

  	
	    
	      Also by Lucinda McFall

	    

      
	    
          
	      Love's a Beach

          
        
          
	          Karaoke Nite at the Love Club

          
        
          
	          Big Package for Bunny

          
        
          
	          Storm Flags Flying, Deanie May

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Tangled Web

          
        
          
	          That Fraudster Love

          
        
      

      
    
    


Storm Flags Flying, Deanie May

A Fake Engagement, Enemies to Lovers Romance

Book 3 in the

[image: image]

series

Lucinda McFall

Shrike Publications

Albuquerque[image: image]  Minneapolis
COPYRIGHT © 2022 BY Jane Wiseman writing as Lucinda McFall.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

Shrike Publications

Albuquerque

Minneapolis

www.lucindawritesromance

Publisher’s Note: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Locales and public names are sometimes used for atmospheric purposes. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, companies, events, institutions, or locales is completely coincidental.

Book Layout ©2017 BookDesignTemplates.com

––––––––
[image: ]


Storm Flags Flying, Deanie May/ Lucinda McFall.—1st ed.

ISBN 978-1-7355068-3-8

To all the sneaky cats I’ve ever loved before, especially the kitty who attacked all my boyfriends.

––––––––
[image: ]


“Cats purr because they have something to say.”

―Julie Hecht, interviewed in Scientific American
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DEANIE MAY GLANCED over at the tall stack of bills, then back to her laptop. She sighed as she scrolled her email. There. The email she’d been dreading, the one from her father.

She didn’t want to open it. She made herself do it. No point in being childish about it. Her dad already thought she was spoiled and childish.

Deanie May, darling. Come home. You’ve given your dream a good shot, and I’m proud of my girl for trying. Yes, I’ll send you a check for the back rent you owe your roommates, but sweetheart, that’s all I’ve got for you. Time you grew up. There’s a job here waiting if you want it. If not, there are lots of temporary things until you get your feet under you. And you know you can always get a part in one of those fun pageants and musicals the community theater puts on. They’d die to have you. Fran and I love you, darling, and so does your mom.

Deanie May felt an ungrateful surge of irritation. She’d told her Dad about Venmo. But no. Now she’d have to wait for a check to make its way from coastal North Carolina to New York City, and with the mail as slow as it was these days. . . Deanie May sighed again. Once she got the check to the roomies, they’d have to cash it and wait for it to clear. Meanwhile she’d have to endure the side-eye from them a little longer.

Her annoyance felt unfair and wrong. Her dad was bailing her out, wasn’t he? And he wasn’t even giving her much of a rough time about it. Time you grew up, though. That stung. Community theater. Ugh.

One of the roommates, Miranda, was just coming in the door of their tiny apartment as Deanie May thought gloomy thoughts about dreary community theater. A career-killer if there ever was one. Miranda triple-locked the reinforced door behind her. 

“Hi, Miranda. You’ll be happy to know my dad is sending me a check for the rent I owe y’all.”

“Hasn’t he heard of Venmo?” Miranda gave her a sour look.

Deanie May suppressed the urge to stand up and smack her. “Old-school. You know,” she muttered instead.

Miranda waltzed back through from the miniscule kitchen. “So you think you’ll be out of here by the first of the month? I’ve got someone lined up to take your spot.”

“I will be,” said Deanie May, clamping her jaw shut on the snarky words that begged to jump out of her.

“Good,” said Miranda. “Well, I got a call-back, so—” And she disappeared into the single bathroom.

Deanie May knew she was as talented an actor as Miranda. Just as. More than, maybe. But Deanie May had gone to audition after audition, and nothing. Miranda, though. She had a call-back.

Suddenly Deanie May couldn’t wait to get out of there.

Later that night, she couldn’t sleep. She tossed and turned on the narrow bed in the room she shared with another young actor trying to make it in New York, Martin. 

Deanie May choked back a tear, hating the self-pity. Going home to Elizabeth City, North Carolina, dragging her tail between her legs. After all her proud words. All the fierce arguments she’d had with her dad, first about the insanity of majoring in something impractical like theater, when college was so expensive. Then the even greater insanity of haring off to New York City with no prospects, just on the glorious chance she might make it in the theater world.

