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Prologue


Washington, DC
November 1999





Quinn Star had known she was special the day she was born. No plastic baby bottles with a hard rubber nipple for her. No sirree, she wanted the real thing, much to her tattooed, hippie mother’s dismay. The hippie mother who stayed around just long enough to wean her from her breast at six months, then went off to climb the Himalayas in search of Enlightenment, Quinn’s tattooed, hippie father in tow. First, though, they dumped her on her aunt Birdie, who was a real flake but nice and almost normal. If you could count writing flowery, sometimes humorous, obituaries and hanging out in funeral parlors normal.


All in all, though, Quinn had no complaints about her upbringing. Birdie had taken care of her. She made sure she did her homework, brushed her teeth, and ate her vegetables. She attended PTA meetings, saw to her social life, and made sure she got into a good Ivy League college, where she’d graduated magna cum laude. But most of all, Birdie had loved her. That love said it all as far as she was concerned.


It was Birdie who insisted she follow her dream of being a Secret Service Agent after she graduated law school. Unfortunately, it hadn’t worked out that way. She’d done her stint in Treasury and moved into the FBI when she finally realized the Secret Service and a White House detail were never going to become a reality.


Quinn looked down at the black-and-white photo of her parents standing on a mountaintop in some third-world country. She winced at their flowing garb and turbaned heads. It was the only picture she had of her parents. She always brought the picture to work with her in the morning. At night she put it in her briefcase to take back home. She didn’t know why. Maybe it had something to do with the fact that during her almost thirty-two years she’d only seen her parents twice. Once when she was nine, and she’d been so frightened of them she’d hidden out in her room. The second time she almost missed them. They had arrived when she was seventeen and about to board the bus that would take her to Camp Wicheguma, where she was to be a camp counselor for the summer. They’d stood away from the camp bus on the tarmac in the parking lot and waved. She wasn’t proud of the fact that she’d pretended not to know them. Birdie herself had stood apart from them and said she understood.


Her parents had never sent her letters or postcards over the years. They’d never sent her any gifts either, not even a trinket she could hold close and wish on for something more.


Sometimes life was a bitch. Like now.


Quinn clenched her teeth as she finished packing her belongings into a cardboard Xerox box. There wasn’t much. A photo of Birdie, the photo of her parents, a trashy paperback novel riddled with impossible sex scenes, a spare toothbrush and toothpaste, a comb, some nail polish, a small change purse full of quarters for the vending machines, a box of tissues, and a bottle of Visine. Her duffel bag, with her gym clothes and sneakers, rested at the bottom, making the box lopsided. Like she cared. All she wanted to do was to get out of there so she could go home and cry.


She looked around the small office she had called home when she wasn’t out in the field. Once she had literally lived out of the office for three straight days when she was working a case the other agents had given up on. All she’d gotten for her efforts when she’d solved it were surly looks from her colleagues and a “good job, Star,” from her section chief, Ezra Lapufsky.


She’d played the game for six long years. The only problem was, she went into the game not knowing there were two sets of rules, one for male agents and one for female agents. Being female, she’d lost out before she’d even gotten started. Angry with the garbage detail, the good old boy mentality, she’d hunkered down. And before long, she knew in her gut she was the best agent in the section. She could run rings around her fellow agents, both mentally and physically. She’d graduated first in her class at the Academy. Her best friend and fellow agent, Sadie Wilson, had come in second. Did that count for anything? No, it did not, she realized one week into the job. At best, she’d hoped for civility from the male agents, but she hadn’t gotten that either. What she had gotten, even with all the sensitivity classes the agents attended, were snide comments, crude sex jokes, and blistering commentaries on her performance ratings. And, worst of all, weak backup when the action in the field got down and dirty. And yet, she’d saved their asses numerous times, covered for them at other times, and on more than one occasion kept quiet about some of their escapades. The Air Force’s Tailhook scandal paled in comparison to some of their hijinks.


“Your loss, you bastards,” Quinn seethed as she put the lid on her box of belongings. She poked her head out the door to make sure the coast was clear before she put on her coat. At that point in time, she didn’t care enough about anyone in her section to want to say good-bye. She didn’t even care about Puff.


And then he was there. Suddenly they were eyeball-to-eyeball because she was tall, and Puff was exactly the same height. He was a heartbreaking blot on her vision, one she would carry away with her forever. How could she banish those incredible dark brown eyes that crinkled at the corners, the cleft in his chin, his broken nose, which had never been set right. Not to mention the wry smile that always made her think he knew a secret she didn’t. He wasn’t handsome, but he was devilishly attractive. What her friends called a heart-stopper. Ezra Lapufsky was the first one to look away when Quinn refused to let her gaze waver.


He moved forward a step, forcing her back into her cubbyhole. “The guys elected me to be their spokesperson. They all wanted to say good-bye, but you know duty, it calls, and we, as the nation’s protectors, have to obey that call. They took up a collection for this plant,” Lapufsky said, holding it out as though it were the Holy Grail.


Quinn looked down at the sorry-looking potted plant with yellow leaves. She reached for it and dumped it in the wastebasket, the dry soil and the little white beads of vermiculite scattering in a thousand different directions. “Kiss my ass and get the hell out of my way, Puff. I saw that plant in the cafeteria this morning when I had my coffee. I can tell you exactly how many yellow leaves it has because I counted them. What are you doing here anyway?”


“I came to say good-bye.”


“Well, you said it, so move out of the way so I can be on my way.”


“Quinn, wait.”


Once, she would have fallen for the contrition in his voice. Once, she would have whirled around, her whole being breathless with what was going to come next. Now she just gritted her teeth and kept moving.


“That was an order, Agent Star.”


Quinn looked down at her watch. “I ceased being a federal agent at twelve noon. I’m a civilian now because my watch says it’s twelve-thirty. Save your breath.”


She felt herself being jerked backward, her feet literally leaving the floor. She dropped the box and brought her elbow straight back at the same time she brought up the heel of her right foot smack in the center of Ezra Lapufsky’s groin. “I could chop you right in the neck for a stunt like that. Tsk, tsk, all those sensitivity training sessions, and you still put your hands on me. I’ll just add that to my harassment and discrimination suit when I file it.”


He groaned, falling to his knees.


She smiled.


“You miserable witch! Why’d you do that?” Lapufsky managed to gasp.


“Because I hate your guts, that’s why. I wanted to leave here in a dignified manner, the same way I came in the first day on the job. I still can’t believe I allowed myself to have an affair with you. That was stupid of me, but it’s the only stupid thing I did while I was here. I plan to mention that in my harassment and discrimination suit, too. I’m outta here, so it won’t matter to me, but it will matter to you since you plan to live out your days in this job. They’ll never make you director of the FBI. Never! If it takes me the rest of my life, I’m going to get every female agent on the payroll and drag them into court so they can testify about how those sensitivity sessions don’t work. Sadie Wilson is going to be my star witness. You’ll be famous, Puff. I’m not going to tell you again, get the hell out of my way.”


The color was starting to return to Lapufsky’s face. He reached for the arm of the chair to pull himself upright. Quinn kicked the chair out of reach and watched it sail into the hall on its well-oiled wheels. He flopped back down to his knees, the expression on his face murderous.


Quinn leaned against the doorjamb. “I documented everything. I have reams and reams of tape. I just might go up to Capitol Hill and drop this off on some congresswoman’s desk. You know how those guys and women up there hate you guys down here. Yeah, yeah, that’s what I’m going to do. Start getting your résumé in order, Puff.”


“Why are you doing this?” he snarled.


She wasn’t going to sue anybody, but Puff didn’t need to know that. Let him sweat and wonder when the subpoenas would roll in. “You have the balls to sit there—excuse me, kneel there—and ask me a question like that? You’re dumber than I thought. You sidetracked my application to the Secret Service and the White House detail—a job I’ve coveted for years, that’s why. After you snookered me into your bed. You said you would do everything in your power to get me assigned to the White House. You damn well single-handedly prevented me from getting what I dreamed of since I was a little kid. You, Puff. You called in all your markers and made sure it didn’t happen. I should be the one asking you why, not the other way around. So, that’s my question to you. Why?”


