
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Troy and Aaron Mayer, identical twins separated at the age of two, lived wildly different lives. Aaron struggled to take care of their alcoholic, gambling-addicted mother, while Troy, raised by their father, experienced a life of luxury.

	After years of silence, Troy asks to see Aaron. When Aaron arrives at his brother’s boat, he finds a note instead and suspects suicide. In his farewell note, Troy offers Aaron his car, his money, and his life of riches.

	On the run from loan sharks, Aaron slips easily into this mirrored life. But everywhere he turns he discovers somebody Troy devastated, including his handsome husband, Dave Alvarez. Pulled into his brother’s life of crime, Aaron is set up for a fall, but he’s too strong to shatter.
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	Dedicated to all our faithful readers.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	The boat rocked on the water as if it were made of paper. The wind swirled around him in a haze and whipped his fair hair around his face. Desperately, he tried to see through waves rising and falling around him. Troy? Troy? A mix of anxious anticipation and dread filled his rapidly beating heart as he scanned the water. The boat took on a life of its own and attempted to wrestle him over the side, propelling him into the unknown depths. Come. Come with me, Aaron. A face looked up at him in the swirling water. It was his.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Fourteen months earlier

	 

	The voice on the other end of the phone couldn’t have sounded more estranged from him if it had been a person doing a marketing survey. It took him a few minutes to recognize who it was. And it shouldn’t have. It was light with an underlying lyrical baritone, so like his own voice.

	“Aaron? Don’t you know who this is?”

	Yes, I know.

	“How are you?” He paused. “I was sorry to hear about Mom.”

	Aaron perched on the side of the sofa. Make words, fool. “Yeah, well, you know.”

	“So I’m thinking, maybe we should get together? When was the last time?”

	Was there a last time?

	He didn’t wait for an answer. “I really did want to make it to the funeral. Dad and I were both in Europe on a buyer’s trip at that time. Wow, the summer of two-thousand-ten was really a busy one.”

	Mother died in the summer of two-thousand-nine. “How is Dad?”

	“Good. He’s in Spain with his newest wife, number four. A fashion model, legs up to there. You know Dad.”

	No, I don’t know Dad.

	“So, we have a birthday coming up in a week, twenty-seven, can you believe it? How about you come down here to Bel Air and we go out for the day on Dad’s yacht? I mean, I don’t know if you’re working or what. We can do it when you’re off work. I pretty much make my own hours. It would good to see each other, right? Aaron?”

	“Yeah, I... I guess.”

	“Okay, so how about Saturday?”

	“Ah, Saturday... I’d have to check and...”

	“Aaron, you act like you don’t want to see me.”

	“I just wonder why now?” There, it was out. All this time, Troy had never even bothered to pick up the phone, ask how he was doing, how Mother was doing. Troy was sitting pretty down there in Bel Air, living the good life, and he had been up here in the shit, struggling to survive. All the lost years trying to scrounge up enough cash to get Mom into yet another rehab clinic.

	“Why not now?” Troy came back with.

	They were twins, identical. They’d been separated since the age of two. Their parents were ill-suited from the onset. Aaron would never understand what attracted Darren Mayer, who’d come from generations of wealth, to the shy, little working-class girl from the Bronx. Sarah Stein was like a fish out of water in high society and her Jewish heritage didn’t sit well with Darren’s protestant family.

	Talk about a parent trap.

	After the twins were born, Sarah fell into a deep depression. Her young husband was given the import business to run. She was displaced from her beloved New York City and her family.

	Sarah couldn’t seem to fit in with high society. Darren began to go out a lot, leaving her alone. She started drinking. Darren hired a nanny to look after the boys and disconnected from her. The long business trips and numerous affairs didn’t help and finally Sarah tried to take her own life. Darren waited until she got out of the hospital, then he left her.

