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Chapter One

B.C. (Before Catastrophe)

December 5 

The call girl’s naked thigh made a sucking sound on the limousine’s black leather upholstery as she scooted her miniskirted bottom closer to President-Elect Ferguson. “You’re a lot handsomer in person than you are on TV,” she purred.

Oh, give me a break, thought Special Agent Allen Gromstedt as he peered in the limo’s rear-view mirror and saw the brunette press a silicone-stuffed breast against the gray-haired man’s arm. With his huge honker and flabby jowls, Ferguson was about as handsome as a scabbed knee.

Gromstedt turned his attention back to the traffic on St. Charles Avenue and tried to ignore the couple in the rear of the limo, but their presence was inescapable. The hothouse scent of the woman’s perfume wended its way through the lowered partition to the front seat. It was expensive perfume, not the drugstore stuff like Gromstedt’s wife wore. Hell, it ought to be expensive, he thought as he steered around a double-parked utility truck. For three hundred dollars an hour, she ought to smell like gold bullion. 

“You’re taller than I thought you were.” The woman’s hand squeezed the old man’s bicep through the jacket of his dark navy wool suit. “Ooh—and bigger, too. I just lo-o-o-ve big men. I bet you’re big all over.”

Oh, brother. Gromstedt braked for a red light at the Napoleon Street intersection and stared straight through the windshield, deliberately avoiding eye contact with John Stokes, the dark-haired agent seated beside him. The Secret Service had trained them to act as if they didn’t see or hear any of their VIPs’ conversations, but this was so cheesy that Gromstedt was afraid he couldn’t look at Stokes without accidentally smirking or rolling his eyes. 

It wasn’t like he hadn’t been warned. Stokes had worked the Ferguson detail during the campaign, and he’d given Gromstedt all the scoop on the plane flight from D.C. to New Orleans that morning.

“The old man keeps the partition rolled down because he likes to show off his lady-killer prowess,” he’d told him. “He thinks he’s impressing us or something.”

To Gromstedt’s way of thinking, it didn’t count as prowess if the woman was bought and paid for, and all of Ferguson’s were.

“He says it’s not adultery if he hires them,” Stokes had explained. “He says if he pays for it, it’s just a business transaction.”

Gromstedt could imagine how well that logic would go over with Mrs. Ferguson. But then, if he were married to the hatchet-faced old broad, he might look for ways around the fine print, too. The image of his own wife flitted through his mind. He’d hit the jackpot when he’d married Sara, that was for sure. Twenty-two years of marriage, and he’d never once been tempted to stray.

“What Ferguson does is his own business, I guess,” Gromstedt had replied.

“It’s kinda our business, too.”

Something in Stokes’s voice had made Gromstedt cut him a sharp look. “What do you mean?”

“It’s our job to get him the girl.”

“What?”

“Well, he can’t just go out and hire one himself,” Stokes had said.

The light changed. Gromstedt lifted his foot from the brake and eased it onto the gas. This whole call girl thing made him uneasy, but it wasn’t the old man’s ethics that bothered him. It wasn’t even his own. 

It was the idea of getting caught. He had twenty years invested with the Secret Service, not to mention a wife, two kids in college, and a mortgage. He couldn’t afford to get busted for hiring a hooker. 

Stokes was the one who’d handled the actual hiring transaction, but Gromstedt was driving the limo, so he was in just as deep. They’d picked her up at the Hyton Hotel on Canal Street an hour earlier as Ferguson addressed a national conference of teachers, then made her hide under a tarp in the far back of the limo as Ferguson climbed in.

“Does agency brass know about this?” Gromstedt had asked Stokes.

“Oh, yeah.”

“And they’re okay with it?”

“Let’s put it this way—our job is protecting Ferguson’s physical safety, right?”

“Right.”

“Well, he’s a hell of a lot safer with a call girl who gets into the car thinking I’m her john for the evening than he’d be with a gal who knows she’s about to do the next president. Left to his own devices, he could end up with a kamikaze terrorist with anthrax in her twat.” 

Stokes had a point. “So… the agency will back us up if this ever gets out?”

“Hell, no. They’ll hang us out to dry.”

“But…”

Stokes had shrugged. “It’s part of the job. You want the plum assignments, you gotta expect a few pits.” 

Gromstedt glanced in the rear-view mirror again. The woman was whispering something in Ferguson’s ear. 

The old man laughed and stroked her thigh under her short black skirt. “How about cameras, sugar?” he murmured. “You like doing it on video?”

“Ooh,” she breathed. “Just the thought makes me hot.”

Just the thought makes me gag. Stokes had warned him about this, too. Apparently the old man loved to make tapes of himself in the sack. 

“Is he crazy?” Gromstedt had asked. “Man, if one of those tapes got in the wrong hands—”

“I know, I know. But that’s how it is with these power dudes—the higher they climb, the more invincible they think they are.”

It was true. Gromstedt had driven enough heads of state, visiting dignitaries, and vice presidents over the years to know they could behave with surprising carelessness.

“Have you watched them?” Gromstedt had asked. “The tapes, I mean.”

“Nah. But Murphy did. Said he nearly puked. Apparently the old man keeps the camera primarily trained on himself.”

Oh, boy. It was going to be a long four years, what with hookers and videos and the old man popping Viagra like peanuts. 

“I don’t think I got your name,” Ferguson said to the call girl. 

“Amber,” the woman replied.

“Pretty name for a pretty lady.”

And about as likely to be real as her oversized boobs, Gromstedt thought, glancing in the rear-view mirror again. As far as call girls went, though, she wasn’t half bad. She fit the prototype Stokes had said Ferguson preferred—slender build, big rack, shoulder-length straight brown hair.

The old brownstone mansion that housed the public library loomed on the left. Recognizing the landmark, Gromstedt shifted to the left lane. A block later, he caught sight of an enormous white-columned mansion. This was it—the Mullendorf estate. Gromstedt had stopped by earlier to familiarize himself with the route and to scope out any potential hazards. 

He braked for a left turn and punched a button on his headset phone. “Eagle One on the approach.”

“Got you spotted,” came the reply. “We’ll open the gate after the streetcar passes.”

A pea-green and brick-red streetcar rattled down the center median, the windows brightly lit, the bow of a Christmas wreath flapping in the damp New Orleans air. He was glad to see the streetcar up and running; from what he’d heard, it had been out of commission for a year and a half after Hurricane Katrina. As soon as the streetcar cleared the intersection, Gromstedt steered onto an oak-lined side street. Right on cue, the electronic iron gate beside the mansion swung open.

“Ooh, this place is beautiful!” the call girl squealed as Gromstedt guided the limo past the agents at the entrance and up the narrow brick-paved drive. “Is it yours?”

“No, sugar,” Ferguson said. “It belongs to a friend of mine.”

“Do you think he might want a girl? Because if he does, I have a friend who’s not busy tonight, and—”

Ferguson chortled. “I’m sure he’d appreciate the thought, but my pal’s out of town.”

