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Chapter One

It was
two o’clock on Thursday, an hour after Alicia’s routinely late
lunch. She still tasted the daily special on her breath. She
covered her mouth with the attempt to swallow some of her personal
air, hoping it was actually possible. The endless rat race was
killing her.

Despite working so hard the last few days to
alter the order of her day, hoping she could catch up on busy work,
she realized she had fallen back into her daily routine. She cursed
under her breath, wondering if she could get through the copying
without having to speak to anyone unnecessarily. She realized that
if she had any real friends that it might help to kill the time.
But she had to admit that lately, friendship was probably the last
thing on her mind. Undoubtedly, her workdays were torture, but her
relationships were just as bad.

The copy room was a good twenty meters away.
Despite the short distance, she was convinced that someone would
come running up to her with some randomly urgent business, look at
her in shocked horror because of the odor flowing from her mouth,
and run the other way while screaming. Office karma was like that,
Alicia thought. Just when you thought it was safe to pass gas, here
comes a crowd of co-workers who all needed to breathe her personal
air and issues at the best possible time.

She wondered if the workday could just be
about her for once, instead of being about everyone and everything
else. If she actually made the rules, there would be a transition
period after lunch to allow people to ease back into their day
after a short escape in life. She would also reward people for
returning to work, after fighting the urge to keep driving past the
parking lot and not stopping until they reached home. In fact, the
lunch break was an odd little time that Alicia considered a way to
prove to the world that slavery was long over, and that all of the
workers held their own free will. She believed that breaks were
placed between long hours of work so people could ask themselves if
they still wanted to do what they were doing, then realize that
they actually did.

“Why do you do this?” Alicia asked the lady
from the cubicle behind her. It was a random question after only
two days of work.

The lady looked puzzled. “Do what?”

“This…all of this.” Alicia waved her hand
from left to right.

“Twenty-two years.” Although she smiled,
Alicia noticed that it looked more like regret than joy. It was as
if she remembered all the years it took to get into this company
and all of the years working for this company. “Bills don’t pay
themselves,” she added, lifelessly.

“Twenty- two years here? I couldn’t do it. I
think that working for the rest of your life after getting a degree
reminds me of the caste system. Despite lunch breaks and the
generous fifteen-minute coffee breaks in the morning and
afternoon, I think these working conditions are as close to buying
someone as you can get.”

“Oh, come on. It’s not that bad.”

“It is for me.” Alicia continued, “Founders
as pharaohs, bosses as noblemen and slaves…the ones who actually
make the company, but are usually deprived of what they truly
deserve. Does it take twenty-two years of doing something you know
how to do, but don’t entirely love, before you realize that you
regret ever doing it at all?”

“I do have some regrets.”

“Twenty-two years? I’m already counting
breaths for goodness sake.” Alicia fanned herself with her hands as
if she was feeling faint.

“I wanted to be a university professor.” She
stared at her monitor. “I desperately wanted to be a professor when
I was a child.”

“What happened?” Alicia asked

“Life decided to be unfair. I was saving up
for my master’s degree in education, but my dad got diagnosed with
stage four colon cancer. I had no choice but to give away my
three-year savings. I ended up watching over him day and night as
my mother started to sink into depression. I had to be the strong
one in the family.”

“Oh.” Alicia didn’t know what to say.

“But then he still died after five chemo
treatments.” The woman’s eyes saddened. “I was left with two
younger brothers, and they were still in grade school.”

Alicia wondered how she managed to do so,
being the bread winner with two little brothers and a mother who
was weak in depression. Alicia wondered what she would have done if
she was to experience the same.

“I had to work hard, work overtime, and take
two full-time jobs at the same time or we wouldn’t have food on the
table. I wanted to curse the world for bringing such fate to my
family. I wanted to just follow my dad to where he was then so I
wouldn’t have to deal with all the problems that were left for me.
It felt like the world was turning its back on me and I needed to
do everything possible to invert my family’s destiny,” she added,
still feeling regretful about her wasted dreams, even after over
two decades. “But it’s not like I can turn back time and hope for
another future. I have to let go, move on…live on…for my mother, my
brothers…for myself, at the very least.”

