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Chapter 1: Ashley




Ipull my bag straps a little higher onto my shoulder, take a deep breath to steady myself, and step up to the podium at the top of the gangway. The young, petite, blonde woman standing behind the podium gives me a big, broad, beaming smile. 

“Hi! Welcome aboard the Electric Emerald!” she chirps. “Are you checking in for today’s sailing? If you give me your name, I can check you in and you can settle into your suite cabin before your safety and security briefing on the main deck. It starts in fifteen minutes.”

I force myself to smile back at her. “Uh—yeah. Hi,” I tell her as calmly as I can. “My name is Ashley Turlington. I’ve been in communication with your activities coordinator about making special accommodation for some medical considerations I have. I’m allergic to dairy and gluten, so I’ve been arranging with the cruise line staff to prepare special meals separately from all the other food on the ship. Would you be able to direct me to Allie Rosche so I can talk to her about it? I don’t want to do anything else until I confirm that all the preparations are in place.”

She opens her mouth to answer me and freezes with a stunned, almost horrified look like I’ve just stepped on her cat. Then she glances down at her own blazer lapels and bursts out laughing. 

She grabs the lanyard around her neck and pulls her identification badge out from under where it had gotten tucked into her front shirt pocket. She lays the badge on her chest where I can now read it. I couldn’t before. 

“Of course, Ms. Turlington. I’m Allie Rosche. I’m the one you’ve been corresponding with. All the preparations are in place. You’ll be eating your meals in the Portsmouth Restaurant on the main concourse. It’s one of our nicest restaurants and the chef will be taking personal responsibility for preparing all your meals. I have to finish checking in all the passengers, but I can take you to meet him later so you can see what he’s doing. Why don’t you go to the safety and security briefing and then settle into your suite? I’ll come and get you as soon as I get a free minute.”

“Is the briefing really, strictly necessary?” I ask. “I want to meet with your medical director to discuss my concerns. I want to make sure everything is in place before I think about relaxing.” I glance around. “How do I get to the infirmary from here?”

She only smiles at me even more brightly—as if that’s possible. “I understand completely, Ms. Turlington. We’re all committed to making sure you have a safe and enjoyable cruise. The briefings leave every half hour today from the central piazza right over there. You can attend any of the tours whenever you’re ready. If you enter the piazza and turn left, you’ll see the bank of passenger elevators. Keep going and you’ll come to the staff elevators at the far end of the hall. You can take them down below decks. Get off at the tenth deck, make another left, and follow the white stripe on the floor. It will take you to the infirmary. Dr. Cameron McKinley is expecting you.”

I can finally return her smile with a much more genuine one of my own. “Thank you. I’m venturing into uncharted territory by going so far outside my normal routine.”

“We all understand, Ms. Turlington,” Allie tells me. “Just let any of us know if you have any concerns at all. We’re all here to make your sailing as safe, comfortable, and enjoyable as possible.”

I mumble, “Thanks,” and walk around her podium to enter the piazza. It’s as big and luxurious as everything else on the Electric Emerald.

Other passengers are already gathering to one side and chatting about the safety and security briefing and tour they’re about to go on. 

I can see a lot of things I want to explore, including the pools and the grand concourse with million shops, theaters, and restaurants. It’s a shame I’ll only get to eat in one of them, but anything is better than having an allergic reaction that might kill me.

I’ve gone through that before and I don’t want to do it again—especially not here where I’m trying to enjoy myself. Only one of these staff people has to make the tiniest mistake that could cost me my life.

All the passengers talk excitedly, point at everything, and pace around in high energetic enthusiasm gushing about all the delights the ship has to offer. I wish I could feel the same way, but staying alive is more important.

I don’t have to worry about any of this when I’m at home. I follow a careful routine so I never have to worry about getting any particles of allergens on me, near me, breathe any of them in, or get any of them on my skin.

Forget about eating them. I buy my own food and I do all my own cooking at home. I bring my lunch to work with me and I never go out to eat unless I go to a restaurant where I know the staff and they know me. They know better than to make a mistake.

If I have to go out with my colleagues for a work function or party, I just make sure not to eat anything. I maneuver myself strategically so I never go near anyone who is eating.

