married so long ago. He could not be that far removed from the Dan he used to be, surely. There must be some reason why he was still coming back to her after all those years, all those perfumes.

Some nights she wished she felt differently. It would be so much easier to hate him if she didn’t still love him. The pain would be so much less if she could treat him as disrespectfully and hatefully as he treated her. But she couldn’t. It was completely alien to her nature. It wasn’t even that she was trying to be noble, to not lower herself down to his level. She just simply didn’t know how to hate another person the way he seemed to be able to hate her.

She was so torn inside. Part of her knew the relationship was dead, that right now was the best she could ever hope for and that chances were, things were just going to go downhill from here. But a bigger part of her hoped for some sort of miracle, for him to turn to her one day and see her in another light, see the girl he courted, the woman he married, the mother of his little girl.

She wanted him to see that so much, she would have given anything to be able to show him those facets of herself, because they were still a part of her. Way down below, there were still glimmers of the person he had loved, waiting for him to reveal them to the sun to grow.

Biting back another sob, she wondered where he was. Was he in the car on the way home, or was he still tangled up in the arms of whoever it was he was cheating on her with? Was he even thinking of she and Hayley at all?

She didn’t speculate about the affairs too much. He was discreet, it was all she could ask for. She wasn’t about to hire a detective or stalk them or do anything so ridiculous. She knew they occurred, she didn’t need to know who with or the sordid details of what went on.

It wasn’t denial, she knew what was going on and reluctantly acknowledged it. She didn’t like it, but what was there that she could do about it? Trying to find out more about the affairs just seemed to her like picking at an old scab. Nothing could heal or go away while you kept digging and digging at it.

She assumed they were younger and prettier than she was, but she didn’t need her own deficiencies and short comings pointed out to her by meeting the women her husband slept with. Besides, she didn’t want to face Dan’s reaction if he ever found out she had been following him and checking up on him. No, it was better to stay far, far away from Dan’s infidelities. They didn’t encroach on her life terribly much and she wasn’t about to encroach on theirs.

Conducting an affair of her own hadn’t even entered her head. Again, the strength of her conviction in her wedding vows meant that she didn’t even consider having affairs in some sort of petty revenge.

It was not who she was and the idea was completely inconceivable to her. Besides, she was not going to let Hayley grow up watching her parents play tit for tat, learning terrible lessons in life about how to hurt the ones you loved.

Where WAS he? Lorraine could feel her anxiety rise exponentially. She had always feared this morning, the morning when he finally didn’t come home. That would be the morning that she knew there was no hope, no future. Not for their relationship and not for her.

She tried to calm her breathing down, but she could feel a full blown panic attack coming her way.

She batted at the bed side lamp to switch it on, then scrabbled through her top drawer, looking for the little white packet of pills the doctor had given her. She hated this, she hated what she had become. Pathetic, whining, alone and dependent on drugs just to get through the day. Regardless, she popped out one of the pills and swallowed it down with a mouthful of water from the glass beside the bed. It was too early to be taking it but she needed it to cope, to be able to face the rest of the morning, with or without Dan.

Overcome at the thought that he might not come home that morning, she wept, uncontrollable, ugly tears that heaved through her chest and made her nose run like a toddler. She tried to muffle them in the comforter, but they wracked her shoulders and ached through her chest. Tears for herself, tears for her daughter, tears for her husband, tears for their marriage and tears for all the things they had done to each other over the years. All the hurt and the angry words and the resentment poured through her in hot bitter tears.

Her breath gasped in and out of her lungs as she mourned every part of her relationship with Dan. She grieved for the things she had missed out on, the opportunities she might have had, the life she might have lead, how beautiful it all could have been.

It was not fair, why couldn’t her life have been perfect? Why couldn’t her husband have loved her unconditionally and respected her and cared for her the way she needed to be cared for? Why couldn’t she have given him the love and respect and care that he needed? How could she have let things get so far, let Dan drift so far away from her, the way Hayley was slowly drifting away from her now? How could she have abandoned them so completely and abandoned herself at the same time?

Huge, choking sobs ripped through her as she desperately wished that things had worked out differently, that they were still happy and together and in love the way they had been at the start. Desperate wishes that she drowned in salty tears.

She cried for all the days they had lost, all the wasted potential of their marriage and their family. She cried for their relationship and where it had gone and where they were left, bitter and alone and angry.

She cried for Hayley and everything this mess of a relationship was doing to her and teaching her. She could see her daughter becoming bitter and angry at the two of them and becoming hard and distant, protecting herself from them. She could see Hayley learning the wrong ways to love and be loved and could see history ready to repeat in her daughter’s eyes.

She wanted to be special again, to be loved and cherished the way he once had. She wanted to give him the love that she knew she was capable of. She couldn’t stand his resentment and his anger and his contempt. She couldn’t stand the loneliness and the fear and the self loathing. She didn’t understand why she deserved this in her life, why she didn’t deserve to be happy and why she was going to spend the rest of her mornings, lying in the dark, watching the clock and weeping for the opportunities that should have been hers.

5.30am-Hayley


She awoke with a groan. The sound of muffled weeping filtered through the bedroom wall. Flinging her pillow over her head, Hayley groaned again.

It was five thirty and the morning and weeping woman was at it again.

At least she had been able to get some sleep this morning. Weeping woman could start up at any time during the night and continue on well past the interruption of her alarm clock.

For some reason Hayley was horribly attuned to the hitching sobs and soft cries coming from the bedroom next to hers. It was like something she was unable to filter out and ignore. The birds might start frenzied squawking outside her bedroom window, the neighbour could start leaf blowing, the garbos could swing by and make a hellish noise and she would sleep like a babe. But the minute weeping woman started up, Hayley was awake and alert.

Well, not quite alert, and she had been practically falling asleep in class recently. Weeping woman had been pretty persistent these last few weeks and so getting a full night’s rest was becoming somewhat of a challenge.

She tried stuffing the corners of her bed sheet into her ears and layering another pillow over her head. No use, the sound of crying drilled into her head like a dentist’s drill.

She supposed the mothership wasn’t even aware she was waking her up. The mothership probably thought she was still fast asleep, oblivious to her grief.

It was the mothership who was oblivious, and not just about her regular early morning crying jags.

Hayley considered banging her fist against the wall. Anything to shut weeping woman, aka the mothership, up. Of course, if she did that, she would just make weeping woman aware of the fact that she had woken her daughter and she would just cry harder because she would feel bad about burdening Hayley with her grief or some such nonsense quoted directly from her therapist.

Hayley scowled at the poster of Good Charlotte hanging on the wall opposite her bed. She bet they never had to deal with weeping women at half past oh fuck o’clock in the morning. She bet they didn’t have to deal with their idiot mothership hovering over them, trying to appear strong and together and in control, when Hayley knew exactly what was going on because she was woken up by it every single damned morning.

It wasn’t like she had to be a rocket scientist to figure it out. Weeping woman starts up at some unholy, cow milking hour of the morning. The dog father’s car pulls up some time later in the drive. The front door opens. There is a muffled argument in the bedroom next door. The alarm eventually goes off. Hayley gets up and finds the mothership in the kitchen preparing breakfast. The dog father greets her cheerily and asks how well she slept.

Hello?! Did they think she was stupid or something? She had watched enough drama on television to know what was going on here. The mothership had told her some time ago that daddy’s job kept him out late some nights.

Yeah, right. As if his senior executive post needed him to arrive home at four o’clock in the morning. As if she didn’t know what was going on. As if.

They treated her like such a child.

For crying out loud, she was fifteen. She wasn’t stupid. She knew what was going on. But they insisted on acting like Mr and Mrs Fucking Cleaver whenever she walked into a room.

What, did they think the walls were sound proof or something? Did they seriously think she couldn’t hear them argue? Or couldn’t hear the weeping woman every morning?

Did they think she was deaf as well as stupid?

Sweet skateboarding Christ!

Why couldn’t they be civilised like Brittany’s mum and dad and just get divorced like normal people? Why did they bother trying to pretend things weren’t as dismal as they really were?

Any day now, they were going to buy her a puppy or some other object that she would be expected to lavish her love on to try and distract her from the fact that her parents’ marriage was an utter train wreck. And she would be expected to be gracious and surprised and happy and think that there was nothing wrong.

Fuck.

These people were stupider than she thought.

She looked at the clock again. She frowned. She had not heard the dog father’s car arrive home again. That was unusual. The dog father was a complete dog, but he was always there to greet her over her cereal in the morning. Perhaps he had decided that it was all too hard and he wasn’t coming home. He was going to stay shacked up with the skank he was obviously banging and leave them in peace for a change.

It would be awfully decent of him.

But incredibly unlike him. Decency wasn’t something he seemed to have in abundance, at least not that she had noticed.

Of course, the thought of dealing with the mothership if the dog father had not returned home was no piece of cake either. This would be the sort of thing that would undo the mothership like a poorly knitted scarf. There would be tears before breakfast and she would try to have some sort of ghastly mother daughter talk where she would try to explain what was going on between long, snotty sniffs and would say, “But always remember, your daddy and I love you very much, munchkin.” and it would be all she could do to keep from heaving her cereal all over her mother.

The whole set up just sickened her. This had been going on for years. Hayley couldn’t remember a time when there hadn’t been weeping woman. Sure, the dog father had usually come home a bit earlier, but she would be regularly awoken by the mothership’s snuffling weeping. Then the dog father kept coming home later and later and the arguments, still muffled and hushed, got more intense.

Why the mothership just didn’t tell him to fuck right off and leave them alone, heaven only knew. The mothership could strip the dog father of every cent and come away from the whole mess quite nicely, thank you very much. But no, she wouldn’t do that, she would rather lay in her pathetic empty bed and cry into her pathetic pillow and wake her daughter every fucking morning than manage to produce enough spine to throw the dog father out onto the street where he belonged.

She knew it was fashionable and de riguer to hate your parents. But it was a whole other ball of wax when you actually had good reason to hate and despise them.

The mothership seemed to be calming down a little. The snotty gasps and cries were slowly settling down into just regular hitching of her breath. Hayley waited to see if she would calm down and quieten. But no, there she went again, all mucous and tears.

She was going to have to settle in for a long wait until the alarm went off.

It really wasn’t fair. She was failing maths because of this shit. Every morning, sob, weep, snuffle and Hayley lost another couple of hours of precious sleep and subsequently fell asleep or zoned out in her maths classes.

The fact that she hated maths with a passion that burned deep within her soul and the fact that she was convinced that her maths teacher was a kitten torturing paedophile was completely irrelevant. As was the fact that maths was the only class she was falling asleep in or zoning out in and consequently failing. It was just easier to blame it all on weeping woman.

She had been tempted to actually go to the school counsellor and do that, blame her falling grades on the unhealthy situation at home. Of course, that would have required a call to her parents and a meeting to discuss the problem and how it was affecting poor little Hayley. And that would have killed the mothership because she would have been sprung with the whole weeping woman thing. And would look like an idiot in front of another grown up for putting up with the dog father’s bastard behaviour.

If she had been able to finagle it so that the mothership was not embarrassed, Hayley would have had a go at it. It was worth a try and family problems could earn you a solid pass in some subjects.

You just had to know which buttons to push and to do the big puppy dog eyed look and teachers would be falling all over themselves to help you with your ‘situation’. If you could subtly hint that there was some sort of abuse going on, you were set for life. Physical abuse was the gold medal, of course, but emotional abuse was a pretty close second. Teachers and counsellors were total suckers for that sort of thing.

Hayley had hinted darkly about a messy family background, but she didn’t want to push it too far and wind up with a parent teacher interview that would go very quickly pear shaped.

Of course, her parents would team up in public and deny that there was any problem at all. No, no, we’re happily married, they would insist, lying through their well cared for, bleached white teeth. Nothing wrong here. I don’t know what ideas Hayley has been putting in your head…

Great, thanks guys, make your daughter out to be a complete liar just to save your own lying hides. It was nice to know they would sacrifice her rather than appear to be anything less than the perfect couple in public.

It frustrated Hayley no end. She didn’t understand what the hell pay off the mothership was getting out of this and she assumed the only reason the dog father stuck around was that family men were considered trustworthy and reliable by his company so he was secure in his job. Otherwise, there was nothing to their marriage at all. It was all hollow.

Hayley couldn’t remember the last time she had heard anything other than crying or arguing coming out of the bedroom, so there certainly wasn’t any sex involved. Not that she wanted to know that particular detail anyway, the idea of her parents shagging squicked her out completely, even to conceive her. No, that was a dangerous train of thought.

They didn’t go out for anything other than company dinners and functions. That was the only time the two of them would be willingly seen in public. Anything else, the dog father wasn’t available for.

She assumed that the rest of the family knew about this. For crying out loud, a man can only work so many Christmas days before it starts to become obvious that there was something wrong. Not that Hayley had ever caught anyone saying anything to the mothership about her relationship, what there was left of it, with the dog father.

The mothership probably got all this behaviour from her family. They were all uptight, crazed perfectionists who scared the living hell out of Hayley. For birthdays, Christmas and other family events, they would all show up, so shiny and perfect and looking like something out of a Vogue Living shoot.

The mothership must have been some sort of disgrace to them, not being able to produce a perfectly turned out husband for family events. But the excuse was never questioned, so the dog father never had to make an appearance and the mothership was never embarrassed.

Even the family photo that the mothership sent out every year with the annual Christmas letter only ever featured the mothership and Hayley. Never the dog father. Oh, no, that wasn’t right, he appeared in her first Christmas photo. All phoney smile and looking completely artificial in a casual outfit clearly bought straight from the pages of a David Jones catalogue. It was probably the most natural smile she had ever seen on the mothership though.

Perhaps back then there was something, something other than this horrible situation. But Hayley couldn't remember that far back. It would be nice to have some other sort of memory of her family other than this fragile joke of a thing, but it was all she had. It was not much, but it… well, it was not much and that was about all she could say for it.

Hayley glanced at her alarm clock again. It was too early to really get up and do anything. She pondered her predicament for a moment, and then dug her diary out from under the mattress.

Correction, she dug the diary she wanted the mothership to know about out from under the mattress.

It was a trick she had learned from Brittany. If you left a fake diary in a fairly obvious place, the mothership would assume this was her diary and read it and think she had some sort of secret insight into her daughter’s life. This allowed Hayley to put her off the track entirely by keeping a second, real diary where the mothership would never be able to locate it. Once the mothership had found the first diary, she would never think to look for a second one.

Hayley knew the mothership snooped. She would come home from school and find things slightly rearranged. Not by much, but the mothership had not picked up on the subtleties of the layout of Hayley’s things and never managed to put them back quite where Hayley had left them.

She updated this diary almost every day. Short, relentlessly chirpy entries about school and boys and her friends. She and Brittany even co-ordinated the content in their diaries, just in case the two motherships ever decided to get together and compare notes. It was unlikely, but you could never tell when these sorts of things might backfire.

The fact that the diary looked completely unlike anything else that Hayley owned would not have been sufficient clue to the mothership that all was not completely above board here. No, the mothership was far too clueless, or far too wrapped up in her own drama, to pick up on a subtlety like that.

The diary was a ghastly pink thing with some sort of naïve cartoon drawing of a grinning, long haired girl clutching a flower in bright primary colours and a lame velcro closure on it. Yeah, nice security, that.

There was a length of cord attached to the spine, with a matching, ghastly pink pen on the end which was filled with ghastly pink ink. All the better to fool the mothership, my pretty.

Hayley sat up in bed, propped a couple of pillows behind her and flipped through the pages to the last entry. Even her handwriting in this one was different. It was all loopy and big with circles dotting the ‘i’s. She could not bring herself to dot them with hearts, that just would have been a step too far.

She and Brittany had conferred on the train home last night about their diaries. They were focusing in on the school formal at the end of the month and the attendant boy crisis. Not that there was a dearth of boys to take them to the formal, just that there was a dearth of boys that they would actually like to be seen in public with.

The two of them had spent the last week rhapsodising about their dresses and how they were going to do their hair and what jewellery they would wear, ad nauseaum.

Of course, if the mothership had even the slightest clue about her daughter, she would have known that the very thought of going to the school formal sickened her and that she would rather have set herself on fire than go.

But the formal story in the diary served two ingenious purposes. Firstly, it let the motherships believe that they were interested in something wholesome and worthwhile, like the school formal. Secondly, it provided a perfect cover for when boys showed up that night to take their daughters out. They would assume it would be for the formal and not at all for what the girls actually had planned.

Hayley knew the mothership was reading her diary. She had been raving about a particular dress that she had seen in one of the stores recently and, sure enough, the mothership had bought it, claiming to have seen it and just knowing it would look perfect on her and she just had to have it and didn’t she have a school formal coming up soon?

Yeah, nice cover. Pity Hayley could see right through her. Of course, she had played her part and acted overjoyed that the mothership had been so intuitive and knew her daughter so well.

There had been other instances too. And the mothership managed to share some of the information she had learned with the dog father, too. He, of course, put his foot in it completely one morning by asking her about a boyfriend. She had only a couple of days previously written about a boy who had asked her out. She had not spoken to the parental figures about it. The mothership had clearly read it in her faux diary and told the dog father about this. He had obviously forgotten that he was not supposed to divulge this information, a fact confirmed by the squinty eye of doom the mothership had shot him over the island bench in the kitchen.

Hayley had milked it for all it was worth, blushing and stammering and pretending that yes, she had been asked out by a nice boy, but she wasn’t ready to be dating just yet. The dog father had approved of this heartily and the whole incident forgotten.

Of course, had the dog father known what his daughter was really up to, he would probably have a coronary and die.

The thought gave her pause. It was one way to get him out of the picture. And if he knew what her plans were for the night of the school formal, he probably would spontaneously combust.

The problem was that the lying, cheating bastard hadn’t even come home this morning, so there was no way to spill the beans and watch him clutch his chest and fall face first into his Weetbix. More’s the pity.

To spoil the whole, phoney, daddy’s little girl thing the mothership and the dog father insisted on pretending was one of her dearest dreams. Sure, she had played up to it, it was to her benefit. He showered her with presents and gave her money whenever she asked for it, without question. Because she was daddy’s little girl. Or so he liked to conveniently believe.

She supposed it was their guilt that kept it all going. They probably felt so rotten at concealing so much from her that they felt they needed to pander to her to keep her completely oblivious to what was really going on. She was rorting the system left, right and centre and it was working very nicely for her, thank you very much.

Her regular allowance, plus the money the dog father would slip her every now and again to appease what little conscience he had kept her well supplied at parties. The fact that the mothership would buy her way out of whatever guilt she was experiencing by taking Hayley on shopping sprees meant that Hayley’s money could be completely dedicated to annihilating brain cells on the weekend at an astounding pace.

Brittany had a similar set up, but, of course, with her father out of the house now and only having visiting rights every second week, she had to milk him really hard to keep her finances well supplied. But again, the old guilt card was worth a pretty penny these days and it was easier for the parental figures to just cough up rather than ‘fess up.

Hayley uncapped the ghastly pink pen and doodled for a while, drawing tiny African animals in the margins, miniscule giraffes, infinitesimal lions and nano rhinos before she began to write last night’s faux entry.

“Dear Diary,

I’m so excited!!! I heard Mel telling Shar that she’d heard Owen telling Ben that Josh was going to ask me to the formal!!! Josh and me at the formal, how completely dreamy!!! I am SO going to say yes!!! And now that Matt has asked Britt, we can go together on a double date for the formal and it’s going to be SO perfect!!!! Britt and Matt look SO good together and she reckons that Josh and I are perfect for each other!!! And she’s right! He’s SO cute!!! And he’s smart and he’s got his learner’s permit already and when he goes for his license, his dad is going to buy him a blue Subaru WRX and he’ll be able to take Britt and Matt and I out all over the place!!!

It’s SO exciting!!!

I got to see Britt’s dress last night and she is going to look SO pretty in it. She’ll need to take lots of photos so her dad can see her. He’s going to be SO sad that he missed seeing her, she will be SO beautiful!!! But he decided that he wanted to not be with Britt’s mum, so that’s the price he has to pay for doing that to them.

I’m SO lucky, my dad will be here for the formal. At least, I hope he will be here, I would just cry and cry if he didn’t see me in the absolutely perfect dress that Mum got for me!!! I’m so lucky!!! But he has to do a lot of work stuff and he’s not at home a lot. I hope he can be home for this!!!

Someone told me that there was a rumour at school that Belinda wants to go to the formal with Josh. Well, she can just get in line, becoz Josh is totally going to ask me!!!

Britt and I are going shopping on the weekend to get stuff for the formal like jewellery and makeup and shoes and handbags and maybe like a wrap or a shawl or something becoz they look SO pretty with a nice dress. Britt’s really lucky, her dad gave her a credit card so that she can not have to worry about carrying cash and stuff and getting mugged. I think that is such a good idea, I might suggest it to mum and dad and see if they agree. I hope they do becoz having a credit card would be SO cool!!!

