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What people are saying about


The First Lady Escapes


“Just what we need in these dark times: A hilarious and wildly imaginative story about FLOTUS fleeing from the White House and her grotesque husband. And yet it is also strangely plausible—leading to the question, could it all be true?”


Jon Weiner, host of Trump Watch, KPFK 90.7 FM Los Angeles


“The First Lady escapes the White House with the help of a lively troupe of characters who stand for everything the President despises. This fantastical tale spins into a hilarious contest of power, willfulness, and cunning.”


Maureen Muldaur, Award-winning Documentary Filmmaker


“This hugely entertaining tale resonates with the hitherto unimaginable absurdities of current affairs. Never was a book more engaging nor more timely. I chuckled all the way through it.”


Lionel Friedberg, Author of New York Times bestseller Full Service


“What a page turner! The engrossing, racy, and humorous writing speeds you along. The best literary/political escape of the year!”


Ivor Davis, Author of The Beatles and Me on Tour


“A rippingly funny and surreal lampoon, the comic relief we so desperately need from the twisted absurdity of our current political horrors. It will leave you gasping with laughter and Trumpetized at the same time.”


Jennifer Evans, Author of Bitchin’ in the Kitchen


“I can’t stop laughing! I’m buying a hundred copies to pass out at the next Women’s March!”


Robin Leavitt, Loyal participant in the Women’s March, Ketchum, Idaho


“Exactly what I need to get through the horrors of our current state of affairs. I constantly catch myself cracking up while reading chapters aloud to others.”


Woosterlad, Disheartened Liberal from the Bay Area
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To my beloved husband, and to all who share my belief that it’s time to restore the values of freedom, decency, and tolerance in America.











“America is great because she is good. If America ceases to be good, America will cease to be great.”


— Alexis de Tocqueville











Prologue






The White House


December 15, 11:31 p.m.


“Mr. Speaker; Mr. Vice President; my good friends in Congress; beautiful First Lady of the United States; and my fabulous fellow Americans…”


Natalia could hear her husband’s first State of the Union Address blasting from the TV inside his bedroom. President Rex Funck had delivered the speech nearly three years ago, but he could never get enough of it. She knew that watching it tonight was especially important for the success of his latest scheme. She tightened the belt on her white-silk Prada bathrobe, fighting the urge to turn and flee. But as FLOTUS, she was expected to be an essential part of it.


Pricker, a hulking Secret Service special agent, held out a box of sanitary gloves. She plucked out two and pulled them on, checking to see that the 15-karat diamond on her ring didn’t poke a hole in the latex. He touched the coiled-plastic tubing on his radio earpiece and said, “Trophy is ready, Mr. President.” He opened the door and she walked in.


“Thank you for making me your leader in the biggest, huuuugest landslide of any Presidential election in American history…”


Natalia was always startled by the glittering crystal chandeliers and gilded antique furniture in her husband’s bedroom, as extravagant as those she once saw in the Palace of Versailles. Engrossed in his speech, Rex was slumped on a high-backed, gold-trimmed red armchair as imposing as a throne. Years ago, when they had started dating, he told her he had a recurring dream that he was the reincarnation of Louis XIV, France’s Sun King. Tonight, wrapped in a terrycloth bathrobe and eating a Big Mac, his eyes glued to his image on the 88-inch-wide TV screen, Rex looks more like a deranged, pot-bellied pasha than a king, she thought.


“Now the work begins. We face terrible, tremendous trials that I’ve got to say I warned you about, and dangers that even I never could have imagined…”


Gretchen Funck sat barefoot at Rex’s feet, her skintight white Armani sheath hiked up above her knees, her black Louboutin stiletto heels lying topsy-turvy on the carpet, their red soles lolling like dog’s tongues. She seemed as rapt in her father’s speech as he was.


“Each day, from now on, we will march forward with a tough vision and a righteous task: to make this country fantastic again for each and every—but you better believe 100 percent legitimate—American—”


“Alllllright!” Rex toasted his TV image with a Diet Coke. “Is this guy a god or what?” He polished off his burger and handed the grease-stained wrapper to Gretchen.


She took it with a latex-gloved hand. “Yes, Daddy!”


Even the First Daughter now wears sanitary gloves in his presence, Natalia thought. She wondered how long it would take for his germ phobia to get so bad it killed him, or at least affected his ratings. She walked toward them.


“FLOTUS is here,” Gretchen said with an edge in her voice. Natalia knew it was to remind her that she was the real First Lady in POTUS’s eyes. Gretchen wiggled into her stilettos. “G’night, Daddy,” she called on her way out of the bedroom.


“Yes, this is the most amazing time in the history of mankind for us—and by ‘us’ I mean only legally-within-our-borders citizens—to live the American dream…”


Without looking up from the TV, Rex motioned to Natalia. “Get your pussy over here!”


She stiffened. He had never used vulgar words with her before he was President. He had treated her with respect and he had admired her with intent, loving eyes. Now he spoke to her as coarsely as he did to his political opponents and he rarely glanced at her. My husband has become such a hlupák, she thought, using the word for “asshole” from her native Slovakia.


