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      Tiana, how do you feel about a co-host?”

      


      Only a couple minutes into the closed-door meeting with my boss, Glenn, the executive producer of America Tonight, and he drops that bombshell.

      


      How can he be so casual about something so huge?


      And something so bad?

      


      “Co-host?” My voice doesn’t wobble, but I’m stunned. Horrified. For nearly six years I’ve been the sole host of the show.

         It’s a show that debuted with me as the host, a show that’s earned me the nickname America’s Sweetheart. “Why would I do that,

         when it’s my show?”

      


      He hesitates, looks at me, thick sandy eyebrows shot with gray, before answering bluntly, “Your show’s in trouble.”


      I silently count to five and speak only when I’m certain I’m perfectly in control. “You said it was a temporary blip. You

         told me twice in the past few months not to worry.”

      


      “Unfortunately, I was wrong. The downward cycle hasn’t reversed, and the network wants changes. They’ve brought in outside

         consultants who’ve done extensive market studies. The consultants believe that the best approach is to bring in some young

         blood.”

      


      The words young blood chill me.

      


      I think of myself as a warrior. I’ve been to hell and back with the death of my family and then my husband. I’ve battled to

         build my career and sacrificed a personal life to be where I am today. But the one thing I can’t fight is time. I’m going

         to age. And apparently I already am.

      


      But none of this matters. Nothing matters but ratings, stats, and demographics.


      “Do you have any young blood in mind?” I ask, crossing one leg over the other under the hem of my bronze St. John skirt. I’d

         already changed for the Larry King Live interview and was just about to leave Horizon Broadcasting for the CNN studio in Hollywood when Glenn called me into his

         office.

      


      “Shelby Patterson,” he says.


      “Shelby?” My voice comes out strangled. I not only trained Shelby, I helped develop the weekend show for her because I thought

         she had so much promise. I was right. And they wonder why successful women are afraid to mentor younger women.

      


      “Her weekend show has strong numbers,” he continues, “particularly with the younger viewers, demographics you desperately

         need.”

      


      Desperately.


      Young blood.


      He and I are both wordsmiths, and these are not good words. This is not a good conversation. I’m in trouble.


      My heart races and I press a hand to my lower rib cage as if I could slow the mad beating. Max, my agent, should be here.

         Max, my agent, should be defending me, protecting me. This is my career. My life. God knows I don’t have a life outside America Tonight. No husband, no kids, no hobbies or free time. Everything I have, everything I am, is invested in this show. “How good are

         Shelby’s numbers compared to mine?”

      


      “She’s outperforming you by nearly twenty percent.”


      Oh. Stunned, I suck in a quick, sharp breath. Those are unforgivable numbers in any business, but here, in the delicate world

         of television market share, that’s pretty much a catastrophe.

      


      “We think the solution is to bring Shelby onto the weekday show and make Manuel the sole host for the weekend show. You and

         Shelby would be co-anchors, like Mary Hart and Mark Steines on Entertainment Tonight.” Glenn gets up from behind his desk and walks around to sit in the gray chair next to me. “Nothing’s been done yet. I just

         wanted to get a feel for your reaction before it became formal.”

      


      I open my mouth to speak, but nothing comes out. I feel as if I’m on a plane that’s going down and I can’t stop it. Can’t

         exit.

      


      But I can escape this. I can survive. I just have to focus. Be calm, because I know how this goes. I’ve watched it happen

         a hundred times. You add a co-anchor to boost ratings and eventually the new young talent replaces the mature talent. I’m

         being phased out. He doesn’t need to say it, but if I’m not damn careful, this is the beginning of the end. “Have you considered

         other correspondents for the position? Like Manuel, for example?”

      


      “He’s thirty-four. Shelby’s twenty-eight. She’s youthful. High energy. She’d bring a new dynamic to the weekly show and pull

         in some of those numbers we’ve lost.”

      


      “You’re right, she’s great on camera, and she’s definitely high energy, but she doesn’t know how to write a story. She just

         delivers— ”

      


      “We have writers who can write. We need charisma. Beauty. Poise. Charm. Youth.”


      Youth. There it is again. Young blood, desperation, youth.


      “I’m too old?” I ask quietly.


      He squirms ever so slightly. He can’t answer that directly because he’d be sued, but he knows what I’m asking. “Our decisions

         are dictated by the viewing public,” he says after a moment. “American audiences don’t mind watching mature men on television,

         but they object to mature women. And by adding Shelby, we can keep you on camera.”

      


      “You’ve considered replacing me, haven’t you?”


      His expression changes, grows sympathetic. “I haven’t, no, but I can’t tell you that the subject hasn’t been discussed. You

         are up for contract renewal in March.” He hesitates for a moment before adding, “You’re also expensive compared to Shelby.”

      


      “That’s because I’m good,” I say, smiling, and that’s to hide the fact that my eyes are burning and I’m horrifically close

         to tears.

      


      I love my job. I need my job. I can’t imagine what I’d do or who I’d be without the show.

      


      “You are good. You’re very good. Which is why I don’t want to see you go.”


      “When would she join the show?”


      “If she joins the show, it’d be after the holidays.”


      Silently I digest this. It’s hard to take in, and I don’t know what to say. I don’t know what to feel, either, as I bounce

         between anger and denial.

