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Chapter 1

“I won't take 'no' for an answer. You're
going with us, Mom, and that's all there is to it.”

Mia sighed. She was only fifty-two but, since
her husband's death, her daughter had treated her like an old lady
who had lost most of her faculties. In those first horrible months
after David's accident, Mia appreciated the fact that Mona took
charge, allowing Mia to recover from the shock and to grieve.
Recently, however, Mona's behavior had begun to annoy her. She
didn't know if Mona was growing bossier or if she was growing more
touchy about it.

Whatever the reason, Mia was irritated by
Mona's tone and her insistence that Mia accompany her family on a
cruise vacation to Europe. Mia didn't want to go on a cruise with
her daughter's family. She and David had taken a couple of cruises
a year for almost two decades before his death. David was happier
on cruise ships than he was at any other time.

Mia said, “I appreciate being invited, but in
all honesty, Mona, I don't think I want to go on a cruise without
your dad. Besides, I recently put a deposit on a vacation condo in
Hawaii. Brenda and I were going to go there for a couple of weeks
this spring. Now that she's involved with a new guy, I don't think
she'll join me, but I still plan to go by myself.”

Mona made an impatient and derisive noise,
“Oh, for God's sake, Mom. Why would you even think about going on
vacation by yourself? That's ridiculous.”

“Not really. I like exploring new places by
myself. You know perfectly well that your dad mainly liked to go on
cruises so he could work uninterrupted for long periods of time. We
visited a lot of ports of call where he never even got off the
ship, and I went sightseeing without him. Sometimes I took the
guided tours and sometimes I went on my own. Once I got used to it,
I actually enjoyed sightseeing solo. I always met interesting
people and I seemed to cover more territory alone. I've never been
to Hawaii, and I think it would be fun.”

“You'd rather go to Hawaii alone than to
Europe with your family?”

Mia signed. That sounded unkind when Mona
said it out loud, but Mia had to admit to herself that between
those options, she actually would prefer to go to Hawaii alone if
only to get away from Mona's bossiness for a couple of weeks. She
loved her daughter, but she needed a break.

On the other hand, Mia thought it would be
fun to share her granddaughter's first experience of Europe. Emma
was only ten, but she was bright and amazingly mature for her age.
Mona had gone quiet; she was clearly waiting for Mia's answer.

Mia said, “I'll think about it. When do you
need to know for sure?”

“I've already booked you. If you choose to be
obstinate, we can cancel by the end of this month with no
penalty.”

“I'll let you know within the week.”

Even over the phone Mia could tell that her
daughter was annoyed. She was sorry Mona was offended, but she
needed to think long and hard before agreeing to go on a cruise
without David. After ending the call, she switched on her laptop
computer and put on a pot of tea. She opened the folder of photos
from the last cruise she had taken with David. Three years ago they
had gone on a cruise through the Panama Canal for David's birthday.
Mona and her husband accompanied them. She turned on the slide show
feature and let the photos glide by one at a time. It had been a
wonderful trip for Mia. It was the first time David agreed to
invite Mona and JJ on a trip with them. Emma had stayed with her
other grandparents.

David had never really warmed up to JJ. Mia
and Mona had hoped that vacationing together would allow David to
overcome whatever obstacles lay in the way of fully incorporating
JJ into the family. The actual result was that David concluded that
hell would freeze over before he would go on another vacation with
a person as boring and condescending as Dr. John (JJ) Johansen.

Mona appeared to love JJ, or at least she
loved being a doctor's wife. Mia thought he appeared to be a good
husband to Mona and a loving, if incredibly stiff and awkward,
father to Emma. Mia insisted to David that was at least something.
David never bought it. He wanted better for his little girl.

Mia sighed and blinked back tears as she
watched photo after photo of her darling husband slide by on the
screen. David had been a man who was definitely not boring or
awkward in any way. He was a commercial architect who specialized
in designing shopping centers and entertainment venues. His passion
for his job was such that, in the 30 years they were married, Mia
couldn't remember him ever taking a full day away from work. But,
that didn't mean he didn't know how to have fun. He worked a few
hours every single day, and then had a blast the rest of the time.
He wasn't much for sightseeing or souvenir shopping, but he loved
dancing and boating. He said that was why he loved cruising: he
could dance every night until the sun came up while boating at the
same time.

She brushed the tears from her face and
poured boiling water into the teapot. Returning to the table she
stared for a long time at a photo taken of the group during the
formal dinner after they passed through the Panama Canal, on the
way to Cabo San Lucas. David was grinning and mugging for the
camera. Mia was looking at him with naked adoration. Mona was
laughing. JJ looked bored by the whole business.

Mia whispered out loud, “How could I ever go
on another cruise without you?”

Next, she clicked on the website for the
cruise line Mona had booked, and looked at the itinerary for the
cruise she had selected. Mia's heart became even heavier. She and
David had actually taken four cruises on that very ship, including
the one to the Panama Canal and two in Europe. It was their
favorite ship. The last couple of trips he booked, David called the
travel agent and said he didn't care where it was going, he wanted
to travel on the Ocean Enchantment. Mona may have thought
traveling on a familiar ship would have made her mother
comfortable, but Mia feared that traveling on a ship she had
enjoyed so often with David would underscore his absence and make
her miss him even more.

She closed the computer, sipped her tea and
wondered what she should do. No easy solution presented itself, so
she decided to table the entire issue for a few days.

She spent the afternoon reading and relaxing
in preparation for the week ahead. She worked as an events planner
for a resort in Orlando, Florida, and she was in her annual run-up
to the April-to-June wedding frenzy during which she was working
about ten hours a day six days a week. She had a few really big
weddings coming up, including one wedding of a very rich minor
celebrity whose fiancée was one of the worst bitches she had ever
had to deal with. She sighed. A nice relaxing cruise at the end of
all that would be nice.

A few days later she discussed the vacation
over lunch with her best friend, Brenda, who was already feeling
guilty about leaving Mia high and dry for the vacation they had
planned in Hawaii. She encouraged Mia to go on the cruise with
Mona's family. She suggested it would be a good bonding time for
Mia and Emma.

Mia made a face, “Yeah. I'm sure I'll get
plenty of bonding time with her, because I'll share a room with her
and I'll be expected to babysit her every night.” She held up her
hand in a stern gesture and pursed her lips, “I can tell you one
thing I won't be babysitting her every night. I haven't been
dancing since David died. I think I might avail myself of the
company of one of the men they have on board to dance with the old
ladies.”

“You wouldn't!” Brenda looked shocked.

Mia laughed, “I would so. They are very nice
guys. On one of our very first cruises David broke his ankle water
skiing. He couldn't dance the rest of the cruise but he lined me up
with a series of partners several evenings. We had a ball. I'd
dance with the men and David talked their arms off in between
dances.”

Brenda giggled, “Sounds to me like you've
made up your mind.”

Mia made a face and said, “Oh, I guess there
was never really any doubt that I would go with Mona. I haven't
been to Europe in several years and the ship is stopping at some
really cool ports of call. I will have the chance to go back to
some places I've enjoyed in the past and to visit some new places,
too. I have had to adjust to sleeping without David and to eating
meals without him and to doing every other damned thing without
him, I guess it's high time I learned to have some fun without him
as well.”

Brenda clapped her hands together and said,
“That's the spirit!”

Mia shook her head. Then she grinned and
leaned closer to Brenda, “I guess it's time to let my hair down a
little, but please do me a favor.”

“What?”

“If I ever tell you that I'm thinking about
joining one of those Red Hat groups, please, please, please, take
me out and just shoot me!”

Brenda howled. “It's a promise! The last
thing this world needs is more of those elderly sorority sisters.
Don't you fear. I would not let you become one of them no matter
what.”

On her way home from work, Mia called her
daughter and informed Mona she agreed to go on the trip. She said,
“I have one condition.”

“What is that?”

“I love Emma and I will plan to spend a lot
of time with her. I may even let her bunk with me one or two nights
if you and JJ want some privacy, but I've gotten used to spending a
lot of time alone. I think we all understand the trip will be
pretty emotional for me. If I want to cry myself to sleep, I don't
want to worry about upsetting Emma. I will pay my fare with the
single-room surcharge, but I want to have my own room.”

Mona started to object, but suddenly cut
herself off in mid-sentence. Mia almost laughed. She realized that
it had probably just dawned on Mona how much money this would save
her. Emma could travel really cheap if Mona booked her as a third
person in their room. What is more, Mia had just offered to pay her
own way. Mona had plenty of money, but she never turned down the
chance to save a buck.

With that decision out of the way, Mia could
focus on getting through the next few weeks and look forward to a
vacation during which she would have to make no decisions other
than what wine to have with dinner – and she knew she could leave
even that up to the wine steward if she chose. Mia was positive she
had made the right decision when one afternoon, after a
particularly prickly meeting with a bride she thought of as
“Countess Dracula”, Mia found herself fantasizing about sitting on
her private balcony sipping wine and watching the coast of Italy
pass by....

She immediately flipped open her cell phone
and called Mona's travel agent. She asked where the rooms were
located on the ship. The agent said they were outside rooms on the
Main Deck. Mia asked, “How much would it cost to upgrade them to
balcony rooms?”

“That would cost a total of $700 per
person.”

“How much for the child?”

There was a long pause. Mia was pretty sure
he was wondering what he could get away with. To his credit, he
said, “The third person rate remains the same.”

“Do it for an even $2000 for all three adults
and we've got a deal.”

“I'm sorry. I can't do that. The upgrade
price is $700 per adult.”

Mia had recommended that Mona book the trip
through the travel agent she always used so as to take advantage of
the leverage that came with being long-time good customers, but
this guy was one of JJ's patients and Mona had insisted on booking
through him.

Mia sighed, she said very slowly as though
talking to a child, “Look, I have been on nearly twenty cruises,
most of them on this very cruise line – four of them on this very
ship. I know how the pricing works. I have built up so many bonus
points with the cruise line that when I book through my regular
agent, I get all kinds of freebies and throw-ins. Against my
advice, my daughter chose to book with you because of your
professional relationship with her husband. I understand and
respect that. But, I have a professional relationship with my
travel agent as well. Here's what we'll do. You'll give us the
upgrade for $1400 for all four of us, and I won't rebook the entire
trip through my own travel agent. How's about that?”

The agent was clearly annoyed, but did not
want to lose the booking. He put her on hold. A few minutes later,
the owner of the agency came on the line. He asked for her client
ID with the cruise line. She provided the information and she was
put on hold again. In only a few minutes the owner of the agency
came back on the line and said, “Mrs. Thomas, I am so sorry. We had
no idea you were such a good customer of the line. They asked me to
tell you that the upgrades from outside rooms to outside balcony
rooms will be complimentary, provided you do not mind if the rooms
are not adjacent.”

Mia laughed, “Actually that would be almost
preferable. Please send the confirmation of the change both to my
daughter and to me. Let my daughter think this is a complimentary
bump you obtained for her. She does not need to know I was
involved.”

“Understood. Thank you for your
understanding. Is there anything else I can do for you today?”

Mia was on a roll, “Yes, please put in an
order for a bottle of wine in my room when I arrive. I'm a lousy
traveler and after flying from Orlando to Venice, I'll want a glass
of wine and a nap.”

“Certainly. Shall I order a bottle for the
other cabin, as well?”

She said, lightly (she hoped), “No. They can
buy their own booze.”

She laughed as she dropped her phone back
into its holster at her waist. Her boss had been listening to her
conversation. He said, “Sounds to me like you just got somebody a
heck of a deal on their cruise package. I hope you will plan on
sharing some of the benefits with the hotel.”

“When I squeeze freebies out of vendors, I
always throw in a bump to the hotel. You know that perfectly well.
Unfortunately for the Company, this deal was personal. It had to do
with my own vacation arrangements.”

He said, “You should book through the hotel.
I bet you'd get a free trip.”

She thought about that. “You know it had
never occurred to me to do that. David always arranged our
vacations, and he used our own customer rewards IDs to get
discounts. It never occurred to me to use the agents I book with at
work. My daughter booked this trip herself and she used an agent I
don't know. That little stunt was sort of about me showing off a
little.”

He patted her on the shoulder, “Next time you
book a trip of any kind, book it through our agents. You know
you'll get the best deal there is, and it won't cost the Company
anything. All of the rest of us do it. We consider it a job
perk.”

“I'll remember that.”

“How's the Dracula wedding coming along?”

“I think it will be fine. We've nailed down
all the big stuff. I don't anticipate any real problems on the rest
of the details. I do anticipate that the Bitch Bride will figure
out something to raise hell about, but I was prepared for her.”

“I love that evil smile. What did you
do?”

She grinned, “I added anywhere from 4-to-10
percent to the markup of almost everything. When she throws a fit
and demands that we grant concessions, we'll be able to give her a
nice rebate and still make a decent profit. I should get combat pay
for jobs like that one!”

He applauded and shook her hand, “Excellent
work! Actually, you pull this one off as a profitable deal and I'll
make it worth your while. I've already alerted corporate legal to
the fact that these people were trouble coming in the door. If we
don't have to sue to get our money, I'm sure the Company will
reward you.”

“You give me those really awful people on
purpose, don't you?”

“Yes, I do. You are the best we have. That
means you get the most difficult clients. That's how it works.”

She poked him with her elbow, “That's what
you pay me the big bucks for, eh, boss?”

“Something like that.”

Mia was responsible for three weddings,
including the Dracula wedding and an annual sales meeting for a
large company before her vacation. There were nights when she
stayed at the hotel rather taking the time to drive home. Each of
the events went off without a hitch. The Dracula wedding was even
more spectacular than Mia had dared to imagine. Even Mia's
practiced eye could find nothing that the bride from hell might
complain about.

The Monday following the wedding of
Bridezilla, the father of the bride stopped by the hotel and sought
her out. He handed Mia two envelopes, saying, “The white envelope
is a tip to be divided between the entire staff who worked on my
daughter's wedding. They did a great job. It was beyond my wildest
dreams.” He paused. “The blue envelope is for you personally. I
hope you are permitted to accept gratuities. If you are not, please
let me speak to your boss because I want to get a special
permission for this one. I know how difficult my daughter was to
work with. Quite frankly, I don't know how you managed to put up
with all the crap she dished out |with the degree of
professionalism you did. This is my way of thanking you for your
efforts.”

Mia's boss had walked up as the conversation
was beginning. Mia was holding the envelope like a hot potato and
violently shaking her head. Her boss took the envelope out of Mia's
hand and opened it. He smiled when he saw the contents. He said to
the bride's father, “Generally, the Company does not permit our
event planners to accept personal gratuities. We consider that
their services are part of what you pay for when you book your
event at our facility. In this case, however, I have to agree with
you: Mrs. Thomas put up with a lot of nonsense from your daughter,
with forbearance and professionalism that are a credit to her. Our
Company is lucky to have an employee of her caliber in this role.
In this case, I will agree to pass your gratuity along to her. And,
I am adding to it a bonus from the Company as well.” He laughed and
shrugged his shoulders, “I'm embarrassed to say that the Company
bonus is not as generous as your tip.”

