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    CHAPTER ONE


    


    Flying will suck the rock star right out of you. There's just nothing romantic about it anymore.


    Wedged between Sir-Talks-A-Lot and Lady-With-a-Baby made my flight to paradise feel more like a bus ride through Baltimore. Don't even get me started on airport security. The TSA must be profiling tall blondes with guitars, because the row of screeners perked up as soon as I stepped up to the metal detector. The buzzing had been like music to their ears. A metal guitar pick in a recessed pocket had earned me a pat down the likes of which new inmates at Baltimore City Detention Center—known locally as BCDC—had yet to experience.


    "How long you staying in Puerto Rico?" Sir-Talks-a-Lot asked. His big hambone of an arm took up all of the narrow armrest. "I'm just here for a meeting, myself. In the tire business. I'm flying back Sunday."


    "I'm not sure," I replied. "It's kind of a business trip."


    "That why you have a guitar?"


    "Yes, I'm a performer."


    Lady-With-a-Baby was interested. "Ohhh, are you on the radio?" she asked in a soft voice, her Spanish accent making it clear she was flying home from a visit to the States.


    Sir-Talks-a-Lot sniffed. "No way. If she was famous, she wouldn't be sitting back here with us."


    Thanks for pointing that out, jerk. "You might've heard a song that I wrote on the radio," I shot back.


    Her eyes widened. "Which one?"


    "'The Rum Song.'"


    Her reaction was immediate. Her eyes narrowed. Her lip curled. "It's no a funny joke," she said angrily in accented English, with a few Spanish words thrown in at the end.


    Sir-Talks-a-Lot chimed in, "Told you she wasn't famous. She's a rock star wannabe."


    "Shut up," I snapped.


    "No," Lady-With-a-Baby responded. "He right. Carlos Rodriguez is the singer. I see a show right before I leave Puerto Rico all about him. He say he wrote the song after a bar he was at ran out of the rum."


    I ground my teeth. "That's my story! I was at a bar called McGlynn's in Annapolis, Maryland two years ago drinking rum—something I never do; I usually drink martinis—when the bartender announced he was out of rum."


    The baby howled, and the woman pursed her mouth. She shook her head and clucked her teeth. "It's no' nice to impersonate a rock star."


    "Maybe she's drunk now," suggested Sir-Talks-a-Lot.


    "Jes," agreed Lady-With-a-Baby. "She just like my father. Drinking make him cuckoo."


    She twirled her finger around her head. The baby looked up at her and cooed.


    I jammed in my earbuds and sank down in my seat. What had I gotten myself into this time?


    Traipsing off to Puerto Rico had seemed like a good idea when Mark had asked me. Besides helping him find his wayward cousin, David, I was going to track down the producers who had stolen my song. The short story was I had written "The Rum Song" a couple of years ago and had been performing it all over Annapolis ever since. Last summer my band had been asked to play in the background of the opening scenes of a television pilot being shot on the eastern shore of Maryland with up-and-coming singer, Billy Prescott. The producers had loved my original music, especially "The Rum Song." After filming had wrapped up, they had asked me out to L.A. to record the song, with promises of a tour and an album. I hadn't heard a word from them in months. So imagine my surprise when Mark called to say the song was a hit in Puerto Rico, of all places. All my hard work without any credit? No way. I was going to track down Carlos Rodriguez and get to the bottom of this.


    Oh, and there was the whole finally being able to get naked with Mark thing. It was hard to resist a guy who looked like a model and smelled like heaven. It was those naked thoughts that had helped me get through all the flack from my family. Unfortunately, my mother and my sister had been together when I called my sister to ask her to watch Max, my Shih Tzu-poodle with an overbite and an attitude.


    "Your dog hates me," my sister, Ashley, had said. "Why would I want him at my house for a week?"


    "Because I'm your sister, and you should do it out of your love for me."


    "Fat chance."


    "And because I know all your secrets."


    There was silence on the other end.


    "You know," I suggested, "things that might've happened last summer."


    She caved just like I knew she would. Our run-in with Billy Prescott had not only produced a career opportunity, but also some top-shelf sibling blackmail material. At least for me.


    "You've got Sally the next time we go anywhere!" she snapped.


    Sally was a big, dumb Lab who peed when you looked at her. But my sister had three kids and a redneck husband who thought a vacation was going camping at the state park ten minutes from their house. This was a pretty safe bet for me.


    "Deal," I said, thinking I had gotten off easy.


    "Fine. Mom wants to talk to you." Ashley handed the phone to my mother.


    "No, I don't have time. I have to get ready to—"


    But resistance was futile.


    "Diana," my mom began in her country-singer twangy voice. "Did you really dump Rick for a new guy?"


    "I didn't dump Rick," I replied patiently. "We just agreed that the time wasn't right for us."


    "After spending most of last week gettin' all hot and bothered with him? Really?"


    I imagined her frosted blonde, Farrah Fawcett hair bouncing with each over-punctuated word.


    "I didn't get 'all hot and bothered' with Rick."


    Okay, I had gotten a little hot and bothered with him. Rick was my high school sweetheart, and I hadn't seen him in over a decade. Did I mention he was also tall, dark, and handsome? And coming out of a messy divorce? But I had finally realized that he was part of my past. I wanted to move forward with my life and see how things worked out with Mark.


    My mother snorted. "Well, I don't know what you call gettin' naked in the back of your sister's van with a man these days, but I call that hot and bothered."


    Well, she had me there. "What's your point, Mom? I need to go."


    "I'm just worried about you, girl. We don't know this Mark guy. And you just met him, and now you're running away to Puerto Rico with him. It makes me nervous is all."


    "I'm not running away," I said with a sigh. "I'm going on a working vacation. I will call you as soon as I get settled. Okay?"


    "Fine," my mother replied, "but as soon as you two get back, you are bringin' him to meet the family."


    Great. Just what a new relationship needed, dinner with The Parents and The Grands.


    The Parents were my mother, Brandy, and my stepfather, Dave, my father, George, and my stepmother, Anne. They all lived next door to each other in The Meadows, a 55+ golf community, so it would be easier to take care of The Grands, four of the unruliest senior citizens you'd ever want to meet outside of a game of Bingo. Before hanging up, I arranged to meet my sister the following morning at the Route 50 rest stop, the half-way point between her house in Dover, Delaware and my condo in Annapolis, Maryland.


    I looked out the window at the blue sky and puffy clouds. It was hard to get excited about this trip with everything in such a tangle. At the request of his Uncle Ed, the owner of Greene's Staffing Services, Mark had gone to Puerto Rico in search of his cousin David. David had gotten wrapped up in a data theft scheme with his real father, Charles, a career-criminal who had spent much of his life in jail or on the run. I had worked for Greene's as a temp for over three years and had become friends with Carol, the manager. For a while there, I wasn't sure either one of us would have a job if news about the theft had gotten out. Luckily, I'd found the flash drive when I was digging around the staffing agency for information on David. The flash drive had contained the payroll records of thousands of temporary employees belonging to Greene's, until—completely by accident, really!—I'd corrupted the file trying to open it. Mark and Ed had decided to let Charles and David keep thinking the file was valuable in the hopes of convincing David to return home to Ed and his mother, Marcie.


    Luckily, I was currently on an assignment that allowed some flexibility. I was transcribing hand-written manuscripts for a visiting professor from Yugoslavia. The fact that he wore a cape and his name was Vann Pyres kept things interesting. He was fine with me taking the transcription work on the trip; however, he wasn't happy about my stepping away from his special project—online dating. Yep, helping Vann Pyres find love online. Such was the life of a temp. And I was pretty sure he wasn't drinking their blood or anything.


    I sighed. Maybe my family was right. Maybe it was time to get a real job.


    


    * * *


    


    My guitar case was supposed to be waiting for me at the door of the plane with the strollers and other over-sized carry-on items. Only it wasn't there.


    "That's not my case," I said, as the male attendant tried to hand me a glossy black guitar case.


    "Well, it's the only one here," he snipped. "Are you sure it's not yours?"


    Like I wouldn't know my own guitar case. I'd had the same one for almost a decade, and I had a ritual of making tick marks in the lid for each performance. "It's not mine. I have a sticker that says 'The Rum Song' on it, and my case is old. That one looks brand new."


    A smile creased his face. "I like 'The Rum Song.' Just heard it this trip. Can't remember the name of the guy who sings it?"


    Before I could say a word, a Spanish accent behind me chimed in. "His name is Carlos Rodriguez, but she tell everyone on the plane she the singer." The woman shook her finger at me.


    "I wrote the song. And I have been singing it for two years!"


    The male attendant took a step back. "No need to get irate," he said in his best don't-make-me-call-the-air-marshal voice.


    "See," said Lady-With-a-Baby. "I tell you she cuckoo. She drink like my father. Make her cuckoo."


    "I'm not cuckoo!" I shouted.


    Lady-With-a-Baby grabbed her stroller and hurried down the walkway.


    "Good chance she's drunk right now," Sir-Talks-a-Lot called from behind me. "She was pretty out of it on the plane. Maybe it's drugs. You know how those rock star wannabes are."


    The male attendant took another wary step back and pressed a button. A female attendant stepped out of the hatch. "What's going on Marvin?"


    "That isn't my guitar." I pointed to the case. "I just want my guitar."


    She furrowed her brow. "There were two guitars. The other one belonged to a lady in first class. If you run, you can probably catch her in baggage claim."


    I grabbed the guitar case, saying, "I'll trade her when I catch up to her!" and raced down the gangway.


    "Hey, you can't take that!" the attendants yelled.


    Oops! Didn't really think this through, but no time to stop. I had to catch the woman before she left the airport.


    A loudspeaker blared: "Security to Arrivals!"


    Uh-oh, that didn't bode well. I needed to find this woman before I got arrested.


    I caught a glimpse of my case as I scurried down the escalator toward baggage claim. A slim woman with long black hair was weaving in and out of the crowd with it. She was headed towards the sliding glass doors that opened onto the taxi stand.


    As I reached the end of the escalator, I saw security guards barreling my way. I was trapped in a Keystone Cops movie; there was no way out. A group of passengers waiting for their luggage slowed the guards down. I picked up my pace, sure at any moment someone was going to put out a leg and trip me.


    I dashed through the doors. "Hey! Lady! You've got the wrong guitar!" I screamed above the roar of the taxis.


    She didn't hear me. She walked up to a sleek black limo crouching at the curb. The driver opened the door for her. I caught a glimpse of a posh interior as the woman struggled to get my guitar inside.


    "Diana!" called a familiar voice behind me. "Where are you going?"


    I knew it was Mark. He sounded desperate, but I didn't have time. Security was starting to pour out of the doors. I only had a couple of seconds before they caught up to me.


    "Wait! Stop!" I screamed as I raced towards the limo. The driver looked up and quickly pushed the woman into the car, taking a protective stance in front of the door.


    I tripped over a grate in the road and lost my footing. I went down to one knee, gasping in pain. I watched in horror as the guitar case flew from my hand and landed with a thud in the road. Seconds later a speeding taxi ran over it. There was a sickening crunch as wood and leather collapsed.


    The driver slammed on the brakes and jumped out, cursing in Spanish and waving his arms about. Cars screeched to a halt around us.


    "Arms up high! Do not get up," a stern voice warned behind me and then repeated in Spanish. I complied. I loved my guitar, but it wasn't worth getting shot over.


    "Diana!" Mark yelled. "Let me through!" I could hear the anger in his voice. This was not how I had pictured our reunion. Kisses, hugs, maybe some roses, but definitely not this.


    "Stand back, sir," the officer commanded. "This woman is under arrest for stealing from another passenger." I could feel hands on my arms, drawing my wrists behind my back and tying them with plastic cord. The officer helped me to my feet.


    "Officer, I didn't steal anything. I was trying to return her case to her." I nodded to the limo that was still blocking traffic.


    "Who gonna pay for my taxi!" yelled the taxi driver. "It broke. No one wants to ride in a broke taxi!" He pointed a finger at me. "You should pay. You the crazy woman throwing guitars into the street. It should be again' the law."


    "What the hell is going on Diana?"


    I craned my neck to look back at Mark. Wow! I'd forgotten how yummy he was, all tan, lean and hard. I sniffed, searching for that delicious eau de Mark that I was addicted to. The man smelled better than fresh baked bread.


    His blue eyes met mine, and I just melted. Tears welled up.


    "I don't know," I wailed. "The woman in that limo has my guitar. I was just trying to return hers."


    The officer let Mark approach. I sniffed appreciatively. Ahhh…there it was.


    "It'll be okay," he said. "We can work this out."


    "And everyone keeps talking about 'The Rum Song.' It's driving me crazy!" I cried.


    The officer smiled. "I love 'The Rum Song!' Carlos Rodriguez is a very talented musician. He's the pride of Puerto Rico."


    I rolled my eyes. "See what I mean?"


    Mark shook his head, running hands through his hair in frustration. He was probably wondering why he'd ever asked me to come. Although, to be fair, he had known what he was in for. This was par for the course as far as our relationship went.


    The taxi driver forgot about his broke taxi long enough to add, "He is a good boy. My sister's son went to school with Carlos Rodriguez."


    I glared at him. "Yeah, well, he stole my song!" I tried to gesture with my tied hands.


    The officer and the taxi driver gasped in unison. Mark pinched the bridge of his nose. "Did you have to say that, Diana?"


    The taxi driver said, "I think she loco! You should take her to the hospital."


    The officer gave me an angry look. "No, she's a thief. She stole that guitar an' I'm taking her in."


    The passenger side of the limo opened. A dark-haired man in sunglasses with a similar build and dress to the driver got out.


    "Please, sir," I called to him. "Can you ask the woman in the limo to return my guitar?"


    He didn't reply. He just stared at me for a second. Then he smiled and shook his head. He opened the back door and pulled out my guitar.


    As he walked over, I caught my breath. It couldn't be. It didn't make any sense.


    He set the guitar case at my feet and took off his sunglasses.


    "Long time no see, Queenie Baby," he said, as he pulled me against him and pressed his lips to mine.


    


    
      

      CHAPTER TWO

    


    


    


    My toes curled, and the chaotic scene around me faded as his lips caressed mine. Like we had all the time in the world. Like I wasn't under arrest. Like Mark wasn't standing right next to me…


    "Jesus, Diana," cried Mark. "Where do you find these guys?"


    I ignored him and stared up at Andre. His dark eyes were laughing. "How do you get yourself into these situations?" he asked softly.


    My brain couldn't catch up to reality. "Andre," I said blankly, "what are you doing here?"


    He shrugged. "Still working for asshole rock stars."


    The officer snapped back into arrest mode. "Time to take you back to the office." He grabbed my elbow to lead me away.


    "Arrest her for what?" Mark demanded. "You can see there was a mix-up with the guitars."


    The officer was adamant. "She's broken at least five laws. Some are quite serious," he said in his best sorry-you-are-going-to-jail voice.


    "Jes," agreed the taxi driver, "an' she broke my taxi with her guitar."


    "Starting trouble wherever you go." Andre shook his head. "You haven't changed a bit. Except the cuffs. Nice addition." He gave me a smoky look that made my stomach drop and my girlie parts tingle.


    Mark ran his hand through his hair. I felt bad for him. Knowing me was probably going to make him bald. "Reunion's over," he huffed, stepping in closer.


    Andre tore his eyes from mine for a glance at Mark. I saw surprise in his eyes and something else that I couldn't quite identity.


    Andre turned to the taxi driver. "Señor, you are mistaken," he said smoothly. "The guitar was not the lady's. It belonged to Carlos Rodriguez."


    Everyone gasped; I rolled my eyes.


    "Carlos Rodriguez," the taxi driver repeated reverently.


    "Yes," said Andre. "His sister brought it back from the States as a gift for him. She took the wrong case when she got off the plane. This lady," he said indicating me, "was trying valiantly to return it."


    Everyone looked at me.


    "Yeah! I wasn't breaking any laws." I could feel a drop of sweat between my shoulder blades. The tropical air felt like a furnace compared to the icy coolness inside the airport.


    "Carlos Rodriguez would consider it a personal favor if you would release the lady," said Andre smoothly. "He will, of course, pay for all repairs to your taxi and would like you to have front-row tickets for you and your families at his concert on Saturday. Will you do him this small favor?"


    I had to hand it to Andre; he certainly hadn't lost his touch. He could be a little overbearing at times, but right now I was happy to have him on my side.


    The taxi driver bobbed his head and smiled, already re-telling this tale in his head.


    The officer was equally impressed, but trying not to show it. "It does appear that the lady was trying to return Mr. Rodriguez's guitar. Her intentions were good, despite the way she went about it." He gave me a disgusted look. "I certainly would release her, however, the other officers," he said, nodding to the dozen or so behind him that looked like they couldn't wait for me to run so they could shoot me, "may not see it that way."


    Andre nodded. "Perhaps they would like to accompany you to the show. Did I mention Carlos would like you all to come backstage after the performance?"


    A wide smile split the officer's face. "Okay, loco lady," he said and snapped off my cuffs, "you free to go cuckoo somewhere else. Just don' do it in my airport!"


    I bit back a retort. I'd had it with people calling me cuckoo today.


    Andre walked back to the limo, presumably to get business cards and info on the show for the taxi driver and the officers. The crowd started to disperse; traffic, however, was still snarled.


    I turned to Mark. "I am so sorry about this. What a mess!"


    He stared at me for a second. "That has to be the understatement of the year." He shook his head and pointed towards the limo. "Who is that guy? Another old boyfriend?"


    I hesitated, not sure how much to reveal. That's the tough thing about old boyfriends and new boyfriends. You wanted them to stay in separate universes, not colliding into each other and going all black-hole on you the way it usually worked out for me. Andre had been a summer fling with the potential for so much more. He had been the bodyguard for Billy Prescott when he'd been filming in Maryland. I sighed. That had been the one week in my career when I'd actually felt like a rock star. My time with Andre had been the cherry on top.


    "Andre was part of my Jack Daniel's summer," I tried to explain, using Mark's vernacular. "You know the same way that hoochie who interrupted us on your boat last week was part of your Jack Daniel's summer?" I replied, referring to a not-so-wonderful moment when I'd been in Mark's arms, and his past had come calling at the door in a mini-skirt and heels.


    "That doesn't make me feel any better," he grumbled. I watched as emotions played across his face with understanding and desire finally winning out over ego and anger.


    His eyes softened, and his lips tipped up at the corners. He reached for me and drew me towards him. "I really missed you."


    "I missed you, too," I whispered and nuzzled my face against his neck with a contented purr.


    His lips found mine, and for a few seconds the chaotic scene around us faded away. His hands tangled in my long hair and tugged my head back. He looked into my eyes.


    "No more making out with old boyfriends," he admonished. "That asshole stole my first kiss."


    "Yes, sir," I said meekly as he kissed me again.


    "No makin' lovey-dovey in my airport!" yelled the officer.


    Mark released me with a chuckle. "We'd better get to my hotel before we both get arrested."


    The limo door opened and Andre stepped out. I felt Mark tense as he approached us. Now that I was out of cuffs, I had a few words for Andre.


    "Where are those no-good producers, Roger and Phil?" I huffed.


    Andre pursed his lips, debating what to share. "They'll be in town tomorrow for the big concert this weekend."


    "They stole my song, Andre!" I cried, my voice cracking. "'The Rum Song' is mine, and you know it!"


    He nodded. "I do," he agreed.


    "I want to see Carlos," I insisted.


    "Not sure that's a good idea. Carlos makes Billy Prescott look stable," Andre said ruefully.


    "You really know how to pick employers." I folded my arms. "I don't care. Roger and Phil haven't returned my calls, so I'm going to Carlos."


    I was adamant. Billy Prescott had been a spoiled prima donna when I'd met him last summer, but he hadn't gotten the best of me and neither would Carlos Rodriguez.


    Andre hesitated, glancing around. The taxi driver had finally moved on, and a clean-up crew was taking care of the ruined guitar.


    "Don't make me follow you all over this island," I threatened. "You know I'm not letting this go."


    He sighed. "Give me a few hours. I'll see what I can do. Your number still the same?"


    I nodded. Mark groaned.


    "Sorry," I whispered to him.


    Andre chuckled and walked back to the limo.


    Mark gave me a sideways glance. "Just an old boyfriend, huh? You have that dreamy, faraway look like when I kiss you. Only I'm not kissing you."


    I flushed. Wow, I really needed to work on my poker face.


    "Andre was a fling last summer." I turned to him. "Nothing else. Believe me," I insisted.


    "Oh, I believe you when you say it's over," he replied. "But I don't think he thinks it's over. Not by a long shot."


    I watched the limo pull away and had a bad feeling he probably was right.


    


    * * *


    


    The clock in the dashboard of the rental car displayed 5:15 p.m. I stole a look at Mark's profile. He looked okay, but his hands were gripping the wheel a little too tightly. Our romantic getaway had not gotten off to the best start.


    I was sweaty and feeling like I'd been run over by a bus. I looked out the window as the car pulled up to a red light.


    "Hey!" I pointed out the window. "That guy's selling Coronas!"


    Mark stared out the window. "That must explain why everybody on the road drives like a maniac. They're all drunk."


    I rolled down the window.


    "What are you doing?"


    "Getting a beer." I waved the guy over.


    Mark raked his hands through his hair. "I'm not even sure that's legal, Diana."


    I made a face. "Do you really think he could just stand in the middle of the intersection selling beer if it wasn't?"


    Mark glanced in the rearview mirror. "I don't know. I'm just trying to avoid any more run-ins with the law."


    He had a point.


    I handed the guy a five, and he handed me back two beers. Puerto Rico was getting better by the minute.


    I took a swig and groaned in delight as the ice cold beer slid down my throat. "Selling beer at intersections. What will they think of next?" I smiled at Mark.


    He shook his head in disapproval, but his lips twitched with a suppressed smile.


    As we drove to the hotel, Mark brought me up to speed on the search for his cousin, David. David's mother, Marcie, was able to confirm that Charles and David still had the jump drive containing the stolen employee files. David had said that Charles was getting paranoid and looking over his shoulder constantly. Charles was sure the gangster he had originally promised to sell the files to, and then had double-crossed in lieu of the higher offer, was in Puerto Rico to hunt him down. Mark's job was to pay Charles the money for the fake files and convince David to come back home with him. Ed didn't care about the money as long as they got David back. Once David was out of harm's way, they'd try to get Charles picked up by the authorities.


    Only things weren't going so well. Mark had arranged two prior meetings to make the exchange, and both had gone bust when Charles got spooked and never showed up.


    "I'm supposed to meet him tomorrow morning at the beach," he added, finishing up the story.


    "Then what?" I asked.


    "Then I hand David a plane ticket on the next flight home. It's up to him to take it or leave it." Distaste was evident in Mark's tone. There was no love lost between the cousins. David had been jealous for years because of his perception that Ed favored Mark over him.


    "Sounds simple enough. But we've seen this go bad before," I reminded him.


    "Yep, but this time David and Charles are scared. The investigators I hired in Miami are sure that the gang-banger they double-crossed is in Puerto Rico. It's only a matter of time before he tracks Charles down."


    That didn't sound like it would end well for Charles. "So if the exchange goes as planned tomorrow, then you're free for a few days?" I asked hopefully.


    "Yes," he said with a smile, "I am. And I plan on spending them watching you in that bikini you promised to bring."


    "Just watching?" I asked with a laugh.


    "I like to watch," he said, putting his hand on my leg. I caught my breath as his hand traced a lazy path up my bare thigh.


    I purred. "How far away is the hotel?"


    "Not far."


    The radio played a soft Spanish love song. My eyes closed, finally feeling a bit of peace.


    And then I heard it.


    Dun-da-dun, dun-da-dun, dun-dada-dun-dada-dun-dun-dun. I shot up in the seat and turned the radio up.


    "I can't believe it!" I shouted at the radio.


    "I know. I couldn't believe it either the first time I heard it. It's surreal," he added with a sympathetic look in my direction.


    "The Rum Song" was blaring over the radio, sung by a man with a Spanish lilt. I had to admit he was doing it justice, but it irked my every nerve to know no one knew it was my song. I know I should've been excited just hearing my song on the radio. But I was more pissed than anything else at the moment.


    "He's a thief!" I growled. "And Roger and Phil are going to pay for this."


    "So explain this to me again," said Mark, trying to talk me down off the ledge. "You turned over your rights to 'The Rum Song' in exchange for them producing it?"


    I shook my head. "No. I turned over the rights to three of my songs, but I am supposed to be paid a percentage of every sale once the production costs are covered. And I am supposed to have creative control over the songs. Meaning I get the last say on how the songs are used." That clause had taken more than a little arm-twisting.


    "And you haven't heard from either of these guys since when?" Mark asked.


    "Since October," I replied. "They sent me an email saying that the songs were shelved for the time being because there hadn't been enough interest. I've emailed them and called them at least once a month since and haven't heard a word."


    "Yeah, sure sounds like they're screwing you over," he conceded.


    "Thanks for pointing that out." I crossed my arms. My beer was getting warm, my libido was cooling off, and my song was blaring on the radio. This wasn't feeling like paradise to me anymore.


    My spirits lifted a little as we pulled up to the hotel. A parking valet and bell hop dressed in crisp white uniforms indicated this wasn't just another chain. White columns lined the way up a gently sloping staircase. The air was hot and moist in the sun, but the open-air reception area with fountain and large paddle fans was cool and inviting.


    Mark led me to the back of the building and down a beautifully paneled hallway. The sounds of the ocean were getting closer. We stopped outside a room, and he inserted a plastic key card. The door opened into a sumptuous suite featuring dark, heavily carved Caribbean furniture with crisp white and green upholstery. I glimpsed a four-poster bed draped in gauzy white mosquito netting through the door to my left. I walked out onto the balcony, which ran the length of the room, and looked over the ocean below. Waves crashed against giant boulders sticking up out of the water, birds dived for fish as a few diehard sunbathers soaked up the last rays of the day.


    It was magnificent.


    "So this is what first class looks like." The warm air and beautiful scenery were beginning to work magic on my frayed nerves.


    Mark laughed. "Yeah, I guess it does."


    He came up behind me and circled his arms around my waist. Nuzzling my neck, he whispered, "And this place has a bigger bed than the boat."


    "I saw that." I leaned back and pressed my body against his, tilting my head back and gazing up at the bright blue sky. I could feel him hard against me. I wiggled a little and was rewarded with a nip on my neck.


    "No hickeys," I teased.


    "Once again," he said wryly, "you're confusing me with your other boyfriends."


    "I was joking." I spun around to face him and drink in his fresh, masculine scent.


    "Oh?" he murmured, softly kissing my lips. "I seem to remember you begging me for one not so long ago."


    I looked up into his bright blue eyes and bit at his lip. "You said you would put it somewhere that didn't show. That's not going to be so easy now."


    "Why's that?" he asked.


    "Because I only plan on wearing a little, tiny bikini."


    "Guess I'll need to get creative," he said, his lips against mine.


    Before my dress could hit the floor, Mark's phone rang.


    He ignored it.


    It rang again. He growled against my lips.


    The third time it rang, he answered it.


    "What?" he barked. "Where? Jesus!" He swiped a hand through his hair. "I'm on my way now. I'll call you when I have news."


    He disconnected and turned to me. "That was Ed," he began. "David called Marcie and said there are three guys after them. One of them just shot Charles in the arm when they were trying to get away."


    I gasped. This had just gone from annoying to dangerous. "What are you going to do?"


    "He said Charles is insisting they head for Aguadilla airport on the west side of the island. There's a flight leaving tomorrow morning for the States. It's a couple of hours from here. For the moment they're in another motel. Charles wants to meet now and make the exchange."


    "Call the police," I insisted. "This has gone far enough."


    "If I call the police now, all our efforts to protect David are for nothing. David is facing federal charges," Mark reminded me, "and Charles won't have a problem turning him in to save his own hide."


    "I don't care. This is too dangerous."


    Mark pulled on his shoes and kissed me on my head before I could say another word.


    "Trust me," he said. "I can handle this. I'll be back in an hour."


    "I don't have a good feeling about this."


    "Just try not to get any hickeys while I'm gone," he said, as he walked out the door.


    


    



    


    


    


    CHAPTER THREE


    


    


    An hour later, I was sitting in the beautiful beachfront cabana bar watching the water and sipping my second Hurricane Hangover served in a hollowed-out coconut. The drink menu had declared 'only one drink per customer' because of the excessive alcohol. Juan, my overly attentive bartender, had made an exception just for me.


    Not for the first time, I was wondering why a commercial real estate developer such as Mark felt qualified to chase bad guys and negotiate terms of surrender. He'd once told me that he had spent some time overseas working for old college buddies who ran a private security firm, but I had a feeling there was more to that story than he'd revealed. According to Mark, he'd been recruited for his MBA credentials and had been in charge of all of the mundane duties such as payroll and accounting duties. But something just didn't add up.


    The 'what if's' were starting to work me into a frenzy when my phone rang. A number I didn't recognize popped up on the screen.


    One and a half Hurricanes had me in the chatting mood, even if it was to a telemarketer, so I answered. "Hello."


    "That dress you were wearing brought back fond memories of L.A.," came a husky voice.


    Andre. How did he remember me wearing this dress? "You have quite a memory."


    "Boyfriend there?" he asked casually.


    "No, he's off chasing bad guys," I replied flippantly.


    "So you know?" He sounded surprised.


    "Know what?" I leaned forward in my seat.


    There was a pause. "Nothing," he deflected. "So do you really want to meet Carlos?"


    I'll admit that his distraction worked. "Yes," I replied, my temper flaring. "I can't wait to meet the asshole who stole my song!"


    Andre blew out his breath. "Okay, but there are some ground rules."


    "I'm listening."


    "Not now," he said. "I'll pick you up in ten minutes. Where're you staying?"


    I gave him the hotel's name.


    "Nice," he replied.


    "I need to call Mark and let him know where I'm going," I said. "I'm starting to get worried. He was supposed to be back by now."


    "I don't think you have to worry about him. I'm sure he can take care of himself," Andre replied cryptically.


    A frown furrowed my brow. "What's that supposed to mean?"


    "Later," he said, adding, "and wear something that shows off those runway model legs if you want to keep Carlos' attention."


    As soon as I hung up with Andre, I tried Mark's number. It went to voicemail. Instead of leaving him a message I sent him a text.


    Me: Hope everything is ok. Pls call asap. Going to Carlos Rodriguez's house. Xoxoxo


    Well, if that didn't get a reply from him, then nothing would.


    I hustled upstairs and pulled out a light jersey knit dress. It was black and clingy and showed plenty of leg. I paired it with jeweled, high heel sandals, making me well over six feet. I figured it wouldn't hurt to have a height advantage over this jerk. I fluffed my hair and swiped on some lipstick, wishing I had time for some strategic flat-ironing.


    The limo was waiting for me when I walked into the lobby. Andre stepped out from the passenger side and opened the back door. He gave me an appreciative grin and ushered me in, climbing in behind me.


    "You do know how to make an entrance."


    "Thanks," I replied with smile. I had forgotten how charming and handsome he was. "You haven't changed a bit," I added.


    He grinned, his white teeth pleasantly contrasting his swarthy skin. "So quick rundown," he said getting to the point. "I left Billy's employ last fall. I did a short stint for an actress with a bad drug problem, who shall remain nameless. Not a lot of fun. So when Roger called me two months ago and asked me to work for Carlos, his new Boy Wonder, I signed on without a second thought."


    I nodded.


    He shrugged. "Imagine my surprise when I walked into Carlos' studio and heard him singing 'The Rum Song.' I asked questions. Roger and Phil were very open. According to them, you knew all about this arrangement. They said you were fine with letting someone else sing your song if it meant air time. I figured you'd get paid either way, so who was I to question the arrangement?"


    I was steaming. "You could've called me!"


    "I believe your parting words to me were, 'Drop dead you arrogant asshole.' Or was it, 'I wish I had a gun?'"


    "I was angry," I sputtered. "With good reason, I might add!"


    He nodded. "I fucked up. I should've told you about Melissa."


    "You mean you should've told me you had a wife!" I spat.


    "Yep, I was married. Still am. But I haven't seen her in four years. I told you all this. She's old-school Catholic. We were married in the Catholic Church. The least that I can do for her after ruining her actual life is not ruin her after-life," he explained.


    "That sounded stupid then, and it sounds stupid now."


    "Yeah, but it works for us."


    "Not for me it didn't!" I tried to reel my anger in. I needed Andre's help right now. "Well, I wish you the best of luck in your weirdo marriage. I've put all that behind me," I added primly.


    "All behind you, huh?" He raised his brows and leaned closer. "Seemed to me you were having a nice ride down memory lane at the airport."


    "I have fond memories of you." I was starting to lose myself in his warm, dark eyes.


    "How fond?" he asked with a wolfish grin.


    I felt a tingle when his eyes held mine in a challenge. "Very fond."


    That seemed to disturb him more than the argument. He sat back and looked out the window.


    "Now can we please talk about my song?" I asked, trying to put an end to the conversation about our ill-fated love affair. Talk about your Lifetime channel movie of the week!


    "There's not much else to tell," he said, glancing back at me. "They released the song last month, and it went crazy on the island. They're planning to release it in the U.S. after the concert Saturday."


    "Did you tell Carlos I was coming?" I asked.


    Andre nodded. "He can't wait to meet you. He called you his muse."


    I made a face. "I wrote the song. I'm nobody's muse."


    "That's not how he sees it," Andre replied. "And while we're on the topic of Carlos, a few words of warning. He's a complete nut job."


    "'Nut job' is a pretty broad term. I mean you could pretty much classify everyone in my family as a nut job. Myself included. I need specifics."


    "You got any pirates in your family?" he asked.


    "Like music bootleggers?" I asked.


    He shook his head. "No. The eye-patch, cutlass wearing kind."


    "He's a pirate?" I asked.


    "Yep. Seventh generation of Blackbeard the Pirate."


    "Wow. So what does being a pirate involve?" I asked curiously.


    "You'll see."


    "So I shouldn't be alone with him because he might make me walk the plank?" I joked.


    Andre raised an eyebrow. "No. But he likes to claim women as his plunder and ravish them. I'm in charge of making sure the ravishing is voluntary."


    "How's it going so far?"


    Andre shrugged. "There's usually a queue of women at the front door waiting to get in to be ravished."


    "I just don't understand how having a pirate sing my song is better than having me sing it," I cried. "It just stinks! Am I so hard to work with?"


    Andre laughed. "No. Girl singers don't make as much money as guy singers. That's all."


    "Did you tell Roger and Phil I was coming?" I asked suddenly.


    "Nope, thought I'd let you handle that. Give the boys a nice surprise. They'll be here tomorrow afternoon."


    I was lost in thought for a second. "Why are you doing this?"


    He paused a moment. "Because I owe you one. And because I'm sick of working for assholes. Sooner you become a rock star, the sooner I start my new job as your bodyguard, right?"


    


    * * *


    


    During the time it took to reach the villa, I jotted off another quick text to Mark letting him know Carlos Rodriguez was playing pirate when he wasn't singing The Rum Song. I was hoping that venting via text to Mark would help me blow off enough steam so I wouldn't punch Carlos in the face when I met him. Moments later, the limo pulled up to a secluded villa. It was something you might see in a re-run episode of Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous. Fountains, tropical plants, and even a big parrot, who cat-called me as I walked up the marble steps, graced the wide veranda.


    "Not too shabby," I observed as we walked into the large, open-air living room.


    "It gets better," Andre said, as he led me out to the pool area. "Until two months ago, Carlos had been rooming with two of his friends in a boarding house in San Juan and role-playing pirate games on the weekends. Roger and Phil rented this for him to give him a taste of the good life."


    "Motivation."


    "Yep." He nodded.


    I wouldn't have minded some motivation that looked like this. The pool had a large waterfall at one end, and at the other was a diving board. A giant hot tub was off to one side with another small waterfall cascading into it.


    "Ahoy, there," a voice called from across the pool.


    The sun blurred my vision, but I had the distinct impression of a lean, muscular man with long, dark hair. There was a splash. A second later a dark head appeared from the water. An attractive young man hoisted himself up out of the pool effortlessly. Water sluiced off his tan, hairless body.


    "Nice abs," I said, because I just couldn't help myself. They were nice the way abs are only on a twenty-something. Think Brad Pitt from the Thelma and Louise days.


    "Nice legs, m'lady," he returned.


    Andre groaned.


    "Thanks." I held his gaze.


    "So you're the siren who wrote 'The Rum Song,'" he said reverently, a Spanish accent mixing with the pirate dialect.


    I'd had about enough of the pleasantries. "Yeah, and you're the asshole who stole it," I replied.


    "You wound me, m'lady," he replied in his best Captain Jack Sparrow voice. "I but took advantage of an opportunity. It's the spoils of war."


    I rolled my eyes and turned to Andre. "Does he always talk like this?"


    "Pretty much," he replied with a sigh.


    Carlos pulled on a silky black robe, sat down on a chaise lounge, and motioned for me to join him. "Would you like a drink?" he asked politely.


    "I would," I replied, sinking into a chair with a view of the pool.


    "I have some excellent rum." His tone was challenging.


    "Not funny." I crossed my legs casually, watching with satisfaction as his eyes followed their movement.


    "I'll make you a martini," Andre said, walking over to a tiki bar in the corner.


    "A double, please," I called. "Sorry about your new guitar. That was quite a mess. Is your sister here?"


    He pulled his eyes from my legs long enough to make eye contact. "Margarite is out to dinner with a friend. She said you made the trip quite exciting," he added.


    While Andre was making my drink, Carlos was sizing me up. "Did you bring your guitar?" he asked, lighting a thin cigar.


    "No, I didn't think this would be a social visit."


    "We must jam together," he replied excitedly. "Life is too short to hold a grudge. Perhaps we could have a parley to put an end to this unpleasantness."


    Andre returned with my drink.


    "Parley away," I replied as I took a gulp.


    The Pirate seemed a little annoyed with my flippancy.


    "No," he said. "You don't understand. A parley is when opposing sides come together to resolve their differences."


    "Oh," I replied, "I do understand. And the only parley I'm interested in is the one where I'm named as the writer of 'The Rum Song,' and I receive my cut of the booty."


    "You haven't received your cut?" His eyes searched my face. If I didn't know any better, I'd think he was actually surprised.


    "Nope. Not a dime."


    "Well," he replied. "That hardly seems sporting." He leaned back in his chair pensively and took a draw on his cigar.


    "Agreed! Say, this parley thing just might work." Sarcasm dripped from every word as my patience started to run thin.


    "I'll speak to Roger and Phil. Those rapscallions have some explaining to do."


    "Yeah, they haven't been real interested in parleying with me. Maybe they'll parley with you," I added.


    He nodded. "But as far as credit for 'The Rum Song,' I don't think that would be possible right now. We've developed my career around that song."


    I made a face. "What career? You've been singing the song for a couple of months. I've been doing it for years."


    "And yet—with all due respect m'lady—I've made it into a hit in only a couple of months, and you didn't."


    Argh! Schooled by a pirate. He was right, of course, I thought dejectedly.


    "Where's the plank?" I asked, feeling the martini going to my brain. "Might as well walk it now and get it over with."


    Carlos leaned forward and patted my leg. "No need to scuttle the ship, m'lady. We'll find a solution."


    "So I've got to ask." I paused to take another swig of my drink. "This whole pirate thing." I waved my hand around. "What's it all about? I mean do you actually go on stage as a pirate?"


    Carlos looked uncomfortable.


    I glanced over at Andre. His eyes were dancing as he waited for Carlos' response.


    "Roger and Phil don't feel the public is ready to embrace my pirate heritage. But I'd rather be keelhauled than pretend to be Justin Bieber with a Spanish accent." He shook is shoulder-length black hair. He had the whole Johnny Depp thing spot on.


    I was starting to get a feel for this situation. "Maybe you should mutiny," I suggested.


    Carlos stared at me for a few moments. "Aye, m'lady, that's always an option. But my coffers are a wee bit small. And mutiny is a luxury that I can't afford quite yet. But I like how you think," he said, pointing his cigar at me.


    My phone rang. I didn't recognize the number. I gave Carlos a one-sec finger.


    "Hello?"


    "Where are you?" Mark demanded.


    "Where are you?" I countered.


    Mark sighed before answering. "At the hotel, looking for you."


    "Didn't you get my texts?" I asked.


    "No, I lost my phone."


    "Are you okay?"


    "Yes," he replied impatiently. "Where are you?" he repeated.


    "I'm at Carlos Rodriguez's house."


    I turned away from Carlos, adding in a whisper, "He's a pirate, Mark."


    "What?!" he yelled loud enough for everyone to hear.


    "He's a pirate," I said loudly into the phone. "A pirate is singing 'The Rum Song.' How funny is that?" I hiccupped.


    "Are you drunk?" he asked loudly. I pictured his hand raking his hair. I made a mental note to suggest he start using Rogaine.


    "You don't have to yell. I tried to call you, and I sent you two texts. And in answer to your question, I might be drunk."


    "When did you send the texts?" His voice was suddenly serious.


    "About thirty minutes ago, why?"


    "Because the goons chasing David and Charles have my phone. What exactly did you say?" he asked with concern.


    "All I said was that I was going to Carlos Rodriguez's house and that 'The Rum Song' was being sung by a pirate."


    I thought I heard Mark mutter a swear word. "Great, now they know where you are."


    I rolled my eyes. "And why would they care?"


    "Because Charles and David owe them, and I'm these guys' only lead to get to those two idiots." He paused. "Strike that. I was their only lead. Now they have two."


    Crap. He had a point.


    "Look, they've got my phone, and I don't want to take any chances. Put Andre on," Mark ordered.


    "Oh, so now you want to talk to Andre," I began sarcastically. Andre sat up in his chair and motioned me to hand him the phone. I swatted his hand away. "I'm a big girl. I can take care of myself."


    "Diana, these guys have guns. Do you have a gun?"


    The word 'gun' had a sobering effect on me. Maybe I should let the professional handle this.


    "He wants to talk to you," I said, handing the phone to Andre.


    Andre took the phone, said a few words, and then handed it back to me. "We need to leave," he announced, turning to Carlos. "Get dressed. I'll call in more help, but in the meantime I want you both in the limo."


    Excited by the prospect of treachery, Carlos sprinted off to his room.


    Andre turned to me. "This place isn't exactly a secret with all the girls partying their way through the door. It won't take these guys long to figure out where you are."


    "This is ridiculous."