      


      “I know it’s a lot to think about,” he adds, “and we’ll talk more about this later. I just wanted you to be aware of the discussions

         we’re having here right now and some of the proposed changes for the New Year.” He stands, returns to his desk. “Now, if you’re

         going to make it to CNN on time, you’d better go. With Thanksgiving just a week away, traffic could be a bitch.”

      


      I drive in a state of shock.


      They’ve discussed replacing me. They’re interested in promoting Shelby from weekend host to weekday co-host. My God. I had

         no idea that for the past six months my future with HBC has been the subject of discussion. I know market studies are done

         all the time. Consultants are always being hired, brought in to revamp a show, make some changes, try a new direction. But

         until now, no one had had a problem with me.

      


      Hands shaking, I call my agent. Max Orth is the reason I’m on a national syndicated TV show. My first job out of Stanford

         was in Boulder, Colorado, and I would stand on mountaintops during snowstorms and report on road closures and freeway pileups.

         I’d wait at the Boulder airport to interview family members reuniting after years of separation. I’d race to the outskirts

         of town when a body was found. And as much as I wanted to be a serious journalist, hard news stories and I never really clicked.

         Maybe I asked the wrong questions. Maybe I was too sympathetic. Inevitably my pieces came out soft, cozy, human interest.

         Pieces editors and producers derisively termed fluff.

      


      It didn’t help that I looked fluffy, too. Beauty queen, they called me at the station, beauty queen with pageant hair.


      Three months into my job with KKPQ, I cut my hair into a sleek, studious chestnut brown pageboy, and that was when big hair

         was fashionable. After six months, I overhauled my wardrobe and tossed out color. No bright blue blouses or greens. No red

         coats or pink scarves. Brown and black with gray. But even then the camera loved me, loved my light hazel eyes that looked

         gold in some light, greenish brown in others, my debutante high cheekbones, the dimples at the corner of my mouth.

      


      Even though my pieces were fluff, the ratings went up at the station. We were just a little station, too, but KKPQ was a Fox

         affiliate and some of my pieces were picked up by other Fox affiliates. And before I knew how or why, I was sitting at the

         news desk as a weekend anchor, and then within a year I was hired away to co-host the morning news in Tucson.

      


      It was in Tucson I met the two most influential men of my life: Keith, my future husband, who only ever saw the best in me.

         And Max, my future agent. Keith, ten years my senior, was a weathered, world-traveled, award-winning reporter working for

         CNN. We met on the scene of a devastating freeway accident—I still can’t stand to remember that one, as a mom and her two

         children died that day.

      


      And Max? Like everyone else, he saw the photo of me pressed to Keith’s casket after he was killed, and unlike everyone else,

         he didn’t call or send flowers. He flew in to Tucson to meet me. He said I was going to be big. He said I had a huge future.

      


      I expect to get Max’s voice mail, but he answers. “Hey, doll, I was wondering when I’d hear from you.”


      “Did you know Glenn was going to talk to me this afternoon about adding Shelby to the show?”


      “I knew there’s been talk about making changes to the show.”


      “Why didn’t you tell me?”


      “Because there was nothing to tell you, and I didn’t want to upset you without cause.”


      The lights on Santa Monica blur. Cars stream past. I feel unbearably sad. “You should have warned me. I should have been prepared.”


      “What did he say?”


      “That my numbers are really down and it’s hoped that Shelby will help bring them back up.” I brake as the traffic light turns

         yellow and then red. “I don’t want to share the show with Shelby. It’s my show, and why Shelby of all people?”

      


      “She’s twenty-eight, ten years younger than you, and she’s proactive. She’s already had her eyes done to look even fresher

         on camera.”

      


      The horrible sick, sinking feeling is back. “Is that what this is about? My age?”


      “For the record, I told you a year ago that a little work wouldn’t hurt you.”


      He did, too.


      I rest my elbow on the door and press my fingers to my temple. For the record, I heard him, and I didn’t ignore his advice last year. I consulted a dermatologist, and she recommended laser light treatment

         to stimulate the collagen in my face. She said it’d keep the skin around my eyes from growing too thin, and then I did a chemical

         peel to get rid of some of the finer lines.

      


      “You should have listened to me then, babe.”


      “I’m not into cutting and stretching, Max. That’s not me.”


      “Then kiss away your career.”


      “No one can make me do it.”


      “No one can, no, but no one will renew your contract, either.” He sighs. “Come on, get real, you and I both know this industry.

         If you don’t renew your contract, you’ll be reduced to a celebrity correspondent for some cable show for a year or two until

         you’re too old for even that.”

      


      “You’re saying I’d be washed up at forty if I don’t get work done.”


      “I’m saying you’d definitely be washed up at forty if you don’t get work done. Because frankly, and this is coming as a friend

         and as your agent, for your line of work, you’re looking old.”

      


      Could he hit any harder? Could he hit any lower? My throat, already thick with emotion, threatens to swell closed. “Max, I’m

         walking into CNN. I have to go.”

      


      “Call me after the show.”


      I hang up, blink. I can’t cry, it’d ruin my makeup and I’m about to go on live TV.


      Besides, I’m not old. I’m only thirty-eight.


      An LKL intern shows me to the green room, where I check my makeup in the bright lights to make sure it’s dark enough for the bright

         lights on Larry’s set. I’m just applying a darker lip liner when the intern returns with another guest in tow. I look up,

         into the mirror, as the intern and guest appear in the green room.