He handed the customer's envelope to Mia,
with a check from the Hotel on top. The bonus check was for $1000.
She opened the envelope. The tip from the customer was $4000. Tears
filled her eyes, but she blinked them away. She swallowed hard and
then said with a very even, professional tone, “Thank you both.
You're right, this was a difficult job, but I am so very pleased
that it went well and I hope that your daughter and her husband
will remember it with many happy memories.”

The father said, “My daughter and her husband
will be divorced within a year of when the baby is born. I would,
however, like to talk to you about two events I have coming up. My
parents will be married fifty years next year and I would like to
discuss having you plan an appropriate celebration. Also, I'd like
to talk to you about holding my firm's holiday party at your
hotel.”

Mia didn't miss a beat. She reached in her
pocket and pulled out her business card. Handing it to him, she
said, “I'll be on vacation for a couple of weeks, but give me a
call after the first of July. I'm sure we'll be able to help you
with both events.”

The client shook her hand and said he would
call to arrange for an appointment with her in July, and then he
left.

Her boss turned to her, beaming, and said
softly, “Great job! Now, go and have a wonderful vacation!”

Mia grinned back and slapped the envelopes
against her palm, “Oh, boy, do I ever intend to, now that I have
some extra spending money.” She winked at him, “Thanks, boss.” He
waved her away.


Chapter 2 -

It was very late, and Mia was both exhausted
and relieved. She drove home in a kind of fog. She had only two
days to get ready for her vacation. She needed to make every moment
count.

The next morning, she went to the bank and
deposited the $5000 into her checking account. She notified the
bank she would be traveling abroad and made sure her debit card was
set up to work on the ship. She checked the balance on her credit
card and paid it off. The teller laughed and said, “You give every
appearance of planning to have a very good vacation.”

Mia nodded and winked, “I most certainly
do.”

After that she went home and pulled her
suitcases out from the back of the closet where they had gathered
dust since David died. She had an entire cruise wardrobe which she
never wore any other time or place, so she had always kept it
packed, ready to go at a moment's notice. Occasionally David had
come upon last minute cruise deals or, sometimes, he had a big
project he needed to work on and he would book a cruise in order to
go off and ponder the job. Mia had learned to be ready to take off
for distant lands at almost a moment's notice. Since David's death
in a freak accident on a construction site, she had not left
Orlando. Her cruise bag was still in the back of her closet, coated
with dust, but fully packed.

She unpacked the bag. She had lost about
fifteen pounds since David's death, so some of the clothes were too
big for her. However, the evening gowns looked better on her than
they ever had. She packed away the evening gown that was David's
favorite, and replaced it with one she had worn for a couple of
gala events at the hotel. She tossed the items that needed to be
replaced into a pile, and separated the rest between those that
could be laundered and those that needed dry cleaning. She took the
latter to a local cleaners. They said they would have them ready by
the end of the day. After that, she hit the stores to fill in the
gaps.

Six hours later she returned home and packed
her entire cruise wardrobe, by outfit, in individual plastic bags.
She had only one bag to check, plus one carry on tote that would
fit under the seat. In addition to her computer and the baggie
containing liquid items, her carry-on contained a couple of
emergency changes of clothes in case her suitcase went astray.

The next day, she slept late and watched
movies on DVD all day. The agenda for the day was simply to relax.
Mia had not taken a break from work since her husband's death; she
had been reluctant to slow down for fear her grief would overwhelm
her. The time had come to learn to have fun again. She was
determined to do her best to make this vacation both relaxing and
enjoyable, albeit without her late husband.

Their plane left the Orlando International
Airport at 2:00 p. m. on a Friday, bound for Kennedy. Mona's family
lived in Boca Raton, so they drove to Mia's on Thursday. They spent
Thursday night at Mia's house and then they took two cabs to the
airport in order to accommodate all the luggage Mona's family
brought with them. Mona could not believe that Mia was only taking
one suitcase. Mia shrugged and said that she had never taken more
than one suitcase on any trip she had ever been on, including the
30 day cruise she and David had taken to South America. Mona was
astonished. Mia shrugged, “They have laundry facilities on the
ship.”

When they arrived at the airport, Mona's
family had to engage a porter to put all their baggage onto a cart.
They also ended up paying extra for overweight baggage. Mia pulled
her own rolling suitcase and carried her tote to the international
check-in counter.

They checked in at the gate where Mia took a
book out of her bag and proceeded to read until the airline called
the passengers to board. Mona and Emma went shopping. JJ consulted
on the phone with various other doctors from his hospital. By the
time they boarded, Mona and Emma had accumulated some additional
bags that did not fit into anyone's carry-ons, so Mona had to cope
with plastic shopping bags in addition to their regular luggage.
Mia did not offer to help.

When they got on the plane, Mia slid her tote
under the seat in front of her and took her MP3 player out of her
pocket. When the flight attendant said it was okay to use
electronic devices, she put the earphones in her ears and lost
herself in her music and her book. She did not look up until they
were in New York.

JFK airport was dirty, crowded and noisy. As
was too often the case, dozens of planes were backed up on the
runway. Passengers were standing around in various departure
lounges yelling at airline employees, and, occasionally, at each
other. Airline employees were desperately trying to calm the
passengers by feeding them misinformation. JJ spent most of the
layover on the phone. Mona fretted about the lateness of the
flight. Mia calmly read a book. Emma looked at her and said, “Gram,
everybody else is all excited. How can you be so calm?”

Mia smiled and said, “When you travel by air
you have to sort of go into a kind of Zen-like place. I call it the
'Travel Zone'. You know you will have to wait for long periods of
time. Flights will be delayed for no good reason. People will get
mad and yell. What you have to keep in the forefront of your mind
is that you are on vacation and you are going to have fun no matter
what happens. Between now and the conclusion of the life-boat drill
on the ship, it will be nothing but a pure ordeal to be endured. I
go into sort of a trance and try not to come out of it until after
I take off my life jacket tomorrow afternoon.”

Emma grinned, “I have no idea what you are
talking about but I want to learn how to do it.”

Mia said, “To boil it down, the next sixteen
to eighteen hours will be pure torture. After that, we'll be on the
most wonderful cruise ship afloat and we'll have a super time. Just
keep that in mind and you'll be okay.”

Eventually, they boarded their flight to
Venice. Mona and JJ wrestled their carry-on crap into the overhead
bins. Mia settled Emma into her seat. She made sure Emma had her
music player and a DVD player handy. She and Emma chatted about all
the wonderful things they would see in Europe until the plane took
off. Mia put a movie in the DVD player for Emma and then retreated
to her headphones and book. She came up for air when dinner was
served, but then immediately retreated again to her music and
reading after dinner. By the time the flight attendants turned off
the lights and passed out pillows and blankets, Emma was already
fast asleep. Mia closed her eyes and fell asleep immediately as
well.

When she awoke, the in-flight map indicated
they were about three quarters of the way through France. The
flight attendants served breakfast and soon afterwards they landed
in Venice. There were buses waiting to take passengers to the ship.
Mona and JJ collected their various bags and hired a porter to
carry them to the bus. Mia pulled her suitcase off the carousel and
rolled it to the bus by herself.

The bus dropped them off at the foot of the
gangplank. They were among the earliest arrivals. The cruise
employees who checked them in told them their staterooms would not
be ready for a while, but they were invited to go to the Lido deck
for a buffet brunch. They checked their luggage into the ship where
their suitcases would be delivered to their staterooms. Mona, JJ
and Emma got in line for the elevators from the Main Deck to the
Lido. Mia said to Emma, “The first rule of cruising: never, ever,
under any circumstances take the elevator. Come on.” She led the
way to the stairs from the Main Deck (the 5th floor) to the Lido
(the 9th floor). By the time they arrived at the Lido Deck they
were out of breath.

Mia said, “If you don't cheat and take the
elevators, by the end of the cruise, you'll be able to do that
without getting winded.”

They ate their lunch and waited until the
announcement that the rooms were ready. Mia knew exactly where
their staterooms were located, so she took them down the forward
stairs instead of the central stairwell that was clogged by new
arrivals and others trying to make their way to their rooms.
Knowing the ship as she did, Mia led them directly to their rooms.
Their luggage had not yet been delivered, but they were able to
drop off their personal carry on items. Mia offered to take the
rest of the family on a guided tour of the ship.

This was the fifth time she had sailed on the
Ocean Enchantment. One of those trips had been a 30-day
voyage to South America. She was as capable of leading a tour of
the ship as any crew member, probably more. She started at the very
top deck (Deck 11), where there was a running track and a
basketball court along with a lounge. They worked their way down
floor by floor to the Concierge Desk on the Main Deck (Deck 5).

By the time Mia had shown them around the
entire ship, she looked at her watch. “The lifeboat drill should
begin in about a half an hour. We should go back to our rooms and
get ready.”

They walked up the stairs from the Main Deck
to Deck 8. Mia suggested they unpack and start to make themselves
at home. She went to her room, which was on the same floor but
about ten staterooms away from Mona's family's room. In less than
15 minutes, Mia had unpacked her suitcase, stowed it under the bed,
washed her face and readied her life jacket for the drill. When the
alarms went off for the life-boat drill, Mia took her life jacket
and knocked on Mona's door. Their room was a mess, but they were
sort of ready for the drill. They took the stairs down to the
Promenade deck and stood in their assigned spots until all heads
had been counted and all of the emergency announcements had been
made. At long last, the all-clear whistle sounded and the ordeal
was over. Mia grinned at her family and said, “Now that we have all
that crap out of the way, let our vacation begin!”

They shuffled back to their respective
staterooms with the rest of the crowd. When she arrived at her
room, Mia opened the bottle of wine and drank about half a glass of
the wonderful Italian red wine. Then she stretched out on her bed
and instantly fell asleep. She woke to the ringing of the phone.
Emma was calling to ask if she was ready for dinner. She said she
would meet them in the dining room in fifteen minutes.

Less than ten minutes later, Mia entered the
dining room. Her family was assigned to a table for four in the
middle of the room. It was very near the station where the waiters
prepared the trays. Mia knew that if David had been there, he would
have objected to the location of the table because it was not by a
window, and it was too near the busy waiters' area. Mia held her
peace because her family had a table to itself, and did not have to
share with other passengers. She wouldn't have cared if it were in
the middle of the aisle to the bathroom. She liked not having to
eat with strangers.

Their dinner was exquisite. Amazingly, even
Mona could find nothing to bitch about. Mia tried to take an
interest in the family chit-chat between Mona, her husband and
their daughter. Unfortunately, it only made her more keenly aware
of David's absence. Besides, she was not really included in the
conversation, anyway.

One of Mia's favorite pass times on any
cruise always had been making up stories about the other
passengers. She and David had spent hours on their vacations
eavesdropping on snippets of other passengers' conversations, and
then making up stories about who they were and where they came
from. David was no longer with her and she assumed that Mona would
think the game was rude, so she amused herself during dinner making
up stories about the various family groupings at surrounding
tables. It gave her something to do besides miss David.

Because Emma was so young, Mona had requested
an early dining room seating. The first floor show in the main
theater followed the early seating. When dinner was over, Mona's
family prepared to go to the show. Mia begged off, saying she was
tired and wanted to turn in early. She rarely attended
entertainment on cruise ships except occasional concerts when they
had special musical guests.

Mona, JJ and Emma headed for the theater. Mia
waited until they were out of sight and then she went outside on
the promenade deck. The almost full moon was rising over the
Adriatic Sea. The seas were almost totally calm as the ship moved
across the glassy water. There was hardly a breeze, despite the
fact that the ship was moving at a good speed. Mia's original
intention was to stroll around the deck a few times before she went
back to her cabin. Instead she decided to stand still and enjoy the
moon glow. She took a few photos of the moon shining over the
water. She had inherited David's professional-grade digital camera,
and took every opportunity to take pictures, even though she was
perfectly aware she sucked as a photographer.

A few people were strolling around the deck,
but Mia ignored them. She walled herself off into her own little
space. It was something she learned on her second or third cruise.
Mia's first couple of cruises were miserable for her. She hated the
whole experience, and could not understand what on earth it was
about cruising that David loved so much. Another passenger noticed
her misery and tipped her off about creating her own little
personal space in order to tolerate being cooped up aboard ship
with thousands of strangers. She had learned well. So well that she
came to actually love cruising almost as much as David had, but for
vastly different reasons.

Just about the time Mia realized the
temperature was dropping and she was beginning to consider going
back to her stateroom, a man walked up to the rail next to her and
handed her a glass. He said, “I couldn't help but notice how
uncomfortable you looked at dinner. I thought you might benefit
from an after-dinner snort.”

Mia looked at the drink and sniffed it. She
chuckled. “This is not your ordinary post-dinner 'snort'. It's been
a while since I've had this stuff, but I'm guessing this is very
good cognac.” She took a sip, and added, “Very, very good cognac. I
typically do not accept drinks from strange men, but this is too
good to turn down, and you're right: after that ordeal, a drink
would do nicely. Suppose you introduce yourself so I can accept
your gift and maintain the illusion that I'm a lady.”

He laughed out loud, “First of all, no one
who took so much as a glance at you would think you were anything
but a lady. However, to avoid compromising your reputation, I'm
Jeremy Waters. My family is sitting at the table next to yours in
the dining room. Forgive me if I'm overreaching or, more probably,
projecting, but I'm guessing this is your first vacation without a
long-time spouse. As I said, it could, be total projection on my
part because this is my first vacation without a long-time spouse,
and maybe I'm just looking for someone who will understand the
awkwardness of it all.”

Mia smiled and turned toward him. She clinked
her glass to his and said, “Looks like you hit a big BINGO on the
first try. My husband died a little more than two years ago. We
used to cruise frequently. My daughter persuaded me to join her
family for this cruise. She said it would get me out of my rut and
put me on the road to living again, whatever the hell that might
mean. To be honest, I think I'm here mainly to be a babysitter for
my granddaughter, not that that's a totally bad thing, mind you. I
love my granddaughter.”

He sipped his drink and said, “Thank you for
sharing that. I was almost afraid you would either slap me or shy
away. My approach is very rusty! Here's my story (the short
version): My wife died a year ago after a long and horrible
illness. After she died, I threw myself into my work like never
before, in part because I had neglected my job terribly when she
was sick, but most of all because I didn't know what else to do
with myself. My kids convinced me to come on this cruise so I could
begin to learn to have fun again. I don't know that I really want
to do that, but I agreed to give it my best shot. From my kids'
perspective, it doesn't hurt that I am paying for the cruise for
the whole gang.”

Mia laughed, “Whoa, what a patsy!”

He tossed back his head and roared, “If a guy
called me that, I'd punch the son of a bitch, but, I couldn't hit a
woman.”

“Sorry, but I couldn't help it. I win in this
contest. My daughter's family is paying their own way.”

