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Everybody, soon or late, sits down to a banquet of consequences.


—Robert Louis Stevenson
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“Get that light out of my face! And get behind the tape. All of you. Now.” Detective Jake Brogan pointed his own flashlight at the pack of reporters, its cold glow highlighting one news-greedy face after another in the October darkness. He recognized television. Radio. That kid from the paper. How the hell did they get here so fast? The whiffle of a chopper, one of theirs, hovered over the riverbank, its spotlights illuminating the unmistakable—another long night on the job. And a Monday-morning visit to a grieving family. If they could figure out who this victim was.


A body by the river. This time, the Charles, down by the old dock. Her legs, black tights striped with mud, leather boots, one zipper down, splayed on the fallen leaves and slimy underbrush on the bank. Her head, chestnut hair floating like a punk Ophelia, bobbing and grotesque in the tangled weeds.


Too bad I can’t call Jane. She’d love this.


Jake’s yellow beam of light landed on that Tucker kid, notebook out and edging toward the body. Rubber boots squished in the muck of the riverbank, still soft from Boston’s run of bad-luck weather. “Hey, you, newspaper kid. Out. This means you. You don’t wanna have to call your new editor to bail you out.”


“Is it a serial killer?” A reporter’s voice thin and reedy, carried in the chill wind. The neon green from the Boston Garden billboards, the purple beacons decorating the white-cabled Zakim Bridge, the glaring yellow of the chopper’s spots colored the crime scene into a B-movie carnival. “Are you calling it a serial killing? You think it’s one person? Was she killed the same way as the other?”


“Yeah, tell us, Jake,” another voice demanded. “Is two murders serial?”


“One a couple weeks ago, one today, that’s two.” A different reporter’s voice. “Both women. Both by water. By bridges. Both weekend nights. Both dead. That’s serial. We’re going with that. Maybe … ‘the River Killer.’”


“We are, too. The Bridge Killer.”


“Have you figured out who the first victim is?”


“Outta here, all of you!” Jake tucked his flashlight under one arm, zipped his Boston Police–issue brown leather jacket. Reporters scrambling to nickname a murderer. Crazy. What does Jane always say? It bleeds, it leads? At least her stories aren’t like that. A siren screamed across Causeway Street; then the red-striped ambulance careened down the rutted side street. Every camera turned to the EMTs scrambling out the opening ambulance doors.


No need for them to hurry, Jake thought. His watch showed 2:15 A.M. She’d been dead for at least three hours.


Just like the other woman.


*   *   *


Jane Ryland had thrown up after the verdict.


She’d twisted her damp hair away from her face, avoided the mirror, and contemplated how long she could hide in the Suffolk County Courthouse ladies’ room. Forever would be good. Instead, she’d gritted out a smile for the scrum of cameras as Channel 11’s defense attorney promised her television colleagues an immediate appeal of the jury’s decision. The two then marched down the granite steps of the courthouse, the lawyer’s pin-striped arm protectively across Jane’s shoulder, as if a million-dollar damage verdict were the honorable cost of doing journalism business.


But soon after, Jane could read the counterfeit smiles, rescheduled meetings, abysmal story assignments. Her TV reporting career was over. She’d protected a source, but nobody was protecting her.


MILLION-DOLLAR MISTAKE, the headlines screamed. RYLAND NAMES WRONG MAN AS JOHN IN SEX-FOR-HIRE CASE. Indy rag Boston Weekly called her “Wrong-Guy Ryland.”


Jane knew she hadn’t been wrong. There’d been no mistake, but it didn’t matter. Days later she was fired.


“And most incredibly bogus of all, they pretended it wasn’t about the verdict.” Jane had banged out a bitter and bewildered e-mail to her pal Amy. Once newbie co-anchors together in Iowa, Amy had landed a high-profile reporter gig in Washington, D.C., then Jane got a similar deal in Boston. Amy’s star was still rising. Plus, as she never let Jane forget, she was married.


“After three years of promos, all those promises,” Jane typed, “they said they wanted to ‘go another direction’ with their political coverage. Are you kidding me? There’s an election coming. It’s the biggest story since the Kennedy thing. What the hell other direction can they go?”


“I’m so sorry, Janey honey,” Amy typed back. “They had to blame somebody. Everyone hates TV reporters. And everybody hates TV. I’m probably next, you know? We should have gotten real jobs, kiddo.”


Now Alex Wyatt—Register city editor Alex Wyatt, of all people!—was about to offer Jane a real job. Such as it was. At least the Register’s headlines had been objective. GROCERY MAGNATE WINS SLANDER SUIT.


Jane closed her eyes briefly at the memory. Dad would take care of her, if it came to that, even urge her to come home to Oak Park. Then he’d probably urge her to go to law school, like younger sister, engaged sister, good sister Lissa. Dad would be supportive, at least try to be, but Dr. Ryland never approved of failure. She was on her own. And she’d be fine.


Perched on the couch in Alex’s new and already file-strewn office at the Boston Register, surrounded by the clutter of his half-unpacked boxes, Jane was working hard at being fine.


She wished she could just say no. Leave town. Change her name. Forget the jurors, forget the verdict. Talk to her mom just one more time.


But reality included a hefty mortgage on her condo, payments on her suddenly extravagant Audi TT, looming utility bills, and evaporating severance pay. She’d once reported heartbreakingly headlined stories about the terrors of unemployment. Now she was unemployed. Jane knew she’d tell Alex yes.


“I vouched for you with the bigs on the fifth floor.” Alex positioned a framed Columbia J-school diploma against one beige wall, raised his wire-rimmed glasses to his forehead, then marked the wall with a pencil, turning his back to her. “Told ’em you were nails on the street. Tough and fair. Beat me on a couple stories, that’s for sure. The hospital thing last year, remember?”


I sure do. “The hospital thing” was an overnight stakeout of a politician injured in a suspicious hit and run. Alex and Jane, each refusing to leave while the other kept watch, shared the last of the murky coffee. Jane had secretly contemplated sharing a lot more than coffee. Luckily, as she later admitted to Amy, she’d checked Alex’s third finger, left hand. Taken. At least she’d eventually gotten an exclusive interview with the victim.


Alex was still talking. “But here at the paper, we respect reporters who protect their sources. We don’t fire them. Told ’em I figured your source threw you under the bus.”


He turned to her, glasses back in place and pencil now behind his ear. “Speaking of which. About the case. Sellica Darden told you, didn’t she? She had to be your source. Want to talk about it? Off the record?”


Not now, not ever. “Lawyers, you know? The appeal?” Jane smoothed her black wool skirt over her knees, carefully pulling the hem over her best black leather boots. Looking anywhere but at Alex. Why didn’t life have an “Undo” button? She hadn’t realized she was risking her career for Sellica. She tried to keep the sorrow out of her voice. “I can’t. I really can’t.”


