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A captivating novel set in the world of television talk shows, Private Scandals reveals the ambitious
dreams of a

savvy young woman, and the dark obsessions that threaten all she's worked for ...

Deanna Reynolds had it all planned: She'd start out in the newsroom of a small Chicago station, then
move up to

one day host her own talk show. When her mentor Angela Perkins leaves for the big time in New York,
Deanna risks

everything for the chance to replace Angela on the air. Finn Riley, the network's sexiest journalist, falls
for the risk-

taker in the small town girl. But soon they are caught up in the bitter backlash of Angela's revenge ...
Together Finn

and Deanna must unmask the hidden betrayals of Deanna's fiercest rival by taking the biggest risk of all
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PRIVATE SCANDALS

PART ONE

""The time has come," the Walrus said, "to talk of many things.""
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Lewis Carroll

Chicago, 1994

It was a moonless midnight in Chicago, but to Deanna, the moment had all the makings of High Noon. It
was easy to

see herself in the quietly dignified, stalwart Gary Cooper role, preparing to face down the canny,
vengeance-seeking

gunslinger.
But damn it, Deanna thought, Chicago was her town. Angela was the outsider.

It suited Angela's sense of the dramatic, Deanna supposed, to demand a showdown in the very studio
where they

both had climbed ambition's slippery ladder. But it was Deanna's studio now, and it was her show that
garnered the

lion's share of the ratings points. There was nothing Angela could do to change that, short of conjuring
up Elvis from

the grave and asking him to sing "Heartbreak Hotel" to the studio audience.

A ghost of a smile flitted around Deanna's lips at the image, but there wasn't much humor in it. Angela
was nothing if

not a worthy opponent. Over the years she had used gruesome tactics to keep her daily talk show on
top.

But whatever Angela had up her sleeve this time wasn't going to work. She had underestimated Deanna
Reynolds.

Angela could whisper secrets and threaten scandal all she wanted, but nothing she could say would
change Deanna's

plans.

She would, however, hear Angela out. Deanna thought she would even attempt, one last time, to
compromise. To

offer, if not friendship, at least a cautious truce. There was little hope the breach could be spanned after
all this time

and all the hostility, but hope, to Deanna's mind, sprang eternal.
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At least until it dried up.

Focusing on the matter at hand, Deanna pulled into the CBC Building's parking lot. During the day, the
lot would be

crammed with cars-- technicians, editors, producers, talent, secretaries, interns. Deanna would be
dropped

off and picked up by her driver, avoiding the hassle. Inside the great white building, people would be
rushing to put

out the news--at seven A.m., noon and five and ten P.m.--and Let's
Cook! with Bobby Marks, the weekly In
Depth with Finn Riley, and the top-rated talk show in the country, Deanna's Hour.

But now, just after midnight, the lot was nearly empty. There were half a dozen cars belonging to the
skeleton crew

who were loitering in the newsroom, waiting for something to happen somewhere in the world. Probably
hoping any

new wars would wait to erupt until the lonely night shift ended.

Wishing she were somewhere else, anywhere else, Deanna pulled into an empty space and shut off the
engine. For

a moment she simply sat, listening to the night, the swish of cars on the street to the left, the rumble of the
huge air-

conditioning system that kept the building and the expensive equipment cool. She had to get a handle on
her mixed

emotions and her nerves before she faced Angela.

Nerves were second nature in the profession she'd chosen. She would work with them, or through
them. Her temper

was something she could and would control, particularly if losing it would accomplish nothing. But those
emotions, the

ones that ran so strong and so contradictory, were another matter. Even after all this time, it was difficult
to forget that
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the woman she was about to face was one she had once admired and respected. And trusted.

From bitter experience Deanna knew that Angela was an expert in emotional manipulation. Deanna's
problem--and

many said her talent--was an inability to hide her feelings. They were there, up front, shouting to anyone
who cared to

listen. Whatever she felt was mirrored in her gray eyes, broadcast in the tilt of her head or the expression
of her

mouth. Some said that's what made her irresistible, and dangerous. With a flick of her wrist, she turned
the rearview

mirror toward her. Yes, she mused, she could see the sparks of temper in her own eyes, and the
simmering

resentment, the dragging regret. After all, she and Angela had been friends once. Or almost friends.

But she could also see the pleasure of anticipation. That was a matter of pride. This bout had been a
long time

coming.

Smiling a little, Deanna took out a tube of

lipstick and carefully painted her mouth. You didn't go one-on-one with your arch rival without the most
basic of

shields. Pleased that her hand was rock steady, she dropped the lipstick back in her purse, climbed out
of the car.

She stood a moment, breathing in the balmy night while she asked herself one question.
Calm, Deanna?

Nope, she thought. What she was, was revved. If the energy was fueled by nerves, it didn't matter.
Slamming the car

door behind her, she strode across the lot. She slipped her plastic ID out of her pocket and punched it
into the security

slot beside the rear door. Seconds later, a little green light blipped, allowing her to depress the handle
and pull the
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heavy door open.
She flicked the switch to light the stairway, and let the door ease shut behind her.

She found it interesting that Angela hadn't arrived before her. She'd have taken a car service, Deanna
thought. Now

that Angela was settled in New York, she no longer had a regular driver in Chicago. It surprised Deanna
that she

hadn't seen a limo waiting in the lot.
Angela was always, always on time.
It was one of the many things Deanna respected about her.

The click of Deanna's heels on the stairs echoed hollowly as she descended a level. As she slipped her
card in the

next security slot, she wondered briefly who Angela had bribed, threatened or seduced to gain entry to
the studio.

Not so many years before, Deanna had rushed down that same route, wide-eyed and enthusiastic,
running errands

at the snap of Angela's demanding fingers. She'd been ready to preen like an eager puppy for any sign of
approval.

But, like any smart pup, she'd learned.

And when betrayal had come, with its keen-edged disillusionment, she might have whimpered, but she'd
licked her

wounds and had used everything she'd learned--until the student became the master.

It shouldn't have surprised her to discover how quickly old resentments, long cooled, could come rolling
to a boil.

And this time, Deanna thought, this time when she faced Angela, it would be on her own turf, under her
own rules.

The naive kid from Kansas was more than ready to flex the muscles of

realized ambition.
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And perhaps once she did, they would finally clear the air. Meet on equal terms. If it wasn't possible to
forget what

had happened between them in the past, it was always possible to accept and move on.

Deanna slipped her card into the slot beside the studio doors. The light blinked green. She pushed
mside, into

darkness.
The studio was empty.

That pleased her. Arriving first gave her one more advantage, as a hostess escorting an unwelcome
guest into her

home. And if home was where you grew from girl to woman, where you learned and squabbled, the
studio was home.

Smiling a little, Deanna reached out in the dark for the switch that controlled a bank of overhead lights.
She thought

she heard something, some whisper that barely disturbed the air. And a feeling stabbed through that fine
sense of

anticipation. A feeling that she was not alone.

Angela, she thought, and flicked the switch. But as the overhead lights flashed on, brighter ones, blinding
ones,

exploded inside her head. As the pain ripped through them, she plunged back into the dark.

She crawled back inffconsciousness, moaning. Her head, heavy with pain, lolled back against a chair.
Groggy,

disoriented, she lifted a hand to the worst of the ache. Her fingers came away lightly smeared with
blood.

She struggled to focus, baffled to find herself sitting in her own chair, on her own set. Had she missed a
cue? she

wondered, dizzy, staring back at the camera where the red light gleamed.

But there was no studio audience beyond the camera, no technicians working busily out of range.
Though the lights

flooded down with the familiar heat, there was no show in progress.

She'd come to meet Angela, Deanna remembered.
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Her vision wavered again, like water disturbed by a pebble, and she blinked to clear it. It was then her
gaze latched

on to the two images on the monitor. She saw herself, pale and glazed-eyed. Then she saw, with horror,
the guest

sitting in the chair beside hers.

Angela, her pink silk suit decorated with pearl buttons. Matching strands of pearls around

her throat, clustered at her ears. Angela, her golden hair softly coiffed, her legs crossed, her hands
folded together

over the right arm of the chair.
It was Angela. Oh yes, there was no mistaking it. Even though her face had been destroyed.

Blood was splattered over the pink silk and joined by more that ran almost leisurely down from where
that lovely,

canny face should be.

It was then Deanna began to scream.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Chapter One

Chicago, 1990

In five, four, three ...

Deanna smiled at the camera from her corner of the set of Midday News. "Our guest this afternoon is
Jonathan

Monroe, a local author who has just published a book titled I Want Mine." She lifted the slim volume
from the small

round table between the chairs, angling it toward Camera Two. "Jonathan, you've subtitled this book
Healthy

Selfishness. What inspired you to write about a trait most people consider a character flaw?"

"Well, Deanna." He chuckled, a small man with a sunny smile who was sweating profusely under the
lights. "I

wanted mine."

Good answer, she thought, but it was obvious he wasn't going to elaborate without a little prompting.
"And who

doesn't, if we're honest?" she said, trying to loosen him up with a sense of comradeship. "Jonathan, you
state in your

book that this healthy selfishness is quashed by parents and caregivers, right from the nursery."

"Exactly." His frozen, brilliant smile remained fixed while his eyes darted in panic.

Deanna shifted subtly, laying her hand over his rigid fingers just under camera range. Her eyes radiated
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mterest, her

touch communicated support. "You believe the demand of adults that children share toys sets an
unnatural

precedent." She gave his hand an encouraging squeeze. "Don't you feel that sharing is a basic form of
courtesy?"

"Not at all." And he began to tell her why. Though his explanations were delivered in fits and starts, she
was able to

smooth over the awkwardness, guiding him through the three-minute-fifteen-second spot.

"That's I Want Mine, by Jonathan Monroe," she said to the camera, winding up. "Available in your
bookstores now.

Thank you so much for joining us today, Jonathan."

"It was a pleasure. As a side note, I'm currently working on my second book, Get Out of My Way, |
Was Here First.

It's about healthy aggression."

"Best of luck with it. We'll be back in a moment with the rest of the Midday News." Once they were
m!commercial,

she smiled at Jonathan. "You were great. [ appreciate your coming in."

"I hope I did okay." The minute his mike was removed, Jonathan whipped out a handkerchief to mop
his brow. "First

timeon TV."
"You did fine. I think this will generate a lot of local interest in your book."
"Really?"
"Absolutely. Would you mind signing this for me?"

Beaming again, he took the book and pen she offered. "Y ou sure made it easy, Deanna. I did a radio
interview this

morning. The DJ hadn't even read the back blurb."

She took the autographed book, rising. Part of her mind, most of her energy, was already at the news
desk across

the studio. "That makes it hard on everyone. Thanks again," she said, offering her hand. "I hope you'll
come back with

your next book."
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"I'd love to." But she'd already walked away, maneuvering nimbly over snaking piles of cable to take
her place

behind the counter on the news set. After slipping the book under the counter,

she hooked her mike to the lapel of her red suit.
"Another screwball." The comment from her co-anchor, Roger Crowell, was typical.
"He was very nice."

"You think everyone's very nice." Grinning, Roger checked his hand mirror, gave his tie a minute
adjustment. He had

a good face for the camera--mature, trustworthy, with distinguished flecks of gray at the temples of his
rust-colored

hair. "Especially the screwballs."
"That's why I love you, Rog."

This caused snickering among the camera crew. Whatever response Roger might have made was cut
off by the floor

director signaling time. While the TelePrompTer rolled, Roger smiled into the camera, setting the tone for
a soft

segment on the birth of twin tigers at the zoo.
"That's all for Midday. Stay tuned for Let's Cook! This is Roger Crowell."

"And Deanna Reynolds. See you tomorrow." As the closing music tinkled in her earpiece, Deanna
turned to smile at

Roger. "You're a softy, pal. You wrote that piece on the baby tigers yourself. It had your fingerprints all
over it."

He flushed a little, but winked. "Just giving them what they want, babe."
"And we're clear." The floor director stretched his shoulders. "Nice show, people."
"Thanks, Jack." Deanna was already unhooking her mike.

"Hey, want to get some lunch?" Roger was always ready to eat, and countered his love affair with food


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

with his
personal trainer. There was no disguising pounds from the merciless eye of the camera.

"Can't. I've got an assignment." Roger rose. Beneath his impeccable blue serge jacket, he wore a pair of
eye-

popping Bermuda shorts. "Don't tell me it's for the terror of Studio B."
The faintest flicker of annoyance clouded her eyes. "Okay, [ won't."
"Hey, Dee." Roger caught up with her on the edge of the set. "Don't get mad."
"I didn't say I was mad."

"You don't have to." They walked down the single wide step from the glossy set to the scarred wood
floor, skirting

around camera and cable.

They pushed through the studio doors together. "You are mad. It shows. You get that line between your
eyebrows.

Look." He pulled her by the arm into the makeup room. After flicking on the lights, he stood behind her,
his hands on

her shoulders as they faced the mirror. "See, it's still there."
Deliberately, she eased it away with a smile. "I don't see anything."

"Then let me tell you what I see. Every man's dream of the girl next door. Subtle, wholesome sex."
When she

scowled, he only grinned. "That's the visual, kid. Those big, trust-me eyes and peaches and cream. Not
bad qualities

for a television reporter."
"How about intelligence?" she countered. "Writing ability, guts."

"We're talking visuals." His smile flashed, deepening the character lines around his eyes. No one in
television would

dare refer to them as wrinkles. "Look, my last co-anchor was a Twinkie. All blow-dried hair and
bonded teeth. She
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was more worried about her eyelashes than she was punching the lead."

"And now she's reading the news at the number-two station in LA." She knew how the business
worked. Oh yes, she

did. But she didn't have to like it. "Rumors are, she's being groomed for network."

"That's the game. Personally, I appreciate having someone at the desk with a brain, but let's not forget
what we are."

"I thought we were journalists." "Television journalists. You've got a face that was made for the camera,
and it tells

everything you're thinking, everything you're feeling. Only problem is, it's the same off camera, and that
makes you

vulnerable. A woman like Angela eats little farm girls like you for breakfast."
"I didn't grow up on a farm." Her voice was dry as a Midwest dust bowl.
"Might as well have." He gave her shoulders a friendly squeeze. "Who's your pal, Dee?"
She sighed, rolled her eyes. "You are, Roger."
"Watch your back with Angela."
"Look, I know she has a reputation for being temperamental--"

"She has a reputation for being a stone bitch." Stepping away from Roger, Deanna uncapped

a pot of cold cream to remove her heavy makeup. She didn't like having her coworkers pitted against
one another,

competing for her time, and she didn't like feeling pressured into choosing between them. It had been
difficult enough

juggling her responsibilities in the newsroom and on set with the favors she did for Angela. And they
were only favors,

after all. Done primarily on her own time.

"All T know is that she's been nothing but kind to me. She liked my work on Midday and the "Deanna's
Corner"
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segment and offered to help me refine my style."
"She's using you."

"She's teaching me," Deanna corrected, tossing used makeup pads aside. Her movements were quick
and

practiced. She hit the center of the wastebasket as consistently as a veteran free-throw shooter. "There's
a reason

Angela has the top-rated talk show in the market. It would have taken me years to learn the ins and outs
of the

business I've picked up from her in a matter of months."
"And do you really think she's going to share a piece of that pie?"

She pouted a moment because, of course, she wanted a piece. A nice big one. Healthy selfishness, she
thought,

and chuckled to herself. "It's not as though I'm competing with her."

"Not yet." But she would be, he knew. It surprised him that Angela didn't detect the ambition glinting
just behind

Deanna's eyes. But then, he mused, ego was often blinding. He had reason to know. "Just some friendly
advice. Don't

give her any ammunition." He took one last study as Deanna briskly redid her makeup for the street. She
might have

been naive, he mused, but she was also stubborn. He could see it in the way her mouth was set, the
angle of her

chin. "I've got a couple of bumpers to tape."

He tugged on her hair. "See you tomorrow." "Yeah." Once she was alone, Deanna tapped her eye pencil
against the

makeup table. She didn't discount everything Roger said. Because she was a perfectionist, because she
demanded,

and received, the best for her show, Angela Perkins had a reputation for being hard. And it certainly
paid off. After six

years in syndication, Angela's had been in the number-one spot for more than three.

Since both Angela's and Midday
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News were taped at the CBC studios,
Angela had been able to exert a little pressure to free up some of Deanna's time.

It was also true that Angela had been nothing but kind to Deanna. She had shown Deanna a friendship
and a

willingness to share that were rare in the highly competitive world of television.

Was it naive to trust kindness? Deanna didn't think so. Nor was she foolish enough to believe that
kindness was

always rewarded.

Thoughtfully, she picked up the brush marked with her name and pulled it through her shoulder-length
black hair.

Without the cover of heavy theatrical makeup necessary for the lights and camera, her skin was as
elegantly pale as

porcelain, a dramatic contrast to the inky mane of hair and the smoky, slightly slanted eyes. To add
another touch of

drama, she'd painted her lips a deep rose.
Satisfied, she pulled her hair back in a ponytail with two quick flicks of her wrist.

She never planned to compete with Angela. Although she hoped to use what she learned to boost her
OWn career,

what she wanted was a network spot, someday. Maybe a job on 20/20.

And it wasn't beyond the realm of possibility that she could expand the weekly "Deanna's Corner"
segment on the

noon news into a full-fledged syndicated talk show of her own. Even that would hardly be competing
with Angela, the

queen of the market.

The nineties were wide open for all manner of styles and shows. If she succeeded, it would be because
she'd

learned from the master. She would always be grateful to Angela for that.
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"If the son of a bitch thinks I'm going to roll over, he's in for an unpleasant surprise." Angela Perkins
glared at the

reflection of her producer in her dressing room mirror. "He agreed to come on the show to hype his new
album. Tit for

tat, Lew. We're giving him national exposure, so he's damn well going to answer some questions about
his tax

evasion charges."

"He didn't say he wouldn't answer them, Angela." The headache behind Lew Mcationeil's eyes was still
dull enough

to keep him hoping it would pass. "He just said he won't be able to be specific as long as the case is
pending. He'd

like it if you would concentrate on his career."

"I wouldn't be where I am if I let a guest dictate my show, would [?" She swore again, ripely, then
wheeled in the

chair to snarl at the hairdresser. "Pull my hair again, sweetie, and you'll be picking up curlers with your
teeth."

"I'm sorry, Miss Perkins, but your hair is really too short ..."

"Just get it done." Angela faced her own reflection again, and deliberately relaxed her features. She
knew how

important it was to relax the facial muscles before a show, no matter how high the adrenaline. The
camera picked up

every line and wrinkle, like an old friend a woman meets for lunch. So she breathed deeply, closing her
eyes a

moment in a signal to her producer to hold his tongue. When she opened them again, they were clear, a
diamond

bright blue surrounded by silky lashes.

