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To my traveling companions, who shared many of the mishaps and mayhem in the following pages: Mom, Jeff and Kelly, Edgar and Signe, Cynthia, and the gals from the Hurricane Gloria cruise—no wonder the price was so cheap. But mostly, to the merciful Lord and Savior, who saw each of us through the calamities that we might live to tell the tales.





“Love bears up under anything and everything that comes, is ever ready to believe the best of every person.”

1 CORINTHIANS 13:7




Contents


Cover

Also by Linda Windsor

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Epigraph



Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one

Chapter Twenty-two

Chapter Twenty-three

Epilogue

Preview of Along Came Jones

Preview of Maire


[image: ]

EXCUSE ME, SIR, are you finished with your drink?”

Rancher Dan Jarrett handed the pretty stewardess the empty cup along with a generous tip. “Thanks, I appreciated the suggestion on the lemon.”

The young woman smiled and dropped the empty cup into the trash bag. Dan could imagine she was thinking he was a hick from cattle country. It grated him to pay for water in a bottle to start with, but the tap water in these public places would gag a catfish. When the name-brand water tasted like the plastic it was bottled in to boot, he’d made the mistake of making a face. Instantly, the flight attendant had supplied him with a lemon slice to improve it.

“You’re welcome, Mr. Jarrett. Enjoy your trip in the Caribbean paradise. Wish I was going.”

He swallowed the better-you-than-me reply that popped into his mind and mustered a regretful smile as she moved on to the hostess station. Over the speaker, one of her coworkers announced from the open doorway that the passengers could now deplane.

Paradise … He slumped down in the seat as the plane came to life with activity. Paradise was the last place this cowboy wanted to be. Like the plane, the water, and his new jeans, it was going to be miserable.

He drew in his elbow as the passengers, who’d shared his flight from Houston to Miami, began threading their way off the plane through the narrow aisle next to his seat. They looked like a gaily bedecked herd of cattle. Uneasy in crowds, Dan waited, but not with the lazy patience the worn Stetson pulled down over his face implied. Unlike his clearly happy, vacation-bound fellow travelers, he felt he was on his way to one very hot place—and he didn’t mean the series of Caribbean ports listed on the brochure.

The cruise his family booked was not his idea of how to spend a holiday, but then he was for skipping Thanksgiving altogether this year. As if that would change the way his life had suddenly been thrown into anarchy by his widowed mother’s sudden marriage. It was bad enough his new stepfather was so desperate for a woman that he’d signed on the cruise his mother had taken with her seniors group a few months ago as a social host, but now …

Well, now he was changing tradition.

Besides, Dan’s mom just hadn’t been herself since this whirlwind romance. She’d moved out of the family home, dispersing the household she’d kept all those years to Dan and his sister as if it meant nothing to her. Love at first sight. Love boats. Hah! She was totally bamboozled, like some love-struck schoolgirl.

Dan shifted his feet beneath the plane seat in front of him, spurred by a twinge of guilt. If he’d gone on the first cruise with his mom as she’d asked him to, this wouldn’t have happened. But a trip with the Sunshine Club seemed ideal for her, not him. Besides, how much trouble could a bunch of church ladies get into playing bridge on a cruise ship?

Dan clenched his teeth. How much trouble? Obviously a whole lot more than he’d imagined. And now this senior lothario was spending mom’s savings right and left, and there wasn’t a blessed thing Dan could do about it—at least until the investigation he’d initiated was complete.

To date, all Dan knew was that Meyers was using his mother’s credit cards instead of his own. The investigators confirmed that in their first report—the one Dan had waited for, forcing him to delay his departure with the family and catch a later flight. Meyers’ bad credit rating only increased the young man’s certainty that his mother had made a terrible mistake and was going to pay dearly … with something far more important than her money.

With her heart.

“Oh my gosh!”

Instinctively, Daniel cringed as his hat flew to the floor, knocked askew by a giant straw bag and snapping him back to the deplaning frenzy of the present.

“I’m sorry I woke you.”

“No problem, ma’am,” Dan drawled. Sleep was the last thing he’d been able to do of late. He cocked his head to examine the source of the ruckus.

A slight, fair-haired young woman stared at him with wide-eyed dismay. She struggled with a hat as wide brimmed as his Stetson. Her more feminine version had a large sunflower attached to a checkered band and was perched atop a short, no muss, no fuss hairdo. Like her matching bag, it looked too big for her. Another tourist ready to part with good money.

“I need four arms.” She laughed, trying to hoist the strap of her bag up to a slim shoulder with the hand carrying a cosmetic case. In the process, she nearly knocked the sunglasses off the gentleman behind her. His evasive jerk backwards had a domino effect on the line behind him.

Four arms! Daniel had to agree, but not for the reason she made the remark. For a female, traveling alone was the perfect prey for some no-good slimeball with less-than-chivalrous intentions. In addition to the woman’s purse and carry-on, she was hauling a small Styrofoam cooler, which squeaked and creaked as she tried to balance it between her body and one of the seats. It was sealed with enough duct tape to finish up the air and heating system in the house he was modernizing.