“And he’s letting you stay at his place? Must be a good friend.”

“He is.”

No kidding. Mullendorf had raised more than four million dollars for Ferguson’s campaign. But then, the tycoon probably stood to make a hundred times that in defense contracts or some such. None of these rich guys ever gave away anything that didn’t somehow end up back in their pockets in spades.

Gromstedt carefully steered the limo around a silver Saturn LS parked on the side of the narrow drive and spotted Agent Bill Clarkson just inside the open warehouse-sized garage. After Clarkson flashed the prearranged “all clear” signal, Gromstedt slowly drove inside and killed the engine. 

The call girl reached for the car door’s handle as the hangar-sized garage door began to rumble down. 

“Slow down there, sugar,” Ferguson told her. “We’ve got to wait till the garage door’s down. Never know when a photographer is lurking in the bushes.” He patted her thigh and leered. “Besides, a pretty little lady like you should never have to open a car door herself.”

The woman giggled. “Ooh, you’re such a gentleman. You really know how to treat a lady.”

Ferguson chuckled. “I sure do, sugar. I sure as hell do.”

Oh, Christ—I hope you wait until you get to the room before you try to prove it. Keeping his expression wooden, Gromstedt climbed out, waited until the garage door thudded closed, then opened the limo’s back door. The woman’s legs, long and slender, stretched out through the opening. The rest of her followed, her black skirt hitched high enough to reveal scant red panties. Ferguson struggled out behind her, breathing hard. 

“This way, sir.” Agent Clarkson opened the door to the residence. “The stairs are to your right.”

Ferguson wrapped an arm around the woman and looked at Stokes. “Can you get us to my room without any of the help seeing us? Mullendorf’s wife and my wife are close friends, and if word got back—”

“We’ve already taken care of it, sir, but I’ll double-check.” Stokes lifted his walkie-talkie. “Miller, are the domestics out of the way?”

“Affirmative,” replied a gravelly voice through the receiver. “We sent everyone home but the butler, and she’s with me in the front room. The back stairs are clear.”

“Thanks.” Ferguson put his arm around the call girl’s waist and winked. “See you fellas in the morning.”

Stokes closed the door to the house behind the president-elect, then turned back to Clarkson. “Did he say the butler’s a she?”

“Yeah,” Clarkson said. “A good-looking one, too—and just Ferguson’s type. Straight dark hair, big tits, slender build.” 

“Maybe he could have saved some money,” Gromstedt joked.

“Nah. This girl’s not that sort. Besides, he likes to pay, remember?”

“Yeah.” Stokes exchanged an amused glance with Gromstedt. “It’s not something we’re likely to forget.”


Fifteen minutes later


Thump-squeak. Thump-squeak. Thump-squeak. Thump-squeak. 

The odd overhead noise made Emma Jamison pause in the middle of her refrigerator inventory and frown up at the crown-molded kitchen ceiling of the Mullendorf mansion. Please please please don’t be a problem with the plumbing or the central air, she silently implored. She was responsible for ensuring that President-Elect Ferguson had an enjoyable stay, and there was nothing enjoyable about plumbing problems—especially not at eleven at night. 

The noise subsided as abruptly as it had begun. Emma held her breath and listened for a moment, then blew out a relieved sigh. It was probably just air in the pipes or some other benign cause. The big old house had survived two centuries and Hurricane Katrina, so hopefully it would make it through one more night.

“Got any coffee?”

She turned from the open Sub-Zero to see a middle-aged Secret Service agent saunter through the arched hallway of the enormous black-and-white kitchen. He wasn’t a member of the advance team who’d been poring over the mansion for the past two days, so he had to be one of the six who’d arrived fifteen minutes earlier with President-Elect Ferguson. Emma usually had a good eye for faces, but these agents were so numerous and nondescript it was hard to keep them straight. The most notable thing about them—aside from their dark suits and ties—was their total lack of notability.

Except for this one. He was older than the others; his rust-colored hair was flecked with gray, and he had a slight paunch.

“Help yourself,” Emma said, tilting her head toward an industrial-sized stainless-steel coffeemaker on the black granite countertop. “I just made five gallons.”

“Five gallons, huh?” The man’s face buckled into a smile as he crossed the room. “If I ration myself, that might just see me through the night.” 

What do you know, Emma thought. An agent with a sense of humor. She’d begun to think the government performed some kind of personality-extraction procedure on them all before they let them out in the field. 

“I’m Allen Gromstedt,” he said, reaching for one of the twelve white mugs lined up in two precise rows by the coffeemaker.

“Nice to meet you. I’m Emma Jamison.”

She turned her attention back to the interior of the paneled refrigerator and finished comparing the chef’s list of breakfast ingredients against the contents. Two gallons of two-percent milk—check. One pound unsalted butter—check. Sharp white cheddar—check. It was all there. She’d done the shopping herself, but she wanted to double-check, just to make sure. 

It was the sort of behavior her psychiatrist ex-fiancé used to call neurotic, stemming from a lack of self-esteem. The thought of Derrick made her shoulders tense. Well, who wouldn’t have self-esteem issues, after being engaged to a jealous two-timing liar who psychoanalyzed her every move? 

Besides, Derrick had been wrong. Sure, she had a few issues, but she wasn’t neurotic; she was meticulous and detail-oriented, which were good traits for a butler to have. And she wasn’t all that lacking in self-esteem, either—at least, she hadn’t been before Derrick. What she lacked was good judgment in men.

Well, never again, she thought, shutting the refrigerator door with a definitive thud. Never again would she be blinded by charm and good looks. The next time she fell for a man, it would be someone trusting and trustworthy who loved her just the way she was.

She turned to find Agent Gromstedt looking around the immense restaurant-grade kitchen. “This place isn’t too shabby,” he remarked.

For an enormous mansion furnished with priceless antiques and every convenience known to man, it wasn’t too bad. She was tempted to say it aloud, but butlers never gossiped about their clients or commented on their belongings.

The agent put the coffee cup under the spout and lifted the spigot on the coffeemaker. “Do you live here?”

“No. I’m just working here temporarily.”

He furrowed his brow. “I thought you were the butler.”

“I am. I’m with a temporary butler service.” She happened to own the service, but there was no need to get into that. 

“No kidding.” Agent Gromstedt shoveled three teaspoons of sugar in his cup. “How does that work?”

“Like any other temporary-employment service. Clients call when they need extra help.”

His spoon clicked against the side of his cup as he stirred. “This might sound kind of ignorant, but what the heck do butlers do?”

“Manage households, basically. We handle things like hiring chefs and caterers, running errands, supervising the housekeeping staff, keeping the kitchen stocked. Whatever needs doing.”

“So what’s your assignment here?”

“Well, the Mullendorfs are out of town, so they hired me to open their home and make sure Mr. Ferguson has everything he needs.”

His eyebrows rose. “Wow. Big responsibility, hosting the next president of the United States.” 

Yes, it was, and Emma was thrilled that she’d been entrusted with it. She’d worked for a lot of important people in her career, but the newly elected leader of the free world had to be the V-est of all VIPs.

