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    To my best friend Mookie: Don’t ever lie to me. I know where you live.  
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    VIOLET 
 
      
 
    To my husband and children: 
 
    I’m sorry for leaving you like this, but it’s not like I didn’t warn you. I’ve tried to explain many times that this was inevitable—I was either going to have a heart attack or a nervous breakdown that would drive me to the edge of a cliff. Literally. I know that I yell at you guys for using the word literally too much, but this is literally what literally means.  
 
    I’m sorry that I wrecked the car, but there was no other way to get you to listen to me. I wish it didn’t have to end this way... 
 
      
 
    My cell phone rings on the nightstand next to me, causing my ninety-five pound yellow lab Sunshine to dive under the bed like a bomb is going off.  
 
    “Weenie.” I frown at him and reach for the phone. “It’s a cell phone. I’d hate to see you in a real emergency.”  
 
    I squint as I read the screen—I already took my contacts out for the night and I am blind as a bat without them.  
 
    Leah.  
 
    I sigh. Not that I don’t want to talk to my best friend of twenty-eight plus years. It’s just that she has the worst timing ever. I want to finish my letter and a prolonged chat with the queen of long-winded conversations will mess up my momentum.  
 
    Why don’t you just ignore the call, you might ask. Send it to voicemail?  
 
    Oh, well that’s simple. With Leah, ignore is not an option. She will continue to call me until my phone burns a hole in my comforter. And then the house will catch fire and I will be overcome by smoke and die in my bed. And then Leah will drive to my house and bang the door down till she can get in. She’ll ignore the flames and drag my charred body out onto the front lawn, where she will yell at me for not picking up the phone. It’s just best to give in with Leah. 
 
    I press the Accept button to answer the call. 
 
    “Violet! Why did it take you so long to answer the phone?” Leah immediately accuses before I can even say hello. 
 
    I roll my eyes. Leah can get a tad bit needy with me. It’s probably because she’s thirty-nine-years old and the longest relationship she’s ever had (besides with me and her therapist), has been with her cat, Ernie. And even he runs when he sees her coming at him with her kitty-sized knit sweaters. And I really hate when she calls me Violet. I mean, it’s my real name and all, but Leah knows I dislike it greatly.  
 
    “Calm down,” I tell her. “It took me all of ten seconds to answer.” 
 
    “It was more like a minute. What were you doing that took an entire minute for you to answer your phone?” Leah demands. And then she pauses. “Oh God...you weren’t having sex with Dick, were you?” 
 
    “Leah!” I gasp. “Why must you call him that? You know he hates when you call him Dick.” 
 
    “Which is exactly why I do it. It not only irks the shit out of him, but Dick suits him better than Richard. He looks like a Dick to me. He acts like a Dick to me.” 
 
    “Well, it doesn’t matter what he looks like or acts like. I was not having sex with him. There’s no sexy time in this house anymore. It’s doubtful that I will ever have sex again. In fact, I’m composing a letter to him as we speak—” 
 
    Leah groans. “Oh God. Not the suicide manifesto again. How many times do I have to tell you? You are not going out Thelma and Louise style because I’m your Louise, and I’m not driving a car off of a cliff. Stop with the romantic movies. They make you melancholy and suicidal.” 
 
    “I’m not suicidal. I would never actually do it.”  
 
    And this is totally true. Just writing my letter usually makes me feel better. Then I ball it up and throw it out. Sometimes I shred it. Once I even lit it on fire. 
 
    “Honestly, I just want to run away instead.” 
 
    “Dick’s not even worth the energy of running away from. Just tell him you’re leaving his ass. And then kick him out of the house.” 
 
    “It’s not just him,” I reply, struggling to fight back tears. Actually talking about my life makes me sadder than just writing about it. “It’s the kids and my job and pretty much everything.” I sound like the biggest mope on the planet. I hate myself when I start with the pity party. Which makes me even more upset. “Richard’s just the tip of the iceberg.” 
 
    “Well, I warned you when you married him…” Leah trails off in a sing-song voice. 
 
    “You most certainly did not. You were too excited about getting to be the maid of honor.”  
 
    Leah was full of plans when Richard and I got engaged. Plans that included low-cut bridesmaids’ dresses that doubled as Victoria’s Secret lingerie, and trips to male revues in the city. She actually forgot to organize a bridal shower for me because she was too busy planning the bachelorette party. The bachelorette party that I didn’t even go to because my mother found out about it and flipped her lid. She and my father threatened to withdraw funding for the wedding if I went. 
 
    “And you were too busy hoping you were going to be in paradise after getting married, only to realize that marrying a guy you met because your best friend puked in the backseat of his cab was not—”  
 
    “Ha,” I scoff, cutting her off. “Please remind me when I’ve been in paradise. I didn’t even get paradise on my honeymoon.”  
 
    Our honeymoon was a disaster as far as honeymoons go. Richard didn’t want to travel anywhere far because he was afraid an emergency would arise at the gym that he was just opening up. We got a suite in New York City for four nights.  
 
    During that time Richard worked out obsessively and refused to eat anything on a restaurant menu without a chef coming to our table to break down the exact ingredients in the meal. He checked into work at least fifteen times a day and carried his pager everywhere—this was before cell phones. He also refused to go to a Broadway show with me, and wouldn’t let me take a taxi anywhere, claiming they were full of germs and for lazy people. 
 
    “Never. You’ve never been in paradise. Which brings me to the reason for my call. I want you to come on a cruise with me,” Leah announces as if she’s asking me to perform a simple task, like call her in the middle of a disastrous date with a fake emergency—something that happens at least once a month. 
 
    “A cruise? Like on a boat?”  
 
    “No, a cruise like in a floating car. Of course on a boat. What other kind of cruises do you know?” Leah asks with a snort. “It’s for your birthday.” 
 
    I cringe at the word birthday. I am not looking forward to my birthday. This is a big one. One that has a big, bad four in front of it, followed by a zero. Leah knows I am dreading it. 
 
    “Thanks for bringing up that sore subject,” I grumble. 
 
    “You need to get over it,” Leah says matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Easy for you to say. Your big birthday isn’t for another eleven months. You have eleven months to get over it.”  
 
    Leah and I met in our first year of middle school, in seventh grade. We were instant friends when we were the only girls in the advanced math class the second semester of school. Well, the only girls other than Becky Hinkley, and nobody wanted be friends with her. She would wet her pants after lunch every day because she would have a sneezing fit, due to the fact that she was allergic to the smell of processed cheese. I wish I hadn’t laughed at her then—I totally feel her pain now. After giving birth to three children, I wet my pants whenever I sneeze. Or cough. Or laugh. 
 
    Anyway, even though Leah and I were in the same grade, I’m almost a year older. My birthday is January first and Leah’s is all the way at the end of the year, November twenty-seventh.  
 
    “That’s true. You will always be older and I will always be prettier,” Leah purrs. “And better with money. Which is why this trip is my treat.” 
 
    “Oh no,” I protest. “Absolutely not.” 
 
    “Why not?” Leah asks, wounded. “The benefit of not being married is that I get to choose how I want to spend my money, and I want to spend it on you.”  
 
    Leah has spent the last decade and a half hoarding money, while I’ve been raising three kids...and a husband. Not that she has a glamorous job or anything. She works in “communications”, whatever that means. I think she designs websites for companies or something. Anyway, she loves to wave her money in my face and mock me for not having my own money. It’s very annoying. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I reply. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll bring back the scented candle I got you for Christmas and you can pretend it’s your Christmas present, too.” 
 
    “No way.” 
 
    “Fine. If you want the candle that much—” 
 
    “No, Leah. I’m not going on a cruise, and you’re not paying for it.” 
 
    “What?” Leah taps her phone. “I don’t think I heard you correctly. There must be something wrong with the phone.” 
 
    “Leah, I’m pretty sure Richard and the kids would not survive if I went on a cruise with you,” I snort, sending snot flying out of my nose and onto the dog’s paw. Before I can wipe it off with a tissue, he licks it up. 
 
    Disgusting animal.  
 
    “And I’m pretty sure they would be just fine. And even if they aren’t, they deserve it after the way that they treat you.” 
 
    “They’re not that bad,” I say. “They’re just kids.” I don’t lump Richard in with them. Leah doesn’t notice. 
 
     “I think you’re just scared to go anywhere without the kids,” Leah challenges. “You never leave them alone.” 
 
    “Oh please,” I scoff, waving my hand in front of my face as if she can see me through the phone. “I go plenty of places without them. I went to the beach this summer without them.” 
 
    “They were in camp,” Leah points out. “And you were probably bored out of your mind and lonely.” 
 
    “I was not,” I retort. Although, I did pack up and leave before noon. It was mostly because I was worried that one of the boys would get hurt at football camp and the coach would be unable to reach me if I was on the beach, not that I was bored.  
 
    “Anyway, I’m sending you pictures of the cruise. It goes to the Caribbean. I can get a cabin for really cheap, and I promise we won’t have to share a bed.” 
 
    “How will you get it really cheap?” I interrupt, afraid of the answer. It doesn’t sound like it’ll be kosher. 
 
    “I know a guy.”  
 
    That’s exactly what I’m afraid of. Leah knows a lot of guys. An endless parade of men that she gets favors from. They end up trailing after her like puppy dogs and she promptly kicks them to the curb because she can’t be bothered.  
 
    “Ugh, Leah. I’d feel like a cheap hooker if you get this from a guy,” I groan. 
 
    “It’s not like that. This guy is gay.” 
 
    “Oh sure,” I say sarcastically. “They’re always gay.” This is usually how she describes guys she dumps—she tells me she thinks they’re gay and she doesn’t want to waste her time with them. When the truth is more like she’s terrified of commitment.  
 
    “Anyway,” Leah says, ignoring my dig. “The ship is the Princess and it leaves on the twenty-sixth of December—” 
 
    “The twenty-sixth of this month?” I pipe up, suddenly glad to have some completely legitimate excuse to turn down this vacation. “Oh well, then I definitely can’t go. Samantha is doing a poetry reading at the art museum on the twenty-seventh and I can’t—” 
 
    “Damn it, Vi. You can miss one lousy poetry reading. You make everything else. You haven’t missed a blessed thing your kids have done since the cord was cut.” 
 
    “That’s not true. I had the flu for Jeremy’s first basketball game three years ago. And besides, it’s not just some poetry reading. She won an award. The mayor is going to be there.” 
 
    Leah imitates snoring, interrupting me as I speak. “Big whoop. Get Dick to record it for you.” 
 
    “He can’t do that. He’s got an important client that day and he won’t be there.” 
 
    “Oh, so it’s okay for him to miss it, but you can’t? Why is that, Vi? Why is it okay for him to miss his daughter’s poetry reading and pretty much everything else in her life, but you can never miss one damn thing?” 
 
    “It’s work stuff, Leah. He doesn’t have a choice. It’s much different than me deciding to miss it to selfishly go on a cruise.” 
 
    “It is not selfish for you to do something for yourself every once in a while, Vi. I wish you mother-types would stop getting so hung up on being such damned martyrs.” 
 
    Wait. What? 
 
    “Mother-types? What the heck does that mean?” I snap, fury rising in my chest. 
 
    “Oh relax, Vi, you—” 
 
    “I will not relax!” I cry out, choking back tears.  
 
    Not only am I wholeheartedly insulted by Leah’s glib comment, the events of the day are swirling around in my head and making me even more emotional. Including the fact that the dog got into the garbage again, and everyone stepped over the trash that was strewn all over the living room. If that wasn’t bad enough, nobody helped me clean up dinner as usual, and one of my favorite patients in long-term care, Mrs. Grover, suffered another stroke today.  
 
    I am a speech therapist, a job I absolutely love, but one that I find incredibly stressful and emotionally draining. Unlike many of my jaded co-workers, I have a very difficult time compartmentalizing my life. My patients and their setbacks tend to affect me profoundly. It seems like nearly every one of these sweet people remind me of someone in my life who is, or was, dear to me.  
 
    Mrs. Grover reminds me of my great-aunt Edna who taught me how to play poker, and to her I attribute my luck in Atlantic City. Mrs. Grover and I were working on a few card games of our own until her stroke this afternoon.  
 
    So since my day has already been wrought with emotion, I’m pretty sure that’s why I snap at Leah, “I’m not a mother-type! I’m an actual mother! Something you would know nothing about.” 
 
    The second I utter those words out loud, I wish I could grab them from the air and stuff them back in my mouth. 
 
    I chew my cuticle nervously as I am met by stony silence from Leah’s end of the phone. Do I apologize or ignore it and hope she lets it go?  
 
    It all depends on which is less likely to tick her off today. I decide to be contrite and go with the apology. 
 
    “I’m sorr—” I start to say, but she cuts me off.  
 
    “I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that. And I’m going to hang up the phone and call you tomorrow, and we are going to discuss this cruise like normal people. Goodnight,” she says curtly and the phone cuts out.  
 
    Dummy, I chastise myself as I toss my cell onto my nightstand. Sighing, I swing my feet over the side of the bed. How could you say something like that to her? 
 
    I’m already in my pajamas (okay, my sweatpants and a T-shirt) so I throw on my robe, shove my foot into my left slipper, and grab the right one from under the dog’s chin. It’s slightly wet since he was probably chewing it or drooling on it, but I stick it on my foot anyway. I’ve experienced worse. 
 
    I head downstairs, bypassing the living room. I can hear both the TV blasting and Samantha and Matthew fighting. I don’t want to get involved in their scuffle unless I actually hear something break, whether it be bones or glass. They’re old enough to sort it out themselves.  
 
    Instead, I push open the swinging door to the kitchen and flick on the light. The cat is sitting on the counter next to a bottle of wine. I reach for a clean glass in the dishwasher and grab the bottle from the counter. At the same time, Samantha screeches from the other room. Cringing, I desperately search through the drawer for the corkscrew. I find it behind the collection of baby spoons that I have saved for some unknown reason. 
 
    After poking the cork with the corkscrew, I twist, pulling the cork upward. A satisfying pop follows. As I pour the wine, the cat squints judgmentally at me.  
 
    “I know. I know. Kids are stressful. I should have just had cats. I could have been the crazy cat lady. Cats aren’t a pain in the rear. They do their own thing and never screech.”  
 
    I place the full glass of wine down on the counter. “Except for in the middle of night.” I lower my eyes to the cat’s face and peer at her. “Can we talk about that? Why are you being a pain and yowling in the middle of the night? I thought we understood each other. You need to be quiet in the middle of the night so I can sleep. I don’t get enough sleep as it is.”  
 
    The cat blinks uninterestedly at me before standing and pivoting, making a point to swish her tail under my nose.  
 
    My cat Bert is the sibling of Leah’s cat Ernie. Yes, I know, it’s unoriginal as far as names go. Leah and I got Bert and Ernie back when we shared an apartment in college. We saw them in the window of the pet store off campus. One was orange and white, and the other was all black. We only went into the pet store because Leah fell in love with the orange one, the one we named Ernie. The guy in the pet store said they were brothers, and if we didn’t buy them both, the other one would be fed to the snakes in the back. Of course being the bleeding heart pet lovers that we were (despite the fact that neither of us had ever had pets before) we took both.  
 
    And it turned out Bert was actually a girl. We discovered this “way too late to change the names” as Leah told me.  
 
    When I got married, I took Bert and Leah kept Ernie. They’re close to nineteen-years-old now and neither of them show any signs of slowing down. They must have amazing genes. Like my Aunt Edna who lived to be a hundred.  
 
    Thoughts of Aunt Edna and subsequently, Mrs. Grover, come to mind, causing tears to spring to my eyes just as my son Jeremy sweeps into the room, spinning a basketball on his finger. He is focused on the ball and nothing else as he glides over to the counter where I am quickly swiping at my tears. As he reaches for a bowl in the cabinet, the basketball drops to the floor and the spell is broken. It’s then he actually notices that I’m in the room. He raises his eyebrow at me as he zeroes in on the glass of wine in my hand.  
 
    “That time of day already?” he asks with his signature teenage smirk. 
 
    I frown at him. “It’s nine-thirty at night, Jeremy.”  
 
    “Never too late to give up alcohol altogether,” he tells me. “It messes with your metabolism and makes it difficult for you to be in optimal shape. Ask Dad, he’ll tell you.”  
 
    My husband is a nutritionist and personal trainer. Actually, he owns his own gym and does very little of the personal training and nutrition consulting anymore, but amongst his employees, and our oldest child, he is seen as something of a guru. They hang on his every word and follow his advice like he’s a god. Little good it does me, his wife. I should be the most svelte, hottest, almost-forty-year old on the planet with a live in expert and all.  
 
    I’m not really fat, per se, but I probably could use a personal trainer to whip me into shape. But I’d rather be slightly chubby than ask Richard for help. Richard would roll his eyes about my food choices and lecture me about how cardio isn’t going to help me lose weight. All while walking around without his shirt on, with his washboard abs and his arms like tree trunks. And our son is turning into a miniature version of him. 
 
    Jeremy is only fifteen, but he works out like a nut, and has massive biceps like his father. I’m pretty sure Richard has him on some sort of supplement—all natural, of course. Jeremy’s goal in life is to be a tri-athlete and to make millions of dollars. He devotes endless hours to working out and training. Which is probably why his grades are terrible. 
 
    “There is nothing wrong with my metabolism, thank you very much,” I retort, sucking in my gut. Jeremy smirks again as he fills the blender with the powder Richard gets for him from the gym and reaches for the milk carton—on the counter where he left it from his last protein shake, less than an hour before. After making the shake, he drops the carton in the same place, presumably for the maid to put away. As he leaves the kitchen, while gulping down his drink, I hear him mutter, “Well, you are on the wrong side of forty…” 
 
    “I’m thirty-nine! That is definitely the right side of forty!”  
 
    At least I am for three more weeks.  
 
    I shudder. Forty is rudely staring me in the face like my mother when I had that hangover after the prom. I drop my gaze and examine my pooching middle, becoming increasingly incensed by Jeremy’s accusations. 
 
    I can’t wait till he hits thirty and all of a sudden he can’t eat and drink whatever he wants. 
 
    Putting the milk back in the fridge, I begin to dream of the day Jeremy apologizes to me for being so judgmental. Unfortunately, the screaming from the living room has escalated and I finally hear a thump. With a heavy sigh, I grab my glass of wine and go investigate.  
 
    When I enter the living room, I see that Samantha and Matthew are sitting side by side on the couch. They have both showered for the night—Samantha’s hair is still wet. They’re in their flannel pajamas and they would look like an advertisement for bubble bath, or tea, or something nice, except for the remote control that they are wrestling with. 
 
    “Give it to me,” Matthew yells, pulling it close to his body. “I had it first!” 
 
    “I was here first,” Samantha counters, yanking it toward her. “I was reading and I don’t want to listen to your craptastic, brain-rotting TV show!” 
 
    Matthew recoils like she has slapped him across the face, and he releases his grip on the remote that Samantha is still holding. This causes her to fall backward on the couch and smack herself in the face with the remote. 
 
    “My nose!” she screams, leaping to her feet and racing into the kitchen, still clutching the remote.  
 
    “This show won an Emmy! It’s not craptastic!” Matthew shouts at her retreating figure. 
 
    “It wasn’t an Emmy for the acting or the writing you twit! It was an Emmy for the make-up!” Samantha fires back. I hear the freezer door opening. She’s getting an ice pack for her nose. In a few minutes she will probably self-diagnose herself with a deviated septum. She reads way too much.  
 
    “How do you even know that?” Matthew yells toward the kitchen. “You never even take your face out of that stupid book long enough to know anything. You’ve been reading that book for years! Shouldn’t you be finished with it yet?” 
 
    Samantha sails back in the room with a bag of frozen peas pressed up against her face. “It’s not the same book, you imbecile,” she mumbles through the packaging. 
 
    “Is that another one of your super smart words you like to use to make the rest of us look stupid?” Matthew asks. He yanks the remote from her hand and turns the volume up on his show to a deafening level.  
 
    His sister stares at him incredulously, her mouth gaping open. “Are you for real? If you don’t know the word imbecile, you really are one.” 
 
    “Enough,” I interject, after watching them volley back and forth. “Everyone go to your rooms. It’s late. Go to bed.” I take a sip of my wine to steel myself against their protests. 
 
    “But I don’t have a TV in my room,” Matthew complains.  
 
    “We’ve been through this, Matthew. You don’t need a TV in your room.” 
 
    “Maybe if you’d pick up a book every once in a while you wouldn’t be so dependent on your precious idiot box,” Samantha parries as she grabs her book from the couch. “Good night, Mummy.” She air kisses my cheeks and then swoops up the stairs, bag of peas still in hand.  
 
    Samantha often acts as if she has been plunked down in the middle of a Victorian novel. At times she speaks in a British accent and uses words like cockney and kibbles. I do my best to ignore it. Her brothers do not. They tease her relentlessly. Which, you would think, would make her stop it, but she doesn’t.  
 
    “Go have tea with the Queen Mum,” Matthew mocks in a high pitched accent as he storms up the stairs behind her. “And titter about how you’ve ruined the evening for the rest of us lowly peasants.” 
 
    “Shut up, Matthew,” she yells before slamming her door.  
 
    “You shut up!” he yells back, sounding like a two-year-old.  
 
    I close my eyes and for a second, I wish that they were actually two-year-olds again.  
 
    I click off the lamp and the TV, and head back into the kitchen. I’m pretty sure I deserve a piece of chocolate now. That is, if the kids haven’t discovered where I’ve hidden it. I slowly open the cabinet that houses the good china, and I am relieved to discover that my bag of chocolate kisses is still stuffed inside Grandma Herman’s soup tureen. I grab three and unwrap one quickly. I pop it in my mouth and moan with pleasure. 
 
    “What the hell is all that noise?” Richard asks, sticking his head into the kitchen. He is shirtless (as usual) and there is sweat glistening all over his muscular chest.  
 
    “The kids. Fighting about something,” I reply while guiltily shoving the remaining pieces of chocolate into the front pocket of my robe. The one thing that Richard abhors more than alcohol is candy. He actually threw out the kids’ Halloween candy the day after Halloween on several occasions. Until I got wise and started hiding it.  
 
    “Well, keep them quiet. I’m on an important phone call,” he says, stomping back downstairs toward the basement room that houses his home office and gym.  
 
    “Looks like you’re working out,” I mumble to myself as I pull another chocolate out of my pocket and unwrap it. It tastes even better than the first. 
 
    Of course, I know what Richard would say. He would remind me that one of the reasons he is so successful, both in business and his physical fitness, is because he knows how to multitask. He can take a phone call with a client or order a new smoothie maker for his gym, while simultaneously signing checks and doing one-handed push-ups.  
 
    He’s handsome, successful, and brilliant. He’s a real catch. Any woman would consider herself lucky to have him. And that’s probably why I always feel completely adequate around him. 
 
    I stare at the remaining chocolate kiss in my hand, realizing that it is the only kiss of any kind that I’ve had recently—other than Samantha’s “air kisses”.  
 
    I reach back into the soup tureen and grab another handful of kisses before shuffling back upstairs with my wine and chocolate. 
 
    I deserve these kisses for sure. 
 
    


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
      
 
    LEAH 
 
      
 
    It’s nearly ten o’clock and I’m finally mixing the dressing for my dinner salad. It goes without saying that it’s been a crappy day.  
 
    The crappiness started early this morning when I thought I hit the snooze to my alarm, but in actuality, I turned it off. I woke up about three minutes before I had to leave for my train and ended up missing it. Then, not only did I spill coffee on my new cream colored linen pants while getting on the later train, but the website I’ve been working on crashed—when I accidentally opened an email with a virus on my phone, as I raced through the streets of Manhattan trying to get to work at a reasonable hour. My boss spent a half hour reaming me out, and I had to work till almost eight o’clock to fix the bugs. I missed my train home and am only now preparing my dinner. And I didn’t have time for lunch with the bug fixing and all that, so I am absolutely famished. My blood sugar must be like in the teens right now. I’m hangry in the worst way. 
 
    I’ve actually ruined two potential relationships recently because of plummeting blood sugar. Not that I’m actually diabetic or anything like that. (Can you imagine a life without cupcakes? Diabetics can’t have cupcakes, right?)  
 
    The first relationship…well, date, was with a guy who was totally outdoorsy—not my type of guy, really, but I was willing to make an exception because not only was he drop-dead gorgeous, he was an underwear model with a penthouse apartment in Manhattan. Do you know how rich you have to be to have a penthouse in the city? On 5th Avenue?  
 
    He took me hiking, which wouldn’t have been so bad except that was after we went rowing. And biking. And without a romantic picnic at any point in between. I had been trying to hold out and not scarf down my arm when I discovered a squashed (but whole) package of Twinkies at the bottom of my knapsack. Considering I hadn’t used that particular knapsack since college, God knows how old those Twinkies were, but at the moment, I didn’t care. (Also, I believe Twinkies have a shelf life of ninety-nine years or something along those lines.) I felt like I had just done a ninety day stint on Survivor. Or a week long juice cleanse. And I was completely delirious from hunger.  
 
    My date was quite turned off when he found me crouched behind a tree, my head in my knapsack, scarfing down stale Twinkies. When he recovered from the shock of me actually mumbling “Nom, nom, nom,” while I ate, he proceeded to lecture me about the poly-some-saturated oils in them and blah, blah, blah. All I could think about was how much I wanted to marry that package of Twinkies. Needless to say, we never went out again. 
 
    Then right before Labor Day this year, my date with a Wall Street tycoon named David was ruined when our food at the restaurant I had been dying to go to (three Michelin stars, featured in Bon Appetite) took almost two hours to make it to our table. In that time frame, I had five glasses of wine, certain that our food would appear at any moment. The end result was not pretty. Let’s just say, I won’t be dining al fresco in New York City any time soon. In fact, I think the maître d’ sent a mass text out to all his maître d’ friends with my picture and a bold letter caption screaming, “Do not serve this woman—she doesn’t know how to leave her breasts in her shirt”.  
 
    Not that I recall the actual details of the evening as they are a little hazy. However, when David called me the next day and asked if he could have new bras sent to my house because the underwire had been poking through mine the night before, I kinda got a clue as to why we were shuffled out of the restaurant at warp speed and my shirt had been buttoned wrong when I finally got home and fell face first onto the couch.  
 
    So long story short, I get rather unpredictable when I haven’t eaten in like, forever. Despite the fact that I discovered Tootsie Rolls in my coat pocket on my way to the train (I would have stopped to grab something to eat if I wasn’t already just making the train by the skin of my teeth), I’m not in the best of moods. Coupled with my loss of nutrients, my bad day has me on edge.  
 
    I’m grumbling to myself and contemplating working from home tomorrow when my cell phone buzzes on the counter. I pick it up and answer without looking at the screen.  
 
    “Hello,” I snap, praying it’s not my boss. 
 
    “Leah?”  
 
    The voice on the other end of the phone sounds defeated. It’s Vi, of course, and a mixture of concern and triumph courses through my veins.  
 
    Is she calling to tell me that she realizes the error of her ways? That she realizes that she must go on this cruise with me? 
 
    “Hey, what’s up?” I ask, tucking the phone under my ear and cradling it with my shoulder. Waiting for her to answer, I toss the salad with the low-fat dressing. I lick a drop off my finger and recoil. This is what sadness tastes like.  
 
    “I’m calling to grovel,” Vi says, and my pulse quickens.  
 
    She feels guilty! The Caribbean, here we come! And I’ll have the bikini body to boot! I knew eating salad every night this week would pay off— 
 
    “I’ll owe you big time, of course,” Vi continues.  
 
    “I told you, the cruise is my treat. You don’t have to beg your big, bad hubby for money. It’s a gift for your fortieth birthday...you don’t owe me anything.” 
 
    There’s a brief silence on the other end of the phone. “Cruise? What are you talking about? This isn’t about a cruise,” Vi says after a minute or so. She sounds really perplexed.  
 
    She forgot about the cruise? I only asked her yesterday! Or wait, was it the day before? Lack of nutrients has clouded my brain a little. Today is Thursday...yesterday was Wednesday...oh, wait, I told her about the cruise on Tuesday. I didn’t talk to her yesterday? Boy, that’s odd.  
 
    “Are you busy tomorrow night? I need an adult who can drive,” Vi interrupts my thoughts. 
 
    My heart races. “Like as a getaway car?” I suppress a giggle at the thought. “Well, I have a date with some schmuck in marketing, but I can get out of it.”  
 
    Despite my initial disappointment about her forgetting the cruise, I have to admit, my interest is piqued. Vi and I pulled off quite a few stunts in college (mostly revenge on my ex-boyfriends), and they usually involved a getaway car and a look-out person. Until Richard, of course. Richard changed everything. Humph. 
 
    “What? A getaway car? No!” Vi sounds appalled. “I need a reliable adult that can drive Jeremy to basketball practice.” 
 
    “Basketball practice?”  
 
    “Yeah. He has practice tomorrow night and Matthew has practice at the same time. They’re on the opposite ends of town, and I really don’t want to ask my mother. You know how she is. She’ll make it seem like she’s doing me the biggest favor in the world, and then she’ll complain to all her friends that I am the most ungrateful—” 
 
    “What about Richard?” I interrupt.  
 
    Vi sighs. “It’s at seven. Richard always goes out with his trainers on Friday night from seven to ten. They have drinks and talk about their clients. It’s a thing.” She’s trying her hardest not to sound bitter, like her usual martyr-wife self, but she’s not succeeding. 
 
    “So you mean to tell me that you want me to give up my date on a Friday night to shuttle your kids around to basketball practice—which Jeremy could walk to, by the way—so that your husband, the father of your children, the person who got to at least enjoy making them, can go out for drinks?”  
 
    “You enjoyed shopping for Jeremy’s baby registry,” Vi says hopefully.  
 
    “You’re missing my point, Vi.” I really don’t know how she doesn’t see what’s right in front of her. 
 
    “So you won’t do it?” she asks in a hurt little girl voice. 
 
    “Of course I’ll do it,” I sigh. “I just want to know when you’re gonna call Richard out on his bullshit.” 
 
    “Leah, you really can’t comment on my marriage, you know,” Vi says.  
 
     “I’m not saying anything about your marriage. I’m your best friend and I’m worried about you. Richard has been walking all over you since day one, and you continue to let him do so. I don’t mind helping you out with the kids when you have no other option, but guess what? You have an option this time. Their father.” 
 
    Vi sighs heavily. “Okay. I get it. But I am not in the mood for a confrontation with him over his regular standing Friday night activity. I will do anything you want if you just do this one teensy favor for me.”  
 
    The wheels in my head are turning. “Anything? Anything at all?” 
 
    “Within reason. I will not become a lesbian and marry you,” Vi says with annoyance. 
 
    “Oh please, you are not my type at all,” I snort.  
 
    “That’s right. You like big butts.” 
 
    “Yup. I cannot lie.” We briefly share a chuckle and then I ask again, “But seriously. You’ll do me any favor I ask?” 
 
    “Of course,” Vi replies. “You know that. It goes without saying.” 
 
    “No problem,” I say. “I’ll take Jeremy to practice tomorrow. And any day, in fact.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Vi says, breathing a sigh of relief. 
 
    “You just have to go on the cruise with me.” 
 
    “What? No, Leah! You know I can’t do that!”  
 
    “Can’t and won’t are two different things,” I point out. “You won’t, which is different than can’t. And if you won’t do me my favor, I won’t do yours.”  
 
    Yes, I’m aware I sound like a petty five-year-old, but sometimes you have to play dirty to get your way.  
 
    Vi is silent and I am convinced she is trying to figure out how to beg her mother to take Jeremy to practice and owe her instead of me, when she says, “Okay. I’ll go. Email me the details.” 
 
    Stunned, I squeak out, “What? Really? You will?” 
 
    “Yup. You’re right. I need a vacation big time, and the kids are old enough to feed themselves and take care of themselves. And they don’t even have school then. Richard practically won’t have to do anything.”  
 
    “That’s the wrong attitude. Richard should have to do everything. You should actually schedule extra stuff to make him go crazy.” 
 
    “Leah…” Vi’s voice has a warning tone to it and I realize I’m on the verge of pushing my luck.  
 
    “Just kidding! It’ll be fine. Everything will be great!”  
 
    “Oh God, I can’t believe I’m agreeing to this. I’m the worst mother ever,” she moans. “I’ve gotta go. I’ve gotta go make arrangements for...everything.” She abruptly ends the call. In my mind, I can practically see her head in her hands, stressing about leaving the kids and being a bad mommy.  
 
    I smile to myself. She needs to get over this perfect mommy persona and have some damn fun for once. I toss the phone onto the couch and do a triumphant dance around the living room. Grabbing Ernie from the back of the sofa, I spin in a circle and swing him in my arms. He yeowls in protest. 
 
    “I know, I know. You’re a cranky old man.”  
 
    He meows at me again as I lower him down on the back of his precious sofa, the place he spends a good ninety-seven percent of his life. The other three percent he spends cleaning his butt on my kitchen counter and scarfing up hairballs in my shoes.  
 
    “I should have taken Bert.” I stick my tongue out at him as he curls himself into a ball to ignore me. “At least she would dance with me. Bert’s a lot more fun than you are.”  
 
    I settle down at the computer and click the link for the cruise that my friend Troy sent me earlier in the week. 
 
    Troy and I dated briefly a few years ago until we simultaneously came to the same conclusion. That is, we both liked to date people with penises and I did not have a penis. It was okay, no hard feelings though (obviously, since I didn’t have a penis). Besides, he is a much better dresser than I am and I can’t be in a romantic relationship with a man who has more shoes than I do. (That probably should have clued me in earlier in our relationship, but…) 
 
    I am thrilled that Vi has agreed to go on this cruise with me. This is the perfect getaway for us. Vi has never taken a vacation alone or with me (since she’s been married, that is). She is in a constant state of mothering and thinks having any time away from her children makes her a criminal worthy of the electric chair. The last time we even had a girls’ night out was three years ago, and that ended after an hour, because she rushed home when Richard called her to tell her one of the kids was throwing up and he doesn’t “do” throw up.  
 
    She definitely needs a break from all of them. She needs to remember how to have fun, and who better to show her than me, the queen of fun? Okay, maybe I’m not exactly the queen, but I do enjoy my life a whole lot more than Vi does. And she deserves to enjoy her life. 
 
    And that is why I don’t feel the least bit guilty about omitting a tiny detail about the cruise. I smile to myself as the imposing picture of the cruise ship fills up my computer screen. A photo montage begins—pictures of men and women relaxing in hot tubs with drinks in their hands, mouths open mid-laugh. Couples swimming and rock climbing and kayaking, although I have no idea how they’re kayaking on a boat. Then the scene changes and there are photos of people at dinner, drinks in their hands, steaming piles of crab legs filling their plates. Soft music begins to play as the image morphs into a man and woman lying face down, stones on their backs, a massage therapist caressing their shoulders. Then, the same couple dancing in a nightclub. And finally, that couple wrapped in each other’s arms, admiring a sunset.  
 
    Broken-hearted and alone? Lonely and looking for love? Then join us for our New Year’s Cruise on our brand new ship The Princess. This is our very first Divorcees Only Cruise and cabins won’t last long at these prices! Book now! 
 
    Okay, Okay. So…I’m not divorced. Neither is Vi. Obviously. But the prices really are a steal. And with Troy’s discount—he works as a travel agent—we are practically getting the cruise for nothing. Or I am at least.  
 
    Besides, how else could I take Vi on a kid-free vacation? (Other than booking a week in Cancun with a bunch of drunk twenty-somethings with rocking bodies? No thanks!) Vi needs a vacation without kids. Because honestly, who wants to go on vacation from your own kids and deal with other people’s kids splashing you in the hot tub where they specifically do not belong? I mean, seriously, the signs around the hot tubs explicitly state that children under sixteen are not permitted, yet all the damn time there are kids in the hot tub, and their mothers ignore them while sipping their gin and tonics and reading their trashy romance novels. Even those mothers want time away from their kids. 
 
    Not that Vi would ever admit she wants time away from her children. Since the moment Jeremy was conceived, her every waking (and probably sleeping) thought has been of, or for, those kids. And most of the time, they’re ungrateful little monsters to boot. No one in her house ever appreciates all she does, especially not Richard. 
 
    Her husband is actually unbearable. No joke, I want to punch him in the mouth practically every time I see him. Either the mouth or the testicles.  
 
    He treats Vi like dirt and never helps out with the kids. And she just takes it without saying a word. I knew he was a bad choice for a husband the day they got married. Up until that point in time, he had been pretty attentive. But once they said “I do”, it went out the window. He didn’t even talk to her at the wedding reception because there was a playoff game on. He spent the entire time at the bar of the hotel watching the game. Yup, basketball trumped his wife. 
 
    And, get this—they didn’t even have sex on their wedding night! That’s right! What red-blooded American male doesn’t want to jump his new bride’s bones on their wedding night? Hell, my friend Lisa’s husband tried to get her to have sex with him in the limo.  
 
    You wanna know what Richard’s excuse was? (Besides being a giant dick?) They had to get up too early the next day and he was tired. God, he needs to grow a pair because he obviously doesn’t have any balls. If he did, they would have been throbbing because Vi is one hot chick. 
 
    One hot chick who deserves better than that schmuck of a husband. I can’t tell you how often I’ve told her she needs to leave his ass at the curb and file for divorce. I think she really wants to, but Vi doesn’t like to rock the boat. Her parents never got divorced (although they should have...her mother was unbearable to live with and her father drank himself into an early grave to get away from her—just my theory). She needs something to send her completely over the edge. Maybe, just maybe, taking this cruise will convince her that divorce isn’t so bad. It is, after all, a Divorce Cruise. 
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    The taxi pulls up in front of Vi’s house on the morning of the cruise. Surprisingly, she is waiting out front, standing on the sidewalk with her bags. When she sees the taxi pull up, she starts trudging toward it, dragging the suitcase on one wheel, and struggling to keep the carry-on bag looped over her shoulder—it’s tangled in her purse. Her face is blotchy, and her nose is red and swollen like she either has been stung by a swarm of bees or has been crying. Hers is the face of a person who needs to go on a cruise to someplace warm in the middle of winter for their fortieth birthday. I’m almost 100% positive, without even talking to her, that Richard is responsible for her current state. 
 
    “What happened to the wheel on the suitcase?” I ask as I climb out of the cab to help her. She narrows her bleary eyes at me. Her expression tells me whatever happened to the wheel is a sore subject. Probably Richard’s fault, too.  
 
    “Need help?” I ask while reaching to take the bag off of her shoulder. She shrugs off my help. 
 
    “I’ve got it,” she barks at me. “Do I look like I need your help? Do I look like I need anyone’s help?” 
 
    My eyes widen as I back off. This attitude is quite unlike my mild-mannered friend’s normal behavior. She seems...feisty. And not in a good way.  
 
    “Um, no. Of course not,” I mumble as she staggers toward the waiting taxi. The taxi driver has gotten out and opened the trunk. Vi shoots a death ray stare in his direction as he attempts to take the bag from her hand.  
 
    “I’ve got it,” she repeats, while swinging the suitcase in the air and tossing it in the general direction of the open trunk. Fortunately it lands close enough that the taxi driver only needs to shove it in with his hand before Vi heaves the carry-on bag in on top of it. The driver quickly pulls his hand away before it gets crushed, and shoots me a weary look that says, Why did we have to pick up this deranged lunatic? I better be getting a huge tip, that’s all I have to say. 
 
    I shrug at him and slip into the backseat of the cab. Vi follows behind, slamming the door once her feet are planted firmly inside. Feet that are clad in weather inappropriate flip-flops. Those makeshift ones you get from the nail salon when you forget yours at home. With only half her toenails painted, I might add. 
 
    I briefly ponder whether I should ask about it. Chances are, the reason she has knock-off flip-flops on in December and only half a pedicure, and the reason she is seriously pissed off, are one and the same. Or at least in the same ballpark. 
 
    Considering that I’m going to be in close quarters on a boat with this woman for the next seven and a half days, I stupidly take my chances and ask. 
 
    “What happened to your toes?” I jerk my head toward the nail disaster.  
 
    She frowns at me and narrows her eyes. “I don’t want to talk about it. It’s not important.” 
 
    I nod. Okay, let’s go with the positive pep talk, Leah! 
 
    “You’re right. Nothing is important now except our vacation.” I grab her arm and give it an enthusiastic squeeze. She, in return, gives me a dirty look.  
 
    Geez, what the hell happened to her? She’s usually not this pissy about anything. Maybe she’s really upset about her pedicure? Well, I can fix that. 
 
     “There’s a spa on the ship. I’m sure we can get you an appointment if we call right—” 
 
    “I don’t want an appointment,” she snarls, turning her head away from me and gazing out the window, chewing on her bottom lip. I hear sniffles—she’s starting to cry. 
 
    Crap! What the hell? We’re going on a fun vacation! Without kids! Without Richard! Why is she crying? There’s no way she could miss them already! Can she? 
 
    This is certainly awkward. Not that I have never seen Vi cry before. Quite the contrary. In the past twenty-eight years I have witnessed her sobbing about anything as ridiculous as a Kodak commercial, to the ending of Titanic (which she dragged me to see ten times), to the death of her beloved grandmother.  
 
    But all those times, I at least knew why she was crying. This time, not so much. And if she isn’t interested in sharing, how am I going to find out how much it’s going to affect our trip? Seriously, she could be crying because she spilled coffee on her favorite shirt, or she could be crying because the cat died. Wait...the cat? 
 
    “Hey, is Bert okay?” I ask, touching her arm lightly. 
 
    It takes her a full minute, but she turns to face me. Her eyes are even more bloodshot than before and there are tears shining on her cheeks.  
 
    “My marriage is falling apart and you’re worried about a cat?”  
 
    Her marriage is falling apart? Okay, that’s good. Well, not that the marriage is falling apart, but now I know why she’s crying now. Or I have some idea, at least. I can play along to piece together the rest of this puzzle. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I say with complete sincerity. “I didn’t know why you were upset. And Bert is almost twenty.”  
 
    “Well, I’m not upset about a stupid cat,” she snorts. “Unlike you, I have more important things in my life than a cat.” 
 
    I recoil and bump the back of my head on the window. Wow! Those are mighty harsh words! Especially coming from Violet, Queen of ‘I don’t want to ever hurt anyone’s feelings on purpose’.  
 
    “That’s crappy of you, Vi,” I say, trying to disguise how much she’s actually hurt me. I can see the cab driver nervously glancing in the rearview mirror. He has one earbud in his left ear and the other dangles mid-air—it’s obvious that he’s eavesdropping. I bet the last thing this guy wants is two hysterical females in the back of his cab.  
 
    Vi crosses her arms over her chest. Even with her coat on and buttoned, her boobs reach her neck when uplifted. Vi has always been well endowed (and ridiculously so when she was breastfeeding the kids), and I have always been flat chested. It’s a little unfair that she has such big boobs considering she told me once that Richard isn’t even a boob man. He’s a butt man, and Vi is certainly lacking in that department. Her butt resembles a flattened out bean bag chair that has lost half its packing peanuts.  
 
    “It’s crappy of you to drag me on this cruise and ruin my marriage,” Vi mutters. 
 
    Huh? What the hell is she talking about? How does an all-expenses paid vacation from your best friend for your birthday qualify as crappy???? What the hell is wrong with her? Is she feverish? She must be kidding.  
 
    I reach over and place the back of my hand on her forehead. She jerks her head away from me. 
 
    “What are you doing?”  
 
    “I’m sorry, but I think you must be sick,” I say in a jovial tone. But I feel anything but like joking. I feel annoyed and pissed off and hurt.  
 
    “I’m not sick. I’m devastated,” she says, her eyes glistening with tears. 
 
    “But I don’t understand. I thought this would be great. Normal people don’t get devastated at the prospect of going on a seven day cruise with their best friend. Most people would be thrilled to death.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not most people,” she shoots back, lip quivering.  
 
    Oh crap...we’re going into full on hysterical mood here. This is exactly what happened every single time Leonardo DiCaprio died in the damn movie. You would think after the first time she would have seen it coming… 
 
    “Most people wouldn’t have their husband threatening to leave them for taking a vacation with their best friend. Most people wouldn’t have their husband refusing to take care of their kids if their wife—who has never gone anywhere for more than three hours without the kids in fifteen years—goes on vacation. Most people wouldn’t have to hope that their husband doesn’t divorce them while they’re on vacation!”  
 
    She falls face first into my shoulder and her body is rocking like she’s sobbing. Oh yeah, she’s sobbing. I can feel the tears soaking through my lightweight jacket.  
 
    “He threatened divorce if you went on this cruise?” I stare at the top of her head with amazement—she needs a cut and color in the worst way. I knew Richard was literally a dick, but I didn’t think even he would stoop low enough to threaten to leave his wife. Especially for taking much needed time for herself.  
 
    Vi lifts her head and stares at me like a sad sack of potatoes, snot running down her face. She doesn’t say anything, but moves her head up and down indicating that yes indeed, that’s the scenario. I practically feel my blood boiling in my veins—this is what Richard has reduced her to? A sniveling crybaby?  
 
    I lean over and tap the partition, attempting to get the cab driver’s attention. He doesn’t seem to hear me as he suddenly has both earbuds stuffed in his ears, attached to an iPhone that appears to be turned up to full volume. I tap on the plastic bullet-proof glass again—this time much louder. 
 
    “What, lady? What you want?” he asks, obviously annoyed that I have interrupted his enjoyment of whatever crap he’s listening to.  
 
    “You need to stop and turn around,” I tell him.  
 
    He stomps on the breaks, nearly causing the car that has been tailgating us to slam into the bumper of the cab. 
 
    “What? What you talking about lady?” he asks in a clipped accent. He turns around and I notice that one of his eyes seems like it might be fake—it’s cloudy and looks like a marble. “I thought we need to go to boat.” 
 
    “Did you forget something?” Vi asks through her sniffles. She swipes at her nose with her sleeve and I shudder. 
 
    “No, I didn’t forget anything,” I announce over the sound of the cars behind us honking.  
 
    “Then why would we go back? Didn’t you say we would be late if we left a minute after eleven?”  
 
    I shrug and wave my hand in front of my face. “I only said that because I knew you’d be late otherwise.” I tap my watch. “See? It’s eleven fifteen. But it’s okay. We don’t have to be there to check in till one.” 
 
    Vi frowns. “Real nice, Leah. I love that you think you have to lie to me like I’m a child. I was ready on time. Why are we going back?” 
 
    “So I can punch your asshole of a husband dead in the face like I’ve wanted to for the past two decades,” I tell her matter-of-factly. 
 
    “What? What is wrong with you?” Vi’s face is panic stricken. 
 
    “Nothing is wrong with me,” I say, leaning back in the seat as our driver attempts to navigate the winding narrow roads to take a back route to Vi’s house. “Just wanna make sure he gets what he deserves.” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” she says through gritted teeth. Inching up as far as her seatbelt will allow her go (she’s a big “rule follower”), Vi taps on the partition. “Driver, take us to the boat.” 
 
    The driver slams on his breaks once more, except there’s no honking this time because there’s nobody behind us. The driver pulls over to the side of the road, leans his arm over the back of the seat, and glares at us, his one opaque eye gazing off into space. It’s actually quite distracting. I look away because I’m afraid I’m staring at it.  
 
    “What is wrong with you?” he asks, voice rising, accent thick. “You say go to boat! Then, no go to boat! Then go to boat!” His hands slice through the air as he speaks. “What do I do? Go to boat or no go to boat?”  
 
    “Go to boat,” Vi says at the same time as I say, “Don’t go to boat.” 
 
    I glower at her and she glowers back. The taxi driver throws up his hands in disgust. He folds his arms over his chest and slumps into the seat. “I will not moving until you figure out,” he tells us. 
 
    “Leah, Richard isn’t even at home. Can we just go to the boat and go on this vacation and have a good time?” Vi’s eyes are pleading with me. I also know she’s lying to me. I saw Richard’s car in the driveway. 
 
    “I thought you didn’t want to go? I thought it was going to ruin your marriage.”  
 
    Vi miserably slumps back into the seat. “My marriage is already ruined anyway. There is nothing that you or I could say at this point to fix it.” She yanks off her wedding ring and shoves it in her purse. She turns to me and shrugs. “Might as well enjoy myself now, right?” 
 
    I brighten at this optimistic attitude.  
 
    “Really? You mean it?” I grab her arm and pump it with enthusiasm. I’m also thrilled she took her wedding ring off—a wedding ring would be kind of difficult to explain on a divorce cruise.  
 
    She offers me a haggard smile. “Yeah. No use crying over spilt milk, right? I’m sorry I flipped out before. There’s no reason to ruin the vacation because of Richard. I’ll have to deal with that when we get back. The damage is already done.” Her face falls ever so slightly, despite her best efforts to smile. 
 
    I’m torn between wanting to comfort her and to plow ahead with the cheerful attitude that she’s chosen to adapt. I can’t help but feel a twinge of guilt knowing that it’s my fault that she and Richard are at odds with each other today. Well, not completely my fault, because their marriage was in shambles to begin with. The cruise is just the straw that sent the camel over the edge with a broken back. Or something like that.  
 
    Just roll with it, I tell myself. There’ll be plenty of time to comfort her later. Like when she wants to kill you because she finds out she’s on a divorce cruise before she’s even gotten a divorce. 
 
    “Absolutely! I totally agree!” I tap the partition once again. “Okay! To the boat we go!”  
 
    The cab driver shakes his head with disgust as he puts the car into gear. “Women,” he mumbles, pulling back into the street. “I give up job as doctor in my country to deal with women. I should be gynecologist.” 
 
    Men. I guess we piss them off even if we don’t belong to them. 
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    We enter the parking lot next to the boat, and even though Leah has showed me pictures, they didn’t do this majestic ship in front of me justice at all. This was definitely not what I was expecting, although, I’m not so sure I know what I was expecting. I have never been on a ship...heck, I haven’t even been on a vacation that didn’t involve a theme park in over twenty years.  
 
    As I step out of the cab and stare upward at the giant cruise ship docked next to us, I nearly stop breathing—I feel so much like Kate Winslet in Titanic. Ironically, that’s my favorite movie of all time.  
 
    “We’re going on that?” I ask, staring at Leah who is handing the cab driver money. I’m too awestruck to dig in my bag to play our usual, I’m getting the check! No, I’m getting the check game.  
 
    Leah nods as she grabs her rolling suitcase and jerks her head toward my suitcase and over the shoulder bag that the driver has deposited next to me on the sidewalk. “Get your bags. He’s not going to carry them.” The cab driver gives her a dirty look before climbing back into his cab. 
 
    I feel like I’m in a daze as I pull the bag onto my shoulder and grab the suitcase handle. I blindly follow behind her, the working wheel of my suitcase spinning, while the other side of the bag thumps along, scraping the sidewalk.  
 
    “Not what you were expecting?” she asks. “Are you disappointed?” 
 
    “Disappointed?” I squeak. “How could I be disappointed? It’s so...huge,” I exclaim as I catch up to her.  
 
    She smirks. “Men love to hear that.” 
 
    I ignore her sexual innuendo. “I just didn’t expect it to have so many floors.” Using my hand as a shield over my eyes, I stare upward. There must be fifteen floors or more on this thing. “It’s bigger than the mall.” 
 
    “It actually has a mall inside it,” Leah tells me as we roll our bags toward the entrance of the ship. Well, she rolls, I bump. 
 
    “Are you kidding?” I squeal, grabbing her arm. I love the mall. Yeah, it’s a little cliché, but there’s nothing like roaming a large building with hundreds of stores...everything you could possibly want all in one place. It’s an ultimate time saver when I have to get stuff for the kids. If our mall had a food store I’d probably never have the need to shop anywhere else.  
 
    “No, I’m not kidding,” she laughs. “Didn’t you read the brochures I sent you? It has a mall, three swimming pools, four hot tubs, a nightclub, a spa, thirteen restaurants, a bowling alley, and a theater.” 
 
    I stare at her with an open mouth as we join the line to check in. “All that on this little ship?” 
 
    “I thought you just said it was huge,” Leah remarks, raising her eyebrow. 
 
    “Well it is,” I stammer. “I didn’t think it was big enough to fit all that and hotel rooms, too. It’s gotta get crowded with so many people. Not to mention all the kids running around.” 
 
    Leah sucks in her breath and looks away. Kicking a twig with the tip of her boot suddenly seems to be fascinating her. I have known her long enough to tell that she’s hiding something from me.  
 
    “Leah?” I poke her boot with the tip of my flip-flop. It’s the foot that’s not painted. Leah is right. It looks awful. But it’s not like I had a choice. 
 
      
 
    I was in the middle of my pedicure this morning when Jeremy called me. He had basketball practice and was supposed to be catching a ride with his friend Anthony, who lives down the block. Apparently, Jeremy stayed up way too late last night and overslept, missing his friend’s repeated texts. He called me in a panic, needing a ride because practice had already started and the coach had called him, saying if he didn’t have his butt at practice in the next fifteen minutes, he was getting cut from the team.  
 
    So I had to throw a twenty at the girl doing my pedicure and to rush off with only one foot done.  
 
    When I finally got back home after dropping Jeremy off, I was filled with fury as I entered the house and saw Richard at the kitchen table, reading the paper and sipping from a mug. I had forgotten he was working from home today. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked, my voice reaching unnatural octaves. 
 
    Richard glanced up from his paper and stared at me blankly. “Reading the paper. What does it look like I’m doing?” 
 
    “It looks like you’re not actually working and that you could have taken Jeremy to practice!” I cried out. I was on the verge of tears at this point. Was he purposely mocking me by sitting there and having a cup of whatever the heck he was drinking? I was willing to bet it was green tea because it was unlikely that Richard would “poison” his body with anything else.  
 
    Richard shook his head. “No. I just sat down now.” He glanced at his watch. “From ten seventeen to ten thirty-four I take a break every day. Seventeen minutes is the optimal amount of time for a break.”  
 
    I was not usually at home when he worked from home, nor did I know what he did when he was working at the gym, but I was certain that if my anal-retentive husband said it was so, he did actually take a break between those obscure times.  
 
    But still, I was fuming, which was rare for me. Okay, okay. I tend to get angry with my family on a daily basis, but I hardly ever tell them about it. I bite my tongue and ignore it—usually. Most of the times, my aggravation manifests itself by complaining to Leah or writing pretend farewell notes. I know that sounds sick and twisted, but it usually is enough to make me realize my life isn’t all that bad and that I would never do something as rash as attempt to kill myself over a little bit of family angst. It calms me down and lets me look at the big picture...in perspective.  
 
    But this time, I guess I had just had it, and there was no more of me taking it on a stiff upper lip. I. Flipped. Out. 
 
    “You couldn’t have possibly taken that break a few minutes earlier so that you could take your son to his practice? You couldn’t have saved me from rushing home and looking like an idiot with half painted toes, by taking your precious break ten minutes earlier? It would have taken you five minutes to drop him off!” At that point I had both my palms planted on the kitchen table and was leaning into his face. 
 
    Richard didn’t react. At least not the way a normal person would. He simply blinked and continued to stare at me blankly.  
 
    “Well, it wouldn’t be a break then, would it? I would still have to take a break after that and I’d get behind on the work that I need to do.”  
 
    I didn’t know if he was being sarcastic or he was baiting me. At any rate, his response only fueled my anger, so if that’s the reaction he was going for, he got it.  
 