He laughed. “You're right. You win. You must
someday share with me how you managed to have your kids pay for
their own vacation!

“Tell me, have you ever cruised in Europe
before?”

“The answer to the first question is easy.
They planned this trip and booked it before they invited me.
Initially, they even put a deposit on my accommodations. They
booked me in a room with my granddaughter. I chose to have my own
room with a balcony, thank you very much, so I ended up paying for
my own room.

“The answer to the second question is, yes, I
have. I've cruised in Europe a couple of times on this very ship.
We are making two stops on this trip I've never been to, but all
the rest of it is totally familiar to me.”

“I've been to Europe, but I've never been on
a cruise before, period. Perhaps you'll help me learn the ropes. As
I understand it, tomorrow is a day at sea. Tell me what to
expect.”

She grinned, “All I can tell you is that
tomorrow you can expect to be totally bedazzled. I've been on a lot
of cruises to a lot of beautiful places. I have never seen anything
more fabulous than the trip around the toe of the Italian boot. Our
first cruise to Europe was like this one. We did the trip around
Italy the first day. I thought it was worth the price of the whole
cruise. I still do. This will be my third time, and I'm already
getting excited.

“I highly recommend you get up as early as
you can and find a deck chair on the starboard side of the ship.
Try to find a spot where you can see both sides because when we
pass by Sicily you'll want to see the port side as well. But, for
most of the day, the most beautiful views are to starboard.”

He made a face, “I'm not a sailor. What is
that in terms of 'right' and 'left'?”

She smiled. “Find a deck chair on the right
side of the ship, but where you can see off to the left as well.
I'd recommend going as far to the rear of the ship as you can on
the deck where the pool is. That way you can see behind us as well.
That will be cool as we pass through the Strait of Messina.”

“I understand. Thanks for the tips.”

She held out her hand, “Thank you for the
drink, Jeremy. My name is Mia Thomas. I'll see you tomorrow. I'll
be in the very back of the ship on the deck just above the
Lido.”

“You are very confident you'll get your
chosen spot.”

“I get up very, very early.”


Chapter 3 -

The next morning Mia rose before sunup and
went to the Lido for coffee and fruit. After that, she walked
around the promenade deck for an hour, watching the sun rise and
enjoying the cool, clear morning air. She loved getting up early on
cruise ships. Most of the passengers slept late. Typically the only
people around at sunrise were workers preparing the ship for the
day.

She left a note on Mona's door informing her
where she would be when they got up. She found a deck chair facing
the rear of the ship on Deck 11. She figured that gave her the same
view as she would have from the pool deck, without the crowds. The
pool deck was already starting to fill up, not necessarily with
actual people but with peoples' stuff. Passengers were not supposed
to save deck chairs like that, but it happened all the time.

She took a book out of her bag and prepared
to kill some time before they got close enough to see the Italian
coast. After that, she planned to simply watch the scenery and take
lots of (lousy) pictures.

The cruise director approached her deck
chair, accompanied by a waiter. The waiter set a pot of coffee and
a cup on a table next to Mia's chair, and left without a word. The
cruise director said, “Mrs. Thomas, it's a pleasure to welcome you
aboard again. We've missed you. On behalf of the Line I want to
express our deepest sympathy in the loss of your husband. If there
is anything we can do to make your trip more enjoyable, please
don't hesitate to let any of the staff know.”

Mia shook his hand and said, “Thank you. This
is my first vacation without David. You know how much we loved this
line, and this ship in particular. I think this is the fifth trip I
have taken on the Ocean Enchantment. I didn't realize how
much I missed cruising. On the other hand, being here without
David...” She cleared her throat, “... is hard.”

The cruise director held her hand and said,
“As you may imagine, many of our frequent guests find themselves in
similar situations. Sometimes when one spouse dies the other one
never goes on another cruise. More often, however, the surviving
spouse continues to travel. There are seven widows and three
widowers among the guests – that we know about, because they are
previous passengers. If you need to talk, please let me know. I am
available, or I can put you in touch with someone who has quite
literally 'been there'.”

“Thank you. That's very comforting.”

“I hoped it would be. Some of our customers
like their privacy. You've always been one of those. Some like to
be more social. We can help with that.” She grinned, “In fact, last
year I sort of inadvertently created a monster. On one cruise we
had three frequent-cruisers. Two of them had been traveling with us
for a long time; the other was a relatively recent widow, and she
was having a hard time. I introduced her to the others. Oh, dear!
They instantly hit it off, and proceeded to party their way around
the Caribbean, then they went to Alaska. Right now they are on one
of our long cruises in South America. I received an email from the
cruise director on that ship yesterday. He told me he thinks he's
going to hire them. They are keeping the entire ship hopping and
partying.”

Mia smiled, “I can't imagine myself doing
anything like that, but, you know, I think that's exactly what
David would do if I had died first. He'd hole himself up in his
room and work all day like always, and then party all night.”

The cruise director added, “Just like
always.”

Mia nodded and grinned. It occurred to her
that it was nice to talk to someone about David who did not shy
away from discussing the dead. She imagined Vince had a lot of
practice. She said, “Yep. Just like always.” Then she added, “By
the way, I haven't danced at all since David died. Who's the best
dancer among your escorts?”

Vince shook his head. “We don't have any
escort who could even remotely keep up with you, Mrs. Thomas. I'll
arrange for one of the professional dancers to partner with you. It
will have to be after the last show, of course.”

Mia smiled, “If I can stay up that late.”

“Do what you used to do: sleep all afternoon,
and be ready to dance until the wee hours. If you want a partner
tonight, see me after the late floor show. One of our dancers is a
former ball-room champion. He's a really great dancer, and a very
nice young man.”

Mia laughed, “Oh, God, I'll walk into the
lounge on the arm of a young, sexy-looking dancer and everyone will
think I'm a very rich old bag.”

“I think these days they call them
Cougars.”

Mia shook her head, “I may have to think
about that for a few days.”

Vince patted her shoulder, “Just enjoy, and
please let me know what I can do to help.”

Mia started to go back to her reading when
Emma ran up and climbed up in her lap. “Good morning, Gram. We are
going to have breakfast, do you want to join us?”

Mia hugged her and said, “I have coffee here.
Why don't you have your breakfast and then join me. The scenery
today will be wonderful.” Emma went down the stairs and joined her
parents who were standing on the Lido deck outside the buffet. Mia
waved at them. They waved back and went inside.

From behind her, a baritone voice said,
“You're very popular today.”

She turned and smiled, “Yeah, so much for
going on a cruise and relaxing!” She looked up at Jeremy and
smiled, “Good morning, Mr. Waters. I hope you slept well and you're
ready to be dazzled and amazed by the scenery today. The weather
appears to be cooperating.”

He asked if he could join her. She motioned
to a deck chair next to her. He set his empty coffee cup down on
the deck. She picked up the pot and asked, “Would you like a
refill?”

“Sure. You certainly are getting the VIP
treatment!”

“Yeah, it looks that way. My husband and I
sometimes used to take several cruises a year, and we often went on
long trips, thirty days or more if David was working on a big
project. I have not taken a vacation of any kind since he died. It
appears the cruise staff are pulling out all the stops to sell me
on the idea of cruising solo.”

“How do you feel about that?”

“Actually, during the daytime cruising solo
won't be all that different from cruising with David. He was a
commercial architect who designed shopping centers and
entertainment venues. He generally worked at least several hours
almost every day and I was left to fend for myself in the daytime.
In the evenings we danced the night away. Dinner last night was an
ordeal. I went to bed early instead of going out and about on the
ship. Tonight I may see how I tolerate nightlife by myself.”

They sipped their coffee and watched the
scenery. There was not a cloud in the sky and the seas were glassy,
mirroring the sky. At the horizon it was almost impossible to tell
where the sky ended and the sea began. Mia sighed and smiled.

Jeremy asked, “I don't mean to pry, but you
don't strike me as the bridge club and Junior League type. I take
you for a professional of some sort. What do you do?”

She smiled at him and said, “I'm an event
planner for Sterling Resorts in Orlando. I arrange weddings,
corporate parties and other large events.”

“Wow! I bet you have some stories.”

“I do. Unfortunately, I can't tell the best
ones. I pride myself on my discretion. I handle our high-end
clients, really rich people and a few celebrities. I don't talk
about them.” She looked up at him and smiled, “What about you? What
do you do and where?”

He said, “I'm an attorney. My firm is in
Chicago, but I actually live in Boca Raton.”

“You commute from Boca to Chicago?”

He shook his head and waved a hand in the
air, “I go into the office occasionally, usually for quarterly
partner's meetings. I'm a litigation attorney, and I handle cases
all over the country. I generally work from home or, if I have a
really big case, I set up temporary shop convenient to my client's
office.”

“You do commercial litigation?”

“You can tell?”

“You dress way too well to be a criminal
lawyer. You don't have the flash of a personal injury plaintiff's
lawyer. If you do litigation, that leaves only commercial. I'm
guessing you do a lot of anti-trust work.”

“You are good. Tell me how you did that bit
of psychic analysis.”

“Well, I deal with a lot of rich folks in my
wedding-planner role. Many are entrepreneurs of one type or
another, but the vast majority are doctors and lawyers. They are
the kind of folks with the disposable money to plan fancy events
like I sell. They also tend to have spoiled and pampered children
who want very elegant and expensive weddings. One of the most
important things I've learned to do is to size up my clients in the
first interview. I listen to what they say they want, but I also
look for clues as to what they might really like. More often than
you might believe, those two things are quite different. Anyway, I
am pretty good at zeroing in on the specialties of doctors and
lawyers, because it helps me to understand what they might like and
what they might be able to afford.”

“That's both amazing and a little
disconcerting. I guess I always thought that most lawyers look like
most other lawyers.”

“In your world, they probably do. You live in
a world of corporate lawyers who dress better than any other group
besides people in the fashion business, and who tend to be the
smartest folks I deal with.”

“... smarter than doctors?”

“Yep. I think so. Doctors tend to leave
party-planning to their wives and daughters. Lawyers like to get
involved, for good and for ill.”

“Which group tends to have the most spoiled
daughters.”

“I would say that is a toss-up. I've dealt
with the most horrible bitch-brats imaginable from both groups. I
think possibly the very worst are the daughters of the business
tycoons, however. Those kids are often completely out of control,
and the parents are among the most arrogant and obnoxious I have to
deal with.”

“Worse than celebrities?”

She grinned, “Minor celebs are pains in the
ass, and I generally try to piss them off and not do business with
them if I can avoid it. They're too much work and not enough
profit. You've heard the expression, 'The bigger they are, the
nicer they are'? In my experience, that is true. I've planned
events for some big show business stars, and they have been
delightful to work with.”

“That's surprising.”

“It shocked the hell out of me. The first
time I had to do a party for a major movie producer, I was scared
out of my socks. He wanted to do a wrap party when he finished a
movie they were making in Florida. I thought it would be a
nightmare. It was the easiest and nicest group I've ever worked
with. That was probably fifteen years ago. Whenever that producer
comes to Florida, I take him to lunch. He has referred probably
twenty huge affairs to me, and most of the people he sends me are
as great to work with as he is... , except for one of his
ex-wives.”

They were interrupted by Jeremy's teen-age
grandchildren. “Hey, Poppa, we're gonna go get breakfast. Mom and
Dad are holding chairs for us down by the pool. You want some
breakfast?”

He shook his head, “I ate a while ago. You go
get breakfast, I'll join your parents by the pool in a little
while.”

He looked around, “Where's your gang?”

“They're having breakfast. I'm guessing
they'll want to sit down by the pool as well so Emma can swim. I'll
probably move to join them at some point in order to keep peace.
But, for now I'm going to sit here.”

He stood up and smiled, “You mentioned you
might like to sample the night-life this evening. Since we both
have the early seating, what do you say we ditch the kids and you
can show me around the ship at night.”

She grinned, “It's the first formal night. I
hope you brought a tux. I'll take you up on that offer. What do you
say we meet out on the promenade deck after dinner?”

“It's a date.”

Her face clouded, “Oh, please, let's not call
it that....”

“Call it what you will. Perhaps we'll have
luck in the casino.”

“Maybe. Do you like to dance?”

He made a face, “I like to dance, but I
rather pity the poor unfortunate females who have endured the
experience.”

“In that case I may ditch you for a real
dancer when the evening gets late.”

“I'll introduce you to my son. He was a
professional ballroom dancer. He now runs a dance academy in West
Palm Beach.”

“That sounds great!” She waved him off and
said, “See you later.”

As she expected, Mona and JJ wanted to sit by
the pool so Emma could swim. Mia moved her things to a chair next
to them. Soon the Italian coastline came into view and she ended up
standing at the railing taking picture after picture most of the
day. She bumped into Jeremy a few times, once quite literally.

After they passed through the Strait of
Messina, she noticed he put away his camera and stretched out on
his deck chair. She walked over to him and said, “Don't get too
comfy. In an hour or so, we'll pass very close by the Stromboli
volcano. It will be on the right side of the ship.”

He thanked her for the tip and introduced her
to his son and daughter-in-law, saying, “I ran into this lady last
night. She's been on this cruise before and I've adopted her as my
personal cruise consultant.” They shook hands and chatted. Jeremy
said to his son, “She asked me if I liked to dance.”

Jeff laughed out loud, “If you like to dance,
you do NOT want to mess around with my dad. He has two left feet
and absolutely no sense of rhythm. I'll take you for a spin if
you'd like.”

Mia smiled and shook his hand, “I may just
take you up on that. My husband was a wonderful ballroom dancer. I
haven't danced since he died, so don't expect much.” They promised
to catch up with one another in the evening.

Later, she and Mona brought lunch out by the
pool for the four of them. Mona asked, “Who was that man you were
talking to?”

“His name is Jeremy Waters. He's an attorney
from Boca Raton. A widower. This is his first cruise ever. We got
to chatting.”

“He's traveling alone?”

“No. Actually his deal is almost exactly the
same as mine. His wife died a year or so ago. He's traveling with
his son's family.”

Mona shot her mother a dark look, but did not
say anything. Mia pretended not to notice even though she wanted to
smack her daughter. Instead she concentrated on telling Emma about
Italy and about the volcano they were about to see. Her story was
so detailed and entertaining, she sort of drew an audience of
people who were sitting nearby.

The ship passed very close to the Stromboli
volcano, which was belching smoke. It was very picturesque and Mia
took a lot of photos. JJ wondered aloud if they had to adjust the
ballast on the ship what with most of the passengers lined up at
the railings on the right side. Mia nodded and said, “I asked one
of the officers about that once. He said that is exactly what they
do.”

Since it was a formal night, Mona had made
hair appointments for her and Emma. “Mom are you having your hair
done?”

