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Julia couldn't believe her luck in landing the job with Topcon's International. Topcon's was one of the world's leading retail supplement companies selling under several different lines. At nineteen, Julia figured the only jobs she could get would be working as a server at a restaurant. She was still too young to serve alcohol. Topcon's interviewed her and gave her a six-week trial run, judging her people skills. She proved a winner with her experience as the president of the student unions in high school. It helped her develop leadership skills. She took a summer term at the local college and received certification as a retail sales representative. 

Maxine Algon handed a brand-new attaché case to Julia. "This is a gift from us. It is filled with the documents and samples you need for your first business trip," she said. Maxine was Julia's new boss.

"Really? You're sending me away so soon?" Julia asked as she bounced on her heels.

"Yes, you've proven your worth and we feel you are ready to tackle it. Your pay is commission based so we know you'll do your best to land the accounts. All your travel expenses are covered, and we'll give you a company card to pay for meals and cab fare and any other incidentals you may need while on the business trip. Any questions?" Maxine asked.

Of course, Julia had loads of questions. At nineteen she had very little experience with such things and they were sending her off to a big city for four nights to conduct meetings. "I'm not sure if I'm ready!"

"Of course, you are, hon. You have flight passes for the plane. Then once you land, you have your itinerary in your hand and tell the cab driver where you need to go each time. It's that easy. Just swipe your card in their meter and it's done. The people are expecting you for the meetings. Feel free to do what you want in the evenings. We won't keep you on any strict schedule with that. If you are too nervous, the hotel is very nice, comes with a gym and a pool. Indulge yourself. Most importantly, land those accounts. We'll be in touch via the phone, so keep it with you at all times," Maxine said.

Julia couldn't believe she was receiving so much responsibility in her job. She loved it though and wanted to prove what a valuable asset she was to the Topcon company. The suitcase held enough clothes for four nights. She didn't bother with packing more, so she could travel light. Flying wasn't something she had done often growing up, maybe she'd flown three times to visit her father. With plane passes in hand and her ID she trudged through airport security. That alone took nearly two hours and she feared she'd miss her flight. Lucky for her the flight was slightly delayed so she was on her way by the time she made it to the airline terminal. After checking in with the clerk the boarding call sounded, and she was on her way.

The city loomed ahead as she watched the skyscrapers in the distance while the plane landed. Julia felt so important in hailing a cab and taking her to the five-star hotel. Maxine had booked the business suite which came with executive perks such as a desk with computer hook-ups, a printer, and WIFI. The room overlooked the city from the fifth floor. The hotel only had six floors, so she was close to the top. After she put away her things, she had the front desk call her another cab and arrived at her first meeting at a fancy restaurant in their conference room. The meeting droned on until after dinner and by the time Julia was done she just wanted to go back to the hotel to rest.

She enjoyed a long bath and ordered room service while she watched TV. She was celebrating a first successful meeting, happy to have made Maxine and the Topcon company proud of her first day on the business trip. Sleep came easy enough and she slipped into dreams of traveling all over the country. The jarring alarm entered her dream and she groggily woke up. It wasn't a dream, it was real. Julia sat up in bed, people were in the hall talking loudly, some were whimpering. Someone banged on her door.

"Get up and get out!" they said.

Julia hopped out of bed and scrambled for her things. She didn't want to leave her room dressed like she was, so she grabbed an outfit from the hanger and shoved it over her head, over her night clothes. It was a shirt dress and covered everything necessary. She didn't bring a robe. Her feet slipped into the shoes and she grabbed her bags and shoved everything into it quickly. If the hotel was on fire, she didn't want to lose her stuff. She was so thankful she packed just one suitcase, so it was quick to pack. She smelled smoke and it poured under her door. When she opened the door, the black smoke filled the hall, she couldn't see, couldn't make out the lights. 

"Help? Anyone there?" she called but no one answered. The alarms still screamed, and she could hear people on the floors below her. She stepped out into the hall with her suitcase and attaché case and got turned around. The smoke burned her throat. While she saw the smoke, she didn't see flames but knew there was a fire somewhere making the smoke. She coughed and gagged. "Help."

Suddenly a brute fireman came and picked her up without even asking her anything. She held to her two bags tightly and the big burly man carried her to the stairs and carried her down two flights of stairs. He set her down for a breather, on the lower levels, there was no smoke. 

"Are you okay?" he asked.

Julia nodded, but when she tried to speak, she coughed and doubled over trying to catch her breath. The fireman grabbed her bags and helped her down the remaining three flights of stairs. He brought her to an awaiting ambulance and there she climbed in and they whisked her off to the hospital. On the way, they had her lie back on the gurney and shoved an oxygen mask over her face. It all happened so fast she could barely think. Whenever she tried to talk, her throat burned, and the paramedic told her to save her voice.


Once at the hospital it was a flurry of doctors and nurses, checking her out, asking her name, taking insurance information. They set up an IV and gave her oxygen, just to help her body rid of the smoke in her lungs. She rested on the gurney in the ER behind a curtain for what seemed like an eternity. It was enough time for her to text Maxine all the details. Maxine called her and told her to find another hotel, no matter the cost. She spoke with the hospital and gave them the company's insurance information. 

Just as Julia felt better a man walked up to the curtain. "Knock, knock, may I come in," he said.

Julia had no clue who it was. "Sure," she said. 

The handsome man walked in, looking like he's in his early twenties. He came to her bedside with concern in his eyes. "How are you feeling, Julia?" he asked. "I'm the fireman that rescued you." His smile stretched across his face, endearing him to her in a way that was an instant connection.

"You're my hero! You saved me! I was so confused and lost when I stepped out of the room," Julia said.

"Lucky I was doing a sweep for people. Seems like we always find someone. I'm so glad you are okay," he said.

A nurse came in with her dismissal papers. She removed the IV and the oxygen. "You are good to go," she said after Julia signed the last form.

"I'm sorry, I didn't get your name," Julia said as she gathered her things.

"Tomas," he said.

"Okay, I guess I need to figure out where to go. Did the hotel burn down?"

"No, it was an electrical fire in the panel on the fifth floor. The smoke was from the wires burning. We got it under control. The hotel will have to renovate after the smoke damage on the fifth floor and redo the wiring, but other than that, it's good. No one was seriously hurt, thankfully," Tomas said.

Julia was caught with a lump in her throat. The events of the night made her tremble and she couldn't speak. She pulled out her phone and her hand were shaking so hard she couldn't swipe her thumb
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