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  Chapter One




  Aberration … Abberation … Aberrattion …




  How the hell do you spell that word anyway? I sounded it out again, my fingers tapping nervously on my keyboard. The clock ruthlessly ticked toward my deadline while I tried to figure out the spelling of the only word that seemed appropriate when describing the distinct lack of protocol at the city council meeting I’d just attended.




  No, I’m not an upstanding citizen – at least not that upstanding. My mandatory attendance at that meeting of the minds was part of my job for The Daily Examiner, where I keep the good citizens of Hyacinth, Missouri, informed on the activity – or inactivity – of their community pillars.




  Honestly, that council couldn’t agree on pizza toppings, much less decide who would handle recycling for the city. Of course, I’m merely a reporter. I just write it; you judge it.




  But I digress.




  Aberration. That looked right. Sure, my computer had spell-check, but using that the first time would be cheating. I could practically see my father now, frowning as he peered at me over his reading glasses, saying sternly, “Look it up first, America.”




  Because, yes, that is my name. America. America Miles. Born and bred in the U.S.




  of A. In fact, my parents might be the most fervent patriots this side of the Mississippi, and I’ve been living with that my entire life. I probably was the only child with a red, white and blue nursery and star-spangled sheets.




  I think I was in third grade before I realized that “America, The Beautiful,” wasn’t an ode to my personal charm.




  All right. Enough. I’d filed my required blognotes earlier, so if I could finish this story fairly quickly, I’d still have plenty of time to grab a quick beer with Sandy Betts, the food editor at the paper and, incidentally, my best friend in the world, along with all my other paper peeps. If luck was on my side, I’d make it out before Wayne Grubbs, my creepy cubicle partner, realized a social event was pending and leeched on to me because I’m too dang polite for my own good.




  One more quote, a snappy transition – ah, the end. I finished my story, filed it, and sent it on to Jeff Durks, the night editor, for a quick read. Okay, it wasn’t the most exciting story –and the e-update, I’ll admit, was less than scintillating – but hey, it was a council meeting. You work with what you have, right? And I’d been covering a wide variety of meetings for nearly five years at the Examiner. I was pretty familiar with the raw material.




  I leaned back and stretched as far as my shaky chair would allow. As careful as I was, the chair still listed dangerously to the left, and I hurriedly sat up. My shift hadn’t been that great – the council members could get a bit cranky if they were forced to stay up past 9, after all – and landing on my ass in the middle of the newsroom really would have been the cherry on the sundae of my day.




  It would take Jeff about 10 minutes to wade through the maze of bureaucracy I’d graciously woven for him, which left me a few minutes to grab some sustenance at the vendo-matic upstairs.




  




  John Brody, our police reporter, was still at his desk. That he was working a late shift on his own didn’t surprise me. The man lived and breathed the crime beat, it seemed. He even got along with our collection of stuffed shirt cops – and that was saying something.




  “Hey, Brody.” I stopped at the edge of his cubicle. “Want anything from upstairs?” I doubted it. In the 10 months or so the man had been at the paper, I’d seen nary a fast food bag at his desk, and he was one of only a few reporters I knew who actually visited a gym –or could find one without MapQuest. I was fairly sure the stale crackers and imitation cheddar waiting one floor up wouldn’t hold much appeal.




  And speaking of appeal, there might have been just one teeny, tiny other reason I managed to fit in a stop at the crime desk. Brody, to put it mildly, is quite easy on the eyes. I mean, he’s single, I’m single … And with that wavy dark hair, olive skin, and eyes that should have been brown but were actually a piercing blue...




  He looked up from his computer screen. Crap. Was I staring?




  But he just shook his head tiredly, leaned back and ran a hand through those waves.




  “Hey, America,” he said. “No. But thanks anyway.”




  In a sudden rush of generosity, or perhaps ill-disguised lust, I decided to see if he wanted to join the little gang meeting later in our traditional after-hours watering hole.




