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FIRST EDITION


Chapter

    1

 

 

          It was early in the morning, the clock just striking eight. A dense fog was still hanging low over the city in the middle of October, haunting everything it touched.
Dr Campbell Tempest-Stuart sat at his desk, quietly. He could hear the sounds of people running back and forth in the background behind him- yelling, screaming and panicking from the hallway nearby, even with the door closed shut. The loud screeching of trolley wheels followed from behind along with the rattling from medical equipment as it was passed on from room to room. 
But he was used to all of that noise working at Westen Hills General Hospital. He sat behind his desk eating a chicken salad for an early morning tea that he had delivered from Uber Eats only minutes earlier. 
He stared at the screen on his laptop, watching his young, seven-year-old son, Thomas, staring back at him with a bright, cheeky smile on his face. It had only been a few days since they had last spoken, but to Thomas, it felt like a lifetime. 
He didn’t look a lot like his father; he had strawberry blonde hair that was combed to one side. His dads was long and brunette, yet styled similarly. His eyes were a bright, emerald green unlike his father’s dark, blue eyes. But he did have the same cheeky smile that his father had, a smile that made him look like he was up to no good. 
‘Do it again, bud,’ Campbell said with a smirk. He knew what his son was trying to achieve, but it wasn’t going to work. 
‘Dadda, it’s sooo sore,’ Thomas groaned. 
Thomas opened his mouth wide and held it up to the camera. Campbell pretended to scrutinize the video carefully, looking for any kind of abnormalities in his son’s mouth and throat. He knew nothing was wrong- it was just another ploy by his son to get another day off school and play video games. 
‘Yeah, I don’t see anything, Tom,’ Campbell said. ‘No inflammation at all.’
He took another mouthful of his morning tea before pushing his container of chicken salad to the side. 
A charming, quiet man in his mid thirties, Campbell Tempest-Stuart was a humble, hard-working man who moved to Chicago from Scotland twenty-five years ago. A usually simple, loving man who enjoyed life to the fullest, he had since become more focused on his career as a surgeon turned paediatrician at Westen Hills General Hospital. Campbell worked eight long years aiming to make a decent living, but was since living in the unpredictable and fast-paced world of health-care. But he enjoyed looking after all the young patients that passed through the hospital. But there was one child he wished he could be there for more than any other- his son. 
He struggled to cope not seeing his son on a daily basis. The only way they could communicate these days was either by phone or by video call.
‘But dad, I don’t feel well,’ Thomas pouted. He placed his hand on his red, puffy cheeks. ‘I’m sore.’
‘I’m sure you’ll be fine, Tom,’ Campbell reassured him. ‘If it gets worse, Mum will come to pick you up from school. Now, what’s this picture you wanted to show me?’
Campbell was proud of Thomas and his drawings. Despite being such a young age, he had a real talent for creating astonishing artwork with great attention to detail.
‘Oh yeah,’ Thomas said. He jumped off his chair and disappeared from view for a brief second. He came back into view, clambering back onto the seat and held the piece of paper against the screen. 
‘Wow!’ Campbell exclaimed. ‘What is that?’
‘That’s the bridge down the road,’ Thomas explained. ‘I drew it yesterday on the bus while heading to school.’
He pointed at one of the shadowy figures standing atop of a bridge. 
‘That’s me,’ he continued. He then pointed at the other two figures sitting atop the bridge. ‘And that’s you and mummy.’
‘Really nice job, bud,’ Campbell said. He knew that Thomas was passionate about drawing, and he could see him being an artist later in life. ‘You should try-’
Campbell was interrupted by a work colleague entering the room. He had a stethoscope wrapped around his neck and was wearing a bright blue uniform with a white overcoat. 
‘William!’ Campbell said. He spun around in his chair. ‘What are you doing here?’
Dr William Sanders saw Campbell was clearly in the middle of something on his laptop, but he continued to get closer to Campbell. 
‘Sorry,’ he said. He awkwardly pushded his long, white blonde hair to the side and smirked at the computer. ‘I didn’t know you were busy. I’ll come back.’
‘It’s okay,’ Campbell said, turning back to the screen. ‘I’m just talking to my son.’
William moved in closer and leaned over Campbell’s shoulder and peered at Thomas on the screen. Thomas appeared happy yet slightly nervous about the stranger in the room next to his father. 
‘Oh, so this is young Tom is it?’ William commented. ‘How are you doing, my friend?’
‘Good,’ Thomas replied, anxiously. He didn’t take his eyes off his father’s as William tried to converse with him. 
‘Did you need something, mate?’ Campbell asked. He turned in his chair and looked up at William. 
‘Uh, no,’ William replied. He corrected his slouched over posture. ‘Just wanted to see what you were doing?’ 
‘Just let me finish up here, and we’ll catch up,’ Campbell said. ‘Did you just start?’
‘Yeah I did,’ William replied. ‘Don’t worry about it. I better start work before I have Miller breathing down my neck.’
Suddenly, a woman burst into the doorway looking flustered and covered in sweat. The white latex gloves on her hands smeared in blood. 
‘Dr Tempest,’ she called out. ‘We need you in Operating Room C on Level Two. It’s an emergency.’
Campbell looked back at the computer screen. 
‘Tom, I gotta go, buddy,’ Campbell softly whispered to him. ‘You have a good day at school and I’ll call you again when you finish.’
‘Okay,’ Thomas replied, cheekily. ‘Bye, dad.’
Campbell clicked the End Call button at the bottom of the screen. 
Of course, he thought to himself. Only halfway through my damn salad!
Westen Hills General Hospital, the only job where he could never guarantee himself a complete half an hour break. But it never bothered him. If there were a chance to protect a young life from being in pain or passing away when there was a chance they could live, he would be there. 
He was already out the door. 
William ran out into the hallway after him. 
‘Campbell, keen for lunch at 1.00?’
Campbell had already disappeared. 