“It’s going to happen, starting right now! I’ve told you what’s important: being smart and strong and following me and the tremendous minds I have assembled to help me lead…”


She kneeled at Rex’s feet, slid a rosewood box from under his chair, and opened it. Inside were dozens of “penis sleeves” and “penis extenders,” silicone devices designed to add length and/or rigidity to a man’s vták, the Slovak word that Natalia preferred using for “penis.”


“I want every toddler, every tyke, and every teenager to be safe in their households at night…”


“What’s your pleasure, Rex?”


“I want every man to keep what he earns from a hard day’s labor; women too of course…”


“Whatever’s biggest,” he said, riveted by his image on the TV screen.


“And don’t believe the stupid fake news you hear about global warming. Every U.S. citizen should be proud of this pure, unpolluted, and perfect land that we cherish…”


She selected the silicone sleeve that was the smallest and hastily attached it to his vták. In the unlikely event Rex took his eyes off the TV, she didn’t want him to see that it was the perfect fit. She knew he would scream, “It’s a fake measurement! Fake!”


“As long as Americans believe in smart but tough values, in God, and in me as your leader, we will not be losers…”


Natalia stood up and untied her bathrobe. As it fell to the floor, the flutter of silk caught his attention. He gazed at her body. “Why do wives have to get old?”


Pretending she didn’t hear that—she was eager to get tonight over with—she sat down on his lap, facing him. She delicately wedged his silicone-enhanced vták inside her.


“You’re in the fucking way!” He shoved her head to the left so that he could see the TV screen.


“My government will not tolerate morons. Our people must thrive. Our people must be safe. Our people must trust in me. I’m tremendously smart—we’re talking ‘genius’—and our people can count on me to save their you-know-whats…”


Natalia could feel Rex’s vták growing firmer. She closed her eyes so that she wouldn’t be staring at his dyed-orange comb-over.


“With me as your President, our nation will be secure and strong and proud and mighty and free and amazing…”


Rex started to thrust, grunting.


Natalia’s last thought before she turned off her mind: The only way the President of the United States can get it up is facing a mega-TV screen filled with his own image.


“Thank you, and God bless America!”





Part I



Two Weeks Earlier





Chapter 1



New York City


December 1, 2:00 p.m.


Natalia peered out of the smoked bulletproof window of the black Escalade as it crept through snow-day traffic on Madison Avenue. The SUV stopped at a red light on Fifty-Ninth street. She glanced at the holiday decorations in a window of Barney’s. Four white plastic robots in sequined party dresses formed an awkward chorus line, their sleek white plastic legs thrusting into the air, their shiny white plastic heads wagging from side to side. Their faces lacked eyes, ears, and noses. The only indication that the robots were feminine was their exaggeratedly plumped red lips, each pursed in a pout. Natalia touched her own Juvederm-swollen lips and realized that they were tightly pressed together, like theirs. Nothing to smile about, she thought. Like the plastic robots, I’m just going through the motions. She hoped that her visit today in New York would motivate her to get off her Slovak zadok.


The light turned green and the SUV continued up Madison Avenue, past Celine, Givenchy, and Valentino. She sighed wistfully. Before she became the First Lady, she could pop into any one of these designer boutiques without causing pandemonium among the hedge-fund wives and brand-crazy Chinese shoppers who worshipped there. The female store managers welcomed her with double air kisses. The gay male store managers kissed her hand, admiring the 15-karat emerald-cut diamond engagement ring that hugged her diamond wedding band.


Fourteen years ago, the opulent De Beers diamond ring hadn’t been a surprise. Rex didn’t like surprises, but he loved publicity. So before giving her the engagement ring, he flashed it to the press. “It’s worth $3 million,” he bragged. “But I got a great deal! Just like I got a great deal on Natalia!” Everyone knew that he was referring to the ironclad prenup that she was forced to sign before their wedding.


Natalia glanced down at the diamond. It glinted in the light from the backseat TV screen that was tuned to The Ellen DeGeneres Show, the sound muted. She stroked the stone with her index finger, imagining that she was rubbing a magic lantern and a genie would pop out. She pictured the genie looking like Ellen: boyish, perky, eager to grant her every wish. She only had one: to disappear from the White House and from President Rex Funck’s life. She would happily give the genie her ring if her wish were granted.


Not that Ellen needs a 15-karat diamond ring, she thought. And not that I can get it off my finger. She twisted the platinum band, but it was too tight. She couldn’t work the engagement ring or the wedding band up over her swollen knuckle. It was as if she were shackled to the multi-million-dollar rings, like she was shackled to Rex Funck.


Natalia shuddered, remembering the morning a few weeks ago when Rex had summoned Dr. Abraham Steinberg, Ob-Gyn, to the White House. “He’s a Jew,” Rex said, as if that added to his reputation as America’s leading fertility expert. “When it comes to medicine and money, Jews work miracles.” She had no choice but to meet with the aged, hunched-over doctor. She knew that President Rex Funck only heard the word “no” when it came out of his own mouth.