    “Heaven forbid you get behind in your precious work to take care of your children!” I shouted, flicking my finger at the newspaper he was still holding, causing him to recoil, almost like a human. “Whatever that work may be. I can’t imagine you would have much to do anyway. You have twenty people down at the gym running the show for you. They’re the ones who register people and show them how to use the machines. They’re the ones who teach the classes, not you. They’re the ones who counsel the clients about what to eat and what not to eat. What work do you actually have anyway?” 
 
    Richard lowered the paper, his face stony. “There’s more to running a gym besides showing people how to use machines and teaching classes.” He placed his own hands on the table and stood up, pushing back the chair. “There’s ordering to be done and payroll—” 
 
    “You have people for that!” I shouted back. “Jennifer is your accountant and Harry orders everything for you. Even the stupid water bottles you put in the vending machine! And everything that they don’t do, Vic does!”  
 
    I could feel the veins on my neck bulging at this point. Part of me was worried they would burst and I would drop dead on the floor, and the other part was hoping that would happen. “You do nothing at that gym except take up space!” I practically spat. “Just like here.” 
 
    I should mention that Richard is over six feet tall and rather imposing. I’m not too short myself at five foot seven, but he towered over me, especially at that moment. Usually I would shrink back from him, but not this time. I was so raging mad that I didn’t care if he was a ten foot tall elephant in front of me. I was standing my ground. 
 
    “I’ll have you know that my gym accounts for over eighty-five percent of our household income. My job is a hell of a lot more important than your idiotic job.”  
 
    “My job isn’t—” 
 
    He interrupted me by waving his hands around in the air. “I’m Violet and I work with people who aren’t ever going to amount to anything ever again. My job exists solely to bleed insurance companies dry,” he mumbled in the same voice someone who has had a stroke might. 
 
    I stared at him like he had slapped me clear across the face, not even believing that he could have just said what he did.  
 
    “Yeah, you heard me,” Richard spat. “Your job is pointless. Teaching those old coots how to talk and swallow their food? For what? So they can have another stroke two weeks later and die? Now my job, my gym...I help people. I help them so they don’t get fat and have a heart attack or stroke to begin with.”  
 
    He pointed to his puffed out chest in such a self-righteous manner, I thought he was joking. And then, as I stared at his hard eyes, I realized, he wasn’t. The man that I had married really was that cruel and ill-informed. 
 
    “People don’t just have strokes and heart attacks because they’re fat,” I said, my voice wavering. “People have strokes for a variety of reasons, many of which are not preventable and are not their fault.” 
 
    Richard rolled his eyes. “Listen to you. You sound like one of those textbooks you poured over when you were getting your degree. And now you’ve given up taking care of your family to take care of some blithering fools with drooling mouths, and your children are running amok. They can’t even get up on time for practice. I can’t wait to see how they are when you come back from a week of ‘me’ time,” he sneered, with air quotes.  
 
    This time, I actually staggered backward. Forget slapping me—he might as well have stabbed me in the chest. I grabbed at my chest and collapsed in the nearest chair, causing Richard to roll his eyes again. 
 
    “Oh, you’re gonna get all dramatic on me, Violet?” He shook his head with disgust and glanced at his watch. “It’s ten thirty-six. See what you made me do? I went over my break time.” 
 
    He grabbed the paper from the table and folded it neatly under his arm before sweeping past me to deposit it in the recycling bin. “Have a nice trip,” he said as he headed downstairs to his office. As usual, I couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic or not. 
 
    I sat there in shock, paralyzed by his words, for I don’t know how long—well, until I heard the sound of yelling. It jarred me out of my fog and I glanced at the kitchen clock to see that it was nearly eleven o’clock. I knew Leah would be by any second to pick me up. 
 
    I should stay home, I told myself. Obviously, I’m doing a horrible job at being a mother. Richard’s right. I shouldn’t be going away on cruises. They need me at home. I’ve abandoned them far too much already working all the time. I’m going to stay home. I have to stay home. My kids and my marriage depend on it.  
 
    I reached in my pocket for my cell phone to call Leah, to beg off this trip. I was prepared to quite possibly lose my best friend over this. As much as I loved Leah, she would never understand, or condone giving up so much for my family.  
 
    I was actually dialing Leah’s number when I heard a crashing sound from the other room, followed by a high-pitched scream. I dashed toward the source of the sound, certain that one of my babies needed me. I could just picture Matthew or Samantha crumpled and broken at the bottom of the stairs.  
 
    Instead, I found Matthew in the living room, feet up on the coffee table, spooning cereal into his mouth and watching cartoons. Samantha was in the recliner, noise-cancelling headphones on, deeply engrossed in a book. She probably wouldn’t have noticed if a T-Rex came storming through the living room on a firetruck. Since she was breathing, I assumed she fine. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked Matthew.  
 
    “Huh?” He paused his cereal eating, but didn’t take his eyes off the TV for a second. The milk dribbled out of his mouth and onto his chin. 
 
    “The noise I just heard in here? The crash and the scream?” 
 
    “Uh, I think it was on TV.”  
 
    “You think? You don’t know?” I asked, in complete disbelief. How could he not remember if he heard a crash and a scream in the past thirty seconds? What the heck is he watching anyway? 
 
    He shrugged at me, still not looking away from the TV. I shook my head and backed away from the couch, only to hear a crunching sound underneath my feet. 
 
    “What the—”  
 
    I looked down, lifting my foot to discover shattered glass on the hardwood floor. I leaned in to inspect further. An ornament had fallen off of the Christmas tree. I grabbed the biggest piece, one that read Our Firs Christm Togeth. What used to say, Our First Christmas Together. It was a Lenox ornament that my aunt had given Richard and me for our first Christmas after we got married.  
 
    And now, it was shattered, smashed into a thousand pieces. Okay, maybe just a couple of large pieces and a few itty-bitty ones, but still.  
 
    The dog sat next to the tree, happily thumping his tail on the ground. I bet that he got so overexcited about someone walking past our house that he wagged his tail...into the tree. He probably wagged it hard enough to shake the tree, sending the ornament sailing from its perch on a branch that I thought was more than safe from his overzealous wagging. Stupid me. 
 
    Nothing is safe from breakage in this house...no matter how hard you try to shield it. 
 
    I bit my lip, thinking I was going to cry. But instead, I found that I had an overwhelming desire to laugh. Like inappropriate at funeral type laughing. I backed out of the room, laughing hysterically.  
 
    It’s destroyed! We’ve had that ornament for seventeen years and just like that, it’s gone!  
 
    I have no idea why I thought it was so funny, but I laughed out loud for a full five minutes—at times, I laughed so hard I had to hold my thighs together to prevent myself from peeing my pants.  
 
    I heard footsteps on the stairs and I knew that it had to be Richard, but I still couldn’t stop my uncontrollable giggling. 
 
    “What the hell is so funny?” he asked as he stepped around me to get to the table.  
 
    I needed to take some deep breaths before I could actually speak, while Richard was staring at me like I was a deranged lunatic, escaped from the nuthouse.  
 
    “An ornament broke, that’s all,” I said when I finally caught my breath. 
 
    “That’s funny?” he asked, furrowing his brow. “It’s not going to be funny when someone steps on it and cuts their foot open.” He glowered at me and then continued, “Oh, wait it doesn’t matter to you now, does it? Because you’ll be far away from here, ignoring your family while I have to do everything.”  
 
    He shook his head in disgust and grabbed his phone off the table. “Forgot my phone,” he grumbled as he pushed past me in his efforts to get back downstairs.  
 
    I stood with my mouth wide open for a full minute until I felt a tug on my sleeve. It was Samantha, headphones around her neck, holding a dustpan full of glass. 
 
    “I swept up the glass, Mom.”  
 
    My lip trembled as she threw out the remains of the ornament into the garbage.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said in a barely audible voice.  
 
    She shrugged indifferently. “No biggie. Now you can go on the trip and not worry about someone’s foot getting cut.” 
 
    “Are you upset I’m going on the trip?” I had asked.  
 
    Please say yes and then I’ll stay home and fix this all. I’ll fix my marriage and the kids and everything. 
 
    She shook her head. “No, Mom. You need to go and get a break from us. I know that.” Her eyes clouded. “Dad doesn’t realize how hard you work.”  
 
    I swallowed a sob as I tried to croak out a thank you, but my daughter left the room before I could even speak. I couldn’t be a total failure if at least one of my kids thought I needed a vacation. Maybe I did deserve it after all.  
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, Vi,” Leah interrupts my painful reminiscing, and I am brought back to the present, where I am standing on the line to check in. I shake my head to forget about my fight with Richard—although, I’m pretty sure every time I look at my unpainted nails on this trip, I’ll be reminded of it. And I’ll want to cry. 
 
    As I feel the tears bubble up underneath my already puffy eyelids, I dab at them (hopefully nonchalantly) while asking Leah, “Why? What are you sorry for?” 
 
    Leah glances around before she leans in toward me and says in a hushed voice, “There’s something about the cruise that I didn’t tell you. You’ve gotta promise you won’t be mad, though. I only did it for your own good.” She offers me a weak smile and I can see her hand is actually shaking.  
 
    Oh good God, what? What could she have possibly left out? This cruise goes to the Bermuda Triangle? 
 
    “What?” I ask in the tone that I reserve for when I am overly annoyed with my children and they have completely shredded every ounce of patience I have. “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s about the kind of cruise it is,” Leah tells me, still in the hushed voice. “Look around. Do you notice anything?” 
 
    I gaze around at the others on line. Hmmm. Normal lady with strawberry blonde hair pulled into a ponytail in front of us. Her arm is looped through the arm of another woman with blonde hair in a short pixie cut. They’re deep in conversation. Okay. Friends like me and Leah. To the left, there are three guys together, one has his arm draped over the shoulders of the other two. More friends obviously. Behind us, two women— 
 
    Oh my goodness, it’s a gay cruise! Not that there’s anything wrong with a gay cruise, but I’m not gay and I don’t want to go on a gay cruise!  
 
    Panicking that I am going to end up spending the week fighting off advances of women looking to hook up, I grab Leah by the arm and pull her ear toward my mouth. “Is this a gay cruise? Oh God, Leah, how could you take me on a gay cruise?” I’m practically in tears.  
 
    Leah nearly chokes on her saliva. “Oh my God, Vi! No! What makes you think that?” 
 
    “Well, there are lots of men with men, and women with women—”  
 
    Leah shakes her head. “No, that’s not it at all! Look again.”  
 
    My eyes dart around, searching for what she’s talking about. Everyone has luggage, everyone appears to have clothes—although the guy joining the line now is wearing slides and a trench coat—I’m not sure what’s underneath that trench coat. Everyone seems to be with someone else...mostly in the form of couples, but some groups—That’s it! No kids! 
 
    “There are no kids,” I say to Leah, beaming from ear to ear. I feel like I just solved the New York Times crossword puzzle. 
 
    She does a double take and stares at me. “Yes,” she says slowly. “That is true...no kids.” She squints appraisingly at me. “You’re okay with no kids, right?” 
 
    “I guess it’s a good thing that there aren’t a bunch of kids running around, reminding me of my kids at home.” 
 
    “And no kids splashing chlorinated water into our cocktails at the pool,” the woman with strawberry blonde hair in front of us adds. She turns to face us and I can see her cheeks are nearly completely covered with freckles. Her stunning green eyes twinkle merrily as she adds, “Thank God.”  
 
    When I look at her with alarm, she explains, “Sorry, I couldn’t help but overhear you. I left my kids home. When you finally break free from jail for a week, the last thing you want is other people’s kids ruining your vacation. Am I right?” She nudges me with a grin on her face.  
 
    Her smile is infectious and I find the corners of my mouth turning up, even though I want to shout, No! I miss mine to death and it’s only been a half an hour since I’ve seen them!  
 
    “This one doesn’t get that,” she jerks her finger toward her friend who has now joined our little circle. “She doesn’t have kids.” The strawberry blonde rolls her eyes. 
 
    “Not by choice, Kendall, not by choice,” the other woman says with a scowl. She leans closer to her friend and hisses, “This is not the thing to be discussing with random strangers.”  
 
    The first woman ignores her friend and holds out her hand, “Kendall Harris. The bump on the log that calls herself my friend is Francine Palmer.” She rolls her eyes at us. “I know, I know. I should have realized with a name like Francine she would be boring as all hell, but still, I was looking for a Shirley to my Laverne and Francine was the only one available.” She turns to Francine and says triumphantly, “See? Now we’re not random strangers.”  
 
    “More like you were looking for a Charlie Brown to your Lucy,” Francine mumbles while sticking out her own hand. “Sorry about her, I know she’s a bit much to swallow, but I think she means well. At least, I haven’t found out otherwise yet.”  
 
    “Um, okay,” I stammer, completely overwhelmed by this pair that I initially had dismissed as normal. I’m not sure what else to say.  
 
    “I’m Leah,” Leah says, taking Francine’s hand. “That’s Violet.” 
 
    Oh yeah, that’s what you’re supposed to do when someone introduces themselves...tell them your name. 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” Francine counters like a normal human being. But Kendall swoops in with the exuberant grabbing of both our hands and pumping them. “Leah and Violet! What awesome names! I like them a heck of a lot better than Francine.” She drops our hands and waves at her friend. “You can go now, Francine! I’ve found friends with better names!”  
 
    Then she starts cracking up at her joke. I stand there frozen in place, not quite sure if this woman is completely bonkers or she’s just trying to be witty. Either way, she’s completely missing the mark with us. 
 
    Then, Leah starts cackling along with Kendall. What the—?  
 
    As I am staring open mouthed at them, Leah says, “Well, if you thought somebody with a name like Violet would be super fun, you’ve got another thing coming.”  
 
    She makes a face and Kendall continues to hoot with laughter. Francine and I are looking around nervously—people are starting to stare. And not in a way that makes me feel like a movie star either.  
 
    “Leah,” I hiss. “Could you keep it down? People are staring.” 
 
    Leah grins and nudges her newfound friend. “See? She’s always worried about what other people think. And she never believes in giving herself a break. Why I practically had to drag her on this vacation—” 
 
    “Me too!” Kendall gasps while clasping Leah’s arm. “Francine acted like she was being drawn and quartered at the mere idea of a vacation!” 
 
    “You know I have a lot going on at work and getting this vacation time was a major undertaking,” Francine interjects, face turning crimson.  
 
    “Work, smirk,” Kendall scoffs, waving her hand in front of her face. “All you do is work. You never have fun. You never let yourself enjoy life. Instead, you’re always obsessed with work—” 
 
    “Well, I kind of have to be,” Francine snaps. “Things haven’t been quite the same since Jeff picked up and skipped town with all my money.”  
 
    “Oh no,” I gasp, at the same time that Kendall rolls her eyes.  
 
    “Ancient history!” Kendall tells us. “That happened four years ago. And Francine has been completely hung up on it ever since. Her ex has been an ex longer than the paint’s been dry on my living room walls and she won’t even contemplate moving on. And it’s definitely time to move on. Hell, I picked up a bunch of swatches to repaint my living room just last week.” 
 
    “Next!” I hear a sharp voice call out and I realize that in the time that we started talking to Kendall and Francine, we’ve moved to the front of the line. Kendall and Francine are next.  
 
    Francine picks up the handle to her suitcase and nudges her friend. “Let’s go,” she tells her. “We’re holding up the line.” She bobs her head at us and says, “It was very nice meeting you. Have a lovely vacation.” 
 
    “You too,” I reply genuinely. She seems like a decent person...stuck on a cruise with a nut job of a friend. It’s a familiar scenario. 
 
    Kendall waves her hand in front of her face. “Don’t be daft, Francine. We’re on the same ship! We can meet up with them for drinks! Or dinner! Or at the nightclub!”  
 
    “Sounds great!” Leah calls as Francine sighs and drags Kendall off by her arm. “We’ll find you!” 
 
    I am shaking my head when Leah turns to me with a huge smile on her face. “What?” she asks when she sees that I’m not sharing her unbridled joy. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “Nothing’s the matter,” I say as I fish my passport out of the front zipper compartment. “It’s just not nice to promise people stuff that you have no intention of doing.” 
 
    “What did I promise?” Leah asks, miffed. 
 
    I wave my hand toward the counter where Kendall and Francine are sliding their tickets and passports toward the ticket agent. “You promised them we’d have dinner or meet them for a drink.”  
 
    Geez, sometimes I wonder if she doesn’t have dementia. She forgets what she just said? And she doesn’t even have kids.  
 
    Leah stares at me for a second before she laughs. “Don’t be ridiculous, Vi. Of course we’ll have dinner with them. It’ll be fun!” 
 
    “What?” I squeak, just as the next ticket agent announces that she is available.  
 
    “We can’t have dinner with them! We don’t even know them! How can we have dinner with people we don’t even know?” 
 
    I’m suddenly feeling a little claustrophobic and panicky at this thought. Leah ignores my whimpering and pushes me forward until we reach the ticket counter.  
 
    “Tickets and passports,” the bored ticket agent mutters as we approach. 
 
    Both Leah and I hand them over. The agent frowns as she accepts them. It has to be a bummer to have a job where you watch people go on vacation all the time. 
 
    “You need to get over your weird fear of other people,” Leah observes as the ticket agent, whose name tag reads Patricia, clacks away at her computer keyboard, completely absorbed in the checking-in process.  
 
    “I don’t have a weird fear of other people,” I retort defensively. “I just don’t like strangers.” 
 
    Leah snorts as Patricia scans our passports, one at a time. “Everyone is a stranger to you because you refuse to get to know anyone. If you talk to people and hang out with them and have dinner with them, they won’t be strangers anymore. Tell her, Patty. Tell her that’s how it is.” Leah says to the ticket agent. 
 
    Patricia does not do as she is told. “Stand there and smile,” she says instead, pointing to an X taped on the floor. Both Leah and I stare at her.  
 
    “I have to take your picture,” she explains with exasperation. “It’s for your keycard.” 
 
    “Together?” Leah asks. 
 
    Patricia sighs. “One at a time...obviously.” 
 
    “Obviously,” Leah mutters as she drops the handle of her rolling suitcase and pats down her hair. She stands on the X and juts out her chin with her signature “sexy Leah” move. It’s a trick she’s been using for years when she takes a picture—it gets rid of your chin wrinkles and makes your face look younger and thinner. Or at least she says it does. Any time I try to do it, I look like an orangutan having a stroke. Patricia snaps the picture and Leah bounces over to the counter.  
 
    “Can I see?” she asks Patricia. 
 
    “No,” Patricia replies flatly. “You’re next,” she tells me. 
 
    I stand on the X and attempt to smile. I try to put the events of this already traumatic day behind me. I try to imagine that I’m going to have a good time on this vacation that my best friend has been kind enough to take me on for my fortieth birthday. I try not to think about the fact that I’m probably going to go home and have to start looking for an apartment because Richard and I aren’t going to be able to live together anymore. And heaven knows, he won’t let me keep the house considering it’s “eighty-five percent” his income.  
 
    “Smile,” Patricia commands, just as I burst into tears.  
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    Okay, I do feel bad that I didn’t tell Vi the truth about the cruise while we were standing on line. But you could see that I had every intention of doing so, right? I mean, until she got the idea that it was a “Kid-free Cruise”. Which is not a lie. It is a kid-free cruise. 
 
    It won’t hurt to keep her in the dark for just a little bit longer. Besides, if I had confessed while we were still on land, she might have stormed off and hailed a cab back home. And then I would have had to chase her down and drag her back to the boat kicking and screaming—it would have gotten ugly, trust me. 
 
    No, this is better. As soon as the ship shoves off the dock and she has no place to run, I’ll tell her. Besides, she seems fragile right now. Not sure what’s going on between her and that shithead husband of hers, but whatever it is has made her quite emotional. Hell, the idea of taking a picture for her keycard just had her in tears. 
 
    I’m pretty sure it’s not that time of the month, but God help me if it is. Vi can get pretty nutso when she’s PMSing. She cries. A lot. Even more than she usually does. Me, I just punch things, like walls...and ex-boyfriends. But that’s a story for another day.  
 
    As I weave my way through the tiny hallway to get to our cabin, people are brushing against us as they pass. Roughly. We’re moving at a snail’s pace because Vi is literally trudging behind me and I don’t want to move too fast and risk losing her.  
 
    Apparently there are a lot of people in a huge rush to get to their cabins. Why, I have no idea. It’s not like we’re not all going to be on this boat for the next seven days. I guess maybe everyone wants to dump their bags and hit the bar ASAP. Which is not a bad idea at all, come to think of it.  
 
    “What’s the room number again?” Vi asks, huffing and puffing behind me. For a woman whose husband owns a gym, she is seriously out of shape. Even more so than I am. 
 
    “Um, 252 something. Hold on, let me look again.” I peer at our check-in sheet. The numbers are bouncing up and down with every step. “Ugh, I can’t see it…” 
 
    “I thought you promised me you were going to the eye doctor.”  
 
    “I, uh, did. He said my vision was fine,” I stammer as I extend my arm out in front of my face.  
 
    Ah there. The numbers have stopped bouncing. Room 2525. That should be easy to remember.  
 
    “Room 2525,” I tell Vi as I glance up at the numbers on top the doors.  
 
    Crap, I can’t see them. 
 
    “Liar,” Vi mutters behind me. 
 
    “Why would I lie about the room number?” I chuckle nervously.  
 
     “Not the room number,” she replies. “The eye doctor.” 
 
    “I went to the eye doctor!” In 1993. 
 
    What business is it of hers if I went to the eye doctor or not? She’s not my mother, I think sullenly.  
 
    I don’t want to go to the eye doctor. I don’t want him to tell me I need glasses. I know Vi doesn’t care that she needs glasses, but I do. Maybe it’s a little vain, but seriously, glasses are so old-lady looking. I’m not an old lady. I’m not even in my forties yet! And before you suggest contacts, I can’t even begin to fathom touching my eye to put contacts in. I literally shudder at the thought.  
 
    “And he said your eyes were fine?”  
 
    “Um, yeah.” 
 
    “So how come you passed our room just now?” Vi asks, a hint of triumph in her voice. 
 
    I halt in my tracks. Shit. 
 
    “Well, you’ve been distracting me with eye doctor talk, that’s why,” I reply defensively as I gaze up at the blurry room numbers over the door. That looks like 252..7 so the rooms must be going down...go to the right...ah ha! Here we are! 
 
    I step up to the door and shove my keycard in. A red light pops up, accompanied by a shrill beep, denying me access.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Vi asks, smugness in her voice. Damn her. 
 
    “The card isn’t working. Let me try yours.” 
 
    She hands me her card and I repeat the process, the door beeping angrily at me again. Sighing, I say, “Yours isn’t working either. I guess we’ll have to go to the customer service desk to get it reset.” 
 
    “Or,” Vi says, snatching the card from my hand and stepping across the hall, “we could actually go to the right room.” She sticks her card in the slot and points to the number above the door. The light turns green and she pushes the door open, all while smirking at me.  
 
    Damn her again.  
 
    “Maybe that eye doctor should have his own eyes checked,” she remarks, pulling her wobbly suitcase into the room. “Or at least his credentials.” 
 
    I step into the cabin behind her and of course, the first thing I notice is that it’s small...much smaller than I expected. The first thing that Vi notices is the bed. 
 
    “Why is there only one bed?” 
 
    “Honestly, I have no idea,” I tell her as I plop my suitcase down on the bed. “I explicitly requested a cabin with two beds.”  
 
    I notice that there is a piece of paper lying on the bed, but it’s too dark to read it. With or without glasses. With the cabin door closed, the only light in the room is from the tiny porthole window in the wall.  
 
    “Can you get the light so I can read this thing?” I ask, snatching up the paper.  
 
    “Of course,” Vi says. “How do I turn this thing on?” she asks, tapping at the wall with frustration. “The switch is over here, but it doesn’t come on when I click it.”  
 
    “I don’t know. I guess we got the defective room.” 
 
    I move over toward the porthole window to try to read the paper while Vi continues to pat down the wall as if she is looking for the switch to send the closet into Narnia.  
 
      
 
    Greetings, Ms. Lansing and Ms. Anderson! We would like to welcome you to our very first ever Divorce Cruise! We realize that you are going through, or have recently gone through, a trying period in your life. Therefore, we want you to have a relaxing cruising experience, where you have nothing more stressful to worry about than what to wear to dinner. We have taken the liberty of designing an itinerary with YOU in mind. Please let us know if there is anything else we can do to help you enjoy your vacation to the fullest! Below is your itinerary: 
 
      
 
    Suddenly the room is flooded with light. I look up and see Vi beaming triumphantly, the keycard dangling from her neck, attached to the wall.  
 
    “You have to put the keycard in the slot to turn on the light,” she tells me. “Probably some energy efficiency thing or another.” She untangles herself from the lanyard around her neck and saunters over to the bed. “What does it say?” she asks as she dumps her own suitcase on the bed.  
 
    “Leah, what does it say?” she asks impatiently. 
 
    I glance nervously out the porthole. We’re still docked and not scheduled to leave until we do the emergency lifeboat drill. I don’t want to take the chance that Vi gets pissed and tries to leave. At least when we’re out to sea, she has no place to go.  
 
    “Oh nothing,” I say, folding up the paper into tiny squares and tucking it into my back pocket. “Just an apology that they had no more double beds and that we’re getting refunded some of our money for the inconvenience.” I shrug off my coat and add it to the pile on the bed. 
 
    “Well, you’re getting refunded,” Vi points out. “You’re the one who insisted on paying for this trip.” She makes her mom face at me and sinks onto the bed, pushing my coat out of the way. “I’m still not happy about that, Leah.” 
 
    “It’s a gift,” I say dismissively. “How many times do I have to tell you?”  
 
    “Probably a million,” she says, unzipping her suitcase. “It’s a rather extravagant gift for a friend.” 
 
    “Not just a friend, Vi. You’re my best friend. And it’s your fortieth birthday. You only turn forty once.”  
 
    She’s not looking at me as she pulls her T-shirts and shorts from her bag, and gazes around the room, searching for a place to put them. “Uh, huh,” she mumbles and stands, shoving the clothes into the cubbyhole on the wall. The boat rocks unexpectedly and the T-shirts flop out of the cubbyhole.  
 
    “I hope you’re not expecting such a lavish gift for your birthday next year,” she tells me as she shoves the shirts back in the cubby. 
 
    “Of course not,” I say. “You don’t give a gift to get something in return! Besides, remember the Bon Jovi tickets you got me for my twenty-ninth birthday? With the backstage passes? Those were insane. I’ve been trying to make it up to you since then. Consider us even.” 
 
    “I won those, remember?” She looks me sternly in the eye as she returns to the suitcase for more clothing. “I’m serious, Leah. I hardly have the money to do something like this and with Richard—” She looks away, her voice breaking off as she once again busies herself in the suitcase. 
 
    I feel a sudden surge of anger, furious with Richard for ruining Vi’s birthday and her vacation. He’s not even here and he’s still managed to screw everything up. I’m not a fan of Richard to begin with, but now I hate him with the intensity of Madeline Kahn’s character in Clue (when she’s talking about her husband’s mistress). There are definitely flames coming off the side of my head. And I know I’m going to start raging about him—I need to get out of the room before I blow a gasket and upset Vi even more than she already is.  
 
    I pull the square of paper out of my back pocket and wave it in the air. “I’m just gonna head on down to the customer service desk and see if there isn’t anything they can do about getting us two beds,” I tell Vi while holding the square up in the air. “Don’t unpack too much.” 
 
    “I thought it said there wasn’t,” she says, wrinkling up her nose. “That’s why they credited your account.” 
 
    “I know, but sometimes things change and they miraculously accommodate you if you complain enough,” I explain like the well-seasoned traveler that I am.  
 
    Okay, maybe I’m not exactly well-seasoned. I barely get enough time off to go visit my mom in Florida once a year. (Darn, what a shame.) I have gone to Bermuda with one of my old boyfriends (we’re NOT getting into that story), and my cousin Gerry has a house in Hilton Head that I’ve been to a couple of times in the past few years. Sometimes I go on a trip to Vegas with Maria from accounting—okay once Maria and I went on a trip—it was such a disaster, with Maria losing all her money on the first day, and us getting kicked out of our hotel room because of the guy at the bar setting the curtains on fire.  
 
    Point is, I’ve traveled more than Vi has in the last fifteen years—her being saddled with a husband and a gaggle of rugrats and all. She would argue otherwise, though, because she thinks Disney World counts as a vacation. Plus, I’ve gotten some advice from friends and co-workers who travel, and I know if you voice your opinions loudly enough, you usually get your way. Thus, why I am storming off to customer service. Well, not really…I don’t want to start bitching about Richard…and also, I want to read the itinerary.  
 
    “It’s fine,” Vi says as she spins around the room looking for a place to stash her shoes. “I was just joking about the one bed. As long as you don’t flop around that much in your sleep, I’m sure it’ll be fine.” I ignore her and open the door. 
 
    “I’ll be right back.”  
 
    I rush out the door before she can protest any further. Slipping down the hall, I duck into the first corridor that I come to. After unfolding the paper, I quickly skim over the welcome on the top and begin to read.  
 
      
 
    Two o’clock—Mandatory Emergency Drill in your designated Quadrant—5C. 
 
    Okay, emergency drill. I knew this. That’s normal cruise procedure.  
 
    Three o’clock—Anchors Away! (DJ and cocktails in the Main Lobby) 
 
    Four o’clock—Games (with prizes!) and cocktails in the Main Lobby 
 
    Blah, blah, blah… 
 
    Five o’clock to seven o’clock—On your own 
 
    Seven o’clock—Meet and Greet cocktails and appetizers in the Main Ballroom. Come meet your fellow cruise mates.  
 
      
 
    “Excuse me!” An exasperated looking woman is standing in front of me, trying to get to the door that I’m blocking. 
 
    “Oops, sorry,” I apologize while stepping out of the way. She just grumbles and sticks her keycard in the door. Her door opens right away. I guess she sees her eye doctor regularly.  
 
    I refold the paper and tuck it in my pocket. This “Meet and Greet” doesn’t seem like a “Normal cruise procedure”. I bet they’re going to talk about the “Divorce Cruise”.  
 
    I wander down the hall aimlessly as I try to think. I don’t want Vi to find out about the Divorce Cruise at the Meet and Greet. She’ll kill me if someone else tells her about it. I know I was planning to tell her today, but honestly, she’s not in the best spirits right now, despite that cheerful attitude she adapted earlier. I’ve got to wait until the time is right—when she’s having too much fun to care.  
 
    But in the meantime, I’ve got to prevent her from going to the Meet and Greet. But how?  
 
    I stop in my tracks, the answer to my conundrum staring me right in the face.  
 
    The Spa.  
 
    


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
      
 
    VIOLET 
 
      
 
    “Wow, this is really swanky,” I gasp as we step through the frosted glass doors and into the plush reception area of the spa. “It seems really expensive,” I add with a whisper.  
 
    “It’s not,” Leah assures me. “And we’re in the twenty-first century, Vi. We don’t use words like swanky anymore.” She smirks at me before approaching the reception desk and giving the woman behind the counter our names. 
 
    I don’t know if Leah is lying to me about that—the expense, not the word swanky—but honestly, at this point, I really don’t care. It’s been a horrible start to my vacation and I can definitely use a little pampering in the form of a pedicure. 
 
    The receptionist smiles brightly at Leah, unnaturally white teeth sparkling. She hands us both plush robes that are even brighter than her teeth are.  
 
    “What can I get you for your refreshment pleasure?” Another woman in crisp white scrubs appears out of nowhere. “Would you like tea? Cucumber water?” 
 
    “I’d kill for a gin and tonic,” Leah answers. 
 
    Without a break from her plastic smile, the receptionist butts in and informs Leah that The Spa is an alcohol free zone due to the focus on one’s health. However, if she would really like a cocktail, her spa visit can be rescheduled. 
 
    Leah rolls her eyes. Health is only a priority for Leah if it involves shedding unwanted belly weight. Other than that, she doesn’t give a flying fart about being healthy. Richard insists that she is a bad influence on me and wishes I would dump her as a friend solely for this reason.  
 
    I accept a cup of cucumber water from the woman’s outstretched hand. Richard drinks it at home—there’s a pitcher in the fridge at all times. I try not to spill, sipping the water as the woman in scrubs leads us down the hallway to change into our robes. I don’t know why I need a robe for a pedicure, but it feels so soft and warm and cozy in my arms that I’m not going to argue. I almost want to lie down on it and take a nap. 
 
    “In here, ladies,” the woman says, unlocking a small room with dim lighting and calming flute music piped in through speakers somewhere. Two elevated cots take up most of the small room, but it’s still bigger than our cabin. 
 
    Leah and I step inside, and the woman instructs us to strip completely, but to keep our underwear on. She then closes the door, leaving us in the darkened space.  
 
    “I don’t understand,” I say to Leah who immediately begins pulling her clothes off. “I thought we were getting pedicures.” 
 
    “We are.” 
 
    “Then why do we have to be half naked? And what are the robes for?” 
 
    “You put the robe on until the aesthetician comes in. She’ll cover us with the sheets.” She sweeps her hand toward the cots and I squint—the room is so shadowy that it’s difficult to see. There are indeed sheets on the cots.  
 
    “What the heck is an aesthetician? And that’s not how I usually get a pedicure,” I complain as I follow Leah’s lead and strip down. With anyone else I would feel extremely self-conscious, but unfortunately, Leah has seen me in various stages of undress. She was even with me when Samantha was born. Richard couldn’t make it— he had a personal training seminar that weekend and Samantha was two weeks early. He did manage to show up before we were discharged from the hospital, though. He had to take three different planes to accomplish that feat, so I kind of felt bad for him. Not that it was anything like pushing Samantha out. She was much bigger than both of her brothers—her head alone was half the size of her body.  
 
    “No, it’s not the way you get pedicures.” Leah wraps the robe around her body and ties it. “We’re getting massages first.” 
 
    I pause, my bra half unhooked. “Oh, no way, Leah. You didn’t tell me that. You know how I feel about massages.”  
 
    “Exactly why I didn’t tell you,” Leah replies. 
 
    Fifteen years ago, before I had Samantha or Matthew, I got a massage at a nearby salon. I had never gotten a massage before, so I had no idea what to expect. I had an infant at home, and even though he was a very good baby, I was still exhausted. I had fallen asleep on the massage table, which wasn’t the bad part. When I woke up, I was horrified to discover that my breasts had leaked milk everywhere. The massage therapist had assured me that it was fine and there was no reason to be embarrassed, but I was still mortified and swore that I’d never get a massage again. A promise I have managed to keep up until today, that is. 
 
    “You know I can’t get a massage!” 
 
    Leah rolls her eyes. “Vi, you haven’t breastfed anyone in over twelve years. Your boobs are not going to leak. Will you relax already?” 
 
    I scowl at her. She has not one clue how stressful, not to mention, humiliating, it is to be talking to someone and have your boob start pumping like a human cow. Or falling asleep and waking up in a puddle of milk on a massage table. 
 
    “Put the robe on,” she orders. I comply, albeit grumpily, and she grabs my arm and drags me over to the massage table. “Sit,” she says, pointing to the massage table. I plop down on the table. She puts her hands on both sides of my face and tilts her head down so that her nose is practically touching mine. 
 
    “Repeat after me. I, Violet Anderson—” 
 
    I say nothing, I just continue to scowl at her. 
 
    “Come on, Vi,” she pleads.  
 
    “I, Violet Anderson,” I mutter, knowing that she won’t leave me alone until I repeat after her. She’s like a hemorrhoid that won’t respond to hemorrhoid treatment cream when she gets something in her head.  
 
    “Do solemnly swear to enjoy this experience...” 
 
    “Do solemnly swear to...enjoy this experience.” 
 
    “That my best friend has so graciously provided for me.” 
 
    “That my best friend has...provided for me.” 
 
    “And she is the most wonderful human being on the planet.” 
 
    “No way. Not saying that.” I fold my arms across my chest.  
 
    Leah shoots me a wolfish grin. “It’s fine. I know that you know it deep down inside.” She pokes at my shoulder. I swat at her, just as a quiet rapping comes from the other side of the room. 
 
    “Come in,” Leah calls out. The door opens and a man and woman wearing identical white scrubs, step into the room.  
 
    “Hello,” the woman says with a thick accent that I can’t quite place. French, maybe? “I am Marguerite and this is Francois,” she continues, sweeping her hand toward the man at her side.  
 
    “Um, hi,” I reply while Leah stares googly-eyed at Francois. He is quite handsome, even I’ll admit that. But what is he doing here? 
 
    “I will be performing your massage,” Marguerite tells Leah, gesturing toward the empty massage table. Leah nods and climbs on top of it. “And Francois will performing your massage,” she tells me.  
 
    Wait, what? 
 
    “Um, he’s going to massage me?” My eyes widen and my voice squeaks. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” 
 
    “It is fine. Francois is a professional.”  
 
    Francois nods. He hasn’t uttered a single word, but he dims the lights even more and then stands with his beefy hands clasped in front of his body. I think that he’s waiting for me to do something. 
 
    I glance over at Leah and discover she has already slipped off her robe and is lying face down on the massage table, completely naked except for her underwear.  
 
    I have to take my robe off in front of this guy? Are they nuts? 
 
    Trembling, I lower my body to the massage table and scoot my feet under the top sheet. I then attempt to shake off my robe…nonchalantly. I do not succeed in the nonchalant part—I appear like I am having a seizure. The left sleeve of the robe seems to be stuck somewhere near my elbow area. In order to wrestle out of it, I’d have to sit up. And I definitely do not want to do that. My non-breastfeeding breasts are completely exposed in all their droopy, squashed up glory. I do not want Francois to see them. 
 
    “Let me help you with that,” he says in an accent that is similar to Marguerite’s. I briefly wonder if the cruise ship pulled up in the harbor of their hometown and invited all the masseuses aboard. I shake off that idea so I can protest his assistance, but Francois has effortlessly removed my robe and is covering my lower back with the top sheet. My smushy boobs have not been exposed. I sigh with relief and drop my head onto the headrest with a hole in it.  
 
    “Please let me know if the pressure is okay,” Francois whispers as the flute music begins to intensify. Of course, I am nervous that I am going to get so relaxed that I will fall asleep.  
 
    Maybe my breasts won’t leak, but what if I do something equally embarrassing, like fart? Oh gosh, I would never be able to live that down! And Leah would never let me forget it either! 
 
    I lie rigid on the massage table, despite Francois’s best efforts to knead my tense muscles.  
 
    “Relax,” he whispers repeatedly in my ear, but my body refuses to comply with his command. The lack of flaccidity in my muscles makes Francois apply more pressure and I fight the urge to cry. It’s quite painful. Instead of crying, I squeeze my eyes shut and count each second, wishing that the massage was over already. 
 
    After an agonizing fifty minutes or so, Francois announces that he is leaving and I can get dressed. 
 
    Leah’s massage is over as well, and she pops up as soon as the door is closed, grinning happily and stretching out her arms. She yawns loudly and then says to me, “Wasn’t that glorious? I haven’t felt that refreshed in forever.”  
 
    “Um, huh,” I mutter as I snatch my clothes from the chair in the corner. I quickly put on my bra and pull on my pants, my skin feeling slippery and slimy—probably from all the massage oil that was used on my resisting body. I think Francois dumped half a vat of the stuff on me. It’s even in my hair.  
 
    Great, I’m going to have to go wash my hair now. 
 
    “Wasn’t it wonderful?” Leah asks me again as she pulls up her own jeans and zips them. 
 
    “Sure.” I flash her a fake smile—it hurts my body to smile. “Just fantastic. I have to shower to get all this oil out of my hair, though.”  
 
    “Oh, okay. Well, I think there’s something going on in the ballroom in about an hour. I don’t know if you want to go to that? I don’t think you’d have time to shower after you pedicure if you do want to go.” Leah cocks her head curiously to the side.  
 
    “What kind of something?” I ask suspiciously, pulling my hoodie over my head. Leah knows I hate social events. I have no desire to socialize on this cruise. I just want to relax. And by relax, I don’t mean having a sexy man with giant paws lube me up with butter. That may be Leah’s idea of a good time, but it certainly isn’t mine.  
 
    Leah waves her hand nonchalantly in the air. “Oh, a meet and greet, I think.” 
 
    “Yikes. No thank you,” I tell her. “I think I should just go get that pedicure, shower, and then go to bed. I’m really beat, actually.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Leah asks. 
 
    I nod. “Definitely. But you can go if you want. I’ll just order room service—” 
 
    “Oh, God, Vi! That’s incredibly sad and pathetic.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Not to a working mother with three teenagers. To me it sounds like a dream. As a matter of fact, you probably could have booked a night in the hotel down the road from my house and it would be just as relaxing.” 
 
    “Now you tell me,” Leah says with a grin. “You could have saved me a couple bucks.” 
 
    “Ma’am?” 
 
    Our good natured ribbing is interrupted by the woman in white scrubs from reception.  
 
    “Um, yeah?” I say, not sure which one of us she is referring to as ma’am. It’s probably me, being the haggard, older one.  
 
    “Your pedicurist is waiting for you.” She sweeps her hand toward the open door. “I’ll show you to the room.” 
 
    “Um, okay.” I glance at Leah. “Just me? You’re not getting a pedicure?” 
 
    Leah shakes her head and points to her fully painted toenails. “No, I went this morning.” As soon as she speaks, she cringes. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to remind you.” 
 
    I shake my head. “It’s fine. I’m not going to get mad about anything on this trip.” Leah looks at me skeptically. “I swear.” 
 
    “Well, if you’re okay, I’m going to head back to the room to shower. Um, before the meet and greet. If…you know…you’re okay with me going.” 
 
    “Of course I’m okay with you going.” I give her a little shove. “Seriously, I’m actually excited about a night alone with a room service cheeseburger and my book. And some wine.” 
 
    “Don’t get too excited,” Leah says, eyes trailing down my robe. “I don’t want to come back to the room to find you humping all the pillows.” 
 
    “Leah!” I gasp, too embarrassed to look at the woman in scrubs. I can only imagine what she thinks of us after Leah’s lewd remarks. 
 
    Leah laughs as she edges past us and down the hall toward the exit. I can still hear her laughing as I follow the woman to the room for my pedicure.  
 
    


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
      
 
    LEAH 
 
      
 
    “Wow, you look amazing!”  
 
    Vi lets out a wolf whistle as I emerge from the death trap they’re passing off as a bathroom.   
 
    “You must need glasses,” I scoff. “I can’t get my hair completely straight. I think they bottle up humidity in this place and release it in the bathroom.”  
 
    I peer at myself in the small mirror that’s affixed above the dresser/cabinet. There is an entire section of hair on the left side of my head that won’t stay flat, and another section on the right that is all about the frizz. After twenty-five minutes of flat-ironing with the best products on the market, you think my hair would be straight as a rod and smooth, but no. Not this hair. Ugh. 
 
    “It looks great, Leah. Don’t be so hard on yourself,” Vi says. She is lounging on the bed, back propped up against the headboard, a pile of books and magazines scattered on the comforter. The magazines all have pages ripped out—next to Vi is a stack of those pages. 
 
    “What are you doing?”  
 
    Vi beams at me and grabs the book next to her left leg. “I’m reading this great book I found at the spa when I was getting my pedicure. The pedicure lady said I could borrow it. It was all about how to reclaim your life. I’m making a vision board!”  
 
    “A vision board? What kind of crap is that?”  
 
    Vi’s face falls and I immediately regret my harsh words toward her precious vision board. Whatever the hell that is.  
 
    “I mean, what’s a vision board?” I offer her a smile and hope she doesn’t notice that it’s fake.  
 
    “You don’t want to know,” Vi says, looking back down at her magazines. “You’ll just make fun of me.” 
 
    “No, I won’t,” I tell her, reminding myself that I cannot renege on that promise, no matter how stupid this vision board thing turns out to be.  
 
    “It’s just…well, finding pictures of things I want to have in my life…in the future,” Vi mumbles, returning her attention to cutting out pictures with a pair of nail scissors. “I’m going to paste them on a poster board when we get home and hang it on the fridge or somewhere. That way I can be reminded of my goals every day.”  
 
    I’m not sure what she means, so I crane my neck to look at the pictures. They are rather vague snippets—a graduate, a basketball player, a woman doing yoga, a salad. 
 
    “Um, okay. What do they mean?” I ask, hoping she’ll enlighten me as to what these pictures have to do with anything.  
 
    “This one is for Jeremy,” Vi says, pointing to the basketball player. “It would be great if he could get a basketball scholarship to college.” 
 
    “Um, okay,” I repeat, still not seeing what this has to do with Vi’s goals. 
 
    “And this one is for all the kids,” she says, indicating the graduate. “I want them to all graduate college.” 
 
    Um, hmmm. 
 
    “And then this,” she points to the salad, “is to remind me that I have to get them to eat more vegetables. Well, not Jeremy, but the other two. They would eat garbage if it was cool ranch flavored.” 
 
    “Vi,” I try to interrupt, but she’s rattling on about the other pictures, pointing to them, all somehow linked to her kids. 
 
    “And the alarm clock is to remind me that I have to get Jeremy to—” 
 
    “Vi!” I am now shouting. 
 
    “What?” she finally looks up at me. 
 
    “I think the idea of the vision board is for your goals for you. Not goals for the kids.” 
 
    “It is,” Vi says defensively. She points to the picture of the woman doing yoga. “This one is for me.”  
 
    “To remind you to do yoga more and take care of yourself?” 
 
    Vi shakes her head. “No, it’s to remind me to relax and not fly off the handle so quickly when the kids upset me.” 
 
    I sigh audibly. It’s useless. Vi will never put herself first as long as the kids are living in her house. And even after they move out I bet she’ll be the kind of mother to make her kids lunch and deliver it to their houses every morning.  
 
    “Great, Vi,” I say, trying not to sound as annoyed at her as I am. “Where did you get the magazines?” 
 
    She turns a shade of pink that I haven’t seen on her since she told me about losing her virginity. Actually, that little secret I practically had to drag out of her. “Um, I took them from the lobby. I didn’t have any magazines and—” 
 
    “It’s fine, Vi,” I say with a laugh. “I’m not going to report you.” As long as you don’t flip out when I tell you about the Divorce Cruise. 
 
    Vi sighs with relief. I can’t believe she gets upset and nervous about the silliest things.  
 
    “I’m going to head out then, I guess.” I jerk my thumb toward the door. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re going without me,” Vi says, flopping back onto the pillow, startling me a little bit. 
 
    Does she want to come with me? I hope not. I don’t really feel like having a confrontation about the divorce cruise tonight. I just want to have a few drinks and actually relax without having to be on guard about slipping up. 
 
    “I would never be able to go without you,” she continues.  
 
    Oh great, dig the knife deeper.  
 
    “Listen, Vi—” 
 
    “I think it’s great that you can go without me,” Vi says in a dreamy voice. “I wish I had your confidence, Leah.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Vi sits up straight, folding her legs underneath her body. “I wish I was like you. You can go to this meet and greet not knowing anyone, and you don’t even break into a sweat. I, on the other hand, can’t do anything without someone holding my hand all the way.” 
 
    “That’s not true, Vi. You do plenty on your own.” 
 
    “It is true,” Vi protests. “I wouldn’t have even met my husband if it wasn’t for you.” 
 
    I groan. “Don’t remind me that it’s all my fault.”  
 
    “Leah…” Vi says in her warning tone—the one she uses when she wants to stop me from bashing that good-for-nothing husband of hers. I really don’t know why she cares so much. Less than nine hours ago she wanted to kill him. I seriously would have helped her bury the body. Amazing how fast her alliances change. 
 
    “Okay, are you sure you don’t want to come?” I ask, wondering what would happen if she did change her mind. I’m pretty certain if Vi is settled in for the night there is no way she will voluntarily get out of her pajamas and get dressed, but one never knows. 
 
    “I’m sure.” She smiles at me. “Have fun.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    I am about to leave the room when Vi calls out, “Don’t forget your key! And a sweater in case it gets chilly! It’s still December!” 
 
    “Yes, Mom,” I reply, smirking as I grab a sweater off the hook by the door. I think it is Vi’s, but it doesn’t really matter. I probably won’t use it anyway. As for my key, that’s snug in my cross-body bag across my chest. “Good night!” 
 
    The door slams behind me and I head down the hallway toward the elevator. People are emptying out of their rooms from both sides of the hallway, and by the time I get to the elevator, it’s quite congested in the vestibule.  
 
    “Ugh,” I mutter under my breath as I look for the nearest set of stairs. I find them around the corner from the elevator—hidden—as if they want everyone to clog up the elevators...and their hearts. Not that I’m one to talk about heart health or anything, but I think I’m in better shape than all these middle aged people on this boat. At least the men. 
 
    Even though I’ve only been through a couple parts of the boat, the men I’ve seen so far leave much to be desired. I guess it’s a good thing I’m only on this cruise for Violet, otherwise, it’d be a lost cause for the dating scene. 
 
    I must be completely submerged in my thoughts as I puff up the staircase because I don’t even notice the guy coming down the staircase on the same side. I smack right into him, tripping backward down three stairs. 
 
    I am momentarily stunned as I try to shake it off. Woozily, I look up at him, his hand outstretched to me, and am flabbergasted. For a second, I think Rhett Butler is offering to help me up like I’m Scarlett O’Hara. I swear I even hear music swelling in the background. In fact, I’m so shocked that I can’t even get my hands to work—he has to lean down even farther to take my hand in his.  
 
    He has to be the most stunningly gorgeous man I’ve ever laid eyes on. Well, maybe not ever, but definitely the best looking man on this boat filled with Viagra poppers and hair plug spokesmen.  
 
    He’s tanned and fit, muscles straining against his gray cut off T-shirt. His crystal blue eyes sparkle, his smile not ending with his pearly white teeth. They don’t even look like they’ve been whitened by toothpaste. They look like they’re the original whiteness of this guy’s teeth. And the best part is he’s not old. In fact, I barely think he’s old enough to have been married and divorced…unless he was twelve years old at the time. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he says, pulling me to my feet, my hand sliding in his like a slippery eel. I feel like a puddle of electrified Jello. If that’s even a thing.  
 
    I stare at him for a second, trying to figure out what he’s saying. He’s sorry? What’s he sorry about? The fact that I’m obviously a klutz?  
 
    “I was on the wrong side of the staircase,” he explains. “I bumped into you. That’s, um…why you fell.” 
 
    Ohhh. So it’s his fault. 
 
    Despite the fact that he nearly killed me, he smiles like the whole thing is just a private joke between the two of us, a dimple creasing in his cheek. My heart begins to gallop at an unnatural pace. I’m a sucker for a guy with a dimple. Oh, who am I kidding? The fact that he doesn’t have any wrinkles makes me a sucker for this guy.  
 
    “Um, yeah, silly!” I straighten my dress, praying the draft I feel on my hooha is only from the breeze the hall and not a wardrobe malfunction. I try to laugh nonchalantly, but I end up tittering nervously like some Victorian spinster trying to snag a man. I nearly swallow my tongue with embarrassment. 
 
    Still, the guy continues to grin at me—until the clock chimes on the wall. His face contorts and his eyes widen. 
 
    “Crap, I had no idea it was that late. Nice to meet you,” he says. “Sorry again,” he adds as he dashes off down the stairs like Cinderella at midnight. He does not lose a shoe so I can later identify him, though, much to my dismay. 
 
    I stare after him, mouth agape. Oh my God, Leah, you idiot! You completely ruined it by behaving like you’ve never spoken to another human being before! Of course that guy is gonna run for the hills.  
 
    Disgusted that I blew my first, and probably only chance at romance on this cruise, I pull myself together and head in the direction of the ballroom, trying to forget about the gorgeous stranger. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    LEAH 
 
      
 
    “And that lady with the hat?” Vi squeals with delight as we exit the elevator. “Oh, my gosh, what did she think this was? The Kentucky Derby?” 
 
    “Well, maybe an Easter parade,” I reply. “I think the hat had a bird in it.” 
 
    Vi shoves my arm and laughs. “Seriously, Leah. You really need to get your eyes checked. Those were flowers!” 
 
    I cringe. Crap. My vision is definitely worse than I thought it was. I could have sworn the woman was wearing a hat with a canary on top. 
 
    “At least she took that guy with the bad hairpiece out of the game. Gag. I couldn’t stand to look at his head for another moment.” I wiggle my finger at her. “Don’t tell me that wasn’t a toupee. Even half blind I can spot a bad hairpiece from a mile away.”  
 
      
 
    The day had been perfect.  
 
    After a leisurely breakfast, Vi and I spent the morning relaxing in the “conservatory”, an area enclosed in glass at the back of the ship. The sun warmed and relaxed us through the glass. There were books and computers with actual Wi Fi. Vi caught up on her reading and I resisted the urge to check into my work email. Instead, I spent an hour reading about the Kardashians and taking quizzes on social media. Then we visited the indoor pool—it was in a similarly enclosed glass area. It was still too chilly outside still to use the regular pool, but the indoor one was perfect, heated and everything. 
 
    At lunch time, we wandered around the deck trying to decide what to eat and we discovered a wine tasting lesson being held in one of the restaurants. Three hours later, we were stuffed with wine and six different kinds of cheeses when we collapsed into plush chairs in the mini-theater to watch a comedian make fun of the various bald men on the cruise. We laughed so hard our sides hurt. Then we were entertained with a version of The Dating Game with seriously old people. It should have been called The Too Old to Be Dating Game.  
 
    And the best part of the whole day? Not one mention of the “divorce cruise”. It’s not like it’s being advertised anywhere. I guess people going through divorce don’t want to be reminded of it…which works for me. Maybe I’ll never have to tell Vi about it at all. I mean…there’s not even a real reason to tell Vi about it at this point. 
 
    “It was amazing being entertained all day,” Vi says to me as we head back to our room to shower and change before dinner.  
 
    “So much fun. And so relaxing,” I agree. 
 
    “Almost makes me want to consider living on a cruise ship after I retire,” Vi says teasingly. 
 
    I pause in my tracks—she’s smirking at me. She knows I would fall apart if she moved away.  
 
    “I’m kidding,” she says, giving me a playful shove. “You know I’d never leave you.” 
 
    I grumble half-heartedly at her as we reach our room. I’m actually thrilled that Vi is joking around and seems to be having a good time. Her mood is much improved from the attitude she had when boarding this ship a mere twenty-four hours ago.  
 
    “Darn, I left my key in the room,” Vi says. “Can you open the door?” 
 
    I fumble for the keycard around my neck. It’s a little difficult to grasp at while carrying a towel and a magazine. As I pop open the door, the magazine slips from my hand, sliding onto Vi’s flip flopped feet. 
 
    “I got it,” she says, bending down to pick it up.  
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
    I step into the room and dump my belongings on the bed. Vi walks in behind me, slamming the door closed with her foot while she thumbs through the magazine in awe.  
 
    “You’ve got to see these pictures of J Lo after she had her kids. How can people lose weight like that? I still have my pregnancy weight and my kids are teenagers.” She grunts with disgust and tosses the magazine onto the bed. It lands next to the swan that our maid has created out of our towels and washcloths. “I almost hit the cute swan!” Vi squeals as she claps her hands in delight. 
 
    She reaches out and pats the swan’s head, and that’s when I see it. A square of paper sticking out from the swan’s bottom. I wouldn’t have even noticed it if I wasn’t right next to the bed.  
 
    Under the guise of examining the towel origami, I reach for the swan with one hand, snatching the paper up with the other. Fortunately Vi has already forgotten about the swan and is peering at herself in the small mirror over the piece of furniture masquerading as a dresser.  
 
    “Oh great. My nose is bright red,” Vi sighs, poking at her nose. “I can’t believe I got burnt inside. Well, I guess it is true you can get a sunburn through glass.” She starts yammering on about how irresponsible she was for not applying sunscreen. 
 