  




  “Um…” Brilliant. So far, so good. I cleared my throat. “Sandy and I are meeting for a beer in about 15 minutes,” I said in a rush.




  I leaned against his cubicle wall and promptly knocked about four folders from their precarious perch. Paperless society, my ass. “Oh, shit. I mean, sorry.” I backed up and hit the heel of my boot against a chair. Damn! Lately, this newsroom was so cramped it was practically impossible to get from here to there without breaking something. I looked down. This had better not have scuffed my boots. Boots, incidentally, are my only real concession to fashion. Keep your silks, your pashminas – boots are my only weakness.




  Until maybe now.




  I looked up, and Brody’s smile was so sudden, so wide and so utterly unexpected that I became acutely aware that I hadn’t brushed my hair since noon, and my makeup had probably gone south hours ago. I also was pretty sure that the denim shirt that had seemed perfectly appropriate tucked into my khakis this morning was probably giving away the fact I didn’t own an iron.




  “Can I get a rain check?” he said, and I nodded, probably too fast and way too eagerly. He tapped his computer screen. “I have to finish up a few things.” He shook his head. “That’s the trouble with being a perfectionist, you know. Nothing’s ever quite good enough.”




  Did I know? Yeah, I knew. Growing up in a household where mom was a teacher and dad a magazine copy editor, I was excruciatingly aware of the power of perfectionism. Maybe that’s why I’d become a journalist in the first place – I knew each day was another chance to get it right.




  




  I headed toward the steps, out of the newsroom, glancing behind me as I opened the door to the hall. Sheesh. The Examiner newsroom had never been particularly glamorous looking, even on a good day, but it was looking particularly shabby lately. The beige carpeting was splotched in places from heaven knows what –




  probably years of leaks so numerous there weren’t enough trash cans to hold the drips. And sure, the newspaper was having money troubles just like every other struggling daily, but with these stained, plaster-blotched walls, the room looked positively dismal.




  The newsroom, by the way, is divided up into fairly obvious sections. The metro, or city section, boasted the biggest square footage, right smack in the middle.




  Lifestyle was tucked into one corner, sports was in another, and the large copy desk – charged with putting all our words on pages – took up another large chunk.




  Photo, graphics and new media, the darlings of the techno age, had a more spacious, separate room where they put out our e-news editions.




  I worked metro, which is essentially a newspaper's fancy name for the city beat.




  That’s the hard news, usually, like construction and education, municipalities and yep, sometimes a dash of corruption. There was also a touch of chaos and general mayhem – all those topics folks claim to hate but usually read first.




  Last but not least was the often lonely Help Desk, situated in a tiny corner and designed specifically for befuddled newcomers who dared enter the inner sanctum of the paper. They were few and far between, though; most bystanders couldn’t get out quickly enough. Walking into a frenetic newsroom – even in the digital age – is a little like standing too close to a speeding train.




  




  Throughout the Examiner’s newsroom, dedicated optimists had tried to cheer up the place, but it reminded me of prisoners putting post cards on their cell walls, if you know where I’m heading. The thumbtacks, family photos and all the Dilbert cartoons in the world couldn’t hide the peeling paint, scarred furniture and the decidedly shabby air that permeated the place.




  The fact that only the front office actually had windows didn’t really help the whole doom and gloom factor. Fluorescent light doesn’t look that great under the best of circumstances. And this wasn’t the best of circumstances.




  But here’s the thing – appearances can be misleading. The Daily Examiner? She was actually doing okay, holding her head above water in the world of stakeholders and the bottom line.




  The real problem wasn’t the Examiner’s décor, I thought grimly as I headed up the stairs. The problem was Harrison Fielding, editor of the paper and lordly ruler of our domain.




  Handsome, smooth and charming, Fielding had seemed the knight in shining armor who would aid our ailing princess of print.