This cruise is supposed to be a fun, relaxing chance for me to get away from all my worries back home. Now the trip is turning into an even bigger safety hazard with more worries, unknowns, and potential dangers. Maybe this trip wasn’t such a good idea after all.

I’m already here and I’ll be damned if I let this stupid allergy rob me of having a good time. My allergies always get in the way of everything I want to do. I’ve been playing it safe all my life. I’m not going to give up on going on this cruise just because of that.

Everyone on the staff has been kind and helpful about it. Everyone from the doctor to the managing director down to the individual staff members have been going completely over the top to reassure me and make sure I have everything I need.

That doesn’t do much to put my fears to rest. I still feel the need to obsessively check, double-check, and triple-check everything. I can’t relax even now. Maybe I’ll never be able to relax and enjoy myself ever again.

I can’t start thinking like that. I’m determined to have a good time. It’s just hard to let my guard down. Not everyone understands well enough to take all the care they should to protect me. No one can possibly care as much as I do.

I’m taking my life in my hands by going on this cruise. Is it really worth it? I could be relaxing, enjoying myself, and going on vacation back home. I don’t even need to be here.

I have to give the staff a chance to at least try to make it work. I’m not ready to give up yet. I walk past the other passengers, past the big, shiny, plush elevators, and find the staff elevators. They’re much more beat-up and industrial.

I ride down them to the tenth deck. I’m the only person in the elevator. It feels like it belongs in the basement of a factory or something. I feel like I’m on the way to the engineering department of a manufacturing plant—not on a luxury cruise liner.

The elevator opens in a stark white corridor tiled in grey linoleum with harsh white fluorescent lights. The white stripe on the floor leads off to the left with the word Infirmary stamped in a red circle inside the stripe at certain points. 

An arrow points in the direction I’m supposed to go. I don’t even need Allie’s instructions to find the infirmary.

I walk in and stop when I see a bunch of medical personnel walking around in colored scrubs. Most of them look like nurses. They move back and forth around the infirmary doing something or other.

I spot Dr. McKinlay right away. I recognize him from his picture on the Paradise Cruises orientation packet I received when I booked this cruise. He’s a young guy in his mid-thirties with short, curly brown hair and level, intense brown eyes.

He wears a white lab coat with his name embroidered on the front. He’s talking to the one person in the infirmary who isn’t a member of the Electric Emerald’s medical staff.

This is also a young man. He looks like he’s in his early thirties or maybe right around thirty. He wears knee-length colored board shorts and an unbuttoned Hawaiian shirt with a white T-shirt underneath. 

He wears blue, closed-toe strappy hiking sandals on his feet. He must be one of the passengers.

He holds up a white plastic tube for Dr. McKinlay to see. I recognize that tube instantly and my hand automatically flies to the hip pocket of my own white shorts. I carry my emergency EpiPen in that pocket. I never go anywhere without my EpiPen.

“It’s Hitchcock brand, but I guess that doesn’t mean anything,” the passenger tells Dr. McKinlay. “The literature in the email I received said I had to check in with you and register any controlled or prescription medications with the ship’s medical staff.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Dr. McKinlay replied. “All our epinephrine is Hitchcock brand, too. If you need to use your EpiPen for something, you can come down here and I’ll refill it for you so you always have a loaded pen with you at all times.”

The passenger nods, but his expression doesn’t soften. He rifles through some paperwork in his other hand. “I have a diagram here of all the AEDs positioned around the ship and where all the first aid stations are. Do you know if any of them have EpiPens in them?”

“None of them do,” Dr. McKinlay replied. “Epi is too perishable. We would have to replace the pens too often—but it’s a good idea. We ought to have EpiPens as many places as we have AEDs.” He smiles at the passenger. “You should bring that up with the cruise line executives.”

The passenger groans and makes a face. “Are you kidding me? I would have to pass an act of God to get people to take this seriously.”

Dr. McKinlay happens to notice me standing there. “Can I help you with anything, Ma’am?”

“I….uh…..” I glance back and forth between him and the passenger. The passenger turns around and stares at me.

He’s exceptionally good-looking with bright green eyes, straight brown hair gelled up on top, and a neat, brown beard trimmed close to his face. His eyes make me squirm. I have a hard time not noticing the way he’s looking at me.

