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​Chapter One
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Her fingers hovered over the keyboard, unmoving, the morning fog in her brain refusing to clear. Eleanor Phillips sat at her desk; the time at the bottom of her screen read 10:30. Somehow, only ninety minutes had passed since she’d clocked in, yet it already felt like she’d put in a full day. Outside the floor-to-ceiling windows, the Financial District buzzed with its weekday pulse—delivery trucks idling at the curb, the shouts of construction crews bouncing between glass towers, the occasional gust of wind funneling up from the harbor. She’d started the day in her cozy Upper West Side apartment, the kind of prewar one-bedroom with creaky floors and crown molding she told herself she’d never leave and had taken the 2 train all the way downtown. The ride was long enough for her to polish off most of her coffee and scroll the news, but not long enough to prepare for the mental whiplash of stepping from her quiet neighborhood into Wall Street’s frenzy.

That was part of why she always arrived at least thirty minutes

early, the buffer between the chaos of the city and the chaos of the office was sacred. In that half hour, she could slip off her coat, settle at her desk, and let the building wake up around her. Sometimes she’d scroll through her inbox; sometimes she’d chat with early bird coworkers; sometimes she’d just sit with her coffee, watching the sky lighten over the Hudson. Being early had started as a survival tactic back in her first year at Vaughn Investments, when she was the youngest in the department and eager to prove herself. Five years later, she was Accounts Payable Manager, a quiet promotion earned on the strength of her reliability and calm under pressure. On paper, it was everything she should want. And yet, on mornings like this, she felt the edges of a rut creeping in. Which was why she paid a little more attention on days when there was even a slim chance she might run into him.

The distinctive ding of an email chimed, dragging her attention back to the screen. As she went to open it a friendly face popped into her cubicle.

“Hey Ellie! Have you seen the new company-wide email?” her best friend Kate Andrews asked, her tone filled with intrigue. “We are supposed to head to the big conference room. There is apparently huge news.” Kate didn’t knock. She never did. That was part of her charm.

Kate started at the company exactly three weeks after Ellie did, back when they were both fresh-faced and overly ambitious. Despite working in different departments, Kate worked in the legal department, Ellie in accounting; the girls immediately hit it off and became inseparable ever since. People often wondered if they knew each other before, but they had only just met. Their nicknames were the twins. Everyone could count on the other, knowing exactly where the other was. Made calling out sick challenging.

Kate was the youngest lawyer to ever be hired by the company. Kate was a pretty girl, she had big brown eyes, pale skin which was complemented by her long dark auburn hair.

Ellie blinked, “I was just about to open it; guess I don’t have to now. Is it someone’s birthday? Maybe Colleen is finally retiring, the old bat is more of a hazard than a help,” Ellie said with a chuckle as she stood from her desk.

Kate grinned. “Doubtful. But wouldn’t that be a blessing? If I have to read one more of her coffee-stained memos...”

“Do you think I’ll need my blazer? Ellie asked Kate; before Kate could reply Ellie was throwing her pink blazer back on.

“Glad I could help,” Kate laughed.

Ellie scrunched her nose with a smile, “I knew you’d say bring it, so I just skipped to the next step.” Ellie fluffed her long dark brown hair looking into the little mirror she had hanging in her cubicle.

“Ah you’re trying to look cute for Josh,” Kate teased.

Ellie’s jaw dropped “I am not; but if he happens to notice me would that be the worst thing?”

They both burst out laughing.

Joshua West, Ellie’s office crush, her walking distraction. He had that charming, athletic ease about him. He had soft brown hair, puppy dog brown eyes and a smile that could make you forget your password mid-sentence. Josh worked in advertising, and while he’d always been kind, Ellie had firmly remained in the ‘friendly coworker’ lane. A shame, really. She remembered the exact moment she met him like it was a movie scene burned into her brain.

She had just started at Vaughn Investments, she’d been standing in Susan’s office, barely a week into the job, when Josh walked in. He was the most handsome guy that Ellie had ever seen.

“Oh, hey, Josh,” Susan said. “Josh, have you met Ellie yet?” Josh smiled over at Ellie, “No, I haven’t had the pleasure.”

