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			Prologue

			Midland, Texas

			Sunday, September 4

			Roxie Denman, opening act for the old has-been, Darla Denman, sat in front of a square mirror in a tiny room that had been pointed out to her as her “dressing room.” Who were they kidding? The fact was, she was in a janitor’s room. It had been converted for the weekend to accommodate performers in Midland’s annual telethon, raising money for Alzheimer’s disease.

			Someone had done a decent-enough job clearing out the space and had tried to make it attractive by adding the mirror and a vanity, even a vase of fall flowers. But the lingering, pungent scent of Pine-Sol and other disinfectants gave away the room’s true purpose.

			The smell offended Roxie more than anyone could ever imagine. It wasn’t her olfactory senses that were bothered. What was utterly odious to Roxie Jo Jennings Denman were the memories those smells evoked—memories of being a small child and accompanying her mother to various cleaning jobs in the evenings—offices, churches or whatever she could find that someone would pay her to clean.

			While her mother worked, Roxie had usually kept herself occupied with books and/or puzzles. The churches had been her favorites. Most of them had had stages. During those times, Roxie played make-believe. She would walk down the aisles, nodding to imaginary fans and autograph seekers, posing for cameras that weren’t there, and then she would slowly walk up the steps to the stage. There, she would face her audience, the admirers, those who wanted to be like her.

			She had been gracious to her make-believe fans, had reminded herself to be humble. Even at a young age, she had noticed that people seemed to like when you behaved as though you didn’t deserve what you had been given. God knew she had watched her mother act that way each time she was paid for the work she had done. Her mother’s obsequiousness had irked Roxie. Her mother had worked her fingers raw and red. Why did she have to show gratitude for what she had earned? Those hypocrite bastards were obligated to pay her and they should have paid her more. Instead, they had taken advantage of her almost apologetic acceptance of her pay and expected her to do extra.

			Her mother had been spineless. And Roxie had learned at the woman’s knee that the last thing she herself would ever be was spineless. She would never go “hat-in-hand” to anyone and her eyes would never be cast to the floor in humility. Nosiree. If she had to, she would lie and steal, cajole and connive, do anything short of murder. When anyone dealt with Roxie Jo Jennings they would have their hands full.

			Roxie stared at herself in the mirror. Roxie Jo Jennings. There was a name she hadn’t thought of in a long time. And thinking of it now reminded her she needed to decide what her new stage name would be. She didn’t want to use her current name, Denman. Fans might confuse her with being more than an acquaintance of Darla Denman. And one thing was for certain—being married to Darla’s ex-husband was as close to a family tie to the washed-up singer as Roxie wanted.

			She was mulling over a list of names when the door opened and a visitor came in. The visitor was familiar, but unwelcome at the moment. Roxie scowled. “Don’t you know to knock before coming through a closed door? I could’ve been naked.”

			The visitor smiled. “I don’t mind. I’ve seen you naked before.”

			“You’ve seen me that way only because it was my choice. Don’t fool yourself into thinking you’ve got a pass to my dressing room.”

			The visitor looked around the room and chuckled. “But this is a closet. And a janitor’s closet at that.”

			The mockery ignited a flame in Roxie’s soul. “Get out of here! I’ve got to get ready.”

			The visitor leaned close to her ear and whispered, “What do you have to do? You can’t possibly be more beautiful than you already are. We’ve got a little time. We could make good use of it. Like we did back in Nashville. Remember?”

			What they had done in Nashville was the last thing Roxie wanted to remember. “You ass.” She picked up a long metal nail file and stabbed the hand that was making its way down the front of her robe.

			The visitor yelped in pain as blood welled from an ugly puncture wound. “God almighty! How am I supposed to do my job with my hand punctured?”

			The visitor appeared to be in pain, but Roxie was unaffected by the sight of blood now smeared on the vanity. “Don’t you ever touch me again,” she spat. “And don’t you ever say anything about Nashville to anyone.”

			“Or what?”

			“Or I’ll kill you. Get out of here. Now.”

			The visitor walked to the door and pushed the button, locking the two of them together in the small space.

			“You maniac. You stalking loser,” Roxie yelled, out of patience and angry. “Open that fucking door and get out of here!”

			The visitor grabbed the nail file and yanked Roxie’s robe open, exposing two exquisite man-made breasts. “Suppose we take this stiletto you call a nail file and stab one of these high-priced tits you’re so proud of. See how good you look on stage with a deflated balloon where a tit used to be.”

			Roxie picked up her hot curling iron and swiped at the visitor’s cheek.

			The visitor ducked, then made a lunge that took them both to the floor.

			A mad scramble. A cry of pain. Then silence.

			They lay entangled. Neither moved.

			Then the visitor pushed away from Roxie’s limp body. “Roxie?”

			No response. The visitor gasped at the metal file protruding form Roxie’s neck and the pool of red spreading on the floor. “Roxie? Say something.” Shaken, the visitor stood, covered with blood.

			A knock on the door broke the eerie quiet. “Ten minutes, Miz Denman.”

			The visitor looked around the room.

			Run! a voice said.

			A terrycloth robe was draped over a fire extinguisher mounted on the wall near the door. The intruder grabbed it and shrugged into it, wrapped it tightly, covering blood-stained clothing, then carefully opened the door and glanced outside in all directions. Seeing no one, the visitor eased out, pulled the door shut and quickstepped away.