Chapter

    2

 

 

          Today was very much the same as any other to Campbell.  The operating room engulfed in unrelenting chaos; people scattered in and out of the room frantically- almost banging into each other and damaging equipment as they did so. It was another hellish hour within the hospital- shouting, screaming and blood. 

So much blood. 

‘Sasha!’ Campbell screamed out. His thick, Scottish accent echoed throughout the room. ‘Hurry it up!’

The operating room of the pediatric wing of Westen Hills General Hospital was at the scene of one of the most gruesome incidents that Campbell had seen in quite a long time. The unconscious twelve-year-old girl was bleeding uncontrollably from the side of her abdomen from a head-on car crash on the Eden’s Expressway. Only minutes earlier, paramedics wheeled her in on a stretcher explaining the situation while she was placed onto the operating table, hooked up to a heart rate monitor and a series of tubes and breathing instruments. Her body had gone into shock. 

‘Sasha!’ Campbell cried out. He looked up at the nurse who stood frozen on the spot on the other side of the bed, clutching nervously at the blood-soaked towel. 

‘Help us out! Come on!’ 

Campbell tried to hold the deep wound shut with the tips of his fingers as another doctor, Dr Allister Michaels, cut off her shirt. 

Campbell wiped the sweat off the tip of his head with his forearm. 

‘Shit!’ he muttered under his breath. 

He looked back up at Sasha, who shook herself out of her stunned state before running to the side of the room, grabbed for the emergency phone on the wall, pushed a large red button and cried into the receiver. 

‘We need more doctors to Operating Room C!’

Her timid voice came over the speakers throughout the floor, unsure of what she should be doing. 

She peeked through the large glass window, her eyes glancing in every direction. She couldn’t see any doctors approaching at all. She began to panic. 

‘Shit!’ Michaels cried out. ‘Campbell- we need more oxygen in her system! We’re losing her!’

‘I’m a bit busy here!’ Campbell snapped back at him. His professionalism was deteriorating rapidly as everything continued to go wrong for him.

He looked up at the heart rate monitor, which showed her heart rate rapidly decreasing.  He couldn’t do much at this point without getting some more assistance. He needed another couple of professionals to help the two of them out before this young girl lost her life. 

‘Sasha, where are they?!’ 

‘Damn it!’ she cried out. She threw her hands in the air in frustration. She ran back towards them, a look of panic on her face. ‘No-one’s responding!’

‘You gotta get over here!’ Campbell cried out. ‘You need to adjust her oxygen levels!’

Sasha began to panic. The inexperienced nurse in training had found herself in the most intense moments in her first few months working at the hospital. 

Suddenly, the two giant operating room doors flung open. 

An elderly doctor rushed into the room and towards the unconscious body of the young girl lying on the bed. 

‘Sorry!’ the muffled voice cried out from behind a white surgical mask. The doctor placed on some rubber gloves and quickly paced towards the body. He looked down at her stiff, unresponsive body barely clinging to life. 

‘Oh, my God!’

He looked down at the young child. Her delicate features enveloped in blood and bruises. 

‘Phillips, where have you been?’ Michael’s asked. 

