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      Dear Reader,


      For years before I began writing general fiction, I wrote genre romances. Sweet Anger was originally published more than ten years ago.

      


      The story reflects the trends and attitudes that were popular at that time, but its themes are eternal and universal. As

         in all romance fiction, the plot revolves around star-crossed lovers. There are moments of passion, anguish, and tenderness—all

         integral facets of falling in love.

      


      I very much enjoyed writing romances. They’re optimistic in orientation and have a charm unique to any other form of fiction.

         If this is your first taste of it, please enjoy.

      


      Sandra Brown


   

      Chapter One
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         “WE’VE GOT A TWO-ALARM FIRE WORKING ON CLERMONT just south of Sixth Avenue. It should be at about 42H on your Mapsco. And get there pronto. I want some good video.”

      


      The inch-long ash on the end of Pinkie Lewis’s cigarette fell unnoticed on his battered, cluttered, littered desk. The harried

         news director paused long enough to say “Hiya, sweetheart” to the young woman who had just moved aside a day-old Moon Pie,

         a roll of masking tape, and two cups of cold gray coffee in order to perch on the corner of the desk.

      


      “When you’re done with the fire,” Pinkie went on, returning his attention to the two men lounging by his desk, “swing by that

         elementary school where the third-graders are writing letters to the Russians. If we have any time left on the six o’clock,

         it’ll make good 

         human interest. Anybody hear from Jack lately? It’s taken him four hours to shoot that bit on the drug bust.”

      


      “Maybe he’s hanging around, hoping they’ll let him sample the goods.” The videotape photographer grinned as he heaved the

         camera to his shoulder. The reporter, who was pulling on his sport coat, thought his cohort’s suggestion was funny and laughed.

      


      “I’ll have his ass,” Pinkie growled. “So what are you two bozos waiting for?” The grins collapsed. That particular tone in

         Pinkie’s voice could bring about miraculous changes in a man. “The damn fire will be out before you get there. I want to see

         flames, smoke, tragedy in the making,” he yelled, waving his arms descriptively. “Now get out of here!”

      


      The reporter and cameraman left, stumbling in their haste. Pinkie glowered after them and ran a hand through his hair. Or

         he would have if he’d had any hair. Actually, he ran his hand over a rapidly growing bald spot that blended into his beefy

         forehead. It was his florid complexion and fair hair that had given him his nickname.

      


      “One of these days you’re going to have a heart attack,” the young woman commented. Disgustedly she stubbed out three cigarette

         butts left in the ashtray. They hadn’t been properly ground out and were curling acrid smoke into the already polluted atmosphere

         of the television newsroom.

      


      “Naw. I drink too much whiskey. It scares sickness off.” Pinkie picked up a Styrofoam cup and took a swig. 

         He made a face at the stale coffee. “Buy you a cup,” he said, taking the woman’s arm and guiding her into the hall and toward

         an alcove where numerous vending machines were tucked outside of the flow of continuous foot traffic.

      


      As usual, Pinkie’s pockets produced no change when he began slapping them in search. “Let me buy this time,” Kari Stewart

         said, smiling. The coffee was too black and bitter, but it was hot. Crossing her ankles, she leaned against the wall and sipped

         cautiously.

      


      Pinkie smiled at her with paternal affection. “God-amighty, you’re a sight for sore eyes. Helluva day. One of the video cameras

         is on the blink. It’ll cost a fortune to repair and then I’ll catch hell for going over budget. I’ve got two unexciting but

         dependable reporters out with flu.” He belched. “I need a drink.”

      


      “You need a hot, balanced meal, far fewer cigarettes, far less whiskey—”


      “Yes, Mother—”


      “—and a good woman to take care of you.”


      “Oh, yeah?” Pinkie asked belligerently. This was a familiar topic of conversation. “You got someone in mind?”


      “Bonnie.”


      “That dried-up old prune! She’s too old for me.”


      Kari laughed. The switchboard operator who handled all the calls coming into the television station with amazing alacrity

         and patience had carried a torch for the crusty news director for years. “You’ll never change, Pinkie. You’re biased, stubborn,

         grouchy, and predictable. 

         That’s why I love you.” She poked him in the spare tire that sagged over his belt.

      


      “How’d the interview go?”


      “He was as wretched as he’s reputed to be.” That morning Kari had interviewed an aging television sitcom actor who was now

         doing “legitimate theater” on the dinner theater circuit. “I can see why his varied series went down the tubes. He was rude,

         obnoxious, and condescending. But I’ll have the last laugh. I went to last night’s rehearsal. The production is a turkey.

