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One -- A Desperate Need for Respite
“Passport? Tickets?” My father reached for my suitcase and loaded it into the trunk of the car for the trip to the bus.
“In my purse,” I responded.
“We’ve got to get a move on, Kate. Go kiss Mom good-bye.” I hurried back into the house. My mother was sitting in her recliner, nervously clutching an envelope. Her breathing was steady. I listened to the rhythmic clicking of her oxygen conserver.
“Darling, have a wonderful time. And here,” she said, putting the envelope in my right hand. “Take this and use it to buy yourself something fun.”
“Oh thanks, Mom. That’s sweet.” I leaned down and kissed the top of her head before giving her a quick hug. “Are you sure you’re going to be okay?”
“It’s only for six days. And Mary will take good care of me while you’re gone. She always does.”
“You can email me. I’ll check every day. And you can call me on the ship if there’s an emergency. I gave Dad all the phone numbers, your medications schedule, and the instructions for changing your equipment.”
“Darling, you should hurry. You’ll miss the bus. And try to relax!”
“Kate, get a move on!” my father bellowed from the doorway. “What happens if you get stuck in traffic?”
Twenty minutes later, I was making my way through the crowd lining up for the shuttle bus to the cruise ship. I left my suitcase at the baggage check area, tagged with the ship’s information, and climbed on. Most of the seats in the front were taken, so I headed to the rear and picked the last one by a window. With my purse by my side, I felt the excitement building in me. Six whole days on my own on a cruise ship to Bermuda.
Some men have charisma. There is an aura about them that sends a signal to the female brain -- “this is a contender”. I looked at the man coming toward me down the aisle and felt a little shudder. I knew he was tall, because I could see him over the top of the seat ahead of me. He wore a Bulldogs cap, a blue windbreaker, and a smile that took my breath away. The minute I saw his eyes crinkle and his lips curl, I was intrigued. I couldn’t remember the last time I had seen such a handsome man. I watched him take a seat four rows ahead of me, on the aisle, and when he sat down, all I was left with was the top of that baseball cap. With a disappointed sigh, I turned my attention back to the action outside the bus. The driver was loading the last of the luggage. He shut the individual hatchways with a firm hand. Soon, very soon, we would be on the road and that much closer to paradise.
“Excuse me. Do you mind?” I looked up to find a man trying to squeeze into the seat next to me with a rather large carry-on case. “I hate to bother you, but this seems to be the last available seat.”
“No, that’s fine.” I made myself smaller within the confines of my space, now cramped by the width and breadth of the carry-on case. Lucky for me he wasn’t a big, burly guy.
“Tom Gulliver,” said the man, nodding in my direction. “Most people call me Gully.”
“Kate Swift.”
“You’re kidding,” he smiled, his eyes concealed behind dark sunglasses. Late fifties, early sixties, he was not a tall man, but he seemed to be in relatively good shape and not unattractive. His hair was crisply cut, very short, with a few flecks of gray in it. Clean-shaven, he had regular features that could best be described as average. Nothing about him stood out, although he was what my mother would call “presentable”. Just your normal guy in a beige windbreaker, black and tan polo shirt, pair of khakis, and brown leather sandals.
“No, why?” The bus driver was counting passengers as he got ready to take the wheel.
“‘Gulliver’s Travels’. Jonathan Swift.”
“Oh, right.” I wondered if he was going to talk all the way to the cruise ship. With my luck, I’d spend the next several hours trapped by a guy who would regale me with tales of his dull, unexciting, ordinary life.
“Maybe it’s fate that we should meet. Kismet,” he grinned.
It took all the strength I had not to roll my eyes and groan. I should probably explain. I’m a caregiver. An exhausted, depleted, worn-out caregiver. I’ve spent the last five years of my life taking care of my ailing elderly mother. My father and I partnered up about eight years ago, when my mother lost the use of her legs. My siblings were scattered across the country, with families of their own, I was single and living about forty minutes away, so it fell to me to make the sacrifice. I kept on teaching fifth grade in a small school, with a good faculty and student/teacher ratio, as long as I could, driving back and forth in rain, sleet, and snow -- even a hurricane once. As the years passed, my mother’s health grew more precarious, and the care duties began to catch up to me.
Don’t get me wrong. I love my folks. My dad is steady and strong, and my mom really does appreciate everything I do. When I was still teaching, I would come home after school, relieve my dad of his duties, and get dinner started. But then came a series of medical emergencies, hospitalizations, and my dad needed surgery of his own. I eventually resigned my position as a teacher, started my own part-time educational consulting business in my parents’ home, and became a full-time caregiver. I design curriculum for specialized educational settings, something I can do in between changing my mother’s bed pan and giving her insulin shots to control her Type 2 diabetes. Glamorous life? Hardly. But we manage to enjoy the moments we have together. We do the best we can with what we’ve got. And every three months or so, I take a trip somewhere special.
Usually, it’s just for a long weekend. I might go see my cousin, Steve, who has a place in the mountains and is a very social guy. I can always count on him to “get the party started”. Sometimes I visit my Aunt Mary and Uncle Bill, who live near the beach. I de-stress with long walks on the stretch of sand by the sea wall, even in the winter, when the bone-chilling wind comes off the water and I’m shivering before I make it back to their place. But this time around, I am on a journey I have looked forward to for months. I am setting sail for Bermuda, heavenly Bermuda. Pink sands, friendly people, charming architecture, good food, and lovely water. As I sat there, all I could think is that I can hardly wait to board that cruise ship. Lost in thought, I was dragged kicking and screaming, back to reality by my seatmate.
“Are you sailing on the High Spirits, too?” Just my luck. He booked the same cruise. I turned my attention back to him and made an effort to be polite.
“Yes,” I smiled. “I am.”
“Good cruise. I’ve done it three times now,” he told me. I nodded and turned to look out the window. Surely we were leaving any moment. I glanced at my cellphone, checking for messages and the time.
“Have you been to Bermuda before?” Tom Gulliver seemed to be one of those really earnest guys single women like me usually meet at weddings. Eager to share his life story, he assumes it’s a tale that will fascinate his listener. The truth is I really just want to breathe for a little while, without any demands on my time, my energy, or my emotions. Does that sound selfish? I spend so many hours taking care of my mother, it’s hard to get “me” time. When I get it, I want to lavish it on myself. I don’t want to answer to anyone or to be responsible for anyone else’s happiness. I don’t want to share it, I want to hoard it. I just want to take charge of those hours and enjoy myself, without having to explain why I seem unsociable. I want to go where I want to go and do what I want to do.
“We used to visit as a family,” I replied. I leaned back in my seat, getting comfortable. “Say, would you mind if I just nod off for a bit? I’ve had a challenging week and I need to give my brain a rest. Could you wake me if anything important comes up?”
Those brown eyes looked right into mine and I thought I saw a flicker of something. I wasn’t sure what, but to be honest, I really was just too exhausted to care.
“Sure,” he said with a hesitant, slightly disappointed smile. “How about if I wake you up when we get to the cruise ship terminal?”
“That would be great.” Free at last from forced conversation, I closed my eyes, expecting to daydream my way through the next few hours. But somehow, I found myself slipping into a restful sleep. The ocean was calling to me, drawing me into her deep blue depths.
“Kate?” I was standing by the old stone wall in Southampton, enjoying the panoramic view of the reef below, when I heard someone calling my name. I turned, but there was no one there. “Kate!”
A shiver went through me as I heard it again, this time more insistent. Something wasn’t right. Mom!
“What is it?” I bolted upright in my seat, suddenly wide awake. “What’s wrong with Mom?”
“Kate, relax. We’re here. At the ship terminal. Are you okay?” Tom put a hand on my arm and it all flooded back into my brain. “I’m sorry I had to wake you, but we have to get off the bus now.” I looked around. We were the last two stragglers. Everyone else was headed up the escalator, to the Customs area.
“Oh, I’m sorry,” I said, trying to pull myself back together.
“There’s nothing to be sorry about. Take a deep breath, make sure you have everything, and we can go get in line.” With that, my adventure with Tom Gulliver began. Looking back, I am reminded of his comment about kismet. But I had no way of knowing that fate can go either way, or that I would have to trust him with my life. Were they capable or devious hands?
