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				CHAPTER 1
			

			
				GALVESTON - ELIZABETH
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The striking young woman reached over to grab the phone in the busy club. She slung her long goddess braids over one shoulder and slipped off an earring as she raised the phone to her ear. “Nefertiti’s Bone Yard. How may I help you?” She leveled her eyes across to a figure slumped in the shadows. “Hey, cut out the nonsense. I warned you about this before.”
			

			
				The older man in the shadows raised his glass to her and then slunk deeper into the darkness.
			

			
				A young guy on the other end of the phone coughed as if nervous. “I hope I haven’t called at a bad time. My name is Justin Black. May I speak with Miss Elizabeth Winslow? I understand she manages the bar.”
			

			
				“Oops, my bad. This is Elizabeth. What may I do you for?” She looked back at the character in the corner. “I’m telling you, Johnny. Cut it out, or else you need to leave.”
			

			
				The older man waved an insolent salute at her. “Do you intend to toss me out of your fine establishment, Elizabeth? I am devastated.”
			

			
				She rolled her eyes and let out a loud ‘shush.’ “You’re devastated? I know better than to think anything I could say would devastate you. Be quiet. I’m sorry, sir. Unruly clients are the perpetual bane of the bar owner. Now, how may I help you?”
			

			
				The man laughed as if embarrassed he had to make the call. “I work for the Bay Area Sun. I’m doing an investigative story on Nefertiti’s in the Bone Yard. My boss suggested I talk to you.”
			

			
				Elizabeth sighed, already frustrated. “Another one? Good lord, don’t you guys ever tire of beating this dead horse?”
			

			
				The young fellow laughed again. “I’m sorry. I’m just trying to perform the job my boss dumped on me. Why is your place called Nefertiti’s in the Bone Yard?”
			

			
				She frowned. “The bar or the neighborhood?”
			

			
				“Gosh, ma’am, I guess both.” He chuckled again, revealing his nervousness.
			

			
				It was clear to Liz the new reporter knew Jack Squat about Galveston history. “Oh, good lord. Did the paper assign their dumbest reporter on this? Okay, here goes. Galveston History 101. Do you know anything at all about the 1900 hurricane which decimated Galveston?”
			

			
				Justin’s gulp was audible over the phone. “I know it struck on September eighth of 1900, and a ton of people died.”
			

			
				Liz clenched her teeth as she rolled her eyes. “Clever. Well, that’s better than nothing. Okay, Grasshopper, here is the history lesson for the newcomer. The Great Galveston Hurricane hit on September 8, 1900. The Galveston meteorologist was a young guy named Isaac Cline.”
			

			
				“You mean they had meteorologists then?”
			

			
				“Apparently they did. Young Mr. Cline did not think a hurricane could seriously damage Galveston. The town had survived a multitude of hurricanes before the Great Hurricane. Cline knew the storm existed in the Gulf from about August 30th. He finally grew worried the storm might hit Galveston on September 7th. He tried to warn the townspeople an intense storm was approaching. Unfortunately, the fool failed to mention the storm barreling toward Galveston was a massive hurricane. Early the morning of September 8th, Cline drove a horse and wagon along the beach to warn people about the impending storm. He told them they should head to high ground. Unfortunately, most people elected to remain in their homes on the island. Now, bear in mind that the highest point on the island stood less than nine feet above sea level in 1900. By evening, winds up to 140 miles per hour ripped into the town. Today, winds that strong are considered a Category 4 hurricane. Many of the homes collapsed. The hurricane blew out most windows and uprooted countless trees. They estimate 3600 homes were destroyed. I’m not sure anyone knows the actual death count, but a sizable portion of the city perished. You should watch the film about the Great Storm. It will give you a perspective I cannot emulate with vivid eyewitness accounts of the hurricane and its horrifying aftermath. Dead bodies were everywhere, in the streets, under the rubble, even tied to trees. There are descriptions of babies, found dead in the arms of their deceased mothers.”
			

			
				Liz’s voice broke. It always upset her to talk about the Great Storm. She still had vivid memories of the Dreadful Hurricane her family survived when she was small. She would never forget the howling winds as the storm passed over the house or the flooded streets the next day as Mom struggled to get them to safety. She would always remember the water rushing around her as they struggled through the flooded streets to the ship which would carry them to safety. She trembled as she remembered the shock and horror she experienced later when they were told Poppa’s ship sank with no survivors. She understood firsthand the horrors of a hurricane and the aftermath. She took a deep breath.
			

			
				“How horrible. You should be a writer. You weave a great tale.” The shock was clear in the reporter’s voice.
			

			
				She snorted. “Oh, thank you. My mother is a writer. She will be delighted to learn you think I describe destruction and death well. Finally, the Galveston authorities got the brilliant idea to dispose of the unending sea of corpses by loading them onto barges, taking them out onto the Gulf, and dumping them. Unfortunately, the bloated and rotting carcasses then floated back to shore a week later.”
			

			
				The reporter gagged. “Are you serious?”
			