      


      Dr. Hollywood.


      My breath catches in my throat and my heart falls. Not him, not tonight. I can’t cope with him on a night like this. Gorgeous,

         famous Michael O’Sullivan, plastic surgeon to the stars. And the hopefuls. And the has-beens.

      


      Michael’s gaze meets mine in the mirror. He’s tall, dark, and handsome, which is such a waste of genetics, as I find him impossibly

         shallow and superficial. He’s always being photographed at the big fund-raisers and parties and nearly always with a different

         woman on his arm or at his side. I don’t like plastic surgeons, so you can imagine my loathing for a plastic surgeon who’s

         also a player.

      


      “Dr. O’Sullivan,” I say coolly.


      “Tiana,” he answers with a mocking smile. “How are you?”


      “Good.”


      “I’m so glad.”


      Theoretically he hasn’t said anything wrong, but I’m already gritting my teeth.


      Why do I detest this man so much? Is it because he’s become a bigger celebrity than many of his celebrity patients? Or is

         it the fact that last year he starred in his own reality show, appropriately named Dr. Hollywood? Or is it that he’s rich, ranked by Los Angeles magazine as one of the five wealthiest surgeons in Southern California, and I hate that he makes millions every year off

         of women’s insecurities? Or more appalling, People magazine had the gall to make him one of their “50 Sexiest Bachelors” last year?

      


      “And you look rested,” I said icily. “Is that Botox and self-tanner?”


      Michael just laughs as though I’m an adorable child and heads to the refrigerator to retrieve a bottle of chilled water. He’s

         wearing a dark, expensive suit, exquisitely tailored across the shoulders and through the chest. The man knows how to wear

         a suit, and with his open-collared white shirt he looks effortlessly elegant, which I also resent.

      


      He’s the only man I know who makes me feel emotional and impulsive. But then he’s also the only man I know who pokes fun at

         me and my ambition.

      


      Michael twists the cap off his water bottle. “One of my patients saw you on the Air France flight from Paris. Have a nice

         trip?”

      


      “I did, thank you.”


      “What were you doing in Paris? Work or pleasure?”


      “Pleasure. I went to see— ” I break off, stopping short of mentioning Trevor. I’ve been dating Scottish actor Trevor Campbell

         for six months, and it’s not a secret, but I don’t want to talk about Trevor now, not with Dr. Hollywood, who is notorious

         for dating skinny blondes with big boobs and cotton candy for brains.

      


      “A friend?” Michael supplies, trying to keep a straight face. Why I amuse him is beyond me, but Michael thinks I’m hilarious,

         and he has ever since our very first meeting nearly four years ago at a Christmas party somewhere. I don’t remember the party,

         but I remember Michael. I thought he was gorgeous and funny, and then later someone told me he wasn’t Michael O’Sullivan but

         Dr. O’Sullivan, and my heart sank. I loathe plastic surgeons, particularly plastic surgeons in Beverly Hills. They’re slick

         doctors who like to position themselves as experts on aesthetics and the female form, using surgery to cut and sculpt an idealized

         look that’s more Barbie doll than authentic beauty.

      


      “Yes,” I answer, “he is a friend.” I don’t even realize I’ve lifted my chin until I catch my reflection in the mirror. Warm

         brown hair, flushed cheeks, overly bright eyes. I look as excited as a gawky preteen talking to a cool boy.

      


      I curse my transparency and head to the sink to wash my hands. “We must be on the same expert guest list,” I add crisply,

         soaping my hands and rinsing them beneath hot water.

      


      “How fortunate.” His lips twist. “We always have such great chemistry.”


      I’ve faced Dr. O’Sullivan twice before on Larry King Live, and what we have is tension and dissension, not chemistry, great or otherwise. But for some reason, the LKL producers love to square us off, pitch one against the other, and even if an army of guests and experts has been booked,

         the show’s fireworks always come down to Michael and me.

      


      I reach for a paper towel. “At least we know each other’s positions.” My eyes meet his in the mirror. “You’ll talk about the

         pressure doctors feel to make miracles and I’ll talk about the pressure celebrities feel to be young and beautiful.”

      


      “And then you’ll get personal,” Michael adds, his voice dropping. “You always do.”


      The suddenly husky note in his voice makes my stomach do a little flip. I’m rattled despite myself, and my cheeks burn hotter.

         I hate how he throws me off balance. “Because you always defend the greedy doctors— ”

      


      “That’s exactly what I mean. Why must doctors be greedy? Why can’t they be compassionate?”


      My gut clenches even as my shoulders tighten. “Was Jenna Meadows’s surgeon compassionate? He performed the surgery out of

         greed, and he subsequently destroyed her body.”

      


      Michael folds his arms across his broad chest. “He advised her not to increase the size again.”


      My eyebrow lifts. “So it’s her fault that the implant displaced?”


      He doesn’t take the bait. “Jenna knew the risks. She had complications with her first augmentation, experiencing early capsular

         contracture. There was additional surgery to remove scar tissue. She never was a good candidate for increasing to 650 mL.”

      


      “Then the surgeon should have said no. He can say no, right? Or must the doctor dance every time a patient speaks?”


      “We say no more often than you realize.”


      “So why didn’t her doctor refuse?”


