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AUTHOR’S NOTE

In this book, the date of the Neshoba County Fair has been moved up, simply because I attended the fair, loved it, and wanted to include it.
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Chapter
1


Thursday, July 10, 1997



“HONEY, THAT SURE AIN’T NO HOT DOG. Looks more like one of them Vienna-sausage things to me.”

The girl was drunk. Crazy drunk. And high as a kite on coke and God knew what else. She was so far out in la-la land she didn’t know what she was saying. He reminded himself of that even as he unwillingly followed her gaze to the object of her amusement. He’d just told her that he was going to stick his hot dog between her buns.

What they were both looking at was small and shriveled. Vienna sausage. Not hot dog.

“Pee-wee, pee-wee.” She giggled, peering over her shoulder at him as he stood at the foot of the bed. “If that’s not your nickname, it oughta be. Pee-wee.”

It was a party, and this was a gang-bang for pay. The girl tied to the bed had been worked over twice already and seemed to be loving it. The faint light from the Biloxi casinos on the not-so-distant shore drifted through the porthole to gild her body from the base of her spine to her feet. Her eyes gleamed at him through the curtain of her black hair. Her teeth were very white. Like him, she was buck naked. She was lying on her stomach, spread out in an X shape, her hands and feet secured to the bed frame with the silk scarves she had brought with her. Her round white buttocks, marked with the love-bites one of the others had given her, wiggled at him encouragingly. From all indications, she was one of those rare whores who really liked sex. Strangely enough, the idea that she was eager for what he was about to do to her was unappealing. It seemed to shift the balance of power from him to her. How she had squealed when Clay had put it to her! He’d heard her through the closed door of the cabin as he’d impatiently waited his turn. Her shrill cries of seemingly authentic pleasure as flesh smacked against flesh had made him hard as a rock.

He wasn’t hard now.

“You just plannin’ on lookin’, lover?” she asked. “Or are you gonna do somethin’ about it?”

“Shut up.” Leaning over, he slapped her ass with his hand, hard.

“Ow!”

She writhed, acting like the slap hurt a lot more than it did. He slapped her ass again, watched her wriggle, and felt himself start to get hard.

Then she spoiled it all by giggling.

“Shut up,” he said again, climbing onto the bed between her spread legs and trying to mount her.

“Honey, I sure hope you can get your jollies by just lookin’, because that thing ain’t gonna work tonight. It ain’t no harder than a marshmallow.”

She was giggling like a lunatic. He found himself suddenly conscious of who might be listening on the other side of the door, just as he had listened with lascivious attention to the two who had gone before him. Anybody out there in the hallway who wanted to could hear.

One thing he hadn’t heard was giggles.

“Quit laughing,” he growled, pushing her face down into the pillows and pulling another pillow over her head to muffle the sound. It helped, a little, though he could still hear her faint gurgles. But at least now the sounds she made should not be audible beyond the cabin.

Ignore it, he told himself. Concentrate.

Taking himself tenderly in hand, he worked at it. Nothing.

It wasn’t him, he told himself. It was her. It was her giggling.

“I said quit laughing!” He laid on top of her, his big body covering her much smaller one, pressing down hard on the pillow covering her head. It worked. She wasn’t giggling anymore, or if she was, he couldn’t hear it, which amounted to the same thing.

Good. He maneuvered around until he found a position in which he could both keep her quiet and get his business done. It took some effort with her squirming as she was, but at last he managed.

He liked going in the back door.

As he did it to her, she bucked beneath him as if he was giving her the ride of her life.

“Stupid broad,” he muttered, but her frantic squirming did the trick. Praying a stray giggle wouldn’t erupt from beneath the pillow to destroy his concentration, he pumped. A couple of minutes, and his business was done. He collapsed, lying on top of her while he regained his breath and his dignity.

It was over, and he’d managed to acquit himself respectably one more time.

Maybe, he thought, in the interests of getting it up more easily, he ought to quit the booze. Or the coke. Or both. Or neither. Hell, they were more fun than riding a woman anyway.

If he took away the pillow, would she start giggling again? He would kill her if she did. Out in the hallway they could hear.

Finally he got to his feet. She didn’t move. He put his clothes on, his movements unsteady from some combination of the substances he had consumed and the sex he’d just had and the pitching of the boat.

Someone banged on the door. “Hey, stud-muffin, you ’bout done in there?”

“Keep your pants on,” he called back with restored good humor. He had done the thing, done it right, she was still lying there limp as a spaghetti noodle, he had worn her out.

He could go back out there with his head held high, a man among men. Thrusting bare feet into deck shoes, he flicked the pillow away from the girl’s head, pinched her ass, and turned away to open the door.

“Next,” he said with a grin, exiting into the narrow passage that was darker than the cabin. Ralph staggered past, so zonked out he could hardly stand up.

“She any good?” Ralph asked over his shoulder from the cabin doorway. He was already unzipping his pants, a frat-boy’s leer on his face.

He shrugged, feeling on top of the world again. The rest of them were partying up on deck, and that’s where he was headed. The music was festive, the girls naked, the booze chilled, the drugs free.

Who could ask for anything more?

Behind him, muffled by the now-closed door but still audible in the close confines of the interior of the boat, he heard Ralph say, “Sweet Jesus.”

