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AUTHOR’S NOTE 


For the sake of this story, I did take a few liberties with the locations and police procedures within the pages of Liar, Liar.










Prologue


San Francisco


Now 


No! No! No! Forcing her way through a gathering crowd that had been barricaded across the sloped street, Remmi shielded her eyes with one hand and stared upward through the thickening fog to the ledge of the Montmort Tower Hotel. “Oh, God.” Squinting through the fog to somewhere near the twentieth floor, she saw a woman balanced precariously on a ledge, her back to an open hotel room window, sheer curtains billowing behind her. 


It couldn’t be. 


It just couldn’t! 


Not when Remmi was so close . . . so damned close. Please, no! 


“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, she’s gonna jump!” a tall man said under his breath. He wore a heavy jacket and stocking cap, and a one-yearold in a hooded snowsuit was strapped to his chest. He quickly sketched the sign of the cross over his chest and the baby. Red-faced from the cold, the child began to whimper, but his father barely seemed to notice. 


Sirens wailed as fire trucks and police cruisers collected near the base of the stalwart San Francisco hotel, an Art Deco edifice of concrete and marble that had withstood earthquakes and fires, riots and time, rock stars and politicians. It pulsed with the fierce, eerie lights of emergency vehicles. People were talking and milling around, jamming the roped-off area of the steep San Francisco street. 


High on the ledge, a woman with short, platinum hair, the hem of her pink dress dancing around her knees, wobbled on her matching heels, swaying enough to make some of the onlookers gasp, while others screamed. 


Don’t do it! 


Heart in her throat, her pulse a surf in her ears, Remmi pushed her way through the throng held at bay by police officers and yellow tape strung hastily over A-frame barricades. Twilight was descending, the lights of the city winking through the thickening mist, the streets shiny and wet, the bay nearly invisible at the bottom of the steep hillside. Most of the crowd, heads tilted back, stared, gape-mouthed, hands to their chests, up to the thin ledge where the woman balanced so precariously. 


“This is horrible. Horrible!” a woman in a stocking cap and padded jacket whispered. She was transfixed, as they all were, but couldn’t turn away. Her gloved hand was clamped over that of a boy with ragged brown hair and freckles, a baseball cap crammed onto his head. 


“Let me through.” Remmi shouldered her way closer to the police line. “Come on.” 


The gloved woman observed, “She looks like Marilyn Monroe.” 


“Marilyn who?” her son, all of about twelve, asked, earbuds visible beneath his baseball cap, acne vying with fuzz on his jaw as he stared upward to where the would-be jumper stood. 


“A–a beauty queen . . . actress from the fifties.” 


“So really old.” 


“No, no . . . she’s dead.” Gaze aloft, the woman shook her head. “Died a long time ago. Overdose of sleeping pills. Or . . . or something.” Her forehead crumpled as she thought. 


“Then it’s not her.” 


“I know.” 


“Just someone who looks like her.” The kid’s eyes were focused on the ledge high overhead. “Is she really going to do it? Will she land in that fountain?” 


His mother was shaking her head. “I hope not. I hope she doesn’t . . . Dear God.” She, too, made a hasty sign of the cross over her chest. 


“Impersonator?” a man in a long overcoat who had overheard the exchange asked. 


“I–I guess.” The woman again. 


“There’ve been a lot of them,” the man said with a snort, as if the woman’s life was of no importance. Callous jerk. 


“The outfit. Pure Marilyn.” The woman in the stocking hat was nodding, her head bobbing slowly, graying curls springing from beneath the knit cap. “But one impersonator . . . in particular. Kind of famous. What was her name?” She snapped the fingers of her free hand, the sound muted through her glove. “It was . . . it was, oh, I almost had it . . . But gosh, I can’t remember. Doesn’t matter.” 


Didi. Her name is Didi Storm, Remmi thought, her heart frozen in her chest. And it does matter! What’s wrong with you people? Acting as if a woman contemplating suicide is just an interesting sideshow! 


Overcoat pulled a face of disbelief. “An impersonator of a dead woman . . . long dead, by the way. She’s gonna take a swan dive off the Montmort? Doesn’t make sense.” 


“Does suicide ever make sense?” Knit cap snapped, her lips pursing a little. 


“Sorry. I was just sayin’—” 


On the ledge above, the slim woman swayed, and the crowd gasped. Firemen were gathered at the base of the hotel, and someone in a uniform—a sergeant, Remmi thought—was addressing the throng: “Stand back. Give us a little room here.” 


Water beading on his Giants cap, the kid observed, “Man. It looks like she’s really going to do it.” 


“Oh . . . oh, no. Come on, let’s go. I can’t watch this.” The mother hustled her son through the gathering throng of horrified lookieloos, and the boy, reluctantly, his gaze glued to the would-be leaper, was dragged past nearby observers holding cell phones over their heads in sick efforts to capture the horrible moment. Mother and son disappeared, melting into the ever-growing throng. 


Remmi didn’t listen to any more speculation. Heart pounding, fear driving her, she pushed her way through the crowd, past a businessman in a raincoat who, like so many others, was filming the macabre scene with his phone, while people around her murmured or gasped. All were transfixed by the horror unfolding right before their eyes. Traffic had been halted, headlights of the stalled cars glowing in the fog, horns honking, emergency workers barking orders. Somewhere a deep voice was humming an old song she’d heard in Sunday school class. What was it? Then the words came to her: 


This little light of mine,


I’m gonna let it shine. 


Remmi’s eyes turned upward, the song fading, her gaze transfixed on the woman teetering high above, the fog wisping around the building. Don’t do it, Remmi silently begged as she forced her way through a knot of women with umbrellas. Throat tight, she glanced up at the ledge. Please, Mom, don’t jump! 


To Remmi’s horrified dismay, as if the would-be leaper could actually hear her, the woman moved suddenly, a high heel slipping over the edge. The crowd gave up a collective gasp, then a scream, as she suddenly plummeted, arms pinwheeling, hair a shimmering, moving cloud in those horrifying seconds as she tumbled in free fall through the thick San Francisco evening. 


Let it shine, let it shine, let it shine . . .










PART 1










Chapter 1 


Las Vegas, Nevada


Twenty Years Earlier 


“You can do this,” Didi told herself as she drove her vintage, specially equipped Cadillac through the city. Neon lights sparkled and shone as daylight slipped away and Las Vegas became a beacon in the twilight desert. 


God, she loved this town, with its hot, dry air, bustle, and excitement, and, most importantly, the glamour and glitz of the tall buildings that spired upward into a vast, star-spangled sky. The city itself was almost surreal in its stark contrast to the quiet, serene, eerie desert at night. 


Well, it wasn’t quite night yet, and she had no time to think about anything but her mission, one she’d been planning for the better part of a year. A tiny frisson of excitement sizzled through her blood, and the back of her mouth was suddenly dry with anxiety. 


“You can pull this off,” she said, the words a familiar mantra intended to calm her jangled nerves, push back her fears. She stepped on the gas as she reached the outskirts of town. Her chest was tight, her fingers clammy over the steering wheel, a million doubts creeping through her mind. 


She would have preferred to have the top down on the big car, to let the warm Nevada breeze stream across her face and through her hair, but she didn’t want to muss her makeup, nor her hair, and, really, with the twins, it was best to keep the convertible’s roof snapped into place and just leave the windows cracked enough to let in some air. 


