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Chapter 1



The good news about my cruise is, I didn’t get seasick. The bad news is, I almost got hacked to death by a raving loony. But, hey. Life’s funny that way. My life, that is. Just when I think things are going smoothly someone comes along and tries to eviscerate me.

But let’s rewind to the day it all began, shall we?

My neighbor Lance was stretched out on my bed, watching me as I raced around tossing clothes into a suitcase.

“I still can’t believe you’re going on a cruise by yourself,” he said, shaking his blond curls in disbelief.

Yes, it’s true. I, Jaine Austen, a woman whose idea of a Mexican vacation is a two-for-one Burrito Day at Taco Bell, was about to head off on my first cruise to Mexico. Or, as we cognoscenti say, Me-hi-co! And the best thing was, it was absolutely free!

I’d answered an ad in the L.A. Times from a cruise company looking for lecturers, and much to my surprise and delight, they’d hired me. All I had to do was teach a few lessons on Writing Your Life Story, and the generous folks at Holiday Cruise Lines were picking up my tab.

“But, Jaine,” Lance pointed out, “the average age on these cruises is dead. How do you expect to meet anybody?”

“I’m not going on the cruise to meet anybody. I’m going for the adventure, the scenery, the Latin culture.”

Oh, who was I kidding? I was going for the twenty-four-hour buffet. Imagine! Dessert on tap any time day or night. Talk about heaven.

“Gaack! You can’t possibly be taking that,” Lance said, pointing to a perfectly serviceable Cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs T-shirt. “They’ll make you walk the plank in that thing.”

“This happens to be a collector’s item,” I sniffed.

“A garbage collector’s,” he sniffed right back.

Some people just don’t appreciate kitsch.

“I’m sorry I can’t take you to the pier like I was supposed to,” he said, grimacing at a pair of my elastic-waist shorts, “but I’ve got to be at work in a half hour.”

“That’s okay. It’s not your fault I’m running so late,” I said, eyeing my cat, Prozac, who was perched atop my dresser. “A certain someone took a tinkle on my open suitcase this morning. Which meant I had to run out and buy a new suitcase and do an emergency load of laundry, which slowed me down a good hour or three.”

Prozac glared down at me through slitted eyes that seemed to say:

You’re lucky it was just a tinkle.

“Poor thing is upset that you’re going away,” Lance tsked.

“Upset? That’s putting it mildly. Think King Kong with hairballs. I don’t see why you’re making such a fuss, Pro. After all, Grandma and Grandpa are flying in all the way from Florida to take care of you.”

Her tail twitched the way it always does when she’s on the warpath.

Your parents are not my “grandma” and “grandpa.” And if your mother tries to put a bow in my hair like she did the last time, I won’t be held responsible for the consequences.

“Hey, I’d better get going,” Lance said, springing up from my bed, “or I’ll be late for work. Which reminds me, we’re having a sale on Jimmy Choo. Want me to pick up a pair for you?”

Lance, who is gainfully employed as a shoe salesman at Neiman Marcus, can never seem to remember that the only thing I can afford from Jimmy Choo is his box.

“No, thanks.” I smiled wanly.

“Well, good-bye then,” he said, taking me in his arms for a farewell hug. “Have fun on the poop deck, whatever the heck that is.”

After Lance left to fondle rich ladies’ feet at Neiman’s, I finished packing, all the while dreaming of seven days lolling in a deck chair and soaking up the sun. When I was done, I turned to Prozac, who was still glaring at me from her perch atop my dresser.

“So long, sweetheart,” I said, scooping her in my arms. “You be good now, hear?”

Yeah, right. Whatever.

Wriggling free from my grasp, she leapt onto my bedspread, which she began clawing with a vengeance. I’d be surprised if it was still in one piece when I got back.

I picked up my bags and headed out to the living room, fighting back waves of guilt. In spite of Prozac’s abominable behavior, I felt bad about leaving her. What can I say? When it comes to my cat, I’m a hopeless sap, mere putty in her paws.

Oh, well. I couldn’t fret. Prozac would be fine. My mother would stuff her with human tuna and spoil her rotten.

I took one last look around my apartment, bidding farewell to my overstuffed sofa and my straggly philodendron plant, then headed outside.

It was a glorious day, complete with crayon-blue skies, fluffy white clouds, and palm fronds rustling in the breeze. What perfect weather to set sail for the high seas. Luckily I’d nabbed a parking spot in front of my duplex. I loaded my suitcase and tote bag in the trunk of my car and was just about to shut the lid when I realized I’d forgotten to pack my Giant Book of New York Times Crossword Puzzles, which I intended to work my way through during my seven days at sea, a succession of free strawberry smoothies at my side.

With a sigh of impatience, I dashed back to my apartment and into my bedroom, where Prozac had abandoned my bedspread and was now busily attacking my pillow. I could’ve sworn I’d left the crossword book on my night table, but it wasn’t there.

I looked in the living room, the bathroom, and kitchen, and was about to give up when I finally saw it peeking out from under the living room sofa. No doubt Prozac had hidden it there—just her thoughtful way of saying “bon voyage.”

I grabbed it and raced back out to the Corolla, where I tossed it into the trunk and got behind the wheel, excitement mounting. At last I was headed off for a fabulous week of cruising!

Bidding adieu to the cares and woes of my workaday life, I took off with a smile on my lips and a song in my heart.

And—what I didn’t know at the time—a cat in the trunk of my car.








Chapter 2



Prozac, the little devil, had undoubtedly slipped out of my apartment while I was dashing around looking for my crossword puzzle book. Like an idiot, I’d left the front door open.

Now as I opened the trunk of my car in the pier’s parking lot, she sauntered out from where she’d been hiding behind my suitcase and looked up at me in triumph.

Anchors aweigh!

Oh, Lord. Fifteen minutes till final boarding. There was no way I could possibly get her back to my apartment. And they’d never let me on board with a cat.

Of course, I could always come clean and confess all. But I wasn’t about to give up my free cruise. Not to mention my chances of ever working for Holiday Cruise Lines again. Here was my golden opportunity to wow them with my lecture skills, and line up a whole roster of glam cruises around the Pacific. I’d already mentally booked a twenty-one-day excursion to Tahiti. I simply couldn’t give all that up and spend the next seven days back in my apartment watching The Weather Channel with my parents.

