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			Friday, May 18, 2012, 4:31 p.m. The Harrington family of Miramar, Florida, had been packing for their Alaskan cruise all afternoon. The mother, Emelia, was 47 years old, half Tanzanian and half Spanish. She stood five-feet-seven and was trim, with deep brown eyes and wavy dark brown hair and a friendly smile. Emelia dressed well and often got compliments on her appearance. The previous week, she had gone shopping with her 17-year-old daughter, Kim, for shoes. For the last hour, Kim had frantically searched for her prized purchase. She spoke to herself in an intentionally high-pitched voice while frantically searching. “I totally can’t find them. Can this day possibly get any worse? My life will end this very second if I cannot find them! Is anybody listening?”

			Kim’s younger brother, Jacob, popped his head into her room. He stood five-feet-eleven, with wavy black hair. Jacob was 15 years old, smart, athletic, and had a great outlook on life. He said in a playful voice, “What’s with you? You have more drama in your life than two hundred television channels. Calm your fashion ass down. And! How many times have I told you to stop talking like a Valley Girl? Nobody talks like that anymore. It’s really annoying!”

			“What did you say?! What did you say? My shoes are my life! These are matte black Saks Fifth Avenue Erika leather point pumps made in Italy by the finest artisans. Do you even, like, know how much these shoes cost? Who are you to tell me to calm down? And! I will talk any way I want! Besides, Jen and I made a pact to talk like this for six weeks, and I am totally committed.”

			“All right, all right. I will totally wait out the six weeks. I’m not trying to be mean or anything. Do you need my help?”

			“No, I’m just venting. Packing is a major stress. I bet Natalie Portman doesn’t have to worry about this kind of thing. Did you know she is about to marry Benjamin Millepied?”

			Jacob took a deep breath to calm himself and said, “You know that I don’t know about that Hollywood stuff. Remember, we agreed our common conversation ground is basketball. Do you need my help or not?”

			Kim held her shoes up and said with a victorious smile, “I found my pumps. How long before we’ve got to go to the airport?”

			“Two hours.”

			“All right, all right. If I rush, I think I can make it.”

			Jacob rolled his eyes and left. Kim madly scrambled to pack while thinking about her mother’s order to leave her cell phone behind. She did this to keep Kim from spending the entire trip talking to her friends.

			An hour and 55 minutes later, Kim finished. She came down the stairs with two massive suitcases and a stuffed carry-on bag to see her father, Calvin. At 48 years old, he was a tall man at 6ʹ3ʺ with a full head of curly black hair, and despite not working out, a body built like a tank. His Jamaican and Cuban heritage gave him a dashing, exotic look that Emelia appreciated every time she gazed upon him. Calvin tried to pick up her suitcases. “Hold it, Kipper,” he said. “This is too heavy. What have you got in here?”

			“Just clothes,” Kim replied with embarrassment.

			“Kipper, you have way too many clothes. We will only be away for seven days.”

			“Dad, I totally need my clothes, and only Mom gets to call me Kipper,” Kim complained.

			“Well, the airlines only allow one suitcase and a small carry-on per person. Also, the suitcase must weigh less than fifty pounds.”

			“I neeeeeed my clothes. Without them, I’m defenseless,” Kim whimpered.

			“Defenseless?!” Calvin laughed and continued in an amused voice. “Well, Kipper. I mean, Kim. The airline has strict luggage rules.”

			Twenty minutes later, a deflated Kim finished packing and looked up to see her 22-year-old older brother, Marcus. He stood six-feet-two and always had a confident smile. Today, he had combed his hair to the side and wore a stylish basketball-themed shirt. Marcus greeted her with a big grin. “Hey, Spud.”

			Kim shot back in a mocking tone, “I don’t like it when you call me Spud! Especially your college-educated butt!”

			“Let me help with your bags,” Marcus offered.

			“Thanks, brother. I love you, but I’m way stressed.”

			The family all walked toward the black Ford Explorer SUV with Marcus carrying Kim’s suitcase. Emelia addressed the group, “Do we have tickets, homework, and swimsuits?”

			Kim looked guilty, and Emelia said in an angry tone, “Go back and get your homework. You cannot miss a week of schoolwork.”

			“I did all my homework for the next three weeks.”

			“Bring your books anyway.”

			“I don’t need them,” Kim protested. “Besides, that aptitude test proved that I need to skip ahead two grades.”

			“We already discussed this. The test had to be wrong. Nobody is that smart.”

			“I want to retake the test!” Kim demanded.

			“Kimberly! Homework! Now!”

			A deflated Kim walked upstairs and returned with a book bag and a folder. She also brought a swimsuit and a bottle of sunscreen. Emelia said, “We are going to Alaska; you don’t need sunscreen.”

			“Why not?”

			“It’s overcast in Alaska, not like Florida.”

			“Oh, Mom!”
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			The flight from San Jose to Seattle would take off in three hours. Thirty-four-year-old Gabe Alexander’s comprehensive work email made him leave work an hour late, and his wife, Lydia, was waiting at the front door of their house with an angry expression. She spoke in a raised voice with a slight New York accent, “You’re late and haven’t packed. Did you buy sunscreen? I told you to buy sunscreen!”

			“Hello, honey. Did you have a good day?”

			Lydia stared daggers at Gabe, and she turned away from the door. He went inside, put his work items away, and walked up to his older daughter’s room. Gabe walked inside, and Christy looked up from her phone. She had her hair in a bob and wore gray jeans with a blue T-shirt. He asked, “Hi, Krispy, how’s it going?”

			Christy muted her phone and yelled, “Stop calling me Krispy! It’s Christy. My day was fine! Dad! I’m on the phone! Dad!”

			Gabe mused Christy had a lot of insolence for an 11-year-old, and he said in a pleasant voice, “You need to finish packing. We are leaving in 15 minutes.”

			“Got it! Daaad!”

			Christy returned to her phone conversation, and Gabe shook his head. He reminded himself that all girls had an attitude at this age, and with some luck, it would soon pass.

			Gabe walked to the next bedroom, and his nine-year-old daughter, Victoria, met him at the door. She had the same flowing brown hair as Lydia and had put it in two ponytails. Victoria treated her life as an adventure and had fun no matter what circumstances she encountered. Today, she dressed in a pink polka-dot dress with a pink bow in each ponytail, and she sported a friendly smile. He looked down at Victoria, smiled, and asked, “How’s my little sweetie?”

			“I had a good day, Father. Mommy has been going crazy about the trip.”

			“Thank you for the update. Please be ready in fifteen minutes.”

			“I will be ready. I love you, Daddy,” Victoria said with a smile.

			“Love you too, sweetie-pie.”

			Victoria’s kind words melted Gabe, and he knew his vacation would be fantastic. He walked toward the master bedroom and saw Lydia sitting on the edge of the bed, staring at a wall. His forty-four-year-old wife had flowing brown hair, gray-blue eyes, and stood five-feet-six. She looked modestly pretty, fit, and dressed well. But her intelligence always attracted Gabe, and he felt lucky to have such a wonderful woman in his life.

			Gabe opened his already packed suitcase, checked a few things, and sat next to Lydia. He began massaging her shoulders and asked in a soothing voice, “Tough day?”

			Lydia did not answer, and he continued. “I’m sorry that I didn’t get the sunscreen. We have some from last year’s trip. I checked, and it is good for three years. Plus, there isn’t a lot of sun in Alaska. The girls said they would be ready in fifteen minutes.”

			Lydia continued to stare forward, and Gabe continued, “Boy, did I have a rough day. That Sato is a real piece of work. He changed all the specifications, and I told him that would delay everything by six months. Then he threatened to fire me because we are going on vacation. So, I went to Al. You remember Al. He owns the company. Anyway, I explained what happened, and then he—”

			“I do everything here!” Lydia cut Gabe off.

			The remark hurt Gabe, and he said, “I don’t understand.”

			“All the packing, all the cleaning, all the shopping, and I still go to work five days a week!”

