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E

nvy at first sight. Definitely. Chelan took one look at Tess Cunningham, sitting at the head of the cedar boardroom table, then experienced such a craving to stand in the woman’s thousand-dollar shoes that she was almost paralyzed. She wanted Tess’s job title—Vice President, News, Programming and Operations, Lions View Television, Channel Two. She wanted a family like Tess’s, her parents and brother owning half of the city. But more than anything, she wanted Tess’s confidence.

The Executive Floor was not Chelan’s usual turf, but when Matthew Dixon, the news director, asked for a volunteer to deliver a box to the president’s office, she seized the opportunity. As a newcomer to the Vancouver TV station, her place on the ladder was precarious, and as a research assistant, her view of the upper echelon was usually blocked. She needed anything that could give her a better grip or vault her up to a less slippery perch. In her three months at the station, she had not even seen, much less met any of the movers and shakers. 

She hovered outside the partially open door.

“Item One. The team. As you know, we’ve been planning to create a new position, Executive Vice-President, and to ask Tess to take it on.” The president cleared his throat. “Circumstances dictate that we have to postpone that change.”

Interesting. Chelan leaned in to catch a glimpse of Tess’s face. Not a sign of any reaction. 

“Chelan Montgomery! What do you think you’re doing?” 

The words came in a hiss. Chelan turned to look. Uh-oh. Bad enough to be caught snooping, but what rotten luck that it had to be her boss.

“Matthew,” she whispered. “I didn’t want to interrupt them, but I wasn’t sure where to leave the box you sent up.”

Matthew Dixon looked at her as though she’d been unable to find a seagull at Ambleside Beach. “Go and ask my assistant.” Reaching past her, he pulled the door shut.

Bad, bad luck. 

Ξ

When the monsoons were howling and the Vancouver rain was horizontal, there was no better place to be than The Scribbler. It was a home away from home for every reporter, producer and editor in the city. Chelan dodged a friendly hug as she picked her way across the crowded room, two sudsy mugs of beer in hand. 

Keith Papineau watched her every step until the drinks arrived, intact, at their table.

“Next time, you go,” Chelan planted the mugs on the vinyl tabletop. 

“Glad to.” Keith was giving all his attention to her, not the beer, but maybe that was just good manners. That Shaughnessy private school upbringing showed up at odd moments. Or maybe it was his age—guys over forty sometimes seemed to look at women as if they were some unusual other species, while guys her own age seemed to just take them totally for granted.

“What is this, our third? Have we washed all the LV-TV dust off yet?” Chelan took a gulp.

“Naw, we’ll need at least two more,” Keith grinned at her as he pointed at a bit of foam on her upper lip. She could just imagine how geeky she looked. It was tough enough to be taken seriously, when she seemed barely old enough to vote. Even with her serious-journalist clothes and her long, red hair pulled back, she knew she didn’t look the part. Her grandmother told her that the skirts needed to be longer, the hair shorter, and the necklines higher before she’d be treated like an equal. Chelan could just guess what she’d say if she saw her with beer suds on her face.  

But this was the 21st century, not 1945, and solutions weren’t so simple. If it weren’t for Keith, she thought she’d go berserk in that newsroom. He was the best digger in the place, the reporter who hammered away at a lead until it cracked open and offered up its secrets to him or shriveled into dust. Once he took hold of a story he didn’t let it go. He was very generous with his time and his skills, too, helping her to figure out a problem more than once. Little problems, nothing career-destroying—at least, not until today. 

“Don’t worry about Matthew. He’ll forget all about this boardroom door thing.” Keith smiled as the music changed from soul to rock ‘n’ roll. “Now, let’s cut to the chase. What was it you were listening in on?” 

“I wasn’t there very long. The president was just announcing that they’re postponing Tess Cunningham’s promotion to executive vice-president.”

“No surprise. Latest ratings weren’t great.”

“She needs another brilliant Keith Papineau exposé to draw those viewers in. What are you working on right now?”

“Can’t say.” Keith drummed his fingertips on the table and scanned the room. 

Where was his usual blast of excitement for talking about his work?

“But it’s good, right?”

“Yeah, it’s good.” Keith leaned back from the table. “I can’t tell you much but it has to do with the marijuana   grow-ops.”

“And the money behind them?” Chelan guessed.

“Yeah.”

Either he had no enthusiasm for the story or he was distracted by something else.

“Connections? Surprising connections?” Chelan persisted.

Keith nodded. “Yeah. Long-time associates who want to let sleeping dogs lie.” He leaned back in his chair, and then drained the rest of his mug of beer. “As maybe they should.”

“That doesn’t sound like you.” Chelan tried to make eye contact.

“I think the police will have it nailed down in the next month or two.”

Chelan couldn’t believe he was talking about just following the herd and turning up at a police news conference to get the story. “You told me never to wait for the police, if I wanted to know what was going on.”

As a group of half-drunk reporters, with their assorted friends and acquaintances, roared through the door, Keith stiffened.

“The atmosphere has definitely taken a turn for the worse.” He stood and pulled on his jacket. “Come on. I’ll walk you to your car.”

A bit bossy, Chelan thought, but it was probably time to call it a night. She swallowed the last of her beer, then hustled to catch up to Keith at the door. He held it open for her to pass, then opened a black umbrella to shelter her from the rain.

“Whoa, what’s this? It’s like date treatment or something.” It was a joke, but he didn’t laugh. He steered her around the corner of the building to a sidewalk and tilted the umbrella so that they couldn’t be seen from the street.

“Chelan, there’s something I want to talk to you about.” His eyes were beaming some sort of message but she couldn’t decode it. Was he going to tell her a juicy piece of office gossip that couldn’t be spoken in a room full of professional snoopers? Or ask her to work with him on the grow-op story—or on some other important research piece? 

He winced. “Funny. I can blather on in front of a camera with no effort at all, but this kind of stuff is still hell.”

Chelan stared at him, waiting. He moved his face toward hers. Unbelievable—was he going to try to kiss her? She took a step back and pulled her purse across the front of her body, opened the zipper and groped for her car keys.

With most men, that would be enough. But either Keith didn’t get the ‘this is a dead end’ signal or just chose to ignore it.

“Chelan, there’s some chemistry here. We both know it.”

She raised her eyes to his and shook her head. He shook his in response, raising an eyebrow.

“No?” He smiled and she almost had a change of heart.

But—“No.”

“We could go as slow as you want. Maybe go out, somewhere other than this dive. Talk about something other than work.”  

“Keith, I can’t.”

“Do I get a reason?”

“You get at least three. You’ve only been separated from your wife for three months. We work together. And I’m seeing somebody else.”

Chelan often felt moods rising from people. Call them auras, vibrations. Maybe just thoughts so powerful they had to be read. Whatever. The strong flash from Keith right now was pain.

She wished she could say yes to one date, but that would be wrong. Too easily misinterpreted as a come-on. And she was as sure as she was ever sure of anything that going out with any of her coworkers would be the wrong thing to do if she ever wanted to be taken seriously as a reporter at LV-TV.

If she even had a job left at LV-TV.

“You’re seeing somebody?” Keith’s eyes came back into focus and a hint of that gorgeous smile returned.

“His name is Twain.”

“Twain?” Keith snorted.

“Yeah, I know, a bit unusual. It’s a family thing. His mother loved Tom Sawyer or something.” The atmosphere definitely seemed lighter. “Keith, I hope we’re okay. I really like you. I respect you as a journalist... and I like being pals. I hope we can... I hope this won’t...”

She studied his face. The age difference between them seemed very obvious at this moment. 

“No, of course it won’t.” There was something phony in his tone but she had to be satisfied with what she could get. She tried to give him a hug but he pulled back. “Let’s keep it no contact, okay?” The words were a bit abrupt but he softened them with a smile.

She smiled back. “Absolutely. And thanks.”

He walked her to her car, parked at a meter about a block away, then went off down the sidewalk without a backward glance. Chelan watched him until he turned west on Georgia Street. 

What a rotten day.

She couldn’t face the rest of the evening alone in her apartment. It would be even worse if Layla, her roommate, came home. She decided to go back down to the station, chat with any of the reporters still working on stories for the late news, and watch the broadcast in Master Control.

Ξ 

When Chelan pulled open one of the double glass doors leading to the newsroom, no one paid any attention to her arrival. She tried to slink into the corner, to the desk she shared with the night line-up editor, but Elliot noticed her.  

“Chelan, there you are. Matthew’s still here and he wants a word.” 

The all-purpose Assignment Editor. Elliot Dahl was an import from Fleet Street. He had spent his formative years in London, learning to pursue the news and write it in as colorful a style as possible. He said that one day he woke up and discovered he’d become a drone, an underpaid slave to the comings and goings of a small group of elected politicians. He packed up wife and three sullen children, moving them all to Canada’s west coast, where he might still be just as miserable, but at least he was toiling in a city with a lower cost of living.  

“And by the way, when am I going to see that list of property developers you’re supposed to be researching?” Elliot had raised his lanky frame from his chair to skitter across the room and stand beside her desk. He moved faster than any human Chelan had ever seen, away from a track or an athletic field. The well-worn running shoes that he wore every day probably helped with that. Today they were accessories to a fashion crime of camouflage pants, vintage orange heavy metal rocker T-shirt, and leather wrist cuffs.  His sandy brown hair had been finger-combed, which in a younger guy might mean he was up to date on style, but in Elliot’s case meant he’d left the house in too much of a rush.

“Elliot, I’ve almost got it done. Just a couple of issues I want to be absolutely sure of.” Chelan smiled into his eyes with what she hoped looked like confidence and professionalism.

“What issues would we be speaking of? It’s a list of addresses and phone numbers.” Elliot usually got the last word before dashing back to his own desk at the hub of the grid of nine television sets, set high on the south wall of the room. “Go see Matthew in his office upstairs.”

