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    Chapter 1


    1


    Interstate 15, somewhere between Baker, CA, and the Nevada state line


    It’s a little known fact that flying tire rubber can kill you. But I’m a master of little known facts, and the road I’m on is littered with the stuff.


    I grab my water bottle and take a swig while still keeping my eye on the road. Right now, it’s pretty much deserted. I can make out a semi-truck in the distance, but other than that it’s just me and an assortment of highway litter: Roadside scrub adorned with pieces of paper, plastic bags, and empty snack food wrappers; Crooked signs marking off the miles or announcing how far it is to the next rest stop; A beat up loveseat with one slashed cushion and covered in questionable stains tipped sideways in the ditch between the north and southbound traffic lanes; And a whole heck of a lot of tire rubber.


    The theme from Rocky starts playing, triggering an automatic smile. That’s my aunt’s ringtone. I shoot a quick look at my purse out of the corner of my eye. A moment of hesitation, and then I reach over and dig the phone out of the outside pocket. It’s illegal in California to talk on your cell and drive at the same time, but who’s going to know out here on a nearly empty highway?


    My dog, Grimm, sits up in the back seat and barks, chiding me for my reckless behavior.


    “Don’t worry. I’ll be careful.” I call back to him, then tap the front of my phone screen. “Hey.”


    “Hey, sweetie. Have you made it to the hotel yet?”


    Aunt Bobbie has attended all my matches until now, despite her illness and work schedule. She loves trivia just as much as I do, so it’s no hardship for her, and I think she lives vicariously through my victories. Whether it’s local matches in bars, regional competitions in VFW halls, or the semi-finals at the Long Beach University auditorium, she’s been at all of them. The only reason she’s not joining me this time is because she couldn’t get away from work. She’s my biggest supporter. Actually, she’s my only supporter. But she’s enough.


    “I’m still in California.” I look around for a mile marker, but don’t see one. “I passed the big thermometer about half an hour ago.”


    Her affirmative “ahhhh” makes it sound like she knows exactly where I am. “That’s in Baker, so you’re out in the middle of nothin’ right now. It’s a good thing I made you those tapes. They’ll help pass the time.”


    I take in a guilty breath at the mention of the tapes. I haven’t played any of them yet, but I don’t want to hurt her feelings. “Yeah. They’re great.”


    “They’ll keep your mind sharp. Okay, honey, I’ll let you concentrate on driving. I just wanted to make sure you were doing all right.”


    We exchange our mutual goodbyes and I turn off the phone, then toss it on the passenger’s seat where it hits an open cardboard box full of cassette tapes. Aunt Bobbie gave them to me the last time I was at her apartment. “To help you keep the gears moving while you drive” she’d said.


    Cassette tapes. She must have hunted all over to find those. But if she wanted to record something for me, cassette tapes are the only way. My car is so old, the cassette player is considered an upgrade.


    I reach over, grab a random tape, and pop it into the player. After a few scratchy seconds, Aunt Bobbie’s animated voice emanates from the one working speaker in the driver’s side door.


    “What was Whoopi Goldberg’s birth name?” There’s a pause to give me time to answer.


    “Caryn Johnson,” I say out loud.


    “Caryn Johnson.” Her voice confirms that I did indeed answer correctly.


    “How old was Stockard Channing when she played 17-year-old Rizzo in the movie version of Grease?”


    “Thirty-two,” I say.


    “Thirty-two,” Aunt Bobbie says.


    “Who was originally cast in the role of Marty McFly in the 1985 movie Back to the Future?”


    “Eric Stoltz.”


    “Eric Stoltz.”


    This goes on for a while, her recorded voice coaching me through overly easy trivia facts that we both know I already know. It’s doubtful the drill is helping at all, but it was a sweet gesture, and at least now I can honestly say I used her study aids. Besides, it’s a long, boring drive to the city of neon lights, and Grimm is not what I’d call a sparkling conversationalist. At least this provides a distraction.


    “Tire rubber.”


    Aunt Bobbie’s voice pulls me back to the moment. I’d zoned out so I don’t know what the question was, but the answer sends a chill skittering across my shoulders. It reminds me of the episode of CSI, the one where the go-cart driver—who had no business driving that thing on a highway, let alone behind a semi—has his head ripped off by a piece of flying tire rubber. It takes on even greater significance now because, in my desire to hurry up and get where I’m going, I’ve turned into quite a lead foot and I’m coming up entirely too fast on the semi-truck which is now right in front of me.


    Two staccato barks sound in my ear. A quick look in the rearview mirror gives me a glimpse of the ugliest beast in all of California, and most likely the entire West Coast, who is now pacing back and forth across the threadbare backseat.