Puff was on his feet now, his face an unhealthy shade of red. He winced as he tried to straighten up. “Because you were the best agent ever to come out of this office; Sadie was the second best. I didn’t want to lose you after she packed it in. Hell, the director was calling me once a month to congratulate me on picking such a fine agent as you. I had to be tough on you because of the others. If you’re so damn smart, how come you didn’t figure that out? I didn’t snooker you into my bed either; you came willingly.”


Quinn stood rooted to the floor, stunned at her section chief’s revelation. She needed to say something, and she needed to say it immediately. “You’ll say anything so I don’t file this suit, won’t you? I suppose you’re going to tell me you loved me, too, but in a back-alley kind of way. Screw you, Puff. I wouldn’t believe anything you said even if you swallowed the Bible whole.” She jerked her head backward. “Tell your manly buddies back there to update their résumés, too.”


Outside, in the crisp, cold November air, Quinn looked around. Her original intention had been to go home to her narrow little town house in Georgetown. Now she realized she didn’t want to go home and be alone.


She stared up at the lettering on the cream-colored building. J. Edgar Hoover. He was a male chauvinist pig, too. She shrugged as she struggled to get a firmer grip on the cardboard carton. As far as she was concerned, this was just another building in Washington.


Since she didn’t want to go home, she headed for her aunt Birdie’s house on Connecticut Avenue. Birdie and her dog Winifred were what she needed. Birdie would hug her and say all the things she needed to hear. Winnie would lather her with kisses and crawl into her lap.


Quinn turned for one last look at the building where she’d spent so many years. Tears glistened in her eyes as she stared at it. This part of her life was over. Not just the professional part of her life but her personal life as well. She had to get out of here before she started to blubber. She did her best to choke back a sob threatening to escape her lips. She needed to get angry, down and dirty angry at what she considered Ezra Lapufsky’s betrayal. She shifted the box under her arm again so she could remove her bright red glove. She flexed her cold fingers before she offered up Birdie’s favorite good-bye when someone made her angry. Her single-digit salute did not go unnoticed by the crowds of people rushing by.


Quinn pulled on the bright red glove as she turned away. The sob in her throat escaped as tears rolled down her cheeks.
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Washington, DC
November 2007





The sun was barely over the horizon when Quinn Star exited her narrow four-story house in Georgetown. She locked the door, jiggling the knob to be certain it was locked before she pocketed the key in her baggy sweatpants. She ran in place, her mind whirling with what was on her agenda for the day. She took a moment to savor the cold, crisp November air, taking deep breaths and watching the little puffs of steam when she exhaled.


She loved this time of the day in the nation’s capital. The day was new and fresh, not yet tarnished with smog, corruption, and deal making in the most famous city in the world. Not that she was a part of the corruption and horse trading, but she did read the papers. There was corruption everywhere, even in the heartland, and the real deal making, as everyone in Washington knew, went on in the cloakrooms on the Hill and behind closed doors. Sometimes on the golf course or tennis court. She thanked God the way she did every morning at this time that she was no longer a part of the federal government.


On those rare times when she couldn’t fall asleep, she thought about Ezra Lapufsky and their time together, her face burning with her thoughts. Their relationship certainly hadn’t been perfect, neither had her job. In fact, both had been riddled with problems. Both she and Puff should have known better than to get involved with a coworker, but they’d gone ahead and forged a relationship anyway. For almost three long years. Puff had been everything she’d wanted in a man. He was kind, gentle, had a wicked sense of humor, and he’d said he loved her. The only problem was, he loved his job more. An eerie feeling settled between her shoulder blades as she looked over her shoulder, not once, but twice. She didn’t see anyone lurking about, but the feeling stayed with her as she started off at a slow trot. Her feet didn’t pick up speed until she hit O Street, where she ran at full throttle till she came to the crossroads of Wisconsin and M. She waved to other runners, people whose faces were familiar but whose names she didn’t know. There was Super Stud and his chocolate Lab. He waved. She waved back. Directly behind him was a woman she called Gypsy Rose Lee, in skimpy shorts and something that looked like a bustier. “I hope your tits freeze,” Quinn muttered to herself.


She turned to look behind her again because of the hard, clomping footfalls she heard. The donut man, puffing along at an uneven gait, so bundled up he could barely move. Quinn concentrated on the pavement in front of her. Time to turn around and head home. She was a block ahead of herself today. On M, she was just in time to see a figure dart behind a tall, bare sycamore tree. A chill raced up her spine as the donut man chugged past her.


Is someone watching me? Who? Why? Some lunatic with a penchant for a woman who looks like a bag lady at a quarter to six in the morning? If it’s a stalker, why isn’t he stalking the hot-looking chick in the bustier?


Quinn lengthened her strides and flew down the street. She careened around the corner ten minutes later and galloped up the steps to her tall, skinny Federal house. Safe inside, she turned the dead bolt. Her breathing was ragged as she leaned back against the door, her body trembling. She didn’t know why.


Federal Circuit Court Judge Alexander Duval, Quinn’s significant other and newly nominated by the president to be the next director of the FBI, came through the dining room, fully dressed, a cup of coffee in his outstretched hand. Quinn smiled at the handsome man as she accepted the cup of strong, dark coffee. Quinn eyed Alex over the rim of her coffee cup. He always looked so put together, with his custom suits that fit him to perfection. His dark hair was always in place, and she knew he shaved several times a day. He had a year-round tan thanks to a tanning bed in his own personal gym at home. His eyes were slate gray, and at times she thought them hard as glass. She tried not to compare those gray eyes to Puff’s melting brown ones.


“What’s wrong? Did something happen on your run?” he asked, his face and voice reflecting concern.


“Yes. No. Oh, I don’t know. It’s just a feeling I have that someone is following me, watching me. It’s not just when I run in the morning, Alex. I felt it yesterday when I went out to lunch, and the day before that when I got in my car to drive home. Don’t look at me like that. I’m always careful, and I keep my wits about me. Hmmm, good coffee. Breakfast would have been nice,” she said lightly.


Alex twinkled. “My thoughts exactly, but unfortunately, I can’t wait for you to make it. I’ll be late tonight, and I might not even make it at all. I’ll give you a call. Be sure to turn on the alarm when you leave and don’t forget to lock the door.”


“You sound like Birdie. Don’t worry about tonight. I think I’m having dinner with her unless someone died last night and she has to attend a wake. Call me.”


Alex kissed her good-bye, not one of those peck-on-the-cheek kisses either. This kiss almost made her toes curl and her blood sing. Almost. He favored her with a wide grin and a hard pinch to her bottom. “That’s so you don’t forget me today,” he said as he headed for the door. “I’m tired of being engaged. When are you going to marry me?” he called over his shoulder.


“One of these days,” Quinn retorted as she sashayed her way to the bathroom.


Alex’s parting shot before he walked out the door was, “Your biological clock is ticking.”


It’s true, Quinn thought as she gulped the coffee in her cup. She was fast approaching forty. Who was she kidding? In two months she would be forty. Birdie was on her back all the time about settling down and raising a family. A bride needed her parents in the church when she walked down the aisle. What kind of wedding would it be without her mother and father in attendance? Hell, she didn’t even know where the happy wanderers were these days. It wasn’t that she didn’t love Alex. She did, but sometimes she compared what she felt for him to what she’d felt for Ezra Lapufsky, and it always came up short. Lately, though, she’d started to wonder if it was the sex she loved or the man himself. She just wasn’t ready to make that final commitment. For all she knew she might never be ready.


Stark naked, Quinn padded over to the shower and turned it on. While she waited for the water to warm up, she looked out the window and immediately stepped back when she thought she recognized Ezra Lapufsky. Her heart pounded against her breastbone.