Susan looked over at Ellie, whose cheeks were a light shade of pink. “Ellie this is Josh West; he works over in advertising. He had tried to leave us once, but we were able to lure him back here. This is where he belongs.”

Josh gave a low chuckle looking at Ellie, “Well now after meeting you I am really glad I came back. It was really nice to meet you, Ellie.”

“You, too,” Ellie smiled.

From that moment on Ellie knew she wanted to be with Josh.

Back in the present, Kate looped her arm through Ellie’s. “Come on, lover girl. Let’s go hear this earth-shattering news.” Kate led the two to the conference room.

They were some of the last ones to enter so all the seats were taken; the girls made their way towards the windows so they could at least lean against them. Josh was sitting at the table when he gave Ellie a small smile and a wave.

Kate smirked as she elbowed Ellie gently. “Cute.” Ellie nudged her in return, whispering, “Zip it.”

There was no cake on the table, meaning this was not a party, they were going to get some news.

As soon as the last person entered the room, Arthur Beale the CEO cleared his throat, leading everyone to stop murmuring.

“Thank you,” he began. “You are all gathered here this morning because as you are all aware our dear Martha Carney decided to retire early to spend time with her family and we are very happy for her; however, that left a hole here in our little family that needs to be filled.”

It took all of Ellie’s energy to not roll her eyes at the family comment. It was insulting when bosses compared work to family, they would no sooner replace you as soon as your obituary was published. Besides, Vaughn wasn’t a small starter company. It was one of the most profitable and largest investment companies in New York, perhaps even in the country. She turned her attention back to Arthur’s speech. The old man liked to hear himself speak so meetings dragged on when they could be done in five minutes or even over email.

“Now Martha can never truly be replaced in our hearts, but today, I’m pleased to announce that we’ve found someone to step into the role of Chief Financial Officer. Everyone, please welcome Anthony Mansoli.” Arthur raised his hand welcoming a young man into the room.

The name was unfamiliar. But when Ellie saw the man step forward, she found herself sitting up straighter. He had on a sharply tailored suit, the kind that said, “I belong here without trying too hard. Anthony was average height, had tan olive-skin, with curly black hair and well-trimmed beard. He stood from his chair making his way to stand next to Arthur. He wasn’t classically handsome, not in the way Josh was. But there was something arresting about him. Something that made Ellie forget for a moment that she was at work. Ellie noticed everyone was clapping except her and she quickly joined in.

“Thank you for the warm welcome,” Anthony said, flashing a modest smile. “I told Arthur that an email introduction would be fine, but he insisted on this. I’ll admit though it is nice to be able to see all your faces. If there is anything you ever need my office door is always open,” Anthony said. He began to sit down then quickly stood up as if remembering something to add, “Oh and please call me Tony.” With that he sat down.

Arthur cleared his throat, he clearly thought Anthony was going to talk more or that someone would at least have a comment on how great a leader he was for picking a new CFO; but that didn’t happen. “I have taken up enough of your time, everyone, it's time to get back to work.”

The employees began to disperse. Some mumbling that the meeting was a waste of time, others wishing there would be refreshments. “There should’ve been at least muffins or something if they were going to pull us into a pointless meeting,” someone whispered behind Ellie.

Ellie and Kate made their way out of the room around the people complaining and headed back to Ellie’s desk.

Kate leaned closely. “So... he’s kind of hot, right?” Ellie rolled her eyes. “Don’t start.”

“You’ll be working directly under him,” Kate said as she leaned on the edge of Ellie’s desk.

Ellie shrugged “I guess I will be.”

Her promotion to AP Manager the year before had been a quiet victory, nothing splashy—just a nod to the way she kept the department running without letting tempers boil over. On her last review, Arthur himself had said she “led with calm authority,” a phrase she’d privately filed away as a badge of honor. Even when she denied an expense report, she could do it in a way that made people thank her on the way out.

“Well, I think he’ll do great, he seems really chill and down to earth. It’s nice to have a boss that is approachable. I’m stuck with Brenda! Calling her a cow is an insult to cows; God she is insufferable. That woman makes stone statues look warm.” Kate said. “Pretty sure she went to law school with Abraham Lincoln. I am not sure why she hasn’t retired yet; she must really need the money. She is always so tightly wound.”