No, there was only one sensible thing to do under the circumstances:

Smuggle Prozac on board.

“Okay, kiddo,” I said, plopping her into my tote bag. “You’re about to become a stowaway.”

I zipped up the bag, leaving it open just enough so that she’d get some air.

“And if you don’t want Grandma putting bows in your hair for the next week,” I hissed as I made my way to the embarkation area, “then stay put and be quiet.”

My palms were sweaty as I handed over my suitcase to a burly baggage handler. I prayed Prozac wouldn’t blow it and start wailing from the tote. But Prozac had obviously gotten the message and was keeping her mouth shut.

Once my suitcase was loaded onto a dolly, I headed inside a cavernous barn of a building where passengers were chattering happily, waiting on line to get through security.

I quickly called Lance on my cell and left a message on his voice mail, telling him what happened and asking him to please tell my parents I had Prozac with me. Then I took my place at the end of the line, behind a couple with a toddler in a stroller.

All was going according to plan as we inched our way to the security scanner. Nary a peep from the tote bag. I was beginning to think I was going to get away with my stowaway scheme when the toddler in front of me shrieked:

“Kitty cat! Kitty cat!”

I looked down, and to my horror, I saw that Prozac had wriggled her head out of the tote and was looking around, surveying the scene. I promptly shoved her back down again.

“Mommy! Mommy! Kitty cat!”

The kid tugged at his mother’s jeans, getting her attention. She turned around, a harried brunette with an armful of tour books.

“What is it, Devon?”

“Kitty cat!” he screeched at the top of his lungs, in case anybody didn’t hear it the first seven times.

“A cat?” his mom asked, looking around. “Where?”

“Oh, that was Snuffles,” I said, with a moronic giggle. “My stuffed animal. I never go anywhere without Snuffles. It’s a security thing. I’m working on it in therapy. My therapist says I’m making very good progress, especially with my new meds….”

I tend to babble when I’m nervous.

“Now, Devon,” the kid’s mother murmured, wheeling the stroller as far away from me as possible, “don’t bother the crazy lady.”

Okay, so she didn’t call me crazy, but I could tell she was thinking it.

By now we’d reached the security scanner.

Holding my breath, I put my tote bag on the conveyor belt.

I cringed as I saw it moving from within. I fully expected a zillion alarms would go off and I’d be arrested as a cat-smuggling terrorist. But thankfully, nobody else seemed to notice.

Now it was my turn to walk through the human scanner. I pasted a sickly smile on my face and stepped inside, my heart racing at Indy 500 speed, guilt oozing from every pore.

But the security guy just waved me through with a bored flap of his hand.

My heartbeat returned to normal as I retrieved my tote bag and headed outside. I was just about to cross the threshold to freedom when I felt someone clamp my arm in an iron grip.

“Just a minute, miss.”

I whirled around to face another security guard, a beefy Brunhilde of a woman with biceps the size of volleyballs.

The jig was clearly up. Man overboard. Time to walk the plank.

“You forgot your crossword puzzles,” she said, handing me my Giant Book of New York Times Crossword Puzzles.

I took it from her, my hands trembling with relief.

“Have a good trip,” she said, with a big-toothed smile.

“Thanks so much,” I managed to sputter.

Then I stepped outside to the dock, where I got my first glimpse of the Holiday Festival, a sparkling white behemoth of a ship trimmed with gleaming wood railings and lavish balconies.

Wow, I thought, gazing up at the beautiful vessel. This was the life!

Down below I could see workers loading crates of food supplies. I only hoped some of them contained chocolate.

I headed for the gangplank, where two ship’s officers, handsome Scandinavians clad in white, wanted to see my passport. It was my one final hurdle, and I passed it with flying colors, if you don’t count the nasty scratch Prozac gave me when I reached into my tote for my passport.

Operation Stowaway was a success!

At last, my carefree vacation at sea about to begin, I scooted up the gangplank.

Of course, if I’d known the hell that was in store for me, I would’ve scooted right back down again.

 

According to my ticket, my cabin was on the Dungeon Deck. Okay, technically, it was called the Paradise Deck, but it was so deep in the bowels of the ship, I practically got the bends riding down in the elevator.

But I didn’t care. I was thrilled to have made it past security.

I was making my way along the corridor, looking for my cabin, when Prozac, clearly irritated at having been cooped up in a tote bag with nothing for company but my hair dryer, sprang out of the bag and began prancing down the corridor.

“Stop this instant!” I commanded in vain, bolting after her.

Then, just as I was about to catch her, a woman came out from her cabin, an attractive blonde with the statuesque good looks of a Vegas showgirl.

Of all the rotten timing.

“What do we have here?” she cooed, scooping Prozac up in her arms.

Instantly Prozac shot her one of her wide-eyed Adorable looks. Somehow, when it comes to strangers, Prozac always manages to turn on the charm.

“Oh, god,” I started babbling, “she snuck out of my apartment when I was looking for my crossword puzzles and it was too late to bring her back home so I had to hide her in my tote bag because I couldn’t give up seven days in the sun with a 24-hour buffet and it was all going so smoothly until I found her in the trunk of my car. The last thing I need on this cruise is Prozac.”

“I don’t know about that, honey. You might want to take one of those Prozacs. Sounds like you could use one.”

“No, you don’t understand. Prozac is my cat.”

“What a sweetheart,” she said, scratching the little monster behind her ears.

“You’re not going to tell anyone about her, are you? They’re sure to quarantine her in some horrible cage, and even though that’s just what she deserves, I couldn’t bear for that to happen.”

“Don’t worry, hon.” She flashed me a friendly smile. “Your secret’s safe with me.”

“Thank you so much!”

“I’m Cookie Esposito. I sing with the band in the Sinatra Lounge.”

“I’m Jaine Austen. No relation,” I quickly added, to forestall the question I’ve been asked 8,756 times in my life. “I’m one of the ship’s lecturers. I’m teaching a course in Writing Your Life Story.”

“A writer! How wonderful! Welcome to the Paradise Deck, Jaine. This is where they put all the hired hands. C’mon, I’ll walk you to your cabin.”

