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The McKenna Legacy

 


To My Darling Grandchildren,

 


I leave you my love and more. Within
thirty-three days of your thirty-third birthday-enough time to know
what you are about-you will have in your grasp a legacy of which
your dreams are made. Dreams are not always tangible things, but
more often are born in the heart. Act selflessly in another’s
behalf, and my legacy will be yours.

 


Your loving grandmother,

Moira McKenna

 


P.S. Use any other inheritance from me
wisely and only for good, lest you destroy yourself or those you
love.
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Prologue

 


 


LILY LANG STARED OUT at the fog blanketing
the river valley as the church clock below struck eleven. With a
shrug of her shoulders, her dinner dress slithered down her full
hips and puddled around her sling-backed high heels.

A fog of unhappiness was choking the very
breath from her.

How had it come to this? Her life was in the
dumper. Her divorce from Noah was to be finalized within the week.
No matter how much she still loved him, she couldn't put it off any
longer. His monstrous jealousy was too frightening. And news of the
public fight she'd had with Frank earlier that evening was
undoubtedly already spreading like wildfire.

What else would she expect? The citizens of
her home town had always been hypercritical of her, no matter how
highly she was regarded by the rest of the country.

Maybe she never should have left
Hollywood.

But if she'd never left, Claudia wouldn't
have been born.

Thinking about the pretty,
shy daughter who – to her constant amazement – was a budding young
woman, brought a bittersweet smile to her lips, anguish to her
heart. Noah had threatened that unless she gave up on what he
called her crazy divorce idea,
he would seek sole custody of their only child.
With his old family money and social position, no doubt he would
succeed. He would name every man she'd ever been seen with during
their several separations. And the courts would believe the worst
of her, even as he did. Even as the town did.

Once notorious, always notorious.

Who was she to be a role model for an
impressionable thirteen year old?

Claudia's mother, that's who, Lily reminded
herself.

Tears slipped down her cheeks as she crossed
to the dresser in the dark, finding her brush and stroking the long
tresses for which she'd become known. Her nearly waist-length
silver-blond hair was not only her vanity but had made her
famous.

Perhaps if it hadn't...

Lily threw the brush down to the dresser.
She needed a good cry. She deserved one. About to indulge herself,
she went all wide-eyed instead when a sharp noise emanated from
below.

A gunshot?

Heart pounding, she rushed to the bedroom
door and threw it open even as a second shot rang out.

Fingers curling into the hand-carved landing
rail, her mouth too dry to call out, Lily looked down to the first
floor. She could see nothing from where she stood. The staircase
and foyer below were as dark as her bedroom had been. Only
half-considering the advisability of facing someone with a loaded
weapon dressed as she was in a satin slip, Lily tore down the
stairs, her treacherous heels making her stumble as she neared the
bottom.

Catching hold of the banister to steady
herself, she noted a light shone from beneath the pocket doors of
the front parlor.

Holding her breath, Lily crept forward and
listened intently. Through the wooden panels, she could hear
nothing but the tortured sound of choked sobs. With shaking hands,
she slid open the double doors...

...unprepared for the horrific sight on the
other side...


Chapter One

 


 


 


Chicago

 


 


"THIRTY YEARS AGO TODAY,
Lily Lang, better known as The Blonde
Temptress to her fans, escaped the Dwight
Correctional Center for Women."

Rosalind Van Straaten paced before the
television set. “Can you believe this atrocity?" she asked her
father, who calmly sat watching from the cream-on-cream sofa in the
day spa's office. “After all these years, someone had to go and dig
up the old scandal."

That someone being Skelly
McKenna of The Whole
Story, a televised tabloid news program.
His office had contacted her, requesting an interview – one she had
turned down in no uncertain terms – so at least she had been
forewarned. She glared at the image of the too-good-looking,
too-assured dark-haired man.

"People don't care how old a story is," Rip
Van Straaten said, “as long as it's juicy."

"A pleasant if not great talent, Hollywood
starlet Lily Lang earned her fame and nickname during World War II,
when she became a poster girl for our boys overseas."

The on-screen shot was the infamous black and
white photograph of a stunning blonde reclining on a chaise, satin
tap shorts and a sequined halter top hugging her lush curves. Her
waist-length hair curled along the right side of her face and
waterfalled over her shoulder. A mole at the left corner of her
mouth punctuated full lips that were parted, as if in invitation to
a kiss.

"Amazing how very much you look like your
grandmother," her father mused, irritating Rosalind further.

"Sh-h!"

"After the war, Lily
returned to her home state of Illinois only to reveal that she had
married Lieutenant Noah Lang in a secret ceremony before he was
shipped off in 1943. Lily retired from movie stardom and with her
Winnetka-based husband, founded a hair product and cosmetics empire
– none other than Temptress."

"I can't believe it!" Rosalind cried. “Not
only is he dragging our family through the muck again, but his
spotlighting the company is bound to ruin my day spa before it has
a chance to get off the ground."

"Don't complain. Free publicity."

"Publicity's fine, Father. Notoriety's
not."

"While Temptress flourished, the Lang
marriage did not," Skelly McKenna went on,
his expression serious, as though he had a personal stake in the
union. “After years of upheaval, the Langs
first separated in 1959. Lily took their daughter Claudia, then
nine, back to her home town of Galena."

Rosalind clenched her jaw and only hoped no
one had been distasteful enough to suggest her mother tune in.
Claudia Van Straaten never talked about that time in her life,
acted as if nothing untoward had ever happened.

"Lily and Noah tried reconciling several
times, but four years later in 1959, divorce was imminent on that
fateful day when State Senator Frank Sullivan entered the Langs'
Galena home for the last time."

Rosalind stared at the photograph of the
politician and his aide, a young man whose face was strikingly
familiar. When the image dissolved to lurid shots of a bloody
Sullivan sprawled across the parlor floor, she glanced away, unable
to stomach the sight.

"Frank Sullivan was shot to death just
before midnight. Lily Lang herself called the authorities and
confessed to the heinous murder of her latest lover."

Her grandfather had told Rosalind that
despite the confession, his Lily had been innocent. And she'd
always done her best to believe him. Rosalind didn't want to have
any doubts for his or her mother's sake. Or for her own, she had to
admit. Even though she'd only heard from her grandmother a few time
in her life – and that years before – she felt an inexplicable bond
with the now elderly woman.

"Her sentence...life
imprisonment. Lily accepted her punishment without objection. But
on the third anniversary of her incarceration, The Blonde Temptress staged a daring
escape. Working in the laundry, she stole a black and white striped
dress that belonged to one of the employees. She waited until dusk,
at which time she went over the twelve-foot fence topped with
barbed wire, changed into the dress and wrapped a scarf around her
famous hair.

"So disguised,
The Blonde Temptress hitchhiked a ride, the then unsuspecting driver of the car
taking her nearly one hundred miles south of the
prison."

Rosalind again focused on the so-called
reporter, wondering if he derived real satisfaction from digging up
muck that could still hurt several people she loved.

What kind of a human being was this
smooth-tongued devil who played word games with other peoples'
lives for ratings and profits? A three decade old murder was
entertainment, not hard news. Did he have a conscience – would he
even care if he realized he might be re-opening old wounds? Why
couldn't he have left them in peace?

"The escape was executed thirty years ago,
and to this day, Lily Lang has eluded authorities..."

Rosalind took the satisfaction of zapping off
the television on a close-up of Skelly McKenna's pretty face. “This
could kill Grandfather," she said, her voice shaky.