Ellie laughed. “You really have a gift for metaphors.” “I try,” Kate said, then straightened.

Ellie laughed. “I love you so much Kate.”

Kate smiled. “I better get back before old Brenda has an aneurysm. Thought that may solve my problems...no that's too far. “Okay, back to the salt mine. If I don’t return, avenge my death. I’ll talk to you later.” With that Kate left.

Ellie had gotten back to work fairly quickly. The first part of the morning had dragged but after the meeting it seemed to pick up. Chapter 8 of her audiobook just started when there was a soft knock on her cubicle wall which startled Ellie. She looked up. In her little doorway Tony stood. Pausing her audiobook as she pulled out her AirPods. “Hi? Can I help you with something?” she said, more a question than a greeting.

“I’m sorry for startling you,” Tony said, offering a disarming smile. “I was just making my way around the accounting department to get to know everyone on a more personal level. I’m Tony,” He stuck out his hand for her to shake.

“I know, I mean, no it’s ok I’m just very easily startled, something my friends like to tease me about,” she let out a chortle as she stood reaching out her hand. “Hi, I’m Ellie, well Eleanor; but everyone calls me Ellie. Nice to meet you.”

“Ah you’re Eleanor,” he said, eyes lighting up in recognition. Her eyebrows shot up, how did this new employee already know her? It is possible that he read our personal files and learned about her that way, but that seemed unlikely.

“Don’t worry, nothing bad, as I was making my rounds, many people said great things about you and that I was lucky to have you in my department. Why are you not in my position?” he asked as he took a seat in the spare chair in her office, without asking if it was alright to sit down.

Ellie shrugged as she took her seat again, “Well I was just made manager a little less than a year ago and I just don’t feel I am qualified yet to be so high up in management. Still learning the ropes.”

“Well, I’ve seen samples of your work. If I recall correctly, you have a BS in Finance, with a master’s in business administration, own your success. Don't sell yourself short;”

She didn’t know what to say. No one had ever said anything like that to her in such a direct way.

Tony stood from his seat, “I’m looking forward to working with you.” He took one of her business cards off her desk and placed it in his pocket. “I’ll see you later.”

Ellie was stunned; he knew way more about her than she expected. He had read their files; how did he retain all that information? She stood up and watched him walk back into his office. He was certainly an interesting man. She sat back down and tried to focus on her work for the rest of the day.

She took a sip of her now-lukewarm coffee, scanning her inbox for something urgent. The office felt ordinary enough. Still, she had the sense—small, but impossible to ignore—that work might not stay that way.
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​Chapter Two
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The finance department was buzzing, every keyboard clacking in nervous unison, the low hum of the copy machine filling the silence like background static. Since Tony’s arrival as CFO, the floor felt sharper, faster. Processes were tighter, deadlines were closer, and excuses had quietly gone extinct.

Ellie could practically feel the shift in air pressure when Tony walked between the cubicles — backs straightened, voices lowered, even the intern stopped scrolling on her phone and pretended to highlight something in a spreadsheet. He had a presence, the kind that demanded focus without needing to raise his voice.

Unfortunately, not everyone had adjusted to the new pace.

Ben Ames was the exception — the kind older man who’d been here since before Ellie graduated high school. His desk was a museum of the past: a chipped calculator, a stapler with a faded company logo, and a framed photo of his daughter’s wedding from fifteen years ago. He smelled faintly of tea and aftershave, and his voice always carried a kindness that didn’t quite fit with Vaughn Investments’ sleek, cutthroat edges.

But today, kindness wasn’t saving him.

“Ben.” Tony’s voice was firm, not loud, but sharp enough that Ellie froze mid-keystroke in her cubicle. It wasn’t anger, exactly — it was worse. The disappointment that made your stomach twist because you knew he was right. “I’m not sure why it’s so complicated for you to input this data electronically when it’s already on the computer in the first place. Printing it out wastes time. Then, when you re-enter it, you’re duplicating the process, which delays everyone else. Do you see the problem here?”

Ellie’s heart kicked in sympathy. She glanced sideways through the gap in her cubicle wall. Ben sat hunched, shoulders rounded, cheeks pink as though someone had turned a spotlight on him. His thermos of tea sat beside the stack of papers Tony was referencing, its lid unscrewed, steam long gone.