I struggle to keep my attention on the doctor. “My name is Ashley Turlington. I’ve been making arrangements with the ship’s staff to accommodate my allergies while I’m on board this cruise. I have to…..” I hesitate and glance at the passenger guy. “I have to register my EpiPen with you and all my other prescription medications.”

“Of course, Ms. Turlington,” Dr. McKinlay replied. “I have all your records on file already. You can go back upstairs and go on with your cruise if you like.” He turned back to the other passenger. “Can I help you with anything else, Mr. Miller?”

“No, I guess not.” The passenger frowns. “It’s just hard to let my guard down around all these strangers. I don’t want to trust any of them not to make a mistake.”

“Yeah, me, too,” I chime in. “I’m having the same problem.”

He turns around and faces me. His eyes catch me in another wave of intensity. They widen slightly when they look at me. “I thought I was the only one.”

I snort. “No one understands.”

“Has anyone been less than accommodating of your concerns?” Dr. McKinlay asks. “Everyone should have made sure to put your fears to rest and done whatever was necessary to make sure your cruise goes without a hitch.”

“It isn’t that,” I reply. “Everyone has been really nice and helpful. It’s just…..it’s me. I keep looking around at all the porters and busboys and cleaners. I can’t help but wonder which one of them is going to be the person who screws up and winds up killing me.”

“Exactly the same thing is happening to me.” The passenger makes a face. “Maybe this cruise wasn’t such a good idea. I should have stayed home.”

“Don’t be like that,” Dr. McKinlay insists. “Give us a chance. We’re all here to support you if you need us—both of you.”

The passenger turns to me and holds out his hand. “I’m Hayes Miller and I’m allergic to eggs. What are you allergic to?”

I burst out laughing and shake his hand. “You said that like you were announcing your name at a Twelve Step meeting. ‘I’m Hayes Miller and I’m an alcoholic who is allergic to eggs.’” I laugh again.

He joins in. His cheeks flush when he smiles. “It is kind of like that, isn’t it? I’m in purgatory.”

“I’m Ashley,” I tell him. “Ashley Turlington. I’m allergic to gluten and dairy—and my EpiPen is Hitchcock brand, too.”

“That’s great! I’m so glad I’m not the only passenger on the ship with this problem.” I realize in that moment that he hasn’t let go of my hand. “What are you doing later? We could meet up and talk some more.”

I try to smile at him, but the heat coming from his hand stops me. It floods my mind. I start to get hypnotized by the softness and also the muscular power of his hands.

He has blocky, square, muscular hands. They aren’t big, but they’re extra thick and he has exceptionally thick, powerful, veiny wrists like he lifts weights or something.

I can see that he does. His back and shoulders swell under his shirt. The front of his T-shirt shows off how cut and tight his chest and stomach muscles are.

“I’m supposed to go on a safety and security briefing and tour sometime this afternoon…..” I stammer.

“We could go together…..if you’re leaving now.” Hayes glances at Dr. McKinlay. “Unless you need something else from us.”

“No, I don’t.” Dr. McKinlay turns away. “You two should go enjoy yourselves. Let me know if you have any other concerns.”

Hayes turns around to face me. He’s still holding my hand for some reason. “Are you ready to go?”

I nod. Don’t ask me how I wound up holding a strange man’s hand within minutes of stepping onto this ship, but Hayes doesn’t let go of my hand when he turns me around and we walk out of the infirmary.

He does let go of it when we get to the elevator and a bunch of staff come out of it on their way about their work. Hayes and I stand off to one side and wait before we get into the elevator. He pushes the button to return to the piazza.

More staff get into the elevator with us on their way upstairs. He glances at me after we both take our places in the back to give everyone else enough space.

“Let me guess,” he begins. “You’ll be eating all your meals in the Portsmouth restaurant.”

I try to snort again and wind up blushing. “It looks like you and I will be seeing a lot of each other there.”

He stares deep into my eyes for a second before he looks away. He casts a glance around at the staff members nearest us.

I read that expression as plain as day. He’s wondering which of them will screw up and potentially cost him his life. No one understands that better than I do. I’m living through the same nightmare myself.








  
  
Chapter 2: Hayes




The elevator opens in the Electric Emerald’s central piazza. Ashley and I step out into another gathering group of passengers. I really want to take Ashley’s hand again, but the moment has passed.