“It’s right here,” I said, spotting my cabin number.

“Great! Right next to mine,” she grinned. “We’ll be neighbors!”

What a stroke of luck. At least I’d have one neighbor who wouldn’t get suspicious if she heard meowing in the middle of the night.

“If there’s anything you need, just knock on my door. Bye, snookums.”

This last endearment was addressed to Prozac, whom she reluctantly handed back to me and then headed off down the corridor.

I took the keyless entry pass card I’d been given and put it in the electronic door lock. A green light flashed, and I turned the handle.

Because I was traveling for free, I wasn’t hoping for anything lavish in the way of accommodations. I’d kept my expectations low. But apparently not low enough. I blinked in dismay as I stepped into a windowless cubbyhole of a room with all the charm of a broom closet. There was barely room for me and my suitcase, which had been jammed between two narrow twin beds.

Prozac surveyed the scene.

For this I spent forty minutes in the trunk of your car?

With that she leaped up onto one of the beds and began sniffing around, no doubt hoping to uncover some minced mackerel on the bedspread.

Somehow I managed to jam my clothes into the cabin’s microscopic closet, then locked my wallet in the room safe, thrilled that I wouldn’t be needing it for the next seven days.

I was about to stretch out on one of the beds for a much deserved rest when I realized that there was only one pillow in the cabin—and Prozac was sprawled on it.

“Upsy daisy,” I said, lifting her up. “Mommy needs to rest.”

She shot me a laser look.

You’re not my mommy and I want my pillow back.

I had no sooner rested my head on the pillow when I felt her land with a thud in the general vicinity of my left ear. The next thing I knew, her tail was in my mouth. I gave her a gentle push, and she gave me a not-so-gentle scratch. One thing led to another and we were in the middle of a most undignified scuffle when I heard a knock on the door.

“Who is it?” I called out.

A soft unintelligible reply came from out in the corridor.

I quickly stashed Prozac in the glorified wash-basin posing as my bathroom and poked my head out the door.

A skinny guy of indeterminate nationality, dressed in what looked like a bellhop’s uniform, stood in the corridor.

“I’m Samoa,” he said. “Your steward.”

At least I think his name was Samoa. His accent was so thick I couldn’t be sure.

“Samoa show you around your cabin.”

Not much of a trip there. Besides, I doubted there’d be room for both of us.

“No need,” I said. “I’m fine.”

“You sure?”

His big brown eyes peered over my shoulder into the cabin. In the background I thought I heard Prozac meowing, but thankfully, Samoa didn’t seem to notice.

“I’m fine,” I assured him. “Just wonderful.”

“You need anything, just call Samoa.”

What I needed was another pillow, but I couldn’t risk having him come back to the cabin.

“Right. Great. Thanks so much,” I said, shutting the door on his smiling face.

I clamped my ear to the door until I heard his footsteps fading down the hallway. Then I let Prozac out of the bathroom and sank down into the cabin’s one and only chair. Obviously I was going to have to keep my DO NOT DISTURB sign on my door the entire trip.

“Thanks to you, Pro, I’ll be making my own bed for the next seven days.”

I’d have to call housekeeping and cancel steward service. Maybe I’d tell them that I was allergic to cleaning products, and that I couldn’t have anyone in my room who’d even touched a can of cleanser or I’d break out in hives. That might work.

I was just about to reach for the phone when I heard another knock on the door.

Drat. Not again.

“Who is it?”

“It’s me. Cookie.”

I opened the door and found her standing there holding a large plastic bin filled with sand.

“A present for Prozac,” she grinned. “A litter box.”

A litter box! I’d forgotten all about that.

“C’mon in,” I said, ushering her inside. Cookie was clearly shaping up to be my shipboard guardian angel. “Where on earth did you get it?”

“I filched the tray from the busboys’ station at the buffet and the sand from the kiddie sandbox.”

“What do you think, Pro?” I said, putting the makeshift litter box down in the bathroom.

She walked over and sniffed at it, clearly unimpressed.

What? No Mountain-Fresh Pine scent?

“I’m afraid she doesn’t like it,” Cookie sighed.

“She’ll learn to like it,” I said, glaring at Prozac. “Meanwhile, how can I ever thank you? You’ve been such an angel.”

Just as she was assuring me that no thanks were necessary, the captain’s voice came over the public-address system announcing the ship’s safety drill.

“C’mon,” Cookie said, grabbing two life vests from my closet. “We’ll go together.”

Leaving Prozac lolling on the fought-after pillow, I headed out for my first official event of the cruise.

 

“First we have to pick up Graham,” Cookie said when we were out in the corridor.

“Graham?”

“Graham Palmer III.” Her eyes lit up. “He’s my boyfriend. Wait’ll you meet him. He’s a real dreamboat.

“Graham, sweetie,” she called out, knocking on one of the cabin doors. “It’s me.”

Cookie did not lie. Graham Palmer III was a dreamboat of the highest order. He came to the door in white slacks and blue blazer—tall, tan, and graying at the temples. In a former life, he may well have been Cary Grant.

“Hello, darling,” he said, in a British accent that reeked of high tea in the Cotswolds.

“And who might this be?” he asked, flashing me a dazzling smile.

“This is Jaine,” Cookie announced. “She’s a writer. And one of the ship’s lecturers.”

“Welcome to paradise, Jaine.”

Another dazzling smile, this one accompanied by a wink. The guy was a charmer, all right.

“Graham’s one of the ship’s Gentlemen Escorts. You know, the men they hire to dance with the single ladies.”

“But my heart belongs to Cookie,” Graham said, kissing her lightly on the lips.

“It’s true,” Cookie beamed. “Graham’s heart really does belong to me. See for yourself.”

She lifted a pendant from her generous cleavage and held it out for me to inspect.

It was a gold half-a-heart, engraved with her initials, with a jagged line where the heart had been divided in two.

“Graham’s got the other half. Go on, Gray. Show it to her.”

He pulled out a matching half-a-heart from under his blue-and-white-striped sport shirt. Like Cookie’s, his pendant had been personalized with his initials, engraved in a fussy curlicued script.

“See? They fit,” Cookie said, putting them together. “It’s a symbol of our commitment to each other. Isn’t that sweet?”

