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Chapter 1: Lauren




Istop in front of the podium on board the cruise ship, Electric Emerald. I do my best to smile at the young woman standing behind the podium. Her nametag reads, Allie Rosche.

“Hi,” I greet her. “I’m Lauren Northrop.”

She grins back at me, taps her stylus against her tablet, and looks up to beam at me. “You’re all checked in, Ms. Northrop. Your suite is 75A. It’s on the very topmost deck. The porters have already put your luggage in your suite, so feel free to enjoy yourself on board. The next safety and security briefing and tour will take place at eleven o’clock in the main piazza right over there. We run the tours every half hour, so don’t worry if you miss it. You can just catch a later one.”

“What happens if someone misses the tour?” I ask. “Do you have any kind of check-in for the tour to make sure everyone goes to it and hears the briefing?”

She cocks her head and frowns at the ceiling. “I don’t think we have any procedure for that. I don’t think anyone has ever asked that question. I can bring it up in our passenger feedback if you like.”

“That’s okay. I was just curious. Thanks.” I walk past her and enter the piazza. It’s as big and luxurious as the pictures on the travel brochure make it appear. 

Big windows look out over the ocean and the forward deck with all the pools, tennis courts, and other activities out there.

A bunch of other passengers walk around looking at everything and exclaiming over how palatial and extravagant the ship is.

It is really nice. Plush red carpet springs underfoot. The sun sparkles on the crystal-clear pools. Everything looks perfect—too perfect.

I wander back to the rear deck. I’m the only person here. Life buoys, flotation vests, and lengths of rope hang from the side wall.

I peer over the side at the ocean surrounding the ship’s hull. The lifeboats just happen to be hanging right there underneath the breezeway railing. 

All the other emergency equipment needed to launch the boats is there, too, including everything the evacuating passengers would need to survive in the boats.

Allie comes through the piazza just then calling all the passengers to assemble for the safety and security briefing. I go back inside the piazza and get crushed by other passengers all gathering there for the same reason.

She introduces herself to all of us again. Then she introduces Troy Nixon, the Chief of Security for the Electric Emerald.

He’s a chunky guy with light hair and piercing blue eyes. He’s wearing the most impressive suit I’ve seen in years. He doesn’t look like a security guard at all. He looks like a mafioso or maybe a secret agent.

There’s nothing secretive about his intimidating presence. He stands next to Allie and she starts the briefing. Troy searches the crowd while she talks. He scrutinizes every single passenger in the smallest detail and evaluates their behavior and demeanor.

He eventually comes to me and catches me watching him. His eyes lock on me, but not in any kind of challenging way. He stares back at me for much longer than he looks at the other passengers. Maybe I’m the only person here watching him back.

He eventually has to turn away when Allie starts the tour. She leads us all out to the breezeway and explains the lifeboats and everything that I’ve just been looking at. 

She goes through the whole emergency evacuation procedure, points out where everyone should get their life jackets, and lists the order of priority for passengers boarding the boats.

She goes to great lengths to assure everyone that the ship is mandated by law to carry enough boats to safely evacuate all the passengers, staff, and crew without exception. She has to spend at least ten minutes repeating again and again that no one will get left behind.

Troy keeps watching everyone and measuring their reactions through the whole speech. His attention never wavers in the slightest. He sees who pays close enough attention to Allie’s speech to ask questions about it.

Some people talk to each other, make out in the back of the group, or just don’t listen. His features harden when he sees that, but it isn’t like he can force them to pay attention.

He spends extra time studying them. I can just see him committing their faces to memory so he’ll know ahead of time who won’t know what the hell they’re doing in case of an emergency.

Allie finally leads everyone out onto the forward deck. Everyone pays much more attention when she starts talking about the ship’s amenities and all the activities the passengers can enjoy on board the ship.

She leads everyone past the pools, through the climbing gym and trampoline park, and back out onto the top deck of the main concourse. 

She points out defibrillators, emergency supply stations, fire alarms, and full-stop alarms in case someone falls overboard or something like that. These alarms will bring the ship to an instant halt so the crew can retrieve the person as soon as possible.