“No, sir,” Ben murmured, voice barely audible. Ellie winced. She wanted to shrink on his behalf.

Tony sighed, quiet but heavy. “I don’t like being the bad guy here, Ben, but we need a solution. What would you say is the biggest issue?”

Ben fumbled with his glasses, adjusting them on his nose even though they weren’t crooked. “Well, sir, I know I’ve been shown how... and I’m grateful, I really am. I just can’t seem to keep it straight once I’m on the computer.” His words came out halting, almost apologetic.

Ellie could feel the eyes of a few coworkers drifting up over their cubicle walls, pretending to check something on their screens while sneaking a look at the unfolding scene. This was office theater, and Tony was both director and lead actor.

“Well, Ben, that’s not really an acceptable answer.” Tony’s tone softened slightly but stayed resolute. “You’re doing the same process on paper as you would on the computer. I’m not sure where the disconnect is.”

Ellie’s fingers hovered over her keyboard, her pulse ticking faster. She hated watching Ben squirm under that professional spotlight. He wasn’t malicious, just... outdated. A relic in a digital world.

Before she even realized she was moving, Ellie was on her feet. Her chair rolled back with a squeak that sounded far too loud in the hushed tension. She crossed into Ben’s cubicle like her legs had made the decision for her.

“Tony,” she said softly, careful not to sound defensive. Her voice carried just enough to make a couple of curious heads duck back down into their spreadsheets. She stood at the threshold of Ben’s space; palms pressed lightly against the partition wall Tony turned, his brows lifting, surprise flickering in his dark eyes. “Yes, El?”

Ellie swallowed, glancing at Ben, who looked like he might implode from embarrassment. She tried to will him through sheer eye contact. “I’ll show Ben again what he needs to do,” she offered. “I’m sure it’ll click this time.”

Ben gave her a grateful look, the corners of his mouth twitching in something close to relief.

Tony studied them both, his expression unreadable. For a second Ellie thought he might push back — insist Ben stand on his own. But then his shoulders relaxed. “Well, I hope you’re right.” His gaze flicked to Ben, then back to Ellie. “Thanks for the help, El.”

And just like that, he pivoted, his tall frame disappearing down the row of cubicles. The atmosphere seemed to exhale with him, coworkers returning to their monitors as if the scene had been a TV show that suddenly ended.

Ben let out a breath that sounded like it had been trapped for hours. His hands trembled slightly as he reached for his thermos. “Thank you,” he whispered, eyes down.

Ellie gave him a small smile. “Don’t thank me yet. You and I are doing this together. Again.”

That was two weeks ago, and Ben had made a miraculous turn around. Ellie thought everything was going fine until she was called into Tony’s office.

Tony’s office sat at the corner of the building like a crown jewel, with panoramic views of the Manhattan skyline on one side and the glinting harbor on the other. He had positioned his desk at a diagonal so he could see the view of the harbor, but the afternoon sun would not affect his work. The whole space was modern, elegant, efficient... like him.

Ellie stood in the doorway, smoothing her skirt with one hand before knocking lightly. “You wanted to see me?” she asked, trying to sound breezy, but her voice came out thinner than expected. She slipped inside, the door clicking shut behind her, and immediately felt like the room had swallowed her whole.

Tony looked up from his laptop, one hand absentmindedly stroking his neatly trimmed beard in that thoughtful way that always made her stomach flip. He gestured toward the chair across from him. “Take a seat.”

Ellie sat, crossing one leg over the other and fighting the urge to bounce her foot. She adjusted her skirt again, then folded her hands on her lap, determined not to fidget.

“Do you have any idea why I called you in here?” Tony asked, stroking his beard with one hand and with the other instructed her to sit. His tone was calm, measured—the kind of calm that made her pulse spike.

“I can’t say that I do. All of my work is on time, in fact my whole department is doing great,” Ellie said.

“That’s just the thing El, your whole department is doing well.” He laced his fingers together and rested them on the desk, his dark eyes pinning her in place. “How has Ben made such leaps and bounds in such a short time when for the first two months of my arrival he couldn’t figure out where the save button was?” Tony leaned back in his chair.