“Very.” Any sweeter, I’d need a diabetes shot.

“C’mon, darling,” Graham said. “We’d better get a move on.”

Because elevator use was forbidden in the safety drill, we had to clomp up about a zillion stairs to where our passenger group was meeting in the Tiki Lounge. If this was what I’d have to endure in an emergency, I’d opt for going down with the ship.

The Tiki Lounge was done up in an ersatz Hawaiian motif—complete with fake palm trees, tiki masks on the walls, and a thatched canopy over the massive bar.

We put on our unflattering life vests and listened as one of the ship’s officers, standing under a stuffed marlin, lectured us about emergency evacuation procedures. Thank heavens they let us sit in the lounge’s booths while the officer droned on. I was sitting there watching Cookie and Graham play kneesies under the table when I became aware of a strange-looking guy at the next booth giving me the eye.

You should know that about me. Somehow I always seem to attract life’s weirdos. This one had a long, greasy ponytail and an unbelievably bad Sunkist Orange bottled tan.

Quickly averting my gaze, I went back to watching the kneesies action.

At last the lecture was over, and we started to go. I hadn’t taken three steps when I was cornered by Mr. Ponytail.

Up close I could see he had a stud in one of his nostrils.

“Allow me to introduce myself,” he said, with an oily smile. “I’m Anton Devereux, Professional Ice Sculptor.”

“Nice to meet you,” I said, wondering if the stud hurt when he blew his nose.

“Of course, ice isn’t the only medium where I ply my artistry.”

Ply his artistry? It looked like somebody was a bit full of himself.

“I do it all—clay, granite, sand, and sometimes when finances are tight, chopped liver at bar mitzvahs.”

“How interesting,” I lied.

“You must come to one of my poolside demonstrations. In fact, perhaps you’d care to take a stroll on deck right now. I can tell you about the time I carved Venus de Milo out of tuna salad.”

“Sounds like fun, but I’ve really got to go back to my cabin to finish unpacking.”

And before he could say another word about his tuna fish Venus, I was out of there.

 

Needless to say, I’d lied to Mr. Ponytail. I did not go back to my cabin. Instead, I made my initial pilgrimage to the holy grail of cruising, the twenty-four-hour buffet. What with climbing all those stairs, I was feeling a bit peckish.

I already knew what deck the buffet was on. It was one of the first things I memorized when I got my cruise information packet in the mail. I was trotting down the hallway, wondering if they had hot fudge sundaes on tap, when I heard someone call my name.

I turned to see Paige McAllister, the ship’s social director, heading in my direction.

I’d met Paige when I first came to the Holiday offices for my interview. A preppy blonde with shoulder-length hair swept back in a headband, she hadn’t seemed all that impressed with my resume.

“You write toilet bowl ads for a living?” she’d asked, her perfectly plucked brows arched in disbelief.

“Toiletmasters happens to be one of the leading suppliers of plumbing fixtures in the greater Los Angeles area,” I’d replied with as much dignity as I could muster.

“Is that so?” she’d said, with a dubious smile.

Frankly I’d been surprised when she’d called to offer me the gig.

She advanced on me now, clutching a clipboard.

“Welcome aboard, Jaine!” she chirped. “So glad you could join us. Just wanted to let you know you’ll be meeting with your class in the Galley Grill Restaurant.”

“We meet in a restaurant?”

“Yes, we often use our restaurants as lecture halls in the day to accommodate the crowds. Now remember. Our passengers are looking to be entertained. So keep it lively. Up and bubbly, that’s our motto!”

“You bet!” I said, trying to put some bubble in my voice.

“And one more thing. I’ve got your dinner seating assignment.”

“But I didn’t request assigned seating.”

“It’s part of the job, Jaine. Many of our passengers like to be seated with the ship’s celebrities. I’ve put you with the Pritchard party in the Continental Dining Room. The maitre d’ will know where to seat you.”

As flattered as I was to be thought of as a “celebrity,” this whole dinner thing was a bit of a curveball. I hadn’t expected to be eating with other people watching me. I guess that meant no doubles on desserts.

“And don’t forget,” Paige was saying, “tomorrow night is Formal Night. You do have something appropriate to wear, don’t you?”

Not unless she considered elastic-waist jeans and a Cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs T-shirt appropriate.

“Not exactly,” I murmured, sans bubble.

True, I’d packed a pair of slacks and a few blouses for my classes, but I had nothing remotely formal. At the time I figured I’d be eating most of my meals at the casual buffet.

“No problem,” she said, with an airy wave of her hand. “You can rent an outfit in the ship’s rental shop. It shouldn’t run you more than a hundred dollars or so.”

A hundred bucks? It looked like the cruise wasn’t going to be free after all. Oh, well. It was a small price to pay for seven heavenly days at sea.

After I assured Paige that I’d show up on Formal Night dressed to the nines, she told me with an insincere smile how marvy it was to have me on the Holiday team and then trotted off, clipboard akimbo.

Free at last, I took the elevator to the Baja Deck, home of the twenty-four-hour buffet. The room itself looked like an upscale cafeteria, with the buffet in the center, and tables on both sides looking out picture windows onto the open seas.

I gawked, openmouthed, at the vast cornucopia of chow on display: fresh-from-the-oven rolls, panini sandwiches grilled to perfection, rosy shrimp nestling in a bed of ice, barbequed chickens, honey-glazed ham, roast beef, and broiled salmon. Not to mention a mammoth salad bar and an overflowing fresh fruit basket.

And there—in the dessert section next to the apple pie, cherry cobbler, and chocolate éclairs—there in all their glory were fresh-from-the-oven brownies.

No doubt about it. I’d died and gone to calorie heaven.

I grabbed some shrimp for Prozac’s dinner, and then, in a moment of restraint that was sure to go down in the next Guinness World Records, I took only one brownie for myself. This cruise was clearly going to be a floating snackfest of Olympic proportions, and I’d have to pace myself if I wanted to survive without busting my buttons.

Back in the cabin, Prozac and I scarfed down our chow eagerly. (I am happy to report my brownie was divine: moist and chocolatey, studded with nuts, and covered with a thick layer of frosting.)