Mr Choo is failing me in maths again. I can’t seem to manage to get my head around the stuff he is teaching. It is SO hard!!! There are heaps of other people who are failing too. People who are completely smart!!! I think he’s just a really bad teacher who doesn’t know how to teach stuff properly. Britt has Ms Benz and she’s totally getting Bs and B+s in maths and she’s as smart as me, so I’m pretty sure it’s Mr Choo and not me. I mean, I’m really trying, but I just can’t seem to get this stuff. Maybe Josh can tutor me. He’s a year above me, so he should know all about this stuff. Besides, it’s a good way to spend time with him!!!

All my other classes are going pretty well. I have SO much homework though!!! I don’t know how they expect us to get it all done and still get any sleep!!! Britt is the same, there is so much to do, you can’t watch any TV and we can’t miss the OC!!!

The last episode was SO cool!!! Ryan finally got together with Marissa and they are SO cute together. Ryan is the hottest looking guy on the show, but that whole bad boy thing he has is so lame. I’m SO not into that whole leather jacket, bad boy thing. It’s SO fake. Britt heard from a cousin in the US that they will break up or something, like an ex-girlfriend comes back. I hope this doesn’t happen!!! Marissa is so pretty and she deserves the best looking guy on the show!!! I hope he doesn’t cheat on her, that would be the WORST thing a guy could ever do to you!!!

Well, it’s late and I still have to finish that essay for history tomorrow. Boo. I hate history, but at least I’m getting a good mark in it. I don’t know what I’m going to do about maths, though.

I hope more than anything that Josh asks me to the formal tomorrow at lunch time. That would be SO cool!!! I would be SO happy!!! If I could have one wish tomorrow, it would be that beautiful Josh asks me to the formal in the cafeteria in front of everyone (including Belinda!!!) tomorrow. That would make everything PERFECT!!!”

Hayley sat back against the pillows and reviewed her work. It seemed to cover everything she needed the mothership and the dog father to know. The two ‘boys’ had been introduced as well as the car, which would cover them for the night of the formal, and the seed of the idea for the credit card had been planted. The fact that Brittany had one would be a powerful inducement to the parental figures to cave in.

She had also mentioned the maths problem, so that wouldn’t come out of the blue on her next report and the dog father might even agree to her having ‘tutoring sessions’ on school nights. She had even managed to guilt the fucker about formal night. Having him there with what she actually had planned for that night would be sweeter than she could imagine. The back hander about cheating on someone was a nice touch.

Finally, she had portrayed herself as a totally vacuous and completely innocent teen. The parental figures would suspect nothing. It was utterly perfect. She had to give it to Brittany, when she came up with a plan to screw over the parental figures, she left out no detail to small.  The parental figures, the dog father in particular, wouldn’t know what hit them.

Hayley tucked the faux diary back between the mattress and base of her bed and arranged the sheets neatly back over the top. She figured it would be a couple of days before the mothership went snooping again, so there was still plenty of time for the plan to come to fruition.

Throughout her writing, weeping woman had continued to weep softly in the room next door. There was no way she could go back to sleep. She glanced at her computer. There was time for her to do a proper diary entry before the mothership would arise. Besides, even if the mothership came in and found her up and on the computer, she could always say she was refining her history essay or some other bit of homework bullshit.

With another quick check to ensure that the mothership was still wallowing in her own misery, Hayley got up, dragging her covers with her like a snuggly cape, and made her way through the half light over to her computer. Quietly, she pulled her chair away from her desk and arranged herself in it, the covers settling around her until only her head poked out the top of the pile.

It was still pretty cold and the dog father had this freakish obsession with the climate control in the house. For some reason he insisted that the bedrooms were kept cooler than the rest of the house and, in winter, Hayley usually found herself freezing. She figured he was just too cheap to heat the house properly, but who knew how the dog father’s mind worked?

She had kept on her fluffy purple bed socks and the black pyjamas with the little purple kitty pattern on them that Brittany had given her. Still snuggled in the warmth of her bed clothes, she was nice and toasty as she booted up her computer.

She yawned and examined her nails as the start up screens flashed by her. She would have to convince the mothership to take her to the manicure salon soon. It could be another one of those mother daughter bonding sessions that the mothership liked to do so much. Hayley only liked it because the mothership would always foot the bill.

The computer finally booted up and she opened an Internet Explorer window and selected LiveJournal from her favourites. She had renamed the link something innocuous, just in case the mothership ever got the urge to put her hands on the computer one day. It looked like a study link, but the likelihood of the luddite mothership ever feeling confident enough to try to use a computer was almost zero. Still, she couldn’t be too careful. Stranger things had happened.

She also had the account set to log out after every session, just in case. She kept her caches cleared and had a little program she would run to ensure that files weren’t just deleted, they stayed that way. While the mothership would never even figure out how to log on, the dog father was slightly more savvy and would be just as likely to find a way to use the computer against her if he ever found out any of her secrets. No, this bit of technology was not going to betray her.

Logging in, she checked to see if Brittany had updated her site since last night. No such luck, she didn’t have to contend with weeping woman and was probably still sleeping peacefully in her bed. Hayley reread Brittany’s last entry, from the night before.

Brittany was seriously pissed off. Apparently her dad was seeing another woman. Another woman who had three kids from a previous marriage, all younger and, presumably, cuter than Brittany. He had called earlier in the evening to tell Brittany the news and to let her know that she would be meeting them at her next access visit.

Brittany was livid about it and was bemoaning her fate, accusing her father of not loving her and abandoning her for some ‘ho bag, slut, white trash, breeder bitch and her foul offspring’.

Hayley could understand her anger, but still wished Brittany could get a grip. At least her father cared enough to leave her mother and tell her about this new woman. At least he had the courage of his convictions and didn’t slink back into the house of a morning fresh from visiting his skank. Sure, Brittany’s dad did stuff because he felt guilty about the divorce, but he did really care for Britt. Hayley’s dad, well, if he cared for anyone other than his over important self, Hayley would enter a nunnery.

Hayley did like Britt’s dad. He was a sweet guy. He cared for people other than himself. When she had been a little girl back in primary school with Britt, she had wished that she had been really born into Britt’s family and then adopted by her own. Typical kiddy princess nonsense. She had been sad when they had broken up, but she could respect that. Her parental figures’ current disaster was not something she could respect.

She wished she could call Britt and talk to her about the entry. She had tried to call last night, but Britt had shut herself away and didn’t want to talk to anyone, not even Hayley. That had hurt, but she supposed that had she been in Britt’s shoes, she might have done the same thing.

If her own dog father had announced that he was leaving the family and was shacking up with some ho bag, slut, white trash breeder bitch and her three foul offspring, Hayley would throw a party and invite everyone she knew to celebrate. Anything to have the dog father out of her hair. The ho bag, slut, white trash breeder bitch and her three foul offspring would be welcome to him.

She wondered about who it was that the dog father was seeing. Was he even just seeing one or did he have a whole ho bag, slut, white trash bitch harem? She strongly suspected that none of them would be breeders. In light of his utter failure as a parent to Hayley, he would not be volunteering to act as a father to anyone else’s filthy kidlets.

The ho bag would be young, no doubt. Probably independently wealthy. The dog father liked to act like he was money, but he was too cheap to throw it around for anyone. Unless, of course, he was trying to buy the love of his daughter, in which case no dollar amount was too steep.

The skank would be someone who wasn’t looking for a real relationship. She would just be slutting around. Because she knew that for sure the dog father was not going to be looking for anymore ties right now. He had enough of those.

Perhaps she was someone he worked with? A secretary who admired him or another senior executive?

The whole idea of the dog father fucking anyone still squicked her big time, but she bet that it made him feel pretty good about himself. Made him feel like a big fucking man.

Never mind that she and weeping woman got left to deal with each other. Never mind that she could never respect him, or the mothership for tolerating him. Never mind that she knew he was incapable of being the father she wished she could have. Nope, never mind all that. He could be a big man because he was fucking around.

For many years she had been wishing that something would happen to him. Initially something fatal and quick, but as the years dragged on, so did the dog father’s death in her imagination. It was clear the mothership would never do anything about him, she just didn’t have what it took to stand up to him and throw him out on his lying, cheating arse. Death would do the job nicely. The mothership could hold her head up in public and there was no disgrace to the family. She would stick Hayley in grief counselling rather than having to deal with her daughter’s reaction to a divorce.

It would be clean and, for Hayley and the mothership, relatively painless.

Of course, they would never be that lucky. Death would be too convenient, it would end things too neatly for them.

The dog father would never have the balls to pack up and leave the mothership and Hayley. They gave him too much cred in the office and she supposed that the way the mothership still took care of him, still made him meals regardless of whether he was around to eat them, still got his clothes washed or dry cleaned, kept the house spotless and his daughter acceptable in public. He had it too good the way things were, one skank to keep him entertained, another slave to keep him in the manner to which he had become accustomed.

They sickened her. The dog father sickened her most, but the mothership was right up there for putting up with him.

She wanted to tell the dog father just what she had planned for her formal night. If it wasn’t for the fact that she would drop poor Britt right in it with her folks, she would have liked to have done it on the night, just as she was leaving the house, in all her finery.

To take the dog father’s nose and rub it right into the mess of a daughter he had left behind. To horrify him with what she had become due to his arrogance and his neglect.

It had been perfectly planned. Josh and Matt did exist and they would be arriving in a blue Subaru WRX on the night, but they were both 18 and none of them were going to the formal. The plan was for the girls to tell their respective parental figures that their partners would be arriving to pick them up with their fathers in the passenger seats, as they were still on their learner’s permits. Of course, when Josh arrived, it wouldn’t be his father in the seat, it would be Matt, but from the street her parental figures would never know.

The plan was that Hayley would tell her parentals that she would be crashing at Britt’s after the formal, Britt would tell hers she would be at Hayleys. And the truth of the matter was that they would both be crashing at Josh’s apartment and getting completely wasted, before screwing like out of control bunnies for the rest of the night.

She wanted to see the hurt on the dog father’s face when he realised that he had fucked things up right royally with her and that no amount of money was going to buy his way out of this one. She wanted him to feel the pain she felt when he behaved the way he did. 

Hayley wanted the dog father to know that she had learned his lessons well, that screwing around and not respecting the people you loved and acting just as you pleased without caring about repercussions was the way she intended to lead her life too. She was, if nothing else, her daddy’s little girl.

6.00am-Belinda

She glanced at her watch. It was six am precisely. He knew she didn’t tolerate late comers and he had smartened up his own tardiness accordingly. He was usually skidding into the gym about five to six with his sports bag over his shoulder. He would arrive in his gym gear, dump the bag in a locker and meet her outside the gym for a warm up run.

If the lazy son of a bitch had slept in without calling her, she was going to kick him in the nuts. She pulled her mobile phone out of its holster at her hip and thumbed up his number. It rang twice then switched to voice mail. She cursed.

“Hey arse hole, you’re late. Get your flabby, out of shape arse out of bed right now and march it down to the fucking gym, you hear me?” She thumbed the mobile off in disgust. She was renowned for her stringent rules and her boot camp attitude. It was what kept the clientele flowing to her. She had a waiting list a mile long for her services and she didn’t appreciate clients not turning up on time.

Three strikes and you are out, was her policy. If you didn’t show up on time for three training sessions, she would dump you. With her skills in such high demand, she could afford to do it. Besides, she had plenty of clients who knew how to pick up a phone and reschedule. She didn’t have time for idiots who blew her off. This would be his second strike.

He had shown up late for his first training session with her. She had been outraged by his lack of respect. She had only taken him on based on a recommendation from one of her clients, otherwise she would not have bothered. It had taken her five minutes to make it abundantly clear what she thought of people who wasted her time and what she did to clients who thought they could get away with it. She thought he had gotten the message loud and clear. It seemed he hadn’t.

She was going to have to call Kate back and tell her that this client wasn’t going to work out. Belinda usually didn’t take clients based on client recommendations, but Kate was an old mate of hers from university and was usually a good judge of character. Belinda suspected that Kate was thinking about Dan with the wrong head, as it were. It was fairly clear she was carrying on some sort of affair with Dan and it was affecting her judgement.

Belinda wasn’t too upset with Kate, hell, she had made some pretty stupid judgement calls herself in the past. If a guy knew his way around a clitoris, it was very easy to become starry eyed about them. She hoped the sex was really good, because there sure wasn’t a whole lot else to recommend Dan Brown.

Of course, by showing up late to his first training session, he had immediately gotten off on the wrong foot with her. Of all the things someone could do to piss Belinda off, being late was number one on her list. It showed lack of respect for her, lack of respect for her other clients and basic laziness. Especially if you couldn’t manage to pick up your phone and call so that she could be more prepared.

Dan had showed up like he didn’t have a care in the world. He was oozing charm at her and didn’t care that he was running late. She had very quickly disabused him of that idea. By his reaction to her, she had been tempted to finish her little diatribe about punctuality with a caustic, “Now drop and give me twenty, maggot!” She strongly suspected he would have done it, too.

She knew his type. They cruised through life causing friction and disturbance through their careless and arrogant behaviour without a thought for the people they were upsetting or inconveniencing. They assumed their charm and wit and good looks, at least in Dan’s case, would absolve them of any crime.

Belinda had little time for people like that. They were selfish and inconsiderate. Some people thought she was excessively harsh, she had copped a lot of flack from ex clients who hadn’t appreciated her strict policy on inconsiderate behaviour. She didn’t care. Life was too short to be spent sitting around waiting for some arse hole to realise they should have been making an appearance.

She knew the type they preyed on, people who would not fight back, the meek and the uncomplaining. She would be willing to wager a very large sum of money that Dan depended on people like that in his life to tidy up the mess he would invariably leave behind.

She hadn’t liked him on sight. Sure, he was incredibly good looking and, for someone who had not been doing regular exercise other than the odd golf or squash game, in pretty good shape. Thickening around the middle a little and losing muscle tone, but certainly not the physical wreck a lot of men his age had become.

He played to his looks, it was obvious. The practised run of his hand through his hair to tame the stray locks that fell over his forehead. The easy, blindingly white smile that often didn’t make it to his eyes. He was clearly a man who relied on his looks and his charm to get through life.

It pissed Belinda off no end. She had known a lot of people like Dan before. She knew how easy life was for them because of these so called talents. She acknowledged that her own good looks had probably helped her a long way in the world, but she had also worked like a dog to get where she was. You didn’t get a client list like hers just because you had a cute smile and a perky arse.

Dan would have slid his way through middle management up to senior management with a quip and a smile greasing the way. She knew he was a desk jockey, just from his level of fitness when he had shown up. It had given her a great deal of pleasure to show him absolutely no mercy during that first session and he had been red faced and sweaty, his breath heaving in and out of him, when she was done. Not quite so attractive when she had finished with him, and it had left him with a new level of respect for her. Not only was she a ball breaking bitch, but she could hard core whip his arse and barely break a sweat doing it.

It had been enormously satisfying.

He knew who was boss, right from the word go. He could be as charming as the day was long, but she wasn’t buying it. But it frustrated her that she even needed to go through that process in the first place. Of course, she had made a fundamental mistake when she took him on a client, right at the very beginning.

Usually, she would conduct an evaluation session prior to adding a client to her schedule. Ostensibly, the evaluation session was so that she could evaluate the potential client’s level of fitness, any illnesses or injuries she needed to know about and understand what the client was trying to achieve. In reality, it was to allow Belinda to see whether she could even tolerate spending a session with this person on a regular basis. She could save herself a lot of grief that way and she made friends with the other trainers, because potential clients who failed at the first gate could be passed on to them.

Had she conducted an evaluation session with Dan, she would have palmed him off to someone else at the first opportunity. He was trouble, with a capital ‘T’.

Unfortunately, Kate had rung her up one afternoon and asked for a favour. Would she take on this guy, a friend of Kate’s, who had caught the fitness bug. He wanted the best personal trainer available and Kate had done a pretty good sell job on Belinda. Kate had asked her to take him on, sight unseen. Because she was an old friend, Belinda had agreed. After all, Kate was a smart woman, she wouldn’t pick a complete waste of skin for a lover. Would she?

Turned out, she had. Belinda had no doubt he rang all of Kate’s bells, but she hoped deep down that Kate wasn’t too attached to this one. He was very bad news and Kate was not going to emerge from this entirely unscathed.

Of course, Kate was a grown woman and free to shag whoever she decided was worth shagging. Perhaps she had recognised him for what he was and was managing the relationship accordingly. Belinda didn’t know, but if she got a tearful phone call from Kate bemoaning the end of this thing, she was going to be hard pressed to provide any sympathy.

Belinda checked her watch, her anger mounting. Even if the lazy sod did turn up, there was scarcely enough time for her to do anything with him anyway. She considered ringing her next client and letting them know they could come in early, but she decided to wait it out instead.

Trust him to throw out her morning like this. All of her other clients were brought to heel right from the very beginning. They were all very good about calling her and letting her know they were running late or to reschedule a session.

Phil, one of the other trainers wandered by, sweaty and pulling on a brightly coloured sports drink. “Hey B, what are you doing?”

“Hey Phil. I’m waiting on my no good, son of a bitch client, that’s what I’m doing. I think the fucker has stood me up. Screws up my whole morning.”

“Sorry to hear that, B. Next time you see them, work ‘em until they drop. That’ll learn ‘em.”

“Oh, don’t worry. I’ll be inflicting particular punishment on this one, next time I see him.”

“Ah, you’re a stone cold bitch, B, and that’s what we love about you!” Phil grinned at her, then headed into the change rooms.

Not too many people could get away with saying something like that to Belinda without swift and violent retaliation on her part. She was sure many people thought of her exactly the way Phil described her, but he was the only one who was allowed to say it out loud. He was a harmless, inoffensive sweetie that she had had a bit of a thing with not long after she had started at the gym. He wasn’t too bright, but he knew his way around a woman’s body and he knew how to treat women well. She respected that and gave him far more leeway around her than most men.

One of Dan’s many mistakes was to assume that he could make smart arsed comments around her and that she would tolerate it. He had tried to make some crack about her being a bitch on wheels after she had worked him particularly hard. She had shut him down right then and there. He didn’t have the right to talk about her like that. He wasn’t a friend, he was a client and not a particularly popular one. She clarified the extent of their relationship and she used small words, to make sure he could understand clearly. She wasn’t going to take any of his shit. Not one bit of it.

It was one of her life tenets, if you let people get away with behaviour you could not tolerate once, they would keep doing it again and again. Then they would be surprised when you finally became angry enough to ask them to stop. If you pulled them up right at the beginning and made it clear what your expectations of them were, there could be no ambiguity. Belinda was big on making her relationships with different people very clear. If you understood clearly where you stood in a relationship, it was easier to understand how you were expected to behave towards the other person.

For her, it was all about defining your space and making it clear to the other party how they fitted into your space. It was up to the other person to define how you fitted into theirs. If they couldn’t be bothered to do that, it was not her problem. She would define it herself.

Dan clearly had very loose ideas about what constituted other people’s space. He tried to insinuate his way into hers, and she had stopped him in his tracks. It was obvious that he had decided that she was a challenge for his charms, that if he worked on her long enough, she would finally submit to him.

He was set for a very rude awakening.

And if he thought he could charm his way into her pants by being late for another session, he was quite obviously deluded.

She knew that was what he was ultimately after. He liked a challenge and he liked the conquest. Of course, once that was all over, he was looking for his next target. Belinda wondered how long it had taken him to conquer Mt Kate and, now that he had stuck his flag pole into her summit, for want of another clumsy metaphor, which peak he would be looking towards next.

He had certainly tried to make moves on her. He had tried to be polite and charming. He had tried to be a bit of a bad boy to impress her. He had waved his wealth in front of her to see if that would get her to bite. He had tried to shock her, which had just made her laugh. A man like Dan was not convincing when he was trying to be shocking. He had been married and living a comfortable and boring life for way too long to be even remotely shocking.

It appeared that he had tried every trick in his arsenal to woo her, she just wasn’t interested. He was far too obvious and transparent to impress her. There was no mystery, he was not interesting in the slightest, not even as a fuck buddy. 

For Belinda to do the deed with any guy, there had to be a level of mutual respect between her and the man involved. She respected Phil’s work ethic and his skills as a trainer. He respected similar things in her. Respect was sexy, it was an aphrodisiac to her. Mutually recognising qualities in each other that you admired really got her motor running.

There was nothing in the package labelled Dan Brown that Belinda even remotely respected. He was all surface and no depth, all flash and no substance. He might have been dashingly good looking on the outside, but the inside was ugly and shallow and hollow. He didn’t seem to have any respect for women as an entire gender, let alone any respect for the skills and talents of any particular woman. They were simply game to him, to be hunted and devoured, the corpse abandoned for scavengers.

Of all the things a man could do to demonstrate lack of respect, conducting an affair was on the top of Belinda’s list. Oh, it was obvious that he was married, the faint mark on the ring finger of the left hand, the way his business suit was so carefully packed in his sports bag for him. There was a woman in the background somewhere taking very good care of this one.

