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Chapter 1
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Lauren was familiar with the nerves. Her stomach trembled, her hands were slightly shaky, and she was short of breath. They were sensations she felt before any job interview, and God knew she’d had plenty of them in the past year. With all the administrative skills she’d picked up over the years, she knew she was a strong candidate for every job she’d interviewed for so far. She’d experienced good first interviews, followed up with strong second interviews, sometimes even a third interview. Countless times, she’d been certain she’d finally be able to give her notice at the café, only to feel defeated when she got the standard rejection. If she was even granted a rejection. Some companies didn’t follow up, and she would make the dreaded follow-up phone call herself, only to find out she didn’t get the job. ‘We went in another direction.’ ‘You were qualified for the job, but we chose a candidate with a few more years of experience than you.’ There were some companies who even claimed she was overqualified for a position. That made no sense to her. Wasn’t it up to her to decide if she was overqualified, or not? 

Having a job interview was not her ideal way to spend a weekday off. The Sunrise Café, in the heart of Cherry Creek North in Denver, was popular among the Monday through Friday businesses. Because they thrived during breakfast and lunch, the café closed at two o’clock in the afternoon. In a location away from salons and boutiques, they were also closed on weekends. It was a bit of a dream schedule for anyone in the food service industry. Too bad it wasn’t a dream job. At least not for Lauren.   

With her makeup complete and her honey blonde hair twisted into a professional bun at the nape of her neck, Lauren stood in front of her closet and perused her wardrobe. She knew it was a waste of her time, because until she landed the perfect job, she had one interview suit. When she finally got an offer, she would purchase a professional wardrobe. For now, her work clothes consisted of jeans, sneakers, and a Sunrise Café T-shirt. 

She laid her suit on the bed, along with a classic white blouse. Sensible black heels were on the floor next to her practical black leather tote bag that held a file folder with printed copies of her resume. She glanced at her watch, and realized she had enough time to write a quick blog post. She sat at her computer. Her fingers were swift on the keys as she began to type. 

––––––––
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Here we go again...

For those of you who are regular readers of my blog, Lauren’s Lane, you all know I’ve been documenting my job search and sharing the outcome of my interviews. Obviously, I haven’t found the right job yet, or else I wouldn’t be writing about yet another interview. 

Let me first start by saying, I hope you all had a wonderful holiday. I stayed busy at work. The Sunrise Café is always hopping in the hours before the sun rises, until we close in the afternoon. Because everything on the menu is top-notch, companies turned to us to cater their Christmas breakfasts and luncheons. 

Since most businesses put a halt on hiring in the late fall, I put a halt on my job search. I knew how crazy it would be at work. For those of you wondering, the owner, Mike, is still trying to make me his General Manager. Mike is awesome and I always write about what a great boss he is. He also knows that when I took the job at Sunrise, it was only temporary. Insert laugh here... that temp situation has gone on for too long. But, like I said, he’s great, and he understands that I’m on the lookout for the perfect executive assistant job. I have the skills, and I know what kind of pay to expect. I like to think I’ve paid my dues over time, and it’s finally my turn to make a killer salary to not only save for my future, but to make life easier in the present. 

I have an interview at an amazing company this morning. I did my research, and while I don’t know about mergers and acquisitions, I do know how to be an executive assistant. The skills I’ve honed over the years can be useful in any industry. 

This past year has been a doozy! Sixteen interviews and not one bite! I know it’s a jungle out there. If one more recruiter asks me where I see myself in five years, I’m going to ask them to justify their company’s five-year retention rate. 

I’m fully prepared. I have my best answers tucked into the pocket of my finest interview suit and I’ll be at the ready for any and all questions. I’ve finally learned to change my perspective when it comes to interviews. I’d like to put this out there to any prospective employer: You’re not just interviewing me, I’m interviewing you! 

I’ll check in with you all soon. Wish me luck! 

As always, thank you so much for reading, and always remember... Stay in your own lane!

––––––––
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She sat back with a satisfied sigh. She started her blog, Lauren’s Lane, three years ago. It began simply, focusing on lifestyle - recipes, beauty product reviews, and her opinions on relationships. After the first year, she gained traction and sometimes received free products from companies, which was always fun. However, the blog truly exploded when her job search became ridiculous. Her readers appreciated her honesty and sass. The more irritated she was by a bad interview, the more candid she became, and she didn’t hesitate to call out the companies to warn others. Mike, her boss at the café, told her she could write whatever she wanted, as long as she never badmouthed the Sunrise Café. 

After getting dressed, Lauren spritzed a little perfume on her wrists and neck. She added a subtle gold chain with a delicate diamond pendant, along with small diamond studs to match. She slipped into her shoes and picked up her tote, ready to face the interview. 

Her footsteps were confident as she walked into the kitchen and greeted Joann, her grandmother’s caregiver. “Good morning, Jo.”

“Hi honey,” Jo greeted her and smiled. 

Lauren walked to the bedroom that was next to the kitchen and peeked in at her grandmother. “How’s she doing this morning?” 

“She ate her breakfast, now she’s resting,” Jo answered. She walked to Lauren and hugged her. “She said to tell you good luck, and she can’t wait to hear about your interview later.”

Joann and her husband, George Brooks were old family friends. George was a lawyer who was in charge of her grandmother’s estate. When Judith’s health became too much for Lauren to handle on her own, Joann, a former nurse, offered her assistance. Jo knew it was the least she could do to help not only Lauren, but her friend Judy. 

Judith Lane, Judy to her friends, had raised Lauren from an infant. Her one and only daughter, Anna, had been a free spirit. No matter how hard Judy tried to instill responsibility into her child, it never sunk in. Once Anna graduated from high school, she traveled around the world with whatever current boyfriend she attached herself to. Along the way, Anna found herself pregnant. Too selfish to put down some roots and give her baby a stable life, Anna practically left her baby girl, Lauren, on Judy’s doorstep. There was no choice, nor was there any hesitation. Judy opened her arms, her heart, and her home to her granddaughter and raised her as her own child. For the first few years, Anna showed up sporadically to see her mother and her daughter but never stayed around long enough to form a bond with Lauren.

Sadly, when Lauren was only four years old, Judy received word that Anna had been in a car accident and didn’t survive. While it hurt her and she mourned the loss of her only child, she felt a sense of relief that it had happened when Lauren was so young. There were no explanations to give, and as Lauren grew up, there were no lies to tell as to why her mother never came around. Judy had already been a widow when Lauren came into her life. With her daughter gone, it was just her and Lauren. She raised Lauren in a safe, stable home with nothing but love and happiness. 

As Judy aged, her health declined. Various illnesses meant numerous medications with side effects. For the last year, Judy had been bedridden. Lauren did what she could to help. When it became clear that Lauren couldn’t handle it herself, and Judy’s wishes were that she not be placed in a nursing home, Jo stepped in to help. 

Jo was there when Lauren could not be. She even offered to stay with Judy some evenings so Lauren could go out with friends, or fingers crossed, on the occasional date. Jo was proud of Lauren, but as the young woman faced turning thirty years old, Jo decided Lauren needed to let loose and have some fun. She watched Lauren glance over her resume, then place the folder in her bag. Her smile was tender and full of love. “Nervous?” Jo asked. 

Lauren held a hand to her trembling stomach and smiled at Jo. A constant in her life, like her grandmother, Joann Brooks always made Lauren feel at ease. Jo had short red hair, cut into a simple, yet trendy style, pretty blue eyes, and a friendly smile. Jo was always there for her. “Yes. No matter how many of these damn job interviews I go on, it never seems to get easier.”

“I think nerves are a good thing,” Jo stated. “They keep you on your toes.”

“Easy for you to say,” Lauren muttered. “You’re not the one going on yet another interview.”

Jo took Lauren’s hands in hers. “If the job didn’t mean anything to you, you wouldn’t be nervous. You’ve got the skills. You’ve researched the company, right?” 

Lauren nodded. “From top to bottom. Andrew Hanson took over the company five years ago when his father retired. He’s kept it thriving as one of the largest financial institutions in the country. They’re growing at a rapid rate.”

“Growth means opportunities to advance,” Jo pointed out.

“Exactly!” Lauren agreed. “Now I just have to get my foot in the door.” She slipped her tote bag onto her shoulder. “Hopefully the seventeenth interview is the charm.”

Jo crossed her fingers and hugged Lauren once more. “I can’t wait to hear about it when you get home.” 

––––––––
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Andrew Hanson, Drew to his friends and family, sat back in his chair and let out an exhale. He gulped down what was left of his morning coffee and grimaced as he swallowed the ice cold, bitter liquid. He stood up from his desk and walked to a bar in the corner of his office. A new cup was needed immediately. As he waited patiently for his Keurig to brew him a single cup, he looked out the window and enjoyed the bright, clear day. It was a mild one for January in Colorado, but he knew that it could change in minutes. The forecast was calling for snow, but right now the sun shone brightly. Even though the sun was bright, the temperatures were frigid. Passersby were bundled up in heavy jackets, caps, and scarves. Puffs of their breath danced in the air as people spoke to one another. When his coffee was done brewing, he took a careful sip and nodded in satisfaction when the hot liquid scalded his tongue. His eyes shifted to the Sunrise Café across the street, his palate wished he was sipping on one of their perfect lattes or cappuccinos. Since he didn’t have an executive assistant to send on a coffee run, a dark roast K-cup would have to suffice. 

He had just finished four interviews. He hated interviews. Normally, he left those up to HR. Because the last two assistants he’d had had quit with no notice, Elaine, the Human Resources manager, insisted he be a part of the interviewing process. With most people he’d have refused and told them he didn’t have time for interviews, that was HR’s job, not his. Since his sister managed the Human Resources department, there wasn’t much room to argue. 

He glanced over his shoulder when there was a knock at his door. The woman on his mind stood in the entrance, holding what he knew to be candidate resumes in her hands. “How many more?” 

Elaine looked over her brother and smiled at him. It took everything she had not to walk to him and ruffle his thick brown hair. She could see the exhaustion in his eyes. Could feel the irritation simmering off of him. He was a busy CEO; he needed an assistant. She was happy to help him, but she couldn’t do that on her own. The last two EAs packed up their desks at the end of their day and never returned. Andrew Hanson, it seemed, was a nightmare to work for. It was reported that his assistants got zero communication from him when they needed answers, but they got his scathing tongue when his lack of response caused him to look bad. He expected them to read his mind, anticipate all of his needs. Elaine stressed the importance of keeping personal and professional separate. Drew relied on his assistant to do the mundane things bosses weren’t supposed to ask of them. Fetch him coffee and breakfast when he asked, as well as lunch. Pick up his dry cleaning, schedule his housekeeper, fill his car with gas. The list went on and on. When interviewed, candidates were told the occasional personal task would be needed. Those occasional tasks quickly turned into numerous personal tasks that assistants weren’t going to tolerate. Random texts and phone calls at all hours of the day were another issue that had pushed people out the door. When would he ever learn? 