Chelan sighed. When was he going to give her something substantial to work on? Something that would put her in the club with the others in this newsroom. LV-TV News had a reputation as an aggressive operation. Elliot and Matthew handed out tough assignments and expected their reporters to go after the facts, grab hold and hang on. They backed up their journalists, particularly the three senior investigative reporters. Every day they urged Keith, Wayne and Sam to go deeper, uncover more secrets, chase down the story, and bring the bad guys out into the open. Take no prisoners.

They had no interest in government news conferences or school board politics. That was not to say that they didn’t assign and air many stories like that—millions of stories, actually. But those stories were given to the two reporters lowest in the pack, Amanda and Leonard, and they were processed like sardines on a canning line. Chelan hadn’t yet even worked her way up to that level. She was usually assigned to the “light, bright, and trite” items. Who knew how long she’d have to wait before she got the chance to show Matthew that she knew how to attack a real story?

Chelan stood in front of the elevator, looking at her shoes when the doors opened and she almost took a step forward before she realized that the news director was right in front of her.

He was the best-dressed male in the building, except for George Stratton-Porter, the company president. Matthew didn’t look much like a newsman, with his preppy ties and well-cut suits—more like an investment banker. Or a hockey coach behind the bench during a game. He was in perfect shape, a noteworthy achievement for a man who was a gourmet cook and a wizard in the kitchen, according to rumor.  

“I want to speak with you,” he said, stepping off the elevator.

He veered toward the wall near the window, leaving her to follow. Probably wasn’t anything particularly heavy, since he hadn’t suggested they go to his office.

He glared at her. “If you pull something like that again, you’ll be fired.”

Called that one wrong.

“Matthew, I’m very sorry.” She kept her tone as sincere and matter-of-fact as possible.

“Could you not have predicted how bad that would look, if anyone had seen you? Skulking there, like some third-rate spy, eavesdropping on a corporate board meeting?”

“I wasn’t eavesdropping, Matthew, I was just... listening.” Even Chelan could hear how lame that sounded.

“It looked like you were eavesdropping. You’re lucky I spotted you, and not the president. Or Tess Cunningham.” He glared at her and she had a déjà vu sense of being back in grade school, when a scolding closed off every avenue of apology or explanation, and the only thing you could do was wait it out. Then, just like when she was ten, the resignation gave way to rebellion.

Was this the same man who praised the investigative team for their stakeouts, their film shot through office windows, and their ability to read documents left lying around by a naïve source? Guess it all depended who the target was. And who had the job with the big pay check.

Whatever. He was the boss and he was her ticket to a better job. Chelan fought for self-control. “Of course, Matthew. I’m very sorry and it won’t happen again.”

He wasn’t finished. “Do you understand me, that you are on probation now? If you take a step in the wrong direction, you’ll be out that door so fast you won’t know what happened.”

Chelan wished there were a place to sit down. She could only nod, silently, and resist the urge to press her hands against her cheeks, which were burning now. Matthew stared at her for another second or two, then walked back to the elevator.

Ξ 

Chelan usually ignored the constant talk on the police monitor in the newsroom. It was the desk editor’s job to keep one ear on it, not the reporter’s. When she was in her first news job at a small radio station, the police dispatcher’s nasal voice, announcing “Code this” and “Code that”, street addresses from the Downtown East Side, and cryptic references to various events “in progress” put her curiosity into overdrive. After a while, though, she got used to it, and like everyone else, relied on the assignment editor to pick up on anything important. It was easier just to tune it out, rather than forever wonder what had happened with the “domestic dispute on Victoria” or the “armed robbery in progress on Hastings.”

But this one was unusual. Very unusual.

“A stabbing in Stanley Park, the scanner said. I’m going to go take a look.” 

The only other person left in the newsroom that night, Nevada Leacock, shook her head, typing faster. Nevada was one of Chelan’s heroes, a veteran of every beat and every major story of the past 20 years. “Knock yourself out, Chelan. I’m going home, as soon as I file this. I haven’t seen Owen in three days.”

So lame. Had Nevada always been this uninspired? Why be a reporter, if you didn’t want to go and check things out? If she ever married anybody, she would make sure they understood that point. She grabbed her jacket and headed for the door. 

As she passed the last desk she picked up the telephone and tapped in the two-digit local for the camera department. Twelve rings, no answer. That might foil some people, but she had another idea. She checked the staff directory and found Thomas’s home telephone number under the Photography Department listings. A sleepy woman’s voice answered. “Yeah?”

“Hello, this is Chelan Montgomery from the TV station. May I speak to Thomas, please?” Chelan could hear a baby begin to wail in the background, and then the cameraman came on the line.

“What?”

“Thomas, it’s Chelan. There’s been a killing in Stanley Park, and I wondered if you wanted to meet me there to check it out.”

“Nah, I’d rather sit home and let somebody else get the stuff. Duh. Whereabouts in the park?”

“No idea. Have you got your camera with you?”

Chelan could hear the sounds of doors and drawers opening and closing. “And again—duh. I’ll try to meet you at Prospect Point in half an hour.”

“Okay, but if we miss connections and you don’t see me by... oh, say, eleven, you go on your own and look for the exact location. Try to get some pictures, anything, even just a few pan shots of the totem poles if you can’t find anything else. I’ll call you if I get any more details. I’d like to have something on the late news, if we can.”

“Gotcha. See ya later, maybe.”

Chelan’s Mini was not built for speed, but the traffic through downtown slowed everybody down anyway. She maneuvered around an SUV the size of a small bungalow and headed for Stanley Park, the heavily forested heart of the city. It was not far from the station’s downtown location, but Thomas lived out in one of the suburbs in the valley, and it would take him at least three-quarters of an hour to drive in. Chelan was not counting on getting the visuals in time for the late news, although that certainly would be a bonus. But if she could get some facts from the cops at the scene, pick up some atmosphere, and even write a short script for the late-night news, then surely Matthew would let her continue with the story tomorrow. 

And let her keep her job.

Ten minutes later, she was stopped in her tracks. Three police cruisers were lined up, cutting off the West Georgia Street lane that veered east into Stanley Park, forcing all of the traffic to carry on along the Causeway through to the Lions Gate Bridge and over to the North Shore. A fleet of huge, white movie trucks was edging its way out of the park onto Georgia. Chelan pulled way over and parked her car. In an instant, a police officer was at her window.

“Move along, please,” he said. “The park is closed.”

“I’m a reporter from LV-TV News,” Chelan fumbled in her jacket pocket, looking for an identification card.

“Call Media Relations. We’ll probably have information at the regular morning news conference.”

Chelan smiled and looked directly into his eyes. “What’s happening, that you would close off the entire park? Is it somebody on the bridge?”

The officer smiled back. “Not a suicide. You’ll get the details at the news conference.” He turned away, then came back. “The ambulance will be coming through in a few minutes.”

Chelan looked out through her windshield into the darkness. “Was it near the Aquarium over there?”

“No, on the other side, just past Second Beach.”

“Dead? Or wounded?” Chelan persisted. 

The policeman considered for a second. “Homicide.”

Chelan smiled. “Thanks.”

“Now come on, you have to move along.” The officer stepped back from Chelan’s window. She started the ignition and looked over helplessly at the stream of cars trickling along the three-lane road that cut through the heart of the park. The helpful officer walked over and held up a hand, directing Chelan into the flow. She drove through and rode the traffic tide onto the bridge, reaching for her cell phone as she went. She punched eight, her speed dial code for Thomas’s phone.

“Somebody’s been killed on the seawall over near Second Beach. I saw a lot of movie trucks around—I wonder if something happened on some set? The police have closed off the park—get some shots of the traffic jam, and the cop cars parked across the entrance. And try to do it without anyone seeing you.”

“Gotcha.”

“You could park a few blocks away and go over on foot. Try going in off one of those little streets in the West End.”

“I got it covered. What are you going to do?”

“Go back and file something for the late night, then try to get back over there and talk to somebody.”

Chelan drove through North Vancouver and reconnected with the highway that led back to downtown, crossing the inlet over Second Narrows Bridge. It was late and traffic was light—she was back at her desk in half an hour, pounding out a script on her keyboard. She found some stock footage of the west side of Stanley Park—the seawall, the pool, the beach—and a few cutaway shots of Lost Lagoon and of the causeway. It would do for illustration on her short script tonight, and again tomorrow for her longer piece on the early evening news, when far more people would be watching.

She kept her eye on the computer and one ear on the radio news, but nobody else seemed to be on the story. It was enough to go to air as it was, but then just before eleven, she got a major break. The white production trucks she’d seen pulling out of the park had to mean a movie or a television shoot. She checked the schedules of all the productions around town, and then a couple of Web chat rooms. The TV series Urban Battle was shooting there that night. 

Next call went to the police station main switchboard. She punched numbers until she finally got a human, non-recorded voice, and explained to a Corporal Nesbit that she had gone through the channels to the official media spokesperson and got nowhere. She questioned him about half a dozen scenarios—a stunt-related accident, a domestic altercation, a labor dispute—with Corporal Nesbit denying each. When she mentioned the TV show, there was a long pause. Finally, perhaps to get her off the phone and perhaps because he’d received authorization to release the news, he told her the victim was actor Jason Wheeler.

This would be big. 

Vivian Brooke, the late-night anchor, balked at using Chelan’s copy at first, demanding to know who had approved the insertion of this new item in the late news. But when Chelan got the police to email the news release directly, Vivian agreed to lead with it. 

When Chelan got back to the park, the police blockades were gone. She drove the perimeter, along the seawall, without seeing another moving vehicle. There were a few romantic types parked at the water’s edge, looking at the North Shore lights, but otherwise she seemed to have the place to herself.

Of course, that was just the edge of the park, the threshold. Walk even a few yards inland on the west side and you would be surrounded by ancient trees huddled as close together as men in a rugby scrum. And you would not be alone. People lived deep in the park, unseen and unapproachable.