	Darren’s father insisted he take one of the boys when he filed for divorce. Darren was an only child, and his father was concerned about the family line. In exchange for taking one of the boys, Sarah accepted the big house in Beverly Hills, and one lump sum of money. Within five years, she had squandered the money and was forced to sell the house. Eventually they were destitute, relying on food stamps and the kindness of strangers. Sarah’s family begged her to come back home to New York, but she was too proud, and Aaron believed she couldn’t bear to let her family see what she’d become.

	An assembly line of strangers went in and out of their three-room apartment in the mostly Hispanic neighborhood of Mar Vista. The strangers would bring booze, in exchange for sex. Sometimes they’d give her money, and Aaron would sit out on the fire escape until they left. Then, if he was lucky, he could grab the money before she came to, and he’d buy groceries before she could get to the liquor store.

	He eventually grew up and left her. He moved as far away as his work as a landscaper would let him. His life in Los Osos, the ‘valley of the bears,’ on California’s central coast hadn’t been bad until Sarah started fleecing him. She’d forged his signature on loans, secured credit cards she’d diverted to her flop house down in East LA. It was still a nightmare untangling himself from the mess.

	It didn’t help when he learned that many parents wrecked their kids’ credit through identity theft.

	When her liver failed, and she was dying, it was almost a relief. Aaron left a message with the secretary of his father’s company, but he never came to visit. Not even Troy showed up for their mother’s funeral.

	It still hurt remembering how she’d vanished from yet another expensive, futile trip to a lockdown facility called Promises.

	Yeah. Lots of those. Piecrust promises. Easy to make; so easily broken.

	She’d somehow managed to escape over the wall with the help of a ridiculous, drug-hungry celebrity. The actor had gone on a cocaine-fueled binge chronicled by the media whilst Sarah had quietly checked herself into a cheap motel on Sunset Boulevard, drinking herself to death.

	Aaron had found her with the aid of his debit card, which she had stolen. Not her finest moment, to be sure. She lay in the small bed of her hotel room, her legs ballooned to three times their usual size, her skin a frightening color. Aaron had paid a doctor who didn’t know her to come to the hotel. He’d hoped the handsome stranger could convince Sarah to allow herself to be hospitalized.

	“Her vital organs are shutting down fast,” the doctor had said. “Her own body is turning against her. It’s filling with toxins, hence the swelling in her legs.”

	It took another twenty-four hours to convince Sarah to get medical help. The handsome doctor came back to help facilitate her journey via an ambulance. Aaron couldn’t fail to notice the relief on the hotel staff’s faces. The maid told him half their clients checked in and never checked out again. They’d recently had a former pop star die after a drunken binge. He’d checked in with a friend’s help and according to the staff was quiet and respectful.

	He drank until his heart stopped. There was no ID on him except for a piece of paper in his pocket with the shaky words, I am Johnny Lee.

	To Aaron’s dismay, his mother was headed to a hospice, not a hospital. She’d lit up at the prospect and happily signed the Do Not Resuscitate form required to admit her to the facility that spelled the end of her road.

	Welcome to the Hotel California.

	Promises.

	“They’ll keep me sedated and I will pass from this life,” she’d told Aaron. “I can’t wait.”

	She was dead in two days, Aaron her only visitor. The hospice staff called to tell him she’d passed at four o’clock in the morning.

	“She didn’t suffer,” they said.

	Yeah, but I did.

	He’d made all the arrangements for her funeral. She’d looked grotesque at the end and it still wounded him that he’d had to handle it all without any help.

	“Are you miffed at me for not coming to the funeral, Aaron?”

	Aaron was hardly aware that he was still holding the phone. “What did you say? Sorry.”

	“Did you drop the phone?”

	“No. I’m here.”

	“I asked if you were miffed at me for not coming to the funeral. You know, I never felt very close to her.”

	“How could you? You didn’t even know her.”

	“Dad told me some stuff about her though.”

	“I’m sure he did.” Aaron closed his eyes.

	“So, how are things with you?”