Elaine made herself comfortable in a chair as he sat down across from her at his desk. “Three more.” She sifted through the candidates. “They’re all highly qualified.” She handed him the resumes. “I thought the first two this morning were fine, but you didn’t like them.”

Drew glanced at the papers and set them aside. “Can’t you do this for me?” 

Elaine tilted her head and smiled. “I used to. The last two EAs you had were hand-picked for you by yours truly. You’re the one who scared them off, so you need to be part of the interview process.”

“I didn’t scare them off,” he grumbled. 

Elaine rolled her eyes at her brother. “You need to be a better communicator, people can’t read minds, Drew.” She leaned forward, took his mug out of his hand and helped herself to a drink of dark roast. “The last EA you had was Nicole, but you crossed a line and slept with her. Then you broke things off with her. When she became a bit of a psycho, you wouldn’t let me fire her because she threatened retaliation with a sexual harassment claim. Then what did my baby brother do?”

“I hate it when you call me your baby brother,” he muttered. 

Elaine’s shoulders shook with laughter. “You promoted her.” 

“It was a lateral move, not a promotion,” Drew stated. “Nic’s good at what she does.”

Elaine gave him a knowing look. “She’s not that good. There have been several times that she’s missed deadlines, taken credit for another employee’s work, and sabotaged a project out of spite.”

“I haven’t heard about any of that lately,” Drew said. "That tells me that she’s matured when it comes to work. It’s not my fault she turned out to be crazy when it came to relationships.”

“No, it’s not,” Elaine agreed. “But we could have gotten rid of a potential problem. Now she’s screwing your best friend, Brian, who also happens to work here.” She ran a hand through her thick brown hair and shook her head at him. “Once those two fizzle out, we need to work on a firm policy about no romance in the workplace.”

“Oh, please,” Drew scoffed. “Nearly half of this office has tiptoed over that line. There’s nothing we can do about it.”

“Ok,” Elaine said. “Then a new policy needs to be put into place about executives not screwing their EAs.” When Drew’s eye snapped with annoyance, she waved that away. “Deal with it. Trust me, it will make for a happier workplace.” She glanced to her left when there was a knock on the door and Brian looked between them expectantly. 

Brian Weber had known Drew’s family forever. He and Drew were college roommates. They had studied business together at Denver University. Throughout their college years, they studied hard and partied harder. Over the years, Brian was always welcomed into the Hanson family as one of their own. When Drew’s father offered him a job after graduation, Brian took it with no hesitation and worked his way up the corporate ladder. Because Drew had the family name, Brian knew he’d never have a higher position than him in the company, and that was fine with him. He just wished that Elaine Hanson would look his way. He’d been wishing that for years. Even though he was now in a relationship with Drew’s ex, Nicole, Brian wished that maybe one day, Elaine would think of him as someone more than her brother’s sidekick. 

Elaine studied Brian when he grinned at them. Brian Weber was tall and handsome, with a charming grin that got him everywhere. Usually into women’s beds. She motioned for him to join them. “Three more interviews.”

Brian took the resumes from Drew when he passed them to him. “Can I play this round?”

“Yes,” Drew answered. 

“No,” Elaine said firmly. When Drew gave her an impatient glare, she once again rolled her eyes. “Fine,” she huffed. “But no snarky comments. Keep it professional.” 

Brian grinned at her. His blue eyes sparkled with humor. “When have I ever been unprofessional?”

Elaine let out a snort of laughter. “Your employee file is full of statements regarding your antics. Shall I go get it?” 

He reached for her hand and gave her a playful kiss. “We could discuss my antics over drinks.” 

Elaine withdrew her hand from Brian’s. “If Nicole saw this, she’d be furious.” She gestured to the resumes. “Let’s focus. Three more interviews. I’m hoping we can offer one of these candidates a job by the end of the day.” 

Brian’s eyes scanned the resumes. One name in particular stood out. “Lauren Lane,” he mused. “Sounds like a stripper name.” 

Drew took Lauren’s resume from Brian and looked over her credentials. “She’s got the right experience, but Brian’s right. That sounds like a stripper’s name. Did you research these candidates?”

“Yes,” Elaine answered patiently. “All the way down to their social media.”

“And?” Drew asked. 

Elaine braced herself when Drew brought up Google on his computer. She knew he wasn’t going to like what he found as he typed in Lauren’s name. “And they all have lives. They have side hustles, spouses, children, friends.” 

Drew turned his monitor so Brian and Elaine could see what he found. “And blogs. Not happening.” He shook his head with conviction. “I’m not hiring a blogger, a podcaster, an influencer, or whatever the hell they call themselves these days.” 

Drew made a few clicks on his mouse and brought up Lauren’s site that featured her blog on the homepage, Elaine pointed to the screen. “It’s a lifestyle blog. Look at all the categories. She does beauty product reviews. She tries recipes. There are restaurant reviews. She writes about places she wants to travel.” Elaine gave a slight shrug. “It’s not a big deal.”

“Not a big deal?” Drew muttered. His eyes skimmed the homepage of Lauren’s site. “This post was made barely an hour ago.” As he read, sentences stood out to him. “Sixteen interviews in one year? There has to be a reason no one will hire her.” He pointed at the screen and took her resume out of Brian’s hand once more. “She works at the Sunrise Café, but that’s not on her resume. It says here that she’s working as an admin and supervisor for Owens Corporation. She lied on her resume!” 

Elaine took the resume from him and looked at Lauren’s job history. “I’m sure there’s a reasonable explanation for that. Ask her in the interview,” she suggested. 

Drew shook his head again. “No. I’m not interviewing her.”

Elaine let out an exasperated sigh. “Why not?” 

“Because I’m not hiring her. It’s too risky. Who’s to say she won’t have a bad day, then go home and put it on her blog? I’m not having Hanson Enterprises dragged through the mud.”

“Ok,” Elaine answered. She was familiar with her brother’s stubbornness, but while she saw his point, she knew the urgency they had to get the position filled. “We could talk to her about that and tell her that she can’t write about the company if she gets hired.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Drew said. He finished his coffee and set his mug aside. “I’m not interviewing her or hiring her. Cancel her.” 

“No!” Elaine cried. “She’s due here any minute. Look, Drew... you have to bend a little. People have lives. They have social media, YouTube channels, blogs, and podcasts. It’s the digital world we live in. We’re not going to find a candidate who isn’t online in some way. You need to give her a chance.”

“No,” he said stubbornly. 

“Dammit, Drew, would you just-” Elaine was cut off when Drew’s phone buzzed. A glance at the phone display showed her it was the front desk. “Hi Megan,” she greeted when she picked up his phone. After a quick exchange Elaine hung up the phone and met Drew’s gaze. “Lauren Lane is here for her interview.” She stood up and placed the resume in a file folder. “I’ll be in the small conference room by the front desk, I expect you there in fifteen minutes. Brian, let’s go.” 

Drew watched Brian follow Elaine out of his office like an eager puppy. He had fifteen minutes to spare. Instead of using the time wisely to get some work done, like he usually did, he decided to read Lauren’s latest blog post in its entirety. 

There were pictures of her on her site as well as links to all her social media accounts. She was pretty, there was no denying that. If he wasn’t in the position that he was, as a potential employer, he might be entertained by her. Her writing was descriptive, real, interesting, and full of sass. By the time he’d finished reading not only her most recent post, and skimmed a few other posts regarding her job search, he knew his initial decision was spot on. Today would be the only day Lauren Lane stepped foot into his office. There was no way in hell he’d ever hire her.
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Chapter 2
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So far, so good, Lauren thought to herself. Her first impression was a good one. It was a beautiful office with marble floors, plush carpets, and a luxurious reception area. She accepted a bottle of water from the receptionist and barely waited five minutes before a man and a woman approached her. 

Elaine Hanson, head of HR, was pretty with brown hair that brushed her shoulders in a practical bob. Her eyes were blue, and kind as she smiled at Lauren and shook her hand. 

Brian Weber, Chief Marketing Officer, was easy on the eyes. He was tall and trim. Two dimples appeared on his face when he smiled at her. His brown hair was a tad too long from a professional perspective, but he wore it well. Between his smile and his eyes, he had a way of putting people at ease. He exuded friendliness with a hint of flirtation. 

The three of them sat at a table in a conference room just off the reception area. It was a standard interview, and within minutes, Lauren felt herself relaxing with them. They told her about the company history and what the overall expectations of the job would be. She felt confident about her research and asked appropriate questions about the company and about the CEO. 

Twenty minutes into the interview, Elaine knew they had their EA. She was smart, confident, and experienced. She was also polished in her look. A fact Drew insisted upon but could never be known as an expectation. His EA represented him and Hanson Enterprises. He expected stylish, attractive, and personable. Lauren Lane had all of those attributes. Elaine was about to ask Lauren about her current job situation when the conference room door opened, and Drew appeared. 

Drew sized up the situation. Elaine and Brian, at ease with a job candidate, but professional with an air of authority. Even though he’d seen her on her website, Lauren Lane took his breath away. Her skin was flawless, what he'd once heard described as peaches and cream. Her blonde hair was pulled back, but it looked soft and thick, like his fingers could sink into the silky tresses and get lost. Her eyes hypnotized him, they were the most captivating shade of brown he’d ever seen. Light, almost translucent. Whiskey colored, was all he could think. He ignored the jolt of lust he suddenly felt and sat at the table. 

Lauren sat up straighter in her chair when Andrew Hanson walked into the room. She’d done her research and knew he was an attractive man from his photo on their website. His photo didn’t do him justice. He was tall, with an athletic build. His expensive suit fit his form perfectly. He had dark brown hair, with eyes to match. His presence spoke of confidence and success. When he smiled politely at her, he revealed perfectly straight white teeth. She prayed her hand didn’t tremble in his when he shook her hand in greeting. Her belly danced with nerves as he sat between Elaine and Brian but didn’t say a word. 

Drew reached for Lauren’s resume and gave himself a minute to look over her credentials. He had already seen them, but he was buying himself some time. He still held firm on his decision, but he wasn’t prepared for his physical reaction to Lauren when he walked into the room. Where did that come from? Confidence was never an issue when it came to women. Neither was finding his voice, but it suddenly seemed to elude him. Always professional, it didn’t take long for Drew to compose himself. He glanced at Elaine. “Bring me up to speed.”

