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Steph Underwood was always career focussed. She had to be.

In the cutthroat world of high-stakes journalism, the job has to absorb you. There can't be anything to distract you from the next scoop, the next clue, the next story. That suited Steph just fine. 

She’s done everything possible to keep her personal life private. Unfortunately, that means when her girlfriend leaves her, Steph has no one to lean on. Then Julia Demendo pushes her way in, like any intrepid journalist, and places herself as the one friend Steph can rely on.

But friendships can be hard enough among coworkers without falling in love with them. Steph must weave her way carefully as the new boss, juggling a major murder story, adding to her news team, and learning to date all over again. 

Can she do it all without letting her attraction to Julia win out? Or will her feelings topple her carefully constructed persona?
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For Steph Underwood, her career was everything and came ahead of almost anything else in her life. She had spent the morning in a huge fight that potentially meant the end of her five-year relationship, but that was secondary. No matter her feelings about it, she had dragged herself into her boss’s office 15 minutes early that evening because he wanted to talk.

She had been sitting on the floor, crying and waiting for something to change when her boss texted her to say that they needed to meet. She had almost forgotten that Jamie was going to be announcing his replacement this evening. The entire staff was set to meet at six o’clock to find out who would get to move into the big office and take over the position of editor-in-chief now that Jamie was just a couple of months away from retirement.

Steph felt as though he had been grooming her to take over the position for years, but there were several other senior reporters and editors that were just as qualified, so it wasn’t a guarantee. For a minute she was grateful for Nicole choosing to break things off today. At least it provided a good distraction to keep Steph from thinking about work that evening. She could only hope that work would now provide the same distraction from her personal life.

Steph was always very good at compartmentalizing her feelings so all she felt was nervous energy as she pulled into the parking garage at the North Beach Observer. She took the stairs to the office on the fourth floor to burn off some of the intensity of the feeling and almost ran the first two flights. She was slightly out of breath and decided to take it a little slower the rest of the way so no one would be able to tell when she reached the top.

Steph took a minute to adjust her suit jacket before knocking on the door that read editor-in-chief. Her hand had barely landed back at her side when the door swung open and Jamie grinned at her from ear to ear as he gestured for her to come in.

He quickly sat in the guest chair and invited her to move behind the desk. “Get used to looking at people from that side,” He chuckled. 

Steph raised one eyebrow in confusion. “Ahh....Does that mean what I think it means?”

“If you think it means I’m promoting you as my replacement, then yes. It means exactly what you think it means.”

Steph could feel her jaw drop but could only manage to blink at Jamie. Although she had hoped this was why he wanted to meet with her before she started her workday, she had convinced herself that the real reason was so he could let her down gently.

“Are you going to say anything?” Jamie was still grinning at her overwhelmed reaction.

“I don’t know what to say. Thank you. Thank you so much for this opportunity. I will work harder than ever to make sure I show you that you made the right choice.” Steph made her way around the desk to shake his hand.

“I know you will. Now, we still have a few minutes before this goes public. You should call that girlfriend of yours and tell her the good news.” Jamie patted Steph on the back.

The shocked reaction on Steph’s face rivaled the one she had a moment before with the news of her promotion. “My...my...um...”

“Steph, really. We have been working together for eight years. Did you think I wouldn’t figure it out? I’m an investigative journalist for Christ’s sake. Besides, no one your age has a roommate for five years. Short term, sure, but you guys are so obvious.”

“Well, I guess it doesn’t matter anymore, anyway. She left me this morning.”

“I’m sorry. You seemed so happy. She even brought you that lovely meal when you worked late last night. I had no idea you were having trouble.”

“You weren’t supposed to have any idea we were a thing,” Steph sighed. “I didn’t know we were having trouble either.”

“Maybe you two can work it out? Find a way to get past whatever is it that made her leave?”

“I don’t think so. I think she really meant it. It’s my own fault. Besides, it might be good for me to be on my own for a while.”

