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      Megan's leg jittered with anticipation as she waited for her boarding call. This was it. The adventure of a lifetime. In under an hour, she'd be sitting inside an airplane, taking off, leaving Pennsylvania – and this cold November – far behind. For ten blissful days, anyway. Her phone vibrated again. In the time it took to go through security and find a seat at the gate, six calls had gone to voicemail.

      With a sigh, she answered the phone. "Hello again, Mom." She kept her voice low so the growing group of fellow passengers wasn't disturbed.

      "You're not going. The wedding's been canceled." Alice sounded relieved.

      Dread wound its way through her chest and up her neck, making her tongue feel too large for her mouth. "What?" Her cousin's cruise wedding had been the only topic of family discussion for months.

      "Brittney called the whole thing off. We'll head back and pick you up."

      To Megan, it sounded less like an offer and more like a threat. Her heart pounded as she clutched her camera bag to her chest. She had to get on the plane. "Mom, I already paid for everything. I'll still be able to build my travel portfolio."

      There was a pause, then Alice spoke slowly, like she was addressing a child. "Since you won't be taking any wedding pictures, there's no point in going."

      "I said I wanted to build my travel portfolio." You just didn't want to hear that part.

      "What on earth would you need one of those for? We're turning around." The phone muffled. "Turn around up here. Grant, you missed it – here, pull into this gas station."

      No, no, Dad, please don't turn around. "I can't leave. I'm already through security."

      "Of course you can."

      "My bag's already checked."

      "We'll call the airline and have it back in a few days. Grant, why aren't you pulling in?"

      She hoped her mother wouldn't hear the desperation constricting her voice. "I gotta go, we're starting to board." The little white lie gave her a tiny pang of guilt as a nearby passenger looked up from his phone and reached for his bag, then frowned and settled back into his seat.

      "We're coming back to get you." The words took on a sharp edge.

      "No, don't. When am I ever going to have another chance to go on a cruise?" This was it. Do or die. If she didn't get on the plane, she'd never go anywhere. She'd waste the rest of her life in Hickory Hollow, putting the final nail in the coffin that already held her dreams.

      "Your father and I can take you on a cruise. Maybe in the spring. Although I'm not sure why you'd want to go someplace so hot. We'll go to Niagara Falls instead. It's just as nice."

      "I already spent a non-refundable fortune on this trip. I'll call you when I get to Orlando."

      "If you get to Orlando."

      "Gee, thanks." She forced her breathing to slow. The last thing she needed was to have a full-blown panic attack in an airport.

      Alice's voice took on a whine. "Megan, you don't want to go on a cruise all by yourself. You'll be all alone. For ten days. Ten whole days."

      It sounded like heaven. "I would have been alone anyway. Brittney and Eric would have been off doing their own thing. It'll be fine. Maybe I'll have a hot vacation fling with some exotic foreigner who barely speaks English."

      She heard her dad chuckle in the background.

      Alice snapped, "Why would you even joke about having a casual affair? It's not funny. And what about pirates? You know they hijacked a cruise ship last month."

      Pinching the bridge of her nose, Megan said, "In Somalia. Which is on the other side of Africa, nowhere near the Caribbean."

      "Fine. Go ahead. But don't come bawling to me when someone plants drugs on you and you end up in prison somewhere in Mexico, or when the plane crashes."

      On the upside, the ridiculousness of the conversation calmed her down. "Getting on the plane, so I have to turn my phone off now. I'll text you when I land in Florida. Love you, bye." She hung up before Alice could say anything else.

      Megan left her seat and went to the window. Out on the tarmac, a plane coasted closer, its nose facing her window. The sun winked off its silver shell, promising her adventure. Freedom. She wondered how it could seem both larger and smaller than she'd expected.

      The door to the boarding tunnel opened and a stream of travelers walked through, laughing, talking, smiling, or staring at their phones. They all seemed so relaxed. She checked the time, had no idea what her watch showed, then checked again. Plenty of time to pee before boarding. She grabbed her bag and went to use the restroom.

      Holding her hands under the dryer, she let the hot air blow the nervous chill from her fingers. She glanced in the mirror, taking a second to smooth a few stray strands of hair back to her blonde ponytail. The loudspeaker announced boarding for her flight. She gave her reflection a thumbs up and winked. "Here we go."

      The line inched forward, and she wondered how obvious it was she'd never flown. Everyone else seemed to have their boarding pass on their phone. She handed her crinkled paper boarding pass to the man at the counter and followed the line of passengers through the doorway.

