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A flimsy curtain separates memory from imagination.
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PROLOGUE

(1982)

If you like rooting for the underdog, Annie Hollerman would have been a fine choice.

She came from nowhere, she knew no one, and her clothes were all wrong for everything. Yet she’d talked herself into a reporting job at a well-respected newspaper in North Carolina, talked herself ahead of fourteen other applicants, including a Cliffie and two Yale grads. She even talked herself over a prep from Princeton, which was the most astonishing part because every morning the paper’s managing editor slipped his navy blue Princeton belt through the loops of his pressed khakis.

Maybe the M.E. liked underdogs, too. Maybe he liked the fact that Annie was eager, energetic, and bright. Maybe he liked the set of her jaw as she tried to seem tougher than her twenty-six years. Maybe there was something in her xeroxed clips that reminded him of how hard and exhilarating it was to be starting out with nothing but potential.

Whatever the reason, the man in khakis stood up at the end of the interview and stuck out his hand. “Welcome aboard, Ms. Hollerman,” he said. Then he assigned her to the health beat and added, “I expect you to make page one in three weeks.”

Annie made page one with four days to spare.

Who would have thought the daily rounds of a chicken farm inspector could read like a detective story? The underdog, it turned out, could write like a dream. She had an eye for character and an ear for conversation. She could transform the most mundane tragedy into something that would turn your morning coffee salty with tears.

In less than a year, Annie was on the feature writing staff. And six months after that, the man in the khakis called her into his office again. They chatted a few minutes about her progress and his satisfaction. Then, because he was a man who liked ceremony and flourishes, he stood up and, once again, extended his hand.

“Congratulations, you’ve got a new assignment,” he said.

And so Annie Hollerman became the youngest reporter in the history of the Charlotte Commercial-Appeal to join the paper’s special projects team. Until then, the team had consisted of veteran reporters. Three years before, it had won the paper’s only Pulitzer Prize for its investigation into brown lung disease.

If this were a movie, Annie Hollerman would be spunky, leggy, and pretty and drive a secondhand convertible. And she’d be from New Jersey.

Annie had plenty of spunk, but she also had a temper, hated her thighs, drove a white Honda hatchback, and was as leggy as five foot three can be. She was, however, from New Jersey, and she was friendly and funny. Within two weeks, everybody in the news-room liked her—everybody except the food editor, a lonely and hateful spinster whose only friend was the gay chef she was in love with.

As for pretty? Annie was more interesting than pretty. Her nose was a little too long and her eyes were set deep with shadowy circles underneath. But you could tell she had a face that would wear well. Her strong cheekbones would push out even more prominently over the years. And the laugh lines, now temporary, would radiate around her eyes.

Everything about her would sharpen. The softness of youth would give way to a kind of carved elegance that gets more beautiful with each year. And her carriage would change. Her hands, which often hid behind her back, would someday find an easy resting place on her hips. One day, she would walk into a restaurant wearing a clingy black dress and a man at a window table would nearly spill his wine trying to get a better look.

But that would be years from now. At this point, Annie Hollerman was no great beauty. Her hair, however, was another story. It was, and always would be, a showstopper. Long waves of red, gold, and blonde tumbled around her face and down her back. It was the kind of hair that drove Botticelli and Rossetti to canvas. And it was the first thing anyone noticed about her, usually providing the opening line for men who found her almost-beauty appealing.

“Wow, great hair,” was Andrew Binder’s opening line. He blurted it out as she walked past his desk on her second day in the newsroom. It had been a long time since Annie had heard anything that inept (once in high school: “Hey girl, your head’s on fire!”), but she didn’t mind, this was Andrew Binder, the star reporter, the hotshot writer, everybody’s pick for the next Pulitzer. Her hair had stunned Andrew Binder into an incomplete sentence.

Within weeks Andrew and Annie were known in the news-room as A-Squared. They seemed destined not only for each other, but also for greatness—or at the very least, the New York Times. They were wunderkind bookends, full of talent and drive. Friends could picture Andrew and Annie reporting from the White House or pontificating on Sunday morning talk shows. And, in truth, A-Squared could picture it, too.

Life was good for Annie Hollerman.

Until.

These underdog stories always have an “until.” This one came on an uncharacteristically cold spring day in the Queen City of Charlotte, North Carolina. It was so cold that the new red tulips lining the city’s main streets seemed to be shivering in the morning wind.