“Well, if you need anything, you know where to find me. In the meantime, let’s get out there and fill everyone else in on the good news.”

Steph adjusted her jacket again and bent to tie her sneaker before following Jamie out of the office and into the conference room across the hall. She tried desperately to contain a grin as she took her usual place at the table and her co-workers filtered into the room. 

The level of chatter was increasing as the room started to fill and Jamie quickly excused himself after a quick check of his cell phone, delaying the start of the meeting. One of the newer junior reporters nervously took a seat beside Steph at the table, scribbling notes on a legal pad. 

Julia shot quick glances at Steph as they waited and just as Jamie re-entered the room, she willed enough courage to speak, “I love your outfit,” she blushed and went back to her notes as the other reporters quieted down around them.

Steph blushed a little as well, wondering why Julia had sounded so nervous to give her a simple compliment. They had worked together on a couple of stories and even went out for drinks a few times after work, but the girl from those moments never sounded nervous. In fact, she seemed to exude nothing but confidence, even overconfidence at times. She was still focused on the redness of Julia’s cheeks and her shy smile when applause suddenly filled the room and she heard Jamie calling for her. Steph quickly shook her previous thoughts from her mind and stood to speak to the group of people that she would soon be taking charge of. 

“Well, folks, I can’t really say that I saw this coming. There are so many talented leaders in this room, and I just think myself grateful to work amongst all of you.  I have a five-year plan for the development of this paper, and I look forward to talking with each and every one of you about your goals for the future and your thoughts about the plan.” Steph had a five-year plan for every aspect of her life. She unbuttoned her jacket and placed her hand on her hip. “I know there are a number of you who are disappointed that this role has not been offered to you, but I assure you that I will treat you all as my equals as we move forward as a team. Thank you.”

Julia quickly averted her eyes and grinned as Steph sat back down beside her at the conference table. Steph’s face was flushed from the adrenaline of speaking in front of the group, and still a little red from her interaction with Julia beforehand. She couldn’t help but sneak small glances at the girl beside her throughout the rest of the meeting and wonder why she was suddenly so embarrassed to look at her. 

The pair remained seated as the rest of the team filtered out of the room a few minutes later, both lost in their own thoughts and continuing to steal small glances at each other. Jamie finished clearing up the papers spread out before him, tapping the stack on the desk and clearing his throat to encourage them back to reality. 

Steph stood up quickly, knocked her notes to the floor and scrambled to pick them up before rushing out the door and back to her office. She couldn’t shake the feeling that Julia might have been flirting with her and it was throwing her off her game. Any other day she wouldn’t have even considered that was what she had intended, but now that she was to become the boss, she was looking at their interactions a little differently. Even if it wasn’t just wishful thinking that Julia was interested, Steph knew there couldn’t be anything between them. Besides, she wasn’t even 12 hours removed from a huge fight with Nicole and she hadn’t even really processed what that meant.

Nicole. She had actually packed a bag and walked out the door. She said it was over between them. She said there was nothing Steph could do to make her change her mind. After just a couple of hours at work, Steph wasn’t even sure that she wanted Nicole to change her mind anymore. She started to wonder if she had, in some way, been slowly trying to push Nicole away. She was choosing to take extra shifts at work, even when she knew it was Nicole’s day off and she ignored Nicole’s pleas for them to go out and do more things together. The more she thought about it, the more she realized how little of her time and energy she had been giving Nicole over the last couple of months. It wasn’t because she didn’t love her, she was sure of that, but Steph hated to argue with anyone about anything, and it seemed like that was all they did anymore.

Steph looked up to find Julia standing in her doorway, practically staring at her as she remained lost in thought. “Something you need?” Steph felt her voice drop to her flirting tone as she spoke although she didn’t mean to.

Julia giggled at the intonation in Steph’s words. “Not really. Just wondered why you seem so off today. You haven’t been yourself since you came in. Also, I wanted to actually say congrats on the promotion. I never did say the words.”

“Umm, yeah, thanks.” Steph tried to ignore the first part of Julia’s comment.