"Noah's a crusty old devil."

"With a bad heart."

"He'll survive."

"And what about Mother?"

"I'm certain whatever Claudia thinks, she
will keep her opinion to herself."

The change of inflection in his tone wounded
Rosalind. An only child, she had wanted to be part of a real
family, an impossible wish when her parents had slept in separate
bedrooms, lived separate lives, for as long as she could remember.
They were achingly polite to one another. They never argued, for
heaven's sake. But they might as well be strangers.

The only time Claudia Van Straaten seemed to
remember she had a husband was when she accompanied him to
obligatory business functions. Rosalind knew her father had seen
other women from time to time, and, as much as she hated the very
notion of infidelity, she could hardly blame him.

She sank down into the chair behind her desk.
“How to handle this?"

"I'd advise you ignore the whole thing. If
anyone brings it up, tell them it's ancient history, nothing to do
with you. Say it with a smile. No one will hold this against you,
sweetheart. Or against your pet project here. So cheer up and take
me on that tour you promised."

Rosalind knew her father was trying to
distract her. A warm, supportive man, always quick to smile or
laugh, he was the very opposite of her mother.

Humoring him, she rose and crossed to the
door, forcing a half-smile. “Sure. Let's start with the wet areas."
She led the way, her pride in her accomplishment wiping away her
distress for the moment.

Taking her into the
business the day after she'd earned her M.B.A., Rip Van Straaten
had made Rosalind his personal assistant so she could quickly
learn Temptress inside and out. The company gave them more than a comfortable
living, but she'd soon realized her father was far better at
employee relations than innovation. He hadn't made any significant
changes in product lines or services since her grandfather had
retired.

Young and ambitious,
Rosalind had decided the day spa was the very thing to move the
company into the future. The new venture would give her a chance to
expand Temptress,
to build a niche that was uniquely hers. Her concept was to make
pampering accessible even to women of moderate means. Services
would range from hair and nail care to facials, various massage
encounters to eucalyptus inhalation and water therapy. The beauty
products used in the spa would of course be manufactured by
Temptress.

The Gold Coast site was the first of three
planned Chicago-area locations and was barely two weeks away from
its grand opening – workmen were still seeing to critical
details.

Rosalind was aware of more
than one male head turning in her direction as she and her father
arrived at the ceramic-tiled area. The attention embarrassed her.
She might look something like her notorious grandmother had at the
same age, but she certainly was no Blonde
Temptress.

"Whirlpool...sauna...inhalation therapy
rooms," she said as they passed a painter, who was adding another
cloud to the sky-blue walls in the wet area. “The wooden planters
will be filled with tropical greenery and a couple of tables will
be equipped with colorful umbrellas."

Her father was inspecting the freeform
whirlpool that reminded Rosalind of a miniature lagoon. “I'm sure
it'll be very lush and classy. Very you." His warm smile was
catching.

"You always know how to make me feel
better."

He slipped an arm around her shoulders and
gave them a squeeze. “You really shouldn't worry about old
scandals, honey."

"But I am worried," she admitted, her smile
fading. “Thanks to Skelly McKenna."

He was the one who'd dredged up the past.

Therefore, Rosalind
decided, he was
the one who would have to fix things.

 


 


SKELLY LEANED BACK IN HIS
CHAIR, feet up on his black-lacquer desk. He was editing copy for
the next day's show, wishing for a story to end all stories that he
could personally bring home. His network had a new prime time
magazine format show in the works, and he was under consideration
for a promotion. The other candidates had one up on him because
they were all part of legitimate
news teams.

Prime time.

Respect.

His father's approval.

Skelly was wondering what they would feel
like when his office door opened to reveal a welcome visitor – his
cousin, Keelin McKenna.

"Hey, cous, do all brides-to-be look as
beautiful as you do?" He set his feet on the floor and rose to
greet her with a big hug.

"You're full o' the blarney, Skelly McKenna,"
Keelin said, her lilt more pronounced than usual.

"Not this time."

In truth, his Irish cousin looked radiant.
Soft color flooded her cheeks. Her gray eyes sparkled. And her
cloud of auburn hair appeared positively fiery against the yellow
of the gauzy dress that floated around her, its long skirts
brushing the tops of her ankle boots.

"Tyler sends you his greetings."

Tyler Leighton being Keelin's fiancé. He held
out a chair for her opposite his own. “So how are things with
Cheryl?" he asked of Tyler's daughter, who had gone through a
terrible ordeal the week before.

"She acts as though the kidnapping was
nothing. But Tyler's taking no chances. The two have already
started family therapy sessions together."

"She's okay with the wedding? I mean,
considering how fast it's all happening."

Keelin was determined to stick to the
schedule defined by what Skelly thought of as The McKenna Legacy –
Moira's bequest to her grandchildren being lifelong happiness to be
achieved by the thirty-third day after their thirty-third birthday.
Not that Skelly believed in such prophecies.

"It seems Cheryl has accepted me," Keelin was
saying. “She's a very loving fourteen-year-old. And she's needed a
woman in her life for a very long time."

"She couldn't get a better stepmom,
cous."

"I shall try my best."

Skelly shook his head. What a delightful
surprise his sweet, soft cousin had turned out to be. She'd
certainly taken his heart by storm. He hadn't even known her two
weeks before, and now he felt as if they'd been fast friends
forever.

"So how are the plans for the wedding
coming?"

"Your sister is a wonder. She's helped me
arrange everything."

Skelly laughed. “Aileen does get things done
when she sets her mind to it."

"The only thing we still need is a best
man."

"I suppose Brock Olander is out of the
question."

Keelin heaved a sigh. “Tyler's business
partnership with Brock is being dissolved even as we speak...or he
would be here to ask you himself."

"Ask me what?"

"To be his best man, of course."

Skelly started. “No
of course about it. I
was under the distinct impression that Tyler's got a pretty low
opinion of tabloid journalists."

"He considers you an exception after the
restrained way you handled the follow-up story about Cheryl's
kidnapping."

"Listen, about that story – the network execs
were pretty impressed. I'm being considered for a huge promotion.
An anchor desk on a prime time magazine. Your cous may go legit
yet."

Keelin's smile lit the room. “Skelly,
congratulations. If that's what you want."

He'd never planned on working in tabloid news
– the fates had merely pushed him in that direction. Not that he
was ashamed of what he did, but he was ready for a change, and he
had neither the guts nor the heart to resurrect old dreams.

"It's the best opportunity I've ever had. You
bet I want the job."

"Then I'll pray you succeed."

"Thanks. Now, about the best man thing. Are
you sure you didn't coerce Tyler into the invitation?"

"Oh, Skelly, Tyler will never forget all the
help you gave me in trying to find his daughter. Asking you to be
his best man comes directly from his heart. From both our
hearts."

"Then how can I refuse?"

The cousins grinned at each other.

"Good," Keelin said. “That's settled,
then."

"So who's going to give the bride away?"

Skelly assumed Keelin hadn't yet informed her
family in Ireland that she was about to be married. Their aunt's
rebellious marriage to a man who wasn't Catholic had caused the
beginning of a thirty-some-year rift in the family – a rift Keelin
was determined to heal. Skelly knew Keelin feared her father's
reaction when he learned that she, too, chose true love above the
religious strictures of her church. Not that she herself would ever
be anything but Catholic.

"I called them, Skelly. It took a great deal
of courage, but I could not marry without them knowing."

"And?"