She leads the tour back to the piazza, but not before pointing out a small hallway leading off to the side. She tells us that the security office is down there and any of us can report to the security team if we have any concerns at all.

Only about half the people on the tour pay attention to that. They’re already losing interest and getting excited by all the flash and bling on the concourse. I can’t exactly blame them.

The tour finally breaks up and Allie tells us all to have a safe and happy voyage. I ride the elevator upstairs, check out my suite, and then go back down to the concourse for lunch.

The first restaurant inside the concourse is the Lighthouse Restaurant, but it’s a little too busy right now. I don’t want to go in there.

The ship is hosting a business conference. Almost everyone in the Lighthouse is wearing a suit and they’re all talking to each other instead of mingling with the other passengers.

I stop off at the theaters, nightclubs, music halls, and comedy venues just to see what’s playing. I want to see some of these shows, so I enter the days and times into my phone. 

Then I go into the next restaurant on the other side of the theaters. The restaurant is called the Streetwise Café even though it’s a full-service restaurant with its own bar and everything.

The Streetwise is busy, too. Maybe that’s because it’s check-in day. A bunch of new passengers are boarding the ship and the old ones haven’t gotten off yet, so there are twice as many passengers on board.

I get a table by myself and open the menu. The food here is all gourmet versions of old-time classics like buffalo burgers, pizza, and fried calamari. I decide to treat myself in honor of the first day of the cruise.

The waiter comes over and asks if I want a drink. I order a Virgin Mary, close my menu, and start looking around to people-watch.

A bunch of guys stand at the bar with a fraction as many women. They’re all dressed casually, laughing too loudly, and enjoying themselves. They must be passengers.

Not all of them appear to be drinking alcohol so early in the day. I watch the bartender for a while. He’s a hunky young guy with his wavy brown hair cut down to his shoulders. 

He bustles around behind the bar to keep everyone supplied with drinks, but I don’t see him pouring alcohol for anyone. 

I also don’t see him looking worried about the way everyone is acting. He doesn’t look at them like he might have to eject someone for getting rowdy.

I turn to look out at the concourse—and that’s the moment when everything goes south at the bar. Some of the men start yelling and shoving each other. One of the women gets caught in the middle and screams when the shoving knocks her out of the circle.

Five men surge together in a shoving, chest-bumping confrontation. I don’t even have a chance to see what caused it.

The bartender tries once to yell over the noise and then grabs his phone. One of the passengers belts another across the jaw. All the others move in to restrain both him and everyone else on the other side who wants to retaliate.

The security team rolls in a few minutes later. They drag the combatants apart and haul six men out of the bar. The combatants keep bellowing threats, profanities, and insults back and forth at each other all the way outside.

The remaining participants make themselves scarce pretty soon—all except for three guys and one couple. They all return to the bar and sit down to finish their drinks in a much more subdued mood.

I barely have a chance to settle into my chair before four members of staff come into the restaurant. They go from one patron to the other asking if everyone is all right and reassuring all of us that the security team is very good and will handle any further infractions.

The waiter brings my drink and takes my order just then. Peace and quiet settle over the restaurant—for now. It’s barely noon on the first day of the cruise. Things will only get more interesting from here.








  
  
Chapter 2: Troy




Ishut the door to the security office detention room and lock it behind me. Then I go down the hall to the next room, open it, and wait for my guards to push the next person into the detention room. 

The guy tries to turn around and fight his way out of the guards’ grip. “I didn’t do anything!” the passenger insists. “I swear! I was just having a drink with my girlfriend! These guys were the ones who started it.”

I nod toward the bench along the detention room’s back wall. “Take a seat, Mr. Phillips. We’ll review the security camera footage to find out who was at fault. You aren’t going anywhere until then.”

“You can’t do this to me! You can’t illegally detain me without probable cause!”

“Actually, you’re on private property ever since you set foot on board the ship. You signed the cruise line’s terms and conditions which state that you’re subject to the ship’s safety and security policies as long as you’re on board the ship. I can call the Police to come and arrest you instead if you prefer.”

He shuts his mouth real quick.