“Well,” Elaine began. “Brian and I have been discussing Lauren’s experience. We’ve gotten to know her a bit. She lives nearby, within walking distance.”

“But she didn’t walk today,” Brian said and grinned. “Not in high heels.”

“That’s right,” Lauren answered. “I’m a few blocks away on Fillmore.”

Brian shook his head and laughed. “She’s in the only bungalow left on the street.”

“Yes,” Lauren confirmed. “The house has been in my family for years. My grandmother refuses to sell. When they built the luxury townhomes all of our neighbors were willing to take the money and move, but not grandma. Now we’re surrounded by the townhomes and we’re the only bungalow left.” 

Elaine chuckled with her. “If she ever does decide to sell, I’m sure your grandmother will make a nice profit.”

Drew suddenly found himself irritated. He didn’t have time for small talk. “That’s great,” he said with an air of disinterest. He placed her resume face down on the table and folded his hands. “I’m sure they have told you about the job.”

“Yes,” Lauren replied. “It’s very familiar to me.”

“Hmm,” he mused. “I’m sure the interview is familiar, too. It’s a jungle out there.”

“It is,” Lauren agreed. She shifted in her seat and sensed his change in demeanor.

Drew held his hands apart, then clasped them together once more. “Some people experience numerous interviews, sometimes up to sixteen in a year.”

Lauren’s breath caught in her throat. He’d read her blog; she knew he did. Sixteen wasn’t a random number that people threw out. She kept calm and nodded. “Yes, sir. Sometimes it takes a while to find the right fit.”

Drew sat back in his chair and held her gaze. “I’m sure at this point, you’ve perfected the interview process and navigated through the standard interview questions. They’re annoying, but I’m sure you have your best answers tucked into your pocket.” 

“Drew,” Elaine whispered and gave him a subtle nudge to stop. 

He ignored his sister. “I’m also sure with that many interviews under your belt, you’ve come to the realization that while we’re interviewing you, you’re also interviewing us.” 

“Y-yes,” Lauren stammered. 

He gestured for her to speak. “What questions do you have for us?” 

“Um,” Lauren hesitated. She suddenly felt flustered. “None right now. Elaine and Brian have answered my questions.” She let out a nervous laugh. “I’m sure when I leave here, I’ll think of a dozen things to ask you.”

“If you do,” Elaine chimed in as she handed Lauren her business card, as well as Drew’s card. “Please don’t hesitate to email or call one of us.” 

Drew nodded at Lauren and forced a friendly smile. “I’ll have Elaine fill me in. We’ll be in touch.”

Lauren felt a bead of cold sweat trickle down her spine. Her hands began to shake. She folded them in her lap and smiled at the three of them. It was clear the interview was over. “Thank you for your time.”

“You’re welcome,” Drew replied. He knew he was a tough boss, and he worked hard as the CEO, but he rarely acted like such a jerk. He didn’t know where it came from, and he couldn’t stop the next comment that came out of his mouth. “In the meantime, we’ll be sure to stay in our own lane.” 

Elaine heard Lauren’s sharp intake of breath. She quickly stood up and held the door open for Lauren while she kept a friendly smile on her face. “Thank you so much for coming in.” She glanced at Brian and gave him a subtle nod. “Brian will see you out.” After shaking Lauren’s hand, Elaine closed the door behind her. It took everything she had not to slam it shut. She turned to Drew and glared at him. “What the hell was that?” 

“I told you I wasn’t hiring her,” Drew snapped. “That was a complete waste of time.”

“And I told you to give her a chance,” Elaine shot back. “She was perfect for the position. You didn’t have to come in here and be such a jerk. Over one silly blog post?”

Not in the mood for a fight, Drew stood up to signal that the conversation was over. “It’s not just one post. Every interview that she has, and she doesn’t get the job, she calls out the company. That’s completely unprofessional.”

“Sharing an interview experience with others is not unprofessional,” Elaine stated. 

“You see it your way, I’ll see it mine,” he replied. He picked up the next resume and looked it over, then shoved it at Elaine. “I don’t have time for this crap. This one looks just fine. Hire her. See if she can start on Monday.”

Elaine put her hands on her hips and let out a sigh of frustration. “You don’t even want to meet her?” 

“Nope,” he said decisively. “I don’t want to meet her. I didn’t want to meet little miss blogger, and whoever the third interview is, I don’t want to meet them, either. I have work to do. It’s your job to find me an EA, so find me a Goddamn EA!”

“I swear to God, Drew,” Elaine seethed. “If this next one walks out on us, I’ll...”

“You’ll what?” he asked arrogantly. 

Elaine tugged on the hem of her suit jacket and lifted her chin a notch. “I’ll quit.”

Drew blinked in shock. Since she’d been in charge of HR, Elaine had kept the company running smoothly. The last thing he wanted to do was lose her. “You wouldn’t.”

Elaine glanced at her watch. She had enough time before the next interview to sneak a cigarette. She needed one, she was so angry at her brother. As he stood before her, full of confidence and smiling smugly at her, she yanked the door open and gave him a parting shot. “Watch me.” 

––––––––
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Lauren held her head high as she walked through the lobby, took the elevator to the main floor, and walked out of the building into the bright, cold day. Even though the temperatures were frigid, she had foregone a winter coat because it was bulky and wouldn’t go with her outfit. She barely noticed the freezing air; her skin was burning with embarrassment. It was clear Andrew Hanson had researched her and not only stumbled across her blog site but took the time to read her latest post. So far, not one potential employer had let on that they had read her posts. It was a dream of hers to have her work directly quoted back to her, but not this way. This was a nightmare. She was honest in her blog and shared her real thoughts and experiences about the crazy interviews she’d had. What was wrong with her post this morning? There was nothing negative about anyone. Was she a little sassy? Sure, but that was normal. It was her style, her writer’s voice. She received the most compliments on her work when her sass came through. 

As she slid into the driver’s seat of her car, she tossed her tote bag onto the passenger seat. She gripped the steering wheel with her hands in an attempt to stop them from trembling. What the heck had just happened? One minute she was having a great interview with HR and one of the executives, the next minute, the CEO appeared, quoted her writing back to her, then all but dismissed her. 

“Calm down,” she whispered and forced herself to take slow breaths. “Maybe it’s not as bad as you think. He could have been having a bad day. Maybe HR will convince him that I’m the right person for the position and they’ll call me tomorrow and offer me the job. Oh, God,” she groaned. “Who am I kidding? That sucked and I know it.” She glanced across the street at the café. Since the time was right between breakfast and lunch, it wouldn’t be too busy. Even though it was just across the street, she drove there simply because she no longer wanted to be in the parking lot associated with Hanson Enterprises. 

Lauren drove around the back of the building and parked in the small employee lot. Without hesitation, she got out of the car and used her key to the back entrance that led into the manager’s office. When she entered the office, the warmth engulfed her. Even though her skin felt like it was burning, it was comforting to walk into the heat, not to mention the fragrant scents of baked goods and coffee. As expected, her best friend, Maddy, was sitting at the desk working on a catering order. 

Maddy glanced up from the computer when she felt a gust of cold air as Lauren walked into the office. She shivered against the chill. Her arms, exposed in her short-sleeved shirt, were decorated with numerous tattoos. Her hair was purple this week. It changed frequently since her niece worked in a nearby salon and specialized in color. She smiled at Lauren as she closed and locked the door behind her. “Well, how did it go?” Maddy inquired. When she saw the defeat in Lauren’s eyes, her heart softened to her friend. “Oh, no. Not again.”

“God, Maddy,” Lauren breathed and plopped down in the chair across from the desk. “I’m going to be stuck here forever, aren’t I?” 

“I’ll most likely be here forever,” Maddy pointed out. “Is that so bad to be stuck here with me?” 

“You know I want to move on,” Lauren stated. “I want bigger. I want better.”

Maddy swiveled her chair toward the small refrigerator behind her. She took two bottles of locally brewed ale out and handed one to Lauren. “Mike’s stash.”

Lauren twisted the cap off and took a swig. “He really needs to get a liquor license.”

“No way,” Maddy scoffed. “Then we’d be open in the evenings and on weekends.” She saved her work on the computer and gave Lauren her undivided attention. “Tell me what happened.”

Lauren set the beer down and began to remove the pins from her hair. “It started out ok...” 

While Lauren took her hair out of the up-do and set it free over her shoulders, she filled Maddy in on the interview. Maddy listened with an attentive ear, made comments and murmurs of acknowledgment. When Lauren got to the part where she met Drew and how the interview went south from there, she was sympathetic for her friend, and full of understanding that Lauren would be embarrassed. 

“Oh, geez,” Maddy muttered. “That sucks.” She perked up when a thought hit her. “But your writing was quoted back to you, that’s got to be something.”

“It would be,” Lauren agreed. “If it was done in a positive manner and not like he was looking down on me or mocking me.”

Maddy pointed a finger at Lauren. “Nobody better mock your writing,” she warned. “You’re so talented.”

“Thanks,” Lauren mumbled, then let out a sigh. “Another waste of time.”

Maddy studied Lauren. She hated to see her so down. Always a supportive friend, she tried a positive angle. “Clearly, that’s not your door.”

“God!” Lauren huffed. “You say that all the time!” 

“And I mean it. The last place you worked eliminated your position because of a corporate merger.”

“Yeah,” Lauren grumbled. “Probably a merger that was facilitated by Hanson Enterprises.” 

“But that merger brought you here,” Maddy pointed out.

“True.” Lauren pushed her hair off her shoulders and reached for her beer. “You told me that the universe never shuts one door without opening another.”

“I’m a firm believer in that,” Maddy replied. “Universe, God, a higher power. One door doesn’t shut without another opening.”

Lauren nodded. “And all during my job search, after each failed interview, you always say, ‘That’s not your door’.”

“Maybe it’s not.” Maddy shrugged. “Maybe none of this is your door.”

“Are you kidding me?” Lauren cried. “If it’s not my door, why do I keep trying to open it?” She slouched down in her chair and pouted. “Why do I have all of this experience if this isn’t my door? Why have I worked as an administrative or an executive assistant if I’m meant to do something else?”

“That something else will present itself,” Maddy stated. “You just have to believe.”

“What I believe,” Lauren muttered. “Is that I’m never going to make the salary I want. I’m going to be stuck working in a café. My grandmother is going to pass away, and I’m going to die an old maid.” 