Stanley Park was a wilderness in the middle of a city. Small parts of it had been developed and visitors could amuse themselves at an aquarium, a restaurant or an open-air theater. Or they could traverse the circumference of the park, along the seawall on foot or on Park Drive, passing  the majestic Lions Gate Bridge. But the vast majority of the park was old-growth forest, dark and thick with moss. Just a few steps away from the path that hugged the water’s edge would take you along an ancient trail into caverns of vegetation where sun and suburban people rarely penetrated. 

Chelan drove at the slug’s pace required by the posted speed limit. The rain wiped out her view of the Lions Gate Bridge, just ahead. She turned on her windshield wipers and cleared the water off the glass just in time to see a dark shape streak across the road in front of the car. She slammed on her brakes and peered into the dark. A squirrel, maybe? No, bigger. A raccoon? Chelan didn’t think they moved that quickly.

She turned on the radio. She was so jittery at this point that she didn’t care what station she listened to, just as long as it obliterated the silence of the park and smoothed out her goose bumps. But of course, it didn’t. No matter how loud she played it. She was alone, driving through a dark, isolated place where someone had recently died a violent death. Very recently.

Chelan circled the park twice but saw nothing new. Yellow caution tape blocked off a section of the seawall and she thought she caught a glimpse of a police patrol, but otherwise nothing appeared to be any different than on any other night. The rain was coming down hard now and there were puddles covering the road. She had to slow down to make sure she didn’t drench the engine and end up stranded in this dark place. Somehow old-growth forests and nature are a lot more appealing in the daylight hours.

She wondered whether Keith was giving any thought to their conversation from earlier that evening. She hoped she had been tactful enough—but was there really any diplomatic way to tell someone you didn’t want him? She had been on the receiving end in these situations herself, once or twice, and found that time and a generous supply of vodka helped move you on to the next phase. But it was never easy.

Ξ 

The next morning at 6:45 Keith Papineau stepped out onto his apartment balcony. The previous night’s downpour had washed the air clean and the sun was already raising the curtain on what would be a record-breaker of a spring day. Down at street level, a garbage truck inched along the narrow street, its gears grinding and brakes squealing. High above the ground, outside Apartment 909, the air was still, as if all sound had been erased. 

Keith slid the glass door partly closed behind him. He walked to the railing and scanned the Vancouver street below. He carried a coffee mug in his left hand and the scent of a full-bodied mocha java spilled out into the warm, sunny morning, mingling with the salt smell of the ocean, only six blocks away. Keith inhaled and raised his cup in a silent toast to the glory of the day.

A set of wind chimes, hanging high in the southern corner of the next balcony over, jangled in a random breeze, spoiling the silence. Keith watched the cars pull in and out of the no-parking zone in front of the apartment building. The West End was the highest-density living space in the city, and while the sense of action, the restaurants, and the buzz were outstanding, the traffic could make you insane.  

It wasn’t usually so busy on the street this early. Keith still had two hours until he was expected at work, and the morning newspaper had only been delivered half an hour ago. The sweetness of the dawn had probably enticed a few more fair-weather strollers than usual. It didn’t really matter. He watched as a seagull dove toward the ground, desperate to win the race to scoop up some prize piece of garbage on the sidewalk below. Through a slender view corridor to the right of the building opposite, the water of the bay sparkled and glistened in the sun. A perfect day.

Time to go.
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W

hen Chelan awoke at seven, it was already clear that it was going to be one of those legendary Vancouver days, when you could head out with a snowboard and a racquet. Play tennis in the morning, ride in the afternoon, and go sailing at sunset. And throw the golf clubs in the trunk, just in case the spirit moved you. The sky was a gleaming blue and the warmth of the sun had already absorbed last night’s puddles.

From the window of her two-bedroom rented condo on Fairview Slopes, she could see the North Shore mountains and the Lions. That was about the only feature that justified what she considered an outrageous rent. It probably wouldn’t seem so high to many people, but she had a long way to go before her income met her aspirations. She bridged the gap by pairing up with roommates—the current one, Layla, was a stockbroker between jobs. Someday, she vowed, she’d be in a nice place that she could pay for alone.  

Waking up this early was a major accomplishment. She hadn’t turned her lights out and her television off until the east coast morning shows on cable were signing on for the day. 

She was unsettled after the conversation with Keith and terrified after the conversation with Matthew. Sleep hadn’t been an easy catch. But she felt better when she thought about the way she’d taken the initiative on the Jason Wheeler crime story. That had to give her enough brownie points to wipe out the eavesdropping mistake.

She took an extended shower and shoveled in a high-protein breakfast, but nothing helped cut through her grogginess. 

The newsroom was full of people when she arrived. 

“Chelan you’re late,” Elliot did not like any entrance or departure to go unreported.

Chelan didn’t look his way. Why was that any of his business? She searched the clutter on her desk for a memo or a note, commenting on her work last night, or giving her a follow-up assignment. Nothing. Oh, well. You live in hope or you don’t bother getting out of bed in the morning. 

Nevada sat at the next desk, hidden behind the New York Times. “She’s not late, she’s early for the night shift.” She put down her paper. Nevada, the master of spin. No matter what the facts, she could pick and choose and polish until she had you looking at the story the way she wanted you to.

Chelan managed to twist her face into something that might pass for a smile. “Thank you. Is there any coffee?”

Chelan had addressed her question to Nevada, but Elliot felt that any question or comment, voiced in his vicinity, was fair game.

“Why don’t you bring in a cup of the good stuff, like everybody else?” As assignment editor, Elliot was entitled to an office of his own, and Chelan spent at least half an hour every day wondering why he wouldn’t get one and spend some time in it. One of these days, when her own position was a little more secure, she just might suggest it. 

When or if.

“Because—” Chelan sat down and opened her copy of the local newspaper, “coffee prices are ridiculous. And I don’t have time to turn an ordinary coffee break into a major expedition. And sometimes I enjoy drinking vending machine coffee.” 

“That’s repulsive. You’ll ruin your stomach.” Elliot’s brown hair and pale skin came into focus far above Chelan’s desk. 

“It’s my stomach.” 

Nevada folded her paper and brushed off her navy blazer. She was in her work uniform—blue jacket, blue pants. “Where’s Keith? He’s usually here by now. He has to tell us when he’s going to pay out on the hockey pool.”

Chelan picked up the local papers. The story of the Jason Wheeler stabbing screamed from the front page. There had not been much time to gather details before going to press, but all four papers dug up a publicity or candid photo, which they blew up to fill half the space above the fold.

A celebrity stabbed, on the seawall. It was the subject everyone was talking about in the newsroom, and everywhere else, that morning. The media went to work, gathering information and risking, as always, the accusation that their interest was prurient, intrusive and ghoulish, and insisting, as always, that the public had a right to know.

Chelan waited for some kind of pat on the back for her initiative in calling the photographer and writing the copy for Vivian’s late-night newscast. None of the other stations had coverage last night. But no one said a word. 

She went over to look at the Assignment Board. Lead item: Wheeler stabbing, there it was, top of the list. With Amanda Crystal’s name beside it. 

Chelan found her own name on the board. At least it wasn’t in the stand-by column today. But what did the “AGC” slug written beside it mean?

Nevada stood at her elbow. “Association of Government Communicators.”

Chelan stared at her, without comprehension.

“They usually get the receptionist or somebody from PR to meet with the tour groups,” Nevada commented.

The fog cleared and Chelan found her voice. “I worked my butt off last night. I followed up on a police report that came in very late. I went over to the park, I wrote a script for the newscast, I’m back in here before 9:00... okay, before 10:00 a.m. I thought for sure Matthew would give me that story today.”

Leonard Chu, the new general assignment reporter from San Francisco, came up on her other side, pen and pad in hand. “Amanda was here before eight and Elliot sent her over to the park and to Wheeler’s apartment. Oh, look, I’ve got a hunger strike over at the Immigration Department. And the network wants a piece for the Cross Country News.” He wrote down the assignment in his notebook, looking as smug as a retired guy driving a red sports car with a blonde in the passenger seat. Chelan wanted to punch a wall.

“Too bad, Chelan,” Nevada was sympathetic, as usual. That and a five-dollar bill would buy her a cup of coffee.

“I don’t know what you have to do to get a break around here,” Chelan slammed her newspaper on her desk and rearranged everything on it as noisily as she could.

“You have to know what to do with the cards you’re holding,” Matthew was standing behind them and he didn’t look friendly. “Chelan, you called out a cameraman at ten o’clock last night. Do you know what I have here in my hand? This piece of paper is an overtime claim from Thomas Patranos, for triple time. Triple time pay! And he’s entitled to it. He worked the night before last, at double time, and so he’s entitled to triple time for last night. Do you know the size of the premium they get if they have to work after midnight? Then, he had less than eight hours between finishing last night and coming back in to work this morning. That adds up to a sixteen-hour day with less than a full break and not enough turnaround time. His overtime check is going to be into four figures!”

Chelan’s head hung lower with each additional detail. Matthew was calm, but he was breathing as if he’d just run a hundred-yard dash. “And we ended up running with stock footage anyway! Chelan, you can’t just take it on yourself to spend the station’s money. You have to check with Elliot or me on things like this.”

“Okay, I understand. It won’t happen again. I promise, it will not happen again.” Chelan looked up and stared Matthew in the eye. “But I still think you should let me follow up on the story today. I did a lot of work on it yesterday.”

Matthew shook his head, rhythmically, five or six times. “It’s Amanda’s story now. I want you to meet with the government communicators and tell them how TV news works.” He turned his back on them and was gone, back to the executive floor.

“Unfairly, that’s how,” Chelan muttered as she slumped into her chair. “This place is absolutely toxic.”  

Nevada tilted her head sympathetically. “It’s a bummer, I know. And a complete waste of reporting talent.”

That cheered Chelan up a bit. “You think I’d do a better job than Amanda?”