The White House butlers had wheeled an examining table, complete with stirrups, into her bedroom. Without saying a word, the doctor examined her inside and out and then signaled for her to turn onto her side. “You have a mole on your right buttock,” he muttered as he positioned himself behind her. “Very odd, but it is heart-shaped, like on a Valentine’s Day card.” He recommended that it be surgically removed.


She quickly set him straight. “That mole is part of my body. It stays.”


Dr. Steinberg swabbed alcohol on her left buttock, then pinched her flesh longer and harder than she thought necessary. “What are you doing?” she asked.


“I am going to pump you with FSH to cause your eggs to ripen and LH to trigger their release,” he wheezed into her ear. He stabbed in the needle. “And for good measure, Clomiphene citrate to block the effect of o-estrogen in your brain and trick your body into bumping up its natural levels of FSH and LH.” He slapped a bandage on Natalia’s throbbing sore spot. “Since you are a woman with overdeveloped female characteristics to begin with, this ought to do the trick.”


Natalia had tolerated Dr. Steinberg’s injections for ten days straight. She reviled the hormones’ effects on her: Her body swelled up until she felt like the goose that was fattened all year on her grandmother’s farm in Slovakia for Christmas dinner. Since her modeling days, she had weighed herself daily. If she gained even two pounds she went on a leek-juice fast to quickly shed them. Last week, she looked down at her bathroom scale in horror: She had put on seven pounds overnight. Not just from the estrogen bloating. Dr. Steinberg’s hormones gave her night cravings.


Natalia was in control during the day. She ate as if she were still a model: delicately skating the food around her plate with a fork but putting only one-fourth of it into her mouth. When she and Rex had lived in New York, she “did” lunch at chic restaurants three times a week with her ex-model friends. They all had the same “eating habit” and took their leftovers home in eco-friendly doggie bags. She guessed that the minute they were alone in their hedge-fund husbands’ (or lovers’) $20-million TriBeCa condos, they scarfed down the scraps. Natalia was proud that she had the willpower to hand over her doggie bag to her doorman.


At official White House dinners, she was under strict orders from Rex to speak politely to guests, but never to express a personal or political opinion. “Michelle Obama, Laura Bush, and other First Ladies may have had their ’causes,’” he said. “But you have only one: to make me look fucking great!” Natalia barely touched her food, but not thanks to her willpower. Being First Lady to Rex’s President had killed her appetite.


Until Dr. Steinberg began shooting hormones into her zadok. Now, in the middle of the night, she awoke ravenous. Her willpower morphed into an overwhelming compulsion to pig out. Last week, at 3:00 a.m., she had snuck down a back stairway in the White House to the staff-cafeteria kitchen in the basement. There she discovered a lanky young African-American baker mixing 50 pounds of batter in a bowl big enough to bathe a St. Bernard. “The folks that work at the White House can’t get enough of my buttermilk biscuits,” Stella Brown said. “They love down-home Southern cooking.” She explained that most of the ushers, butlers, and maids at the White House were African-American. “Generations of the same black families have been working here since before the Civil War, including mine.” Natalia knew that “before the Civil War” was code for “when they were slaves.” She adored Stella’s buttermilk biscuits, especially hot from the oven and smothered in butter. As the Escalade took a right on Eighty-Seventh Street, she wished she could stuff one into her mouth right now.


The SUV turned left on Park Avenue, continuing uptown. A few more blocks to go.


The reason Natalia had come to New York today was because of Dr. Steinberg’s hormone shots. The mega-doses of estrogen that made her hungry also had caused havoc with her emotions. Before getting the daily injections, she had been able to suppress the disgust she felt increasingly for her husband. Now, one look at Rex makes me want to slit my wrists, she thought, or his.


To shake the thought from her mind, she slid open the vanity mirror on the back of the front seat and checked her makeup. She could use a touch more mascara and some blusher, but she knew that the person she was visiting today wouldn’t care. She wiped a smudge of liner from the corner of her eye. Men had always found her long-lashed, emerald-green eyes, with their slight Asian slant, exotic. “The slant’s because some barbarian Tartar invader had his way with my beautiful Slovak great-great-grandmother,” her mother liked to say. Today, her eyes didn’t look exotic or beautiful. They’ve lost their sparkle, she thought.


She sank deeper into the soft leather. On TV, Ellen was handing out $100 bills to screaming members of the audience. Natalia realized that there was no point in making a wish to genie/Ellen. Even if her wish were granted, and even if she could wrench the 15-karat diamond engagement ring off her swollen finger, she couldn’t give it away. Thanks to the prenup, Rex owned all her jewelry.





Chapter 2



New York City


December 1, 2:30 p.m.


“Hovno,” Natalia muttered as the Escalade pulled up to the brass-trimmed portico of a Park Avenue high-rise.


In the front seat, the African-American bodyguard asked, “Ma’am?”


“Hovno is Slovak for ‘shit,’ Ken. You should know that by now.”


“Yes, ma’am,” he replied. “I meant, should we abort?”


She dipped into the Gucci leather tote bag at her feet and pulled out a black wig. Fitting it over her ash-blonde hair, she tucked a few stray hairs underneath and slipped on oversized Dior sunglasses. “No, there’s only one clown on my zadok today, and it’s just Phil.”