“How’d you get a gig like this?” the agent asked, taking a tentative slurp of his coffee.

Emma opened a cabinet and pulled out a paper towel. “The Mullendorfs are regular clients,” she explained, wiping some water off the countertop. “I manage their New Orleans home whenever they’re gone, and I handle special projects when their live-in butler needs a hand.” Which was pretty often. The Mullendorfs had repeatedly tried to hire Emma to replace him, but Emma liked the freedom of self-employment.

Besides, she made a good living—good enough that she’d recently bought a new car and a little gingerbread-trimmed cottage on the edge of the Garden District. Her career was in terrific shape.

It was her personal life that sucked.

“I always thought butlers were stuffy old men in tails,” the agent said.

Emma tossed the paper towel in the trash can under the sink. “That’s the movie image. We come in all kinds of packages.”

The agent leaned a hip against the counter and eyed her over the rim of his coffee cup. “Well, your package is a big improvement over the stereotype.” 

He wasn’t coming on to her, exactly, but there was an element of masculine appreciation in his gaze that made Emma’s hand flutter to the top button of her dress. Derrick used to say she was uncomfortable with her sexuality. Well, she wasn’t; she was just uncomfortable with the way men looked at her chest. Ever since puberty, it had drawn an unwelcome amount of attention. It wasn’t Dolly Parton–esque, but it was generous, and even though she wore clothes that downplayed it, like the tailored black coatdress she was wearing now, her bustline never escaped male notice.

The top metal button wobbled loosely under her finger. Uh-oh—it was dangling by just a few threads. She hoped it held until she made it home.

“So where are the Mullendorfs?” the agent asked.

“At their home in the south of France.”

“Must be nice,” he said.

Emma nodded, but she was only being polite. The truth was, Emma didn’t envy her clients. From what she’d seen, some of the most miserable people in the world slept on thousand-dollar sheets. Her daydreams didn’t revolve around opulent mansions or expensive cars; they centered on minivans with baby seats and a man who loved her as much as she loved him. Her parents had had a close and loving marriage, and she’d always dreamed of having a relationship like theirs.

Her grandmother kept telling her that divine providence was at work, that there was someone for everyone, and that when the time was right, Mr. Right would appear. Well, her Mr. Right needed a providential kick in the butt, Emma thought ruefully; her thirty-second birthday was rapidly approaching, and she couldn’t keep hitting the snooze button on her biological clock forever. It didn’t help matters that her last single girlfriend had gotten married and moved away last month. 

Thump-squeak thump-squeak thump-squeak. The racket overhead started up again, louder and faster than before. Emma glanced up. “I wonder what’s causing that noise.”

The agent stared into his coffee cup. “What noise?” 

Emma pulled her brows together. The agents all had wires coming out of one ear, but Emma thought it was a communication device, not a sign that they were hearing impaired. “You don’t hear that loud thumping sound?”

Thump-squeak thump-squeak thump-squeak.

“Oh, that.” The agent took a leisurely sip of coffee and shrugged. “Probably just the hot-water heater cranking up.” 

“It’s never made a noise like that before.” She’d personally run the showers, turned on all the faucets, and flushed all the toilets to make sure they were in good working order before the president-elect arrived, and she hadn’t heard anything that sounded remotely like this. “I’d better go upstairs and check.” She turned and started for the hall that led to the back stairs.

The agent stepped into her path, body-blocking her so rapidly that she ran into his chest. Emma gasped and jerked back.

“Sorry, but you can’t go up there,” he said firmly, his arms spread across the doorway.

“But that noise—”

“It’s nothing to worry about.”

How could he possibly know that? Emma stared at him. “If the hot-water tank leaks or explodes—”

“It won’t.” His voice was hard and certain, his expression steely. “It’s fine.”

Thump-squeak thump-squeak thump-squeak. 

“It’s not fine,” Emma insisted. “That’s not the way the water heater normally sounds.”

“Well, then, it’s probably not the water heater.” The agent dropped his arms and nonchalantly strolled back to the counter. “It’s probably just the house settling or something. Old places always make weird noises.”

“Not this weird.” Even weirder was the agent’s complete lack of concern about it. “Look—if I can’t go upstairs and check it out, would you please go up and take a look?”

“Don’t worry.” The agent took a calm sip of coffee. “It’ll stop in a moment.”

Emma planted her hands on her hips, frustration simmering in her chest. The thump-squeaks were coming faster and harder now, and her alarm was growing by the second. “How can you know it’ll stop if you don’t even know what’s causing it?”

“I just do.”

Thump-squeak. Thump-squeak. Thump-squeak. THUMP-SQUEAK… louder and faster, until the pots and pans hanging on the iron rack over the stove began to vibrate. 

What was wrong with this man? “I don’t understand how you can just stand there and do nothing,” Emma said, fixing him with a hot glare. “You ought to be more worried than I am, because it sounds like it’s coming directly from Mr. Ferguson’s bedroom.”

The moment she said it aloud, it hit. Bedroom. A bed. That’s what was causing the noise. A bouncing bed, banging against the wall. 

Which meant the wall wasn’t the only thing getting banged. 

Mortification scalded Emma’s face. Judging from the way the agent’s eyes glimmered as he raised his coffee cup, he could tell she’d figured it out. 

Oh, jeez.

She was standing there listening to the president-elect do the nasty with someone, and it wasn’t his wife. The future first lady was in Sacramento, California, attending a highly publicized symposium on health care. 

Turning abruptly, Emma opened the refrigerator again and pretended a deep interest in its interior, her mind swirling. So the rumors about Robert Ferguson were true: he was cut from the same hound-dog hide as Clinton. Instead of young interns, though, Ferguson was said to prefer high-class call girls—a description that Emma had always thought was an oxymoron.

The Secret Service must have smuggled a girl into the house along with Ferguson—which explained why an agent had kept her in the front parlor while the president-elect sneaked up the back stairs. It also explained why they’d requested that no domestics stay overnight. 

Great. The Secret Service was aiding and abetting the president-elect’s illicit sex romps. Nothing like your tax dollars at work. 

THUMP-SQUEAK THUMP-SQUEAK THUMP-SQUEAK THUMP-SQUEAK.

Now that she knew what was causing the noise, it was painfully uncomfortable to stand there and listen to it. She closed the refrigerator door and stiffly turned around.

“Will Mr. Ferguson be needing anything else tonight?”

THUMP-SQUEAK THUMP-SQUEAK THUMP-SQUEAK. 

The agent cleared his throat. “I believe he’s got everything he needs.” 

Right. Emma felt her face flame. She was no prude, but this was downright embarrassing. “Well, then, I’m going to head on out.”

“Don’t blame you. Got a husband waiting at home for you?”

She shook her head. “I’m not married.”

“Bet you’ve got a hot date lined up, then.” 

Oh, that was a good one. It had been so long since she’d gone on any date, let alone a hot one, that she couldn’t even recognize a thump-squeak.