Then, “Shit. Shit! Shit!”


Chapter
2


Monday, July 14th
JACKSON, MISSISSIPPI



“HEY, I’VE GOT IT! HOW’S about we get her pregnant?”

Leaning back in his chair, Tom Quinlan didn’t immediately reply to his partner’s semiserious suggestion. Instead he watched the slender red-haired woman on the TV screen in front of him with frowning concentration. It was a scouting tape, of the sort sports coaches used to prepare for a contest, of a speech she had given the previous week to a dinner audience of car dealers and their wives.

When it was possible, Tom always liked to assess his clients in action prior to actually meeting them. He felt it helped keep his judgments impartial.

The woman was not what he had expected. The Senator’s choice of a second wife had clearly been influenced by parts of his anatomy far removed from his brain. She was a little taller than medium height, slim, young, beautiful. Which should have been an asset in the age of television, but in this case almost certainly was not. There would be the jealousy factor from the female constituents to contend with, for one thing.

Tom’s frown intensified as he watched her give her cut-and-dried stump speech. She wasn’t a good speaker; her delivery was wooden, and her hands clasped the sides of the lectern as though it would run off if she let go. Tom saw the hand of a previous consultant at work there: Someone had obviously drummed that stance into her.

Speech, canned; delivery, canned, was his judgment. Message, dry as dust. Nothing he couldn’t work with, though. Appearance—for his money, she got ten out of ten, but that was not a plus under the circumstances. For optimum results she needed to be brought down to a six or seven, just a little above average. And maybe made to look a little older.

Tom pondered, his hands templing under his chin as he watched her performance. Her shoulder-length hair was a deep wine-streaked auburn, not carroty in the least, but indubitably red. A color du jour, he wondered, or natural? Whatever, it needed to be toned down. Red was forever associated in the public’s mind with Jezebels, which she in particular did not need. Her clothes were all wrong too. Her suit was black, the neckline scooped in front but not indecently so, with silver trim and large rhinestone buttons down the front. Worn with black hose and heels, it should have been an appropriate choice for an evening appearance by a politician’s wife. The problem was it showed too much of a body that, admittedly, deserved to be flaunted. The material was some kind of clingy knit, and the skirt, at four inches or so above the knee, was way too short. To add insult to injury, the suit looked real expensive, like it had cost the equivalent of maybe a couple of months’ salary for the average voter.

Plus her heels were too high, he saw as the camera moved to a side view; the shoes themselves, strappy and pointy-toed, were too sexy. And her jewelry, which he had no doubt went perfectly with the outfit, could only be a negative in the view of the audience she needed to win over. The dime-sized baubles in her ears and the glittery necklace around her throat not only looked like real diamonds, they almost certainly were real. More to the point, the audience would assume they were real. No costume jewelry for the second Mrs. Lewis R. Honneker IV, wife of His Honor the multimillionaire senator, no sirree.

Or so the voters would say to themselves.

There, basically, was the problem, summed up in a nutshell. She looked like what she was: a trophy wife, bent on enjoying all the perks that came with her marriage to a rich man twice her age. Tom’s job was to soften up her image, tone down her looks, and get her to talk about the kinds of things dear to the hearts of the ladies whose votes her husband needed: kids, jobs, husbands, getting supper on the table. Think working women, he told himself. Soccer moms. Make her over until she came across like one of them.

That was the key to getting the Senator’s poll ratings up.

Initial assessment completed, Tom relaxed a little.

“Getting her pregnant’s an idea,” he said. “Women love that kind of stuff. They’d surefire warm up to her if she waddled like a duck and her tummy stuck out so far she couldn’t see her feet, wouldn’t they? Get to work on it, why don’t you, Kenny?”

His partner snorted. “You get to work on it. I’m a married man, remember? Besides, she looks like the type that wouldn’t give you a sideways smile if you didn’t have at least a million big ones in the bank.”

“Yeah, well, that lets both of us out, doesn’t it?” Tom said with a wry smile. His bank account at the moment ran into the low three figures, and Kenny’s was in similar shape. It was a lucky thing this job had come along when it had. Everything else they had in the oven—low-profile, behind-the-scenes stuff, all of it—paid peanuts compared with this, and offered zero exposure. “The lady’s image needs some work, no doubt about it. The red hair’s definitely got to go. And the jewelry. And the clothes.”

Kenny grinned. “See there, you’ve got her naked already.”

This attempt at humor made Tom shake his head with a rueful grin. “Okay, let’s can that right now. R-E-S-P-E-C-T is the key word here. The lady’s our client, don’t forget.”

“Yeah, I know. And no client, no money. And I like to eat.”

“Don’t we all.” Tom glanced at the screen again. “Any cute kids to trot out?”

Kenny shook his head. “Just stepkids. From his first marriage. All older than she is. And the word is they don’t much like her.”

Tom grimaced. Knowing the players as he did, he wasn’t surprised to hear that. Though a lot of things could have changed, in eighteen years.

“Dog?” he asked, then as Kenny shook his head, he continued on a note of declining hope: “Cat? Bird? Hamster?”

Kenny shook his head again. “Nope.”

“So basically we got nothing to work with, right?”

“Basically,” Kenny agreed. “Except the lady.”

“Life ain’t ever easy, is it?” Tom sighed.