In the back, strapped into their car seats, were her two infants. Her heart twisted at the thought of her precious little ones. A boy and a girl, six weeks old and sleeping, cooing softly as she drove, not knowing their fates. “Oh, babies,” she whispered, guilt already gnawing through her soul. What she was planning was unthinkable. But she was desperate, and everything would work out for the best. No one would get hurt. 


She hoped. 


Despite herself, she crossed the fingers of her right hand as she gripped the wheel. Was she making a mistake? Probably. But, then, it certainly wasn’t her first—or fiftieth, for that matter. 


Swallowing hard, she fought a spate of hot tears and steeled herself. She had to do this, had to; it was her one chance, their only chance for a better life. Sniffing, she blinked and wouldn’t let the tears fall and ruin her mascara. She needed to look good, perfect, to pull this off. Not like a sad sack of a clown with black streaks running down her cheeks. 


Involuntarily, seated in the soft white leather, she straightened her shoulders. You can do this, Didi. You can. She pressed a high heel a little more firmly on the gas pedal, and the Caddy responded, leaping forward, tires eagerly spinning over the dry, dusty asphalt. 


But what if something goes wrong? 


“It won’t.” 


It couldn’t. 


Just to be on the safe side, she sent up a quick prayer, something she hadn’t done much of since she’d shaken the Missouri dust off her boots, bought a bus ticket, and headed west when she was still a teenager. She’d left her family, and God Himself, in the huge Greyhound’s exhaust. 


Tonight, everything would turn around. 


Over the roar of the car’s big engine, she heard a soft sigh, one of the babies probably dreaming. 


Oh God. 


Setting her jaw, she flipped her visor down to shield her eyes against the sun’s glare and reminded herself that she couldn’t back out now—her plan was set, the wheels in motion. As Las Vegas became a strip of glorious lights reflected in her car’s oversize rearview mirror, she pushed in the cigarette lighter, then let her fingers scrabble on the seat beside her for her purse. She shook a Virginia Slims from the glittery cigarette case she scrounged out of her clutch. A few hits of nicotine would calm her. She cracked open the side window and, after lighting up, held her cigarette near the window—no second-hand smoke for her babies! That was definitely a thing these days, and as long as she was a mother . . . oh, Jesus, how long would that be? . . . she would keep the babies safe. 


Really? Who are you kidding? 


Condemning eyes reflected back at her in the mirror as she headed steadily west, where the blazing sun was settling over the cliffs of Red Rock Canyon. While the nicotine did its job, she turned on the radio to an oldies station and heard the Beatles singing “Let It Be.” 


Bam! 


Paul McCartney’s voice was drowned out as she hit a pothole, and the car shuddered, a loud thud sounding from the rear end of the Caddy. 


Oh, puh-leez. 


She couldn’t break down. Not now. Not when she’d finally screwed up her courage and set her plan in motion. Fearing that one of the car seats was too loose, that the strap securing it might have failed in this old car, she glanced over her shoulder. Nothing seemed out of place. And the car was running well, no popped tire, no bent axle. The babies were still safely bound in their car seats. 


For now. 


“It was nothing,” she said aloud. Maybe something had shifted in the trunk or a prop had gotten away from its bindings in the specialized cargo space she’d had retrofitted into the big car so that she could use it in her act. God, how she loved to pop out of the “empty” white Caddy, in a scanty outfit . . . well, those days were gone, at least temporarily, until she got rid of the remaining fat and sagging skin from her latest pregnancy with the twins. So far, she’d lost a lot of that weight, but things had shifted, and her skin was not as taut as it used to be when she’d been a nubile teenager, and tonight she’d had to wiggle into some damned tight undergarments to even slip into her current outfit—her favorite pink Marilyn Monroe dress. 


The jeweled gown’s seams were straining, but scarcely being able to breathe was well worth the trouble. Didi knew she looked spectacular. 


Cutting the radio, she kept the pedal to the metal, all the while listening for that disturbing noise again. She detected nothing more than the thrum of the engine, the whine of the tires, and the rush of wind through the partially opened window. Since the clunk had stopped, and there didn’t appear to be anything mechanically wrong with the car, thank God, she clicked on the radio again, this time to a current pop station. She squashed her cigarette on the tab in the ashtray, adjusted her sunglasses to fight the glare of those last eye-ball-searing minutes before the sun sank over the ragged mountaintops, and told herself she was ready. 


Tonight, her bad luck was going to change. 


Forever. 


Remmi hardly dared breathe in the tight cargo space of her mother’s ancient Cadillac. She rubbed the back of her head where it had bumped against the inside of the wall when Didi, at the wheel, had hit something and Remmi had bounced enough to slam the back of her head against the metal roof. Ouch! She was surprised her mother hadn’t heard the thud, stopped the car, and discovered her oldest daughter stowed away in the area where Didi usually hid the props for her stage act, a part of the voluminous trunk sectioned off in this boat of a white Cadillac. 


Fortunately, Remmi had bit back a scream despite the radiating pain. 


Now, she was sweating. A lot. Drops drizzled down her forehead and off her chin, and covered her back. The space she was wedged into was tight. Claustrophobic. But she didn’t want to think about how she could so easily be trapped inside. There was a latch of course, but it could jam. She didn’t want to think about it and swiped at the beads of sweat on her chin. 


For a split second, as the huge car’s speed increased and she felt as if Didi were being intentionally reckless, Remmi considered calling out, letting her mom know she was hiding in the space, but she held back. Didi would kill Remmi if she found out her teenager had stowed away in the car. Well, actually, Remmi hadn’t intended to stow away at all. She’d been hiding. From her mom. 


And it had backfired. 


Big-time. 


Cautiously, Remmi peered through a small slit between the cargo area and the back seat, a tiny peephole Didi had installed. The scent of cigarette smoke reached her nostrils, and she heard music from the radio. The twins, her half siblings, were silent for once, not crying, but Remmi couldn’t see them. From her vantage point, she saw little more than the back of her mother’s head, Didi’s blond “Marilyn” wig securely in place. 


Why the costume? 


Remmi hazarded a quick glance toward the wide rearview mirror and caught a glimpse of her mom’s face, sunglasses over the bridge of her nose, lips pouty and colored a glossy pink, even a signature mole drawn near the corner of her mouth. 


Oh, Mom, what’re you doing? 


Remmi wished to high heaven that she hadn’t decided at the last possible second to hide in the cargo space. She’d thought Didi was working, and Seneca, the twins’ nanny, had retired to her room for the night as the babies had fallen asleep in their shared crib. Remmi, whose room was part of the converted garage on the far end of the house, had thought she was safe, that no one would check on her until her mother returned sometime after her last show, usually after 


2:00 AM. She’d planned to sneak out her bedroom window, and with the keys she’d already lifted out of the drawer in the kitchen, she’d intended to drive her mother’s crappy old Toyota into the night. The windows of her room were mounted high, slanted panes near the apex of the sloped ceiling, accessible by climbing onto the headboard of her bed and scrambling over, impossible to reach from the outside without a ladder. 


But she’d done it. 


She’d slid through the narrow opening, hung by her fingers from the sill, then softly dropped to the dusty ground below, the heat of the desert still simmering, the sun beginning to sink in the western sky. 


All to meet a boy. 


A boy who was probably bad news. Or worse. But there was something about him, something that caught her attention and made the blood pound a little in her ears when his dark eyes found hers. Even now, stuck in the sweltering cargo space, her heart trip-hammered and the back of her throat went dry at the thought of Noah Scott. Older, with a bad-boy reputation, he was definitely not Didi-approved. 