			The corpse of beautiful Roxie Denman lay on the floor of the janitor’s closet, her big debut ending where her life had started—in a tiny room that smelled of Pine-Sol.

		

	


		
			
				Chapter
							One

				Two days
						earlier

				Friday, September
					2

				Grrrrrowl
					... scre-e-e-ech ... rumba-rumba-rumba ...

				POOF!

				Unusual noises brought Darla Denman, former Queen
					of Country Music, out of a sound sleep. Blinking herself awake, she realized she
					was not moving and she should be. Her bus had come to a dead stop. She swung her
					feet to the floor, bent forward and searched for her shoes, a pair of strappy
					high-heeled sandals that were supposed to make her look sexy and feel young.

				By the time she stumbled to the front of the bus
					and the door, a cloud of gray smoke was roiling against a pristine sky of
					brilliant blue and an odor that smelled like burning oil choked her. She pushed
					the door open and lurched out, turning her ankle when she stepped on a rock.
					Cussing through clenched teeth, she grabbed the door’s edge for support.

				That was when she saw her entourage, such as it
					was, huddled at the bus’s rear bumper, murmuring in low tones.

				Tenting her hand over her eyes to block out the
					glaring sun, she looked past the smoke. Noon. It had to be noon.

				She shoved a sheaf of her newly dyed red
					hair—“Ginger Violet” the bottle it came in had called it—out of her eyes and
					turned in a tight circle, scanning her surroundings. Her barren surroundings. In any direction, all she saw was tan dirt and
					a gray, straight-as-a-ribbon highway disappearing into the horizon. And a pale
					green yucca plant in the far distance.

				Her current manager and former husband, Big Bob
					Denman, stood a few feet away, a road map unfurled between his hammy hands.
					Darla limped to his side. “My God. Where are we, the friggin’ moon?”

				“We’re a couple miles outside of Salt Lick, Texas,”
					he answered.

				“Salt Lick?”

				“On this map, it looks like a small town. Surely
					they have someone who can tow us in and do some repair work.”

				Not believing what she had heard, Darla yanked the
					map from him and snapped it wide between her own hands. “Salt Lick, Texas? Never
					heard of it.” She quickly perused the map, but didn’t see the name. She had to
					admit that without glasses she had difficulty seeing anything, especially small
					print. “How in God’s name did we get here? We had to have driven straight
					through Midland.”

				“Judy wanted to stop in and see her dad, so we made
					a little detour.” Bob removed his sunglasses and held them up for a lens
					inspection. “You were asleep. I didn’t see the harm.”

				He walked back to the bus’s door and reached
					inside, dragged a small sledge hammer from under the first seat. For a fleeting
					moment, Darla wondered why a sledge hammer was riding under the seat of a tour
					bus full of musicians, but when Bob started for the front of the bus, she
					abandoned the question and followed him, still limping. “Judy who?”

				He stopped and gave her an arch look. “Darla. Judy?
					One of the backup singers?” He started walking again.

				“Yeah, yeah.” Darla waved his sarcasm off as she
					hobbled after him. Hell, nobody had to tell her Judy was a backup singer. “You
					didn’t see the harm in making a little detour in Texas? Bob, I was born and
					raised in Texas. There’s no such thing as a little
					detour in Texas. Where does her dad live?”

				He mumbled something that sounded like “Santonya”
					as he lifted the hatch on the engine housing. He craned his neck and looked
					inside, then started pounding something with the hammer. She planted herself
					beside him, but the clash of steel against steel made conversation impossible.
					“Where? ... What? ... What did you say?”

				Bob stopped with a deep sigh, straightened and
					looked directly at her. “San. Antonio. Ever hear of it?”

				“Are you kidding me? That’s not in West Texas.
					That’s three hundred miles out of the way.”

				“No, it’s not,” Bob said, a lazy, crooked smile
					tipping the corners of his too-attractive mouth. “It’s two hundred and seventy
					seven miles.”

				Darla thought her brain might explode and
					completely shatter her skull. She thrust her chin and roasted him with a glare.
					“We’re low on cash. This piece-of-shit bus is held together by a prayer and
					baling wire. And you take us three hundred miles out of the way?”

				“Two hundred and seventy seven,” Bob corrected.

				“I swear to God, Bob Denman. You say that one more
					time and I’ll kill you where you stand. After I scratch your eyes out with my
					new acrylic nails.”

				“We’re ahead of schedule,” he replied, then leaned
					in to her and whispered, “I felt sorry for her. The last time she saw him she
					was only nine years old.”

				“When was that? Last year?”

				“Don’t snap, darlin’. It’s unbecoming. She’s not
					that young. I told you, she’s twenty.”

				Darla rolled her eyes. “Uh-huh. Tell me again where
					you found both of them. Julie, Judy, whoever.”

				“Their names are Judy and Kay. Like I said,
					sweetiekins, it was a local talent show.” He returned to tinkering with the
					engine.

				He was still acting like a damn mechanic, which was
					a damn joke.