“Just a lonely Yorkie.” She headed for the coat closet on the other side of the room. “I’ll be back around five-fifteen to let the breakfast chef in. If anyone gets hungry, there are all kinds of things in the fridge—pizza, cold chicken, pasta salad, and muffulattas.”

The agent’s eyebrows flew up. “Muffa what?”

THUMP-SQUEAK THUMP-SQUEAK THUMP-SQUEAK. Why, oh why couldn’t the chef have prepared chicken salad? Muffulatta sounded like the first cousin of Pussy Galore. “It’s a local sandwich made with olive relish.”

The thump-squeaks abruptly ceased. Emma wouldn’t have thought it possible, but silence was even more embarrassing than the bed-banging.

The agent shifted his stance and cleared his throat. “There is one thing Mr. Ferguson’s likely to be wanting.”

Let me guess. A cigarette?

“Ice cream,” he said. “He sometimes gets a late-night sweet tooth.”

The president-elect’s aide had told Emma as much when she’d called Ferguson’s transition headquarters. She nodded. “There’s a half-gallon each of Cherry Garcia and Chunky Monkey in the freezer.”

The agent raised an appreciative eyebrow. “Wow. You really did your homework.”

“That’s my job.” And she took pride in doing it well—in anticipating her clients’ needs and wants, and exceeding their expectations. Emma opened the coat closet by the kitchen door and reached up to pull her purse off the shelf. As she stretched forward, the loose button popped off her dress and clattered to the white terrazzo tile.

Emma clutched at her gaping dress, glad her back was to the agent. The button rolled noisily across the floor. 

“I’ve got it.” Agent Gromstedt scooped up the metal button, then crossed the room and handed it to her. 

Emma’s fingers closed tightly around it. “Thanks. I’d better go pin myself back together.” 

She scurried to the powder room in the hall. Closing the door behind her, she undid the rest of the buttons, stepped out of the dress, and surveyed the damage. The button was the kind that attached from the back, so the easiest course of action was to pin it back in place. She opened her purse, pulled out a safety pin, and was working the sharp tip through the metal loop when a loud rap sounded on the door.

“We’ve got an emergency,” the agent barked. “You’ve got to leave.”

Alarm shot through her. “But… but—”

“We’ve got to clear the premises.” His tone was grim and urgent. “Now.”

The button and the safety pin both pinged on the floor. Emma scrambled back into her dress, but before she could fasten any of the remaining buttons, the bathroom door burst open.

“Hey!”

“Sorry, but I’ve been ordered to get you out of here.” The agent snatched her purse off the counter, grabbed her arm, and pulled her out of the bathroom. 

“Wh-what’s wrong?”

“No time to explain. You just need to go.”

What was happening? Possibilities swirled through her mind, each more terrifying than the next. A bomb threat? A terrorist attack? Emma’s heart pounded hard enough to bruise her ribs. She stumbled as the agent half-dragged her to the kitchen door.

“Where are your keys?” he demanded.

“W-what?”

“Your car keys. Where are they?”

“In… in my purse. Side—side pocket.”

He extracted them and handed them to her. She struggled to keep her dress together with her one hand, but it was virtually impossible—especially when he thrust her purse at her, opened the door, and practically shoved her out into the cool, damp night.

Awkwardly clutching her gaping dress, her purse, and her keys, she staggered toward the steps off the back landing, only to be blinded by a sudden flash of light. She paused on the narrow stoop, trying to catch her bearings, when the light flashed again. A camera. The thought registered vaguely through her daze of panic; someone was taking pictures through the bars of the iron fence.

“Hey, lady! Who are you?” called a man’s voice from the vicinity of the camera flash.

Sirens screeched through the air, close and coming closer. Another Secret Service agent appeared out of nowhere and took her by the arm. “Hurry up!” he ordered, pulling her toward her Saturn, which was parked in the delivery entrance drive. “We need the driveway cleared.”

Fumbling with her key chain, she unlocked her car and climbed in. It took a moment, but she finally found the ignition key and started the engine.

The electronic gate swung open. An agent stood by it, motioning for her to leave. Emma’s legs shook so badly she could barely press her foot to the accelerator, but she somehow managed to drive out the gate and onto the side street just as an ambulance and half a dozen police cars screamed around the corner.

What the heck was going on? A dozen doomsday scenarios played out in her mind—bioterrorism, an airborne attack, a dirty bomb. The house was her responsibility, and for all she knew, it was about to blow up.

It occurred to her that she should call the Mullendorfs, but she didn’t have a clue what to tell them. How could she explain what was happening, when she had no idea herself?

Her fingers shaking, she turned on the radio and pushed the button for WWL, New Orleans’ all-news station. “The school board passed a new resolution…” a reporter droned. She impatiently hit “scan” and cycled through Carrie Underwood, Christina Aguilera, Norah Jones, and a commercial for a jeweler.

Nothing. It was still too soon.

Well, any event involving the president-elect was sure to be rapidly reported. She’d go home, turn on her TV, and find out what the heck was going on. Once she had the facts, she’d figure out her next move.





Chapter Two

Emma’s heart was still pumping like a fire hose nineteen minutes later when she clambered up the porch steps of her white shotgun-style home and unlocked the door with shaking hands. Her five-pound Yorkshire terrier ran to greet her as she stepped inside.

“Hi there, Snookems,” Emma said, scooping up the little dog with one hand and grabbing the television remote with the other. Snookems gave her a wet kiss on the side of the face as she plopped onto her beige camel-backed sofa, leaned against a scarlet and beige-striped pillow, and clicked on the TV.

The anchor on CNN was talking about a celebrity trial, so Emma switched to MSNBC, then Fox News, then the local stations. Nothing but regular programming.

“Maybe the whole thing was a false alarm,” Emma said to her little dog. “You know what they say—no news is good news.”

Snookems jumped off her lap and yapped. 

Emma smiled. “No dinner is never good news, though, is it, girl? I’ll get right on it.”

The Yorkie barked again, then padded into the sunny yellow kitchen, her long gray hair dusting the floor. Emma followed the little dog, her ear tuned to the TV. She’d just finished filling the dog’s red ceramic bowl when the imposing strains of “breaking news” music interrupted the CNN newscast. Emma dashed back to the TV.

“This just in,” the anchor said. “Sources in New Orleans report that President-Elect Robert Ferguson has been taken to a hospital after suffering what apparently is some type of coronary incident.”

“Oh, no,” Emma murmured. Her own heart did a funny skip. 

“There’s no official word on his condition, but early reports are that it’s very serious. Chris Smithers is in New Orleans with a live update. What can you tell us, Chris?”

The image shifted to a reporter standing in a doorway under a glowing red sign that read “Emergency.” “I’m here at Ochsner Hospital, where President-Elect Ferguson was brought in an ambulance about fifteen minutes ago. He was staying at the private home of Marvin Mullendorf, the head of Mullendorf Oil, when he suffered what appears to be a heart attack. We’re awaiting word from the president-elect’s spokesman.”