  Not hardly. Okay, then, that’s a double negative, but he’s worth it. We had no idea what we were in for. Sure, Fielding had raised our bottom line by slashing our staff, but we knew other papers were facing the same tightening of the purse strings. That wasn’t it. It was the way he did it... that smarmy, pretentious, “I know what’s best for all of you” attitude that had so many of us seething quietly in our cubicles. And there was something else.




  




  There was no skillful balancing act between cost-cutting and customer satisfaction.




  There was just greed. The cost-cutting didn’t reach his fancy lunches, his




  “business” trips, the dinners he hosted for his buddies on the paper’s dime.




  Oh, but it was about building relationships in the community, he’d tell us with a patronizing smile as we rationed printer toner and made due with antiquated software. We wouldn’t understand.




  In fact, he made it quite clear that while we were the workhorses, he was holding the whip. It was, quite frankly, his way or the highway.




  On a whim, I’d Googled him – using the Internet search engine that had become the reporter’s best friend. I typed his name into the search box, and any and all of his published past was mine. Interesting reading, too; glowing stories published from papers where he’d worked before, where only a little reading between the lines for terms like “reassigning resources” and “streamlining excesses” hinted at the animosity under the ink.




  As for me, my days of working on the long, research-oriented projects I loved had been numbered. Now, I was strictly general assignment, short and sweet, facts and figures as fast as I could type them up. It didn’t bother me particularly, but it wasn’t terribly inspiring for someone who’d joined the rank and file to keep the world safe and informed. I did have one big project in the works, though, and I was crossing my fingers on that.




  I had faith in newspapers, I really did, and I felt they’d survive in one format or another. I just wasn’t confident about, well, this newspaper. Harrison Fielding wasn’t what we needed on top of everything else. So much change, so fast; it could take your breath away. But I felt like I was keeping up. I didn’t even mind the format changes we were going through – not too much, at least.




  It didn’t bother me when blogging became part of the job, and I actually thought it was fun when a few of us were ordered to subscribe to Twitter – although I did have to bite back a grin when our managing editor told us we’d need to file a requisite number of twits – instead of tweets – a day. Technology had been a part of my life since I was just a little kid. And while I may not be wet behind the ears anymore, I’m not quite over the hill just yet.




  But I saw fear in some of the others. I felt it. I watched as they slid their eyes away, raised their voices and denounced all this technology hoopla as stupid and foolish.




  They were uneasy, they were confused, and even though they needed help, it was the last thing in the world they wanted to ask for. Can’t keep up? Don’t understand? Well, we know who won’t make it through the next layoff then, don’t we? And where does a laid-off journalist go to? Another newspaper? Good luck, Chuck. PR, if you’re lucky, I suppose. But many of them – or us, I guess – we’re paper people. We like it here. We like the environment – the deadlines, the cursing, even the dirty floors and the crazy hours. In fact, we don’t just like it; we need it.




  We need the passion that makes a newsroom a newsroom. I can’t imagine that in a boardroom. Or a PR firm. Or, well, anywhere, I guess.




  But I also couldn’t fathom the alternative. Those sudden layoffs, that unexpected cut – the day when your professional life, your whole industry, something that grounded you, defined you, something you assumed would always be there –




  shifted, altered or just plain disappeared.




  




  I’d seen the looks on the faces of the old-timers who’d left – some willing, most not – clutching their gold-plated watches, carrying out their cardboard boxes. Their expressions were strangely empty. It was like they knew what was happening, but didn’t quite realize it was happening to them.




  I knew the feeling. I’d had something similar happen to me, in my personal life, and I still sometimes felt like I was watching it from afar.




  I shook my head to clear it. What was wrong with me tonight? Too much time spent roaming down memory lane – that’s what an empty stomach will do for you.




  I hurried on to the break room. I was totally starving.