				The only thing he knew about motorized vehicles was
					the location of the gas tank cap. Darla sighed, allowing him that macho crap of
					looking like he knew what he was doing. Besides, staying irritated with him was
					too hard. He was the best man she knew. He would give a stranger his last
					dollar. And indeed, if it was within his power, he would make a 277-mile detour
					to give a young woman an opportunity to see her long lost daddy.

				Darla crossed her arms under her breasts. “I’d
					better not find out that local talent show was
					karaoke night at Chuck E. Cheese,” she grumbled.

				“Sweetheart, anyone you’ve ever worked with has
					retired, quit, died or we couldn’t afford them. Everyone I told we were putting
					a show together took on a look of panic. And when I mentioned going on the road
					with Darla Denman, they practically jumped out of their skins.”

				That remark stung so painfully, Darla almost
					couldn’t bear it.

				After a deafening thud he straightened again and
					made a half turn toward her. “Well, that oughtta do it.”

				“It’s fixed? Really?” Incredulous, she couldn’t
					keep her eyes from widening, an idiot grin from forming. “Hell, Bob, I didn’t
					think you knew anything about motors.”

				“I don’t.” He held up a black grease-covered object
					shaped like a human heart. “This just fell off and I don’t have a clue what it
					is. Like I said, that oughtta do it.” He dropped the hammer and the unidentified
					object on the ground, yanked a handkerchief from his pocket and started wiping
					grease from his hands. “Guess we can start walking.”

				“Are you crazy?” Darla raised her sandal-shod foot.
					“I can’t walk anywhere in these shoes. Hell, I can’t
					even stand in these shoes.”

				Bob glanced at her foot. “That begs the question,
					shugie-pie, why wear ’em? But you’re right about the walking. None of this crowd
					could walk a block.” He plucked his cell phone from his back pocket. “I’m
					calling nine-one-one.”

				“Salt Lick’s a fly speck on the map. You really
					think it’s got nine-one-one?”

				“How big does the map say it is?”

				Darla found the map’s legend. “I can’t see a damn
					thing without my glasses,” she mumbled. “I think it says less than two thousand
					people,” she said louder. “I’m saying a lot less.”

				“Hmm.” Bob rubbed his chin, leaving a smear of
					black grease.

				Darla grinned. She couldn’t help it. The smudge
					detracted not one iota from his square jaw and his ruggedly handsome face. In
					fact, he looked indescribably cute.

				Whoa, girl, the voice
					of common sense warned. Time to rethink your
						thinking.

				“I could hitch a ride into town,” he offered.
					“Y’all get back in the bus and get comfortable.”

				But Darla detected no enthusiasm for that venture
					in the heat of the West Texas sun. “You’ll never get a ride,” she said. “Look at
					this road. There’s no cars. No traffic whatsoever.” She raised a finger skyward.
					“But I know what you can do. The map says Salt Lick’s a county seat. That means
					they have to have a sheriff’s office. Give them a ring. See if they’ll send out
					some help.”

				Bob turned to walk away, calling over his shoulder,
					“Yep, that’s a great idea. That’s why I called them before I worked on the
					engine. They should be here in about ten minutes.”

				Darla stamped her foot, and sand and caliche dust
					covered her bare toes. Shit! “Well, asshole, why
					didn’t you tell me?” she yelled.

				“I just did,” he shot back.

				“Too bad this didn’t happen when we were in San
					Antonio three hundred miles back,” she shouted, her
					notorious redheaded temper no longer in check. “We could’ve forgotten about the
					concert and strolled the friggin’ Riverwalk instead!”

				She watched as he joined the group at the other end
					of the bus and draped his muscular arm with familiar ease over his wife,
					Roxie’s, shoulder, his hand resting near her oversized silicone implants. Damn
					him. Age hadn’t changed him that much. If anything. he looked better. He had
					lost some weight. Yep. Trim and tanned. Probably working out, trying to keep up
					with his young wife. Asshole.

				Regret pinched Darla. She had been in Roxie
					Denman’s shoes once, married to Bob. Back in the day, he was not only charming
					and good-looking, but was one of the most successful music producers around.
					He’d had a small stable of talented up-and-coming entertainers and was on his
					way to making it big in the music business. When the two of them met, the
					heavens opened and angels sang. Darla had been a naïve nobody, but she’d had
					stars in her eyes and talent. She had also been headstrong, unfortunately, and
					as determined as Roxie to be the best female recording star ever.

				One by one, Bob had dropped clients to have more
					time to concentrate on the rising Darla Denman’s career alone, which hadn’t been
					a bad move for either of them. Under his guidance, her talent had blossomed and
					her career had zoomed beyond anything she had ever realistically expected. As
					husband and wife, she and Bob had rolled in money and good times that should
					have given them all anyone could ever dream of, including a future together.

				Then she had ruined everything. Her ego, her love
					of partying hardy and a weakness for sweet-talking men had destroyed her and
					Bob’s marriage and ultimately Bob’s livelihood. For her, several husbands had
					followed. And several more divorce settlements. Time had marched over her voice,
					her face and body and through her bank account like Santa Anna at the Alamo.

