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Synopsis

Emie Jaramillo learned long ago that brains count
more than beauty, and that’s just fine with her. She doesn’t want,
nor does she need, a relationship. When her prestigious academic
career earns her an invitation to appear on a national talk show,
she eagerly looks forward to discussing her genetics work. Little
does she know that the episode is really entitled “Those bookworm
looks have to go!” Worse yet, gorgeous makeup artist Gia Mendez—a
woman Emie stupidly lowers her guard around—is in on the
humiliating prank.

The fiasco just convinces Emie of what she knew all
along: relationships are for other people, and women like Gia don’t
belong anywhere near her world. But Gia’s about to make it up to
Emie, by convincing her she has not only brains, but beauty...and
she’s the only woman Gia wants in her life.
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Chapter One

Emie Jaramillo wiped her damp palms down the side
seams of her slacks and wondered, briefly, if the taupe suit her
friends had insisted she wear had been the proper choice for her
first—and probably only—television appearance. They’d fussed
through a mountain of clothes in her hotel room that morning while
she sat in the corner and reviewed her notes, amused by their
fashion-plate antics. She supposed the tailored silk ensemble
they’d settled on projected a conservative enough image to offset
her controversial topic: human cloning.

Now, if only she could be cloned from the gracious
and brilliantly spoken Maya Angelou for this talk-show stint, life
would be just peachy. Speaking to the science community was
stressful enough. But trying to explain the truth about cloning to
the general public, rife with all the misconceptions and misplaced
fears? Sometimes, she wondered what she’d been thinking, accepting
this gig. A smirk lifted one corner of her mouth as she glanced
around the cramped makeup studio located backstage of the set of
The Barry Stillman Show.

Four beige walls, adorned with framed photos of
previous guests, surrounded the beauty parlor chair she occupied. A
filing cabinet claimed one corner, with an iPod docking station
perched atop it. Rolling metal racks behind her held a mishmash of
garments, perhaps for guests who had fashion emergencies before
they were due onstage. Along with the rescue clothes hung a few
smocks smeared with makeup streaks. Before her stood a long
countertop stacked with more pots and jars and bottles of cosmetics
than she’d ever seen, and above the counter hung a huge mirror that
framed the reflection of her, as usual, un-made-up face.

The hot bulbs circling the mirror glared off the
lenses of her wire-framed eyeglasses and melted the creamy
cosmetics piled before her. If the makeup lights were hot, Emie
could only imagine what it would feel like beneath the strong stage
lights in front of All Those People. She shuddered, fending off
another tsunami of nerves. At least her parents and her best
friends, Iris and Paloma, would be out there for moral support. She
reminded herself to look for their smiling faces in the audience
the minute she got out onstage.

Speaking of faces—Emie pushed her glasses atop her
head and leaned forward to squint at her own mug. Ugh.

Bland. Boring, she supposed. Such superficialities
hadn’t bothered her for decades, but after a lighting test, the
camera operator had informed the production manager that she looked
“pale as a corpse.” Swell. Just what she needed to hear to calm her
nerves.

Emie was the first to concede she’d landed on the
plain side of the looks spectrum, but so what? She liked herself
just fine. Now, her hair—she turned her head from side to side and
arranged the short wisps as best she could with a few plucks and
twists of her fingers. The close-cropped style looked great on
Halle Berry. Not quite the same effect on her. She sat back in the
chair, until her reflection was nothing but a myopic blur. All this
microscopic focus on her looks left her feeling…squirmy. She
wasn’t used to it. No one expected female scientists to be
bombshells, anyway, and although that stereotype had always rankled
purely on principle, deep down Emie couldn’t care less. Still, she
was grateful a professional would be applying her makeup for the
show, if only to evict the “pale as a corpse” proclamation and ease
some of her nervousness. She’d release herself to the process, just
for today. A woman could be vain once in her life, couldn’t
she?

She glanced at her watch and wondered where the
miracle-working makeup person might be. The producer had stuck her
head in the room earlier and told Emie she’d go on in fifteen
minutes. That didn’t leave them much time to breathe some life back
into her complexion.