Which made him all the more attractive, she decided. But she couldn’t help herself. God, he was sexy. She had dreams about his hands on her body and how kissing him made her tingle all over, even in places she hadn’t realized were meant to tingle. 


Stop it! 


She couldn’t think about him—fantasize about him. Not when she was trapped in Didi’s Cadillac, going to God-only-knew-where. 


Earlier, she’d snagged the keys to the Toyota, just after dinner, waited for Seneca to close her door, gave it another ten minutes, then slid out of the window and dropped lithely to the ground. She’d just settled behind the wheel of the Camry (she’d taught herself to drive on the sly and was fairly adept, even though she was still only fifteen) when she spied her mother’s Caddy rounding the corner of the street leading to their driveway in this crummy part of town. 


Crap! 


She’d sunk down in the Toyota’s battered driver’s seat, barely peeking over the dash as Didi had driven into the garage. Counting out three minutes in her head, she’d waited for Didi to head into the house. The second her mother was inside, Remmi had slipped into the open garage and thought she could sneak into her room, as it was just a few steps down the short hallway. Once Didi was past the kitchen, Remmi would be able to quietly ease the door open and make her way to the bedroom. 


No one, especially her mother, would be the wiser. 


She’d thought. 


Listening over the thudding of her own heartbeat, Remmi had wrapped her fingers around the doorknob when she’d heard the distinctive click of Didi’s heels approaching her direction. 


Crap! 


Rather than try to make it outside, where, if Didi chose to lock up, Remmi wouldn’t be able to get back into the house, she’d slipped away from the garage door and silently opened a back door of the monster of a car. Without thinking, she’d rolled into the back seat of the Caddy and engaged the secret lever Didi had installed. The seat back had flipped down, and Remmi had forced her body into the cramped cargo space. Without really thinking, she’d found the inside latch, and the rolled leather seat had sprung into place once more, clicking into place as Didi emerged from the house with one of the baby carriers. 


Remmi, peeking through the specialized peephole, had held her breath and silently prayed, Don’t let her find me, oh, please God, don’t let her— 


The Caddy’s back door flew open. Muttering to herself as she’d secured the carrier into position, Didi didn’t seem to notice anything was amiss. She’d quickly returned to the house. Remmi had reached for the lever but never got the chance to escape. Less than a minute after strapping in the first carrier, Didi had reappeared with the second. 


Once both car seats had been locked into place, Remmi had been trapped. 


Only then did she notice that Didi was dressed in her favorite Marilyn Monroe costume, all pink and shimmery. She’d climbed behind the wheel and jammed her keys into the ignition. The massive car with its huge engine had roared to life, and Didi had backed out of the garage without a word. 


Five seconds later, she’d rammed the Cadillac into drive, hit the gas, and headed to the desert. With her infants strapped into the back seat of this boat of a car, and Remmi hidden in the trunk, Didi drove as if the devil himself were chasing her. 


Why? 


What was with the full-Marilyn regalia? 


And where to? 


Remmi bit her lower lip nervously. 


Where the hell was she headed? 


“Son of a bitch!” Noah kicked a rock hard enough for it to hit against the weathered side of the barn and bang so loudly that the dog sleeping on the porch gave a startled bark. Roscoe, who was a mix of some kind of sheepdog and who knew what else, raised his speckled, shaggy head, yawned, wagged his stub of a tail, then settled back on the old rag rug that was his bed, his nose buried in the faded fabric, eyes bright and focused on Noah. 


“It’s okay,” Noah grumbled, but it wasn’t. Not by a long shot. Noah was itching for a fight. He was supposed to meet a girl. Not just any girl, but a girl he’d just met the other day at the lake. She wasn’t his usual type, was a little on the nerdy side, and young, too, but she was smart and hadn’t been intimidated by him. The daughter of some weird showgirl, a woman impersonator, he thought. Didi Storm. Yeah, that was the mother’s name. Like him, the girl, Remmi, had no real dad in the picture, and he could see she would soon become a knockout. Her brown hair was streaked a reddish gold—naturally, he’d guessed, from the blasting Nevada sun. Freckles dusted a long but straight nose, and her eyes, somewhere between green and gold, flashed with intelligence and humor. He’d tested her, and she could give as well as she could take. Built tall and lean, with small breasts and hips that barely flared, she didn’t seem to care that she wasn’t as curvy as some of the girls she hung out with. 


Including that bitch Mandi Preston, who, while they’d all been swimming in the lake, had made a point of pressing her impressive boobs up against him. She was a tease, and as those massive breasts, held in place by a slip of a red bikini bra, had grazed the bare skin of his back, he’d had an immediate reaction, a hard-on forming despite the cool water. He’d tried to hide his boner, but it had been impossible, and Mandi had known just what she’d accomplished. It was a game with her, but he wasn’t interested in her. Never had been. All blond tousled hair, bubblegum-pink lipstick, and high-pitched giggling, he’d found her too . . . commercial? Too much like a TV bimbo? No, maybe she was just a fake. He knew she was smarter than she pretended to be; he’d seen flashes of it, and the flirty dumb act bothered him. 


Not so Remmi. 


She said what was on her mind and didn’t seem to care what anyone else thought. She’d seen the display in the lake as she’d lain on a towel and read a book. Over the cover, she’d watched as Mandi had splashed and rubbed up against Noah. Arching a dark eyebrow, she’d caught Noah’s eye, given her head a shake, and closed the paperback. As she’d scooped up her towel, flip-flops, and small cooler, he’d waited for his damned cock to cooperate; then he’d followed her to the parking area. 


“What?” she’d asked when she unlocked the door of a beat-up Toyota and slid into the sunbaked interior. 


“I don’t know you.” 


“You’re right. You don’t.” She’d jabbed her keys into the ignition. 


“You got a license?” he asked. If she was sixteen, he’d be surprised. 


“So how is that any of your business?” She’d flashed him a cool smile and started the engine, stomping on the gas and backing up so quickly she’d nearly hit him—he’d jumped back, just in case—then, sliding her sunglasses over that long nose, she’d nearly clipped a signpost that listed the rules of the swim park. He wondered if she’d done it on purpose, as if she were thumbing her nose at authority. 


Or maybe he’d just hoped so. 


Didn’t matter. He was hooked, and he’d caught up with her twice more at the lake, bringing his own ratty towel and stretching out beside her as she pretended to read. Maybe she was really trying. But her gaze kept straying from the pages of the paperback, a battered copy of a Stephen King novel, to the lake, where the water shimmered under the harsh sun. Boats, sometimes pulling skiers, cut through the clear water, engines churning, frothy wakes widening behind them. Swimmers kept closer to the shore, Moms with toddlers or teenagers hanging out in packs. 


Remmi came alone, most of the time. 


He liked that. 


In fact, he liked her. 


And it surprised him. 


She was, after all, jailbait, or so he’d thought. She couldn’t be sixteen, despite the car. She was kind of on her own, helping out with her infant siblings, working at a burger joint, and waiting for school to start. And she liked computers, was kind of a geek when it came to the net, something that was completely foreign to him. 


Yet, he’d felt a kinship with her, as if they were both some kind of misfit. He was out of high school and fast running out of options, his job as the clean-up guy on construction sites a dead end. His life at home the same. He needed to move on. But tonight? 


Remmi. 