And she smiled as the hairdresser swept her hair back and up into a wavy blond halo. It was a good
look for her,

Angela decided. Sophisticated but not threatening. Chic but not studied. She checked the style from
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every angle
before giving the go-ahead nod.

"It looks great, Marcie." She flashed the high-powered smile that made the hairdresser forget the earlier
threat. "I feel

ten years younger."

"You look wonderful, Miss Perkins." "Thanks to you." Relaxed and satisfied, she toyed with the
trademark pearls

around her throat. "And how's that new man in your life, Marcie? Is he treating you well?"

"He's terrific." Marcie grinned as she gave Angela's hair a large dose of spray to hold the style. "I think
he might be

the one."
"Good for you. If he gives you any trouble, you let me know." She winked. "I'll straighten him out."
With a laugh, Marcie backed away. "Thanks, Miss Perkins. Good luck this morning."

"Mmm-hmmm. Now, Lew." She smiled and lifted a hand for his. The squeeze was encouraging,
feminine, friendly.

"Don't worry about a thing. You just keep our guest happy until airtime. I'll take care of the rest."

"He wants your word, Angela."

"Honey, you give him whatever he wants." She laughed; Lew's headache sprang into full-blown agony.
"Don't be

such a worrier." She leaned forward to pluck a cigarette from the pack of Virginia Slims on the dressing
table. She

flicked on a gold monogrammed lighter, a gift from her second husband. She blew out one thin stream of
smoke.

Lew was getting soft, she mused, personally as well as professionally. Though he wore a suit and tie, as
dictated by

her dress code, his shoulders were slumped as if pulled down by the weight of his expanding belly. His
hair was
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thinning out, too, she realized, and was heavily streaked with gray. Her show was known for its energy
and speed.

She didn't enjoy having her producer look like a pudgy old man.
"After all these years, Lew, you should trust me."
"Angela, if you attack Deke Barrow, you're going to make it tough for us to book other celebrities."

"Bull. They're six deep waiting for a chance to do my show." She jabbed her cigarette in the air like a
lance. "They

want me to hype their movies and their TV specials and their books and their records, and they damn
well want me to

hype their love lives. They need me, Lew, because they know that every day millions of people tune in."
She smiled

into the mirror, and the face that smiled back was lovely, composed, polished. "And they tune in for me."

Lew had worked with Angela for more than five years and knew exactly how to handle a dispute. He
wheedled.

"Nobody's denying that, Angela. You are the show. I just think you should tread lightly with Deke. He's
been around

the country-music scene a long time, and this comeback of his has a lot of sentiment behind him."
"Just leave Deke to me." She smiled behind a mist of smoke. "I'll be very sentimental."

She picked up the note cards that Deanna had finished organizing at seven that morning. It was a
gesture of

dismissal that had Lew shaking his head. Angela's smile widened as she skimmed through the notes. The
girl was

good, she mused. Very good, very thorough.
Very useful.

Angela took one last contemplative drag

on her cigarette before crushing it out in the heavy crystal ashtray on her dressing table. As always, every
pot, every
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brush, every tube was aligned in meticulous order. There was a vase of two dozen red roses, which
were brought in

fresh every morning, and a small dish of multicolored coated mints that Angela loved.

She thrived on routine, at being able to control her environment, including the people around her.
Everyone had their

place. She was enjoying making one for Deanna Reynolds.

Some might have thought it odd that a woman approaching forty, a vain woman, would have taken on a
younger,

lovely woman as a favored apprentice. But Angela had been a pretty woman who with time, experience
and illusion

had become a beautiful one. And she had no fear of age. Not in a world where it could be so easily
combated.

She wanted Deanna behind her because of her looks, because of her talent, because of her youth. Most
of all,

because power scented power.
And for the very simple reason that she liked the girl.

Oh, she would offer Deanna tidbits of advice, friendly criticism, dollops of praise--and perhaps, in time,
a position of

some merit. But she had no intention of allowing someone she already sensed as a potential competitor
to break free.

No one broke free from Angela Perkins.
She had two ex-husbands who had learned that. They hadn't broken free. They had been dispatched.
"Angela?"

"Deanna." Angela flung out a hand in welcome. "I was just thinking about you. Your notes are
wonderful. They'll add

so much to the show."

"Glad I could help." Deanna lifted a hand to toy with her left earring, a sign of hesitation she'd yet to
master. "Angela,

I feel awkward asking you this, but my mother is a huge fan of Deke Barrow's."
"And you'd like an autograph."

After a quick, embarrassed smile, Deanna brought out the CD she was holding behind her back. "She'd
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love it ifhe
could sign this for her."

"You just leave it to me." Angela tapped one perfect, French-manicured nail along the edge of the CD.
"And what is

your mother's name again,

Dee?"
"It's Marilyn. I really appreciate it, Angela."

"Anything I can do for you, sweetie." She waited a beat. Her timing had always been excellent. "Oh,
and there is a

little favor you could do for me."
"Of course."

"Would you make reservations for dinner for me tonight, at La Fontaine, seven-thirty, for two? I simply
don't have

time to deal with it myself, and I forgot to tell my secretary to handle it."
"No problem." Deanna pulled a pad out of her pocket to make a note.

"You're a treasure, Deanna." Angela stood then to take a final check of her pale blue suit in a cheval
glass. "What do

you think of this color? It's not too washed-out, is it?"

Because she knew that Angela fretted over every detail of the show, from research to the proper
footwear, Deanna

took time for a serious study. The soft drape of the fabric suited Angela's compact, curvy figure
beautifully. "Coolly

feminine."
The tension in Angela's shoulders unknotted. "Perfect, then. Are you staying for the taping?"
"I can't. I still have copy to write for Midday."

"Oh." The annoyance surfaced, but only briefly. "I hope helping me out hasn't put you behind."
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"There are twenty-four hours in the day," Deanna said. "I like to use all of them. Now, I'd better get out
of your way."

""Bye, honey."

Deanna shut the door behind her. Everyone in the building knew that Angela insisted on having the last
ten minutes

before she took the stage to herself. Everyone assumed she used that time to go over her notes. That
was nonsense,

of course. She was completely prepared. But she preferred that they think of her brushing up on her
information. Or

even that they imagine her taking a quick nip from the bottle of brandy she kept in her dressing table.

Not that she would touch the brandy. The need to keep it there, just within reach, terrified as much as it
comforted.

She preferred they believe anything, as long as they didn't know the truth.

Angela Perkins spent those last solitary

moments before each taping in a trembling cycle of panic. She, a woman who exuded an image of
supreme self-

confidence; she, a woman who had interviewed presidents, royalty, murderers and millionaires,
succumbed, as she

always did, to a vicious, violent attack of stage fright.

Hundreds of hours of therapy had done nothing to alleviate the shuddering, the sweating, the nausea.
Helpless

against it, she collapsed in her chair, drawing herself in. The mirror reflected her in triplicate, the polished
woman,

perfectly groomed, immaculately presented. Eyes glazed with the terror of self-discovery.

Angela pressed her hands to her temples and rode out the screaming roller coaster of fear. Today she
would slip,

and they would hear the backwoods of Arkansas in her voice. They would see the girl who had been
unloved and
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unwanted by a mother who had preferred the flickering images on the pitted screen of the tiny Philco to
her own flesh

and blood. The girl who had wanted attention so badly, so desperately, she had imagined herself inside
that television

so that her mother would focus those vague, drunken eyes just once, and look at her.

They would see the girl in the secondhand clothes and ill-fitting shoes who had studied so hard to make
average

grades.

They would see that she was nothing, no one, a fraud who had bluffed her way into television the same
way her

father had bluffed his way into an inside straight.
And they would laugh at her.
Or worse, turn her off.
The knock on the door made her flinch. "We're set, Angela."

She took a deep breath, then another. "On my way." Her voice was perfectly normal. She was a master
at pretense.

For a few seconds longer, she stared at her reflection, watching the panic fade from her own eyes.

She wouldn't fail. She would never be laughed at. She would never be ignored again. And no one
would see

anything she didn't allow them to see. She rose, walked out of her dressing room, down the corridor.

She had yet to see her guest and continued past the green room without a blink. She never spoke to a
guest before

the tape was rolling.

Her producer was warming up the studio audience. There was a hum of excitement from those fortunate
enough to

have secured tickets to the taping. Marcie, tottering in four-inch heels, rushed up for a last-minute check
on hair and
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makeup. A researcher passed Angela a few more cards. Angela spoke to neither of them.
When she walked onstage, the hum burst open into a full-throttle cheer.

"Good morning." Angela took her chair and let the applause wash over her while she was miked. "I
hope everyone's

ready for a great show." She scanned the audience as she spoke and was pleased with the
demographics. It was a

good mix of age, sex and race--an important visual for the camera pans. "Anyone here a Deke Barrow
fan?"

She laughed heartily at the next round of applause. "Me too," she said, though she detested country
music in any

form. "I'd say we're all in for a treat."

She nodded, settled back, legs crossed, hands folded over the arm of her chair. The red light on the
camera blinked

on. The intro music swung jazzily through the air.
""Lost Tms," "That Green-Eyed

Girl," "One Wild Heart." Those are just a few of the hits that made today's guest a legend. He's been a
part of country-

music history for more than twenty-five years, and his current album, Lost in Nashville, is zooming up the
charts.

Please join me in welcoming, to Chicago, Deke Barrow."

The applause thundered out again as Deke strode out onstage. Barrel-chested, with graying temples
peeking out

from beneath his black felt Stetson, Deke grinned at the audience before accepting Angela's warm
handshake. She

stood back, letting him milk the moment by tipping his hat.

With every appearance of delight, she joined in the audience's standing ovation. By the end of the hour,
she thought,

Deke would stagger offstage. And he wouldn't even know what had hit him.

Angela waited until the second half of the show to strike. Like a good host, she had flattered her guest,
listened
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attentively to his anecdotes, chuckled at his jokes. Now

Deke was basking in the admiration as Angela held the mike for excited fans as they stood

to ask questions. She waited, canny as a cobra.

"Deke, I wondered if you're going by Danville, Kentucky, on your tour. That's my hometown," a
blushing redhead

asked.

"Well now, I can't say as we are. But we'll be in Louisville on the seventeenth of June. You be sure to
tell your friends

to come on by and see me."

"Your Lost in Nashville tour's going to keep you on the road for several months," Angela began. "That's
rough on

you, isn't it?"

"Rougher than it used to be," he answered with a wink. "I ain't twenty anymore." His broad,
guitar-plucking hands

lifted and spread. "But I gotta say I love it. Singing in a recording studio can't come close to what it's like
to sing for

people."

"And the tour's certainly been a success so far. There's no truth, then, to the rumor that you may have to
cut it short

because of your difficulties with the IRS?"
Deke's congenial grin slipped several notches. "No, ma'am. We'll finish it out."

"[ feel safe in speaking for everyone here when I say you have our support in this. Tax evasion." She
rolled her eyes

in disbelief. "They make you sound like Also Capone."

"I really can't talk about it." Deke shuffled his booted feet, tugged at his bola tie. "But nobody's calling it
tax evasion."
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"Oh." She widened her eyes. "I'm sorry. What are they calling it?"
He shifted uncomfortably on his chair. "It's a disagreement on back taxes."

""Disagreement" is a mild word for it. I realize you can't really discuss this while the matter's under
investigation, but I

think it's an outrage. A man like you, who's brought pleasure to millions, for two generations, to be faced
with potential

financial ruin because his books weren't in perfect order."
"It's not as bad as all that--"

"But you've had to put your home in Nashville on the market." Her voice dripped sympathy. Her eyes
gleamed with it.

"I think the country you've celebrated in your music should show more compassion, more gratitude.
Don't you?"

She hit the right button.

"Seems like the tax man doesn't have much to do with the country I've been singing about for
twenty-five years."

Deke's mouth thinned, his eyes hardened like agates. "They look at dollar signs. They don't think about
how hard a

man's worked. How much he sweats to make something of himself. They just keep slicing at you till
most of what's

yours is theirs. They turn honest folk into liars and cheaters."

"You're not saying you cheated on your taxes, are you, Deke?" She smiled guilelessly when he froze.
"We'll be back

in a moment," she said to the camera, and waited until the red light blinked off. "I'm sure most of us here
have been

squeezed by the IRS, Deke." Turning her back on him, she held up her hands. "We're behind him, aren't
we,

audience?"

There was an explosion of applause and cheers that did nothing to erase the look of sickly shock from
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Deke's face.
"I can't talk about it," he managed. "Can I get some water?"

"We'll put the matter to rest, don't you worry. We'll have time for a few more questions." Angela turned
to her

audience again as an assistant rushed out with a glass of water for Deke. "I'm sure Deke would
appreciate it if we

avoided any more discussion on this sensitive subject. Let's be sure to give him plenty of applause when
we get back

from commercial, and give Deke some time to compose himself."

With this outpouring of support and empathy, she swung back toward the camera. "You're back with
Angela's. We

have time for just a couple more questions, but at Deke's request, we'll close the door on any discussion
of his tax

situation, as he isn't free to defend himself while the case is still pending."

And of course, when she closed the show moments later, that was exactly the subject on every viewer's
mind.

Angela didn't linger among her audience, but joined Deke onstage. "Wonderful show." She took his
limp hand in her

firm grasp. "Thank you so much for coming. And the best of Tuck."
"Thank you." Shell-shocked, he began signing autographs until the assistant producer led him offstage.

"Get me a tape," Angela ordered as she

strode back to her dressing room. "I want to see the last segment." She walked straight to her mirror and
smiled at her

own reflection.

Chapter Two
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Deanna hated covering tragedies. Intellectually she knew it was her job as a journalist to report the
news, and to

interview those who had been wounded by it. She believed, unwaveringly, in the public's right to know.
But

emotionally, whenever she pointed a microphone toward grief she felt like the worst kind of voyeur.

"The quiet suburb of Wood Dale was the scene of sudden and violent tragedy this morning. Police
suspect that a

domestic dispute resulted in the shooting death of Lois Dossier, thirty-two, an elementary school teacher
and Chicago

native. Her husband, Dr. Charles Dossier, has been taken into custody. The couple's two children, ages
five and

seven, are in the care of their maternal grandparents. At shortly after eight A.m. this morning, this quiet,
affluent home

erupted with gunfire."

Deanna steadied herself as the camera panned the trim two-story dwelling behind her. She continued
her report,

staring straight at the lens, ignoring the crowd that gathered, the other news teams doing their stand-ups,
the sweet

spring breeze that carried the poignant scent of hyacinth.
Her voice was steady, suitably detached. But her eyes were filled with swirling emotion.

"At eight-fifteen A.m., police responded to reports of gunfire, and Lois Dossier was pronounced dead
on the scene.

According to neighbors, Mrs. Dossier was a devoted mother who took an active interest in community
projects. She

was well liked and well respected. Among her closest friends was her next-door neighbor, Bess Pierson,
who reported

the disturbance to the police." Deanna turned to the woman at her side, who was dressed in purple
sweats. "Mrs.

Pierson, to your knowledge, was there any violence in the Dossier household before this morning?"

"Yes--no. I never thought he would hurt her. I still can't believe it." The camera zoomed in on the
swollen, tear-

streaked face of a woman
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pale with shock. "She was my closest friend. We've lived next door to each other for six years. Our
children play

together."

Tears began to spill over. Despising herself, Deanna clutched the woman's hand with her free one, and
continued.

"Knowing both Lois and Charles Dossier, do you agree with the police that this tragedy was a result of a
domestic

dispute that spiraled out of control?"

"I don't know what to think. I know they were having marital problems. There were fights, shouting
matches." The

woman stared into the void, shell-shocked. "Lois told me she wanted to get Chuck to go into counseling
with her, but

he wouldn't." She began to sob now, one hand covering her eyes. "He wouldn't, and now she's gone.
Oh God, she

was like my sister."

"Cut," Deanna snapped, then wrapped her arm around Mrs. Pierson's shoulders. "I'm sorry. I'm so
sorry. You

shouldn't be out here now."
"I keep thinking this is a dream. That it can't be real."

"Is there somewhere you can go? A friend or a relative?" Deanna scanned the trim yard, crowded with
curious

neighbors and determined reporters. A few feet to the left another crew was rolling tape. The reporter
kept blowing the

takes, laughing at his own twisting tongue. "Things aren't going to quiet down here for a while."

"Yes." After a last, sobbing breath, Mrs. Pierson wiped at her eyes. "We were going to the movies
tonight," she said,

then turned and dashed away.
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"God." Deanna watched as other reporters stabbed their microphones toward the fleeing woman.
"Your heart bleeds too much," her cameraman commented.

"Shut up, Joe." She pulled herself in, drew a breath. Her heart might have been bleeding, but she
couldn't let it affect

her judgment. Her job was to give a clear, concise report, to inform and to give the viewer a visual that
would make an

impact.

"Let's finish it. We want it for Midday. Zoom up to the bedroom window, then come back to me.
Make sure you get

the hyacinths and daffodils in frame, and the kid's red wagon. Got it?"

Joe studied the scene, the White

Sox fielder's cap perched on his wiry brown hair tipped down to shade his eyes. He could already see
the pictures,

cut, framed, edited. He squinted, nodded. Muscles bunched under his sweatshirt as he hefted the
camera. "Ready

when you are."

"Then in three, two, one." She waited a beat while the camera zoomed in, panned down. "Lois
Dossier's violent

death has left this quiet community rocked. While her friends and family ask why, Dr. Charles Dossier is
being held

pending bond. This is Deanna Reynolds in Wood Dale, reporting for CBC."
"Nice job, Deanna." Joe shut down the camera.

"Yeah, dandy." On her way to the van, she put two Rolaids in her mouth.

CBC used the tape again on the local portion of the evening news, with an update from the precinct
where Dossier

was being held on charges of second-degree murder. Curled in a chair in her apartment, Deanna
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watched objectively
as the anchor segued from the top story into a piece on a fire in a South Side apartment building.

"Good piece, Dee." Sprawled on the couch was Fran Myers. Her curly red hair was lopsidedly
anchored on top of

her head. She had a sharp, foxy face accented by eyes the color of chestnuts. Her voice was pure New
Jersey brass.

Unlike Deanna, she hadn't grown up in a quiet suburban home in a tree-lined neighborhood, but in a
noisy apartment

in Atlantic City, New Jersey, with a twice-divorced mother and a changing array of step-siblings.

She sipped ginger ale, then gestured with her glass toward the screen. The movement was as lazy as a
yawn. "You

always look so great on camera. Video makes me look like a pudgy gnome."