Ellie’s throat went dry. “I don’t have the faintest idea on what you are implying.” Ellie lied.

“I think you do.”

He didn’t raise his voice. He didn’t even sound upset. That made it worse. That calm, perceptive tone of his had a way of cutting right through her. Ellie squirmed in her seat, her palms pressing together harder. He was like a human lie detector, and she hated how exposed she felt under that steady gaze.

“Why are you doing his work for him?” Tony bluntly asked.

Ellie fell silent for a moment. “I...I...” She stuttered. Finally, she exhaled. “Fine. I’ve been helping him. Sometimes he does the reports on paper, and I input them later. It’s not a big deal.”

Tony arched a brow. “Not a big deal? You’ve essentially doubled your workload for free. Why?”

“To be honest I felt bad for him. He has only a few years left before he can retire; I didn’t want to get him into any trouble. He’s kind, Tony. He’s been here forever. It felt... cruel to let him sink. So, he does the work on paper and then I input it all later. Am I in trouble? Though I shouldn’t be, all the work is getting done,” Ellie said.

For a moment Tony didn’t speak. He just studied her, and the silence stretched until Ellie felt her pulse in her ears. “You’re not in trouble, in fact Ben isn’t even in trouble. I just wanted to hear your reasoning behind giving yourself extra work for no extra pay. Though this method can’t really be a permanent solution; you have your own work to do, you can’t keep doing his work until he retires in two years,” Tony said as he leaned on his desk. His eyes were kind but serious.

Relief pricked behind her ribs, though it didn’t erase the heat in her cheeks. “I know, I am showing him how to do it, though” Ellie leaned back in the chair relaxing at the informal conversation. Ellie let out a dry laugh. “Though if I am honest, it is slightly annoying that he just isn’t figuring it out. I don’t want to toot my own horn or anything, but I am an exceptionally good trainer, and I break all the components down into the simplest of forms any idiot should be able to do. I mean it could be his age, but no one can be that stupid right?” Ellie said absently then realized what she had said and quickly sat up. “Not that Ben is an idiot. Obviously

Tony bit back a smile “Well if you ask me, it isn’t the person who is getting someone else to do their work that is stupid, it is the person who is doing the work for them that would be the stupid one.”

Ellie narrowed her eyes, lips curving. “Are you calling me dumb?”

“I’m just saying. You said it, not me.”

They shared a look—brief but charged. The air seemed to thrum between them. Ellie’s stomach flipped, and she broke eye contact first, shifting in her seat as if that could dissolve the tension.

“I just don’t want you to be taken advantage of,” Tony said. His voice softened.

“I’ll keep that in mind. Am I free to go?” Ellie hastily asked.

“Yes, thanks for seeing me El.”

She stood so quickly, her knee bumped into the desk. “Ah, ok, yeah, thanks.” With that Ellie practically sprinted out the door.

The next morning, Ellie pulled Ben aside.

“I can’t keep doing this,” she said plainly. “You need to start completing your entries digitally. If that’s not possible, we’ll have to talk about moving you to a different department.”

Miraculously, Ben had a breakthrough. Suddenly, he could figure it out. Reports were processed correctly. Ellie was both relieved and furious with herself for letting it go on so long. Just like Tony had warned.

Ellie marched into the break room like a woman on a mission. She had ten minutes before her meeting, caffeine levels at zero, and the universe had apparently decided today was the day her life unraveled.

The office coffee pot was already sputtering, a sad little drip-drip-drip into the stained carafe. The smell wasn’t even coffee

— more like burnt toast mixed with despair. A sticky note someone had slapped on the machine last week still read “Out of Order (sort of)” in purple Sharpie.

Ellie slapped her mug down on the counter and opened cabinets with the same urgency most people reserved for searching for life rafts. Empty. Of course. She muttered, “Why do you do this to yourself, El? Oh right, because you’re an idiot,” and started pacing like she could somehow speed up the brew by glaring at it.

Her phone buzzed in her skirt pocket. She pulled it out, thumb hovering over her Spotify shuffle. Taylor Swift’s voice filled the cramped space, bright and unapologetic. Without thinking, Ellie started humming along, then swaying, then—God help her—softly singing.

