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On behalf of the smallest members of our world, thank you for your help.
Henry, JoJo and Ringo Garza
Denver, Colorado?!? Welcome back!! If you are reading this, then you must be hungering for more misadventures of Miko and Lil and their new little addition Teo.
La Onda, the Garza brothers, and others are back for another comical phase of life Onda bus. Mouse style. In the first book, the Garzas and the three mice received a crash course on life with each other. Miko and Lil quickly discovered big shoes don’t necessarily mean stinky feet (or death, in most mouse cases). What they found inside three pairs of Stacey Adams left paw prints across their hearts, and the ‘giants’ learned to respect the might of all things little.
Now the Boys are heading off to Denver, Colorado to reunite Miko, Lil, and Teo. In the sequel, the Garza brothers must rally the wagons to protect their new little familia…and themselves. Comprised of other world entities, romance, and comedy — “Onda Bus (Again)” has it all. Mix this up with an over-stressed manager, a reluctant guitar tech, and a myriad of La Onda personalities…talk about living la vida loca!
In the first book, we mentioned La Onda, the band’s Street Team. They have always played a big part in the rise of Los Lonely Boys’ fan base. They might be termed “pavement pounders”, literally, as they announce the Garzas’ appearance by passing out flyers, making homemade swag and giving them out at concerts. In doing so, La Onda has created not only a community, but an extension of the Garza family. You may read more about this community here in this book, as VelvetSky0222, one of its members, has generously supplied a detailed explanation of La Onda.
The Garza brothers often use their good reputation and musical gifts as a way of giving to others. Ask any fan and they will tell you their musical style is unique in today’s market, their stage presence is phenomenal, but it is their love of family which seals the deal for us all. As fans, we are so thrilled to meet them and get a photo opportunity that we often forget the grueling realities of the music industry. Yet Henry, Ringo, and JoJo remain genuinely gracious, humble, and happy to meet their many fans. With that in mind, we decided to use our own talents to reciprocate their generosity.
By purchasing this book, you have donated to our Los Lonely Boys charity of choice, First Candle/SIDS Alliance. The charity receives all profits from our little “tail”. On behalf of all the little Angels above us and among us, we thank you. It means more to us than you could possibly imagine.
So, with love of family, gratitude for the Garzas’ willingness to share their love of music, we give to you our second installment of Miko & Lil. We hope you will find our story as heartwarming and funny as we do. From our hearts to yours, we leave you with a simple phrase: la familia es todo. Family is everything.
¡Órale!
Magnolia Belle
Ruth Simard
Stephanie Crail
Melanie Baird
C.M. Ulmer
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"I've never been to Denver!" Cree exclaimed as she gawked through the tour bus windows. She turned and beamed at Henry. "Thanks for inviting me along!”
"I figured we owed you. I can't handle a grown woman crying," he grimaced openly. "But no surprise guests backstage, got it?”
She saluted. Ringo and JoJo argued over a game of checkers while Teo looked on. Strangely quiet, Lil sat on the dash by George, the driver, her gray fur gleaming softly in the sunlight streaming through the windshield.
It had been a crazy life since she first met her husband Miko. Not only the most handsome mouse Lil had ever seen, but Miko also could speak human. In time, she and their son Teo had learned to speak it as well. Their life on the Los Lonely Boys tour bus had been a rollercoaster of adventure and danger.
Ringo had been kidnapped. Mousenappers broke into their bus more than once. And lately, the Boys had been receiving mysterious threats, all because Miko, Teo and she could speak “human”. To make matters worse, Miko had disappeared in New York after they had all been attacked. Somehow, much to Lil’s relief, he reappeared in Denver and found their friend Stephanie and her new beau Todd.
The Boys, Lil and Teo, along with their friend Cree, traveled on their way to reunite with Miko, as well as put on a show in the Mile High City. The tour bus couldn’t move fast enough down the highway to suit the anxious Lil.
"How much longer, Magic Man?" she whined for the ninth time.
"About five minutes less than the last time you asked." Henry sighed deeply. His stomach tingled. Vastly relieved that Miko was okay, he still wouldn’t feel completely better until he laid eyes on him. He watched the passing scenery, then picked up a guitar and began to strum softly.
"You still working on that, big brother?" Ringo asked, ignoring JoJo's impatient stare waiting to be kinged.
"Yep," Henry said, quickly shutting out everyone and everything as he reached his zone.
Cree watched him as if in a trance. JoJo elbowed Ringo and snickered. Her eyes became dewy and soft as she dragged out a pencil and paper. She wrote while Henry's fingers plucked and strummed. The rhythm of the wheels, Henry's notes, and everyone's silence prevailed until they reached Denver’s city limits. Cree shoved the steno pad into Henry's hands.
"Here ya go," she said, her attention caught by the bustling place. "Wow," she whispered.
Henry read the lines quickly as he nodded enthusiastically. "Cree, you may be a redneck, but you sure can write. I'll have Kev set us up." He looked up when she didn't answer. "Cree?”
"Can I go sightseeing?" Cree asked, still staring out the windows.
"Yeah, can we?" JoJo chimed in as the bus rolled to a stop at their hotel.
"What? No!" Henry exclaimed. "We have interviews all over the place later today!”
"We'll be back in time!" Ringo pleaded. "Please?”
"For crying out loud! What a bunch of kids!" Henry groused. "I can't allow it. You know what Kevin is like in his ‘business manager’ mode. He’ll be super mad if we're late.”
"We won't be!" JoJo promised. Three pairs of brown eyes focused on the tall one. Henry sighed and closed his eyes.
"The first interview is at five — oomph!" All three tackled him with a big hug.
"We'll be good!" Cree promised as she, Ringo and JoJo skipped off the bus.
"Please, God!" Henry sent a tiny prayer upwards.
* * *
"Are ya crazy?!" Kevin fairly screeched in Henry's ear on his cell phone. "Cree's with them! Of COURSE they're gonna get into trouble!”
Henry sighed. "Miko's here." He tried to ignore his queasy stomach at Kevin’s prediction.
"M-Miko?" Kevin parroted. "When did y’all find him?”
"He found Stephanie here," Henry explained. “We'll get him back at dinner tonight.”
"How did he end up in Denver?" Kevin asked, astounded. "Geez, we were all the way in New York City!”
“It’s quite a story. We’ll tell you later.” Henry suddenly felt tired. "I need to take a nap. I'll call you around four.”
* * *
"Hey, a strange woman's been following us for a long time," Cree said to Ringo and JoJo. "Should I ask her why?”
The two brothers looked at each other. "Uh, no.”
"Why not? That could be fun," Cree grinned.
"Then make that a double NO!" JoJo scolded.
Cree stuck out her tongue. "Party poopers," she grumbled and checked her watch. "It's three-thirty. I think we should go.”
* * *
Tina narrowed her green eyes to stare at the girl with the Garza brothers. Who is that girl, she thought. She’s walking awfully close to JoJo. Is she a girlfriend? A sister? Who? She jumped when her cellular phone rang. “Hello?” she snapped.
“Where are you?” came a male voice.
“None of your business,” she snipped again.
“Do you have the mice yet?”
“No.”
“Don’t forget our deal.” The man hung up in her ear. Gulp. Tina could feel beads of sweat forming on her forehead. She hated mice. JoJo is worth it. She repeated it to herself as she dialed her three partners-in-crime.
* * *
When Cree and the two Garzas reached the hotel, they found Henry nervously sitting on a lobby couch.
"Wow. You're on time and in one piece!" he exclaimed in disbelief.
"Told ya!" Cree hooted, then yawned. "I need a nap.”
"Okay. You can meet us at the Red Rocks Amphitheatre at six for some chow and lots of fun listening to the Battle-of-the-Bands’ finalists rehearse," Henry said, wiggling his eye brows. "Or, instead of napping, you can come with us to the radio show."
“Radio show, huh?” Cree wrinkled her nose, weighing the options of a soft pillow against possibly getting to be on the radio. “Okay. I’m in.”
Henry nodded just as Kevin walked in the lobby. Kevin stalled when he saw Cree…and Ringo…and JoJo…and no cops.
"Yikes," Kevin breathed.
Henry grabbed his elbow. "Scary, ain't it? Let's leave before it all crashes down around us.”
"Yes. Let's," Kevin agreed, herding them all out the door.