Two -- It All Started on the Lido Deck
“Your cabin will be ready by four,” the High Spirits steward promised me as I signed in at the gangway. He issued me my identification card to use aboard the ship. I looked at the tiny photo of the middle-aged woman and realized it was me. Even I could see I looked tired and worn.The years were slipping past me faster than I could live them to the fullest. The journey to Bermuda was only just starting, but I was already feeling sad that it would have to end in just six days.
“How about a cocktail?” I heard that now-familiar voice over my left shoulder. Tom had checked in at another station and he was inviting me to the Lido deck, when all I really wanted to do was take a long nap. But since I wouldn’t be able to get into my cabin for another couple of hours, I decided to be a good sport. At least Tom was familiar with the ship and I didn’t have to wander around on my own, trying to find the Lido deck.
“Maybe just one,” I said. We took the elevator up to the enormous, window-lined room, offering a view of the city unlike any other. I made my way to wall of glass, enjoying the view. Below me, I could see a couple of adventurous kayakers making their way through the waters of the Hudson. I decided that navigating around tall cruise ships was probably riskier business than I would care to undertake. My companion left me for a few moments, returning with a couple of tumblers of rum punch, adorned by cherries, orange slices, and striped green-and-white straws. Clinking glasses, we made a toast.
“Here’s to smooth sailing,” he said, taking a sip.
“Here’s to adventure,” I added. I could feel the rum slide down my throat with a warmth that spread throughout my body. Six days of fun. The idea filled me with delicious pleasure.
“Well, now you have some color in your cheeks,” Tom said. “You’re finally starting to relax. That’s good.” I gave him a smile in response, and then let my eyes wander around the wide open deck. There were a lot of people here, some in wildly colorful tropical clothing, some in more conservative resort wear. A band began warming up at the far end of the Lido Deck, by the bar. Most of the seats were taken there and it looked like people were starting to get into a festive state of mind.
“Shall we sit?” Tom pointed to a couple of chairs by a window, and we made our way over to them. Putting my drink on the table and my purse beside it, I sat on the white deck chair and glanced around. And that’s when I saw him. The Bulldogs cap and windbreaker were gone. Now he wore a royal blue-and-lime green Hawaiian print shirt with a pair of carefully faded blue jeans and a pair of new running shoes. There was a heavy gold-link bracelet on his left wrist. I checked his ring finger. Nothing. As he came towards me, I saw his eyes were as blue as his shirt. When our eyes met, I felt a jolt pass through my brain.
“Someone you know?” A voice to my left interrupted my thoughts. I was startled to realize it was the same voice that had awakened me on the bus. It took a moment to refocus my attention on Tom.
“Sorry?” The stranger walked right past me and I found my heart inexplicably sinking. “Me? No. No, no. No, I don’t know him.” I said yet again, as I lost sight of him in the crowd. What I didn’t say was I wish I did know him.
I spent another fifteen minutes with Tom before I excused myself to call home. I had no intention of hanging out with him for another hour and a half while I waited for my cabin to be ready and this gave me a legitimate reason to make a gracious exit.
I walked out to the rear deck of the ship, so I could pick up a strong signal on my cell. Lowering myself onto a deck chair, I put my purse down and hit my speed dial button. My father answered on the second ring, so I gave him a brief update on my situation. Then he passed the phone to my mother. After a quick exchange of pleasantries and the good news that she had had a comfortable afternoon, I said goodbye. That left me most of ninety minutes more to wait. What could I do in the meantime?
I decided to explore the ship. The last of the passengers were still boarding, so the crowded elevators were constantly running between floors. I took the stairs down several flights, telling myself I was getting a little workout. I found the dining room, the Internet Cafe, and even the lounge and casino. And then I found the deck with the running track. Opening the door, I stepped outside, feeling the warm April breeze on my cheek. There were chaises available, so I claimed one. The afternoon sun made this an ideal spot for a little cat nap, so I lay back and let my cares fade away. If I couldn’t take a nap in my cabin, this was the next best thing.
“Pardon me. Is this seat taken?” I heard that now-familiar voice and gave a low groan. I told myself that if I just pretended to be asleep, he would go away. “I know you’re not asleep, Kate. You gave it away.”
“Tom, I was just taking a little nap.” I opened my eyes and found him standing over me.
“Well, I won’t stop you. I just thought it looked like a good idea when I saw you there. I think I’ll do the same.”
“It’s a free country,” I said, lest he think I was welcoming him. Settling onto the chaise next to me, he made a big production of it. There were assorted squeaks, groans, and screeches as the lounge chair scraped against the surface of the deck. It took all my willpower to keep myself from telling him to knock it off and let me rest.
“Oh, look,” he said, with a smug tone in his voice. “Your boyfriend is here. How cozy.”
“What?” I opened one eye, wondering what in heaven’s name he was talking about -- only to find the handsome stranger walking by. Again our eyes locked momentarily and he continued on. That’s when I decided Tom was really beginning to get on my nerves.
“He’s not my boyfriend!” I snarled. “But then, neither are you!”
“Touchy! Sleeping Beauty has apparently gotten up on the wrong side of the lounge chair. Go back to your nap.” He reminded me of my big brother when we were kids, relentlessly teasing me. It was annoying back then and even more annoying now.
“Why don’t you go walk the plank!” I glowered at him, but he just gave a little smirk and closed his eyes as he flopped back.
“No, I like it right here.”
Changing chaises would have been a good idea, but by that time, they were all taken as my fellow passengers discovered this sweet pre-cabin sanctuary. Everyone was excited that the ship was about to get underway. People crowded the railing for a better view. I decided to sit it out. My eyes were heavy and my exhausted body was protesting any effort to abandon my current position for the chance to watch the ship cast off. I decided to ignore Tom. Sooner or later, he was bound to get the message, especially if I didn’t let him get under my skin. It was just a matter of time before he’d realize he was wasting his efforts on me. I just hoped it wouldn’t take six days for him to figure that out.
Three -- A Chance Encounter
Forty minutes later, I woke up. Tom was now lightly snoring, sprawled out next to me. Slowly and carefully, I extricated myself, lifting my purse off of its resting place without a sound. Tip-toeing down the deck, I headed back into the hallway. This time I would take the elevator. Maybe my cabin was ready now. I pushed the button, waiting for the next car. In the shiny gold surface of the elevator door, I caught sight of a movement. Glancing over my shoulder, I found myself alone with the handsome stranger. Suddenly, my heart started beating a little faster. I gave him a small smile as I heard a ding. The doors opened and I stepped onto the elevator. Punching the button for seven, I stepped back.
“Could you push eight for me, please?” he asked me. Reaching forward, I hit it and the doors began to slide shut. Standing next to him, I was so aware of how tall and tan he was. My head barely came up to his shoulder. I wondered what it would be like to be in his arms. And just when I let myself embrace the daydream, the elevator doors opened again and who was standing there? None other than Tom Gulliver.
“You have got to be kidding,” I said under my breath. He stepped in and the doors shut again.
“Kate!” He greeted me like we’d known each other forever. “How was your rest?”
“Just fine, thank you.” I gave him the look I used to use on misbehaving students.
“I feel fully refreshed. Hi, how are you?” He cheerfully stuck out his hand to the man standing next to me. “Tom Gulliver.”
“Brett Hasslinger.” The two men pumped the other’s hand like they were sawing wood.
“And this is Kate Swift,” Tom announced, with a flourish of his hand. “This is her first cruise.”
I could feel my face growing warmer, so I was relieved when the doors opened on seven and I could make my exit. I stepped off, only to feel a presence behind me. Whirling around, I came nose to nose with Tom.
“Seriously?” I stared him down. “Have you no shame at all?”
“Excuse me?”
“You have got to stop following me!”
“You think I got off the elevator because you’re so irresistible? Good heavens, someone has an inflated opinion of herself. As a matter of fact, I’m in Cabin 712.” He held out his room card for me to see. There, next to his photo was the cabin number, plain as day. “Where are you?”
“What a coincidence,” I snarled sarcastically “I’m in 714.”
“Neighbors. How nice. Maybe we can walk down to dinner together.”
“No.”
“Your loss,” he said, waving me off as he reached his cabin. “Perhaps we’ll meet again, perhaps not.”