She glanced out the window at the slight young man in a well-worn jacket who was wearing crooked eyeglasses and a dingy blue L.A. Dodgers baseball cap. He was hunched behind the potted mini-Christmas tree at the building entrance, shivering in the cold. She was both annoyed and amazed that Phil was here. Her visit in New York today had not been included on her official FLOTUS schedule. How could he have known that she was coming?


Last year, Natalia seemed to spot Phil’s face in the crowd of paparazzi at the perimeter fence every time she left the White House. Something about the disheveled young man with the blank stare had made her feel vulnerable. She asked Sally-Ann, her thirty-something social secretary, to have him checked out by White House security. Natalia hoped that he was in the country illegally and that they could deport him, or on probation or parole from prison and that they could slap an injunction on him to keep him away from her.


Sally-Ann had come back with a clean report. Phil Smith was as ordinary as his name. He grew up in Pasadena, dropped out of college, and delivered pizzas until he made enough money to buy his first camera. He joined the cadre of paparazzi who hung around outside Los Angeles restaurants, hotels, and hair salons favored by Hollywood celebrities. Apparently, Phil was good enough to snap photos of stars like Jennifer Aniston, George Clooney, and Beyoncé that sold for thousands of dollars to the tabloids. The report said that after Funck was elected President, Phil moved from L.A. to Washington, D.C., and switched his focus from superstars to the First Lady. Natalia hoped that Phil’s reason for moving was because there were fewer paparazzi in the nation’s capital than in Hollywood and therefore less competition, not because he was obsessed with her.


As Ken climbed out of the Escalade, she grabbed the mink coat on the seat and slipped into it, then pulled an ivory Bottega Veneta cashmere scarf from her tote. She wrapped the scarf around her neck and pulled it over her chin, all the way up to her nose. She relished its downy warmth—she had read that it was made with the soft undercoat of Mongolian goats—and the sense of security it gave her. She knew it would be fleeting.


Ken tapped on the window of the Escalade, indicating that he was ready to open her door at her signal. Ken had been her favorite Secret Service agent since Rex became President-elect. The day when the President referred to African nations as “shithole countries,” she had felt compelled to apologize to Ken for what her husband said. But within minutes Rex tweeted that he never uttered those words, that it was “fake news.” And as her husband and the First Daughter always reminded Natalia, FLOTUS was forbidden to comment on whatever POTUS deemed “fake news.”


She grabbed a pair of kidskin gloves from her tote and pulled them on. Then, ever the high-fashion model checking for flaws before stepping onto the runway, she checked that the clasp on her Chanel clutch was secure, and glanced down at her black Louboutin stiletto boots. A faint blemish marred the left toe. She licked her finger and rubbed the spot to the count of ten, as she had learned in Paris, until it disappeared.


Outside the smoked window, she saw that Phil had emerged from behind the mini-Christmas tree. Hunched against the cold in his ragged jacket, the paparazzo was wearing threadbare sneakers that were drenched from the slush. For a moment, she felt sorry for him. But should she? Phil was a loser who devoted his life to trying to take a photo of her for the National Enquirer, a photo that could make her life more of a living hell than it already was.


She tapped on the window. Ken opened the back door of the SUV. Phil snapped a barrage of photos as the bodyguard blocked her cashmere-scarf-wrapped face with his burly body and swept her into the building. Sorry, Phil, she thought, no million-dollar shot for you today.





Chapter 3



New York City


December 1, 2:45 p.m.


“You look fat!” said Ingrid in her gravelly smoker’s voice. “Like a Slovak pig.”


“Thanks, Mamina!” Natalia tossed her mink coat and purse onto the bed, where her mother was propped up against a heap of pillows watching The Ellen DeGeneres Show on a TV hanging from the ceiling. Natalia glanced at the room’s peach walls, gossamer peach curtains, and softly lit crystal chandelier. They created a warm, even luxurious, ambience in what was essentially a hospital room at this recovery center for women who had plastic surgery more often than their teeth cleaned. She remembered the day in Paris when she had modeled for a fashion shoot in a similarly peach-hued suite at the Paris Ritz Hotel. The photographer explained that hotel founder Caesar Ritz once said that even the ugliest woman looks better against the color peach. That certainly didn’t hold true today for her mother. “Mamina, you look like hovno,” she said.


As if incensed by the insult, the toy Pomeranian on her mother’s lap yipped.


“Vladimir, shush!” Ingrid shoved the tiny dog under the peach-colored covers, aimed the remote at the TV screen, and zapped it off. She tossed the remote onto the nightstand, beside her iPhone. “Better to look like shit than fat. What will Rex say?”


“Do I care?” Natalia yanked off her scarf, sunglasses, and black wig, and tossed them onto the heap of fur. She sat down on the bed and examined the bruises around her mother’s eyes, the stitches tracing a pink zigzag along her hairline and throat. “Seriously? You needed a third facelift?”


“My daughter is FLOTUS, First Lady of the United States,” said Ingrid, exaggerating her thick Slovak accent. “I deserve it.”