“With Amanda, we risk getting ninety seconds on what he was wearing when he died.” Nevada’s phone rang and she spoke quietly into it for a few seconds. Sounded like she was confirming a time and place for some meeting. “Chelan, I know you’re disappointed but really, is this the kind of story you want to get your shorts in a twist over anyway?”

“What do you mean? It’s big. He’s a movie star—okay, a TV star—he’s known around the world, nobody knows how or why he died...”

“But who is really affected? Do people suffer or starve because of anything to do with Jason Wheeler? Does he make decisions that drive people into poverty or insanity?” She saw Chelan’s eyes glaze slightly. “Alright, you’re right. Too much newsroom philosophy so early in the morning.”

“And before I’ve had even one cup of coffee,” Chelan picked up her phone and punched in a number. She let it ring twelve times—no answer at Keith’s apartment. He must be on his way in to work.

“What’s Keith working on these days?” 

Nevada looked up from her computer screen. “Something quite hush-hush. Ever since he finished up on the smuggling story, he hasn’t talked about anything new.”

“Maybe he’s taking a break, looking for the next idea?”

“Keith never takes a break,” Nevada leaned back in her chair. “And he’s never looking for the next idea. He always has a list of about ten that he’s trying to get to. So I’m sure there’s something. It’s just too soon to talk to us about it. He practically works around the clock, that guy. Which is why I’m a bit curious about where he is this morning.”

“Maybe he’s out, tracking something down.”

“It would be here, in the intranet planner. Matthew has us all enter information about whether we’ll be in the newsroom or out for an interview, research, or a shoot, every segment of the day.”

“Seems a bit intrusive.”

“It took me some getting used to,” Nevada admitted. “But I can see that it does have some security advantages.”

“Would Keith let Matthew know if he changed his plans?”

“He’d just type it into the system from wherever he happened to be.” Nevada called up the schedule onscreen. “And this says he’s going to be here this morning.”

“Maybe a traffic problem or something. I’m sure he’ll call.” Chelan looked up as one of the public relations staff called her name across the room. 

It took two hours to escort the tour group through the station and answer their questions. While she was standing with them by the trophy cases as they read about the various awards LV-TV had won, Chelan saw Amanda bustle through the front doors of the station and head straight for the editing rooms. Still no sign of Keith, though. 

She really wished she could talk to him. She doubted that he would be very excited about the death of a Hollywood movie star, but maybe the circumstances would intrigue him at least a little. Usually, though, it took at least thirty million dollars, a few dozen bikers, and a very extensive cover-up to stir his interest. 

Very unlike him to be late on the morning of a hockey playoff pool payout, though. He told her once that it was important to have some small hobbies, some ordinary, even mundane interests to use almost like an anchor, while corruption and evil swirled around you, trying to blow you off course. He’d make a big fuss about some sports event results one morning, and you’d hear later that he spent the rest of the day interviewing a man who had chopped off the hands of eight people. The trick is compartmentalizing your life, he said.

She called him twice more but he didn’t pick up the phone at home or the cell. She left messages at both numbers. Elliot didn’t know where he was, and she didn’t dare ask Matthew anything. No one else seemed too concerned, and certainly he had been out of the office working on a story for extended periods of time in the past. Still, she just wanted to talk to him.  to find out what he’d been doing all morning. Maybe she wanted to reassure herself that what had happened last night wasn’t going to put a permanent mark on their friendship.

She settled down in front of her computer and connected to the Internet. As expected, online newspapers all over the U.S. were headlining the story of Jason Wheeler’s death and combing the details of the last moments of his life.

They reported that his usual after-work routine took him through the exterior doors of Studio 3B, along a short sidewalk to a parking lot, into the driver’s seat of his black Porsche, and home before midnight. As the star of Urban Battle, he was expected to put in a long day. It was usually well into the evening before the director released everyone to go home, but it didn’t take long for Jason to speed away from the studio and back to the comforts of his penthouse apartment on the West Vancouver waterfront.

This particular night, however, the usual was not to be. 

Audience research had shown that viewers wanted to see Tom Tyrone, Jason’s character, going farther afield, being more adventurous, and doing more dangerous stunts. That meant more location shooting. Last week, the producers had unveiled an ambitious schedule that included scenes on a mountain, a suspension bridge, a waterfall, and the ocean floor. Last night’s sequence was shot near the Stanley Park seawall.

After signing autographs for a dozen fans who waited behind barriers to the set, Jason walked off quickly, not waiting for any kind of escort. No doubt he was anxious to get home and put this day behind him. As he had revealed in several newspaper and magazine interviews recently, he was annoyed with the way the show was developing. It started out as a relatively cerebral puzzle, a brainteaser of a detective show, set mainly in the cop’s office and home. Nobody mentioned hang gliding or cliff jumping or rapids shooting or scuba diving when his contract was signed.

But pull a few people in off the midway at a theme park, Jason grumbled in a recent magazine piece, hand them passes to see a TV show, give them a survey and ask for their comments, and suddenly he was trapped in a whole different concept.

It wasn’t that his ego or his box office value had grown too large for stunt work, he told the interviewer. It wasn’t really stunt work at all, just outdoor work in unpleasant conditions. But he wanted people to stick to their promises, and he had been promised a certain sort of show. Nobody—no producer, no director, no executive, and certainly no writer—should be able, on a whim, to change his show into an action-adventure with three or four new characters. And two of them were truly bimbos, wearing halter-tops to go out and interview suspects.

Even though it was raining hard last night, a few people were walking or jogging on the seawall. Some of them saw Jason, but no one stopped him. In Vancouver, television and movie people usually got around without being hassled. You saw the occasional exception but it was always a fan, seeking an autograph or photo, and approaching the star in a restaurant or a store. The celebrity hounds had yet to discover Vancouver. It was a good place to be left undisturbed, unlike New York or L.A. or London, where the paparazzi made their living from the moments they could steal from a celebrity’s private life. 

Public recognition was a new experience for Jason Wheeler. After a dozen years of miniscule parts, innumerable acting classes, and dozens of different day jobs, Jason became a ‘face’. An overnight success. One lucky break after another, like hitting twenty-one at the blackjack table, hand after improbable hand. 

Being famous was not his goal in life, he mentioned in another interview, but like a lot of people who get even a small taste of it, he enjoyed it. The best tables in restaurants, the best seats in airplanes, concert halls and theatres, the best suites in hotels, the best-looking women. Summoned out of any crowd to the front of the line—no, past the line, and into the exclusive domain. Deference, respect, courtesy—all disappearing from the lives of everyday people, but available to anyone who could achieve celebrity and fame, and was willing to pay the price. 

They were even calling Jason these days for political comments and endorsements of political candidates and issues. It was not Jason personally they wanted, of course. It was his celebrity and his success. His name had become a brand.  

And the money! Twelve million dollars a year to memorize some lines and do a dream job. Neither a famous face nor an ability to make people believe some character was real should justify paying someone twelve million dollars a year.

None of the passersby took any notice of him that night. That Vancouver cool—or maybe the hat and the slouch did give him some extra personal space or a bigger zone of protection. Jason’s pace brought him up behind a middle-aged woman in a tracksuit. She told police that he sped up and moved out to the left to pass her. Three strides and he put enough distance between them to be comfortable. He was a man who made major efforts to stay in shape and keep the athlete’s physique.

Jason slowed down and peered out into the blackness of the night, scanning for the lights near Lost Lagoon. His car was a few hundred feet away. He stood beside it, then crumpled to the ground. 

Moments later, the jogger reached the car and saw Jason, lying on the pavement, face down on the spidery network of cracks in the concrete. A knife lay on the pavement beside him. She saw the blood spreading from beneath his body, rapidly diluted by the heavy rain, and she started to scream. 

And now the whole city—and people in cities all over the globe—knew about his last moments. Chelan wondered how much ink and airtime would be used up before they had a name and a face for the killer with the knife.

Ξ

Lillian Howe always walked Coaster before breakfast. It was amazing, how big a puddle such a small dog could make, and so she always tried to get him outside before he had a chance to relieve himself inside. He was a Shih Tzu, a name at which her grandsons delighted in laughing. She didn’t find it amusing, but then it had been a long time since she was nine years old.

The dog picked his way along the grass beside the sidewalk. He required at least ten minutes to find the perfect spot, but she didn’t mind the wait. That was the point of having him, wasn’t it? To have a reason to get out, go for a walk, see people, and pass the time. Give some shape to the endless, amorphous hours of retirement.

Lillian sought out the noise and bustle of Vancouver’s West End because she didn’t want to be entombed in one of the suburbs before her time. She enjoyed the many years of relative serenity during her days as a librarian. Now that she was sixty-five she found that what she craved was noise and action. And independence.

Even if she weren’t actually one of the active people, she liked watching them and imagining things about them. So, to the horror of her son and daughter, she sold the family home in Coquitlam in a down market, and moved to Vancouver’s West End, a neighborhood of high-rise towers and heritage buildings on tree-lined streets just blocks away from Stanley Park. She was looking for privacy, and a view of the bay and the Lions. 

She loved those two mountain peaks that rose into the sky above the North Shore. In winter, they carried a coat of silvery snow. Now, in late spring, when the sun was setting, they turned the most amazing colors of purple and blue. Native legend had it that the peaks were made when two young women tried to stop a war. They were the daughters of the chief and at a festival in honor of their reaching womanhood, they asked their father to make peace with the tribe to the north. They invited their enemies to put down their weapons and come to the festival. Through some trick of imagination and geology, the chief’s two daughters became immortal and were turned into twin mountain peaks, put in place high above the Capilano Canyon for all time, lions guarding the Lower Mainland. 

Lillian loved the view and the smaller buildings in her neighborhood. She had no use for buildings that climbed fifteen, twenty, even twenty-five floors into the sky. They shut out the light, blocked the ocean vista, and housed far too many people in one stack. 

