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Chapter 1
There were only two things in the world that Keaton Danning abhorred. One was tiny, rodent-like dogs with nasty dispositions, and the other was Teutonic chefs with overblown egos. Or was it Teutonic dogs with overblown egos, and tiny, rodent-like chefs with nasty dispositions he abhorred? No matter. Today Keaton was having to deal with all of them.
“Kurt, listen to me,” he said to the chef in question, using the most placating tone of voice he could muster. Which ended up being not especially placating, seeing as there was a miniature dachshund whirling around Keaton’s right ankle, snarling like a garbage disposal as it tried to turn his pants leg into Sauerkraut. “Kurt,” he tried again, shaking his leg gently in an effort to dislodge the odious little dog, “put down the meat cleaver.”
It went without saying that the odious little dog belonged to the odious little chef. In fact, Kurt’s revolting little wiener dog was also named Kurt—which just went to show how overblown the chef’s ego was—something that caused no end of confusion on board the yacht where Keaton and the human Kurt worked. Both dog and chef completely ignored Keaton when he made his request. As Kurt the chef lifted the meat cleaver higher above his head, Kurt the dog hurled his quivering little body forward again, attaching himself to Keaton’s trouser leg by, appropriately enough, his front canines.
“Kurt, please,” Keaton said again, running a hand through his dark brown hair. Though at this point, he wasn’t sure whether he was directing the entreaty to the man or the animal. The meat cleaver understandably troubled Keaton the most, but right now the dog seemed the more reasonable of the two. “Just calm down,” he added.
“Nein,” Kurt said—the chef, not the dog—reverting to his native tongue, which was always a good indication that he was very, very angry. Not that the raised meat cleaver wasn’t also a good indicator, but Kurt’s use of German did cause concern. The chef pointed to the man who stood cowering behind Keaton and said, thankfully in English—sort of—“Not until you tell that Kotzbrocken to get out of my kitchen.”
Technically, the room where Keaton and Kurt—and the Kotzbrocken, for that matter—were having their...“international incident” seemed like an appropriate enough term for what was going on…should be referred to as a “galley” and not a “kitchen,” since they were on a boat. A really big galley, too, since it was a really big boat. But Keaton figured now probably wasn’t the best time to school the chef in matters of nautical jargon. Instead, he lifted both hands in the internationally recognized gesture of Please, for God’s sake, don’t hurt me, and repeated, “Kurt, I’m begging you. For the last time, put down the meat cleaver.”
The chef ignored him again and pointed at the man behind him. “He said my Pflaumenkuchen tasted beschissen. Er ist ein Kotzbrocken!”
This pronouncement was followed by a long stream of invective hurtled in rapid-fire German. Keaton knew it was invective because he was fluent in six languages, one of which happened to be German. Even if he hadn’t been fluent in German, the fact that Kurt punctuated his monologue by slamming the meat cleaver into a wooden cutting board on the counter beside him would have indicated pretty well that whatever the he said was not good.
Relieved that, if nothing else, the chef had been disarmed, Keaton settled one hand on his hip and swiped the other over his damp forehead. The temperature in the galley must have been approaching triple digits, what with all the cooking—and shouting—going on. And the opened windows—or rather portholes, Keaton nautically corrected his jargon—helped not at all. Beyond those portholes lay the city of Miami Beach, which in August wasn’t exactly chilly. After a ruthless tug on his necktie, Keaton unfastened the top two buttons of his shirt. Then he shook his leg again in an effort to dislodge the added accessory of miniature dachshund that was still attached to his trousers, and which complemented his ensemble not at all.
Just when the situation seemed to be under control again, “Well, your Pflaumenkuchen does taste beschissen,” the Kotzbrocken standing behind Keaton said, and up went the meat cleaver again.
“Schweinehund!” cried Kurt.
“Reynaldo!” growled Keaton to the Kotzbrocken.
“What?” Reynaldo asked. “It’s true! Have you ever tasted his Pflaumenkuchen? Beschissen doesn’t begin to cover it.”
“Just knock it off,” Keaton said. “Now, Kurt,” he added, turning back to the chef. He thrust his thumb over his shoulder, at the man behind him. “Reynaldo is not a Schweinehund or a Kotzbrocken. He’s the crown prince of Pelagia. Granted, he doesn’t exactly have a country to be crown prince of anymore,” Keaton hastily added when Kurt appeared ready to take exception, “but he is still a member of the royal family, and he deserves the respect due his position.”
“Yes, I am,” Reynaldo said from behind Keaton. “And yes, I do. And it would serve you well, my good man, to remember that. My people adore me.”
“Your people revolted and prevented your ascension to the throne,” Kurt retorted. “They adored your father, not you. You they knew would turn their country into Disneyland.”
Yeah, an R-rated Disneyland at that, Keaton couldn’t help thinking. Then he remembered that, as Reynaldo’s chief adviser, he was supposed to be on the prince’s side. He opened his mouth to say something on Reynaldo’s behalf—something like, “Hey, at least Cinderella and Snow White would look great in those thong bikinis,” but Reynaldo stepped in to speak for himself. Sort of.
“Oh, yeah?” the prince shot back wittily.
“Ja,” Kurt returned, just as cleverly.
“Well…well…well…” Reynaldo sputtered. “Well, just for your information, I was thinking about abdicating and granting them their independence anyway. So there.”
Keaton rolled his eyes. Oh, yeah. That was Reynaldo, all right. Mr. Altruistic. Mr. I’d-Never-Think-of-Using-My-Position-as-King-to-Live-Wastefully-and-Self-Indulgently-for-the-Rest-of-My-Life. Mr. Don’t-Tell-Me-How-to-Live-My-Life-Keaton-or-I’ll-See-You-Put-in-the-Stocks. Mr.—
Well, suffice it to say there wasn’t a selfless bone in Reynaldo’s body. Had he indeed become king of Pelagia, Pelagia would have been flushed right down the royal commode. Even with Keaton advising the prince on world affairs, as he had advised the prince’s father. Mainly because the prince ignored pretty much everything Keaton said. The beschissen Kotzbrocken.
Nevertheless, had he been half the man his father was, Reynaldo would have fought to keep the throne. He really hadn’t given a thought to abdication until he’d been awakened in the middle of the night and told the royal palace was under attack by a band of rebel forces who were looking to make princemeat out of him, and if he valued his freedom and his life, not to mention the family jewels, he’d best be on his way. Reynaldo had had just enough time to gather up a few belongings, including the family jewels, incidentally, and to collect some of his favorite courtiers—Keaton, naturally, had been the one to alert Arabella, Reynaldo’s fiancée—and escape onto the royal yacht by the skin of his teeth.
It was shortly after that, as Reynaldo called his court together in his pajama bottoms—Reynaldo had been in his pajama bottoms, of course, and not his court—that the prince decided it might not be a bad idea to abdicate the throne and grant his people their independence.
“You would never have granted your people anything,” Kurt said snottily. “They took their independence for themselves, as was their right.”
“They’ve only taken it for a little while,” Reynaldo retorted. Every bit as snottily, too, something Keaton wouldn’t have thought possible. “Soon they’ll realize how much they need me. Soon they’ll see what a terrible mistake they made in asking me to leave. Soon they’ll be begging me to come back and be their king.”
Right, Keaton thought. That was why the Pelagian parliament had plundered the royal charter in the prince’s absence, revoking all royal privileges and any claim he might make to the throne, then torched what was left of said charter at a public weenie roast afterward. It was rumored they even hired assassins to make sure Reynaldo never set foot in his homeland again. They’d made it more than clear that if he ever returned to Pelagia, he’d be welcomed home with open fire.
Until a year ago, Prince Reynaldo Michael Julian David Lorenzo Constantine del Fuego had indeed been the crown prince of the tiny island nation of Pelagia, all set to take over for his father, King Francisco Reynaldo Phillip Teodor Enzo Nicholas del Fuego, upon the elder’s death. But when King Francisco went to that big, bejeweled throne in the sky, instead of crowning Reynaldo their new king, the Pelagian parliament and the Pelagian people had taken exception. Then they’d taken to arms. Then they’d taken over.
They later justified their actions by pointing out that it was a new millennium, and that by the time of his death, King Francisco was little more than a figurehead, anyway, a local attraction aimed at bringing in tourist dollars. Reynaldo had tried to argue that he himself had been an even bigger attraction than his father—why, he graced the pages of the National Enquirer nearly weekly, and E! devoted entire “Reynaldo Watch” minutes to him during commercial breaks. As king, he had told his revolting parliament and people, he could bring in even more tourist dollars than his father had. But the members of parliament had decided that Pelagia’s beaches and casinos were their biggest moneymakers these days—not to mention the Pelagia Film Festival—and really, the people of Pelagia had been waiting for their independence for a long time now, and this was as good a time as any.
