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“K.C.?” 

My father’s voice echoes up the steps to my room on the third floor of our townhouse.

“Yes, Dad?” 

“We’re leaving in fifteen minutes. You ready?” 

“On it.” 

Hello there. I planned to make more time for this but got involved in my science project and, well, time flies. I have to diagram the muscles in a frog’s leg and finish a writing assignment, both due tomorrow. Also we have to go have dinner at my cousin Gina’s house tonight so I hope you forgive me if I get right to the point here. 

If you’re reading this then you’re reading my first travel diary, so I guess I should start by introducing myself. My name is Konstantina (with a K) Cassandra Flanagan, but to my way of thinking Konstantina sounds kind of like an accordion so I prefer that my friends call me K.C. or Kat. I’m 14 and three-quarter years old and I live in Canada with my older brother Rudy and my father, James Flanagan, Esq. My father is a lawyer for an international construction company based here in Montreal. He travels a lot on business and so does Linda, his significant other. She’s a freelance photojournalist and when she and my father travel together, my brother Rudy and I often get to travel with them.

Even if my parents named me after my mother’s weird sister and despite the fact that they’re now divorced (no blame on me), my parents are pretty cool. My father’s great-grandfather came from Ireland, so he’s full of the blarney don’t you know, something that he misguidedly claims I have inherited. Personally, just like in politics as we have seen far too often recently, I think shading the truth a bit helps him in his job. When I want to be formal I call him “Father” to his face, otherwise “dad, daddy” or when joking around is called for, “daddykins.” Seems to work for us!     

My mother’s parents are from Greece, the family name is Gigantes, and our tribe is descended from venerable and celebrated Greek Jewish lineage, so, yeah, in Greek efcharistó, ευχαριστώ (look it up lol!) Our ancestors fought the battle of Marathon. And won! So I’m around! Mom (also “Mother” when some distance is called for) is a sculptor and lives in Calgary, Alberta of all places, with her oil company exec and second hubby, Darrell Hughes. 

Rudy, he’s my older brother. He’s almost 17 and a really big pain in the-you-know-what. His hobbies are sports, sports, sports and girls, girls, girls, in any order of the moment. He’s actually pretty smart when he applies himself to something, and like all my friends tell me, he’s cute too. But don’t tell him that, his ego is already big enough! 

[image: ]Anyway my point is this. I’ve been to a lot of really cool places and keep a diary about my travels. Some of the things that have happened to me are totally unbelievable. Rudy will tell you that I attract trouble but don’t even listen to him. I mean, I guess you could say that I’ve been in some tight spots but it’s not like it’s my fault. The truth is that I have a keen eye for detail and deduction, which helps a lot in the sleuthing business. When strange things happen around me, I like to investigate and find out why. I think you’ll see my point when you read this story of my adventures on Mexico’s Pacific Coast in and around the lovely city of Puerto Vallarta, where I came up against some pretty mean dudes from the state of Jalisco. Well, I guess that’s all I have time for right now, it’ll have to do. Enjoy! 
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	Paradise on Earth
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“Man, just look at that baby go.” My brother Rudy sighed, watching as a bikini-clad tourist whizzed across his line of view on a Jet Ski, skipping over the waves close to where they broke on the beach.

“Yeah and the Jet Ski looks nice too, bro,” I commented dryly. Who was he kidding? Rudy turned a mildly affronted look on me.

“I was talking about the Jet Ski, for your information, Kook Case.” 

“Sure you were. And you hardly even noticed the girl, I bet, Rudolph.” He shrugged dismissively at my sarcasm as yet another scantily clad girl sped past us over the waves, his expression morphing into a drooling dog yearning for its favorite chewy toy. 

“How about we rent a couple of Jet Skis too and go for a ride?” he said, smiling persuasively at me but with a practiced nod. “Down boy,” I replied. 

He just raised an eyebrow, saying, “What?” with a good imitation of righteous indignation. 

“You’re frothing. Pull your tongue back in before you get sunburn on it.” 

“LOL, you’re just too scared,” Rudy said, egging me on. I shook my head to let him know it wouldn’t work.

“I’m not scared at all. It’s just that we have to meet Dad in half an hour. We don’t have time for your shenanigans. Besides, you don’t really want to ride a Jet Ski. You just want to flirt with that blonde,” I observed astutely.

Rudy ignored my remark, and especially ignored me as he turned to watch the progress of the lady in question across the horizon of sunshine and waves, but, of course, I was right. Our journey down to the waterfront had been interrupted numerous times already as Rudy stopped every few feet to make female acquaintances. 