    “Cool it, Grimm.”


    He whines, definitely not pleased at my indifference to whatever he’s trying to communicate. Grimm, so named because he bears more of a resemblance to a creature from a fairytale than a dog, doesn’t give a very good first impression. In fact, he looks like he’d be happy to rip a hole in your throat just for the fun of it, which is why he’d been at the shelter so long that he’d ended up on doggie death row. But the minute I saw him, I knew he was the dog for me. You have to really look, but there’s a beauty beneath the beast.


    If only my excellent judgment of character extended to humans.


    “The next rest stop I see, we’ll get out and walk. Promise.”


    The word walk should have gotten a reaction out of him somewhere on the scale between happy and spastic, but instead, he just keeps pacing, a low growl rumbling in his throat.


    “Crazy dog.” Time to pay attention to what I’m doing.


    I lift my foot from the gas pedal and back away from the truck a few feet. Up to now, the traffic has fluctuated from heavy (when in a populated city) to almost nonexistent (when driving through miles of nothing). At the moment, I happen to be in a pocket of emptiness. There’s no one else on the desert road between Baker and the Nevada state line. Just me and the pokey truck. This would be a good time to go around the guy.


    I’m thinking about the CSI episode, when I hear a pop. A puff of smoke shoots out from behind the truck, and it shimmies like Grimm does after a bath.


    “Oh no.”


    A moment later, something big and black crashes against the windshield, and an explosion rocks the car.


    Instinctively, I push my body back, yanking the steering wheel hard to the left. At the same time, fifty pounds of Grimm barrels through the front bucket seats and jams himself between me and the wheel. The wind is knocked out of me and I turn my head away, trying to escape even though there’s nowhere to go. The whole world looks like some bizarre mosaic through the spider web of cracks spreading across the windshield. The car veers toward the side of the road. Through my window, it looks like a good five foot drop into the wide expanse of dirt and desert scrub between the north and southbound lanes. I’ve got to stay away from the edge.


    Turn into the skid.


    The memory of half-listened-to advice plays in my head. You better believe I listen to it now, turning the wheel in the opposite direction, despite the growling mutt in my lap. The car starts to straighten itself. It’s working. But then I see a flash of something in front of me.


    Something tall with black material flapping around it like the tail ends of an old-fashioned duster. Long, straw-colored hair. A scraggily goatee.


    A man?


    What’s a man doing by the side of the road in the middle of nowhere? And why’s he just standing there? Why doesn’t he get out of the way? Not that any of it matters. There’s no way I can run into him. I yank the wheel back the other way and the car swerves around him.


    And heads straight off the road.


    For a split second I have the impression of being weightless. Then the front end tips forward and rams into the ground. The glass loses what little cohesion it had left, raining down in silvery shards. The roar of the impact fills my ears as my body tilts sideways. All sense of equilibrium vanishes as the car rolls once, twice . . . I don’t know how many times. Grimm’s growling has turned to high-pitched whines. My head jerks violently from side to side, then lurches forward, hitting something soft. At the same time I’m pelted with loose objects—CDs, my purse, a water bottle—as if they’re all as frantic to get out of the car as I am.


    Finally, the world stops bouncing and metal groans as the car settles.


    Am I up? Down? I don’t have a clue. A weight presses against my chest, and when I reach up to move it, my hand hits stiff hair and a strip of leather. I realize it’s Grimm. One of the water bottles must have opened, because his coat is wet. An eerie quiet closes in on me, only to be replaced by a sound like the waves of the ocean amplified a thousand times. I squint, and through the empty place where the windshield should be, I make out the foothills.


    But they’re all wrong. They’re lying on their sides.


    The waves pound harder against the walls of my head until the noise is deafening. I try to keep my eyes focused, but everything blurs around the edges. The waves ebb, and I hear a crunching sound, like boots on gravel. Straining to see, I barely make out . . . What is that? A flag? No, it’s that flapping black material. I think it’s the man I swerved to miss.


    A sweet, melodious voice makes its way through the undulating roar in my ears. “Let me help you.”


    I strain to see. Help. Yes, I need help. I lift my hand toward the sound. Then a crash, like the sound of two enormous cymbals slamming together, explodes right above my head. A flash of bright, blinding white light commands my eyelids to slam down against its assault, and my hand jerks back to my chest.


    The white light is replaced by black silence.


    Then nothing.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    2


    Interstate 15


    My roommate, Sandy, is standing in the middle of our now empty living room. She looks around her at the beige-colored indents on the gray carpet, showing where our furniture has sat for the last four years. Then she looks back at me. “Well, I guess that’s everything.”


