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“Mommy, can we go on that?” three-year old Emily asked her mother.

“No.  We would need reservations and a lot of money,” her mother replied.

“Next year?” Emily asked hopefully.

“Maybe.  We’ll see,” her mother replied.

“Where are they going?” Emily asked, pointing to the people waving from the ship’s deck.

“The Bahamas, I think,” her mother answered.

“Where’s the Bahamas?” 

“South.  Below Florida,” her mother replied.

“Is it warm down there?” 

“Yes, very warm and very nice,” her mother said.

The Queen Anne cruise ship was docked in New York harbor, ready to depart on an eight- day round trip journey to the Caribbean.  Emily and her mother were among a huge crowd gathered at the dock to watch the ship set sail.  Many of the people there were relatives and friends of the passengers.  Some were just interested observers.  There was excitement in the air.  The crowd watched the couple hundred passengers walk up the plank with their luggage.

Most of the passengers had never been on the Queen Anne and for some of them, it was their first cruise ever.  They excitedly checked in and surveyed the ship.  They found their cabins, put down their luggage, and then went exploring.  The ship was relatively modern and elegantly decorated.  Lavish chandeliers adorned the main halls.  Some expensive paintings and sculptures were dispersed throughout the public areas.  Much of the crowd was in their twenties and was attracted to features like a nightclub and game room.  About an hour after the last passenger boarded, the cruise ship started moving.  Everyone in the crowd cheered as it started sailing away.  They watched it slowly move through the harbor towards the Atlantic Ocean.

For Mrs. Hawthorne, it was her seventh cruise, though first time on this particular ship.  She was a rich woman, accustomed to the best.  She was disgusted when she saw her room.

“Oh, this is positively dreadful!  There’s barely enough room to move!” she complained to her husband as they entered the room.

“It’s one of the largest cabins on this ship.  What do you want?” he asked helplessly.

It was one of the largest.  The cabin had two rooms, each about twenty by twelve feet, and a small bathroom.  

“We paid good money for this.  They could at least take care of us,” Mrs. Hawthorne said grumpily.

“I think it’s very nice,” Hugh said and walked into the bedroom to put his luggage down.

“I don’t.  I’m going to ask if there’s a bigger cabin,” Linda said and went for the phone.

“Honey don’t embarrass me.  This cruise is completely booked, and you know it,” Hugh said, sighing.

“Oh Hugh, you’re too easy-going.  You just let things slide.  Sometimes if you want things right, you have to assert yourself,” Linda said and picked up the phone.

Hugh knew Linda was going to do whatever she made up her mind to do so he chose to ignore her for a while and start unpacking.  He could hear Linda arguing as he unpacked.  He knew by now that his wife was demanding but he thought she was being unreasonable.  He could hear her talking to the person on the other end of the line like they should treat her like royalty.  He couldn’t change her, so he just stayed silent.

“Well, I’m never coming on this cruise again!” Linda exclaimed as she reluctantly put the phone down.  “The food better be the best I’ve ever tasted.  With perfect waiters.”

“The first night is just a buffet.  Formal dinner starts tomorrow,” Hugh told his wife.

“Oh, how dreadful,” Linda complained.

Jack Traper and Jake Quinton were best friends.  They were both dark haired, good looking and in their early twenties.  They had booked the cruise together, both hoping to meet girls.  They had had to settle for a single cabin with two beds because of the prices.  They would worry about how to give the other privacy if one of them hooked up when the time came.

Jake put the card key into the lock and opened the door.  The room was small, but the furniture looked nice.  All the cabins had their own bathroom and theirs was off to the right.

“Looks nice, though small,” Jack commented.

“No one spends the whole vacation in their room anyway.  There’s a lot to do here,” Jake said as he put his suitcase on the bed closer to the porthole.  Jack looked in the bathroom and Jake went towards the door.  He would unpack later.

As he opened the door and peered out into the well-lit hall, Jake almost did a double take.

“Oh my God.  Isn’t that Kelly Faye?” he exclaimed.

“Who’s Kelly Faye?” Jack asked.

“A girl that lived down the hall from me three years ago.  I had a huge crush on her.  I’m going to go say hi,” Jake said and hurried off.