			Gabe sat back for a minute to reflect. This week he had done all the shopping, cooking, and cleaning. Last night, he packed until 2:00 a.m. while Lydia read a book and went to sleep at 9:00. Also, he had done all the trip planning. Gabe now understood it would be a long flight.
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			The Harrington family owned sixteen dry-cleaning stores in the South Florida area. Calvin started the business by purchasing a single failing dry cleaner from a friend. Everybody in the family worked hard to make the company a success. Marcus worked together with Calvin on finances, employees, and business strategies. Emelia did marketing, and Jacob handled maintenance along with customer complaints.

			Kim handled the company’s online presence. However, she wanted to work with finances, but Calvin would not allow her to help. Kim’s online promotions brought many new clients, but Calvin did not give her much credit. She often wished her eleventh-grade classes covered marketing for dry cleaning.

			When they got to the airport, Calvin parked their SUV in long-term covered parking. They took the airport shuttle and checked in.

			Kim’s suitcase weighed twelve pounds too much, and Emelia opened it. Clothes came tumbling out, and Kim buried her head in her hands while Emelia discreetly repacked items into other suitcases. She whimpered, “This is going to be the worst trip ever. I’m major embarrassed, and I’m sure that Halle Berry never had to put up with this.”

			“Kipper, everything is fine,” Emelia said in a reassuring voice. “Did you bring your new shoes?”

			“Yes, Mom.”

			“Well, I’m sure they will look good. All of us are going to have a fun trip.”

			The plane landed in Seattle, and the family took a shuttle straight to their hotel. That night, they had an uneventful late dinner at the hotel restaurant. The following day, they had a tasty breakfast at a nearby restaurant and took a shuttle to the cruise ship.

			The family had taken many Caribbean cruises, but this was their first Alaskan cruise. Calvin had used his business connections to score a free cabin upgrade.

			Kim had been looking forward to not sharing a cabin with her brothers or parents for the first time. However, when she saw her small single cabin, she said to her family, “It’s, like, so small compared to yours.”

			Marcus smiled and said, “Trade you. You can sleep with the snore monster.”

			Jacob threw a pillow. Kim became defiant and said, “I don’t want a trade. I totally want an upgrade to something with a balcony and better room service.”

			Kim’s statement angered Calvin. “Do you understand how much this trip is costing me?!” he asked in a raised voice. “You’ve got to appreciate what you have and how much things cost. Now, unpack, and let’s get some lunch. And. And! Stop that ‘totally’ and ‘like’ talk. I do not want to hear that whiny voice anymore. It’s annoying.”

			Kim walked back to her room, knowing she had upset her father. She carefully unpacked into the small amount of storage space. Hmm. I could bring a boy to my cabin. My brother’s room is only five doors down. But if we were quiet, it might work. The thought made her giggle.

			Kim had a boyfriend she’d met at school. Brian stood six-feet-one. He always looked great, was smart, and had a great attitude. Kim loved to hear him laugh, and they made a cute couple. She told her friends they were exclusive, but they did little together outside of school.

			Kim changed her outfit and looked into the mirror. She stood five-feet-eight, was trim and athletic with flawless light bronze skin. She had adorable ears, sharply defined cheeks, twinkling brown eyes with jet-black straight hair. Plus, a perfect nose, well-defined butt, busty chest, long shapely legs, and immaculate nails. Kim was a perfect combination of her Tanzanian, Spanish, Jamaican, and Cuban heritage. She always took care to look her best and lived for the compliments she often received.

			Kim expertly applied her makeup and looked into the mirror. She often compared herself to the actress Jennifer Hudson, whom she considered her alter ego. Kim’s good looks intimidated boys, and she relished the power of her beauty. She looked straight into the mirror and gave her reflection a confident smile. 

			Kim performed one last check on her hair before starting her mirror routine. “I’m hot, I look great, and I’m everything you want!” She spoke out confidently to her reflection, formed her lips into a kiss, turned her head, then spun back to see her smile. Kim’s family teased her every time they caught her doing this routine, but she ignored their remarks because she felt the routine was an essential element to her fashion success.

			Kim left the cabin and met her family in the hall. Emelia said in an upset voice. “Kipper, what are you wearing? We’re going to the lunch buffet. Not boy hunting. Go put on shorts and a T-shirt.”

			“Mom!” Kim pleaded. “I want to look good on the first day! What if somebody wants to take my picture?”

			“Put on some sensible clothes. Quickly! Chop, chop!”

			Kim knew this was not the time to argue, and she changed into a fashionable T-shirt with a big, neon pink kiss in the center. “That’s better,” Emelia said. “Let’s go.”

			After the meal, Kim walked back to her cabin, changed into a fashionable light blue summer dress, grabbed several fashion magazines, and found a place near the pool to read. Thirty minutes later, three girls approached, and one of them asked, “Is that Selena Gomez on the cover of Cosmo?”

			Kim liked that there were indeed civilized people on this cruise ship and answered in a confident voice. “Of course. There’s, like, a great article in this month’s issue. They get way deep into her relationship with Dylan McDermott.”

			One girl motioned, and Kim handed her the magazine. The three girls read the article with great fascination. One girl said, “Oh, you’re completely right. That Dylan McDermott is a massive stage hog. I wonder how he ever got a job. Say, we’re going to Club Z around 10:00. Why don’t you meet us there?”

			“Oh, totally. I’m Kim.”

			A girl pointed to herself and said, “Janice, Nadia, and Kim. Hey, I just realized something; there are two Kims! We will have to invent a nickname for both of you. This evening is going to be a blast. See you.”

			Kim returned to her magazine and thought about the encounter. This vacation might be all right, after all. There will probably be lots of cute boys at the club. Later that evening, the family went to dinner at the best restaurant.

			“I met the three coolest girls today,” Kim began. “They are actually best friends with Selena Gomez. How great is that?”

			“I know I will regret asking this,” Marcus said. “Who’s Selena Gomez?”

			Kim rolled her eyes and replied, “Only the hottest actress, songwriter, and fashion model Hollywood has ever seen!”

			Calvin interrupted, “All right, enough. Let’s try to get through this meal without a fashion lecture.”

			“Well, we’re meeting after dinner to talk all about what Selena Gomez is really like,” Kim said in an excited voice.

			“Where?”

			“Near the main pool.”

			“That’s fine,” Emelia said. “I want Marcus to go with you. You cannot wander around the ship alone.”

			“Oh, Mom!”

			“And be back by 10:00.”

			“But, Mom!” Kim protested.

			“By 10:00, Kipper, and that’s final.”

			After dinner, Kim changed into black capris and a tight shirt to go dancing. She read magazines while she waited for Marcus. When he arrived, he asked in an unconcerned voice, “So, where are we really going?”

			Kim could not believe Marcus had identified her confident lie, and she quietly answered, “To Club Z. Please don’t tell Mom.”

			“You can’t get into Club Z. They check your age at the door because they serve alcohol.”

			“Can you get me in?” Kim pleaded.

			“No.”

			“But you totally got Jacob into a bar on the last cruise,” Kim protested.

			“That’s different.”

			“How?”

			“Look, I can’t. Mom and Dad will kill me if I let their little Kipper into a club. I mean, they would throw my ass off the ship along with buckets of blood to attract sharks. This idea is completely off the table. Not going to happen.”

			“But I promised Janice, Nadia, and Kim that I would meet them at 10:00 at Club Z,” Kim again protested.

			“Be home—I mean, in your cabin by 10:00. And before you say it, yes, Selma Gonzales or whoever had to deal with this at the same age.”

			“It was Selena—”

			“I don’t care about her name,” Marcus interrupted. “Look. You are my sister, and I love you. I would do anything for you. You know that.”

			Marcus thought for a moment and said, “How about this: We can hang out in front of Club Z, and you can say hi to your new friends. It’s the best you could hope for. The Club Z police will not let you in.”

			“But what if they let me in?” Kim asked in a hopeful voice.

			“No buts. I’m not getting in trouble with Mom, or even worse, Dad. They would take my car away again. You remember what happened when Mom found that empty beer can in my room.”

			Kim remembered the beer can tirade and the resulting weeks of intense punishment. She agreed, and they explored the ship until 9:50. At the entrance of Club Z, Kim watched a crew member checking identification at the door. They heard loud music and saw everybody inside having a great time. Kim moved to the music and said, “Wow, this is cool. Look at those major disco lights and the pattern on dark walls.”