“We haven’t left the dock yet,” I tell him. “The people who were involved in this assault will be arrested, charged, and expelled from the ship. I’ll review the footage. If I determine that you weren’t at fault, you’ll be out of here within the hour and you’ll be free to enjoy the cruise. Do yourself a favor and take a seat while I straighten this out.”

He hesitates and then enters the detention room by himself. I lock him in and then go down the line locking in the other five combatants from the Streetwise Café. Two of them are violently belligerent. I can smell the alcohol fumes from here.

The last guy is docile and cooperative. He doesn’t even bother to tell me whether he was involved or not. I can’t see this guy shoving anyone much less hitting them.

I lock them all in just as one of the other guards sticks his head down the hall. “Troy! The next tour is starting. Allie told me to come and get you.”

I walk out, put my keys in my pocket, and make it to the piazza just as Allie is about to start the tour. I have to pay attention to the passengers so I can assess them as they come on board. 

It isn’t hard after I’ve spent so much time on the ship. The same kind of people always come on these cruises. I only get one every now and then that even notices me watching them—like that lady this morning.

She sure was pretty in a classy, low-maintenance kind of way. She reminded me of my wife, Gabby, except that this woman is five inches taller and has darker, more chestnut hair and bright black eyes. 

She wears extra nice casual clothes like she’s used to dressing up for everyday work. She might be some kind of executive or something.

She definitely noticed me assessing the passengers and she didn’t look away. That was unusual. Everything about her strikes me as exceptional, especially how aware she is of everything and everyone around her. I haven’t met anyone like her in a long time.

The passenger manifest says her name is Lauren Northrop. She came on the cruise alone, which is odd considering how gorgeous she is. I would have expected her to be married or otherwise taken.

Did she come on the cruise to find someone? Is that it? Maybe she’s recently bereaved like I am. I don’t know.

I can’t start thinking like that. I can’t start reading my situation into every single woman who comes on board. That’s ridiculous.

The tour mercifully ends. I head back toward the security office to hopefully start reviewing the footage of the fight at the Streetwise Café, but I get derailed by an extra tall man coming up to me. He’s wearing a suit, so maybe he’s part of the conference.

The conference has been going on for two weeks and I know everyone involved, so he isn’t likely to be one of those people.

“Are you Troy Nixon?” he asks me.

“Yes. What can I do for you?”

He holds out his hand. “I’m Dr. Miles Mitchell. Today is my first day of work. The company HR director told me I should check in with you when I first came on board.”

I shake his hand. “Welcome aboard. You’re just in time.”

He raises his eyebrows. “I am? How do you figure?”

“Because we don’t have a doctor. We haven’t had a permanent medical professional in charge of the infirmary for six months. The nurses and paramedics have been holding down the fort until the company hired a new doctor. Follow me. I’ll show you where to go.”

“Thanks!” he exclaims. “This place is huge.”

“You’ll get used to it and then it will seem small.” I lead him across the piazza. “This is the staff elevator. That over there is the passenger elevator.”

He makes a face. “So are staff not allowed on the passenger elevator?”

“You’re allowed on it. It just doesn’t go below decks—which is where both the infirmary and your cabin are. You’ll need to take the staff elevator to get to both.”

He laughs. “Here I thought you were going to tell me that the elevators were electrically charged with some kind of North Korea-style punishment system to keep passengers and staff separate.”

“Hardly. Your predecessor met his wife on board the ship when she was a passenger. He went up to her suite all the time to take her out on dates and she stayed in his cabin a few times before they both moved back stateside.”

He raises his eyebrows. “That’s one hell of a story.”

He has a rugged, almost aged, extra lined face, but he can’t be more than thirty-five. He wears his brown hair extra long. He would look like a hippy if he wasn’t wearing a suit. He’s completely different from Cameron McKinlay.

I get a stab of regret when I think about him. I wish he was still here. I liked and respected him a lot. He was one of the best men on the ship. I could actually relate to him as a friend and equal. 

Now I don’t have anyone on board that I feel that way about. Something tells me I’m not going to develop that kind of relationship with Dr. Mitchell—not that I care. I don’t care about anything as long as he does a good job.

We get out on the tenth lower deck and I take him to the infirmary where I introduce him to the rest of the medical team. They’re all delighted to have a new doctor on board. Then I show him to his cabin and leave him to his own devices.

