
[image: Deadly Embrace: A Novel, by Jackie   Collins.]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.




Madison Castelli, the glamorous and street-smart heroine of Jackie Collins’ national bestselling miniseries L.A. Connections and her scorching bestseller Lethal Seduction, returns in

DEADLY EMBRACE

. . . and this time, she’s in dangerous new territory—where passion and obsession are positively explosive.

“The godmother of glam/vamp fiction. . . . Collins knows no limits.”

—Publishers Weekly

“DEADLY EMBRACE starts with a bang. . . . Plenty of sex, suspense, revenge, passion, intrigue, and deception.”

—The Times Union (Albany, NY)

“This book has everything—a restaurant hold-up, unfaithful wives, movie stars, sex, and murder.”

—Liz Smith, New York Post

“Jackie Collins is one incredible storyteller.”

—The Anniston Star (AL)

“The glamour. The intrigue. And, oh, that passion! Those are the not-so-secret ingredients that have made every one of Jackie Collins’ books bestsellers. Her dishy page-turner, DEADLY EMBRACE, will doubtless find its way into every Prada beach bag from coast to coast.”

—Hamptons Magazine

“[A] sex-o-rama. . . . Brisk and fast-paced. . . . It’s all very addictive.”

—Associated Press

Also available from Simon & Schuster Audio

Before Deadly Embrace, there was Jackie Collins’ suspense-charged bestseller

LETHAL SEDUCTION

“Cool as a subzero shot of designer vodka.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“[A] bawdy, boisterous lust fest from Collins.”

—People

“Even the tiniest nuances of naughtiness rarely escape the author’s anthropological eye. . . . Decadence, luxury, and film land plot lines that make Collins one of the bestselling writers of our time.”

—Los Angeles Times

“Vicarious thrills.”

—Booklist

“Collins injects plenty of glamor into this page-flipping tale.”

—Publishers Weekly

“No one writes a better sex-in-the-back-of-a-Bentley scene.”

—Talk

“The literary guilty pleasure is defined once again by Jackie Collins’ Lethal Seduction . . . a frothy romp packed with gorgeous people obsessed with sex, deception, cash, and more sex. . . . Fans should give in to Collins’ seduction.”

—US magazine

“Crackles with light, beach-ready scandal and suspense.”

—The Village Voice

Available from Simon & Schuster Audio, read by the author

Once, they lived in the shadows of their famous husbands.

Now, Hollywood wives are taking control. . . .

Praise for Jackie Collins’s

HOLLYWOOD WIVES:

THE NEW GENERATION

“Luststyles of the rich and famous. . . . The true intrigue is in trying to figure out what real Hollywood characters Collins is caricaturing.”

—People

“[This] glam take on celebrity fashion and open sexuality make it perfect fodder for our Sex and the City era.”

—Entertainment Weekly

“[A] twisted plot.”

—Daily News (New York)

“Collins is a natural-born storyteller, a writer with an instinctive gift for racing narrative that is as willfully chaotic as anything in life.”

—Los Angeles Times

“[A] page-turner.”

—The New York Observer

“Sizzling. . . . Collins dishes up glamour, suspense, and heartache.”

—Good Housekeeping

“This is Collins at her ultra-celeb, super-accessorized, bestselling best.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Patented Jackie Collins.”

—The Orlando Sentinel (FL)
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This book is dedicated to all who lost their lives in the American tragedies of September 11, 2001, and to the incredible bravery and tenacity of the firemen, policemen, and emergency workers who toiled far and above the call of duty.

New York, Washington, and in the skies. Heroes and heroines every one.



Tuesday, July 10, 2001

Los Angeles

The American Airlines plane from New York was three hours late arriving in L.A., and Madison Castelli was not pleased. She’d planned on going straight to her best friend, Natalie De Barge’s, house. However, Natalie had informed her they were meeting Natalie’s brother, Cole, in a restaurant at eight, and since the plane was so late, Madison decided she’d better go directly to Mario’s—a small Italian restaurant on Beverly Boulevard.

“I’ll see you there,” she said, speaking to Natalie on her cell phone as she strode through the airport.

She was looking forward to getting together with her friends. The truth was that she couldn’t wait to hash out the ruins of her life. Over the last few days everything had fallen to pieces. Her father, Michael, was being accused of a double murder. His estranged wife, Stella (Madison’s stepmother), and Stella’s live-in lover had been shot, execution style. Now there was a warrant out for Michael’s arrest, and he’d managed to mysteriously vanish.

As if that weren’t enough to worry about, her boyfriend, Jake, was also on the missing list. Her wonderful, sexy, smart Jake—an ace photographer who’d been covering a drug cartel in Colombia with a couple of colleagues—had not been heard from in ten days, which was pretty damn worrying. Kidnapping was rife in Colombia, and so was murder.

All of this was on her mind as she collected her luggage, hailed a cab, and headed for the restaurant. This visit west was exactly what she needed to get her head straight. A few days of hanging with her friends, doing nothing, was her plan. No work. No hassles. And then she’d fly back to New York refreshed and ready to deal with anything.

Cole was already at the restaurant when she arrived. A personal trainer, Cole was an extremely good-looking, tall black man in his twenties, with a well-toned, powerful physique and a killer smile. He was also gay, and proud of it.

They kissed and hugged. “You’re lookin’ hot, babe,” Cole said, checking her out.

“Not me,” she said ruefully. “And you’re sounding very L.A.”

“Could be ’cause I live here,” he said, escorting her to their table in the corner.

“So that’s how the men in L.A. speak to their women,” she teased.

“No,” he said, grinning. “That’s how I speak to the guys—keeps ’em comin’, if you get my meaning.”

“You’ll have to teach me,” she said, sitting down.

Madison, at thirty, was a striking-looking woman—tall and slender, with full breasts, a small waist, and exceptionally long legs. She usually attempted to play down her good looks, but her green, almond-shaped eyes, sharply defined cheekbones, full seductive lips, and clouds of black hair marked her as a beauty. A very smart beauty, because she was a well-respected journalist, who specialized in insightful profiles of the rich, famous, and powerful. She worked for a magazine called Manhattan Style, she’d recently had a book about relationships published, and she was currently working on an investigative piece about old, notorious New York crime families. Over the last year she’d discovered that her father’s past wasn’t exactly the way it seemed. In fact, she wasn’t sure she knew him at all. She’d decided that if she wanted to find out the real truth, she had to dig for it.

“Where’s Natalie?” she asked, glancing at her watch.

“Late as usual,” Cole responded. “What else is new?”

“I miss her,” Madison said wistfully.

“She misses you, too. It’s a real shame you don’t live in the same city. Think of the trouble you two could get into.”

“How’s her radio show going?”

“It’s a big deal. She loves puttin’ her voice out there. You know our Natalie—gets off on the attention.”

Minutes later, Natalie rushed in, looking glowingly pretty as usual. She was short and sassy, with a curvaceous body and luscious lips. “Sorry, sorry, sorry!” she exclaimed, grabbing Madison in a bear hug. “Gettin’ out of the studio was a total nightmare. Wow!” she added, flopping into a chair. “I need a drink.”

“Me too,” Madison agreed, signaling a waiter.

The waiter came over. He was slight of build and very Italian looking, with shaggy black hair and an appealing accent.

“Wine,” Natalie said. “I’m desperate.”

“Red or white, signora?”

“House red for everyone.”

“Good idea,” Madison said.

The waiter hurried off.

“Hmmm . . . ,” Natalie said to his retreating back. “Nice booty.”

“Yeah, I noticed that,” Cole said. “Wonder what team he plays on.”

“Mine!” claimed Natalie. “I can always tell.”

“I wouldn’t be too sure,” Cole said, grinning.

“You two!” Madison exclaimed. “Nobody’s safe around either of you.”

“That’s not true,” Natalie objected. “Old people, and anyone under fifteen.”

“Shocking!” Madison scolded.

“No, merely honest,” Natalie said.

Suddenly their attention was taken by a huge commotion at the front desk.

“What the hell is goin’ on?” Natalie said, peering over.

“Dunno,” Cole replied.

And then the unthinkable happened. Three men burst into the center of the restaurant brandishing guns. “Don’tcha move, assholes, or I’ll blow your mothafuckin’ heads off.” The chilling words, yelled by a ski-masked male holding an Uzi machine gun, immediately silenced the busy restaurant.

Madison stared at them in disbelief. It had been a tough week, and now this. No way. This couldn’t possibly be happening.

But it was. Mario’s was under siege, and they were right in the middle of it as the three armed bandits, dressed all in black, with face-and-head-covering knit ski masks, commandeered the room, blocking the exit and the entrance to the kitchen.

“Jesus Christ!” Cole muttered, while Natalie sat perfectly still, frozen with fear.