“No. The salons on these ships are
outrageous. I had my hair cut before we left. I'll be fine. I think
I will sneak in a nap. You know me. I got up before dawn.” She
suggested they meet in the dining room for dinner. JJ asked if she
intended to attend the pre-dinner welcome aboard party for the free
drinks. She said she had a bottle of wine in her room and would
pass on the party. As she walked away she could hear Mona saying
something to JJ, but fortunately, she couldn't understand what was
being said. It was just as well because she was pretty sure that
had she heard it was would have pissed her off.

She took a nap and then sat on her veranda
for a while until it was time to get dressed. In her business she
had learned the art of dressing up without a lot of fuss. She
attended an average of five formal events a month, plus untold
semi-formal parties. It would not take her long to get ready. Her
dress was hanging in the bathroom. The rest of the ensemble was in
its plastic bag on the dresser. All she had to do was shower and
put on makeup.

She pulled her hair back with jeweled combs.
The set of combs she used with her black cruise evening gown were
Mexican silver set with rubies. David had given them to her for her
fortieth birthday. She always felt gorgeous when she wore them. At
the last minute, she slipped into a completely unadorned black
evening gown with a Queen Anne collar. She added a silver and ruby
necklace that matched the combs. As she had noted when she tried on
the dress, her slimmer figure looked better in the dress than it
ever had. The dress floated around her legs when she walked. The
jewelry sparkled. She thought she looked almost regal.

Ordinarily, Mia was not one to call attention
to herself. Her job required her to be unobtrusive. She had
developed the skill of being invisible at parties. She could lurk
around the edges of an event unnoticed. In her personal life as
well, she had always tended to be retiring everywhere but on the
dance floor. For some reason she couldn't quite understand, that
evening she decided to make an entrance. It may have been partly
due to her irritation about Mona treating her like an old lady. The
thought flitted through her mind that it might also have something
to do with Jeremy Waters. She put that thought out of her head as
soon as it occurred, but not before the seed was planted.

Whatever her reason, she put on red lipstick
and timed her arrival at the dining room to occur after nearly
everyone would be seated, just before they closed the doors of the
dining room. She had already placed an order for wine for the
table. When it was time, she took one last glance in the mirror to
make sure she had no lipstick on her teeth, and headed for the
dining room. Her gait was naturally fast and commanding. She
noticed that she turned a few heads on her way toward the rear of
the ship. It was gratifying to know that even at her age, she could
still attract those kinds of glances.

The dining room manager was standing at the
doorway when she entered. She knew he was just about to close the
doors and not admit anyone else. He greeted her with a bow, closed
the door behind her and personally escorted her to the table. She
noticed he was taking her to a different table from where they had
sat the night before.

He said, “I hope you will not mind. We moved
your family to a table with a better location.”

She smiled and patted his arm, “Thank you so
much.”

She noticed that her seat at the new table
faced Jeremy's family's table. Previously, he could watch her, but
she couldn't see him without turning around. Now they were facing
each other. He looked at her and she thought she saw him wink for
just the barest second. Maybe it was her imagination. She smiled at
him ever so briefly. Then she sat down and nodded when the wine
steward asked if he could pour her a glass of white.

Only then did she look at Mona's family. Emma
was grinning and said, “Oh, Gram, you look bee-yoo-tee-ful!”

JJ smiled and tilted his glass, “You do look
fabulous, Mia.”

Mona looked annoyed. Mia thought Mona looked
very lovely as well, all but for the smirk on her face. Mona said,
“Geez, Mom, that dress is as old as the hills. You wore that on the
cruise when you turned 40.”

“Yep. And for about five years before that.
And, you know what, as long as I continue to turn heads like that
when I wear this dress, I'm going to keep right on wearing it.”

“You should buy some new clothes.”

“I did buy a bunch of new stuff for this
trip. I brought a different gown for the gala, but I felt no need
to replace this lovely frock simply because it's old.”

Mia generally did not enjoy the formal
dinners on cruise ships. Most of the time in later years she and
David had either spent the formal nights dining in the special
for-fee dining room, or they ordered dinner in their room. They
often dressed in formal attire and ordered room service on their
balcony. After they ate, they joined the decked-out passengers in
the casino and, later, in the lounges where there was dancing. The
“food as entertainment” aspects of the formal nights left her a bit
cold. The fancy presentations, the singing, the parading of baked
Alaska, or whatever else they were serving for dessert, all seemed
over the top to her.

Mona's family loved it. Emma especially
enjoyed the opportunity to fidget, clap and make noise in the
dining room. On the one hand, Mia thought it was silly to take a
ten year old on a cruise. On the other hand, she did have to admit
that Emma had better table manners and poise in public than most
other kids the same age. That came from being taken to grown-up
places and being expected to behave. It occurred to Mia that she
and David had always taken Mona with them when they went to fancy
places, although they did not start cruising until she was in high
school, and, by then, she chose not to accompany them.

Whatever she perceived their deficiencies to
be in other aspects of their lives, Mia had to acknowledge that
Mona and JJ were good parents, and Emma was a super kid.

The food was great, as usual. Mia ordered a
vegetarian curry which was excellent. JJ ordered steak. Mona
ordered chicken. Emma told the waiter, “I want to try something
really different every day because I want to learn about different
kinds of foods. What do you recommend?”

The waiter thought about it for a minute and
said, “Do you like spicy food?”

Emma nodded.

“What about fish?”

“I like some kinds of fish.”

“Okay, we are serving a very good grilled
salmon. I will bring you a half portion of that to try. I will also
bring you a small portion of the vegetable curry, which is
outstanding, but perhaps not something a child would ordinarily
eat. If you don't like it, I'll bring you mashed potatoes and
regular veggies to go with the fish. How does that sound?”

“Excellent.”

Mia applauded and blew Emma a kiss, “I can't
tell you how delighted I am to learn that you are willing to try
new dishes. This is a perfect place to do it. If you don't like
your dinner, you can either ask for something else or go get a
burger in the Lido. You know every day of my life I serve up
gourmet meals to rich families and have to bring out grilled cheese
sandwiches and hamburgers for their picky children.”

Emma puffed up with pride under her
grandmother's praise.

After dessert, Emma asked Mia if she was
going to the show with them. Mia begged off and said she had
plans.

Mona said, “What plans?”

Mia didn't like the look in her daughter's
eyes, so she said, “Well I have two alternatives. The cruise
director offered to fix me up with one of the young dancers after
the late floor show. Jeremy Waters asked me to show him around the
ship and in exchange for my services as a tour-guide, he offered to
fix me up with his son, who is a dancer. Either way, I plan to
spend a couple of hours in the casino and the rest of the evening
on the dance floor.”

Mona looked apoplectic. Emma looked up and
grinned, “Oh, Gram, that sounds like fun!”

“Unfortunately, you can't go into the casino,
but at least one night during the cruise if your mom and dad are
agreeable, I'll take you dancing. Every young lady should know her
way around a ballroom floor.”

Mia noticed that JJ and Mona exchanged a
glance. It was pretty clear to her that they had been planning to
pass Emma off on Mia more than one evening during the cruise. Mia
pretended not to notice. She and David had dragged Mona with them
every where they went. She figured Mona and JJ could do the
same.

Mona suggested a trip to the ladies room for
the three girls. Mia, who suspected Mona planned to give her hell,
said she was fine. She blew them kisses and promised to meet them
early in the morning for their trip to Rome. JJ asked if she was
taking the tour. She said, “Not at all. It's a terrible waste of
time and money if you've been to Rome. I bought a train ticket and
have a tour guide waiting to take us on a private tour. If you
purchased tour tickets through the cruise line, you can cancel them
and buy tickets to Rome at the station.”

JJ said they would think about it and hustled
Mona down the hall before a scene could erupt.

Mia took off down the corridor in the other
direction. Once she was out of Mona's site, she ducked into a
ladies room, went to the bathroom and freshened her makeup. Then
she strolled out onto the promenade deck in what she hoped looked
like a nonchalant manner. Jeremy was waiting for her by the railing
near the entrance from the dining room. He watched her approach
with obvious pleasure. As she approached, he held out his hand,
shook hers gently and said, “Mrs. Thomas, you look ravishing!”

“Thanks. It's nice to know that I can still
make a decent appearance. Most of the time it is my responsibility
to hover around the sidelines of parties, where I do my very best
to disappear into the wallpaper. It's kind of fun to step out from
the shadows occasionally.”

“You sure made a splash tonight.”

She smiled. “How about a couple of laps
around the promenade deck before we go back inside. After all that
heavy food, I'd like to take a walk.”

“Sounds good to me.” He held out his arm and
she put her hand in the crook of his elbow. They walked along the
deck, watching the moonlight flicker across the calm water.

Mia sighed and smiled. Jeremy said, “You seem
pleased.”

“I am. I love cruising the Med. It sucks when
the weather is bad, but it is rarely stormy in the summertime.
David used to like to go on long cruises where he could get a lot
of work done. He especially loved transatlantic crossings and long
trips around South America. I like this nice calm cruising much
better than the wild times I've had out in the Atlantic.”

“Have you ever been in a really bad
storm?”

“They go around the really bad storms, which
is a good thing because ordinary bad weather can be kind of rough
on a ship. Do you get sea-sick?”

He shook his head. “I don't think so. I spent
a tour of duty in the Navy in Vietnam and then I re-enlisted and
went to Guam. They have some wicked weather in the Pacific, and I
never had a problem. I think I'll be okay.”

“In any case, this is lovely. Did you enjoy
your day?”

“I did! The scenery was every bit as
incredible as you described it. I took over 200 photos, and that
was only my first day! Dinner was amazing. I'm actually a steak and
baked potato kind of guy so most of that fancy stuff is lost on me.
I was a little nervous about how they would handle my simple
request. I think it was the best steak I've ever had. I could do
without the baked Alaska, though.”

“Me too. Here's a tip for future reference. I
doubt you could get away with it on this trip because your son and
his family appear to be having a total blast, but if you ever go on
a cruise again, on the formal nights go to their special dining
room where you have to pay extra. They don't do all that nonsense
and they don't serve baked Alaska unless somebody specifically asks
for it.”

He nodded and said, “That's a good tip, but
you're right. The kids are having a great time and I'm having fun
watching them enjoy themselves.”

They took about four laps around the deck and
Jeremy said, “I'm ready for an after dinner drink and some
roulette. What about you?”

She grinned, “I'll take the drink but I
usually stick to slot machines.”

“Oh, dearie, you've never lived until you've
had a hot hand on the dice at the roulette table.”

They went inside and ordered brandy. He
bought a large stack of chips and led her to the roulette table.
Handing her about a third of the chips, he told her to put chips on
as many empty squares as she wanted. She asked him how much money
it was, and he told her not to worry about it. She divided the
chips into three short stacks and set them on empty squares.
Someone rolled the dice. She lost.

Jeremy handed her another short stack of
chips. This time she put them all on one square. He muttered
something about living dangerously. The person rolled the dice
again, and Mia won. She applauded as the attendant pushed a quite a
number of short stacks of chips in front of her. She didn't know
how much money was involved, but she could tell she had much more
on the table than Jeremy had started with.

She pushed aside a stack of chips that she
thought looked about as much as Jeremy had given her to begin with.
She pushed that pile in front of him. He grinned and put the chips
in his pocket. Playing with the casino's money allowed her to take
chances. She divided her chips into two stacks. She lost one and
won on the other, ending up with more than she started with. The
table filled up and lots of people made bets before she selected
her number. She ended up putting all of her money on one square
again, and she won. The table erupted in applause. The attendant
pushed a huge pile of chips in front of her. She motioned for the
attendant to give it to Jeremy, and she said, “Let's try something
else. This is kind of boring.”

Jeremy looked at her incredulously and said,
“You are the only person I've ever met who could be bored winning
$25,000.”

“What?!”

“That is how much you just won.”

Mia shrugged. “It's your money, not mine. I'd
rather play something else.”

He asked the attendant to cash in his chips
and motioned Mia to the bar. He ordered another brandy and asked if
she wanted another, she held up her still half-full drink and shook
her head. He laughed and leaned against the bar, “I guess I don't
have to worry about you being any kind of a problem gambler. I
happen to love to gamble. I've never seen anybody do walk away when
they were winning like that.”

“How much did you spend on chips to start
with?”

“Five hundred dollars.”

She made a face, “You're twenty four thousand
five hundred dollars to the good. That should make you happy.”

“Thank you. I understand that you don't want
to keep the money, but you should get something out of the deal. I
insist on taking care of your bar tab for the entire cruise.”

“What if I'm a lush?”

“I don't think even a lush could drink up
$24,500.”

“That's a deal.”

“If you don't like roulette, what do you do
when you come to the casino?”

“I typically play the slot machines or the
poker machines. David loved to play black jack, and he did really
well at the tables. On one cruise, he won enough to pay for the
entire cruise. I'm not much of a gambler when it comes to
cards.”

“I hear a 'but'.”

She grinned. “I save all my gambling for my
job.”

“How so?”

“As I told you, I'm an event planner. My
clients often want things that are 'out there' and 'different' and,
occasionally, 'edgy'. Sometimes we spend a lot of money on things
that don't pan out. On the other hand, sometimes we roll the dice,
as it were, and come up golden. I guess that's why roulette doesn't
interest me. I gamble with huge amounts of money every day. The
good part is that, like tonight, I'm gambling with other peoples'
money.”

He clinked glasses with her and said, “Well
even accounting for your bar tab, I think you just won more than
enough money to pay for my family's cruise. Thanks.”

They played the slot machines for a while and
even sat down to a couple of hands of black jack. Mia won $500 with
her own money. Jeremy noticed she kept looking at her cell
phone.

“Are you expecting a call?”

“No, I'm checking the time. Let's go up to
the lounge. The second show should be over. The good dancers will
take all the good spots by the floor if we don't get a move
on.”

“Not to worry. My son and his wife promised
to stake out a good table with enough room for us. Turns out a
couple of the floor show dancers were Jeff 's students. I think you
may have all the dancing partners you can handle tonight.”

She put her hands together and twinkled. “Oh,
how marvelous!”

They headed toward the atrium and she started
up the stairs. He asked, “Where are you going?”

“To the lounge.”

“It's on Deck 11. This is Deck 5.”

“I know.”

“You're going to walk?!”

“Yep. Iron clad rule never to be violated
except during rough seas: never take the elevator. I have never
gained weight on a cruise, and I put it up to that fact alone. I'm
happy to let you take the elevator and meet you in the lounge.”

He made a face, “No. I'll walk, too. You
shamed me into it.”

They slowed down just a little on the last
couple of flights of stairs but when they got to the top floor they
were only a little bit winded. They stood in the atrium for a
second to catch their breath. Mona and JJ walked out of the
elevator and Mona looked at her mother and laughed, “Do not
tell me you just walked up here.”

“Yes, we did. From A Deck.”

Mona shook her head and then looked at her
mother with a strange expression, “We just heard that there was a
woman wearing incredible silver combs in her hair who won $25,000
at roulette and then another $500 at black jack. You wouldn't know
anything about that would you?”

Mia laughed, “Well, the $25,000 actually
belongs to Jeremy. He gave me the chips I bet, so I gave him the
winnings. I won the $500 on my own.”