      “Why did Jenna insist?” He looks down at me, dark lashes concealing his expression.


      Impatiently, I crumple the paper towel and toss it away. I so wish I weren’t here. I so wish I were home in my sweats eating

         a bowl of cereal. “But still, you have to admit your industry thrives on insecure people.”

      


      “And your industry glorifies celebrities to a point that ordinary men and women feel ugly in comparison.”


      “Well, thanks to Jenna’s botched surgeries she’ll never work again. Her breasts are completely disfigured.”


      “No surgery is one hundred percent safe.”


      “Ahem, kids, be nice,” Allie, the segment producer, admonishes as she sticks her head into the green room. “Are you two at

         it already? You’re supposed to save it for the show, and it’s going to be a great show, too. Jenna’s on live feed from New

         York, and one of the guys will grab you in five to get you miked. See you soon.”

      


      She disappears, and Michael and I look at each other for a long moment before I reapply my lipstick. My hand shakes as I run

         the color across my lips.

      


      “Want some water?” he asks me. “It’ll help cool you down.”


      I shoot him a sharp glance. “I’m not hot.”


      “No need for false modesty, Tiana. You’re America’s Sweetheart. Queen of tabloid news.”


      For a moment, I can think of absolutely nothing to say. Is he paying me a compliment? Even if in a roundabout way?


      Then I see his expression. Michael’s making fun of me.


      Embarrassed, I snap the cap on the tube of lipstick, toss it into my makeup bag, and zip it closed.


      What a jerk. He’s such a jerk. Michael O’Sullivan personifies everything I despise.


      One of the LKL production assistants retrieves us from the green room and escorts us to the studio’s soundstage. As we walk, I smooth my

         skirt and tug down the fitted knit jacket. Bronze is supposed to be a good color for me— brings out the gold in my eyes— but

         only now do I remember it’s not a great color for the LKL set.

      


      Oh, hell.


      Suddenly I’m exhausted. The twelve-hour flight has caught up with me. I should be home showering and getting ready for bed.

         I should be anywhere but here, getting ready to spar with Michael O’Sullivan on Larry King Live.

      


      On the set, the sound technician runs the microphone cords up beneath our jackets and clips the head to our lapels. Larry

         had been going over some notes, but seeing us, he walks over to shake Michael’s hand and give me a kiss on the cheek.

      


      “We just got word that Jenna’s not going to be on tonight,” he says. “Her lawyer advised her not to do it, so it’s going to

         be just the three of us and then we’ll open the phone lines.”

      


      “Great.” I muster a smile. “We’ll still have a good show.”


      Larry wags a finger at me. “Working too hard again? You’re looking tired.”


      Ouch. Two hits tonight. I’m aging and I look tired. My God, these men are brutal.


      “Too much fun in Paris,” I say, fighting for a cheeky smile, projecting as much youthful zest as I can. “Probably should have

         slept on the way home instead of working all through the flight.”

      


      “Good trip, though?” Larry asks as we take our seats on the stools around the set table.


      “It was great.” I catch Michael’s arched eyebrow and turn my head away. His picture should be next to the definition of “annoying”

         in the dictionary.

      


      The technician steps over to adjust my mike. Someone else powders Larry’s nose and smoothes down a stray hair. Michael just

         sits there in his dark suit, cool as a cucumber. I bet the man doesn’t even sweat. He’s probably Botoxed his armpits to keep

         from perspiring.

      


      A minute until we go live.


      Larry chats with Michael about his wife and their plans for the holidays. He wants a white Christmas and cozy fire. She wants

         beaches and sun and time by the pool.

      


      I can’t believe the holidays are already approaching again. Is Thanksgiving really just a week away?


      Thirty seconds until we go live.


      As a kid, I loved Thanksgiving. I don’t anymore. I hate being alone on Thanksgiving, but even worse is crashing Shey’s family

         celebration like an orphan. An orphan…

      


      Fifteen seconds.


      I take a deep breath, sit straighter, shoulders squared.


      Ten seconds. Larry smiles at me. I smile back. Piece of cake.


      Five seconds.


      Michael leans toward me. “If you need any recommendations for a good plastic surgeon, just call me. I’ll get you squared away.”


      And we’re live.


      Asshole.


   

      Chapter Two
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      I leave the building, shoulders slouched, absolutely exhausted.

      


      That was a disaster, I think, unbuttoning the top button of my jacket and exhaling hard.

      


      Michael made mincemeat of me. I don’t know how he did it, either. He’s never bested me before. Maybe I didn’t feel enough

         sympathy for Jenna Meadows. Maybe I was preoccupied with Glenn’s devastating news. But still, I’m a professional. I can’t

         lose focus, not on national TV.

      


      I drive home without seeing anything, drive lost in my world of disbelief. First Glenn drops his bomb and then Michael pummels

         me. Ridiculous.

      


      Hard to believe that only two days ago I returned from Paris and felt as if I were on top of the world. Now here it is Thursday

         night and I’m facing what? Unemployment?

      


      Fighting panic, at the next red light I text Shey in New York to see if she’s still awake: “R u up?”

      


      Shey is one of my closest friends, and we go way back, all the way to our high school days when we met in boarding school

         in Monterey County. Back then we were the Three Amigos. It was Shey, Marta, and me. And we were tight, really tight, and we

         still are, although due to the fact that we live in separate corners of the country, we don’t see as much of each other as

         we’d like.