    Andre's eyes showed real concern. "I can't take the chance. Mark said you were in imminent danger."


    "What does he know about 'imminent danger'?" I asked. "He's a real estate developer."


    Andre pursed his lips. "He might be that as well."


    "As well as what?" I asked.


    "Diana, your boyfriend's a spook."


    


    


    


    



    


    


    


    CHAPTER FOUR


    


    


    Andre's phone rang, cutting off the questions surging through my head at his announcement. I waited impatiently for him to finish.


    "What were you talking about?" I demanded as soon as he hung up.


    "Not now. I've got to get more security out here."


    "Not now? Are you kidding me, Andre?"


    Only Carlos' dramatic entrance in full pirate regalia, including a wicked looking cutlass, could have distracted me.


    "I am prepared to do battle with these bilge rats," he announced from the top of the veranda.


    Andre shook his head in disbelief.


    I wondered for the hundredth time how this guy was a better choice to sing my song than I was. Roger and Phil had a lot of explaining to do.


    Carlos squinted off into the distance. He pulled a spyglass from his belt and peered through it. "Sail Ho!" he cried.


    Andre followed his line of sight, swearing softly at the sound of tires on gravel.


    "Get in the car," he ordered.


    He didn't need to tell me twice. I was pretty freaked out at how quickly the thugs had found me.


    The driver started the limo as Andre opened the door.


    But Carlos had other ideas.


    "Say there, mate," he yelled to Andre. "We must defend our ship. Arm yourself!"


    Andre's plan for getting in the limo and out of sight was quickly unraveling.


    A tricked out SUV ground to a halt in front of the limo, blocking our exit. I heard the click of the locks and glanced up at the limo driver. He looked at me in the rearview mirror and put a finger to his lips. He drew something from his jacket pocket, and I heard the distinct click of a gun being armed. I lowered the darkened window next to me just a crack so I could hear the conversation about to take place.


    I saw Andre put a hand up to Carlos, warning him to stay back. But Carlos was having none of it.


    "Time to run a rig on these landlubbers!" Carlos exclaimed, swaggering down the steps looking for all the world like Captain Jack.


    I watched as four guys exited the SUV. I guess two were the Miami gangbangers; heavy gold jewelry, droopy drawers, and an unmistakable attitude. The other two looked Hispanic and were much more low profile. Locals by the looks of it.


    I heard Andre say politely, "Can I help you gentlemen?"


    One of the gangbangers lowered his sunglasses and took a hard look at Andre. He sniffed and worked his mouth a little before saying, "No, I think we goin' help ourselves just fine. Whatcha think, Freddie?" he asked the guy next to him.


    "I think it is what it is, my man," Freddie replied noncommittally.


    And then they saw Carlos.


    He must spend every waking moment studying the Johnny Depp pirate movies, because his entrance was nothing short of spectacular.


    "Gentlemen," he called. "Welcome to my humble abode." He waved his hand grandly and descended the stairs.


    The only noise was his cutlass clanking against his boots. It took the gangsters a minute to recover from the shock of Carlos the Pirate.


    The ringleader asked Andre, "What up with that dude? He playin' in a movie?"


    Andre shrugged. "He's a pirate."


    The ringleader called back to the local gangsters behind him. "Man, I thought you said this dude was a singer. Not no crazy pirate!"


    They replied in Spanish. I caught Carlos' name.


    The ringleader turned again to Carlos. "You Carlos Rodriguez, the singer?" he asked.


    "In the flesh," said Carlos, spreading his arms wide.


    "Look man," said the ringleader, clearly rattled by the pirate costume. "Don' know what crazy-ass game you playin' here, but I'm lookin' for a shorty. Her name's Diana."


    "There's no one here by that name," Andre said quietly.


    The ringleader turned to Andre. "Don' think I was talkin' to you, slick. I was askin' the pirate."


    "Well, I'm answering you." Andre shifted his stance slightly.


    The ringleader glanced towards the limo. I jerked back and sank into the leather seat.


    "Maybe Shorty's in the limo?" he asked, taking a step in my direction.


    "Avast!" Carlos yelled, pulling the cutlass from his waist.


    The ringleader turned towards him, propping his sunglasses on his head to get a better look. "What the fuck is wrong with him?" he yelled to no one in particular.


    "He's a pirate," Andre repeated dryly.


    Carlos brought his sword to fighting stance. "Depart now! Or no quarter will be given. I will cut ye limb from limb."


    That got the ringleader's attention. "Jose," he yelled, "shoot this crazy mother fucker!"


    A buzz of angry Spanish ensued. One of the men stepped forward.


    "He is Carlos Rodriguez," he said rolling his r's dramatically. "He will put Puerto Rico on the map with 'The Rum Song.' We will do him no harm."


    The gangster rolled his eyes and pursed his lips. "He's a crazy pirate. You throwin' in with a crazy pirate?"


    "He is Carlos Rodriguez," said the man simply.


    Carlos smiled and shrugged. "It's good to be Carlos," he quipped and swiped his cutlass in front of him.


    Then he did the strangest thing. He spun around like a dancer, swiping his sword in figure eights as he turned. He leapt into the air and landed directly in front of the lead gangbanger. The tip of his cutlass an inch from the man's tattooed throat.


    "I believe you have worn out your welcome. Or would you be wantin' to go for a visit to Davy Jones' locker?"


    Andre's gun was in his hand and pointed at the two local gangsters. The limo driver had rolled down the window, and his gun was pointed directly at Freddie.


    The two local thugs were backing away towards the truck.


    Freddie said, "This place full of crazy people. Shit like this get you shot in Miami."


    A muscle ticked in the ringleader's cheek. "This ain't over," he threatened. "Tell your girl I've got some questions for her and her boyfriend. An' I better not hear you nuts have been helpin' Charlie. That mother fucker's a dead man, and so is anybody that's helpin' him. Hear that, mamacita?" he yelled, banging on the hood of the limo.


    He turned towards the truck. When he got to the door, he yelled, "I got a score to settle with you. Ain't no one, 'specially some crazy-ass pirate, gonna disrespect me. "He pointed at Carlos, and I heard him mumble, "Crazy, sword-carryin' mother fucker."


    "I look forward to it, sir," called Carlos glibly with an exaggerated bow.


    I breathed a sigh of relief as I watched the truck disappear down the road.


    Andre opened the door.


    "Are you okay?" he asked, sitting down beside me.


    "I think so." I was a little shook up by all the guns. Kind of like being in the middle of a low-budget action movie. "What the hell just happened? How did Carlos do that?"


    Andre smiled. "He's a pirate."


    


    * * *


    It took about thirty minutes for the backup security team to get in place. Andre had hired four more guards to make sure the compound would be safe.


    I called the hotel room to let Mark know what had happened. His voice expressed relief at me being safe and irritation at me being with Andre in the first place. After a few minutes of verbal wrangling, he finally let it go and brought me up to speed on the David situation.


    The meeting had not gone as planned. He'd met Charles and David at their motel, but Charles' bullet nick had required bandaging, so Mark had gone to a nearby drugstore. When he'd returned, the tricked-out SUV had been parked in front of the room. He had parked farther away and walked by, pretending to go to another room. It had looked like Charles and David had gotten away. Their rental car was gone. The thugs were tearing up the room, and they noticed him when he walked by a second time.


    "Guess why?" he asked.


    Uh-oh, I had a pretty good idea. "Because your phone was ringing?"


    "Yep." I could hear the accusation in his voice.


    "I was just trying to keep you informed," I apologized.


    "Yeah, well, unfortunately it informed the thugs of my presence, too." He sounded more exasperated than angry.


    "But why would they assume you had anything to do with Charles and David? I mean at that point you're just some guy curious about what they're doing," I reasoned.


    There was a long pause on Mark's end. "Because I had a run-in before with one of the Miami guys—Tyrell Fisher. He recognized me."


    I felt like the room was spinning. "Wow, you keep pretty strange company for a real estate developer. Whatcha do, sell him a condo right before the big real estate bust?'


    "No, the company I worked for before I was in real estate ran an investigation into drug-trafficking between Army units in the Middle East and the United States. His brother got twenty years in federal prison."


    "Unbelievable—I've got to go. I'm starving, and Carlos asked me to dinner. You're welcome to join us if you can tear yourself away from chasing bad guys."


    I was getting tired of all this cloak and dagger stuff. It was almost eight, and I was cranky and hungry. More importantly, I really needed another drink. Carlos had reservations at a hotspot restaurant not far from Mark's hotel. Mark reluctantly agreed to meet us there. If he was hoping to pick up where we left off this afternoon, I wasn't feeling it. And wouldn't be until I had some answers from him.


    I glanced over at Carlos sitting across from me in the limo. He had changed out of his pirate garb into hip evening clothes and now looked every inch the successful performer. Andre sat next to me dressed in classic body guard attire—expensive, understated suit with the unmistakable bulge of a gun as his only accessory.


    "Champagne?" Carlos held up a bottle of Cristal.


    "Sure, why not?" I glanced over at Andre, just itching to question him more about his comment about Mark, but not sure I dared in front of Carlos.


    "How come you're not dressed like a pirate anymore?" I asked.


    Carlos sighed as he handed me my glass. "I'm a pirate at heart. Ever since I was little, I knew I had Bluebeard blood in my veins. I've been a pirate role-player since I was twelve. And I still play at twenty-two," he added with a smile. "However, I understand Roger's and Phil's concerns regarding the marketability of a singing pirate. Of course, I wish it were different."


    "So you just talk and dress like a pirate when you are at home?" I asked.


    "Yes."


    "Don't you ever worry about being found out? Or slipping in a 'Blimey, mate!' in the middle of a straight conversation?"


    He nodded. "It happens occasionally."


    "So Roger and Phil are making you keep your pirate-ness in the closet, so to speak?"


    A frown creased Carlos' smooth tan forehead. "I suppose that's true, m'lady," he said slowly.


    I made a mental note that he slipped back into pirate-mode when he was agitated. I shrugged. "I guess they know best. But if I was one of your fans, I'd want to know the real Carlos."


    He nodded, mulling over the idea of letting the real Carlos express himself.


    I took the opportunity to lean over to Andre and whisper, "What did you mean back there by spook?"


    "A spook is a current or former CIA operative," Andre replied like he was reading from a manual.


    "Why would you say that about Mark?"


    "Because I recognize him from an overseas operation I was involved in five years ago."


    "That's ridiculous!" I sat back, folding my arms across my chest.


    Andre shrugged. "So ask him."


    "I'm supposed to ask my boyfriend of two weeks if he is a spook?" I gestured with my hands. "He already thinks I'm a nut. This will just confirm it. He's a real estate developer for God's sake."


    "Yep," he agreed, leaning closer to me, "and I've known lawyers, doctors and accountants who were spooks."


    I just couldn't wrap my head around this.


    "He told me he worked overseas for a couple of years for some college football buddies who had started a security business together after getting out of the military."


    "Razor Edge Ops," he said matter-of-factly. "Yeah, I know those guys. They do a lot of behind the scenes work. Recon stuff."


    "He said it wasn't as glamorous as it sounded. He has an MBA. He said he was their logistics guy. Does that sound right to you?" I turned to Andre.


    I must have had a woebegone look on my face, because Andre put his hand on mine. "Hey, I'm not saying there's anything wrong with your new boyfriend. I'm sure most of what he told you is the truth."


    Most? That didn't sit well with me at all.


    "So what part isn't true?" I asked between clenched teeth. "For sure," I added.


    Andre sighed and glanced out the window. "One thing I know for sure. He didn't work for Razor Edge Ops, they worked for him. At least that was the way it was when I worked there."


    "You worked for him?" I asked in surprise.


    "No, I worked for Razor Edge. Mark hired us to do recon work for him. I wasn't there long, but from what I could tell he threw a lot of business Razor Edge's way."


    I sipped champagne and digested this new information in silence. Carlos also seemed lost in thought. I hoped he was planning to come out of his pirate closet in some fantastic manner. Maybe I should suggest he do it at a live show. Hmmm…


    There was a large crowd waiting on the sidewalk as the limo pulled up to the restaurant. Andre stepped out first and turned to offer me a hand. I managed to exit the limo without providing a peep show to the paparazzi. I had my hand on Andre's sleeve as we waited for Carlos to climb out.


    He emerged in full rock star mode, the crowd screaming and shouting his name.


    He gave them a big, wide smile and waved. Just for good measure, he kissed the hands of several ladies as he passed.


    "Who's the girl, Carlos?" a reporter yelled in English. There were more questions in Spanish.


    "Her name is Diana, and she is my muse." He took my elbow and led me grandly up the stairs into the restaurant.


    I gave him a nasty look out of the corner of my eye. "You meant to say, 'She's my songwriter!' Right, Carlos?" I snapped.


    He looked uncomfortable. "Alas, m'lady, my fans are not ready for that."


    "I think we should let them decide for themselves," I cried, not caring who heard. "I challenge you to a 'The Rum Song' sing off!"


    We were ushered into a large private room overlooking the ocean. A soft breeze ruffled the elegant floor to ceiling sheers. There were already a dozen groupies on their feet rushing toward us. Carlos went to them gladly, completely ignoring my challenge.


    "Nice try," Andre said with a grin.


    "Oh, it's not over yet." Carlos was going to get served tonight if I had anything to say about it.


    "You sure are sexy when you're on the war path." He turned towards me.


    I pursed my lips. "Don't start that."


    "Start what?" he asked, running a finger along my forearm.


    My skin tingled at his touch. "That," I said. "Don't do that!" I smacked his hand away. "I've had enough man problems to last me a lifetime. I don't need anymore right now."


    Andre chuckled. "Maybe I can change your mind."


    "About what?" I heard Mark say behind me.


    I spun around, happy to see him despite my misgivings about his past. I gave him a hug and kissed him soundly on the mouth.


    He nibbled on my lips. "Is that champagne I taste?"


    I nodded. "But I desperately need a martini."


    "Well, I certainly don't want you sobering up," he said with a laugh. "I need all the help I can get to get you in bed and keep you there."


    I had to agree with him. Our foreplay was starting to stretch into week two. It was time to take the training wheels off this thing once and for all.


    I watched Mark walk over to the bar for my drink.


    Andre edged close to me. "You two haven't had sex yet?"


    I rolled my eyes at him. "None of your business."


    "Because it sounded like you two haven't had sex yet," he said with a grin. "I'm right, aren't I?"


    I pursed my lips and watched Mark approaching with our drinks.


    "This changes everything," Andre said.


    I turned to him. "What are you talking about? This changes nothing. I'm with Mark. You go call your wife!" I snapped and moved forward to meet Mark halfway.


    I grabbed my drink gratefully and took a swig. Mark led me to a table next to Carlos'.


    "We'd better get some food in you before you start dancing on the tables."


    I stared sullenly at my glass. The combination of hearing Carlos ramble on about my song, having Andre's comments about Mark play like a slideshow in my mind, and experiencing complete and utter sexual frustration were taking a toll on me.


    We both ordered the catch of the day. As I nursed my martini and nibbled on the delicious fish, I started to perk up. Maybe all this worry was for nothing. Stop wondering and just ask him already!


    "Mark," I began. "You remember when you were telling me about your not-so-adventurous job working for the security company in the Middle East?"


    "Yeah," he said, stuffing a piece of fish in his mouth and not meeting my eyes. "What about it?"


    Time to rip the band-aid off. "Are you a secret agent?"


    Yeah, it felt as stupid saying it as it sounded.


    He choked on his fish and took a drink of water. He coughed into his napkin, but said nothing. I peered at him closely.


    "Where does this stuff come from?" he asked, like I was some lunatic on the loose.


    Not what I wanted to hear.


    "Andre said he knew you when he worked for Razor Edge Ops."


    Mark froze when I said the name. A myriad of expressions from surprise to anger flitted across his face. "I don't know what you're talking about."


    "If you ever want to see me naked again, you'll answer my question truthfully," I said, putting my hand on his. "Do you work for the CIA?"


    He turned to face me, finally meeting my eyes. "I used to," he said quietly. "Until they asked me to kill my fiancée."


    


    
      

      CHAPTER FIVE

    


    


    


    I stared at him in stunned silence. "Do you know how crazy that sounds?" I asked.


    He gave me a look. "Not half as crazy as most of the things that you say on a daily basis."


    He had a point.


    "So…" I prompted.


    "She's alive and well and married to an Israeli podiatrist."


    I glared at him. I needed details after that bombshell.


    He raked his hand through his hair. "Long story short: She was supposed to be at a big family reunion. Unfortunately, her black sheep cousin, a top ten most wanted terrorist, was supposed to be there too. Someone at headquarters got the bright idea to bomb the whole thing and make it look like a terrorist attack. Even if Kara hadn't been connected, I'd have had strong feelings against such a plan. Knowing she was in harm's way sent me over the edge." I felt a twinge of guilt as I watched him relive the painful memories.


    He stared at his drink for a few seconds before continuing. "No one was bombed. However, I ended up telling her about the plan. She told Uncle Amid, who told Aunt Sara. Aunt Sara told her nephew, the terrorist. Needless to say, the department wasn't happy with me. We parted ways shortly thereafter," he added.


    "How about your fiancée?" I imagined it wasn't easy to get over the fact that your husband-to-be was part of an organization that considered bombing your whole family to smithereens. Probably was a deal-breaker for her.


    "She's married to an Israeli podiatrist. I'm here with you," he replied in a tone that didn't invite more discussion.


    I nodded. Enough said. I'm not sure I actually felt better knowing the whole story, but I didn't feel worse.


    "For what it's worth," he added, "my role in the CIA was mostly logistics and behind the scenes set-up. I wasn't an undercover agent. I didn't kill people. I was recruited because of my MBA education and background. And," he looked directly at me, "I really am a commercial real estate developer."


    I met his gaze. He sounded sincere. I wanted to believe him. Maybe I should just run the whole thing by Andre…


    "That how you ran afoul of Tyrell, the Miami thug? Working on the logistics of a drug deal case?


    He nodded. "I was in charge of tracking how the drugs moved from one place to another. I spent months combing through shipping ledgers."


    "Doesn't sound very exciting," I said to buy time.


    He narrowed his eyes like he had read my mind and leaned back in his chair with a sighed.


    "It wasn't. How's your dinner?"


    I glanced down at my half-eaten plate. "Good," I replied. "But I could really use another martini."


    "That I can do." He kissed the top of my head as he rose.


    My phone rang. It was Mark's number.


    I glanced around. Mark was nowhere to be seen. I decided to answer it, anyway. Might as well see what the thugs wanted, right? No need to be rude.


    "Hello?"


    "Yeah, this Diana?" one of the thugs asked.


    "Who wants to know?"


    "Bitch, you know who wants to know," yelled the thug into the phone.


    "If you can't control yourself, I'm going to hang up."


    "Don't you hang up on me, bitch!" he cried.


    Click. I put the phone back on the table. It rang again.


    "Hello?" I said pleasantly.


    "Look here, you crazy bitch," the thug began.


    Click. I smiled. This was fun. It rang a third time.


    "Hello?" I answered.


    "My colleague and I would like to discuss our current situation with you," Freddie said.


    "Sure thing," I replied pleasantly.


    I saw Mark approaching.


    "We don' want any trouble with you or your CIA boyfriend. An' we especially don' want trouble with Mr. Carlos," I could hear Tyrell grumbling about that 'crazy-ass pirate' in the background. "We are jest lookin' for a dude who owes us money."


    "I gathered as much. I hear he has a data file you want."


    Mark set my drink in front of me and gave me a questioning look.


    I heard, 'Bitch knows about the data file,' whispered in the background. "My colleague and I have decided we don't want the file. We want money for our inconvenience."


    I thought about that. "Give me a second, guys." I put my hand over the phone.


    "It's the thugs," I said to Mark.


    Not for the first time today, Mark stared at me like I had lost my mind. "You're kidding."


    "No, they called me from your phone."


    I related what they had said.


    He shook his head. "Keep them talking."


    He jumped up and went over to Andre, who was standing near the door. I watched him say a few words, and then they both looked over at me. Andre grinned and pulled out his phone.


    I gave him a thumbs up. Mark just shook his head.


    When I got back on the phone, I heard grumbling in the background.


    "What's his problem?" I asked.


    "My colleague was commenting on your lack of manners at leaving us on hold for so long," Freddie replied.


    "Sorry about that." I wasn't sure what else to say. Mark wasn't back. Andre was still on the phone. "So you'd like to be compensated for your troubles?"


    "That would be acceptable to us," Freddie replied smoothly.


    "But you've got to stop chasing and shooting at Charles and David," I said.


    There was shouting and grumbling in the background. "My colleague isn't happy with those terms."


    I didn't blame him. Then I had a thought.


    "How about you just shoot Charles and let David go? David didn't have anything to do with the deal."


    There was a pause as the thugs discussed the situation. I heard, 'Fuck that,' a couple of times.


    "A hundred large an' we get on the next plane outta here. We'll get Charlie on the flip side," Freddie added.


    "And David?"


    "He cool long as you get him away from Charlie. Wouldn't want him getting accidentally shot or nothin'. "


    I heard sirens over the phone. Mark was walking back to the table.


    "I'll have to check with my colleague about the money." The sound of sirens was getting louder. Mark made a sign to hang up.


    "I'll have to call you back." Click.


    "I have them talked into a deal," I said. "A hundred thousand and they'll get on the next plane out of here. They won't mess with David as long as we can keep him away from Charles."


    Mark raised his eyebrows. "Not bad negotiating," he said. "But those two idiots should be in custody in the next five minutes. Triangulation," he explained.


    "Impressive," I said, adding, "didn't know real estate agents had so much pull with local police."


    "It wasn't me. It was Andre."


    I took a sip of my martini. "A likely story."


    Mark ran his hand up my arm. I pretended not to notice, but couldn't deny the flush racing through my body. "So do I have to throw you over my shoulder and carry you out of here to get you alone?"


    It was nice of him to offer, but at 5’10” I didn't have a lot of romantic fantasies involving men carrying me around. Instead I pictured my feet dragging on the ground or my head bumping into things.


    "I think I can still walk," I said, finishing my martini. "So what do we do about David? How do we find him and Charles now?"


    Mark leaned back in his chair. "I've been thinking about that," he said, lazily running his hand up and down the top of my thigh. "And I think we just wait and let them come to us. As long as Charles thinks David is worth a payout from Marcie and Ed, he won't stay silent long. Especially wounded and with a gang of Miami gangsters after him. He's going to need funds and soon."


    "Pretty good plan." I was distracted by Carlos strolling around his table of admirers.


    Mark followed my eye. "I think David is looking for a way out. To feel like he did everything to be with his father. If it doesn't work out, then at least he can say he tried. Once David is safe, we'll turn everything we have on Charles over to the police."


    I nodded, barely hearing a word. Carlos was pulling out his guitar and strolling over to the small stage in the corner. The lights dimmed as he plugged in his guitar and tested the mike.


    "Welcome my friends," he said, adding, "old and new." His voice was soft and smooth. But I thought I could hear the pirate straining to get out.


    Someone at the next table shouted, "'The Rum Song!'"


    I bristled. Mark put a restraining hand on my arm.


    "Of course!" Carlos said brightly. "But I must have my new friend to help me. Diana, would do me the honor?" He waved me forward.


    No way I was getting up there and singing a duet with this joker. I waved him off.


    "Oh, but you must," he insisted. "I believe there was some mention of a challenge?"


    So he'd heard that. I wasn't exactly in top form right now, but I could perform the song in my sleep. "I didn't bring my guitar," I said, attempting to extract myself.


    Immediately another guitar was brought up to the small stage and plugged in. I was surprised Carlos was being so insistent. Maybe he thought he would put an end to this once and for all.


    Fat chance.


    "Aye, aye, Cap'n!" I called back, standing up just a little unsteadily.


    "Oh, brother," Mark murmured.


    The twenty or so people in the room had finished eating and were sipping drinks as they waited for the impromptu show to begin. I picked up a very nice Gibson guitar and fiddled with the tuning.


    Carlos watched me for a second. "I think we should each play in our own style. Give the audience a taste of both."


    I glared at him. "It's my song. My style is the style of the song."


    "Not to be disrespectful, m'lady," he said out of the range of the microphone, "but I have made your song a number one hit with my style."


    I was slightly mollified by his acknowledgement of it being my song, and he did have a point.


    "Okay, but ladies' first." I bumped into the mike stand with the neck of the guitar.


    "You seem a bit squiffy, m'lady," he said, moving the mike out of the way.


    "You just worry about yourself, Captain Carlos."


    He leaned over. "I'm not in pirate-mode right now," he reminded me.


    "Huh, that's too bad, because I am. All hands on deck!" I called into the mike and jumped into the first few unmistakable bars of 'The Rum Song.'


    I could tell the crowd was intrigued. They were whispering to one another, toes were tapping. Chair dancing broke out at one end of the table.


    Carlos joined me on his guitar, stepping up to the mike after I finished the first verse. In melodic Spanish he sang the next verse. Slightly softer and slower.


    I adjusted my guitar playing, picking a Spanish twang out to accompany him.


    Our small audience started clapping.


    I caught Andre's eye. He gave me a thumbs-up.


    As the song crested, I jumped back on the mike, singing the final verse. Towards the end, Carlos echoed me in Spanish, calling back after each line. We came to an abrupt halt. Impromptu gigs never ended smoothly.


    There was a full three seconds of silence before the room erupted in cheers. The audience had tripled in size to include most of the wait staff and patrons from the restaurant.


    Carlos leaned back from the mike and cried excitedly, "Blimey, we've hit the mother lode!"


    "Argh," I replied, wondering how I'd ended up on stage with a pirate.


    


    * * *


    


    I backed up a couple of Carlos' songs and then did some originals. I wondered for a moment if Carlos was going to snatch those up too. Although the evening was a huge success, I didn't feel like I had accomplished my goal of reclaiming my song. It seemed I was now sharing it with Carlos.


    "We make a good team," he said happily, after we had finished.


    I nodded a bit glumly.


    Mark came up to the stage. "It's late. I'm about one minute away from throwing you over my shoulder."


    He didn't have to tell me twice. "On my way."


    I turned to Carlos. "This was fun, but it doesn't change how I feel about you taking my song."


    "Aye, I didn't think it would," he agreed. "However, it's changed how I think about the song. We need to discuss this with Roger and Phil. What are your plans tomorrow?"


    Mark shifted impatiently next to me.


    "We're going to the Aguadilla Airport tomorrow to try to track down his cousin," I replied.


    "Roger and Phil are flying into Aguadilla on a private plane. We will all go together!" Carlos exclaimed. "We'll catch them with their guard down. Definitely the best way to parley with those two."


    Not a bad idea, I thought. A little mutiny with their meal ticket might just soften those two bilge rats up. Oh, no! I was starting to think in pirate. Not a good sign.


    "I'm not sure what time we're going," Mark said, trying to extricate us from a two-hour car ride with a pirate. "We need to stop by the police station, so I can get my phone."


    I wasn't sure I wanted be trapped in a car with Carlos any more than Mark did. However, I was here to get my song back, and I wasn't about to miss an opportunity to ambush Roger and Phil.


    I gave Carlos my phone number and asked him to call me in the morning. I could feel Mark's eyes boring into my back.


    I glanced over at him. "I need to get to the bottom of this."


    "I know, but I don't know how much more pirate I can take. Not to mention spending time with yet another of your old boyfriends."


    I could see his point, but I wasn't going to admit it.


    Andre was standing duty by the door. "Just heard back from my contact at the station. They got three of the guys that came out to villa today. The ringleader got away."


    "Damn it! Tyrell." Mark stared moodily off. That muscle was ticking in his cheek again.


    "The two local thugs rolled over on the Miami guys. Looks like Tyrell and Freddie came here on a boat to collect the data file from Charles. So Tyrell will probably try to get off the island the same way. Freddie's not talking. Just keeps asking for his lawyer. On the bright side, they got your phone back."


    Mark gave him a nod. "Thanks for your help with everything."


    "Don't mention it," Andre replied. "Glad to help. I know what a full-time job it is keeping her out of trouble."


    "Hey!" I gave him a dirty look.


    "Amen," Mark agreed.


    I walked ahead of them. "Good night, Andre," I called.


    "Pleasant dreams, Queenie Baby."


    My shoes clacked on the sidewalk. I left Mark struggling to catch up. It was good to have long legs.


    "Hey," Mark said, taking my elbow. "No need to run off. Not when I've finally got you all to myself."


    He spun me around and wrapped his arms around my waist. His lips were on mine before I could protest. Not that I wanted too. I drank him in like he was the perfect martini. Cool, refreshing, energizing, and relaxing all at once. His hand crept down from my waist and lifted the thin material of my dress until he touched bare skin.


    "We are in the middle of the street, you know," I murmured against his lips.


    "Kind of exciting, don't you think?" He smacked my rear-end and pulled me closer.


    "Yep, but I would prefer that big bed back at your hotel."


    "Done," he said dropping my skirt. "But we've got to stop by the police station first."


    I rolled my eyes. How romantic.


    


    


    


    


    


    CHAPTER SIX


    


    I started to doze as I waited in the parking lot of the police station for Mark to return with his phone. A patrol car whisked by me, startling me awake with its siren. Once again my engine had gone from red hot to stone cold. All I wanted now was to climb into a nice warm bed. Alone.


    My phone buzzed. I glanced at the number. Perfect.


    "What's up, Ashley? Up kinda late aren't you?"


    "Your dog gave my dog a box of laxatives. I just got back from the animal emergency room," she shrieked.


    I pinched the bridge of my nose. "I'm in Puerto Rico, and it's eleven thirty," I said with a sigh. "Couldn't this have waited? And anyway, he doesn't have hands so how do you figure he gave Sally something?"


    "Oh, believe me, I know you're in Puerto Rico. Diana is always somewhere exciting."


    "I'm sitting in the parking lot of a police station. Not exactly livin' the life here."


    "What are you doing at the police station?" Ashley asked.


    I heard Granddaddy Hacker yell, "Tol' you she would get in trouble!"


    "Why is Granddaddy with you? I thought he was at The Meadows in the rehab wing for his hip."


    "No, they released him two days ago. They said he's made a miraculous recovery considering his age. He's using a walker but moving around fine. He's staying with me," she ground out, "because he had yet another fight with Grover."


    "Huh." I was starting to feel sorry for my sister. The last fight between Uncle Grover and Granddaddy had escalated into a game of lawnmower chicken ending with a three-car accident and Granddaddy in the hospital.


    "How's my Queenie Baby?" Granddaddy asked, grabbing the phone from my sister.


    "I'm fine," I said, smiling despite myself. "It doesn't sound like you're behaving."


    "Well, don' sound like yer behavin' yourself neither," he replied with a cackle. "Ask that man of yours to get me more deer jerky when you get back."


    "I don't see Rick anymore, Granddaddy." Technically I hadn't been 'seeing' Rick for over a decade, but I wasn't going to get into all that with Granddaddy.


    "Dagnabit! He was a keeper!" he replied. "Gotta go, yer sister's givin' me the evil eye."


    She was good at that, I thought. "So things aren't going so well, huh?" I asked when my sister was back on the phone.


    "Yes." I could hear tension mounting in her voice as she got riled up all over again, "While you're relaxing in the tropics, I am cleaning up poop and dealing with Granddaddy."


    "That bad?"


    "She ate a whole box of laxatives. She has pooped on everything and everybody."


    "Everybody?" I asked.


    "Everybody," replied Ashley.


    "Yep," Granddaddy chimed in behind her. "That crazy dog got me while I was sleepin' on the couch. Shit right on my feet, she did."


    "Yes, and the kids' beds. Everything!"


    "Wow, sorry to hear about all this." My eye followed what looked like two prostitutes arguing over a can of beer near the entrance to the police station.


    "I don't need 'sorry,'" she yelled. "I need restitution, or I'm taking your dog to the SPCA."


    Too much drama. "I still don't see how it's Max's fault. Your dog got into laxatives that you or the kids left down."


    "Oh, no!" Ashley shrieked. "Your conniving little circus mutt got onto the bathroom counter, opened the medicine cabinet, and knocked them onto the floor."


    "I suppose he opened the bottle too?" I asked wryly.


    "They were in packets. Sally ate the packets whole."


    It still seemed highly unlikely. "I know my dog is smart, but obviously one of the kids found the laxatives and fed them to the dog. Luckily, my dog was smart enough to know not to eat them."


    "Except the kids were with me," Ashley said triumphantly. "It was just Granddaddy and the dogs."


    Mark was walking towards me, talking on his phone.


    "I don't have any more time to discuss this Ashley. What do you want?"


    There was a pause. "I want you to take Sally for a week when you get back."


    "Out of the question," I replied automatically.


    "Fine!" my sister spat. "Your dog will be waiting for you at the pound!"


    Mark finished his call and then climbed in the car. I held up a finger.


    "Okay, I'll take Sally." I decided I might just pay to board her somewhere and consider that restitution enough for Max's misdeeds.


    "You'd better not change your mind when you get back, or I'll tell Mom," she warned.


    "Real mature. Run and tell Mom." I rolled my eyes.


    "Don't push me. She's not exactly happy with you or your dog right now. Who do you think cleaned up the poop while I was at the vet?"


    "Goodbye, Ashley," I said and hung up.


    Mark raised his brow. "Everything okay at home?"


    "Nothing out of the ordinary," I replied.


    Mark shook his head and started the car. "What would be with your family?"


    "So who were you talking to?"


    "Are you ready for this?" he asked, turning to face me. "It was Charles."


    I gasped. "What did he say?"


    "He said, 'I know the data file is worthless. Tell Ed and Marcie if they want to see David again there'd better be something behind door number two.'"


    Psychopath! What a horrible thing for a father to say about his son. "So what did you say?"


    "I offered him the half million to just walk away. And he agreed. Said he's sick of David's whining."


    "I can't stand the thought of handing that crook anything," I grumbled. "But this gives you a chance to let David see Charles for who he is."


    Mark nodded. "My thought exactly. They're in Aguadilla, but once I know the location of the exchange, I'll call Marcie and have her tip off David that the deal is going down without him. Hopefully, he'll get there in time to see it with his own eyes. And once David's safe, I'm going to make sure Charles doesn't have a chance to spend one dime of Ed's money. The San Juan police asked me to let them know as soon as Charles makes contact so they can bring him in for questioning. Hopefully, they can grab him right after the exchange."


    I sighed. And the intrigues just kept coming. Why couldn't I have a normal relationship?


    "Why not ride up with Carlos? Kill two birds with one stone?" I tried again as we pulled up to the hotel.


    "I'd rather someone just use the stone on me so I didn't have to ride with Carlos," Mark replied.


    I let the topic drop, but I'd already decided that my best shot at Roger and Phil was to stick close to Carlos. Didn't need them trying to change his mind about giving me my share of the booty.


    We left the car with the valet and made our way to Mark's suite. The room was dark except for a few dimmed wall sconces. I could hear the sound of the ocean through the gently blowing curtains. I kicked off my shoes and walked out onto the balcony.


    "It's perfect," I said softly.


    "Yes." Mark came up behind and started kissing my neck.


    I leaned back against him with a sigh.


    "You must be exhausted," he murmured.


    I yawned and nodded. "And I probably stink. It feels like days since this morning. But don't stop." I pressed back against him.


    "You make it sound so tempting," he chuckled against my neck. His breath sent shivers up my back and curled my toes.


    "There's a Jacuzzi on the patio," he pointed out.


    "How about I jump in the shower and then meet you there." I turned towards him. He groaned as I rubbed against him. "Unless you're too tired, of course," I teased.


    His lips met mine in answer.


    Twenty minutes later, I was feeling refreshed and relaxed as I walked out onto the patio to join him. I'd decided against washing my hair in favor of getting naked with him before one of us fell asleep. But I'd brushed my teeth and piled my hair on top of my head in what I thought was an artful arrangement. I doubted his eyes would be on my hair anyway when I dropped my towel.


    Mark was sitting in the Jacuzzi facing the ocean. His head was tilted up, star gazing. I came up behind him quietly and bent over to kiss his forehead.


    "Are you trying to be sneaky?" he asked, looking up at me.


    "I was testing your secret agent skills."


    His hand whipped out and snatched my towel from me. I stared in surprise as he flung it across the patio.


    "How's that for skill?" he asked, grabbing me around the waist and pulling me down into the water with him. No easy feat given my gangly size.


    I gasped as the warm water enveloped me. His lips touched mine, and his tongue flicked into my mouth. I pulled away trying to gain my balance in the tub. He pulled me back, settling me on his lap.


    "I've finally got you naked and alone." He gave me a wolfish grin.


    "You do," I agreed. "What are you going to do with me?"


    "Whatever I want," he whispered against my lips. He kissed me, his hands finding my slick breasts and squeezing gently. I moaned, biting at his lips. The breeze ruffled the strands of hair framing my face.


    I slid around, turning so I faced him. He adjusted himself and grabbed me around the waist pulling me down against all of him. All systems go, except for the location. This wasn't my first rodeo. Sex in a hot tub wasn't as fun as it sounded.


    He surprised me by locking his arms around my legs and standing up in the Jacuzzi. "Ready for the bed?" he asked.


    Evidently not his first rodeo either. I nodded and slid down his body. Our breath came fast and furious as he pulled me towards him. I rubbed wickedly against him, my tongue tracing the outline of his lips. The sexual tension was mounting with each passing second.


    I stepped out of the tub and onto the cool concrete of the patio. Water pooled at my feet as Mark draped a thick towel around my shoulders and rubbed me down, stopping at all the good parts.


    "You look like The Goddess Diana with your hair like that," he mused.


    "I've actually heard that before," I replied with a grin.


    "I'm sure you've heard all the lines." He grabbed me around the waist and pulled me against him.


    Warmth spread throughout my body as my nipples brushed his chest. "A few, but I'm open to more," I teased.


    "Sure you're not too tired," he asked, kissing his way up my body.


    I gasped when he reached just the right spot. "No. Are you?"


    He pressed himself against me.


    "Looks like you're wide awake to me."


    He led me back to the beautiful, giant, comfy bed. I sighed contentedly as I sunk down into its downy sheets. "Finally," I murmured.


    "Finally what?" he asked, slipping in next to me.


    "I'm finally getting to try out your big bed," I laughed.


    "Just interested in my bed, huh?" He ran his hands down my body.


    I groaned and wiggled closer to him. My lips found his. "Maybe not just the bed."


    Suddenly, he flipped me over so I was straddling him. His hands grasped my breasts, and he pulled me down closer. I rubbed tentatively against him and he groaned.


    I answered by arching my body and sliding down to meet his.


    BEEP! BEEP! BEEP!


    Red lights flashed obscenely in the darkened room.


    Startled, I jumped off of Mark, jabbing him with my elbow in the process.


    "What the hell!" he swore. "Not again!"


    I grabbed a bathrobe and slipped on the complimentary terry cloth slippers. "Come on. It's a fire!"


    Mark rolled his eyes. "Probably just some drunk pulled the alarm." He sat up on one elbow and looked around.


    I walked out onto the balcony to have a look. Uh-oh! Flames were shooting out of one of the lower rooms. Black smoke was billowing through the air. This was not a drill. "It's a real fire! Hurry!"


    Mark was by my side in an instant. It took me a second to realize he was still naked and a couple of seconds to take my eyes off of him once I noticed.


    He shook his head in disbelief. "Come on. Let's get dressed and get outta here."


    It took about two minutes to gather our essentials and make it down the stairs. It appeared that most of the guests had just rolled out of bed and run outside. It was almost one. I was going on twenty-four hours without sleep. I leaned against Mark's shoulder as we watched the fire trucks descend upon the scene.


    "If I thought we'd have a chance, I'd try to talk you into getting in the back seat of the rental car with me," he whispered against my ear. "But I'm sure a tsunami or some other freak of nature would strike the second I got you naked."


    I nodded in agreement. This was getting ridiculous.


    "Maybe it'll be over soon," I said as yet another fire truck pulled up.


    He shook his head. "Not a chance. We'll be lucky if we get back in tonight," he said, kicking at some rocks.


    "Want to go for a walk on the beach?" I asked, slipping my hand into his.


    He smiled. "Sure. That's something we haven't done together yet."


    "Unfortunately, it does involve being clothed."


    "We'll see," he replied, leading me towards the beach.


    


    * * *


    


    Mark's phone blared Patsy Kline's 'Crazy,' jolting me awake. I sat up and peered out at the ocean with one bleary eye. Sand was caked to the back of my legs, and I could feel it shifting around in my undies. Yuck.


    I glanced over at Mark. He was already deep in conversation. "By nine?" he asked. "It'll take me two hours to get there if I leave now."


    I caught his eye, and he gave me a quick smile. I'd been hoping for another shower and some morning naked time with him. Didn't look like that was on the agenda.


    Our walk on the beach last night had quickly turned into a make-out session in the sand. However, I apparently fell asleep early on, and Mark had snuggled up beside me to catch a few hours of sleep.


    It was a little before seven according to my phone. I had a text from Andre asking if I wanted to ride up to Aguadilla at eleven.


    Mark hung up abruptly. "That was Charles," he said with a grimace. "He wants to meet at the Aguadilla airport this morning to make the exchange. I'll call Marcie so she can give a heads up to David. I also need to get the San Juan police to notify the authorities in Aguadilla, and I have to pick up the money Ed wired through San Juan National Bank on my way." He ran a hand though his hair distractedly. "I need to leave now. I'm sorry."


    I rubbed my eye and promptly got sand in it. Trying to sleep on the beach was a lot like trying to have sex in a hot tub. Always sounds good at the time, but it never turns out well.


    "No problem. I'll get a shower and hitch a ride with Carlos. They're leaving at eleven. Unless, of course, you'd like some help with Charles."


    "Not a chance. I don't want you involved," Mark said adamantly.


    "Geez, you didn't even think about."


    "Nothing to think about," he replied, kissing me on the forehead. "I think I'll check out here and book us a place in Rincon. Maybe buy us a little well-deserved alone time." He helped me to my feet.


    We spent the next couple of minutes dusting sand off of each other and giggling like teenagers. Without warning, he pulled me to him and gave me a kiss with The Works.


    As I was gasping for breath, he said, "Promise me no plans tonight. Just you and me and a big bed."


    I nodded.


    "And no hickeys! I mean to check all your nooks and crannies," he teased.


    "I'm looking forward to that." Boy was I ever!


    


    


    



    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER SEVEN


    


    A few more kisses and gropes, and Mark was gone.