Martin came in late, closing the door softly behind him.

“Don’t bother being careful,” Deanie May said in the dark. “I can’t sleep.”

“Tough break, kiddo,” said Martin, knowing Deanie May’s insomnia was all about leaving New York. “I’m sorry. You’re great. You know that, don’t you, Deanie May? Some people just don’t have the luck.”

“How was the shoot for the commercial?”

“Went like a dream,” said Martin, satisfaction practically radiating off him. “Some of the guys and I went out for drinks, after.”

“Nice,” said Deanie May. She meant it sincerely, even if she did have to suppress an undertone of envy. Martin was one of the good guys. He deserved success.

There was the groan of bedsprings as Martin settled down on his side of their room. “You know,” he said after a moment. “There are internships, and—”

“I’m out of money.” Deanie May cut him right off. “I can’t ask my dad for more. He has already done enough.”

“It’s so unfair,” said Martin. “Wish this weren’t happening to you, babe.”

“Unfairness is the name of the game.” Deanie May tried to sound philosophical instead of bitter. She rolled over and tried to find a more comfortable position on the thin mattress. “The worst of it is, I feel like such a failure. I’m going back there with nothing. If only I came home with something. Anything. At this point, I’d take anything.” She found herself blurting this out to Martin. She felt ashamed.

“Oh, now, sweet girl, you’re not a failure.”

“Nope. Failure. Nothing. I wouldn’t have to come back with theater success. In fact, any small success I’d have in theater would just make my mom and dad, and my dad’s new wife, even more suspicious.”

Martin snorted. “Suspicious?”

“They think the whole thing is a crock. Dad is a broker, and Fran’s a banker. Retired banker, but still.”

“Fran’s the new wife? What about your mom.”

“She’s the only one who believes in me, but even she has been writing me emails about coming back home. Elizabeth City. God. What will I do there?” 

“They all live in Elizabeth City?” 

“My mom’s in Raleigh.”

“That’s better, right? Couldn’t you go there?”

“Nope. Mom just sold her condo. She’s packing up to move to Oklahoma with her new boyfriend.” Deanie May stared into the dark. “Something,” she said at last. “I need to go back there with something. Something they’ll understand. Something to get them off my back.”

Martin snickered. “How about a wealthy fiancé in finance or a rocket scientist maybe, or a surgeon?”

“They’d understand that. Marriage. Settling down. You’re right, that would do it. A fiancé. Doesn’t even have to be a wealthy one. Surgeon, though. That would work. Martin, how would you like the role of a lifetime?”

“I’m not a surgeon, girlfriend, I just play one on tv.”

“You wish.”

They laughed together. Deanie May felt better. Martin was a good friend.

“I’m gonna miss you around here, Deanie May. Miranda is a little much to take.”

“Tell me about it.”

“Dierdre’s okay, though, for an entitled bitch.”

“That’s unfair, Martin.” But Deanie May found herself giggling like a traitor.

“She’s just here slumming with us.”

“Hush,” said Deanie May. “I’m trying to sleep over here.” But as she closed her eyes and drifted off, she was saying to herself, yeah, a fiancé. Even a boyfriend would do the trick. A promising boyfriend of some type. She could bring him home with her, show him off, everyone would relax about her, and then she and the fake fiancé, or the boyfriend, could have a sad breakup. Aww. 

Meanwhile, she could stockpile her resources for another try at the theater world. Maybe LA this time.

Fake fiancé. Perfect, she thought.

But who?
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2 Swipe right
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THE OTHER ROOMMATE, the entitled Dierdre, was one of those golden people who always got everything she wanted. Well, thought Deanie May, Dierdre was unfortunate enough in one regard—she had to bunk in with Miranda. 

Today Dierdre had one of her bright ideas. She got these frequently, and then everyone had to stop everything and help her live out her latest scheme.

This one sounded pretty fun, though: get dates, go out on the town. “I’ll make Parker take me out. He owes me,” she said.

“Dierdre, I can’t afford that,” said Deanie May.