  Blessed with a rapid metabolism, I fought a constantly ravenous appetite that made me the envy as well as the target of all my friends. And it was that group who was holding court at The Newshole, the place to be for every true journalist in Hyacinth. The bar (and grill, to be fair) actually was called Dave’s, in honor of its hard-boiled owner, but it had been called the Newshole by everyone as long as I’d lived in town, which was about as long as my natural life. The only time I’d left was for college, and a few short-lived jobs after that, and I knew even then I’d be back.




  Hyacinth, I have to say, is a pretty cool city if you like that Midwest vibe –




  although there are those who insist we’re actually a two-step closer to the south.




  Wherever. Tomato, tomahto, I suppose. Regardless of geography, Hyacinth still has that unique, small-town feel, even though now it’s leaning toward city size.




  For me, it’s big enough to keep things interesting, but cozy enough to still feel like home. All my friends are here, my family’s here, I was lucky enough to find a job, and it’s a great place to raise up kids – not that I’ll be worrying about that any time soon.




  Scanning the vending windows, I tried to remember the last time I’d had a real date, with someone I actually liked who might have considered picking up half the check. I was pretty sure it was a few presidential administrations’ back. Nobody, really, since … well, forget it. Let’s not even go there.




  No, for me, it was usually a good book or an intimate evening with Nick at Nite, a strange TV obsession that left me unusually versed in old sit-coms, classic detective shows and generally useless trivia.




  I hurriedly shoved a packet of crackers and cheese – the usual – into my shirt pocket, after ripping open the plastic and shoving a cracker in my mouth. Ah, solid, sawdusty sustenance. I might survive the trip downstairs after all.




  I made my way back into the newsroom and wangled my way to my desk. It was late, but a newsroom is rarely empty. There’s always someone working on something – following up a lead, polishing a pitch to an editor or just keeping the phone lines burning in an intense, private conversation. Tonight was no exception.




  While most of the population of Hyacinth was likely snuggled up on the couch with Jay Leno, in here, it could have been the middle of the day.




  The copy desk was writing headlines, the press guys were adjusting this and checking that, and Jeff Durks was waiting for me. Of course he was.




  “Hey, America.” He waved me over. “I was looking for you.” Ah, editors. The bane of a reporter’s existence. You write it, it’s perfect, they dissect it, and you write it again. There’s an old joke out there: “How many editors does it take to change a light bulb?” The answer: “Can’t be done. One turns it this way, and the other turns it that way ...”




  You get the idea. But Jeff was a nice guy, and I’d spent more than enough time here today, so I quibbled just a bit with his changes and let him leave happy. Jeff believed the reading public couldn’t handle more than two syllables in three consecutive words, so when he was done with your copy it looked like something out of Easy Reader, but frankly, not much could hurt that city council story. I’m sure he was a little relieved to have me out of his hair, too.




  I’m not difficult – really, I’m not – but the story has my name on it, after all. There has to be a little pride in the final product, after all, and I’ll admit it – I’ve never been one to suffer in silence.




  I slid into my chair, using the heels of my boots to walk it up to my computer, sending it to sleep and preparing to get the hell out of there. Too late, I saw Wayne Grubbs, my cubicle partner, slide in through the back door. I’m guessing he was late on his cell phone bill again and decided to make a few calls on the house.




  I’m not sure how I ended up sitting across from Wayne, but I’m pretty sure I lost a bet. Wayne has a variety of mind-boggling flaws, not the least of which was that he was possibly the worst, laziest writer I’d ever had the misery to come across – and I went through a bad middle school period of reading nothing but Harlequin romances. His stories frequently had one source, quoted questionably, and one time – no lie – in the third person.




  He strung adjectives together like a magical tapestry, and his reporting skills made Perez Hilton read like Walter Cronkite. Not to mention he was so damn obnoxious Mother Teresa would have been tempted to give him a solid bitch-slapping. But I couldn’t blame him for being here. He was Fielding’s latest hire. And it wasn’t like he was a journalist. Oh, no. That would have been too easy.