Alicia felt so fortunate upon hearing the
story. But while not wanting to seem ungrateful, she hated office
work. She probably didn’t actually hate it as much as others
did, but many times she asked herself the same question: Why do
you do this? The thought continued to linger inside of her
already busy mind throughout the rest of the day. She still
couldn’t understand why anyone would choose to do this for his or
her whole career. She also wondered how, if given any choice in the
matter, one seemed to become satisfied that this was his or her
only option. As if as children, when all of the others shared their
visions of the future, they imagined their future selves as
astronauts, doctors, lawyers, and firefighters, while these
others--her co-workers--stood in front of the world and professed
they wanted to be the third assistant to the CEO of a corporation
that did something for which they were not completely educated.
Like it was just because the company was so large that no one
person was capable of doing any job alone, that they took the
opportunity and freedom from those they actually perceived as young
children.

Mega Media Advertising has been an
established advertising agency since 1992. But despite the success
the company garnered, it was the coming and going of people inside
of the company that had become a routine. Alicia never truly saw
herself as a permanent fixture in this company. She saw herself as
a Human Resource Assistant, even though it was only a temporary
position. Since getting hired for the job happened as fast as
getting an instant coffee, she learned quickly that she had to
adapt to her new workload and schedule. That was the reality of
life, and she no longer had the freedom of doing what she wanted
whenever she wanted.

In fact, one of the things Alicia wanted most
was to travel. She loved the thought of creating memories, going on
adventures, getting lost, and experiencing all sorts of different
things life had to offer. She remembered admiring various locations
across the globe whenever she looked through her mother’s stack of
Cosmopolitan or Metropolitan magazines. There were
beautiful places where Alicia knew she would genuinely enjoy
visiting more than the models in the pictures; she believed that
the models were just going through the motions, perpetuating
socially acceptable ideals for people who couldn’t really live up
to them.

But despite her dreams, she was currently
stuck in a company where the people were all conveniently unaware
of, and/or content with, how their particular task played a role in
a company’s success or failure. She had to learn to deal with that
fact, somehow, although it was secretly eating away at her.

Everything seemed to be buried under mounds
of temps and support staff of various job titles, all doing the
same basic thing. The tasks were so mundane, being done over and
over again; Alicia was bored. In reality, everyone there was
shift-workers, who by the end of it all, had no responsibility
besides showing up for work, delegating every task assigned to them
to the newest perkiest temps, and making the lives of those around
them much worse for having known them. They, like Alicia, were
spending the best hours of the best days of the best years of their
lives in the presence of those they lamented.

The first two weeks were ordinary, not that
Alicia expected it to be any better than that. Alicia was in a rut.
No matter how she tried to renegotiate the time at the copier with
all of the other support staff, this was the best time of day for
copying in volume, because those who made it back to the office
after an hour at lunch were mostly hiding their solitaire and
Facebook activities from their bosses. No one could blame them
though, because honestly, who could be expected to get any work
done right after lunch? Alicia felt like a good nap was the best
thing to do after filling up one’s stomach.

Yet, she couldn’t escape this particular time
as she tried her best to get the heavy copying done; she didn’t
have the courage, confidence, or lack of caring of a regular
employee that would allow her to justify playing a game or
interacting on social media during work hours. But as a temp, she
could be let go at a moment’s notice, whether for forgetting to
turn the lights off before leaving, or for leaving the copying
machine and documents unattended; thus, giving the company and the
regular female employees who saw female temps or temps in general,
as nothing but competition, and good for a laugh. Alicia figured
that they enjoyed seeing temps walk out of the door, never to
return, knowing that their “goodbyes and see you tomorrows” for the
night were no longer advisable. Alicia sighed as she shifted the
weight of her body from one leg to the other. The copying gave
Alicia a break from doing anything besides standing, waiting, and
hoping these people would soon leave her so-called post that she’d
been tired of since she started working for the company.

Her thoughts moved back and forth between
questioning the system of the workplace and why she cared so much;
after all, tomorrow would be her last day. Yet something was behind
the entire ruckus in her head, even if the duration of her short
stay was almost over. It was just basically Alicia being Alicia;
she had a tendency of worrying about everything whether or not it
directly affected her or not.

 


***

 


Suddenly she wondered if she had time to run
to her desk, grab her toothpaste and brush, get to the ladies’
room, brush her teeth, and get back to the copier before someone
noticed. She decided to take a chance, anxious to clean her mouth;
she hoped that she could return before it was time to exchange the
original on the copier.

