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	CHAPTER ONE

	It isn’t even 8 AM, yet the office hums from eager writers and fact checkers bustling about their cubicles.

	Here at Muffet’s News, everyone is on a deadline to get their sections of Friday’s newspaper completed. Their time is limited to tie up loose ends, and they still have to run their articles past the editors for final approval before they’re sent off to layout and finally to print. We run like the cog of a clock and mustn’t pause or skip a task. If an article isn’t in on time, it doesn’t go in this week’s edition.

	People can be heard in their cubicles talking on phones while they scribble on pads of paper or type on their keyboards. I’d like to assume they’re confirming facts, but I’m sure that’s not always the case.

	A short man with an unmatched suit from ten years ago turns his head and notices me watching him. He startles, dropping half of his donut in his lap. He quickly lowers his feet from his desktop to the floor and flashes me a remorseful smile. I don’t have time for him today.

	Three cubicles down, a well-dressed woman in a burgundy suit is not being discreet while she gabs on her cell phone, discussing plans to get together for a sexual rendezvous at midday. Her voice is louder than she likely realizes. Her coworkers two desks away can hear her. Should I make her aware of her volume or ask her not to do this on company time? No, it’s too early to play the bitchy boss role, and I can’t be bothered.

	My assistant—Rissa—spots my approach and picks up a stack of letters topped with the highest priority. She’s so efficient. I couldn’t do this job without her. Without her, I’m lost.

	She’s great at handling the tasks I absolutely despise. She reads through the hundreds of stories our subscribers send in. They hope they’ve written something interesting enough to be put into our weekly newspaper. Too often, their subject matter is not captivating enough or it’s too risqué for our paper and will probably turn off the readers. There’s a reason for our hired writers and investigative reporters.

	Our readers are mostly older people. They want to learn facts, not read our opinions. They want to know things nobody’s talking about, or the nitty-gritty from the latest and hottest story as long as it isn’t too sexual or taboo. 

	Rissa only gives me the stories she deems worthy of my limited time and that fit well with the flow of our newspaper.

	I set my purse, briefcase, and travel mug on her desk to allow my fingertips to re-tuck my white dress shirt into my dark grey pencil skirt before taking the letters.

	“Thank you, Rissa.”

	The first few envelopes require my signature before they go to the accounting department. Not wanting to lose my train of thought, I drop the bundle onto my briefcase. My palms rest on her desk as I lean in toward her.

	“How did your blind date turn out last night?”

	The pretty redhead shifts in her chair as her back straightens. She sighs heavily and crosses her arms over her chest.

	“Men suck!” Her lips twist as her head bobs from side to side. “Let me retract that. Not all men suck, just the ones I date. At my age, the quality men have already been scooped up, leaving schmucks like the guy I had dinner with last night.” 

	My dating career used to be lively like hers, but that was a million years ago, or so it seems. These days, I’m far too burdened with responsibilities I didn’t ask for.

	I mourn my happy-go-lucky self. The empty shell who replaced her is a tired, overburdened thirty-something woman with bags under her eyes and hair in desperate need of a salon. But who has the time?

	She continues while her arms wave to elaborate her disgust. “After I single-handedly held up the conversation with the guy for a half-hour, he had the tenacity to say he’d pay for my dinner and drinks if I’d go home with him, get naked, and stand in front of his television while he sat in his lounger and jerked off.” Her eyes roll as she scoffs. “He promised he wouldn’t even touch me.”

	My hands rest on my hips. “He didn’t!”

	“Fat chance, buddy. What a loser!” She flops back in her chair and sighs as if she’s given up.

	I reclaim my purse, mug, mail, and briefcase with my left arm, and then circle my right index finger in her direction. “That—right there—is why I don’t date.”

	“Yeah, but you need to get laid,” she says with an all-knowing smirk.

	She isn’t wrong. I do.

	It’s been a few years since a man touched me in a sexual manner. I fantasize about men I see hustling along the sidewalk five stories below my office windows. Relationships take time and dedication. I have neither to spare.

	My father died almost a year ago. His possessions were willed to me, including Muffet’s News. And now the burden is mine to bear.