Annie got to the paper at 9:15. First she stopped at the cafeteria where she bought coffee, and joked about the cold weather. She seemed even more buoyant than usual. If the cafeteria ladies had thought to ask her why, she might have told them that the night before she and Andrew had talked seriously about moving in together.

Up in the newsroom, she saw a small box on the keyboard of her computer. Inside, resting on a pillow of white cotton, was Andrew’s house key. “For you, Annie,” the note said. “Always and forever.”

But before always and forever could even start, before she could tuck the key back into the box, three editors were standing by her desk.

“Step into my office, please.” It was the man with the navy blue Princeton belt. To his right was the projects editor, Annie’s direct boss; to his left was the executive editor, everyone’s boss.

Only one person besides Annie and the three editors know exactly what happened that cold spring morning. The food editor, whose desk faced the executive editor’s glass-walled office, was very good at reading lips. But it seems she wasn’t as hateful as everyone thought, for she refused to tell anyone why Annie Hollerman bolted from the editor’s office, her eyes as red as those shivering tulips.

Annie never even came back to clean out her things. It was the food editor who finally tossed the little white box with the key inside into a trash can. Soon after, she asked for a new desk, away from the glass offices, and they gave her the desk where Annie Hollerman, the wunderkind, had once sat.


CHAPTER 1

(2001)

What you need, Annie Hollerman, is a man with a good ass.”

Laura Goodbread scrolled down to the bottom of her message, added her usual “xoxo,” and hit the send button. Just as her words disappeared, Jack DePaul’s cute butt appeared a few feet away. Jack was standing by the music critic’s desk, his back to her.

She wondered what he might look like underneath those pleated black Dockers. She’d never know firsthand, she was a (happily) married woman and wanted to stay that way. Not to mention that Jack was her boss and morally, legally, and many other “ly” words, forbidden to do anything but edit her.

Anatomy aside, she liked Jack DePaul as a person, which was not something she could say about many editors at the Baltimore Star-News. He was funny, smart, and fair—or as fair as an editor could be. He only asked her to cover the annual City That Reads festival every other year. Well, “asked” might be the wrong word, but Jack made it seem like asked, rather than assigned.

But the best part of him, as far as Laura was concerned, was his passion for good writing. There was only one other person Laura knew who loved words as much as he did, and that was her best friend, Annie Hollerman.

Annie, who ran her own literary agency in Washington, called her at least three times a week just to read lines from manuscripts she’d gotten in. “Laura,” she’d say, “I know you’re busy, but you’ve got to hear this.” And she dragged Laura to innumerable book readings just so they could hear writers deliver their words personally. “As they were meant to sound,” Annie would say.

As many times as Annie had called Laura about the next Jane Austen, Jack had read to her from the latest New Yorker or novel he was reading. He loved simple language and cadence. He had lots of favorites—F. Scott Fitzgerald’s short stories, Ian Frazier’s sketches, David Quammen’s essays, Raymond Chandler’s pulp. At least fifty times, he had peered over his glasses and said, “Goodbread, if you could write a lead like Chandler’s ‘Red Wind,’ you could win a Pulitzer.” (To which she inevitably replied, “If I could write a lead like that, I wouldn’t be working for you, Jack.”) She’d even known him to quote poetry. Poetry in the newsroom!

She’d also known him to call reporters crybabies, knuckleheads, and whiners. When someone didn’t want to do a story, he’d say, “You don’t have to like it, you just have to do it.” That didn’t bother Laura. She knew Annie could handle him. The crybabies Jack dealt with were minor leaguers compared to Annie’s prima donnas.

Aside from their mutual love of words, Jack and Annie needed each other. Or so Laura thought. Laura didn’t know much about Jack’s personal life beyond newsroom gossip and the fact that he’d stopped wearing his wedding band three years before. Rumor had it, he’d left his wife for a dark-haired woman who broke his heart in eighteen pieces. Half the newsroom was still trying to guess the identity of his Madame X.

Laura’s money was on the ambitious assistant city editor, Kathleen Faulkner, an attractive brunette with boarding school bones. The joke was she had the biggest balls in the newsroom. One time at a party, Laura overheard the managing editor tell the business editor that Faulkner “clanged when she walked.” She was particularly tough on her female staff, who called her Captina Queeg behind her back.

Rumor also had it that Kathleen and Jack had hooked up at a management skills conference in New York City. That was a month before Jack stopped wearing his wedding band. Kathleen never took hers off.