I don’t know why I held her hand for as long as I did—except that I feel drawn to her like no one I’ve ever met. It isn’t just because she’s so stunningly beautiful—which she is.

Her long, full, auburn hair hangs in wavy cascades all around her face. It spills over her shoulders and sways every time she moves.

She wears small, tight, navy-blue shorts and a white tank top. It perfectly hugs all her curves from her full, round chest down to her narrow waist, outward to her wide hips, and all the way down to the white ballet flats on her small, pretty feet. 

I feel myself starting to get hypnotized into fantasies about her tanned, muscular, juicy thighs brushing against each other when she walks. I want to get all over her, but I have to hold myself at a distance. She’s hands down the hottest woman on the cruise.

I instantly spot every other man in the piazza checking her out. Even old men standing next to their equally old and dumpy wives check out Ashley. She’s a knockout and she attracts male attention like a beacon.

I only take a second to realize that the passengers aren’t actually gathering for the next tour. They’re just leaving. Allie Rosche, the activities coordinator, says something to a blocky guy in an immaculate grey suit.

I recognize him as Troy Nixon, Chief of Security for the Electric Emerald. They exchange a few words before Allie comes over to Ashley on her other side. Allie says something to Ashley and Ashley nods.

“I gotta go,” Ashley tells me—and blushes again. Her blue eyes twinkle and her whole face lights up. “Maybe I’ll see you at the Portsmouth.”

“You definitely will,” I reply. “I can’t wait.”

She won’t stop blushing until she walks away with Allie. I catch myself checking her out from behind. She has a tight, trim body that makes her shorts stand out in the back. Her narrow waist only makes her look even more shapely.

Holy crap, she’s gorgeous! I have to force myself to look away so I don’t wind up leering at her in a creepy, sex-offender kind of way. I’m going to be seeing a lot of her on this cruise. I’ll have plenty of time to talk to her and check out how beautiful she is.

I only have to stick around for a few minutes before the next tour starts. Allie comes back, but Ashley doesn’t. I go through the tour and then head upstairs to my suite. 

It’s a beautiful combination of two bedrooms, a living room between them, a small kitchenette, and a balcony looking out at the ocean. I find all my luggage already inside the living room.

I unpack and change for dinner. I’m about to take my first life-threatening risk by eating at the Portsmouth restaurant.

I find myself studying myself extra closely in the mirror and making sure to attend to every detail so I look my best. I want to impress Ashley even though she already knows what I look like.

I wear a suit. I’m not sure if I would wear one otherwise if I wasn’t sure I would see her again. I probably would. I would want to look as good as possible for any other woman I might happen to run into tonight.

I go downstairs and pause before I walk into the restaurant. My eye skims all the couples at all the tables and the single people at the bar. Ashley isn’t here. 

I suppose it only makes sense that I wouldn’t see her absolutely everywhere. The Electric Emerald is a big ship. She could be coming to eat her meals anytime. I have no reason to think she’ll be here at the same time I am.

I sit down at a table by myself. This gives me a perfect opportunity to check out the other single women at the bar. 

They’re all getting plenty of attention from other men. I would have to go over there and elbow my way into the group if I wanted to talk to any of those women.

The waiter comes over with my menu. I have to go into an explanation about who I am and that the chef at this restaurant is supposed to make me special food. The waiter frowns, tells me he’ll have to talk to the chef about that, and leaves me alone.

The waiter didn’t even think to give me a glass of water to keep me going until he comes back. He should have at least taken my drink order. The service here isn’t that great.

The waiter doesn’t come back. Maybe he never will.

The chef comes out instead. He shakes my hand, tells me his name is Mario, and gushes on and on about how he’s certain he can accommodate me and make my cruise as enjoyable as possible.

I try to be polite about it when I point out that the waiter disappeared on me and the restaurant isn’t starting off on a very good footing. 

Mario turns bright red, tells me he’ll take care of it, and then informs me that I’ll be having a steak for dinner tonight. I can’t possibly go wrong with that.

It really isn’t that hard to feed a man with an egg allergy. Trust me. I’ve been doing it for years.

Mario finally leaves and the waiter comes back to take my order. The food turns out to be good. Ashley doesn’t come in while I’m eating.