‘Never mind that,’ Campbell said. He tried to keep the situation as calm as possible. 

‘What happened?’ Dr Neil Phillips asked. ‘What can I do?’

‘This is Maddi Simmons,’ Campbell replied quickly. ‘Shit! We need to close the wound. She’s bleeding profusely!’

He rubbed his forearm up against his forehead. He became overwhelmed with stress and anxiety.

‘Forceps!’ Michaels demanded. He looked over his shoulder at Sasha, who was scurrying through the moveable, steel case of surgical equipment. 

‘Here!’ she replied. 

She handed them to Michaels. 

‘Staples!’ Campbell said. The tips of his bloody fingers within the surgical gloves struggled to grip at the end of the forceps. 

‘Damn it,’ Sasha sighed. She opened every draw on the case looking for the surgical staples to help sew the wound shut. ‘I can’t find them.’

‘Come on!’ Michaels said, pushing her to the side. He pulled each draw open one by one trying to find the correct tools that Campbell required. 

His heart raced. 

‘Where the hell is it?!’ he cried out. 

Campbell’s forehead was drenched with sweat as he tried to grip the deep wound shut. 

Sasha stood back as she felt like she was in the way. 

‘Fuck!’ Michaels cried out. He slammed the top draw shut. 

Campbell looked up. 

‘Michaels!’ he cried. ‘Where the hell are they-?!’

The door flung open. 

A large, near-six-foot-five, bearded man burst into the room at full speed. 

‘Whoa, whoa!’ Michaels cried out. He ran to the other side of the man trying to stop the beastly man from approaching the side of the bed. ‘Who the hell are you!?’

The man ignored him and stood on the spot as he peered at the young girl lying unconscious in the hospital bed. 

‘Maddi?!’ he shook. Tears began to form in the corner of his eyes. ‘My sweet Maddi!’ 

‘You need to leave now, sir!’ Michaels commanded. He pointed towards the doorway. ‘Please get out-!’ 

‘My daughter!’ the man whimpered. He collapsed to his knees, pushing Michaels aside and clutching the blood-stained operating table. Tears began to rain down from the side of his face- the pain radiating in his dark eyes as his young daughter lay before him, unconscious and close to death from a horrendous car accident only moments earlier. It was a sight that neither Campbell nor Allister could imagine seeing from a large, tattooed individual wearing a thick leather jacket and pants. 

He was a broken man. 

‘Oh my God!’ he cried out. 

‘Sir!’ Michaels said, calmly. 

He placed his hand on the man’s shoulder and then grabbed under his arm. He tried to pull him to his feet but couldn't. 

The man jumped to his feet, fuelled with the uncontrollable emotion surging throughout his body. He turned around and placed his hands on Michaels’ collar tightly and pushed him towards the door. He towered over the frail, young doctor. 

‘YOU!’ the man growled. His voice rattled the already disorderly room. 

Sasha watched on in horror. 

‘Uhh, sir,’ she stammered. 

‘Sir, please unhand me!’ Michaels said. Michael’s feet dangled above the floor as he lifted him higher. Michaels tried to remain calm. He tried not to agitate the man any further. 

He bit nervously at his lower lip as the large, uncontrollable man’s hands shook as they gripped at his collars. 

‘YOU SAVE MY GOD DAMN DAUGHTER!’ he roared, spit flying everywhere. 

‘Sasha,’ Michaels softly whispered out of the corner of his mouth. He jerked his head to the side. ‘Call out.’

Sasha’s eyebrow rose. She scratched at her arm as she tried to understand what Michaels was alluding to. Her mind clicked over and, without hesitation, she ran towards the other side of the room, almost tripping over her own feet as she did. She reached for the phone mounted to the wall, pulled the receiver to her ear and, once again, pushed the red button on the side. 

She slowly whispered into the phone. 

‘We need, well, anyone to the operating room right now!’

Campbell didn’t focus on what was ensuing behind him. He tried to focus on the deep, wide cut on her abdomen and tried to staple it shut as blood continued to flow out like a dark red waterfall onto the side of the bed and down onto the floor below. 

‘Please let me go, sir,’ Michaels choked out to the aggressive father who stood before him, seething. ‘Believe me; I want to help your daughter as much as I can. You just have to give us time to do this.’

‘BUT-’ 

The door burst open. Two doctors dressed in white entered the room and saw the situation that was ensuing in front of them. 

‘Let him go!’ one of them cried out. 

‘Don’t tell me what to do!’ he spat out. 