“Which brings us back to getting her pregnant.”

“Getting her a dog would be easier,” Tom said. “A mutt, from the pound, that she saves from being put to death by the kindness of her heart. Big, clumsy, and adorable. Or little, scruffy, and adorable. Adorable’s the key.”

“Now you’re talking,” Kenny said.

“So get on it. Check around, find us an adorable pound mutt she can save.”

“Me? Why me?”

“Because I’m the senior partner. Because I’m going to deal with the lady while you’re out finding the dog. Because it was your idea.”

“My idea was to get her pregnant. The dog’s your idea.”

Tom ignored this. “We’ll do some ads with her and His Honor and the dog. Walking through fields, throwing sticks, that type of thing. Warm and fuzzy stuff.”

“You’re serious about the dog.”

“Yup.”

“Think the Senator will agree?”

“The way he’s dropping in the polls? Sure.”

“The dog can always go back to the pound after the election, right?” Kenny’s voice was dry.

“Now that’s cynical. Methinks you’ve been in this business too long, my friend.” Tom smiled, linking his hands behind his head and leaning back in the cushioned comfort of his leather desk chair. Like the rest of the furnishings of his new office, the chair was rented. He was on the comeback trail, and the trappings of success were important. Appearances were everything in this business. In politics, as in life, winning was the name of the game. Nobody wanted to know a loser.

He might be climbing out of the loser pit by his fingernails, but he was climbing.

“Hey, I know the way it happens. So do you. If Honneker drops much farther in the polls, he’d let you get his wife pregnant. Beg you to on bended knee, in fact. Whatever works.”

Tom laughed shortly. “Whatever works. Maybe we should have that put on our business cards: Quinlan, Goodman and Associates, Political Consultants: Whatever works.”

“Not a bad slogan.” Kenny straightened away from the desk, reaching for a doughnut. He’d brought a dozen in with him that morning, and now, at ten-thirty, five were missing from the box on the desk. Tom had eaten exactly none.

“Thought you were watching your diet,” Tom said. “Wasn’t that a heart attack you had last year?”

“A mild heart attack,” Kenny said defensively. “More of a warning, really. And it wasn’t brought on by doughnuts. It was stress.”

“Yeah, right.” If stress alone brought on heart attacks, he’d be dead by now, Tom thought. Instead he was hale and hearty at thirty-seven, despite the events of the last four years. Kenny was only a few years older, but he was pale and pudgy, and sweated easily. Tom didn’t have that many good friends, and he worried about Kenny. Especially since he’d been responsible for the stress that Kenny mentioned. Not that Kenny had ever blamed him for his heart attack. But Tom blamed himself. He’d screwed up, and it had cost them both nearly everything they had.

“When do we get to meet the lady?” Kenny asked, reaching for another doughnut.

Tom swatted his hand away and grabbed the box, which he sheltered protectively on his lap. Kenny scowled at him.

“At lunch. She’s speaking to a group at the Neshoba County Fair. I want to see her in action in real life before we start in on her.”

“The voters hate her, don’t they?”

“She’s his biggest negative. Like him, hate her, is what the polls said. Voters loved Eleanor, the first wife. Women were outraged when His Honor married the GSW here.”

“GSW?” Kenny’s brows lifted.

“Gorgeous second wife. A hated breed among women, apparently.”

“I can see why,” Kenny said, glancing at the monitor where the tape still played. “That lady’s got homewrecker written all over her.”

“It’s up to us to change her into a mom.” Tom deftly fended off a snatch at the doughnut box. “If not literally, then figuratively. By the time Election Day rolls around, the good voters of Mississippi are going to perceive Mrs. Honneker to be a sweet southern lady who’s one of them. They’ll want to vote for him because of her.”

“What do you think you are, a genie? I think we should just settle for them not hating her.”

“Not good enough,” Tom said, stuffing the box of doughnuts into the trash and squashing it with his foot. He grinned as Kenny howled, and punched the TV’s power button. The screen went dark. “We’re on the comeback trail, remember? We need to razzle-dazzle ’em. So we bust our fannies, and we make the voters love her. She’s the key to this election. Come on, Kenny, time to go meet the boss.”

“Happy, happy, joy, joy,” Kenny said, but allowed Tom to drag him from the apartment with no more than a single longing look in the direction of the squashed doughnuts.


Chapter
3

MISSISSIPPI IN JULY had to be the hottest place on earth, Veronica Honneker thought despairingly. The temperature had already reached 94, and was still climbing. If the atmosphere got any more stifling, she wouldn’t be able to breathe. The big white canvas tent she stood beneath sheltered her from the sun, but that was about all that could be said for it. Though her purple linen shift was short and sleeveless, it was still too much to be wearing on so hot a day. Her pantyhose could have been made of lead for all the air they let reach her legs. Her bra pinched. She could feel her antiperspirant giving up the ghost even as she swung into the closing lines of her luncheon speech. Moisture trickled down her back; her armpits felt wet. The small electric fan whirring on the floor of the platform beside her, ostensibly provided for her comfort, barely stirred the air.

