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      Leni wants hot cocoa. Maybe some eggs. Scrambled. Over easy. Whatever the night chef can do.

      The restaurant is mostly empty, and badly designed. What architect in his right mind designs huge windows in an Illinois family restaurant that overlooks two intersecting roads and some ranch houses that have seen better days?

      She’s opted for a seat away from the windows, in the back corner, underneath a heating duct that blows hot air downward, for what good that will do. Since heat rises.

      She’d like to find whoever designed this place and strangle him, but she’s too tired. Her Nokia—her personal cell phone—sits beside the menu, voicemail after voicemail after voicemail stacked up.

      Her Blackberry remains in her purse. She’s done working for the day. The week. The month.

      Supposedly.

      She puts a hand over her face—a chilled hand over her chilled face—and wonders if she can clean up this mess she’s made.

      “Heya, Hon.” The waitress’s voice snaps her out of the self-pity. “Whatcha having?”

      Eggs, bacon, waffles, everything Leni shouldn’t have one week away from her wedding. The dress fits, but it could fit even better.

      She orders the worst breakfast available at this time of night. She deserves that much food. After the past three days, she deserves it all.

      The waitress taps her pen on the order pad, and promises hot chocolate immediately. With a coffee chaser. Because nothing is keeping Leni awake tonight. Except maybe guilt.

      She slides her Nokia into her purse, too, hoping the square black phone doesn’t hit the Blackberry. She’d hate to admit to the bosses back at the network that she cracked one phone with the other.

      All the way across the restaurant, the glass door opens, and a man in a long black overcoat enters. He stops at the Please Wait To Be Seated sign, and blows on his hands, even though they’re encased in leather gloves.

      Leni recognizes him from TV the night before—local late-night anchor and investigative reporter. He has the square jaw, the matching cheekbones, the sharp brown eyes, and the perfect brown hair that doesn’t seem mussed, even though the wind has come up in the last few hours.

      That wind is making its chilly way toward her. Oh, wonderful. She picked the spot farthest from the door where you can still feel everything the door brought with it. Or, maybe there was no seat in this all-night place where the weather didn’t encroach.

      The waitress is the only one working, and apparently she’s not paying attention. Handsome Anchor Man scans the restaurant, and then his laser-sharp gaze falls on Leni.

      She wants to turn away, but it’s too late.

      He’d seen her doing her live shot this morning from the side of the Old State Capitol here in Springfield. She’d found that spot before the sun was up and guarded it like an attack dog. If she was going to miss three days of wedding prep, then she was going to do the best live shot possible, and maybe impress the brass.

      Part of the best shot possible was having the best possible location. Guarding that spot, even though her cameraman helped, was what had given her this god-awful chill. And that chill had better not turn into a cold. The last thing she wants to do next Saturday is sniffle her way through the ceremony she’s been planning for the better part of a year now.

      She smiles weakly at Handsome Anchor Man hoping he takes the smile for the polite Midwestern response that it is rather than as an invitation to join her. He smiles in return and raises one of those gloved hands in a hello.

      Then he walks over.

      Ambition trumps everything. She’s network; he’s not—at least not yet. He will get to the network someday. He’s got that Brian Williams/Dan Rather jaw, and unless he has some kind of meltdown or he’s too dumb to do a live interview, he’s going to sail through.

      The camera loves him. She saw that last night.

      “Hey,” he says, pulling off the leather glove on his right hand and extending that hand for a shake. “I’m Jason Armbruster.”

      She has to take his hand. To do otherwise is rude.

      “Leni Walker,” she says, standing a little so she can reach him. Their fingers meet, she slides in for the shake and notices how warm and dry his hand is. She wants to pull it closer, hug it, maybe as a heat source, maybe because it feels so very good.

      Instead, she lets go and sits down.

      “I saw your report this morning. Great stuff.” He pulls off the other glove. “I’m the evening guy at—”

      “I know,” she says. “I saw you last night when I was surfing.”

      “Mind if I join you?” he asks.

      “I’m not sure I’ll be great company,” she says. “I’m exhausted.”

      “I’m not looking for great company,” he says. “I’m hoping to pick your brain.”

      God save her from local reporters with dreams of grandeur.

      “I’m not sure what I can tell you,” she says without inviting him to sit. “This was a one-off. Next week at this time, I hope to be on a flight to Hawaii.”

      “Not chasing Senator Obama around Iowa?” Armbruster asks.

      “There’s nothing to do in Iowa right now,” she says. “Besides, Iowa should be familiar with him. He should’ve gotten a lot of coverage from you folks, right? And you’re the dominant media market.”