A small cloud passed over her visage. “Da
didn't take it well. And even if he did, he's in no shape to be
traveling. My mother will stay to take care of him, but she wants
what's best for me. Curran's most valuable horse is racing next
weekend, so he cannot come, either. Flanna will be here, though, as
my maid of honor."

His sweet cousin certainly had the courage of
a giant. “So you're giving yourself away?"

"Truth be told...I've asked Uncle Raymond to
escort me. I thought him the appropriate choice to stand in for
Da."

Especially since his father and hers and Aunt
Rose were triplets. “Good. Maybe giving you away will soften him up
for the reunion idea."

Keelin grinned again. “What better thing to
ask as my wedding gift?"

"What a clever con artist," he said
admiringly.

She sobered. “Only because I want our
families to be reunited, for Da and Uncle Raymond and Aunt Rose to
forgive one another and be truly happy."

Skelly knew the impetus for Keelin's quest
had been his Uncle James's heart attack. Keelin had told him her
father had asked for Raymond and Rose on what he'd thought was his
deathbed. The man must be as stubborn as his own parent, though,
for once he knew he would survive, James had denied wanting any
such thing. Healer of the spirit as well as the body, Keelin had
been compelled to act, in secret, of course. She'd told her family
she was coming to the United States on business when really she'd
come to see Raymond and Rose.

Skelly suspected Keelin would have a lot to
account for to her father, her judgment day being not too far off.
He only hoped her life didn't blow up in her face. If history were
to repeat itself...the consequences didn't bear considering.

Besides, she would at least have Tyler,
Skelly reminded himself. “I'm happy for you, cous."

"Thank you, Skelly. Now I must go. I promised
to take Cheryl shopping. She insists I need a new look, though I
cannot for the life of me fathom what is wrong with the one I
have." Still smiling, she shrugged and stood. “Tyler will ring you
with the details about the wedding. And Skelly...about Moira's
legacy...”

"What about it?"

"Believe in it, Skelly. You cannot have much
time, either. If I remember correctly, your birthday didn't fall
far behind mine."

Though he had recently turned thirty-three
himself, Skelly merely laughed. As if he had time to worry about
romance when a career opportunity was on the line. “I'll keep my
antennae out for Ms. Right."

"You do that. You deserve a woman who can
make you happy."

Giving him a swift kiss on his cheek, Keelin
swept out the door, leaving Skelly staring after her. What an
innocent his cousin was. What a wishful thinker. Her meeting Tyler
right now had been sheer luck, nothing more. No hocus-pocus. No
magic. Just dumb luck that it had happened within their
grandmother's time frame.

Even as he stared at the copy he was supposed
to be editing, Skelly couldn't quite put Keelin's admonishment from
his mind. He'd never put much thought into finding Ms. Right. He'd
been too busy working, building a career. He'd assumed it would
happen to him some day, though he'd never put a timetable to
starting a family life. But suddenly he wondered if he were missing
something.

Keelin's happiness made him feel...empty.

Another knock at the door made him think
she'd forgotten something. “That you, cous? C'mon in."

When the door opened to reveal the most
beautiful woman he'd ever laid eyes on, Skelly went slack-jawed
with a sense of dèjá vú.

"Skelly McKenna?" No uncertainty in her
husky-voiced query.

"That'd be me."

"Good." She stepped inside and closed the
door behind her.

Silver-blond hair pulled back in a soft twist
revealed perfect features, sky blue eyes dusted by dark lashes, and
a tiny mole punctuating the left corner of her luscious mouth.
Dressed in a powder blue business suit, the skirt short enough to
reveal the extraordinary length of her legs, she was a
knockout.

And too incredibly familiar for her
appearance to be coincidence...

When she held out her perfectly manicured
hand and said, “Rosalind Van Straaten," he wasn't in the least
surprised.

"Lily Lang's granddaughter," he mused. “What
can I do for you?"

"Retract your story."

She was certainly direct, he'd give her that.
“Retract the truth. Hmm, now there's an interesting concept."

With a placid smile, she said, “I'm not
certain you would know the truth if it bit you."

Smothering a laugh, Skelly sat and indicated
Rosalind should do the same. She stood where she was, feet seeming
rooted to the spot, and crossed her arms over her chest. Those
baby-blues were glaring at him.

"All right, what do you
take issue with?" he asked. “My calling your grandmother
The Blonde Temptress?
Documenting the troubles between her and your grandfather? Or
recapping the murder, her conviction and subsequent
flight?"

"Yes."

Skelly threw up his hands. “But all of the
above is true."

"Tarnished truth," she argued. “And you
didn't have to rehash any of it. Besides, you don't really know
what happened in the Galena house that night."

"I do my research."

"No one ever proved my grandmother killed
anyone."

"They didn't have to. She voluntarily
confessed."

"That's not the same as the authorities
looking into Sullivan's death. They took her at her word."

"Sounds reasonable to me. Why should they
have turned elsewhere? And what motive would Lily Lang have had to
lie when her freedom was on the line?"

"I don't know." The husky voice was tight
with emotion. “We all have our own motivations for doing what we
do. Yours is money, isn't it?"

Skelly suspected he should be insulted, but
he couldn't quite work up the steam. He was too intrigued by
Rosalind Van Straaten. “I get paid for what I do."

"Doing another piece on my grandmother...one
more favorable than the last...at least offering reasonable doubt
as to her guilt...how much would that take?"

His eyebrows shot up. “You're trying to bribe
me! “he said with mock-indignation.

She made an impatient sound. “I'm simply
offering to pay you for what you do. What do you care what copy you
read as long as someone writes the check?"

Now he was insulted. He didn't fabricate stories. He didn't
knowingly perpetuate lies. “Let me see if I have this straight," he
said, fighting his clenching jaw muscles. “You want to pay me to
whitewash your family's dirty laundry."

Though she flushed, Rosalind persisted. “How
much?"

"Not interested, Roz." He deliberately
allowed his gaze to wander up the length of her long legs. “Taking
money from you wouldn't be ethical."

Her berry-tinted mouth gaped. She drew
herself up to her full height. “Your telecast wasn't ethical."

"I didn't embellish on the facts. They've all
appeared in print for everyone to read."

"But how much personal research did you
do?"

"The murder happened more than thirty years
ago–"

"Exactly!"

"So I did what I could," he continued. “Used
documented knowledge. Oh...and I had my assistant contact you, as
well as others germane to the case. I'm sure you'll remember you
turned down her request for an interview with me. No one wanted to
talk."

She paled and sat in the chair he'd offered
earlier. “Who else did you contact? Surely not my mother."

"Your own mother didn't tell you about our
offer? Curious. What about your grandfather?"

Her breathing was as unnatural as her color.
She didn't answer immediately. She appeared almost ill...and as if
the wheels in her head were wildly spinning.

Finally, as if to convince herself as well as
him, she said, “Undoubtedly they thought to spare me."

His momentary irritation with her fled. “I
don't understand. You weren't even born when this all happened.
What's your stake?"

Her blue eyes widened. “My family's
reputation and standing in the community is my stake. And what
about the innocent people involved here? My grandfather and mother
are flesh-and-blood human beings, you know, and they have been hurt
enough."

Her eyes had to be the most beautiful in the
world, Skelly thought, mesmerized by their transparency. In them,
he read pride. Resentment. Determination.

She wasn't going to let him alone until he
agreed to do something – but why? To soothe some emotional hurt he
might have caused? She wasn't the naive type. She couldn't believe
that journalists based professional decisions on personal feelings
– not even on their own. Could be she knew something he didn't
about the case...

A thought that intrigued him.

