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ONE
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“I’m ready to go,” Paula Landin-Cohen called to her husband, David, as she snapped the latches on her suitcase.

The house rang with a familiar silence.

She checked the bag for her boarding pass and driver’s license, then hefted the suitcase down the curved staircase, eying the bank of windows on the front of the house.

December had blown into Jackson Hole, Wyoming, with cold, biting winds and at least a foot of snow. Chicago’s weather would be no better, but just the thought of the big city left her feeling as though she could soar there without benefit of Delta. As she had the past few months, she pushed aside the bitter memory of her first visit there and focused on her future.

Setting her suitcase by the door, she checked her Movado. “David, we have to go.” Her voice echoed up the vaulted ceiling and through the cavernous kitchen, but this time drew a reply.

“Fine,” he called—from the office, she thought.

OK, not the tone she hoped for, but at least he was talking to her today.

She grabbed her Burberry coat from the closet and wondered if she should take her warmest one too. Fashion overruling practicality, she closed the door just in time to catch David’s hand.

“Do you mind?” he said.

She backed away, ignoring his snippy tone. She wasn’t going to let him ruin this for her. She checked her bag again for the boarding pass and license. She was being compulsive, but she couldn’t let anything go wrong with this flight. She went through the list of things she’d need over the coming week. Had she packed her tape recorders? Before she could panic, she remembered sliding them into her briefcase.

David stepped around her in his charcoal, woolen coat, picked up her suitcase, and walked out the door. Paula turned on the threshold and gazed at her home. Sweeper marks striped the beige carpet, running parallel across the expanse of the great room like yard lines on a football field. Her socks from yesterday lay in two distinct balls by the sofa.

She turned the lock on the doorknob and shut the door behind her. David placed the suitcase in the rear compartment of the Cadillac Escalade and pushed his trendy glasses up on the bridge of his nose in a movement as familiar to her as the smell of her own home. So familiar that she rarely noticed it unless she was away for several days. She wouldn’t see David push his glasses up, smell his spicy cologne, or watch him squint over the Wall Street Journal for six days.

He opened the car door for her, and she slipped inside before he clicked it shut. In spite of their problems, in spite of his relentless blaming and silent treatment, she didn’t want to part this way. Not now, when she was about to do the most exciting thing of her life. She wanted someone to share it with. Someone to be happy for her. Someone to cheer her on back home. Heaven knew her family wasn’t doing that.

David slid in behind the wheel and started the vehicle. His movements were sure and precise. Another man’s motions would reveal his anger, but not David’s.

“Well,” she said, “at least you’ll be able to keep the house clean this week.” She delivered the line with a hint of humor, planted there in hopes of coaxing him from his disagreeable mood. She cocked her head the tiniest bit so she could watch him from her peripheral vision. When his face gave nothing away, she almost wondered if she’d spoken the words aloud at all.

Paula turned forward and stared out her window. It was fine with her if David wanted to leave things this way. She could do this alone. She was a grown woman.

They headed up Snow King Avenue toward the Snow King Resort. Already a few dedicated skiers swooped down the slopes on this lazy Sunday morning.

She consulted her watch again. Her parents would be getting up for church about now—her mom boiling water for that wretched cup of instant coffee. Hanna and Gram would be making breakfast for the guests of Higher Grounds Mountain Lodge while Micah shoveled the two inches of snow that had fallen overnight. Natalie would be scurrying to get breakfast ready for Taylor and Alex after an undoubtedly sleepless night with her adopted newborn, Grace. Her stomach tightened at that one.

She squinted out the front windshield, up Cache Street, the road that would take her out of there. They were making good time. All the tourists had evidently stayed out too late drinking to do anything more than loll in bed.

As they crossed the line that demarked the edge of Jackson Hole, Paula almost expected the raucous blowing of party horns. She’d waited all her life to exit this miserable little hole in the middle of nowhere, and today was the beginning of that dream. But there were no party horns. She wished the radio were on so she didn’t feel as if she was about to choke on the silence. She struggled to think of something to say. She, whose words usually came easily and flawlessly.

“Your clothes should be ready at the cleaners by five tomorrow,” she said. It was lame, unnecessary even, since David knew very well when his clothes would be ready. At least she was trying.

But he sat beside her as cold as a mountain glacier. Couldn’t he at least grunt? Even when she’d come home two days earlier with her auburn hair straightened, he hadn’t so much as glanced her direction. Of course, having her natural curls pulled straight would have bothered him at one time. Now the stiff set of his shoulders made her wonder if he was ever going to thaw.

This is Paula Landin-Cohen, reporting from inside an SUV, where a man is attempting to freeze his wife with the cold vapors emanating from his body. Join us at eleven, and we’ll give you all the details on this story.

They passed the Elk Refuge, but all Paula saw was acres of snow behind the fence. She looked at her watch again.

“You’ve got plenty of time,” David said.

She didn’t know whether to be thankful for his first voluntary words or peeved at his tone. She decided on the latter. He’d done nothing but snub her for months, and for what? She was innocent, and he was too stubborn to believe it.

“You know, we’re married, David. A little kindness wouldn’t hurt.”

His jaw twitched. “Married people don’t live across the country from one another.”

Like he cared.

“It’s only temporary.”

Her last word rang out in the car like an echo across Granite Canyon. At least they were talking. OK, arguing, but it was better than the silence.

“Not if you get your dream job.”

If words could wear a sneer, those two did. And it rankled. Heat prickled her skin under the coat, and she felt like her temperature had shot up ten degrees. “Why do you care, anyway? You’ve walked around for months, giving me your self-righteous silent treatment. Now I won’t be in the way. Not me or my soggy bath towel or my dirty dishes. You can live in your sterile house and keep it just the way you like it.”