			
				Liz nodded. “Oh, yes, I’m as serious as death. After that hideous debacle, the dead were burned in large pyres onshore. It took six weeks to dispose of all the corpses. Everyone watched as a sizeable chunk of the city’s former population went up in smoke. The city reeked of the burning dead. Galveston had truly become hell on earth.”
			

			
				“It certainly sounds like it. Now, tell me how this area came to be called the Nefertiti’s Bone Yard,” Justin said.
			

			
				She laughed, but the sound came out harsh like autumn leaves crackling beneath an angry hand. “The area is called the Bone Yard. The city built the Seawall to protect them from future storms. It raised the sea level in the city by as much as eleven feet in places. The seawall itself is 15.6 feet above sea level. The city still had to dispose of bodies and needed fill for the newly elevated city. All those burned carcasses were buried here as landfill, near the funeral home across the street, in mass graves. It raised the level of the city, but the city now lies on the bones of the dead. There are many reports of hauntings throughout this area, which is known today as the Bone Yard.”
			

			
				“Okay, I guess this assignment makes sense to me now.”
			

			
				Liz frowned. “What do you mean?”
			

			
				He cleared his throat. “My boss wants me to convince you to allow a medium to come to the bar in quest of restless spirits.”
			

			
				Liz’s jaw dropped. She glanced nervously at the shadowy figure in the corner. “He wants you to do what?”
			

			
				Justin chuckled. “I’m serious. He is all into a local medium. The guy has a decent reputation, and he does not work with just anyone. Apparently, he does this EVP stuff.”
			

			
				“What’s EVP?” Liz sounded intrigued.
			

			
				“Electronic voice phenomenon. Within ghost hunting and parapsychology, electronic voice phenomena, also called EVP, are the sounds the parapsychologists claim to find on electronic recordings. Mr. Jones claims these are voices of the deceased who have been unintentionally or intentionally recorded. My editor would like me to bring Mr. Jones in so he can record voices of any spirits lingering in Nefertiti’s in the Bone Yard.”
			

			
				Liz blinked. She glanced back at the man in the corner. He tipped his hat to her and smiled. She rolled her eyes and wagged a finger at him as she frowned. “Hmm… Well, that’s a new one. I have a ghost hunter or two come in nearly every week, but I never had one want to tape-record the voices of the ghostly spirits in here before. So, if I understand you correctly, any ghosts- oops, I mean spirits- which might lurk in here could talk to this guy via these, what did you call them? EVP’s?”
			

			
				The gentleman in the corner sat up straighter as he nodded and grinned at Liz. She cut her eyes at him again and motioned for him to be quiet.
			

			
				“Yes, exactly. I understand the procedure is widely used by credible parapsychologists. The Max Planck University in Germany recorded over one hundred thousand EVPs of spirit voices.”
			

			
				Liz was stunned. “One hundred thousand voices of ghostly entities? Well, I’ll be jiggered.”
			

			
				He chuckled. “You’ll be jiggered, huh? I never heard the expression before. What does it mean?”
			

			
				Liz felt her cheeks redden. The reporter caught her using archaic terminology from her childhood. “I think it means ‘I’m astonished.’ It’s an old Southern expression. My Poppa says ‘well, I’ll be jiggered.’”
			

			
				The reporter laughed. “Parents say the darnedest things. Liz, would you allow me to bring Mr. Jones in your establishment some evening?”
			

			
				Liz laughed. “Yes, but you do realize ghosts would not be restricted by the time of day, right? If they are here, they could be here any time. Heck fire, they could be here right now. It wouldn’t have to be night.”
			

			
				Justin laughed as if self-conscious. “Huh. I had not thought about it. I guess you’re right. They probably could be contacted during the day. So, can I bring him by the bar to run his EVP test in Nefertiti’s in the Bone Yard?”
			

			
				Liz thought for a second before answering. “Sure. Today is Wednesday. Bring him on Friday afternoon about 3, before our big Friday evening crowd arrives. Friday evening will be Krazy Kilt Karaoke Night and the place will fill up fast.”
			

			
				“Great! Thanks, Liz. And thanks for the info on the Bone Yard. Oh, one more question. Why is your club called Nefertiti’s in the Bone Yard?”
			

			
				She laughed. “It’s called Nefertiti’s Bone Yard. Poppa swears I resemble the bust of Queen Nefertiti. He bought the place for me and insisted on the name. I don’t know, maybe a ghost suggested the name to him. I think he’s full of malarkey.”
			

			
				The young man chuckled. “Fascinating. I have a feeling this will make one great report.”
			

			
				Liz smiled as she lowered the phone receiver into the cradle. “Well, this ought to be interesting, Johnny.”
			

			
				The man left the shadows of the corner and appeared to float over to Liz. “Righto, my girl. May I scare him?”
			

			
				She shook her head as she tried to frown at the ghost. “Why don’t you wait and see if this guy senses you are here first, Johnny? Most of these so-called psychics and mediums cannot sense paranormal activity if you jump up and shout ‘boo’ at them. Heck, they can’t discern a three-hundred-year-old Irish pirate who lives in this club.”
			