As if on cue, the door opened, and in walked— Emie
plunked her glasses back on the bridge of her nose and turned. Her
breath caught. What the hell? Her breath never caught. But,
Lord, this woman was sex personified, and even Emie couldn’t deny
it. Broad-shouldered and bronze-skinned, she wore faded,
form-fitting Levi’s, low-heeled black boots, and a tight black
T-shirt emblazoned with The Barry Stillman Show in red
lettering. And if Emie’s mama only knew what images the woman’s
shiny black ponytail brought to her mind, there’d be a chorus of
Hail Marys uttered in her soul’s defense within minutes.

“Dr. Jaramillo?”

“Yes?” Her hand fluttered to her throat, an
involuntary reaction she nevertheless regretted immediately.

“I’m Gia Mendez, your makeup artist,” she said, her
husky voice smooth as crème de menthe. “You’re the brilliant
scientist I’ve been hearing so much about, yes?” She flashed Emie a
movie-star smile and extended a long-fingered hand for a
handshake.

Emie nodded slowly, ignoring the heated flush she
felt creeping up her neck at Gia’s compliment. Disconcerted, she
glanced from her face to her hand, then back at her face before she
did her part to complete the handshake.

“Dios mío,” she whispered more than spoke as
the makeup artist’s warm palm slid against hers. If women like Gia
Mendez were commonplace in Chicago, she’d clone the whole darn city
and become the hero of the lesbian population. All hail the
miracle-working corpse. The thought curved her mouth into a private
smile.

Gia released her hand and asked, “Nervous?” She
turned her back to switch on the purple iPod, filling the room with
hot Mary J. Blige tunes, then began assembling brushes and pencils
and pots of color, her focus on the tools of her trade.

“A-a little,” Emie admitted, content just to watch
Gia move about the close quarters they shared. Her movements were
skilled and confident. Gia fell squarely on the androgynous side,
but her graceful movements added an intriguing layer. This was
probably Emie’s one chance in life to have a woman like Gia Mendez
lay hands on her, and she’d be a damned liar if she claimed she
wasn’t thrilled by the prospect. “Okay, a lot.”

“It always seems to hit people once I come in to do
their makeup.” Gia winked.

Emie’s heart plunged before snapping back up to
lodge in her throat. That wink should be classified as a lethal
weapon.

“You have my sympathy,” Gia continued, seemingly
oblivious to Emie’s knocked-mute admiration. “I much prefer
remaining behind the scenes.”

Emie pulled herself out of the irritating
lust-induced stupor and cleared her throat. “I’m a
behind-the-scenes woman myself, although I’ve, ah, never been on
television before.” She probably knows that, silly, Emie
chastised herself. This focused sexy female attention was rattling
her composure. She wasn’t used to it. “It’s not too often a
scientist has such an opportunity. I’m very flattered.” She nudged
her glasses up with the knuckle of her pointer finger. “My parents
and friends are in the audience.” She cast her gaze down briefly,
not wanting to appear too prideful.

Gia peered at her, her expression darkening for an
instant before she turned away. Emie wondered if she’d said
something wrong, but the moment quickly passed so she dismissed
it.

“Tell me about your research, Emie—may I call you
that?”

“Of course.”

Gia faced her, crossed toned arms over her chest,
then leaned back against the counter, a position that accentuated
the sculpted muscles in her upper body. The bright lights shadowed
the curves of her cheekbones and glinted off the single diamond
stud in Gia’s earlobe. Emie forced her mind from its idiotic awe of
this woman and back onto her question.

“Research? Research. Yes. Human cloning, that’s what
I research.” She laughed lightly, shaking her head. “And, well,
it’s a touchy subject.”

“How so?”

“Oh, you know. Lots of moral and religious
implications. My grandmother prays daily for my soul. She thinks my
colleagues and I are trying to play God. If I ever actually clone a
human being, I’ll probably be excommunicated from the church. Not
that I would clone a human being, but…well, I guess that’s what I’m
here to do. Dispel the myths.” Emie ran her fingers through her
hair and shrugged one shoulder.

Gia chuckled, holding several different colored
lipsticks next to Emie’s cheek. “Your grandmother sounds a lot like
mine. Let me guess. Catholic?”

“But of course,” Emie told her, tone wry. “So I
continue to do the research, but I feel guilty about it.”

Gia leaned her head back and laughed, giving Emie an
excellent view of her long dancer’s neck, her straight white teeth.
Talk, Emie. Stay on track.