      The hallway leading to the plane shifted slightly, bouncing with the movement of the passengers. The gaudy hotel-esque carpeting only added to her feeling of instability as the line slowly moved along. The flight attendant flashed a huge smile and grasped her elbow as she stepped over the small gap between the floor and the plane. The small gap her mother would surely imagine she was going to fall through, wherein she'd plummet to the pavement below, crack her skull open, and bleed to death.

      Megan smiled back at the flight attendant. What a fun job. Always going from one city to the next, never being trapped in one place for too long. She watched the other passengers and followed their lead, finding her seat and carefully stowing her camera bag in the overhead compartment.

      Inching across the empty row to the cramped window seat, she found the ends of the seatbelt and fastened it. She took a deep breath, watching as people of all shapes and sizes filled the plane. A woman a few rows back loudly discussed her husband's health-related bedroom shortcomings, while periodically insisting she had to hang up. Somewhere else, an already-cranky baby was wailing. The two seats beside her were occupied.

      She watched workers out on the tarmac, driving carts of suitcases, then tossing them onto a conveyor belt leading to the belly of the plane. Workers in neon safety vests waved glowing wands to direct another plane out of its parking space. She watched it roll away and wondered where they were going.

      Megan half-expected a loudspeaker announcement, calling her off the plane. She imagined being escorted by an angry flight attendant on a walk of shame past the scowling passengers whose mothers weren't over-involved in their lives. In her dark fantasy, she was frog-marched by security to her waiting parents, her mother sobbing, her father waiting in the car, people pointing and laughing and taking cell phone videos that would go viral. Someone would dash her bag to the floor behind her, breaking her precious equipment, so she'd have no way to make a living, and she'd be evicted from her apartment and forced to move back in with her parents.

      Megan shuddered.

      Thankfully, the plane door slammed shut, cutting off her overactive imagination. She watched as the pavement slowly started moving. The plane inched further from the terminal, backing out of its parking spot. Her heart pounded. What if it did crash? Just her luck. She finally gets to travel, and ends up splattered on the side of a mountain somewhere.

      Stop it.

      The speaker above her head crackled. "Ladies and gentlemen, welcome aboard flight 479 to Charlotte. We request your full attention as we demonstrate the safety features of this aircraft."

      Megan sat in rapt attention. Right. If they landed in the middle of the ocean, she'd be sure to grab her seat cushion. Emergency exits. Restrooms. Drinks. Drinks? Yes, please. No one else was paying any attention to the lecture.

      Rubbing her neck, Megan watched the flight attendants buckle themselves into their backward-facing seats. They seemed calm enough, easily conversing with the passengers they were facing. A magazine peeked out of the seat pocket in front of her, so she pulled it out but couldn't focus on the cover.

      The intercom dinged, and a voice announced, "Cabin crew, we are next in line for takeoff."

      A few minutes later, the plane lurched, then drove leisurely past the airport, around a big loop, then stopped. Megan rolled the magazine up tight, then twisted it around and around in her sweaty hands. Would it be better to stare out the window and see them crash, or have the boring beige seat in front of her be the last thing she ever saw?

      Maybe her mother had been right, and she should have –

      Whoa. What? The thought instantly calmed the churning in her stomach. Chill out. This is exciting, not scary.

      Exciting.

      The plane lurched again, then started rolling forward. Faster and faster and faster. The trees lining the fence at the edge of the property blurred and suddenly, with a jump, the pavement fell away. Her stomach protested, twisting in her belly. She clutched the magazine, unable to tear her eyes from the shrinking ground. The plane leaned too far to the left, hiding the ground from her view, then too far to the right, until she was sure something was horribly wrong and they were going to fall sideways from the sky.

      After a few nerve-wracking moments, the plane leveled and everything on the ground was in miniature. She wished she'd have thought to pull her camera out of her bag, but she'd been so preoccupied it hadn't occurred to her.

      "It never gets old, does it?"

      "Excuse me?" Megan turned to the woman beside her, a grandmotherly type. They both had their arms scrunched onto their laps, not wanting to be impolite and hog the sliver of an armrest.

      "The view from up here. It still takes my breath away." Her Southern drawl added charm to her words.

      Megan smiled at her and nodded. "It's amazing. I... I've never flown before."

      The woman's eyebrows rose. "Well, isn't this fun, then? My friends call me Edie, so you can, too." She smiled warmly.

      "Nice to meet you. I'm Megan."

      "What's got you on a plane for the first time, Megan?"

      "My cousin's wedding. Sort of. Apparently she called it off at the last minute. The wedding is – was – supposed to be on a cruise ship." She felt weird saying it out loud, like it was some kind of juicy gossip. She'd been so focused on getting away from home she hadn't thought much about the actual canceled wedding.

      "Cruises are wonderful. A shame about the wedding, though. Were you to be her maid of honor?"