The enraged father released his grip on Michael’s collar and peered over his shoulder at the two men standing in the doorway. 

He blinked several times and held his hand to his chest and felt his heart pounding rapidly. He could tell how his anger and frustration had overcome him. 

‘Now, sir!’ one of the doctors said. ‘Leave the room.’

‘FINE!’ the father growled. 

The man barged past Michaels and pushed him backwards. He sobbed loudly to himself, and he left the room. Sasha looked on. She still clutched at the phone in her hand, shaking nervously. Campbell looked up at the heart rate monitor and saw her heart rate getting slower and slower by the second.

‘Michaels!’ Campbell cried out. His head continued to drip with sweat.

‘I need you, mate!’

He looked back over his shoulder. 

‘You two!’ Campbell cried as he took charge of the deteriorating situation. ‘I need you both.’

‘What’s happening?!’ one of them asked, calmly. 

‘We’re losing her!’ Campbell replied. ‘Sasha, I need you to help clean up all the blood.’

‘We got this!’ Michaels said. ‘Come on!’

The five of them all cowered around the operating table and got to work trying to save the young girl. 


Chapter

      3

 

          It moved gently up the side of the wall- left to right and then darting upwards. It’s eight long, delicate legs moved back and forth frantically as it looked for a haven to call home. The small, black funnelweaver spider scrambled off the side of the wall and onto the small table beneath. It quickly scuttled up against the large, black coffee maker and tried to remain out of sight of any potential predators. It continued forward, its eyes darting back and forth as it tried to find any potential prey. 

It was not an uncommon sight within Westen Hills General Hospital to see spiders- amongst other common insects and arachnids- lurking within the corners of the hospital as the cold winter months approached. The hospital was very well maintained and looked after by both its staff and caretakers, but the spiders- along with other critters- managed to find themselves within the hallways and rooms of the hospital. 

The tiny arachnid scurried up under the edge of the coffee machine-

Smack!

It didn’t make it. 

The rolled-up magazine hit down on top of the defenceless creature resulting in it turning into a splatter of blood and tissue.

‘Damn spiders!’	

Campbell leaned up against the wall down the hallways next to a series of seats and a small table containing a coffee machine, water cooler and series of magazines and children’s books scattered atop of it. A mini waiting room as the doctors and nurses liked to call it. Campbell’s body was still tense, and his mind continued to race with what had just occurred on the operating table only half an hour earlier. He took slow, deep breaths, trying to control the anxiety and angst that was still overwhelming him. 

‘My gosh…’ he sighed as he rubbed his thumb and index finger on his forehead. He then reached for his plastic cup of water sitting atop of the water cooler. 

The tension was building up around the corner of his eyes, so Campbell applied pressure and took a couple of deep breaths. 

‘Campbell!’ a voice said from down the end of the hallway. 

Campbell darted his head to his left and saw a young, entry-level doctor walking towards him. 

Doctor William Sanders. 

He almost bumped into a female colleague as he paced quickly towards Campbell, his white overcoat swayed behind him while he clutched at the clipboard in his hands. 

‘William,’ Campbell sighed. ‘How are you? Sorry I had to disappear before.’

‘All part of the job,’ Sanders replied with a smirk on the upper corner of his mouth. ‘I can’t hold that against you.’

As one of the newer and younger doctors within the pediatric wing of the hospital, William had a cocky attitude and was excessively proud of himself. At only twenty-four years old, he was very successful for his age. He experienced an impoverished upbringing, growing up in the outskirts of New York City with only his mother caring for him. 

But that meant nothing to Campbell.

‘Come on,’ William said briskly. He casually strolled around Campbell and turned around and looked back at him. 

‘Where to?’ Campbell asked. 

‘We’ve been advised to attend a meeting at one o’clock,’ Sanders said as he turned back and faced him. ‘On the twenty-first floor in the board room. You may not have heard the callout. I mean, you were busy trying to save Miss Simmons. Good job by the way!’

‘Thanks,’ Campbell replied, forcing a smile. ‘She’s not out of the woods yet. But she is stable.’

‘Nice work,’ Sanders said. ‘Anyway, let’s go.’

 

                                                                                    

                                                                        ***

 

 

‘Who ordered this?’

‘There are more important things to do right now.’

‘It must be important to bring us all here at once.’

Whispering and murmurs of confusion flooded the hallway outside the meeting room on the twenty-first floor of the hospital. Several highly ranked doctors- including Campbell and William- were amongst them. Campbell twiddled his thumbs nervously as he pondered what the meeting could be regarding. He knew there was talk of job cuts and restructure about how the hospital should be maintained and organised.  