Kelly was about to close the door to her cabin, but Jake put his foot in the way.  Kelly looked startled.

“Hi, sorry to bother you.  Do you remember me?” he asked.

“No,” Kelly responded, looking a little nervous.

“You lived down the hall from me in College Hall a few years ago.  You’re Kelly Faye, aren’t you?” he said excitedly.

“Your name is?” 

“Jake Quinton.  We had one study date together.  Well, actually, it was more of a study group,” Jake said, hoping she’d remember.

Kelly thought a moment and then something seemed to register.  

“Yeah, now that I think about it, you look familiar,” Kelly said.

Jack came up behind him.  Kelly recognized Jack instantly.

“Isn’t that Jack?” she asked.

“Yes,” Jack and Jake said in unison.

“You two know each other?” Kelly asked.

“Yeah, we’re best friends,” Jake said.

“I’m gonna go upstairs,” Jack said, not wanting to interfere.  “See ya around.”

“Yeah, bye,” Jake said as Jack left. “So do you wanna maybe get together somewhere?” 

Kelly thought a moment.  Then said, “Sure, I....”

She was interrupted by her friend who came to the door.

“Who are you talking to, Kell?” she asked.

“This is Jake.  He used to live down the hall from me in the dorm,” Kelly answered.

Someone Jake didn’t recognize stood next to Kelly.  She had long dirty blonde hair and freckles.

“This is my friend Cara.  I don’t think you’ve ever met,” Kelly said.

“No, I don’t think we have,” Jake said and held out his hand.

” Nice to meet you,” Cara said and shook hands with Jake.

They were silent a moment.  Cara walked back inside since there was nothing to say.

“So, you know Jack?” Jake asked.

“I know OF him,” Kelly replied.

“From where?” Jake wondered.

“It wasn’t that big a school.  Things got around,” Kelly explained.

“Oh, so I hear a movie’s playing tonight.  Do you wanna go see it?” Jake asked hopefully.

Kelly thought a moment.  “Okay, what time?” she asked.

“Ten thirty but we should get there a little early.”

“Okay.  How about I meet you at ten outside the theater?” Kelly asked.

“Sounds good.  You know where it is, right?” he checked.

“I’ll look on my map.” 

“Well, see you later,” Jake said and walked away.

“Bye!” Kelly called as she closed the door.

Jake thought about what just happened.  He had barely been on board an hour and he already had a date.  And it was with someone he liked a long time ago and hadn’t been able to start something at the time.  He just hoped she would like him back.

About six o’clock everyone started pouring into the buffet room.  A hostess sat them.  The buffet was set up along one wall and had several kinds of meat, various side dishes like potatoes or rice, and more.  Helga Oglorff, a three hundred plus pound woman, grabbed a plate and started piling food on it.  Pretty soon, her plate was so full of food, it started falling off.

“Maybe that’s enough for my first trip to the buffet,” she commented aloud and started to walk back to her table.

“First trip?  Damn, baby!  You really like to eat, don’t you?” a black busboy who was nearby commented.

“Why yes, I do, young man!  A good appetite is a sign of health!” Helga exclaimed cheerfully.

“What you have on your plate is a sign of gluttony!” he said.

“The brochure didn’t say anything about rude cruise ship workers!” Helga exclaimed, a little annoyed.

“Sorry, you eat as much as you like, lady!” the guy said apologized.

“That’s more like it.  And I most certainly will!” Helga exclaimed and stormed off in a huff.

Helga cleaned off her plate in less than twenty minutes.  The couple she was eating with couldn’t believe their eyes.

“Time for seconds!” she exclaimed cheerfully as soon as she was done.  She got up and walked away.

“Seconds?” the wife whispered to her husband.

Helga saw there was only one bagel left.  They were a popular item.  Some lady was about to reach for it.  Helga snatched it away just as the lady was about to pick it up.

“That’s mine!” Helga said fiercely.

“I saw it first!” the lady said, ready for an argument.

“Well, I grabbed it first!  So there!” Helga retorted.

“Are there any more bagels?” the lady asked the buffet attendant.

“Sorry.  That’s all until tomorrow,” the attendant answered.

“I really wanted a bagel.  Now, I don’t eat much, and that lady grabbed it from me.  She obviously has plenty else to eat, so can you please tell her to give me the bagel?” the lady asked desperately.