      "Photographer."

      "You take pictures for a living?"

      Megan nodded. "Yeah, weddings, babies, family portraits... those sorts of things."

      "But?" Edie was studying her face like she could see straight into Megan's soul.

      "I'd like to be a travel photographer. I'd love to take pictures of the Great Pyramid or an active volcano or a Samoan tribal dance."

      "But you don't travel?"

      "I know. It's stupid." Megan felt the heat rising on her cheeks, embarrassed, feeling like a fraud. Or a naïve little girl saying she wanted to be a princess when she grew up.

      Edie reached over and patted her hand. "Don't ever call your dreams stupid, Megan. Dreams are living, breathing things. You have to nurture them. Care for them. If you don't, they wither and die."

      "Did you follow your dreams?" For a second, she thought the question might have been too personal, but Edie's warm brown eyes crinkled as she smiled.

      "Sure did. I always wanted to be a nurse. But right after high school, I got married and had six wonderful children, one right after the other. I didn't have time to breathe, let alone think about schooling for myself. One day, my precious husband, God rest his soul, handed me a college catalog and told me it was time. It took a while, but I was the first person in my whole family to ever get a college degree." Edie laughed. "One year before my eldest daughter got hers."

      "How wonderful. Your family must be so proud of you."

      "They sure are."

      Megan turned back to the window and gasped.

      Beside her, Edie chuckled softly. "It's incredible, isn't it? Seeing the clouds from this side?"

      "I've never seen anything so beautiful." Megan touched her fingertips to her window, as though she could reach outside and touch the cotton candy skies. The mountains of white puffs stretched out, beyond her vision, creating a floor under a perfectly brilliant blue sky.

      She took some pictures with her phone, wanting to remember these first impressions. She'd definitely be pulling her camera out of her bag during her layover.

      The intercom crackled. "Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to Charlotte. We'll be landing in about five minutes. Local time is eleven-oh-five. Temperature on the ground is seventy-four degrees. Thank you for flying with us, we hope you enjoy the rest of your day."

      The flight attendants hustled down the aisle, collecting used cups and empty soda cans, and checking on seatbelts before buckling themselves.

      Megan swallowed hard as the plane leaned and seemed to drop straight down. She clutched the armrests and watched the ground rush closer and closer. Her heart raced. There was no way they'd stop before diving straight into the earth. The wheels made contact with the asphalt, jolting the passengers in their seats. The scenery streamed by. She dug her toes into the squishy foam of her sneakers, as if she could drag the plane to a stop.

      The plane finally rolled to a speed that wasn't panic-inducing, and Megan released the breath she'd been holding.

      Edie patted her arm. "You did great."

      When the plane finally stopped at the terminal, the passengers stood, pulling bags out of the overheads and crowding the aisle. The interior of the plane became uncomfortably warm, and the man behind her kept bumping her seat. The baby in the back resumed his crying. When the aisle cleared, she stood and helped Edie retrieve her bag from the overhead.

      The older woman gave her a hug. "You take care of those dreams, now."

      "I will. I promise." Megan pulled her camera bag out of the compartment. She slung it over her shoulder and made it a promise, too.

      They were going to see the world.
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      Once she left the hallway and entered the building, Megan stepped out of the line of traffic to check her boarding pass.

      "Megan? Meeeeeeeegaaannnnn, ohmygosh, hey, Meg. Megmegmeg."

      Megan's eyes widened, and she looked around, cautious and curious. "Eric. What are you doing here? I thought the wedd— um, I... I thought you weren't going to be here."

      "Pfffffft," he rolled his bloodshot eyes. "She isn't here. I'm here." He pointed to the ground. "Right. Here. Me. I'm here."

      "I see." She took his arm and pulled him down the hallway. "Have you had a lot to drink?"

      "Let's see." He wiggled his fingers in front of his face. "I think four. One... two... three... four... Huh. Nope, musta been more, cuz' they're teeny." He held his index finger and thumb about an inch apart. "Teeeeeeeny tiny. Maybe eight."

      "Okay. Let's see where you need to be, okay?"

      "Mmmmmmmmeg. Meg. In. The photo graffer." He squeezed one eye shut and mimed taking a picture. "Photo-graffer Meg. In."

      "Yep, that's me." She steered him toward a nearby coffee shop and claimed an empty table. "Let's get you a cup of coffee."

      Eric slumped down onto the chair and unceremoniously dropped his bag at his feet.

      "Sit. Stay. I'll be right back." Megan ordered him the largest black coffee they had. When she returned to the table, she set it front of him, then pulled the lid off her tea and dumped creamer in.

      "Hey thanks. Whaddo I owe you?" He reached for his pocket, his arm swinging wide.