	Should I tell him? Should I really tell him about the trouble I’m in? The loan sharks? How this time they’d hurt me good? Maybe he can help me. Troy has money. He could lend me some. Should I ask? “I... Do you want the truth, or do you want bullshit?”

	“The truth.”

	“Well, ah... I’m in a little bit of trouble.”

	“What kind of trouble? Trouble with the police?”

	“Loan sharks. I need money.”

	“How much money?”

	“More than I got, a few grand.”

	“Okay. I can help you with that.”

	Aaron was skeptical. “Why are you being so nice to me?”

	“You’re my brother. So, you’ll come for sure on Saturday?”

	He was stunned. Troy was going to help him. “Okay. You know I really appreciate you helping me out. I’ll pay you back, every cent.”

	“You don’t have to. I know where you live. There’s a marina in Morro Bay. I’ll have our boat pick you up.”

	“Just tell me what pier. I’ll be there.”

	“Pier number ten, and ah... let’s say nine in the morning?”

	“I’ll be there.” He hung up and realized that he hadn’t even said goodbye.

	Troy has a boat and I’m on my last packet of Twinkies...

	He walked to the window and pushed aside the moth-eaten curtain. He scanned the street. It was early yet. They’d be coming. He just had to lay low until he could get the cash. The last time he’d asked for more time, they’d broken two of his fingers. He’d been unable to work, and the bills kept coming, not to mention the compound interest on the loans he stupidly took to try and handle his outrageous debt... He dreaded to think what they’d break this time.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Aaron was nervous about seeing his twin Saturday morning. He’d spent a scary couple of days avoiding the loan sharks. He’d actually slept in Elfin Forest in his sleeping bag. All the time he’d been in Los Osos and he’d never visited the forest. He would have been charmed by the air parade of monarch butterflies had he not been petrified of homicide.

	It had been too dangerous to drive his car to the forest and he’d told nobody of his plans. Better to leave his car at home. The goon squad would know it if they saw it out and about. He took the tourist van that cost a quarter, then hiked a mile into the woods. For two nights he’d listened for marauding bears... the humankind and the animalkind. He’d spent the days wandering deeper into the forest, thrilled when he’d found a crumpled five-dollar note in the campground showers.

	Early Saturday, he took the bus down to the main road and passed his street.

	His car sat in his driveway, torched.

	Holy crap...

	He had persuaded Jake, one of his last friends left in the sleepy beach town, to drive him to Morro Bay. His stomach was in such knots he wondered if he’d swallowed some of those forest butterflies.

	“Thanks,” he told Jake, who’d lent him a clean shirt and slipped him a few bucks. He tried to decline, but Jake insisted.

	“Here, I think you’ll need it.”

	Aaron climbed onto the boat that was docked in the pier as his buddy took off.

	The boat was called The Promise.

	How apt.

	There was no one on deck. “Troy?”

	He ducked his head in the door and climbed down the steps to the cabin below. The floor was covered in royal blue carpeting. There was a large screen television on one wall, a small galley kitchen to the side. He walked to the stainless-steel counter where an ice bucket sat cradling a bottle of expensive champagne. The ice had melted. There was an envelope propped up against the champagne bucket. On the front was written: To Aaron. Welcome to your new life.

	Aaron narrowed his eyes and looked around. He walked toward the door which stood open on the other side of the room and peeked in. There was a double bed with a white duvet and a small oak bureau. The bed showed no sign of having been slept in.

	Maybe Troy hadn’t arrived yet. Maybe he should just wait but he was still holding the envelope. Perplexed, he opened it and took out the note.

	 

	Hello brother,

	 

	By the time you read this, I’ll be gone. It’s not important where. In fact, if I knew that, I’d have to answer an age-old question. Everything you need to start your new life is in the top drawer of the bureau in the bedroom. Don’t feel guilty. I inherited this life by chance. It was the flip of the coin. It might have been yours. Now it is. I know it will be strange at first, but it will solve all your problems, and it’s your turn. Good luck, brother.