No doubt about it. This woman was a perfect target for a pickpocket or purse-snatcher.

“Here, let me help.”

Carefully he raised the carry-on’s strap back to her shoulder. For a moment, he was tempted to rip off a piece of duct tape and secure it, but he refrained. It would take more than tape to hold this loony bird together. His watch snagged on the material of her knit top as he drew his hand back.

“Oh, m’gosh!” The young woman’s face turned scarlet as he inadvertently bared a smooth, golden-tanned shoulder.

“No problem. I can get it.”

Daniel grimaced as he untangled the yarn from the pin on his watchband. Self-conscious, he smoothed the material out as he’d seen his sister do under similar circumstances.

“I don’t think it’ll show.”

Instead of moving, the woman continued to stare at him, her lips pursed as if to speak. Daniel wondered if he should know her but quickly dismissed the notion. He’d never seen her in his life. He’d have remembered blue eyes like that. They were the color of a spring sky, the invigorating kind that made humans and animals alike want to kick up their heels and frolic after a long winter’s seclusion.

“You best get going, miss, before the line runs you over.” His gaze darted to the impatient passengers shuffling behind her.

“Oh yeah … sorry.” With a comic grin that reminded him of Goldie Hawn, she shifted the cooler in her arms and moved to the front of the plane, squeaking like chalk on slate all the way. Fortunately for them, the passengers in the front seats had already disembarked. Shaking his head, Daniel stood and retrieved a duffel bag from the overhead compartment.

That gal needs a keeper. But Dan had his hands full of his own problems right now.

It suited him to be the last one off. He hated being rushed and was in no hurry to get in that pert walking disaster’s way. As it was, he didn’t even have to search for his duffel bag. It was the only one left in the overhead compartment. He hauled it down and onto shoulders broadened by hard work. The role of gentleman squire didn’t suit his personality.

“Have a nice time on your cruise,” the stewardess told him as he passed through the exit. “And don’t forget the lemon slices.”

“Sure thing. Appreciate it.”

He forced a smile back, preoccupied with his quandary rather than flirtation. The thought of his mother being hurt and deceived churned in his chest till it hurt. Just let anyone mess with his loved ones, and he’d make a junkyard dog look like a friendly pup.

Tugging the brim of his Stetson down, he turned and strode up the long, carpeted ramp to the terminal, where he was supposed to meet a representative of the cruise line. He sure hoped his luggage made it aboard the ship like Sis said it would. It was bad enough going on this jaunt at all, but having to hold back the suspicions he had about Meyers—at least until they were confirmed—was trying his patience to the limit.

Since he did have to wait, he’d just as soon do it with a change of clothes. Unlike these flower-shirted tourists, he worked out in the sun every day—being cooped up on a ship in the middle of the tropics was the last place he wanted to pay hard-earned money to go.

“Aunt Sunny!”

“Hey, Jason.”

Sunny Elders stood on tiptoe next to her haphazard hill of possessions and waved excitedly at her approaching nine-year-old nephew, knocking the large sunflower on her hat askew in the process. Keeping up with the hat was becoming a full-time occupation, but if she’d put it in her case it would have come out like a giant straw tortilla. As she adjusted it, she spied her niece Allison, who was a far more demure sixteen, following in her brother’s wake.

“Hi, Allis—”

Before Sunny could finish her niece’s name, Jason tackled her around the waist in a bear hug and tried to lift her off the floor with a macho show of strength.

“My, but you’re getting to be such a man.”

Rocked by her nephew’s enthusiasm, Sunny reached too late to steady her hat. She barely kept her footing. “Now, don’t hurt your back before we even get to the ship.”

Oh yes, she was definitely going to have a good time with these two … if she survived Jason’s roughhousing. He was getting too big for Sunny to handle. Not that Sunny really minded. She enjoyed his boisterous energy. In fact, her sister, Melinda, always teased that she acted like she was one of the kids, rather than their aunt.

Turning to fetch the runaway hat, Sunny came face to face with the tall and lanky cowboy she’d whacked on the head earlier. Clearly a bit wary of her, he silently picked up the hat and handed it over.

“Thank you again.” The scorch of embarrassment fired her cheeks. “At least I have reinforcements to help me now.”

Grinning like the Cheshire cat from Alice’s wonderland, she motioned to Jason and Allison to move out. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t met handsome men before, and heaven knew, having been born and raised outside of Houston, she’d heard her share of Texas drawls. So why was she staring at the man as if he’d grown horns? Funny. She needed to think of something funny to say instead of standing on her tongue.

“Hey, you’re going with us.”

Jason’s exclamation diverted the cowboy’s gaze from her face.

“What?”

“You’re going with us.” Jason repeated, fingering the tag on the man’s duffel bag. “We’re all going on the Love Ahoy.” The freckled boy looked beyond Daniel with a frown. “Got any kids my age?”

“No.”

Sensing more than seeing the stranger’s irritation, Sunny handed Jason the cooler. “I’m sure there’ll be others your age on the ship. Holiday cruises are great for whole families.”