I’m just returning to the security office for the second time when I get called to another tour. Then I have to orient two other new staff members. 

One is a bartender who will be starting at the Lighthouse Restaurant to replace Yoshi. The other is a young dishwasher working in a different restaurant. He’s replacing someone who got fired.

Then I have to attend another tour. The combatants from the Streetwise are going to start getting extremely annoyed if I don’t review that footage, but luckily for me, this is the last tour. 

I finally get to the office. Reviewing the footage doesn’t take as long as I thought it was going to. I find out pretty quick who was involved, release those who weren’t, and have my guards call the Police to remove the ones who were.

The altercation has already delayed our departure from the dock by the time I come out of the office. Allie comes up to me in the piazza before I can go anywhere. “There’s someone here to see you, Troy,” she tells me.

I follow her to the ship’s gangway just as an elderly couple and two children enter from outside. They’re the last passengers to board the ship before we depart.

A ten-year-old boy charges me and hurtles into my arms. “Dad!” he yells in my ear. “I missed you so much!”

I hug him and kiss the side of his head. “I missed you, too, champ. It’s so good that you’re here.” I turn to my twelve-year-old daughter, Beth, and hug her. “Hello, my beautiful princess.”

She blushes. “Cut it out, Dad.”

“What’s wrong? You are my beautiful princess. You always will be. Don’t think I’m going to stop just because you’re growing up. You’ll be more my beautiful princess when you get older—not less so.”

My son Roan won’t stop bouncing around making noise. I have to fight my way past him to greet the two old people. They’re my late wife Gabby’s parents.

I hug her mother, Tammy, kiss her on the cheek, and thank her for bringing the kids to visit me. 

They’re on summer vacation, so they’ll stay on the ship for a month while I work. This way, we can spend some quality time together before they all go back to the US for the school year. 

I shake hands with and wind up hugging my former father-in-law, Byron. “It’s great to see you again, son,” he tells me. “You’re looking really good—much better than the last time we saw you.”

I make a face. The last time he saw me was right after my wife died. I wasn’t in a good place then, but I don’t talk about that.

“Come on board,” I tell them. “Let me take you upstairs to your suite so you can settle in. Then we can come back down to the concourse to have dinner together.”

“You aren’t too busy, are you, Dad?” Beth asks.

I smirk at her. “You won’t believe it. We already had to deal with a drunken brawl with some passengers who had just set foot on board. Now they’re in jail. Can you believe that?”

Roan’s eyes widen. “Could anything like that happen while we’re on board?”

“Stuff like that is always happening. People tend to let their hair down on cruises. They’re more likely to do things they wouldn’t dare to do in real life. They somehow convince themselves that the rules don’t apply here even though they do.” I give him a hard look, but I can’t help but smile. “Don’t let me catch you doing anything like that.”

He laughs. “Stop it, Dad. I don’t drink.”

“Give it a few years,” Byron interjects.

We get into the passenger elevator and I show them upstairs to their suite. It’s a three-bedroom cabin—one room for the grandparents and one for each of the kids.

Roan bounces on the bed until I tell him to stop. Beth goes out onto the balcony and exclaims over the view. The ship is just now getting underway.

Tammy comes out of her room beaming at me. “This is stunning. Thank you for this. I feel like royalty.”

“Only the best for you. Who’s hungry?”

I catch Tammy and Byron giving me meaningful looks on the way downstairs to the concourse. Tammy gets tears in her eyes when she smiles at me. Byron just looks soulful. They’re both still getting over Gabby’s loss just like I am.

I have to stop myself from hugging them all the time. I knew seeing them again would be hard—and also so good. We bring up painful memories for each other, but we wouldn’t have it any other way.

I don’t stop myself from hugging my children one after the other. I keep putting my arm around each of them and squeezing them. 

“Why do you have to live so far away?” I ask Roan.

He laughs at me. “You’re the one who lives so far away. Besides, I couldn’t go to school on the ship. You should come home and live with us.”

“Yeah, Dad,” Beth exclaims. “Why do you have to keep working on the ship?”

I look away. “Someone has to pay the bills, don’t they?”