Not that he deserved it in the slightest.

Somebody was putting a lot of hard work and effort into taking care of this man, and how was he rewarding her? By banging Belinda’s best friend and goodness knows who else on the side. Hell, he didn’t even respect Kate enough to restrict himself to her, he had tried to put the moves on Belinda even as he was stringing his poor wife and Kate along.

He might not have been wearing the symbol of his marriage, which to Belinda was sickening enough, but the wife was definitely still in the picture. He was like a well groomed cat, in excellent condition, but only going home to be fed.

She hated men like that with a fury that burned deep within her soul. The sheer lack of respect was astounding. That he thought that this was an acceptable way to treat any other human being staggered her. The fact that there was a woman out there who was letting this happen to her and letting him get away with it was equally staggering to Belinda. If anyone had tried something on like that with her, she would have hunted him down, cut off his balls, fed them to him and then left him to bleed to death.

She wanted to find his wife and grab her by the shoulders and shake some sense into the woman. Although men like Dan were crafty. They would select someone meek and unprotesting enough to suffer this sort of behaviour. They would work on the woman, a form of mental and emotional abuse, and mould them until the woman believed that she deserved this sort of treatment. It would never occur to her to stand up to him, to tell him to fuck right off and never come back.

Dan needed someone to give him a gigantic wake up call. To slam his head into a wall until he got the message. For Belinda, he represented the very worst that the male gender had to offer the world.

Death was too good for men like that. It was better to plan a long, slow suffering for them, something that attacked the very root of their manhood, something like impotence caused by prostate cancer would be enormously satisfying. With a heaping dose of male pattern baldness. Something that would strip him of everything he used to define himself before slowly killing him. That was the way to handle someone like Dan.

Belinda laughed at herself. She clearly needed a cigarette, her thoughts were becoming distinctly homicidal. She took some deep, cleansing breaths and worked through her mental exercises again. She didn’t need a cigarette, they were a crutch for her frustrations which were manifesting themselves through the hideously annoying Dan Brown.

Glancing around, she spotted an elliptical machine free that had a good view of the front door of the gym. She wandered over to it, played with the settings and decided to sweat out some of her anger. That way, when Dan’s smarmy self finally managed to make an appearance, she would be able to restrain herself from punching him in the face in greeting.

Closing her eyes, she let herself fall into the natural loping rhythm of the elliptical machine and let the play of muscle, bone, ligament and tendon start to work out the chaos in her head.

It pissed her off that she let him get to her the way he did. She was angry at herself for not screening him out in the first place. She was angry at Kate for falling for this idiot and she was angry at the idiot himself for simply existing and imposing his idiotic self on so many people.

He didn’t deserve the time she was giving him this morning and she resented the fact that his poor behaviour had even set her off on this angry jag. It wasn’t PMS or anything hormonal, which would be the sort of thing Dan would immediately attribute her attitude to, no he was one hundred percent bad news. A waste of perfectly good DNA. And now half an hour late for his session with her.

She stabbed at the elliptical machine’s console, increasing the resistance of the machine. If the lazy fuck wasn’t going to show up, she would still get in a bit of a sweat session. More to the point, if the lazy fuck didn’t show up, he wasn’t getting another chance. She would dump him from her client list like the garbage that he was. Let him find another personal trainer to prey on, she had had enough of him. Life was too short to have clients that pissed you off as much as Dan pissed her off.

Some would say that deep down she harboured an attraction to him, that her reaction was caused by her denying a longing for him to dominate her. That thought was enough to make her laugh out loud, startling the somewhat overweight gentleman sweating on the machine beside her.

“Sorry,” she apologised to him, with a smile. He nodded acknowledgement and then went back to trying to find his rhythm on the machine.

Attracted to Dan Brown? She would rather fuck a sewer rat. Yes, he was undeniably attractive if you just looked at the external package. Not only that, but her own hard work had made the package even more attractive. He didn’t have wash board abs yet, but they weren’t far away and his shoulders and arms were bulking up nicely. He was starting to present quite a physical profile.

It was just such a pity that the man inside the excellent physique was so weak. It was one thing to be strong and attractive in body, it was a quite different thing to be strong and attractive in mind. It was a combination that Belinda didn’t come across very often. It was almost as if deficiencies in the body forced a man to develop his mind and personality more to compensate. Most of the ‘beautiful people’ Belinda encountered were the same. Arrogant, stupid, shallow and out for everything they could get. That applied to either gender, as far as she was concerned.

She suspected that a lot of them felt they could get through life based on the external, they had no need for internal beauty and intelligence, so they didn’t bother. Of course, all beauty fades with time and if there was not internal beauty, the external just got uglier and uglier. Internal beauty illuminated even the least attractive features.

As she pounded away at the elliptical machine, she pulled out her mobile phone to check her calendar. Perhaps she had the day wrong? Maybe this morning wasn’t Dan’s session? She thumbed up the calendar. No, he definitely had an appointment this morning. He was definitely an arse hole.

It was time to schedule drinks with Kate and find out just what it was that attracted her to this guy, because she couldn’t see what it could be.

The bank of television screens in front of her flashed up different images. Breakfast television, mindless rubbish. Perky hosts laughed at each other’s poor jokes and seizure invoking Japanese cartoons flickered before her eyes.

It puzzled her that Kate had fallen for Dan. Unless he had an alternate personality that Belinda never got to see, Kate was big on respect, too. Of course, one didn’t look for too much within a fuck buddy, but whatever elusive quality had won Kate over completely eluded Belinda.

Phil had been an exception to the rule for her, anyway. Belinda didn’t mix business with pleasure. She had gotten her honey where she got her bread and butter once before and it had ended badly. She had had to change gyms to leave the mess behind her. Nothing Dan Brown could do would possible convince her to change or relax that rule.

She speculated about Dan’s wife as she pounded away on the elliptical machine.

While his ring clearly hadn’t been worn for some time, he was just too well kept to be living on his own. She wondered what sort of woman his wife was. Was she initially meek and dominated by him or had he worn her down over time? Did she know about his infidelities? Did she just look the other way? What else was she getting from the relationship that she would stay with him? God forbid, were there children?

Dan’s life spread itself out in her imagination like an ugly, tangled spider’s web. Dan was the fat, bloated arachnid in the middle, spinning silk around women like a lasso. He would monitor every twitch from every female in his harem. She had no doubt he had other women to do his bidding. There would be someone he worked with who bore the brunt of his arrogance. She could not imagine him rising to the top through actual skill.

She wondered what he was bleeding out of Kate that he needed. Was it just the rush of the illicit? Or was she supporting him in some way that his other women didn’t? Belinda was under no illusions. She could not believe that Dan would get involved with any woman unless he benefited significantly from the relationship. Perhaps a spider was the wrong comparison. Perhaps she was better to compare him to a leech, sucking the life and energy out of the women in his world.

‘Shall I compare thee to a summer’s leech?’ She laughed again at her own silliness. The overweight man beside her startled her with a strange look before hurriedly getting off his machine and choosing a nice safe stationary bicycle a long way away from the crazy laughing lady on the elliptical.

She closed her eyes and focused in on the movements of her legs on the elliptical, getting the rhythm and echoing it in her head. She was just about to get into her zone, where she could drift away while her body kept working, when her machine was sharply jolted.

Her eyes flew open. Her first thought was that Dan, the lazy fuck wad, had finally shown up and was rudely interrupting her. She suppressed the urge to deck whoever jolted the machine and found herself gazing at Phil again.

“Still not shown, huh?” he asked.

“No, arse hole,” she replied, referring to Dan. Phil knew exactly who she meant, he didn’t take it personally. “Hey, listen, would you be interested in taking this guy off my hands?”

“You’re dumping this one too?” asked Phil.

“Yeah, he’s too much trouble. Doesn’t play well with the fairer sex, if you know what I mean.”

“Why did you take him on in the first place?”

“Sheer stupidity, I think. Look, he’ll be a fine client. He pays cash up front, he won’t cause you any trouble, I’m sure. He’s just too much like hard work for me to deal with right now. I don’t need his bullshit,” she replied.

“Sure,” Phil shrugged. “Leave his file in my drawer. I’ll contact him and let him know that I’ll be taking over his training, if you like.”

“Thanks, sweetie,” she replied, relieved. She had not wanted to make the call herself. She suspected that Dan would hound her for the reason as to why she was offloading him. While she could tell white lies like the best of them, she just didn’t want to deal with the hassle of doing it. If Phil wanted to volunteer, who was she to say no?

“Anything for you, B. You OK? You look like you’re going to ride that machine into the ground.”

“Eh, I’m a little edgy. Probably best you take this guy on. I’m likely to punch him out if I see him again.”

“B, did he do something to you? Did he try anything on?” Phil’s expression darkened.

“No, don’t be ridiculous. Besides, I can handle myself and a weed like him, no problem. No, he just gets my goat is all. He’s a slime ball and I’ve just let him get inside my head today. I’ll sweat it out. I’ll be fine.”

“OK,” Phil conceded, reluctantly. “But, you know…”

“I know,” she replied, firmly. “And I appreciate it. But I’m OK. Really.”

He nodded, gave her a quick smile and then headed into the weights room.

Trust Phil to get all defensive about Dan. Immediately assuming that Dan was messing with his mate. Such a male reaction. She didn’t mind it too much, as long as he didn’t get all cave man on her. She could fight her own battles, thank you very much. Dan Brown was just a battle not worth the effort of fighting.

She pulled out her mobile again, checking it for missed calls or text messages. The reception in the gym wasn’t ideal and she didn’t want to have missed a call from Dan if hell had frozen over and he had managed to remember to call her.

Nothing at all. No missed calls, no text messages. Nothing to explain why he was now forty five minutes late for his appointment. Well, at this point, he was no longer late, he was not fucking showing up.

The late Mr Dan Brown. She would give him the late Mr Dan Brown. The machine whined in protest as she fought the resistance harder. She grimaced and reduced it, allowing her to pump her legs even faster, the sweat now starting to run in her fringe. She took a long drink of water from her water bottle, conscious of needing to replace fluids if she was going to punish herself like this.

More to the point, if she kept this pace up, she would be wrecked for her next client. That wasn’t fair on them and it was completely unnecessary on her part. Wrecking herself over the slimy and late Mr Dan Brown was not worth the sweat and effort.

She slowed down on the elliptical, moderating her pace and letting her heart, lungs and muscles recover.

The machine finally came to a stop and she climbed off, sucking down water rapidly and running a towel over her face. She also mopped her own sweat off the elliptical machine and went into the aerobics room to stretch out after her workout.

Sweating the late Dan Brown and all his accompanying troubles out of her system seemed to have been pretty effective. The situation was under control, she had handed him off to Phil and she never had to deal with him again.

It was like she had just had a deep tissue massage and her body had finally relaxed. She felt calm and in control again.

That was what bugged her most about him. The way he manipulated and controlled people. She briefly felt angry at herself for letting him control her and focusing so much of her attention on him and his dreadful behaviour. Then she let the anger go, it wasn’t worth the effort.

She sank down into a lunge, stretching out her already abused calves and hamstrings. She almost felt like apologising to her limbs for taking out her frustrations at the late Dan Brown on them. They didn’t deserve it, they did a wonderful job of keeping her upright and getting her around the place.

Watching herself stretch in the long mirrors covering the walls of the aerobics room, she reflected on the fact that the late Dan Brown not only did not deserve her emotional dedication or sweat, he didn’t deserve one inch of the well defined goddess that she was.

Of course, she would have to tell Kate and let her know that her current boy toy was off her client list, but she was sure Kate would understand. They were completely different people, Kate could not expect Belinda to get along with every single guy she dated.

More importantly, it had been a long while since she had caught up with Kate and they were well overdue for a girly gossip. She pulled her mobile phone out again and began to type out a text message to Kate to organise drinks together. Perhaps they could spend a little time dissecting exactly what it was about the late Dan Brown that baked Kate’s noodle, but only a little time. There were far more important things to catch up on, Belinda was sure.

There was also that charming young man that she had conducted an evaluation with a week or so ago and had had to reluctantly turn away. She had kept his details on file in case a gap opened up in her schedule. It was with great pleasure that she would soon be calling said charming young man to let him know that the aforementioned gap had indeed opened and that it was all his if he still wanted it. She felt fairly sure that he would. And she felt fairly sure that he would be a much more worthwhile client to have on board than the late Dan Brown.

Stretched and relaxed and feeling better than she had all morning, she quickly returned to her office to put the late Dan Brown’s file on Phil’s desk and pull out the file of her next client to review his regime. Ah, it was the lovely Wilfred next. Polite, punctual, appallingly handsome and ridiculously unavailable due to the fact that she possessed two of those pesky X chromosomes. Nevertheless, fine eye candy and a pleasure to work with.

It was with no small amount of pleasure that she walked into Phil’s office and dumped the late Mr Dan Brown’s file into his in tray. Good riddance to bad rubbish. Even the act of disposing of his file felt good. She imagined that he would not be game enough to give Phil the sort of grief he had given her. It annoyed her that Phil would be spared the drama because of his sex, but then he was no longer her problem any more.

She suddenly spotted her seven o’clock client waiting in the foyer of the gym. She smiled, he was right on time, as always.

She waved at Wilfred, attracting his attention.

“Hey Wilfred,” she called. He looked up and offered her a gleaming smile.

“Morning, B,” he replied, the remnants of a French accent already doing its work in dismissing the late Dan Brown and all the trouble he brought with him. “How are you this morning?”

“Better for having seen you, sweetie. And better for having a client who knows how to be on time for me!”

“Late for you, B? Quelle horreur!” he exclaimed with another dazzling smile. “How could somebody do this thing to you?”

“I know, it’s a complete mystery to me too,” she replied, discarding all thoughts of her previous no show. “Now, I believe today is arms, is it not? Get thee into the weight room, sir. You have some serious iron to pump!”

Her day was already improving.

7.00am-Cassie

Her eyes flicked to the clock again as she steamed another jug of skim milk. The steam roared into the milk, swirling and frothing it up into huge clouds of fluffy foam. Pushing a stray strand of blue hair out of her eyes, she adroitly moved the jug to reduce the noise and froth the milk up some more. Just as the temperature gauge on the side of the jug hit 190C, she pulled the jug away and dumped it on the counter.

Almost without thought, she grabbed a cup from the top of the line, checked the writing on the side, pumped in mocha, vanilla and caramel syrup, pulled a shot, filled the cup to the correct level with milk, added extra foam and dumped the cup on the bar.

“Triple grande, sugar free vanilla, non fat, extra foam, extra caramel, caramel macchiato?” she shouted, looking out over the crowd of early morning suits as she wiped down the steam wand and flushed it out in a spare jug of water. They gazed back at her as blankly as a herd of cattle, all eyes on the cup she had put up on the bar. She took a deep breath.

“TRIPLE GRANDE, SUGAR FREE VANILLA, NON FAT, EXTRA FOAM, EXTRA CARAMEL, CARAMEL MACCHIATO?” she roared at the crowd. “Who ordered the triple grande, sugar free vanilla, non fat, extra foam, extra caramel, caramel macchiato?!”

Nobody moved. She snorted to herself. Nobody was game enough to admit to drinking something so wanky. Just as she was about to shout out the order again, this time with expletives, a blonde, skeletal creature in a sharp black suit materialised before the bar, gossiping on a tiny sleek mobile phone clutched tightly to one ear.

“Sorry about the noise, I’m at Starbucks. So what did Tony say,” blithered the blonde, before looking at Cassie. “Is that a triple grande, sugar free vanilla, non fat, extra foam, extra caramel, caramel macchiato?”

Cassie bit her lip, hard. No, you moron, it’s a pint of fucking Guinness, what do you think it is? She managed a polite smile and nodded. The skeletal blonde scooped up her morning cup of foamy, artificially sweetened, artificially flavoured not very much at all without so much as a thank you and swanned out of the store, still chatting away on her mobile phone.

Without even pausing, Cassie had already taken the next cup down and was working on the next order while she was trying to attract the attention of the cretins who ordered this fluff.

She was in the zone this morning, she was pulling shots out of the coffee machine that would have made her most anal customer thrilled. She had all the ingredients spread out in front of her and she was conducting the orders like a magnificent, caffeinated orchestra.

Poor Bindy was at the register, rapidly scribbling orders onto the sides of cups and stacking them up for Cassie, while Tim ran around behind her trying to take off some of the pressure.

“Frapp!” screamed Bindy, and Tim ran up to grab the order.

Cassie sighed. It boggled her mind the crap people would order. Frappuccinos were the worst. Faffing about with flavours and milk and ice and blenders and cream and everyone seemed to have their own special way of ordering them and if you didn’t get it just right… Poor Tim was stuck with the frapp orders, it kept Cassie on the bar and away from the blenders at the back. They took too long to make and it held up the progression of hot drinks that Cassie was in charge of.

Idly, as she threw together another excruciatingly complicated request, she wondered if some of these people were trying to express some sort of creativity through their morning coffee order. As if they were trying to establish a type of identity by individualising their orders to the point where the beverage was completely unrecognisable.

Of course, most of them were a lot less individual about their ordering habits than they thought. Most orders seemed to boil down to some sort of caramel macchiato with varying amounts of coffee, mocha and caramel syrup, as demonstrated by the idiot blonde. Or the customer was a soccer mum or teenager who thought that some sort of variation on a frappuccino was the height of individuality.

Either way, the Cassie did not miss the irony that these people were trying to use a company like Starbucks to express their individual personalities.

“I’m an individual, you can’t fool me!” she chanted to herself with a smile as she plonked another cup onto the bar and called out the order.

She watched the cattle in front of her sway and low into their mobile phones and kept an eye on the orders she put up.

An anxious balding man in a poorly fitted grey suit swooped down to the counter and went to grab a cup. She recognised him as a regular and stopped him just as he was about to take it away.

“That’s not your double tall hazelnut espresso macchiato, sir,” she said politely, nodding to the second cup on the bar. “That is.”

The man didn’t even speak to her, instead, he gave her the evil eye, as if the mistake had been entirely hers, grabbed the correct cup and stalked out of the store.

She couldn’t stand these people. They treated she and her partners like they were less than the scum of the earth. They expected she and Bindy and Tim to be perfectly polite and able to acquiesce to their every wish, but did they ever get even so much as a thank you for the work that they did? Worse, had Mr Badly Fitting Suit taken the wrong order, he probably would have come storming back into the store, shouting that she had made his order incorrectly.

The orders kept coming and Cassie moved like an automaton, syrup, coffee, milk, toppings. Syrup, coffee, milk, toppings. Syrup, coffee, milk, toppings.

Sometimes the tedium was relieved by some overly wound executive sticking their head over the bar and shouting, “IS THAT SKIM MILK?” or “IS THAT EXTRA HOT?” or “DID YOU PUT IN TWO SHOTS? I DIDN’T SEE YOU PUT BOTH SHOTS IN!” She would smile politely and assure them that she had indeed used skim milk or it was indeed extra hot or that there were two shots in the cup, but if they weren’t happy with the drink, she had be happy to make it again.

Happy, her big, round, arse.

“Just say yes!” the Starbucks executives would chirp to their hapless ‘partners’. “We want you to develop enthusiastically satisfied customers all of the time!”

Because she had nothing better to do than to stand around being paid minimum wage while utter wankers in suits shouted incomprehensibly stupid drink orders at her and then had the luxury of commanding her to make it all over again because, according to their deteriorating brain cells, she had put in two and three quarter extra pumps of raspberry syrup and not two and two thirds like they originally ordered and when she put that syrup in they want it swirled clockwise and not anti clockwise.

Dignity? Who needed that when you had a job at Starbucks. No, it was her job to take it with a smile and a chirpy, “Yes sir!” or “Yes ma’am!”

The damned company mission statement. She could quote the fucking thing in her sleep. She suspected that her supervisor had it tattooed to the inside of his eye lids so that when he went to sleep at night, he could dream about developing enthusiastically satisfied customers all the time.

Not that the mindless hoards in front of her could be even remotely described as enthusiastically satisfied. No, she preferred to describe them as rude, arrogant and enthusiastically obnoxious.

For fuck sake, it was coffee, not brain surgery. Although Cassie privately hesitated to call the burned brown backwash that she served up coffee. It was like faux coffee, faux coffee for faux people.

Her eyes flicked back up to the clock on the wall as she pulled another two shots.

Stop it, she told herself. She couldn’t help it.

It happened every morning, just after twenty past seven. Every damned morning. She could feel her gut churning inside her. It was five minutes past already. Another fifteen minutes and he would be here, shouting his order obnoxiously at Bindy and then tearing her a new one for her complete lack of ability to make his damned coffee the way he ordered it.

The jug of steaming milk in her hand slipped a little and scalding steam shot over her wrist briefly. She muffled an expletive and grabbed a cold, damp rag to throw over the burn as she kept steaming the milk.