			
				The elegant spirit scowled. “My word, Elizabeth. Don’t you know it’s rude to discuss one’s age? I believe I have been a spirit for about two hundred years. And don’t you know it’s rude to call one a ‘pirate?’ Haven’t I told you the proper term is ‘privateer?’”
			

			
				The corners of her gray eyes crinkled as she laughed. “My word, Captain English. I would swear Kirk told me Captain Jolly Johnny English was one of the most terrifying pirates of the eighteenth century. Besides, don’t you know it’s rude to scare the local ghost hunters?”
			

			
				Johnny made a rude noise. “Ghost hunters, my aged ass. Not one of these so-called experts has spotted me yet.”
			

			
				Liz shook her head and wiped the counter. “Quit spilling the ale, Johnny. You know it goes right through you. Why do you even try to drink it? Well, who knows? Maybe this guy will be the real deal. After all, I can see you and talk with you.”
			

			
				“Yes, but I knew your father back in the day,” the ghostly pirate said. “Oh, I suppose it is a waste of good ale, but I enjoy savoring the rich flavor of your home brewed ale.”
			

			
				“Oh, yeah, this little tidbit ought to be fun to explain to the reporter guy. How the ghost in my bar knew Poppa back in the eighteenth century,” she fretted with a scowl. “And how my ghost loves to savor the flavor of my home brewed ale.”
			

			
				“Afraid the ghost hunter might learn your secret? Oh, my, my, it would be worth talking to the man to see his stunned expression when I tell him your father was once my first mate, many long years ago, and you time-traveled here from the 1700s.”
			

			
				“We came to the States after a horrible hurricane hit Bermuda. What did they call it?” Liz asked.
			

			
				“They called it the Dreadful Hurricane,” said Captain Johnny.
			

			
				“Hmm. Figures. I understand over 10,000 people were killed in it, from Florida to Maine. Fortunately, you rescued my Poppa after the hurricane. That is about the seating capacity of Cameron basketball stadium at Duke University. I will be eternally grateful you saved him.” Liz chuckled but refrained from saying more. One did not push the spirit of Captain Jolly Johnny English too far. The old reprobate probably would tell the parapsychologist her family history. Wouldn’t it comprise a fine kerfuffle if Johnny talked about the family’s travels though time? Mom would have a hissy fit. “What will you tell the ghost hunter?”
			

			
				“Harrumph. Assuming his machine can detect my voice through this newfangled technique, I suppose I will tell him ‘Boo!’”
			

			
				Elizabeth laughed again. She shook her head as she wagged a finger at the ghost. “Okay, you behave yourself while I’m gone this afternoon. You scared off my last two assistants. I like this fellow. Behave yourself, Johnny. And don’t answer the phone. No one can hear you.”
			

			
				Johnny glowered at her. “I swear, Elizabeth, you take all the fun out of being a spirit.”
			

			
				Elizabeth snickered as she picked up her purse and car keys. “Yeah, well, I’m not sure you aren’t one of the undead. Now, behave yourself, or I will get my Poppa to come back over here to talk to you.”
			

			
				She shook her head as she struggled not to laugh. The resident spook could be fun to have around the club if he would behave like a human. She sighed. I guess he is not human any longer. Now, he’s a ghost. Oops, the correct term is ‘spirit.’
			

			
				Johnny brightened up at her words. “Wonderful! I would be delighted if Kirk came back again. We could go out on a ship. I would dearly love to take the Alyssa out for a run. Jolly good, Elizabeth!”
			

			
				She laughed as she shook her head once more. After a few words to her assistant manager, Liz slipped out the door and slid behind the wheel of the sleek little red convertible. Within minutes, she pulled up at the ophthalmological clinic for UTMB. She sat in the little car, clinging to the steering wheel, and taking deep breaths for several minutes as she steeled herself for the unpleasant procedure to come. With a sigh, she leaned her head into the steering wheel as she blinked away the tears threatening to spill from her eyes.
			

			
				It was time for her monthly intraocular injections. She knew the process had slowed the advancement of blindness in both of her eyes. Liz still dreaded the shots more than she ever dreaded a final exam or dance audition. Who would dream a young woman would develop a form of macular degeneration and be headed to blindness? She had to quit dancing professionally because of visual deterioration. It almost killed her to relinquish her dream of being a professional dancer. Dancing had been her life.
			

			
				She sighed again, steeled herself, and got out of the car. No time for a pity party. It was shot time.
			

			
				 
			

		

			
				CHAPTER 2
			

			
				GALVESTON - BELLA
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				“I have to go, Miguel. Liz is at the ophthalmological department for her monthly injections.” Bella Vargas leaned over the table to kiss her handsome husband.
			

			
				“Poor thing. I hear those are dreadfully uncomfortable. All right, querida. I hate to see you go, but I will see you later tonight. Only a few more hours reviewing this new data from Biozyme International. Well, this seminar enabled us to come from Boston for a working vacation while we scientists from around the world all compare notes. Have fun with Liz this evening.” Miguel Vargas’s eyes devoured his pretty wife silently as she laughingly leaned over to kiss her husband again.
			