Mona shook her head and said, “Sounds to me
like you inherited a bit of Daddy's luck at the tables.”

“'ppears I did. I never tried the tables
before. Who knew I would be so lucky?”

She introduced Mona and JJ to Jeremy, and
said, “Where's Emma?”

“She's in the child care area. She pretty
much told us not to hurry back any time soon after she got a load
of the musical video games.”

Jeremy said, “We were just about to meet my
son and his family in the lounge. We'd love for you to join
us.”

Mona laughed. “I assume there will be
dancing?”

Mia said, “You assume correctly. Evidently
Jeremy's son is a ballroom dancing teacher. I'm assuming other
dancers will congregate as they usually do when there is good
dancing happening.”

Mona put her arm around her mother and, for
perhaps the first time since David's death, looked at Mia as
something other than a fragile object that might break. “Have you
been dancing since Daddy died?”

“I take ballroom classes like I always did,
and I have been pressed into service at work from time to time,
dancing with unaccompanied men at weddings, but I have not been out
like this since ... then.”

Mona asked Jeremy, “Do you dance?”

He shook his head, “Not well enough to keep
up with her, I assure you. My son is a dancer. His wife is a
dancer. I know the look.”

Mia asked, “What about Joanna? Did she
dance?”

His face softened and he said, “Oh, did she
dance! Joanna was a professional ballerina when she was young. She
stopped dancing when she got pregnant with Jeff. After he was born
she opened a studio and taught dance. Jeff danced on the
competitive ballroom circuit until he fell and broke his leg about
seventeen years ago. After his accident, Jeff came home and became
partners with his mother. He runs the studio now.”

Mia smiled, “How did you manage to live in a
family of dancers and not learn to dance?”

“My job was to pay the bills for all those
dance classes, costumes and travel from one dance competition to
another. I had to work like a galley slave night and day. I never
had time to learn to dance.”

They laughed and walked into the lounge,
which was filling up fast. Mona looked around. “Mom, isn't this a
little unusual for a cruise?”

Mia looked around, “A little. But sometimes
there are a lot of dancers on a ship. Occasionally there are dance
groups traveling together. When that happens, the cruise turns into
a floating dance party. This has all the looks of being that kind
of cruise.” She rubbed her hands together and grinned.

They sat down at Jeff's table and made
introductions. Mona asked her mother, “Mom, you and Daddy used to
dance all night and he would work all day on your cruises. Did you
ever actually see the ports of call?”

Mia made a face, “I did. Most of the time I
visited the ports of call, either on my own or on the guided tours.
Your father rarely so much as glanced at the scenery. He told
somebody once that he had spend more than 90 days in South America
and only set foot on the ground once or twice. I had to think about
it, but I think that was a true statement. His favorite cruises
were transatlantic voyages where there were no ports of call.”

Soon the music started and the dancers took
the floor. Most of the people were amateurs, although there were
some obvious professionals mixed in. Jeremy stood up and reached
for Mia's hand, “I'm going to assume that once you hit the floor
with Jeff or some of his buddies I won't see you again all night,
so I'd like the opportunity to have the first dance, if I may.”

Mia looked up at him and smiled, “I'd be
delighted.”

As she stood up, she noticed a rogue wave of
grief wash over Mona. Mia knew all about those unexpected
flood-tides of grief. She put her hand on Mona's head and held it
there for a minute in something like a benediction. Then she glided
out on the dance floor with Jeremy. He was no Fred Astaire, but he
was a better-than-average dancer. She was very rusty, so she rather
appreciated the opportunity to start slow. They danced a slow
foxtrot and a waltz. He ran out of gas just when she was about to
hit her stride.

He brought her back to the table and said to
his son, “She's all warmed up and ready for a real dance partner.
If Carol wouldn't mind, you want to take a crack at her?”

Jeff stood up and the two of them were gone.
Carol said to Mona, “Actually, I'm thrilled to have your mother
keep him occupied. I recently had surgery and I can't dance yet. I
was afraid he would be frustrated by that. I should have known he'd
find another partner!”

Mona visibly relaxed now that Mia had
switched partners. Jeff put his arms around Mia and guided her out
onto the floor. Glancing over her shoulder, he said, “Something
tells me your daughter is having a hard time with the idea of you
and my dad.”

Mia said, “I think she is. I have not dated
at all since my husband's death.” She looked at him and cocked her
head to one side, “What about you? How do you feel about your dad
dancing with a woman other than your mother?”

Jeff sighed, “Dad has dated some, so I've had
a few opportunities to get used to the idea. He's never dated a
dancer, though. It surprises me a little that he would do that, but
I'm generally okay with him dating, now. The first time he told me
he was going out with a woman it was with a lawyer he had worked
with for years who was recently divorced. They just went out for
dinner. I felt awful because I was absolutely furious with my dad.
I hope to God I managed not to let him know how I felt because it
was unfair to him and mean of me. I actually talked to our pastor
about it, and sort of worked through it. Hopefully Dad will never
know.”

“That was kind of you.”

“What?”

“Both working out your feelings without
dumping them on your dad, and sharing it with me.”

He looked at her oddly, “If I happen to have
the opportunity to talk to your daughter, I might share that story
with her as well.”

“That would be another kindness.”

They danced a waltz and then glided through a
slow foxtrot. After that, the band played a cha-cha. She started to
leave the floor, but he pulled her back, saying, “Mrs. Thomas, you
are about to have the pleasure of dancing the cha-cha with a former
national Latin runner-up.”

She said, “Latin dances are not my
thing....”

He wasn't having it. He pulled her out into
the very middle of the floor and she gave herself over to the music
and to a wonderful teacher. After that the band took a break, and
they went back to their seats. Mia asked for a liter of water and a
large glass of ice. Jeremy's daughter-in-law threw back her head
and laughed, “Oh, my God, we're in for a long night.”

Shortly after that, the dancers from the
floor show came in, and the party kicked into high gear. About one
o'clock, Mona said, “Mom, we're going on the bus tour tomorrow. We
have to be ready at 7:30, so we're going to go to bed.”

Mia looked at her watch, “Oh, God, is Emma
still up?”

Mona shook her head, “No, we moved her to our
room and we've been looking in on her periodically.”

Jeremy said, “We're on the bus tour also, so
we'd better hit the hay as well.” He looked at Mia and asked what
she was doing.

She made a face and said, “I'm taking the
train from Civitivecchia to Rome and I have arranged for a tour
guide to meet me at the station. My train leaves at 8:30. I'll be
in Rome before 9:30. You folks will still be on the highway.”

Carol asked, “It was my understanding the
cruise lines won't leave without you if you take their tours.”

Mia shrugged and said, “So they say; I have
no reason to believe they would hold the ship for a tour that did
not return in time whether or not it is one of the tours they sell.
When going out on your own, you just have to make damned sure you
get back in time. I have spent a few miserable days sitting in
traffic jams on tour buses. One time we went to London and the
traffic was so bad we had to turn around immediately upon our
arrival to return to the ship. We only had time to stop and go to
the bathroom. It can be that bad at times if you take the bus from
LeHavre to Paris. Don't do it. Take the train! European trains are
much more reliable than anything that goes on the roads.

“You all do what you want tomorrow. I've
taken these cruise-line bus tours of Rome, and I'm not doing it
again. Anyone who wants to come with me is welcome.”

Mona said, “We checked, and they won't give
us our money back if we cancel.”

Mia shrugged, “Do whatever you want to
do.”

Jeremy said, “Our group is much too big to
horn in on your party. We'll take the bus tour, and see you at
dinner tomorrow.”

They shook hands all around and headed for
the atrium. The others all paused at the elevators. Mia and Jeremy
headed down the stairs. Her stateroom was on Deck 8. His was lower
down. He walked her to her room and told her he had not had such a
wonderful time in ages. He seemed about to kiss her when Mona and
JJ, whose room was down the hall, came around the corner.

Mia chuckled, “I'd love to invite you in for
a minute just to see how much of a shit storm it would stir up, but
I'm inclined to be nice to her tonight because I know the evening
was a real challenge for her.”

He shook her hand and said, “I think I know
what you and Jeff were talking about while you were dancing. It
must be hard for them to see us with other people.”

Mia nodded. “My parents were married for more
than 30 years when my mom died. Daddy started dating again almost
immediately. I wanted to kill him.”

“Did he remarry?”

“As a matter of fact he did. He married a
wonderful woman who took good care of him in his last years. She
died shortly after he did. Mona was a baby when my mother died and
she was only about six when Daddy and Roxie died. She doesn't
remember seeing how good it was for him not to be alone. I keep
reminding myself of that.”

“Well, in any case, I had a wonderful – not
to mention unbelievably profitable – evening. I look forward to
seeing you tomorrow. It'll be fun to share stories of our
adventures after dinner.”

After he left, Mia walked down to Mona's
cabin and knocked on the door. Mona answered and Mia said, “Even if
you and JJ want to take the bus tour, let me take Emma. You're
going to spend half the day standing in line to get into St.
Peter's. She won't care about that. Let me take her with me.”

Mona nodded and said, “I'll drop her off in
your room when we get ready to leave.”

“Fine.” Mia paused, then she turned and
kissed Mona on the cheek. She started to say something but stopped.
“Good night. See you in the morning.”

Mona patted her mother's cheek and said
goodnight.


Chapter 4 -

Mona and JJ dropped Emma off at Mia's room at
7:15 and headed for the buses that would take them to Rome. Mia and
Emma went to breakfast to kill time until the buses pulled away
from the dock. Then then exited the ship and took a taxi to the
train station in Civitivecchia. They arrived at 8:15, in plenty of
time to make the 8:30 train.

Mia telephoned the tour company from the
train station to let them know when she would be arriving and
indicated that she would only need a small car. After a few minutes
of conversation, they decided to skip the car altogether and use
the Metro and city buses. The guide promised to meet their train at
the Termini station.

Emma listened to her grandmother's
conversation and asked how she knew the tour guide. Mia explained
that after her first cruise to Europe when she booked herself on
the bus tours, she swore she would never do that again. A few
months after that she planned a wedding for a couple who wanted to
get married at the resort where she worked and then take a European
cruise for their honeymoon. They asked her to work with the travel
agent to make sure the wedding plans dove-tailed with the honeymoon
plans. That travel agent gave her some great tips. Since then she
said always contacted local tour guides. For many years her travel
agent made the arrangements. In more recent years, she made her
arrangements directly either simply calling guides she had used
before or looking up guides on the Internet.

Emma enjoyed the train ride (her first), and
said that the Italian countryside looked just like she imagined it
would.

They arrived in Rome at a few minutes before
10:00 a. m. and found their guide among the hoard greeting the
train. Many of the passengers were the seasoned cruisers like Mia
who knew what they were doing. Most of the rest appeared to be
locals. The first thing the guide asked was what time they had to
be back at the ship. The actual “all aboard” time was 6:00. Mia
told the guide they needed to be on the ship at 5:00. They
consulted the schedule and concluded they would need to be back on
the train by 3:00 at the latest, 2:30 to be safe. That gave them a
little more than four hours.

The guide suggested they start at the
Coliseum. She led them across the street to the Metro station. Only
a few minutes later, they were standing in front of the Coliseum.
Mia felt an overwhelming sense of awe that a building that was the
site of so much horror could be so unbelievably beautiful. The
guide was an elementary school teacher and, without even discussing
it with Mia, she geared the entire tour toward Emma's level of
interest. She talked about the Roman Empire and explained how the
Coliseum fit into the history of Rome.

After they had made their way around the
Coliseum, they wandered around the Roman Forum. The guide continued
her lecture, weaving information on the current dangers of
pollution damage to the ruins with historical information and
stories about individual Romans from history to illustrate her
points. Mia was thrilled to see that Emma was asking a questions
and was totally engaged in the process of soaking up a the history
of the place.

After that, they took the Metro to Vatican
city. They wandered around in the square, but did not bother to get
into the line that snaked all the way around the square. The guide
gave Emma a perfunctory talk about the history of Vatican City and
its status as a nation separate from Italy. She explained a little
about the architecture. She said, “The next time you come to Rome,
plan to spend at least four hours in the Vatican museums. Start in
the Sistine Chapel and then move into the museums. You don't have
time for that today, and you are, perhaps, not old enough to
appreciate the art anyway. Study art. Then come to Italy and spend
a summer.”

Emma said, “Actually, I am sort of more into
music.”

The guide said, “We have marvelous music
here, as well. Enough of this, let's move on.”

Emma said, “I'm kind of hungry. Can we have
lunch?”

Francesca said, “I know just the spot.” They
hopped back on the Metro and came out in what appeared to be a
business district. Francesca led them down an alley into a tiny
restaurant with only a few tables inside and several outside in a
narrow interior courtyard. Mia said she didn't want to spend too
much time at lunch, so they ordered pizza, which Emma noted was
much different from the pizza she was used to. Francesca asked her
to describe how it was different. Emma said she thought it had less
cheese, less meat, less everything.

Francesca smiled and applauded, “Bueno! That
is exactly right. Italian food is light. Roman cuisine is spicy but
not heavy. Italian food in America is an Americanized version of
Sicilian food. Americans use too much cheese, too much meat, and
way too much oregano! Real Italian food is light and sunny like our
country.”

After lunch, Francesca beckoned them to
follow her down the alley in the other direction from which they
entered. They came out onto a narrow street lined with art
galleries and wandered down the street marveling at the beautiful
paintings and sculpture. At first Mia couldn't figure out where
they were, but as they rounded a corner and she saw the crush of
people at the end of the street, she suddenly knew where they where
headed.

The street ended in an open plaza, and they
stepped out of the shadow of the buildings into blinding sunlight.
Immediately to their right was the Trevi Fountain. The area in
front of the fountain was too crowded to get close, but they all
agreed the view of the whole fountain from further back was better.
Francesca laughed and said to both of them, “You don't need to
throw a coin in the fountain! I can tell by the light in your eyes
you are both so in love with Rome that you will return, with or
with out help from the Trevi Fountain!” They ate a gelato while
Francesca filled them in on the significance of the fountain and
its environs.

Next stop was the Spanish Steps. Mia could
tell that Emma had just about enough of history lessons for one
day. She looked at her watch, and said, “We have about an hour and
a half left. I would like Emma to see something of today's Rome.
Perhaps we could combine that with a bit of shopping. I would like
to buy her perhaps a book or two and a keepsake of this wonderful
day we've shared.”

Francesca said, “I suggest we hop in a taxi,
and take you for a brief tour of a few of the things you did not
see.” She hailed a cab and said something in staccato Italian. They
were off on a twenty minute thrill ride through the streets of
Rome, where Francesca pointed out sights as they whizzed by. Emma
enjoyed the way the driver weaved in and out of traffic, blew his
horn and shouted at other drivers. Mia was not so amused.