“Remember, a vote for my husband is a vote for education. And education is the bridge that will take the state of Mississippi into the twenty-first century,” Ronnie concluded her standard speech, trying to ignore a fly that had buzzed around her head for at least the last three minutes. Swatting at flies looked ridiculous, as she had learned from watching other speakers do it on videotapes provided by one of Lewis’s many flunkies. Don’t swat flies, do smile, hang on to the sides of the podium if you can’t think of anything else to do with your hands.… She’d had so much advice drummed into her head since marrying Lewis that she was sick of it.

Her smile was genuinely warm with relief as she finished talking. Ronnie unfolded her cramped fingers from the edge of the podium and acknowledged the polite applause with a wave. Almost before she had left the dais, her audience had turned its attention to their desserts. If not forgotten, she was certainly dismissed.

They didn’t like her, she knew. She had never been, and never would be, one of them. She was a northerner, a carpetbagger as the locals called her behind her back, a young, beautiful woman of no particular pedigree married to a rich, distinguished older native son whose roots went deeper than those of the state icon, the five-hundred-year-old Friendship Oak.

The hostess—Mary something, Ronnie hadn’t quite caught the last name—touched her elbow, steering her to the table closest to the speaker’s platform. As always, this was where the biggest contributors would sit. And she always, always had to make nice to big contributors.

“Mrs. Honneker, this is Elizabeth Chauncey.…”

Ronnie smiled and offered her hand to the elderly woman just introduced.

“I know your mother-in-law,” the woman informed her, and proceeded to tell her in excruciating detail just exactly how that was. Ronnie listened, smiled, and responded as intelligently as she could before being drawn on. It took over an hour to greet everyone in the tent. By the time she had clasped hands and exchanged a few words with the last potential donor/voter, Ronnie’s head ached, her hand throbbed, and she felt limp from the inside out.

This was another thing about being married to a senator that she hated. Meet and greet, be nice to the voters. Always on. Smile, no matter how she felt. Well, today she felt lousy. All she wanted was to go home, take a shower and a couple of Tylenol, and lie down.

Fat chance of that.

“That went well,” Thea, her press secretary, said cheerfully as fair officials hustled them toward the back of the tent, where a state trooper was holding open a canvas flap for their exit. Thea Cambridge was thirty, only a year older than Ronnie herself. She was attractive, with short dark hair, a slim figure, and a nice sense of style. She had worked for Ronnie for two years now, and Ronnie considered her a friend.

Passing through the triangular opening, Ronnie walked into a wall of blazing heat, blinding light, swirling dust, and nauseating smells: hot dogs, cotton candy, livestock droppings, vehicle exhaust. For a moment, as her eyes adjusted, she could see nothing. She paused, blinking, her retinue milling around her as they all took a minute to get their bearings.

Mississippi in July was her idea of hell on earth. If it was not for the thrice-damned polls, she would be summering in Lewis’s cottage in Maine, as she had since they’d been married. Just the thought of that cool green shoreline made her feel hotter now. Lewis’s summer house was almost the best thing about being married to him.

Mississippi in July was, arguably, the worst.

“Miz Honneker?” The voice was male, deep, and thick as honey with a down-home southern drawl. Though Ronnie still could not see clearly, she suspected a reporter, simply because they always came after her when she least felt like dealing with them. She stretched her mouth into one more smile.

“Yes?” she said into the glare.

“I’m Tom Quinlan. This is Kenny Goodman. Quinlan, Goodman, Associates.”

“Oh, yes?” Vision slowly adjusting, Ronnie saw two men dressed in white shirts and lightweight summer suits standing in front of her. One was plump and sweating, light blue coat open and yellow tie askew, with pale skin and a thick crop of curling black hair. The other, the man who had spoken, was taller, leaner, with blond hair that was just beginning to recede around the temples and the tan complexion of someone who spent a great deal of time outdoors. His gray suit coat was buttoned over a broad-shouldered, athletic-looking frame, his navy tie was in place, and he looked altogether cooler and more collected than his companion.

“How nice to meet you,” she said, offering first the blond man and then his companion her hand while Thea and the state troopers looked on with varying degrees of caution. It was necessary for the Senator’s wife to be accessible to attract votes, of course, but there was also a slight degree of risk anytime a stranger approached her. Nuts were everywhere these days—and she was a favorite target.

However, these men seemed harmless enough, even if they did appear to expect her to know their names. Were they perhaps contributors? Big contributors? Should she know their names? Lewis’s office sent a list, periodically updated, of people for her to memorize.

She was almost sure that the names she had just heard were not on it.

Her smile widened, just in case. Money was the life-blood of politics, as Lewis had drummed into her head from the time of their marriage. For Lewis, as well as all the other politicians she knew, show me the money was not just a popular catchphrase. It was a way of life. A way of staying alive. For she was convinced that politicians only lived while they held office. Lewis’s senate seat and all that went with it were as necessary to him as the air he breathed, Ronnie thought. He needed the attention, the limelight, the power, the way other men needed food and drink.

If only she had understood that before she married him.

“We’re political strategists, Miz Honneker. We’re working for you now,” the blond man said dryly as she shook the other man’s hand. His tone made it clear that she had been unsuccessful at concealing her ignorance of their identities. Not that it mattered. Consultants’ opinions were more important than their votes. And since their marriage, Lewis had inflicted so many of them on her that by now they were about as welcome as a pair of buzzing flies.