      She grabbed his hand and pulled it back toward the table before he flailed into someone. "Don't worry about it. What's your next flight?"

      "Geez, I don't know."

      "Where's your boarding pass?"

      He pulled his phone out of his pocket and flopped it on the table. "Guess in there somewhere, huh?"

      Megan shook her head. "Drink your coffee."

      "It's hot."

      "Then pull up your boarding pass."

      He squinted at the phone and poked at it, eventually finding his pass and showing it to her. They were on the same flight to Orlando. "I gotta pee."

      Megan raised an eyebrow. "Can you get to the bathroom?"

      "Pfft, no problemo." Eric stood and wobbled a little.

      Pointing toward the restrooms, Megan said, "You sure you're okay?"

      "Yep." He walked to the restroom in a surprisingly straight line. A few minutes later, he came back and carefully sat at the table.

      "All better?"

      He gave her a thumbs up. "How drunk are you?"

      He snorted. "Pretty drunk."

      She motioned to his cup. "Your coffee's cooled off. Drink."

      "How come you're here?"

      "I already paid for my trip, I might as well take it."

      He slurred, "I'll make sure you get paid for the pictures. I mean, there's not going to be any pictures. Well, there will be pictures. I bet you take a lot of pictures. But like, wedding pictures. Not your fault though."

      "It's fine. I'm not worried about it."

      "Ha. I doubt it."

      With her cup halfway to her lips, Megan paused. "What do you mean?"

      "It's money. Money makes the world go 'round, right?"

      "I wouldn't know," she said. "I'm not exactly rolling in it."

      He made a noncommittal grunt, but finished his coffee. After a few minutes of silence, he blurted out, "Do you wanna know why she called it off?"

      Megan looked up, but said nothing.

      "Better options. She was always looking for an upgrade."

      "Then why were you going to marry her?"

      He held his hands up then slapped his palms on the table. "I don't even know anymore. At first I wanted to prove I was good enough for her. Then I think I got stubborn and didn't want to admit defeat. De. Feat. Failure."

      "Sometimes things don't work out."

      "Are you single because things didn't work out with somebody?"

      She gave a humorless laugh. "Something like that. Let me grab you another coffee."

      When she returned with the cup, Eric was staring out into the crowd. "Do you wonder where they're all going?"

      Glancing at the steady stream of people moving past the coffee shop, Megan shrugged. "Sure."

      "Pick somebody."

      "What?"

      His melancholy mood vanished and Eric grinned. "Pick somebody out of the crowd."

      She looked around. "Okay, how about the guy with the Hawaiian shirt?"

      "Psssht. Too easy. Headed to Florida. Retired. Was up north visiting his ungrateful kids who want him and his wife to move back home so grandma can babysit their brats for free. Next."

      Megan laughed. "Hmm, there." She nodded toward a woman with three small children in tow.

      "Sad story. They live in the airport. In fact, both of the younger kids were born here. Over in Terminal D. They live off scraps from the food court and water fountains. Sometimes they steal clothes from unclaimed baggage." His eyes unfocused, then he squeezed them shut. "So sad."

      "You really are drunk, aren't you?" He hadn't been slurring his words, so she almost forgot how much he'd had to drink. "We should head to our gate."

      "Yeah, I guess."

      Megan checked her pass again, but Eric shook his head. "Check the board. Gates change. Like all the time." He pointed to the ceiling over a large bank of screens with all the flights listed.

      "I'm glad you told me. My pass has E4, but this says A11."

      His eyebrows rose. "A11? Crap. We better start walking." He grunted as he got off his chair and leaned a little too far as he reached for his bag.

      Megan grabbed it and handed it to him, then pointed. "This way."

      They walked. And walked. And walked. "How big is this place?"

      "Big."

      Turning down the massive hallway to Terminal A, Megan felt more and more like a sheltered hillbilly, staring around in wonder at all the shops and restaurants while everyone else looked at their phones or the ground, completely unimpressed.

      They took seats in the waiting area between gates 11 and 12, watching the planes roll in. Eric dozed off and on. Megan took her camera out of her carryon bag and took some pictures out the window, then snapped some pictures in the terminal. When it was time to board, Megan hung the camera around her neck and nudged Eric. As a first class passenger, he was one of the first to board. She was one of the last.

      Edie had been right. It was much easier on this leg of the flight, now that she knew what to expect. This time, her stomach didn't roll quite as violently when the plane took off.

      The clouds captivated her, so she took dozens of pictures. They would probably be indistinguishable from each other, but she didn't care. This plane was smaller than the last, with no wall separating the more comfortable first class from the regular passengers. Eric dozed a few rows in front of her, his snoring undoubtedly annoying the people around him. She felt bad for him, but wondered why he was ever with Brittney in the first place. They didn't match at all. He seemed down to earth and Brittney was, well, Brittney.