			
				Miguel was a board certified, infectious disease control physician and microbiologist. He worked for Biozyme, Inc., the top biochemical and microbiological think tank in the country, if not the world. He majored in biochemistry as an undergraduate at Trinity University, where he met his mentor, Dr. Kate Woodward. Dr. Woodward encouraged him to attend med school and study infectious disease control. She offered him the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to work with Biozyme shortly before Bella and he married three years earlier. He loved his research about viruses. Through Miguel’s team, the company developed the most effective and safest vaccine against COVID-19. Miguel loved his job, especially the work to protect the public from the pandemic. “Oh, Bella, the world will be our oyster if I accept this new job with Biozyme International!”
			

			
				Her blue eyes sparkled as she laughed. “You silly goose, it already is. Biozyme has already been a wonderful adventure. I love being away from hurricanes and getting the Boston snow.”
			

			
				He grimaced. “I’m still not sold on the snow, querida. We can talk more about the new job Kate offered me when I get home later tonight. It’s a fabulous opportunity. You better head over to ophthalmology to pick up your sister.”
			

			
				“Yes, Liz becomes irritable if I run late. I understand she is miserable after these shots, but she should have a little patience with me. We’re supposed to be on vacation, and I’m doing her a favor.”
			

			
				Bella slowly raised herself from the dining room chair. At six months in her second pregnancy, it became increasingly difficult to do the things she usually could do with no problem. She winced and rubbed her back again as she straightened up. Her back had ached a lot lately. The doctor assured her back pain was typical at this stage in a pregnancy, and Bella should not worry. She grabbed a scrunchy out of her handbag and pulled her long auburn hair back into a ponytail to prepare for the trek across the campus in the Texas heat. By the time she walked across the UTMB campus to the clinic, Liz should finish her appointment. Bella would take Liz out for supper, and then drive her sister home. Bella would call Uber to transport her back to the Airbnb rental cottage from Liz’s bar after she dropped off Liz.
			

			
				Twenty minutes later, a sweaty and tired Bella Vargas trudged into the clinic building across the street from the main complex of the UTMB hospital. She sighed with relief as the frigid air conditioning washed over her like a healing balm. Thank God I don’t have to deal with heat and humidity like this in Boston.
			

			
				Bella had mixed sentiments about the proposed move to Cairo. Her family visited them often in Boston, but it was more challenging than she imagined living so far away from her family and friends. She realized they would have remarkable travel opportunities if they moved to Cairo, but Bella was not sold on the move halfway around the world to live on another continent. She was an introvert like Mom and her Grampa Marc. She could forget herself while she played her piano, but she could not carry her baby grand around with her everywhere she might go in her hip pocket. She snickered at the idea. It terrified her to contemplate the damage her beloved piano might suffer while being transported to Egypt.
			

			
				Mom had taught her some good coping mechanisms, including ‘the Duchess smile.’ Mom taught her how to paste a friendly smile on her face even in the most trying circumstances. Mom even taught her how to do the royal wave. Moving to Boston had been the most trying circumstance she ever endured other than the hurricane when she was a child. The move to Boston seemed like a piece of cake compared to moving to Egypt. If only Liz would move to Egypt, too.
			

			
				Liz was more than Bella’s sister. Liz was her best friend. Well, that ship sailed four years ago when Liz refused to marry her handsome Egyptian doctor. Bella doubted Liz would change her mind about marriage, even to marry a gorgeous hunk of manhood like Ari Hotep. Hmm… Maybe Liz would help her convince Miguel this move to Cairo would not be the thing for them to do.
			

			
				Bella pasted ‘the Duchess smile’ on her face and pushed the door open to the ophthalmology department just as Liz received her card scheduling her next appointment. Okay, I can manage this, she thought. Liz gets the intraocular injections, not me. I just catch her anger afterward.
			

			
				“Took your sweet time getting here.” Liz frowned as she flipped her braids back over her shoulder and snapped out the words at her older sister.
			

			
				“Well, I’m here, and you just finished. Quit your fussing and give me the car keys.” Bella reached out for the keys to her sister’s snazzy little BMW.
			

			
				Liz shook her head in disgust, but she handed Bella the keys. She pulled on her big, floppy hat and slipped on the dark glasses to protect her eyes from the bright sunlight outside. “Miguel seems excited about the new baby.”
			

			
				“He’s overjoyed, especially since the obstetrician did the ultrasound and told me that I’m carrying a boy.”
			

			
				Liz shrugged. “It figures he would be excited about a son. I didn’t realize you guys already know the sex of the baby. What, no big gender reveal? Mom will be devastated.”
			

			
				Bella laughed. “Mom’s fine with it. Mrs. Vargas is disappointed. She wanted a big gender reveal party. She still wants one. She’s excited the baby is a boy, so I’m sure Marta will get over her disappointment we are not having a gender reveal party.”
			