‘Do you have any idea what this is about?’ William asked. He leaned up next to Campbell. 

Campbell sighed. 

‘No idea,’ he retorted. ‘I can’t remember the last time we had a meeting with this many staff members. Especially at this time of day.’

Another young doctor, Dr James Mathers, looked over at Campbell and William with a stern look on his face. Campbell’s eyes locked with his when glancing around the room. More doctors continued to approach from each direction and met in the middle of the hallway. 

James paced slowly over towards the two men, carefully avoiding brushing up against any of the other doctors, nurses and surgeons. Many small groups of staff began to form as everyone gossiped about what this situation could be about. 

‘Gentlemen,’ James said as he removed his thick, square glasses and placed them in his front pocket. He ruffled nervously at his scruffy, brown hair- which was obviously dyed as the redness appeared at the edges. 

‘James,’ Campbell politely greeted him. He outstretched his hand. James shook his hand- almost too strongly. Campbell cringed as he placed his hands by his side. 

‘Ed Sheeran,’ William asked, referring to a new nickname he was given on several weeks earlier. ‘Still enjoying it here?’

‘You know that name will never catch on,’ James said with a malicious smile. 

‘Well, I’ll just keep at it,’ William said. He gave him a playful punch on the side of his arm.

‘But to answer your question, I’m enjoying it so far,’ James said as he exhaled. ‘Three months in and plenty more to come- well, I hope so anyway.’

‘Why do you say that?’ William said. 

Campbell pressed his body hard up against the wall as a young, female doctor carelessly jogged passed him almost knocking into him. 

‘Haven’t you heard?’ James asked. ‘Actually, you may not have. I’ve heard some computers aren’t receiving any emails lately. But, out of the ones who did receive the email, there is a staffing issue right now.’

William turned from James to Campbell and then back to James. 

He wanted to see James’ reaction, but Campbell stared blankly back at him. 

‘Can you elaborate?’ William asked as he folded his arms. 

‘I wish I could,’ James said as he bit his lower lip. He exhaled deeply. He looked down at the ground for a few seconds and then looked back up. ‘But I think-’

‘Excuse me!’ a voice called from behind them. 

Everyone turned around and faced the person who spoke. It was Executive Officer Dean Miller. The tall, good-looking African-American stared at his staff who continued to pile into the hallway. He brushed at his clean-shaven beard and glanced around the room. 

‘Misty,’ he said softly. He smirked seductively at a young student nurse who stood next to the doorway. 

The young, red-haired nurse blushed. 

Miller clasped his hands together. 

‘Everyone, please join me inside the boardroom,’ he said, broadly. He let everyone clamber into the room, pushing and shoving as if a riot was about to ensue. ‘There may not be enough chairs for everyone, so some of you may have to stand.’

Campbell, William and James were the last three to enter the room. They stood silently next to the door and saw everyone sitting and standing in silence around the large, rectangular table in the centre of the room. There must have been at least fifty to sixty doctors, nurses, admin workers and even student interns cramped into the room. 

The gossiping that occurred outside the boardroom had since stopped. Everyone sat quietly staring at Miller who had a cheeky grin on his face. 

He was a rich man- but humble and friendly. And this sensible businessman knew how to look after his staff as well as make a stable and profitable business. He spent the last twenty five years working at the hospital where he started as an administration office worker but managed to work his way up to be the executive officer of the hospital. 

‘Sorry to call you all away from your jobs,’ he began. ‘I’m sure you’re all very busy. But as some of you may know, we have been struggling with staffing and money issues.’

He paused briefly and glanced around the room. 

‘I don’t want to be the bearer of bad news,’ he continued, ‘but in order for the hospital to continue to run smoothly and efficiently, we need to make some changes.’

‘By cutting staff?’ a middle-aged male said. He sat front and centre in front of Miller with his arms folded and his eyes tightly focused upon his boss. 

Miller stared down at him- blinked several times- and then looked back at the large group of people tightly packed into the boardroom. They all waited for him to answer. 

‘It is something we have to consider,’ Miller responded. 

Everyone began to talk amongst each other- words of fear and anger tossed back and forward as the room became more and more heated. 

‘Hey, hey hey!’ Miller loudly erupted. ‘Nothing is confirmed as of yet. I am just letting everyone know the possibilities.’

