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Max, I found a new ‘miracle pill,’” Wendy Harris said to Maxi Poole, holding up a white plastic container of dietary supplements. “Check this out—Zenatrex.”


“What does it do?” Maxi asked her.


“Cuts your appetite.” Wendy was a believer.


Wendy tossed the bottle of tablets over to Maxi. The two journalists were sitting across from each other in the newsroom at L.A.’s Channel Six in Burbank, during a rare lull in the usual bedlam that passed for business as usual. Maxi Poole—thirty-two years old, tall, angular, outdoor-girl fresh with short-cropped blond hair—was the station’s highly rated anchor-reporter. Wendy Harris—thirty, pert, diminutive, with a mane of willful red hair and a sprinkle of freckles across her nose—was Maxi’s longtime producer and close friend.


“Just what you need, Wen, an appetite suppressant,” Maxi commented dryly, examining the container in her hand. Usually without bothering to leave her desk, Wendy might consume two shrimp with a wedge of lemon and call it lunch, or a cup of steamed rice with soy sauce and call it dinner.


Maxi unscrewed the cap and peered inside at the large brown tablets. “Whew!” she breathed, wrinkling up her nose. “This stuff stinks.”


Wendy laughed. “Yah, the smell alone’s enough to kill your appetite—you don’t have to bother taking the pills.”


Maxi read from the label. “Guarana extract, white willow bark, citrus aurantium, magnesium phosphate, ginger powder—”


“No ephedrine. That’s the killer. Nothing terrible in it,” Wendy interrupted. “And it works.”


“How do you know it works?”


“I took one this morning with a cup of tea, and now I’m full.”


“Placebo effect,” Maxi pronounced.


“See, that’s fine with me,” Wendy countered, flashing the signature grin that reflected mischief in her eyes. “If it fools me into thinking I’m not hungry, then it works for me.”


“Wendy, you eat zip as it is,” Maxi said, glancing at her friend’s petite frame.


“Yeah, but I want to eat the world. This stuff makes me not crave three jelly doughnuts on a coffee break. Especially this time of year, when everybody’s bringing in cholesterol-packed Christmas goodies.”


It was mid-December. Christmas in Southern California meant no ice, no snow, no freezing cold, but Yuletide music, gaudy decorations, and loads of food.


Wendy came from a family that made food an art form. Her dad was Tommy Harris, owner of Tommy’s Joynt, the world-famous San Francisco rathskeller on the corner of Geary and Van Ness Avenue in the city by the bay. All through her growing-up years, Wendy endured her ebullient Jewish mom and dad urging, “Eat, Wendy, eat.” Until she ended up with—her term—a “humongous fear of food.”


For Maxi’s part, her father was a pharmacist who put in long hours navigating the small East Coast chain of drugstores he owned and had never been concerned with dinner being on the table at any special time, and her mother was a dance instructor who still maintained her dancer’s lean body. Except on holidays, food was never much of an issue with the Pooles, and in fact nobody in the family was a particularly good cook, Maxi included. They joked about that. Takeout, both plain and fancy, had always been king at their New York brownstone.


Maxi twisted the cap back on the container of Zenatrex and handed it back to Wendy, who set it on her desk in line with an army of other bottles and jars labeled GINKGO BILOBA, DHEA, ST.JOHN’S WORT, MELATONIN, MILK THISTLE, GINSENG GOLD, SLO NIACIN, ECHINACEA & GOLDENSEAL, GLUCOSAMINE & CHONDROITIN, NATURAL ZINC, CHROMIUM PICOLINATE, and a dozen or so other purported health monikers.


Rob Reordan, L.A.’s longtime anchor patriarch who co-anchored the Six and the Eleven O’clock News at Channel Six, ambled down the aisle toward them. Peering down his nose with a look of disapproval at the vitamins and supplements Wendy was now doling out into her palm, he intoned in his resonant anchor voice that was familiar to all of Southern California, “Is there anything you don’t take, Wendy?”


“Yah, Rob,” Wendy flipped back. “Viagra.”


Rob sniffed, tossing his generous head of white hair, and kept walking.


“Not nice,” Maxi scolded, stifling a giggle.


“Oh, please!” Wendy blurted, rolling her eyes. “Eighty-something, and he’s even more of a horn-dog since Pfizer foisted Viagra on the world.”


“You don’t know that he takes Viagra—”


“The whole newsroom knows he takes Viagra.”


“That’s gossip.”


“Nope, that’s Rob bragging to Laurel.” Laurel Baker was a handsome, savvy, cynical, fortyish reporter who had become the object of Rob Reordan’s romantic quest since he’d recently divorced his fourth wife. Laurel’s response fell somewhere between disgust and disdain.


“Laurel told you that?” Maxi asked.


“Laurel told everyone that. She might as well have posted it on the computer bulletin board.”


“Doesn’t Rob know that if he actually did get involved with Laurel, she’d chew him up and spit him out to the coyotes in her canyon?”


“Doesn’t stop him.”


“Yeah, I guess it’s his nature.”


“Which reminds me, did you hear the one about the black widow spider?” Wendy asked, the impetuous grin lighting up her face again.


“No, but I’m about to, right?”


“Well, you know the black widow spider has sex with her mate, then she kills him.…” 


“Yup—that’s why she’s called the black widow.”