I keep looking around and waiting for her to show up. I don’t know why. It isn’t because she’s so good-looking. Plenty of the women at the bar over there are just as good-looking if not more so. Any of them could give her a run for her money.

I want to talk to her. I want to pick her brain and find out if she’s having the same difficulties adjusting to being on the cruise.

I never expected to meet someone like her. It’s hard to imagine that someone could actually understand my situation because she’s going through the same thing.

Something about that makes her irresistibly attractive to me—something beyond just the way she looks. I want to see more of her—a lot more of her.

I finish my meal, pay for it, tip the waiter a lot more than he deserves, and leave the restaurant. I got myself so amped up about seeing Ashley here, but she doesn’t come in the whole time I’m there. Now what am I going to do?

I don’t feel like getting into a death match with all those guys at the bar just so I can talk to a woman. This ship is crawling with women. I don’t need to do it here.

I walk down the concourse trying to decide what to do with myself. I could go into any one of these establishments. I can get drinks in any of them and spend the time talking to any of a dozen people.

I could go to the theaters or the clubs or the concert halls to see a show. It somehow doesn’t quite appeal as much as it would if I had someone to go with….someone who really understands…..

I’m just trying to decide if I should forget the whole project and go back to my suite. I pass a casino right at that moment and happen to glance inside. I have no reason to go into a casino. I’ve never gambled.

I might as well go in and find out what all the hype is about. The casino is really busy with a lot of people in there. I see a bunch of good-looking women at the bar and a bunch of equally good-looking men trying to hit on them.

I wander into the establishment for no particular reason. I might meet someone interesting here, but I still don’t feel like trying too hard.

I’m just crossing the room toward the bar when I spot Ashley. She doesn’t see me at first. She looks stunning in a flowing gold and white wrap dress. 

She’s done herself up in a lot more makeup, glittering jewelry, and she’s wearing a matching pair of gold and white pumps. Her gold sequined handbag hangs over her elbow.

She looked casual and beachy when I saw her in the infirmary. Now she looks like she belongs on the red carpet. She casts every other woman in shadow and she’s obviously by herself.








  
  
Chapter 3: Hayes




Ashley meanders between the gambling tables holding a stack of chips between her fingers and looking around like she’s trying to decide what to do with them. 

“Hello. I didn’t expect to see you in here.” I glance down at her chips and grin. “I didn’t peg you for the gambling type.”

She doesn’t take the joke. She shoots daggers at the gambling tables like one of them might come over here and wrestle the chips out of her hands against her will.

“I’m not the gambling type,” she tells me. “I only came in here because….well, isn’t that what people are supposed to do on cruises?”

I find myself laughing. I like her—a lot. Everything about talking to her feels effortless and inevitable. “I guess they are. So….are you going to play a game or something? Why don’t you go over to the table?”

She eyes the nearest table with suspicion. The dealer and the other two men gambling there don’t notice. “I don’t know…..” she mumbles. “I’ve just traded my hard-earned cash for these chips and now I can’t stand the thought of parting with them. I would rather have the money.”

“I feel the same way. I don’t even know why I came in here.” I wave behind me. “Do you want to come have a drink with me instead? I won’t try to take your chips away from you.”

Now she’s the one who laughs. She can relax as long as she doesn’t look at the tables. “Okay,” she agrees. “I’d like that.”

I get a table, ask what she’s drinking, and order for both of us at the bar. I can hardly believe how outstanding she looks sitting there at the table. My mind goes into a tailspin when I realize she’s sitting waiting for me to come sit down with her.

I lower myself into the seat and place our drinks in front of both of us. “So what brought you onto this cruise?” I ask. “Is this a regular thing for you?”

“No, not at all. I never would have considered doing something like this because…..well, let’s admit it. Traveling with an allergy is a nightmare.”

I sip my drink and nod. “No truer word was ever spoken. I’ve had to stop myself from going home just today alone. This trip is going to be a battle. That’s all I can say.”

“So why did you come?” she asks.

“I just got out of a relationship,” I tell her. “I needed a break—and I figured I needed to treat myself after going through that whole ordeal.”

Her eyes fly open. “Really?! Me, too! That’s exactly why I came on this cruise! I needed to get out of town and have some fun just so I could remember what it felt like to be alive.”

“Do you ever have a hard time finding people who understand your allergy?” I ask.