“Chris, do you know if his heart actually stopped?” the anchor asked.

“We don’t have any details about that yet.”

“Can you tell us what he was doing when it happened?” the anchor asked.

“Again, it’s too early to have any kind of official word. One source indicates that he’d already retired for the evening. Another report says an unidentified woman was seen rushing from the home just before the ambulance arrived.” 

That must have been his thump-squeak partner. Had he collapsed while doing the deed? When the thump-squeaking had stopped, had his heart stopped, too? “Oh, wow,” Emma murmured, sinking onto her couch.

“Any chance of foul play?” the anchor asked.

“No indications of that, but I’m sure all possibilities will be explored.”

“Mr. Ferguson’s wife is in Sacramento for a meeting about health care,” the anchor said. “Has she been notified?”

“We’ve had no word on that. We can assume that’s taking place, however. It’s standard protocol to notify the family before any statements are issued to the press.”

For the next twenty minutes, Emma sat glued to the tube, flicking the remote, channel surfing for updated information. It finally arrived, in the form of the somber-faced reporter standing outside Ochsner Hospital. “Doctors have just confirmed that President-Elect Robert Ferguson died at approximately eleven-thirty this evening of what appears to be massive coronary arrest.”

Died? He was dead? Emma’s hand flew over her mouth.

“Mrs. Ferguson is on her way to New Orleans,” the reporter continued. “She will fly with the president-elect’s body to Washington, D.C., where an extensive autopsy will be conducted.”

Emma’s mind churned. She needed to call the Mullendorfs and let them know what was going on, but first she’d better get back to the residence so the place wasn’t unattended.

Hurrying to her bedroom, she peeled off her damaged dress and scrambled into a navy pantsuit, then dashed back to her car.

When she pulled up to the Mullendorf mansion twenty minutes later, it was lit up like an airport. A Secret Service agent stood at the closed gate, so she parked on the street and walked up the drive. He checked her credentials, then let her in. 

She entered the home through the same door she’d fled less than an hour earlier. The downstairs was deserted, but she heard movement upstairs. Curious, Emma headed through the kitchen to the garage foyer and climbed the back stairs, then paused under one of the six lantern chandeliers that lined the high hallway ceiling. Low male voices rumbled from the guest suite that Ferguson had occupied—the Gold Room, the Mullendorfs called it, because the heavy tasseled drapes, the bed canopy, and the bedspread were all made from a buttery silk velvet, and the mahogany floor was covered with an enormous gold-toned Aubusson rug. The antique Persian carpet runner in the hallway softened her footsteps as she walked past the gallery of gilt-framed ancestral portraits lining the vellum-colored walls.

The guest-room door was open, but a strip of yellow crime scene tape stretched across the doorway. Emma peered into the lushly appointed room and drew in a shocked breath.

The canopied plantation bed was stripped to the mattress, and two Secret Service agents in plastic gloves were cutting off the pillowtop. The plush gold velvet bedspread was crammed in an enormous plastic bag, along with the Egyptian cotton sheets and the mattress protector. 

“Wh-what’s going on?” she asked.

The agents looked up, their expressions alarmed.

“Hey—you’re not supposed to be up here,” the shorter, younger man barked.

“It’s okay. She’s the butler,” said the agent with a dark receding hairline.

“What are you doing?” Emma asked.

The older agent turned to Emma with a conciliatory smile. “We’re collecting evidence.”

Evidence? Why would they need evidence if President-Elect Ferguson died of a heart attack? “For what?”

“In case there’s an inquiry later.”

“You mean… about the woman who was here?”

The shorter agent abruptly straightened, exchanged a glance with the other man, then looked her hard in the eye. “What woman?”

“I—I heard there was a woman seen leaving the property.”

“Did you see a woman?” he demanded.

“Well, no. But I heard… noises.”

“What kind of noises?” 

“A-a banging sound.” The moment she said it, she realized how it sounded. Her face heated. “I mean, a thumping. Like… like…” She drew a deep breath. “Like a bed rocking.”

The two agents looked at each other. A moment of silence beat between them. “Oh, that must have been Mr. Ferguson doing calisthenics,” the older man said.

The other agent nodded. “Right. Calisthenics.”

“I see,” Emma said. And she did. She saw that the agents were closing ranks to protect Ferguson’s reputation.

And she understood completely. Butlers adhered to a strict code of confidentiality about their employers, and the Secret Service no doubt did the same. She couldn’t fault them, because they were simply doing their job. They’d been hired to protect Ferguson, and they were continuing to do so, even after his death. They probably figured there was no point in upsetting Mr. Ferguson’s family or tarnishing his name, now that he was gone.

A video camera on a tripod by the bed caught Emma’s eye. Her pulse skyrocketed; she had a phobia about video cameras. She knew it was irrational, but just the sight of one sent made her stomach tight and quivery. As long as the lens was pointed away from her, she could function, but a camera turned in her direction could bring on a full-fledged panic attack.

This camera, thank God, was aimed at the bed. “Were you taping something?” she asked.

The agents looked at each other again. The older man cleared his throat. “Yeah. We were taping our search of the premises.”

“Yeah.” The younger man nodded. “Agency protocol.”

Emma’s brow knit. “The Mullendorfs don’t like pictures taken inside their home.”

“It’s a required procedure,” the shorter agent said. “To prove we processed the scene correctly.”

“Yeah,” said the other agent. “But it’s just for intra-agency use. It’ll never see the light of day.”

If it was an agency requirement, there was no point in arguing about it. The Mullendorfs had told Emma to accommodate the Secret Service in every way possible. All the same, she hated seeing their guest room destroyed. “That bedding was custom-made. Is it really necessary to take it?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“Why?”

The agents exchanged a glance. “You know how rumors and theories get started when a head of state dies,” the taller agent said. “We have to be thorough in case any questions arise later.”

“I just don’t understand why—”

His smile faded. “It’s protocol.” His eyes flashed with impatience. “Now, if you’ll excuse us, we need to finish up here.”

His tone and body language clearly indicated that she was dismissed. Well, fine; there were plenty of things Emma needed to finish up, herself. She had to call the Mullendorfs, cancel the breakfast chef and kitchen maid service, rearrange the housekeeping schedule… a list started forming in her mind. “I’ll be downstairs if you need anything,” she said, turning toward the door.

By the time the agents cleared out and Emma closed up the house, the sky was streaked with the first rays of daylight. She’d been up all night, Emma realized. A wave of exhaustion swept through her as the electronic gate hummed closed behind her at the end of the driveway. Yawning widely, she climbed into her Saturn, started the engine, and pulled away from the curb. She couldn’t wait to get home, take a hot shower, and crawl into bed. She absently scanned the radio dial for further news about Ferguson as she drove down the deserted streets toward her small home.

“This just in,” said a deep-voiced radio newscaster as Emma neared her home. “An unidentified hospital source said President-Elect Ferguson had a large dose of Viagra in his system when he expired.”