“Right. So imagine this conversation. The male spider says, ‘Uhh … let me get this straight. We’re gonna have sex, then you’re gonna kill me?’ And the female flutters her spidery eyelashes and purrs, ‘That’s right. It’s my nature.’ So the male spider thinks about it for a beat, then turns to her and says, ‘But we are gonna have sex, right?’ Well, that’s Rob.”


Maxi laughed. “It’s his nature,” she reiterated.


“The man can’t help it. Meantime, each of his wives made a baby or two, then split and took half his money. Which leaves Rob with seven kids, more than a dozen grandchildren, and about eight dollars a month left over after living expenses, taxes, agents’ fees, alimony, child support, college payments, new cars for the kids’ graduations, et cetera, et cetera. Rob’s gonna have to work till he’s dead just to make his personal nut.”


“And now he wants Laurel, the original black widow spider,” Maxi said thoughtfully. “Men like Rob never learn. It’s about their egos.”


“It’s about their dicks,” Wendy shot back.


Maxi laughed. Wendy Harris was one of the few women Maxi knew who professed to actually understand men, and for Wendy, the explanation of all things male was simple. Not so for


Maxi, who made no claims to fathoming the complexities of the male gender. Maybe someday, she thought, idly rubbing both her shoulders with opposite hands.


“Oh-oh, you’ve been lifting again,” Wendy accused solicitously, watching Maxi knead her upper arms. “Are you supposed to be lifting weights this soon after surgery?”


Maxi had been badly injured not long before on a story that had turned deadly, and she was only a few weeks out of the hospital; she probably wasn’t supposed to be lifting weights so soon, she knew. “I’m not supposed to be doing a lot of things,” she said. “Neither are you, Wendy, now that you bring up the subject.”


“What did I do?” Wendy protested.


“How about beating up on poor Riley just because he didn’t get a crew to that second-rate garage fire in Pasadena before Channel Seven got there?”


“Really. Tell me, how am I supposed to beat up an assignment editor who’s six-foot-four and weighs two hundred and forty pounds?” Wendy was four-foot-eleven and weighed ninety pounds.


“Oh, you beat him up, all right,” Maxi reprimanded, smiling. “You beat him up verbally, mentally, emotionally, and bad. Now, unlike Rob Reordan, whom you’ve just informed me is our Channel Six Viagra poster boy, Riley will probably never be able to get it up again in this lifetime.”


“If he ever did,” Wendy tossed out of the side of her mouth.


Wendy didn’t hate men, she just loved news, and she had a passion for getting it right. She always got it right, and she had a very low level of tolerance, or even understanding, for anyone in the news business who didn’t always get it right. Which, of course, applied to every other mortal in the business at some time or other. Her ire was usually explosive, but fortunately it was never lasting. Still, it could have a lasting effect on the meek. But then, the television news business was not for the meek—only the tough survived for the duration.


A tinny ding-ding-ding-ding sounded through the newsroom, and both women’s eyes immediately dropped to their computer terminals as, simultaneously, their fingers clicked on the wires. An URGENT banner scrolled across the top of the Associated Press file, followed by a story that was in the process of painting itself in print across their screens.


“Jeez,” Wendy exhaled. “Gillian Rose—dead!” Gillian Rose of Rose International, the country’s largest manufacturer of vitamins, supplements, and health foods, headquartered in Los Angeles.


Both women cast an inadvertent glance at the lineup of vitamins and supplements on Wendy’s desk, most of which bore the familiar red-rose logo of Rose International on their labels.


Within seconds, a walla-walla of excited talk erupted in the newsroom, and managing editor Pete Capra came bounding out of his glass-enclosed office and leaped up on top of the desk nearest his door, scattering files and papers and startling the reporter who happened to be sitting there—no mean feat for a burly Sicilian who was fifty-something, who’d never grasped the concept of regular exercise, who cooked gourmet Italian for his family and ate most of it himself, washed it down with cases of Chianti, and chain-smoked Marlboros when he wasn’t in one of his “I quit” phases, during which he was unfailingly, insufferably, cranky. Nonetheless, leaping up on a desk and barking orders was Capra’s MO whenever a huge breaker hit the wires.


“Riley, get a crew down to Rose International,” he roared, pointing at the assignment desk. “Maxi, you roll with the crew. Simms, Hinkle, hand off whatever you’re working on and get on the horn—I want us all over this, now.”


Maxi waited a few seconds until the story finished scrolling, clicked on the PRINT button, grabbed her purse, and headed for the elevators, stopping only to snatch the story off the nearby printer she’d directed it to as she scooted by.


Her crew, in the person of cameraman Rodger Harbaugh, was already waiting in front of the artists’ entrance when she got there, in the driver’s seat of a big blue Channel Six News van, motor running, passenger door open for her. Maxi jumped in, yanked the door shut, and buckled up as Rodger slammed the bulky truck into gear and rolled toward the station’s exit gates.


“What do you think’s fastest?” Rodger asked. He knew, of course, but had the courtesy to consult with his reporter on the route they’d take. Rodger Harbaugh was in his late forties, medium height, medium build, dark hair beginning to thin on top, and a face liberally creased with sun and laugh lines. He was a toughened veteran of the L.A. news beat—fast, efficient, a man of few words, even-tempered in the clutch, and he always got the shots.