Natalia touched a surgical thread poking out of the swollen flesh under her mother’s right ear. “You look like a scarecrow on Babika’s farm.”


Ingrid slapped Natalia’s hand away. “Why aren’t you at the White House? I watch CNN. There is a state dinner tonight with the Prime Minister of Cambodia.” She primped her thinning reddish hair, as if offended that she hadn’t been invited.


“Not Cambodia, Malaysia.” Natalia stood up, walked over to the window, and cautiously pulled aside an inch of the gossamer peach curtains. As she had feared, Phil was stationed on the sidewalk below, tapping on his iPhone. Was he tweeting? The tweet flashed before her eyes: “FLOTUS gets plastic surgery!” She scrambled for a plan: “Mamina, you’ve got to see this,” she said. “A lady is walking a dog on the street that looks like Vladimir. Oh my God, the dog could be Vladimir’s twin!”


At the sound of its name, Ingrid’s toy Pomeranian struggled out from under the covers. Yipping plaintively, it pawed at Ingrid’s chest, its tiny nails snagging her peach silk nightgown. She melted. “You want to see your twin?” She cradled the dog in her arms and carefully swung her legs over the side of the bed. Natalia helped her over to the window. Standing behind her, she yanked open the curtains.


Ingrid held her Pomeranian up to the window. “Do you see your twin?” The dog whimpered, trembling, its nails pattering on the window like raindrops. She scanned the sidewalk. “I don’t see a dog, just a homeless man with a camera.”


“Look closer.” Natalia gently pushed her mother nearer to the window. From below, she heard the barrage of clicks from Phil’s camera. Vladimir jumped out of Ingrid’s arms, yipping.


“Suka!” Ingrid hissed at Natalia.


“I’m not a bitch! People in America cannot think FLOTUS is getting work done!”


“So now they will know I did.” Unsteady on her feet, Ingrid started back toward her bed.


“Let me help you.”


Ingrid reluctantly took her daughter’s arm. “Suka,” she grumbled.


Natalia jiggled her arm, the musical clink drawing attention to the three gold Cartier LOVE bracelets on her wrist, each studded with tiny screws and precious jewels. Natalia’s mother studied the bracelets and tapped one glittering with diamonds and sapphires. “How much?”


She knew where this was leading. “$20,000?”


Ingrid tapped another Cartier LOVE bracelet, this one encrusted with mini rubies. “And?”


It was an exaggeration, but why not? “$27,000,” Natalia said.


Her mother tapped the bracelet twice.


“It’s yours!” Natalia grabbed her purse and pulled out a black-velvet drawstring jewelry bag. Inside it was a delicate rose-gold screwdriver. She twisted the tiny screwdriver into a screw on the selected Cartier bracelet and turned it gently, until the bracelet unlatched. She slipped the bracelet off her own arm and onto her mother’s, and clamped it shut. She placed the screwdriver back into the velvet bag and handed it to her. “In case you ever want to take it off.”


“Ďakujem, thank you.” Ingrid smiled, satisfied, just as she did the last time Natalia bestowed one of her Cartier LOVE Bracelets on her, the perfect remedy for a mother-daughter tiff. Ingrid placed the jewelry bag next to her iPhone on the nightstand and climbed back into bed.


Rex had given Natalia dozens of Cartier LOVE bracelets, so many that she didn’t worry he would notice some were missing. She suspected that he gave them to her whenever he felt a twinge of what passed for guilt after cheating on her. How ironic that Rex’s usual “guilt gift” smacks of “enslavement,” she thought. The Cartier LOVE bracelet is the only bracelet in the world that requires a screwdriver to remove it.


Ingrid’s toy Pomeranian yipped at her feet. She gently picked it up and settled it onto her mother’s lap. Ingrid kissed the dog on its tiny wet nose and turned to her daughter. “Why are you here?”


“News update,” she said, testing the waters.


“Real or fake news?”


“Both.”


Ingrid slid over on the bed and she sat down beside her. She took a deep breath and then let it out slowly, as if she were in yoga class.


Her mother squirmed, impatient. “So?”


“Rex wants me to have a baby.”


Ingrid’s jaw dropped. “But ‘no children’ is part of your prenup!”


“Correct.”


“He didn’t want more deti because he hates the children he has.”


“Except the First Daughter.”


“And his deti get worse each time he has one, like prime ministers in Slovakia! Why did Rex change his mind so now he wants more children?”


Natalia blurted it out: “The Presidential election is less than a year away, Mamina. Rex will be seventy-five years old. He says if he gets me pregnant and I have a baby bump at the Republican Convention, the American people will think he’s a macho stud. They will elect him to a second term.”


Ingrid applauded joyfully. “Brilliant!” She stopped clapping. A frown pinched her bruised forehead. “Natalia, you’re almost fifty—”


“If I’m almost fifty, you’re almost seventy.”


“I’m still sixty-eight for another month! But forty-nine, forty-eight, the chances of your getting pregnant are hovno.” Moving only her eyes so as not to disturb her stitches, she looked Natalia up and down. “Aha!”