			The scene impressed Marcus, and he said, “You know it! Where are your friends? It’s almost 10:00.”

			“Oh, they’re fashionably late.”

			“We have to go soon.”

			Several minutes later, the elevator opened and Janice, Nadia, and Kim walked out. They had changed into evening outfits, and all giggled while talking. Nadia smoked a thin brown cigarette, looked intoxicated, and used the wall to steady herself. The three girls walked up to Kim. “Me-row!” Janice said in a slurred voice. “What a hunk! How wrong har de two of view been day-ting?”

			Janice belched loudly and looked embarrassed. “This is my brother, Marcus,” Kim answered.

			“Are you single, Mark-os? There is plenty of room innn my wife for somebody like view.”

			Janice’s drunk behavior did not impress Marcus, and it took all his patience to speak in a civilized voice. “I have a girlfriend in Florida.”

			Kim knew Marcus did not have a girlfriend, and she tried to make the best of the unpleasant situation. “What have you three been up to?”

			“We got sooo wasted!” Nadia answered in a slurred voice. “Then they cup us off. Let’s get ham-ored! Come on, Mark-us. Shake dat booty.”

			“Um, well, we have to be off,” Marcus said in a calm voice. “It’s getting late, and we only wanted to say hello.”

			“What’s de problem?” Nadia asked.

			Janice looked up and ran toward a nearby restroom. The other Kim watched her run away and said in a slurred voice, “Janice can’t hold har booze. She’s slow wasted! Let’s go, you. You? What your name?”

			“It’s—it’s Kim.”

			“It’s—it’s Kim, let’s go.”

			“I’m not 21.”

			Nadia looked at Kim and said in a disgusted voice, “You’re not 21? What a loser. We’re out of here. Let’s go, Kim. Not you, Kim; her, Kim.”

			Nadia and Kim walked inside. Marcus saw that the remarks made his sister feel hurt and said in a soft voice, “I know that felt bad. Look, those girls are complete drunks and didn’t even get my name right. We don’t need people like that in our lives.”

			They walked to the elevator, pressed the button, and waited. Janice came out of the restroom with a long orange stain on her dress, and she announced in a slurred voice. “I totally puked in there. I’m so vasted! Where dib Nadeem and Ken go?”

			Marcus answered in a reserved tone, “Inside.”

			“Great. Hey, Leo, thanks for waiting for me. Let’s grow.”

			“Club Z isn’t our crowd.”

			They entered the elevator, leaving Janice perplexed. When the doors closed, Kim said, “Thanks, big brother. I’ll always look up to you.”

			“Good to know, Spud. Now, let’s get some sleep. It has been a long day.”
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			Every Friday, Gabe’s company had a TGIF at 3:00 p.m. The company intended to promote cross-work communication and teamwork. They allowed employees one alcoholic beverage, and the rules stipulated employees must socialize in groups of three to five people. However, the organizers intended to put employees together who were not from the same department. The result broke people out of their work cliques, promoted a relaxed, team-building atmosphere, and helped spread information.

			Gina, the head of accounting, ran the event and had become the unofficial matchmaker. One day, she got a twinkle in her eye and put Gabe and Lydia together. Lydia stood out as a rising star in marketing, and Gabe worked in the semiconductor design division. They did not hit it off because Gabe began a political conversation, and his conservative views upset Lydia.

			While Gabe enjoyed meeting Lydia, he noted the lack of chemistry. She felt her coworker was handsome and intelligent but arrogant. At the next TGIF, Gabe watched Lydia from afar and made eye contact a few times. This distant interaction continued for three more TGIFs until Lydia gave him another chance.

			This time they discussed marketing. Lydia loved the topic, and she eagerly disclosed her upcoming plans. Gabe kept the conversation light and took care to nod and agree with her ideas, even when her plans called for the shutdown of his product line.

			Later in the conversation, Lydia asked Gabe about his position, and he reluctantly discussed the product she had recommended eliminating. Lydia felt ashamed, but they continued to talk. At the next TGIF, they both made it a point to meet and found out that they had a lot in common.

			Within a year, they got married and had Christy six months later. Lydia continued to work at the same company, but job stress had become an issue. She got a higher-paying job closer to home. A year later, Gabe changed jobs to Silicon Serpent because they had more exciting products.

			Overall, the couple had a good marriage, but recently their interactions had become strained. Gabe did his best to discuss their issues, but Lydia rebuffed his efforts. He hoped the vacation would ease tensions and rejuvenate their relationship.
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			The airport shuttle arrived, and in a moment of inspiration, Gabe got the family passports. Lydia yelled in an angry voice. “We don’t need the passports! Put them back!”

			“The cruise goes through Canada, and we might need them.”

			“Canada is like California. All we need is our driver’s licenses.”

			“Let’s be sure and tuck them in the suitcase.”

			Lydia still looked upset, but she chose not to continue the argument. The family took the shuttle to the San Jose International Airport. During the flight, Gabe tried talking with Lydia, but she only wanted to read her book.

			When the family arrived in Seattle, one suitcase was missing. The airport staff informed them that several bags had gone to another terminal and theirs might be among them. Two hours later, they got the suitcase, but the incident added to their stress.

			The exhausted family arrived at their hotel at 11:30 p.m. The manager pleasantly informed the family about a booking mistake, and that they would be in a smaller room. He promised to set up two roll-away beds for the children. Lydia tried in vain to argue, but no other rooms were available. Gabe appreciated Lydia’s handling of the situation as he did not like confrontation.

			The small room surprised everybody. “This is unacceptable,” Lydia said in anger.

			Gabe tried to defuse the situation. “Honey, it’s larger than the cruise ship’s cabin. Let’s unpack and then relax.”

			Lydia stared at Gabe for a moment, and then the family began unpacking. When she walked into the bathroom, she noticed a profane message carved into the sink. This sight infuriated Lydia, and it took all her self-control not to call the front desk.

			After unpacking, the family walked over to a nearby McDonald’s restaurant. During their meal, Gabe asked the girls about school. He suspected that Christy might have a boyfriend, but his attempt to gain any insight had so far been unsuccessful. “Christy, any cute boys at school?” Gabe asked with a smile.

			Victoria looked up from her french fries and chanted, “Christy likes Andy! Christy likes Andy!”

			Christy gave her a mean look and stopped herself from yelling. Lydia put down her chicken sandwich and said in an annoyed voice, “That’s enough from all of you! Can we please have a quiet dinner for once?”

			The family finished their meal in silence and returned to the hotel. As promised, the manager had set up two roll-away beds. Trying to make the best out of a lousy situation, Gabe said in an uplifting voice, “See, not that bad. This trip is going to be fun. Now, let’s all get some sleep. It’s been a long day.”

			The exhausted family quickly fell asleep, and the following day, they had a light breakfast at the hotel restaurant. “Is everybody looking forward to the trip?” Gabe wanted to know.

			Victoria answered in a fun-filled voice, “I am! I am! I want to see bears, elks, beavers, and bald eagles!”

			Christy did not look up from her phone, and Gabe asked Lydia, “What are you looking forward to, my love?”

			“I’m looking forward to having all the cruise ship people make all the decisions,” Lydia answered in a harsh voice. “I want to relax and read my book. This is my vacation, too.”

			“What’s your book about?”

			Gabe genuinely wanted to know, and Lydia answered with a scowl, “It’s a cheap romance novel. The plot doesn’t matter. It’s my escape.”

			Gabe did not know how to respond to her statement and nodded. After breakfast, they took a shuttle to the cruise ship. At the terminal, a sign informed the passengers how to fill out the paperwork and get their passports ready. Gabe pointed to the sign and said, “I’m glad we brought the passports.”

			A stunned Lydia scoffed, “They won’t let you on the ship without a passport? That’s a stupid policy!”

			Gabe turned away so that Lydia could not see his smile. At the metal detector, another passenger became wildly upset because security found his large knife. He demanded to take his “gardening tool” on the ship for “hedge trimming.” Gabe and Lydia found the entire event comical. Seeing his wife smile gave him hope this trip would help their relationship.