Madison knew why. Ten years ago, when they were college roommates, Natalie had experienced a traumatic gang rape. She’d gotten over it and gone on to succeed in her profession as a celebrity interviewer—now this random holdup had put her into shock.

“Stay cool, both of you,” Cole warned. He was ready to deal with anything, although even he knew it wasn’t smart to argue with a gun.

Automatically Madison leaned over to comfort Natalie, murmuring, “I don’t believe this,” as she pushed back her long dark hair, her green eyes darting around the room, her journalist’s mind taking in every detail.

“You’d better believe it,” Cole said in a low voice. “This is L.A. Shit happens.”

“Shut the fuck up!” yelled the leader, the one with the Uzi. He was nervous and jumpy, moving around on the balls of his sneaker-shod feet like a stoned runner at the end of a particularly invigorating race.

Madison noticed his eyes staring at them through the slits in his mask. They were angry eyes, filled with undisguised hate. She reckoned he was young, probably still in his teens.

Young, agitated, and pissed off at the world. Just what they needed.

“Empty your fuckin’ purses, take off your jewelry, an’ do it now!” he screamed.

A second bandit, armed with a handgun and a crumpled black garbage bag, began running from table to table collecting money, wallets, watches, rings, cell phones, anything of value, while the third masked man herded the kitchen staff into the center of the room.

Madison willed herself to remain calm, but her heart was already pounding. She had no desire to be a victim; she was in the mood to do something, anything—not just sit there and hand over her stuff like an obedient sheep.

The elderly woman at the table next to them was attempting to remove her pearl necklace. Her hands were shaking so much that she couldn’t quite manage it. The younger woman with her leaned over and tried to help.

Whack! The bandit collecting the loot hit the younger woman in the face with the butt of his pistol. She slumped over, blood pumping from a vicious cut to her temple.

“Oh my God!” gasped the elderly woman. “What have you done to my daughter!”

Madison couldn’t help herself; it was an unprovoked act of violence and she wasn’t about to stand for it. “Coward,” she hissed at the ski-masked robber. “Big man with a gun in your hand.”

“Don’t go there,” Cole managed, his voice an urgent command. “Stay cool—stay quiet.”

Too late. The guy turned on Madison, waving his gun recklessly in her face. “Keep outta my business, ho, an’ gimme your watch.” He jerked his gun toward Natalie. “You too.”

Natalie was still frozen to the spot, her brown eyes wide with fear.

“Give him your watch, Nat,” Madison urged in what she hoped was a calm and steady voice.

Natalie didn’t move.

“Come on, sweetie, do it,” Madison cajoled.

Natalie still didn’t move.

Without warning, the gunman grabbed Natalie’s arm, tearing the gold Cartier watch off her wrist.

Natalie screamed, a loud, piercing scream that almost drowned out the sound of police sirens in the distance.

“Mothafucker!” yelled the leader, turning on Cole, eyes glinting dangerously through the slits in his mask. “Which one a you shit-ass fucks called the cops?”

“Hey, man,” Cole said evenly. “Don’t look at me.”

As he spoke, the burly-looking man at the next table made his move, suddenly producing a pistol from under his jacket and aiming it at the ringleader.

“Drop your weapon,” the man commanded in a salty voice. “Give it up now before you get into even more trouble.”

For a second, Madison thought the ringleader was about to comply and instruct the other two to do the same. But no—even though the lights of police cars now flashed outside the shuttered front windows, he was not prepared to give up. “Drop your fuckin’ weapon,” he sneered. “Or you got any fuckin’ idea what I’m gonna do?”

The burly man stood his ground. He was a retired detective ready to make his final stab at being a hero, and no punk with a gun was about to stop him. “Listen, sonny, don’t be dumb—,” he began in a patronizing tone with the slightest hint of an Irish accent.

The word “dumb” triggered immediate action from the gunman, who let loose with a sudden burst of gunfire. Everyone screamed. The burly man fell to the ground, a look of complete surprise on his face.

“Who th’ fuck’s dumb now?” sneered the leader, waving the Uzi threateningly around the room. “Not me!”

Then he began yelling at his two cohorts to lock the doors and get everyone into the center of the restaurant.

“Christ!” Cole muttered. “We’re screwed.”

And Madison had a gut feeling he was right.

Las Vegas

Vincent Castle watched his pretty wife, Jenna, through hooded eyes. Jenna wasn’t merely pretty. She was a true peach, with soft-as-satin skin, natural honey blond shoulder-length hair, wide-apart pale blue eyes, real breasts, and extraordinarily long legs.

Vincent was no slouch in the looks department himself—six feet three inches tall, with dark curly hair, intense black eyes, a straight nose, dimpled chin, and worked-out body. Women creamed themselves over Vincent Castle. Not only was he a partner in the extremely successful Castle Hotel and Casino, he was also hot, and rich, and still only thirty-six. But unfortunately for the women who continually circled this fine prospect, he was married to the delectable Jenna.

And even more of an obstacle, he was faithful.

Of course, they had not been married a year yet, so there was still time.

“Jenna seems happy tonight,” the woman sitting next to Vincent in the red leather booth said in a sly, seductive voice, placing an elegant hand on his thigh. Her name was Jolie Sanchez, and she was the wife of Vincent’s business partner and childhood friend, Nando. Jolie was also a beauty. In her early thirties, she had catlike amber eyes, turned-down sensual lips, and long raven hair.

Vincent knew that if he wanted to, he could avail himself of everything she had to offer.

He didn’t, because other men’s wives were not his style, and he would certainly never go near his partner’s wife. Besides, Nando—who was half Colombian and half French—had an out-of-control temper. He’d once cut off the ear of a rival he believed had screwed him in a deal. Unfortunately, the man had almost bled to death, causing Nando to think three times before losing his violent temper again.

“She admires movie stars,” Vincent said, casually shifting his leg so that Jolie was forced to move her hand.

“Ah, but no movie star is as gorgeous as her husband,” Jolie murmured, flattering him, which was her way.

Vincent gave a thin smile, keeping his rising anger under control. Jenna was disrespecting him, the way she was draping herself all over Andy Dale—a one-hit movie wonder with lank dirty blond hair and a boyish grin. Andy Dale was in town for the big fight taking place the following night. He was accompanied by Anais, a surly black supermodel who was quite obviously coked out of her head and couldn’t care less who he came on to. Nando had invited them for dinner and then promptly left, making the excuse that he had a business meeting.

Lately Vincent was beginning to wonder if he’d made a wrong move marrying Jenna. She was a very young twenty-two-year-old and surprisingly inexperienced. Unlike him. He’d covered the waterfront, exactly the way his father, Michael, had taught him to. At the age of seventeen, Michael had set him up with a twenty-year-old call girl in a suite at the MGM Grand for twenty-four hours, all expenses paid. What a deal! What a dad!

The young girl had taught him everything he was supposed to know about pleasing a woman, and although at the time he had not appreciated sticking his tongue between her legs and eating her out, he’d soon learned how much girls got off on it.

“Good looks are not what’s gonna get you places,” his father had lectured him. “You have to be the fastest an’ the smartest in business, and you gotta know how to treat a woman in bed. That way you’ll have the world by the balls. Believe me, son, that’s what makes a man.”

Michael Castelli was a man who did indeed have the world by the balls. Vincent looked up to him—in spite of the fact that Michael had never married Dani, Vincent’s mom.

Vincent had not yet heard about the arrest warrant and his father’s disappearance. He was hardly in contact with his half sister, Madison—whom he’d only met once, several months ago, under strained circumstances. Michael had called him up and said he needed a favor. Naturally, Vincent had obliged.

It galled him that Madison had no clue about Michael’s other family. How come he’d been told the truth, and yet she’d led some kind of sheltered life, believing she was an only child?

Well, she wasn’t. There was him and his younger sister, Sofia. And if Madison thought she was any better than them, she was very much mistaken.

“Oooh, stop!” Jenna squealed, smooth cheeks flushed as she playfully pushed Andy Dale away.

“What’s going on?” Vincent asked, keeping his slow-burning temper under control.

“Andy’s trying to see if I’m ticklish,” Jenna giggled.

“Bet you are!” Andy said, lunging once again, his groping hands brushing up against her perky breasts.

Vincent stood up. “Andy,” he said pleasantly. “Got something to show you.”

“What?” Andy questioned. He was young, famous, and full of himself. He was a fucking movie star, for crissakes. He could have anything or anyone he wanted.

“You’ll like it,” Vincent promised with a thin smile.

“Not,” Jolie murmured under her breath.

Andy stood up. He was five feet eight, thanks to cleverly concealed lifts in his custom-made shoes—without them he barely grazed five six. “Where we goin’?” he asked, following Vincent out of the plush restaurant into the packed casino.

“There’s something in my office that might interest you,” Vincent said evenly.