Since Reynaldo was a profligate and a spendthrift and a blowhard, they just didn’t see any reason to keep him on. And since he wouldn’t be living on Pelagia anymore, he wouldn’t need any of the del Fuego real estate holdings, so they’d just keep those for the people, too. They reminded the prince that the del Fuego family had hundreds of millions of dollars buried in Swiss bank accounts, so it wasn’t like Reynaldo would starve.
More was the pity.
In the end Reynaldo had had little choice but to do as his people commanded and turn tail and run screaming like a girl—which pretty much described exactly what happened that night when he was forced to abdicate the throne, the palace, and all personal dignity. Then Prince Reynaldo Michael Julian David Lorenzo Constantine del Fuego packed up the favorite members of his court, loaded them onto the royal yacht, Imperial Majesty—whose name he immediately changed to Mad Tryst—and, literally a man without a country, set sail to find one.
That was almost twelve months ago, Keaton thought now. Twelve long, tedious months, and God only knew how many thousands of miles. Reynaldo seemed to think he had all the time in the world to spend sailing the seven seas. Then again, Reynaldo did have all the time in the world to do that. Keaton, on the other hand, had better things to do with his life than spend the rest of his days being the prince’s unpaid cruise director. Unfortunately, some misguided sense of loyalty—more to the late King Francisco than to the living Prince Reynaldo—kept him from abandoning ship.
Well, a misguided sense of loyalty did that, and also the fact that all of Keaton’s financial assets in Pelagia had been frozen the moment he set foot on the yacht with Reynaldo.
“In any case, Kurt,” he told the chef, “Reynaldo is still a prince, and, as he said, he’s still quite liked by some of his people.” At least five or six of them, Keaton added to himself. “More importantly, he’s your employer.”
That, if nothing else, seemed to make Kurt think twice about hacking the other man to bits. Slowly he began to lower his arm, and after only a slight hesitation, he set the meat cleaver back down on the counter. The moment he did, Keaton lunged forward to claim it. He had half a mind to use it to dislodge the disagreeable little wiener dog still attached to his pants leg, but instead he only held the meat cleaver firmly at his side. Still, he gripped the handle forcefully. You just never could tell with wiener dogs.
“Down, Kurt,” he said sternly to the dog. Although the dog ignored him, the chef took a step backward. Whatever worked.
“Thank you,” he said to the chef. “If you’d carried out your threat to cut off Reynaldo’s—” Here he deliberately blurred his earlier translation of the chef’s invective. “That part of him which most men consider exceedingly important,” he continued, “and tossed it overboard for the fishes’ lunch, then many of the people of Pelagia—”at least five or six of them —”would have been very unhappy.”
“Damned straight,” Reynaldo muttered.
“Reynaldo,” Keaton muttered back, “you’re not making this any easier.”
It was all Keaton could do not to grab both men by the ear and drag them off to their rooms to send them to bed without any supper. The chef’s behavior was bad enough, but at least he had a reason to behave badly—he had been provoked. Keaton had, in fact, tasted Kurt’s Pflaumenkuchen, and although it wasn’t by any means his favorite of the man’s dishes, it did not taste beschissen.
Reynaldo, on the other hand, had no excuse for his behavior. His was the ideal life. Even if he had been chased off his homeland a year ago, he was still an idle, rich, handsome, twenty-six-year-old who had no responsibilities. If he chose to, he could spend the rest of his life simply being idle, rich, handsome, and irresponsible. He’d been educated at all the best schools, traveled to all the most romantic countries, and counted among his friends and lovers some of the most celebrated, beautiful people on the planet. He was a man who, until twelve months ago, had been in line to rule his very own country, for God’s sake. Okay, so it was only a tiny island nation in the Mediterranean whose chief source of income was tourism and Prince Reynaldo, but that was beside the point. The point was…The point was…
Ah, dammit.
The point was that Keaton was getting sick and tired of being Reynaldo’s babysitter. He had talents and gifts that were being wasted in his current capacity. He’d been King Francisco’s chief adviser once upon a time, and had fully expected to be Prince Reynaldo’s, too, when the younger del Fuego assumed the throne. Hell, had things gone differently in Pelagia, Keaton would have become prime minister of the country himself one day. He’d grown up in Pelagia, the only child of the American ambassador to that country, from the time he was a schoolboy until leaving for college. And he’d returned after earning his degrees to work for King Francisco. Now here he was at thirty-six, with advanced degrees in political science, economics, and international affairs, and instead of performing remarkable feats of detente and diplomacy, he had to intercede in kitchen disputes.
Then again, he thought, gazing at his two companions, maybe a little detente and diplomacy wouldn’t be out of place here.
“All right, here’s what we’re going to do,” Keaton began in his best prime minister voice, the one he had practiced since he was a teenager. “Reynaldo,” he said, turning his attention fully to the dark-eyed prince…
And immediately wishing he hadn’t, due to the danger of going blind. Not because of some ancient Pelagian taboo about looking directly upon a member of the royal family, but because Reynaldo was a walking, talking fashion don’t. His short, dark hair was swept straight back from his face with enough hair oil to keep Wishbone salad dressings bottled for years to come—had they used hair oil instead of salad oil, Keaton meant. As for his outfit…
Keaton didn’t know if it was because Reynaldo viewed himself as omnipotent so just didn’t give a damn what people thought of him, if it was that he had no taste, or if it was a simple chemical imbalance in his brain. But, today, the prince was dressed in a bright yellow, ruffled poet’s shirt, baggy, lime green trousers, and purple huarache sandals. Call Keaton whimsical, but thanks to Reynaldo’s position standing in front of a refrigeration unit that was topped by a basket of fruit hovering behind his head, he bore an uncanny resemblance to Carmen Miranda.
“Reynaldo,” Keaton began again, “you’re going to go up to the Jacuzzi deck and find the Countess Arabella, and you’re going to ask her if she’d like to take a stroll around the upper deck. And no, you cannot take supermodel Dacia with you,” he added when the prince opened his mouth to object. “It would hurt the countess’s feelings.”
Not that the countess hadn’t already had her feelings hurt countless times by Reynaldo over the last twelve months. And not just where it concerned supermodel Dacia, either—who seemed not to have a last name, because Keaton had never heard anyone use it. Unless “Dacia” was her last name and “Supermodel” was her first name. Reynaldo had also temporarily invited dozens of other women aboard Mad Tryst since beginning this fateful trip, not caring for a minute that the woman he was supposed to have been married to by now was there to watch his antics.
The man really was a Kotzbrocken. No two ways about it.
“And, Kurt,” he continued, turning to the chef, “you’re going to go over to that counter, and you’re going to…chop up some garlic or something.” He shifted his gaze from one man to the other before asking both, “Is that understood?”
“Yes,” grumbled Reynaldo.
“Ja,” mumbled Kurt.
“Good,” Keaton said. He turned his attention to the vicious little dachshund still circling his pants cuffs. “And you, Kurt, are going to release my pants, or I’m going to put you on a bun, cover you with mustard, and feed you to Muffin. Got it?”
Mention of the Countess Arabella’s cat finally got Kurt the canine’s attention. He sat back on his haunches, but he pulled back his lips—or whatever it was dogs claimed for lips—to bare his teeth.
“Don’t even think about it,” Keaton told him, bending over—way over—to get in the nasty little dog’s face. “I have it on good authority that Muffin missed breakfast this morning. She’ll swallow you in one bite.”
Kurt the dog narrowed his beady little eyes, but offered nothing more by way of a comment. Just to reinforce his position, Keaton narrowed his eyes right back at him. “Two words, Kurt,” he told the dog. “Wiener. Schnitzel.”
With one final grrr, Kurt turned tail quite literally and trotted off, his annoying little toenails a staccato click-click-click-click on the tiled floor as he went. It was all Keaton could do not to hurl the meat cleaver after the malevolent little cretin. Instead he placed it on the counter well out of Kurt the chef’s reach. Having successfully mediated all the kitchen politics a man could handle for one day, he strode out of the galley to see what other matters of bureaucratic importance awaited him aboard Mad Tryst.
There were countesses to console, supermodels to herd, crew members to keep sober…bars he needed to make sure were stocked, towels he need to make sure were by the Jacuzzi, saunas whose temperatures he needed to gauge.
Keaton sighed at all the responsibilities that awaited him. Honestly, his work was never done.
“So what’s up with that aisle in the grocery store that’s labeled ‘Feminine Needs’?” Ruby Runyon asked the room at large, shoving a handful of damp brunette bangs out of her eyes. She couldn’t see anyone out in the vast blackness that sprawled beyond the stage—the bright lights overhead prohibited it. But she knew they were out there. She could hear them breathing.