Helga was busy filling up her plate.

“Excuse me, ma’am.  But could you give the lady your bagel?  There’s none left and she really wants one.  You obviously won’t starve if you give it up,” the attendant asked.

“Is this not all you can eat?” Helga demanded.

“It is,” the attendant replied.

“And is it not first come, first serve?” Helga demanded.

“Um, that’s right, it is,” the attendant replied.

“Then what was your question again?  I’m sorry I didn’t hear you,” Helga said assertively.

“Sorry,” the attendant said to the lady and shrugged his shoulders.

“Fat bitch,” the lady muttered and walked away.

Helga stopped shoveling food on her plate and glared at the lady’s back as she walked away.  She held her gaze a few moments, then sighed and returned to filling up her plate.

Over the course of the buffet, Helga filled her plate four times.  She tried almost everything that was offered and enjoyed every bite.

Nancy Wemlock’s sister watched her greedily take food for the third time.

“Some people really take advantage of what the cruise ship offers,” she remarked disapprovingly.

“What?” Nancy asked, looking up from her book.

“Nancy, do you have to read at dinner?” her sister asked.

“This cruise is only eight days.  I brought twelve books.  How am I supposed to finish them all if I just slack off?” Nancy wondered.

“No one’s making you read twelve books.  It’s not your job or homework or anything.  Honestly, if you took your nose out of a book for a second, maybe you’d have a social life,” Nancy’s sister, Sheila, remarked.

“What’s wrong with reading?  Maybe you’re just jealous cause you’re illiterate,” Nancy snapped.

Sheila sighed.  “I am not illiterate.  I’m just trying to help you.” 

“I don’t need help.  Now shush, I wanna finish this tonight,” Nancy said and went back to her book.  Occasionally, she took a bite of food.

Hank Meyers smiled at a blonde as she walked by his table.  She ignored him.  He sighed and looked to his dinner companions.  He had been seated with an old couple on their fiftieth wedding anniversary.

‘Why couldn’t I have been seated with a babe?’ he thought to himself.

The old couple smiled at him, and he forced a smile back.

“You look quite the ladies’ man!  Why don’t you go talk to her?” the old lady asked sweetly.

“I don’t think she’s interested,” he replied.

“I wasn’t interested in Bruce here the first time I saw him,” the lady said and grabbed her husband’s arm.  “But he persisted and eventually I fell for him.  Now we’ve been married for fifty glorious years!”

“You’re right,” Hank said and got up.

He smoothed his hair and strode over to the blonde’s table.  She was sitting with her girlfriend, who was also pretty.

“Hello, miss.  I noticed you need a man.  Maybe you’d like to meet for a drink at the bar later?” he asked confidently.

The girl whispered something to her friend and then said, “Sorry, but I’m busy later.”

“Can you change your plans?” Hank asked.

“We’re going to spend all night in the salon,” the blonde’s friend said firmly.

“Well, I always say two is better than one.  You two are obviously very close.  Maybe I could hook up with both of you,” Hank said sleazily.

“Get lost, creep!” the blonde snapped and looked in the other direction.  Her friend glared at him a moment, and then ignored him.

“Right,” Hank said, feeling rejected.  He took a deep breath and walked back to his table.

“Did she say yes?” the old man, Bruce, asked eagerly.

“I think she’s only into chicks.  You know, a dyke,” Hank replied, refusing to believe that straight women could resist him.

“Oh dear,” the lady exclaimed.  “Well, it takes all kinds to make up this world nowadays!”

“Yep,” Hank agreed.

Linda and Hugh were seated with Jack and Jake, who had already started eating.  Jack recognized her.

“Nice to see you again, Linda,” he said as she sat.

Linda looked disturbed.  “How do you know my name?” she demanded.

“I was roommates with your stepson,” Jack replied.

“Really?  So have we met before?” Linda asked.

“Yeah, at a picnic a couple summers ago.  Your stepson, Roger, introduced us,” Jack said.

“You’ll have to excuse me.  I don’t remember,” Linda said.

“I don’t remember either,” Hugh said.

“You weren’t there.  You were sick, remember?” Linda said.

