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Day One: Port of Miami, Florida

Captain Meryl Sinclair

––––––––
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MERYL SINCLAIR DID her final run-through of the ship.  The VIP guests would board at noon and the rest of the two thousand passengers would arrive at two.  She had been up since three thirty this morning working through her checklist and inspections.  

At this point, I’ve got more coffee in me than blood.  

Forcing herself to slow down and breathe, she walked around the deck, feeling the heat of the sun on her face.  Everything was going to be perfect.  It had to be.  Heart of the Sea was brand new and sparkling and ready to sail around the world—or at least to Cozumel, which was their first port of call.  

And I’m its captain.

Unfortunately, her second-in-command hadn’t checked in yet.  Staff Captain Francesco Rizzicelli was going to get her foot up his ass when he finally showed up.  He thought he could get away with shit like this because she was a woman and he was several years older.  Meryl was going fire him, but she was going to drown him in paperwork first. She closed her eyes and counted to ten slowly.  Ten ways she was going to murder him.  She had even checked his quarters, but he hadn’t been there and his bed hadn’t looked slept in.

His casual sneer and demeanor were just short of insubordination. It had colored her experience with the crew that she hadn’t handpicked.  After rumors of sexual misconduct among some of Castellon Cruises’ senior officers, there was a lot of bad press about the company and sales were beginning to be affected by it.

The owner of the cruise line, Domingo Castellon, thought the solution would be to hire their first woman captain. To say it was an unpopular decision with a lot of people in the company was an understatement.  The situation was exacerbated because she was young and American.  But she had deserved it.  She worked her ass off for it. And she was more than qualified for the position.

But for some people that hadn’t mattered.  After so many years at sea, you’d think she’d be used to the attitude.  She hadn’t, but at least she’d gotten comfortable.  On her last ship, she had been a staff captain for five years, serving under a progressive Dutch captain.  It was because of Daan De Vries’s mentorship and support that Meryl had had the confidence to apply for this job when it became available.  She knew her way around a ship.  She had held nearly every officer position, and could do most crew positions if pressed.  It had taken her a long time, though, to realize she didn’t have to. That was what her crew was for. She was supposed to be able to rely on them.

Enough.

He’ll be here.

They weren’t sailing until four p.m. and she was going to take the ship out of port whether he liked it or not.  It wasn’t standard for a captain to navigate, but it was her ship.  Meryl wanted everyone on the bridge to see that not only did she know what she was doing, she was confident handling a ship this size.  She had been doing it most of her adult life, after all. 

Meryl had cleared it with the local harbor pilot in Miami, and while he was still going to observe, her hands were going to be controlling the ship. She would ignore Francesco’s malevolent glares as he tried to make her nervous.  Meryl had pulled out of tougher ports than this, in worse weather. Still, she wished he was here to take some of the preparation burden off her.

Leaning over the railing, she watched the ground crew drive pallets of food and liquor into the cargo bay where it would be unpacked and brought to the various kitchens, bars, and restaurants on the ship.  Her hotel and restaurant staff would see that everything was in order.  Heart of the Sea was going to be out for a weeklong cruise around the Western Caribbean.  Which beat the hell out of being on a cutter in Glacier Bay, Alaska, where she had started her maritime career.

Miami was a gorgeous town.  She’d never get enough of the palm trees and the warm weather.  The sun was already raising the temperatures and she wished she was the type of woman who spritzed delicately instead of sweating like a warthog.  Reluctantly, she went back inside to the air-conditioning.

“You are not going to believe this shit.” Her hotel director, Aaron McBride, hustled over. He had the uncanny knack of finding her wherever she was on board.  If she didn’t know that he was technologically backward, she would have sworn he had planted a tracking device on her.

Aaron always had the air of Jimmy Buffet royalty about him, like it was five o’clock somewhere. At least his uniform was pressed and his shirt buttoned. The Miami humidity had been cloying and she felt like a wet dishrag already.  

“Can we watch the language?” she admonished halfheartedly.  That was actually tame for both of them, but they weren’t shivering on watch together on an icebreaker anymore.  They were officers on a brand-new luxury cruise liner and needed to polish up their act.

“Why?  There’s no one around.”  He ran his hand through his perfectly coifed silver hair.  It fell artfully around his forehead.  

If she tried that, her fingers would no doubt hit a snarl and her hair would shoot up like she had stuck her finger in a light socket. “It’s good to get in the habit.”

Truth be told, she didn’t feel much like a captain yet.  The bridge crew and officers had been training for the past three months and it had all seemed like a crazy dream rather than reality.  In less than eight hours it would all become very real.  She couldn’t help the precruise jitters.  Was she really ready for this?  Did she know the ship as well as she should?

“Did you check your e-mail?” he asked.

“I’m a little busy with the whole maiden voyage thing.  So, yes, I know it’s my turn in Words with Friends.  No, I don’t know if Jules is single.  And I don’t know what I want for dinner.  Does that about cover it?”

“Check it.”  He crossed his arms and stood there waiting, tapping his foot impatiently.

Squinting at his name tag, she asked, “Why does it say you’re from Australia?”