“If I can snort it or fuck it, I’m your man,” Andy chortled.

Cretin, Vincent thought. Two more movies and you’re over.

Marbella, Spain

Sofia Castle was a wild one. Tall, tanned, lean, and street smart, she had no idea what she wanted to do with her life. A school dropout at fifteen, she’d rejected the very thought of college, and for three years had backpacked her way around the world with two girlfriends and a gay guy. One by one they’d all gotten into trouble. First, one of her girlfriends was arrested in Thailand for smuggling drugs. A year later, in Hawaii, her other girlfriend ran off with a married surfer she’d only known for five days. And Jace, her gay friend, managed to get himself beaten up wherever they went.

“Like—what the hell do you do?” she’d demanded of him.

“Nothing,” he’d answered primly, “except be myself.”

Which was too gay for most people.

So eventually Sofia had ended up alone, apart from a series of transient boyfriends.

In spite of being by herself, Sofia had no desire to go home to Las Vegas, where her big brother, Vincent, bossed the crap out of her and her mom was always trying to tell her what to do. Yes, the gambling capital had lost its appeal long ago, so instead of heading home, she’d moved on to Marbella and landed a job as a roving photographer covering the nightclub scene during the tourist season.

At eighteen, Sofia was a free spirit, and nobody could stop her. Not her mother—who, God knew, had tried. Nor Vincent—with whom she enjoyed a love-hate relationship. And certainly not her father, Michael—a man she resented big time because he’d never been around when she’d needed him.

Sofia was her own person. Only, tonight she wasn’t so sure. Tonight she was trapped in a penthouse apartment with two drugged-out Spanish playboys who were old (at least forty) and very, very horny.

Earlier she’d hooked up with a group of people at one of the clubs and thought they were fun. Never one to turn down free champagne and plenty of grass, she’d gone with the group to the penthouse, and suddenly everyone else seemed to have vanished, leaving her stuck with two horny old men.

“Gotta go,” she announced nonchalantly.

“No!” horny Spaniard number one said. His name was Paco and he had slit eyes and slicked-back boot-polish brown hair.

“You stay with us,” horny Spaniard number two said, making kissing noises with his lips. He was a thin man in an off-white seersucker suit and shiny two-tone patent leather shoes. He smelled of lavender.

Stoned as she was, Sofia knew it was time to get out. She also suspected that they’d locked the front door, which was not a good sign.

“Sorry, guys,” she said, heading for the door and trying the handle. Yes, it was locked. Damn! “My old man’s a cop,” she said sharply, furious that she’d gotten caught in such a sucker situation. “So we don’t want any trouble, do we? You’d better let me out. And I do mean now.”

“No, no—you come here, cara,” Paco crooned, coming after her and pawing her bare shoulder with his sweaty palm. “We show you sexy time.”

“No thanks,” she said, twisting away from him. “And open this fucking door before I kick it in.”

The men exchanged conspiratorial looks, then Paco grabbed her while the other man moved in.

Sofia experienced a shiver of fear for the first time in her young life.

She knew she was in trouble, and it wasn’t a feeling she appreciated.

Las Vegas

My daughter is in trouble. The thought kept running through Dani Castle’s mind. She’d awoken that morning after experiencing a vivid nightmare about Sofia, and hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her since. Now it was nighttime, and she was having dinner with the man she should have married, but even so, she couldn’t concentrate—her mind was elsewhere.

Dean King, a distinguished-looking man in his sixties, tall and barrel chested, with a thick head of silver hair, had never failed her, never let her down. However, in spite of their long relationship, she still lived with the hope that one day Michael would marry her and legalize their union.

Michael Castelli. The love of her life.

The father of her two children, Vincent and Sofia.

She loved him. She always would.

Dani was, at fifty-three, a beautiful woman—tall and naturally blond, with smooth skin, ocean blue eyes, and a showgirl’s body. Once a headline performer in Vegas, she now organized the occasional PR event at her son’s hotel. She was very proud of Vincent; he’d done so well—with only a small amount of help from his dad.

Yes, Vincent could certainly take care of himself. It was Sofia she was worried about.

Both of her children bore a strong resemblance to Michael. They had inherited his deep olive skin and jet black hair. And Sofia had definitely inherited his wild streak. One memorable day, after a big fight with her dad, she’d dropped out of school and taken off, leaving only a short note.

Fifteen years old and she was gone. The only contact Dani had had with her since then was the occasional phone call or postcard.

There was nothing she could do about it. Sofia possessed a will of steel, exactly like Michael, who had not seemed at all concerned by his daughter’s taking off. “The kid can look after herself,” he’d assured her. “You gotta stop worrying.”

Easy for him to say.

Sometimes Dani thought the only offspring he really cared about was Madison, his daughter from another woman.

“What are you thinking?” Dean asked, leaning across the table and attempting to take her hand.

She pulled back. Dean’s devotion was endless; maybe rejection did make the heart grow fonder. It certainly did in his case.

Dean lived in Houston. He owned oil wells, and was extremely rich and quite powerful in his own way.

So why didn’t you marry him, Dani?

Because I never loved him.

“I’m thinking about Sofia,” she sighed, sipping her wine. “I worry about her so much. I wish I could see her.”

Dean studied her face. “Have you heard from her lately?” he asked.

“A few weeks ago. She’s in Spain somewhere, she never says exactly where.”

“I’ve told you many times,” he said. “If you want me to, I can hire people who’ll find her and bring her home.”

“No.” She shook her head. “Sofia will come back when she’s ready.”

“Then you’ve got to stop worrying.”

God! He sounded like Michael!

“I have an early meeting,” she said, placing her napkin on the table and pushing her chair back.

“Does this mean dinner is over?” he asked, raising a quizzical eyebrow.

“You don’t mind, do you?”

“Would it matter if I did?” he said, thinking that this woman drove him insane—she always had. The problem was that he couldn’t stop being crazy about her. Two marriages to other women along the way had done nothing to extinguish the flame.

“Of course it would,” she lied, trying to figure out why she kept Dean in the wings.

“Well . . . ,” he said hesitantly. “I can postpone leaving and stay another day.”

It won’t do you any good, she wanted to say, but she didn’t. Dean lived to please her, and she lived to please Michael, whom she hadn’t heard from in months. She wondered where he was and what he was doing.

She refused to call him. She had her pride.

Thirty-six years ago, at the age of seventeen, she’d given birth to his only son—and then eighteen years later, a daughter. He’d never married her, and yet there was no way she could ever stop loving him.

Yes, it’s true, she thought ruefully, rejection does make the heart grow fonder.

New York

I’m running, Michael Castelli thought. I’m running like a rat being chased through the sewers, and I hate myself for doing this.

But I have no choice.

I have no fucking choice.

His past had finally caught up with him, and it was either run and discover the truth, or rot in some lousy jail.

Michael knew that if he was ever incarcerated again, he would never survive.

And in Michael’s world, survival was the name of the game.



Michael—1945

Anna Maria was a pretty girl. Dark haired with a heart-shaped face, she spoke only a small amount of English. Her husband, Vinny Castellino, had tried to teach her, but not with much success. He didn’t mind; as far as he was concerned, Anna Maria could do no wrong. So what if she couldn’t speak the language? He was there to look after her and the baby she was carrying.

Vinny was the proudest man on the block. He couldn’t take his eyes off his wife. Such a little girl. Such a big belly.

He’d run into Anna Maria at the end of the war outside of Naples. She was frightened and lonely—most of her family had perished in the war and she was by herself. Vinny had befriended her, gifted her with chocolates and nylons, slept with her, and promised to keep in touch.

Then he’d returned to his steady girlfriend in America, and tried to forget about the young Italian girl with the big soulful eyes and voluptuous body.

His girlfriend, Mamie, a flashy blond hairdresser who lived near him in Queens, was immediately suspicious. “You do anything you shouldn’t while you was overseas?” she demanded, while treating him to a vigorous blow job in the back of her cousin’s beat-up old Pontiac.

“ ’Course not,” he answered guiltily.

“You sure?” Mamie persisted.

“I’m sure,” he lied.

“You better not have,” she threatened, “or I’ll have your balls for earrings!”

Mamie had a colorful way of putting things.

Vinny was used to it.

“Oh yeah—yeah!” he yelled, reaching a satisfying climax.

The truth was, he couldn’t get Anna Maria out of his head. She lingered in his thoughts, and as the weeks passed he knew he had to see her again in spite of Mamie’s threats of bodily harm if he so much as looked at another woman. Mamie was marriage minded. If he wasn’t careful she’d have him marching down the aisle before he knew it.

A few months later, he still couldn’t forget Anna Maria, so he informed Lani, his mother, a big-boned woman of Sicilian descent, that he was returning to Italy.