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“So, how’d it go with Lil and Teo hooking back up with Miko?” Kevin asked Henry in the back of the limo.
“It was great!” Henry grinned. “I left them with Steph at her hotel room. They’ll meet us later at rehearsal.”
“So, no theatrics, no waterworks? Just ‘great’?” Kevin shook his head, not quite believing it. He knew Lil too well.
“Oh, there were waterworks, all right,” Henry admitted. “Lil took one look at Miko and burst into tears. When she started crying, Teo ran over to Miko and hugged him hard. He kept crying. Then, Steph started in. Heck, by the time it was through, even I was looking for a hankie.”
After a moment, Henry laughed.
“What’s so funny?” Kevin asked.
“Well, after Lil finished loving the stuffing out of her man, she reared back and gave him ‘what-for’ for scaring her like that. Man, for a little mouse, she’s got a sharp tongue and a huge vocabulary. If Miko looks a little thinner next time you see him, it’s ‘cuz his b-u-t-t got chewed off.” Henry snickered at Lil’s fierce temper, glad it hadn’t been directed at him — this time.
Cree pounded on the back of the driver’s seat. “Hey! Hey! Stop the car. There’s a donut shop.”
* * *
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Cree wiped donut crumbs from her chin and from the front of her shirt. She hurried to catch up with the Garza brothers and Kevin going toward the radio station for a call-in show with one of the popular DJs.
“Would you wait!” she snarled. “I can’t keep up.”
“Thanks to you and your sweet tooth, we’re almost late,” Henry snarled back. “We’ve got to hurry.” All five of them stepped into the elevator headed for the third floor. Just as the elevator doors opened to let them out, Henry touched Cree’s shoulder.
“Pax?”
“Yeah. Pax.” She winked at him to show that she wasn’t snarly any more, and followed them down the hall.
Kevin and Cree sat outside the sound booth on a green vinyl couch that looked at least twenty years old. It creaked whenever anyone moved. They couldn’t help but creak, though because its uncomfortableness made sitting still impossible.
The station receptionist led the Garza brothers into the sound booth and introduced them to the DJ, ‘Six Gun Sid’, nicknamed because he always shot off his mouth.
The men quickly settled around the microphones. Six Gun Sid watched a clock as he counted down, “Three, two, one…” and then flipped a switch. “Good afternoon, Denver. Welcome to the Six Gun Sid show. Today, I have some very special guests here in the studio. Henry, JoJo and Ringo Garza, better known as Los Lonely Boys, have come up all the way from Texas. Give it up, y’all.”
Sid pressed a button and the sound effects of a roaring crowd filled the airwaves.
“So, introduce yourselves.”
“Hello, Denver. I’m Henry.” He leaned into the mic to speak and sat back again, making room for JoJo.
“And I’m JoJo, the middle brother.”
“Hello. I’m Ringo.”
“Welcome to Denver, amigos. I have to tell you, tickets to your Battle-of-the-Bands tonight have been the hottest things going around here. Not only is it a sold-out show, but we’ve already given away all that we had in the studio.
“Now, tell me, is it true?” Sid continued without taking a breath. “Are you really getting in the ring and wrestling?”
“Yep. It’s true,” JoJo spoke up. “Me and Ringo against Henry and our guitar tech, Ish.”
“Have mercy! This ought to be good. Have you been working out, practicing your moves?”
“Some, but Ringo and I don’t need to practice too much. Big brother isn’t much of a threat.”
“Hey, hey!” Henry could be heard in the background.
“We have a caller,” Sid announced, holding up his hand for quiet. “Hello, caller. Who am I talking to?”
“Hi. I’m Betty.”
“Hello, Betty. Do you have a question for Los Lonely Boys?”
“Yes. Um…well…I just wanted to say that I think all three of you are gorgeous. Is there any chance of a meet-n-greet while you’re here?”
“Good question, Betty,” Sid said. “Well, boys?”
“We have one planned for tomorrow at some mall,” Ringo spoke up. “I don’t remember the name of it, but I bet Sid could tell you.”
“Yes. I can. Stay tuned and I’ll get all of that information to you in just a minute. But first, we have another caller. Hello. You’re on the air.”
“Hello?” a man’s voice said with hesitation.
“Yes. Hello,” Sid repeated. “You’re on the air with Los Lonely Boys. Did you have a question for them?”
“Yes. Are your life insurance policies up to date?”
“That’s an odd question, caller,” Sid frowned into the mic. “Why are you asking that?”
“Because I don’t want their widows left high and dry.”
“What?” Sid asked with disbelief. However, he got no reply. The caller had already hung up.
* * *
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Stephanie answered the knock on her motel door and grinned when she saw Todd standing there.
“Hi, beautiful,” he grinned back.
“Come in.” She stepped aside to let him by. “What brings you to this neck of the woods?”
“I’ve got some time to kill before our last rehearsal. Then we’re off to the auditorium. Mind if I spend it with you?”
“Not at all.” She leaned in for his kiss.
“Ahem!”
Todd looked around Steph to see Miko and two other mice sitting on the bed, watching them.
“Oh, excuse me,” Steph said. “Todd, I’d like you to meet Miko’s wife Lil and their son Teo.”
“Hello, Lil, Teo.” Todd nodded. “I’ve heard a lot about you. It’s nice to meet you.”
“Thank you. You, too,” Lil said courteously, though her whiskers twitched as she wondered who he was and why he was kissing her Steph.
“Todd’s band is playing tonight for the Battle-of-the-Bands,” Steph explained. “He’s lead guitarist for Velvet Steel.”
“Oh, I see,” Lil tilted her head. “You must be nervous, then.”
“A little,” Todd admitted. “But I think we’re ready.” He sat down in a chair. “You must be glad to see Miko again.”
“I am very glad to see him again,” Lil smiled. “He scared me to death disappearing like that.”
“I don’t think he could help it, if I understand everything correctly.” Todd shook his head. “That is one brave mouse.”
“I didn’t feel very brave,” Miko chuckled. “Most of the time, I couldn’t quit shaking.”
“Well, you’re here now.” Steph sat on the edge of the bed. “Safe and sound.” Looking across the room at Todd, she asked, “Did you want to do anything in particular this afternoon?”
“Not really. Just thought we could hang out, maybe watch a movie on TV or something.”
“Oh. All right. We aren’t supposed to meet up with the Boys until this evening.”
* * *
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Later that evening, Todd and his band sailed through rehearsal and now prepared for the Battle. As the second band to play, the guys looked forward to listening to the other bands after they finished, if for no other reason than to check out the competition.
The emcee stepped up to the mic after the first group left the stage. "And now, ladies and gentlemen, I'd like to introduce our next band, Velvet Steel! Please give them a warm round of applause.”
As the crowd cheered, the guys took their places, bowing graciously. Todd looked out into the audience, expecting to see the Boys, but he couldn’t find them anywhere. Thinking nothing of it, he got the band started, and they played their hearts out. They’d never sounded so good! Todd and the guys felt incredibly pleased with themselves, and went to find a seat in the audience after they walked off stage. As they made their way, Steph ran into Todd.
"Come with me. I need to talk to you for a sec." She pulled at his sleeve.
"What's up?" asked Todd.
"Just come with me. Now.”
"All right, all right.”
"Go get ‘em, Tiger." Their keyboard player, Blaine, winked at Todd as he left.
When they reached the lobby, away from anyone else, Steph spoke. “We have a problem.”
Todd could see the worry in her eyes, and put his hand on her shoulder. "What's wrong?”
"Half an hour before the show started, I got a call from Kevin. Seems the Boys had a bit of trouble when they got back to their hotel room. They found another black rose and a sinister note. And some weird caller on one of their radio interviews today asked if their life insurance policies were up to date because he didn't want their widows left high and dry.”
When Steph finally paused to take a breath, Todd interjected, "Holy cow! That's not good. What did the note say?”
"I don't know. Kevin didn't tell me. But he did say the Boys were staying on the bus tonight, and that the bus would probably take a little trip. He told me to play a few songs I have and that he would be here to make an announcement at the end of the show. Ish is gonna stay with the Boys to help protect them.”
"How is the show gonna be judged if the Boys aren't here?" inquired Todd.
"It's being video-taped, so they’ll get to see it.”