"I had to try to interview the victim's mother." Jamming her hands in the pockets of her jeans, Deanna
sprang up to

pace the room, wiry energy in every step. ""She wouldn't answer the phone, and like a good reporter, I
tracked down

the address. They wouldn't answer the door, either. Kept the curtains drawn. I stayed outside with a
bunch of other

members of the press for nearly

an hour. I felt like a ghoul."

"You ought to know by now that the terms "ghoul" and "reporter" are interchangeable." But Deanna
didn't smile. Fran

recognized the guilt beneath the restless movements. After setting down her glass, Fran pointed to the
chair. "Okay.

Sit down and listen to advice from Auntie Fran."

"[ can't take advice standing up?" "Nope." Fran snagged Deanna's hand and yanked her down onto the
sofa. Despite

the contrasts in backgrounds and styles, they'd been friends since freshman orientation in college. Fran
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had seen

Deanna wage this war between intellect and emotion dozens of times. "Okay. Question number one:
Why did you go

to Yale?"

"Because I got a scholarship." "Don't rub your brains in my face, Einstein. What did you and I go to
college for?"

"Y ou went to meet men."
Fran narrowed her eyes. "That was just a side benefit. Stop stalling and answer the question."

Defeated, Deanna let out a sigh. "We went to study, to become journalists, to get high-paying,
high-profile jobs on

television."
"Absolutely correct. And have we succeeded?"

"Sort of. We have our degrees. I'm a reporter for CBC and you're associate producer of Woman Talk
on cable."

"Excellent launching points. Now, have you forgotten the famous Deanna Reynolds's Five-Year Plan? If
so, I'm sure

there's a typed copy of it in that desk."

Deanna glanced over at her pride and joy, the single fine piece of furniture she'd acquired since moving
to Chicago.

She'd picked up the beautifully patinated Queen Anne desk at an auction. And Fran was right. There
was a typed

copy of Deanna's career plan in the top drawer. In duplicate.

Since college, she had modified her plans somewhat. Fran had married and settled in Chicago and had
urged her

former roommate to come out and try her luck.
"Year One," Deanna remembered. "An on-camera job in Kansas City."
"Done."

"Year Two, a position at CBC,
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Chicago."
"Accomplished."
"Year Three, a small, tasteful segment of my own."
"The current "Deanna's Corner,"" Fran said, and toasted the segment with her ginger ale.
"Year Four, anchoring the evening news. Local."
"Which you've already done, several times, as substitute."
"Year Five, audition tapes and resumes to the holy ground: New York."

"Which will never be able to resist your combination of style, on-camera appeal and sincerity--unless, of
course, you

continue to second-guess yourself."
"You're right, but--"

"No buts." On this Fran was firm. She expended some of the energy she preferred to hoard by
propping her feet on

the coffee table. "You do good work, Dee. People talk to you because you have compassion. That's an
advantage in a

journalist, not a flaw."

"It doesn't help me sleep at night." Restless and suddenly tired, Deanna scooped a hand through her
hair. After

curling her legs up, she studied the room, brooding.

There was the rickety dinette she'd yet to find a suitable replacement for, the frayed rug, the single solid
armchair

she'd had re-covered in a soft gray. Only the desk stood out, gleaming, a testimony to partial success.
Yet everything

was in its place; the few trinkets she'd collected were arranged precisely.

This tidy apartment wasn't the home of her dreams, but as Fran had pointed out, it was an excellent
launching point.

And she fully intended to launch herself, both personally and professionally.

"Do you remember, back at college, how exciting we thought it would be to sprint after ambulances,
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Imterview mass

murderers, to write incisive copy that would rivet the viewers' attention? Well, it is." Letting out a sigh,
Deanna rose to

pace again. "But you really pay for the kick." She paused a moment, picked up a little china box, set it
down again.

"Angela's hinted that I could have the job as head researcher on her show for the asking--on-air credit
with a

significant raise in salary."

Because she didn't want to influence her friend, Fran pursed her lips and kept her voice neutral. "And
you're

considering it?"

"Every time I do, I remember I'd be giving up the camera." With a half laugh, Deanna shook her head.
"I'd miss that

little red light. See, here's the thing." She plopped down on the arm of the couch. Her eyes were glowing
again,

darkened to smoke with suppressed excitement. "I don't want to be Angela's head researcher. I'm not
even sure [

want New York anymore.

I think I want my own show. To be syndicated in a hundred and twenty markets. [ want a
twenty-percent share. [ want

to be on the cover of TV Guide."

Fran grinned. "So, what's stopping you?" "Nothing." More confident now that she'd said it aloud,
Deanna shifted,

resting her bare feet on the cushion of the sofa. "Maybe that's Year Seven or Eight, I haven't figured it
out yet. But |

want it, and | can do it. But--" She blew out a breath. "It means covering tears and torment until I've
earned my

stripes."


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"The Deanna Reynolds's Extended Career Plan."
"Exactly." She was glad Fran understood. ""You don't think I'm crazy?"

"Sweet pea, I think that anyone with your meticulous mind, your camera presence and your polite yet
strong

ambition will get exactly what she wants." Fran reached into the bowl of sugared almonds on the coffee
table, popped

three in her mouth. "Just don't forget the little people when you do."
"What was your name again?"

Fran threw a pillow at her. "Okay, now that we have your life settled, I'd like to announce an addition to
the Fran

Myers's My Life Is Never What I Thought It Would Be Saga."
"You got a promotion?"
"Nope."
"Richard got one?"

"No, though a junior partnership at Dowell, Dowell and Fritz may be in the offing." She drew a deep
breath. Her

redhead's complexion flushed like a blooming rose. "I'm pregnant."

"What?" Deanna blinked. "Pregnant? Really?" Laughing, she slid down on the couch

to grasp Fran's hands. "A baby? This is wonderful. This is incredible." Deanna threw her arms around
Fran to

squeeze, then pulled back sharply to study her friend's face. "Isn't it?"
"You bet it is. We weren't planning on it for another year or two, but hell, it takes nine months, right?"

"Last I heard. You're happy. I can see it. I just can't believe--" She stopped, jerked back again. "Jesus,
Fran. You've

been here nearly an hour, and you're just getting around to telling me. Talk about burying the lead."

Feeling smug, Fran patted her flat belly. "I wanted everything else out of the way so you could
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concentrate on me.
u."
"No problem there. Are you sick in the mornings or anything?"
"Me?" Fran quirked a brow. "With my cast-iron stomach?"
"Right. What did Richard say?" "Before or after he stopped dancing on the ceiling?"

Deanna laughed again, then sprang up to do a quick spin of her own. A baby, she thought. She had to
plana

shower, shop for stuffed animals, buy savings bonds. "We have to celebrate."
"What did we do in college when we had something to celebrate?"

"Chinese and cheap white wine," Deanna said with a grin. "Perfect, with the adjustment of Grade A
milk."

Fran winced, then shrugged. "I guess I'll have to get used to it. I do have a favor to ask."
"Name it."

"Work on that career plan, Dee. I think I'd like my kid to have a star for a godmommy."

When the phone rang at six A.m., Deanna pulled herself out of sleep and into a hangover. Clutching her
head with

one hand, she fumbled for the receiver with the other.
"Reynolds."
"Deanna, darling, I'm so sorry to wake you."
"Angela?"

"Who else would be rude enough to call you at this hour?" Angela's light laugh came through the phone
as Deanna

blearily looked at the

clock. "I have an enormous favor to ask. We're taping today, and Lew's down with a virus."
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"I'm sorry." Valiantly, Deanna cleared her throat and managed to sit up.

"These things happen. It's just that we're dealing with a sensitive issue today, and when I considered it, [
realized

you would really be the perfect one to handle the guests offstage. That's Lew's area, you know, so I'm
really ina

bind."

"What about Simon, or Maureen?" Her brain might have been cloudy, but Deanna remembered the
chain of

command.

"Neither one of them are suited for this. Simon does excellent pre-interviews over the phone, and God
knows

Maureen's a jewel at handling transportation and lodging arrangements. But these guests require a very
special

touch. Your touch."
"TI'd be glad to help, Angela, but I'm due in to the station at nine."

"I'll clear it with your producer, dear. He owes me. Simon can handle the second taping, but if you
could just see your

way clear to helping me out this morning, I'd be so grateful."

"Sure." Deanna shoved her tousled hair back and resigned herself to a quick cup of coffee and a bottle
of aspirin.

"As long as there's no conflict."

"Don't worry about that. I still have clout with the news department. I'll need you here by eight, sharp.
Thanks,

honey."
"All right, but--"

Still dazed, Deanna stared at the phone as the dial tone hummed. A couple of details had been
overlooked, she

mused. What the hell was this morning's topic, and who were the guests that needed such special care?

Deanna stepped into the green room with an uneasy smile on her face and a fresh pot of coffee in her
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hand. She

knew the topic now, and scanned the seven scheduled guests cautiously, like a veteran soldier surveying
a mine field.

Marital triangles. Deanna took a bracing breath. Two couples and the other women who had almost
destroyed their

marriages. A mine field might have been safer.

"Good morning." The room remained ominously silent except for the murmur of the morning news from

the television. "I'm Deanna
Reynolds. Welcome to Angela's. Can I freshen anyone's coffee?"

"Thank you." The man seated in a chair in the corner shifted the open briefcase on his lap, then held out
his cup. He

gave Deanna a quick smile that was heightened by the amusement glittering out of soft brown eyes. "I'm
Dr. Pike.

Marshall Pike." He lowered his voice as Deanna topped off his cup. "Don't worry, they're unarmed."
Deanna's eyes lifted to his, held. "They still have teeth and nails," she murmured.

She knew who he was, the segment expert, a psychologist who would attempt to cap this particular can
of worms

before the roll of ending credits. Mid-thirties, she gauged, with the quick expertise of a cop or a
reporter. Confident,

relaxed, attractive. Conservative, judging by his carefully trimmed blond hair and well-tailored
chalk-striped suit. His

wing tips were polished to a high gleam, his nails were manicured and his smile was easy.
"T'll watch your flank," he offered, "if you watch mine."

She smiled back. "Deal. Mr. and Mrs. Forrester?" Deanna paused as the couple glanced toward her.
The woman's

face was set in a resentful scowl, the man's in miserable embarrassment. "You'll be on first ... with Miss
Draper."


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Lori Draper, the last segment of the triangle, beamed with excitement. She looked more like a bouncy
cheerleader

ready to execute a flashy C jump than a sultry vamp. "Is my outfit okay for TV?"

Over Mrs. Forrester's snort, Deanna assured her it was. "I know the basic procedure was explained to
all of you in

the pre-interview. The Forresters and Miss Draper will go out first--"
"I don't want to sit next to her." Mrs. Forrester's hiss squeezed through her tightly primmed mouth.
"That won't be a problem--"
"I don't want Jim sitting next to her, either."

Lori Draper rolled her eyes. "Jeez, Shelly, we broke it off months ago. Do you think I'm going to jump
him on national

TV,

or what?"

"I wouldn't put anything past you." Shelly snatched her hand away as her husband tried to pat it. "We're
not sitting

next to her," she said to Deanna. ""And Jim's not going to talk to her, either. Ever."

This statement set the match to the smoldering embers in triangle number two. Before Deanna could
open her

mouth, everyone was talking at once. Accusations and bitterness flew through the room. Deanna glanced
toward

Marshall Pike and was greeted with that same easy smile and a lift of one elegant shoulder.

"All right." Deanna pitched her voice over the din as she stepped into the fray. "I'm sure you all have
valid points, and

quite a bit to say. Why don't we save it for the show? All of you agreed to come on this morning to tell
your sides of

the story, and to look for some possible resolutions. I'm sure we can arrange the seating to suit
everyone."
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She ran briskly through the rest of the instructions, controlling the guests in the same way a kindergarten
teacher

controls recalcitrant five-year-olds. With determined cheerfulness and a firm hand.
"Now, Mrs. Forrester--Shelly--Jim, Lori, if you'll all come with me, we'll get you settled and miked."

Ten minutes later, Deanna stepped back into the green room, grateful that no blood had been spilled.
While the

remaining triangle sat stonily, staring at the television screen, Marshall was up, perusing a tray of pastries.
"Nicely done, Ms. Reynolds."
"Thank you, Dr. Pike."

"Marshall." He chose a cinnamon danish. "It's a tricky situation. Though the triangle was technically
broken when the

affair ended, emotionally, morally, even intellectually, it remains."

Damn right, she thought. If anyone she loved cheated on her, it would be he who would be broken-- in
every way. "l

suppose you deal with similar situations in your practice."

"Often. I decided to focus on the area after my own divorce." His smile was sweet and sheepish. "For
obvious

reasons." He glanced down at her hands, noting that she wore a single ring, a garnet in an antique gold
setting on

her right hand. ""You're not in the market for my particular skill?"

"Not at the moment." Marshall Pike was enormously attractive, she mused--the charming smile, the
long, slender

build that had even Deanna, who hit five-ten in her heels, tilt her head up to meet the flattering interest in
the deep

brown eyes. But at this moment she needed to focus the lion's share of her attention on the sullen group
behind him.

"The program will start right after this commercial." Deanna gestured toward the set. "Marshall, you
won't be going
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on until the final twenty minutes, but it would help if you'd watch the show to formulate specific advice."

"Naturally." He enjoyed watching her, the way she revved in neutral. He could almost hear the engine
gun of her

energy. "Don't worry. I've done Angela's three times."
"Ah, a vet. Is there anything I can get you?"
His eyes slid toward the trio behind him, then came back to Deanna's. "A flak jacket?"
She chuckled, gave his arm a squeeze. He'd be just fine, she decided. "I'll see what I can do."

The show proved to be emotional, and though bitter accusations flew, no one was seriously wounded.
Off camera,

Deanna admired the way Angela kept a light hand on the reins, allowing her guests to go their own way,
then easing

them back when tempers threatened to boil over.

She pulled the audience in as well. With an unerring instinct, she offered the mike to just the right person
at just the

right time, then segued smoothly back to a question or comment of her own.

As for Dr. Pike, Deanna mused, they couldn't have chosen a more skilled mediator. He exuded the
perfect

combination of intellect and compassion, mixed with the concise, teaspoon-size advice so necessary for
the medium.

When the show was over, the Forresters were clutching hands. The other couple had stopped speaking
to each

other, and the two other women were chatting like old friends.

Angela had hit the mark again.

"Decide to join us, Deanna?" Roger pinched her arm as he swung up beside her.

"I know you guys can't get through the day without me." Deanna wove her way through the noisy
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newsroom toward

her desk. Phones were ringing, keyboards clattering. On one wall, current shows from CBC and the
other three

networks were flashing on monitors. From the smell of things, someone had recently spilled coffee.
"What's our lead?" she asked Roger. "Last night's fire on the South Side."

With a nod, Deanna sat at her desk. Unlike most of the other reporters, she kept hers meticulously neat.
Sharpened

pencils stood points down in a flowered ceramic cup, a notepad aligned beside them. Her Filofax was
opened to

today's date.
"Arson?"

"That's the general consensus. I've got the copy. We've got a taped interview with the fire marshal, and
a live remote

at the scene." Roger offered her his bag of licorice. "And being a nice guy, I picked up your mail."
"So I see. Thanks."

"Caught a few minutes of Angela's this morning." He chewed thoughtfully on his candy. "Doesn't
discussing adultery

so early in the day make people nervous?"

"It gives them something to talk about over lunch." She picked up an ebony letter opener and slit the
first envelope.

"Venting on national television?"

She lifted a brow. "Venting on national television seemed to have helped the Forresters' relationship."
"Looked to me like the other couple was heading for divorce court."

"Sometimes divorce is the answer."

"[s that what you think?" He kept the question light. "If your spouse was cheating, would you forgive
and forget, or

would you file papers?"

"Well, I'd listen, I'd discuss it, try to find out the reason it happened. Then I'd shoot the adulterous swine
full of holes."

She grinned at him. "But, that's just me. And see, hasn't it given us something to talk about?" She glanced
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down at
the single sheet in her hand. "Hey, look at this."

She angled the sheet so they could both see it. In the center of the paper, typed in dark red ink, was a
single

sentence.

Deanna, I love you.

"The old secret admirer, hmm?" Roger spoke carelessly, but there was a frown in his eyes.

"Looks that way." Curious, she turned the envelope over. "No return address. No stamp, either."
"I just pulled the mail out of your box." Roger shook his head. "Somebody must have slipped it in."
"It's kind of sweet, I guess." She rubbed a quick chill from her arms and laughed. "And creepy."

"Y ou might want to ask around, see if anybody noticed somebody sneaking around your mail slot."
"It's not important." She tossed both letter and envelope in the trash and picked up the next.
"Excuse me."

"Oh, Dr. Pike." Deanna set down her mail and smiled at the man standing behind Roger. "Did you get
lost on your

way out?"
"No, actually, I was told I'd find you here."

"Dr. Marshall Pike, Roger Crowell." "Yes, I recognized you." Marshall offered a hand. "I watch you
both often."

"I just caught part of your act myself." Roger slipped his bag of candy into his pocket. His thoughts
were still focused

on the letter, and he promised himself he'd slip it back out of her trash at the first possible moment. "We
need copy on

the dog show, Dee."
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"No problem."

"Nice to have met you, Dr. Pike." "Same here." Marshall turned back to Deanna when Roger walked
away. "I wanted

to thank you for keeping things sane this morning."

"It's one of the things I do best." "I'd have to agree. I've always thought you report the news with
clearheaded

compassion. It's a remarkable combination."

"And a remarkable compliment. Thanks." He took a survey of the newsroom. Two reporters were
arguing bitterly

over baseball, phones were shrilling, an intern wheeled a cart heaped with files through the narrow
spaces between

desks. "Interesting place."

"It is that. I'd be glad to give you a tour, but I do have copy to write for Midday."

"Then I'll take a rain check." He looked back at her, that sweet, easy smile at the corners of his mouth.
"Deanna, 1

was hoping, since we've been through the trenches together, so to speak, you'd be willing to have dinner
with me."

"Dinner." She studied him more carefully now, as a woman does when a man stops being simply a man
and

becomes a possible relationship. It would have been foolish to pretend he didn't appeal to her. "Yes, I
suppose I'd be

willing to do that."
"Tonight? Say, seven-thirty?"

She hesitated. She was rarely impulsive. He was a professional, she mused, well mannered, easy on the
eyes. And

more important, he had exhibited both intelligence and heart under pressure. "Sure." She took a square
of notepaper

from a smoked-glass holder and wrote down her address.
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Chapter Three

"Coming up on Midday, the story of a woman who opens her home and heart to Chicago's
underprivileged children.