“Try for not,” I told him seriously. All I got in return was a self-satisfied smirk.
I spent the next half hour unpacking my clothing, hanging everything up, and reading through the ship information booklet on the desk. Another ten minutes were devoted to flipping through the channels on the TV. I listened to some international news before turning it off. I had chosen the first seating for dinner when I had signed up with my travel agent, and the note in my information packet told me I would be at Table 13. I decided to get dressed and take my time making my way to the dining room. Throwing on a pair of black crepe pants, a red-and-black jungle print blouse, and a pair of black patent leather slings, I checked my reflection in the mirror. From my jewelry case, I pulled out a pair of gold button earrings and a matching necklace. I ran a brush through my short, dark curls, fluffing them up with my fingers, and then spritzed a little cologne into the air. I walked through its mist. I refreshed my makeup, going a little heavier on my eye liner and shadow. A light brush of soft blush on my high cheekbones added a little color and took a couple of years off my face. With a little lip gloss as the finishing touch, I headed out the door. Glancing up and down the length of the interior hall, I was delighted to find myself without my shadow. Perhaps my luck had finally changed. Or should I say “fate”?
A few other passengers were making their way to the dining room. I stopped at the top of the three-story atrium, taking in the scene. A majestic chandelier took center stage, the individual hand-blown bulbs of colorful art glass cascading down like illuminated bubbles. The enormous spiral staircase narrowed with each flight down, creating the sense of being inside a shell. My eyes were drawn to bottom of the staircase. There I spotted a fountain. In the center of its basin were three bronze dolphins, frolicking in the water jets. Subtle colored lights turned the water from blue to turquoise to green and back to blue again. It was a charming scene. I watched a little girl throw a coin into the fountain from her perch on her father’s shoulders. She clapped with delight.
“Penny for your thoughts,” said a voice over my right shoulder. I felt myself go rigid for a moment. As I took in a quick breath, I came to a decision. I was not going to be defeated by the likes of Tom Gulliver. No, I was going to take charge of the situation. I am, after all, a teacher, trained in the art of behavior modification. Since he seemed to take such pleasure in pushing my buttons, I was going to ruin his fun.
“My heavens,” I purred, mustering all of the charm I could dredge up,” my thoughts are worth much more than a penny. At least a dime!”
“Not a quarter?” he suggested helpfully. He was studying me closely and I found myself flustered by his intense interest.
“Maybe another time, when I am thinking lofty thoughts, but for tonight, just a dime.”
“I was headed to the dining room. Care to join me? With an elbow extended, he clearly expected me to concur.
“Thanks, but I think I’ll hit the ladies room first. You go ahead. I’m sure we’ll catch up later.” I gave him my perkiest smile, knowing that I had beat him at his own game by making him declare his intent to go to dinner. It would be hard for him to change his plans now.
“I don’t mind waiting,” he told me. “I’m not in any rush.”
“I don’t want to deprive your seat mates of the pleasure of your company. You go on without me.” With that, I headed down the hall in the opposite direction, in search of a bathroom.
Ten minutes later, after humming a few show tunes all the way through, I exited my posh surroundings and made my way to the dining room without an escort. Walking into the formal dining room, I stepped up to the desk and checked in with the host. He gave me a bright smile, picked up a menu, and led me to Table 13, a large round table by the window. There were already five other people seated, so I chose one of the three remaining chairs as my own. Pulling it out, the host waited for me to seat myself before he placed my napkin on my lap and the evening’s menu on the table in front of me. I greeted my dinner companions and we exchanged pleasantries. I was sitting with three school teachers from Indiana, an accountant from Denver, and his wife, who was a florist. After ordering a strawberry daiquiri, I turned my attention to the night’s offerings. The drunken shrimp looking enticing, as did the chicken cordon bleu.
“I hope I haven’t missed any of the fun,” I heard that now familiar voice and found myself cringing. Looking up, I expected to see Tom taking one of the remaining chairs opposite me, but instead, he was at the next table. I had a clear view of him as he introduced himself to the two elderly couples, a pair of men traveling together, and a woman on her own. I took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. A moment later, the host arrived with another member of our party, none other than Brett. Perhaps it was going to be a pleasant meal after all.
He wore a navy blazer, a light blue short-sleeved oxford shirt, a red-striped tie, and a pair of khakis. It was a good look for him. We hadn’t finished the introductions before the last two guests arrived. They were a couple, and boy, what a couple they were. She was a tall, buxom blonde in her late thirties, dressed in a white sleeveless sundress, beaded silver slides, and enough jewelry to choke a horse. Every move she made was audible, thanks to the clinking of bangles on her wrists. He was clearly much older, distinguished and dignified, standing proudly despite his two canes.
“Mimi Smirkin,” she said, waving to each of us, her long, artfully arranged tresses glistening in the light of the large chandelier above our table. I wondered if she had added some hair extensions to enhance her hairdo. “This is my husband, Rodney Smirkin. We’re from Atlanta.” That explained the slightly Southern twang. “How are y’all tonight?”
We all were fine and said as much. We all placed our order and got to the business of enjoying dinner. The three school teachers, Dale, Gail, and Sue, had traveled together on other trips, so their conversation was casual and friendly. Dale taught high school math, Gail taught college-level English literature, and Sue taught middle school science. They were all about the same age, in their mid-forties. Bob, the accountant, was a good-looking guy, about thirty pounds overweight and in his early fifties. His wife, Judy, was the female version of him, with a friendly smile, frosted hair attractively styled, and a nice way of drawing other people into the conversation. We chatted about air travel, Hawaii, and the last season’s hit TV series, “Treasure Hunt.” Mimi was just a bundle of energy, a high-maintenance thoroughbred filly chomping at the bit. She was the kind of woman who sucked all the oxygen out of the room with her never-ending preening. Rodney was a rather quiet fellow. He said a few words and then focused his attention on his cup of tomato bisque, politely ignoring everyone. I noticed he had a couple of hearing aids and wondered if this were part of his reason for not socializing. But then I watched as Mimi directed all of her conversation at Brett and Bob. It didn’t take a genius to realize that she was one of those women who needs all the attractive men in the room to pay attention to her or she’s miserable. Of course, she left Dale out of the loop, as if she were letting him know that a mere school teacher in a loud plaid sports shirt wasn’t of her social standing. As our appetizers arrived, she reached out a pair of bejeweled hands to take hers from the waiter. With great excitement, she selected one of the plump shrimp from the lettuce-lined, footed cup, lifted it by the tail to the perfectly plump pair of pink lips, and took a bite. Suddenly Mimi’s face scrunched up, making her look like a 10-year-old being forced to eat worms on the playground during recess. It went on for a good fifteen seconds, with great dramatic effect. Finally she put the shrimp back in the dish.
“Gosh darn it! Did y’all get cocktail sauce with yours? I’ve got some God-awful concoction on mine. Is this a hot pepper here?” Raising a dejected hand, she gave the little dish a shove. Mimi conveniently forgot that she had ordered the Caribbean shrimp. She was now looking over at the more traditional shrimp cocktail that Brett and Bob had ordered.
“Would you like to trade,” Bob asked jovially. I saw his wife’s eyes narrow slightly and wondered if she would him a good, swift kick under the table. “I haven’t touched mine yet.”
“Could I?” Mimi rewarded him with a dazzling white smile as she pushed her glass dish across the table. “You are such a gentleman, Bob! I like that in a man.”
“No need,” said her husband, stopping the exchange. “Just order a new one for yourself, Mimi. Waiter!”
“But he says he doesn’t mind!” she told him. The waiter appeared at his elbow.
“My wife doesn’t care for her appetizer. Would you please take it away and bring her a shrimp cocktail?” With a gracious nod, the waiter removed the offending dish and headed for the kitchen. For just a moment, Rodney looked up at his wife and I saw something in his eyes that surprised me. Was it weariness or sadness? Hard to tell. All I knew was that he was not a happy man.