“The check came, didn’t it? You’ve paid us what you owe us, and you only have a week left before you have to haul ass back to Podunksville and community theater.”

Deanie May threw an embroidered cushion at Dierdre. Crushed magenta velvet with Smile, You’re Beautiful stitched on it. “My dad did send me a little extra,” she admitted. 

“So spend some of it. Come on. I’ll lend you my yellow off the shoulder dress.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“Done,” said Deanie May. “But I don’t know any men, just jerks and gay guys.”

“Hey,” said Martin from the bathroom, shaving. He had a hot date, later. “I heard that. Which one am I?”

“Both?” Dierdre said. She turned to Deanie May. “You have a Tinder app, don’t you?” Dierdre grabbed Deanie May’s phone.

“Give that back.”

“No,” said Dierdre, examining it. She opened Tinder. “How about him?” She exhibited the screen to Deanie May.

“Ugh. No.”

“Him?”

“Give that back.”

“Look, I have an idea. I’ll get Parker to bring his friend. A guy he hangs out with. This dude, he lost his lease. He’s couch-surfing at Parker’s until he can figure things out.”

“He probably has two heads,” said Deanie May. Knowing Dierdre, Parker, all that crew—a rich kid with two heads.

“Relax. It’s not a big deal. Just going out on the town, and then you’ll leave. What’s the worst that can happen?”

“He turns out to be a rapist and an axe murderer?” A rich rapist/axe murderer.

“If he’s gay, I want him,” said Martin, heading for the door. “Everyone I know is in the jerk category.”

“Including the hot date?” Deanie May arched a brow at him.

“Probably,” said Martin, looking glum. “He’s a writer.”

“But hot,” she said.

“Yeah.” Martin perked up. He headed out.

Deanie May thought about the dreary months to come, once she got back to North Carolina, where the nearest thing to excitement was going out for bad pizza. “Okay,” she told Dierdre, “I’m in.” She thought about it. “But only if I get to wear the off the shoulder yellow dress.”

They settled on Friday night. Deanie May was due to leave JFK for Raleigh-Durham, a cheap economy-basic one-way ticket, at 9:59 pm Saturday night. 

“That gives me enough wiggle room for a hangover,” Deanie May told Dierdre. “Friday it is.”

“Basic economy, ugh,” said Dierdre.

“No biggie. Everything I own fits into my backpack, and the flight’s nonstop, so I just have to scrunch down in that seat for, um, not even two hours.”

Dierdre had family money. Dierdre flew business class. Dierdre’s dad was bankrolling her until she made it in theater or decided on her own to walk away. Dierdre had great cheekbones and a cool name. Unfortunately, Dierdre was also a genuinely likeable person, so Deanie May couldn’t hate her even though in moments like this she tried to.

Friday afternoon, the two of them got mani-pedis. They got their hair done.

At this rate, Deanie May thought, I’ll be arriving in Elizabeth City flat broke. But, she thought grudgingly, looking good.

That night, Deanie May slithered into Dierdre’s yellow off the shoulder dress.

“Perfect,” said Dierdre, looking her up and down.

They Ubered to Parker’s place and walked up the five flights of stairs to his apartment.

A stranger answered Parker’s door.

Deanie May blinked.

A really nice-looking stranger. He was taller than she was, and Deanie May was tall. He had thick wavy light-brown hair, a nice nose, lips that looked. . . later Deanie May hated herself for thinking this, but. . .kissable.

“Hi,” he said. “I’m Jared. You must be Deanie May.” He said this to Dierdre.

Dierdre grinned and nudged Deanie May. “Nope. I’m Dierdre. This is Deanie May.”

“Oh,” said Jared, turning his gaze to Deanie May. A gaze that went from sparkling to flat as champagne the day after the wedding reception, the ink already drying on the annulment.

And Deanie May’s inner weather went from intrigued to furious in about a nanosecond.

Jared actually stuck his hand out to Deanie May, as if he expected her to shake it.

Deanie May gave it a blank look.