      The flight passed without incident. Megan's seatmate for this leg of the trip wasn't talkative, which suited her fine. She watched the passing landscape, fascinated with the topography they passed. Hills and rivers and trees and roads. Everything was so tiny. Tiny little things, built by tiny little people, with tiny little lives like hers. She wondered how many people on the ground were like her – shoved in a box she didn't belong in, living up – or down – to expectations of others and ignoring her dreams.

      Enough. Stay in the present. Soak up every second of this adventure. She wasn't going to waste one minute of this trip.

      The plane landed a little more smoothly this time. Megan waited until most of the passengers had moved before she got up to retrieve her bag from the overhead. She moved down the aisle and saw Eric's still-sleeping form. She plopped down in the seat beside him and reached over to shake his shoulder.

      "Hey. Hey, we're here. The plane landed."

      "Huh?" He moved his head slightly.

      "Eric. Wake up. It's time to get up."

      "Five more minutes," he mumbled.

      "Come on, we have to go."

      "Yeah, I'm good."

      "Eric," she said louder, shoving his shoulder. "Get. Up."

      "It's in the fridge."

      Megan looked around. There were fewer than a dozen people left on the plane. The flight attendant manning the door was watching them. "Eric. You have to get up. Now. We have to go. We're in Orlando."

      His face scrunched up as he managed to pry his eyes open. "Ah, geez. My head."

      She shook him again. "You need to get moving. Now."

      His eyes opened wider and he looked around. "Oh. Yeah, I'm up. Sorry." He stood and smacked his head on the ceiling. He yowled and his hands flew up, cradling the spot. "Holy crap, ow."

      Megan winced. "Here, come out here so you don't hit it again." She pulled him toward the aisle. They were the last two passengers in the plane. "Let's go."

      Eric groaned as he reached over his head to grab his bag. "Come on, come on, come on. You're going to get us arrested or something."

      He managed a smile. "I think we'll be okay." The smile transformed into a grimace. He walked down the aisle and stepped off the plane into the hallway. "This was a terrible idea."

      "What?"

      "This trip. I should have bailed like she did."

      "Why didn't you?"

      He gave a half smile. "Maybe I'm running away? Maybe I don't want to deal with all the crap back home? I don't know."

      Megan shifted her camera bag. "Where's the baggage claim?"

      "Out to the left." He pointed.

      "You've been here before?"

      "A couple of times. You?"

      Megan laughed. "This is the first time I was ever on a plane." His eyebrows shot up. "You're kidding."

      "Nope. Scout's honor."
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      Eric considered turning around and immediately booking another flight back home. He shook his head. This whole trip was pointless and stupid. He should have stayed home so he could wallow in his... what? Misery? No, not really. Anger? Meh. Embarrassment? Humiliation? The truth was probably lurking in there somewhere.

      In the end, he decided against it. A wave of booze-inspired chivalry convinced him Megan needed his help to navigate the process of getting on the ship. Besides, the trip was already paid for. Maybe it wasn't such a bad idea to go.

      He'd have a big suite to himself. He could easily avoid being around people. But mainly, there was a good possibility he could score some coffees and teas for his brother's new shop, so it wouldn't be a wasted trip.

      If nothing else, Stewart would be glad to have some exotic new flavors, and Eric would have time to think about what he wanted from his life. Or from a wife. He knew he wanted one of those, although given his current situation, he should be a little more selective about the woman he chose. Kids? He could take them or leave them. But forty was getting closer and closer, and if his wife wanted kids, he didn't want to wait around to get started.

      The crowded terminal didn't help his pounding head at all. He was still half drunk, and the nap did more harm than good. His neck was stiff and his mouth felt like it was full of cotton. His eyelids scraped his eyeballs every time he blinked.

      "I'm going to grab a drink." Cutting across the crowd, he veered off toward a fountain and took long gulps of the tepid water. It didn't help much.

      Megan stood on the other side of a river of people, frowning at her phone. He waited for a break in the travelers, then pulled his bag quickly across the flow.

      "...I can't talk now... No... Mom, I have to... No... I have to go get my baggage. I just... No, I wanted to tell you I got here okay... Yeah, I gathered as much from your ten voicemails... I have to go, the shuttle's waiting on me. Love you, bye." She poked her phone and shoved it into her pocket.

      "Everything okay?"

      She rolled her eyes. "It's fine. Ridiculous, but fine. I'm a grown woman, but my mother thinks I'm incapable of making it from Point A to Point B without being abducted or murdered or at the very least, run over."