“And about you seeming off?” Julia pried, moving into the office and sitting on the edge of Steph’s desk.

“It’s nothing,” Steph shrugged. She and Julia had been working toward a friendship over the last several months, but she had been pulling away from it lately as Julia was a co-worker and she didn’t want to let her in on too much of her personal life. 

“C’mon, Steph. You know you can talk to me about whatever it is. I thought we were starting to get close.” Julia tapped her pen against Steph’s desk. “Like, actual friends, you know? It just feels like you are blocking me out here and something is really bothering you.”

“It’s really none of your business. Besides, we can’t be friends, not really. Not now that I’m going to be your boss.”

“Why not? I don’t think there are any rules about it. We were friends before you got the promotion, I don’t know what the big deal is.” Julia absentmindedly cracked her knuckles as she wondered if she should push harder for an answer.  She took a deep breath. “You know, you can tell me it is none of my business until the cows come home, but I can promise you that just makes me more sure there is something big happening with you and that you probably need a friend right now.”

Steph felt a wave of embarrassment flood over her. “Maybe I should just say that I’m not ready to talk about it. I don’t really mean to shut you out. It just seems like this entire day has been filled with anger and fighting and now...I think I am taking it out on you.” 

“Who are you fighting with? More and more I realize that as much time as we spend together at the office, I don’t know anything about your life. Boyfriend troubles?” Julia raised one eyebrow.

Steph shook her head no and lowered her eyes, staring at her hands, folded in her lap. 

“Girlfriend troubles, then?” Julia smiled knowingly.

“Does everybody know?” Steph sighed.

Julia laughed, “I don’t think anybody else is on to you, but I don’t know what you are so worried about. No one is going to care. It’s 2007 and people in this business are pretty liberal these days. Besides, I only know because I tend to recognize my own kind,” Julia said with a wink. 

“Your own...oh!” Steph blushed again. She hadn’t been completely crazy to think Julia might be flirting with her.

“So, are you going to fill me in on your drama or what?”

“There isn’t much to tell. My girlfriend of half a decade packed a bag and walked out on me before I left for work today, so there’s that.”

“You seem pretty calm about it.”

“Not much I can do about it. I guess I should have seen it coming, but I really didn’t. She says we have the same fight all the time. Maybe it hasn’t sunk in yet, but maybe I just don’t care that it’s over.” Steph rubbed the back of her neck beneath her ponytail.

“I’m sure that isn’t true. You wouldn’t have been together for five years if you didn’t care. You just have a lot going on right now.” Julia rubbed her hand down Steph’s arm. “I just want to say this, not to be corny or anything, but I think you know that I’m here for you if you need someone to talk to or anything.”

“I appreciate that, but I’m going to be just fine. Besides, Nicole leaving might have just been anger. I’m not sure that she won’t be back. Maybe that’s why I’m not upset about it. Or maybe I’m glad and I can’t accept that yet.”

“It could just be a big fight. Maybe you guys will be able to talk it out once she cools down. Has she ever walked out on you like that before?”

“Early on, once or twice, but I always chased her and got her to sit down and talk about things. She was just so calm about it all. Her words seemed so controlled and calculated. Usually, I have to be the relaxed one that puts things in perspective. Today it was all her.” Steph bowed her head starting to realize that Nicole’s words were probably practiced. “I think she has been planning this for a while.”

“It’s possible. Especially if what you are saying is true and she seemed out of character from your other fights.” Julia took her by the hand, giving her an understanding smile. “I meant it when I said I would be here for you.”

“I know you did. Enough of me feeling sorry for myself, though. We should get back to work. It’s going to be another busy day in the news.” Steph pulled her hand away and turned back to her computer.
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“Hey you! I’m starting to think you are avoiding me!” Julia ran up to the elevator in the parking garage of the North Beach Observer office and paused behind Steph with a look of pity on her face. She hadn’t laid eyes on the new boss since the announcement was made three days ago.

