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    THE ULTIMATE TWO-SHOT


    What do you do when you fall for your sister’s old boyfriend? Lizzie Lomax, the newest reporter for WTAN, Miami, can't find the handbook on how to handle the situation. To complicate things even further, her sister, a network superstar, is embroiled in a scandal, Lizzie is dealing with sexual harassment in the workplace, and Nick Harris, the assistant state attorney working with her on fraud cases, and her sister's college BF, has become the station's newest heartthrob. When a catastrophic hurricane hits South Florida, Lizzie digs deep to find her center and learns she's Nick's star attraction.

  


  FALLING FOR MIAMI

Jack Atherton


  [image: ]

www.BOROUGHSPUBLISHINGGROUP.com

PUBLISHER’S NOTE: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, business establishments or persons, living or dead, is coincidental. Boroughs Publishing Group does not have any control over and does not assume responsibility for author or third-party websites, blogs or critiques or their content.

FALLING FOR MIAMI

Copyright © 2019 John Atherton

All rights reserved. Unless specifically noted, no part of this publication may be reproduced, scanned, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of Boroughs Publishing Group. The scanning, uploading and distribution of this book via the Internet or by any other means without the permission of Boroughs Publishing Group is illegal and punishable by law. Participation in the piracy of copyrighted materials violates the author’s rights.

ISBN 978-1-951055-13-4

E-book formatting by Maureen Cutajar

www.gopublished.com

Copy Editing by Ashley Conner

www.ashtheeditor.biz


  For Aymsley, always


  ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I’d like to thank all the news stations that gave me the chance to learn the business, and also to my family who always give me the business.

Finally, heartfelt thanks to Michelle Klayman and her team at Boroughs Publishing Group for believing in this book and editing it thoroughly but gently.


  CONTENTS

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Epilogue

About the Author


  FALLING FOR MIAMI
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LIZZIE

I’m perched on top of the anchor desk in a dress so short ice skaters wouldn’t be allowed to wear it at the Olympics. This is not my choice.

“Can I get a key on her face?” Harry Lutz is calling to Erin, our lighting tech, who’s adjusting the overhead grid.

The studio’s dim until a spotlight smacks me right in the eyes.

“Wider, please.” Lutz smiles. It’s more like a leer. “I want to frame Lizzie’s whole lovely figure.”

My fair to middling figure is already framed by this sheath of Saran wrap that Lutz picked out for me to wear. To keep the dress from riding up to my waist, I sit as rigid as one of those Egyptian statues, my knees so tightly locked I may never again be able to walk.

Lutz winks at me. “Okay, darling, go ahead and cross your legs.”

Look, I’m far from being a prude. But come on. This isn’t some game show where I’d be turning letters in five-inch Jimmy Choo stilettos. It’s not an I-slept-with-my-boyfriend’s-boss reality show where I’d be dressed for a fight. This is a newscast. And here I am, finally at the anchor desk in Miami, but instead of sitting behind the desk and anchoring, I’m draped on top of it like a piece of merchandise.

Maybe I’m supposed to be flattered. Harry Lutz was flown down by the network to merchandise me for their Miami station, WTAN. I know, the call letters TAN are unfortunate. Whenever we get beat on a story, the competition jeers, “WTAN is off working on its tan again.” So we try not to get beat on stories. And that’s been easier since we were bought by the United Broadcasting Network. UBN has pumped in a load of money, and now it expects to earn that money back with higher ratings.

Which brings us to Harry Lutz. He’s never won any journalism awards. Never run a newsroom. He’s a consultant whose claim to fame is that he boosted ratings in LA by turning reporters into pin-ups. Harry himself is no sex object. His paunch is about to burst the buttons of his bright blue suit. His three-day beard doesn’t look hip and grizzled. It looks like he’s been guzzling booze from a bag. Yet it’s his job to tell everyone how to speak, how to move, how to dress, and now, how to flirt with viewers like a single at a South Beach bar.

I’m single but not that desperate. So I keep my knees locked.

“Did you hear me, Lizzie? Please cross your legs.”

“I heard you,” Bob Beardsley drawls.