	Love, Troy

	 

	How long does it take to step into the life of someone else? When you look identical to the other, it’s instantaneous, but not as simple as one might imagine.

	Aaron didn’t know anything specific about Troy’s life except that he worked with their father in the import business and was filthy rich. How in the hell was he supposed to be him, not to mention... where was Troy? Had he committed suicide? It certainly sounded that way in his letter.

	When Aaron opened the top drawer of Troy’s bureau, he found a driver’s license, credit cards, bank books, keys, and a recent photo. Aaron stared at it. Yes, they were identical, same sandy blond hair, same blue eyes, both five eleven, about one seventy. Aaron wore his hair longer though he didn’t have the fancy haircut. If this was going to work, he’d have to remedy that.

	He also found an agenda which listed what Troy had to do each day. Meetings, medical appointments, picking up laundry, paying the staff, meeting someone called ‘Matt’ for lunch the next day. It seemed that Troy was a very organized man; something that Aaron wasn’t.

	Aaron reread the note. By the time you read this, I’ll be gone. Why would he kill himself? He had it all. Should he call the police?

	A sudden realization fell over him. Aaron raced up the steps onto the dock and frantically searched the calm blue waters. He half-feared finding his brother floating, then hoped he would... and do what? Closure. I would have closure. I would know he’s dead. But do I want him to be dead or alive?

	I... don’t know.

	He roamed the boat, checking the water as far as he could see. He had no idea how to operate a boat. What was he supposed to do now? Troy wouldn’t have thrown himself into the water here while the boat was docked, would he? Was his brother really dead? Why would he choose this time to kill himself?

	It was all so... strange. His whole life he’d veered between hating his twin and hoping for a reconciliation that involved the two of them being rich and happy. Instead, Aaron had struggled regardless of his efforts to get himself above water.

	Don’t feel guilty. I inherited this life by chance. It was the flip of the coin. It might have been mine. Now it is.

	It was true. He wasn’t stealing a life. He was stepping into a life that he had just as much of a right to have. Perhaps it was this fact alone that allowed him to go ahead with it, that and the loan sharks who waited for him back home.

	Aaron returned to Troy’s bedroom. He sat there on the bed most of the day and contemplated what he was about to do. If he did this, Aaron Mayer would just disappear, and along with him his troubles, his mistakes, and his past. It was his chance to start over. Troy had handed him a new life for whatever reason. He had to take it.

	Aaron grabbed all the papers he would need. He picked up Troy’s car keys with the car starter attached and left the boat. The sun had gone down, and it was cooler than normal. He headed for the parking lot and pointed the car starter in the direction of the parked vehicles. A sparkling blue Corvette roared to life while its headlights slowly unveiled. “Nice.”

	Aaron inhaled the smell of new leather when he slipped behind the wheel as if it were a drug. He adjusted the rearview mirror and rolled forward, slowly.

	He drove down the coast, his hands shaking. He had never driven anything so lovely. Was it a dream? It all felt so... illicit. He was almost in a trance all the way to Santa Barbara. Maybe it was real, that luck could change, and good things could sometimes happen after a lifetime of living under a dark cloud.

	It was a shock to see the old-fashioned freeway signs announcing that he’d reached Santa Barbara. He glanced at the dashboard clock. He’d made the eighty-nine-mile drive in a little over an hour. The cops hadn’t busted him. Maybe his luck was already changing. He shoved the picture of his twin into his pocket and stopped at the first hair salon he could find on State Street.

	Standing at the reception desk, he waited only a moment for a hip-looking stylist to come forward to ask if he had an appointment, Aaron said, “No. I just need a cut.” He took out the picture. “It’s a cut I had before. Can you do that?”

	“Of course,” the young man smiled. “Very becoming. Unfortunately, I have no place for you now. We are just about to close. If you come back...”

