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      KELLY

      On glancing away from my computer screen to give my eyes a rest, I barely notice the killer view. It's receded into the background, like many other things.

      It hadn't always been this way. On first finding myself stranded at the family vacation home when the world imploded, I was in hog heaven. There were worse places to be stuck for a couple of weeks.

      After a month, the novelty was gone. I missed the bustle of the agency. Of interacting with my colleagues and being automatically included in any projects for the agency's star clients.

      That privilege ended so quickly that it was a wonder I hadn't suffered from whiplash. Stuck all the way up the coast, there wasn't a chance of my working on the big jobs. Not that it wasn't possible via video calls, but that one particular person didn't want it to be possible.

      Jason Ralph! The agency's Aussie executive creative Director who's creative in title only. I'd lost count of the number of times he'd taken the credit for my concepts, claiming them as his own.

      When it looked like the lockdown was going to last longer than expected, I'd asked if he could send me my computer so I could carry on remotely. But according to him, someone else was now using it.

      Meanwhile, I had to get along as best I could on the fully spec'd laptop they'd given me and that I'd only packed at the last minute. There was always a chance I'd have to alter a campaign when I was on vacation.

      While it was a great laptop, it wasn't up to the challenge of working on large projects from scratch.

      I knew what Jason was up to, because I wouldn't be the first person who'd had no option other than to resign thanks to his toxic management style.

      I swear he could give that Aussie newspaper guy a run for his money with that. There's a term for what Jason was doing. Constructive termination. And yes, it was illegal and something I could fight in court.

      Whether I would, I still wasn't sure. As was often the case, the target wouldn't have the fight left to take it further. To delay the inevitable, I'd invested in a decent computer of my own. I was then surprised to find I liked it even better than the one the agency deemed good enough for me. Mine was definitely faster.

      When lockdown showed no sign of ending, I'd called the neighbor who was watering my plants and asked her to pack up some clothes for me. I'd also told her to clear out my fridge and to keep any champagne she found for her troubles.

      She was happy to help after that.

      I figured when lockdown was over, I'd move back to LA and get on with life. Boy, was I ever wrong.

      Jason had other ideas, and I wasn't the only one caught up in his grandiose reorganization. It hadn't taken the top brass at the agency long to work out they could save money by having us work from home. It also allowed them to sublet two of the three floors in the high rise.

      As to the floor left populated? That'd be the one with all the beautiful people on staff, at least when it came to the female employees. These days, only the young blonde intern from my old team still graces the halls of MC&S.

      Another way Jason had made it impossible for me to move back was by reducing my income, citing the pandemic as the reason. More likely, he wanted to hire more young blonde interns to further bolster his flagging ego.

      It was yet another nail in the constructive dismissal coffin, and yet I held on, my stubborn streak coming to the fore. Bitter? Me?

      I'd always known Jason hated my not being stick-thin and magazine-ready as other women on staff were. There was no missing the way his lip would curl when I'd walk into his office to present my concepts. There was no missing him belittling my concepts, even though we both knew they were solid.

      Just how solid always came to light when the client opted for them over anything Jason cobbled together. And yep, it was then Jason would claim my ideas as his own. I'd have loved him to try it when I was in the room, but he'd made sure I never was.

      My phone ringing brings me back to the present, rather than at the agency in LA. "Hey, Mom. How's it going?"

      As always, my mom sounds surprised by my question. It's as though I've phoned her, and not the reverse.

      "Oh, oh, it's, ah. It's going well. Listen, darling, remember how we've been talking about renovating Sand 'O' Sun?"

      I do, with my parents discussing updating the aptly named Sanderson vacation home for as long as I could remember. This has me answering, as I always do. "You have, and it's long overdue."

      However, while I've stuck to the script on this, Mom has other ideas.

      "Thanks for understanding. The builders will be there tomorrow." Distracted as always, she then tells someone in the background she'll be with them in a jiffy.

      This gives me a second or two to process her bombshell. However, it's nowhere near long enough to digest the ramifications.

      "Listen, sweetie. I have to go. I'm the last to tee off. Your father's booked Lucky Break Construction. You know the one?"