She couldn’t let him get to her that way. She was going to injure herself quite badly one of these days if she didn’t just focus and keep her mind off him.

As if they didn’t know his order off by heart. As if it wasn’t burned in flaming letters onto their psyches forever more. She suspected that she could go to the grave reciting his morning order and probably capture the tone of contempt and the angry emphasis he used quite nicely as well.

Trying to distract herself, she called out the next order for the next mindless suit in front of her.

Oh yes, Mr Extra Hot Triple (Make Sure They Are Nineteen Second Shots!) Venti Sugar Free Vanilla Half Soy Half Light Soy Extra Foam Whip Cream Three And A Half Pumps Extra Caramel Three Pumps Extra Vanilla (But Don’t You Dare Charge Me For The Extra Syrup!) Hazelnut Drizzled Over The Top Caramel Macchiato, I know your order well, she thought to herself, shuddering.

How could she possibly forget. It was an order that was being shouted at her several times on a daily basis as he threw tantrum after tantrum about not getting the perfect extra hot triple (make sure they are nineteen second shots!) venti sugar free vanilla half soy half light soy extra foam whip cream three and a half pumps extra caramel three pumps extra vanilla (but don’t you dare charge me for the extra syrup!) hazelnut drizzled over the top caramel macchiato.

Cassie had no idea who this arse hole was or exactly what his problem was, but every morning, he would stride into their store, bark his order at Bindy and then hover over Cassie, watching her every move like a hawk tracking a particularly tasty morsel. And if there was just one tiny mis-step, an eighteen second shot instead of a nineteen second shot or a full fourth pump of caramel syrup or god forbid that she didn’t put in exactly half soy and half light soy, then he would bring the heavens down onto her head.

She had asked her supervisor to have him banned for his appalling rudeness and arrogant behaviour in the store, but she had been told that he was a ‘good customer’ and a regular and they would do nothing of the sort.

If his behaviour was how they defined a good customer, then Cassie didn’t want to know what a bad one looked like.

Most of their customers were appallingly rude. It seemed that they took their little individual orders so personally that if you didn’t make it to their exacting specifications, it was like you had just shit in their shoe. Cassie suspected that none of them would be able to tell the difference if she used whole milk or less syrup or pulled a twenty second shot instead of the idolised nineteen second shot, but she never got the opportunity to test her theory. Her customers were too busy telling her how to do her job and complaining about how slow she was or how she didn’t pay enough attention to them.

However, Mr Extra Hot Triple (Make Sure They Are Nineteen Second Shots!) Venti Sugar Free Vanilla Half Soy Half Light Soy Extra Foam Whip Cream Three And A Half Pumps Extra Caramel Three Pumps Extra Vanilla (But Don’t You Dare Charge Me For The Extra Syrup!) Hazelnut Drizzled Over The Top Caramel Macchiato was the worst of them all combined into one immaculately presented Hugo Boss suit.

Nothing was ever good enough for him. Even if she executed the three nineteen second shots he demanded and managed a perfect three and a half pumps of caramel and achieved an exact split of soy and soy light for him, then the soy wasn’t steamed to the correct temperature for him or there wasn’t enough hazelnut syrup drizzled over the top or the pattern of the drizzle didn’t match the picture perfectly enough.

On the rare occasion that she did manage the three nineteen second shots and the perfect three and a half pumps of caramel and an exact split of soy and soy light and the soy was the right temperature and the hazelnut syrup had been drizzled to his exacting specifications, then she was simply too slow, the coffee was now too cold and he wanted another one.

It was as if he spent his mornings devising ways to assert his authority over her by hassling her at the bar.

She wanted to leap over the bar, grab him by the lapels and slam his head repeatedly into the bar while screaming, “IT’S ONLY FUCKING COFFEE.” to him over and over again. Perhaps until he got the message. Or until his arrogant fucking brains were splattered all over the bar.

All she was allowed to do was smile politely and make the damned thing all over again for him.

She was a good barista, dammit. She made good coffee. She knew how to use a proper coffee machine, not the shitty machine that Starbucks made them use. She knew how to brew a perfect espresso with thick, rich crema and black, black depths.

She had been taught in a proper coffee shop, not this temple of commercialism that she was stuck in. But when her coffee shop job had gone the way of the dodo, she had found herself here, putting her artisan skills to use assembling ridiculously titled beverages that bore very little resemblance to actual coffee.

But she did a good job, for all the fact that she hated the ubiquitousness of the nippleless mermaid and her faceless corporation. She had studied the beverage handbook and she knew her recipes. She as efficient, she was fast, she didn’t begrudge the over dressed teeny boppers who thought they were SO cool coming into Starbucks and gossiping over their frilly, frothy drinks. Or the soccer mums who congregated around their non fat, sugar free, content free coffees. Or the streams of suits who flowed in every day for their morning fix of mass produced, over roasted caffeine.

She wasn’t trying to ruin anyone’s day. She was trying to do the best she could to give customers what they wanted, even if what they wanted was as far removed from actual coffee as it could physically be and still be a liquid.

She wanted to make Mr Extra Hot Triple (Make Sure They Are Nineteen Second Shots!) Venti Sugar Free Vanilla Half Soy Half Light Soy Extra Foam Whip Cream Three And A Half Pumps Extra Caramel Three Pumps Extra Vanilla (But Don’t You Dare Charge Me For The Extra Syrup!) Hazelnut Drizzled Over The Top Caramel Macchiato happy. She wanted him to walk out the door with his order just the way he wanted it.

But Cassie suspected that angels could come from on high and create his damned order and he would still find something to bitch and complain about.

It seemed so petty to her. Exercising some sort of lame authority over people who could not fight back, people who were dying to take that extra hot half light half regular soy and dump it over his crotch but couldn’t because that would get them fired.

It was unclear what his perceived inadequacy was, but whatever it was that made him feel small and insignificant, coming in and making her day a living nightmare certainly seemed to make him feel much better about himself.

Even when she had tried to go above and beyond the call of duty, he felt the need to tear her down.

Knowing that he came in at the same time every day, Cassie had tried to be proactive and put together his order before he even walked in the door. She thought that by having it ready for him at the register, maybe he would soften just a little and appreciate the effort.

She had left it to the last minute and had steamed the soy as hot as she dared to make sure it was the right temperature. She had pulled three perfect nineteen second shots and the three and a half pumps of caramel had gone in without a hitch. She even double-cupped it to help preserve the temperature. She had just finished drizzling over the hazelnut syrup when he had come in and, interrupting his mobile phone call with a brusque, “Hang on, I’m getting a coffee.” he had shouted his order at Bindy.

Cassie had walked up to the register proudly and offered him the drink with a smile.

He had looked at her like she was offering him the corpse of a mutilated puppy.

“Hang on,” he had said to his conversational companion, then he had taken the phone away from his ear and goggled at her.

“What the fuck is this?” he had shouted.

“I made your drink for you, sir. So there’s no waiting. An extra hot triple (with nineteen second shots!) venti sugar free vanilla half soy half light soy extra foam whip cream three and a half pumps extra caramel three pumps extra vanilla hazelnut drizzled over the top caramel macchiato. And no charge for the extra syrup,” she had explained, maintaining her smile.

“I’m not taking that!” he screamed. “You probably fucking spat in it, you lazy cow! Go and make me a fresh one! It’ll be fucking cold and it’ll have spit in it! Jesus Christ, what the fuck do you think this is?!”

Cassie had been stunned. Bindy had gaped at him. Even some of the customers in the store had been shocked at his reaction.

Blinking slowly, she had put the cup down on the bench beside the register. She had taken a deep breath and walked slowly over to the bar again.

“And make it fucking snappy!” he had shouted. “I don’t have all fucking day, you know!”

Without another word to her, he had put his phone back to his ear, apologised to the party on the other end, made some snarky comment to them about blue haired freaks trying to rip him off and then continued on with his conversation.

She remembered her reaction well. She had been shaking like a leaf. His language, his condescending tone of voice, his accusations had shocked her profoundly. It had been all she could do not to pull off her apron and walk away from the counter. She had only stayed because she knew the flack that Bindy and Tim would have copped if she had left them with him, not the least because both of them had insufficient bar experience to put together something so complex.

An overwhelming urge to kill this extraordinarily rude and arrogant man had enveloped her. She didn’t deserve to be treated like that. Nobody deserved that sort of treatment. This guy, whoever the hell he was, was the worst sort of arrogant prick to roam the earth.

She had wanted to insert the steam wand into his ear and steam his brains until they were ‘extra hot’ and ran like liquid out of his ears. She had wanted to jam his face into one of the blenders and play with the switches. Hell, she had wanted to disembowel him with the cake slice, slowly.

There had been a deep and burning desire within her soul to do all of these things and more to him on a more or less daily basis ever since that day. She had been humiliated and disrespected and basically treated like she was less than the dirt on his highly polished oxfords.

She would not have merely spat in his coffee, after that performance, she would gladly have spat in his face, then followed it up with a jug of scalding soy.

Of course she had complained. She had complained to her supervisor, she had complained to the store manager. She had even complained to the HR representative at head office. Nobody deserved to be spoken to or treated like that.

But nothing had happened. She had not been transferred to another store and he had not been banned from this one. She had tried to follow up the complaints but somehow all her efforts were deflected. Her supervisor had even had the nerve to tell her that if she tried to waste ingredients like that again, he would have to write her up.

In the ensuing weeks, she had tried to convince herself that nothing was worth this indignity and lack of respect. But she was less and less convinced as she found herself turned away from one job application after another and, without the job at Starbucks, there was no way she could manage her tuition fees and her rent and living expenses. Not that the minimal wage she was already being paid stretched too far for those, for that matter.

So there she was, stuck behind the bar of one of the busiest Starbucks in the city and stuck with the appalling Mr Extra Hot Triple (Make Sure They Are Nineteen Second Shots!) Venti Sugar Free Vanilla Half Soy Half Light Soy Extra Foam Whip Cream Three And A Half Pumps Extra Caramel Three Pumps Extra Vanilla (But Don’t You Dare Charge Me For The Extra Syrup!) Hazelnut Drizzled Over The Top Caramel Macchiato.

There was no justice in the world.

If he didn’t hang over the bar watching her every time she made his coffee, she would have spat in it. Or introduced a well aged urine sample or perhaps some of the slops from the mop bucket after cleaning up after a particularly disgusting customer in the bathroom. With the sheer number of orders that came through, she could not even doctor a ‘special’ jug of soy just for him. There were too many pretentious health freaks who wanted soy or soy light around the same time of day and while she would gladly be jailed for poisoning him, most of her other customers were so inoffensive in comparison that she didn’t want to do time for poisoning them.

Of course, he had become more paranoid that she would try precisely that and had started throwing his money at Bindy so that he could get over to the bar before Bindy even had a chance to write his order on the side of the cup and put it in the line with the rest of the orders.

He had even become sufficiently paranoid that when Bindy had picked up the last venti cup in the stack and started to write on it, he had insisted that she get a new package of cups and open them in front of him in case that last cup had been specially treated for him.

While he was yet to get to the stage of insisting that a new package of cups be opened every time he came in, Cassie could see it coming.

It puzzled her, by being so paranoid, he clearly understood that they hated him with passions that burned deep within their souls. Why on earth would he persist in still coming to their store? Why not find another store full of helpless baristas to torment? It wasn’t like there weren’t a trillion Starbucks in the city to choose from.

Maybe he got some sort of kick out of making their lives a misery, hers in particular. Perhaps he felt that, because they had put up with him so far, even though they might try to tamper with his coffee in some way, that they would continue to put up with him.

Not that they seemed to have a choice. Other customers had been thrown out for using fewer expletives than he did, yet he managed to get away with it.

Cassie suspected that a great deal of money had changed hands at several points after her complaint and that this had smoothed the way for Mr Extra Hot Triple (Make Sure They Are Nineteen Second Shots!) Venti Sugar Free Vanilla Half Soy Half Light Soy Extra Foam Whip Cream Three And A Half Pumps Extra Caramel Three Pumps Extra Vanilla (But Don’t You Dare Charge Me For The Extra Syrup!) Hazelnut Drizzled Over The Top Caramel Macchiato.

Whatever the deal was, she wasn’t going anywhere and, with another nervous glance at the clock, there was only another ten minutes before he arrived.

She looked at the line of customers still waiting and mentally evaluated Tim’s ability to cope under pressure if she took her break now. Perhaps if she had a quick cigarette out the back to calm her nerves and prepare herself for his arrival, it would be less painful than usual.

At that moment, Bindy called for another frappuccino and Cassie’s hopes for a quick break were dashed. By the time he had managed to get through all ten steps to make the frapp, plus whatever weird variations the customer had added to complicate things, he would never get through the line of orders still waiting to be filled.

It was enough to make a grown girl weep.

He never seemed to need a sick day or holidays or any other sort of break. No, every day, right on the dot of twenty past seven, the exquisitely dressed, remarkably handsome and completely appalling Mr Extra Hot Triple (Make Sure They Are Nineteen Second Shots!) Venti Sugar Free Vanilla Half Soy Half Light Soy Extra Foam Whip Cream Three And A Half Pumps Extra Caramel Three Pumps Extra Vanilla (But Don’t You Dare Charge Me For The Extra Syrup!) Hazelnut Drizzled Over The Top Caramel Macchiato would walk in like he owned the place and proceed to ruin their days.

As he left, apart from feeling an overwhelming sense of relief that it was over for the day, Cassie had to fight the urge to follow him to work just to find out if he was just as much an arse hole to his colleagues as he was to them.

She suspected that he was only a complete bastard to them, that he probably had the sort of job where someone else was stomping all over him, so he felt perfectly at ease stomping over the harmless people at his local Starbucks. Not that any excuse could engender any sympathy for him or his behaviour, in fact Cassie fervently wished that whoever was making his life difficult for him continue to do so. He had to be paying for this behaviour somewhere in this life. There was surely no other explanation for it.

Perhaps it was physical inadequacy that he was trying to make up for. Instead of buying a phallic symbol with wheels or snag a trophy girl friend, he would torment his local baristas instead. A fiend with a teeny weenie. The idea appealed, but Cassie had to wonder at how small the damned thing needed to be to prompt his sort of behaviour. Unless his cock was concave instead of convex, it didn’t seem at all rational.

Of course, her big mistake was to assume his behaviour could be rationalised at all. Perhaps the answer was more simple than that. Perhaps this guy was just a gigantic prick of biblical proportions and she was giving him too much credit by trying to explain his behaviour away.

That begged the question that if this was the way he behaved on a day to day basis with most of the people he came in contact with, how was it that he was still vertical and breathing. Because if Cassie had anything to say in it, he should have been, by all rights, deader than a door nail.

As thoughts spun through her head, her hands kept up the rhythm, grabbing the next cup in line, reading the order, assembling the ingredients then calling the order out to be collected by one of the faceless suits still waiting in front of her.

She didn’t get to establish any sort of relationship with any of the morning customers. Sure, she recognised some faces and could usually match an order with a face if they ordered the same thing every day, like Mr Badly Fitting Suit from earlier in the morning. But the fact remained that the only real customer relationship she had managed to establish was with Mr Extra Hot Triple (Make Sure They Are Nineteen Second Shots!) Venti Sugar Free Vanilla Half Soy Half Light Soy Extra Foam Whip Cream Three And A Half Pumps Extra Caramel Three Pumps Extra Vanilla (But Don’t You Dare Charge Me For The Extra Syrup!) Hazelnut Drizzled Over The Top Caramel Macchiato. And it wasn’t really a relationship that was working for her.

There were simply too many customers flowing in and out of the shop for her to even have a chance to greet anybody or wish them a nice day or even tell them to go fuck themselves. It was just too busy. While she was sure that made some people assume she was a snob who thought she was too good for them (regardless of the fact that she probably was too good for a large proportion of them), she really didn’t have a lot of time, or inclination, to care.

She prayed for a break in the sweeping tide of customers, five minutes so she could gather herself for the impending onslaught. Of course, prayer was useless. It was morning rush hour in the store and she wasn’t going to get a break until about 2pm, just after lunch when the urge for coffee faded until the afternoon rush at 3pm.

Many hours had been spent in her head concocting ways to interact with this guy. Witty retorts or snappy put downs or something other than mute acceptance of his bile. But she suspected that responding to him would simply add fuel to the fire and get her, and possibly her partners, fired.

She had hoped that he might have quailed in the face of polite indifference to his outrageous behaviour, killing him with kindness as it were, but it had made not a shred of difference to the way he treated them. Not even their company prescribed, cheery, ‘just say yes’ attitudes had made a dent in his arrogance and rudeness.

Cassie suspected, with a shrinking heart, that she could wave a gun in his face and he would simply complain that the gun was insufficiently large enough to intimidate someone as important as he was.

It baffled her entirely that someone could derive so much pleasure out of being so obstinately painful. It seemed so petty and pointless. Surely there were more impressive targets out there for him? Surely the torment of three lowly baristas couldn’t be enough to satisfy a man as obnoxious as Mr Extra Hot Triple (Make Sure They Are Nineteen Second Shots!) Venti Sugar Free Vanilla Half Soy Half Light Soy Extra Foam Whip Cream Three And A Half Pumps Extra Caramel Three Pumps Extra Vanilla (But Don’t You Dare Charge Me For The Extra Syrup!) Hazelnut Drizzled Over The Top Caramel Macchiato?

She was startled from her reverie by another anxious suit who was convinced that that was raspberry syrup she just put in his grande vanilla caffè mocha and did she need reminding that he wanted extra whipped cream on top of that? She politely reassured him that the syrup bottle clearly labelled ‘Vanilla’ did not, as he feared, contain raspberry syrup, but in fact vanilla, as he had ordered. And, despite the blank and vacant look on her face and the fact that mentally, she was twelve thousand miles away, she did know that he wanted extra whipped cream and that this request had even been incorporated into the order written on the side of the cup and, there you go, what do you know, his order was ready, complete with extra whipped cream.

These harmless, overly paranoid customers were a piece of cake to handle. She had her equipment and ingredients set up in such a way that someone could blind her with a hot poker and she would still be able to put together drink orders with the greatest of ease. It was a way of working that she had learned after coming in once too often with a blinding hangover and messing up way too many orders. She could point out the correct syrup pump, or indicate the way the milk was arranged (dairy to the left, soy to the right, the spectrum of whole to skim also going left to right) and reassure these types with a smile that they would get the order just as they placed it. They had nothing to fear, however rude or faceless they were to her, she would get them their order.

But all of her carefully cultivated control just flew out the door as soon as her nemesis walked in. Suddenly she would be a beginner all over again, spilling coffee grounds, slopping milk, unable to froth the milk properly. Without warning, her careful systems went haywire and she could no longer distinguish the soy from the milk, the low fat from the skim from the whole milk.

It frustrated her, because she knew she was better than that, that she was good at her job and that one insignificant little wart of a customer should not have the power to unravel her like that.

She knew that nobody could make her feel bad about herself unless she let them. It was the fact that she was letting this guy get under her skin and unbalance her that frustrated her above all other things. If she could just manage to rise above him, to dismiss him as unworthy of her thoughts and her efforts, then she would be able to cruise through his daily visits the way she cruised through the other rudeness and indignities she suffered at the hands of the rest of her clients.

If they couldn’t throw her off her game with their insignificant insecurities and petty demands, why did he get special treatment?

She suspected that years of jobs in the service industry had made her immune to the behaviour of most customers, but this guy was something special. She had never seen anyone react the way he had and she had never been treated quite so rudely. She needed to get over that one tantrum he threw and move on, to become a calm front in the face of his pointless bluster.

There, now getting zen on his arse would probably piss him off.

She scowled at the thought. It was not about getting revenge. It was clear that she would never have that, not and still have a job. She needed to overcome her petty need to get back at him and simply ignore him, no matter what he did. If he demanded she make the order again, which he would do no matter how perfectly she did it, she would simply do that. She would not respond to his rude words or his condescending attitude. It would not exist for her. She would be a black belt in ignoring this pain in the arse.

She smiled blissfully, taking a deep breath and glancing at the clock.

She nearly dropped the double venti no foam extra caramel caramel macchiato she was making. She realised that Bindy was staring at her. She blinked and looked at the clock again.

It was exactly twenty five minutes past seven.

He was five minutes late.

Her nemesis was overdue by five minutes. He had never been late before in the entire time he had been frequenting her store. Never.

Time came to a complete standstill. The customers seemed to disappear from view, like ice melting into a frappuccino. Silence reigned. She could not even hear the roar of Tim’s blender, even after he had managed to leave the shield off it again, no matter how many times she reminded him to put it on.

Realisation slowly dawned. Perhaps he wasn’t coming in. Perhaps he had caught the ebola virus on a business trip and was never coming in again. Perhaps he was in some sunny, tropical place, on holiday, where he could be conveniently eaten by crocodiles.