In any event, something had changed recently, because twice in the past three weeks Jack had asked Laura if she knew of any women he could meet.

She figured Jack was lonely; she knew Annie was. They were perfect for each other. Almost. There was the journalist part. Annie could barely talk to Laura about their days together as reporters at the Charlotte Commercial-Appeal.

Getting Annie to agree to a blind date would be hard enough. Except for a brief affair with an energy analyst, Annie had been moldering around solo since her divorce two years ago. Getting her to go on a blind date with a journalist would be nearly impossible. She’d tried before and Annie had dug in her heels deeper than Laura could dislodge. And if anyone could dislodge anything, it was Laura Goodbread, generally regarded as the pit bull of the Baltimore Star-News’s Features department.

Laura knew why Annie refused. She didn’t want any reminders of her past. When Laura had pushed so hard a few months back, trying to fix up Annie with the new city hall reporter, Annie had finally slammed the phone down and refused to talk to her for three days. When they started talking again, Annie said, “It’s too painful to date someone who has the life I used to have.”

Uncharacteristically, Laura gave in. She wished she hadn’t, though. Annie was becoming a hermit. This time, Laura wouldn’t take no for an answer; she’d even enlisted her daughter—Annie’s goddaughter—in the mission. Sure, Jack was a journalist, but he was also funny, smart, and soulful.

And when he walked away, the view was good.

The phone started ringing. “This is Laura Goodbread, Baltimore Star-News.”

“And this is Annie Hollerman, agent to the stars. Is Becky all set for this weekend?”

“Set? Are you kidding? She’s rolled and rerolled her sleeping bag a million times. You know what she’s told all her friends? That she’s going camping with Xena, Warrior Princess! She can’t wait. I could hardly get her to school this morning. I can’t tell you how glad I am that you’re doing this. You know how I feel about peeing outside. However, I do have the perfect thank-you present.”

Annie laughed. “I bet it involves a man, right? Some guy you want to see naked but never will so you want me to tell you what he looks like. Right? Am I close?”

“I guess this means you haven’t read my e-mail yet.”

She could hear Annie groaning on the other end of the line. “Stop it,” Laura nearly shouted into the phone. “You need this. You need something.”

After the groan came the sigh. “Laura, I don’t need anything. Especially a man with a big butt.”

“Hold on, girl, I’ve never said anything in my life about big butts. Great butts, yes. Big butts, no.”

“I know your taste. I’ve known your taste for the past twenty years. Every man you dated, from John Gilliam to the man you married, they all look the same from behind. I don’t care if it’s big or great or flat or whatever. I’m not interested. Not now.”

“When, Annie? When you lose your looks? You know, that’s not a perpetual flame on top of your head. Someday it’ll go out. You’ll go gray and then you’ll get wrinkles or vice versa. Let me tell you, Annie, it’s time to start living before you start dying.”

“Laura. Stop. Tell me about Becky. Tell me what wonderful new things my goddaughter has written.”

Laura looked up to see Jack DePaul walking her way, motioning that he needed to talk to her.

“Annie, I’ll tell you Friday when you pick up Beck. Your future husband’s coming over. Gotta go.”

Laura hung up the phone and turned toward the man standing by her desk. “Jack. Do I have the woman for you.”


CHAPTER 2

As soon as Annie put the phone back in the cradle it started ringing again. Mondays were the worst. She was so busy she barely had time to eat lunch. Authors. Editors. All pulling at her thirty-seven different ways.

Right off, it was bad. First call of the morning. The publicist from Simon & Schuster saying the Today show people were apoplectic after Lynn McCain’s on-air tantrum. “Do something,” the publicist had said. “She’s got three more interviews this week. You’re the only one she sort of listens to.”

McCain, Annie’s most successful mystery writer, refused to be called a mystery writer and got nasty when anyone did so. She thought of herself as a Reynolds Price, so when interviewers compared her to Sue Grafton, she came back punching.

This morning, Katie Couric had interviewed McCain about her new book, Shadow on the Shenandoahs. “I can’t remember when I’ve had so much fun figuring out who the murderer was,” Couric had said, flashing her Kewpie-doll smile.

Annie almost spit out her latte when she heard McCain’s response. In an exaggerated Appalachian twang and a look that could make a baby cry, McCain said, “And I bet you figured out who done it in the Bible, too?”