He felt a jolt of anticipation fire his blood and mentally kicked himself when his thoughts took him to imagining her warm lips and soft body. Shit, what was he thinking? 


Nothing good. 


Then again, not so bad. 


Oh, hell, who knew? Maybe he was making a bigger deal of it than it was, but say what you will, hadn’t she agreed to meet him tonight? In a park not far from the edge of town. They planned to go dirt biking in the desert. Alone. 


Despite the fact that he was supposedly grounded. 


By his stepfather. Ike Baxter, a big, burly guy with swarthy skin, a thick salt-and-pepper flattop, and eyes drilled deep into his skull, seemed to think he could tell Noah just exactly what to do. If he ordered, “Jump,” Noah was supposed to respond, “How high, sir?” Yeah, right. Ike could go jump into the deepest lake around, preferably chained to a cement block. God, he hated that miserable son of a bitch. What his mother saw in him escaped Noah. 


But there it was. 


And the big jerk-wad had grounded him because his “chores” hadn’t been done in a timely fashion, the task in question being setting fence posts in cement-like soil after a ten-hour stretch at his job. Well, screw that. 


“Shit,” he said, and swiped at the sweat running down his face. Mad at the world, Noah eyed the stucco house with its cracked walls and missing roof tiles. Even though he knew it was near-suicide, he considered “borrowing” the crappy Yamaha motorcycle on which Ike was forever tinkering. The dirt bike was a beater, circa 1968, in Noah’s opinion, but something the old man treasured and called “classic.” Noah snorted his disdain at Ike’s lofty notion of the relic. Still, the bike still had some kick in it, and he needed to get out. Now. While he could. Cora Sue, his mother, was MIA again, probably down at Slaughter’s, sipping vodka, getting wasted, and trying to forget the landscape of her pathetic life. As for his old man? Ike had taken off an hour or so ago, but not before rattling off a list of chores for his stepson, an edict reinforced by a threat that, if he failed to get them done, he’d be grounded “for the rest of the month, maybe more. We’ll see.” Who knew when the fucker would show up again? As if Noah cared. Ike Baxter was a hard-ass son of a bitch who didn’t like his wife’s “snot-nosed smart-mouthed jackass” any more than the jackass liked him. Yeah, Stepdaddy was a real dick-wad. Too good for Cora Sue, but she gravitated to losers, one after another, including his biological old man, who’d done a quick vanishing act before he was born. Never had he met the “sperm donor,” as Cora Sue had so appropriately named Ronnie Scott, though she’d chased him rigorously and futilely for child support that never appeared. The only help she’d ever gotten from Noah’s dad was in the form of Ronnie’s widowed mother, a religious nutjob who had taken care of her grandson while Cora Sue waited tables at one of the smaller casinos just off the Strip. 


The last Noah had heard, dear old Dad was banging out license plates or doing laundry or some other menial labor while serving time in prison in California. Noah didn’t know which lockup housed his father, and he didn’t much care. 


With that thought, he jogged to the hovel of a house, where his room consisted of an attic space that was hot as hell in the summer, colder than a well digger’s butt in winter, and tight enough that he could stand only under the crown of the roof. His bed was a sleeping bag tossed over a mattress lying on a plywood floor, but there was a window, and through that small pane of glass, he could view the stars at night and watch the sun come up each morning. 


And neither Ike nor Cora Sue bothered him in the attic; they pretty much left him alone. 


Things could be worse. 


Then again, they could be a whole lot better. 


The sun was hanging low in the sky as he hurried up the dilapidated steps to the porch. Roscoe thumped his stubby tail, and Noah, in a hurry, gave the old shepherd a quick pat on the muzzle before crossing the dusty floorboards and opening the creaking screen door. He stepped into the house and found the single key dangling from a nail pounded into a post near the back door, snagged it, started outside, then hesitated. Knowing he was crossing a line, he walked through the kitchen and down a short, hot hallway, where pictures of Cora and Ike’s wedding, at one of the local drive-through chapels, were posted. Ignoring the shots of his younger, happier mother and the man who would become his tyrant of a stepfather, he slipped into the second bedroom, which was now Ike’s den. Unerringly, Noah went to the heat vent behind the scarred metal desk, removed the vent’s grimy cover, and stuck his arm down the dusty hole to a spot where the vent bent back under the house. 


His fingers scraped not one, but two plastic bags, and he withdrew the first to find a wad of cash. The other small sack was either more money, which was unlikely, or Ike’s stash of “feel-goodies,” as he referred to the weed and ecstasy and whatever else he’d scored and hidden away. This one was enough. From the looks of it, there was nearly a grand hidden inside the first bag. 


After pocketing the plastic bag and replacing the vent, he headed for the attic stairs and climbed the steep, ladder-like steps to his “room.” Once there, he went to his own hiding spot, a board near the only vent in the ceiling; he slid it out of place and reached beneath the convex arch of a roof tile. He retrieved a sock holding several hundred dollars. Not enough to start a new life, but when added to the money he’d taken from Ike, he should do all right. 


Maybe. 


He didn’t take the time to think it through, just backed down the staircase, and headed outside, the screen door banging behind him, Roscoe giving up a disgruntled “woof.” Noah didn’t bother with the steps, just took a flying leap off the porch and ran across the parking area to the shed, another one of Ike’s private spots. 


Inside, the shed was an oven, stifling and breathless. 


A wasp buzzed angrily near an umbrella-shaped paper nest tucked in rafters low enough to touch; the building was small and compact, not quite as large as a single-bay garage. Weathered siding smelled of oil and dust, mingled with the lingering scent of stale cigarette smoke from stepdaddy’s last Camel straight. Tools lined the walls, and motorcycle parts were strewn on a bench that ran along one side of the shed, beneath the single window, where cobwebs and grime covered the small panes. The Yamaha was propped against the far wall, and without a second thought, he rolled it out of the dingy building, down the short ramp, and onto the sparse gravel of the parking area between the sagging garage and the back porch. 


He kick-started the old bike into life, and the engine caught immediately. Then he was off, the back tire sliding a little as he slipped from the scant gravel to the asphalt of the two-lane. Take that, Ike, he thought, grinning smugly. It was time to give a little back to the man who didn’t think twice about back-handing him; he was a burly son of a bitch with a cruel streak that he tried and failed to control. There would be hell to pay when Noah returned, but maybe he wouldn’t. Maybe he’d just keep riding west; he was old enough at eighteen to do what he wanted, even if it was on a stolen motor bike. 


Oh, hell. 


His mother, if she knew what he was doing, would have a heart attack. But how much did she care? If his whereabouts weren’t engraved on the bottom of a martini glass, she wouldn’t have a clue, right? No, Cora Sue left all of her child-rearing and now teen-monitor duties to Ike the Spike or his paternal grandmother, the Sperm Donor’s aging and oh-so-religious mother. As far as Noah knew, his grandmother still regularly wrote to her felon of a son and, no doubt, spouted the same Bible verses and quotes to Ronnie as she did to Noah. She plucked them at random, from the Old Testament as well as the New. They were often butchered and spun for her own purpose, but they continued to ring in his ears. 


“Do to others as you would have them do to you” and “Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer . . .” and Noah’s personal favorite, “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. . . .” Amen to that, Grannie! 


He wouldn’t dwell on the consequences of what he was doing. Not now, anyway. With the hot wind in his face, the Yamaha whining high and steady, only to catch, then thrum again as it wound through the gears, and his pocket full of the old man’s ill-gotten money, he steered the bike steadily west, where the desert stretched toward the mountains that were on fire, backlit by the setting sun. 