      Without giving me time to confirm either way, she presses on. "Yes, yes. The company young Ethan Hunter from Eagle's Nest, started up. Better go. The girls are getting itchy. Love you."

      And with that, she's gone, leaving me to wonder what sort of renovation she and my dad have decided on. They've discussed everything over the years. From touching up the paint and replacing the windows, to demolition and starting over.

      I sure hope it's not the latter. Apart from loving the ramshackle nature of the place, it would involve my moving out. I can't handle this on top of everything else.

      A quick call to my dad allays some of my fears. Updating the kitchen and opening the house to the garden I can live with. It won't be fun, but if I shut myself in the front bedroom that I've set up as my office and wear my noise-canceling headphones, I should be okay.

      

      I'm thinking that right until I see two trucks pull up outside the following day. Nothing exciting there. However, when two of the hottest men I've seen outside of a photo shoot clamber out of the vehicles, I have to wonder.

      While both men are gorgeous, it's the slightly shorter man who catches my eye. There's something about him that has my mind crowded with hammering, and it's got nothing to do with construction.

      ZAC

      On pulling up behind Tyler Pierce at the Sanderson place, I'm pissed. I had a chance with Lily, the owner of the place we'd been helping flip. I just know it.

      It's always been this way. Well, at least from high school when I'd shot up to my current six-foot-one. And yet, I'm a short-ass next to Tyler and the others on the crew. Sheesh, the Kendrick brothers are massive, with Josh being a complete unit.

      Lucky for me is the woman who answers Tyler's knock is just the right height, and damn if I don't love those curves. Although they aren't what hit me hardest.

      That would be her dark brown eyes and that curly explosion of tiger-striped brown hair. Both hint at hidden depths and a wild side. One I'll be happy to plumb, or tame, or maybe even both?

      While Tyler outlines how the job will progress, I keep my eyes on Kelly Sanderson as she's introduced herself. Oddly, after staring at me long enough for me to smile and wink, she's ignored me.

      I'm left feeling invisible, which annoys me more than it should. I'm used to women fawning over me, not cutting me dead like this. Still, I'm always willing to take on a challenge. Especially one as cute as this.

      It's when she invites Tyler inside and shuts the door in my face that I see it mightn't be that easy. What have I done to have her pulling that stunt?

      I'm working alongside Tyler, so wouldn't it make more sense for me to be inside for the briefing? Her shutting me out like this has me wondering if she's worth the trouble. That stuck up…

      

      As the job progresses, I decide I don't like Kelly Sanderson, with her clearly hating Coogan's Break. Sure, she's gorgeous, but from the little I see or hear of her, she's your typical city girl.

      Uninterested in the beauty of Coogan's and our laid-back lifestyle, she comes across as only killing time until she can return to the city.

      Despite all this, she still does it for me. Maybe her being unavailable has her doing it for me in a BIG way. As with our first day on site, she's continued to ignore me.

      My preoccupation was obvious enough that even the grunts taken on to help with demo and general labor had noticed it.

      For starters, Tyler had even laughed about it. Now he's getting annoyed, using every excuse he can to have me leave the site to collect supplies.

      "Zac, you need to give it a rest. If Ethan sees you drooling over the client like that, he'll fire your ass."

      There's no need to ask him what he's talking about. Ethan, our boss, while easy-going, has one rule with clients. And it's that the only screwing allowed on site is the type that involves power tools.

      For all the notice that some of the crew take. Case in point being Brad, who's now living with a jewelry designer whose studio Lucky Break had built.

      

      With Tyler off-site, the grunts decide it's safe to rib me about my obsession and my lack of results. It's enough to have me hammering harder than I need to in order to drown them out.

      Far better, I take my frustrations out on a piece of wood. Despite coming close to obliterating the nail I'm working on; I still hear the loud crash from inside the house.

      My head jerks up, and I'm surprised to see Kelly standing at the kitchen window, her face a mask of shock. I drop my hammer and am on my way to the backdoor in a flash, because something spooked her.

      A brief knock and I open the door, although only far enough that I can ask if she's okay. Her response being gibberish, I risk walking inside. It's only in rounding the corner and entering the kitchen that I see the chaos.