“You’re the one who put dating on hold,” Maddy reminded her. “I know plenty of suitable guys, whether you’re looking for a one night stand or a relationship, I’ve got you.”

“I put dating on hold because of grandma’s health. I can’t have any distractions right now. She deserves all the time I can give her.”

“You’re a good person,” Maddy praised. “Chin up, my friend. At least we work together and when you really think about it, it’s not that bad here. The hours are normal. The tips are decent, and Mike is a great boss.” 

They both turned when the door opened and Mike, the owner of the café, walked in. “Damn right I’m a great boss,” he stated. He shook his head when he saw the two bottles of beer. “Except for when you two dig into my private reserve.”

“It’s five o’clock somewhere,” Maddy giggled. 

Mike turned to Lauren. His brown eyes were full of curiosity. “Well, how did it go? Are you here to give your notice?”

“No,” Lauren answered. “It was a bust.”

His eyes crinkled when he smiled. “Are you here to tell me you’ll finally be my GM?” 

“No,” she repeated. “I’m here to lick my wounds.”

“Well,” Mike stated. “As much as I’d hate to lose you, they’d be lucky to have you, and they’re fools if they don’t hire you.” 

Lauren returned Mike’s smile. Like Joann and George Brooks, he was also an old family friend. When Lauren was laid off one year prior, Mike didn’t hesitate to offer her a job. “Thanks, Mike. You’re the best."

He gave her shoulder a gentle pat, then picked up a file folder off his desk and turned to leave the office. “Always here for you, sweetie.”

Lauren continued to smile as he left. “If he was twenty-five years younger, I could fall for him.” 

Maddy lowered her voice. “He’s a bit of a silver fox, isn’t he? Women date older men all the time, go for it.”

“No. He’s too much of a father figure.” When her phone chimed to signal she had a new email, Lauren’s stomach dropped. Deep down, she knew what it was. When she checked her email and saw that she was right, her eyes filled with frustrated tears as she read aloud. “Dear Ms. Lane, thank you so much for your time today. While we are impressed with your qualifications and your skills, we regret to inform you that we have gone in another direction. Your application will be held on file for the next six months should something open up that we feel would be the right fit for you. Sincerely, Elaine Hanson.” She dropped her phone into her tote, then hung her head in defeat. “Ugh.” 

Maddy reached for Lauren’s hand and gave her a squeeze. “The right situation is out there, I promise.” 

When Lauren lifted her head, one tear trickled down her cheek. Her chin trembled when she spoke. “Why does it feel so hopeless?” 

“It’s not,” Maddy assured her. 

“I feel like a failure,” Lauren whispered. 

“You’re not,” Maddy said supportively. She finished her beer, then took Lauren’s empty bottle and tossed them in the recycle bin. “Come on. I’ll make you your favorite sandwich, you can take it home for lunch. Enjoy the rest of your day. Relax, and come back tomorrow with a clear mind.” Maddy slipped her arm around Lauren’s shoulders and leaned her head against hers as they walked out of the office. 

“Maybe I need to stop trying to open doors and start with windows,” Lauren mused. 

“Maybe,” Maddy agreed. “I think the most important lesson of all is to learn to be happy where you are, no matter what life has in store for you.” She wrapped both of her arms around Lauren as they walked together. “No matter what it is, I know it’s going to be great.”

“I hope so,” Lauren murmured. 

“I know so,” Maddy replied. “I’ll be right here by your side to witness it. I can’t wait to see what it is!” 
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Chapter 3
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Lauren helped Maddy with sandwiches, two salads, and a cup of chicken soup for her grandmother. On the way home, she stopped by Whole Foods for some light groceries. She parked her car in the small garage behind the house, then entered through the back door, and into the kitchen. After she set the grocery bags on the counter, she slipped out of her heels, then took the takeout bag from the café with her into the living room, where she knew Jo would be. 

Jo was sitting in a recliner with a blanket over her lap and a book in her hands. She glanced up when she heard Lauren’s footsteps and smiled at her. “Well?”

Lauren held up the takeout bags and sat on the sofa. “I stopped by the café for lunch. I hope you’re hungry.”

Jo could see the weariness in Lauren’s eyes and knew immediately that the interview hadn’t gone well. She could sense Lauren’s hesitation to talk and decided to give her a little time. “You didn’t have to do that. I was going to wait until you got home and make you something to eat.” 

“No need,” Lauren replied. “Maddy made sandwiches for us, and I got us each a salad.” She glanced over her shoulder. “She’s sleeping again?”

“Yes,” Jo answered. “Rest is the best thing for her right now, but she was up for a bit while you were gone. We prayed for you.” She paused when Lauren gave her a half-hearted smile. “Then she wanted me to read to her.” 

Lauren gestured to the book in Jo’s hands. Her shoulders shook with laughter. “A bodice ripper?” 

Jo held up the paperback and wiggled her eyebrows. “This one is steamy. I’m reading ahead so I know what to expect.”

Lauren continued to laugh. “She’s shameless with those novels, isn’t she?” 

Jo joined Lauren on the sofa and helped her unpack lunch. “It’s her only guilty pleasure right now, so we need to read her all the smut that she wants.”

“I’m sure she’ll want me to read to her tonight. Tell me what to expect so I don’t die from embarrassment.”

“The Duke is disguising himself as a stable boy. The Princess loathes him because of his position, but she desires him. You get to read the best part. He’s about to bend her over in the barn.”

“Jo!” Lauren cried as her laughter intensified. “I can’t believe I have to read that.”

“I just read that part,” Jo giggled. “It’s pretty racy.”

“Dare I ask how many times I have to say, ‘her bosom heaved’?” Lauren asked. 

“Not near as many times as you’ll have to say the word, tumescence,” Jo snickered. She patted Lauren’s hand, then stood up. “I’ll get us some drinks.” 

When Jo returned a few minutes later, she handed Lauren a glass of iced tea. Jo filled Lauren in on their morning, then insisted on staying through the afternoon like she did most days during the week. Lauren was grateful. It would give her a chance to get in a quick run to clear her head. With a snowstorm moving in, she wanted to take advantage of the dry sidewalks while she could. 

When Jo figured enough time had passed, she took a bite of her salad, then set it aside. “Tell me what happened.” 

Lauren sighed heavily. “It didn’t go well.” When Jo simply nodded and gave her a pat on the back, Lauren continued. “It started out great, but then the CEO came in, and I guess he read my blog and didn’t like it.”

Jo blinked in confusion. “How can anyone not like your blog? You’re so talented.”

Lauren shook her head, still in somewhat of a daze. “I made a post this morning, simply talking about my experience with how many interviews I’d been to this past year. He kept quoting things back to me.” She took a bite of her turkey club and followed it with a drink of iced tea. “But it wasn’t like he was impressed. It was almost like he was making fun of me.”

“What a jerk,” Jo muttered. 

“It was so awkward. I was uncomfortable, the HR manager looked irritated with him.” She held up her phone. “I already got the rejection email from her. They have the same last name, so she’s either his wife or she’s somehow related to him. I only looked at his profile on their site, not hers.” She took a bite of her salad. “I don’t know why my post would have irritated him so much to go to the extreme to not even try to get to know me. He didn’t ask one interview question. The moment he came in, the entire mood in the room shifted.” She closed her eyes and grimaced. “When I left, he even told me he’d stay in his own lane.”

“Oh, no!” Jo was familiar with the way Lauren signed off on her posts. “What did you do?” 

“I kept composed,” Lauren answered. “But I couldn’t get out of that parking lot fast enough. It’s right across from the café, so I went and saw Maddy.” She covered her face with her hands. “I’m so embarrassed, Jo!” 

Jo scooted closer to her and slipped her arm around her shoulders. “Don’t be embarrassed, honey. Look at the bright side. At least you found out now and not after getting the job and finding out he was a nightmare to work for. Like that doctor... What was his name?”

“Ugh,” Lauren groaned. “Dr. Dixon, who I so lovingly call Dr. Dickhead.” She nodded as Jo looked at her expectantly. “You’re right, that is a silver lining.”

“All obstacles are in your favor,” Jo stated. “The right thing will present itself.”

Lauren smiled sadly at her. “You and Maddy sound alike.” 

Jo reached for Lauren’s iPad on the coffee table. “What was this company?”

“Hanson Enterprises,” Lauren answered. “I interviewed for the position of executive assistant to the CEO, Andrew Hanson.”

Jo did a search and found the website, then clicked on the executive bios. “Looks like Elaine Hanson is his sister,” she mused. She tapped on Andrew’s bio and let out a low whistle. “He’s gorgeous!” 

“Meh,” Lauren grumbled. “I thought so at first, but not after the way he treated me.” 

“Their loss,” Jo stated as she set the tablet aside. “I know you’re disappointed, but sweetie, don’t compromise yourself. If a potential employer doesn’t like what you do in your personal time, then you don’t need them.”

“I know,” Lauren sighed. Her eyes filled with tears. “I just wanted to be able to save for the future. I’m not blind, grandma won’t be around much longer. I want to take care of myself, have a good retirement, and buy a better car. I have all these skills, why can’t I find the right job?” 

Jo smiled softly at Lauren. “You’re going to be just fine. I’m glad you’re not blind to what’s happening with Judy. Your maturity astounds me.”

“That doesn’t make it any easier,” Lauren whispered. 

“I know,” Jo replied. “George and I are here for you. I don’t know why you can’t find the perfect fit but try to find your peace now. Mike is always willing to work with your schedule.”

“He is,” Lauren agreed. “In the grand scheme of it all, it’s not a horrible situation.”

Jo smiled at her and hugged her. “It’s not. Now, let’s finish our lunch and I can fill you in on the Duke and the Princess and their tryst in the stable.” 

––––––––
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After her run and a long, hot shower, Lauren felt a little better about the day. Once Jo went home, she took some time to look over her site and re-read her post from the morning. In her eyes, there was nothing detrimental about it. Andrew Hanson’s reaction to it told her that he overreacted and clearly had no sense of humor. Two attributes that were a total turn off for her. 

“God help the person they hire,” Lauren murmured. She glanced at the clock and saw that dinner time was near. As she heated up Judy’s soup, she nibbled on the remainder of her lunch. When the soup was warm, she put it in a bowl and placed it on a tray along with crackers and a mug of tea. She glanced over her shoulder when she heard her name called. “Perfect timing,” she said, and smiled as she walked into the bedroom.

The room was once used as an office for Judy, but when she became bedridden, it was easier to access the room right off the kitchen instead of making the trek up and down the stairs. It was a comfortable room. The walls were a neutral shade of taupe, hardwood floors were covered with an area rug in darker shades of browns and burgundy. 