"What about the wrestling match? I was looking forward to seeing that.”
"I think they plan on making it up to the fans somehow. Kevin is really worried about their safety right now.”
"Yeah, I can understand that," agreed Todd. "I hope nothing happens to them."
“Me, too. I’ve got to go change and get ready.” With a quick kiss, Steph dashed down the hall.
* * *
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Ringo, Henry and JoJo sat inside the bus, staring at the note. Kevin walked up and down the aisle while Ish shook his head for the fiftieth time that evening.
"Man, what are we going to do?" Ringo asked, his always-so-friendly eyes filled with sorrow. "This is real bad!”
Henry and JoJo's nerves stretched so taut they couldn’t speak for awhile. Kevin walked up to the three brothers and snatched the note out of Henry's hands so suddenly, it startled him.
"Your fame will be worth nothing soon. We are going to make sure that the world will not hear a single note from you ever again!” Kevin read.
The guys found the note tied to the black rose when they came back from their interview. Kevin immediately questioned the hotel manager. The manager called in all the staff that had been on duty since that morning.
One girl, responsible for room service, came out with it right away. "This guy at Reception asked if someone could take a present to Los Lonely Boys’ room. The head receptionist was on her break and the other receptionists were busy with guests. So, I took the envelope and the rose straight up. I couldn’t see any harm in it, as it was only a letter. I wondered about the black rose, but thought maybe there was a death in the family or something.”
A little while later, in the bus, Kevin tried to come to a decision. He had already made clear to the Boys he didn’t want them to perform or wrestle that night. Thankfully, Steph had agreed to step in and play a few songs.
"We ought to involve the police," Kevin said decisively.
JoJo tried to read in his brothers’ faces. His heart felt heavy and, for the first time since they started their band, he regretted their fame. Fame means being vulnerable, he thought.
"If not for us, we have to protect our families," Henry said. "I'd give up everything tomorrow just to know they’re safe!”
"Me, too," Ringo added, and JoJo nodded his head.
"I’m going to be here with you guys. Okay?" Ish said. He felt at a loss for words on how to explain that he would protect them with everything he had.
"Me, too," a small voice sounded from the back. With all their worries, they forgot Miko and his family were also on the bus. "But I agree with Kevin. It's time to call the police...and your families," he added in a whisper.
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“Who would hate us this much?” Ringo asked, as he sat down on the couch and held his head in his hands. “It was one thing to want the talking mice, but this…”
“It isn’t about the mice any more,” Henry agreed. “But you can bet it’s about money somehow.”
Kevin pulled his cell out of his pocket and began dialing both local and San Angelo police. Henry sighed, knowing he needed to call his family next. He didn’t look forward to it. He didn’t want to scare them.
“I don’t get it,” JoJo shook his head. “How is threatening us going to make anyone money? I mean, we’re just a rock band. We don’t have the cure for cancer or anything.”
“I have no idea, bro,” Henry frowned.
“All they’re doing is keeping us from going on stage,” JoJo murmured. “That’s not a money maker for them!”
Henry snapped his fingers. “You’re right. It’s not.”
“Not what?” Ringo lifted his head.
“A money maker. If we don’t go on stage, we lose money. If we cancel shows, we lose our fans. If we lose our fans, we’re no competition at these award shows. And whoever wins the awards shows…”
“…gets a lot of money with bigger venues — endorsements — record sales,” JoJo nodded, understanding what his older brother meant. “We’re up for some pretty big award shows, too.”
“That means,” Ringo stood up, “by hiding in here, we’re doing exactly what they want us to do. We’re giving up the stage.”
“Like heck we are! It’s time to get Texican and go ‘outlaw’!” Henry spun around on his heels and headed out the bus door, his two brothers right behind him.
“Ish! Get us set up. Pronto! We've got a show to put on!” JoJo called over his shoulder as he hurried down the sidewalk.
Ringo grabbed the three mice and put them in his shirt pocket. “Let’s ride, partners.”
“What just happened?” Kevin asked the empty bus as he snapped his cell shut. Scowling, he checked his pockets to make sure he had plenty of antacids. Then he, too, stepped off the bus and hurried after the Garza brothers.
* * *
Just getting ready to jump into her best jeans for her performance, someone pounded on Steph’s dressing room door.
“Just a minute,” she yelled. Dressing quickly, she opened the door to find Henry and JoJo standing there.
“There’s been a change of plans,” JoJo informed her at the question in her eyes. “You won’t be playing as many songs as we thought.
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Stephanie frowned. "What? I'm confused.”
"We're playing as planned, after the Battle is over," Henry continued. “Just not wrestling.”
"Okay," Stephanie agreed. She began combing her hair, her mind straying to Todd. She could feel her face growing warm.
"Hey, I know that look," JoJo pointed with a grin. "I think Steph's got someone in her heart. Cree gives Ringo that same look.”
"Speaking of Cree," Ringo said, "where is she?”
"I think she's catching a cab to the amphitheatre," Henry chimed in.
"Maybe we should call and check on her just to be safe," JoJo said. "There was a weird lady following us today, which means she saw Cree with us.”
"It's your call, bro," Henry shrugged. "But that girl can take care of herself whether she means to or not. She always has a way of making things go her way." Henry slapped his forehead with the palm of his hand and jumped up. "Aw man! I gotta go. I was supposed to meet head of security!" He pointed at Ringo and JoJo. "Stay close together! I'll meet you at the stage in one hour!”
As Henry trotted out the door, JoJo made a face, mimicking his brother's orders.
"Whatever," Ringo said. He dragged out his cell phone. "I'm calling my wife. I'll be outside for a few.”
Kevin burst inside the room, his face sheet white. "Where's Henry?!”
"He just left," JoJo pointed toward the door. Ringo hung up his phone.
"We have a huge problem," Kevin gulped, choking down antacids.
"Oh, geez, he's up to three doses at one time," JoJo whispered to Ringo. "This must be bad.”
"I sent a limo for Cree, and the chauffeur called to say that she never came out," he hyperventilated. "They've searched everywhere in the hotel.”
"She's gone?" "You sent a limo?" JoJo and Ringo said in unison.
"She sweet-talked me into the limo," Kevin shrugged guiltily.
"She's good at that," Ringo nodded.
"Forget about the limo! Have you called the police?" JoJo nearly shouted.
"Not yet," Kevin snapped back. "I wanted to find Henry first!”
"Bad decision!" JoJo snarled at Kevin for the first time ever. "Cree's my buddy, and I'm not playin’ a single note until we find her! Call the police! I'm goin’ to get Henry!" JoJo flew out the door and down the hall.
"I can put the word out, so the crew can keep an eye out for her," Stephanie put in. "The stage crew knows who she is, right?”
"Yeah," Kevin sighed, dialing the local police.
* * *
"This is all my fault," Henry moaned. "I shouldn't have let y’all go out earlier today!" He covered his eyes with his hands.
Red and blue squad car lights flashed everywhere. Ringo and Kevin stood next to Henry. JoJo had gone back to the hotel, scouring every corner, and forcing security to check every room.
Henry's phone rang. "Hello?”
"She's nowhere, bro," JoJo said. "I've tried her cell, but no answer. Where IS she?”
"Keep trying her phone," Henry suggested.
* * *
Cree opened her eyes only to see dark. Inky dark. She kicked her feet and the blanket came off easily enough. She could hear cars, and could tell she lay in the limo’s backseat. Her head hurt. "Ouch!" The abducters had tied her hands behind her back.
Laughter sounded outside, far away at first and then it came very close.
"Mamas, don't let your babies grow up to be cowboys..." Her cell phone rang. "Uh oh." The voices stopped outside. "Oh, no. Shhh! Shhh!" Rolling over on her phone, she hoped to quiet the ringing, but Willie Nelson just kept on a-singing. She lay perfectly still, too scared to move, until the voices resumed their conversation. When her heart rate slowed to normal, she looked for anything to help cut the duct tape from her wrists. A pair of tongs from an ice bucket gleamed in the passing headlights.
Cree grinned. "Heh, dummies. They don't know me very well. At least if I escape, Kevin's only entitled to half a heart attack."
* * *
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"Pick UP," JoJo growled into his cell phone. He could hear the crowd roaring in the ampitheatre, getting impatient. Cree still didn't answer. He looked up when a hand touched his shoulder.