Wherever he was, whatever he was doing, it appeared that Mr Extra Hot Triple (Make Sure They Are Nineteen Second Shots!) Venti Sugar Free Vanilla Half Soy Half Light Soy Extra Foam Whip Cream Three And A Half Pumps Extra Caramel Three Pumps Extra Vanilla (But Don’t You Dare Charge Me For The Extra Syrup!) Hazelnut Drizzled Over The Top Caramel Macchiato was not coming in to ruin Cassie’s day.

7.30am-Frances

The morning was not off to a good start.

Frances bit her nails and looked anxiously down the tram lines, desperately trying to see when the next tram would arrive. It was already five minutes late. By the time she had run all the errands Mr Brown had left for her, she would be late into the office. He would be angry with her again and her stomach would get all churny and sick, her shoulders would tense up, her head would begin to ache and it would be just another day in the office.

She jiggled on the spot impatiently, like a toddler needing a wee, and tried to make a tram appear on the horizon by sheer force of will. It was that or dissolve into tears and she really wasn’t ready to have to repair her make up this early on in the day. She usually wasn’t reduced to tears until at least three o’clock in the afternoon.

She debated pulling out her mobile phone and calling in, saying that she would be late. It was difficult to know what would be worse, letting Mr Brown know that he was about to be disappointed or just surprising him with it. Either way, she couldn’t win. He would be all stormy faced and angry with her and she just couldn’t face it this early in the morning.

Biting her nails again in anxiety, she mentally ran through the list of items he had written and left on her desk for her last night. He was always doing that. Leaving Post It Notes with lists of things to do with neat little check boxes beside them so that she could tick them off as she went. At first it was kind of cute, but as the lists got longer and more complex and more demanding and as she found she could not check things off as quickly as he liked, the attraction had paled.

The honeymoon was definitely over in her relationship with Mr Brown. The novelty of working in such a nice plush office for such a cute boss had worn off completely and she was left with the cold realisation that she was stuck in a job that she hated, with a boss that she hated.

Worse yet was the realisation that there was absolutely nothing she could do about it right now. She was stuck, like Pooh Bear in Rabbit’s front door.

For reasons of youthful stupidity, she was flat, stone motherly broke. This was the best paying gig she had ever found and until she had built up some savings, she was staying right where she was.

Staying with Mr Brown.

She shivered and pulled her thin coat tighter around her shoulders.

Mr Brown. She was the only person in the office who called him that, everyone else got to call him Dan or Daniel. But on her first day, he had asked her to call him Mr Brown. So she did. It raised eyebrows all over the office. She had referred to him as Mr Brown in front of the CEO, Mr Parsons (who everybody had to call Mr Parsons unless they got to play squash with him, in which case he became Charlie, but only after hours), and Mr Parsons had looked quite taken aback. He had shot Mr Brown a very strange look, but Mr Brown just smiled charmingly and went on with whatever he was doing.

Kimmy, Jim Mason’s secretary, had told her to tell Mr Brown to fuck off and just call him Daniel, like everyone else. But she didn’t want to do that. She didn’t want to jeopardise her job. She just knew if she tried to call him Daniel, he would get angry and fire her. He got pretty angry about just about everything else, he would probably rain hell fire down on her head if she stopped calling him Mr Brown.

Suddenly, the dim glow of the tram’s headlights appeared over the horizon. She sighed with relief and scrabbled through her bag for her mini iPod. She felt a wave of buyer’s remorse every time she looked at it, with its pretty pink anodised cover, but rationalised it away by telling herself she had earned it putting up with the stress of her job. She hooked the ear buds into her ears and played with the click wheel, searching for something to soothe her already churning stomach. Something that would dissuade her from throwing herself in front of the oncoming tram or throwing up. She pulled up ‘Surfacing’ by Sarah MacLachlan and let the soft, mournful music wash over her.

The tram crept towards them at a snail’s pace. Frances felt sure she could have pushed the damned thing faster than it was travelling. It was just her luck, Mr Brown’s checklist this morning was huge and public transport had to go drop the ball on her at the same time.

She had set the alarm early this morning, to give herself some more time to get into the city and run around doing all the tasks he had set before he got into the office. But she was so exhausted from all the running around she had done after getting up early the day before, she slept through it.

Not that her sleep had been particularly satisfying. Mr Brown had wormed his way into her dreams as well. It wouldn’t have been so bad if he was playing a handsome leading man and if her dreams were of a romantic nature (although she would have blushed and stammered in front of him even more if that were the case). No, these dreams just focused on all of her worst days, rolled into one. If she turned up to work naked AND late AND having forgotten to run Mr Brown’s errands before he arrived, it could not have been worse than these dreams.

In her dreams, he shouted at her for not having enough fingers to type faster (how many fingers did he expect her to have?) and she would try to grow more and watch in horror as her hands burst into tentacles. Or she would forget something off a list and instead of just threatening to tattoo it on the inside of her eyelids like he usually did, he would have her strapped down onto a gurney and a guy with a surgeon’s mask would come over and flash a huge light into her eyes and turn her eyelid inside out and start tattooing, the loud buzz of the tattoo needle accompanied by an unpleasant charring smell.

She would wake in a total panic, her heart beating frantically in her chest, her skin slick with sweat and her breath heaving in and out of her lungs. She would try to calm down and focus on pleasant thoughts to try to get back to sleep.

On really bad days, she would sometimes comfort herself in the knowledge that at least she lived in this world, where the abuse was largely verbal, rather than in her frightening dream world. It was small comfort, but comfort nonetheless.

The tram shuddered to a stop in front of her and she sighed. It was packed. She was going to need Vaseline and a shoehorn to get in. As she stood there, gazing up at the humanity squeezed into the tram, three people pushed in front of her, knocking her to the side, and shoved their way on before she could even say, “Excuse me!” She sighed again, then dragged herself up the stairs of the tram and wedged herself in between someone’s (fortunately clean) armpit and a handrail.

The door almost closed on her bag and the tram lurched away from the stop.

As she swayed with the movements of the tram, she ran through the morning’s list again, making a plan of attack so that she could cover it all as quickly and efficiently as possible.

First of all was his dry-cleaning. There were three shirts and two suits. She wished she could leave that until last, it was so awkward carrying all that stuff and the city buildings made the streets like wind tunnels. But the dry cleaner was the furthest away from office so she had to start there. He hadn’t mentioned any underwear, and she hoped there wasn’t any this morning, because balancing the box of clean underwear and the clothes and all the other things she needed to get would be nigh impossible.

The stationer was next. He wanted paper clips and refills for his fountain pen. He didn’t like the paper clips in the office supply cupboards. He wanted his own, special type of paper clip, so he would send her out to buy them for him. She didn’t mind getting fountain pen refills, they didn’t stock those in the office supply cupboard. But the paper clip thing really puzzled her. They were just paper clips. Why did he need special ones?

Yours is not to question why, yours is but to do or die, she quoted to herself.

There was a box of invitations next. They were organising some swanky do to celebrate something or other, Mr Brown had not made it clear to her what was happening, he probably didn’t think she needed to know or something like that. Of course, he couldn’t use the in-house print shop, they couldn’t do the special effect he wanted on the invitations. He had had her ringing printers all over town trying to find one that did it. When she found them, she found they didn’t deliver. Mr Brown didn’t want to incur the cost of a courier for them. So she had to go and get them.

Unfortunately, this was the third time she had had to go and pick them up. The first time Mr Brown had thrown a fit because they hadn’t used the paper he had specified. That hadn’t been her fault, she had clearly indicated on the order form the correct paper, but he had been angry anyway.

The second time, the message on the invitations had been printed in a colour slightly different to the one Mr Brown had had in mind. The printer had tried to explain that the colour would print slightly differently because of the type of paper. He had explained it to her carefully, but she couldn’t remember all the terminology and couldn’t pass the message on to Mr Brown properly. He had shouted at her to take them back and make sure they were the correct colour this time.

The printer had almost refused, but Frances had burst into tears at the thought of going back to Mr Brown and telling him, so he had reprinted them for her out of pity.

That had been a difficult job.

She would have loved the opportunity to help organise the party for Mr Brown, planning guest lists and menus and music. But he felt that she wasn’t up to par with the work he was already giving her so Mr Brown just had her doing things like picking up boxes of invites. She had the know-how, she had the willingness, but no, she got left with the paper clips. And tonic water.

Oh yes, the tonic water for his office bar fridge. She mentally crossed her fingers that the little market near the office had some in stock. Of course, it couldn’t just be any old tonic water, oh no, it had to be some special brand that she had never even heard of (and couldn’t pronounce to save her life). She had once come back with a four pack of good old Schweppes, and he had reacted as if she had offered him a bubbling beaker of cyanide or something. He went off his nut at her and sent her out of his office in tears.

She grimaced. There seemed to be an awful lot of that lately. She had used the wrong font in a document she had typed for him, he had raved at her until the tears fell and sent her out in disgust. She had brought in a fruit platter that had too many orange segments on it, according to some arcane law in his head. He had exploded at her and sent her out, snuffling into a Kleenex.

It wasn’t even like she was over reacting to him. Sure, she was sensitive to criticism, but then who wasn’t? But other girls in the office used to come over to her after he had stormed at her and patted her shoulder and told her not to take it. Of course, she put up with it and kept taking it, so the sympathy dried up the way her tears usually did. Some of the other secretaries didn’t even talk to her anymore. They avoided her and sometimes, when she walked past a knot of them in the kitchen or near the water cooler, their conversation would die until she had gotten out of earshot.

Sure, there were times when he was just being difficult, but most of the times he shouted at her, she had screwed up. She had done something wrong. Sure, often it was just a small thing and probably not worth the temper tantrum he was throwing, but she had screwed up nonetheless and had to go and fix whatever it was. That was her job. If she could just get that right, he would not be angry with her so often.

She knew he tried to help her, he made those lists and he sent her reminders about things, he tried to help her keep on top of things. It was all her fault, if only she could be more efficient, remember to do things properly, things would be better.

Deep down, she was sure Mr Brown was a nice guy. He was married, with a kid, a daughter. She wasn’t sure, he didn’t talk about it too much. But he was sure he was nice. He was so good looking and he made the other secretaries laugh. They said terrible things behind his back, but they laughed and flirted with him to his face.

If she could just get things right, if she could just do her job properly, she could be like them, and stand around and laugh at his jokes and flirt with him and be pretty.

Today was not a day she would get to laugh at his jokes and flirt and be like the other secretaries. This morning he would call her into his office and dress her down for her punctuality. And she would probably have managed to forget something on the list and he would shout at her for that for a while. Then he would dismiss her with a pile of notes, things to type, lists to complete, emails to send. He never sent his own emails. He always wrote them out long hand and had her send them. She would print off the replies, put them in the appropriate folders and leave them for him to read. It was a little odd, but then so were a lot of Mr Brown’s habits.

Flowers! She had nearly forgotten the flowers! She wished she had enough room in the foot well of the tram to get to her purse and pull out the list to read through and check it again. She needed to organise flowers. Mr Brown didn’t like her just ringing a florist and sending them, he wanted her to look at the flowers and pick the nicest ones. That was nice of him, he trusted her to pick the right blooms to send to his wife, Kate. She had never met Kate, but he did send her the loveliest bunches of flowers each week, well, she thought they were lovely. And he would write out what he wanted on the card on the list for her. Choosing beautiful flowers and cards for Mr Brown’s wife was one of the few true pleasures she had in her job.

Better yet, he had never mentioned her choices once, so she assumed she was choosing well. He would certainly have had something to say to her if she had made a bad choice. But Frances knew a little something about what women would like to receive. None of those cheap and nasty arrangements of baby’s breath and carnations, Frances composed elegant arrangements of tulips and irises and other lovely, structural flowers. Mr Brown’s silence on the matter was praise enough.

The fact that he sent his wife flowers each week was enough for Frances. It was certainly more than any man had ever done for her. If Mr Brown was the sort of man that could send flowers to his wife each and every week, then he was a good man in Frances’ book despite his foibles at work and what the other secretaries said about him.

They gossiped about him having an affair, apparently. They didn’t know about the flowers she organised every week with their loving message to his Kate. If they knew about that, they would know how faithful he was to her. What did they know? They were a bunch of gossipy old cows who just didn’t understand these things.

Sure, he was difficult and temperamental at times. There were days when she wished she had an emotional barometer attached to the outside of his office so she knew whether to keep her head down and be quiet or whether it was going to be a good day. It would certainly make things a lot easier for her.

Of course, if she managed to get things right a bit more often, he would be much more likely to be in a good mood. He was lovely when he was. He was funny and witty and told the most outrageous stories. Even the other secretaries who claimed that they didn’t like him, liked him when he was in a good mood. He`would gather them in the tea room and regale them with his stories and jokes and they would all laugh and tell him he was a bad man. Some of his stories were quite rude and some of the jokes went over Frances’ head, but she laughed along with everyone else.

More and more people crowded onto the tram and Frances was rudely shoved up against a glass partition. Someone’s elbow jabbed into her ribs and she felt someone’s briefcase banging against her shins. Only a couple of stops to go and she could extract herself and start to gather all the things on this morning’s list.

The sky was getting darker and more threatening. She fervently hoped it didn’t start raining while she was running errands. She had found out before that the plastic bags used by dry cleaners weren’t terribly efficient at keeping the clothes dry and one of Mr Brown’s suits had become water spotted. She had had to take the suit back to the dry cleaners and he had made her pay for the cleaning herself. If it did start to rain, she would have to consider dipping into her own meagre funds for a taxi back to the office.

The tram finally lurched its way into the city and most of the passengers poured off it and headed in all directions. Frances climbed down out of the tram and made her way up the street to the dry cleaners.

There was a head wind and it howled around her, cutting right through her thin coat and blouse. She shivered and bent her head into the wind, wrapping her arms around her. Managing two suits and three shirts in this wind was going to be ghastly.

She swung open the door to the dry cleaners with relief. Warm, chemically-scented air washed over her, and she luxuriated in the heat and let it chase the cold out of her bones. She scrabbled through her purse for Mr Brown’s dry cleaning receipt and his list, just in case.

The list was written in his surgically neat print on a square yellow Post It Note. She caught a glimpse of yellow in the bottom of her bag and pulled it out.

· Dry cleaning (three shirts, two suits)

· Flowers for Kate (“My darling Kate, you become more desirable to me every day. Much love, D.”)

· Invitations

· Paper clips

There, she hadn’t forgotten anything. She felt herself briefly glow with pride. But the glow faded as she realised that she couldn’t find the dry cleaning ticket.

They were really strict here about not giving you the clothes unless you had a ticket. There had apparently been an unpleasant incident where a girl had collected the clothes of a man who she had been having a relationship with and taken them off only to shred them and send the remains back to him. They had recognised her and just given her the clothes because she had often picked them up for him. Now, without a ticket, you got nothing.

Panic started to mount. Where had she left it? She had meant to staple it to the back of his list so that she couldn’t forget it. But last night she was out of staples. So she had gone to the stationery cupboard to get some more. Then, while she was filling the stapler, Mr Brown had called her into his office for something.

Was it still on her desk? Stupid, stupid, stupid!

Had she picked it up and put it in her purse by any chance?

She dumped out the contents of her purse onto the counter and was digging through her scattered belongings when a woman approached her behind the counter.

“Can I help you, miss?” she asked, politely.

“I can’t find my ticket,” Frances replied, breathlessly. “He’ll kill me if I don’t bring back his dry cleaning. He’ll kill me. I can’t find it. He’ll fire me. I don’t need this. I’m so stupid!”

“Hey, it’s OK, don’t panic, we’ll find it. You’re not stupid. Perhaps you put it in your wallet?”

“My wallet…” Frances grabbed it and flipped it open. Sure enough, a reassuring orange ticket was poking out of it. She yanked it out and nearly sobbed with relief. “Here.” She handed the ticket to the woman.

“See, not so bad,” the woman smiled and walked out the back to get the items.

Frances sucked in huge breaths, trying to calm her racing heartbeat. She didn't want to imagine what Mr Brown's response would be if she had come in late and without his dry cleaning. He had told her to staple things like dry cleaning tickets to her lists, why couldn't she remember something as simple as that? Some days she just didn't use the brains she was born with.

The woman returned, clutching the suits and shirts, clean and pressed (no starch, of course) and wrapped in their thin plastic shrouds. She rang up the cost of the cleaning and Frances dipped into the special allowance Mr Brown gave her for these sorts of purchases. He didn't expect her to pay for these things and, if he hadn't given her enough and she had to contribute her own money, she just had to submit the receipt along with her reconciliation of how the money he had given her had been spent and he would reimburse her. He was very nice that way.

Frances thanked the woman profusely, gathered up the garments, holding the coat hangers tightly in her hand in preparation for fighting the wind outside. She took a deep breath, opened the door and strode outside, the wind skirling around her and making sails out of Mr Brown's clothes. They flapped and battered against her as she headed down the road towards the stationers.

Fortunately, the stationers was located on a cross street, which gave her a little respite from the gale blowing around the city buildings. The shop was tiny, with narrow aisles and dusty shelving. She could not imagine what it was that drew Mr Brown to this place, it seemed like the very antithesis of what he stood for. To Frances, he seemed to be focused on the new, the modern. He always had the latest car, for example. While he wouldn’t talk about his personal life at all, he would wax lyrical about his latest BMW for hours on end. He would rave about how technologically advanced it was and how it had all the latest bells and whistles. It all went straight over Frances’ head, for her, as long as it had sufficient wheels, fuel and an engine and it all worked, that was enough for her.

He was always buying himself the latest gadgets too. He had an electronic organiser and the latest mobile phone that seemed to do everything short of take calls. Everything was sleek and shiny and had many unfathomable buttons on it. He had a laptop that he scarcely used, he never typed anything and Frances did all his email. But it was sleek and shiny and when other senior executives saw it, they cooed over it like proud parents over a new born. He had one of those iPod things as well, but she had never seen him use it. It sat with all the other gadgets, looking sleek and shiny and impressive.

The idea that Mr Brown would wander into this poky little shop for paper clips was unfathomable. But he did have some strange ideas about thing and some fairly odd habits, so perhaps this wasn’t so much of a leap for him. Mr Brown’s behaviour was a constant source of puzzlement and often distress to Frances. Some days she wondered that if she just managed to figure him out, then things would go a whole lot easier. Other days she wondered that if she just managed to figure him out, he would disappear in a puff of smoke.

A bell rang as she opened the door and an elderly gentleman looked up and acknowledged her with a smile. She returned the smile and headed over to the aisle with the ‘Fasteners, Glue & Tape’ sign hanging above it. Frances scanned the shelves looking for the distinctive blue box of Mr Brown’s preferred paper clips. They were strange little things, an odd curlicue shape. Frances had seen ones shaped a bit like boxy owls before and, of course, everyone was familiar with regular paper clips, but she had never seen anything like these before.

“Can I help you miss?” A rusty voice came from the front counter.

“No, it’s OK, I’m just looking for paper clips,” she replied, wandering further down the aisle. Thumbtacks, staples, bulldog clips… paper clips. She checked the shelves, up and down, searching for the little blue box.

There was one dusty blue box right at the back of the shelf, pushed back behind stacks of regular paper clips. Frances snagged it and carried it back to the front counter.

“Goodness,” said the old man, taking the box from her and ringing up her purchase. “I didn’t even know we had any of these left. Can’t get ‘em anymore, you know.”

“What?” replied Frances, her eyes widening.

“Yup, company went out of business a couple of months back. No call for these anymore. That’s the last of my stock.”

“Do you know anyone who might have some left?” she asked, trying to quell the panic.

“Nope. I think I was the only person in Melbourne who carried them, sweetie. Why?”

“Oh, nothing,” sighed Frances. “Just, my boss, he’s a bit demanding and he likes these paper clips in particular and he’s not going to take to kindly to me not being able to get them for him anymore.”

“Well, it’s scarcely your fault, sweetie,” he exclaimed, taking her money and making change. “I mean, if they aren’t made anymore, then how can he expect you to keep buying ‘em?”

“Oh, you don’t know my boss,” said Frances, taking the bag he offered her. “He has pretty high expectations.” She bit her lip. “Thank you anyway.”

“A pleasure, have a nice day,” he said, giving her another smile as she headed back out onto the early morning streets.

Gripping the plastic handles of the bag containing the paper clips and the multiple coat hangers, Frances strode back down the street, heading for the printers.

Her mind was awash with scenarios as she imagined trying to tell Mr Brown about the paper clips. The old man was right, it was scarcely her fault the company had gone out of business, but she knew Mr Brown and she knew what his reaction would be. He would take it as a personal affront to him, as though they went out of business for the sole purpose of inconveniencing him. Somehow, of course, she would be in league with them and that would make it all her fault. Then he would shout and rant and rave and she would be left in tears. All for a box of paper clips. Or for want thereof.

She didn’t even know what it was about these particular paper clips that made them so special to him. They held paper no better or worse than ordinary paper clips. They just looked different. She supposed that must have been the real reason for it. Just so that he could look different, stand out from the crowd. He liked doing that. He did it with his car and his gadgets and his clothes.