Eventually, the driver dropped them off in a
small shopping district. There were a few book stores and a jewelry
store on the corner. Mia suggested that Francesca take Emma into
one of the bookstores to see if they could find some picture books
or perhaps a book in English. She said she would be right back.

In a short time, Mia joined the others in the
bookstore. They made some purchases and then stopped in a café and
ordered a cold drink, mostly so they could use the bathroom. Then
they got back into the waiting cab for the ride back to the train
station.

Many other cruisers were returning to the
ships as well. Francesca admonished them before they went into the
station to have their money and their purchases safely tucked away
and she gave them the standard warnings about Roman pickpockets.
Mia paid Francesca for the tour and they shook hands and kissed
cheeks all the way around.

Before they entered the train station, Mia
said to Emma, “I want you to hold my hand and do not let go. When I
have to pay for the tickets stand close to me and put your arms
around me. Do not under any circumstances let go of me. The train
station is very crowded, and I don't want us to get separated.”

“Don't worry, Gram, I'm not about to let go
of you. I'm kinda scared.”

“Traveling to new places is fun. You have to
be careful in order to be safe, but you don't need to be
afraid.”

Mia muscled her way through the crowd to the
ticket window, purchased their tickets and then moved on to the
line for the trains. Someone bumped up against her in a manner she
thought was inappropriate, she didn't know or care whether he was
trying to pick her pocket or get fresh, she turned and shouted at
him. He scurried away.

Finally they got on the train and settled
down for the ride back to Civitivecchia. Emma was so excited she
talked non-stop for the first half hour. Then she fell asleep. Mia
stretched out in her seat and watched the scenery go by out the
window. She thought that had been quite possibly the best day of
sightseeing she had ever experienced. She hoped she had made some
precious memories for Emma. Even if she didn't, she had made some
precious memories for herself.

The train arrived in Civitivecchia at 4:30
PM. They took a taxi to the ship and arrived only minutes before
the first of the tour buses returned. Mia suggested that they each
take a shower before all the rest of the passengers returned to
their rooms and decided to shower at the same time. She let Emma
into her room and told her to call when she was finished with her
shower if her parents weren't back yet.

Mia went to her room where she showered
quickly and changed into dressy casual attire for dinner. Emma
called on the phone and said she was ready. Mia suggested they
leave a note for Mona and JJ to the effect they would meet them in
the dining room. They went up to the Lido deck and watched as bus
after bus after bus pulled up, disgorging bedraggled looking
passengers. A waiter asked Mia if she wanted a drink before dinner.
She ordered a martini. Emma asked for a soda.

They relaxed in the sunshine until it was
time for dinner. Once again, Mia timed her arrival at the last
minute. She hated having to sit at the table too long before
dinner. Once again, the dining room manager escorted her to the
table, this time with Emma on his other arm. Mona and JJ were just
sitting down. They had apparently come straight to the dining room
from their bus. They still had their day bags with them. They
looked tired and dusty.

Emma greeted them with hugs and kisses and
proceeded to give them an almost minute-by-minute description of
everything she had seen and done. Her parents had to ask her to be
quiet while they looked at the menus.

Mia noted that Jeremy's family was not in the
dining room. In fact, the room was less than half full. Emma asked
where everybody was. Her mother said, “A lot of the buses are late.
There was apparently a wreck on the highway and traffic was awful.
The ship may have to delay it's departure.”

Mona looked at her mother and grinned, “Well,
aren't you going to say it?”

Mia tried to look innocent, “Say what?”

At that moment Jeremy walked up behind her
and said softly, “Say: 'I told you so.'”

He looked so tired and sweaty she wanted to
laugh. Instead she merely, grinned and turned to the waiter saying,
“Please send this man a cold beer, and put it on my tab.”

They looked at each other and cracked up.

Jeremy joined his tired-looking family and
Mia tried to get herself under control.

Mona said irritably, “It wasn't that
funny.”

Mia said, “Oh, yes it was. After I hit the
big win at the roulette table last night, I insisted he take all
the winnings. He said I should get something out of the deal, so he
offered to pick up my bar tab for the entire cruise. I think I'll
buy him lots of drinks!”

Mona said, “I'm guessing there will not be a
lot of dancing tonight.”

Mia made a face, “I wouldn't be too sure
about that. Tomorrow should be an easy day. It isn't far to St.
Tropez and we have a long stop.” She looked at Mona and JJ. “Are
you taking a tour tomorrow?”

They said they had not booked a tour. They
sort of planned to go to the beach. Mia suggested they might not
want to take Emma. Emma said, “We looked at the books and the stuff
online. I think I'm going to spend most of the day in the Kid's
Area. They have all kinds of activities planned. Maybe at some
point Mom and Dad will come back to the ship and we can go into the
town, but it's no big deal if we don't. We think this may be more
of a grown up stop.”

Mia smiled. It appeared she might have a
whole day to herself. She rather liked that idea.

Once again, dinner was spectacular. Emma
wanted to see the show, which featured a magician, so her family
headed for the theater. Mia went outside for her after dinner
promenade. On her second lap around the deck, Jeremy stepped out of
the shadows and fell into step with her. She took his arm. They
walked for a while without talking. The ship was moving very slowly
because it was not very far from Rome to St. Tropez. The moon was
nearly full and the sky was clear. It was almost like daytime on
the deck. They took one entire lap around the ship without saying a
word.

As they neared one of the doors that led to
the atrium, he said, “How's about you buy me an after dinner
drink?”

She grinned, and said, “Only the very best,
top shelf liquor for you on this trip, eh?”

“Right-o!”

They ordered drinks and went back outside,
away from the noise and crowd in the casino. Jeremy said, “I don't
have to ask you how your day was. You look like the picture of
happiness.”

“I had perhaps one of the most wonderful days
of my life. We had a fabulous guide who is an elementary school
teacher. She geared her entire presentation to Emma. It was so
wonderful to see Rome through Emma's virgin eyes, and to be the one
to share it with her.

“What about your day?”

“Well it was evidently not as relaxing as
yours, but I enjoyed sharing the day with my grandchildren, too.
They are teenagers now and they are very busy with school and
sports and activities. It was wonderful to spend the whole day with
them. The tour was something of a drag, although we all liked the
Coliseum. Frankly I could have skipped the Vatican but Megan was
mesmerized by it. She is very into modern dance. She loved the
sculptures from the standpoint of the movement and the poses the
artists captured.”

“That's kind of sophisticated for a kid,
isn't it?”

“Her parents are both dancers. She has grown
up with nothing but music and dance. I guess body movement is in
her blood.”

“We should get her and Emma together. Em's
only 10 but she's very mature for her age. She's not so much into
dancing, but she plays the piano and the violin. She's very
musically talented.”

“We should do that.”

She asked, “What are your plans for
tomorrow?”

“Well, evidently, there is a general opinion
that St. Tropez is an adult stop. The kids have heard enough about
the wild beaches here that they have decided to stay on the
ship.”

“Interesting. Emma decided the same thing. I
wonder why.”

“Megan explained it has to do with a fear of
seeing naked old people.”

Mia laughed, “Actually, that does not sound
the least bit appealing.”

“Anyway, the kids are staying on the ship.
Jeff and Carol are taking a tour that goes out into the countryside
for a winery tour and lunch. Would you care to go?”

Mia sighed. “That sounds lovely, but you
know, I think I would rather stay close to the ship. The town of
St. Tropez itself looks lovely. I think I would prefer to have a
relaxing day on the ship and perhaps walk around the harbor area a
bit. I doubt there will be many naked old people running around
there.”

He laughed, “I agree. Perhaps we'll run into
each other.”

She said, “I can tell you where I'll be.
Until after lunch, I will be on the top deck watching the sail
boats. I absolutely love to watch boats. The weather forecast for
tomorrow is spectacular. In the afternoon, I'll take the tender
into town and wander around ogling the boats.”

He asked, “Would you mind some company?”

“Not at all. It would be fun.”

He hesitated and asked, “What about a dance
or two now, since we can sleep in tomorrow?”

“Sure. Maybe just one or two.”

Three hours later, when he walked her to the
door of her room, they were both sweaty and bedraggled, after
dancing with each other, with his kids and with half the other
people in the lounge. She grinned, “I am exhausted, but I can't
remember the last time I had so much fun.”

“Last night?”

“Oh, yeah, last night was fun too. Anyway,
tonight was hugely fun. Thank you.”

He said, “Hey, it was really fun because the
drinks were all on you!” They chuckled. He looked around to make
sure no one was in the corridor, and then leaned forward and kissed
her lightly on the temple, “Good night. I'll see you tomorrow.”


Chapter 5 -

In the wee hours of the morning, Mia felt the
ship drop anchor and shut off the main engines. She got out of bed
and opened the curtains enough to be able to tell when it was light
outside, then she snuggled back under the covers and went back to
sleep. She awoke just as the sky was beginning to lighten and went
out on her veranda. The sunrise was not spectacular because it was
foggy but she watched with something like reverence as the world
changed from inky black to a gray haze. The only sound was the
water lapping against the side of the ship far below her stateroom
and the occasional clanging of metal against metal somewhere
nearby.

Once it was light enough to see, she got
dressed and headed for the promenade deck where she walked for more
than an hour, watching the sun burn off the fog. Mona and Emma
fetched her at 8:30 for breakfast in the buffet. Mia insisted on
walking the stairs. Mona and Emma opted for the elevator.

When they were seated in the Lido, Emma asked
why Mia walked the stairs even after exercising for over an hour.
Mia said, “Walking, and especially walking stairs, is great
exercise. I hardly ever take an elevator, even at work, unless the
trip is longer than five floors. On a cruise I never take the
elevator at all unless there is bad weather. That helps keep me
from gaining weight despite the fact that I always eat too much on
cruises.”

Mona shook her head, “Mom, it has always
bothered me that you obsess so about your weight. Until the last
couple of years, when you've lost quite a bit of weight, I've never
known you to fluctuate more than a few pounds.”

Mia grinned. “That is purely by design. I was
a chunky girl and as a young woman I was headed for trouble in the
weight department. I gained way too much when I was pregnant with
you and I had a very hard time getting the weight off. At that time
I was the manager of a restaurant on I-Drive in Orlando. I was
constantly tasting the chefs' new creations and getting heavier and
heavier instead of losing my baby weight.

It was a swanky place and I was supposed to
wear slinky black dresses. At one point the owner suggested I
should consider going on a diet. Despite the understated tone of
the request, I knew it to be an ultimatum. I suppose that today
somebody could probably claim that was some kind of discrimination
or whatever. I chose to interpret it as a wake-up call. I joined a
gym and started working out. I hired a trainer to develop a workout
routine for me. She's the one who preached the gospel of never
taking an elevator and taking every opportunity that presents
itself to take extra steps.

It took me a year, but I lost about forty
pounds and, as you noticed, I have fluctuated very little over the
years. After David died, I lost about fifteen more pounds, and I
like this weight even better. I do obsess about my weight, I guess.
But, I do it because I'm not one of those naturally thin women who
talk about how fat they are. I really do have to work at it.”

Emma scrunched up her face and asked, “Why do
you take the elevators in bad weather?”

“When the seas get rough, I am afraid I might
fall on the stairs. I stick to the elevators for safety.”

“Gram, will it get rough on this trip?”

Mia patted her granddaughter's hand and said,
“I don't think there's anything to worry about. The weather
forecast for the entire week is good. When we get out into the
Atlantic, especially after we leave the coast of Spain, we'll have
some swell. The Mediterranean is a great place to cruise because
it's so calm ... at least when it's not storming. It really kicks
up in a storm because it's so shallow. The Atlantic is a whole
different ballgame.”

JJ asked if Mia had ever taken a
transatlantic crossing.

“Oh, yeah. Crossings were David's favorite
cruises. He loved those six uninterrupted days at sea. Before
satellite phones and the Internet, David always said he did his
best work on Crossings. He must have been onto something because
every single project for which he did the preliminary design work
during a Crossing won him some kind of architectural award. I have
to admit that, although they may have been good for David's career,
those cruises were never my favorites, especially the trips across
the North Atlantic.”

Emma asked, “Why?”

“The Southern route from Ft. Lauderdale to
Spain is, at certain times of year very nice. The Northern route
from New York to England is dicey any time but the closer you are
to winter, the worse it can be.”

While she was talking Jeremy and his son
joined them.

Jeff asked, “Have you ever taken a cruise
that ends in the harbor of New York?”

Mia closed her eyes and the entire group
could see she was transported to another time and place. Her smile
started small and grew to beatific proportions. “Oh, yes. About
fifteen years ago, David designed a special home for a very rich
client. David had already designed several commercial properties
for the man. He had been widowed for a long time and had just
remarried. He wanted a vacation house in the Rocky Mountains for
his new wife. David outdid himself on a chalet in Jackson Hole,
Wyoming. The guy was so thrilled, he gave David a $20,000 'tip'.
The design itself made the firm several hundred thousand dollars
and totally priceless great publicity, so they let him keep the
gratuity.

He booked us on a dream trip. We flew to
London where we did a few days of sightseeing. Then we took the
train to Liverpool, where we boarded the Queen Elizabeth II for a
transatlantic crossing. We had what the crew euphemistically
referred to as 'some weather issues' in just about the same spot in
the North Atlantic where the Titanic sank. It was my first
Crossing and I was not a happy camper, especially when the wind and
the seas got so bad they closed the outside decks so I couldn't
take my promenades.

“It turned out to be worth it, however. We
entered New York harbor about a half hour after sunrise on a
glorious summer day when there was not one cloud in the sky. It had
rained the day before and the entire city looked freshly washed. We
stood along the railings on the top deck, along with thousands of
other passengers. First we passed under the Verrazano Narrows
Bridge and then we sailed directly in front of the Statue of
Liberty.

“Both of our families were of Irish descent.
There was an excellent chance that virtually all of our ancestors
arrived in America by that route. Most of them probably traveled in
steerage or second class at best. Only a few generations later,
David and I found ourselves standing on the top deck of what was
then the most elegant cruise ship on the seas. I was embarrassed to
realize that we were holding each other and sobbing, until I looked
around and realized that virtually every other American in sight
was doing the same thing.

“We had recovered somewhat by the time we
disembarked, but we made it a point to visit Ellis Island that
afternoon. That was before they closed it for renovations. I'd like
to go back now to see the new museum.

“It's funny. We made a crossing into New York
again a few years later, and it had the same effect on us, but we
also came into New York on a cruise from Canada and it wasn't as
emotional. Somehow, crossing the ocean and safely entering New York
Harbor is a special experience, perhaps especially for Americans of
European descent.”

They were all quiet for a while.

Jeremy asked, “What's the second coolest
thing you've ever seen from a cruise ship?”

She grinned, “I suppose I should say the
Panama Canal, but frankly I didn't enjoy that as much as I thought
I would. My other favorite thing is coming under the Skyway Bridge
and cruising up the channel into Tampa.”

Jeremy prodded once more, “What haven't you
seen but would like to?”

She didn't hesitate long enough to take a
breath, “No doubt about it: Sydney Harbor.”