“We’re not necessarily trying to create people,
though,” she blurted, averting her gaze from the seductive hollow
at Gia’s throat. “And forgive me if I’m telling you facts you
already know. But there are plenty of other medically plausible
reasons to clone human cells. It’s still a little too sci-fi for
most people to swallow.” She wondered when Gia would get to the
part where those long fingers touched her face. She was prepped and
ready to file away that particular sensory memory for frequent
replays. She might not be the dating type, but she wasn’t
dead—despite the corpse comment.

“Well, I’m sure there are medical reasons. But it
is kind of a scary thought, having little duplicates of
yourself running around,” Gia said, almost apologetically. She
inclined her head. “Please excuse my ignorance if that’s a
misconception. I don’t know much about cloning.”

“Don’t worry. There’s no doubt Hollywood and the
special interest groups who oppose us have put skewed impressions
out there. It’ll be hard for the stodgy science community to
overcome.”

Gia made a rumble of agreement deep in her throat.
“Take your glasses off for me, Emie.”

Anything else? she wanted to ask. Her cheeks
heated. Jesus. She didn’t usually have such wanton thoughts in the
midst of a normal conversation. Or—let’s face it—ever. Then again,
she’d never had a conversation with Gia Mendez before.

Emie watched, mesmerized, as Gia picked up a large,
fluffy makeup brush and dipped it into one of the containers. Poofs
of face powder launched into the air around the brush, tiny
particles dancing in the light. Gia paused, raising perfectly
peaked eyebrows, reminding Emie of the request.

Request?

Glasses.

Oh, yeah.

“I’m sorry,” she murmured. She removed her frames
and folded them in her lap, then closed her eyes while Gia tickled
her face with the brush. The sweet fragrance of the mineral powder
reminded her fondly of playing dress-up as a child, back when she
still hoped—and cared—that she’d grow up beautiful. Before she
realized brains were the most beautiful part of a woman anyway. She
wanted to smile, but didn’t, fearing she’d get that crap in her
teeth.

When Gia finished, Emie put her glasses back on and
waved her hands to fend off the cloud that still hung in the air.
“I just hope the audience is open-minded and not hostile with me.
With a topic like this, believe me, it can happen.”

Gia stilled. “I…uh, yeah.”

A thick pause ensued, prompting a seedling of
discomfort to sprout in Emie’s middle. Okay, was she missing
something here?

“Well, you’ll knock ’em dead, I’m sure.”

Stop reading into everything, Em. “I hope
you’re right.”

Gia made careful work of capping the mineral powder
container and lining up the compacts before looking back at her.
“Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“Do you ever…watch The Barry Stillman
Show?”

“Oh, you would ask me that.” Emie twisted her mouth
to the side apologetically. “I’m ashamed to say that I’ve never
seen it. My work keeps me so busy, I just don’t have much time for
television.”

Gia pressed her full lips into a thin line and
nodded.

“Why?” Emie asked.

“I’m…no reason. Just wondering.”

It sure sounded like there was a reason behind the
“no reason,” but Emie didn’t want to push. Maybe Gia was just
having a bad day. A fight with her undoubtedly fantastic girlfriend
at the breakfast table, perhaps. An ugly pang struck Emie at the
thought, and her gaze fell to Gia’s hands. No rings of any kind. No
ring marks. She sighed with relief. As if it mattered. Not all
lesbian couples wore rings anyway. And, oh yeah, she wasn’t
looking! Get a life, Em.

“I must say, I’m impressed, though,” she told Gia,
crossing one leg over the other, bouncing her foot to expel excess
nervous energy. “I didn’t know any of the talk shows still dealt
with legitimate topics these days.”

Gia didn’t comment, so Emie went on. “If it’s not
people beating each other up or fake transvestites in love
triangles, it never seems to make it to daytime TV. At least, that
comprised the sum total of my misconceptions until I was asked on
the show.” Emie glanced at her reflection, which jolted her back to
the matter at hand. She pressed her fingers to her cheeks and
pulled down slightly. “Aren’t you going to do something with my
face? The head camerawoman said I looked like a corpse.”

Gia moved in between her and the mirror and spread
her legs until she’d lowered herself to Emie’s eye level. Emie
folded her hands in her lap as her heart thunk-thunked in her chest
at the proximity. Wasn’t breathing supposed to be automatic? She
vaguely recalled that from her high school science classes.