“Because I am. G’day mate.” Aaron flashed her a roguish grin.

“I seriously don’t have time for your shit today.”

“What’s the harm?  Everyone likes an Aussie.”  Aaron had a passable Australian accent.  She also knew he could do British and Irish convincingly.

Meryl could argue with him.  She could force him to wear his name tag that said his home country was the USA.  But honestly, he had traveled the world almost as much as she had.  If he identified as Australian, so be it.  “Just don’t offend any Australians.”

“Piece of piss,” he drawled out.

Meryl assumed by his tone and his wink that that phrase wasn’t name calling. Letting out a huge sigh, she pulled out her phone.  “Is everything all set with your staff?”

“More or less.”

“I hope it’s more not less.”

“Just read your e-mail.” 

“Fine,” she said, letting him know with her town how put upon his request made her feel.  

Aaron and she went way back.  They’d grown up in Alaska together.  Went to the Coast Guard Academy in New London and served together on several military ships before going their separate ways.  While she had worked her way up the officer crew on various cruise ships, Aaron had preferred to stay on dry land.  But when Castellon chose her as a captain, Meryl knew she needed a stellar crew to back her up.  It took some convincing, but she’d wheedled him away from the resort he was managing in Playa del Carmen.  

“All right, what am I looking for?” she asked once her e-mail came up.

“Look for a message from Castellon.”

“They already wished me luck.”

“It’s about Francesco.

She heaved another sigh. “I was hoping to have the matter under control before they heard about him being late.”

“Not late,” Aaron said, rocking back on his heels. “In jail. Drunk and disorderly. Punched a cop last night.”

“Damn it,” she said, no longer caring who overheard. “He’s nearly sixty years old.  Why is he acting like a frat boy at his first keg party? Is he going to get bailed out in time?”

“He might have been—if he hadn’t had an eight ball on him.”

“This isn’t happening.”  She closed her eyes and tried not to hyperventilate. It was going to be all right.  She had the best bridge crew in the fleet.  Her chief officer could step up and split the duties with the first and second officers.  She’d pick up the slack.  It wasn’t the end of the world.

“Wait for it.”

Meryl pried open one eye.  “What?”  Dread tickled at her stomach and then rose up in her throat.  

Aaron was trying not to smile. 

“Oh no.” Forcing herself to read the e-mail, she said, “They have a replacement flying in.”  Some of the tension left her shoulders.  It wasn’t ideal to have a stranger join the team she had so painstakingly put together, but she could see the owners’ side of things.  And Francesco was an asshole.  She was glad to see him gone. “All right, so we’re going to be a few hours late departing while we’re waiting for the FNG to land and get to the pier. We can catch up the hours overnight tonight. I hope he’s qualified.  I’d almost rather be shorthanded than have to show a rookie the ropes.”

“Uh-huh,” Aaron said.  “Keep reading. He’s not a fucking new guy.”

“It was convenient that we had someone that could scramble out here on a moment’s notice,” she read aloud.

“Keep reading.”

Rolling her eyes, Meryl scanned down to see the name of her new second-in-command.

“Fuck,” she ground out.  Not him.  Anybody but him.

“Language,” Aaron singsonged.

“Rafael Castellon.” Meryl looked around, saw no one, and gave him the finger. She needed a drink.

Rafael was the staff captain of the fleet’s flag ship Pride of the Sea.  He also had been a vacation fling two years ago, though she hadn’t known who he was then.  She’d thought he was just another Italian playboy looking for a good time. And it had been a good time.  Until she found out he was her boss’s son.

“It’s just temporary.  Just for this week.”  He probably didn’t even remember her.  She didn’t think she had told him her last name. 

She was so screwed.

“I heard a rumor that he was pissed Daddy didn’t give him this ship.”

She snorted.  “It’s just a matter of time before he takes over the Pride.”

“I also heard he’s pissed it went to a woman.”

Meryl was used to that.

“And one that’s younger than him.”

Used to that too.

“And one that he used to fuck.”

Gasping, Meryl slugged his in the arm. “Keep your voice down.  Jesus, I can’t believe you remembered. Or that Rafael did. It’s been two years. I knew I shouldn’t have told you.”  She should have known better. Aaron never forgot a juicy bit of gossip.  “Did he really say that?”

“No, I’m just busting your chops.”

“You’re a real prince,” she said.  “Box up Rizzicelli’s shit and send it to Trieste. If you take a dump in it beforehand, I’ll claim ignorance.”

“It’s your professionalism that I admire,” Aaron said. “Shall I deliver a bottle of our finest Italian wine to the prodigal son’s cabin while I’m at it?”

Meryl thought about it. “Yeah, and arrange to have dinner ready for him in his cabin as well. I bet he’s going to be tired and hungry by the time he gets aboard.  We might as well start this adventure off on a good foot.”

“I’ll make it dinner for two.”

“Don’t matchmake.  I don’t have time for that.”

Aaron shrugged.  “If he does remember you, you and he can work out the details in private, over dinner like adults.  If he doesn’t remember you, well, you both have to eat and you have to bring him up to speed anyway. It couldn’t hurt.”