Lauren set the tray on the dresser and helped Judy sit against the pillows. Her fingers were gentle on her grandmother as she brushed her hair away from her eyes. “How are you feeling?” Lauren asked. 

“Lazy,” Judy answered, her voice quiet, but firm. “All I ever do is rest anymore.”

Lauren held up the romance novel and looked at her grandmother and grinned. “That’s not all I hear.”

Judy laughed softly. “Jo was just getting to the good part when I fell asleep this afternoon.”

“Yes, I hear we’re in for a treat,” Lauren teased. 

“We’re not, the Princess in the story is,” Judy replied. She gestured toward the tray. “What do you have?” 

“The café’s chicken soup,” Lauren answered. “I stopped by there after my interview.” She fluffed the pillows behind Judy, then placed the tray over her lap. “Can you do it, or do you need me to feed you?” 

Getting old was one thing, becoming sick and barely able to care for herself was frustrating for Judy. On good days she fed herself, on her weak days, she allowed Jo or Lauren to assist her. She wanted to do it for herself today. “I’ll start. If I get too tired, you can help.” 

Lauren sat on the side of the bed and watched as Judy sampled the soup. “Good?” 

“Mm,” Judy sighed. “So good. Mike has the best recipe.” She took another bite, then set her spoon aside. “Jo told me about the interview while you were on your run.” When Lauren simply nodded, Judy let out a cynical laugh. “Bastards.”

Lauren couldn’t help but smile. “I agree.”

“Although, Jo did show me his picture on your iPad,” Judy stated. “He’s very handsome.”

“I have no interest in him whatsoever. He’s probably a selfish person.”

Judy winked at her and took another spoonful of soup. “Get him in the sack and find out.”

“Grandma!” Lauren gasped. 

Judy shrugged. “Why not?” 

“Because,” Lauren answered. “I’m not focusing on anything like that right now, and if I have it my way, I’ll never see Andrew Hanson again.” She pulled a chair up next to the bed and made herself comfortable. “Jo said George is driving her here tomorrow.”

“Yes,” Judy replied. “We’re supposed to get a good snow. I love to watch it out the front window. He’s going to help her move me out there for the day. A change of scenery will be nice.”

“I imagine it will,” Lauren murmured. When Judy signaled that she was done with her meal, Lauren removed the tray, then pulled a blanket over her lap as she settled into her chair again. She held up the romance novel. “Shall I continue where Jo left off?” When Judy nodded, Lauren opened to the book-marked page and began to read. “He let out a husky laugh as he turned her in his arms and held her captive against the wall with his body. His lips scorched her skin as he kissed her neck. His fingers were swift as he worked on the ties of her bodice. Within moments, the garment slipped from his hands. They tumbled to the floor of the stable. She protested. He held her hands captive over her head, his eyes trailed over her creamy bosom. Oh, God,” Lauren groaned. 

Judy shushed her and snickered. “Keep your commentary to yourself. Continue.”

Lauren cleared her throat and did as Judy said. She got through the chapter and kept her composure, even though like Jo said, the phrase heaving bosom, and the word tumescence were used more than once. She suppressed a laugh when she read about the Princess and how her leg ended up over the Duke’s shoulder. After thirty minutes of reading, she glanced up to see her grandmother was asleep. Historical romance novels weren’t Lauren’s choice of reading, but if Judy loved them, who was she to judge? As her grandmother slept, Lauren took a moment to skim ahead to see how many steamy chapters she would have to endure. It looked like plenty. She chuckled and set the book aside. After she took the tray to the kitchen, she returned to make sure Judy was comfortable. She kissed her forehead, then turned out the lights. 

It had been a long, disappointing day. Tomorrow Lauren had to be at work at five o’clock in the morning for the breakfast shift. She didn’t mind the early hours. Going in early meant her day was done early. She double checked the locks, set the alarm, then slipped into bed, ready to put the day behind her. 

––––––––
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At quarter to five the next morning, Lauren kissed her grandmother goodbye, wished Jo a good day, then bundled up to make the easy walk to work. Early morning was Lauren’s favorite part of the day. It was always so quiet and peaceful outside. Sometimes she came across a neighbor taking their dog for a walk, but usually it was just her, alone with her thoughts on the ten minute walk to work. 

The snow fell softly. Her breath came out in visible puffs as she trudged through the powder. Four inches overnight, and another four on the way. Like it seemed most snow storms did, it was projected to stop by noon. Lauren never understood why they always seemed to move in during the most inconvenient times like rush hour, morning, or night. Most Colorado natives were comfortable driving in the snow and ice. Not Lauren. She never seemed to grasp the concept on how to navigate snow packed roads. She smiled to herself with a bemused grin. Just one more reason to appreciate that she lived close to work. She couldn’t help the next thought that crossed her mind. What would happen after grandma passed away? 

She shook that thought as she reached the café. The kitchen staff arrived an hour before she did every day. As she unlocked the front door, she inhaled the scent of baked goods and fresh coffee. Her mouth watered in anticipation of a mocha and a croissant to start her day. She waved to the workers in the kitchen, said good morning, then headed to the office to get the register money out of the safe. When the register was open and the café was ready to go, Lauren decided to unlock the doors fifteen minutes early, due to customers waiting outside. A little snow wasn’t going to stop them from getting their breakfast and coffee. If anything, the weather made them want it more. 

Lauren greeted regulars with smiles and waves as they approached the counter. From the moment she unlocked the doors, they had a steady stream of customers, even as the snow continued to fall. 

Most mornings were busy, and Lauren appreciated that. It made the time go by quickly, and since she was comfortable with her job, she felt confident that she could multitask by taking orders, accepting payment, and making coffee drinks all at the same time. 

As the line of customers became tighter because they all wanted to get out of the snow, the dining area of the restaurant became crowded. Voices were a loud buzz in the air as patrons made small talk with one another in line. Mike greeted people as they walked in the door, and he worked on mopping up melted snow. It was loud and busy, but Mike took pride that his employees kept it running so smoothly. 

Lauren handed a cup holder with four coffees in it along with a bag of bagels to a customer. She peeked at her watch and saw that it was near nine o’clock. As she began to prepare a latte, she glanced at Maddy next to her. “Where’s Christy?” 

Maddy smiled at a guest and handed them their to-go breakfast. “She’s stuck in traffic. She’ll be here as soon as she can.” 

“She was scheduled at eight,” Lauren grumbled. “She knew about the storm, she should have left earlier. I hate to get off schedule. I have paperwork to do.”

Maddy’s eyes widened as she looked at the line of customers. “You’re not leaving me out here alone, are you?” 

“No,” Lauren answered. “I wouldn’t do that to you.” She glanced at the line of customers as she readjusted her apron strings. When she saw who was third in line she let out a gasp and turned quickly away from the counter. “Oh, my God!” 

“What’s wrong?” Maddy whispered. 

Lauren glanced over her shoulder, then back at Maddy. “Those two men in line, behind the next two customers, that’s who I had the interview with yesterday!”

“Them?” Maddy questioned. She gave Lauren a playful nudge. “You got to sit up close with those two dreamboats? Wait until I tell Christy. She looks forward to the eye candy when they come in.”

“They come here often?” Lauren asked. She made herself busy and cleaned the espresso machine with a damp towel. 

“Almost every day at this time,” Maddy replied. “You’re always in the back, that’s why you’ve never noticed. Now I want to hear more about your interview. Which one is the boss?”

Lauren didn’t turn around. “The one with the dark hair and brown eyes.” 

“He is hot,” Maddy declared. 

“He’s an ass,” Lauren hissed. She started to untie her apron. “I can’t wait on him, how humiliating.”

Maddy grabbed her arm as Lauren tried to walk off. “Hey! You just said you’re not leaving me here.”

“I changed my mind. I can’t do this.”

“You don’t have a choice,” Maddy stated. “This place is way too busy for me to handle it on my own. Now suck it up and don’t let him see you sweat.” 

Maddy was right, Lauren knew she was. It didn’t make it any easier. She made herself busy with coffee orders while Maddy worked the register and called food orders to the kitchen. Unfortunately for Lauren, the next two orders were simple black coffees. She busied herself by wiping down the counter and forced herself to remain calm when she heard Drew place his order for two lattes and two breakfast sandwiches. She kept her back to them while she made their drinks and prayed the kitchen would be fast with their orders and Maddy could be the one to interact with them. No such luck when there was a crash in the kitchen followed by a few expletives and Mike rushing into the back to assist. She could feel her skin burning as she finally turned around and handed Drew the two lattes. 

Drew blinked in shock to see Lauren. Even though he remembered that her blog stated that she worked there, he’d never seen her work the counter before. He handed Brian his latte, then turned to the counter to wait while Brian sent Lauren a friendly wave, then stepped away to take a phone call. “Hey,” he said in greeting. 

“Hey,” Lauren returned lamely. She forced herself not to shift on her feet when Maddy told the next customer it would be one minute, then disappeared into the kitchen. “Sorry for the delay.” She pointed behind her. “Sounds like they dropped something, but we’ll get your breakfast as soon as possible.”

“It’s no problem,” Drew answered. He glanced around the crowded restaurant. “This place is always busy. More so when it snows, huh?” 

“Yeah,” she answered. “For some reason people think they need to eat heavily when it snows.” 

When Lauren made it clear she wasn’t in the mood for small talk, Drew wanted to step away from the counter, but that wasn’t possible with how crowded it was. Finding himself stuck, he decided to face the awkwardness and address what they both weren’t talking about. “So, yesterday,” he began. “It’s business, not personal. No hard feelings?” 

Still not making eye contact, Lauren started to wipe down the counter again. “None at all,” she said and shook her head. 

Drew nodded and glanced around the restaurant once more, hoping for an opportunity to move. He wondered how Brian had made it through the throng of people. “Good luck in your job search. It sounds like it’s been tough on you.”

“Yeah,” Lauren snorted, then let out a cynical laugh. “You have no idea.” 

Drew knew it wasn’t his place, but as a CEO who decided not to hire her, he felt compelled to educate her. “You might want to start by not lying on your resume.”

Lauren’s head snapped up as she finally made eye contact with him. “Excuse me?” 

“Your resume,” he replied. “You have your current place of employment as...” He searched his brain as he tried to remember, then nodded when it came to him. “Owens Corporation. You work here, at the café. Lying about your experience makes you look bad.” 

Lauren took slow, controlled breaths, and reminded herself that it was wrong to take the lid off his coffee and pour it over his head. When Mike emerged from the kitchen, she waved him over. “Mike, what’s your last name?” she asked, while she looked at Drew. 