    Her voice is drawn out and several octaves lower than it should be, like a sound recording played at super-slow speed. Now her face contorts into an unnatural frown, and she says, “You don’t look so good.”


    Funny, I was thinking the same thing about her. Sandy doesn’t look so good. She bends and quivers, becoming a reflection in a disturbed pool of water. She holds up one crooked arm and waves. “Take care of yourself, Allie.”


    Her image is almost gone now. Don’t go. I try to call out, but the words stay locked in my head. Thick darkness tucks itself around me, moist and heavy like a wet wool blanket. From somewhere in the distance, Sandy’s voice sends me one last warning.


    “Watch out for flying tire rubber.”


    Tire rubber.


    I suck in a shocked gasp, but the air is hot and scalds my lungs. Panic prickles across my skin, and my heart pounds so hard it feels like Ricky Ricardo is using my chest for a conga drum.


    Think, Allie, where are you? What were you doing?


    What was I doing? I packed up my car this morning and left my old apartment for the last time. I was on my way to Las Vegas to compete in the US Trivia Challenge Championship. I was driving behind a truck, and Grimm was going crazy. There was a blow out, and then . . .


    This is not good.


    I crack open one eye, but the blistering pain that sears through my forehead forces me to squeeze it shut again. That’s okay. I can work with this. Maybe I don’t need to see to get out of the car. I try to reach out with my left hand, but my arm is pinned against something. I bring up my right hand, and it occurs to me that something is missing. Grimm. He’s not on top of me anymore, and I don’t hear him moving around. He must have found a way out of the car. Well, if he could do it, then so can I.


    Reaching across my body, I feel for the door, but my fingers meet something coarse and dry. I stretch further, hoping to feel air, but it’s just more of the same: sand, rocks, and something crunchy. Dry plants, maybe. Nothing is where it should be. After a bit more fumbling, I acknowledge that the Braille approach isn’t going to work. I need to see what I’m doing.


    I force my eyes open. White hot lasers burn their way through my retinas, drilling into my skull. This kind of pain deserves a scream, but all I can do is whimper.


    I want to call for help, but no words will come. Even if they did, what good would it do? I’m in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by a whole lot of nothing. I could very well die out here, all alone. Even my dog has deserted me.


    Help me!


    “Hold on!” A male voice calls out from somewhere above.


    Who is that? The overdressed stranger? No, the voice is different than before. Rougher. Maybe it’s the truck driver. That makes more sense. Of course he would stop to help me. Relief oozes through my aching body as I force my head in the direction of the voice. It takes way more effort than it should. Above me, the silhouette of a person leans down into the car through the gaping hole that used to be the passenger window. It looks like he’s diving straight at me.


    “Can you undo your seatbelt?”


    I feel around with my free hand until I find the button. I press it, but nothing happens. I give it a few more tries, jabbing at it as hard as I can. The catch finally opens, and the webbed belt snakes lazily across my lap. My hips slide sideways, hitting the door, jarring my body and shooting a fresh wave of pain through my skull. It’s like someone decided to use my head for a soccer ball.


    The man reaches down. “Give me your hand.”


    As I stretch my fingers upward, it feels like something slices through my side and between my ribs. My arm falls back down, landing heavy and useless against my thigh. Nausea and discouragement roll through my gut. I can’t. This is just too hard. And I’m so tired. Rest. I need to rest. My eyelids drop shut as I slump against the side of the car. My cheek is pressed against the dirt and something sharp bites into my skin. Rocks, probably. Or maybe glass. What difference does it make?


    “Stay with me! Grab my hand!”


    The man’s barked commands cut through the dismay and pain, making me bristle. How dare he yell at me? I’m the victim here. I deserve a little tender loving kindness. I open my eyes and see him leaning farther in, grasping, reaching.


    Then he speaks again. “It’s going to be all right. I promise.” His voice has become soft and comforting, and it turns my reaction around. How can I be angry with the guy who’s trying to help me? He just wants to get me out of the car.


    Gritting my teeth against the pain to come, I reach out, stretching up as far as I can. His hand closes in above my elbow. His fingers tighten around my arm.


    He pulls.


    Noises fill the air.


    He grunts from the strain of holding all my weight.


    I scream as a lightning bolt of pain rips through my spine.


    He stops pulling, but doesn’t let go of my arm. “I know this hurts, but I’ve got to get you out.”


    “Why not—” I force the words through lips that feel like old rubber, dry and cracked. “Why not out through the front?”