Also the latest sports report with Les Ryder, and the forecast for the weekend with Dan Block. Join us
at noon."

The minute the red light blinked out, Deanna unhooked her mike and scrambled up from the news desk.
She had

copy to finish and a phone interview scheduled, and she needed to review her notes for the upcoming
"Deanna's

Corner." In the two weeks since she had pinch-hit for Lew, she'd put in more than a hundred hours on
the job without

breaking stride.

She whipped through the studio doors and was halfway down the hall toward the newsroom when
Angela stopped

her.
"Honey, you only have two speeds. Stop and go."
Deanna paused only because Angela blocked the way.

"Right now it's go. I'm swamped." "I've never known you not to get everything done, and

at exactly the proper time." To keep her in place, Angela laid a hand on her arm. "And this will only take
a minute."

Deanna struggled with impatience. ""You can have two, if we talk on the move."

"Fine." Angela turned and matched her stride to Deanna's. "I've got a business lunch in an hour, so I'm a
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little
strapped myself. I need a tiny favor."

"All right." With her mind already on her work, Deanna swung into the newsroom and headed for her
desk. Her

papers were stacked according to priority: the precise notes to be transcribed and expanded into copy,
the list of

questions for the phoner and her cards for "Deanna's Corner." She turned on her machine and typed her
password

while she waited for Angela to explain.

Angela took her time. She hadn't been in the newsroom for months, she mused, possibly longer, since
her offices

and studio were in what CBC employees called "the Tower," a slim white spear that shot up from the
building. It was a

not-so-subtle way to separate the national and non-news programs from the local ones.

"I'm giving a little party tomorrow night. Finn Riley's due back from London this evening, and I thought
I'd give a little

welcome-home thing for him."
"Mmm-hmm." Deanna was already working on her lead.

"He's been gone so long this time, and after that nasty business in Panama before he went back to his
London post,

I thought he deserved some R and R."
Deanna wasn't sure a small, bloody war should be called "that nasty business," but she nodded.

"Since it's all so impulsive, I really need some help putting everything together. The caterers, the flowers,
the music--

and of course, the party itself. Making sure everything runs smoothly. My secretary just can't handle it
all, and I really

want it to be perfect. If you could give me a couple of hours later today--and tomorrow, of course."

Deanna battled back the sense of resentment, and obligation. "Angela, I'd love to help you out, but I'm
booked."

Angela's persuasive smile never altered, but her eyes chilled. "You're not scheduled for
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Saturday."

"No, not here--though I am on call. But I have plans." Deanna began to tap a finger on her notes. "A
date."

"I see." Angela's hand went to her pearls, where her fingers rubbed one smooth, glowing sphere.
"Rumor has it that

you've been seeing a lot of Dr. Marshall Pike."

The evening news might run on facts and verified information, but Deanna understood that newsrooms
and

television studios ran on gossip. "We've been out a few times in the last couple of weeks."

"Well, I wouldn't want to interfere--and I hope you won't take this the wrong way, Dee." To add
intimacy to the

statement, Angela rested a hip on Deanna's desk. "Do you really think he's your type?"

Torn between manners and her own schedule, Deanna chose manners. "I don't really have one. A type,
I'mean."

"Of course you do." With a light laugh, Angela tilted her head. "Y oung, well built, the outdoorsy type.
Athletic," she

continued. "You need someone who can keep up with the vicious pace you set for yourself. And a good
mtellect,

naturally, but not overly cerebral. You need someone who can make his point in quick, fifteen-second
bites."

She really didn't have time for any of this. Deanna picked up one of her sharpened pencils and ran it
through her

fingers. "That makes me sound sort of shallow."

"Not at all." Angela's eyes widened in protest even as she chuckled. "Darling, I only want the very best
for you. I'd

hate to see a passing interest interfere with the momentum of your career, and as for Marshall ... He's a
bit slick, isn't

he?"

Temper glinted in Deanna's eyes, and was quickly suppressed. "I don't know what you mean. I enjoy
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his company."

"Of course you do." Angela patted Deanna's shoulder. "What young woman wouldn't? An older man,
experienced,

smooth. But to let him interfere with your work--"

"He's not interfering with anything. We've gone out a few times in the last couple of weeks, that's all. I'm
sorry,

Angela, but I really have to get back on schedule here."

"Sorry," she said coolly. "I thought we were friends. I didn't think a little constructive advice would
offend you."

"It hasn't." Deanna fought back a sigh. "But I'm on deadline. Listen, if I can squeeze out some time later
today, I'll do

what I can to help you with the party."

As if a switch had been thrown, the icy stare melted into the warmest of smiles. "You're a jewel. Tell
you what, just to

prove there's no hard feelings, you bring Marshall tomorrow night."
HAngela__"

"Now, [ won't take no for an answer." She slid off the desk. "And if you could get there just an hour or
two early, I'd

be so grateful. No one organizes like you, Dee. We'll talk about all of this later."

Deanna leaned back in her chair when Angela strolled away. She felt as though she'd been steamrolled
with velvet.

With a shake of her head, she looked down at her notes, her fingers poised over her keyboard.
Frowning, she

relaxed them again. Angela was wrong, she thought. Marshall wasn't interfering with her work. Being
interested in

someone didn't have to clash with ambition.

She enjoyed going out with him. She liked his mind --the way he could open it to see both sides of a
situation. And
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the way he laughed when she dug in on an opinion and refused to budge.

She appreciated the fact that he was letting the physical end of their relationship develop slowly, at her
pace.

Though she had to admit it was becoming tempting to speed things up. It had been a long time since
she'd felt safe

enough, and strong enough, with a man to invite intimacy.
Once she did, Deanna thought, she would have to tell him everything.

She shook the memory away quickly, before it could dig its claws into her heart. She knew from
experience it was

best to cross one bridge at a time, then to prepare to span the next.

The first bridge was to analyze her relationship with Marshall, if there was a relationship, and to decide
where she

wanted it to go.
A glance at the clock made her moan.

She would have to cross that personal bridge on her own time. Setting her fingers on the keyboard, she
got to work.

Angela's staff privately called her suite of offices "the citadel." She reigned like a feudal lord from her
French

provincial desk, handing out commands and meting out reward and punishment in equal measures.
Anyone who

remained on staff after a six-month probationary period was loyal and diligent and kept his or her
complaints private.

She was, admittedly, exacting, impatient with excuses and demanding of certain personal luxuries. She
had, after all,

earned such requirements.

Angela stepped into the outer office, where her executive secretary was busily handling details for
Monday's taping.
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There were other offices--producers, researchers, assistants --down the quiet hallway. Angela had long
since left the

boisterous bustle of newsrooms behind. She had used reporting not merely as a stepping-stone, but as a
catapult for

her ambitions. There was only one thing she wanted, and she had wanted it for as long as she could
remember: to be

the center of attention.

In news, the story was king. The bearer of the tale would be noticed, certainly, if she was good enough.
Angela had

been very good. Six years in the pressure cooker of on-air reporting had cost her one husband, netted
her a second

and paved the way for Angela's.
She much preferred, and insisted on, the church-like silence of thick carpets and insulated walls.

"You have some messages, Miss Perkins." "Later." Angela yanked open one of the double doors
leading to her

private office. "I need you inside, Cassie."

She began to pace immediately. Even when she heard the quiet click of the door closing behind her
secretary, she

continued to move restlessly, over the Aubusson, past the elegant desk, away from the wide ribbon of
windows,

toward the antique curio cabinet that held her collection of awards.

Mine, she thought. She had earned them, she possessed them. Now that she did, no one would ever
ignore her

again.

She paused by the framed photos and prints that adorned a wall. Pictures of Angela with celebrities at
charity events

and award ceremonies. Her covers of TV Guide and

Time and P. She stared at them, drawing deep breaths.
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"Does she realize who I am?" she murmured. "Does she realize who she's dealing with?"

With a shake of her head, she turned away again. It was a small mistake, she reminded herself. One that
could be

easily corrected. After all, she was fond of the girl.

As she grew calmer, she circled her desk, settled into the custom-made pink leather chair the CEO of
her syndicate--

her former husband--had given her when her show hit number one in the ratings.

Cassie remained standing. She knew better than to approach one of the mahogany chairs with their
fussy

needlepoint cushions until invited.

"You contacted the caterer?"

"Yes, Miss Perkins. The menu's on your desk."
Angela glanced at it, nodded absently. "The florist."

"They confirmed everything but the calla lilies," Cassie told her. "They're trying to find the supply you
want, but

suggested several substitutes."

"If I'd wanted a substitute, I'd have asked for one." She waved her hand. "It's not your fault, Cassie. Sit
down."

Angela closed her eyes. She was getting one of her headaches, one of those pile-driving thumpers that
came on in a

rush of pain. Gently, she massaged the center of her forehead with two fingers. Her mother had gotten
headaches,

she remembered. And had doused them with liquor. "Get me some water, will you? I've got a migraine
brewing."

Cassie got up from the chair she'd just taken and walked across the room to the gleaming bar. She was
a quiet

woman, in looks, in speech. And was ambitious enough to ignore Angela's faults in her desire for
advancement.

Saying nothing, she chose the crystal decanter that was filled with fresh spring water daily and poured a
tumblerful.

"Thanks." Angela downed a Percodan with water, and prayed for it to kick in. She couldn't afford to be
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distracted
during her luncheon meeting. "Do you have a list of acceptances for the party?"
"On your desk."

"Fine." Angela kept her eyes closed.

"Give a copy of it, and everything else, to Deanna. She'll be taking care of the details from here."

"Yes, ma'am." Aware of her duties, Cassie walked behind Angela's chair and gently massaged her
temples. Minutes

clicked by, counted off by the quiet tick of the long case clock across the room. Musically, it announced
the quarter-

hour.
"You checked on the weather forecast?" Angela murmured.
"It's projected to be clear and cool, a low in the mid-forties."
"Then we'll need to use the heaters on the terrace. I want dancing."

Dutifully, Cassie stepped away to note the instructions down. There was no word of thanks for her
attentiveness;

none required. "Your hairdresser is scheduled to arrive at your home at two. Your dress will be
delivered by three at

the latest."

"All right, then, let's put all that aside for the moment. I want you to contact Beeker. | want to know
everything there is

to know about Dr. Marshall Pike. He's a psychologist with a private practice here in Chicago. [ want the
information as

Beeker collects it, rather than waiting for a full report."

She opened her eyes again. The headache wasn't in full retreat, but the pill was beating it back. "Tell
Beeker it isn't

an emergency, but it is a priority. Understood?"
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"Yes, Miss Perkins."

By six that evening, Deanna was still going full steam ahead. While she juggled three calls, she beefed up
copy that

would be read on the late news. "Yes, I understand your position. But an interview, particularly a
televised interview,

would help show your side." Deanna pursed her lips, sighed. "If you feel that way, of course. I believe
your neighbor is

more than willing to tell me her story on the air." She smiled when the receiver squawked in indignation.
"Yes, we'd

prefer to have both sides represented. Thank you, Mrs. Wilson. I'll be there at ten tomorrow."

She spotted Marshall coming toward her and lifted a hand in a wave as she punched down the next
blinking light on

her phone. "Sorry,

Mrs. Carter. Yes, as | was saying,

[ understand your position. It is a shame about your tulips. A televised interview would help show your
side of the

dispute." Deanna smiled as Marshall stroked a hand down her hair in greeting. "If you're sure. Mrs.
Wilson has agreed

to tell me her story on the air." Tipping the receiver a safe inch from her ear, Deanna rolled her eyes at
Marshall. "Yes,

that would be fine. I'll be there at ten. 'Bye."
"Hot breaking story?"

"Hot tempers in suburbia," Deanna corrected as she disconnected. "I have to put in an hour or two
tomorrow after

all. A couple of neighbors are engaged in a pitched battle over a bed of tulips, an old, incorrect survey
and a cocker

spaniel."
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"Sounds fascinating."

"T'll give you the scoop over dinner." She didn't object when he lowered his head, and met his lips
willingly. The kiss

was friendly, without the pressure of intimacy. "You're all wet," she murmured, tasting rain and cool skin.
"It's pouring out there. All I need is a nice warm restaurant and a dry wine."
"T've got one more call waiting." "Take your time. Want anything?"
"I could use a cold drink. My vocal cords are raw."

Deanna cleared her mental decks and punched in the next button. "Mr. Van Damme, I'm terribly sorry
for the

interruption. There seems to be a mix-up with Miss Perkins's wine order for tomorrow night. She'll need
three cases of

Taittinger's, not two. Yes, that's right. And the white wine?" Deanna checked off her list as the caterer
recited from his.

"Yes, that's right. And can I ease her mind about the ice sculpture?" She sent Marshall another smile
when he

returned with a cold can of 7-Up. "That's wonderful, Mr. Van Damme. And you do have the change
from tarts to petits

fours? Terrific. I think we've got it under control. I'll see you tomorrow, then. 'Bye."
With a long exhale, Deanna dropped the phone on its hook. "Done," she told Marshall. "I hope."

"Long day for you?"

"Long, and productive."
Automatically she began to tidy her desk. "I appreciate your meeting me here, Marshall."

"My schedule was lighter than yours." "Mmm." She took a deep drink, then set the can aside before
shutting down

her workstation. "And I owe you one for changing plans for tomorrow to accommodate Angela."

"A good psychologist should be flexible." He watched her as she straightened papers and organized
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notes.
"Besides, it sounds like a hell of a party."
"[t's turning out that way. She's not a woman to do anything halfway."

"And you admire that."

"Absolutely. Give me five minutes to freshen up, then I promise to focus all my energy on relaxing with
you over

dinner."

When she stood, he shifted so that his body just brushed hers. It was a subtle move, a subtle
suggestion. ""You look

very fresh to me."

She felt the trickle of excitement run down her spine, the warmth of awareness bloom in her stomach.
Tilting her

head to meet his eyes, she saw the desire, the need and the patience, a combination that sent her pulse
skipping.

She had only to say yes, she knew, and they would forget all about dinner, and all about relaxing. And
for one

moment, one very long, very quiet moment, she wished it could be that simple.
"I won't be long," she murmured.
"T'll wait."

He would, she thought when he moved aside to let her by. And she would have to make up her mind,
soon, whether

she wanted to continue along the comfortable, companionable road of this relationship, or shift gears.
"Having your head shrunk, Dee?"
She spotted the cameraman by the door, biting into a Milky Way. "That's so lame, Joe."

"I know." He grinned around the chocolate. There was a button that said AVAILABLE pinned to his
tattered denim

vest. He had holes in the knees of his jeans. Techs didn't have to worry about appearance. That was just
the way Joe

liked it. "But somebody's got to say it. Did you set up those two interviews for the morning? The tulip
wars?"
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"Yeah. Sure you don't mind giving up your

Saturday morning?"
"Not for overtime pay."
"Good. Delaney's still at the desk, isn't he?"

"I'm waiting for him." Joe bit off more candy. "We've got a poker game tonight. I'm going to hose him
for the double

shift he stuck me with last week."
"Do me a favor, then, and tell him we're set, both women, ten o'clock."
"Will do."

"Thanks." Deanna hurried away to do quick repairs on her hair and makeup. She was applying fresh
lipstick when

Joe burst into the ladies' room. The door slammed back against the wall, echoing as he lunged at her.
"Jesus, Joe, are you nuts?"

"Get your butt in gear, Dee. We've got an assignment, and we've got to move fast." He grabbed her
purse from the

sink with one hand and her arm with the other.

"What, for God's sake?" She tripped over the threshold as he hauled her out the door. "Did somebody
start a war?"

"Almost as hot. We've got to get out to O'Hare."

"O'Hare? Damn it, Marshall's waiting." Fighting impatience, Joe let Deanna tug her arm free. If he had
any

complaints about her, it was that her vision wasn't quite narrow enough. She always saw the peripheral
when the

camera needed a tight shot.

"Go tell the boyfriend you've got to go be a reporter. Delaney just got word there's a plane coming in,
and it's in
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trouble. Big time."

"Oh, God." She made the dash back into the newsroom with Joe on her heels. Bursting through the
pandemonium,

she snatched a fresh notebook from her desk. "Marshall, I'm sorry. I have to go."
"I've already gathered that. Do you want me to wait?"

"No." She dragged a hand through her hair, grabbed her jacket. "I don't know how long I'll be. I'll call
you. Delaney!"

she called out.

The stout assignment editor waved the stub of his unlit cigar in her direction. "Take off, Reynolds. Keep
in touch on

the two-way. We'll be patching you in live. Get me a

goddamn scoop."

"Sorry," she called to Marshall. "Where's the plane coming in from?" she shouted to Joe as they raced
up the stairs.

His motorcycle boots clattered on the metal like gunfire.

"London. They'll be feeding us the rest of the information as we go." He shoved open the outside door
and then

plunged out into a torrent of rain. His Chicago Bulls sweatshirt was immediately plastered to his chest.
He shouted

over the storm while he unlocked the van. "It's a 747.

More than two hundred passengers. Left engine failure, some problem with the radar. Might have taken
a hit of

lightning." To punctuate his words, a spear of lightning cracked the black sky, shattering the dark.

Already drenched, Deanna climbed into the van. "What's the ETA?" Out of habit, she switched on the
police scanner

under the dash.

"Don't know. Let's just hope we get there before they do." He'd hate to miss getting a shot of the crash.
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He gunned

the engine, glanced at her. The gleam in his eyes promised a wild ride. "Here's the kicker, Dee. Finn

Riley's on board. The crazy son of a bitch called in the story himself."

Chapter Four

Sitting in the forward cabin of the beleaguered 747 was like riding in the belly of a dyspeptic bronco.
The plane

bucked, kicked, shuddered and shook as if it were struggling mightily to disgorge its complement of
passengers.

Some of the people on board were praying, some were weeping, still others had their faces buried in
air-sickness

bags, too weak to do anything but moan.

Finn Riley didn't give much thought to prayer. In his own way he was religious. He could, if the need
arose in him,

recite the Act of Contrition just as he had through all those shadowy sessions in the confessional as a
child. At the

moment, atonement wasn't on the top of his list.

Time was running out--on his battery pack on his laptop computer. He'd have to switch to his tape
recorder soon.

Finn much preferred writing copy as the words flowed from his mind to his fingers.

He glanced out the window. The black sky exploded again and again with spears of lightning. Like
lances of the

gods--nope, he decided, deleting

the phrase. Too corny. A battleground, nature against man's technology. The sounds were definitely
warlike, he

mused. The prayers, the weeping, the groans, the occasionally hysterical laugh. He'd heard them in
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trenches before.
And the echoing boom of thunder that shook the plane like a toy.
He used the last moments of his dying battery playing that angle.