Alex narrowed his eyes. “There’s nothing that’ll hurt the paper, though, right? Nothing’ll come back to bite us? All any of us has is our reputation, you know?”


“Right,” Jane said.


Mortgage. Heat. Health insurance. Food. Mom would have said, “Jane Elizabeth, you should remember every closed door means another door opens.”


“You can trust me, Alex. I know times are tough for newspapers. I’m grateful Jake—Detective Brogan—called you about me. I’m grateful, really, for the opportunity.”


The room went silent.


Maybe Alex was getting cold feet, no matter what Jake had told him. Maybe no one would trust her again. The jury was wrong, not her. But how can you battle perception? Jane gathered her black leather tote bag, ready to be dismissed. Maybe it was too soon. Or too late.


Leaving his framed diploma propped on top of a peeling radiator, Alex leaned against the side of his battered wooden desk. He smiled, running a hand across its pitted wood. “They told me T. R. Baylor himself, founder of the Register, used this very desk back in the day. Brinks job, Mayor Curley, the Boston Strangler. All the Kennedys. They offered me a new desk, you know? But keeping this one seemed right.”


Jane smiled back. “Wonder what T.R. would think about your Internet edition? And maybe there’s a new Boston Strangler now, the one they’re calling the Bridge Killer.”


“Times change; news doesn’t,” Alex replied. “People sure don’t. The Register’s covering it, but we’re not calling anyone the Bridge Killer yet, that’s for sure. Who knows if those killings are connected? But yeah, you can’t understand the future if you don’t understand the past. I’m hoping this desk reminds me of that.”


He pulled a yellow pad from a pile beside him, flipped through the top pages, then held up a hand-drawn calendar. In several of the pencil-line boxes was written JANE.


“Anyway,” Alex continued, pointing to the schedule. “You’re dayside. We’re all about teamwork, and saving bucks, so I have you sharing a desk with Tuck. Tuck’s covering the ‘bridge killings’—whatever you want to call them—always out, so you’ll probably never see each other.”


She was in. She felt a reassuring flutter of the real Jane. I’ll scoop the hell out of those jerks at Channel 11. “Sounds absolutely—,” she began.


“I have to give you a six-month tryout,” Alex interrupted, gesturing “upstairs” with his notepad. “Fifth floor says that’s the deal. Are you with us?”


Jane managed a network-quality smile. Even if “network” was no longer in her future.


“You got yourself a newspaper reporter,” Jane said. She looked square into the city editor’s eyes, telegraphing she was not only the right choice to cover the election and share a desk with Tuck, whoever that was, but a valuable addition to his staff as well. One who did not make mistakes.


His eyes, however, were trained on the screen of his iPhone.


“Alex?” she said. If he dissed her on day one, she had low hopes for the teamwork he promised. But, facts be faced, her hopes were fairly low to begin with. She was still navigating the raw stages of grief over her dismissal from Channel 11.


It had been a while since her heart was broken.


Jane had avoided all the good-byes. She’d gone to the station one last time, after midnight. Packed her videotapes, Rolodex, fan mail, and three gilt-shiny award statues; stashed the cartons in the musty basement of her Brookline brownstone. The next two weeks she’d wrapped herself in one of Mom’s afghans, parked herself in a corner of her curvy leather couch, and stared at her television. A screen no longer her domain.


She hadn’t gone outside the apartment. Hadn’t answered e-mail or the phone. A couple of times, drank a little too much wine.


Dad had been brusque when she called to tell him. “You must have done something wrong,” he’d said. It was okay. Even after all these years, Jane knew he was still missing Mom. She was, too.


Mrs. Washburn from downstairs had appeared with the mail, bearing her famous mac and cheese, Jane’s favorite. Little Eli, the super’s starstruck eight-year-old, tried to lure her, as always, into an Xbox marathon. Steve and Margery, once her producer and photographer, sent white tulips, with a note saying, “Television sucks,” and suggesting beer.


“Television sucks” made her laugh. For about one second.


Week three of unemployment, she’d had enough. She had clicked off the television, cleared out the stack of empty pizza boxes, and popped open the résumé on her laptop. The next day she rolled up the blinds in her living room, dragged the unread newspapers to the curb, and had her TV-length hair—the stylist called it walnut brown—cut spiky-short. She savagely organized all four closets in her apartment and dumped her on-air blazers in a charity bin. She’d listened to every one of her voice mail messages, and one was Jake. With a lead on a job at the Register.


And now she had an offer. Such as it was.


“Sorry, Jane, had to answer that text. So? Can you start tomorrow?” Clicking off his blinking screen, Alex tucked the iPhone into a pocket of his tweedy jacket. He’d been promoted from senior political reporter to city editor in time for the Register’s geared-up election coverage. Once Jane’s toughest competition, Alex Wyatt—“Hot Alex,” as Amy persisted in calling him—was about to become her superior.


Jane couldn’t ignore the irony. The up-and-coming Jane Ryland, award-winning investigative reporter. Crashed on the fast track and blew it at age thirty-two. Possibly a new land speed record for failure. Her smile still in place, she pretended she hadn’t noticed her potential new boss had ignored her.


“You got yourself a reporter,” Jane said again. Now she just had to prove it.
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“You want what?” Jane struggled to keep her voice even. Day two of the new Jane, only nine fifteen on Tuesday morning, and her vow to be upbeat was taking a beating. Alex, leaning against his chaos of a desk and offering her a bulging file folder, was asking the impossible.


Find Moira Kelly Lassiter? How?


An hour earlier, Jane had bought a subway fare card at the Riverside T station, then grabbed a soggy cup of coffee from the instantly inquisitive guy at Java Jim’s.


“Aren’t you—?” he’d begun, his eyes calculating.


“No.” She’d almost burst into tears. Not anymore. It seemed like everyone was looking at her. They all knew who she was from TV. And now they all thought she’d made a mistake.


“You are too!” he’d yelled after her. “You cut all your hair off, but you’re the one who…”


But she was through the turnstile and into her new life. Through the newly opened door. She glanced skyward, at Mom. Gotcha.


Unfolding the Register as the train racketed through Brookline’s yellowing maple trees and plunged into the subway underground, Jane tried to keep her elbows from poking the sleeping commuter beside her. Bridge Killer stuff, of course, on the front page. Wonder if Jake—? She wished she could call him. Get the scoop.


Her heart fluttered, tempting her. Maybe one call, briefly, just to— No way. She turned the page. Pushed Jake out of her mind. She was focused on a new job, not on an off-limits relationship. Not on the only man in the past year or so—since Alex—who’d made her wish that … 


No. Work.


Governor Lassiter was up in the polls, according to the Register’s latest. Election looming. Lassiter’s wife canceling her schedule again. Gable campaign scrambling. No issues. No depth. The Register needed her.