The brass had been impressed with his
personal involvement with the Cheryl Leighton case. That had led to
his being considered for the promotion. He'd been wishing for a
ripe story and this could be it. Should he grab the opportunity and
it panned out, his career would get another boost and in a
direction that might make him happier...might even make his father
proud.

Skelly decided he might
enjoy being badgered by Rosalind Van Straaten. Contrary to her
assumption as to his character, he couldn't be bribed. Though he
worked in a segment of the television industry that sometimes
played fast and loose with hard news, The
Whole Story never knowingly ran an
untruth.

Besides, he had his own brand of
integrity.

"Give me something significant to run with,"
he said, “and I'll consider doing a follow-up."

"That's your job. You're the reporter. For
once in your life, give your audience the real 'whole story.' Give
them the unvarnished truth."

Rather a version of the
truth that she wanted to hear, Skelly
thought cynically.

Skelly figured he was in a win-win situation.
He might get the story that would make his career. And if not, at
least he would spend some quality time with a woman who was as
interestingly strong-willed as she was beautiful. Both attributes
turned him on.

"I'm a reasonable man." He stared into that
stunning face, and a weird feeling washed through him. Part of him
wished The McKenna Legacy was more than fiction even as the cynic
in him resisted believing it might be. Keelin had gotten to him
good with her not-so-subtle romantic prodding. “I'll dig for the
truth, but only if you'll cooperate."

"How?" Her expression grew immediately
cautious.

"You'll have to work with me. And not censor
me. That could very well mean opening your family and its past to
even more unfavorable public scrutiny."


Chapter Two

 


 


ROSALIND FORCED HERSELF to breathe normally.
She obviously hadn't thought through the situation carefully enough
before going to see Skelly McKenna. Browbeating and bribing him
into reporting a more favorable angle on the story hadn't worked,
so she'd somehow found herself challenging him to dig up the
unvarnished truth. She only hoped that hadn't been a big mistake.
How else could he proceed without involving her family further,
perhaps to everyone's detriment.

As for working with him...

"I hardly think you need my input," she said,
trying to circumvent a direct, negative response. It wouldn't do to
provoke the reporter again, not when she almost had him where she
wanted him.

"Getting cold feet?"

"That's not the issue."

"Then what is? That you would rather not soil
your pretty hands–”

"I work hard, thank you very much."

" –or your social position by associating
with a tabloid personality?"

"My reputation is above approach."

"Then it must be something else that's
stopping you." He arched his eyebrows. “I do tend to be a little
intimidating at times."

His slow grin forced a dimple in his right
cheek, giving him a roguish air. Rosalind started and blinked, for
a moment forgetting they were opponents. Skelly McKenna was a
devastatingly handsome man. Black hair tousled onto a high
forehead. Intense blue eyes. Wicked smile. And though she wore
three inch heels, he was still a bit taller, seemed athletically
built.

Realizing where her thoughts were headed, she
steered her wayward mind back on track. “I'm rarely intimidated,
Mr. McKenna."

More often, she was irritated with men like
him. Cocky. Mocking. Seemingly unflappable.

"Skelly. And I'll call you Roz." Before she
could object to the wretched nickname, he rolled on. “Being so
formal is a little ridiculous when two people are working closely
together, don't you agree?"

"I never agreed to–"

"And if you want a more positive follow-up
soon enough to counter whatever you deemed disagreeable about the
original story, we need to get moving immediately."

Even knowing he was keeping the upper hand,
Rosalind stilled any further objection. She did want that
follow-up. Enough to chance what Skelly might find.

Irritated with herself now – how much more
damage could be done to her family, after all? – she promptly
buried any vague doubts that lingered at the back of her mind.
However, she did admit her being part of the investigation would be
a smart move. Alongside Skelly, she would learn everything he did,
when he did. He couldn't gloss over anything he found that might
point away from her grandmother.

And on the slight, unthinkable possibility
that he dug up information that could

be construed as damaging, she'd be there to
stop him from capitalizing on it.

"All right, “Rosalind acceded. “You win. So
we'll start first thing tomorrow?"

She didn't supervise the day-to-day work
being done on the spa, merely checked every nuance at intervals.
Knowing how to delegate authority meant she could afford to take
time off when necessary.

"Actually I'm taping two shows tomorrow
morning. I'm off Monday, since Tuesday is a holiday." If he spent
it with her, the Fourth of July wouldn't be just another day as
usual. “I had this evening in mind. We can start over dinner. Dress
casual."

Noting he was staring at her legs again,
Rosalind decided she would wear a pants outfit. “Where and what
time?"

"I'll pick you up at six-thirty.” He poised a
pen over a notebook. “I'll need your home address."

"I'd rather meet you at the restaurant."

While Skelly gave her
another of his wicked smiles, he didn't taunt her as she expected
he might. “Make it seven, then. Six
Shillings on Lincoln Avenue. Do you know
it?"

"I know where it is. I'll be there."

With that, Rosalind swept herself out of
Skelly's office and kept going until she was out on the street
where she hailed a taxi. It wasn't until she slipped behind the
driver and gave him her New Town address that she allowed herself
to think of the commitment she'd made.

And to hope that this was one time she
wouldn't regret sticking her nose where it didn't belong.

 


 


HAVING AN HOUR TO KILL before having to be at
the restaurant, Skelly turned on the television and kicked back in
his favorite leather chair, beer in hand. Feet propped on the
hassock, tuned to nationwide news anchored by one of his
competitors for the promotion, he watched without anything
registering. A few slugs of the lager quenched his thirst.

If only he could assuage his other needs as
easily.

Damn Keelin for provoking him. Damn Rosalind
Van Straaten for showing up before he'd had the time to forget his
cousin's visit.

Rosalind Van Straaten. The name as classy as
the lady. Definitely as strong. Nearly as beautiful. Unfortunately,
he doubted the beautiful, strong, classy lady had any kind thoughts
for him.

Still, it was weird how she'd shown up right
after Keelin had gotten him to thinking about his future.

Exchanging his bottle for an envelope that
he'd laid on the coffee table, he turned and touched the thick
cream-colored paper as though he could discern some magic inside.
His name and address were written in a distinctly foreign hand. The
stamp proclaimed the delivery to be from Éire. And though he was
familiar with its contents, he pulled the letter from within and
re-read his grandmother's heartfelt wish for him.

 


To my darling Skelly,

I leave you my love and more. Within
thirty-three days after your thirty-third birthday – enough time to
know what you are about – you will have in your grasp a legacy of
which your dreams are made. Dreams are not always tangible things,
but more often are born in the heart. Act selflessly in another's
behalf, and my legacy shall be yours.

Your loving grandmother,

Moira McKenna

P.S. Use any other inheritance from me
wisely and only for good lest you harm yourself or those you
love.

 


Cynic that he was, Skelly
had thought the letter so much nonsense when he'd first received
it, had even suspected the grandmother whom he'd never met had been
a bit out-to-lunch. After all, she had been ninety-plus when she'd
written the missive.

But something made him keep her last letter
to him.

And something made him read it, over and over
again, until he knew the words by heart.

His cousin Keelin certainly believed in the
legacy, was its staunchest promoter after having met and fallen in
love with Tyler Leighton. Both of his siblings and his other
cousins – nine of them altogether – had each received an identical
letter from their grandmother.

Smoothing his fingers over her signature, he
softly asked, “So, Moira, my dear, what do you have in store for
me?" half-hoping she would answer.

He had no visitation, heard no voices in his
head. Moira was keeping mum for the moment.