"Concentrate, little brother," Henry reminded him. "We're all worried about Cree, but we can't disappoint thousands of fans. She's a little out there, but she would understand.”
"Yeah," JoJo sighed disheartedly. "Kevin has his cell on?"
"He'll break the show if she calls him," Henry promised. "You know she can fend for herself.”
"Yeah," Ringo chimed in from behind, tapping drumsticks. "And she'll call Kev before she calls anyone, just to give him a heart attack — to let him know she still lives.”
JoJo laughed. "She ain't right.”
"Don't we know it," Henry smiled. As the emcee announced the Boys, Henry, JoJo and Ringo stood in single file just out of the crowd’s view. Henry looked over his shoulder at his two brothers and grinned.
"Ready for some Texican Rock-n-Roll?”
"Take us home, big brother," Ringo shouted as the crowd's roar drowned out the happenings backstage.
* * *
Cree's body slumped as the duct tape finally gave under the ice tongs. She could feel her face red and sweaty. "It's about time," she muttered, nose to the floorboard.
Her phone rang and she groaned. She stiffened, expecting the limo door to open, until she realized the voices sounded away from the car. She sat up, knowing it was now or who-knew-how-long before she got another chance to escape. She freed her ankles and then checked her caller ID. JoJo had called at least a dozen times.
"At least they know I'm missing," she muttered.
She looked at the time on her cell clock. 9:30 p.m. Their show started an hour ago. Think, she told herself. She almost dialed Mel, but called Kevin instead. She quickly told him she was okay, that she had plans, and then would make her way to the venue.
"Wait!" Kevin yelled before she could hang up. She could hear the Boys playing in the background. It made her heart lighten with hope. "What kind of plans?”
"Uh, do you really wanna know that at this point?" she asked with a chuckle.
Silence.
"That’s what I thought. Just keep the cops there, okay?”
"Oh, for Heaven’s sake!" Exasperated, Kevin hung up.
Cree dared to glance out the window. Three men and a woman stood, talking intently in the night. I don't remember hearing a woman's voice, Cree thought. She froze when the woman looked at the car, as if sensing Cree's gaze. Cree squeaked involuntarily as she recognized the same woman from earlier that day. "Witch!" Cree muttered. "I knew I should've taken her out." The woman's attention went back to the conversation.
Feeling proud of her ingenuity, Cree reached for the dome light and disabled it. She then crawled across the floorboard and tried the handle. When the door gently opened, Cree crawled out, and then lay on the ground to count pairs of shoes. Four pairs still remained. She softly closed the door and gently leaned until it clicked shut. So far, so good. Looking around, she found the parking lot filled with cars. Shelter. Yea! She dialed Belle.
"‘Lo?" Belle answered.
"It's me," Cree whispered.
"Why are you whispering?”
"I'm in big trouble.”
"Why am I not surprised?" Belle asked dryly. "Where are you? Wait! I can't come to Florida! I'm in Denver to help out Gigi with the Boys!”
"I'm not in Florida," Cree said. She explained everything to Belle. "I don't know why they thought kidnapping me was a good idea if they wanted Miko and Lil. I don't get it.”
"I do. Come on, girl, fire up those brain cells. They saw you with Ringo and JoJo and thought you were a sister or girlfriend of the Garza brothers. Duh.”
"But Ringo's married!" Cree said as if the kidnappers were idiots.
"Good grief! Girl, you are so dense — listen! FORGET about Ringo, you nut!" Belle sounded annoyed. "Can you tell where you're at?”
Cree looked around until her eyes found a lighted street sign. She told Belle.
"That's weird. I think that's only a few blocks from the venue. I’m almost there myself. I'll be there soon.”
"I'm gonna fix these guys good," Cree said.
"No — Cree! No!”
Cree hung up and then flipped her phone back open. "Now, how do I work this camera thing...?" She fiddled with it until she finally took a picture of herself. "Well, now don't I look like some kind of ugly?”
She stood up, nonchalantly walked away from the limo, down a row of cars, and back up. She took her butterfly clip out of her hair and turned her jacket inside out to give herself a different appearance. The dark night gave her extra cover. As she edged closer to her kidnappers, she flipped up her phone and managed to take a picture. Before she could take another one, her phone rang again.
The four people looked at her and the woman pointed. Belle's number showed on her caller ID. "Oops," Cree said. The four started running toward her, but she risked answering her cell anyway.
"Where are you?" Cree panted into the phone as she ran through the lot.
"I'm in a green Mustang. Oh! Oh! I see you. Just keep running straight.”
"But I'll run into a car!" Cree shrieked. She could hear the assailants gaining on her. "Where are you?!”
The Mustang screeched to a halt in front of her, just in the nick of time. Cree jumped in.
"Smile!" Cree said, zipping the window down and taking a picture.
"We can't let her get away!" she heard the woman scream at two of the men. A black Mercedes zoomed up and the three jumped in.
"When did you get a Mustang?" Cree asked, flashing through the two measly pics she managed to snag. She winced. The woman looked scary.
"Um, it's a rental,” Belle answered, nervously checking her rearview mirror.
“Sa-weet!” Cree replied.
"They're following us," Belle quaked.
Cree shrugged confidently. "We're going to the venue. Lots of cops there.”
"Uh…they’re catching up!" Belle gulped. “What do I do?!?”
Cree looked over her shoulder to see the sleek Mercedes pursuing them. Belle flicked another glance in her rearview mirror and then looked at Cree, biting her lip. They suddenly grinned at each other. “Punch it, sister…”
Jan 15 2006 Belle
As Belle and Cree put Mr. Toad’s Wild Ride to complete shame, tearing up the few streets between them and the show, the Boys were having a hard time staying focused on stage.
The crowd roared its wild enthusiasm, with La Onda well represented throughout the seats. Groups of glow sticks shone like patches of fluorescent algae in a black sea. Fans raised cell phones skyward so that friends unfortunate not to have tickets could at least listen to some of that famous Texican rock-n-roll.
Normally, this would have been a blast for the Garzas. But not tonight. They did the best they could, clowning around with each other, joking with the audience, playing their hearts out. Still, every now and then, the three exchanged worried looks. Where was Cree?
They started playing “Onda”, a definite crowd favorite. When it broke for Henry’s Strat solo, JoJo stepped off stage, looking for Kevin. He found him pacing back and forth, cell phone to his ear.
“Yeah…All right…Yeah…”
“Who?” JoJo asked.
“Cree,” Kevin mouthed silently.
“Oh. Let me.” Without waiting, JoJo took the phone from Kevin. “Cree? Where ARE you?”
“I was just telling Kevin. I’m with Belle and we’re heading your way, comin’ in low. Have the cops…”
Before she could finish, JoJo, in his anxious state, inadvertently punched a wrong button or two. Not only were they disconnected, but when he sheepishly handed the phone back to Kevin, Kevin couldn’t get her back. Not her. Not anyone in his list. It had all disappeared. All of it. Phone numbers, incoming calls, everything.
“What did you do?” Kevin growled. He felt sorely tempted to throw the phone at JoJo, but he needed an antacid — or four — first.
“Just a knack I have.” JoJo turned away quickly. “Sorry. Gotta get back up there,” he yelled over his shoulder as he hurried to the stage. Just before he disappeared, he added, “Oh, yeah, Cree said something about cops.”
“Cops? What about cops?” Kevin took three anxious steps toward JoJo, waiting for an answer. But it was no use. JoJo stood back on stage, making that bass bounce, deliberately refusing to look at him.
* * *
Jan 17 2006 Belle
“Dang!” Cree fussed as she snapped her cell phone shut. “Line went dead.”
“Speaking of dead,” Belle shot a sideways glance at Cree while trying to keep at least two tires on the road as they turned a corner, “those guys are gaining on us.”
“I told you to punch this thing!” Cree sounded worried. “How’d they get so close?” She twisted around in the seat to look out the back window.
“If I punch it any more,” Belle growled, “my foot will hit pavement.”
“Oh, no!” Cree moaned. “A stop light. And they’re right behind us.” Her stomach hit the floor as she envisioned her door being jerked open and her pulled out by the hair. “What are we gonna… Ohhhh Beeelllllleeee.”