    The fire had been contained to several rooms near the kitchens, a clerk told me on my way back to the room. Everything appeared to be business as usual in the hotel, which allowed me to enjoy the sumptuous suite; I had planned a leisurely morning of showering, dressing, and packing. I ordered room service before hitting the shower. My phone rang as I was pulling my hair into a pony tail in front of the double marble vanity.


    It was Carol, my boss at Greene's Staffing Services.


    "Hi!" I said brightly.


    "Hi yourself," she snipped.


    "What's wrong with you?"


    "Your vampire is driving me nuts!" she replied. "He ran two temps off yesterday and has called me every hour on the hour with complaints."


    I shrugged. That sounded like The Count. I had been working for the cape-wearing Mr. Vann Pyres for a couple of weeks. In that time, I had managed to type up about two hundred pages of spindly hand-written notes for his book on medieval husbandry and was helping him find love online. Not bad if I did say so myself.


    "He's bugging me to check his dating accounts," she continued. "He says he and Betty have an open relationship. He's ready to 'explore all his options.'" I pictured her face scrunched up in disgust.


    "Well, he was your vampire first," I reminded her.


    She snorted. "Well, he's yours now."


    "So are you still thinking about taking Ed up on his offer?" I asked, changing the subject. Ed wanted to retire and sell the staffing agency to Carol. I thought she'd be a perfect fit, but she seemed overwhelmed by the prospect of being a business owner.


    "I'm still thinking about it. I have enough trouble managing the agency. I can't imagine how many more headaches I'd have as the owner. Besides, I'm not exactly rolling in money."


    "Ed knows all that. I'm sure he'll work out a deal for you."


    "I'm not sure I want a big loan hanging over my head. I'm going to meet with the accountant this week and take a hard look at the numbers. I'll keep you posted," she said with a sigh. "So how's it going down there?"


    "I'm by myself in a beautiful suite. I've already destroyed an expensive guitar, almost been arrested, almost been kidnapped, and performed a duet with a pirate," I said, ticking off the last twenty-four hours. "Oh, yeah, there was a fire last night at the hotel, and we ended up sleeping on the beach."


    "That sounds romantic at least." You could always count on Carol to put a good spin on things.


    "Yeah, you'd think." I sighed. "But all I got was sand in my underwear."


    Carol laughed. "Yuck! Any luck tracking down David?"


    I brought her up to date on all the new developments and promised to check The Count's online accounts and send her an email update. I spent the next hour nibbling at my breakfast, catching up on email, and trolling for Mr. Pyres' online dates.


    As I glanced at the profile for yet another cleavage heaving, twenty-something looking for a sugar daddy, I thought about how nice it was not to be on the dating scene. Now if only Mark and I could finally get to the good parts…


    


    * * *


    


    The limo arrived promptly at eleven. I was waiting on the curb with my bags and guitar case, dressed comfortably for the long ride in cargo shorts, flip flops, and a light cotton T-shirt.


    Andre stepped out and opened the door for me. For once he wasn't wearing his expensive suit and white shirt. He was wearing shorts and a polo.


    He gave me a big smile. "Carlos hasn't stopped talking about you since last night. It's going to be an interesting day."


    Carlos greeted me with, "Ahoy, matey!"


    As my eyes adjusted to the darkened interior, I noticed he was bare-chested and wearing a pair of swimming trunks. Those six-pack abs were impressive.


    "I'm suddenly feeling over-dressed." I looked back at Andre.


    "No worries, m'lady. We're going to take a wee detour on our way to Aguadilla."


    "Detour?"


    "Carlos wants to take us to the secret waterfall in San Sebastian." Andre looked resigned.


    This was news. "What secret waterfall?"


    Carlos leaned in like he was about to tell us the location of his pirate hideout.


    "Only the locals know how to get to the secret waterfall," he said mysteriously. "I haven't been there for years. When I was a child, I made a pirate's map so I would always know my way back."


    He pulled a dirty scrap of lined notebook paper from his pocket and handed it to me. I opened it up. A map drawn and illustrated in childish writing detailed the path down to the secret waterfall of San Sebastian. A big black X marked the spot.


    Surprisingly, I felt my long-forgotten girlhood fascination with Nancy Drew reignite. A hidden waterfall and a treasure map? Now you're talking. And, hey, it wasn't any weirder than my ex-CIA boyfriend out chasing bad guys.


    "That sounds like fun, but don't we have to get to the airport?" Wondering, not for the first time, how Mark was making out with his negotiations.


    Carlos swept his hand dismissively. "We have plenty of time. We must see the waterfall."


    I nodded. What the hell, might as well do something vacation-like on this vacation. "How many years has it been since you've seen the waterfall?"


    "Five," Carlos replied.


    "Not to be gloom and doom here, Carlos, but a lot could've changed. It might not be the pirate's paradise that you remember," I warned. I had a life-size picture in my mind of funnel cake stands and corn dog vendors lining the way down to the waterfall.


    Carlos smiled. "This is Puerto Rico," he said rolling his "r." "Things move more slowly here."


    A car passed us on the shoulder and careened into oncoming traffic for a few seconds before zipping off down the road. I could hear our limo driver cursing in Spanish.


    "Except for the traffic, of course," Carlos amended.


    


    * * *


    


    Forty-five minutes later, Carlos directed the driver off a main road and onto what looked like a residential street.


    "There should be a chain across a dirt road to the left in about a mile," he said.


    A mile later there was the chain; hanging from it was a sign that read KEEP OUT.


    When I pointed this out to Carlos, he waved it off. "For the tourists. The locals pay no attention."


    I looked over at Andre. "Told you it was going to be an interesting day," he said, opening the door and offering me a hand out.


    "This is the place!" exclaimed Carlos, leaping out of the limo. "But I wonder where all the other cars are? Usually this street is lined with local cars."


    I grabbed my beach bag from the trunk and ducked back into the limo to put my bathing suit on under my shorts and tee shirt. When I emerged, Andre was waiting with an oversized backpack.


    "Towels and lunch," he explained.


    Well, at least we weren't going to go hungry, I thought. Maybe he had some beer tucked away in there too.


    We set off down an overgrown path. It didn't look like anybody had been this way in awhile. I swatted at giant bugs and dodged palm leaves as we trekked through the knee high grass. Suddenly, the trees opened up into a large grassy field.


    Carlos looked around uncertain as to which way to go.


    "Try the map," I suggested.


    Carlos gave me a big smile and pulled it out.


    He studied it for a few seconds, looking left and right. He snapped his fingers and pointed. "Straight ahead."


    Andre and I followed. Carlos looked back at us. "I didn't say anything before so as not to cause a mutiny," he grinned. "But when I was a kid this field had the meanest, biggest bull you'd ever seen."


    Andre raised an eyebrow. "Like that one?" he asked pointing off to our left.


    I gasped. A giant bull was munching on grass and watching us out of the corner of his eye.


    Carlos looked over. "Aye, mate. But I expect that one's bigger."


    "Let's just keep moving." Andre gave me a little prod in my lower back. "Slowly," he added.


    We took about five steps, and a cow and a calf appeared to our right. The bull's head came up suddenly. He snorted a warning. We froze in mid-step.


    "What should we do?" I whispered.


    "Just stay still and be quiet," Andre whispered back.


    The piercing screech of my ring tone broke the silence with a wail. The bull started to trot towards us.


    "Shut that thing up," Andre whispered furiously.


    I pulled the phone out of my pocket. I fumbled with the buttons trying to silence it.


    "Hello! That you, Queenie Baby?" Granddaddy Hacker called through the speaker of my phone.


    "I've got to call you back, Granddaddy," I whispered, trying to turn off the speaker.


    "Can't hear you, girl!" he shouted. "Dagnabit! My gol' darn hearing aid must be out again. I want you to bring me back some wacky weed and a bottle of rum, but don't tell The Parents."


    The bull's ears perked up at the sound of Granddaddy's voice, and he stopped his trot over to us.


    "Have him say something else," Andre suggested.


    "Granddaddy, I'm in a field, and there's a giant bull staring us down," I whispered into my cell phone.


    Now at this point anyone else would have asked about twenty questions. But not Granddaddy.


    "A bull?" he asked. "What the hell are you doin' foolin' around with a bull? Them things are dangerous!"


    "Yes, I know. We're in the middle of a field, and we're trying to get to the other side," I explained.


    "Well, why didn't ya say so in the first place?" he asked. "Now whatever you do don't run."


    I watched the bull inch closer to us. "Okay," I replied, "so what should we do?"


    "Sing him a song."


    "What? Really?" I wasn't sure I'd heard him right.


    "Works like a charm," he assured me.


    I looked at Carlos. He shrugged and broke into "The Rum Song." Even in an emergency situation it plucked my last nerve to hear him sing my song.


    The bull stopped in his tracks and shook his head a couple of times.


    Andre grabbed my arm, and we started walking again. Carlos finished the first verse just as we were halfway to the tree line in front of us.


    "No wait!" Granddaddy hollered. "I think that works on goats. Best not try that."


    I looked back to see the bull at full charge and heading right for us.


    The tree line seemed miles away.


    "Run!" Andre yelled.


    I looked back to see Carlos grab the back pack away from Andre and pull out a large purple beach towel.


    "Get back here, you idiot!" yelled Andre, as Carlos raced towards the bull with the fluttering towel.


    The bull stopped in his tracks and lowered his head.


    Carlos assumed a matador pose. He waved the towel provocatively at the bull.


    I ran back to Andre. "You've got to stop him," I cried, as the bull pawed at the ground.


    Andre cut his eyes at me. "I don't know how I get into these situations." He reached under his shirt and pulled his gun from its holster.


    "Don't shoot it!"


    "I wasn't going to shoot the bull," Andre remarked dryly.


    We watched as the bull took his first pass at Carlos. Carlos avoided the bull with a dramatic spin and waved the towel with a flourish.


    "Get over here, now!" Andre ordered Carlos.


    The bull was pawing at the ground again, ready to take a second pass when a bell clanged in the distance. The cow and calf, who had been watching the scene with interest, suddenly turned and began a slow trot towards the clanging sound. The bull stopped mid-stride. His head turned in the direction of the sound. Without so much as a glance at Carlos, he trotted after the cow and calf.


    "You live to fight another day, my friend," Carlos called to the bull.


    I watched from the tree line as Andre stalked back over to Carlos and yanked the towel out of his hand. "Do that shit again, and I quit!"


    "Now, mate," Carlos began, "there's no need to keelhaul me. Just a little fun among friends."


    I thought I saw Andre's lip twitch. I wasn't sure if it was with humor or irritation.


    "Understand this, mate," Andre said, pointing a finger at Carlos, "I'll have ye measured for yer chains and wearin' the hempen halter if this happens again."


    I was impressed. Andre's pirate brogue was almost as good as Carlos'.


    A wide smile split Carlos' face. "Now yer talkin', mate! Onward," he called.


    "I didn't know you spoke pirate," I teased as we followed Carlos.


    "Lots of things about me you don't know," he said with a smile.


    


    * * *


    


    After the excitement of the bull fight, the picturesque hike through the thickening jungle was almost dull. Until, that is, we reached what looked to be a large gravel parking lot. A couple dozen cars were parked in neat rows as a parking attendant took money from under an umbrella. A sign with an arrow and what I assumed was the Spanish word for waterfalls was pointing to the other side of the parking lot.


    Carlos looked around in disbelief. "This can't be."


    "This is what they call progress, Cap'n." I gave Carlos a pat on the back.


    "They put in a parking lot? To the secret waterfall?" he cried in dismay.


    "On the bright side," Andre interjected, "it must be nice, or they wouldn't have bothered."


    With a little less spring in his step, Carlos followed the group of sunburned tourists to the wooden platform and stairs leading down to the fall.


    Carlos pointed down at a muddy gully zigzagging its way to the bottom. "That used to be the path down. It was quite a challenge to get to the bottom."


    We stared over the side of the muddy cliff. A tattered rope that had been tied who knows how many decades ago was the only safety feature.


    I looked at Andre. "I think I'm okay with the new and improved waterfalls. How about you?"


    "Definitely."


    "I must disagree with you, m'lady," said Carlos dejectedly.


    "I'm sure the waterfall is still wonderful," I replied, falling into line on the trail.


    A few minutes later, the walkway widened, opening onto a wooden-railed ledge. Water spilled over a fifty-foot rock fall and splashed into a large, clear swimming hole below. A mix of locals and tourists were swimming and laughing. I watched in fascination as one boy climbed the rock wall effortlessly and dove alongside the waterfall into the deep pool below.


    "Wow!" I turned to Andre and Carlos.


    "Yeah," Andre agreed, "wow!"


    Carlos beamed. "At least this hasn't changed. Come on, mates!" he cried, leading the way to the bottom.


    Carlos kicked off his shoes and dove into the cool, clear water. Andre and I were right behind him. I pulled off my shorts and shirt and ditched my shoes. Andre grabbed my hand, and we jumped into the water with a big splash. Little fish swam all around us. I floated on my back for a minute, wondering how I'd gotten here. In a waterfall, in the middle of nowhere, on the island of Puerto Rico. Some things you just couldn't plan for.


    Andre swam over to a big rock that jutted out into the pool and climbed onto the narrow ledge of stone.


    I swam over to him, thinking that I'd forgotten how good he looked without his shirt on.


    I must have been staring at his chest too long, because he said, "You two still haven't had sex yet? Unbelievable."


    I pulled myself up onto the warm rock beside him. "There was a fire last night."


    He shook his head. "Wouldn't have stopped me."


    I cut my eyes at him. "Yeah, nothing stops you. Not even a wife."


    Bull's eye. He stared moodily out at the beautiful water.


    We sat in silence, watching Carlos chat up a couple of pretty local girls. I heard whispers across the water of "Carlos Rodriguez" and "'The Rum Song.'"


    One of the local boys must have been feeling left out. To show off, he climbed even higher up the rocky cliff, calling out challengingly to Carlos in Spanish before executing a perfect dive into the water below.


    I moved to slide back into the water.


    "Diana, wait," Andre said lightly touching my arm. "I'm sorry about last summer. I didn't mean for you to get hurt."


    "There's nothing to apologize for," I said lightly. "We were just having fun last summer, remember? You said so yourself."


    "I know," he began, "that's what I said because I didn't want the complications of anything else. But I've spent months trying to get you out of my mind, and then there you were standing in front of me. In handcuffs. Just like in my dreams," he teased.


    I laughed. And for a moment I found myself remembering what it was like to lay in his arms. It had been good. Real good.


    I shook my head. "I've finally found someone who is wonderful and single. I'm not getting involved with a married man again, Andre."


    Andre had been staring into my eyes. Now he was staring beyond me, his eyes narrow slits. "What is that idiot doing now?" he ground out.


    I turned to follow his eye. Carlos was steadily climbing the slippery rock cliff. The dozen or so locals were pointing. "Carlos," they murmured reverently.


    "Get down, Carlos!" Andre yelled.


    Carlos gave him a jaunty wave. "Fear not, my brave mate. I was born upon these rocks."


    "Idiot's going to die on them, too," Andre muttered.


    Carlos had reached the top. The local boy who had been showing off moments before called out a warning in Spanish.


    Carlos gave the crowd an exaggerated bow, kicked up in the air, and dove down with the form of an Olympic diver. He broke the surface of the water to cheers from the crowd and sighs of relief from us.


    I shook my head. "How does he do things like that?"


    Andre pursed his lips. "Guess it's the pirate in him."


    Carlos swam over to us with a big smile.


    Andre pointed a finger at him. "Add cliff diving to the list of things that will make me quit."


    "You worry like a mother hen," Carlos chuckled, pulling himself from the water. "You should've seen my Uncle Jose do that dive wearing his hat. Always came up outta the water wearing it. They used to call him El Sombrero."


    Andre stared at him blankly for a moment, and then said, "I need a beer. You two ready for lunch?"


    I grinned. "You had me at beer."


    


    



    


    


    


    CHAPTER EIGHT


    


    


    After a boxed lunch and a delightfully cold beer, we started the long trek back to the limo. Thankfully, there was no sign of the bull as we crossed the field. It was almost 1:00 p.m. when we finally reached the car. I climbed into the cool air-conditioned interior with a sigh. Carlos was chatting happily about our visit to the falls. Andre was quiet.


    I checked my phone. Two texts from Mark:


    Mark: Meeting changed again!


    Mark: Still waiting for a call. Booked villa for next 3 days ;)


    I smiled at the winky eye. The last text had been sent thirty minutes ago, so I decided to call.


    Mark picked up on the first ring.


    "Hi." My stomach did a little flip at the sound of his voice.


    "Hi, yourself. How's it going?" I asked.


    He sighed. "Finally have a time to meet. Two o'clock at the airport bar. Marcie will call David right before and let him know what's going on. If I time it right, we'll be making the exchange right when he walks in. Hopefully, it'll be the push David needs to realize what a slimeball his father is."


    "We should be there close to 2:00 as well. I think that's when Roger and Phil said they'd be flying in."


    "So I'll wait at the bar for you," he said. Then added, "Just wait until Charles is gone, please."


    "I will," I promised, but I wouldn't have minded giving Charles a kick in the crotch for the way he'd threatened my dog the last time we met.


    "Okay, I'll see you soon. Oh, and Diana?"


    "Yes?"


    "Still hickey free?"


    I rolled my eyes. Geez, you show up at work with a hickey one time, and suddenly you're public enemy number one. "Of course! And just a reminder, we weren't together when I had that hickey from my ex."


    "Duly noted," he said. "I can't wait to have you all to myself tonight."


    "Me neither," I replied, my stomach doing a little flip again.


    I hung up and looked up to see Andre staring at me.


    "What?" I asked peevishly.


    "Nothing." He turned towards the window.


    Carlos had his guitar out and was softly playing a Spanish ballad.


    "That's nice," I said, ignoring Andre.


    "Thanks! How 'bout we practice another song we can do together?" he suggested. "I want to give Roger and Phil something more to work with."


    I leaned forward and took the guitar from him. "Where is this really going, Carlos?"


    "Why, m'lady," he said, switching to pirate, "I'm still workin' out the plan. But I am determined to work out an accord in which you have your share of the booty, and I have more time as a pirate." He gave me wink.


    "Aye to that," I replied.


    


    * * *


    


    It was 2:35 when we pulled up to the arrivals gate at Aguadilla Airport. The driver went to park the car and wait for Andre's call. On the ride, I had explained Mark's plan. Andre had paused long enough from staring moodily out the window to shake his head and tell us we were nuts. Carlos was thrilled to be in on the plan and had offered to "keep a lookout for the scalawag." I assured him 'the scalawag' would either be in custody or on a plane by the time we got there.


    The airport was tiny. Only a few shops and restaurants ringed the open space. I craned my neck looking for the bar. Andre tapped me on the arm and pointed towards the end of the pavilion. The Buccaneer Bar and Grill was open for business.


    "What are the chances?" he asked.


    "There are no coincidences," I replied sagely.


    "Land Ho!" Carlos called as he laid eyes on the bar. "I believe that's a fine place to spend some time in our cups while we wait."


    I checked my watch. Almost 2:30 p.m. There was a good chance the exchange was over. I could see Mark, have a drink, and wait peacefully for Roger and Phil to arrive. What could go wrong?


    Carlos hurried towards the bar, excited by the prospect of hanging out in a pirate's den. Andre and I were less enthused. The bar was dark and cool. I had to squint to see more than ten feet in front of me.


    Carlos used his best pirate lines on the hostess who was dressed as a tavern wench. The hostess said something rapidly in Spanish. The surprise of meeting the amazing Carlos Rodriguez left her breathless.


    "In the flesh, m'lady," he said gallantly.


    She giggled and took us to a table near the bar, her hips swinging provocatively as she walked.


    I sat down and squinted into the darkness. I could make out kitschy pirate wares on the walls: hats, pictures, flags, and even a pair of crossed swords over the bar. And in the farthest corner Mark sat at a table with Charles.


    Oh, no! This was not part of the plan. I couldn't see Charles' face or hear what they were saying, but Mark's expression was furious. Clearly, it was not going well.


    Mark slammed a briefcase on the table and slid it towards Charles.


    Just as I tapped Andre's shoulder to let him know we should head back the way we'd come, Mark's cousin, David, dashed by our table.


    He made straight for Mark, then slammed the data file down in front of him. "Take it. I'm tired of all this!" he yelled.


    He had the whole bar's attention.


    Andre leaned over to me. "This what we came here to see?"


    "It was supposed to be over by now," I whispered.


    Charles turned to David and shouted. "Shut up and get out of here, you idiot!"


    David winced at the harsh words, but held his ground.


    "No, this stops now. You're not shaking my mom and Ed down for any more money. I'm out!" David banged his fist on the table. Wow, Marcie had done a heck of a job getting David riled up.


    "You heard David," Mark said. "Deal's off. Better get moving before your friends from Miami catch up with you."


    As if on cue, a figure rushed past us. "Oh, Charlie's friend's right here," he said.


    Everyone screamed and dove under their tables as a wild-eyed Tyrell approached Mark's table pointing a gun directly at Charles. "Now give me the fuckin' data file. I followed your boy here, so don't even think about tellin' me you don't have it."


    No one said a word. Mark simply handed Tyrell the USB.


    "'Bout time you started respectin', Tyrell! That's what I'm talkin' 'bout." He stuffed the USB in his pocket. Mark and Charles both looked at the half million in cash sitting in the case on the table between them. Tyrell never noticed it.


    Andre leaned over to me and whispered, "Doesn't seem to be any point in interfering. Looks like that idiot'll just walk right out of here."


    I nodded, but just in case, I whispered back, "Where's your gun?"


    "In the limo. Didn't think it'd go over too well at the airport. Guess I was wrong."


    Tyrell looked at Mark and shook his head. "You keepin' some strange-ass company, G-Man. Hooked up with slick Charlie an' a shorty who hangs with mother-fuckin' pirates. I hate me some pirates."


    I grabbed Carlos' arm to stop him from jumping up to defend his pirate honor.


    "Now I got unfinished business with y'all. This here ain't the time nor the place, but Tyrell got you in his sights." He pointed to his eyes and then pointed to Mark and Charles. "Feel me?"


    He strutted towards the door, saying loudly, "Gotta love how a gun makes everyone feel like cooperatin'."


    And then he was gone. The restaurant erupted with a buzz of conversations.


    The hostess approached Mark's table, crying and waving her hands wildly, speaking in rapid Spanish.


    "Shut up, you stupid bitch!" Charles growled at the woman, getting to his feet.


    Carlos was out of his seat and in Charles' face before Andre or I could react.


    "Sir, you will apologize to the lady!" he ordered.


    Charles stared at him like he was from outer space. Mark shook his head and looked around the dark room. His eyes zeroed in on me; I gave him a little wave and a sheepish grin.


    "Hey, aren't you the guy who sings 'The Rum Song?'" David asked.


    "I am," Carlos said with a bow to David.


    "I love that song," David said.


    The small crowd watching murmured in agreement.


    Really? At a time like this?


    Charles cursed and slapped David across the face. "Idiot!" he screamed.


    The crowd gasped.


    "Sir, you are no gentleman," Carlos said gravely.


    "And you make a piss-poor pirate!" Charles cried with a laugh and lunged for the case full of money.


    I gasped, not sure how Carlos would take the insult.


    "Be that as it may," Carlos replied smoothly, stepping into Charles' path, "I will have to ask you to wait here for the authorities. You will answer for your assault on that man," he said pointing to David, "and for your other misdeeds."


    "Yeah, you think you're going to stop me?" Charles asked snidely, getting into Carlos' face.


    Mark and Andre stood up. "I will," they said almost in unison.


    Andre was closest. He stepped in front of Charles to block his way.


    "He has a Taser!" David yelled as Charles reached into his coat pocket and zapped Andre full in the chest.


    Everything seemed to happen at once. I screamed as Andre fell heavily, knocking the Taser from Charles' hand. Mark rushed towards Charles. Carlos leapt on top of the large wooden bar and pulled down one of the swords from the wall over the bar. The other sword clanked noisily to the floor at my feet.


    Charles rushed to grab the sword and came up holding it just as Mark tried to tackle him. The tip of the sword caught Mark across the chest. I screamed and rushed towards him, as a bright red line bloomed across his white cotton shirt.


    Charles caught me by the hair, dragging me with one hand and brandishing the sword with the other. Carlos ran down the bar and leapt into the air, landing in front of Charles.


    Charles tried to pull me to my feet by the hair, but I grabbed his leg and bit down as hard as I could. He screamed like a banshee and shook himself loose. Carlos brandished his sword at Charles' chest; Charles countered in a protective stance.


    I ran over to help Mark. The hostess was holding a dishtowel to his chest and shrieking in Spanish.


    I looked up to see Carlos parrying with Charles for a few seconds, a grim smile creasing his face. It occurred to me that he might be making the most of his swordplay time. With a sudden twirl and flourish, Carlos knocked Charles' sword to the floor and pressed the tip of the sword to Charles' chest.


    "No quarter!" Carlos cried.


    The bar erupted in cheers.


    Sirens wailed and a brigade of police and TSA officers swarmed into the room.


    Carlos handed his sword to the first officer on the scene. "I am Carlos Rodriguez," he said formally, "and this man attacked several patrons and is a wanted criminal."


    "You 'The Rum Song' singer?" the officer asked.


    Carlos nodded. I gritted my teeth.


    "Didn't know you were a pirate," the officer said a little perplexed.


    Carlos smiled and put a finger to his lips. The officer led him over to a bar stool to take his statement.


    "What in the hell is going on here?" A voice boomed from the doorway of the bar. Carlos' producers, Roger and Phil, took in the chaotic scene.


    Andre, finally shaking off the effects of the Taser, stood up and tried to explain. "Roger this isn't Carlos' fault."


    "You're right," said Phil, coming up behind Roger, "it's yours! You're supposed to keep him out of trouble."


    Andre bowed his head in defeat.


    Mark was brushing my hands away as I fussed over what looked to be a superficial scratch across his chest. I jumped up and lashed out at the two producers.


    "Andre has done a great job trying to keep Carlos out of trouble," I began. "It's your fault for not letting Carlos be what he wants to be—a pirate!"


    "What are you doing here?" Phil cried in disbelief, his uber-white teeth almost glowing in the dark interior.


    "I'm here because you two ripped off my song and gave it to Carlos the Pirate!" I shrieked.


    "Yes," Carlos chimed in from his seat at the bar, "why did you two rapscallions cut her out of the booty?"


    "Stop that, Carlos!" Roger commanded. His perfectly coiffed salt and pepper hair never moved as he shook his head in agitation.


    "I will not," Carlos said proudly. "I am Carlos Rodriguez the 7th generation of Bluebeard, the greatest pirate to ever sail these waters." He finished with a grand bow and a flourish of his arm.


    Phil dabbed at his tight, tan face with a handkerchief. Roger looked like he was going to explode. Several onlookers were filming the whole scene. It was kind of fun to see the oh-so-professional producers in their custom-tailored suits sweating it out.


    Roger's eyes narrowed. "It's all her fault!" he yelled. "She fucks everything up! You want to know why we haven't called you back or told you anything about this?" he sneered.


    I nodded.


    "Well, Queenie Baby," replied Roger snidely, "we didn't want you screwin' this up for us the way you did with Billy Prescott!"


    I gasped. "I didn't do anything to Billy!"


    "You introduced him to that accounting major in L.A. Do you know he's planning a wedding right now instead of touring? Oh, and not to mention I've got a twenty-two year old blond bulldog up my ass every week about the finances. Thinks she's fuckin' Donald Trump!" he snarled.


    "That wasn't Diana's fault," Andre interjected.


    "No," replied Phil, "you had a hand in that too, didn't you, Andre? You were so busy screwing around with Queenie Baby here—" He pointed rudely at me. "—you forgot to do your job. How's the wife and kids doin' these days?"


    "Kids?" I said, turning to Andre. This was news.


    "Kid," he said holding up one finger.


    "Unbelievable." I shook my head. "All those lines you've been feeding me and not once did you mention a kid."


    "What lines?" Mark snarled, waving away the medic who was looking at his chest.


    I crossed my arms and turned away from Andre. "I don't want to talk about it right now."


    Carlos stepped in, addressing Roger and Phil. "Diana is my musical sister. We will work together with or without your permission. However, I hope that we may come to an accord."


    "I need a drink," said Roger, sitting down heavily on one of the bar stools.


    I think I heard Phil mutter, "Accord my ass."


    Police were coming and going, taking statements from witnesses and pictures of the "crime scene." Charles was in custody, and things were finally starting to calm down.


    Roger had the bartender line up shots of rum on the bar top. It appeared Roger was already a couple ahead of us.


    "Come and get 'em," he called.


    Mark was still getting bandaged, and Andre was talking to the police, so Carlos and I took the liberty of drinking theirs as well.


    "You know Diana, I don't have a problem with you per say," Roger said, taking another swig of rum. "However, you just have a way of attracting trouble. Phil and I believe in karma, and you've got some of the worst karma we've ever seen."


    I pursed my lips. "Well, that's not really fair."


    "Take this situation here," Roger indicated the general chaos of the bar. "Now I'm not saying this is your fault, but you're here. Like always. And I don't even know you that well, but I've seen enough to know I don't want to produce you. Nope, bad karma."


    I looked dejectedly at my empty shot glass. Wow, I'd never had it put quite that way before. Clumsy, bad luck, sure. But was I really cursed with bad karma?


    Mark came up to the bar and ordered a beer. His scrape had taken two Band-Aids. I gave him a kiss and inhaled his scent.


    "Hey, now you can say you've been stabbed," I joked.


    He gave me a look that indicated he was not amused.


    "Oh, then again, maybe this isn't your first stab wound, secret agent man." I glared at him over my shot glass.


    "What's this about Andre feeding you lines? Is this yet another boyfriend of yours causing trouble?" he asked with a healthy dose of irritation in his voice.


    I shrugged. "I don't know what to say, Mark."


    Andre came up behind us. "I'm in love with her, and I'm divorcing my wife," he announced.


    Great, just great. I put my head on the bar.


    "Why does this stuff happen to you?" Mark cried in exasperation. "What is wrong with you?"


    Roger pounded on the bar top for another shot. "She's got bad juju."


    


    


    


    



    


    


    CHAPTER NINE


    


    


    It was another hour before the police finished taking statements from everyone. There was no sign of Tyrell. There was no record of him passing through airport security so the police assumed he was still in the area. Mark put a call in to the San Juan police with an update. It looked like Tyrell would try to head back to the States the way he'd come, by boat, which made it unlikely he'd be caught. I cringed at how he'd react when he realized the USB was worthless. Charles was being held on multiple assault and blackmail charges, pending extradition to the United States. David was flying home from San Juan tomorrow afternoon and had accepted Carlos' offer of a place to stay the night. Carlos' high profile lifestyle was exactly what David craved; David was also, as he'd mentioned, a big fan of "The Rum Song." Go figure.


    Andre and Mark had stayed at opposite ends of the bar while I sat next to Roger, drinking too much and wondering how to rid myself of bad karma. Mark gave up questioning me about Andre after his third attempt earned him The Finger.


    The thirty minute ride to the villa was even worse. I was drunk, and Mark was pissed. Not because I was drunk, although I'm sure that didn't help. He had turned on the childproof locks to prevent me from buying beer at the intersection. No, he was still sulking about Andre.


    We had just passed a sign welcoming us to Rincon, the surfing capital of Puerto Rico. What wasn't particularly comforting were the tsunami signs showing a guy carrying a surfboard and running away from a giant wave. We drove through the town square made up of tight streets with old homes built right up to curb. Mark consulted his G.P.S. I followed his line of sight up a steep road. There was only room enough for one car; however, the signs indicated it was two-way traffic. He waited for the cars coming down to pass and started up the road. A car coming towards us had to back up and pull off onto a sidewalk.


    "This is a crazy road," I said to make conversation.


    "This whole island is full of crazy roads," he grumbled.


    We continued our ascent up the side of the mountain. The road widened, but the twists and turns and cars careening wildly towards us kept the excitement factor high. Or it could've been the booze.


    "Wow, look at the view," I said, staring at the blue ocean below and the green mountains all around us.


    "The description mentioned a hill top villa with amazing views," Mark replied.


    "Do you want to talk about things now?" I asked hesitantly.


    "Not really."


    "Well, I just thought we should get it all out in the open now, so we can enjoy ourselves at the villa," I reasoned.


    He glanced at me. His 'yeah, right' look almost caused a head-on collision. "What's the point?" he asked. "There'll probably be a tsunami to interrupt us or some other act of nature."


    Picking the mountain top had been a good choice if that was his thinking. "I just want to put this behind us."


    "How?" he asked. "We can't go anywhere or do anything without running into an old boyfriend of yours. Oh, and I forgot to add, who is now madly in love with you again."


    I rolled my eyes. "That's not true. Up until three weeks ago I hadn't even had a date in six months. And," I said raising my voice, "I might add it has also been six months since I've had sex. Which is getting really frustrating!"


    "So no explanation for all the sudden excess of boyfriends?"


    "Maybe I'm giving off a bunch of pheromones."


    We pulled into a steep driveway. He leaned over and sniffed me. "Nope, smells like liquor to me."


    "Roger says I have bad karma."


    Mark parked the car and hooked a finger at me. "That I buy."


    The villa was opulent to say the least. Everything was white and sleek with a giant wraparound veranda overlooking the valley below. There was an outdoor hot tub and swimming pool. Palm trees and other tropical plants decorated the terra-cotta tile floor. I tripped over a throw rug on my way back into the living room from the veranda and landed face-down on a plush white carpet.


    I could feel Mark staring down at me. "Don't say a word," I growled into the rug.


    "You need to sober up and clean up. Your shoes are all muddy. What the hell have you been doing?" he asked.


    I decided to stay where I was. I propped my hands under my head and turned over to look up at him. "Swimming in a secret waterfall."


    "If it was so secret, then how'd you find it?"


    "Carlos had a pirate map," I replied with a yawn.


    Mark raked his hand through his hair and grumbled something.


    When I opened my eyes, the sun was setting behind me. I was still lying on the white rug. So much for gallantry, I thought. I sat up and took a quick inventory. Muddy feet and pounding head. Yep, just like I expected. I stumbled into the professional stainless steel and marble kitchen and found a bottle of water. Might as well find Mark and get this over with, I thought, as I took a swig of ice cold water.


    I walked out onto the veranda. Mark was sitting in a lounge chair, sipping something that I suspected was Jack. Now I was driving him to drink. That sure hadn't taken long.


    "You left me on the floor," I complained, as I sat down in the chair next to him.


    He glared at me. "Well, I might have been tempted to carry you to bed if you'd been naked. But muddy and drunk wasn't doin' it for me."


    "Well," I said, standing up and taking off my shirt and shorts revealing the bikini beneath, "I'm not drunk anymore, and in about two seconds I won't be muddy either."


    I walked slowly over to the water, giving him the full rear view before diving into the pool. I broke through the water and swam up to the edge, resting my elbows on the side and leaning my head on my hands.


    "Not muddy anymore," I called.


    "Yeah, but I think I'm drunk now," he called back.


    "The water's wonderful," I said. "Come on in with me."


    He set his drink down and walked over to the pool. He waded in and floated on his back for a few seconds. I watched him, wondering if a break-up talk was coming. Although I don't think that technically he could break up with me, since we really hadn't been that serious yet.


    "You can't break up with me you know," I teased when he floated over to me.


    "Why not?" he asked more seriously than necessary.


    Uh-oh. This was serious. "Well, we haven't had sex yet. So technically we're not officially together," I explained.


    "I don't think you have to have sex with someone to break up with them," he said matter-of-factly. "And," he added, "I've seen you naked."


    He had me there. I turned to face him. "Mark, I am sorry about everything that's happened. I didn't plan this all, you know."


    He ran his hand along the side of my face. "I know," he said softly. "I just don't think I have the energy or the patience for all this. Being with you is exhausting."


    "But things just happen. I don't plan them," I cried.


    "I know, and that makes it even scarier."


    "You know, you haven't made this exactly a picnic," I huffed, grabbing a towel as I waded out of the pool. "You're the one with the crazy cousin jeopardizing my job at the staffing agency. My dog was almost Tasered by his idiot father. Oh, and let's not forget you didn't think that telling me you were in the CIA was an important detail."


    Mark followed me out of the pool. He wrapped a towel around his waist and took a seat on his lounge chair. He picked up his phone, looked at the screen for a few seconds, and then held the phone up to his face.


    "Hey, Rick, how're you doin'?" he said.


    I stared dumbfounded. He was talking to Rick? As in my old boyfriend Rick?


    He continued, "Just want to let you know that I'm giving her back. Ah, yeah, just too much crazy for me. I know it's a shame 'cause she looks damn good naked. Oh, she's good at that, too? See I wouldn't know about that since we never get to be alone!" he yelled into the phone.


    I threw my towel at him. "Not funny!"


    He put the phone down. "He said no take-backs."


    "You're a jerk!" I cried. "You know, I should go back to Rick. At least he's predictable and doesn't have any crazy relatives trying to Taser me or my dog. Not to mention the thugs that tried to kidnap me!"


    "Yeah," said Mark wryly, "good thing your old boyfriend, the bodyguard, and your new pirate friend were there to stop them."


    I huffed off, deciding to take a shower and get ready for the evening. No way I was staying here with Mark. What an ass! Maybe I'd give Carlos a call and see how things were going with Roger and Phil. There was a chance he had softened them up to the idea of us singing together. At this point, going out on the town with a famous rock star was starting to sound good, even if he was singing my song.


    


    * * *


    


    It was almost seven before I emerged from the amazing marble bathroom with jetted tub and six-person shower. That shower alone had made me rethink my plans for the evening. All I could picture was what we could do in there. Showers aren't like hot tubs in that way, you know. And I had no intention of giving up on Mark. He was by far the most interesting man I'd met in years.


    I swiped on some makeup and blew out my hair until it shined like gold. I chose a casual sheer white cotton dress with gold accents and gold flip flops. As I put on some gold hoop earrings, a light bulb went off in my head. I realized that maybe this was all part of the plan. Just maybe we were going through all this because we were being tested. I truly believe that all things work out the way they're supposed to. Maybe not the way you want or the way you thought they would happen, but the way they're supposed to. With renewed determination, I dabbed on some perfume and headed for the living room.


    The smell of something wonderful reminded my stomach that it had been hours since lunch. My shoes clicked gently on the tile floor. Mark was setting a table on the veranda. He had lit torches and candles. The sky was painted a light pink.


    "I feel like I'm at Tribal Council on Survivor," I laughed. "Are you voting me off?"


    He turned around, and, from his look, I could tell he appreciated my new and improved appearance. He put down the dishes and walked over to me. His hand brushed a strand of hair from my eyes.


    "You look amazing."


    I leaned forward, but he didn't kiss me. Not a good sign.


    I turned my face to kiss his hand. He pulled away, putting some distance between us.


    "Okay," I said in a rush, "before you serve me The Last Supper here," I said pointing at the table, "you should at least hear me out."


    He sighed. "This isn't The Last Supper, Diana. I'm not voting you off the island either."


    "But?" I prompted.


    "But, I think we've gone as far as we need to go as a couple. At least for right now," he added.


    "What the hell does that mean?" I asked. Then I waved my hands. "Just forget that and hear me out, please?"


    He nodded and took a seat.


    "Everything that has happened between us so far was meant to happen. We're being tested. If we can get through all the wacky things that have happened in the first couple of weeks of knowing each other, then we are truly meant to be together."


    Mark raised an eyebrow. "Tested?"


    I nodded.


    "By God? The universe? Normal people don't get 'tested' like this."


    "Precisely," I said, pointing my finger at him. "This isn't a normal relationship. I mean really, have you ever been in a relationship even remotely like this one?"


    He slowly shook his head in the negative.


    I'm not sure that was the best point to make, but I plodded on.


    "See!" I exclaimed. "Neither have I! So this must mean this one is the one. The special one!" I finished triumphantly.


    He stared at me for several seconds. Finally, he said, "I have no idea what to say."


    "Well, say something," I replied, starting to feel deflated.


    "You want me to believe that all the crazy stuff that has come between us has somehow been a divine test of our relationship?" he asked incredulously.


    "Yes," I said in a low voice. What could I say? I really believed that explained it all.


    "You don't think it might have something to do with how we live our lives. Maybe that we just aren't compatible?"


    "No," I replied. "Most of the things that have happened were out of our control. I suppose you'd blame an act of nature on our incompatibility as well?"


    Mark ran a hand through his hair. "Look, let's just eat. I've made some fresh tuna on the grill. We can talk about this after dinner."


    "Okay," I agreed. I tried to be positive, but I couldn't shake the feeling that I had already lost him.


    Mark handed me a glass of wine and then headed back to the kitchen to bring out the rest of the food. I gazed moodily down at the twinkling valley below. The air was hot and heavy, weighing on my mood. How could we be so far apart in such an amazing place?


    And then the strangest thing happened.


    It started to rain. No warning other than a few fat plops on my head. No wind; just a monsoon downpour. Within seconds I was drenched. The table was flooded. The tuna ruined. All the lanterns and candles snuffed out.


    Mark ran out onto the veranda. I could see his mouth say, "What the hell!" but the downpour made it too noisy to hear him.


    I held up my hands and opened my arms to the sky in reply.


    He dropped the plates he was carrying and walked through the downpour towards me. I held out my hands to him. He took them and pulled me towards him.


    And then he kissed me, right there in the pouring rain.


    


    


    



    


    


    CHAPTER TEN


    


    


    A breeze fluttered the curtains as I watched the sunbeams dance across the floor. Birds squawked and chirped; the tropical paradise was up and at 'em. I rolled over and snuggled my back against Mark. He grunted and laid a heavy arm across my chest. I sighed at the skin to skin contact. Guess the birds weren't the only ones who were up and at 'em. I wiggled in closer.


    "Keep doing that, and we may never get out of this bed," he murmured against my neck.


    "Fine by me," I said, wiggling some more for good measure.


    He growled and rolled on top of me. "You've got a lot of energy this morning."


    "I've got a lot of catching up to do," I said, nipping at his lips.


    Our lips met, and I maneuvered my hips so all the good parts lined up just right. "Seems like last night would've more than caught you up."


    I giggled. "We might want to put a little away for a rainy day. Don't you think?"


    "Sounds like a plan," he said, planting kisses on my neck.