Gia reached for her face slowly. Long, warm fingers
danced along her cheekbones, her temples, then she smoothed the pad
of her thumb over Emie’s chin. “No, Dr. Jaramillo, you don’t look
like a corpse. Anything but.” Her voice was an unexpected gentle
caress. “You look beautiful just as you are.”

Emie’s heart triple-timed. “Well…thank you. And
generally, I wouldn’t care, but—”

“Just…remember that.” Gia touched the end of her
nose, the gesture infinitely intimate. “Okay?”

Emie frowned, confused by Gia’s words and way too
irritatingly spellbound by her touch. “I—sure. But I don’t get it.
Does that mean you aren’t going to make up my face?”

The look Gia gave her seemed almost apologetic. “I’m
not going to make up your face. But it’s okay. You’re a natural
beauty. You don’t need war paint.”

“Tell that to the camera operators.” So much for her
moment of vanity. Disappointment drizzled over Emie before she
shrugged it off and decided Gia was trying to tactfully tell her it
wouldn’t make much difference. Splashing color on her features
would have probably just drawn attention to their plainness. Like a
corpse in the coffin.

Eh, well, it didn’t matter, and she wasn’t going to
pout about it. This was, after all, how she looked on a normal
basis. At least Gia had touched her. Emie inhaled the heady mingled
scents of makeup and heated feminine skin, and decided a change of
subject was in order.

“How long have you done this kind of work?” Was that
relief she saw on the other woman’s beautiful face? Why?

“Three long years I’ve worked on this show.” Gia
leaned against the counter again, hands spread wide and braced on
the edge, and crossed one foot over the other.

“You make it sound like a jail sentence.”

Gia tilted her head to the side in a gesture of
indifference. “It pays the bills, but my first love…” Doubt crossed
her impeccable features. “You want to hear all this?”

“Of course I do, or I wouldn’t have asked,” Emie
assured her. “Your first love?”

“Is painting,” Gia finished.

Emie watched in wonder as the smile lit up Gia’s
face. Her gaze grew distant, dreamy. She hadn’t thought Gia could
get much more attractive. Boy, had she underestimated the woman.
“With war paint?” she teased, glancing back at the mirror.

Gia chuckled. “No, not face painting. Oil painting.
Art.”

“An artist. Hmm. I’m not surprised.” Gia had the
hands of an artist, hands that made Emie wish she were a fresh, new
canvas ripe for Gia’s attention. She could almost feel the brush
strokes…

She swallowed. “It’s wonderful, Gia. What do you
paint?”

“Later.” Emie watched a muscle tick in Gia’s jaw for
several quick moments as her dark eyes grew more serious. With a
staccato glance at the door and back, Gia squatted before her and
sandwiched one of Emie’s icy hands between her own warm ones.
“Emie, listen to me. About the show—”

Before Gia could finish, the harried producer
knocked sharply, then opened the door a crack and poked her head
in. Tendrils had sprung free of her lopsided French twist into
which she’d stuck two pencils and apparently forgotten them. “Dr.
Jaramillo, time to go on.”

Gia stood and moved away, sticking her hands into
her back pockets. Regret socked Emie in the stomach, and she pinned
Gia with her gaze. What had she been about to say? Absurd as it
was, Emie didn’t want to leave this room, this woman. Gia was so
comfortable to talk to, and so easy on the eyes. Women like Gia
didn’t usually orbit Emie’s sun. “I—”

“Now, Dr. Jaramillo. Please,” the producer
urged.

“Go on, Emie,” Gia told her, treating her to another
devastating wink.

“What were you going to tell me?”

“It’s not important. Just, break a leg,” she said,
her voice husky. “That means good luck.” She flashed a thumbs up.
“I’ll see you again in a few minutes.”

Emie peered at Gia curiously as she got out of the
chair and smoothed the front of her suit. A few minutes?
Hope spiked inside her. “You will?”

“I mean…I’ll watch you on the monitors.”

“Oh.” Long awkward pause. “Well. Thank you.” She
fluffed her own hair with trembling fingers and stuffed back a wave
of disappointment. What had she expected? A pledge of undying love?
That wasn’t even in her life plan, so why now?

With one last smile for Gia and a deep breath for
courage, Emie turned and trailed the producer from the room.