Jane had crossed the busy street in front of the Register’s six-story yellow-brick offices and yanked open the heavy glass door, in the throes of a high-speed mental pep talk. Her lawyers promised they’d appeal the verdict. Maybe Sellica would change her mind. Jane would be vindicated. Channel 11 would clamor to take her back.


And tomorrow she’d be extra nice to Java Jim.


Jane had beeped her new ID card through the security reader, waved to the guard at the front desk, punched the elevator button. Punched it again, for punctuation. She’d tackle this newspaper challenge, same way she’d tackled every tough problem. On her own.


Except now, hearing her first assignment—it seemed semi-impossible. She reached up to worry her hair, a left-over-from-J-school nervous habit, but her hair wasn’t there anymore.


“So, Jane?” Alex came from behind his desk, urging the manila file folder toward her. In tasseled loafers, wire-rimmed glasses, and loosened tie, casually attractive, he still seemed more rumpled-preppy street reporter than influential news executive. His wife—having removed him from Boston’s most-eligible-bachelor list—was some corporate honcho. “Here’s the background I had Archive Gus dig out for you. Lots of photos. Think you can find her?”


No, she wanted to say. I can’t “find” Moira Kelly Lassiter, because she’s not lost. She’s just—home. Apparently not wanting to come out. Plus, Alex was assigning her the candidate’s wife? Like some foofy society reporter? Hardly destined to make headlines.


“Alex, maybe she’s tired.” Maybe she could gently derail this idea. “Maybe Moira doesn’t like campaigning. Not all political wives are willing to keep standing in the background, staring adoringly at their husbands.” Jane pushed up the sleeves of her black turtleneck, glad that Alex also wore jeans. Newspaper work did have its fashion pluses. “I should look into campaign contributions, or that union thing. The crime bill. Profiling Moira Lassiter seems kind of—puff.”


Alex had started shaking his head before she was halfway through her plea. “My other political reporters are covering those angles. But Moira, seems she’s suddenly off the radar. What if it’s a face-lift? Great story. Maybe rehab? Hell of a story.” Alex ticked the ideas off on his fingers. “Exhausted? Bored? Depressed? Sick? Unhappy? All front-page stuff. You’re with me on this, right?”


“Ah, sure, Alex,” Jane said. She put her hand to her hair, took it down. She was the new kid now, and it was key to be a team player. “I’ll make some calls, sniff around, see what I get.”


“We’ll play it up big.” Alex held up two fingers at a harried-looking man who’d arrived outside his glass-walled office. Two minutes, Alex mouthed. He turned back to Jane. “All set?”


“I’ll have to go through Lassiter’s scheduling gorgons. If they say no—”


“That means another door will open, right?” Two red lights flashed on Alex’s desk phone, his intercom buzzed, the man waited in the doorway. “We’re counting on you, Ryland. Find out what’s happened to Moira Kelly Lassiter.”
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Kenna Wilkes opened the maroon-lacquered front door while the doorbell chimes still echoed through the front hall. On the expansive wooden porch stood the handsomest man she’d ever seen. Elegant. Regal. Silver hair, expensive suit.


Holy shit.


She fussed with her skinny white T-shirt, tucking it into the low-slung waistband of her new jeans, then looked up into those flinty eyes. Governor Owen Lassiter. Former governor.


Over his shoulder, she could see his entourage. A guy wearing khakis and a green LASSITER FOR SENATE button on his oxford shirt hovered behind the candidate, clutching a metal clipboard. A sleek black car was parked at the end of the driveway, headlights on. A blue and silver van with an enormous crimson 11 painted on the side idled across the street.


“Kenna Wilkes? We’d like you to meet Governor Owen Lassiter,” the young man was saying, as if announcing a state occasion. “He’s—”


“Running for the Senate, as you may have heard, Mrs. Wilkes.” Lassiter’s voice, interrupting his campaign aide, came across honey and steel.


Kenna hesitated, then took his hand.


“It’s my Tuesday tour,” Lassiter said. “Hoping to meet registered voters who are still making up their minds.”


He looked at her as if she were the only voter in Deverton.


Kenna had tied her tumbling blond hair away from her face with a thin white satin ribbon. Used a hint of pink lip gloss, a blush of color on her cheeks. Tanned skin peeked between her T-shirt and jeans. Her hand was still in Lassiter’s.


“If you have a few minutes, Mrs. Wilkes, perhaps we can answer your questions about our goals for this state and for this country. Unlike the negativity and fearmongering of the Gable campaign, we want to be a force for good down in D.C.” Lassiter squeezed her hand gently, a gesture she’d find patronizing if she weren’t so fascinated. “With your help, of course.”


She hadn’t been prepared for this. His charisma. His power. She’d been told he’d arrive this afternoon, between three and four, as part of his “Lassiter for Your Neighborhood” meet and greet. She’d seen the candidate on television. But no screen was big enough to contain him.


“Who dis?” Four-year-old Jimmy, Tonka dump truck in one hand and a half-eaten peanut butter sandwich in the other, toddled into the entryway, then rested his head against Kenna’s thigh.


“He must be the only one in Massachusetts who doesn’t know,” Kenna said, laughing. She took back her hand to tousle Jimmy’s dark curls. She had to get herself and this situation under control. “Still, Jimmy’s only four. Back when you were governor, of course, he wasn’t born yet.”


“Hey, gunner,” Lassiter said. He leaned down, close to both of them. “I’m Owen. Pretty nice truck you got there.”


Kenna breathed a hint of citrus and spice. When he looked up at her, she couldn’t read his expression.


“You’re lucky, Mrs. Wilkes. My wife, Moira, and I don’t have kids.”


Lucky? Not exactly how I’d have described it. She turned on a welcoming smile. “Would you like to come in? It’s not like you’re a stranger.”


“Thank you, Mrs. Wilkes,” Lassiter said. “We won’t stay long.”


“Kenna,” she said.


“Kenna,” he acknowledged. He turned to his aide. “Trevor? We’ll be—” He looked at Kenna, confirming. “—fifteen minutes?”


Trevor raised the clipboard, apparently a signal to an unseen person in the black SUV. The headlights clicked off. But the door of the Channel 11 van slid open. Kenna could see bare legs and black high heels emerging from the passenger side.


“Mrs. Wilkes?” Trevor said. “Channel Eleven is tracking the campaign today. Would it be all right if they came in?”


Not a chance. “I’d rather not. If it’s not a problem? I’m not really comfortable having our picture taken.” Kenna made fluttery gestures at her hair and jeans.


“No television.” Lassiter frowned briefly at the aide, who performed an exaggerated thumbs-down at the news van. The stiletto-clad legs swung back in; the door slammed. “We’ll talk privately. The two of us.”


His expression softened. “And Jimmy.” Lassiter paused at the sound of Trevor’s jangling cell phone.