“I’d go up over Barham and south on the Hollywood Freeway—inbound shouldn’t be too heavy right now,” Maxi answered.


She liked working with Harbaugh. She especially liked what he was not: He was not a totally self-absorbed alpha dog, which prototype, she knew from long experience, was legion among competing shooters out on the street every day in the frenetic L.A. news “gang bang.”


As the unwieldy van hurtled at seventy miles an hour on the freeway toward downtown Los Angeles, she clung to the grip bar while scanning the AP wire story she clutched in her other hand.


Gillian Rose had been found dead on the floor of her office, the copy said, in the glass-and-steel high-rise that housed the billion-dollar business she’d created and built with her husband. Gillian’s body had been discovered at 1:36 P.M.—a little more than twenty minutes ago, Maxi noted, glancing at her watch. Besides the usual police personnel, detectives from the LAPD’s elite Robbery-Homicide Division had already arrived at the scene—a tip-off that foul play hadn’t been ruled out.


The victim’s longtime assistant, Sandie Schaeffer, had come back from lunch and found her body, the story said. In a preliminary report, none of the several employees in proximity who were questioned saw or heard anything unusual. The deceased’s husband, the powerful Carter Rose, who had a suite of offices adjoining Gillian’s on the penthouse floor of the Rose building, was currently away on business in Taiwan.


“What do you know about Carter Rose?” Maxi asked her cameraman.


“Not much,” Rodger said. 


“Me either.”


As Maxi reflected on the fabulous Roses, she realized that while there often seemed to be a swirl of publicity revolving around Gillian Rose, very little was reported, written, or even spoken about Carter Rose. Touted as the business genius of the operation, he put up a very private front, leaving publicity and newsmaking to his stunning and articulate wife. And now, Maxi thought ironically, Gillian Rose had taken the spotlight again.
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Kendyl Scott’s beautiful eyes narrowed as she looked up to see her co-worker, Sandie Schaeffer, appear in the doorway to her office. Kendyl was Carter Rose’s personal assistant, had been since the company started eight years before. Statuesque, with burnished skin the color of rich molasses and dark ebony hair drawn into a sleek knot at the nape of her neck, she was head-turning gorgeous. For eight years she’d protected Carter Rose and his inner sanctum with proprietary fervor, like the mythical Cerberus guarding the entrance to Hades.


And for nearly eight years, she’d been sleeping with him.


Sandie Schaeffer, the personal assistant of Carter Rose’s now dead wife, was blond, sweetly pretty, five-foot-six, curvy, and quietly efficient. She, too, had been with the company since its inception. There had always been an unspoken air of rivalry between Kendyl and Sandie, heightened for Kendyl when she recently began to suspect that Carter Rose was also sleeping with Sandie.


Kendyl looked at the other woman without a smile and raised her eyebrows quizzically.


“Does he know?” Sandie asked.


“He knows.”


“And … ?”


“And he’s coming home.”


“Did he get a chance to meet with Chen Shui-bian?” Chen was the new president of Taiwan, and Rose had gone to Taipei for meetings to initiate distribution of Rose International products in that country.


“Of course not. He’s only been there a few hours.”


“When will he get back here?”


“I’m not sure,” Kendyl said with a hard look, which was code for I’m not telling you. It was not for any pressing reason that she withheld information from Sandie other than that from long habit, neither woman would easily give up a whit of control to the other. And Sandie knew the code; she knew there was no way she was going to get anything more out of Kendyl. She turned abruptly and exited the suite.


Kendyl resumed fielding phone calls—people reacting to the shocking news of Gillian Rose’s death, which was just getting out on radio and television.


When the police talked to her after Gillian’s body was found, she gave them Carter’s cell-phone number and one of the detectives called him at once, used the phone on her desk to do it. Kendyl heard only the officer’s side of the conversation. Heard him telling Carter that his wife was dead. Heard the questions he asked, could not hear Carter’s answers. When the officer was finished, he handed the receiver to Kendyl. “He wants to talk to you,” he’d said.


Carter sounded stricken. He asked her what she knew about what happened. Nothing, she told him. He asked her to make a return flight reservation for him immediately. She did. He was in the air now, and she’d scheduled a car to pick him up at 5 A.M. tomorrow at LAX. She would accompany the driver out to the airport to pick up her boss. Her lover.


Lowering her eyes, she allowed herself a hint of a smile. Now that Gillian was dead, Carter Rose was going to be her husband. That was her plan.
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As the Channel Six News van screeched to a halt outside the Rose building at Number One Wilshire in downtown Los Angeles, members of the press had already begun to gather around the entrance, dragging cable, planting lights and tripods, jockeying for prime position to shoot the comings and goings of personnel relevant to the story, and waiting for the inevitable press briefing.


 The Rose building boasted twenty-six floors of prestigious office space in the heart of downtown, nine floors of which, the ground floor and the top eight, housed the offices, showrooms, conference rooms, and laboratories of Rose International. While Rodger Harbaugh hauled equipment out of the back of the van to set up, Maxi whispered in his ear, then quickly slipped around the building to the underground garage entrance.