Cree went deathly white as she grabbed onto the dashboard. Instead of stopping behind the cars at the light, Belle swerved wildly to the right and careened onto the sidewalk. Shoppers, pedestrians, panhandlers and dogs scattered in eighteen different directions, trying desperately to get out of the way.
“Hang on!” Belle yelled, a maniacal look in her eyes.
“I think I just found religion,” Cree snapped through clenched teeth.
“Who are these people, anyway?” Belle asked as she plowed through the intersection, narrowly missing an SUV and two pickup trucks, all three horns blaring furiously.
“I’m not sure,” Cree answered, her eyes glued shut. “They kidnapped me, but I managed to get away. I think they want Miko and Lil.”
“I think we lost ‘em.” Belle grinned wickedly as she studied the rearview mirror. Her grin slowly faded as she saw blue and red lights flashing behind her.
“Don’t tell me,” Cree moaned, her head in her hands.
“Okay. I won’t tell you,” Belle sighed as she looked for a place to pull over on the crowded street.
“I’m gonna die. Just die!” Cree predicted, shaking her head.
“Well, on the bright side, we wanted cops, didn’t we? Now we have some.” Belle pulled over, stopped the car, rolled down her window and waited.
“Good evening, ma’am,” the young officer said as he approached the car. “Driver’s license and registration, please.”
“Yes, sir.” Belle began digging through her purse.
“Um, officer,” Cree leaned forward to look across the car at him, “Could you help us, please?”
“With what?”
“We’re being chased by some kidnappers and we need to get to the Los Lonely Boys concert. Could you escort us there? Please?” She shot him her most girly smile and let her eyes go doe-like.
“Kidnappers? The Los Lonely Boys concert?” the officer repeated. “You know, I’ve heard of a lot of tricks people have used to get into a sold-out show, but this one takes the cake.” He stepped back and looked the car over carefully, noting its rental status, and then leaned forward to look at the two disheveled women. “Maybe you two ought to step out of the car.” He motioned to his partner, who cautiously approached Cree’s door, his right hand taking the strap off his gun holster.
Jan 18 2006 Cree
"Oh, cow! Is a gun necessary? — I can't look!" Cree wailed, tears threatening.
"Both of you ladies need to step out of the car!" the officer said. Cree froze like a popsicle. She shook her head, afraid to move.
"Cree," Belle warned. "We MUST get out of the car. Obedience is the key here. Not resistance.”
Cree sighed a heavy sigh. "Okay. Get out of the car," she instructed her feet as she eyed the gun. She moved and the gun came out of the holster. "Eeek! Okay! Okay!”
"Uh, this is a little extreme," Belle piped up.
Cree's ears turned red. "All right! This is IT! Listen, buster, I was kidnapped — in a LIMOUSINE — by four lunatics, chased through a parking lot, nearly run over by Belle here, and NOW I'm at gunpoint...I CAN'T TAKE THIS ANYMORE!”
"Run over?!" Belle screeched indignantly. "You weren't complaining when I saved your ol’ Mexican b-u-t-t!”
The cops watched the two women argue. "This is pathetic," one of them quipped. The other nodded in silent agreement.
Suddenly, a shot rang out and Cree's shirt flamed bright red. Pandemonium broke free and Cree grabbed her stomach.
"Oh, no!" her voice trembled with disbelief. "I've been shot.”
Belle smacked her hard, taking her down to the ground with her, then dragged her into the Mustang. They watched the Mercedes whip by. The cops had no idea where the shot had come from as they, too, dove for cover.
"It's just a paint ball. They want to see if we'd separate from the pack," Belle informed her.
"So WHY are we doing that?" Cree demanded, as she wiped paint from her clothes and inspected her bruising tummy.
"Hey! Don't be getting paint on the seats! It's a rental," Belle complained. "And I thought you wanted to take these jokers out?”
Cree slid her a sideways grin. "Am I rubbing off on you?"
Belle's laugh tinkled as she revved the engine. "I just want to give Kevin something else to worry about.”
The two policemen looked on in stunned outrage as the Mustang roared away into the night. Recovering quickly, they jumped in their squad car and gave chase while calling for backup.
* * *
The Garza brothers rushed backstage to Kevin, the crowd still roaring behind them. "Has Cree called back?" they asked.
"Nope," Kevin said, his mouth a grim line. "Let's go back to the dressing room.”
* * *
Ish busily took down mic stands and amps, and packed guitars while waving at the stragglers who stayed behind hoping to catch a glimpse of the brothers. He looked up as a tech skidded around the corner.
"Hey! We got some chick on your cell phone saying she's on her way and screaming about why Kevin's phone ain't working, and that's what he gets for letting JoJo touch it...”
"That would be Cree — and why are you answering my private cell phone," Ish griped. A sliver of worry coiled through his stomach as he reached for his phone. "Hello?”
"Ish! Oh, thank goodness!”
* * *
"Now her phone's busy," Kevin announced. The Boys sat silently in the dressing room. Miko and Lil looked on.
"Can't we go out and look for her?" Miko asked, staring at JoJo and feeling his worry.
"We need to sit tight. She said she'd call," Henry said with as much confidence as he could muster. They all jumped as Ish burst in, out of breath.
"Cree's about two minutes away from the theater," he panted heavily. All four men whooshed past, nearly knocking him over. "Geez. I didn't even get to tell them Belle is with her.”
He looked at Miko and Lil. "What?”
"We need to hitch a ride to the outside," Miko said.
"I have packing to do on stage," Ish retorted. The mice stared back. "Oh, all RIGHT!”
* * *
Belle and Cree careened around a corner on two wheels. "Aahhh!!" they both squealed.
"Almost there!" Belle yelled. "This is fun!”
She looked in her rearview and gulped. The black Mercedes and several flashing lights closely pursued them.
"What was that about fun?" Cree whined. Her eyes brightened. "Over there! It's Henry and everyone!”
"Hang on, sweet cheeks," Belle yelled. She wheeled around in the parking lot and made her way over. They screeched to a stop and ran toward them. The black Mercedes followed closely, with the cops behind them. A crowd of screaming fans blocked them all.
"Henry!" Cree screamed. The four lunatics drew closer...
* * *
Jan 19 2006 Belle
Todd leaned in toward Steph as they stood together in the hall backstage. He enjoyed her company immensely and wanted to make plans for the next day, now that the Battle-of-the-Bands ended. They could relax and kick back, maybe take in some sightseeing around Denver.
“So, what do you say?” he whispered.
Before Steph had time to reply, Ish tore around the corner, almost bumping into Todd.
“Sorry!” Miko squeaked from Ish’s shirt pocket as Ish continued scurrying down the hall.
“Hey, wait a minute!” Steph called. “What’s the hurry?”
Without breaking stride, Ish shouted over his shoulder, “Trouble. Cree.”
“Cree and trouble?” Steph shook her head. “Now why doesn’t that surprise me?” Taking Todd’s hand, she followed Ish. “C’mon, boy. Cree might need our help.”
Ish burst through the backstage exit, into the night, and onto the crowded parking lot. At first, the chaos made it impossible for him to see the Garzas.
“There!” Lil shouted as she pointed to her left. Nodding once, Ish sprinted toward the knot of brothers.
“Wait for us!” Steph demanded as she and Todd ran right behind him.
Just as they pushed their way through the fans to the brothers, the side street filled with cars — the first one coming in like a Kamikaze pilot, followed by a Mercedes, and more police cars than Steph could count. The blue and red flashing lights, the screaming sirens, and the yellow halogen parking lot lights gave the atmosphere a surreal quality.
“Let me guess,” Ish poked Ringo’s shoulder. “That would be Cree in the first car.”
“Yeah, Cree and someone else,” Ringo agreed.
“Someone else is Belle,” Ish explained.
“Belle? How’d she get involved?” Henry shook his head at this news.
“Oh! Oh! Watch out!” Miko cried as the lead car swooshed perilously close and screeched to a halt. Two car doors flew open and two wild women jumped out.
“You’ve been shot!” JoJo exclaimed at the sight of Cree’s red stained shirt. Unable to help himself at the sight of blood, his eyes rolled back into his head; the star-filled sky started spinning. And, for some unexplainable reason, the pavement now came to chin level. Then everything became black as JoJo went toe up.