He had no right to deny her this opportunity or to make her feel guilty about leaving. He made decisions without her approval. Why should she have to get his?

He turned the car into the airport, and she realized this was it. They were parting as enemies on the biggest week of her life. Why had she imagined calling him on Monday night from Chicago and sharing everything that had happened? There was no reason to call home. She would go back to her apartment after work tomorrow with nothing to greet her except silence.

David pulled the vehicle up to the building and got out. Paula waited on the curb as he lifted the suitcase out and set it at her feet. He straightened and looked her in the eye for the first time in weeks. Face-to-face, they stood closer than they had since that day when everything had changed. Was he regretting his harsh tone?

Their breaths expelled in cold puffs, mingling in a dance more intimate than anything they’d done together in a very long time. She had a sudden memory of their first kiss . . .
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It was their third date. She was teaching him to ski at Snow King, teaching him how to snowplow to control his speed, when the tips of his skis crossed and he went down. She snowplowed to a stop, laughing. They spent the whole day laughing. But when she saw he wasn’t moving, her laughter stopped.

“David?” She sidestepped up to him, kicked off her skis, and sank onto her knees.

Reaching for her, he suddenly pulled her down on top of him. Bundled in so much clothing, he felt like a big, cuddly, teddy bear under her. His eyes sparkled with laughter.

“That was not nice,” she said.

“It worked, though.” His glasses were slightly cockeyed.

The stirring in Paula’s stomach felt right and wonderful.

As his grin melted away, the look in his eyes could have melted the snow around them.

She went warm all over in spite of the cold temperature. Their winter breath met and blended together. He cupped her face and pulled her toward him until their lips met.
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“I’m sure you can get a porter to help you from here.”

The cold tone yanked her from the memory.

“Or maybe you can charm some guy into carrying them for you.”

The words cut deeply. He was so wrong about her. So wrong about all of it. When would he believe her? What did she have to do to prove it wasn’t true? He made her feel somehow guilty, like a little girl sitting in a principal’s office.

Yes, the words hurt, but she didn’t allow a trace of it to show on her face. It wouldn’t have mattered if she had, since David was walking away.

Walking toward his side of the SUV.

Getting in.

Driving away.

Paula picked up her suitcase and walked toward the airport door.

And that’s a wrap.



CHAPTER


TWO
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“What can you tell us about the new trauma wing, Mr. Boccardi? How will its addition help the people of Chicago?”

Paula watched Darrick Wilmington as he placed the microphone in front of Chicago General Hospital’s president. She wished she were anywhere else. Why, of all places, did she have to come here on her first day on the job? She tried to focus on the man’s answer, but her heart picked up speed, and her breathing accelerated to keep up. Her heart was racing, wasn’t it? She laid two fingers against her neck. Yes, racing. And pounding. What was wrong with her?

She had to get out of here.

She looked around the room. Steve, the cameraman, and Darrick were focused solely on Mr. Boccardi. Maybe she could just slip out.

A second later she realized, No maybe about it. She had to get out of there.

Backing out of the room, she strode down the long, sterile hall. Her heels clicked with each step. She drew in gulps of air, blowing them out through her mouth. A nurse passed, and Paula wondered if the woman could tell something was terribly wrong. At least it felt terribly wrong. Did she need help?

She stopped beside a coffee machine, tucking herself away on the other side of it.

Get a grip, Paula. Just breathe. Everything is going to be OK.

Was she having some kind of reaction to the bad memories this place was stirring up? A panic attack because of the stress associated with the new job?

Her hands trembled as she gripped them together. She willed herself to be calm. Finally her heart and breathing began to slow. Her mind stopped spinning. She closed her eyes and leaned against the wall. Whatever that was, she hoped it didn’t happen again. She had to pull herself together before they went back to the station.

Reaching into her purse, she pulled out some coins and dropped them into the machine. After they clinked to a stop, she pushed the decaf button. A cup fell into place and began filling with what she hoped was drinkable coffee. She didn’t need the caffeine. If anything, she needed a tranquilizer. Looking around, she supposed she was in the right place to get one.

She sipped from the cup while inhaling the strong brew. Tugging her bag back up on her shoulder, she walked back down the hall. When she reached the office where Darrick was conducting the interview, the door was closed. Rather than causing a disruption, she passed the door and rounded the corner to a small waiting area.

She took a seat across from a woman clad in khakis and a pale orange sweater that washed out her fair skin. Today had been an exciting, educational experience. Field reporting was a different bird than what she did at WKEV in Jackson Hole. There was actually real news to report every day. They covered an accident on the tollway that took two lives and a robbery at a convenience store. She was eager to learn and hoped she’d be ready next Monday, when she would be on her own.

“Do you have an appointment with Mr. Boccardi too?” The voice came from the woman across from her.

Paula cleared her throat. “I’m with the news crew that’s interviewing him right now.”

“Oh.” The woman twisted the straps on her black purse. “My husband and I have an appointment with him, and I was just wondering if there was a line.” Her lips tipped up on the sides. At least Paula thought it was a tip, but it may have been a quiver.

“Are you OK?” Paula didn’t know what prompted her to ask. Maybe it was the blend of sadness and anxiety that darkened the woman’s eyes. After her episode a few minutes ago, she was feeling prone to sympathy regarding anxiety.

The woman drew a shaky breath. “Just nervous. This is an important meeting. I hope it goes well.”

“Mr. Boccardi is a nice man. I’m sure it’ll go just fine.”

The woman nodded. “You have such beautiful auburn hair.”

“Thank you. It’s a gift from my Irish ancestors.” Paula was glad for the distraction of small talk. Besides, the woman seemed like she needed someone to distract her from her upcoming meeting.