I don’t remind them of what a mess we all were right after I got out of the hospital and went home. None of us could stand the sight of each other then. We were all too raw after Gabby’s death.

Things are different now. I could get a job closer to home, but I’m not ready for that yet. I’m not even ready to have that conversation.

Tammy and Byron glance in my direction again. “How has everything been since you came back?” Byron asks. “Have you had any other trouble?”

“Not like before. Things are pretty tame since then.”

“You could come home, you know,” Tammy interjects. “You would have our full support if you did. I’m sure you would have no trouble finding something. It would probably be a lot safer than here.”

I try to shrug that away. “I suppose I could start looking into it.”

“Come on, Dad!” Roan insists. “I need someone to throw the football with me. Grandpa is no good at it.”

Byron laughs. “Thanks a lot, son.”

“Well, you aren’t,” Roan counters. “You told me you ran track in school. You never played football.”

“Neither did your dad,” Byron tells him. “He played baseball. You don’t really think he’ll be better at throwing a football than I am, do you?”

“Yes,” Roan argues back. “Look at him. He can do anything. He’ll be way better at running to catch my balls, too.”

Byron laughs again just as we get to the piazza. I take them into the family diner. It’s quieter and less rowdy at this time of the evening. A bunch of other families are in there, so we don’t have to worry about all the singles, salespeople, and troublemakers.

The five of us sit down and the kids talk about everything that happened to them during this past school year and everything they’ve been doing during summer vacation.

I listen in silence except to make remarks at the right times and places. Maybe they’re right. I’m missing too much of their childhoods. I should give up this job and go home. I don’t want to miss any more than I already have.

Gabby is gone. They’ve already lost one parent. I don’t want them to lose me, too—which is what they’re doing with me being gone all the time. I’ll have to change that.








  
  
Chapter 3: Lauren




Isit up on my lounge chair by the pool and glance up and down at the other sunbathers on both sides of me. Almost everyone here is drinking something from a glass. Half the passengers by the pool are drinking alcohol. That’s a recipe for disaster. 

Two men farther down the row are getting aggressive with each other. One accuses the other of hitting on his fiancé, but their friends step in and separate the two men before it can escalate any further.

I’m just about to stand up when a man on the lounge chair next to me catches my eye. He’s a middle-aged guy of probably forty. He isn’t bad looking, but I don’t like the look in his eye when he smiles at me.

“Hi, there,” he begins. “Are you on the cruise alone?”

“I’m flattered that you asked, but I have a boyfriend.” I stand up and put my hat down on the lounge chair to indicate that I’m reserving it for myself. “Have a nice day.”

“But you’re on the cruise alone, aren’t you? I noticed you yesterday. You were eating dinner by yourself and then you went to the club alone. Where’s your boyfriend? Why isn’t he here?”

“That’s none of your business because, like I just said, I’m not interested in talking to you about it. Thanks for asking. See you later.”

I walk away and go dive into the pool to end the conversation. I swim back and forth a few times to cool off. 

The water feels silky and exhilarating against my bare skin after getting so warmed up in the sun out here. I’m wearing a bikini, so I’ll have plenty of time to work on my tan.

I come to the surface, push back my hair, and wipe the water out of my eyes. I’m just deciding what to do next when I feel a hand slide up between my thighs from under the water. I freeze and stare down at a guy swimming along the bottom of the pool.

I can’t see him very clearly through the water, but he’s shirtless and muscular, wearing black shorts, and he has black hair and a gold chain around his neck.

He touches me so fast that I don’t know how to react right away. His hand comes perilously close to my bikini bottoms. Does he really plan to stick his fingers in there in the middle of a public pool?

I overreact, kick him away, and swim to the other end of the pool. I turn around and watch him swim the rest of the way to the other side where he comes to the surface.

He shakes the water out of his hair, turns around, and smirks at me like he just got away with something. I can’t believe he actually just groped me in the pool.

I climb out. He stays in the pool—probably to do it again.

I go over to the lifeguard’s tower and get the guy’s attention. “That guy over there just felt me up from under the water. I was standing there minding my own business and he swam underneath me and ran his hand up between my legs.”