“Hold on,” the aide said into the phone. “Governor? Your schedule. Maitland’s found another problem with—”


“Tell Rory I said to deal with it. No more interruptions.”


And he stepped inside.


*   *   *


“See her, Alex? Right there. The tall twenty-something in the red coat.” As if dealing a hand of solitaire, Jane placed the glossy photos on the city editor’s cluttered desk. She stabbed a finger at the fuzzy crimson image. “I found that woman in at least five of the recent photos Archive Gus gave us. I’ve been down in the archive room most of the day, looking for more. Every time she’s behind the rope line, but right in front of the crowd. Look. Down in Cohasset. Up in Lawrence. Way out in Worcester.”


Jane looked at Alex, checking for signs he was buying her pitch. Funny to be on the same team with him, instead of battling for sound bites. Wonder why he was never a TV reporter. Those shoulders. Those cobalt eyes. All that hair. She reached out a hand, trying to persuade him, almost touching his jacket.


“I’m telling you, Alex, it looks like she’s—”


“She’s another Lassiter groupie.” Alex shook his head, dismissive. “Or some political activist. Wants a job in D.C. Wants Lassiter to vote for the omnibus bill. It’s an election. Everyone wants something.”


“But what if there’s something between them? Look at the Cohasset shot. See how she’s looking at him? That’s—” Jane paused, analyzing the photo. “—it’s lust. What can I tell you?”


“She is hot.” Alex yanked off his glasses, held the photo under his desk lamp. His wide gold wedding band glinted in the light. “No mistaking that.”


No mistaking? Was that some sort of crack? She didn’t make mistakes, damn it.


Jane held up a different photo. “Who would wear this slinky getup outside? In October? She’s at least thirty years younger than Lassiter. And she sticks out like high beam headlights. You think she’s just doing her civic duty?”


“You can be a knockout and still be a political activist, Ryland.” Alex slid the photos into a pile, tamped down the edges, handed them to her. “These were to give you a sense of the campaign. Not to send you into reporter fantasy land.”


“Two little words,” Jane said, tucking the photos into her tote bag. “Monica Lewinsky.”


“Three little words,” Alex replied. “Leave it alone.”


“But—”


“Jane. Listen to your editor. Don’t go near this in print. This close to the election, it’s ethical quicksand. And if he’s having an affair? It’s hardly even news. They all do it.”


“But—” But Alex was ignoring her, swiping pages on his iPhone and almost turning his back. Dismissed. Fine. She had listened to him, exactly as he asked. But if “they all do it”? That simply confirmed there was a story. She was determined to find it.
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“Jimmy never knew him.” Kenna made an infinitesimal adjustment to the photo on the polished mahogany fireplace mantel, caressing it for a moment as she spoke. “He was a month from coming home.”


The black-framed photograph of the marine, dark curly hair, desert fatigues, squinting into the sunshine, held the place of honor in the cozy Deverton living room. A folded American flag in a stark wooden box sat next to it.


“You must have been so proud of your…” Lassiter hesitated.


“Husband.” Kenna finished the sentence, slowly sliding her hands into her back pockets, the toe of her silver ballet flat tracing a pattern in the pile of the creamy shag rug. A blond curl escaped from the ribbon, fell across one cheek. She looked at Lassiter from under her lashes.


“Yes. I still think of James every day. Jimmy was less than a year old when it happened. Three years later, I’m still working on explaining it to him. Why he doesn’t have a father.”


“You—,” Lassiter began.


She turned to Lassiter, earnest. “No, please, this isn’t about me. Or even Jimmy.” She gestured through an archway toward a toy-littered playroom. “He’s happy entertaining himself with his trucks. Today is about you. And your campaign, Governor.”


“Owen,” he said.


Kenna agreed, with a shy smile, then tapped her silver-linked watch. “I believe you said your schedule allowed fifteen minutes here, Owen. That means only twelve minutes left for you to win me over.”


*   *   *


“May I speak to Mrs. Lassiter, please? This is Jane Ryland at … the Register.” The new title snagged her. “Sure, I’ll hold. I’m following up on the interview request from this morning.”


About six hours ago.


The scruffy chair rattled over the murky once-gray carpeting as Jane swiveled to get comfortable at her new desk. Her half of her new desk.


Tuck—was he the flannel-shirted surfer-looking guy in the photo pinned to the peeling corkboard?—had graciously cleared off one of three adjustable wooden bookshelves and emptied one of four battered metal desk drawers. Someone’s idea of sharing. He’d scrawled a note on a Post-it pad: “Welcome, Roomie.” Someone’s idea of camaraderie.


She thought of her old office at Channel 11. Sleek built-in corner shelves holding her kept-from-J-school tattered reference books. Lighted mirror. Huge bulletin board covered with dangling plastic-sleeved press passes, happy snaps, and souvenir campaign buttons. Mike the mailroom guy delivering fan letters, the occasional skeevy plea from a creepy admirer, sometimes even rants from hostile viewers. After the trial, she’d gotten a few particularly unpleasant ones, ridiculous, but she’d told Jake about them, just in case. Where’s the mailroom here, anyway? Back then, she’d had a door that closed. And locked.


Good-bye to that. This was her new domain. Fabric-covered cubicles. Tops of heads of strangers. Fragrance of aging coffee. Buzzing tubes of fluorescent lights. Half an office.


Now some huffy press assistant was asking, could she take a message?


“No,” Jane replied. “I prefer to talk to Mrs. Lassiter directly. Do you know when she’ll be available? And wouldn’t it be better if she took a break, as you called it, after the election?”


Silence. Then a tinny Sousa march as someone hit the Hold button.


Slipping the phone between her cheek and shoulder, Jane typed her password into the coffee-smudged beige computer on the desk, puffed the dust from the monitor. She pushed aside a haphazard stack of Tuck’s file folders, the one on top marked LONGFELLOW BRIDGE, and clicked into the Register’s Web site. The front page of the latest edition appeared on the screen.


The “hold” music stopped.


“Jane?” The new voice was soothing, conciliatory. Sheila King introduced herself.


Another press secretary. And soon after, yet another refusal of the interview.


“Sheila? I’m confused.” Jane leaned back in her chair, the heels of her boots stretching past the cubicle divider. “I’m simply looking for the standard-issue candidate’s-wife interview. No surprises, no big deal. Just, hey, how ya doin’. How goes the campaign.”


Jane stared at the dingy ceiling tiles as the press secretary spun out excuses and double-talk. Give me a break. She snapped her chair upright and clicked down the Register’s online front page.


The main headline, byline Tucker Cameron, read POLICE CONTINUE TO DENY SERIAL KILLINGS. Below that, a Tuck sidebar, POLICE INSIST NO “BRIDGE KILLER.” My elusive deskmate is getting some big ink. She clicked on “Politics.” There, the headline read GABLE GAINS IN POLLS, LASSITER LAGGING. Maybe Alex was on to something.