She’d known Gillian Rose, had interviewed her several times for stories on the couple’s business, their political activism, their philanthropy. She’d been to some of the lavish charity dinner parties the Roses had held at their Beverly Hills home, and she’d lunched with Gillian a few times when their schedules jibed. She’d never completely warmed to the woman, Maxi reflected as she darted between the phalanx of cars, trucks, SUVs, and such lined up in the dark parking structure. It wasn’t that she’d disliked Gillian Rose, she’d just never counted her as a friend. Theirs had been a symbiotic relationship: For Maxi, the powerful businesswoman was a valuable contact; for Gillian, Maxi Poole was an effective conduit to the press.


Gillian had once given her the code to the building’s back elevator, which was tucked in a corner at the far end of the parking structure on the street floor, an express that soared nonstop to the penthouse. Back then, Maxi and crew had come to Gillian’s office to get a quick sound bite from her on a state bill to regulate dietary supplements, a bill that would greatly affect the Rose company’s business. Gillian had been rushing out to catch a plane, but it was important to her to voice her opinion on the news that night, so she’d directed the journalists to the express elevator to save time. Now, at that same elevator door, Maxi had no trouble remembering the code, because it spelled out “Rose” on the keypad: 7673. She punched in the numbers and the stainless-steel doors parted immediately and soundlessly.


There was just one button inside, labeled PH. She pushed it, and the small, darkly mirrored car whooshed upward at high speed. In seconds the doors opened, and Maxi found herself on the penthouse level, which housed the upper-echelon executive suites. As working press, she was not authorized to be there.


Maxi put one of her personal aphorisms in play: Act like you know exactly what you’re doing and people will think you know exactly what you’re doing. She walked purposefully past desks and cubicles to Gillian Rose’s suite, then brushed by the unoccupied desk of Gillian’s assistant to the open door of the inner office, blocked off, now, by a double strip of yellow crime-scene tape. Although there’d been no specific mention of it in the wire story, the police were treating this death as a crime, Maxi noted.


She peered over the tape. A few feet to the right of a broad, black slate-topped desk, the body of Gillian Rose lay crumpled on the floor, police personnel working soundlessly around it. From her vantage, Maxi could see no wounds, no blood.


Gillian was dressed in her usual style—minimal but expensive, hip but offbeat. No uptight Laura Bush–boring nubby wool designer suits for her, Gillian had joked to Maxi once; she draped her long, lean, well-toned body in simple chic. But she did wear uptown jewelry, and loads of it, important, pricey pieces. Characteristic Gillian Rose, of the understated, skintight, thigh-high little black skirts and dresses, which Maxi had always seen as simple backdrops for her opulent jewels. Now Maxi took note of the gargantuan diamond earrings, the lavish gold necklace, the slim, gemstone-encrusted bracelet guards to the diamond-studded Patek Philippe watch, and Gillian’s highly publicized ten-carat emerald dinner ring on the impeccably manicured hand that was splayed out in front of her.


Still, studying Gillian’s lifeless body now, lying on her stomach, her face turned toward the outer office doors, her eyes half open, something about her bothered Maxi. Something looked off, somehow. Out of sync with the woman’s larger-than-life public persona. What was it about Gillian Rose in death that she was missing? Maxi asked herself.


Distracted by footsteps behind her, she turned to see the coroner approaching—not one of the many medical examiners who worked in the coroner’s office, but Sam Nagataki, the Los Angeles County coroner, the top dog himself, in a well-cut black silk suit, crisp white shirt, gold cuff links, expensive shoes, designer tie. Big priority death scene, this one. There would be a lot of publicity.


As Nagataki approached the crime-scene tape, Maxi edged close to him. “Dr. Nagataki,” she whispered, “may I have just a word—”


“Not now, Maxi—you know better,” he said in terse undertones. Maxi did know better, of course, but that never stopped her from taking a shot. As Nagataki stooped under the tape, he slipped the reporter the slightest hint of a smile, which signaled to her that of course he’d talk, later. Nagataki loved the press.


Nobody had ordered Maxi out of the area yet. Act like you know exactly what you’re doing. … Would be nice if she had Rodger behind her with his camera. But then they’d both be thrown out of there for sure.


The swarm of police personnel backed off as Nagataki knelt beside the body, touching nothing, his eyes slowly scanning the inanimate form, starting at the feet: black suede four-inch Manolo Blahnik heels, the right one still on, the other kicked to the side, revealing bright red polished toenails showing through sheer, dark gray hose.


Maxi followed the doctor’s gaze as it traversed long legs that traveled up to the hem of a skimpy, black leather skirt, made even shorter because it had been forced upward underneath the body, presumably in Gillian’s fall to the floor. Then up over the tight black chenille sweater, also pushed up, displaying a couple of inches of well-tanned, perfect midriff. Nagataki’s eyes continued slowly upward to the long, slim neck, and over the expertly made-up oval-shaped face, its right cheek ground into the carpet—the face not classically beautiful, but exotically attractive. The mouth, open as if in disbelief, baring large, flawless white teeth. Bright red lipstick, still fresh. The softly rounded chin, the angular nose. The eyes . . .