So far, the pretty juice vendor three blocks back and two girls selling cold bottled water had been the focus of his smile. Rudy is a nice enough guy, but sometimes he gets a little carried away where members of the opposite sex are concerned. It’s probably just a phase he’s going through. Hope it ends soon!

We were standing on a stone archway overlooking a beach in the city of Puerto Vallarta, Mexico. In front of us, the icing sugar sand stretched gleaming white as crystal green waves broke on the shoreline where small children ran shrieking at their approach. Now, I’ve travelled a lot with my dad and certainly seen some beautiful places in my almost fifteen years, but Puerto Vallarta has to be one of the most picturesque cities I have ever visited. The waterfront was particularly stunning, but the entire city was eye candy and called out for us to explore it.

Rudy’s gaze sharpened as he realized that a solitary female was approaching us. She was statuesque, blonde and heading toward one of the thatched-roof umbrellas called palapas that dotted the beach, where tourists sat on brightly colored chairs, sipping exotic drinks in the shade. We watched as she sat down and began to slather sunscreen over her bare arms and legs. 
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“Oh well,” Rudy shrugged then abruptly abandoned any notion of Jet Ski rentals. “Another time, I guess.” He glanced down and addressed me. “Say, K.C., I think I’ll just take a walk along the beach and check out some of the... sights. Catch you later?” I shrugged, quite aware of the real reason for his sudden capitulation. My deduction was confirmed when, a moment later, he sauntered over to the blonde and introduced himself.

I checked my watch again. Dad would be expecting us to join him in the lobby of the Hotel Fontana Del Mar pretty soon, but Rudy was settling in now, stretching himself out in the sand at his new friend’s feet, the charm turned on full blast. I sighed, knowing from experience that it wouldn’t be easy to extract him.

“¡Hola señorita!”

A gravelly voice startled me out of my reverie and I turned to find an old man beaming at me from under an enormous and colorful straw hat. He had a huge pile of hand-woven blankets draped over his left shoulder and a briefcase filled with silver necklaces, rings, bracelets and earrings under his right arm. “Señorita like the plata?” he asked, doing his best to gesture at the silver he carried. I shook my head but smiled back at him.

“No pero gracias, señor.” 

I rejected his offer as gently as possible but undeterred, he pressed on.

“You like blanket?” He now switched to English, dropping the stack of them onto the handrail of the stone archway. Now, I couldn’t really think of any reason why I would want to buy a blanket at that particular moment. Seeing as how the sun was hot and bright overhead and the air a toasty eighty-six degrees in the shade already, to my way of thinking a blanket was last on the list of things I would need. 

Interpreting my hesitation as encouragement, the man grinned at me, his gold front tooth gleaming fetchingly in the sun as he spread one of the colorful hand woven blankets out for my consideration. And it was indeed lovely, with deep blue-green shading surrounded by dusky rose stitching and gold, zigzag stripes all along its length.

“Es muy bonito, seguro,” I said, complimenting him on its beauty.

“Fifty pesos!” he shot back with a wide smile, misinterpreting my comment. “Cincuenta very good price,” he added. I smiled back at him, shaking my head.

“Gracias, no,” I repeated. He shrugged. 

“Forty-five? Lowest price.” He had lowered his voice too, as though confessing a secret. “You like blanket, no? I give you special deal.” I shook my head again with visible regret. He sighed then smiled at me and gathered up his wares, pigeonholing me for a potential future sale. With a cheerful wave, he headed off down the beach toward a middle-aged woman who had nodded off in the sun. I watched, amused, as he stopped before her and repeated his sales pitch.

She gazed up at him groggily from behind her sunglasses, waving away the blankets, but when he showed her the briefcase full of silver she sat up, and pulling the sunglasses off, leaned forward with obvious interest. I was pleased to see him find a customer.

“K.C.!” A voice called from behind me. I turned to see my father standing there. “Hey, I was just on my way to find you two. Where’s Rudy?” he asked, striding across the street to join me on the bridge. I nodded toward the palapa, under which Rudy was still laughing and chatting up his new friend.

“Ah, I see,” Dad nodded and we exchanged amused glances before starting across the sand to collect the lad. My father stands about six feet tall and has dark reddish-brown hair and big warm brown eyes. He is one of the most good-looking people I have ever met (looks are something that Rudy inherited from our dad). Wherever he goes, people tend to seek him out, drawn to his presence.
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My mom tells me I resemble my dad but personally I think I am more a blend of both of them. I’m small, like she is, yet I have his features and hair. I wouldn’t call myself pretty, but I do think I have an interesting face.