“No, you listen,” Jane said into the phone. “You’re telling me Moira Lassiter’s ‘not available’? ‘Not now. Not tomorrow. Not next week.’ That sounds a lot like ‘not ever.’ Might I ask why?”


*   *   *


“Dump truck. Box truck. And what’s this one?” Lassiter had folded his soft charcoal suit jacket over the back of the overstuffed couch and sat on the living room floor, legs akimbo, surrounded by a convoy of miniature vehicles.


Kenna clicked red and green Lego blocks together and apart, watching the man who wanted to be the next senator from Massachusetts play with a four-year-old. Fifteen minutes had long passed.


Over one cup of coffee, then two, she had drawn him out about his campaign, his policies, his strategy. She was fascinated, of course. Riveted. It was almost too easy. Lassiter had answered a second phone call with a terse: “I know what time it is. I’ll call you.”


“Dat is a oil truck!” Jimmy crowed. He grabbed the plastic vehicle from Lassiter’s hands. “I know it!”


“Maybe he can help with your Middle East policy,” Kenna said, smiling. She uncoiled herself from the chintz armchair, tossed two Legos into the rubber bowl. “Or transportation.”


“Absolutely. We can use a guy who recognizes his trucks.” Lassiter leaned back against the side of the couch, stretching his legs across the oriental rug. “The campaign could also use a well-informed mom who cares about his future. Ever thought about volunteering? Work for the Lassiter campaign?”


With an insistent buzz, Lassiter’s phone vibrated across the glass-top coffee table. The doorbell rang. And rang again.


“Your master’s voice,” Kenna said, looking at the phone. “I guess our time is up, Governor.”


“Will you do it?” Lassiter clambered to his feet and punched off his phone. “Join our merry band?”


“You’re a hard man to resist.” Kenna stood, hands on hips. “But I’d better answer the door before your staff comes looking for you, don’t you think?”


By the time Kenna returned, Trevor and clipboard in tow, Lassiter had rebuttoned his suit jacket and adjusted his tie. Jimmy, making vrooming sounds, was running the oil truck up the side of the couch.


“Mrs. Wilkes has volunteered for the campaign.” Lassiter pointed a finger at his aide, delegating. “Make sure she gets the information and paperwork she needs. Tell Maitland to expect her downtown.”


He turned back to Kenna. “Right?”


She held out one hand, palm up, agreeing. “You got yourself a campaign worker. I like what you said about the environment. And your foreign policy is … well, James would approve, I’m sure.” She saw Lassiter’s eyes soften.


“I’m sure you’re right, Mrs. Wilkes.”


Standing in the doorway, Kenna waited until the entourage drove out of sight. She slid open a drawer in the foyer’s mahogany desk. Took out a cell phone. Dialed. Waited for the beep.


“Slam dunk,” she said. She paused, taking a deep satisfied breath. “Now. Come take this damn kid away.”
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Would anyone answer this time? Detective Jake Brogan stepped back from the front door, angling himself sideways on the concrete front steps in case the response to his second round of knocking was a bullet. He’d almost lost a partner that way, back when he and DeLuca were rookies.


Tonight DeLuca was on call, and Jake was scouting solo. Fine. Couldn’t solve a murder, two murders, from the couch of his condo. He didn’t have to touch the Glock under his shoulder to know it was there.


He strained to hear what might be going on inside the Charlestown three-decker, its white-vinyl façade a copy of the one next door and the one next door to that. Black shutters, random shrubs. Streetlights mostly working. Down the block, newer brownstones, carefully gardened, pumpkins on stoops, gentrified the neighborhood into class battle lines, townies versus yuppies, all in the shadow of the Bunker Hill Monument. The granite obelisk in the middle of Charlestown marked the slaughter that began the Revolutionary War. People around here were still fighting authority.


Code-a-silence, they called it. The townies never saw anything. Not much chance whoever was behind this door, or watching from the windows above, would admit to knowing what happened by the bridge last Sunday. Or would identify the victim, even if they knew her. Still, that’s what cops mostly did. Ask questions. Behind every closed door was a possible answer. This time on a Wednesday night, people should be home.


Still no response. Holding his BlackBerry under the feeble glow of the dusty porch light, he checked the canvass notes he’d tapped in. No grimy spiral notebooks for him, though the other guys sneered. “Harvard,” they called him. But he could type in the info, zap it to himself via e-mail. Instant filing, paperwork done.


“Boston PD,” he said, knocking again. “Anyone there?”


This time he heard something. A scraping, a creak. Maybe someone on a stairway.


“Nothing’s wrong,” he called out. Which wasn’t exactly true. “Just want to show you a few photos.”


A shadow behind the glass peephole, middle of the door. Sound of a dead bolt. The door creaked open, two inches, maybe three. The length of the chain. Then a slash of blue eye shadow, a heavy-penciled eyebrow. A fuzz of carroty hair.


“Ma’am?” Jake guessed. “Jake Brogan, Boston PD.”


“So?”


“Do you recognize this person?” Jake pulled postcard-sized sketches from his inside jacket pocket, held one up. The first was colored pencil, a redraw from the crime scene photos of Sunday’s Charlestown Bridge victim, the girl found three blocks from here. The real thing—bloated, bruised, basically grotesque—was too gruesome to show on the street. The sketch, brown hair, brown eyes, trace of a smile, softened the girl into someone’s college roommate. Anyone who knew her would recognize her.


“She had this on her leg.” Jake held up another drawing, this one depicting the green Celtic vine tattoo on one thin ankle. Minus, of course, the weedy vines the river waters had deposited around her leg. The tattoo was standard issue, another dead end, but he had a cadet hitting tattoo parlors and piercing places. Jake decided not to tell the reluctant townie exactly why he was asking.


In the drawing she didn’t look dead. “She from around here at all?” Jake asked.


“Zat the Bridge Killer girl?” The eye came closer to the chain.


So much for strategy. “You recognize her, ma’am? We could use your help here. Someone’s missing a daughter, maybe.”


“You people should catch that guy,” the voice said. “Before he kills someone else.”


And the door closed in his face.


*   *   *


Another campaign event canceled? Jane clicked through the swirling graphics of the Lassiter campaign’s online newsletter, elbows on her desk and chin in her hands, weary, trying to focus. Trying not to listen as coworkers she didn’t know said good night to one another and headed for bars or gyms or someone special at home. The sounds of the newsroom, tapping keyboards, cell phone rings, beepers, and the occasional peal of laughter, were familiar, and yet—not.


It had been a while since she’d been the new kid. Some people were trying to be nice, but breezy hellos and good-byes aside, she was the outsider. Maybe they couldn’t believe Alex had hired her. Everyone hates TV reporters. Amy had reminded her of that reality. Nobody hates them more devotedly than newspaper reporters. Especially a television reporter who gets it wrong. And they all thought she got it wrong.