    He looks at the jagged shards of windshield lining the window frame like broken teeth and shakes his head. “There’s too much glass. Besides, I don’t know if I could get you out from under the dash that way.” He pauses. “It’s very important that I get you out of this car. If I can get you out of here, you’re going to be all right. Do you understand?”


    It’s an effort to move my head. The best I can manage is a short, jerky nod. I understand, but I only want to do this once.


    “Okay then,” he says. “Here we go.”


    I take a deep breath. The next time he pulls, I tug my left arm free. I twist my body and clutch above his wrist with my other hand. Drawing up my legs, I scramble until I can push my feet hard against the door, all the time groaning and screaming from the effort.


    “Now!” He calls out a warning before giving one last, hard jerk that pulls me free.


    And then, it’s over. I might have blacked out for a second, because when I open my eyes again, I’m lying on the ground, sprawled across my mysterious rescuer.


    “Success.” He gently pushes me off to the side, then squats next to me on the balls of his feet. “Are you okay?”


    I look down at my body, expecting to see a bloody mess or, at the very least, ripped clothing and bruises. But a quick examination of my legs, hands, and arms shows there’s nothing like that. Amazingly, I’m in pretty good shape. No blood, no cuts, not even a tear in my jeans.


    My car, on the other hand, isn’t so lucky. The old, green hatchback lies on its side, the front end wrinkled like an accordion. And it’s in pieces. I spot a hubcap over there, a side mirror over here, a license plate way over there, and bits of glass and chrome scattered everywhere.


    Yet I’ve managed to make it through the crash without a mark on me. Not only that, but most of the pain I’d been feeling just moments earlier is gone. It makes no sense, but I’m not about to question it.


    I look back at the man. “Yeah, other than a killer headache, I’m fine. Thank you.”


    This is the first opportunity I’ve had to really check him out. He doesn’t look like any trucker I’ve ever seen. He’s wearing a crazy uniform made up of a white shirt, black pants, striped suspenders and a red bow tie. A paper hat shaped like an upside down banana boat is perched on his head. Pinned to his chest is a plastic oval name tag that reads “Vinnie.” The whole getup reminds me of what they make the employees wear at Steak ’n Shake. I look around, as if I’m going to find the restaurant he belongs to, but I know there isn’t one for miles. Which brings me back to my first thought about him.


    “Are you the truck driver?”


    Shaking his head he stands and looks over his shoulder. “Nope.”


    “If you’re not . . . then who . . .” Now I realize what he’s looking for. “Hey, where is the truck?” I shift my eyes to the road. No sign of it. “He didn’t even stop?”


    “He had no cause to.” Vinnie is still looking over his shoulder as if he’s following the truck’s route. “By the time he looked in his side mirror, you’d already hit the ditch. As far as he knows, it was a simple blowout, so he’s going to a safe place to take care of it.”


    I narrow my eyes at Vinnie. “How can you know that?”


    He shrugs. “Makes sense, doesn’t it?”


    I look down the long, empty road. “I guess so.”


    “Well, sure it does. Any decent person would stop if he knew there was someone behind him who needed help.”


    Sure, any decent person would. So Vinnie must have driven up right after the accident. But if that’s the case, then where’s his vehicle? I look around again, swiveling my head like a hoot owl.


    Nothing.


    Great. He must have broken down somewhere and been walking to the next stop when he found me. Just my luck to be rescued by an on-foot food service worker. Not only that, but I’m stuck in the middle of the desert with a total stranger. I peer down the road in the other direction, but it’s empty, too. Looks like it’s just the two of us.


    Just me and Vinnie. This is an episode of Criminal Minds waiting to happen.


    He reaches down, holding his hand out to me. I hesitate a second, then take it. His grasp is firm as he pulls me to my feet, grabbing my elbow with his other hand to steady me. But he doesn’t need to. I had expected to feel something out of the ordinary, maybe strained muscles or bruised knees, but there’s none of that. My legs are only slightly wobbly. Even the pain in my head is subsiding.


    Weird.


    When he sees that I’m not going to topple over, Vinnie lets go of my hand. I give him a nod of thanks, then wipe my palms against my thighs. “So, what brand of Good Samaritan are you?”


    He hooks his thumbs under his suspenders and pushes out his chest, like a proud father in front of a hospital nursery window. “I’m Vinnie. You see that over there?”


    He points at a building on the other side of the road. It’s flamingo-pink, with palm trees flanking the front door and a big, empty parking lot. A huge neon sign on the roof flashes two different images: first a coffee cup with a pot poised over it, then the pot pouring into the cup. Cup empty, cup full. Cup empty, cup full. It keeps flashing and pouring as I take in the scene and random thoughts zip through my mind.


    It’s like something from another era.