         And I didn’t think anyone could ruin a perfectly wonderful Neil Simon.”

      


      Pinkie crumpled his empty cup and tossed it in the general direction of the trash can. It didn’t make it, but he didn’t notice.

         “Goose the old geezer right in his pride. Don’t soft-soap it. I want gutsy stuff on the newscast, even during your entertainment

         segment.”

      


      Kari saluted. “Right, Chief.”


      Pinkie’s beet-red face split into a grin as he lit one of his unfiltered cigarettes. “And that’s what I love about you. You don’t give me any guff.” He sauntered away in the direction of the newsroom. “And you’ve got great

         legs,” he called over his shoulder.

      


      Kari took the compliment for what it was, a teasing gesture between friends. Pinkie had been her friend and ally ever since

         she’d signed on with WBTV five years ago. Where others were cowed by the querulous news director, Kari, as a green intern

         with no more television journalism experience than her college diploma afforded her, had called his bluff one day and forever

         won 

         his respect. She talked to him as no one else would dare and got away with it because of their mutual affection. She knew

         he wasn’t nearly as fierce as he pretended.

      


      Pinkie saw in her a dedicated, thorough reporter with initiative. He could count on her not to “screw up,” as he put it. At

         the same time, he liked her warm personality, her femininity. He had had a hunch that the viewers would be as charmed as he,

         and he had been proven right.

      


      When Kari had married Thomas Wynne two years earlier, Pinkie had feared he would lose her. But she had assured him that she

         wanted to continue working. “Thomas agrees. Until we decide to start a family, he wants me to do anything I want. And I want

         to keep working for you.”

      


      “There might be a conflict of interests here, Kari,” Pinkie had said. “How can you impartially cover the city hall beat when

         your husband is one of the city councilmen?”

      


      “I’ve already thought of that. Much as I hate giving up that beat, I think it’s the proper thing to do.”


      “So where does that leave us?”


      “I’ve got an idea for an entertainment segment on the news programs.”


      His white eyebrows had jumped up then lowered into a thoughtful frown. “Let’s hash it over.”


      Pinkie had trusted her judgment and her ability to implement her idea successfully. Kari Stewart’s critiques were a highlight

         of every newscast. She was witty and 

         incisive without being scathing or vicious. The viewers adored her.

      


      Now Kari went into the editing room and closed the door behind her. She dropped into the chair and fished a cartridge of videotape

         from her oversized bag, which served as both purse and carryall. Pushing back a mass of untamed blond hair from her cheek,

         she inserted the cartridge into the computerized editing console and began watching the interview she had conducted barely

         an hour before.

      


      She picked up the telephone and dialed an extension. “Sam, hi. Kari. Can you bring that tape you shot last night of the rehearsal

         to editing room three, please? Thanks.”

      


      A few moments later the door opened behind her and she said, “Just set it down, Sam. Thanks. I’m using that for B-roll. I’ll

         be ready for it in a minute.”

      


      She was capably punching buttons while scanning the two monitors, one with the unedited tape playing, the other with the edited

         version she was electronically compiling. She was so engrossed that she didn’t notice that the door didn’t close.

      


      “Kari.”


      Pinkie’s voice and the unfamiliar tone of it brought her head around. She had seen him in moods ranging from elation when

         they had scooped all their competitors on a story, to drunken melancholia over a bad ratings report. She had never seen him

         as he was now: deflated, sagging, abject, and most uncharacteristic of all, pale.

      


      She half rose out of her chair. “Pinkie? What is it?” 

         He laid a hand on her shoulder and eased her gently back into the chair.

      


      “An accident report came in over the police radio a few minutes ago.”


      “And?” A cold fist of dread began squeezing her heart. “What kind of accident?”


      He ran his hand over his head, then dragged it down his face, distorting the features. “Auto/pedestrian. Just a few blocks

         from here, right downtown. I sent a cameraman over there. He just called in.”

      


      She did stand now, fighting off his hands as he tried to restrain her. “Thomas? Something’s happened to Thomas?” There was

         no one else in her life. Pinkie wouldn’t be acting like this if it weren’t Thomas.

      


      She made a mad dash for the door, but Pinkie caught her. “It is Thomas, Kari.”


      “He’s hurt? What happened? What?”


      “A truck hit him.”


      “Oh, my God.”