Jan 19 2006 Cree
The crowd of La Ondans parted like the Red Sea at seeing Cree. She recognized a few faces, but couldn't say anything. Not likely anyone would hear anyway, considering all the sirens. She cringed as the black Mercedes decided too late to make its getaway. It was just as surrounded as she and Belle. And poor JoJo! Out cold like a frozen cod fillet!
"Freeze!" a voice boomed over a PA system. Everyone froze as twenty guns clicked off their safeties and aimed. "No one moves!”
"Those two ladies need their hands in the air. Everyone else back off, NOW!" ordered the voice again. Belle and Cree quaked in their sensible shoes.
"We have to do something!" Miko whispered in Ish's ear.
"Not now," Ish growled in a low voice. "They'll get it sorted out.”
Kevin stepped forward with his hands up. "I believe this can be explained in due time, sir. Would you please lower your guns? We have a lot of innocent fans here. I think all you need are these two women and whoever is in the Mercedes.”
The doors to the Mercedes flew open and three of the mysterious four leapt out to make a last-ditch escape effort. The woman, however, leapt on Cree, who screeched a blue streak.
"Aahhh! You psycho! Get off me!”
"JoJo's mine!" the strange woman shrieked. She pulled Cree's hair and Cree yelped. "I'm his number one fan! He belongs to me!”
"Hey!" Belle yelled. She grabbed the woman's elbow and pulled her off, the woman’s hands still waving in the air to get at Cree. "She likes Ringo, you dumb dope! Who do you think you are, hitting my friend?!”
"All right, already! Break it up!" an officer shouted, pulling the psychotic woman back.
Cree started to cry. "WHAT is going on here?!?" she bellowed, glaring at the woman. "I thought you wanted Miko and Lil.”
"Are you insane?" the woman laughed. "The men want the mice. Can you believe it? They think those rats can talk! I just hooked up with them to get closer to JoJo. All I want is JoJo.”
“Rats?!” Miko hissed in Ish’s ear. “I’ll show her!”
Upset at being attacked, Cree's vision got swirly. She leaned over and threw up on a fan’s shoe. "Gross!" the fan whined. "I just bought these boots!”
"Sorry," Cree said meekly. Henry and Ringo walked over to give her a big hug.
"You saved Miko and Lil again! You and Belle, both!" Henry smiled. He and Ringo hugged Belle, who melted in spite of the circumstances.
"But I threw up!" Cree wailed, bursting into more tears. Ringo guffawed and pecked her on the cheek.
"It was great!" he said. Cree abruptly stopped crying and grinned a two-hundred watt smile. Ringo threw his arm around her shoulders, laughing. "You're a train wreck, girl. I think JoJo's awake. Let's show him you're okay.”
"Not so fast," Kevin glared at Cree. "You're in way over your head, little lady, and we need to have a looonnng talk with LLB after this is over.”
"Pssst!”
Cree and Ringo looked at Ish, only to see a tail waving from his shirt pocket. Cree grinned, but Ish looked worried. "Thanks," Cree said.
"I'm changing my cell number," Ish threatened with narrowed eyes. They continued on to the paramedic truck. JoJo still sat on the pavement, looking green.
"Hey, I've seen that shade of green before!" Ringo teased his older brother.
"Shut up," JoJo groused. He looked at Cree and smiled. "You're not shot." Cree shook her head, sat down next to him and gave him a big hug.
"I'm sorry I made you faint," she said. "If it makes you feel better, I threw up.”
"Where's Belle?" JoJo asked, looking around.
"Henry's mopping her up off the ground after he and Ringo hugged her," she explained. JoJo rolled his eyes. They watched from their sitting positions as the paramedics drove off. Cree gulped as Kevin stalked over to her, the last officer on his heels.
"Let's go, NOW!" he growled angrily. Ringo helped her and JoJo up.
"Oops," Cree whispered.
"You're way beyond oops, babe," Henry chimed in, patting her back. He let Belle walk in front of him, bringing up the rear of the small posse. He grabbed Cree's elbow and held her back from the others. "Do NOT say anything without looking at Kevin first and letting him lead you. We are in a very tricky situation. If we’re not careful, the most bizarre story anyone's ever heard will be all over the news. He'll get us out.”
"Oh, boy," Cree managed to say.
Jan 20 2006 Belle
Henry, JoJo, Ringo and Kevin watched as police handcuffed Belle, Cree and the mystery woman, and placed each into a separate patrol car. Ish leaned against the mystery woman’s squad car. As the woman glared defiantly through the window at everyone, Miko took the opportunity to seek revenge.
When no one else was looking, he sat on Ish’s shoulder and hissed at the woman. Her eyes grew wide, her fear of mice running rampant. She could barely breathe when Miko bared his sharp little teeth. He made the cut-throat sign and gnashed his teeth some more. Everyone twisted at her shrill scream, only to see the woman toe up in the back seat.
“What the…?” one of the officers said. Ish gave an innocent shrug.
From her car, unaware of the commotion, Belle protested. “Officer, handcuffs really aren’t necessary.”
“Yeah,” Ringo piped up. “She’s not dangerous.”
"At least not until I get Cree alone," Belle prophesied under her breath.
“Just procedure,” the cop explained as he closed Belle’s car door.
Henry leaned down to look at Belle’s distraught face. “We’ll meet you at the station,” he tried to smile reassuringly, but knew it wasn’t working.
“What are you taking them in for?” JoJo asked another officer.
“Oh, where to start?” The officer pulled out a small notepad and flipped it open in true detective fashion. “Reckless endangerment with a vehicle…running a red light…resisting arrest…”
“Okay, okay.” JoJo held his hands up in resignation. Turning to Kevin, he frowned. “I guess you better get our attorney.”
“Already on it,” Kevin said as he crunched his eighteenth antacid tablet that night and clicked his cell phone open. “Dang! I forgot. You lost all my numbers.” Glaring at JoJo, he grouchily shook his head and dialed information.
JoJo mentally chided himself for being so technically challenged. “If cell phones and laptops were flowers, I’d be the black thumb of the gardening world!” he muttered to himself.
“What?” Ringo asked.
“Nothing. We’d better get to the station. C’mon!”
“What about us?” Ish asked as he quietly approached.
“Us?” Ringo’s brows furrowed. He didn’t understand.
“Yeah. Us.” Ish pointed his chin toward his very lumpy shirt pocket.
“Ooohhh. Us.” Ringo looked at JoJo and then at Ish. “You’d better stay out of sight. On the bus maybe.”
“I agree,” JoJo nodded. “It’s gonna be confusing enough as it is.”
Henry watched the three squad cars pull away, each with a scared woman, and spoke to a remaining officer. “What happened with the men who were in the limo?”
“I dunno.” The officer looked up from his clipboard. “They got away.”
"They got away!" Henry almost shouted in his frustration. “So, all you’ve got is the woman?”
“Yep.”
Henry debated for a moment whether his time would be better spent at the station or looking for the three mousenapping wannabees.
“What?” JoJo asked warily. “You’ve got that look in your eyes.”
“No!” Kevin protested.
“No, what?” Henry asked, trying to look innocent.
“Whatever it is — NO! Do you hear me? I mean it, Henry. No!”
“I was just thinking we might split up.” Henry looked around him. “You and Ringo head down to the station. Me and JoJo will go hunting for the three that got away.”
Kevin automatically reached in his jacket pocket and pulled out his bottle of antacids. Taking off the cap, he turned the bottle upside down onto his open palm. Nothing fell into his hand. Nothing.
“Oh, no,” he moaned. “This is NOT the time to be out of these!”
* * *
Jan 20 2006 Mel
Mel sat in a big conference room at Sonica in Austria, impatiently tapping her pen on the table, wondering when this exhausting meeting would finally end. Another day in paradise, she thought, trying to concentrate on the tasks they just appointed to her.
A quiet tone disturbed the meeting. She looked at the number on her cell’s display and blinked as she slowly picked up the phone.
Why would the Managing Director of Sonica call her? She answered very formally. As she listened, Mel signaled an "excuse me" to her colleagues, and stepped out of the room.
"What was that again? Sonica New York??...Who? The big boss, himself? Oh, deary me." She shook her head in disbelief, listening to the top boss of Sonica Austria explain as much as he knew.
She repeated every few words incredulously. "Arrest…Fans...My name was mentioned…Los Lonely Boys…Mice....??? Okay, in that case, I better call Mr. Stone right away. Yes, thank you. I am sorry that you were disturbed and…em...well, goodbye!”