“Oh, hey. No, not avoiding you per se, just avoiding everyone the past few days. It has been a lot of work to get up to speed on taking over for Jamie before he leaves, and it has been weird to be in that big house alone.”

Julia placed her hand on Steph’s lower back, “Nicole still hasn’t come home?”

Steph shivered a little at Julia’s touch. She was still getting used to how often Julia found a way to be in physical contact with her when they spoke. She had tried to take notice when Julia interacted with some of the other reporters, and it seemed like this was just something Julia did out of habit, rather than something special, just for her. “Nope. And she won’t answer my texts or calls. The only thing I have heard from her since she left is that she will be coming by tonight to pick up some more of her stuff. I did tell her that I’m working the day shift this week, but I don’t know if she remembers that, or if she thinks tonight is a good time because I will be working. Maybe I’ll just stay late anyway so I don’t have to see her.”

“Or, maybe she does know that you are on days and she is coming tonight so that you can talk. If I were you, I would make sure that I was there when she came by. If you want any chance of working this out, that is.” Julia kept her hand in place to guide Steph onto the elevator.

“Can we just talk about something else? I don’t want to start the day worrying about what is going to happen when I get home.” Steph said, struggling to keep her attention away from the fact that Julia was still touching her. She didn’t generally like it when people were in her personal space, but she was having a ‘hands meeting in the popcorn’ moment where she didn’t want to do anything to make the contact end.

Julia pulled her hand from Steph’s back and folded her arms across her chest. “Sure, we can talk about whatever you want. How about that open editor position? Have you decided who you are going to promote to fill your shoes?” The speed of Julia’s words increased as she continued. “Keeping in mind that I am not asking because I think I am in the running. The last thing I want to do is become an editor just yet.”

Steph couldn’t help but chuckle a little. “I haven’t made any decisions, and I am fully aware that you aren’t interested in the job. I do have a couple of people in mind and one person I never even thought about approached me asking to be considered. It might be a couple of days before I get that all in place and of course, then we are going to have to hire someone from the outside to fill at least one position once everyone else is moved around.”

“I didn’t realize there would be other movement. Guess this one promotion is going to be a lot more work than I would have considered it to be.” Julia scratched her head.

“There might be more movement. Depends on who gets my job, I guess. I’m going to be talking to the candidates today. That’s as much as I’m going to tell you about it. Wouldn’t want it getting around the office that I’m letting a junior reporter in on some of the top secrets.” The elevator door binged as they reached the fourth floor and Steph stepped off, head down. Her thoughts drifted back to Nicole as she made her way to her office at the end of the hall.

Steph jumped and almost slammed the door behind her when she turned to see Jamie sitting in the office waiting for her. “Geez, way to sneak up on a girl.” Steph quickly wiped a tear from her cheek. 

“She still isn’t talking to you, I suppose?” Jamie stood and placed his hand on her shoulder, giving it a little squeeze of fatherly reassurance. 

“No, and why is this what everyone wants to talk to me about this morning? I haven’t even had coffee yet and two people have been pushing me for information about my personal life!” Steph threw her briefcase to the floor and slammed her hands down on the edge of her desk.

“Woah! I don’t know who pissed in your corn flakes this morning, but I thought you were handling this well until now. Is it the extra stress of the interviews today that is getting to you? We could put them off. Give it a few more days before making a decision.”

“No. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have gone off on you like that. It’s just that Julia...” Steph pursed her lips.

“What about Julia?” Jamie ribbed.

“Not like that. She knows is all and she asked me the same thing on the way up from the garage. I don’t know how I feel about it and now I might have to get home on time this evening so that I can deal with Nicole in person.” Steph took a deep breath. “I don’t want to put off the interviews. Let’s just get it out of the way so there is one less thing on my plate, okay?”

“Sure thing.” Jamie flashed her a pity smile and she glared back, shaking her head.