The Lassiter newsletter blurred with a twinge of tears. There was nothing she could say that people would believe. They thought she was defensive, or lying, or a has-been, someone to be pitied, or dismissed. She missed her old life. Missed the after-news postmortems at Clancy’s. Missed the sneaked lunchtime manicures with Margery. Except for Margery and Steve, stalwart pals who’d persisted with dinner and movie invitations, none of her “friends” from Channel 11 had even called. As if being fired were a communicable disease.


Get a grip, she told herself. Shit happens. You’ll make friends here.


If only the lawyers could win the appeal. If only Sellica would contact her. Decide to come forward and tell the truth. Then everyone would know Jane wasn’t wrong. A moment of hope lifted her heart. Then disappeared.


“’Night, Jane.” Two women’s voices, almost in unison, called out as they passed her cubicle. Jane glimpsed the tops of two heads, blond and blonder, as whoever they were hurried by. She heard them laughing as they headed to the elevator.


Unable to stop herself, she clicked off the Lassiter newsletter and into the Register’s Internet search. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt this time. Maybe something had happened. She keyed in her own name. Then, quickly, “Arthur Vick.”


The headlines scrolled. Her name and his. Over and over. He was still the winner. She was still “Wrong-Guy Ryland.”


Nothing had changed.


*   *   *


Holly Neff squinted at the wood-framed bulletin board. She’d strung a thin wire behind it, one end to the other, attaching it to the frame with two little round things. She’d measured with a foldout yardstick, so the board would hang exactly between the scrolling vines of the green parts of the wallpaper. Like a frame in a frame. She’d been at Harborside, what, two weeks now? And the living room was on the way to perfect. When things worked, they just worked.


The bulletin board was smaller than she’d wanted, not covering the entire wall, but that had been a fantasy, she supposed. It would have been impossible to bring home such a huge—she tilted her head one way, then the other. Something was—


Ah. The corner of the third photo wasn’t lined up with the second one.


Holly frowned, adjusting the white-bordered eight by ten. It had to be perfect. She had to start all over.


One by one, she pulled the clear plastic pushpins from the corners of each photograph. There were an even dozen, which was perfect. One by one, she placed each picture, aligned in an even row, across the pristine white cloth on her dining room table.


Picture number one. Black-and-white. Owen Lassiter behind a bunting-draped podium, announcing his candidacy for the U.S. Senate. Crowds surrounding him. That woman beside him, all blond and smiling. Like she had something to do with it. Maybe that should be picture number two. Not first.


Holly moved the Lassiter announcement photo farther along the tablecloth and replaced it with the new photo number one. Color. Lassiter’s head shot, just him, gray hair, cheekbones. Charcoal suit, white shirt, red tie with little—what were they? She squinted at the photo. Flags. Massachusetts flags. Flags on his tie.


She paused, remembering. The love of her life. He’d be happier, so much happier, when he realized what she was doing. Yes, it was a sacrifice. But doing what was right often included sacrifice. That’s what made it powerful. That’s what love was about. Devotion. And persistence. And timing. Then, happy endings. You just had to be patient. And she was patient, patient, patient.


Her timer, a red plastic apple that you twisted to set your limits, buzzed a warning. Hurry. She had to hurry.


Photo number one: head shot. Maybe she should measure? No. I can do this. Photo number two. Announcement shot. Pushpins into each corner. Photo number three. One of her favorites. Cut from the newspaper with pinking shears, its zigzag edges setting it apart from the others. She was in this photo with him.


Holly stared at it, seeing herself, herself, caught on camera, wearing that perfect little outfit, her honey brown curls perfect, that perfect expression she’d practiced, in the same photograph as Owen Lassiter. That was just, just perfect.


And now she had to go to sleep. Tomorrow would be a very exciting day.
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If she were giving advice to a friend, Amy or Margery or someone, she’d tell them poking the place that hurts is no way to make it heal. Easier to say than do. Jane ignored the blinking screen of computer newsprint on her desktop monitor. How had doing the right thing backfired so disastrously?


What if she’d been on vacation, or busy, or out on a story? Sellica might have called someone else, or decided to keep quiet.


But no.


Back then, Jane picked up her ringing phone. And back then, that ordinary move, that no-decision decision, landed her in journalism hell.


“Is this Jane Ryland?” The voice on the other end had sounded guarded.


“Yes. How can I help you?”


Silence.


“Ma’am?” Jane had prompted.


“It’s Arthur Vick.”


Jane frowned. The voice was a woman’s, most definitely not the grocery store mogul calling, unless he was brilliant at disguising not only his gender but the trademark Boston accent he exploited in his ubiquitous television commercials.


“Arthur Vick … what? I’m so sorry,” Jane said. “You lost me.”


“They’re all like, he didn’t do anything wrong. Like I’m some kind of slut-bitch who trapped the guy into, whatever.”


The voice spoke quickly, tense, the words rushed and crowding one another. “He promised me I could be in the commercials. Then, like, he was outta there. And now the judge is like, yeah, oh sure, Mr. Big Shot, we wouldn’t want your wife to be upset. So we’ll keep your name out of it. Seal the court documents. Like, that’s supposed to be fair? I want what was coming to me. And you help people, right?”


Jane instantly knew what this was about. Sellica Darden, “the other woman” in a headline-grabbing sex case, was calling her. Why?


She gripped the phone, white knuckled. She couldn’t record it: Massachusetts law made that illegal. If this woman hung up and disappeared, she would never find her. But if Sellica Darden kept talking, Jane predicted, it could make her career.


Jane Googled up a newspaper article as she listened. It had been a lead story, all lust and lies. Sellica had threatened to expose her high-profile big-name john to his unsuspecting wife if he didn’t fork over big bucks. He refused, and ratted her out to police. She was arrested for extortion, her name plastered across the news—but the judge had sealed the john’s name, even though he’d also broken the law. Even though the names of other men who hired hookers were often made public.


Back then, Jane had felt her fingers cross. Please let it be Sellica. “Miss Darden? Is this you? And yes, I can help you. It was—unfair, that the judge kept the man’s name secret. And threatened you with jail if you told. Can we meet in person? As soon as possible? When?”


It had been Sellica on the phone. And she said “yes,” and “tomorrow.” Soon after, Jane had gotten everything she wished for.


And soon after that—everything she feared.


Jane’s big story outed Arthur Vick. He sued, saying Jane had named the wrong guy. Sellica disappeared. Jane refused to give up her source. Vick won. The station lost a million dollars. And soon Jane was the one who was out.


Jane’s shoulders sagged under the weight of the memory.


Someday Sellica Darden would reveal the truth. Give Jane her life back.


She had to.


Jane’s cell phone buzzed.


Wouldn’t that be funny if—? She grabbed it, clicked, fearing to hope.


Amy. Texting.