If nosey Barbara, who was always trying to
get Alicia in trouble, came over and saw the unattended machine
with official documents that were not to be let out of Alicia’s
sight, she would be in hot water for sure. It was not as if
everyone in the office would not be getting a copy of the full
packet anyway, the same way they got a useless packet of dead trees
with something typed on its pages every day, which Alicia saw more
often than not in the recycling bins than in the hands of a captive
audience.

Alicia was wiping her wet hands on her
handkerchief, eager to return to the copy machine after she sent
some bad omen down the drain. She was turning around the corner to
the copy room when she saw Barbara standing by the room’s door.

“You need something?” Alicia asked
cheerfully.

“Oh, nothing, Alicia,” she smirked in return.
“I just need these finished today.”

Alicia’s eyes widened in surprise when she
noticed that Barbara held a familiar file folder. She had been
asked to do a similar assignment on her first day--the report on
the week’s marketing proposals and digital media marketing, which
was obviously not a part of her job description. It wasn’t like she
could complain anyway since her days were already numbered

“Why were you not here, by the way?”
Barbara’s tone was prying.

“I went to the ladies’ room,” Alicia
replied.

“Oh…leaving your post, I see.” She walked
back to her seat. Alicia thought she should be grateful that she
was seated far enough away from the copy room that Alicia couldn’t
throw the stacks of copies at her.

After her duties in the copy room, she
needed to finish what Barbara assigned her to do, despite the fact
that she supposedly had nothing to do with it. She had to get back
to the copy room to finish more packets which were due to be
distributed to the whole company—the whole building, in fact.

As she was shaking her head, she was
approached by one of her superiors. Her name was Maggie.

“Just what are you doing?” Maggie asked
her.

“Finishing some reports, Maggie,” Alicia
replied.

Maggie took the stack of paper and walked
toward Barbara’s desk with no hesitation, and dropped it down on
her desk loudly and uncaring. Alicia followed her to the desk where
a newsworthy fight between these two women broke out.

“What are you asking my assistant to do?”
Maggie asked.

“Just some short reports, Maggie,” Barbara
answered, not without a little fear in her voice. “It’s easy; I’m
sure Alicia doesn’t mind.” She looked at Alicia, with her eyes
widening.

“I don’t need people asking my
assistant to do work unrelated to her position. If it’s so easy,
then do it yourself,” Maggie said.

“Wow. It’s not like you don’t assign tasks to
others,” Barbara said. It seemed that Barbara wouldn’t back down
either.

Maggie crossed her arms over her waist.

“What are you trying to imply, Miss Senior
Marketing Assistant?” Maggie raised one brow.

“Nothing…nothing at all,” Barbara replied.
“Now excuse me, since I still have a lot of work to do; you’re
disturbing my work place and everyone here is starting to look at
us. I hope you have some shame with you…you know…being in such a
high post deems so much respect and accountability.” She laughed
sarcastically.

Maggie left without a word, although a part
of her felt that Barbara might actually have a good point there.
But she gave up on the whole idea because she found herself
stooping down so low, which was not a good impression for anyone.
Besides, Barbara gave her a brilliant idea. Her position could be
of great use, literally, because she could always report on
employee misconduct and passing out irrelevant responsibilities to
others.

Alicia pressed the button to start the task
that would take her the rest of the day to complete. She blinked
her eyes longer than usual, and sighed in silence. The job itself
was a battle of staying awake and avoiding embarrassing her family.
Although she was a very hardworking young woman, it was her
father’s connections that got her the position. Actually, it was
her family connections that got her every position she ever had.
But their help always stopped there, because she was expected to
live up to the unrealistic expectations her family set. The entire
thought bothered her, even though she was very good at her job. And
often, it bothered her more than it should.

 


***

 


Once Alicia arrived at home, she was
physically and mentally drained. She pulled into the huge driveway
and parked before fumbling for her key to the front door. She could
hear her mother’s voice in her head, “Always have your keys out. Be
prepared.” She opened the door, hung her umbrella on the coat rack
in the foyer; the weather forecast had predicted rain. She peered
through the hallway. “Is anyone home?”