    I use this opportunity to ball the piece of paper up in my hand. I don’t know what it says—it could be a thank you note from the maid or something, but given the fact that a similar note was left yesterday announcing the “meet and greet”, I don’t want to take the chance that this particular piece of paper blows my cover. After all, Vi is having such a nice time. We both are. I don’t want to spoil it by possibly angering her at my subterfuge.  
 
    “I think I forgot my cover-up by the pool,” I tell Vi quickly, realizing that I am indeed wearing my cover-up. Vi doesn’t notice since she’s took busy poking at her face and bemoaning her lack of sunscreen usage.  
 
    “Uh, huh,” she murmurs as I slip out into the hall, clutching the piece of paper. 
 
    I practically run down the hall, the paper quickly getting sweaty in my hand. When I reach the elevator bank and I am satisfied that Vi isn’t behind me, I peel the paper open. I start to read the note, my jaw immediately dropping open.  
 
      
 
    Greetings Divorcees! 
 
    Here is your schedule for this evening’s festivities.  
 
    Six thirty pm, Cocktails in the Green Room with Mr. Adam Steinberg and Mr. George Peters. Table four. 
 
      
 
    I nearly drop the paper. Oh crap! They’re setting us up on blind dates?  
 
    I should mention that blind dates have never worked out for me. Ever. Why? Consider the fact that most of them are set up by well-meaning friends who have this other friend that they love and can’t understand why he’s single. Yeah, because they’re not dating the guy.  
 
    I’ve been set up on a date with a guy who announced at dinner (while he cleaned his steak knife on his tie) that he liked to draw a little blood during foreplay because it aroused him. I was set up with another guy (by my mother’s sister for God’s sakes) who announced if I wasn’t willing to raise my children as Wiccan, he saw no point in continuing the date further. We split the bill and I skedaddled out of there. Another date saw me staring at my nails the entire time because the guy was screaming obscenities in the phone during dinner. Turns out his mother hadn’t folded his laundry the way he liked it and he was reaming her out for it. So, me plus blind dates...not the best track record. 
 
    I hurriedly skim the rest of tonight’s agenda and see that we are also scheduled for dinner with four different gentleman and two other women, and after dinner cocktails with another two gentlemen. What the hell is this? Speed dating on a boat? I shudder as I remember my one experience with speed dating.  
 
    Maria (from accounting) had broken up with her fiancé because he had a secret girlfriend. After she got over the urge to smash every single piece of stereo equipment he had left at her house (this was a while back—I’m pretty sure the guy has an iPhone now), she decided that she was going to stick it to him and find herself a new fiancé as soon as possible. This is where her speed dating idea came in. She signed us both up, claiming she couldn’t go by herself because it was too dangerous. (Oh great, put me in danger, too!)  
 
    We arrived at the church hall where the event was taking place, and went inside to find rows of tables set up with the women sitting on one side of the table. The men, meanwhile, had numbers pinned to their chests and were stalking around the room like jungle cats, sizing up their competition. We were told the women would remain seated while the men moved from station to station. (How chivalrous!)  
 
    There was a stern looking man standing at the front of the room with a buzzer at his hand. Each “dating” round would last three minutes, and you were supposed to share as much information as possible to determine whether the person would be someone you’d potentially like to date. If you were interested, you wrote their number on your card and handed it in to the moderator who would then give you that guy’s phone number.  
 
    Maria had explained this whole concept on the way over. She described it as liberating because it gave all the power to the woman to decide if there would be a date or not. I agreed it was a good set-up and less likely to make us feel uncomfortable. What I didn’t anticipate was the “sharing” the men would do.  
 
    One of the guys told me how he always expected the woman to pick up the tab. “After all, this ain’t 1955 and you dames wanted women’s lib”. His words, not mine. Ding! Moving on!  
 
    Another asked if I liked animals. I said yes, and he was excited because he wanted to introduce me to his cats. All twenty-seven of them. Ding! Next!  
 
    One of the final winners of the night seemed like a decent guy who was taking care of his grandmother. Until he mentioned he was only taking care of her because he had his eye on her condo in Florida and couldn’t wait till she died. 
 
    Needless to say, neither Maria nor I gave these weirdos a second glance. We burst through the doors of the church hall that night thankful that we didn’t actually have to go on a date with any of them. 
 
    So what happens when you hate your date so much you want to run away from them, but you can’t because you’re ON A BOAT? Your only way out is to jump overboard! 
 
    “Crap,” I mutter glancing back toward our cabin. Violet is going to kill me.  
 
    There’s only one way to solve this. I’m going to have to get her very, very drunk. And oh, I’m not going to tell her that these are dates. If she asks, I can tell her I meet these guys last night at the “meet and greet”. Even though the only people I ended up talking to were Kendall and Francine. Actually, I only talked to Kendall. Francine was kind of mopey and left about an hour after it started to go back to her cabin to read. Her and Vi would make a great pair.  
 
    I wedge the paper between my bikini strap and boob, and head back to the room to get ready for our dates. Or, our not dates.  
 
    Ugh...this is starting to get complicated. 
 
    
  
 
    


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
      
 
    VIOLET 
 
      
 
    “So what do you ladies do?” The guy who looks like a used car salesman leans across the high top table and grins salaciously at us. His comb-over flops slightly to the left, almost covering the crop of age spots scattered across his forehead.  
 
    His friend, an equally creepy man, tries to elbow him out of the way as he says, “I’m in stock and bonds.” Then he waggles a beefy finger at us and adds, “And not in a kinky way.” 
 
    Both men crack up and start laughing like that was the funniest joke they’ve ever heard in their sixty plus years on this earth. Leah and I blankly stare at them. I have no idea what was so funny about that statement. 
 
    Normally, I don’t mind talking to older men—in fact, I enjoy it most of the time. My job is talking to older men. But these guys aren’t the sweet old men I am used to chatting with at my job. 
 
    How did it come to pass that Leah and I are sitting with these absolute idiots?  
 
    After spending a fabulously relaxing day by the pool and being entertained, I seriously just wanted to chill out in the room with a book (and maybe a glass of wine) before dinner. And I wanted to throw on a nice top and some khakis to go to said dinner. 
 
    However, Leah came charging out of the bathroom in a cocktail dress and told me to “get off my butt and get ready”. I was not interested in getting all dressed up for dinner, but Leah insisted that it was the rule, and our dinner time was promptly at eight. And our cocktail hour was six-thirty. What kind of vacation is it if you have to get all dressed up to eat some dry chicken in a dining room with two hundred strangers at a set time?  
 
    Leah scoffed at me and started pouring out some contraband wine into plastic cups just then, telling me that drinking before dinner would loosen me up. What if I didn’t want to be loose? And where did she get that wine? They had searched all bags for “illegal” alcohol when we boarded the ship. For someone who cared about dinner rules, she didn’t mind breaking other rules. 
 
    But anyway, I squeezed into the little black dress that Leah shoved at me (it barely fit across my midsection) and managed to put my hair up into a French twist or something like it. Leah wouldn’t let me out of the bathroom until she did my make-up, so that took another twenty minutes. The last time I wore makeup (other than the occasional blush and sweep of mascara) was seriously sometime around the last century mark.  
 
    I have to admit, Leah did a pretty decent job on me. Instead of a tired, almost forty-year-old mom of three teenagers, I looked like I was in my early thirties. With two kids maybe. And a husband who appreciated me and thought I deserved a vacation. Or at least one who occasionally did the dishes. I blink back tears, the alcohol already making me emotional. 
 
    Darn it! Here I go, off on a tangent again. Stop thinking about Richard!  
 
    I dab at my eyes with my napkin and some of the eyeliner Leah caked on my lids comes off. I stare at the black streak on the white linen napkin and wonder if I’ve smeared my eye make-up. Neither of the lecherous men we are with seem to notice, so it probably doesn’t look too bad. Although these guys appear to be so infatuated with Leah, I don’t think they would care if I was actually Barbra Streisand dressed up like a unicorn.  
 
    Earlier, when we walked into the cocktail lounge called “The Green Room”, Leah had immediately scanned the room like she was looking for someone. In fact, she stood on tip-toe, practically leaping out of her brand new Manolo Blahniks. I swear I don’t know how she affords half the clothes in her closet. She makes good money but her rent is astronomical because she had to live in Hoboken. Heaven forbid she live in Middletown where she grew up, like the rest of us. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” I had asked, as she bounced up and down in her shoes, nearly knocking into a waiter carrying a tray of martinis. A draft had swept through the room right at that moment and I rubbed my chilled hands together. That’s when I realized I had forgotten to put my ring back on after I took it off in the cab yesterday.  
 
    “Darn. Leah, I don’t have my wedding ring on.” 
 
    “So what?” she said, still looking around the room. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” I asked again. 
 
    “A free table,” she muttered. 
 
    “Well, get a table. I’ll be right back. I’m going to get my ring.” 
 
    She whirled around, eyes wide. “What for?” 
 
    “Because it’s my ring and I’m married?”  
 
    “Who cares?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t want anyone here to think I’m single and—” I started to turn around to go back to the room and I swear she grabbed me by the scruff of my neck like I was one of the cats. 
 
    “You took it off yesterday because you were mad at Richard. Don’t forget that. Come on,” she said, releasing her grip on my neck and seizing my hand. “There’s a free table over there.” 
 
    There was indeed a table, one with a placard that read Table Four. It was not free, however. At least, not in the way I would consider free. Seated at the table were two men we came to learn were George and Adam, aka. Dirty Old Man Number One and Dirty Old Man Number Two.  
 
    They have shamelessly spent the last half hour trying to catch a glimpse down the front of Leah’s dress, and at the same time sneak a peek up her dress each time she crosses and uncrosses her legs.  
 
    I want to kick her under the table to warn her since she seems oblivious to their leering. You would think someone with as much experience with men would have more of a clue than pitiful old me—I’ve only been on dates with three men other than Richard in my lifetime. And...I only had sex with one of them. 
 
    Yup, that’s right. I went to college a virgin, a fact I was proud of, but one that made Leah groan and roll her eyes in disgust. At least I didn’t spend half of my time at college at the clinic making sure I didn’t have an STD like she did. Not that she actually had an STD...she just spent a lot of time at the clinic double checking.  
 
    I can’t imagine why in the world Leah doesn’t get up and move to one of the other tables, or even the bar which seems deserted. It’s like she’s determined to sit here with these guys and their boring chatter as some sort of penance for a sin committed. She’s engaging with them, bobbing her head up and down like she’s actually interested, while I try to completely tune out the conversation. I take a sip of my drink and gaze around the room looking for some other entertainment. 
 
    “So, Leah,” the balder of the two men says—I think it’s George. He clasps her hands and gazes confidently into her eyes like he’s Richard Dawson and is about to offer her money if she can just tell him the number one answer of a hundred people surveyed when asked what body part they wash first in the shower. 
 
    “What exactly do you do at Martin and Short?” 
 
    I nearly choke on the cherry stem in my Cosmo. Martin and Short is the firm Leah tells guys she works at when she wants them to buzz off. She actually started doing this in college when we went out to a bar after watching Father of the Bride on video. It’s code for, “I want to get the hell out of here”. I must have completely zoned out because I missed her telling George about her “job”. Leah glances up at me as George strokes her hand and purrs, “Are you a lawyer?” 
 
    Leah opens her mouth and I know she’s going to explain that she’s a paralegal, which is also a total lie. But her theory is that she doesn’t want anyone thinking she’s a lawyer because she can’t fake it that much. And she says that being a paralegal is boring enough that the guy usually doesn’t ask any more questions about her job after that. 
 
    Before she can open her mouth, I find myself answering for her. “Yes! She’s close to making partner!” 
 
     Leah’s eyes widen and she lets out a little squeak. I chew my lip nervously. I don’t know why I did that, but I feel a surge of annoyance for Leah right now—namely because I wanted to read in my room until dinner time, and she dragged me down here to watch her get petted by these creeps. I mean, I was practically ignored for the last half hour while they fawned over her. Not that I wanted to be petted, of course. Included in the boring as anything conversation would have been nice, though. 
 
    “I’ve never met a female lawyer who made partner,” George observes, still not even looking at me.  
 
    Yeah, because in your day most women were barefoot and pregnant, baking pies in the kitchen, and fixing your drinks for when you came home and wanted to relax in your recliner with the evening news and the paper.  
 
    “Why don’t you tell George and Adam all about it, Leah?” I say as I slide off my chair. “Anybody want a drink from the bar?”  
 
    “Uh, yeah,” George says without taking his eyes off of Leah. “I’ll have a martini. Dirty.” 
 
    “Same,” Adam announces while grasping Leah’s other hand.  
 
    I bet you will, I tell myself with a chuckle as I abandon Leah—who is sending me a pleading gaze—her face almost stricken with fear.  
 
    Don’t worry, I’m not going to leave her long. Just long enough to make her as uncomfortable as I’ve been this entire evening. It’s about time someone gave Leah a taste of her own medicine.  
 
    I weave through the awkwardly arranged high-top tables and head for the bar on the opposite end of the room.  
 
    “I’ll have a Cosmo,” I tell the bartender when I reach the bar. He doesn’t even turn his head toward me since he is carefully tracking a perky blonde with double Ds as she bounces past the bar. 
 
    Am I completely invisible tonight?  
 
    I watch the scene unfold in front of me. The bartender is nearly drooling when the blonde turns her head. She sees him looking and promptly drops her wristlet. Watching him closely, she leans over, her bosoms almost tumbling out of her dress. She slowly stands up and winks at him with a sultry smile. Then, she proceeds to insert her pointer finger in her mouth and suck on it, winking at him again before turning and flouncing off in the opposite direction, her butt cheeks jiggling in the skin tight wrap dress she’s wearing.  
 
    The bartender is drying a glass while he watches, his tongue hanging out of his head. He grips the fragile glass so tightly that it shatters in his hand. 
 
    Startled, he curses under his breath and bends down to pick up the shards that are now at his feet. 
 
    I lean over the bar and say, “I’ll take that Cosmo whenever you’re done cleaning up.” 
 
    “Sure,” he says, rising to his feet and blushing, offering me a weak smile, obviously embarrassed to be caught out. He tosses the glass in the garbage and then quietly mixes me a drink, adding extra vodka. I wonder if it’s to shut me up or completely make me forget about his indiscretion by getting me drunker quicker. 
 
    “Thanks,” I say as he slides the drink across the counter. I glance back at our table and see Leah squirming in her seat. She’s looking for me, but I think her vision is so bad that she can’t see me halfway across the room. 
 
    I plan on getting the dirty old men their dirty martinis, but only after I finish my Cosmo. They can wait. I lean on my elbow and continue to watch Leah and the men. 
 
    “That your friend with those old dudes?” the bartender asks, jerking his thumb in the direction of Leah.  
 
    I nod silently as I witness Leah pretend to laugh at, and pull her hand away from, George. Adam snatches it up.  
 
    “Sucks to be her,” the bartender says, now drying another glass. I hope this one doesn’t shatter in his hand or he’s going to get his pay docked for sure. “She looks like she is absolutely miserable with those geezers.” 
 
    “Well, that’s kind of rude,” I chastise. “Who says that one of those guys isn’t her...husband?” I can barely insinuate it without shuddering.  
 
    The bartender leans one elbow on the bar, glass and dish towel still in hand. “Well, she wouldn’t be on this cruise now would she?” He cocks his eyebrow at me. 
 
    Why not? I think. Do only unmarried people go on cruises? No, that’s impossible. There are cruises for families and singles and couples. I shake my head. Clearly this guy thinks he knows something about Leah and he’s a virtual stranger. Whatever.  
 
    “I’m also going to need two dirty martinis for those...men,” I tell the bartender. 
 
    He pushes off the bar. “Coming right up.” He quickly sets to work getting the drinks made as I continue to watch my friend ward of the advances of Waldorf and Statler from The Muppet Show. She’s pretending to laugh again, but I can almost feel her desperation and I take pity on her.  
 
    After all, she brought me on this cruise, and here I am getting mad because two old guys find her more attractive than me. I mean, who cares? Despite the fact that it’s the way it’s always been with Leah and me, why am I mad? Do I really want to have to pretend to flirt with them?  
 
    Besides, Leah’s the one that’s single. I have no right to get upset. She must be sending out a “single” vibe that men pick up on, that’s all. It’s not like she’s more attractive than me, right? 
 
    I glance down at my barely sexy attire and recall my horrified expression in the mirror as Leah applied my make-up.  
 
    Okay, she definitely is more attractive. And more interesting. Even with her made up lawyer job she can hold their attention longer than I do when I tell people that I’m a speech therapist. Seriously, I decide if people get pudding or applesauce on their tray based on a swallow test. How boring is that? 
 
    And Leah should be more interesting. After all, she’s the one who needs to find a husband to settle down with. I already have— 
 
    Again…I remember the fight Richard and I had yesterday and I bite my lip so I don’t cry. The horrible things he said, and what it means for our marriage when I return. For the first time, it really, truly hits me—I might not be a married woman for much longer. This “single” life that Leah lives might suddenly become my reality.  
 
    Despite my best efforts, tears spring to my eyes as the bartender slides the martinis across the bar, along with a slip of paper.  
 
    “It’s all inclusive, but just need you to sign and put the room number you’re in,” he tells me. “So you don’t have to cry.” He chuckles. I think he is under the impression that he’s making a joke. 
 
    “I’m not crying,” I lie while signing the slip of paper and writing 2525 on the line designated for the room number. I ignore the space where the word tip is written. Here’s a tip, stop looking at blonde bimbos that bounce by.  
 
    I can’t even believe my own vicious thoughts as I swig down the remains of my drink. It must be the effects of the alcohol making me so angry.  
 
    “You okay?” he asks as I pick up the martinis.  
 
    “I don’t want to be divorced!” I hear myself wail, drinks midair, liquid sloshing over the side.  
 
    The bartender watches the drinks he just poured run down onto my hands. He reaches across the bar and grabs the stems of the glasses and sets the drinks back down on the bar. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he murmurs, awkwardly patting my back as I practically throw myself face down on the bar. 
 
    “It’s horrible!” I sob. “Divorce is absolutely horrible! I can’t even imagine how people get through the day when they have to live with the fact that the person who promised to love them forever can’t even be nice enough to them to eat dinner together!” 
 
    I can’t see the bartender’s face, but I’m sure he is rolling his eyes at this overly hysterical woman at his bar.  
 
    “Hey, I get it. I’m divorced too,” he tells me. 
 
    My head snaps up and I stare at this guy who looks like he is still in high school. “You are?” I ask in amazement. “You’re just a baby.” 
 
    He laughs. “I’m actually thirty-four. Married my high school sweetheart right after graduation. Two kids, ten years, and a lot of fights later we realized we should have lived a little before getting married. Now I’m on this cruise ship seeing the world, and she’s basically taking my paycheck.” He shrugs as if to say what can you do? 
 
    “Oh wow,” is all I can say, properly admonished. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “For what?”   
 
    “Just assuming, I guess. I figured you didn’t know what you were talking about.” 
 
    He waves his hand in front of his face. “No problem. Hey, at least you’re in good company on this cruise. Everyone in this room is going through the same thing you are.” He sweeps his hand over the entire cocktail lounge. 
 
    “They are?” I ask incredulously.  
 
    How does he know this? And how could it possibly be true? There’s no way everyone in this room had a fight with their spouse before leaving and their entire marriage is hanging in the balance. 
 
    “Yup. That’s the good thing about going on a divorce cruise,” he tells me with a smile. 
 
    If I had been chewing food or drinking the remains of my Cosmo, I probably would have choked to death right then and there. 
 
    “A what?” I ask, certain my ears are playing tricks on me. 
 
    “Divorce cruise,” he repeats.  
 
    I feel like I am under water, his words taking on a slow and deliberate warbled tone. I think my jaw drops onto the bar top. 
 
    Taking in the shocked look on my face he asks, “You did know that this was a divorce cruise, right?” 
 
    “Um, of course,” I stammer, not quite sure how to answer. I try to play it off. “Doesn’t everyone?”  
 
    “Well yeah. When you sign up you have to check the disclaimer. But you won’t believe how many people pretend they’re divorced just to come on this cruise.” 
 
    I stare at him. “Why? Why would anyone pretend to be divorced?” It sounds like a horrible thing to do. 
 
    “Well, some single people don’t understand that going through a divorce is traumatic and they’re just looking to score with vulnerable people. Mostly men.”  
 
    “That’s terrible!” 
 
    “And this cruise is cheaper than some of the singles cruises we run,” the bartender points out. 
 
    It immediately dawns on me. Leah knew about the divorce cruise, but she signed us up for it anyway...just to save some money.  
 
    “It’ll be fun,” the bartender assures me. “You’ll have a blast.” 
 
    Leah chooses that very moment to glance over at me to signal for help once again. She can’t see me, but I narrow my eyes at her as I reply to the bartender, “Oh, I’m sure that I will.”  
 
    I grab the martinis and head toward Leah. I’m going to make her sorry for this if it’s the last thing I do. 
 
    


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
      
 
    LEAH 
 
      
 
    Violet is stomping towards me with two drinks in her hand. They’re sloshing over the sides of the glasses and she looks pissed. Actually, to a casual observer, she looks absolutely fine, smiling amicably as she approaches. But I’ve known her for almost thirty years and I can see that her smile is forced and tight-lipped. There’s a fire flickering in her eyes, and if they could burn a hole in my body, I’d be evaporated by now, slowly burnt from the inside out. I can see that from across the room. And she thinks I need glasses—ha! 
 
    “Hi!” she says cheerily when she reaches the table, her eyes belying her bright expression. She sets the drinks on the table and both men completely ignore them as they continue to take turns peppering me with ridiculous questions about my imaginary law practice.  
 
    Quite honestly, I’m surprised how much I excel at the art of lying through my teeth. I’ve got both these guys believing I’m a bonafide lawyer. It’s actually kind of fun—I mean, considering I’m definitely not interested in either of them. Ick at that thought. It’s quite liberating when I’m not trying to impress anyone and I can just play along. 
 
    But Vi definitely has something else in mind as she grabs at my sleeve. “Didn’t you say our dinner was at eight o’clock?”  
 
    “Um, yeah,” I mutter, glancing at the delicate white gold watch on my wrist. It was a gift from Vi for my thirtieth birthday. “But it’s only seven-thirty right now. It should only take five minutes to get to the restaurant.” 
 
    “Oh, I think we need to stop back at the room for something first,” Vi tells me, her eyes narrowing, fury evident.  
 
    Oh crap, the rage! I haven’t seen her this angry since Carl Henderson snapped her bra during history class in tenth grade.  
 
    “No, we don’t,” I protest, suddenly afraid of my friend. She cracked Carl over the head with her Trapper Keeper that day in history and he had ended up with a concussion. He spent a week at home in a darkened room, trying to recover from the constant migraines. Violet did not get mad often, but when she did...well, you better protect your balls. And your brain.  
 
    “Oh, yes we do,” she insists, practically yanking me off my chair. 
 
    “Do you have to go so soon?” Adam asks. Or maybe it’s George. I don’t know. They’re both gross—it’s hard to tell them apart. 
 
    “Yes, we do,” Vi says pointedly as she succeeds in yanking me off of the bar stool. “Enjoy your martinis,” she adds as digs her fingers into my arm. 
 
    “What is wrong with you?” I hiss as I am dragged out of the room. I think part of my shoe heel has broken off—it feels funny as it scrapes across the carpet. “Could you slow down?” 
 
    “Oh no,” Vi says between clenched teeth. “You definitely don’t want this...shit storm to explode in the hallway. You want to make it back to the room before it unloads on you. Trust me on this one.” 
 
    I gulp. Things are bad if Violet has used the word shit. I’m pretty sure she can’t even say shiitake mushroom without apologizing. She definitely does not curse. 
 
    “You want to tell me what this is about at least?” I ask as I limp along. She is practically running back to the room.  
 
    “No. I don’t. And you don’t want me to talk about it until we’re out of earshot of everybody on this boat. Unless, of course, you want everyone to know what a ginormous liar you are.” 
 
    My heart stops. 
 
    Oh crap. She knows. I knew I shouldn’t have let her out of my sight. I bet someone at the bar told her. 
 
    “Listen, Vi—” 
 
    “Shut up!” she commands as we reach our room. I swear she looks completely manic. A group of women passing by in the hall gawk at us as Vi shoves her keycard in the door and pushes it open with her foot, pulling me in behind her.  
 
    I collapse on the bed, rubbing my arm once she releases it. “Seriously, you didn’t have to—” 
 
    She stands in front of me, hands planted on her hips, steam nearly seeping out of her ears. “I didn’t have to what, Leah? Come on this cruise for divorced people with you?” 
 
    I scoot back on the bed—she looks like she wants to karate chop me in the face...with her foot. “Vi, I was gonna tell you—” 
 
    “When were you going to tell me? When some slimy old guy tries to feel me up when we’re having cocktails in a bar because he thinks I’m some poor, pathetic, single forty-year-old?” 
 
    My mouth is hanging open. Poor, pathetic, single forty-year-old? Is she talking about me? I stare at her for a second before thinking, No, wait. She can’t be talking about me. I’m not forty yet. She must be talking about herself. Right? 
 
    “Is this one of your pathetic ploys to attract and hook up with men? ‘Cuz I’ve gotta say, Leah, it’s pretty desperate, even for you.” 
 
    Oh shit. She is talking about me.  
 
    “Vi, I didn't even realize it was a divorce cruise till I paid for it! (Slight lie.) And Troy got me such a good deal on it, I thought it would be criminal to turn it down. (Totally the truth.) You’ve got to believe me when I tell you that I didn’t think this would be a problem.” (Definitely a lie there…) 
 
    “You didn’t think it would be a problem? You didn’t think this would be a problem?” She stares at me, mouth agape for a moment before she scoffs, “No, of course not. You wouldn’t think it was a problem because you have no problem lying and deceiving people.”  
 
    “I don’t deceive people!” I jump to my feet, planting my own hands on my hips. 
 
    “Did you know about this cruise? I mean, did you know it was a cruise for divorced people before we boarded?” Vi challenges. 
 
    “Well yeah, but—” 
 
    “Did you tell me it was a cruise for divorced people before we boarded?”  
 
    “No, but—” 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, I submit to you evidence number one,” she says while holding my gaze with a beady stare. “Oh look, you can try out your fake lawyer skills.” 
 
    What is happening here? Vi is never like this! I am seriously worried about how this is going to play out. Will she try to catch a plane home when we dock at our first port of call? I can’t let that happen. I’m going to have to lie here.  
 
    I know, I know...lying got me into this predicament to begin with, but this is only a temporary lie and I’ll fix it as soon as possible.  
 
    I grab her hands and pull her toward me. She grimaces, but she allows me to touch her.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I’ve been having a lot of trouble with money lately and I really wanted to give you a memorable birthday present. Troy offered me a deal on this cruise, and by the time I found out it was a divorce cruise, it was too late to back out.”  
 
    Only about fifteen to nineteen percent lie. I did want to give her a memorable birthday gift. And Troy did get me an amazing discount. But I’m not having money problems. And I knew it was a divorce cruise before I paid. 
 
    “But Leah, I told you that you didn’t have to get me anything, let alone this extravagant gift!” she practically wails. 
 
    I grasp her hands tighter, before she can pull away. “I know, I know, but you’ve got to understand how I feel next to you.” 
 
    “Okay, what does that even mean?” she asks, wriggling out of my grasp and sinking down on the bed.  
 
    “It means...well, quite frankly, I’m jealous of you and...Richard.” I don’t look at her—I can barely spit out his name. I don’t usually have trouble covering up my true feelings for people when I despise them, but when I have to pretend to have any emotion, other than absolute disdain or hatred for Richard, it’s difficult.  
 
    “Jealous? Jealous of what?” Vi asks, voice rising an octave. I can tell her interest is piqued. She doesn’t completely believe me yet, so I need to dig deep into the recesses of my brain and unearth the three months of acting lessons I had when I was twelve before my mom ripped up the invoice from the acting coach and declared it a giant waste of money.  
 
    I stand up and slowly trail my finger over the dresser/ TV stand/ vanity. “Just the fact that you guys seem to have it all,” I say in a non-committal tone. 
 
    “Have it all? Are you crazy, Leah? Don’t you remember the circumstances under which I left for this trip?”  
 
    “I don’t mean relationship wise. Or maybe I do. At least you have a relationship. And kids.” I stop in front of the mirror and peek at her to gauge her reaction. She seems very concerned. “Here I am, almost forty and I’ve never been married, I’m never gonna have kids...I’m never gonna have half of what you have.” I whirl around and wave my hand aimlessly in the air. “You’ve had everything you’ve ever hoped for and I’ve got none of that. And I most likely never will. Kids, I definitely won’t have. My biological clock is running out of time faster than a death row inmate.” 
 
    Violet shakes her head in disgust. “That’s a really bad analogy, Leah. Like, really bad.” 
 
    I shrug as I turn around. “Well, that’s probably why you’re married and a mother, and I’m a single woman just trying to one-up her friend by giving her the vacation of a lifetime for her fortieth birthday. You have couth and I’m just a loser.” 
 
    She sighs and reaches out to grab my hands this time. “You’re not a loser. You’re my best friend and I won’t have anyone talking about my best friend like that.” 
 
    “Even me?” I ask, grabbing the origami swan from the bed. 
 
    “Even you.”  
 
    “I’m sorry, Vi,” I apologize, not sure what I’m actually apologizing for. 
 
    “I know,” she sighs. “I just wish you would have told me the truth. I can’t believe I let you pay for this cruise. You’re going to have to let me pay for—” 
 
    I put my hand up. I definitely do not want her to push the money issue. Considering it’s not really an issue. “It’s not a big deal. I paid because I was afraid you’d say no otherwise. And it was hard enough to get you to say yes to begin with.” 
 
    “You’re right about that. I would have said no,” she points out. “I’m married Leah. I’m pretty sure I’m not supposed to be on a divorce cruise.” 
 
    “Well weren’t you practically considering divorce yesterday?” I ask, cocking my eyebrow. 
 
    Violet sighs. “In a way. Divorce…” her voice cracks slightly, “might be in my future. I think it really might be. But considering divorce and actually being divorced are two different things. And it doesn’t matter what I think. I have to consider Richard’s thoughts on the matter.” 
 
    “Oh, to hell with Richard,” I scoff. 
 
    “Leah,” Violet warns. “He’s my husband.” 
 
    “For now,” I mumble. 
 
    She ignores my comment. “I just don’t think considering a divorce is grounds for going on a cruise for divorced people. I mean, I feel a little uncomfortable with all these people that are in a different part of their lives. Don’t you feel weird being one of the only people here that isn’t actually divorced? Even the bartender is divorced.” 
 
    I shrug. I hadn’t really thought about it that way. I was just interested in going on a cheap cruise. And maybe meeting a nice guy to hook up with in the process.  
 
    As if she can read my mind, Vi says, “I’m not hooking up with any guys, Leah. I’m married.” She points her finger at me. “And don’t say for now because that is completely irrelevant.” 
 
    “Well, we’re here now. Not much we can do about it,” I remind her. “We should just enjoy the vacation aspect of this cruise and ignore the whole divorce angle.” I waggle my eyebrows at her, a move that always makes her laugh. Today is no exception. 
 
    “That’s true. We might as well enjoy ourselves.” 
 
    “You mean that?”  
 
    She pauses for a minute before answering. 
 
    “Yes, yes I do. Now, what’s on the agenda tonight?” she asks, standing up and smoothing down her dress. “I’ve never been on a divorce cruise and I’m not sure I ever will again, so we might as well make the best of it.” 
 
    I beam as I pull the itinerary out of my purse and hand it to her to peruse.  
 
    “Dinner,” she says, and she reads the names of the people we’re eating with. “We don’t know any of these people do we?” she asks me, glancing up, panicked like a deer in headlights. 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” I assure her. “It’s not like the cocktails. Most of the time you eat with other people on cruise ships. It’s because people want to eat at a decent hour, so they stick everyone at bigger tables to make it go faster.” 
 
    She chews her lip nervously as she hands the paper back to me.  
 
    “You don’t have to talk to them if you don’t want to,” I say, trying to comfort her. “I’ll do all the talking.” 
 
    She snorts. “Of course you will. You always do.” 
 
    I make a face, trying to pretend I’m hurt by her statement, but both of us know it’s true. I’m definitely the more outgoing one between the two of us. 
 
    She shakes her head. “I’m kidding. It’ll be fun. I don’t get to venture outside of my comfort zone all that often,” she says, while pasting on a smile I know is one hundred percent false. Typical Violet—she’s going to suck it up and try to have fun despite her discomfort and despite the fact that I lied to her.  
 
    I’m the worst best friend ever.  
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    I stare at Leah on the dance floor, wiggling her butt in the air, or as the song suggests, “shaking her rump”. This night—scratch that—this entire trip has been interminably long.  
 
    I can’t believe that a mere forty-eight hours ago my marriage was rock solid—okay maybe not rock solid, but divorce was definitely not on my radar—and now I am facing the possibility of a divorce. And I’m ironically already on a divorce cruise! What are the odds? It’s almost like Leah had been able to see the future or something when she booked this cruise.  
 
    Not that Leah had ever liked Richard.  
 
    We met Richard when Leah threw up in his cab. It wasn’t actually his cab, like he was the cab driver or anything. He had been standing on the corner hailing a cab at one in the morning, when we stumbled out of Club A in Hoboken and practically knocked him over to get in the cab before he could claim it for himself. Well, Leah did anyway. I tried to tell her that I thought the cab had been his, but she was so intoxicated it would have been like rationalizing with a two-year-old who wanted to taste a penny that she’s holding in her hand. The two-year-old is gonna stick the penny in her mouth, and likewise, Leah is also gonna do what she wants.  
 
    So the day we “stole” Richard’s cab, I was too busy trying to shove Leah’s drunk body into it to notice that Richard had calmly opened the passenger side door and climbed in. The driver was pulling away from the curb, asking “where to?” when I heard a male voice answer and I nearly peed my pants. 
 
    “I’m sorry...sir?” I had said politely, as I tapped on the glass partition. “I’m just trying to get my friend home as quickly as possible before she—” 
 
    At that very moment, Leah proceeded to vomit all over the backseat of the cab. She drank several margaritas that evening, and the smell of puke lime had stayed with me for quite a while after that. To this day I can’t even look at a lime margarita without the overwhelming desire to throw up.  
 
    The cab driver let out a groan. I had a feeling he wanted to dump her on the next corner before she did any more damage to his cab. 
 
    “Well, I think we should definitely get her home as soon as possible,” Richard had said, without even turning around.  
 
    We pulled up to our off campus apartment and I jumped out of the backseat, dragging Leah by her jean jacket lapels. I dug in my purse for money while Leah rolled around on the sidewalk in front of the apartment. 
 
    “I’ve got this,” Richard said, suddenly standing next to me, his hand covering mine. He pulled a bill out of his wallet and handed it to the cab driver. I later found out that it was a hundred dollar bill, which was quite generous for the two mile drive. I stared up at him, just then getting my first real look at the man I would later call my husband. He was pretty good looking—not good looking in a frat boy sort of way, but good looking in a sophisticated way—like George Clooney.  
 
    “Um, what?” I remember stammering. 
 
    “It’s all taken care of. Now let me help you get her inside.” 
 
    I gawked at him for a second, my brain screaming out all the caveats my parents had instilled in me when I went to college to begin with. Don’t get in cars with strange men (done), don’t take money from strange men (kind of done), don’t let strange men into your apartment. 
 
    I was about to open my mouth and politely decline his offer of help when I heard a strange noise. I looked back down at my best friend sprawled out on the sidewalk to discover that she was asleep. And snoring.  
 
    Shaking my head with frustration, I gazed toward the steep stairs that led up to our second floor apartment. There were sixteen steps in all—I knew that because I did the laundry for both of us and I had to carry the laundry baskets up and down those same sixteen steps, plus the seven steps that led to the basement where the washer and dryer was housed. To be fair, Leah did do the grocery shopping and had to carry the bags up those same steps every week. Well, no, actually, she rarely did that. She usually got John, the pre-med geek that lived in the downstairs apartment to carry them up for her with the promise of a drink or a date…which she never fulfilled. Poor John is probably to this day still dreaming of petting Leah’s hair and bringing home a nice Jewish girl to his mother.  
 
    At any rate, I knew Leah was going to be difficult to get up those steps. As I nervously chewed the ends of my hair and contemplated my predicament, I noticed that John’s light was on in the downstairs apartment. He was probably studying. As pathetic as that was on a Saturday night, John being home was a huge relief. Not that that skinny kid could have ever hoisted Leah up the stairs (as much as he would have loved to try)—but at least if I screamed for help, he most likely would hear and be able to call 911.  
 
    “Um, thanks,” I said to Richard. He tossed Leah over his shoulder effortlessly, and before I knew it, we were at the top of the stairs and I was awkwardly digging through my purse for the keys.  
 
    Should I just have him leave her here or should I let him in to put her down some place...like her bed?  
 
    In the end, I didn’t have to wonder about it because I opened the door and Richard marched right past me to lay Leah down on the couch.  
 
    “Thanks,” I said to him, tossing my purse and the keys onto the kitchen counter. My can of mace rolled out and I snatched it up into my hand, my eyes widening as I caught him looking at it.  
 
    “I’m not going to hurt you,” he said with a smile. “I just wanted to make sure the girls who stole my cab got home safely.” 
 
    I remember my blush spreading to the tips of my ears. “I’m sorry about that. Here, let me give you some money—” I reached for my purse again, but this time, Richard grabbed my wrist. 
 
    It was then that I realized I had closed the front door, trapping me and Leah in our own apartment with this strange guy. My mind raced. How can I let John know I need his help? Should I stomp on the floor? Will he hear me and realize I’m in distress, or will he think Leah is dancing or something? If I scream, will it be loud enough? 
 
    “No need to pay me back with money,” Richard had said suavely, his violet-like eyes drawing me in. I almost laughed at the irony, my name actually being Violet and all.  
 
    “Uh, no?” I had stammered nervously, trying to wrest my wrist free.  
 
    “Nope,” Richard said with a broad grin. “How about a date instead?” 
 
    “Huh?”   
 
    He dropped my wrist and I rubbed it, although he hadn’t grabbed me very hard. It was the whole act that had terrified me.  
 
    “A date,” he repeated. 
 
    I stared at Leah slumbering away on the couch, oblivious to the world. He must mean he wants me to get him a date with Leah. Ugh, what nerve!  
 
    “You want me to set you up with Leah?” 
 
    Richard knitted his brows together in that cute little way I would soon discover meant that he was confused. “Who’s Leah? Are you Leah?” 
 
    I shook my head and pointed to the couch. “No, that’s Leah.” 
 
    He recoiled and smirked, “Why would I want to go on a date with a girl who puked all over a cab because she can’t hold her liquor?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” I answered. “But you’re the one who asked for a date.” 
 
    “Because I want to take you on a date,” he said, stepping closer to me.  
 
    Suddenly the room made me feel claustrophobic—the heat radiating off of Richard nearly paralyzing me. I was so incredibly attracted to him at that moment that I couldn’t speak. If my parents could have seen me then, I’m pretty sure they would have had me locked up in a mental institution, or enrolled in a convent by morning.  
 
    Never having been in this situation before, and thus not knowing at all how to act, I simply found myself numbly bobbing my head up and down and agreeing to go out with him the following night.  
 
    The rest, as they say, is history. And not all of it good. In fact, most of it not so good. I mean, it was in the beginning—it was actually pretty amazing in the beginning—but we got lost along the way. Sometimes, it makes me wonder if marrying Richard was a big mistake to begin with. 
 
    I return to the present and stare at the Cosmo in my hand, trying to remember how it got there. Oh yeah, the bar.  
 
    Leah had sidled up to the bar the moment we arrived at the nightclub, procured us drinks, and then went off dancing with a crowd around her made up entirely of men. I squint as I notice there’s now another female in the mix—it’s dark in the club, but I think it may be Kendall, the woman we met when we were standing on line to board the boat. 
 
    I watch as Kendall and Leah continue to shake their rumps, and then when the song ends, they throw their heads back and laugh at the same time. I feel a surge of anger as Kendall touches Leah’s arm—who does she think she is? Leah is my best friend. She needs to get her own best friend. 
 
    And then I remember she does have her own best friend. Or at least, a friend. Francine. While the next song suggests we all wave our hands in the air or something like that, I glance around the room looking for Francine. Kendall really stands out in the darkened room (especially with her electric blue sequined dress), but I can’t for the life of me remember what Francine looks like except the fact that she had blonde hair and was about my height.  
 
    Staring at my drink, I realize it’s almost empty. I weave through the crowd, being bumped from side to side as I head to the bar. I’m amazed at the people in the club. Except for a few, they all look like they’re in their forties and fifties. They’re all shaking their rumps and waving their hands in the air like they just don’t care. I seem to be the only person not having a great time and enjoying myself.  
 
    Well, probably because you’re the only person in the room who’s actually still married and shouldn’t even be here at all, I think bitterly. Everyone else here is divorced and trying to find their next soulmate.  
 
    I watch a pair of forty-something-year-old women in tight leather pants (that they should not be wearing) dance with an older man with salt and pepper hair. They’re wiggling their butts on him and he’s grinning from ear to ear, the happy middle of their sandwich.  
 
    Or at least looking for their next sugar daddy.  
 
    I’m still staring at the women, who seem to have absolutely no morals whatsoever as they grind up on this man, when I whirl around and smack into someone. 
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry,” I apologize as I realize I have splashed the remainder of my drink all over the front of this woman’s shirt. She’s staring at it, one hand holding her own empty glass and the other pulling her shirt away from her body.  
 
    She looks up at me and I realize that it’s Francine. And she appears perplexed. 
 
    “Oh darn it,” I mutter. “I’m sorry,” I repeat. “Francine, right? We meet yesterday on the line to check in?” 
 
    Francine still looks confused as she stares at me and then back down at her white top with a plunging neckline. A deep pink stain is spreading over the front of the shirt. She looks rather uncomfortable as she continues to pull the material away from her body, but she still hasn’t said anything, or even acknowledged me. I wonder for a moment if she might be stoned. She certainly looks it.  
 
    “Um, come on,” I say as I grab her arm and pull her toward the ladies’ room. I know, it’s not like me to take charge, but Francine looks so shell-shocked that someone has to.  
 
    On the way to the bathroom, I pluck her glass out of her hand and set both her glass and mine down on the speaker by the DJ. The DJ shoots me a hateful look as the glasses vibrate on top of the speaker, but I just shrug—there are at least ten other glasses sitting there, most of them full. At least ours are empty, compliments of my kultzy-ness.  
 
    Francine stumbles into the bathroom with me and up to the sink, looking like a drunk (which she could be for all I know). I grab a wad of paper towels and wave them under the automatic sink to wet them.  
 
    “Here, let me see your shirt,” I say to her as she continues to stare at me blankly. 
 
    “My drink spilled all over the front of the shirt,” she says to me in amazement, like a child.  
 
    “Um, yeah. I’m sorry. And mine did, too. That’s my fault. But we can probably get some of it out if we clean it now,” I tell her. 
 
    And that’s when she starts laughing. No, not laughing...braying like a donkey is more like it. Her face turns bright red—she’s snorting so much she has snot coming out of her nose. She continues to laugh for several minutes without pausing for a breath. Everyone who enters the bathroom stares at her like she’s insane. Which she might very well be. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I ask when she finally starts to calm down. There are actually tears coming out of her eyes. 
 
    “Oh yeah!” she cackles. “Never better! The shirt is ruined! It’s Karma!” 
 
    Is that the brand of the shirt? I’ve never heard of it, but that doesn’t mean anything. Should I offer to pay for it? I don’t know how much it costs, though, and I’m really bad at gauging these things. It could be a $20 shirt from Target, or a thousand dollar item you can only get at Versace. Is Versace a place to get shirts? 
 
    “Okay, I’m not sure I’m following you.” 
 
    “This is Kendall’s shirt,” Francine says when she has recovered enough to breathe. “I didn’t want to go out tonight. I wanted to stay in my room. I told her I didn’t have any clothes appropriate for clubbing and she insisted I wear this. And now she’s abandoned me to go party with your friend.” She waves her hand toward the door, beyond which Kendall and Leah are on the dance floor shaking their groove thang. “And now her shirt is ruined. I love it! It’s Karma!” 
 
    Oh, that kind of Karma! 
 
    “Want another drink?” Francine asks me. “I was on my way to the bar for another one.”  
 
    “Um, sure,” I reply, glad that Francine is not actually nuts.  
 
    “What’re you drinking?” 
 
    “I’ll have a Cosmo.” I reach into my purse to give her cash. I hold it out to her and she waves my hand away. 
 
    “It’s all inclusive.”  
 
    Oh yeah. I keep forgetting that.  
 
    Francine pushes open the bathroom door and I follow behind, realizing, I like her. She’s my kind of woman. Well, that’s not really true. I don’t have a type of woman...or man. I mean, as a friend. I have Leah. She’s pretty much my only friend. Not that I’m complaining or anything. I’m really lucky to have her. How many forty-year-old women can say they have their best friend from middle school at their side? Not many, I bet.  
 
    As I dutifully follow Francine, I remind myself that I’m very lucky to have Leah by my side. Even if it does mean my experiences are limited. I don’t get out much, and when I do, it’s almost always with Leah. And it’s usually doing something Leah wants to do, like this cruise. Actually, if I’m not mistaken, it’s always doing something Leah wants to do. In fact, even when I make a suggestion (like a movie I’d like to see), Leah agrees and then somehow talks me into seeing what she wants to see.  
 
    “You okay?” Francine asks as she hands me a drink.  
 
    “Sure,” I say, feigning a convincing smile. I tilt my ear toward the DJ booth. “Ha, I actually like this song. First one he’s played that I can enjoy.” 
 
    “Me too,” Francine says enthusiastically. “The music so far has pretty much sucked. All young people music.” 
 
    I peer at her over the top of my drink. Most of the music they’ve played has been from the 80s and 90s...not much that I was into at the time, but definitely music from my generation. I am wondering how old Francine could possibly be if she considers this “young people music”. She certainly doesn’t look much older than I am. I had her pegged somewhere between thirty-six and forty-two. Forty-four, tops.  
 
    “I’ll be fifty-nine next month,” she says, as if she can read my mind.  
 
    I promptly spit my drink right at her. It hits her right smack in the center of her shirt. “I’m so sorry!” I gasp as I grab a napkin from the bar and dab at her cleavage…cleavage that is no way in hell the cleavage of a woman in her late fifties.  
 
    “Don’t be. It’s already ruined anyway,” she remarks with a smirk. “Sometimes I just say that to see what people will do. I’ve never had anyone actually spit on me before.” 
 
    “Oh,” I reply with a sigh. “I thought you were serious. I was going to say, you definitely don’t look that old.” 
 
    “Oh, I am that old. I really will be fifty-nine next month,” Francine says. 
 
    I stare at her quizzically. “But I thought you just said—” 
 
    “I do tell people to see their reaction.” Francine shrugs. “I get very little amusement in my life. Shocking people is pretty much my only vice anymore.” She holds up her drink. “And alcohol, of course.” 
 
    “Oh my,” I reply, definitely shocked. And then I immediately cringe when I realize how I have probably insulted her by telling her she doesn’t “look that old”.  
 
    “I probably should stop talking and go back to my room, crawl under the covers, and shut my big pie hole for the rest of the cruise,” I say sheepishly. 
 
    Francine laughs and grabs my arm. “No, please don’t go. You didn’t say anything that I haven’t heard a hundred times before. I’m actually very fortunate. And it kind of amuses me that people think I am so much younger than I am.”  
 
    “Fortunate is an understatement,” I remark in awe. I catch a glance at myself in the mirror over the bar. Next to Francine I’m the one who looks fifty-nine. I guess what they say about children aging you ten years is true. If Francine doesn’t have kids, that’s probably why she looks so good for her age. 
 
    “I was a model,” Francine explains. When I was in my teens and twenties. I made a lot of money doing that. When I got too old to model anymore, I got really angry.” 
 
    “Too old to model?” I ask. “That’s crazy. I see models of all ages in magazines.”  
 
    Francine frowns. “There wasn’t much work for a woman past her prime in the modeling world, other than department store circulars and stuff. Or at least there wasn’t back then. Now there is. I started a company that employs models over the age of twenty-five for prime jobs...jobs women that age might not get under normal circumstances.” 
 
    “That age?” I gulp, swallowing my drink. I cough, nearly choking on it. “Twenty-five?” 
 
    “Twenty-five is considered ancient in the fashion world. Or at least it was twenty-five years ago when I started my company. Now with my company, jobs are opening up for models, regardless of age. Or weight.” She glances at my hips. “You have great bone structure. You should consider modeling.”  
 
    I blush—I’m not sure if it’s from the suggestion that I should model, or the fact that the suggestion came up after she took in my jean size and realized that I was on the heavier side. In addition to, as Jeremy says, “the wrong side of forty”.  
 
    “Um, I’ll have to pass on that.”  
 
    Francine shrugs. “Suit yourself.” Then she continues her life story. “After I realized I wasn’t getting modeling jobs because of my age, and before starting my company, I spent a lot of money on Botox and whatnot, chasing the fountain of youth.” She waves at her face in a distracted way. “I was also blessed with pretty good genes. My grandmother is over a hundred and she seriously could pass for seventy.” 
 
    “Wow,” I reply, not sure what to say. If my grandmother was a hundred she would probably look two hundred. I am not blessed with good genes. “Lucky you.” 
 
    “Well, not necessarily. Since I looked younger, after I started my successful company, I found myself attracting the attention of much younger men.” She shakes her head with disgust. I’m not sure how that is necessarily a bad thing.  
 
    “I was married three times to younger men. My most recent ex-husband was fifteen years younger than I am. Thanks to him, I finally realized they were just after my money. Stupid me, I trusted him. I thought he was truly my soulmate. I wouldn’t have thought he could ever hurt me. In fact, I trusted him so much, we even had joint bank accounts. I’ve never had a joint bank account with any of my ex-husbands. Jeff cleaned mine out and disappeared off the face of the earth. Haven’t heard from him in four years. Meanwhile, I’ve been trying to slowly rebuild my savings.” 
 
    “Wow,” I repeat, unable to think of anything brilliant to say. “That’s terrible. I’m so sorry.”  
 
     “Live and learn. Unfortunately, it took me until I was in my fifties to learn it. That’s when I decided to just be myself.” Francine takes a sip of her drink.  
 
    I offer her a sympathetic smile. Gazing out onto the dance floor I see Leah and Kendall bouncing all over the place, dancing wildly like they don’t care who is watching them. I feel a twinge of jealousy that my best friend is having fun without me, until I remember that I really hate to dance around Leah. She dances so much better than I do. But what else in new? Next to Leah I’m almost invisible.  
 
    “At least you have a good friend like Kendall to help you through it.” 
 
    Francine rolls her eyes. “Dear God, don’t get me started on that one. She’s still an infant. She’s only thirty-nine.”  
 
    My age. Well, my age for the next few days or so.  
 
    Cocking her head to the side Francine says, “Oh wow, another song I actually like.” It’s “Dancing Queen”, by ABBA. She starts swaying to the beat of the music. 
 
    “How did you meet Kendall?” I ask. 
 
    Francine laughs. “That’s actually a funny story—” 
 
    At that very moment Leah and Kendall sashay up to us. Kendall bumps into her friend and for the second time that night, Francine gets a drink spilled on her.  
 
    “Oops, sorry babe,” Kendall says with a laugh.  
 
    Francine scowls at her. “Kendall, you’re totally wasted,” she says, much like a mother might chastise a child.  
 
    “Just a little,” Kendall says with a laugh as she holds her thumb and pointer finger an inch apart. Leah reaches over and spreads those fingers wider. They both laugh and Kendall admits, “Okay, maybe a lot.” 
 
    “Like this much,” Leah laughs as she spreads her arms wide around her body, knocking into another woman on her way to the bathroom. The woman, in her late fifties (and she looks her age), shoots Leah a dirty look. Kendall snort/laughs, causing Leah to dissolve into another fit of giggles.  
 
    “I better get this one to bed,” Francine tells me, grabbing Kendall’s arm. 
 
    I glance over at Leah to see her swaying on her feet. 
 
    “Yeah, me, too,” I tell her as I grip Leah’s arm. The arm she promptly yanks out my grip.  
 
    “No way! I’m not done partying yet,” Leah says as she dances away from me with a laugh. She flips her hand in the air and calls out, “Adios, bitches!” and shoots me the middle finger. 
 
    I am seething. I turn to Francine to apologize, but she has her hands full with Kendall—who is in the process of stripping out of her dress as Francine tries to get her to leave the club. 
 
    Sighing, I return to the bar, watching Leah out of the corner of my eye. At least I can see if she runs off and tries to jump overboard, right? 
 
    “Another drink?” the bartender asks as I lean on the counter.  
 
    “Yeah. A Cosmo, please,” I say, watching Leah grind up on some super tan guy with way too many chains around his neck. “Keep ‘em coming.” 
 
    

 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    LEAH 
 
      
 
    “Vi?” I whisper, grabbing my sneakers. 
 
    “Uh, muh,” she groans, covering her head with a pillow. 
 
    “I’m going to go to the gym,” I say, still trying to keep my voice below a whisper. I shove my left foot into my sneaker. 
 
    “Huh?” She lifts her head, knocking the pillow to the floor and squints at me.  
 
    “The gym. I’m going to the gym,” I repeat—this time a little slower. I wiggle my right foot into its sneaker and bend down to tie them.  
 
    “The gym?” She wrinkles up her face even more, contorting it so much that I find myself thinking, She’s gonna have terrible crow’s feet by the time she’s forty...oh wait...she’ll be forty on Tuesday.  
 
    “Yeah. That place with the bikes and the treadmills—” 
 
    “There’s a gym on the ship?” She sits up and blinks at me. 
 
    “Um, yeah. I told you that. Remember?” 
 
    She continues to stare at me. “Why would you go to the gym? Don’t you have a headache?” 
 
    “Me?” I ask, pointing to myself. “No. Why would I have a headache?” 
 
    “You drank so much last night. And we stayed up so late. How can you even think about going to the gym? You never go to the gym. Why start today? Are you trying to nab a man?”  
 
    Ha, leave it to Vi to figure out my diabolical plan. She knows me so well.  
 
    The way I figure it, not too many people exercise while they’re on vacation, right? So if I go to the gym, I’m most likely not going to find some overweight old schmuck like the two guys we were stuck talking to last night. I’m going to find a guy in decent shape...maybe not an Adonis, but a hell of a lot better than Adam and George. 
 
    “Maybe,” I reply in a sing-song voice. 
 
    Vi attempts to sit up more and then recoils in pain as the light from our tiny porthole window hits her eyes. She flops back down on the pillow and moans in agony. “Ugh, it’s too early. I went to bed too late. I’m gonna be miserable today.”  
 
    I grin as I grab my headphones. Vi is usually in bed by nine o’clock every night with her book. Last night we were out till four am. And according to the clock on the dresser, it’s only a little after eight now. I, on the other hand, usually thrive on four hours of sleep. 
 
    “Enjoy your sleep. I’ll be back to get you in a half an hour.”  
 
    “Ouch,” she wails as she pulls another pillow over her head. “You’re pure evil. And no wonder why you can’t get a guy. You toss and turn in your sleep and you talk non-stop. You’re a nightmare to sleep with.” 
 