    


    * * *


    


    An hour later, I was out of the shower and hunting down my phone. The freak of nature rain storm had turned a disappointing evening into some of the best sex of my life. Clothing and electronics had been tossed aside in our haste to get naked. I found my phone under a lounge chair on the veranda. It appeared to still be functional despite the rain. Only one text message from an unfamiliar number. A request for a 'parlay' this afternoon. I wasn't sure I could talk Mark into driving me back to San Juan today. Besides, I wanted to give this whole vacation thing a try.


    I texted back my regrets.


    The phone rang.


    "Hello?"


    "Ah, the divine Diana," said Carlos.


    I smiled despite myself. "Hi, Carlos."


    "The parlay must be today," he said. "I want you in the show."


    I was stunned for a second. "Your show on Saturday in San Juan?"


    "Aye, nothing else will do," he replied. "I've told those two scalawags I won't do the show without you. They want to meet today."


    "Maybe we could meet later? Is there somewhere in between?" I asked.


    "Hold the line, sweetie," he said. I heard him calling to someone. A rapid fire Spanish conversation ensued. "Got just the place. Ola Lola's in Isabella. Great place to run through some tunes together. How about five?"


    "I've got to check with Mark. I'll send you a text."


    "Have a lovely day, m'lady," he said before hanging up.


    I sat there for a few minutes, staring out at the water and imagining playing to an audience of ten thousand people.


    Mark came up behind me and handed me a delicious smelling cup of coffee. "Who was that?"


    "Carlos," I replied and brought him up to speed.


    He shook his head. "I knew this was too good to last. Maybe it'll start raining again." He looked up at the sky hopefully.


    I jabbed him with my elbow. "This is a big opportunity for me," I said. I glanced at his shorts and running shoes. "What are you wearing?"


    "I'm going for a run," he said.


    "I didn't know you ran," I said, distracted by the thought of all the things I didn't know about him.


    "Yep, I do. Want to join me?"


    "That's a good one," I laughed. "I'm not much of a runner." More of a stumbler really.


    "What do you do to stay in shape?" he asked curiously.


    "I belong to a gym. Steppers, treadmills, that kind of thing," I said, not mentioning that it had been a couple of months since I had set foot in the place.


    That seemed to satisfy him. He kissed me on the head and couldn't resist groping me under my robe. I swatted his hands away.


    "Might be hard to run with all that going on downstairs," I said pointing at his shorts.


    He grumbled and reluctantly headed back into the villa to grab a bottle of water before heading out on his run.


    I wandered around the villa marveling at the beautiful furnishings and interesting art work. I grabbed some fruit from the fridge and decided to change into my bikini and get some sun.


    My sunbathing lasted all of five minutes. I suck at lying around in the sun doing nothing. I texted Carlos that everything was a go for 5:00 p.m. I also asked him how David was doing. Surprisingly, Carlos responded that he was a 'right good mate' and that his sister had taken 'a shine' to him. I shook my head at that one. But different strokes for different folks. And Carlos and his entourage were definitely different folks.


    I also googled Ola Lola's. It was a cute little garden bar in Isabella. I wondered what they'd think when our kooky crew rolled up in there.


    I was playing through my beachiest set list on my guitar when Mark got back. He blew me a sweaty kiss, kicked off his shoes, peeled off his shorts, and dove straight into the pool.


    Just the shear lack of modesty made me want to come back in the next life as a man. So much less to worry about.


    He swam up to the edge of the pool and gave me a big smile. "Come on and skinny dip with me."


    I laid my guitar down on the lounge chair and walked over to the edge of the pool. I started to do a little striptease. Unfortunately, Mark's discarded running shoes were right in my path. As I worked to untie my top and saunter towards to the edge of the pool, I tripped over a shoe and face-planted into the water.


    "Wow, sexy," Mark teased, as I coughed and sputtered.


    "See, that's why I don't even attempt things like that," I complained.


    Mark pulled me against him and deftly untied my top. "No worries," he said, tugging at my bottoms, "that's what I'm here for."


    He pulled me onto his lap, and I wrapped my legs around his waist. "I would've bet that between last night, this morning, and your run in the tropical heat, you'd be just a little tired out."


    He paused between kisses. "You'd have lost that bet." He pulled me closer, tucking his arms around my hips, and carried me to a lounge chair.


    


    * * *


    


    It was almost two before we were dressed and eating a light lunch under the cool shade of the veranda. Mark had just gotten off the phone with Ed and Marcie. Andre had left him a message letting him know that Charles wouldn't be leaving Puerto Rico anytime soon. Extradition would take weeks.


    "What a mess," I commented between bites of tuna salad.


    Mark nodded. "They're just thrilled David is out of danger and has seen Charles for what he really is. Hard to believe he's hitting it off with the pirate crew," he added.


    "I think Carlos' sister is making him feel welcome," I said.


    My phone rang.


    Uh-oh. It was The Count.


    "Hello, Mr. Pyres," I said, answering the call.


    "Ms. Hudson," he drawled, "the temporary Ms. Smith sent is completely unacceptable, and I can't reach anyone at the office. You must do something!"


    I sighed. "I'm in Puerto Rico, Mr. Pyres. I'm not sure what I can do."


    "Here," he replied, handing the phone to someone, "speak to her."


    "Hello?" I said.


    "Um, yeah, who's this?" a young voice asked.


    "Diana, Mr. Pyres' regular temp. Who's this?" I asked.


    "Um, I'm Tabitha," she said hesitantly. The she whispered, "You know he thinks he's like a vampire, right?"


    "No, he just likes to wear capes, Tabitha. He's not actually a vampire."


    "I mean like I totally have no problem with vampires. I love Twilight! But, well, he is kinda picky," she added.


    "Yes, he is," I agreed. "But just go down to the hotel office, type what you can, and don't ask a lot of questions. You'll be fine."


    "Um, like he handed me all these scribbly pieces of paper. I think like it's written in another language. Uh, I don't read vampire, you know." She cracked her gum.


    What had Carol been thinking?


    "He writes it in cursive. It's not another language."


    "Oh," she said. "Okay, I'll get right on it." I heard faint beeping.


    "Are you texting right now?" I asked incredulously.


    "Uh, yeah," she said without shame.


    "You need to put your phone in your purse and not take it out again until your shift is over," I replied firmly.


    Tabitha gasped. "Are you serious?"


    "Yes," I replied, pinching the bridge of my nose. Mark gave me a sympathetic smile and took my plate to the kitchen.


    "That's like a little harsh," Tabitha sulked.


    Instead of launching into a speech about professionalism, I said, "Mr. Pyres hates technology. I'm not sure how he would react to your texting all day. It could really freak him out." Maybe if I used her vernacular, she'd get the message.


    There was a pause. "Like freak out how?"


    Oh boy, I thought, I'm goin' to Hell for this one. "Well, he does dress like a vampire…" I said, clicking my teeth together suggestively.


    She gave a little shriek.


    The Count was back on the line. "Well, you certainly handled that well," he chuckled. "She's back to work with a fire in her belly."


    "Just to be sure she comes back tomorrow, you should offer her an end of the week bonus."


    "Brilliant!" replied The Count. "I do hope your trip is going well. Although, I must say, Diana, I do look forward to Monday. It's so hard to find good help. And," he whispered, "we do need to get back to our special project."


    I shook my head. "Looking forward to it, Mr. Pyres."


    I hung up. Mark was staring at me. "Did you just threaten that girl with a vampire bite?" he asked.


    "I believe the ends justified the means."


    


    * * *


    


    Ola Lola's was described on its website as a garden bar and a favorite hot spot with locals. Technically, it was an open-air shack, sort of like an over-sized ticket booth. Bar stools on either side allowed the bartender and owner, Jack, to service customers with only a few steps. The tiny bar was surrounded by a deck littered with a dozen small tables. Tropical trees and flowers framed the deck, giving the bar its garden feel.


    We parked along the side of the road in the grass. A few locals, fresh off the golf course, sat on the opposite side, arguing noisily about a particular round. There was no sign of Carlos and his entourage, so we took a seat at the bar.


    "Well, hello there," Jack greeted us. He was a bear of a man, friendly and engaging. "Welcome, to Ola Lola's. What can I get you?


    "What's your specialty drink?" I asked with a smile.


    He took in my sporty sundress and blond hair piled high upon my head, and said suggestively, "I think a Barbie doll would be just the thing for you."


    I laughed. "Sounds perfect."


    Mark raised an eyebrow at the banter. "I'll have whatever's on tap."


    Jack slammed his hand on the counter, saying loudly, "Now that's a plan!"


    "I'm going to start insisting you wear a burka when we go out," Mark grumbled good-naturedly.


    "Fat chance," I said, taking a look around.


    A few couples and one family sat scattered around the bar. I wondered what kinds of stories they'd be telling their friends tomorrow after Carlos and his merry band of pirates showed up.


    Jack brought our drinks and asked if we'd like anything to eat.


    "Not yet," I replied. "But we're meeting some friends, and we'll be staying awhile."


    Mark sipped his beer and made a throat clearing sound.


    I turned my big blue eyes on Jack. Time to let him know that a famous singing pirate was about to take over his establishment for the evening.


    "Do you ever have live music here?" I began.


    Jack nodded. "Yep. Folks show up with guitars all the time. During the surf season I usually hire duos on Fridays and Saturdays."


    I smiled. "So you wouldn't mind if we had a little jam session here?"


    "You play?" he asked.


    I nodded. "I do, and so does my friend who's on his way."


    "Always love a good jam session," he said with a smile. "Might even buy you a drink if you're good. Little entertainment will be just the thing tonight. You guys play anything I would've heard?"


    Mark chuckled in his beer. I gave him an elbow to the gut.


    "Uh, sure, I don't think you'll be disappointed," I replied.


    "I'll go grab your guitar," Mark offered and headed back to the car.


    "So where you folks from?" Jack asked as I waited for Mark to return.


    "I'm from Annapolis, Maryland. Mark's from Atlanta. How about you?" I asked politely.


    Jack deftly poured drinks and opened beers while carrying on a conversation with me. "Me and my wife, Missy, are from Pennsylvania. Harrisburg area. Just got sick of the weather. Sold out when the market was high and bought this place. We live right back there," he said pointing to a rustic house in the trees. "Been here six years."


    "So what's it like running away to paradise?" I asked, feeling the lyrics to a song bubbling up in my brain.


    Jack leaned in. "People ask me that all the time. 'What's it like, Jack, to run away and live your dreams?' You know what I tell 'em?" he asked with a conspiratorial smile.


    I smiled back and shook my head no.


    "It's not much different than before. Two main differences are it's warmer, and I don't do shit other people want me to do for money," he finished with a nod.


    I sat back, letting Jack's idea of paradise sink in.


    "I see you're disappointed." He shrugged. "Folks are sometimes. I guess they expect me to say it's changed my life, and I'm the happiest man on the planet. Truth is, I'm about as happy as I was before. Only I'm not pissed off at the weather eight months out of the year, and I only take orders from my wife instead of four levels of middle management assholes."


    I finished my drink. "I'm not disappointed. I'm just letting what you said sink in. You have an interesting take on life."


    He nodded and took my glass. "I'll take that as a compliment," he said, mixing me up another Barbie doll.


    Mark came up behind me and wrapped his arms around my waist. He kissed my bare neck. "You talk the bartender into running off with you yet?"


    I giggled. "No, he was telling me the meaning of life."


    "I can't wait to hear this one," he laughed, sitting down beside me.


    "The secret is to live somewhere warm and don't do shit other people want you to do for money."


    Mark thought about this for a second. "He's a wise man."


    Jack leaned on the bar. "When your friends gettin' here, Di?" he asked.


    I heard the crunch of gravel and knew our quiet moment was at an end. "Any minute now."


    "What'cha figuring on playing tonight?" he asked.


    One of the golfers called across the bar, "Hey, do you know 'The Rum Song?'"


    Jack made a face and waved his hand dismissively. "I can't stand the guy who sings that song. Just gets under my skin."


    Mark snorted in his beer.


    "Yeah, me too," I said as a big black limo pulled up to the bar.


    


    



    


    


    CHAPTER ELEVEN


    


    


    Jack watched with interest as Carlos and his entourage piled out. Andre, looking casual in a pale green oxford shirt with the sleeves rolled up and crisp linen slacks, was the first to emerge. He offered a hand to Carlos' sister, Margarite, who was dressed in an elaborate cocktail dress complete with high heel designer shoes and a fluffy dog with a pink tint to its fur.


    I was surprised to see David following closely behind. He was supposed to have been on a plane back home today.


    Mark groaned next to me.


    Finally, Carlos stepped out sporting a loose white linen shirt and tight black skinny jeans with black boots. I wondered if he had a knife in one of his boots. He shook out his long, black hair and gave me an eager wave.


    Behind him, were Roger and Phil. I gave them a dark glare.


    "That guy looks just like a pirate," said Jack.


    "Yep," Mark replied. "And he acts like one too."


    "Those your friends?" Jack asked me.


    "It's a little more complicated than just friends."


    "It's Carlos Rodriguez," I heard one of the golfers whisper loudly across the bar.


    "Who?" Jack asked, turning around to the other side of the bar.


    "'The Rum Song' guy!" said the golfer more loudly.


    "Well, I'll be damned," murmured Jack. "Is that who's playing with you tonight?"


    I nodded.


    "I gotta make some calls!" he cried, dashing under the bar and heading for his house.


    "So much for him not liking Carlos," Mark observed.


    "Hey, this is a business opportunity."


    "Yeah, get the cameras ready. He's going to have plenty to sell to the tabloids tomorrow."


    Carlos was reaching for my hand. "My lovely, Diana," he said, kissing me on both cheeks. "I believe you've met my sister, Margarite?"


    Margarite smiled sweetly. "Jes. I am so sorry I took your guitar," she said. "It made such a mess, no? An' poor Carlos didn't get his present." She made a tsking sound.


    Carlos smiled. "You see how my sister dotes on me?"


    David was standing at Margarite's side. "Well, cuz, I'm sorry for all the trouble I caused you. Seeing my dad again just made me lose my mind, I guess."


    Mark was grinding his teeth next to me. "I accept your apology, David," he said formally. "Weren't you supposed be on your way home today?"


    David waved his hand dismissively. "Changed my flight. Plenty of time to head back to the States, right Margarite?"


    Margarite blushed prettily. "Senior David is sech a gentleman. An' he knows so much about business. Doesn't he Carlos?"


    "Quite the wizard," Carlos replied off-handily.


    Mark ran his hand through his hair. He looked ready to explode.


    Phil and Roger were standing back, waiting for Carlos to finish.


    "So the guys have something for you, Diana," Carlos said, waving the two forward. They handed Carlos an envelope, and he handed it to me.


    I looked down at the envelope and then up at him again. "What's this?"


    "Why your share of the booty, of course!" said Carlos, clapping his hands together like a kid at Christmas.


    I narrowed my eyes and shook the envelope at Roger and Phil. "I don't want your hush money!" I cried. The bar suddenly went quiet. A teenager a couple of tables away started filming me with her iPhone.


    "It's your cut," said Roger, coming forward. "From the first quarter of sales minus the development costs incurred in L.A. last summer."


    I made a face. "Convenient that you decide to give me my fair share after I chased you all the way to Puerto Rico. Don't stand here and make it sound like you were just filling out the proper forms before letting me know you'd stolen my song!"


    The crowd, which had been steadily gathering, uttered a collective gasp.


    Phil chimed in, "Our agreement clearly stated that we would pay you royalties forty-five days after the end of each quarter. We are giving this to you early as a show of good faith."


    Mark took the envelope out of my hand and opened it up.


    "You shouldn't have let it come to this. I may mess a lot of things up, but I sure as hell wrote a best-selling song. Why couldn't you have included me?" I demanded.


    "We screwed up, Diana," Roger said. "We were pissed about Billy and scrambling to replace him on the tour. We found Carlos and ran with him. We had no idea until about two months ago that this song had legs." Which was musician speak for a song that has enough momentum to move up the charts. Unknown singers with unknown songs didn't have much in the way of legs.


    "We used Puerto Rico as a spring board to see if we had enough for a full tour," Phil added. "Never expected it to get this big this quick."


    Carlos smiled and nodded his head, as if he'd always known.


    Mark whistled. "This is her cut from one quarter?"


    Roger nodded. "Look guys," he began in his best sales pitch voice, "we love the idea of you two doing some songs together. But as you can see, this thing is big. Carlos is red hot right now, and we don't want to mess up a good thing by making a lot of changes."


    "The money is irrelevant," Carlos said grandly. "Diana must be included."


    I smiled appreciatively at Carlos.


    Mark waved the check in my face. "Hold on. You need to see this," he said, handing it to me.


    I stared at the check and then at the paperwork that accompanied it. Mark led me to a grouping of tables that the waitress had assembled for us and handed me my drink. I took a long sip.


    "I can't believe this. Fifty-seven thousand dollars?" I asked.


    "Well, that's minus the expenses in L.A.," Roger added apologetically.


    "This is just from Puerto Rico sales?"


    Phil replied, "Yes, the song's starting to catch on stateside, but most of it's from the sales here. We haven't even started marketing in the U.S. yet."


    I glanced around the room, still reeling from the windfall of money. I took a deep breath. Maybe I should just sit back and let Carlos do all the work, collect checks, and write more songs.


    Jack came over to the table. "Nice to have island royalty here tonight," he joked to Carlos. "You guys going to play us a few tunes. I have quite a crowd stopping by later."


    I heard some of the drunk golfers chanting, "Rum Song, Rum Song."


    "Look, Carlos," Roger began, flashing his uber-white teeth, "like we said before, we think it's an awesome idea to include Diana. But we think it'll be confusing for fans if a girl shows up singing the song next to you and telling everyone it's her song."


    I stared at him for a few seconds. I couldn't believe what he had just said. "It is my song!" I cried.


    Roger waved his hands. "Let's not re-hash that again, Diana. We know it. We just don't think that Carlos' fans are ready to know it."


    I stood up and walked over to my guitar. I pulled it out and strummed a few chords of "The Rum Song." "Maybe we should let the fans decide. Get your guitar Carlos."


    "Aye, aye, m'lady!" Carlos yelled and grabbed his case.


    Phil had developed a tick over his right eye. "Please don't use pirate lingo in public, Carlos," he said between clinched teeth.


    "Maybe we should let the fans decide about that, too," I said.


    We positioned ourselves on the bar seats in front of the pass-through window, so the golfers on the other side had a clear view. I strummed a few cords of "The Rum Song," and the audience of twenty or so roared to life. As I picked through the opening notes, I saw a line of cars slowing to a crawl as they passed by. It looked like more patrons were on their way.


    I leapt into the first verse, followed by Carlos in Spanish on the next. We harmonized on the chorus, alternating between my edgy tone and his island vibe. The golfers behind provided backup vocals and pounded the signature beat on the bar top with their fists. It was the most fun I'd ever had performing that song. And, as I glanced over at Carlos, I realized this was exactly where I was supposed to be. Things happen for a reason, don't they?


    We finished the song with a flourish, and the crowd erupted in cheers. Carlos held up his hands to quiet them.


    "Thank you so much for being here to see our debut performance," he began. "I have the honor of introducing you to Diana Hudson, the writer of 'The Rum Song.'"


    The audience clapped and cheered. Jack gave me a catcall from behind the bar. I felt like I was back at McGlynn's, the Annapolis bar where I played every week. I looked into the audience that had continued to grow as we played. Mark caught my eye and gave me a big smile. Andre gave me a thumbs-up. Roger and Phil gave me their greatest compliment: their heads were bent together deep in conversation, no doubt plotting our debut concert.


    I accompanied Carlos on a couple more songs and even ran through several more of my originals with Carlos adding backup vocals. An hour in, I turned our makeshift stage over to Carlos to take a bathroom break and check in with Mark.


    Andre caught me along the dark garden path on the way back from the bathroom.


    "I need to talk to you," he said, touching my arm.


    "There's nothing to talk about, Andre," I replied. "You're married with a child, and I'm with Mark. That's the end of it."


    "I'm in love with you," he said simply.


    I sighed. "I know. You made that quite clear in front of my boyfriend."


    He put his hands on my arms and gently pulled me closer. "Please, don't make this any harder. I know you're with Mark, and I know I don't have a chance. At least right now," he added.


    Before I could mention his wife again, he said, "And, I know this is my fault. If I'd divorced my wife when we decided that we weren't going to live like a married couple, then you and I would've had a shot together. At least give me that."


    I nodded slightly. "Yes. I admit that if you hadn't been married last summer, we might've been together now. But that doesn't change the way things are now."


    "That was some week, wasn't it?" he asked with a seductive chuckle.


    My body responded involuntarily to his laugh. Warmth radiated from where his hands held my arms. I had this insane desire to press myself against him. I couldn't help remembering that time on the beach, against the rocks…


    He must've read my mind, because the next minute he was kissing me and pulling me off the garden path.


    "Stop!" I whispered furiously. "This is not going to happen, Andre."


    "I know you're thinking about the rocks," he whispered against my lips. "Remember how we found that secluded spot on the way back from the restaurant. And I bent you over that rock, pulled up your skirt…" His hands found their way under my skirt.


    I wrenched myself away. Just barely. The memory of that time on the beach was one of my best sexcapades.


    "This doesn't happen again. Ever," I said, smoothing my hair and walking back to the bar. I paused for a few seconds to catch my breath and settle my nerves. What the heck had just happened?


    I found Mark sitting alone at the table while David and Margarite twirled around the make-shift dance floor to Carlos' beautiful Spanish ballad.


    Mark took one look at me, and then at Andre brushing past us on his way to the limo, and shook his head, muttering, "Really, Diana?"


    I looked up. "What?" I asked, my response sounding guilty even to my own ears.


    "Just keep having to beat them off with a stick, huh?" he asked sarcastically.


    "Nothing happened," I said, not meeting his eyes.


    "Oh, I'm sure nothing did," he continued, "God knows it was hard enough to get you alone and in bed. I'm not too worried about Andre getting lucky on the way to the john. But it still burns me up to watch him try."


    "He still has feelings. We didn't end things on a very good note last summer," I tried to explain.


    "When does it ever end on a good note? You break up. You fight. You have hard feelings and get on with your life. But not with you," he said pointing a finger at me.


    I rolled my eyes.


    He continued. "No, your exes turn up like bad pennies everywhere we go. You must put some kind of spell on them." He gave me a long appraising look.


    "Oh, keep it up, and you'll find out alright," I ground out.


    Mark leaned back in his chair and laughed spontaneously. "You are such a kook!"


    I sucked in my breath at the insult. "Better a kook, than a spook! At least I don't hide my kookiness!"


    Mark was still laughing at the absurdity of our situation. Finally, he wiped his eyes on his napkin and scooted his chair closer to mine. I scooted mine farther away. He laughed again and grabbed hold of my chair, pulling me over to him.


    I turned away and watched Carlos finish the song. There was no space between David and Margarite as they swayed in the soft light.


    "Hard to believe they're hitting it off so well," I said, making a stab at changing the subject.


    Mark shook his head. "I bet they both got one eye on the other's bank account."


    "What?" I asked in surprise.


    "They're both gold diggers. Margarite ran through two husbands and a rich old boyfriend before Carlos hit the big-time. She thinks she's found herself rich husband number three. And he thinks he's found a way to tide himself over until Ed kicks the bucket."


    "You're kidding? They look so happy together." I couldn't believe it. My experiences with David had been short and unpleasant, but I assumed he had not been at his best because of his father. Hey, far be it for me to judge people based on their families.


    "Oh, they look like two love birds alright. I hope they fall in love for real. Make them suffer like the rest of us," he said with a mock glare at me.


    "Ahoy, mateys," called Carlos, plopping down in the seat next to Mark. "Why the long faces?"


    I took a swig of my drink, and Mark grinned. It was going to take more than a wacky singing pirate to lighten my mood.


    "Well, I've got a wee bit of news that might brighten yer day," Carlos continued. "Roger and Phil are on board with the plan. We're singin' together Saturday in front of ten thousand people!"


    "We are?" I asked, surprised that there hadn't been more threatening and pleading as part of the negotiations.


    Carlos nodded. "We practice tomorrow all day at my place. Concert Saturday and then back to the mainland Sunday. The U.S. tour is supposed to start next month," he added.


    Mark groaned.


    "Buck up, Mate! You'll be my guests at the villa. I'm planning a big kick off party tomorrow night. 'Pirates of Puerto Rico' is the theme."


    I raised my brows. "Surprised Phil and Roger are letting that happen."


    Carlos laughed. "Well, we've come to an accord of our own of sorts. I can let my pirate be free off stage, as long as I don't bring it on stage."


    "That sounds fair," I replied.


    "Aye," he agreed with a twinkle in his eye. "One step at a time." He tipped his imaginary hat and strode back to the bar. He sat down, grabbed his guitar, and began playing the opening chords of a jaunty Spanish club song. The audience cheered.


    Mark shook his head. "Now there's a kook. Do we really have to spend two nights on a pirate ship?"


    I glanced over at him. "Well, I do. You can do what you want. And it's not a pirate ship."


    "Oh, no," he said firmly. "If you go, I go. I'm not going to have hot, ex-boyfriend number two wandering into your bed in the middle of the night."


    "Mark," I said suddenly, "do I really have a check for fifty-seven thousand dollars in my purse?"


    Mark turned towards me and touched my chin, gently turning my face to his. "Yep," he replied. "And you deserve every penny of it."


    He kissed me softly on the lips. I kissed him back, but my brain kept whirring around the concept of all that cash. I could pay off my mortgage. Or maybe buy a new car. I could stop working for a crazy vampire…


    "Excuse me," a girlish voice interrupted.


    I looked up to see five teen girls standing in front of us. "Yes?" I asked.


    "We heard you sing and were wondering if we could have your autograph?" the ringleader asked.


    "Should you girls be in a bar?" Mark asked.


    "We're not drinking," said a girl with several face piercings who was standing behind the ringleader.


    "Besides," said the ringleader with a shrug, "it's Puerto Rico. They sell beer at the intersections."


    She had a point.


    "So can we have your autograph?" she asked again.


    "Of course," I replied brightly. It had been awhile since anyone had asked me for an autograph. And even then, it was usually just a bunch of drunken guys in Hawaiian shirts and flip-flops.


    I tried to write original, witty notes, but gave up after the second girl and signed the rest, "Best Wishes, Diana Hudson."


    "Cool. Thanks!" the ringleader said as they walked away. "We think you're awesome."


    "I think you're awesome, too," Mark said, leaning over to nuzzle my neck.


    I feigned annoyance and pulled back. "I thought you were worried about my old boyfriends."


    "Nah," he said, running his hand up my leg, "now I'm just worried about getting you back in bed."


    Heat flared through my body at his touch. "Well, in that case," I said leaning over to kiss him, "let's shake a leg, matey."


    "Did you have to go pirate on me?" Mark asked with a sigh.


    "I think it's catching," I teased.


    I stood up and looked around. "Wow! This is what I call a garden party."


    Ola Lola's was overflowing with people. The tables were full, and patrons had resorted to setting up folding chairs around the deck and drinking out of Igloo coolers. Jack was working the bar area like a master. It looked like his wife had joined him, and a couple of extra waitresses had appeared to try to keep up with the steady flow of customers.


    I waved to Carlos. Phil had dug up a portable PA and a mike from somewhere and was running through a sound check. I wondered about Andre, but decided to leave things be tonight. David stepped in front of us as we headed past the bar.


    He put out his hand to Mark. "No hard feelings, cuz," he said. "Sincerely. I was way outta line. I know we've never gotten along very well, but I didn't mean for anyone to get hurt." His bravado was toned down a notch without Margarite by his side.


    Mark shook his hand grudgingly. "No need to apologize again. Let's just put it behind us. I want Ed and Marcie to have some peace in their lives."


    David nodded. "You too, Diana. Didn't mean to be such an ass to you. Guess I didn't make a great first impression."


    "No," I said, "You didn't. But if Mark is okay, and Ed and Marcie are happy, then I'm good."


    "Well, guess we'll see you tomorrow at the villa," David said as he headed back over to Margarite.


    "Great," said Mark. "A pirate, your ex-boyfriend, and my idiot cousin all under one roof. Just great."


    


    


    


    



    


    


    CHAPTER TWELVE


    


    


    "You smell good even in the morning," I murmured, as I snuggled up to Mark.


    He threw a heavy leg over me and pulled me in closer. "You feel good especially in the morning," he replied, his hands checking out all of my girlie parts.


    I giggled as he continued his exploration. "Let's find out how you taste," he whispered against my neck. His lips traced a path from my neck to my breasts and then lower.


    Embers flared and my body responded.


    And then my phone rang.


    What to do?


    I tried to ignore it at first. Just concentrate on his stellar downstairs work. It was really good…maybe if I just looked to see who was calling I'd be able to forget about it. I inched my hand over and glanced at the display. Damn! That definitely didn't make it any better.


    "Hi, Mom," I said, answering the phone.


    Mark's head peeked up at me. "You answered the phone!"


    I held up a finger.


    "Are you kidding me?" He rested his head on my stomach in defeat.


    "Why are you calling Mom?" I asked.


    "Are you in bed?" she asked.


    "Yes," I replied.


    "Naked?"


    "That's none of your business."


    "Oh, thank god!" she cried. "Woohoo! I just won fifty bucks from your sister!"


    "You had a bet about my sex life?" I asked.


    "Your sister said you'd somehow sabotage this the same way you did with Rick," she explained. "I said my girl's gettin' laid on vacation."


    I rolled my eyes. "Do you have to say things like that, Mom?"


    She snorted. "Oh, get the stick outta your ass, Diana."


    "Why did you call, Mom?"


    "We've decided to stay the night when we come over for the Renaissance Fair next week. How many Grands can you take?" she asked, like she was selling fifty-fifty tickets at the fire hall.


    "Are you kidding me?" I asked. "None! I can't take any. I'm on the second floor, remember? And I only have one bedroom."


    "Don't give me that," my mom cried. "I take care of them everyday. You can take a couple for a night. How about Granddaddy and Grover? They can make it up your stairs just fine."


    "They fight constantly. And they'll burn down my condo. Besides," I reasoned, "Granddaddy is still recovering from the accident."


    I glanced down at Mark. I think he had fallen asleep on top of me. I didn't blame him. Having your girl answer the phone while you're doing your best work couldn't be very inspiring. I needed to wrap things up.


    "They've got Granddaddy practicing on a flight of stairs at rehab every week. He's made a miraculous recovery," my mom insisted.


    "Fine!" I snapped. "But you're responsible for getting them to and from the fair. I'll be working most of the time."


    "I knew you'd come around," my mom said. "So now that we're done with business, let's talk pleasure. How's he in bed? Better than the accountant I hope."


    "Goodbye, Mom," I said and hung up the phone.


    "I can't believe you took a phone call while I was down there." He lifted his head and glared at me.


    "I'm really sorry about that. You were doing great," I said, trying to be encouraging.


    He rolled his eyes and flipped over onto his back. Uh-oh. This was going to take some major making up.


    I crawled onto his chest and kissed the stubble on his chin. He opened his eyes.


    "You really know how to kill a man's libido," he grumbled.


    I kissed his lips and then his neck. "Maybe I can make it up to you," I said kissing his chest and then moving lower. "I know this surefire trick…"


    


    * * *


    


    We pulled up to Carlos' villa at noon. Practice was set for later that day. This evening we would have another opportunity to play together at the party. Not a lot of time for the band to get used to having a new lead singer, but I'd played with less practice. It always seemed to work out one way or another.


    I don't think Mark was quite prepared for Carlos in full pirate mode. Not to mention all the pirate decor that had been brought in for the party.


    "This is a joke, right?" Mark asked as we walked through the entranceway and back to the pool area. We emerged onto what looked to be a set from Pirates of the Caribbean. There were ropes and planking around the pool to mimic a dock, a model of a pirate ship floated lazily by, and palm trees and sand made the surrounding area feel like a beach. And right in the middle of it all stood Carlos, decked out in all his pirate glory.


    He greeted us with a big smile. "Welcome aboard, mateys!"


    Mark stared at him dumbfounded.


    I stepped forward and gave Carlos a quick hug. "That's some sword you got there," I quipped.


    "So the lasses tell me," he replied with a jaunty tip of his head.


    "Oh, brother," Mark said.


    I jabbed him with my elbow. "Some place you got here, Carlos," he said.


    "Aye, my own little pirate's den," Carlos replied merrily. "Can I get you two a drink?"


    "Yep, a big one," Mark said. I gave him another jab in the side.


    With drinks in hand, Carlos showed us to our room. It was a beautiful suite with double-doors that opened onto a balcony with a breath-taking view of the city below. There was a giant bed in the middle of the room and a tiled bathroom with a Jacuzzi tub.


    "Practice is at two. Come on down when you get settled. There's a buffet lunch in the dining room, and the band should be here soon." He removed his hat, gave us a sweeping bow, and shut the door as he left.


    Mark said, "What a piece of work."


    "Oh, he kind of grows on you after awhile."


    "Yeah, like barnacles."


    I laughed. "We'll make a pirate out of you yet."


    "Come here and give me a kiss, wench," he said, making a grab for me.


    Kissing turned into groping, but I put the brakes on when he reached for the straps of my white linen sundress. "We need to get downstairs. I have a lot of catching up to do if I'm going to be ready for the show."


    "Work, work, work," Mark grumbled. "I'm going to have to teach you how to have a real vacation."


    I gave him a quick peck on the cheek. "Agreed," I said, adding, "maybe we could go to Atlanta. I'd like to see how you live."


    Mark shrugged. "It's not very exciting. And I'm not there much."


    "Still," I insisted, "it would be nice to see the small things about you. Like how you organize your drawers and what type of tub cleaner you prefer."


    He laughed. "I have a cleaning lady, so I have no tub cleaner preferences. And you can do what you want with my drawers." He wiggled his eyes suggestively.


    I groaned. "You're worse than Granddaddy."


    "Not even close," he said. "But it's something to aspire to."


    "Let's go." I grabbed his hand and pulled him towards the door.


    The band members had arrived and were busily munching their way through the buffet. A man with a bald head and eye patch saluted me as Mark and I walked by. Mark cut his eyes to me and sighed.


    "Diana," Carlos called from across the pool, "I'd like you to meet my band, The Brethren. Band," he said grandly, "the lovely Diana."


    The five members of the band gave a hearty pirate cheer and immediately went back to grazing at the buffet table.


    Mark turned to me. "I'm going to grab some lunch and make a few calls. Have fun with your band of brothers." He kissed me on the forehead.


    As I watched him walk away, Andre appeared at my side. I must have had a dreamy look on my face because he said, "Finally did the deed, huh?"


    I cut my eyes to him. "None of your business."


    He turned to me, making me face him. "I get it, Diana," he said earnestly. "You're with him, and maybe you even love him, but the bottom line is you're not with me. That doesn't change how I feel about you."


    I rolled my eyes. "I'm really annoyed with you right now, Andre. You hurt me last summer, and you continue to leave out key details from your life, even now that we're supposed to be friends."


    He took my arm and led me over to a shady seat by the pool. "Look," he began, "I know I was wrong, and I'm trying to fix that now. No matter what happens with us."


    "There's no 'us,'" I reminded him.


    He waved his hand. "Okay, but I'm still trying to make things right. Do you know what Linda said when I told her I thought it was time to get a divorce?"


    I shook my head and feigned disinterest, but my morbid curiosity was aroused.


    "She said, 'Thank God! I didn't want to hurt you, but I want to get on with my life.'" He glanced over at me.


    "Ouch," I said. "What about being Catholic and all that?"


    "Exactly what I said." His voice rose as he got worked up thinking about. "Turns out she hasn't been to church in over a year. She met somebody and has been trying to figure out how to tell me she wants a divorce."


    I shook my head. Life is strange. If I hadn't found out Andre was married during our red hot rendezvous in L.A. last summer, we would've still been together.


    "I'm sorry, Andre," I said quietly.


    He shook his head. "Not as much as I am. But my point is you have to be honest with yourself and the people you care about to be happy in life."


    I nodded in agreement, not sure where this was going.


    "You deserved better last summer," he said. "And you deserve better now."


    I put my hand on his arm. "Andre," I said more firmly, "I'm happy with Mark. And I think we have a future together. This isn't just a fling."


    "I know," he said, putting his hand over mine. "I care about you and want the best for you even if it's not me. That's why I did some more digging on Mark."


    I drew my hand back angrily. "I didn't ask you to do that! It's not your place."


    "Diana, listen," he said. "Mark's not retired. He's still working for the CIA."


    


    * * *


    


    Andre's words echoed in my head as I warmed up with the band. I didn't know what to think. Was Andre just trying to come between Mark and me? Or was he telling the truth? Mark was gone for over an hour. Not exactly confidence inspiring. I watched him suspiciously as I tweaked my guitar.


    Yes, I know I should've just asked him directly about it. But this time I'd decided to wait and watch. One reason being I didn't want to accuse him unfairly. And the other reason being I wanted to gather evidence. If there was any, of course.


    Carlos ran through a couple of new songs for us to harmonize on. The goal was to have me in one full set through a combination of duos with Carlos, backup vocals, and three solos. For the solos, I was going to perform two originals and a rocked up version of Patsy Cline's "Walking After Midnight." I was excited to do the originals but wasn't sure about doing a fifty-year-old country song in front of a big audience. Roger and Phil were insistent; it was sure to be a crowd-pleaser.


    After three run-throughs with the band and a standing ovation from our small audience, I thought they just might be right. My nervousness about performing in such a large arena receded a tiny bit. My nervousness about my relationship with Mark, however, was another thing. I couldn't get Andre's words out of my head. I just couldn't believe Mark would actually lie to me. It seemed to go against everything I knew about him.


    We didn't have any time alone until we went back to our room to change for the party. I had decided I was going to let the CIA thing drop for the time being, but inwardly I was freaking out and trying not to show it. He was playful and lovey-dovey. Not exactly a match made in heaven.


    I slapped his hand away when he pinched my backside.


    "Oh, c'mon," he said as we walked into the room. "We have time."


    I gave him a look. "I don't want to go down there all mussed up," I said primly.


    He sighed. "You're no fun in work mode."


    "Speaking of work mode," I began, "how'd all your phone calls go?"


    His back was towards me, so I couldn't see his face.


    "Just fine," he said, walking out onto the balcony. "Ed's still waiting to hear from Carol about her taking over the business. He's ready to make a move. What's Carol saying?"


    "Not much," I replied. "She was going to see the accountant this week. She sounds scared to go it alone." I followed him onto the balcony.


    "I don't blame her. That place is a handful. The reconstruction project isn't going to make it any easier either. And we need to find a home for the agency while the plaza is rebuilt." The staffing agency was located in a large, mostly vacant, commercial building occupying prime real estate in downtown Annapolis. Ed had brought Mark on to rebuild and modernize the space.


    I agreed that Carol needed to make a decision and soon. My own dependency on income from Greene's Staffing had suddenly dropped due to the large check in my purse. However, I knew how easy it was for a musician to be playing in front of ten thousand one day and flipping burgers the next. I wasn't counting on any more big checks. Besides, I liked Greene's, and Carol was a good friend. I wanted to see her business succeed.


    "So what other business ventures do you have going on?" I asked, getting back to the task at hand.


    He glanced over at me. A little suspiciously, I thought.


    "There are a couple of projects that I'm trying to wrap up in Atlanta. Ed wants me to take a look at some property in South Carolina once we get back. Enough to keep me busy, for sure."


    Which brought me to another topic. "So how's this all going to work with you living in Atlanta and flying all over the world to who-knows-where all the time?" I asked petulantly.


    He sighed. "Couldn't we have just had sex?" he asked. "Do we have to do this now?"


    I knew I wasn't being fair, but who said love was fair? And this was starting to feel like love. At least on my part. I wasn't sure about James Bond here. I was really getting my fur up thinking about him lying to me about his past. Why do men do that? Don't they know we always find out?


    "I guess since the trip is almost over, I'm starting to think about the future. What's going to happen when we get back?"


    He turned to me and pulled me close. I inhaled his heavenly scent. He really was the best smelling man ever. "You're going to go back to work for the vampire. Maybe do some more singing with Carlos. I'm going to help Ed with the new building and tie up loose ends in Atlanta."


    I looked up. "Tie up loose ends," I repeated.


    He nodded.


    "As in 'tie up loose ends because I'm moving to Annapolis?'" I asked hopefully.


    He nodded again. "Did you think we were going to get off the plane in Baltimore and just go our separate ways?"


    "No, but we've never talked about the future. I really don't know anything about you," I said in a soft voice.


    "Well, then let's keep working on that," he said, kissing my forehead and then moving down to my lips.


    A knock at the door interrupted our mini-make out session. Mark groaned and pulled away. I went inside and opened the door.


    It was the housekeeper with an armful of clothes. "Mr. Carlos say you to be pirates for the party," she said, handing me the clothes.


    "We're supposed to dress as pirates?" I asked dumbfounded.


    I could hear Mark groan behind me.


    "Jes," she said with a nod.


    "Do we have to?" I whined.


    "He say you walk the plank if no' dressed. He loco," she added, making the crazy sign on the side of her head and slipping out the door.


    I turned to Mark with the armful of pirate clothes. "I guess the Captain has spoken."


    "You so owe me for this," Mark grumbled.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    CHAPTER THIRTEEN


    


    


    My wench costume left little to the imagination. The white bodice, accented by a wide black belt, was a couple of inches too low. The sapphire blue skirt was cut well above the knee in the front, and ruffles cascaded jauntily down the back. The garter belt with knife holder was actually kinda cool.


    I glanced over at Mark and giggled.


    "Don't say a word, or I'm taking this crap off," he growled. He was dressed as more of a deckhand than a pirate. His hat was an old red bandana tied in classic sailor style, and his pants were tattered to the knees. My favorite part was the large green parrot built into the shoulder of his shirt.


    I giggled again. "C'mon and shake a leg. We're late."


    "Aye, aye, m'lady," he said, offering me his arm. The parrot bobbed back and forth on his shoulder.


    Andre was attending the entrance to the pool area. His costume was divine: classic pirate garb complete with hat, sexy black pants and boots, and a white cotton shirt open to show his impressive pecs.


    Mark took one look at him and mumbled under his breath.


    "Like the costumes?" Andre asked with a smirk. "I picked them out myself."


    "Thanks," Mark said. "I'll make sure to return the favor someday."


    "Anytime," Andre replied.


    I glared at Andre and grabbed Mark's arm. Didn't need a mutiny before the party had started.