Quinn opened the shower door and stepped inside just as the doorbell rang. She debated a moment before she lathered up. She never had visitors this early in the morning. Alex had a key and would have let himself in. Birdie also had a key. Puff? Not in a million years. She grimaced as she shampooed her honey blond hair.


Puff?


Why now, eight long years after she’d broken up with him, was she thinking about Ezra Lapufsky? Because she felt like someone was stalking her, following her, spying on her. It was what Puff did for a living. It had to be her imagination. Or was it because Puff had been her first real love, and she’d never really gotten over him? Was that why she was dragging her feet about marrying Alex? Or…did it have something to do with Alex’s nomination?


“I hate you, Ezra Lapufsky,” she seethed as she let the steaming water cascade over her head.


Forty-five minutes later, dressed in a charcoal gray Armani suit, she walked into the kitchen to make toast for herself. The minute the slice of dark bread popped out of the toaster she spread it with the butter and jam that Alex had left on the counter. She gobbled it, finishing her coffee at the same time. It only took a minute to turn off the coffee machine, return the butter and jam to the refrigerator, and head out the back door. She was almost to her car when she heard the kitchen phone ringing. Shrugging, she ignored it. It was probably Birdie either confirming or canceling dinner that night. She’d call her aunt later.


She headed for Georgetown University, where she taught law classes three days a week. When she wasn’t teaching, she practiced law from her own offices on M Street. When she had spare time during the day, she sat in Alex’s courtroom and watched him. All in all, she had a rewarding, satisfying life.


More or less.


•   •   •


It was totally dark when Quinn parked her car at the side of her aunt’s yellow house on Connecticut Avenue. She loved Birdie’s old house, loved the old pine floors, with the knotholes so big you could stick your finger through them, and the sweeping spiral staircase. As a child she had slid down the banister thousands of times to land on the well-cushioned floor. Birdie still kept a pile of harem pillows clustered around the newel post at the foot of the stairs.


The sensor lights came alive as she walked from her car up the path that led to the three-story house she’d grown up in. It was always at Birdie’s that she found the most comfort and the most love. In that big, old, yellow house, was her past and sometimes even her present. One day in the future, hopefully, a very distant day, she would take up residence there again when Birdie went to what she called the big BO in the sky. Birdie always referred to heaven as the Big Obituary.


At the age of sixty-seven, Birdie was full of what she called piss and vinegar. She still wrote obituaries for three different newspapers, still visited the homeless three times a week, taking them food and clothing, and she still faithfully walked Winnie, her fourth-generation basset hound, morning, noon, and night. She also did her own gardening, cooked on occasion, and kept scrapbooks of all the deceased whose lives she had doctored up and improved upon in her obituaries. When she wasn’t tending to her normal activities, she managed to visit all nine funeral homes within a five-mile radius to pay her final respects. On a daily basis. If business at the funeral parlors was slow, which was sometimes the case, especially in late summer, according to Birdie, she worked on updating her scrapbooks. Birdie was quirky but lovable. Sometimes she was downright surly, like when she was really ticked off about something, at which point she could swear like a trooper and never bat an eye, and she didn’t care who heard her.


Grinning from ear to ear, Quinn let herself into the house and whistled for Winnie, who trotted over. She immediately lay down and rolled over for Quinn to scratch her belly.


“Lordy, Winnie, you’re getting fat. You need more exercise,” Quinn said, rubbing the dog’s belly.


“She is not getting fat. She hardly eats anything. She’s just a little broad, but it’s from neutering. I called you earlier, but there was no answer. Are you okay, baby?”


Quinn looked up at her aunt. She was as round as an orange, only five feet tall. She was dressed in her normal attire, a flowered dress that was a field of brilliant purple and white violets, and her Birkenstocks. Granny glasses perched on the tip of her nose. She peered through them, for a closer look at her niece. Her gray topknot jiggled when she huffed and puffed her way over to the staircase, where she sat down.


“Yeah, I’m fine. Alex asked me to marry him again this morning. I don’t know why I can’t say yes. I love him. I’m almost sure I do. We have a spectacular sex life. He’s a wonderful man. He’s kind, considerate, and generous. I don’t much care for his parents, but I wouldn’t be marrying them. He almost makes my blood sing sometimes. He doesn’t care about my screwball parents either. I can’t imagine my life without him in it. My God, the man was just nominated to be FBI director. What’s my problem, Birdie?” Quinn challenged her aunt.


Birdie propped her elbows on her plump knees. “Your problem is you’re crazy. You should have married that man years ago if you love him so much. I don’t understand how he puts up with you. What I really think is you still have a soft spot in your heart for that FBI agent, Ezra. What exactly does spectacular mean?” she asked slyly.


Quinn stood up. Winnie howled and proceeded to do her one and only trick—she rolled over onto her back, then rolled back onto her stomach. For that feat, which was almost impossible considering her girth, she was entitled to an Oreo cookie. When one didn’t materialize in Quinn’s hand, she howled her outrage. Quinn ran to the kitchen for the cookie and tossed it to the basset, who stretched and caught it in midair, her long ears flapping in her own breeze.


“Good girl, Winnie.” Birdie chuckled.


“You said she was on a diet and didn’t eat much. Oreo cookies aren’t for dogs; they’re for people,” Quinn said, her voice accusing.


“She doesn’t eat the cookie; she just licks the middle like I do. You’re trying to evade my question. What does spectacular mean?”


“None of your business, Birdie. Okay, okay, don’t get a puss on. It means Alex likes sex. I like sex. Together we have good sex. Really good sex. Are you happy now that you know your niece has great sex?”


“There’s more to life than sex,” Birdie sniffed as she struggled to her feet. She puffed out her cheeks as she plopped a bright blue bowler hat on her head. “Where are we going for dinner?”


“I thought we could go to Chow Li’s. He has the best egg rolls and spareribs in the city. If you want to go somewhere else, it’s fine with me.”


“It doesn’t matter where we go as long as I get back here by seven-thirty,” Birdie said. “I have two viewings this evening. I just have to get my coat so hold your horses.”


Quinn looked over at Winnie, who was sitting on her haunches. The two halves of the Oreo cookie lay on the floor. There wasn’t a speck of the white cream left on either half. “I’d like to know what she really gives you for dinner,” Quinn said.


“I heard that! She gets dry dog food, and she hates it. She’s starving herself to death.”


Quinn turned away so Birdie couldn’t see the smile on her face. Birdie cooked specially for Winnie: chicken livers, ground sirloin, roast beef, and other human foods. She said it was okay because she made sure Winnie ate her vegetables, too. Maybe she was right, since Winnie’s predecessors had all been on the same diet and lived to ripe old ages.


“So, who died today?” Quinn asked.


“Six people. Do you believe that? I said good-bye to Mabel Harrington this afternoon. I was disappointed in the job they did on her. I told Malcolm, too. She didn’t look like herself at all. I had him deepen the shade of lip gloss and add a little more rouge. They didn’t do those spit curls she favored by her ears right either. I made them fix the curls, too. You can’t go wrong with Estée Lauder products. Mabel’s daughters thanked me when Malcolm closed off the room and finished the job. She didn’t look waxy at all. I felt satisfied when I left. God only knows what they’re going to do to John Raleigh tonight. He was so grisly, with that long hair and even longer beard, if you know what I mean. Poor thing. He wanted to be laid out, but his son wanted cremation. It’s cheaper.”


“So you paid for his wake, right? I’m keeping score, Birdie. You must think you’re independently wealthy.”


“I am independently wealthy. I bought AOL when it was twenty-five cents and Intel when it was five dollars, and don’t forget Mr. Softy when it first came on the market. You really don’t want me to mention those dot com companies I got in and out of in the nick of time, do you?” Birdie smirked.


Quinn sighed. She could never win with Birdie. Every funeral home, every nursing home, every indigent in the city loved Birdie Langley. Other people took in stray dogs or became Big Brothers or Big Sisters to underprivileged youngsters, while Birdie Langley took it upon herself to give the dear departed royal send-offs.