The eyes! Maxi flashed. Partly open. Dusky, charcoal brown eyes. That’s what’s off! The eyes of Gillian Rose, eyes Maxi knew, eyes that for years had been photographed in newspapers and magazines, in the company’s commercials and print ads, larger than life on billboards at times. The Gillian Rose Maxi Poole and countless millions knew, or had seen pictures of, had eyes that were not dark brown—they were vivid, sparkling, cerulean blue.


A voice just behind her ear uttered a low, raspy, “Yo, Max.” She jumped and wheeled around, bumping into a grinning Rodger Harbaugh holding the big Panasonic DVCpro minicam down by his side, as if no one would notice it if it wasn’t perched on his shoulder.


“Jesus, Rodg!” she whispered. “You scared the hell out of me.”


“Sorry.” Rodger was clearly pleased with himself.


“How did you get up here?”


“I was your shooter on the supplement legislation story, remember? I watched you punch in the secret elevator code that day.”


He quickly hoisted the camera up and started rolling—they both knew it would be a matter of minutes, maybe seconds, before he would be nicely but firmly asked to leave the building. And they knew that she couldn’t get tossed out with him, or that would make news.


“Okay, I’m out of here,” she said. “Get what you can. Of course we can’t use it. This is private property—”


“I know, Max,” Harbaugh pronounced in low tones, his eye pressed to the viewfinder. “We’ll bring it in for the dead file.”
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Maxi was sitting in her study, laptop open, going through e-mail, when her dog bounded into the room. “Hey,Yuke, you’re not supposed to be lifting weights either,” she told the big Alaskan malamute as he came trotting over to her with a package in his mouth. Yukon had been slashed by the same killer who’d attacked Maxi several weeks before. It had landed them both in the hospital, she at Saint Joseph’s in Burbank, he at the Eagle Vets on Robertson. He was doing okay now, though she could tell he was still a little sore. So was she. They were both still healing.


Yukon sat and lifted his chin, offering her the package. She hadn’t seen it at her door when she came in from work a while ago; the mail carrier on her route was known to take items that wouldn’t fit in her mailbox and tuck them down in the shrubbery next to her front door. Yukon, of course, missed nothing.


“Oh, boy,” she muttered, absently giving his neck a rub. The package looked suspicious. The size and shape of a big round loaf of bread, wrapped in scruffy, frayed brown paper and tied clumsily with string, it looked like a lot of the parcels she received from all manner of crazos out there who wanted to send “presents” to their favorite anchorwoman. Maxi routinely sent them down to the mail room to be X-rayed.


She took this one gingerly from Yukon’s mouth and held it at arm’s length. She didn’t like that it had come to her home; in this age of technology, there were many ways a nutcase could get someone’s home address, a growing danger.


Scrutinizing the label, she breathed with relief. No wonder it looks dirty and beat-up, she thought. The sender was her friend and colleague, reporter Richard Winningham, and the return address was somewhere in Pakistan. Richard was in the region on temporary assignment, but the prolonged war against terrorism was turning from “temporary” to “indefinite.”


She reached into her WAKE UP WITH RICK DEES coffee mug and pulled out a pair of scissors. And, yes, she still woke up every morning with KIIS-FM’s popular disc jockey—listening to him, that is, not sleeping with him. Maxi had been romantically unencumbered, as she liked to put it, since her marriage had ended in divorce more than a year ago. She and Richard Winningham were close, ever since he’d saved her life while she was covering the ill-fated story that nearly killed her. Between them there had been little sensual stirrings, small hints and flutters, but they’d never taken it to first base. Probably because both of them knew without saying it that an office romance was usually a bad idea. And now he was in the Middle East, sending her … what?


While Yukon looked on, panting attentively, she snipped the string and pulled off the paper, and a note fluttered to the floor. She scooped it up before Yukon did—her dog thought everything was delicious. It was handwritten in pencil on rough orange paper: 


Hi Max—


A gift from the marketplace in scenic Islamabad—a reminder of just how lucky we are. I miss the station, I miss my Audi TT, I even miss Capra, and I miss you.


RW


She pulled out folds of a purplish blue fabric. Oh Lord, she gasped. A bourkha. Yes, she did know how lucky she was. And how lucky he was, she thought with a shudder. Journalists worldwide had been sobered by the murder of Wall Street Journal correspondent Daniel Pearl. Richard could have turned down the war assignment, she knew. He hadn’t.


Her phone rang. It was her boss, Pete Capra—he never said hello. “Carter Rose gets in tomorrow,” he barked. “You and Harbaugh are at LAX for his arrival—East Orient Air, Flight 20, 5:32 A.M.”


Maxi scribbled the information on a Post-it pad. She glanced at her watch: 8:15 P.M. “Guess I’d better go to bed now,” she said.


“Whatever.”


“You have a nice evening too,” she lilted, and put down the phone.


Capra’s style of dealing with news and newsies was a lot of guff. Maxi knew that deep within that lumpy bear body of his he actually did have a heart, but she couldn’t resist dishing up some of his own back at him now and then.


She sighed. She could go to bed now, but getting to sleep was a joke. Her schedule had been so erratic for so long that her body clock was on something like Venusian time—she could never get to sleep before two, three in the morning. But to be at the airport at five she’d have to get up at three. Fine, she thought. Good thing she didn’t have a love interest. No time for a relationship.