      "Overprotective, huh?"

      "You have no idea."

      He pretended not to notice her blinking back tears when she turned her face away from him. "Baggage claim is over this way. We'll grab our bags and then find the shuttle."

      "Sounds good."

      And he thought he had issues with his parents. His mother still worried about him when he traveled, but she'd long since gotten over the need to bombard him with calls when he was away from home.

      Eric pointed. "This way."

      They'd taken long enough getting off the plane that the bags were already coming through on the conveyor. People crowded around the carousel, yanking suitcases off and rolling them toward the exit.

      "Which one's yours?"

      "It's red with an orange tag. There it is."

      Her pristine suitcase rolled around in front of them. Megan grabbed it and checked the tag. "Now where's yours?"

      "With my luck? Probably Antarctica." He laughed, glad he managed to pull a smile out of her.

      The crowd thinned considerably. Finally his battered black suitcase emerged from behind the plastic curtain. "There it is." When it came around, he pulled it off the belt. "Ready?"

      "Yup." She looked up at the directional signs. "I assume the shuttle will be out there."

      "Lead the way."

      They pulled their suitcases through sliding glass doors. The wall of humidity hit them, erasing the comfortable air conditioned atmosphere they'd been enjoying. A man holding a sign with the name of their cruise line stood along the sidewalk a few yards away.

      "Names?" He checked them off on a clipboard as they answered, then shoved their suitcases in the back of an already-stuffed minivan. Megan climbed in and squished over as far as she could on the bench seat, against the other two people in the row. Eric sat beside her, half his butt hanging off the edge of the seat. The driver consulted the clipboard, counted the people in the van, and slid the door shut.

      Eric grumbled, "I hope this is a short ride. My balance isn't the greatest today."

      "Here. Try this." She scooted forward to the edge of the seat. "Now turn sideways so your feet are there." She pointed to the floor between the seat and the door.

      He turned and found more real estate for his behind. "Thanks." He wasn't too keen on being sideways in the minivan, especially since the driver had barely pulled away from the curb and was already weaving across lanes of traffic, inspiring blaring horns and middle fingers. "Doesn't Florida have seatbelt laws, or maximum occupancy guidelines?" He whispered.

      Megan held onto the seat in front of her and shot him a look. "I expected more palm trees and less concrete," she said.

      Eric watched out the window. "Too much television."

      "Ha. No doubt."

      "I bet you got all your ideas about Florida from Miami Vice."

      Megan giggled. "What's wrong with Miami Vice? Crockett and Tubbs were awesome. Those blazers and shoes with no socks? The height of men's fashion."

      "Thankfully, we've come down from those heights."

      "Oh, please. I bet you have a lemon yellow blazer in your suitcase."

      He laughed in spite of his thumping temples. "No. I brought the seafoam green one instead. It matches my eyes."

      "For the formal dinner, right?"

      "Exactly. So did you bring your Aqua Net?"

      "Hazmat confiscated it at the airport."

      Eric grinned. "Good call. That stuff is dangerous. It ruined the ozone, who knows what it could do to a plane."

      "Oh, please. If it was so bad, every woman who lived in the eighties would be bald."

      He had to laugh out loud. The man on the other side of Megan, though, sighed loudly, apparently annoyed at their conversation.

      Twenty minutes later, they reached the dock and unloaded the van. Megan was wide-eyed and jittery. He followed her line of vision.

      "I... I didn't imagine it would be so big. I swear Hickory Hollow could fit in there and have room left over."

      "Just wait until we get on board."

      "You've cruised before?"

      "Once. I was a teenager and my grandparents took the whole family on a cruise to celebrate their fiftieth anniversary."

      "How sweet."

      "How about you? Where does your family go on vacation? Obviously nowhere too far, right?"

      A shadow passed over Megan's face. "We never went anywhere after – I mean, the last time we went anywhere, I was about fifteen. We went to Ocean City."

      Something in her voice kept him from digging deeper. "New Jersey or Maryland?"

      "Maryland. I'm excited to see the ocean again."

      He followed her through the welcome center and found a spot at the counter. He showed his papers, handed over his credit card, signed a few forms, and took his packet from the woman behind the counter. Megan was waiting at the doorway, clutching the strap of her camera bag.

      They left their luggage with the attendant and walked across the catwalk to the ship. Her steps faltered. "I think I'm starting to freak out."

      "Too late now. If I can suck it up and go, so can you."

      She glanced over her shoulder at him. "Sorry. I forgot."

      Eric gave her a shrug. "It's okay." I did, too. He didn't want to explore that any further. "What deck are you on?"

      "Six. I'm in 6240."

      "I'm 12238. Up on twelve."