“Well, all my friends are staying home and having a party on Saturday, which I can’t go to because of family,” Allison complained, snatching up the cosmetic case.

Sunny pulled her niece under her arm, trying to ignore the retreating figure of the stiffly polite cowboy in the crowd ahead. “Be grateful for your family, Alli,” she told the girl fiercely. “They’re too precious to take for granted.”

A cloud lighted briefly on Sunny’s heart. She prayed Alli would not know the terrible loss Sunny and Melinda were facing. Had been facing for years. She supposed it was youth that allowed her niece to take the deaths in stride and move on so quickly. Allison was so wrapped up in figuring out who she was in the midst of puberty’s changes that little else held her attention too long—unlike her mother, Melinda.

Shaking off the gloom, Sunny smiled. “I have a wonderful sister, a gorgeous brother-in-law, a beautiful niece, and an ornery nephew to spend the holidays with. What more could I ask?” Sunny squeezed her niece’s slim shoulders, determined to focus on the upside of this trip, rather than the down. She hoped Melinda and Alan would do the same. “We are going to have such a good time.”

“All passengers for the Love Ahoy, please follow me. Stay together.”

The amplified voice of the cruise representative drew the prospective passengers together in a straggling line behind the sign he held high over his head. It was emblazoned with the name of the cruise line.

“You heard the man.” Sunny glanced around. “By the way, where are your mom and dad?”

At first Melinda had said that she didn’t feel like going, but finally agreed that she and Alan needed this trip. Toward the end of her parents’ illness and after, Melinda had drawn into a shell, away from Alan. It was telling on their marriage. Sunny had volunteered to watch over the kids on the cruise so Melinda and Alan would have some time together without distraction to work things out.

“At the bus. They said we could meet your plane and come with you.” Allison spoke with pained indifference, and Sunny grinned. Life was such a bore at the girl’s ripe old age. At least the kids seemed to be clueless to the undercurrents between their parents.

To the unknowing eye, the entire trip was a waste of time for her niece, but Sunny knew Allison was as excited as the energetic boy who raced ahead of them through a group of seniors. According to Melinda, Allison had discussed in detail over the phone with all her friends every outfit she’d packed, while visions of exotic places and romance danced behind her ho-hum demeanor.

The tourist menagerie was made up of men in bright floral shirts and women in comfortable knit ensembles, some of which were a nautical red, white, and blue, and some dashed with glitter or studded with silver or gold. Sunny’s hat was one among many bobbing along in the hubbub.

“This looks like it’s going to be a real blast.” Allison had not missed the significant show of white- and gray-haired individuals. “I’ll bet the highlight of the day is bingo.”

“Only if the boys who pass out the cards are cute.” Sunny gave her niece a wink. “I’ll bet it will be all I can do to beat the young men away with a stick when they see you.”

“Aunt Sunny.” Allison produced a metallic smile, forgetting her braces for a moment and blushing like the schoolgirl she was.

“Although I wouldn’t mind keeping one or two for myself.”

“Aunt Sunny, puh-leeze.”

“After all, I should get something for rooming with you guys so your mom and dad can have some private time.”

“You’re awful.”

“And I’ve always taught you to share.”

“You’re crazy.”

Sunny stopped in her tracks as if shot. “I beg your pardon?” she said in her most offended voice.

Allison burst into giggles. “Come on, Aunt Sunny. We’re going to be late.”

Sunny and her charges were the last to get on the long, silver bus exhaling diesel fumes in the parking lot. Her brother-in-law, Alan, waved at her as she followed Allison through the narrow passage between the rows of double seats filled with passengers of all ages. Melinda smiled, but Sunny could tell it was a forced one.

Thank the Lord Melinda had agreed to see a doctor who belonged to their church before she left. At least now the circles under her eyes from lack of sleep were starting to fade. Sunny had jumped at the chance to suggest Melinda see the doctor when her sister complained about them and how hard it was to sleep through the night.

He’d put her on medication to help her through this stress-related depression, but it took time to work. Sunny knew the prescription wasn’t a cure all, but it would help until Melinda learned new ways to handle her depression. Of course, there was always the chance that Melinda was chemically burned out as well, that she’d need to take her medication indefinitely, much like a diabetic was forced to take insulin. But if that were the case, they’d deal with it. Together.

“Nice flight?” Melinda asked.

“Great.” Unless one counted the sourpuss she’d behatted.

“Alan, are you keeping your wife straight?”

“Trying,” her brother-in-law chuckled. “Good to see you.”

Sunny stopped to hug her sister and admire a baby traveling with its parents when the driver announced that everyone had to be seated before the bus would start.

“I didn’t think you were going to make it.” Melinda called after her as Sunny hurried to find an empty seat.

“It’s Allison’s fault. She was trying to pick up guys in the terminal.”

“Was not!” Allison dropped into the spare seat next to her brother. “But Aunt Sunny was flirting with a cowboy.”

“Was not!” Sunny shot over her shoulder. Beneath her feet, the floor of the bus rumbled as if it were impatient to be off. “When I flirt with a cowboy, you’ll know I’m flirting.”