			
				At least you can have children, thought Liz. She convinced her gynecologist to tie her tubes a few months ago. She adamantly claimed she did not want to have a child after she received the diagnosis of Stargardt disease four years earlier. It devastated Liz to learn she inherited the disease from her deceased biological mother. Liz would not wish blindness on anyone. She refused to knowingly pass it on to her future children. “Fine. Let’s go.”
			

			
				Bella adjusted the seat and steering wheel to accommodate her growing girth. “I will be so glad when this baby is born. I’m already tired of being ‘fat,’ and I still have three months to go until the birth.”
			

			
				“Girl, you are not fat. You are going to have a healthy baby. Don’t complain. Not everyone is so lucky,” Liz said as her lips thinned in apparent frustration and anger.
			

			
				Bella looked funny and abruptly stopped fussing. She quickly pulled the elegant sports car out of the parking space and eased it into the afternoon traffic. She headed down the Seawall towards several popular restaurants. “Where shall we eat tonight? The Spot?”
			

			
				Liz shook her head and leaned her head into an upraised hand. “Too busy. I’m not in the mood for a crowd. Let’s go to Kritikos Grill. The food is great and even if it should be crowded, it’s always a lot quieter than The Spot.”
			

			
				Bella nodded as she drove. “Works for me. Then we can flirt with Mr. Kritikos. He always calls me Bellissima. So, how’s the resident spook treating you this week?”
			

			
				Elizabeth sighed and shook her head. “Oh, good grief. Captain Johnny ran off another waiter last week. He nearly scared the living daylights out of the poor guy.”
			

			
				Bella laughed. “Don’t you know it’s politically incorrect to say, ‘waitress’ or ‘waiter’ instead of ‘wait staff’?”
			

			
				Liz tossed her hand in the air with impatience. “Oh, don’t start on me. I am in no mood, Bella. I just got umpteen shots in both of my eyes. My eyes hurt something awful.”
			

			
				Bella reached over to pat Liz on the shoulder. “Sorry. My bad. I thought they numbed your eyes for those shots.”
			

			
				Liz glowered at her sister.
			

			
				Bella cleared her throat. “Well, it sounds like classic Captain English hijinks. Did you have Kirk talk to him?”
			

			
				Liz rolled her eyes. “Oh, no, Captain English refuses to talk to Kirk over the phone. Kirk yelled and fussed at him on the speakerphone, but the good Captain said not one word back to Poppa. Johnny wants Poppa to come here. Then they can talk about ‘the good old days on the high seas,’ he says. The damned ghost drives me batty.”
			

			
				Bella snorted. “Figures. That sounds like something Captain Johnny would pull. Well, look at it this way. Captain English saved Kirk’s life during the Dreadful Hurricane. Johnny thinks he has an ‘in’ with us.”
			

			
				Liz shook her head. “Bella, you just aren’t ‘getting it.’ Believe me, if I could get rid of him, I would. Hey, I’ve got an idea. Why don’t you ask him to follow you guys back to Boston? Better yet, he could follow Miguel and you to Egypt.”
			

			
				Bella laughed. “No, thanks, I think I’ll pass on that stellar opportunity. Are you sure you don’t want to have dinner at your bar? We could chat with the good Captain.”
			

			
				“Oh, please, no. Let me have one evening away from Captain Horrible. Ye gods, I’m stuck with the old reprobate nearly all the time as it is. At least, I don’t have to see him the evening after I have these miserable shots. He may follow me upstairs to my apartment ninety percent of the time, but he has too much good sense to go to my doctor’s appointments. He figured out the one time he attempted to accompany me there that I am not receptive to his bull caca on these days.”
			

			
				Bella grew quiet again as she drove down the Seawall to the charming little Greek restaurant. After they were seated at a table overlooking the Gulf and ordered their favorites, the girls began talking again.
			

			
				“Mom says Dara and she are coming this weekend.” Bella grinned.
			

			
				Liz nodded as a smile played upon her lips. “I understand they may be planning-”
			

			
				“You mean they may be plotting?” Bella inquired as she arched an eyebrow and grinned at Elizabeth.
			

			
				Liz chuckled. “Okay, plotting a baby shower for you. I promise to give you the heads up, so you can get your hair and nails done, and wear something pretty for the shower.”
			

			
				“You better give me a warning if you know what is good for you.” Bella grinned at her younger sister. “But really, it will be fun. I am tired of being cooped up at home alone day after day. This trip was supposed to be a vacation.”
			

			
				“With another Covid-19 upsurge with this omicron variant, don’t you think it’s wise for you to stay out of the public as much as possible? I mean, considering your condition and all.”
			

			
				“Freaking pandemic. I am so sick of this mess. How many years has it been going on now?”
			

			
				Liz shrugged. “The bigger question is how much longer will it continue?”
			

			
				“Yeah, well, by Christmas I’ll deliver this baby. I’m already the size of a barn. Oops, correction, I’m big as the side of a bar. “
			

			
				Liz chortled. “Oh, funny, Bella. Good pun. Mom would love it. Big as a bar.”
			

			
				Bella smiled. “I was happy to oblige. I thought you would like my little play on words. Or maybe I should have said big as a bone yard.”
			