      As is common with these older places, our hammering away has highlighted a few problems. Here, it's one of the upper kitchen cabinets coming away, leaving an unpainted patch behind on the wall.

      The solid wood cabinet now lies on the floor next to Kelly, its contents strewn from one end of the kitchen to the other. As quick as I've been to take stock of the chaos, I'm next to her in a heartbeat. I then guide her to put the French press of hot coffee down on the counter.

      The last thing she needs is third-degree burns when she drops it, as she is likely ready to do.

      "Are you okay?"

      While she starts off nodding, this soon changes to a shake, shock clear in her eyes. With her trembling intensifying by the second, I wrap my arms around her.

      Despite my attraction, the move is one of comfort. That cabinet must have missed her by a whisker. If it had connected, we'd now be on our way to the emergency room, or waiting for the paramedics with a backboard.

      Instead, I steer her away from the other cabinets, and over to the dining nook. Once seated, I return and grab the French press of coffee, along with the mug that had been next to it.

      Rather than sit down, I pour her a coffee and step back. While I want to stay and comfort her, I can't. I've seen something out of the corner of my eye that needs attention more than this stunning woman.

      The next cabinet along is also hanging on by a thread, something that has me making quick work of emptying the contents onto the counter.

      A gentle tug on the empty cabinet, and it comes away from the wall, with me then lowering it to the floor. She was lucky not to have been flattened after the recent earthquakes.

      It doesn't take long to see that the other cabinets are also an accident waiting to happen. I don't bother asking for permission. Instead, empty them and then rip them off the walls. It's a good thing we're renovating the kitchen, because it was only a matter of time before someone got taken out by a falling cabinet.

      A quick gander at Kelly, her coffee still untouched, and I have to wonder who or what hurt her in the past? Despite her stonewalling me, her coming close to being brained by that cabinet had her walls coming down.

      And even though it'd missed her, there'd been plenty of hurt showing in those dark brown eyes.
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      KELLY

      As I sit staring at my cooling coffee, I'm having trouble processing just how close I'd come to being hit by that cabinet. It was my fault. I shouldn't have slammed the door as hard as I had.

      But I was furious after reading Jason's latest email. The one telling me Deb, my copywriting partner, had resigned. It had to have been sudden, as we'd only caught up late yesterday. I need to ring her and find out what happened, but I can't, not when I'm still dealing with the other bad news in the email.

      As an art director on their own, I have little value in the agency, and it's for this reason I'm being demoted to general agency design work. Bye-bye big-ticket creative campaigns for me. Without a copywriter, I'm adrift, without purpose.

      That, that … As my mom often said, ladies don't cuss, but boy Jason deserved a few choice words. That … that… jerk.

      With Deb gone, I'm not sure how much longer I can hold out, because in tandem with my demotion came yet another pay cut. Even knowing what Jason is up to doesn't make it easier to swallow.

      It's only a matter of time before I'm forced to search for another position. That's if I can, with no agency interested in half a creative team. The sooner I catch up with Deb, the better.

      If we can apply for a job as a team, then we stand a chance of securing something. Without that, I'm trapped.

      After pushing my coffee to one side, I slump forward, my forehead pressed against the cool tabletop. Life shouldn't be this hard, should it? I'd graduated at the top of my class, and had the awards to prove I was competent at my job.

      So why was I being forced out by that glorified crocodile hunter?

      There's nothing I can do to stop a snort of amusement at the thought of Jason wrestling with one of those scaly beasts. The only way he'd win would be by boring the reptile to death with one of his cruddy campaigns.

      I'm still hunched over when something is placed on the table next to me. On tipping my head to the side, I see it's a plate with two chocolate chip cookies. This is weird. I know there aren't any in the house. If there were, I'd have used them to self-medicate by now.

      "You eat those while I make fresh coffee." Zac pushes the plate even closer before saying, "You need sugar after a shock like that."

      It's enough to have me straighten, to stare at him. I soon enough regret it when I'm the target of yet another of those cocky grins. Honestly, do women fall for that crap?