      Pinkie dropped his eyes to the middle of her chest, which was just about eye level for him. “It was … fatal. He died at the

         scene. I’m sorry, sweetheart.”

      


      Several ponderous seconds ticked by. She remained motionless, speechless. Disbelief paralyzed her. Then quietly she said,

         “You’re telling me Thomas is dead?” Her hands gripped Pinkie’s shirtfront like claws and she shook him. “A truck hit him?!

         Killed him?!” she screamed. Several of the station’s employees were now crowded into the doorway of the editing room. The

         

         women were weeping. The men looked distinctly uncomfortable.

      


      “Kari, Kari,” Pinkie crooned. He patted her back.


      “There’s a mistake. It couldn’t be—”


      “I made the reporter confirm it a dozen times before I came to tell you.” Her eyes were wild in her pallid face. Her lips

         worked, but no sound came out. “Come on,” Pinkie said gently. “They’ve taken him to Denver General. I’ll drive you.”

      


      It was the cold that struck her first. She had never been in a room this cold. The dual swinging doors closed silently behind

         her and Pinkie as they entered. She shrank against him, hating this stark, clinical place instantly.

      


      The fluorescent lights hurt her eyes. The brightness offended her. Shouldn’t this room be dark and serene, lending death some

         dignity and reverence? But here death was considered only a physical phenomenon. This place was so very sterile. And so very

         cold.

      


      She felt like turning to run, but Pinkie urged her forward. A man in a white lab coat looked up from his desk. He stood up

         immediately. “Mrs. Wynne?”

      


      “Yes.”


      He led them to a large table draped with a white sheet. Beneath the sheet lay the still form of a man. Kari began to whimper

         involuntarily and mashed her lips flat with her fingers.

      


      How could she bear to see Thomas’s body mangled and bloodied? Would she disgrace him and herself by 

         her actions? Would she scream? Faint? Dissolve into hysterics?

      


      The pathologist pulled back the sheet.


      At first she thought it must all be a tasteless joke someone was playing on her. Or some outlandish mistake. Her eyes flew

         up to the man holding the sheet. He read the unspoken question in them; saw her incredulity.

      


      “He was killed by the impact,” he said softly. “The truck struck him from behind. The trauma traveled up his spine into his

         brain. There is a bruise on his back. Otherwise …”

      


      He left the rest unfinished.


      Kari stared down at Thomas’s body. He looked as though he were asleep. Nothing more. His face was relaxed. The silver hair

         that she had found so attractive the first time she met him was neatly combed. The hand lying by his side looked merely at

         rest, ready to lift up a tennis racket or caress her hair.

      


      His tall body seemed as strong as it had that morning when she had kissed him good-bye. He exercised religiously at a gymnasium

         to maintain that hard muscle tone and to avoid middle-age spread.

      


      “Thomas, Thomas, darling.” Her whisper sounded loud in the silent room. She almost expected him to open his eyes and look

         up at her, to say her name, to smile. She would see again the sparkle in his blue eyes and hear the rich sound of his laugh.

      


      She had thought it would be unbearable to see his body broken. It was almost worse to see it looking so normal. His untouched

         state made the whole thing seem 

         that much more absurd and unreal. It simply hadn’t happened!

      


      But it had. He was horrifyingly still.


      “Where would you like us to send him?”


      “Send him?” she repeated vacantly.


      “I’ll telephone you later,” Pinkie said to the man. “Mrs. Wynne hasn’t had time to make her arrangements.”


      “I understand.” The pathologist began to lower the sheet.


      “Wait!” she cried. The word echoed eerily off the tile walls. She couldn’t leave him. Not in this terrible place. Not in this

         cold, cold room. If she left him lying here, his face covered by the sheet, it would be official. She couldn’t cope with that

         yet. She couldn’t admit that Thomas, her husband, was dead.

      


      “Kari, you have to go.” Pinkie laid gentle hands on her shoulders.


      “Thomas.” Her eyes filled with tears that rolled heavily down her cheeks. Tentatively she stretched her fingers toward him.

         She touched his hair, his forehead.

      


      Then, sobbing uncontrollably, she collapsed into Pinkie’s arms. He led her out.


      It was unexpected, unheard of, bizarre. The day of the accident had been clear. For some undetermined reason, the driver of

         the delivery truck had lost control as he turned the corner. The truck had swerved, jumped the curb, and robbed Denver of

         one of its leading citizens and Kari Stewart Wynne of her husband. He had been 

         walking back to the courthouse after a luncheon appointment. Innocently. Feeling the false sense of security human beings

         are wont to feel about their mortality. He had died instantly of the impact.