Contrary to what the driver said, the bus started before she sat down. She’d no more than spotted an empty place when the vehicle lurched forward, throwing Sunny into the seat. On her way down, she glimpsed a long, denim-clad leg curled in a lazy sprawl. Sunflower hat clashed with Stetson, both knocked askew. Sunny scrambled in an attempt to get out of the startled man’s lap, accompanied by the echoes of concern and amusement surrounding them.

“You again.” The disgruntled cowpoke folded his legs in front of him. He shifted and wedged his knees against the back of the next seat to make room for her. Annoyance all but erased his drawl.

“Yep, it’s me … the ma’am,” she mimicked, venturing a toothy grimace. “Sorry I held everyone up. I had to get my things put under the bus and—”

“I shouldn’t have been sprawled over two seats. My fault.”

By golly, he almost smiled. A sensation akin to striking her crazy bone rushed through Sunny, the same jolt she’d felt when he’d smoothed the snag of her blouse over her shoulder. Disconcerted, Sunny forced a grin to her suddenly stiff features.

“And I wasn’t flirting. If I was flirting, you’d know it.”

“Say what?” The man clearly had no idea what she was talking about. He’d been in a world of his own—until she fell on him.

“My niece just accused me of flirting with you—” a tinge of embarrassed heat was creeping up her neck—“and I told her that if I’d been flirting with you, everyone would know it.”

The more she said, the more ridiculous she sounded.

The corner of the man’s mouth twitched, while the sunlight did a little dance in his eyes. They were brown … no, more than that. Flecks of amber gave them an added warmth. She supposed the color befitted the slight reddish cast of his dark brown hair.

“Oh, how’s that?”

She felt like hiding beneath her seat. Instead, she volleyed back without hesitation. “I’d grab you, throw you down, and give you a kiss.” After retrieving her hat from the floor, she leaned against the seat. “Yes, sir—” she tugged it John Wayne fashion over her forehead, so that she had to look down her nose to see—“when I mean business, pardner, you’ll know it.”

“Hey, there, cowboy—” one of the seniors sitting behind them teased, tossing Daniel’s runaway hat back into his lap—“I think you’ve met your match.”

Buoyed by the laughter surrounding them, Sunny raised the brim of her straw bonnet and cut Daniel a sharp look. “You married?”

“Nope.”

“Me, neither.” She leaned over and lowered her voice. “Them younguns up there belong to my sister, but she lends ’em out every once in a while, kinda like watchdogs. They don’t bite, mind you, but they do make a lot of noise.”

This time he laughed, right along with the half dozen or so couples who’d been eavesdropping. Outrageous always worked when she was backed into a corner.

“Lady, you are a real piece of work.”

Sunny nodded solemnly, her lips twitching with the urge to join in. “Yep, an’ I aim to keep it thataway.”

Looping her thumbs in the belt of her slacks, she sank against the seat in retreat. Her face was probably as red as her knit tank top, now that she’d managed to make a total fool of herself in front of a complete stranger. She couldn’t help it. That’s just the way she was when she was on edge—and there was something about this guy that made her feel as though she were on the brink of a very large leap … or fall.


[image: ]

AFTER A WEAVING TRIP through Miami traffic, past tall glass buildings on streets interspersed with little concrete islands and sprouting palms, the bus maneuvered over a bridge to the harbor. Sunny idly listened to the chatter of the tourists. Everyone was caught up in the thrill of being on the way to the islands on a luxury liner. The seniors’ group was from the northeast, their speech as distinguishable as that of another group from the Carolinas. For flavor there was a Hibernian tour with an unmistakable Irish lilt to their voices as they teased each other over some mischief.

Loving people watching and, in this case, listening, Sunny remained beneath her straw-brimmed retreat until she heard Jason’s excited, “Look, Mom! Dad! There’s our ship. That’s gotta be it.”

Sunny’s companion, who was still nameless of his own quiet accord, stared out the tinted window at the three large liners docked along the canal. His was the rugged jawline of one of those poster cowhands, tanned, but neatly shaven. But it was what she glimpsed in his eyes that riveted Sunny’s attention. Instead of excitement, his eyes smacked of dread. No stranger to that monster, she felt a ridiculous urge to put a comforting hand on his arm, but held back. He’d made it clear he was a loner.

She slung her bag onto her shoulder. Was that by choice, or was his long, tall, lone wolf bit a charade?

You should know. Facades are your specialty…

She shrugged the inner comment away. Didn’t matter. It was his business, not hers. Besides, everyone had a cloud of some sort, she supposed. Her family might be eating Thanksgiving turkey in a different setting, but her mom and dad would still be missed.

As she had time and again since losing her parents, Sunny rallied stubbornly. No point in concentrating on the pain. She needed to focus on the blessings they had, exactly as the plaque on Mom’s kitchen wall suggested, how happiness was learning to be content with what one had. Their parents were not with them, but they weren’t suffering. They were with God, pain free. One had not been left behind to suffer alone for very long. They were together. And those left behind had each other.

This was a time for healing, not for sorrow. Alan’s idea to spend the holiday on a cruise to the Caribbean was a good prescription for all of them—and hopefully for his troubled marriage as well.