      He's like so many men I've worked with in advertising that I can't stop myself from rolling my eyes. It's enough to have his smile faltering before he tips his head toward the plate.

      "Eat."

      Following this order, he grabs my still-full cup of coffee and the French press and takes them over to the sink. Only now do I notice the surrounding chaos. Instead of there being one upper cabinet on the kitchen floor, all of them are.

      Piled up like Stonehenge, with the microwave perched atop, its contents stacked high on every available surface.

      "What the heck!?"

      How on earth did I miss him dismantling the kitchen?

      "Tyler said you wouldn't start with the kitchen for a week or two."

      "That was before I saw the cabinets were held in place with glue and good wishes."

      After a lot of bustling about, during which I admit he's got a body to die for, or even under, he puts a fresh coffee in front of me. He follows this up yet again, instructing me to eat. Then, without another word, he leaves.

      Working on my first mouthful of cookie, I'm not concentrating, although this soon changes. There isn't a chance I'd miss cookies as delicious as these in the cupboard. I can smell chocolate from twenty paces.

      The other thing that stops me from taking another bite is that if I didn't know better, I'd think they were homemade.

      Now I'm even angrier at Zac for giving me all those cocky smiles. Despite their being as fake as the guy himself, my response to his comforting hug has been anything but.

      After being jammed up against his muscled chest, my libido has been knocked about enough that it may as well have been taken out by a kitchen cabinet.

      Another nibble of cookie and I'm more convinced than ever that he's gotta be married or living with someone. With my nerves and libido still on a knife's edge, I'm not sure which option upset me more.

      Thankfully, I've got one-and-a-half cookies to help with the shock.

      Now I'm torn. Do I stay in the kitchen and try to make sense of everything? Or, do I start work on the Burt's Pet Food web tile Jason wants me to complete in my new role as agency lackey?

      Then I decide I won't give him the satisfaction of my missing the deadline, even though it's tight because he wants it so.

      "It is on, you Aussie reptile!"

      I'm not sure if it's the sugar talking, but I'm soon back in front of my computer, determined to create the best pet food ad known to humankind. Or should that be dogkind?

      The trick will be Jason not bothering to check the concept before he forwards it to the client. Lazy as he is, chances are he won't even open the attachment before sending it on. It's also a given that he'll remove any reference to my email when he does so.

      If the client loves the concept, by then it'll be too late for him to backtrack. For me to rework the agency's DRAFT watermark so that it includes my name will be easy.

      While I've let my personal website fall by the wayside since working for MC&S, come tomorrow morning, it will carry a full complement of my work in recent years.

      You never knew when a client would want to learn more about you. This was especially true when I knew Jason wouldn't be forthcoming.

      

      As immersed as I am in updating my website, I freak out when someone knocks on the window right next to me. In my gaze flying in that direction, I note two things. It's Zac, and it's pitch-black outside.

      How did it get so late? The last thing I remember was a bathroom break mid-afternoon, at which time I realized I hadn't had lunch. After a quick check of the kitchen, I'd put it in the too-hard basket.

      My plan had been that after sending the web tile design to Jason, I'd head into town and grab some frozen meals. Enough to last me until the kitchen is rebuilt.

      It's then I notice Zac is holding a plastic carry bag with a familiar logo on the side, and all thoughts of heat-and-eat flee. Something nuked in the microwave atop Stonehenge falls short compared to anything from the Thai Palace. The best takeaway in Coogan's Break.

      On my opening the front door, he's waiting for me.

      "I felt so bad about demolishing your kitchen. I wanted to make up for it." He nods toward the front of the house. "When I saw you were still working, I figured you might not have eaten yet."

      ZAC

      I'm confident until I knock on the window next to Kelly. I'm helping her out, that's all. Then a little voice whispers, "Yeah, sure you are."

      And while I could fool others into thinking I'm turning a good deed; I can't fool myself. Of course, I've got an ulterior motive. I always do. I've always got my eye on the prize. This time, it's Kelly Sanderson.

      All that changes the minute she answers the front door and I deliver my rehearsed lines. She's not buying it, at least as far as my motive goes, her expression confirming it.