‘And what are these possibilities?’ the same, aggressive middle-aged man retorted. He sat upright in his chair and glared down quickly when Miller stared back at him. Miller- a usually calm and mild-mannered individual- wasn’t afraid to argue his thoughts about how Westen Hills General Hospital should be operated. That way was how he saw it fit to be run. 

‘Well, if you’d let me speak,’ Miller replied harshly. ‘We can extend everyone’s contracts up until the end of this year. There are a select few we may have to be released from their contracts within the next six months-’ 

Everyone began to speak above each other in confusion and fear. 

Yelling.

No-one knew who was safe, nor did they want to hear it from Miller. 

Campbell watched on and gently shook his head side to side. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing but chose to stand in the corner of the room and let Miller continue. 

‘This is bullshit!’ William roared. ‘I’ve worked my ass off for this job!’

‘Hush, ladies and gentlemen!’ Miller said, calmly. He took a step back and raised his right hand in the air to catch everyone’s attention. ‘Please, let me finish!’

He clicked his fingers.

Everyone became instantly quiet as they waited impatiently for what he had to say. 

‘Actually,’ he began. He scratched the edge of his jaw as he pondered what to say next. ‘Shall we just leave it for now?’

‘Are you kidding me?’ a nurse at the back of the room said. ‘You drop this on us, and you expect us to just leave without any certainty on if we’ll have our jobs in six months.’

Miller sighed. 

‘I understand Ms Adams,’ Miller said gently. ‘However, I think it is too early to say what is going to happen. Maybe this meeting wasn’t such a good idea at this point in time. Please, I’ll work this out for everyone here. We are trying our best to keep everything intact, but I cannot guarantee anything at this time. I just want everything to know what’s going on. We don’t want anyone being left in the dark.’

Everyone listened, unsure of what to think.

There was a moment of silence as everyone thought through their life situations, and how losing their jobs could impact their lives. They didn’t take their eyes of Miller though. He appeared upset with himself. They all knew how much passion he had for this job as well as the staff who walked in Westen Hills General Hospital. 

‘Please, back to your jobs and I’ll let you all know- as well as everyone else within the hospital- what will happen,’ Miller said. 

Everyone left the room slowly- some disgruntled and others appeared mildly upset. Campbell, William and James were the last to leave. Campbell wanted to approach Miller, who leaned up against a chair next to the whiteboard at the front of the room, his head hung low to his chest. He hadn’t looked up since he last spoke. Campbell knew he was upset and stressed about this situation. 

He chose to continue behind James and William but looked back at Miller as he left the room. 

‘Can you believe this?’ William mumbled at James. The three of them had stopped in front of the elevator, waiting for it to arrive. 

‘I think nothing will come from it,’ William replied. He looked up at the numbers above the elevator as they slowly descended. 

19

18

17

‘What makes you think that?’ James said. He turned back to see Campbell slowly approaching them both. 

‘Just a feeling I have,’ William commented. 

‘Pfft!’ 

‘What?’ William replied. ‘The hospital has been through things like this before. I mean, how long have you been here? Not too long is it? I’m just saying things always have a way of working out.’

James smirked. 

‘I don’t know whether you’re an optimist or just an idiot,’ he said jokingly. 

Campbell placed his hand on William’s shoulder as they all continued for the elevator to arrive.

‘What do you think?’ William asked, looking up at him. 

‘About what?’ Campbell responded blinking furiously. He appeared confused and deep in thought. 

‘About Trump being president of The U.S.A?’ James replied, sarcastically. ‘About possibly losing your job?’

Campbell stared at him as he pondered the question. 

‘I’m not sure.’

Ding!

The door flung open, and the three of them entered the small, narrow elevator. The light flickered above them, and James pushed the Level Three button. 

The elevator slowly began to descend one at a time. 

‘Well, all I’m saying is that this is ridiculous,’ William began. ‘We have all worked hard to get to this point in our career- especially you Campbell. You’ve dedicated your life to saving all of these kids. They can’t just take that away from you.’

Campbell sighed. 

‘You can’t take it personally,’ James said. 

‘Oh but I can,’ William said. ‘And I will.’

James shook his head. 

‘You shouldn’t dwell on things that you cannot control,’ he said. ‘Or things that haven’t even happened yet. It’ll make you ill, mate.’

William was about to respond.