Of course, Lillian did like to have a lot of people around. But she wanted them all in small-scale, aesthetically pleasing apartment buildings that didn’t interfere with her view. Those weren’t her only opinions; she had a long list of likes and dislikes, but until she came upon a neighborhood that answered them all, the West End would do. 

Many people, her own children included, thought the West End was not really a neighborhood, just a jumble of high-rise buildings filled with transient young people. In truth, it had people of all ages, backgrounds, interests and personalities, just like any community. Lillian smiled at a little boy walking with his own small dog on a leash. 

Running footsteps came up behind her and a man in jogging clothes went by. Coaster finally chose the best patch of grass and started to do his business. Lillian stood by, looking the other way, her plastic bag ready in her hand, for any of her passing neighbors to see. People tended to become quite annoyed if you left dog droppings behind. She watched the traffic inch by. It seemed that things got busy earlier every day. People tried to get a jump on the traffic and only succeeded in extending the rush hour further. It used to be that 7:30 a.m.  marked the beginning; now there was a steady stream of cars pulling out of underground parking garages or heading for the West End shops and restaurants at seven every day.

Even with the traffic, she preferred the morning hours. She didn’t like being out at night, after dark, when it seemed anything was possible. The West End had the high crime statistics that any city had, and Lillian was smart about avoiding trouble. She tried to get Coaster out for his final walk of the day before nightfall, and once the darkness arrived, she was snug, behind a locked door. 

But in the magnificent morning hours, when the sun wiped everything clean with a new cloth, there was nothing to fear. Lillian tipped her face to the sky, enjoying the feeling of warmth and feeding her eyes with the sweep of blue. In a couple of hours, she would walk to the market to take advantage of the Friday seniors’ discount day.

Then she saw a sudden movement on one of the upper balconies of the high-rise tower across the street. No doubt someone was outside, relishing the fresh air of a new day. She squinted, trying to focus. Her eyes opened wide as she tried to make sense of what she was seeing. 

A dark object fell from the balcony. It seemed to pick up speed as it rushed toward the street. Maybe a book, a cup? A piece of clothing accidentally dropped? But would she be able to see something that small coming from such a height? She strained to look and her posture drew Coaster’s attention. He stared upward, then started to bark.

The object was not an object, but a person. A man, falling from the sky. Lillian picked up Coaster and hugged him to her. 
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E

lliot put down the phone and called across the newsroom. “Chelan, Matthew wants to see you in his office in ten minutes. Finish that voice-over script for David before you go.””

Chelan took a deep breath. This could be it. Maybe this was her last day at LV-TV. Maybe Matthew had decided that listening in on a board meeting plus booking your own cameraman added up to a firing offence.

“I’m supposed to come along with you,” Elliott added

Chelan and Nevada exchanged glances. “Maybe it’s a story assignment, Chelan,” Nevada said. 

Maybe. Stranger things have happened. “Maybe he wants to hear more about that documentary idea I outlined last week.” She hunted for the right file folder on her cluttered desk. This could be the chance she had been waiting for, to show she could do more than fact checking or research. That the news director could trust her to talk to people, get the story, find the pictures, and write the script.

Nevada picked up the sports section. “Did you know that at other stations they actually let the reporters come to daily story meetings? They pass on what they’ve been hearing, suggest stories. Even offer opinions on the line-up.”

Tim Phelan, the business reporter, spoke without looking up from his computer screen. “No, really? You mean actually let the people who have sources and contacts make some decisions? I don’t believe it.”

Nevada nodded sagely. “You’re right. It’s too dangerous. Must be just a malicious rumor.” 

“Yeah, couldn’t possibly work. Too logical.”

Never one to let a conversation go by without his input, Elliot was eager to jump in. 

“No, Tim, that’s true. I’ve heard that, too. At the public TV station. Everybody goes to meetings, puts forward ideas. I hear it takes forever for them to get anything done.”

Nevada stifled a smirk. “And they probably have way too many ideas and way too much information.”

Tim nodded, pounding away on his computer keys like a pianist playing Bach. “Bunch of left-wing kids.”

Nevada crossed her legs and turned a page of her paper. “I’d much rather be here, waiting to find out what Matthew decides the newscast will be about today. After all...”

Tim chimed in. “He knows news.”

Elliot looked suspiciously between them. Irony was a foreign land to him. Chelan had waited out this little play, but now she was getting impatient. She headed for the stairs leading to the executive floor, Elliot on her heels.

“Do you know what this is about?” Chelan took the steps two at a time.

“No idea.” Elliot concentrated on conserving his oxygen supply, wheezing with the exertion. For a tall, thin man, he didn’t seem to be in very good shape. “Nothing big, I don’t think. No Cinderella stuff.” 

“No, Elliot, I know that’s your department.”

The instant Chelan said it, she regretted it. Partly because she had been taught the Thumper doctrine years ago by her grandmother—if you can’t say something nice, don’t say anything at all. She always had an attack of conscience after she took a shot at someone. 

And partly because Elliot had clout. The last thing she needed at this TV station was an enemy.

She hoped this meeting was about her documentary proposal for a short series on computer hackers—or maybe Matthew was ready to grant her request to work with Keith or Nevada on one of the big stories. She knew he thought she hadn’t shown signs yet of being pushy enough but it was the old Catch 22—how was she going to learn the tricks and methods that worked if he wouldn’t give her an investigative assignment or put her on the A-team?

Each morning Elliot and Matthew talked about the assignments and made their decisions in Matthew’s office on the executive floor. Then Matthew’s assistant e-mailed them to the newsroom. Elliot often told Chelan to copy them to the large whiteboard on the wall, a task that she thought fell into his job description, not hers. It would be very unusual for Matthew to call Chelan to his office to give her an assignment, but she’d rather speculate that a leap to hyperspace, rather than a crash-and-burn, was on her flight plan this morning.

If she were fired today, it wouldn’t be fair. Not today. She’d had other bad days, when maybe somebody could have justified cutting her loose, but she really thought she’d shown her stuff last night. She wished she’d been able to get in touch with Keith and get his take on it. She wanted to be the best journalist she could be, and eventually run a television station. If they gave her a pink slip here, she wasn’t sure what her next step should be. 

One of the more frustrating aspects of working in the media was that no one laid out a simple, direct career path. There was no farm-team system, no evidence that taking a journalism degree was necessary to finding a good spot or staying in one. Chelan knew high school dropouts who were at the top of the ladder, and PhDs who sent out tapes and résumés to a resoundingly silent response.

Unlike law or medicine or even pipefitting, no person or committee laid out a specified length of time and set of skills you needed to qualify, no body of knowledge you had to prove you had mastered, no exams to pass.

And unlike sports, you had no clear opponents, no rules of competition, no referees. All’s fair in love, war, and media career planning. It was enough to drive you nuts with frustration, if you were inclined that way.

Chelan was too impatient for journalism school. After four years on a swimming scholarship at the University of Washington, doing a Bachelor of Arts degree in history, she was sick of classrooms, dead people, and of the water. No money was available for any more education anyway—her father had made that very clear. Chelan wanted to live in Vancouver and so went calling at LV-TV, asking the news director for some career advice. And Matthew had pointed her north and east, to the coast and then to the Canadian prairies, to servitude at small-town stations.

She was a big believer in following the advice of mentors. Since her father felt that he had very few useful suggestions to offer her, and her mother hadn’t been in the picture since she was five years old, she had started to seek out older, wiser, successful people when she was in high school.

She had done a stint of one year at each small station. That was considered a suitable apprenticeship at most places. Chelan knew of some hot shots who had done a much shorter time in the boonies and moved right into choice assignments in the big city.  There were others who had stayed on longer, sometimes meeting and falling in love with a local, settling down to a life of covering business club luncheon speeches and the annual Summer Fair. 

She paid her dues, at the tiny TV stations. She fumbled her way through her first few stories and gradually developed confidence and skills. She winced, now, when she thought of some of the howlers she  perpetrated. There was the time she went on the air to report a scientist’s discovery of “microscopic orgasms”. And the time she described a port city that was a popular sailors’ recreation destination, as “awash with seamen, looking for a night out on the town”.

Still, she continued to learn. Her ignorance and joy in the job shielded her from the embarrassment that might have accompanied mistakes of this sort. She paid her dues and she was ready for more responsibility. 

After two years, she called Matthew again. The conversation was forever branded on some neuron in Chelan’s brain. “I’ve learned a lot and I’d like to come to work at LV-TV,” she said.

“We have no openings right now,” Matthew’s voice was remote.

“But I heard last week that Evan Kendall has given notice.”

“Your information is sound, but outdated. We’ve already filled that spot.”

“Matthew, you told me that it would be a good idea for me to pay my dues at a small town station. I’ve done that for two years.”

“Yes, and now you’re two years farther ahead than you were before. But you still don’t have the qualifications we’re looking for. We don’t hire people directly out of a small town.”

“That’s not what you told me two years ago, you jerk,” the words formed in Chelan’s brain, but she bit them back, resisting the urge to build a pyre of her career ambitions just for the pleasure of seeing the Matthew bridge go up in a glorious blaze. Instead, she decided to aim lower.

“Could I come aboard as a researcher or an assistant?”

Those were the magic words that got her in the door, three months ago. 

But Chelan wouldn’t let Matthew and Elliot forget, even for a day, that she wanted better assignments. She peppered both of them with proposals for documentaries, series, mini-series and features. She followed the police blotter the way day traders follow stock market fluctuations. Every time she heard of a big story, she called and asked for the assignment. Invariably, she was told she was too late; it had already been assigned. 

From time to time, she got angry and frustrated, but Keith was there to talk her out of the blues. One of these days, Keith said. One of these days, there would be a story it would be impossible for them to deny her.

So far, there were few signs of any road leading to a position as a full reporter. At the beginning, she was enthusiastic and willing to do all the jobs no one else wanted. Running tapes back and forth. Calling to check dates, places, facts. Hunting for obscure pictures in the stock library. 