Bob has won journalism awards. He does run a newsroom. And our news director hails not from Miami, Florida, the land of surf and skin, but from Waco, Texas, the home of HGTV’s Jo and Chip Gaines. Men there still retain a sense of chivalry, especially when they have three grown kids—one of them my age, twenty-five. Bob Beardsley is what fellow Texans call a long, tall drink of water, and he’s normally about as placid. Now, though, when he walks into my light, he’s about to boil over.

“Why are you trying to cheapen one of my best reporters?”

And Bob has a posse.

Erin clambers down her ladder. Her wire-rimmed granny glasses and apple cheeks remind me of my third grade teacher, but under her overalls, Erin is a weightlifter. Lenny Fogle is not. Our floor director steps out from the shadows, ready to rumble, though he’s got to be pushing seventy. Together, with Bob, they converge on the consultant.

I can stand up for myself, but I’m grateful. These good people like me and I like them. Still, Lutz is armed with the network’s blessing. So to avoid trouble for everyone, I cross my legs as demurely as Queen Elizabeth crosses her ankles. Because, you see, this is my big break. I’m draped on this desk rehearsing for my debut as WTAN’s featured consumer reporter. As head of our new Help Center, I’ll be leading a roomful of volunteers answering consumer complaints. And I’ll be teaming with a Florida assistant attorney general who’s so handsome he should’ve been on TV long ago. Trouble is, you forget his face because Nicholas Harris, Esq., is a total ass.

That sounds awful, especially after what I’ve been saying about Harry Lutz. Truth is, I get along with everyone. My hometown is Cincinnati, Ohio. We may not be Texas Rangers, but about all the people I grew up with are Midwestern nice. So I’m the one who brings morning donuts, who never complains about assignments or vacation schedules or when other reporters—including guys—borrow my makeup and don’t replace the tops.

But here’s what happened two days ago. I called Mr. Harris at his Consumer Protection Office.

Ring-ring, ring-ring, ring-ring.

Come on. Pick up.

Ring-ring.

“Harris.”

That’s it? That’s his greeting to consumers with a problem?

“Hello,” I sparkle. “This is Lizzie Lomax. Nick Harris?”

Silence.

“Hello?” I ask.

“Nicholas. Yes.”

“Sorry.” Nettled but unfazed. “I’m excited that we’re going to be working together.”

“That’s not settled yet,” he says.

His voice matches his picture. He was scowling in the photo and this was on LinkedIn, not some government directory.

I ask, “What do you mean?”

What the hell does he mean? We’re supposed to be shooting our first story in three days.

Nicholas Harris, Esq. sighs. “The Attorney General, Leland Davis, spoke with your station about this, but he never spoke with me until this morning. Apparently, Mr. Davis is unaware that we’re in the middle of several major investigations here at the Miami office. I don’t have time to go on television with you to advise people that if they want to return merchandise, they ought to save their receipts.”

Now I’m the one who says nothing.

He finally asks, “Are you still there?”

“Yes, Mr. Harris. Well, I’m sorry there’s been a misunderstanding. I value the work you do, and I’m sorry you don’t value mine. With your help, or the help of someone from your office, we’re also hoping to pursue major investigations. But we don’t want to trouble anyone who views us as an annoyance.”

“I’m glad you feel that way, Ms. Lomax. Attorney General Davis and I will be meeting tomorrow in Tallahassee, the state capital—”

“I know the state capital. Do you know the capital of Vermont?” My mom isn’t a teacher for nothing.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Well, I hope you and your boss will get all this straightened out.”

“Thank you, Ms. Lomax. Anything else?”

Yes. No. Oh, why not. “One more thing, Mr. Harris. Did my sister really go out with you?”

Silence.

“That was a long time ago,” he says, stiffly.

I suspect he kissed Karen stiffly.

“When you must’ve been a different person. Thank you for your valuable time, Mr. Harris.” And I hang up.

Speaking of my sister, when I say this Help Center is my big break, I’m not bragging. How could I, when every Thursday you can watch Karen on the network’s primetime news magazine? Still, having a consumer franchise in Miami is bigger than anything I imagined possible five years ago when I started interning and then writing part-time at a Cincinnati station. And bigger than I could’ve hoped three years ago, when I snagged my first reporting job up I-75 in Dayton.