“Why you wanna do that?” Lani asked, her large work-worn hands on her ample hips. “Europe ain’t safe yet. The war’s only just over with.”

“I havta go, Ma,” he explained. “There’s someone I gotta see again. It’s kinda fate.”

“Fate my big fat ass,” Lani exclaimed, rolling her eyes. “You got a girl there, ain’tcha?”

“No, Ma,” he protested.

“Ha! Liar!” Lani snorted, wiping her hands on her apron. “How ya gonna pay for a ticket to Italy?”

“You’ll lend me the money,” he said confidently.

And Lani did, because Vincenzio was an only child, and since his dad had passed away several years ago, she gave him more or less anything he wanted. Besides, she longed to see the back of Mamie—a feeling she’d had ever since she’d first set eyes on the blowsy blond with the loud mouth who was certainly not good enough for her precious son. Maybe this was a convenient way of breaking them up.

So Vinny flew to Italy with his mother’s blessing, and immediately reconnected with Anna Maria, who was thrilled to see him again.

Several weeks later, much to Lani’s surprise, he returned home with a pregnant wife—a seventeen-year-old Italian girl who barely spoke a word of English.

At first Lani was deeply disappointed that her son had gotten married without her being there, but the fact that he’d found himself a girl from the old country did a lot to help her get over her initial disappointment—although it struck her that it would have been nice if Anna Maria could have waited to get herself knocked up.

Still . . . they were married. Mamie was definitely out of the picture, and Lani decided to make the best of it.

She soon fell in love with Anna Maria; everyone did. The girl had a sweetness and vulnerability about her that was quite irresistible.

When Vinny’s dad had passed on (Lani called it a heart attack—the truth was that he’d had too many beers, fallen into a drunken stupor, hit his head on a shelf, and never recovered), Lani had taken over his business, the convenience store on the corner. She ran the place herself, ordering the stock, balancing the books, and taking care of everything else that needed doing. Most often she served customers in the shop, although she employed a man called Ernie, who was way into his sixties, a man Lani considered useless.

Shortly after Vinny returned to America with his bride, Lani put them both to work. After all, they were living with her, it was only fair. She arranged for Ernie to take care of the store in the mornings, Anna Maria was allotted afternoons, and Vinny got the late shift.

“But Ma,” Vinny objected at first, “shouldn’t I be gettin’ into business for myself? I got a wife now, an’ a family on the way.”

“This is your business,” Lani pointed out. “When I’m gone, the store’ll be all yours, so you’d better take damn good care of it.”

Vinny loved his mom; however, he couldn’t wait for the day when it was all his. Not that he wished her any harm—she was the best, and the good thing was that she and Anna Maria had bonded in a way he could only have dreamed of.

Early February the weather was cold and stormy. Anna Maria was huge—the birth of their baby only weeks away. Still, she insisted on working at the shop, trudging through the snow and rain—always making sure she was there on time, refusing to let her mother-in-law down. Things were tough all over, and Anna Maria knew she was a very lucky girl indeed. She didn’t take anything for granted; besides, hard work was not foreign to her. Before meeting Vinny she’d worked as a maid in a hotel filled with Germans, and struggled to get enough to eat. She’d been raped twice, beaten up a few times, and in spite of her delicate appearance she’d learned to look out for herself. Then Vinny had come along and rescued her, and she would do anything for him. She adored her husband. To her he was the American dream personified: tall, handsome, kind. What more could any girl ask for?

Weekends Ernie didn’t work, so on this particular Saturday morning in February, Anna Maria was on her own. She had trouble turning the key in the rusty padlock affixed to the back door. Her fingers were swollen and she felt a touch nauseous. She’d promised Vinny this would be the last weekend she’d work before the baby came. Lani had already spoken to Ernie about taking over her hours and he’d agreed.

The shop smelled of stale beer mixed with the faint aroma of rancid cheese. There was a bar next door, and the stale beer smell always seemed to hang in the air.

Anna Maria shivered. It was too cold to open the back window and get rid of the offending smell, so she rubbed her hands together for warmth, switched on the lights, set up the cash register, opened the front entrance, and waited for the first customers.

There were quite a few regulars, and Anna Maria had quickly learned their names: Mr. Rustino, who always bought two loaves of bread and a dozen eggs; Mrs. Bellimore, who requested three small bottles of club soda, and then went down the block to the liquor store for a quart of gin—as if the liquor were an afterthought; the widow Sylvana, who never purchased anything but enjoyed gossiping.

The customers loved Anna Maria. They all asked after her health, patted her belly, and inquired when the baby was coming. Even though the entire neighborhood knew exactly when the baby was due, they asked anyway, happy to spend time with the sweet young Italian girl who reminded them of their roots.

As the day progressed, the sky grew dark and snow began to fall. Anna Maria busied herself cleaning up the back of the shop, making sure everything was in its place.

A few minutes past two, a buxom blond girl burst into the shop, accompanied by two unruly young men. None of them looked familiar, but Anna Maria smiled politely and asked if she could help them.

The blond’s heavily mascara’d eyes raked Anna Maria from head to toe. “So you’re the foreign tramp who tricked my Vinny into marrying you,” she sneered. “You’re not so pretty, an’ fat as a sow.”

“Excuse me?” Anna Maria ventured, sensing trouble. “My English—it is not so good.”

“I bet it’s not,” Mamie said derisively, tossing back her dyed hair.

Anna Maria turned her attention to the two young men, who were roaming around the shop acting suspiciously as they checked everything out. One of them was flicking through the magazines, bending the pages. The other one was playing with a stack of cans, almost knocking them over.

“Please. Can I help you?” she asked, emerging from behind the counter.

“Yeah, honey,” Mamie drawled. “You can gimme back the boyfriend you stole from me. Although, on second thought, I wouldn’t take the jerk back if you wrapped the dumb creep in dollar bills an’ had him delivered to my door.” She roared with laughter at her own humor. “C’mon, boys,” she said, going toward the exit. “This place stinks of wops. I gotta smell me some clean air.”

The three of them departed, leaving Anna Maria with an uneasy feeling.

Later that day, when Vinny arrived to take over, she’d forgotten about the trio. Vinny kissed and hugged her, told her she was the prettiest girl in the world, and warned her to be careful on the short walk home because the sidewalks were slippery and a storm was on the way.

“Maybe I should lock up an’ walk you home,” he suggested. “There’s nobody out anyway.”

“No.” She shook her head. “I’ll be fine.”

“You sure?”

“Yes, Vinny.”

He hugged her again, nuzzling his chin against her cheek.

She loved the feel of his strong arms around her, especially when the baby was kicking in her belly and she knew that he could feel it too. Secretly she wished for a boy. Life—the way she’d experienced it—was too tough for girls.

Halfway home she remembered the flashy blond and her two lowlife companions. There was something about them she didn’t trust, especially since the girl had mentioned Vinny by name. She recalled that when she’d first started working at the shop, Lani had warned her to report anything suspicious. Well, they were definitely suspicious, and now she felt that she should have alerted Vinny.

In spite of the icy sidewalks and bitter cold, she decided to go back and tell her husband of the incident. As she turned around to retrace her steps, the baby suddenly kicked. Placing her hands on her stomach, she murmured, with a smile on her lips, “My bambino. My piccolo bambino.”

Thunder rumbled in the distance as she neared the shop. The street was dark and deserted; most people were aware of the upcoming storm and had retreated to their homes.

Standing outside, blocking the entrance to the shop, was the blond from earlier, a scarf tied around her brassy hair. She looked startled when she spotted Anna Maria.

“Excuse me, please,” Anna Maria said, attempting to squeeze past her.

“Not so fast, honey,” Mamie said.

“Please move. I wish to go inside,” Anna Maria said, frowning.

“I don’t think so,” Mamie snapped, an arrogant tilt to her pointed chin.

“Oh yes, I think so,” Anna Maria said, asserting herself. And with that she pushed past the blond and entered the shop.

The sight that greeted her caused her to gasp in horror. Vinny was trapped behind the counter with his arms in the air. One of the blond’s companions from earlier had a gun in his face, while the other man was busy ransacking the cash register.

“Bastardo!” Anna Maria screamed, fury overtaking her as every bad memory of the violence she’d experienced in her past came rushing back. “Bastardo! Bastardo!” she repeated, before throwing herself at the man with the gun, arms flailing wildly, her pretty face contorted with fury.

“No!” Vinny yelled, frantically trying to stop her. “No, sweetheart! No!”

He was too late. The man holding the gun reacted fast, pointing his weapon at her, shouting a rough, “Get off me, you crazy bitch!”

But still she attacked him, even though her heart was pounding out of control and the baby was kicking in her stomach.

Vinny jumped into the fray, more concerned with saving his wife than his own safety.

Then it happened. One gunshot. Two. Three.