The day easily flew by for Steph as the parade of candidates for her old job filtered in and out of her office. She also had a lengthy discussion with Jamie about who they would hire and the plan to replace that position in the office. They decided to promote one of the photojournalists and that they would hire that position externally. At ten to five Steph started to tidy her desk and packed a few things that she wanted to work on at home into her briefcase before clicking off the lights and heading out the door for the night.

Steph wasn’t sure if she wanted to run into Nicole when she got home or not, but she knew there were still too many things left unsaid between them not to try. She rushed through the door of the empty house and hurried to change into more comfortable clothes. Nicole had always hated when she was wearing a business suit, so she threw on her favourite sweatshirt and jeans and nervously planted herself on the couch, listening and waiting for the door to open.

Steph heard the unmistakable sound of Nicole’s key in the lock, hurriedly turned off the television and stood in the porch, waiting for the door to open. She couldn’t help but smile a little when Nicole opened the door, but Nicole looked less than impressed to find her there. 

“I thought you would be at work. I’ll come back another time.” Nicole flipped her keys over her finger into her hand and turned to leave.

“No, no. I thought you knew I would be here. I told you I was moving to the nine to five if I got the promotion and I sent you a message to let you know that I did. I know that you haven’t been replying to me, but I hoped you were at least reading my messages.”

“Truth?” Nicole pocketed the keys and folded her arms across her chest as Steph nodded. “I blocked your number. I wanted to make sure that I didn’t know if you tried to contact me. Congrats on the promotion, by the way. I figured you would get it.”

“Thanks. I wasn’t so sure, but I’m really looking forward to the challenge. I can’t believe you blocked me.” Steph added quickly.

“I didn’t know how else to make sure that I didn’t talk to you. You were such a big part of my life for so long. How was I supposed to figure out how to be without you if you were going to try to talk to me?”

“We should be trying to figure this out together, Nic. Everything has changed now. Everything. Turns out I wasn’t exactly keeping the best secret anyway.”

“Maybe someone will understand, and you can figure it out with them, but I just can’t be anyone’s secret anymore. I won’t. I’m tired of pretending, tired of playing these games and you can say all you want that everything is different now, but it isn’t.”

Steph cut her off, “I know it isn’t really different yet, but the situation has changed, and it is what we have been waiting for, for so long. It will be so much better from here on.”

“For you, and for me but not for us, Steph. We really are done. I’m sorry if I made it seem like the secrets and lies to everyone were the only problem. They may have been the underlying issue that compounded everything but you not being out wasn’t the only thing that broke us.”

“Enlighten me. Because the way I see it, you told me it was over and that it was all because I didn’t want people at work to know about my personal life. You said it was because you couldn’t handle being my dirty little secret any longer. So, Nicole, enlighten me. What is the real reason that you are walking away from everything that we shared over the last five years?”

“I’m just not in love with you anymore. It really is that simple. Everything that you have put me through, all the lies. Having to have the same fight over and over again it just stole the love from me. I still do love you in a way, but I’m not in love with you anymore. I don’t want you like you want me to. I can’t be someone who will make you feel the way that you should. I can’t give you the attention and affection that you should get out of a relationship. I’ve tried, God knows I have, but I can’t find it within myself anymore. I’m just making both of us miserable and if you actually take some time to feel this, you will know that I’m telling you the truth. But that is part of it too. I don’t think you were ever invested in this relationship. Have you even stopped to care that I told you it was over? Or did you do what you always do, push it to the backburner until it was long enough ago that you don’t have to feel it?”

“I don’t do that, not when it comes to you!” Steph struggled to get a word in edgewise.

“Whether you realize it or not, you do. You do it with everything. I used to think it was a cool skill, something you picked up for survival after showing up at one too many fires or car accidents. Now I think you had the skill first and it’s why you are good at what you do.”

“So, you’re saying that you even have problems with my coping mechanisms? This is getting ridiculous. What is the real answer here? Is there someone else? It has to be for you to be so disconnected so quickly, it’s not like you. You acted the same way when you and I hooked up and you left your ex.”