The novelty wore off after about six days. She still felt she was in the right place—a newsroom where people were paid to dig up facts, find the truth, comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable, as the saying went. But she was tired of watching others do the job. True, she hadn’t trained at a journalism school for four years, and she hadn’t grown up in a family connected to broadcasting, nor to any other business.

She faced Matthew. “Please don’t fire me, please don’t fire me,” she silently pleaded.

“Elliot, I changed my mind. I’d like to speak with Chelan alone,” Matthew barely looked up from the memo he was reading. Elliot gave a thumbs-up and backed out of the room, closing the door as he went.

“Chelan, I have a meeting with Mrs. Cunningham and Mr. Stratton-Porter in five minutes and I don’t have a lot of time for this,” Matthew shuffled files, gathered his day book, PDA and cell phone, and rose from his chair. “I had a complaint about you from one of the guests you escorted this morning.”

Chelan was speechless.

“A Ms. Tremelo from the Supply and Services Ministry says you were less than gracious, even brusque with their group. She said some of them felt that the tour was a waste of their time, because you wouldn’t answer their questions.”

“She asked me for the name of the person to contact when she wanted to get one of her press releases read verbatim on the air! If I’m thinking of the right woman, she was an arrogant...” Chelan read Matthew’s facial expression and struggled to get herself into professional mode. “She seemed to think that the purpose of the tour was to get tips on manipulating the media, Matthew. She asked for the anchorman’s direct phone number and was very cranky when I wouldn’t give it to her.”

Matthew stuffed his papers into a briefcase and snapped it shut. “Chelan, how can you possibly expect to function as an investigative journalist—follow leads, cultivate sources, extract secrets from hostile people—when you can’t even manage communication with an “arrogant” whatever it was you called her?  Look, I’d like to upgrade you and put you on reporting full-time. We need the extra pair of hands—we’re going into a big push on ratings. We have to bring them up, and more people will watch our newscast if they think it’s better than the competition. Our newscast could get better if we had more resources and more reporters.”

Why did she feel as though he was lecturing an eight-year-old? 

“Please show me that I can trust you, that you aren’t so self-absorbed that you can’t exercise some tact and diplomacy occasionally. Show me that, and I’ll be able to put you in the game. Otherwise... I’ll have to get another reporter from somewhere else.”  

Chelan could feel the blood pounding beneath her skin and she knew her cheeks were fire-engine red. “Matthew, I understand. Really. You don’t know me that well, but I’m all about getting the story. And I really do want to take on more responsibility.”

Matthew nodded. “That was strike two. Let’s see if you can’t hit one out of the park, sometime soon.”  

Ξ

The ambulance arrived with flashing red lights and silent siren, inching its way down the narrow West End streets. The paramedics did their jobs swiftly and professionally, lifting the body from the pavement to a stretcher and loading it in. Half an hour after the fall, there was no dramatic evidence of tragedy.

But Lillian could see many other, subtle signs. Yellow crime-scene tape still blocked the entrance to the apartment, white chalk outlined the body’s position on the ground, and dark brown bloodstains showed up against the grainy texture of the concrete. A small drop of blood was deposited in each microscopic pit and groove of the pavement over a wide radius, leaving a pattern that looked like a waving fan.

The crowd drifted away, each person disturbed by this early morning evidence of the precariousness of life.

The police were inside the building, systematically knocking on every door and interviewing the residents. They had already taken statements from the three people who had been on the street when the body came down. Lillian and the other witnesses were still there when the reporters started arriving.

Outside the art deco apartment building, Liam St. Clair of Eyewitness News was the first one out of his car. He directed his cameraman to pan the scene, slowly up to the ninth floor balcony, down toward the street, zooming in on the bloodstained pavement.  

Tight shot of the building’s address, #683, in large gold digits on the glass front door, and its name, Point After Apartments. Pan over to Liam, who had the microphone in his hand, ready to record his stand-up, before he asked a single question.

He spoke earnestly, forcefully, and even gave a solemn shake of his head at one point, his mouth a grim line of reportorial sympathy. He paused for dramatic effect, and then said a few more words—probably his name and station ID. Motioning to his cameraman to follow, Liam strode toward the three people standing about half a block away, near the yellow tape. He made a small movement to signal the cameraman to continue shooting and stepped forward confidently, his microphone extended. 

“Excuse me, could I ask a few questions? Did any of you see what happened?”

Lillian shuffled behind the taller of the men and tried to make herself inconspicuous. Maybe other people liked the idea of being seen on the television news, but she could not think of anything more dreadful. She tried to make herself invisible and edged backward, inch-by-inch, until she and Coaster could slide away down the street without being missed.

Ξ

Chelan walked into the newsroom, bracing herself for a wave of questions about her meeting with Matthew. But no one paid her any attention. The place was under a pall, like the smoky haze over a forest after a fire has killed every living thing in it.

Chelan finally made eye contact with Nevada. “What’s going on?”

“It’s Keith, Chelan.”

“What’s Keith? What’s going on?”

Nevada’s eyes were red. “They found his body this morning.”

Chelan sat down on the edge of her desk and stared at her. Keith’s body? What was she talking about?

“They found him outside his apartment.” Nevada covered her hand with one of hers. “He’s dead.”

Chelan’s hands clenched into fists. There was a roaring in her head that she hadn’t heard since the frustrating days of her teenage years. She had to move, had to do something. She paced across the newsroom, ending up back at Nevada’s desk. 

“What happened to him?”  

“We don’t know much.”

Chelan turned to see that Matthew had walked through the newsroom door.

“He was found on the pavement outside his apartment building.” Matthew moved around Nevada’s desk to face Chelan. He put out a hand, as if to touch Chelan’s shoulder, then dropped it. “I know you two were close. Why don’t you take the rest of the day off? You’re free to go on home.”

She didn’t want to go home. Home to the four cluttered rooms she shared with a succession of roommates? She spent more time in the newsroom than she did anywhere else; did that qualify it as ‘home’? She shook her head.

“Right,” Matthew said soothingly. “I understand. When something like this happens, people usually want to be together. We can all stay here and talk about Keith.”

This was a bit of a surprise. Chelan hadn’t known Matthew to be much of a source of comfort in times of stress. Had he been reading some new management style book?

“He was brilliant,” boomed Elliot, who had been hovering nearby, looking for an opening. Nevada raised her coffee cup in a toast.

David Merritt, the anchorman, had emerged from his office to join them. “How did we hear about it, Matthew?”

“His brother-in-law called me. Apparently the family was contacted by the police and they’re all together at his sister and brother-in-law’s home.” Matthew leaned against the edge of Nevada’s desk. 

“Not at his house? His and Heather’s house?” Elliot seemed to think he was sniffing out a story.

“Heather and Keith split up a couple of months ago, Elliot,” Matthew supplied. “He was living on his own in a small apartment in the West End.”

Chelan dropped into a chair, as the talk floated around her. 

“Keith was one of the best,” Tess Cunningham’s low, slow voice turned everyone’s head. She rarely dropped in on the newsroom unannounced, although it wasn’t completely unprecedented. Legend had it that the one time they had won a ratings book, she showed up with a case of beer. Didn’t stay to have any of it, though. Today she looked pale and tired.

“We need to do something, to focus,” Matthew decided. “Nevada, I want you to get on the telephone to the police and the hospitals. See what you can find out. Felix, the weather segment will have to go short tonight. And the sports... we won’t have a sports report. Elliot, you just check the scores and mention anything that’s really important.”

“It’s a Tuesday, there won’t be much.”

Elliot liked to look at the trees, not the forest. 

David, Nevada and Elliot sat down at computer terminals and booted them up. Matthew held the glass door open for Tess as she left the newsroom, then followed her out.

Chelan sat, frozen, for hours. She stared at the metal desks, the wall of monitor screens, and the baffles surrounding the three workstations of the investigative team. From time to time, when anyone looked her way, she pretended to be reading. In truth, she was concentrating on each breath, in and out, so that she could prevent herself from screaming. 

The Vancouver Police Department called a news conference for five o’clock. After an argument with Elliot over who would cover it, and about half an hour of solitary time in a dark corner of Studio 1, Chelan was eager to get out of the building. When Nevada stopped by her desk on her way out to cover the newser, she let herself be walked toward the door. 

“Did Matthew really assign both of us to go?”

“I need somebody to carry the tripod,” Nevada said. “The cameraman’s been complaining, lately.” She saw from Chelan’s expression that she was in no mood for banter. “Alright, Chelan. Sorry. I just think we all need to be in motion right now. It’s no good to sit around.”

“Fair enough. Let’s go.” She’d found no answers and no comfort at the TV station; maybe the cop shop would surprise her. And if she had to be with anyone right now, Nevada was the one she minded the least. Nevada was a ‘dame’, as Grandma would call her. Early forties, well-read, well-traveled, well-heeled, well-built. Every time she sat down and crossed her legs, men sneaked a look and had to smile. She had covered stories from murders to political scandals. She was comfortable around everyone, and did not change the atmosphere every time she joined a group of men, the way many women did, deliberately or unconsciously. She didn’t mind salty language and in fact, her own was usually raunchier than anyone else’s.  

Every seat was taken in the Media Conference room at the police station. Chelan did a quick count and came up with forty. A side door opened and Chief Rupella walked in, followed by the media liaison officer, Barbara Sewell, and two detectives, one round and rumpled, the other looking like an athletic Burnaby boy, in a Canucks jersey and ball cap. The chief put on a pair of glasses and read from a prepared statement. 

“At about 0700 this morning, a man died in a fall from the ninth floor of an apartment building in the West End.”

Nevada took notes, her hand moving while her eyes did not leave the police chief’s face. 

“The man was dead at the scene. Next of kin have been informed.”

Nevada waited, pen poised. Chelan straightened up, trying to ride with the idea that there might be a surprise, that a mistake had been made, that it was not Keith at all, but some other resident of the Point After Apartments, and that Keith was just AWOL, maybe on one of his famous spontaneous and unannounced trips to Vegas.