He was such a dear and so much in love with his wife that he was willing to leave his accounting business at one of its busiest times for her sake. At first, Melinda flatly refused, swearing she couldn’t possibly enjoy herself, feeling as worn and torn as she did.

“It isn’t healthy to dwell on the past,” Sunny told Melinda, eager to help the situation in any way she could. “Remember what happened to Lot’s wife.”

This actually got Melinda to chuckle, for it was her sister who’d told Sunny how one of the kids in the Sunday school class had his own fractured version of the classic Scripture. “I know, a pillar of salt by day and a ball of fire by night.” Melinda paused a soul-searching moment and then nodded. “Although I imagine Alan wouldn’t mind the last part,” she added, some of that familiar Elder humor surfacing.

The bus braked, drawing Sunny back to the present. People on both sides of the bus rose from their seats to snap pictures as the vehicle turned into a palmlined drive. Even Melinda had snagged Alan’s camera, still hanging about his neck, to snap a picture of the liner commanding the entire dock area. She laughed as he feigned choking and sank back down beside him, leaning closer.

Yes, Lord! This was to be a healing cruise—just what the nurse and accountant ordered. God was opening new doors already.

Sunny glanced at her companion, slumped against his seat, hat tipped over his face. Maybe this cruise would even heal whatever boil he was sitting on. She resisted the urge to wedge the hat down to his ears out of sheer mischief and fished her sunglasses from the brim of her sunflower hat instead. He already thought she was from another planet. No sense in confirming it.

The bus drifted to a stop under a modern, metallic portico protruding from a large, white stone building. A pair of cruise representatives, dressed in the same crisp uniform as the person who’d fetched the passengers from the airport, waited outside for the bus to unload. One rep spoke into a walkie-talkie and laughed at a crackling reply before fastening it to his belt. The other waved the passengers off the bus like a child anxiously awaiting the arrival of loved ones. Sunny had to give the employees credit—they certainly seemed to enjoy their jobs.

After waiting for the bus to clear ahead of her, Sunny stepped into the aisle. Glancing back at her unsolicited travel partner, she asked him if this was his stop, just in case he really was asleep under that wide brim.

“I’m in no hurry.” He straightened a little so that he could see what was going on. “Thanks just the same, ma’am.”

With a shrug, Sunny hurried to close the gap in the line. Yep, she’d scared the living daylights out of the poor soul, she thought, not without some humor. He seemed to be one of those folks who had two speeds … slow and stop, while hers were fast and faster. Still, he was cute, in a slouch hat, cowpoke kind of way.

As she stepped into the smothering Miami heat, the bright sun overhead made her wince despite the protection of her hat and sunglasses. Thankfully, the terminal was air-conditioned, which helped keep people cool as they moved at a snail’s pace through the line to get their tickets processed. Sunny managed to distract the kids while Melinda and Alan braved the long columns. After snacks and drinks, courtesy of the cruise line, and a trip to the bathroom, the family was finally cleared for boarding. They marched in order toward the canopied entrance to the boarding ramp, Alan at the lead, Sunny bringing up the rear guard with the noisy cooler.

The photographer waiting for each group embarking snapped a picture of Melinda’s family before Sunny could catch up with them. Prepared to have a solo shot done, she gave her sunniest smile when the photographer’s assistant pulled someone behind her into the setting and the camera flashed. Startled and blinded like a deer in someone’s headlights, Sunny squeezed the cooler even tighter. To her dismay, she heard a loud crack and suddenly, despite her duct-tape wrap, its contents spilled everywhere.

Red, green, yellow, and orange plastic juice bottles scattered amid the half melted ice cubes crunching around her feet as she scurried to catch them. She tried to scoop them back into the two halves of the split cooler, all the while apologizing frantically to everyone within earshot. The cruise staff, apparently accustomed to such catastrophes, was quick to help her contain the mess. As she straightened, the front of her blouse and the knees of her khaki slacks soaked in ice water, she turned to those being held up behind her and found herself once again facing the stoic cowboy she’d bothered on the airplane and the bus.

“I am so sorry,” she managed, mortified. “I always carry the kids’ favorite juices and—”

“The Styrofoam burst, I know,” he assured her with a scant measure of tolerance. “I saw.”

“You must think I’m such a klutz.”

“Oh no.” He actually said it with a straight face.

“Excuse me, Mr. and Mrs…” A camera assistant turned the tag on the cowboy’s carry-on. “Jarrett,” she continued in her bounciest British accent, “but could you keep the line moving? I’ll have the juices sent to your cabin.”

Sunny turned, shaking her head. “Oh, you don’t understand, we’re not—”

Before she could finish, her unsolicited companion grabbed her arm and escorted her past the camera and onto the ramp.

“Come along, dear, or we’re going to miss the boat.”

For once, Sunny was at a loss for words.

The moment Melinda and her family gathered around her on the Biscayne deck, the nameless cowpoke was gone, belying her earlier opinion regarding his snail-like speed. Sunny couldn’t say she blamed him. If someone had smacked her in the head, fallen in her lap, and spilled a cooler of drinks on her feet, she’d have run, too.