				She made a mental sigh. Fifteen years had passed
					since all of that misery. Bob still had a few clients, mostly second-tier
					musicians just looking for a short gig here or there. Most people in the music
					industry still knew and liked him, but he had never recovered the reputation he
					had once had. These days, Darla blamed herself for that more than anyone would
					ever know. Thank God hard feelings had softened. Now, ironically, she and Bob
					were back where they started, with him managing her career again. But a few
					things were different. Darla Denman was thirty years older and an equal number
					of pounds heavier. And Bob had a new wife—a talented, headstrong, determined kid
					named Roxie Jo, a Darla Denman wannabe.

				Darla tamped down those bitter emotions. She had no
					time for the luxury of self-flagellation. Her concern had to be for the
					musicians on her payroll. The Darla Denman self-financed comeback tour kitty had
					just enough funds for the trip to Midland and a swing through Abilene for the
					next booking, and not one penny more. Certainly no extra funds for engine
					repair. The crack she had made earlier about her rattle-trap old bus being held
					together by a prayer and baling wire was no joke.

				Lighten the payroll,
					instinct told her as she looked at her group again. Someone had to go. Too bad
					Roxie was providing an opening number for free. Darla would like nothing more
					than telling that peroxide-bad-bleach-job-had-to-get-fake-tits-bitch to take a
					hike.

				Then Darla’s ornery streak raised its head and she
					thought of something. At the very least maybe she could convince her nemesis to
					stop spending tour money on food. Inwardly, she grinned as she walked toward the
					group. “Hey Roxie,” she said, keeping her voice pleasant and friendly. “Since I
					lost some weight, I’ve got some clothes that are too big for me. I mean they
					literally fall off. But they’d fit you just fine. Would you like to have
					them?”

				“Get real,” Roxie said. “I wouldn’t touch your
					sixties-era hand-me-downs wearing rubber gloves.”

				None of the troupe held high esteem for Roxie
					Denman. The group leveled a collective glare in Roxie’s direction.

				Hah! The day wasn’t a
					total loss. Buoyed by a feeling of their support, Darla added, “Well, darlin’,
					if they don’t fit there’s plenty of room to let out the seams.”

				“I think some of her clothes are cool.”

				That remark came from Valetta Rose Somebody, the
					makeup artist Roxie had insisted on bringing along. Bob had said Roxie hired her
					away from some funeral home in Nashville, but Darla was unsure if that was the
					truth or a wisecrack. She still hadn’t figured out the relationship between the
					two women. Valetta Rose was even younger than Roxie. She wore no makeup usually,
					which seemed odd for a makeup artist. And most of the time, she was a timid
					little thing with not much to say. Did Roxie see herself as a mother figure, a
					sister to the younger woman? Or did she simply enjoy playing the big VIP star
					with her own makeup artist following her around?

				Valetta Rose was met by Roxie’s icy stare. “What
					would you know about clothes from the sixties?”

				Before Valetta Rose could defend herself, a siren
					pierced the air. Glancing in the direction from which it came, Darla saw lights
					flashing on the horizon and an official-looking vehicle moving at high speed.
					Instinctively, she moved closer to the side of the tour bus. The group took the
					cue and stepped out of the way also.

				The red and white car slowed and came to a
					screeching stop in the middle of the road. A man, tall and skinny beyond
					description, hopped out of the car and stamped straight to Darla. “Oh, my gosh!
					It’s Darla Denman’s bus. Miz Denman, I can’t believe I’m meeting you.”

				Darla flashed her camera-worthy smile and tossed
					her hair over her shoulder for effect. “Guess you don’t get a chance to see many
					celebrities stranded on the side of the road, do you, Deputy?”

				“I’m the sheriff, ma’am.” He lifted off his white
					straw cowboy hat and blushed a deep crimson. “Sheriff Billy Don Roberts, ma’am.
					At your service.”

				“Oh, pardon me,” Darla gushed. “For a minute, I
					didn’t see that big star on your chest.”

				He set his hat back on his head. “I thought you
					were dead, Miz Denman. I sure as heck remember somebody telling me that. Man, oh
					man. When I was a little boy my mama used to sing your songs. She even dyed her
					hair to look like yours. She’ll pop a gasket when I tell her I met you.”

				Darla’s smile froze. Christ. If she had a dollar for every time a fan had said she looked
					good for a dead person, she could sidestep this bus tour and fly to her shows in
					a private jet. “Well, isn’t that nice? ... Listen, Sheriff, I’m
					afraid the eight of us aren’t going to fit in your car.”

				“My deputy’s behind me. He’s got a pickup truck. I
					figure I can take four of you. He can haul two in front with him and two can
					ride in the bed.”

				The group exchanged looks and scowls.

				“I’ll ride up front with you, Sheriff,” Darla
					purred, slipping her arm around his. “Bob, why don’t you and your bride ride in
					the deputy’s pickup bed? That windblown look might be attractive on you, Rox. I
					figure it can’t hurt.”

				Roxie propped a hand at her waist, her mouth
					flattened into a reptilian grin. “This coming from a person everyone thinks is
					dead?”

				“Ladies, ladies,” Bob interjected. “Let’s not start
					something we can’t finish. Look, Sheriff, Darla, me and Roxie will ride with
					you. Judy, why don’t you join us?”

				“I want Valetta Rose to ride with us,” Roxie
					said.