Skelly shook his head at
his detour into fantasy and carefully slipped the letter back into
its sheath. Then he checked his watch and realized he now had
little more than fifteen minutes to get over to Six Shillings. His future awaited
him. Professional future, he reminded himself as images of Roz
flitted through his wayward mind.

He'd already traded his professional wear for
a pair of jeans and a chambray shirt, its sleeves rolled to the
elbows. He slipped his feet into worn running shoes and, with his
fingers, combed back the hair spilling onto his forehead.

Locking the door of his townhouse behind him,
he could hardly wait to see Roz...and whatever it was the cosmetics
heiress considered casual wear.

 


 


NOT KNOWING WHAT TO EXPECT
either from Skelly McKenna or the place they were to meet, Rosalind
entered Six Shillings with a sense of trepidation. She was pleasantly surprised, at
least by the restaurant. The wainscoted walls and hand-carved bar
were remnants of the last century. Classical music played softly in
the background,

while video footage of art pieces rather than
some rough-and-tumble sporting event played on the monitors
suspended in each corner of the room.

"Can I help you?" asked a young woman in
cotton walking shorts and a camp shirt.

"I'm looking for...oh, there he is." She
spotted Skelly. “I can seat myself."

Skelly was sprawled across a booth in an
alcove lit by a brass wall-sconce. His attention for the moment was
on his notebook. He was scribbling an entry. An enticing blue-black
lock of hair caressed his high forehead. As if sensing her
presence, he glanced up, his suddenly wide-eyed, subtly-amused
expression making her check her royal blue silk tunic and pants and
matching nubuck sandals to see if something were amiss. She
shrugged. Everything appeared to be intact.

And when she raised her gaze to Skelly's, it
was to recognize male appreciation.

Rosalind was appreciative herself. The
reporter looked better in chambray than he did in starched linen –
virile and somehow more appealing – but hoped he couldn't tell what
she was thinking. She was seeking justice for a grandmother she'd
never met, not a date.

She slid into the booth across from him. “Am
I late?"

He checked his watch. “Mm, about fifteen
seconds."

"I'll do better next time."

"Why, Roz, is that a promise...or do you
actually have a sense of humor?"

"Only when I'm not worked up about
something.”

"I'll keep that in mind."

"Do." Wondering how she could discourage him
from abbreviating her name, Rosalind noticed the approaching
waitress, as well as the menus Skelly had discarded to the side of
the table. “Did you have a look?"

"I probably know the list by heart. I only
live a few blocks from here."

While she barely lived a mile away. In a city
the size of Chicago, that practically made them neighbors.

"So what do you recommend?"

"A big, fat, juicy burger with fries."

Which translated to greasy. “I think I'd
better give the menu a look myself."

In the end, Rosalind chose a grilled chicken
breast sandwich with a salad and a glass of spring water with lime,
while Skelly went for the burger – rare, yet – and a lager. With a
promise to deliver their drinks shortly, the waitress departed to
place their orders.

And Skelly consulted the scribbling in his
notebook. Rosalind tried to read upside down the notes he'd made to
himself, but either his penmanship was atrocious, or he was
operating in shorthand. She could barely make out a word here or
there.

Suddenly nervous now that they were getting
down to it, she asked, “So how do we begin?"

"By talking." Skelly sprawled back against
the padded booth. “You telling me what you know about the murder
that I don't."

"I doubt anything."

"Try me. You must have picked up some hearsay
from your parents over the years. Claudia was in the Galena house
when Frank Sullivan died."

She shook her head. “Mother was a child."

"She was thirteen years old. Hardly a child,
Roz."

Rosalind flushed and admitted,” She simply
doesn't talk about that night."

"What about Grandpa Noah?"

"Grandfather wasn't there."

Skelly gave her a look that sent a chill up
her spine, but before he could pursue a direction she didn't want
to take, the waitress arrived with their drinks.

"Thanks," he said with a wink, making the
waitress flush and grin.

"Your food will be up in a few minutes,
Skelly."

When the waitress turned to another table,
Rosalind noted, “She knows your name."

"I told you I was a regular."

And a popular one, at least with the young
women, she decided, caught again by his wicked smile and dimpled
cheek. Annoyed, not wanting to notice anything personal about the
man, not wanting to humanize him, Rosalind reminded herself of her
mission.

He held out his glass toward her. “To the
truth...no matter what it happens to be."

The truth. Rosalind picked
up her fancy water and tried to hide the uneasiness that flashed
through her. “To success in clearing my grandmother's name," she
murmured, adding to herself, And all her
family members.

Rosalind sipped at her drink to relieve her
suddenly dry mouth. She watched Skelly over the rim of her glass
and assured herself that she had not opened a Pandora's Box. She
figured he would pursue the line of questioning about her
grandfather's whereabouts the night of the murder. And was
surprised when he didn't.

"So what does Noah Lang have to say about
Frank Sullivan's death and about your grandmother's incarceration?"
he asked instead. “Off the record, that is."

"Exactly what he told the press at the time.
Grandfather insists his Lily didn't do it, that she wasn't capable
of murdering anyone."

"And you believe him?"

"I believe he's a good judge of character. I
assume you'll remember he demanded the authorities scrutinize the
people around Frank Sullivan carefully. Any number of people might
have had motives. But, of course they didn't. As far as they were
concerned, they had an open-and-shut case. Maybe that's where we
should start."

"Did Noah ever mention any specific person he
suspected?"

"If he has an opinion, he's never shared it
with me."

Rosalind noticed Skelly was doodling in his
notebook. Underlining what she discerned as names and drawing
arrows and other symbols in the margins. As if he were talking to
himself in code.

But Skelly looked directly at her when he
said, “Noah Lang was also in love with his soon-to-be ex-wife."

So he wasn't letting it go. She said, “They
had their problems. Every married couple does."

"Every married couple doesn't separate
several times before applying for divorce."

"My grandmother was a warm, giving woman. Too
warm and giving to others, I think. Grandfather wanted all of her
attention for himself."

"You mean he was jealous."

"I wasn't there."

"But you have opinions."

Her grandfather could be controlling, as she
personally knew, but Rosalind didn't want to get into this. “Any
man would be possessive of a woman he loved."

"And Lily was amazingly
beautiful," Skelly said, gazing at her intently. “She rated scads of
attention from other men. She and Noah Lang were married during the
war. She used his name when she went to Hollywood, yet she kept her
marriage secret. Thousands of men in the service must have been
drooling over her photograph. That was no secret. How do you think
it made your grandfather feel?"

"How would you feel if you were in a similar
situation?"

"I've never been madly in love with a woman.
What about you?"

Her voice tight with her growing tension, she
tried to make light of an uncomfortable subject. “I've never been
in love with a woman, either."

Skelly laughed. “Hm, you do have a sense of
humor. Great avoidance technique. But you do know what I mean."

Of course she did. And she had been in love
before. Once. Rosalind still didn't understand her own actions, but
she knew that she'd been the one to sabotage the relationship.
She'd always been more comfortable keeping men at an emotional
distance.

"You're being a bit personal. “Part of the
reason Skelly had agreed to follow-up on Lily's story, she was
certain. She wasn't oblivious to his interest. But she had her own
agenda, one which did not include sharing anything of herself with
a tabloid television reporter. “My feelings have nothing to do with
our investigation."

"Your feelings have everything to do with it.
“His expression turned serious. “If they didn't, you wouldn't have
stormed into my office, ready to bite off my head."

"Granted."