“Did they pass on the legendary temper too?” The woman smiled.

“My husband would say yes.” Paula returned the smile.

The office door opened, and Darrick exited with Steve.

Paula stood. “It was nice talking with you. Good luck on your meeting.”

The woman thanked her before Paula joined the two men. They removed their coats from the chair where they’d been left and slipped into them.

“Ready to head back to the station?” Darrick asked.

Paula agreed and followed the men through the building. The antiseptic smell filled her nostrils, making her stomach churn. She never wanted to come back here. Some memories were better buried forever.

When the cold air hit her face, she breathed in deeply, as if it would wash the acrid smell from her lungs. Eager to forget her experience at the hospital, Paula plied Darrick with questions all the way back to the station. When they arrived, Miles Harding, the producer, called a meeting in the boardroom. Finally having a chance to talk privately with Miles, she thanked him for the potted African violet and the nice note of welcome that had been on her doorstep when she arrived the day before.

When they were finished talking, Paula took a seat at the long table that was not quite rectangular, but not quite oval either. Darrick introduced the woman and man across from her as Roxy and Jaron, the station’s weekend anchors. Cindy, Miles’s assistant, whom she met earlier, was also present.

On the wall across from her was a collage of black-and-white photos of Walter Cronkite, Edward R. Murrow, Charles Kuralt, and a couple of men Paula didn’t recognize. Below the collage was a framed, matted quote, attributed to Cronkite:

Our job is only to hold up a mirror—to tell and show the public what has happened, and then it is the job of the people to decide whether they have faith in their leaders or government. We are faithful to our profession of telling the truth.

Paula glanced at the people around the table and wondered what the meeting was about. Two field reporters and two anchors. Just then Max Pierson walked in with Miles.

“Thanks for coming, everyone.” Miles took a seat at the head of the table, and Max sat beside him. “Paula, this is Max Pierson, our evening anchor. Max, Paula Landin-Cohen, our bright, new investigative reporter.”

Paula took the hand Max offered, approving of his firm, steady handshake. He had more wrinkles than what showed on TV, but that was typical.

“Some of you might’ve guessed why you’re here,” Miles said, “but I have some news that affects all of you. Or will at least affect one of you quite dramatically. Max?”

Max rested his elbows on the table. His gaze swept each person. “Well, folks, I’ve been in this business a long time. Longer than some of you have been alive.” He looked pointedly at Jaron, and everyone smiled as Jaron shrugged.

“News is in my blood, just as I know it’s in yours,” Max continued. “But the time has come, or at least my wife tells me it has, for me to bid farewell to my work.”

It shouldn’t have been a surprise. Max was past retirement age, and most stations would have given his spot to a younger, fresher face a long time ago. Even Paula had been concerned about her own youthful looks slipping away in a world where men grew “distinguished” and women “aged.” But she couldn’t help but be excited by the opportunity that was possibly being served up before her.

“Now I can see all your eyes lit up like children on Christmas morning,” Miles said. “But obviously, we’re talking about one position here. And Max is going to hang around with us until the end of March, so we’ve got some time yet.”

Paula’s thoughts careened wildly. Did she have a chance at the anchor job? She was only here as a temporary fill-in for a disabled reporter. But could Miles be considering her? He must, or she wouldn’t be in this room.

“There are almost four months between now and then, and come March, I’m going to have a big decision to make. I have no doubt that each of you is capable of doing the job. The question is, who’s the best person for the job? Who’s the hungriest for the job? You have three months to show me.”

Paula felt the stirrings of desire and drive. All the ambition that had seen her through to a journalism degree, into lead position at WKEV, and now to a temporary spot in Chicago. This was her shot at her dream job. She remembered the way David had snarled those two words the day before. Why couldn’t he understand? He was already achieving his dreams. How could he deny her a chance at hers?

Everyone was standing, congratulating Max on his retirement. But Paula knew that four of the people in that room were thinking of only one thing: grabbing the prestigious anchor chair for themselves.
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Linn Caldwell stared across the desk at Mrs. Lipinski, her thoughts jelling in her head.

“And so you see, dear, while I really hate to do it, there’s just no help for it.”

Outside the office door a customer was scolding her child in whispered tones for running through the bookstore.

“Maybe you can just give me fewer hours.” Linn regretted her words when she saw the way Mrs. Lipinski’s eyes pulled down at the corners. But this was the job she’d counted on when she moved to Chicago. And living here wasn’t cheap, even when you shared an apartment.

“Honey, believe me, I’ve tried working the numbers, but I wouldn’t be able to give you enough hours to keep you going.” The woman put her wrinkly hand on Linn’s arm. “I’m truly sorry, Linn. If I had known sooner, I would’ve let you know, but . . .” She shook her head, pulling her rounded shoulders up.

“I understand.” She would not cry. She wouldn’t. She’d been through much worse than this, and God would help her find another job, wouldn’t He? Hadn’t He worked out her scholarship, her apartment, and . . . Grace? Her hand went to her belly to rub away the cramp that was building.

“Mrs. Lipinski.” An employee stuck her head in the office. “There’s a customer asking about an order that I can’t seem to find. The system’s acting up again.”

“Be right there.” Mrs. Lipinski squeezed Linn’s arm. “I need to go take care of this.”

Linn grabbed her purse and coat and left the office, her thoughts spinning. As she exited Book Nook, the crisp December air hit her in the face, much like reality had moments ago.

Charlotte was going to flip if Linn couldn’t pay her share of the rent. They’d barely have squeaked by on the salary she would have made at the Book Nook. Linn needed a part-time job, and quick. If only her scholarship had covered room and board, she’d be living easy at the dorm with most of the other students at Loyola University. But having to miss the first semester had ruined that.