	“No,” Aaron said. “I can’t. I have to get it cut now. Ah...” he added when the stylist gave him a curious look, “it’s driving me nuts and... I have a meeting tonight. Please, look.” He took out his brother’s credit card. “Whatever you charge here for a haircut, I’ll pay double.”

	“Seventy is the usual price. So let’s say one-forty, plus the tip of course.”

	Aaron was aware of the man staring at his bandaged fingers that for some reason had started to throb. He kept them on his lap and drew a deep breath. Let the fun begin.

	“Of course,” Aaron replied. “How about an even two hundred?”

	“Let’s get started.”

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	It wasn’t difficult to find the location of the seven-bedroom house his brother lived in. The onboard navigation had been pre-programmed with the Bel Air address. It was eerie to get back into the vehicle with his new haircut and the mechanical navigation voice telling him how to get back on the freeway to Bel Air.

	Aaron drove, unable to stop thinking about the fact that his now-destroyed Ford Taurus had forever been on its last legs. The windows and the driver side door didn’t open, and the transmission slipped constantly. What a dream to be cruising along the ritzy part of Sunset to his brother’s estate, through the gated Bel Air community.

	He experienced a small moment of panic at the guard gate. Leaning on the window button, he marveled at how smoothly it operated. The Taurus’s window had been stuck since the day he bought it at auction. Aaron recognized the ornate wrought-iron gates from television. His brother had been interviewed in his house last year for a show about luxury homes, because it was filled with fancy antiques. Troy had told the interviewer that the house had originally been built for his father’s second wife, but that Troy decided to keep it when they divorced.

	“Good evening, Mr. Mayer,” the guard said, opening the gate. “The meeting has already started, I’ll let Mr. Watanabe know you’re home.”

	Who in the hell is Mr. Watanabe and what meeting is he talking about?

	Aaron smiled and nodded as he angled the car inside the gates. From the rearview mirror, he could see the guard picking up a phone inside his little cubicle. The gate swung sedately closed behind him. Aaron moved forward, aware of his fingers sweating against the steering wheel leather.

	Where in hell was the house? Panic prickled at him. He’d look like an idiot if he began circling the giant, curving road. He blinked for a moment, staring ahead. It looked like something out of Desperate Housewives... what was it called? Wisteria Lane. He’d expected mansions and yes, they were there... but what the fuck? Which way did he go? Left or right?

	He glanced back in the rearview mirror and saw that the gate guard was staring at him. Oh, spiffing.

	Just as he’d decided to turn right, the onboard navigation system startled him.

	“Turn right then one hundred yards ahead, turn right on St. Cloud Road.”

	“Thank you,” he said, then rolled his eyes at himself... thanking a damned computer now!

	The house stood on a plateau above a steep incline, surrounded by trees. It was a sprawling Spanish style, with black grated windows and doors. Rose bushes lined the path leading to the front door and there was a small fountain with a pond. A Greek-like statue of an angel peed water into the reservoir.

	Did Troy park in his garage? He noticed an old truck parked in the driveway and turned the car around in front of the house. When Aaron got out, a middle-aged Hispanic man with a hat scrunched on his head waved at him.

	“Good evening, Señor Mayer. I was just about to finish here. I’m sorry I parked in the driveway, but I needed my tools. It was a bigger job trimming the bushes than I thought. I’ll work until dark if you want.”

	He seemed nervous. Aaron was nervous too. Could he carry this off? “Ah, it’s okay, go on home. No need to hurry. Finish it tomorrow.”

	The gardener looked surprised. “You say that but, señor, you told me... I don’t want to lose my job.”

	“It’s okay,” Aaron replied, “go on home. You won’t lose your job.”

	“Gracias, señor.” The gardener bobbed his head and hurried over to the old truck, dragging a rake and a full garbage bag behind him.

	Aaron stood there for a moment as the man drove off. He fingered the keys in his pocket and walked toward the front door. He didn’t get very far. A man came running out of the house next door, waving at him.

	“Mayer! I thought you were going to stand us up again. I’m so glad you made it!”