When she’d got back to the station after covering the Gillian Rose story that afternoon, she’d ducked into an edit bay to view the tape Rodger Harbaugh had shot before he was politely ordered to remove himself and his camera from the premises. Most subjects of news stories do not beat up on television journalists in the same way they do the paparazzi. They do it, but without the cursing and the fisticuffs; it’s in most of their interests to keep outwardly friendly relations with the legitimate press. Also, it looks bad when they’re caught on camera acting like arrogant bullies, and you can count on any station that gets good shots of a bona fide fight to play up that footage on the news, with ongoing teases featuring the incriminating pictures and an anchor voicing-over something like: “Prominent CEO turns violent in company parking lot—on the news at eleven.”


In the dark of the edit room, Maxi had labeled the cassette GILLIAN ROSE: BODY, dated it, then marked it DF with a broad circle around the letters, assuring that the tape would be put in the dead file so it couldn’t accidentally get on the air. Any footage that was logged into the tape library, or put on the “Today” shelf, was fair game for writers, reporters, and editors to use in teases and cut pieces.


The dead file was a wall of locked cabinets back in the tape library where they stored any sensitive tape that couldn’t be aired but shouldn’t be erased, tape whose content was potentially valid but currently unsubstantiated, or too gory to show, or was deemed libelous, slanderous, or otherwise legally questionable but might be needed down the road if the story changed or in a possible lawsuit. In this case, they could not legally air tape that was shot on private property after a company spokesperson had specifically enjoined the journalists from continuing to shoot or airing what they had. The only pictures that could be shown with the Gillian Rose story that night had been shot outside the building.


Maxi had carefully reviewed her exclusive footage of the body of Gillian Rose lying on the floor in her penthouse office. Harbaugh had gotten close-ups of the deceased and wide shots of the police activity. Great pictures, but virtually useless. The tape could be aired only if Rose International, in the public interest, reversed the company’s previous order and gave written permission, which was highly unlikely. And even if that should happen, showing a dead body on the news was always questionable. So the tape would remain in the potentially volatile dead file, to which only top news management had access.


Staring at the shots, even in the extreme close-ups, Maxi could not detect anything out of the ordinary about Gillian’s eyes, and certainly not their color. What she’d seen, or thought she’d seen, must have been an illusion—perhaps the light was hitting Gillian’s eyes in a way that made them look dark brown. Not that it mattered much, she mused—dead is dead.


In any case, there was no way she would be getting much sleep tonight, she knew. The tape that would be playing on both her waking and dreaming mind-screen long into the small hours would feature the dead body of Gillian Rose.
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Maxi glanced at the digital clock readout on the dash, then floored her thirteen-year-old black Corvette; she was southbound on the San Diego Freeway headed toward LAX, with no time to spare. What else was new? Couldn’t fall asleep nights; had trouble hauling herself out of bed in the mornings. After little better than three hours’ sleep she’d foundered through her morning ritual, given each of her tired eyes a shot of Visine, and managed to get herself into a slim gray business suit and heels. She had the makeup thing down, thank the Lord and Max Factor—she could put on a camera-ready face in exactly six minutes.


It was 4:42 A.M. Very little traffic on the freeway at that hour. She had to get herself out to the airport, park her car in one of the high-tiered parking structures, and navigate across the congested eight-lane thoroughfare to the East Orient terminal, all much more time consuming now with heavily tightened security since 9/11. Then make the long walk down the busy concourse to the arrival gate and try to find her cameraman in the mass of media she knew would be milling about, there to meet Carter Rose’s flight.


She heard the siren before she saw the lights behind her. A California Highway Patrol motorcycle loomed in her rearview mirror. “Damn!” Maxi said aloud. She was nailed.


Pulling over onto the shoulder, she came to a stop and yanked on the emergency brake. Then, keeping her seatbelt fastened, she reached into the glove box for her registration and insurance card, then into her purse for her driver’s license, rolled down her window, then raised both arms up from the elbows so the officer could see them, her left hand holding the documents—all before the officer reached her window. She knew the drill: Make no sudden moves in his presence, no diving into a bag or compartment, give him no cause for alarm.


He turned out to be a she.


“Good morning,” said the trim, fresh-faced CHP officer at her driver’s-side window, the name BRAXTON shining on her brass nameplate.


“I hoped it would be, Officer Braxton,” Maxi said with a chagrined smile, handing the woman her papers.


“Do you know how fast you were going, Ms. Poole?” Braxton said without having glanced down at the documents in her hand. Reporter Maxi Poole was high profile in Southern California.


“Uh … I’m not sure,” Maxi answered. “I’m due at the airport on a story.”


“I clocked you at eighty-two miles an hour.”


“No! Really?” Maxi exclaimed with a sinking heart.


“I’ll be right back,” said Officer Braxton, who set off toward her motorcycle, taking Maxi’s documents with her.


Damn, damn, damn, damn! Maxi thought but didn’t say aloud. It was her own fault, of course. This was going to make her even later. The officer had recognized her—did that mean she’d cut her a break? Doubtful, Maxi knew. Once in a while an officer would let her slide with a warning. She hoped this would be one of those times.


No such luck. Braxton reappeared at her window with the ticket written up. “Would you sign this, please, Ms. Poole?” she asked.


“Sure,” Maxi said, resignedly taking the clipboard and pen offered. She signed and handed back the paper “confession.”