Once he'd shut down, he secured the disk and the computer in his heavy metal case. He'd have to hope
for the best

there, Finn mused, as he slipped his mini-recorder from his briefcase. He'd seen the aftermath of plane
crashes often

enough to know what survived was pure luck.

"It's May fifth, seven-oh-two Central time," Finn recited into the recorder. "We're aboard flight 1129
approaching

O'Hare, though it's impossible to see any lights through the storm. Lightning struck the port engine about
twenty

minutes ago. And from what I could squeeze out of the first-class flight attendant, there's some problem
with the

radar, possibly storm-related. There are two hundred and fifty-two passengers on board, and twelve
crew."

"You're crazy." The man sitting next to Finn finally lifted his head from between his knees. His face,
under its sheen

of sweat, was pale green. His upper-class British voice was slurred more than a little with a combination
of scotch and

terror. "We could be dead in a few minutes and you're talking into some bloody machine."

"We could be alive in a few minutes, too. Either way, it's news." Sympathetic, Finn dragged a
handkerchief out of the

back pocket of his jeans. "Here."

"Thanks." Mumbling, the man dabbed at his face. As the plane shuddered again, he laid his head weakly
against the

seat and closed his eyes. "You must have ice water for blood."

Finn only smiled. His blood wasn't icy, it was hot, pumping hot, but there was no use in trying to explain
that to a

layman. It wasn't that he wasn't afraid, or that he was particularly fatalistic. But he did have the reporter's
unique

sense of tunnel vision. He had his recorder, his notebook, his laptop. These were shields that gave the
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illusion of

indestructibility.

Why else did a cameraman continue to roll tape when bullets were flying? Why did a reporter jab a
mike into the face

of a psychopath, or run in instead of out of a building during a bomb threat? Because he was blinded by
the shields of

the Fourth Estate.
Or maybe, Finn mused with a grin, they were just crazy.
"Hey." He shifted in his seat and aimed the recorder. "Want to be my last interview?"

His companion opened red-rimmed eyes. What he saw was a man only a few years younger than
himself, with clear,

pale skin shadowed by a hint of a beard shades darker than the tousled mane of wavy bronze hair that
swept the

collar of a leather bomber's jacket. Sharp, angular features were softened by a mouth spread in an
engaging grin that

featured a crooked eyetooth. The grin brought out dimples that should have softened the face, yet only
made it

tougher. Like dents in rock.

But it was the eyes that held the onlooker's attention. Just now they were a deep, misty blue, like a lake
dappled in

fog, and they were filled with amusement, self-deprecation and recklessness.

The man heard a sound bubble in his own throat and was stunned to realize it was a laugh. "Fuck you,"
he said,

grinning back.

"Even if we buy it on this run, I don't think they'll air that. Network standards. Is this your first trip to the
States?"

"Jesus, you are crazy." But some of his fear was ebbing. "No, I make the trip about twice a year."
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"What's the first thing you want to do if we land in one piece?"

"Call my wife. We had a row before I left. Silly business." He mopped his clammy face again. "I want to
talk to my

wife and kids."
The plane lost altitude. The PA crackled under the sounds of screams and sobs.

"Ladies and gentlemen, please remain in your seats, with your seat belts fastened. We will be landing
momentarily.

For your own safety, please put your head between your knees, grasp your ankles firmly. Once we land,
we'll begin

emergency evacuation procedures."

Or they'll scrape us up with shovels, Finn mused. The vision of the wreck of Pan Am

flight 103 spread over Scotland played uneasily in his mind. He remembered too well what he'd seen,
what he'd

smelled, what he'd felt when he'd broadcast that report.

He wondered, fatalistically, who would stand in front of twisted, smoking metal and tell the world about
the fate of

flight 1129.
"What's your wife's name?" Finn asked as he leaned forward.
"Anna."
"Kids?"
"Brad and Susan. Oh God, oh God,
I don't want to die."

"Think about Anna and Brad and Susan," Finn told him. "Pull them right into your head. It'll help."
Cool-eyed, he

studied the Celtic cross that had worked its way out from under his sweater to dangle on its chain. He
had people to
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think about, as well. He closed his hand over the cross, held it warm in his hand.

"[t's seven-oh-nine, Central time. The pilot's taking us in."

"Can you see it yet? Joe, can you see it?" "Can't see a goddamn thing through this goddamn rain." He
squinted,

hefting his camera. Rain ran off the bill of his fielder's cap and waterfalled in front of his face. "Can't
believe there's no

other crews here yet. It's just like Finn to call the son-of-a-bitching story in so we'd get an exclusive."

"They'll have heard about it by now." Straining to see through the gloom, Deanna shoved sopping hair
from her

eyes. In the lights of the runway, the rain looked like a hail of silver bullets. "We won't be alone out here
for long. I

hope we're right about them using this runway."
"We're right. Wait. Did you hear that? I don't think that was thunder."
"No, it sounded like--there!" She stabbed a finger toward the sky. "Look. That's got to be it."

The lights were barely visible through the slashing rain. Faintly, she heard the mutter of an engine, then
the

answering wail of emergency vehicles. Her stomach flipped over.

"Benny? Are you copying this?" She lifted her voice over the storm, satisfied when she heard her
producer's voice

come through her earpiece. "It's coming down now. Yes?" She nodded

to Joe. "We're set. We're going live," she told Joe, and stood with her back to the runway. "Go from
me, then follow

the plane in. Keep on the plane. They've got us," she murmured, listening to the madhouse of the control
room

through her earpiece. "In five, Joe."

She listened to the lead-in from the anchor, and her cue. "We've just spotted the lights from flight 1129.
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As you can

see, the storm has become very violent, rain is washing over the runways in sheets. Airport officials have
refused to

comment on the exact nature of the problem with flight 1129, but emergency vehicles are standing
ready."

"What can you see, Deanna?" This from the anchor desk back in the studio.

"The lights, and we can hear the engine as the plane descends." She turned as Joe angled the camera

skyward.

"There!" In the lightning flash, the plane was visible, a bright silver missile hurtling groundward. "There
are two-

hundred and sixty-four passengers and crew aboard flight 1129." She shouted over the scream of storm,
engines and

sirens. "Including Finn Riley, CBC'S foreign correspondent returning to Chicago from his post in
London. Please

God," she murmured, then fell silent, letting the pictures tell the story as the plane came into clear view.

It was laboring. She imagined herself inside as the pilot fought to keep the nose up and level. The sound
must have

been deafening.

"Almost," she whispered, forgetting the camera, the mike, the viewers as she kept her gaze riveted on
the plane.

She saw the landing gear, then the bright red, white and blue logo of the airline slashed on the side of the
plane.

There was only static in her earpiece.
"[ can't hear you, Martin. Stand by."

She held her breath as the wheels hit, skidded, bounced off the tarmac. Held it still as the plane slid and
swayed,

chased down the runway by the flashing lights of emergency vehicles.

"It's skidding," she called out. "There's smoke. I can see what looks like smoke under the left wing. |
can hear the

brakes screaming, and it's slowing. It's definitely slowing, but there's a problem with control."

The wing dipped, skimming the tarmac and shooting up a shower of sparks. Deanna watched them
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sizzle and die in the wet as the plane swerved. Then, with a shuddering bump, it stopped, diagonally
across the

runway.
"It's down. Flight 1129 is on the ground."
"Deanna, is it possible for you to assess the damage?"

"Not from here. Just the smoke I spotted at the left wing, which corroborates our unofficial reports of
left-engine

failure. Emergency crews are soaking down the area with foam. Ambulances are standing by. The door's
opening,

Martin. The chute's coming out. I can see--yes, the first passengers being evacuated."
"Get closer," the producer ordered. "We're cutting back to Martin to give you time to get closer."

"We'll move closer to the scene, and bring you more on flight 1129, which has just landed at O'Hare.
This is Deanna

Reynolds for CBC."

"You're clear," her producer shouted. "G." "Goddamn!" Excitement pitched Joe's voice up an octave.
"What pictures.

What pictures. It's fucking Emmy time."

She shot him a look, but was too used to the cameraman's style to comment. "Come on, Joe. Let's see
if we can get

some interviews."

They dashed toward the runway as more passengers slid down the emergency chute into the arms of
waiting rescue

workers. By the time they reached the huddle of vehicles, and reset for broadcast, there were half a
dozen people

safely out. One woman sat on the ground, weeping into her folded arms. With the singlemindedness of a
newsman,

Joe rolled tape.
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"Benny, we're at the scene. Are you getting this?"
"Absolutely. It's good film. We'll be putting you back live. Get me one of the passengers. Get me--"
"Riley," Joe shouted. "Hey, Finn Riley."

Deanna glanced back toward the chute in time to see Finn make his slide to earth. On hearing his name
called, he

turned his head. Eyes narrowed against the driving rain, he focused on the camera. And grinned.

He landed easily, despite the metal case he clutched. Rain dripped from his hair,

skimmed down his leather jacket and soaked his boots.
In an easy lope he covered the ground from chute to camera.
"You lucky son of a bitch." Joe beamed and punched Finn on the shoulder.

"Good to see you, Joe. Excuse me a minute." Without warning, he grabbed Deanna and planted a hard
kiss on her

mouth. She had time to feel the heat radiating from his body, to register the shock of electricity from his
mouth to hers,

a quick burst of power, before he released her.

"Hope you don't mind." He gave her a charming smile. "I thought about kissing the ground, but you look
a hell of a lot

better. Can I borrow these a minute?"
He was already tugging her earpiece free. "Hey."
"Who's producing?"
"Benny. And I--"

"Benny?" He snagged her mike. "Yeah, it's me. So, you got my call." He chuckled. "My pleasure.
Anything I can do

for the news department." He listened a moment, nodded. "No problem. We're going live in ten," he told
Joe. "Keep an

eye on that for me," he asked Deanna, and set his case down at her feet. He dragged the hair out of his
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face and
looked into the camera.

"This is Finn Riley, reporting live from O'Hare. At six thirty-two this evening, flight 1129 from London
was struck by

lightning."

Deanna wondered why the rain running off her clothes didn't sizzle as she watched Finn make his
report. Her report,

she corrected. Two minutes after hitting the ground and the sneaky bastard had usurped her, stolen her
piece and

delegated her to gofer.

So he was good, Deanna fumed as she watched him leading the viewers on the odyssey of flight 1129
from London.

That was no surprise. She'd seen his reports before--from London, yes, and from Haiti, Central
America, the Middle

East.
She'd even intro'd a few of them. But that wasn't the point.

The point was that he'd snatched her piece away from her. Well, Deanna decided, he might have
upstaged her, but

he was going to discover that

stealing her newspiece wasn't a snap.

Interviews were her strong point, she reminded herself. That was her job, she told herself, struggling to
cool off. And

that's what she would do. Brilliantly.

Turning her back on Finn, she hunched her shoulders against the downpour and went to look for
passengers.

Moments later, there was a tap on her back. She turned, lifted a brow. "Did you need something?"

"Brandy and a roaring fire." Finn wiped rain from his face. He was in gear, fueled by the chaos and the
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immediacy of

the report. And the simple fact that he wasn't a dead man. "Meantime, I figured we'd round out the piece
with some

interviews. Some passengers, a few of the emergency crew--some of the flight crew, if we're lucky. We
should be able

to get it in for a special report before the late news."
"T've already lined up a couple of passengers who are willing to talk to me on air."
"Good. Take Joe and do it, while I see if I can finagle an interview with the pilot."
She snagged his arm before he could pivot away. "I need my mike."

"Oh. Sure." He handed it over, then offered the earpiece. She looked like a wet dog, he mused. Not a
mongtel, no

indeed. One of those classy Afghan hounds that manage to maintain dignity and style under the worst of

circumstances. His pleasure at being alive went up another notch. It was a pure delight to watch her
glaring at him. "I

know you, don't I? Aren't you on the Sunrise News?"
"Not for the past several months. I'm on Midday."

"Congratulations." He focused on her more intently, the misty blue of his eyes turning sharp and clear.
"Diana--no,

Deanna. Right?"
"You have a good memory. I don't believe we've spoken before."

"No, but I've caught your work. Pretty good." But he was already looking beyond her. "There were
some kids on the

flight. If you can't get them on mike, at least get them on camera. The competition's here now." He
gestured to where

other newsmen were milling among the passengers. "Let's work fast."

"I know my job," she said, but he was already
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moving away.
"He doesn't seem to have a problem with self-esteem."

Beside her, Joe snorted. "He's got an ego the size of the Sears Tower. And it isn't fragile. The thing is,
when you do

a piece with him, you know he's going to do it right. And he doesn't treat his crew like mentally deficient
slaves."

"Too bad he doesn't treat other reporters with the same courtesy." She spun on her heel. "Let's get
pictures."

It was after nine when they returned to CBC, where Finn was greeted with a hero's welcome. Someone
handed him

a bottle of Jameson, seal intact. Shivering, Deanna headed straight for her desk, turned on her machine
and started

writing copy.
This, she knew, would go national. It was a chance she didn't intend to miss.

She tuned out the shouting and laughing and back-slapping and wrote furiously, referring now and then
to the

sketchy notes she'd scribbled in the back of the van.

"Here." She looked down and saw a hand, wide-palmed, long-fingered, scarred at the base of the
thumb, set down a

glass on her desk. The glass held about an inch of deep amber liquid.
"I don't drink on the job." She hoped she sounded cool, not prim.

"I don't think a swallow of whiskey's going to impair your judgment. And," he said, drifting easily into a
rich Pat

O'Brien brogue, "it'll put some heat in your belly. You don't plan on operating heavy machinery, do
you?" Finn skirted

her chair and sat on the edge of her desk. "You're cold." He handed her a towel. "Knock it back. Dry
your hair. We've

got work to do."

"That's what I'm doing." But she took the towel. And after a moment's hesitation, the whiskey. It might
have been
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only a swallow, but he was right, it put a nice cozy fire in her stomach.

"We've got thirty minutes for copy. Benny's already editing the tape." Finn craned his head around to
scan her

screen. "That's good stuff," he commented.

"It'll be better if you'd get out of my

way.

He was used to hostility, but he liked to know its source. "You're ticked because I kissed you? No
offense, Deanna,

but it wasn't personal. It was more like primal instinct."

"I'm not ticked because you kissed me." She spoke between her teeth and began to type again. "I'm
ticked because

you stole my story."

Hooking his hands around his knee, Finn thought about it and decided she had a small, if not particularly
salient

point. "Let me ask you a question. Which makes better film? You doing a stand-up, or me giving a
play-by-play of the

flight minutes after evacuation?"

She spared him one heated glance, and said nothing. "Okay, while you're thinking it over, we'll print out
my copy and

see how it reads with yours."

She stopped. "What do you mean, your copy?" "I wrote it on the plane. Got a quick interview with my
seatmate, t0o0."

The reckless amusement was back in his eyes. "Should be good for human interest."
Despite her annoyance, she nearly laughed. "You wrote copy while your plane was going down?"

"Those portable computers will work anywhere. You've got about five minutes before Benny comes
along and starts

tearing his hair out."
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Deanna stared after him when Finn walked off to commandeer a desk.

The man was obviously a lunatic.

And a damned talented one, she decided thirty minutes later.

The edited tape was completed, the graphics set less than three minutes before airtime. The copy,
reworked,

rewritten and timed, was plugged into the TelePrompTer. And Finn Riley, still in his sweater and jeans,
was seated

behind the anchor desk, going national with his report.
"Good evening. This is a special report on flight 1129. I'm Finn Riley."

Deanna knew he was reading the news, since she had written the first thirty seconds herself. Yet it felt
as though he

were telling a story. He knew exactly which word to punch, when to pause. He knew exactly how to go
through the

camera and into the home.

It wasn't an intimacy, she mused, worrying her earring. He wasn't settling in for a

cozy chat. He was ... bringing tidings, she decided. Carrying the message. And somehow staying aloof
from it.

Neat trick, she thought, since he had been on the very plane he was describing.

Even when he read his own words, words he had written while plunging through the sky in a crippled
plane with its

port engine smoking, he was removed. The storyteller, not the story.

Admiration snuck past her defenses. She turned to the monitor when they switched to film, and saw
herself. Hair

dripping, eyes huge, face pale as the water that rained over her. Her voice was steady. Yes, she had
that, Deanna
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thought. But she wasn't detached. The fear and terror were there, transmitted as clearly as her words.

And when the camera shifted to capture the plane skidding on the runway, she heard her own
whispered prayer.

Too involved, she realized, and sighed. It was worse when she saw Finn on the monitor, taking over the
story

minutes after escaping the damaged plane. He had the look of a warrior fresh from battle--a veteran
warrior who could

discuss each blow and thrust concisely, emotionlessly.

And he had been right. It made better film. At commercial, Deanna went up into the control booth to
watch. Benny

was grinning like a fool even as sweat popped onto his wide, furrowed brow. He was fat and
permanently red-faced

and made a habit of tugging on tufts of his lank brown hair. But he was, Deanna knew, a hell of a
producer.

"We beat every other station in town," he was telling Finn through the earpiece. "None of them have any
tape of the

landing, or the initial stages of evacuation." He blew Deanna a kiss. "This is great stuff. You're back in
ten, Finn. We'll

be going to the tape of passenger interviews. And cue."
Through the last three and a half minutes, Benny continued to murmur to himself, pulling at his hair.

"Maybe we should have put him in a jacket," he said at one point. "Maybe we should have found him a
jacket."

"No." There was no use being resentful. Deanna put a hand on Benny's shoulder. "He looks great."

"And in those last moments in the air, some, like Harry Lyle, thought of family. Others, like Marcia
DeWitt and

Kenneth Morgenstern, thought of dreams unfulfilled. For them, and all the others aboard flight 1129, the
long night

ended at seven-sixteen, when the plane landed safely on runway three.
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"This is Finn Riley for CBC. Good night."
"Up graphics. Music. And we're clear!"

A cheer erupted in the control booth. Benny leaned back in his swivel chair and lifted his arms in
triumph. Phones

started to shrill.
"Benny, it's Barlow James on two."

A hush fell over control, and Benny stared at the receiver as though it were a snake. Barlow James, the
president of

the news division, rarely phoned.

Every eye was on Benny as he swallowed and took the phone. "Mr. James?" Benny listened a moment,
his ruddy

face going ghostly, then flushing hot candy pink. "Thank you, sir." Opening his mouth wide, Benny
flashed a thumb's

up and set the cheering oft again. "Yes, sir, Finn's one in a million. We're glad to have him back. Deanna
Reynolds?"