*

“Damnit!” Gia exclaimed as soon as the slim,
soft-spoken professor was out of the makeup studio. She slumped
into the chair and held her forehead in her hands as guilt assailed
her gut. When the door squeaked open, she looked up to find the
stage manager, Arlon, peering in at her.

Arlon raised a brow. “What’s up?”

“That poor woman has no idea what she’s in for,” Gia
muttered. “This is going to be a nightmare. She honestly thinks
she’s going to talk about human cloning.”

“Ah, you soft touch.” Arlon snorted, leaning against
the doorjamb with his clipboard cradled in his beefy arms. The
remote radio headset nestled on his bald head looked like it had
grown there, it was so much a part of the man. “Anyone who agrees
to come onto The Barry Stillman Show deserves what she gets.
You’d have to live in a cave to think this show bore any
resemblance to legitimacy.”

“She’s never seen it, Arlon. She’s never even
heard the buzz.” Gia lunged to her feet and stalked across the
small room. She punched the Stop button on the iPod dock, then
braced her palms against the wall and hung her head. Emie Jaramillo
had infiltrated her domain all of what—ten minutes? And already
Mary J.’s “Sweet Thing” reminded her of Emie. Gia could still smell
her lavender scent in the air.

God, she felt like a heel.

That sweet, intelligent woman with the heart-shaped
face and trusting eyes didn’t deserve this ambush. Gia had expected
a renowned young scientist to be arrogant and aloof. Haughty, at
the very least. Instead, Emie had turned out to be one of the most
down-to-earth, reachable women she’d met in a long time. From her
inquisitive brown eyes hidden behind those endearing spectacles to
her joking manner and wide smile, Emie was nothing if not
genuine.

“Sure, she’s seen it.” Arlon’s skeptical voice cut
into Gia’s thoughts. “Everyone’s seen The Barry Stillman
Show.”

“Not everyone spends their days propped in front of
the boob tube, Arlon. She’s a scientist. She has a life. An
all-consuming career.”

He whistled low. “She’s got you all worked up,
Mendez. Must’ve been some looker. No, wait”—Arlon turned his
attention to the clipboard he held—“she couldn’t be a looker if
she’s on this particular episode. My mistake.”

“She looked great. Gorgeous,” Gia snapped, whirling
toward her colleague. With effort, she stopped, and ran her palms
down her face, willing herself to relax. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean
to take it out on you.”

“It’s all good.” Arlon pushed off the doorjamb and
moved closer. “What’s really up?”

Gia blew out a breath. “Doesn’t it ever get to you,
Arlon? Lying to these people just to get them on the show?”

He considered the question, then shrugged. “It’s
just a job, G. Television. Mindless entertainment—emphasis on the
mindless part. Besides, you were just the makeup artist in the
whole thing. She can’t blame you.”

“But she will, that’s the thing. She’ll think we all
lied to her, and we did. To her”—Gia pointed in the general
direction of the stage—“this will be a public shaming.” She
clenched her jaw, fighting back those familiar regret-laden
feelings from her past. If anyone in this world did not deserve to
be bullied, it was Dr. Emie Jaramillo. “We’re sending an innocent
lamb to the slaughter. How can we live with ourselves?”

“I get your point, Gia, but seriously, lay off the
melodrama. So the lady gets embarrassed on television. Big deal.
She’ll get over it.”

Gia burned him a glare. So jaded. So cavalier.

“Besides, there’s nothing we can do about it now,”
Arlon added, pressing the earphone tighter to his ear. “Looks like
the good professor just went on.”

*

The whoops and hollers from the audience surprised
Emie as she walked onstage and took a seat in one of the two chairs
centered on the carpeted platform. She’d expected a more demure
group for a show about the scientific and medical aspects of
cloning, but at least they seemed welcoming. Behind her, an
elaborate set gave the appearance of a comfortable living room.
Lights mounted on scaffolding glared in her eyes, but she could
vaguely make out the faces in the tiered crowd seated in a
semicircle before her.

After settling into her chair, she gazed around the
audience searching for her family and friends. There they were,
front and center. Mama, Papa, Iris, and Paloma, all in a row.

She smiled at them, but they looked odd.

Paloma’s hands were clasped at her ample bosom, her
eyes wide and serious. And Iris? Emie could swear she looked
flaming mad. Come to think of it, her father looked a little angry
himself. Was Mama crying?