Well, well, well. That little piece of news probably meant the Secret Service wasn’t going to be able to cover up Ferguson’s illicit activities, after all. Emma turned up the volume.

“We also have an unconfirmed report that a half-dressed woman was seen leaving the Mullendorf compound shortly before President-Elect Ferguson was transported to the hospital.”

Emma shook her head. The woman with Ferguson hadn’t even had the sense to put on her clothes before she left.

“The woman, who was wearing an unfastened black dress…”

Black dress? The breath froze in Emma’s lungs. No. Surely not. Every woman had at least one black dress.

“. . . allegedly climbed into a silver-colored car parked inside the compound and sped away,” the newscaster said.

The hood of her silver Saturn gleamed mockingly through Emma’s windshield. Panic flushed through her veins like water down a sewer line as the dots connected into a mortifying picture. They thought she was the woman with Ferguson?

Emma was still trying to wrap her mind around the concept when she turned the corner onto her street and saw three TV satellite trucks parked in front of her house. Seven or eight people stood on her lawn, holding cameras and microphones and notebooks.

Fear, sick and clammy, crawled through her gut. This wasn’t happening. This couldn’t be happening. 

Her fingers shaking, she pulled her car into her narrow drive and drew a deep breath. This was all a mistake—a simple misunderstanding. She’d explain what happened and straighten everything out.

A photographer raced toward her, snapping pictures before her vehicle even stopped rolling. A burly man with a video camera on his shoulder turned a light on her as she hesitantly opened the car door and climbed out.

She stared at the TV camera, fear stampeding through her veins. “Miss Jamison?” called a blond man in a gray suit whom Emma recognized as a local TV reporter.

Sweat beaded her upper lip as she gazed at the video camera. Relax, she ordered herself. Think. Talk. She couldn’t afford to have an anxiety attack now. “Y-yes?”

The reporter thrust a microphone in her face. “I understand you were at the Mullendorf residence when President-Elect Ferguson died.”

She clutched her jacket together and swallowed back a wave of queasiness. Talk. You’ve got to explain, she ordered herself. She shifted to the side so she wasn’t looking into the camera. “Y-yes,” she managed.

The cameraman moved so that he was once again directly in her line of vision.

“What were you doing there?” the reporter asked.

“I-I’m the butler.” Her mouth was so dry that her lips seemed to stick to her teeth.

“Do you care to comment on why you fled the house, undressed, moments after Mr. Ferguson’s heart attack?”

Oh, God—the camera was focused right on her. Emma’s pulse roared in her ears as she fought the rising tide of fear. “I-I wasn’t undressed! My—my dress had popped a button, that’s all, and I was fixing it… and then the Secret Service said there was an emergency and I had to leave and move my car, and…”

The heavyset cameraman stepped closer and squatted down, thrusting the large video camera about a foot from her nose. The wave of fright became a tsunami. She was drowning in it, choking on it. She raised her hand defensively and stepped back.

The cameraman took a step forward. Another TV cameraman moved in beside him, along with another microphone-wielding reporter.

Breathe, she thought. Just breathe and talk. She gasped for air, but her throat felt paralyzed. She gasped again.

“President Ferguson had a large dose of Viagra in his system,” the second reporter said. “Would you care to comment on that?”

Air. She had to get some air.

She sucked in a thimble-full of oxygen. “N-no. I-I mean, I-I don’t know…” Think. You have to think. “I-I don’t know anything. I nev-never even met him.”

The camera lens glared at her, a cold, mocking, one-eyed beast. The pack of reporters closed in like starving wolves. 

“How long have you known Mr. Ferguson?” one asked.

“What were his last words?” called another.

“Why was he taking Viagra?” yet another demanded.

Oh, dear God—she was about to pass out. A primitive reflex propelled her wobbly legs into motion. Starving for air, she turned and tore up the steps to her stoop as the reporters bombarded her with more questions. She tried to fit the key in the door, but her fingers shook so badly that she kept missing the lock. She was on the verge of collapse when finally, finally, the key clicked into the keyhole. 

She opened the door and dashed inside, then leaned against it and slid to the floor, gasping for breath. Snookems ran to greet her, barking frantically. The little dog climbed in her lap and stood on her hind legs, trying to lick her cheek. Emma sucked in long gulps of air, waiting for her heart rate to slow and the paralyzing panic to subside. It would, just as soon as the reporters left.

But they didn’t leave. The doorbell rang, then rang again. The ringing drove Snookems into a yapping, squirming frenzy. Emma held him in her quivering arms, until the combined racket of the doorbell and the yipping dog had Emma’s nerves as frayed as the bottoms of her favorite jeans.

She rose to her feet and leaned against the door, her eyes closed, and tried to gather her courage. She’d worked for celebrities before; she knew that if she asked the paparazzi to leave private property, they had to comply. She just had to work up the nerve to do it.

She’d pretend she was doing it for a client, she decided. Still holding the snarling dog, she drew in a lungful of air and cracked the door open. A video camera stared her down.

She drew back, closed her eyes, and fought against a rising tide of fresh panic. “P-please stop ringing my doorbell,” she said, putting as much authority into her voice as a woman cowering behind a door could muster. “And get off my property. If you don’t, I’ll call the police and file charges for trespassing and harassment.”

“Is it true you were with Mr. Ferguson when he died?” a reporter shouted through the crack. Emma slammed the door, threw the deadbolt, then leaned against it, breathing hard. Snookems was still growling, but the doorbell, at least, was quiet.

Her phone rang. Great—now they were calling. She crossed the room, ready to yank the cord from the wall, then paused when she saw the caller ID. It was her grandmother, who lived in a retirement center in the tiny Louisiana town of Chartreuse.

Emma squeezed her eyes shut. Oh, jeez—Grams was a TV junkie, and she always watched the early morning news shows. Drawing a deep breath, Emma lifted the receiver.

“Emma, dear—are you all right?” her grandmother’s worried voice warbled through the phone.

“Yes, Grams. I’m fine.”

“I just saw you on TV, and you didn’t look fine. In fact, you looked plumb awful. Did that man molest you?”

“What?”

“That Ferguson man. Did he do something to you?”

“No, Grams.”

“You sure? You wouldn’t defend that fat turd just because he’s dead, would you?”

When Grams started using the T-word, it was a sure sign she was upset. “No, Grams. I never even met him.”

“Well, they’re saying that man was full of weenie starch, and they keep showing this photo of you leaving the Mullendorf spread with your dress falling off. It doesn’t put you in a good light.”

A new wave of anxiety shot through her. “There’s a photo of me leaving the Mullendorf home?”

“Yes, indeed, dear. You’re on every station.”

Setting Snookems on the floor, Emma picked up the TV remote. It shook like a divining rod as she struggled to click it on. “I-it’s all a misunderstanding, Grams. I lost a button on my dress. I was trying to fix it when the Secret Service said there was an emergency, and…”

The TV flickered on. Oh, dear God—a photo of her filled the screen, and it was worse than she’d imagined. Her face was scrunched in a terrified grimace, and her dress was open all the way down the front, exposing her black bra and white thighs. It would have exposed even more, but her purse was mercifully clutched over her groin.