      Once again, she's got me on the back foot, a stance I'm unfamiliar with. I'm ready to hand her the food and do a runner when she again surprises me.

      "That's so thoughtful of you." While polite, her words are also non-committal, leaving me unsure of where I stand, apart from on the bottom step. All that changes when she adds. "Why don't you come in? It looks as though you've bought enough for two."

      Why is it she can see right through me? The lady at the Thai Palace may as well have written 'HOPING TO GET LAID' on the side of the bag, rather than 'ZAC'. It's clear, at least to me, that this is what Kelly has read into an order that's too big for one person.

      "Thanks, but you're busy. I'll be on my way." The words are out before I've had time to craft them, to work on another angle.

      Now it looks as though I've surprised her. However, rather than reach out and take the proffered bag, she instead huffs out in annoyance. Despite this, she steps to the side in silent invitation.

      It's one I'm having second thoughts about accepting. On dinner dates with gorgeous women, I'm used to being welcomed with open arms. I don't need her pity. I still haven't made a move, or even moved, when she speaks.

      "Are you married or living with someone?" As abrupt as her question has been, I'm as fast to shake my head. It's all I can do not to spit out, "Hell, no!"

      "Good, in that case, come on in. I need a second opinion on something. But let's eat first."

      While not a gracious invitation, her request is intriguing. How can a guy with my skill set help someone like her? Isn't she a flash city designer, or something?

      Deciding there's only one way to find out, I walk inside, heading toward the kitchen. Despite my having left it like a bombsite, it's there we'll find plates and cutlery.

      And also glasses for water. If I'd turned up with beers or a bottle of wine, my true purpose would have been all too obvious. I needn't have worried, given how quickly she'd spotted my ruse.

      When I flick on the lights, I'm surprised to find everything as it had been when I'd left earlier. The only plate on the counter is the one I'd used to give her the cookies I'd grabbed at the bakery.

      After clearing a spot on the counter, I drop the bag and turn to her. "Did you even have lunch?"

      She stops in her riffling through the teetering piles of plates and turns to me. "Didn't have time. I'm on, or I was on, a deadline." There's then no missing the smug grin she indulges in, with her even snorting out in laughter.

      She then mutters something about Crocodile Dundee, all while grabbing two large bowls and forks and spoons. I'm glad she hasn't opted for chopsticks because I always end up wearing my dinner when I try to wrangle those.

      And while I might not stand a chance with Kelly, I don't want to appear a fool in front of her, either. It's obvious she already thinks I'm a hick, and I guess I am compared to the city types she'd be used to dating.

      Dating? Yeah, in your dreams, bro.

      With that goal out of the way, my appetite returns with a vengeance. A loud rumble from my stomach is enough to have me taking the aluminum containers out of the plastic bag and removing their lids.

      Rather than carry everything over to the table in the dining nook and have oil and sauce go everywhere, we serve up at the counter.

      After my first mouthful of green chicken curry, I'm regretting my decision not to bring beer. Mild my ass.

      Likewise, Kelly is busy fanning her mouth, beads of perspiration further drawing my attention to her lush lips. Rather than stay seated, she jumps up, but instead of getting us glasses of water as I'd expected, she opens the fridge.

      A moment later and she passes me an open bottle of beer, her hand brushing against mine, with a jolt of electricity passing between us.

      Not bothering to clink my beer against hers, I draw on it, welcoming the cooling benefits of the drink both on my mouth and my mounting arousal. I'd drained half the beer before I put it down next to my bowl, my hands shaking with the effort of keeping them to myself.

      While I might say, "Sorry, I asked for mild," there's nothing mild about my attraction to Kelly. I suspect I'm not alone in this. When her gaze locks with mine, her pupils dilate, giving her eyes a dark intensity.

      It's one that hints at depths as fiery as anything the Thai Palace has on its menu. However, the next time I glance up, it's as if I'm sitting opposite a different woman, one who doesn't find me attractive in the least.

      

      It's because of this that I keep to neutral topics, like the renovation. Much as I want to get to know Kelly 'better', she's a spiky one. If I push it, she'll send me packing.

      The only thing that doesn't cool off is the curry, with us on our second beer apiece before we finish. I've gotta admit to having quite the buzz after having drunk them, one after the other.