“Oh.” Ronnie’s hand dropped to her side, and she stopped smiling. Her cheeks ached so from her marathon effort in the tent that it was a relief to let them relax, if only for a few minutes. Her headache, forgotten for a moment, returned in full force. Flexing her sore fingers, she glanced at Thea.

“We got a fax from the Washington office this morning,” Thea said apologetically in response to that glance. “I was going to show it to you later today. I—didn’t realize that they would be joining us this soon.”

Thea knew how Ronnie felt about consultants. After the last one advised her to gain twenty pounds—“Look how much more popular Oprah was when she was heavy!” he had said—she had vowed not to listen to any more.

“Mrs. Honneker, you’re supposed to judge the Little Miss Neshoba County Pageant in five minutes,” a plump woman in a gaudy floral dress called as she hurried up to them. The dress struck a chord in Ronnie’s memory: Rose. The woman’s name was Rose, and her dress was bedecked with enormous cabbage roses.

It was the kind of memory exercise that she usually did rather well. One of her few assets as a political wife was her ability to remember names, she thought.

“Thank you, Rose,” Ronnie said with a smile. Rose beamed. It was clear that she was flattered to have the Senator’s wife remember her when they had only met for a moment several hours earlier. Things like that, Ronnie had learned, made people feel important. And making people feel important was a way to win votes. And winning votes was the name of the game.

“Mind if we tag along?” the blond man asked. Quinlan—that was his name, she would remember it by associating the name with a quiver full of arrows, and he seemed to be tightly strung, like a bow.

Ronnie shrugged her assent. Nodding politely as Rose chattered away, she was escorted toward the tent where the pageant would be held. Thea, a fair official, a state trooper, and the two newcomers to her retinue followed close behind as they navigated through the eddy and swirl of activity that made up the fair. Young couples walking hand in hand, women in casual clothes pushing babies in strollers, teenagers in baggy shorts calling to each other, groups of older women in floral dresses: Ronnie smiled at all impartially as they wove through the crowd. A few smiled back.

A very few.

Sometimes she felt like the most hated woman in Mississippi.

They were almost at their destination when it happened. Ronnie had just spotted the white canvas peaks of the large tent on the other side of the busy cotton-candy machine. A steady stream of people were filing in through the front of the tent, past a large, balloon-bedecked placard that said Little Miss Neshoba County Pageant, 2 P.M. As usual, Ronnie was being led toward the back. A trio of officials already awaited her at the tent flap, which was being held open. They were looking her way, their expressions expectant.

The woman exploded out of nowhere. She came running in from the left, from somewhere beyond the cotton-candy machine, screaming words that seemed to make no sense. She was a big woman, tall and heavy, dressed in too-tight green shorts and a striped blouse, her hair dyed blond and her face florid and sweaty from the heat.

“Whore!” she screamed, darting toward Ronnie.

Ronnie stepped back, alarmed, and instinctively threw up her hand as something that glinted silver in the sunlight came hurtling through the air at her. A smell, sharp and distinctive. A blow, as something hard struck her upraised arm and bounced off. The sensation of liquid splashing everywhere, pouring over her, thick and heavy and cool.

Ohmigod, she thought.


Chapter
4

THE LIQUID SPLASHED onto Ronnie’s head, covered her face, rained down the front of her dress. She heard screams, felt people rushing past, sensed a struggle. Eyes closed, gasping, dashing the substance from her face with frantic hands, she staggered backward, stumbled, lost her balance. Her worst nightmare was coming true.

She was caught from behind before she could hit the ground and steadied against a man’s hard body. Seconds later an arm went around her shoulders, another slid beneath her knees, and she was lifted clean off her feet. Blinded, dazed, she felt as incapable as an infant of doing anything to save herself. If she was being abducted, she was helpless to ward it off.

Still, she tried, fighting frantically to be free.

“It’s all right, I’ve got you safe,” a man said into her ear. Reassured by something in his voice, she quit struggling. Then, much louder, he barked, “Where’s a rest room?”

There must have been a reply, because as she clawed, terror-stricken, at the ooze coating her eyes she felt herself being borne away in strong arms through the heat that meant sunlight. Moments later he turned sideways, shouldering them both through a door into a darker, cooler environment.

“Can you stand up?” Even as the question was asked Ronnie found herself on her feet. Afraid to open her eyes lest more of the liquid should get into them, she stood swaying unsteadily in her self-imposed darkness, unsure of anything, even the identity of her rescuer. She felt dizzy, sick, terrified. Something hard pressed into her stomach, and she grasped it instinctively. It was cold and slick and rounded, and the accompanying sound of running water helped to identify it: a sink. Her rescuer’s arm was around her waist. She let it support her, leaning back gratefully against the warm, solid strength of the man behind her. If he had not been there, she would have collapsed.

“I’m going to put your head under the faucet. Rinse out your eyes.”

Ronnie felt a hand on her head gently pushing it down, and she obediently bent, leaning forward under his direction, supporting herself with her arms on either side of the sink. Her hair was pulled back and held from her face by one of his hands. Tepid water rushed over her forehead, over her eyes, over her cheeks and nose. It felt good against her eyelids, good against her skin.

Oh, God, was the liquid acid? Would she be blinded, or scarred for life?

Fresh terror curled in the pit of her stomach at the thought.

“Open your eyes. You want to let the water run into them.”