				Bob sighed. “Okay, Valetta Rose, you ride with us. Judy, you ride with the deputy.” He
					motioned to Mike and Eddie, the drummer and keyboard man respectively. “Guys,
					how about y’all ride in the bed of the deputy’s pickup? Everyone else can sit in
					the front with the deputy.”

				“Sounds like a plan,” the sheriff said
					enthusiastically. “Man, oh man, this is the coolest thing I’ve ever done.”

				When the deputy’s pickup arrived and came to a
					stop, the group began to file to their assigned seating.

				In a move that was surely made to irritate, Roxie
					darted ahead of Darla to the passenger door of the sheriff’s car and grabbed the
					passenger seat for herself. As soon as she was seated, she twisted the rearview
					mirror toward herself, checked her lipstick and fluffed her long hair.

				Darla held her tongue and scooted into the back,
					leaning away from Valetta Rose and snuggling against Bob’s side. “Bobby,” she
					said sweetly, “this reminds me of the times we had limos taking us everywhere we
					wanted to go. Sheriff, let’s pretend you’re our limo driver and Roxie, you be
					the go-ahead person.”

				Roxie returned the mirror to its original position
					and glared over her shoulder into the backseat. “The what?”

				“The go-ahead person, sweetie. You know, you go
					ahead of us and make sure everything is set up properly.”

				“Oh, you mean the person who tells everyone who you
					are and confirms that you’re not dead.”

				On a growl, Darla reached for the back of the seat
					to pull herself forward. She intended to slap that little bitch silly.

				“Cut it out!” Bob roared. “I am sick and tired of
					this sniping between you two. You’re making the rest of us miserable and there’s
					no need for it. Darla, if you don’t want us here, and yes, I said us, we’ll leave. But make no mistake about it. If I’m
					here, Roxie will be with me. She’s my wife and I expect her to be treated with
					respect. You don’t have to like each other, but you do have to get along. Behave
					like adults, forgodsake.”

				Silence filled the car. Sheriff Roberts sat with
					his spine straight as a board, his hand frozen on the ignition, his eyes aimed
					straight ahead.

				An evil little smile played with the corner of
					Roxie’s mouth.

				“Don’t look too smug, Roxie,” Bob added. “The same
					damn thing goes for you. Opening for Darla is giving you a break in the business
					and you should be grateful.”

				A longer silence.

				Finally the sheriff said, “Is it okay if I drive
					now?”

				Darla gave Bob a drop-dead glare, then said sweetly
					to the sheriff, “Of course, darlin’. We’re sorry to involve you in our little
					family problems, aren’t we, Robert?”

				Bob blew a great breath from puffed jaws. “Yeah,
					sorry, Sheriff. Let’s get on into town. Sheriff, do you know someone who can
					work on our bus?”

				The sheriff gave a snorting laugh. “Only about half
					the population in Salt Lick. We all drive old cars or trucks that need fixin’
					up. If they can’t fix it, they can’t drive it. Know what I mean?”

				Bob nodded. “Certainly do, Sheriff, certainly
					do.”

				“Where y’all headed?” the sheriff asked. “Bet you
					got a show in Vegas or Reno. Am I right?”

				“Sugar, we’re going to Midland,” Darla answered.
					“We’ve paused our schedule and volunteered our time to be on the telethon for
					Alzheimer’s this weekend.”

				“No kidding? Man that’s big. Last year they had
					those folks that starred in The Brady Bunch, that TV
					show with all them kids? And the year before that, it was Mr. T. Remember him?
					The one that says, ‘I pity the fool?’ ” The sheriff chortled. “Man, he was
					great. Do you know him?”

				“No, sir,” Bob said. “I don’t believe any of us do.
					But you’re right. He’s great.”

				They rode a few more minutes in uncomfortable
					silence, until they drove into a town—a one-street, one-traffic light town with
					aged and dilapidated buildings flanking the highway.

				The sheriff announced brightly, “Well, this is it.
					Our little town of Salt Lick. Not much to look at, but there’s real good people
					live here.”

				Darla stared out the window. The town looked the
					same as dozens of other small towns she had seen all through her childhood. Her
					dad had worked as an oil field hand and they had moved from place to place. The
					oil business and the West Texas economy hadn’t gone bust until after Darla had
					left home.

				And so far, it hadn’t really recovered. Nowadays,
					the whole vast area was filled with what had once been thriving small towns but
					now looked like ghost towns holding aging populations. The young people always
					left for greener pastures, but back when Darla had been a kid, every teenage
					boy’s plan was to go to college and become a “petroleum engineer.” And every
					teenage girl’s plan was to either become a schoolteacher or to marry one of
					those well-paid “petroleum engineers.” Only Darla had set her sights on a music
					career.

				“Is this the whole town?” Roxie asked, interrupting
					Darla’s stroll down memory lane.

				“Yes, ma’am, it shore is,” the sheriff answered,
					beaming. “Best little place between Odessa and El Paso.”

				Even from the backseat, Darla saw Roxie roll her
					eyes, which added a new layer of resentment. The citizens of Salt Lick, whoever
					they were, were Darla’s people. She was unwilling to tolerate their being
					criticized by anyone as vapid as Roxie. Then a new thought direction intruded.
					Would the citizens of Salt Lick remember Darla Denman and her music? Would they
					come to see her show or watch her on the telethon? Would they be happy to learn
					she was touring again? Or would they just be surprised she wasn’t dead?