“Oh yeah.  And your name is?” Hugh asked.

“Jack.  Jack Traper.”

“Jake Quinton,” Jake introduced himself.

“Hugh Hawthorne.”

“And you apparently already know my name,” Linda said.

“Small world, huh?  Being on the same cruise and all?” Jack said.

“Right,” Linda said grouchily.  “So, what’s the deal here?  You just get up and get your own food?”

“Yeah, the buffet tables are over there,” Jack pointed to the far end of the room.

“And what if they don’t have what I like?” Linda demanded.

“They have lots of stuff.  I’m sure you’ll find something,” Hugh said.

“Well, I hope so.  But for the money we paid, they should serve us every night,” Linda said grumpily and got up.

Hugh followed.

“She seems,” Jake paused.  “Nice.”

“She was the same way the first time I met her.  Rich people, you know,” Jack said.

“Is her son nice?” Jake asked.

“Stepson.  You met him once,” Jack said.

“I don’t remember,” Jake said.

“He was my roommate for a whole school year.  You came over to pick me up while he was there one time.  I’m surprised you didn’t run into each other more,” Jack said.

“I don’t really remember.  So, is he nice?” Jake asked.

“Yeah, I saw him a few months ago,” Jack replied.

Hugh and Linda came back.  Linda had gotten mostly salad.  Hugh had gotten chicken and several side entrees.

“I haven’t seen any kids on this cruise so far,” Jack remarked after a minute.

“This is an adult only cruise,” Jake said.

“I should hope so!” Linda exclaimed.

“You don’t like kids?” Jack asked.

“This is my vacation.  You think I want screaming crying brats running around, disturbing my peace?  No kids is the reason we booked this specific cruise,” Linda said grumpily.

Hugh smiled apologetically.

“I’m surprised you didn’t know,” Jake said.  “It was in the brochure.”

“Guess I didn’t read it carefully enough,” Jack said and then talked to Linda and Hugh.  “So, how’s Roger?”

“As good as he can be, I guess,” Linda sighed.

“I should call him soon.  See what he’s up to,” Jack remarked.

“What do you do again, dear?” Linda asked Jack.

“For a living?”

“Yes,” Linda replied.

“I’m a doctor’s assistant.”

“I would have been a real doctor,” Linda snapped.

“Linda!” Hugh scolded.

“What?  All that education and just a male nurse?”

“It’s not exactly a nurse.  And I make enough,” Jack defended himself.

“And how about you?” Linda turned her attention to Jake, obviously not agreeing with Jack.

“I’m an assistant manager,” Jake replied.

“Next time, we’re going on a more upper-class ship,” Linda whispered to her husband.

Jack and Jake could barely make out what she said but they could tell it was something nasty.  They smiled and tried to stay pleasant.

After dinner, Hank hit the bar, hoping to hook up with a hot girl.  Sex-crazed Marlene Williams walked in shortly afterwards.  She was wearing a black miniskirt with a green bra-top and high heels.  No underwear.  Her goal on this cruise was at least one man per night.  She figured there were plenty of cute, available bachelors on this cruise, though cuteness or availability weren’t requirements if you wanted to have sex with her.

Hank decided to try the first woman he saw.  That was a redhead sitting alone by the bar.  He casually approached and sat down next to her.  He noticed she was almost done with her martini.

“Can I buy you another?” he asked.

She looked startled that someone talked to her.  “It’s free,” she snapped after a pause.

“Then can I order it for you?” Hank asked, staying positive.

She looked him up and down a moment and then said, “I can order it myself.”

“Okay.  So did you come on this cruise alone?” he asked hopefully.

“Yeah.”

“Me too.  Nothing wrong with taking vacations alone,” Hank said and offered her his hand.  “I’m Hank.”

“Roberta,” she replied and shook his hand.

“So, what are you into?” Hank asked.

“Not sex on the first date, if that’s what you’re asking,” Roberta replied defensively.

“Maybe I just want to be friends with you,” Hank said, even though he didn’t.

“I have friends,” Roberta answered.

“Need another?” Hank asked with a smile on his face.

Roberta took her drink and walked away.

“Okay then.  See ya around!” Hank called loudly as she walked away.