    “And you fart in your sleep,” I tell her, opening the door and stepping out in the hallway.  
 
    “I do not!” I hear her shout indignantly as the door closes with a thud behind me. “Oh God, that hurt my head!” 
 
    Grinning to myself, I quickly wind my way through the hallway until I reach the main staircase. I eye the elevators, contemplating taking them to the fifteenth floor where the gym is located, but I decide against it, climbing the six flights of stairs to the fifteenth deck in the name of exercise instead.  
 
    I am pretty winded by the time I reach the floor that houses the gym, and I end up leaning my hands on my thighs to take some deep breaths. Then I remember an article I read in Runner’s World about putting my head between my knees to help me breathe. So I do just that. And it doesn’t help. In fact, it seems to make my breathing worse. And it makes me dizzy. And then I wonder how I read that in Runner’s World because I don’t read Runner’s World.  
 
    Maybe I read it at Vi’s house? It sounds like the kind of magazine Dick would subscribe to. If I didn’t read it there, where did I read that? 
 
    Lost in my thoughts of correct breathing techniques, I don’t realize that I am now in a crouched position on the floor, nearly sitting. And panting. I haven’t even gotten to the gym and I’m already out of breath. In my defense, this is the closest I’ve gotten to a gym in three years—mostly because I normally don’t have any time to go to the gym. I used to go to the gym religiously before I got my stupid job.  
 
    Okay, my job isn’t stupid. It’s a necessary evil and sometimes, on a very rare occasion, I actually enjoy it. But my hours seriously suck, and sometimes I feel like I spend more time commuting than I actually do in the office. Maybe that’s a bit of exaggeration, but I probably spend more time working and commuting than I do at home.  
 
    And when I’m home, I’m exhausted. The gym is the last place I want to go when I get home. I could go—I’ve had a membership to the local 24 hour gym for the last ten years—the payment just keeps coming out of my checking account. I vaguely remember where the gym is located, although the damn place could have relocated to Timbuktu for all I know. 
 
    “You okay?” I hear a voice ask, causing me to look up quickly and become even more lightheaded. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine—” I suck in my breath. Standing in front of me, fully outfitted in work-out attire is the guy who witnessed me trip up the stairs yesterday. Of all the damn luck. As much as I wanted to run into him again, this is not the way I wanted it to happen. Maybe he won’t remember it, I think hopefully.  
 
    “I’m Nick,” he says. “I don’t believe we introduced ourselves yesterday.” Damn it, he remembers. And his name is Nick.  
 
    “Hi,” I reply, nearly leaping to my feet, getting dizzier in the process. I resist the urge to grab onto his arm to steady myself.  
 
    “Your name is?” he asks with a grin. I chew my lip wondering how I answer that question. 
 
    Obviously I know my name, but I’m not sure I want to tell this guy. As good looking as he is, he’s got several strikes against him. Number one, he saw me fall on my ass yesterday. Yes, he helped me up, but that doesn’t mean anything. He just did what any decent person would do. But I guess at least that makes him decent.  
 
    Number two, he’s really, really young. Not jailbait young, but still. He obviously lacks experience in the dating field. Do I really want to waste my time with a guy who probably was in kindergarten when I was losing my virginity?  
 
    Number three, his name is Nick. I may or may not have sworn up and down that I would never date a guy named Nick again after a brief engagement fiasco a few years back.  
 
     “Are you sure that you’re okay?” he asks, cocking his head to the side. A wisp of chocolate brown hair flops over his left eye. I swallow hard as he touches my arm and tingles run up and down my body. He looks like one of those guys on the covers of romance novels that I occasionally read on my train ride home when the battery is dead on my phone. And the result of his touch on my nether regions is similar to the romance novel reading.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine,” I tell him, pulling myself together.  
 
    “That’s good,” he replies, staring at me expectantly. I realize I still haven’t told him my name.  
 
    “I’m, uh, Leah,” I tell him, holding out my hand like I was taught way back when I was a child. Probably when this guy wasn’t even sperm yet.  
 
    “Nice to meet you. Where are you headed to this morning, Leah?” he asks, emphasis on my name.  
 
    “The gym,” I explain, hooking my thumb and jerking it down the hallway where I assume the gym is located. I don’t know for sure, of course, because I haven’t made it there yet.  
 
    “Oh, I just came from the gym. Not much for a gym.” 
 
    “No?” I feel relief—I won’t have to go work out because it’s a crappy gym. Not really an excuse...just a reason. Can’t work out if there’s nothing to work out on. I can just go right back to bed.  
 
     “Nope. Just one lonesome treadmill, a stepper, and some free weights.” He shrugs. “Still, I pushed through. Can’t skip a workout.” 
 
    Uh, he’s one of those. One of those guys who really, really loves to work out. One of those guys who would work out in the middle of a blizzard while the rest of us are hunkered down eating ice cream out of the carton. A guy like Richard.  
 
    The thought of him being like Richard makes me shudder. 
 
    “There’s nobody in there right now if you want to use the treadmill. It’s not bad, but it doesn’t have a decline option, and its highest speed is only ten miles per hour.”  
 
    “Oh. That’s just...crazy,” I stutter. Who the hell runs at ten miles an hour? 
 
    “Right?” he agrees, leaning his elbow on the railing that snakes down the hallway. “It’s a workout, though.” He gives me a grin and I find my heart fluttering like an insipid teenager with a crush.  
 
    God damn hormones! (And the fact I haven’t gotten laid in nearly three months.) This guy was really revving my engine, despite my best efforts not to get sucked in.  
 
    “Oh yeah.” I offer him my most charming I’m suave and cool just like you even though I almost tumbled down the stairs yesterday and you had to save me grin. “Gotta do what you gotta do.” 
 
    Gotta do what you gotta do? Ugh, shut up now, Leah. 
 
    “What do you normally do?” Nick is asking me as he starts to walk away. I am momentarily confused until I realize that he’s walking back toward the gym. 
 
    Great...do I feed him the paralegal line or do I tell him the truth? The whole miserable truth about my all-consuming, life-sucking, not-nearly-as-glamourous-as-it-sounds job? Moment of truth here, Leah. You’ve already told him your real name. Are you going all in?  
 
    “I’m in marketing. I design websites for companies. Mostly small businesses that don’t have marketing managers on site. They hire our firm to help them,” I explain, doubling my step to keep up with him as he strolls toward the gym. He has really long legs. And insanely toned calves, I note to myself. For a second I picture those legs wrapped around me and I find myself blushing.  
 
    He stops in front of the glass door that I assume leads to the gym. I nearly bump into him because I’m staring at his calves.  
 
    “What are you talking about?” He has a perplexed look on his face. 
 
    Oh great. I said too much. I should have just kept it simple. He obviously doesn’t care about the details. I should have just told him I’m in marketing and left it at that. Or I could have used the paralegal line. Ugh! When in doubt, lie, Leah! 
 
    “Um, never mind,” I mumble as I fiddle with my room card. I should just shove it in the slot in the wall, step into the gym, and disappear, leaving this guy behind. 
 
    “I meant, what kind of workouts do you do? Like Cross-fit or PX90 or whatever.” He smiles. “But your job sounds cool, too.”  
 
    I feel my body flush from head to toe. Of course—he doesn’t care what I do for a living...he cares what exercise I do. He’s a health freak, like Richard. He’s not interested in you, Leah.  
 
    “Um, I run,” I reply. It’s the easiest lie I can come up with. And it’s not totally a lie, either. I have run in the past. Just not for recreation or anything. I’ve run when forced to run in gym class. And also that time a bird got into my apartment. 
 
    “Awesome! Me too!” Nick tells me, his entire face lighting up. I can tell that this is indeed awesome for him and it’s not going to be so awesome for me. I’m going to have to do a lot of lying. 
 
    “I ran my first half a few weeks ago. I won’t rest until I can do a full, but as you know, they’re pretty tough to get into. I’m in the lottery for Boston and New York next year.” 
 
    “Oh, really? That’s...cool,” I reply, having absolutely no idea what this guy is talking about. “I’ve never done that.” There. He won’t ask me about doing a full, whatever the hell that is. 
 
    “Have you ever done a half?” he asks eagerly. 
 
    “Oh sure, a couple,” I tell him, hoping he’ll drop it. A half doesn’t sound as complicated as a full.  
 
    “That’s really great. It’s nice to have someone to talk running with,” he says, practically beaming. Man, talking about running really excites this guy. “So what’s your PR?” 
 
    “Um, for what?” I ask cautiously. Is he talking about my job now? I thought we were talking about running? 
 
    “5K, 10K, half. Whatever you’ve done,” he says. 
 
    Okay, now I’m really confused. Does he mean 401K? I mean, I haven’t really set any of those things up, and I know I should have, but I’m pretty sure it’s not a 5K or a 10K. Or maybe I’m wrong? Crap. I wish Vi was here. She knows about these things. She actually pays attention when she goes to meetings at work.  
 
    Chewing my cuticle, I pull a number out of my ass. “About 10K?”  
 
    Yeah. That’s a good number—10K in my 401K. Maybe that’s what he had actually meant by 10K.  
 
    Nick cocks his head to the side, looking adorably perplexed. Then he starts to laugh, throwing his whole head back. I glance around nervously—there aren’t a lot of people milling around in the hallways at this early hour, but the ones that are, stare at Nick and me.  
 
    “Shhhh!” I urge him, mortified. I stick my keycard in the slot and duck into the gym. I step into the small space and realize that Nick was not exaggerating. This place is bare bones minimum. Even a gym-a-phobe like me can see that. It’s actually pretty sad to see the mismatched free weights littered all over the floor and the dust build-up on the stepper. For a new cruise ship, it’s crazy to think this is the gym. It is obvious that this room is not a priority to most of our fellow cruisers—it looks about as lonely as I feel. 
 
    “You have no idea what I’m talking about, do you?” Nick asks, interrupting the pity party I’m throwing for the gym in my head.  
 
    “Huh?”  
 
    “The PR? Personal record? You don’t really run races, do you?” 
 
    Embarrassed to be caught out lying, but relieved I don’t have to pretend I know what the best shoe for running trails is (sometimes I can’t help but overhear people on the train going on and on about stuff that I have no interest in) I say, “Um, yeah. I’m more of a casual runner.”  
 
    Like, I casually don’t do it.  
 
    I step over to the treadmill and touch the display. It’s still warm from when Nick must have been using it not too long ago. 
 
    “I figured,” Nick says as he steps closer to me. “I can spot a woman in a lie from a mile away.” 
 
    His eyes are twinkling and I have a feeling that he’s saying this as a joke, but somehow it angers me and I shoot back defensively, “Oh, can you? Well let me tell you something, mister—” I poke at his chest, “I can spot a guy who’s lying a mile away too. And you know what? My radar is all over you!” 
 
    Nick steps back—even though I poke him hard, I’m pretty sure a healthy, fit guy like that isn’t pushed back by my brute strength. Instead I think he’s shocked by my assertion. Maybe I didn’t seem so smart when I was babbling about 10Ks, but now he’s surprised to learn that I’m not just some dumb girl. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” he asks, brow wrinkled. 
 
    “Oh, please,” I reply with a laugh. “The oblivious cougars out there might not be onto you, but I’ve seen your kind before. So you figure you’ll take a divorce cruise, pretend to be divorced, and the desperate women living on child support and alimony will be eating out of your hand because you’re the only guy on this cruise that isn’t fat or balding. You’re on this cruise for money.” I click my tongue. “I must say, it’s a brilliant plan.”  
 
    Nick laughs and holds up both his hand as if he is surrendering. “Okay, you’ve got me, Sherlock.” 
 
    I stare at him, open-mouthed. I figured as much, but I didn’t think he would give himself up so easily. “What?” 
 
    “You’re right. I’m definitely on this cruise for the money.” He’s still smiling, smirking almost. 
 
    What a cocky, pompous ass this guy is!  
 
    “Well, I….” I stammer, not sure how to answer to his conceit. As if all the women on the cruise will just be throwing themselves at his feet. Okay, they probably would be. 
 
    “Yeah,” he continues. “It’s mostly because I’m working on the ship. That’s why I’m on the cruise. I’m employed by the cruise line.” 
 
    Ooooooo. I suddenly feel a lot like the dumb girl that he must think I am.  
 
    What an idiot you are, Leah! Of course there are other people on this ship besides divorcees! There are tons of people on the ship working!  
 
    How ridiculous of me to assume this guy was trying to land an desperate woman! He’s just an employee on the ship, trying to be polite to the passengers. 
 
    I feel a little deflated from that realization. Even though I had thought the guy was shady and trying to scam women, he was the best prospect for a decent date that I had run into during my short time on the ship. And now that I knew he worked on the ship, well...isn’t it verboten for the employees to fraternize with the customers in these sort of situations?  
 
    I’m going to cut my losses. No sense in carrying on this conversation any further. It’s a shame, really. He’s very hot. “Well, it’s nice to meet you, Nick. Thanks for showing me to the gym. Have a nice day.” 
 
    “You, too.” He bobs his head at me, but doesn’t make a move to leave the gym. In fact, he starts crouching down right where he’s standing. And standing up. And crouching back down. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I ask, staring.  
 
    “Squats,” he replies, like it’s the most normal thing in the world to be talking to a woman in a gym while doing squats. Which...I guess it is. Except, he was coming from the gym when I met him, not going to. He already did his workout. “Aren’t you going to use the treadmill?” he asks, panting slightly as he increases the speed of the squats.  
 
    “Um, yeah. Of course.” I gawk at the display—it looks much more complicated than the last treadmill I used a few years ago. Actually it was probably more like a decade ago. Back when I was enthusiastic about my new gym membership. This treadmill has a medley of buttons and lit up panels. There are holes everywhere, wires hanging down. I’m almost afraid to touch something and get tangled up or shocked. 
 
    “You okay?” Nick asks, pausing mid-squat. He steps over to the treadmill and I realize I must have a blank expression on my face. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I stammer. “Just trying to figure this thing out. It’s so different from the one at home.”  
 
    For example, the one at home is imaginary.  
 
    He chuckles. “Yeah, this a pretty outdated model. Here, let me help you.” Without asking, he reaches over and takes my phone out of my hand, plugging it into the one dangly wire. “Most of the more updated treadmills are Bluetooth compatible, but this dinosaur plugs right into your phone.” He proceeds to press a couple of buttons on my phone and within seconds, a tinny version of The Climb is belting out of the treadmill. I am mortified.  
 
    “Miley Cyrus fan, huh?” he remarks wryly. 
 
    I ignore him and peer at the display, trying to figure out exactly how I to start the treadmill. 
 
    “Put your feet on the side boards,” he instructs. “You can get hurt if you don’t.” 
 
    “I know,” I snap.  
 
    What does he think? I’m an idiot who never used a treadmill before?  
 
    After planting my feet on the rails, I chose a workout. I poke at the green start button on the panel and jump onto the moving belt as it begins to speed up. And speed up. And speed up.  
 
    Within seconds my legs are going a lot faster than I ever thought possible. I glance over at Nick who is wearing an amused expression on his face. 
 
    “Too fast?” he asks. “You picked a sprinting program.” 
 
    Is he assuming I did that accidentally? How does he know that I didn’t purposely pick a sprinting program? He doesn’t know me. 
 
    “I know!” I shout at him, panting heavily.  
 
    “You can slow it down by pressing the button next to the—” 
 
    “I’m fine!” I cut him off, nearly breathless. There is no way I am admitting defeat, despite the fact that my calves feel like they are actually on fire. And I’m pretty sure my sneakers aren’t meant for running. At least not meant for running at...I glance down at the panel...eight miles an hour.  
 
    Holy crap! I’m running at eight miles an hour? That’s like an eight minute mile, right? Or maybe not. I can’t do math while I’m— 
 
    I feel the belt underneath my feet moving, and at the same time, I feel like my feet aren’t touching the belt, but rather, getting tangled up in each other. In slow motion I feel my body falling, my upper body coming dangerously close to hitting the moving belt. My hands fly up to grab the handrails, but I am blindly grasping at air, not able to see clearly due to the insane speed of the belt.  
 
    “Whoa!” Nick shouts as he grabs my arm, just as the belt grazes the side of my cheek. He pulls me toward him, off the belt, but my face is flaming and throbbing by the time he rights me and I am standing (shakily) on my feet. Throbbing from the burn that the treadmill created and flaming from my utter humiliation. Honestly, I don’t think I’ve been this embarrassed since Seth Grobin pantsed me in gym in eighth grade on a dare. No, I’m pretty sure this is worse. At least that day I was wearing cute underwear and that’s all anyone talked about for a whole week afterward. And that wasn’t something I did. This is definitely the dumbest thing I have ever done. In public at least.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Nick asks, squinting at my face. I bet he’s trying to hold back a laugh. He places his hands on the side of my face and tilts my head to get a better look at it. Probably so he can memorize how bad it looks—that way he can accurately recount the details when he’s telling the story of the stupid, klutzy girl he met in the gym. The girl who obviously has not seen the inside of a gym in years.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine.” I jerk my head away from his hands. 
 
    “You’re bleeding,” he tells me.  
 
    Oh great—this is going to be a lovely story for his buddies. Maybe he’ll even regale future passengers of this cruise with the tale. Or worse—he’ll point me out to some sad sap on this cruise.  
 
    You think your life is pathetic because your wife left you and took all your money and your kids hate you? Well that chick over there fell headfirst on the treadmill that she didn’t know how to use because she was trying to impress me. (Cue the hearty laughs, finger pointing, and snickering.)  
 
    “It’s fine. I’m sure it’s just superficial.”  
 
    Like you, Nick.  
 
    But then I realize, I really don’t know this guy. He seems nice. Why am I assuming he’s superficial? Just because I’m mortified? Just because he’s good looking? 
 
    “It probably is, but you should definitely get checked out by the on-board doctor.” 
 
    “There’s a doctor on board?”  
 
    “Actually, I’m sure there are quite a few doctors on board,” Nick says wryly. “But I’m talking about the one who gets paid to take care of passengers. I happen to know one of them personally.” 
 
    I wave my hand in front of my face dismissively. “I don’t want to bother the doctor for a little scrape.” 
 
    “It’s not a little scrape. And it’s not a bother. That’s what the doctor gets paid for. Come here.”  
 
    Wait a minute. Is he implying that he’s the doctor? Oh my God, yes, of course he is! He said he works on the boat! He’s a doctor! 
 
    He takes my arm and steers me toward the mirror on the wall. “Look at your little scrape.” 
 
    I gasp as I see my reflection. I look like I went ten rounds with Muhammad Ali.  
 
    “Oh my God!” I cry out, my hand flying to the welt quickly forming underneath my eye. “Oh my God!” I repeat as tears well up in those puffy eyes. For a second I forget that I’m in the presence of the good looking doctor that I had been trying to impress. “I’m hideous!” I wail, turning away from the mirror and dropping my head into my hands.  
 
    Nick pulls my hands away from my face. “That’s definitely not true,” he admonishes me. “You actually look kind of cool.” He tilts his head and examines me further. “You may have a scar. You know, chicks dig scars.” He grins at me and winks. I can’t help but laugh. 
 
    “I’m not sure what impression you have of me, but I’m not into chicks that dig scars,” I say with a smirk. 
 
    “Oh, so you like chicks that don’t dig scars? Then you’re probably out of luck there,” Nick says while shrugging his shoulders helplessly. 
 
    “No chicks,” I say, playfully shoving him, causing a chunk of my hair to break free from my ponytail and fall over my face. It covers my injury. I might need to wear my hair like this all the time. “I like guys. I’m definitely into guys.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” he says, face turning serious. He brushes the hair off of my face, sweeping it behind my right ear. Examining the injury, he leans closer. It’s not until his face is nearly touching mine that I realize he’s not examining the wound—he’s going to kiss me! 
 
    Startled, I quickly step back, tripping over the dumbbells that are lying haphazardly on the floor. 
 
    “Watch out!” Nick shouts again, his hand flying out to steady me. A feeling of déjà vu passes over me, like Nick has already done this. Oh wait, yes he has—three times. And I only met him yesterday. I’m a perpetual damsel in distress around him. 
 
    Crap! I hate playing the damsel in distress role! He’s going to think that I constantly need rescuing. And guys hate that—right? Or maybe not. Maybe he’s a totally alpha male type that actually likes rescuing women. But I’m not a woman who needs or wants to be rescued!  
 
    “Are you okay?” Nick asks me for what seems to be the umpteenth time today as he pulls me closer. “I don’t think I’m going to be able to let you out of my sight. Whatever will you do if I’m not around to catch you?” He is definitely grinning now and I swear I can see his biceps flex slightly. 
 
    Oh my God! He really is one of those guys who loves to rescue women! It probably feeds his ego! Do I really want a guy like that? Ugh, Leah…go with it! He’s practically the only guy on this ship without a hair piece or beer belly! And he’s a doctor! 
 
    And then I remember, I’m not looking for a long term relationship with this guy. Hell, long term relationships just never seem to work out anyway. I’m just looking to have a little fun on my vacation, right? And if this guy thinks I’m a damsel in distress and that’s what gets him off, well that’s what I am for the next few days.  
 
    Suddenly the door to the gym flies open, hitting the wall and causing us to jump. Our heads swivel toward the doorway in unison to find an overweight, balding, older man in tight, green terry-cloth shorts that leave nothing to the imagination. There’s a green terry-cloth headband strapped on his head, and he is also sporting a matching set of wristbands. On his feet he’s wearing those heavy white sneakers that men of a certain age seem to gravitate toward. His look is complete with white tube socks pulled up to his knees. He definitely belongs on this cruise. 
 
    Our gym companion swaggers in as we pull apart. He takes in the scene before him, his eyes widening. “Oh wow! I’m sorry! Didn’t mean to interrupt!” he stammers as he holds up his hands and starts to back out of the room. 
 
    “No, no it’s not what it looks like,” I say, but Nick tells the guy, “It’s exactly what it looks like. We’re about to go back to her room now. Come on.” He playfully shoves me toward the exit and past the man whose mouth is now hanging open. He is still staring after us as we step into the hallway and close the door behind us. 
 
    “What was that about? We definitely are not going back to my room!” I reply indignantly.  
 
    Mostly because my roommate is sleeping off a hangover right now.  
 
    “I know that,” Nick replies with a grin. “I hope you’re not offended. I just didn’t want that guy to start bothering you. You’re very pretty and guys like that can’t resist pretty women.” He raises his eyebrows at me and I find myself blushing in the same manner I did when Seth Grobin chased me into the girls’ locker room at the eighth grade dance, begging me to dance with him. As if I would actually give him the time of day, let alone dance with him after he had pantsed me the month before! 
 
    “He wouldn’t bother me. I can—” I stammer. I want to tell him that I can take care of myself, but I have forgotten that I’m supposed to be a damsel in distress. “And besides, I’m not that type of girl who would sleep with a guy she just met.” 
 
    I find myself leaning back against the wall like I’m a freshman in high school, being asked out by the captain of the varsity football team. 
 
    “I would never consider that you would sleep with me before we even had a date,” Nick says charmingly as he leans his arm against the wall, his mouth in dangerous proximity.  
 
    I titter nervously. Yes...I tittered. I’m getting lightheaded—is this what swooning is? I’m sure I swooned in high school, but I’m certain that I didn’t know the word swoon. It is unlike my normal flirting behavior as an adult, though. I must have hit my head hard on that treadmill. 
 
    “So dinner?” Nick asks, jolting me. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “I asked if you wanted to have dinner tonight. Well, of course you want to have dinner. I’m asking if you want to have dinner tonight with me.” He lowers his face so close to mine that I can almost taste his breath. Thank God it tastes like mouthwash and not an onion bagel or something repulsive. I once had a boyfriend that ate onion bagels every single morning of his life. And what was worse, he always had chive cream cheese on them. That onion smell permeated his pores.  
 
    “Uh, huh.” I nod, not able to utter any other words. As his lips come closer, I involuntarily close my eyes, willing him to kiss me. Suddenly, I feel him push away from the wall. My eyes flutter open.  
 
    He’s still smiling, but he’s not leaning toward me anymore.  
 
    “Great. I’ll pick you up at your room at eight tonight. That’s not too late for dinner, is it?”  
 
    “Um, no,” I stammer.  
 
    “See you then!” He waves and trots down the hall, out of sight before I realize that I never even gave him my room number.  
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    I’m dreaming that I’m on the bow of a ship. The tropical sea air is whipping through my hair (without tangling it). Sunshine is warming my face. I feel...light. Airy. At peace. 
 
    The peace is shattered by a faint jingling sound. My eyes snap open, scanning the room for the source of the noise. It sounds extra loud—my head is throbbing. I quickly realize it’s the phone on the nightstand that is demanding my attention.  
 
    “Hello?” I pant into the receiver as I yank it toward my face, hitting myself in the cheek in the process.  
 
    “Hello. This is Miss Navarro from reception. Is this Ms. Violet Anderson?” 
 
    “Um, yes?” I can’t imagine what Miss Navarro from reception would want with me. I sit up when I realize Leah is gone.  
 
    Unless...something has happened to Leah! Shoot!  
 
    What if she fell? Or drowned in the hot tub? Or fell overboard? Or what if she choked on steak? She’s choked on steak before! What if no one in the dining room knows the Heimlich?  
 
    “Is Leah okay?” I ask in a panicked voice, my headache intensifying. 
 
    “Leah?” 
 
    “My roommate? Leah Lansing?”  
 
    Geez! How can she call to tell me Leah is hurt and not even know her name? 
 
    “I don’t know anything about Leah, ma’am. I’m calling to let you know that your husband has left a message with us.” 
 
    My husband? Why is she saying it like that? Oh, wait. This is a divorce cruise. She must think he’s my ex-husband. Oh poop. Richard. I didn’t even call him to tell him we got to the ship okay.  
 
    I glance down at my cell phone, happily charging on the nightstand where I left it yesterday. There’s no signal. Richard must have tried to contact me and isn’t getting through. I bet he’s worried sick.  
 
    “Oh, thank you. What was the message?” I ask, grabbing the complimentary pad and pen by the phone. Not that I can imagine what I’d actually have to write down. I have Richard’s phone number. 
 
    “He says…” the girl on the other end of the phone sucks in her breath, like she needs all the air she can get. “He says he had to leave work today to deal with...shit that you should be home dealing with. He said that he had to race home and he got a ticket for speeding and he may just lose his license. He’s shipping the kids off to stay with your mother for the remainder of your strike against motherhood. He said that he hopes you’re enjoying yourself though. He said that was sarcastic.” The girl on the other end of the phone breathes out a sigh of relief at getting this message off her chest. 
 
    I, however, feel like someone has sucker punched me in the gut and I can’t breathe at all. “Um, thanks,” I manage to mumble, dropping the pen on the nightstand and placing the phone in the cradle. I slowly lower my head back down on the pillow, notepad still in hand. For a full five minutes I am frozen, staring at the ceiling, my temples pulsing.  
 
    What an idiot I am! What’s wrong with me? Thinking I can go away on a trip? I should have stayed home with the kids. I can only imagine what they’re saying about me down at the reception desk right now. What kind of mother goes on a cruise and leaves her kids home alone...with a man who talks to her that way?  
 
    Then I remind myself that this is a divorce cruise—the reception desk probably expects an exchange between an ex-husband and wife to go something along those lines, wouldn’t they? 
 
    And then…an epiphany! I realize that I am wrong.  
 
    I should not be home with the kids. Richard had no right to leave that message. I should be pissed! I am pissed! I’m pissed at Richard! And he got my mother involved? Ugh, I can only imagine how much I’m going to owe her for this—she’ll hold this over my head forever. I’m mad and I’m...well, I’m furious.  
 
    I sit up and fling the pad of paper across the room, hitting the side of the door, just as it opens and Leah steps into the room. 
 
    She ducks and screams, covering her head. 
 
    “Oh gosh! I’m so sorry!” I throw back the covers and leap to my feet.  
 
    “Jesus, Vi! If you’re mad just say so! No need to blind me in the process,” she tells me in an agitated voice. She steps into the bathroom and starts running the water in the sink. 
 
    “I seriously didn’t mean to throw that at you.” I tell her. 
 
    “Who did you think you were throwing it at then?”  
 
    “I was just throwing it in anger. I got a horrible message from Richard.”  
 
    “Let me see,” she says, stepping out of the bathroom, hand held out in front of her. “Where’s your phone?” 
 
    “Oh, it wasn’t a text. He left a message at the front desk. He basically called to tell me what a terrible mother I am. You know, in case I missed that point when I deserted my family the other day and he threw a fit.” I flop down on the bed, like some dramatic heroine in Samantha’s books. 
 
    “That’s despicable. Even for him,” Leah says, opening the mini fridge next to the bathroom door. “Do we have any ibuprofen?” 
 
    “Yeah, in my travel bag—bring me some, too. Ugh, the poor girl at the desk relayed the message verbatim. She sounded like she wanted to crawl into a hole and die while she did, too. I can’t imagine what she thinks of me.” I cover my face with my hands. 
 
    “Oh God, who the hell cares what the front desk people think? Don’t worry about that. You’re never going to see those people again,” Leah reminds me. “Here.” She shoves two pills at me.  
 
    I take my hands off my face and swallow the pills without water. They’re dry and they stick in the back of my throat. I should sit up, but I don’t. Instead, I stare at the ceiling—there’s a crack I hadn’t noticed before. 
 
    Great. Now I can lie awake at night and worry about the ceiling caving in, in addition to all my other worries.   
 
    “Don’t think about Richard and his assholery. You’re on vacation. You should be relaxing and thinking about vacation.” Leah sits down next to me and pats my head like I’m a dog. She knows I hate that. In order to get her to stop, I sit up. That’s when I get a good look at Leah. She is holding a washcloth to the right side of her face. The wash cloth is wrapped around a can of soda.  
 
    “What are you doing with that washcloth?”  
 
    Leah lowers her hand and I gasp. The patch of skin from her forehead to her cheek is scraped up—red and irritated. 
 
    “Oh my word! What happened to you?” I don’t know how I didn’t notice it when she walked into the room. 
 
    “I met a guy,” Leah says triumphantly.  
 
    “Where? Jerks Not-So-Anonymous? Point him out. I’ll kill him.” 
 
    Leah starts to laugh and I scowl darkly at her. “This isn’t funny Leah.” I squint at her face. “Your eye is all bloodshot and your face looks...well, like a squirrel gnawed on it.” 
 
    “I have a date with him tonight,” Leah says, ignoring my concerns.  
 
    “What? How could you even entertain the notion of going out with this creep?” 
 
    “He didn’t do this to me,” Leah tells me. 
 
    “Denial isn’t healthy, Leah. Did he threaten to hurt you if you told?”  
 
    I purse my lips at my friend. I am very concerned about her blasé attitude about this guy. This is very unlike her. She doesn’t take any nonsense from guys. Usually. And I’m even more concerned about what he could have possibly done to her to screw her face up this badly. Take a tire iron to it? Oh my gosh! What if he hit her so hard she has brain damage? I grab her arm. “Do you have brain damage?” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous, Vi. I met him at the gym. I was on the treadmill, and I was going too fast. I slipped, and my face grazed the belt of the treadmill. He saved me from getting even more injured than I already am.” 
 
    I gawk at her for a moment, getting a mental image of her showing off on the treadmill and getting a little too full of herself—her tripping, and her face bouncing off the belt. I smirk—that is a much more believable story than her allowing some guy she just met to beat the crap out of her. This “video” of Leah falling starts to repeat in my head, playing on a loop. The smirk on my face turns into a full-fledged smile, and before I know what’s happening, I am laughing my head off. It hurts, but I don’t care. 
 
    “Shut up,” she says, whacking me with the back of her hand. “It’s not that funny.” 
 
    “Oh, yes it is,” I retort, holding my side, tears streaming down my face now.  
 
    “I could have been killed,” Leah says, crossing her arms over her chest and scowling at me. “People die from hitting their heads on the treadmill. I just read a story about a guy—” 
 
    “You didn’t die,” I say, studying her face. “You’re just a little…maimed.” 
 
    “How bad is it?” She stands up and re-enters the bathroom, flicking on the light this time. “I avoided all the mirrors on the way back to the—holy shit! Oh my God! I thought it was bad at the gym, but it’s even worse in this light.” 
 
    “Everything’s worse in that light. It’s not that bad,” I say unconvincingly. 
 
    “Not that bad?” She whirls around and stands in the bathroom doorway. “It looks like I got run over by a Mack truck.” She leans back in toward the mirror. “I think I have track marks on my forehead.” Upon further examination, she gasps and then pulls away from the mirror. “I do have track marks on my forehead!”  
 
    “I don’t think they’re called track marks. And I wouldn’t say that too loudly either. People will think you’re doing heroin or something.”  
 
    She stares at me, her jaw dropping a little lower. “Why the hell would they think I’m doing heroin? Do I look like I’m doing drugs?” 
 
    I bite my lip to avoid blurting out the obvious response to that question.  
 
    “When you say track marks, people automatically think drugs.” 
 
    “Oh.” Leah looks away from me and back at the mirror. “What would you call it then?” 
 
    “Um, rug burn?” 
 
    “It wasn’t a rug. It was a treadmill.”  
 
    “Road rash?” I throw out another suggestion. I have no idea why we’re even debating this ridiculous subject. Leah looks bad no matter what we call it. 
 
    “I guess,” Leah says sullenly.  
 
    “Everything looks worse in here,” I say, joining her in the bathroom. “The lighting is awful. I mean, look at me—I look terrible, too.”  
 
    I glance at myself in the mirror and am disturbed to discover that this statement isn’t even slightly false. My skin is sallow looking and there are bags under my eyes that have their own luggage. My lips are cracked and dry, and there is a fuzzy white film around the outer edges. Next to me, Leah doesn’t even look that bad anymore.  
 
    I reach for her face and tilt her chin, examining what will most likely be bruises later on in the day. “A little dab of concealer should work. And some blush.” 
 
    “More like a shitload of concealer and blush,” Leah huffs. “I might have to actually shellac my face to cover this up.”  
 
    She reaches across the counter to retrieve her make-up bags. Yes. Multiple bags. I could fit all the make-up I own in a snack-sized baggie, and my best friend has four different glittery make-up bags. One is full of lotions and primers and a bunch of other stuff she rubs on her face before even applying the make-up. Then she has foundations and concealers and powders and blushes in another bag. Then there’s a bag for all her eye makeup. And the final bag houses all the brushes that she dutifully cleans on a regular basis.  
 
    Meanwhile, the lone purple eyeshadow that I own is actually from my college years. I think I was with Leah when I bought it—it was ninety-nine cents and in the bargain bin.  
 
    “What kind of date are you going on?” I ask, leaving the bathroom and plopping down on the bed. 
 
    Leah pauses with one of her many brushes mid-air. “What do you mean, what kind? How many kinds of dates are there?” 
 
    I wrinkle up my brow. I honestly have no idea what kinds of dates there are. I haven’t been on a date in twenty years.  
 
    “I mean, what are you planning to do on this date?” 
 
    “Oh.” Leah turns back to the mirror. “We’re going to dinner.” 
 
    I cock my head to the side. I must have heard her wrong. “Going to dinner? What do you mean by going to dinner?” 
 
    Leah sighs with exasperation. “Christ Vi, why are you being so dense today? If I didn’t know better, I would think that you were the one who hit your head, not me.” She pokes her head out the bathroom and widens her eyes at me. “We are going to eat dinner. It’s the meal after lunch. The one you eat before going to sleep for the night.” She speaks slowly and deliberately, rolling her eyes.  
 
    I scowl at her—I hope she gets a migraine from rolling her eyes. “I know what dinner is, Leah. I mean, if you’re going to dinner with this guy, what am I supposed to do for dinner?” 
 
    “You can’t eat dinner by yourself?” Leah dips the brush into more powder and sweeps it over her face.  
 
    “Well, that’s hardly fair.” I cross my arms over my chest. “You dragged me on this cruise against my will and now you’re dumping me for a guy?” 
 
    “I didn’t drag you—” 
 
    “Leah, you neglected to tell me that it was a divorce cruise. You got me on this ship under false pretenses. The least you could do is have dinner with me and not leave me to fend for myself.” 
 
    Leah sighs and stares at herself in the mirror.  
 
    “You could have dinner with Kendall and Francine,” Leah suggests. “That’s what I did the first night when you didn’t want to come out with me.” 
 
    I frown and ignore her dig. That was a totally different situation. “I don’t want to have dinner with Kendall and Francine. I want to have dinner with you.” Yes, I’m aware that I sound like a petulant child, but I’m annoyed at her.  
 
    “It wouldn’t kill you to go out of your comfort zone, Vi. Besides, I don’t even know if this date with Nick will be anything more than an hour for dinner. I might hate his guts,” she says. “You and I can go grab a drink after the date.” 
 
    “Don’t do me any favors...wait, did you say his name was Nick?” 
 
    Leah, obviously realizing where I’m going with this, suddenly becomes fascinated with plucking her eyebrows. She hates plucking her own eyebrows. She gets them threaded every Thursday just so she doesn’t have to pluck them. “Um, huh.” 
 
    “Nick, as in the guy who left you when you found him—” 
 
    “Don’t say it, Vi,” Leah warns. 
 
    “Okay. Nick, as in the guy that you almost married?” 
 
    “It’s not the same Nick, Vi,” she says with exasperation.  
 
    “Yes, I’m aware of that. But after you broke up with Nick, do you remember what you said?” 
 
    “Uh, huh.” Pluck, pluck, cringe, cringe.  
 
    “You said that you would never date an Italian guy named Nick again,” I remind her. “You said he ruined you for life.” 
 
    “I know what I said,” Leah mutters. 
 
    “No, you didn’t just say it. You told anyone who would listen. You wrote it on your Facebook wall. You actually had one of those personalized signs made up for your apartment, No Nicks Allowed. Do you remember?” 
 
    “Yes, I remember,” Leah hisses. “I don’t see how this is even relevant to this conversation.” 
 
    “It’s relevant because you just said this guy’s name is Nick. You’re breaking your own rule by dating him.”  
 
    “First of all, I’m going on a date. I’m not dating him,” Leah tries to reason. My mouth falls open. She can’t be that dumb, can she? 
 
    “The very definition of dating is going on dates.” 
 
    Leah ignores me and continues to justify. “I don’t even know if he’s Italian. We didn’t get that deep into each other’s history. He could be Polish for all I know.” 
 
    “Leah, how many men do you know named Nick who aren’t Italian?” 
 
    “You never know. Besides, I was immature to make such a broad statement like I’d never date a guy named Nick again. Who knows what I could be missing?” 
 
    I stare at her. It’s quite unlike my best friend to ever admit she’s wrong, let alone, immature. This guy must be something else.  
 
    I shrug. “Just reminding you of your own rule, that’s all. I don’t need you getting all annoyed with me later on when this doesn’t work out—blaming me for letting you go out with this guy.” 
 
    “I won’t blame you. I promise.” 
 
    “A likely story,” I scoff. “There have been many times in the past when it doesn’t work out with a guy and then you end up being mad at me when you sleep with him and he doesn’t call you and—” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Leah says, swiveling away from the mirror. “Are you calling me a slut?” 
 
    I know I should think carefully about what I say, but my brain still hurts, so instead I blurt out, “If the shoe fits.” 
 
    Leah’s already blotchy face becomes redder and I can practically see steam coming out of her ears. Her “slutty-like” behavior is a sore spot with her. As well it should be. She should stop being slutty and sleeping with men on the first date.  
 
    “You’re just jealous,” Leah retorts. 
 
    “Of slutty behavior? Um, no.”  
 
    What is she, insane? I sleep with the same guy every night. It’s safe, it’s comfortable. I have no desire to be slutty. Even if Richard and I get a divorce— 
 
    “You’re jealous because you sleep with the same guy every night. It’s safe, it’s comfortable. You like that. But you don’t get to have fun, and you secretly wish that you were able to have fun like I do instead of spending every night with your boring Dick.” 
 
    I glance sideways at her, alarmed.  
 
    Can she read my mind or something? Not that I think Dick, er, I mean Richard is boring. But didn’t she say she was jealous of me having a relationship yesterday? 
 
    “You’re the one jealous of me,” I remind her. 
 
    “I most certainly am not,” Leah replies indignantly as she haughtily brushes her cheeks with a giant fluffy pink brush. 
 
    “Yes, you are. You told me yesterday. Right in this very room. You said you wish you had a man like Richard.”  
 
    Okay, maybe not those exact words… 
 
    “Ha!” Leah laughs. “That’s rich. Your husband is a complete asshole. He treats you like garbage and you continue to take it. You’re like this parasite that’s attached to an unhealthy host just because she doesn’t think she can find another one and feels like she needs it to stay alive. Why in God’s name would I ever be jealous of that?” 
 
    My mouth drops open. She might as well have slapped me. Does she hear how crazy she sounds? I mean, Richard isn’t the best husband—he doesn’t treat me as well as he should, and I let him get away with it. That’s upsetting. But for her to bring it up and make it sound like I’m at fault for the whole thing—like I like it or something—well that just...hurts. And plus, I could have sworn she said she was jealous of me yesterday. Did I imagine that? 
 
    “That’s a horrible thing to say, Leah,” I reply steadily, trying to prevent my lip from quivering.  
 
    Leah shrugs. “I’m not trying to be horrible. I’m just telling you the truth as I see it.” 
 
    “I don’t recall asking you for the truth.”  
 
    “No, but you implied that I was jealous of you for being married to Richard, which is a ridiculous insinuation.”  
 
    Leah finally looks up from the mirror and realizes that I am about to cry. She rushes out of the bathroom and grabs my elbows. “Oh geez, Vi. Don’t get upset. You’re taking this the wrong way.” 
 
    I wrest from her grasp and back up. “And what way am I supposed to take it, huh?”  
 
    “I just meant that you’re too good for Di—Richard. You can do better than him. You deserve better than him. If you think your relationship is great, I’m afraid you’re never going to see how much you’re selling yourself short.” 
 
    She offers me a sad smile—one that I can only imagine is bursting with pity. “I only want what’s best for you, and that definitely isn’t Richard.” She reaches toward me again, probably to hug me. I back up and shake her off. Now it’s her turn to look like I’ve slapped her.  
 
    Good. I don’t care. I would actually like to slap her. I imagine it’d be a satisfying sort of feeling to have her flesh underneath my burning palm. But I wouldn’t dare try it. 
 
    “I’m leaving,” I say instead, grabbing my ID badge hanging on its lanyard. I shove my feet into the flip-flops near the door. 
 
    “You can’t leave, Vi. We’re on a ship,” Leah says with a chuckle, like I’m a taffy headed moron. 
 
    “I know that. I didn’t say I was leaving the ship. I’m leaving this room,” I scoff, yanking the door open violently.  
 
    “Leaving the room? In that get-up? If you’re really going outside the room, come back here and change into something decent.” 
 
    I glance down at what I’m wearing—ratty sweatpants with the kids’ school mascot gracing the left hip—there’s a hole in the knee. I have a tank top on, but no bra. My boobs are definitely not perky enough for me to be leaving the room braless. And the fact that the tank top is an off white color and sort of see through doesn’t help matters, either. But I will not let Leah be right. I will not come back in the room and change into more decent attire. It doesn’t matter to me what I look like. I’m not the one on the divorce cruise trying to hook up with a sad, lonely divorced guy.  
 
    I grab a sweatshirt that is lying on the floor—most likely dropped there by Leah. I pull it over my head.  
 
    “Hey, that’s mine.”  
 
    Ignoring her, I leave the room, letting the door slam loudly in my wake. It causes me to jump and glance around nervously. Nobody else is in the hallway to see me get startled by my own act of rebellion. Not that Leah is in charge of me or anything. 
 
    I practically stomp down the hall in anger, the flip-flops making a loud flopping noise against my feet. Leah may not technically be in charge of me...she’s not my mother or my husband (if I’m thinking archaically), but she’s always been the one in our relationship to call the shots. I guess I’ve always liked not having to make any decisions—it’s so much easier to just follow her lead. 
 
    Well, that ends today. I’m sick of it! I can be my own person without Leah telling me what to do! Just watch me! 
 
    I just have to find my way around this ship by myself first. 
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    I come to a four way intersection in the hallway and I search for a familiar landmark. I’m not sure which way I’m supposed to go—I don’t think that I’ve gone anywhere without Leah in the two days we’ve been on this boat. 
 
    Feeling tears pricking at my eyes, I fight them off, refusing to get upset over something as silly as this. It’s a boat after all. It’s not like I can really get lost and not find my way back to the room, right?  
 
    Determined, I decide to turn left. I assume left leads me to the middle of the ship, and everything is centrally located on this ship. At least that’s where the main lobby is. And that’s where I need to go.  
 
    As I’m weaving through the winding hallways, I start checking for signs that might lead me to my destination. All I’m finding, however, are polished brass placards with room numbers on them. You would think on a huge ship like this they would try to steer you in the direction of the important places like the pool and the restaurants and the main lobby.  
 
    Just as I feel like I am about to burst into tears, I stumble upon the staircase that runs through the middle of the ship. Sighing with relief, I step into the vestibule and lean over the railing to look below. From there, I can see the main lobby of the ship, three floors down. If I remember correctly, there was an events board located in the main lobby—I saw it when we met at our emergency locations for the drill on the first day. Only two days ago.  
 
    It feels like it was a week ago. How am I ever going to stand another five days on this boat without losing my mind?  
 
    And then the answer to that question comes to me—the cloud cover the boat was sailing under breaks free and sunshine pours in from the glass ceiling, illuminating the bar below like a beacon from heaven.  
 
    It’s not too early for the bar, is it? I glance at my wrist and realize I have left my watch in my room. I pat my pockets looking for my phone and discover I have left that in the room, too.  
 
    No bother. I don’t need them. I don’t think anyone on land can reach me via cell phone, and I don’t know anyone on this ship other than Leah. And I have no interest in talking to her right now. And it doesn’t really matter what time it is—isn’t it always okay to have a cocktail on vacation? I mean, people drink bloody Marys and mimosas on vacation! It’s definitely not too early for a drink.  
 
    This is exactly how I’m going to get through the next few days. Live at the bar, self-medicating.  
 
    Now, before you judge me, I’ll have you know that I’m not a big drinker. Yes, I like a glass of wine to unwind with in the evening now and again, but I don’t drink much more than that. And I’m not even planning on drinking a lot now—just enough to keep my mind off the fact that I’m on this miserable vacation with my best friend, who is abandoning me for a guy she just met. And she’s probably going to bring him back to our room and have sex on the bed I have to sleep on for the next five nights.  
 
    Groaning at that thought, I descend the staircase and weave my way through the lobby, past the throngs of sunbathers coming in from the deck adjacent. Women are pulling towels around their bodies, shivering and complaining how it’s too cold. They’re in bikinis and it’s December—we haven’t even reached the coast of Florida yet. What did they expect?  
 
    Shaking my head at them, I pull up a seat at the completely empty bar. Empty except for a woman in black pants and a white button-down shirt, wiping the bar with a rag. She gazes at me curiously and stops mid wipe. Ducking her head under the bar, she comes up with a glass tumbler and holds it out at me with a smile.  
 
    “You want drink, honey?” she asks in broken English.  
 
    “Yes, please,” I reply. “Can I get a Cosmo?” 
 
    She wrinkles her brow. “A Cosmo? Please, what is Cosmo?” 
 
    Of course I get the bartender who doesn’t even know how to make a drink. 
 
    “Never mind, I’ll just take a vodka and cranberry.”  
 
    “Vodka and...cranberry?” she asks slowly, as if she is trying out the words for the first time. She peers along the back of the bar, searching for something. Then she turns back to me with a smile. “You like beer? I pour beer?” She points excitedly at the taps.  
 
    Beer? No, I definitely don’t want beer. But she looks so excited, I hate to say no to her.  
 
    “Um, sure. Beer is great,” I reply, in disbelief that those words have left my mouth...in that order.  
 
    “I got this, Luisa,” I hear a man call out. From the door behind the bar emerges a male bartender. He carefully removes the glass from Luisa’s hand and sets it on the bar. She smiles apologetically and scampers away, waving her rag at him. I squint and realize he’s the same bartender from last night at the cocktail hour.  
 
    Great. He’s gonna think I’m a totally lush because it’s...I glance at the clock over the reception area and do a double take. It’s ten forty-five in the morning. I’m at a bar looking for a drink before noon. And I didn’t even eat breakfast. I’m looking for a drink before breakfast. Oh my gosh, I’m pathetic. 
 
    “Sorry about that. Luisa’s part of the cleaning staff. She doesn’t usually pour drinks,” he tells me with a grin. 
 
    Oh dear God...I’m super pathetic. He must think I’m so desperate for a drink that I asked the cleaning staff to pour me one.  
 
    “She, she was behind the bar so I thought—” 
 
    “Yeah. We don’t open the bar till eleven, so she was cleaning before the lunch crowd,” he says. “Normally I would make you wait till eleven, but I can mix you something since we’re both here.” He gives me a smile, but it clearly has pity behind it. Ugh with the pity from everyone today! 
 
    “No, I’m good. I can just—” I try to stand up…and end up falling flat on my face, because my legs are tangled in the bar stool. My cheek is actually touching the carpet. I want to crawl into said carpet and float away out to sea. Of course. I’ve now managed to make myself look even more like a raging alcoholic. 
 
    Please just disappear, please just disappear…. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I look up and the bartender is hovering over me with his hand outstretched.  
 
    “Um, yeah, yeah,” I stammer, trying to hop to my feet without his help, attempting to look suave, like the fall is no big deal. I only succeed in bumping into the bar stool and knocking it over. I have to grab onto the side of the bar to steady myself, but there’s no way in hell I’m grabbing his hand to help me. I definitely don’t need his help. In fact, to drive that point home, I kind of shove at his hand, further knocking myself off balance. I end up swaying and really looking like a drunk.  
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asks skeptically. 
 
    “Yes. Yes! I’m fine,” I practically growl. The bartender shrugs and steps back behind the bar.  
 
    I glance around quickly to see if anyone else has witnessed the exchange. Fortunately everyone around me seems to be in a great big hurry to get somewhere. Which is odd—everyone being on vacation and all—but it works to my advantage. The only person I need to get away from is this bartender. I’ll have to find another bar to get a drink at—after eleven o’clock that is.  
 
    “Cosmo?”  
 
    Startled, I look at him and see that he is pushing an already made drink across the bar at me.  
 
    “I told you I was fine.” Great, now I’m going to have to stay here and drink this, looking like a lush and all. 
 
    “Well, you were obviously at the bar for a reason,” he says.  
 
    With a heavy sigh, I plop myself back down on the barstool and wrap my fingers around the stem of the glass. “Thanks,” I mumble, taking a timid sip of the pink concoction. It’s even more delicious than the ones he made me last night. The alcohol floods my veins immediately and I find myself instantly relaxed—like I’m actually on vacation. A few sips later, not only does my body relax, my mouth does as well. 
 
    “Sorry that I showed up before your shift even started. I’m just trying...well, I’m just trying to actually be on vacation.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” he says with a shrug. “That’s what I’m here for. To make your vacation as enjoyable as possible.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not an alcoholic or anything,” I make sure to point out. 
 
    His face clouds. “I didn’t say that you were. I’m sorry if you thought I had that impression.” 
 
    “I just want to make sure that you understand that,” I say as I lean forward and peer at the nametag on his shirt. It reads Mr. D. Romano. “Why does it just have D on your name badge?” I ask. What does it stand for? David? Derek? Dan? Doug? Damien?  
 
    “The cruise company doesn’t want us to give out our first names. They want the guests to call us Mr. and Miss. It makes us less personal to them or something,” he tells me with a shrug.  
 
    “Less personal to whom?”  
 
    He shrugs again. “Not sure. I think they want the guests to see us as servants and not as actual people.” 
 
    “Well, that’s terrible!” I exclaim. “You’re an actual person. You told me so last night! You’ve even been divorced.” 
 
    He shrugs and begins to take the ice machine apart. “So what’s on your agenda today?” 
 
    “I have no idea. I left it in the room. And I’m definitely not going back there anytime soon.”  
 
    Since my best friend and roommate is a selfish clod.  
 
    I hold out the empty glass and he quickly replaces it with a full one. He is a Godsend. I greedily sip it, Cosmo dribbling down my chin.  
 
    Slow down before you end up in the same position you were last night! 
 
    I place the drink back down on the bar as he tells me, “If you don’t want to go back to the room to get your agenda, you can download the app to your phone and plug in your passenger number.” 
 
    “Wow. That would be great. Except I don’t have my phone either.” I pat my pockets as if to demonstrate. I didn’t bring anything. Including my room key. I’m going to have to grovel to get Leah to open the door for me when I’m ready to go back. The thought makes me nervous and infuriated at the same time. I take another sip of my drink. 
 
    “Well, I guess you’re lucky at least you have clothes on then,” he says with a smile.  
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” I squeak, wrapping my arms around my hoodie clad body.  
 
    “Um, nothing,” he stammers, turning back to the ice machine.  
 
    Is he picturing me naked or something? He’s not flirting with me, is he? No, of course he’s not flirting. Why would he be flirting? Ugh...I wouldn’t even know if he was flirting with me. The last time I engaged in such a ritual, Bill Clinton was President. I probably wouldn’t know what flirting looked like if it hit me with a bus. He could very well be flirting with me. And why not? The guy thinks I’m divorced. The guy thinks I need an ego boost or something. I mean, why else would I be sitting at the bar before noon, sucking down Cosmos like they’re water? Obviously he thinks I’m needy. Well, I’ll need to set the record straight then. 
 
    “My roommate and I are having a little spat...that’s all.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” he says. “That’s gotta be rough. Especially when you’re trying to enjoy yourself.” 
 
    “Well, I’m just trying to enjoy myself. She’s just trying to enjoy every man on the boat,” I spit out bitterly.  
 
    He cringes. “Oh really?” I chew the end of my hair, immediately annoyed with myself. I didn’t mean to say that out loud. That makes Leah look like a slut.  
 
    Then I realize, who cares? What does it matter if the bartender thinks my best friend is a slut? As long as he doesn’t think I’m a slut, nothing else matters, right? 
 
    “Yeah. She’s got quite the rep, that girl. Heck, back in high school she would go under the bleachers with any guy that asked her. And in college she was sleeping with professors left and right.”  
 
    Okay...so maybe that is a teensy bit of exaggeration. Sure she went under the bleachers with any guy that asked—but it was only two guys—on two separate occasions. And they didn’t do anything more than make out. And the professor thing...well, they weren’t actually professors—they were TAs. And neither of them were actually TAs of her classes.  
 
    “Really?” He cocks his eyebrow at me. “Well, I’m sure she’s older and wiser now. People are like that when they’re young. They make mistakes.” 
 
    “Ha!” I scoff. “She makes mistakes like it’s an art form. She dates one guy after another, and then always makes an excuse to dump them. And then she cries and moans about how her love life sucks and she’s never going to find a guy, but she’s the one who does it to herself. She just wants to love ‘em and leave ‘em. She’s worse than any guy I know.” 
 
    His eyes widen. I half expect him to lick his lips, wanting Leah’s number. She’s a guy’s dream. But this guy doesn’t seem like the thought excites him. “That’s terribly sad,” he says. 
 
    “She was engaged once, a long time ago, but I think she only wanted to get married because I was. They broke up in a spectacularly epic fashion. She dumped him at their engagement party—but, he was making out with one of the waitresses at the party...in a closet.” 
 
    I shrug as if indifferent to Leah’s plight. In reality, it keeps me up at night sometimes.  
 