She thought of what she had left behind in Jackson Hole and felt a tugging. No. She couldn’t go back there. It wouldn’t be fair to any of them. And there was no way she was giving up her scholarship, even if she had to live on the street. She shivered and huddled in her coat.

Even at night, Chicago seemed bright, glowing with fluorescent and neon store lights. She strolled down the sidewalk past the bus hut, knowing the bus wasn’t due just yet. She wished Charlotte had stuck around for a few minutes after dropping her off. Of course, neither of them had known what a short meeting her appointment with Mrs. Lipinski would be.

Ahead, a Java Joe sign lit the sky. Impulsively she turned and entered. Warmth glided over her cold skin like a welcoming hug. The place was hopping with college students. Students whose parents were probably footing the bill for college, books, and dorm with a little spending money thrown in on the side. Her dad was lucky to pay his own bills this month, much less hers. And that was even if they were talking. Which they weren’t.

Linn got in line and tried to think of where she could apply. There was a diner close to her apartment, but she didn’t remember seeing any Help Wanted signs.

The line scooted forward, and she moved with it. Maybe the university was hiring for the cafeteria or something.

She sighed. Probably not. The first semester was almost over, and kids who needed jobs had taken them in September, just as she would have if she hadn’t been—

She didn’t need to be thinking about that right now. She had barely a month before she started her first college semester, and she needed a job quick.

She should get a paper tonight and search the employment section. Did the coffee shop have a newspaper stand outside? She turned and looked past the line forming behind her. There were three stands outside the door. Reaching into her purse, she dug around for her wallet. Tissues, lipstick, class schedule, pens . . . where was it? That’s when she remembered taking it out at the apartment before she left for the Book Nook. She must’ve left it there.

“What can I get for you?”

Her head snapped up to see the guy behind the counter. A real cutie, with his brows raised in expectation.

“Uh . . .” She glanced over her shoulder, uncomfortably aware of the students in line behind her. “I left my wallet at home,” she said as quietly as she could.

Not that she had much in there anyway.

The noisy den swallowed her words.

“What?” The guy still wore his pleasant, I-aim-to-please smile.

“Never mind. I forgot my money . . .”

She backed away, and the girl behind her nudged into first place.

“Wait.” He crooked his finger.

She wasn’t sure if it was the motion of his finger or the depth in his eyes that pulled her back to the counter. The girl who had taken her spot reluctantly slid back.

“Magenta over here mismade a drink.” He gestured toward a girl with pink hair who was dumping a shot of espresso into a grande cup. “Do you like mochas?”

Linn’s head bobbed up and down.

The girl behind her huffed.

“Look—it’s OK. I should just leave.” Linn turned and walked away. Her face felt hot, despite the chill of her skin. How could she have been so stupid as to leave her wallet behind? She didn’t even have enough for a newspaper.

Another thought smacked her. How was she going to pay for the bus?

She exited the coffee shop and leaned against the brick facade. Her breath vaporized in front of her face. What a dope she was. How was she going to get home now? Charlotte was at her own job, and the only other person she’d met in the short few days she’d been in the city was Mrs. Lipinski. And she was working too. Should she try and walk home?

Fear stabbed Linn as she stared down the lighted sidewalk. This wasn’t Jackson Hole; this was Chicago. And her apartment was at least four miles away . . . maybe more. She had never been good at judging distances. She held her watch up to the light shining out of the coffee shop’s front window. It was going on nine. She calculated the time it would take for her to walk home. Should she do it? What choice did she have?

“Excuse me.”

The cute guy from behind the counter stood half in and half out of the door. He extended a vasto cup.

She straightened, feeling her hair snag the brick behind her. “Hi.”

“It’s going to go to waste if you don’t take it.”

She couldn’t resist the mocha any more than she could resist his smile. “Thanks.” The cup was warm against her cold fingers.

“Want to come inside and warm up?”

She thought about the long walk ahead and the hour, growing later by the minute. “Nah, I’ve got to be going.”

“Right. Well, come back and see us again.” He was inside the shop before she could respond. Which was just as well, since she was pretty sure she didn’t want to show her face around there anytime soon.

She shoved off the wall and started the long walk home. The mocha slid like warm comfort down her throat. She could get a paper in the morning and start setting up interviews. She was fortunate that she still had more than a month before school started so she could pour all her time into finding work. Of course, she already owed Charlotte for their first month’s rent, and she only had fifty-four dollars left.

She should look for a waitressing job. She had experience from working at Bubba’s Bar-B-Que in Jackson Hole, and restaurants were always busier on evenings and weekends, when she would be available.

She’d walked about two miles when she noticed there were hardly any lights lining the sidewalk. Was this even the right street? When Charlotte had driven her to the Book Nook, she hadn’t been paying much attention. Was it this street or the next where she should turn?

She decided to walk to the next one. She didn’t remember the area looking so residential. Hadn’t there been a gas station or something on the corner? She waited for a car to go by, then crossed the street and continued on, taking the last sip from her now-cold mocha.

At the next corner she stopped and peered down the street. It was as residential as the last one had been. Residential and dark. Should she go that way or keep walking? Why hadn’t she called Charlotte from the coffee shop to make sure of the directions?

Linn closed her eyes and let out a breath. Her nose had gone numb, and her fingers were even worse. Three days in Chicago and she was already lost. So much for her bright future.

People whizzed by in cars without so much as looking her way. She couldn’t help but think how different it was from Jackson Hole, where you couldn’t go anywhere without passing someone you knew.

She knew she had to make a decision. She couldn’t just stand on this corner forever.

A car turned the corner slowly—a sleek sports model, filled with guys. One of them smiled at her as they passed, then must have put down the window. She could hear them shouting back to her as they drove away.