      


      Kari stared at the flower-blanketed casket and wondered how it was possible that Thomas, her vibrant, dynamic husband, was

         sealed lifelessly inside.

      


      She gripped Pinkie’s hand. He had been a bulwark for the last two days, seeing to the myriad details while she moved in a

         daze. She was grateful for this mental netherland she moved in. It protected her from reality. Without it, she wouldn’t have

         been able to cope.

      


      She had no parents to lean on for support. Her mother had died when Kari was a child. Her father, whom she had adored and

         admired, had died just before she graduated from college with her degree in communications.

      


      And now Thomas had been taken from her, too.


      She went through the rites of burial feeling nothing but a deep hollowness inside her. It was only when she was returning

         home, riding in Pinkie’s car with him and Bonnie, that she began to weep. Bonnie silently passed her a box of tissues.

      


      “Do you remember when we got married?” Kari asked them rhetorically. “People were shocked.” Her voice, she noted, was husky.

         Maybe she had cried more than she remembered.

      


      “People are always shocked when a couple doesn’t fit the norm. There was over thirty years difference in your ages,” Pinkie

         said.

      


      

         “Thirty-two years to be exact. But I never felt there was any difference.”

      


      “Thomas didn’t look as old as he was. He certainly didn’t live like most men in their sixties.”


      Kari smiled at Bonnie. “No, he didn’t.” She turned her gaze out the window. It surprised her to see so much activity. To most

         people this was an ordinary workday. Life was going on.

      


      “I was distraught over my father’s death,” she said reflectively. “I remember coming to work at WBTV with the sole intention

         of making that my life’s focus. My work was going to be all I lived for. Then I met Thomas. He gave purpose to my life again.

         I don’t know what I would have done without him. We were so happy.” She sighed. “Is fate jealous of one’s happiness?”

      


      “Sometimes I think it is,” Bonnie said kindly. “You’re beautiful and talented. Thomas Wynne was rich and successful. The two

         of you seemed to have it all.”

      


      “We did,” Kari confirmed as Pinkie turned his car into the lane that led up to the house she had shared with Thomas. “Please

         come in.”

      


      “You sure?” Pinkie asked. “We don’t want to impose, but I could sure as hell stand a shot of something.”


      “I have a stock of your brand,” Kari said, taking her key from her purse and opening the front door. She had dismissed the

         servants for the day so they could attend the funeral. And she had known she would only want her closest friends around her

         afterward. “No one else would drink that rotgut you prefer.”

      


      Pinkie appreciated her attempt at humor. He knew she 

         was cracking up on the inside. She had worshipped Thomas Wynne. Privately he hadn’t thought their relationship was healthy,

         but he had never dared mention that to Kari. She couldn’t abide even a breath of criticism of her husband.

      


      The house was chilly and gloomy, though a weak sun filtered beams of light through the mullioned windows. Kari turned up the

         thermostat as she entered the living room. She took off her coat and hat, then seemed uncertain what to do with them. They

         were finally dropped into a chair.

      


      “I’ll get the drinks,” Pinkie said, crossing to the antique liquor cabinet. “What’ll you have, Bonnie?”


      “Whiskey straight.”


      “That’s my girl. Kari?”


      “Oh … whatever.” Dispiritedly she sank into the sofa.


      Bonnie Strand leaned forward from her place in an easy chair and took Kari’s hand. Pinkie had unflatteringly referred to her

         as a prune. She wasn’t. Not by a long shot. The strands of silver in her brown hair seemed to soften her features. Her face

         had character lines, but they added to rather than detracted from her expressive face.

      


      She was a well-maintained woman in her mid-forties whose husband had left her after giving her three sons in rapid succession.

         From the time she was twenty-two, it had been an uphill climb to support herself and the three boys. But they were now grown,

         through college, and successfully on their own. Bonnie was tough yet kind-hearted. 

         In Kari’s opinion, Bonnie Strand was one of the most “together” people she knew.

      


      “I’ll have to move from this house,” Kari said, breaking the silence.


      “Why?” Bonnie asked, incredulous.


      “Sweetheart,” Pinkie said as he came toward them with two drinks in his hands, “you’re in no shape to be making that kind

         of decision.”

      


      “If I don’t concentrate, if I don’t think, I’m afraid my brain will atrophy and I’ll slip into a coma.” She had to force herself

         to go on living, couldn’t they see that? No, she didn’t feel like doing anything, certainly not planning the future, though

         she knew she must. “I’ll move out as soon as I’m packed.”