“How was your first day in Puerto Vallarta?” Dad asked me. I grinned up at him from under my straw hat.

“Great!” I replied truthfully. “I like this town.” He smiled and tipped my hat playfully down over my eyes. 

“And I like your hat,” he told me as I patiently readjusted it. Sometimes my dad still treats me like a child, but I don’t really hold that against him. 

“I got it at the little store back aways.” 

I gestured toward the street behind us where a row of small market stalls spilled onto the sidewalk like a big jumble sale. Indeed, had I been so inclined I could have bought any number of things there: pens, stone carvings, masks, dolls, dresses and... “I also bought these.” I paused and stretched out one foot for my father to see.

“Mexican sandals. Huaraches?”

“My tennis shoes were too hot,” I explained. In fact, the leather sandals had been not only inexpensive but practical as well. I hadn’t expected the streets of Puerto Vallarta to be cobbled, as they were, and after watching several tourists tottering along in heels wickedly unsuited for walking here I had resolved to buy footwear that was really appropriate for high-temperature perambulation.

“¡Hola!”  Rudy. 

Dad hailed his son as we drew near. Rudy waved back, scrambling to his feet as he started to introduce his new friend.

“Hey, guys!” 

He brushed the sand from his shorts and gestured at the lady beside him. “I was just coming to meet you. This is my friend, um...” A blank look crossed his face as he looked at the girl, realizing that he had yet to learn her name.

“Sandra,” she told us, smiling with perfect white teeth. Her accent told me that she was likely from Australia, or some place around there. “Very pleased to meet you all,” she twanged as she shifted in the chair, reaching for her drink. 

“We are about to have dinner. Would you care to join us?” Rudy had finally made his move but she shook her head, waving an arm languidly at the piles of magazines she had spread on the sand around her.

“Thanks for the invite, cobber, but no can do. I have tons of reading to catch up on,” she replied. Rudy’s face fell.

“Well, maybe I’ll see you later.” 

He smiled and left her side, turning to look back twice as the three of us made our way up the street toward our hotel.

Old Puerto Vallarta buildings crowd the street in a colorful hodgepodge of houses and shops standing shoulder to shoulder, often sharing walls. Most of them seemed to be commercial structures, consisting of ground-level boutiques selling general items for tourists, but a few appeared to be private homes.

I glanced through the wrought-iron gates of one such residence to the inner courtyard, where a fountain gurgled and splashed. A family was taking dinner under the shade of brightly colored canopies. I smiled at the picture they made.

Next door, a bored-looking shop-girl with long red nails sold t-shirts, postcards and travel maps. Rudy favored her with “the” smile (you know, the one he uses for first impressions). She perked right up, leaning forward at him provocatively.
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“Um,” Rudy stopped in his tracks and held up a hand, glancing from our father to me, “hang on a sec, guys, OK? I need to buy, uh...” 

Here his gaze swept the girl and rack of postcards nearby the counter where she stood, “... some postcards,” finishing with a grin and darting into the store.

“He doesn’t waste any time, does our Rudy,” Dad commented thoughtfully, watching his only son chatting up the sales girl. It was a rhetorical comment but I nodded and added, “Not even for an instant. It is just a phase he’s going through, right?” 

Dad shrugged and sort of smiled, confirming my suspicions. 

“Well...” 

We waited while my older brother purchased a handful of randomly selected postcards of Puerto Vallarta then caught up to us happily.

“I thought we’d eat at the Hotel Playa Los Arcos,” Dad informed us as we drew near. “Unless there’s somewhere else you’d prefer?” Rudy and I glanced at each other, shaking our heads. “Good,” Dad said. The kitchen has a great reputation.” 

The Hotel Playa Los Arcos was four stories tall. It was a big white stucco building with wraparound garden balconies that made a leafy garland. Favored by the international expatriate community, the hotel was known as much for the excellence of its accommodations as for its amenities: snorkeling, tours, Spanish lessons, poolside snacks and more were all available. 

I glanced at a listing posted near the front desk for one such tour to nearby Tepic, a destination that featured a volcanic caldera, which is a lake in the cone of a volcano. I’d always wanted to see one up close and made a mental note to try and talk Rudy or my dad into accompanying me on a side trip sometime during the coming week.

“Well, here we are,” Dad said, guiding us into the lobby through a courtyard surrounding a pool and past a veritable indoor jungle of bamboo groves, palm trees and leathery, giant red-leafed plants to a small table on an outdoor patio overlooking the beach.