He always dressed very nicely, Mr Brown did. He didn’t wear any tacky ties with cartoon characters on them like a lot of the lower level executives, his ties were silk and exquisitely patterned and came in all the colours of the rainbow. He had his shirts and suits tailored and always wore French cuffed shirts with elegant cuff links. He even had a pair of cuff links with little clocks in them and he always had them set to the correct time.

His shoes were always immaculately polished and his hair and nails groomed, although there were a couple of unruly locks that would fall down over his forehead during the day. He took a lot of pride in his appearance and was always well presented.

Frances supposed that the fancy paper clips were just part and parcel of the whole Mr Brown package. That it was just another way he could present himself to the world. Regardless, having to tell him that his favourite paper clips were not available anymore and that he would just have to fasten his documents like the hoi polloi was not filling her with joy. In fact, she could feel her shoulders tightening as she walked, a sure sign that she would finish the day with a splitting head ache. She focused on relaxing her shoulders, taking deep breaths and shrugging them up and down and rotating them forward and back.

He was already going to shout at her for being late, adding the paper clip fiasco to it would be like pouring kerosene onto a blazing fire. She tried rehearsing what she would say to him in her head, but each time it dissolved into her worst nightmare. Well, not quite her worst nightmare, that would require the addition of tentacles bursting out of her hands, nudity and scary doctors tattooing lists onto the insides of her eyelids in addition to the shouting. But close enough.

Perhaps she could try looking for similar paper clips on the internet. She could try to look up the company online and see if anyone had any remaining stock or if anyone made anything like them. Rather than tell him up front, if she could find a replacement for him, then perhaps he wouldn’t yell at her. Maybe he would even have a few words of praise for her pro-activeness. She would be thinking pro-actively, rather than reactively, which is something he often accused her of.

The thought settled some of the churning in her stomach and she breathed a sigh of relief. Of course, if she couldn’t find anything similar, she would have to face the music, but perhaps the tongue lashing would be less severe if she could demonstrate that she had tried to find a replacement for him rather than just coming to him and telling him he couldn’t have what he wanted.

As she got to the next intersection, and the wind hit her again, she debated as to whether to pick up the invitations next or order the flowers. The printers and the florists were pretty much equidistant from the office, but in two different directions. She decided to leave the florist until last, to save her favourite job of all until just before she had to go back into the office. A spoonful of sugar helped the medicine go down, after all.

She turned left and began to trudge uphill into the wind to the printers. As she walked and fought the wind for control of the dry cleaning, she glanced at her watch. It confirmed the worst. It was nearly eight o’clock. She would never get into the office in time.

Mr Brown was almost rabid about punctuality. Not for himself, just for others. He told her that her contract stipulated her hours and she was expected to be there for them. A eight thirty start did not mean she could arrive at half past eight. No, she was expected five to ten minutes early so that she could be sitting at her desk, ready to get started right on half past eight. Not being there demonstrated lack of respect, for him and for her job.

Frances had tried to reason with him, but he was not interested in excuses. If she couldn’t get to work on time, he would find someone who could, someone who was clearly more interested in her job than she was.

It wasn’t like she was habitually late, most days she was there, at twenty five past eight, with all his errands run, ready to get to work. Of course, on those days there would be something else for him to criticise, but he seemed to love those days she was late. Then he could start his day by criticising her. It seemed to make him happy.

She stepped up her pace towards the printers. Once she collected the invitations, it was down hill with the wind behind her to the florist and then half a block back to the office. She wouldn’t be late by much, although Mr Brown needed a mere thirty seconds to consider you late.

The office of the printers was deserted and the door locked, but the lights inside were on and she could hear the noise of the print works behind it. She knocked on the door and waited, but there was no answer. She bit her lip and peered into the office. Then she noticed the sign in the middle of the door, asking customers to ring the bell on the left. She found the buzzer and leaned on it hard. Shortly, the man who had kindly reprinted the invitations came to the door.

“Here to pick up those invitations?” he asked as he ushered her in.

“Yes, are they ready?”

“Yep, and you’re lucky. Your boss called a couple of days ago to double the quantity. He’s bloody lucky we could get it all done in time,” he replied gruffly, patting an enormous box on the counter. Frances blanched.

“All of those?” she asked, her voice quavering.

“Yep, they’re all yours. Want me to help load it into your car?”

“I don’t have a car, I walked here,” she replied, indicating the dry cleaning and the stationery bag.

“I’m sorry, Miss, I can’t spare anyone for this. Can you send a courier over perhaps?”

“No, it’s OK, I’ll manage it somehow.” She juggled her packages as she tried to wrap her arms around the box.

“Careful, it’s heavy,” he warned as she struggled to heave it off the counter.

“Yes, it is,” she gasped, shifting the weight as much onto her hip as she could.

“Here, let me get the door for you.”

“Thank you, thank you for reprinting them too,” she said politely, staggering over to the door.

“My pleasure, Miss. Have a nice day.”

Not bloody likely, she thought, but she gave him a quick smile in return and staggered out onto the street.

She was halfway to the florist when she realised that she hadn’t checked the invitations to make sure they had been printed properly. If she had been able to spare the hand, she would have slapped her forehead in frustration. Stupid, stupid, stupid! Once she had brought them into the office, Mr Brown would want to have a look at them and if he found a typo, he would flay her alive for not picking it up herself.

“Dammit!” she cursed, startling a man in a pin striped suit walking past her talking on his mobile. It was barely half past seven and already almost everything that could go wrong, had gone wrong. Mr Brown was going to have a field day with her today.

Arriving at the florist, she backed into the door, pushing it open with her hip, struggling with the packages in her arms.

“Morning, Frances!” called out the florist, cheerily. “Boss had you busy this morning, then?”

“Just a bit,” she replied, dumping everything on the counter with a sigh of relief.

“What are we sending today then?” he asked, a sweeping gesture with his hand encompassing the glorious display of flowers around them. She didn’t have time to spend admiring them all this morning, she had to get straight to the point.

“The irises look lovely today,” she said. “How about some purple iris, some really dark red roses and some greenery to add contrast?”

“You have a good eye,” he complimented her. “What about the card?”

She riffled through the display on the counter and pulled out a small white card with a beautifully photographed iris on the front. “This one,” she replied. “The message is ‘My darling Kate, you become more desirable to me every day. Much love, D.’”

The florist scribbled the message on a scrap of paper. “Lucky Kate,” he grinned.

“Yeah, lucky Kate,” she replied wistfully.

“On the account then?”

“Yes, please. Thanks for that. I won’t stick around to see the arrangement, I’ll trust you with it. I’m running late.”

“No worries, have a nice day!”

As she struggled out the door, she wondered if she got enough people to wish her a nice day that she might actually have one. It was a nice thought as she hurried to the office, but quite unlikely.

The elevators were mercifully free as she trotted across the marble lobby floor, her heels clicking. She elbowed the buttons to call one and then, when it arrived, elbowed the button for her floor. With Mr Brown’s early morning errands, she had become quite adept at hitting buttons with other body parts.

As she arrived at her floor, she hurried down the hallway to her desk, expecting to see Mr Brown standing over it, staring at his watch, preparing to lecture her.

Oddly enough, he wasn’t there. And the lights weren’t on in his office.

She dumped everything on her desk and checked her messages to see if he had called. No messages. She quickly checked the invitations for typos but they seemed to be free of them and the ink colour looked right.

Frances swiftly arranged his dry cleaning in his office, on his hat stand, left the box of paper clips in his top drawer and left one copy of the invitation on his desk, expecting him to appear at any moment.

When he didn’t, she flung herself into her chair and rested her head in her hands.

It was shaping up to be a good day after all.

8.00am-Briony

She accepted her double espresso cappuccino with extra foam from the blue-haired barista and followed her colleague to the corner booth.

“Thanks for coming out this early,” she said, taking a seat and setting the cup on the table between them. “I really needed the moral support this morning.”

“What’s wrong?” asked Maree, taking a sip of her caramel macchiato.

“They put me on another project with him.”

“Daniel Brown? That prick? Why?”

“Apparently we make a good team, according to the partners,” Briony sighed, picking non-existent lint from her skirt. “They were so pleased with the result of the Sony project, they wanted us to team up again.”

“But that was a disaster!” replied Maree.

Briony threw herself back against the banquette. “Not to the partners, it wasn’t. It was a cool two million to them. They didn’t see what it took to get it.”

Maree frowned. “Didn’t he take the clients to a strip club or something?”

“Oh, I wish that was the extent of it!” Briony paused and sipped her cappuccino. “Jesus, if only. Yeah, to close the deal he brought the execs out from Japan and took them golfing, then to the Mahogany Room at the casino and then to the Daily Planet for a little ‘R & R’, as he called it.”

“A brothel? Jesus! Is he allowed to do that? Did you complain?”

“Of course I complained! I wasn’t going to go along with something like that to close a deal!”

“Well, what did the partners say?”

“Oh, he got chastised, but he explained that the ‘cultural differences’ between here and Japan meant that this was an acceptable way to do business with them. That they didn’t expect women to be involved, even Western women, and that golf and gambling and girls was perfectly acceptable.”

“Bullshit! And they believed him?”

Briony sighed. “Of course they did. Hell, they got the deal, didn’t they? I was reprimanded for not being flexible about the cultural sensitivities of the clients’ needs. They didn’t put it on my record, but still…” 

“That’s outrageous. You need to take him to the Equal Opportunity board.”

“And then what? Find myself excluded from all the good projects and have my career made an absolute misery until I resign in despair and go open a bed and breakfast in Nimbin? Or get transferred halfway across the globe?”

“But he can’t get away with this sort of thing!”

“Maree, he can and he does. Do you know how much money he brings in?”

“That’s not the point. He’s a complete prick!”

“He’s a complete prick who brought in three and a half million dollars last financial year. He’s their golden prick.”

Maree snorted, despite herself. With a heavy sigh, Briony took another sip of her cappuccino and stared out the window at the passing parade on the street. Hundreds of women hurried by, women who didn’t need to deal with the misogynistic nightmare that was Daniel Brown. Perhaps the bed and breakfast in Nimbin wasn’t such a bad idea. Although there was no guarantee that a sexual discrimination investigation would bring him down. It hadn’t before. And if he survived, that would be the worst possible outcome.

“You said that was the least of it?” prompted Maree, disturbing her from a reverie that was rapidly turning murderous.

“Oh God yeah, it got worse.”

“Worse?” Maree’s already large, pale blue eyes bugged.

“Well, it’s not like he was bringing strippers into the office or anything like that,” Briony explained. “No, but he’s an absolute demon for taking credit for your work and things like that.”

“Like what?”

“Oh, he’d go into meetings and present my analysis and my data and my research and not mention me at all. It was like I was an accessory, like his briefcase or something. And I could hardly stand up at the end of a meeting and say, ‘Oh, by the way, this was all my own work.’ I’d look like an idiot.” Briony scowled, still staring out into the street. “I couldn’t win.”

“So how is it that the partners think you’re a good team if they think he did all the work?”

“They know who does the grunt work, don’t misunderstand me,” replied Briony, staring into her cup. “They don’t acknowledge it, but they know. I guess they like the fact that I still put in my best work even though I don’t get any credit for it in front of the client. I mean, I’d love to deliberately screw something up just to make him look like a complete idiot, but that goes against every fibre of my work ethic. I’m just too honest for my own good.” She shrugged helplessly.

“But he’s using you!”

“No shit, Sherlock.”

“But that’s not fair!”

“‘Life isn’t fair, it’s just fairer than death’,” quoted Briony.

“But what do you get out of this?” insisted Maree. “Why bother if you don’t get anything out of it?”

“The satisfaction of a job well done?” replied Briony, the sarcasm almost visible. She softened. “It’s not all that bad. I did get a monster bonus out of that project. It’s how I could afford the new car.”

“That’s satisfaction?”

“Not job satisfaction, no. Hell, I’d still happily kill Daniel Brown with my bare hands, bonus or no bonus. The guy is a complete arse clown. I don’t know how he does it. Somehow he manages to pull off stuff that would get a lesser guy hung drawn and quartered. There’s this fine line somewhere between acceptable behaviour and unacceptable behaviour and somehow he manages to walk it perfectly.”

“You almost sound like you admire him.”

“Hell no. He’s rude, devious, utterly without scruples, the guy is a total prick. Mind you, not that you’d know it if you asked any of the guys he works with. They all worship the ground he walks on. But ask any woman he’s worked with, it’s a whole other story.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, I did my research before the Sony gig. I’d not worked with him before, but I’d heard the rumours. I asked around the department. All the guys thought he was a hoot. They’d be all like, ‘Daniel? Yeah, he’s great to work with! Lot’s of fun, there was this one time…’ and then they’d all trail off and avoid my eyes.”

“So they knew the sorts of things he was up to?”

“Oh, totally! I’d heard one story about the BMW launch, do you remember that?”

“Yeah, of course, it was huge!”

“Well, apparently, according to Magda, during the project, the team was invited to a test track to drive a BMW concept car.”

“That would have been awesome! I wish I got projects like that,” moaned Maree.

“Even if you had, it wouldn’t have done you any good,” said Briony, glumly.

“Why?”

“Well, he somehow managed to only invite the guys on his team to the test drive session. He somehow managed to not invite every single woman on the team.”

“What? How the hell did he get away with that?”

“Buggered if I know. But he and his boys went off to play and left all the women back in the office slaving away over market research and business requirements.”

“And the partners let him… wait, how much was the BMW project worth again?”

“Exactly.” Briony sighed with disgust and settled back into the green velvet cushions of the banquette, nursing her coffee and staring morosely into the depths. “He can get away with murder because of his value to the company. It’s outrageous.”

“Have there been other complaints?”

“Yep, heaps. I have heard that he’s got a file a foot thick. But somehow he manages to excuse whatever he’s done and get away with it. It’s like he’s made of Teflon or something. Most women just give up, I think. It’s not worth it. Even if there is a result of any sort, you end up being punished. I mean, look at me. I make a complaint and I get reprimanded. Sure, he did too, but I was the one making the complaint!” She took a sip of her coffee and licked foam off her upper lip. “And did you hear what happened to Angela?”

“Angela Myers? Or Angela Biggs?”

“Angela Biggs.”

“No, what happened? I mean, I heard she left recently, but I thought it was a sabbatical or something.”

“A sabbatical?” Briony laughed. “Er, no. Not a sabbatical. No, she was ‘transferred’ to the New York office.” She wiggled her fingers in imaginary quotes around the word transferred.

“Why?”

“She claimed sexual harassment on a project with him. She couldn’t articulate the exact behaviour he was exhibiting that was sexually harassing, but she felt uncomfortable with the way he spoke to her and acted around her and so she registered a formal complaint.”

“But how did that get her transferred?”

“Well, the partners wanted to keep their golden boy, so they managed to hush it all up somehow and got Angela transferred to keep her mouth shut. They figured New York was a prestigious enough posting to buy her silence and that an ocean was enough distance between them.”

“Oh come on, surely this sort of thing is illegal?”

“I’m sure it is, but they’re getting away with it. And even if we could do something about it, even if we did manage to expose Daniel for the prick that he is and bring him down, where would it get us?”

“Enormous satisfaction?” replied Maree, smugly, draining the last of her macchiato. “You want another?”

“Yeah, if you don’t mind. Double shot cappuccino with extra foam if you don’t mind. And while it might get us enormous satisfaction, it would make us immediately unemployed and completely unemployable. I mean, who would take us on once we’d brought the best in the business down?”

Maree stood, pulling out her purse, “Some really smart woman?”

Briony laughed again. “And which major consulting firms are run by the sort of smart women who’d hire us?”

“Point taken,” Maree conceded and wandered over to the counter to buy the next round of coffees.

Briony picked up a copy of the Financial Review from the table beside her and listlessly began to leaf through it. She looked at the photos of Chiefs of Directors, Executive Managers and other men in high positions in companies around the world. She wondered how many of them treated their female colleagues in the same manner. Using them unashamedly and treating them like nothing more than slaves.

She had tried to stand up to him. She had registered complaints, she had called meetings with him, she had convened conferences with mediators. She had done everything short of walking up to him with a loaded gun and threatening him with it.

Each time he had managed to disarm her and anyone else involved with an ease that disturbed her. It was all a misunderstanding, or that wasn’t what he intended or things had gone wrong because of a message that wasn’t relayed to her somehow. Nothing was ever his fault. There was always a reason or an excuse. Nothing could ever be pinned to him.

It didn’t help that he was ridiculously good looking. He had a sort of Hugh Grant-ish air with an extra dose of masculinity that prevented him from being foppish. He exuded charm like slugs exuded slime. But it was never unpleasant. She wished it were, just so that she could hate him some more. It wasn’t enough that he was able to use his charm to get away with murder, but he had been blessed with the sort of good looks that made the secretaries and PAs, or at least the ones who hadn’t worked with him yet, swoon.

She dropped the paper to the table and gazed out of the window again.

Millions of women in the world, blissfully ignorant of the horror that was Daniel Brown, all scurrying around town, getting on with their lives. She had considered leaving and moving to one of the other big consulting firms, but she was so low down on the food chain still that she wasn’t sure she could invest the effort of starting from the bottom again. Besides, she didn’t want to give Brown the satisfaction. She was sure he enjoyed what he was getting away with and the impact it had on his female co-workers. She felt like leaving would be the equivalent of another notch on his bed post.

She was startled by a female voice enquiring about the copy of the Financial Review in front of her.

“Sorry, what was that? I was a million miles away.” She looked up at the woman standing next to her. She was tall with honey blonde hair pulled back into a long pony tail. She was wearing a tightly fitted tracksuit and appeared to be in ridiculously good shape. The woman smiled politely.

“Are you done with the Fin Review?” she asked again.

“Sure,” Briony replied, handing the paper over. “Enjoy.” She blinked, shook herself and looked out the window again.

Deep down inside, there was a part of her that still regretted accepting that bonus. It was like tacit acceptance of his behaviour, his treatment of her. The lack of respect, the abuse of power, the complete failure to treat her like another human being. She wondered if Angela Biggs resented the exclusive new office she was ensconced in, if she felt like she was now trapped in the office that Daniel Brown and his appalling behaviour built.

She had tried to convince herself that the bonus had come from acknowledgement for her hard work. She had worked hard on that project, put in long hours and made sure that everything was cross checked, every i dotted, every t crossed. She did deserve a reward for the work that she had put in. But that niggling little voice kept reminding her that it was also, in large part, a bribe to reward her for tolerating her project leader.

She understood intellectually that the good guys always came last. That was the way of the business world. It just seemed to sting even more when, for all intents and purposes, she was the good guy.

The Sony project had made it clear to her that she could not play Daniel’s game. She had even tried some of his moves on the guys working below her on the project and she had come away from that feeling as dirty and as used as when Daniel pulled them on her. She wasn’t cut out for that sort of way of doing business. She was just too damned nice for her own good.

The foot traffic outside the floor to ceiling glass windows of the coffee shop distracted her again. How many other women were out there, huddling over a coffee, resenting the hell out of some man for using them? How many other men were out there, triumphantly going about their lives treating their woman like absolute rubbish, denying them the respect they deserved.

Even just acknowledgement of the effort she had made, as simple as a ‘Good work.’ or a ‘Well done, Bri.’ would have helped to mollify things. But he just bulldozed along, assuming he was entitled to everything that was done, that it was some sort of right that people didn’t just jump, they asked how high on the way up and expected no praise for the effort.

He was so arrogant! She just wanted to slap that arrogant, knowing smile right off his arrogant, knowing face. Better yet, to get her hands around his neck and choke the arrogant, knowing life right out of his body.

A smile crept across her face as she imagined the response to that. A female judge ruling it justifiable homicide. A ticker tape parade through the streets, thrown by the women he had worked with. Promotion to partner, where she could rule benevolently and crush any upstart male employees who demonstrated similar attitudes.

She would be lauded, applauded and treated like a queen.

She muffled a sarcastic laugh. She would be arrested and thrown in prison while people mourned Daniel Brown, successful senior executive, wonderful family man and all round nice, charming guy. It made her utterly sick. She would be painted as jealous and bitter at his success. Their roles would be completely reversed and she would suddenly become the bad guy. Although, for the chance at strangling Daniel Brown to death, it would be a price almost worth paying.

She was fairly confident that she couldn’t be the only person on earth thinking something similar. It seemed incredible that someone so arrogant and conniving could be a really good husband or boyfriend. Or that he could maintain any sort of friendship with other women. Perhaps he was completely two faced? Perhaps he was someone utterly different at home or with friends?

Thinking back to the corporate Christmas dinner, she seemed to recall him bringing a woman along with him. She might have been his girlfriend or wife. Her relationship with Brown, with all his trying to delve into hers, did not extend to discussing his personal life.

The thought that he could manage an equal relationship with a woman seemed so ridiculous, she dismissed it. It just didn’t seem possible. She had spent too many hours working with him to believe that he could do it.