And the men grabbed the money and ran.
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A baby boy was safely delivered by doctors on Saturday night after the mother of the infant, Anna Maria Castellino, was fatally shot earlier in the evening during a store robbery. Her husband, Vincenzio “Vinny” Castellino, was also shot and is currently undergoing an operation to remove a bullet lodged in his spine. The shooting took place at Lani’s, a convenience store in Queens. The police are looking for two male suspects who robbed the store and escaped on foot with a blond female accomplice.

The baby boy, born several weeks premature, weighed four pounds three ounces and is reported to be in stable condition.

And so Vincenzio Michael Castellino entered the world.

It was quite an entrance.


Dani—1948

Dashell Livingston had three wives, even though in the state of Nevada it was not exactly legal. Dashell didn’t care; he called himself a hovering Mormon and boasted to whoever would listen that it was a man’s right to have as many wives as he chose. Dashell had fathered seven children—all girls, which didn’t bother him because he reasoned that girls would take care of him in his old age. Girls were useful—they would never run off and desert him.

Dashell, a big man in his late fifties, with a weatherworn face and a mane of white hair cascading down to his shoulders, was a degenerate gambler. In between raising horses on his run-down ranch several miles outside of Las Vegas, he would make occasional forays to the Vegas Strip and score enough money to support himself and his ever-growing family for the next few months. While there, he would visit the local whorehouse and avail himself of a girl or two. Dashell had a voracious sexual appetite.

Dashell’s number one wife was Olive. Almost forty, she was the mother of four of his children and quite the controller. If Dashell wasn’t giving orders, she was.

Wife number two was Mona, a small, slight woman with a permanently frightened expression. Mona had produced three children for her big bear of a husband.

And lastly there was Olive’s cousin Lucy, who at twenty-one was the youngest of the three women, and also the prettiest, with long, corn-colored hair and bright blue eyes. Lucy had come to live on the ranch after a bad marriage to a man who abused her verbally and beat her on a daily basis. By the time she arrived, she was fragile and exhausted.

Dashell and his two wives had offered comfort and a place to stay, and although she had not found Dashell physically attractive, she soon realized that with him she’d at least be safe.

Shortly after becoming wife number three, Lucy found herself pregnant with her first child. Regrettably, because once she discovered her condition, everyone’s attitude immediately changed. Dashell became cold and distant; Olive, bossy and demanding, forcing her to do more than her share of the household chores. And Mona—who had never welcomed her into the family—chose to ignore her.

Lucy soon realized that joining Dashell’s extended family might have been a big mistake.

But once in, there was no out. She had no money and no means of leaving the ranch, which was located in the middle of nowhere. And she was pregnant.

Dashell, Lucy soon discovered, did not believe in doctors.

“Greedy bastards. All they’re after is a man’s money,” he complained in his gruff voice. “Round here we take care of our own.”

Lucy could not believe he had no intention of taking her to see a doctor, even though she begged him to do so.

“No!” he said sternly. “An’ stop naggin’ me, woman.”

Lucy attempted to elicit help from Dashell’s two other wives.

“What makes you any different from us?” Olive demanded, an unsympathetic curl to her thin lips.

“I . . . I just thought—”

“Well, don’t think,” Olive snapped, while Mona looked on. “You’ll be fine. Dashell takes care of delivering our babies around here. He’s done it seven times

already.”

When Lucy finally went into labor, it was in the middle of the night. With no nurses or a doctor to guide her through the pregnancy, she had no idea what to expect when her water broke.

The lack of knowledge threw her into a panic. And when her contractions started, she began wailing aloud in pain, waking Mona, who slept in the same room along with Emily, her youngest child.

Mona sat up in bed. “Be quiet!” she commanded. “Stop that horrible noise. You’ll wake the dead.”

“I . . . I think my baby’s coming,” Lucy stammered, frightened and confused.

“You can’t have it now,” Mona said, as if her very words would stop the baby from entering the world. “Dashell’s gone into town. He won’t be back till morning.”

“Then you must get me to a doctor,” Lucy gasped, as another contraction swept over her with an intensity the like of which she’d never felt before.

She screamed, feeling as if her whole body was being torn apart.

“Can’t,” Mona said flatly. “Dashell took the truck.”

Olive came bustling into the room, tying her bathrobe, a grim expression on her plain face. “Bite on this,” she said matter-of-factly, thrusting one of Dashell’s leather belts at her young cousin. “And for the love of God stay quiet, you’re frightening the children.”

“Please . . . ,” Lucy whispered, unbearable pain sweeping over her. “You . . . you have to get me to a doctor.”

“You’ll be fine,” Olive said, stripping off the bedcovers while Mona shepherded little Emily from the room. “You’re not the first woman to have a baby.”

“Please!” Lucy begged. “I . . . need . . . a doctor!”

“Open your legs an’ push,” Olive said sternly. “And stop making such a god-awful fuss.”
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Baby Dani was born twenty-five minutes later.

Her mother bled to death.



Michael—1960

How old are you?” the girl asked.

She was nineteen, Michael knew that for a fact. Nineteen, with big breasts, teased black hair, and the faint shadow of a mustache. Her name was Polly, and she lived a few blocks away. He’d made it his business to find out everything he could about her because he thought she was the sexiest woman he’d ever seen.

“Eighteen,” he lied. Actually he was fifteen, but he looked much older and was confident that he could get away with the lie.

“Yeah?” she said, not quite convinced.

“Yeah,” he confirmed, blinking rapidly—long, thick eyelashes curling over deep green eyes.

“Hmm . . . ,” Polly said, checking him out with an appraising stare. He might not be eighteen, but he was certainly the best-looking hunk of flesh she’d ever encountered. Her sometime boyfriend, Cyril, didn’t come close.

“So you’re really eighteen, then?” she said, convincing herself.

“Sure,” he answered confidently, adding a cocky “Why? You think I look older?”

They were standing on the street corner outside her girlfriend Sandi’s apartment. Sandi had thrown herself a birthday party. Michael had heard about it and promptly crashed. Nobody had questioned his presence, so after a while he’d started making a move toward Polly. When she left the party he was right behind her.

The sound of Elvis Presley singing “Are You Lonesome Tonight” came drifting down from Sandi’s apartment—maybe it was a sign.

“So . . . ,” he ventured. “Wanna get an ice cream?”

“Ice cream!” she snorted derisively, turning up her nose. “You’re not eighteen.”

Actions spoke louder than words. Grabbing her by the arm, he pinned her up against the side of the building and began kissing her—shoving his tongue down her throat.

She started to push him off.

He wasn’t giving up so easily. Working on instinct, he quickly went for her big breasts, fingering her nipples the way he’d seen some ugly guy do it in a porno movie he’d watched with a bunch of his pals.

Bingo! She stopped struggling and gave a little moan.

He felt an erection grow in his pants, and prayed to God that tonight he’d have somewhere to put it. Somewhere, anywhere—he was tired of his hand, and Grandma Lani lurking outside the bathroom door, yelling, “What’re you doin’ in there? It better not be anythin’ dirty or I’ll smack you silly.”

He pressed his body against Polly’s, making sure she could feel his excitement. At the same time he kept up the hand action on her big breasts while wondering if he should maneuver his other hand under her sweater, or was it too soon?

By this time she was kissing him back with a great deal of wet tongue and plenty of enthusiasm. This was a good sign.

Deciding he had nothing to lose, he slid his hand under her sweater, pushed her bra up, and grabbed a handful of soft, warm flesh.

“Cut it out!” she giggled, surfacing for air. “We’re on the street, anybody can see.”

“No they can’t.”

“Yes they can.”

“Let’s go somewhere else,” he gulped, hoping he wasn’t about to come in his underwear.

“Like where, Mr. Smarty Pants?” she asked, pulling her sweater down and recovering her composure.

“How about a hotel?” he suggested.

“What kind of a girl do you think I am?” she said indignantly.

A girl I’m gonna fuck, he thought, or die trying.

She threw him another look. He was so damn handsome. And hot. And big where it mattered. All the things that Cyril was not.

“You got money for a hotel?” she asked. “ ’Cause I live with my parents, which means we can’t go there.”

“I got money,” he boasted, trying to control his excitement at what might lie ahead.

“Then what’re we waiting for?” she asked, slipping her arm through his.

Holy cow! He was finally about to get laid. He couldn’t believe it. The furthest he’d gotten before was with a girl at school, Tina, and although Tina was pretty and popular, she was not into experimenting. The most he’d ever gotten out of her was a few French kisses and a quick feel of her breasts—which were no way as large as Polly’s, and always fully covered.

“Sex is for marriage,” Tina had often told him, her pretty face deadly serious. “We have to wait.”

Like he was ready for marriage. No way. Besides, he was fed up with waiting. He knew what he wanted, and if he didn’t get it soon he’d go crazy.