He swiveled in his chair and rolled his eyes at Deanna. "Yes, sir, Mr. James, we're proud to have her on
our team.

Thank you very much. I'll let them know."

Benny replaced the receiver, stood and did a fast boogie that sent his belly swaying over his belt. "He
loved it,"

Benny sang. "He loved it all. They want the whole eight minutes for the affiliates. He loved you." Benny
grabbed

Deanna's hands and spun her around. "He liked your fresh, intimate style-- that's a quote. And the fact
that you

looked good soaking wet."
With a choked laugh, Deanna stepped back and rammed straight into Finn.

"Two pretty good qualities in a reporter," Finn decided. He caught a whiff of her hair as he steadied her,
rain and

apple blossoms. "Nice job, guys." He released Deanna to shake hands with the control crew. "Really
terrific."

"Mr. James said welcome back, Finn," Benny said. As he relaxed again, the pudge of his
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belly sagged comfortably at his belt. "And he's looking forward to beating your butt at tennis next week."
"In his dreams." Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Deanna descending the stairs. "Thanks again."

He caught up with her in the newsroom just as she was shrugging into her coat.

"It was a good piece," he said. "Yes, it was."

"Reading copy isn't one of my priorities, but reading yours was a pleasure."

"It's certainly a night for compliments." She swung her purse over her arm. "Thanks, and welcome back
to Chicago."

"Need a lift?"
"No, I've got my car."

"I don't." He flashed her a smile. Dimples winked out, charmingly. "Probably hell getting a cab in this
weather."

She studied him. In her heels, she was about the same height he was, and she got a good, close look at
those

innocent blue eyes. Too innocent, she thought, especially in combination with that quick, dashing grin and
the wink of

dimples. He wanted to look innocent, she decided. Therefore he did. Neat trick.
"I suppose, as a professional courtesy, I could give you a ride home."

Her hair was still wet, he noted, and she hadn't bothered to repair her makeup. "Are you still ticked at
me?"

"No, actually, I'm down to mildly miffed."

"I could buy you a burger." He reached out to toy with one of the buttons on her jacket. "Maybe |
could talk you down

to slightly steamed."

"These things generally run their course. In any case, I think your homecoming's been exciting enough.
I've got a call

to make."
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She was involved with someone, Finn realized. It was too bad. Really too bad. "Just the lift, then. I
appreciate it."

Chapter Five

For some, organizing a party was a casual affair. Food, drink, music and good company were tossed
together and

left to mix in their own way.

For Deanna, it was a campaign.

From the moment Cassie had passed the torch to her barely twenty-four hours earlier, no detail was left
unattended

to, no list unfulfilled. Like a general rousing troops, she inspected the caterer, the florist, the bartender,
the

housekeeping staft. She arranged, rearranged and approved. She counted stemware, discussed the
playlist with the

band and personally tasted Van Damme's chicken kabobs in peanut butter sauce.

"Incredible," she murmured, her eyes closed, her lips just parted as she savored the flavor. "Really,
really incredible.”

When she opened her eyes, she and the slim young caterer beamed at each other.

"Thank God." Van Damme offered her a glass of wine as they stood in the center of Angela's enormous
kitchen.

"Miss Perkins wanted cuisine from around the world as her theme. It took a great deal of thought and
preparation, in a

short amount of time, to come up with flavors that would complement one another. The ratatouille, the
deep-fried

mushrooms (@a la Berlin, the tiny spanakopita ..." The list went on.

Deanna didn't know ratatouille from tuna fish, but made appropriate noises. "You've done a wonderful
job, Mr. Van
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Damme." Deanna toasted him and drank. "Miss
Perkins and all of her guests will be delighted. Now I know I can leave all of this in your hands."

She hoped. There were half a dozen people in the kitchen, rattling pans, arranging trays, bickering. "We
have thirty

minutes." She took one last glance around. Every inch of Angela's rose-colored counters was filled with
trays and

pots. The air was thick with delicious smells. Van Damme's assistants rushed about. Marveling that
anyone could

function amid the confusion, Deanna escaped.

She hurried toward the front of the house. Angela's lofty living room was all pastels and flowers.
Delicate calla lilies

streamed out of crystal vases. Fairy roses swam in fragile bowls. The floral theme was continued with
the tiny violets

dotting the silk wallpaper and the pale pattern of the Oriental carpets spread over the floor.

The room, like all of Angela's trim two-story home, was a celebration of feminine decorating, with soft
colors and

deep cushions.

Deanna's practiced eye scanned over the sherbet-colored pillows on the curved-back sofa, the
arrangement of

slender tapers, the presentation of pale pink and green mints in crystal candy dishes. She could hear the
faint sounds

of the band tuning up through the closed terrace doors.

For a moment, she imagined the house as hers. More color, she thought. Fewer frills. But she would
definitely enjoy

the lofty ceilings and curved windows, the cozy fireplace set with apple wood.

She'd want some art on the walls. Bold prints, sinuous sculptures. And a few well-chosen antiques to
mix with edgy
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modern pieces.
One day, she mused, and shifted a vase an inch on a tabletop.

Satisfied, she took a final tour of the main level. She had just started across the foyer to the staircase
when the door

chimes pealed. Too early for guests, she thought as she turned to answer. She sincerely hoped it wasn't
a last-minute

delivery she'd have to deal with.

Finn stood on the porch with dusk gathering behind him. A breeze wafted up, played with his hair and
brought

Deanna the scent of man and nightfall. He grinned at her, letting his gaze roam up from the toes of her
sneakers to

her tousled hair.

"Well, hi. Are you covering tonight's event?" "So to speak." He'd shaved, she noted. And though he
hadn't bothered

with a tie, the slate-gray jacket and trousers made the casual look elegant. "You're early."
"By request." He stepped inside and shut the door at his back. "I like your party dress."

"I was just going up to change." And he was blowing a hole in her schedule. She caught herself playing
with her

earring and dropped her hand hastily. "Why don't you come in and sit down. I'll tell Angela you're here."
"What's your hurry?" he asked as he followed her into the living room.
"No hurry. Do you want a drink? The bartender's in the kitchen, but I can handle something simple."
"Don't bother."

He sat on the arm of the sofa as he glanced around speculatively. Deanna was no more

suited to the ornate femininity of the room than he was, Finn decided. She made him think of Titania.
And, though he

couldn't say why, Titania made him think of wild sex on a damp forest floor.
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"Nothing's changed around here in the last six months. I always feel as though I'm walking into the royal
gardens."

Deanna's lips twitched. She quashed the disloyal urge to laugh and agree. "Angela's fond of flowers. I'll
go get her."

"Let her primp." Finn snagged Deanna's hand before she could walk out. "She's fond of that, too. Do
you ever sit

down?"
"Of course I sit down."
"I mean when you're not driving a car or writing copy."
She didn't bother to tug her hand free. "Occasionally I sit down to eat."
"That's interesting, so do I. Maybe we could do it together sometime."
Deanna lifted a brow, tilted her head. "Mr. Riley, are you coming on to me?"
He sighed, but the laughter stayed in his eyes. "Miss Reynolds, I thought I was being so subtle."
"No."
"No, I'm not being subtle?"

"No, you're not. And no." Now she did slide her hand from his. "It's a nice offer, but I'm involved with
someone."

Maybe, she added to herself. "And if I weren't, I don't think it's wise to mix personal and professional
relationships."

"That sounds very definite. Are you always very definite?"

"Yes." But she smiled. "Definitely." Angela paused in the doorway, set her teeth against temper. The
picture of her

prot@eg@ee and her lover smiling intimately at each other in her living room had her gorge rising.
Though the taste

of fury was familiar, even pleasant, she took a deep breath, fixed a smile on her lips.

"Finn, darling!" She flew across the room, a curvy golden blossom stemmed in pale blue silk. Even as
Finn rose from

the sofa, she threw herself into his arms and fastened her mouth possessively on his. "Oh, I've missed
you," she

murmured, sliding her fingers up into the
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thick tangle of his hair. "So much."

She had an impact, Finn thought. She always did. The offer of unapologetic sex was there in the press
of her body,

the heat of her mouth. His body responded even as his mind took a wary step in retreat.

"It's good to see you, too." He untangled himself, holding her at arm's length to study her. ""You look
wonderful."

"Oh, so do you. Shame on you, Deanna." But she didn't take her eyes off Finn. "For not telling me the
guest of honor

was here."

"I'm sorry." Deanna resisted the urge to clear the huskiness from her throat. She wished now she had
left the room

the moment Angela had entered, but the greedy, knowing look on the woman's face as she raced to Finn
had rooted

Deanna to the spot. "I was just about to."

"She was going to mix me a drink first." Finn looked over Angela's shoulder to Deanna. There was still
amusement

there, Deanna noticed. And if she wasn't mistaken, a faint touch of embarrassment.

"I don't know what I'd do without her." Turning, Angela slid one arm around Finn's waist, cuddling her
body back into

the curve of his in a way only small, soft women could manage easily. "I can depend on Deanna for
absolutely

everything. And do. Oh, I forgot." Laughing, she held out a hand for Deanna, as if to invite her into the
charmed circle.

"With all this confusion, I completely forgot about the excitement last night. I was nearly sick with worry
when I heard

about the plane." She shuddered, and squeezed Deanna's hand. "And I meant to tell you what a terrific
job you did on

the remote. Isn't it just like Finn to hop right out of the center of a near disaster and do a report?"


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Deanna's eyes flicked up to Finn's, then back to Angela's. There was so much sexual heat in the room
she could

barely breathe. "I wouldn't know. I'm sure the two of you would like some time alone before the guests
arrive, and I

really need to change."

"Oh, of course, we're keeping you. Deanna's a tiger for timetables," Angela added, tilting her head up to
Finn's. "Run

along, dear." Her voice was a purr as she released Deanna's hand. "T'll handle things from here."

"Why don't I fix that drink?"
Finn shifted away from Angela when Deanna's quick footsteps rapped up the stairs.

"I'm sure there's champagne back there," Angela told him as he walked behind the rosewood bar. "I
want to toast

your homecoming with the best."

Obliging, Finn took a bottle from the small refrigerator built into the back of the bar. He considered
several different

ways to handle the situation with Angela as he removed the foil and twisted the wire.
"I tried to phone you several times last night," she began.

"When I got in, I let the machine pick up. I was pretty wiped out." The first lie--but not the last, he
decided with a

grimace as he popped the cork. Bubbling wine fizzed up to the lip, then retreated.

"I understand." She crossed to the bar, laid a hand on his. "And you're here now. It's been a long six
months."

Saying nothing, he poured her wine and opened a bottle of club soda for himself.
"Aren't you joining me?"

"I'll stick with this for now." He had a feeling he'd need a clear head tonight. ""Angela, you went to an
awful lot of

trouble. It wasn't necessary."


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"Nothing 1s too much trouble for you." She sipped the wine, watching him over the rim.

Perhaps it was the coward's way to keep the bar between them. But his eyes were direct, steady and
cool. "We had

some good times, Angela, but we can't go back."

"We'll be moving forward," she agreed. She brought his hand to her lips, drew the tip of his finger into
her mouth.

"We were so good together, Finn. You remember, don't you?"

"I remember." And his blood pounded in response. He cursed himself for being as mindless as one of
Pavlov's dogs.

"It's just not going to work."

Her teeth nipped sharply into his flesh, surprising, and arousing, him. "You're wrong," she murmured.
"T'll show you."

The doorbell chimed again, and she smiled. "Later."

He felt like a man locked behind bars of velvet. The house was crowded with people, friends,

coworkers, network brass, associates, all happily celebrating his return. The food was fabulous and
exotic, the music

low and bluesy. He wanted to escape.

He didn't mind being rude, but understood if he attempted to leave, Angela would create a scene that
would

reverberate from coast to coast. There were too many people in the business here for an altercation to
go unreported.

And he much preferred reporting news, rather than being reported on. With that in mind, he opted to
tough it out, even

with the inevitable messy showdown with her at the end of the interminable party.

At least the air was clear and fresh on the terrace. He was a man who could appreciate the scent of
spring blossoms
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and newly cut grass, of mingling women's perfumes and spicy food. Perhaps he would have enjoyed
being alone to

absorb the night, but he'd learned to be flexible when there was no choice.

And he had the talent for listening and exchanging conversation while his mind wandered. For now he
let it trail to his

cabin, where he would sit by the fire with a book and a brandy, or hunch over his bait box making new
lures. Alone.

The fantasy of being alone kept him sane through discussions of ratings and programming.

"I tell you, Riley, if they don't beef up Tuesday nights, we're going to face another cutback in the news
division.

Makes me sick to think about it."

"I know what you mean. Nobody's forgotten the body count from two years ago." He spotted Deanna.
"Excuse me a

minute, there's something I have to do." He squeezed through the crowd on the terrace and slipped his
arms around

her. When she stiffened, he shook his head. "This isn't a come-on, it's a diversion."
"Oh?" Automatically, she matched her steps to his as he danced. "From what?"
"From a diatribe on network politics. Tuesday night's schedule."

"Ah." She ran her tongue around her teeth. "We're a little weak there, as I'm sure you know. Our
lead-in for the late

news is--"

"Shut up." He smiled at her when she laughed, and enjoyed the fact that they were eye to eye. "You're a
long one,

aren't you?"

"So I've been told. You know, of course, that as the guest of honor, you're required to mingle."

"] hate rules."
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" live for them."

"Then consider this dance mingling. We'll even make small talk. I like your dress." It was true. The
Adolfo gown's

simple lines and bold red color were a welcome change from Angela's overly fussy pastels and lace.

"Thank you." Curiously she studied his face. She could almost see the pain rapping at his temples.
"Headache?"

"No, thanks, I have one already." "Let me get you some aspirin."

"It's all right. It'll pass." He drew her closer, laid his cheek against hers. "Better already. Where are you
from?"

"Topeka." She'd nearly sighed, nearly closed her eyes before she snapped back to attention. He was
entirely too

smooth, she decided, though the adjective seemed odd when she was pressed tight to a body that was
tough as iron.

"Why Chicago?"

"My roommate from college settled here after she got married. She talked me into relocating. The
position with CBC

made the move easy."

She smelled fabulous, he mused. The scent of her hair and skin made him think of spiced wine and quiet
smoke. He

thought of his lake, dappled in starlight, and the musical call of crickets in high grass. "Do you like to
fish?"

"Excuse me?"
"Fish. Do you like to fish?"
She drew back to look at his face. "I have no idea. What sort of fishing?"

He smiled. It wasn't just the puzzlement in her eyes that caused his lips to curve. It was the fact that she
was so

obviously considering his question as seriously as one on world politics.

"You made the right move, Kansas. Curiosity like that should take you right to the top in this business.
God knows

you've got the face for it."

"[ prefer to think I've got the brains for it."
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"If you do, then you know that looks matter in television news. The public likes their death, destruction
and dirty

politics delivered by an attractive medium. And why the hell not?"
"How long did it take you to get that cynical?"

"About five minutes after I landed my first

on-the-air job at the number-three station in Tulsa." Finn's thoughts veered forward; it would take only
an inch to taste

her ripe, sexy and serious mouth. "I beat out two other candidates because I looked better on tape."

"And your work had nothing to do with it?" "It does now." He toyed with the ends of the hair that rained
over her

shoulders.

His fingers felt entirely too good against her skin, Deanna realized, and shifted gears. "Where did you
get the scar?"

"Which one?"
"This one." She moved his hand between them, tilted the scar up.

"Oh. Bar fight. In ..." His eyes narrowed as he tried to place the incident. "Belfast. A charming little pub
that caters to

the IRA."

"Mmm." As a precaution she kept his hand in hers. However intimate the gesture looked, it prevented
him from

touching her. "Don't you think it's undignified for a well-known television correspondent to brawl in
bars?"

"I'm entitled to some entertainment, but it was a long time ago." The scarred thumb brushed gently up
the side of

hers, down again, toward the wrist, where her pulse began to stutter. "I'm much more dignified now."
And he smiled,

drawing her closer.
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Every muscle in her body turned to water. "I don't think so."
"Try me." It was a low, murmured challenge she had no answer for. "Someone's looking for you."

Shaking off the mood, she glanced over her shoulder and spotted Marshall. When their eyes met, he
smiled and

held up two glasses of champagne.

"I guess that's my cue to let you go." Finn did, then captured her hand for one last moment. "Just how
seriously

involved are you?"

She hesitated, looking down at their joined hands. The desire to link fingers was very strong. "I don't
know." She met

his eyes squarely. "I haven't decided.”
"Let me know when you do." He released her hand, and watched her walk away.

"I'm sorry I'm late." Marshall kissed her briefly before he offered Deanna a flute of champagne.

"It's all right." She sipped, surprised that her throat felt so dry.
"It's a little chilly out here, isn't it?" Concerned, he touched her hand. "You're cold. Come inside."

"All right." She glanced back toward Finn as Marshall led her away. "I'm sorry the evening was spoiled
yesterday."

"Don't worry about it." After a quick scan of the room, Marshall guided her toward a quiet corner. "We
both face

emergencies in our work."

"I did call you after I got in." "Yes, I got the message from my service." His eyes flicked down to his
glass before he

drank. "I decided to make it an early night."

"Then you didn't see the report." "Last night? No. But I did catch pieces of it on the morning news.
Wasn't that Finn

Riley you were dancing with just now?"
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"Yes."

"He's had quite a homecoming all in all. I can't imagine being that concise and detached after being so
close to

death. I suppose he's hardened to it."
Deanna frowned. "I'd say it's more a mater of instinct and training."

"I'm glad your instinct and training haven't made you so cold. Your report from the airport was very
passionate, very

genuine."
She smiled weakly. "It was supposed to be objective and informative."

"It was very informative." He kissed her again. "And you looked beautiful in the rain." Lingering over the
kiss, he

missed her wince of annoyance. "Barring news bulletins," he said quietly, "can we plan on slipping away
early, having

some time alone?"

Twenty-four hours before, she would have said yes, she realized. Now, with the murmur of
conversation around

them, the music drifting in through the terrace doors, the fizz of champagne on her tongue, she hesitated.
Marshall

tipped a finger under her chin, a gesture she'd once found endearing.
"Problem?" he asked.

"No. Yes." She let out a breath, impatient with her own wavering. It was time to step back, she thought,
and take

stock. "I'm sorry, Marshall, Angela's counting on me to see this party through. And to be honest, things
are

moving a little fast for me."

He didn't remove his hand, but she sensed him drawing in. "I didn't mean to push."
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"You weren't. You haven't." She curled her fingers over his wrist in a gesture that was both apologetic
and

affectionate. "I tend to be cautious--maybe overcautious--in relationships. There are reasons, and I'll
explain them to

you, when I can."