      They stepped off the catwalk and into a giant, grand lobby. A football field could easily fit into the posh space. He nearly bumped into Megan.

      She was staring at the room, eyes wide with wonder. "Wow, look at the chandelier. And the piano. And the staircase. What deck are we on?"

      "I think we're on Deck Four."

      They walked toward the bank of elevators, where ship employees were standing with trays of piña coladas. Eric lightly touched Megan's elbow and leaned over. "FYI, those drinks they're handing out aren't free."

      She raised an eyebrow. "Thanks. I would have gotten one, too." They stepped into the elevator with a group of other people. Megan stepped out on Deck Six. "See you around."

      Eric gave her a small wave as the doors slid shut.
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      Megan pushed the door to her cabin open. A towel folded into the shape of a frog sat on her bed, guarding a newsletter and a few pieces of chocolate. She peeked into the bathroom. Small, but more than adequate. She pulled back the floor length curtains and took in the view. More cruise ships were docked nearby. Passengers were standing on their upper decks, waving, presumably, to passengers on the upper decks of this ship.

      Grabbing her camera and her key card, she decided to join them. Maybe she'd even get some nice shots of the dock. For a brief moment, she wished she'd put some of her personal items in her carry-on bag. She would have loved to brush her hair before heading out.

      The stairwells were filling with people of all shapes, sizes, colors, and ages. She returned the smiles of each person who glanced her way. Cruisers certainly seemed to be a friendly bunch.

      Stepping out onto an outer deck, she pulled in a deep breath. The delicious thick tang of salt and heat in the air coated her nose and the back of her throat. The view from this side of the ship was dockside. She looked out over the scenery, mildly disappointed at the city feel of the tangle of highways and the surprising lack of palm trees and sand. She leaned on the railing, looking down into the murky water slapping the side of the ship. A tinge of anxiety fluttered in her belly. It was a long way down.

      Walking around the front of the deck, she ran into more and more people congregating along the rail. She found an open spot and snapped some pictures of their cruise ship neighbor.

      Someone behind her bellowed, "One, two, three," and the whole crowd yelled, "Bon Voyage!" A moment later, a return call came from the other ship, sending a ripple of festive laughter through the passengers.

      Megan stayed on the deck for a long while, watching the other ship's passengers come and go as they did on her ship, until it was time to return to her cabin and take her life jacket to the assigned deck for the safety briefing.
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      Eric stood on the deck, feeling stupid in his life jacket, but no more so than everyone else, he guessed. The crew pointed out how to use the life jackets, how to get to the row boats, and various other safety information. Unfortunately, the speaker had a heavy Russian accent, so even if Eric had wanted to pay attention, he wouldn't have understood the words.

      His head was still pounding, and he hadn't yet gotten his luggage. A trip to the concierge had netted him some aspirin, but it wasn't helping. He yawned, wishing for the demonstration to be over so he could get something to eat and crawl in bed. The people surrounding him were entirely too enthusiastic and excited, their energy counteracting any benefits the aspirin could be offering him.

      Coffee. He was here to find some great new coffees and make this whole miserable experience worth it.

      Finally, the torture ended and he slipped back to his room, kicked his life jacket under the bed and checked the map of the ship. He found a burger joint on the top deck. Perfect. On the first night, most of the cruisers would be eating in the dining room.

      He stepped out of the elevator and groaned. Every single person who populated Earth appeared to be standing on the top deck, shoulder to shoulder. He inched his way through the crowd when the ship's horn blew, nearly deafening him. The hollers and cheers from the crowd finished the job.

      The rumble in his stomach propelled him onward. Just when he thought the crowd had calmed, he heard a distant cheer from the ship across from them. In response, someone counted, and on three, their deck yelled, "Bon Voyage," echoing back to the other cruisers.

      "You look miserable," a familiar voice called from behind him. Megan grabbed his arm to keep them from being separated by the crowd.

      He poked his temple. "My head's killing me."

      "Not the best idea to come up here then, huh, genius?" She grinned up at him, tapping her temple.

      "I came up to get something to eat."

      "Me, too. I was heading to the burger place. My sit down dinner isn't until eight. No way I can wait until then."

      Eric motioned. "Shall we?"

      Megan led him through the crush of bodies. When they pushed open the restaurant doors, he was glad to see the place was nearly empty. He picked the booth farthest from the doors. When they sat, he rubbed the sides of his head. "I'm never drinking that much again."

      "Is this a promise you need to make regularly?"

      "Ugh, no. Two beers is usually my limit. Those tiny bottles threw me off." He glanced at the menu when the waiter came to take their orders. Burger. Cheese sticks. Iced Tea. His empty stomach rumbled.