The casual arrogance with which he treated her, the other women on his projects, his secretary and other female staff was too deep seated, too well learned for him to be turned on and off at will. She had not had a chance to see him interact with other female senior executives, although those creatures were so thin on the ground in her organisation, it would not have surprised her if the partners spent all their time just making sure those rarefied few never crossed paths with Brown.

He was charming enough with female clients, but then they only ever got to see his game face anyway and never had to deal with the real man. He could mask himself for short periods of time, anyone could do that.

She daydreamed of being able to stand on a street corner with a loud hailer and announce to the general public that Daniel Brown was a complete prick. Or perhaps a series of billboards, strategically located around the city, perhaps even an advertising campaign on television. She was just trying to come up with a catchy tag line for her campaign when Maree returned with her coffee.

“It was extra foam, wasn’t it?”

“Huh?” replied Briony, tearing herself away from her slickly produced commercial. “Yeah, extra foam.”

“Where were you?” Maree asked, sliding into the booth opposite.

“Dreaming of committing drastic acts of libel and slander,” Briony grinned, licking the foam off the top of her coffee.

“Well dreamer, it’s twenty past eight. I don’t know about you, but I need to get my arse back to the office.”

“Ooooh, shit, I completely lost track of the time! I need to prepare for the kick off for this damned project,” Briony pulled herself out of the booth and began to head for the door, Maree falling into step beside her.

“You never told me about this one,” Maree said, grabbing the door. “What gig have they got the two of you on this time?”

“It’s that whole of state government portal thing. You know, the government’s running around like a chicken with its head cut off screaming that it needs to offer more online services and needs to be cutting edge, blah de blah de blah,” Briony explained as they emerged onto the bright street outside.

“Yeah, I heard about that one,” said Maree, taking a hurried sip of her coffee. “It sounds big.”

“Massive,” Briony replied as the pair of them dashed across an intersection, dodging trams and an opportunistic taxi. “Hundreds of sites being condensed down to one gigantic portal. It’ll run for months, I imagine.”

“Why do it? Why put up with Brown?”

“Are you kidding? This will look stellar on my resume. If I can pull this off, I’ve got a chance to walk into something bigger and better. And something without Brown.”

“Are you sure it’s worth it? I mean, there will be other projects…”

“There will,” Briony conceded, “but I don’t want to wait any longer. This project could make me.”

“And Daniel Brown could break you,” Maree pointed out, slapping the button for the pedestrian lights. She turned to face Briony. “Seriously, after what you went through for the Sony project, do you think you can tolerate it again for this thing? I mean, didn’t you mention that he was trying to ask you out or something?”

Briony shrugged. “Well, sort of. I mean, he was hinting at it. He never came right out and asked.”

“But you made it clear you weren’t interested and he kept at you, didn’t he?”

“Well, yeah…”

“And then there was taking credit for all your work and keeping you from the client and treating you like a slave and making you work unholy hours and…”

“I get your point,” she frowned. “I know, the guy’s an utter bastard and I’m utterly mental for working with him again. I just think the payoff might be worth the pain. I mean, the partners recognised my input…”

“Not publicly, though.”

“No, but they saw what I could do. I think I could squeeze a pretty good reference out of them for that.”

“I think you’re nuts,” replied Maree. “I just want to state for the record, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“Noted,” said Briony, pushing her way into the overheated lobby of their building.

“Besides, isn’t he married?”

“What?” Briony asked, puzzled by the change of topic.

“Asking you out and all that. Isn’t he married?”

“I have absolutely no idea,” she replied, hitting the button for the elevator. “He doesn’t talk about his personal life. I don’t recall seeing a ring or anything and he’s got no photos in his office or anything like that.”

“I thought I heard he was married. That’s so grotesque. How can you hit on your co-workers when you’re married?”

“Oh Maree, you’re so sweet,” Briony laughed. “With the number of people in this company, there’s affairs going on left, right and centre. He’s made moves on heaps of girls in here. Hell, he goes through secretaries like Kleenex.”

“Really?”

“God yeah. It seemed every time I went up to his office, there was a new little chicky babe sitting there at the desk out the front. I couldn’t keep track of all the names.”

“You think he’s sleeping with them all?”

“Well, if he is, I have to admire his stamina. There were a lot of them. I don’t know if he was sleeping with them all or whether he’s just such an arsehole to work with that he couldn’t keep them. Probably a mix of both, knowing him.”

“Who did he bring to the Christmas dinner?”

“I have no idea who she was. I mean, here we were, four months into the Sony project and he doesn’t even come and talk to me at the Christmas dinner. He was too busy sucking up to the partners. But there was a woman, pretty, curly dark hair if I remember correctly. I didn’t get introduced to her or get a chance to speak with her, so I have no idea if she was a wife or a girlfriend or what. Not that I could imagine being married to him.” Briony shuddered as the elevator doors to the left of them slid open. They hurried over and squeezed in.

“What do you mean?” asked Maree in hushed tones, aware of the others in the elevator with them.

“Well, think about it, he keeps ridiculous hours, he’s making the moves on anything with a Y chromosome in the building, and if you do the numbers, some of them have to be saying yes. He treats women like so much dirt under his shoe. I mean, come on, he’s not exactly stellar husband material, is he?”

“I guess not,” replied Maree, staring unseeingly at the advertisement playing on the elevator screens. A mobile phone rang and she was sharply elbowed in the ribs as someone tried to dig the offending phone out of their brief case. She frowned darkly in the general direction of the owner of the elbow.

“I mean, if it was me, god forbid, I’d divorce him and bleed him for everything he was worth. Well, more to the point, I wouldn’t get involved with him in the first place, but presuming I’d had a frontal lobotomy and found myself married to him, then I’d divorce him and bleed him for everything he was worth.”

Maree muffled a snort of laughter. The elevator came to a smooth stop at their floor and they pushed their way off, through the suits and bags.

“He can be pretty charming, though. I bet you’d have no idea what he was really like if he was after you.” Briony nodded and swiped her ID card at the security door.

“I’m sure you wouldn’t,” she agreed as they made their way to their cubicles. “Quick powder room break?”

Maree nodded, aware of ears around them automatically tuning in to their conversation. The two of them left their coffees at their desks and made their way to the ladies room. The area with the sinks was separate from the toilets, which made it a perfect place to gossip and keep an eye on who was around you.

Briony ratted through her bag, pulling out a hair brush, lip liner, lipstick and powder and left them on the counter beside the sink. “I don’t even know why he bothered with me,” she continued, in hushed tones, dragging the brush through her stick straight hair. “I mean, what was he thinking? He knew I didn’t like him, I’d already had meetings with him trying to explain how I felt about the way he treated me. And yet he’d think I’d be interested in screwing him?”

“Maybe it’s the power thing. Maybe he thinks women are attracted to that. That he’s strong and forceful and, you know, manly.” Maree slicked another coat of burgundy lipstick over her narrow lips and reached for a sheet of paper towel to blot with.

“Maybe. Maybe he’s utterly deluded,” Briony replied, replacing the brush into her bag and grabbing her powder compact. She opened it and loaded the sponge with pressed powder. Peering closely at her face in the mirror, she started to swipe at the shine on her forehead and nose. “I don’t get guys like that. I mean, I made it abundantly clear to him that I was not interested in anything other than a strict working relationship. No drinks after work, no coffees that weren’t related to the project, no nothing. What does it take to convince him that I’m not interested? A full page ad in The Australian?”

“Can I borrow your powder?” asked Maree, accepting the compact with a smile. “I don’t know. Guys like him have difficulty believing that women can resist them, I guess. He’s arrogant to the point of ridiculousness at work, I’m sure it’s the same in his relationships.”

Briony made a moue of disgust as she carefully lined her lips. She checked her pout before continuing. “Maybe he’s really attracted to the challenge. Maybe I’m a challenge to him, that I’m interesting as long as I keep refusing. Maybe I should just fuck him…” She trailed off as someone walked into the bathroom, blushing as the woman caught her last comment and glanced at her enquiringly. She continued on into the toilets and Briony let out a held breath.

“Oh man, trust me to say something like that just as someone walks in…” She sighed and started filling out her lips with lipstick.

Maree passed her compact back to her. “You may be right. He might just like the chase. Maybe if you caved, he’d leave you alone.”

“Oh great idea, Briony,” replied Briony, blotting and applying another coat of lipstick. “Yeah, let him take credit for my work, treat me like shit and then fuck him so that he can get distracted by some other woman. Yep, that would crank my self esteem right up into the stratosphere. Nice going.”

“OK, so that is a biblically bad idea. But it might be worth keeping in the back of your mind.”

“What, fucking him?” Briony stared at her as she put her compact, lip liner and lipstick back into her bag.

“No, remembering that he likes the chase. That might be the only reason he’s bugging you.”

“That or he just likes to keep me off balance,” Briony sighed. “I would not put it past him at all to use this sort of thing just to keep me from bothering him too much.”

Maree winced. “Ouch, I’d not thought of that. That’s really nasty.” The pair of them slowly made their way to the door before anyone else could come into the bathroom. “You really think he would be capable of that? That he’d be that conniving?”

“Of course he would. He uses every trick in the book to get what he wants from people. I’d have no doubt he’d try something like that on people.”

“Jesus, that’s just horrible. How is it that none of us have killed him yet?”

“I swear, he’s a dead man if he tries to pull any of that shit on me for this government project.” Briony scowled. “I will not have my work derailed by him and his charm and his arrogance and his shitty behaviour.”

“So what are you going to do about him?” asked Maree, her voice hushed in the plush quiet of the office.

Briony’s shoulders slumped. This was the question that had been echoing around her head ever since she had fond out about this new project with Brown. What was she going to do about him? How was she going to stand going through another project with this infuriating, arrogant man?

“I don’t know,” she whispered. “I really don’t know. I mean, I’ve tried all the avenues. I’ve spoken to him, I’ve spoken to his bosses, I’ve spoken to Human Resources. I don’t know where else to turn.”

Maree gave her a sympathetic look, then hurried over to her desk as her phone began to ring. Briony wandered listlessly over to her own cubicle and sat down, gazing unseeingly at the screen.

She really wanted this gig. Deep down in her heart she knew that it would be great challenge, a way to prove herself to the big boys and a way to escape the clutches of Daniel Brown. She wanted that challenge. But did she want the accompanying challenge of putting up with his unwanted attentions, his selfish, arrogant behaviour and the unpleasantness of dealing with him on a daily basis for the next who knew how long?

A thought occurred to her. What if she just took matters into her own hands? She frowned in thought, biting her lip. What if she got in contact with the client before Brown did and started running the project without him. Hell, it would be exactly the sort of thing he would do. He would have no compunction in organising a kick-off meeting without her. She could turn the tables on him and see how he liked that.

Inspired, Briony got up from her desk and walked briskly over to the bank of elevators again. She could feel Maree’s gaze burning curiously between her shoulder blades, but she hit the elevator button to go up and entered the elevator without a backwards glance.

She ran through possible conversations in her head. She didn’t know how clued in Brown’s secretary was. If she was in league with Brown, perhaps she wouldn’t give Briony the contact information she needed. Hopefully she was either clueless or hated Brown as much as Briony did and would be happy to help her.

Confidence radiated out of her as she hopped off the elevator and strode down the hallway to Brown’s office. She pasted on her best, friendly smile and walked around the corner to Brown’s secretary’s desk.

The desk was empty.

Brown’s secretary wasn’t there.

She sighed heavily. Looking at her watch, she figured the girl would be in soon enough. She tried not to be to disheartened. She didn’t want this to be an omen for how the rest of her plan would unfold.

With a grimace, she wandered over to Jim Mason’s secretary, Kimmy, who was photocopying a stack of newspaper clippings.

“Hey Kimmy, have you seen Daniel’s secretary this morning?”

“Huh? Frances? No, not yet. She doesn’t usually get in until around half past eight. It depends on how many errands he has her running.”

This did not surprise Briony at all.

“Did you want me to leave her a message or something,” offered Kimmy. “I’m sure Daniel will be in at any moment.”

“No, no thanks,” replied Briony. “I actually wanted, Frances was it? I can’t keep up with all his secretaries.”

Kimmy rolled her eyes theatrically. “Don’t even get me started. I swear, if I had to put up with the sort of nonsense that bastard deals out, I’d get homicidal on his arse.” She stopped and covered her mouth, her eyes round. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.”

Briony grinned. “Don’t worry, I won’t say a word. I feel exactly the same way.” She sighed and looked at Frances’ desk. “What was her surname? I’ll just send her an email instead.”

“White,” replied Kimmy. “Frances White.”

“Thanks,” said Briony, gratefully. She gave Kimmy a smile and then headed back for the elevators. The plan whirled around in her brain as she waited for the next elevator to arrive.

She would recruit this Frances person to her cause. She would be kind and sweet and friendly and be everything that she was sure Daniel Brown wasn’t. Frances would send her client contact details and let slip any meetings that Brown organised so she could attend. She would keep control of the work that she did and ensure that she got to present it.

She wondered if getting Frances a little gift of some sort wouldn’t be out of the question. Flowers or some of that really nice chocolate from that little boutique place in Royal Arcade or movie passes or something. Suddenly it was beginning to sound like she was trying to date the poor woman, not recruit her to the Operation: Undermine Brown campaign.

Operation: Undermine Brown. Yes, she liked that. She would undermine his authority and she would do it with a smile and a wave. Nothing overt and certainly nothing she could be disciplined over. Just little subversive actions that let him know that she wasn’t going to let him push her around any more.

For this project, she was going to prove that she was more than a match for Brown. He would learn she was not to be messed with and that there were ways of interacting with female co-workers that didn’t require rudeness, arrogance or intimidation.

Despite Frances not being at her desk, Briony could not wipe the smile from her face now. As the elevator doors opened, the occupants looked at her enquiringly. Her smile just broadened as she got back on and rode the elevator back down to her floor.

She felt six foot tall and bulletproof as she strode back to her desk, sat and authoritatively opened a new email window and pulled up Frances’ email address from the company directory.

How to begin? She didn’t want to be overbearing, Frances probably copped enough of that from Brown. Briony began to type.

Hi Frances

My name is Briony Kerrigan and I’m going to be working with Daniel Brown on the government department portal project. I’ve not had a chance to meet you yet, but I just wanted to introduce myself before the project started and we were both too busy to think.

I’m sure Daniel keeps you very busy, but I was wondering if I could ask a favour of you. I would really appreciate it if you could pass on the customer contact details to me as soon as possible. Daniel can be terribly forgetful [she figured the white lie wouldn’t hurt, she could reveal her true motives once she had Frances onside] and he sometimes forgets to make sure that I’m included on all meeting invites and correspondence with the client. If you could make sure I’m always CC’d on any emails or letters to them, I’d really appreciate it.

I’d love to get a chance to meet you properly. How about we catch up for a coffee soon, my treat? Let me know when is a good time for you.

Regards

Briony Kerrigan
She re-read the email carefully. She didn’t want it to come over as too cheesy or overt or demanding. She spell checked it, re-read it again and then hit the Send button. Briony smiled with satisfaction. Step one of Operation: Undermine Brown was complete. The ball was in Frances’ court and, if Brown was running true to form, Briony was confident that Frances would have little trouble lobbing it back in her direction.

While it was slightly less satisfying than choking the bastard to death, for the first time since finding out about the new project, things for Briony Kerrigan were starting to look up.

8.30am-Shaylee

The water was hot against her skin. It soothed the tension in her shoulders and she felt the grime and sweat of the day sluicing off her body and down the drain. Letting the spray pummel the back of her neck, she squeezed out some more lavender scented body wash and started lathering her skin.

Lisa, her partner, loved the smell of lavender. She also complained that without it, she could still smell Shaylee’s clients on her, so Shaylee indulged her, using the body wash thoroughly after every shift at work.

Lisa wouldn’t even wash Shaylee’s clothes for the same reason. She insisted that she could smell the clients on them, even though Shaylee never wore her street clothes for work and they certainly never went anywhere near the clients, ever. Lisa did have a sensitive nose, Shaylee conceded that, but she suspected that the clothes thing was simply Lisa acting out about the job. She indulged her on this as well, Lisa had had to put up with lots worse.

She thought about Lisa as she soaped herself. She would be awake by now, pottering around the apartment with a mug of coffee in her hand, leopard print platform slippers on her feet and an oversized t-shirt covering her lovely body. She would have collected the paper and be preparing to sit down to read it, savouring her coffee.

Shaylee smiled wistfully. She hated leaving Lisa alone at nights, but this was the best shift, certainly the busiest. She let the hot water rinse the scented foam from her skin and stood under the spray, soaking in the heat and the steam.
She was tired and her muscles ached abominably. The job was tough on her body and the shower she always took before she went home was absolute heaven. It marked the distinction between work and home, delineating those parts of her life cleanly and precisely.

That delineation was important to her, not just because of Lisa’s objections to the job, but because Shaylee didn’t like the two worlds intruding herself. She loved her work, but it was just that. Work. It was not something she took home with her at all. Her shower was where she rinsed off the both physical evidence of the job and the mental residue of it as well. Any of the stresses, any of the issues, anything that happened during the day was washed down the drain along with everything else, leaving her clean and ready for home.
She didn’t bring her home life in to work either. She was not one for photos or sentimental keepsakes. She didn’t discuss her home life with anyone at work either. It was her personal space, something that was for her only.

While she enjoyed the work, it was something that could fuck with your head in a big way if you weren’t careful. That was another reason for the delineation. Home was a place a million miles removed from work, a place where she could think about the world more rationally and from a less removed perspective.

There was no doubt, to do this sort of thing, you needed to be able to distance yourself from humanity to a certain extent. You did things and saw things that most people wouldn’t or couldn’t. Shaylee could be very removed and remote when she needed to be. Home was where she could be completely herself and emotional and involved.

Smell was undoubtedly the most important of the human senses. She indulged her sense of smell at home, the lavender as she left for home, the frangipani that grew in their front yard and the night blossoming jasmine that crept over the porch in the back yard. The warm feline smell of their cats, Edgar, Allen and Poe, the turpentine and oil paint of Lisa’s studio and the soft honey musk of Lisa’s skin.

Imagining the warm rich smell of the coffee Lisa would offer her when she arrived home from work, she rinsed her hair one last time and then stepped out of the shower into the steam filled change room. She snagged the thick, luxurious blue bath sheet she had hung on a coat hook beside her shower stall and wrapped it around her, walking over to her belongings on the bench.
Lisa was always chiding Shaylee for her little indulgences. Four hundred thread count sheets, thick Egyptian cotton towels. But these days she could afford the best and heaven knows they deserved a treat every now and again. Life was far too short for scratchy towels and poor quality bedding. Besides, if she asked Lisa to do without the special grind she got from the local coffee shop, Lisa would pitch a fit.
Shaylee stood in front of the steam filled mirror and rubbed a small patch clear, inspecting herself thoroughly. She was shadowy under the eyes again, she needed more sleep. She felt bad leaving Lisa on her own during the day too, she felt like Lisa was left alone far too often, but Lisa said that it was perfect for her painting and she didn’t mind.

Well, she minded the job. She minded the job a good deal, but she didn’t begrudge Shaylee’s desire to do it or the money for that matter and she wouldn’t begrudge the hours she worked.

Shaylee frowned. Her roots were showing again. She slicked back her long, honey blonde hair and peered at the dark roots growing through. She would call her stylist later today, after she had caught up on her sleep, and schedule an appointment for a touch up. It wouldn’t do to look shabby.

No, she took good care of her body. The job was demanding, so she kept herself fit and healthy and maintained her appearance carefully. Besides, she liked looking good for Lisa too and she felt better about herself when she felt pretty.

Even if her clients didn’t notice or appreciates the details, she knew they were there and they made her feel good. Speaking of which, noticing a chipped toenail, she added an appointment for a pedicure to the list of things she needed to do later this afternoon.

She made a mental note to check the schedule on her way out to see if she was rostered on again tonight. If not, she would cook dinner for the two of them, maybe rent a movie or something. Lisa still wanted to see that second Tomb Raider flick, just for Angelina Jolie, of course, but who was Shaylee to deny her a little eye-candy?
She suspected there were some chicken pieces in the freezer. She would take them out to defrost before she went to bed, then she would make curry for the pair of them. She hadn’t made a curry from scratch in ages.

Dry and with her long hair swathed in the bath sheet, she dug through her bag for the body lotion Lisa had given her for her birthday. Lavender again, but Shaylee didn’t mind. She liked the smell, it made her think of Lisa and home. She smoothed it onto her creamy skin, noting a little rough patch on her hip. Nothing a loofah wouldn’t take care of.
She dressed quickly, black jeans, white t-shirt, black leather jacket and boots. Squeezing the excess moisture out of her hair, she grabbed the hair dryer that management had installed for them and began to blow dry her hair. She didn’t like going to sleep with it damp, she always woke up looking like she was wearing a fright wig.
Stifling a yawn, she fired up the hair dryer and started the long, slow process of drying her hair. She was exhausted, absolutely exhausted. It hadn’t been a very busy night for her, but the clients she had seen had been particularly demanding and after focusing in on them and their needs all night, she had little energy left for herself.