"No need to rush." He let his hand drop away from her chin. "You know how much I want to be with
you, and it's not

simply sexual."

"I know that." Rising to her toes, she laid her cheek against his. And remembered, very clearly, the feel
of her cheek

resting against Finn's as they'd danced.

He was tired, and he didn't tire easily. Years of snatching sleep on trains and planes and buses, of
camping out in

jungles and deserts and behind enemy lines had toughened him. He enjoyed the fine linens and
mint-bedecked

pillows of luxury hotels, but Finn could sleep just as soundly with his head on a bedroll and the echoes of
artillery fire

as a lullaby.

Tonight he pined for bed and oblivion. Unfortunately, there was unfinished business. He might have
been a man to

ignore rules, but he never ignored problems.

"That was the last of them." Angela swept back into the living room looking as fresh and lovely as she
had hours

earlier. "Everyone was so glad to see you again." She wrapped her arms around him, nestling her head
beneath his

shoulder.

His hand lifted to stroke her hair in a habitual gesture. She felt soft, and somehow pink, he thought. It
was like being

tangled in a fragrant, climbing vine. If he didn't nip off the feelers, it would certainly choke him.

"Let's sit down. We need to talk."
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"I know it's hard to believe, but I'm about talked out." She skimmed a hand down his shirt, then back
up to toy with

his top button. "And I've been waiting all evening to be alone with you, to give you your real
homecoming." She leaned

forward for a kiss. Her eyes flashed like jagged cobalt when he held her off.

"Angela, I'm sorry. I'm not interested in picking up where we left oft six months ago." He kept his hands
firm on her

shoulders. "We ended it badly, and I regret that, but we did end it."

"You're not going to punish me for being overly emotional, for saying things in the heat of the moment.
Finn, we

meant too much to each other."

"We had an affair," he corrected. "We had sex. It was great sex. And we had a kind of odd friendship.
We might be

able to salvage the friendship if we put the rest out of the picture."
"You're being cruel."
"I'm being honest."

"You don't want me?" She tossed back her head and laughed. The sound, like her eyes, was glassy. "I
know you do.

I can feel it." Her skin was glowing as she stepped toward him again. Her lips parted, curved, as she
watched his eyes

drop to them and linger. "You know what I can do for you, Finn. What I'll let you do to me. You want
asmuch as |

want."
"I don't take everything I want."

"But you took me. Right here, on this floor the first time. Remember?" With her eyes locked on his, she
slid her

hands up his chest, shivering with triumph when she felt the unsteady thud of his heart under her palm. "I
drove you
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crazy; you tore my clothes off of me. Remember what it was like?" Her voice lowered, sliding through
his system like

tainted honey.

He remembered, and the memory made him sick with desire. The bite of her fingernails on his back, her
teeth at his

shoulder. She'd drawn blood and he hadn't given a damn.
"I want you to take me again, Finn." She watched his face as her hand crept downward.

His fingers curled at her back, digging into the silk. He knew what it would be like and, for a moment,
desperately

craved that moment of violent pleasure. But he remembered much more than the urgent sex and the
dazzling

fantasies.

"It isn't going to happen again, Angela." He let his hands drop away from her back. She was quick. He
should have

been prepared, but her vicious backhanded blow knocked him back two steps.

His eyes heated like suns, but he lifted a hand and coolly wiped the blood from his lip. "More than this
room hasn't

changed, I see."

"It's because I'm older than you, isn't it?" She hurled the words at him as her fury contorted the careful
beauty of her

face. "You think you can find someone younger, someone you can mold and train and

teach to grovel."

"We've played that tune before. I'd say we've played them all." He turned, heading for the door. He
was nearly

across the foyer when she threw herself at his feet.

"Don't. Don't leave me!" She clung to his legs, sobbing. Rejection sliced at her, bringing as much fear as
pain. As it
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always did. As it always would. "I'm sorry." And she meant it, completely, utterly, at that moment. It
only made it

worse. "I'm sorry. Please, don't leave me."
"For God's sake, Angela." Pummeled by pity and disgust, he dragged her to her feet. "Don't do this."

"T love you. I love you so much." With her arms twined around his neck, she wept against his shoulder.
The love was

as true as her earlier fury, as volatile, and as capricious.

"If I thought you meant that, I'd feel sorry for both of us." He jerked her back, gave her a quick shake.
Tears. He'd

always considered them a woman's most potent and most underhanded weapon. "Turn it off, damn it.
Do you think I

could have slept with you on and off for three months and not know when you're manipulating me? You
don't love me,

and you only want me because I walked away."

"That's not true." She lifted her tear-ravaged face. There was such innocent hurt in it, such wretched
sincerity, that

he nearly faltered. "I do love you, Finn. And I can make you happy."

Furious, with her as well as with his own weakness for her, he pried her arms away. "Do you think I
didn't know that

you put pressure on James to have me fired just because you didn't want me to take the London
assignment?"

"I was desperate." She covered her face with her hands and let the tears leak through her fingers. "I was
afraid of

losing you."

"You wanted to prove you were in control. And if James hadn't been so solidly behind me, you could
have fucked up

my career."
"He didn't listen to me." She lowered her hands, and her face was cold. "Neither did you."

"No. I came here tonight because I'd hoped we'd both had enough time to let things settle. Looks like I
was wrong."

"Do you think you can walk out on me?" She
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spoke quietly and with utter calm as Finn moved toward the door. The tears were forgotten. "Do you
think it's simple

to just turn your back and walk away? I'll ruin you. It may take years, but I swear, I'll ruin you."

Finn paused at the door. She stood in the center of the foyer, her face blotched and puffy with weeping,
her eyes

swollen and hard as stone. "Thanks for the party, Angela. It was a hell of a show."

Deanna would have agreed. As Finn strode toward his car, she was yawning in the elevator as it
climbed toward her

apartment. She was grateful she had the entire next day off. It would give her time to recover, and time
to think

through her situation with Marshall.
But the only thing on her schedule now was a long, soothing bath and a good night's sleep.

She had her keys out of her purse before the elevator doors opened. Humming to herself, she unlocked
both the

standard lock and the dead bolt. Out of habit, she hit the light switch beside the door as she crossed the
threshold.

Quiet, she thought. Wonderful, blessed silence. With the door locked again behind her, she crossed
automatically to

her phone machine to check messages. As she played them back, she slipped out of her black satin
pumps and

wriggled her cramped toes. She was smiling at the recording of Fran's voice reciting possible baby
names when she

spotted the envelope near the door.

Odd, she mused. Had that been there when she'd come in? She crossed the room, glancing through the
security

peephole before bending to scoop up the note.
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There was nothing written on the sealed envelope. Puzzled, and fighting off another yawn, she tore it
open, unfolded

the single sheet of plain white stationery.

There was only one sentence, typed in bold red ink.

Deanna, I adore you.

Chapter Six

"We've got thirty seconds to air." "We'll make it." Deanna slipped into her chair beside Roger on the
news set.

Through her earpiece she heard the frantic overlapping voices in the control room. A few feet away, the
floor director

was shouting demands for information and dancing in place. One of the camera crew was smoking lazily
and chatting

with a grip.

"Twenty seconds. Jesus." Roger wiped his damp palms on his knees. "Where did Benny get the bright
idea to add

music to the tape?"

"From me." Deanna gave Roger a brief apologetic smile. "It was just a toss-off idea when I was
previewing it. It really

will make the piece perfect." Someone was shouting obscenities through her earpiece, and her smile
turned a little

sickly. Why did she always want perfection? "Honestly, I didn't know he'd grab onto it this way."

"Ten fucking seconds." Roger took a last glimpse in his hand mirror. "If we have to fill, I'm dumping on
you, babe."

"We're going to be fine." Her jaw was set stubbornly. She'd make it fine, by God. She'd make it the
best damn one-
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minute-ten the station had ever aired. The swearing in the control room turned to a pandemonium of
cheers as the

floor director began his countdown. "Got it." She glanced smugly in Roger's direction, then faced the
camera.

"Good afternoon, this is Midday. I'm Roger Crowell."

"And I'm Deanna Reynolds. The passenger count on flight 1129 from London last Friday was two
hundred and sixty-

four. Early this morning, that number rose by one. Matthew John Carlyse, son of passengers Alice and
Eugene

Carlyse, made his first appearance at five-fifteen this morning. Though six weeks premature, Matthew
weighed in ata

healthy five pounds."

As the tape rolled, to the accompaniment of the crooning "Baby, Baby," Deanna let out a relieved
breath and grinned

at the monitor. Her idea, she reminded herself. And it was perfect. "Great pictures."

"Not bad," Roger agreed, and was forced to smile when the monitor focused on the tiny form squirming
and

squawling in the incubator. There was a small set of wings pinned to his blanket. "Almost worth the
ulcer."

"The Carlyses named their son after Matthew Kirkland, the pilot who landed flight 1129 safely at
O'Hare Friday night

despite engine failure. Mr. Carlyse said that neither he nor his wife were concerned about making the
return flight to

London at the end of the month. Young Matthew had no comment."
"In other news ..." Roger segued into the next segment.

Deanna glanced down at her copy, reviewing her pacing. When she looked up again, she spotted Finn
in the rear of

the studio. He rocked back on his heels, his thumbs hooked in his front pockets, but he gave her a nod
of
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congratulations.

What the hell was he doing there, watching, evaluating? The man had a full week's free time coming to
him. Why

wasn't he at the beach, the mountains, somewhere? Even as she turned to the camera again and picked
up her cue,

she could feel his eyes on her, coolly blue and objective.

By the time they broke for the last commercial before "Deanna's Corner," her nerves had evolved into
bubbling

temper.

Deanna pushed back from the news desk, descended the step and marched across the snaking cables.
Before she

could greet her guest for the day, Finn stepped in front of her.

"You're better than I remember." "Really?" She gave the hem of her jacket a quick tug. "Well, with a
compliment like

that, I can die happy."

"Just an observation." Curious, he wrapped his fingers around her arm to hold her in place. "I can't
make up my mind

about you. Am I still on the blacklist because I bumped you off the story the other night?"
"You're not on any list. I just don't like being watched."
He had to grin. "Then you're in the wrong business, Kansas."

He let her go. Impulsively he took one of the folding chairs out of camera range. He hadn't intended to
stay, and

knew he did so simply to irritate her. He'd come in that afternoon,

as he'd come in the evening before, because he enjoyed being back in the Chicago studios.

He didn't have much in his life at the moment other than his career. He preferred it that way. He
watched Deanna
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ease her guest's nerves with off-camera chitchat, and considered. Would she be relieved or annoyed to
know he

hadn't given her a thought over the remainder of the weekend? Years in the business had made him an
expert at

compartmentalizing his life. Women didn't interfere with his work, the sculpting of a story or his
ambitions.

The months in London had added to his reputation and his credibility, but he was happy to be back.

His thoughts swung back to Deanna as he heard her laugh. A good, smoky sound, he thought. Subtle
sex. It suited

her looks, he decided. And those eyes. They were warm now, and filled with lively interest as her guest
hyped a one-

woman art show scheduled for that evening.

At that moment, Finn didn't give a damn about art. But he was interested, very interested in Deanna.
The way she

leaned forward, just a little, to add a sense of intimacy to the interview. Not once did he catch her
looking at her notes

and scrambling for the next question.

Even when they broke, Deanna continued to give her guest her attention. As a result, the artist left the
studio with

her ego fully pumped. Deanna slipped back behind the news desk with Roger for the close.
"She's good, isn't she?"

Finn glanced behind him. Simon Grimsley was standing just inside the studio doors. He was a
thin-shouldered man,

with a long, narrow face set in perpetual lines of worry and doubt. Even when he smiled, as he did now,
there was a

look in his eyes that spoke of inescapable doom. He was losing his hair, though Finn knew him to be on
the shy side

of thirty. He was dressed, as always, in a dark suit and snugly knotted tie. And, as always, the attire
accented his

bony frame.
"How's it going, Simon?"

"Don't ask." Simon rolled his dark, pessimistic eyes. "Angela's in one of her moods today. Big time."
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"That's not exactly a breaking story, Simon."

"Don't I know it." He lowered his voice as

the red light blinked on. "Threw a paperweight at me," he whispered. "Baccarat. Lucky she doesn't have
much of an

arm.

"Maybe she could get a job with the Cubs." Simon gave what passed for a chuckle, then guiltily stifled
it. "She's

under a lot of pressure."
"Yeah, right."

"It isn't easy staying number one." Simon let out a sigh of relief when the "on the air" sign blinked off.
Live television

kept him in a constant state of turmoil. "Deanna." He signaled to her and nearly hooked his foot in a coil
of cable in his

hurry to catch up. "Nice show. Really nice."
"Thanks." She looked from him to Finn, then back. "How'd this morning's taping go?"

"It went." He grimaced. "Angela asked me to get this message to you." He offered a pale pink envelope.
"It seemed

important."
"Okay." She resisted the urge to bury the note in her pocket. "Don't worry, I'll get back to her."
"Well, I'd better get upstairs. Come by this afternoon's taping if you get a chance."
"Twill."

Finn watched the door swing shut behind Simon. "I'll never understand how anyone so nervous and
depressed can

deal with the characters Angela's books."

"He's organized. I don't know anyone better at sorting things out than Simon."
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"That wasn't a criticism," Finn said as he matched her stride out of the studio. "It was a comment."

"You seem to be full of comments today." Out of habit, she turned into the dressing room to redo her
makeup.

"Then I've got another one. Your interview with the artist--Myra, was it?--was solid."
Pleasure snuck through her guard. "Thanks. It was an interesting subject.”

"It didn't have to be. You kept her grounded when she started to run on about technique and
symbolism. You kept it

light and friendly."

"I prefer light and friendly." Her eyes met his in the mirror and sizzled. "I'll leave Gorbachev and Hussein
to you."

"I appreciate it." He shook his head as she freshened her lipstick. "You're touchy. The

observation was meant as a compliment."

He was right, she thought. She was being touchy. "Do you know what I think, Finn?" She smoothed
back her hair

and turned. "I think there's too much energy in this room. Conflicting energy."

He had felt electricity since the moment he'd scooped her against him on a rainy runway. "And how
does all that

conflicting energy make you feel?"

"Crowded." She smiled, in direct response to the amusement in his eyes. "I suppose that's why it always
seems

you're in my way."
"I guess I'd better move aside then, and give you some room."

"Why don't you?" She picked up the pink envelope she'd set on the counter, but before she could open
it, Finn took

her hand.

"Question. How do you justify your job as a reporter for CBC with your job with Angela?"
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"I don't have a job with Angela. I work the news." In quick, competent moves, she ran a brush through
her hair and

tied it back. "I occasionally do favors for Angela. She doesn't pay me."

"Just a couple of pals helping each other out?" She didn't care for the edge in his voice. "I wouldn't say
Angela and [

were pals. We are friends, and she's been very generous with me. The news division doesn't have a
problem with my

personal association with Angela, or with the time I give her."

"So I hear. But then the entertainment division wouldn't step back from applying a little pressure when
they've got the

clout of a top-rated show." He rocked back on his heels, studying her. "It makes me wonder why
Angela would go to

the trouble just to use you."
Her hackles rose. "She isn't using me. I'm learning from her. And learning is something I find useful."
"Learning what, exactly?"

How to be the best, she thought, but cautiously kept that thought to herself. ""She has incredible
interviewing skills."

"That she does, but yours seem sharp enough to me." He paused. "At least on soft news."

She nearly snarled, delighting him. "I enjoy what I do, and if I didn't, it still wouldn't be any of your
business."

"An accurate statement." He should have dropped the subject, but he knew too well what Angela could
do with her

claws once they were dug in. Unless he missed his guess, Deanna would bleed fast and copiously.
"Would you listen

to a friendly warning about Angela?"
"No. I make up my mind about people on my own."

"Suit yourself. I wonder," he continued, searching her face. "Are you as tough as you think you are?"
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"[ can be tougher."
"You'll need to be." He released her hand and walked away.

Alone, Deanna let out a long, steadying breath. Why was it every time she spent five minutes with Finn,
she felt as

though she'd run a marathon? Exhausted and exhilarated. Pushing him firmly out of her mind, she tore
open Angela's

note. The handwriting was a series of loops and flourishes drawn with a fountain pen.

Deanna darling,

I have something vitally important to discuss with you. My schedule today is maddening, but I can slip
away about

four. Meet me for tea at the Ritz. Lobby lounge. Believe me, it's urgent.

Love, Angela

Angela hated to be kept waiting.

By four-fifteen, she'd ordered a second champagne cocktail and begun to steam. She was about to offer
Deanna the

chance of a lifetime, and rather than gratitude, she was greeted with rudeness. As a result, she snapped
at the

waitress when her drink was served, and scowled around the sumptuous lounge.

The fountain behind her tinkled musically. It soothed her a bit, like the frothy sip of champagne. It wasn't
really

drinking, she thought, pleasing herself. It was like tasting success.

The gilt and glory of the Ritz was a long way from Arkansas, she reminded herself. And she was about
to go further

yet.

The reminder of her plans softened the frown on her face. The smile bolstered the courage of a matron
with blue-

tinted hair who approached for an autograph. Angela was all gracious
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affability. When Deanna hurried in at twenty after four, she saw Angela chatting amiably with a fan.
"Excuse me." Deanna took the seat across from Angela. "I'm sorry I'm late."

"Don't give it a thought." Waving away the apology, Angela smiled. "So nice to have met you, Mrs.
Hopkins. I'm glad

you enjoy the show."
"I wouldn't miss it. And you're even lovelier in person than you are on TV."

"Isn't that sweet?" Angela said to Deanna when they were alone. "She watches the show every morning.
Now she'll

be able to brag to her bridge club that she met me in person. Let's get you a drink."
"We'd better make it tea. I'm driving."

"Nonsense." Angela caught the waitress's attention, tapped her glass, then held up two fingers. "I refuse
to celebrate

with something as passive as tea."

"Then I'd better know what we're celebrating." Deanna slipped out of her jacket. One drink, she
estimated, could

easily last the entire thirty minutes she'd allowed for the meeting.

"Not until you have your champagne." Angela smiled coyly before sipping her own. "I really need to
thank you again

for being such a trouper the other night. It turned out to be a wonderful party."
"There wasn't much to do."

"Easy for you to say. You're able to keep a handle on all those little details." With a flutter of her
fingers, Angela

dismissed them. "They just annoy me." Setting her drink aside again, she took out a cigarette. "And what
do you think

of Finn?"