When Prozac had finished inhaling her shrimp, she curled up on the fought-after pillow.

Wake me when it’s time for the midnight buffet.

I rinsed out the bowl her shrimp had been in and filled it with water.

“Here’s some water, Pro.”

She eyed it balefully.

What? No champagne?

“It’ll be in the bathroom, your majesty.”

Leaving her purring like a buzz saw, I headed up to the pool deck, where, according to my copy of the ship’s newsletter, Holiday Happenings, the Set Sail Party was scheduled to take place.

It was already in progress when I showed up, a gala affair, complete with free leis and strolling mariachis.

As if on the Holiday payroll, the sun was in the midst of a spectacular sunset, sinking into the horizon in a blaze of glory.

I gazed out at the mass of gray heads surrounding me. True, there were a few honeymooners and couples with kids, but as Lance predicted, most of my fellow passengers were dedicated AARPsters.

But what did it matter if I was the only single woman on board with functioning ovaries? Not for me the shallow pursuit of romance. No, sir. I had my priorities straight.

I was content watching the sunset, smelling the sea, and eating my brownie.

(Okay, so I stopped off for another one.)








Chapter 3



Somehow I managed to cobble together a decent outfit for dinner that night: black slacks and a buttercream silk blouse I’d bought on sale at Nordstrom, topped off with a pair of simple pearls. I was going for an air of chic sophistication befitting my “celebrity” status.

“How do I look, Pro?” I asked, pirouetting in the few feet of space between our twin cots.

She peered up at me from where she was still encamped on the cabin’s only pillow. I’d long since given up hope of ever resting my head on that thing again.

“So what do you think?”

She yawned a cavernous yawn.

I think I’d like a tuna melt.

Ignoring Prozac’s pointed lack of interest in my outfit, I gave myself a final spritz of perfume and set out for the Continental Dining Room, eagerly awaiting my first free meal on board ship.

When I checked the menu posted outside the restaurant, my eyes zeroed in on one entrée: the “succulent filet mignon grilled to perfection, served with buttery mashed potatoes and creamed spinach.”

No doubt about it. That was the dish for me.

Inside the restaurant, I was greeted by an unctuous maitre d’ in a shiny white dinner jacket straight from the wardrobe department of Casablanca.

“Bonsoir, mademoiselle,” he crooned, in a thick French accent.

The oily smile that had been plastered on his face disappeared, however, when he checked my name on his seating chart.

“Austen, huh?” he said, his accent suddenly gone bye-bye. “You’re being comped, right?”

“Yes, you see I’m giving a series of lectures on—”

“Whatever. Just don’t order the filet mignon.”

“Was he kidding? My salivary glands went into shock.

“We save the steaks for paying passengers.”

Accent on “paying.”

Grabbing a menu, he led me into a cavernous banquet hall of a room echoing with the excited buzz of people who hadn’t yet been disappointed by their vacations.

As I weaved my way among the tables, I caught a glimpse of a happy passenger digging into his steak. Damn, it looked good. Charred on the outside, pink on the inside. Just the way I liked it. I felt like swooping down and snatching the fork out of his hand, but I figured that wouldn’t exactly fit the image of a “celebrity” guest.

The maitre d’ deposited me at a round window table where the Pritchard party, my assigned dinner companions, were already seated. One of them, I was surprised to see, was a tan, lanky guy in my age bracket.

“Mademoiselle Austen,” the phony Frenchman announced with a flourish, his accent back in action.

Sad to say, I didn’t get the celebrity greeting I’d been hoping for.

A sour dame with thin, grim lips and horn-rimmed glasses frowned at the sight of me.

“You’re not Professor Gustav Heinmann, the Arctic explorer.”

“No, I’m Jaine Austen, the writer.”

“You can’t be Jane Austen,” she huffed. “She’s been dead for centuries.”

“That’s Jaine with an i,” I explained. “J-a-i-n-e.”

“I don’t care how it’s spelled. I specifically requested to have Professor Heinmann at our table.”

At which point, a sweet-looking old gal sitting next to her piped up.

“Now, Leona,” she said. “I’m sure we’re all thrilled to have a real writer at our table. Come, Ms. Austen, won’t you have a seat?”

She patted the empty chair next to her, and I sat down, relieved I wasn’t stuck next to the horn-rimmed gargoyle.

“I’m Emily Pritchard,” she smiled. With her Wedgwood blue eyes and headful of soft gray curls, she looked like she’d just stepped out of a Norman Rockwell painting.

“Let me introduce you to everyone. First, my nephew Kyle.”

A slick fortysomething guy in designer togs nodded curtly.

“And this,” Emily said, pointing to a faded blonde at Mr. Slick’s side, “is Kyle’s darling wife, Maggie.” The blonde—who, like me, was packing a few extra pounds under her pantyhose—shot me a shy smile.

“And this is my other nephew, my adorable Robbie.” Emily nodded at the lanky guy with the tan.

He was adorable, all right, with startling green eyes and a most appealing lopsided grin. I felt myself blush as he waved hello.

“And finally,” Emily said, gesturing to Miss Congeniality in the horn-rimmed glasses, “my companion, Leona Nesbitt.”

The sour dame barely managed a grunt.

“Every year I take my little family on a cruise,” Emily gushed. “I adore cruising, always have ever since Daddy took me on my first voyage when I was eighteen years old.”

“And we all appreciate your generosity, Aunt Emily.” Kyle smiled, exposing small, sharklike teeth.

“But enough about us, Ms. Austen,” Emily said. “Now you must tell us all about yourself and the wonderful books you’ve written.”

Before I had a chance to tell her that the only book I’d ever written was You and Your Garbage Disposal for Toiletmasters Plumbers, the waiter came to take our order.

“And what will madame have?” he asked, starting with Emily.

“I’ll have the steak. It looks simply divine.”

Did it ever, I thought, still drooling over the hunk of red meat I’d seen on my way in.

“Do you think that’s wise, dear?” Ms. Nesbitt piped up. “You know how steak disagrees with you. Let’s get the chicken, shall we?”

She shot the old lady a steely smile, and I could tell it wasn’t so much a suggestion as a command.

“But surely, just this once…” Emily entreated.

“I don’t think so, dear,” her companion said firmly.