Unfortunately for Annie, Couric was just one of many McCain had offended on her latest book tour. At its start, the head of Simon & Schuster publicity told Annie she was through mopping up after McCain. “Five book tours of abuse is enough. I just don’t have the staff or budget to make nice after her anymore. She’s your client, handle her.”

And so Annie tried. So far, Annie’s assistant had sent $780 worth of flowers to irate bookstore owners, radio reporters, and magazine writers.

As if that wasn’t bad enough, Monday morning got worse. The editor at Scribner’s backed out of the auction on a book by an author Annie was sure would be the next Alice Hoffman. And just when she thought things had bottomed out, she learned that her hottest author, Eda Royal—aka the She-Devil—had gotten arrested the day before in Nashville, Tennessee. She’d taken off her underwear at the Centennial Ladies Club luncheon and set them on fire.

Now Laura had some guy at the Star-News she was trying to pawn off on her.

She felt as stretched as saltwater taffy, the kind she used to eat on the Boardwalk in Atlantic City. It made a pop when it broke apart if you stretched it too hard, what she thought her brain might do any second if she had one more problem with an author or an editor.

She tried not to think about snapped taffy or finicky authors or lying editors. Instead she thought about the Mr. Planters Peanut Man who used to strut back and forth across the sea-grayed planks of the Boardwalk, tapping his top hat with the tip of his black cane to all the ladies in their spike-heeled shoes. Once, her mother got her heel stuck in a crack, and it was Mr. Peanut who so gallantly pulled the glossy black patent shoe back from the Boardwalk’s unforgiving bite.

Saltwater taffy. Mr. Peanut. Summers in Atlantic City. Days on the beach. Singing Sam the Ice Cream Man and his nickel chunks of dry ice. Her mother baking in the sun; Annie frying on the sand. Her father? She knew what memories came next. Sitting on the steps crying. Her father on the sofa crying. Thank God the phone was ringing.

“Annie Hollerman.”

“Xena? Warrior Princess, is that you?”

“Yes, my faithful subject, it is I,” Annie said. “All ready for this weekend?”

Annie heard a giggle on the other end. “Yeah, sorta. But Mom called me to tell me to call you to tell you to read your e-mail right away—whew, I can’t believe I got that out. She also said that you have no choice. If you don’t do as she says, she’ll make your life miserable. And Annie, she can do it, believe me. I know better than anyone.”

They both laughed because they knew how true that was. “Okay, I’ll check it. Now, tell me who you’re reading these days. Moved out of the horse books yet?”

“Sort of,” Becky said. “Does The Horse Whisperer count? It’s not completely about horses.”

“Ugh,” said Annie. “Stick with Black Beauty, it’s better written. For the life of me I’ll never figure out what it is about girls and horses.”

All the other lights on her phone were blinking, but Annie ignored them. She didn’t have an auction today. So much for the next Alice Hoffman. To hell with them all, she could afford the luxury of ten minutes with her goddaughter.

When they hung up, Annie turned away from the blinking phone and looked through the little round window near her desk. Her office was the second floor of a small art deco building on P Street in Dupont Circle. The building’s theme was nautical, hence the portholes and the stone-carved ropes at the entrance. On the first floor was Diego’s Hollywood Barbers and the Firehook Bakery, and on the third floor the National Hellenic Society.

Annie thought about the last time Laura had tried to fix her up with a man from the Star-News. She’d lost it. She’d acted like a jerk, slamming the phone down, and refusing to talk to her. Annie felt like such an ass that she showed up at Laura’s door three days later with two bottles of Yoo-hoo and a half dozen sticky buns from Firehook. “Forgiven?” Annie had said.

The funny thing was, after she’d made Laura back off, she wondered if she’d made a mistake. When she was married, she thought it was worse to be lonely with someone than without. Now she wasn’t so sure. Her nights were blurring into one long run of gym, take-out dinner, and books.

When Monday night salsa-boxing class became the most exciting part of her personal life, she knew things were seriously out of balance. But Washington isn’t an easy place to meet single men, especially where she lived: Dupont Circle—the Fruit Loop, as her gay friends called it.

A few of her friends had met men on the Internet or through the classifieds in Washingtonian magazine. One time, Annie even circled three of the ads but couldn’t bring herself to call.