			
				Liz snorted her wine. “Oh, even better, sis. You’re on a roll tonight.”
			

			
				Bella bit back laughter at the sight of her sister spewing her wine. “I never dreamed I could get so big. I didn’t get this big before.”
			

			
				Elizabeth shrugged her shoulders. They both lapsed into silence at the memory of the baby Bella lost while she was hospitalized two years earlier with Covid-19. “Can you believe you have been married nearly three years now? Your wedding was so gorgeous. You must admit lavender is my color. We all looked wonderful in our 50’s styled gowns. We looked like a flower-”
			

			
				“Garden of beautiful girls,” Bella finished for her sister. “I will never get over the reporter for the San Antonio Times who compared us all to a ‘bouquet.’ Then, the school here in Galveston where I taught closed for most of the spring semester, so I wasn’t teaching. I take it back. I taught on-line. Teaching on-line was the weirdest experience I ever had. I cannot tell you how much I missed my one-on-one time with my students. All I have done since we moved is tread water. We moved, I lost a baby, and then I got pregnant again. You would have thought I learned my lesson the first time. I mean, who else has been through two pregnancies during this blasted pandemic?”
			

			
				Liz’s brow furrowed as she frowned. “Tread water? What do you mean?”
			

			
				Bella shook her head. “I’m just floating along, waiting for this baby to be born and waiting for Miguel to decide if he’s taking the blasted directorship in Cairo that Biozyme International offered him. I’m just treading water.”
			

			
				Liz frowned. “Don’t you have a vote in the decision? Seems to me an important move like this one should be based on a mutual decision by you two.”
			

			
				Bella did not reply. She blushed as she pushed her food around on her plate while not taking a bite.
			

			
				Liz frowned and pointed her fork at Bella’s plate. “Why aren’t you eating? You love tzatziki and dolmas.”
			

			
				Bella sighed and rolled her eyes. “I got fussed at today by the obstetrician I’m seeing while we are here. I gained too much weight since my last doctor’s appointment. I must watch my calories now. Walk, Bella, they say. Don’t walk, Bella, there’s an upswing in the pandemic, the doctor warns. Don’t go out of the house unless you must, says Miguel. You need to get out and walk more often, Miguel fusses. I am so tired of staying at the house and walking circles in the freaking living room. Oh, yeah, I can walk to the park or go down to the beach once or twice a day, but nada mas. No shopping for baby clothes. No cruising down the Strand looking for pretty dresses and shoes. I want to know we are past this wave of the blasted pandemic. It would kill me-”
			

			
				As Bella’s voice broke off and she pressed a hand to her mouth, Liz realized her sister felt terrified she would have another miscarriage. Liz laid a hand across her sister’s arm. “It won’t happen again.”
			

			
				Bella tried to smile at her younger sister, and patted Liz’s hand. “Well, like my husband says, ojala que no. Let’s hope not. The Texas numbers haven’t spiked since Gov. Abbott opened the state and removed the mask mandate although Miguel wants me to continue wearing a mask when I’m out in public. Miguel thinks the numbers will keep going down. I hope he’s right. The governor says something like 350,000 Texans were vaccinated against Covid today. I understand over sixty percent of Texas citizens have now been vaccinated, but it concerns him so few Hispanics and Blacks have been vaccinated. The governor seems to think the vaccination rates dropped with the big upsurge of immigration through the southern border. In contrast, eighty percent of the population has been vaccinated in Massachusetts. However, Texas Covid hospitalizations have dropped to the lowest they have been since June 17, 2020. I simply hope I don’t catch it again while we’re here.”
			

			
				Liz squeezed Bella’s hand. “You should be safe. You have been vaccinated and received the booster.”
			

			
				Bella tried to smile. She patted Liz’s hand. “All I know is I want this baby born, healthy and sound. I want Miguel to be with me in the hospital. And I want to be back to Boston before a blasted hurricane hits Galveston.”
			

			
				“No storms are in the Gulf. Hmm… Do you think Miguel will accept the job in Cairo?” Liz frowned as she chewed her upper lip.
			

			
				Bella knew Liz would hate to see her move further away. Liz often called Bella her rock. Bella had been an incredible source of support to Liz since her diagnosis. It was wonderful when they lived in Galveston a few blocks from Liz. It had already been hard for Bella to be half a continent away from Liz and the rest of the family. Bella could not imagine what it would be like if Liz and she lived on opposite sides of the world.
			

			
				Funny. Liz was adopted, but Bella always felt closer to Liz than the other kids, perhaps because they were closest in age.
			

			
				Bella shrugged. “I don’t know. I really don’t want to move there, but this is the chance of a lifetime. No other doctor his age has ever been offered the position of director of any of the Biozyme facilities.”
			

			
				Liz continued frowning as she leaned towards her sister. “Well, none of the other doctors developed the top vaccine against Covid-19. But Cairo, Bella. My God, it’s halfway around the world, in Egypt.”
			

			
				The older gentleman who owned the restaurant ambled over to their table, and hugged Bella. “Ah, my beautiful Bellissima, how are you tonight, my darling? When will your handsome husband finish his seminar and eat with us?”
			