Ronnie opened her eyes, cringing at first, but the water felt good in them, too, and after a moment she could actually see, a blur of shapes and light. Good. She was not blind.

“Here.” The roughness of a wet paper towel moved dawn her face from forehead to chin. He wiped her face twice, three times. “Okay, stand up. Let’s check the damage.”

Ronnie straightened. Her knees felt weak, and she was glad of the sink’s support behind her as she half sat on it, clutching it with both hands for balance. She blinked furiously; her vision was still blurry. Her chin was lifted by fingers beneath it, and another paper towel passed over her streaming eyes and across her cheeks and chin. He pushed her hair back behind her ears, and tilted her face first one way, then another, wiping judiciously. Throwing one paper towel away, he wet another, and ran it down her right arm.

“Oh, God, was it acid?” Ronnie asked in a croaky voice even as her vision cleared. Her rescuer, she saw now, was the blond man she had just met, the political consultant, Quinlan. He stood in front of her, frowning as he scrubbed at her arms.

“No, not acid. Paint. How do your eyes feel?”

Red paint. Ronnie saw it on his suit, smeared all down the arms and front of his jacket. His clothes had been ruined, too, as he’d carried her into the rest room.

For she was in a rest room—a gray-tiled one with three stalls and a urinal, a pair of dingy white sinks, one of which she was partly sitting on, and a large chipped mirror affixed to the wall. A men’s room. With an overflowing waste can near the door and a faint unpleasant smell.

When she didn’t answer right away, he repeated the question patiently.

Ronnie blinked once, twice, as his words penetrated. “They burn a little, but I can see. I think they’re all right.” At the thought of how easily she could have been blinded, a wave of nausea hit her. “Oh, God, I’m going to be sick.”

She stumbled into the nearest stall, dropped to her knees, and emptied her stomach into the bowl. When she was done, she managed to get shakily to her feet and turned to find Quinlan watching her from the stall’s doorway.

“Sit,” he directed when she swayed. Ronnie sank down on the open seat, leaning forward, crossing her arms on her knees and cradling her head there.

“Stay put.” He left her for a moment, then returned, hunkering down in front of her.

“Here.”

The paper towel he handed her was wet and cold. Ronnie wiped her face. The nausea receded, leaving her with a hideous taste in her mouth. She needed a drink of water badly.

“Better?” Quinlan asked when she lifted her head. With him crouching on the floor in front of her, their eyes were on a level. His were blue, she saw as their gazes met, a deep grayed blue with a darker ring around the iris and the beginnings of crow’s feet at the corners. His brows and lashes were thick, dark brown tipped with gold. His nose was straight, his lips a little thin but well cut and firm. The lean angularity of his face gave him an austere look. No sins of the flesh for him, she thought. He looked like the type who ate, drank, and did everything else in moderation, and scorned those who were less disciplined.

“I’m okay,” she said, not quite certain it was the truth, and stood up, one hand on the wall of the stall for support. He stood, too, directly in front of her, frowning when she seemed less than steady on her feet.

“If I were you, I’d give it a minute.”

“I need a drink of water.”

He moved back out of her way to allow her to exit the stall. As long as she had the wall for support, she managed, but when she let go to traverse the few steps to the sink, she tottered sideways. She couldn’t believe she was so unsteady on her feet. That, the nausea, and the icy cold feeling that was snaking along her limbs, combined to put her in a state that, despite her brave words, was still very far from being “okay.”

He caught her elbow before she completely lost her balance, then wrapped his arm around her waist. Supporting her over to the sink, he turned on the cold tap. She bent to cup her hand under the flow and rinse out her mouth, then take a drink. After a moment she felt strong enough to sluice her face with both hands.

“I’m sorry,” she managed as he passed her a dry paper towel. Straightening, she met his gaze in the mirror. He stood behind her, one arm around her waist, obviously on guard in case she should start to lose her balance again. As she dried her face, he watched with a frown. Seen as a backdrop for her own slenderness, he looked unexpectedly big and broad-shouldered. Though she was wearing three-inch heels, he still topped her by several inches. His arm encircled her waist from behind. His hand looked large and brown and masculine as it lay flat against the purple linen covering her stomach.

With a brief flicker of feminine awareness, she registered that he was a very attractive man.

“For what? Getting paint thrown on you? It sure as fire wasn’t your fault.” Through the mirror, his gaze ran over her. His voice dripped of the South like a hot biscuit overloaded with honey.

“I don’t think playing nursemaid ordinarily falls under a political consultant’s job description.” Her voice was rueful.

“We’re an adaptable bunch.” His eyes crinkled at the corners, and he smiled at her through the mirror. “Whatever it takes to get the job done.”

“I can’t believe I threw up.”

“It’s the shock. I don’t think you’re hurt much, though. Not physically.”

That was what she thought herself. Ronnie took a deep breath, willed herself to get a grip, and leaned forward to examine her face in the mirror. As he felt her weight shift solidly onto her own two feet, his arm fell away from her waist and he took a step backward.