			The family proceeded to the next area and presented their paperwork and passports. The woman scrutinized the paperwork and said in a monotone voice, “A Mister Gabriel Alexander? Your passport expired last week.”

			“Really?” Gabe wondered. “I didn’t check. Well, that shouldn’t be a big deal. It is still a genuine passport with my photo. Plus, I have my driver’s license.”

			“Did you bring your birth certificate?”

			“Um, well, no,” Gabe confessed.

			“You need a valid passport or a valid birth certificate to get on this ship. Next!”

			Lydia demanded to see the person in charge, and the woman replied in the same monotone voice. “I’m the prescreen person, and there is nobody in charge. My job is to make sure you have all your paperwork before you go to the check-in area. It saves a lot of time doing it this way.”

			“What do we do now?”

			“Rules are rules,” Gabe answered in a solemn voice. “I guess I have to spend the week here while you three enjoy the trip.”

			Victoria began crying, Christy looked heartbroken, and she asked in a pleading voice, “Daddy will not be with us?”

			Another crew member with thick glasses and a sharp crew cut had been observing the incident. He came over, spoke with the woman, asked for Gabe’s passport, and left. Forty-five minutes later, the crew member returned with a sheet of paper and confidently said, “I have spoken with the captain. Take this paper to the check-in area, and they’ll take care of everything. Have a wonderful vacation.”

			Overjoyed, Gabe took the man’s hand, shook it profusely, and said, “You have saved our trip! On behalf of my family, thank you!”

			Christy hugged the man, and he liked her kind gesture. They followed the painted yellow line to the check-in area and presented their documents. The check-in woman frowned when she came to Gabe’s paperwork. She looked to be in her late twenties and had rimless glasses with her hair tied into a tight bun. “Your passport has expired,” the woman said in an oddly high-pitched voice. “The prescreen person should not have let you on board.”

			“My passport expired one week ago,” Gabe replied. “Look at the note from the guy at the check-in area. He spoke with the captain and said that everything is fine.”

			The woman looked at the note, became upset, and took the paperwork to somebody else. Several minutes later, the woman returned and said, “That crew member didn’t follow the proper procedure. We require a valid passport to board this ship. There are no exceptions. Please depart immediately through that door.” The woman pointed toward a door with a stern expression.

			“All right, what if I don’t leave the ship when it docks in Canada?” Gabe asked.

			“It doesn’t matter,” the woman replied. “You cannot board without a valid passport.”

			Lydia took over while trying hard to keep a calm voice, “Let me talk with the captain and sort this out.”

			“I will not allow you to interrupt the captain! She is supervising an entire ship, and I will not bother her with this trivial matter!” the woman yelled while shaking her finger toward the door.

			“The captain has already discussed this matter once and agreed to let my husband board. Let’s see what she does the second time.”

			“No! This man must depart immediately!”

			Lydia thought for a moment and adopted an angry smile. Gabe recognized this look, and it sent a chill up his spine. She now spoke in a direct, calm, low voice while emphasizing every word with extreme intent. “This is what is going to happen. My two daughters and I will be on this tin can for seven days.”

			Lydia paused to let this concept sink in. Her eyes fell to the crew member’s name tag and continued. “Joyce, is it?”

			Lydia paused for a long moment while focusing her stare and then asked in a firm tone, “Do you know what we are going to be doing every waking hour? We will go far out of our way to tell every passenger and crew member that Joyce wouldn’t let my daughters be with their father. Do you like your job? Joyce?”

			Before Joyce could answer, Lydia took out her phone and snapped a picture. The move surprised Joyce. Then Lydia moved to be inches away from Joyce and spoke with deadly intent. “I will make sure that every person on this rat trap has a copy of your ugly mug to put on every corner of the internet. You are about to become the poster child for poor service. Got that, Joyce?”

			Then Lydia stood back and continued in a mocking tone, “Carnival Cruise Lines is right down the street. Maybe they have a job opening. That’s if you can ever get a job again.”

			Joyce looked at Lydia in horror and dashed away. She described the situation with the same crew member from before while wildly waving her arms. A few minutes later, the crew member walked up to the family and said, “I’m sorry about that. Joyce is new and doesn’t understand the system. You are all set. Enjoy your vacation.”

			The news brought relief to the family, and Lydia adopted a smug expression. “Way cool, Mom,” Victoria said in amazement.

			“You’re one of a kind, dear,” Gabe said with a smile.

			“That’s how you have to handle people.”

			Gabe had arranged for two rooms with a connecting door between them. The family walked to their rooms and unpacked. Afterward, Gabe lay down on the bed and said to Lydia, “We are going to enjoy this trip.”

			“These cabins are too small. I am going to ask for larger ones,” Lydia complained.

			“They are preassigned, dear, and I’m sure they won’t allow us to switch. Let’s try to make the best of it.”

			Lydia seemed to understand, and two hours later, the ship left port. Gabe and the girls spent most of the afternoon at the pool while Lydia found a quiet place to read. That evening, the family had dinner at the buffet, explored the ship, and fell asleep early.
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			The Harrington family had been on board for two days when the ship arrived in Ketchikan, Alaska. Kim had been looking forward to shopping, and the family met outside her cabin. Emelia knocked and asked, “Are you ready?”

			“Like, just a minute, Mom.”

			Kim opened the door, and Emelia said in a concerned voice, “We’re going hiking this morning. You need appropriate clothes.”

			Kim stood dressed in stylish gray with blue-stained capri pants, a revealing blue shirt, Gucci designer sunglasses, and spiked, white high heels. “I’ll meet you at one of the malls,” she said with a grin.

			“They don’t have malls in Ketchikan.”

			“Not even one? What kind of place is this?” Kim protested.

			Kim threw her hands up in despair, and Emelia continued in a gentle tone. “Ketchikan is a small town with only a few stores. It is a quaint experience. Not the big city hustle and bustle that you’re used to. Now, please put on warm clothes and comfortable shoes. Also, leave your expensive sunglasses here. It’s overcast, and you do not want to lose them.”

			“But, Mom, I only brought one pair of flats, and they only go with my long pants.”

			“Chop, chop, Kipper. The rest of the family is ready to go.”

			Kim made a pouting expression and shut the door. She put on tight black jeans, a stylish striped gray long-sleeve shirt, and her red, flat Liz Claiborne Iris shoes. Kim left her sunglasses behind, came out of her room, pouted, and said, “This totally doesn’t match!”

			Emelia smiled and replied in a soothing voice, “It’ll be fine. The people in Alaska don’t care about the color of your shoes.”

			“Serves them right!” Kim said, half-jokingly.

			The family walked into town and looked at the various stores. Kim immediately spotted several jewelry stores, and she quickly found the best one. “We’re not shopping for jewelry,” Emelia cautioned.

			“That’s fine,” Kim replied. “They don’t have the brands I like. I can’t believe they don’t even have an outlet center here.”

			“I keep telling you, it’s a small town. Now, let’s get some proper hiking shoes.”

			Emelia and Kim paired off and went to a local clothing store. The concept of purchasing clothes excited Kim, but it faded when she found out what type of shoes her mother wanted her to purchase. “Those are icky brown and stuff!” Kim said in a louder-than-conversation voice.

			“They’re comfortable and sturdy.”

			“I can’t be seen like this.”

			“Do they fit?”

			“Well, yes,” Kim admitted.

			“Good.”

			“But—”

			“No buts. You need hiking shoes for the rest of the trip. Besides, there will not be any fashion critics on the trail.”

			Kim understood that her argument would fail and quietly slipped on the shoes. As they were on the way out, the sales associate shook his head.

			The family used a local map to walk to a nearby hiking trail. Kim got a kick when a group of guys checked her out as they passed the family. The attention did not amuse Calvin, and he gave them an angry glare.

			That afternoon, Calvin paid $50 per person to pan for gold in an artificial stream. Marcus commented that it would have cost ten times less to purchase flecks of gold from one of the other stores.