			
				“Hopefully by the end of the week, Mr. Kritikos. I’m fine, although I’m tired of being cooped up in the house most of the time. It has not been the vacation I hoped it would be. Mr. Kritikos, why do you call me Bellissima?”
			

			
				“I call you Bella Bellissima because you are the most beautiful Bella I know. And my exquisite Elisabeth, how are you, my pet? Why do I only see you when you come here to eat with beautiful Bella?”
			

			
				Liz laughed and batted her eyelashes at the flirtatious owner. “Mr. Kritikos, my love, you know it is darn near impossible for me to get away from my place. I am lucky my sister comes to visit me so often. She always insists I leave the club and come out to eat with her when she flies in from Boston. And, of course, we must make sure your wife is not here, so we can flirt with you.”
			

			
				The sweet, gray-haired gentleman beamed at her, his dark eyes sparkling with mischief. “I am always happy to see both of you beautiful girls and to flirt with you charming young women. You make me feel like a young man again for a little while. Bella, when is the little one due?”
			

			
				Bella smiled back at the older man. She always enjoyed eating here and chatting with adorable Mr. Kritikos. “In three months, about the same time as our anniversary.”
			

			
				Mr. Kritikos nodded. “Yes, a birthday on your anniversary should be easy for Miguel to remember. I will miss you when you go back home to Boston, my beautiful girl.”
			

			
				“I will miss you, too, my friend. Thank heavens you gave me the names of some good Greek restaurants in Boston -- although no one makes tzatziki as well as you do.”
			

			
				He patted her on the back. “It was my pleasure to give you the names. And thank you for the compliment, my dear.”
			

			
				“I have to admit, I wouldn’t want to live through another bad storm. The tropical depression we endured the last fall we lived here was bad enough. I never want to live through a hurricane. The fact they rarely have hurricanes in Boston was one of its strongest points for me to move there.” Bella tried to smile, but she could feel her lips trembling. “Well, other than my husband works there. I love snow, but Boston winters can be brutal.”
			

			
				Mr. Kritikos patted her back again. “I understand Miguel has been an immense help at Biozyme through all of this pandemic. Rumor is he was the person responsible for their excellent vaccine.”
			

			
				Bella blushed as she shrugged. “Miguel says it was a team effort.”
			

			
				Mr. Kritikos chuckled. “Ah, but Miguel is the head of the team. Was the tropical storm we had here the last fall any worse than the long, tedious months you had to be sequestered because of this awful virus? Anywhere you go, anywhere you live, there will always be problems. It will always be up to you to find your happiness, as you did here.”
			

			
				This time, her grin was real. “Now, how could you know I found happiness here?”
			

			
				“First, you married the man you love. Second, you found this fine establishment. Third, you come back often to see us.” His dark eyes twinkled again with mischief as both girls laughed.
			

			
				“Fair enough. And I get to see my sister whenever I visit,” Bella mused, and then bit back tears again. “Could I really move all the way to Cairo? Good lord, it was hard enough to move to Boston. And how could I leave Elizabeth and Mom? And Daddy, Ronan, Sara, and Dara. I would be so far away from everyone if we move to Egypt. Heck, I’d be so far from all my friends and family.”
			

			
				“You are a strong woman, Bella. You could manage the move. It is the chance of a lifetime. We managed quite well when we moved here from Greece, and we spoke no English,” said Mr. Kritikos.
			

			
				“You might have to still fly to Galveston to accompany me to my eye appointments,” Elizabeth said, her voice gravelly with unspoken emotion.
			

			
				“Miguel already promised I could come back every two months if he takes the new job. Mom, Sara, or Dara will come in between. Sara lives near Houston, so it should be easy for her to come.”
			

			
				“If Jackson will let her come. He keeps her on a tight rein,” answered Liz.
			

			
				Bella gave another tremulous smile. “Well, we all know Jackson can be a controlling ass. I have no idea what she sees in him. Anyway, Miguel is supposed to decide by the weekend if he accepts the new job.”
			

			
				Liz frowned. “So soon? Why?”
			

			
				Bella shrugged. “Biozyme needs to know whether they have a director, or they need to continue their search. And we need to get hunting for a place to live if we are going to move. I understand the housing market is smoking hot in the Cairo area right now. Miguel would make a trip over to scope it all out and conduct some preliminary house hunting. We might wind up buying a house with me touring it on zoom. I’m not sure how I feel about buying a house by zoom.”
			

			
				“Then wait until you get to Cairo to select a home if you guys decide to move. Buying a home is a major decision. You should be involved in making such a crucial decision.”
			

			
				“I agree, even if we have to rent at first. And believe me, I am not crazy about renting, nor am I wild about moving before this baby is born.”
			

			
				“I don’t blame you. Well, if you don’t find something to buy at first, you will find something in a few months. I would rent if I didn’t find what I wanted. It feels like Miguel is pushing you into this move.”
			

			
				Bella did not reply as she began chewing on her lip.
			