“What happened?”

“The cooler broke. Now I’m iced and the drinks I brought for the kids … well, the staff said they’d deliver them to the cabin.” Sunny glanced at the mirrored stairwell, onto which some passengers were filtering from the ramp. Others joined flows to the right and left of the lobby down long, narrow corridors lined with cabins and little passages on both sides leading to the plusher cabins on the outside of the ship.

Alan, C.P.A. organizational instincts kicking in, pointed to a small map of the ship mounted on the stairwell wall. “You guys are one deck up on the Atlantic and to the stern, which is blue carpet for those who don’t know stern from bow. Melinda and I are on the Sun deck, forward.” He slipped his arm around his wife’s waist. It would be easy to be jealous of the love shared between them, but Sunny was glad Melinda had a wonderful guy like Alan.

“Great,” she teased. “You guys get the Sun deck while the kids and I play Ben Hur in the bilge of the ship.”

“That’s what we get for booking so close to the sailing,” Melinda quipped, with more sauce than Sunny had seen in a long time.

“Actually, you were upgraded from the bowels. We booked you one deck lower. But look at it this way, Sun,” Alan pointed out, pragmatic to the bone. The poor soul never knew how to take her jokes. “You’ll have less motion to deal with than we will.”

“If my life were any more motionless, I’d be a statue,” Sunny answered in kind.

“This from an ER nurse!” Melinda shook her head. “You see more activity and excitement in a day than some people see in a lifetime.”

“I was speaking of men.” Turning, she took a playful swipe at Alan’s thick, curly blond hair. “And gift horses,” she added for his benefit. “But fear not, Old Paint, I was taught never to look a gift horse in the mouth.” With a mischievous pinch of his chin, she turned toward her niece and nephew. “Come on, kids. This way.”

“Forward or aft?” Jason questioned with a mock salute.

“Yes, I believe so,” Sunny replied, straight-faced. It took a moment for Jason to register she was playing with his mind.

“Aunt Sunny,” the boy responded with a grand show of patience wearing thin. He tapped his foot.

Sunny shrugged in surrender. “Okay, I guess I have to act my age sometime. Up one, then go blue. Blue is the stern half, red the bow.”

Squaring her hat, sunflower to the forward, Sunny started up the steps, leaving Alan and Melinda to head for the stern elevators. After walking through a maze of passages, they found their cabin door in an offshoot of the main corridor.

It was crowded with suitcases piled against both side walls. Upon selecting their luggage from the assortment, Jason preceded them into what was to be their quarters for the next seven days. By the time all three and their suitcases were inside, there was scarcely room to move.

“Good thing we packed light.” First Sunny eyed the bunks stacked on one side of the narrow room and then the convertible sofa on the other. “I claim the sofa. Jason, you take the high road.”

“Man, I wanted the sofa,” her nephew complained.

Sunny raised a warning finger. “Don’t make me act my age.”

Not the least intimidated, Jason sighed. “Oh yeah, I forgot. It’s hard to remember around you sometimes.”

Sunny made a face. “Wiseacre.”

With a toss, the boy landed his duffel bag on the top berth and climbed up the ladder at the foot. “I’m done,” he announced, unzipping the bag.

That left space for Allison to put her suitcase, a large Pullman similar to Sunny’s, on her bunk to unpack. Now Sunny could move. Talk about tight quarters.

“You go on and unpack, Alli. I’ll do mine later in whatever drawers or closet space is left.”

“I don’t know how you tolerate him,” Allison observed, clearly considering herself above the two of them.

“Like you’re so cool, Miss Dufus,” Jason derided.

Sunny intervened. “Truce. There’s not enough room in here to wage even a verbal war.” She opened the door at the foot of the bunks expecting a closet, but to her surprise, she found another room. It wasn’t much larger than their cabin, but it contained twin beds, a dresser, and bath. Was it a part of their cabin?

“My locker at school is this big,” Allison complained behind her. She held open the door of the actual closet, utter disdain on her young face.

No, this couldn’t be a suite, Sunny thought, recalling the microscopic layout on the brochure Melinda had shown her. Her sister’s purple-shaded rectangle had a balcony and queen bed, while the one Sunny and the kids were assigned was anemic pink for low budget and no window. Unless the upgrade Alan mentioned included an adjoining compartment big enough that one didn’t have to step outside to turn around.

“I get that room if no one else takes it,” Jason announced from his lofty perch.

“I don’t think so, amigo.” Sunny stepped back into their own small cubicle and, common sense triumphing over wishful thinking, pulled the door to behind her. “It’s an adjoining room, but we don’t get it unless we pay for it, comprendez?”

“Bummer.”

Jason rolled on his back and aimed a remote control at the small television mounted on the wall over Sunny’s sofa bunk. He looked like his dad, with his curly blond hair and freckles, while Allison had Melinda’s dark brown hair, blue eyes, and, to the girl’s dismay, her father’s freckles as well. Leaning against the adjoining door, Sunny picked up the shipboard announcements left by the steward on the small chest of drawers by the bathroom and scanned them hurriedly.