    "Ah, there she is!" Carlos called. "Looking like the mighty fine wench she is."


    "Great," said Mark, "now I've got to keep an eye on him too. Your wench costume is gettin' him all hot and bothered."


    Carlos was giving my cleavage a good once over. I snapped my fingers up at my head. "Eyes here, Carlos," I said.


    He had the good manners to blush. "Ah, m'lady must forgive me. I am quite taken with your costume." He kissed my hand. He waved a finger at Mark. "Very authentic, mate."


    I thought I heard Mark growl at him.


    "When are we going to play?" I asked, glancing around at the crowd of thirty or so pirates and wenches.


    "We'll do a full set. Break for some gruel and then do two more," he replied. "Not much time to get this thing together." He rubbed his hands together like he couldn't wait to get started.


    The night passed with a whirl of cups of ale, pirate punch, and a couple of mock sword fights. Our sets drew several rounds of applause. Roger and Phil looked pleased, but I still didn't trust them. I needed to get them alone and grill them about their plans. It wasn't going to happen tonight, as I didn't think my wench garb would get me taken seriously. I knew it all hinged on what happened at the concert tomorrow night. I had to admit that I was feeling a little nervous about playing to such a large crowd.


    I said as much to Mark in between sets. "You're a rock star," he said taking a swig of his grog. Definitely not his first I noted. "That's what rock stars do." The parrot on his shoulder nodded in agreement.


    It was really distracting talking to him with the parrot on his shoulder. The few times he'd tried to lean down and kiss me had been really awkward. I swear the bird was sneaking a peak down my blouse.


    "But an audience of ten thousand?" I said. "That's a lot more than a busy night at McGlynn's. There's all the room sound dynamics that are different," I worried. "And don't even get me started about playing with a band I barely know."


    Mark put his hand over mine. "I think you're making this way too complicated. Carlos!" Mark shouted like he was looking for the waiter. "Where is that kook?"


    "At yer service mate," Carlos called, sweeping over to us. "Appears yer a bit in yer cups tonight matey."


    Mark raised his cup in acknowledgement. "Your first mate here is gettin' cold feet about tomorrow. I'm tryin' to help her out."


    Carlos nodded.


    "See, I think this is pretty simple. Success is made up of expertise, experience, and motivation," Mark continued.


    I leaned in. Drunken Mark seemed to be quite the philosopher.


    "Now both you and Diana have expertise and experience. Hell," he said, waving a hand at me, "she's got a lot more experience than you do, Cap'n'." The bird nodded furiously in agreement.


    Carlos let that pass. I think he was just as interested in Mark's words of wisdom as I was. Maybe he was feeling pressure about tomorrow as well.


    "So you both have the first two covered. That just leaves motivation. Diana," he said looking at me. "What're you doin' when we get back to Baltimore if this big show is a bomb?"


    I cringed at the thought. I'm not sure this was helping. "I'll be going back to working as a temp and playing in local bars," I replied hesitantly.


    "Pimpin' for a vampire and playin' for drunks is more like it," Mark said, taking another swig of his grog.


    I gasped.


    Carlos jumped to my defense. "There's no cause to be rude, mate."


    Mark turned on Carlos. "Whatchya do three months ago before you became a big time star, Cap'n' Carlos?" he asked.


    Carlos looked uncomfortable. "I was a waiter and an actor."


    Mark laughed. "You worked at a Chuck E. Cheese and wore a rat costume."


    It was Carlos' turn to gasp. "Who told you that?"


    Mark leaned back in his chair. "I do my homework," he said smugly.


    I wasn't liking Drunken Mark anymore. Carlos drew himself up and said, "It isn't wise, matey, to disrespect a captain on his ship."


    Mark laughed. The parrot rocked merrily on his shoulder. I was starting to hate that bird, too. "Don't challenge me to a duel yet. I'm gettin' to my point."


    "Then get there already," I snapped.


    He looked up. I think he just realized what an ass he was being.


    "My point is this," he said leaning in, "you both have a lot of motivation. You can't help but succeed tomorrow. Do you want to work for a vampire and wear a rat suit, or do you two want to be rock stars?"


    He had a point, but I was too pissed at his delivery to speak.


    Carlos looked at me and smiled. "It's rock stars or bust, matey." He offered me his hand. "Let's give the folks one more set."


    I looked over at Mark, who was resting his chin on his hand. "Go on. Knock 'em dead," he said, his words slurring slightly. His phone rang and, without even a glance, he sent the call to voicemail.


    Interesting, I thought.


    An hour later, flushed from another round of ovations and, okay, another round of grog, I went looking for Mark. I found him snoozing peacefully on a lounge chair. Even in his silly pirate garb he looked delicious.


    Andre appeared at my side. "Need help getting him upstairs?" he asked.


    I debated just leaving him where he was, but decided to get him to our room.


    "You know he's going to snore all night," Andre said.


    I glared at him. Not exactly info I needed when I was trying to be a kind, loving girlfriend. "How can you possibly know that?"


    Andre shrugged. "He just has that look." We both stared at him a second. The green parrot was snuggled up against Mark's head. Mark gave a little snort as he stirred. Andre gave me a 'told you so' look.


    Mark's cell phone fell out of his pocket and onto the floor as we were dragging him to his feet. I tucked it into my own pocket and draped one of his arms over my shoulder. With Andre on the other side, we made our way slowly to our room. Mark woke up long enough to grope me on the stairs. Andre grumbled, but restrained himself from what I was sure were thoughts of pushing Mark down the stairs.


    We flopped him down on the bed with a heave-ho. Mark rolled over on his side, his back to us. The parrot, still perched against his shoulder, leaned against Mark's head.


    "If you don't take a picture, I will," Andre said.


    I dug my phone out of my pocket and snapped a quick shot. Something to blackmail him with tomorrow.


    As I walked Andre out to the hallway, he asked, "So did you ask him about his retirement status?"


    I was not in the mood to discuss this right now. "Not yet," I said. "I'm still gathering data."


    "Data gathering?" he said sarcastically, "Is that what you call burying your head in the sand?"


    "Not that I owe you an explanation, but I don't want to accuse my new boyfriend of being a liar for the second time this week," I shot back.


    "Oh, I'm sure he'll have a perfectly good reason," Andre replied.


    Patsy Cline's "Crazy" blared from my pocket.


    "Your pocket's playing old country music," Andre pointed out.


    "It's Mark's phone," I said, digging for it. I thought it was cute that he had changed his ringtone since hearing me sing the song.


    I looked at the display. The name Marsha appeared with an unfamiliar number across the top. I could feel Andre challenging me to answer it.


    I clicked on the call.


    Andre leaned over and hit the speaker button.


    I smacked his hand away, but before I could do anything a woman shrieked, "Oh, finally decide to answer my call, huh? You can run, but you can't hide from me, Mark." I heard her take a breath and then launch back into her attack. "You send me to voicemail, really? After five years together? What is going on with you?"


    I stared at the phone in horror. I was paralyzed.


    "Hello?" she said. "Mark, are you there?"


    I squeaked. Andre grabbed the phone and pressed END.


    "Wow," he said, shaking his head, "I wasn't expecting that."


    "Me neither," I said taking a seat in the nearest chair.


    I stared at the floor, sure when I looked up there would be pity in Andre's eyes.


    "Maybe it's not what it sounded like," Andre began.


    I held up my hand. "Don't do that," I said angrily. "I can't stand it!"


    "Okay," he said. "No pity. How about revenge instead?"


    I looked up at him. "What would you suggest?"


    "Well, you could spend the night with me. That would really get him back," he joked.


    I glared at him. I wasn't ready to laugh about this.


    "Okay, sorry, wrong timing. How about I toss him out in the street?"


    I sighed. I had a big day tomorrow. I needed sleep not more drama. I shook my head. "How about you find me another room? I can't deal with this now."


    "Done," he said putting his hand on mine. "Gather what you need."


    I collected my things out of the bedroom as quietly as I could. I threw Mark's phone at him as I closed the bedroom door. I don't think he even flinched.


    Alone in my cozy little room on the third floor of the villa, I allowed myself a few tears. For the first time, I seriously questioned picking Mark over Rick. Rick didn't have a mysterious past that he protected with layers of lies. He sure as hell didn't have a mysterious woman he forgot to mention either. No, Rick was sexy, dependable, and tried and true. Oh, and he loved me enough to let me go. He was the reason I was in Puerto Rico with Mark. He had convinced Mark that, despite evidence to the contrary, I wasn't sleeping with him. Now here I was alone in bed and second-guessing myself.


    How did I get myself into these situations?


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    



    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN


    


    


    My phone buzzed. I squinted at the bright light streaming through the windows. I grabbed the phone.


    "Hello?"


    "Where are you?" Mark demanded.


    "Well, I was sleeping," I said, awake now and ready to rumble.


    "You'd better be alone," he snapped.


    "What do you care?" I snapped back. "I'm sick of all your cloak and dagger lies, Mark."


    "Where are you?" he repeated like I was child. I expected him to start counting to five any minute.


    "I'm getting ready for a morning practice, and then we're going to the conference center for a dress rehearsal at three. I don't want to see you."


    I pictured him raking his hand through his hair and tried not to feel bad for him. "Please, Diana," he said softly. "Can we just talk about this? I'm sorry I got drunk last night. That pirate grog is potent."


    I was silent at his attempt at a joke.


    "What happened last night?" he asked.


    "Maybe you should ask Marsha," I said and ended the call.


    The fact that he didn't immediately call me back meant I had hit a nerve. I was disappointed. I guess I had been hoping he'd say, "Marsha who?"


    I showered and dressed. Carlos knocked on the door at quarter to ten.


    "So sorry to hear about your woes, m'lady," he said with a bow.


    I nodded.


    "I might have something to cheer you up," he said with a grin and opened the door.


    He dragged in a wardrobe rack on wheels bulging with clothes. Pretty, sparkly clothes. My favorite kind.


    "There's a seamstress coming at one to make any necessary alterations," he said. "You'll need three changes. Roger and Phil want the crowd to see you as versatile—rocker chic, glamorous, and casual."


    Remembering my plans to corner those two today, I said, "So why aren't they here? I need to discuss some things."


    "They're in the middle of last minute arrangements, but they'll take a look at what we pick out."


    My hour with Carlos reminded me a bit of the scene from the Pretty Woman movie. Only Richard Gere was dressed as a pirate, and I wasn't as excited about trying on the clothes as Julia Roberts had been. It was hard to be excited about clothes when your boyfriend had a Marsha calling him at all hours of the night. What kind of name was Marsha anyway? Marsha, Marsha, Marsha! She sounded like a real bossy-butt.


    We decided on jeans, a tight white shirt and awesome leather boots for my casual outfit. For the rocker outfit, a black bustier with matching black leather skirt and platform go-go boots. A flowing, sparkling white and gold dress that looked like it came straight from the 70's completed the ensemble. Carlos called the dress "a garment fit for a goddess." Yeah, he said that. I was starting to think he needed medication.


    Phil and Roger walked in while I was still in the 70's dress. They looked at me and then at each other.


    "Well," I prompted, "don't just stare. What do you think? I don't want to get up on stage looking like I've just walked off of some nineteen-seventies sitcom."


    Phil plopped down in a chair. Which was unusual because he wasn't much of a plopper; he was more of a lurker. "You look fantastic," he said the way a doctor would say, "This looks like strep," while he has a tongue depressor jammed half-way down your throat.


    "But?" I prompted.


    Roger stepped in. "Frankly, Diana, we don't know what to do with you."


    I looked around the room. Carlos was making himself busy putting away the discarded clothes.


    Phil chimed in, "No offense, but we don't really want to work with you. Like I said before, you've got bad luck. Lots of talent, but bad luck."


    Roger continued, "And in this business it's all about the luck."


    They stared at me glumly.


    "If you're trying to weasel out of this performance, you can forget about it. I'm doing this concert."


    Roger waved his hand. "The concert is a given. We're more worried about the tour."


    I looked up. "Why?"


    "As you know, the tour was supposed to feature Billy Prescott." Phil gave me a stern look.


    Hey, it wasn't my fault that Billy would rather pick out China patterns than be on tour.


    "We're still trying to salvage some of the dates. If this show goes well, we think we can piece together a truncated tour in the U.S. We already have tentative dates for the summer on the east coast."


    "We just don't know what to do with you," Roger repeated.


    I wasn't sure if I should feel offended or special. Phil said, "Carlos wants you on tour. Thinks you're the key to making this work in the U.S."


    My mind was racing. Opportunity was beating down my door, and I had no intention of letting it slip by. "I understand why you're reluctant. I admit I've had a run of bad luck. But I know I can do this," I said earnestly. "Don't judge me by the past. Judge me by tonight. Let the crowd decide."


    Phil nodded.


    Roger said, "What about your schedule? This could be a nonstop tour all over the country. You have a job and a new boyfriend. Have you thought about that?"


    "I'm a temp working for a vampire and my boyfriend has a 'Marsha'. A tour across the U.S. is exactly what I need right now," I replied.


    Phil raised his eyes heavenward. "See," he said to Roger, "this is just what I'm talking about. She's drama with a capital D."


    "I'm not drama," I insisted.


    Roger held up his hands. "Let's see how tonight goes. Who cares about the drama if she draws a crowd?"


    Phil shrugged. "At least she's not a pirate."


    


    * * *


    


    I had just finished with the seamstress and was on my way to the limo when Mark cornered me in the stairwell. "We need to talk," he said, grabbing my hand.


    I put my guitar down with a sigh. "Like I said before, Mark, I'm getting ready to go on stage in front of ten thousand people. I don't have time for this right now."


    He turned me to face him. "Okay, here's the short version," he said, looking into my eyes. Oh why, oh why did he have to smell so good? "Marsha's not my girlfriend. She was my partner."


    I stared at him. So not a girlfriend was good. However… "I'm not sure that's any better," I said. "Assuming you're not lying—"


    He rolled his eyes.


    "—why would your ex-partner be calling you?"


    He looked uncomfortable. "I can't really get into it right now."


    "Huh, well then I don't have time for this right now. Look me up when you're at liberty to discuss it," I said and grabbed my guitar.


    Mark blocked my way. "Don't do this, Diana. I'm not doing anything wrong. I just can't discuss it. Please trust me."


    I wanted to. I really did. But Andre's words rang in my ears. "I know you're still working for the CIA," I said before I chickened out.


    He stared at me for a moment. "How do you know that?"


    "Andre did some checking," I replied, feeling crestfallen that he hadn't tried to deny it.


    His face darkened. "I should've known. He doesn't know the details. I'll explain everything as soon as I can. I just need you to trust me right now."


    "I'm sorry, Mark. I just can't. You've been hiding things from me since the day we met. I understand that is how you're used to living because of your job. Let me know when you've finally left all that behind," I said, brushing past him.


    Andre was at the bottom of the stairs. It was obvious he had been listening in. He had the decency to look shamefaced.


    "You'd better be right about this," I told him.


    He shrugged. "Right or not, I'm only confirming what you've been feeling."


    He had a point.


    The ride in the limo was annoying. Between David and Margarite making kissy faces at each other and Carlos in full pirate mode, it was all I could do to stop myself from jumping out. Surprisingly, the sight of the convention center soothed me. In just a few hours, I would be on the stage playing in front of thousands of people. It felt right.


    The band was set up and running through sound checks when we walked on stage. Wow, it was really big.


    Carlos read my thoughts. "Ever thought you'd be in a place like this?" he asked, without a trace of pirate.


    I shook my head.


    "Me neither," he replied.


    "I guess I should thank you for stealing my song," I said, looking over at him.


    He grinned. "Anytime, m'lady."


    After rehearsal and a wardrobe check, I found myself alone in the dressing room with time to burn. So I updated my webpage and Facebook pages with info about the concert. Within minutes my phone rang. It was Rick. Yikes!


    I decided to be a big girl and answer it.


    "Hello."


    "Is this Diana the rock star?" he asked.


    I couldn't help but smile. "Hi, Rick."


    "I know I said I'd leave you alone," he apologized. "But I saw your update on Facebook, and I had to call. Are you really performing in front of ten thousand people tonight?"


    "Yep," I said, flushing with pride. "Believe it or not."


    "Oh, I never doubted you for a minute. Just wish I could be there to see it." He sounded a little too wistful.


    "Well, I'd better get back to work."


    "Hey, Diana," Rick said, "has Mark screwed up yet?"


    "No comment."


    "Has he told you he loves you?"


    I was stunned. No, in fact, he hadn't. I'd had two declarations of love in the past couple of weeks, and neither was from Mark.


    "Thought so," he said a bit smugly. "Well, good luck tonight."


    "Thanks," I said and hung up.


    I hadn't expected Mark to say he loved me so soon, had I? Hearing Rick's voice made me miss Mark. I couldn't believe he wasn't here with me now. Why did he have to be so secretive? Maybe Andre was just trying to edge Mark out of the way. But facts were facts. Mark admitted he was still working with the CIA. Geez, it sounded weird even thinking it in my head.


    "Shake a leg, matey," Carlos called from the hallway. "It's almost show time."


    Time to get my head in the game, I thought as I glanced in the mirror. I hoped the stylist could do something with my hair. It needed major work.


    An hour later my hair was rock star fab, and my rock chic costume was fitted like a black leather glove to my body.


    "Now that's what a rock star's supposed to look like," said Andre, as he escorted me from my room to the back of the stage. I could hear the roar of the audience as Carlos took the stage. Phil and Roger gave me a thumbs up when I walked by. Butterflies raced around my stomach. Was this really happening?


    I looked around, feeling anxious and a little sad.


    And then I saw him. He stepped out of a dark alcove holding an enormous bunch of red roses.


    Andre sighed. "Just couldn't stay away, huh?"


    Mark grinned. "Not a chance."


    They both looked at me.


    "Can you give us a minute?" I asked Andre.


    He gave Mark an angry look and headed back the way we had just come.


    "Nice flowers," I said pleasantly, like I had all the time in the world.


    "They're for you, if you'll have them," Mark said quietly.


    I took them and gave them a sniff. Between eau d' Mark and the roses, my nose was in heaven. "This doesn't make up for what happened," I warned.


    "I know. But it's a start. I don't mean to be secretive, but tying up lose ends is a little more complicated for me than for other people."


    "Just be honest with me. I shouldn't have to find out about your past from Andre and Marsha." I spit her name out angrily.


    "Agreed," he said. "I promise to keep you in the loop. But I can't always give you details."


    I sniffed the flowers again. "Okay, but you owe me one for this."


    "I thought I might've had a few in the bank with that whole pirate costume," he said with smile.


    "Nice try." I handed him back the flowers and kissed him on the cheek.


    Roger and Phil were motioning me forward.


    "I'll think of something," I called, as I turned and walked through the curtain.


    So this is what being a rock star is like, I thought as I walked onto the stage.


    Wow.


    There was a hush as I walked out into the spotlights.


    Carlos said first in English and then in Spanish, "I'd like you to meet the writer and the original singer of 'The Rum Song,' my friend and muse, the beautiful Diana Hudson!"


    For the first time since I'd heard from Mark that my song had been stolen, I felt at peace. I couldn't think of anything that could make this moment any sweeter.


    Except looking down at the front row and seeing the cops from the airport staring up at me. Mouths open and pointing. Who's loco now, boys? I gave them a wide smile.


    "The Rum Song" ended the first set, and chants of "more, more!" flooded my ears. As I changed into my casual outfit for my next original, "Simply Me," the second set began. Carlos launched into one of his love songs, and the audience screamed. And then I heard it… "Diana, Diana!"


    I walked up to the stage entrance where Roger and Phil were waiting. "Looks like you've got yourself a tour," Roger said with a grin.


    Phil cast his eyes heavenward and made the sign of the cross.


    "I didn't know you were a religious man," I said wryly.


    "I feel a calling," Phil replied.


    I rolled my eyes and stepped on stage.


    The crowd roared.


    


    



    


    


    CHAPTER FIFTEEN


    


    Much later that evening, back at Carlos' villa, all twenty or so of us toasted our success with shots of Patron. Roger and Phil had three dates set on the East Coast—Baltimore, Philadelphia, and DC—beginning in June. That only gave us the month of May to build Carlos' name recognition in the area. The plan was to play smaller venues around the main areas. They were looking for me to help with the Baltimore/Washington region.


    I already had dates booked for me and my regular band throughout the summer. During the winter I played mostly solo gigs, but summers were another story. I wasn't going to screw my summer band out of the gigs, so it looked like I'd need to find them a replacement for me and start booking new gigs. If I was able to book Carlos and I new gigs on such short notice, which would be no easy task.


    Mark was still trying to make nice with me. And I was accepting his attentions, up to a point. I had let him know that our relationship was on hold until he came up with some answers. He hadn't been happy but had promised me a full debriefing—pun intended—once he had returned from Atlanta. He had explained that the call from his former partner, Marsha (ugh!), had been about his return. We were flying back to Baltimore together on Sunday, and he would leave Monday for Atlanta. He hoped to be back by the following weekend in time for the Renaissance Fair.


    Mark was running his hand along my thigh, and I was feeling pretty flushed with tequila and victory. I was teetering on giving up my lonely bed and returning to our suite for the evening. I glanced around the room to see if anyone was watching. My eye fell on David kissing Margarite's hand as she murmured Spanish love words to him. Double ugh!


    I put my hand on Mark's to stop its roving.


    "So how long were you and Marsha partners?" I asked.


    Mark sighed and ran his hands through his hair. "Do we have to do this now?"


    "We do if you want your hand to continue along its current path," I replied, watching David head our way to pour himself and Margarite another glass of champagne.


    "I've already told you everything I can for now," he deflected.


    I shook my head. "No, I'm not asking for operational details. I want to know about Marsha. What's she like? Is she pretty? Is she married?"


    "I can answer that," said David as he walked by with the champagne. "Hot, yes, and not as of last Christmas." He grinned.


    I stared at David and then at Mark. "You took her home for Christmas?" I asked.


    Mark glared at David. "It's not what you think. We were in the middle of a case. It was work."


    David shrugged. "One room, one bed, a hot woman. Gotta get me a job like that."


    "Shut up, David!" Mark barked.


    I just stared at Mark. "Unbelievable. Yet another detail you failed to include in your fractured tale. If you and Marsha were an item, then you should've just said so."


    "Diana, it's not what it seems," he said with a sigh.


    "I'm sure you will come up with some very convincing version of the truth. But right now I'm too tired to listen to it." I stood up and said good night to Carlos and the band.


    


    * * *


    


    It was eight-thirty in the morning when we arrived at the airport. What a difference a few days made. Showing up at the airport in a limo with a famous singer was definitely the way to go, I decided as I climbed out of the car. Andre handed over our baggage to a skycap, and we waved goodbye to Phil and Roger who were headed to Aguadilla where their plane was waiting.


    There was a platoon of officers, most of whom had attended the concert, to expedite our way through airport security. Harried travelers stopped and stared as we walked by. "Carlos," they murmured. I thought I heard a few say "Diana" as well, but it may have just been Mark trying to catch up to me so we could "talk."


    I wasn't in the mood to talk. And I'd told him so when we were wedged in next to each other in the limo. I glanced back at him as he gathered his things off of the security conveyer belt. He didn't have much pep in his step. I felt a little guilty about that. I had to keep reminding myself that it was for the best. He needed to realize I wasn't going to put up with lies and half-truths in our relationship. And he needed to realize it now. I didn't want to be knee-deep in kids with him and find out he'd been hiding another wife somewhere.


    There I went again. Jumping ahead. He hadn't even said he loved me yet. Not that I was ready to say it back, but a girl liked to have the option.


    He tried again after we had checked in at the ticket counter. Carlos wanted to upgrade us all to first class. Andre was working out the details. Mark sat down next to me and handed me a cup of coffee. It was exactly the way I like it.


    My phone rang before he could speak. It was Ashley.


    "OH MY GOD!" she yelled before I could say anything. "You're on TV!"


    I held the phone away from my ear. "Calm down. What are they saying?" I asked.


    "It was one of those Sunday morning news shows. National! They were profiling some singer called Carlos Rodriguez and showed him introducing you as the writer of 'The Rum Song,'" she said excitedly. She was talking so fast, she was nearly hyperventilating.


    "Wow." I looked over at Mark. "I'm surprised it made it to TV so fast."


    "The footage is on YouTube," she replied. "I just pulled it up on the computer. What's with the Stevie Nick's look?"


    "Not my idea," I said. My phone beeped. "I've got another call."


    "It's probably Mom and The Grands," she said. "They were having breakfast together when I called to tell them to turn on the TV."


    I promised to be over later in the afternoon to pick up Max and said goodbye to Ashley. I clicked over to my mom.


    "OH MY GOD, Diana! You're on the news," she said. "And not just the local news either."


    "I know. Ashley just called."


    There was a rustling sound. "I just put you on speaker. The Grands want to talk to you."


    Oh, boy.


    Aunt Pearl called, "You datin' a Mexican boy now?"


    Oh, good grief. "No, Aunt Pearl, he's from Puerto Rico, and we're not dating."


    "That's too bad. They make good lovers, you know," she said.


    "Stop all that dad-burned lover talk. I wanna know if you picked me up some of that special rum?" Granddaddy asked.


    I heard my mom tell him no.


    "Hi, Granddaddy. We're already at the airport, so I'll have to get it for you next time," I said.


    "Congratulations, dear," said Mammaw softly. "You looked so lovely on the stage."


    "Yes, Diana," said Uncle Grover in his stilted voice, "you were stunning. I loved the gown. Who designed it?"


    "I'm not sure Uncle Grover," I said, stifling a laugh, as I heard Granddaddy call him a pansy.


    "They're getting excited about coming over for the Renaissance Fair," my mom said. "This isn't going to change your plans, is it?"


    I hadn't thought of that. I was scheduled to play at the Renaissance Fair next weekend. "I don't think so. We don't have anything booked yet."


    "Just wondering with your new fame an' all," my mom said with a laugh.


    "Now don' you go gettin' too big fer yer britches," Granddaddy hollered.


    My mom shushed him. "Are you stopping by for a visit after you pick up Max? You can bring your new man around," she added.


    I knew this was coming. "I'm really tired," I replied. "It's a long flight, and I just want to grab Max and go. I'm sure Mark feels the same way."


    Don't let the frosted hair fool you, my mom was sharp. "Put him on the phone," she said. "I'll give him a personal invitation."


    Mark was staring off in the distance. Probably thinking about all his secrets. Maybe he could use a wake up call from my mom.


    "Why not?" I said and handed Mark my phone.


    He stared at me a second before saying, "Hello."


    My mom launched into a pitch to get him to drive over to Delaware with me.


    "Sure," he said, "that would be fine. We'll come straight from the airport so we'll be there around two."


    I could hear my mom gushing on the other end of the phone.


    "A barbecue sounds great. We'll see you then." He hung up and handed me back the phone. Then he raised an eyebrow. "Taking me home to meet the parents?"


    "Think of this more as a relationship-readiness test," I said. "I hope you brought your A game."


    He chuckled. "I'm ex-CIA. I always bring my A game."


    "Good. 'Cause you're gonna need it," I replied. His reference to the CIA got my fur up. He might think everything was hunky-dory, but I was still feeling like a patsy. And not a Patsy Cline.


    Carlos interrupted us. "Okay, mates, we've got us a little problem. They only have one seat left in first class."


    "Dibs!" I called, without even a look at Mark. I threw my bag on my shoulder and headed for the ticket counter.


    Carlos' cackled, and, "She got you, Bucko!" rang out behind me.


    I didn't hear Mark's response. Maybe some time in coach would do him good. I was tired of feeling like the one on the outside looking in. This would give him a chance to experience it up close and personal.


    I approached the ticket counter and stood behind a blustering business traveler harassing the rep to upgrade him to first class.


    "Look, Senorita," he said, shaking his meaty finger at her, "I fly down here every month. I should get some kind of consideration from this airline."


    "I am sorry, sir," she replied without a trace of an accent. "First class is full. I cannot upgrade you. I can, however, give you advanced boarding after first class."


    He snorted and then nodded. There was something about his profile that caught my eye. He glanced over at me.


    "You again," Sir-Talks-A-Lot said with disdain. "Great, I'm going to be stuck next to a delusional drunk the whole way back."


    I smiled sweetly and gave my name to the attendant. She handed me back my boarding pass. "Don't count on it," I said, waving my ticket at him. "First class."


    He blustered and sputtered, sending another torrent of scathing words at the attendant.


    A voice over the intercom announced first class boarding. I hugged the ticket to my chest. It was good to be a rock star.


    Funny how my seat was next to Andre's, I thought, as I boarded the plane. He gave me a smile and helped me stow my guitar and carry-on bag. Carlos was across the aisle on my left. There had been reverent whisperings of, "Carlos," by the flight staff as we boarded. With the exception of a well-preserved older couple, the whole cabin was taken up with Carlos' entourage.


    "You in charge of tickets?" I asked Andre.


    "What makes you think that?" he asked, his mouth twitching slightly.


    "Oh, I don't know." I looked up and saw Mark boarding the plane.


    Mark's eyes narrowed at the sight of Andre tucked in all cozy next to me. I could almost hear him telling himself "it's only a plane ride" and counting to ten.


    Mark nodded at Andre. "That's two I owe you."


    Andre shrugged.


    I made a face at Mark. "Keep it movin', Mr. CIA. If that's your real name," I added.


    Mark's dark frown turned into a smile, and he shook his head. "You are such a goof," he said, ruffling my hair. "I can't wait to tell your family all about our adventures in Puerto Rico."


    I gasped. "You wouldn't dare!"


    He continued down the aisle, calling back, "Oh, you can bet on it, Queenie Baby!"


    I sat back in my seat with a huff.


    "You two are sickening," complained Andre. "All unrequited love and yearning. Throw in some sexual hijinks, and you've got yourself a spot on a reality TV show. Except, of course, you're a decade too old."


    "Not nice!" I snapped. "You can just keep your opinions to yourself."


    I looked towards the front of the plane at the seemingly never-ending line of passengers boarding. I spied my old friend Sir-Talks-A-Lot huffing and puffing his way on board.


    I tapped Carlos. "Hey, play along."


    He raised his brows. "At your service, m'lady," he said, sitting up straighter.


    "So, Carlos Rodriguez, when are we going to be singing 'The Rum Song' again?" I said loudly.


    Before Carlos could reply, Sir-Talks-A-Lot said, "Oh, here she goes again! Sittin' in first class bugging the real celebrities. If I were you," he said turning to Carlos, "I'd let the Air Marshall know she's bothering you. In fact, she can have my seat, and I'll sit here so she doesn't bother you the way she did me on the trip here. She thinks she wrote your song and has been telling everyone who will listen."


    I gasped. "You shut up," I cried. "I did write the song, and we just sang it together on stage last night."


    "Diana is correct," Carlos replied patiently in his lightly accented voice. "She is the writer of 'The Rum Song,' and we are going on tour together."


    Sir-Talks-A-Lot turned his back to me and gave what I assumed was a knowing wink to Carlos. "Gotcha, buddy," he said and patted Carlos on the back. "Good way to play it. It's a long plane ride to be cooped up next to a nut. Believe me," he added, hooking a finger at me, "been there, done that."


    He squished his way past, still running his mouth about "all the nutsos" in the world.


    "That wasn't exactly how I had planned it," I said to Carlos.


    "Yet, that is how it went," replied Carlos with a shrug. "A man like that is not easily convinced, m'lady. No, ya can't convince a landlubber to take to the sea."


    "I need to pick up a pirate dictionary," I said to Andre as I settled back into my seat.


    "Maybe there's an app." He smiled.


    "What a crazy trip this has been."


    He patted my hand. "It's just getting started."


    The crew was closing the door and running last minute checks. I could hear the engines whirring to life.


    "How so?" I asked.


    "You're a rock star now, Diana. Every day is crazy."


    Not exactly comforting, I thought as I buckled my seatbelt. My life hadn't been particularly calm before.


    I glanced back at the economy cabin. Mark was sitting across from Sir-Talks-A-Lot, who seemed to be living up to his name. I waved to them both right before the flight attendant closed the little curtains that separated the regular folks from the rock stars.


    


    



    


    


    CHAPTER SIXTEEN


    


    I stared ahead as the luxury rental car weaved in and out of Sunday Bay Bridge traffic. Mark hadn't said much since we'd gotten off the plane. I offered him a chocolate chip cookie I had saved from my fantastic first class in-flight meal.


    He glanced over at my meager offering and shook his head.


    Can't say I didn't try. I took a big delicious bite.


    "Cat got your tongue?" I asked.


    "No, but some guy just bent my ear for four hours about a variety of topics including how you are a total kook and should be locked up. At this moment, I'm inclined to agree." He was like a kettle releasing a long stream of steam.


    I stuck out my tongue. "Yeah, well, I'm sick of people accusing me of stealing my own song. And that guy was an idiot."


    Mark made no reply.


    "I'm sorry you got stuck next to him," I added. I glanced over at him to see if his attitude was improving. It looked like he may be at a simmer now.


    "Really?" he asked. "'Cause it sure didn't feel that way when you waved to me from first class."


    "Yeah, that wasn't very nice," I admitted. "But you have just had me so upset with all the secrecy. It makes me crazy!"


    "Crazier you mean," Mark corrected.


    I turned to attack, but he held up his hand. "Truce," he said. "I know it's been rough. I want today to be nice. I want to get to know your family and be more a part of your life."


    My stomach did a little flip. I didn't stand a chance when he started talking mushy. "Okay, truce," I agreed.


    He reached across and ran his hand up my thigh. Other parts started to feel mushy too. I was suddenly aware of his sexy smell mixed with the scent of leather upholstery. And reminded that we hadn't had any alone time in two days. Maybe it was time to stop fighting and make up. At least for tonight. Mark was leaving for Atlanta tomorrow and wouldn't be back until next weekend.


    "So what should I know about your family that I don't already know?" he asked.


    His hand continued to stroke my thigh. It was hard to think straight. "Well," I began, "we're going to The Meadows where The Grands and The Parents all live. We'll be barbecuing at The Parents' duplex. They live in adjoining duplexes and share a backyard."


    "Aren't your parents divorced?" he asked.


    "Yep, and they live next door to each other with their spouses. Weird, huh?"


    "Different," he replied.


    "My mom and my stepfather, Dave, live on one side and my dad and my stepmother, Anne, live on the other. The Grands live down the street in the assisted living facility. Granddaddy Hacker and Uncle Grover in one unit and Aunt Pearl and Mammaw in another," I explained.


    "Sounds like a good arrangement," he said.


    "Completely dysfunctional," I replied, adding, "but it's fun to watch."


    "Will your sister be there?"


    I nodded. "She's bringing Max. She'll also have my two nephews and niece and her husband, Dan."


    "Can't wait," Mark replied.


    "You won't be bored. I can promise you that."


    


    * * *


    


    It was another hour before we pulled into the overly manicured residential golfing, and assisted-living community of The Meadows. The Parents lived on a cul-de-sac in a cream-colored rambler ranch duplex with red shutters. The lawn was immaculately cut, the horizontal lines standing out like an army in formation, and the landscaping was lush and colorful. All thanks to the steep monthly community fees. I didn't see my sister's van out front, and I gave silent thanks for a few minutes of peace, and hopefully a big glass of wine, before her brood arrived.


    "Hope you're ready for this," I said as I opened the car door.


    "I've faced tougher opponents." Mark smiled.


    I raised my eyebrow, but didn't say anything.


    I approached my mother's door first and rang the bell. I had learned early on that to go to my father's first was some breach of unintelligible family etiquette.


    I heard rustling, and then my mom's fluffy blond hair appeared behind the door as she unlocked the screen door. Who locks the screen door? What's the point?


    "Hey, sweetie, how was your trip?" She held me to her, and I smelled White Linen. Some things never changed.


    My stepfather, Dave, stood behind us and reached around to shake Mark's hand. Once the introductions were done, my mom grabbed Mark's arm and led him through the kitchen out onto the back porch where the barbecue was getting started.


    "You and I have some catchin' up to do," she said. "I want to know everything about you."


    Mark glanced uneasily back at me. I gave him a thumbs-up. This wasn't going to be pretty.


    My father and Anne were on the patio wrestling Grands and tending the grill. "No more beer, Granddaddy," Anne called softly.


    "Take one more drink, old man, and you're going back home," my mom barked as she passed by him.


    "That ain't no way to speak to yer elder, girl," Granddaddy hollered back. "Why I oughta put you over my knee."


    "Now, now," I soothed, "let's not get all bent outta joint. I just got back."


    Temporarily distracted, Granddaddy's face lit up. "There's my Queenie Baby! The family rock star. Girl I'm so proud of you my buttons are just fit to bust."


    "Thank you," I replied, giving him a peck on the cheek.


    "Say, did you happen to pick up any wacky weed while you were down there," Granddaddy asked loudly.


    I saw my father roll his eyes as he came forward to give me a hug.


    "No, Granddaddy, I didn't pick up any wacky weed," I replied.


    "'Cause you know it's legal here now," he said with a nod. "I'm thinkin' 'bout gettin' me a card seein' how I got glaucoma an' all."


    "I say we grow some out back," chimed in Aunt Pearl.


    "Now yer talkin'," Granddaddy cried.


    My father raised his eyes heavenward. "You can't grow it, Granddaddy," I said. "It's still against the law."


    Granddaddy made a face of disgust. "Hmph! Dad-burned laws. Back in my day a man could grow what he wanted on his land."


    "You live in a condo. It's not your land," my dad pointed out.


    Granddaddy waved his hand. "Don' bother me with details. This here idea's got potential. Might just be better 'n sellin' jerky," he mused.


    I left Granddaddy and Aunt Pearl discussing where they could buy marijuana plants and grabbed two beers out of the little patio fridge. Time to rescue Mark from my mom. I handed Mark a beer and asked about Ashley's whereabouts.


    "She's on her way. She said she's bringing Sally because you said you were watchin' her for the week."


    Argh! The last thing I needed was a big smelly dog in my house for a week.


    "And don't forget you've got Granddaddy and Grover Friday and Saturday night for the fair," Mom added.


    We all looked over at Granddaddy and Uncle Grover. They were engaged in some sort of agility test involving standing on one foot and touching their fingers to their noses.


    "Yeah, about that…" I began.


    My mom held up a pink and white acrylic talon. "Don't even try it. They're yours for the weekend. I'll have my hands full with Aunt Pearl and Mammaw. Not exactly my idea of a romantic weekend away, having two old ladies in the next room."


    "And Ashley and Dan will have the kids with them," I said with a sigh.


    "Actually, the kids are going to Dan's mom's."


    I brightened at her words.


    But Mom squashed my hopes. "They only have one bed. There's no room for anybody else. Besides, they need some alone time."


    I gave her a questioning look.


    "I think the blush is off the rose if you get my drift," she added cryptically.


    I really didn't. My mom spoke in euphemisms from the last century. But it didn't matter. In the distance, I could hear my sister screeching at one of her kids as they made their way through the house.


    Look out, the drama queen had arrived.


    "I don't care, Dan. You can't leave the dogs in the car even with the windows down. All we need is another visit from the police," she chided.


    Sally and Max appeared behind Ashley, straining at the leashes held by my nephews, Jason and Josh. Sally took one look at me, gave a big happy bark, and made a b-line straight for me. Seven-year-old, Josh, held on like a trooper as he was dragged across the patio by the eighty pound dog. The leash hooked around the leg of the prep table next to the grill and ten pounds of hamburger patties and two dozen hotdogs crashed to the floor.


    Bam! Sally jumped right onto my chest and knocked me to the ground. Luckily, I fell off the patio into the thick grass. She gave me a big sloppy lick on the mouth and dashed off to grab her share of the hotdogs and hamburgers.


    I looked up. Mark grinned down at me.


    "That's some dog. You okay?" He offered me a hand.


    Anne and my mom were trying to shoo the dogs away from the meat. Sally grabbed two hotdogs and dashed around the yard playing keep-away with Dan.


    Max, on the other hand, had chosen a different strategy. He was standing on top of the large pile of meat, growling whenever Anne or my mom tried to move him.


    "Diana, come get your dog, or I'm going to let Granddaddy have his gun back," Anne cried.


    My dad grabbed a broom and pushed Max off the pile of meat. Max, knowing he was beat, grabbed a hotdog as a consolation prize and trotted over to see me.


    "You're a bad boy," I said looking down at him.


    The hotdog was sticking out of the side of his mouth like a cigar. He wagged his tail. I knew better than to reach down and pet him with a hotdog in his mouth.


    "How's it goin' boy?" Mark asked in that voice you use when you're talking to babies or animals.


    Max dropped his hotdog and jumped up on Mark's legs to give him a hug. He wasn't a particularly affectionate dog, but he occasionally deigned to give me or a favored guest a hug.


    "Hey, don't I get a hug?" I said.


    Max let go of Mark and sat back down on his haunches. Instead of jumping up to give me a hug, he lifted his right paw indicating I was welcome to shake his paw, but a hug was not in the picture.


    "A handshake? Really? That's all I get after a week away," I said bending down to shake his paw. "I'll remember this when you want a treat later."


    He grabbed his hotdog and trotted off.


    I glanced over at Mark.


    "Dogs and women," he said with a shrug.


    When the mess was finally cleaned up, Ashley brought Dan over for an introduction. Surprisingly, Dan and Mark had a lot to talk about. I wasn't sure if I should be worried about that or not. My brother-in-law put the "red" in redneck. He chewed tobacco, hunted woodland creatures, and ate jerky by the truckload. He wasn't a bad guy, just not my type. Kind of a cross between Cousin Eddie from the Vacation movies and the Marlboro Man.


    I rolled my eyes at the enthralling discussion on the Wild Game Dinner Ashley and Dan had attended last week at the Leipsic Fire Hall.


    "They got muskrat, beaver, wild boar. You name it!" Dan said proudly. He took a sip from his red Solo cup. No telling what was in it.


    "Never tried muskrat," Mark said with actual interest, "but I have tried alligator."


    Dan's eyes lit up. "What's that taste like?"


    "Tasted like chicken to me," Mark said with a laugh.


    Dan guffawed and spit tobacco onto the pristine lawn. Ashley looked like she wanted to punch him. It looked more like Ashley was interested in some alone time for herself instead of with Dan.


    Mark turned to Ashley. "So are you a big fan of wild game?"


    "Not so much. But I do like a nice deer tenderloin. I usually volunteer to help clean up with the other wives. The men are the servers. Believe it or not, the Wild Game Dinner is never dull," Ashley added.