Birdie’s Obituary Column had often been likened to Erma Bombeck’s humorous columns on life and family. Birdie professed to be flattered by the comparison. She said the first thing people her age looked at in the morning paper was the Obituary Column to see who had died the day before. She always summed it up by saying, “They’re so glad they woke up alive they can’t wait to see who wasn’t as lucky.”


Twenty minutes later, Quinn parked the car on the street across from Chow Li’s. She climbed out of the BMW, walked around to the passenger side, and opened the door for Birdie. She sensed rather than saw movement to her right. Peering into the darkness, she wasn’t able to make out a form. Maybe it was a stray dog. She shivered inside her warm jacket as she hustled Birdie across the street to the restaurant, with its orange neon lighting.


Ninety minutes later, both aunt and niece professed to be stuffed when Quinn parked her car behind Birdie’s sporty Lexus sedan.


Birdie hopped out and walked around to the driver’s side of the car. Quinn rolled down the window to kiss her aunt. “Drive carefully, baby. All we did was talk about me tonight. Let’s do this again next week and talk about you. Is it a deal?”


“Sure. Call me. I know, I know, if someone bites the dust and your services are needed, we can reschedule.”


“That’s good. Now I have to get John’s jacket and slacks and my bag and I’m off. I enjoyed dinner, baby. Next week, I pay.”


“You bought the guy clothes, too!”


“I couldn’t let him be laid out in bib overalls. He liked those funny jackets. He said he had one once. You know, they called them Nehru or something like that, with a funny little stand-up collar. I had to chase all over town to used clothing stores to find one that looked decent. They’re made out of polyester. You can’t hardly find polyester anymore.”


“But you found it! That’s my aunt Birdie!” Quinn laughed.


“Yes, I did. Night, baby. Oh, I almost forgot to tell you, there’s a luncheon at the White House tomorrow. They want to give me some kind of humanitarian award. Would you like to attend? I wish Lettie,” Birdie said, referring to the first lady, “would forget she knows me.”


Quinn looked at her aunt. She knew there was no way in hell Birdie would ever attend any kind of awards ceremony, even if the award was being given to her by her former college roommate, the first lady, the wife of the president of the United States.


“I’m in court tomorrow, Birdie. I thought you hated the pomp and circumstance of the presidency, not to mention politics.” Birdie knew everything there was to know about what went on in town. She had friends who had friends who had other friends. Plus she was on a first-name basis with first lady, Lettie Jaye. Thanks to those friends, and Lettie Jaye, she knew what was going to happen before it hit the front pages of the newspapers.


“I don’t like any of those weasels in the White House but we’re stuck with them. As for the president, he’s starting to make me wonder if he’s playing with a full deck. I wish he’d get his hair color right. It seems wrong to have a president of this fine country who’s named Jimmy Jaye. Now, I ask you, how does that name play out with foreign dignitaries? Maybe I’ll just tell them to mail the award to me. The food at these banquets always stinks, the speeches are boring, and everyone just wants them to be over so they can go home. Those awards ceremonies are always so frivolous. I have more important things to do. I’m glad you brought that up, baby. I’m not going. Night.”


Quinn wasn’t about to tell her aunt she was the one who brought it up. As always, Birdie would be a no-show tomorrow, and her award would be mailed to her. She laughed all the way back to Georgetown.


As luck would have it, with her second drive around the block she found a parking space. Parking was one of the things she hated about living in Georgetown, but as Birdie said, if you wanted a designer address, you had to put up with the inconveniences. As far as Quinn was concerned, the advantages far outweighed the disadvantages. She was just minutes away from her law offices and Georgetown University. She didn’t have to worry about taking the metro or hiking over the Key Bridge to Foggy Bottom for the Blue and Orange line.


She loved the look of the residential neighborhood, with its tree-lined streets, as well as the cozy Federal, Georgian, and Victorian town houses.


The shopping was wonderful, and, when she had the time, she loved to peruse the stores on a lazy Saturday, stopping for lunch at Mr. Smith’s of Georgetown.


Knowing it was unlikely Alex would be joining her that evening, she sighed and got out of the car. She pressed the remote control on her key chain to activate her car’s security system. Seeing that the red security light glowed brightly to the right of the steering wheel, Quinn was satisfied that her car was locked down, so she started to walk the three blocks to her house on O Street.


The same eerie feeling she’d felt when she was jogging that morning settled between her shoulder blades when she was less than a block from her house. She turned to look over her shoulder. Across the street, Kevin Laker was walking his golden Lab. Farther up the street she could see a young girl walking three Yorkshire terriers on a triple leash. Other than the two dog walkers, the street appeared to be deserted.


She quickened her pace and literally ran the last hundred yards, bolting up the steps to her house two at a time. Her breathing was shallow as she fitted the key into the lock and turned it. A second later she was inside, disarming the alarm. She waited thirty seconds before she rearmed the security system. The side-by-side red lights allowed her to take a deep, relaxing breath.


She wished she had a dog. Alex had offered to get her one, but she had refused, claiming it wouldn’t be fair to subject the animal to her crazy schedule. But the real reason she’d declined his offer was because Alex wasn’t an animal person. Better to let sleeping dogs lie. No pun intended. One of these days, though, she was going to get a German shepherd or a golden retriever. Alex would just have to put up with the dog hairs. One of these days.


Quinn kicked off her shoes, the right one landing on Alex’s favorite chair. The sight pleased her. The left one landed on the cherrywood secretary. Her coat and purse went on top of the foyer settee.


It was time for a nice glass of wine and the five mini Hershey bars she indulged in every night. But not until she shed her business suit and put on her old, fuzzy robe and fleece-lined slippers.


Ten minutes later, Quinn returned to the long, narrow living room, where she turned on the gas starter in the fireplace and watched the logs Alex had arranged the previous day burst into flame. She did love a good fire. It was always nicer, though, when Alex was sitting on the sofa next to her. Wineglass in hand, Quinn turned on the big-screen TV and sat down. She eyed the ornate Pier 1 chest on her coffee table that was full of mini Hershey bars, a gift from Birdie, who somehow, some way, always managed to replenish the contents. Quinn thought her aunt did it secretly in the middle of the night when Quinn was sleeping.


Knowing she had absolutely no willpower when it came to sweets, Quinn didn’t bother trying to talk herself out of the candy. Instead she unwrapped five of the little candy bars and lined them up on the end table next to where she was sitting.


Life was good.


Will it be even better when I marry Alex? Would I be doing anything different than I’m doing now if I was married to Alex? Probably not, she thought as she stuffed her mouth with chocolate.


Would an impending marriage to Alex help his nomination? They were engaged. Wasn’t that enough of a commitment for the men and women doing the background check on him? Would they make an issue of their relationship? Alex said he didn’t care. But was that the truth? Would a commitment from her make his professional life easier? Would her background come into question? She had nothing to fear from her stint at the FBI. But her affair with Ezra Lapufsky might raise red flags.


One of the cherrywood logs in the fireplace split open with a loud, crackling sound. Quinn jumped as a shower of sparks roared up the chimney. Was that an omen of some kind? Birdie, who believed in the supernatural, would say, yes, it was an omen. Birdie would also say it was way past time to stop thinking about Puff. She would be right, too. Easier said than done.


Puff had been her first real relationship, her first love, her first sexual encounter. It hadn’t been easy to stop thinking of him after they’d broken up. Especially when she constantly dreamed about him. Her thoughts drifted from one memory to the next. Her favorite one was a particular picnic in the brutal heat of the summer in Rock Creek Park. They’d spent the entire day, from sunup to sundown, lying on a blanket talking about their hopes and dreams. They’d kissed often, hugged, and kissed some more, knowing when they returned to the skinny house in Georgetown they would make love.