Perplexed, Emie squinted out at them. Yes, Mama was
definitely crying. Had something bad happened since the last time
she spoke to them? She fought the urge to traverse the stage and
find out for herself. Her adrenaline level kicked up a notch.
Before she could worry further, the raucous cheering died down, and
Barry Stillman smiled at her from the aisle where he stood.

“Dr. Jaramillo, welcome to the show.”

“Thank you,” she murmured, pushing up her glasses
with her knuckle. Laughter rippled through the audience, which
confused her.

“Tell us a little about your research, Doctor.”

She crossed one leg over the other and leaned
forward. Her confidence always jumped when she could discuss her
studies. She favored her host with an enthusiastic smile. “Well,
I’m a professor of genetics engineering at a private college in
Colorado. We’re leading the country’s research into cloning.
Particularly human cloning, though the procedure is still quite
controversial in the United States.”

“Sounds like a job that could keep a woman pretty
busy.”

Apprehension began to claw its way up her spine. She
glanced at the empty chair next to her and wondered who should be
sitting there. They hadn’t told her she would be part of a panel.
And what was with Barry’s inane questions? She licked her dry lips,
wishing for water. “Yes, it’s exhausting work.”

“Probably doesn’t leave you too much time for
pampering, Dr. Jaramillo, does it?” More laughter spattered through
the crowd.

Suddenly defensive, Emie sat back in her chair and
crossed her arms to match her entwined legs. Her skin flamed, and a
rivulet of perspiration rolled down her stiff spine. “Forgive my
confusion. I thought we were going to discuss human cloning.” This
time, the audience remained silent, but the pause seemed packed
with gunpowder and about to explode.

“Well, Dr. Jaramillo, we aren’t going to discuss
human cloning. We actually have a surprise for you.”

Emie blinked several times, trying to grasp what was
happening to her. She glanced off into the wings and saw Gia
standing there, her dark eyes urgent and pained. Their gazes met
momentarily before Gia hung her head and turned away.

What in the hell was going on?

“Surprise?” Emie finally croaked out. “I don’t
understand.”

“Maybe we can help you understand. Listen to this
audio tape, Doctor, for a clue about who brought you on today’s
show.”

Everyone fell silent, and soon a deep, accented,
patronizing voice boomed through the studio. “Emie, I know you want
me. But I’m here to tell you, before we have a chance, your
bookworm looks have got to go. I’m doing this for your own
good.”

Realization filtered through Emie’s disbelief like
acid burning through her flesh. The phone sex voice belonged to
none other than Vitoria Elizalde, her barracuda Brazilian coworker
who refused to take no for an answer. Emie covered her mouth with
her hand as the words slithered through her brain. I’ve been
duped!

Emie had gone for coffee with Vitoria twice in the
past month, purely as a gesture of professional respect. Vitoria
was a visiting researcher from a different country, and though Emie
found her insufferably arrogant and conceited, even predatory,
she’d tried her damnedest to make Vitoria feel welcome on the team.
Of course a cretin like Vitoria would assume a few goddamn cups of
coffee meant Emie wanted more. Typical. This was exactly why Emie
had chosen not to date. Ever.

As the audience roared their approval, the host
asked her, “Recognize that voice, Doctor?”

She couldn’t even nod, let alone speak. First
comparing her to a corpse, and now bookworm looks? Mortification
spiked Emie to her seat as her heart sank. Hot tears stung her
eyes, and as her chin started to quiver, the audience burst into
applause, chanting, “Bar-ry! Bar-ry! Bar-ry! Bar-ry!”

She glanced out at her supporters, who looked as
horrified as she felt. Iris mouthed the words, “I’m so sorry.”

Stillman’s obnoxious voice cut in with, “Audience,
what’s your vote?” after which a hundred or more black placards
were thrust into the air. SHE’S A BOOKWORM, most of them read, in
neon yellow lettering. Belatedly, Papa lifted his sign to its neon
yellow flipside with shaky, liver-spotted hands. SHE’S A BEAUTY,
spelled the stark black lettering. Emie was so ashamed for putting
her parents into this humiliating position. If only she’d known it
was all a trick—

“Audience? What do you have to say to Dr.
Jaramillo?”

A hundred collective voices yelled at her, “Don’t
worry, Bookworm. We’re going to make you over!”

Emie saw stars, and
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