“What?”


“I know why you’re fat. You’re getting hormone shots to stimulate eggs to make a baby!”


She nodded. Ingrid gripped her hand, caressing the 15-karat diamond with her thumb as she spoke. “Natalia, my darling daughter, my darling FLOTUS daughter, this is big news! Wonderful news! You always wanted a baby. It broke your heart when Rex made ‘no dieťa’ a condition of your marriage.”


Natalia paused, knowing that her mother would not be happy with her decision. “I do not want to have Rex’s baby.”


“What? Why? You did fourteen years ago!”


“I don’t now!”


“But you will get four more years in the White House!”


“I hate the White House!


“You will get four more years of hot-stone massages and collagen facials at Beau Rivage in Palm Beach, near me and Papa…” Her eyes suddenly brimmed with tears. She touched her iPhone on the nightstand. “I wish I could call Papa right now with the good news.”


Natalia took Ingrid’s hand, knowing that she missed her husband, who had died of a heart attack a year ago—even though he was in bed with his Slovak mistress at the time. Ingrid had made it through forty-nine years of marriage to Natalia’s handsome, but womanizing, father by adhering to an old Slovak saying that she tried to instill in her: “What eyes don’t see, heart doesn’t hurt.”


“Mamina, I know it’s hard for you without Papa.”


“A baby would give me something to do! I could move into the White House and help with the baby!”


How typical of my mother to make this about herself, she thought. If she did have a baby, the last thing she wanted was her mother in her face. But that was beside the point right now. “I do not want a baby with Rex,” she said. “I hate Rex!”


“No, darling, you love Rex. It’s only the hormones talking.”


“He makes me a laughing stock!”


“Don’t be stupid. What they say about Rex and that woman—”


“Women!”


“It’s all fake news.”


She wondered if Ingrid actually believed that. “Mamina, seriously?”


“Men have needs, Natalia. Especially powerful, rich men. You must work harder to keep them interested. Even your father—”


“Papa wasn’t rich until Rex bought him ten Slovak Audi dealerships!”


“May Papa rest in peace!” Ingrid made the sign of the cross. “Be grateful those Audi dealerships gave your baby brother a job. You want Franc back in jail?”


“Rex owns Franc and you and me!”


“Rex doesn’t own us. He is a loving man, a generous man. A great man! He is POTUS, the greatest leader on the planet!”


“Rex is a bad leader! He is zlý, bad, period! Weekends at Beau Rivage, I sit through long, boring dinners with him in the dining room. Businessmen, friends, come over to our table, groveling and seeking favors. Rex is eating Funck steak dripping with ketchup. He’s talking to them with his mouth full, specks of meat spewing out with his spit. What are they talking about? Feeding starving migrant children at the Mexican border? I don’t think so!”


Ingrid snorted. “Name me one government official in Slovakia who doesn’t stuff his own pocket! Name me one in Russia, in China!”


“Rex calls immigrants ‘animals’ and takes their babies away,” she said, ignoring her. “His company makes business deals with foreign governments. He refuses to admit the world is being devastated by global warming!”


“Rex is POTUS. You must trust he’s doing the right thing.”


“I must? In citizenship class, they taught me America is a democracy. A free country where the President is honest and thinks of the people first, not himself.” It sounded strange to her as she said the words, as if it were all a scam.


“Democracy is a bájka,” said Ingrid. “A folktale, like the folktales Babika told you when you were a little halusky.” She pinched Natalia’s cheek.


Natalia pulled away, remembering how when she was a little girl, her grandmother would tell her stories by the fireplace in her farmhouse, a pile of potatoes on the floor. Her babika never washed her hands after digging up potatoes. She always smelled like dirt.


“Natalia, darling, when you met Rex, you said you felt loved, safe, worshipped.” Ingrid’s suddenly sweet tone warned her that she was launching into a sell mode. “You felt you found your Zlatorog!”


“Zlatorog?” Natalia shook her head. “The Slovak mountain-goat god who owns all the treasures in the world? The story says the god is a monster until he marries a beautiful woman. Then he becomes good. ‘Good?’ That’s the bájka about Rex!”


“I remember Babika told me that story when I was little girl.” Ingrid smiled wistfully, ignoring Natalia’s point. “She said Zlatorog was guarded by a dragon.”


“A dragon with a hundred heads. Now when I think of Rex, he’s not Zlatorog, the god. He’s the dragon!”


“Natalia, you are the luckiest woman on the planet,” said Ingrid, her voice hardening.


“I am a prisoner.”


“Stop this craziness!” She grabbed her by the shoulders. “Listen to me. Don’t I know what’s best for you?” When Natalia averted her eyes, Ingrid shook her. “Didn’t I stop you from making the biggest mistake in your life?” She shook her again, harder. “Didn’t I?”


“Yes.”


Suddenly Natalia was fifteen years old, admitting that her mother’s suspicions were correct. She was pregnant. That day her mother convinced her to have the baby in secret and give it away to an orphanage. “You must do this. You are young and beautiful, and you will be an internationally famous fashion model.” She remembered how Ingrid repeated it over and over, hammering away as if it were dream for herself. “You must not give that up!”