      


      “You sure you want to do that?” Pinkie asked, shoving one of the glasses into her hand.


      It was brandy. She sipped it and savored the burning elixir as it slid down her throat into her stomach. “Yes. This was Thomas’s

         first family’s house. You met his son and daughter today. They could have been hostile when we married. But they weren’t.

         Their mother made this house a home. They grew up here. I never wanted them to feel like I was taking over something that

         didn’t belong to me.” She sipped again at her drink. “After we married and Thomas altered his will, I insisted that the house

         be left to his children.”

      


      “That was no small concession,” Pinkie said. “This place is worth a million at least.”


      The estate, located in Cherry Hills, Denver’s most exclusive area, sprawled over three acres. A blue-spruce-lined 

         drive led up to the fifteen-room Tudor mansion that boasted a swimming pool in back, as well as a lighted tennis court and

         stables. The grounds were as spectacular as the house.

      


      She spread her arms wide and painted on a bright smile as she asked, “What would a working girl like me do with all this?”

         She could tell by their dubious expressions that they weren’t convinced. “I won’t be entertaining in the fashion Thomas and

         I did. Most of our friends were actually his friends. I’ll take my things and find a smaller place.” She looked down into

         the brandy snifter and watched as the afternoon sunlight made its rich color jewellike. “Besides, I don’t want to live here

         anymore without …”

      


      It became necessary to dam a fresh fountain of tears. When she was more composed, she said to Pinkie, “I still have a job,

         don’t I?”

      


      “Don’t worry about your job,” he grumbled and ambled toward the bar to refill his empty glass.


      “With Sally Jenkins just itching to get a spot on the air? No, sir. I’ll be back to work in a week.”


      “For crying out loud, Kari,” Pinkie shouted, whirling around. “Take your time. Let it heal. Forget Little Miss Hot Pants.

         She’s filling in for you now, but when you come back, your spot on the news is waiting for you. You know that. And that Jenkins

         broad can itch all she wants to.”

      


      “What does that mean?” Bonnie asked suddenly, sitting up straighter.


      “What does what mean?”


      

         “The way you said ‘itch.’ ”

      


      “It means that there’s a much more descriptive word for what she’s willing to do to land a spot on the air.”


      “Like sleeping with someone who could put her there?” Bonnie’s teeth were clamped tight.


      “Yeah.”


      “She offered?”


      Pinkie’s meaty fists found his waist and dug in as he faced her. “Yeah. What about it?”


      “What did you do?” Bonnie asked coolly.


      “Nothing. I don’t use the sack as a bartering table.”


      Bonnie smiled benignly and settled back into her chair. “What do you use it for?”

      


      Growling like an angry dog, Pinkie faced Kari again. “You know your job is secure.”


      She had been fascinated by the exchange between her two friends. “Thank you, Pinkie. But I don’t want to take extended time

         off. As soon as I’ve moved from here, I’ll need to go back to work. Thomas would want me to,” she finished quietly and bowed

         her head. Her finger trailed in endless circles around the rim of the snifter.

      


      Bonnie gave Pinkie a speaking glance and stood up. “We’ll leave you now, Kari, if you’re sure there’s nothing we can do before

         we go.”

      


      Kari stood with them. “No. Thank you both. I’ll be fine. I need to be alone for a while.”


      At the front door, Pinkie took her hand. “Come back to work when you want to, when you feel like it; but don’t be too hard

         on yourself.”

      


      

         “I’m not, really.”

      


      “That’s what I like about you. You’ve got guts.”


      She smiled at him fondly. Even in his dark suit and tie, he looked rumpled and unkempt. “Don’t forget my great legs,” she

         teased softly.

      


      He kissed her cheek and then awkwardly turned away. Bonnie was waiting on the opposite side of the car for him to open her

         door. “Well, what are you standing there for?” he said to her. “Get in.”

      


      He squeezed behind the wheel and Bonnie had no choice but to open her own door. She slammed it solidly and they drove away.


      A smile curved Kari’s lips, but it quickly faded as she turned away from the door and faced the emptiness of the large house,

         the emptiness of her life.

      


      The beer was cold and biting. He didn’t even taste it. He set the can aside.


      He was slouched in his favorite chair. It conformed to his spine as if designed to do so. Over the tent formed by his fingers,

         he stared at the television screen. The sound was turned down. He already knew the audio portion of the news story by heart.