  Why hire a trained journalist, one you’d have to pay a decent salary? No, you have to think like a corporate type here. Hire someone you call a “para-journalist” –




  which in this case was a wannabe writer, a self-trained reporter, a hack, to be blunt




  – and pass him off as someone who “spoke the language of the people.” This was our corporation’s newest brainchild. They called it “getting the public involved” and “breaking down the walls.” Believe me, I have no problem with wall breaking. But this was just more cost cutting, plain and simple. The man had no real training, so they could pay him less. Duh. We all knew it. Wayne didn’t speak anyone’s language. For God’s sake, he usually only spoke with his mouth full. We were never really sure what language he was spitting out.




  Actually, it was all semantics anyway until – and I swallowed this thought every time I saw a piece of Wayne’s heavily edited copy go in – the first libel lawsuit came rolling through. And that, I knew, was likely just a matter of time.




  Wayne smiled at me, and I tried to smile back. Aesthetically – and this will sound shallow – the man is no prize. He has a flabby, pizza dough body, bad skin, a weirdly persistent odor that somehow mixes Old Spice and the pool at the YMCA, and an oh-so-annoying habit of sucking his teeth. He liked me. It figures. I think it’s because I actually tried to be nice to him sometimes. Seriously. It wasn’t his fault he was here, I suppose.




  It’s just … if he wasn’t so damn smug all the time. That would help immensely.




  




  “Hi, Wayne, bye Wayne.” I smiled brightly at him, grabbed my jacket and headed toward the door. “See ya tomorrow.” From the corner of my eye, I saw his dumpy little body turn my way, but he wasn’t quick enough.




  “America!” I heard him call. “Listen to my lead!” I shuddered. He loved to read his first paragraphs out loud. They were always awful. Tonight I didn’t stop; I knew it wouldn’t bother him, and I knew it would be horrible whether I heard it or not.




  “Oh, man … this is great…” I heard him whispering to himself as I pushed the door open. I sighed.




  The night air was cool on my face as I headed down the steps to the parking lot. I smelled nicotine as I passed the euphemistically termed “smoking area” at the paper – a few picnic tables and ashtrays where the nicotine addicts gathered during the day. Usually, there were two or three huddled together for warmth or moral support, but tonight, the tables were empty.




  I paused briefly at my brave, beleaguered old Escort in the parking lot, scraped a bit of rust off the door, and decided to walk. Mid-October in Missouri held the warmth of summer even though the beauty of fall was well under way. I lived only a few blocks away; the exercise would do me good in the morning. Besides, this way I could quaff a few beers with no guilt.




  The parking lot was empty and full of shadows. I vaguely remembered hearing that Fielding had removed some of the lighting as another great cost saver, but I wasn’t worried. Crime in Hyacinth was rarely random. Victims and attackers were usually on speaking terms, and most of our late-night excitement was over the last woman or the last beer – or sometimes both. The Newshole was only a block away, its badly worn shingled sign waving slightly in the breeze, lamp posts illuminating it from both sides.




  Downtown Hyacinth was thriving, having survived the late 90s exodus to the malls by some creative redistricting and generous tax abatements. These days, downtown resembled a picturesque village, with a square that bustled with specialty shops during the day. This late, all was quite. Outside, that is.




  I pushed open the door of Dave’s, squinting in the glare. Toby Keith was asking how I liked him now, the smell of cigarettes and perfume assaulted my nostrils, and the noise was deafening. Typical.




  




  




  




  Chapter Two




  From a corner booth, Sandy Betts waved me over. I smiled. Sandy, the food editor at the paper and my best friend in the whole world, was always the one person I could count on to put me in a good mood.




  “Ameeeerica,” she sang, giving me an indication that the beer in her hand might not have been her first. “Hey!” She motioned with her hand. “Over here!” She sounded absolutely jubilant, which was really no surprise. I’d known Sandy all my life – she’d grabbed my hand on the school bus one day, sat me down next to her, and we’d been best friends ever since.