“It’s me, hi, I’m the problem, it’s me...”

She wagged her mug at the sluggish coffee pot like it was the audience in her personal music video.

A low chuckle behind her made Ellie whip around so fast she nearly sloshed the nonexistent coffee up her arm.

Tony Mansoli leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed, tie slightly loosened like he’d walked off the set of a corporate cologne ad. His dark eyes gleamed with amusement. “You really are a jumpy person,” he said, stepping into the room with unhurried ease. “Not judging. Just... entertained.”

Ellie clutched her mug like it could double as a shield. “Fantastic. First the coffee pot betrays me, and now my boss catches me auditioning for a Taylor Swift tribute band. Truly my finest moment.”

“Tribute band?” Tony arched a brow, reaching past her for the cabinet and producing a hidden stash of sweetener packets like he had insider knowledge of the break room’s secret compartments. “I’d pay good money to see that.”

“Please,” Ellie scoffed, flipping her hair back. “You’d last one song before demanding better lighting and a quarterly review.”

The corner of his mouth twitched. “Fair.” He picked up the carafe, gave it a swirl, then poured himself half a cup of the tar-like liquid. “You know, I didn’t peg you as a Swiftie.” Ellie gasped in mock offense. “Who isn’t? That’s practically un-American.” She poured the rest into her mug, ignoring the grounds floating at the bottom.

Tony sipped, winced, then covered it with a cough. “Guess you’re right. I just didn’t picture you belting out breakup anthems before staff meetings.”

“Well, I’m thirty now,” Ellie said, stirring her coffee with the lone bent stir stick, “so I’ve had plenty of material. You can’t be that much older. What are you, thirty-two?”

“Thirty-four,” he said, leaning casually against the counter like he owned it.

“Ah, so we grew up with the same heartbreaks,” she teased, lifting her mug in a mock toast.

Tony chuckled, the sound warm, almost conspiratorial. “I’ll admit—she’s got range.”

The silence that followed wasn’t awkward. It stretched, soft, like they’d slipped into a different rhythm than the chaos of the office outside. Ellie’s stomach flipped at the realization, and she quickly downed a gulp of bitter coffee.

“Well, I’d love to stay and debate Taylor’s discography with you, but I have a meeting.” She gestured toward the door, her voice lighter than she felt. “And man, you should meet my boss. Huge jerk.”

Tony’s smirk deepened. “I’ve heard he can be a real d-bag.”

Ellie laughed, the kind that escaped before she could stop it, bubbling up until her cheeks ached. “See you in the meeting, Tony.”

She slipped past him, her pulse still racing, the faint echo of his chuckle following her down the hallway.

Ciarfella’s was buzzing with the midday lunch crowd, the kind of small Italian restaurant that smelled like garlic bread the second you pushed through the door. Red-checkered tablecloths covered every table, candles flickered in stubby jars, and waiters weaved between chairs balancing trays of steaming pasta. Ellie sat across from Kate, who already had her sunglasses shoved up into her hair and her elbows planted on the table like she owned the place. The two of them had come here often enough that the waiter didn’t bother with menus anymore — just rattled off their usual order before disappearing back toward the kitchen.

Kate leaned forward, eyes gleaming. “Okay. Tell me everything. Don’t leave out a single word.”

Ellie stabbed her fork into her salad a little too hard. “It was nothing. Just... a bit of joking in the break room.”

Kate tilted her head, a sly smile forming. “Joking?”

“Yes. Innocent, harmless, perfectly normal coworker joking,” Ellie insisted, but she could feel the tips of her ears heating.

Kate slapped her hand on the table, silverware clattering. “Girl! That was not just joking. That was flirting. Capital F. The man was enjoying himself, and so were you.”

Ellie rolled her eyes and tried to spear a cherry tomato, which promptly skidded off her plate and onto the tablecloth. “Please. He’s my boss. It was banter, nothing more.”

“Banter,” Kate repeated, drawing out the word like it tasted suspicious. “Do you hear yourself? That’s the kind of excuse people make right before they fall into something messy.”