    "No, sir," chimed in Dan, "although this year I got stuck servin' the salad. I got bumped off of rolls because Biden showed up." Dan spit again. It was hard to tell if the spit was a political commentary or just spit.


    "Biden?" Mark asked.


    "The Veep," Dan replied, tucking some more chew into his front lip. "The man always hogs the rolls. Ain't no one else allowed to serve the rolls. I remember goin' to the dinner with my dad, and there was Joe servin' rolls. My pop said Joe liked servin' the rolls 'cause there was less chance of gettin' his white shirt dirty. It's hard to stay clean servin' up muskrat."


    "The Vice-President was at your Wild Game Dinner last week?" Mark asked.


    Ashley nodded. "He's there almost every year. He's a very nice man," she added.


    "He's alright," Dan said with a dismissive wave of his big calloused hand. "I'm just not partial to his politics. But he can serve a roll as good as the next man."


    Ashley dashed away to deal with one of her wayward children, and Dan wandered over to the grill.


    "Quite a pair," Mark said.


    I shook my head. "Don't I know it."


    "So Vice-President Biden, who has been asked by the President to investigate gun violence, was serving rolls at a hunting fundraiser?" Mark asked.


    I nodded. "Guess what they auction off every year to raise money?"


    Mark raised his eyebrow.


    "Hunting rifles," I said.


    "Wow," he replied. "Gotta love small town politics."


    "We grew up country. Guns were a part of the landscape. There was always a loaded rifle on our back porch just in case. But that wouldn't be PC today," I said.


    "Just in case of what?" he asked.


    "In case of squirrel," I replied with a laugh.


    "Your dad doesn't look like a squirrel man," Mark said. We both looked over at my dad in his 'Kiss the Cook' apron.


    "No, it was my mom's gun," I said.


    "That explains it."


    "So has my crazy family scared you off yet?"


    He leaned down and kissed me. I felt all fluttery inside. How did he do that?


    "Not a chance."


    


    



    


    


    


    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


    


    The ride back to Annapolis got off to a rocky start. Sally was afraid of car rides, and it took Dan, Mark and a hotdog to get her into the back seat. Max did not look happy to have company; I think he was tired of Sally the Scaredy Cat. They finally settled down and drifted off into doggie dreamland just as we crossed The Narrows. I had spent many a summer evening playing at the deck bars and restaurants that dotted the narrow strip of land a few miles east of the Chesapeake Bay Bridge. Mark and I chatted about school, old friends, and wacky relatives. It sounded like his kin were almost as interesting as mine.


    It was after nine when we pulled up to my condo. I saw my downstairs neighbor, Mrs. Kester's, curtain move slightly. Not a good sign, I thought. The last thing I needed was another run in with that old bat. While Mark carried in my luggage, I took the dogs for a quick walk around the block. Max trotted confidently at my side while Sally alternately cowered and strained at the leash at each new sound and smell. I tried to sneak past Mrs. Kester's door, but Sally caught a whiff of something and started barking like crazy. For such a wimp, Sally had an impressive bark.


    "Woof! Woof!" she barked as I tugged at her leash trying to get her up the stairs.


    But Sally wasn't having any of it. She was determined to bark down Mrs. Kester's door. There was a rustling, and then Mrs. Kester's weathered face appeared in the crack.


    "Shut that dog up before I call the pound!" she yelled.


    Sally continued to bark and began pawing at Mrs. Kester's door.


    Mark appeared on the landing in front of my door and motioned me inside. I pointed at Sally.


    He came downstairs and grabbed her leash, giving it a hard tug. Sally didn't notice. She was determined to get inside Mrs. Kester's condo.


    "I said to shut that dog up!" she repeated.


    "I'm trying, Mrs. Kester. I don't know why she's acting this way," I said, pushing Sally's nose away from the crack in the door. "I think you'll have to pick her up," I said to Mark.


    Mark gave me a look that said I'd owe him yet another one.


    "I promise to make it worth your while," I joked in a hushed voice.


    There was a snort from behind the door. "Not the first time she's said that, I'm sure," said Mrs. Kester, getting her dig in.


    "You be quiet!" I shot back at her.


    Sally was cut off in mid-bark when Mark grabbed her around the middle and hoisted her over his shoulder. No easy feat with an eighty-pound Lab. Her legs stuck out awkwardly, and she stared at me in surprise. Max looked at her like she was an insult to the dog world. No self-respecting dog would act like that.


    "What was all that about?" Mark asked as he sat Sally down on my living room floor. She sniffed skittishly around the furniture before heading for the kitchen. Max was already on his perch looking out the window.


    "The old witch probably has dead bodies in there."


    Mark laughed. "I feel sorry for her."


    "Well, don't," I replied. "She makes it a living hell here most days."


    "Don't get all riled up." He walked over to me and wrapped his arms around me. "I seem to remember some promise of making it worth my while."


    He nibbled at my lips, and I melted into his arms. A few minutes later, the nibbling had turned into a full blown make-out session.


    "I also seem to remember a nice-looking bed being around here somewhere," Mark teased between kisses.


    "Yes, but I need a bath before I climb between the sheets with you."


    "Got room for two?" he asked hopefully.


    "Nope, this is a plain-Jane condo. But I hear Mrs. Kester has a bathroom like the Taj Mahal. Maybe you'd like to try her tub?"


    "Next time," he said, swatting my bottom.


    "If you want to jump in the shower first, I'll open a bottle of wine and start some laundry."


    "Deal." He kissed me hard, taking the opportunity for some more fondling.


    I bustled around the kitchen for a few minutes, thinking about getting back into my daily routine. I was due at Mr. Pyres at ten, and I was planning to stop by to see Carol at Greene's Staffing on my way. I also still had a big fat check in my purse. I needed to cash that sucker before Phil and Roger changed their minds.


    Mark came out wearing only a towel. He looked so good, I was temporarily distracted from thoughts of what I would do with all that money. All I could think about was what I'd do with all that man. I stepped up and nuzzled his cheek.


    "Do I pass the sniff test?" he asked.


    "Always," I replied. "It ought to be against the law for a man to smell as good as you."


    He shook his head. "You say the strangest things."


    "I can't be the first woman to tell you how good you smell," I insisted.


    He thought about it for a second. "Yes, you are. Don't get me wrong. I've had compliments from women. But none of them have followed me around sniffing me." He laughed. "Not that I mind it."


    "Well, I don't know how that can be. I must be special." I took one last appreciative sniff before heading to the bathroom, making sure to grab my wine glass on the way.


    "Oh, you're special alright."


    I shot him a look. "Don't give me any sass. You want to see me naked, right?"


    He gave me an irreverent thumbs-up.


    I giggled. I loved his silly side.


    My bath lasted only as long as it took to finish my wine. I was relaxed bordering on sleepy when I climbed from the tub. I slipped on a silky robe and padded out to the living room. The lights were low. Mark was stretched out on the couch asleep, wearing only a pair of old sweat pants. Max was curled up at his feet. Sally was sprawled out on the floor next to him, her head stuffed under the couch.


    I tried to step over Sally. I had this picture of me snuggling up against Mark on the couch. But as soon as I made a move to step over her, Sally jumped, hit her head on the bottom of the couch and started yelping. Mark stirred and opened one eye.


    "You're not exactly stealthy."


    "I would've been if this idiot dog wasn't in the way." I pushed Sally away from the couch. She skulked away with her tail down.


    I climbed up on the couch with Mark, and Max started to growl.


    "You get down, bad boy!"


    Max gave me another growl. This was a stand off.


    Mark ended it by shoving Max off the couch with his foot. Max was dumped unceremoniously onto the floor. He gave us both an evil glare and jumped up to his window perch.


    Mark patted the couch next to him.


    A big yawn escaped my mouth as I leaned down to kiss him.


    "How romantic," he chuckled.


    I covered my mouth. "Nothing personal. Just a long day."


    "Does this mean I'm not gonna see you naked tonight?"


    I stood up, loosening my robe.


    "Let me ease your mind on that front," I said, letting the robe fall to my feet.


    He raised a brow and sat up on the couch. I had his attention.


    His warm hands slid over my body, pulling me onto his lap. His lips touched mine and traced a lazy path to my breasts. A fire spread through me as he led me over to a wooden kitchen chair. I wasn't sure how the chair was better than the couch, but never let it be said that I'm not adventurous.


    He sat down in the chair and smiled up at me.


    "Wasn't the couch more comfy?" I asked, as he pulled me against him and buried his head between my breasts.


    He looked up at me with a mischievous smile. "I've been admiring the kitchen chairs since you went to take your bath."


    Huh? I'd never heard of a kitchen chair fetish, but I'd play along. "Maybe you were thinking of something along these lines?" I said kneeling down in front of him, adding, "You must really like kitchen chairs."


    His quick intake of breath answered my question.


    "I like the way you think," he murmured a few moments later. "But I had something more like this in mind."


    He pulled me onto his lap. Face to face with everything perfectly matched. My bare feet found traction on the rail at the bottom of the chair. Nice.


    "I really like the way you think," I whispered against his lips.


    


    * * *


    


    Mark grimaced as he took a sip of coffee.


    "It can't be that bad," I said and threw a dish towel at him. What was wrong with my coffee? I must not make it up to man standards.


    "It can be, and it is." He set his cup down on the counter.


    I stuck out my tongue.


    "Keep that behavior up, and I'll put you in the time-out chair." He wiggled his eyebrows suggestively.


    I blushed. I'd never look at my kitchen chairs in quite the same way again.


    He came around the counter to give me a kiss. "I'm going to miss you," he said between kisses.


    "Me, too," I sighed.


    Mark was going to get some of his belongings from the boat, and then he was off to the airport to spend the next five days 'settling things'. I just hoped those things didn't include Marsha.


    "No ex-boyfriends, or new boyfriends, for that matter, while I'm gone," he joked. "And they'll be a full-body hickey inspection when I get back."


    I glared at him.


    He kissed my forehead. "I just get a little nervous thinking about you here with two exes within shouting distances, and me in Atlanta."


    "Yeah, well, I'm not so happy with you going to Atlanta and seeing Marsha." I was getting riled. My hands went to my hips.


    "Stand down," he ordered. "I'm not having this discussion again. Let's kiss goodbye like we actually like each other."


    Like each other. Really. "Well, I'm not actually in the habit of making out with people I just like," I replied tartly.


    He stared at me for a moment, looking like he wanted to say something. But then it seemed to pass. "Good one," he said lightly. He wrapped his arms around my waist and kissed my neck.


    I raised my lips to his, wondering if something else might go wrong to keep us apart. What if this was our last kiss? What if he never said he loved me? Wait a minute, my brain interjected, I'm not sure about love at this point. Why did I expect him to be sure?


    The kiss ended, and Mark grabbed his bags. He opened the door, saying, "I'll call you tonight."


    And then he was gone. And all my insecurities came rushing back.


    Sally whined.


    Oh, well, there'd be plenty of time for teeth gnashing later. Right now I had dogs to walk. And, of course, a job with a vampire.


    I pushed all the negative thoughts out of my mind and rushed through my morning tasks. I picked up coffee and monkey bread from Shack's Bakery at precisely nine o'clock, right on schedule. I hadn't forgotten my promise to check in with Carol on my way to work. I hoped she'd made up her mind about buying the business.


    Mondays were crazy at the staffing agency. Second only to paycheck Friday's. Carol had three people standing around her desk and was talking on the phone to a fourth.


    "I understand, Mr. Baker," she said patiently. "A lot of things were mixed up while I was out. I'll call you back this afternoon with the corrected invoice. Okay, thanks so much."


    She hung up the phone and made a note on her Day Planner.


    "You two gentlemen have a seat," she said firmly to two men in baggy jeans and sideways caps. "Now Bobby, what can I do for you?" she asked with a sigh.


    This ought to be good. I occasionally helped out in the office, and knew that Bobby was a regular. He usually temped at a toothbrush manufacturer.


    "Well, Miss Carol," he began hesitantly, "I missed work Friday. An' I was afraid to go back."


    Carol narrowed her eyes. "Did you no-call-no-show, Bobby?"


    This was a cardinal sin in the temp world.


    Bobby looked startled. "No, ma'am. I'd never do that." He paused. "But I think I divulged too much information when I called my supervisor. If you know what I mean." He leaned in conspiratorially.


    I actually did know what he meant. The first time I talked to Bobby on the phone he had said he wasn't able to get to work because his father had a flight to catch—on the space shuttle—and he had to take him to the airport so he could get to Houston in time for the launch.


    Carol shook her head. "I really don't, Bobby. Why don't you tell me what you said, and I'll see if I can sort it out with your supervisor."


    He leaned in a little closer and whispered, "I told him about my undercover work. You remember what I told you when I got my check last week?"


    The two guys sitting down were listening intently.


    "That you are working undercover for the police as part of a big sting operation, and that they recruited you because of your super-human hearing. Did I get that right?" she asked matter-of-factly.


    The two guys looked at each other, probably thinking their hearing wasn't so great.


    Bobby smiled. "Yep! Well, Friday they called me in to work in the Inner Harbor for the President's visit to Baltimore." He nodded his head proudly. "I was stationed in the doorway of the Aquarium. The man passed so close to me I could've touched his sleeve." His face had a dreamy look.


    Carol stared blankly, her eyes magnified by her thick glasses. The two guys sitting down burst into laughter.


    "That one crazy MoFo!" hooted one.


    The other guy slapped his buddy's hand. "Look, dude should have his own show. He that funny!"


    Carol fixed them with a stern look. "Go to work, Bobby. I'll call your supervisor. And don't miss any more time. Do you understand? You need to decide which job is more important." Another key to successful dealings with temp workers—never shatter their delusions. Just play along and hope for the best.


    He nodded and headed for the door. "Yes, ma'am. Thanks a lot. I've been thinkin' I should resign from the undercover work. It's not all that much fun really. Just a lot of standing around."


    The two guys couldn't stop cracking up. One of them fell on the floor and rolled around. Carol looked down at him from the counter.


    "Can I help you gentlemen?" she asked coolly.


    "Get up, Jerome," said the guy still in his seat. "Ah, yeah, we lookin' for work. I'm Sean, and this my cousin Jerome. He's smoked a little too much this mornin' an that crazy undercover dude jest set him in a fit."


    "How about you?" Carol asked. "Were you smoking this morning?"


    "Uh, no ma'am, not since last night. I know better than to smoke an' then look for a job. It don't work out. I got more professionalism than Jerome." He looked over at me and smiled. His front teeth sparkled; S-H-I-T was etched clearly in his gold grillwork.


    Carol nodded as if people walked in everyday wearing a grill that said "shit" and confessed to smoking pot before breakfast. It actually only happened about once a week or so. "I can see that, Sean. But I think we're going to have a problem finding you work as well."


    "Why's that?" he asked. He must have sensed his employment chances slipping away, because he was frantically waving his hand at Jerome to get off the floor.


    "Well, many of our customers require a clear drug test before I can send you out to work." She paused, waiting for Sean's response.


    "That does sound like a problem," he agreed. "Look here, maybe we can just come back in a few days an' then try the test."


    "Better give it a few weeks," Carol replied.


    Sean nodded and grabbed Jerome's arm.


    "Peace out," Sean called.


    Carol shook her head trying to clear it.


    I smiled and held out my arms. She gave me a quick hug.


    "I missed you! How was your trip?" she said.


    "Crazy, exciting, unbelievable!"


    "Pretty much like every day around here," Carol replied with a laugh.


    I nodded and brought her up to speed on events from the trip. "With the tour coming up, I'm not sure how much I'll be able to temp over the summer," I finished.


    Carol sighed. "Mr. Greene called and asked to meet with me this afternoon at five. He needs an answer, or he's going to put the place up for sale. Can you stop by? I'd really like your opinion."


    "Of course, but you know this business," I insisted. "You're the one who should own it."


    "I know, I know." She waved a hand at me. "But it just seems like so much. I met with the accountant and took a close look at the numbers. Once we get all the invoicing problems fixed that David and Charles messed up, it looks quite profitable for the rest of the year. I just don't know if I'm ready to go it alone," she confessed. She took a sip of coffee and munched on a piece of monkey bread.


    "Hey, this is my main gig. I depend on this income, and I can't think of a better person to own the agency."


    "Nah," she said with a wave of her hand, "you'll be a full-time rock star soon. Your temp days are numbered."


    "Not quite there yet," I said brushing crumbs off my hands. "Today I have a vampire to appease."


    Carol rolled her eyes. "He's not been a happy camper. By the way, he asked Tabitha to come back today to 'help with the transition.' Whatever that means."


    "Can't wait to find out. Did you help him with his special project?" I asked. The Count had been very upset that his online dating was interrupted by my vacation. So much so, he asked me to give Carol the log-in information for his accounts.


    "I checked for him a couple of times—nothing but prostitutes—and then he asked me to give Tabitha the passwords. He said she had some ideas for spicing up his profiles."


    I winced. No telling what that meant.


    "Okay," I said gathering my things. "Time to face my agitated vampire."


    Just another day in the life of a temp.


    


    


    



    


    


    


    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


    


    I arrived at The Count's upscale hotel at five minutes to ten. Unfortunately, I wasn't the only one at the door.


    Two ladies with pink hair a la Nicki Minaj, sporting evening dresses and spiked heels, were lounging against the doorway.


    They looked me up and down. "What you supposed to be?" the bigger girl asked.


    Not sure how to answer that, I said, "I'm supposed to be Mr. Pyres' assistant."


    The woman snorted. "Well, that ain't original at all. He already got some bougie white girl actin' like his assistant."


    "I got a question for you," said the other woman. "Does it hurt when he bites you?"


    "Excuse me?" I stared at her dumbly.


    "Ya know when he bites your neck. Does it hurt? 'Cause I tole Miss Thing in there if he thinks suckin' my blood is included in the reg'lar price, he's got another thing comin'."


    "Preach it sista'!" said the larger woman. "I ain't sure it's worth gettin' all bit up by a vampire. What my regular customers gonna say?"


    "Let me guess," I said. "You met Mr. Pyres online, right?"


    They nodded in unison.


    I banged on the door. "Tabitha! Open up!"


    "Hey," cried the bigger girl, "you can't just cut in front of us. We were here first."


    I didn't want a brawl in the hallway, so I said, "Oh, if you want to let him feed on you first, then be my guest. Only he's a little cranky in the mornings…"


    "Let's get outta here Charmane," the bigger girl said, grabbing her friend's arm. "This place is freakier than workin' The Block!" They fled down the hallway, high heels clacking loudly on the tile floor.


    "Yes, it is," I muttered and banged on the door again.


    A face appeared in the doorway. "Can I help you?" asked the pretty blonde with cornflower blue eyes and perfectly flat-ironed hair.


    "It's me, Diana."


    She continued to stare blankly at me. "Diana who?"


    Maybe she'd been smoking this morning too. "Diana, Mr. Pyres' assistant."


    "I'm Mr. Pyres' assistant. But my name isn't Diana. It's Tabitha."


    Was this a joke? I looked behind me. No cameras in sight. "Tabitha, I'm Diana. Remember we talked on the phone last week? I helped you with the typing?"


    I was a second away from snapping my fingers in font of her eyes to wake her up, when her face suddenly lit up. "Sure, sure. Yeah, it's been, like, days ago. I completely forgot." She laughed and opened the door for me.


    "Why are there prostitutes standing outside the door?"


    Tabitha looked out in the hallway. "I don't see anyone."


    "I mean a few minutes ago," I ground out.


    "Oh, those were Mr. Pyres' dates. See I had this great idea that he could like interview all the ladies that replied to him online. Then he could pick his favorite." She smiled.


    "They were prostitutes," I repeated.


    "Um, don't you think you're stereotyping just a bit?" she said leaning in. "They were just urban. Mr. Pyres likes all types of women. He doesn't discriminate like some people." She looked disapprovingly at me.


    "I'm not discriminating!" I snapped. "They were prostitutes! Okay, they were urban prostitutes."


    She looked unsure.


    "Maybe you should tell me exactly what's going on. When did you set up these interviews?"


    "On Friday, when Mr. Pyres was so upset that he didn't have a date for the weekend. So I went through his accounts and showed him all the responses. He was, like, so relieved." She smiled her sunny smile. "There were so many that he couldn't choose. It was taking a really long time, and I was supposed to meet my friends at Red Eye's for happy hour. They have the best mojitos. You know the place I'm—"


    I interrupted her, "Yes, I know the place. So that's when you got the bright idea of interviewing the candidates?"


    She nodded. "Some of the ladies were a little huffy about it. But I was like, 'Hey, he's a famous vampire what do you expect?' I think the whole vampire thing makes it hard for him to find the right woman. I told him I think it's terrible how badly his kind is discriminated against."


    I rolled my eyes. "You do know he's not actually a vampire, right?"


    She put her finger against her lips and made the "turning the lock and throwing away the key" motion. "His secret's safe with me. Can't let the world find out about something like this. It's hard being different from everyone else. I know because my grandmother on my mom's side was a witch."


    "Really?" I raised my brow.


    "Yep. My dad used to call her that all the time."


    I stared at her. No one could be this dumb. "Where's Mr. Pyres?"


    "On the balcony, finishing up his first interview."


    I raced to the balcony and slid open the door. Mr. Pyres froze with his coffee cup in one hand and a danish in the other. The woman he was with appeared to be in her fifties, was well-dressed, and also sipping on a cup of coffee.


    "Ms. Hudson! What is the meaning of this? You're gone for a week and then interrupt my lovely tête-à-tête with Ms. Peyton? Did you leave your brain in Puerto Rico?" His cape fluttered out behind him as he rose to his feet.


    "I'm so sorry, my dear," he said to Ms. Peyton. "This is my assistant, Diana, and she's a bit flighty. You know you could learn a thing or two from Tabitha," he chastised.


    That stopped me in my tracks. "You're kidding, right?"


    "I most certainly am not. The first couple of days were rocky, but by the end of the week she had all the typing caught up. And she had this brilliant idea of interviewing all the lovely ladies who had contacted me. She's proven invaluable during your absence," he sniffed.


    "I'm sorry to interrupt. I'll let you finish your chat," I said and backed off the balcony.


    Tabitha was sitting on the couch with her feet propped up on the table. She clicked through channels on the television, finally settling on a rerun of a Real Housewives episode.


    "I so could be on this show." She pointed to the television.


    "Don't you have typing to do?" I asked.


    "Like, duh," she said rolling her eyes. "Hassim won't have it ready until noon. He's not like a machine or something."


    I put my hand on my head. "Who's Hassim?"


    "Oh, he's the guy I hired from Fiver to do all the transcription. He's from India. I take pictures of the pages with my iPhone and text them to him in the morning. He emails them back, and I print them off."


    Fiver? What the heck! "How can you afford to hire someone else to do your work?"


    She sighed and looked up from the TV. "Well, it only costs me a dollar a page, because Hassim is from India, and they don't need as much money as we do here. So they work for less." She shrugged. "There's no way I could get all that typing done in a day. Besides, it's sooo boring. I might get him to write papers for me when I go back to school. He's really good."


    An Indian freelancer. Impressive. She had to be some kind of idiot savant.


    "So with all this extra time, you've been helping Mr. Pyres meet women?" I probed.


    She nodded. "Yeah, I thought about having Hassim work on that too, but I was worried about the cultural differences between Indians and vampires. You know they don't eat cows so…" Her voice trailed off. I had no idea what she thought the connection was, and I had no intention of finding out.


    The Count swished through the living room leading the lovely Ms. Peyton to the door. After saying his goodbyes, he turned to us.


    "Ms. Hudson, I'd like a word alone," he said. "Tabitha perhaps you can go downstairs and check for new messages. I'd like to get a couple more interviews in today. I thought you made more for this morning?"


    She made a face. "I sure did, but Diana ran them off. She called them prostitutes just 'cause they were a little urban."


    "Stop saying urban like that!" I snapped. "It's not right."


    "Well, it's better than calling people prostitutes!" Tabitha snapped back.


    "They were prostitutes!"


    Tabitha stood up. "See what I mean?" she said to Mr. Pyres and left the room.


    "Really, Ms. Hudson, I'd expected more from you."


    I tried a different tactic. "Where's Betty Getty?"


    He flinched. "She's not taking my calls."


    "And why's that?"


    "We had a small miscommunication. She was not happy about our open relationship."


    "But you said she was okay with it," I insisted.


    "It appears that when I asked her about having an open relationship, she thought that to mean we would share our feelings. Be open with one another." He fiddled with his cape and looked uncomfortable.


    "So when she found out about your continued dating…"


    "She threw a glass of wine in my face and called me a scoundrel. Imagine that!" he cried. "I am no scoundrel!"


    "So let me help you patch things up with her," I said.


    "No. I've decided to play the field."


    "Tabitha has scheduled you interviews with prostitutes," I reasoned.


    "What about Ms. Peyton? She certainly didn't look like a prostitute."


    I have to admit I was puzzled by Ms. Peyton. She looked like a respectable woman. Attractive and successful even. Why the heck would she agree to an interview with The Count?


    "No, I agree, but most women aren't going to want to be interviewed for a date unless they're prostitutes." And I wasn't so sure prostitutes were that agreeable to it either.


    He thought about this for a minute. "If I were to consider trying to make up with Betty, what would you suggest?"


    "Flowers first with a note of apology."


    "Done! Can you take care of that on your lunch hour?" he asked.


    "Sure. Should I tell Tabitha to cancel your other interviews?" I asked hopefully.


    "No, no. I want to see the rest of the ladies. I'd hate to disappoint them."


    I groaned.


    "Really, Diana, I think you should be more thankful to Tabitha. She is quite a find." He preened in front of the ornate mirror near the front door.


    "About Tabitha," I began. "Do you really need both of us? I'm back now and…"


    "But you are now a famous rock person, aren't you? I caught your act on the Sunday news show. Very impressive, but who will take care of me when you're off on a tour bus?" he asked.


    He had a point. I also had a fifty-seven thousand dollar check in my purse. I didn't really need this job, but it went against my grain to give it up to Tabitha.


    "I understand if you want today to be my last day, Mr. Pyres." I felt sad saying it, but I couldn't blame him.


    "Now, now, let's not be hasty," he said. "Let's see how the day goes."


    I shrugged. "Sounds good. Tabitha seems to have the typing under control, so I'd like to go through your online profiles and make sure they are up-to-date."


    He nodded and headed off to discuss his upcoming interviews with Tabitha.


    


    * * *


    


    A lovely bouquet of roses and a heartfelt card were on their way to Betty Getty. My next stop was the costume rental store to pick up my gown for the Renaissance Fair. I made sure to reserve the same dress each year. It was made out of pale shades of blue tulle and satin with silver threading in the bodice. I felt like Sleeping Beauty when I wore it.


    My phone rang just as I left the shop.


    "Hola, Queenie Baby," sang Carlos. "I've missed yer pretty face."


    I smiled. "Hola, Carlos."


    "Guess where I am, m'lady," he said.


    "I haven't a clue."


    "On my boat!" he cried.


    "Your what?"


    "My boat! They rented a big yacht instead of getting a house. We're docked in Annapolis."


    "Impressive! Can't wait to see it. When's practice?"


    "Every night at seven. The band's staying on here with me. You had any luck booking us locally?"


    I hit my hand to my forehead. I can't believe I hadn't made those phone calls yet. "Not yet, but put Red Eye's open mike on your calendar for Thursday. I'll try to get some other bar owners to come out and see us there. Hopefully you'll have your pick of bookings after that."


    "Aye, aye!" he cried before we hung up.


    My phone rang again. This time it was The Count.


    "Hello, Mr. Pyres. Everything okay there?" I asked, wondering what could have gone wrong in the twenty minutes I'd been gone.


    "No, no, everything's fine," he said. "I was getting ready to go to lunch, and I had a thought about Betty."


    "Okay."


    "I'd really like to patch things up with her. Show her I'm a good guy, so to speak. You know how much she was looking forward to the Renaissance Fair?" He paused. I had a bad feeling about this. "Well, I thought perhaps she'd like to go with me, and you and I could do a little number together. What do you say?" he asked.


    I was speechless.


    He rushed on. "You know I play the hurdy-gurdy. We could do a tune together during your performance. I'm quite good at 'Merrily Kiss the Quaker's Wife.'"


    "Uh, Mr. Pyre, I'd love to do that. But we really don't have time to practice."


    He made a tut-tut sound. "No problem. I'll have Tabitha hunt down the lyrics and the music and email it to you. I certainly can carry my part," he said grandly.


    A light bulb went off. "There's a talent show on Saturday. Why don't you have Tabitha go online and sign you up?" I asked, adding, "I bet that would really impress Betty."


    "Well, I'm not much of a singer. You'd still have to accompany me. Unless, of course, you think it's too difficult."


    "Fine," I ground out. "Have her send me the song. I'll work on it tonight."


    I know I shouldn't have let him get my goat, but I couldn't let The Count one up me. Great, just great, I thought. I'd agreed to perform with a pirate and a vampire all in the course of a few minutes' conversation.


    


    



    


    


    CHAPTER NINETEEN


    


    Back at The Count's, I watched from the doorway as Tabitha sorted out the prostitutes from the transvestites. It seemed they didn't appreciate being called into the same interview. It was hard to believe this many had agreed to an interview in the first place.


    "Now look here, girlie," a big woman with bright purple hair said. "I didn't come here to wait with the likes of this. I never seen such a freak show."


    I couldn't agree more. A "woman" wearing a lime green unitard strutted past me.


    Tabitha seemed to have realized her mistake. She gave me a relieved smile when she saw me in the doorway and hurried over. "Mr. Pyres will be here in a few minutes. What should we do?" she asked, glancing around the room.


    I chewed the inside of my lip. There wasn't a single person in the room who didn't have "crazy" written all over them.


    "Looks like you're in a pickle."


    "Well, duh," Tabitha rolled her eyes and snapped her gum. "What should we do?"


    I raised my brows. "There's no 'we'. You go tell them the date's off."


    Tabitha cleared her throat and waved her hands. "Excuse me, can I have your attention, please."


    No one even looked her way.


    A ruckus broke out as one of the ladies accused another of making a disparaging remark about her hairstyle. I caught "well, maybe I'll jest rip that weave right off" and decided I needed to get involved.


    This was just like breaking up a bar fight from on stage, I told myself, as I climbed up on to Mr. Pyres' desk.


    "LADIES!" I yelled. It took a few seconds before the site of me standing on the desk got their full attention. "I have some bad news."


    "Yo' mamma called and wants her polyester pantsuit back?" called a high pitched voice. The rest of the group laughed.


    Great. A heckler. It was actually a lovely linen suit I'd picked up from the Anne Taylor outlet.


    I tried my best to keep up a professional front. "No, I'm sorry, but the interviews for the date are cancelled. We appreciate you coming—"


    "I took two buses to get here! That girl," the woman pointed a long pink nail adorned with diamonds at Tabitha, "said he was a wealthy umpire and didn't have time to waste finding his own escort."


    Tabitha put her hands on her hips. "Uh, no, I didn't."


    Another woman turned towards her. "Oh, yes, you did! You said the same thing to me."


    "No, I didn't!" Tabitha insisted. The crowd was starting to look more like a mob.


    "Ladies!" I yelled. Someone threw a wadded up piece of paper at me. "Enough! I'm sure Tabitha didn't mean to mislead you. We are very sorry for any inconvenience. We will call you a cab if necessary."


    "How 'bout my time?" yelled the purple haired woman. "I make a hundred dollars an hour."


    The transvestite cleared her throat. "Excuuuse me, hundred an hour?" she put her hand up in the air. "Umm, I don't think so! 'Less you got some extra parts up under that skirt that we ain't seein'!"


    The purple-haired woman made a lunge for the transvestite.


    Suddenly, Tabitha screeched, "SHUT UP!" She stomped her feet like a two-year-old throwing a tantrum. "Shut up all of you!"


    She pointed her finger at the purple-haired woman. "I never said he was a wealthy umpire! I said he was a wealthy VAMPIRE!"


    There was stunned silence. "Did she say vampire?" I heard someone whisper.


    "Yes! Vampire, vampire, vampire!" Tabitha chanted, stomping her foot.


    "I ain't messin' with a vampire," the transvestite cried.


    "Me neither," called a few others.


    There was some general discussion on the pros and cons of dating a vampire. It seemed for the moment that an out-and-out brawl had been avoided. I started to climb down from the desk when the door opened.


    "Miss Hudson, what are you doing on my desk!" The Count boomed from the doorway. "I demand to know what is going on here!"


    The group of women turned in unison at the sound of Mr. Pyres' voice. A collective gasp broke the silence as he stalked into the room, his red satin cape billowing behind him in all its glory.


    "Lord, Jesus help us, it's a vampire!" shrieked the purple-haired woman.


    Another woman screamed and made a run for the door. A general stampede ensued with several women claiming in loud shrieks they'd been bitten.


    Within seconds the room was clear, and there was just trash and over-turned chairs to testify to the mob scene from moments before. And me on the desk, of course.


    I shimmied down from the desk and gave Mr. Pyres a hesitant smile. Tabitha was crying loudly. "We've got it all worked out. No harm done."


    "No, it's all my fault," Tabitha sobbed. "I don't know what I'm doing. I almost set you up on dates with prostitutes!"


    Her wailing was working my overwrought nerves. I patted her shoulder. "It's okay. No harm done. Mr. Pyres met a lovely lady today, and I'm sure that date will go wonderfully."


    The Count was having none of it. "Ms. Hudson don't try to sugar coat this. You were right. Tabitha is simply not qualified to do the job. I need someone I can count on to make sound decisions, who'll be there whenever I call. Not a teenybopper snapping gum and texting friends."


    He had a point, but I didn't want to be his go-to-girl. In fact, Tabitha was starting to look like a much better fit for this job. "You're being too hard on her, Mr. Pyres. I think she's got real potential."


    Tabitha stopped sobbing long enough to say, "I do?"


    I nodded. "Yep. And I think you should be Mr. Pyres' first assistant, and I'll be your backup. After you're completely trained, of course," I added.


    "You'd do that for me?" she asked, wiping her eyes.


    I patted her on the back. Mr. Pyres didn't look convinced.


    "I'm not sure Miss Hudson…"


    "Tabitha's done some great things while I've been gone. And you said yourself she's able to get the transcribing done faster than I ever did."


    He pursed his lips. "That's true…and I did like the idea of interviewing my dates."


    I cringed. "Maybe that could still work. We could set up a speed dating event for you," I improvised. "In the meantime, you can call Betty and ask her to be your date for the Renaissance Fair."


    His face lit up. "Yes, yes! And tell her about our entry into the talent contest. I have a most interesting costume! Of course, I will need help finding a cape to match. I was thinking something with sequins! Tabitha, I'll need you to start working on that. Oh, yes, and find the lyrics and sheet music for 'Merrily Kiss the Quaker's Wife,' and email that to Diana this afternoon."


    I looked over at Tabitha and smiled. Being backup assistant was just fine with me.


    


    * * *


    


    I had my Sleeping Beauty costume draped over my arm as I opened the old brass and wood door into Greene's Staffing. The bell jingled over it merrily. Carol was on the phone, and the office was empty. I set the gown and my purse down on a desk and gave her a wave.


    "Okay," she said after she hung up. "Mr. Greene should be here in a couple of minutes. Mark has asked to be on speaker for the meeting."


    The door opened, and Mr. Greene walked in with his trophy wife, Marcie, on his arm. Marcie always looked like she was afraid of getting cooties from the office. Which, on some days, was a valid concern.


    "I'm so glad to see you both," Mr. Greene greeted us warmly. "And thank you, Diana, for all your help in Puerto Rico."


    "Yes, David seems so much happier since he got back," Marcie sniffed, conveniently glossing over David's involvement in numerous illegal activities, not to mention jeopardizing the staffing agency. "Although I'm not so sure about that girl you introduced him to. She seems a bit…fast."


    Oh, brother. And David is such a saint? "Margarite is a very nice girl," I replied diplomatically.


    The phone rang. Carol answered, and a few seconds later I heard Mark's voice. "Is the gang all there?"


    My stomach gave a little flip. How'd he do that all the way from Atlanta?


    "How's my Queenie Baby?" he called, doing a fair imitation of Granddaddy.


    I laughed. "I'm here. I survived my day with The Count."


    "No bite marks, right?" he asked.


    "Very funny." I reddened a little and didn't make eye contact with anyone.


    "So here's the deal," Mr. Greene began, clapping his hands together, "As you all know, I want out of the staffing business. But I don't want to sell to a stranger. I'd really like to see Carol as the owner. But she's having some understandable misgivings about becoming a business owner. I thought getting us all together would help work out the kinks and get this deal done."


    "Mr. Greene, I am flattered that you have that much faith in me, but I can't afford to buy you out," Carol said sadly.


    Mr. Greene waved his hand. "That's just the details. We can work out a repayment plan. I need to know if you want to be a business owner. I can't promise it'll be easy, lots of hard work in the beginning I'm sure."


    I could see the thought of spending even more time at work wasn't a great selling point to Carol.


    "Geez, Ed, don't scare her off," Mark cut in. "Carol, I'm going to be working on redeveloping the land for at least the next year, so I'll be there to help."


    "But you don't know this business," Carol said. "And while I appreciate the offer, you didn't exactly do a bang up job when you covered for me."


    I laughed. That was an understatement. Mark's attempt at running the agency when Carol was out with a bad back had been a disaster.


    Carol walked around her desk and took a seat. "I just don't know," she said. "It might be better if there was another owner, someone who had capital and knew how to run a business."


    "Are you kidding me?" I cried. "You know how to run this business! Better than anyone else could ever hope to run it. Just tell Ed, 'yes,' and we'll work out the details." Really, this seemed like a no-brainer to me.


    Carol turned to me. "I'm not a risk-taker like you, Diana," she said sadly. "I don't run off to Puerto Rico chasing bad guys and playing on stage with rock stars. I don't think I can do this on my own. I enjoyed working with Mr. Greene to grow the business."


    "He was barely ever here," I pointed out.


    "Yes, but he was only a phone call away, and he made the big decisions. If I had a partner, it might be different. Someone with some working capital."


    The check in my purse seemed to vibrate.


    Ed dismissed her cash concerns. "Don't worry about the money. I can hold a note on the agency and float you a short-term loan until you get up and running on your own."


    "I can't do that, Ed," Carol said with determination. "If I do this, I can't be completely dependent on you. Holding the note is one thing, but paying for day-to-day expenses is another. Unfortunately," she said with a sigh, "I don't have much in the bank."


    From somewhere in the recesses of my sanity a voice yelled, "Do it!"


    "I'll be your partner, Carol," I said suddenly. I dug through my purse for the check, scattering tubes of lipstick and hair ties across the desk. "Is fifty thousand enough?"


    There was shocked silence.


    I looked around the room. They stared at me like I'd just robbed a bank.


    "What?" I asked. "That's my first royalty payment on 'The Rum Song.' And this is a good investment," I insisted.


    Ed held up his hand. "Well, I think this is a great idea."


    I beamed. Mark groaned.


    "Diana knows the business, has some capital to invest, and can be Carol's backup without having to be involved in all the day-to-day activities."


    Carol leapt to her feet. "Are you serious about this, Diana?" she asked, grabbing my hand. Her eyes blinking in disbelief behind her thick glasses.


    I nodded. "Absolutely. I'll finally have some job security," I joked.


    She hugged me. "Ever since we sang karaoke together, I knew we'd make a great team." She released me to take off her glasses and wipe her eyes.


    "Yeah," chimed in Mark, "you guys should do that again soon. It'll be a great team-building activity."


    I wanted to reach through the line and smack him. I hated karaoke, and one time on stage singing with a drunk and morose Carol was more than enough for me. Boy, that had been some night. In fact it had been the same night I'd met Mark. Okay, so maybe karaoke had some redeeming features.


    Carol beamed. "What a great idea! When should we put that on the calendar, partner?" she asked, giving me a big smile.


    I smiled, but I was already thinking up ways of dodging Karaoke Night. What the heck had I gotten myself into now?


    


    



    


    


    CHAPTER TWENTY


    


    I spent the next three days playing new business owner with Carol. We met with accountants and lawyers, set up bank accounts and credit lines, and navigated the endless maze of federal, state, and local bureaucracies designed to force the most independent entrepreneur back into the ranks of civil servitude. I also checked in daily to make sure things were running smoothly for Mr. Pyres and Tabitha. There were no more cattle calls for dates and, according to Tabitha, Mr. Pyres had met Betty Getty for lunch two days in a row. Nice to know things were working out for someone. I wished I could say the same for my personal life.


    In my spare time, I avoided calls from Mark. The few conversations I'd had with him since Greene's were awkward. Call me paranoid, but the longer he was away, the more I wondered about the Marsha factor. My main source of doubt was the lack of sweet nothings from Mark at the end of our conversations. I don't need a lot, but an occasional "I can't wait to see you" or "I miss waking up with you" would've been nice. I had also started getting calls from an Unknown number with no response when I answered the call. I had a life-sized picture of Marsha on the other end as the psycho-ex. My communications with Mark had been reduced to curt texts. Our most recent exchanged involved only a few lines:


    Mark: :)


    Me: :(


    Mark: WTF!


    Me: -|--


    Mark: ??


    That was me giving him the bird, but I'm not exactly an emoticon expert. Something was definitely lost in the electronic translation. I had resolved to avoid contact with him until he was back in town. At this point, I had bigger problems on the horizon, namely a visit from The Grands in the next twenty-four hours.


    When I wasn't busy sabotaging the best relationship I'd had in years, I practiced with Carlos and the band on his tricked-out pirate ship. I knew we'd knock the open mike at Red Eye's out of the park tonight. I was having a tough time, though, getting other bar owners interested in coming out to see us. Even sending video from Puerto Rico wasn't creating much buzz. Bar owners were pretty myopic as a whole. They were already booked for the season, so why waste time coming out to see some guy they'd never heard of before? Besides, they told me, we don't have Hispanic clientele. I called in a couple favors to get two owners to commit, and then decided to put a call out to my fans via my website and Facebook. Maybe that would drum up some interest.


    It was almost five when I returned from walking Sally and Max. I use the term walking loosely because Sally was either cowering at my side or straining at the leash in a desperate attempt to run into oncoming traffic. Max was not happy to have his daily walks disrupted by these antics. For the second time that week he'd lifted his leg on Sally. The only thing more fun than walking Sally was trying to bathe her.


    Great.