She gasps and rolls her eyes to Heaven. “Don’t even get me started! That’s what killed my last relationship. The guy just didn’t see what the big deal was about cooking things in separate pots and pans, using separate storage containers in the fridge, and even cooking his food in a separate room. He didn’t think it should be that complicated. I caught him a couple of times cooking foods with dairy in my pots and pans that were supposed to be dairy and gluten free. We argued about it all the time—and then it actually happened.”

I stiffen. “What happened?”

“He went to a birthday party, brought home some leftover birthday cake containing both gluten and dairy, and used one of my containers to store the cake in the fridge. He didn’t tell me ahead of time that he’d done it. He ate the cake and put the container back without cleaning it well enough. Then I used the container and had a massive reaction that put me in the hospital. He got really defensive when I pointed out that it was his fault and I could have died. He didn’t accept that he’d done anything wrong. That was the end of the line for me.”

I find myself gazing at her across the table. “Wow!” I breathe. “The same thing happened to me.”

Her head shoots up. “Really? Exactly the same thing?”

“Well, not exactly, but a variation on the same theme. It’s always like this. My last girlfriend didn’t know how to cook and didn’t put much effort into cooking. Her way of cooking for me was to buy food from the grocery store and heat it up at home—but she was hopeless at reading warning labels. I got into the habit of digging through the garbage and reading the labels on anything she tried to serve me. Then she got upset when I refused to eat the food.”

“Did she give you a reaction? Is that why you broke up?”

“No, she never gave me a reaction because I kept an eye on her the whole time. I couldn’t let my guard down around her even for a second. She was the one who ended it. She decided she couldn’t be with someone who didn’t accept her generosity as a way of showing her love. She called it her love language…..”

She bursts out laughing. “Dang. Remind me to start using that as one of my screening questions.”

I can’t help smiling when she laughs like that. “I know. Anyway, she ended up saying she couldn’t take me constantly insulting her all the time. She moved out—so at least now I can cook for myself in peace. I don’t have to check my own food because I already know what’s going into it.”

She beams at me across the table and blushes. My heart skips a beat. Her stunning good looks give me a rush of adrenaline. I’m actually sitting across from this immaculate creature. She’s smiling at me like that.

I become aware of every other man in the casino watching her—and us. Do they think we’re together?

She sits back and sips her drink with her beautifully painted lips. Her eyes twinkle with mischief. “So what are you going to do—now that you’re a free agent?” she asks.

I glance around at everyone. She sits with her back to the bar. She can’t see all the men and women falling all over each other there, but I see more than I ever wanted to.

“Do you want to know the truth?” I ask. “I came on this cruise to have a good time and maybe have a series of torrid, sordid one-night stands that I can easily forget about once I go back to reality. I’m not looking for anything more serious than that.”

She bursts out in laughter again. “Me, too! That’s exactly why I came on this cruise—to do something reckless that I would just as soon purge from my long-term memory banks as soon as I get back onto dry land.”

I start to laugh and suddenly stop when I realize what she’s saying. I take a chance, slip my hand across the table, and lace my fingers into hers. Her hands have a silky texture I’ve never experienced before.

I get a luscious thrill when I imagine her touching me with those hands. My mind spins off into all the seductive things she could do to me with those hands.

I lower my voice even though no one is listening to us. I really wish I could whisper in her ear right now. “How would you like to have a torrid, sordid one-night stand with me? Neither of us wants anything serious and I think you’re drop-dead gorgeous. What do you say?”

Her eyes widen—and her pupils dilate. She looks up at me with a completely different expression on her face. Color washes over her cheeks, but she isn’t blushing anymore. It’s the look of a woman in a rush of desire and passionate excitement.

Scorching heat blasts to my crotch when I see her like that. She wants it. She wants it bad—as bad as I want her. Her lips part ever-so slightly and her eyes shine with a different light.

I massage her fingers a little deeper. “Come up to my suite with me,” I murmur. “We can share a drink there and talk a little more before we decide.”

I don’t want for either of us to decide. I’m going through with this. I haven’t seen any woman on the ship that I’m as drawn to as I am to her. 

I want her right this very minute, but I want to let the chemistry build first. I don’t want to rush what could be one of the greatest nights of my life.