Jared shoved it into his jeans pocket and rocked back on his heels. “Come in, ladies,” he said. He stood aside as they sashayed into Parker’s grungy apartment. Pretty grungy for a rich kid, Deanie May thought, looking around.

Well. Dierdre sashayed. Deanie May slunk.

Can I go home now? she thought. She actually visualized herself on the plane to North Carolina. Great. A date with a guy who lusted for the girl standing beside her. Elizabeth City sounded positively attractive by comparison.

Not exactly a dazzling start to her last big night in the big bad city.

Oh, well. What did she expect. Blind dates, right?

So then Deanie May did the only thing she could honorably do, under the circumstances. She proceeded to get roaring, singing at the top of her lungs, falling down in the corner drunk. Of course she did.

Everything went beautifully fuzzy.

Then there was a brilliant, hurtful light in Deanie May’s eyes. She cracked them open resentfully. It was the sun, streaming in through the dusty window of somebody’s apartment. It attacked Deanie May with the ferocity of a kitchen knife in the hands of a vengeful ex. Stab! Stab! Stab! 

She groaned.

Then she sat bolt upright. “I’m gonna be sick,” she croaked out.

Someone was guiding her firmly but swiftly to a small bathroom loaded with guy stuff. Someone was holding her hair back while she threw up her toenails, and threw up some more, and kept doing it even when there was nothing left to throw up.

“Better?” said a voice.

“Yes, thanks,” said Deanie May. All in a rush, it came at her. Parker’s bathroom. And she had waked up on Parker’s pull-out couch. And the person offering her a glass of water and telling her, “Small sips,” was her date of the night before.

She fumbled through the ruins of her brain for his name. “Jared,” she croaked.

Tactfully, he eased out of the bathroom where Deanie May’s ravaged hung-over body took still more revenge on her.

After a long time, as she sat leaning against the door on the cold bathroom floor, there came a knock.

“Okay in there?”

“Yeah. I’m not dead. I just wish I were,” she got out.

“Everyone’s headed down the street for breakfast. You can shower, get yourself together, plenty of privacy,” said the voice on the other side of the door. Jared’s.

The shower made her feel almost human again. Parker’s grungy apartment had great water pressure, she’d give it that, and the hot water didn’t run out mid-shower, as it tended to do in their own grungy apartment.

When she could summon up the courage, Deanie May wrapped herself in the largest and cleanest (not very large, not very clean) of Parker’s towels. She eased out the bathroom door, Dierdre’s off the shoulder ruined yellow dress in hand. “Look at this,” she said, shaking it despairingly at Jared.

“I’m guessing your friend Dierdre has a whole closet-load of those.”

“But this was her favorite. She’ll never forgive me.”

“Drycleaners work wonders. I’ll take it down the street for you.”

“Why are you being so nice to me?” Deanie May eyed him suspiciously.

“Well, because, you know, we’re gonna be married.”

“Uh,” said Deanie May, befuddled. Then, in a shriek, “Wait, what?”

“We’re gonna get married. You know. What we planned last night. I fly with you to Elizabethville—”

“Elizabeth City,” said Deanie May. “But you can’t fly there. You have to fly to Raleigh or Norfolk and drive an ungodly long time south.” She found herself explaining this as if their conversation actually made sense.

“Yeah, and then you introduce me to your folks, and then we get married. You mentioned a beach wedding? I like that. I’m a Midwesterner. I like beaches. Beaches are exotic.”

“Jason. Uh. . .Jared.” Deanie May sank down on the pull-out couch. Jared sank down beside her and took her hand. Struck with a sudden horror, she looked around her at the mussed covers. “Did we, uh, do anything we shouldn’t have?”

“Maybe.” His eyes slid away evasively.

Now the rage took over. “You know having sex with someone who’s drunk is rape, right? You know I was in no condition last night to give consent.”

Jared cocked his head at her. “Law school, huh. I thought Dierdre said you were an actor.”

“Don’t be flippant. This is serious, dammit.”

“Look, relax. Nothing happened beyond a few kisses. You passed out. I’m not into necrophilia.”

They sat glaring at each other.

His eyes softened. “Let’s not fight about it. After all, you’re my intended.”

“Would you stop joking about that?”