Four -- Like a Moth to the Flame
Forty-five minutes later, I was making my way to the casino, thinking I could kill a little time before the nightly show in the main theater. Dale, Gail and Sue had invited me to join them at 8, promising to save me a seat. They were off for a round of Scrabble in the game room. As I wandered through the rows of brightly-lit machines, I couldn’t stop thinking about poor Rodney. It was clear that this was not a marriage made in heaven. He seemed to be in a lot of physical pain when he walked. Maybe he was reluctant to use a wheelchair because it would completely transform what still remained of their marriage. Clearly Mimi was not the type to do any pushing. Probably too worried she might break a nail. Once in a wheelchair, he would be completely at his wife’s mercy for everything. It must have been frightening for him to contemplate the future with her.
“I won!” About twenty feet away from me, tucked into a little corner of the room, Mimi was jingle-jangling as she celebrated her win on the one-armed bandit. I noticed that Brett stood next to her with a drink in one hand and the other hand in the pocket of his trousers. They looked like they were made for each other. Just then I saw that familiar face popping up from the machine on the other side.
“How much?” Tom wanted to know. He came around the corner. Beside him, Mimi was a full six inches taller than he, but she did have four-inch heels on those silver slides of hers.
“Five dollars!” she gushed. “Do you believe it?”
“Amazing,” he told her. “How did you manage that?”
“I just pulled this little old handle and those adorable cherries just lined right up!” she beamed.
“Good for you!”
I had to admit that I found it amusing to watch these men fawning all over the buxom blonde. Brett drew himself up to his full height, much the way a male peacock might do when faced with a little competition. Tom ignored it, seemingly unconcerned about his height, and proceeded to congratulate her by taking her right hand in both of his and giving her a gentle pat. He didn’t let go right away, which seemed to fit his pushy personality. I wondered if he was a salesman. I sat myself down at a poker machine to enjoy the Gulliver show.
“Well,” said Tom. “Are you going to keep playing or what? You’re hot!, young lady!” He encouraged Mimi to get back into her seat and continue on her winning streak. Taking his position over her left shoulder, he proceeded to advise her on playing. Brett, looking slightly miffed, hung in on her right, occasionally interjecting a comment or two of his own. Before long, Mimi had won another ten dollars, which quickly evaporated as her luck ran out.
“Are you and Rodney going to the show tonight?” Tom asked her.
“Rodney has retired for the evening,” was her response.
“Well, if you would like an escort to the show, I’m your man.” Tom lightly touched her shoulder as he reached for his drink on the machine next to hers. I thought I saw Brett take a rather deep breath before he stepped into the conversation.
“Actually, I already asked Mimi if she would like to see the show. Speaking of which, we should get going. Maybe we’ll catch up with you later.” With that, Brett picked up Mimi’s little silver clutch and waited for her to rise.
“Right. Maybe later.” Tom took a step back to let Mimi pass. She reached over to him and put her manicured hand on his forearm.
“You’re so sweet to ask me that,” she said, her voice full of magnolias and moonlight. For a moment, I found myself incredibly irritated that Tom could be so dumb as to fall for that. Then I quickly came to my senses and reminded myself that he was just an annoying pest and maybe a big, fat dose of Mimi would be good for him. I just really felt sorry for Rodney, left alone in his lonely cabin while his wife was out having a ball. Two seconds later, I was feeling sorry for myself.
“Look who’s here,” Tom said, making a beeline for me. “Are you playing or just taking up space?”
“Definitely taking up space,” I admitted. “You surely were charmed by Mimi.”
“Gorgeous woman,” he announced. He gazed in the direction of her exit, catching a last glimpse of her derriere in the white sundress.
“There’s more to beauty than looks,” I responded churlishly. “Why are you men so completely oblivious to the obvious? She’s a gold-digger.”
“Maybe so, but it’s not a problem if you can afford her.”
“Oh, and you can?”
“I might be in the market. Then again, I might not be.”
“Well, consumer beware,” I warned him. “She’s got a charm that can kill.” Little did I know just how true that advice was.
Five -- Magic Is All Slight of Hand
“Tonight’s first talent is Jonathan!” The MC announced the start of the evening’s show. With a trunk full of colorful scarves, handcuffs, and flaming batons, the magician dazzled with some unusual tricks, including making one of the cocktail waitresses disappear behind a fake palm tree. Twenty minutes later, the audience showed its approval of the act, cheering loudly.
Next up was a quartet of singers from the ship’s theatrical group. Dressed in costumes from the late fifties and sixties, they sang their way through oldies, but goodies. The audience got into the swing of things by singing along. I found Dale, Gail and Sue to be hearty party people, good at enjoying themselves. When the show ended, it was time to move the party elsewhere.
“Who’s up for a night cap? We can hit the chocolate buffet on the Lido Deck.” Sue suggested.
“I’m in,” Dale decided.
“Me, too,” I agreed.
“I’m done in,” Gail admitted. “I’m going to hit the sack. You folks have a good time.”
We took the elevator up three flights, accompanied by several others, and when the doors opened, we all spilled out into the cheerful crowd on the Lido Deck. There was a conga line hooting and hollering its way through “Copacabana”. Sue found a table by the door and we squeezed into our seats as the line of dancing passengers wound around us. I caught a glimpse of that white sundress as it passed by. Mimi and Brett had made it to the party and they were certainly enjoying themselves. And then I saw Tom. He was in a dark corner, almost as if he didn’t want to be noticed. His eyes seemed guarded as he watched Mimi dancing with Brett. For a moment, I almost thought he didn’t like her, but then he finished his drink, put it down on the table, and walked straight up to her. I couldn’t tell what the conversation was about, but the next thing I knew, he was leading her across the dance floor for a slow, romantic tune. Brett turned and walked away.
I decided it was time for me to turn in for the night, so I said my goodbyes to Dale and Sue. I crossed the dance floor on my way to the elevator. Just as I got past the pool, I felt a light tap on my shoulder. Whirling around, expecting it to be Tom, I was completely off guard when I came face to face with Brett.
“How about a last dance?” he suggested. His blue eyes were very appealing as he towered over me.
“Oh, I guess I can do that,” I said. As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I wanted to kick myself. Mimi would have said something charming and enticing, encouraging Brett to take the hook on the end of her fishing line. Not me. The best I could come up with was, “Oh, I guess I can do that.” And you wonder why I’m not married?
“Great.” Brett led me back to the dance floor. He pulled me in tight to his body, one hand on the small of my back, the other holding my right hand in his. I put my left hand on his shoulder, feeling the worsted wool of his navy blazer under my finger tips. He was experienced in navigating the dance floor, guiding me through the steps smoothly. My face came up to his shoulder and I could smell his aftershave as we twirled. It was hard to ignore all his masculinity, especially when he leaned down and spoke softly in my ear.
“You’re a very good dancer,” he told me. I looked up and into those seductive blue eyes.
“Thank you,” I responded, giving him my most charming smile.
“I love brown eyes.” It was a simple statement that seemed to hold promise. The dance ended just then and I felt the back of his hand briefly touch my cheek, like the tender kiss of a butterfly. “Thank you for the dance.”
“My pleasure,” I assured him. His fingers lingered on mine until we separated.
On my way off the dance floor, I bumped into an amorous couple lip-locked in a very passionate embrace. I had just about reached the elevator when I felt a hand take my elbow. Brett must have followed me. How romantic. I quickly tried to think of something clever to say, so I would be ready when I turned to face him.
“You’re not falling for that, are you?” The hand on my elbow was a little more insistent than I expected and the voice was not the one I was hoping to hear.
“Excuse me?” I turned around. “Falling for what? As if it’s any of your business!”
“You’re too smart for that kind of guy!” Tom’s dark eyes were blazing. “What are you thinking?”
“You must be kidding!” I snapped. “Where do you get off being my protector? Just who do you think you are? Lest we forget your little crush on Mimi....”
“That’s different.”
“How so? If you did any more drooling, you’d need a bib!”
“Well, I’m just telling you that you can do better than that Lothario. Don’t say I didn’t warn you. And don’t come crawling back to me when he breaks your heart!” With that, he turned on his heel and stomped off down the long, narrow hallway, leaving me alone. Who was he to think I would do any crawling? And what made him think Brett was interested in me? Why should I care what he thought about my choice in men? And why did I feel cheated by his sudden exit? He didn’t even take the elevator down with me to our floor, so I missed the chance to tell him exactly how annoying he really was.