  My smile got bigger as I slid in next to her. Sandy’s credo in life was that anything worth doing was worth overdoing, and this went for chocolate, relationships, and sure, the occasional beer.




  Sandy smiled back at me, and threw an arm around my shoulder. I just shook my head. So goofy. The fact that Sandy and I are best friends surprises everyone who sees us together. We’re opposites on just about every level, after all. Sandy is small and soft and round, with curly hair and an engaging grin. I’m tall, fairly angular –




  although I prefer the term ‘slim’ – and my hair is dark, wavy and usually unruly.




  But the biggest difference, I’d wager, is in our attitudes. I tend to look at the world with a watchful eye, and Sandy …. well, if you put her in a barn full of horse manure, she’d happily dig til she found the pony.




  Tonight she was surrounded by a crowd of our regulars, my peeps from the newsroom looking to unwind. The Newshole was a great place to do just that, to solve the world’s problems or at least shrug them off our collective backs with an icy brew – or two. And if Dave’s in a good mood, there might even be a late-night burger and fries lurking around the corner.




  Which is exactly what I was looking for right now. Let’s face it – the cheddar crackers weren’t doing the job.




  “Hey, guys.” I set down my purse and made myself comfortable. But my words were lost in the shuffle. Pity the poor reporter who arrives late to a meeting of the minds. Tonight, the floor belonged to photographer Jess Baker, who was waxing eloquent about his intense dislike of our editor. Yawn. Heard it. Lived it.




  Now, if I ever make a movie requiring newsroom types, Jess will be my inspiration. Intense but unruly, intelligent but belligerent, he’s all rolled-up sleeves and attitude. Inside, though, he has a good heart. Once you got past the chip on his shoulder that he wore like a badge of honor, Jess Baker was a good guy.




  I should know. We’d been on many an assignment together, to car wrecks and train derailments – even a downed airplane. That last one, I remember well. A commuter plane had plummeted into a marshy field just outside the city, and we were both sent to cover the story. In my haste to follow the police chief and get that elusive comment, I found myself standing a gasp and a prayer away from a nest of copperheads that seemed none too pleased about the company.




  Even just remembering, I shivered. I’m deathly afraid of snakes. But Jess isn’t.




  He’d taken one look at my stricken face, sighed, put down his camera and picked me up like a sack of potatoes, despite my weak protests. Now that’s above and beyond the call of duty for a working man.




  




  Tonight, though, the working man was in a lather. I couldn’t blame him. Harrison Fielding had been coming down hard on the photo staff, micromanaging a section of the paper he knew virtually nothing about. And Jess, with an ex-wife and child to support and the cloud of layoffs overhead, had been walking on eggshells, biting his tongue so hard it nearly bled.




  One time, I remember, the big H and Jess had nearly come to blows over a simple feature photo of an elderly farm wife standing in a field, smiling beatifically as she raised her grandbaby up to her husband on his tractor. It was a classic shot, perfectly framed – a poignant, multi-generational moment in time caught amid the backdrop of our disappearing farmland.




  But the woman had been missing a tooth.




  Harrison axed the photo, hands down. Our readers, he told Jess curtly, had no interest in a couple of hillbillies and a dirty baby. The fur flew. I still winced, remembering.




  But that was old news. I’d wandered in the middle of this latest diatribe, and I’d have to play catch up.




  “You know, it’s just the principle of the thing.” Jess waved his beer so vehemently the foam slopped over the side. “I mean, yeah, okay – he needs to cut costs. I get it




  … but pretending to be somebody’s friend to find their weak spots? That’s just wrong!”




  Ah, yes. Harrison’s ears must be burning. Jess was referring to one of Harrison’s most delightful practices – one we were all wise to now, luckily, of “befriending” a naïve reporter for a week or two, offering free lunches and after-work drinks, all under the guise of “getting to know the staff.” Actually, he was getting the dirt: who complained, who was a troublemaker, and who the newsroom might be better without. And, well, if he could find the newbie’s Achilles heel while he was at it, why all the more successful a week.