         But the video continued to intrigue him.

      


      He must have been the only one in the city who hadn’t attended that funeral. The First Presbyterian Church had been packed

         to capacity. The overflowing crowd had been forced to stand in the churchyard. Most everyone in attendance had joined the

         motorcade 

         to the cemetery. This funeral had warranted news coverage on all of Denver’s television stations.

      


      Thomas Wynne, real estate entrepreneur and community servant, had been highly respected. He had had a bright and beautiful

         local television star for a wife. Together they had represented the American dream. But the dream had come to an end.

      


      And he, Hunter McKee, must turn it into a nightmare for Wynne’s widow.


      His telephone rang. He shoved his tortoiseshell eyeglasses to the top of his head and leaned forward to stop the videotape

         machine attached to his television. “McKee,” he said crisply into the receiver.

      


      “Hunter, Silas Barnes.”


      “Hello, Silas. How has the first week of retirement been?”


      “Restless.”


      Hunter laughed. “I’m sure that after being Denver County’s D.A. for more than twenty years, so much peace and quiet will take

         some getting used to.”

      


      “I guess you’ve heard the news.” The former D.A. cut through all the social chitchat and got right to the point of his call.


      Hunter could appreciate that kind of verbal economy. “Yes,” he answered soberly. “Helluva mess you’ve bequeathed me, Silas.”


      “I’m sorry. It was already a helluva mess. But now …”


      “Yeah, now.” Hunter’s heavy sigh matched the exasperation of his gesture as he dragged his hand through 

         his dark mahogany-colored hair. “Mr. Wynne’s sins will be visited on his widow.”

      


      “She seems like a nice young woman.”


      “A rather tepid description, Silas.”


      The older man laughed. “I’m only trying to make you feel better. Do you think she’ll cooperate with you?”


      “I dread asking.”


      “You might not have the luxury of asking. You might have to force her to.”


      “I dread that even more.”


      “Well, if there’s anything I can do to help …”


      “You could have put off retirement for a few months until this was cleared up.”


      “My illness wouldn’t let me. I hate having to dump this in your lap. I’m afraid you’ll be up to your neck in boiling water

         soon, Hunter.”

      


      “Ah, well, that goes with the territory, doesn’t it?”


      “I’m afraid so. And if I hadn’t thought you could handle that hot water, I wouldn’t have suggested you for the temporary appointment.

         In all likelihood, you’ll be officially voted in when they call the special election.”

      


      “I appreciate the vote of confidence. Thanks for calling.”


      “Good-bye.”


      Hunter hung up the phone and took another sip of beer. As the videotape in his machine was rewinding, he replaced his glasses

         on the bridge of his nose. He started the tape again, though he must have watched it a dozen times since it had first run

         on the six o’clock news earlier.

      


      

         There she was stepping out of the limousine. Dressed in a black sheath, she looked so damn fragile, like a breakable doll.

         Her posture and carriage were sure and straight, even if her head was averted from the crowd and the cameras.

      


      It must be tough, being a celebrity in the midst of tragedy. Because she was who she was, all eyes were on her, witnessing

         her grief. She was granted no privacy. Yet she looked the epitome of dignity and poise.

      


      There. The camera focused on a close-up of her face. That face! Even though it was screened by a sheer black veil draping

         from her hat, it was a lovely face. Surely not the face of the enemy. The angles and planes were clearly defined, which was

         part of what made her so photogenic, he supposed. She wasn’t wearing much makeup, which made her no less lovely, only softer,

         younger, and more vulnerable looking.

      


      He cursed softly. Why didn’t she look tough as a boot and hard as nails? Why didn’t she look sly and worldly, jaded and cunning,

         shrewd and deceitful? It would make his job easier if she didn’t look so damned tragically heroic, like the put-upon princess

         in a Grimm brothers’ tale.

      


      Her jaw was delicate but firm. Her nose was slender. Her mouth was soft and … hell! … suffice it to say, feminine. There was

         no direct shot of her eyes, which was just as well. He was probably better off not knowing about her eyes. Their shape, their

         color. Her blond hair was sleeked into a tight knot on the nape of her neck.

      


      

         Now came the part that never failed to touch him. No matter how many times he masochistically watched the tape, the moment

         she took up that white rose, his heart began to beat unnecessarily fast and a suspicious clot formed in his throat. Through

         the veil, her lips kissed the perfect white bud. Then she laid it lovingly on the casket. Her fingers, as small and dainty

         as a child’s, seemed reluctant to leave it.