Six -- What a Difference a Day Makes
“Good morning,” I said to Rodney as I passed his table, my breakfast tray clutched in my two hands. He looked up at me with those sad eyes and I felt compelled to slow down as I passed. “How are you?”
“Fine, thank you. And you?”
“Very well. No Mimi this morning?” He appeared to be dining alone.
“My wife is sleeping in,” Rodney told me.
“Would you mind if I joined you?”
“I’d be delighted.” He cleared a spot for me at his table. We spent the next half hour talking about Bermuda. Rodney had been there with his first wife many times. He had played just about every decent golf course on the island, and even expected to play a round on this trip, although he would need a good caddy to assist him. I shared my family tales of spending vacations in Southampton, Sandys Parish and Hamilton. We compared favorite restaurants and beaches. Rodney turned out to be a very charming man, with a good sense of humor and a quick intellect. When he smiled, he was actually a very attractive older man. He clearly still missed his first wife. After his marriage to Mimi, he became estranged from his four grown children, something he deeply regretted. It’s funny what people will tell you when you take the time to listen.
“Never married?” he asked me.
“No, never did.”
“Are you sorry about that?”
“Sometimes. I’ve had an interesting life. Not what I expected, but it’s been a learning experience.”
“You should find a man,” he told me. “You’re still young and very attractive. Plenty of good men would appreciate a wife like you.”
“Unfortunately, my life is rather complicated by family duties.” I told him about being a caregiver for my mother. He listened sympathetically, nodding and sighing.
“You promise me something,” he said when I finished the story. “Don’t let that stop you from finding happiness. Get out there and find a nice guy who understands and supports you.”
The waiter came around with the coffee pot. He refilled my cup and then Rodney’s. As I poured a little cream and sweetener into mine, I happened to look up. In that moment, Rodney’s warm, friendly face became a mask as he looked past my left shoulder. I was startled by the change in him.
“Rodney, darling!” Mimi put her arms around her husband and gave him a quick peck on the cheek. “Kathy, so nice to see you again!”
“It’s Kate,” I corrected her. A haze of Channel Number 5 enveloped the table as she sat down. I found it overpowering. She was dressed in a low-cut red tee shirt and a pair of very short white shorts, with white flats on her feet. She had her long hair pulled up into a pony tail, dressed up with a big red-and-white polka dot bow, her bangs carefully feathered. I saw that she had changed her nail polish from the soft pink she wore last night to a bright red this morning. I looked down at my own nails, polished with a slightly tinted lacquer to coordinate with anything. I couldn’t imagine wasting time every day changing my nails to match my outfits. Wasn’t it easier to just coordinate clothing? On her right hand was a big red ruby, surrounded by tiny diamonds in a white gold setting. On her left was a large diamond hugged by two bands of channel-set diamonds. Apparently Rodney was a good provider.
“Sorry I am late,” she told her husband, smoothing back the hair on his forehead as she settled in next to him. He brushed her hand away.
“Kate has been keeping me company. She’s a good breakfast companion.” I smiled at that and his face softened in response. I felt sorry for him being saddled by a wife like Mimi. He deserved better.
“I guess I should thank you for taking such good care of my husband,” she said, looking at me. Did I see uncertainty in her eyes? Surely Mimi didn’t think I was competition.
“Oh, heavens. Your husband is a very charming man,” I replied. Let her ruminate on that for a while. “And now if you’ll excuse me, I’ll be off.”
I made my way out of the uncrowded cafe, where the late breakfast eaters were still hitting the pancakes and french toast at the buffet line. Just by the door, I spotted that familiar glowering face. I expected Tom to say something, anything, but he just turned away and buried his face in a book, coffee cup in hand. I wasn’t sure if I should be relieved or disappointed.
Fifteen minutes later, paperback on my lap, I was lazing by the pool on a chaise lounge. The sky was blue, the story was good, and I just lost track of all time as I relaxed. When I finished the fifth chapter of the morning’s read, I decided to go for a dip. A couple of kids were splashing on one end, so I headed for the other. The water had a slight chill to it, so I decided the whirlpool might be a better starting option. Hopping in, I settled myself down on one of the seats, letting the jets do their magic. I was so relaxed, I closed my eyes and just let my thoughts wander where they may. As the minutes passed, I felt rejuvenated, as if I were floating weightlessly in the air, all by myself. I didn’t realize I had company on my journey. In fact, if it weren’t for the foot that touched mine, I probably wouldn’t have let out that blood-curdling yelp.
“Kate! It’s just me.” Brett took my hands as I sat up, startled. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were asleep.”
“No, no. I’m okay.” Tell that to my wildly beating heart. I took a deep breath to calm myself and gave him my most fetching smile. Unconsciously aware of our intimate contact, I found myself yanking at my turquoise tank suit, hoping I wasn’t too exposed.
“You looked so peaceful and lovely there, I didn’t want to disturb you.” As I gazed into those blue, blue eyes, I saw his interest in me. You would think that would make me happy, but I had Tom’s warning echoing in my brain. Maybe I had been out of the dating game too long, but I decided to take it slowly. If Brett’s feelings for me were genuine, I’d find out soon enough.
By the time I was starting to feel like a pork sausage, ready to pop out of my skin, Brett and I had made plans to go sightseeing when we got to Bermuda. I stood up, intent on taking that dip in the pool now that I was warmed up. As I did, who should appear but my nemesis.
“Isn’t this a cozy picture,” Tom said with a sarcastic grin. “Enjoying the pool?”
“As a matter of fact, I am,” I replied, climbing past Brett to exit. “You ought to try it. In fact, why don’t you go get soaked?”
After paddling around the pool until my body registered the chill of the water and I began to shiver, I went back to my cabin to change. I threw on a pair of shorts, a tropical print blouse, and a pair of running shoes. Hitting the track, I did a brisk walk. I wanted to get in some exercise before catching a film at the theater. These were all things I rarely got to do when I was on caregiver duty and I was determined to enjoy them all while I was at sea. On my eighth and final trip around the track, I saw Rodney at the rail. He was gripping it tightly with both hands, his canes hooked onto his forearms. I stopped to chat. He had been in the Navy in his younger days, he told me, sharing some of his worldly adventures on the sea. So engrossed were we, Tom managed to catch us unaware.
“Hi,” he said, on his first lap around the track. He was wearing a pair of black running shorts and a grey tee shirt. I noticed he was in decent shape, not huffing and puffing. At least he was in motion, so he couldn’t bother me at the moment. That was a good thing. We watched him pass by us another three times before I excused myself to catch the movie.
“Have fun, Kate!” Rodney called after me.
Since the ship’s theater was only one flight down, I decided to take the stairs. As I put my hand on the door to the ship’s interior hallway, I thought I saw a flash of movement through the small window. If I didn’t know better, I’d think someone had been standing there, watching us. The thought was disconcerting, especially since Tom was coming up on my heels. Maybe Mimi was jealous. As soon as I thought about that, I burst out laughing. Why would a gorgeous thirty-something wife be jealous of me? I had almost two decades on her and only half the wardrobe. Still, someone had been watching us.
Seven -- Under My Skin, In My Hair
After a day spent bouncing from activity to activity, I made it back to my room with little time to spare before dinner. With fifteen minutes at hand, I rushed to throw on a black-and-turquoise floral print dress, stockings, and open-toed turquoise heels. I tossed my room key, my wallet, and my standard tube of pink lip gloss into a little black clutch, and rushed out the door, straight into Tom as he was passing by. My clutch went flying through the air and bounced along the brightly patterned carpet as I stumbled. The hallway was so narrow, he fell against the wall with a thud.
“Sorry,” I apologized.
“Not a problem, my delicate little blossom,” he replied, one eyebrow cocked and his hands raised in surrender.
“Cute.” I saw him looking me up and down.
“You look nice. On your way to meet one of your beaus?”
“Excuse me?” By this time, he had turned me around, collected my clutch, and we were both headed down the hallway in the direction of the stern.
“You seem to go through men like tissues. How did you get to be so fickle?” Turning around, I looked at him with total disbelief.