“I suppose you’re right.” Emily sighed in resignation. “I’ll have the chicken.”

Under no restrictions from the eagle-eyed Ms. Nesbitt, Kyle and Robbie both ordered the steak.

“Rare but not too rare,” Kyle instructed the waiter, “or I’ll send it back.”

“Certainly, sir.” The waiter nodded.

Ten to one, he’d be spitting in Kyle’s food before the cruise was over.

“Oh, dear,” Maggie said when it was her turn. “I can’t seem to decide. The steak looks wonderful, but then, so does the halibut. And yet, you can never go wrong with chicken.”

“Oh, for crying out loud, Maggie,” Kyle snapped at his wife. “Make up your mind. You’re keeping everyone waiting.”

Maggie blushed and ordered the steak.

“And you, miss?” the waiter asked, turning to me.

I looked down at the menu, my eyes lingering on the filet mignon. Never had I wanted a steak so badly. Aw, what the heck? I’d order it. There was no way the maitre d’ could find out. Not with this huge dining room full of passengers.

“I’ll have the filet mignon,” I said in a burst of defiance.

“Are you certain, madame?” The waiter shot me a warning look.

Oh, phooey. Clearly he’d been clued in on my second-class citizenship. If I ordered the steak, he was sure to rat on me to the maitre d’.

“On second thought,” I sighed, “I’ll have the chicken.”

“Now Ms. Austen,” Emily said, as our waiter trotted off with our orders, “you really must tell us all about your exciting life as a writer.”

What on earth was I going to talk about? My ad campaign for Big John, the extra-large commode for extra-large people? Or my award-losing slogan for Ackerman’s Awnings (Just a Shade Better)?

“I’m afraid it’s not all that exciting.”

“I’m sure it must be!” Emily beamed me an encouraging smile. “We want to hear all about your books.”

“I haven’t exactly written any books. I write advertising mainly.”

“How marvelous!” Emily gushed. “Did you write Got Milk? I just love that!”

“No, I’m afraid not.”

“So what have you written?” Nesbitt challenged.

“My clients are mostly local Los Angeles businesses. You’ve probably never heard of them.”

“Go ahead,” Nesbitt said, fixing me in her steely glare. “Tell us anyway.”

She wasn’t about to let this go. She liked seeing me squirm.

But I’d be damned if I’d let her intimidate me. So what if my credits weren’t all that impressive? What could they do to me? Banish me to the buffet?

I squared my shoulders and began reeling off the names of my clients: “Toiletmasters Plumbers, Ackerman’s Awnings, Fiedler on the Roof Roofers—”

“Good heavens!” Emily exclaimed. “You wrote Fiddler on the Roof? Why that’s one of my favorite musicals!”

“No, you don’t understand—”

“We saw that on a theater cruise to London!”

And before I could straighten her out she was off and running about her cruise to London. It was pretty much that way throughout dinner, Emily rattling on, lost in memories of past cruises. I never did get to talk much about my life as a struggling writer of toilet bowl ads, and for that I was grateful.

When my chicken showed up, it was tasty enough, but I couldn’t help but gaze longingly at the filet mignons around me.

Every once in a while Emily’s stories were interrupted by Kyle snapping at his wife. (Must you eat so fast? Do you really need another helping of those potatoes? For God’s sake, Maggie, you’ve spilled gravy on your blouse.) By the time dinner was over, I was ready to bop him with my butter knife.

Maggie ate her meal, eyes downward, absorbing his barbs, saying nothing. Across from her, Ms. Nesbitt polished off a disgustingly healthy vegetable plate, pausing only to shoot me a fish-eyed glare when I asked her to pass the rolls.

But most disconcerting was Adorable Robbie. Every time I glanced over at him, I saw him eyeing me appraisingly, grinning that lopsided grin of his.

Honestly, I was so discombobulated, I almost ordered the fruit cup for dessert.


 

Finally, the meal was over. Believe it or not, I hadn’t eaten much. I’d felt awkward digging into my chow with my usual gusto, not with Robbie watching me like I was a contestant on The Bachelor.

“It’s been lovely meeting you,” I said to the others when we got up to go.

I was about to take off for the buffet to make up for lost calories when Robbie asked, “How about joining us in the lounge for an after-dinner drink?”

Whoa! Was this cutie actually interested in me? Or had he only asked me along because I was one of the few women on board not yet in menopause?

Whatever the reason, no way was I getting involved with him. After thirtysomething years on this planet, if I’ve learned one thing it’s this: The cute ones are dangerous. Sooner or later, they’re bound to make you miserable. And not only was this guy cute, he was Bad Boy cute. And they’re the most dangerous of all.

Yes, red flags were waving. Klaxons were sounding. It was time to make my excuses and head for the buffet. For once in my life I’d do the smart thing and play it safe.

The words that actually came out of my mouth, however, were:

“Sure. I’d love to go.”

What can I say? As my thighs would be the first to tell you, I’m seriously deficient in the will-power gene.

We all trooped over to the Sinatra Lounge, a dimly lit mahogany-and-leather affair, where Cookie, decked out in a spangly floor-length evening gown, was singing with a three-piece combo. Meanwhile, out on the dance floor, a few gray-haired couples were showing off their Arthur Murray dance moves.

The six of us grabbed seats near the action and gave our drink orders to a red-vested waiter. Emily, under the watchful eye of Ms. Nesbitt, ordered a Shirley Temple, as did the battle-axe herself. The rest of us opted for a wee drop of alcohol.

“I love listening to the old standards,” Emily said when the waiter left, her feet tapping in time to the music. “They just don’t write songs like they used to. Remember the time we met Johnny Mathis on our Caribbean cruise? Such a nice man! I still have his autograph on a cocktail napkin. I’ll never forget what he wrote. To Emily. Best wishes, Johnny Mathis. Isn’t that just the sweetest thing?”

“A real Pulitzer Prize winner,” Kyle muttered under his breath.

“And Jaine, you’ll never guess who we met on our cruise through the Panama Canal.”

But I didn’t get to hear who they met, because just then Cookie’s boyfriend, Graham, glided up to our table.

“May I have the honor of this dance?” he asked Emily, in his velvety British accent.