‘He’s right,’ Campbell said, softly. ‘It is what it is. It’s a tough world out there these days. We can only wait and see.’
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          The water tore apart in front of her, causing deep ripples throughout the pool with every movement she made. She dove deep into the water, alternating between breaststroke and front crawl- her goggles tightly enveloped her eyes as she focused her attention on the kaleidoscope of beautiful patterns on the bottom of the large pool. Vanessa McPherson went back to front crawl to catch her breath. 
It was the one time of the day where she could forget all her troubles as a lawyer for Burns & Ellis, a local firm in the centre of the city. She could just clear her head of all thought before she had to go back to work. The feel of the warm water brushing against her skin did its best to wash away all the stress and pain with every stroke she took. It was 10.30- another big day ahead for her, and her over-the-top, perfectionist boss, Mr Anderson Martinez, expected her to finish up reviewing a very serious rape case which was due to go to court within the next month. 
Forget it all.
She tried to repeat those words over and over in her head but to no effect. She dove to the bottom of the pool, flicked her body around pushed herself off the wall and began to swim back to the other end of the pool. 
Four more laps. 
Suddenly, she could hear something through all the water that surged beneath her. A distinct noise she heard every couple of hours throughout her days at work. 
Her cell phone.
Shit! 
She swam towards the edge of the pool, pulled herself out of the glistening, warm water and removed her goggles from her head. She left her swimming cap on and walked towards the plastic chair sitting near the side of the pool. Nestled within the towel was her cell phone, ringing so loudly that the lifeguard at a neighbouring pool turned from the tower he sat upon to see what was causing such a horrible noise. That was until he realised who was in the pool- Ms Vanessa McPherson- who was in the local swimming facility almost every day of the week. 
‘Hello,’ she said, hoarsely. 
‘Is that you, Vanessa?’ the voice frantically replied. ‘You sound ill? What’s wrong?’
It was from Mr Martinez. 
Vanessa tried to dry herself off as she tried to answer him. 
‘I was just-’
‘I don’t care,’ he interrupted. ‘I got a problem. Actually, no- you have a problem- the Davis case is moving forward sooner than expected. I need you back to the office as soon as possible and get a defence ready as soon as possible.’
‘But-’
‘No buts,’ Martinez replied, aggressively. ‘Just get this done. And re-interview Davis too. We need to get this done before we go to court. Okay?’
Vanessa had a million questions. She looked over her shoulder at a young couple walking past her to another pool. 
‘Okay,’ she said, quietly. 
She hung up her phone and placed it back on top of her towel. 
She tried to stay strong but she was crumbling under the pressure of her job. At thirty-nine years old, she had very little going for her. She had been single for ten years, never being able to get past the dating stages; had very few friends and lived alone in a small apartment in the middle of the city. Vanessa’s life was overridden with stress and angst. She had worked at Burns and Ellis for the past year and a half. It was a dream come true for the aspiring lawyer after finally completing all her years of study. However, this dream had turned into a nightmare with her aggressive, bully of a boss and disgruntled co-workers who found her an easy target. They would constantly tease her and throw her the cases no-one wanted- low profile cases- robbery, burglary, rape and indecent assault. 
She rubbed her rosy-red cheeks and wiped away the single tear that flowed down her cheek. 
She removed her swimming cap, revealing her long, brunette hair. She tied it back. An overly shy woman- with a borderline body image disorder- she placed the towel over her shoulders trying to hide her body, clutched her phone in her hand and slowly paced towards the changing rooms at the other end of the building.
She kept her head down as she continued to walk throughout the swimming complex, trying not to think about what others were saying about her. She didn’t want to accept it, but she wasn’t just dealing with depression, but it had become a way of life for her. 
She exhaled deeply as she entered the changing rooms. She walked towards the black and red backpack that sat in the corner of the room. She opened it and pulled out her clothes. Underneath the dress and tights was her laptop. 
Without thinking, she opened it, entered her password and opened the directory in the bottom left-hand corner of the screen labelled Anthony Davis. Within the folder were several files. She clicked on the one labelled Subject. Up popped a photo of a young, white male with a crew cut hair-style, an unidentifiable tattoo on the side of his neck and a small scar under his right eye. 
Anthony Davis, she thought to herself. I’ll get you out of this.
Vanessa heard some voices coming from the entrance of the changing rooms. 
Talking.
Laughing. 
She knew she had to get dressed as quickly as possible. She slammed her laptop shut and placed it back in the backpack. 
‘Oh hey!’ a voice said. 
Vanessa froze and looked up. She saw three young women staring at her just as she had got the dress on, covering up her body. 
She forced a smile. 
‘How are you?’ one of them said with a smile. The three of them had just finished a workout at the gym upstairs above them. Vanessa had seen them in at this time several times before. They usually didn’t say anything to her and just chatted amongst themselves. 
She felt incredibly self-conscious standing before these three, beautiful young women. Probably no older than twenty-five, the girls were all thin, happy and attractive. 
So attractive. 
‘I’m okay, thank you.’
Vanessa couldn’t help but smile. 
‘Why are you smiling?’ the same woman commented. Her demeanour had suddenly changed. Her two friends began to change- removing their clothes in front of each other not caring who was watching. They stood naked opposite her and glared at her with a minor look of disgust in their eyes. 
The woman folded her arms and waited for Vanessa to answer. Vanessa opened her mouth but couldn’t find the courage to speak. 
‘I’m waiting!’ the woman said assertively. She rudely clicked her fingers at her.
Vanessa didn’t respond. Her heart began to thump against the wall of her chest, and her mind raced with thoughts of what she may have done to offend her. 
‘Uh,’ she choked. 
‘Typical!’ the woman replied with a smile. She turned back towards her naked friends who stood in the room not even changing. ‘Can you believe her?!’
There was a moment of silence before she erupted. 
‘You’re here every fuckin day taking over that entire pool aren’t you?! You need to realise that there are other people who pay for a membership at this place!’
Vanessa began to tremble. She began to think of the swimming facility and counted the number of pools available here for everyone to enjoy. 
Eight. 
I think.
She counted in her head again as her thoughts began to spin around in her mind. 
Am I being selfish? 
Am I not sharing the pool with anyone else? 
‘I’m sorry-’ Vanessa choked out. 
‘I-I-I’m sorry,’ the woman mimicked her. ‘Get over yourself!’ 
She turned around and joined her friends who began to laugh. She began to disrobe herself. 
Vanessa quickly continued to get dress as she fought back all the tears. She aggressively put her laptop back in the backpack, flung it over her shoulder, opened the side pocket, and pulled out her membership card. 
She walked out of the changing room quickly- almost knocking a young woman to the ground as she turned the corner. 
‘Watch it!’
‘Sorry,’ Vanessa said, meekly. 
She walked past the reception area keeping her head down. 
‘See you, Vanessa,’ a bubbly, young male said from behind the desk. 
She looked up at him as she left. More tears ran down her face and she felt embarrassed about what had occurred. 
‘Bye,’ she said, softly. Her throat was dry.  
She pushed the door open and entered into the gloomy, blustery weather and towards her tidy, jet black Land Rover Discovery. She looked down at the membership card in her hand and glanced at the picture of her in the top right-hand corner and scowled at how she looked. 
A bad photo. Has there ever been a good one?
She hurled the membership card into the bushes lining the edge of the car park and entered her vehicle. She placed her backpack carefully on the passenger’s seat and started the car. She looked up in the rearview mirror and wiped away the tears from her eyes. But it was too late, her eyes were bloodshot and her cheeks were red from the embarrassment. 
‘I’m not going back there,’ she softly said to herself. She repeated those words over and over again in her head, trying to reassure herself she had done the right thing. She removed the handbrake and put the car into gear. ‘Never again.’
The car churned loudly. 
She carefully put her foot on the pedal and drove away from the swimming facility for good. 