“I mean, feminine needs?” she asked again, gripping the mike in her other hand more forcefully. “Come on. What could be down that aisle that women need? Equal pay for equal work? Men who cook? Two size eight dresses that fit the same way? What?”
A ripple of laughter drifted up from the crowd—all of it feminine, Ruby noted—and she smiled. This was her favorite part of her monologue, the woman-to-woman part, and even if the male portion of the audience didn’t get half of it, Ruby knew the womenfolk would go home smiling.
For the first time in a long time, so would she.
Because Ruby Runyon—miracle of miracles—had a date. Even more miraculous, it was a date with a nice guy. Most miraculous of all, it was their second date—Jimmy Golden hadn’t taken a powder after the first, which was what usually happened with the guys Ruby dated. Probably because guys who dated girls like Ruby—girls who worked in bars, and grew up in trailer parks, and had figures that were too voluptuous for their own good and names like, well, Ruby—usually only wanted one thing. When Ruby didn’t give them that one thing on their first date, those guys lost interest. Fast.
And no, it wasn’t the top-secret recipe for her Grandmother Pearl’s famous, award-winning dump cake those guys always wanted.
“And speaking of grocery stores,” Ruby continued, swinging her tattered ponytail over her shoulder before segueing into her next bit, “what is it about the phrase ‘frozen niblets’ that just makes a woman want to flinch, huh?”
More chuckles, more smiles, more jokes from Ruby Runyon. She wrote her material herself, from the heart, and she delivered it with an earnestness that came after a lifetime of wanting to share bits of herself with others, only to have others take no interest. Even if that sharing only came in dark rooms among faceless strangers, Ruby would take it. It was more than she’d gotten anywhere else.
She finished up her eight-minute monologue, smiled at the smattering of almost enthusiastic applause, waved to her good buddy, the faceless darkness, then spun around and jogged offstage. Just as she passed through the kitchen door, through which the comics always exited and entered at Frank’s Funny Business, she ran into her boss, Frank Fanelli. He wore his standard owner/operator uniform of synthetic V-neck pullover in an indeterminate shade of brown, with synthetic, plaid, sans-a-belt trousers. His dark hair was shaggier than usual, due to the soggy South Beach heat that pervaded the club, and his round face was set in its usual expression of ennui.
“Very funny,” he told Ruby blandly. “Ha ha ha.” Then he thrust a tray at her and nodded toward the kitchen door through which she had just passed. “Don’t quit your day job, honey. Get back to work. You got seven minutes of fame left. Make the most of ’em.”
All right, all right, so Ruby Runyon wasn’t exactly a headliner at Frank’s Funny Business. She wasn’t even a footnote there. What she was was one of Frank’s waitresses, and had been for more than ten months. Every now and then, the tiny ice cube Frank claimed as a heart melted just enough that he allowed one of his employees a chance at stardom—or, at least, eight minutes onstage. Tonight, finally, that employee had been Ruby. Now Frank wanted her back in the capacity for which he’d hired her—serving drinks.
Ruby took the tray and apron he thrust at her, tucking the former under one arm and tying the latter over her khaki shorts and navy polo emblazoned with the words “Frank’s Funny Business.” Fame would have to wait for another night. Even four full minutes after the conclusion of her monologue, no talent scouts were bursting through the kitchen door screaming, “Baby, I’m gonna make you a star!”
Boy. There was nothing Ruby hated more than when real life wasn’t like the movies. Hollywood was definitely where she wanted to be. She’d left her not-so-happy home in the Happy Trails Trailer Park when she was eighteen years old to become a star. Well, that and because there weren’t a lot of prospects, professional or personal, in her tiny hometown of Appalachimahoochee in the Florida Panhandle. Still, eight years after striking out for superstardom, she’d only won a total of eight minutes in the spotlight.
Eight years for eight minutes, she reflected again. All in all, she supposed, it wasn’t such a bad trade. Some people lived their whole lives without a single second in the spotlight.
Ruby finished her shift and, at exactly ten o’clock, made her way to the locker room to shower and change. At least the night wasn’t a total loss. Jimmy Golden would be meeting her in a half hour, and tonight he was taking her out on his yacht for a midnight cruise with another couple—his partner in the pharmaceutical company he owned, along with the partner’s wife.
Sometimes, she thought, things really did work surprisingly well. Not often. But sometimes.
Meeting Jimmy at the club two weeks ago had been the first stroke of luck Ruby had enjoyed in a long time. The guy was just too good to be true. Jimmy Golden had a good job—a great job, she quickly corrected herself—and she could tell he really liked her. He brought her flowers on their first date last weekend. And he called her “Venus.” If things kept up the way they were promising to keep up, Ruby might even kiss her dreams of Hollywood goodbye. Hey, there were worse things in life than being Mrs. Jimmy Golden. Even if she didn’t become Mrs. Jimmy Golden, there were other benefits to dating him. He ran in a moneyed crowed, and people who had money also had connections. Connections to, oh, say…the entertainment industry, for example. Lots of movies were filmed in Miami. Well, some were. And in other parts of Florida, too. All Ruby had to do was meet one person who knew someone who knew someone who knew someone at the Florida Film Commission, and she could be in like Flynn.
So to speak.
If all else failed, maybe she could at least meet somebody who could land her a job at Disney World. She wasn’t too old to play Snow White. Today Snow White, tomorrow the Academy Awards. Hey, it could happen. It could. All she had to do was meet people with connections. Jimmy Golden knew people like that. Or at least he knew people who knew people who knew people like that. That was how things worked in the entertainment business.
As quickly as she could, she shrugged out of her waitress clothes and jumped into the meager shower stall to wash off the smell of cigarette smoke and bar slime that normally accompanied her home at night. She even washed her hair and blew it dry, brushing the long, razor-straight, espresso-colored tresses until they gleamed. Then she hurriedly dressed in her little black dress with the spaghetti straps, smoky black stockings, and black high heels, and fixed black, beaded drop earrings into her ears.
Compared to her earlier persona, she thought, she looked fabulous. Pretty much.
She was just putting the finishing touches on her makeup when Lorraine McCuskey, still wearing her waitress uniform, came into the dressing room at the end of her own shift. “Hey, you did real good onstage tonight,” she told Ruby as she collapsed onto the exhausted sofa tucked into the corner of the tiny room. She pulled the rubber band from her ponytail and began fluffing out her hair. “But I still don’t get why you want to do stand-up. It’s a hard life. You probably make more now as a waitress than most of those comics do.”
“Actually,” Ruby said as she capped her tube of Coral Punishment lipstick, “what I really want to do is act in movies.”
“Oh, yeah, and that’s just so much easier to break into,” Lorraine said with a laugh.
“One way or another, I’ll get there,” Ruby vowed. “Someday my name is going to be right up there with Carole Lombard’s.”
“Who?” Lorraine asked.
“Carole Lombard,” Ruby repeated. At Lorraine’s obvious mystification, she added, “Oh, come on. She was a huge comedic movie star.”
“Who?” Lorraine asked again.
Ruby frowned at her. “Don’t tell me you’ve never heard of Carole Lombard. She did some of the best comedy in the history of the cinema.”
“Yeah, well, you’re certainly funny enough to be in movies,” Lorraine said, “and pretty enough, too. But I sure wouldn’t hold my breath on that stardom thing if I were you.”
Ruby swiped a stray bit of mascara from beneath one slate gray eye, checked the final product in the mirror, and wished, as always, that she wasn’t quite so bumpy up top and around her fanny. No wonder she hadn’t been discovered, she thought morosely. She didn’t have any of the most desired features for superstardom—no blond hair, no blue eyes, no body like one of those emaciated orphans from Oliver Twist. Damn her luck anyway. She supposed she could color her hair and go the blue contact lens route, if she had to. But there was no way she’d ever be emaciated. Not while Edy’s Dreamery Chocolate Peanut Butter Chunk Ice Cream and crème brûlée existed in the world.
Truth be told, she didn’t even look good enough to be going out with Jimmy Golden. What she looked like was a woman who was raised in a trailer park and worked as a waitress and who was trying, with lousy results, to pass herself off as high society. Jimmy Golden was most definitely high society. He had Class with a capital C. Ruby still couldn’t figure out what he saw in her.
“So,” Lorraine said, wiggling her eyebrows playfully, her eyes filled with not-so-idle speculation, “you got a big date with Jimmy tonight?”
“Yes, I do,” Ruby told her.
“So,” Lorraine said again, “have you and Jimmy done the nasty yet?”
“Of course not. This is only our second date.”
“What’s that got to do with anything?”
Ruby gaped at her. “That has everything to do with it. I’m not going to…you know…with a guy on the second date. That’s way too soon.”