      


      Hunter, impatient with himself, reached for the proper button and snapped off the machine. Enough. He wasn’t going to watch

         it anymore. He tossed his eyeglasses onto the end table and stalked into the kitchen for another beer.

      


      He was borrowing trouble. It might never be necessary to interrogate Mrs. Thomas Wynne. But if it was, he’d do it and he’d

         go into the meeting with both barrels loaded. He had a job to do and nothing, nothing, would keep him from doing it to the best of his ability.

      


      He was the acting district attorney for the city and county of Denver until the special election could be called to replace

         Silas Barnes. And if he wanted the post permanently, he had to shine, because the taxpayers would be watching him closely.

         Besides his own ambitions, justice must always be served. Right? Right.

      


      Then why did he feel like hell? Why didn’t he have his usual legal crusader’s zeal to get to the truth? Where was his eagerness

         to rip the lives of the Wynnes wide open? Why instead did he feel a fierce instinct to protect Kari Stewart Wynne from everyone?

         Even from himself?

      


      

         He went to the window of his condo and pulled up the blind. He gazed in the far distance at Denver’s nighttime skyline. What

         was she doing on this night? Was she still wearing the black dress? Was her hair still confined in that tight bun? Was someone

         with her tonight? Comforting her, holding her?

      


      He swallowed an emotion as bitter as the beer. It was jealousy.


      The hardest day back would be the first one. She knew that, so she might just as well grit her teeth, walk through the doors,

         and get it over with. If only they wouldn’t look at her with pity. If only they wouldn’t look at her at all. She could stand

         the video and studio cameras. They were impersonal eyes. It was the human ones she couldn’t stand peering at her.

      


      Bonnie waved at her from her booth and made a thumbs-up sign. Kari walked down the hallways toward the back of the building,

         letting their familiarity seep into her comfortingly.

      


      Nothing in the newsroom ever changed, except the personnel. The row of monitors mounted close to the ceiling for easy viewing

         from any point in the room offered a variety of television programming. The three major national networks were tuned in. Currently

         one showed an emoting couple in a clench on a soap opera, one an emoting winner on a game show, and one an emoting housewife

         lamenting the stains in her wash. Two private local stations were airing thirty-year-old situation comedies. The stock market

         report was charted 

         on another monitor, and still another was tuned in to their own studio, empty and dark now.

      


      A pall of cigarette smoke hovered over the rows of desks. There was a paper-ball-tossing contest going on in one corner. The

         contenders were idle videotape editors who were waiting for the reporters to return from the field with tapes and scripts.

         The producer of the six o’clock news was foully cursing his ex-wife to a sympathetic listener. Telephones were ringing incessantly.

         News service wires were clicking off stories from around the world.

      


      Pinkie’s desk was vacant. Kari wended her way to her own cubicle, which was separated from the others by seven-foot-tall portable

         walls. Her desk was covered with mail. She sorted through it, pulling what she knew was business correspondence and setting

         aside what she recognized as sympathy cards. An hour later, her right hand was cramped from writing acknowledgments to expressions

         of sympathy.

      


      She had just finished when Pinkie’s instantly recognizable vocabulary of obscenities punctuated the air. Kari stood and sighted

         him just as he rounded the corner at his desk, shouting deprecations at Sally Jenkins and the studio director, who were trailing

         in his wake. His cigarette had burned down to a nub, but he didn’t notice as he rolled it from one side of his lips to the

         other. His hair was standing on end, fairly bristling.

      


      Then he spotted Kari. His tirade ceased and he shoved the others away in his effort to reach her. “Thank God you’re back.

         I’m losing my mind.” He hugged her, 

         then turned to the others. “Well, doesn’t anybody have anything to do?” he roared. “Get to work.”

      


      Sally Jenkins laid a consoling hand on Kari’s arm as she undulated past. “Back so soon?”


      The red-haired girl was wide-eyed with innocence, which Kari knew to be feigned. A cinematographer had told her more lurid

         details than she had wanted to hear about his date with Sally. Her bosom had the comical dimensions of a Barbie doll. It had

         been given her, not by God, but by one of the city’s plastic surgeons. And she had gotten her money’s worth out of that bosom.

         Kari disliked her because she used her physical assets to get ahead in an industry that demanded hard work.

      


      “You’re so brave,” Sally cooed before she glided out of the newsroom.