As she crossed the road, her feet kicked into a faster gear. Would those guys round the block and come back? She didn’t want to be anywhere near if they did. The streetlamps were further apart now, and the buildings had given way to mostly apartments and closed retail stores. Her feet pounded the sidewalk in a rhythmic thump. What was she going to do? She needed to ask someone how to get to her street, but who?

Behind her a car slowed. She moved to the far side of the sidewalk and quickened her steps. Had those guys come back?

Help me, God.

The metro section of the newspaper had told her all she needed to know about how safe Chicago was.

The car eased up beside her, making soft popping sounds as its tires rolled over loose pebbles. Then she heard the mechanical hum of a window sliding down.



CHAPTER


THREE
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Linn swallowed gulps of frosty air and tried to get her frozen legs to move faster. She didn’t want to look next to her, to see who was stalking her in the dark. There was no one else around—not even a car passing by.

“Hi again.”

The voice registered as familiar. Her head whipped around. It was the guy from the coffee shop. Her body nearly thawed with relief. She slowed her frantic pace and turned.

The car stopped beside her, idling.

“I thought that was you, but I wasn’t sure,” the guy said, smiling. “It’s not safe to walk around by yourself at night.”

“I was supposed to take the bus, but . . .” She shrugged, not wanting to repeat that she’d left her money at home.

“Ah.” His head tipped back slightly as if he was remembering her cash problem. A car buzzed around him, honking for good measure. “Can I give you a lift?” He seemed hesitant to ask, as if he knew the fear and uncertainty that would automatically enter a girl’s mind at such a question. “I don’t feel good about leaving you out here all alone.”

Weighing the threat of those guys returning and the unknown threats ahead against the seemingly nice guy in the car, Linn decided the offer was definitely the lesser of two evils. She nodded. “Thanks.”

He opened the car door from inside, and she hopped in. The car’s warmth encased her like a fleece blanket.

“Where to?”

“3702 Cermak.”

He checked the traffic and made a U-turn in the middle of the street.

Great. I was going the wrong way. She put the mocha cup between her knees and rubbed her hands together.

He turned up the heat to full blast. “You must be new to the area.”

“I’ve only been here three days.”

“Here as in Cicero or here as in Chicago?”

“Chicago. I’m starting at Loyola in January.”

“Good school. Where did you come from?”

He had a pleasant voice and a kind demeanor that made her feel more comfortable than she had in all the time since she left home. She realized only then how strange it felt to know only one person in the whole city.

“Jackson Hole, Wyoming.”

“Ah. That’s where the Tetons are, right?”

“Right.”

He was making a left at the first street she’d questioned. She remembered Mrs. Geischen, her fifth-grade teacher, telling the class, “Always go with your first impression on tests.” Maybe that applied to real life too. She wiggled her toes inside her boots. Now that she was inside the car and sitting still, she realized they also were half-frozen.

“Warming up?” he asked.

“Yes, thanks.” She peeked at him discreetly. He was such a cutie. Or maybe she should say he was attractive, since he seemed less like a guy and more like a man. His dark hair was clipped short, and he had a strong profile that reminded her of a movie star.

She blinked. What was she doing? The last thing she needed to be thinking about was men. After her nightmarish record on that account and her precarious future, she needed to focus on keeping a roof over her head.

Just then he turned onto her street, and everything looked familiar again.

“You wouldn’t happen to know anyone looking for some part-time help, would you?” she asked.

“Are you looking?” He glanced at her sideways, and she quickly averted her eyes. He was way too distracting.

“I had a job lined up, but it fell through tonight.” She pointed toward her apartment building. “It’s right there.”

“You’ve had a rough night, haven’t you?” When he pulled up to the curb, the way his lips went crooked made her smile.

“What gave it away? The fact that I: a) left my money at home, b) had to walk home and got lost, or c) lost my job before I even started?”

“D. All of the above?”

“Ding, ding, ding. We have a lucky winner.”

The sound of his laugh made warmth curl in her stomach in a place that had previously ached. It was such a pleasant sensation that she didn’t have the strength to fight it.

He grinned. “I can tell you’re a student. Even conversation is in the form of a test.”

Linn reached for the handle. “Listen, I really appreciate the ride.”

“Wait. You asked about a job.”

She faced him, the tingling of her thawing extremities temporarily forgotten.

“There’s nothing available at the coffee shop right now, but one of our new employees might not work out. Joe, the manager, has been talking about finding someone else. Interested?”

“Sure. I’ve waitressed, so I’m used to waiting on the public. And I’m a quick learner.”

“Just not so good with the north and south thing?” His eyes played with her.

She whacked him on the arm, though he probably couldn’t feel it under the layers of nylon and down.

He grabbed a three-ring notebook and pencil from the backseat floor. “Jot down your name and number if you want, and I’ll pass it on to Joe.” He flipped on the interior lights.

“I really appreciate that.” She turned past a bunch of notes to a blank page. As she flipped through, she caught the phrases “divine truth” and “inerrancy of Scripture.” Was this guy a preacher or something? He didn’t look like one.

She wrote down her name and new phone number with the stubby pencil and handed it back to him.

“My name’s Adam, by the way.” He put his hand out.

She shook his hand, feeling suddenly shy. “Thanks again for the ride.” She reached for the handle again and opened the door.

“Now, don’t get in the habit of hitching rides around here. You’re not in Kansas anymore, Dorothy.”

She smiled. “I’ll be careful.” She waved him off, wondering why he even cared about a stranger like her.
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“What do you think?” David asked.

Natalie, one of Paula’s sisters, and her soon-to-be husband, Kyle Keaton, strolled through the two-story home, eying the distressed wood floor and the freshly painted walls.