You might be wondering, if your sister’s made it to the network, why is reporting in Miami such an unlikely step for you? Because I’m not my older sister. If you saw me next to Karen, or if you talked with us, you would agree. Karen Lomax is stunning. Five-foot nine, auburn waves with ice blue eyes of a ravenous young wolf. Beyond all that, Karen is brilliant. She studied languages at Vanderbilt and Oxford and now speaks French, Spanish, and I kid you not, Arabic. That’s what got her assigned by UBN—after a brief stint in Houston—to Iraq, where Karen covered the war against ISIS.

By contrast, and it’s quite a contrast, I’m five-foot two. I have flyaway mousy brown hair. On especially humid days—that’s every day in Miami—my hair looks like a cobweb, so I pull it back. My eyes are a bluish-greenish blah that my darling mother says, evoke the sea. More like brackish water on a cloudy day. I speak a little Español and ungrammatical English. And I’m ashamed to tell you what launched me from Dayton to Miami, because it’s a heartbreaking story that confirms all you ever thought about reporters exploiting tragedies.

One day in July, I was up in a helicopter outside Dayton, with a photographer named Dave Schreiber, shooting aerial video of highway construction. Pounding rain had flooded our normally pokey rivers and turned them into rapids. But the rain cleared and it was now sunny.

We spotted a bus filled with campers, crossing a small bridge. Suddenly, the bus skidded off the bridge and plunged into the river. Our pilot, Corey Sack, nosedived toward the bus, now half-submerged. Twelve- and thirteen-year-old children were bobbing up and down in the fast-moving current. Half of them swam to the shore. With Dave shooting it all, Corey showed me how to use his hoist to fish the other kids out of the river as they grasped his line. Then he gently dropped each of them onto the dry bank. We rescued seven campers in all.

All but the last. She was struggling to stay afloat, so we tried reeling her in early, but she kept losing her grip on the line. When Emily was the only one left—we later learned that was her name—Corey dipped the helicopter as close to the water as he could. I reached out, but Corey yelled that it was too dangerous. Not out of anger. Anguish.

Dave turned off his camera and joined Corey and me begging Emily to hold onto the line. A counselor dived into the river and nearly drowned struggling to reach her. But Emily lost her grip and drowned. We saw her go under.

Dave’s video went viral. All the networks, broadcast and cable, played it mercilessly. And that mercilessly played video, along with my tearful live shots, prompted calls from Cincinnati, from my sister’s old station in Houston, and from Miami.

Emily was dead and I was in demand. That’s the business. So maybe I don’t have any right to look down my nose at Harry Lutz.
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NICK

I’m staring at a Seminole Indian. You’d think Attorney General Leland Davis might prefer another statue. Say, a blindfolded woman holding the scales of justice. But this is Florida State country, and that Seminole’s the school mascot.

“Made good time.” The AG smirks. “You still driving that James Bond wannabe? I told you, boy, get an American car.”

My ‘88 Jaguar is a classic, with a hood so long it looks like it’s pouncing.

“Okay.” Davis grimaces. “I assume you didn’t come to consult me about what car you ought to buy.”

“No.”

“I know why you’re here.” Leland Davis is the kind of guy who always knows, even when he doesn’t. “You’re pretending you don’t want to be a TV star.”

“Do you want to be a TV star?”

“Sure. I just don’t have the time.”

“I don’t have the time, either.”

“You’ll make time.” Davis flashes a smile that guys at his rival school would appreciate—a menacing Florida Gator smile. “Look and listen. This is going to be superb publicity for the Department, especially Consumer Protection. UBN is setting up a whole new wing at that station for volunteers. And being on TV will do you plenty of good. Ask your mom. Her black robe doesn’t come from Santa Claus, or even the governor. A judge needs votes, like me. And the key is name recognition.”

“Sir.”

“Oh, we’re going to get pissy,” Davis says.

“Do you know what I’m working on right now?”

“Of course. It’s on the front page of every paper.” He’s being sarcastic.