Lorraine expelled an incredulous sound. “Yeah, well, suit yourself. Some of us prefer a trial run before we get involved with a guy.”
“Gee, Lorraine. Some people would consider getting sexual with a guy being involved.”
“And some people wouldn’t,” Lorraine countered.
Fair enough, Ruby thought. But she was definitely one of the former. All in all, she decided, Jimmy could do worse. Maybe if she kept telling herself that, Ruby would eventually believe it.
As if conjured by her thoughts, Jimmy Golden himself appeared then, in all his blond, blue-eyed, all-American boyishness, striding through the dressing room door without even knocking. That was Jimmy. He knew what he wanted, and he didn’t bother to ask anybody if it was okay. She told herself she didn’t mind. It just went to show how much confidence he had in himself, not how he seemed to think of himself before he thought of others. He held a single, long-stemmed rose in one hand, and he smiled at Ruby as if he knew something she didn’t.
“What?” she asked playfully. “What’s that little grin about?”
He extended the rose toward her. “You’ll find out soon enough.”
Ruby told herself she didn’t mind that he seemed to like keeping things to himself. It was just his way of teasing her, not something he did to put himself in a position of control.
“Ready for a special night?” he asked. “A very special night?”
There was something lascivious about the way he asked the question, and Ruby couldn’t quite halt the shiver of apprehension that shimmied up her spine. She shook off the sensation and took the rose from Jimmy, holding it up to her nose to inhale the sweet scent. And she told herself he only sounded lascivious because he hoped things might take a sexual turn tonight, not because he intended for them to.
“Mm-hm,” she told him, ignoring the thread of uneasiness that unwound inside her. “Tonight, Jimmy, I’m ready for just about anything.”
Chapter 2
They made the short drive to the yacht club in Jimmy’s bright red Jaguar roadster and met with the other couple for drinks at the bar before getting under way. While Jimmy talked business with his partner, Dennis Duran, Ruby made herself content by getting to know the other man’s wife, who had been introduced as Georgia. She was easily twenty-five years younger than her husband, probably not even Ruby’s age, really. Her blond hair was swept up in back, her pink cocktail dress and pearls were understated, but elegant. She smiled frequently and drank her Bourbon straight up. Ruby liked her immediately.
“So how long have you and Dennis been married?” Ruby asked her at one point.
Georgia laughed. “Oh, I’m not Dennis’s wife. I’m his girlfriend.”
Ruby touched her fingers to her lips in embarrassment. “Oops. I apologize. I could have sworn Jimmy said he and I were going out with Dennis and his wife tonight. Guess I misunderstood.”
“Yeah, well, maybe that was the original plan, but it would be kind of tough now. Lynn is out of town.”
Now Ruby was really confused. “Who’s Lynn?”
Georgia threw her a funny look. “Dennis’s wife.”
“But you said you’re his girlfriend.”
“I am his girlfriend,” Georgia said.
Ruby narrowed her eyes. “But he’s also got a…”
“A wife, yes.” Georgia laughed. “Don’t looked so shocked. It’s not like you’re in any different position.”
“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Ruby said. “I’m not Jimmy’s mistress.”
“Well, you’re sure not his wife, either,” Georgia replied mildly. “Her name is Barbara.”
Ruby was silent as she gazed back at Georgia, having no idea what to say. Jimmy was married? How was that possible? Georgia must be mistaken.
At Ruby’s silence, the other woman emitted a single, humorless chuckle. “Don’t tell me you didn’t know.”
Ruby only stared at the other woman in silence.
“Hell, even I knew Jimmy was married,” Georgia said. “Next you’ll be telling me you didn’t know about his three kids, either.”
Oh, no, Ruby thought, a sick feeling washing over her. No, no, no.
Her expression must have mirrored her thoughts, because Georgia laughed again, this time without inhibition. “Oh, honey, have you got a lot to learn. You probably even believed him when he told you his name is Jimmy Golden.”
Ruby glanced down into her wine, an unpleasant heat spreading through her midsection. “You mean it’s not?”
“Of course not. What kind of a name is Jimmy Golden? That’s not a real name.”
“Then what is his real name?”
“I have no idea. Guys like him don’t usually give it out.”
“What do you mean, ‘guys like him’?” Ruby asked, her dread multiplying.”
Georgia shook her head, as if she couldn’t believe how stupid Ruby was. “A wise guy,” she said flatly.
“Oh, he’s not that bad,” Ruby said. “I mean, some of his jokes are kind of dumb, but…”
Her voice trailed off when Georgia began to laugh harder. “Not that kind of wise guy,” she said. “The kind of wise guy who’s connected. To the mob, I mean.”
“The mob?” Ruby gasped. She glanced nervously over her shoulder, saw that Jimmy was still mired in conversation with Dennis, and said, more quietly this time, “Jimmy’s involved in organized crime?”
Georgia gaped at her. “I cannot believe you, honey. What turnip truck did you fall off of?”
“The one from Appalachimahoochee,” Ruby replied mechanically.
The other woman sipped her Bourbon and patted Ruby’s hand. “Yeah, well, lucky for you, you got Georgia here to teach you the ropes. Stick close tonight, you hear? I think you’re going to need me.”
But Ruby didn’t want to learn the ropes. She certainly didn’t want to stick close—to Georgia or anyone else in their party tonight. The last thing she needed was to get any more involved with Jimmy. Even if he wasn’t a mobster, he was a husband. A father. A liar. Here she’d been thinking she might someday become his ties-that-bind. No way did she want to use the words “Jimmy” and “ties” and “bind” in the same sentence now.
“You ready to go, ladies?”
Ruby turned automatically at the question, and found Dennis Duran gazing at Georgia, and Jimmy gazing at her as if… Oh, God. As if the two women were a couple of big ol’ bloody steaks in the meat case at Tony Roma’s. Jimmy’s all-American boyish features suddenly seemed ugly and sinister. Even his smile was different. She couldn’t help wondering if this was the way he’d looked all along, but she’d just been too lonely and desperate to see him for what he really was. Not high society, and Class with a capital C. But lowbrow, and Creep with a capital C.
Before she could stop herself, she blurted out, “Jimmy, are you married?”
His expression changed immediately, from excitement about a good, juicy piece of meat, to revulsion at how that piece of meat had turned rancid. “What the hell difference does it make if I’m married?”
The heat in Ruby’s belly grew hotter. “Jimmy, how could you?”
He wrapped his fingers around her upper arm and stated in a voice that brooked no argument, “We’ll talk about it later.”
She was about to tell him the hell they’d talk about it later, but his grip on her arm tightened hard enough to hurt, and his expression went rabid. “We’ll talk about it later.”
As much as she wanted to deck him, Ruby knew better than to cross a creep like him when he was angry. “Okay, Jimmy,” she replied in as obedient a voice as she could manage. “Whatever you say.” You creep.
There was no way she would she be getting on a boat with Jimmy tonight, but considering his current frame of mind, she wasn’t sure how to make that clear without making him angrier still. He continued to grip her arm painfully as he led her out of the bar and toward the marina, making the situation even more difficult. Ruby told herself not to panic. She’d just take advantage of the throngs of people that were sure to be crowding the yacht club this late on a Friday night, and somehow make herself disappear among them when Jimmy wasn’t looking.
No problemo.
Until the small group wandered out into the marina, and Ruby realized that the throngs of people crowding the yacht club were already on their boats this late on a Friday night, and that a good many of those boats were gone, cruising the waters of Biscayne Bay or points beyond.
Grande problemo, she thought. Muy grande problemo.
Only one of the vessels currently in port showed any sign of life, but the activity—nay, the utter pandemonium—on that one vessel more than made up for the dearth of life elsewhere in the marina. And the vessel itself—nay, the mini–ocean liner itself—more than made up for the dearth of boats elsewhere in the marina. It was a massive yacht the length of which Ruby couldn’t begin to hazard a guess. To her untrained eye, it appeared to be three decks high—four, if you counted the little one on top—the majority of which were open to the balmy night air and populated by scores of people.
Mad Tryst, it said on its… whatever the back of a boat was called, Ruby noted as she and Jimmy and the other couple drew nearer. She recalled the phrase from one of her favorite stories by Edgar Allan Poe and smiled in spite of her situation. Mad Tryst indeed. The yacht was probably playing host to dozens of them at that very moment. Live salsa music erupted from one of its decks, but the raucous melody couldn’t drown out the peals of laughter flowing overboard. Whoever owned the piece of floating real estate certainly knew how to throw a party.
Even Jimmy couldn’t hide his awe of the vessel, and he eyed it with open admiration as they approached. Ruby was grateful for his preoccupation, because it made him loosen his hold on her. Although, once they were alongside the yacht, she realized it might have been one of the guests Jimmy was actually openly admiring. A tall, breathtakingly beautiful redhead stood on the deck immediately above them, and she appeared to be drunk enough to fall overboard any minute, right into Jimmy’s arms.