Aaron had a point.

“All right, but please don’t instigate anything.  It’s hard enough getting respect without everyone thinking I got this job by sleeping my way to the top.”

“No one thinks that.”  Aaron thought about it for a moment.  “No one that matters anyway.  Don’t worry about Rafael Castellon.  You got here because you’re damn good at what you do and they’ll all realize it as soon as they see you in action.”

Meryl appreciated the confidence, but as Aaron walked away she couldn’t shake a feeling of dread.
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Day One: Port of Miami, Florida

April Davis

––––––––
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APRIL CLUTCHED THE bag with her best friend’s ashes closer to prevent the fragile biodegradable container from being jostled against her.  She loved Parker Harris, but she didn’t want him to be at the bottom of her purse for eternity.

The line to get onto the cruise ship felt like eternity, even though it was moving fast.  She was excited, though.  This was her first cruise.  Unfortunately, Parker wasn’t here to enjoy it with her.

She would have done anything—anything—to spend this week with him.  As she followed the person in front of her through long, looping lines, she had a conversation with him in her head.  It was the closest thing she had to him actually being there.

When she first saw the cruise ship, she thought, “Holy hell, it’s enormous.”

And as if he were whispering in her ear, she heard Parker say, “That’s what she said.”

When she passed by a cruise vendor, she thought, Should I get one of these sparkly lanyards for my keycard?

She could picture Parker’s face twisted in disgust. “Get a leather one.”

He’d been leather and sophistication.  She was sparkles and whatever the opposite of sophistication was.  They had met in the army and served in Afghanistan together.  When they were both out, they met up again and decided to move in together.  A long time ago, she’d thought maybe there could be a romance, but there weren’t any sparks flying on either side.  They kissed once.  It was uncomfortable and kinda gross. He was more like her brother than her brother was.

But not anymore.

Two combat tours in the Middle East, and a stray bullet from a drive-by shooting in front of Starbucks was what got him.  That’s what they called irony.

Fuck irony.

“Are you all right?”  A nice-looking man tapped her on the shoulder and she realized the line had moved on without her.

“Whoops, sorry.”  April scurried ahead about a hundred yards.

The man and the rest of the line followed.

Blushing, she kept her head down.  “Just daydreaming,” she said when he caught up to her.

“I don’t blame you.  It’s going to be a great trip.”

“Yeah,” she said, forcing herself to make an effort at small talk.  Her e-reader was out of battery and she had already read her emergency paperback.  The first thing she was going to do when she got onboard was to charge up, then was looking forward to reading out on her balcony for most of the cruise.  In her mind, she could pretend Parker was in the casino or up on deck charming ladies with his war stories.

“My name’s Jake March.” He had smile lines around his soft brown eyes and his dark hair was cut high and tight.

“March?” she said with a genuine smile.

He cocked his head.  “Do you know some Marches?  I’m from Kentucky.”

“My name is April.”

Grinning he said, “If we got married, you’d be April March.”

She snickered.  “We’d have to name our twin girls May and June.”

“Twin girls.” He gulped.  “I don’t think the nunnery would allow them to have such frivolous names.”

“Nunnery? Are you religious?” 

“Nope, but that’s the best place for two beautiful future daughters.  Otherwise I’d be prematurely gray.”

April glanced up at his dark hair.  “I think you’ve got time.”

“Of course I do.  We just met.”

Not sure what to say to that, she turned around and had to hurry to catch up to the line again.  She was really going to have to pay attention, otherwise she was going to start pissing people off.

Finally, they got aboard the ship. She had picked up a handful of flyers of things to do on board.

“Well, I hope I see you around, April March.”  Jake gave her a wave and sauntered off in the opposite direction.

As she made her way to her cabin, April thought that Parker would have liked him.  However, when she got to her room, it wasn’t ready for her yet.  This was the ship’s first voyage—how could the room not be ready?

“Do you know when it will be?” she asked.

“Give me an hour,” the cabin steward said.  He reached into his pocket and pulled out a drink voucher.  “If you go up to the Lido deck, they’re serving a buffet lunch.  You can turn this ticket in for a free drink at the bar.  I’m sorry for the inconvenience.”

“It’s okay,” she said, although she was a bit disgruntled that she couldn’t charge her e-reader. Lunch actually sounded good, though.  With one last wistful look at her balcony, April wandered back to the elevators and up onto the Lido deck.

A steel drum band was playing and she immediately felt her mood lighten.  After loading up her tray with a healthy salad and a side of cheesy gravy fries—life was all about balance—she traded her drink ticket for a pina colada. Finding a table by the railing, she sat down and started looking through the cruise paperwork that showed all the activities.

“Looks like we got to have a drink on a cruise ship after all,” she said to Parker and put her purse on the chair next to her.  “If I was doing this right, I should go get a Chivas Regal or something.  But that shit is expensive and it’s not like I’m going to drink that nasty swill. Cheers,” she told the bag, then sipped the icy coconut drink.  “It’s damn good.  Too bad you’re dead. You’d have loved this.”
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