			That night, they had reservations for the ship’s best restaurant. Kim spent 45 minutes dressing and putting on makeup. The outfit she settled on was a sleek, sleeveless, tight, black V-neck dress by Amanda Uprichard and her prized high-heel shoes finished by her new matte black Calvin Klein Pebble Crossbody purse. Kim had saved up her money to purchase this costly accessory and had not told her mother about it. When she looked in the mirror, she liked the result and began her “I am hot” mirror routine. Then Kim made the kissing motion and did a quick turn. She smiled to herself and opened the door to her cabin.

			Outside, Kim accidentally bumped into a man in the cramped hallway and exclaimed, “Oh, sorry.”

			The situation befuddled the man. “No problem, miss,” he mumbled.

			Kim noticed that the man briefly stared at her as if he could not help himself. She gave him a coy smile, and he looked away. Kim enjoyed seeing his embarrassment.

			A minute later, Calvin opened the door, looked at Kim, and said in an upset voice, “What the hell, little girl? What’s all this? Do you think we are at a prostitute convention? Child, get back inside and change!”

			Tears formed in Kim’s eyes, and Jacob spoke up, “She looks fine, Pop.”

			“You! Keep out of this!”

			Jacob made a second attempt. “This is how girls dress now.”

			“Not my little girl! Not like that! No way! Go put on something else.”

			Emelia came out of the room and joined the conversation. “That dress is a bit overboard, Kimberly Elisha.”

			When Emelia addressed Kim by her full name, she understood the situation had turned serious and pleaded, “But, the girls in the restaurant will be wearing amazing outfits!”

			Marcus tried to help. “Look. We go through this every time. Kim, you’re fine. Dad, this is the style that all girls dress like. Accept it. And, everybody, it’ll take her an hour to change. I’m hungry. You’re hungry. We have reservations. Let’s eat!” Reluctantly, the family agreed and walked down the long hallway.

			Calvin made one last comment along the way. “After dinner, you’re going to change, little girl.”

			Kim nodded solemnly, enjoying the freedom, however small. Dinner tasted fantastic, and their conversation focused on dry cleaning. On the way back, Calvin told everybody that he looked forward to Kim putting on something “more comfortable.”

			“Is there, like, anything to do on this silly boat?” Kim asked in a pouty voice.

			“I read about all the ship’s activities,” Emelia answered. “There is a dance club for teenagers, and it closes at 9:00. It’s almost 8:00, so you could go there for an hour.”

			“Not dressed like that, little girl,” Calvin interrupted.

			“Dear, she will only go for an hour,” Emelia interjected.

			“Nine! O! Clock! Exactly!” Calvin demanded. “And when you return, you are to knock on my cabin door. Is that clear?”

			“Yes, Father,” Kim solemnly replied.

			“One hour. Exactly!”

			The prospect of going to a dance club alone was almost too much for Kim. She bounced to her cabin and checked her makeup. Kim felt liberated and savored the freedom that dancing would provide. She went through her “I am hot” mirror routine, and the mirror told her exactly what she already knew: You look smoking hot! Kim knew there would be cute boys there, and she wanted every one of them to drool over her appearance.

			Kim left her cabin and accidentally bumped into the same man. “Like, we keep bumping into each other,” she said with a chuckle.

			Kim blinked at the man with a confident expression, and he replied in a bashful voice, “Um, sorry, miss.”

			Kim noticed he stood next to his two daughters and wife. One daughter giggled, and the man’s wife glared daggers at her. The family worked their way past in the narrow hallway. Afterward, Kim heard the two girls singing, “Girl and daddy sitting in a tree.”

			Kim laughed to herself and felt great knowing that she could turn the head of any man, even when their wives were present.

			Kim arrived at Club K to see a big sign, “No adults allowed.” She stared with a perplexed expression and began having an uncomfortable feeling. Kim walked inside while a crew member glanced at her with an unsure expression. She fell back on her confidence, shrugged, and continued walking.

			The small size of the club surprised Kim. They had turned the house lights down and two disco lights were flashing in a repetitive pattern. Kim thought the effect looked tacky and missed the atmosphere she had seen at Club Z. In the corner, there was a card table with half-full cups containing a pink liquid. The song “Sweet Dreams” by Eurythmics played loudly on the DJ-less sound system.

			Kim noticed approximately fifteen kids around the edge of the room. The oldest one appeared to be thirteen. The sight of these children shocked her. Kim could not move, and she stared in silence with wide eyes. One boy swaggered up to her to the beat of the music and said in his best masculine voice, “Hey, babe, I love this song. Do you want—”

			Kim turned and left the club. The evening’s failure stunned and depressed her, so she began wandering around. Half an hour later, Kim found herself near the mini-golf area and sat down on a bench, deep in thought. Why is this happening to me? I get good grades, I’m popular, and I mastered everything about the most important subject ever created: fashion. Kim wished she had her cell phone. She got an idea and headed to the information area.

			The woman behind the desk looked up from her work when Kim arrived. “Where can I, like use a phone?” she asked.

			“Well, young lady,” the woman answered in a patronizing voice. “You can always make a call from your room. Or you can use one of the many phones in the business center.”

			Kim hated it when people referred to her as “young lady.” She repressed her anger and asked, “Where’s the business center?”

			The woman provided a map, pointed toward the elevator, and Kim took it to the business center. A bored man sitting behind a small desk greeted her, and she confidently asked, “How much for a phone call to Florida?”

			“We charge $2.50 per minute for domestic calls,” the man answered in a dismissive voice.

			“Here’s a $20.”

			“We only bill to the room accounts.”

			Calvin had gone far out of his way to caution the entire family against charging expenses to their room without his direct approval. Kim understood what would happen when he found out about the charge. However, she reasoned that this situation constituted an emergency. Kim gave the man her cruise ship identification card and walked toward a phone in the furthest corner. She looked at the man, picked up the phone, and dialed. When Kim looked up again, she saw that the man was attempting to listen while appearing not to.

			“Hello?” A confused voice answered.

			“Hi, Brian. It’s me,” Kim chirped.

			“Who?”

			“Kim.”

			“You weren’t in school today. I waited for you.”

			“I’m on a cruise in Alaska, silly. We talked about this,” Kim said with a laugh.

			“Oh—yeah. Why are you calling?”

			“To say hi, silly, and to say that I miss you.”

			“Oh— Thanks. I’m sort of busy now.”

			“I’d like to talk,” Kim pleaded.

			“Not now. I have to go.”

			“Where?”

			“With this girl, Holly. She’s way hot.”

			“But what about us?” Kim asked in a hurt voice.

			“Oh, we’re still on. You’re my school girlfriend, and Holly is my night and weekend girlfriend. This is going to be so sweet. Listen, honey, I gotta go. Holly just drove up in her wicked new ride. Hugs and kisses.”

			The phone made a clicking sound, Kim hung up, and she felt crushed. She looked over to see the man behind his desk grinning. A deflated Kim walked over to get her identification back, and he asked in a monotone voice, “You get dumped?”

			Kim wanted to cry but decided not to give this rude jerk any satisfaction. She left the business center and continued to wander around while thinking about how poorly Brian had treated her. What kind of woman accepts being a school girlfriend? Who does he think I am? Kim spotted a clock, and it read 8:51. She was well aware of the consequences of not knocking on her parents’ door.

			Kim walked toward their cabin along a long outside corridor that had lifeboats above her. The thought of saying goodnight seemed like a defeat. She knew her father would ask about who she met at the club and complain about her dress. Kim also knew the phone charge would upset her father. How could my day possibly get any worse? She thought while looking at the lifeboats.

			Kim stopped outside the door that led inside, but could not bring herself to go through. She turned around and leaned on the railing while looking at the ocean. The air felt chilly, and the water had small waves. Kim looked at the dark sky and the barely visible Alaska coastline.
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			It had been a long, uncomfortable night on the unfamiliar bed. When Gabe opened his eyes, he saw Lydia staring at him. He smiled and said in a friendly voice, “Good morning, my love.”

			“You have disgusting morning breath. Go brush your teeth!” Lydia retorted.

			“Sorry, dear.”

			“You have too much gray hair.”

			“Sorry.”