Their food arrived. While they ate, Rosalind
simply went over anything she'd ever heard that related to Frank
Sullivan's death, but as she'd predicted, she was able to add
nothing new to Skelly's information bank.

And when the check came an hour later,
Rosalind insisted on paying, quickly whipping out her Gold Card.
God forbid she let him pay, lest he think of their dinner as being
more than a business meeting.

"Trying to bribe me, again?" Skelly asked
after the waitress disappeared.

"Making certain we understand each other,"
Rosalind clarified.

"I already got the picture, Roz."

"That's Rosalind."

Raising her eyebrows, she silently dared him
to argue the point. He didn't. Finishing the last of his lager, he
merely stared at her, his expression amused.

Or was it smug?

Rosalind was relieved when the waitress
returned with her credit card slip and receipt.

"About little Claudia," Skelly mused, as she
placed the loose items in her purse. “Sometimes children are aware
of more details than adults give them credit for...or want to know
about."

Rosalind's heart skipped a beat. “So what are
you suggesting?"

"That we pay your mother a visit."

"When?"

"Now."

"It's late."

"It's not even eight-thirty," Skelly argued.
“We can be in Winnetka around nine. Unless you don't want me to
talk to your mother."

"No, of course not." She ignored the thrill
that shot through her at the half-truth.

"Good. I live a few blocks from here. Let's
go. “When she hesitated, he added, “To get my car."

Rosalind let Skelly take the lead. For the
moment, she'd lost control and would have to be satisfied going
along for the ride.

 


 


WORKING ON AN UPCOMING
FUND-RAISING EVENT for Be Kind to
Kids, the charitable organization she'd
helped found a dozen years before, Claudia Van Straaten was sorting
through the papers strewn the length of her twenty-foot dining room
table when the doorbell rang.

Now who could that be?

Not pleased at being interrupted, she removed
her reading glasses and rose. The stained-glass panels hung before
the mullioned windows of the cathedral-like sunken dining room
blocked her view. A second buzz quickened her step up the three
stairs to the foyer and the front door. A glance through the glass
inset revealed her daughter with a stranger.

Puzzled, she swung open the heavy wooden
panel. “Rosalind, did I forget you were supposed to be here
tonight? Your father's not home."

"No, Mother, we didn't have anything
planned."

Claudia offered her cheek for her daughter's
kiss. “I must look a fright."

"You look wonderful, as usual."

Nevertheless, Claudia fingered a few loose
strands of the light brown hair precision-cut into a youthful style
and wished she'd changed out of her leggings and knee-length shirt
after working out. Not that she wasn't proud of her figure, as slim
as a girl's. She merely liked to be presentable, especially when
meeting a stranger.

"And who might this young man be?"

"His name is Skelly McKenna."

Rosalind made the pronouncement as if she
should recognize the man. Claudia didn't even know any McKennas. “A
new beau? How nice."

"No, Mother, he's not. We need to talk to you
about something important."

Frowning, Claudia looked
back on the work that was her life these days. She supposed she
could spare a few minutes for her daughter.

"Well, let's sit for a moment, then."

Larger than the dining
room, the living room was L-shaped and divided into three
distinct seating areas. Claudia led them to her favorite, a
grouping of couch and two chairs right outside the conservatory
whose myriad plants provided her with some distraction from her
more important daily pursuits. She sat in one chair and noticed
that her daughter made a point to take the other. The young man
settled in the middle of the couch.

Curiosity piqued, she asked, “What is it,
then?"

Rosalind exchanged glances with her
companion. “Skelly is a television reporter, Mother. You know what
day today is, don't you?"

The word
reporter sent Claudia
into a tizzy. Her breath quickened even as her head went light. Of
course she knew what day it was. She wasn't senile. Not that she
wanted to be reminded.

"You know I try not to think of anything
unpleasant," she snapped at her daughter. She glared at the
dark-haired young man. “And I do not speak to reporters."

"Then talk to
me, Mother," Rosalind
begged. “The Whole Story
did a segment on Lily's escape from Dwight, but
Skelly has agreed to do a follow-up. Something more favorable. But
he needs some information."

"How would I know about her escape?"

"Not the escape, “the reporter said. “The
murder. The circumstances surrounding Frank Sullivan's death."

Her blood ran cold. “I couldn't tell you
anything even if I wanted to."

"Wouldn't you like to see your mother's name
cleared?"

"But she confessed."

"The case was never investigated," Rosalind
reminded her.

"And your daughter feels there's some doubt
as to her grandmother's guilt."

The room began closing in on her. Claudia
tried not to panic.

"I cannot help you. I don't remember
anything." She aimed an accusatory glare at her daughter. “You know
that. I've told you that many times before."

"But, Mother–“

"How dare you bring this jackal into my home?
Haven't I suffered enough?" Claudia's pulse was racing. She could
feel the panicky rush throughout her body. “His kind doesn't care
about the truth."

"You don't know me well enough to
generalize," the reporter interrupted. “I don't make up my stories.
I don't tell lies, at least not purposely. If there's more to know
about the murder – something that will put things in a new light
for Lily Lang – then I want to set the record straight."

"You prey on the weak. On the young, who
can't defend themselves!"

"Mother!"

Claudia realized she was on the verge of
ranting. She tried swallowing, but her throat muscles didn't want
to cooperate. Her heart was banging painfully against her
ribs...just like it did every time she thought about that horrible
night more than thirty years before. And she'd broken out into a
cold sweat.

This wouldn't do. Wouldn't do at all.

Claudia took a deep, slow breath and
visualized as she'd been taught to do.

Mere seconds later, under control, she said,
“I'm sorry, Mr. McKenna. If Rosalind vouches for you, then of
course you must be above the crowd." Though her breath was still
shaky, she was feeling a bit better. More like herself. “But I
simply have nothing to tell you."

He persisted. “Perhaps if we re-created the
events leading up to that murder...”

Claudia's laugh was
brittle. “A well-known psychiatrist prodded and probed, but he
couldn't get inside my head. You're an amateur, my dear." Phantoms
racing through her mind, pretending as if nothing were wrong, she
stood. She gave her visitors her most practiced smile, her
smoothest voice, both meant to assuage.” I am sorry, but I must get
back to my work. Now. Be Kind to
Kids is holding a fundraiser next month
and I'm in charge."

"Of course you are." Her expression blank,
Rosalind rose and gestured for the reporter to do the same. “I'm
sorry we bothered you, Mother."

But Claudia's thoughts had already drifted
back to the dining room and her proposal. She had to keep focused.
Keep in mind who she was and what she was about.

Then she would remain safe from the demons of
the past that had for so long threatened to smother her.

 


 


"I DID WARN YOU MOTHER WOULDN'T be able to
tell you anything," Roz said shortly after they drove away from her
parents' Winnetka property.

"That you did."

Though Skelly wasn't
certain that her mother had been completely truthful with them. In
his experience, a person often buried what he or she didn't want
others to know about. And from the physical signs – changes in her
respiration, pupils and skin tone – Claudia Lang Van Straaten
certainly had been hiding something
from them.

Not that he would say as much to Roz. Not
now. He needed her cooperation if he was to delve straight into the
past for a journalist's dream of a story...and to get closer to the
woman herself. He was beginning to think both objectives were
equally important. His interest in the thirty-three year old murder
was piqued...as was his growing attraction to Roz herself. He
didn't want to put her off by sharing suspicions that might have no
basis.

He turned the conversation away from her
mother. “I seem to remember someone else was staying in the Galena
house. Your Aunt Hilary."

