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        "When I speak of the erotic, then, I speak of it as an assertion of the life force of women; of that creative energy empowered, the knowledge and use of which we are now reclaiming in our language, our history, our dancing, our loving, our work, our lives."
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      Inspired by Marisa Buccieri

      The red pen has been uncapped for forty minutes and I haven’t marked a word.

      Tomorrow’s rundown lies across the anchor desk in front of me -  twenty-three items total, the overnight ratings for tonight’s bulletin clipped to the upper right corner so I can inform tomorrow’s editorial decisions with the discipline that has governed this newsroom for eleven years. My governance. Eleven years of it and not a day missed.

      I know the numbers already. I knew them during the broadcast, the way I always know, from the inside, before the data arrives to confirm what I already know. The Harrisburg piece landed as I calculated. The figures carried the weight I’d given them ground to carry. The health correspondent filed four hundred and twelve words against her habitual eight hundred, and every one of those four hundred and twelve was doing its job. I know all of it.

      The red pen knows none of it is why I’m still here.

      There is a light on in the research bay.

      It has not left my attention since the floor crew dispersed, since James, my floor manager for nine of those eleven years, packed his bag without looking at me, since the studio contracted to monitors and cold light and the distant mechanical rhythm from post-production two floors below. I haven’t looked directly at the research bay. I don’t need to. I know whose light it is, whose it has been on every one of the fourteen evenings I have extended my hours beyond any editorial necessity I could credibly articulate.

      Cara Walsh arrived six weeks ago on a Tuesday at nine-fifteen and disagreed with me in front of seven people before she’d been inside the building forty minutes. The Fed Chair’s rate decision. She thought the data should lead. I went with the Pittsburgh family, a steelworker, two kids, a mortgage that had just become untenable, and she sat at the far end of the editorial table with her chin at a fractional upward angle and informed me, without apology or hesitation, that the copy should earn the audience’s attention rather than compensating for deficiencies in the writing with a sympathy story.

      The bulletin ran fourteen percent above the slot average. She found me in the corridor the following morning. You were right, she said. I’ll establish when data-first is genuinely stronger and come back to you. No grace performed for its own sake. The simple unvarnished fact, and then she was gone.

      I stood in that corridor longer than I had any professional reason to.

      What I should have done at that point is perfectly transparent to me now, sitting at this desk with forty minutes of nothing to show for it. I should have restructured the morning meetings to dilute her access. Done any of the things a time-served twenty-year anchor, with a department to protect and a reputation built on dispassionate judgment, does when she identifies a complication. Instead, I watched Cara Walsh move through my building for five weeks and maintained, with steadily diminishing persuasiveness, that this was standard professional oversight. The observation of a promising extern. Due diligence.

      What I was doing was wanting her, and I have run out of language to call it anything else.

      The moment it became undeniable announced itself without any great fanfare. A single sheet of paper on my desk before the Attorney General interview. Typed, no attribution, no covering note, just one line of inquiry that approached the problem at a fresh angle that eleven days of meticulous preparation hadn’t considered. I used it and at twenty-two minutes in, the AG’s composure cracked for four seconds before recovering. Those four seconds were the clip every competing network carried by the following morning’s cycle. I’d stood after that interview in the empty debrief room and stared at the closed door and understood that I was in serious difficulty.

      What I hadn’t yet grasped was the full dimension of it.

      The full dimension of it is this: I want to press Cara Walsh against any available surface and dismantle her. I want to work my hands under that open collar and learn what sound she makes when someone puts their mouth to her throat. I want to watch the composure fracture. Not the erosion I’ve been watching for six weeks with its heightened colouring of her cheeks, the half-second too long a delay in my presence, the barely audible shift in her breathing when she stands next to me. I want it gone, irreversibly, and I want to be its cause.

      I have not acted on this. Not directly. Not yet.

      I’ve left the studio’s side door unlocked for five consecutive weeks and sat at this desk with copy I have no intention of reading. Waiting.

      Cara Walsh, on her second week here, appeared in my office without knocking. She proposed, without apparent awareness that she was a twenty-eight-year-old extern standing in the office of a woman who could end her placement with a single email, to manage the health correspondent’s inflated prose, a problem my senior editorial staff had been failing to address for nine months. I let her. I told myself it was delegation, that twenty years of cultivating dispassionate judgment means recognising ability and deploying it. She managed the problem in eight days. She came back and told me I was bored — not by the work, but by the absence of any outcome that didn’t resolve in the direction I’d already calculated. She wasn’t wrong. She said it straight, no insulation, not waiting to see how I’d take it, standing in the corridor outside the edit suite with seven members of the floor crew between us and no apparent concern for any of them. Then she told me to wear the blue for the housing piece. It does something for you the grey doesn’t.

      I wore the grey deliberately. The act of a woman still insisting she was in control of something she had already surrendered.

      I wore the blue on Tuesday.

      Tonight I delivered the bulletin in the blue.

      I’ve been sitting here since the floor cleared, spine aligned, face arranged in the expression I deploy for contract negotiations, and I have underlined one sentence in forty minutes. The research bay light burns. I am a woman who has not waited for anything in two decades. I have anchored six presidential election results from this desk without notes, conducted interviews that reduced sitting senators to monosyllables, run this department on decisions that have never once required revision. I have been described, in print and with approval, as unflappable.