“Owens,” Mike answered. 

“And the name of your LLC?” 

“Owens Corporation,” Mike stated. 

Lauren simply nodded. “What’s my job title?”

Mike let out a light laugh and patted her on the back. “Depends on the hour of the day. Supervisor, Admin, Office Manager, Customer Service Representative.” He looked between the customer and Lauren and noticed the smug smile on her face. “Who wants to know?” 

Lauren tilted her head and studied Drew’s face. She was full of satisfaction to prove him wrong. “No one important.” When Mike walked off to continue mopping, her smile faded. “I don’t lie.”

“Ok, I was wrong,” Drew said. “Can’t blame me though, that’s how it came across.”

Lauren didn’t respond. She happily picked up his order when it was called out and handed him the bag. When Drew turned away from the counter, only to turn back, Lauren looked at him expectantly. “Is there something else you need?”

“No.” Drew shook his head. “But I will give you one piece of advice from a CEO’s point of view.”

Lauren nodded at the customer behind Drew and signaled to them it would be just one more minute. “Yeah, what’s that?” 

He zipped his coat and took his drink off the counter. His voice was less than friendly when he spoke up. “Lose the blog.” 

Her eyes widened in shock as she repeated herself from only moments ago. “Excuse me?”

“Lose the blog,” he repeated. “It’s not helping you in your job search.”

“Why would you say that? I work hard on my writing.”

He backed away from the counter and shrugged one shoulder. “If I hadn’t looked you up, you’d probably be giving your notice today. You have the experience, HR thought you were perfect, and I trust Elaine. Your site was the reason you didn’t get hired.”

“Then why even interview me?” Lauren questioned. 

“I wanted to cancel the interview, but you had just shown up.” 

Lauren placed her hands on her hips. Her eyes glowed with anger. “Are you telling me that before I sat down for the interview, you knew you weren’t going to hire me because of my blog?”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying,” Drew responded. He raised his coffee cup to her in a mock toast. “Have a good day, Lauren. And remember, stay in your own lane.” 

Maddy had overheard the exchange. She stepped to Lauren’s side and watched Drew leave the café with Brian. “Did he just say...” Her voice trailed off when she glanced at Lauren and saw the anger on her face. “He didn’t hire you because of your blog?”

“That’s exactly what he said,” Lauren confirmed. 

Maddy passed an order to a customer and told them to stay warm. “You’re not going to take it down, are you?” 

“Hell no!” Lauren exclaimed. 

“What are you going to do?” Maddy asked. 

Lauren tossed the towel onto the counter, not with a snap, but with silent fury. Her jaw was set in determination when she glanced at Maddy. “Mr. CEO,” she declared, her voice low and dangerous, “just became the star of my newest post.” 

Maddy’s grin was a mile wide. She clapped her hands with glee as Lauren stomped away from the counter. “Oh, this is going to be awesome! Lauren’s best work comes out when she’s pissed,” she murmured to herself. “Watch out, Mr. CEO. You just poked the bear!”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 4
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Later that night, Lauren was still fuming. Who the hell did Andrew Hanson think he was to tell her to take her blog down? 

After he left the café, she had used her energy productively. She switched places with Mike and had him assist Maddy behind the counter while she furiously mopped the floor from the melted snow that was tracked in. 

When she got home that afternoon, she had channeled her energy into more physical exertion and shoveled the sidewalks. She kept her calm through dinner and while she read to Judy, but inside she was still simmering with rage. When her grandmother was asleep, she took a long, hot shower, poured a glass of wine, and sat at her desk. While her computer booted up, she chewed on her lower lip as she continued to replay the interaction with Drew in her mind. If he had offered her the job and told her she couldn’t write about the company, she would have respected that. For him to give her unsolicited advice about her blog, then tell her it was the sole reason he didn’t hire her, stung deep. She rifled through her tote bag and found the two business cards Elaine had given her. Part of her wanted to email Elaine and tell her what happened between her and Drew in the café and ask for a second interview. Maybe she would have a chance to explain her writing and assure them that she’d never write about the company while she was employed there. If what Drew said was true and HR thought she was perfect for the position, maybe they’d have an open mind and give her a second chance. 

She opened her email and typed in Elaine’s address. As she was about to compose her email, she stopped. Was it only Drew’s decision not to offer her the job, or was Elaine in agreement with him because of her blog? If she reached out to Elaine, did she risk making a fool of herself by asking for another chance? Didn’t she already make a fool of herself, unbeknownst to her, because she sat through that interview hopeful and confident, only to find out she never had a chance in the first place? Oh, that was a bitter pill to swallow. Most of all, did she really want to work for someone she thought was such an ass? 

“Lose the blog,” she mimicked as she thought about Drew’s words.

She slammed the delete button on the email draft, tossing Elaine’s card back into her bag. Enough was enough. Mr. CEO was her newest topic. Her anger became fuel. Her footsteps were full of purpose as she gathered her phone and ring light. She didn't bother with makeup. Her rage was a better accessory. She pressed record and smiled into the lens, then began to talk about her day.

––––––––
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The next afternoon, after a long, tedious day, Drew took a moment to sit at his desk and stare out the window. He was glad it was Friday afternoon and looked forward to the weekend. Most people looked forward to two consecutive days off, out of the office, not worrying about work. Drew simply worked from home over the weekends and rarely took more than one day off to decompress. In his mind, there was too much work to be done. At least one thing was now off of his mind. Elaine had done exactly what he told her to do. She hired an executive assistant, and his new employee would begin work on Monday. Unfortunately for his new employee, there wasn’t anyone there to train her. Minus HR going through paperwork and the standard company orientation, she was on her own. Drew didn’t give that much thought. Any EA worth her salt would jump in and figure out the job. 

He returned a few emails, then once more looked off into the distance. The exchange he’d had with Lauren Lane at the café was heavy on his mind. She hadn’t asked for his advice, but he’d given it to her. Had he been too hard on her? Before he could second guess his actions, he glanced at his door when he heard a knock. 

Brian stood in the entryway with a grin on his face. “It’s Friday, loosen up.”

Drew hunched up his shoulders and adjusted his tie to a relaxed position. “I am loose.”

“Bullshit,” Brian scoffed. “You have business on the brain like you always do.”

“I don’t have much of a choice,” Drew muttered. 

Brian walked to a small refrigerator in the corner and selected a beer for each of them. It had been their Friday ritual for years to end the day with a beer, sometimes two. He passed one to Drew, then sat across from him. “Penny for your thoughts.” 

“Do you think I was too much of a dick yesterday?” 

Brian lounged in his chair and rested his feet on Drew’s desk. “Which time?” 

Drew gave him a sarcastic grin, then swatted Brian’s foot with a letter opener. “Get your feet off my desk.” He twisted the cap off the bottle and took a long drink. “To that job candidate.”

“Lauren?” Brian questioned. He lowered his feet and was thoughtful for a moment as he remembered the pretty blonde. “Well, I was on the phone when you were talking to her, so I didn’t hear you. But based on what you told me about the exchange, yes, it sounds like you were a dick.” 

“I simply gave her my advice,” Drew stated. 

“She never asked for it,” Brian pointed out. 

“Well, there’s nothing wrong with some constructive criticism. If she wants to be an executive assistant, she can’t write about companies the way that she does. She shouldn’t be blogging at all. With all the avenues of technology and social media, potential employers are going to search for applicants. Just like I did. If she’s smart, she’ll take her blog down, or at the very least stop calling out companies after a bad interview.”

“I don’t think that’s gonna happen after yesterday,” Brian declared. 

“She’s been to sixteen interviews in the past year.” Drew shook his head, bemused, as he thought about going on that many interviews. “There’s one common thread there, and that’s her. I’m one hundred percent sure her site is the reason no one will offer her a job.”

Brian raised his brows and nodded. Drew had a point. “Have you looked to see if she took your advice?”

“No,” Drew answered. “It was only yesterday. I doubt she took it down yet.” He turned to his computer and typed in the website address. “No new posts featured.” His computer cursor hovered over a thumbnail on the screen as he glanced at Brian. “But there’s a video.” He adjusted the monitor so they could both see. 

On the screen was Lauren. Her blonde hair was pulled up into a careless bun. She wore a pink cotton camisole with lace trim, topped with a matching pink cotton robe. Drew kept a straight face, but his stomach dipped and turned to see how flawless she was. Blonde tendrils framed her face. Her skin was free from makeup and looked like smooth porcelain. 

Brian wiggled his brows. “Looks like she’s ready for bed.” He took in her surroundings and saw her dresser and bed in the background. “I wonder if her sheets smell as good as she did?”

Drew rolled his eyes. “How many times have I told you to stop sniffing the job candidates?”

Brian chuckled and reached for his beer. “Couldn’t help myself. She smelled soft and womanly. I wonder what fragrance she wears?” 

Drew gave Brian an impatient glare. “Keep those thoughts to yourself. If Nicole heard you talk like that, she’d be pissed. Believe me,” he muttered. “I remember her jealous streak.”

Brian gave Drew an easy shrug. “Half the time I think she’s only with me to make you jealous.” 

“You think so?” Drew questioned. He didn’t want to believe his ex would be so petty as to get involved with his best friend just to get to him. Through their short-lived relationship, Nicole’s true colors were revealed to him. She was controlling, jealous, suspicious... In a nutshell, Drew thought she was crazy. He didn’t want to see Brian played, but he wouldn’t put it past Nicole’s devious side if she used Brian to get back with him. It wasn’t going to happen. Drew was a loyal friend. When Brian came to him and told him there was a growing attraction between him and Nicole, Drew gave his blessing. Even though, deep down, he knew Brian was in love with Elaine. He thought Nicole would be happy that Drew supported their relationship, but his support seemed to bother her.

Brian didn’t want to think about his girlfriend wanting to get back together with Drew, any longer. He waved the topic aside and pointed to the computer screen. “Play it.” 

Drew turned the volume up and pressed play. A glance at the bottom of the video capture showed that it was ten minutes long. He and Brian got comfortable and sat back to watch. 

––––––––
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Lauren smiled into the camera and sent a friendly wave. “Hi everyone and thanks for tuning in. It’s been a while since I’ve done one of my late night videos.” She laughed softly. “Late Night, With Lauren!” She paused for a sip of wine, then held up her glass along with the bottle of cabernet. “I have a lot to say tonight, so instead of a long blog post, I thought I’d grace you all with a video. I’m posting this on all my socials, so please show me some love and share it with your friends, because they’re going to want to hear what I have to say.” She tucked her legs beneath her and sat cross-legged on her chair. “A lot of you have reached out and asked about my job interview that I had a few days ago. Thank you so much for your encouragement. How was it?” She let out an unladylike snort of laughter. “It was a freaking hot mess!”  