A waiter all in white hurried over to offer us menus and remind us that happy hour had commenced. I studied the menu choices briefly before deciding on the sautéed fresh grouper with shrimps.

“Rudy, I think I’ll go with the brocheta de res y camarones—beef and shrimp kebabs,” Dad said. Rudy nodded that he wanted the kebabs too, and dad ordered for us then handed the menus back to the waiter. 

“Gracias, Señor.” 

The waiter refilled our glasses of ice tea and invited us to sample the salad bar, which was served buffet-style on the other side of the patio. We raised our glasses in a casual toast then headed for the greenery.

“How did your day go?” Rudy asked dad as we dug into some really attractive avocado, mango and green salads. 

“Not as smoothly as I’d hoped,” Dad replied, frowning then turning to his plate, pushing that negative thought away. 

“This is really good,” he said. 

“Why is that?” I asked him curiously. 

“It’s so fresh,” he replied sincerely, taking another bite.

“No, not that, Dad, I meant why didn’t your day go smoothly?” The frown returned.

“Well, I was given to understand that all we needed to do to conclude this real estate deal was to put the necessary paperwork in order then have all parties sign on the dotted line. As it turns out there’s a bit of a problem.” 
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“What kind of a problem is that?” I asked, just as the waiter brought our main course.

My father shook his head now, his eyes on the horizon as he replied, “Well, the land we’re interested in buying for the development is in the town of Bucerías, north of Puerto Vallarta along the coast. As you know, I’m here to look the property over and check out the ownership status before we sign the purchase agreement. Anyway, to make a long story short, it turns out that there’s a competing offer.” 

“Another offer? You mean someone else wants to buy it too?” 

“What do they want the land for? Are they planning to develop it?” 

Dad shrugged wryly at this, saying, “I’m not sure. That’s one of the things I’ll check into tomorrow. I’m planning to go up to Bucerías in the morning to have a look at the land itself and decide if we want to make a better offer or look at other suitable lots.” 

Here he smiled at Rudy and me, adding, “And the two of you are more than welcome to tag along if you’d like.” 

I nodded, accepting the invitation. But my brother’s eyes were fixated on something behind me.

“I don’t know...” he mumbled, “I might stay here and...” I swiveled in my chair to follow the direction of his gaze across the patio to where Sandra, his erstwhile companion of the afternoon was joining her tanned and muscular boyfriend. That he was her boyfriend was obvious from the passionate kiss she bestowed on his lips. 

“Oh well.” Rudy’s smile quickly faded and he looked away uncomfortably, changing his plans in a flash. “Sure, why not? Bucerías sounds interesting.” 

“Good.” Dad nodded at us both, adding, “We’ll get an early start, and have lunch there. I heard that the best seafood restaurant in the area is right on the Bucerías beach.” 

Having worked out an acceptable plan for the following morning, we finished our meal and returned to our rooms at the Hotel Fontana Del Mar.

The Fontana Del Mar was only a block away from the beach and but a minute on foot from the restaurant. It, too, was faced in white stucco and resembled a square doughnut with an open inner courtyard in the hole.

I marveled at an enormous fig tree rising four floors around the stairway leading to our rooms. Hanging ferns and flowers adorned the top stories of the inner courtyard like a forest canopy, and bird song echoed through the sunlight. I felt like I was in an arboretum paradise.

I was also charmed by my room, which featured huge glass doors trimmed with white wrought iron that gave onto a balcony overlooking the street below. Dad and Rudy shared the room next door, leaving me to my own devices. I took my time unpacking, listening to the muffled sounds of satellite television sports from the U.S. of A. coming through the shared wall from the men’s department.

I was looking forward to a relaxing vacation. It had been a particularly difficult school semester but in the end, I had managed to pull it off quite well, which is good because that’s one of the conditions that my dad sets for Rudy and me. If we want to travel with him during the summer months, we have to keep up good grades. 
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Now that I was unpacked, I went out on the balcony to take some of the Puerto Vallarta early evening air, and began flipping through the pages of a travel magazine when a commotion on the street below attracted my attention. I peered over the railing to where three men dressed all in white were setting up musical instruments on the cobbled street. Clearly, there was to be an impromptu performance. I saw a viola, a guitar and an accordion.

In moments it became clear that this was not to be the mournful serenade of romance novels but rollicking renditions of popular folk melodies, accompanied by much banter, the musicians laughing and shouting among themselves.

I leaned back, relaxing again into my chair as they serenaded us and everyone else within a
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