His heart surged. 


He felt free, and though it was a probably a temporary sensation, one he might regret, he didn’t care. At least not for the moment. 


He flicked his wrist, shifting as the motorcycle screamed down the highway, passing a few cars heading toward the lights of Las Vegas. Sin City. And his home. At least for now. Probably not for long when Ike discovered his stash and bike missing. 


But who the fuck cared? Live for the moment, baby, that was his new motto. 


Grinning, he wound the bike up, engine revving, tires humming and eating up the dusty asphalt strip as he cruised by the park. 


Remmi wasn’t on the bench where she’d said she’d be. Disappointment welled inside him, and he waited, driving the bike in figure eights, then gassing it and popping up a wheelie, as the seconds and minutes rolled past. 


What do you expect? A girl like that. Emphasis on girl, and she is way out of your league. A braniac who reads books and doesn’t give a crap about what every other girl her age likes isn’t going to be into you. Still he waited and argued with himself, coming up with a dozen legitimate reasons why she hadn’t shown up: the car wouldn’t start, she’d been found out, she’d fallen asleep, she got called into work, she had to babysit those twin siblings, and on and on. 


Still he hung out, feeling the heat rising from the parking lot pavement, watching others come and go, mothers, and babysitters, even a dad or two, or a grandparent; all stayed only long enough for their kids to play in the sand and the fountain while they chatted on their cell phones. 


But no Remmi. 


He checked his watch and noticed the sun was beginning to set over the ridge of mountains. 


Fine. She wasn’t going to show. 


Angry again, he pressed on the gas and sped out of the parking lot, racing to the part of town Remmi called home. He didn’t see her in the lengthening shadows surrounding her house, and even after several passes, he didn’t catch sight of her. The house was quiet, almost as if no one was home, just one lamp blazing from a back window, and the nanny’s car, a small Honda Civic, parked in the drive. Was Remmi inside? He drove loudly past twice, and neighbors across the street peered through the windows, but no one stirred in the Storm house. Either she didn’t hear him, couldn’t respond, or just didn’t want to see him. 


Fine. 


He couldn’t wait forever, he decided, and hit the gas, speeding along the narrow bit of rapidly declining suburbia and onto the main road, his back tire skidding a bit again before it caught and the bike righted itself. 


Adrenaline burning through his blood, he wondered if he’d ever see Remmi again, told himself it didn’t matter, though that was a hard and fast lie considering his sense of disappointment. 


He pushed the bike ever faster, around a slow-moving pickup loaded with bales of hay, and then farther, the Yamaha whining in his ears, the wind screaming past as he headed unerringly west and into the Mojave, now burnished by the rays of the dying sun as it stretched silently to the mountains.










Chapter 2 


Didi hankered for another cigarette as she drove, but resisted the urge. She’d already broken some unwritten law by lighting up with her twins in the car, and she’d just have to wait. Instead, she reached across the bench seat and opened the massive glove box, another place she kept props, then with one hand and an eye on the road, she scrounged around until she found an opened tin of Altoids. She popped two, hoping her breath would smell fresh for the upcoming meeting. 


Her heart was pounding a million times a minute at that thought. Hands tight on the steering wheel, she gave herself an internal pep talk. “You can do this. You know you can. It’s for the best. For you. For the kids. For everyone.” But she blinked against an unexpected gush of tears and refused to let them fall from her eyes. Not only did she not want to appear weak to herself or to him, she didn’t want to ruin her so carefully applied makeup. 


She checked the Caddy’s dash, noting the time. She couldn’t screw this up. Her next set started at ten, and she’d promised she would be there. And she would be. Nothing could go wrong. It just couldn’t. She stretched her fingers over the steering wheel, feeling them tense despite all her best intentions. 


She’d been planning this night for months, ever since the midwife had given her the news that she’d be delivering twins. Not one baby, but two. Oh, Lord. She’d wanted to argue with Seneca, but the woman, who had some Jamaican blood in her, was a skilled midwife and nursemaid. Tall, elegant, with sly, watchful eyes, Seneca knew how to keep her mouth shut as well as help with the birthing and caring of babies without the inconvenience of hospitals full of staff and visitors with their watchful eyes and wagging tongues. Doctors, nurses, aides, and whoever else within the walls of even a private hospital would have been hard to buy off—there were just too many people involved—but Seneca, though not cheap, not by a long shot, could keep her mouth closed. Seneca’s tight lips, coupled with her skilled hands, made her well worth the trouble and expense, and even if Didi really couldn’t afford the midwife/nursemaid right now, she would soon be able to. 


Didi might not be much of a celebrity, as she darned well should be, but right now she had to filter the publicity around her and make sure her secrets were secure. Or else her plan would backfire—and she couldn’t risk that. She had a future to think of. Not just for herself, but for her children. She hazarded another quick glance at the back seat, where her babies were cooing and gurgling. Little Adam and Ariel. Her throat grew thick, and she turned her eyes back to the road and searched for the spot where she would exit this strip of highway. Within minutes, she found the back road that dissolved into gravel and wound through the cholla and yucca before turning onto the broad expanse of Mojave. Her throat was tight and as dry as the dust that plumed from beneath the whitewalls of her Caddy as she tore past Joshua trees and followed the dirt bike and ATV tracks through the uneven desert. 


One of the babies started to cry, and she let out a sigh. “Not now,” she said softly. “Please not now.” To distract herself, she turned on the radio again but didn’t even notice what was playing. It didn’t matter. 


Her nerves were on edge, but in an hour, maybe less, this part of her plan would be over. And then . . . And then . . . ? Phase two. 


“God help me,” she whispered, and despite her vows otherwise, she pressed in the lighter again and searched her bag for one more cigarette. 


Just one. 


Stomping on the accelerator, Brett Hedges drove as if he were trying to outrun a damned avalanche. And he was. The storm of emotions roiling within him, propelling him, was chasing after him, nipping at his heels, threatening to swallow him with all its vengeful fury. 


Just who the hell did Didi think she was? 


Baiting him? 


Taunting him? 


Threatening to expose him and using a kid to do it? 


A mental image of her beautiful face swam before his eyes. Sly green eyes, pouty slick lips, high cheekbones, and a naughty come-hither smile that was part innocence and part pure sensual guilt. With a sexy, sassy attitude and a body to match, she’d lured him, teased him, and thrown out her proverbial bait, and he’d snapped it up, hook, line, and sinker. 


The damned part of it was, he’d probably do it all over again, even knowing the consequences. 


Maybe . . . 


As dust spun from beneath the Mustang’s tires and the engine roared, he sped across the desert, the sinking sun at his back, the luminescent glow of Las Vegas deep into the horizon, the million stars in the clear, dark sky beginning to show. He drove steadily to the stupid meeting point that she’d insisted upon. 


He’d told her he would drive to the city, have the meeting in a hotel room in one of the large casinos, but no. She wanted a face-toface in the middle of the damned Mojave Desert. 


It seemed over the top. Nearly insane. 


Then again, Didi was nothing if not a drama queen, so here he was, racing across an uneven track of what couldn’t even be called a road, in the middle of the fucking Nevada desert. The back of his neck twinged, that same feeling that was always a warning, telling him he was making a big mistake, maybe a colossal or epic error in judgment, by agreeing to her demands. 


For a second, he sneaked a peek at the passenger seat, where his briefcase lay. Inside: blood money. Next to it: his pistol. A Glock G-19. With fifteen rounds in the clip. 