That day Puff had held her hand, touched her hair, caressed her cheek, nibbled on her lips as he professed his love for her. At one point he’d held her so tight she almost squealed, but she didn’t when she heard him whisper, “Don’t ever stop loving me, Quinn.” And she’d promised to love him forever.


Birdie’s advice to get angry at the situation, at Puff, had helped. “Just keep thinking ‘used and abused,’ and you’ll get angry, then you’ll be able to get him out of your mind,” had been Birdie’s mantra during the whole time Quinn was trying to get over the FBI agent.


Damn, why am I thinking about Puff after all these years? Because of Alex’s pressing you to marry him, that’s why, she told herself.


The phone on the sofa table behind her rang. She squirmed around and reached for the portable, clicked the ON button. Thinking it was Alex, she said, “Hi, honey, how’s it going?” The heavy breathing on the other end of the phone told her it wasn’t Alex. She immediately broke the connection, her gaze going to the windows and the drapes she’d forgotten to draw earlier. She ran over and yanked the long-handled drapery rods across the front windows; then she felt safe, as if she were inside a cozy cocoon. Then she remembered the kitchen and headed back there. First she checked the sliding vertical lock at the top of the kitchen door, the dead bolt, and the vertical slider at the bottom. The front door held the same three locks.


As she yanked at the venetian blinds covering the double-hung windows over the kitchen sink, she wondered if she was being stalked.


Back in the living room, she threw two more logs on the fire and poured a second glass of wine. It occurred to her then that she hadn’t checked her voice mail after returning from dinner. She pressed in her code, listened, pressed more numbers, and finally clicked the phone off. Three hang-ups and a message from Alex saying he would see her tomorrow evening for dinner.


She rarely, if ever, got hang-ups because she had an unlisted number. On a rare occasion, she got a wrong number, but that was it.


Quinn looked at her watch. It wasn’t even nine o’clock. Too early to go to bed. She could call Birdie or maybe her friend Sadie Wilson. She scratched the idea of calling Birdie because she was always the last one to leave the funeral home after viewing hours, so she wouldn’t be home yet. But Sadie might be home. Sadie owned a small high-tech security firm that specialized in state-of-the-art security systems and had three very prestigious clients who touted her wizardry. Insisting on having a personal life even though she said she was married to her business, she somehow managed to work a nine-to-six day. She also lived in the Watergate complex, two doors down from Alex’s apartment.


The sound of Sadie’s voice when she brusquely said, “Hello,” was music to Quinn’s ears.


“Sadie, it’s Quinn. Whatcha doing? No date this evening?”


“Honey, the man hasn’t been born yet who is worthy of dating this intelligent, beautiful, kind, compassionate, caring woman.”


“Guess you had another fight with John, huh? Did you boot him out?”


“Yes, and then I threw his bowling ball after him. He doesn’t deserve me, and he knows it.”


“I’m sure he does since you remind him every day. You know you two are meant for each other. No one else would put up with either one of you. Where did he go this time?”


“Where he always goes, to Alex’s apartment, probably. I think he has a key. His being a homicide cop makes for easy conversation between the two of them. When Alex gets tired of cleaning up after him, he sends him back here. So, what’s up, girl?”


“I’m thinking of getting married. I want you to be my maid of honor.”


“You mean you’re finally going to take the plunge? What color gown do I get to wear?”


“It’s not definite. Whatever color you want. I’m in the thinking stages. Do you think it’s a good idea?”


“Well, yes, Quinn, I do. Alex worships the ground you walk on. You love him, too. You do, don’t you? He’s a hottie, and he’s got a great career ahead of him. I say snatch that sucker right up and go for it. When?”


“When?”


“Yes, when? Like soon, next year, next month, what?”


“Maybe in the spring, when the lilacs bloom. I don’t know. I just said I was thinking about it. Listen, Sadie, I think I’m being stalked.”


“Whoa, whoa, whoa. Back up and start from the beginning.”


Quinn did. When she finished her tale, she felt better.


“I’m coming over right now. I’ll ring the doorbell twice so you know it’s me. Do not open the door to anyone else. We’ll talk about this and jog together in the morning. Two heads are better than one. Do you have any beer, or do I have to bring my own?”


“There’s plenty of beer. It’s going to be like old times, isn’t it? Remember all those nights we used to hang out together when we worked for Puff. I should have quit when you did. Why didn’t I, Sadie?”


“Because you were young, dumb, and stupid, and you thought you were in love with that jerk Lapufsky. You kept saying it would get better.”


“I did love him, Sadie. The only problem was, he didn’t love me. Sometimes you have to get your nose rubbed in it before you can see what’s right in front of your face. I thought I saw him this morning when I looked out the bathroom window, and then someone rang my doorbell when I was getting ready to take a shower. Yes, I had the alarm on.”


“Just stay put and I’ll be there in nothing flat. Turn down my bed and don’t forget to put a few of those mini Hershey bars on my pillow.”


Quinn laughed. She felt better already.
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The moment Quinn Star opened her eyes the next morning, three things happened. The phone rang, Sadie poked her head in the door, and a vicious roll of thunder shook the entire house. Sadie hopped into bed next to Quinn, who was all smiles as she answered the phone, and said, “Oh, Alex, how nice to wake up and hear your voice. No, I’m not going to go running if it’s raining. Sadie spent the night. No, no, nothing happened except for a few hang-ups on my voice mail. Is everything all right? Listen, Alex, I decided to accept your marriage proposal. Let’s do it…” She looked at Sadie and grinned. “Valentine’s Day. What do you think? Sooner? Alex, darling, I have to find just the right dress, and so does Sadie. That’s going to take months. I’m so glad I made your day,” Quinn purred before she hung up the phone. She looked at her friend, who beamed at her, even as Quinn tried to ignore the sick feeling in the pit of her stomach.


Sadie threw one of the fluffy pillows in her direction. “Last night you said you didn’t know when or even if you were going to set the date. Did something come to you in the middle of the night to change your mind? Oofff!” she cried, when Quinn tossed the pillow back at her. They tussled with the covers and pillows until both of them were breathless from laughing so hard.


Quinn took a deep breath, the queasy feeling in her stomach lessening. “I don’t know, Sadie. My biological clock is ticking, even I know that. Before I fell asleep last night I started to think about my life and what it would be like if Alex wasn’t in it. I do love him, and I want to grow old with him.”


Suddenly she felt sick again. “The other thing is, I don’t want the media to make an issue of his staying over at my place occasionally. If our getting married will help, then I’m for it. Alex says he doesn’t care, but I know he does. I don’t want to be the one to drag him down professionally. It could still happen, Sadie. You know what this town is like.”


“You need Birdie to put a good word in for him with the first lady.” Sadie stretched her arms up over her head. “Now let’s get this show on the road. I have to be at the shop early today.”


“Why? You own the damn company. How many times do I have to tell you, when you own a company, you delegate.”


Sadie swung her long legs over the side of the bed. “That would be great, but I don’t have the kind of employees I’d trust to act in my name. My brother is off at one of those high-tech conventions, so I have to cover for him. Until I can find more people like him, I have to suck it up myself. Come on, shake it.”


Quinn eyed her best friend. Sadie was neither beautiful nor cute. She was a plain Jane with a fire-ball of red kinky hair and millions of freckles. Her deep blue eyes were her best feature and always seemed to sparkle with laughter. She was tall, almost gangly, with large breasts and a narrow waist. She laughed a lot and had crinkly lines around her eyes and mouth and the most beautiful smile in the world. She was fiercely loyal and dependable, traits Quinn admired. She couldn’t imagine her life without Sadie in it.


Quinn hopped out of bed and pulled on her sweats. “Do you want a sweatshirt with a hood? Your hair is going to stand out like a firethorn bush if it gets wet. It is raining, isn’t it?”


“It’s drizzling. Hard rain is predicted for later in the day. Here’s the deal. You start out first; do what you do every morning. Don’t change a thing. I’ll give you a ten-minute start, then follow you. When I return to the house, I’ll come in through the back, so be waiting to open the kitchen door for me. You okay with this, Quinn?”