Jeff grinned. “I haven't cruised to Sydney,
but we flew there a couple of times and took harbor tours. I gotta
tell you that it is even more spectacular to be there than it is in
pictures, but there is one harbor I've seen that is even more
amazing.” He paused.

They all said, “Where?”

He smiled and said, “Hong Kong at night.”

Mia asked, “You've traveled a lot?”

Jeff nodded. “I was on the international
competitive ballroom dancing circuit for a couple of years. I
didn't do it all on one trip, but I've actually been around the
world. Granted, we didn't travel on fancy cruise liners. We took
the cheapest flights we could find on some of the world's crummiest
airlines and stayed four to a room in fleabag hotels to save money.
It's a wonder we didn't die in plane crashes into the jungle or
more slowly of dysentery or some other insect-borne exotic disease!
But, I was young, single and I was getting paid to dance, so I was,
of course, ecstatic about the whole thing. As a bonus, I got to see
some amazing things, so I guess it was worth it. I suppose being
too young and ignorant to appreciate the dangers helped.”

Jeremy commented softly, “Some people were
not too young and ignorant to appreciate the dangers.... and your
mother and I worried ourselves frantic every time you left on one
of those trips.”

Soon after that, the party broke up. Jeff
left to join his wife for their tour. Mona took Emma to get her
situated with the kids play group. JJ went to get their tender
tickets. Jeremy looked at Mia and said, “It appears we're on our
own for the day.”

“Yep. Let's go find a spot in the sun until
the people jam for the tenders clears out a little.”

They took their coffee outside and watched
the tenders ferrying passengers from where they were anchored in
the Gulf of St. Tropez to the tender pier near the inner harbor.
They watched motor boats and sail boats plying the impossibly blue
waters and they marveled at the huge motor yachts at anchor in the
Gulf, many of which looked like small cruise ships.

They were in no hurry to go anywhere or do
anything, so they sat on the deck for a couple of hours soaking up
the sun and fresh air, and watching the boats and the sea
birds.

After a while, they took a tender into the
town and walked around in the lovely harbor area. They ogled the
boats and marveled at how the boats were crammed together. Mia
wondered that captains would dare to squeeze such hugely expensive
boats so close together. They looked at the beautiful paintings for
sale in the street market, and they made brief forays into a few
stores, but found the merchandise to be expensive and the merchants
to be stand-offish. Jeremy was disgruntled by the latter and
muttered something about the rudeness of the French.

Mia had a different view, “I think the French
reputation for rudeness is an American invention. In my experience
the French are not rude. They are arrogant, but that is not the
same thing. Americans, on the other hand, are truly rude. In the
case of these merchants, I swear to God, I think I'd roll up the
shutters and close up shop every time a cruise ship anchors in this
harbor.”

Jeremy was surprised. “Why?”

“I can't believe they let the cruise ships in
here. It is gorgeous. Absolutely fabulous from the standpoint of a
cruise passenger. But, look at it from the standpoint of the
merchants of the village. They have been catering to the rich and
famous for at least a couple of generations. This place is world
famous as a vacation spot for celebrities, movie stars and other
jet setters (is that even a meaningful expression anymore??). St.
Tropez has always been a place where the rich and famous could come
to let their hair down, or even take their clothes off, without
worrying about adverse publicity.

If too many cruise ships start coming here,
the 'regulars' will go elsewhere. I'd rather have a few rich
clients who visit a couple of times a year and drop a ton of money
than a literal boatload of people traipsing through town with those
god-damned shopping maps looking for cheap trinkets.”

Jeremy laughed, “That's quite an anti-cruise
rant from a frequent-cruiser.”

“Perhaps a frequent cruiser is in a position
to know whereof she speaks. When I travel, I like to see new
places, experience new food and learn new things. I get so fed up
with the 'shopping lectures' on the cruise ships. It seems to me
that some people spend thousands of dollars to go on vacation in
order to shop. You can shop on the Internet from home, for God's
sake. When I visit new places, I want to learn something about the
place I'm visiting.”

“You don't shop on your vacations?”

“Yesterday I bought Emma some gifts in Rome.
That's the first time in years I've bought any kind of souvenir on
a vacation. It seemed appropriate to buy her something. As for me,
I take pictures, and I collect things like postcards, menus,
tourist maps and the daily logs the cruise line puts out showing
where we are on any given day. At home, I have an entire closet
filled with folios of travel memorabilia, almost none of it
purchased. I used to have a whole bookcase of photo albums, but I
converted them to digital images, and have them all stored online.
”

Jeremy laughed. “You should talk to Jeff. He
has thousands of photos he took when he was on tour. He keeps
saying he wants to do something with them, but doesn't know
what.”

“The last time I checked, I have over 10,000
pictures. Periodically, I go through them and weed out the
duplicates and those I really don't need to keep. It is so
wonderful, however, to be able to look at them whenever I want,
wherever I am. It helped a lot after David died. I would curl up in
bed with my laptop and look at pictures for hours on end. In some
weird way it helped me get through the grieving part. You'd think
it would have made it worse, but it didn't.”

Jeremy cleared his throat and said, “I know
exactly what you mean. I don't have thousands of photos on line,
but I have quite a number of photo albums. When Joanna was sick,
she used to look at them for hours and hours every day. She knew
exactly where every picture was taken and who all the people where
who were in them. In most cases, she knew who took the picture,
because it was usually her. She sort of relived her entire life in
those last months, and I think she took as much joy in her life on
that second pass as she had on the first time around. I took a lot
of comfort in those photos after she died.”

Without really discussing it, they cut up a
side street leading away from the harbor area and walked a few
blocks in silence, each lost in their own thoughts until they
regained their composure. After a while they wound their way back
to the harbor area.

Jeremy said, “I'm kind of hungry. Do you want
to get lunch?”

Mia shook her head, “I'm kind of cheap. We'd
pay a small fortune for a sandwich and a glass of wine here. Our
lunch on the ship is already paid for. Let's go back, have lunch
and hang out a bit. I'd like to come back into town later this
afternoon. I'm guessing that it may be quite something late in the
day, when all those motor boats and sail boats start moving back
into the harbor.”

“Excellent idea. Perhaps we could persuade
the grandkids to come with us.”

“Great idea. Let's spring 'em from their
isolation chambers.”

“You're not big on the cruise activities for
kids.”

“I'm not big on isolating people by ages,
period. When I was growing up, my parents did not go anyplace where
they could not take me. If they were invited to a party which did
not include children, they declined. I did the same thing when Mona
was little. I often hated being dragged to concerts and weddings
and other grown-up functions. Mona sometimes resented it, too. But,
you know what? We learned how to behave in social settings at a
very young age. These days, kids are relegated to child care
centers, and they don't learn how to behave. Most of the weddings I
plan exclude children altogether. That's a shame, but too often
when the family chooses to invite children, the events are often
ruined by little monsters running around and running amok.

“Just as bad, I think are the retirement
communities where older people live in isolation from young people
and kids. The elderly have so much to offer and children have so
much to learn from them! Instead retired people wall themselves up
in what amount to fancy ghettos and shut the rest of the world
out.

“Sorry. I must be in a ranting mode
today.”

He laughed and said, “I'm almost afraid to
ask this question, and I'm mainly doing it because I want to see
the look on your face. Have you been to The Villages in central
Florida ?”

She puffed up like a blow-fish and her face
turned red then nearly purple. She said only, “Do NOT get me
started.”

He put up his hands in the classic baseball
“stop” sign. “Fine. I get your point.” He laughed. “I have to share
with you my first – and only – visit to that dreadful place. I
handled a litigation matter for a client who, even after he paid my
firm our exorbitant fee, ended up a few million to the good. He
invited me to spend a weekend at his vacation retreat in The
Villages, playing golf and hanging out by the pool. It wasn't that
far from Boca, so I accepted.

“I was so appalled by the place, after only
an hour or so I sneaked off to the bathroom and called Jeff's
house. Carol answered the phone and I asked her to wait fifteen
minutes and then call me to tell me there was an emergency and I
had to come home. We were ready to tee off on the third hole when
the phone rang. I made a big deal of answering it so my client and
the others in our foursome could hear. I offered my regrets for my
abrupt departure but said I had a family emergency at home, and
made a bee-line for the parking lot. I think I set a speed record
between The Villages and Boca.

“Oh, my God, what a horrible place!

“I think I agree with you that the only way
to teach kids to behave is to take them to places where they have
to behave and then make them act appropriately. When Jeff was about
four or five, the American Ballet Theater was touring with
Baryshnikov's version of Giselle. I don't know if you're
into ballet, but Giselle is a long show. It is also very
boring if you're not into the technicalities of dance, or sappy
romance stories for that matter. Joanna was friendly with the prima
ballerina, Gelsey Kirkland, and we were invited to dinner after the
show with the cast. Joanna dragged me and Jeff with her. Alicia,
who would have enjoyed it a couple of years later, was too young. I
accused Joanna of setting the whole thing up as a way to meet
Mikhail Baryshnikov. She always denied it, but only after blushing
deeply and stammering for a while. That became a family joke. In
any case, both Jeff and I managed – somehow, and with difficulty –
to behave through both the performance and the dinner
afterwards.

“I was totally miserable, but I actually
think that evening was the thing that sparked Jeff's interest in
dance. The thing I remember most about was how many people
complimented him on his behavior, with such surprise. Why would
they be surprised that a kid would sit still after his mother
threatened him with serious and permanent bodily harm if he so much
as made a peep or wiggled in his seat. I didn't get any compliments
for my behavior, but I have to tell you, I was operating under the
same threats of retribution and punishment if I didn't behave.”

Mia laughed. “Wives and mothers must be the
same all over. My mother had a standard lecture threatening all
kinds of dire consequences for any lapse in public behavior. That
lecture was delivered generally to husband and children alike. The
first time I took my family to the company Christmas party after I
went to work at the resort, I caught myself giving the same lecture
but I shut up when I heard David muttering under his breath, 'God I
hate it when she starts turning into my mother.'”

They were still laughing when they hopped on
the tender for the ride back to the ship. They ate lunch in the
Lido. When they finished, Jeremy stood up and said, “I don't know
about you, but I think I'd like to go take a nap so I can stay up
for some dancing again tonight. Let's meet up about four o'clock.
We'll spring the kids and then go back into town.”

“Sounds like a plan. A nap sounds good.”

They each retreated to their cabin. Mia
wasn't much for sleeping in the middle of the day, so she stretched
out on the chaise on her veranda and read a book.

A few minutes before four, her phone rang.
Jeremy told her his grandchildren were joining him in the stairwell
to the tenders in 20 minutes. She said she would go check Emma out
of the children's area. Emma was having such a great time, she was
reluctant to leave, until Mia told her that they would be going
into town with Jeremy's grandchildren. They were teenagers who were
just enough older than Emma for her to be stricken with hero
worship. What was more, Tim was very cute. Emma decided she could
tear herself away.

Mia called her daughter on her cell phone to
explain they were kidnapping Emma, in the off chance Mona and JJ
came back to the ship early. Mona asked if the gang would be
returning to the ship for dinner. Mia said she doubted they would
be back in time for dinner in the dining room. They might opt for
the Lido. She said, “Why don't you and JJ plan an evening together.
I'll take Emma ... at least until it's time for me to hit the dance
floor.”

Mona chuckled and said, “I guess I don't have
to worry about you if you have Emma and Jeremy's grandkids to
chaperon the two of you.”

Mia said, with just a touch of frost in her
voice, “I don't think we need chaperons, period.”

Mona replied, “It was a joke, Mom. Lighten
up. We'll see you later.”

Jeremy, Mia and the kids spent nearly an hour
checking out the boats in the harbor, the arts and crafts for sale
by the vendors, and the shops along the street by the harbor. They
walked all the way around the harbor and climbed up on the top of
the quay separating the inner harbor from the Gulf of St. Tropez. A
small lighthouse guarded the end of the quay. Jeremy said, “Look, a
whole bunch of sailboats are headed this way! Let's go out to the
end. It looks like they'll have to pass right by the
lighthouse.”

They climbed back down to the quay and walked
out to the observation area by the lighthouse. Their timing was
perfect! A dozen or more large sailboat racing teams were
practicing nearby. One by one, they were returning to the harbor,
with their support teams in accompanying vessels. The girls were
all a-twitter at the sight of the handsome sailors in their
matching uniforms standing at the rails of the boats. The boys
admired the boats. Jeremy and Mia couldn't decide which was cooler,
the colors and pageantry of the impromptu boat parade or the
enthusiasm of their grandchildren.

Just before dark, they headed back toward the
tender pier. There was some discussion about whether they wanted to
have dinner in the Lido, in town or order room service. They
checked out a few of the menus in the restaurants near the harbor.
Jeremy whispered to Mia, “If they want to eat here, I'll treat,
but, Holy Mackerel, it's gonna be expensive.”

Ultimately, the kids decided that they would
prefer to go back to the ship and eat in the Lido because they
couldn't read any of the menus and they were afraid they might
accidentally be served some strange food if they ate in town. Mia
made a face, “You mean some odd food like vegetables instead of
hamburgers and fries?”

Jeremy's granddaughter said, “We're not that
bad, Mrs. Thomas. We actually eat a lot of stuff. The main reason
we have to be a little careful is that Tim is very allergic to
shellfish. Mom warned us that the French use a lot of shellfish in
their food and she told us to be careful about what Tim eats.”

Mia put her hand on Megan's arm and looked at
Tim, “I apologize. I am sorry if I jumped to conclusions. In my
business I see so many kids who refuse to eat anything 'different'.
I didn't mean to insult you.”

Tim smiled and said, “No problem. Mom makes
us try lots of stuff, but the problem with food allergies is they
can ruin your vacation pretty quick.”

Mia nodded and said, “You know perfectly well
they can do worse than ruin your vacation! You are right to be
cautious.”

They waited in line for the tenders and then
went to their respective rooms to clean up for dinner. They met in
the Lido bar, where they ran into Jeff and Carol. While they were
waiting for drinks, Mona and JJ came off the elevator. Both family
groups were complete, and they decided to dine together. They
pushed a couple of small tables together. The kids went through the
line to get appetizers while the adults lingered over cocktails.
Jeff and Carol told the group about the winery where they had lunch
and sampled (and purchased) several lovely wines. As soon as the
kids were gone, Mia leaned forward to Mona and JJ and asked, “Tell
us about the beach! Did you see any celebrities.”

JJ made a face, “We saw a whole lot of a
couple of celebrities.”

Mona said, “Actually we saw all of one
or two sort of minor celebs.”

They all laughed. Finally Carol said, “Okay
if nobody else is going to ask the obvious question, I will:
who?”

Mona gave the names of a TV actor and a
person who seemed to have no real career other than being a
celebrity. She said they were frolicking nude in the water and
attracting attention.