Emma felt as if the floor had risen up and tilted sideways. She flopped down on the sofa, the phone in one hand, the remote in the other.

“No,” she gasped. The photo stayed on the screen for what seemed like forever. It was horrid. It was mortifying. It was humiliating. 

And it was on TV for all the world to see. 

The anchor’s words began to sink into her consciousness. “. . . has been identified as Emma Jamison. Speculation is circulating about her relationship with Ferguson amid unconfirmed reports that Ferguson died with Viagra in his system.”

It was a nightmare. It was a catastrophe. It was the worst thing she could ever imagine, taken to the tenth power.

“Emma?” Grams’s voice quavered through the receiver. “Are you there, honey?”

“Y-yes. I-I just turned on the TV.” She felt nauseated. Her hand shaking, she clicked the remote. Her picture was on the next channel, too. And the next. She clicked it again.

“. . . identified as Emma Jamison,” Matt Lauer was saying. 

Matt Lauer was talking about her? Emma sat there, feeling cold and numb, as if she’d been packed in ice.

“Emma?”

“This is awful, Grams.” Her voice shook. “What am I going to do?”

“Tell those goobers they’ve got their facts wrong.”

“I tried. They won’t listen.”

“Well, try again,” Grams said. “Once you explain what really happened, I’m sure everything will be all right.” 

But Emma had the horrible feeling that nothing would ever be all right again.





Chapter Three

A.D. (After Disaster)

Seven months later

Emma Jamison, the woman who shagged President-Elect Ferguson to death, has reportedly closed her failing butler business in New Orleans and moved to the tiny town of Chartreuse, Louisiana. Apparently she’s taken a job as the director of housekeeping at a retirement home.

A retirement home, ladies and gentlemen! All we can say is they better lock up the Viagra and make sure they have fresh batteries in the defibrillators.

—JAY LENO, The Tonight Show


“Hey—you’re her!” The convenience-store clerk’s mouth sagged open to reveal a clump of gray chewing gum resting on yellow molars. He leaned across the stained Formica countertop and stared. “You’re her, aren’t ya? You’re Emma Jamison!” 

Emma cringed. She really ought to be used to it by now. After seven months of being ogled everywhere she went, she ought to just take it in stride and not let it bother her. But she couldn’t. Every time it happened, she felt pinned down and exposed, like a bug in an exhibit case.

She didn’t have a life anymore. Her business had folded, she’d been forced to sell her home, and she’d spent all her savings on futile attempts to salvage her image. She couldn’t go to the grocery store, couldn’t walk her dog, couldn’t buy stamps at the post office without somebody accosting her. Apparently she couldn’t even stop at a rundown convenience store in rural Louisiana to buy a box of tampons without being recognized by a slack-jawed store clerk.

Emma drew a steadying breath. The unair-conditioned store smelled like stale coffee and the overcooked boudin sausage rotating on the counter rotisserie.

The clerk scratched his greasy hair and gazed at her in fascination. “Y’know, you look just like that photo.”

She didn’t need to ask which one. That awful photo of her running out of the Mullendorf mansion in her unbuttoned dress had flashed on TV screens around the world and blazed on the cover of every newspaper, every magazine, every tabloid on the planet. It was etched in the nation’s collective memory, like the astronaut planting the American flag on the moon.

That photo, along with confirmation that Ferguson had died with Viagra in his system and traces of condom spermicide on his executive branch, had made the whole world jump to the same conclusion: the butler did it.

And ever since, Emma had been the main course in a media feeding frenzy. Reporters and photographers followed her car, camped on her front lawn, trailed after her into ladies’ rooms, peered into the windows of her house, and even tried to take pictures through the tiny doggie door in her kitchen. They banged on her door, yelled at her as she crossed the street, and called at all hours, begging for interviews.

She’d tried to set the record straight. Her fear of video cameras prevented her from attempting TV interviews, but she’d talked to several print reporters. She might as well have saved her breath. No one believed her—not about losing the button on her dress, not about never meeting Ferguson, not about being in the kitchen while the old man shook the chandeliers upstairs.

“The Secret Service can verify it,” she’d insisted. “An agent named Graw-something was with me in the kitchen.”

But the Secret Service remained silent, citing a code of confidentiality. Out of respect for the deceased and his family, the official statement read, they would release no information about Mr. Ferguson’s private life.

Emma’s private life, however, was up for grabs. She’d had no idea there were so many forums for humiliation: late-night talk shows, news programs, political commentaries, radio programs, editorial cartoons. She was the laughingstock of the country—the subject of comedians’ routines, the focus of Saturday Night Live skits, the butt of a million jokes. She was satirized as an adulterer, a man-killer, and—worst of all—a liar.

She hated the liar label the most. “I never even met him” had become a national joke, ranking up there with Clinton’s “I didn’t inhale.” Since no one believed anything she said, it was impossible for Emma to defend herself.

She’d hoped that the frenzy would die down after Ferguson was buried, but it just took on new life. A controversy raged over who should be installed as president. Since the Electoral College had already convened, the Constitution said that Ferguson’s running mate was supposed to take office, but a groundswell movement to hold a special election grew. And every time Ferguson was mentioned, Emma was mentioned, too.

She’d emptied her bank account trying to clear her name. She took—and passed—a lie detector test, but the press dismissed the results, citing the unreliability of lie detectors. She hired a private investigator to find out the truth, but the Secret Service thwarted him at every turn. She took out a second mortgage to pay a public-relations expert to “rehabilitate” her image, but it was like trying to drain the ocean with a bucket; every time she spoke to a reporter, her words were twisted and mangled and used as fodder for new comedy material. 

Just when she thought it couldn’t get any worse, conspiracy theories started to swirl. Ferguson hadn’t really suffered a heart attack—Emma had been paid to kill him. She’d injected an air bubble into his aorta, poisoned him or suffocated him. The Secret Service, his political rivals, and the mob were all in on it. Ferguson’s blood samples had been switched to hide the murder.

The rumors became so rampant that officials called for an investigation. Emma prayed for an official inquiry so the Secret Service would have to reveal the details about that evening. But just when an investigation began to look likely, a video turned up on the Internet—a video that showed, without a doubt, that Ferguson had indeed died in the act. Explicit enough to make the Paris Hilton tape look like an episode of Teletubbies, the video showed the back of a naked brunette with shoulder-length hair like Emma’s, riding the president-elect like Seabiscuit in the final stretch.

The woman’s face was never shown—just Ferguson’s. Thanks to the sexual position and the camera angle, the world at large now knew that a man having a heart attack looked very much like a man having an orgasm. The only difference, apparently, was what percentage of his body went flaccid immediately afterward.

The video put all the conspiracy theories to rest. Unfortunately, it also sealed Emma’s fate, because everyone believed that she was the woman in the video.