“Yeah. I think it’s my imagination working overtime.” She looked down at her watch. “Good, I’m on schedule. See you back here in forty minutes.”


It was more than a drizzle, Quinn thought as she jogged in place on her front stoop. She yanked up the hood on her sweatshirt and looked to the right, then the left, before jogging down the street. She felt a hundred percent better knowing that Sadie would be somewhere behind her as backup. It was almost like old times.


She paid attention to the traffic. When you lived in Washington, DC, you always had to be aware of traffic, especially when it rained. The truth was, you had to pay attention to what went on around you at all times, period. There were a lot of cars on O Street.


Normally, rain didn’t affect the early-morning joggers. She was surprised not to see the donut man or the chick with cleavage. She picked up the pace, running at full throttle.


At the corner of Dumbarton and Twenty-seventh Street she stopped and jogged in place as she looked around. Behind her, and slightly to the left, was the donut man, who suddenly had puffed and chuffed across the street, dodging traffic. She thought she could see Sadie moving forward. Soaked through to her skin, she turned around and headed back down Dumbarton. A break in the sloshing traffic allowed her to hear a muffled sneeze coming from her right. She ignored it as she slowed her pace. As her feet took her closer to Sadie, she shouted, “Someone sneezed back there on the corner of Twenty-seventh Street.”


“Gotcha,” Sadie said as she whizzed past her.


He came out of nowhere and jogged down the street. Sadie doubled back and followed him. Runners did not run in wing tips. So her friend was right. Someone was either following or stalking Quinn. She quickened her pace and within minutes overtook the runner ahead of her. Then she slowed and let him overtake her. She stayed several lengths behind the runner all the way to O Street, where he collapsed against a dark green Honda Prelude. She heard the car door open and close as she rounded the corner of O Street to trot down N Street, where she cut through backyards and hopped fences till she was back on O Street, two doors up from Quinn’s house. Squinting, she stared at the government license plate on the green Honda and memorized the number. She then backtracked and made her way to Quinn’s kitchen door. It opened the moment she stepped near it.”


“There was someone, Quinn. You’re right. And, get this, he was running in wing tips and his car is a dark green Honda Prelude with a government tag. Boy, do I need a cup of coffee.”


“It’s almost ready,” Quinn said, pointing to the coffeepot. She was busy shucking her clothes, which she threw into the dryer. She pulled out two flannel shirts and handed one to Sadie.


“That makes me feel better, Sadie. I’m sure it’s just someone staking me out because of Alex and his nomination. That’s what it is, I’m sure of it. Thanks, Sadie, I owe you one.”


“You really think that it was someone checking you out because of Alex, Quinn?”


“Yes, I do. He’s going to be under intense scrutiny. We both knew it as soon as the president nominated him. We talked about it. Look, the Oval Office knows we’re engaged, and that means we’re sleeping together. He has his own apartment in the Watergate, and I have this house. We are not cohabiting, as they say. He’s here maybe three nights a week. I might be at his place one night a week. If they’re going to tar and feather him for playing house, let them. I told you, Alex is okay with it.”


“Okay, then I’m going to shower and head off,” Sadie said. “Can you call me a cab to arrive in fifteen minutes? I wish to God you’d move someplace where you can park a car. By the way, when you get married, where are you going to live?”


Quinn looked blank. Live? As in together. The sick feeling in her stomach returned with a vengeance. “I don’t have the foggiest idea. For now that’s the least of my worries. Go ahead and take your shower. I’ll wait for mine. Go, go,” she said, making shooing motions with her hands. “Don’t worry. I won’t forget to call the cab.”


Twenty minutes later, Quinn said good-bye to Sadie as she sprinted for the cab double-parked in front of Quinn’s house.


She was almost to the top of the staircase when the doorbell rang. Her gaze immediately went to the keypad by the front door. The two red lights glowed comfortingly. Who would be ringing her doorbell at six-forty-five in the morning? One of the agents assigned to dig up all of Alex’s secrets? She shrugged as she made her way to the bathroom. Let them come back at a decent hour to ask their questions.


The doorbell continued to ring as she stripped down and turned on the shower.


It was still ringing when she stepped out of the shower ten minutes later. With each ring it sounded more ominous. “My home is my castle, and if I don’t want to answer the door, I don’t have to,” Quinn muttered over the foam in her mouth as she brushed her teeth.


By the time she put on her underwear and the slacks to her pantsuit, her nerves were jangled. Maybe I should answer the door. She yanked a powder blue sweater out of the drawer and pulled it over her wet head.


She stomped her way downstairs and marched over to the door, where she looked through the peephole. She reared back when she stared into another eyeball. “Damn!” She ran around to the living room and peeped through the drapes. Her eyes widened.


Puff.


She padded back to the front door. “What do you want, Puff?” she called through the door.


“I knew you were in there. Open the damn door, Quinn.”


“I will not open this door. Get off my steps, or I’ll call the police. I mean it, Puff. I don’t have anything to say to you.” She was so angry she could hardly breathe.


“I have something to say to you. Now, open the door! I’ll stand here and ring this bell till hell freezes over. I mean it.”


“Go away, you poor excuse for an FBI agent, and stop bothering me.”


“I need to talk to you. Please.”


“No. How did you find me? You aren’t that good.”


Quinn leaned against the door, her head buzzing as she looked into her cozy, comfortable living room. She’d chosen each piece of furniture with care, trying to blend everything together. It had taken her well over a year to get it right. If she let her old lover into the house, it would be tainted. The deep beige couch she liked to snuggle in with Alex wouldn’t be the same. The plants she tended so lovingly would probably die if he breathed on them. If she let him in, he might want to sit in Alex’s chocolate brown chair. He’d make fun of the watercolors hanging on the wall.


“I’m in the FBI, for Christ’s sake. Do you think having an unlisted number is going to stop me from finding you? Will you please open the door?”


“Tell me what you want.” Her voice was blistering cold.


“Do you really want me to stand out here and shout about why I’m here? I’m cold, and I’m getting more pissed off by the minute. I’m also soaking-wet. I can break down this door if I want to and haul your ass downtown to the office. I can do that, and you know I can. Now, what’s it gonna be?”


He would do it, too. Quinn undid the vertical locks and opened the door. She smiled when she saw how cold and wet he was. He looked miserable, but he still looked like the same old Puff. He looked a few pounds heavier, but it was not unattractive. He was still just as tall, standing there in his dripping wet coat. The gray at his temples was rather becoming, if anything it made him more attractive. It gave him more character, she thought. The eyes were the same, warm and dark, and they seemed to be drinking her in. Don’t ever stop loving me, Quinn. And she had responded, I promise to love you forever. She’d actually said those words a lifetime ago. Her smile grew wider. “You’re dripping. Stand right there on that little carpet, and don’t come one step farther into my house. If you even think about taking a step, I’ll…”


“You’ll what?”


“Let’s just say you’ll be one of Birdie’s projects. Make it quick. I have an early class. You gained a little weight, didn’t you, Agent Lapufsky? Tsk, tsk,” she said, clucking her tongue. “You could also do with a little of that Grecian Formula stuff. Women don’t like gray hair. Well, they do if the guy is rich. But you aren’t rich, Puff. And, you are never going to be director of the FBI. Just to set the record straight, I suspected it was you when you sneezed back there on Twenty-seventh Street. Plus, no one runs in wing tips.”


“It’s Acting Associate Director Lapufsky to you, Star. That means I do all the work and the acting director gets all the credit. I’m freezing. Can you turn up the heat?”


Quinn blinked. “Acting associate director? When did that happen?”


“Six months ago. Guess you missed the announcement, huh?”


Six months ago she’d been in Europe for a month-long vacation. “Yeah, guess I did miss that particular announcement. Congratulations!” How bitter and angry her voice sounded to her own ears.