      


      My phone rings almost immediately. It’s Shey. Shey’s a former model and co-owns Expecting Models, an agency in Manhattan devoted

         to pregnant models and new-mom models. She still models from time to time, and she deals with image all the time. I think

         she’d relate to my conflicted feelings.

      


      “Tell me I didn’t wake you,” I beg her, knowing that as I am the only unmarried left, we have very different schedules and

         demands.

      


      “It’s not even ten here, sugar, and I’m a night owl,” Shey drawls into the phone, her Texas accent still present, although

         not nearly as strong as it was when she arrived at St. Pious as a willowy sixteen-year-old. “How are things?”

      


      “Crazy busy.” I hesitate, dig my nails into my Jaguar’s leather steering wheel. “And just a word of warning, I’m pissed off,

         so you’re going to hear me rant.”

      


      “Has Marta already been subjected to the rant?”


      “No, I called you first. Marta won’t be sympathetic, not to this.”


      “Ah, it’s about your love life then.”


      “No, although that needs help, too.” I pause, searching for the right words. “It’s my face.”


      She smothers a laugh. “What’s wrong with your face?”


      “Exactly.” Hard to believe I’m even having this conversation and I clench the steering wheel tighter. “There’s nothing wrong with my

         face and I think it’s bullshit, absolute bullshit, that they’re even pulling this on me.”

      


      “Who? What?”


      “The studio heads. They want to promote Shelby to co-anchor.” Just saying the words aloud makes me sick.


      She hesitates. “Isn’t Shelby the host for the weekend show?”


      “Yes, and she apparently has phenomenal ratings.”


      Another hesitation, and this coming from Little Miss Ray of Sunshine. “How are yours?”


      “Not so good.” I take a deep breath. “And Glenn didn’t come out and give me any specifics other than Shelby’s young and fresh

         and high energy.”

      


      Shey is quiet a moment. “Maybe they just want to shake the format up, try something new after six years.”


      “Maybe.”


      “Or maybe they don’t want to replace you but they want a younger, fresher you.” She seems to be choosing her words with care.

         “Have you considered that this might be their way of telling you it’s time to get some work done?”

      


      I never thought of it quite like that. But it’s possible. I’m not wrinkly, but my face is softer than it used to be. I’ve

         noticed at certain angles there’s definitely a bit of a droop near my mouth. If I’m smiling it’s not a problem, it’s just

         when I’m caught without expression. “I don’t suppose they could come out and say get a face-lift, or else.”

      


      “It’d be illegal, and discriminatory, but it might be what’s behind the drop in ratings.”


      “No way. People aren’t that shallow. My viewers tune in for me. They’re women like me. They can’t expect me to never age—

         ”

      


      “Oh, sugar,” she interrupts softly, “you of all people can’t play ostrich.”


      “What does that mean?”


      “You know what it means. It means you’re in an image business and image is king. It always has been, always will be.”


      “So you think I need work done?” I demand belligerently.


      “As a woman? No. As a friend? Never. As one of America’s most watched faces? Maybe.”


      “No!”


      “TV, media, magazines, it’s all a numbers game. Ratings equal advertisers. Advertisers equal profitability. Profitability

         equals livelihood. I’ll tell you the same thing I tell my models— you do what you’ve got to do to stay alive.”

      


      I exhale, hard. So it’s not my imagination. Those droops do show. People are noticing. How infuriating because I don’t feel old. I don’t feel droopy or flabby. I feel amazing. At least I felt amazing. “A face-lift?”

      


      “Not a full lift, sugar. Maybe just the eyes, and some filler to soften the lines around your mouth and plump the hollows

         beneath your eyes.”

      


      Idling at yet another red light, I snap down my visor and open the mirror to inspect my reflection. I frown. Hard. A few lines

         appear around my eyes, but nothing significant. “But it’s not absolutely necessary, is it? I don’t look bad— ”

      


      “Of course you don’t look bad. You’re Tiana Tomlinson, and you’ve been in People magazine’s ‘Most Beautiful People’ issue how many times? Three?”

      


      “Four,” I correct in a small voice. “And the last time was just two years ago— ”


      “But you and I both know that two years is a long time in this business. And face it, Tits,” Shey says, using my high school

         nickname, Tits, short for Tiana Irene Tomlinson, “highdefinition TV has changed the game. Until recently, great makeup and

         lighting camouflaged a multitude of sins, but not anymore. Every wrinkle, every pimple, shows. I’m going through this with

         my models. It’s not just you.”

      


      I’d love to argue, but I can’t. I am where I am because of my face. My curiosity, tenacity, and smarts made me a good journalist.

         But it was my photogenic properties that propelled me to bigger and more successful networks, eventually resulting in my current

         position. Sad as it sounds, Max wouldn’t have found me appealing on Keith’s casket if I weren’t attractive.

      


      “Tiana, if that’s what the studio is saying, I’d listen.” She hesitates. “Unless you want out?…”


      Out? Out to where? Out to what? I’m thirty-eight and single. All I have is my career. Since Keith died I’ve poured myself

         into my work, and I love my work. I live for my job. It’s who I am.

      


      My phone beeps. I’ve got an incoming call. I check the name and number. Max. “Shey, it’s my agent to give me more doom and

         gloom.”

      


      “Talk to him and call me later if you want to chat some more.”