The other reporters all waited, like runners on the starting blocks. 

“The man was Keith Papineau.”

There was no need to specify age, occupation, address. Everybody knew Keith Papineau. The journalist was a regular presence in their living rooms, thanks to their television screens. He was on everyone’s career radar, too; he was the standard they all used to judge their own success as reporters. He was the master. 

Several faces turned toward Nevada and Chelan. Neither gave away anything that any of the other reporters could use for a sentence or two about the reaction of Keith’s colleagues.

Reporters pulled out cell phones. This would be front page.

The buzz lasted two or three minutes, then refocused on the front of the room, as the questions started to flow.

“What was the cause of death?” 

“What was he wearing, Chief?”

“Where did he land?”

“Any witnesses?”

Nevada slowly raised her hand. “Did he fall or did he jump?”

Chelan wasn’t sure she heard right. Chief Rupella began to gather up his papers, and for a moment it looked as though he wouldn’t answer.  “Our preliminary investigation indicates a deliberate action. I presume all of your outlets’ editorial policies, and your own sensitivity to the feelings of the family, will dictate your handling of that information. That’s all, ladies and gentlemen.”

The reporter sitting next to Nevada turned to her, a puzzled look on his face. “What does that mean? Our preliminary investigation indicates...”

Nevada was still scribbling her notes. “It means he wants us to sit on the information.”

Cass Murphy, a longtime radio reporter who had known Nevada since their salad days in the early seventies, leaned over to join the conversation. “What are you going to do?”  

Nevada didn’t answer for a moment. Two or three other reporters tilted their heads toward the conversation, and two cameramen hovered nearby, gathering up electrical cords and information they could pass on to their reporters.

Nevada finally shut her notebook. “Say it, without spelling it out.” She stood up and walked out. 

The young reporter sitting next to Chelan was still unsure. “How the freak do you do that? I’ve got to report it or not report it. I don’t want to leave it out and have my boss turn on LV-TV and find out about it.”

Cass nodded. “On the other hand, you don’t want to report it and be the only one in town showing something that everyone else had the class to leave out.” She went up to the table, thinking things over while she reclaimed her microphone. When she came back, she had an answer. “I think you’re going to hear it tonight on the LV-TV supper hour news. Nevada won’t be too lurid or graphic about it, but she’s going to report it. So we better all get on board.”

Chelan was outraged. What ‘preliminary investigation’?  What business did Rupella have, giving all of these bozos this information, and then suggesting their ‘sensitivity’ should dictate what they did with it? It was like giving a loaded gun to a chimp. Keith hadn’t committed suicide. Were they insane? A guy like Keith would never commit suicide. 
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Z

ack Esher shoved around the stack of files on his desk, trying to open up a little space.  He was overloaded as it was with the Jason Wheeler stabbing, and now the chief had asked him to see the Keith Papineau case through. Not that there should be much to do there—seemed pretty obvious that with a balcony rail that high, something intentional was going on. 

Still there was a procedure to follow. Zack tossed his ball cap onto the chair on the other side of the scuffed chrome desk and sat down to hunt for anything new from forensics or the medical examiner. Nothing. A bit early yet.

A lot of the reporters at the news conference he’d just left looked pretty stunned by the notion of suicide. Not that that was a sign of anything. It just meant that Keith Papineau was better than a lot of others in keeping the media out of his personal business.

He booted up his computer and pulled up the Wheeler file. So far, he and Kenny had talked to TV production people, an agent, a lawyer, a manager, a publicist and a personal trainer, and they had yet to get a bead on why anyone would want to kill this actor. So far, everyone had nothing but good things to say: Wheeler was a generous guy, a friendly guy, wrote notes to people’s mothers, threw parties on the set. A stickler for contracts and a little temperamental, sometimes, about things he was asked to do, but who wouldn’t be, they all said, when it came to matters of safety? 

Zack sighed and patted his empty shirt pocket, groping for the cigarettes that he’d given up in 1999 when the blanket of anti-smoking regulations in Vancouver finally smothered his will to search for places and times he could light up. Funny how the unconscious memories of the habit hung on, long after he’d taken his last drag. He pulled a bottle of water out of the bottom desk drawer.

He’d been working long hours forever and Marla was ready to explode, but she’d just have to understand. It looked as though they’d have to go back for a second go-round with all of these people.  After the initial shock of the death wore off and everyone had said their polite phrases, more of the truth about Wheeler’s life might come out. Three years ago, Zack had cut corners on the time required to investigate the Hyack Docks case because of pressure from Marla, and he’d lost his promotion as a result. He’d worked his way back to the front of the line and he wasn’t going to make the same mistake twice.

Just as he was about to close the computer file, one of Kenny’s notes on his interview with Wheeler’s manager caught Zack’s eye—“recently settled a law suit with former partner in a restaurant.” Now that had some possibilities. People often got desperate about business deals gone wrong or money lost, and the feelings were just as searing as jealousy or passion. Was it a big law suit? Who was the plaintiff? Was the restaurant a success or a failure? Had the former partner gone on to success in something else, or was he down and out in an alley somewhere? Was it a male or a female? Who won in court? 

This definitely looked like a good place to start.

Ξ

Chelan stumbled out of the media conference room, barely noticing where she was going. The only thing she knew for sure was that she wasn’t going back to the newsroom for a while. She walked toward Pacific Boulevard, looking for a friendly door. 

The sky hung low over Vancouver, creating one of those weird days when the light was so dim at three o’clock in the afternoon that the streetlights came on. The clouds seemed to hover about six feet from the ground, leaving Chelan with the urge to duck. Something was pressing down on her from above; her shoulders slumped, her neck protruded forward, and she had to make a conscious effort to stand up straight. The bar down the block looked intimidating, not the right place for a woman alone. She couldn’t face the Scribbler, and all of the questions from the other reporters. A lounge at one of the downtown luxury hotels—that would be a better place. Chelan speed-dialed the taxi company’s number on her cell phone and within fifteen minutes sat at a quiet corner table, contemplating a Scotch and water.

She gulped down her drink and ordered another one. She figured she needed at least one more before she would be ready to walk the few miles home and hole up in her apartment. She needed to be alone to think about Keith. Keith, who mentored her, showed her the ropes, gave her a shoulder to cry on when she was going through yet another day of feeling invisible. And how did she pay him back? 

With friendship, certainly. But he had wanted more. Needed more, if he was that close to taking his own life. If she had said the right thing that night, instead of the wrong thing, could she have saved him from such a horrible, irrevocable decision?

Chelan opened her throat and poured down the amber liquid. He was a talented, successful journalist and no one had seen this coming. Sure, he had a few problems but what man in his early forties didn’t? His marriage hadn’t worked out, he missed having daily contact with his son, and he was looking for a chance to climb higher in his profession. An ambitious man would have migrated to Toronto, or even to New York or L.A., but Keith, like so many before him, decided he loved Vancouver too much to leave. Over drinks once or twice, when he and Chelan were trading life stories and observations about people and the world, he confessed to some regrets about that decision—but in the next breath, he noted that he was not exactly kicking retirement and could decide to go to take a shot at the majors next year—next month, even—if he chose.

There’s always next year, he sometimes said. Chelan took a swipe at the tears stinging her eyes and a swallow from the crystal glass in front of her.

Hours later, she was still warming the same lounge chair, but her posture was quite a bit more relaxed. She had settled into a rhythm: a Scotch, a beer, a Scotch, a beer, and except for one quick question (“you planning to take a taxi home?”) the waiter had brought on the brew and held back on the chitchat. Good understanding of his job, that waiter.

Chelan wondered briefly whether Nevada or Elliot or anyone else had noticed her absence, and whether she would get a slap on the wrist for taking a bit of unauthorized personal leave. She didn’t care, particularly. It wasn’t as if she had some responsibility for some important report on that evening’s newscast. She had spent the whole freakin’ day out doing very little of freakin’ consequence. She was completely irrelevant and extraneous to that newsroom and she knew it; her absence or presence made no difference to anybody. It was the story of her life. When she wanted to be in the middle of the action, circumstances sent her off to the sidelines. When she felt it all crowding in on her—too many people, too much fuss—and she wanted to get away and be alone, fate would dump her into a situation that had no exit. The story of her life—no luck, no future, no talent, no truth, no friends. She signaled for another beer.

A new waiter came over, took her order, then went behind the bar and turned on the television set. Chelan heard the familiar chords of the Channel Two Evening News and turned to watch, heavy head propped on one hand. 

“I work there, you know,” she told the waiter who arrived with her drink.

The man was intent on putting down the tumbler and a new bill. “Is that right.”

No comfort there. But then, Chelan thought, he probably doesn’t believe me. He probably hears sixteen people a day brag about what they do, who they know, how much money they have, what they’re going to do to score. The only thing the world has more of, than liars, is skeptics—and that’s the liars’ fault. Everybody is so intent on making sure they don’t buy a line of bull, they’re suspicious of everything. 

David’s face came up on the TV screen and Chelan braced  herself for the report. It came soon into the broadcast, short and to the point, no more than half a minute. Keith Papineau died that day, cause of death unknown, station’s condolences to the family.

She asked the bartender to change to Channel Four’s Eyewitness News. There was Liam St. Clair, covering the story of Keith’s death. He had a group of people gathered around him. 

“Can you tell me what you saw?”

The two witnesses looked at one another. Liam held out the microphone, as if offering a dog a bone, pointing it at the man dressed in a business suit. 

The man stepped back, but mumbled a reply to the question. “A man fell from his balcony up there, I guess.”

“Did you see him fall?”

The man nodded. His face was a mask, but his eyes were wide with the terrified look of a child who has just witnessed a beating. 

“Can you tell us more, sir?”

The man shook his head, then turned away. Liam then pointed his microphone at a man dressed in jogging clothes. 

“Did you see him fall?”