    We’ve been friends for over twenty years and I don’t think there is anyone on the planet I care for more (other than my kids). It breaks my heart that she can’t find a guy that loves her the way she deserves to be loved. Sure she’s stubborn and she can be a little self-centered, but underneath it all, she’s got a good heart. For all her faults, Leah’s still a great person. 
 
    She took me on this cruise because she wants me to relax. And she only talks trash about my husband because she’s worried about me. Richard is a jerk—one I never should have married, if I’m going to be honest with myself. The only thing good about marrying Richard has been the kids. Soon they wouldn’t need me, though, and I’ll be stuck alone with a man who has absolutely no respect for me.  
 
    A lone tear trickles down my face, startling the bartender. “Oh geez. I’m sorry.” He offers me a tissue.  
 
    I wave it away. “I’ll just take another Cosmo...please.”  
 
    He nods and gets to work. When he’s done, he hands me the next drink and I accept it from his outstretched hand. There may be no easy way out of this mess that I’m in, but for now, I’m going to dull the pain with some pretty little drinks. 
 
    


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
      
 
    LEAH 
 
      
 
    The door closes behind me with a quiet click. Glancing at my watch, I see it’s close to lunchtime, but I’m not even remotely hungry. In fact, I’m the opposite of hungry. I feel nauseated by the thought of eating. Hell, if I’m going to be honest, I feel nauseated by the thought of anything right now.  
 
    I can’t believe Vi really thinks I’m a slut, I muse as I wander aimlessly down the labyrinth of hallways. I have no idea where I’m headed, but I know I can’t be in the room when Violet gets back.  
 
    Vi and I have had fights over the years, but they’re usually about something stupid like whose turn it is to pay for lunch, or which teacher at our high school had been the one having affairs with all the senior girls. (It totally was Mr. McKay, the hot shop teacher who drove a Harley—I saw him making out with Kelly Parker with my very own eyes. Violet insists that it was Dr. Vickers, the physics teacher with Clark Kent glasses. She’s totally wrong—like who would have an affair with a physics teacher?)  
 
    We’ve never fought about anything that’s ever upset me this much before. The fact that my best friend thinks so little of me is enough to make me want to jump off the side of the ship. 
 
    Just like that chick in Titanic. Well, she didn’t actually jump. Jack saved her before she could jump. Maybe I’ll get lucky and some cute guy will save me—yikes! Do you hear yourself, Leah? No wonder Vi thinks you’re a slut. Every single, solitary thought you have ends up being about men or sex!  
 
    I realize I have walked straight out to the viewing deck and am standing at the rails at the back of the ship. It is freezing out here (so much for a tropical Caribbean cruise) and I am still wearing my gym clothes, which aren’t exactly December apparel. I rub my arms to warm myself, goosebumps erupting on my exposed skin.  
 
    The ocean is beautiful from where I am standing, despite the fact I’m chilled to the bone. I gaze down at the path the boat is leaving behind—the wake—mesmerized by the rise and fall of the waves. It’s so peaceful. I imagine the world underneath those waves—hundreds of thousands of creatures going about their lives, completely unbothered by the craziness that is existing in the world above the sea. The fish aren’t worried about relationships, the dolphins don’t care what their best friends think of them, the sea turtles don’t give two shits about their biological clocks ticking down like a bomb waiting to be detonated. No, those creatures just go about their lives peacefully, gliding from one end of the sea to the other is blissful harmony. 
 
    “Don’t jump!” a voice suddenly calls out, interrupting my thoughts of peace and tranquility. With my heart hammering from the sudden interruption, I whirl around to face a grinning older man with light blue eyes and white hair.  
 
    “Sorry,” he stammers when he sees I am not grinning in response. “I thought I was making a joke, but I can see you were really deep in thought. My apologies. I’ll leave you be.” He holds his hands up and backs away slowly, sheepish look on his face. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I reply. “I was just leaving.” 
 
    “Not planning on leaving via the back of the boat were you?” He grins again and I shoot him a reproachful look. “Um, never mind.” 
 
    “No. I’m not suicidal if that’s what you mean,” I scoff. Although, I had been lulled by the ocean just moments before, almost hypnotized. I don’t think I would have jumped over the side...would I?  
 
    “That’s good,” he says, “although I did want to cross off Save damsel in distress from my bucket list before I die. And as you can see, I may not have too long before that happens.” He waves his hands over his sides like he’s a magician and wiggles his slightly fuzzy eyebrows at me. 
 
    I can’t help but laugh. “You can’t be that old. I would say you’ve got a least another ten or fifteen good years in you.” 
 
    He stares at his fingers and pretends to count. He looks up at me with a mock expression of horror. “I was hoping to make it to sixty, but—” 
 
    I do the math myself. That would only make this guy forty-five. Oh crap. I have completely insulted him and called him an old man. Yikes, that’s bad. Well, I’m going to turn the tables on him and pretend I was joking as well.  
 
    “I thought you were at least sixty already,” I say with a laugh and a wink. No need to mention that I really did think that.  
 
    “Premature,” he says. 
 
    “I’m sorry?” Is he calling me immature? 
 
    “I’m prematurely gray. Or in my case, prematurely white,” he explains. 
 
    “Oh. I’m sorry,” I stutter, not really knowing what I’m apologizing for.  
 
    “Oh, don’t be,” he says. “It’s really not that bad. Both my brothers are bald. I’d much rather have hair. At least I could dye my hair if I want to. They can only shine the tops of their bald domes.”  
 
    “I heard ladies dig bald guys though,” I reply with a sly grin. 
 
    “Well, hopefully you’re not one of them,” he says, and I find myself blushing.  
 
    We stare at each other for a second or two before he hastily sticks out his hand. “George. George Washington.” My jaw drops open. “Yup...as if the white hair wasn’t bad enough. I’m named after a guy who actually wore powdered wigs.” 
 
    I cringe. “Yikes. That’s got to be rough.” 
 
    He shakes his head. “I’m used to the weird stares I get from telling people my name. And by now, I’m used to the stares from my hair. I’ve been like this since high school.”  
 
    “Wow. That really...stinks.” 
 
    “Eh. I’ve adapted. I did try to dye it one time right after college.” 
 
    “That didn’t work out too well?” 
 
    “Oh, it did. I dyed it black. I looked ridiculous. Like Elvis.” 
 
    I laugh as I picture him with jet black hair. He kind of would look like Elvis. “That doesn’t sound too bad. The ladies love Elvis. Why didn’t you leave it like that?” 
 
    “My wife hated the black hair, so I went back to white. It’s been like that for the past twenty years.” 
 
    Ah, yes...the wife. Or rather, the ex-wife. Of course it was going to eventually get around to her. Because he is on a divorce cruise. Everyone on this cruise is divorced. Except me and Vi, of course. 
 
    I suddenly realize that this guy might ask about my ex and I, like a dummy, have not come up with a backstory yet.  
 
    Okay, I’ve got this. I’m great at lying. Well, according to Vi I am. I’ll pretend I was married to Christian, my most recent ex-boyfriend.  
 
    I begin to put together the story of my life with Christian. And then I change my mind.  
 
    What difference does it make? You don’t need to make up a story at all. You’re not interested in this guy! You’ve got a date with Nick, hot doctor.  
 
    My brain practically turns to mush as I recall Nick at the gym earlier, his biceps nearly busting out of his shirt. Nick, the guy who is totally my type—the kind of guy who can reduce me to a puddle with just a smile.  
 
    This guy in front of me barely looks like he can lift the organic apples he buys at Whole Foods. He’s definitely not my type at all. He probably fertilizes the lawn on weekends and goes on camping trips with his kids. He could have kids! I don’t want to date anyone with kids! What would I do with kids? 
 
    Wait a minute. I’m not dating anyone. No one is asking me to date them. The guy is just talking to me. Probably still thinks I’m suicidal and he’s making sure I don’t jump over the side of the ship the moment he turns his back. He’s just a concerned citizen. He’s not interested in me like that. Yes, that’s it—look, we’re even creeping toward the doors to go inside. Any moment now he’s going to propose we go inside because it’s so cold out here. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “Yes!” I say, a little harsher than necessary. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Oh, okay. Sorry. You look a little shaken up. Maybe you’re just cold. Do you want to go inside?”  
 
    He steps over to the door, which automatically opens. I stare at him and wrap my arms around my body, feeling violated, like he’s stolen my innermost thoughts and feeling...as if he’s reading my mind.  
 
    “No!” I yelp, even more sharply than I intended.  
 
    “Ooookay,” he stammers, taken aback by my defensive attitude. “We can stay out here. Do you want to sit? It looks sunnier over there.” He waves toward deck chairs off toward the side of the boat.  
 
    I shake my head. “No. I mean, I do have to go inside now. I have to get ready for my date. I have a date.”  
 
    Of course I don’t need to get ready for another seven hours, but putting emphasis on the word date will let this guy know I’m not available, or interested in him. Even though he is really nice and was looking to save me from sacrificing myself to the sea. 
 
    “That’s great,” he says, running his fingers through his hair. “I had a date once. I ended up marrying the girl. She was the only date I’ve ever had.” He grins at me.  
 
    I’m not sure if he’s joking or not. He couldn’t possibly be serious.  
 
    A forty-something year old guy that’s only been out with one woman? Didn’t they make a movie about that? But that guy was a forty-year-old virgin. This guy can’t be a virgin. He was married, for God’s sake. But maybe he needs help getting a date. I could introduce him to Kendall. Or Francine! He really seems like Francine’s type. Actually, he’d be perfect for Vi, but she would kill me if I tried to set her up—you know, with that whole being married nonsense.  
 
    “Well, it was nice meeting you,” I say to him. “I hope to run into you again.”  
 
    The words come out before I can think about them and their impact. He grins. Oh great. Now he’s going to think I’m interested. “Um, I have friends I’d like you to meet,” I stammer.  
 
    His face falls slightly, but he recovers quickly. “Sounds great. I can always use more friends! Bye!” He says it with a chipper attitude, as he waves to me as I walk through the doorway, but I hope I haven’t hurt his feelings. He really seems like a very nice guy. I have radar for these things. I can tell the good guys from the bad. I just usually don’t want to have anything to do with the good guys. They’re not nearly as fun as the bad guys.  
 
    That’s your problem, Leah. You never give the good guys a chance. You’re always looking for your next bad boy. The one that’s never going to marry you. Because isn’t that what you want? Isn’t that what’s safe? Finding a guy you don’t really love because you’re afraid of what will happen if you actually find one you love? 
 
    “Argh!” I groan out loud as I enter the main staircase vestibule. It’s like Vi has taken over my brain. That kind of crap is the psychobabble she would come up with. She loves to dissect my psyche and try to poke holes into my dating strategies. 
 
    “Hey!” a voice calls out from above me. 
 
    I swivel my head upward and see Kendall leaning over the railing, waving at me from one of the higher floors. “Hey!” I call back, waving as well. 
 
    “Stay right there!” she tells me. “I’m coming down!” Her head disappears before I can say another word.  
 
    I’m not sure I actually want company right now. I was considering just finding a quiet place to wallow, which is so unlike me. Wallowing is Vi’s thing. I usually seek out human interaction when I am bummed out. This is a really strange feeling for me. For a second, I wonder if this is what depression feels like. 
 
    Don’t be ridiculous. You’re not depressed. Just because Vi basically called you a slut, does not mean you’re going to sink into the depths of despair.  
 
    I shake off the idea and force myself to smile as I see Kendall approaching. 
 
    “How are you?” she asks, while enveloping me in a hug.  
 
    “I’m great,” I lie, perhaps a little too enthusiastically. Kendall gives me a funny look. 
 
    “Are you sure? Your eyes are kind of...puffy,” she says as she backs up and examines me. “Like you’ve been crying,” she quickly adds. 
 
    “I was just outside,” I explain. Not that that makes any sense. “The, uh, wind and salt water irritates my eyes.”  
 
    Kendall nods as I continue, “And I am definitely fine because I’ve got a date tonight. And not with a geriatric old geezer, either.” 
 
    Shock explodes on Kendall’s face. “You’ve already found the one decent guy on this ship? Girl, you are amazing!”  
 
    I obviously don’t know Kendall very well, but I detect a hint of jealousy in her voice. I cringe. With Vi pissed at me, I don’t want to alienate the only other friend I have on this ship...other than Nick, of course. I have to stop myself from giggling out loud. Just the mere thought of him makes me feel giddy. And then, I remember George. 
 
    “Wait, he’s not the only great guy on this ship. I meet another great guy just now—” 
 
    “Taking them all?” Kendall asks, arch in her eyebrows. Now I can definitely hear the animosity in her voice, loud and clear. 
 
    “No, silly,” I reply with a laugh. “I think you two would hit it off great!” 
 
    Kendall’s face relaxes. “Really? You think so?” 
 
    I honestly have no idea, but George seemed lonely, and I don’t want Kendall to think I’m taking the only decent guy on the ship. “Absolutely!” I lie. “Come on, let me introduce you to him.”  
 
    I practically drag her back through the lobby and out the doors to the deck where I ran into George. 
 
    “It’s so cold out here,” Kendall announces, teeth chattering. “Where’s this guy?”  
 
    We turn the corner and I see that George is no longer where I met him. 
 
    “Damn,” I mutter. “I’m sorry. He’s gone.”  
 
    Kendall hides her annoyance well. “That’s okay. Let’s get back inside and get lunch or a drink or something. I can’t wait to hear about this date of yours! And you have to tell me all about it tomorrow!” 
 
    “Of course,” I say as we head inside through the closest door. I wish Vi had been as enthused as Kendall is acting. Which reminds me, I still need to figure out how to patch things up with Vi.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    VIOLET 
 
      
 
    I open my eyes to the beat of drumming in the background. My vision is blurry and my eyelids seem sticky—that’s when I realize that I fell asleep with my contacts in.  
 
    Damn it! I must have been really drunk to fall asleep with my contacts in.  
 
    I pat the nightstand next to the bed and pray I left my drops there, otherwise, I won’t be able to see at all.  
 
    Nope. No drops.  
 
    I blink feverishly, attempting to wet the little plastic lens—they slide around in my eyes, blurring everything even more. The drops are in the bathroom.  
 
    I can’t see much, but I can tell the bathroom door is closed. Leah must be in the shower. She’ll probably be in there for a while, prepping for her day. When she comes out, I can ask her to get the drops out of my travel case.  
 
    I lay my head back on the pillow and close my eyes. That’ll solve my first problem of blurry vision.  
 
    Now what to do about the bagpipes playing in my head? It’s not so bad when my eyes are closed—maybe I can leave my eyes closed for a while. Leah will be in the bathroom for ages anyway.  
 
    Leah! Oh no! My third problem. I recall with dread that Leah and I had a fight yesterday. I called her some not very nice things...like slut. I’m sure she’s still mad at me. 
 
    The bathroom door flies open and so do my eyes. That was quick. I have to apologize immediately. 
 
    I squint to see Leah. She looks...bulky. And hairy. And manly. 
 
    I sit up quickly—so quickly that the room begins to spin. I think I must imagining things. There is a man emerging from the bathroom. In a robe. My robe. 
 
    “Hey!” he says brightly, waving his hand at me. “You’re awake.” He takes a step forward and I grab the sheets and gather them around my body.  
 
    “Stay back!” I warn. I blink feverishly so I can see him better.  
 
    Oh my God! It’s the bartender! Oh my God! What is he doing here? In my room? In my robe?  
 
    Peeking under the sheets, I see that I am not naked, but I’m in my underwear and a T-shirt. My face flames. I never sleep in my underwear and a T-shirt! Not even at home! I gawk at the half-naked bartender in front of me and my heart begins to flip flop in my chest.  
 
    Oh my God! I had sex with the bartender? How did this happen?  
 
    I search the room with panic, waiting for Leah to appear. How could she let this happen? I know she thought it was a joke, me on this cruise, but holy cow, she realized I wasn’t looking to hook up with anyone, right? She knows I’m a married woman, despite what’s going on with me and Richard...right? She would never encourage me to have sex with a guy I barely know, on a boat...right??? 
 
    “Um, I’m just gonna grab my stuff, okay?” he says, timidly taking a step forward and reaching for a pair of shorts folded on the dresser. Underneath the shorts is an equally neatly folded shirt.  
 
    This guy folded his clothes after he had sex with me? Or before? Oh my God I cannot even believe I’m thinking these thoughts!!! Where is Leah?  
 
    “Where is Leah?” I ask him, voice scratchy and garbled.  
 
    “She went to the cafeteria to grab some breakfast,” he says, still standing in front of me with his clothes clutched to his chest.  
 
    “So she was here all night?” 
 
    “Yeah, of course.” 
 
    So if she was in the room when I came back with this guy, why the hell didn’t she stop me from doing something stupid?  
 
    “And she was here when...um…” My face gets even hotter and I stare down at the sheets. I can’t finish this sentence. I’m more mortified than I would be if lost my virginity in the back of a limo that I found out my parents were driving.  
 
    “Oh, yeah. Of course. I couldn’t have handled you all by myself.” 
 
    My head jerks up. He’s giving me an uncomfortable grin.  
 
    Oh dear God! Is he implying what I think he’s implying? 
 
    “I’m going to just go back into the bathroom to change. Um, I’ll knock before I come out...if you want to change your clothes.” He blushes and slips back into the bathroom. This horrifies me for some reason. 
 
    Imagine that...he has sex with me but he still doesn’t want to see me naked. Fabulous.  
 
    Groaning, I haul myself off the bed as quickly as I can manage. My limbs are trembling as I reach for my clothes. They are flung on the floor. I guess Mr. Romantic only cared to fold his clothes...not mine. What a winner.  
 
    I stare at the dress in my hand, not comprehending why I was in a dress. I blink a few times, my vision becoming clearer. 
 
    I went down to the bar in the morning, right? And I had on a sweatshirt and sweatpants, right?  
 
    I spot the sweatshirt on the dresser and grab for it. I pull it over my head, hands shaking uncontrollably. I don’t know if it’s from my nerves being shot or it’s because I’m dehydrated or something. As I’m stepping into my sweatpants, I spot a half empty bottle of water sitting on the floor and reach for it. I briefly wonder if it’s even mine as I twist the cap off. Then I scoff at that thought.  
 
    Who cares whose water it is, Vi? You just had some strange man’s dingle-ling inside you before.  
 
    That thought makes my already queasy stomach lurch and I fall forward, vomiting into the trashcan next to the dresser. The splattering sound of my stomach emptying into the garbage apparently alarms my guest. He comes dashing out of the bathroom—I look up briefly to see he’s in just his boxers. And oh my gosh is he hot. And he’s watching me puke into a teeny tiny garbage can. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    I wave him away without a word, keeping my head as close to the pail as possible. 
 
    “Do you need—” 
 
    “Go away!” I snap, still not lifting my head.  
 
    Doesn’t this guy take a hint?  
 
    “Okay, okay...I’m going.” 
 
    As I hear the bathroom door click shut again, the tears begin to trickle down my face. I can’t believe I’ve screwed up so badly. Shakily, I lumber to my feet, using the dresser for support. I glance around the tiny room, my gaze landing on the bathroom door. I swallow hard, thinking about the man I don’t really know beyond the door. I don’t even know his first name! It’s D for heaven’s sake! 
 
    Suddenly I’m feeling incredibly claustrophobic. I inhale sharply and grab my phone and my room key from the nightstand. I need to get out of here...I need to get away from this guy that I had such incredibly stupid sex with—and away from Leah, who obviously allowed it to happen. There’s no way I can face her now.  
 
    After slipping my feet into a pair of flip-flops, I lunge for the door and throw it open, half expecting to see Leah on the other side. The hallway in front of our room is empty, though, except for the cleaning lady with her cart that’s blocking most of the hallway. My face burns again. The cleaning lady is going to see that guy in my room and know what happened. Everyone is going to know what happened.  
 
    Distressed at how badly my day is going so far (Ha! That’s the understatement of the year!), I pivot on my heel and head down the hallway in the opposite direction...not sure where it’s going to lead me. But heck, can’t be worse than staying in a tiny cabin with a strange guy I just slept with. And ultimately dealing with my best friend who let me do it in the first place.  
 
    Today I know how to find my way out to the boat deck and I do just that. As fast as humanly possible, brushing by tons of other passengers in the hallway, and trying not to cry. 
 
    Still, the tears sting at my face as I step out onto the deck. Instead of the blast of icy air that I am expecting, warm sunlight hits my face. My eyes widen in amazement—the landscape surrounding the ship is stunning—crystal blue waters gently lapping at the side of the boat, palm trees gently swaying on a white sandy beach in the distance.  
 
    I step slowly toward the railing, all signs of my hangover from hell (and nervous breakdown) completely disappearing. This view is the cure for all that ails you apparently.  
 
    I close my eyes and tilt my head back, feeling the glorious sun on my oh-so-pale skin. The sound of the waves soothes me, lulling me into a state of calm and peace I have not experienced in ages—certainly not this morning. All the muscles in my body seem to relax and I find my arms opening to the sky. My facial muscles go slack, my mouth hangs open. I must be quite the spectacle because I suddenly hear a voice behind me say, “Breathtaking, isn’t it?” 
 
    My eyes snap open and I stand up straight, craning my neck to see who is speaking to me. I spin in vain—the sun is so bright out here that everyone on the deck has halos around them. I shield my eyes from the blinding rays and discover a waiter standing in front of me with a pad, ready to take my order. 
 
    “Cocktail?”  
 
    I am about to nod and give him my drink order when I recall the state in which I woke up this morning. I know I’m on vacation, but it appears that alcohol has not been my friend on this particular trip. It’s single handedly been responsible for quite possibly the worst mistake I’ve ever made in my life.  
 
    “No, thank you,” I reply firmly. If I’m going to get through this trip without making any more dumb mistakes, I’m going to have to do it without alcohol. He shrugs and walks away. 
 
    I settle down on the nearest lounge chair and stare off at the approaching land. The once quiet deck is now bustling with activity, everyone emerging from their rooms, blinking at the brilliant sun, like hibernating bears after the winter months. Caribbean music is being piped in through the sound system on the deck, the warm breeze rippling through my tangled rat’s nest of hair.  
 
    The pool is off to my right—a moment ago it was empty—now it’s teeming with dozens of scantily clad women in bikinis. If I’m not mistaken, they’re the same women that were complaining the yesterday about the freezing cold air. I wonder if they’ve been camped out in the lobby for two days, waiting to emerge the second that it was warm enough. 
 
    That thought amuses me, a chuckle escaping from my lips involuntarily. I quickly glance around, hoping nobody heard me laughing to myself, thinking that I’m nuts. I find that no one is paying attention to me, thank goodness. They’re all splashing in the pool and laughing and dancing, too busy slurping their drinks and waving them in the air to notice me.  
 
    The sun is getting warmer, relaxing me completely. Before I know what’s happening, I’m fast asleep on the chair.  
 
    Until I feel a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “Care for a drink, ma’am?”  
 
    I glance to my right, startled. There’s another waiter standing there, ready to take my drink order. “No thank you,” I tell him sweetly. I feel a trickle of drool down my chin.  
 
    Oh no! How long was I asleep? Was I drooling? 
 
    “You sure? You look lonely without a cocktail,” he insists with a wink. 
 
    Geez, can’t a woman stay sober on a cruise? Don’t they lose money the more their passengers drink? Why are they pushing this? They must want to see me get drunk, lose my mind, and act like a fool! 
 
    “I’m fine. Really,” I insist, trying nonchalantly to wipe away the drool.  
 
    The waiter shrugs and turns to the woman sitting on the lounger next to mine. She happily orders not one, but two cocktails. A Pina Colada and a Mojito. Both sound delicious. And definitely appropriate cocktails to enjoy with the beautiful scenery that surrounds us. Within two minutes the waiter has delivered her drinks and she sips away in complete bliss. 
 
    Maybe just a small drink, I think to myself. The next waiter that asks me for a drink order, I’ll tell him that I would like a Pina Colada. Just a tiny one. It’s a crime to be in such a beautiful place without a Pina Colada, right? After all, I’m on vacation. I’m meant to enjoy this...I will just have to limit myself to one drink. That way, I won’t get out of hand, I won’t do anything stupid, I won’t— 
 
    “Excuse me.” I feel a tap on my shoulder. Ah, another waiter already. Excellent. 
 
    “Yes, I’d like—” I halt mid-sentence, in complete disbelief. Standing before me is the bartender from my bedroom.  
 
    “I hate to bother you, but I saw you sitting here and thought you could use a drink.” He holds up a Cosmo with a grin and a twinkle in his eye. “Unless you’re still hungover.” 
 
    “I’m not hungover. I’m fine.” I stare at him, willing him to disappear. I wish I had a magazine or something to turn to, that way he would know to go away. 
 
    “Listen, Violet, about last night—” 
 
    How does he know my name and I don’t know anything about him? 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it,” I say, pulling my hoodie over my face. I don’t have my sunglasses perched on top of my head like I usually do. My sunglasses are somewhere inside the cabin. That horrible cabin where I made the biggest mistake of my entire life.  
 
    “I think you’ve been mistaken,” he tells me. 
 
    Gee, you don’t say? 
 
    “I said it’s fine. I’m going to go inside anyway,” I tell him, leaping to my feet.  
 
    I rush off through the door to the lobby before he can say another word.  
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
      
 
    VIOLET 
 
      
 
    I walk briskly toward the center of the lobby. Before plopping down on the nearest sofa, I glance around to make sure that he hasn’t followed me. D. Romano—the ruiner of my life. 
 
    Well, if I’m going to be honest with myself, I’ve ruined my own life. He’s just an opportunist who saw a hurting woman and decided to take advantage of it.  
 
    “I need to keep myself out of these situations,” I mumble. 
 
    “Excuse me?” A man sitting in the wingback chair across from me lowers his paper. 
 
    “Sorry.” I wave my hand apologetically. “Just talking to myself.”  
 
    “Not a problem,” he says, smiling at me. “Hope you don’t mind my saying so, but you look like you’re very upset. Are you okay?” He removes his reading glasses, folds them, and places them on the table next to him. His expression says, Tell me your troubles child. He tilts his head to the side and strokes his chin, observing me like a concerned father or college professor would (not the kind that Leah would sleep with, though). 
 
    I am suddenly overwhelmed by this stranger’s concern and kindness. Tears burn my eyes and the next thing I know, they’re rolling down my cheeks, rolling down the front of my hoodie, pooling in the cavern between my neck and my chest. Before I know what’s come over me, I’m sobbing and heaving and hiccuping. The man’s bright blue eyes widen, but he doesn’t run off. He reaches toward the end table and retrieves a tissue from the box. He offers it to me and I nod my appreciation as I accept it from his outstretched hand.  
 
    “Thank you,” I manage to say, although I don’t think my jumbled words sound anything like thank you. As I dab at my face, I peek at the man, still sitting, waiting for the crazy lady to explain why she’s on this beautiful vacation with breathtaking scenery, sobbing her heart out like she’s lost her best friend.  
 
    Which, maybe I have. I don’t know what part Leah played in this debacle. According to the bartender, it didn’t sound like she did much to keep me from making a mistake. I know how much she hates Richard and would love to stick it to him for the way he treated me the other day…actually, the way he’s been treating me for years.  
 
    But to join in? I mean, I don’t know that’s what she really did, but the bartender said she “helped out”. What could that possibly mean? I’m so completely disgusted with everything and everyone—my best friend, the bartender, myself. From this point on, I must manage to control myself, no matter what it takes. 
 
    “Do you want to talk about it?” the man asks me. 
 
    I shake my head. This poor guy is on vacation. Why would he want to listen to me babbling, and ruin his vacation? 
 
    Just then, yet another waiter swoops by. “Can I get either of you a drink?”  
 
    The man waves his hand and says, “Nothing for me, thank you. Perhaps the lady would like a drink though.” 
 
    The waiter turns to me and stares expectantly, waiting for me to answer. This is ridiculous! I can’t get away from these drink pushers! 
 
    “No!” I snap, and find myself dissolving once more into a fit of tears—tears so abundant that I can’t even see now.  
 
    “Is she okay?” I hear the waiter ask my companion. 
 
    “Not sure,” the man replies. “I’m trying to get to the bottom of it myself.” 
 
    “I hope it’s nothing I said,” the waiter says. 
 
    “I’m sure it’s not,” the man tells him. “She was upset before you got here. Maybe a cup of tea would help.” 
 
    The waiter sweeps away and next thing I know, the man is offering me more tissues. 
 
    “Thanks,” I say again, taking them from his outstretched hand. I wipe my eyes and blow my nose without any shame. I mean, I’m never going to make a good impression on this guy (not that I want to anyway), so what does it matter at this point? Boogers and tears are all he’s getting.   
 
    “You look like you’re having a rough day,” he observes. 
 
    “Ha,” I scoff. “I think I’m having a rough life.”  
 
    Then I quickly realize, I know nothing about this man—he could have a horrible life, one that I couldn’t even imagine, one that definitely doesn’t compare to the fact I stupidly cheated on my husband because I was too drunk to stop myself.  
 
    I wave my hand in front of my face dismissively. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean I have a terrible life. I’m just going through a difficult patch right now.” I offer him a smile so he can see that I am absolutely fine and I don’t need his pity at all. He can go back to reading his paper, or better yet, go find some single, divorced woman to chat up.  
 
    “I think we all can relate to that on this boat,” he tells me with a charming grin. He drapes his arm over the back of his chair. “Tell me about it.” 
 
    “I would hate to bore you,” I say with an uncomfortable laugh. What kind of sadist wants to hear a stranger’s sob story?  
 
    “I’m a novelist. I’m never bored. Other people’s life stories fascinate me,” the man tells me, as if he can read my thoughts. 
 
    “Well, I’m afraid you won’t find anything that interesting in my life. Dull, dull, dull. Nothing to sell books there.” 
 
    His expression morphs from concern to horror. “Oh no, I’m sorry if you misunderstood! I didn’t mean, I’m a novelist, like I’m going to sneak off and write about you. I just meant it by way of an introduction.” 
 
    I eye him suspiciously. “Usually I introduce myself with my name...not hi, I’m a speech therapist.” 
 
    “You’re a speech therapist? That’s super! I worked with a speech therapist on my last novel. It was about a woman with dementia and the man she loved coming to visit her in a nursing home.” 
 
    Now I’m really suspicious. “Your name wouldn’t happen to be Nicholas Sparks, would it?” 
 
    He laughs, throwing back his head so I can see his gleaming white, perfectly straight teeth. Not a cavity to be seen either—someone had perfect oral hygiene. I bet he even flossed without his dentist reminding him. Or maybe he just has dentures. Actually, that’s probably more likely, given his age. 
 
    “Nicholas Sparks? I wish. Or at least, I wish I had his paycheck. Nope, I’m just an unknown author. I self-publish mostly. I have a boring old day job to pay the bills. I’m a psychologist.” 
 
    I raise my eyebrows. “I honestly think you should have opened with that for an introduction. I’d be much more inclined to spill my guts to a psychologist than a novelist. You must hear the most incredible stories in your job.” Definitely more interesting than my story, that’s for sure.  
 
    He shrugs. “Not really. I usually only hear what people want me to hear. Believe it or not, most people tell me what they think I want to hear. A lot of my patients are pretty miserable people, but they come into my office and try to pretend their lives are perfect for some reason.”  
 
    “Well, that’s stupid.” 
 
    “I agree. It kind of defeats the whole purpose of therapy. And I seem to suck at dragging things out of people—especially the people who pay money to talk to me. Most of my clients only come to therapy a few times before they quit. They just want meds most of the time and I can’t prescribe them. They never tell me much of anything that I can help them with. I’m more likely to hear interesting stories from people who are just chatting with me in the lobby of a beautiful cruise ship, not talking to me like a psychologist.” 
 
    “So it is about interesting stories.” 
 
    He leans back and ponders my accusation. “It’s about whatever you want to tell me. I’m here to listen. That’s all. No strings attached. If you want to talk, I’m happy to listen. Maybe I’ll even have an insightful suggestion for you. I’ve got nothing else going on right now. If you don’t want to share, I’ve always got my good old friend The New York Times to keep me busy.” He taps the newspaper for emphasis.  
 
    “Thanks,” I say, just as the waiter sets a tray with a steaming mug on the side table next to me. 
 
    “What’s this?” I ask while blowing my nose for what feels like the hundredth time in an hour.  
 
    “Tea,” the waiter says, glancing at the pile of tissues on the coffee table. “For your cold.” I have forgotten that the man asked him to bring me tea.  
 
    “I don’t have a cold!” I call out. He scurries away without acknowledging me. “I just have a rotten best friend who lets me make terrible decisions,” I mumble to myself as I reach for the sugar packet on the tea tray. Maybe a cup of tea would do me good.  
 
    With shaking hands, I rip open the sugar packet—white crystals scatter nearly everywhere…except for in my cup. “Dang it.” The coffee table looks clean—it’s probably cleaned fifty times a day. I sweep the stray sugar into my palm and dump it into my cup.  
 
    I stir the tea with the spoon that was left on the tray and timidly lift the mug to my lips. It’s hot, but it feels soothing on my cracked and dry lips.  
 
    Dang it. I drank way too much last night. I’m never drinking again.  
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t have had too much to drink if my stupid best friend hadn’t dragged me on this stupid cruise and then abandoned me to go on a stupid date,” I mutter. 
 
    I look up from my tea and notice the guy is surveying me with amusement. “What?” I snap at him. “You’ve never talked to yourself before?” 
 
    “Oh no, I have,” the man says with a wave. “I think that talking to yourself is essential for survival. In fact, I’m suspicious of people who don’t talk to themselves. Or at least, people who claim not to talk to themselves.” 
 
    “No, I think there are actually people that don’t talk to themselves,” I say and take another sip of the scalding tea. “They don’t have children. Or at least, they don’t have children that live with them and make them crazy.” 
 
    The man laughs nervously. “I don’t have that problem, but I still talk to myself.”  
 
    “Lucky you. No kids? Or kids out of the house already?”  
 
    His face falls and he drops his head. I realize that I must have insulted him, or brought up a sore subject.  
 
    “I’m...I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry.” 
 
    “No, that’s okay,” he says, lifting his head. “The kids are mostly with my ex. I get them for a week in the summer, but that’s it. My ex-wife moved to Colorado with her new husband. And since she has sole custody of the kids, I couldn’t fight it. I’m a once-a-year dad basically.” 
 
    I am horrified. He only gets to see his kids for one week a year? That’s beyond terrible. I couldn’t imagine only getting to see my kids seven measly days out of a three hundred and sixty-five day year.  
 
    “I’m sorry. It must be hard.”  
 
    The man shrugs. “It is. It’s terrible. Not a day goes by that I don’t miss them. Unfortunately, it’s the price we have to pay for divorce.”  
 
    I detect a little bit of bitterness in his voice, but I don’t comment. I just gulp the tea, burning the roof of my mouth while he goes on. “I feel like I’m missing the best parts of their lives, you know?” I nod into my mug of tea. The waiter must have boiled this water on the surface of the sun.  
 
    “How old?” I ask. 
 
    “They’re only five and seven, so they’re going to forget me in no time. Her new husband is going to raise them, and eventually they’ll start calling him Dad, and I’ll just be like some cool uncle they visit once a year and go fishing with.”  
 
    Something about that statement hits me in the solar plexus. I suddenly can imagine being ripped out of my kids’ lives, and being replaced by some bimbo from Richard’s gym. Before I know what’s happening, I burst out into tears. Again. 
 
    The man’s eyebrows jerk up as his eyes widen. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.” He offers me more tissues, appearing so distressed that I cry harder. Great—now he’s trying to comfort me as I sit here crying about the depressing aspects of his life. The depressing aspects of his life that could potentially be the depressing aspects of my own life in the future. 
 
    “You didn’t upset me,” I lie. “I just feel bad. That’s terrible that you don’t get to see your kids. And um, I cry a lot.” This is definitely the truth.  
 
    I try to change the subject as I dab at my eyes. “How did your ex-wife end up with sole custody?” As soon as I ask the question, I realize that it’s completely inappropriate. What is wrong with you? He probably doesn’t want to talk about that! 
 
    But instead of being insulted, he says, “I wasn’t really in a good position to argue when my wife and I got divorced. I’ve done some things that I’m not proud of.” 
 
    “Oh,” I reply, envisioning him sleeping with his secretary or something cliché like that.  
 
    “I punched her boyfriend in the face when I caught him sneaking out of our house one night when I was supposed to be away on a business trip, a psych convention.” 
 
    Oh boy. 
 
    “I hate to admit it, but I had lied to my wife. About the convention, that is. I figured it was a tiny white lie compared to the lying she was doing to me. I had suspected her of having an affair for a few months, but I was too chicken to confront her directly with it. So instead I came up with this brilliant plan to catch her in the act. And boy did I.” 
 
    I must look horror-stricken because he quickly corrects himself, “Not the actual act...just very soon afterward. I shouldn’t have done it, though, because I lost my temper and punched him. I was the one who ended up getting in trouble, even though they were the ones destroying our family.” His voice catches at the end and he stares off, looking so lost and vulnerable. I find myself captivated by his grief.  
 
    Do something, Vi! I lean forward and awkwardly pat him on the knee to offer him some comfort. 
 
    This must shake him out of his storytelling trance because he stares at my hand for a second before speaking.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I’ve completely monopolized this conversation with my own sob story. No wonder I’m such a terrible therapist. I will constantly go off on tangents when I’m trying to help other people. I tell them stories that I think will help them and then...oh geez...there I go, doing it again.” He shrugs his shoulders and raises his hands in defeat. “I cannot be trusted to stay on topic.”  
 
    “It’s okay. I don’t mind,” I reassure him. I don’t want to talk about my problem anyway. And besides, his is much more interesting. I’m sitting here, literally on the edge of my seat, wondering what happened when he punched the guy out.  
 
    Did his nose bleed? Did he break his nose? Maybe he broke his jaw, or gave him a black eye, or a concussion. Or maybe he didn’t punch his face at all. Did he have to go to jail?  
 
    A million questions are tumbling around in my brain, and for the first time today, I’m not obsessing about me and the bartender and what happened between us. 
 
    “That night was basically the end of our marriage. Thank goodness the kids were asleep and didn’t have to watch me get hauled off to jail. Or watch their mother push and shove at me for punching her boyfriend. Or watch their mother wrap her arms around this guy like he was her husband instead of me. But now, he is her husband and they see him every day.  
 
    “I try to call and Skype, but they’re hardly ever available—my ex makes it really hard for me to keep in touch with them and be involved in their lives. And like I said, one day they’re going to forget I ever lived with them, and my title of Dad is going to fade off into oblivion.” 
 
    “I’m sure that’s not—” I start to say, but I realize it’s futile. I remember when my kids were that age. They forgot about the dog whenever I took him to get groomed. A five-year-old wouldn’t have much memory of the man who once lived in his or her house—especially with limited access to him.  
 
    “Sorry,” I mumble. “If it makes you feel any better, my kids live with me and I’m pretty sure they’d forget me in a heartbeat. Unless they needed something.” 
 
    He nods. “Kids are selfish like that.” 
 
    “I always thought I’d do a better job, though. You know, raise totally empathetic kids and whatnot. But I realize my mom skills are lacking.” 
 
    “I doubt that,” he says. “I bet that you’re a great mom.” 
 
    I shrug. How would he know? I mean, I know I’m not the World’s Worst Mom, but I’m not in running for Mom of the Year either. “I’m sure my husband wouldn’t agree—especially with me abandoning them to go on this cruise. He’s none too pleased that he has to actually take care of his children for a change.” 
 
    “Your ex?”  
 
    I blush. I had momentarily forgotten the whole divorce cruise scenario. 
 
    “Um, yeah. Of course.”  
 
    We sit there, awkward silence suddenly descending upon us. 
 
    “I’m George,” he says suddenly, extending his hand out toward me. I stare at it for a second. His introduction seems weirdly out of place, but then again, pretty much everything about this conversation is weird. 
 
    “Violet,” I reply, taking his hand and pumping it semi-enthusiastically.  
 
    “Violet. That’s a beautiful name.” 
 
    I wrinkle up my nose. “Ugh.” 
 
    “You don’t like it I take it?” 
 
    “I’ve never been a fan. It makes me sound like I’m either named after a flower or a hundred-year-old great aunt.”  
 
    “So which was it?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Were you named after a flower or a hundred-year-old great aunt?”  
 
    I grimace. “Both, actually.” 
 
    George laughs and I catch another glimpse of his of perfect teeth. I am a little obsessed with teeth. Not only did I spent four years with a hunk of metal taking up residence in most of my mouth, all of my children have needed braces as well—it’s very expensive. I envy anyone who doesn’t need them. And Matthew has so many cavities that I think we’ve single-handedly put the dentist’s kids through college with our dental bills. 
 
    “More tea, miss?” The waiter has returned with the teapot in his hand. 
 
    “Um, sure,” I reply, wanting George to keep talking. I think this is the first time on the cruise that I’ve been enjoying the company of someone other than Leah...Oh my God! Leah! 
 
    I realize with a sinking feeling that I’ve completely forgotten about her. I still haven’t gotten to the bottom of what happened last night. And as much as I really don’t want to, I need to know why she let me sleep with that bartender. Despite my desire to sit here and just listen to George’s life story, I can’t avoid her any longer.  
 
    “Never mind!” I tell the waiter as he starts to pour. “I’m sorry.” I apologize to George, leaping to my feet. “I’ve got to go. I just remembered something I need to do.”  
 
    It doesn’t sound very convincing, I’m sure, but after being mad at Leah yesterday, and now again today, I know I have to talk her...before the situation gets worse. Like I sleep with a fleet of bartenders. 
 
    “Okay,” George says mournfully. “Well, it was very nice meeting you, Violet.” 
 
    “Vi,” I tell him. “My friends call me Vi.” I smile at him. “I’m really sorry for rushing off like this.” 
 
    “No problem. Well, I hope to see you soon.” 
 
    I nod and I’m pretty sure he thinks I’m crazier than his patients as I dash away from the atrium, with no idea of what I’m going to say to Leah. 
 
    


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
      
 
    LEAH 
 
      
 
    I push open cabin door with my foot, simultaneously balancing the overflowing tray with both hands. Talent abound, I tell you. 
 
    “Rise and shine! I’ve got eggs and waffles and toast. And cereal—Captain Crunchies and Crunchie O’s and everything crunchie! Did I mention eggs? I got the drippy kind! The kind you like—super, sloppy runny eggies!”  
 
    I’m being sarcastic. Vi hates drippy eggs.  
 
    Instead of being greeted by a nauseated Violet, I’m met with stony silence. “Hello?” I step into the room and set the tray down on the dresser, looking around with trepidation, as if Vi will pounce out from beneath the comforter. “Hello?” I call again, poking my head into the bathroom. There’s no one there, but it’s steamy and smells like body wash. Someone has recently showered. 
 
    I drop to my knees next to the bed and lift the dust ruffle, ridiculously thinking that she might be hiding underneath the bed. Even as I look I know she won’t be there. The beds in hotels and on cruises don’t even have space underneath them anymore—I think it’s because someone must have hid a body under a bed at some point in time. 
 
    For a second, my heart nervously bounces around in my chest as I wonder if maybe all of Vi’s “suicide” letters weren’t just her blowing off steam—what if they had been something more, and she jumped? What if she went to the back of the ship, like I did yesterday, became completely mesmerized, and jumped off?  
 
    Panicking, I glance around the room, searching—my heart completely stops, coming to a screeching halt when I spy a letter sitting on top of the bed. Nearly hyperventilating, I reach for it. 
 
    “Please don’t be a suicide note, please don’t be a suicide note…” I pray. I sigh with relief as I open the note—it isn’t even in Vi’s handwriting. “Thank God.”  
 
    I quickly read the note and deduce that right after I left to get breakfast, Vi woke up, saw him coming out of the bathroom after a shower, freaked out and took off. I could hardly blame her. When she saw him, she probably remembered everything that had happened last night and got embarrassed.  
 
    “Arghhhh!” I crumble up the note and fling it across the room. I knew I should have stayed in the room until she woke up, but I didn’t know how long she was going to sleep for. It was almost time for them to shut down breakfast, so I figured I would dash to the cafeteria and grab something for when she woke up. Leaving her with him might have not been the best choice, but I didn’t want to leave her alone—I didn’t know if she would end up puking and choking on her own vomit. I mean, I had turned her over several times in the night, but damn it, Vi was stubborn and she kept flipping over onto her back. It was an exhausting night...and not in a good way at all.  
 
    My date last night was the reason Vi and I got into an argument yesterday. So after she left the cabin yesterday morning, I figured I would just give her some space. After all, we didn’t have to spend every waking minute together on this vacation, although for some reason Vi was under the impression that we did—that is, until she took off on me in a huff.  
 
    But anyway, the later it got, the more nervous I got. I didn’t want to just go on the date and leave without talking to her at all. I had tried to text her a few times, until I realized the chirping noise I heard after each text was coming from our room. Vi had left her phone in the room.  
 
    Around six o’clock, my concern for my best friend turned to panic, especially after I had wandered up and down most of the boat deck in search of her. I hit the pool and every one of the restaurants looking for her, to no avail. I checked the nightclub (even though it didn’t open till nine and I really, really doubted she would go there voluntarily), the art gallery, the clothing boutique, and the jewelry store. I check the duty free liquor store. I checked the sauna and the library, her two favorite places. I even swung by the arcade and the gym, even though I didn’t expect to find her there.  
 
    No Violet anywhere. I figured that I might have missed her, and I looped back around three times. At seven o’clock I was sitting in the room, finishing getting ready and waiting for her to reappear when I realized the only place I didn’t look for her was in the main lobby. 
 
    I quickly checked my makeup and fluffed my hair in the mirror. I grabbed my purse, not sure how long I would be out of the room. I didn’t want to miss my date at eight o’clock. It was kind of difficult to go down the stairs in my heels, but the line for the elevator was too long. I hit the bottom of the staircase and there she was—leaning back on the barstool, swinging her martini glass in the air. 
 
    “Oh, sweet baby Jesus,” I thought to myself as I dashed across the parquet floor, my heels clicking rapidly. If she was waving her glass around, Vi was much drunker than she should be. Which totally made sense because she had probably been sitting there since eleven o’clock in the morning. And probably hadn’t moved to eat anything. Oh no, wait...I was wrong. She had a plate of nachos in front of her. As I ran, I watched in horror while she grabbed a shot glass the bartender gave her and tossed it back.  
 
    I remember thinking, Damn it! What kind of bartender lets a woman that drunk have a shot? Obviously a bartender who doesn’t care about anyone. I had looked up at that very moment and locked eyes with said bartender. And momentarily stopped breathing. 
 
    It was him—Nick from the gym. The guy I had a date with in less than an hour. I don’t know why that I thought he was the ship doctor when he told me he worked on the ship. In retrospect, that sounded completely ridiculous—a waiter or bartender or chef seemed so much more likely, but that idea never crossed my mind. As I watched him pour a drink for the woman sitting next to Vi, I suddenly felt deflated.  
 
    I was going to go on a date with a guy who tended a bar on a cruise ship? Had I sunk to a new low? I stared at Nick’s rippling biceps as he shook the martini shaker. But he’s so hot...doesn’t that count for something?  
 
    I saw that Nick was about to pour another martini—and Vi was waving her glass in front of him like she wanted some more. 
 
    “Oh, hell no,” I muttered and stormed over to the bar, snatching Vi’s glass away without as much as a hello.  
 
    “Hey! I wasn’t done with that!” she had yelled at me, trying to take the glass back. But her reflexes were already shot to hell, so she just ended up grabbing at the air. It would have been comical if it wasn’t so damn annoying. She pouted…and then slumped forward onto the bar. I could have sworn I heard little snores coming from her.  
 
    “You are definitely done with that,” I told her. I leaned over the bar as I pushed the glass toward Nick.  
 
    “I can’t believe you would give her another drink. Can’t you see how wasted she is?”  
 
    He scowled at me before pouring the concoction into another glass and shoving it toward the woman on the other side of Vi. “I’m not giving her anything. She hasn’t had anything to drink in over three hours,” he told me between clenched teeth.  
 
    “That’s not true. I just saw her take a shot.” I pointed to the empty shot glass sitting next to Vi’s arm. 
 
    Nick leans closer. “Not anything alcoholic. I’ve been filling that with water. She hasn’t even noticed.”  
 
    “Oh,” I said, shocked by his cleverness. “She must have had a lot to drink before that to not notice she was downing water.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Not really. She’s been sitting here for my entire shift and I think she’s only had four glasses containing actual alcohol.” 
 
    “Someone else could have served her,” I told him. “You don’t know that that chick over there,” I waved my hand at the bartender on the other end of the bar, “didn’t serve her.” 
 
    “I do,” he told me. “The front of the bar is hers and this my end is the rear.” 
 
    I ignored the obvious joke that I could make and replied, “She might have poured her a drink when you took your lunch.”  
 
    “Didn’t take a lunch.” 
 
    “Your break then.” 
 
    “Didn’t take a break.” 
 
    I eyed him suspiciously. “You didn’t pee at all today?” 
 
    “I’m like a camel.” 
 
    “What about before you came on to the shift? She could have sat there from the time she left the room to the time you got there and drank.”  
 
    He shook his head. “Impossible. I was the first one here.” Then a funny look crossed his face. “She was trying to get Luisa the cleaning lady to pour her a drink when I got here, though.” 
 
    “See?” I yelled, slamming my hand down on the bar. That caused Violet to jump, lift her head, and stare at me.  
 
    “Hi, Leah,” she said. “When did you get here?” 
 
    “She really doesn’t hold her liquor well, does she?” Nick had observed at that point. 
 
    “No shit,” I muttered between clenched teeth.  
 
    “We’re supposed to have a date in less than an hour.” Nick told me. He looked at the imaginary watch on his left wrist as if to illustrate the point.  
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “What do you want to do with her?” Nick asked.  
 
    “I can’t go on a date with my best friend in this condition! I can’t leave her like this!”  
 
    “I wasn’t suggesting that,” he said, screwing up his face in a scowl. He almost appeared...offended. “What I meant was how were we going to get her back to the room? Maybe it’s best that we forget about the date.” He almost looked disgusted when he said that, as if he was sorry he had decided to make a date with me to begin with. 
 
    “Um, okay,” I had said. “That’s fine.” My face was burning with embarrassment. This was a bit unusual for me.  
 
    “No!” Vi lifted her head again, this time slamming her own fist down on the bar, causing the rest of the patrons to turn and stare at her. “Don’t cancel the date!” 
 
    I glowered at her for a second. This was the woman who was so pissed off by the fact that I had a date, she stormed off and spent eight hours sitting at the bar on a cruise ship. Why wouldn’t she want me to cancel the date? She’d be getting her way.  
 
    “Um, thanks to you, we have to cancel the date.” I know I was nasty, but I couldn’t help feeling irritated by her. “I have to take care of you.” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” she said with a smile, swaying on the seat a little bit. “You don’t have to stay in the room to take care of me. I’m going to come with you.” A band had been setting up in the middle of the lobby, and they chose that moment to start playing.  
 
    “Um, what?” I cocked my ear toward her because I was certain that I had misheard her. 
 
    “I love this song!” Vi announced as she jumped down from the bar stool and dashed into the middle of the lobby, waving her arms in the air and practically whacking the lead vocalist in the head.  
 
    I glanced at Nick, checking to see if he had heard what Vi had said. By the shell-shocked expression he wore on his face, I could tell that he did indeed hear what Vi had said.  
 
    “Um, I...she doesn’t really want to come on the date,” I assured him. “She doesn’t even like to be out of her house past eight. There’s no way she’d want to go out now. She’s probably exhausted. Especially after drinking all day. She’s definitely not used to that.” 
 
    Both of us turned and stared at Vi who was propelling her arms in a circle above her head and making noises akin to her being strangled.  
 
    “She doesn’t look exhausted,” he said to me.  
 
    “Well, you just saw her, passed out here on the bar. Trust me, there’s more of that to come.” 
 
    Nick continued to stare. “I’m not sure about that. Looks like she got a second wind.”  
 
    “Let’s go dancing!” she called out to me…while throwing her head back and laughing wildly. 
 
    “Maybe you should go to bed!” I called back. 
 
    “No way! The night is still young! I’m hanging out with you all night!” she yelled, still waving her arms around wildly. I apologized profusely to Nick. “I’m sorry. I guess we’ll have to cancel. I can’t expect you to—” 
 
    He shook his head. “Honestly, it’s fine. She’s welcome to come along. I got reservations to the Bowmore Restaurant that overlooks the front of the ship.” 
 
    “Oh wow, that place looked gorgeous in the brochure.” 
 
    He nodded. “It is. And I only get one pass to eat in a guest restaurant per cruise. I have to eat all my other meals in the crew cafeteria with the rest of the peons—and it’s not nearly as good as the Bowmore.” 
 
    I felt terrible. I didn’t want to be responsible for Nick wasting his “dining with the regular people” pass because Violet was drunk. Although, he sort of was responsible for her current state. 
 
    “She can eat with us, Leah. It’s no big deal. It’s probably better that way.” 
 
    I didn’t ask why it would be better, but that’s how Vi ended up coming on a date with us last night. And no, she didn’t pass out. Not soon enough, anyway. She didn’t pass out until after she puked her guts up back in the room. And that was after she nearly did a strip tease in the restaurant for some very appreciative patrons. Male, of course. 
 
    I sigh as I gaze around the cabin. The light is brightening in the room—I know we’re approaching land. The ship is supposed to be docking in the Caribbean today. I have us booked for an excursion to the waterfall. I told Vi all about it the other day. She should be making her way back to the cabin to get ready.  
 
    “I’m just going to get dressed and leave her alone. She’s a big girl. She can figure out how to take care of herself,” I mumble as I reach for a piece of bacon on the breakfast tray. It’s cold and tasteless. 
 
    
  
 
    


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
      
 
    VIOLET 
 
      
 
    I almost feel like a human again by the time I get back to the room. I hesitate outside the door, one hand on the knob. What if Leah is in the room? What the heck am I going to say to her? I don’t know what to say. Maybe I should give this a few more minutes—or maybe even hours to marinate—before going back to the room. 
 
    I spin on my heel and catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror on the opposite wall. I am a wreck—I look like a homeless person with the flu. No wonder the waiter thought I was sick. I can’t believe George even talked to me. 
 
    Well, to be honest, he was only trying to make me feel better because he’s a nice guy...not because he wants anything more from me. He certainly doesn’t want me in that way. And I really couldn’t blame him either. I have way too much baggage— 
 
    Wait! Where are my morals? Why am I sad that some stranger doesn’t want me? I’m a married woman! Yeah...a married woman who slept with a total stranger last night. I have no room to even talk about morals.  
 
    I finish chastising myself internally and then march back to the door, shoving my keycard in the slot. Even if Leah is in there, I’m going to have to face her at some point in time. It will be hard to get through the next few days without talking to her, considering we are sharing a room.  
 
    I push the door open and step into the empty room, relief spreading through my body.  
 
    She isn’t here. Good. I can take a shower and rinse the remains of the strange bartender off of my body and— 
 
    “Vi!” Leah pops out of the bathroom, scaring the ever-living daylights out of me. I clutch my chest, panting heavily. 
 
    “Oh my goodness! You scared me! What the heck, Leah?” 
 
    “Sorry,” she says sheepishly, stepping out of the bathroom, a white fluffy towel wrapped around her body. “I was looking for you!” 
 
    “Yeah, it looks that way,” I reply, poking my head into the steamy bathroom. “Did you expect to find me hidden in the toilet?” 
 