Ellie finally got the tomato, popped it into her mouth, and chewed defiantly. “You’re reading too much into it. Anyway, have you seen Josh lately? He’s been around more, and it’s like I have this radar. I always know where he’s going to be. He’s looking cuter every day, too.”

Kate raised a brow. “A radar? Honey, that’s called stalking.”

Ellie gasped in mock offense. “I am not a stalker! We have a connection. He just doesn’t know it yet.” She groaned, dropping her fork onto her plate. “God, listen to me. I sound like a loser. Thirty years old and nursing an office crush like I’m in middle school.” 

Kate’s expression softened. She reached across the table and gave Ellie’s hand a squeeze. “You’re not a loser. Crushes don’t have an age limit. And you’re not wrong — Josh is cute. But let’s be real: this isn’t about him.”

Ellie narrowed her eyes. “Excuse me?”

Kate smirked, leaning back in her chair and twirling a strand of hair around her finger. “You’ve spent five straight minutes convincing me you don’t like Tony when I didn’t even bring him up. That man gets under your skin, and it’s driving you nuts.”

Ellie nearly choked on her water. “Tony? Absolutely not. He’s—he’s a pain in the ass. He sneaks up behind me constantly. I’ve told him I’m easily startled, but he keeps doing it, like he enjoys it. He’s infuriating.”

Kate arched an eyebrow, smirking firmly in place. “Mmhmm.” “What?” Ellie asked, her fork poised midair.

“Nothing.” Kate’s voice was all innocent, but her smile was knowing.

Ellie groaned and dropped her head into her hands. “You’re impossible.”

“Maybe,” Kate said lightly, reaching for her ravioli. “But I’m not wrong.”

​
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​Chapter Three
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“Where is this month’s report?”

Tony’s voice cracked across the accounting department like a whip.

The effect was immediate. Heads jerked up, monitors flicked from spreadsheets to fake email drafts, and one poor intern nearly tipped over her chair in panic. The low murmur of keys clacking died instantly, replaced by a silence so sharp Ellie swore she could hear the fluorescent lights buzzing overhead.

Ellie’s stomach dipped. Tony wasn’t just here—he was a storm rolling straight down their aisle of cubicles, his jaw clenched so tightly she half expected sparks to fly from his teeth. Normally he carried himself with calm authority, precise and in control, the kind of boss who rarely raised his voice because he didn’t have to. But now? He looked like a tightly wound wire, vibrating on the edge of snapping.

“It should be there,” Janice said meekly, her voice trembling. “I—I made sure to share it with everyone, including you.”

Tony stopped in front of her desk, his shadow cutting across the stack of files piled high beside her monitor. His voice stayed even but colder than steel. “Well, Janice, if that were the case, I wouldn’t be out here wondering where it is. Every month the totals are to be added up, and the final report is to be sent to me. Who was the last one to edit it?”

No one moved. Ellie glanced around—every face was locked on their screens, pretending the question was meant for someone else. The silence was so heavy the clack of a keyboard from an office down the hall sounded like gunfire.

“Tony, you don’t need to speak to us this way,” Ellie heard herself say, her arms crossing almost of their own accord. She leaned into her left hip like it gave her balance, though her heart was skittering. His gaze snapped to hers. “Is that so, Eleanor?”

The name hit like a slap. Eleanor. Not Ellie. Not El. Formal, icy, deliberate.

Ellie swallowed hard, refusing to flinch, though her insides twisted. He’d never called her that since the day they met. It was a line in the sand, and now every pair of eyes in accounting was bouncing between them like a tennis match.

“It seems that when I don’t get upset, nothing gets done,” Tony continued, his voice carrying through the room. “Do you know what happened to the report? Why is the live document that should always be available suddenly gone? This may just be a job or a paycheck for some of you, but tell me—how do you expect to be paid when you can’t complete one of the most important components of your job?”

His glare pinned her in place. Ellie’s throat tightened, her chest buzzing like she’d swallowed a swarm of bees. She wanted to argue—wanted to point out that surely this was a technical glitch, that yelling wouldn’t solve it—but the words stuck.

“This needs to be rectified by lunchtime.” He checked his watch with clipped precision. “You have two hours. I don’t care who sends it to me, but I expect it on my desk by then.”