      “I’m not,” he says. “But Illinois does have a greater-than-normal impact on the Hawkeye State.”

      He grins at his own words, which clearly sound like Anchor-Lingo, and shrugs a single shoulder.

      “Look, I’m sorry I intruded,” he says. “I just had never seen a presidential bid announcement in person before and I wanted to discuss it with someone else who has.”

      He has surprised her. She thought he was going to ask how she had gotten her network gig, and what he had to do to get there. Maybe he’s blowing smoke up her butt just so he can sit down, but maybe not.

      He’s presenting as sincere. But Handsome Anchor Men always present as sincere. It’s a requirement of the job.

      “I’m being rude,” she says. “Have a seat.”

      “Thanks.” He removes his overcoat and bunches it up, and sets it down before he scoots into the booth.

      The waitress appears with both mugs—the hot chocolate and the coffee. Then she glances at Armbruster.

      “The usual?” she asks.

      He nods.

      She grins at him, then walks away.

      “Studio’s not too far from here,” he says, as if that explains why he’s here on a Saturday, and why the waitress recognized him. Maybe it does.

      Leni grabs the hot cocoa and wraps her hands around the mug. It’s really hot, almost searing hot, and at the moment that feels good.

      “You can have the coffee,” she says. “I’ll get another.”

      “Thanks,” he says and takes the mug. He doesn’t doctor the coffee with anything.

      She’s pulled the cocoa close enough to her that the steam rising from the liquid is bathing her face. She probably looks a fright. The on-air makeup hard-baked on in the cold, and her makeup removal kit had literally frozen in the van. She managed to clean off the mascara, so she doesn’t have raccoon eyes, but the base is probably still patched along her skin and when she last checked, the lipstick was half-on, half-off her mouth.

      She shouldn’t care. He’s gorgeous, but not someone she can pay attention to. Not with Peter waiting at home, somewhat impatiently, judging by the many voicemails he’s left.

      “Full confession,” she says. “I’ve never seen a presidential bid announcement before either, not in person or on TV. I’m here because the usual political reporter got hospitalized with food poisoning two days ago, and I’m closest.”

      Armbruster gives her a sideways I don’t believe you, look. “If that’s the case, they could’ve flown someone else in.”

      “They didn’t think it was worth the expense,” she says.

      Armbruster raises his eyebrows. “Really? An announcement like that—”

      “Nationally, no one is taking the senator all that seriously. They’re covering him because he’s an anomaly. But when my boss called, he said—” And here she launched into her stellar imitation of a boss that Armbruster had never met. “‘Senator Obama is charming and an excellent speaker. But he’s a lightweight, and it won’t take long for the public to realize that he’s an amateur.’”

      “Your boss is in for a big surprise,” Armbruster says. “We’ve been covering the senator since his days in the state house, and we’ve learned to never underestimate him.”

      Leni shrugs. “Not my concern, not my beat. And November 2008 is a long way away. A lot can happen by then.”

      “They’re not giving you Obama?” Armbruster says. “I thought the person who covers the announcement gets the gig.”

      Armbruster sounds sincere. He looks sincere. He seems interested, but is he interested because he wants to learn how the network works or because he wants to talk politics?

      “We’ll see what they think of the reporting I did today,” she says. “I shouldn’t even be here. I had other plans this weekend.”

      One part of her brain—a rules-bound naggy part of her brain—points out that she didn’t tell Armbruster she’s getting married next week. Other plans sounds vague. Canceling the bachelorette party so she can run to Illinois, stand in the frigid cold, and talk about the campaign of a man who probably will be a footnote in history, that’s something she’s not sure she wants to look at.

      “You did spectacularly well,” Armbruster says, and for a minute, she thinks he’s commenting on cancelling the party.

      Then she realizes he’s talking about her live on-air report.

      “You’re kind,” she says.

      “I mean it,” he says. “I was heading out of the cold, and you caught me. I watched the whole thing.”

      Her cheeks heat. She realizes at that moment that she’s warm, now. Finally.

      Maybe it’s the compliments. Maybe it’s his smile, which—she has to admit—is pretty breathtaking. Maybe it’s simply that enough time has passed and her body is finally, finally, accepting that it’s no longer outside in the eight-degree windchill.

      “I mean,” he says, “you only had—what? a day?—and you knew all of that stuff about Abe Lincoln’s career here, and the history of the Old State Capitol, and how this—what did you call him?—‘lanky political novice wants to harken back to another lanky political novice who managed to change the world.’ I mean, you were one of the only reporters today who knew that Abe Lincoln didn’t start his career here. He revived it here. The symbolism doesn’t quite work as well as Senator Obama wants it to.”
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