––––––––
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Drew and Brian shared a look. “Here we go,” Drew murmured. “With any luck, it’s quick and painless for me. If she has any kind of following, she’d be smart to-” He stopped speaking when Brian interrupted him and held up his phone. 

“Over sixty thousand followers on Instagram,” Brian informed him as he looked at her profile. He lowered his voice as he quickly scrolled through her profile. “Damn, she’s hot.”

“Hopefully she keeps it professional,” Drew replied. “If she knows what’s good for her, she’ll keep it brief and civil. So, I didn’t hire her, she needs to get over it. There's no reason to rake me over the coals.” He said the words more to comfort himself than anything. His gut told him Lauren was going to use her freedom of speech to her liking.

––––––––
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Lauren picked up a business card and placed it directly in front of the camera. Hanson Enterprises was clear, as was Drew’s name, along with his phone numbers and email address. 

“This guy is a dick!” She sat back with a smug smile. “A big one! Get comfortable people and let me tell you about not only a shitty interview, but what the prick had the audacity to do when he ran into me at the café!” 

––––––––
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Without a word, Brian stood up and got two additional beers out of the fridge. He passed one to Drew and they both listened to Lauren. She was candid, open, and honest with her thoughts and opinions as she took the viewer through her interview. From her impression of the lobby, to chatting with Elaine and Brian. Lauren made a few nice comments about Brian’s looks. He puffed up with pride when he heard her say he was attractive. She shared her frustration that the CEO she was told she was interviewing with didn’t bother to show his face until twenty minutes into the interview, then he cut the interview short. Her words were scathing and cut like a knife as she described Andrew Hanson and how he not only quoted her blog back to her, but he chastised her when he saw her the very next day. 

“I did not chastise her,” Drew insisted. “Like I said, it was constructive criticism.”

––––––––
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As if Lauren anticipated his thoughts, she repeated those exact words as she continued her tirade against him.   

“If he thought he was doing me a favor by giving me...” She raised her fingers in air quotes. “Constructive criticism, he thought wrong. It was just criticism. Who the hell does he think he is, coming into my place of work and sharing his useless opinion? I don’t go into his office and tell him how to do his job.” She took a gulp of wine and refilled her glass. “But I probably could. Because you better believe it when I say, whoever he chooses for his EA, he or she will probably do more than half of his job for him, but he’ll take all the credit.” She glanced at his business card once more, then almost choked on a sip of wine. “Ha! I just realized how perfect his initials are. A.H. Asshole! So, from here on out, when I refer to A.H. it’s him and it means asshole, not his name. What a funny little coincidence! In fact, I think I’m going to dedicate my Late Night With Lauren videos to Mr. CEO, A.H.” She paused and drank more wine. “Some of you may be wondering if I’m worried we’ll lose a customer at the café.” She shook her head. “Nope, I’m not worried at all. Mike...” She took a moment to look directly into the camera. “Oh, that would be Mike Owens, of Owens Corporation.” A smirk crossed her face. “I have that on my resume as part of my job experience, and A.H. accused me of lying when he saw me working at the café.” She rolled her eyes, then continued her thought. “Mike knows what I do with my blog and on social media and he fully supports me. His café has the best breakfast and lunch around, so one person missing isn’t going to rock his world. In fact...” She raised her glass in a toast. “I hope A.H. sees this video, and I hope he shows his face where I work. It might bring him up half a notch in my eyes. But, if Mr. CEO hides his head in the sand, I won’t be surprised. He’ll probably send his new executive assistant to fetch his coffee, breakfast, and lunch from now on.” She rolled her eyes once more. “And don’t get me started on that. Assistants who have to fetch lunch is such a bullshit thing. Get your own damn food. You and your little sidekick Bri-Bri.” She took a cleansing breath and smiled into the camera. “Ok, I feel better now! It’s been a crazy week, but that’s life, right? Thanks for watching! As I always say, stay in your own lane!” She blew a kiss into the camera, then ended the video with one last parting shot. “That means you, A.H.” 

––––––––
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Drew’s hand clenched around his beer bottle. He’d worried about the professional damage, but the personal attack - A.H. - was a direct hit. He crossed his arms and leaned against his chair. The line between his brows was prominent as he scowled at the screen. “Clearly I made the right decision not to hire her. That was completely immature and unprofessional. Does she really think she’s going to find a job with this kind of behavior? It makes me want to reach out to every person I know and tell them not to hire her, but that would just be stooping down to her level.” 

Brian shook his head and grimaced. “Bri-Bri? What the hell! I didn’t do anything to her, I was nice and charming the entire time.”

Drew pursed his lips, then took a drink of his beer. “I’ve never realized my initials could be likened to asshole.” He pointed at Brian and gave a warning. “Don’t you dare start to use that.”

“You have to admit, it’s clever.” Brian gave him a shrug. “She’s still hot,” he decided. 

“Whatever,” Drew muttered. “I’ve wasted enough time on her.”

“Are you going to stop going to the café?” Brian wondered. 

Drew raised one brow. “And give her the satisfaction to say she was right? Hell no.” He finished his beer and set the bottle aside. “That doesn’t mean my new assistant won’t go for me. Occasionally,” he said when Brian grinned at him. “But that’s nothing new. I always send my assistant for coffee or lunch for all of us when we have a meeting. It’s their job.”

“Elaine would disagree,” Brian stated. He looked to the left when he heard Nicole’s voice. 

“Disagree with what?” Nicole asked from the doorway. 

When Brian stood up and walked to her, Drew took a moment to study them together. They were an unlikely pair. Brian, even though he was the CMO, was always casual and laid back. Nicole dressed professionally every day and followed the latest trends religiously. Her long dark hair hung straight down her back. Severe bangs framed her brows. Her eyes were winged with liquid liner, faux lashes looked heavy on her eyelids. Her nails were long, pointed, and polished to a shine in a bright red lacquer. She wore a black suit jacket with a matching black pencil skirt. On her feet were four inch black stilettos. When she and Drew were an item, she stayed on trend with fashion. Lately it seemed she took it over the top. Her current image was not appealing to Drew at all, but he knew that didn’t matter. Nicole was with Brian now, and that was just fine with him.

When Nicole simply looked between the two men and waited for an answer, Drew evaded the topic. “Nothing, just brother and sister stuff.” 

Nicole, irritated at being brushed off, sent Drew a thin smile, then slipped her arm through Brian’s. “It’s getting late. Let’s get out of here.” She kept her eyes on Drew. “I’m ready for our weekend to begin.” 

Drew gave them an absent wave as he cleaned the bottles off his desk and put them in the recycle bin. After the two of them left, he stood staring out the window, his thoughts on Lauren. He couldn’t get that video and what she said about him, off of his mind. He walked to his desk and watched it once more. He disagreed with not only the things she freely said about him, but with the way she handled the entire situation. How old was she? She looked like a mature young woman, not to mention beautiful, but in his opinion, her behavior was just as he said. Immature. People lost out on jobs every day. It wasn’t his fault she’d been through sixteen interviews in the past year. Maybe it was time Lauren Lane took a long, hard look in the mirror and figured out exactly why she was unhirable. But he knew why. It was because of her site. He was sure of it. 

While he was sure of his thoughts, and more than pleased he had made the right decision not to hire her, he still couldn’t get her out of his head. What had she gone through in a year of sixteen interviews? Surely she had written about it. He wasn’t disappointed when he glanced at past posts and skimmed the content. There was plenty there. Plenty to keep him busy to read over the weekend and learn more about her. 

At the top of the screen there was a box for visitors to subscribe to her newsletter and to get notified when she made new posts. Oh, it was tempting! Drew knew if he signed up she’d see that he was following her, and he was certain she’d eat that up. Instead of subscribing, he simply created a calendar reminder to notify him on a daily basis to check in and see what she was up to next. Especially since she just declared that he was to be her new topic of choice. 

“That’s just fine, Lauren,” he murmured. “You keep posting about me and let the world know what an asshole I am. But if you’re going to bad mouth me every chance you get, I have no intention of staying in my own lane.”
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Chapter 5
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Over the weekend, Drew found himself sucked into Lauren’s blog. There was so much to read and watch since she liked to include videos. He was intrigued with her personality and impressed that she had the presence to be comfortable in front of a camera. She wasn’t about selfies and beauty shots of herself, she took pictures of products she tried and reviewed. There were videos of her making complicated recipes. Those videos included the times she failed at cooking, and the times when she tasted her work, and it was not what she expected. She was funny, charming, beautiful, and full of life. 

Hours went by through Saturday and Sunday as he pored over every word, curious to find out who she was. He still thought her blog was the reason she wasn’t finding a job - a clear symptom of immaturity, in his professional opinion. But he couldn’t help but be charmed by her. She was funny, charming, beautiful, and full of life, and he hated that he liked it. Her posts about her interviews intrigued him the most. There was the occasional video, but most of her interview experiences were like written essays. Another thing that impressed him was her writing. She painted a very clear, entertaining picture of what one endures during the interview process. It was almost as if he could feel the experience himself as moments from interviews stood out. 

––––––––
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Group Interview #3

Good Grief! I told myself after the first group interview I wouldn’t do that again. I told myself after the second group interview that I wouldn’t do that again. But what did I do? I did it again. Cue Britney Spears here. I went to another group interview. Ugh! I was excited to get this call. Sometimes when you’re putting out resumes, you put out so many that when you get a call, you have to dig through your emails to refresh your memory. Not with this one. I remember applying to it and thinking how I knew my skills would fit. It struck me as a little odd that it was on a Saturday, then when the manager’s email told me to come hungry because there would be bagels and coffee, an alarm went off in my head. I composed a professional email and inquired as to whether or not this would be a group interview. She responded immediately and was honest with me that it would, in fact, be a group interview. 

Stupidly, I went. Maybe it was because she was so upbeat and told me how excited she was to meet me. Maybe it was the promise of coffee and bagels, which now that I think about it, is pretty lame since I’m surrounded by coffee and bagels every day. Well, this ended up being the worst nightmare of all group interviews. Not only was I never given the opportunity to meet with any of the managers one on one, but I was led to a private room, given a binder full of tasks I’d never done before, then everyone disappeared. After an hour of struggling through the tasks, I poked my head out to check on the others. There were a few candidates sitting at the table, so I placed my binder in a pile and joined them. After another thirty minutes, the managers finally reappeared to tell us we were on to the next phase of the interview. What? I had already been there for over an hour. There was another phase? I politely raised my hand and asked how much longer we could expect to be there. I was told two hours. Um, no! No one is going to hijack my Saturday like that without compensation. They should have told us how long to expect to be there because I wouldn’t have gone. Right then and there, I took myself out of the race. I simply thanked them for their time, resisted chastising them for wasting mine, and said I couldn’t stay. 