"She wasn't home at the time of the
murder."

"So she said."

He could feel Roz's gaze bore into him when
she asked, “Are you naturally suspicious?"

"Suspicion is a key weapon in a journalist's
arsenal."

"A famous quote?"

"A personal observation. “Skelly waited a
mere beat before pressing the issue. “So tell me about your Aunt
Hilary."

"She's a warm, kind woman. A bit eccentric
but completely loyal." Roz sounded defensive. “She's devoted her
life to this family."

Giving Skelly the impression that she was
devoted to Hilary Lang in return...and making him wonder exactly
how close they were. Family loyalty. His cousin Keelin had it. So
did Roz. Another thing he'd missed out on.

"So Hilary took care
of your family
rather than having one of her own?"

"Not every woman wants to marry and have
children."

"What about you?"

"We're not talking about me."

"We are now."

He glanced at her. She was staring out the
side window as if inspecting the properties they were passing. Too
dark to see anything beyond the pools of golden light cast by the
old-fashioned street lamps. He'd pushed her buttons and she was
avoiding an answer. Because she didn't know? Or because she didn't
care to share anything of herself with him.

He couldn't help himself.

"So, what about you, Roz?" he prodded,
vaguely aware her answer was more important to him than it should
be to an almost- stranger.

"I haven't decided."

"What's the hold up?"

"I have my reasons."

"Now you're really making me curious."

"Not suspicious?" she asked, her gaze finding
him in the dark once more.

Skelly glanced her way with a rueful smile.
“They do go hand-in-hand." He wasn't going to wring any personal
confessions out of her at the moment, so he got back to business.
“Where does Aunt Hilary say she was when Frank Sullivan died?" For,
if he'd come across the information in his research materials, he
hadn't retained as much.

"She was out for a walk."

"At midnight?"

"Frank Sullivan died
before midnight," she
reminded him.

She was splitting hairs. “How long a walk did
she take?"

Roz was beginning to sound
a bit exasperated when she said, “You'd have to ask
her."

An invitation he was eager to accept.

"Good idea. She doesn't claim any lapses in
memory, does she?" He didn't have to look Roz's way to sense her
immediate displeasure. “I was only asking."

"I'm sure Aunt Hilary will be happy to tell
you whatever she can. She's a night owl, so we could call her when
we get back to the city."

"I was thinking about talking to her in
person."

"That's impossible. She lives with
Grandfather in Galena, at least a three hour drive."

"I didn't mean tonight. But I can get away
tomorrow, as soon as I'm done taping. As luck would have it, I'm
free for the entire holiday weekend."

"I don't know.”

He swept through her half-hearted objection.
“Galena is the murder site, after all. Investigating long distance
could prove...unrewarding."

He could tell she was uncomfortable with the
idea. Was she afraid of what he might learn? Or was it the thought
of being alone with him so far from home. The second option both
titillated and amused him.

"So what about it?" he prompted.

"You're not thinking of taking a camera crew,
are you?"

"Not now. Not until I'm certain there's
reason. For the present, it'll just be you and me. “To lessen the
impression that he wanted to spend some time alone with her, which
of course he did, he added, “Unless your mother wants to come
along," perfectly aware that Claudia Van Straaten would never
agree.

Roz seconded that notion. “I'm sure she
won't. Though I will call and tell her what we're doing. After
which, I'd best call Grandfather. He would pitch a fit if he was
the last to know what was going on. I, uh, don't know how he'll
feel about a reporter coming to stay."

"Even if he knows my intentions are to help
you clear his darling Lily's name?"

"That might make the difference," she
admitted.

To devil her, he said, “Then, again, we don't
have to stay at the family homestead."

"That's right," she
returned smartly. “You could get a motel room."

Touché.

"What's the matter, Roz...does being around
me make you nervous?" he teased.

"Of course not." Her voice was tight.
“Irritable, perhaps, but not nervous."

Skelly laughed. So he did have some effect on
her. “That's a start."

"For what?"

"A promising relationship."

"You must be joking."

"Working relationship," he clarified,
gratified when she shifted in her seat. “Although you never know
what could come out of it. Take my friend Gary. He was partnered on
an advertising campaign with the last woman in the world he wanted
to work with. He and Cynthia had been rubbing each other the wrong
way for months."

"And their supervisor didn't notice?"

"Their boss was taking a chance those sparks
would electrify the campaign," Skelly explained. “He was absolutely
correct." He thought to pull Roz's leg a bit and see where it got
him. “And in the process, Gary and Cynthia found some personal
electricity, as well."

"Sounds like a recipe for disaster."

"Not in their case," he fibbed. “It's five
years and two kids later and they're still in love."

"What's the point?"

"That sometimes you find the unexpected in
the least likely places."

Roz smothered a choked sound but didn't come
up with a return. Having finished the story with a whopper – Gary
would kill him if he ever learned how he'd been defamed, for he
still detested Cynthia – Skelly grinned, content to keep silent as
they whipped along.

Once back in the city, he said, “I'm not a
mind reader. You'll have to give me your address unless you want me
to leave you at a bus stop."

Her reluctance to comply was palpable, as if
he would have power over her merely because he knew where she
lived.

"Don't worry," he assured her, “I'm not the
type of guy who drops over whenever he feels like it."

"You wouldn't get past the doorman if you
did.” A short pause and she said, “Sheridan and Diversey."

"We're almost neighbors."

Roz ignored the
observation. “Tomorrow, I'll
drive."

"Uncomfortable with me at the wheel?"

"There's nothing wrong with your driving. I
know the route. I know the town. I'm being practical. So I'll pick
you up at the station at one sharp."

Practical, his Aunt Fanny. Biting back a
retort, Skelly let her have her way. It was obvious that Rosalind
Van Straaten, cosmetics heiress, was used to control, and he'd bet
that trait wasn't limited to her professional life. He had a strong
feeling that she didn't like surprises much. His enthusiasm for the
long weekend growing, Skelly decided he'd have to teach her
different, hoping that all the surprises would be pleasant ones for
her, of course, and therefore pleasant for him.

He'd never met anyone quite like Roz. Not
that he hadn't been with his share of beautiful women. Smart ones,
too. But something more – her complexity, the challenge she
represented – set her apart from the others. And then there was the
family loyalty that reminded him of Keelin.

Enough reasons to want to know Roz better,
Skelly decided, even if the investigation turned out to be a
bust.


Chapter Three

 


 


"YESTERDAY, WE UPDATED YOU
on the thirtieth anniversary of The Blonde
Temptress's escape from the Dwight
Correctional Facility for Women," Skelly said at the close of
Friday's show. “As a result, I received a tip that, contrary to her
voluntary confession, Lily Lang was innocent of State Senator Frank
Sullivan's murder."

He turned to his close-up camera.

"I plan on investigating
this claim first-hand. If there's a story, I'll find it," he
promised. “And whatever
I learn about Frank Sullivan's untimely death,
you'll get it here, on The Whole
Story, next week. Stay tuned."

Skelly froze until he got the all-clear
signal from the floor director. The first taping of the morning
complete, he relaxed. The show would air early that afternoon. He'd
already be on the way to Galena with Roz.

A sound man removed his wireless microphone,
and as Skelly rose, he stripped off his suit jacket and loosened
his tie. He'd have to change for the second program. As was typical
in the industry, he never wore the same clothing on camera
twice.

"Good show, people,"
came the director's voice over the studio
speaker. “Go mainline some
caffeine."