  Jess had a point. It was shitty. But right now, I had no time for principles. I was officially starving. I waved my arm wildly back and forth until I caught the eye of a burly man behind the counter.




  That would be Dave, the stone-faced ex-Marine and namesake of the bar. I’m not exaggerating when I say that he loved me. I loved him, too. I’d known him forever, or technically, I guess he’s known me forever. Dave and my dad are good friends.




  I’ve been coming here probably since I was 5 years old, accompanying pops on weekend lunches when he’d drop by after checking in at work. He’d order me a grilled cheese or some chicken strips, and I’d play peek-a-boo from under the checkered oilcloths with Dave. I still remember giggling as he’d lift me high above his head.




  He probably could still lift me; I just doubt I’d find it so charming. Regardless, I was now madly in love with his burgers. After watching me do my wave and jump routine for a few minutes, Dave ambled over. He knew what was coming.




  “No way, Miss America.” He leaned his beefy arms on the table. “Kitchen’s closed.”




  I gave him my best mongrel eyes. Dave was a pushover, a softie, and we both knew it.




  He sighed. I sighed.




  




  “Dave – seriously,” I started. “I am really starving.” I stretched out my arms.




  “Look – skin and bones.”




  He just shook his head. I tried another tack.




  I’ve been so busy,” I said mournfully. “Tracking down news for you all day.” At that, he snickered. “I would hope so,” he said. “I’m paying enough for it.” Ouch. He had a point. Fielding and his crew had already raised the paper’s price twice this year; the natives were getting restless.




  But so was my stomach.




  “A cheeseburger?” I said in a small voice. “Just a simple cheeseburger?” Dave harrumphed. Really, that’s the best word for it.




  “I’ll see what I can rustle up out back.” He turned toward the kitchen, and I hid a grin. Yes! I had won again, for about the six billionth time. I knew that in a few minutes, I’d be biting into a thick, juicy burger grilled to perfection, wrapped in melting cheese. And my dad would get the full report of how I’d been out too late on a school night.




  Oh, well. A girl’s gotta make choices.




  Meanwhile, I’d been missing out on some heated conversation – again, about the editor in question.




  “Good God, could we talk about something else?” That plea for diversity came from none other than Monica Waite, our education reporter extraordinaire. Well, the extraordinaire was her own opinion, but she was all right – kind of like the Examiner’s contribution to Junior League. Frankly, she looked a little too well bred to be hanging with our scruffy lot, if the truth be known.




  But I have to admit – okay, reluctantly admit – she was a kick-ass reporter. Her series on illegal hiring practices within the school district had administrators doing the backstroke all over the front page. Heads were rolling, and it had become a little game for us to try and get her to divulge the sources who were tipping her off.




  She wouldn’t tell, but they hadn’t missed a trick so far.




  Tonight, though, it seemed like work was the last thing on her mind. She’d even put her Crackberry – um – Blackberry - in her purse, and for Monica, that was unheard of. In fact, I’d assumed the two were surgically connected.




  “Jess, we’ve been obsessing about the guy forever. He’s just here til he quits, okay?” She pulled a lipstick out of her purse and expertly reapplied her shade, not even using a mirror. She pursed her lips, either to blot them or indicate we were all idiots. “Just deal, you know?”




  She paused, running a manicured fingertip along the rim of her glass. “Besides, he’s not that bad as a person … I think he’s just trying to do a good job.” My eyes rolled back into my head, to about that area where mom said they’d always get stuck. Oh, puhhleaze. Did I mention she didn’t really fit in? But her startled look at the rising decibel reaction to her remark made me laugh out loud.




  She smiled uncertainly at me, and I actually smiled back. It felt good – it was the first real smile I’d cracked all day. It’s tough to work in a tense atmosphere day after day, feeling that collective anger and frustration rise like a wave and wondering where it would crest.