“There’s a briefing on the cruise an hour after lunch. Anyone game to attend it with me?”

“Naw, I’m gonna watch TV.”

“And miss lunch?” Sunny stared at her nephew, a dubious lift to her brow.

“Food? Yeah, right. Let’s go.”

“You are going to eat after stuffing down all those snacks?” Allison asked with the melodramatic talent natural to her age. Sometimes Sunny called her Sara Heartburn when she got off on some overdone tizzy.

“I ain’t watchin’ my figure to catch some poor unsuspecting guy.”

“I’m not,” Sunny corrected her nephew. “Ain’t is a no-no.”

“Neither am I,” Allison shot back at Jason smugly.

“Good thing, ’cause you ain’t got a figure.” Her brother cackled with glee and danced beyond the sisterly swat she gave him.

Sunny grabbed the boy by a handful of hair and shook him playfully.

“Now look, Wart,” she warned in a sinister tone. “Just remember, you’re outnumbered two to one. You leave the seat down in the john and no more cracks about our love lives, got it?”

Jason grinned like the imp he was, revealing a gap where a tooth had been. “Got it. Now can I go see what Mom’s cabin looks like?”

“Sure you know the number?”

The boy held up his palm, where both cabin numbers were written in black. “Indelible ink. No problem.”

“Especially since he doesn’t bathe.”

“Then get outta here,” Sunny growled playfully, as Jason exchanged the verbal for a physical swipe at his sister, who dodged it with practiced ease.

Sunny started for the small bathroom done in pink and black tile, reminiscent of the fifties, and paused as she heard Jason shout from the open door. “Holy smokes, look at this!”

There, literally filling the passageway, were a dozen balloons emblazoned with Bon Voyage and other cheerful send-offs. A rain of curling ribbons cascaded from each of the floating hearts and circles, which were anchored to a large black-and-tan trimmed Pullman similar to Sunny’s.

“They’re for you, Aunt Sunny.”

Sunny maneuvered past Allison to take the card Jason handed to her, when she spied a pair of occupied boots standing next to the case. Pushing the wall of balloons down one at a time, she soon uncovered a Stetson-crowned face, which accompanied a long-limbed body in the boots on the other side of the buoyant latex and Mylar wall.

“I should have known,” an increasingly familiar voice sighed.

It was him. No number of balloons could hide that hat.

“Well, hello,” Sunny managed, knocking aside another balloon. Was this guy a harbinger of embarrassing moments or what? He was always around when she felt foolish. “Are these from you?”

“Not hardly, ma’am.”

If ever a soul looked like the world was falling in on him, it was this guy. To say the least, he was less than enthused that he was to share the companionway with her. At the moment, Sunny didn’t blame him. Where on earth were they going to put these balloons?

“I’m trying to get to my cabin,” he said, glancing down at the handle of the case where the balloons were tied.

Sunny immediately started to untie the knot securing them. “Of course you are. These are from some friends.”

“The ER staff, Aunt Sunny,” Jason said, flipping over the card.

“ER as in emergency room?”

The skepticism in the stranger’s voice almost made Sunny giggle. He was not the first to wonder how such a walking klutz managed in that setting. Truth was, she was a picture of professionalism there. It was everywhere else that her life ran riot.

“That’s right, I’m a nurse … even have the diplomas and awards to prove it.” The knot simply would not come undone. “Sunny Elders is the name. Nursing’s my game.”

“Daniel Jarrett,” he responded. “Here, let me get that.”

Sunny backed away as Daniel Jarrett grasped the balloon ribbon with strong, tanned fingers and snapped it with a macho grimace. Freed, the balloons rose to cling to the low ceiling overhead. Ducking low, he dragged a suitcase behind him and slipped through the door into his cabin. At its closing click, Allison snickered in adolescent excitement.

“Ooh, Aunt Sunny, I can’t believe he’s our neighbor!”

Sunny’s attention instantly shifted from the wide expanse of balloons she was trying to gather through the narrow doorway to that of the adjoining passage. She hadn’t seen a lock on the door. Not that she thought the man was an ax murderer or anything. In fact, he was probably glad the lock was on his side after all the nuisance she’d been to him in the few short hours of their acquaintance. If anything, their meeting so far had been a bust.

As though to agree, one of the balloons exploded behind her.

On the other side of the wall, Daniel Jarrett heard what could only be a bursting balloon and two ensuing shrieks. Despite himself, he chuckled. He probably should have saved that walking accident-waiting-to-happen by popping all the balloons with his knife and being done with it. A nurse. Go figure. Maybe she coped with the chaos of an emergency room better by living a life full of it.

Daniel scanned the room. He hoped his neighbors had more room in their cabin than he had in his. Slinging the Pullman on the bed next to his duffel bag, he shifted his attention to a door too wide to be a locker. It took no architectural genius to figure out whose cabin was connected to his. With a shrug of resignation, he pushed in the button lock on the knob and then wedged his duffel bag against it. Fate sure had a twisted sense of humor.