He was fifteen. He was a man. He needed sex.

One day he’d attempted to raise the subject of sex with his dad, who unfortunately was confined to a wheelchair. Vinny had stared at him for a few silent minutes before shaking his head in a gloomy way. “Stay away from falling in love,” he’d warned. “It only leads to heartbreak.”

Michael knew that his dad was bitter, although it was hard to ignore that Vinny never had a good word to say about anyone or anything. He sat in his wheelchair, either at home or in the store, and rarely spoke. If he wasn’t at the shop, he was stuck in front of the TV, his favorite place.

What kind of a life is that? Michael thought. Certainly not the kind of life he wanted.

He’d never known Anna Maria, his mother, although he certainly knew what she’d looked like. There was a big picture of her in the center of the mantelpiece, surrounded by candles. Every Sunday at six o’clock his dad lit the candles and said a prayer.

Lani had explained to him that some bad men had shot his mom and that he’d been born a short time after she died. When he’d first heard the story it hadn’t meant much to him, but as he grew older he started thinking about it more and more. Instead of having loving parents like Tina, he was stuck with a grandmother who barely had time for anything except work and a dad who was trapped in a wheelchair. It made him think about his mom, imagining how different things might have been if she’d lived.

It had been occurring to him more and more lately that he wanted to know how the crime had happened, so one day he’d taken himself to the police station and asked if they could look up the case and give him some more information.

The detective in charge was a jovial fellow who knew Lani, so he’d obliged and retrieved the file. “Not much to tell, except that they never caught the perpetrators,” he’d said. “Sorry, son.”

“Did anyone find out who they were?” Michael had asked.

“Nope.” The detective had shaken his head. “ ’Fraid the case is closed.”

It seemed strange to him that in a neighborhood where everyone knew everyone else’s business, nobody had any clue who’d shot his mother, crippled his father, and robbed the store.

Polly clung to his arm as they walked along the street. She smelled sort of flowery. He wondered what she’d smell like when he got her clothes off.

He had a plan; it wasn’t as if he’d pulled the idea of a hotel out of the air. His best friend, Max, had a night job working as an assistant porter at a small fleabag hotel. Max often boasted that if he ever needed a room, it could be arranged.

Okay, Michael thought. Let’s see if he’s full of crap.

The hotel was dark and dismal looking, the pungent aroma of cooked cabbage lingering in the air. Holding tightly on to Polly, Michael marched up to the small reception desk, where a bespectacled old man sat behind the scratched desk leafing through a well-thumbed girlie magazine.

My luck, Michael thought. This has gotta be the one night Max isn’t working.

Just as he was swallowing his disappointment, Max came walking in, carrying two mugs of steaming hot coffee. Max, who was no slouch in the getting-it department, took one look and quickly handed the old man one of the mugs of coffee. “Here you go, Burt,” he said cheerfully. “Take a break. You look like you could use it.”

“Don’t mind if I do,” Burt said, getting up and shuffling into a back room.

“Hey,” Michael said to his friend.

“Hey,” Max responded, fighting to keep the knowing look off his face. Their eyes met, acknowledging the situation.

“I’d, uh . . . like a room,” Michael said, attempting to sound worldly.

“Sure,” Max said, picking up a stained and torn reservation book and staring at the blank pages. “Got a nice one on the first floor, room number eight.” He reached back to one of the slots behind him. “Here’s the key,” he said, handing it to Michael while giving Polly a furtive once-over.

She stared at him defiantly, daring him to say something.

Michael took her hand and led her to the stairs.

“You didn’t tell me you had a friend who worked in a hotel,” she said accusingly. “No wonder you were so anxious.”

“Not that I come here often,” he explained with a sheepish grin.

“Often enough to know what you’re doing, I hope,” she said, deciding that if she was going to cheat on Cyril, she might as well make sure it was worthwhile.

“I can find my way around,” he boasted.

“I’m sure you can,” she replied flirtatiously.

The room—painted a dull green—was small and depressing. In the center was a narrow bed covered with a patchwork bedspread that had seen better days. A small window overlooked nothing.

“Hmmm . . . ,” Polly said, glancing around. “Not exactly the Plaza, is it?”

“Didn’t know you were here for the fancy trimmings,” Michael said, burning up with anticipation.

“Ha! Let’s see what kind of fancy trimmings you’ve got,” she said, licking her lips in a very suggestive way.

He was breathing fast. This was quite an experience. He had a girl, his fantasy girl, right in front of him in a hotel room with a bed. And now it occurred to him that he wasn’t exactly sure what he was supposed to do. Yes, he knew he had to touch her tits. Yes, he knew he had to kiss her in a passionate way. But what did he do after that? Just shove it in? Was that what she expected?

It would have been nice if his dad had given him some guidelines. His pals at school weren’t much help either. Virgins—every one—much as they claimed otherwise. He was the first one doing the dirty deed and he couldn’t wait.

Polly sashayed into the tiny bathroom. “I’ll be right out,” she called, shutting the door behind her.

He hurriedly pulled the bedspread off the bed. A roach ran across the once-white sheets. He hit it with his shoe and flipped the body behind a chair. Girls didn’t like crawly things, he knew that.

Should he take his pants off, or keep ’em on? That was the burning question. He decided to keep them on.

When Polly emerged a few minutes later she’d removed her sweater, but she still had on her knee-high white boots, fake leather miniskirt, and a white bra. “So,” she said, facing him, a challenging look in her eyes. “You gonna fly me to the moon, or what?”

He grabbed her with a show of strength and began kissing her again, pushing his tongue around her teeth, kneading her breasts, reaching for the clip at the back of her bra, struggling to get it off.

Impatiently, she helped him. The bra came off and her breasts tumbled out, big and round, with enormous nipples.

Jeez! Once again, he almost came in his pants.

Somehow he managed to maintain control, and by the time the two of them fell back on the bed, he’d decided he was going to try and savor every moment of this fantastic new experience, make it last as long as he could. Which, the way he was going, was not about to be too long.
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“Where you been?” Grandma Lani demanded the moment Michael walked through the door. She was always questioning him, criticizing his friends, and trying to find out what he was up to. She drove him nuts.

“What?” he mumbled, hardly in the mood for conversation. He had one goal, and that was to make it to the safety of his room, where he could relive the whole incredible experience with Polly, and maybe jerk off, because he was already horny again.

“I said, where you been, young man?” Lani repeated, folding her arms across her chest.

He wondered if she suspected he’d just gotten laid. Grandma Lani was very intuitive.

Vinny, glued to the TV, watching The Andy Griffith Show, didn’t bother looking up.

“I was, uh . . . out with some pals,” Michael said.

“Those boys you hang around with are nothing but trouble,” Lani complained. “You should spend more time at home with us.”

Sure, he thought. That’d be a laugh a minute.

“Anyway,” she continued. “Some girl dropped by with cookies for you. Seemed sweet enough.”

“Who was she?”

“I think her name was Tina.”

“Oh, yeah,” he said, suddenly remembering that he’d promised to call her and hadn’t. She’d probably come snooping around to see what he was up to. Girls were like that, always wanting to know everything. “She ask where I was?”

“She did,” Lani said. “Only, I couldn’t tell her, could I? ’Cause you don’t tell me anything, do you?”

“I was with the guys,” he said, repeating himself. “Y’know, Max an’ Charlie.”

“Those two louts,” Lani said, her voice full of disapproval. “I hope you weren’t smoking.”

“Who, me?” he said innocently.

“All boys smoke,” Lani grumbled. “Don’t think I don’t know what you get up to, young man. And you’d better not let me catch you. Smokin’s a filthy habit. I hate filthy habits.”

I know that, he thought, attempting to slide out of the room.

“Don’t you want your cookies?” she asked, coming after him.

He mumbled a quick “No.”

“And you’d better not forget, you’re working in the store tomorrow.”

“How many times I gotta tell you?” Vinny said, dragging his eyes away from the TV. “Michael does not work at the store on Saturdays.”

“That’s ridiculous!” Lani snorted. “It’s just a superstition on your part.”

“No, it’s not,” he said, turning to his son. “You hear me, Michael? You will not work there on a Saturday. Don’t listen to her.”

“God help me!” Lani sighed, throwing her hands in the air. “Somebody save me from these two impossible men.”

“It’s all right, Grams,” Michael said, trying to placate her. “I’ll do whatever you want.”

“No, you won’t,” Vinny interrupted fiercely. “You do not go near that place on a Saturday as a sign of respect for your dead mother. You understand me?”

“Yes, yes,” Lani said irritably. “He understands. I’ll get extra help if you force me to. Things are bad enough, but what do you care if I have to pay for another pair of hands?”

“Do that,” Vinny said, returning his attention to the TV.

