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Chapter 1: Hot Air
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Tessa sat at her desk, a highlighter in one hand and the company’s latest Employment Investigations Report spread open like a crime scene before her. The fluorescent office lights buzzed faintly overhead, casting a sterile glow over a sea of cubicles, potted plants that had seen better days, and the occasional sound of passive-aggressive keyboard tapping. Around her, the corporate floor of Wellington’s Regional HQ was alive with its usual mid-morning churn—phones ringing, sneakers squeaking across cheap carpet tiles, conversations held in hushed tones that still managed to carry.

Outside, the weather was as predictable as ever: bleak. It was January, but Wellington didn’t care about seasonal optimism. Wind slapped hard against the glass, and rain thrashed sideways as if thrown by an angry god. Despite it being 11 a.m., the sky had the grim hue of late evening. Streetlights flickered as though the city itself was questioning why anyone bothered showing up to work.

Tessa pulled her cardigan tighter and squinted at the report. Thirty-seven cases last year—more than any other advisor in the Employment Relations team. Most of them performance-related, most of them painful. Still, she had navigated them with professionalism, calm, and a well-worn poker face. Now, as she prepared to represent her team at the annual strategy meeting, she was determined to ensure those lessons weren’t just archived—they were actioned.

Her pen danced across her notebook with quick strokes as she jotted down phrases: “data-led solutions,” “empower line managers,” “targeted development streams.” She underlined the last one twice. This was her chance. The Employment Relations Lead was sunning herself on the other side of the globe, and in her absence, Tessa had been asked to step in. This wasn’t just a calendar invite—it was an opportunity.

She imagined the boardroom already. The General Manager sitting at the head of the table with her cryptic smile and tactical silences. Payroll and Recruitment leads, eager to sell their version of the company’s future. Strategy and Insights—that would be Ned, of course. Unmissable, unforgivable Ned.

Before she could let the thought spiral further, a familiar voice snapped her back to the present.

“Keen for a coffee run, hun?”

Priya leaned over the partition with her usual warmth, her dark curls bouncing as she tilted her head and offered a smile that could soften any workplace catastrophe. She was an advisor, like Tessa, but with a breezier disposition and an uncanny ability to survive drama with immaculate eyeliner intact.

Tessa looked up, offering a wry grin. “Not today. I need to get my talking points nailed. I’m thinking of recommending targeted workshops—manager development, grounded in the trends from the report. It’s clear performance management is our Achilles’ heel.”

“Mmm,” Priya said, nodding sagely. “And some of these managers wouldn’t know how to manage performance if it came with a user manual and a neon sign. Good call.”

Tessa gave a half-laugh, scribbled another note.

“But it’s coffee o’clock, babe,” Priya added, slinging her scarf over one shoulder. “Don’t let strategy make you forget self-care. Go get ‘em, Tiger.”

She winked and disappeared down the hallway. Tessa gave a small wave, then exhaled slowly, returning to her prep. The last line of her notes read: “Make an impression. Be memorable. Avoid saying ‘learnings.’”

At 11:30 sharp, Tessa walked briskly into Meeting Room Kahurangi, a glass-walled fishbowl at the far end of the floor. She was armed with three copies of the report, her own annotated version, and a resolve that she hoped masked her slight nausea. The GM was already there, seated at the head, minimalist and composed, her gaze unreadable behind rimless glasses.

As the room filled, Tessa watched the others take their seats. Payroll Lead—Janice—opened with a series of graphs showing payroll efficiency improvements, her voice even and measured. Next came Darren from Recruitment, with metrics on candidate satisfaction and a strangely passionate anecdote about employer branding.

Then it was Tessa’s turn.

“All right,” the GM said, turning toward her. “Employment Relations. What do you have for us, Tessa?”

She smiled and inhaled—her smile wide, her breath controlled. “Thanks, everyone. So as you’ll see in the report, 2023 was an eventful year for ER. We had a total of fifty-four investigations, and thirty-seven of those were performance-related, which is a significant increase from twenty-three the year before...”

She was in the zone. Her voice was steady, her points sharp. She saw heads nodding. The GM even scribbled something. Probably a good sign.

Then—midway through her sentence about repeat offenders in middle management—the door burst open.

“Sorry, team! What a day, huh?”

Ned exploded into the room, literally and figuratively. He was grinning, damp, and unapologetically loud. A designer satchel was slung across one shoulder, and a paper bag from the organic deli was clutched in his hand.

“Almost got blown into the harbour,” he added, shaking droplets from his coat. “Honestly, I felt like my wig was about to fly off!”

The room erupted in laughter.

Tessa smiled politely. Ned’s timing, as usual, was both impeccable and infuriating.

“Do you mind if I eat here?” he asked, already unpacking a sandwich that smelled aggressively like truffle oil.

“Of course,” the GM said, barely glancing up.

Tessa cleared her throat and tried to refocus. “As I was saying, the data suggests a need for more proactive management capability, particularly around—”

But Ned, now fully seated and halfway through his sandwich, cut in.

“This is really useful, Tessa,” he said, crumbs dotting the table like punctuation. “But I wonder... what about wellbeing? I think that’s the real elephant in the room. We need to reimagine our culture through a wellbeing lens.”

She blinked. “Well, yes—there’s certainly scope to integrate—”

“Right?” he steamrolled, eyes wide with performative insight. “We’ve got to synergize our values, align with a customer-obsessed paradigm shift, and create a blue-sky framework where wellbeing isn’t a programme—it’s a mindset.”

More nodding. A few impressed murmurs. Someone even whispered “beautifully said.”

Tessa sat back in her chair, speechless. The data she’d spent two weeks analysing was now buried under a landslide of buzzwords and breadcrumbs. Ned wasn’t just hijacking her moment—he was floating above it in a hot air balloon of charisma, waving down with his sandwich in one hand and a vision board in the other.

The GM nodded thoughtfully. “Let’s make a note to explore that further.”

Everyone clapped.

Tessa clapped too, mechanically. She’d presented real problems. Ned had offered a vibe. And the vibe had won.

As the meeting moved on, she stared down at her notes. “Targeted capability workshops” circled three times. Below it, she scribbled a single word in the margin:

“Hot air.”
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Chapter 2 – “That’s a Great Call-Out”
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Back at her desk, Tessa stared blankly at her screen. The little blinking cursor on her Outlook reply box was like a metronome ticking in time with her rising frustration. She hadn’t typed a single word. Not because she didn’t have anything to say—but because she had far too much. She’d just spent thirty minutes in a room where data had been steamrolled by charisma, where a sandwich had spoken louder than strategy.

She swivelled in her chair and caught Priya's eye over the cubicle wall.

“Oh god, here we go,” Priya said, already spinning her chair around to face her. “Tell me everything.”

Tessa leaned forward; voice hushed but charged. “He just—he walked in late, mid-sentence, eating a sandwich, and then completely hijacked the whole thing.”

“Ned?”

“Who else? I was literally about to present the core recommendations—ones that I spent actual time thinking through—and he just swooped in like a TED Talk peacock. Started going on about wellbeing and paradigms and customer-obsessed... something? I blacked out at ‘blue-sky framework.’”
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