“I’m fickle? Listen, pal. I’m a full-time caregiver for my mother, who is completely handicapped and home-bound. I haven’t had a relationship in years because I never know when I will get time off for good behavior. I’ve been stuck in a rut for ages and this trip is the chance for me to have a little fun. So, pardon me if I don’t drop at your knees to worship the ground you walk on. Cut me a break, will you?” For the first time since I had met him, Tom was silent. “What? No snappy comeback? No little dig?”
I turned back around and continued walking, trying to keep myself from bursting into tears. Tom got under my skin like no one else I had ever known and I just wanted to get away from him. I hurried, trying to put some distance between us, but he caught me and turned me around, putting both his hands on my shoulders. I thought about fleeing, but there was a penetrating look in his eyes that halted me in my tracks. It seemed to go right through me.
“Listen, Kate,” he said seriously, “I had no idea. I’m sorry.”
“You should be.”
“I am. I sincerely apologize. It’s just that you have this effect on me. I don’t know what it is, but I can’t stop thinking about you.”
“Try!” With that, I left him standing there. No man was going to make me this miserable. Even as I walked away, I knew he was still watching me with those inquisitive eyes, and I didn’t want him to know just how vulnerable I really was.
My table mates welcomed me as my host pulled out the only chair left at the table. I was still rattled from my encounter with Tom and not really in a talkative mood. After giving everyone a brief smile, I focused my attention on the menu and let them talk around me. I knew Tom arrived at his table because I overheard the conversation. I was happy that my back was now to him, so he couldn’t read my face. I steeled myself to get through dinner.
“Kate, how about joining us for the “Broadway Babes Show” tonight?” Gail asked.
“Can I think about it and let you know?” I picked at my salad, skewering a cherry tomato with my fork half-heartedly. I wasn’t hungry after my confrontation with Tom.
“Sure,” Dale said, giving me a kind smile. “Plenty of time. It should be a good show, though.”
“I just love Broadway!” Mimi gushed in Brett’s direction. “I wanted to be a show girl.” Wow, I thought to myself -- there’s a real news flash. Someone, call the media.
“Judy was in the road show of ‘Godspell’ back in college,” Bob announced. ‘You should hear her belt out a tune.”
“You’d be great for the karaoke contest,” Sue decided.
“Absolutely,” Gail concurred.
“I’d be good, too!” Mimi said, although no one at the table seemed inclined to agree with her. I looked up at Rodney and found he was watching me. He gave me a kind smile.
“How about you, Kate? Are you musically inclined?”
“No. I’m a singing-in-the-shower kind of musician. I sing to the radio when I drive, with the windows rolled up.”
“Oh, I’ll bet you sound better than you think you do. You have a nice speaking voice.”
“I bet I’d be good at karaoke,” Mimi insisted, but no one seemed to hear her. It looked like Judy had had a talk with her husband. Bob had developed an immunity to Mimi’s charms. Brett seemed to be ignoring her, too, which I thought was odd. There was a tension building at the dinner table. Some dynamic had changed within the group, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. All I knew was that I wanted dinner to be over. I wanted to be anywhere but here. I wanted to be as far away from Tom as I could get, and yet here I was, stuck on a ship with a man who had the irritating habit of pushing my buttons and making me miserable. I should be smarter than this. I should be the one calling the shots and turning the tables on him. I should be giving him a big, fat dose of his own elixir. Life just isn’t fair. Stuck as a caregiver and stuck as spinster.
“How about a drink,” Brett said to me when we all rose to leave the dining room. Any other time this would be music to my ears. Why did Tom have to go and spoil it all for me? I should be having the time of my life, enjoying the six fantasy-laden days at sea. I should be forgetting reality and just giving myself up to the music, the moonlight, the magic of the cruise.
“Thanks. Could I have a rain check?” I really wasn’t in a good frame of mind for making romantic decisions tonight. I was having trouble thinking clearly. I owed Tom a big, fat kick in the keister for ruining my life. Why did he have to rattle me like that?
“Sure,” he told me.
Darkness can be a friend when you’re trying to hide your tears. I sat in the audience for the early show with my new friends, watching as the performers sang their hearts out in the spotlight. Rodney had again retired for the evening after we finished our coffee and dessert, but Bob and Judy had joined the four of us for “Broadway Babes”. I caught sight of Brett heading for the Impromptu Lounge mid-ship. Mimi had headed for the ladies room, to freshen up her pout and no doubt to follow Brett. Even though I knew we were docking tomorrow and I had a date to go sightseeing with one man, I kept thinking about the confrontation with another, and that just made me madder and madder. I didn’t want to think about him, but I couldn’t shake Tom from my thoughts. I was confused. Here was the charming Brett, asking me out, and yet it felt like he was going through the motions, using a script. Why did I doubt his sincerity? Tom, with his sarcastic and snide comments, always pushing his way into situations in his own nosy and annoying style, came across as far more genuine. Is there anything sadder than a middle-aged spinster trying to navigate the dating scene? Boy, was I out of practice.
The lights came up and we applauded as the cast took its bow after two encores. The show was over and so was my respite in the dark. It was back to reality.
“Let’s go get a drink,” Bob suggested. “I hear they do some decent jazz in the Cloisters.”
“Sounds good to me,” Judy announced. I went along for the ride, not wanting to be alone in my cabin with my thoughts.
We made our way to the lounge, where we squeezed into a big, round booth. Judy was very animated. She and Gail had learned that they both shared an interest in antiques, so they agreed a trip into Hamilton tomorrow to visit some of the shops along Front Street was a working plan. Dale and Sue were hoping to visit a couple of museums and take a Segway tour in the Royal Naval Dockyard area, something Bob and Judy had done on a previous trip and highly recommended. They compared notes over cocktails. Bob had signed up for a fishing trip with one of the local excursion companies this time around. Brett had invited me to go sightseeing with him at nine, but we hadn’t formalized our plans, and since he wasn’t here, I couldn’t answer the questions posed by my companions. I remembered that Rodney had told us all at dinner that he was going to play golf. I wondered what that meant for Mimi, left on her own. Would she be shopping for more trinkets or would she try to tag along on one of our excursions?
Eight -- Golf Can Be Hazardous to Your Health
Rodney was wearing a pair of madras slacks, a green golf shirt, and white golf shoes when Brett and I ran into him in the customs line just before nine. He told us he had hired a caddy to escort him around the course and to help him in and out of the cart to make his shots. He was looking forward to his game.
“I hope you have a great time,” I told him just before he was checked through.
“Best of luck, man,” Brett said, offering his hand. “Have a good game.”
“Thanks.” Rodney gave it a perfunctory shake. “Well, I’ll be off. You two have fun.”
“We will,” my companion promised. “I’ll take good care of her.” Rodney didn’t say anything in response, but he gave me a long, fatherly look and a brief smile before walking away. I knew there was something he wanted to say, but the words went unspoken.
It was another five minutes before it was our turn to go through customs. They waved us through without hesitation. We headed onto the dock, where Brett suggested we grab a couple of mopeds at the rental office nearby.
I hadn’t ridden one in several years, so I was a little nervous as the rental clerk went over all of the points of operating it. The engine purred to life when I turned the key, and once I was on the bike and helmeted, I felt my confidence rising. Brett climbed on his, started it up, and headed out of the parking lot. I followed him, noting that his helmet was metallic blue and his bike was red, just in case I lost him in traffic. We went a couple of miles down the road before he pulled over and waited for me to maneuver along side.
“Come on, Kate,” said Brett. “I know a perfect little place for a dip if the water isn’t too cold. West Whale Bay. This time of year, we’re likely to see humpback whales.”
In all my trips to Bermuda, I had never been here. I found myself looking forward to spending the morning with Brett. We parked in the lot and locked the bikes. For the better part of an hour, we explored the old ruins of the fort. I had my camera and took a lot of photos of the amazing views. We exchanged little details of our lives as we wandered. I found out he was in investments, so we talked about the current markets. He seemed sincere in learning about my life as a caregiver, asking me questions about the things I do. We shared a lot about ourselves before taking the path towards the wide expanse of lawn.
“The changing rooms are over there,” he announced. I carried my swim suit and towel in my nylon knapsack to the bath house. In less than five minutes, I was ready to hit the water. Brett, on the other hand, took longer. As he came around the corner, I thought I saw him put his cell phone in his pocket.