“Yeah, yeah, so are you going to turn up the heat or not?”


“No, I can’t turn up the heat because I’m leaving for class, and I always turn the heat down when I leave the house. Waste not, want not,” she said sweetly. “Spit it out, Puff. What is so important that you resorted to stalking me? I’m waiting.” She tapped her foot irritably on the black-and-white tile in the foyer.


“I’m here to offer you the job of your dreams.”


“And that would be…what?”


“I told you, the job you always wanted. I came to offer you a job on the Secret Service detail at the most famous address in the world: 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue.”


“Yeah, well, thanks but no thanks. You’re years too late. I have a lucrative law practice, and I teach law at Georgetown. I gave up that dream a long time ago.” She moved to open the door but stopped when Lapufsky’s arm shot out.


“I’d like you to reconsider.”


“Okay.” Quinn tapped her foot ten times. “All right, I reconsidered, and the answer is still no.” She knocked his arm out of the way and opened the door. A wild, wet gust of rain washed into the foyer. Puff sneezed as he stepped aside to get away from the cold wind.


“Nice place you got here. Real…homey. Do you cook?” he asked wistfully.


“Sometimes. I’d like you to leave. I have to get to the university, or I’ll be late for my class.”


Puff shut the door. “Listen to me, Quinn, this is an opportunity of a lifetime. You were the first person I thought of when the order came in. I’m trying to make it up to you. You could at least hear me out.”


“Like I said, you’re years—eight years—too late.” She opened the door again.


Ezra Lapufsky shut the door a second time. “Hear me out, or I really will drag you downtown. The first lady of the United States needs a two-man team of agents. Women this time. She asked for you by name. I was asked personally by the president to find the best agents to guard his wife. Are you listening to me, Quinn?”


Quinn laughed so hard she had to sit down on the hallway steps to compose herself. “That’s your offer?” She finally managed to gasp before she went into another fit of laughter.


“What’s so funny? You’re acting un-American, Agent Star. I find that highly suspicious. Once an agent, always an agent. Didn’t you read your contract? We can call you back into service anytime we want to.”


“What’s funny is that Lettie Jaye, the first lady, is nuttier than my aunt Birdie. I read the papers, Lapufsky. I am not now nor have I ever been a Secret Service agent even though I put in my time at Treasury, and you know it. Okay, you said your piece, and I had my laugh for the day. I can’t believe you came here to ask me to babysit the first lady. That’s what it amounts to, and we both know it. You can leave now.”


“You’re turning down the president of the United States! This is your patriotic duty. It’s what you always said you wanted, and I’m giving it to you on a silver platter. Do I have to remind you how much the government spent on your training? This is payback time. You can’t possibly turn your back on such a plum assignment. The president himself read your file, and he picked you at the first lady’s request. You, Agent Star.”


“Knock it off, Puff. We both know I’m not an agent no matter what you say. If you feel I bilked the government, then send me a bill. Now, are you going to leave peacefully, or do I have to kick that fat ass of yours out of here?”


“Quinn, Quinn, Quinn, what do I have to do to convince you?”


“Don’t even try playing on my sympathy, you son of a bitch. I said, no, and I mean no. You are the last person in this world I would ever try to accommodate. You can stand there forever, and the answer will still be no. If you want to stay here, be my guest, but I’m leaving.” To make her point, she opened the hall closet for her warm, lined raincoat. She fumbled in the corner for her umbrella when she suddenly remembered where she’d parked her car the night before. She yanked out a pair of red boots with lady-bugs on the toes. She slipped them on. She had shoes in the car; no need to go upstairs for her heels.


“She’s old and frail, Quinn. On top of that, she’s sickly. Look, we both know your aunt and the first lady are old friends. Mrs. Jaye, because of that friendship, specifically asked for you. Over the years it would seem your aunt bragged about you and your accomplishments, and the first lady remembered every single detail. She wants you and won’t take no for an answer. The president said she’s teetering on the edge. Think about your Looney Tunes aunt and double that where the first lady is concerned. Your aunt is lucky because she has you. The first lady has no one but strangers to look out for her. You could become like a daughter to her. Someone has to care. Someone has to help that poor soul. The president is counting on you.”


“You’re absolutely breaking my heart. Is this where you pull out the American flag and wave it in my face? No! Do you want it in the other four languages I speak?” She buttoned up her raincoat and jerked at the belt. “If you’re planning on staying, do not, I repeat, do not turn up the heat. I have electric heat, and it costs a fortune to heat this house.”


“What will it take for you to agree to come on board?”


“Lots of money, an ironclad contract signed by the president, a full-page ad in the Washington Post in which you admit that you screwed me royally. I think that might do it. See you around, Acting Associate Director Lapufsky.”


Quinn closed the door behind her and walked down the steps. She heard the door open behind her but didn’t break her stride.


“How much money?” Puff shouted to be heard over the pouring rain as he followed her.


Quinn’s umbrella opened with a snap. “A hundred thousand signing bonus. What I earn in the private sector—three hundred grand should do it. All up front, of course. I get to take all my personal belongings, my computer, my files. I want time off. I also want to hand-pick an agent to work with me. I get to have guests sleep in the Lincoln Bedroom. Time off. I said that, didn’t I? No twenty-four/seven for me. I want that contract to be airtight. I have a friend who’s a federal judge who will look it over. It’s got to be signed by both the president and the first lady. We renegotiate every thirty days. Call it a thirty-day trial if that will make you feel better. I can resign with only twenty-four hours notice. Take it or leave it,” Quinn shouted above the roar of the rain as she stomped into a big puddle that splashed upward, sprinkling dirty water in Puff’s face.


“When did you become so hateful, Quinn?”


Quinn turned and glared at him. “Just for the record, I’m not hateful, I just hate your guts, Acting Associate Director Lapufsky.”


“The next time you say it, say it with some heart. I’ll get back to you.”


“Don’t bother. I’m not doing it. Find yourself some other sucker.”


Quinn clicked the remote on her key chain and lowered her umbrella all at the same time. A second later she was inside her car with the door locked. She didn’t look at the FBI man again as she started her car up and inched into the early-morning traffic.


She didn’t start to shake until she turned the corner onto Reservoir Road. She grew light-headed from the hot air spewing out of the heater. She pressed the button to lower the window and took great gulping breaths of air.


Was he serious? He sounded serious, or was this some kind of ploy to screw up Alex’s nomination? Puff was jealous. He knows about Alex and me, and this is his way to derail the nomination, the very nomination Puff himself had coveted for years. Absolutely, he was jealous. The thought pleased her. Good God, what if he agrees to all my outrageous demands? I have to call Birdie, Alex, and Sadie.


Thirty minutes later she was informed that her class was canceled because of local heavy flooding. So much for Sadie’s weather report of heavy rain later in the day. She packed up her briefcase and left the university. Her destination, Birdie’s house on Connecticut Avenue. Maybe Birdie would cook breakfast. She needed something in her stomach even if it was some of Birdie’s cooking, which usually defied description.


It took her all of an hour to drive to Birdie’s. She parked and sloshed her way around to the kitchen door. She peered through the window and saw her aunt reading the morning paper. She rang the bell and waited. Winnie barked and sat up on her rear end, her front paws dangling in front of her.


“Lord, child, what are you doing out on a morning like this? Is something wrong? Of course something is wrong. Why else would you be here at nine o’clock in the morning? What can I do? How can I help? It isn’t Alex, is it?”


Quinn slapped her raincoat down on one of the chairs. She watched as Winnie sniffed at the lady-bugs on her boots before she kicked them off. The basset nosed them into a corner, so they were out of the way, and promptly flopped down on top of them.


Birdie peered over the top of her reading glasses. “I don’t think Winnie likes your boots. Aren’t you kind of old to be wearing galoshes like that?”


Quinn threw her hands in the air. “Birdie, you bought them for me from some catalog. You told me they were whimsical, like me.”


“Oh. They are colorful. Sometimes you have to be daring in life. You know, a trendsetter.”