	When he was running the company, he refused to supplement the continual decline of printed paper buyers by going electronic. Muffet’s News wasn’t keeping up with the progress, so it was bleeding money. Despite the pleas from his employees, he refused to change with the times. He was a stubborn bastard.

	Cancer ate away at him, and he lost the ability to hold his position. That’s when I quit my journalism job and moved back. I jumped in with both feet and took on all the responsibilities, good and bad—more bad than good.

	The paper needed a complete overhaul. I had to let some people go and hire people with programming skills to help us go electronic. Luckily, some of the older employees retired which saved me from retraining them or having to let them go after all their years of dedication.

	I thought I had most things under control, but I nearly broke six days ago when Mr. Harraud died. He dropped dead in his office. He was my rock, and I could go to him for moral support when running this company seemed too overwhelming. I miss him terribly.

	His wife buried him the day before yesterday. It’s terrible to say, but his passing hurt me more than my father’s did.

	When I was young, my mother held my hand as we walked through the mass of desks. Mr. Harraud was a tall man with a wide, friendly smile and a deep, husky voice from years of smoking. He always offered me a cherry sucker when we’d walk past his office. He only ever had cherry suckers. Was it his favourite flavour or did he buy them because he knew that was my favourite? It’s a question I never thought to ask until he was gone. Now I’ll never know.

	Mr. Harraud was an original employee and handled the accounting department. He and my father started this company along with three other people who have since sold their piece of the business to my father and moved on to different careers. It was my father’s money and knowledge of business that made this newspaper so popular back in the day, but they all played their roles in its success, especially Mr. Harraud.

	My head tilts toward a smiling Rissa as I think about the task I’ve been avoiding but no longer can. “I’ll date—one day—but not right now. I simply have too much to do and not enough hours in each day to get on top of it all.”

	“You never know,” Rissa says as she stands with a stack of papers in her hand. “Someone might walk into your life and sweep you off your feet when you least expect it.”

	I scoff. “That only happens in fairy tales. I don’t need to be rescued by a man on a white horse, nor am I in a coma in need of a kiss.” As she steps out from behind her dark wood and metal desk, I add, “Before you run away, is there anything business-related I need to know about?”

	Rissa’s gaze scans the twenty or so cubicles. “Um, no. Everything’s moving as it’s supposed to. Would you like me to get you a coffee?”

	“No. Thank you, Rissa. I’ll get one in a minute.”

	I push open my glass office door and use the toe of my shiny black high heel to kick the doorstop into place to hold it open. The smell of my father’s old man cologne still sours my nostrils. Is it embedded in the walls from years of his spritzing?

	The desk once belonging to my father stares me down with the same defiance I felt as a child. Every day, I have to push aside the miserable memories this office brings before I set my belongings on the desk. After I re-tuck my shirt for the second time, I make my way to the employee’s lounge.
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	CHAPTER TWO

	The coffee pot is empty, of course.

	I grit my teeth to prevent a swear from escaping and prepare a fresh pot. As it dribbles painfully slowly, I take a few steps to my right and lean my forehead against the cool window. Pedestrians five stories down rush in swarms like ants on a mission. Where are they all going? Is that all we humans do: rush from one destination to another, day after day, like mindless drones? How depressing.

	Someone enters the break room, drawing my attention from the street. The sound of a man’s dress shoes scuff on the linoleum floor. Five minutes alone to sort my thoughts… That’s all I wanted. Is it too much to ask? I don’t want to have small talk and force a smile I’ve perfected over the years to hide my shut the fuck up! thoughts from spilling into actual words. I just want coffee.

	A tall, dark-haired man in his late thirties with a well-groomed beard approaches the coffeemaker with an air of confidence in his stride. He’s absent from his suit coat, but the crisp white dress shirt forms well to his tight abs and wide shoulders. Dark grey pants don’t hide the roundness of his ass and the strength of his thighs. But when my eyes drop, his bulge fills out the front well enough to where I can’t draw my gaze away. He might deem me unprofessional if he realizes I’m watching him like this.
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