				The public was a fickle lover—happy in your
					presence but seeking a replacement the second you left the stage. And if anyone
					knew that from experience, Darla did. And if anyone knew that time and that
					friggin’ mirror couldn’t be fooled, Darla knew that, too.

				She spotted what looked like a gas station. Or
					something. Someone had put skirts and sweaters with college letters on the
					antique gas pumps that stood out front.

				“Wow,” Valetta Rose said. “That’s what I call
					making the best of a bad situation.”

				A large white sign with hand-painted red letters
					was mounted on the roof ridge. THE STYLING
						STATION.

				An easel sign stood beside the front door.

				THE DOMESTIC
						EQUALIZERS

				Don’t Get Even! Get
						evidence!

				“The Domestic Equalizers,” Darla mumbled against
					her window. “I wonder what that is.”

				“Who cares?” Roxie snapped.

				Then it dawned on Darla that the Styling Station
					was a beauty salon. She could well imagine a beauty salon’s struggles in a town
					like this one. She looked around at the tumbledown surroundings. Bless their hearts, she thought.

			

		

	
	
		
			Chapter Two

			With no warning, Sheriff Roberts made a sudden right turn, jerking Darla from her thoughts. Bodies zoomed across slick vinyl seats, crashed against doors and rib cages. Darla couldn’t hold back from sputtering a string of cuss words. Before she, or anyone in the backseat, could right himself, the car came to a screeching halt, throwing all of them forward.

			“Good God almighty,” she shouted. “Did we hit something or did something hit us?”

			The sheriff tilted his rearview mirror downward, allowing eye contact between him and Darla. He was grinning like a fool. “Sorry, ma’am. Guess I’m used to driving in high-speed pursuits of fugitives.”

			Pursuits of fugitives, my ass, Darla thought. She opened her mouth to blast him, but Bob’s don’t-do-it look silenced her. She didn’t always heed her ex’s warnings, but without fail she always wished later that she had. Few people knew her softer side, the one she hid beneath her tough act. But Bob did, and he also knew it took only one look from him to stop her cold.

			But that wasn’t true of his current wife. “You backwoods ignoramus,” Roxie yelled. “I just about broke my nose on the windshield.” She pointed at the windshield. “Look! Those lip prints are mine!” She flipped her visor down and studied her reflection in the mirror.

			Darla noted that Roxie wasn’t in a position to see Bob’s scowl, not that it would have mattered. She was young enough to think her own opinion was the only valid one in the room.

			Refusing to look in Bob’s direction, Darla purred to Roxie, “Well honey, if proof of your presence is in lipstick smears, that’s going to cover a lot of territory, including beast as well as man.”

			Just then, the dimwit sheriff announced loudly, “This here’s Hogg’s Drive-In. I thought you folks might like to rest or get a bite to eat or a cool drink while your bus is being towed. Y’all know about Hogg’s, don’t you? It used to be Mr. Elvis Presley’s favorite place to get a hamburger.”

			Darla looked out the back window and spotted a sign she had missed earlier. “Elvis Presley ate here,” she read aloud. “Hmm ... seems like I remember reading something about this place last year in The Nashville Scene. Wasn’t something that had belonged to Elvis stolen from here?”

			“Yes, ma’am. His danged ol’ blue suede shoes,” the sheriff answered. “My deputy and I solved that one PDQ, though.” A smirk of pride played across his thin lips.

			“I think I read that two women who have a detective agency solved that,” Bob said.

			“Uh, well, some people might look at it thataway,” the sheriff said. “But without the go-ahead from the sheriff’s office it wouldn’t have happened. Ya see, we only got me and a deputy. If we need extra help, we call on them two women. They call themselves the Domestic Equalizers.”

			Darla thought of the other sign she had seen in front of the beauty salon. At least now she knew what or who the Domestic Equalizers were.

			“This shithole town has a detective agency?” Roxie said, looking around. “What does it do, look for something to do?”

			“No, ma’am,” the sheriff said indignantly. “The Domestic Equalizers have solved lots of crimes. Them two girls are smart.”

			“The Domestic Equalizers?” Roxie said, her eyes big with incredulity stacked on top of indignation. She turned toward the backseat and her heated gaze landed on her husband. “You know something, Bob? This whole fuckin’ trip is right out of the twilight zone.”

			Darla waited for him to say something back, but before he could utter a word, Darla felt Roxie’s venom turn on her. “You should feel proud, Darla. Your comeback tour is a big success. We’re stuck in a one-horse town with no decent places to eat or shop, but it’s got a detective agency. Maybe you can hire them to find your lost career.”

			Darla was concocting a stream of blistering insults when the sheriff spoke up. “Miss, I don’t know what’s going on, but I don’t think you’re talkin’ very nice to Miz Denman. And I’ll have you know we got more than one horse in this town. Lots more.”

			Roxie blurted a loud laugh, opened her door and stumbled out of the car, still laughing uproariously.

			The sheriff looked across his shoulder into the backseat at Darla. “She shouldn’t oughta talk to you that way, Miz Denman. You’re a living legend, ’specially since you’re not really dead. She should show you more respect.”