“Ahoy there,” the redhead said with an inebriated giggle, wiggling her fingers in greeting when she saw Jimmy gawking at her.
Seizing on the opportunity, Ruby waved vigorously and called back, “Hello! What a lovely boat!” Shamelessly, she hurried on, “Can we come aboard for a look around?”
Jimmy, smart, if contemptible, guy that he was, would have none of that. “We have plans, Ruby,” he reminded her, tightening his arm around her arm again to urge her forward, away from the promise of sanctuary.
Yes, they most definitely had plans, Ruby agreed. Although hers bore absolutely no resemblance to his, and this was as good a time as any to make that clear. Another quick survey of the yacht showed that the gangplank was still down, with partygoers coming and going freely. Whoever was minding the door had probably relaxed the rules by now, with the party in full swing. Anyone who’d been invited was probably already on board, so if it was an invitation-only bash, maybe she could sneak and/or fast-talk her way into it. She was dressed appropriately for the occasion, so she’d blend right in.
Even if Jimmy managed to follow her aboard, she could probably lose him amid all those people. At the very least, she could find someone on board to help her. Best case scenario, she could spend a few hours pretending to be a guest, then slip off the boat unnoticed and call a cab. At the moment, all Ruby wanted to do was be rid of Jimmy. She’d worry about what came later, well, later.
Without thinking about what she was doing, she guided herself and Jimmy closer to Mad Tryst’s gangplank. The Patron Saint of Women with Sleazy Boyfriends—St. Trixie, if Ruby remembered correctly—must have been watching over her that night, because just as she was close enough to leap aboard the gangplank and run for her life, a large, boisterous group of people singing an off- key rendition of “La Vida Loca” came spilling down it. Better yet, that large group crashed right into Ruby and Jimmy, separating them from each other.
Immediately she hurried up the gangplank and, pausing only long enough to identify the largest group of minglers, fled in that direction. She took great care to make her moves as smooth as she could, and pretended she knew exactly where she was going. She strode with purpose and determination and a keen sense of freedom.
And, as had been her practice for the last eight years of her life, Ruby didn’t look back once.
Keaton was contemplating the pros and cons of chucking a miniature dachshund overboard without a Coast Guard–approved life vest when he saw the bumpy brunette in the tight black dress. Of course, there were probably two dozen brunettes in black dresses aboard Mad Tryst tonight, but he only noticed this one. The one with the rich, dark hair that tumbled to the middle of her back like a spill of French roast coffee and whose eyes of indeterminate color at this distance reminded Keaton of a Scandinavian sky in midwinter. The one whose numerous curves put to shame the hills and valleys of an alpine landscape and whose ripe, coral-colored mouth evoked memories of a spectacular sunrise off the coast of Madagascar. The one who—
The one who was turning him into some kind of terrible geography poet. What in God’s name had come over him? For all his pragmatism and acumen, sometimes Keaton turned his own stomach. At any rate, the woman was exceptionally attractive thanks to her, ah, natural endowments, and she put all thoughts of vicious, malignant little dachshunds out of Keaton’s head, for which he immediately felt indebted to her.
As he watched her move gracefully through the crowd, smiling at several people but stopping to chat with none, his curiosity was instantly aroused. He couldn’t recall making her acquaintance before, and Reynaldo hadn’t mentioned inviting anyone special aboard for tonight’s celebration. Of course, to Reynaldo, “special” meant “producing estrogen,” and the prince tended to pick up women the way some people picked up cold sores—though that probably wasn’t the best analogy to use—so Keaton told himself he shouldn’t be surprised not to have met this one.
Yet.
He straightened his sand-colored silk tie, buttoned his beige linen jacket, and swiped his damp palms over his buff-colored trousers. It was actually too hot to be wearing a jacket, but Reynaldo’s parties were always semiformal, and somebody had to blandly counter the prince’s wardrobe preferences—though tonight Reynaldo was wearing a surprisingly low-key dark suit…with a, um, a pattern of flames leaping up from the cuffs of his trousers and the hem of his jacket, with no shirt and orange shoes. Besides, even though Keaton attended these parties less in the capacity of guest and more in the capacity of nanny—dammit—he was still inherently averse to sartorial lapses like removing one’s jacket at such an occasion.
Oh, all right, and also because he discovered a few minutes ago when he removed his jacket due to the heat that Kurt chewed a hole through the seat of his trousers at some point after Keaton laid out his clothes for the evening He’d been about to head below to change when he saw the sumptuous brunette. Now, suddenly, he had other more important things to occupy his pants.
Mind, he quickly corrected himself. He had more important things to occupy his mind.
He ran a hand through his dark hair a few times in a futile effort to dispel the effects of the humid air, and after pinpointing the last place he saw the brunette, headed off in that direction. He caught up with her at the Jacuzzi bar, where Gus the bartender was handing her a short glass filled with something clear and fizzy, adorned with a wedge of lime. Gin and tonic, Keaton deduced. Such a refined, elegant spirit, gin. Perfectly suitable for the woman. He hoped she drank lots of it tonight. But she only sipped daintily and continued to glance about, as if she were looking for someone particular.
Well, then, he’d just walk up and introduce himself. As everyone in Pelagia would concur, they didn’t come any more particular than Keaton Hamilton Danning III. Sidling up to the bar, he asked Gus for a Bombay and tonic for himself, and turned to the brunette, who was still scanning the crowd and had yet to note his presence.
“Hallo,” he greeted her in his best Cary Grant voice.
Much to his astonishment, she responded by nearly jumping out of her skin. Fortunately, when she landed, she was on her feet. Better still, she was facing Keaton. His breath nearly left his lungs when he saw that, up close, she was even more stunning than was from a distance. Her eyes were enormous and thickly lashed, a dense, sooty gray he’d never seen on another human being, and they reflected a keen wit and intelligence that took him by surprise.
Maybe she wasn’t one of Reynaldo’s collectibles after all, he thought. If there was one thing the prince abhorred in a woman, it was wit and intelligence. All right, two things the prince abhorred in a woman. Reynaldo also abhorred a fondness for cats in his women. Unless it interfered with him getting laid, in which case, he could tolerate it.
“H-hello,” the woman stammered, clearly a little breathless herself. To Keaton’s even greater surprise, she immediately followed up with “I have to go now. Bye.” And then she was off like a shot, disappearing into the crowd.
Okay, so maybe he’d been a bit hasty on the keen wit and intelligence thing. Still, she was very intriguing. Even more so now than before. She was also fast on her feet, he realized as he snatched his drink from the bar and made to follow her. But that was okay. Keaton had learned a long time ago that the things that came easily in life usually weren’t worth having.
When he finally caught up with her, she had covered Mad Tryst from stem to stern. Or, rather, from stern to stem, seeing as he finally found her in the forward saloon. The saloon was Keaton’s favorite place on the yacht. Not just because of its Art Deco styling, all radiant hardwood, gleaming brass and splendid, cream leather furnishings, and not because of the baby grand piano where Omar played all Gershwin, all the time, even when he didn’t understand the words. But also because he could always find someone in the saloon to fix a good stiff belt when he needed one. Keaton had needed a regular dose those since undertaking this cruise with Reynaldo. Not that he had become a habitual drinker. Just a chronic one.
The intriguing brunette had seated herself in one of the overstuffed lounge chairs near the starboard windows, where she appeared to be—it went without saying—lounging. But she still had her eye on the crowd, and she seemed to be looking for someone particular. Keaton still couldn’t rid himself of the notion that he was perfectly suited to whatever role she wanted that someone to play. Provided that role was sexual in nature.
He approached her again, and when she wasn’t looking, snuck into the chair beside hers. He said nothing this time—obviously she wasn’t a Cary Grant fan—and decided it might be best to wait and take a cue from her. He wasn’t prepared, however, when that cue was her turning to see him and being so surprised by his appearance that she jumped up from her chair and spun around so quickly that she lost her grip on her drink and slung its entire contents all over both of them.
“Oh, yikes,” she said as Keaton leaped up from his chair.“I am so sorry,” she added as she set her now empty glass on the nearest table.
She grabbed a stray cocktail napkin and began to dab hastily at his jacket, as if a four-inch square of tissue paper was going to do any good in blotting up half of a gin and tonic. Still, that wasn’t Keaton’s biggest worry at the moment. His biggest worry was trying not to notice how the other half of that gin and tonic had splashed onto the creamy flesh spilling from the top of her dress, and how he had to keep reminding himself that it wouldn’t be helpful for him to lean forward and lick away the dampness, even if that was what his instincts were commanding him to do. Obviously, it wasn’t any kind of hosting instinct that did that. Obviously, it another instinct entirely kicking in then. Good thing he noticed the difference between the two. That could that have been very embarrassing.