Her hand shook when she dialed the number he had given her. She grew worried when she had heard LLB in combination with arrest.
"Hello?”
"Hello, Mr. Stone, this is Melanie from Sonica in Austria calling. I understand that our Managing Director spoke to you about me working on the Los Lonely Boys tour in Europe. There seems to be a threat to potential business here?”
"Yes, yes, thank you. There was a big tumult just now in Denver at a Los Lonely Boys concert. It was the competition of the band show that they hosted," Stone explained.
"Sure, I know about it.”
"It’s my understanding that you represent their Austrian fan club, and that you know them and their fans well. That’s why you’re involved preparing the European market for Los Lonely Boys.
"I know the guys personally and I know a lot of fans. And yes, I am working on that project.”
"That’s good, that’s good. I’ve just received word that a woman named Belle was arrested in front of the concert hall a little while ago. There is also rumor, once again, that somebody wanted to kidnap the Boys’ pet mice. If I remember right, the mice turned out to be toys. Can you shed some light on these issues? After all, if the Boys are in trouble in the US, the whole European tour is in danger!”
Mel gave a heavy sigh. Belle arrested, and, once again, some threat to Miko and Lil, and therefore to the Boys. She could not believe it.
"Mr. Stone, I will do everything in my power to smooth Los Lonely Boys’ way to Europe. I’ve been involved in the project since the beginning, and my personal heart blood is in it. I shall book the next flight to Denver and see what I can find out. Can you send somebody from your end to meet me there?”
"Yes, sure. I’ll send Sandy Lohan. She’s one of the executives involved in the US-Europe department.”
"Great. We will keep you and Sonica Austria posted.”
Mel hung up and immediately dialed Henry's mobile number.
* * *
Jan 20 2006 Cree
Meanwhile in the States...
Held for questioning, Cree and Belle sat on a cold, hard bench surrounded by gray walls and a steel door. They were alone.
"I can't believe they put me in the same room as you," Belle grouched. "I knew renting that Mustang was a dumb thing to do.”
Cree sat silently, thinking full throttle. "Something was wrong with that whole scenario, Belle," she finally said out loud. "I mean — why would that psycho go to all that trouble for JoJo?”
"People are insane, Cree..." Belle began.
"Did you notice how well-dressed she was? Not stalker material," Cree pointed out. Belle sat quietly for a moment, mulling that over. Cree sighed. "I could really use a cheese enchilada."
"I'm starving, too," Belle echoed.
* * *
"Super," Kevin frowned, looking through a one-way mirror at them from the next room. "They're being held for questioning and they're discussing enchiladas and burritos! Unbelievable.”
"Well," Ringo put in, "I'm hungry, too.”
Kevin rolled his eyes and then they all focused on Cree as she suddenly stood and crossed the room to the mirror.
"I know you're in there, Kevin!" He stepped back instinctively. Ringo laughed. "I know you can hear us! I want a cheese enchilada with extra cheese and rice and refried beans...”
The LLB attorney walked in, hair mussed. Obviously he'd been sleeping. "Did you get that?" Kevin asked the attorney.
"Rice, cheese enchilada, refried beans." he began. "Now, about this little problem...”
At that moment, detectives walked into the interrogation room.
* * *
Cree and Belle looked whipped by the time the police released them. Even the thought of being around Ringo did little for Cree’s damp spirits in the windy, chilly night. Kevin escorted them silently to the limo.
"At least there aren't any reporters," Ringo said brightly. He, Cree and Belle waited inside the heated limo while Kevin talked with the attorney.
"We're in so much trouble," Cree whined once Kevin got in and the car started rolling. "Am I allowed back on the tour bus?”
"I'll think about that on the way back," Kevin said with grave humor.
"Great," she sighed.
"Henry won’t allow me to kick you off the bus," Kevin reassured her. "He'd have to listen to JoJo.”
"What are we going to do about the three lunatics who got away?" Belle asked.
"Nothing, right now," Kevin said with a shrug. "We can only make sure security is tightened for the night. We’ll talk about this in the morning. We're all exhausted and need straight heads to think this through. NO ONE is to have another hair-brained scheme tonight.”
Kevin glared at Cree when he said this. "This ain't cow town," he added in her direction. Kevin's cell phone rang and his face turned gray. "Great!" he sighed. "Kevin Wommack speaking.”
Ringo read the caller ID and grimaced. "Sonica," he mouthed.
Kevin listened, completely silent except for intermittent, "Yes, sir. Absolutely, sir… I understand, sir…" Finally, he hung up.
“I guess Sonica’s already heard about our little — um — incident?” Belle asked sheepishly.
“Oh, yeah. They heard. And they ain’t exactly happy, either.”
“This won’t hurt our careers, will it?” Ringo frowned.
“I hope not,” Kevin shrugged with a grimace and then hollered at the driver. "I need the nearest drug store.”
"Last I knew, they didn't sell enchiladas at drug stores," Cree piped up, trying to ease the tension.
"Antacids," Ringo explained just as Belle's cell phone rang.
"‘Lo?" Belle slapped Cree's arm in excitement. Cree clutched her arm, mouthing a silent oww! "It's Mel."
Jan 21 2006 Belle
As the car pulled into the drug store parking lot, Belle made all kinds of faces as she listened on the phone. Her face lit up, “Oh, really?! That’s great!” Then her grin faded. “Oh, really? That’s not so great.”
“What?” Cree asked Belle as Kevin stepped out of the car and slammed the door.
By now, Belle sat at full frown. “Oh, really?” she said for the third time. “That can’t be good.”
“WHAT?” Cree yelled in frustration. Her troubles only got her an angry shake of Belle’s head.
Finally, after a few “uh huhs” and “all rights,” Belle hung up and looked at the questioning faces around her.
“Mel is on her way here,” Belle began slowly.
“Oh, that’s great!” Cree brightened up. She hadn’t seen Mel in a long time, and looked forward to the reunion.
“Not so fast, there, partner-in-crime,” Belle warned. “She’s coming at Sonica’s expense — on official business.”
“Okay. What’s so bad about that?” Ringo piped up.
“The official business has to do with our little run-in with the police and our following incarceration.”
“I don’t get it,” Ringo shook his head. “What’s Mel got to do with tonight?”
“Apparently, us being arrested at one of your shows is casting a bad light on your future European tour. Sonica wants this — and I quote — stupid mouse business settled once and for all. Mel’s here to facilitate that.”
“Oh.” Ringo and Cree fell silent as they considered this new information.
* * *
Steph and Todd watched the police cars speed away. Then they watched Henry and JoJo hurry across the parking lot, beginning their search for the three escapees. Turning to Ish, Steph asked, “Would you like some company on the bus?”
“That would be great,” Ish smiled. He wasn’t completely at ease around the mice, and the thought of being alone with them made him uncomfortable.
Once on the bus, Steph started rummaging through the cabinets. “It’s late and I’m hungry,” she announced. “Anyone want something to eat?”
“Oooo, me,” Lil squeaked as she jumped out of Ish’s pocket and onto the kitchen table.
Todd flopped down on the nearest chair while Steph continued her search for something quick to fix. A noise from the back of the bus stopped her in mid-reach for a can of soup. Looking over her shoulder at Ish and Todd, she asked quietly, “Did you hear that?”
“Huh? What?” Todd looked up from a magazine.
KaTHUNK!
“There!” Steph hurried over to Todd. “That.”
“I heard it,” Ish nodded. “Someone’s back there.”
“Ya think?” Steph said with a hint of sarcasm in her voice.
“I wonder if it’s those three guys that got away?” Miko asked, his whiskers twitching nervously.
“We won’t know unless we look.” Todd stood and tossed the magazine down in the chair. “Let’s go.”
Todd, Ish and Miko purposely strode down the aisle toward the back of the bus. Steph grabbed Lil and Teo, putting them in her purse in case they needed to make a quick get-away.
“Who’s there?” Todd challenged in his deepest, meanest voice. The bus went deathly silent. No one even breathed.
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They waited at the door to the back sleeping area. "Who's there?" Todd called out again, angrier this time. His lip curled as another ka-thunk sounded.