Her father answered her, “I’m in here,
sweetie.”

Alicia followed the voice down the hall to
his office then knocked on the door.

“Come in,” Dad said.

“Ummm. Dad.” Alicia opened his office door.
“Can I talk to you for a while? Just a minute, perhaps?”

Sure, honey,” he continued to type on his
Mac. “What is it?”

Alicia sat down in one of his leather guest
chairs, unsure of how to begin. “I...I just want to—”

The phone rang. He held up his finger to
indicate one moment then answered the call.

“One moment dear.” He put his pointing finger
out in a way that says one. He answered the call. Within seconds,
her father was deeply immersed in a serious conversation with his
accountant.

Ten minutes had passed before Alicia gave up
and stood in the doorway, ready to leave. She waited for a minute,
hoping to get answers to her only question.

“Honey, I’ll talk to you later, okay? I need
to finish this,” her dad reasoned, with not even a little
guilt.

Given no choice, Alicia left his office and
climbed the long spiral staircase to her room. One of her many
questions again was left unanswered. It had been ten years since
they had a real relationship with real communication. She wondered
why her parents never took the effort to spend some time with her.
It wasn’t as though she wasn’t grateful for the sacrifices they’d
made for her since she was little, but it was just that she
expected more; she needed more.

Alicia walked into her very brightly-colored
room. The walls were a pastel yellow and they were covered with
photographs she’d taken last summer. The whole world had been her
muse and she had snapped away, happily, feeling a sense of freedom
that nothing else brought her. She looked at her camera on her
dresser. It had been a Christmas gift from her father two years
ago, given to her in the hopes of cheering her up and curing her
boredom.

Surprisingly, it had been the best gift she’d
ever received. It did more for her than fill a few empty hours; it
gave her purpose. Every extra moment she had, she’d take pictures
and attach them to her walls. There were photographs of people and
places, mostly local parks and streets. She hadn’t had the
opportunity to travel much in the past couple of years, so there
were no exotic locations except in her head. But every day she’d
dream of her life being different, being magical. Yet reality
always managed to sneak back in to steal her joy away.

She plopped down on her bed and thought about
the day’s events. A smile came to her face when she thought about
the way Maggie confronted Barbara. She would give anything to
reenact that moment and the look on nosey Barbara’s face, over and
over again. It had been a beautiful thing to watch and somehow gave
her a sense of office justice. She sat up and pulled off her pumps,
then slipped her feet into her soft pink slippers. Alicia reached
over and pulled a magazine from her nightstand and glanced over it.
She’d just purchased it the day before, but had been too tired to
even look at it. Suddenly her eyes caught one of the headlines,
“Make the most of your life now.” She clapped her hands and
giggled. Desperately, she flipped to the article and devoured each
page. When she was done, she felt renewed. She jumped off of her
bed. “That’s it,” she said to herself, “I’ll do exactly that. I’ll
make the most of my life.” She nodded excitedly before going in the
bathroom to take her shower.

The next day Alicia arrived at the office in
good spirits, determined to be at the top of her game. She
completed her regular tasks and waited for more. She took a short
glance of her pretentious officemates, seemingly indulged in work,
when in truth, they were just literally passing away the time. They
were also doing all kinds of activities besides those which were
required for their positions. Since lunch time, Cristina had
already gone past two hours of being on her phone, her eyes
catching glimpses of possible vultures. But Alicia knew more than
anyone that the calls she’d been receiving were used for flirting,
and discussions about spending the night drunk, rather than for
reasons suitable for a professional environment. She envied her
co-workers and fellow students with no references or overachieving
family members to speak of, who had the freedom to do whatever,
whenever, and fail. If she failed, there would be an audience of
many other over-achievers and overbearing family members as
witnesses and critics.

Any thoughts that in any way related to
family continued to bother her throughout the years, because her
family seemed to achieve things so easily, with just a snap of a
finger. Yet, for her, achievements came with much more difficulty.
If only she could have been born in another time, another family,
and hopefully as another person, she wouldn’t be stuck in just
hoping. She was tired of failure and she was tired of hoping. Like
the article she’d read the night before, it was time for
action.