“Are you all right?” he asked the woman who was still dabbing futilely at his chest, his words coming out a little ragged for some reason. Probably because his gaze landed on a trickle of her spilled drink that wound from the divot at the base of her neck down along the soft skin of her collarbone, then lower to disappear into the valley between her breasts.
He wrapped the fingers of one hand loosely around the woman’s wrist in an effort to stop her futile—though surprisingly arousing—efforts to clean him off. Vaguely, he heard the piped announcement from Mad Tryst’s captain that everyone who was going ashore should go ashore now. Then the brunette brought her other hand into the action to wipe him off, and he ceased to register anything at all, save the soft, tentative touch of her fingertips skimming aaalll over his chest.
When he felt a part of himself stirring that really shouldn’t be stirring in mixed company, Keaton circled her other wrist with his other hand, and drew her arms gently apart and away from himself. Unfortunately, that her left her wide open—if one could pardon the incredibly tacky pun—to his gaze, and he noticed again the gin that had splashed across and between, her breasts. As much as he would have loved to aid her in the same way she just aided him, he instead urged her hands gently to her sides, withdrew his handkerchief from the inside pocket of his jacket to extend it toward her.
She seemed not to understand why he was making the gesture at first, until he dipped his head once toward her—quite delectable—torso. When she glanced down to see that she, too, had been a casualty of the spilled drink, she blushed furiously and hastily accepted the handkerchief, and began dabbing at her damp—quite delectable—skin with it. That was when Keaton found himself praying to every available god that she would return the square of silk to him when she was done, because he planned to sleep with it under his pillow that very night. And also to carry it with him like an enchanted talisman for the rest of his natural life.
“I am so sorry,” she said again as she finished tending to herself. Much to Keaton’s delight, she did indeed begin to pass the handkerchief back to him. At the last moment, though, she jerked it back toward herself. “Oh, I should have this laundered first, shouldn’t I?”
He swiped a hand airily in front of himself. “It’s not necessary,” he told her. “I’ll take care of it.” Boy, would he. He was already mentally designing the holy shrine he would build for that handkerchief.
She smiled shyly—shyly, he marveled, in that dress—then handed the handkerchief back to Keaton, who tucked it reverently back into his pocket.
“Aren’t you going to…?” she began. But she never finished her question.
“Aren’t I going to…what?” he asked.
She pointed toward the wet stain that had spread over parts of his jacket and shirt. “Use your handkerchief to wipe yourself off?”
What, and pollute her essence with his? Not bloody likely. Though, actually, when he thought more about mingling their essences, the idea wasn’t so off-putting. On the contrary, the idea was kind of incendiary.
Later, he promised himself. He could think about that later.
Providence interceded before his thoughts could become too salacious, in the form of a waiter who passed by with a tray that was loaded down with delicate champagne flutes. Keaton divested the man of both the linen towel draped over his forearm and two of the champagne flutes. Then he handed one of those flutes to the still-flustered brunette, kept the other for himself, and used the towel to dab at his own clothes.
“I’m really sorry,” she said for a third time.
“It was an accident,” he told her. “Don’t give it a second thought.”
“I hope I didn’t ruin your clothes.”
“Etiènne will take care of it,” Keaton said easily, thinking how delighted the yacht’s valet was going to be to have something to clean up that didn’t require donning medical quarantine gear for a change. Some of Reynaldo’s guests were just that questionable. “In fact, Etiènne pretty much lives for this sort of thing.”
“Etiènne,” the brunette repeated. She seemed to be eyeing him warily for some reason. “Is that your…wife?”
Keaton halted his dabbing and studied the woman curiously. “Etiènne is a man,” he said.
She blushed again. “Oh. Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean… I mean…I didn’t realize… I just assumed… Not that there’s anything wrong with that,” she further assured him.
Not that Keaton could imagine why she would want to assure him there was nothing wrong with a valet who enjoyed his work.
“I totally respect alternative lifestyles, really I do,” she added. “It’s just… Oh…” She sighed fitfully, then bit her—quite delectable—lip, as if that were the only way to keep inside whatever other nervous words were about to spill free.
Now Keaton studied the woman even more curiously. “Etiènne is the yacht’s valet,” he told her. “It’s his job to take care of things like this, not an alternative lifestyle. Unless he begins to enjoy fondling other people’s clothing too much. Then it may be time to consult a mental health specialist.”
The woman opened her mouth to say something, seemed to think better of it, then sipped her champagne instead. Finally, she replied, “Oh.”
The remark seemed to invite no response, so Keaton dabbed at his jacket and shirt with the towel a few more times, disposed of it on the tray of another passing waiter, and turned to the brunette once again. “So,” he began.
“So,” she replied, sipping her champagne nervously again. Before Keaton had a chance to say anything further, she added, “Are you, um, are you the host of this party?”
“Oh, God, no,” he told her, thinking it odd she would ask such a question. She must know Reynaldo. Otherwise, what was she doing on board? Unless she was the escort of one of the prince’s male guests. In which case, she should still know Reynaldo. Everyone knew Reynaldo.
“No, I only work here,” Keaton said.
For some reason she seemed relieved by his revelation, something that intrigued Keaton even more. Most women came aboard for the owner of the yacht. They couldn’t be bothered with the hired help, even when the hired help pulled in a nice annual income. Or at least had pulled in a nice annual income, before the hired help lost his job. Which meant Keaton wasn’t the hired help anymore, but was simply the help, something that made him wonder why he’d stayed on for the last twelve months when he had yet to see a paycheck, something else he should probably think about later, when he was alone in his stateroom.
Unless he wasn’t alone in his stateroom later, which, looking at the brunette again, he decided was a prospect he very much wanted to turn into reality. And not just because he didn’t want to think about being nothing but the help, either.
He was about to expound on his position as the prince’s right-hand man and nanny, even if he wasn’t being paid for either position, when the woman’s attention was caught by something out the window, and her face went a bit pale.
“What’s wrong?” Keaton asked, alarmed.
She pointed out the window, looking confused. “We’re moving,” she said.
He nodded. “Yes, Reynaldo likes to get under way at exactly midnight.”
“Reynaldo?” she asked, still gazing out the window. Still looking very pale.
Which made Keaton very curious. “Yes, Reynaldo. The owner of the yacht. The host of the party. Surely you must know him if you’re on his boat, at his party.”
Her gaze skittered back to Keaton, and her expression changed to one that was impassive. Changed quickly enough that he wondered if he only imagined the paleness before. “Well, of course I know that Reynaldo,” she said. “I thought you were talking about a different Reynaldo. I mean, everyone knows that Reynaldo. Especially me.”
Something about the way she said “especially” made Keaton think she was a special friend of the prince’s. Like the kind who came aboard in one location and stayed only long enough to arrive at their next location, and paid for her passage by being available whenever Reynaldo needed her, for whatever Reynaldo needed.
Damn.
“I mean, why else would he have invited me to his party on his yacht, if I didn’t know him?” she added a little nervously. “I come to his parties all the time.”
Keaton nodded. Right. Okay. “Well, then, you know how he always pulls out of port at midnight because he likes the drama.”
“Of course I knew that.”
Of course.
“So, um where are we going?”
Keaton heartened some at the question. Okay, so maybe she wasn’t one of Reynaldo’s special friends. Still, since she didn’t go ashore with the other partygoers who weren’t leaving Miami, he would have thought she would at least know their destination
He watched her reaction closely as he said, “We’re leaving Miami and heading southeast. Tomorrow evening, we’ll be putting in at Nassau. In the Bahamas.”
Chapter 3
Ruby thought she was scared before, when Jimmy was dragging her through the marina toward certain doom—or, at the very least, an extremely unpleasant midnight cruise. But now she was really scared. She was on a moving yacht that wouldn’t be stopping until it pulled into port in a foreign country, and she had nothing more with her than the clothes on her back—which barely covered her back, by the way—and the few things she’d been able to fit into her little cocktail purse. Granted, one of those things was a major credit card, which would definitely come in handy once she reached the Bahamas, but at this point, she wasn’t sure she’d even get that far. If they found out she was stowing away, she might be forced to walk the plank at corkscrew point.
Don’t panic, Ruby told herself. This wasn’t the worst situation she’d ever been in. Hey, it was a really nice yacht, and the guy she was talking to was really cute. And it was a gorgeous, clear, balmy, star-spattered night. And they were headed for the Bahamas, which she’d never visited and which seemed really romantic. Okay, and it was also hundreds of miles away from where she lived, and geographically unconnected to where she lived. Still, as bad situations went, this was far better than, say, oh… Oh… Oh… A dinner date with Hannibal Lecter, for example.