“That’s not what this is, Steph. I promise you, there is no one else. I think you have already moved on though. I think you may not have been cheating on me, but your heart walked out that door long before I did. Honestly, I think you need to be with someone that is more like you anyway, just the right amount of sociopathic tendency.”

“So now you are saying that you think I’m like a serial killer?”

“Just in the way you refuse to feel empathy for most people, or care when you find out someone is dead. You just take it with a grain of salt and move on. Speaking of moving on, I really do need to pick up some clothes and a few things. I don’t have a lot of time and I didn’t realize I was going to have to deal with this when I got here.”

Steph grabbed her by the shoulders and forced Nicole to look her in the eyes. “No matter what you might think, I have never stopped loving you or wanting you.” Steph pulled her in and kissed her hard.

Nicole pushed her back, startled, and focused on the hurt in Steph’s eyes. A single tear rolled down her cheek and she quickly wiped it away before pulling Steph in and returning the kiss even more aggressively. Before Steph knew what was happening, Nicole had unzipped her hoodie and was reaching to undo her bra.

Without hesitation Steph pulled Nicole’s t-shirt over her head and began unbuttoning her jeans as she guided her toward the couch. Nicole watched Steph’s hands as they moved along the warmth of her flesh, refusing to let herself make eye contact. Steph pushed her onto the couch and straddled her, falling into rhythm and allowing her hands to move almost on their own as they found the spots she knew would drive Nicole crazy.

Steph slid off Nicole’s lap, hooked her fingers into the belt loops of her jeans and pulled them to her ankles before falling to her knees in front of Nicole and softly pressing her lips to her inner thigh. She could already feel the familiarity of it all, the comfort of being with someone for so long and knowing exactly what to do. Steph felt Nicole’s muscles begin to tense as she pressed her lips to the soft fabric of the underwear between her legs, already damp with the anticipation of what was to come next. 

Nicole groaned as Steph pushed the fabric out of the way and pressed her tongue roughly inside her. Nicole threaded her hand through Steph’s hair, tugging ever so gentle and pushing her face deeper between her legs and forcing Steph’s tongue just a little deeper inside her. 

Steph felt Nicole’s hand start to tremble and her grip release as the muscles of her thighs tensed and her legs spread just a little wider before Nicole released a moan that Steph had heard so many times before. She pulled back a little and gently flicked her tongue over Nicole’s most sensitive areas before sliding her weight back along Nicole’s legs and grinning up at her as Nicole continued to stare at the ceiling and tremble.

Nicole barely took a moment to catch her breath before pushing Steph backward onto the floor and pulling herself down on top of her. She unbuckled Steph’s belt with ease, popped open her button and pulled off her jeans, throwing them over the couch Nicole pressed her hand down into her underwear, moving each finger methodically into place and resting her head on Steph’s chest to keep from looking up at her. 

Nicole knew exactly what to do to make Steph scream with ecstasy and didn’t waste any time getting to the point. Steph focused on Nicole’s gentle strokes and her breathing increased almost immediately at the touch. Although she tried to hold onto the moment, to make the feeling last just a little longer, her body had other ideas and she soon felt the warm gush of relief and Nicole’s hand slide back up her body.

Nicole pulled her body weight from Steph and sat with her back against the couch, staring off at the photos on the wall, still refusing to look at the woman who had been the love of her life for so long.

“This is the wrong time, but I don’t know why you would want to walk away from this. We are so good together.”

“This was never our problem, Steph.” Nicole stood from the floor and searched the room for her clothing. “This, this is the one thing that was always good. The only problem is that sex was almost always the result of a fight. You only show passion with me when you are angry.”

“That’s so not true!” Steph pulled her shirt back over her head. “It was never about anger! Not even this time. I just wanted to remind you how good we can be together.”

“It still isn’t going to change my mind. We just don’t work overall and we both need to accept that and move on. We both need to find someone to be with that we don’t constantly fight with. Someone that we have more in common with than the last five years that we spent together.”

“We have more in common than our past, Nic. You know that as well as I do.” Steph stood in her underwear and t-shirt, ready to start another round of pleading.