    I didn't have time to wrestle her into the bathtub so I sprayed her fur with dry shampoo and finished with a squirt of my perfume. Sally's tail thumped happily during the process.


    "This is all your fault," I scolded Max.


    He shot me daggers and skulked away to his bed. My phone rang. It was Mark.


    "I'm not talking to you right now," I greeted him.


    "Fine, then just listen: Tyrell made it out of Puerto Rico, and he knows the files are corrupted. He found out when he tried to sell it to one of his customers in Miami."


    "How do you know things like this?"


    Mark sighed. "I have contacts in Miami. They've been keeping an eye out for me. He's out for blood, and I'm worried he might try to get to me through you."


    "What about the police? Isn't this their job?" I asked.


    "The police are up-to-date, but they don't have my connections," he replied.


    "That really doesn't make me feel any better."


    "Just keep an eye out for anything suspicious. I'll be back soon. And try to stay out of trouble," he added and then hung up.


    No pleasantries at all! Would it have killed him to say "I miss you?" No he calls me to tell me there might be some wacked-out gangbanger after me and then just hangs up.


    Men!


    


    * * *


    


    By seven I was at Red Eye's Dock Bar, waiting impatiently for Carlos and the band. I'd signed us up for a six song set halfway through the evening. It'd taken a lot of convincing to get a full set during the open mike.


    "Come on, Di," DJ Ralphie had said, "you killin' me. I got a dozen performers want to get up on that stage tonight, and you want a full set?" He'd punctuated that with a snort and shake of his head.


    DJ Ralphie was actually Ralph Harrison from Farmington, Delaware. He wore short dreads in his blond hair and tried unconvincingly to pull off a Baltimore accent. During the winter, when he was short on gigs, Ralphie could be found most Friday nights DJ-ing at the local American Legion Hall for pre-teens. During the summer, when the tourists turned every music venue into Woodstock, he morphed into DJ Ralphie from "Balt'more."


    "This is the real deal," I insisted. "We played to ten thousand in Puerto Rico last weekend."


    "This ain't Puerto Rico. Does this look like Puerto Rico to you?" he'd asked.


    We were sitting at the open air bar behind rows of tables in front of the large outdoor stage. We had both glanced around. There were a couple of palm trees imported just for the summer, but, no, it definitely didn't look like Puerto Rico.


    "What's in it for me?" he had asked with a leer.


    "Not that—ew!" See what I mean about being a rock star? Last week I played in an arena to ten thousand people, this week I can't get a set at an open mike without trading favors with the likes of DJ Ralphie.


    "You're not sellin' me, babe," he had said, lighting up a cigarette.


    I couldn't believe I was offering this. That damn pirate had better be worth it. "I'll do any gig you want during the winter. For free."


    Ralphie's eyes lit up. He knew the value of a hot local commodity during the slow winter months. "Done!"


    We shook on it.


    I'd been sitting at the bar and nursing a beer waiting for Carlos and the gang, when my phone buzzed.


    A text from Andre: B there n 15. C is in full pirate. Major battle here.


    Great. I'd promised the moon to Ralphie for a full set, and Carlos was going to get us booed off the stage during the first song.


    I did a quick profile of the customers. There were a lot of sun-burned couples, which was good. Might be able to convince them this was all part of the Eastern Shore experience. The thirty or so bikers were another matter. I shook my head. This wasn't going to be pretty.


    I was sipping on my beer, weighing the pros and cons of doing a shot for courage, when Carlos' long black limo pulled up. Heads turned; conversations ceased.


    So much for sneaking him in and trying to change his mind. I turned to the bartender. "Can I get a lemon drop?"


    With his eyes on the limo, he poured the vodka in a shot glass and stuck a lemon on the side. I decided against the sugar in the interest of time. This thing was set to blow any minute. I squeezed the lemon into the glass and downed the shot.


    "What the hell—" the bartender began.


    I steeled myself and followed his gaze. Andre was standing by the door as Carlos emerged from the car in full-on pirate mode. He paused for a moment to don his hat. His long dark hair was tied in a pony tail, and his lean tan chest shimmered against the gauzy white shirt he wore.


    "God damned pirates weren't supposed to be here until tomorrow!" The bartender continued to curse and mutter under his breath as he reached for the phone. He hit a button. "Yeah, we got pirates, man! I know, I know. Whatdya want me to do? How much do we have in storage? Will do."


    He hung up and whistled for a giant man wearing a yellow shirt with SECURITY printed across the chest. The man sauntered over.


    "Thought the pirates were comin' tomorrow," the guard said.


    The bartender pursed his lips and spit on the floor. "Well, they're here now!" he barked. "Get on the phone and call in more security. I've got to go get more rum. Goddamned pirates," the bartender muttered.


    "Um, excuse me," I said. "What's all this about pirates?"


    He looked at me like I was slow. "Don't you see the pirate?" he asked, pointing to Carlos.


    I nodded.


    "Well, believe me where there's one, they'll be more," he said with a nod. "Like a bunch of goddamned cockroaches. Drive us all freakin' crazy two weekends a year. I took off this weekend just to avoid the bastards." The bartender spit again and poured himself a healthy shot of tequila.


    I watched Carlos and his entourage, which included his sister and David, the band, Phil and Roger, and what looked to be groupies dressed in wench costumes, make their way towards the stage.


    "So you're expecting a lot of pirates tonight?" I asked, keeping my eye on Carlos.


    "I 'spect we'll get a whole boatload. Looks like their king cuckoo is here." He pointed towards Carlos. "And the Pirate Regalia is in Rock Hall this weekend."


    Rock Hall was about thirty minutes north of Red Eye's on the eastern shore of Maryland. "Pirate Regalia?" I repeated.


    "Bastards descend upon the town like a plague in the spring and fall. If I hear one more 'Arg', I'll stab myself in the eye with this pick." He held up a rusty ice pick.


    But then you'll have to wear an eye patch like a pirate, I almost said out loud, but stopped myself before the words were out. Instead, I tried a different tactic. "I've heard he's a singer and that he's pretty famous."


    The bartender glared at me. "The only thing worse than a pirate is a singing pirate."


    Well, I couldn't really argue with that.


    "Probably singin' songs about findin' treasures and drinkin' rum!" He slammed his fist on the bar.


    Couldn't argue with that either. Oh, boy this wasn't looking good. I quickly thanked the bartender and paid my tab.


    I could feel Andre's eyes on me as I approached. Phil and Roger were busy ordering waitresses around and rearranging the seats.


    Carlos called, "Diana," and waved me over. Like I could've missed his arrival. "You look bewitching tonight, m'lady," he said, sweeping off his hat and giving me a low bow.


    I smiled despite myself. "Don't try to sweet talk me, Carlos. This isn't a good idea," I said, adding in a whisper, "they don't like pirates here."


    "Nonsense!" Carlos exclaimed. "We met a group just today at lunch. They're coming out to see us and," he added with a wiggle of his brow, "they're pirates!"


    I looked over at Andre. He nodded. "All true," he said with a smile. "They were on their way to Rock Hall for some pirate thing and decided to dock here tonight to see the show. Said they'd be bringing some friends."


    "When do we go on?" the drummer called from across the table.


    Ralphie was doing a mike test. "In about an hour," I replied. "It wasn't easy getting a full set. And I'm not sure it's a good idea at this point. Maybe I should do a couple of rock numbers, and then we'll do 'The Rum Song' and call it a night."


    Phil and Roger were on their feet. "No, we need exposure—pirate or not," said Phil. "I'll lose the three dates we've got if we don't get some publicity."


    I turned beseechingly to Andre. "They don't like pirates here, and, according to the bartender, bikers and pirates don't get along."


    We both looked out at the sea of motorcycles in the parking lot.


    He shrugged. "Hey, at least you can say you tried. And tonight won't be boring."


    Ralphie came up behind me. "Uh, Di," he said, "you got a minute?"


    Now what?


    "Sure."


    "Hey, not sayin' nothin' about your friends an' all, but you kinda forgot to tell me they were pirates."


    I stared at him for a moment and took a deep breath. "What difference does it make, Ralphie? It's open mike night. You have strippers in here singing karaoke and practicing their routines on stage."


    "Yeah, but they ain't pirates," he said with a nod at Carlos.


    "You got something against pirates?" I demanded.


    Ralphie held up his hands. "Whoa, calm down, Di. No harm, no foul. You know I love all peoples. But some people think there's a time an' a place for pirates an' this ain't the time or the place." He took a long drag on his cigarette and shifted around nervously.


    "This is crazy."


    Ralphie shrugged. "Things don't go well when pirates show up unexpectedly. Folks know that. Haven't you watched Pirates of the Caribbean?"


    I glared at Ralphie. "Do you want me for a winter gig or not?"


    "Hey, don' shoot the messenger! 'Course I do." He threw his cigarette to the ground. "I'm just sayin' I ain't responsible for any problems."


    "Got it," I ground out.


    I turned to Andre. "The life of a rock star," he said, shaking his head.


    


    



    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


    


    I stared out into the audience, squinting a little through the bright lights. It seemed like there was a sea of bikers glaring back. For a second I thought I saw a familiar face in the crowd, a guy with his hat on sideways and a rope of gold around his neck. And then he was gone. Mark's warning about Tyrell was making me jumpy. There was no way he could've tracked me here.


    It had been after nine when Ralphie called a break and gave us the okay to set up on stage. The audience had gradually swelled over the past hour, and empty seats were sparse.


    I had spent my time nursing my second martini, served in a plastic cup, and dreading getting up on stage. The acts preceding us were predictable. A couple of duos singing "Margaritaville" and "Brown-Eyed Girl." A few children of parents who were sure they were raising the next American Idol. And the typical smattering of angst-ridden, teenage grunge singers taking time out from playing X-box in their parents' basement for a crack at fame.


    If I sounded jaded, I was. I'd spent years working myself out of open mike nights to regular bookings with local bars. Now, because of one crackpot pirate, I was back at it again.


    We'd decided I'd open up with a rock crowd pleaser and then introduce Carlos. We'd play "The Rum Song" and a couple others from the concert in Puerto Rico, and then I'd close with my new original. Andre called the song my ode to high school drama; Carlos called it magical. I thought it was somewhere in between. Roger and Phil thought it might be marketable to the younger crowd.


    I tested the mike and strummed a few notes.


    "Welcome to open mike at Red Eye's Dock Bar!" I called with a big smile. The crowd responded politely with few woohoos here and there.


    "Bikini Contest ain't 'til Sunday, sweetie! I wanna hear some rock n' roll!" yelled a biker sitting directly in front of me.


    The rest of his buddies hooted and cheered. Okay, so at this point I was rethinking the sequined halter top. I had thought it made me look beachy.


    "Oh, I thought this was try outs for American Idol," I quipped in a baby doll voice. "I don't know nothin' 'bout rock n' roll. That's for bad girls."


    There were some chuckles and cheers from the crowd.


    I looked back at the band. "Change of plans," I called. "Follow me on this one."


    In a low, smokey voice I said, "So let's play some rock n' roll for all those bad girls out there."


    My fingers flew down my guitar picking out the rapid fire notes from Jethro Tull's "Locomotive Breath." Dadda-dun, Dadda-dun, Dadda-dun. The beat felt like a train gathering speed.


    The bikers' roared to life, recognizing the hard rock classic immediately. The band quickly found their way as the drummer, who seemed to know the song well, pounded out the edgy beat.


    I knew I had the crowd when I saw the fifty-something's rocking their heads up and down and raising their fists as I hit the grittiest parts of the song. The biker who had heckled me approached the stage and made a show of prostrating himself at my feet and waving his arms up and down in mock worship.


    I gave the band a warning signal indicating I was winding it down. Dadda-dun, Dadda-dun, Dadda-dun. Dunnnnnn. A few seconds of silence followed the abrupt end. The audience broke into applause and cheers.


    "So now that we got that out of the way…" I said, flipping my hair over my shoulder. "I don't expect any more lip from you." I pointed at the biker in front of me.


    "Shit—I was hopin' to put more on you than my lips," he called back. His buddies high-fived him.


    I rolled my eyes. There was always one in every crowd.


    And then I saw them. A platoon of boats flying skull and cross bone flags pulled up to the dock next to the bar. Uh-oh. A couple dozen people dressed as wenches and pirates clamored off the boats, heading straight for the bar. The audience followed my gaze. A ripple of tension seemed to spread through the crowd.


    I found my voice and plunged ahead with the mission at hand. "My name's Diana Hudson, and some of you may have seen me here before. I've been a local performer 'round these parts for almost five years."


    Someone yelled "'Rum Song!'" and I felt vindicated for the first time in weeks.


    "Yep," I replied with a smile, "that's me. I've launched a new venture that I think you'll find really entertaining. I've teamed up with the Puerto Rican sensation, Carlos Rodriguez, to take 'The Rum Song' to the next level."


    There was some cheering and polite clapping, but clearly they weren't bowled over.


    I pushed on. "So we're here tonight to give you a sneak peak at our tour that starts next month. Please welcome my friend and fellow performer, Carlos Rodriguez!"


    As Carlos walked onto the stage, a collective gasp escaped the audience. I wasn't sure if it was his pirate garb or if it was just that he made "pirate" look so damn sexy. The pirates in the back cheered.


    "What the hell's he doin' dressed as a pirate?" the heckler in front demanded.


    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the pirates jump up from their seats at the bar.


    "Same thing your doin' dressed as a biker," I shot back. The audience roared at the put down—especially his fellow bikers.


    I could feel the mood lighten. I jumped into 'The Rum Song' without delay. The crowd cheered as locals recognized one of their favorite summertime songs. Carlos gave me a confident smile as he launched into the Spanish verse we had practiced. I smiled back; the guy was truly an amazing performer. I looked out into the audience and saw the bartender shaking his fist at two pirates who had jumped on top of the bar to dance a jig. It was loud, chaotic, and crazy. In other words, it was great.


    By the end of the set, I was breathing hard and ready for a break. I finished with my new song, tentatively titled "Once Upon a Time." Carlos accompanied me on the guitar in a beautiful unplugged version, making the stage feel intimate. I sensed the audience relax and fall under the spell of the ballad. It was a song about past loves, what could've been and what would never be. It was a goodbye song to my high school sweetheart, Rick. I'd written it recently, fresh on the heels of our brief reunion.


    I thanked the band and Carlos to thunderous applause. Carlos removed his hat and made an elegant bow. Then we began the arduous process of breaking down as quickly as possible so the next group could take the stage. Ralphie plugged in his iPod loaded with hip-hop and gave me a thumbs-up.


    "Hey, Di, great job! Never would've thought your pirate friend would be a crowd pleaser, ya know?"


    I nodded as I wrapped an electrical cord around my arm. "Thanks, Ralphie."


    "You still gonna come play for me this winter if you hit the big time on tour?" he asked.


    "I'll be there," I replied. I had a picture in my mind of me going from an interview on E! to the wild game dinner at the Liepsic Fire Hall. Oh, well, if the Vice-President could do it, then so could I.


    I headed back to our table and flopped into my seat. I tried to dab delicately with a napkin at the sweat dripping down my face. Carlos and the band headed to the bar, eager to catch up with the other pirates.


    Roger and Phil had their heads together over Phil's iPad. They paused long enough to give me a thumbs-up. No greater compliment from those two.


    Andre smiled. "Nice job."


    "No drink for the hard working rock star?" I asked, looking around for a fresh martini.


    He shook his head and pursed his lips.


    "What?" I asked, wondering why he was giving me that look.


    "Your drink's on its way," he replied cryptically.


    Warm hands touched my bare shoulders, and a slightly stubbly face tickled my neck, as Rick kissed me on the cheek and set a double martini in front of me.


    "You were amazing!" he said, sitting down next to me.


    "Rick! What are you doing here?" I stammered.


    Andre shook his head again.


    "Stop that!" I snapped at him.


    "I saw your post about trying to get some fans out here tonight, so I decided to come and show my support."


    "Yeah, Rick was telling me your new song is all about the two of you." Andre raised a brow and wagged his finger back and forth.


    Trapped, I replied, "It has some elements from our relationship."


    "Quite a relationship you've got there," Andre said.


    "There's no current relationship!" I insisted. "Tell him Rick."


    Rick sighed. "Well, I think there would've been if Mark hadn't elbowed his way into the picture."


    "He's got a way of doing that, doesn't he?" Andre agreed.


    "No he doesn't." I turned to Rick. "I really appreciate you coming out to support me, but I'm not really sure it's appropriate given our recent situation."


    "What situation is that?" Andre asked loudly.


    Rick leaned around me. "She's talking about me giving her my blessing to go to Puerto Rico with Mark."


    I could feel the steam rising. "I didn't need your blessing. I told you it would never work out between us. I picked Mark."


    Rick was completely undeterred. "She's right, she's right," he said lifting his hands. "She did say that, but I think what she really meant was that it wouldn't work right now."


    "No, that's not what I meant to say," I replied firmly.


    Andre's interest was piqued. "Why would you think that?" he asked Rick.


    "Don't answer that!" I ordered.


    Rick ignored me. "Because I've known her since she was a kid. She thinks she wants to have this big, adventurous life, but she's really a country girl at heart. And when she finally settles down to have a family, she's not going to be looking for mystery and mayhem in the big city." He paused and gave me a keen look. "She's going to want security and stability with a big garden out back."


    Right to the heart! The garden was an especially hard hit. I did love a big garden. We'd always had one in the backyard when I was growing up. That was the bad part about having people around who knew you "when."


    "Not true," I cried, but it sounded flat even to my ears.


    Andre looked thoughtful. "And I guess you've got a big garden out back," he said to Rick.


    Rick smiled. "Acres."


    "So your plan is to just wait Mark out?" he asked.


    Rick nodded, adding, "I figure Mark'll fuck things up in no time. He's got that look about him."


    Andre smiled. "You're a keen judge of character, Rick. But doesn't it bother you that she's with another guy now?"


    Rick shrugged. "Neither one of us is gettin' any younger. I'm not the hothead I used to be. We've both had our share of life experiences. Besides, I'm not staying home takin' cold showers while I'm waiting."


    I wanted to kick him.


    Andre seemed impressed. "That's some strategy you've got." He glanced back at the bar, saying grimly. "Looks like I'm on pirate duty."


    "So what's your stake in this?" Rick asked as Andre stood up. "Do I have to worry about you, too?"


    Andre gave me a smile that didn't quite reach his eyes. "Nope. I fucked things up long before Mark was on the scene. And I don't have a garden either." The finality of his words hit me like a sledge hammer.


    "But I think you're wrong about one thing, Rick," Andre said turning back. "She belongs on the stage, not in the kitchen. I've worked for so-called rock stars for years. She's the real deal." He gave me a smile that reached his eyes this time. "My stake in this is that I'm going to help her get there."


    "Looking for a promotion from pirate herder?" Rick asked with an eye on the escalating chaos at the bar.


    "Something like that," Andre said with sigh.


    I watched him walk away, feeling our old relationship ending and a new one beginning.


    I turned to Rick. "You need to go home. Forget about gardens. I'm not interested."


    Rick looked a little deflated. Good. I was still surprised he just took it upon himself to trot all the way over here because of a Facebook post.


    "Well, maybe this isn't the best time to tell you this," he said with a pause, "but I'm here for the weekend."


    "What? Why?" I stared at him dumbfounded.


    "For the Renaissance Fair."


    "Since when are you interested in the Renaissance Fair?" I demanded.


    "Since your mom invited me," he replied a little sheepishly.


    Oh, really. "Why on earth would she invite you?"


    He shrugged. "She said you needed a knight in shining armor. And I guess she thinks I'm it."


    


    



    


    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


    


    "I'm glad you called," my mom greeted me. I had been too agitated last night to call. So I waited until I'd had a cup of coffee in me before picking up the phone in the morning.


    She continued, "We're going to drop off The Grands at four this afternoon. Will you—"


    "Why would you invite Rick to the Renaissance Fair?" I interrupted.


    There was a moment of silence, and she replied, "Oh, you know about that?"


    "Yes, Mom, I do. Because he showed up at my show last night. Why did you do it?" I demanded.


    "I'd invited him before I met Mark," she said with a sigh. "Hey, it's better to have too many men than not enough, I always say."


    I wanted to bang my head on the table. "Well, I don't say that, Mom. I say I'm trying my best not to screw up this relationship. And it's not going so well." My voice reached a screechy pitch before I burst into tears.


    "Diana, what's wrong? It's not just Rick showing up, is it?" she asked.


    I held the phone away from my face and reached for a tissue. "No," I said, getting control of myself. "I think Mark has someone in Atlanta. Maybe he's breaking up with her while he's down there. I don't know anymore. I'm not even sure he loves me," I sighed.


    "That's the bad thing about mystery men," my mom said, "they usually have a skeleton or two hidden in their closets. In this case it's a woman. That's why you go to Puerto Rico with men like Mark and marry men like Rick."


    I rolled my eyes. "Mom, please get off the Rick kick. It's not happening."


    "Okay, fine," she said. "But I'm not uninviting him to the fair." She paused. "Anyway, why aren't you sure if Mark loves you?"


    "Because he hasn't said it yet," I replied. Then I added in a rush, "And I shouldn't really expect it yet, right? I mean we've only been seeing each other a few weeks."


    My mom paused to think about this. "Have you said it to him?"


    "No," I replied, feeling silly.


    "Then maybe you shouldn't be asking yourself why he hasn't said it to you. Maybe you should ask why you haven't said it to him."


    Wow, my mom had a way of digging up the truth and making me feel like an idiot all with only a few words.


    "Food for thought. Anyway," she continued, changing the subject, "I was hoping you'd take Granddaddy and Uncle Grover with you tonight. We're ordering room service for Aunt Pearl and Mammaw so we can go out to dinner with Ashley and Dan."


    "You know I still have Sally here, too," I reminded her. I felt I had more than met my familial obligations without having to drag two old men around with me tonight.


    "Yeah, and I've got The Grands to drag around on a daily basis. Would you like to change places?" she snapped.


    Not really. But I wouldn't give her the satisfaction of admitting her life sucked more than mine.


    "We'll drop them off at four and pick them up in the morning for the fair."


    "Fine," I replied. "Just keep Rick out of my way."


    "Honey, that's up to the good Lord above. What's meant to be, will be," she replied cryptically.


    I spent the rest of the morning changing the strings on my guitar and cleaning my condo. The chores gave me some time to reflect. I couldn't believe I'd broken down like that with my mom. I guess avoiding all contact with Mark until he got back wasn't working so well. I resolved to call him this afternoon. I needed a little time to get myself together so I didn't end up bawling on the phone to him, too. I was also a little worried that flipping him the electronic bird was the last straw; I hadn't heard from him since.


    I was playing a short set this evening on the main stage at the Renaissance Fair. Mostly folk ballads and a few slow tempo originals. I didn't play the typical Renaissance Fair songs, but no one seemed to mind. I think the fair organizers liked the way I looked in the princess gown, and so far I'd had no complaints from the crowds of revelers. Tomorrow I would be playing at several locations around the city, ending at the docks as part of a medieval talent show. Poets, jugglers, comic bards, and, of course, musicians all vied for the top honor of the Fair. The organizers encouraged all the hired musicians and actors to enter to offset the amateurs, but we were exempt from top prizes. They came up with all kinds of funny sub-categories for participants that didn't finish in the top three. Last year I was awarded the title of Most Likely to Meet a Handsome Prince.


    Come to think of it, it might be just the perfect venue for Carlos and his pirates. Although last night went great, I still didn't have any firm dates for us to play locally. Making a big splash at the talent show might be just the ticket. "The Rum Song" would be perfect.


    I texted a quick message to Carlos, detailing my idea. He came back with an excited "Aye!" and signed it with a "P)" which I assumed was a pirate emoticon.


    Time to get a shower and out the door. I had promised Carol I'd fill in at the office for her for an hour while she ran some business errands. This would also give us a chance to go over our first full week of numbers. Carol was very into numbers; she had spreadsheets detailing expenses and revenue. I wasn't so much into numbers. I just wanted to make sure Greene's stayed open so that I could have a job when I needed one and, eventually, get my investment back.


    


    * * *


    


    It was a beautiful spring day, so I decided to walk the couple of blocks to the office. My spirits lifted as my feet hit the brick sidewalk. The smell of hyacinths and lilacs wafted through the air. Preparations for the Renaissance Fair were underway, with shop owners putting on sidewalk sales and bar owners announcing performances and drink specials in honor of the event. I made a mental note to stop by my favorite bar, McGlynn's, after my meeting with Carol. I could use a martini before Granddaddy and Uncle Grover showed up. Maybe that would be a good time to call Mark as well…


    My phone rang. It was Mark. How's that for serendipity?


    I took a deep breath and answered.


    "Hi," I said brightly.


    "Hi. Glad to hear you're interested in exchanging some pleasantries instead of flipping me off," he teased.


    Teasing was a good sign. "Sorry about that. It's been kind of stressful around here."


    "I can only imagine," he replied. "But I'm wrapping things up down here today, and I'll be back early tomorrow. Maybe I can even be there in time to crawl into bed with you."


    My stomach did a little flip.


    "Well," I sighed, "they'll be two cranky old men in my bed tomorrow morning. I'll be sleeping on the couch."


    "Yeah, that could really wreck the mood," he agreed. "So stay on Ed's boat this weekend."


    Oh, that I could. Ed's boat was at a slip off of Dock Street. The yacht was the epitome of old-fashioned luxury. And there was this big, comfy bed…


    "I can't," I said, "they'll burn the place down if I leave them alone."


    "They can't be that bad."


    "They're that bad, Mark."


    He sighed. "I really wanted some time alone so we could talk."


    "I'd like that too," I said, adding, "if we're actually going to talk about what's going on in your life. Because I'm not feeling too comfortable right now. You talk about tying up lose ends in Atlanta, but you've obviously got more than just packing to do."


    "You're talking about my old job," he said.


    "And Marsha," I responded, grinding out the word.


    "Diana, there's nothing to tie up with Marsha. That was 'tied up' over a year ago. She was my partner, and we were involved for a brief time after I had left the CIA. You don't have to worry about me and Marsha getting back together." I pictured him raking his hand through his hair.


    "Then why'd she call you at night. I heard the tone in her voice," I insisted. "I'm more worried about what her plans are, not yours."


    There was a moment of silence. I'd hit a nerve. Ah-hah, I thought, I'm right.


    "She's pursuing me—for work. She wants me to continue to work part-time on some of the old projects we handled. She eats, sleeps, and breathes her job and thinks everyone else should, too."


    "I know that's what you think, but I can guarantee that she has a different motive."


    Mark was getting frustrated. "Well, I guess you would know. How many ex-boyfriends have you had following you around in the last twenty-four hours?"


    Oh, yeah, that.


    "I'll take your silence to mean there's been at least one. I love how you get all bent out of shape—about a woman you've never met, I might add—and I'm supposed to just suck it up and get over the fact that you have ex-boyfriends declaring their love for you on a daily basis!"


    "Well, at least they're not afraid to declare their love!" I shot back and ended the call.


    I was flushed and breathing heavily as I reached Greene's Staffing. I thought about calling him back, but was too worked up. The phone rang again, and I answered it quickly.


    "I'm sorry, Mark," I said in a rush.


    There was silence on the other end, but I could sense someone was there. I looked at the phone and saw it was the Unknown number again.


    "Who is this?" I demanded.


    The line went dead.


    I stared moodily at the entrance to Greene's, thinking seriously about skipping the meeting and going straight to McGlynn's. A fight with Mark, a call from Mr. Unknown who might actually be a blood-thirsty gangbanger. Not exactly a great day so far. Then as I reached for the door of Greene's, the door to Spellbound, a Wiccan specialty store, opened and a familiar figure stepped out.


    "Mrs. Kester?" I said in surprise.


    She glared at me, obviously angry that I'd caught her in the store. "So what's it to you?" she asked.


    "Just surprised to see you in a Wiccan store," I said, trying to peek in her bag.


    "They have an excellent selection of candles."


    "Do they?" I said raising an eyebrow. "I didn't know that."


    "Yes," she replied stiffly. "Well, good day to you."


    My spidey-senses were on red alert, but I decided to let it drop for now. I opened the door to Greene's and stepped inside.


    Carol gave me a big smile. "Howdy, partner!" Her enthusiasm for our new business bordered on obsessive.


    "Hey, have you ever seen that woman before?" I asked Carol, pointing to the retreating figure of Mrs. Kester through the window.


    Carol craned her neck. "Sure," she said. "I see her going into Spellbound a couple times a week."


    "Really?" I replied in amazement. What would Mrs. Kester be doing in Spellbound? I'm sure it wasn't for the candles.


    "Why?" Carol asked.


    "That's my awful neighbor."


    "Mrs. Kester?" Carol asked. She had heard all the Kester stories over the years. A few of them involved me being late for a temp assignment because of her.


    I nodded.


    Carol made a face. "From the way you described her, I'd have thought she was older and had a hook nose or something. She looks like a nice lady."


    "Don't let her sweet, old lady looks fool you," I said. "There's a monster behind that knit sweater."


    Carol laughed. "Maybe we should go see Sybil and find out. I've been wanting to pick up a good luck charm for our new venture."


    I made it a point to avoid Spellbound. The few times I'd been in, Sybil, the owner, had told me my aura was cloudy and tried to sell me some incense. "I'm not sure I want to know that badly. I thought you had errands to run?"


    Carol made a tsking sound. "Oh, come on. I've got a few minutes. Let's go find out what the old bat was up to." Carol grabbed her purse and headed for the door. "Hey, maybe she can give you a love potion. Get you and Mark back on track."


    I followed reluctantly. Love potion, hah! Truth potion was more like it.


    


    


    



    


    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


    


    Spellbound catered to an eclectic crowd. Witches, new-agers, and pot heads wandered the dusty aisles in search of one-of-a-kind ingredients, magical crystals, and bongs in all shapes and sizes. The smell of incense and patchouli soap hung heavy in the air. Sybil smiled as we entered.


    "Hi Carol," she called. "How's business?"


    "Pretty exciting," Carol said and gave Sybil the short version of our path to business ownership. "I'd like something special to bring us luck in this new venture," she added.


    Sybil snapped her ring-laden fingers. "I have just the thing." She turned around to search the shelves behind her.


    I took the opportunity to do some detective work. "Sybil, that lady who was just here," I began.


    "Oh, Mrs. Kester. She's a dear," said Sybil, as she dug through a box.


    "Yeah," I agreed, "a real dear. Anyway, she's a friend, and I thought I might get her something special. Anything in here you could suggest?"


    Sybil set the box down on the counter to think. "Well, she buys a lot of specialty spells. Some are pretty strange, even to me," she added, winking.


    "Strange, how?" I asked. This ought to be good.


    "The poor dear has a lot of trouble with her neighbors. I think she's in a building with a lot of young, party-types. She's been buying spells to drive them out of the building. There's one girl in particular that must have a heck of an aura, because nothing's working." Sybil shook her head.


    Carol gave me a warning look.


    I could feel the steam rising in my face. "Don't you think it's a little unethical to give her spells that hurt people?"


    Sybil looked as though she'd never considered that before. "Well, they certainly wouldn't hurt anyone. Maybe cause an occasional inconvenience." She leaned in to take a closer look at me. "You know your aura is really cloudy. I wish you'd let me give you a clearing potion."


    I remembered Roger and Phil's insistence that I was cursed with bad juju. "You know what, Sybil?" I said. "I'll take whatever you've got. Give me the works!"


    Sybil clapped her hands together. "Oh, I'm so glad! I've wanted to do this forever."


    By the time she was done with us, we had a Lucky Cat for the office, guaranteed to bring us good fortune in our new venture, and I had a necklace, a candle, some feathers, and a container of bath salts. Sybil assured me my aura was looking better already as we waved goodbye.


    "I need to get home soon," I said to Carol as I sniffed the candle and admired the necklace.


    She positioned the Lucky Cat on the main counter. I thought it looked hokey, but if it made Carol happy, then it was okay with me. "I'll run to the bank as soon as I check the messages."


    A few minutes later she made a squealing noise and hung up the phone. "Oh my!" she cried.


    "What?"


    "That was a call from Personal Products, Inc. Their regular temporary contractor went bankrupt, and they're looking for a new service," she said excitedly. "Do you know how big that account is?"


    I shrugged. I hadn't a clue.


    "They use hundreds of light industrial temps. More than Harris Manufacturing. This could be a couple million dollars a year in sales," Carol said, adding with determination, "I want this account."


    I'd never seen Carol quite this fired up. "Then let's get it."


    "They want to meet Monday. Is your schedule open?"


    "Sure, Monday's good for me."


    While Carol hurried out to get her errands done, I filed new employee records and answered a couple of phone calls. I had a solid hour of reflection time. Being in the office reminded me of my new position as a business owner. It felt good to be both stable and working for myself. Being a full-time musician was very entrepreneurial, but not something that felt particularly stable. This felt solid. So why, now that I had a big girl job that didn't appear to interfere with my rising rock star career, and I had a man I was crazy about, did I feel so lonely?


    


    * * *


    


    I looked longingly at McGlynn's as I raced passed the door. My mom had just called; she was minutes away from my condo with Granddaddy and Uncle Grover in tow, and Granddaddy needed to use the facilities. I knew from previous experiences with Granddaddy and his bladder that any old flower bush would do. I didn't need any more hexes on me from Mrs. Kester, and watering her flower bushes would surely enough do it.


    There were two vehicles waiting in front of my condo. My mom's car and Rick's truck. No, not today!


    My mom stepped out of her car and held up a hand. "Don't start," she ordered. "Rick offered to hang out with those two—" She indicated Uncle Grover and Granddaddy sitting in the back seat. "—while you perform this evening."


    "I'm not sure this is better. Now I have three of them to worry about," I argued.


    Rick's window was down. "Hey! I heard that," he called.


    I walked up to his truck window and pointed a finger at him. "Good! Because we are not getting back together. And don't give me your 'long view' argument either."


    Rick smiled. "I'm just trying to help out since I'm in town anyway, Diana. Besides, I like hanging out with your family."


    I looked at him like he was crazy. "Well, if you like my family so much that you want to be a part of it, don't think it's going to be through me. Aunt Pearl and Mammaw are single, go bug them."


    I whirled around and stalked off towards the front door. I could hear Rick's laughter behind me. My lips twitched involuntarily at the thought of him wooing Aunt Pearl. I saw Mrs. Kester's curtains flutter and prayed it was just a stray breeze. I didn't need a run-in with her today.


    I dug around in my purse for the charm necklace. Sybil had assured me it would protect me from spells and brighten my aura. I slipped the necklace over my head as I reached for the door knob.


    "Wait up there, Queenie Baby!" Granddaddy called from behind. "I cain't move as fast as I used to with my bad hip."


    I turned around to watch Granddaddy shuffle quickly up the walkway. Amazing, really, considering he had been in the hospital just a few short weeks ago. Maybe jerky really did cure what ails you, as he always insisted.


    Beside him, Uncle Grover moved elegantly down the walkway like it was a red carpet. Uncle Grover always reminded me of a black and white movie actor, faded, but polished and precise. Rick and my mom followed with the bags.


    Mrs. Kester's door flew open as my foot touched the landing. "You're allowing that man back?" she asked, pointing an accusing finger at Granddaddy.


    "He's my grandfather, Mrs. Kester. I can't exactly ban him from my home." Even if I wanted to, I silently added.


    Granddaddy glared at Mrs. Kester. "Shut yer pie hole, you old bat. You've given my granddaughter enough grief. You'd better watch yer ways, or I'll put a stink eye on you," Granddaddy threatened.


    I gave him a push up the stairs.


    Mrs. Kester gasped. "You wouldn't dare."


    Rick peeked his head around the corner.


    "You!" Mrs. Kester cried. She pointed a finger at Rick. "That man was drunk on my doorstep and disturbing the peace."


    Rick looked sheepish. "I am sorry about that, ma'am. I was having a bad day."


    She seemed to appreciate the apology, or maybe she was enjoying getting attention from a tall, dark, and handsome man.


    "I was love sick," he added.


    I glared at him.


    "Well, I'm sure it was all her fault," Mrs. Kester sniffed, pointing a boney finger at me. Didn't anyone ever teach her it wasn't polite to point?


    I sputtered, but before I could respond, Uncle Grover stepped forward. "Madam, we've not been formally introduced. I am Garfield Grover." He offered his hand to Mrs. Kester.


    She eyed him suspiciously but took his hand after a moment's hesitation.


    "Might I say you have a lovely flowerbed? I wonder—after we're all settled in, of course—if you'd mind giving me a little tour?" Uncle Grover added.


    "Well, I suppose I could," Mrs. Kester said, taking her hand slowly back.


    "Splendid!" Uncle Grover exclaimed. "I will call on you in an hour."


    Mrs. Kester nodded, looking a little dazed, and closed her door.


    "What a treasure! Such lovely eyes," Uncle Grover cried.


    We all looked at him.


    "Are you feeling okay, Uncle Grover?" I asked.


    "Never better," he replied as he walked up the stairs to my condo.


    "Love happens when you least expect it," my mom said with a nod of her fluffy blond head.


    "Don't start. Either of you." I wagged my finger back and forth.


    Sally and Max danced excitedly around the room as we entered, sniffing and licking their way through the guests. Sally ferreted out a piece of jerky inside Granddaddy's shirt pocket, and a brief scuffle ensued. Granddaddy won, but not before they'd knocked over a plant. Rick offered to take the dogs for a walk, and my mom helped get the bags into my bedroom. She gave me a hug, told me not to be too thick-headed, and made a quick getaway.


    I tuned the TV to a sports show, handed Granddaddy a beer and Grover a glass of sweet tea, and poured myself a glass of wine.


    I needed to get dressed and head out for the Fair. I played my first set at six. I sipped my wine and wondered what was taking Rick so long. Not that I wanted him here, but at least he was helping.


    I glanced out the window. Rick was standing on the sidewalk chatting with an attractive red head in tight black pants and an electric red top. His comments about not sitting home alone crossed my mind. I gave an inward shrug. I could care less about who he talked to. Even if the woman did look like a bimbo.


    He waved goodbye and headed up the front walk. I made myself busy cleaning up the kitchen and setting out food for the dogs.


    Sally bounded in the door first, straining at the leash in her attempt to ambush Granddaddy for jerky. Rick held her back. Max waited patiently for me to unleash him.


    "Met a new friend?" I asked as I bent down to take care of Max.


    He glanced out the window at the retreating redhead. "Jealous?" he asked with a grin.


    I glared up at him. "At that?" I hooked a finger towards the window.


    He laughed. "You're jealous."


    I made no comment. "Leave her on the leash so she doesn't eat Max's food," I said, as I motioned him into the kitchen.


    "Just to put your mind at ease…" he began.


    I shot him a look.


    "…she was asking about the empty condo downstairs. What the area's like and all that."


    The condo on the first floor had been for sale for almost six months. The previous tenant, a sweet old lady, had passed away last year. The family had been trying to sell the unit ever since. I was pretty sure Mrs. Kester put a hex on the unit so no one would buy it. If she had her way, the whole building would be vacant.


    "Hmmm…seemed like a pretty long conversation for just checking on the neighborhood."


    He smiled and leaned on the counter. "We talked about the Renaissance Fair. She's in town for that. I told her that you're a performer. She seemed really interested," he added, opening my refrigerator and nosing around inside.


    Granddaddy looked over. "Got the last beer," he called. "You'd think my granddaughter would've prepared for my visit."


    "You don't need to drink beer. It's not good for you," I shot back.


    "I'm old enough to drink what I want an' eat what I want. Say there, Rick, got any more of that deer jerky?"


    I shook my head as Rick pulled out a plastic bag from his jacket.


    "Got to keep the troops happy," he said with a wink.


    I handed Rick the bottle of wine and excused myself to get ready. Uncle Grover called out that he hoped I wouldn't be too long as he had some "preparations to make" before his "date."


    Granddaddy called him a pansy, and a fight would've broken out if Rick hadn't intervened.


    In that moment, I was thankful for Rick. I wasn't happy he was here, but I wasn't about to look a gift horse in the mouth, as my mom always said.


    


    
      

      CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

    


    


    Being Sleepy Beauty isn't all it's cracked up to be, even at a Renaissance Fair. I left my condo wearing a swirl of blue satin and tulle, my long blonde hair flat ironed into fairy princess spun gold, and Rick's appreciative whistle in my ears. I knew I should've walked, but it was a good mile from my condo, and I didn't want to walk home at night lugging my guitar the whole way.


    It took twenty minutes to land a parking space and another five to realize I had forgotten to bring quarters. A group of young guys, already a dozen beers into celebrating, offered me some change. They couldn't stop joking about "rescuing a damsel in distress." Then on the long walk down to the docks, I was stopped by a variety of knights, knaves, and peasants all, it seemed, with the sole purpose of landing a fairy princess for the night.


    I stopped to catch my breath one block from the main stage at Dock Street. I checked the time. Ten minutes to show time. I went on around the middle of the show, so I still had an hour. A flash of red off to my left caught my eye. A woman dressed in a stunning black and red satin gown with a low cut bodice showing ample cleavage was drawing quite a few admirers. I watched as she gave one guy the finger and seemed to threaten another with something under her skirt. Which really didn't help her situation much.


    I felt her pain. It wasn't easy being a princess around here.


    I carted my guitar across the busy intersection amid catcalls and lewd comments. I promised myself a stiff drink once I checked in with the show organizers. The stage area in front of the docks was teaming with people: some dressed in medieval garb and some as tourists. The first act was starting when I finally tracked down the harried producer. I also let her know that I would be performing with two acts entered in the talent show tomorrow. She checked her iPad to confirm their registrations; sure enough Mr. Pyres and Carlos and The Brethren Band were on the list.


    I watched the first performance from the side stage while tuning my guitar. A flash of red caught my eye in the crowd. The woman I'd seen on the street was now moving through the audience. She seemed to be looking for someone.


    My phone buzzed with a text.


    Rick: Having a beer at McGlynn's with Granddaddy. Be there in fifteen minutes.


    Me: On my way. Order me a martini.


    McGlynn's was back the way I'd come, and two blocks over. But it was worth the walk if I had a drink waiting for me. No telling how long it'd take me to get served at one of the bars near the stage. Even dressed as Sleeping Beauty.


    After a hot and hurried walk, I breathed a thankful sigh at the dark, cool interior of McGlynn's. The tulle and satin was already starting to get itchy.


    "Lady Di in the house," Woody called from behind the bar. "Or should I say Princess Di?"