			Darla was touched by the sheriff’s defending her, a sudden reminder of why this tour was important to her. It was more than the money or the satisfaction of being worshipped again. It was the people like the sheriff and his mother who still saw her as a star and not a washed-up has-been trying to reconnect with her youth. “Come inside the café with us, Sheriff,” she said. “Let me buy you a cup of coffee.”

			The sheriff leaped from the driver’s seat, yanked open her door and reached inside for her hand. “Oh, no, ma’am, y’all go on in and get comfortable. I gotta go find Little Earl and send him out to tow the bus in.”

			“Is he the mechanic you spoke to me about?” Bob asked, sliding out of the backseat behind Darla.

			“Yessir. Little Earl Elkins. I swear he could make a dead mule get up and run again.”

			“Funny you should say that. I think that’s just what it’s going to take. We’ll go into the café and wait to hear from you.”

			The rest of the group was now assembled near Hogg’s front door. Bob walked over to them. “Come on,” he told them. “Let’s go on inside. We can sit in the air-conditioning and have a bite to eat.”

			Eddie pulled open the door. “Sounds good to me. I’m ’bout starved to death and I’m pretty near parboiled in this sun.”

			Darla looked at the ground. Her guitar player and keyboard man ate non-stop. If he was awake, he was eating. Eddie had been in the music business more years than she had. His waist-long ponytail—once black as the coal his daddy had mined from the ground—was now a silver gray. He was a great guitarist, but he had once been a heavy drug user, which had ruined his chances to get into the bands of the big stars. She had always considered him a friend and now they had something else in common: They were both trying to make a comeback.

			Darla hung back and stood with him as he held the door for the group. The aroma of hamburgers assailed them.

			As Roxie passed behind Bob, she said, “Jesus, Eddie, when was the last time you took a shower?”

			Darla gasped.

			Fuck you, the guitarist mouthed silently and raised his middle finger at Roxie’s back.

			“Don’t worry about it, Eddie,” Darla said, placing a supportive hand on his shoulder. “She’s just mean.”

			“I ain’t worried. She keeps pissin’ people off and she’ll get hers one of these days.”

			“Let’s get inside out of this heat.”

			They joined the group in a large corner booth and picked up laminated menus that were greasy and worn from use.

			“Looks like the choice is a hamburger with all the fixin’s or a cheeseburger with all the fixin’s,” Bob said, smiling. “Wonder why they bothered printing menus?”

			“Humph,” Roxie said, too loudly. “I’m wondering why anyone would bother doing anything but leaving a shithole town like this.”

			“Roxie,” Bob said quietly, “lower your voice. This town might not look like much to you, but people are loyal to their hometowns. They don’t appreciate strangers coming in and running things down.”

			“Yeah, hot stuff, where’re you from?” the backup singer named Kay drawled. “Any place anybody ever heard of?”

			Roxie gave her a phony smile. “Oh, maybe. How about Los Angeles? Ever heard of L.A.?”

			“Sure, but I don’t own up to it. That explains why you ain’t fittin’ in as part of this group.”

			Darla let out a sigh of exhaustion. Scanning the room, she spotted an arrow that pointed to the rear of the café for restrooms. She picked up her purse. “I’m going to the ladies’ room. I’m bored with this whole conversation.” Winking at Bob, she slid across the cracked vinyl booth seat. “Y’all try to settle this before I get back.”

			A few minutes later she was standing before the mirror examining her artfully applied eye shadow when she heard the sound of two male voices just outside the door. She opened the door only to be startled by Bob leaning against the wall.

			“Dammit, Bob, you scared me. Are you waiting for the john? ’Cause if you are, the men’s room is farther on up the hallway.”

			“No, I’m waiting for you,” Bob said in a hushed tone. Taking her by the arm, he led her a few steps away from the restroom door. “Honey, we’re in real trouble.”

			“What kind of trouble?”

			“The green kind you fold and put in your wallet.”

			“Oh, that kind,” she said with a flip of her hand. She started to walk past him, only to be spun around and jerked back to face him. “Bob,” she said testily, “a shortage of green has been our problem from the beginning. Why are you acting like this is some late-breaking news moment?” She lifted her arm from his grip. “I want to go order a burger, if you don’t mind.”

			Bob stepped in front of her and blocked her path. “You can’t afford a burger.”

			Darla stared at him for several seconds, studying his serious expression. “Okay, I’m listening.”

			He explained that minutes earlier, he had been talking to Little Earl Elkins, who had driven out to the bus, completed an inspection and worked up an estimate on the repairs. “Getting the bus fixed will wipe us out until we finish the next paying gig,” Bob said in conclusion.

			“What about our reserve? We had some put back.”

			“I’m including the reserve.” He thrust his fingers through his neatly combed salt-and-pepper-gray hair, a gesture that told of his worry. Darla had always loved his hair. It was just as thick now as it had been when they were kids. No balding for Bob.

			“I’m sorry,” he said. “It’s my fault. I should’ve never let you talk me into this. And unfortunately, Darla, I can’t foot the bill for this myself.”

			Darla knew hard times had befallen her former husband. Once he had lived large, but now she suspected his only clients were herself and Roxie. And neither of them was making him rich. “It isn’t like you to jump to conclusions. Let’s wait and see what the real cost is. It could be less than the estimate.”