He moved to slide open the door, but a heavy force met him, pushing him and Ish to the floor. Miko went flying with a squeak. Lil squeaked. Stephanie squeaked. Two giant men raced down the aisle and halted in the living area, looking at Stephanie, who stood between them and the door.
"Get out of our way!" one snarled as he moved threateningly. Stephanie hesitated, and then stood her ground.
Todd watched from the floor as he regained his composure. He felt rage redden his vision. Stephanie! Ish leapt to his feet at the same time and tackled the two men from behind.
Horrified, Stephanie watched Miko go airborne and she scrambled around looking for him while the guys tussled on the floor. "Miko!”
She breathed a sigh of relief when she saw a tail disappear under the dining table. She crawled on the floor after him, certain he felt scared out of his wits. "Miko, come here!" she wailed, weaving her way around the four fighters.
An elbow went in her side, nearly bringing her down. "OW!" she yelled. Her purse fell, and Lil and Teo tumbled out. "Oh, no! Hurry! Get back in!”
Lil grabbed Teo. "Where's Miko?" she squeaked.
"He was here, but now I can't find him!" Stephanie shrieked. They could barely hear each other over the grunts and howls by the men. This time, a foot hit Stephanie's shoulder. She looked back and froze at what she saw.
Todd writhed beneath one of the men, his face red from exertion.
"ALL RIGHT!! THAT'S IT! YOU ARE NOT HURTING MY MAN!”
She crawled from beneath the table and looked around for something useful. Grabbing blindly on the table, she found a bag of flour. She lifted it with both arms and brought it down on one of the attackers. It broke over his head and flour poofed out everywhere. Everyone began choking on the dust. She lifted it again and hit the other strange man.
“Who…do...you...think...you...are?!?”
Flour hung in the air and spilled over the floor. The sack dangled fron Steph’s hands, empty. She reached on the table once more, pulled off a bag of soft tortillas, and started swinging again.
"Geez, lady!" one of the men said. "Take it easy! Let's get out of here!”
Todd stood up, amazed by this woman. Her hair frizzed; flour still drifted in the air. White covered him from head to toe. He opened his mouth, but had no time to speak as the men advanced on Stephanie. She shrieked and swiped a jar of salsa from the table, wielding it threateningly, the tortillas still in her other hand. As they advanced, she let it all fly.
* * *
The limo pulled up to the tour bus. Ringo stepped out, followed by Kevin, Cree and Belle. The bus rocked violently. They could see frantic movement inside and then the light went out.
"Something ain't right," Ringo said as they raced for the bus. First on board, Ringo hit the light switch in time to see Stephanie wailing away at a strange man.
Belle stood behind Cree. Kevin rolled up his shirt sleeves, ready to start swinging.
"HEY! HEY! HEY!" Ringo shouted above the noise, spraying water from the sink at them. All four fighters stopped. He picked up the tortilla bag from the floor and then carefully set the jar of salsa on the table. "That was a fine bag of flour!" He pointed all around him. "And these are my favorite tortillas! And my special salsa! Who are you?" he asked the two men.
The men gulped, clearly outnumbered, with nowhere to run. Cree stared hard at the men. She thought they were the same men from the parking lot, but she couldn't tell with all the flour on their faces. And where was the third? Wet flour dripped off Todd's nose and from Stephanie and Ish's hair. Cree started to laugh.
"Hey! We found…" Henry stopped short as he saw the bus. “What’s goin’ on here?!”
JoJo thumped into Henry's back and his eyes grew wide at the mess. "That's our dinner!”
Furious, Henry's ears turned red. "Kevin..." he said, feeling his anger rise. Kevin read his call for help and reached for his phone. Belle freaked out when she noticed Henry's hands curl into fists. He looked dangerous. Glancing at Ish, he said. "Get the women off the bus.”
"But…" Cree protested.
"NOW!" he shouted. "BE QUIET, CREE, AND DO AS I SAY!”
She flinched. "But I need to see their faces…”
Henry lowered his sunglasses to look at Cree, his brown eyes burning.
"Don't be so hardheaded, Cree," JoJo ordered quietly. Cree stared at him with furrowed brows before Ish gently took her elbow and ushered the women down the steps outside.
"Fine," she sniffed.
The women stood outside, listening to a completely silent bus with the exception of a few thumps. Then they heard running water.
"Oh dear," Stephanie squeaked.
* * *
Todd looked on as Henry rumbled through the cabinets. Two pots fell and, still fuming, Henry didn't even pick them up.
"Henry...?" Todd tried, afraid of what Henry was looking for.
Henry finally dropped several dishcloths, soap, cleaning agents, and a couple of mops on the floor. His sudden grin at the two strange men held a touch of pay-back. He threw his and Ringo's aprons from the tortilla show at them.
"Guess what, girls?" he said sarcastically. "When our tour bus is spotless — we'll call the police to come rescue you, okay?”
JoJo rubbed his hands together. "Can we practice a few wrestling moves on ‘em first?”
Ringo chortled. "Quiet..."
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Henry, Ringo, JoJo, Kevin and Todd made their way off the bus, leaving the two men grumbling and slamming the soap and dishcloths around. Just before he exited the bus, Henry looked at the two men. "Aprons too, ladies.”
"Aprons too, ladies," one of the men mocked Henry.
"And don't make me come back there!" Henry yelled over his shoulder as he went down the stairs. As soon as he hit the pavement, three pairs of curious eyes greeted him.
"What on earth was that all about?" demanded Henry as he looked at Steph.
"Please don't be angry with me for ruining your dinner," replied Steph.
"I just want to know what happened.”
"We were keeping Ish and the mice company on the bus. I was looking in the kitchen for some food when we heard noises from the back. So when Ish and Todd came upon those two men, and they attacked us...”
* * *
“C’mon. They’re not looking,” the first would-be thief said. He threw a sponge in the sink as he peered out the window. Everyone stood underneath a halogen light, listening to the tortillas-and-salsa-wielding woman talk. “Let’s go!”
Moving quickly and with great stealth, the two men ducked out the bus door and around the front into the night. Once out of sight on the far side of the bus, they sprinted across from the dark parking lot and into the woods.
* * *
"We did all we could. I swear,” Todd interjected. “I was worried I wouldn't be able to protect Steph after one guy knocked me down, but she seemed to do all right for herself.”
Steph looked down at the ground and blushed for a moment. Looking up again, she said, "You guys came at the right time, though. I wasn't sure what I was gonna do next.”
"Well, I'm glad to hear everyone is safe. What about the mice? How did they fare?" asked Henry.
Steph's heart leapt in her chest as she remembered the poor mice. "Um, well...they fell out of my purse, and I tried my best to get them back, but it was hard. Everything was so chaotic. I'm not sure if they made it back to me.”
"Look in your purse," Ringo suggested. "Maybe they found their way before you got off the bus.
"Kicked off is more like it," Cree mumbled under her breath.
"What did you say?" demanded Henry.
"Oh, nothing." Cree turned her head and whistled at the moon.
"That's what I thought," Henry replied.
"I'm too nervous to look in my purse. What if they're not there?" said Steph.
"It'll be all right," Belle encouraged her. "I'm sure they climbed back in. And if not, they know how to handle themselves. That Miko sure is a fighter. He'll keep his family safe from those men.”
Steph finally opened her purse and peered in. As she did, her heart sank. The purse only held gum wrappers, tissues and her wallet.
"Juuusstt great," she muttered, feeling defeated and guilty. "I should have kept a better watch on them. I feel so irresponsible.”
"It's okay," Todd reassured her. "I'm sure they're on the bus somewhere. I'll go look.”
Todd and Henry made their way onto the bus, but as they entered, silence and empty space greeted them.
"What the heck happened?" Todd asked as he and Henry searched the bus.
"I dunno, but those men gotta be here somewhere. There is only one way off, and we would have seen them if they tried to escape.”
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"Miko! Lil!" Henry bellowed. "Where are you?" He looked out the window as the cops appeared in answer to Kevin’s call, their squad car screeching to a halt. "Kevin, can you take care of that? We need to keep them off the bus as long as possible.”
Kevin flew outside. Belle checked the food pantry, looking for the mice. Stephanie looked underneath the table. Todd pulled back privacy curtains and carefully inspected the bunks. Ringo and JoJo searched beneath the couches and chairs. Cree moved to the bathroom.
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