No wonder the cruise line hired him. He cut quite the dashing figure in his blue blazer and perfectly creased slacks.

Emily looked up and flushed with pleasure.

But before she could reply, Nesbitt butted in.

“I don’t think so, dear,” she said, with a stern shake of her head. “Best let your dinner settle first.”

“Oh, go ahead Aunt Emily,” Robbie grinned. “Have some fun.”

Emily hesitated a beat, looking first at Nesbitt and then at the handsome Gentleman Escort. Then Graham shot her one of his dazzler smiles, and the deal was sealed.

“I believe I would like to dance,” she said, taking Graham’s hand and beaming as he led her onto the dance floor.

“Honestly, Robbie,” Nesbitt huffed, bristling with annoyance. “Your aunt shouldn’t be dancing so soon after dinner. It’s bad for her digestion. You know what a weak stomach she has.”

“Her stomach’s fine, Leona. You’re turning her into an old lady before her time.”

“I think it’s very sweet,” Maggie piped up as Graham led Emily in a courtly fox-trot.

Kyle groaned in exasperation.

“Don’t be ridiculous, Maggie. It’s not sweet. It’s obscene. The man is young enough to be her son.”

“It’s just a dance, Kyle,” Robbie said. “Lighten up. Oh, wait, I forgot. You’re constitutionally incapable of that.”

Then he turned to me and, gesturing to the dance floor, asked, “Shall we?”

Once more, I warned myself not to get involved, and once more I caved like the marshmallow I am.

Out on the dance floor, Cookie was belting out “Just in Time,” smiling indulgently as Graham twirled Emily around. She winked when she saw me with Robbie.

My temperature scooched up a few notches as he took me in his arms. Up close he was even cuter than he’d been across the dinner table. And he smelled like baby powder. I don’t know about you, but I’m a sucker for a guy who smells like baby powder.

“I’m a big fan of your work,” he said, his bad-boy grin back in action.

“What do you mean?”

“In a Rush to Flush? Call Toiletmasters! I’ve seen it on bus stops all over town. I’m assuming you wrote that.”

“Guilty as charged.”

“No, really. It’s very catchy.”

“If you’ve seen my ad, you must live in Los Angeles.”

“In Santa Monica,” he nodded. “The others live out in Pasadena. I’m the rebel of the clan.”

“I’ll bet you are.”

“I never joined the family brokerage firm like Kyle. Instead, I moved out to the beach and got a job as a lifeguard. Now I make surfboards for a living.”

Not exactly a captain of industry, but who cared? I’d long since given up trying to resist him. We finished that dance and started another. And another. I was floating around on a dreamy cloud, awash in a puddle of melted resolutions, when I felt someone tap me on the shoulder.

I turned to see who it was and my heart sank.

Oh, crud. It was Anton, the ice sculptor, decked out in Bermuda shorts and a loud Hawaiian shirt, his ponytail specially greased for the occasion.

“May I steal this lovely young lady for a dance?” he asked Robbie.

Say no, say no, say no, say no! I pleaded silently.

But my prayers went unanswered.

I gulped in dismay as Robbie shot me a rueful smile and turned me over to Anton, who instantly clutched me in a death grip and dragged me around the dance floor, mauling my toes with his two left feet, yakking about some swans he’d carved out of kielbasa sausage for a Polish wedding.

I counted the seconds till the song was over. But then, to my horror, I realized it was just the first in a medley of tunes, one song leading to another. And so I was trapped with Anton and his two lethal feet through a fox-trot, a mambo, and—horror of horrors—a jitterbug.

At last the music stopped and the nightmare came to an end.

“That was fun, wasn’t it?” Anton asked in all seriousness.

“Yes, very.” Like childbirth with a crowbar.

I couldn’t wait to get back to where I’d left off with Robbie. But when I looked around the room, there was no sign of him.

So much for shipboard romance.

“So,” Anton asked, “how about a moonlight stroll on deck?”

Not if he were the last ponytailed, sausage-sculpting bad dancer on earth—which he may well have been.

“Thanks, Anton, but I’m exhausted. I think I’m going to turn in.”

And before he could stop me, I scooted to the exit. The last thing I saw as I headed out to freedom was Emily Pritchard out on the dance floor, still tripping the light fantastic with Graham.

It looked like dancing was good for her digestion after all.

 

I wasn’t lying when I told Anton I was exhausted. After all the tumult of my first day at sea, I was in serious need of a tranquilizer or three. When the heck was the relaxing part of this vacation going to kick in?

I hurried along the corridor, checking over my shoulder to make sure Anton wasn’t following me. Then, with the unerring accuracy of a homing pigeon, I returned to the buffet, where I picked up some roast beef for Prozac and a restorative dose of brownies for me.

It was too bad about Robbie ditching me, I thought, as I stowed my booty in some napkins. He probably saw a better-looking pair of functioning ovaries and decided to make a play for them. What did I tell you about the cute ones? Trouble with a capital T.

Banishing all thoughts of the beach bum with the bad-boy grin, I took the elevator down to my cabin in the Dungeon Deck.

I was feeling a bit guilty about leaving Prozac alone for so long, stuck in that tiny closet of a room. But it was her own fault, I reminded myself. Nobody asked her to sneak into the trunk of my car.

As it turned out, I needn’t have worried about Prozac being lonely. Because when I opened the door to my cabin, I saw she had company.

There, sitting in the cabin’s only chair with Prozac on his lap, was my steward Samoa.

“Good evening, Ms. Austen,” he said, with a sly smile.

After recovering from what I’m certain was a mild coronary, I managed to squeak, “What are you doing here?”

“Samoa came to turn down bed.”

Oh, rats. I’d forgotten to call housekeeping and cancel my maid service.

“Such a pretty kitty,” he said, stroking Prozac.

I only hoped he didn’t come from a country where she was considered an entrée.

“Such a pity,” he said, “if kitty winds up in quarantine.”

“Please don’t tell anyone,” I begged, then launched into a fevered explanation of Prozac’s adventures as a stowaway.

“So you see,” I concluded at the end of my recitation, “I didn’t really mean to bring her on board.”

Alas, he was unmoved by my tale of woe.

“Kitty not allowed on board ship,” he said, his brown eyes cold as a calculator.