“I’m not joking.”

“Listen to me. I’ll speak in words of one syllable. I was drunk. Dierdre and I were razzing each other about how I was going home a failure—” She stopped. “No. Martin and I, that’s right, and how if only I had some hunky guy to bring home with me, that would distract my parents, so then Dierdre and I—”

“I’m pretty sure there are multiple syllables in that.” Jared perked up. “Hunky guy,” he said in tones of infuriating self-satisfaction.

He was, too. Deanie May stared at him resentfully. He looked bandbox fresh, like he’d been to the drycleaners himself. He looked splendid. His eyes were a sort of sky-blue shade, but there were little green flecks in there—

Deanie May found she was leaning closer to him to see. She pulled the towel self-consciously about her. “Geez. I’m a wreck, and I have to get to JFK in time for the red-eye, and I have to put up with this.” She threw out her arms dramatically. Grabbed the towel just in time. “I’ll have to get a cab or call an Uber, and it’s Saturday, it’ll be Saturday night, and—”

“All taken care of. I saw your reservation on your phone. I’ve got a car all booked.”

“You snooped on my phone?” She turned incredulous eyes on him. “You snooped.” Her voice rose an octave. “On my phone.”

“I had to take care of you, didn’t I? You were in no condition to take care of yourself. Have a saltine.”

“I don’t want a saltine.”

“It helps with the nausea.”

Deanie May found herself taking the saltine. Her hands shook.

“Here,” he said.

“What?” She looked down at the bundle he held out to her.

“Sweatpants. Mine. They’re clean. You’re tall. You can roll the legs up, but they’ll fit ok until we can get you back to your apartment and you can get dressed in your own clothes and grab all your stuff.”

Silently Deanie May took the sweatpants, and a tee shirt, clean, too, bright green with—she scrutinized it in the bathroom—a quote on it from William Blake. She knew William Blake from her college English classes. “A truth that’s told with bad intent,” the tee shirt read, “beats all the lies you can invent.” She rolled up the sweatpants, tied a knot in the front of the tee shirt, tried to brush her hair with her fingers, and avoided looking at herself in the mirror. She put a dab of Parker’s toothpaste on the end of her index finger and ran it around in her mouth.

When she came out, Jared was standing by the door. “Uber’s here,” he said brightly.

They rode in silence together to Deanie May’s apartment, where Miranda eyed Deanie May with an incredulous raise of the eyebrow. Deanie May figured she was looking pretty rough. 

While Deanie May gathered up her things, she could hear Miranda trying to make conversation with Jared out in the kitchen. Deanie May had to smile. Miranda was failing. Hunky guy. Deanie May had to give Jared that.

Hunky. But weird.

Deanie May managed to stuff everything into her backpack. The decorative cushions would have to stay. Martin would cherish them on her behalf.

When she came out dressed in jeans and a decent shirt, her face made up to conceal a lot of the previous evening’s damage, her hair brushed and pulled into a messy ponytail, Miranda had given up on Jared. Now Martin was trying his luck.

“Oh, well,” he said, as Deanie May came out of their room and Jared’s eyes swiveled to her. “He’s all yours, sweetheart.”

Deanie May threw herself into Martin’s arms for a big hug, while Jared, past her shoulder, said conversationally, “We’re getting married.”

“Um. Yeah,” said Martin. He gave Deanie May a pat. “Good luck, kiddo. Don’t give up. Never give up, all that.”

“Thanks for everything, Martin. Bye, Miranda,” she called into the little kitchen. There was no answer back.

“Okay, then,” said Jared, ushering her out of the front door for the last time. “There’s a little lunch place down the street, and I say we go there and while away a few hours before we leave for JFK.”

“I’m not sure I can eat anything, and besides, I know the place you mean, and I can’t afford it,” said Deanie May.

“It’s on me,” said Jared.

Oh, thought Deanie May. Parker the rich kid. And Jared must be one of the rich kids who were Parker’s friends. So let him buy you lunch.