      It's no wonder Tyler and the other guys call me a lightweight in that department.

      "Now, what was it you wanted my opinion on?" While images of her in a body-con dress crowd my mind, I doubt this is what she wants my help with.

      It takes a second for her to work out what I'm talking about. When she does, she's on her feet as fast as she had been when in search of beer.

      "Come on through to my office." She's then off without waiting for me to follow.

      On walking into her office and seeing what she's been working on, there's nothing I can do to stop my laughter. Not in her design, but in the content.

      "Oh, that's brilliant!"

      "You get it?"

      I'm busy nodding before I voice my confirmation. "Are you kidding? Of course, I get it, and it's funny as hell. Jeez, I'd be tempted to buy their dog roll, and I don't even own a dog!"

      It's at this point that I'm rewarded by Kelly smiling at me.

      And then I have to ruin it all by winking at her. I hadn't meant to, but I'm like Pavlov's dog when women give me even the slightest encouragement.

      Twenty seconds later and I'm on my way to my truck, all while kicking myself.
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      KELLY

      With Zac sent away with a flea in his ear, I head back to the kitchen. I need to deal with the leftovers if I'm to avoid facing a mess in the morning.

      There's nothing organized about my cleanup though, with me slamming the tops back on the containers and piling them haphazardly in the fridge. I've got too much work to do to worry about how Instagram-worthy it all looks.

      From the little I've already done to fix my woefully out-of-date website; I'll be pulling an all-nighter to get it in good enough shape for visitors in the morning.

      At least this is what I hope will happen, because I'd chickened out somewhat on the watermark on the pet food ad. In the end, I'd made my name subtle enough that it'll be missed by all but the most eagle-eyed observer.

      With luck on my side, that won't include Jason Ralph, my talentless ECD, and the one who'll take the credit for my work. All I can hope is that the client is more observant than my boss.

      As I take another look at the design, I can't help but feel proud. While it might be a simple ad, I like to think it'll also work its socks off. All too often, Jason would push for an 'award-winning' design. It'd also be one that was useless in doing what the customer had asked for.

      And if it won an award, it'd be one that had Jason pushing you to one side to be up on stage to collect. And he'd hold it high while he was about it.

      Following a last critical look at the design, I closed the file. "Burt, it's up to you." Of course, there might not be a 'Burt' behind Burt's Pet Food. The client could have named the product range after their kid, or even their dog, as was often the case.

      As I painstakingly update my website, part of my brain is stuck on the meal I'd shared with Zac.

      "Why did he have to ruin it with that stupid wink?"

      My working with alpha males had turned me off flirting of that sort. Perhaps any flirting. When I'd first started in advertising, I'd found the bravado so sexy.

      These days, it irritates me. Are they flirting because they like me? Or do they want me to move their job to the top of the pile? Experience had shown that ninety-nine percent of the time, it was the latter.

      As Zac and I had talked about the renovations over dinner, his creative ideas had me thinking he might have hidden depths. Hah, as if. That wink proved he was one of those handsome—okay, drop-dead gorgeous—guys, who expected every woman to fall at his feet.

      So—not—happening. Not with a guy as cocky as Zac Thomas.

      

      Despite going to bed around four o'clock, I didn't sleep well. My mind crowded with what I see as the slow and steady decline of my career. A call to Deb after I'd sent Zac on his way, and I knew we wouldn't be applying for jobs as a team. Not with her giving up agency life altogether.

      I wish it were something I could do, but without a husband to support me, I need to keep earning, and advertising is all I've ever known. I'm also stubborn as a mule and, having committed to the industry, I'm not giving up on a whim, and not because of Jason.

      Fed up with tossing and turning, it was a relief to clamber out of bed when the alarm on my phone sounded. Yet, despite a blistering hot shower, and even hotter coffee, I'm no better when Zac and the others turn up for work.

      That he looks well-rested and as handsome as ever makes me feel even less kindly toward him. While he's not the one responsible for the challenges I'm facing, he's on hand, making him an easier target than Jason Ralph.
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with others.
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requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
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TERMINATION
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