			“Even your ear hair is gray,” Lydia said with a scowl.

			“I can’t fix that.”

			“Well, you need to figure something out!”

			Lydia’s harsh statement saddened Gabe, and he absently said, “We have a big day today. Let’s get dressed, eat breakfast, and go have some fun!”

			“I want to read,” Lydia replied with a grunt. “Take the girls into town.”

			Lydia closed her eyes. “Our trip is supposed to be fun,” Gabe whispered. “I know you will enjoy walking around and seeing Ketchikan. I read that it’s a bustling place, and I know you’ve never been to Alaska.”

			Lydia did not respond, and Gabe continued, “I read that they have real gold panning, great souvenir shops, and wonderful hiking.”

			Gabe’s tone was hopeful, and he knew Lydia had heard him, but she pretended not to. The lack of response hurt, and he said in anger, “You’re not trying. There’s more to life than romance books.”

			Lydia opened her eyes and stared at Gabe with narrow eyes. He understood that something had gone terribly wrong. However, Gabe could not determine the problem. He took a moment to compose himself and said in a calm voice, “The girls and I would like your company. The weather is perfect, and I’m sure you will have a wonderful, relaxing time. You’ll see.”

			Gabe flashed a friendly smile, and Lydia’s expression darkened. “Leave me alone,” she hissed. “This is my vacation too. I need alone time. Take the girls. Now, go!”

			Lydia picked up a nearby book and opened it.

			“I don’t understand the problem. Did I do something wrong?” Gabe asked.

			Lydia continued to read without looking up. Frustrated, Gabe did not want to make matters worse. He got dressed and took the girls to the breakfast buffet. Afterward, they walked into town and went shopping at the many small stores. The multipurpose hardware store impressed Gabe. It contained tools, guns, fishing gear, lumber, food, pipes, clothes, and hunting supplies. Even though he had never fired a gun, he took a particular interest in the handgun display.

			The trio then took a short hike and had lunch at a local café. Afterward, the family panned for gold in a big tub of muddy water, got ice cream, and strolled back to the ship while looking for bald eagles.

			It had been a wonderful day, and Gabe arrived at their cabin carrying a bag of clothes and other items for the girls. He wanted a souvenir of the trip and purchased a pocket knife with a bear inscription. Unfortunately, the ship’s security held the knife, and he hoped they would not lose it.

			On the way to the cabin, a door suddenly opened. A young woman walked out and bumped into Gabe. She looked gorgeous in a revealing dress, and her unexpected appearance and proximity startled him. They exchanged pleasantries before continuing down the hallway.

			Afterward, Christy had to comment, “Daddy has a girlfriend.” She had recently entered a stage where she often made inappropriate statements. Gabe decided not to discipline her and tried to tone down the situation without being mean. “That isn’t an appropriate comment. You can hurt people’s feelings by saying that Daddy has a girlfriend.”

			Victoria laughed and chanted in a playful voice, “Daddy has a girlfriend! Daddy has a girlfriend!”

			“That’s enough, you two—no more talk about girlfriends. Now, let’s get dressed for dinner. I’m sure Mommy is hungry.”

			The trio continued down the hallway. Me with a girlfriend? Ha! Two girls and one woman are enough! He shook his head at the thought while laughing to himself.

			Back at the cabin, Gabe found Lydia in bed with a book. “Hi, dear. How did your day go?” Lydia did not look up, and he continued. “The girls had a lot of fun. We did some gold panning, and Christy found a huge nugget. That’s a memory she will have for the rest of her life.”

			Lydia looked over her book, pointed at the bag, and asked, “What’s that?”

			“I bought the girls some clothes.”

			Lydia looked over the purchases and said, “This dress is too big for Victoria. Return it!”

			“The stores are closed, and she’ll grow into it.”

			“You need to return the dress,” Lydia hissed.

			“Christy got a dress, and Victoria wanted to do the same, but the store did not have her size. So, she threw a tantrum, and I purchased this oversized dress to prevent a scene.”

			“We can mail it back and get a refund. You kept the receipt, right?”

			“If you want to break your daughter’s heart, you can mail it back yourself. And yes, I kept the receipt.”

			Lydia returned to her book. “We need to get ready for dinner,” Gabe whispered.

			Lydia closed the book with a bang and stared harshly at him. “Is there something wrong?” Gabe probed. “I can’t seem to please you.”

			Lydia adopted an angry expression. “There’s nothing wrong,” she said through clenched teeth. “Let’s go!”

			While Lydia dressed, Gabe opened the connecting door and asked the girls to get ready. They chanted, “Daddy has a girlfriend. Daddy has a girlfriend.”

			“Quiet down, you two,” Gabe said in a slightly angry voice. “Let’s get ready. Mommy will pick out something nice for both of you.”

			Gabe turned toward Lydia, who did not look happy. “I accidentally bumped into a young woman in the hallway,” he said with humility. “Now the girls are—”

			Lydia gave him an icy stare, and Gabe feared a “how long has this been going on” speech. But to his relief, no speech came. Gabe put on his best suit, and the family left their cabins.

			They walked to the formal dining area and sat down. The food presentation looked exquisite, but everybody commented about the bland taste. During dinner, the girls talked about how much fun they had. Lydia remained silent and nodded at their comments. After dinner, the family explored the ship. On the bow, Lydia complained about being too hot, and the girls complained about being cold. Gabe thought the temperature felt just right. He thought about the three-bear nursery rhyme, which made him chuckle.

			As they walked, Gabe read the schedule, and he convinced Lydia to attend a late-night comedy show. In the hallway, Gabe again ran into the same girl, and he apologized. Afterward, Lydia quietly asked, “Is that the girlfriend I’ve heard so much about?”

			Gabe looked confused and wondered how serious Lydia’s remarks were. Before he answered, Victoria excitedly said, “That’s Daddy’s girlfriend! That’s Daddy’s girlfriend!”

			“Girl and daddy sitting in a tree. Kissing and squeezing. Like a bee!” Christy sang loudly.

			While Gabe could not see Lydia’s expression, he felt her staring daggers at him. He then became distracted because Christy had not recited the nursery rhyme correctly, and he wanted to correct her. However, Gabe thought this action would add to the stress of the situation.

			“Quiet down, you two,” Gabe added. “That’s not an appropriate song.”

			Christy snickered, and the family continued walking. Later, Lydia got the girls ready for bed, and when she returned, Gabe was resting on the sofa with the TV schedule. “Not much on,” he commented without looking up. “The comedy show is in 25 minutes. I’ve watched this guy on HBO; he’s a complete riot. He does this bit about airline food that’s insane!”

			“I don’t want to go,” Lydia hissed.

			“That’s fine. Let’s enjoy a nice, relaxing evening right here. Let me work on your feet.”

			Gabe sat next to Lydia, put his hand on her leg, smiled, and whispered, “You looked really nice tonight. That blue dress looked perfect on you.”

			Lydia looked at the blank TV screen and did not speak. Not knowing what else to do, Gabe stared forward. He became bold and kissed Lydia on the cheek. “Not tonight!” she said in a bitter voice.

			“Not what?”

			“Whatever you’re thinking.”

			“I’m trying to be nice. I love you, I care for you, and I want you in my life. What’s the problem?”

			Lydia continued to stare at the TV and said in an angry voice, “There’s no problem. I love you too. Why don’t you go to the show alone? Get a drink or something. Spoil yourself.”

			“I want to be with you. I want to be close to you,” Gabe pleaded.

			“That will not happen,” Lydia hissed.

			The remark hurt Gabe, and he quietly asked, “Is it ever going to happen?”

			Lydia did not respond, and Gabe said in a pained voice, “You’re not trying. It hurts me when you act like this. I’m trying my best to be supportive. Please, tell me how I can help make things between us better.”

			Lydia stared at the TV screen. “Everything is fine between us,” she muttered.

			Without knowing what else to do, Gabe got up, took a deep breath, and said, “Please tuck the girls into bed. I need to take a walk.”

			Lydia continued to stare. Gabe opened the connecting door and said goodnight to the girls. He closed the door, then looked at Lydia while wondering how to salvage their evening. “I’m willing to do whatever it takes to make you happy,” Gabe said in a pleasant voice. “You mean the world to me, and I’m lucky to have you in my life.”