Hey, that was something.
Then again, she hadn’t been invited aboard the really nice yacht, which much made her a stowaway, which might potentially be in violation of maritime law. And anybody who owned a yacht like this had to have more money than God, which, it went without saying, equated to having more power than God. So if she was discovered aboard said yacht, she might end up with her keester thrown in jail—or the brig, whatever the hell that was—due to that aforementioned stowaway thing. And the guy she was talking to, although really cute, worked for the yacht owner, which meant his loyalties were with the one who signed his paychecks, not the stowaway who hadn’t been invited aboard and had spilled her club soda all over him.
Seeing as Ruby wasn’t known for her nerves of steel—no, hers were more like nerves of air—the longer she stood here talking to him, the greater her chances became of blurting out something foolish like, “Hey, I’m a stowaway, but don’t tell anyone, ‘kay?” Because cute guys always made Ruby blurt out foolish stuff. And do foolish stuff, as evidenced by her current predicament.
A predicament that became even more problematic when she remembered that the Bahamas were a foreign country—sort of—which meant she might not even be allowed in without a passport. Which she didn’t have. Nor did she have proof of citizenship on her. Which was really going to be problematic when she got her keester thrown in jail, or the brig, or shark-infested waters, depending on the mood of the yacht’s owner.
Okay, so maybe this was right up there with a dinner date with Hannibal Lecter, she reluctantly amended
The only thing that kept her from shouting, “Stop the boat! I wanna get off!” was that an image of Jimmy Golden—or whatever his name was—popped into her head. In her mind’s eye, she saw him standing on the dock, with a suspicious-looking bulge under his jacket, surrounded by a group of mean-looking men with names like Vito and Sal and Rocco, all of whom reeked of pesto and Aqua Velva. Even if that last part was just embellishment, Ruby could still see Jimmy giving her a rough time of it, once he caught up with her again. And she wouldn’t be surprised if he brought a few of his favorite thugs with him.
Gee, she thought. What a choice. Stowed away on a luxury yacht headed toward the Bahamas with a cute guy, or marooned ashore with a potentially dangerous, and certainly creepy, jerk who might do her bodily harm. Luxury yacht with cute guy…creepy jerk and bodily harm. Luxury yacht…creepy jerk. Cute guy…bodily harm…
All in all, not a difficult decision to make.
“Uh…” she began eloquently. She turned her attention to the cute guy again and remembered they were having a conversation, and it was her turn to respond. “Um, I knew that. Of course I did. Of course I knew we were leaving Miami tonight. Of course I knew we were headed for Nassau. Of course I know that Nassau is in the Bahamas. Of course I was invited.”
The cute guy eyed her curiously, and for the first time, she realized his eyes were a lovely shade of green almost the exact same color of the kudzu that grew all over everything back home in Appalachimahoochee. Lots of people thought kudzu was annoying as hell, but Ruby had always been impressed with its ability to overrun everything in its path. There was no stopping kudzu once it got started.
“I, um…I don’t recall asking anything about whether or not you were invited,” the cute guy said.
“Ah…right,” she replied. “Because that wasn’t necessary, was it? It’s obvious, isn’t it?”
“What’s obvious?”
“It’s obvious I belong here.”
Ruby hoped God didn’t strike her dead for that one. This was the last kind of place she belonged. And not just because she hadn’t been invited.
“Yes, well,” he said, “in any event, we have a pretty long cruise ahead of us.” He extended his hand. “We might as well get acquainted. I’m Keaton. Danning. Keaton Hamilton Danning the third, if you want the full list,” he told her, smiling. “And you are…?”
Ruby smiled back as she took his hand in hers, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to tell him her name. Mostly because, as she took his hand in hers, she couldn’t remember her name. Or her location. Or her species of origin. Or much of anything beyond the jolt of heat that scorched her from her fingertips to her toes, and all points between. Wow. That felt really good. Something about touching him made Ruby think of nights in white satin, and stars falling on Alabama, and hot-hot-hot, and bang-zoom-straight-to-the-moon.
When she looked into his eyes, she realized she wasn’t the only one thinking of hot-hot-hot and bang-zoom. Because his green eyes were less like kudzu and more like fire. Though that part about of overrunning everything and no-stopping-once-he-got-started was even more obvious.
When Ruby did eventually remember her name, she still didn’t want to give it to him. Something told her it would be better to keep a low profile while she was on board, even if Keaton Hamilton Danning III was making her think it might be difficult to manage. Mostly because of the way he was undressing her with his eyes and the way she wasn’t exactly minding.
Still, they wouldn’t be able to process her into jail or the brig if they didn’t have her real name, would they? Of course, the sharks wouldn’t care what her name was when they threw her overboard… But if she kept a low profile, then once the yacht made it to port in Nassau, she could slip off—she hoped—and make arrangements for her return to Miami—she hoped—and no one would be the wiser that a stowaway had been on board for the duration of the trip—she hoped. Best just to keep her name—among other things—to herself.
Looking Keaton Hamilton Danning III right in the eye, and figuring she should probably have a name as hoity-toity as his if she wanted to fit in, she said, “I’m Euphemia Philippa Wemberly-Stokes.”
Wow, she thought. Where did that come from? That was good. She pumped his hand with as much confidence as she could muster, and hoped her palms weren’t too sweaty. “So nice to make your acquaintance,” she added.
“Euphemia?” he asked doubtfully. “That’s kind of an unusual name, isn’t it?”
Was it? Ruby wondered. She’d figured everyone in the upper echelons of society had names like that. His was Keaton Hamilton Danning III, after all. Dammit, she could have done this better, if she’d had more prep time. She scrambled for something more acceptable.
“Well, ah, everyone calls me, um, Babs.”
“Babs?” he asked even more doubtfully.
She nodded and was somehow able to look him in the eye when she repeated, “Yes, Babs.”
“How do you get ‘Babs’ from Euphemia?”
“It’s, um, a long story.”
“We have a long cruise ahead of us.”
She laughed, hoping she sounded carefree, but fearing she came off sounding horrified instead. “Not that long we don’t,” she told him.
“But—”
“Now if you’ll excuse me,” she hurried on, thinking this was as good a time as any to start that low-profile thing, and wondering if there was an empty apple barrel on board where she could hide—hey, it worked for Jim Hawkins. “I really do have to go.”
Before Keaton Hamilton Danning III had a chance to object, Ruby spun around and began to walk away. Unfortunately, she forgot she was still grasping his hand—or perhaps he was still grasping hers—so she didn’t get far. In fact, she completed only one step when he tugged her back toward himself, with just enough force to make her lose her balance and lurch toward him. The good news was she didn’t spill her drink on his shirt and jacket this time. The bad news was that the reason for that was because it went crashing to the floor between them instead.
Well, shoot. What a waste of good champagne. Not to mention she was reasonably certain it wasn’t Anchor Hocking glassware holding it. Not to mention those looked like very expensive shoes Keaton Hamilton Danning III was wearing.
The worst news, though, was that her lurching stopped only when her body was flush against his. For a long moment, all she could do was stand there with her free hand splayed open over his chest and her mouth scant inches from his when she glanced up to gauge his reaction. Vaguely she noticed that his green eyes darkened, that his mouth was very sexy, and that his heartbeat beneath her fingertips accelerated wildly when their gazes met. She also noted that his breathing was a bit irregular, and her own was none too steady. Mostly, though, she realized that, instead of pushing herself away from him and righting herself and making some lame excuse like “I meant to do that,” she was curling her fingers more intimately into the fabric of his shirt, and pushing her body closer to his, even though they were already about as close as two people could be without being arrested for public indecency. And that was when she decided that she would much rather do the indecency thing with him in private.
“Oh,” she said softly when she realized the avenue of her thoughts were fast becoming the main thoroughfare through the red light district. She pushed herself away from him but couldn’t quite make herself say, “I meant to do that.” Probably because her subconscious didn’t want anyone to know it had planned the action all along.
Her subconscious also wouldn’t let her release Keaton right away. Instead she continued to curl her fingers into the fabric of his shirt, as if she had every intention of…of… Good heavens. As if she had every intention of ripping the garment wide and pushing it from his shoulders, then leaning in to press her open mouth against his naked chest, tasting the damp, salty skin beneath, licking away the beads of moisture, pushing her curved fingers into the ripples of musculature and driving her hand downward, toward the waistband of his trousers, freeing the button with swift fingers and then—
Wow. She really needed to have a chat with her subconscious.