David had been as surprised as everyone else at Natalie and Kyle’s whirlwind engagement. Even the wedding, planned for Christmas Eve, was coming at lightning speed, though the couple seemed confident in their plans and thoroughly in love.

“I love it.” Natalie shifted the baby in her arms.

“Want me to take her?” Kyle asked.

Natalie handed little Gracie over, and Kyle cradled her in one arm like a football.

“The floor is beautiful,” Natalie said. “And I like the way the master bedroom is downstairs and the other rooms are upstairs.”

“Are we going to be able to hear Gracie from down here?” Kyle asked.

“We can use a nursery monitor.”

David watched how the two of them communicated so kindly and felt a tightness in his gut that he recognized as jealousy. When was the last time he and Paula had spoken to each other so amicably? Of course, he reminded himself, these two weren’t even married yet. And talk about full plates. Natalie had two boys from her first marriage, an ex-husband who’d betrayed her, and a newly adopted baby who just happened to be her ex-husband’s love child. Maybe David’s life wasn’t so whacked after all.

“The house has only been on the market three weeks, but the owners are moving out of state, so I imagine they’re eager to sell.” David flipped to the disclosure page. “The furnace is original. The roof was replaced three years ago. Everything seems to be in good condition.”

“Could we find out what the utilities run?” Kyle asked.

“Sure. Anything else you want to look at before we move on to the next house?”

Natalie and Kyle shook their heads no and stepped out the front door. David locked the door behind him, putting the key back in the lockbox before joining them in the vehicle. The baby was still asleep, nestled now in the infant seat like a caterpillar in a cocoon.

A yearning sprang up from someplace deep inside David. A yearning he’d pushed away for months. Why hadn’t he and Paula—

“What time did Paula get in last night?” Natalie asked from the backseat.

He would have been glad to change the direction of his thoughts, but this was another subject he wanted to avoid. He wondered when Natalie was going to bring up her sister. She had steered clear of the topic . . . until now.

“She decided not to come home.” He put the car in reverse and backed out of the drive.

He knew the silence didn’t indicate that the subject would be dropped.

“Oh,” Natalie said, sounding puzzled. “Nothing’s wrong, is it?”

How would he know? “I don’t think so.”

The baby woke and gave a squeaky little cry, but whatever Natalie did calmed her down quickly.

“How did her first week go?” Natalie asked.

David wished she’d just drop the subject. If she wanted to know how her sister was, she should call herself. “I have no idea, Natalie.”

“You haven’t called her?”

“No, I have not.” David picked up the listing on the next house and scanned the sheet for the street address.

“Not at all? How do we know she even made it safely to Chicago?”

In his peripheral vision, David saw Kyle slip his hand between the seats and set it on Natalie’s knee.

“She e-mailed to let me know she wasn’t coming home, so I’m sure she’s fine.”

Paula hadn’t said that. Hadn’t said anything except:

I’m going to need time to prepare for my first week solo, so I’m staying in Chicago this weekend.

Not one word about how her week went or a single question about how his work was going. He’d sold a ranch this week worth 5.4 million, but did she care?

David turned into the drive of the next house he was showing Natalie and Kyle. Maybe he could help this couple find a home where they, too, could experience the wonderful journey to wedded bliss.
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“Great job, Paula.” Constanzo, the cameraman, patted her on the shoulder, then flipped off the bright light. “The camera loves you.”

It was her third day on the beat by herself, and everything had gone smoothly. She interviewed an owner of a new bagel shop, a boy who was single-handedly raising money for needy children, and workers on strike from a local potato-chip factory. Not exactly the cream-of-the-news stories, but she was getting experience. Darrick got the bigger stories, but that was to be expected. She had to prove herself, and she had a long way to go if she wanted to convince Miles she was the best candidate for the anchor chair.

When she walked into her cubicle, there was a message on a Post-it: Call Deb Morgan. Urgent. Immediately she thought of her family so far away in Jackson Hole. What if something was wrong with David?

But then she saw the phone number scrawled under the message. It had a Chicago area code. Deb Morgan. The name wasn’t familiar.

She asked Cindy, the secretary, about the message.

“Yes, I remember this call. The woman—what was her name?”

“Deb Morgan.”

“Yes, yes, that’s it. Deb Morgan. She sounded distraught. She wasn’t sure if she had the right phone number, but she was definitely looking for someone named Paula who was with our news crew. She had to be thinking of you.”

Paula mumbled a thanks and went back to her desk to dial the number. Immediately the phone was answered.

“Hi, this is Paula Landin-Cohen from WMAQ. I have a message to return a phone call to a Deb Morgan.”

“Oh hi, Paula. Thanks so much for returning my call.”

The woman spoke as if she knew Paula, but from where?

“I don’t know if you’ll remember me, but we met at the hospital last week. I was sitting in the waiting area outside Mr. Boccardi’s office.”

Immediately the woman’s image came to mind. Blond hair, fair skin, fragile looking.

“Yes, I remember very well. How can I help you, Mrs. Morgan?”

“Deb. Please, just call me Deb. My husband and I have a . . . situation. We’d hoped to get answers from Mr. Boccardi, but he wasn’t any help at all.”

“I’d be happy to help if I can. Why don’t you start at the beginning?”

Paula couldn’t help but wonder why Deb was calling her, a news reporter, with a personal problem. Maybe she wanted some kind of media coverage.

“I was hoping we could meet. I have a—a story you might be interested in as a newsperson. It’s a long story, and a painful one for me and my husband.” She paused as her words choked off. “I’m sorry. This is very hard on me.”

“That’s OK. And, of course, I’d be happy to meet with you. Just name the time and place.”

Could this be a story that would make Miles sit up and take notice? Adrenaline surged through Paula’s veins, and she welcomed the excitement it brought.