He wasn’t ready to give up.  He tried another woman, without luck.  Marlene saw Hank get rejected by yet another woman.  Believing him to be an easy lay, she strutted over.

“Hey, handsome, how you doing?” she asked.

“Not too good.  I’m afraid,” he said, taking a sip of alcohol.

“Why? These bitches won’t go out with you?” she asked with exaggerated sympathy.

“No.  I usually have no trouble.  I don’t know what’s going on today,” he answered.  He figured she was coming on to him, but he thought she was a skank.  He didn’t want to sleep with a girl who would screw anybody.  For him to be secure, he needed women with standards.

“Oh, poor baby.  So, what’s your name?” Marlene inquired.

“Hank.”

“Just Hank?” Marlene asked.

“Hank Meyers.  And you are?” he asked and took another sip of alcohol.

“Marlene Williams, but that’s not important,” she said soothingly.

Hank didn’t say anything in response.  He just watched some girls from across the room.

“So, Hank, what are you doing later?” Marlene asked.

“Probably playing tennis or something like that,” Hank replied.

“And after that?” Marlene asked.

“Nothing.”

“Maybe you like to fucky-wucky?” Marlene asked.

“What?” Hank said.

“You know, stick your shaft into my hoo-hoo,” Marlene said.

“With you?  I’d rather give it to an alligator,” Hank said, disgusted by her explicitness.

“Oh, you rude man.  You upset me,” Marlene said.

“Then get lost, slut,” Hank said nastily.

“How dare you!  I tell every woman on this ship you a horrible lover,” she said and stormed off.

Hank rolled his eyes and ordered another drink.

“The women on this ship are unbelievable,” he remarked to the bartender as he poured his drink.

“Female troubles?” the bartender asked amicably.

“Oh yeah,” Hank answered.

Hank ended up sleeping alone that night.

Jake arrived outside the ship’s theater about ten.  There was only one screen.  He wasn’t even sure what the movie was called.  No matter what it was, seeing it with Kelly would make it enjoyable.  He checked his watch.  Kelly wasn’t there yet.  He sat on a bench and waited.  Fifteen minutes passed and she still hadn’t shown up.  He thought he might have been stood up.  Then he just assured himself Kelly was just running a little late.  After about another eight minutes of not seeing her, he got up.  He looked in the theater in case she had gone in ahead of him.  He didn’t see anyone who looked like her.  The lights were still on so he couldn’t miss her.  He decided to walk out to the deck to see if she was in sight.  Just as he was walking out into the fresh air, he crashed into her.

“Oh hi!” he said sheepishly.

“Hi.  Were you waiting long?” she asked.

“Not that long.”

“I’m sorry I’m a little late.  Cara was hogging the bathroom,” Kelly explained.

“That’s okay.  The movie hasn’t started yet,” Jake said and started walking back to the theater entrance.  Kelly followed.  They entered the theater which was now pretty crowded.  They saw some seats in the front and back, but none in the middle.

“Let’s sit up front,” he suggested.

“No, I like the back better,” Kelly said.

He didn’t want to argue, especially since he liked her, so he followed her to a seat in the back row.  Two short haired women were next to them.  They nodded at Kelly and Jack.

“I wish they had popcorn or some candy, like regular movie theaters,” Kelly commented.

“Want me to see if I can find something?  I’m sure they wouldn’t mind if people brought some stuff in,” Jake asked.

“No, I’m not that hungry anyway.”

Jake thought about what to say for a minute.  He didn’t want to sound pushy, but he wanted her to know he wanted to see her again.  Shortly, the lights went dark, and the movie started almost immediately.

“It’s good there aren’t twenty minutes of previews and commercials like regular theaters,” Kelly whispered.

“I know,” Jack whispered back.

They watched the movie silently.  Jake thought about trying to put his arm around her, but then decided to take things slowly.  They barely knew each other, even though they had first met a long time ago.  The movie was about two hours long.  It was a mystery set in a castle.  Jake had trouble following the plot because his mind was on Kelly.  As soon as the credits started, the lights came back on.  Most people got up and started filing out the door.

“Did you like it?” Jake asked.

“Yeah, it was good.”

They got up and exited the theater.

“So how long have you known Jack?” Kelly asked.

“Since junior high.”