“Maybe so, but I have changed so much and so have you. We aren’t good for each other.” Nicole buttoned her jeans and sat on the couch.

“I’m still the same person I always was, and nothing has changed the way I feel about you.”

Nicole sighed. “I hate you for the way you make me feel. Like I’m the only person in the world one minute and like I’m invisible and mean nothing to you the next.”

“So, what was all this? One more for the road?” Although she hadn’t been before, Steph could now feel the anger bubbling up inside her, a feeling like she had just been used.

“I need you to understand that we are really over. I never should have let this happen. I have to get my stuff together and go. I’m going to be moving the rest of my things on the weekend and I would really appreciate it if you would plan to be somewhere else while I do.”

“Fine. Get what you need. I’ll make sure I’m out of the house all day Saturday, don’t worry. I wouldn’t want to watch as you destroyed our life together anyway.”
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On Jamie’s last day at the Observer, they had a small party in the conference room where Steph was planning to announce who would be taking over her previous role. She had been stuck between two of her top choices and really didn’t want to have the staff think there was any favouritism, so she let Jamie make the final decision. 

It had come down to one of their top photojournalists, Matthew Davis, and senior reporter Frank Barnett who had more years on the job but was a more complicated move as they would have to promote internally into the reporter position and then hire a junior from outside. Steph had a closer relationship with Matthew and was afraid it would be perceived as being about their friendship if she was the only one making the decision. In truth, he was just a better editor but with this being the first time she had to make this kind of choice, she was glad that she had Jamie to lean on.

Steph clinked her glass and cleared her throat to get the attention of the room. “Well, I suppose aside from the free food and the chance to have a drink in the workplace, there might be one other reason that you all showed up here this evening.” People began to take seats around the conference table as quietly as they could to hear what Steph had to say. She waited for the movement to cease and looked around at the impatient faces of the four who had applied for her job.

“Okay, don’t keep them in suspense any longer Editor-in-Chief. I think they have waited long enough for you to make this decision.” Jamie patted her on the shoulder and leaned against the desk beside her.

“Yes, boss. Without further ado, the new senior staff editor will be Matthew Davis. I want to thank the others that applied for the job and I want you to know that this was a very difficult choice. I also want to thank Jamie in helping me to reason through the process. I know that Matthew will do a wonderful job in his new position. I also want to let you know that you are all welcome to apply for Matthew’s job in the photo department, but I will also be advertising it externally.” Steph watched as some of the junior level reporters shot glances at each other about the news. “Okay, time to get back to celebrating!”

“Speaking of celebrations, how about we have a little one of our own later this evening?” Julia half whispered to Steph across the table. “I heard Nicole picked up the last of her stuff and I figure it would be better to celebrate your newfound singledom rather than let you mope around about it any longer.”

“I haven’t been moping! Besides, I’m suddenly in my mid-30s and alone, how am I supposed to be acting and feeling?”

“It’s been almost a month since she first walked out. She has been slowly collecting her things since that day and she just gave you back the key last night. You are allowed to still be a little upset, but it is time to at least try to go out and have fun. Maybe hook up with someone, maybe don’t. Maybe just get out of your head for a night.”

“Fine. What did you have in mind?”

“How about a couple of drinks at Leroy’s?”

“I don’t think so. Thanks for the offer.” Steph stood from the table and left the conference room to putter over story ideas in her office.

***
[image: ]


By the end of the week, only one resume was handed in from a current employee and Steph made the decision to send out the open call for applications early the next week. Monday was fairly hectic at the Observer, so it was first thing Tuesday morning before she posted the open call. It was just over an hour later when she received a resume from Kerri Walters at the Jenkinsville Gazette. Steph chuckled to herself when it arrived in her inbox. She had been following Kerri’s career since she won a couple of awards the previous year and had been kind of hoping, in the back of her mind, that Kerri would apply.

Steph picked up the phone and called Jamie immediately. “So, you know how I joked that I really wanted to poach that
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