They decided to meet at the Morgans’ house at nine the next morning. Paula hung up the phone, her veins throbbing with anticipation at what could be her first investigative story.
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On Thursday morning Paula parked in front of a small, one-story home. On this street, only the numbers on the porch posts distinguished one house from another.

Moments later she knocked on the door. Deb Morgan answered and ushered Paula in, taking her coat. The house held the faint scent of popcorn, presumably from the night before, and something else—a cinnamon fragrance that could probably be traced to a dish of potpourri.

A man standing behind Deb held out his hand. “I’m Deb’s husband, Steve. And this”—he picked up a little girl who looked about three—“is Faith. Say hi, sweetie.”

Faith buried her face in her dad’s neck, her fine, brown curls cascading over his shoulder. Then, turning her face toward Paula, she peeked out from her father’s embrace.

“Hi there, Faith.”

The child looked angelic with wide, striking green eyes and a pixie nose.

“Come on in, Paula, and have a seat,” Deb said.

As Paula entered the living room, she noted that the furniture appeared to be well-cared-for castoffs. All the pieces had a certain charm, but not one matched any of the others. A woven basket on the table held copies of Parenting magazine and Cerebral Palsy Magazine. She sat on a recliner.

“Can I get you some coffee?” Deb asked.

Paula had already chugged down a Starbucks on the way over. “No thank you.” She reached into her satchel for a tape recorder. “Do you mind if I tape our conversation?”

“Please do.”

Steve Morgan set his daughter down. “Go finish your Cheerios, pumpkin.” He swatted her affectionately on the behind as she walked away. She limped as she moved, favoring her right side.

Steve and Deb, holding hands, sat opposite Paula on the couch.

Paula pushed Record on the recorder and set it on the coffee table between them.

“First of all, I want to say that this media stuff is all new to us,” Steve said. “Deb and I have debated what to do ever since our meeting with Mr. Boccardi.”

“Honey, let’s just tell the story, and let her decide if there’s anything she can do, OK?” The woman’s words were as gentle as a morning mist.

“You’re right,” Steve said. He rubbed his jaw. “It’s hard to know where to start.”

Deb squeezed his hand and took over. “When I was pregnant with Faith, I went into labor too early. We went to Chicago General Hospital, and the doctors did everything they knew to stop the labor, but they were unable to. We were told to expect the worst. Babies as premature as Faith usually don’t live at all, and if they do, well, there are usually severe handicaps.”

Paula’s heart pounded. What was it about that hospital? It was only her second week in Chicago, and she was being taken down memory lane yet again. She tucked her auburn hair behind her ear and focused on what Deb was saying.

“The first hours were terribly trying. We prayed and prayed. Everyone we knew was praying for little Faith.” Deb looked down and pinched her lips together.

Steve continued. “Even with all the prayers, I think we were surprised at how well Faith seemed to be doing. She was in the NICU—Neonatal Intensive Care Unit—for four and a half weeks, and then we were bringing her home. I think that was the happiest day of my life.”

“We knew there would be developmental delays,” Deb said. “And the doctors warned about the potential for cerebral palsy, hearing loss, retardation—the list was endless.”

Steve let go of Deb’s hand and put his arm around her. His dark skin and raven hair was a foil for Deb’s fair complexion and pale blond hair. “We didn’t care. We were so thrilled our baby was alive that we felt like the most blessed couple in the world.”

There was silence as the couple seemed at a loss for where to go next. Paula heard a cartoon blaring from another room in the house.

Deb picked at her blunt-cut nails while she spoke. “As time went by, we discovered Faith did suffer from a mild case of cerebral palsy. We were distraught, of course, but it was not unexpected.”

“I know this may sound melodramatic,” Steve said. “But when you’re facing the death of your child, anything else seems minor in comparison. We accepted the diagnosis and went on to find the best help we could. Faith’s doing very well—as well as we could have hoped for.”

But if Faith was doing so well, Paula wondered, why had the Morgans invited her to come? She tabled the question, knowing she needed to hear the story all the way through first.

“Several months ago Deb and I had blood drawn for a life insurance policy. Our results were fine, but one night when I was looking it over, I noticed something disturbing. I saw that Deb has Type A blood, and I have Type AB.” The couple exchanged a look, as though reliving the moment.

Deb picked up from there. “We knew Faith’s blood type because of all the blood she’d had drawn over the years. Hers is Type O, and we both knew that parents with our blood types couldn’t have a child with blood Type O. We asked our family doctor to run some lab work. We thought it must’ve been a mistake. We never expected . . .” Deb blinked rapidly, then lowered her head.

Steve’s hand cradled his wife’s shoulder. “When we got the tests back, we were devastated.”

Paula straightened her spine. She saw the way Deb’s eyes almost drooped at the corners, the way her nose had reddened as they sat there telling their story. And Paula now knew why. This child of theirs was not theirs at all.

“We even had Faith’s blood tested again, just to be sure.” Steve shook his head. He stared off toward the kitchen, as if temporarily lost. Finally, his gaze returned to Paula. “But it was true. Faith isn’t our biological child.”

Paula looked from one to the other. “I’m so sorry. You must be devastated.” Paula tried to remain objective—she had years of experience at that—but she also needed to put herself in the couple’s place so she could ask the right questions. “What did you do next?”

“Well,” Deb said, “we were terrified. On the one hand, we wanted to know what had happened. If Faith wasn’t our biological child, where was the child I gave birth to?”

“But on the other hand,” Steve added, “we have someone else’s biological child. And we couldn’t possibly risk losing her.”

“Of course not.” Paula tried to imagine David being the support that Steve was to Deb. When David found out the results of his infertility test, he didn’t support her at all. Instead he’d accused her of being unfaithful.