Mia made a face, “I have never understood the
attraction of public nudity. I had to plan a wedding once for a
bunch of nudists. It was truly the most challenging wedding I've
ever done. They wanted to get married in the nude, with a nude
wedding party. The reception was to be clothing optional as well.
We never could get around all the city ordinances on nudity in
Orlando, so we ended up going to a sister resort in Aruba, where
the rules were not as strict. I was actually looking forward to
unloading that crowd on the event planner in Aruba, but the clients
insisted I do it. I got a free trip to Aruba out of the deal, but
to me it wasn't worth it.”

Carol asked, “Why?”

“Well, I try not to be a prude, and, believe
me, I've seen some things at weddings, that, well, trust me: I'm
not a prude. Still, that was difficult because the wedding was set
in the most gorgeous location imaginable, in a grotto near the
beach, and there were all these naked people walking around. To
make matters worse, apparently the groom did not make it clear to
all of his relatives that “clothing optional” meant you could wear
clothes or not. An aunt and uncle understood that to mean you could
dress up or not. They showed up with their three small daughters
and freaked out when the best man greeted them, in his birthday
suit. A scene ensued. It was not pleasant.”

The rest of the adults became hysterical. The
kids walked up and everybody looked around wondering if they should
have Mia continue. Mia looked at Mona, who raised her eyebrows and
said to the kids, “Mom was just telling us about a wedding she
planned for a bunch of nudists in Aruba.”

The kids rolled their eyes but sat down and
listened as Mia continued, “As I said, not everybody got the
message that the wedding party would be nude, so we had to set up a
sort of impromptu – clothed – receiving line to greet people and
ask if they objected to the nudity. We quickly set up a bunch of
strategically placed plants so the people who objected to the
nudity didn't have to see anything – uh, objectionable.”

The adults laughed until some of them got the
hiccups. Megan spoke for the kids, “Yuck!”

Mia nodded, “I have to confess, that was how
I felt. It just did not sit well with me. That's why I have never
really gone to the beach in France or South America. I guess I
operate on the theory that there are some things I just don't care
to see.”

By the time they finished dinner, Jeff stood
up and looked at his watch. “Well, Mia, it appears to be about time
to dust off the old dancing shoes. What do you say?”

Mia ate the last bite of her crème brûlée,
licked the back of the spoon, and said, “After that meal, I need to
dance until dawn.”

The older kids went off to the teen area. JJ
and Mona took Emma back to their room to put her to bed. The rest
of the adults headed up to the lounge with the largest dance floor.
The “dancers” among the passengers had already claimed almost half
of the seats in the lounge area, and they proceeded to monopolize
the DJ after 10:30 or so every night. According to the ship's
schedule, there was supposed to be a different kind of dance music
every night. The DJ tried valiantly to stick to the schedule, but
the large group of ball-room dancers on board had their own ideas.
Their requests ran to traditional ballroom numbers, heavy on the
foxtrot, waltz and cha cha.

Mia and Jeremy danced together until the
dancers from the floor show arrived. The guy who had been Jeff's
student seemed to enjoy dancing with Mia, and he more or less
monopolized her for the rest of the evening. Jeremy did not
complain. He said he liked kicking back and watching everybody else
knock themselves out.

It was very late when he walked her to her
room. They said goodnight in the hall. This time he kissed her,
quickly, on the lips.

She managed to get inside without letting him
know what a shock that was to her. It had been more than two years
since a man had kissed her on the lips. She tried to shake it off,
telling herself she was totally overreacting to something that was
no big deal.

Her internal narrative on that subject was
utterly unconvincing, given the other things that were going on in
her body.


Chapter 6 -

The next day the ship stopped in Barcelona,
Spain. At breakfast, JJ announced that he and Mona planned to take
one of the open air tour buses. Mia eagerly agreed to join them.
She said she loved bus tours, and the double decker tours were some
of the best she had ever experienced; she especially loved the fact
that passengers could get off and on as many times as they wanted
all day long. They took the shuttle from the ship to the Monument
to Christopher Columbus at the foot of La Rambla. Then they walked
up the Rambla to the Plaza de Catalunya where they bought tickets
for the tour bus. They planned to take the entire bus tour, which
lasted three hours hours. After that, they could go around the loop
again, hopping off and on in the places they wanted to visit.

It was another beautiful day and they enjoyed
the sights from the top deck of the bus, even though the day was a
bit cool for Floridians. By the time they returned to where they
started they decided not to take the tour again. Mona and Emma
wanted to do some shopping. JJ offered to wait for them at the Hard
Rock café, which was conveniently located down the block from the
department store the girls wanted to visit.

Mia seized the opportunity to venture off on
her own. She explored some of the shops along the Rambla. Then she
decided to head back to the ship for lunch. She strolled down the
Rambla enjoying the day and the sights and smells of a city she
thought was one of the most beautiful places she had ever seen. She
paused frequently to enjoy the street musicians, mimes and
performance artists who lined the street.

Too soon, she found herself back at the
shuttle stop. She heard familiar voices behind her and saw Jeff and
Carol, along with their two kids. They were carrying many bags.
Jeff was grousing about the fact that 90% of the crap they bought
they could have ordered online. He fumed about how the purchases
were going to cause their luggage to be overweight. He went on for
a few minutes, until his tirade was interrupted by tinkling
laughter from Carol and the kids. Carol asked, “Are you finished
yet?”

Mia held her breath. She had made the mistake
of saying something like that to David a time or two early in their
marriage. She learned it only made him more furious. In Jeff's case
it had the opposite effect. He laughed and said, “No fair using my
mother's tactics! I can't stay irritated when you make fun of
me.”

Carol made a goofy face and said, “Then knock
it off.”

They greeted Mia. Jeff looked at her empty
arms and asked, “Didn't you buy anything?”

She shook her head and held up her guide map
in one hand and camera in the other. “I'm not much of a shopper. I
like to take pictures.”

Jeff said, “Will you marry me?”

Mia laughed and commented, “I'm a little old
for you, don't you think?”

Jeff said, “I could go for an older woman, if
she didn't shop me out of house and home every place we stop.”

Carol poked him with her elbow, “You have to
admit, I used admirable restraint in St. Tropez.”

Jeff said, “What restraint are you talking
about? We went on a tour that cost us $100 each and the you bought
a couple of cases of wine which will cost God knows how much to
ship home. However, considering that the alternative was to turn
you loose in the shops of St. Tropez, I guess I came out
ahead.”

Carol made a face at her husband and asked
Mia, “I know you went shopping in St. Tropez with Jeremy. What did
you buy?”

Mia shrugged and said, “Actually, we looked
at a lot of stuff, but we were all way too engrossed in looking at
the boats to make any purchases. I didn't buy anything.”

Jeff put up his arms, “I'm in love!”

Carol laughed, “You might want to discuss
that with your father before going too far down that road.”

Jeff pursed his eyebrows together and asked,
“What does that mean?”

Carol said, “I think he is rather taken with
Mrs. Thomas, too, but perhaps not for the same reasons as you.”

Mia blushed deeply, and muttered, “Oh, I
think you must be mistaken.”

Carol smiled at Mia and Paul patted her arm,
saying, “I'm sorry. I hope we didn't embarrass you. I know
perfectly well my father seems to be very taken with you. I was
only teasing. Please don't be offended.”

She said, “Oh, I'm not offended by your
teasing. I love that kind of banter. I just don't think you should
lay too much importance on the time your dad and I have been
spending together. He's alone. I'm alone. We seem to have a lot in
common. It seems kind of natural to hang out together on the ship.
It has the added benefit of keeping us out of our children's hair
for at least part of every day. I certainly wouldn't take it very
seriously, if I were you.”

Paul looked at her with a very serious
expression, “Mrs. Thomas, you're probably right, but I truly would
love to think that there is more to it than a shipboard flirtation.
My father has been totally lost without Mom. He needs someone in
his life more than he would ever admit, probably more than he
realizes. You seem like a nice lady with a nice family. I mean no
disrespect when I say I think he could do worse. I rather hope I'm
right and that he is sort of smitten with you... particularly
having discovered that you are probably not the type to spend all
his money on frivolities.”

Mia looked at Carol and the kids. They were
all nodding in agreement. She shrugged, “Well that's very kind of
you. I'm honored to receive such a vote of confidence. I truly hope
your father finds someone to serve as a companion and friend.
Whether that someone turns out to be me will remain to be seen.”
She blushed again.

A few seconds later, Jeremy joined them and
asked what they had been talking about. They all stammered around
and Mia stood there blushing like a teenager on a first date.
Jeremy said, “OK, don't tell me. Let me guess. You were
embarrassing Mia by telling her what a miserable, lonely and
desperate old fart I am turning into, and you were more or less
inviting her to take pity on me.”

Jeff laughed and said, “Actually, Dad, I was
commenting on the fact that Mrs. Thomas spent yesterday in St.
Tropez and today in the shopping district of Barcelona and she
didn't spend a dime. I sort of asked her to marry me.”

It was Jeremy's turn to laugh and blush at
the same time. He said, “Well, the last time I checked, you have
been very much in love with a wonderful woman not only puts up with
you, but who is a super mother to your two kids, even if she is
afflicted with a shopping gene similar to your mother's. Therefore,
I suggest you butt out and let me explore the possibility of
developing a relationship with a woman who may not risk putting me
in the poorhouse every time she walks into a store with a credit
card in her hand.”

Mia was looking at her feet and blushing a
most unflattering shade of purple. Jeremy put his arm around her
and said, “Pay no attention to us. We are a bunch of lunatics. But,
tell me, is it really true you didn't buy anything today or
yesterday?”

Mia continued to blush and look down at her
feet. She nodded and said, “I bought Emma a gift in Rome, but other
than that, I can't remember ever buying souvenirs on a cruise.”

Before she could stop him, he threw his arms
around her and leaned her back over his arm saying, with a
wheedling tone, “Pleeeeeeeeeeease marry me!”

Jeff, Carol, the kids and Jeremy laughed. Mia
shuffled her feed, blushing and stammering.

Jeremy said, “Oh, my god. I'm so sorry. I
really didn't mean to embarrass you.”

“I'll be okay. Let's just change the subject.
Okay?”

They honored her request and chatted about
the beauty of the city until the shuttle picked them up and took
them back to the ship. Jeff and Carol headed for their stateroom to
drop off their purchases. Jeremy, Mia and the kids said they were
too hungry to wait, so they headed straight to the buffet. Mia
moved toward the stairs. Jeremy said, “You honestly don't intend to
walk from here to Deck 11, do you?”

She grinned, “I most certainly do. I may be
miserly when it comes to spending money, but I'm positively
profligate when it comes to spending calories.”

He laughed, “Well, I hope you don't mind, but
we'll save a seat for you.”

Mia looked at him with an evil smile, “What
makes you think you'll get there first?”

“The elevator will beat you.”

“You wanna bet?”

“Sure.”

“What do you bet?”

“If you win, I'll buy the drinks tonight as
usual. If I win, you actually have to pay for the drinks.”

Mia laughed out loud, with her head thrown
back and her mouth open. She said, “Deal!” The next thing Jeremy
saw was her back as she hurried up the stairs. Jeremy and the kids
had to wait for two elevators before they were able to cram on the
third one. That elevator stopped at every floor. At one floor a
person in a wheel chair squeezed into the elevator. Paul said,
“Gramps, I don't know if we're going to make it.”

Megan laughed, “I think you're toast,
Gramps.”

The doors slid open on the Lido deck and Mia
was standing in front of the elevator, looking at her watch. She
was slightly out of breath and a few beads of sweat glistened on
her throat. Jeremy said, “No fair running!”

She shook her head, “I did not run.” She
jutted her chin up in the air adding, “I hurried, but I swear to
you, I did not run. I've never had the wind for running.”

Megan said, “Even with all our stops, I don't
think I could have beat the elevator. I think I will take that as a
challenge. When a lady my Grandpa's age can walk up nine flights of
stairs and barely break a sweat, I think I need to do something
about my fitness.”

Mia laughed and made a silly face, “Thank you
... I think.”

They found a large table in the Lido, poured
their soft drinks and waited for Paul and Carol. Mona and JJ walked
into the room a few minutes later with Emma. The guys pulled over
another table. By that time Paul and Carol had joined them, and the
entire group headed for the lunch lines.

About half way through lunch, Mia leaned over
to Jeremy and whispered something. He nodded and said, “I think
that's a great idea. Do you think you could get them to do it?”

She pursed her lips and held her hands, palms
up, “I don't know, but it's worth a shot.”

Emma asked, “What do you have up your sleeve,
Gram?”

“We all seem to have so much fun together, I
wondered about asking the dining room manager if we could somehow
switch our dinner assignments so as to all sit together. There are
nine of us. Our tables are next to each other. They may not be able
to accommodate us half way through the cruise, but it can't hurt to
ask.”

She pushed back from the table, and stood.
“Where's everybody off to next?” Most of them said they were going
to the pool. She said, “I'll find you.” She marched off towards the
midships atrium.

JJ laughed and his wife asked what was so
funny. He said, “Anybody wanna make any bets against her?”

There were no takers.

Mia was back about twenty minutes later. Mona
laughed, “You know you don't have to look so disappointed.”

Mia looked confused, “I don't know what
you're talking about. Why should I be disappointed? I got what I
wanted.”

Mona said, “Yeah, I know, but I'm guessing
the dining room management gave in a lot easier than you expected.
You were prepared for a fight. I'm guessing they laid down for you.
I detect a bit of disappointment in that you were all geared up for
a battle, and you didn't have the chance to engage.”

Mia said, “I rather resent that. I'm not like
that at all.”

Every one in the entire group, including Emma
and Jeremy's kids and grandchildren laughed. Mia snorted, “Well,
I'm not.” That made everybody laugh all the harder.

They spent the afternoon at the pool until it
was time to dress for dinner. The family groups negotiated who
would get the shower first. Jeremy and Mia, who each had private
rooms, walked down the stairs together. He asked, “How long will it
take you to get ready?”

She looked at her watch, “I could get ready
in 20 minutes if I had to. Half an hour would be easy. Forty-five
minutes would give me time to shower, shampoo and do the makeup
routine right.”

He grinned, “Meet me in the Ocean Bar in an
hour.”

She leaned forward and kissed his cheek,
saying, “If you get there first, order me a gin martini.”

“On the rocks... shaken, not stirred?”

“On the rocks. Super dry. Tell them just to
show it the vermouth. I don't care about the shaking or stirring
part. I never understood that whole bruising the ice crap. Mainly
what I want is gin on the rocks with an olive.” She asked, “What do
you want if I get there first?”

He smiled, “Glenfiddich on the rocks.”

She smiled, nodded, and then she hurried down
the corridor.

Mia walked into the Ocean Bar exactly fifty
minutes later. Jeremy was talking to the waiter. She slid into a
barrel seat next to him. The waiter asked her what she wanted. She
asked Jeremy if he had ordered yet. He told her he hadn't gotten
around to it. She told the waiter she'd have whatever he ordered.
He looked at her oddly and asked, “What about the martini.”
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