      I hang up on Shey to take Max’s call as I pull up in front of my house. “It’s got to be upsetting, doll,” Max says.


      I sit outside my house, engine still running. There’s not much curb appeal to my house, other than the trailing hot pink bougainvillea,

         but the facade isn’t the appeal. It’s what lies on the other side of the exterior wall that I love: 3 bedrooms, 2.5 baths,

         1932 Mediterranean-style home with high-pitched beamed ceilings, wood-burning fireplace, terraces and balconies on a secluded

         woodland lot with views of the city and canyon. I fell in love with the house the moment the agent opened the front door.

         Unfortunately it’s always so empty once I step inside.

      


      “Upsetting is putting it mildly,” I answer tightly, feeling so angry and yet unable to articulate any of it. I’m not good

         at expressing my feelings. I’m a doer, not a dreamer. If I want something, I go for it. And I have gone for it, heart, mind,

         body, and soul. I worked night and day to make America Tonight a top-rated show. How can that suddenly mean nothing? How can I suddenly be worth so much less?

      


      “But you know nothing’s done, no decision has been made. You said Glenn was just testing the water.”


      I put the car into park, turn off the engine. My street’s narrow and dark without my headlights. My head aches and I press

         my fist to my temple to stifle the pain. “I don’t want to share the job with anyone. It’s my job, my show.”

      


      I realize that sounds arrogant, but I’m on call 24/7. When I’m not taping a story, I’m researching, writing, following up

         on leads. And when it’s not America Tonight–related, I’m usually speaking somewhere to some group. My speaking schedule just gets busier, too. Everyone wants to hear

         my story, how I’m a veritable phoenix from the ashes.

      


      People can’t get enough of my life story. American girl achieves the American dream. Only I’m not your typical American girl.

         My father was American, but my mother was South African, and I was raised in South Africa. It’s where my mom and dad settled

         after they married. It’s where home once was.

      


      But the public knows nothing about my childhood. They just see the face on TV, hear the accent I’ve developed, and they embrace

         me. I could be them. One day I was just a lifestyle reporter for a paper in Tucson, and then months later I was host of a

         new national television show. That’s the Cinderella story the public loves, rags to riches, nobody to somebody.

      


      “If it does come to job sharing,” I continue flatly, “I don’t want to share the job with a woman ten years younger than I

         am who will just make me look even older by comparison.”

      


      “That’s a good point. But it sounds like they’re serious about improving the ratings— ”


      “Oh, they are. I don’t doubt that. But there have to be other options. We haven’t even discussed those. Glenn didn’t seem

         interested in those. But I suppose I could look into getting some work done.” My voice cracks. “Or we could bring on a co-host

         who’s not a younger woman. Maybe we bring on a younger man. All I know is, it can’t be Shelby. I can’t lose my job to my protégée.”

      


      I don’t sleep well that night. I toss and turn and strategize. If there’s anything I’ve learned from being orphaned at fourteen,

         it’s that only the strong survive. Punching my pillows, I vow to survive. I will survive.

      


      I just need a plan.


      The next morning, brittle with fatigue, I arrive at the studio’s conference room at eight fifty-five with my hair still damp

         and my new Paris mug filled with coffee. Every morning, the writers and producers meet for an hour to plan the day’s show,

         but Fridays are big planning sessions and I usually attend those.

      


      Although I’m five minutes early, most of the team has already arrived. I sit at my place at the end of the board table. Glenn

         always takes the opposite end, and the writers and segment producers take seats in between.

      


      I chat with the staffers sitting around the table. Mark, Jeffrey, and Libby have been with the show several years. Harper’s

         been here only two months. Glenn’s the only one missing. And then he arrives. With Shelby in tow.

      


      What’s Shelby doing here?


      I stiffen as they enter the room, my shoulders tensing. Glenn looks like his harried, rumpled self, while Shelby is immaculate

         in a pink Chanel-style suit, her sleek blond hair a shade lighter than the last time I saw her.

      


      Shelby spots me, wiggles her fingers, and smiles.


      “Good morning, everyone,” Glenn greets us as he pulls forward one of the empty chairs so it sits next to his. He rolls out

         the chair for Shelby. She gives him a grateful smile. I try not to throw up in my mouth.

      


      Glenn looks at me. I hold his gaze. He doesn’t appear the least bit apologetic, which just makes me angrier.


      When I flew out to Paris a week ago, I was on cloud nine. I felt strong and successful, beautiful and invincible. I had a

         young, hot boyfriend. An exciting life. A challenging career.

      


      It was all a mirage.


      Glenn starts the meeting right away. But it doesn’t take long for me to feel the strongest sense of déjà vu. I swear to God

         we just do the same stories over and over, even though the writers and producers change.

      


      Does Katie Holmes feel too much pressure as Mrs. Tom Cruise?


      Is Nicole Richie starving herself again?


      Is Angelina adopting again?


      Instead of listening, I find myself watching Shelby. On the surface she’s sweet and glamorous, always immaculate, hair and

         makeup constantly camera ready. She’s obviously a lot smarter than I gave her credit for, because she’s here, in my show planning

         session, and she’s the one who execs want to co-anchor with me.

      


      Just thinking about the proposed change in format makes my chest squeeze tight. I’m feeling so much anxiety and fear, it’s

         hard to breathe. Why didn’t Glenn tell me just how bad the ratings were before? Why didn’t Max insist on getting those numbers?