Most of her clients had been fairly routine, nothing weird or kinky, just the usual wham, bam, thank you ma’am. The last one hadn’t been kinky or weird, but he had demanded her entire attention and for a lot longer than most. He had been a real challenge, that one, but a challenge was always satisfying, particularly when she could meet it.
Sometimes she wished she could talk to Lisa about her work and discuss the fascinating clients that came in. Sure, the job itself was distasteful and most people didn’t like to talk about it, but working with the clients and understanding their stories and their needs was fascinating. They all had something to tell her, whether they were aware of it or not. It was a talent she had.

But Lisa didn’t want to discuss what happened on the job at all, and Shaylee didn’t want to go out with the others on the shift afterwards to dissect their clients and deny herself even more time with Lisa.

She needed to keep a diary of her job, one day she was sure she could turn it into a great novel. Yeah, write a best selling novel loosely based on her life and then retire on the millions of dollars she would make and the pair of them would go and live in the country in a big old rambling house with a beautiful conservatory for Lisa to paint in.
Her brush caught in a snarl in her hair and she grimaced with pain, dragged from her lovely day dream. Delicately, she teased the tangle out and resumed drying her hair.

She would build an enormous cat run for Edgar, Allen and Poe. They were responsible mummies to their little, furry, four footed babies and Shaylee would not want them running about killing the natives and leaving ‘presents’ for their owners.
For herself, she would create a marvellous garden, huge and sprawling. She would plan the layout carefully so that every corner, every turn opened a new vista to enjoy. There would be bowers and tiny wooded copses, follies and fountains. It would be unbearably romantic and just a little over grown, as if it would threaten to take over the house.

It would be a sanctuary for them both, a place where nothing from the outside would could touch them. Where Lisa could create her beautiful and challenging art works in peace and Shaylee could happily prune, weed, mulch and pot from sun up to sun down.

Ahhh, it was a marvellous thought, but it wasn’t going to be happening any time soon. Like so many others who believed they had a book inside them, Shaylee had convinced herself that she just didn’t have the time to write it. Heaven knew she had the material for it. What she learned about human nature on the job could produce a series of volumes out weighing the old Encyclopaedia Britannica.

It was just getting the time to sit down and churn it all out in a way that would be entertaining and thought provoking and likely to make people part with their cold hard cash so that she and Lisa could be off swanning about in the country.

Time. That was the killer. Well, there were a lot of things that could kill a person, but Shaylee believed that time was a particularly efficient one. You could try poison or shooting or stabbing or all sorts of ways to kill someone, or you could just sit back and let time do the job for you.
She shook her head at her morbid thoughts. One minute she was imagining bucolic country bliss, the next she was assassinating people. It had been a long, long shift and she was clearly more than ready to be home. Her brain was losing the plot and some sleep would be enormously welcome.
Night shift was always difficult. It threw her circadian rhythms way out and it would take ages for her body and brain to settle into the new patterns. She hated being suddenly rostered onto day shifts. She would spend the first few shifts in a daze, wandering around like a junky. Worse still, she was completely useless at home and needed a week to space out and get used to the time shifts.

Fortunately, she was one of the few who worked there who did prefer the night shift, so she wasn’t often rostered on days. The clients were just more interesting at night, she learned so much from them about herself and the world around her from them. During the day, they were pretty mundane and uninteresting. Sure, she could get boring clients at night too, but something about the darkness seemed to bring out an interesting edge in most.

It was something Shaylee spent any free time at work processing. It wasn’t something she could talk about with other people, her job wasn’t something you could perkily discuss at a dinner party. She and Lisa had agreed that if anyone asked what Shaylee did, the answer was that she worked in Human Resources. It was sufficiently vague and uninteresting that people generally didn’t pursue it.

Sometimes she felt like telling people, just to shock them. She had done, in the past. Once people got over the initial surprise and curiosity, they tended to edge away from her, as if her work somehow contaminated her and by being to close they might catch something.

For all its interaction with people, it was a terribly lonely profession. Very interesting and very challenging if you looked at it the right way, but probably not one that was going to be listed at the local high school’s career day any time soon.

There were days when she envied Lisa, not only for her talent, but for simply what she did. The spark of interest that would appear in someone’s eye when you said you were an artist, rather than the morbid curiosity about her profession. People could discuss art and artworks until the cows came home. Nobody wanted to talk about Shaylee’s job. Not if they could help it.
She definitely envied Lisa’s talent. Shaylee could barely draw a straight line. Lisa would amuse herself by sketching Poe curled up in the bay window or try to capture the light filtering through the jacaranda beside the back fence. When she put her mind to it, she would produce paintings of incredible depth and emotion. The process fascinated Shaylee, the creation of a vision using canvas and paint. She could watch it for hours and never understand how it was even remotely possible but be completely engrossed.
There was a horrible stench as some of her long blonde hair was sucked into the back of the hair dryer and over the heating elements. The smell of scorched hair filled the room and she grimaced, pulling the hair dryer away.

So much for Lisa’s body wash and lotion. Instead of arriving home smelling delicately of lavender, she would come home reeking of burnt hair. She examined the ends of the strand that had been caught and neatly broke off the worst of the burnt bits. Good thing she was planning to see her stylist, she would need a trim to clear off the burnt ends and a couple of split ends she hadn’t previously noticed.

At least if she smelled like burning hair, Lisa couldn’t complain that she smelled like work.

Her hair mostly dry, Shaylee dragged her brush through it, smoothing it down and ridding it of the last of the snarls and tangles she invariably got when she blow dried it. She laid the hair dryer back down on the bench and went through her bag for a hair tie.
She quickly dragged her hair back into a long pony tail and examined the results in the mirror. She clearly passed for human, so she packed up the rest of her belongings into her gym bag and slung it over her shoulder.

Before she left, she needed to fill in her hours and to check when she was next rostered on. She was pretty sure she was due for tomorrow off, but varied, depending on how busy things had been and how busy they projected it would be tomorrow night.
There would be no one around to ask, she would have to check the roster board in the staff room. Of course, with no one around to ask, if she had any complaints, she was pretty much stuck, whether she liked it or not.
Staff room was a bit of an exaggeration, it was just a small room, too small for any other purpose other than perhaps a broom closet, that had been set aside as a room for them to take a quick break in between clients. There was a temperamental water heater for making coffee and tea and some pretty poor quality supplies. If all they could manage to afford to put on was International Roast, then Shaylee would rather forgo coffee altogether.

The staff room was also where they posted notices to everyone as well as the week’s roster. Shaylee made her weary way down the hallway to find out whether she was cooking curry for Lisa tonight or dragging her tired arse back in for another long shift.
The staff room was deserted, and fortunately so because when there were two or more people in there, negotiating your way around the room was an intricate ballet indeed. She wandered up to the roster board and sighed with relief to see that she did have the night off. An opportunity to spoil Lisa for a bit would be lovely and she was sure that Lisa would be pleased to have her to herself for a whole evening.

Shaylee grabbed her file from the cabinet in the staff room and sat down at the rickety table to fill in her timesheet.

As she marked off her hours, the clients she had dealt with that night sifted through her memory. Most of them had been pretty unremarkable, except the last one. He had really intrigued her for some reason.

There had been no names when he arrived, but that wasn’t anything particularly unusual in this field. It didn’t worry her unduly and she had proceeded without it. It’s not like they needed it for this.
He had been handsome. Ridiculously so. While she didn’t much like the other team’s equipment, she could appreciate an attractively put together specimen when she saw one.

He had a sort of Hugh Grant-ish air about him. His hair was slicked back, but she imagined that it usually fell into his face. His eyes had been dark and thickly lashed. His lips had been chiselled and soft, while he had not graced her with a smile, she imagined that he would be devilishly handsome when he did.
He was tall, she had estimated his height at around 6’2” or so and, for a man of his age, his body had been in excellent shape. He was clearly a man who exercised regularly and ate well.
His hands had been of particular interest to her. They were large, but well shaped, with square palms and long but solid fingers. Not artistic fingers at all, but strong ones, fingers that liked to grip things tightly and hold them. Perhaps a control freak? She wasn’t at all sure.

His nails were immaculately manicured, which was unusual. Not so much when she took his outfit into account, but she just usually didn’t see men who looked after their appearances so well. There was also a slight mark on his left hand ring finger. The faintest reminder of a wedding band. She assumed he was divorced, the ring had been gone for too long for it to be just a separation. In her line of work, she had learned to notice these things.
As she had worked with him, she had speculated about what had happened between he and his wife. He was a handsome guy and looked like he made good money. He would be an excellent catch for any woman, not someone you would carelessly let go. In her mind, she blamed him. She imagined the appearance of the trophy girlfriend who had wrecked the marriage and led to divorce. Of course, she was just speculating, but she knew absolutely nothing about this guy and there was no way he would tell her, even if she asked him outright.
Half the fun was imagining pasts for her clients, making up little stories in her head to entertain herself. Some days she really needed the distraction.
He was clearly senior executive type material. Eyeballing his clothes, she could see that the shirt was tailored especially for him and fitted beautifully. His suit was from Hugo Boss and even his underwear had someone else’s name on it. He was a man of refined taste and he didn’t mind showing it off.

The Rolex on his wrist had been a lovely specimen. Shaylee loved men’s watches and she dreamed of one day owning one of her own. It was tempting to try and sneak the watch off him and steal it for herself, but that would have just caused more trouble than it was worth. She had simply admired it and tried not to be too jealous.
All of his clothes had been in immaculate condition. Someone was running around for him doing his dry cleaning. She couldn’t imagine him doing it and if he were divorced, then there wasn’t a wife doing it. A trophy girlfriend would probably tell him to stick his dry cleaning up his arse, so Shaylee imagined that he probably had a very hard worked PA running his errands for him.

Along with the country house, Shaylee dreamed of someone to run errands and do chores. Oh, to have a house keeper, that would be sheer, unadulterated bliss. Someone to vacuum and do the dishes and run down to the supermarket for eggs and take the cats for their shots. To not have to worry about those mundane little things would be the ultimate dream for both she and Lisa. All she needed to do was write that stupid book and make enough money for them both to put their feet up and do as they pleased.
Her curious client wormed his way back into her thoughts, no matter how hard she tried to dismiss him with the thought of prize winning rose gardens and jolly cooks working up a sweat in her imaginary country kitchen.

She wondered if there had been any children from the marriage. He looked too ridiculously well kept to be any sort of hands on father. From the look of him, if he had any at all they would be mid teens at least. There was sufficient grey at his temples to qualify him, but something about his appearance struck her as too controlling and fastidious to possibly have managed to tolerate children.

In her imaginary life for him, there were no children for him. It made her feel better, she didn’t need imaginary children being traumatised by an imaginary divorce occupying her head as she worked. She had enough distractions without needing them acting up in response to their parents behaviour.

Once all his clothes had come off, she had been sufficiently impressed by what lay beneath to have been completely distracted from her little imaginary life for him entirely. He was clearly an older man, in his early 40s at least, yet he had the body of a 25 year old.

His abdominal muscles had been slightly defined , clearly an area he was working on, and his chest and bicep muscles had been well defined. His legs were strong and lean and long. His buttocks were firm and high, his trousers would hang beautifully over them. She imagined he did a lot of running as well as some solid resistance training to keep fit.

She wondered if he was the sort of man to take control of his own training or whether he needed to be barked at by a personal trainer to get up and moving. He hadn’t given her enough to work on to be able to answer that question, but she suspected he probably had the best fitness that money could buy and that usually required a personal trainer of some sort.
Occupation? Desk jockey, she was sure of it. The muscle definition and fitness were all from training and you didn’t get to wear Hugo Boss if you were a builder’s labourer. No, he would be one of the paper pushers from one of the city sky scrapers, she had no doubt. Probably high enough on the food chain to have a lovely view of the city, too. It was nice for some. The building she worked in had no windows. It didn’t do to let the public look inside places like this.

As if being handsome, fit, wealthy and incredibly well dressed wasn’t enough, the contents of his Calvin Klein cotton boxer shorts had been sufficiently impressive to get an eyebrow raise even from her. And she had seen enough of those things to be quite jaded about them, thank you very much.
It had been long, not terribly thick, but he wasn’t about to be accused of being a pencil dick, either. For what it was, his cock was nicely shaped and fairly attractive. Most were rather grotesque looking things and she tried not to look at them to closely as she worked, but this one was actually worth looking at.

It seemed rather a pity that she was dealing with it, she was sure there would have been many, many women in the city who would have considered taking care of it a pleasure, and a good many men as well.

All in all, he was an attractive, well put together package, right from the top of his gently tousled dark hair down to his well pedicured toes. What he was doing with her this night was a complete mystery. But that was all part of the fun, really, trying to figure out what it was that had brought him to her.

By the time she was done with him, for all his expensive façade, he wasn’t very different from most men, on the inside. Sure, he had a big heart, but he was just a flesh and blood man, like any other and that was what brought them to her, night after night. Most men would probably argue that they were different, that there was something about them that made them stand out from the crowd, but from where Shaylee was standing, men really were all the same.
It wasn’t meant as an indictment on them, it was simply a statement of fact. From all her years on the job, she knew it. Shakespeare had it right, they all bled when you pricked them, they all laughed when you tickled them and, when you poisoned them, they died.
Everyone did, eventually. She shook her head, she was getting morbid again. She needed to get out of this place, pronto.

She finished up her hours, stuck her time sheet back into her file and stood up wearily. It was late and she was beyond tired now. All she could think about was dragging herself out to her car, driving home and crashing into bed for a good six or seven hours of uninterrupted sleep.
Just as she was walking past the front desk to the car park, the receptionist popped up her head from behind the desk like an oversized meerkat with a headset.

“Shaylee, before you head out…”

“What’s wrong?” asked Shaylee, walking over to the desk and leaning on it. The receptionist frowned as the switchboard chirped, held up a finger to Shaylee to ask for a moment’s patience and then took the call. Shaylee glanced surreptitiously at her watch. She was already a little later getting out of there than normal, after spending so long with her last client.

Maree, the receptionist, put a call through and then looked up at Shaylee again.

“Sorry about that,” she said. “The cops were looking for you.”

Shaylee sighed. In her line of business, it was not unusual to have the police drop in on you every now and again. “What did they want this time?”

“That last guy you had in, it was about him,” Maree replied, scrabbling for her notepad. “Daniel Brown?”

Shaylee shrugged, “You got me, he didn’t give me his name. They never do.”

Maree grinned, “Well, apparently you were with Daniel Brown. They need to know a bit more about him, can you give them a call before you leave?”

She was surprised they hadn’t stuck around and waited for her like they usually did. Things must have been busy down at the cop shop this morning. She hated to keep Lisa waiting even longer, but if she didn’t call the boys in blue as soon as possible, they would make her life a living hell. She decided to give Lisa a call first and let her know she might be delayed, then she’d give the cops a call.
“Am I calling anyone in particular?” Shaylee asked.
“Ooooh, sorry,” Maree tore the note from her notepad. “Detective Inspector Jamison.”

The name didn’t ring a bell with Shaylee, and she knew most of the local cops that got involved in this sort of business.

“I think he was from CIB, I’ve not seen him before,” shrugged Maree. “He may be new. He was cute too.”
New meant enthusiastic, so Shaylee knew she needed to give him a call before he got all upset and starting shouting things like ‘obstruction of justice’ at her. She took the note from Maree with a smile.

“Trust you to notice. Thanks for taking the message, sweetie, I’ll give him a call now.” She turned on her heel and headed off looking for a quiet spot to use her mobile phone.

She thought about her last client. Daniel Brown. It suited him, she wondered if he was a Dan or a Daniel. Maybe even a Danny, although at his age, only a mother was likely to call him that. She wondered what his wife called him. Brown was a hell of a boring surname though. It was like Smith and Jones, it always sounded fake, even when it was real.
More to the point, she wondered what it was the allegedly cute Detective Inspector Jamison knew about Daniel Brown and what he wanted to know about Mr Brown from Shaylee. She didn’t have a whole lot to tell him, so she hoped he wasn’t going to be too disappointed with her. But, she could give him what she did know. It was up to the police what they did with it.
As she wandered out of the reception area, she pulled her mobile phone out of her gym bag and pulled up ‘Home’ on the menu. The phone rang twice, then Lisa’s smoke and caramel voice answered.
“Hello?”

“Hey sweetie, it’s only me,” she said softly.

“Hey hon, what’s up?”

“Look, something’s come up. I’ve had a call from the cops about one of my clients and I’m guessing I might get a bit caught up in this. I’m sorry, hon.”

The disappointment was palpable in Lisa’s reply. “It’s OK, it happens. Give me a call when you head out, will you? Let me know you’re on the way?”

“Of course,” Shaylee replied, grateful that Lisa wasn’t going to make a big deal about it. Lisa was very understanding about Shaylee’s work, but she didn’t like pushing her about it. “Can I bring anything home with me?”
“No, just you hon. See you soon?”

“As soon as,” Shaylee reassured her. “Love you.”

“Love you.”

She hung up and gazed at the phone for a moment. She loved Lisa’s voice, dark and smoky, sexy as all hell. Even when she was pissed off at Shaylee she still sounded sexy. A smile slowly spread across her face, only stopping when she realised she still had to call the mysterious Detective Inspector Jamison.
Peering at Maree’s scribble on the note, Shaylee tentatively deciphered the phone number and called. He had only left a land line, so maybe it wasn’t all that urgent. Usually if they were screaming for information, they left a mobile number. Or they waited for her to finish showering and interviewed her on the spot. Unsurprisingly, the call went through to his voicemail.

“This is Detective Inspector Jamison of CIB. I can’t take your call right now, please leave your name, number and a brief message after the tone.”

Shaylee waited for the beep. “Hi, this is Shaylee Bronson returning your call with regards to  Daniel Brown. Give me a call on 0438 555 679. Cheers.”

Well, it would appear that Mr Daniel Brown was not high on their list of priorities right now. Which suited Shaylee right down to the ground because she was exhausted and not really ready to talk to the cops about anything right now. All she wanted to do was go home and have a little snuggle with Lisa and then get some shut eye. It had been a long night and all of this fart arsing around was just making it longer for her. She understood that this was probably important police business, but she had an appointment in slumber land and she was in no mood to be kept waiting.
Of course, Detective Inspector Jamison would manage to call just as she had fallen asleep and whatever it was he wanted to discuss would probably keep her awake for the rest of the day. She wished she could let the call go to her own voice mail, but if she started playing telephone tag with the cops, they would probably get very upset at her. They didn’t play well with others.

On top of that, Lisa hated her bringing her work home with her. Some days, like today, it was unavoidable. She was not going to be a popular girl when she finally did get home.

She cursed Daniel Brown. She cursed him for being far more complicated than she originally realised and she cursed him for dragging her into these complications. She knew this was sometimes the drill and that it was part and parcel of the work she had chosen, but it didn’t mean she had to like it.
Just knowing his name now complicated their relationship immensely. Finding it out from the boys in blue complicated things exponentially. Somehow, she just knew that Daniel Brown was going to be haunting her for quite some time to come. She wished he could go haunt someone else, but the fact of the matter was that he was her client and in a way he had become her responsibility at that point. He was certainly her responsibility from the cops point of view, that was for sure.
She didn’t want the responsibility of dealing with Daniel Brown or the police. It was enough to make her consider taking up a desk job like a regular slob. She laughed at the idea. As if someone like her could do something so mundane and dull as pushing papers on a desk. The very idea of it made her giggle madly.
No, she would stay right where she was, even if some people thought she was insane working in this industry, her lover not the least of them. When it all came down to it, she really enjoyed her job and there were not a lot of people in the world who could say that. Sure, the work could be messy and dangerous and the hours could suck horribly, but she really did enjoy what she did. She enjoyed working with her clients, even if that sickened some folks, and, when it all came down to it, someone had to do it and it may as well be someone who enjoyed the work.
Speaking of which, Daniel Brown, by virtue of her knowing his name now, was making more work for her and there was one more thing she needed to do before she headed home to Lisa and, hopefully, some solid hours of shut eye.

She disappeared into the back of the building, taking stairs and corridors down into the bowels of it. The light was sickly here and fairly dim. She let herself into a dimly lit room filled with drawers, like filing cabinets and wandered over to the desk that was pushed up against one wall. Grabbing a couple of slips of paper, she took a black marker and labelled them in her careful, neat print.
She grabbed up the two slips of paper and walked purposefully over to one of the drawers. It had been labelled earlier in the night and Shaylee slipped out the old label and put in the new one. Then, opening the drawer, she carefully removed the old tag and attached the new one to the toe of the cold, pallid cadaver inside.

“Pleased to meet you, Mr Daniel Brown,” she said, softly.
And with that, Coroner Shaylee Bronson closed the drawer on the corpse of Daniel Brown and headed home to her lover.