“How about some breakfast?”


“Yes. That would be nice, dear. I would like pancakes. Maybe some bacon to go along with them. Or sausage? Maybe some eggs on the side. Winnie likes scrambled eggs. Yes, let’s have everything I just mentioned. Leroy Ellis passed away. No one told me. I had to find out in the paper. That daughter of his is a spook. I’m going to have to go over to the funeral home as soon as it stops raining. You should probably make some fresh coffee, baby. I can’t dwell on Leroy right now. He’s gone. Tell me what brings you here.”


Quinn told her as she slapped bacon into the fry pan. The moment it started to sizzle, Winnie was underfoot, dragging her food bowl over to the stove. Quinn giggled as she started to recount the morning’s events. She ended with, “Do you believe that guy, Birdie?”


“Oh dear, what will I wear to the wedding. Maybe I can have something made up,” Birdie dithered. “We are talking about Alex, aren’t we? It’s a good thing you told me now. Maybe I can track down your parents.”


“Wear the dress with the yellow daisies all over it. That way all you have to get is a yellow hat. Maybe you shouldn’t try to track down…what I mean is, I’m sure they won’t…Oh, God, what if they actually show up? Alex…Alex is never going to…oh, go ahead, they won’t come. At least we’ll know we invited them.”


Quinn whisked the eggs into an angry froth as she stared at her aunt.


“Look at it this way, baby, they’ll add some merriment to the affair,” Birdie said as Winnie nipped at Quinn’s big toe in anticipation of breakfast. Quinn shook her foot. Winnie yelped. “Go get your baby, Winnie,” she said, trying to divert the basset’s attention.


“Now why did you say that? She’s going to drag every toy in the house plus anything else she can lug out here to the kitchen.


Twenty-one trips later, the mound of toys was as high as the cabinet door under the sink. Quinn filled both breakfast plates, but Winnie was too exhausted to eat. She filled her bowl and waited to see what would happen. When the dog didn’t move, she eyeballed Birdie.


“She wants you to hand-feed her. It’s your fault; you told her to get her baby,” Birdie said as she chomped on a slice of crisp bacon.


“You spoiled this dog, Birdie.” She dropped to the floor and proceeded to hand-feed the basset, who looked at her with soulful eyes. When she was finished eating, she wiggled onto Quinn’s lap and waited for her belly to be rubbed. Quinn obliged, her own breakfast forgotten.


“You didn’t say anything about my morning visitor, Birdie,” Quinn said as her aunt continued to eat. “What do you think?”


“I think it’s a crock is what I think. Are you going to take the job because you think it’s your duty, or are you going to take it because it’s what you always wanted and because Lettie asked for you personally.”


“Birdie, I wanted to guard the president, not babysit the first lady. Do you have any idea what a boring detail that would be? Agents kill each other to get out of that detail. I have a life now, and that isn’t going to be part of it. I just find it strange that all these years later, they come to me. Something seems fishy. When was the last time you saw the first lady, Birdie?”


Birdie’s brow furrowed. “About a month ago. And, come to think of it, she used to call about once a week, usually late in the evening, but I haven’t spoken to her in a week or so. Lettie’s terribly lonely. She absolutely hates Washington and living in a fishbowl. I don’t think she’ll ever get used to it. I hope Jimmy doesn’t decide to run again.


“I understand why Lettie would request you to guard her. She’s known for years about your dreams of being a Secret Service Agent. Before she moved into the White House, we talked several times a week. She’d call; then it would be my turn, that kind of thing. Both Lettie and I followed your career when you were with the FBI. She wants and needs someone she knows is honest, brave, and will treat her as a person, not just as the first lady. You, Quinn, meet those criteria. Are you going to take the job?”


“Nope. I’m going to go shopping for a wedding outfit. I might even get a head start on my Christmas shopping. Can I get you anything while I’m at the mall?”


“No, baby, but you can walk Winnie for me before you leave. I’ll clean up since you cooked. Where is that dog? She was here a minute ago.”


“Never mind Winnie, where are my boots?”


“Oh dear, I think Winnie took them. You know how she likes new things. We’ll never find them unless she wants us to find them. They’re with her other treasures. You can wear a pair of mine, baby. I think you should take the job.”


Quinn’s jaw dropped. “You do? Why, Birdie?”


“Listen, baby, everyone has a dream, and not everyone gets an opportunity to realize that dream. This is your chance to make your dream come true. Your parents, the happy wanderers that they are, are out there following their dream, and they didn’t let anyone stand in their way. Even you, sweet angel that you were, couldn’t deter them. Of course they don’t know the first thing about responsibility. You, on the other hand, know all about taking responsibility. You’ll always wonder what doing the job would have been like if you don’t take it. You’ll kick yourself seven ways to the middle if you don’t at least give it a fair shot. If you find it isn’t to your liking, then you can resign. It’s what you always wanted to do. Maybe you can make a difference. Lettie’s flaky. She’s a talented painter. All those artsy people are, and she’s no exception. She likes to go to museums, art shows, music festivals. She loves to write poetry and little stories. She’s a reader and keeps up with what’s going on in the world, and she can hold her own in discussing the latest best seller. She used to belong to two different reading groups, she taught painting, and she plays the harp. She was in several recitals. Lettie is an all-around kind of gal but she’s being stifled in Washington. She’s very nice; don’t get me wrong. Jimmy Jaye is sharp and shrewd with great insight. It can’t hurt to have your picture taken with both Lettie and Jimmy so you can hang it in your office. Think about what an impression that will make. What does Alex say, baby?”


Quinn flopped down on one of the kitchen chairs. She ran her hands through her curly hair. “I haven’t told him yet. When I do tell him all he’s going to hear is Puff’s name. I’m thinking he might get a little pissy.”


“I’m thinking he might get a lot pissy,” Birdie said ruefully. “I told you not to tell him about your affair. Even that lovelorn columnist says never tell. What did you do? You went right ahead and told him. You even gave him details. This is what they mean when they say your chickens come home to roost.”


She shook her head, then raising her voice she called, “Winnie, I want you to bring Quinn’s boots out here. Right now!”


Winnie waddled over to her blanket by the pantry door and lay down, but not before she threw her head back and howled, her ears horizontal.


“How much did you say you paid that guy Bash to train this dog?” Quinn asked.


“Three thousand. It was worth every penny, too. Buying the soup bones cooked in garlic was worth it for that alone. Winnie has never been so happy. She walks like a lady when we go out.”


“She waddles, Birdie. And she smells like garlic. I guess she isn’t going to fetch my boots, huh?”


Birdie stood up and adjusted her reading glasses on the tip of her nose. “Maybe tomorrow. She’ll probably want to sleep with them. She does that when she finds something new. What are you going to do, baby?”


“I was going to go shopping, but I think I’ll swing by the office, then go home. I need to think about all this a little more before I call Alex. I haven’t even told Sadie yet. I think I’ll run it by her first to see what she has to say.”


“Did you feel anything when you saw him, baby?”


“Scorching anger. I wanted to smash his face in. Then I wanted to knee him. Then I just wanted to plain out kill him. I’ve been sick to my stomach ever since I saw him. My heart has been beating extra fast.”


“I see.”


“What do you see, Birdie?”


“Anger like yours tells me there’s a part of you that still loves the man. Maybe Alex Duval isn’t the man for you.”


“You aren’t always right, Birdie, and this time you are dead wrong. The whole time I was talking to him I kept wondering what it was I saw in him. I was dumber than dirt back then when it came to men and relationships. I’m borrowing your boots. I’ll bring them by next week, okay? Can I do anything for you before I go home? Winnie’s sleeping, so there’s no point in my waking her for a walk. She’ll just pee wherever she wants to anyway.”


“Winnie has a small bladder. Sometimes she can’t hold it. Winnie and I are fine. Call me.”


“Love you,” Quinn said, planting a big kiss on the top of her aunt’s head.
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