“Maybe you knew what was best for me when I was fifteen,” she said, squirming out of her mother’s grasp. “But not now. Not this time.” She stood up from the bed.


“Natalia, you gave birth to a baby in sin,” hissed Ingrid. She clutched the gold crucifix around her neck. “This is your chance to make up for it in the eyes of God.”


Natalia flinched, stung in her most vulnerable spot.
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Natalia had been burdened with guilt since the baby’s birth. She prayed nightly to the Virgin Mary to forgive her. The memory flashed in her mind: screaming in pain as she lay in bed by the fireplace in her grandmother’s farmhouse, her babika squeezing her hand as Natalia pushed a child out into the world. In the flickering firelight, she saw it was a boy. She wished she could tell the baby’s father, her one true love, but she had been forbidden to ever see him again.


Before the midwife could wipe off the bloody afterbirth, her mother snatched the baby and wrapped it in a blanket. Natalia hadn’t expected to feel maternal instincts, but they suddenly overwhelmed her. “Mamina,” she cried, reaching for the baby. Ingrid ignored her, carrying the child out the door. Natalia glimpsed a withered Catholic nun hovering on the threshold. Her mother put the baby in the nun’s arms and shoved cash into the pocket of her frayed habit. The nun vanished into the snowy night.


Natalia remembered wailing in grief. Ingrid had no patience for her tears. “Put today out of your mind,” she had said, as if it were a command. “Forget all about it. Focus on the future!” She cringed, remembering the old Slovak saying that her mother then repeated and had been repeating ever since: “What eyes don’t see, heart doesn’t hurt.”


Natalia had to admit that as her modeling career took off, she did forget about the baby. But the guilt never disappeared. Years later, she came up with a way to assuage it. She had been dating Rex and had moved to New York when he confessed that he was in love with her. “As soon as I get you a ring, I might just propose,” he joked. She called her mother in Slovakia.


“Say yes!” Ingrid screamed into the phone.


“But I don’t know if love him,” Natalia admitted.


“You love him!”


“How can I be sure?”


“How can you not love a billionaire with palaces, limos, yachts, jet planes, and hotels?”


Natalia hung up on Ingrid—she wanted to make her own decision—but her mother’s words had echoed in her mind. After a few days, despite her doubts, she came up with a persuasive reason—okay, it was a rationalization, she admitted—to marry Rex. It hit her one afternoon when she was in Serendipity Café pigging out on a hot-fudge sundae because she was so depressed that she didn’t even have the desire to go shopping. She called this reason for marrying Rex the “cherry on top,” like the maraschino cherry on top of her hot-fudge sundae. It was small, but so sweet and such a happy color, that she saved it for last.


Natalia remembered how she spun a fantasy of finding her long-lost son; she even hired a detective to scour Slovakia looking for him. After she and Rex got married, she imagined bringing the young man—he would be grown by now—to live with them in America. She convinced herself that if Rex loved her enough to marry her, he would accept her child. She pictured Rex taking him into his family and his business. It seemed the perfect happy ending: She would not only right the wrong she had done in the eyes of God, but her son would become a millionaire.


She recalled the night that Rex had proposed to her on his yacht, the shimmering lights of the New York skyline behind them. She was touched to see tears in his eyes when he said, “I feel I’ve been waiting for you my entire life,” and presented her with the 15-karat diamond engagement ring that he had already flashed to reporters. “I promise to do everything in my power to make you happy.” She felt so loved, so confident that Rex would do anything to please her, that after they returned to his penthouse in Funck Tower and were slipping into bed, she confessed that she had given up a baby when she was young. “If I find him, I hope you will accept him as part of our family.”


Instead of agreeing to her request, he had lashed out at her. “Are you out of your fucking mind? You think I want another bastard child to support? No fucking way! This one’s not even mine!” He kicked her out of bed. “Come back when you’re ready to play by my rules!”


She remembered wandering, dazed, through the penthouse condo, realizing that she had nowhere else to go. In the palatial living room, she flicked on the lights and gazed at the gold-framed eighteenth-century French landscapes and gilded furniture. “Talk about antiques!” Rex had bragged the first time he brought her here. “These priceless beauties once belonged to King Louis XIV of France. The fucking Sun King! They were in the fucking Palace of Versailles!”


Natalia knew that King Louis XIV’s furniture was still in Versailles. She had seen it there when she trooped through the palace with hundreds of other tourists after moving to Paris from Slovakia. This was just one more of Rex’s… She didn’t think of them as lies in those days, just innocent exaggerations. But so what if his “antiques” were replicas? They glowed in the radiance of massive chandeliers dripping with crystal. When she toured Versailles, she had dreamed of one day living in a palace. Now she had the chance. Would she ever have another one? Could she turn all this down because of a son she might never find? She crept over to the phone and called her mother in Slovakia for advice.


“You told Rex about the dieťa, the baby? You are bláznivý!” Ingrid screamed.