			“Or it’ll most likely be more. Besides, it can’t be less. Little Earl said he was charging us for parts only. Apparently he’s a big fan of yours. I don’t know anything about repairing engines, but Mike does—”

			“Wait. Tell me again. Who’s Mike?”

			Bob sighed. “Mike’s the drummer.”

			“Oh, yeah. Okay, what did Mike say?”

			“His brother is a mechanic for Greyhound. They’ve talked before about the cost of maintaining those bus fleets. He said Little Earl has given us a helluva good price.”

			Darla’s mind whirled, trying to formulate a plan. “We can cover the repair, right, then scrimp on everything else?”

			“It’s not just the repair, honey,” Bob said softly. He began ticking off reasons on his fingers. “We’re talking days to get the parts in. We all have to sleep somewhere. We won’t be able to use the bus as planned.” He went to finger number two. “We’ve got to eat, so there’s the cost of food for all of us.” Finger number three. “There’s transportation, now that we don’t have a bus. It’s going to take a miracle to get us out of this one, Darla.”

			Darla’s mind was too busy wrapping itself around the situation to comment.

			Bob ran his fingers through his hair again. Now his usually neat hair looked as if it had never been combed. “We might as well go tell the others.”

			“Tell them what?

			Bob’s shoulders sagged, his arms hung limp. “Are you even listening to me? We can’t pay them until at least two weeks from now. We can’t even get them back to Nashville. After I pay for these burgers, I might have two hundred dollars left on my credit card, but I doubt it.”

			“You don’t think they can wait two weeks for payday? Big companies only pay every two weeks all the time.”

			“That’s true, sweetheart, but these people were all broke when I hired them. I promised them a paycheck now. Just this morning, even before we got on the bus, three of them approached me for an advance.”

			“I know how they feel,” Darla said. “I’m tapped out myself. I couldn’t get a dime if I swallowed one and had to wait for it to pass. I maxed out my own credit cards at that Fort Worth beauty salon.”

			“Why, when we’ve got Valetta—”

			“No way am I letting that Valetta Rose touch my face,” she snapped.

			And Darla meant it. Before the bus ever left Nashville, Roxie had demanded that Valetta Rose be hired despite Darla’s protests that a makeup artist wasn’t needed. But wherever Roxie was, Valetta Rose was stuck to her like Velcro.

			“You should use her,” Bob said. “She’s one of the few things around here that’s paid for.” He glanced toward the dining area. “We’ll have to talk to them. Try to make them understand.”

			“We didn’t plan on this. They have to understand. What other choice do they have?”

			Shouting erupted from the dining room. Darla and he exchanged glances. “Hell. That’s them, isn’t it? It sounds like we need to go referee something.”

			“I don’t know what they’re arguing about,” Bob said, “but this news isn’t going to make them any happier. Let me do the talking. I’m better than you are at talking to musicians and singers about money.”

			“I’m not so sure of that,” Darla grumbled as he brushed past her. “You just talked to me about the subject and now I feel like shit.”

			She followed Bob back to the dining room. They found their corner booth empty except for Roxie and Valetta Rose. Roxie was pounding the bottom of a ketchup bottle above a mound of French fries.

			“What the hell happened here?” Bob demanded. “We heard shouting. Where did everyone go?”

			Before answering, Roxie set the plastic ketchup bottle on the table with a thud, then gingerly picked up a fry with her fingertips and popped it into her mouth. “I told them we didn’t have the money to pay them. There was a trucker in here getting coffee. He told the girls he was headed east. He said he’d take them to the bus to get their things, then they could ride with him to Nashville.”

			Darla’s jaw dropped. “What about the band? Did the guys leave too?”

			“Naw, they’ve got nowhere to go, but the trucker offered to take them to the bus to make sure no one made off with their instruments.”

			Darla looked to Bob, bug-eyed, waiting for a response. His face had turned a bright scarlet and his eyes were watering. She had seen this gentle man really angry few times. She chose to remain silent.

			“You ... did ... what?”

			Darla knew he was close to sputtering, but Roxie was unfazed—or unconscious. She continued stuffing French fries into her mouth. “That’s what you told me, Robert. And you didn’t tell me it was a secret that I needed to keep to myself.”

			“But you had to know how they would react. Why in the hell didn’t you let me break the news?”

			“I would’ve been happy to let you tell them,” Roxie sassed, “but you were in the back with country music’s only living fossil. I was left to handle the situation and I did it the best I knew how. Let’s just say it was a judgment call.”

			Darla bent forward, her chin jutted. “Here’s another judgment call, dimwit! You’re a damned idiot!”

			Roxie sprang from the booth, her fists knotted at her sides. “Let’s do it, Darla! Right here, right now!”

			“Damn right!” Darla began tugging off her rings and throwing them into her purse.

			Bob placed himself between them. “No one is going to do anything. Not now or any other time.” He looked from one woman to the other. “We are up a shit river with no paddle and the tide is coming in. Do either of you have an idea to get us out of this? If so, I’d really like to hear it.”

			Roxie glared at her husband. “Don’t you dare offer to pick up a dime of her expenses, Bob Denman. If you do, you’ll never climb into my bed again.” She turned to Darla and gave a syrupy smile. “It’s your comeback show, Mizzz Denman. I guess that makes this whole
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