“No, it’s not,” I say. “That’s the point. Television doesn’t care about fraudulent debt collection, even when I offer them a grandma who’s about to lose her home. We send out press releases, they treat them like junk mail. We’re looking to collect more than a million dollars in refunds in Miami-Dade alone.”

“And if you’re in charge at that Help Zone—”

“Help Center.”

“If you’re one of the people calling the shots,” the AG says, with mock patience, “you can put phony debt collectors on television. Look, Nick.” Davis leans in over his desk and for the first time seems almost friendly. “You’re a sneaky bastard. You play everything too close to the vest. But you’ve got the track record. You’ve got the connections. They tell me you’ve got the presence.”

“Presence?”

“Okay, they said you’ve got the looks. I look like a bullfrog, so it’s a good thing I don’t have the time. But you can help your colleagues up here and little old ladies down there. You might get so popular that the network will hire you away from us. And pay you enough to buy a new ride. You never asked what would truly impress the women.”

“What?”

“Luxor Montana pickup, boy. Full-size. You weren’t lucky enough to go here, but paint it FSU colors. Garnet and gold. That’s good enough for me, and it’s sure as hell good enough for you.”
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LIZZIE

“Nick Harris?” Karen asks.

“He introduced himself on the phone to me as Nicholas,” I say. “Stiff as a corpse. But I Googled him, and yeah, everyone else calls him Nick.”

“That could be him.”

“I’ve got it.” Mom is holding Karen’s Vanderbilt yearbook up to the camera.

It’s Sunday and we’re on our Skype call. Me in Miami, Karen in New York, Mom and Dad back home in Ohio. Dad says three-way Skyping beats Cincinnati’s three-way chili, but mostly he shies away from the camera. Karen and I hear his comments from the peanut gallery while he watches a Reds or Bengals game.

“Yup, that’s Nick,” Karen says. “How many other guys wear bowties for their school pictures?”

“What was he?” I laugh. “A continuing education student?”

“No, he’s my age. But… formal.”

“It’s the ones who bottle it up that you’ve got to watch out for,” Dad yells.

Mom is examining the yearbook. “Are there any pictures of you together?”

Karen shakes her head. “We weren’t a big thing. Well, actually, Nick was, because of his father. I don’t want to get into that.”

“What?” Dad calls out.

Karen goes on, “Has he asked about me?”

“No,” I reply.

Karen seems put out. “Have you actually met him yet?”

“Only on the phone. He’s trying to get out of working with us.”

“Why?” Mom wants to know.

Now she’s being protective, thinking this longhaired guy in a bowtie could be sabotaging my career.

“Nicholas Harris says his own cases are more important,” I explain. “But his boss, the Attorney General, told him to come to the station tomorrow to see the setup.”

I want to tell them that the Help Center looks terrific, but it’s modest compared to Karen’s studio.

“The hell with him,” Dad hollers over the football game. “Find someone else.”

I can see the TV in the background, but Dad hasn’t yet made an appearance.

“Daddy,” I yell, “get up and let us see you.”

“Bengals are on a great drive. Five-yard line.”

“Daddy,” Karen calls. “Are you hiding because you’re off your diet?”

Mom says nothing, but she picks up the laptop and focuses on a bowl big enough to serve the whole family. It’s overflowing with popcorn and candy.

“Cindy,” Dad squawks. “What’re you doing?”

“Investigative reporting.”

“Don’t you know the government records everything on that camera and stores it in Utah?”

“Well,” Mom says, resignedly, “the Mormons will get a thrill out of seeing how we live.”

“Not for long,” Karen says. “Not if you won’t quit killing yourself. I’m not kidding.”

Silence. Dad fears Karen more than Mom. We all do.

Mom isn’t unkind. She hasn’t shown us Dad sprawled on his Barca Lounge. I’m not unkind either, so I change the subject.

“Why did you and Nicholas—”

“Nick,” Karen interrupts. “Call him Nick.”

“He may insist that I call him Mr. Harris. Or Mr. Assistant Attorney General. Why did you break up?”

“He’s very good looking,” Mom says.

“It was never serious. We went out for, I don’t know, two months maybe, senior year. I was heading to England. He was going to law school.”