“I’m not crazy, Mamina! I thought he loved me enough to—”


“Do not think, Natalia! Thinking is what got you in deep hovno!” Her mother’s voice was faint—the phone connection with Slovakia was weak—but her panic was loud and clear. “Do whatever you must to make him forget you ever said it! Rex will not just be your husband. He will be your boss, your master, and your savior! Without Rex, you will end up a dirty-legs prostitútka in Bratislava!”


Natalia angrily hung up the phone, but she was terrified that her mother was right. She crept back into Rex’s bedroom. He was lying in bed watching FOX News, a Diet Coke in his hand. He didn’t look up from the screen when she apologized and begged for his forgiveness. Instead, he snatched a thick document from the nightstand and tossed it at her: the prenuptial agreement. She didn’t bother to read it. She signed it, climbed into bed, and slid down the straps of the black-silk La Perla nightgown that he had given her to wear tonight.


“That black-ass Muslim motherfucker!” yelled Rex. Natalia glimpsed the TV screen. He was referring to Barak Obama, who at the time was being mentioned as a potential future candidate for President. She licked her lips and ducked under the covers. She knew that it was crucial right now to give Rex the blowjob to blow away all blowjobs, or she would be history.
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“Natalia!” Her mother’s voice startled her back to the glorified hospital room. “Look at your ring!”


“What?”


“It’s like the headlight on a locomotive.” Ingrid grabbed Natalia’s left hand and wrenched it close to her face. “How many women in the world have a ring like this?”


“I don’t care.”


“You are royalty!”


“I would rather be a roľník, a peasant!” A wave of guilt, as sour as bile, surged in Natalia’s gut. She remembered back to the day before her wedding to Rex, when the Slovak detective she had hired to find her son reported that the boy died of rheumatic fever at the age of five. She considered the news a bad omen for her marriage, but her mother convinced her that it was too late to back out. She wished now that she had. What her mother said was wrong: Having Rex’s child wouldn’t make up for the guilt she still felt for having a baby in sin. It would make her feel guiltier.


“I will not have Rex’s baby, Mamina. Rex is the diabol!” She grabbed her coat, scarf, and purse from the bed.


“Natalia, do not do something stupid!”


Sensing Ingrid’s panic, her dog jumped off the bed and peed on the floor. “Ach! Vladimir! Zlý pes! Bad dog!” She rummaged in the bed covers for the buzzer to summon a nurse.


In that instant, when her back was turned, Natalia snatched her mother’s iPhone from the nightstand and pocketed it. “Love you, Mamina!” She donned her black wig and sunglasses, blew her an air kiss, and headed toward the door.


Still rummaging for the buzzer, Ingrid called after her, “Promise you will not do something bláznivý, crazy!”


Natalia waved to her mother and walked out the door. In the hall, she pulled the iPhone from her pocket and stowed it in her purse.


Sorry, Mamina, she thought. Right now, I need this phone more than you do.





Chapter 4



New York City


December 1, 4:00 p.m.


Bristling from the visit with her mother, Natalia sank into the back seat of the Escalade. Ken eased the door shut and hopped in front. The driver pulled into Park Avenue traffic. Sliding into a corner that Ken and the driver couldn’t see in the rear-view mirror, she took her mother’s iPhone out of her purse and pressed the start button. Nothing.


“Hovno!” She should have known that her mother would forget to charge it.


She slid open a panel on the back of the driver’s seat, revealing a mini fridge and a tray holding crystal glasses etched with the Presidential seal. Beside it, iPhone cords dangled from two data ports. She grabbed one and plugged in the iPhone. While waiting for it to charge, she surveyed the contents of the fridge. In addition to Rex’s regulation cans of Diet Coke, it was stocked with bottles of Evian, Perrier, and San Pellegrino, her three mineral waters of choice. She usually drank Evian because it was flat water, calming when she needed to stay calm. Right now, she craved bubbles.


She opened a bottle of Perrier and poured the fizzing water into a crystal glass. She took a sip and closed her eyes. Savoring the tickle on her tongue, she pretended it was champagne. She had something to celebrate: She had convinced Rex to allow her to visit her mother in New York today so that she could secretly snatch her iPhone. Now she possessed a phone that was not monitored by the White House, as her FLOTUS phone was. Rex and Gretchen would never know whom she called—or what she searched for online—with it. Natalia reverently placed her fingers on the phone, as if it were a religious relic. May you charge quickly, she thought, and yield Google information that will change my life.


They were pulling onto the East River Highway. She knew that she had to access the iPhone before the SUV arrived at the East River Heliport. Once she climbed aboard the helicopter that was waiting there to whisk her back to the White House, she would have no privacy. Her fingers itched to tap on Slovak Google, Slovak Facebook, and the dozens of Slovak apps that she knew her mother had on her phone. They were crucial to locating the man that she was desperate to find.


She remembered that a few years ago her mother had said she used the same password for all her online accounts: “At my age, it’s hard enough to remember one password!” She asked Natalia to remember it, just in case she forgot: “Haluski 1724.” “Haluskis are my favorite Slovak potato dumplings,” she said to Natalia. “When you were a little girl, I used to feed you haluskis by hand! I even nicknamed you ‘haluski’!”
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