			Lydia remained silent, and Gabe finally unraveled. “Well, goodnight, then!”

			Lydia did not respond and reached down to get her book. Gabe fumed at himself for becoming angry. He left the cabin, not knowing where to go. One thing was certain, Gabe did not want to see the comedy show alone. So, he walked to the closest bar and ordered a drink. The bill came to $16 for a shot of whiskey. Gabe was not much of a drinker, and he sipped absently, looking at the many liquor bottles. He wondered how much each one of them cost and how much markup the cruise ship charged. Gabe nursed the half-full shot glass and turned to watch basketball on the big TV. After twenty minutes, he decided he’d had enough of watching sports and left.

			Gabe found the mini-golf course and putted the ball a few times, but the experience felt unsatisfying. He went to the bow, got a snack at the buffet, and continued walking. Gabe eventually found himself in a chair near the main pool.

			As Gabe fumed, he realized that exercising always made him feel better. He began walking back to the cabin so he could change into exercise clothes. When he got to the hallway leading to his cabin, he stopped. Gabe did not want another confrontation. He thought it would be a good idea to let the situation settle, and perhaps their time apart would improve Lydia’s mood. The nearby exit door led outside, and Gabe walked out. He stood at the railing while starting at the bleak coastline. The low light barely allowed him to make out the rocky features.

			The deserted coast surprised Gabe, and he did not see a single light. He expected houses, a town, or at least a campfire. The only lights came from the stars and the other distant ships.

			Gabe mused that in California, there seemed to be city after city on the coast. This is a massive collection of emptiness, Gabe thought to himself as he contemplated the bleak view, and he wondered what it would be like to live here. He let his mind drift to telecommuting and having an enormous house with miles of empty beach. The ship slowly passed a small island. I could own that entire island and call it Gabe Land. I’m the king of Gabe Land! All bow before me!

			Gabe continued to daydream about island living when he noticed the many lifeboats above. He studied the massive hoist assembly with its huge cables holding them in place. Gabe then wondered how the holding mechanism worked and tried to figure out which lever lowered the craft into the water. He saw a sign next to the levers, but he couldn’t quite read it. He made a mental note to get his eyes checked.

			As Gabe continued to stare at the mechanism, he realized he was not alone. He turned to his left and noticed a young woman about ten feet away leaning on the railing. All at once, Gabe recognized it was the same young woman he had twice bumped into. The two stared at each other for a moment, knowing they recognized each other.

			Gabe estimated her age at about 25. She had African American features, was tall, with straight, black hair tied into a neat bun. She had an athletic build with long shapely legs and a trim waist. Her fantastic low-cut black dress fit perfectly, and Gabe noticed how well it accented her ample chest. She had a confident expression, picturesque brown eyes, a cute nose, fantastic skin with flawless makeup. Gabe turned back and looked at the lifeboat controls to avoid staring.

			The awkward moment reminded Gabe of a work incident that had occurred two months ago. He had been waiting to drop off a report while another coworker told a blonde girl joke. Somebody informed human resources of the incident, and they individually met with everyone involved. On Gabe’s turn, he claimed not to be listening and professed his innocence.

			Gabe’s “accepting attitude toward sexist jokes in the workplace” did not impress the human resources employee. The head of human resources, Gloria, got called into the meeting. He wholeheartedly agreed that sexist jokes did not have a place in the modern office. However, Gabe argued his job title did not include preventing coworkers from telling offensive jokes. He then argued that he did not think blonde jokes were funny. This approach made the situation far worse.

			Gloria stressed that being privy to such unacceptable behavior would get him terminated. Gabe relented, left the meeting angry, and often thought about the incident.

			Gabe brought himself back to reality and put the young woman well out of his thoughts. In that effort, he continued to study the lifeboat mechanism and hoped she would walk away soon. Gabe decided that if the young woman did not walk away in one minute, he would leave.
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			Kim knew she was not alone. She turned to see the same White guy that she had bumped into earlier and wondered if he had followed her.

			The man stood six-feet-one and had dark brown hair with some gray. He had it combed to the left side with a slight part in the center. Kim thought he would look much better with a short pompadour haircut. She estimated him to be thirty-five years old.

			Kim noticed the man was dressed in a smart black pinstriped suit with shiny black shoes, a tan belt, and silver cufflinks. He had a muscular frame but needed to lose twenty pounds. The man had a great profile with a firm chin. Kim believed she could tell a lot about a person by their profile and liked how this man held himself. She suspected he was a Capricorn based on his confident stance.

			Kim liked tall guys, but she had never been interested in older guys or White guys. To her, all the White guys that wanted to date Black women were into basketball or football. But this man held himself differently, and his eyes had something behind them as she watched them probe and study the situation. They stared at each other for a long, awkward moment.

			Kim jolted herself back to reality. This guy is older than my grandfather! The man blinked, turned away, and looked up toward the lifeboat. Kim turned to look at the sea. As she stared into the empty ocean, she wondered why the lifeboats interested the man. Kim thought he must be some kind of technical person.

			Kim never enjoyed being intimidated, so she struck up a conversation. “Like, what are you looking at?”

			The unexpected voice stunned Gabe, and he understood that a young unescorted woman was speaking to him. He turned to face her and noticed she had moved closer. The young woman waited for him to say something. “Um, the lifeboats,” he stammered. “I’m looking at the lifeboats. Up there. Um, miss.”

			Gabe awkwardly pointed upward. Kim reveled in being able to intimidate this man and enjoyed the moment.

			Gabe knew this young woman had a lot of confidence, and it took a lot of effort to compose himself. He continued in a stuttering voice, “I’m—I’m trying to figure out—um, how the crew releases the—um—the ship’s lifeboats. Up there—um—young—miss. There is a sign up there that tells you—um, how, but I can’t quite read it.”

			“Oh. Are you some kind of mechanic?” Kim wondered.

			Gabe heard a slight Southern accent, and it reminded him of an actress that he could not recall. “No, I’m an electrical engineer,” he answered.

			Kim knew she had this man under her thumb and probed him further. “What does an electrical engineer do?”

			Gabe found himself confused. What do I actually do, and how can I explain it to a beautiful young woman? Why am I so intimidated by her? Why can’t I talk normally? Why is she talking like a Valley Girl? That kind of talking is out of style. Isn’t it? I know what an electrical engineer does. Don’t I? Gabe composed his thoughts and spoke with as much confidence as he could. “Well, miss―Um, electrical engineers design electronics. I specialize in designing computer chips inside electronic devices. Technically, I’m an ASIC designer. An ASIC is a custom computer circuit. Um, I guess I develop custom electronics.”

			Gabe felt relieved to speak normally. Kim thought about his voice; it sounded sweet and kind, yet direct. She also understood the intelligence this man possessed. Now Kim felt intimidated, as she understood none of his technical jargon. Gabe felt more confident, and he continued. “For example, in a cell phone, there is a controller. Engineers call that chip an ASIC, and it operates the display and the keypad. In my job, I would make that controller. My current project is a mainframe disk interface.”

			Kim knew how to work the conversation. “So, why were you so totally interested in the ship’s lifeboats?”

			“I didn’t understand how the lifeboat controls work, and I was trying to figure it out.” Gabe took his time to look at the young woman. She clearly put a lot of work into her appearance. He continued. “I made it into a puzzle, and, well, I dislike unfinished puzzles.”

			“That makes sense. Did you figure it out? I mean, the part where the crew gets the lifeboat into the water?”

			Gabe did not want to appear stupid, but while this simple mechanism only had four levers, he did not understand their exact function. He thought about lying, but he replied in a deflated voice, “Actually, I haven’t figured it out. I know that those two pins release the lifeboat. But the lifeboat has to be in the water for the pins to come out. Four levers move the lifeboat out and lower it, but I haven’t figured out why there are four and not two.”

			“Could one be to put the boat out and the other to let it down? Then two be for the front and two for the back?”

			“Hmm. That makes sense. Why didn’t I think of that?”