Chapter

    5

 

          It dangled high from the ceiling from a single web strand. It appeared lifeless or in a petrified state. But it suddenly sprang into action. The daddy-long-legs spider swung side to side. It worked its way down the wall to the noticeboard below, its long, fragile legs delicately moving one by one as it plotted its way across the noticeboard and towards the trash can near the floor. It darted from left to right and then right to left before it made its way into the trash can and out of sight from any predators. 
Campbell leaned against the open doorway next to the trash can. He had his phone pressed up against his ear as he eagerly waited for someone to pick up. 
‘Come on,’ he whispered to himself. His heart was racing. He didn’t want to go to voicemail again.
The phone clicked. 
‘Uh… hello?’ a female’s voice replied. 
Campbell’s heart stopped. He tried to think about what to say. 
‘Um, hello?  The female repeated. 
‘Sorry,’ Campbell replied. ‘Sorry… it’s uh… it’s Campbell. How are you, Angela?’ 
Angela Court was Campbell’s ex-wife. She was an intelligent, young woman who put all her time and effort into her career while she tried to raise their young boy by herself in Michigan.
She sighed.
‘Oh,’ she replied bluntly. ‘How are you?’

‘I was going to ask you the same thing,’ Campbell said with a swift laugh. 
‘Fine,’ she replied. Her tone was as






OPS/images/LIFELESS-LITTLE-CREATURES-EBOOK-COVER.jpeg