She forced herself to turn loose of Keaton’s shirt ignore the flicker of heat in his eyes, then stooped to pick up the pieces of broken glass at her feet. She realized right away, however, that that was the wrong thing to do. Not just because it wouldn’t be second nature to someone like Euphemia Philippa Wemberly-Stokes, but because it put Ruby in a position that was in no way socially redeeming. On one’s knees in front of a strange man might make a woman twenty bucks, but it didn’t make a good impression. Everyone in the lounge seemed to be thinking the same thing, Ruby noted when she looked around. As was Keaton, she saw when she looked up.
His jaw clenched, he lowered his hand in a silent indication for her to take it. When Ruby did, he pulled her to her feet, signaled wordlessly to a waiter to clean up her mess, fetched her a new glass of champagne from another waiter, and proceeded to pretend that the last several minutes of his life had never happened.
Ruby thanked the waiter for cleaning up her mess, sipped her new glass of champagne, and told Keaton, “I should probably get going.”
Going where, she had no idea. But the longer she stayed here talking to Keaton, the more trouble she knew she was going to get in. And, wow, there were just so many different directions trouble could come from. In an effort to move herself out of the way of at least one of those directions, she took a step to the right to go around Keaton. Instead of moving out of her way, though, he took a step to the left to match her movement. Then, when she took a step to the left, he moved right. Call her crazy, but either he was trying to prevent her from leaving or he wanted to mambo with her.
As luck would have it, it was that first. “Go where, Miss Wemberly-Stokes?” he asked. “We’re currently under way on a boat, and there’s no place to go until we reach our destination.”
“Ah, I know,” she said. “But I think I need some fresh air, that’s all.”
“You know, I think I could use a breath or two myself,” Keaton said. “I’ll join you.”
Great, Ruby thought morosely. “Great,” she said brightly.
He helped her cut a swath through the crowd—and truly, cutting a swath through a crowd was something Ruby had always aspired to do—and opened the door to the lounge for her when they reached it. He smiled and swept his arm forward, silently indicating she should precede him, and looking unbearably handsome as he did so.
Such a gentleman, she thought. But then, what had she expected from someone with a name like Keaton Hamilton Danning III? She took a moment to curse the fates that she would finally meet a man like him, only to have it be under less than ideal circumstances. Circumstances like, she was illicitly aboard the yacht where he worked, she had spilled her club soda all over him, she had intimated she thought he was gay, and she had positioned herself to perform an act on him which would cost him twenty bucks on the street. Oh, and also like she would be obligated from here on out to lie to him, she had given him a phony name, and she needed to ditch him at the earliest possible opportunity. But if it hadn’t been for all those things, he might just be a potential boyfriend.
Outside, the night wasn’t quite as humid and uncomfortable as it had been in Miami Beach, thanks to the fresh ocean breeze that immediately encircled them. Nor was the air tinted with the scents of exhaust fumes and rotting waste in the gutters, which were the smells that always hit Ruby first when she left Frank’s at night. And also when she awoke in the morning, because she lived in a tiny apartment a few blocks from work, one that faced the alley behind the building. So, actually, now that she thought about it, Ruby’s whole existence in Miami Beach was tinted with the scents of exhaust fumes and rotting waste. Funny how she was worried about getting back to all that.
On deck, even though the yacht hadn’t quite cleared Biscayne Bay, the air was touched with the aromas of dark night, broiled shrimp, and the fresh, salty scent of the sea. Oh, all right, and there was just a hint of exhaust fumes, too. But they were coming from a luxury yacht instead of a metro bus, so they were considerably easier to tolerate.
The sky above was black and limitless, spattered with stars like diamonds on velvet, and the Miami Beach skyline looked like a bejeweled fortress rising against that vast darkness. From a distance, the city seemed fantastical and magical. Would that it seemed that way up close, too, she thought sadly.
Ruby had left home when she was eighteen years old, right after graduating from high school, because she wanted to be a star. Well, that, and because no one in Appalachimahoochee much wanted to keep her around. But when she’d said, “Happy trails” to the Happy Trails Trailer Park, she hadn’t had enough money to go across country to Hollywood. So she took off for Miami instead. Hey, they filmed things in Miami, she’d told herself. And the acting competition was way less fierce than it would have been in LA.
But shortly after Ruby had arrived in Miami she discovered the acting opportunities were way less than they would have been in LA, too. By then, though, she hadn’t had enough money to get back home. Not that she had wanted to go home, really. Not that Appalachimahoochee had ever felt like home in the first place. There had been even less for her there than there was in Miami. So she’d stayed. Eight years later, although one or two opportunities of the acting persuasion did come her way—mostly in the form of badly sung singing telegrams and badly dressed stage dressing—she had yet to land a significant part in anything—she had spent the bulk of her time doing anything but acting. Like working in boutiques. Like tending bar. Like waiting tables at Frank’s Funny Business, where she’d spent the last ten months begging Frank Fanelli for the eight minutes on stage she had tonight.
And look how that turned out. Just like everything else in her life had turned out. Not at all the way she’d planned.
She glanced over at Keaton Hamilton Danning III and wondered who his employer was, and what, precisely, he did on this yacht. Had he left home at an early age, too, in the hopes of following a dream? Despite his name—which might very well be as phony as the one she gave him—did he come from meager beginnings? Was he striving to become something more, something real? Had he seen his dreams dashed? Did he feel as lost and disoriented as she felt these days?
She was still carrying the slim flute of champagne he had pressed upon her, and she lifted it to her lips for an idle sip. She’d had champagne only a few times in her life, mostly at friends’ weddings, but it hadn’t tasted quite like this. She wasn’t sure if that was because the quality of this champagne was better, or if the luxuriousness of her surroundings enhanced the flavor, or if the company she was keeping might have something to do with it. Ultimately she decided it was a bit of all three. She wondered again why she was so worried about getting home.
Keaton led her toward the back part of the boat, where several couples had retreated to enjoy the night. Some were in the large Jacuzzi, laughing and splashing one another. Some were seated at a dimly lit bar, enjoying a drink and one another’s company. Some were entwined along the rail, their heads bent close in intimate conversation.
Keaton found an empty spot at the rail and leaned expertly against it, so Ruby mimicked his pose. She tried to relax and make herself not worry about the voyage ahead. She’d figure something out when they got to the Bahamas. She was a survivor, she reminded herself. She always figured something out. Tonight would be no different.
“So, Miss Wemberly-Stokes,” Keaton said. “Or may I call you Babs?” he asked further.
She gazed again into his green, green eyes and wondered if she was falling under some kind of weird kudzu mojo. Because something warm and fizzy started whizzing through her entire body, making her feel a little lightheaded. “Hmm?” she asked.
He gazed back at her in silence for a moment, and Ruby thought he might be experiencing the same kind of warm, fizzy whizzing she was. His voice sounded kind of funny when he said, “Babs. May I call you Babs?”
She nodded. At this point he could have called her Poopoo Head and she would have called him sweetheart in return. “Uh-huh,” she told him. “You can call me…that.”
“So. Babs,” he began. “Tell me about yourself. Babs.”
Ruby enjoyed the odd sensation of floating for a moment longer, then, with a quick shake of her head, forced herself back down to earth. “Oh, gosh,” she said. “What’s there to tell?”
He shrugged. “I don’t know. Babs. That’s why I’m asking. Babs.”
Gee, something about the way he kept saying “Babs” made Ruby think the reason his voice sounded funny wasn’t because of kudzu mojo, but because he might not have believed her when she told him that was her name.
Hmmm…
“I, ah…I’m an actress,” she told him. Which was entirely the truth, because if this wasn’t a People’s Choice Award–winning performance she was giving right now, she didn’t know what was. “In fact, I just came here from the theater.” And that wasn’t too far a stretch, either, Ruby thought. Frank’s Funny Business a theater. Sort of. After a few drinks. Or ten. Hey, it had a stage.
“An actress,” Keaton repeated. Doubtfully, too, if she wasn’t mistaken.
“Mm-hm,” she assured him. Less than assuringly, she couldn’t help noticing.
“I see. Babs. Interestingly—Babs—I’m not familiar with the work of Euphemia Philippa Wemberly-Strokes.”
“Stokes,” Ruby quickly corrected him. “Euphemia Philippa Wemberly-Stokes.”
“Right. Babs. Of course. Babs.”
“That’s because I use a professional name when I work.”
He arched his dark brows in query.
So Ruby responded by arching her brows in silent query, too.
“And your professional name would be…?” he asked.
“Oh,” she replied. “Oh, that.” But she said nothing further. Mainly because she had no idea what to say. She’d already come up with one good name tonight. She didn’t want to push her luck.
“Yes, that. Babs,” Keaton said when he realized she wasn’t going to elaborate. “What’s your professional name? Babs.”
“Rita,” she told him off the top of her head. “Rita, ah…Moreno.” Then she groaned inwardly.
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