As Alicia stood with her hand on top of the
copier, she felt the warmth of the machine on her palm. She
imagined the heat from the beautiful sunbaked white sands of an
exotic beach, rather than emanating from a man-made machine. It set
a fancy detour in her mind. She felt her knees dig into the fine
grains that clung to her soft skin, working to capture a few
perfect moments in a location where she had never been, with a name
she could hardly pronounce. Suddenly, she remembered what she
really wanted. Her photography hobby, the playful thing she did in
her spare time could become her full time career. She would pursue
her dreams one way or another.

 


***

 


The smell of hot, ink-soaked paper was
replaced by a humid breeze which carried the sweet smell of sweaty
models that were caught in a passionately natural embrace, living
in the moment, tasting the salty mist of the waves that crashed at
their feet while they felt, touched, and tasted. Breathing every
exquisite moment of here and now, as these strangers--labored to
convince the world via photographs, that they were soul mates,
bound by the invisibly unbreakable connection of love for a common
purpose.

The photographs reminded Alicia of what
seemed to be an old fairytale with a happy ending. Her father was
the Vice President of External Relations of Adidas, her mother the
CEO of Microsoft. She remembered her mother telling the story along
with her tone of voice and gestures. She thought of the story as
one that could pass as a Disney movie’s plot.

“Your dad and I went to the same
university,” she explains. “When I saw him around the school, our
surroundings blurred and everything seemed to slow down every time
he came into my peripheral vision.”

“Hmm,” Alicia’s only reply.

“I was left alone by my so-called friends
in the lobby. I was asked to wait for them, so I did. It took some
time, but I thought they were just busy so I stood there waiting.
Then a rushing college student ran toward me and all of my books
fell.”

“Sounds like a Cinderella story to me,”
Alicia had answered as a child, licking her lollipop on all
sides.

“Not yet,” she shushed Alicia. “That’s
when your dad came to the rescue. He helped me pick up my things
that scattered all over the floor.”

“And you got married?” Alicia excited for
the ending.

“No, honey,” she says. “Nothing happened
until five years later when we met again at a conference, both
single, both interested.”

“A fairytale?”

“Indeed. A fairytale. The best coincidence
I can think of,” Sheryl replies. “But the best part, the
happily-ever-after, was when you came.”

Alicia never really understood what that
meant. Her parents were too busy with work to even notice that she
was alive. Although her life was filled with Technicolor, she was
never able to spend time with them in real time.

Alicia snapped out of it as the machine
stopped. Barbara passed by the copy room trying her best to walk by
inconspicuously. Her eyes were probing, looking for something.
Alicia assumed that she was searching for one of her errors. In any
case, their eyes met, unintentionally. Barbara smiled for a second,
literally a second; it was probably the most pretentious gesture
Alicia ever saw in her. It wouldn’t even fool a three-year-old who
wouldn’t be able recognize right from wrong.

It was clear that despite her family
problems, people at the office were jealous of her family. She knew
they’d heard rumors of her family connections, and as far as some
of her co-workers were concerned, she had her life handed to her on
a silver platter, silver utensils, and crystal glassware with
butlers to serve. They assumed that she didn't need to do much of
anything, which couldn’t have been further from the truth. She may
have lived well, but behind closed doors, she was expected to work
hard like everyone else.

 


***

 


True, the CEO of National Geographic
offered her a freelance position with the company and guaranteed
her work, which he never did with freelance photographers. But both
the best and worst asset Alicia had--connections--helped her in
more ways than one. Being a good friend of the family, and
National Geographic’s CEO looking to the future, while
eyeing Alicia for a handful of potential, he gave her the benefit
of the doubt. Along with this opportunity, however, came the
possibility that one day she would have to make her own way in the
world entirely, the way her parents and most of her friends did. He
also made it clear how important a good education was, and that he
would not accept her in any position until she completed her
degree. So that was where she invested most of her time, in school.
Now that she’d finally graduated with a Bachelor’s degree, she
could at least be considered for the job. She thought about it day
and night because it was the chance of a lifetime.

 


***

 


It was Alicia’s fifth week since graduation,
and was at home one day passing by her father’s office when she
overheard a phone conversation her dad was having. Alicia never
meant to eavesdrop but when she heard her name she stopped short
and her ears automatically became attentive; he must’ve been
speaking about her business, which gave her the right to listen or
at least that is how she justified it to herself.