Michael escaped to his bedroom and slammed the door. The room was small, but at least it was all his. On the wall he had a large blowup poster of Wilt Chamberlain tacked up next to a glamorous picture of Elizabeth Taylor lounging on a leopard print couch in a sexy white swimsuit.

Tonight he didn’t need the inspiration of Elizabeth.

Tonight he would sleep like the man he now was.


Dani—1961

The day she got her period, Dani knew she had to escape from the god-awful place she called home. At thirteen she was still a child, although physically she looked like a young woman, with her blossoming body, gossamer yellow hair, clear blue eyes, and fine features.

“Can’t wait for this one t’ be of an age,” her daddy often said to anyone who’d listen. “She’s as ripe as a peach ready for the pickin’.”

“You’d better watch out,” Emily, one of her older half sisters, warned her. “Soon’s he knows you’re bleedin’, he’ll be at you.”

“No,” Dani said defiantly. “I won’t let him.”

“Try stoppin’ him,” Emily said. “He’ll force you, exactly the same as he did me.”

Little did Emily know that Dashell had already molested Dani. When she was younger he’d sometimes take her into his bedroom, lock the door, and make her touch him. “When you’re a big girl we’ll do a lot more than this,” he’d promised with an evil chuckle.

“You mean y—you’ve slept with him?” Dani stammered, keeping her secret to herself.

“Wasn’t my choice,” Emily said, turning up her nose at the memory. “He’s a pig.”

“That’s horrible! Disgusting!” Dani said, shuddering.

“It’ll be your turn next,” Emily warned.

Emily was short, with light brown frizzy hair, a compact body, and big breasts. She was seventeen and quite smart. Dani worshiped her and followed her around whenever she could.

Although over seventy, Dashell took advantage of all the female members of his family. Since Lucy’s unfortunate death (they’d buried her in the back garden and told Dani when she was old enough that Olive was her mother), he’d taken on two more wives. One was an ex-prostitute, the other a teenage runaway. Between them they’d given him five more children.

Dashell ruled his large household like the pasha he imagined himself to be. All seven of the older girls had to sleep with him whenever he summoned them, and so did his four wives. Recently two of his daughters had become pregnant by him. He called it “the grand circle of life.”

Dani dreaded the day when he would come after her. Emily was right, she knew it would be soon.

“If you don’t want him on top of you, you’d better run,” Emily said. “God! I wish I had.”

“Run where?” she asked.

“Anywhere—’s long as it’s away from here.”

“Will you come with me?”

“I might,” Emily answered mysteriously. “The thing is, if we get caught he’ll beat the bejesus out of us. That man is full of vengeance, and he don’t care what he does.”

Emily knew things the others didn’t because she’d palled up with Sam Froog, a cocky young man with bright red hair who occasionally worked part time at the ranch and had eyes for Emily; she liked him too. He smuggled her books and magazines, and from them she learned plenty about the outside world, information she sometimes shared with Dani.

Sam rode in on his motorcycle for a few days every month. He’d sat next to Dashell at the roulette table in Vegas, and the old man had offered him good money to come out to the ranch and help out. Mostly he took care of the horses, cleaning their stalls, grooming them, and stocking up on feed.

“Your old man’s a perv,” he told Emily one day when they were getting more than friendly in the back of the barn.

“What’s that mean?” she asked, picking straw out of her hair.

“He’s screwin’ all these women. Whadda you think that makes him?”

“A pig!” Emily said.

“A perv,” Sam said.

And then they began necking again.

Soon Sam began telling her all kinds of stories about Las Vegas and life outside the ranch. Emily couldn’t believe how exciting it all sounded.

“Y’know, there is a better way of living out there,” she confided to Dani, passing on her knowledge. “I’ve been thinking that maybe we should go find it. We’ve got nothing to lose.”

“Yes,” Dani said, nodding fervently. “I want to get away from here more than anything!”

So they made their plans, eliciting the help of Sam, who was sure he could squeeze them both on the back of his motorcycle as long as they were really serious about splitting.

“If I help you, I can’t ever come back here,” he said. “The old geezer pays me plenty, so I’ll be losin’ out.”

“Think of it this way,” Emily said persuasively. “You’ll be rescuing Dani and me. That makes you a real hero.”

“It does?” Sam said, liking the hero idea.

“Oh, yes,” Emily said encouragingly, giving him a quick peck on the cheek.

“It’s not like he knows where I live or anything,” Sam mused. “He only comes t’ town every coupla months—so he’ll never track us. We’ll see him before he sees us.”

“Then you’ll take us?” Emily asked.

“Why not?” Sam said, imagining himself as a kind of superman figure. “I’ll help you.”

“We’ll pay you back,” Emily promised.

“You bet you will!” he joked.

Two days later they took off in the middle of the night while everyone was sleeping. Sam wheeled his motorcycle a good distance from the property before he dared start it.

“Don’t worry about waking him,” Emily said, climbing on the back and helping Dani aboard. “He sleeps like the dead; snores so loud he wouldn’t hear a bear fart if it was standing next to him.”

“I know, but the old guy’s some kinda wacko,” Sam said, experiencing second thoughts. “We don’t want him catching us.”

“He won’t,” Emily assured him.

“I could give him up to the cops, you know,” Sam said. “Havin’ all those wives—it’s gotta be against the law.”

“Really?” Dani said, thinking how satisfying it would be to see Dashell led off in handcuffs.

“Oh yeah,” Sam said confidently. “An’ how about none of you goin’ t’ school? That’s not legal, for sure.”

“I taught Dani to read and write,” Emily said proudly. “She learned good.”

Dani’s heart was fluttering at the thought of this new adventure. All she’d ever known was the ranch, and Olive forcing her to work. Every day she’d had to feed the animals, clean the house, do the cooking, washing, sewing, and scrubbing. Her workload was endless.

She clung on to Emily, her arms around her sister’s waist, hoping and praying that they’d make a clean getaway and Dashell wouldn’t come after them.

As they neared the bright lights of Vegas she went into shock. “It’s . . . it’s like a fairyland,” she gasped, darting her head this way and that.

“Just you wait,” Sam said, chuckling. “You got the good stuff to come.”

“I do?”

“Bet on it.”

And sure enough, the moment they hit the Strip she could barely speak. “Oh my Lord!” she exclaimed. “Look at all these people.”

After driving up and down a couple of times, they stopped at a coffee shop, where Sam bought them all hamburgers, milk shakes, and big slices of apple pie.

“What’m I gonna do with you two now I got you here?” he said, realizing that he might have made a rash move.

“You can let us sleep on your floor for a couple of days,” Emily suggested. “I promise we’ll stay out of your way.”

“It’s not like I got a palace or anything,” Sam explained. “It’s only one bedroom, so that means we’ll all havta sleep in together.”

Emily giggled and gave him a knowing look. “Sounds like fun to me.”

“Yeah, but not with your sister watching.”

“Dani won’t watch,” Emily promised. “She’ll curl up in a corner and go to sleep.”

“Honestly,” Dani agreed, wolfing down her pie. “I’ll make sure I don’t bother you.”

“Tomorrow we’ll both go out and find jobs, then we’ll look for somewhere to live,” Emily said. “You won’t be sorry you brought us here.”

“You can’t get a job unless you got a Social Security card,” Sam pointed out.

“What’s that?” Dani asked.

“Somethin’ you gotta have.”

“How do we get one?” Emily wanted to know.

“Well.” Sam hesitated for a moment. “I know a man who knows someone who might be able to fix it. Don’t suppose you got birth certificates?”

“No,” Emily said. “We’re lucky to have clothes.”

Ten days later Sam came up with two fake Social Security cards.

“You’re the best!” Emily squealed, kissing him soundly on the lips.

“Thanks,” he said, looking embarrassed. “Now you really owe me.”

“I don’t mind that,” Emily said with a half smile.

“You’re so nice,” Dani added shyly. “God will reward you for being so nice.”

“Don’t go spouting all that God crap,” Emily said crossly, glaring at her younger sister. “We’re not at the ranch now, so drop it.”

“Sorry,” Dani muttered.

“That’s how he kept us in line,” Emily continued. “Threatening us, telling us that everything was God’s will. It’s not God’s will that he was poking us.”

“That’s incest, y’know,” Sam said knowledgeably.

“What does ‘incest’ mean?” Dani asked.

“Go to the library and find out,” Sam said.

“What’s a library?”

“Oh my!” Emily exclaimed, exasperated. “I thought I taught you stuff like that.”

“Not well enough,” Sam said, chuckling.

Armed with her forged Social Security card, Dani passed as seventeen and got a job working as a maid at one of the big hotels. Emily scored a job as a waitress at the same hotel. With their combined wages they were able to move out of Sam’s room and rent a tiny apartment, although Emily spent most of her spare time over at Sam’s.