Just in case. 


His back teeth ground together as bugs spattered his windshield and dust filled his nostrils. 


Shit, shit, shit! 


Pounding on the steering wheel with one curled fist, he thought of all kinds of scenarios, nasty ones, where he would put her in her place. His guts curled at the thought of paying that lying bitch, who, less than a year ago, was all wet lips and hot pussy, a woman who was, as it turned out, as crazy as she was sexy, as cunning as she was erotic, a woman he never should have touched, let alone slept with. Oh, hell, this was a mess, and he was right at the center of it. 


But he wasn’t going down without a fight, he thought, as he heard the first cry of a lonesome coyote over the growl of the Mustang’s engine. Inside his somewhat battered briefcase, he had a little surprise for Didi. Some of the bills weren’t legit, but near-perfect forgeries, a fact she wouldn’t be able to discern until she’d really examined each bundle, all strapped neatly. Professionally. By the time she’d realized her mistake, it would be too late. She wouldn’t be able to go to the cops without selling herself down the river for attempting extortion and selling her own infant. He wasn’t sure about the laws, but what she was attempting was darned close to human trafficking in a way, even if he was the kid’s father. 


Right? Maybe. 


Did it matter? No. 


The upshot was that she would be cornered as well as broke. 


He felt a grim satisfaction at that thought. Didi would get what she’d deserved, the con artist becoming the mark. It all had an ironic and gratifying ring to it, he thought, though the sprinkling of legitimate fifties and hundreds within the straps did bother him. A necessary cost of doing business. 


He only wished he could be a fly on the wall when she finally discovered that the illicit tables had been effectively turned on her. 


As he thought about that, he allowed himself a grin, and for the first time since he’d rented his car in LA, the warmth of the lowering sun was welcome against his back. 


In the back of the Cadillac, Remmi fought nausea. The car was speeding, engine humming, and Didi didn’t seem to care as the tires hit rocks and potholes that caused it to bounce. The cargo space was beyond hot, the air stale, and Remmi held onto the grips on either side of the tight space, handholds made especially for Didi when she was hiding within this cramped space as part of her routine. Now the straps helped Remmi from hitting her head again and kept her body, even wedged as it was, from shifting and banging against the sides or ceiling. Her head still throbbed from the first time, and she couldn’t chance Didi hearing a suspicious noise, though that scenario seemed far-fetched right now as she was driving like a bat out of hell to a place only she knew. The longer the trip, the more woozy Remmi felt, and the more her fear mounted. Wherever Didi was taking her twins, it wasn’t a good spot, of that Remmi was certain. 


What if Didi was somehow plotting to get rid of Ariel and Adam? Remmi’s heart twisted, and she didn’t really believe it because she felt at some level her mother really did love her infants, even if they were fatherless, and once again, Didi Storm, aka Edwina Maria Hutchinson, was thrust into the role of single mother. She’d stuck by Remmi despite the lack of a husband; surely, she would do the same for the twins. Or would she? Hadn’t Didi taken extraordinary measures to hide her pregnancy, wearing tight girdles in the first few months, which, combined with her morning, afternoon, and night sickness, had kept her from showing, but then, when the two babies began gaining weight in utero, Didi had stopped working, claimed an illness shrouded in mystery, and quietly had her babies at home, with Seneca as midwife and Remmi as her aide. Remembering the birth, Remmi felt even more queasy. Afterward, when the two infants were breathing on their own, wailing and cleaned, their cords cut, the detritus of afterbirth and blood dispensed with, Remmi’s heart had soared at the wonder of birth and the creation of the perfect tiny humans, but during the protracted labor and birth itself, she’d nearly vomited. 


Didi had taken to the twins, a boy and girl she’d quickly dubbed Adam and Ariel, but still she’d kept her secret, and Remmi had been advised to do the same. There had been the unspoken threat of some kind of illegality, possibly no official birth record for either child, and Didi had warned her daughter that the babies could be “taken away” and “put into foster care” or “put up for adoption,” all of which was probably BS, but Remmi had dutifully held her tongue. 


And now this. A secret run through the desert in the Caddy, while dressed in her flashiest costume? It didn’t make any sense. Not only that, Remmi knew, somehow it wasn’t right, almost seemed sinister. But what was her mother’s plan? Remmi didn’t doubt that Didi had one, and she almost banged on the panel separating this tiny cranny from the back seat, but didn’t. If Didi realized her eldest daughter was stowed away and now a part of whatever plot she’d hatched, Didi would flip out and possibly even slap her again, so Remmi bit her tongue and tried to ignore the headache throbbing to the pulsing beat of some song Didi was listening to, the guitars and drums pounding through speakers mounted in the cargo space. 


But as the beat thundered and the smell of cigarette smoke filled her space, the heat intense, Remmi almost gave up and pounded her fist on the panels. She was poised to do it when the music stopped suddenly and the car shifted, turning widely, still bouncing on the uneven terrain, slowing slightly. Whatever Didi was involved in, it was about to go down. 


Remmi bit her lip, worried. And Didi was clearly nervous. She never smoked unless she was stressed to the max, at least not around the babies. Whatever this was, it was bad, bad, bad. 


Maybe she should reveal herself. 


What if something really bad was about to happen? 


She’d told herself that Didi wouldn’t do anything to put her babies, her specially equipped monster of a car, and her own self at risk, but what did Remmi know? Didi was nothing if not theatrical, and though she seemed very inclined to save her own skin, she’d been acting weird lately, ever since the birth of the twins. And now she was lighting up again, a sure sign that she was anxious. Yeah, Didi smoked, but not one after another, and the set of her jaw, the little worry lines near the corners of her glossy lips, visible in the mirror, were indications of just how serious this all was. 


Remmi started hyperventilating and told herself to calm down, that everything was going to be fine, that Didi had been in more than her share of scrapes and had always landed on her feet. Hopefully this time would be the same. 


On the ridge overlooking a wide span of the Mojave, the Marksman waited. 


Patiently. 


Double-checking the holographic sight on his rifle, making certain it was aimed perfectly, he felt the dying sun on his back. The Remington was held in place by a hog saddle on a short tripod and aimed at the desert floor, where trails from motorbikes, ATVs, and SUVs crisscrossed through the sparse vegetation. The evening was still hot, only a whisper of wind sliding over him. 


Nearly go time. 


A glance at the dead body lying face down, blood staining the sand, confirmed the fact that everything was in motion. 


He turned back to his sniper’s nest, once more checking for scorpions and Mojave Greens, rattlers common to this part of the desert. He scanned the dips and ridges of his hiding spot but found it clean. Settling in, he ignored the little trail of blood that ran down a bit of a slope toward him and didn’t listen to the sounds of the coming night, the insects, and the occasional cry of a coyote. He needed to focus, and as he did, a song came into his mind. 


As always. 


Whenever absolute concentration was necessary, the prayers and rhymes and songs of his youth would seep into his brain, the rhythms and tunes soothing, though some people might think it hypocrisy or heresy or even worse for the religious or patriotic ditties and phrases to be part of his plan of action. He didn’t care, though. He needed a clear mind, a focused eye, and a steady hand. He didn’t choose the mantra, it chose him, day by day, different as the seasons, constant as the rising sun. Once the Lord’s Prayer had sifted through his gray matter: 


Our Father who art in heaven,


Hallowed be thy name . . . 