    It’s the kind of place I’d like to take my Aunt Bobbie.


    It wasn’t there a few minutes ago.


    I look back at Vinnie. “What is that?”


    His smile grows even bigger. “That’s my place.” With a sweep of his arm he says, “Welcome to Vinnie’s Diner.”

  


  
    Chapter 3
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    Vinnie’s Diner


    What I’ve always loved most about Interstate 15 is all the bizarre roadside attractions.


    There’s the Mad Greek, which looks like a truck stop but serves authentic Greek food. I stopped in there once. Enjoyed the stuffed mushrooms. Not so much the stuffed grape leaves.


    At least half a dozen paint-peeling mini-billboards sport cartoonish drawings of cone-headed green men and point the way to a shop that claims to sell alien jerky—which has always made me wonder, are they saying the jerky would be enjoyed by aliens or that it’s made out of aliens? Is it a kind of extra-terrestrial Soylent Green? I never had the stomach to find out.


    There’s even an abandoned water park sitting back from the road, the huge red slide faded a washed-out pink from years of inactivity under the intense desert sun. It’s always reminded me of the kind of place the Scooby-Doo gang would find themselves. Their van would break down, they’d go into the park and think it’s haunted, only to find out that some unscrupulous businessman is trying to steal the deed from a bunch of senior citizens. Of course, he’d be foiled in the end by those meddling kids . . . and their dog.


    What all these spots have in common is that they’d be totally out of place in the middle of a highly populated area. Some are abandoned. Others just look that way. But out here, in the barren landscape of the desert, surrounded by scrub and sand, they fit right in.


    But Vinnie’s Diner . . . well, that’s different. It doesn’t have the wind-battered, sand-blasted look of the other buildings. There are no chips in the paint, no cracks in the windows or missing neon from the sign. The parking lot, though empty, is well kept and ready for patrons. It looks like the kind of place that’s been around for a while and has been taken good care of.


    Which is why my brain refuses to accept the existence of this diner. Because this isn’t the first time I’ve made this trip. I’ve driven this road more than once, and I don’t recall ever seeing that building before.


    Then again, maybe I shouldn’t be so surprised. I tend to zone out, especially on long drives. I must have gone right past it and never noticed. Sure, it’s possible. After all, I have a habit of letting important information slip by. A fact my mother’s shared with me more than once. It’s probably why I’m so good with trivia. Useless knowledge seems to stick with me.


    Vinnie lopes ahead, and I have to jog to keep up with him. At the edge of the highway, I stop and carefully look both ways before crossing. It’s more out of habit than necessity, since my car is still the only vehicle on the road. Which is another odd thing. Even though it’s a weekday, there’s usually a lot more traffic.


    “Wait a minute.” I stop at the edge of the road. “Have you seen Grimm?”


    Vinnie turns around. “Excuse me?”


    “Grimm. My dog.”


    “Big black mutt? Not winning any beauty contests anytime soon?”


    There are some dog owners who would be offended by that remark, but I can’t fault the guy for speaking the truth. “That’s him.”


    “Yep, I saw him. He ran into the diner when I came out.” He turns around and resumes walking. “Follow me.”


    Once we’re at the building, Vinnie opens the door and stands aside, ushering me in with an extended palm. Cool air rushes out to greet us and I lift my face to it, taking in big, greedy gulps.


    He laughs and gives me a gentle push between the shoulder blades. “If you go have a seat I can shut the door and stop air conditioning the desert.”


    Embarrassed, I take a step forward, far enough inside for him to enter the building and close the door behind us. But then I stop again. The place is full of people. Customers sit at tables, perch on counter stools, lean against the wall. One man chews on a toothpick as he talks to a circle of friends, then takes it out of his mouth and pokes it in the air to emphasize his words. A young waitress, her hair framing her face in tight, brown ringlets, is at the service window picking up more plates of food than it seems possible for one person to carry. On the kitchen side, a round-faced cook with huge, bushy sideburns offers her a lopsided grin.


    “How did all these people get here?” The question sputters out of me as I turn back to Vinnie.


    He shrugs. “Same way you got here, I suspect.”


    He’s kidding, right? “They walked in here after rolling their cars in the middle of the road?”


    Vinnie raises an eyebrow in amusement, but he doesn’t say anything else.


    “Your parking lot is empty,” I continue. “These folks sure didn’t walk in off the street. So how did they get here?”


    He twists his mouth and leans his head to the right. “That’s a good question. What do you think?”