    Woody had been the bartender at McGlynn's for as long as I'd been playing the bar scene in Annapolis. He made sure I always had regular gigs there and kept the drunks from harassing me during my sets. He was easy-going but didn't like to be reminded about his namesake from Cheers.


    "My favorite character was Norm," I heard Granddaddy say as I approached.


    I groaned inwardly and gave Woody a wave. "Long time no see," I called back.


    "I hear you made the big-time in Puerto Rico. Does this mean you're too famous to play at McGlynn's?" he joked.


    "Never!" I cried as I took a sip of the perfectly prepared martini sitting in front of the empty barstool between Rick and Granddaddy.


    I gave Granddaddy a hug and asked Rick about Uncle Grover's whereabouts.


    "His date with Mrs. Kester was going well, so he didn't want to leave," Rick replied, taking a sip of his beer. "They're having tea at her place." He grinned.


    Unbelievable. She must have put a love spell on poor Uncle Grover.


    "I wouldn't touch that old bat with a ten foot pole if'n ya paid me," Granddaddy announced. "Fool's gonna ketch a bad case of the uglies." Granddaddy shivered.


    I agreed but kept quiet. I needed to have a private talk with Uncle Grover.


    "How's it going for you so far?" Rick asked.


    I shrugged. "Being a fairy princess attracts a lot of frogs. Especially at intersections."


    Rick nodded. "I can see that."


    I turned to Rick. "I want to thank you for helping out with The Grands. I do appreciate it."


    "No problem. They're good people, even if they're a handful."


    I took another sip of my drink and thought about how Rick was here—dependable, stable, supportive—and Mark was somewhere "tying up lose ends" with the CIA and Marsha. For a moment I wished I could love Rick again. The way I did when I was a teenager. I was physically attracted to him. No doubt about that, I thought, glancing over at his thick, dark hair and strong, work-hardened hands. I just didn't feel the butterflies or that warm mushy feeling I felt with Mark.


    I sighed and sipped the last drop from my glass. "Time to get to work," I announced.


    Granddaddy was launching into another discussion on Cheers with Woody. I tapped his shoulder and indicated the door.


    He waved a hand at me. "Okeydokey, don't get yer skirts in a bunch."


    Woody gave me a grateful look.


    Before we left, I confirmed a day next week to do a few sets with Carlos. I left out the whole pirate thing, not sure how Woody felt about pirates. I didn't want a repeat of the night before.


    


    * * *


    


    I finished my set without a hitch. The audience loved my rendition of "Scarborough Fair." It was fun to play soft ballads dressed as a princess, but I wouldn't want to do it for a living. As I walked off the stage, I searched the audience for Rick and Granddaddy. It was dusk, and the stage lights made it difficult to see.


    A whistle that I recognized from childhood caught my attention to the left of the stage. Granddaddy took his fingers out of his mouth and waved.


    "Great performance," Rick said, leaning in for a hug.


    I accepted his hug, but tried to duck the gentle brush of his cheek against mine.


    "Perfection!" cried Granddaddy. "Now I got to go water the flowers."


    We all looked around at the sea of people wandering about in all directions and at the dozens lined up in front of the port-a-potties.


    This didn't look good. "Maybe we could head back to McGlynn's," I suggested.


    "Nope, ain't gonna make it," he said matter-of-factly.


    "Couldn't he just go off the docks somewhere?" Rick asked.


    The docks! Perfect! "I know just the place. Follow me." I had forgotten about Ed's yacht being docked directly behind us. I knew where Mark kept the spare key, and there was a full-size bathroom on board.


    We left the noise and chaos behind as we made our way down the boat slips. Ed's elegant, lovingly restored yacht was dark and silent as we climbed aboard. Granddaddy was dancing about impatiently as I pulled the key from under the potted plant and opened the door.


    I led the way down the spiral staircase into the living area and switched on a light.


    "Wow," Rick said, "this is what I call a boat. I can see why you put up with Mark."


    I gave him an evil look and started to tell him exactly what he could do with his comment.


    "Never mind all that," Granddaddy interrupted. "Where's the dad-burned bathroom on this tug?"


    I pointed to the next room. Rick walked around admiring the furniture. He flipped on the light in the bedroom.


    "Nice bed," he said wryly.


    "I wouldn't know," I replied primly.


    "Uh-huh."


    "Don't go digging around in there," I chastised, coming up behind him.


    And then I saw it. A black suitcase beside the bed.


    "That Mark's?" Rick asked, pointing at the suitcase.


    "I don't think so."


    Rick walked over and picked up the case. "It's not locked." He clicked open the latches.


    "Stop," I said, although I really wanted to see what was inside. "We shouldn't be doing this."


    Rick gave me a look. "Suit yourself," he said and made a move to close the locks.


    I jumped in front of him and threw back the top of the case. I gasped. It was full of women's clothing.


    "I don't suppose Mark's a cross-dresser?" Rick asked.


    "Well, that there explains this!" cried Granddaddy, coming out of the bathroom holding a flat iron and a clear bag containing cosmetics. "I knew that Mark feller was shifty. Never trust a man that smells that good."


    I looked over at Granddaddy like he'd finally lost his mind. "Why you lookin' at me like that? The man smells better 'n anyone should. Like fresh jerky and beer," he added.


    "He's right! But I thought he smelled like pine trees," added Rick.


    "You're both crazy! Why would he have these things?" I asked.


    "Looks to me like a woman is staying here," Rick said.


    "Well, no-duh," I snapped, sounding a lot like Tabitha. "But why?"


    "I'd say he has a girlfriend," Rick replied a little too smugly. "A hot one at that," he added, pulling out a lacy bra with generous cups.


    I smacked his hand. "Stop that! I'm not jumping to conclusions. I—I'll just call him."


    "Yeah, that'll work. 'Uh, hi, Mark, I was breaking into your boat and nosing around your bedroom and found some hot chick's clothes—'" Rick mimed.


    I elbowed him in the gut. "Not funny. This is not funny."


    "Tarnations, girl, how much more evidence do you need? You got a perfectly good man standin' there next to you an' smellin' like a man should, I might add. Don' waste another gol' darned minute on this rascal!" Granddaddy made an angry gesture around the room.


    "Thank you, I think," Rick replied to Granddaddy.


    The sound of footsteps on the dock echoed in the room.


    "Kill the light!" I ordered.


    Rick snapped off the bedroom light as I reached for the bathroom light. The room went black. The sound of footsteps grew louder.


    "We should hide," I whispered.


    "Where's there to hide?" Rick whispered back.


    "Granddaddy, get in the shower and pull the curtain."


    "No, siree, not a chance," he whispered furiously. "I've seen my share of horror pictures. Send the ol' man to get an ax in the forehead. I weren't born yesterday."


    "Against my better judgment," Rick grumbled, "I'll hide in the shower."


    "In the closet and no arguing," I said to Granddaddy.


    "Too bad Grover weren't here. It'd be jest the place fer him," he cackled.


    "Shhhh!" I hissed.


    I moved silently up across the bedroom and into the kitchen area. Flashlights flooded the room, and I froze like a deer in the headlights.


    There was banging on the cabin door above me.


    "Open up, please," said a stern voice. "Annapolis police."


    I ran to hide behind the couch, but a beam of light caught me. "We can see you hiding behind the couch. Open the door." The voice was sterner this time.


    There was tapping on the window above me, and a familiar face looked down in surprise.


    Officer John gave me a big smile and a wave. "Hey, Diana," he called through the glass. "Could you open up?"


    Well, it could've been worse. At least it was a fan who'd be taking me to jail. When off duty, Officer John Laney liked to wear Hawaiian shirts and listen to live music. And he always bought me a margarita whenever I played a Jimmy Buffet song. He was a good-looking guy who seemed to have a thing for me, so I'd always wondered why he never asked me out. And then I'd met his wife. Yikes!


    I walked up the staircase, opened the door, and stepped out onto the deck. Another officer shined a light in my face, but John quickly pushed it away.


    "This is my friend, the singer," John said proudly.


    "The one that started that big fight with your wife?" the other asked.


    "She's the one! Boy that was a night, wasn't it, Diana?"


    "Uh, yeah," I replied uncomfortably.


    He waved it away. "So we had an anonymous call—obviously a mistake—that there was an intruder on this boat. People that own boats like this are a bit suspicious by nature. Probably some hoity-toity a few boats down got his nose outta joint, but we have to investigate." He glanced around.


    "So what are you doing here?" his partner demanded of me.


    Officer John glared at him. "No need for that, Bob. I'm sure Diana's staying with a friend. You can see she's all dressed up for the Renaissance Fair."


    Bob shook his head in disgust. "Damn Fair! I'd rather have a bunch of spring-breakers than all these nuts running around. Don't even get me started about the damn pirates!"


    "Yeah, this is my friend Mark's boat," I replied, cutting into Bob's pirate rant. "Well, actually it's his Uncle Ed's boat, but he's been staying on it while he's in town. You met Mark, remember?" I reminded John.


    John's face lit up. "Yep! Nice fella. Is he around?"


    "Uh, no. He's away until tomorrow. But I have the key," I said, shaking it in the air and hoping this would be the end of it.


    There was banging from below followed by a loud "Dagnabit!"


    "What was that?" Bob asked.


    "What was what?" I replied.


    John looked uncertain. "We'd better take a look around since the tenant's not on board. Just for the report," he added.


    I sighed. It had almost worked, I thought as I opened the door and led them down the staircase.


    


    



    


    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


    


    It took them only a few seconds to confirm that everything was in order in the open living area and the galley kitchen. As they headed towards the bedroom, a knot formed in my throat. The suitcase was still lying open on the bed. The closet door was shut. A glance in the bathroom showed the shower curtain partially open. John reached for the closet door, and I cringed.


    The door creaked as it opened. But inside, there was no sign of Granddaddy. John turned and glanced at the suitcase. "So sorry to disturb you, Diana. I can see you're trying to get settled in." He indicated the open suitcase.


    His partner nosed around in the bathroom for a second, not going any farther in than the sink.


    "Okay, Bob, let's leave her in peace. Sorry about the intrusion, Diana," John said again.


    I made appropriate replies and hurried them up the staircase and out the door. I returned to the bedroom and looked around.


    A loud sneeze from the bathroom made me jump. I hurried in and tore back the curtain. Rick and Granddaddy were squeezed into the farthest corner.


    "Don' chop my head off!" Granddaddy cried.


    "Shhh! You'll bring them back."


    "I figured they'd check the closet, but hoped if we left the shower curtain open they wouldn't bother checking any closer," Rick explained.


    "Quick thinking!" I replied.


    "Yeah, but your Granddaddy tripped on the way in here."


    "I'm fine, I'm fine," he said, climbing out of the tub. "Did we throw them coppers off our trail?"


    "Yes."


    "Hallelujah! So what's next?" he asked, rubbing his hands together.


    "You're going home to bed," I said firmly. "Rick will take you. We need to hurry up and get out of here before she comes back." I pointed at the suitcase.


    Rick looked at me questioningly. "And what are you going to do?"


    "I'm going on a stake out."


    "Dressed like that?" he asked, pointing at my gown.


    He had a point. I wasn't actually incognito in this.


    My phone rang. It was Mark. "Oh, no," I whispered.


    "It's him, isn't it?" Rick asked.


    I nodded.


    "Well, answer it. He doesn't know you're here, right?" Rick grabbed Granddaddy's arm and walked him out to the living room.


    "Hi, Mark," I said cheerfully.


    "Were you just on the deck of the boat talking to two police officers?" he asked without preamble.


    "That's crazy!" I replied.


    "I know. That's why I'm pretty sure it's true. Here's the kicker: the neighbor two slips down claims he saw Cinderella talking to the two officers. You wouldn't be dressed as Cinderella by chance?"


    I gulped. "No, not Cinderella…"


    "What's going on, Diana?" he demanded.


    "Nothing. Granddaddy needed to use the bathroom after the show, so I brought him here." That was all true.


    "Sounds like a lot was left out of that statement," he said after a pause. "Look, my plane is delayed. I'm not going to make it until early tomorrow afternoon. I'm worried about Tyrell finding you. He left Miami two days ago and my sources lost him after he landed in D.C. You need to go home and stay there."


    Tyrell was the least of my worries. It was on the tip of my tongue to demand an explanation for the women's bag sitting in his bedroom, but I had more investigating to do. I wanted to know exactly what I dealing with before I confronted Mark.


    "Uh—sure thing." A question popped into my head and out my mouth unfiltered. "Your sister isn't particularly big chested is she?"


    "What are you talking about?" he ground out. "No! She's very slim. What is wrong with you, Diana?"


    "Nothing. Just wanting to know more about your family," I deflected.


    "You are so strange," he said half-heartedly. "But I really miss you. Don't take any chances. This is serious—I even sent Andre a text asking him to keep an eye on you tomorrow until I get there."


    I felt tears well up in my eyes. "I've got to go Mark." I hung up.


    I walked back into the living room, my resolution increasing with every step.


    


    * * *


    


    With Granddaddy and Uncle Grover safely tucked into bed for the night, Rick and I made our way back to Dock Street on foot, dodging late night revelers and coming up with a plan. I felt normal again, having changed into sneakers and jeans with my hair pulled back into a pony tail.


    "Your uncle is smitten," Rick said with a chuckle as we rounded the last block.


    "Yeah, a little too smitten," I muttered, vowing to go see Sybil as soon as possible for a counter-spell.


    "It's nice to see that love is just as exciting at eighty as it is at eighteen. Only probably not as active," he added.


    I grimaced. I didn't want to think about Uncle Grover and Mrs. Kester's activities.


    "Remind me why we're doing this again?" he asked.


    I glanced over at him. "I'm doing this to confirm my suspicions before accusing Mark of any wrong-doing. You're here just to annoy me."


    "Wrong," he countered. "I'm here to protect you."


    "From what?" I scoffed. "Weirdoes?"


    We both watched as two guys stumbled out of a bar and began skipping down the middle of the street holding hands like two school girls.


    Men skipping. Didn't see that everyday. Come to think of it, nobody skipped much anymore.


    "Honey, you are a weirdo," he laughed. "I'm here to protect you from yourself."


    I stuck my tongue out at him and marched on.


    When we reached the docks, Rick said, "I think we should make like we're a couple—hold hands and cuddle—so we look less obvious."


    "You wish," I shot back.


    "Got a better idea?"


    I thought about it. There wasn't really anywhere to hunker down for the stake-out on the docks. I suppose taking a moonlit stroll on the docks wouldn't look suspicious if we were holding hands like a couple.


    I grabbed his hand; he pulled me closer with a laugh.


    We approached the boat silently. I could see a light on through one of the windows. She was back.


    I pointed excitedly at the window. He nodded.


    I made a move to climb onto the boat to peer in, and he pulled me back. We continued on our walk down the dock.


    He finally said, "You're too clumsy to go climbing around that boat. I'll take a look around."


    "No! I need to see her," I argued. "I can't very well confront Mark if I don't see it for my own eyes."


    Rick sighed. "Okay, have it your way, but I really don't want to spend the night in jail."


    "We'll take our shoes off," I said suddenly. "Then we can walk across the boat and get on the ledge at the bow. The bedroom has windows we should be able to peek in without being seen."


    Rick reluctantly agreed to the plan, and within minutes we were proceeding silently across the boat to the narrow ledge that wrapped around the bow. I got there first and crouched down to peer through the window.


    The bathroom door was shut, but a light shown through the door. A Renaissance Fair gown of scarlet and black was draped across the bed. My stomach churned when I realized I'd seen that gown several times today. Maybe it was that common…


    The bathroom door opened suddenly, and a woman with thick, brilliant red hair emerged wearing a gossamer, cream nightie. Her white skin glowed in the dim light giving her an ethereal quality. My heart ached as I watched her shove the dress off the bed and climb in. Just like she'd done it a hundred times before.


    Rick had gone still beside me. He tapped my arm and indicated we should head back the way we'd come.


    Once we were safely off the boat, he turned to me and said, "Something strange is going on, Diana."


    "I know," I said, stifling a sob, "Mark's girlfriend is beautiful and perfectly at home on the boat."


    "No," Rick said as we hurried down the dock, "that's the woman that stopped me in front of your house."


    I gasped. "You're right! I recognized the dress. She's been following me all day!"


    My phone rang shrilly in the night. It was Mark.


    "Oh, god!" I cried. "I can't talk to him right now."


    "Answer it," Rick ordered. "Rip the Band-Aid off."


    I stared at the phone as it buzzed for a third time.


    I answered the call. "Hello?"


    "Are you and Andre peaking in the windows of my boat? The neighbor is ready to call the police," Mark said with a weary sigh.


    "No," I snapped. "Rick and I were watching your psycho red-headed girlfriend through the windows of your boat!" I ended with a shout and then a sob as the tears started to flow.


    "What are you talking about?" he cried. "What is Rick doing there?"


    Rick motioned me to hand him the phone. I handed it to him.


    "Hey, Mark, looks like you've fucked this up pretty well. I'll be taking over now," Rick said.


    I could hear shouting from Mark. "Yeah, anytime is fine with me, buddy," Rick responded. "You've got some balls sicking Red on Diana. She's been following her around all day. Even talked to me at the house this morning."


    I cringed, holding back tears.


    "Yeah, I was there helpin' out with The Grands. Something you don't have time to do evidently. What's it to you?" he asked sarcastically. "Red looks like a hot number. You startin' a harem or something? Got a brunette tucked away somewhere, too?"


    There was a pause. Mark's voice seemed calmer, but I couldn't hear what he was saying.


    "Your partner?" Rick said in surprise. "Boy you really know how to spin some yarns." Rick handed the phone back to me.


    "Don't talk, just listen," Mark ordered. "That's Marsha. I didn't know she was staying on the boat. As of yesterday she was in a hotel. She's there because I asked her to keep an eye on you. Tyrell is dangerous, and he's unpredictable."


    "Why didn't you just tell me that in the first place?"


    "Because I knew you'd flip out and probably still think there was some ulterior motive to her being there," he said in exasperation.


    Well, he was right about that. I didn't doubt Mark asked Marsha to keep an eye on me, but I bet Marsha had more on her agenda.


    "Go home. I'm sure there's a reasonable explanation for Marsha being on the boat. I will let you know as soon as I talk to her. Okay?"


    "Sure," I ground out. How did I always end up the bad guy in these situations? My gut told me that Marsha was up to no good.


    Rick shook his head as I hung up. "Boy, he's something else. What exactly does he do that's so important?"


    "You wouldn't believe me if I told you."


    As we rounded the last block to my house, I let everything that had happened sink in. I thought about the unknown calls. Marsha was staying on Mark's boat and following me around to make sure Tyrell didn't get me. I'm sure her main priority was not my safety, but what was her angle? Was she hoping to endear herself to Mark by watching over me? My phone buzzed with a text:


    Mark: The hotel where she wanted to stay was booked for the fair, and she couldn't find anything else close by. Are you home yet?


    I typed a terse 'yes' and stuffed my phone back in my pocket.


    We reached Rick's truck. "Thanks for all your help tonight," I said, turning to him.


    Things seemed to be headed downhill with Mark, but I wasn't going to add gas to the flames by getting tangled up with Rick in a weak moment.


    "Not gonna invite me up for a drink?" he asked.


    "Nope. I don't need the complications."


    He sighed. "When this thing with Mark is finally over, I'd like to give us another chance." He took a step towards me.


    "It's not going to happen, Rick," I said gently. "We've been through this before. Please, stop bringing it up. I want to be your friend, but I can't if you keep pushing me."


    He stared at me for a minute. "Okay," he held up his hands, "we're friends. I get it. No more pushing." He opened his truck door and climbed up. He gave me a wave as he headed in the direction of his hotel.


    That had been a little too easy, I thought, as I turned up my walkway. I was sure I'd not heard the last of it.


    


    


    


    



    


    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


    


    I awoke in a mad dash to practice the hurdy-gurdy song and get myself ready for a long day of playing princess. Not to mention having to get two old men up, fed, and dressed in medieval garb. If you're looking for some practice at taking care of children, just get yourself a couple of old men. My patience was wearing thin as I broke up arguments over everything from how much cream to put in coffee to who should get to wear the cod piece as part of their costume. In the middle of all this, I was struggling to remember the words to Mr. Pyres' song.


    "You two hush!" I scolded. "I have to perform this song this afternoon." I played the melody easily on my guitar. It was the lyrics that were impossible.


    Uncle Grover strode over to me, his large three-cornered hat bobbing unsteadily on his head, and peered over my shoulder.


    "Why you're playing one of my favorite songs!" he exclaimed and started to sing the lines, surprisingly in tune.


    Not to be outdone, Granddaddy came in on the chorus, "And merrily danced the Quaker's wife, and merrily danced the Quaker." He added a little jig dance and put out his arm to Uncle Grover. They locked arms and turned in a circle like they were doing a reel. I smiled as an idea took shape.


    I finished the song and turned to the dancers. "That was great!"


    Uncle Grover beamed and Granddaddy said, "Hells bells, everybody knows that song. An' ya know Grover and I can cut a rug when we want to."


    "How would you two like to join me on stage at the talent show with Mr. Pyres?" I asked, hoping I wouldn't regret it.


    Uncle Grover and Granddaddy high-fived each other, and then quickly went back to arguing over who would look better in the cod piece.


    I sighed and put away my guitar. It was time to turn myself into a beautiful princess, but after last night I was feeling more like a frog. I hated feeling like everything was up in the air with Mark. I just wanted to know the truth once and for all. Oh, and there was always the possibility that Tyrell was wandering the streets in search of me with only Marsha standing between me and a bullet in the head. That just gave me warm fuzzies.


    My phone buzzed with a text. I looked down eagerly, hoping it was Mark. It wasn't; it was Carlos.


    Carlos: Ahoy, matey. Great news. Me n the boys are in the parade!


    Me: Awesome. Don't be late for our performance.


    Carlos: Never fear. R & P worked it out with the fair organizers. Wait til u see our entrance!! P)


    I couldn't even imagine what he was talking about. The Renaissance parade wound its way through the city bringing all traffic to a complete halt for hours. The parade consisted of fire trucks, homemade floats, Shriners, marching bands, and anyone else the organizers could rope into it. They'd talked me into riding on the float one year as Sleeping Beauty. All I had to do was lay there in my fancy dress. What could be easier, right? Wrong. I had needed a bouncer to keep the drunks from jumping on the float and trying to kiss me awake.


    I left for my first street performance in full costume a few minutes after ten. I was supposed to stroll along Dock Street with my guitar slung over my neck crooning Greensleeves for an hour and a half. Then I had a break until I was due on stage with Mr. Pyres at one after which I would change into my pirate costume for my performance with Carlos and the Brethren. Quite a busy day.


    On my way out the door I chastised my wards. "You two stay out of trouble until The Parents pick you up at eleven. Don't leave this apartment," I warned.


    Uncle Grover sniffed. "I had hoped to pay a visit to Miss Kester. We were going to have coffee on her patio."


    I rolled my eyes. "Fine. Just be ready to go at eleven."


    "Yeah," chimed in Granddaddy, "and keep yer codpiece on." He erupted into gleeful cackles.


    Out on the pavement, I headed for Dock Street. The weather was a little gray but wonderfully cool for walking around in a heavy dress and singing melancholy songs. So much easier to play fairy princess when you didn't have sweat dripping down your face and rings under your armpits.


    The morning went quickly as I strolled and sang and posed for pictures with excited little girls, but my mind kept turning back to Mark. And my eyes kept looking over my shoulder.


    Was there anything he could say or do to make me believe in him again? I liked excitement as much as the next girl, but having your boyfriend's sexy CIA partner follow you around was a little too much. It was a lot different than how my exes showed up and got in-between us, wasn't it? Hmmm…come to think of it, maybe it wasn't different. Definitely more dramatic, but not a whole lot different.


    Uh-oh. I had to think about this. In my gut, did I think Mark was still involved with Marsha? Nope. Not anymore than I was ready to jump back into Rick's waiting arms. Okay, question two: Did I think the complications of being ex-CIA or even part-time CIA would be a relationship deal-breaker? Well, I really wasn't in a position to judge, was I? Here I was entering into a new business venture and preparing for a cross-country tour. Mark had a lot more to be worried about than I did. Finally, had Mark actually lied about anything, even through omission? I thought hard. Being in a relationship with your ex-partner was a pretty big omission. But I hadn't exactly been forthcoming about my fling with Andre last summer until cornered. It seemed Mark and I had a lot more in common than I'd thought.


    I ducked into an alleyway in a panic. I pulled out my phone and punched in Mark's number.


    It went straight to voicemail.


    "I guess you're still on your way. I just wanted to say I'm sorry about last night. I know this relationship has gotten off to a bad start," I rambled, "but that doesn't mean we should throw it away. I mean, I know being with me is like being on a roller-coaster, and I understand if you want to get off…" My voice trailed away. "But I just want you to know that I do trust you. I do believe in you. And I think I really do lo—" the message ran out just before I could finish. Which was probably just as well because if the message up to that point hadn't sounded deranged enough to send him on the next plane back to Atlanta, then me proclaiming my love over the phone certainly would have.


    I leaned against the brick wall to catch my breath and wipe away a tear. Fairy princesses didn't cry, I reminded myself. I straightened my shoulders resolutely. I'd done what I could. Hopefully, he was still on his way, and we could work this all out face-to-face. In the meantime I had a performance with a vampire, a hurdy-gurdy and two crazy old men to prepare for.


    I found my family waiting for me at the side entrance of the stage. I hadn't appreciated the full effect of seeing them in Renaissance attire. I snapped a bunch of pictures on my cell phone to capture the moment. Might be some blackmail potential as well. The Parents looked presentable, although my mom had way too much cleavage showing above her embroidered bodice. The Grands were another story. I wasn't prepared for Mammaw and Aunt Pearl. All that loose skin stuffed into too tight dresses, leaving way too little to the imagination.


    Aunt Pearl greeted me with, "I feel like a sausage in this contraption."


    "Yah look like one too," cackled Granddaddy.


    Aunt Pearl swatted him with her cane.


    "Stop it you two," my mom ordered.


    My stepmother, Anne, stepped between them and made some adjustments to the back of Aunt Pearl's dress.


    "I think you all look wonderful," I lied. "Are you two ready for our big show?" I asked Granddaddy and Uncle Grover.


    "Oh, they've sung the song over and over again ever since we picked them up from your house," Ashley said with a glare.


    My sister naturally looked like a fairy princess because of her petite stature, but today dressed in pink tulle, she reminded me of Thumbelina. Especially when she was standing next to her hulking, bear of a husband. Dan was dressed as a commoner from medieval times; shirt open at the chest, homespun leggings and crisscrossed, laced boots. He wore a fake pony tale under his peddler's cap. He was the most authentic looking one out of the bunch of them.


    "Well, at least you don't have to perform it on stage with them," I shot back.


    "Touché." She gave me a good-natured smile.


    I looked around. "Where's Rick?" I asked. Not that I wanted to see him. I was just trying to keep an eye out for him. I didn't want any interference when Mark showed up.


    Ashley raised her brows. "We lost him a block back to this stunning redhead in a red and black gown."


    "What?" I gasped.


    "Yeah, they talked for a few minutes, and then they ducked into a bar. Jealous?" my sister asked.


    "No," I stammered. Was Marsha trying to break up me and Mark through Rick? Would Rick go for it? I just couldn't believe the woman would do that, CIA agent or not. Maybe that was her evil plan, to dig up dirt on me and relay it back to Mark.


    The stage manager gave me the signal that we were up next. The team of amateur jugglers had just crashed and burned, but the crowd had a good laugh at their antics. It was a few minutes before one. Where in the heck was The Count? I walked up a few steps on the stage so I could get a better look above the throngs of people. I caught a glittery flash of red sequins waving in the distance. Oh, my, I thought, as The Count approached the stage. It was like Liberace had gone vampire.


    My mouth must have been open, because my family turned to follow my line of sight.


    "What in tarnation is that?" asked Granddaddy, peering into the distance.


    "Yeah, and what's his number?" purred Aunt Pearl. "I love me a well-dressed man."


    Oh, he was well-dressed alright. He wore an old-fashioned white tux with full tails and a blood red bow tie. His cape was white satin with a blood red satin underside and the initials VP encrusted in red sequins on the back. He carried a small black case. Betty Getty trailed behind him dressed in a beautiful authentic gown of royal purple. She wore a huge headpiece that bobbed precariously on her head as she struggled to keep up with The Count.


    "That," I replied shaking my head, "Is part of our act."


    "Oh, my," Uncle Grover murmured, fanning himself.


    Oh, my indeed.


    


    


    


    


    


    



    


    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


    


    The crowd continued to grow as we took our places on the stage and plugged into the PA system. Uncle Grover and Granddaddy had lapel mikes on. The Count and I were standing to the left of the stage using mike stands.


    "Great performance from the Juggling Jonathans," boomed the announcer. "And remember, don't text your vote until the end of the show. Now give a big round of applause for act number twelve. Vann Pyre and the Hurdy-Gurdys performing 'Merrily Kissed the Quaker's Wife!'" A light smattering of applause followed by a loud two fingered whistle from brother-in-law Dan's direction and we were on.


    I looked to Mr. Pyres for my cue, and he jumped into the song like a pro. I followed on the guitar, and Granddaddy and Uncle Grover launched into the song. I stifled a giggle as Uncle Grover sang the first line of the song and stepped in front of Granddaddy with his arms spread wide. Granddaddy elbowed him in the gut, and Grover faked a fall as Granddaddy bellowed the next line. We all joined in for the chorus, and Granddaddy and Grover locked arms and did a reel. Granddaddy spied Betty Getty in all her finery off the side of the stage, and he raced over and grabbed her arm, leading her into the reel. Uncle Grover stole her away and whirled her across the stage as Granddaddy lamented the next verse of the song. The audience was engaged by the antics and had begun clapping to the beat of the song.


    I shook my head in wonder. Never try to second guess an audience.


    I looked out over the sea of people. In the distance, for just a second, I thought I saw a ship's sail. I looked again, and it was gone. The song reached its climax, and I looked to The Count to signal the finish. His cape was blowing in the wind; his face a mask of concentration as he charmed the chords from the ancient instrument. The air seemed to crackle and pop as his fingers flew faster across the strings.


    The Count gave me a nod. I counted, "One, Two, Three!" and we strummed the final note. The performers froze in a funny tableau with Betty between Uncle Grover and Granddaddy, each grasping her arm in mock adoration.


    The audience erupted in applause. The Count marched to the front of the stage and bowed like a great conductor. The audience cheered. Never thought the hurdy-gurdy would garner such accolades.


    "Now that's what I call a performance!" hollered Granddaddy, high-fiving Uncle Grover and Betty.


    Betty fanned herself. "Didn't know I had it in me!"


    "Wonderful job, Diana." The Count smiled as he gently placed his instrument in its case. "I dare say we've got a shot at the prize."


    I nodded in agreement and put my guitar away. I glanced at my cell phone to check the time.


    "Yikes! I need to change for 'The Rum Song!'" I cried. I had less than fifteen minutes to get into my pirate costume. "You two go find The Parents and stay out of trouble," I said to Uncle Grover and Granddaddy. "By the way, you can play out with me anytime."


    They both flushed with pleasure and enveloped me in a group hug. "Thanks for making two old men's year," Uncle Grover said.


    "Speak fer yerself, Grover. I ain't old. I still got oats to sow. An' I'm thinkin' of startin' with that little filly right there." Granddaddy pointed at Betty.


    "Out of your league," Uncle Grover retorted. I waved goodbye as they argued their way back to The Parents.


    I checked my phone again. Three missed calls all from Mark and one message. I ducked into the makeshift changing rooms and pressed the phone to my ear.


    "Diana, got your message. We tracked Tyrell to Annapolis. Please be careful. Traffic is completely backed up. I'm going to have to walk. I'll be there soon. By the way, I love a good roller-coaster and I—" the message ended abruptly.


    I cursed cell phones, service providers and the universe in general. I tried his phone again; it rang once then the call ended. I tried again and it went straight to voice mail. Argh! Okay, get a grip. One thing at a time. I quickly donned the tight black leggings and high-heeled boots coupled with the off-shoulder gauzy white blouse and tied the bright blue sash around my waist. I glanced in the mirror. Not bad, I thought. I made a cute pirate.


    I rushed from the changing rooms and nearly ran into Andre. Roger and Phil were a few steps behind. "Whoa! What's the rush, wench?" he joked.


    "Uh, the performance. Aren't we up next?" I asked.


    "It's taking Carlos a little extra time to make his grand entrance so you've got two more acts to go. Are you okay?"


    "Just a little flustered. Mark left me a voice message that Tyrell is definitely in Annapolis."


    Andre nodded. "Yeah, I got a text from him too. Just wasn't sure if he'd told you he was keeping tabs on you."


    "Apparently everyone is keeping tabs on me," I remarked wryly. "So what's up with the big entrance?"


    Andre glanced over at the producers. "You'll need to see it to get the full effect."


    I sighed. Mystery and drama in every corner.


    "Diana," Roger said, seeming to notice me for the first time, "looks like the tour is a go as long as tonight goes well. We found some new backers who love the pirate theme." He gave me a who-da-thunk-it look.


    "Go out there, do a great job. No drama, no nutso scenes, and you've got yourself a tour," Phil added.


    I nodded. No drama, no nutso scenes, no problem. "You still want me on stage by myself to start?" I asked Phil.


    "Yep, the band and Carlos will join you after you sing the first verse."


    "Where are they?" I asked, glancing around.


    Andre chuckled and turned me so that I looked out past the audience and up the street. The parade was approaching, and in the distance I spied a skull and crossbones flying from the mast of a ship.


    "Are you kidding?"


    "Nope. They're in the parade on a float shaped like a pirate ship."


    "Impressive." And it was. As the parade inched closer, the ship came into view. I could almost make out Carlos and the band waving to the crowds.


    "Show time," called Roger. The curtain closed over the last act, and a drove of roadies set up the stage for our performance.


    I moved into position behind the giant curtain. I took a deep breath and plucked a few notes on my guitar. I'd done this song a thousand times. Carlos and his kooks wouldn't trip me up with their entrance, and everything would go smoothly. I was Zen. For about five seconds, then my phone buzzed with a text message. I had a minute so I checked it.


    Unknown number: u look good in those pants bitch. 2 bad I got 2 shoot u.


    I looked wildly around me. I squinted off stage, but didn't see anyone there.


    "Lords and Ladies," the announcer boomed. "Your attention please. May we present local singer/songwriter, Diana Hudson, accompanied by Carlos Rodriguez and The Brethren Band!"


    The curtain dropped. I didn't have time to think. I couldn't just walk off the stage, so I launched into the first verse of "The Rum Song." I looked up, surprised to find the pirate ship had made its way up the road and was now "anchored" off the side of the stage. Carlos and The Brethren leapt onto crates and barrels and grabbed ropes attached to the stage. The audience cheered as they recognized the song. Or maybe they were just cheering for the pirates. I couldn't see much past the stage lights. I glanced around nervously trying to find Tyrell in crowd. The first verse was nearing its end, when suddenly The Brethren grabbed the ropes and sailed across the stage, landing with a thud to the left of me.


    "How's that for an entrance!" the announcer cried as the verse ended. The audience cheered and hooted.


    I looked back at the boat. Carlos was poised to swing across. The band was getting in place behind me. I squinted. It couldn't be!


    "Mark?" I said into the microphone. Not exactly professional, but how often does your boyfriend show up on a pirate ship?


    Mark waved and then lifted his hands up as if to say "how'd I get here."


    Then I realized the danger he was in. Mark was Tyrell's real target, and I'd just called him out in front of the crowd. "He's here!" I yelled into the microphone.


    Mark jumped in front of Carlos and swung across the stage landing with a thud next to me. A flash of red and black satin off to the side of the stage, caught my eye. "Look out!" a woman called from across the stage. "He's on the other side."


    Mark stepped in front of me as Tyrell appeared across the stage holding a gun.


    The crowd gasped.


    "The first one gonna be for my brother doin' twenty in Miami-Dade," Tyrell said to Mark. And then turned the gun on me. There was a wild look in his eyes. "An' the second gonna be for that piece-of-shit data file that made me look a fool. An' the third one gonna be for that mother-fuckin' singin' pirate dude. Where he at?"


    I heard someone shout, "Fire in the hole!" and then Carlos flew across the stage in a perfect arch. He hit Tyrell square in the back, the gun flying from his hand as he fell.


    Marsha had gone around the back of the stage to catch Tyrell from behind. She pounced on him in a blur of red satin and had a heel on his chest and a gun in his face in a flash. Definitely wouldn't want to get into a cat fight with her. Geez.


    A few seconds later, Andre was by her side with a half dozen police officers in tow. They cuffed a cursing Tyrell.


    The audience cheered.


    "All part of the act, ladies and gentlemen," the announcer said nervously.


    "Make him walk the plank!" someone called from the audience, making everyone laugh.


    Tyrell fought against his cuffs. "Man, this pirate shit gettin' old. They all crazy!" he yelled as he was dragged off stage.


    "Can't disagree with that," Mark said as he hugged me to him. "Are you okay?"


    I nodded, feeling tears starting to well up, but I forced them down. We had a show to finish.


    Carlos stepped up to the mike and gave a nod to the band. "Greetings, Lords and Ladies," he said in his best Jack Sparrow voice. The band started to play softly, a steady dun-dun-da-da in the background. "I am Carlos Rodriguez," he said, rolling his r's. "This is the beautiful and talented, Diana Hudson, the songwriter of 'The Rum Song.'"


    I could hear my family cheering among those that recognized the local favorite.


    "We have come a long way to sing this song for you," he said conversationally to the audience. "But first, we must take care of some business. Long overdue." He glanced at me and then nodded at Mark.


    I looked over at Roger and Phil who, at this point, looked like they were going to have simultaneous heart attacks. This was obviously not part of the show. So much for a nutso-free performance.


    "I tell you my friends," whispered Carlos seductively, "that love is in the air tonight." He nodded. The crowd was mesmerized. I thought I saw a woman in the first row swoon.


    The band notched up the tempo, and Carlos handed Mark the microphone. What the heck?


    Mark smiled sheepishly and said, "Diana, you don't make this easy—"


    A blur of red and black rushed at us and a shrill voice yelled from off stage. "Oh, no you're not!"


    The audience gasped as Marsha ran up to Mark. "I spent the last three days following her around keeping an eye on her for you. And I learned a heck of a lot. Did you know she's still seeing her old boyfriend, Rick?"


    The audience gasped again at this revelation.


    I jumped up to the mike. "No, I'm not seeing my old boyfriend. I told him repeatedly we are over."


    "No?" she said snidely, loud enough for the mike to pick up every word. "How about that hunky bodyguard over there? It's hard to keep track of all your men."


    "Don't you talk to my granddaughter that way!" I heard Granddaddy yell. "I'll jerk a knot in yer red head!"


    Aunt Pearl hollered her support.


    Someone in the audience started to chant: "The plank, the plank." This was rapidly spinning out of control.


    "How can you be such an idiot, Mark?" Marsha cried. "With all this evidence? How?" she finished in almost a sob. The fire seemed to leave her, and all that was left was disappointment.


    "Because I trust her," Mark said simply.


    The audience awwed.


    I stared at him feeling those tears well again.


    "You know me, Marsha," Mark continued. "Once I trust someone, I'm all in. Not a great trait to have in my former line of work."


    Andre was at my side, reaching out to grab Marsha's arm.


    "Lay a finger on me, Mr. Bodyguard, and you'll pull back a stub," she hissed at him.


    "Charming," he replied.


    "Your training is nothing compared to mine." Marsha looked ready to pounce. I worried for a second that she was going to Kung Fu him square in the throat.


    Andre didn't miss a beat. Instead of grabbing her by her arm, he dove into her knees and flipped her over his shoulder. The long skirts of her gown hampered her attempts at escape. She shrieked like a scalded cat.


    The audience laughed, thinking this was all part of the act.


    "I'm guessing you didn't train in a gown. Just calm down, Red, and let the happy couple finally have their moment," Andre added gently.


    The fight seemed to leave her, or it could've been all the blood draining to her head. I watched her long red hair trailing almost to the floor as Andre carried her offstage.


    Mark ran his hand through his hair.


    "Don't say a word. This was all your drama." I pointed at the retreating figures. "Nice entrance by the way," I added with a grin.


    "Nothing like hitchin' a ride on a pirate ship," he said, grinning back at me.


    He grabbed the mike again. "As I was saying," he continued. "You don't make it easy, Diana. But despite all this, I do trust you, I do believe in you, and I do—"


    My heart beat rapidly. I leaned into him.


    "Love you," we said in unison.


    "Really?" we both said.


    I looked into his eyes and knew it was true.


    The audience cheered.


    Mark handed the microphone back to Carlos. Carlos made a big flourish with a bow and cued the band to start the song.


    I looked up at Mark and raised my lips to his. "Now was that so hard?" I asked.


    "Well, it wasn't exactly easy." He kissed me and then let me go reluctantly.


    I reached for my guitar. "Whoever said loving a rock star was easy?" I teased.


    "Not me," Mark groaned, "but promise me it'll get easier."


    I thought about all the things yet to come—the tour, the business, blending our lives. I laughed and shook my head. "Not a chance, but I can promise it'll never be boring."


    I turned back towards the audience without waiting for his reply.


    My fingers found the strings, and my voice rose to sing my song.
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    Enjoyed this book?


    Please leave a positive review and a 5 star rating on Amazon.com!
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    FREE QUEENIE BABY STORY!


    I hope you enjoyed following Diana’s adventures as much as I enjoyed writing about them! If you would like to find out more about Diana’s first brush with fame and the kooky characters she met along the way, just click below and I will send you the FREE short story prelude Queenie Baby: On Location.


    CLICK HERE FOR FREE SHORT STORY
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    BOOKS BY CHRISTINA A. BURKE


    Queenie Baby: On Assignment


    Queenie Baby: Out of Office


    Queenie Baby: Pass the Eggnog (coming Dec. 1, 2013!)


    


    ABOUT THE MUSIC


    The original music performed by our heroine, Diana Hudson, is based on the real-life songs of singer/songwriter Tad Jones. You can find Tad and his music at tadjonesmusic.com.


    Download my favorite Tad Jones’ song "Do They Have Rum" (a.k.a. "The Rum Song") on iTunes!


    


    If you enjoyed the Queenie Baby books, check out these other funny, romantic mysteries from Gemma Halliday Publishing:
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