We found a nice spot under a tree and spread out our towels on the green lawn about a hundred yards from the beach. A handful of people were visible in the park. Three of them were carrying fishing gear down the path to the sea. I had never been to Bermuda in the spring, so I was curious.
“Let’s go check the water,” I said.
“I’ll catch up with you,” Brett told me. “I have to send a couple of texts. Fluctuations the commodities market.”
I followed the path down to the narrow patch of sand that comprised the beach. Approaching the water cautiously, unsure of what to expect, I waited for the gentle incoming waves to kiss my toes. It didn’t feel tropical. To me, it felt like Cape Cod in July, cool but bearable. Give me a little time in the noon day sun and a dip would be refreshing.
“Hey, Kate!” I turned back to see Brett standing on the rise of a small cliff. He had a Thermos in his hand. “Want some coffee?”
“No, thanks!”
“Come on! Join me!” He held out a cup. “Don’t make me drink this alone!”
With a sigh and a polite smile, I acquiesced. It wouldn’t kill me to join him for a little more coffee, even though I’d had two mugfuls at breakfast. I headed up the path and back to my towel in the shade. Brett was reclining on his side, two cups at his elbow. I sat down, and took the proffered cup as he lounged there, looking like an ad in a men’s magazine. I took a sip. It was overly sweet, but at least there was cream in it. A few seconds later, I heard a tune playing and saw Brett take out his cell phone.
“My boss back in New York,” he told me. “Excuse me. I really have to take this.”
I watched him walk away to a spot about fifty yards away, coffee in hand, chatting with his back to me. I took advantage of his absence to dump the remaining coffee in the grass.I really didn’t need any more caffeine to keep me going. He was still there more than fifteen minutes later, when I found myself feeling odd, almost tingly. My head was buzzing, not an unpleasant sensation. My eyelids felt so heavy, it was almost impossible to keep them open. My arms and legs felt floppy, like they belonged on Raggedy Ann. I knew something was wrong, but there was nothing I could do about it. Where was Brett? I needed him to help me.
“Kate!” I don’t know how long I waited, but I finally felt Brett’s hand on my shoulder as he spoke. I could feel him shaking me, but I couldn’t move. He got down close to my face and raised my right eyelid. I felt his fingers on my wrist and realized he was checking my pulse. “That’s right. You just sleep it off.”
Part of me took in the conversation and thought it was odd that Brett was telling me to sleep it off. What was I sleeping off? The other part of me just wanted to let myself go. But then a thought occurred to me. Why did Brett want me to go to sleep? I struggled to raise my head because I wanted to ask him. It took all of my strength, but I managed to raise myself up on my arms. Brett was already striding across the lawn of Whale Bay Park. While my head went in circles, pulling me this way and that, I knelt on the grass, willing myself to wake up. What was in that coffee? I could see Brett disappearing along the tree line beyond the parking lot. Where was he going? I knew I had to hurry. Like a drunk on a five-day bender, I lurched my way to where we left the mopeds. Each step forward seemed to help clear my head as I shouted silently inside my brain to wake up. It was a technique I learned as a caregiver from the many middle-of-the-night emergencies. My father would ring the buzzer on my night table when my mother was gasping for breath during an asthma attack and I would shake myself awake to treat her while he called for an ambulance. Once the adrenaline got flowing, I could operate on automatic pilot.
I got to the spot where I had last seen him, unsure of which way to go, so I did an “eenie, meenie miney, mo” and turned right. Chugging along at a slow pace, I hugged the clearing along the tree line, grabbing at branches and limbs as I struggled to keep myself upright. Some part of me knew I was running while impaired. But I pressed on. I had to know. Why did Brett want me to sleep?
I came around a thick cluster of bushes in time to see Brett disappearing down wooded slope. It was hard to see him in his dark green sports shirt and black swim suit because he blended into the scenery. In my haste to catch up, I found myself getting smacked left and right by foliage. Spitting out a leaf, I tried to move faster because I could no longer see him. That turned out to be a bad idea. A rather large branch on the ground proved to be my downfall. The second my foot caught under it, I knew I was tumbling. With outstretched hands, I landed hard, smacking my shoulder into the unyielding earth as my face took a dive into a rather prickly thicket. My cheeks stung as the scratches filled with blood and salty tears. I picked myself up and kept going, even though the path was barely a foot wide. Finally I came to a clearing, where the grass looked soft enough to lie down and take a nap. I confess I was mighty tempted. The surface looked just like velvet. I reached down and touched it. It felt like velvet. As soon as I found Brett and asked him why he wanted me to go to sleep, I would come back here and curl up until my head stopped spinning around.
“Kate, what are you doing here?” A hand grabbed my injured ankle and yanked. I wobbled back and forth before my knees caved and I dropped on all fours. Brett was pulling me down onto the ground beside him, his hand pushing my head into the grass. I felt the skin of my nose burn as I resisted. “Why don’t you go back to sleep now?”
‘“What?” My eyes tried to focus, but it felt like I would never get them to work together. I almost felt like I was outside my body, looking down at this poor woman who was me. She was in danger and I didn’t know how to warn her. Brett had a shotgun sitting on a short tripod and I could see him looking through the sight. Another two shotguns were lying on the ground next to him, along with a long, thin case. “What did you give me?”
“Go to sleep, Kate,” he said soothingly. “You’re dreaming.”
About forty yards away, I could see two men in a golf cart, rolling down the hill towards the green. Details began to emerge. I could see the number fourteen on the flag flapping in the light breeze. This must be the Port Royal Golf Course that we passed along the road to the park. Brett had his finger on the trigger. I recognized Rodney from his attire. My brain screamed that he was in danger. Why was Brett pointing a shotgun at him? I had to do something. I couldn’t just let him pull the trigger. I did the only thing someone under the influence of an unknown substance could do. Launching from my kneeling position, I jumped on Brett’s back like some maniac in a slow-motion action scene. I landed with dull thud. He gasped for air as I threw my arms around his neck and tried to pull him away from the shotgun. Then suddenly I was on my back and Brett had his arm against my throat, pinning me to the ground. I tried to push him away, but he just grinned. I could see the cold intensity of his blue, blue eyes. He seemed to be enjoying the struggle. It was harder to breathe now and there was a funny sensation in my head. I could see little stars bursting on the inside of my eyes.
“Give up, Kate. You’re dreaming. Relax and be a good girl. You won’t remember any of this when you wake up.” Just before I passed out, I thought I heard shouting. It sounded like someone said,”Hands where we can see them!”
Nine -- So Much for Respite Time
“I’m just going to give you a shot and take your vitals. You can go right back to sleep in just a minute.” I knew there was someone standing next to me. She didn’t sound like anyone I knew, but she sounded nice. I wondered why she wanted to give me a shot. Shot. Brett had a shotgun. It all flooded back into my brain. I had to do something. I struggled to sit up, but I felt myself being restrained. There were hands on me, but they weren’t hurting me the way Brett did. Why couldn’t I open my eyes? I wanted to say something, but my mouth wouldn’t cooperate.
“It’s okay, Kate,” another voice said to me. “You’re safe now. Just go to sleep.” It was a man, someone I knew, but I wasn’t afraid of him. I felt my right hand enfolded in a warm grip. Slowly, with trepidation, I gave up my resistance and gave in to the rise and fall of the gentle wave I floated on, drifting back into sleep.
I don’t know how long I was out, but when I opened my eyes, I thought I was still dreaming. Rodney was sitting in a chair by my bed. He looked at me kindly as he pulled out his cell phone and dialled.
“She is awake,” was all he said. I looked around at the unfamiliar room. There were metal railings on either side of the bed I lay upon and crisp white sheets pulled up to my neck. A moment later, the door swung open wide and two men strode into the room. One was Bob, the accountant from Denver, and the other was Tom. Tom, who managed to get under my skin like no one else. Don’t ask me why, but I felt an enormous sense of relief when I looked into those dark brown eyes.
“Welcome back to the world of the living,” Tom said. “Nice of you to rejoin us.”
“How do you feel?” Bob asked me.
“What happened?” My brain was trying to understand where I was.
“Plenty of time for that later,” Tom said. “When you’re back on your feet.”
Rodney joined the other men as they stood over me. Balancing precariously on one cane while he patted my hand, he proceeded to give me a not-so-stern lecture.