“Wow, that’s almost as long as I’ve known Cara,” Kelly mentioned.

“Did she go to college with us?” he asked.

“No, she just went to community college and stopped her education there.”

They noticed the girl who had sat on the other side of them in the theater was walking in the same direction as they were.  The girl also followed them into the elevator and got off on the same floor as they did.  Kelly and Jake couldn’t think of any reason she’d be following them, so they figured it was just a coincidence that they were on the same floor.  Jake noticed her looking at him like she liked him.  He didn’t know it, but the girl was really admiring Kelly.  Jake decided to say something.

“Did you like the movie?” he asked her.

“Me?” she asked, a little surprised.

“Yeah,” Jake said.

“Not really.  How about you?” she said.

“I liked it,” Jake and Kelly said together.

“You’re on this floor too?” Kelly asked.

“Yeah, cabin 322,” the girl said.

“I’m Kelly,” Kelly said and stopped walking.  Jake stopped walking too.

“Marcia,” the girl said as she held out her hand for Kelly to shake.  Kelly shook it.

“I’m Jake,” Jake said and held out his hand.

Marcia looked like she didn’t know what she was supposed to do for a moment, and then shook Jake’s hand.

“Are you two boyfriend and girlfriend?” Marcia asked.

“No,” Kelly said laughing.  “We know each other from college though.  Another coincidence.”

Marcia looked glad when Kelly said no.  Jake thought Marcia liked him, but he was interested in Kelly.

“Maybe we’ll see each other again.  This is my door,” Marcia said as they walked further.

“Okay.  I’m in cabin 325 if you want to visit,” Kelly said.

“Thanks,” Marcia smiled.

Jake didn’t mention his cabin number and wouldn’t have been able to because Marcia had already closed the door.

“Well, I’ll see you tomorrow hopefully.  Maybe we can meet for dinner?” Jake said.

“Okay, maybe bring Jack and I’ll bring Cara along and we’ll make it a double.  Though Cara’s taken so no one get their hopes up,” Kelly said.

“Okay, we won’t,” Jake said and watched Kelly go in her cabin.  

A few moments after the door was closed, he returned to his cabin.  Jack wasn’t there.  He had told him he was going to sit on deck and watch the ocean for a while.  As Jake was almost ready for bed, Jack walked in.

“How was your date?” he asked.

“Okay.  The movie was good.  She wants us to double with her and her friend tomorrow for dinner.”

“Fine with me,” Jack replied.  “Is her friend hot?”

“Yes, but taken.”

“Oh shucks,” Jack sighed.

Helga was sitting on deck eating a bag of licorice and sipping a soda.  The moon shone through some clouds up above.  She loved the ocean air.  It made her feel so healthy.  She leaned back in her lounge chair and looked up at the sky.  The lights of a plane could be seen.

‘Maybe they’re going to Europe’ Helga told herself.

She wished she could go to Europe some day.  Besides Canada, this was the first time she had been out of the country.  It was also one of the most expensive vacations she had taken so far.

A young couple passed her and eyed her.  She could tell they were thinking that she was fat.  But they didn’t say anything to her, so she didn’t let it bother her.  She didn’t care if she was heavy.  She wouldn’t enjoy life if she couldn’t enjoy food.

Helga usually liked to stay up late, at least until midnight.  And without work, nothing would prevent her while on board.  A cool breeze blew through the air.  According to the brochure, the ship had plenty of activities to keep her occupied for a week.  Despite being alone, she was happy to be there.  She closed her eyes for a moment and rested.
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Day Two
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The sun rose slowly over the cool Atlantic waters as the Queen Anne glided towards its destination.  It was going to be a beautiful June Tuesday.  Some passengers were up early eagerly awaiting the first full day on board.

Sheila Wemlock woke up about eleven.  She stretched and looked to her side.  Nancy was at their little table engrossed in a book.

“Reading already?” Sheila asked disapprovingly.

“Of course,” Nancy replied.

“When did you get up?” Sheila asked, getting out of bed.

“About nine,” Nancy said.

“How did you sleep?” 

“Okay,” Nancy replied.

“I slept really well.  I usually don’t sleep this late.  Must be the movement of the ship.  It’s soothing,” Sheila said.

Nancy didn’t reply but kept reading.