Jared was talking right over the reproachful thoughts running through Deanie May’s head, how she was letting this stranger do kind things for her and she was meanwhile thinking mean thoughts about him and what did that say about her? “. . .and you have to eat something, or you’ll get nauseated again. Counter-intuitive, I know. But trust me on this. And you have to hydrate.”

Listlessly, she let him lead her down the street.

But he was right. Soup and dry toast and lots of bottled water really did help.

She stared across the table at him. He was wearing a red tee shirt stretched tight across his fetching abs. The slogan on it read, “O what a tangled web we weave, when first we practice to deceive. Sir Walter Scott.”

“Are all your tee shirt slogans about lying?” she asked.

Jared looked down at himself, startled. “Never thought about it. My last girlfriend gave me this one.”

“I’ll just bet she did,” said Deanie May. There she went again, being mean to this kind stranger.

“Dolly May—” he began.

“Deanie May.”

“Deanie May, you are so hostile. Why is that?”

“You know, Jared. From the moment I met you, I decided I didn’t like you.” The words just marched right out of her mouth.

“Really?” He looked genuinely wounded. “But I liked you right away.”

“No, you didn’t. You thought Dierdre was me. You wanted me to be Dierdre, because she’s hot. When you realized I was me, you looked disappointed.”

“I did? I wasn’t!” he protested.

“Yes, you were. You can’t even get my name right. You’ve watched me get stinking drunk, and then you’ve watched me throw up. You’ve seen me looking like Death without his makeup. If you had spotted me on Tinder, you would have swiped left.”

“No.” He reached across the table and took Deanie May’s hands in his. “I would have swiped right.”
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“SEE,” SAID JARED REASSURINGLY. “We’re getting to the airport in plenty of time. After we go through security, we’ll find the bar—no, not the bar,” he said hastily, at Deanie May’s expression, “a nice coffee place or something, and we’ll wait there in comfort.”

“I’m pretty sure you can’t go through security with me. You don’t have a ticket,” said Deanie May, feeling a little relieved. Once they were at the airport, she wouldn’t have to be around Jared any longer. Jared, with his kindness, and his strange ideas.

From the front seat, their Uber driver chuckled.

Jared pulled out his phone and showed her. “My ticket.”

“Your. . .ticket?” Deanie May looked at him, dumbfounded.

“Yeah, the quickest I could get it for was tomorrow morning, but the ticket lets me through security, and then I can try standby.”

A thousand thoughts flew through Deanie May’s mind in maybe nanoseconds. I got my ticket weeks ago, how much did you have to pay for that thing, are you nuts? And Hey, bud, no one’s gonna drive back to Raleigh to get you once you’re off the plane, are you nuts? And You’re not flying home with me, are you nuts? And. . .each thought ending in, Are you nuts?

The answer to that question was clear. The answer was yes. Jared might be kind. He might be rich. But he was absolutely, no doubt about it batshit crazy.

“What?” said Jared.

“You can’t come home with me, Jared,” said Deanie May. She heard how shaky her laugh was.

“Yes, I can. Nothing easier. I just explained it.”

“You can’t.”

“Of course I can. No time to waste. We have to plan the wedding.”

“Jared, that was a joke.”

“What was a joke?”

“The whole marrying thing.”

“Not a joke. I’m marrying you. Would I joke about a thing like that?”

“I was joking,” said Deanie May. “Me. I was the one joking.”

The Uber pulled up to Arrivals then, and they got out. Deanie May caught the Uber driver’s bemused expression as she grabbed her backpack and sprinted to the terminal.

Jared sprinted right alongside her.

“You don’t even have any luggage,” she panted.

“Yes, I do.” Jared pointed to his own backpack. She wondered how she could have missed it. It was black, with a white stick figure stenciled on it. Flames shot from the stick figure’s lower torso. “Liar, Liar, Pants On Fire,” the slogan underneath the figure read.

“I’m going now,” she said. “Thanks for everything. Don’t follow me.” She dodged into the crowd and got into the security line, fumbling with her ID. It was a long line. She didn’t dare look behind her. She knew what she’d see. Jared, back there fumbling with his own ID.

She swiftly unloaded her laptop from her backpack into one of the airport’s gray bins. She
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