			Kim liked that the man admitted he did not know the answer and then accepted her explanation. “I don’t suppose that they would let us go up and check it out for ourselves. Would they?” she asked in a playful voice.

			Gabe chuckled and replied, “No way! If they caught us up there, we would probably both get locked up.”

			They stood looking at the controls, and a moment later, Gabe turned around to look at the ocean. After a long stare, he turned toward the young woman to notice she had turned to the ocean. Gabe’s anger with Lydia weighed heavily on his mind as he continued their conversation without thinking of the consequences. “You looked upset earlier. Is your dream vacation going as badly as mine?”

			Gabe suddenly realized he was speaking to an unescorted woman. This action made him think about his trip to the human resources department. He decided to finish the conversation quickly.

			Kim answered in a distant voice, “Dream vacation? No, this trip is totally not going my way. How about you?”

			“I hoped our vacation would be a pressure release, but it has been all downhill. Now, I don’t know what to do.”

			The two looked out at the ocean for a few minutes, and Gabe wanted to call it a night. Kim thought about her situation and wanted to talk. “My boyfriend, Brian, told me on the phone he wanted me to be his school girlfriend. Slut-bunny Holly is his evening and weekend girlfriend. I don’t know whether to be mad, sad, or upset with myself for falling for that jerk.

			“On top of that, my parents treat me like I’m five years old. They judge every decision I make and don’t let me try new things. I hate that! I totally want to work more on our business. But my family doesn’t take my work seriously. Especially my father. By my calculations, I increased our sales by 30 percent. And to make matters worse, I read in People that Brad and Angelina are having problems.”

			“Who are—” Gabe asked in a confused voice.

			“Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie.” Kim cut him off.

			“Oh, the movie actors. Well, you can’t let their lives get you down. That’s especially true with famous people. Besides, the people that publish those magazines distort all the information because they want to sell more copies. I mean, only Brad and Angelina understand what’s going on in their lives.

			“I’m sorry that your boyfriend is not treating you well. A guy that tries to juggle two women at the same time is just plain selfish. I know that it’s hard, but you need to realize that you’re better off without him. The good news is that you’re young, attractive, and can still learn from your mistakes.”

			Gabe mentally kicked himself for using the word “attractive.” What kind of dumbass guy wouldn’t worship a gorgeous babe like her? Under no circumstances would he voice this opinion. Gabe paused for a moment while reflecting on his verbal mistake and continued. “I think this experience will make you stronger.”

			Kim smiled while looking at the ocean, and Gabe continued. “Now your parents—that’s a tougher situation. Let me give you my perspective on that. I am raising two daughters. They cry, they fight, and they constantly act without thinking. But when Christy desperately wants something, she takes the time to develop a logical argument. Well, it is at least logical in her mind. To tell her no, I have to speak logically, which forces us to respect each other. Sometimes I even let her get away with something silly because she put so much effort into explaining her viewpoint. It’s the same in business. Think big picture and bottom line. Documenting your ideas also helps. An offhand suggestion or completing a helpful task will never get attention.”

			Gabe’s comments took Kim aback. Her family and friends never treated her so maturely. For the first time in her life, she felt vindicated and respected. Of all people, an anonymous man was the first to treat her like an adult. She turned to look at Gabe and said in an impressed voice, “Wow, you know a lot about people.”

			Gabe looked out at the ocean and said in a distant voice, “No, not really. But I’m good at analyzing things; it’s part of being an engineer.”

			“I don’t know many engineers,” Kim admitted.

			“We’re an interesting group. Most engineers would do their job for free if they could play with engineering toys.”

			“Good to know.”

			Kim turned back to the ocean and noticed that the waves had kicked up. “You think Brian acted selfishly?” she asked.

			“Selfish? Immature? Greedy? Does it matter? Look. A decent man is loyal to a fault and does not even think about other women when they are in a relationship. And I do not wish to associate with men who feel differently.”

			Kim felt happier knowing that good guys existed and said in a humble voice, “Um—thanks. That’s good to know.”

			Gabe liked that she appreciated his insight. “Talking with you kind of makes me feel better too,” he admitted in an uplifting voice.

			The stars were becoming visible, and Kim asked, “So, what’s your deal? Why is your dream vacation dying a painful death?”

			Gabe had become slightly comfortable with the situation. They were not making eye contact, which helped to bridge the gap. “I upset my wife,” he replied. “I can’t pinpoint what I’ve done to make her so unhappy.”

			Kim smiled at the ocean and asked, “Did it occur to you that you may have done nothing wrong?”

			Gabe raised his head and stammered, “Um—well, no actually. I thought I needed to be a more supportive husband.”

			Relationships were Kim’s favorite topic among her friends, and she considered herself a prodigy. “What exactly is your wife doing?” she asked in a probing voice.

			Gabe thought about her question and answered without providing details. “She’s ignoring me, has no energy, and only focuses on trashy romance novels.”

			Kim ignored the last comment. In her mind, there were no “trashy” romance novels. “Have you done anything romantic lately?” she asked.

			“Last week, I brought home flowers. They were in the garbage the following day,” Gabe said despondently.

			“Have you done anything that she wants you to do?”

			“That’s the thing. She wants nothing. I cannot please her no matter what I do.”

			“How have your conversations been on the topic?” Kim probed deeper.

			“Our conversations are always one-sided. I talk, and she does not listen.”

			“Does she smile when she sees you?”

			Gabe thought about this question for a long moment and answered in an unsure voice, “Well, sometimes.”

			“That’s a good sign. It means that this is a problem with your wife and not you.”

			The young woman’s insight stunned Gabe. He analyzed her logic and realized its soundness. He turned to see her staring at the ocean. “Did this change come on gradually or abruptly?” she asked.

			“Gradually.”

			“Is there a common topic she’s always bringing up?”

			“Um, no.”

			“What do her friends say to you?” Kim asked.

			“She doesn’t have many friends, and I never talk to them.”

			“How old is she?”

			“Forty-four.”

			Kim found it interesting that the man had married an older woman and asked, “Does she complain about being hot?”

			Gabe thought that was a strange question and stammered, “Um—well, there have been a few odd incidents where she complained about the high temperature.”

			“Your wife is going through early menopause.”

			The word “menopause” took Gabe aback. “Um—what?” he stammered.

			“This change can happen to a woman of her age,” Kim answered with confidence. “Her body is going through many transformations. She knows about the problem but is in denial. The denial part is critical as she feels like she is less of a woman. It’s common to direct her negative feelings toward the man in her life. They had a great article two months ago in Cosmo. It discussed a few drugs, some herbal supplements, and ways to approach the topic.”

			Gabe felt like a speeding car had hit him. The young woman’s revelation shook his entire relationship perspective to its core. Suddenly, Lydia’s behavior became understandable. “Wow. That seems—well, that answers a lot of questions. I mean, issues.”

			“I read a lot about relationships. It’s kind of, like, my thing,” Kim said with a note of pride in her voice.

			“I’m—well—um—thank you, miss. Um—that helps a lot. Thanks.”

			Kim enjoyed helping this anonymous man and relished feeling useful. She felt entirely responsible for saving this man’s relationship from disaster. Kim suspected she’d probably prevented a divorce. She asked, without looking at the man, “What are you going to do?”

			“Now that I know what is going on, I can be supportive in the right way. Plus, I need to subscribe to Cosmo.”

			The two laughed, and Gabe asked, “What are you going to do?”

			Gabe turned to the young woman to see that she looked outward and had moved her arms inward. Kim thought for a moment and answered, “Well, I’m totally never going to see that jerk ever again. And I like your idea of writing things down and using logical arguments.”

			“Sounds good. You know, I think we both learned a lot from each other.”

			“Me too.”

			Kim turned to the man, nodded, and looked out at the ocean. The waves grew higher, and their spray came onto the deck.

		

	
		
			   

			TWO

			[image: ]

			It had been a long evening, and the nearby clock read 9:21. “Well, nice meeting you,” Kim almost said, but something caught her attention, and she asked in a confused voice, “Did you like, see that?”

			“See what?” Gabe questioned.

			“The stars looked like they blinked.”
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