  




  Luckily, Jess did indeed change the subject. By addressing me.




  “So, what are you covering tomorrow, America?” he asked, almost too politely. He took a long draught of beer from his mug. “You working cops? Any chance we can work on our project?” He was talking about a series the two of us were collaborating on, one we’d been neglecting as our staff grew smaller and our workloads got heavier.




  But I try not to mix business with drinking, so I decided to answer the first part of the question.




  “Cops? Me?” I made a face. “There’s no room for the B team while Brody’s around … he’s got it covered.”




  Sandy leaned over suddenly and whispered in my ear – just loud enough for the rest of the entire table to hear. “Brody’s good looking, isn’t he?” Charming. I so enjoy being sober at a table of drunks. I reached over and took a long drink of her beer.




  “A little young for me, isn’t he?” I answered in an overly polite tone. She just smirked suggestively. I smiled and flipped her off.




  Actually, the silly conversation was a release. It kept my mind off what would likely be my real assignment tomorrow – another board meeting, tax hearing or other breathtaking event. Harrison Fielding was big on our being the paper of record. It was creativity that seemed to make him nervous. Oh, well. The job did have its perks. I never asked the same question two days in a row, got to indulge my inherently curious nature, and make a little money. Very little.




  




  Man, where was that cheeseburger? I took my last lonely cracker from my pocket and tentatively bit off a tiny corner. Ugh. Whatever that yellow stuff was in the center, I highly doubted it was related to a dairy product.




  I stole another sip of Sandy’s beer and shrugged at her apologetically, even though she was deep in conversation with Monica. She saw me, though.




  “Drink up,” she told me. I raised my eyebrows. Journalists giving away beer? Had hell frozen over and I hadn’t been notified?




  She saw my look. “Seriously,” she said. “I’m trying to lose weight.” Oh, I got it now. Sandy was always trying to lose weight. She’d been on Hollywood diets, low-carb diets, the diet with all the bacon – you know what I mean. They never worked. And she looked fine. She was pretty – classically sweet looking. She could be on the cover of a Real Romance or Young Love magazine.




  Not those slutty Sexy Stories ones, but the real deal.




  “Again?” My eyes rolled of their own accord, I swear. I’ve told her a million times she looks fine. But I’m the skinny friend. And I’m not a guy. And Sandy, just a year younger than me, was in love. Again. And that’s Love with a capital L, baby.




  This time it was Terry, a perfectly nice and slightly boring civil engineer who was now the recipient of the many gourmet goodies Sandy cooked as part of her job and a lot of her spare time.




  “Terry says we need to get healthy.” Her eyes were wide and sincere. “It’s very important to him.”




  Zzzzzzzz. Where was my food? I sent Dave a psychic message while I nodded encouragingly to Sandy. As if on cue, an oversized plate clanked down in front of me, courtesy of an overly made up waitress who hadn’t gotten the news blue eyeshadow wasn’t in fashion. I wasn’t about to tell her, either. I just smiled gratefully. Mmmmm. A quarter-pound of delicious, medium-rare, cheese-slathered, artery-clogging meat. I was in heaven.




  I took a huge bit, mumbling apologetically to Sandy. She just laughed. I told you she was nice. Ignoring my gluttony, in fact, she kept talking – waxing on about the virtues of the wonderful Terry. Only three months, she said with a dreamy smile, but who knows? He could be the one. I kept my best poker face. Seemed a little too early to be placing bets on “the one,” and I should know. I still had a habit of reaching over to twist a ring that wasn’t there anymore. But if she was happy, I was happy, and that’s all there was to it.




  Meanwhile, speaking of romance, there seemed to be a little something blossoming at the other end of the table. Monica and Jess were leaning close together, engaged in an obviously private conversation. I couldn’t hear it, but she wasn’t texting, and he wasn’t loudly complaining, so there must be something going on, right?
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