    “Why not?” Leah says with a smirk. “That’s pretty much where I found you all night last night.” 
 
    I cringe at the mention of last night and sink down onto the bed.  
 
    “How do you feel?” Leah asks, tucking her towel underneath her body and joining me on the edge of the bed.  
 
    How do I feel? Like absolute dog poop! Sleeping with a married man might not be a big deal to Leah, but as a married woman, I take my vows seriously. Impending divorce or not. How does she think I feel?  
 
    “I feel horrible, Leah. How can you even ask me how I feel?” 
 
    “Excuse me,” Leah mutters, holding her hands up in mock surrender. “Pardon me for being concerned about your well-being.” 
 
    “Oh, like you were concerned with my well-being last night?” 
 
    Leah shoots me an icy glare. “I was concerned with your well-being last night. I made sure you were okay and stayed with you the whole time. And this is the thanks I get.” She stands and pulls her bikini bottom on. Dropping her towel, she reaches for her top.  
 
    “You stayed with me?” I am incredulous and trying to ignore her as she struggles with her bathing suit top. “Do you realize how twisted that sounds?” 
 
    “Well, what did you want me to do? Leave you alone?” 
 
    “Why did you let me do it to begin with?” My blood is boiling. How can she not see how screwed up last night was?  
 
    “I had no choice, really, I tried to keep it away from you, but you were just grabbing everything that wasn’t yours. I literally slapped your hand away at one point in time, but you just took it and went to town.” 
 
    My face flames. I am mortified. Could I really have been that crass? 
 
    “And shouting. Geez, you wouldn’t stop yelling. Everyone in the restaurant was staring. It was really embarrassing. I tried to get you to stop, but you were just grabbing one after another. Even from the guy at the next table. That is, after you tried to take off his toupee. And did that strip tease.” 
 
    “Oh. My. God,” I moan, flopping back on the bed. “It wasn’t just the bartender?” 
 
    “What? No, it was everyone around us, Vi. They asked us to leave at the restaurant. Nick was so embarrassed.”  
 
    “Nick? The guy you had a date with last night?” 
 
    “Well, if you call babysitting your drunk ass a date,” Leah says. “I’m surprised he wants to see me again after the way you carried on last night. “ 
 
    “What are you talking about? I didn’t even meet the guy.” 
 
    Leah cocks her eyebrow at me. “You most certainly did. And I know you met him because you sat at his bar for hours yesterday.” 
 
    I feel exactly like I did that time I got hit in the stomach with a soccer ball. All the air rushes from my lungs. “What?” I manage to squeak out with the little air that I have left. “What did you say?” I stand up and try to step over to Leah but I am too weak to walk. 
 
    “Which part?” Leah asks.  
 
    “The part about….the bar…and the guy…” 
 
    “I said I’m surprised he still wants to see me ever again after last night.” She turns around and hands me the tube of sunblock. “I’m gonna need you to put sunblock on my back.” 
 
    “Why?” I squawk, dropping onto the bed. My legs are Jello; I don’t trust them to hold me up right now. 
 
    “Because I don’t want my back burnt?”  
 
    “Not the sunblock!” I croak, willing myself to breathe correctly. In through the nose, out through the mouth. Breathe, Vi, breathe!  
 
    Leah scrunches up her mouth—she always does this when she’s confused and wants to make it look like she’s thinking really hard. She looks like she’s trying to solve a challenging Wheel of Fortune puzzle. I have to buy her a vowel. 
 
    “That was Nick? Nick’s the bartender? I thought his name started with D?” 
 
    “What? Why would you think his name started with D?” 
 
    “It said so on his name tag! At the bar! I thought his name started with D! I didn’t know he was the Nick you were talking about!” 
 
    “Ooookay, well I think his real name is Dominick, so he goes by Nick—” 
 
    Oh. My. God. I cannot believe the bartender I spilled my guts out to, and the guy Leah had a date with, are one and the same! Oh my God! I slept with Leah’s date? What is wrong with me? What’s wrong with him? And she wants to see him again? What is wrong with her? 
 
    “How could you even want to talk to him? After last night? After what he did to me?” 
 
    “What?” Leah’s eyebrows arch up toward her hairline. “What did he do to you?” 
 
    “Don’t act like you don’t know! How could you let him...take advantage of me when I was drunk? I thought I knew you, Leah. I really did.” Tears trickle down my face and I attempt to brush them off, but then I realize I don’t care if Leah sees me crying. I start to sob, almost gasping for breath. Leah’s eyes widen—she looks appalled.  
 
    Good. I hope she sees how upset I am. Maybe sleeping with random guys isn’t a big deal to her, but it’s huge for me. It’s something that I never in a million years would have done sober, and it’s all her fault.  
 
    “Vi, he didn’t take advantage of you.” 
 
    I scowl. “Oh, so you’re saying that I threw myself at him?” Then I recall Leah saying I was grabbing things that didn’t belong to me. “Oh my God, did I grab his you know what?” 
 
    “Oh my God, no!” Leah shouts at me, horror-stricken. “Why would you even think that?” 
 
    “You said I grabbed things that didn’t belong to me so I figured…” 
 
    “You figured grabbing my date’s package made sense?” Leah shook her head. “Do you have a fever? Did you hit your head? You were grabbing his drink. And my drink. And the drinks of everyone around us.” 
 
    “What?” Now I am truly horrified. “Why would I do that?” 
 
    “Because I wouldn’t let you drink anymore after I found you at the bar. Don’t you remember anything from yesterday?” 
 
    Snippets of the evening are coming back to me—I recall bits and pieces of the scene in the restaurant, but it’s like a film all cut up and pieced back in the wrong order. Me drinking and dancing and...oh my Lord, I did try to remove that guy’s toupee. But other than...it’s not making any sense. 
 
    “Not really,” I moan. “I just remember waking up and finding that guy—Nick—coming out of the bathroom...oh Leah, how could you let me sleep with him?” I am so utterly mortified that I cover my face with my hands as I speak. I can’t even look at Leah right now. 
 
    That is, until I hear her laughing hysterically. My hands drop in my lap. How could she possibly think this is funny? 
 
    “How can you laugh at me?” I ask, voice cracking. Great, now I’m going to start crying again. 
 
    “You didn’t sleep with him, Vi.” 
 
    “There’s no way that anything you say is going to make this…wait, what?” 
 
    Did she just say what I think she said?  
 
    Leah shakes her head. “You didn’t sleep with him. I don’t know where you got the idea that you did.” 
 
    “But...he was in our room this morning. When I woke up. And he was in the shower. And I was only in a T-shirt. And...and…” I stammer. 
 
    She continues to shake her head at me. “He was helping me take care of you last night. You were seriously drunk and out of it. And you threw up on him. In his hair somehow. That’s why he was taking a shower this morning. I’ve never seen you that bad—ever. I doubt either of us slept at all. I was so worried you’d choke to death on your own vomit.” 
 
    Oh. Relief floods my body, releasing those backed up tears. But this time, they’re tears of joy. As embarrassing as the night sounded, I’m so glad...no, beyond relieved, that I didn’t make some huge, irreversible mistake.  
 
    “I can’t believe that you would think that I would let your drunk ass sleep with some guy when I know that’s not something that you would ever do. Let alone, let you sleep with my date!” Leah’s lip quivers, sending a dagger through my heart.  
 
    I can’t believe I would think such a thing either! I’m a horrible friend! Leah’s never done anything horrible to me before! Why would I think she would start doing horrible things to me now? Well, she did lie about this cruise— 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Leah,” I say, trying to sound as contrite as possible. What a terrible friend I am—my best friend takes me on a cruise, and I’ve been nothing but ungrateful and vicious toward her the whole time. I’m not only the worst mother and the worst wife, I’m the worst friend imaginable. 
 
    I burst out in tears (for the second time during this very brief conversation) causing Leah to lean over and rub my back. She’s rubbing in circles, and it’s reminding me of the way I rub the kids’ backs when they’re sick and puking all over the place, not getting any of their vomit in the toilet. For some reason, thinking of the kids makes me cry harder and subsequently cause Leah to rub my back harder.  
 
    “I’m so, so sorry,” I tell her again. 
 
    “It’s okay. You’ve had your fair share of holding my hair back over the years.” 
 
    “No! Not about that! I’m sorry I accused you of letting me…” I can’t even finish the sentence. I suddenly realize how ridiculous the whole idea was.  
 
    What a moron I am.  
 
    “Shhh, it’s fine,” she reassures me, still rubbing tiny circles on my back. 
 
    “Thanks,” I reply, tears seeping into my mouth from the sides of my lips. I taste the salty tears as I open my mouth. “I know you wouldn’t let me do something that stupid. I don’t know what I was thinking.” 
 
    “Well, you were thinking you woke up with a hot guy in your room,” Leah replies with a laugh. “I don’t think that happens to you very often.” 
 
    “That’s mean.” I wipe the tears with the sleeve of my hoodie. 
 
    “Besides, did you really think he’d want to sleep with drunk old, puking you when he could have all this?” Leah gestures to her bikini clad body with a raise of her eyebrows, causing me to laugh even harder. 
 
    “No, Leah, never.”  
 
    “Exactly. Now stop moping and take off that hideous getup. Put your bathing suit on. We’re going to the waterfall when the boat docks this afternoon.” 
 
    “Oh geez, Leah. I don’t think I can handle leaving the ship today. I think I should just stay here. Or maybe go to the pool. I don’t want—” 
 
    “Violet Anderson,” Leah interrupts. “We are docking in the Caribbean. We are going to get off this boat and go exploring waterfalls and caves and beaches and stuff.” 
 
    “I don’t really want to—” 
 
    She shoves my bathing suit at me. “Put this on and then you need to put sunblock on my back.” 
 
    I sigh and run my fingers through my hair. 
 
    “I need to shower.” 
 
    “Make in snappy,” Leah says, glancing at the clock. “We’re docking in an hour.” 
 
    “I’ll need some—” 
 
    “Ibuprofen?” she says, holding out the bottle. 
 
    “How did you know?” I ask, twisting the top off the bottle. 
 
    She laughs. “Let’s just say I had a hunch. Your head can’t be feeling so great after the night you had.”  
 
    “Ugh, don’t remind me,” I groan after swallowing the pills dry. “I’m never drinking again.” 
 
    For some reason, this sends Leah into a fit of giggles. “Oh boy, Vi. If I had a dollar for every time you said that—” 
 
    “I’m serious this time!” I insist, stepping into the bathroom. “I thought I made a huge mistake last night! I can’t let anything like that ever happen!” 
 
    “Vi.” Leah plants her hands on her hips. “I would never let you make a mistake like that.” 
 
    “Well,” I reply with a shrug. “You did let me marry Richard.” I laugh and dart into the bathroom before she can throw a flip-flop at my head. 
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    The brilliant sun assaults our eyes as we step off the boat, causing us to squint like mole people. Violet shields her face with her left arm, the right arm weighed down with her tote of beach necessities.  
 
    “Holy cow, it’s hot,” Vi mumbles as we blindly follow the people in front of us toward the passport queue. We enter a small shack-like building that is sweltering, despite the portable fans blowing in every corner. There is an agent inspecting passports and stamping them. I’m very excited to get my passport stamped. It’s empty so far, and I’ve had it for five years already. 
 
    “We’re in the Caribbean. What did you expect?” I ask, pulling Vi’s passport out of her bag. 
 
    “I don’t think I can take this heat today,” she complains, stopping and turning back toward the plank extended from the ship. “I think I should go back to the room and lie down for a bit.” 
 
    “No way.” I grab the arm that’s shielding her face and drag her along. 
 
    “What if I get sick?” she wails. 
 
    “Throw up in the water.” 
 
    “Ewww, Leah, that’s disgusting.” Vi makes a retching face to demonstrate her displeasure in my choice of words. I hand over our passports to the agent and she barely looks at them as she stamps. I thank her when she returns them, and we step outside the building, once again, into the blinding sunlight.  
 
    “Oh my god,” Vi gasps, clutching her sarong. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” I ask, concerned that she is going to make good on her promise to throw up. 
 
    “It’s so beautiful, Leah!” She points to the ocean shimmering in front of us. The dock we are on opens up to a larger dock—to the left is the beach. To the right, the dock leads to a small town; ramshackle huts interspersed with shops and vendors set up on the sidewalk. It’s a strange and breathtaking scene all at once. “Wow.” 
 
    “Wow is right,” I say, taking in the amazing landscape. The incredible juxtaposition between the view to the right and the view to the left leaves me breathless. 
 
    “Come on!” Vi calls out to me. I blink to reorient myself and discover she has run off toward the beach, holding her oversized floppy sun hat on her head, completely cured of the potential illness that was plaguing her not five seconds earlier.  
 
    “I’m coming!” I smile to myself as I speed walk to catch up with her. Painfully. My body is a little sore from the incident on the treadmill. And the stairs. And sleeping on the floor so that Vi could have the bed to herself the other night.  
 
    Vi reaches the sand and kicks off her flip-flops. A few feet later, she completely drops her beach bag, allowing it to land in the sand with a hefty thud. She runs to the edge of the ocean and keeps running until she is ankle deep in water. She throws her head back, that ridiculous hat flying off and rolling away in the sand. Vi’s hair whips gently across her face in the breeze and I hear her laugh. 
 
    I get a fluttery sensation in my chest—my heart is bubbling. I love to see her happy. This must be what it feels like to be a mother on Christmas when your child unwraps the gift that he’s been wanting for weeks.  
 
    “Leah!” she calls, extending her arms out toward me. “Come here, Leah! This is incredible!” 
 
    I drop my own bags on the sand and slip out of my flip-flops to join her at the edge of sea. There I remain. 
 
    “Come in!” Vi waves to me.  
 
    “I’m good right here,” I tell her as I wrap my arms around my body, the tropical breeze somehow chilling me.  
 
    “Don’t be a baby!” Vi calls out. “It’s amazing!” 
 
    Don’t be a baby.  
 
    Those four words spark fear, and then defiance.  
 
    Who is she calling a baby? 
 
    “I’m going to stay on the beach!” 
 
    “Seriously, Leah! It’s so calm. It’s like a swimming pool.” 
 
    Well, a swimming pool isn’t bad… 
 
    I take a step toward the water, despite my shaking legs. 
 
    “Is it cold?” I ask timidly as the first surf rushes toward my freshly painted coral toenails.  
 
    “Oh, God, no,” Vi says. “The water’s not cold at all. It’s perfect.” 
 
    I step in to discover she isn’t kidding. It’s like bath water. 
 
    “Oh wow.” I take another step, deeper into the water. It’s amazingly calm, not rough at all—not like the ocean I grew up with on the Jersey shore. Some of those waves could knock a grown man on his ass.  
 
    I keep walking toward Violet, the fear leaving my body with each step. Before I know it, I’m actually knee deep, water gently lapping at my legs.  
 
    “You’re in!” Vi calls out happily, clapping her hands like a child. “You know, I don’t think in all the years we’ve been friends that I’ve ever seen you in the ocean? I don’t think we’ve ever even been to the beach together! Isn’t that crazy?”  
 
    I don’t say anything as I continue to wade toward her. For me, it’s not so unusual that Vi and I never went to the beach together. 
 
    I used to go in the ocean all the time when I was younger, with my dad. Then, one of those waves knocked me on my ass when I was about twelve years old. Flailing for the surface, I got disoriented and swept further out to sea. Water was pouring in my mouth and nose, choking me, drowning me. 
 
    My dad grabbed me and pulled me back to the shore. When I could stand, I ran back to the beach towel where my mom was sitting and vowed never to go in again. She, of course, rolled her eyes at me and told me I was being a big baby. Typical response from Mom. 
 
    My dad tried to coax me to come back in and I refused. He had jokingly picked me up—I was kicking and screaming—and tossed me in. I was so angry with him that I stormed out of the ocean and back to the beach house we were renting. I spent the rest of the vacation holed up in my room. I was mad at both my parents and refused to talk to them. 
 
    It got worse when we returned home from our trip. For years my mom and I had struggled to get along, mostly due to the fact that she basically couldn’t stand that my dad paid more attention to me than to her. I was sullen and hormonal and she wasn’t much better. 
 
    But fighting with my dad was something new and different entirely. After the beach incident, Dad would get on my nerves all the time, and I would find all sorts of reasons to pick a fight with him or ignore him altogether. And it didn’t seem to get any better—nothing he said or did was right. In fact, I was hardly speaking to him at all when he died later that year. I don’t even know why I was so mad, to be honest. Hormones, I guess. I’ve tried to push that incident out of my mind, though—other than my dislike of the beach. 
 
    Vi absolutely loves the beach. As one can probably tell by the fact that she’s floating in the sea right this very moment, making moaning, orgasmic-like noises. 
 
    “What is wrong with you?” I ask in a joking tone, but I glance around, slightly embarrassed by her behavior. 
 
    “This is actually heaven. I have died and gone to heaven.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    She lifts her head. “Isn’t it like heaven to you?” 
 
    I smile at her. It isn’t too bad. I could go for a drink, though.  
 
    I shield my eyes and gaze where the boat is docked. Crew members are carrying out boxes and bringing them to a small bar area, set up not too far from us on the beach. People are already swarming the area, apparently unable to go more than a few minutes before they needed to refuel their alcohol level.  
 
    It will take me forever to get a drink at this rate. I will just have to wait till later when the area clears out. No big deal. I certainly can go an hour without a— 
 
    “Drink, miss?” 
 
    I turn around and see Nick standing knee deep in the water, wearing a Hawaiian shirt, cargo shorts, and a satisfied smile on his face. He’s holding out a margarita in a plastic margarita cup. My jaw literally drops. Nick laughs as he steps toward me. He reaches over and pushes my lower jaw up to meet the rest of my face.  
 
    “Did you read my mind?” I ask as I take the margarita. It sloshes over the side a bit and dribbles onto my hand. I wish I had a napkin to wipe it with. 
 
    Once again, reading my mind, Nick reaches into his pocket and hands me a napkin. 
 
    “You’re amazing, you know that?” I tell him as I dab at my sticky hand. 
 
    “Nah, I’ve just been a bartender for so long that I know how to anticipate people’s needs.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, don’t you have to work?” I ask, jerking my hand with the balled up napkin in it toward the bar. The crowd is descending on it like ants at a picnic. “I bet it’s gonna be really busy.” 
 
    “I set up, so they don’t need me right now. They have plenty of people behind the bar. Trust me. But none of them can actually carry the bar onto the sand.”  
 
    He flexes a muscle and growls to demonstrate his brute strength. “Come on.” He gestures with his hand. “I’ve been to this island a dozen times. I’ll show you all the local spots and the waterfall.” 
 
    “Oh, but I signed us up for the waterfall tour—”  
 
    “My tour is a little better than that one,” Nick says with a sly grin, practically reducing me to a puddle of lusty goo.  
 
    “I’d love to, but I promised Vi—” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me,” Vi says, floating by on her back. “I’m perfectly fine. Um, hi, Nick,” she says sheepishly. Her face is red and I can’t tell if she’s sunburnt already or embarrassed.  
 
    “But I—” I glance back and forth between my best friend and this awesome guy I just met that I’d love to take a waterfall tour with. 
 
    “Seriously, Leah,” Vi says, floating away. “I don’t mind. Besides, I ruined your date the other day. I owe you.” 
 
    Well, this is true. 
 
    “Are you really, truly sure you don’t mind?”  
 
    “Seriously, Leah. Have fun. I’m fine.” Vi offers me a confident smile and waves me away.  
 
    “But what are you gonna do?” I ask.  
 
    “I’m going to enjoy heaven, of course.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    VIOLET 
 
      
 
    I know it’s terrible, but I’m so glad that Leah went off with Mister Macho Bartender and left me alone in peace. I wasn’t exactly looking forward to talking to him after the spectacle I made out of myself yesterday. Eventually I will have to apologize to him, but not today. Today is beach time. 
 
    I love quiet time at the beach and I never seem to get it. When I take the kids, they’re rowdy and throw sand and whine and eat all the food before noon. I spend half the day applying sunblock to their backs, and the other half of the day biting my nails when they’re in the water without me. I’ve gone to the beach by myself once or twice, but as Leah pointed out just a few weeks ago, I packed it in early. Even though the kids weren’t there, I was worried about them anyway. 
 
    But here, this is different. They’re out of my mind for once, a concept that I would have never thought possible. My fortieth birthday is in a couple days, and I think this is the first time in twenty years I have just relaxed. It must be the island atmosphere. This place is even more magical than I ever could have imagined.  
 
    Why did I wait forty years to come to an island?  
 
    I float blissfully in the water until my fingers and toes shrivel up. Standing, I wring the water from my hair, noticing that crowds from the bar have made their way onto the beach. My bag is at the edge of the water where I left it, so I grab it and toss it over my shoulder, wincing when I feel the sting from sunburn.  
 
    I really need to put more sunblock on before I look like a lobster tomorrow, I remind myself as I crane my neck, looking for a place to spread out my blanket and relax.  
 
    As I’m searching, I hear a voice call out, “Violet! Over here, Violet!” I don’t know who it is. It’s not Leah, that’s for sure. It’s a male voice. 
 
    For a split second, I think it’s Richard. But then I realize that it doesn’t sound anything like him and plus, he’s hundreds of miles away. I breathe a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Violet!” I hear again, this time I see a man in a blue bathing suit jumping up and down at the top of the beach, underneath a palm tree. He’s waving his hands around wildly.  
 
    I squint and shield my eyes, cursing myself for forgetting my sunglasses back in the cabin. Walking closer, I realize that it’s George calling out to me. He smiles pleasantly at me as I approach. 
 
    “Gosh, I’m really glad that was you out there,” he tells me as I pull a towel out of my bag and wrap it around my dripping wet body. I blush.  
 
    He was glad it was me? 
 
    “Oh? Why’s that?” 
 
    “Well, I think I would have looked crazy waving and calling your name if it wasn’t you, wouldn’t I?” 
 
    I laugh. “Maybe. But you looked crazy anyway.” 
 
    That’s not nice! My Logical Brain immediately chastises me.  
 
    But I didn’t say it to be mean, I argue with myself. I meant it as a little bit of a joke.  
 
    Oh, Logical Brain replies. That’s okay. Unless…well, you weren’t flirting with him, were you? 
 
    Flirting! Are you kidding me? I don’t think I would even know how to flirt! I’ve been out of the game forever. 
 
    And you’re married. Don’t forget that. Still married, Logical Brain reminds me. 
 
    “I know!” I cover my mouth when I realize I’ve spoken out loud. 
 
    “Are you okay?” George asks, squinting at me. 
 
    “Um, yeah,” I say, shaking off my annoying argument with my brain. “I’m fine. I was just in the sun for a while.” 
 
    “Here, have a seat,” George says, offering me a beach chair. 
 
    “Oh, I couldn’t take your—” 
 
    “I’ve got two chairs,” he explains, pointing. “I don’t need two chairs. My rear end isn’t that big.” 
 
    I laugh and sit down in the chair he has offered, wondering why he got two chairs to begin with. Did he think he was going to run into me? Or was the chair for someone else altogether and he’s just being polite by offering it to me? 
 
    As if he can read my mind he says, “I saw you bobbing there in the water and the beach was getting crowded. The boat crew was putting out chairs, so I grabbed two in case you wanted one. As you can see, they got snatched up pretty quickly.” He sweeps his arm around to all the other beach patrons in similar beach chairs.  
 
    “Thank you. That’s very gentlemanly of you.” I settle into the chair and stretch my legs out in front of me.  
 
    “I try,” he says with a laugh, blushing. 
 
    His blushing makes me a little uncomfortable for some reason. I lower my eyes and pretend to rummage through my bag. Well, actually, I don’t just pretend to rummage through the bag—I actually do rummage through it and retrieve my book.  
 
    I open up the book and realize my bookmark has fallen out somewhere in transit. Now I have to go through the pages to figure out where I left off.  
 
    “Whatcha’ reading?” George asks me as I flip through the pages.  
 
    “Um, just a chick-lit novel,” I reply, suddenly embarrassed by the fact that I’m not reading something with a little more substance. Richard is constantly telling me I should read the classics instead of “filling my head with fluff”. (His words, not mine.) But Richard isn’t here, and besides, “fluff” makes me happy. So what if it’s not Shakespeare, or some other boring old book that we were forced to read in high school and dissect for the author’s use of color imagery and nonsense like that. Maybe this book doesn’t make a difference in the world, but it makes a difference to me. It makes me laugh, and right now, that’s the most important thing to me.  
 
    “It’s called Note to Self: Change the Locks,” I tell George. 
 
    “Nice cover,” he replies, peeking at it. “What’s it about?”  
 
    “This guy shows up on his ex-wife’s doorstep looking for a place to live when he gets kicked out of his own apartment.” 
 
    George wrinkles up his forehead. “God, I hope she doesn’t let him stay.” 
 
    I grin sheepishly. “She does. And she’s about to get married, too.” 
 
    “I bet her fiancé isn’t too happy about that.” 
 
    “Well, that’s the fun part. He doesn’t know.” 
 
    “He doesn’t know the ex is there? That’s crazy!” George is leaning on the armrest of the chair.  
 
    “Even crazier, he doesn’t even know she was married before!” 
 
    “Sound nuts.” 
 
    “It is,” I tell him. “But it’s a fun book and I’ve been enjoying it.” 
 
    “Maybe when you’re done with it, you can let me read it.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Okay, just stop right there. It’s a chick-lit book. You’re a guy. And a psychologist. You probably read classics and non-fiction. Why would you want to read it?” 
 
    “Because sometimes I like a lighthearted read. I can’t just read thrillers and books about psychology all the time. It gets kind of depressing.” 
 
    “So you’ll read a chick-lit novel?” I narrow my eyes at him skeptically. 
 
    “Yeah. Don’t tell the Manly Man Association, but sometimes I even watch romantic comedies. I’m a very versatile kind of guy.” 
 
    I shake my head.  
 
    “You’re just trying to sound charming to impress me or something.” 
 
    Whoa, hold on there! You don’t know that, Violet! You sound cocky and sure of yourself. Where’s all this confidence coming from? It’s almost like flirting. Ugh, the Logical Brain again. 
 
    Honestly, I’m not sure where it’s coming from at all. All I know is that George is easy to talk to, and I feel like I can be myself around him. But I don’t want him to think I’m flirting with him.  
 
    “Not all women like rom-coms, you know,” I point out. 
 
    “Oh, I know. My ex couldn’t stand romantic comedies. Or chick-lit books. Or anything funny at all. She has a very dour personality. Very serious about everything. Especially having sex with her trainer.” 
 
    My eyes widen at that. “Her trainer?”  
 
    He nods his head. “Yeah. The guy she was cheating on me with was training her for years. I guess I should have seen it coming. She was in the best shape of her life and she was working out obsessively.” He shrugs. “It’s a little cliché, but then again, so is my whole life, so why wouldn’t this be any different?” 
 
    “That’s so weird. My husband...er, ex-husband is a trainer.” 
 
    “He didn’t happen to move to Colorado with my ex-wife, did he? That would really be strange.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Nope. He still lives in New Jersey.” I didn’t add, with me and our three kids.  
 
    “Oh good. That would have been too much of a coincidence. It would have been like a chick lit book itself.” 
 
    “For sure,” I reply, leaning back in the chair. He mimics my movements, doing the same.  
 
    “I didn’t bring a book,” George says. “But I’ll shut up and just listen to the sound of the waves so you can read.” 
 
    Normally I would be more than happy for someone to just let me read, but I don’t mind talking to George. Maybe it’s because he’s new and I don’t know anything about him, but I find him really interesting. Almost like one of my patients. They fascinate me—they’ve lived such interesting lives. 
 
    “That’s fine,” I say. “I don’t need to read. I wouldn’t want you to be bored.” 
 
    “Oh, no, I could never be bored at the beach. I just love sitting here, feet in the sand, relaxing. I think crashing waves are one of the most soothing sounds on earth.” 
 
    “Me, too! I probably spent hundreds of dollars in CDs when all those nature sound CDs were popular. Richard, er, my ex, was so mad.” 
 
    George laughs. “I didn’t spend quite that much, but I do love the nature sounds. The only thing that would make this better would be a drink. Where are my manners? Would you like a drink?” He jerks his thumb toward the makeshift bar that the crew set up on the sand, not too far from where we are sitting. Throngs of people are swarmed around it, the bartenders completely overworked. I wonder how Nick has gotten the day off. It looks like they could definitely use a hand.  
 
    “No, I’m fine,” I say, digging through my bag. “I have a bottle of water in here somewhere.” 
 
    “It’s probably warm,” he says as he leaps to his feet. “Listen. I feel like a drink. I’m going to go to the bar and I’ll grab you a cold water if you’d like. Or I could get you something else?” 
 
    I recall the promise I made to myself about no more alcohol on this trip—I want to enjoy it and remember it—not spend it puking.  
 
    “A cold water would be perfect,” I tell him. He runs off with a nod to join the rest of the crowd three deep, vying for a drink. 
 
    I return my attention to my book, and no sooner do I read a paragraph when I am interrupted again by a shadow falling over the page. 
 
    “Is anyone sitting here?” 
 
    I lower the book, and look up to find Francine in front of me.  
 
    “Hi!” I am surprised to hear the genuine enthusiasm in my voice. “The person who is sitting there went to go get a drink—I’m sure you can sit for a bit. He may be awhile.” 
 
    Francine removes her sunglasses and raises one eyebrow. “He?” 
 
    “Um, yeah. George,” I sweep my hand toward the bar area. “He’s the one with the white hair.” 
 
    Francine laughs and sits. “Yeah, that narrows it down.” 
 
    I look at the cluster of men around the bar and realize that ninety percent of them have gray hair or are bald.  
 
    “True.”  
 
    “Well, when George gets back, I’ll let you finish your date, but I just wanted to ask you if—” 
 
    “Oh, it’s not a date!” I quickly intercept with a nervous chuckle. “He’s just a really friendly guy I met. We’re just talking.”  
 
    “Oh, okay,” Francine says uncertainly. I don’t think she believes me. Do I look like the type of woman who would be on a date in the Caribbean with a guy I just met? I’m definitely not Leah, who is actually on a date in the Caribbean with a guy she just met.  
 
    “Well, anyway, I saw you there and I wanted to ask if you and...uh, Leah…if you guys wanted to join us at dinner. We’re planning to go to the hibachi restaurant. I’ll make reservations for eight o’clock.” 
 
    “That would be very nice,” I reply. “I’d enjoy that.” And I mean it, too. Francine is not someone whose company I thought I would enjoy, but she is a refreshing change from Leah and her high energy antics that I usually endure.  
 
    “And your friend George is welcome to join us as well,” Francine adds, just as George comes strolling up with a beer in one hand and a water bottle in the other. 
 
    “I’m welcome to what?” he asks, handing me the water bottle. 
 
    “George, this is Francine. We met her and her friend Kendall at the beginning of the cruise.” 
 
    Francine immediately jumps to her feet. “I’m sorry. I’ll be out of your way. I just wanted to speak to Violet. I didn’t mean to take your chair.” 
 
    “It’s absolutely fine. Please sit. It’s nice to meet you,” George says, extending his hand out to Francine.  
 
    “I wouldn’t dare impose,” Francine says. “But I hope you’ll join us at dinner.” She grabs her bag and races off, giving us a side wave and a sheepish grin. 
 
    “I hope I didn’t scare her off,” George says, settling back down in the beach chair. 
 
    I shake my head. “No, I think she may be a little on the timid side in general. I like her.” 
 
    “Well if you like her, I like her, too.” 
 
    “Will you come to dinner with us?” I ask. As the words leave my mouth, I do a double take. 
 
    What am I doing? I can’t encourage this guy to come to dinner! He’ll think I like him or want to date him or something! 
 
    “That sounds great,” George replies, face beaming. “I can’t wait to meet your other friend. She sounds interesting from what you described earlier.” 
 
    I chuckle nervously. “Oh, she’s definitely interesting.” I pick up my book and begin to read again, wondering how I’m going to get through dinner with George and Leah. 
 
    


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
      
 
    LEAH 
 
      
 
    “We’re doing what?” I stare at Vi, wondering who this impostor is, and what she’s done with my best friend. “Are you ill?” I reach over to feel her forehead, causing her to slap my hand away. 
 
    “Knock it off. This is difficult enough for me without you making fun.” She sighs as she tightens the robe around her waist and examines the clothes spread out on the bed. “What should I wear?” 
 
    “Ooo, I think you like this guy,” I say in a sing-song voice. She turns to me, flames shooting from her eyeballs. Okay, maybe not for real, but she looks pissed. 
 
    “Seriously, Leah. Cut it out.” 
 
    “Then why are you getting all dressed up?” 
 
    “I’m not getting all dressed up. I’d like to look nice. That’s all. I like him as a friend only. Just the same way I like Francine. And we are having dinner with everybody that I consider a potential friend. Is that a crime?”  
 
    “No, of course not,” I reply, trying—and failing—to hide my smirk. “Go with the white dress.” I point to the pile of clothes. 
 
    “That’s not mine. That’s yours.”  
 
    “So what?” I reply with a shrug. “It’s not like you’ve never borrowed my clothes before. You borrowed a dress a few nights ago.” 
 
    Vi lifts the dress off the bed and gazes at it skeptically. “I don’t know, Leah. It’s kind of skimpy. You know I don’t wear anything like that.”  
 
    “That’s why it’s perfect.” 
 
    “How many times do I have to tell you that I don’t like—” 
 
    “Stop,” I wave off her protests. “Listen, you would never wear something like that at home, right? Well, why not wear it here? You’re Violet 2.0 here—you’re definitely not the same person you would be at home. Violet 1.0 would never accept an invite to dinner from someone she didn’t know. And she would definitely not invite a guy she hardly knew to come along. Hell, you might actually be Violet 3.0.” 
 
    “Stop teasing me,” she says with a frown.  
 
    “Seriously, Vi. Wear the dress.” I shoo her in the direction of the bathroom. “Hurry up and shower. We’re going to dinner in less than an hour.”  
 
    Reluctantly, she strolls to the bathroom carrying my white dress. She closes the door and in three seconds, I hear a high pitched scream. I fling open the bathroom door to find Vi naked, staring at herself in the mirror in utter horror.  
 
    “What? What’s the matter?” But even before I finish that sentence, I realize exactly what the matter is. The skin on Vi’s back and chest can best be described as...zebra-like. Half of her body is its normal pasty white color and the other half is red. Like poisoned apple in Snow White kind of red.  
 
    “I am a mess!” She covers her face with her hands and leans over the sink, bawling.  
 
    “Didn’t you reapply the sunblock?”  
 
    “Of course I reapplied the sunblock!” she wails.  
 
    “Okay, okay,” I say, stepping into the bathroom. “We can fix this.” 
 
    Vi removes her hands from her snot infested face and gapes at me. “How on earth can we fix this?” 
 
    I reach around her and rummage through my bag on the counter. “Ta-da!” I hold up my bottle of self-tanning lotion and Vi wrinkles up her nose. 
 
    “Fake tan? No way, Leah.”  
 
    “Oh stop, it’s really subtle. Not like what you’ve got going on right now.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks.”  
 
    “Stay still. I’ve got to make sure the lines are even.”  
 
    “I really don’t want to—” 
 
    “Stay still,” I repeat.  
 
    She grumbles as I squeeze the lotion into my palm. As the lotion touches her skin, she recoils. 
 
    “I told you to stay still!” 
 
    “That’s really cold!”  
 
    “Stop complaining. Let me do this. I have to get ready for your date, too, you know.” I grin wolfishly. 
 
    “Leah.” Vi’s voice has that warning tone again, but it’s more half-hearted than angry.  
 
    After a good half an hour of meticulously applying tan lines to my best friend, I wash my hands and push her out of the bathroom so I can get showered and ready for the evening. I exit the bathroom twenty minutes later to find her drying her body with a hair dryer. 
 
    “What on earth are you doing?” I ask, towel drying my hair. I’m not going to have any time to do anything more with my hair today. I spent way too much of my prep time blending Vi.  
 
    She holds the bottle of tanning lotion out to me. “It says make sure you’re thoroughly dry before getting dressed.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I tell her, eying my white dress laid out on the bed. “Although, maybe you should go with that black dress you wore the first day.” I definitely don’t want brown spots inside my white dress. Just in case she’s really not dry yet. 
 
    Vi audibly breathes a sigh of relief. The black dress is much less revealing, and much more Vi’s style. And it covers up a lot of the sunburn patches.  
 
    We quickly get dressed and head out of the room at five minutes to eight.  
 
    “Where are they meeting us?” I ask, pausing in the hallway to adjust my heel.  
 
    “The hibachi place, Francine said.”  
 
    “Oh, okay. Hibachi.” I’m not the biggest fan of hibachi. Vi knows that, but...oh well...can’t have everything, right?  
 
    “Listen, if I have to look like a leprosy patient, you can eat some hibachi.” 
 
    “I didn’t say a word,” I reply, holding my palms up in mock surrender. After all the arguing we’ve been doing, the last thing I want to do is fight with Vi tonight. We only have a few more days left on this vacation, and our fighting has ruined most of it so far. This must be what it’s like to be married—thank God I never got married.  
 
    “And if you had been around, you could have told Francine that you didn’t like hibachi yourself.” 
 
    Is she looking for a fight? Seriously, this really must be what it’s like to be married.  
 
    “Vi, you told me to go with Nick. I said I would—” 
 
    “I know I told you. It’s fine.” Vi is twirling her hair around her finger nervously. “I didn’t mean to snap at you. It’s just...having dinner with people we don’t know. It’s difficult for me.” 
 
    “But you spent all afternoon talking to George, remember? You told me about all the chick flicks he liked to watch?” I roll my eyes just to demonstrate how lame I think this is—whoever heard of a guy who enjoyed romantic comedies?  
 
    “I know, but—” 
 
    “And the other night you hung out with Francine, right?” 
 
    “I guess…” Vi doesn’t look convinced. This is a big source of stress for Vi. She absolutely hates socialization of any kind. I’m surprised she didn’t spontaneously combust during the previous interactions with these people. While I’ve had a lot of other friends over the years, I think I’ve been Vi’s only steady friend.  
 
    “It’s going to be fun. I’m going to be with you the whole time.” I grab her arm and pull her toward me.  
 
    “You’re not going to run off with Nick tonight?” she asks, an attempt at sarcasm. Then she waves her hand in the air. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to start.” 
 
    “It’s fine, Vi. Don’t worry about it.”  
 
    “Hey, you never told me how it went today. How was your date?” 
 
    Again I am overcome with that giddiness from my teenage years, whenever the boy I liked at the time looked at me or talked to me or asked me out. I can’t help but let out an adolescent-like giggle that makes me cover my mouth with my hand. 
 
    “Leah!” Vi is staring at me wide-eyed. “What happened on your date? Did you kiss him?” Her voice is teasing.  
 
    Not only did I kiss Nick, but there was some pretty heavy making out in the cavern underneath the waterfall. I’ve never experienced kissing that made me weak in the knees—at least not in my adult life—but I swear when Nick’s lips touched mine, my knees nearly buckled and he had to grab my arm before I slipped and drowned in a foot of water. I can’t remember the last time a guy gave me butterflies by just looking at him, and the whole time I was with Nick, I felt like I could barely breathe. I didn’t want the day, or that giddy feeling, to end. 
 
    “A lady never kisses and tells,” I reply with a smirk. 
 
    “Ha! Since when are you a lady?” 
 
    “Starting today. I’m a lady starting this very moment.” 
 
    “Leah! That’s not fair!” Vi shoves me playfully. “You know I have to live vicariously through you.”  
 
    I shake my head. “You don’t have to. You can live out your fantasies with this guy tonight.” 
 
    Vi turns bright red. “Seriously. Stop. Don’t talk like that in front of him. I don’t want him to get the wrong idea.”  
 
    “Oh forget it then, Vi. He’s a guy. He already has the wrong idea.”  
 
    We push open the doors to the restaurant and I immediately begin scanning the room for Kendall and Francine…and the guy. 
 
    “Great,” Vi mumbles, coming up behind me. 
 
    “Do you see him?” I ask, craning my neck—the restaurant is really crowded. Not to mention, smoky from the hibachi grills. One of the many reasons I don’t like hibachi places. Along with the fact that I had a really bad date at a hibachi place a few years ago. I had to take my date to the ER for third degree burns that night. Oh, and plus, it takes too long for them to cook it and my blood sugar plummets. Remember, Hangry Leah is not fun to be around. 
 
    “There he is,” Vi says, trying, but not succeeding, to keeping the nervousness out of her voice. “And there’s Francine and Kendall, too.” She points to the table in the back, just beyond the smoky haze. 
 
    “Well, let’s go get ‘em, tiger.”  
 
    Vi doesn’t budge. I slap her on her butt to get her moving. 
 
    “Hey! That’s not necessary.”  
 
    “I think it is,” I reply, not waiting for her as I weave my way through the tables toward our dinner companions. Violet reluctantly follows my lead. I can hear her hyperventilating behind me. 
 
    We reach the table where Francine and Kendall are deep in conversation with the man at the table, Vi’s “new friend”. 
 
    “Hi guys!” I call out, causing them all to look up.  
 
    “Hi, Leah!” Kendall replies jumping to her feet and hugging me. “So glad you guys could come!” 
 
    Francine gives me a weak smile—no hug from her—seems about right. I turn my attention to our male dinner companion and instantly recognize him. 
 
    “Well, if it isn’t Mr. George Washington.” 
 
    “Hello,” he says, rising to his feet and clasping my hands in his. “It’s wonderful to see you again.” 
 
    I hear a sharp intake of air behind me, and then Vi says, “Why do you two know each other?”  
 
    
  
 
    


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
      
 
    VIOLET 
 
      
 
    All the air has been sucked out of the room—and it’s because of Leah’s presence...as usual.  
 
    “How do you...when did you…” A series of unpleasant thoughts play through my mind, including one that has Leah dating George and doing heaven knows what with him.  
 
    That’s ridiculous. She hasn’t dated everyone. Maybe she knows him from work? Or maybe...oh and this is the best scenario, he’s her psychologist. Or her psychiatrist. Which one is he again?  
 
    “How do you know Leah?” Kendall asks. 
 
    “Leah and I met on the bow of the ship a few days ago,” George says. 
 
    “I was planning to throw myself over the side,” Leah says as she tucks her dress under her body and plops down in the chair.  
 
    “What?” I gawk at her as I sit down in the empty seat next to George. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Yes, Leah was playing Kate Winslet on the side of the boat, and I was Leonardo DiCaprio,” George says with a grin. 
 
    “It was all very romantic,” Leah says as she spreads her napkin on her lap. George blushes and suddenly becomes fascinated with unfolding his own napkin.  
 
    “What? Why? How?” I am aware that I am stammering, but I can’t seem to stop. It feels like tenth grade all over again, when I had a crush on Joey Gamberini and then Leah started going out with him. I mean, she didn’t know about my crush, but it still annoyed me. Not that I have a crush on George or anything, but man, I saw him first. As a friend, that is. Or at least I thought I saw him first. Apparently Leah saw him first as well.  
 
    “I’m joking, Vi,” Leah whispers in my ear. “It’s a joke. It was not romantic at all. I have absolutely no romantic feelings for him whatsoever. He’s all yours.” 
 
    “I don’t want him, for the hundredth time, Leah,” I hiss at her. A little too loudly I guess because suddenly the entire table is staring at me.  
 
    I feel heat creep up my neck.  
 
    Ugh, I just can’t handle social situations. I should just crawl into a hole and not come out. No matter how much Leah begs.  
 
    “So, George Washington. Save any more damsels in distress since I last saw you?” Leah asks, attempting to relieve the tension.  
 
    “Your last name is Washington?” I can’t believe Leah knew his last name before I did. And that his last name is Washington. 
 
    He chuckles nervously. “Just call me George.” 
 
    “Okay, George,” Leah says, seductively smiling. “So what have you been up to today?” She leans closer to him. 
 
    I want to elbow her. It looks like she’s flirting. Even though she’s probably not doing it intentionally—I think it’s her default mode around men. Come to think of it, I think the only man that she doesn’t turn the charm on for is Richard.  
 
    “Well, pretty much the same thing as everyone else on this ship. Had a lovely day at the beach. Although, I probably should have put more sunblock on.” He waves toward his nose, which I notice for the first time is bright red.  
 
    “What a coincidence! Vi here is also burnt to a crisp. Although she resembles a burnt-to-a-crisp zebra. At least your sunburn is even.” 
 
    I can feel my blood boiling momentarily until I realize—she’s trying to help me. She’s starting a conversation with George so I don’t have to start a conversation with George. Or Francine. Or anyone at the table, really. I can just interject at any point in time. Like right now. 
 
    “Okay, thanks Leah, for telling everyone my dirty little secret,” I say.  
 
    “Ha! You’re not the only one!” Kendall says, pulling down her shirt to reveal a bright red boob. I avert my eyes, but George’s jaw hangs open. Francine pokes at her plate (that’s empty) with embarrassment. Leah acts like nothing crazy has just transpired at all. And for her, it probably hasn’t. She works in the city, after all. The things she sees on a daily basis have made her completely immune to people pulling out their boobs at a table full of strangers in a hibachi restaurant.  
 
    “Hello, everyone!” The chef is suddenly standing in front of us, hands clasped together. For a second, I pray that he did not see Kendall’s boob, but then I realize, it doesn’t make a bit of difference if he saw Kendall’s boob. It wasn’t my boob, and has no bearing at all on my life. I should not be embarrassed by what anyone else chooses to do. Unless it’s one of my kids, of course.  
 
    “I have two orders of hibachi steak—” the chef points at Kendall and Francine as he reads from his notepad, “and one hibachi chicken.” He points to George. “I do not have your order, ladies,” he continues, pointing at Leah and me.  
 
    “Oh! We just got here,” I explain, scooping up the menu and examining it hastily.  
 
    “Can I just get sushi?” Leah asks, delicately pushing away the menu in front of her.  
 
    Ugh. She’s totally going to be passive aggressive about her hatred for hibachi places? 
 
    As if on cue, Kendall asks in a concerned voice. “Is everything okay? Are you not hungry?” 
 
    Leah shakes her head sadly. “No, it’s fine. I just don’t really...well, I’m not a hibachi fan.” 
 
    Kendall glares at me accusingly. “Why didn’t you say something when Francine asked you to come here? Why didn’t you tell her that Leah doesn’t like hibachi places?” 
 
    “I, uh, I’m…” I stammer, not quite sure how to answer this accusation. Leah’s distaste for hibachi had been the least of my concerns at the moment that Francine was asking me to dinner. And why is Kendall so fiercely defending Leah’s likes and dislikes? She’s my best friend, not hers. If I am not concerned with Leah’s aversion to hibachi restaurants, why should she be? 
 
    “It’s fine,” Leah says, gently laying her hand on top of Kendall’s. “Vi didn’t know.” 
 
    “Oh,” Kendall replies curtly. 
 
    Well, that’s a lie. As nice as it is that Leah lied to get Kendall off my back, I don’t understand why we even need to be making a big deal of this anyway. Why can’t we just order our food like normal people? Why does everything have to be a big deal around Leah? 
 
    “Miss? Are you ready to order?”  
 
    “Um, yeah. I’ll have the hibachi shrimp, please.” I hand my menu to the chef. 
 
    “Okay,” he says, collecting the menu from me. “I must ask about food allergies in the party. Anyone with food allergies?” 
 
    George awkwardly raises his hand. “Um, yeah. I have a shellfish allergy.” 
 
    “To shrimp?” the chef ask, disgust apparent in his voice. As if having a shrimp allergy is like having genital warts or something.  
 
    “Yes,” George says sheepishly. 
 
    “Well, then I will need to make your meal last,” the chef says pointedly at me. He seems incredibly put out.  
 
    “Um, okay,” I stammer. Like George’s shellfish allergy is all my fault. “I can get something else if it’s easier,” I add.  
 
    “No, no, no!” George shouts. “Please don’t change your meal on my account. In fact, I will just get some miso soup. Cancel the hibachi chicken for me. That way you don’t have to wait for your meal.” 
 
    “Oh no, it’s fine! I’ll wait for my meal. It’s really no big deal,” I tell him, mortified that he’s willing to practically starve on my account.  
 
    “But I insist!” 
 
    “So what am I making?” the chef asks, visibly aggravated by the exchange in front of him.  
 
    “Get him his hibachi chicken. I’m seriously okay with—” 
 
    “No, I’m looking forward to the miso soup. Really.” 
 
    “Miso soup comes with the hibachi chicken,” the chef says with a sigh. 
 
    “Oh well then—” 
 
    “Let’s go.” Kendall gets to her feet and loops her cross-body purse over her head. 
 
    “What?” All of us, including the chef, ask in unison. 
 
    Kendall sighs. “Leah doesn’t like hibachi. George is allergic. Violet has to wait for her meal. I’m not the biggest fan of hibachi myself. Let’s go somewhere that we can all be happy.”  
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Leah says happily, bouncing to her feet and grabbing her wristlet. “Let’s check out that English pub by the indoor pool. It looked cool.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s a great idea,” Kendall replies. “I love pubs! They’re so...what’s the word?” 
 
    “Dark and creepy?” Francine supplies. 
 
    “No, silly,” Kendall says, swatting Francine in the arm. “Like tiny and adorable?” 
 
    “Quaint?” I offer. 
 
    “Yeah. Quaint!” Kendall loops her arm through Leah’s, and together they bound off, leaving George, Francine, and me staring at each other. And the chef. Who definitely does not look pleased. 
 
    “Um, I guess we’re leaving,” I say with a shrug. 
 
    “It takes a long time to heat up this grill!” the chef bellows, knife in hand. “And for nothing!” 
 
    “Let’s get out of here before he throws something sharp at us,” George whispers to me, eyes wide. 
 
    The chef is still yelling and shaking the knife at us as we duck out of the restaurant, following behind Leah and Kendall.  
 
    “I guess they’re leading the way,” George says. 
 
    “What else is new?” Francine and I say at the exact same time. 
 
    We look at each other and burst out laughing. 
 
    “I feel like we’re living parallel lives with the same best friend,” Francine says. 
 
    I nod. “I have to admit. They are eerily similar. That’s probably why they get along so well.” 
 
    “But whatever will they do when they find out they can’t boss each other around?” Francine asks with an arched eyebrow.  
 
    “They will still have us to boss around,” I reply. And then I realize I have just insulted Francine and called her a pushover. “Well, I mean, at least Leah has me to boss around. I’m not implying that Kendall bosses you around,” I stammer. 
 
    “Oh, she does,” Francine says. “Or at least,” she pulls me close to her, “she did. I think between the two of us, we are done being bossed around.” 
 
    I stare at her incredulously. Not be bossed around by Leah? What madness is this?  
 
    “You know what, Francine? I like the sound of that.”  
 
    We start laughing again as we trail behind them, leaving George to follow us—probably wondering what he’s gotten himself into by having dinner with four crazy women.  
 
    


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
      
 
    LEAH 
 
      
 
    “And then she ran away with the personal trainer, never to be heard from again. Well...not quite. I hear from her monthly if the child support payment is thirty seconds late.”  
 
    George is regaling us with the details of his super messy divorce. Actually, that seems to be the theme of our dinner conversation tonight—Super Messy Divorce Tales. Vi and I have been glancing over at each other throughout the course of the meal, hoping that no one will ask us about our divorce horror stories. Although, I’ve got a good one in my head if they do. My husband turned out to be an escaped convict who ended up going back to prison. Vi will probably faint dead away if I tell that one. And if anyone asks her, she’ll just break. That’s why I need to steer the conversation away from divorce.  
 
    “So tomorrow we’ll be docked all day. What’s everyone have planned?” I ask. “We need some adventure!” 
 
    “I wasn’t planning on much,” George says with a shrug. “Just some relaxation.” 
 
    “Francine and I are going snorkeling. The cruise line is taking out several boats and bringing snorkeling gear. There’s going to be a bar and a DJ on each of them. You all should join us! It’s going to be a blast!” Kendall tells us happily.  
 
    “Oh, I’ve always wanted to try snorkeling!” Vi says, clapping her hands together. “We’ll do that for sure, right Leah?”  
 
    She elbows me and it takes all my strength to smile and say, “Yeah, of course”, even though there is nothing I’d like to do less than snorkeling. My fear of the ocean definitely extends to the idea of floating in the middle of it with nothing but a face mask with a tiny tube attached to it for breathing.  
 
    There is no way I am going to be able to snorkel. But there is also no way I am going to let anyone know that I am not going to snorkel. I will have to find some other way to get out of tomorrow’s adventure.  
 
    Before I can even contemplate my escape options, Kendall starts asking me about my date with Nick this afternoon. My face flushes, not unlike the way it did when Vi asked me the same question earlier. I feel my pulse quickening—I’m not sure if it’s from the thought of Nick, or from the sickening thought of snorkeling tomorrow.  
 
    “Ooo, I think you like him,” Kendall says.  
 
    “He’s a nice guy,” I say, watching George cringe. “What? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “That’s the kiss of death for a guy to hear. Being told you’re a nice guy means that the woman is not interested in you at all.” 
 
    “Kind of like a woman who has a great personality is ugly?” volunteers Francine.  
 
    George blushes. “I think I’ve only used those words to describe a woman once. And she did have a great personality. She was also a lesbian, so I don’t think I was offending her by saying she had a great personality, because I didn’t stand a chance with her anyway—” 
 
    “Was she hot?” Kendall asks with a smirk. 
 
    “Well, not in the traditional sense of the word—” 
 
    “I rest my case,” Francine says, tenting her fingers together.  
 
    “But it’s not really like that,” I insist. “I am interested in him. I’m just stating the fact that he is a nice guy. He’s also very hot.” 
 
    “He must have some fatal flaw,” Kendall offers. “A nice guy that’s hot and available? He’s got to be a serial killer.” 
 
    “He’s not a—” 
 
    “Or he has a secret family stashed away somewhere,” Francine pipes in.  
 
    “I know about his—” 
 
    “He could like wearing ladies’ underwear,” says Kendall. 
 
    “Now that’s ridiculous—” 
 
    “Maybe he’s really a woman,” Vi says, eyes widening. 
 
    “Vi, don’t start this—” 
 
    “Or he only sleeps in the nude,” says George, getting into the conversation. 
 
    “How is that a problem?” I ask. 
 
    “Yeah, really George,” Kendall says with a scoff. 
 
    “Note to self, women like to sleep with naked guys,” George muses, probably not realizing the double meaning of that statement.  
 
    “Or he’s broke and wants your money,” Francine says grumpily. 
 
    Oh well, that could be the problem.  
 
    “Listen, we’re just having fun. I doubt highly that I will see him again after the cruise, so stop being a bunch of buzzkills.”  
 
    I don’t mention the fact that if I don’t see him after this cruise, I may consider it the first time my heart’s been broken. In my adult life, that is.  
 
    “Hi, everyone.” I hear a familiar voice behind me.  
 
    Is that who I think it is? Based on the fact that Violet’s face is indeed violet right now, I am certain that Nick is standing behind my chair.  
 
    Oh God. I hope he didn’t hear what I just said. How long has he been standing there? Could he have overheard me calling him hot? Or worse, did he hear me call him a nice guy? Oh God, I wish the floor would just swallow me up right now. 
 
    Taking a deep breath and putting on my best game face, I turn around. “Well, hello, Nick.” 
 
    I hear both Francine and Kendall gasp. I really, really hope Nick didn’t hear them. Or at least, he thinks they’re gasping at his hotness or something. Not gasping because we were just talking about him and my feelings toward him and oh, the fact that he’s dressed as a crew member and I forgot to mention to them that he works on the ship and isn’t a doctor.  
 