Though her eyelids were slightly swollen, the eyes themselves weren’t injured, Ronnie decided, noting the normal size of her pupils and the rapidly returning clarity of her vision. But if she wasn’t hurt, she certainly was a mess. The front third of her hair was soaking wet, tucked behind her ears and dripping onto her shoulders, and her bangs stood up around her forehead like a cockatoo’s crest. Bright red paint still streaked her hair, smeared her ears and neck, speckled her arms, spotted her dress. Her face was utterly white except where her mascara had smudged. Her brown eyes were bloodshot and watery, her full mouth blurry-looking and unsteady. Blush, powder, lipstick, eye pencil—all had vanished. Her dress, a lovely Anna Sui original in delicate Irish linen, was ruined. Red splotches that looked like obscene giant poppies dotted the purple cloth; fine splatters of paint, drying now, ran clear down the length of her legs and across the toes of her high-heeled beige sandals.

Nothing she had on, with the exception of her underwear, had escaped the paint.

“Oh, my pearls!” Horrified as her gaze touched on them, Ronnie lifted a hand to the expensive choker that Lewis had given her shortly after they had married. “They have paint all over them! They’ll be ruined!”

She found the clasp, but could not release it. Her arms felt heavy as lead when she raised them. Her fingers were clumsy.

“Hold still.” Moving close behind her, he pushed her hair aside and dealt with the clasp himself, his fingers warm as they brushed the nape of her neck. As the pearls slid free, she reached for them, meaning to hold the choker under the gushing water. He shook his head at her and did it himself.

“You’d better check your earrings,” he said.

Thus prompted, Ronnie saw that the pearls in her ears were striped with red. She tried to remove them, but her fingers could not seem to grasp the tiny clasps.

“Could you help me, please?” she asked. He glanced at her through the mirror, saw her difficulty, and set the pearl necklace on the sink ledge. This time his fingers were cold from running water as he deftly freed the pearls from her ears.

“Don’t drop them down the sink,” she cautioned. “They’re real.”

“I don’t doubt it.” His voice was dry. Holding her earrings in his fist so that they could not fall into the sink but water could pass through his fingers, he looked at her through the mirror. “You’ve got paint in your ear.”

Ronnie turned her head, examining the ear he indicated. He was right. Wetting a paper towel, she wiped out that ear and then the other, determined not to give in to the weakness that made her knees feel like jelly. She then went to work on the streaks in her hair.

The red smears on the paper towel looked like blood, she thought as she exchanged one paper towel for another. Thank God it wasn’t. She’d been lucky, she thought; the woman had only come after her with paint, not a gun.

Not for the first time, Ronnie wondered if the cost of getting everything she had ever wanted was too high.

She’d aimed to marry well, and she had She’d aimed to be rich, and she was. She’d aimed to be well known, in the public eye, a personage rather than a nonentity. All those girlhood dreams had come true.

But none of it was as wonderful in reality as it had been in her fantasies, in her plans. She’d gotten what she wanted, all right—but it didn’t feel as good as she had imagined it would.

Today it didn’t feel good at all.

At the center of her charmed life, there was a gnawing emptiness. The realization made Ronnie feel sick all over again. “I can’t go back out there,” Ronnie said, staring at herself in the mirror, her fingers curling around the rim of the sink. The used paper towel fell from her nerveless fingers. “I can’t.”

“I’d say your engagements were just effectively canceled for the rest of the day.” Quinlan removed the earrings from the stream of water and wrapped them and the necklace in a paper towel. “We need to get you checked out by a doctor, for one thing.”

“Oh, God, it’s going to be in all the papers,” Ronnie said, shivering as she thought of the headlines that were sure to result. It wasn’t her fault, none of it was her fault, but nevertheless she was going to be made to look bad, she knew. They always made her look bad: newspapers, TV, magazines, whatever. The second Mrs. Honneker, they called her. There was always the hint of a sneer.

Quinlan started to reply, but whatever he had been going to say was lost as the door to the rest room burst open.

“Ronnie!” Thea stood poised on the threshold for an instant, backlighted by the brilliant sunshine outside. Her gaze found Ronnie, and she darted into the small rest room, followed by what seemed like a veritable army of people: Rose, a trio of state troopers, fair officials with their orange badges, and five or six others.

Turning to face them, Ronnie felt her heart start to pound. They were crowding around her; who were all these people?

“Oh, God, we didn’t know where you’d gotten to! Are you okay?” Thea clutched her arm, anxiously looking her up and down. Ronnie took a deep, calming breath and started to answer in the affirmative.

A camera flash went off in Ronnie’s face before she could get out so much as a word. Reporters. Of course. They were like buzzards, drawn by instinct to the scene of carnage. Where the scavenger birds scented death and decay, the scavenger press scented the possibility of lurid headlines.

“Oh, no!” She threw up an arm to shield herself from the flashing lights in an almost exact reenactment of the gesture she had used to block the paint thrower’s aim. The irony of that was not lost on her.

In both cases she was defending herself from assault.

“Mrs. Honneker, can you tell us …”

The rest of the question was lost to Ronnie as they all crowded closer, pushing her back against the sink. The hard enamel dug into her spine. Her stomach churned anew; her knees threatened to give way. Flashbulbs exploded around her like bottle rockets on the Fourth of July. Words bombarded her from all sides, so many she could hardly make sense of them. She felt like an animal at bay.

“Ronnie, oh my God, I can’t believe what happened, should I call an ambulance?” Thea touched Ronnie’s dress just above her hipbone, then drew her hand back and stared at the red paint on her fingertip, her expression horrified.