“Not only is Faith our only child,” Deb said, “she’s the only child we’ll ever have.”

As Paula watched Deb swallow, she imagined there must be a lump in her throat the size of a golf ball.

“Deb had to have a hysterectomy immediately after Faith’s”—Steve stopped himself, evidently realizing his mistake—“right after the birth.”

Paula checked her recorder to make sure the wheels were still spinning. As easy as it was to get caught up in the tragic story, she had to keep her wits about her. If handled right, she could help this couple and boost her career at the same time.

“Have you made any effort to find out what happened to your birth child?” Paula asked.

The Morgans exchanged a glance. “We took a couple of months to think and pray about what to do,” Steve said. “Above all else we didn’t want to lose Faith.”

Deb sighed. “But we couldn’t discount the idea that our birth child could be out there somewhere.”

“Even with that fact,” Steve continued, “we still didn’t want to risk losing Faith. Both of us were set against saying anything.” His eyes teared up for the first time in their meeting.

“After spending a lot of time on our knees,” Deb said, “begging God for wisdom, we both finally came to the conclusion that we had to find out the truth.”

Paula had mixed emotions about the Morgans’ decision. She was impressed with their courage but wondered if they’d thought this through. They were clearly terrified of losing Faith, and that was certainly a possibility. On the other hand, this was the story of her life. If she investigated this and found answers, she would crack a huge story that would put her career on the map. Possibly deliver her that anchor chair.

She stared into Deb’s eyes—pale blue orbs that showcased a contradiction of vulnerability and strength. Deb was looking at Paula like she was the answer to all their problems. Paula’s driving ambition slowly bled away, giving way to something less impressive but infinitely more human.

“I know you said you’re convinced you need to find out the truth,” Paula said. “But have you thought through all the ramifications? What if Faith’s birth parents are raising your birth child? Have you considered that you could become embroiled in a custody battle? Once this story goes on camera, there’s no turning back.”

Steve leaned forward, knees on elbows. “We know there’s a lot of risk involved. We have a lot to lose. And honestly, my brain says no, don’t do it.” He exchanged a look with Deb. “But as Christians we leave these things to God. And we both sense He’s telling us to go forward with this. Whatever comes with the truth, we’ll face it then and pray He’ll give us the strength to handle it.”

Paula was impressed with the Morgans’ beliefs. They reminded her of her parents’ commitment to their faith. She felt a brief stab of longing for something so significant in her own life. She took a deep breath and exhaled, then focused on Deb.

“I have to ask, why me? Surely you know this is a story that would have national interest. We only met briefly last week, Deb. What made you think you could trust me with this story?”

The corners of Deb’s lips lifted in a slow, thoughtful smile. “Just the fact that you gave us a chance to back out shows me we picked the right person.”

Something inside her softened and relaxed, like a sleeping-baby’s fist. She eyed Deb and Steve once again and saw their determined commitment to see this through. “All right then. Let’s get started.”
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When she told her boss about the story, Miles nodded approvingly, his eyebrows climbing higher on his forehead. Paula got an appointment with Mr. Boccardi the next day.

Stepping back into Chicago General Hospital was something she did with teeth gritted and chin jutted forward. She was going to have to put the memory behind her to move forward with this story.

She’d e-mailed David and given him a brief synopsis of the story she was working on. He hadn’t e-mailed back, but it had only been a day. Tonight he would pick her up at the airport, and she would see if their relationship was still as strained as it had been when she left.

When she reached Mr. Boccardi’s office, he escorted her in. “How are you, Ms. Landin-Cohen?”

Paula suspected from the initial conversation with his secretary that she never would have gotten Mr. Boccardi’s time if she’d not been here for the interview the previous week. It was uncanny the way this was working out.

“Fine, thank you. Call me Paula, please.” She took the chair he offered on the front side of his mahogany desk. “How’s the new wing operating?”

“Is that a pun?” He smiled and brushed the few hairs he had across the top of his bald spot. He would have been an attractive man in his younger days with his strong jaw and clear green eyes.

She laughed. “It wasn’t meant to be.”

He steepled his hands across the stack of papers on his desk. “The wing is running like clockwork. I’ve had good feedback on the feature your station ran.”

“Glad we could help.”

She couldn’t help but think he wouldn’t be so happy when he learned why she was here now. Especially if he made her use the little ace in the hole.

He consulted his watch. “Now, what can I do for you, Paula?”

Right to the point. That wasn’t a problem for her. “I’m working on a story you might be familiar with. I’m doing an investigation for Deb and Steve Morgan.”

She watched his body straighten, as if drawn from the head by a string hanging from the ceiling. She imagined the string pulling Mr. Boccardi to his feet and sending him into a marionette dance. Judging by his initial reaction, she guessed she’d have to resort to a little coercion.

“I’ve already told the Morgans I would look into their case,” he said. “I am looking. We are doing everything we can to get to the bottom of this.”

It would do no good to anger him. “I’m sure you are, Mr. Boccardi. No one is questioning your resolve to find answers. The Morgans thought it would be helpful to have a professional look into it as well. Perhaps we can work together.”

He stood, his lips pinched so tight they went pale. “I’m not naive, Ms. Landin-Cohen. Despite the nice coverage your station did of this hospital’s wing, I know how reporters are. Bad as the paparazzi. Once you get the scent of a story that’ll make headlines, you’re like a bloodhound on the trail and you won’t be happy until there’s a dead body at the end.”

Paula gave him her most charming smile, one that seemed most effective with men. “Mr. Boccardi. Please don’t put me in a class with those crass tabloid reporters. I didn’t sniff this story out. The Morgans came to me, and I’d like to help them find answers. They’re terribly torn up over this whole—”
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