So now that Laura had started in on her again about going out with someone from the newsroom, a part of her wanted to say yes. But there was always another part, a bigger part, that warned her to steer clear of her past and anyone who might pry it open. And if that weren’t enough to keep her away from journalists, there was the good-bye scene with Andrew Binder to make her say no to Laura’s fix-ups.

It wasn’t particularly dramatic. A big blowup would have been better. That way, there would have been a definite end, a border, a knife’s edge delineation between A-Squared and A-Alone.

They were sitting at a corner booth at the Park Road Deli. Pastrami for him, a Reuben for her. She’d driven in for the weekend; he had tickets for a Leon Redbone concert at Spirit Square.

She’d been living at her mother’s house in Greensboro since that horrible morning at the Charlotte Commercial-Appeal. For the first week, she and Andrew talked every day. He said all the right things—“I’m with you Annie”; “You can work your way back”; “We’ll be fine.” But she’d heard it in the silence when she first told him what happened, and she heard every time he called—he was already gone.

Over the next few weeks, they talked less. He was busy working stories. In the past, they’d talked shop for hours. They’d give each other blow-by-blow descriptions of interviews; she’d pull out her reporter’s pad and read him quotes; he’d describe the flattened a’s of his source’s Michigan accent; she’d tell him how she unearthed a slumlord’s fraudulent tax returns.

Now she had nothing to tell him.

“Could I get another cherry Coke?” Andrew said to the waitress who’d just brought their sandwiches. He’d been fidgeting with the straw, looking for something to do with his fingers—and his eyes. Only a few sentences had passed between them while they’d waited for their food, mostly about a news show WBTV had pulled because it had zoomed in on two men holding hands.

Annie looked at him. As always, he was weeks overdue for a haircut. Brown curls looped down his face. When he wasn’t noodling the straw, he was pushing the hair from underneath his wire-rimmed glasses. His eyes were the most surprising pale blue she’d ever seen on a Jewish guy. The glacial blue of a Siberian husky.

They ate their sandwiches. They’d been going to the Park Road Deli since they’d met. It reminded them each of home, her of the Forum 6 Diner in Paramus, New Jersey, and him of Hymie’s Deli in Bala Cynwyd, Pennsylvania.

Three-quarters of the way into her Reuben, Annie couldn’t stand it any longer. “Heard anything from the Inkie?” she said.

Andrew looked down, as if his pastrami sandwich had the answers. Annie took his hand in hers—did she feel him pull back just a little?—“Andrew?”

He kept looking at his sandwich and said, “Yeah, they offered me a job. It’s the Montgomery County bureau, but it’s a start.”

The Inkie, the Philadelphia Inquirer. At that time it was regarded as a Pulitzer Prize factory. A month before everything came crashing down, they’d both applied for jobs there.

He left two weeks later. She never heard from him again. Damn Andrew Binder and his downturned eyes. How long was she going to let what happened in Charlotte control her life? Or, at the very least, whom she had a glass of merlot with?

Maybe she wouldn’t fight Laura this time. Maybe it was time to stop pushing back. Annie was tired of pushing people away. Truth be told, she was getting tired of her Monday night salsa-boxing class.

She typed in her password on the computer and listened to the modem’s chipper little song.

Laura’s e-mail, entitled “Great asses of civilization,” said the following:

“What you need, Annie Hollerman, is a man with a good ass. And I have just the one, I’m watching it as we speak. But there’s more to him than that. Trust me on this one. And stop scrunching your face up. You’ll get even more wrinkles. Really, sweetie, this guy is fabulous. He’s smart, funny, screams across the news-room, ‘Hey, Goodbread, are we gonna edit this fucking story or not?’ AND…. he actually improves my brilliant copy on occasion. You know there aren’t many people I willingly let fondle my words. This guy’s good. He’s divorced, has a grown son and the gossip around here is that his heart’s been tromped by a woman meaner than Cruella DeVille. He needs you. But more to the point, YOU NEED HIM, you just don’t know it. It’s time to get past this journalist bullshit. Andrew was an immature little ass-hole. Jack, on the other hand, is a mature asshole (only when he cuts my copy), so why would he care about something you did when you were a kid?

“Besides, he’s kinda cute. Looks like Richard Dreyfuss or Steven Spielberg, one of those gray-haired bearded guys. I know I promised I’d never try to fix you up again. But you didn’t really believe that did you? Please go out with him as a personal favor to me. And to Becky. I swear this is the last fix-up from me if you do it. We all want to see you happy.