      Megan said, "You'll feel better after you get some food in you. And water. Stay hydrated."

      The waiter brought their iced tea and basket of mozzarella sticks. Eric broke one open, letting the oozing cheese cool, then pushed the basket for Megan to take one.

      "I'm excited to see Nassau tomorrow," she said.

      "What excursion are you doing?"

      She shook her head and swallowed her tea. "None. I'm going to hit the touristy areas and get some beach photos. And flowers. There are such amazing flowers in the tropics. And I have to get some sand to take home."

      "Sand?"

      A slight blush colored her cheeks. "I want to keep a little bit of sand from each place I visit. I saw the idea online and I liked it."

      The waiter brought their burgers and refilled their glasses.

      "It's up to you, but I have a bunch of excursions that are already paid for. You can go if you want. Might get you some better photo ops than wandering around on your own."

      "Oh. You mean I can use Brittney's tickets?"

      He bit into his burger. "Yeah. I'm not going to use mine, either. It's for the dolphin encounter."

      Her eyes lit up. "I'd love to see the dolphins."

      "It's yours if you want it."

      Megan sat back in her seat and shook her head. "Thanks, but if you're not going, I wouldn't feel right. Besides, I'll end up being the sad single girl some poor old couple tries to fix up with their nephew who is seeing the sun for the first time in decades because his mom finally evicted him from her basement."

      Eric laughed out loud, then grabbed his head. "Sad."

      "He's sad. I'm not sad, because I'm not getting fixed up with him."

      "It seems like a shame to waste it, though. I wonder if anyone else would want it?"

      "You could ask around."

      He thought for a minute. The dolphin encounter was the excursion he had most wanted to take. "Or I guess we could both go. If you want to. I'll be there to keep the basement guy from hitting on you, you'll be there to keep his crazy mom from hitting on me, and we get to play with a dolphin. Win-win."

      Megan looked down into her glass. "I'd like to go." She paused, scrunching up her face. "I don't want people back home to get the wrong idea. People might think it's... inappropriate."

      Eric coughed on his soda. "There's nothing inappropriate – or romantic – about it."

      "Obviously not." She sounded indignant.

      "How about this? We'll split the excursions and in exchange, you help me scout some local coffee shops and decide which coffees are worth taking home."

      "Well, I really would like to see a dolphin up close."

      "The tickets will just go to waste if we don't go. Excursions for coffee. Deal?"

      "Deal." Megan stuck out her hand.

      He shook it, and the matter appeared to be settled.

      "I bet the photos will be even better off the beaten path. Extra bonus." She smiled at him.

      Eric relaxed and finished his burger. "I wonder if the crowd thinned out any."

      "Doubt it. Do you want to go watch the shore disappear?" Megan plopped her napkin on her empty plate and swallowed the last of her tea.

      "Sure." No. He wanted to go to his room and sleep. "How's your head?"

      "Still thumping."

      "I have Tylenol if you need any."

      They walked out onto the deck and found a spot at the railing. The shoreline was shrinking into the distance. Eric closed his eyes and listened to the ship slicing through the water, its protesting waves slapping at the sides of the boat, loud enough to be heard over the festive cruisers filling the deck behind them.

      The temperature dropped with the sun, and the breeze from the water gave him a chill. "I think I'm going to head to my cabin. I'll meet up with you when we dock?"

      "Sounds great. I hope your head feels better."
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      Megan watched Eric get swallowed by the crowd, then stood at the railing until the last of the lights from the shore were no longer visible. People left the deck, taking some of the noise with them. The pool area was full of laughter and splashing, and small pockets of people crowded the bar and covered a dance floor. Music blared through speakers all over the deck. Taking it all in, she wove around the deck until she found a door to the inside and took a few flights of stairs down to her floor.

      Back in her cabin, she secured the locks, closed the curtains against the darkness and checked her phone. It had been a bad idea to leave it in the room. She scrolled down through nineteen text messages from her mom, and listened to three voicemails. All since she talked to her in the airport only a few hours earlier.

      Sometimes, it was easier to go along with it. She knew her mother's issues, and she wouldn't add to her stress.

      "Hey, I got your messages."

      "Where have you been? I've been worried sick about you."

      "Stop it. I left the airport and came to the ship. There's a big celebration when we pull out and I just got back to my room."

      "By yourself ?" The words were laced with something unkind.

      "Of course." She held the phone away from her ear as she sighed heavily.

      "Have you been drinking?" Alice barked as though speaking to a wayward teenager.

      "Does it matter? I'm well over twenty-one, and it's not like I'm driving." Megan usually tried not to snark at her mother, but she was a grown woman. Drinking was legal.
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