He unzipped the Pullman to unpack—anything to put off meeting his mother and new stepfather at the farewell party up on the sundeck. What was wrong with things the way they used to be, the way the holiday had always been? Thanksgiving at the home place, Mom cooking the turkey and trimmings and Dan’s sister and her husband visiting. End of story. But no. Good ol’ Charlie Meyers sweet-talked Dan’s mom into taking this cruise on their monthly anniversary in lieu of gathering at the ranch for Thanksgiving. Well, confounded if Dan intended to endure the man’s company any more than he had to.

So what if Dan and his sister could see the islands where his mom fell in love and “share the celebration”? He grimaced. If that wasn’t a waste of good money, what was? It wasn’t Dan’s money, of course, but this all-expense-paid trip spelled torment to him, not paradise. Who would want to vacation in a place hotter and muggier than the Texas ranch he ran?

No, this was a pure waste of his mother’s money … the money Dan’s dad and Dan himself had made sacrifices for, to ensure she was provided for in her senior years. After his father’s death, Dan had given up his plans to become a veterinarian, attending a local university at night for a degree in animal husbandry instead. He’d refused to use the money from the inheritance his father left for his mother’s care. It was hers. The ranch was Dan’s after he bought out his sister’s half. His dad had taught him thriftiness, and it served Dan well—the place was twice the size it had been when David Jarrett passed it on to his children.

This vacation couldn’t possibly be his mom’s idea, even though she’d begged Dan to come and charged the whole shebang on one of her credit accounts. This was the Big Spender’s idea. Dan’s mom just wasn’t prone to this kind of spending—leastwise, not until love addled her brain. She was comfortable enough with the money her late husband left her, but wealthy wasn’t a word that came to Dan’s mind when he considered her finances. Before that blasted cruise a few months ago, she’d discussed all her financial decisions with Dan. Now some slick, retired, used-car salesman and ladies’ man had taken over.

His sister, Gail, blamed Dan’s cool reception of Charlie Meyers on Dan’s having to fend for himself alone at the ranch. She’d already forewarned him that she was going to try to hook him up with someone. Just what he needed—more complications in his life.

Absently, Dan brushed some white cat hair off his blue jeans and genuinely smiled for a fraction of a second, probably the first time since he’d left Texas, at the reminder of Snowball. Even the cat he’d found abandoned in a frozen parking lot in midwinter acted with more sense than his mom. Snowball didn’t trust every Tom, Dick, and Fluffy that came along offering affection.

His pets were enough company for anyone. He wondered how they accepted his hired hand feeding them. More than likely Snowball remained an indifferent ball of feline fur, while Hank—a half shepherd and half Heinz-of-57-varieties mongrel with a permanent grin (or snarl, depending on the circumstances)—was beside himself with glee for human companionship. Dan hoped Clive would be able to spend a little time with them apart from feeding. Despite their contrary personalities, Dan was really fond of the pets—neither of which adapted any better to change in routine than their owner.

Daniel froze. His mental picture of the two animals dolefully watching him leave from the porch vanished at the sight of the frazzled cat caricature staring up at him from the front of a folded T-shirt. In disbelief, he shook the garment out. I don’t do mornings, it said.

What in blue blazes was going on here? He reached for the luggage tag the cruise line had provided. It had his cabin number on it, all right. The problem was, it wasn’t his case. And this, he thought, deftly picking up another T-shirt as if to give the bag a second chance to get things right, was definitely not his. He stared at the one-size-fits-all garment with a voluptuous bikini-clad figure painted on it. It was big enough for two.

First finding himself next door to a loony bird and her two fledglings. Now this.

Meticulously, he folded the absurd tees, dropped them back in the case, and zipped it shut before they infected him with their twisted humor. Grumbling under his breath, he marched to the phone and dialed room service. After three rings, an accented voice answered. It was a basically one-sided conversation.

“The wrong luggage was delivered to my room … yes, the tag is mine, but the case isn’t … no, I did not switch the tags, but someone obviously did. Yes, I’m sure these are not my clothes.”

He’d grant Gail’s observation that things looked pretty bleak on his romantic front, but he wasn’t about to take up cross-dressing. Daniel held back his acid observation in favor of processing the broken English on the other end of the line into instructions. Take the bag to the main lobby on the Concord and search for his own there. That was where all unclaimed luggage was being taken.

Great. He slammed the receiver down on the cradle, making it jangle in protest. He should have known that if the airline didn’t lose his luggage, the cruise line would. He’d never trusted these big-time operations, especially when coordinated effort was required. Right now, some ample-figured college coed was riffling through his jeans and T-shirts, probably getting just as ticked as he was.

As he grabbed the case and reached for the cabin door, an oath surfaced on Daniel’s lips, only to be halted by a muted explosion from the adjoining cabin, followed by a startled shriek. That’s two. A smile tugged at his mouth despite his dour mood. Only ten more to go, if his calculation was right. He found himself wondering if it would be a matter of days or hours. Considering what he’d seen to date, he gave his oddball neighbor fifteen minutes, tops.

No doubt about it. That woman needed a keeper.
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