“Yes, of course, Mr. Alvarez. I’ll tell
Alicia that.” He paused. “Yes...yes. I’ll make sure she does. No, I
wouldn’t let that happen.”

There were a few minutes of silence before
her father continued, “It’s been her dream as a kid to be a
photographer, and this is one chance I know she won’t waste.”

“Waste?” Alicia said under her breath.

“Yes, yes.” Her dad paused again. “Thank you
very much.”

She was pretty sure that he had good news for
her, but she couldn’t let on that she’d heard the whole
conversation beforehand. So she went about her business as if
nothing had happened and waited until her father approached her
first.

As it turned out, her dad invited her for a
late dinner that day. Alicia knew what the subject would be, but
she made her best effort to pretend that she didn’t.

“I’d like a chance to sit down and talk to
you. Your mother will be working so it will be just the two of
us.”

“Sure Dad. I’ll see you tonight.” She gave
him a quick peck on the cheek and watched him speed away in his
Jaguar.

She was actually a little disappointed that
she didn’t get the chance to prove herself and earn the position on
her own, but since the opportunity had already presented itself,
she hoped that she would be able to prove herself on the job.

All day long she found it difficult to
concentrate at the office. She kept looking at her watch, waiting
for the workday to end so that her real life could begin. She had
no problems with her superiors today; perhaps that was because she
did everything so cheerfully. Copies, typing, mailing; none of it
bothered her today. Today, she believed, was the first day of the
rest of her working life. And she was convinced that none of the
humdrum foolishness that usually occupied her mind was worth
fretting over after this point.

By the time five o’clock came, Alicia
practically ran over everyone to get to the time clock. She even
pushed a few people aside, whispering, “Excuse me” and “I’m sorry”
before punching out herself.

“You must have a hot date tonight?” one
fellow temp worker smirked. She was a middle-aged woman who looked
Alicia up and down.

Alicia turned on her heels and laughed. “Not
at all. But I do have a date with destiny.” Alicia smiled, despite
the woman’s sour look, and disappeared through the double doors
leading to the elevators. Within minutes, Alicia was breathing the
smog-filled air outside. She hailed a cab and was on her way
uptown. She could hardly wait to get to the restaurant.

Once she arrived and announced herself to the
hostess, a young waiter escorted her to the reserved table. Her
father wasn’t there yet, which given his schedule, was not
surprising. So Alicia fidgeted in her seat, played with her phone,
and looked at the menu until she almost had it memorized. She
looked at her watch again; her father was almost forty minutes late
yet she hadn’t received a phone call. Unfortunately, she was used
to coming second, third, or last on his priority list; today was no
exception. It was just another day in her semi-complex life.

A handsome gentleman, dressed in a suit and
tie approached her. “Excuse me, but is this seat taken?”

Alicia looked around before realizing that he
was talking to her. “Yes, it is.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.” He smiled gently
then went on his way.

Alicia cursed under her breath. “Why did
Prince Charming have to come when I’m about to inherit the
castle?”

Finally, Alicia’s father hurried in, looking
worn out and flustered.

“Hello, sweetheart,” he said.

“Hi, Dad.” Alicia attempted to stand and
reach out to him, but her father signaled her not to get up.

Her father sat down and took off his suit
jacket. “Sorry for having you wait so long, but I got caught up in
a meeting with some numbers I refused to accept.”

“I understand, Dad.” What else could she say?
It had been nearly an hour.

“Honey, listen.” He captured Alicia’s
departing attention.

Alicia replied with a nod.

“I talked to Mr. Alvarez,” he paused, “the
CEO of National Geographic.”

“And?” Alicia asked in awe.

“I got you a freelance photographer job.”

“Really?” Alicia asked. “Really? National
Geographic? I mean, THE National Geographic?”

“Yes, dear. You know you should--”

“Oh my God, Dad!” She cuts him off. “Oh my
God!”

She leaned over the table and hugged him. It
was probably the first time in years that Alicia had such warm
contact with her dad. Even though she already knew what was up,
hearing it from her dad made her so happy. To her surprise, her dad
reciprocated and they stood there, holding each other for a few
minutes. It was just like old times, a feeling she hadn’t had in at
least ten years.

He finally let go of her. “Well, he said you
might need the
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