“Well, I guess we missed breakfast,” Sheila said and went into the bathroom to change.  “What do you want to do today?” she asked.

“Finish this book,” Nancy replied.

“I mean other than reading,” Sheila yelled.

“There’s nothing other than reading,” Nancy snapped.

“Be serious.  What should we do?” Sheila sighed.

“I don’t know,” Nancy snapped.

Sheila came out of the bathroom and found the brochure describing all the activities on the ship.

“Oh look.  There’s karaoke and food in the lounge from eleven to two,” Sheila said excitedly.

“I can’t sing,” Nancy replied quickly.

“You don’t have to be able to sing well.  It’s just for fun.  Let’s go and don’t bring that book,” Sheila said.

“But...” Nancy protested.

“You can read at home.  You’re only on a cruise ship, what, once every couple of years?  You have to take advantage of the ship’s activities,” Sheila said.

Nancy grumpily put her bookmark in her book.

“I better enjoy this,” she said.

They left their room and walked to the elevators.  One of them was on their floor and it opened immediately.  They got on.  While they were taking it up, it stopped on the third level of cabins and Helga got on.  She smiled at them as she entered.  The elevator reached the main level and they got off.  

“Going to karaoke too?” Sheila asked when she saw Helga go into the lounge ahead of them.

“Oh yes.  It sounds like fun,” Helga said.

There weren’t many people in the lounge.  One short middle-aged lady had already started singing.  She wasn’t very good.  Helga found a seat near the area that had been cleared for singing.  Nancy and Sheila sat by the window.

“What do you think of her?” Sheila asked.

“She sucks,” Nancy said.

“You probably couldn’t do any better,” Sheila said.

“I’m not saying I could do better.  I’m saying she sucks,” Nancy replied.

“Wanna get me a coffee?  And get one for yourself,” Sheila said.

“I’ve never had coffee,” Nancy said.

“Really?  Well, it’s about time you did.  You’re old enough.  Try it,” Sheila said.

“Okay,” Nancy said and went up to where they were serving food and drinks.

The lady finished.  Some people clapped.  Helga clapped the most excitedly.  Nancy got two coffees and a bagel for herself.  She had a little trouble carrying it all and almost spilled the coffee.  Sheila noticed and got up and took her coffee from Nancy.

“Thanks,” Nancy said.

“Who’s next?” the host asked.

Helga raised her hand, but the host picked some young woman who ran right up.  Nancy took a sip of her coffee as the woman started singing, and almost spit it out.

“It’s awful!” Nancy complained.

“Put some milk and sugar in it.  Most people do,” Sheila said.

“Where is it?” Nancy asked.

Sheila pointed to the table next to where the coffee was.

“You’re not getting any?” Nancy asked.

“No, I feel like having it black,” Sheila said.

Nancy went and got herself three sugars and two little servings of milk.  She brought them back to her seat.  The woman’s singing was impressive.  She almost sounded professional.

“She’s really good, isn’t she?” Sheila asked as Nancy sat.

“Yeah,” Nancy said and took another sip of coffee.

She almost spit it out again.

“It’s still awful!” Nancy yelled.

“It’ll grow on you.  I’m sure you’ll like it someday.  Try some more,” Sheila said.

“No,” Nancy said.

“Then have tea or something,” Sheila said.

“I don’t like tea,” Nancy said.

“You’ve had it before?” Sheila inquired.

“Yes,” Nancy replied.

“Then have juice,” Sheila said.

“I don’t see any,” Nancy replied.

Sheila pointed to a large thermos that said ‘Fruit Punch’.

“That thermos says it has fruit punch in it,” Sheila informed Nancy.

“You can see that from here?” Nancy asked.

“Yes,” Sheila said.

“I can’t, even with my glasses,” Nancy said.

“Maybe you need stronger glasses,” Sheila said.

“No.  They’re fine,” Nancy snapped.

Nancy got up and got herself a cup of punch, which she liked.  She sipped it while walking back to her seat.  The young woman finished and everyone clapped enthusiastically.

“Have you had voice lessons?  That was magnificent,” Helga asked as the woman went back to her seat.

“Actually, yes,” the woman told her.

“It shows,” Helga said and raised her hand to go next.