    Normally, I’m all about figuring out the answers to word puzzles and brain teasers. But this isn’t a normal day, so I’m less than excited about playing Twenty Questions. Despite my lack of enthusiasm, I think going along with him is the smart thing to do. When it comes right down to it, I have no way of knowing if I can trust Vinnie. This isn’t the reaction you’d expect after someone saves your life, I know. But I’ve learned the hard way that people who do good deeds usually have an ulterior motive. Besides, this guy’s still a stranger to me. How do I really know what I’m dealing with? Sure, he looks harmless enough, but so did Ted Bundy until he let you see the real him. For all I know, he might be the type with a hair-trigger temper. It’s probably best not to do anything that could possibly antagonize him.


    I consider his question and try to work out a plausible explanation for the crowd. There are no cars in the parking lot, but all these people had to get here somehow. Most of them have plates of food sitting on the tables in front of them, so it seems likely that they arrived as a group and placed their orders at the same time. And the diner is on the way to Las Vegas. So . . . “They were dropped off by a tour bus?”


    Vinnie taps the tip of his nose twice with his index finger and then points at me. “That makes a lot of sense. The driver could have dropped them off to eat while he went to gas up the bus.”


    Sure it does. Except that any exit with a gas station has at least one fast food place nearby, so why go out of the way to drop all these people off here, go get gas, and then come back? But bringing that up would probably just mean more questions, so I keep the idea to myself.


    The familiar sound of panting followed by the clacking of toenails on tile draws my attention. Grimm saunters around the end of the counter, ears perked up as if he’s taking in the entire conversation. He’s my ugly, loveable mutt, but something isn’t right. He’s way too calm. Before the wreck, he’d been edgy and bristling. Now, he’s downright placid. And he’s much too clean. Shouldn’t he show some evidence of fleeing the site of an accident?


    Vinnie moves behind the counter. “Sit.” He pats the open spot between two customers.


    Grimm plops down on the floor as I hitch myself up on the red vinyl stool and rest my elbows on the counter. While Vinnie messes with something on his side, I let my gaze wander the diner, checking out the décor. It’s an amazing mix of entertainment memorabilia. Movie posters from just about every decade share wall space with black and white publicity photos and prop replicas. I’m pretty sure that’s supposed to be the Maltese Falcon peering down at us from a shelf in the corner. Off to the left is a poster for the final episode of the Star Wars saga. I stop, squint, look again. Revenge of the Jedi. Wow. I’ve heard about those posters. George Lucas changed the title to Return of the Jedi because revenge is not a quality that’s associated with The Force, but not before a first run of posters had been printed. Most were pulled, but some with the original title survived. I’ve never seen one up close and personal before. I wonder if Vinnie has ever been tempted to sell it on eBay. Or maybe that’s where he got it. My eyes continue to sweep the walls. This place is paradise for a trivia buff like me.


    Trivia. Shoot. The realization smacks me hard like a face palm. The trivia contest. If I don’t check in by five o’clock, they’ll disqualify me. I need to let someone know what happened and where I am. I reach for my cell phone, but it’s not there. Neither is my purse. Double shoot. They’re both still in the car.


    “Vinnie, is there a phone here I can use?”


    Instead of answering, he sets down a tall glass sporting the Coca-Cola emblem on the counter. “Here you go.”


    I look at the drink I didn’t ask for. “Thanks, but I really need to make a call. You don’t understand how important–”


    “I think you’ll agree that nothing clears the mind and revitalizes the spirit quite like a Vanilla Coke.”


    A Vanilla Coke? The mention of what’s in the glass manages to ease my anxiety over making contact with the contest officials. He’s got a point. A few more minutes won’t hurt anything.


    The first time I tasted a Vanilla Coke was when my Aunt Bobbie took me on an old-fashioned Hollywood sightseeing trip for my tenth birthday. We saw everything: the hand and footprints in front of Grauman’s Chinese, the star-studded walk of fame (and the pan handlers who worked the crowd along the walk of fame), the Capital Records building, the Pantages Theatre, Hollywood and Vine. We’d ended up at an old-fashioned diner not far from Farmer’s Market. When the waiter came to take our drink order, my aunt spoke for both of us.


    “We’ll have two Vanilla Cokes.” She promised me it would be the best thing I’d ever had to drink. And she hadn’t over-sold it.


    After that, Vanilla Cokes were our special thing. Some of the nicest memories of my life include my aunt’s eccentric wit and an ice-filled, condensation-beaded glass like the one in front of me. My throat is so parched, and the memories are so strong, I let it slide that Vinnie still hasn’t told me where the phone is. I guess I can wait a few minutes to make that call. “Thank you.”


    He pushes the glass closer to me. “So what’s your name, Miss?”


    The fizzy liquid pricks pleasantly at my throat as I swallow. I take another drink and smack my lips before answering. “Allie.”