			
				Liz frowned. After a minute, she changed the subject. “Hey, you need to come over to the bar Friday afternoon.”
			

			
				Liz grinned and took a sip of her Pinot Grigio.
			

			
				Bella tilted her head to study her beautiful sister. “Why? I thought Mom and Dara were coming to talk baby shower. Can I be there and listen to the talk? Or is something else happening Friday?”
			

			
				Liz quickly chewed and swallowed the bite of dolmas. She washed it down with another sip of the delicate white wine. “A ghost hunter is coming.”
			

			
				Bella choked on her iced tea. “You’ve got to be kidding. Do they know— ”
			

			
				“I have a resident spook? The word is getting around town the place is haunted.”
			

			
				Mr. Kritikos sat the salad plate down before Bella and placed the fried shrimp platter in front of Elizabeth. “Oh, yes, all of the old-timers realize you have a ghost at your club. Not everyone has seen him, or talked with him, but his hijinks are well known. It surprised me when your father bought the place for you.”
			

			
				Bella and Elizabeth looked at each other before they burst into laughter. “Poppa was delighted to learn Johnny haunts the Bone Yard. He gets along quite well with Johnny. Captain Johnny is excited about the ghost hunter coming Friday. I expect some outlandish behavior from him.”
			

			
				“Oh, he’ll give you outlandish if anyone would. Can you imagine? He was a pirate with Jean LaFitte,” said Mr. Kritikos.
			

			
				“Don’t call him a pirate. Johnny will tell you he was a privateer.” Elizabeth rolled her eyes.
			

			
				Bella shook her head as she tapped her cheek with a finger, deep in thought. Finally, she pointed her finger at Liz. “Nope. Someone must tell the ghost hunter we think Captain Johnny was a pirate with Jean LaFitte so this fellow will ask Johnny about the LaFitte brothers. They established Campeche, which was the original name of Galveston.”
			

			
				Elizabeth burst out laughing. “You are so naughty, sis. You are supposed to be the sweet, serious, dependable sister, but you concoct the most outlandish stunts we pull. What a fabulous idea! Johnny loves to reminisce about the LaFitte brothers, the Battle of New Orleans, and how they came to establish a settlement here.”
			

			
				Bella blushed. “You give me more credit than I deserve, but I enjoy pushing limits. It’s difficult to be the eldest child who your parents expect to be the ‘good example’ for all the other kids. Just think, Liz. Captain Johnny must have been at least ninety years old at the Battle of New Orleans.”
			

			
				Liz shook her head. “He told me he was ninety-five at the Battle of New Orleans. We should urge the psychic to ask Johnny how he died. Johnny never tires of telling how a whore murdered him when he was nearly one hundred years old.”
			

			
				Bella giggled. “Ooh, yes, we really must encourage the discussion about the LaFitte brothers. If he would only talk to Mom. She would have her next best seller.”
			

			
				Liz nodded. “I agree. But who knows? Maybe he will talk to her someday. He is reluctant to say much to her because Kirk is my Poppa. I write notes all the time of the stories he tells me, but I don’t have Mom’s flair for words. I should give Mom my notes about Johnny’s stories this weekend. The ghost hunter fellow is coming to the club at 3 p.m. on Friday and should take an hour at the most. I cannot imagine Johnny would tolerate conversation with a psychic longer than an hour. Then, we can plan your baby shower from about 4 until the evening crowd comes in. We have Krazy Kilt Karaoke Night this Friday-”
			

			
				Bella pushed back, shaking her head and her hands. “No. NO. I will not be the featured pregnant girl in one of your Krazy Kilt Karaoke productions again, Liz. I played the role when I was pregnant the last time. No. Can. Do. Besides, Miguel finishes this blasted seminar Friday evening. I will come, but I cannot stay too long. I want to go out with my honey. He promised me dinner at the Saltwater Grill.”
			

			
				“Aw, come on, Bella, be a good sport. You were so adorable the last time when we sang ‘I’m getting married in the morning.’ People still talk about the way you smoothed your hands over your ‘burgeoning baby belly’.”
			

			
				“Another newspaper writer I could learn to hate,” Bella said as she grimaced.
			

			
				Elizabeth nodded as she continued. “You with your big ol’ baby bump, singing you were getting married the next day. It was hilarious.”
			

			
				Bella shook her head. “Oh, good grief, girl. Look, I will come if you don’t make me sing. Let Dara sing. She is the Winslow kid who has the exquisite voice.”
			

			
				“Don’t put yourself down. You have a perfectly nice singing voice, too. At least, you don’t sing like Charlie.” Elizabeth snickered.
			

			
				Bella made a gagging noise. “Just because poor Charlie sings like a bovine in labor. My lord, how can anyone be so tone-deaf? But don’t make fun of my brother. I miss him so much. Hmm. I wonder how Kelly and he are doing in England.”
			

			
				She took another bite of her salad.
			

			
				Liz frowned. “Your brother? Charlie is my brother, too. Even Mom says he couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket.”
			

			
				“Well, you have a different Daddy.” Bella smirked again.
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