I know I’ve said it before and now I’m saying it again. I will NEVER attend another group interview. I don’t know how you can possibly choose the right candidate from a pool of people when you don’t take five minutes alone with them to speak to them about their experience. 

Ok, guys! Thanks for reading. You know I love your comments, so fire away! And as always, stay in your own lane! 

Love you all,

Lauren

––––––––
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Ok, Drew mused, group interviews suck. He had never attended one but there was no appeal there for him. What was the point in herding people together like that and not taking the time to really find the right person? He grudgingly took Lauren’s side on that one. He scrolled down to the bottom of the page to read comments and was interested to see how many people had gone through similar experiences. 

––––––––
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‘I agree with you, sister! Never again!’ 

‘OMG, I had the WORST experience, ever, in a group interview!’ 

‘What the hell are these employers thinking? Good for you for asking first. I’ll remember to do that if I have a hunch. You’re the best for keeping us informed on all these crazy companies!’ 

‘Thank you, once again, Lauren for keeping things real for us! I’ve been on my job search journey for a year now, and not one bite yet. Good luck!’ 

‘This is what we all love so much about you! You’re real, unfiltered, and unapologetic! Shame on them for wasting your time!’

––––––––
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The comments went on and on. Her readers loved what she had to say and clearly they identified with her and her job search. Maybe Lauren wasn’t the only one, he’d give her that. The posts were frequent, honest, real, just as her readers said. There were good interviews she wrote about, great interviews. Second and third interviews. But no job offers. Another post caught his eye. 

––––––––
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Maybe I’m the problem? 

I’m not sure how much longer I can do this. At this point, I’m at ten interviews so far this year. Ten! I thought for sure I’d have found something by now. The other day, I reflected on this past year and my experiences in my job search. I’m starting to think I’m the problem. There has to be something I’m doing wrong in my interviews that is leading to me not getting hired. One of my strengths is also one of my weaknesses. I get comfortable around people quickly. It’s good because I can talk to people and it’s not awkward. It’s bad because sometimes I’m so comfortable with people I feel like we’re old friends. Maybe because of that I’m coming across as too friendly, or fake. I don’t know. I can’t wrap my head around this because I have the experience. My friend Maddy likes to tell me that if the job offer doesn’t come, that’s simply because it wasn’t my door. 

I even went so far as to email past potential employers and ask the hiring manager what I did wrong in my interview. I sent out four emails and only got one response. They didn’t point anything major out, simply that they went another direction, even though I had the experience. 

It’s hard not to let this get me down. I don’t think it’s my blog, or else someone would have said something by now. And if my writing is ever a problem, I’d promise, even sign an agreement, that I wouldn’t talk about the company if I were to get hired. So, I have no idea what it is, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t discouraged. 

If you’re having the same difficulties that I am, just know that you’re not alone. One day you’ll get that offer. One day you’ll find the right fit. One day that damn door will open! In the meantime, you know what I say... stay in your own lane. 

Love you all!

Lauren

––––––––
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Drew took the time to read the comments on that post and found that there were countless individuals in the same boat. He had no idea how rough it truly was out there, he admitted to himself. His father was the founder of Hanson Enterprises. It was understood his whole life that one day he would take over the company. When Drew thought about it, he realized that he’d never been on a formal interview. Because of that, he’d never considered what the candidates went through. The fact that Lauren recognized that she might be the problem brought her up in his eyes. She was obviously mature enough to recognize a potential issue. He found himself proud of her that she took the time to reach out to those potential employers and ask for feedback. He’d never heard of anyone taking that step. 

He browsed through her site over the entire weekend and took time between reading posts and watching videos to get some work done along with his usual weekend tasks. Sunday night, before he went to bed, he was once more scrolling through Lauren’s Lane when a category at the bottom of the menu list caught his eye. It was titled, Simply Me and had a number one in parenthesis next to it. One video was featured under the category. He saw that it was dated three months ago. A glance at his watch showed him that it was getting late. Tomorrow was Monday, his new executive assistant was starting, and he had to wake up early for his workout. Instead of tuning out for the night, he poured himself a whiskey, then sat on his sofa to see what Lauren’s video was about if it was simply her. 

––––––––
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Her voice was hushed as her phone took in a panoramic view of Red Rocks. The sky was soft shades of blue, purple, and grey. She changed the view on the phone, so it recorded her as she sat on the steps of the popular amphitheater. Her blonde hair was pulled into a ponytail. Her hypnotizing eyes were full of sorrow. She wore a black pullover fleece jacket and a black scarf. 

“Hi guys,” Lauren said as she waved into the camera. “I’m here at Red Rocks, taking in the sunrise. I did something today that I never do.” She paused and smiled sadly into the camera. “I called into work.” She changed the camera view again as she scanned the silent morning. “It’s so beautiful here, I feel like I need to be quiet. It’s almost like I’m in a church.” She turned the view back to her. “Some people are here running stairs; some are braving yoga in the freezing morning.” She shivered slightly. “My car thermostat said thirty degrees. Chilly October morning. A lot of you have been following my job search. I wanted to say thank you for all of your support. I’ve reached a new high of interviews,” she laughed softly and shook her head. “Sixteen. Can you believe that? Not one bite. Maybe I should take Mike up on his offer and accept the GM position at the café. I know he’d love that. I know I’d be good at it. I just don’t know if I’d love it.” She waved the topic away. “In case you’re wondering, Mike’s fine with me taking the day off.” She took a steady breath as her eyes filled with tears. “I don’t post about my personal life, but I thought I’d share some things, because if you can all relate to my job search, then a lot of you can probably relate to what I’m going through.” Another pause was made as she composed herself. “My grandmother’s health has been declining. So much so that during the month of June, I ended a relationship. Judy, that’s my grandmother, needs a lot of care right now. Because of her health, I knew I wouldn’t be able to give one hundred percent to someone and it wasn’t fair to him, to my grandmother, or to me. So, I did the mature thing and broke it off. We ended things amicably. I found out yesterday he had been seeing someone behind my back and they just got engaged.” She let out a tired laugh and rolled her eyes. “I’m more irritated about that than I am sad. What I wanted to share with you is more important than that. I also found out yesterday that my grandmother is dying.” Her voice cracked in her admission. “It’s just one thing after another for her. I won’t list off what she’s suffering with because there’s so much. To make a long story short, her doctor told me and her caregiver that at this point we just need to make her comfortable.” Lauren stood up and panned the view once more as she spoke. “I needed to be in the beauty of nature today. To see the rise of the sun because tomorrow is never promised.” The camera view changed back to her as she smiled through her tears. “I have no idea what to expect. All I know is that my grandmother will leave this earth knowing how much I love her and appreciate her. She’s the only mother I’ve ever known.” Her voice trembled; her face crumpled with sadness. “I’ll miss her so much, but I get to say goodbye to her. Not many people get to do that with their loved ones. Stepping away from my relationship was the right thing, that’s been confirmed. I’m putting everything on hold now. I want to enjoy the holidays with her and make lasting memories with us. I’m not going to say much more about it simply because I want to honor her and respect her privacy. But the posts about interviews are going to stop because the job search is stopping for now. Most companies don’t hire this time of year anyway, so it’s not a huge deal. But come January, it’s on! Lucky number seventeen,” she said with a forced smile. “Now more than ever I need to find a better job. To save for the future, to make life easier. To make grandma proud.” Her footsteps were quiet as she walked further up the stairs at Red Rocks and panned back to the sunrise. “I’m not going to tell you to stay in your own lane today. I’m going to urge you to get into other people’s lanes. Tell everyone you love them. Your best friend. Your sister or brother, even if you’re mad at them, or haven’t spoken for years. Pick up the phone, send an email or a text. Hold your loved ones close and be grateful if you have your mom here to nag you or your father here to lecture you. You never know when it will all go away.” As she sat down again, she turned the camera view onto her. She smiled into the camera and kept her composure. “I’m here today to tell you to take that risk, take that leap of faith, whatever it may be. Leave that dead-end job. Start the blog you’ve always wanted to start but you were afraid people would make fun of you. Dance like no one’s watching! Write like no one is reading!” She found it within herself to laugh. “Pee into the wind! Whatever it is, wherever your heart takes you, follow your dreams. But don’t forget to tell people you love them. I love all of you! I won’t be posting much in the next few months. If you want to see what I’m up to, follow me on Instagram. I post a lot of work shenanigans and try to keep things light and happy there.” She glanced around at her surroundings. “I’m going to enjoy the rest of this sunrise and since I’m here, I might as well run the stairs and get some happy endorphins going. Thanks for tuning in!” 

––––––––
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“Well shit,” Drew muttered as he sipped his whiskey. “The last thing I wanted to do was feel sorry for her.”

He closed out of the screen and thought about that glimpse into her personal life. He’d heard it said that everyone is fighting a battle of some sort, which is why it was important to always be kind. He had no idea that Lauren’s battle was with her dying grandmother. Not to mention the douchebag that cheated on her. How was he to know? He lived his days by being kind to strangers. A nod of acknowledgment here, a door held there, the occasional good morning to elderly women who smiled at him. Could he turn that up a notch? Sure, everyone could. He could work on making himself a better person. What he wouldn’t do was second guess his decision to not hire Lauren Lane. 

In her video, she gave some sound advice. Tomorrow is never promised, so today tell your loved ones that you love them. Regardless of the late hour, he placed a quick call to his parents. His smile came through his voice as his mother greeted him. 

“Drew, you never call this late,” his mother said with worry. “Is everything ok?” 

“Yeah, Mom,” he answered. “I’m getting ready for bed, and I realized I was a bad son this weekend and didn’t call you and Dad. Let’s have dinner soon.”

“Of course,” she replied eagerly. “Your father and I haven’t seen you in a few weeks. I’ll call you in the next few days.”

“Sounds good. Sleep well and know that I love you both.” After he hung up with his mother, he sent a text to Elaine. 

Hope you had a good weekend. I love you.

He shook his head and laughed when he got her response. 

Great, you’re drunk. Sober up before tomorrow!

He decided on one more shot of whiskey as he replied to her. 
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