	Aaron stopped and stared at him.

	The man was gesturing at him, with harried, wide sweeps of his hand. Aaron tried not to focus on the gardener’s handiwork. He’d done a wonderful job. The garden was immaculate. He walked back down the path and over to the neighbor’s property. He moved up the garden path, admiring the man’s Asian-style Zen garden and the koi pond tucked under an ornamental cherry tree. Even in the encroaching evening light, he could see it had been well tended to avoid leaves and blossoms falling into the pond.

	“You usually stomp my garden,” the man said, hands on hips. “I... wow... Well, thanks. I appreciate you walking around.”

	Aaron tried not to react. Troy stomped his Zen garden?

	He shook the man’s proffered hand. He’d just figured who the guy was. Nikko Watanabe, a big-time, hot new TV star. He was so sexy with his long hair and form-fitting jeans. Aaron couldn’t remember what the name of the show was that the guy was in, but it was an Asian Mafia type thing. Yakuza. Yeah, that was it, something about LA Yakuza. He stared at Nikko’s hand and realized the fearsome tattoos that graced the actor’s body on the show were not his own.

	Glancing at the lined-up shoes on a long cedar shelf out the front of the house, Aaron couldn’t fail to glimpse the meaningful glance from his host. He kicked off his shoes and left them, facing outward, along with the others.

	Nikko Watanabe smiled. “Thank you for that. I appreciate you respecting my religion.”

	Aaron couldn’t speak. The man seemed genuinely grateful... almost... relieved. He entered the house, stunned by its expensive simplicity. A gigantic Buddha statue lined one wall along with a massive Butsadan. It must have cost a fortune.

	Two other men milled around what he assumed was the living room, drinking tea out of an earthen teapot on the coffee table. Aaron hadn’t stopped for anything to eat or drink all day and the realization suddenly hit him. He was starving.

	“Would you like some tea?” Nikko asked him.

	“That would be great, thank you.”

	“Please, sit.” Nikko gave him a little bow and gestured toward a pristine piece of white sectional sofa. Across the coffee table the other two men had stopped talking. They looked faintly goofy balancing tiny teacups in their big hands. Again he was aware of the scrutiny of his broken fingers. He hadn’t had the money to get them fixed by a doctor. He’d fashioned his own splints and they were healing well, but his bandaging did leave a lot to be desired. Now he had ready cash he could see a doctor first thing in the morning.

	He was about to introduce himself and forced himself to stop. Troy obviously knew these people. He’d have to bluff his way through this meeting.

	“It’s kukicha tea,” Nikko said, handing him a steaming cup. “If you don’t like it, please just say so. I’d rather you didn’t hurl it across the room like you did last time.”

	Oh my God... is my brother really such a colossal rich prick?

	Aaron was aware of his hand shaking a little. “I love kukicha,” he said. “It has so many medicinal qualities.”

	Nikko stared as Aaron sipped. Perfect. He liked the nutty, creamy taste and let the mouthful linger on his tongue. He closed his eyes and swallowed. When he opened them again, he found them all staring at him. The large guy opposite him seemed especially surprised.

	“Sorry,” Aaron said. He took another sip, worried that Nikko would take the cup from him and send him packing.

	“More?” Nikko asked. He glanced over at the other two men as he picked up the teapot. What in the hell was going on? Nikko poured him a little more tea, setting the pot down again then sat to Aaron’s left on a decorative looking, rather than functional, chair.

	“Well,” the large man said, clearing his throat. “First of all, I’d like to thank you for coming here and secondly... well, of course we’d like to talk about the tree. I know you’ve stated your feelings about it, quite... stridently, but before we go so far as enacting the Tree Act, we’d like to remind you that the walnut tree is ninety-four years old and we’d like to preserve it—”

	“Of course,” Aaron said, wondering if it would be rude to ask for more tea. He caught Nikko’s swiveled glance and looked back at him. Nikko
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