“Be careful,” Braxton said in parting. “Slow down, okay?”


Maxi sighed, and nodded, and rolled up her window. Two women doing their jobs. This meant a hefty fine, and another nine hours in traffic school spread out over three nights after work. And now she was really running late. And she didn’t dare go a mile over the speed limit; glancing in the rearview mirror as she eased back out onto the freeway, she saw that Braxton was right on her tail.


Interesting, Maxi had to admit to herself, a woman officer mounted on the powerful, intimidating-looking CHP bike. Usually female officers used patrol cars and male officers jockeyed the motorcycles, the macho machines. Even though put in a foul mood from her encounter with Braxton, she considered contacting her through her badge number on the ticket and doing a profile on her for the news.


She watched as Braxton peeled off ahead of her into traffic, and tried to dismiss the idea. That little grudging, nasty part of her that she strove to keep in check wanted no part of glorifying this pretty, perky person who’d ruined her morning. But she knew that later in the day she would have to argue with that part of herself and effort a story on Officer Braxton. Professionalism would out. And, she would make sure, so would her better self.


“Plane’s twenty minutes late,” Rodger Harbaugh said when she skidded to his side in the crush of media waiting at the East Orient gate.


“Lucked out again,” Maxi breathed.


“Nick of time,” Rodger threw out as they saw the first of the passengers pouring down the ramp and colliding with a wall of reporters ten deep. Not one of the journalists would budge an inch to let the passengers by; the tired travelers were forced to squeeze against the walls around the edges of the media horde, wheeling overnight bags behind them, lugging backpacks, and hefting shopping bags, laptops, totes, purses, diaper bags, coats, jackets, umbrellas, some maneuvering cranky children in front of them.


“Here he comes!” somebody yelled. Cameras started rolling, flashbulbs popping, as the handsome Carter Rose surfaced in the crowd, squinting against the lights. Like the biblical Red Sea the media parted, making way for him to walk down the middle. The clearing suddenly presented was the path of least resistance and he took it before realizing that the hubbub was for him. If other passengers entertained the hope of following this man down the right-of-way, they were soon disabused of that notion as reporters pushed to close in behind Carter Rose.


Eyes straight ahead, the subject of all the media tumult made slow progress, doggedly moving forward through the pack, blinking in the harsh lights aimed directly at his eyes, muttering a few “No comment”s at shouted questions.


Then, inexplicably, he paused, made a right-angle turn, and headed straight for Maxi Poole from Channel Six. Maxi shot a glance at Rodger, who kept rolling as a somber and exhausted-looking Carter Rose, briefcase in hand, topcoat over his arm, approached the Channel Six News camera. Maxi seized the opportunity, raised her handheld microphone to her mouth, and spoke first.


“Mr. Rose, what do you know about your wife’s death?” She thrust the mike under his chin.


“Hello, Maxi,” Rose said. “I don’t know anything except what the police told me.”


“What did the police tell you?”


“That they found her … yesterday, I think. I don’t even know what day this is. . . .” The man had been on an airplane for more than eleven hours.


“Where are you going now? To get some sleep?”


“No. I’m going to Parker Center. To talk to them,” he said, with a nod over his shoulder, indicating two men in street clothes. Maxi assumed they were LAPD detectives who’d met his flight. With that, Rose moved off, and Rodger and the rest of the shooters followed with their cameras.


As she ran with the pack behind Carter Rose, Maxi made mental notes on how she perceived him. Tired. Seemingly not nervous. But not distraught, either. Good-looking, certainly: fortyish, about six feet tall, a hint of stubble on even features, expensively styled but slightly mussed light brown hair, well-cut business suit, polished Italian loafers, manicured fingernails. No surprises.


Rodger switched off the camera and picked up the pace. Carter Rose skipped the baggage-claim area—his chauffeur would probably pick up his luggage, Maxi figured.


For better vantage, the media gang pushed en masse in front of Rose and the two detectives, camerapersons still shooting as their subjects piled into an unmarked car. One of the detectives took the driver’s seat, the other climbed into the backseat with the man of the hour. Their car slid quickly away from the curb and into traffic.


As the newsies scattered, Maxi whispered to Rodger, “What the hell was that about?”


“What that?” Rodger asked.


“Carter Rose giving me an exclusive. Even calling me by name, which will be great in the piece.”


Harbaugh shot a quick look at Maxi’s sculpted features, her glowing cheeks flushed from running, her full lips glimmering in smoky pink lipstick, the bright green eyes, blond hair shining in the lights, her long, trim body in the fitted gray silk suit, the spiky black heels, purse swinging from her shoulder, microphone in hand, her air of supreme competence overlaid with a look of vulnerability, like she really did need a man to slay dragons for her.


“Because he’s a guy,” was all he said.


“Oh, please, Rodg. He just found out that his wife is dead, maybe murdered, he’s spent the entire night on an airplane from China—not that he said anything to me, really, but I’m sure the last thing he wanted to do was talk to the press. So, why?”


Harbaugh gave her a crooked smile and a palms-up shrug, not easy with a thirty-pound minicam on his shoulder. Clearly, he believed what he’d said, that it was a “guy” thing.