The host sensed how eager she was and picked her.  Helga ran up to the microphone.

“Pick your song from this list,” the host said and pointed to a monitor.

Helga examined it awhile.  Finally, she made her decision.

“I’ll pick ‘I Will Survive’,” she said happily.

The music began and Helga started singing.  She was okay, but she made some mistakes.  On most of them, she kept on singing.  But she stopped twice during her performance and went back to correct herself.  When she was done, she was out of breath.  Some people clapped, but not too enthusiastically.

“Sorry I wasn’t too good,” Helga apologized.

“Don’t be.  We’re at all levels here.  The important thing is that you have fun doing it,” the host said and chose the next person.

“Boy, I’m out of breath.  Singing really takes the wind out of you,” Helga commented to the audience as she sat back down.

“Wanna try, Nancy?” Sheila asked.

“Oh no way,” Nancy said.

“You sure?” Sheila asked.

“I don’t want to make a fool of myself.  Everyone will laugh,” Nancy said.

“Oh, get some confidence,” Sheila said.

Sheila tried about half an hour later.  She was better than Nancy expected.

“That was pretty good,” Nancy told her when Sheila sat back down.

“Thanks,” Sheila said.

“Now can we go?  I’m at a good part in my book,” Nancy begged.

“No.  I want to stay till the end.  And eat a little.  I’m starving,” Sheila said.

“But I have to finish my book today!” Nancy whined.

“Fine, then.  You go and read wherever you want.  I’ll stay here and meet you later,” Sheila said.

Nancy ran off without saying good-bye.  Sheila smiled at the lady next to her, who had been listening to the conversation.

“She really loves her books,” Sheila said.

“That’s nice,” the lady said.

In the upper levels of the ship, the sun shone through the huge glass windows.  Linda had slept deeply all night.  It was almost noon when she woke up.  She looked at the clock and almost screamed.

“Hugh!” she yelled.

He was in the other room.

“Yes, sleepyhead?” he asked, walking into the bedroom.

“Why did you let me sleep so late?” she demanded.

“You looked so peaceful.  I didn’t have the heart to wake you,” Hugh said.

“But I hardly ever let myself sleep this late,” Linda complained.

“Relax.  It’s vacation.  You have no appointments,” Hugh said.

Linda got up grouchily.

“Well I guess it’s too late for breakfast,” she said, going into the bathroom.

“There’s six more breakfasts left,” Hugh assured her.

“Did you eat?” Linda asked.

“I ordered room service.  Just some coffee and a muffin,” Hugh told her.

“I would have liked that.  You better wake me tomorrow if I sleep too late,” Linda said and came out of the bathroom to get the clothes she wanted to change into.  She then went in and turned on the water in preparation for a shower.

“The water’s cold!” she yelled grouchily.

“It’ll warm up in a minute,” Hugh said.

Linda was silent until the water was warm enough.  Then she got in the shower and stayed in for almost twenty minutes.  She came out dressed a few minutes after that.

“You shouldn’t spend so much time in the shower.  I keep telling you,” Hugh said.

“And I keep telling you there’s not really a water shortage,” Linda snapped.

“Okay.  I’m not in the mood for an argument.  So what do you want to do?” Hugh asked.

“Let my hair dry first.  Then get something to eat.  And then I don’t know,” Linda said yawning.

“I’m game for whatever,” Hugh said.

“There isn’t by any chance a TV anywhere on board, is there?  This stupid cruise doesn’t put them in our cabins like they should,” Linda snapped.

“Yes, there is.  But you have to share it.  It’s upstairs in the game room,” Hugh told her.

“I hope the room is empty,” Linda said.

After Linda’s hair had dried her hair a few minutes, they went upstairs.  Linda got a sandwich and pretzels from the snack bar.  Hugh just got soda.

“How do you like the food?” Hugh inquired.

“Passable,” Linda said.  “How was your coffee and muffin this morning?” 

“Very good,” Hugh replied.

While they were eating, Linda sensed someone staring at her.  She looked around uneasily and saw a grungy man on a distant bench watching her.  He had on a black cap and was dressed in dark clothing that looked too heavy for summer.  He had about two weeks worth of facial hair.  Linda nudged Hugh with her foot.
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