U not home? Called U! Even Brenda Starr went home! TTYL.


Amy’s right, as usual. Jane clicked away the headlines, wishing she could as easily delete the past. Things would be better when she was reporting again. Jane brought up the Lassiter newsletter. It had a new headline.


LASSITER FUND-RAISER RESCHEDULED. Jane reached for her hair, worrying a strand over one ear. The Lassiter campaign was imploding. No wonder Moira was hiding. Probably shopping for a new husband, or a new life. Probably Lassiter was off with that girl in the red coat. They all do it, Alex had said. As if somehow that made it okay.


She paged through the file folder of archive photos Alex had given her. Was there something she’d missed?


Moira showed up in the earlier ones. Front and center. Owen’s shadow. That ballerina posture of hers, salon-silver hair and nonchalant tailoring. Radiating wifely approval.


Jane bent over in her chair, sorting the photos chronologically on the gray carpet of her cubicle. And there it was. Suddenly, a month ago? Moira was missing. Jane stared at the images, trying to imagine. Had Jackie Kennedy known about Marilyn? Had Gary Hart’s wife been told about that girl on the Monkey Business? Elizabeth Edwards suspected John and Rielle, she’d said, but rationalized it away. Until she couldn’t anymore. What would Moira do if she discovered that her husband—in the midst of an election, in front of millions of the very voters he was asking to trust him—was cheating? Who else knew about it? And who was helping Lassiter hide it?


Someone’s phone ringing. An elevator bell. The heat kicking on. Back to reality. Was she the last to leave? Wasn’t Tuck supposed to be working nightside? No sign of him, except for the array of grisly eight-by-ten photos of the Bridge Killer bodies—where’d he get all those?—posted with multicolored thumbtacks across the entire bulletin board. She peered at them, interested in spite of herself. The Charlestown girl had a tattoo. The other victim didn’t.


The other woman. Exactly what I’m working on, too. Jane smiled as she yanked her black wool jacket from the hook and cinched the belt around her waist. It was late, close to midnight, but her weariness was evaporating. She was beginning to feel like a reporter again.


They all do it. So what? Cheating was unacceptable. For anyone, much less a U.S. Senator. The public had the right to know about it. Before the election. And she would be the one to tell them.


No mistake about that.


*   *   *


What did he expect to find here, anyway? Jake stuffed his hands into the pockets of his leather jacket, scuffing his work boots through the layer of slimy leaves under the Charlestown Bridge. Where the body was found. The place was deserted at this hour. What was he thinking, some coked-up asshole would show up? Drawn back to the scene of the crime, confessing all as he realized super-detective Jake had him dead to rights?


He’d made his gold shield, younger than most. The public explanation, two years ago, was that a thirty-three-year-old detective might bring some street cred. Privately, the brass and the street cops understood Jake’s being grandson of a former police commissioner was a powerful—and unavoidable—legacy.


Not what they usually mean by blue blood, Jake’s mother always said, disapprovingly. She was a Dellacort, a real blue blood, and Dellacorts were not in law enforcement. She still sniffed—elegantly, of course—at Jake’s “unfortunate” career choice.


But an adolescent Jake and his grandpa had watched every episode of NYPD Blue together on the plush sofas of the Brogans’ Back Bay living room. Jake soaked up every nuance and every roll call and every takedown, and even at Harvard, he’d never wavered in his resolve. Grandpa had lived just long enough to see his graduation. Jake’s financier father presented him with an extravagant post-college trek around Europe, a thinly disguised effort to dissuade him from his career choice, but the year after he came home, Jake aced the exam, powered through the academy, and got his badge and gun.


Now, though his parents reluctantly accepted his occupation, Jake still needed to prove he’d earned his spot on the squad. Deserved it, Grandpa Brogan or not. To do that, he needed to crack some cases. About this one, for now at least, he had no idea.


The lights of Boston glowed at him. Jake’s flashlight scraped across the browning grass and broken weeds. The crime scene guys were long gone, taking their yellow tape with them. He had their report stored in his BlackBerry. Nothing left here. Nada.


It was night, same time as when she must have died three days ago. Things looked different at night. You saw things. The way the light hit. Where you could be invisible. Jake stared at nothing, letting his mind go. Reconstructing. Why would a girl be here, that time on a Sunday night? Monday morning, really.


Water in her lungs, the ME had confirmed. So she wasn’t dead when she got here. Big bruise on her back, one on her shoulder. Clothing intact. Jake tilted his head all the way back, considering the Erector Set structure of the bridge above. Headlights, creeping along then surging by, headed into the labyrinth of Boston’s North End. Could she have jumped? Thrown herself off the bridge because … because of what? To kill herself? Escape?


Wouldn’t someone have seen that? He looked at the cars, playing out the scene, screening a movie of the crime in his head. Someone would have seen that. Someone would have reported it.


But if she jumped, where did she leave her purse? Her car? How did she get here? If she was trying to get away from someone, who?—and why?


Wouldn’t someone have seen that, too? Who was she? Why hadn’t anyone reported her missing?


Maybe it wasn’t about the bridge.


A sound.


Jake snapped off his flashlight, easing into the shadow of one of the ramshackle lean-tos townies used as fishing shelters. His left hand snaked under his jacket, feeling for the holster and his weapon inside. He waited. Heard the sound again.


Then—a flash of light. And another. Christ. Someone was—taking photos?


“Boston Police. Hands in the air. Now. Now. Now.” Jake took a step forward, then another, commanding. Weapon aimed dead ahead. Flashlight in the other hand, same direction. Then he lowered the weapon.


“Tucker, dammit.” Jake holstered the Glock, adrenaline still rushing. He clicked off the flashlight, wiped a hand on his jeans. I’m gonna kill that— “Lucky I didn’t kill you, ya know? What in hell are you doing out here?”


Tucker snapped another photo, the flash right in Jake’s face. “Might ask you the same thing, right? You out here looking for the Bridge Killer? You ID the victims yet? Care to comment?”


“You’re over the line, Tucker.” Unbelievable. These reporters think they’re— “Use that photo, any of ’em, and I’ll nail you for trespassing on a crime scene. See how you like being the big reporter from the Nashua Street Jail.”


“Okay, off the record, then.” Tucker stashed the camera in a pocketed canvas bag and started toward him.


Jake crossed his arms over his chest. Holding his ground. “There’s no off the record. There’s no on the record. There’s nothing. There’s no Bridge Killer. And you’re on your way outta here. Now.”


“I’m just saying,” Tucker persisted. Talking and walking backwards at the same time. “If you don’t know who the dead girls are, and you don’t know why they were killed, how ya gonna stop the Bridge Killer from killing again?”
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“Mrs. Lassiter? It’s Jane Ryland. Do you remember me?”