    Vinnie nods gravely, as though I just gave him the correct answer to a very difficult question. “Nice to meet you, Allie.” The smile returns to his face, and he slaps a menu down in front of me. “In case you want to eat something.”


    The waitress hustles around the back of the counter and stops next to Vinnie. Her uniform is nothing like his. While his unique, quirky outfit seems to complement his personality, her dull brown dress is completely at odds with her full-lipped smile and sparkling blue eyes. And it’s much too tight. The buttons up the front are straining, particularly where the dress pulls across her generous hips and chest.


    “What’ll you have, honey?”


    There’s something familiar about the tone of her voice. It’s rich and smooth, but breathy at the same time. I feel like I know her, but I can’t imagine where we would have met. She holds an order pad in one hand and a stubby pencil in the other, ready to scribble down my order. Absently, she reaches up and uses her pinky to tuck a lock of hair behind her ear, revealing an enormous rhinestone drop earring. At least, I think they’re rhinestones. Nothing that large could be real.


    I don’t know if my eyes got big, or I gasped, or what, but she can tell I’ve noticed her jewelry. Her smile is shy and hesitant. Her eyes dart from me, to Vinnie, then back to me. She flicks the earring with the pencil eraser, making the stones flash as it swings from her lobe. “You like?”


    Since we just met, I doubt she cares about my approval in particular, but approval in general must be important to her. I nod. “It’s beautiful. Gives your uniform a little extra zip.”


    Her smile unfolds like a time delay shot of a blossoming flower. She shakes her head, setting both her earrings to dancing. “You know what they say, honey. Diamonds are a girl’s best friend.”


    A shrill ding cuts the air and plates clatter as the cook sets them on the edge of the serving window. He leans out as far as he can, nearly laying one sideburn-covered jowl in a plate of chicken fried steak. “Norma Jeane, quit your cluckin’ and get over here. Your order’s up!”


    “I’ll be right there,” she calls over her shoulder. She looks back at me and sighs. “Men. They’re impossible to please. But it sure is fun trying.” She gives an exaggerated wink before flouncing off toward the kitchen.


    I stare at her as she walks away, trying to make sense out of what I’ve just heard. Norma Jeane? The earrings, her voice, her shape . . . all the pieces come together, forming one unfathomable conclusion. It’s impossible. It can’t be true, but at the same time, it all fits. It explains why she looks so familiar and why I feel like I know her.


    Norma Jeane Mortenson, baptized as Norma Jeane Baker, married name Norma Jeane Dougherty.


    More commonly known to the movie-going public as Marilyn Monroe.


    A chill permeates my body. I reach for the Vanilla Coke, try to grab it, but my fingers have become stiff and clumsy, like fat tubes of raw, overstuffed sausage. I can’t bend them, and instead of gripping the glass, I push it over, spilling the contents across the counter. I watch as the liquid pours out. It moves slower than it should. More like molasses than soda.


    Vinnie’s right there with a rag. He wipes it up, his movements so casual it’s as if he’d been waiting for me to knock over my drink.


    I grab his wrist, stopping him in mid-wipe. “What’s happening?” The words come out of me, thick and weighted. “What is this place?”


    My head spins. Without letting go of Vinnie, I lay my forehead down against the counter, letting the feel of the cool surface sink into my skin.


    I need a minute.


    Just a minute to collect myself.


    I close my eyes. Just for a minute.
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    Nine years earlier


    “Marilyn Monroe had it made.”


    I lift my head and open my eyes, expecting to see Vinnie, but he’s not there. Neither is the diner. I’m not sitting on a stool anymore, either. I’m on a carpeted floor, knees drawn up to my chest, my back pressed into a corner. I look around, taking in the entertainment center on one wall, the tall bookcase beside it with shelves bowing under the weight of hundreds of DVDs and VHS tapes, the framed family photos on the walls, and it slowly dawns on me where I am.


    It’s Aunt Bobbie’s apartment.


    And if that’s not shocker enough, I realize that the person I heard talking is none other than a younger version of me.


    There I am, sitting on the blue and white striped couch, stacking up empty bowls on the coffee table. I’m wearing baggy gray sweatpants and an oversized, faded t-shirt with a cartoon cat on the front. From my place on the floor, I wrinkle my nose. It’s hard to believe I ever dressed that way. And my hair. It’s pulled up into a high ponytail, but from the frizzy ends, I can tell this is during my “home perm” phase. What was I thinking?