Damn. It looked like the little stoolie was going to turn her in.

“But Samoa won’t tell.”

“You won’t?”

A ray of hope began to shine in my heart.

“On one condition,” he added, that sly smile back in action.

I certainly hope he didn’t expect any dipsy doodle. I love my cat, but there are limits, you know.

But he was not about to ask for sexual favors.

“You famous writer, right?”

“I’m not actually famous,” I demurred, “although I am the proud recipient of the Los Angeles Plumbers Association’s Golden Plunger Award.”

He nodded, impressed. Which, I have to confess, is a reaction I don’t get very often.

“You fix Samoa’s book.”

He looked down at the floor, and for the first time I noticed a huge pile of paper at his feet.

Dumping Prozac from his lap, he reached down and handed me what turned out to be nine hundred manuscript pages. All handwritten in a microscopic scrawl.

Oh, lord. He wanted me to edit his manuscript.

“Do not disturb,” he intoned with great solemnity.

Huh? Did he want me to edit his book or not?

Then I realized that was the title of his book: Do Not Disturb (spelled Do Not Distub).

He then proceeded to give me the highlights of the plot, a stirring opus of a swashbuckling steward who (in between changing bed linens) manages to foil an international terrorist plot on the high seas.

“Best seller,” he nodded proudly.

Oh, yeah? In what universe?

“But Samoa’s English not so good.”

Tell me something I didn’t already know.

“You fix for me.”

I eyed the massive pile of handwritten pages. Yikes. This stuff made the Rosetta stone look like Fun with Dick and Jane.

“You fix by end of cruise.”

“You’ve got to be kidding.”

Sad to say, he was quite serious.

“You fix by end of cruise, or kitty goes to jail.”

“Okay, okay,” I sighed, kissing my relaxing vacation bye-bye.




YOU’VE GOT MAIL

To: Jaineausten
 From: Shoptillyoudrop
 Subject: What a Day!

Jaine, honey, what a day it’s been. All I can say is, I refuse to fly with your father ever again. He spent the entire trip following the flight on his TV screen, convinced the captain was going the wrong way. Talk about your backseat pilots. He kept shouting things like, “Turn left at Amarillo! Left, dummy! Left!” Finally, the flight attendant asked him to lower his voice; said he was disturbing rows 14–27. Honestly, sweetheart, I was counting the seconds till we landed.



And then, when we got to your apartment, we got the fright of our lives. The key was just where you left it under the flowerpot, but your darling cat, Zoloft, was nowhere to be found!



Daddy was convinced somebody had broken into your apartment and stolen her. Which was ridiculous, of course, since all the windows were locked.



I thought maybe she was hiding. Or that she’d squeezed out through your mail slot and was roaming the city, lost and afraid. Cats have been known to squeeze through extremely small places. Why, just the other day on America’s Funniest Home Videos I saw a cat who squeezed through a downspout. True, the cat got stuck in the downspout, which is why they sent in the video in the first place. But the point is, I was certain no one had broken into your apartment.



But you know how Daddy is. The next thing I knew he was calling the police and reporting a burglary!



Two of the nicest officers came by. Of course they said what I said all along, that there was no sign of forced entry. And even though they tried to hide it, I could tell they were peeved at Daddy for wasting their time.



Then just as they were driving away, your neighbor Lance showed up and told us that Zoloft was with you on the cruise. I had no idea you were allowed to bring pets on a cruise. Why didn’t you tell us you were taking her, darling?



Lance was so sweet. He could see how upset we were, so he had us over to his apartment for cocoa and biscotti. He didn’t even mind when Daddy lit up his smelly old pipe.



Did I tell you Daddy has started smoking a pipe? He bought it at a flea market last week and has been stinking up our condo ever since. I mean, who on earth smokes a used pipe?




He swears that it’s a collector’s item, that it was once smoked by Basil Rathbone in a Sherlock Holmes movie. Hah! The only thing it’s collected is a bunch of old germs.



But Lance didn’t seem to mind a bit. He’s been so nice about everything, I’ve invited him to join us for dinner Tuesday night.



That’s it for now, honey. Time to unpack.



Love and kisses,



Mom

To: Jaineausten
 From: DaddyO

Hi, Lambchop—



Here we are in sunny L.A.—no thanks to our idiot pilot. The man had no idea what he was doing. I’m surprised we didn’t wind up in Zanzibar! But once I voiced my concerns, I’m happy to say he shaped up and finally got us here.



Why didn’t you tell us you were taking your cat with you on the cruise? Your mom had quite a scare when she thought she was missing. I, of course, knew all along there had to be some rational explanation for why we couldn’t find her, but I phoned the police just to allay her fears.




Everything worked out fine in the end. Well, almost everything. One of the cops scuffed your wall with his nightstick on his way out. But fear not, lambchop. I’ll clean it up.



By the way, we met your neighbor Lance. He and your mom really seemed to hit it off.



Well, it’s been quite a day. Time to relax with my pipe. Did Mom tell you I started smoking one? It’s a rare collector’s item, the very same pipe Basil Rathbone smoked in the Sherlock Holmes movies! Lucky for me, I have a discerning eye and was able to snap it up for only a buck fifty.



Love & kisses,



Daddy





To: Jaineausten
 From: Sir Lancelot
 Subject: Such a Hoot!

I can’t believe Prozac stowed away on board ship. Oh, well. At least now you’ll have someone under eighty to hang out with.



I know I was supposed to tell your parents she was with you, but I met some friends for dinner after work, and by the time I got home, your dad had already called the police.



Your mom was so frazzled, I asked them over for cocoa and biscotti. Your parents are such a hoot. Do you know your father actually smokes a used pipe? What a contrast to my parents, who are about as much fun as dried oatmeal. In the meantime, your mom has invited me for dinner on Tuesday. What a sweetie!



Well, happy cruising! And if you meet any cute guys, give them my number. Haha.



XXX,



Lance





To: Jaineausten
 From: Shoptillyoudrop
 Subject: PS

Why didn’t you tell me Lance was so attractive? I wonder why a darling man like him isn’t married. Oh, dear. I’ve got to go open the window. The smell of Daddy’s pipe is driving me crazy.









End of sample
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