Another time a song he barely remembered from vacation Bible school: 


Jesus loves me


This I know


For the Bible


Tells me so . . . 


But today there was another one, the refrain simple, the earworm incessant, which was just perfect:


 


This little light of mine, I’m gonna let it shine . . .


This little light of mine . . . 


His entire family would have been horrified that these inspirational songs and catchphrases and prayers were what he used as a calming bath for his brain, a steadying force, but did it matter? Sometimes he even invoked prayers in Latin, a dead language he’d been forced to learn at the insistence of his ultrareligious grandmother, who had been raised Roman Catholic before she found her born-again faith. Despite her conversion to a strict evangelical sect, she retained some of the trappings of her Catholic roots, her affinity for Latin being one of them. Granny. May she rest in peace. “Requiescat in pace,” he said aloud, softly, not for the dead person here, in the desert, but for that pale-lipped, curly-haired woman with skin the color and texture of beef jerky, who had alternately wagged her finger at him and laughed uproariously, from her gut, mouth opened wide, gold caps glinting in the firelight. A miserable, God-fearing, and hilarious old bitch. “Requiescat in pace,” he repeated, then spat into the dirt, sending a camel spider scurrying to hide under a nearby rock. 


It shouldn’t be long now. 


He closed his eyes for a second. 


Listened hard. 


It sounded like a car’s engine was getting closer. Yes, there it was . . . and another? From the opposite direction? Oh, yes . . . 


He couldn’t help but smile as he opened his eyes, searching the desert floor for the pinpoints of headlights and the telltale plumes of dust. 


There it was. The distinctive rumble of a big car’s engine. He slipped his finger onto the trigger. 


And then he saw them, the tiny glare of twin headlamps, coming in from the east. 


And fast. 


Right on time.










Chapter 3 


“Gotcha.” Brett trained his eyes on the headlights blazing, twin beacons glowing like gold eyes in the desert, moving steadily in his direction. 


As if the driver of the approaching car heard him, the vehicle slowed, wheels sliding through a clump of cacti, a pastel fender glinting in the last streaks of sunset. Didi for sure, and in that big monster of a car, the white Cadillac convertible she used in her shows. 


Of course. 


She had to make a flashy entrance. 


Always. No matter how serious the situation. But then again, maybe she didn’t realize just how serious this was. Again, he glanced to the passenger seat. Could he do it? He wondered. It would be easy enough to threaten her, but to really pull the trigger? 


He remembered, just ten damned months ago, first meeting her after one of her shows. It had all started with him sending a message to her dressing room. He’d gone to see her perform at the suggestion of a friend. Though the casino had been older, a seedy throwback to the fifties that was rumored to have been sold and slated for demolition, there had been a bit of nostalgic charm to the place. He’d ordered a double martini, then turned his disinterested gaze to the stage when the drink had arrived. 


The curtain had gone up, and to his surprise he’d been instantly captivated. From the moment he’d first spied her “appearing” magically from the inside of what had seemed to be an empty, if gleaming, pearlescent white Cadillac, its finish so glossy as to look wet, he’d been gobsmacked. Didi, in a sequined gown, fluffy blond wig, and bubblegum-pink lips had resembled Marilyn Monroe so closely, he’d had to look twice. And hard. Man, she’d been a knockout. 


Seated in the front row, at a table nearly abutting the stage, he could have sworn she’d singled him out, that the glances she’d sent his way had definitely been hot. He’d interpreted them as come-hither invitations that had caused all sorts of erotic images to spring to mind. He’d downed three or four martinis during her set, his gaze drawn to the sexy performer who changed costumes during the act, becoming different celebrities while singing and actually performing a little magic as well. 


Brett had been mesmerized. Stupidly, he realized now. He’d sent the message to her dressing room via a waiter and then had ended up buying her more than a few drinks when she’d appeared without all the stage makeup, looking younger, more innocent, and even more beautiful in tights and a shimmery, belted tunic. She’d been blessed with a fresh face and was quick with a soft, sexy laugh. Her large eyes glimmered, or had it been the booze? Who knew? The upshot was that one thing had led to another, and they’d spent more than a week together, primarily in his hotel room with a glorious penthouse view high above the city. He’d lost his sanity for what had, in reality, been only a few nights, but it had been long enough to reel him in forever. 


In hindsight, the seduction appeared to have been part of a greater plan that had blossomed into her extortion plot. She’d probably set her sights on him from the onset, and he’d been stupid enough to think he’d fooled her with his alias and back story about his identity. All along, it now seemed, she’d known he wasn’t who he’d claimed to be, that even the ID he’d carried and left “carelessly” in his wallet had been a lie. 


One night that week, in the early morning hours, he’d felt her stir and slide out of the covers to tiptoe to the bureau where he’d tossed his bifold. As he’d watched through slitted eyes, she’d opened the wallet and studied its contents. The room had been dark, for the most part, the only illumination from small digital numbers on the television and digital clock, as well as the ambient glow from outside the window, seeping past the open blinds, the neon lights of Las Vegas giving the room an otherworldly half-light. He’d expected her to take some of the cash or slip one of his credit cards into her purse. He’d been mistaken. She’d just looked at each thin card with its magnetic strip and unknown available balance, not bothering to photograph any of them or pocket a single one. As quietly as a mouse, she’d replaced his belongings exactly as she’d found them, going so far as to pat his wallet, as if for good luck or as a sign of affection before returning to the bed. 


He knew better now, but in those wee hours when she’d spooned her supple body up against his, her smooth rump cuddled into his crotch, he’d trusted her, and his erection had stiffened against her skin. She’d snuggled closer, moving against his cock, making soft mewling noises as he’d reached around to cup one of her incredible breasts. Her nipple had tightened, and he’d groaned, then pushed her onto the bed and thrust deep into her silky, moist heat. Their coupling had been fierce and raw, and even now, as he drove, knowing full well the depths of her deception, loathing himself, he felt a twinge in his crotch. 


After that night, when she’d left his wallet on the bureau, their affair had blazed white hot for four or five more nights, before he’d left the city, promising to call and never bothering. She was, he’d decided, a fling. Nothing more. Part of a wild, erotic week of his life that he would remember from time to time, and he would smile, wondering what had happened to her. He might even search her out, via the Internet or some other means, perhaps try to reconnect, but he hadn’t believed it, because deep down, he’d suspected she was trouble, the kind of trouble he wanted no part of. 


For the better part of a year, he hadn’t heard from her. 


Until that fateful call telling him he was a daddy. And, oh, by the way, she knew his true identity and that his family was loaded. 


So she’d never bought his story that he was single, a salesman for a high-tech firm who visited this part of Nevada as part of his territory. He’d made it clear that he’d been looking for fun and that was all, and she’d acted as if she’d understood—no strings attached. 


And then, after hearing nothing for three quarters of a year, she’d dropped the bomb that he was a father to a newborn son, and she had the DNA test to prove it. 


Maybe. 


The whole thing smelled of a con job. 


He felt to the marrow of his bones that he’d been set up. From the very get-go. 


She’d played him, played him good. 


But no more. 


Tonight was the end of it. 


It’s now or never. 


Didi spied the approaching car, and her throat turned as dry as the dust spraying up from the Caddy’s tires. The babies. Her babies. Was she making a huge mistake? 