    Letting go of my knees I lean forward and raise my hand, just a little, hoping to get my own attention, but afraid at the same time. What will happen if past-me becomes aware of future-me? Will we rip a hole in the space-time continuum? Or will I just quietly lose my mind? But past-me is oblivious. When nothing happens, I become bolder, raising both hands and waving them frantically. Still no response.


    It would appear I’m nothing more than an observer here, like Ebenezer Scrooge being forced to relive his history. But a look to my left and right reveals there’s no Ghost of Christmas Past along for the ride. I’m on my own.


    Aunt Bobbie comes in from the kitchen and looks at the girl on the couch


    “What did you say?”


    “That Marilyn Monroe had it made.” I . . . she . . . oh, heck . . . Allie hands her aunt the bowls and tops them off with two empty soda cans.


    Aunt Bobbie’s hand shakes, just a little, as she reaches for the trash. Then she looks over her armload, one eyebrow cocked. “How do you figure?”


    Allie shrugs as she digs a few stray popcorn kernels out of the cracks between the couch cushions and wraps them in a napkin. “Guys thought curves were sexy back then.”


    Laughter trails behind Aunt Bobbie as she heads into the kitchen. “Honey, guys will always think curves are sexy. The challenge for us women is having those curves in the right places.”


    Allie picks up a few more used napkins, follows Aunt Bobbie into the kitchen, and tosses them in the trash can.


    I’m starting to remember the details of this particular day. It was during the week I stayed with my aunt because my mother had just gotten married and was on her honeymoon. Again.


    I watch Allie walk back into the living room. She scoops the remote off the coffee table and hits a button. The credits for Some Like It Hot disappear from the TV screen. In their place is a commercial for Slimfast. Image after image flashes by, “real people” morphing from pasty, flabby before to tan and tone after. As the chatty women talk about how easy the program is, and all the ways it changed their lives, almost microscopic print appears at the bottom of the screen: Results not typical.


    Which had pretty much been my point all along.


    Allie looks down at her torso and sucks in her gut. At the same time, she tries to push out her chest. Nostalgia and regret ripple through my mind. I know exactly what she’s feeling. I remember the thrill I felt when my flat chest was finally starting to blossom, and the irritation that my stomach never would be teen-model flat. It was as though my body was playing some ironic joke, and it caused me no end of frustration. Now, I want to tell the girl in front of me to slow down, not to worry about the outside so much. Enjoy being a kid while you can.


    She pokes her stomach with one finger. “But how do you get the curves to go in the right places?”


    Aunt Bobbie comes back in the room, wiping her hands on a paper towel. “Honey, you’re only fourteen. You should thank the good Lord you don’t have to worry about any of that yet.” She turns off the TV, pops out the DVD, and puts it back in its case. “If you ask me, curves are nothing but trouble. Look what they did to poor Norma Jeane.”


    “What do you mean, poor? They made her famous.”


    “They made her miserable.” She shoots the DVD case into an empty spot in the entertainment center, then turns back to Allie, shaking her head. “People saw her as an object, a sex kitten. They didn’t care about how smart she was, or how much pain she was in. They just took what they wanted.”


    “But didn’t she use that to her advantage?” Allie flops down on the sofa, propping her bare feet on the coffee table. “I mean, she didn’t really have a career until she stopped being Norma Jeane and started being Marilyn.”


    “That’s because they didn’t give her a choice. She did what she had to do to survive.” Aunt Bobbie’s eyelashes flutter like crazy, and for a second, it looks like she’s going to burst into tears. Instead, she takes a deep breath and shakes her head. “I know you think it’s important to be attractive, sexy even, but trust me . . . physical beauty is really a curse.”


    Looking at my aunt now, with the perspective and distance of the last nine years, it strikes me that Aunt Bobbie has lived her life by that belief. A thick woman, I suspect her measurements are the same for bust, waist, and hips. She’s always been neat and clean, but I’ve never seen her wear makeup or nail polish or do anything to her low-maintenance hair other than cover it with a scarf when the Santa Ana winds start blowing. She’s the exact opposite of the flashy celebrities she’s so in love with.


    Still, underneath all the dowdiness I can see the possibility of who she could be: her wide smile, bright green eyes, expressive hands. She bears enough of a resemblance to my mother—who can only be described as gorgeous—for me to guess that Aunt Bobbie has worked pretty hard over the years to exorcise the curse of beauty. But why?


    I’d wanted to ask her about it then. Not because I understood her as well as I do now, but because I couldn’t understand why anyone wouldn’t want to be beautiful if they could. But there was no way to ask that question without insulting her appearance. And I would never do anything to hurt my aunt. So I went at it from another direction. “Mom says the only thing a woman can control is her own body. She says it’s never too early to learn how to use it to get what you want.”
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