         I used to study the reports all the time. It was the first thing I did when I arrived in the morning. But I’ve gotten comfortable.

         I’ve lost that edge that made me hungry like Shelby.

      


      “Tia?” Glenn prompts. “I like the idea. What about you?”


      I try to remember what Mark was talking about before Glenn’s question, before I zoned out. What was it?


      The lesbian prison wedding scandal. Right.


      “Do we really need to do this story?” I ask, keeping my tone friendly because I don’t want to step on Mark’s toes, and Mark

         is very tight with Shelby. But really, lesbian prison wedding scandal? “I can’t help but think it’s too National Enquirer for us. We are news— ”

      


      “Human interest news,” Mark jumps in, protective of his story. “And this is colorful. Six guards have been disciplined, and

         two of those might lose their jobs. And then there are the brides— they’ve been separated, punished, because prisoners are

         forbidden to have sexual relations with each other.”

      


      It’s all I can do to not shudder. “I think it’s beneath us,” I try again. “It turns my stomach.”


      “It’s a good story,” Mark says defensively, “and with the right tease we’d get a huge audience.”


      “I love it,” Shelby interrupts. “Can I do it?”


      I don’t even try to hide my shock. “Are you serious, Shelby?”


      “Why not?” She shrugs. “It’s heartwarming.”


      “It’s not heartwarming. It’s bizarre, and we’d only be running it for shock value. If we want real human interest stories,

         I have plenty I’d like to do— ”

      


      “Like one of your feel-good stories that touch the heart?” Mark asks sarcastically, getting a laugh from everyone.


      “Which our viewers need a lot more than sensationalistic pieces like lesbian weddings and prison scandals.” I check my tone,

         soften my voice. “How will this benefit anyone? Will our viewers feel more empowered? Happier? More at peace?”

      


      “We’re not a yoga center,” Mark says, tapping his pen impatiently. “And if viewers want to be uplifted, enlightened, or empowered,

         they can head to The Seven Hundred Club.”

      


      “It’s all about ratings,” Shelby adds as though I’m an intern and she’s here to show me the ropes.


      I smile, although on the inside I’m anything but sunny. There is no way in hell I will share the anchor position with this

         woman. I turn to Glenn. “I don’t want to do this story on my show.”

      


      “I already said I’ll do it.” Shelby’s giving me the same smile I just gave her. The gloves are off. She’s not my protégée

         anymore. She’s my competition and she’s gunning for my job.

      


      “Thanks, Shelby, but as you know, the weekend show isn’t in trouble,” Mark replies. “We’re all here trying to figure out how

         to save Tiana’s ass.”

      


      The conference room falls silent. Everyone looks at Mark and then Shelby and then Glenn. But not one person looks at me.


      The silence stretches, endless. Jeff coughs. Shelby studies her nails. Harper shuffles paperwork. And I stare at Mark until

         he finally turns to meet my gaze.

      


      “What was that?” I ask quietly.


      He rolls his eyes. “Oh, come on, Tiana. Your numbers have been crap all year and you know it— ”


      “Glenn, may I have a word with you?” I say, interrupting Mark and looking at him hard. “Everyone, can you give us five minutes?”


      Glenn doesn’t speak, but everyone’s on their feet and heading for the door. I may have lackluster ratings, but I still have

         clout. I wait for everyone to file out.

      


      “Glenn, what’s going on?” I demand as the door closes. “What is Shelby doing here?”


      “The execs thought it’d be a good idea to have her sit in, get familiar with the weekday format.”


      “Why?”


      “We had this conversation last night.”


      “Yes, and last night you said nothing had been decided, which made me believe an offer hadn’t yet been made.”


      “Not officially, no.”


      My stomach’s in knots again. This is bad, and it’s getting worse. “So what’s the unofficial word?”


      Glenn holds my gaze. We have this odd love-hate relationship, and it’s been this way for the past six years. He’s good at

         what he does. “You can’t carry the show anymore.”

      


      “So that’s it? I’m toast?”


      “You’re not toast.”


      “I am if you haven’t even given me a chance to address the problems and you’ve turned control over to someone else— ”


      “We need input.”


      “Great, then come to me. Talk to me. Ask me. Instead you’ve spent months telling me everything’s fine, when nothing’s fine.

         You insisted it was temporary, a blip, and even though I asked if we could sit down and brainstorm some ideas, you said no,

         not to worry.” I swallow hard. “But I should have worried.” I realize now how irresponsible it was not to worry.

      


      Why did I stop being proactive with my career?


      Why did I think I was secure?


      Glenn leans back in his chair. “You don’t like the party piece, or the prison wedding scandal. You don’t like the stories

         that the viewers do.”

      


      “What happened to real news, Glenn? We don’t even attempt news stories anymore.”


      “America loves its celebrities.”


      “And children love sweets. But that doesn’t mean we let babies eat only candy.”


      He smiles.


      “Glenn, do you know how long it’s been since we did a really interesting story? One that made people feel? One that made people

         care?”

      


      “Is this about your Alicia Keys profile again, because I did run it by the heads, but they don’t think a story about antiretroviral

         medicine will help the ratings.”

      


      “You didn’t even let me present the idea.”


      “AIDS stories overwhelm your average American.”