“You can do this,” she said, determined. Yes, this was the biggest con of her life, and yes, she was nervous, but it was close to going down. Heart thudding, she told herself she should feel some sense of exhilaration rather than angst, but one of her little ones started to cry, and she had to shut out the sound for fear that her damned milk would let down and gushers of milk would stain her dress despite undergarments that had been guaranteed not to let that happen. Geez, how had her life turned to such a mess, all deception and lies? She’d once been a Missouri farm girl, filled with promise and enthusiasm, but that girl, Edwina Maria Hutchinson, had died a quick death the minute she’d turned eighteen, took the bus out of the small town she’d called home, and, two days later, landed on sweet California soil. At that moment, Edie, as she’d been known in the Midwest—she had even gladly embroidered it onto her tight cheer-leading sweater—had died a quick death, and Didi Storm had been born. 


Even at eighteen, she’d known she’d been blessed with the face of an angel and the body of a she-devil, and she’d been certain she would take the entertainment industry by her new surname, which was one of the reasons she’d chosen it. Didi Storm. It just had such a great ring to it, y’know? However, like so many others who had believed they were the next big thing, she’d been sadly mistaken and horridly disappointed. No, she’d not become a household name like Meg Ryan or Demi Moore or Jennifer Aniston or Julia Roberts or whomever. There were dozens of women who had, and Didi had been determined to become one of them. She’d start out at the bottom, take bit parts in soap operas or do commercials, anything just to get a toehold on stardom. But it hadn’t panned out, not at all, she thought bitterly as her Cadillac hurtled through the desert. Because stupidly . . . stupidly, she’d let herself get pregnant, and all of her dreams had gone up in dust—or, more accurately, in piles of dirty diapers, sinks full of baby bottles, and long, sleepless nights with a baby girl. 


If she hadn’t been so foolish as to become a teenage mother, she was still certain, she would have made the big time. Instead, she’d spent hours as a waitress in a seedy bar or going to auditions or rocking her colicky infant while staring at the television in the studio apartment she’d rented in Sherman Oaks. The tips had been okay, and at least she hadn’t had to stoop to turning tricks or fall into the trap of becoming some kind of porn star with more than one X in her name. No, she’d scraped by, and deep into the nights, though exhausted, she’d watched dozens of old movies and learned to mimic the stars of the silver screen. Marilyn Monroe, with her combination of innocence, sexy charm, and breathy voice, quickly became her favorite, and she’d practiced every nuance of the blond bombshell’s on-screen personas. But Didi hadn’t stopped with Marilyn, not when she had been able to watch hours of MTV with its endless music videos. She taped her favorites, then replayed them over and over, studying the dance moves and singing styles of the female artists she adored. Cher was the best, but Whitney Houston, Madonna, and Joan Jett all were close seconds. Didi loved the most flamboyant and independent, the pop stars and rockers who dressed to suit themselves, their costumes brilliant and outlandish, their attitudes sassy and outspoken—women she’d emulated while trapped with a sickly infant. 


Yeah, pick your poison, boys, she’d thought, Didi does it all. And had for years. All because she’d drunk too much rotgut tequila one night and thrown caution to the wind. She’d ended up with a mother of a hangover that hadn’t really ever gone away, considering she’d conceived Remmi that night. 


The daughter who had stopped her from getting to the big time. 


The pregnancy that had started her downfall. 


If she hadn’t been knocked up with Remmi, who knew how bright her own star would have shined. As it was, she’d made a name for herself of sorts by bathing in, and reflecting, the luminescence of much bigger celebrities. 


“Shit,” she muttered under her breath but told herself she’d learned her lesson. Now, she knew how to use a baby to get what she wanted. She just had to hold onto her nerve a little while longer. 


She’d started her impersonation act as a way to put food on the table and pay the rent while still dreaming of making it big and hoping her talent would be discovered. It was a stopgap until she was discovered and soared to the heights of celebrity, but now, nearly fifteen years later, with gray hairs beginning to sprout, her boobs starting to sag, her skin not nearly as tight as it had once been, she was still doing her routine at a dive off the Strip in Sin City. 


But not for long. 


Nuh-uh. 


Tonight was the big score. 


Her eyes narrowed on the approaching car—a Mustang, from the looks of it—speeding over the dry terrain. Getting closer by the second. Near enough to spy the driver, a dark silhouette of a man who was about to be taken down a peg or two. 


“Here we go.” 


She slowed to a stop only twenty feet from the Mustang, whose headlights appeared to glow an evil yellow as the dust settled between the two idling cars. 


“God,” she whispered, then turned in her seat and said to the two infants who were beginning to whimper, “It’s showtime.” Then as the babies started to wail, she got out of the car and opened a back door. “Shh, shh, shh, little one,” she whispered as she unbuckled one of the car seats. “Hush now. It’s time to meet your daddy.” 


What? 


Your daddy? Is that what Didi had said? 


And what did she mean by “showtime”? 


Remmi couldn’t believe her ears. Had her mother really hauled her twins out here in the middle of the damned desert at twilight to meet their father? Even for over-the-top drama queen Didi Storm, this seemed far-fetched. 


And who was this guy? 


As the car door slammed shut, doors locking with a resounding click, Remmi wriggled to get a better view through the crack between the back seats, but she couldn’t see anything other than headlights burning through the dusty windshield. 


Didi had never named the father of her twins, even though Remmi had asked her mother over and over again, just as she had about her own father, but until this moment, Didi’s lips had been sealed about the paternity of any of her children. “Some things are better left unsaid,” she’d asserted. She’d also been vague when Remmi had wanted to know if her father knew she existed. She’d never heard one whisper from him in her entire life and had assumed he didn’t know he had a daughter. Because of Didi, whose personal mantras about men included “Keep them guessing” and “The less they know, the more they’ll want to know. Everyone wants to sniff around a secret.” In Remmi’s opinion, Didi had that one down cold. Didi’s life was more of a secret diary, as opposed to an open book, and even that very private journal had had a few dark pages ripped from its binding. “A woman needs an aura of mystery to keep a man interested,” Didi had once advised her eldest daughter. “Otherwise he’ll go sniffin’ around any horny bitch who breezes by. Ya know what I mean?” This piece of advice was followed by a knowing wink. Didi had been in full regalia, her favorite glittery Cher outfit, all netting, sequins, deep plunges, and an oversized black wig. Seated at her makeup station in her “dressing room,” which had been little more than a large closet, Didi had met Remmi’s curious gaze in the mirror as she’d applied a shimmery coat of lip gloss. “You get me?” 


“Sure.” Remmi had nodded appropriately, as any other response would have been met with anger. 


“Remember that,” Didi said, standing and taking stock of her slim figure in the glass. She swatted a bit of lint from her shoulder, then, satisfied with her appearance, added, “Now, you wait here. I’ll be back after the first set and drive you home.” Then she was off, leaving Remmi alone in the small room to dabble with her mother’s precious makeup and to note that all of Didi’s theories about life, love, and especially men didn’t really mean much as they certainly hadn’t worked out for her, evidenced by the trail of burned-out romances that had flamed oh-so-hot for a while, then inevitably sputtered and died. Mostly because of Didi’s mercurial temper, but also because, in Remmi’s estimation, her mother always picked losers, never anyone solid. In every case, any man whom Didi had pronounced as being “the one” had ended up with the title of “sick, damned bastard” only a few months later. All wrong. 


In a flash, she thought of Noah, and with a twist of her heart and more insight than she wanted, she wondered if her attraction to him was genetic, if she’d inherited her mother’s fascination and proclivity for men who were obviously all wrong for her. 
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