“No,” Ronnie said, dry-mouthed. “I’m all right.”

Cameras continued to flash. The questions being hurled at her were growing louder.

“Mrs. Honneker, we’re so sorry.…” A fair official pressed close to apologize. Behind him, a strobe light was being set up and turned on. Blinking, Ronnie threw up a hand, temporarily blinded by its brilliance. “Oh, please.…”

“Leave her alone,” Thea said, turning protectively to face the cameras.

“Mrs. Honneker, about the incident …” Another reporter. Another camera. Ronnie shook her head. All she wanted to do was escape, but there was no place for her to go. She was backed against the sink, surrounded, trapped.

“I can’t—”

“Please leave her alone,” Thea repeated, louder this time in an effort to be heard over the din, turning with Ronnie to face this new attack.

“Was it paint?”

“What do you think was the significance of the color? Do you think the fact that your assailant used red paint means anything?”

“Did you know her?”

Questions pelted Ronnie from all sides. She felt as if she were being publicly stripped. They all knew what had happened, or would soon find out, and they would print sensational stories punched up by the word whore.

She couldn’t bear it. Her mouth trembled. It took every bit of willpower she could summon to make it stop.

The hideous thing was, none of it was her fault. None.

“All right, that’s it.” The words crackled with authority. The slurred southern voice was suddenly hard and crisp. “Mrs. Honneker has nothing to say right now. All your questions will be answered at the appropriate time.”

Quinlan, who had been jostled to one side of the rest room by the arrival of the throng, was now taking charge. He shouldered in front of her, dislodging the circle of importunate questioners with hard words, looks, and a couple of shoves. With relief, Ronnie realized that the reporters were backing off some. Where they had ignored Thea’s protests, and her own, they seemed to respect Quinlan’s. Because he was a man? Ronnie neither knew nor cared. All that mattered was that he was getting the job done.

Of course, she reminded herself, he worked for her now, for the campaign. Instead of being annoyed at his advent, as she had been less than half an hour before, she felt a wave of thankfulness.

“No TV!” Quinlan’s back tensed. His voice was sharp.

Sneaking a peek over his shoulder, Ronnie saw local TV newswoman Christine Gwen barreling through the door with a cameraman on her heels. Blond, thirty-something Christine was the barracuda of Jackson TV news. Whenever possible, she liked to draw blood.

“Who the hell are you?” Christine asked, glaring at him even as she directed her cameraman where to set up. Then she paused, her tone and expression changing in an instant. “You’re Tom Quinlan, aren’t you? Are you working for Senator Honneker now?”

There was an immediate buzz from the other reporters, and more flashing cameras. Quinlan shook his head, refusing to answer. Ronnie made herself very small behind his sheltering back.

“Clear this place out, will you?” Quinlan addressed this crisp request to one of the state troopers, who nodded.

“It’s a public rest room,” Christine protested even as the troopers started trying to shoo people outside.

“I know that, ma’am, but we’re going to have to ask you to leave,” one of the officers said, moving toward her. “All of you.”

“You ever hear of freedom of the press?” a reporter demanded as he dodged around the officer to take another picture. Ronnie didn’t think he got what he was after; Quinlan’s body effectively blocked her from view.

Another reporter chimed in: “You can’t make us leave! The public has a right to know!”

“Are you getting this on camera, Bill?” Christine sounded shrill. Her cameraman apparently made some gesture to answer the question in the affirmative, because Quinlan gave an ugly-sounding mutter under his breath and turned to Ronnie.

“This isn’t working. Our best bet is to make a run for it.” The words were meant for her ears only. As he spoke, Quinlan slid out of his suit coat and draped it over Ronnie’s head. Knowing that it was meant to shield her from the cameras, she hugged it close, huddling inside it.

She could picture her face, white and shocked and streaked with paint, on every evening newscast in the state.

“Mrs. Honneker, can you tell us what the woman shouted as she threw the paint?” a reporter yelled from somewhere near the door.

“ ‘Whore,’ ” another reporter answered the first. There was a sudden, almost embarrassed silence. Ronnie died a little inside. The stories were going to be ugly; they would hurt the campaign.

Lewis would blame her.

“We don’t know for certain that’s what she said,” Thea protested, but her voice sounded lame, and no one appeared to take much notice.

“I heard,” Rose volunteered. “That’s what she said, all right: whore.”

“You were an eyewitness?” The print reporters wrote furiously while Christine turned to the camera, scorning the policeman who was trying to get her to leave.

“Are you up to running?” Quinlan asked, his head bent close to Ronnie’s. He had turned to face her while the crowd’s attention was distracted. Ronnie glanced up at him from beneath the sheltering folds of his coat. Her knees were weak, her chest felt tight, and she wanted to throw up again. Under normal conditions she would have looked for the nearest place to lie down. But these conditions were far from normal, and there was nothing she wouldn’t do to get away from the press. If running was what it took, she would run.

She nodded.

“Come on, then,” he said. Wrapping an arm around her shoulders, he pulled her through the crowd as she huddled under his coat, out of reach of the cameras. Sheer surprise and a few strategic straight-arm shoves got them out the rest-room door unmolested.

When the wall of light and heat that was the day hit them, they ran. Moments later the pack was in full cry on their heels.
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