Maxi knew different. Carter Rose had an agenda, and she had a feeling she was going to find out what it was.
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Great get!” producer Wendy Harris called from the open door of the edit bay, where Maxi was recutting her morning piece for the Four O’clock News.


“Huh?” Maxi said.


“Your little exclusive with Carter Rose, of course, what else? What planet are you on, Maxi?”


“I’m walking and talking and doing, but I am actually asleep,” Maxi responded. She’d been up and working for twelve hours, and still had three more hours to go before the Six O’clock newscast that she co-anchored with Rob Reordan. Between now and then, she had to do live reports on the set for the Four and the Five.


“Nobody else had him talking,” Wendy went on. “Not at the airport, not at Parker Center, not all day.”


“He gave me a dozen words and I’ve romanced them every which way since Sunday—I oughtta be ashamed.”


Wendy cocked her head, calculating. “Thirty-seven words,” she said after a moment. “I know them by heart—I’ve cut ’em up and danced ’em around for every tease and every show since you fed in at six this morning.”


Maxi chuckled. “Since Carter Rose is my new best friend,” she said, “what do you think my chances are of getting a real interview with him?”


“Nada. I’ve already called, and you gotta know that every media gang in the country is trying to get to him, but he has the palace guard up now. You caught him on some kind of groggy whim this morning. By now I’m sure he’s wide awake and talking to his lawyers.”


“Mmmm … I don’t think this guy operates on whims, groggy or otherwise. He strikes me as way too cool.”


“Maybe, but I’m betting we still can’t score. Wanna give him a try yourself? Couldn’t hurt.”


“Got numbers?”


“Sure … his private at the office, his assistant, his home, his car phone, his cell, his mistress—”


“His mistress? Who—”


“Just kidding,” Wendy sang with a grin. “Wanted to see if you were paying attention.”


“Barely. I’m on autopilot. Would you leave the numbers on my desk? I’ll give it a shot—nothing to lose.”


“By the way, did you know that a few of our competition are so desperate on this one that they called here to get a statement from you, since you actually talked with the man this morning. Wanted your reaction, et cetera. We respectfully declined on your behalf.”


“Thank you,” Maxi deadpanned. Then, as an afterthought, she turned from the edit-room monitors and looked squarely at Wendy. “We would never resort to something that shabby, would we?”


“Sure we would,” her producer tossed off. “If we had nothing else to go with.”


“What a business,” Maxi muttered with an edge of distaste.


“You love it.”


“Ya, but … jeeesh, what a business.”


Wendy went out into the newsroom, and Maxi turned her attention back to Jack Worth, her editor. She planned to cut a version of her Carter Rose story for the Four, another version for the Five, and run the entire piece on her Six O’clock News. Then go home, feed Yukon, do her forty-five minutes on the treadmill, and collapse.


The phone rang; Worth snatched it up. “For you, Max,” the editor said, handing over the receiver. “It’s Wendy.”


“Hey girl, you don’t get enough of me?” Maxi quipped.


“You’re not gonna freaking believe this,” Wendy said. “Carter Rose has called a news conference for tomorrow—it just moved on the wires. And you’re on it—Capra put out the assignment sheet himself.”


“So the mountain is coming to Mohammed,” Maxi said.
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In the news at the top of the hour—”


“Oh,shut up,” Maxi groaned at the clock-radio. After her sixteen-hour workday yesterday, 7 A.M. came much too early.


“. . . three people killed in a head-on collision on the Santa Ana Freeway in the city of Norwalk—”


Maxi put a pillow over her head and held it there with one hand while groping for the snooze bar with the other. Couldn’t find the damn thing. She gave up, dropping her hand over the side of the bed. Until somebody started licking it.


“No, Yukon, puh-leeeze, give me a break. Five more minutes . . .”


No way. The boy wanted breakfast. Heaving a big sigh, she dropped the pillow on the floor, then dropped her feet to the carpet and sat up.


“. . . business news: On the big board, stock in Rose International, the giant health-products company based in Los Angeles, took a big hit this morning, opening at eighty-seven at the bell, now down to seventy-nine, and the trading day is still young … Wall Street reacting to the death yesterday of its co-founder and co-CEO, thirty-seven-year-old Gillian Rose, the wife of—


Maxi stared at the clock-radio. Whoa, a normal business reaction? she wondered. It wouldn’t seem so, certainly not if the company was healthy. Maybe Carter Rose would have something to say about the company’s stock dive at his news conference this morning; the press would be all over him about that. Rose had to have taken a hit in his own personal fortune, she considered. Then again, he no longer had a wife he had to split that fortune with.


Somebody was licking her ankle now. “Okay, Yuke, I give up.” She hauled herself off the bed. Had to take the guy for a walk. Then breakfast, then suit up, race to the office, check the wires, see what’s doing, then team up with her crew and drive back over to the Westside for the Carter Rose news conference.


Odd, she mused, that the man had called a major press conference at his Beverly Hills home instead of at the company headquarters downtown. Even if he was in a state of devastation over his wife’s death, she couldn’t imagine why he would want to let a gang of rowdy newspeople invade his personal space and trample all over his petunias. Oh, well, she’d find out soon enough—this morning’s parley was set for ten-thirty. Meantime, she would surf the Net to find out anything that had made it to cyberspace about the players, the policies, and the stock drop at Rose International.
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