      “Bubble Brain,” Pinkie muttered as he lit a fresh cigarette. “She screwed up her intro cue last night, and the director went

         to the tape too early. She couldn’t cover and—”

      


      “I saw it,” Kari interrupted.


      “Then you saw what a disaster it was. God, I’m glad you’re back. One more day with her and … She’s got a great set of boobs,

         I’ll credit her that. But I think that’s where she stores her brains, because she sure doesn’t have any in her head.”

      


      Kari laughed and it felt good. Pinkie eyed her closely. “You don’t look so hot, but I’ve seen worse.”


      “Thanks, I think.”


      “Did you move?”


      She nodded. “Into a condominium out by the reservoir. 

         It’s small, but spanking new with all the amenities. Pool and tennis court privileges. Security twenty-four hours a day.”

      


      “Sounds like you plan to hibernate.”


      “How could I hibernate when I’m seen by thousands of people every night?”


      Pinkie wasn’t satisfied. He poked a stubby index finger close to her nose. “I won’t let you, so don’t even think about it.

         Thomas is dead, but you’re not, and I’m not going to stand by and let you pretend that you are. So,” he said, jamming the

         cigarette between his lips and clapping his hands together, “end of sermon. You get your act together and cook up a good segment

         for tonight’s broadcast or I’ll put Booby Brain in your slot permanently.”

      


      Kari returned to her desk. Yes, she’d been right to plunge back in. This was what she needed, Pinkie’s ribaldry, the constant

         deadlines to meet, the hustle and bustle.

      


      If she could only take it home with her and not have to spend the nights alone.


   

      Chapter Two


      [image: art]


      

         SHE STEPPED ONTO THE SIDEWALK AND LET THE SUNSHINE bathe her with light and warmth. Tears dewed her eyelashes, but they were cleansing tears, happy tears. The rushing noonday

         foot traffic eddied around her. She paid it no heed. Like an idiot she laughed deliriously and hugged herself.

      


      She was pregnant.


      For the past two months, since Thomas’s death, she had pretended to live. She had gone through all the right motions, but

         her heart hadn’t been in it. She had approached each day lethargically. When the annoying physical discomforts had beset her,

         she attributed them to the lassitude plaguing her spirit. But her pervading illness hadn’t gone unnoticed, and at Pinkie’s

         insistence, she had consulted her doctor. Only a few minutes ago, he had informed her that her malady was one to be celebrated.

      


      

         “I estimate you’re in about your tenth week.” Her face was awash with gladness, but the doctor’s wore a frown. “You’re run

         down, emotionally and physically. You’re far too thin. Eat. Drink milk shakes. Gain some weight before I see you next time.

         You’re anemic, so I’m putting you on an iron supplement. Get plenty of rest.”

      


      She had listened to the doctor’s instructions like a supplicant at the mouth of an oracle. He had looked at her kindly. “Under

         the circumstances, I hope the news that you’re carrying a child doesn’t distress you.”

      


      “Distress me? Far from that, doctor. I couldn’t be happier.”


      Relieved, he had smiled back at her and gone on with his list of do’s and don’ts.


      Now as she stood outside the doctor’s downtown office, the euphoria still ran through her like a crystal river. She was carrying

         Thomas’s child! A living part of him was growing inside her body.

      


      She skipped toward the parking lot where she had left her compact car and drove to the television station. Pinkie looked up

         from his intent perusal of the morning newspaper when she stepped in front of his desk. “Well?” he asked, scowling.

      


      Kari hesitated. Should she tell him now? Or was the secret too precious to share just yet? Wouldn’t she rather savor it for

         a while? Besides, Pinkie might not take the news too well. What was the station management’s policy on pregnancy? Especially

         since she was an on-air personality.

      


      

         “The doctor prescribed a tonic,” she said, her eyes dancing.

      


      “Gin and tonic. Good for you. I always thought so. I think it’s the lime.”


      “Not gin and tonic, you idiot,” she laughed. “Vitamins and iron and stuff. I’m going to be fine. Wonderful in fact. Are you

         free? Let’s go to lunch.”

      


      “I sent out for a hamburger.”


      She grabbed his arm and hauled him from his chair. “From that greasy spoon across the street? You’ll get ptomaine. I’m on

         a diet to eat right and you’ve got to help. Let’s go someplace where they serve salads and vegetables. Things like that.”

      


      Pinkie made a grimace of distaste. But he wasn’t about to refuse her invitation. For the first time since she had become a

         widow, Kari was acting more like herself and he didn’t want to reverse that trend.
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