“xoxo Laura

“P.S. It’s too late to say no. I already gave him your e-mail address and told him you couldn’t wait to hear from him.”


CHAPTER 3

Jack DePaul eyed Laura suspiciously. “Goodbread, I know your tricks; you’re trying to divert me. You know exactly why I’m here. It’s City That Reads time and guess whose turn it is to cover it?”

He paused, then said, “What do you mean, ‘Do I have the woman for you’?”

“You asked me if I know anyone you could meet. Remember? It was just last week. Early Alzheimer’s is a terrible tragedy, Jack.”

“Oh, yeah. I’d forgotten… about Alzheimer’s. So, who’s the woman?”

“Her name is Annie Hollerman. She’s a literary agent in D.C. She’s great. She’s smart and funny and has fiery red hair that goes down the middle of her back. She got divorced a couple years ago from the world’s most exacting and unpleasant man. I told her about you and she said she was very interested. By the way, she’s my best friend. If you mess with her I’ll break every one of your appendages—and your glasses.”

“Mess with her, or mess around with her?” said Jack, leering. “You know what I mean, buster.”

“She said she was interested in me?” asked Jack, the bantering tone suddenly absent. “What did you say about me?”

“I said you were nice—for a slime-sucking editor type.”

“Laura!” exclaimed Jack. His horror was unfeigned. He knew Laura’s general position on the subject of editors.

“Oh, relax, Jack. I just told her who you were and what you did. And she said she couldn’t wait to meet you. So e-mail her right away. Right now, this very morning. She’s waiting to hear from you.”

“Did you really say I was nice?”

“Do I really have to cover the City That Reads festival?”


CHAPTER 4

It wasn’t until 3:45 that afternoon that Jack DePaul summoned up the courage to send Annie the following e-mail:

“Annie,

“Laura Goodbread tells me you’re fabulous. I trust her in these matters, she is a very careful reporter. If you, too, trust her in these matters, would you care to meet for lunch? I know this e-mail stuff is pretty impersonal, but it’s also less embarrassing if you just want to say no. In any event, I’ll now have to read the authors you represent to show you what a great guy I am.

“Jack DePaul”

Laura had called Annie three more times that day, asking if she’d gotten anything from Jack. Finally, on the fourth call at 5:30, Annie reported that indeed she had gotten something from a jdepaul@aol.com.

He was funny, Annie gave him that. But what would she tell him when they got to the résumé part of the lunch? She couldn’t tell him everything. With other dates, it was easy. She’d say, “I used to be a reporter,” and they’d smile and move on to another subject—themselves. But a fellow journalist would want to play Journalist Geography: Where, when, who owned the chain, and why’d you leave the calling?

What to do? A polite no, or should she take a chance?

The nagging voice in her head started again. But then she thought about Monday night salsa boxing. Plus, it had been more than eight months since she’d gone on a date. And worse, her underwear was getting tattered and she didn’t even care.

She hit the reply box in jdepaul’s e-mail and a blank form appeared. She put her fingers to the keyboard, but they didn’t move. Should I answer him? Maybe I’ll just lie, never mention I was a reporter. He doesn’t have to know every minute of my life.

It wouldn’t actually be a lie, more like an omission. Hell, it’s lunch, not an interrogation. Maybe it won’t even come up. Where’s the damn J key anyway? For that matter, where is the A, or the C, or the K?

Her hands poised over the keyboard. Should I, shouldn’t I? Twenty years ago, her fingers had hesitated the same way over the send button. One push of her finger had sent a story to her editor, a story that changed her life.

Should I, shouldn’t I?

Her index finger found the J key.

“Jack,

“Yes, I trust Laura about most things. And yes, you must read my authors. I suggest starting with ‘Confessions of a She-Devil.’ Would you like to call to make arrangements?

“Annie”

To which Jack replied:

“I will read ‘She-Devil.’ Why don’t we make arrangements this way: I like the notion of meeting you sight/sound unseen/unheard. It’ll force us to set up a rendezvous involving black fedoras or pink carnations in the lapel and secret passwords. Don’t sit down to lunch with anyone who doesn’t say: ‘There are storm clouds over Lisbon.’