      “It might overwhelm us, but it’s killing Africa!”


      He just looks at me.


      “Glenn, we’ll run stories on how young Hollywood parties, but we won’t show Alicia Keys’s involvement with Keep A Child Alive,

         a nonprofit that’s saving lives?”

      


      “It sounds bad, I know.”


      “It is bad. Come on, fight with me on this one. What about a show for Christmas or the New Year featuring celebs with heart?

         Stars who are involved with life-changing charities, and we’ll run one story every day leading up to Christmas.”

      


      “Would it be bouncy? Fun?”


      “There was a time we had an award-winning show and produced award-winning stories.” I’m referring to the Emmy Awards that

         Glenn and I both earned four years ago after doing a story on the heartbreaking decline of a former A-list star. No one knew

         where he’d gone, but after a tip, I tracked him down in Camarillo. The former star, a man who’d made thirty films over twenty

         years and won an Oscar and been nominated for three, had been abandoned, penniless and senile. His children, named custodians

         of his estate, dropped him off at the home and that was the end of that.

      


      Until I showed up with my cameraman and microphone.


      “Let’s do good stories again, Glenn.” I clasp my hands together. “Let’s not be like the other shows. Let’s be what we’re meant

         to be.”

      


      Glenn’s smile fades and he looks at me for a long moment. “Are you not happy here anymore, Tiana?”


      I shift impatiently. Life isn’t black or white, it’s full of shades of gray. “Of course I’m happy— ”


      “Then let’s stick with the format that earns us the best ratings, which means Hollywood banter and celeb chatter.”


      Meeting over, I head downstairs to the Starbucks in the lobby for a proper cup of coffee. Usually Madison offers to run down

         for me, but I need to get out for a few minutes, get some air. Hollywood banter and celebrity chatter. Oh, my God. Is this

         what I aspired to be?

      


      I can’t even imagine Keith’s reaction to the stories we do. Lesbian prison wedding scandals. The best bikini bods. Reality

         TV stars.

      


      He’d say it was crap. And I agree. We weren’t always so soft on real news. It’s only lately, as we try to keep up with the

         other shows. But I think we can do both— Hollywood gossip and human interest stories. People enjoy both. The human interest

         stories just have to be good.

      


      Grande soy latte in hand, I’m crossing the gleaming glass-and-marble lobby, passing the kiosk that serves as a newspaper stand,

         when a magazine cover jumps out at me.

      


      COUGAR HUNTING!


      The magazine’s caption screams in huge lurid yellow font. But it’s not the caption on the glossy cover that grabs my attention.

         It’s the photo. It’s Trevor and me.

      


      I stop in front of the newspaper stand and stare at the cover and wonder how in God’s name did they have our Paris pictures

         on the cover already? It should be impossible to have our photo on a magazine before I’ve even unpacked.

      


      But there we are, in Paris, both of us dressed in black. It’s raining and I’m holding a red umbrella and he’s smiling down

         into my face and I’m smiling up at him. The photo’s cropped, but I know exactly where we’re standing. We’ve just left Stresa

         after dinner, and my hair is pinned up and loose bits are falling around my face. I’m wearing big gold gypsy earrings, and

         I look so happy that it makes my chest hurt.

      


      I nearly pick up the magazine, intrigued by this smiling, beautiful couple who have actually very little to do with me.


      Is that what I look like? Am I really that happy?


      It’s strange to see me look like that. It’s not how I feel on the inside. It’s not who I am anymore. Haven’t been happy like

         that since Keith died.

      


      For a moment I’m lost, trying to remember what truly happy feels like, trying to figure out if I even miss happy, when an

         arm reaches past me, bracelets jingling, and takes a copy of Us Weekly and then scoops up an issue of Life & Style, which also has a photo of Trevor and me on it, but this one screams, SHE’S GOT IT ALL!


      I keep my head averted as the girl pays for her magazines.


      So this is what I’ve become. Tabloid fodder. In some ways, it’s funny. Not that Keith would find it funny, or my family. My

         father was an American intellectual living abroad. My mother was a brainy South African beauty queen. They raised us kids

         apart from society, teaching us to be different, to think for ourselves, to question people and systems. Maybe that’s why

         I fell for Keith. He reminded me of my dad. Both wanted to change the world. Both died too young.

      


      I glance at my watch, wondering if I should call Trevor and alert him that our Paris rendezvous made tabloid news. It’s eight

         hours’ difference between L.A. and Nice right now, so he should be done with work and back in his hotel room.

      


      Back at my desk, I punch in his number and wait to see if he’ll answer.


      As the phone rings, I tell myself everything’s fine between us. Just because we’ve talked only once since I’ve returned from

         Paris doesn’t mean there’s a problem. We’re both just busy. And he’s a twenty-six-year-old man co-starring in a movie with

         Kiki Woods, Hollywood’s sexiest, wildest starlet.

      


      And then he answers. “Good morning, beautiful,” he says, yawning. “What’s new?”


      I don’t know if it’s his yawn or his voice, but I smile. He is hunky if nothing else. Hazel green eyes. Dark blond hair. A

         lock falling forward, giving him a distinctly James Dean appearance. These last six months we’ve had a good time— he’s fun—

         but we’ll never be serious. There’s too much distance between us, never mind the twelve-year age difference. “You’re dating

         a cougar, you know,” I say.
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