Knowing he had an hour before they began
taping Monday's show, Skelly headed for his office where he could
relax in private and do some thinking about the long weekend ahead.
He hadn't been able to get Roz out of his mind for more than a few
minutes at a time. He grinned when he thought of her reaction to
the nickname that suited her better than the prissy-sounding
Rosalind. Truth be known, he'd been walking around with a smile all
morning. He couldn't remember when he'd looked forward to seeing a
woman with such enthusiasm, even though this one wasn't exactly
under his spell.

The challenge definitely excited him.

"Hey, Skelly, wait up."

The research assistant he'd grabbed first
thing that morning ran after him, waving a sheaf of papers.

"Results so soon? I'm impressed."

An attractive young woman right out of
journalism school, Heidi was more ambitious than most. Skelly could
always count on her to get what he needed.

"Frank Sullivan wasn't exactly a retiring
politician," she said. “He seemed to thrive on photo ops. I found
more than a dozen articles covering his political activities in the
months before his death." She handed him the fruits of her
research. “Hope this helps."

"It's a start. I'll probably need more."

"I'm with you. I'll be in town all weekend.
My business card's right there," she said, indicating that she'd
clipped it to the top of the stack. “I scribbled my home phone

number on the back. Feel free to call any
time."

Skelly had the distinct impression that Heidi
would welcome his call...business or not. “I may have to take you
up on that."

Before he could retreat, she said, “Hey,
congratulations on the prime time spot."

"I don't have the inside track yet."

"You will. I have a feeling this story is
going to push you right over the top. And, uh, when you do get the
promotion, I assume you can hand-pick your staff..."

"If any of this happens, I'll keep
you in mind."

"Thanks." With a thousand-watt smile, Heidi
backed off, her gaze glued to his face.

Skelly turned away, his mind already on the
possibilities in hand.

A few minutes later, settled in his office,
sucking up some thick black coffee, he scanned the headlines,
looking for any topic that might jump out at him. Sullivan had been
involved in the usual stuff.

Budget...school crisis...zoning.

Heidi had been right about the photo
opportunity thing. Sullivan's good-looking mug highlighted nearly
every article. One picture particularly caught Skelly's attention –
the state senator accompanied by one of his aides, who looked oddly
familiar. Skelly remembered using a similar shot of the two of them
in yesterday's broadcast. But the sense of recognition went beyond
that.

Skimming the story for a
name to go with the youthful face, he did a double-take when he
found it: Walt Rogowski.
No wonder the young aide looked so familiar.
Having been a state senator for more than twenty years, Rogowski
had retired from politics a while back, supposedly to concentrate
on his law practice. No one had been much surprised when he'd
announced his candidacy for the upcoming gubernatorial
election.

So the would-be Governor of Illinois had
gotten his start with Frank Sullivan, Skelly mused, quickly putting
pieces together. Rogowski had been working for the state senator at
the time of his demise. And within a half-dozen years, he'd taken
over Sullivan's old seat.

A fact that was definitely of interest.

On impulse, Skelly grabbed the phone and
punched in his father's home number. Currently a U.S. Congressman,
Raymond McKenna had been involved in politics since emigrating from
the old sod.

"Top of the morning," came the familiar voice
with its slight Irish lilt.

"Dad, it's Skelly."

"Ah, boyo – calling about your cousin's
wedding?"

"Actually, I need some help with a story I'm
working on."

Something he'd never before thought of asking
of his father. But, as much as he disliked running up against his
only parent's disapproval, Skelly knew that his father might have
or be able to get an inside track through his political
cronies.

"And what might that be?"

"What do you know about Frank Sullivan's
murder?"

A short pause was followed by his father's
denial. “Probably not as much as you do, I'm guessing. I was barely
off the boat from Éire when the man died."

Then he did know something, Skelly figured.
And for some reason was reluctant to get into it.

"I was born in 1963, the same year Sullivan
died. That means you were here for a year, Dad. Weren't you working
for the Ward Committeeman?"

"Aye. Running errands. I didn't have a say in
any of the party's doings, especially those outside the city. I
never even met Frank Sullivan."

"But I'm sure you kept your ears open between
running errands. Scandals don't die as easily as a man. Being that
you hung out with Sullivan's colleagues, I thought you might have
picked up on the talk..."

"You mean rumors?
Sensationalism is your business, not mine."

Skelly's hand clenched around the receiver.
He should be used to that critical tone after thirty-three years.
Nothing he did ever met his father's exacting standards, but the
old man still had the power to wound him.

"There's usually a basis to rumors," he said
more calmly than he was feeling. “I don't report anything that I
can't check out."

"I haven't so much as heard the man's name in
decades," his father insisted. “Not until you dragged it out."

Skelly started. He hadn't been aware his
father even watched his show. He'd never admitted as much
before.

"What about Walt Rogowski?"

An uncomfortable pause was followed by his
father's “What does Rogowski have to do with your story?"

"Maybe nothing. He was working for Sullivan
at the time of his death, though. He had to know what the senator
was up to...who his enemies were."

"If he'll tell you."

"What? You don't think he's honest?"

"Now you wouldn't be hearing that from me,
boyo."

A round-about confirmation, Skelly realized.
“Listen, I know you've got to have party loyalty.”

"In truth, I can't fathom why the party is
supporting Rogowski for governor."

His father's statement put Skelly on alert.
“You don't like him, do you?"

"A man doesn't need to like everyone he works
with."

"Why? What do you know?"

"Nothing that has to do with Sullivan's
murder. Now, about your cousin's wedding. I've agreed to give her
away, and I hear you're to be the best man."

Frustrated but knowing he wasn't going to get
anything more from his father at the moment, Skelly caved in and
let him change the subject. Congressman Raymond McKenna was
obviously impressed with his niece. More impressed than he was with
his own son, Skelly realized bitterly. His mind only half on the
conversation, he was relieved when a production assistant poked her
head in the office and asked him to report to Wardrobe. He promised
his father he'd call when he got back to town.

And wondered if Walt Rogowski still called
Galena home.

Before leaving his office, he called Heidi
and asked her to find out.

 


 


ROSALIND HAD TAKEN THIS ROUTE to Galena so
many times she could practically drive it blindfolded. All except
for the last stretch, that was, when the flat land and boring
straight road suddenly exploded into rolling green hills and
dangerous curves that engaged all her senses.

"Almost like we've been transported out of
Illinois," Skelly commented.

"That's the way I feel about this corner of
the state. And this is my favorite part of the drive...as long as
it's daylight."

"The dark scares you?"

"No, but the fog does. And there's plenty of
it around here at night."

Rosalind shifted back to second as her
Thunderbird rolled through a big dip and down an incline. Even so,
a little thrill shot through her, and she had to keep herself in
check so she didn't throw caution to the wind and accelerate as she
felt like doing. She sensed it would behoove her to remain cautious
in all things while she was around Skelly McKenna.

"So what does scare you?" he suddenly
asked.

She could feel his gaze on her, but she
wouldn't give him the satisfaction of acknowledging that
awareness.

"Getting too complacent." Not wanting to give
him an opening to interrogate her as he seemed wont to do at every
opportunity, she took the offensive. “So isn't your family going to
miss you this weekend?"

"My sister always moans
about our not spending more holiday time together, but she'll be
with her mother's people." He clarified, “Aileen is my
half-sister."

"At least you have a sibling. Being an only
child isn't all that it's cracked up to be."

"Two siblings, actually. We have a
half-brother, as well. Same father, yet another mother. Donovan
never particularly cared for me or Aileen."
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