      Yet, I am sitting here wet, and the thing I am waiting for is a twenty-eight-year-old extern who told me I was wrong on her first morning in this building and turned out to be more right than she knows.

      The problem with managed desire is that the moment you stop managing it, it arrives with the full accumulated force of everything you’ve been refusing to acknowledge. There is nothing moderate about what I feel for Cara Walsh. Nothing moderate about it since the debrief room and the door I stood staring at after it closed, behind her. I was insisting, with decreasing success, on a different name for it.

      The studio door opens.

      Her footsteps cross the floor with the unhurried cadence I could identify blindfolded by now. She reaches the desk and stops. Still in the clothes she wore to the morning meeting, jacket gone, collar open two buttons, sleeves turned to the elbow. She looks at the rundown. At the uncapped pen. At me.

      “You’re still here,” she says.

      “Apparently.”

      “The copy isn’t marked.”

      “I’m aware.”

      She doesn’t sit. She plants both hands on the edge of the desk, leans in, and holds my gaze. It is not aggressive. It is not seductive, not exactly. It is total, and directed at me, and I have been trying for six weeks to find a professional drawer to put it in. There isn’t one.

      “Tell me something,” she says. “Tell me why you’re still here.”

      I set the pen down. “The rundown.”

      “Shannon.”

      The way she says my name, stripped of diplomacy, exacting my attention, makes me wetter. In the low blue light of the studio at ten-forty-five at night, my name in her mouth is one of the most nakedly sexual things I have ever heard… and I have been hearing it in my head for weeks.

      “You were waiting for me,” she says. “Like you have every night.” She holds my gaze. “Tell me I’ve misread this and I’ll leave.”

      I stand.

      She doesn’t move. We are eighteen inches apart and I see everything. The colour in her face is elevated. Her breathing is unsteady despite the conviction of her words. Cara Walsh, the most self-possessed person I have encountered in this industry, struggles to maintain the appearance of control.

      I have been constructing the wrong account of her.

      “Tell me,” she says again, and the word frays at the edge.

      I close the distance and kiss her.

      Her hand comes to my jaw in the same instant, with the urgency of someone who has been waiting for as long as I have it seems. I pull her toward me by her shirt, both fists in the fabric, and she walks me backwards until the desk arrests my thighs and I sit on it, eleven years of Senate hearings and rate decisions and six presidential election results on this surface, with no cognitive capacity remaining for what that signifies. Whatever it signifies will wait.

      She pulls back, just enough, and looks at me. The lights low, the dormant monitors bleeding cold blue across everything, her face close and unguarded in a way she hasn’t permitted before now. The composure is present still, that fundamental quality of her unchanged, but her surface is open, and what’s beneath it has arrived where I can see it.

      It is hunger. Unmediated, unhidden, aimed at me.

      I reach for her shirt and start on the buttons.

      I don’t rush. I work through each one without rushing, holding her eyes, and the response in her face is exquisite recompense for weeks of professional forbearance: the parting of her lips, the breath she fails to contain, the moment her grip on my hip tightens as though she requires steadying. I pull the shirt from her waistband, push the material from her shoulders. It drops. I take a moment to look at her in the low blue light and the want that goes through me is so clean and absolute. I have been managing it the way you manage a current by standing still in it, and I am done standing still.

      I press my palm flat to her sternum. Her heart is hammering. Not even close to rest, the truth beneath all that projected composure right there under my hand, undeniable and rapid. I draw my palms down her sides, the warmth of her skin against my hands, and the muscles of her abdomen contract as she exhales, slow and controlled, still holding, still refusing to release. I am the reason she’s working this hard. Heat hits me low, so acute I want to close my eyes against it.

      I don’t close my eyes.

      “Shannon” — the word at its lowest register, stripped of its professional function.

      “Don’t talk,” I say, and put my mouth to her throat.

      She tips her head back. Her hands come into my hair, warm, heavy, slow, and I feel her swallow under my lips and move lower, to the ridge of her collarbone, the upper curve of her chest and she makes a sound that is not manufactured for any audience and the raw honesty hits me like voltage. I’ve been wet and waiting since we cut from air. I’m wetter now. The ache between my thighs has become specific and insistent and I press my legs together and focus on the warm skin under my lips and her hands in my hair and the sound she’s trying not to make again.

      I reach around her back and unhook her bra and push it aside and she makes a sound against my mouth, rough at the edge, that I feel in every extremity. I slide my hands into her hair and kiss her hard and she presses her full body into mine and the contact, her chest against mine, her hips against mine, the whole length of her, strips away whatever remained of the professional partition between what I am and what I’ve been insisting I don’t want.

      I want it. I have wanted it for six weeks. I want it with an urgency that is going to make what happens next extremely difficult to conduct with any self-possession whatsoever, and I find I have no remaining interest in restraint.

      “I need to feel you,” she says, against my mouth.

      She reaches for my blouse, the blue she told me to wear, and undoes each button, the tiny vertical line between her brow appearing. When the blouse falls she reaches around to unclasp my bra and I lift my chin and let her and hold her gaze
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