    “Hey,” he says with a devastatingly handsome grin that makes me lightheaded. “I saw you sitting here and I thought I’d say hi.” 
 
    “Um, hi,” I say with a nervous giggle.  
 
    Christ, Leah, you sound like an air-headed teenager. Get it together! 
 
    Nick leans closer to my ear and I swear that the rest of the table collectively leans closer as well—I can feel Kendall literally breathing on my neck.  
 
    “I really enjoyed our afternoon together,” Nick whispers. His breath is hot on my skin, yet it causes ripples of goosebumps to erupt up and down my body. It’s insane—my nipples could cut glass. Oh God. This man is going to torture me.  
 
    “Um, yeah, me, too,” I manage to squeak out in stilted syllables.  
 
    He’s seriously going to think you’re a moron, Leah. Could you act like a human? Act like you did this afternoon when you were together, talking about your lives. When he kissed you under the waterfall. 
 
    That is probably the wrong choice of imagery to summon to mind—the goosebumps give way to shivers. I find myself leaning closer to his face. His body is radiating heat, drawing me closer, like a magnet. I inhale deeply—his body wash or cologne or whatever it is, is intoxicating, lulling me into a sense of— 
 
    “Are you going to introduce your friend?” Kendall asks with a syrupy voice, pulling me back to reality.  
 
    “Uh, yeah, of course,” I say, straightening up in my chair. Nick also stands tall and offers my friends a smile. 
 
    “I’m Nick. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Oh, the infamous Nick,” Kendall coos. I resist the urge to kick her under the table, but I see Vi lurch in her seat and Kendall recoil. If I’m not mistaken, Vi has kicked her for me.  
 
    “Um, I don’t know how infamous I am. I hope I’m not infamous at all,” Nick says with a nervous chuckle. 
 
    “Huh?”  
 
    Kendall is perplexed until Francine leans in to explain, “You mean famous. Infamous is not really a good thing.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Anyway, this is Nick, everyone,” I say, regaining my composure. “Nick was just leaving.” 
 
    “I was?” 
 
    I clamor to my feet and take his arm. “Yes. You were.” I practically drag him away from the table as my friends wave at his back. When we are a safe distance away—out of earshot of Kendall, at least—I stop. 
 
    “I’m sorry about that. They’re kind of nosy. And overly curious.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Nick says with a shrug. “I don’t mind talking to them.” 
 
    But I mind you talking to them. 
 
    “So what are you doing here? I thought you were working in the main dining room tonight.” I really hope he doesn’t think I’m stalking him or following him. That reeks of desperation. And I am definitely not desperate. Just infatuated maybe. 
 
    “I was. I just finished my shift. But Terry got a migraine, so he asked me to cover the rest of his shift here in the pub. He’ll owe me one, of course.” 
 
    “That’s good. I guess.” 
 
    Nick nods. “Yes. I’m going to ask him to cover part of my shift on the last night. That way I can have dinner with you again.” 
 
    I must be blushing because Nick reaches out and pushes a lock of hair off my face. “Pink’s a lovely shade on you,” he says teasingly.  
 
    I can’t even respond. Probably because I’m chewing on my lip, trying to stay vertical, and not stammer like a fool.  
 
    What is this guy doing to me? Why can’t I pull myself together in his presence? 
 
    “So anyway, I’ll let you get back to your friends. I’ll see you tomorrow?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, I’m not sure what I’m doing tomorrow yet?” I reply, making my statement sound like a question. Stop with the air-head routine, Leah! “I mean, we haven’t planned out our day,” I clarify, tucking that same lock of hair behind my ear and vowing never to cut it again in my entire life.  
 
    “Well, if you’re into snorkeling, I’m going to be on one of the boats taking the snorkelers out tomorrow. Although, I never understood why they would offer alcohol to people who are basically holding their breath underwater for fun.” 
 
    Uh, what now? He’ll be on the boat? Crap. I have to go now. If only to keep him from Kendall. Damn it! 
 
    “That sounds fun,” I tell him with cheeriness that I do not feel at all. “I’ll be there.”  
 
    I turn on my heel and rush back to the table before I can kick myself in the ass.  
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    The boat is rocking side to side—mostly because the DJ is cranking up the bass and people are attempting to dance on this boat that is no bigger than an SUV. Okay, maybe I’m exaggerating slightly, but this is definitely not what I was envisioning when I was told the boat taking us to snorkel would have a DJ and a bar. I thought the boat would actually be big enough to hold us and a DJ and a bar.  
 
    Instead, we’re crammed in like sardines while this guy at the front of the boat plays with his boom box, and Nick sits at the back of the boat with a pitcher of rum punch and a stack of paper cups. 
 
    The size of the boat is not helping allay my fears of this whole snorkeling project. I’m currently squeezed in between Vi and Kendall, clutching the straps of my life preserver, while attempting to remember what the captain said when he instructed us on how to use the face mask.  
 
    Just breathe, Leah. Breathe. That’s the important thing. It can’t be so difficult to breathe. You’ve been doing it your whole life without a problem. Except for that time in fifth grade when you got diagnosed with asthma after running the 50 yard dash. That wasn’t fun. 
 
    “You want some?” I look up and see Nick holding out a cup of the rum punch to me. He is also practically naked in a sleeveless T-shirt and a bathing suit. Whatever air I was hoping to breathe seems to get sucked out of my lungs from seeing him standing before me like that, with a loaded question...bearing alcohol nonetheless.  
 
    “I’m good,” I squeak. If I can’t breathe on the boat, how am I going to breathe off the boat? I definitely do not want to impair myself any further on this journey by adding alcohol to the mix. “It’s early.” 
 
    “It’s never too early for rum punch,” Kendall says, greedily taking the cup from Nick’s outstretched hand. “Rum punch is the breakfast beverage of choice here on the islands.” 
 
    “How about you?” Nick asks Vi with a smile. Vi waves her hand in front of her face.  
 
    “No, no. I’m not drinking anymore.”  
 
    That’s right, she’s never drinking again. Insert eye roll here.  
 
    “I’m good, too,” Francine mutters. “The invisible one is good.” 
 
    Nick shrugs and jerks his head toward his make-shift bar behind the folding card table. “Well if you ladies change your mind, you know where to find me.” He turns and walks away. 
 
    “Oh, we’ll come find you alright,” Kendall purrs as he leaves. I see his back stiffen, so I know he’s heard her. God, how embarrassing.  
 
    Kendall and Vi start chattering to each other over my head. They’re both very excited about this snorkeling endeavor. Francine has snorkeled before, so she’s an old pro, and peppers the conversation with advice that I try desperately to soak in, but nothing seems to be staying in my brain. I’m so wracked with nerves over this that I don’t think my brain is working at all.  
 
    “Okay everyone!” The captain is standing on the steps to the top deck and cupping his hands around his mouth to be heard over the multiple conversations that are going on. And the DJ’s crappy music. Which he promptly turns down as the captain shoots him a steely glare.  
 
    “We will be arriving at our destination momentarily. When we do get there, I will cut the engine and you can all get into the water from here.” He gestures toward the roped off area at the back of the boat—the same spot where we got on to the boat. This time it’s not connected to a dock. The only thing as far as the eye can see is crystal blue water. Which would be very pretty except for the fact that I am terrified of the crystal blue water. And I am even more terrified of putting my head under the crystal blue water.  
 
    “This is so exciting!” Vi squeals, squeezing my arm. I offer her a weak smile and wonder why she can’t see through me. She has known me long enough to realize when I’m faking it. But right now, she doesn’t seem to notice. 
 
    All too quickly we arrive at our destination and the captain stops the boat. “Remember your life jackets everyone!” 
 
    The fact that we are wearing life jackets should calm me, but for some reason, it doesn’t. In fact, I’m thinking that if we need life jackets, then there must be some danger of drowning. I would feel less panicked if we didn’t have life jackets. I think. 
 
    “Are you coming?” Kendall says. I glance at the line that has formed at the end of the boat.  
 
    “I think I’ll wait a bit until that clears out,” I tell her, waving at the line. Like forever. 
 
    Kendall shrugs and pulls her mask over her face—it immediately fogs up. “Suit yourself,” she says, voice muffled from the mask. She flops away, flippers on her feet slapping at the deck. She looks like a duck, and I normally would laugh, but I am too terrified to laugh at the moment. 
 
    “You want me to wait for you?” Vi asks, glancing back and forth between me and the line. As much as I would like her to stay with me, I don’t want to be the reason she doesn’t get to enjoy this excursion to the fullest. 
 
    “No, no. You go ahead. I’ll be along in a minute.”  
 
    Vi looks at me pointedly. Maybe she can read my mind.  
 
    “I swear. I just want to adjust to these stupid things.” I hold up one flipper foot and wave it at her.  
 
    “They said you didn’t need those if you didn’t want to use them,” Vi points out.  
 
    “Seriously, Vi. Go ahead. I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    “You promise?”  
 
    I nod and she turns, flopping away much like Kendall did a minute before. I tuck my hands underneath my thighs, trying to avoid eye contact with Nick. I’m sure that in a minute he’ll come over by me, wondering why I’m not joining my friends on this snorkeling adventure. As soon as the deck clears out, I’m going to have to make an attempt to get in the water—if only to avoid an awkward conversation with the guy that I have a teenager-like crush on.  
 
    When the crowd thins out, I rise to my feet, trying—in vain—to flip flop to the end of the deck as suavely as humanly possible with giant flippers on my feet. (It is not very suavely at all, in case you were wondering.) Looking down at the deck to avoid Nick’s gaze—which I can feel on the back of my neck—I make it to the end of the boat and lower myself onto the edge, orange flippers trailing off the side. 
 
    The boat is bobbing in the water, and all of the other passengers are bobbing up and down as well, occasionally shouting about a fish or something that they saw underwater. I see Vi and Francine, not too far from where I am. Vi’s smile is a mile wide on her face—I don’t think I’ve seen her this happy in forever.  
 
    I feel a tug on my heart—I want to go join my best friend, but I don’t know if I can. I’m too afraid to get in this water. Afraid I’m going to drown and never be able to get out. 
 
    “Are you getting in, or you going to just sit there all day?” 
 
    Nick. 
 
    I cringe. I have to get in the water, or he’s going to want to know why I would sign up to go snorkeling with no intention of actually snorkeling.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I’m going.” I scoot off the edge and climb down the ladder, my back to Nick. I don’t turn around and look at him. I certainly don’t want my legs to get all rubbery before I climb into this potentially watery grave. This splendidly warm watery grave. I have to be thankful that at least the water is not ice cold to add to my misery.  
 
    I slip quietly into the water, not even making a splash. I still sense that Nick is watching me. Intently.  
 
    Don’t panic. Just flap around out here—do the doggie paddle or something. Don’t let him see you drown. Oh wait, let him see you if you drown—at least then he can save you. 
 
    Attempting to look calm, cool, and totally collected, I gently paddle away from the boat, trying not to splash too much or drawn any attention to myself whatsoever. There’s no one within ten feet of me, so the water is calm. So calm and clear that when I look down, I can see my legs. I wiggle my flippers in amazement. I don’t think I ever remember going swimming in the ocean and seeing my legs underwater. It’s almost like swimming in a pool. 
 
    I don’t mind swimming in pools. See? This isn’t so bad!  
 
    I’m enjoying floating around in the water, getting acclimated to my surrounding, when I hear a voice call out, “Aren’t you going to put your face underwater so you can see the fish?”  
 
    Nick, again. Doesn’t he have some rum punch to hand out or something? Why is he watching me like a hawk? 
 
    “Um, yeah, of course,” I call back to him, waving my hand above water. “I just need to put my face mask on!” 
 
    My face mask has been strapped to the top of my head, perfectly content to stay there for the remainder of its time with me. Unfortunately, now I need to put it on. Sticking the breathing tube into my mouth, I try not to think about all the people before me that have stuck this very tube in their mouth. I’m just hoping that someone disinfects the damn things in between each outing.  
 
    Once that’s in place, my cheeks puffed out like a rabbit, I slide the mask over my face. The rubber strap sticks to my head and pulls a few strands of hair out, causing me to wince. As I try to position the mask over my nose and eyes, it immediately fogs up. Which, of course, causes me to panic because I can’t see a damn thing. I pull it away from my face and breathe.  
 
    Relax, Leah. Relax. Breathe. Try it again. Okay, here goes. 
 
    Mask back on. Breathe through my mouth like the captain told us (hey, I remembered something!). Mask does not fog up. Put face in water. See the pretty fishes swimming by. Paddle a little to follow them. Hey, this is fun! See more pretty fishes over there. Swim to them while breathing properly through the tube. Mask starts to fog up. Panic sets it. Breathing becomes rapid and shallow. Pull head out of water. Yank face mask off. Discover that I am nowhere near the boat anymore. Panic really sets in.  
 
    I start splashing around in the water, turning in all directions. I can see that the rest of the party is pretty far away and I hear a whistle blowing in the distance. Shielding my eyes from the early afternoon sun, I realize the captain is standing at the back of the boat, waving everyone in from the water, just like he said he would do when it was time to leave. 
 
    Oh my God! They’re going to leave without me!  
 
    My heart races as I start to paddle feverishly toward the boat. But the flippers that just made it easy to glide through the water when I was following fish, are making it damn near impossible to swim when I actually need to get somewhere in a hurry.  
 
    My mask starts sliding down, fogging up, and further impeding my progress. I push it off of my face, on top of my head. Inside my chest, my heart is pounding so loudly that I can hear it whooshing in my ears. Quite possibly the last time it ever does that—if I can’t get to the boat before they leave. There’s no way I will be able to swim to shore. I can barely hold my arms up as it is, swimming for less than a minute. They feel like they’re made of lead or something.  
 
    I pull the tube out of my mouth and try to shout, but I get water in my mouth and fog up the face mask that has now slipped over my eyes again. And not only is my face mask foggy, I feel my brain getting foggy, too. I can’t hear or see—at least nothing that makes any sense. Just like that day at the shore twenty-something years ago.  
 
    This is it. I’m going to drown in the friggin’ Caribbean. I survived that day, just to die three thousand miles from home with no one to hear my screams. Well, I guess it could be worse. I could have died a lonely spinster with twenty cats that end up feasting on my flesh because no one even knows that I’ve died and have been rotting in— 
 
    Suddenly I feel all the air pushed out of my lungs as something wraps itself around my middle and yanks me in the other direction. 
 
    Oh great! Even better. I’m going to get eaten by a sea urchin. Wait, do sea urchins eat people? Do they live in the Caribbean? What is a sea urchin? I would Google it, but I don’t have my phone. I wish I had my phone. I could call for help. Wait! I do not want to die! I have to stop this sea urchin! 
 
    I start to fight off the sea urchin, with every fiber of strength I have left. I swing at its face and its body, barely able to hold myself up in the water. 
 
    “Will you stop it, Leah!” That voice that is becoming oh-so-familiar fills my ears.  
 
    Nick? What’s Nick doing in the middle of my fight with a sea urchin? 
 
    “I’m trying to help you get back on the boat, Leah. Stop fighting me!” Nick’s voice is firm, but a little panicky. 
 
    Oh. I don’t think there’s a sea urchin. 
 
    I allow myself to go limp in Nick’s arms as he hauls me toward the boat. It isn’t nearly quite as far as I envisioned it when I was splashing lamely in the water, and it only takes him about a minute to get me there. Where everyone is huddled around the back of the boat, gawking at me like I’m some kind of spectacle. Which, I guess I am.  
 
    “Back up everyone!” the captain bellows as we get to the ladder. “Give them some breathing room!”  
 
    “Can you climb up?” Nick asks as he takes my hand and places it on the rails of the ladder. In my oxygen deprived state I can only nod numbly as I wrap my fingers around the railings and order my legs to cooperate with the climbing process. I’m like a newborn baby calf, struggling up the ladder onto the deck. The only thing preventing me from collapsing is the fact I know Nick is behind me and I don’t want to land on top of him. Any other time, I probably wouldn’t mind, but definitely not in front of all these people.  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye I can see that someone has whipped out a cell phone and is taping this whole thing. I’m sure there will be a video on You Tube entitled “Dramatic Sea Rescue” by the time we get back to the cruise ship.  
 
    My feet hit the deck and I am immediately enveloped in a towel—attached to Kendall.  
 
    “Oh my God, Leah,” she says, squeezing me unbearably tight. “We were so worried!” She leads me to the bench to sit. Francine is chewing her fingernails on her left hand while patting Vi on the head with her other hand. Vi is staring at her lap, nervously twisting her cover up between her hands. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Francine asks as I settle down on the bench. 
 
    “You don’t need CPR or anything?” Kendall asks. 
 
    “Kendall, she’s obviously breathing and has a pulse,” Francine snaps. “Don’t be a moron.” 
 
    Kendall recoils as if Francine has slapped her clear across the face.  
 
    Vi, meanwhile, has not looked up from her lap. Her left hand is purple because she has twisted the towel around it so tightly—she’s practically catatonic. 
 
    “Vi, are you okay?” I ask, pulling my own towel around my shoulders. 
 
    She nods dully, but doesn’t say anything at all.  
 
    “Well, if everyone is okay, I’m going to go get a drink,” Kendall says. “Come on, Francine.” She drags Francine off by the arm.  
 
    The engine starts back up just then, and as if nothing has happened at all, the DJ starts pumping out his terrible music again. Tracking Kendall and Francine, I notice that Nick has resumed his spot behind the folding table exactly as before. Except now he’s dripping wet.  
 
    I steal a glance at him and he raises his hand in acknowledgment. I blush, realizing that once more, I am a damsel in distress that he, the knight in shining armor, has rescued. Will we ever get away from those roles?  
 
    I hear Vi make a squeaking noise and I break my gaze from Nick to look at her.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I lift her chin so I can see her face—she has a lone tear trickling down her face. “My God, Vi! Why are you crying? Are you hurt?” 
 
    She shakes her head and the tears start rolling from both eyes, rapid fire. It’s like a dam that’s sprung a leak. “I was so worried about you, Leah! I can’t believe you never told me you can’t swim!” 
 
    I turn bright red, mostly because people are staring at me again. As if the dramatic sea rescue five minutes earlier wasn’t enough.  
 
    “I can swim, Vi. I just...don’t.” 
 
    “But why?” Vi practically wails. 
 
    But why? That’s a great question, Vi. I want to tell her, I really do. It’s been the only secret between us for almost thirty years...the one thing my best friend doesn’t know about me. And probably the one thing that would explain a lot.  
 
    I open my mouth to speak just as Kendall returns, bearing gifts of rum punch. 
 
    “Here, you could use this now I bet,” she says, shoving a cup in my hand. 
 
    Unable to say anything more to Violet, I take the cup. “Thanks.” And then I take a sip, chickening out about sharing my deepest secret with my very best friend.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    VIOLET 
 
      
 
    “You okay, Vi?” Leah pokes me with her fork. 
 
    “Yeah, you look upset,” Francine chimes in.  
 
    Around the table, there is a chorus of concern for me. I didn’t even realize I looked so out of it. I was just deep in thought—I didn’t think anyone noticed. 
 
    I gaze at my six dinner companions, gathered around the circular table with neatly folded white linen napkins. Four of these six people, I didn’t even know a week ago.  
 
    It’s been an exhausting week of tears, laughter, and self-realizations, nothing that I expected from this vacation. Despite the emotions running high, I am grateful to Leah for taking me on this trip. It helped open my eyes in a way I could never imagine. I really enjoyed the company of George, Nick, Francine, and Kendall, but there’s one aspect of this trip I haven’t enjoyed—lying.  
 
    I’ve been pretending to be something I’m not—divorced. Or at least, I’ve been very vague about my marital status in my interactions with my newfound friends. I want to be able to talk to them in the future. Francine and I have exchanged numbers, and even though she can be a bit of a wet blanket, she’s still a great person...a person I’d like to remain friends with if possible.  
 
    The same goes for George. I have a feeling he thinks I’m a potential romantic partner, so I have to make it clear that I’m actually not available and that I’m married, despite the fact that I’m pretty sure divorce is in my immediate future. I don’t want to lead him on—I’m just hoping he still wants to be friends when he discovers that I’ve spent the last few days lying to him. Not that I lied about anything really important. I mean, other than being divorced, everything that I shared with him was brutally honest. It was so honest that sometimes I surprised myself by the words coming out of my mouth. I spent countless hours confessing my feelings toward Richard to George, and I realized that I harbored a lot of ill will toward him and the kids—I am not the cheerful, doting mother and wife I pretended to be. A lot of my actions and helicoptering of the kids is due to feelings of inadequacy and loneliness.  
 
    I confessed a lot to George, but I have not confessed one thing. It’s the last night of the cruise and I don’t want to leave with this lie hanging over my head.  
 
    I clear my throat and everyone looks at me. 
 
    “I have something to tell you all.” I lay my silverware to the side of my plate, dropping my gaze to my lap. I feel so guilty that I’m not sure I can look at anyone. 
 
    “You’re pregnant,” Kendall says, half joking. Laughter ripples around the table. 
 
    “Um, no. Definitely not. That would be horrible.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Francine says, staring down at her steak. She begins to meticulously cut it into teeny-tiny bite-sized pieces. I know she wishes she had had children when she was younger, so I feel bad about my words. 
 
    “I just meant it would be horrible because I drank so much at the beginning of the cruise,” I attempt to clarify. Although, that’s definitely not the only reason it would be horrible. The main reasons it would be horrible include being forty and having three teenagers at home. Oh, and the little fact that I’ll probably be getting divorced.  
 
    “It’s okay if you drank a little while pregnant,” Kendall assures me with her hand over mine. 
 
    “Oh, I would never drink when I was pregnant!” I tell her, appalled. 
 
    Kendall shrugs. “It’s no big deal. I got so piss drunk with my first. I went to a bachelorette party in Vegas. I barely remember a minute of it. And he’s perfectly fine,” Kendall tells me. 
 
    “Kendall, he twitches if you look at him sideways, and he has horrendous OCD. He can’t even leave the house unless he walks through the door eight times.” 
 
    “Seven,” Kendall mutters. 
 
    “Snorkeling probably wouldn’t be good for a baby, either,” Leah points out.  
 
    “Oh, yeah. You should go to the doctor as soon as you get off the boat,” Francine says to me. 
 
    “I’m not pregnant!” I shout.  
 
    Half the dining room turns to stare at me. A few women clap politely and one guy cheers. My face flushes and I join Francine in meticulous steak cutting. 
 
    “Well, what then?” Kendall asks. 
 
    “What...what?” 
 
    “You said you had an announcement, and then we got completely off topic. What was your announcement?” 
 
    “Oh, um, yeah.”  
 
    I now have to rebuild my nerve. I had been all ready to drop my bombshell before we completely went off on a tangent. I inhale sharply and glance over at Leah. Her eyes are wide—I think she knows what I’m about to say. It’s then that I realize, what I say affects her, too. She has formed relationships on this cruise based on a lie as well—although, her lie isn’t as damning as mine. Sure, she’s not divorced, but she’s not married either. There’s a big difference there.  
 
    “Um, never mind,” I say, locking eyes with Leah. 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Kendall begs, eager for gossip. She clasps her hands together and bats her eyelashes at me. “Please tell us. You can’t leave us hanging.” 
 
    “She said never mind, Kendall. Leave her alone.” Francine chastises without looking up from her meat.  
 
    “If she didn’t want us to know what she had to say, she shouldn’t have told us she had an announcement,” Kendall complains and takes a sip of her electric blue cocktail. 
 
    “People can change their mind,” Francine mutters. 
 
    “Is this about you and the—” Kendall begins. 
 
    “She’s not divorced.” 
 
    Leah’s voice cuts through Francine and Kendall’s bickering like a steak knife.  
 
    “What?” Francine gasps. They are now both gawking open mouthed at Leah. Nick and George are staring as well. 
 
    “What do you mean, she’s not divorced?” Kendall squeaks as if she has never heard of anything so preposterous in all her life. “It’s a divorce cruise. How can you go on a divorce cruise if you’re not divorced?”  
 
    “It’s not like she had to show her divorce papers to get on the cruise, Kendall,” Francine snorts. Yes, she snorts. “She could just say she’s divorced. She didn’t have to prove anything. It wasn’t like she needed a divorce passport or something. There’s no way to check. There are probably tons of people on this boat that aren’t actually divorced.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nick agrees. “The price can be irresistible to cheapskates.”  
 
    I may be overthinking this, but I’m thinking that Nick is accusing me of being a cheapskate. 
 
    “I didn’t book the cruise,” I immediately say. “Leah did.” 
 
    All heads swivel toward Leah. I am instantly grateful that the pressure is off of me and onto her. And I don’t feel a bit guilty. After all, it’s her fault I’m on this cruise to begin with, and she’s the one who should be held responsible. I had no idea this was a divorce cruise until we were in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. What was I supposed to do? Leap off the ship and scream, “I’m married, I’m married!” as I doggy paddle to the Carolina coast? Plus, she’s the one who just spilled the beans. I was going to stay quiet. 
 
    Leah laughs nervously and takes a swig of her own electric blue cocktail. 
 
    “I guess you’re not divorced, either,” Francine says.  
 
    Leah almost shrinks back as she answers, “No, but I’m not married. I’m single. Vi is married.” 
 
    A gasp goes around the table and even touches the periphery tables of people who are obviously eavesdropping on our conversation. Apparently married on a divorce cruise is a heck of a lot more offensive than single on a divorce cruise. 
 
    Leah mouths an apology to me as the heads swivel back in my direction. I resist the urge to flip her the finger. Well, of course I wouldn’t actually flip her the finger, but the urge is strong. 
 
    “Like I said, I had no idea this was a divorce cruise. Leah dragged me along. For my birthday.” 
 
    “Your birthday?” George speaks, and I notice his expression for the first time. It’s a mixture of disappointed and horrified—just like when the kids lost the new gerbil they insisted on getting, and I accidentally sucked it up with the vacuum. Well, how was I supposed to know he had burrowed himself in the couch cushions? 
 
    “Um, yeah. My fortieth birthday. It was a gift.” 
 
    “When’s your birthday?” George asks. 
 
    “Actually, it’s today,” I say, staring down at the table linens. Leah makes a strangled noise next to me as she realizes her mistake. Yes, she took me on the cruise as a gift for my birthday, and then proceeded to have so much fun with the sexy bartender guy that she forgot my actual birthday. It was like some kind of twisted Sixteen Candles plot—I could call it Forty Wine Glasses or something more age appropriate.  
 
    Except in this movie, I don’t end up blowing out my candles while sitting on a table with the hot guy I’ve had a crush on. Because I’m not sixteen and there’s no hot guy. There’s no Prince Charming coming to whisk me away. And real life doesn’t end like romance movies. Real life is so far from a romance movie that it’s almost like a comedy. Real life is marrying a man who doesn’t turn out to be Prince Charming at all. Real life is difficult and soul crushing. 
 
    These thoughts cause tears to prick at my eyes, and before I can even think about it, I yank my napkin off my lap and toss it onto my plate. It lands in the steak sauce, but I barely notice as I push my chair back, causing it to scrape violently on the parquet floor.  
 
    “I need some air,” I gasp as I leap to my feet and dash out of the dining room, dozens of people staring at me with their mouths open. Not caring, I push open the nearest exit door and I spill out onto the deck.  
 
    The cold air slaps me in the face—we’re close to home and it is January after all. For a brief second, I remember the sweater that is hanging on the back of my chair in the dining room. I consider going back in for it, but I don’t think I can stand everyone staring at me after the way I left.  
 
    I tell myself I don’t mind the cold, and for a moment, I believe it. I hug myself and rub my hands up and down my bare arms, hoping that’ll warm me up. My teeth start chattering as I slowly traverse the deck. I catch glimpses of the warm dining room on the other side of the glass, but I will be strong. I’m not going back in there. I need some air, and air I will get. Never mind the fact that the wind is picking up and I feel rain drops on my head.  
 
    “I thought you could use this,” a familiar voice says behind me. 
 
    I turn to find George standing on the deck, holding out my sweater, a sheepish look on his face. “I figured you would be cold out here.” 
 
    I tighten my grip on my body defensively. Has he come out here to tell me what an awful person I am for not telling him the truth? Does he think I was leading him on?  
 
    “I’m okay,” I lie through my teeth as my brain is screaming at me to take the sweater already. 
 
    George cocks his head to the side knowingly. “It’s starting to rain.” He steps forward and drapes the sweater over my shoulders without another word. The feeling of his hands on my shoulders sends waves of heat up and down my spine. 
 
    Stop it, Violet! You are a married woman...as of now. 
 
    “Thanks,” I manage to mutter as I pull my arms into the sleeves.  
 
    We stand in awkward silence, staring at the weathered planks of the deck, the rain bouncing off of them. My hair is moist—in a few minutes it will be drenched and I’ll have that wet dog look I get after I get out of the shower or the pool. I kind of want to pull the sweater over my head so George wouldn’t see me like that, but then I remember that I’m not supposed to care about George or how he sees me.  
 
    “Why don’t we sit over there?” George says, pointing to a group of tables covered by an overhang. It’s part of the restaurant, but no one is sitting outside, despite the heaters that are going full blast next to the tables. Everyone is inside, looking all warm and cozy behind the tinted windows. I’m the only dope that has voluntarily stepped outside. 
 
    “Why?” I’m curious why George is sticking around. Is it so he can yell at me for lying to him? For deceiving him? 
 
    “Because you look cold, and it’s a heck of a lot warmer and drier over there.”  
 
    He takes my arm and leads me to a chair. 
 
    “You brought me my sweater—why don’t you go back inside?” I say as I plop down on the nearest chair. A blast of hot air from the heater toasts me quickly.  
 
    George pulls out the chair on the opposite side of the table and sits down. “I want to make sure you’re okay.” He reaches out his hand to touch mine and I pull it away, nearly knocking over a shallow bowl that’s sitting on the table. 
 
    “I’m fine. Why wouldn’t I be okay?” I try to sound nonchalant, but I end up coming off like a petulant child.  
 
    “Well, for starters, you just ran out of a very nice meal, in a very warm dining room, to stand and shiver in the rain,” George says with a hint of amusement in his blue eyes.  
 
    My god why do his eyes have to be so blue?  
 
    “I needed air,” I mutter, repeating what I had announced to the table before I left. 
 
    “Is it because no one knew it was your birthday?” 
 
    I stare at him for a second until I realize that he’s serious. “I’m not a thirteen-year-old girl. I don’t care that no one knew it was my birthday! How were they supposed to know? I didn’t tell anyone!”  
 
    I don’t mention that I am hurt that Leah forgot my birthday, but that’s not why I’m upset. I don’t know exactly why I’m upset. There’s no rhyme or reason to my feelings. Tears trickle down my face. I swipe at them with my sleeve. 
 
    “Okay,” George says with a raise of his eyebrows. “I’m sorry that I implied that you’d be upset about that.” 
 
    I shrug. “I guess everything is just hitting me at once.”  
 
    “Everything like what?” 
 
    Good question, George. What’s hitting me? The fact I’m married and on a floating vacation with hundreds of people who aren’t? The fact that this has made me realize that I don’t want to be married to Richard any longer? Or the fact that I find you ridiculously attractive, and I absolutely shouldn’t be feeling that? Or the fact that I’m forty years old today and I just realized that I am incredibly unhappy? Or that to ever hope to be happy again, I have to start my entire life over? 
 
    “It’s complicated,” I say. 
 
    “It usually is,” George replies. He takes my hands in his. “Your hands are blue and ice cold. Let me warm them up.” He rubs my fingers, sending a tingling through my body, a feeling I haven’t experienced in almost twenty years.  
 
    It’s just the blood returning to your hands, Vi. There is nothing sexual between you guys. Nor can there be anything sexual between you guys.   
 
    “Are you mad?” I ask him as my fingers and hands tingle and burn.  
 
    He furrows his brow. “Mad? Why would I be mad?” 
 
    “Because I lied to you about being divorced. I think that might have…” I stare down at my cold hands enveloped by his warm ones, “given you the wrong impression.” 
 
    “I can’t be mad. You didn’t purposely come here looking to deceive people, right?” 
 
    “No,” I quickly interject. “I mean, I didn’t even know it was a divorce cruise! Leah tricked me.” 
 
    “Tricked you? That sounds like a weird thing for a best friend to do.” 
 
    “Well no, not if you know Leah. She just wanted me to have a good time, and I guess this cruise was the only opportunity she had. She um, got a good deal on the cruise.” 
 
    “An opportunity too good to be true, huh?” 
 
    I nod. “It seems that way.” 
 
    “Well, you know what they say, when it seems too good to be true, it usually is.” A mournful look crosses over George’s face. “Just like you.”  
 
    Even though my cheeks are frozen, my entire face starts burning, beginning from the tips of my ears and ending at the top of my collar. “I’m not too good to be true,” I stammer.  
 
    “To me you are,” he says sadly. “Listen, it hasn’t been easy for me the last few years. I’ve been having a difficult time adjusting to the divorce. I know this sounds like a line, but I swear that you’re the first person I’ve felt comfortable talking to about everything. Well, except for my therapist. And he isn’t nearly as pretty as you are.”  
 
    Now the blush spreads down my chest. Is he for real? Pretty? Me? Has he seen Leah? She’s the pretty one! And she’s available, too! Well, sort of—she’s kind of with Nick.  
 
    I ignore his “pretty” comment and say, “I’m still here. We can be friends, even though I’m not divorced.” 
 
    “You’re absolutely right,” George says with a forced smile. Then he releases my hands and slaps his forehead. “God, what would my therapist say?” 
 
    “About what?” I ask, shoving my semi-warmed up hands underneath my thighs before he can take them again.  
 
    “That I assume I need to have a romantic relationship with any female I have a connection with. I can be friends with women. He reminds me of this all the time.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not your therapist, but I would assume he would tug at his snowy white beard and say something along the lines of,” I pause and change my voice to a baritone, “George, you have deep seated issues with women dating back to childhood.” 
 
    George cracks a smile. “You’re right on the money with that assessment. He does have a snowy white beard. Sometimes he has food stuck in it from his lunch.” George shivers and I laugh. 
 
    “And then he’d probably refill his pipe and ask you to lie back on the couch and try to remember your potty training.” 
 
    George bursts out laughing. “He’s not Freud.” 
 
    “Does he have a pipe, though?” 
 
    George nods as he continues to laugh. “I think he might. He smells like pipe smoke sometimes.” He then mimics his possible pipe smoking therapist. “I think you ought to lie back on the couch, young lady, and we’ll talk about your feeding experiences as a child. Were you breastfed until kindergarten?”  
 
    I start laughing, imagining this bearded therapist analyzing both of us. “I’m pretty sure if you knew my mother, you would personally be traumatized by that question.”  
 
    George is wiping tears of laughter away from his face when Leah appears in front of us, the light from the restaurant illuminating her worried face.  
 
    “Can I talk to you for a minute?” Leah asks me. 
 
    “I’ll just leave you two alone,” George says, scraping his chair back and standing up. 
 
    He waves and heads back down the deck to the entrance, leaving me and Leah alone.  
 
    And that’s when Leah bursts into tears.  
 
    


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
      
 
    LEAH 
 
      
 
    “Why are you crying?” Vi asks, arms wrapped around her body. She’s shivering. It’s stupidly cold and damp outside. I don’t know why she’s even sitting out here. 
 
    “Can we go inside?” I ask, waving my hand toward the restaurant door, five feet from where she’s sitting. 
 
    “No. I like it out here,” she replies defensively.  
 
    Okay, so this is how she’s playing it. She’s mad at me so she’s going to make me freeze to death. I guess I deserve it.  
 
    I sit down in the chair George has vacated. Vi is staring down at her hands that she now has clasped in her lap. I poke at the water droplets that have collected on the table. I glance above my head to discover there is a small gap in the awning and I am sitting directly underneath it.  
 
    Just my luck. 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question,” Vi accuses. 
 
    “Um, what question?” I don’t remember her asking me anything. 
 
    “Why are you crying?” 
 
    “Oh, that.”  
 
    Why am I crying? Is it because the guy I’ve known for a grand total of five days has dumped me? Not that we were actually going out or anything juvenile like that. And why should I care? I’ve broken up with plenty of guys. And I was with plenty more for even longer than a week. Well, maybe not plenty, but enough. And I never even slept with the guy! We only kissed the one time! Aside from the night he helped me with Vi, we’ve never been together for more than an hour or two!  
 
    “Is Nick mad that you lied?” Vi cuts into my thoughts.  
 
    “I guess,” I stammer. I’m not exactly sure why Nick is mad. I think it has a little bit to do with the fact that I’m not divorced, but I can’t see why that would upset him. It’s not like I’m married, like Vi. And it’s not as if we actually had a sexual relationship or anything—we were little more than friends. As much as I think we both wanted that to change as soon as the boat docked… 
 
    When Vi stormed away from the table before, she left four people staring at me for an explanation. And they were mad as hatters to be quite frank. Well, George wasn’t—he ran off after Vi with her sweater in his hand. But Francine and Nick were staring daggers through my body. Kendall was digging through her bag to retrieve a lip gloss. 
 
    “What did you mean, you’re not divorced?” Nick asked, rolling up his shirt sleeves. He was dressed in his bartender uniform because he was due to report to work at nine o’clock.  
 
    “Um, I’m not divorced.” Isn’t it obvious what that means? 
 
    “Why are you on this cruise then?” Francine leaned forward and glared at me. Kendall was smearing the lip gloss all over her lips, riveted by the conversation. 
 
    “It was a giant misunderstanding,” I sighed. 
 
    Francine scowled. “I’m not sure how one can misunderstand the word divorced. Either you are or you aren’t.” 
 
    “It’s not that simple,” Kendall interjected. Finally! A voice of reason. “Sometimes you’re almost divorced or your marriage is completely on the rocks and you’re separated. Or you’re in a loveless marriage to begin with so it’s like you’re divorced. I’m sure there are a ton of people on this ship like that.” Kendall waved her hand around. I was about to breathe a sigh of relief when she pointed her lip gloss tube at me. “Leah, however, is not one of those people. Considering she’s never been married to begin with.” 
 
    So much for the voice of reason.  
 
    “Did you book this cruise so you could mock us poor divorced souls?” Francine asked, crossing her arms over her chest. She was still wearing that scowl like a badge of honor, almost as if she enjoyed being angry with people.  
 
    “No! It wasn’t like that!” I looked toward the door at that point, hoping that Vi would come back and rescue me. Well, maybe not rescue me, but at least if she re-appeared, maybe the table would focus back on her and her dramatic exit stage left.  
 
    But it wasn’t to be. Vi was nowhere in sight. And I didn’t really deserve to be rescued by her, did I? It was my fault that she was in this situation, not the other way around. 
 
    “Listen,” I said, chewing my cuticle and immediately tasting my mango colored nail polish. “I wanted to take Vi on a vacation of a lifetime. She’s had a shitty life so far and this is her fortieth birthday. I don’t make nearly as much money as I claim to make in front of her, so I knew I wouldn’t be able to afford anything that was as great as she deserved. You know she got me backstage passes to a Bon Jovi concert for my birthday a few years back?” 
 
    Kendall gasped. “Was he totally as hot as he looks?” 
 
    “Hotter,” I replied with a smile. “The Bon Jovi concert was one of the highlights of my life and I have been spending the last ten years trying to figure out how to repay Vi. And besides, she really, truly deserves an amazing vacation. She’s an amazing person and an amazing friend. My friend Troy got discounts for this trip and I jumped on it. I didn’t realize it was a divorce cruise until I had already gotten it in my head that we were going to go. I didn’t want to have to ditch the whole idea and start from scratch.” I shrugged as I gazed at the three of them. “I figured it wouldn’t really matter anyway. I wasn’t planning on meeting anyone that I cared about.” My eyes lingered on Nick. 
 
    “That’s a lovely story,” Nick said with a scowl as he pushed his chair back from the table and stood. “I’ve got to get to work. I wasn’t planning on risking my job for a liar, so I’m not going to be late so I can listen to her excuses.”  
 
    My mouth dropped open. “But Nick, I…” 
 
    He put his hand up to stop me. “Save it. I can’t believe I risked this job for a woman who couldn’t even tell me the truth.” 
 
    Without another word, he stormed off. 
 
    Staring after him, I found tears welling in my eyes. I then excused myself to go find Vi and currently gawk at her like I can’t form a sentence. She is poking at my arm right now. 
 
    “Seriously, Leah. What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    “Nick hates me.” 
 
    “I doubt he hates you.”  
 
    “Oh, I’m pretty sure he hates me. He was risking his job, you know.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, he’s not supposed to engage in any romantic relationships with passengers. I mean, he’s allowed to talk to us and even hang out with us, but nothing more than that.” 
 
    “So what does that have to do with being on a divorce cruise if you’re not actually divorced? I’m not understanding how he can be mad at you and it doesn’t even matter. If he was risking his job, it’s irrelevant if you were divorced or not.” 
 
    She does have a good point, but I think Nick’s issue is more the fact that I lied about being divorced. Well, actually, I never really lied. I just omitted the whole not-divorced fact. I explain that to Violet. 
 
    “You hardly go around and announce to people that you’re not divorced. But honesty does have its place in all relationships. You probably should have broached the subject at some point.” 
 
    I take a deep breath. Honesty is important in relationships and by the events of today, I can see that lack of honesty can ruin things quickly. 
 
    I take a deep breath. “While we’re being honest, there’s something else I haven’t told you.” 
 
    Vi stares at me wide-eyed. “Oh, no. What else could you possibly be lying about?” 
 
    “Not lying. I just never told you something about my past and it’s haunted me. I know it’s stupid, but I can’t seem to bring myself to tell you about why I don’t like the ocean. Why I don’t swim. About losing my dad.” 
 
    She cocks her head to the side and takes my hand. “Leah, you can tell me anything.” 
 
    “I know,” I say, and then I launch into my tale of woe—how I nearly drowned that day in the ocean and how my dad wanted me to put on my big girl panties and deal with it. And how guilty I felt about never patching things up with him before he died. When I am done speaking, Vi is crying. Why am I not surprised? 
 
    “Vi, don’t cry about it!” 
 
    “It’s just so sad, Leah!” She is dabbing at her eyes with her sweater sleeves. 
 
    “I guess. But I didn’t tell you that story to make you sad. I just wanted you to know everything about me. The way I know everything about you.” 
 
    “How do you know that you know everything about me?” she asks. 
 
    “You’re not good at lying. Or omitting the truth. You are the most honest person I know…to a fault.” 
 
    “You don’t know that…oh who am I kidding? You’re right.” 
 
    “I know I’m right. I’ve known you for a very long time, Vi. You’re honest and predictable.”  
 
    Vi gives me the stink eye that she usually reserves for her kids when they break something or fight in public. It doesn’t deter me and it usually doesn’t deter them either. Except for Samantha. Samantha’s a good egg. Most of the time. 
 
    “Can you predict this?” Vi asks, standing up and picking up the bowl that’s sitting on the table. Before I can even blink, she has tossed water at me, drenching my entire upper body. I stare at her, open mouthed, gasping. In our twenty-five plus years of friendship, Vi has never done anything like this to me and I am completely stunned by the fact she chose this very moment—when I’m pretty down in the dumps to begin with—to do it.  
 
    “What is wrong with you?” 
 
    Violet winces and tugs off the sweater that she is wearing. “Dang it, I thought it would make you laugh. Here, have my sweater.” 
 
    “Make me laugh? Are you crazy?” If there are any whales in nearby water they would be picking up the vibrations from my screeching.  
 
    “Um, maybe a little. I’m so sorry, Leah. I didn’t realize there was so much water in the bowl.” Vi’s lip is quivering and her eyes are welling up.  
 
    Oh great. She’s about to cry.  
 
    “I’m kidding!” I lie, throwing my hands up in the air and nearly punching her in the face as she attempts to dry the water off my chin with the sweater.  
 
    She observes me skeptically. “Are you really?” 
 
    “Of course! Very funny joke, Vi.” I playfully punch her in the arm. She still stares at me with doubt. “Seriously!” 
 
    “Well, okay. But I’m really sorry about it.” 
 
    “You don’t apologize about jokes, silly. That makes them unfunny,” I explain, dramatically hanging my head. 
 
    “Oh, sorry.” 
 
    I sigh. 
 
    “Let’s just go to the cabin so I can change out of these wet clothes, and then we’ll go back to the table for dessert.”  
 
    I start to walk toward the entrance when I realize that Vi isn’t behind me. I turn around to see her clutching the wet sweater in her hands. She shivering and I can’t be sure due to the lack of lighting, but I think her lips are blue. And she’s crying. Ughhhhhhhh. 
 
    “Vi! Why are you crying?” 
 
    “Because you’re the best friend ever!” Vi wails, dropping her arms at her side, the sweater hanging limply. Her body starts to shake violently. 
 
    “Oh, Jesus. Come on, let’s go inside.” 
 
    Vi allows me to drag her toward the door, all the while describing my positive attributes and explaining why I am the best friend on all the planet. This list includes allowing her to throw things at me without getting mad, and also details an incident when we were nineteen and I lied to her mom for her about the pot he found in her room. I told her that it was mine. Which was pretty plausible and the dope believed me.  
 
    Honestly, it was no skin off my nose at all at the time, but Vi acted like I should have been given the congressional medal of honor for that sacrifice. Her mom was a bitch to Vi all the time when she was growing up, always yelling at her for every stupid little thing, so I guess she could have a point about that making me the best best friend in the world. But at this moment, I don’t feel like the best anything in the world. 
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    We approach the dining room with trepidation.  
 
    “Do we really need to go back in there?” Leah asks, a slight whine to her voice.  
 
    “It was your idea. I’m good without dessert. Even though it is my birthday.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Leah groans dramatically. I half expect her to fling her hand across her forehead like she’s going to faint.  
 
    I am not thrilled with the idea of going back in there myself. Who knows how they’re going to react? But does it really matter? We don’t ever have to see these people again. 
 
    That thought causes a pang of sadness in my chest. But I want to see these people again. I want them as friends. 
 
    I shake off all my conflicting thoughts as we enter the dining room. I have enough friends. I don’t need more to complicate things. Okay, I have Leah. But I definitely don’t need George complicating things. When I get home tomorrow, things are going to have to change, and being friends with George won’t help matters. Especially since, if I have to be honest with myself, I am attracted to him. Which is absolutely ridiculous, considering I have never been attracted to another man the entire time I have been with Richard. With the exception of celebrities, of course. And our lawn guy. And only when he takes his shirt off.  
 
    “Vi.” Leah is shoving me forward. 
 
    I blink and realize we are now standing at the table, staring at the faces of the people I have gotten to know over the past week. After the big revelation and subsequent blow-out at dinner, I am ready to put this day to bed. Quickly.  
 
    “Vi,” Leah says again, this time poking my arm. “You’re staring,” she hisses in my ear. 
 
    I guess I am. I’m standing there with my mouth open, gawking at the occupants of the table. George has found his way back to his seat, and Francine and Kendall are looking at me expectantly. The only one conspicuously missing is Nick. 
 
    I have no idea what to say to them. I owe them nothing...not even an explanation, but for some reason, I want to give it to them anyway.  
 
    Focus, Violet, focus!  
 
    I’m about to speak when Francine says, “Come sit back down, guys.” She waves toward our chairs. “We won’t bite, I promise.” She offers us a weak smile that she immediately tries to intensify, resulting in a lopsided, almost creepy grin, like the Joker’s. I guess she doesn’t get much practice in smiling.  
 
    “Yeah,” Kendall chimes in, patting the seat beside her.  
 
    At our places are desserts of chocolate mousse torte, topped with a dollop of vanilla ice cream. The ice cream is almost completely melted. I look around the table and discover that the others have finished their dessert. Even the plate in front of Nick’s spot is licked clean.  
 
    George sees my eyes trail toward Nick’s plate and guiltily says, “The dessert was really good. I will regret it in the morning, but for now...well, the dessert was really good.” 
 
    Francine interrupts. “Anyway, while you guys were gone, we were talking.” She frowns. This is where they are going to rip into us for lying about being divorced. Who knows, maybe they will even turn us in to the staff. What do they do in these situations? Throw people overboard? Make them pay extra? 
 
    “We realize, well, some of us realize with a little prodding—” Francine jerks her head toward Kendall, “that it’s none of our business whether you’re divorced or not. It doesn’t affect our trip. It’s not like it takes something away from our experience if you’re not divorced and we are.” 
 
     “Wow, um, that’s...wow, thanks guys. You know, for not being angry,” Leah says, smiling broadly.  
 
    “Oh, I didn’t say we weren’t angry,” Francine retorts. “I just said we understand that it’s none of our business. I’m furious.” 
 
    Leah’s smile drops off her face. “But...but…” 
 
    “You lied to us,” Francine says, poking her finger at Leah.  
 
    Leah starts to open her mouth to speak, but for once in our friendship, I interject before she can get the words out.  
 
    “Listen, guys. Leah and I are really sorry for having misled you all. We meant no disrespect.” 
 
    Leah nods, but doesn’t say anything, content to allow me to continue to speak  
 
    “We value your friendship. I hope you can find it in your hearts to forgive us for our gross misdeeds. We’d like to remain friends with you if possible.” 
 
    Shocked and proud of myself for being our spokesperson without crying, I smooth out the back of my dress and plop down on my chair. I grab my fork and start to dig into my dessert.  
 
    “Gross?” Kendall chirps.  
 
    I pause mid-bite. Is she calling me gross? Or is she saying that the dessert is gross? 
 
    Francine promptly chimes in, “It means blatant, Kendall. Gross doesn’t just mean...icky. Girl, I’m getting you a dictionary for your birthday this year. How do you get to be forty years old and not know that?” 
 
    Francine winks at me and then rolls her eyes. I bite my lip, trying not to let the laugh bubble that is building in my chest, escape. Laughing is almost as bad as crying for me. I will start to laugh and end up peeing myself from overexertion.  
 
    “Oh,” Kendall replies nonchalantly as she dabs the corners of her mouth with a napkin. “I’m going to ignore your dig at my age, Francine. Where’s the waiter?” she asks, eyes skirting around the crowded dining room until she spots our waiter. She waves at him and his eyes widen with fear.  
 
    Earlier in the dinner, Kendall took a shining to our waiter Giancarlo and decided to flirt with him mercilessly. Needless to say, the nearly infantile Giancarlo was neither flattered, nor happy about the unsolicited attention from a woman old enough to be his mother. Kendall, however, does not seem to understanding this basic fact, and now stands up, waving Giancarlo over to our table. When he sees her rise to her feet, he takes off toward the kitchen like a bat out of hell. 
 
    “Giancarlo!” she calls after him. “I want another round of drinks!” She runs after him, stumbling in her heels—mostly due to the fact that she’s already had several rounds of drinks already.  
 
    Francine looks at me and I can’t help it now. We bust out laughing. In fact, we start laughing so hard that Francine is gasping and crying at the same time.  
 
    “Poor guy,” Francine gasps, wiping the tears from her eyes. “She’s relentless when she wants something. Barely legal men are her specialty.”  
 
    Just then, music starts playing and the room is bathed in total darkness. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen!” a voice calls out from the darkness, and light slowly begins to filter in from the sconces lining the walls of the dining room. A spotlight is turned on and aimed at the dance floor where a man in a tux and a woman in a stunning red, sequined flapper dress have suddenly appeared. 
 
    “Ooo,” Leah squeals, clutching my arm. “I love that dress!”  
 
    “Last night was the last night of the decade! At midnight, we said goodbye to the teens. In honor of the new decade, we have lined up a night of entertainment for our foray into...the Roaring Twenties!”  
 
    “I forgot it was New Year’s Day,” George mutters from across the table.  
 
    “You forgot last night was New Year’s Eve?” Leah whispers. “We had fireworks and a party. How could you forget?”  
 
    “Today has been so long,” George explains. “Yesterday feels like last year or something.” He laughs at his own joke, and Leah rolls her eyes.  
 
    We watch in amazement as the dancing duo twirls, and the woman shakes her sequined booty in front of us.  
 
    “I wish I could learn to dance like that,” Leah says with a mournful sigh. 
 
    “Dance like that?” Kendall pipes up, sitting back down at the table with a drink. “I wish I could wear a dress like that. Damn, that dress wouldn’t fit over my left thigh.”  
 
    “Oh stop, Kendall! You’re twig!” Leah says with an eye roll. “I would kill to have your BMI.” 
 
    “Who are you kidding, Leah?” Kendall replies. “You’re skinnier than me...by a long shot. I bet you weigh at least ten pounds less than I do.” 
 
    “No way. Not after a week of buffet foods and endless cocktails,” Leah retorts dramatically. 
 
    I chuckle as the two thinnest people at the table argue over who is fatter. I glance over at George who is intently watching the talented dancers. He must feel my eyes on him because he turns his head. I make that swirling around the temple motion to indicate I think both Kendall and Leah are nuts. George laughs and shakes his head before returning to watching the dancers with rapt attention.  
 
    I smile to myself—I may not be ready for a new relationship with anyone, but at least I know, I’ve got a friend in George. It almost makes me want to burst out into that Toy Story song, but I refrain—I don’t want my new friends to think that I’m nuts.  
 
    At least, not any more than they already do.  
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    “It’s beddy-bye time,” Vi croons at me like I’m a five-year-old. 
 
    “No!” I protest, jutting out my lip. “I’m having fun! I don’t want to go to bed yet!” Okay, I may be acting like a five-year-old as well. 
 
    “Leah,” Vi says with exasperation, throwing her hands up. She is drawing attention to her hair by doing that—I find myself staring at it in fascination. It is windblown and crazed, and she’s making it worse by running her hand through it.  
 
    “Violet. Don’t be such a spoil sport. It’s our last night of the cruise and the night is still young!” I throw my hands up and whirl around in a circle. “Let’s party! These are party people right here!”  
 
    We are in the Grand ballroom that is now almost empty—except for the wait staff that is sweeping up around us and clearing off tables. Okay, maybe they’re not exactly party people. At least, not at the moment. 
 
    “The night is not young, and neither are we,” Vi grumbles, grabbing my arm. 
 
    “You need help?” Kendall slurs, slumped over Francine’s shoulder. I may be slightly drunk, but Kendall is even more slightly drunk. Even I, a slightly drunk person, can tell that.  
 
    I see George raise his bushy eyebrows—presumably at the idea that Kendall would be of any assistance. “I can help you get her back to the room,” he says, reaching his arm out for me.  
 
    “I’ve got her,” Vi reassures him. “I’m used to this. It’s not my first rodeo.” 
 
    “Hey!” I protest, certain that her statement has somehow insulted me, but I can’t quite piece together exactly how.  
 
    Next thing I know, we have waved goodbye to everyone and are in the corridor, my best friend leading me back to the cabin—I’m dragging unwillingly behind her.  
 
    The carpet has such interesting squares. Blue and green…and there’s a tinge of brown. I wonder where they get the carpet. I wonder how much carpet they need for this ship? It must cost a fortune to carpet this whole ship.  
 
    Vi stops short when she gets to our hallway, causing me to bump into her. 
 
    “What hap—”  
 
    I look up and I know exactly what happened. Nick is standing in front of the door of our cabin, staring at the ceiling, holding a semi-wilted rose in one hand, and a folded white shirt over his arm. Instead of the uniform that I last saw him wearing, he’s got on the faded gray shirt that he was wearing the day that we met, his biceps and chest muscles straining against the thin fabric. He looks very hot. I am suddenly stone cold sober.  
 
    “Sweet baby Jesus,” I hear Vi mutter under her breath. 
 