“Yale,” I say.

“Really?” Mom’s impressed.

Part of her job, besides teaching English, is helping high school kids prepare for the SATs.

“Yale is full of lefties.” Dad’s turned down the sound so we can all hear this. “Did you know they have a sex week at Yale so students can explore all kinds of alternative…”

We know Dad’s on a roll when he puts air quotes around every other word. Lefties don’t sit well with Dad. He’s a Desert Storm vet and a cop.

“Well,” Karen says, “I don’t think Nick Harris had anything to learn at Yale except the law.”

“Oh, really,” Mom drawls.

She’s pretty chill for someone devoted to Jane Austen.

Embarrassed, Dad turns up the sound so you’d think we’re on the five-yard line.

“How’s Kwami?” I ask.

Karen didn’t sound comfortable talking about Nicholas. Nick. Whatever.

“Well,” Karen huffs. “You’ll be hearing about that tomorrow. Or maybe tonight.”

“He’s going to propose tonight?” Mom almost shrieks.

Me, too.

Mom likes Kwami Thomas. He’s been to Cincinnati twice to visit. Everyone at Western Hills High School, including parents, came out to watch this bashful but alarmingly tall guy scrimmage with the basketball team. Mom, and of course Dad, saw him open the season at Madison Square Garden when they stayed at Karen’s place a couple weeks ago. They also traveled, without Karen, to see the Knicks play in Indianapolis. So it’s no surprise that—

“Mom, it’s only been three months.”

“Sweetie, I’m not pushing you.”

“And now.” Karen pauses.

Not for dramatic effect. She seems… I’m not sure. Not so much hurt as confused.

“I know you liked him.”

“Don’t you like him?” Mom asks.

“Yes. Yes, but it was never serious. Whatever you read.”

“A guy comes to the house, from New York.” Dad lumbers in front of the camera. “Twice. Stirs up the whole town. Seemed serious to me.”

He did put on weight. Even after a triple bypass.

“Dan,” Mom warns.

“I’m just saying. It was only a couple months, so that’s fine with me. Nobody wants to see you rushing into anything.”

“Anyway, I don’t know how you find time to date.” Mom says. And to change the subject she teasingly raises a copy of Us Weekly in front of the camera. “She looked even prettier on your show. And still so down-to-earth.”

The magazine cover shows the Duchess of Sussex. Karen snagged her first American TV interview as a mom. Harry and Baby Archie ducked it, but hey. Karen met Meghan Markel when she was still doing Suits. They’re not BFFs and Karen didn’t go to the wedding, but they’ve stayed in touch and this was a really nice favor.

“We were watching her yesterday,” Mom says, “on the Hallmark Channel. An old movie. Honey, what was the name of it?”

Dad’s moved back to his throne. “How should I know?” he calls back.

“He knows all too well.”

Mom explains to us in a loud whisper, “That football game is on to keep up appearances. Whenever I walk into the room, your father is clicking away from his Hallmark movies.”

Dad storms back into view. This must’ve frightened the Iraqis, but Mom’s unperturbed and stifling a giggle.

“I do not watch Hallmark movies.”

“I think it’s sweet,” I say. “You’re a romantic, Dad.”

“For crying out—didn’t you ever hear of channel surfing? If I land on Bravo, do you think I want to be a Real Housewife of Beverly Hills?”

To change the subject I ask my sister, “What are you working on now, Kary?”

We always called her Kary, but Mom stopped after Karen went on television. I’m still Lizzie. Our family never pulls out kitchen knives or anything, but it seems I’m always changing the subject. Maybe that’s why the knives stay in the drawer. Kidding. We’re great.

“They’ve got me up your alley,” Karen says. “I can’t talk about it, but it’s a consumer investigation. A serious one.”

“If Backstory is investigating, it must be serious,” Mom says, not meaning to belittle my local stories.

“We’ll see. If this pans out, it could be explosive. Literally. Okay, gotta go. I’m meeting Lauren for a late brunch.”

“I love you. Both of you.” Mom blows kisses to Karen and to me.

“Me, too,” Dad shouts.

“But not as much as Hallmark movies,” I sing.
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