“Um…..” The lifeguard stares across the pool at the guy. The offender is now swimming laps with his face down—probably either to hide his identity or to look for the next woman to grope.

“Call security,” I tell the lifeguard.

He hesitates a second longer and then gets on his radio to call security. He can do that without leaving his tower. I go get my towel and wrap it around my body while I wait.

Troy Nixon shows up with three of his guards. Troy is wearing casual clothes today, but he looks no less put-together and professional.

I tell him what happened. “Then he swam over there and smiled at me like he just got away with something.”

“Hang tight while we check the security camera footage,” he tells me. “We should have it all on tape. Just wait here.”

He leaves for ten minutes before he comes back. “We got the incident on tape, so we’ll be taking the guy into custody and shipping him back to the US to face charges. We also have him on tape photographing you half an hour ago.”

My head shoots up. “What?! I didn’t see that?”

“You were sunbathing and you had your eyes closed. He was stealthy about it, so that’s two counts of lascivious conduct.” He waves to his guards to take the offender into custody. I don’t even know his name. “Would you mind coming down to the security office and giving a statement for the Police?” he asks. 

“Um…sure…just let me get changed. I’ll be there in about fifteen minutes.”

He smiles at me and thanks me before he leaves. I watch him out of sight. He’s a big, intimidating guy, but he has a warm smile. It’s also one of the most genuine I’ve seen. He doesn’t fake it.

He could do his job just as well without smiling, so when he does, it means something. 

I don’t really know what to make of him, so I take my stuff up to my suite, take a shower, change my clothes, and do my hair in a wispy ponytail so I don’t look too formal for this.

I get to the security office just as Troy comes in from somewhere else. He waves me down the hall toward his office. “Come in here,” he tells me. “We can talk in private.”

I follow him inside and he tells me to sit down. He sits down opposite me, turns on his computer, and puts his phone in front of me. “I’m going to record your statement for accuracy.”

“Do you think I would lie about some guy groping me in the pool?”

“I don’t mean it’s for the accuracy of your statement. I mean it’s so someone can go back and listen to the recording if they want to clarify anything about the tone or inflection of your statement that doesn’t translate into the written transcript. Tell me what happened.”

“I was out there sunbathing. Then I went swimming. I swam across the pool a few times before I stopped. I was standing there just looking around and this guy swam underneath me and ran his hand up between my legs. He wasn’t going to stop until he got to my swimsuit.”

“Then what happened?” he asks.

“I kicked him away and left. He swam off to the other side of the pool. Then I told the lifeguard and I told him to call you. You should really train your people better. The lifeguard wasn’t going to do anything about the incident. I had to insist that he call you.”

He barely nods. “You’re right. The lifeguards aren’t trained to deal with security matters. They’re only trained to deal with people in distress in the pool.”

“Are you seriously going to sit there and tell me this is the first time an incident like this has ever happened on the ship? Are you really telling me the lifeguards don’t have a policy for dealing with it if someone tries to molest one of the other passengers at the pool?”

“The lifeguards are required to report the incident, but the policy doesn’t say anything about when, where, or how they’re supposed to report it. The policy doesn’t say they should leave their tower right then and there to report it immediately. In fact, the lifeguards are specifically prohibited from leaving their towers at any time during their shift except for scheduled breaks. So maybe the lifeguard thought that’s what you were asking him to do. Maybe he thought you wanted him to do something right then. Maybe he didn’t think about just calling me—which wouldn’t have required him to leave his tower.”

I look away. “This isn’t the first time I’ve noticed the safety and security policies on this ship being sorely lacking.”

He shrugs that away. “I’m not responsible for setting the policies. I’m only responsible for enforcing them. Can we get back to your statement?”

“There’s nothing else to tell. I told the lifeguard to call security. That’s the end of the story.”

“Had you ever seen, talked to, or interacted with that passenger before?”

“Of course not! What are you suggesting?”

“I’m not suggesting anything. I’m asking if you had anything to do with him before this. Did you know him? Had you ever even spoken to him before today—in any capacity?”

“NO!!” I practically shriek before I fight myself under control. “I never laid eyes on the guy before this!”