Never mind that the woman with Ferguson had darker hair, wider hips, and a dragonfly tattoo on her left buttock. Emma produced a letter from her doctor stating that she had no tattoos anywhere on her body, but the pundits only scoffed. Temporary tattoos could look just like the real thing. An industrious reporter even dug up an old photo of Emma wearing press-on tattoos as part of a Mardi Gras costume years ago, proving she was no stranger to temporary body art.

It was hopeless. If a picture was worth a thousand words, a video was worth a million, and people believed what they thought they’d seen. To Emma’s utter chagrin and complete mortification, the whole country—no, the whole freaking planet—believed they’d seen Emma bang the president-elect to death.

Including this cretin of a clerk. His open-mouthed gawk shifted into a leer. “You look reee-al good on that video.”

“That wasn’t me.”

“Yeah, right.” He gave a rude snort, then shouted over his shoulder. “Hey, Coquille—you’ll never believe who’s here!”

“Who?” called a woman’s voice from the storeroom behind the counter.

“Emma Jamison.”

“Get out!”

“If I’m lyin’, I’m dyin’. Come see!”

Emma glared at him. “Would you just ring up my purchase, please?”

“What? Oh, yeah.” He picked up the box of tampons she’d placed on the counter, then stood there, holding them, as a heavyset woman with stringy black hair lumbered out of the storeroom.

The woman’s eyes grew large. “Hey—you’re really you!”

Thanks for the clarification. Emma considered walking out, but she needed to make the purchase and didn’t want to go through the same humiliation somewhere else. Mustering her best imitation of a patient smile, she pulled a credit card out of her wallet. “If you don’t mind, I’m in something of a hurry.”

The woman just stood there and stared. “Ya know what I don’ get, chère? Why ya keep denyin’ it.”

Emma went into blank-faced butler mode. “I’m not denying anything. I’m just trying to make a purchase.”

“I’m talkin’ ’bout Ferguson. Why you keep sayin’ you didn’ do him?”

“Because I didn’t.”

Coquille and the clerk looked at each other and sniggered. 

Exasperation bubbled in Emma like hot lava. She’d moved to her grandmother’s hometown in southern Louisiana two months ago, thinking that if she could just lie low and stay out of the spotlight, eventually people would lose interest in her. Eventually, she’d thought, the furor would die down and she could rebuild her life. 

But how could the furor die down when morons like this kept stoking it? 

She was sick to death of it—sick of being judged, sick of being ridiculed, sick of being called a liar. She was sick of putting up with smug superiority from strangers who didn’t know a thing about her but thought they’d seen her in the most compromising of positions. Most of all, she was sick of the futility of it all. Nothing she could do or say would change anyone’s opinion.

The woman eyed her challengingly. “Ya might as well admit it, hon, ’cause the whole world’s done seen it.”

Maybe it was the condescension in the woman’s eyes or raging PMS, but suddenly Emma had had enough. She plopped her hands on the stained Formica countertop and leaned forward. “Okay—you’ve finally broken me. It’s true. It’s all true. And if you want a real scoop, how about this.” She lowered her voice conspiratorially. “The president-elect gave me crabs.”

“Oh, wow.” The man’s jaw went slack again. “Really?”

“Really. Crabs and clap and genital warts and Bangkok crotch rot.”

“Wow,” the man muttered.

She should have known they’d believe that. They wouldn’t believe she was innocent, but they’d readily believe the worst. She pulled her hands off the counter and blew out an annoyed breath. “Would you please just ring up my stuff?”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah—in a moment. Coqui—grab my phone and take my picture with her, would ya? Maybe we can sell it to one of those tabloids.”

Emma held up her hands. “No. No pictures.” All she needed was a photo in the National Inquisitioner of her standing there with a box of super tampons. 

Ignoring her words, the woman groped under the counter and pulled out a silver cell phone.

Emma turned to flee, but found her path blocked by a tall, jeans-clad man who suddenly strode up from the back of the store. He grinned down at her. “Looks like you fooled these guys but good, April.”

“Huh?” Coquille said.

Emma stared up at the smiling man, silently echoing the clerk’s sentiment. He had thick dark hair, black eyebrows, and a deep cleft in his chin, where his five-o’clock shadow dipped in like a pen in an inkwell. His face was all planes and angles, except for a disconcertingly sensuous mouth and a pair of dark, intelligent eyes that regarded her with startling familiarity. Her stomach did a cartwheel.

The man clunked a can of motor oil and a six-pack of Pepsi on the counter, right beside her box of tampons. “She loves to make people think she’s Emma Jamison.”

The clerk’s mouth dropped open. “You mean… she’s not?”

The man laughed. “She’s good, isn’t she?”

Emma gazed up at him. Aside from her grandmother and the public-relations specialist she’d hired, no one had stepped up to help her since this whole nightmare began. Here was a knight in shining armor, riding to her rescue. Unfortunately, he’d be knocked off his horse as soon as she paid for her purchase with the credit card in her hand, because it clearly identified her as Emma Jamison.

The man’s smile made her feel like she was under the rotisserie lamp with the overcooked sausage. Jeezem Pete, there was some wattage in his smile.

“Go on out and get some fresh air, April,” he said. “I’ll take care of this.”

“But…” 

“Go on, sweetheart.”

Sweetheart? 

He put his hand on the small of her back, urging her toward the door. Good gravy—the wattage wasn’t just in his smile. His touch jolted her like a cattle prod, and she found herself moving toward the exit.

“Wow. She’s a real dead ringer,” Emma heard the clerk say as the ripped screen door squeaked closed behind her. She stepped out of view and stood uncertainly on the cracked sidewalk, listening to the exchange inside.

“I know,” the tall man replied. “She has a lot of fun with it.”

“Sure fooled me,” the clerk said.

“She fools everyone. It’s kinda pathetic, getting your kicks at the expense of someone else like that, but then, everyone needs their fifteen minutes, I guess.”

“She sure looks like her.”

“Not once she gets her clothes off.”

“Oh, yeah?” The clerk guffawed. “Too bad.”

“Yeah. No kidding.”

Emma’s back stiffened. There was something distinctly unflattering about being imagined naked and found lacking. Was the man really trying to help her, or was he just having some fun with her himself? She should probably just get in her car and go.

She started toward her idling car, ready to do just that, when the screen door banged behind her. She turned to see the man striding toward her, the six-pack of Pepsi in one hand, the motor oil and a brown paper bag in the other. He handed her the paper bag. “Here you go.”

She peeked inside. Sure enough, there were the tampons. Inwardly cringing, she folded over the top of the sack and mustered a smile. “Thanks.” She opened her purse to repay him, then cringed again as she recalled why she’d been about to pay with her credit card. “I’m afraid I don’t have any cash on me. I’ll have to write you a check.”

“Don’t worry about it. It’s on me.” Muscles rippled under his gray polo shirt as he set the motor oil and the six-pack on the roof of a black pickup. He grinned at her. “I gotta say, though—this is the first time I’ve bought feminine-hygiene products for a woman before I’ve at least bought her a drink.”
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