The man ignored the microphone and spoke with the confident air of a person used to the podium. “I wasn’t looking up, you know, I was looking toward the park. But I saw a lady looking up at the building. I didn’t slow down at first, but then I saw the look on her face. I stopped beside her, but I kept on jogging in place. You can’t let the muscles seize up, you know. About two seconds later—no, maybe less than that, this body landed on the pavement. Right there,” he said, staring at the white chalk mark outline. They all stared at it in silence for a moment, picturing the face, the hair, the eyes, and the person that the white mark represented.

Chelan turned her back on the television and fished in her wallet for her credit card. Time to go home.

Ξ

The turnout for Keith’s funeral three days later was huge. Chelan stood with hundreds, maybe even thousands of people, most of them either weeping or wearing the stricken look of the deeply bereaved. They stood in the driving rain, gathered around Keith’s final resting place in the cemetery. The coffin was a gunmetal gray, polished to a high gloss that reflected the blurred outlines and shapes of the scene surrounding it. Droplets of water clung to the shiny surface. The rain began before dawn and continued, without a break, throughout the day. Heavy, glowering clouds seemed to hang only inches above Chelan’s head, and if her mood had not compelled her shoulders to slump, the cloud cover certainly would have.

The cemetery was high in the North Shore mountains, which throbbed with six different shades of green, thanks to the Vancouver rainforest climate. Somehow, Chelan thought, it was easier to ignore all the rain, or laugh about it, when you were driving around in it, or even sloshing through puddles of it. But when you were standing out in it, to bury a friend, it became much more than background. 

Several hundred people made the trek from the church to graveside, some moved by grief and some by curiosity. Many of them stood under somber black umbrellas, but quite a few stood unsheltered, with heads uncovered, letting the rivers of rain pour down their faces.

Chelan thought the saddest moment of the miserable day came when Keith’s teenaged son insisted on riding with the funeral director in the car carrying his father’s body. And the worst moment came when Chelan looked into her rear-view mirror, as she drove away from the gravesite, one of the last to leave. 

Where only a short time ago a community of people had stood, there was now only a solitary coffin, still on its wooden platform, the only object higher than the headstones. In an hour, the workers would finish lowering the coffin and covering it over with its shroud of earth. Chelan had a searing sense that they were all leaving Keith alone, in the cold, the dark, and the rain.

She turned her mind to following the directions to Jayne Granville’s house. Keith’s sister was hosting the traditional post-funeral gathering. Chelan found her way to Campbell Road and pulled into a driveway that curved in a semi-circle in front of a house too large to be believed — not a house, a mansion. She didn’t know Keith was from a wealthy family. Maybe it was his sister’s money—or perhaps, her husband’s?

Chelan parked beside a gleaming Jaguar and got out of her car at the same time as the driver of the Jag. She recognized the tall, self-assured man from newspaper photos: Bob Venice, former golden boy, high school hero, Olympic gold medalist, law firm star, politician, and now, owner of half a dozen of the most popular night spots in the Lower Mainland.

He looked right through Chelan. Squaring his shoulders, he strode off toward the house. Chelan was about to follow when she heard a familiar voice.

“Should be quite an interesting group.” Matthew wore a black suit that probably cost as much as Chelan’s car.

“Did you know Keith was connected with the Granville family?”

“Of course, Chelan. Didn’t you?”

That was a bit of a slip. Of course, she should have known, or at least she shouldn’t have admitted she didn’t know. If she was going to get anywhere in Matthew’s newsroom, she had to earn a reputation as knowledgeable and astute. At least, that’s what Nevada kept telling her. She tried to recover ground. “Well, yes, but I didn’t know they were still doing this well. I thought the real estate slump hit them hard last year.”

“They diversified.” Matthew seemed to be in no hurry to go inside. He folded his arms and surveyed the field of parked cars—luxury vehicles almost every one. Chelan had heard that Matthew liked expensive cars. His other hobby, besides cooking, was playing blackjack—also an interest that required a certain amount of coin. “How are you doing today, Chelan? I know you and Keith were close.”

“Yes, we were. He was a good friend.”

Matthew ran a hand over his blond hair, watching the cars and speaking past Chelan.  “I suppose he was like many people. You think you know what’s going on in their lives and in their thoughts, and then they do something like this, and you realize just how little you really knew about them.”

Chelan folded her arms and watched the arriving cars, too. “There were a lot of days when he pulled me out of a slump.” 

Matthew stared at a sports car as if it were part of a journalism award entry and he the chief judge. “And all the while, he was in a major slump himself. A terminal slump.”

Chelan’s face throbbed with heat. “It’s so hard to believe.” 

“Yes, of course it is,” Matthew said, in the soothing tones of a father comforting a sobbing six-year-old. “The truth is hard to take.” He gave Chelan a sad, enigmatic smile.

“What do you mean?”

Matthew moved toward the twin columns guarding the front door. “Chelan, you didn’t know Keith very well. He was a man with a very stressful job who obviously didn’t have the strength to deal with it. He screwed up sometimes—he’d disappear when the pressure was too much. In a lot of ways, I think he was in the wrong occupation, given his personality type. But it was what he’d trained for, he was well-known for it, and he just couldn’t switch into something else that easily.” 

As Matthew handed his raincoat to the butler who opened the door and turned right to plunge into the lake-sized living room, disappearing into one of a dozen eddies of people in conversation, Chelan handed over her umbrella, then turned left into the dining room, where she stood, shifting uncertainly from one foot to another. What were you supposed to do in this situation? They hadn’t covered it in any class she had ever been in. She had been to a dozen weddings in the past few years, and knew all of the etiquette there, but the only funeral she had ever attended was that of an elderly aunt, fifteen years ago, when she was at an age when people expected very little understanding of the events, and she had experienced even less.

She saw Keith’s sister, Jayne, across the room, seated in a leather armchair, staring off into space, her carefully streaked blonde hair needing a wash and her black suit flecked with dog hair. Someone bent down to hand her a cup of coffee and she briefly sparked, with the flash of a lovely smile.    Chelan wasn’t sure of the protocol, but speaking to her seemed like the right thing to do. The room was large enough to hold a football game, and it looked as though a few of the members of the pro team were here to play it. As Chelan made her way toward Jayne, she spotted half a dozen celebrity athletes and quite a few other familiar faces. Although Bob Venice was probably the highest profile person in the room, many of the others would ring a bell on the recognition door—the pro quarterback, half a dozen hockey players, the mayor. She saw many of these people’s names mentioned at the sports events and gala fund-raising functions she read about in the paper. Sort of like a small town within a small town. She had no idea they were part of Keith’s life. Tess Cunningham stood near the fireplace, teacup in hand. She had the tense look that people get when they’re working with too much pressure and too little sleep. Chelan felt a sort of kinship with her, since it seemed that both of their positions would be very shaky if things didn’t improve at the station. 

Chelan picked her way through the maze of dark suits and black dresses, toward the leather chair beside the grand piano. She waited while Keith’s sister finished her conversation with the anchorman from one of the other stations.

“Hello, Mrs. Granville. I’m Chelan Montgomery. I worked with Keith.” 

“Chelan, thanks for coming,” Jayne looked into her eyes for a nanosecond. 

Chelan felt as though she should pat her shoulder or squeeze her hand, but again, she just wasn’t sure about the right thing to do. “I wanted to tell you how very sorry I am.”

“Thank you. We’ll all miss him.” She seemed to have reached the end of her store of remarks, but Chelan did not feel ready to move on. She hunted for something else to say, something to keep the exchange alive.

“He had a lot of friends.”

Jayne focused on the crowd. “He did, didn’t he? Well, he certainly spent a lot of time with them. Even those who go way back are here.”

Chelan followed her gaze across the room and recognized Keith’s wife, Heather, standing alone near the fireplace. She had met her once at a station party a while ago. With her shaggy gray hair and Birkenstock sandals, Heather stood out in this crowd of spa-soothed skin and facelifts like a tattoo in a convent.

Jayne glanced past Chelan, toward the French doors leading to the back of the house. A dark-haired teenager wearing the hip hop uniform of hoody, baggy pants and reversed baseball cap came in, walked across the room, acknowledging no one, and stood at Jayne’s side.

“Chelan, have you met Kevin?” 

Chelan put forward a hand, which Kevin shook for a fraction of a second. “Aunt Jayne, can I talk to you?”

“Kevin, I have to stay here and meet people. We can talk later.”

Kevin looked as though he was about to argue, then shrugged. “Would it be alright if I play some video games in another room?”

Jayne nodded and Kevin slouched out of the room, his shoulders held stiffly as if he felt that everyone were watching him walk. Jayne directed a shrug of her own and a smile toward Chelan, which she took as her cue to move on, and make way for the two tall, prosperous men in Bond Street suits, waiting for their turns to offer condolences. 

She wandered down a short hallway and spotted a small group of media types in the kitchen. Nevada was holding court. 

“So a bunch of us get on the hotel elevator and there’s this guy in a suit who turns out to be one of the cabinet minister’s flacks. He assumes we all know who he is and he starts telling us about their itinerary for the next day. As if we care. Then he says to me, ‘You know the boss really likes to meet young reporters like you. I’m going up to his suite now. Would you like to come along?’ So what to do? Is it a set-up, or will I get an interview? And of course I’m a TV reporter, and I need my cameraman, but I can’t figure out whether he’s invited.”

Nevada stopped for a long gulp of her drink and Amanda prompted her. “So, what happened?”

“Keith stepped forward to rescue me. Offered to come along, too. The government creep just laughed and got off the elevator at the next floor. ‘Maybe another time’, he says.” Nevada raised her highball glass in a toast. “To Keith.” 

Chelan reached past Nevada to the wine bottle on the counter and poured herself a glass, ignoring the disapproving stare of the waiter. The catering staff were also in the kitchen, doing their jobs, and trying to avoid the journalists. They held off on commenting, though, saving their observations for wash-up time, after all the guests had gone home.
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