"I'd have to say he's one of the best reporters on CBC or any of the networks. Powerful. He has a way
of cutting to
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the heart of an issue, and letting just enough of himself sneak through to intrigue the audience."
"No, no, not professionally." Angela blew out an impatient stream of smoke. "As a man."

"I don't know him as a man." "Impressions, Deanna." Angela's voice sharpened, putting Deanna on
alert. "You're a

reporter, aren't you? You're trained

to observe. What are your observations?"

Boggy ground, Deanna decided. The station had been ripe with rumors of past history, and the
speculation of a

current affair between the two stars. "Objectively? He's very attractive, charismatic, and I suppose I'd
have to use the

word "powerful" again. He's certainly well liked by the techs, and by the brass."

"Especially the women." Angela began to jiggle her foot, a sign of agitation. Her father had been
charismatic, too,

hadn't he? she remembered bitterly. And attractive, and certainly powerful--when he was on a winning
streak. And

he'd left her as well, her and her pathetic, drunken mother for another woman and the siren call of a
royal flush. But

she'd learned since then, learned a lot about payback. "He can be very charming," she continued. "And
very devious.

He isn't above using people to get what he wants." She drew deeply on the cigarette, smiled thinly
through a mist of

smoke. "I noticed him seek you out at the party, and thought I'd give you a friendly warning."

Deanna lifted a brow, wondering how Angela would feel if she knew Finn had used the same phrase
just a few hours

earlier. "No need."

"I know that you're involved with Marshall at the moment, but Finn can be very persuasive." She tapped
out her

cigarette, leaning closer. Girl to girl. "I know how news travels at the studio, so there's no need to
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pretend you don't

know about what was between Finn and me before he went to London. I'm afraid since I broke things
off, he might try

to salve his ego and strike back at me, by making a play for someone I care about. I wouldn't want to
see you hurt."

"I won't be." Uncomfortable, Deanna shifted back. "Angela, I really am running thin on time. If this is
what you

wanted to talk to me about--"

"No, no. Just making small talk. And here we go." She beamed as their drinks were served. "Now we
have the

proper tools for a toast." She lifted her glass, waited until Deanna had lifted hers. "To New York." The
flutes clinked

joyfully together.
"New York?"

"All my life I've been working toward it." After a hasty sip, Angela set her glass

down. Excitement was shimmering around her in restless waves. Nothing, not even champagne could
compete with it.

"Now it's reality. What I'm telling you now is in the strictest confidence. Understood?"
"Of course."

"I had an offer from Starmedia, Deanna, an incredible offer." Her voice bubbled like the wine. "I'll be
leaving Chicago

and CBC in August, when my contract's up. The show will be moving to New York, with the addition of
four prime-time

specials a year." Her eyes were like blue glass, her fingers running up and down the flute like excited
birds searching

for a place to land.

"That's wonderful. But I thought you'd already agreed to renew with CBC and the Delacort syndicate."
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"Verbally." She shrugged it off. "Starmedia is a much more imaginative syndicate. Delacort's been taking
me for

granted. I'm going where I'm most appreciated--and most rewarded. I'll be forming my own production
company. And

we won't just produce Angela's. We'll do specials, TV movies, documentaries. I'm going to have access
to the best in

the business." She paused, always a showman. "That's why I want you to come with me as my executive
producer."

"You want me?" Deanna shook her head as if to clear jumbled thoughts. "I'm not a producer. And
Lew--"

"Lew." Angela dismissed her longtime associate with a toss of her head. "I want someone young, fresh,
imaginative.

No, when I make this move, [ won't be taking Lew with me. The job's yours, Deanna. All you have to
do is take it."

Deanna took a long, slow sip of champagne. She'd been expecting the offer of head researcher, and
because

ambition pointed elsewhere, she was prepared to decline. But this, this was out of nowhere. And it was
far more

tempting,
"I'm flattered," she began. Flabbergasted, she corrected. "I don't know what to say."
"Then I'll cue you. Say yes."

With a quick laugh, Deanna sat back and studied the woman across from her. Eager, impulsive and,
yes, ruthless.

Not bad qualities all in all. There was also talent and

brains and those edgy nerves Angela thought no one noticed. It was the combination that had pushed her
to the top,

and was keeping her there.

A top spot on the top show in the market, Deanna calculated. "I wish I could jump at it, Angela. But |
need to think
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this through."

"What is there to think about?" The wine was fizzing in Angela's head. Deanna was just quick enough to
save a flute

from upending when Angela reached carelessly across the table. "You don't get offers like this every day
in this

business, Deanna. Take what there is when you can. Do you know the kind of money I'm talking about?
The prestige,

the power?"
"I have some idea."
"A quarter of a million a year, to start. And all the benefits."

It took Deanna a moment to close her mouth. "No," she said slowly. "Apparently I didn't have any
idea."

"Your own office, your own staff, a car and driver at your disposal. Opportunities to travel, to socialize
with the

cream."
HWhy‘?H

Pleased, Angela sat back. "Because I can trust you. Because I can depend on you, and because I see
something of

myself when I look at you."
A quick chill danced up Deanna's spine. "It's a very big step."

"Small ones are a waste of time." "That may be, but I need to think this through. I don't know if I'm
suited."

"[ think you're suited." Angela's impatience was simmering again. "Why would you doubt it?"

"Angela, one of the reasons I imagine you're offering me this job is because I'm a good detail person.
Because I'm

thorough and obsessively organized. I wouldn't be any of those things if I didn't take the time to sort this
out."

With a nod, Angela took out another cigarette. "You're right. I shouldn't be pushing, but I want you with
me on this.

How much time do you need?"
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"A couple of days. Can I let you know by the end of the week?"

"All right." She flicked on her lighter and studied the flame briefly. "I'll just say one more thing. You don't
belong

behind a desk on some local noon show reading the news. You were made for

bigger things, Deanna. I saw it in you right from the beginning."

"I hope you're right." Deanna let out a long breath. "I really do."

The little gallery off Michigan Avenue was crammed with people. Hardly larger than the average
suburban garage,

the showroom was brightly lit to suit the bold, splashy paintings arranged nearly frame to frame along the
walls. The

moment Deanna stepped inside, she was glad she'd followed the impulse to stop in. Not only did it take
her mind off

Angela's stunning offer that afternoon, but it allowed her to follow up firsthand on her own interview.

The air was ripe with sounds and scents. Cheap champagne and clashing voices. And color, she mused.
The blacks

and grays of the crowd were a stark contrast to the vibrancy of the paintings. She regretted she hadn't
wrangled a

camera crew to do a brief update.
"Quite an event," Marshall murmured in her ear.
Deanna turned, smiled. "We won't stay long. I know this isn't exactly your style."
He glanced around at the frantic colors slashed over canvas. "Not exactly."

"Wild stuff." Fran edged her way through, her husband Richard's hand firmly gripped in hers. "Your
spot this

afternoon had some impact."

"I don't know about that."
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"Well, it didn't hurt." Tilting her head up, Fran sniffed the air. "I smell food."

"It's gotten so she can smell a hot dog boiling from three blocks away." Richard shifted in to drape an
arm around

Fran. He had a pretty, boyish face that smiled easily. His pale blond hair was conservatively cut, but the
tiny hole in

his left earlobe had once sported a variety of earrings.

"It's heightened sensory awareness," Fran claimed. "And mine tells me there are pigs-in-a-blanket at
three o'clock.

Catch you later." She dragged Richard away.
"Hungry?" Bumped from behind, Deanna moved comfortably into Marshall's protective arm.

"Not really." Using the advantage of height, he scouted the area and led her away from the heart of the
crowd.

"You're being a good sport about this."

"Coming here? It's interesting."

She laughed and kissed him again. "A very good sport. I'd just like to make a quick pass through, and
congratulate

Myra." Deanna looked around. "If I can find her."
"Take your time. Why don't I see if I can find us some canap'es."
"Thanks."

Deanna threaded her way through the crowd. She enjoyed the press of bodies, the undertones of
excitement, the

snippets of overheard conversations. She'd made it halfway around the room when a bold painting
stopped her.

Sinuous lines and bold splashes against a textured background of midnight blue, it turned the canvas into
an

explosion of emotion and energy. Fascinated, Deanna moved closer. The label beneath the sleek ebony
frame read
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AWAKENINGS. Perfect, Deanna thought. Absolutely perfect.

The colors were alive and seemed to be fighting their way free of the canvas, away from the night. Even
as she

studied the work, she felt her pleasure turn to desire, and desire to determination. With a little juggling of
her budget ...

"Like it?"
She felt jolted into awareness. But she didn't bother to turn around to face Finn.
"Yes, very much. Do you spend much time in galleries?"

"Now and then." He stepped up beside her, amused at the way she stared at the painting. Every thought
in her head

was reflected in her eyes. "Actually, your spot this afternoon convinced me to drop in."

"Really?" She looked at him then. He was dressed much as he'd been when he'd crossed the runway.
His expensive

leather jacket unsnapped, his jeans comfortably worn, boots well broken in.
"Yes, really. And I owe you one, Kansas."
"Why is that?"
"Th." He nodded toward the painting. "I just bought it."
"You--" She looked from him to the painting and back again. Her teeth locked together. "I see."

"It really caught me." He dropped a hand on her shoulder and faced the painting. If he

continued to look at her, Finn knew he'd break out in a grin. It was all there in her eyes--the
disappointment, the

desire, the irritation. "And the price was right. I think they're going to find out very soon that they're
underselling her."

It was hers, damn it. She'd already imagined it hanging above her desk at home. She couldn't believe
he'd snapped

it out from under her. "Why this one?"
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"Because it was perfect for me." With the lightest of pressure on her shoulder, he turned her to face him.
"I knew the

moment I saw it. And when I see something [ want ..." He trailed a finger up the side of her throat,
feather light, while

his eyes stayed on hers. "I do what I can to have it."

Her pulse jumped like a rabbit, surprising her, annoying her. They were standing toe to toe now, their
eyes and

mouths lined up. And too close, just an inch too close, so that she could see herself reflected in the
dreamy blue of his

eyes.

"Sometimes what we want is unavailable." "Sometimes." He smiled, and she forgot the crowd pressing
them

together, the coveted painting at her back, the voice in her head telling her to back away. "A good
reporter has to

know when to move fast and when to be patient. Don't you think?"

"Yes." But she was having a hard time thinking at all. It was his eyes, she realized, the way they focused
as if there

were nothing and no one else. And she knew, somehow, that he would continue to look at her just that
way, even if

the ground suddenly fell away beneath her.
"Want me to be patient, Deanna?" His finger roamed over her jawline, lingered.

"[--" The air backed up in her lungs. And for a moment, one startled moment, she felt herself swaying
toward him.

"Oh, I see you found refreshments already," Marshall said.

She saw the wry amusement on Finn's face. "Yes, Marshall." Her voice was unsteady. Fighting to level
it, she

gripped his arm as though he were a rock in the stormy sea. "I ran into Finn. I don't think you've met.
Dr. Marshall

Pike, Finn Riley."
"Of course. I know your work." Marshall offered a hand. "Welcome back to Chicago."

"Thanks. You're a psychologist, right?"
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"Yes. I specialize in domestic counseling."
"Interesting work. The statistics seem to point to the end of the traditional family, yet the overall trend, if
you look at

advertising, entertainment, seems to be making a move back to just that."

Deanna looked for a barb, but found nothing but genuine interest as Finn drew Marshall into a

discussion on

American family culture. It was the reporter in him, she imagined, that made it possible for him to talk to
anyone at any
time on any subject. At the moment, she was grateful.
It comforted her to have her hand tucked into Marshall's, to feel that she could be, if she chose, part of

a couple. She

preferred, overwhelmingly, Marshall's gentle romancing to Finn's direct assault on the nervous system. If

she had to

compare the two men, which she assured herself she certainly didn't, she would have given Marshall top
points for

courtesy, respect and stability.

She smiled up at him even as her eyes were drawn back to the dramatic and passionate painting.

When Fran and Richard joined them, Deanna made introductions. A few minutes of small talk, and they

said their

goodbyes. Deanna tried to pretend she didn't feel Finn's eyes on her as they nudged their way to the

door.

"Be still my heart," Fran muttered in Deanna's ear. "He's even sexier in person than he is on the tube."
y )

"You think so?"

"Honey, if | was unmarried and unpregnant, I'd do a lot more than think." Fran shot one last look over

her shoulder.

"Yum-yum."
Chuckling, Deanna gave her a light shove out the door. "Get a hold of yourself, Myers."
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"Fantasies are harmless, Dee, I keep telling you. And if he'd been looking at me the way he was looking
at you, I'd

have been a puddle of hormones at his feet."

Deanna combated the jitters in her stomach with a brisk gulp of spring air. "I don't melt that easily."

Not melting easily, Deanna thought later, was part of the problem. When Marshall pulled his car to the

curb in front of her building, she knew that he would walk her up. And when he walked her up, he
would expect to be

mvited inside. And then ...

She simply wasn't ready for the "and then." The flaw was in her, undoubtedly. She could easily blame
her hesitation

toward intimacy on the past. And it would be true enough. She didn't want to admit another part of her
hesitation was

attributable to Finn.
"You don't need to walk me up."
He lifted a hand to toy with her hair. "It's early yet."
"I know. But I have an early call in the morning. I appreciate your going by the gallery with me."

"I enjoyed it. More than I anticipated." "Good." Smiling, she touched her lips to his. When he deepened
the kiss,

drawing her in, she yielded. There was warmth there, passion just restrained. A quiet moan of pleasure
sounded in

her throat as he changed the angle of the kiss. The thud of his heart raced against hers.
"Deanna." He took his mouth on a slow journey of her face. "I want to be with you."

"I know." She turned her lips to his again. Almost, she thought dreamily. She was almost sure. "I need a
little more

time, Marshall. I'm sorry."
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"You know how I feel about you?" He cupped her face in his hand, studying her. "But [ understand, it
has to be right.

Why don't we get away for a few days?"
"Away?"

"From Chicago. We could take a weekend." He tipped her face back and kissed the side of her mouth.
"Canc(@un,

St. Thomas, Maui. Wherever you like." And the other side. "Just the two of us. It would let us see how
we are

together, away from work, all the pressures."
"I'd like that." Her eyes drifted closed. "I'd like to think about that."

"Then think about it." There was a look of dark triumph in his eyes. "Check your schedule, and leave
the rest to me."

Chapter Seven

Deanna hadn't expected the pricks of disloyalty. Television was, after all, a

business. And part of the business was to get ahead, to make the best deal. But while the May sweeps
consumed the

CBC Building, with nightly ratings discussed and analyzed by everyone from top brass to the
maintenance crews, she

felt like a traitor.
Next year's budgets were being forecasted off the sweeps, and the forecasts were being made on faulty
assumptions.

She knew Angela's would be gone before the start of the fall season. And with the deal Angela had
made, she would

compete with CBC'S daytime lineup as well as with prime-time specials.
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The more celebratory the mood in the newsroom, the more guilt jabbed at Deanna's conscience.
"Got a problem, Kansas?"

Deanna glanced up as Finn made himself comfortable on the corner of her desk. "Why do you ask?"
"You've been staring at that screen for the past five minutes. I'm used to seeing you move."

"I'm thinking,"

"That doesn't usually stop you." Leaning forward, he rubbed his thumb between her eyebrows.
"Tension."

In defense, she shifted back in her chair to break the contact. "We're in the middle of the May sweeps.
Who isn't

tense?"
"Midday's holding its own."

"It's doing better than that," she snapped back. Pride and loyalty welled together. "We've got a
twenty-eight-percent

share. We're up three full ratings points since the last sweeps."
"That's better. I'd rather see you fired up than unhappy."
"I wasn't unhappy," she said between her teeth. "I was thinking."
"Whatever." He rose then, and hauled up the garment bag he'd set on the floor.
"Where are you going?"

"New York." In an easy, practiced move, Finn slung the bag over his shoulder. "I'm putting in a few
days as

substitute host on Wake Up Call. Kirk

Brooks's allergies are acting up." Deanna arched a brow. She knew that CBC'S Wake Up Call was
performing poorly,

lagging well behind Good Morning

America and Today. "You mean the ratings are acting up."
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Finn shrugged and took one of the candy-coated almonds from the bowl on her desk. "That's the
bottom line. The

brass figures the viewers will think somebody who's been through a few firefights and earthquakes is
glamorous."

Disgust crossed his face as he swallowed. "So, I'll get up early for a few days and wear a tie."
"It's a little more than that. It's a complicated show. Interviews, breaking stories--"
"Chitchat." The phrase was ripe with contempt.

"There's nothing wrong with chitchat. It involves the viewer, brings them into the picture. And it opens
doors."

His lips curved into something between a smile and a sneer. "Right. The next time I interview Qaddafi I'll
be sure to

ask how he feels about Madonna's new video."

Intrigued, she tilted her head back to study him. She thought she'd pegged him as the reckless rebel
who did

precisely as he chose and kept the executives groping for the Maalox. "If you hate it so much, why are
you doing it?"

"I work here," he said simply, and helped himself to a handful of candy.

Deanna lowered her eyes, toyed with papers on her desk. So did she, she thought miserably. So did
she. "Then it's

a matter of loyalty."

"First." What was going on inside that head of hers? he wondered. It was a pity he didn't have time to
hang around

and dig it out. "Then you can expand it. If Wake Up Call goes in the sewer, the revenue suffers. What's
the first place

that feels it?"
"The news department.”

"Damn right. You've got the morning show scraping the bottom of the ratings barrel, and the fact that a
couple of

fatheaded idiots can't seem to program a decent Tuesday night, and before you can say Nielsen, we've
got cutbacks."

"Monday and Friday are strong," she murmured. "And we've got Angela's."
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"It's a little tough knowing that Angela and a handful of sitcoms are saving our ass." Then he smiled,
shrugged.

"Screwy business. I

don't suppose you'd kiss me goodbye."
"I don't suppose I would."
"But you'll miss me." There was enough laughter in his eyes to make her grin back at him.

"You're not going off to war, Finn." "Easy for you to say. Stay tuned." He sauntered off. Deanna
watched him walk up

to another woman reporter. The woman laughed, then planted an exaggerated kiss on his mouth. As
applause

erupted, he turned, grinned at Deanna. With a final salute to the newsroom, he swung through the doors.

Deanna was still chuckling when she returned to her copy. The man might have his flaws, she mused,
but at least he

could make her laugh.

And, she admitted, he could make her think. Mentally, she pulled out her list. Two columns, neatly
typed, specifying

her reasons to accept and decline Angela's offer. There was a hard copy in the top drawer of her desk
at home. It was

a simple matter to visualize it. With a sigh, she added one word to the "decline" column.
Loyalty.
"Miss Reynolds?"

She b