When Dani wasn’t working she visited the public library, soaking up information. Being ignorant was not a good thing. She was thirsty for knowledge and determined to get it.

Unaware of her tender age, but well aware of her beauty, men began coming on to her.

She shuddered at the thought of being with a man. Dashell, her illustrious father, had put her off men forever.

Many nights she lay in bed experiencing nightmares about the things he’d made her do when she was younger. Touch this, stroke that, lick this.

His vile words and actions remained her secret.

She willed herself to put the disturbing memories out of her mind, but there were times the nightmares were too vivid to disappear.

Now she was a little girl in a big city, and at last she was learning how to survive.


Tuesday, July 10, 2001

Los Angeles

Never let ’em see you sweat, Madison thought, recalling the line from a stupid TV commercial. For a moment she almost smiled. Then she realized what a potentially dangerous situation she was caught in, and that a man had just been shot.

The gunman had herded everyone to the side of the room near the kitchen, and now they were taking stock of one another as the man continued to wave his weapon in the air. There were about twenty-five people in all. The oldest was the woman who’d been sitting next to them, and the youngest seemed to be a skinny teenage girl with freckles, who looked like she was about to burst into tears. And who could blame her if she did?

Madison glanced across the room at the burly man who’d been shot. He was lying on the ground quite still. “Do you think he’s dead?” she whispered to Cole, dreading the answer.

“Who knows?” he said, shrugging.

“Can’t we do something . . . maybe try to stop the bleeding?”

“Are you gonna get up and go over there?”

“No, but perhaps I can ask one of the gunmen to help him.”

“Yeah,” he said sarcastically. “I’m sure they’re ready to do that.”

Realizing that Cole was probably right, she tried to imagine how Jake would handle a situation like this. Hmm . . . knowing Jake, he’d probably whip out his camera and start photographing everyone.

Damn! She wished he were there with her. And then she began wondering if he was all right, and when she’d see him again. Jake was a very special man; she couldn’t bear the thought of losing him. He was also a very smart man, and if he was in trouble in Colombia, there was nobody better at talking himself out of a bad situation.

“You okay, kid?” Cole asked.

“I’m okay,” she murmured, thinking how when she and Natalie were in college, Cole was just a punk teenager up to no good, and now he was calling her “kid.” Strange how things changed. “It’s your sister I’m worried about.”

They both glanced at Natalie, who still seemed to be in a catatonic state, which was so unlike her. Natalie was the one who usually couldn’t stop talking.

Reaching over, Madison squeezed her arm. “We’ll get through this,” she whispered. “You do know that.”

Silently Natalie nodded.

“Shut the fuck up!” the gunman yelled. “No talkin’. Down on the floor all of you. Down! Down!”

Madison sank to the floor with the rest of them. She was writing the story in her mind, aware that once they got out of this mess, it was important to remember every detail.

“It’s gettin’ hot in here,” Cole muttered, sweat beading his forehead. “They must’ve turned the air-conditioning off.”

“Who’d do that?” Madison asked, slipping off her jacket.

“The cops. They’ve probably got this place surrounded.”

“So we’re hostages?”

“Well, yeah,” Cole said, shooting her a look as if he couldn’t believe she’d said something so stupid.

“I know I sound dumb, but shouldn’t someone be trying to communicate with these guys?”

“They will,” Cole said grimly.

“Anyway,” she whispered, “why would the cops turn the air off?”

“ ’Cause they want to make it as uncomfortable as possible.”

“That’s comforting to know.”

“It’s not such a great plan.”

“How’s that?”

“ ’Cause it’ll mean these guys’ll have to take their masks off, an’ it’s better if we can’t identify ’em.”

“I guess I should applaud you on your great choice of restaurants,” she whispered, attempting to lighten the situation.

“Hey—I figured you’d had a boring time in New York, so I thought I’d make this evenin’ fly.”

“I’M NOT SAYIN’ IT AGAIN!” the gunman screamed. “SHUT THE FUCK UP.”

The older woman raised her hand as if she were in class. “I have to go to the bathroom,” she said in a quavery voice.

“Piss your pants, lady,” the gunman growled. “ ’Cause you ain’t goin’ nowhere.”

Then, to everyone’s relief, they heard a voice on a loudspeaker coming from outside. “Put down your weapons, walk out, and nobody gets hurt. Do you hear me? Hands in the air and come out.”

“Mothafuckers!” muttered the gunman. “They got shit for brains if they think I’m doin’ that.”

No, Madison wanted to say, you’re the one with shit for brains.

But she kept quiet for once. She knew it was the only way to get through this.
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“What is it you wanted to show me?” Andy Dale mumbled, already bored as he slouched around Vincent’s expensively appointed office.

Vincent sat behind his impressive mahogany desk and stared at the short, insignificant movie star. “My books, my pictures, my objects,” he said, gesturing.

“Yeah, well, does one of your objects have some coke sittin’ in it?” Andy asked with a maniacal little laugh. “ ’Cause if it doesn’t, you lost me.”

“Why do you do drugs?” Vincent asked, leveling the actor with a cold stare.

“Why d’you get up in the morning?” Andy Dale retorted, slumping into a leather chair.

“Here’s what I have to tell you,” Vincent said in a low, even tone. “You put your hands on my wife one more time, and I’ll break your chicken neck. Do you understand?”

“You talking to me?” Andy Dale said, startled, because nobody spoke to him that way.

“I don’t see anyone else in here,” Vincent said mildly.

Andy Dale narrowed his eyes. “You got any fuckin’ idea who I am?”

“More important,” Vincent replied coldly, “do you know who I am?”

“What?” Andy Dale said, nose twitching, face blank.

“Look in the mirror and who do you see?” Vincent said. “Because I’ll tell you who I see when I look at you. A moronic, coked-out movie star who thinks he owns the world. Only, I’m here to tell you that you don’t.”

“What the fuck is this shit?” Andy Dale spluttered.

“I’m making it real for you, Andy,” Vincent said. “I couldn’t give a damn how many people worship your skinny ass. My wife is not one of them, and if you touch her again, it’ll be a move you’ll live to regret.”

“Are you threatening me?” Andy Dale asked, outraged.

“No,” Vincent said calmly. “Simply telling you the way it is.”

“An’ I’m telling you, asshole,” Andy Dale retorted, leaping to his feet, “that when my manager an’ my agent hear about this, they’ll bust your freakin’ nuts.”

“How old are you?” Vincent asked.

“Old enough to do what the fuck I want,” Andy Dale replied belligerently.

“Nobody does what they want,” Vincent said. “There are always compromises.” He rose from behind his desk. “Now, you’re coming back to the table with me like a good boy, and when you get there you’ll behave yourself. Because if you don’t . . .” His words trailed off, the threat implicit.

“Whaddaya think this is, a freakin’ Pacino movie?” Andy Dale exploded, red in the face.

“Care to test me?” Vincent said, heading for the door. “Go ahead. Only, you’d better believe me, Andy. One more hand on my wife and we’ll see whose balls get crushed.”
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“Where have you been?” Jenna asked, directing her question to Andy Dale, not her husband, which was a big mistake on her part.

Ignoring her, Andy clicked his fingers at his exotic model girlfriend, who was sipping an apple martini and wondering who a girl had to fuck to get out of there.

“Up!” Andy Dale said, glaring at her, his voice tense.

“What?” Anais said blankly.

“We’re going.”

“Where?”

“For crissakes!”

Getting the hint, she slid from the booth, flashing plenty of well-toned, chocolate-hued thigh in the process, plus a whisper of well-trimmed pubic hair because wearing panties was so out.

“Why are you leaving?” Jenna asked, her voice a plaintive whine.

Anais shrugged. Andy Dale glowered. Jolie gave a knowing smile—she knew why they were leaving. Vincent had no doubt given the studly movie star the “hands off my wife” speech.

“They have someplace to go,” Vincent said brusquely, sitting down next to Jenna.

“Where?” Jenna persisted, her pretty face pouting with disappointment.

“Do you care?” Vincent said, fixing her with a steely look.

She opened her mouth to say something, thought better of it, and shut up. Vincent was in one of his moods.

Andy Dale stormed off, girlfriend in tow.

“Nice work, Vincent,” Jolie murmured, caressing the stem of her champagne glass with elegant hands. “I’d bet money on you anyday.”

“Where does Nando find these punks?” Vincent asked, shaking his head. “And not only does he find ’em—he dumps them on me.”

“Jenna didn’t seem to have any complaints,” Jolie said, stirring the pot.

“Jenna’s too young for her own good.”

Meanwhile, Jenna had transferred into sulky mode, and was tapping her freshly manicured nails on the table, preparing to throw a fit. She didn’t know what Vincent had said to Andy Dale, but whatever it was, it wasn’t good. After all, what harm was there in talking to a movie star? How many times did she have that kind of opportunity?
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