    “Hey.” I poke her defensively. Just because he dumped me doesn’t mean she can ogle my guy. 
 
    Nick’s expression is unreadable. He is neither smiling, nor scowling. He’s too far away for me to read what’s behind his eyes. I don’t know if he still hates me or what. But he’s here, so that has to count for something, right? Unless he’s here to tell me how much he hates me. That’s always possible. But usually you don’t bring a rose to tell someone you hate them.  
 
    I stand still, his eyes taking me in.  
 
    “Hi,” he finally says, after what feels like an eternity. 
 
    He offers me a half-hearted smile. Vi still hasn’t moved, so I kind of shove her aside and walk toward Nick. 
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to just show up here like this, but I wanted to tell you…well, I’m sorry I overacted before. And…” He stares down at the shirt that’s draped over his arm. “I quit.” 
 
    “You quit? What did you quit?” 
 
    “Um, my job?” Nick is staring at me incredulously.  
 
    Okay, my mind is working a little slower than usual due to my excessive alcohol consumption. It sounds to me like he quit his job. 
 
    “You quit your job? Here on the boat? Why would you quit?”  
 
    “Because I realized I made a huge mistake.” 
 
    I don’t understand. “This job was a mistake? I thought you liked it?” 
 
    “Oh I do...I did. But I only took it because I was scared.” 
 
    I shake my head. Nothing he’s saying is making any sense to me. Maybe I’m drunker than I thought.  
 
    “Um, I’m gonna just go…” Violet is now pushing me aside and fiddling with the lock to the door. She slides her keycard in and it beeps loudly, red light blinking angrily. “Um, er,” she stammers, yanking the keycard out and shoving it back in. It beeps again...this time even more angrily, if that’s possible. I shake my head. I really need a cup of coffee or something—I’m starting to personify our door lock.  
 
    Vi growls at the keycard and tries one more time, with the same result.  
 
    “Here, let me—” Nick takes the keycard from her hand and it works for him, no problem. 
 
    “Um, thanks,” Vi mutters as she shoves past Nick and into the room.  
 
    Nick and I allow the echo of the slamming door to reverberate between us. 
 
    “So, you were saying you quit?” I finally speak, thinking I imagined this.  
 
    He did say he quit. And he quit because he was scared? 
 
    “And you quit because you were scared?”  
 
    Nick shakes his head. “I didn’t quit because I was scared. I took the job because I was scared.” 
 
    “That makes no sense.” Now I remember what he said. Yes, it didn’t make sense two minutes ago when he first said it, either.  
 
    Nick shifts his feet uncomfortably. “When my wife and I broke up, I took this job because I was afraid what would happen to me if I stayed where I was.”  
 
    Still not making sense. I briefly wonder again if I should get coffee so my brain can function properly.  
 
    “Um, okay?” 
 
    “I mean, I was afraid I would find someone else and settle down and get married.” 
 
    Yup. Nick, one, my brain, zip. 
 
    “Isn’t that the point of this whole experiment of life? Find someone to settle down with?”  
 
    “Well yeah. If you haven’t had your heart smashed to a thousand pieces already.” Nick hangs his head, and despite my obvious inebriation, it all becomes clear. His heart was broken when he and his wife broke up, and it devastated him so much that he was scared of getting into another relationship.  
 
    “Oh, Nick.” I reach out and lightly touch his arm. I had never had my heart really broken...at least not since Billy Howard didn’t return my affections in seventh grade, right after my dad died. It was like a double whammy of pain after losing my dad, and then being rejected. It hurt like hell. After that, I had vowed never to let anyone in again for this very reason. A broken heart hurt way too much. And a broken ego was even worse.  
 
    A light bulb goes off in my head, a moment of clarity dawning. Is this why I always find some way to drive guys away, either consciously or subconsciously? I don’t want to give them a chance to break my heart? 
 
    Nick leans against the door of our cabin and slides to the floor, head drooping toward his chest. Even though I have a dress on, I join him on the floor. At least I know it’s clean. They vacuum like ten times a day on this ship.  
 
    “I get it,” I tell him. “I’ve been so afraid of getting hurt that I haven’t let anyone in. And I run away any time I think anyone is getting close. Just like you think that you’re running away by working on the cruise ships. I mean, I even pretend it’s always the guy’s fault, but I know, deep down...it’s me.” 
 
    With a deep breath, I continue this cathartic release. “I break their hearts before they can break mine...well, I mean, I dump them or sabotage the relationship before they have a chance to get into my head. Or my heart.”  
 
    I can’t believe I’m confessing this out loud…to a guy. A guy I have a tremendous crush on to boot. 
 
    He doesn’t say anything, but I find his hand creeping toward mine on the floor. Our fingertips touch, sending a ripple of electric current through my body. He strokes my fingers lightly, the electricity intensifying until it’s a full-fledged surge. I try to block the urge to rip his clothes off and climb on top of him right here in the hallway. Instead, I sigh and tell him my secret, the one I just shared with Vi earlier. This honesty thing is becoming addicting.  
 
    “My dad died when I was really young. Twelve. A heart attack. Hanging Christmas lights outside.” I choke back the sob that always rises in my throat when I think about the day I came home from the mall and police cars and ambulances were outside my house.  
 
    “Shit, I’m sorry,” Nick says—the first time he has spoken since he slid down the wall. I shrug.  
 
    “Not your fault. Not anyone’s fault. Well, it was the bacon and butter he put on everything’s fault, actually.” I try to laugh, but it results in a snort that I immediately try to cover up by continuing my story.  
 
    “I was the biggest daddy’s girl there was—my mother really resented me for it, too. Daddy and I got into a fight a few months before he died. I nearly drowned in the ocean and he tried to get me to go back in. In fact, he picked me up and threw me back in. I spent the next four months sulking at him. And then, he dropped dead. I had never made up with him. I really thought that he died because I had caused him so much stress by being mad at him.  At least, that’s what my mother told me.” 
 
    “That’s really shitty.” 
 
    “That’s my mother for you. Needless to say, we’re not very close. In fact, I’m not close to anyone except Violet. She’s been my best friend since seventh grade. We became friends right after my dad died. Everyone who was friends with me before he died kind of drifted away...like they were afraid that it would happen to them if we were friends. Vi was my fresh start.”  
 
    “It seems like she’s a really great friend,” Nick says. 
 
    “She’s the best,” I reply with a nod. “The best.”  
 
    We sit there in silence for a few minutes, his thumb rubbing circles on the top of my hand, the tingling feeling intensifying. I start to close my eyes, enjoying the feeling, when Nick speaks. 
 
    “I don’t have much reason for the way I am, no childhood trauma. I had a pretty normal life till my divorce. Till I failed, and had my heart ripped into shreds by the one person I was counting on.” 
 
    I open my eyes and look at him—really look at him. He’s crying. Not sobbing or anything, but his eyes are watery and red. I have never, in my entire life, had a guy cry in front of me.  
 
    Well, not like this. Lester Franklin cried like a baby at the ending of Forrest Gump—that was my cue to exit stage left in that relationship. And Andy Hammer used to cry after sex. That was definitely a cue to run. 
 
    But for some reason, Nick crying doesn’t make me want to run—it makes me want to wrap my arms around him.  
 
    Which is exactly what I do. 
 
    Four hours later when Vi opens the door, that’s how she finds us—fast asleep in the hallway, with our arms wrapped around each other. 
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    I step out of the taxi and the taxi driver pops the trunk open. He doesn’t make a move to get out of the taxi, so I reach into the trunk to retrieve my own suitcase. So much for chivalry.  
 
    I attempt to set the suitcase on the sidewalk, but I have completely forgotten about the broken wheel and the suitcase flops dramatically on its side.  
 
    “You want me to come in with you?” 
 
    Leah is standing next to me on the sidewalk, the door to the cab wide open. 
 
    I shake my head. “No. I’ve got to do this myself. Thank you though.” I lean down and reach for the suitcase handle. “Thank you for everything. You’re the best friend that a girl could have.” 
 
    Leah has tears in her eyes as she envelopes me in a violently loving hug—I awkwardly try to hold onto the handle of the suitcase to no avail. It flops over again, dejectedly this time.  
 
    “Lady! I got another fare!” The cab driver honks the horn, trying to encourage Leah to get back in the cab. She does not give in easily.  
 
    “Good luck,” she says when she finally loosens her grip on me and offers me an encouraging smile. “Call me later and let me know how it goes.” 
 
    “I’ll probably need to call you sooner rather than later. You know, when I need a place to live.” My attempt at humor falls flat as Leah cringes.  
 
    “It’s gonna be okay, Vi. This was a long time coming.” She squeezes my arm before climbing back into the cab. 
 
    I watch the cab drive away, knowing that what she said is true. I am aware that my marriage fell apart long before I went on this cruise. I know Richard and I have been incompatible for a very long time—maybe even always. I understand that he has no respect for me, and that I deserve to be treated with respect. I know that the fact he refuses to go to counseling means he’s not willing to work on our marriage, he’s not interested in making it work, and I should stop blaming myself up for the sole failure of our relationship. I know all this. I am logical about it. This cruise taught me that I need to accept what I can’t change. But it still breaks my heart.  
 
    The door to the cab closes and I hear it drive away from the curb. My eyes sting as I grab the handle to the suitcase and roll it up the sidewalk, the bum wheel bumping along the way. I reach the front door, my hand trembling as it reaches for the knob, when it swings open. Samantha is walking out the door, backpack on her shoulders. She squeals with glee when she sees me.  
 
    “Mummy!” She leaps at me, wrapping her arms around my body. “I missed you so much!” she cries out as she buries her head into my shoulder. Her head is even with mine and I realize she is now as tall as I am.  
 
    When did that happen? I feel like I’ve been away forever. 
 
    “Are you crying?” Samantha asks with astonishment, pulling away from me. “Why are you crying? Did something happen?” 
 
    “I’m just so happy to see you,” I blubber, dissolving into tears, not holding back anything. 
 
    Samantha, the girl who was just telling me how much she missed me, undergoes one of those rapid personality changes so popular with teenagers, and rolls her eyes at me. “Um, okay. You were only gone a few days, Mom.” 
 
    “Still, I missed you,” I say as I step into the house, dragging the stupid suitcase over the threshold.  
 
    “I’m on my way to Kayla’s house,” Samantha tells me. “We’re writing our English papers together.”  
 
    “Oh, okay.” I frown, disappointed that I won’t even get to visit with my daughter.  
 
    “Oh, and Dad is in a meeting with Vic in his office. Jeremy is at practice and Matthew has detention until five o’clock.” 
 
    I groan, even more disappointed now. “Okay,” I tell her. “See you later.” I slam the door closed, slightly annoyed that the kids who usually won’t leave me alone, have completely left me alone. I toss my suitcase to the side and plop down on the couch, the house completely silent.  
 
    I was really hoping to see all the kids before seeing Richard. It was going to boost me up for what I need to do next. I reach for the remote to turn on the TV and my brain screams at me, Stop procrastinating! 
 
    Sighing, I stand and head downstairs to Richard’s home office. Despite the fact that he is currently in a meeting with Vic, his assistant, and he hates being interrupted, I need to talk to him now before I lose my nerve. I stand in front of his office door, hand on the knob for what feels like an eternity. Taking a deep breath, I finally throw the door to the office open. What I see before me nearly gives me a heart attack and I end up screaming. 
 
    “Oh my God! Vi!” My husband screams and yanks up his pants, nearly knocking Vic over in the process. 
 
    I cover my eyes as I continue to scream. 
 
    “Oh my God!” Vic adds to the screaming. 
 
    “Why didn’t you knock?” Richard yells, zipping his pants and pulling the door shut at the same time. I am trapped in the room with my husband and apparently, his...lover.  
 
    I glower at them, Vic sheepishly creeping toward the corner, Richard absolutely eggplant with embarrassment as he attempts to get himself together. 
 
    “Why didn’t I knock? What the hell is going on here?” I am trembling and I want to run from the room. The only thing that is keeping me here is the fact that I know the two of them must be a thousand times more embarrassed than I am. If that’s even humanly possible. 
 
    “It’s not—” Richard starts to say and I immediately hold up my hand to protest.  
 
    “Don’t you dare tell me that it’s not what it looks like, Richard. I’m pretty sure you weren’t taking inventory for the gym with your pants around your ankles.” 
 
    At that, sweat starts trickling off of my husband’s chiseled face. “Um, I guess, he, we…” Richard stammers as he collapses into his desk chair, gripping the sides so tightly that his knuckles turn white. 
 
    “Well?” I snap at him, fully taking advantage of the fact the tables are actually turned for once. Richard still doesn’t answer me. In fact, he blinks rapidly, like he can blink me and my accusations and questions away.  
 
    “Did you miss me that much while I was gone?” I say with an ironic laugh, anger building by the second. I am shocked by my own words. It sounds like Leah just crawled out of my mouth. Sarcasm is definitely not my normal defense mechanism. “I can’t believe you! The door was unlocked! Your children could have walked in on this!” 
 
    “I thought everyone was gone! I heard the front door slam! Samantha said Matthew and Jeremy were at school, and she was leaving! I didn’t know you were coming home so early!”  
 
    Richard shakes his head and runs his fingers through his hair, appearing more disheveled than I’ve ever seen him—I mean, the man hasn’t even had as much as a cold in the twenty years we’ve been married. Heck, I didn’t even remember him getting as much as a zit. He’s always been perfect. But not right now. Definitely not right now.  
 
    “We’ve been lovers since collage,” Vic announces, speaking more to the ceiling than he is to me. 
 
    “What?” My heart literally skips a beat and bile rises in my throat. I take a step closer to the wastepaper basket. “Since college? How is that even possible? Why would you...how would you…”  
 
    My brain is racing to keep up with my mouth. The fact that I walked in on Richard and Vic doing…well, whatever they were doing…was disturbing enough, but coupled with the fact that it has been going on for twenty plus years? That makes Richard gay, and my entire marriage, heck, my entire life, a sham.  
 
    I stare at Richard for what feels like an eternity, my heart randomly skipping beats, my legs trembling like a newborn foal’s. I grab onto Richard’s desk for support.  
 
    “I’m your beard?” My voice comes out in a whisper—I’m almost pleased that I am able to use a new word I learned from Leah the other day, but at the same time, devastated to use it about myself.  
 
    Richard drops his head on his desk, his hair flopping over his face so I can’t even see it, but Vic volunteers an answer. 
 
    “Yup.” He seems almost as annoyed and irate as I am. “For over twenty years, Richard has denied who he is. And I had the misfortune of being the person to fall in love with him. I’ve also been unable to break myself of the habit...Richard being the habit. I’m the one who had to stand idly by while Richard married you,” he sweeps his hand toward me in a disgusted manner, “a woman.” He spits out the word like it’s a curse. His face is bright red now, but not from embarrassment. He is indignant, and that incenses me further. 
 
    “Oh well, I’m so sorry to have inconvenienced you, Vic! How terrible of me to unknowingly marry a man who didn’t even love me, and have his children, and bend over backwards to try to salvage a relationship, all the while being lied to, while you had to sneak around to service him! How terrible that must have been for you, Vic! How incredibly inconvenient for you! I can’t believe how insensitive I’ve been for all these years!”  
 
    My inner Leah is completely taking over as I shout at him, my fists curled up in balls at my sides. Not that I am gearing up to punch him—just the opposite. My fists are balled up so that I don’t slap him clear across his sanctimonious face. I never liked him to begin with, and this revelation certainly isn’t improving our relationship. 
 
    Vic somehow misses my sarcasm. 
 
    “Damn right! You know how hard it is when the person you love doesn’t love you enough to admit it to the world because he’s afraid? And nothing you can say makes it better? Nothing you can say changes his mind?” 
 
    “I loved you!” Richard’s head snaps up. For a second, I think he’s talking to Vic, but then I realize he’s looking at me, tears glistening in his eyes. “I swear, I did. I do. But not like you need me to. I thought if we got married, if I built a life with you, I could love you in the same way I loved Vic.” 
 
    “So basically, he was hoping you would replace me and he would be miraculously cured of his innate sexuality,” Vic says, crossing his arms over his chest and popping out his hip defensively.  
 
    I stare at him in awe. I always knew Vic was gay—it was never a secret. I just never in a million years thought that he would be a threat to my marriage. All those days and nights that Richard spent with Vic, “building” the gym up from nothing...I wonder now how many of those hours were really spent working, and how many of those hours were spent doing exactly what they were doing when I walked in on them just now. 
 
    “That’s not true, Vic,” Richard says. “You have no idea what it’s like to be me at all.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Vic snaps, turning the tables on Richard. “I’m honest with myself, something that you can’t seem to do.” 
 
    “You know what my parents are like,” Richard pleads to both Vic and me. And I do. My in-laws are the most judgmental, condescending human beings on the planet. When they found out Richard was marrying me, they had turned up their noses just because they found out I had Irish blood and my father was a janitor.  
 
    I can only imagine what they would do if they found out that their son was gay. They will probably disown him.  
 
    “I’m really sorry, Vi,” Richard rises to his feet and moves next to me. For once, I don’t see the controlling man I married. I see a hurt little boy that may just be trying to control his surroundings to make up for the fact that he really isn’t in control of his life at all. For a brief moment, my heart breaks for him.  
 
    Until I remember he lied to me and dragged me down with him. Instead of just ruining his life, he ruined mine as well. I spent over twenty years living a lie and I didn’t even know it. As he reaches out toward me, I take a step back. His hands collapse at his side. 
 
    “I’m sorry too, Richard,” I say, trying to dredge up some dignity. “But we can’t continue to live like this. Our marriage is a lie and that’s not fair to me.” I fold my arms over my chest. 
 
    His head droops, hanging in shame. “You’re right, Vi. I haven’t been fair to you or Vic.”  
 
    “No, you haven’t,” Vic pipes up, the ever present thorn in my side.  
 
    “I want a divorce,” I say bravely, followed by a sharp intake of breath. Richard is vulnerable right now—it’s now or never. 
 
    Tears glisten in Richard’s eyes. “Okay,” he says. “Then that’s what we will do. I’m so sorry, Vi. I never meant to hurt you, really, I didn’t.” 
 
    I shake my head at him. “Oh, Richard, you’ve been hurting me since the day we met. I’m just happy that it’s going to end soon.” 
 
    I run from the room before he can see me cry, dashing up the stairs to bury my head in my pillow. 
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    “What are you wearing?” he asks seductively. 
 
    “Absolutely nothing,” I say in a breathless voice. “I am completely and totally naked.” 
 
    “Oh man,” he moans on the other end of the phone. “You’re killing me, Leah. What am I supposed to do with that knowledge?” 
 
    “Oh, I can tell you what to do,” I purr, ready to launch into explicit phone sex with him, when an urgent beeping summons me from the very phone that I’m holding in my hand. I pull it away from my ear and stare at the picture of Violet.  
 
    She promised she would call me after talking to Richard and it’s been almost five hours since I dropped her off. I am eager to know what happened and what took her so long. I hate to cut Nick off, but my best friend needs me. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Nick. But Vi is calling. I have to go.” 
 
    “But you were with her for over a week straight!” he protests. “I need you right now. In fact, I really need you, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “So does she,” I explain. “Well, not in that way.” 
 
    I can almost see him hanging his head in defeat. “Okay. I guess I’ll talk to you later.” 
 
    “You’re the best,” I tell him.  
 
    “Call me back soon,” he whimpers dramatically. “I’m dying here.” 
 
    I smile to myself as I switch over to Vi’s call. Nick definitely seems to be a keeper. I mean, what other guy would tolerate going on a date with a girl’s best friend in tow and helping her hold back the friend’s hair when she puked? And then allowing her to take the friend’s call at the start of some rousing phone sex? Keeper for sure. 
 
    “Hi,” I say cautiously to Vi. “How’d it go?” 
 
    I’m bracing myself for tears and incomprehensible sobbing, but Vi is breathlessly angry when she says, “You won’t believe what just happened, Leah!”  
 
    Vi then launches into an absolutely un-fucking-believable tale about walking in on Richard and his annoying assistant Vic—in flagrante delicto. 
 
    My jaw is practically grazing my kneecaps when she finishes, telling me that Vic and Richard have been lovers for even longer than we’ve known Richard. She is furious, and rightfully so. I’m furious. Hell, I’m livid. I can think of a hundred ways to kill Richard right now. I want to go over there so badly and just pummel him into the piece of crap that he is. 
 
    But the fact that Vi is so mad is comforting to me. Normally Vi would feel personally responsible for the situation other people put her in, allowing those people (especially Richard), to walk all over her and take advantage of her (hence, why she is in this situation with Richard to begin with).  
 
    But not today. Today Violet is a beast. She is talking about divorce lawyers and Richard moving out of the house like it’s a done deal. 
 
    “Wow,” is all I can say before Vi tells me that she actually made an appointment with some hot-shot lawyer in the city for the following week, even before she called me. I’m partly impressed and partly hurt that some random divorce lawyer in the New York area knew about my best friend’s plight before I did.  
 
    “Can you come with me?” she asks in a little girl voice. “I mean, Richard is coming. Obviously. We talked about it and he wants it to be an amicable split and all that, so he’s going to be using the same lawyer—” 
 
    “Is that even legal?” I ask, hating Richard so much right now. “Amicable, my ass.” 
 
    Vi should take him for everything he’s got for the way he lied to her for so many years. Of course Richard wants it to be “amicable”, so he can continue screwing her against the wall like he’s been doing. Or rather, like he’s been screwing Vic against the wall behind Vi’s back.  
 
    “Leah,” Vi says in her little girl voice again, my anger hurting her. I sigh, knowing she doesn’t need that from me right now. She needs me to be by her side. Her husband has hurt her enough already.  
 
    “Of course I’ll come with you. When are you going?” 
 
    “The appointment isn’t till next week, Tuesday at five o’clock. It’s not too far from your office.” 
 
    “Okay,” I reply, jotting down the details on the notepad near the phone. I think I have a meeting that day at five, but my best friend is way more important than a debate about what font constitutes a serious website, and why comic sans is not acceptable under any circumstances. 
 
    “I really wanted something sooner, but I guess a week will give me the time I need to gather the necessary paperwork and all that.”  
 
    And plenty of time for you to back out, I think with dismay. My job for the next week is to not let Vi talk herself out of breaking free from Richard. Of course, I think my job might be slightly easier under the circumstances in which she discovered her husband upon her return.  
 
    Still, I’m going to need to see her and talk to her every day...several times a day if need be. Maybe I should arrange for us to have a spa day so that she can— 
 
    “I think I may call George to talk to,” she says suddenly, interrupting my thoughts. “Maybe not tonight because it’s already pretty late, but I took tomorrow off so I may call—” 
 
    “George? From the cruise George?”  
 
    I’m confused. Is Vi actually romantically interested in George? She denied it vehemently on the cruise.  
 
    “Yeah. He was helpful to talk to. He’s been through a divorce and he’s a psychologist, too. He gave me his number.” 
 
    “Yeah, he wants to get in your pants, Vi.” 
 
    “Leah! That’s a horrible thing to say!” 
 
    “He’s a guy. That’s all they want,” I explain. 
 
    “That isn’t true. Not all guys are like that.” Violet sounds mortified and irate at the same time. She’s going to need a shrink for sure after this whole thing goes down. But not George. George has too much invested in a relationship with Vi. He wouldn’t be the ideal shrink, especially if he’s supposed to be her friend—he can’t be a non-partial observer. 
 
    “Most guys are like that, Vi, I’m sorry to tell you. You’ve been out of the game for a while.” 
 
    “Oh, so all of a sudden over the last twenty years all men suddenly become assholes?” Vi snorts. 
 
    “No. They always were assholes. You just forgot about it because you were living with the ultimate asshole.” 
 
    “Seriously, Leah, I’m not pursuing a relationship with George. I need someone to talk to and—” 
 
    “What about me?” I can’t help but feel a little hurt by her exclusion. 
 
    “You can’t be impartial at all, Leah.” 
 
    “I can try. You should at least let me try.” 
 
    Vi sighs audibly. “George walked in on his wife and her lover, remember? So not only did he go through a divorce, he pretty much went through the same exact scenario that I did. Except, he didn’t have the added embarrassment of his wife having sex with another woman.” She sighs again loudly, and I can tell she’s chewing on the ends of her hair, a nasty habit she seems to take up when she’s extra stressed...which is often.  
 
    “You’re right,” I concede, not liking where this is going, but knowing that my protests aren’t going to discourage Vi from seeking out George’s advice.  
 
    And actually, George isn’t that bad of a guy. I only met him a few times, but he had been generally concerned over the possibility that I might jump over the side of the boat, so there’s that. And I did think that he would be perfectly suited for Vi when I first met him. It probably wouldn’t hurt if Vi had a friend like George.  
 
    “I know I’m right,” Vi replies huffily. “But thank you for saying so.” 
 
    There is a brief moment of silence, neither of us knowing what to say next. 
 
    “I’ve got to call Nick back,” I finally say.  
 
    “Oooo, Nick,” Vi replies in a sing-song voice. 
 
    “Yeah, I left him hanging when you called. We were talking pretty dirty. Poor guy probably has blue balls now.” 
 
    “Oh God, Leah!”  
 
    I love to embarrass Vi like that. You would think at forty years old it wouldn’t be so easy, but all I have to do is talk about sex...or bodily fluids...and Vi is the color of an apple. She came from a very prudish upbringing.  
 
    “I’ll call you afterward?” 
 
    “No way,” Vi protests. “It’s already ten o’clock. I’m going to bed. Not that I’m going to be able to sleep. God, I’m going to need a Valium or something. What does one have on the night one walks in on her husband having sex with his male assistant?” 
 
    “Fudge?” 
 
    “Ugh. No!” Vi cries out with exasperation. “I just can’t even today. I’m going to have a giant glass of wine and crumble some pharmaceuticals in there.” 
 
    If I thought for a second she was serious, I would be chastising her, but I know Vi. She won’t even take an aspirin if she’s had a glass of wine. 
 
    “Do you want me to come over?” I offer, secretly hoping she doesn’t. Not only do I not think I can see Richard right now due to my overwhelming urge to hit him in the face with a shovel, but I really, really want to call Nick back.  
 
    “Nah,” Vi assures me. “I’m a big girl. I need to be alone. I’m making Richard sleep on the open up couch in his office. And tomorrow he’s going to look for an apartment.” 
 
    “He should go sleep in hell,” I huff. “You’re too nice letting him stay under the same roof.” 
 
    “Leah, I don’t really want to talk about it anymore tonight. Believe me, we’ll be talking about this in the morning. I only called because I knew you’d be pissed if I let it go till tomorrow without telling you.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” I lie. I would have been very pissed if she hadn’t told me until tomorrow.  
 
    Vi laughs. “Sure.” She knows me too well.  
 
    “Love you, Vi.” 
 
    “Love you, too.” She disconnects the call without another word. 
 
    I stare at the phone for a few minutes, half heartbroken for her and half elated for her. I think elated is going to win out. She can be free of Richard now. What she walked in on was awful, but for once, she’s not feeling guilty, or like she should just try to put up with his bullshit for the sake of the kids, or whatever other nonsense she’s dreamed up in her head. I always knew Richard was wrong for her, and now Vi has proof of that. 
 
    I poke the buttons on my phone, pulling up my contact list and then dialing.  
 
    “Hey, sexy,” I purr when Nick answers. “So what are you wearing?” 
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    “Come on! We’re going to be late!” I yell up the stairs. 
 
    Samantha is the first downstairs, of course. She is clad all in black (including lipstick), yet her face remains the cheeriest of all my children. The boys follow, grumbling as they drag their bags behind them.  
 
    “This is lame,” Jeremy complains. “I don’t see why I have to waste my entire winter break.” 
 
    Matthew nods his head, agreeing with his older brother. But this is nothing new—Matthew agrees with everything Jeremy says. It’s like he’s Matthew’s new hero, now that Richard has moved out. 
 
    The boys are definitely having more trouble processing the divorce and Richard’s sexuality than Samantha is. For a while, Jeremy actually refused to see his father, let alone stay over at his and Vic’s new apartment. It took about seven months and seven thousand dollars in therapy to get him to go out to dinner with his father.  
 
    He later told me that he felt betrayed and lied to by Richard. While it broke my heart to see my tough sixteen-year-old crying on the therapist’s couch, part of me was secretly relieved. I was so scared that the kids would resent me for the divorce, especially the boys, considering that they had always put Richard on a pedestal.  
 
    Samantha has taken the divorce, and the news of her father’s sexuality, in amazing stride. She did start dressing all in black and began to listen to loud screaming music in her room, but since she started high school, I’ve honestly never seen her happier. She has a new group of friends who like to read depressing novels, dress like goths, and be social outcasts together, and that suits her just fine. She is the only one of the children not vehemently opposed to the fact we are planning to spend Christmas vacation on a cruise ship. 
 
    “The cab is here, Mom,” Samantha informs me as she parts the blinds in the living room. 
 
    “Good. Jeremy, can you grab my bag while I check the back door?” 
 
    “Why do you have to obsessively check the doors?” Jeremy scoffs as he tugs on the handle of my new suitcase. It glides effortlessly over the hardwood floor. 
 
    “Because you kids obsessively forget to lock the doors,” I volley back at him. 
 
    He is still grumbling as he rolls the bags out the door and I check the sliding glass door (twice) to make sure it is indeed locked. It’s not really that the kids forget to lock the doors all the time (they do forget plenty of times, though)—it’s been a bit of an adjustment living without a husband to protect the family.  
 
    Yes, I know. That sounds very anti-feminist and Leah would probably lose her mind if she heard me say that, but it’s completely true.  
 
    The first time that I slept alone in the house without Richard, I was up the entire night, obsessing over every last creak and noise. I never realized how safe and secure Richard had actually made me feel. Having Jeremy in the house was surprisingly not reassuring, since I was pretty certain that he could sleep through a rock concert playing in his bedroom. And Sunshine, my pathetic excuse for a dog, would probably run and hide if an intruder were to break in.  
 
    This went on for two weeks before I was so sleep deprived that I called a security company and had alarms and cameras installed everywhere. It was pricey, but well worth the expense for a decent night’s sleep.  
 
    Assured that the door is locked, I tap in the code on the alarm panel, lock the house, and join the kids out front. I watch in horror as Jeremy and the cabbie toss the suitcases in the trunk of the cab, envisioning the shampoo bottles opening and dripping all over everything.  
 
    Cringing, I climb into the cab and it speeds off to the boat dock. I rest my head against the seat and close my eyes. I have vowed that I am actually going to relax and enjoy this cruise. All the kids are with me, Sunshine is at the dogsitter’s house, the house is locked and alarmed, and I don’t have a care in the world. Or at least I shouldn’t.  
 
    I do have one little tiny inkling of care. 
 
    We pull up to the boat dock and Jeremy wrestles the haphazardly strewn suitcases out of the trunk while I pay the cab driver.  
 
    “Hi.” I feel a firm hand on the small of my back and my breath catches in my throat. My shoulders tense up and I order them to relax before spinning on my heel and offering the owner of that hand a genuine smile. 
 
    “Hi,” I reply, leaning in for a chaste kiss on the cheek. I hope he realizes that I truly am happy to see him, despite my initial protest to his coming on this cruise with us.  
 
    “Hi, guys,” George says, waving to the kids. He doesn’t dare offer them anything more than that. The boys keep their distance, but Samantha, the emo chick with the cheeriness of a Muppet, throws her arms around him for a hug. At first he appears taken aback by the hug, but then he relaxes and pats her on the back.  
 
    “How you doing, kid?” he asks, still a little awkwardly. I can tell he’s worried about what she thinks of him. He need not worry because Samantha has already moved on—kneeling and enveloping the two kids at his side in one of her hugs.  
 
    “You remember Andrew and Alexis, my kids?” he asks Samantha.  
 
    Obviously she remembers Andrew and Alexis. She only met them once, but you would think she had personally been assigned to taking care of them the way she has already taken over and is shuffling them toward the check-in area. They follow her like she’s the Pied Piper and she’s promised them candy. Come to think of it, she may have actually promised them candy. 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Of course she remembers them. Samantha loves little kids. You probably won’t see them for the rest of the cruise because she’s busy mothering them.”  
 
    “That’s a relief and a disappointment at the same time,” he says as he pulls several duffel bags onto his shoulders. “I don’t get to see them very often, but then again, when I do, I’m not so sure what to do with them.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I assure him. “It’ll give you time to relax during the day, but you’re on your own at night.” 
 
    He cringes. “I think that’s the witching hour. That’s exactly when I don’t want to be alone with them.” 
 
    “Tough luck, mister,” I reply jokingly. “You got yourself into this mess.” 
 
    When I told George I was going on this cruise (which took the same route as our cruise last year, but fortunately, was not a divorce cruise), George suggested he join us. We aren’t officially dating yet, but I can feel our friendship slowly moving into a different sphere, especially when he invited me and the kids to his house for Thanksgiving. They met him several times during the summer—George came to the beach with us, bringing Alexis and Andrew with him since it was his week to have them. Samantha took over that day, too. Thank goodness, too. They were quite the handful. 
 
    George also joined us for Matthew’s birthday party a few weeks ago, despite the fact that Richard and Vic were there. And actually, Vic and George got along quite well. The jury is still out on Richard’s feelings toward George. Despite the circumstances of our split, Richard has been a little unwelcoming toward George, and told me he wasn’t sure how he felt about him, as if he had any say in his replacement. I mean, not that I’m even thinking about marrying anyone ever again, but...well, you know what I mean. 
 
    Even without Richard’s blessing, I want to take it slow with George. As much as I like him, and as much as we have a lot in common, I don’t trust my emotions after coming out of a two decade long relationship. And I definitely don’t want George to end up being a rebound relationship. I’m not really ready to get back into dating, but I can’t deny that George is a good fit for me. Hence, why I am still holding him at bay.  
 
    I told him he could come on the cruise with us, but he definitely needed to stay in his own cabin. That’s when he proposed that his kids might come along. It had been a monstrous struggle with his ex, but he eventually won out when she decided that a ski vacation for the holidays with her new husband was just what she needed to calm her nerves from “raising his children all by herself”. George had sucked up the insult without a single word and she had shipped off Alexis and Andrew the day after Christmas as promised.  
 
    We enter the building and join the line that immediately assaults us. It starts at the door and snakes around the entire lobby. There are hundreds of people on it already, including Samantha and George’s kids, several people ahead of us. 
 
    “Samantha!” I wave my hand to get her attention. “Come back here,” I say when she notices me. 
 
    “Why? I have a better spot on line.”  
 
    “Alexis and Andrew need their tickets. And their dad,” I inform her. “And you need everything that I have right here.”  
 
    “So, give it to me,” Samantha demands, with her hand outstretched in front of her.  
 
    “Samantha,” I say sweetly. “Please come back here.” Can’t I have one day where none of my children challenge me? “I need you with me.” 
 
    “Why don’t you come up here then?” Samantha inquires, not giving up.  
 
    “Because that’s cutting people.” I can’t believe I have to explain this concept to my intelligent child. If it were her brothers, I could see that—Samantha has always been my hope for the future. Now it appears that being a teenager has indeed rotted her brain, just like it has rotted theirs.  
 
    “Well, I was here first, so they shouldn’t mind.” 
 
    The couple in front of us now collectively turn their heads, probably wondering if I’m going to try to cut them as suggested by my rude child. It takes me a few seconds to register the woman’s face. 
 
    “Francine!”  
 
    Her eyes light up as she also recognizes me. “Vi!” She drops her bags and throws her arms around my neck, startling me. This is very unlike the Francine I knew. We had exchanged numbers, but never contacted each other. Too much was going on in my life at the time to try to nurture a friendship. A few months ago, I had tried to search for Francine on Facebook until I realized that I didn’t remember her last name.  
 
    Needless to say, I have no idea what’s been going on in Francine’s life, but this bright and cheery woman standing in front of me is a total change from the one I met last year. She’s literally beaming as she releases her grip on me.  
 
    “I got married!” Francine squeals as she wiggles her left hand in my face. Her very important finger is sporting a rock the size of hefty blueberry. I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a massive ring in person. 
 
    “Holy moly, Francine,” I gasp, taking hold of her outstretched hand. “That’s incredible!” 
 
    It’s especially incredible considering when we parted at the end of last year’s cruise, Francine was even deeper in a state of despair than she had been at the beginning of the cruise. She had come to the realization that there were no men out there for her and she really didn’t care because they were all jerks anyway. At least that was her take on the situation at the time. Obviously her opinion has changed. 
 
    “This is Fred,” she says as she waves her hand toward the silver haired, somewhat overly tanned man at her side. “He’s my husband. Fred, this is Violet.” 
 
    “Um, hi, Fred,” I reply, taking his hand. I am treated to a firm and warm handshake—I immediately like Fred. He reminds me of my grandfather. Not that I would tell Francine that.  
 
    “Pleasure to meet you. Francine has told me a lot about you.” 
 
    My eyebrows shoot up. I can’t imagine what she could have possibly told Fred about me. We barely know each other, and we haven’t seen each other in a year. I’ve changed a lot in the past year, and obviously, so has she. 
 
    Fred sees my eyebrows raised and quickly adds, “All good, I assure you. Actually, if I’m honest, all Francine told me was that she met you and your friend on a cruise, and you were very kind to her. She appreciated it immensely.” 
 
    “The feeling was mutual. Francine made the whole trip much more bearable,” I tell Fred. 
 
    I hear uncomfortable throat clearing next to me and I realize that I have forgotten that George is there. Along with the boys and our bags.  
 
    “I’m sorry. Do you remember George? He also made the cruise much nicer.” 
 
    “Why, of course!” Francine says with that smile that hasn’t left her face. She pulls a startled George into an embrace. “George was wonderful! Although I wouldn’t have recognized him. He looks...younger.” 
 
    George colors with embarrassment. He has taken to dyeing his hair…a chestnut brown. He said he felt like it was causing people to think he was older. I argued that “older” for a psychologist might be seen as a positive thing, like older means wiser or something, but he disagreed. Ever since he started dyeing it, his practice has picked up considerably. I kind of have to admit, it does make him look a little sexier to me. Not that I am looking at him in a sexy way or anything. 
 
    “Wow, this is such a crazy coincidence, seeing you on this cruise!” I say brightly, trying to steer the subject away from George’s hair.  
 
    Francine nods. “Well, it’s our honeymoon! And I wanted to do a cruise again and actually enjoy it this time!” She quickly adds, “Not that you weren’t good company! I was in such a bad place last year, so unhappy. And Kendall, bless her heart, thought she was doing me a favor by making me go on the cruise. She had no idea how miserable she was making me. Those people weren’t the type of people I wanted to hang out with. Some of them were plain despicable. Um, present company excluded, of course.” 
 
    “Next!” The ticket agent waves her hand in the air—Samantha is next. 
 
    “Mooommmm,” she whines. “I’m next!”  
 
    I sigh as I hand her her passport and ticket. “I’m sorry.” I apologize to Francine and her new husband as I reach across them. 
 
    “Don’t apologize,” Francine says with a wave of her hand. “She was there first. You guys go ahead.” 
 
    “Are you sure? There’s quite a few of us.”  
 
    “Absolutely. The kids probably want to sit down.” She raises her eyebrows at Alexis and Andrew running in circles around Samantha’s legs. 
 
    “Well, I appreciate this. Thank you.” 
 
    I step up next to Samantha and within a few minutes, my family and George’s family are all checked in and sitting in the waiting area, ready to board when our group is called. I am actively searching the lounge with my eyes when Francine plops down in the chair next to mine. 
 
    “You okay?” she asks. 
 
    I nod. “Yeah, just looking for someone. Leah, actually.” 
 
    “Oh wow! Leah’s coming on the cruise, too? This will be like a reunion of sorts,” Francine says excitedly. 
 
    “Oh, is Kendall coming as well?” I ask. “I know Leah would love to see her.” 
 
    Francine’s face drops and I immediately sense that Kendall is a sore subject. 
 
    “No, Kendall and I actually had a falling out. I haven’t spoken to her since my wedding.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I say sympathetically. “That has to be difficult. I know that the two of you have been friends for so long.”  
 
    Francine shrugs indifferently. “Sometimes hanging on to unhealthy relationships isn’t the best thing for us.” 
 
    “Kendall can be a bit toxic,” Fred offers as he slips his passport back into his bag.  
 
    “Fred’s a psychiatrist,” Francine volunteers. “He was actually my psychiatrist, and then he told me he couldn’t treat me anymore because he would prefer to take me out to dinner.” Francine blushes and flutters her eyelashes.  
 
    “Really?” I’m kind of taken aback. I didn’t have Francine pegged as the type of person who would fall for her doctor. 
 
    “I’m a psychologist,” George pipes up excitedly. I almost forgot he was sitting next to me. “I also write novels. Not about psychiatry, though.” 
 
    “I do as well! Sci-fi novels!” Fred says excitedly. “I find it’s a welcome diversion from my everyday work.” 
 
    “That’s exactly how I see it!” George’s crystal blue eyes are sparkling. He loves to find people that share his enthusiasm for writing. 
 
    Fred and George begin to animatedly discuss their mutual careers as I spy Leah leaving the check-in line. I consult my watch—it is five minutes until boarding. She’s scanning the crowd with a wrinkled brow. 
 
    “Over here!” I call out, waving my hand in the air. I catch her eye and she rushes toward our group. 
 
    “Hey!” Leah says when she is a few feet away. “Sorry, I’m late but there was a little miscommunication with me and...Francine?” Leah’s jaw drops open when she sees Francine sitting next to me.  
 
    “In the flesh,” Francine exclaims, leaping to her feet and pulling Leah into an obviously unexpected hug. Leah makes a noise like all of the air has been pushed out of her body from the force of Francine’s hug. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Leah inquires when Francine finally releases her death grip. 
 
    “I’m going on my honeymoon!” Francine squeals, causing everyone around us to cringe from the ear-piercing decibel level that she reaches. “I got married!” She waves her rock under Leah’s nose with flourish.  
 
    “Oh wow, that’s—” Leah starts to reply, but Francine cuts her off, pulling Fred to his feet. 
 
    “This is my husband Fred.” 
 
    Fred straggles to his feet unwillingly, yet manages to stick his hand out to shake Leah’s with a smile. “Pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    “I also met Leah on the cruise last year. I can’t believe we’re all going on a cruise again! This is going to be so much fun!” Francine is so excited that she’s nearly bouncing on the balls of her feet. If I didn’t know that her joy was related to her recent nuptials, I would have thought she was high.  
 
    “We will definitely all need to have dinner together some night,” Fred says, just as an announcement is made that our group can start boarding. Fred and Francine are in a different boarding group since they’re located in a different part of the ship. 
 
    “Definitely,” I exclaim, making a note of their cabin number in my phone. I instruct the boys to gather our bags and Samantha to wrangle the little kids before we head to the boarding door, waving. 
 
    Leah is dragging behind me, sulking. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” I hiss as we enter the doors side by side. “Where is—” 
 
    She cuts me off. “We won’t have time to have dinner with them, Vi.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because of the thing,” Leah informs me matter-of-factly. 
 
    “The thing, as you so elegantly call it, isn’t even until we get to the island, Leah. We have three days on the ship first. And speaking of the thing, aren’t you missing—” 
 
    “Well, I don’t want to have dinner with mopey old Francine,” Leah interrupts with a huff. 
 
    “I don’t know if you noticed, Leah, but Francine seems to have reinvented herself since we last saw her. I would say she’s not her old mopey self.” 
 
    “Humph,” Leah complains as she stomps up the ramp. If I didn’t know better, I would think she was having a hissy fit. Actually, I do know better...she is having a hissy fit. And I know exactly what it’s about. 
 
    “Leah, you know that you are my best friend, right?”  
 
    “Um, hmmm,” Leah mumbles, not looking at me. 
 
    “And even if we have dinner with Francine, or I hang out with Francine, nothing changes between us?”  
 
    I can’t believe I have to have this conversation with a forty year old woman. When Leah gets jealous, my kids are more mature than she is.  
 
    “I know that, Vi,” Leah snaps, still stomping as she enters the main lobby of the boat. I gaze upward, my kids actually lowering their phones to follow my eyes.  
 
    “Wow, this place is awesome,” Samantha says. 
 
    “Cool,” Jeremy agrees, while snapping a picture of the grand staircase—most likely for his Instagram account. Even Matthew’s eyes grow wide.  
 
    I smile to myself. It isn’t often that I can impress my children. I have to admit, the main lobby is quite impressive, especially for the children who haven’t ever been on a cruise before.  
 
    George’s children, who have been on a cruise before, are not impressed. Unfortunately. Instead, they both have the bright idea to climb on the banister and try to slide down. George’s face turns purple as Samantha attempts to scoop them off the banister and return them to the floor.  
 
    “Thank you,” George stammers as he collects his wayward children under his arms. I quickly gather up his belongings so that he doesn’t have to let go of them until they are safely ensconced in their room. Maybe then he can tie them to the nightstand or something to keep them in one place.  
 
    We all pile into the elevator and press the button to get to our floor. When the elevator opens, all the kids dash out, in search of the rooms—George has unfortunately let go of Andrew and Alexis, and they are on the loose again. He runs after them as Samantha has given up on them and is opening the door to our room. 
 
    George’s room is next to the one that I’m sharing with Samantha. The boys are in the next room. Leah is at the other end of the hall. 
 
    I stop at my door and discover that Samantha has already claimed her bed and is removing her clothing from her duffle bag. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I ask Leah. “What happened to—” 
 
    “Well, he got here an hour earlier,” Leah says, forgetting about Francine. “He wanted to get to the suite before I did! I think there’s a surprise involved! I gotta go!” she says wheeling her suitcase toward the suite at the end of the hall. She slides the keycard in and I catch a glimpse of the room—I can see the sliding glass doors revealing a balcony overlooking the sea—and I’m slightly jealous. But then I shake it off. Leah deserves that suite. Just like she deserves the guy on the other side of the door, the guy that she’ll be marrying in less than three days. 
 
    “Hi, Vi,” he says, waving to me from the doorway. He scoops Leah into his arms, planting a kiss right on her lips. Leah giggles and is swept into the room, the door slamming before I can even reply. 
 
    “Hi, Nick,” I say to the closed door, before stepping into my own room. I shake my head—this is going to be one interesting cruise.  
 
    

  
 
    THE END…or maybe not… 
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    You’ll love Note to Self: Change the Locks 
 
      
 
    My face fell—along with the blue terry cloth towel wrapped around my body—when I opened the door to find Simon staring back at me, backpack slung over his left shoulder.  
 
    No, no, no! This can’t be! What in God’s name is he doing here? I caught the towel with my hand before it completely dropped to the floor, and attempted to pull it tighter using only one hand.   
 
    “Hello, love!” Simon chirped in his annoying British accent, eying me up and down and giving me the creeps. Using both hands, I cinched the towel as snug as it would go, practically cutting off my circulation.  
 
    Damn it. Simon is not the Fed Ex man. Now just so you know, I don’t normally answer the door in a towel, but I was waiting for the new stilettos that I ordered from DSW. When the doorbell rang as I was getting out of the shower, I raced to answer it since I was sure it had to be the Fed Ex guy. Those damn shoes were supposed to be delivered yesterday, and I’ve been waiting so patiently for them. I really needed them to come like, right now, since I planned my entire outfit for today’s interview around those shoes.  
 
    Had I glanced in the peep hole and saw Simon standing there, I wouldn’t have opened the door in a million years. In fact, I probably would have climbed out the fire escape.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    “This is a really bad time, Simon. What do you want?” 
 
    “Oh! There another bloke here, then?” Simon asked, craning his neck to peek into my apartment. Stepping out into the hallway, I pulled the door closed behind me. 
 
    “No! There is not. Not that it’s any of your concern,” I replied crossing my arms. At least, Austin wasn’t here right this moment, but that wasn’t really any of Simon’s business, now was it? 
 
    Simon leaned up against the wall, trying to appear cool. I bit my lip to suppress laughter. The building super had just painted that wall and Simon now had a big white line of paint on his sleeve.  
 
    “Ah, so no new chap? Still carrying a torch for old Simon then, huh?” He flashed one of his cheesy grins my way. God, did his audacity ever end?  
 
     “Listen, I’m really busy this morning. I have an interview at eleven o’clock and I thought you were the Fed Ex man with a package. Therefore if you could just tell me why your English ass is on my doorstep so I can bid you Cheerio, to borrow one of your expressions from your homeland.” I forced a tight smile. 
 
    “Well, I was really hoping you wouldn’t tell me to sod off, love. You see, I’ve been forced from my flat,” Simon drawled, leaning closer to my cleavage. “My, you smell delectable. New scent?” 
 
    I frowned as I side stepped his wandering nose. “No. Same old scent.” And same old Simon. “Listen, Simon,  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    I’m so sorry to hear that, but A, I don’t see how that’s my problem and B, we call them apartments here in the States.” So freaking annoying. He’s lived here for nearly twenty years, but he still thinks the accent is charming and is going to get him his way. Simon was like those Italian guidos at the Jersey shore. They strut around town with their Italy tattoos and Italian horns around their necks pretending they’re born and bred in Italy, when they’re actually from Bloomfield and probably haven’t ever been outside the tri-state area. Like my brothers. 
 
    “Alright then, my apartment. I was forced from my apartment.” He articulated the word carefully. It still sounded overly British. Why can’t he just talk like an American? 
 
    Come to think of it, at one point in time I did find Simon’s Britishness (if that’s even a word) sexy and irresistible. It’s pretty much how he got me into bed in the first place. Well, it’s not going to work today.  
 
    “And why, might I ask, were you forced from your apartment?” I enunciated every syllable, hoping to piss him off. I could be a bitch if he was going to be a jerk. 
 
    Simon cringed. “Well, I had a little bit of dickering with the landlord over the rent.” 
 
    “By that, you mean you didn’t pay the rent?” Simon was completely irresponsible with money. His parents had been well off, but they never seemed to teach him the value of money. He threw it away on toys and frivolous endeavors without budgeting for essentials of daily 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    living. It was another one of his many grating habits. 
 
    “Well, it was kind of hard. You see, I got sacked.”  
 
    “Shocker that is,” I remarked with a smirk. Simon was a very smart guy—his IQ was off the charts. But he absolutely refused to apply himself and I’m pretty sure he had an adult version of ADHD because he couldn’t seem to stay in any job for more than a few months. He changed his college major twice and then didn’t even graduate. He told me that it had “bored” him. With a big, fat trust account after his father died, he didn’t feel the need to ever be serious about a career or even a steady income. 
 
    “Please, Lizzie? I can’t get an apartment on a moment’s notice. The waiting lists are eons long and I have nowhere else to go. You know Mum’s in a home now. I wouldn’t ask if I wasn’t desperate.” Simon’s face fell and his dark gray eyes grew wide and moist.  
 
    Oh, shit. Not the puppy dog face. Simon, put the puppy dog face away! That infuriating man knew I could not resist the puppy dog face. 
 
    I closed my eyes to shut out his pathetic expression. “Don’t call me Lizzie. You know I hate that. What about Jake? Why can’t you stay with Jake?” Jake was Simon’s successful and talented screenplay writing older brother, whose home was literally three blocks from my apartment. Except, I still lived in the crap part of town and he was living in a mansion penthouse.  
 
    “Jake’s being an arse.” The way he said arse gave me goose-bumps. Damn accent again. Stop it now, Elizabeth.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Do not let him get to you. “Something about not wanting company there when they’re doing construction. Mary Ellen is having a baby, you know.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t know,” I remarked dryly. He was so dense. Did he really think I kept in touch with his family after our breakup? I always found the whole bunch to be rather pretentious, and I had been overjoyed to purge myself of all of them in the process of breaking up with him. It had been one of the perks of breaking up. 
 
    “Well, she is. Due in May. Going to be a girl. They’re doing the nursery in Mother Goose or some other nonsense like that.” 
 
    “How about Robert?” I suggested, ignoring his foray into the inane topic of nursery themes. Robert was Simon’s younger brother. He was a bit of a romantic drifter, but he did have a house in Long Island. 
 
    Simon waved off that suggestion. “He’s decided to live in Spain. New tart he met on vacation lives there and apparently he’s in love. Again. Remember Illyana? Yeah, this one speaks even less English than her. I bet all she knows is…” 
 
    Exasperated, I sighed loudly. “Listen, Simon, I’d love to chat and catch up with the last two years of your life, but I’ve really got to go.” I reached for the doorknob as I spoke. “Why don’t you friend request me on Facebook or something, and we can be regular old chums,” I remarked with sarcasm.  
 
    “That’s quite naff. Leaving me out in the cold,” Simon pouted. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    “It’s April, Simon. You’ll be fine. Go find a refrigerator box or something,” I countered as I turned the doorknob. Much to my chagrin, it wouldn’t turn. What the hell? I gripped it tighter and tried again—sometimes it stuck when it was humid.  
 
    As hard as I tried, the door wouldn’t budge. Oh sweet Jesus, please tell me I am not locked out! In the hallway. In a towel. With Simon. When I have an interview uptown in less than an hour!  
 
    Simon chuckled as I desperately rattled the doorknob. “A bit of a pickle, eh?” His voice was full of amusement. 
 
    “It’s not funny, Simon,” I growled through gritted teeth. “I really need this job. I can’t be late for the interview.” Tears burnt my eyes. Stop crying. You cannot lose it in front of Simon. I pulled at the door harder, to no avail. I tensed as Simon inched so close to me I could feel him breathing on my neck. What a creep! 
 
    “Ah, what happened to your job, Lizzie?” Simon inquired with sarcastic sweetness. 
 
    “My job is none of your beeswax,” I retorted as I jiggled the handle futilely. Son of Sam, why the hell won’t this open? I don’t remember locking it from the inside. 
 
    “Oh, so you don’t have a job either? And you were criticizing me?” Simon chuckled. “You want to be the pot or the kettle?” 
 
    I inhaled sharply as I whipped around, looking up at his pointy chin. “Good day, Simon,” I told him, curtly nodding before marching off barefoot to the bank of 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    elevators at the end of the hall.  
 
    “Where are you going?” Simon called after me. 
 
    “Getting the Super to open my apartment door,” I called while I punched the button to summons the elevator. This was going to be one embarrassing visit to the Super’s apartment. Perhaps even more humiliating than the time Nora and I tried a new sushi restaurant and we both had explosive diarrhea and clogged up my toilet.  
 
    “Oh, well that seems rather mortifying,” Simon commented. Really, Simon? You don’t say. I focused on the glowing numbers lighting up on the top of the elevator door. Why is this damn thing so slow today? “So you need a key?” I heard Simon ask. 
 
    “Yes, Simon. Keys usually open doors,” I replied sarcastically, refocusing my gaze and staring down at my feet. I could see that my hot pink toenail polish was flaking off. Great. Now I have to wear boots and it’s hot. I can’t even wear the open toed shoes if I wanted to. Even if they come before I’m done getting dressed, I’ll never get the job with chipped toe nail polish. Ugh, I’ve got to rethink my whole outfit now. My mind was reeling as the clock ticked down.  
 
    “A key like this one?” Simon called, just as the elevator doors opened. My upstairs neighbor, Mrs. McIntyre was inside the elevator, gawking at me with her mouth hanging open. She clutched her purse and her stupid toy poodle, Cupcake, close to her body like I was some sort of crazed animal snatcher. Haven’t you ever seen anyone waiting for an elevator in a towel, lady? I  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    scowled at her before I spun around to see Simon dangling a key in the air. My key. On my Mets lanyard. Son of a bitch! I’ve been looking all over for that!  
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