He raises both hands. “I have to ask. Sometimes people have a history with each other even if it was only a chance meeting. You could have exchanged a few words with him in a bar last night and he could have gotten ideas from that.”

“Well, I didn’t exchange a few words with him ever! Now I want to know what steps you take to stop things like this from happening. I was in the Streetwise the other day when those guys got into a punching match on the very first day of the cruise. Then this happened. How do I know you’re taking every possible precaution to safeguard the passengers?”

He shrugs that away. “It isn’t my job to stop people from doing things like drinking at the bar and swimming in the pool. I would have to patrol every inch of the ship and turn the cruise into a police state if I did that. People are allowed to go swimming and drink at the bars. People take their cameras to the pool to photograph their children and loved ones. I would have to strip search every passenger and psychologically profile them all to find out if any of them was planning anything untoward. I don’t have the manpower nor the time nor the inclination to do that. Like I said, my job is to enforce the ship’s safety and security policies. That’s all. I do what I can to prevent incidents and I try to mitigate their negative consequences once they do happen. That’s all I can do. Now, if you don’t have anything to add to your statement, I’ll file this report and we’ll transport the perpetrator off the ship tomorrow.”

“You don’t seem to be taking this very seriously, especially considering how many safety breaches and dangerous incidents have happened on this ship in the last few years while you’ve been Chief of Security.”

His head shoots up and his face turns to granite. “What is that supposed to mean? How would you know what breaches and incidents we’ve had on the ship?”

“I’m the cruise line’s health and safety inspector, Mr. Nixon. I’m here to audit the ship’s safety and security policies and procedures in light of all the incidents that have happened on the ship recently, including the shooting that injured you and killed your wife. Neither of us would want something like that to happen again.”

His expression turns absolutely murderous. He narrows his eyes and snarls through gritted teeth. “Are you saying the shooting happened because of some fault in my job performance? Don’t you dare sit there and accuse me of that—not after I spent six months in the hospital recovering from the shooting. I barely survived at all!”

I have to stop my voice from shaking when I see the way he’s glaring at me. “I’m not finding fault with your job performance, Mr. Nixon. I’m only here to make sure there’s nothing more we can do to ensure the safety of the crew and passengers, which is what everyone wants.”

He doesn’t soften in the slightest. “You better not be saying I did anything to cause that shooting. I won’t stand for that.”

“I just said I didn’t think you caused the shooting, Mr. Nixon. The woman who shot you brought a firearm and ammunition on board in violation of cruise ship policy….”

“The policy doesn’t say anything about me stopping anyone from bringing firearms on board!” His voice starts to rise. Now he’s scaring me. “What am I supposed to do—search all the passengers when they come on board? Is that what the cruise line is saying?”

I take a deep breath. “For the third time, Mr. Nixon, no one blames you for any of this….”

“You just blamed the security policy and my handling of it for the incident that just happened at the pool! You just said I wasn’t taking this incident very seriously, that the safety and security policies and procedures were sorely lacking, and that I wasn’t taking steps to stop something like this from happening. What the hell am I supposed to take from that?!”

I try to deescalate my tone. “No one expects you to have any say on the safety and security policies, Mr. Nixon….”

“Then why the hell are you implying that it’s somehow my responsibility that they’re lacking—if they even are lacking? You implied that I should have been able to somehow detect that Mara Lasky had snuck a firearm and ammunition on board the ship and that I should have somehow been able to telepathically intuit that she planned to come down to the Lighthouse and shoot Gabby! You’re implying that I should automatically know ahead of time whenever some creep plans to grope a woman in the pool or take photographs of her without her knowledge. How exactly do you suggest that I take steps to prevent any of that? Even if I could know about it far enough ahead of time to prevent it, I would have to violate the same policies that it is my job to enforce! So which is it? You can’t have it both ways.”

I can see he’s really upset about this. Talking about the shooting hits a nerve—and I guess I can’t blame him. 

I stand up and spread both hands in front of him. “I’m sorry this conversation turned sour so fast. I didn’t intend to imply any of that. I hope we can continue to work together in a professional capacity to make the ship as safe as possible.”

I walk out of the office as quickly and calmly as I can to get away from him. He needs to cool down before we deal with each other again.