“You took a heck of a risk to save me,” he said, with a gentle smile. “I’m not sure I’m worthy of your heroic efforts.”
“She probably doesn’t remember,” Bob said softly.
“Kate was under the influence of ‘roofies’,” Tom told him. “The lab test on the Thermos shows the coffee had a high concentration of the drug.”
“I didn’t drink it all,” I said. My mouth was dry and my throat was sore. “Brett tried to shoot Rodney on the golf course.”
“Well, what do you know,” Bob announced enthusiastically. “We have ourselves a credible witness. Not only can we proceed on the attempted murder of Kate, but we’ve got your wife and her hired killer on conspiracy to commit murder. Extradition should be no problem.”
“I thought you were an accountant,” I said to Bob.
“I am, by training, but I was an investigator for twenty five years. I’m with the security firm Rodney hired to protect himself. We’ve been waiting for three months for them to make their move. ”
“You knew what they were planning?” I was so confused. No wonder Rodney seemed so sad. He knew his wife wanted him dead.
“Let’s let her sleep it off,” Tom suggested helpfully. “She’s still pretty groggy.”
Ten -- Who Would Have Ever Guessed?
“Feeling any better?” I tried to locate the voice I heard. As I rolled over on my side, a whole lot of hurt came my way. Groaning, I got myself onto my back. Tom leaned in and gently touched my cheek with his fingers. “Easy there, cowgirl.”
“I feel like I got bucked off the prize-winning bull at the county rodeo.” Every inch of me felt violated with pain. I ached all over.
“No broken bones,” he reassured me, “but you have a lot of bruises and contusions. He almost managed to crush your larynx, but we got him off you in time.”
“We? What do you mean by we?”
“I worked this case with Bob. And the Bermudian police cooperated, along with U. S. law enforcement.”
“You’re a retired cop, too?” I asked.
“Sort of. Let’s just say protection is my specialty and leave it there for now.”
“You were a pest,” I said aloud, trying to reconcile Tom’s obnoxious behavior to the security expert now sitting next to me. “Why were you such a pain in the derriere?”
Those dark brown eyes softened a little as Tom drew a hand through his short, dark hair.
“Mimi hired someone to kill her husband. When she gave the killer a down payment, we followed the money trail. We knew he needed an accomplice, and since it wasn’t Mimi, it was critical to identify the person. I had to know if you were in on it.”
“Me?” My brain had a hard time wrapping around the concept of me as a criminal suspect. “You thought I was working with Brett?”
“It’s complicated,” he said, taking a breath before answering. He seemed to be studying my reaction. “He’s a former S.W.A.T. cop from a very elite law enforcement agency. He went rogue about five years ago, and since then he’s been suspected in several murders. No one’s been able to bring him to justice until now because there’s never been any physical evidence and he’s always had a solid alibi.”
“What do you mean by ‘suspected’ murders? Either they’re murders or they’re not. I saw those guns. Bullets are bullets.”
“Not in this case, Kate.” He leaned in closer, holding onto the railing of my hospital bed. “He’s not your average assassin. You see, his specialty is arranging deadly accidents using non-lethal weapons. In this case, he had what’s called a dazzler, a laser sight that would blind Rodney’s golf caddy as they came down the hill. You caught him in the act of using it. He also had several baton rounds used in riot control, non-lethal rubber projectiles that have a range of about fifty yards, along with some shorter-range bean bags. Once he blinded the caddy and knocked him off the cart, he’d be able to crash it. He’d hit Rodney with a baton round to the temple, killing him instantly. It would look like he was fatally injured when the cart rolled over and he hit his head. If that failed, the killer could move in closer and hit him with a few bean bags. You can kill a man if you strike him in a vital organ,. A strong blow to the chest can stop the heart. The bruises would seem to be consistent with the crash once the killer removed all the evidence from the scene. His accomplice was ready to create a diversion on the thirteenth hole.”
“Why did Brett invite me to go with him to Whale Bay? Why drag me into it?”
“You really don’t know?”
“No.” I shook my head and the pain was excruciating.
“You were his alibi. The drug he gave you is known for its hypnotic effects. Chances are you wouldn’t have remembered much of anything, other than the fact that you were tired and took a nap. Ernest would claim he was right beside you the whole time. Brett’s real name is John Henry Ernest.” I thought about Brett’s conversation at the fort. He wanted to know all about me so it would seem we were on a date if he got caught. I felt foolish, falling for all that manufactured charm.
“I don’t understand something. If you were following us, weren’t you taking a big chance by letting Brett almost shoot the caddy?”
“Well,” he smiled, “we actually had that covered. The caddy was our guy and he had special sunglasses on to deflect the laser’s intensity. He just kept his eyes to the ground to avoid any real risk. And we tampered with the baton rounds. Ernest had his accomplice, a buddy of his from his old police squad, secure them there this morning. Once the guy left, we moved in and fixed things.”
“So I didn’t really save anyone when I jumped on Brett.” Disappointment crept into my brain. I couldn’t believe I had just nearly gotten myself killed for nothing.
“Actually, that turned out to be really helpful. If he got caught in the act on the golf course, he could claim he was just trying to cause non-life-threatening injuries, not death, to Rodney and the non-lethal weapons would seem to back that up. But he used his bare hands to try to kill you. With all your injuries and the Bermudian police on the scene to record it all, there were plenty of witnesses to his attempted murder of you.” I wasn’t sure that was much of a consolation, given how my body ached, and it still left me with a very important question.
“Why did you initially think I was his accomplice?”
“Well,” said Tom, clearing his throat. “You’re smart. You think on your feet. You’re independent and feisty. I thought it was possible. And the way you looked at each other....”
I shuddered at the thought that I had been romantically interested in a killer. And then I contemplated Tom’s big pursuit, the constant attention, the sudden appearances no matter where I went on the ship. “You only talked to me because you thought I was working with a murderer? You were just doing your job?”
“Hold on there, Miss Marple. Think about our first meeting. On the bus,” he added, as if that was an important point. “Before we got to the ship.”
“What about it?” I looked into those brown eyes. I needed to know the truth.
“I talked to you because I thought you were attractive and you totally blew me off.”
“I was exhausted,” I reminded him, “and you came on strong.”
“Well, that’s because I knew I didn’t have much time. The moment I stepped onto that ship, I had to get to work. I was trying to establish a connection before I had to put it aside. Then I saw you making eyes at a killer. I needed to know what you were really doing on that cruise.”
“When did you finally figure that out?” I wanted to know.
“When you had that little meltdown in the hallway. I knew you were sincere when you told me to give you a break.” He gave me a little smile. “I talked to your dad today.”
“Oh, no! You didn’t tell him what happened, did you?” I sat up in bed. The thought of my parents finding out about my escapades with a killer made me feel guilty. I knew they would be worried about me. Where was my cell phone?
“And I packed up things in your cabin.”
“What?”
“You didn’t really think they would hold the ship for you until you recover, did you? I’ve got us booked for the 2 o’clock flight on Sunday.”
“Just like that? Without asking me?”
“Just like that. By the way, this is Wednesday.” He let me do the math.
“I have to stay in the hospital until Sunday?” I asked, disappointed at the thought of being stuck in this place when paradise was just down the road.
“No, Kate. You’re being discharged tomorrow. Rodney booked us rooms at the Cliffs resort on the beach in Southampton. He’s picking up the tab to thank you. You’ll be able to relax and recover for a few days. Your mother said to tell you she’s fine. Mary’s taking good care of her and she’ll stay until you get back. Your father told me he wants to get a daily report on your progress. I promised him you were in good hands and I would get you home in one piece.”
“You’re taking me home?”
“Sure. By the way, I promised your dad we’d stop and pick up a pizza for dinner.”
“You’re staying for dinner?”
“You have a problem with that?” he wanted to know.
“Of course not.” I gave him a satisfied smile. “I just wanted to know what your intentions are.”
“They’re good.” He squeezed my hand.
“That’s a start.”
“Did I or did I not tell you when we met this was kismet?” As I looked into those deep brown eyes, I remembered that sense of conviction with which he spoke.
“I’m not sure I trust fate,” I confessed.
“Try,” was his response. “You might just find it’s all worth it.”
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