“Jack”

Sight/sound unseen/unheard. He was a romantic. Annie liked that. She replied:

“Jack,

“There are many wonderful things about being in my 40s, one of them is not memory. So if a woman with red hair comes up to you and says in a fake cockney, ‘The Rain in Spain Falls Mainly on the Plain,’ do not call the police; all she could remember of the passwords is that they had something to do with weather in Europe. If you want to make Laura a fulfilled person, lead this woman to a table and order lunch. If you’re curious to see what I look like, you can check my agency’s web page.

“Annie”

Within minutes of receiving her e-mail, Jack DePaul wrote back.

“Annie,

“Alright then, meet me Wednesday at Donna’s at the Baltimore Museum of Art, 12:30. You’ll know me in this way: I’m of average height, maybe on the short side. Short brown beard and hair shot through with white. People say I look like Steven Spielberg. I’ll be wearing the newspaper editor’s uniform: tie undone, sleeves rolled up, cheap sport coat slung over a shoulder. Friendly smile, wary eyes. I’ll say: ‘If you’re not Annie Hollerman, this is very embarrassing.’

“I haven’t visited your web page yet. I probably won’t before we meet. Why have preconceptions? Though, truth is, I already have at least one: this will be fun.

“Jack”

Just as Jack hit the send key he heard a familiar voice.

“Hey, DePaul.”

Jack, startled, looked up from his screen a little guiltily. Standing by his desk was the regal figure of Kathleen Faulkner. She was carrying a black briefcase in one hand and a gray jacket in the other.

“I’m heading out a little early today. Wondered if you had thought any more about that Washington lobbyist story.”

He appraised her coolly. She looked down at him with brown eyes that hinted at absolutely nothing.

“I want it for next Sunday,” said Jack. “But it’s going to take some work. The concept of illuminating details hasn’t made it to the D.C. bureau yet. And you know my feeling about illuminating details.” He curbed his desire to glance ostentatiously at Kathleen’s ring finger.

“That’s what I’ve always liked about you, Jack—you know what you want.” She said this with a slight smile. “I wish I could be so certain.” She placed her coat across the briefcase and, as she moved past him toward the exit, touched him lightly on the shoulder with her free hand.

“I’ll ship the story over tomorrow,” she said. “By the way, Alex Beyard called. He’s not going to this year’s management conference. His paper’s cutting back on trips, and everything else. He couldn’t believe the Star-News was still sending us all. Anyway, have a good evening.” Kathleen walked briskly away.


CHAPTER 5

Jack stared at Kathleen Faulkner’s back as if trying to read hieroglyphics. What the hell was that all about? It had been six months of peaceful nothing. Now this sudden bit of ominous innocence.

Three days ago, she had offered him a piece from the Washington bureau. A day later she had e-mailed him: “Need to talk to you about the lobbyist story and other things.” From anyone else, it would have been completely normal newsroom business. But this was how it always started and restarted with Kathleen, when she wanted to worm her way back into his life.

He watched her disappear around a corner. Why do I feel like I’m back in the soap opera from hell?

Jack turned to his computer, thankful for work to take his mind off Kathleen. He called up the master list of unedited stories. First up was something by feature writer J. R. Thelman slugged “Firehouse 773.” He opened the file and began reading.

“It was a hot, dusty August day. The noon sun had burned away the shadows and when they came back eight hours later they brought no relief.” Jack reread the sentences on his screen, made a whimpering noise, and slumped in his chair.

Arts editor, Mike Gray, looked up from the adjacent desk. “That doesn’t sound good. What’s up?”

“J. R. Thelman,” Jack replied.

“Let me guess,” said Gray. “His story starts: ‘It was a dark and stormy night.’ ”

“Close. ‘It was a hot, dusty August day.’ ”

“Why does J.R. begin every story with a weather report?”

“I don’t know, but I can’t take it any longer,” Jack said. “I’m going to kill him.”

“Good thinking, Jack,” said Gray. “I can see those management training classes have really paid off.”

Gray’s phone rang and he turned away, leaving Jack to face the hot, dusty August day alone. He glanced at his watch (wasn’t it time for a meeting?) then at his coffee cup (it was full), then checked his bladder (it was empty). He forced himself back to the screen. The problem, he knew, wasn’t the lede of J.R.’s story. In fact, the second sentence wasn’t half bad.

The problem was thirty years in the business, a twenty-year marriage he didn’t mourn, and three years of promises from Kathleen Faulkner. Six months ago, she’d made her choice: she’d moved back in with her husband while she was still sleeping with Jack. Jack swore he was finished with her and her lies, as he’d sworn many times before. Now she was back.
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