And then, without waiting for a reply, he pivoted on his heel and strode back into his glass-walled office. The door clicked shut behind him with the finality of a judge’s gavel.

For a long moment, no one breathed.

Then Marybeth cleared her throat, her voice small. “So... who was the last person to edit it?”

Ellie dragged a hand through her hair, her pulse still pounding. “That’s impossible to know. We all go in and out of the file, and everyone has access.” She exhaled through her nose, trying to steady herself. “I’ll figure it out. Just... go back to what you were doing.”

As the department shuffled uneasily back to their screens, Ellie pulled her chair closer to her desk and muttered under her breath, That asshole. Did he really think barking at them like drill sergeant was going to help? Because apparently it worked—here she was, diving into the mess already.

“Knock, knock,” Kate said, interrupting Ellie’s thoughts and task.

Ellie turned her chair slightly, the scowl still firmly planted. Kate saw the scowl on Ellie’s face. “Whoa! What’s wrong El?”

“Tony just came out here and flipped out on all of us. Apparently, this month’s report has been deleted or lost. I'm not sure how, but I am trying to figure it out.” Ellie leaned forward on her desk rubbing her temple. “Kate, I have never seen him like that. He’s been here for about seven months and not once have I ever seen so angry. Yes, he sternly talked to Ben but...” She looked up from the computer and stared at Kate “He called me Eleanor Kate! Eleanor, not once has he ever called me that except the first time we met. It’s usually Ellie or even El. Janice would tell me that he’s yelled at her and that he has a temper, but I just thought she might be extra sensitive. This was... I don’t know but we have until lunch to fix it.”

Kate’s chin dropped “Wow, I mean he does act differently around you; I can see why it is so shocking.”

“You keep saying that! I don’t think it is me specifically, I mean Janice can be annoying and of course there was that whole thing with Ben,” Ellie said in a low voice so others couldn’t hear.

“I keep saying it because it is you; I’m not saying it is for any specific reason, it's just that he treats you differently. You said so yourself he’s never acted like that towards you before,” Kate said absently as she twisted her bracelets. “Is there anything I can do to help you?”

Ellie shook her head. She hunched back toward the screen.. “I’m going to try and go back through the document’s history. I know I edited it on Tuesday.” She clicked furiously, her memory flashing back to a near-disastrous night in college. “Even if the document was deleted there is an old one somewhere that we can restore with hopefully most of the correct information on it.”

“How do you know you can do that?” Kate asked, leaning over to look at the computer.

“In college I thought I deleted my 15-page final research paper for my federal taxation course. I was on the phone with my sister crying at one in the morning and she is the one who told me to go back into history since I always had autosave on. I was able to find the one that had 13 pages saved so I only had to rewrite two pages. So now I always make sure that autosave is always on so something like that never happens again. Ah, yes thank God here is the version with my edits,” Ellie clicked here, typed there. Her eyes narrowed, “That dumb bitch!” Ellie mumbled.

“Who? Who is the dumb bitch?” Kate asked leaning over the desk to look at the computer.

“Stacey, she took it upon herself to... I don’t even know what she did. She’s just so stupid she somehow deleted the document, probably doesn’t even know that she did it. She keeps trying to get Tony’s attention so maybe she was trying to make her work more noticeable in some weird way. Why do we have so many people working here that don’t know how to use a computer? She’s only 27 you’d think she’d know but apparently not. But I have it and it looks like everyone’s information was put in except Stacey’s, but I am going to look up her stuff myself and input it,” Ellie said with a sigh.

“Glad you were able to fix it, I have to head back but let me take you to lunch today you need a large glass of wine after the morning you had,” Kate offered as she stood.

“I brought my lunch today but does the offer still stand for tomorrow?” Ellie asked looking up from her computer.

“Of course!” Kate smiled.

“You’re the best. I’ll talk to you later,” Ellie said as Kate left.

At precisely 11:57, Ellie marched to Tony’s office. His windows overlooked the best view money could buy—New York at its finest. From his corner, the skyline shimmered like a promise. Yellow cabs moved like blood through the city’s arteries, honking their impatience. The harbor glittered in the sun’s embrace, where sailboats floated like lazy thoughts. For a moment, it almost calmed her.
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