Jane sat in the damp chill of her apartment basement, perched on a plywood riser in her cramped storage space, holding her ancient Rolodex between her knees and her cell phone up to her ear. A bare bulb in the ceiling, string extending a too-short metal pull, gave just enough light. Lucky she’d kept her stuff. Lucky Moira Lassiter’s personal phone number still worked. Sorry, PR types. She’d tried playing by the rules. But too many doors kept slamming. It was eight Thursday morning, certainly not too early to call a candidate’s wife. Jane hoped.


There was a moment of silence. In the textured static, Jane could almost hear Moira Lassiter deciding. She couldn’t let her make the wrong decision.


“Mrs. Lassiter?” Jane persisted. Hoping the candidate’s wife would not hang up. Hoping being this pushy wouldn’t blow her chances for an interview. She had to reclaim her life, one story at a time. If Moira was hiding because her husband was having an affair, that was front-page news. No matter what Alex thought. She simply had to prove it.


“You and I last saw each other, remember, at that fund-raiser for the Home for Little Wanderers? We had such a great talk that night. You told me all about—”


An intake of breath on the other end interrupted her, mid-pitch. “Yes, of course, I remember, Jane. And I’ve always admired your work. I’m sorry for what happened to you. It seems—unfair. What can I do for you?”


Moira was cutting to the chase. Skipping further niceties. Jane followed suit, fast-forwarding through her new job with the Register to her new assignment. She assured the candidate’s wife the interview would be nonconfrontational, no surprises, and exactly what the readers wanted to hear.


“Voters, I guess I should say, not readers.” Jane, wrapping up, reminded Mrs. Lassiter what was at stake. “People love you. But your staff tells me—you’re taking a break? Just talk with me on background, maybe. If you decide to go on the record, we can discuss that later.”


Jane squinched her eyes closed, hoping. Maybe she’d be able to give Alex some good news. Maybe, just maybe, there would be a story.


“Jane?”


“Yes?” Jane felt her stomach flip. In a split second, she’d know.


“Maybe. Let me think about it.”


Damn. “So when—?”


Jane heard the unmistakable click as Moira Lassiter hung up.


*   *   *


Flash. No, no flash. There was certainly enough light in her apartment to take the photo without the flash, Holly knew, but it might look more perfect with the flash. She could try both ways, of course, then see.


The green LASSITER FOR SENATE balloons caught in the eddies of the apartment’s aluminum heating vent, bumping and floating across the photos pushpinned to the bulletin board. Holly had tied a three-foot-long green satin ribbon to each balloon, then attached them all to the bottom left corner of the bulletin board.


Then the heat came on, blowing the stupid balloons right in front of the pictures. Now she couldn’t see the Lassiter announcement, or the shot of the front of his campaign headquarters.


She huffed out an impatient sigh. It shouldn’t be this difficult.


Leaving the camera on her new tripod, she crossed the living room and slammed down the thermostat. She didn’t need heat. She needed the balloons to stay in place for the photo to be perfect. It wasn’t perfect. She needed one more shot. Could she get it today? She had to get it today.


Taking a deep breath, she counted to five and thought about happy endings. A kiss in a corridor. A promise made.


A promise broken.


The timer apple dinged.


Time to go.


*   *   *


“What is it about politicians, anyway?” Jane sat in the lumpy upholstered swivel chair outside Alex’s office. His door was uncharacteristically closed. She could see through the window that he was on the phone. She’d wait. Her thumbs moved swiftly over her BlackBerry keyboard.


I mean, Ame, is everyone in DC sleeping with anyone who walks through the door? Are wives blind? Bored? Off with other men?


She could picture Amy at her desk in D.C., probably holding a phone to one ear, sending e-mails on her computer, and texting with Jane at the same time. Jane wished she lived closer. It was difficult having your best friend five hundred miles away. Especially recently.


“LMAO,” Amy texted back. “We got a guy, state rep, sleeping with his secty. Until wifey got wind. Now husb in doghouse sted of statehouse. Said he thot she’d never know. Moron. What up with hot Alex, sistah?”


“How they think they get away with it? And the other woman. What’s in it for her? Sex? Power? Thrill of deception?” Jane hit Send. The screen stayed blank. Amy was probably talking to a real person. Then more green letters popped into view.


Avoiding question, Janey girl. ☺ Hot Alex? All work and no play.… 


Jane smiled. She should never have mentioned him to Amy. Why did everyone on the planet think she should be hunting for a husband? She’d have one. Someday. Probably. “Married. Big time. He’s my boss, remember? End of story. Gotta go. xoxo”


The office door clicked open just as Jane tucked her phone into her tote bag. Good thing Alex—Hot Alex—hadn’t been reading over her shoulder.


“Sorry, Jane,” he said, gesturing her into his office. He used his heel to click a doorstop into place, keeping his door open.


The job must be getting to him, Jane thought as she stepped inside. She noticed bags under his eyes, had never seen those before. He wore the same tweed jacket as yesterday. Maybe even the same brown turtleneck with his jeans. Stacks of file folders threatened to topple off his desk. A sleek white laptop, open and humming, sat in the center. Next to it a big PC showed the flickering Register home page.


Alex flipped the laptop closed, then flopped into his chair. He swiveled toward her, keeping his left hand on the laptop cover. “What can I do for you? Moira say yes?”


Jane stared at his hand.


“Jane?”


“Uh, yeah, matter of fact. Kind of. Maybe.” Jane looked at the diplomas on the wall, looked at the two still-unpacked cardboard boxes in the corner, looked anywhere but at Alex’s left hand.


Which was no longer wearing a wide gold band.


“So what’d she say? She give you a time? Wait a sec. Here’s a—” Alex thumbed through a pile of manila folders on one corner of his desk, then stood, reaching for a stack of papers stapled at one corner. The rest of the folders slid to the floor, scattering white pages across the mottled gray carpeting. “Shit. I mean—sorry.” Alex glanced at Jane, apologetic. “Sorry. Way to start the day.”


He organized them back into a stack, then gave a little shrug. “Anyway. So. Moira?”


“You okay?” Jane risked the question. Maybe she’d seen too many movies, but that missing wedding ring had to mean something. The messy desk, the repeat clothing, the tired eyes. Maybe the wife was having an affair. Or. Maybe he was. Maybe there was another woman, and Alex’s hotshot wife threw him out. None of her business, sure, but maybe that was why Hot Alex was trying to derail her Lassiter affair story idea.


Alex blinked, silent for a beat. He sat back in his chair, crossing one ankle on his knee. “Okay about what?”


“Forget it. Just—anyway. Moira.” She filled him in on the morning’s conversation, painting in brisk strokes how the candidate’s wife had seemed sympathetic and left the door open for an interview. “She’s always been ‘the good wife,’ you know? Every time I’ve seen them together, she’s as doting as Nancy Reagan. Lassiter can do no wrong, say no wrong. That’s why I’m still thinking there’s more to this.”
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