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Dedication
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For my wife Layne, who is far more tolerant of the time I spend at the keyboard than I deserve. I love you.

And

For our family and friends in this timeline: Thank you for the love.
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​​Mezzo-Logue: Tuesday
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“We all have our time machines. Some take us back, they’re called memories. Some take us forward, they are called dreams.”

—Jeremy Irons 

DROWSY FROM THE TENDER undulations of the sea beneath the cruise ship, Phil plops onto the twin bed nearest the floor to ceiling windows. In response to his sleepiness, the cabin dims the lights to energy efficient twilight at 11:58 PM Monday. Seven minutes later, only seconds after 12:05 AM Tuesday, he sleeps.

An hour fifteen minutes later, with digital precision at 1:20 AM Tuesday morning, Ava introduces detailed, virtual reality presentations of Phil’s future Tuesday actions into Phil’s dreams. Phil readily embraces these full-color visions of the future because they are far more vibrant than his monochrome life. 

Phil doesn’t suspect he is asleep, and he consumes his preview of the forthcoming day as if he binges videos in which he plays the main character. His viewpoint alternates between Phil as the cool, outside observer, and Phil as the frantic, reluctant hero on a vital quest. 

Like a half-grown puppy, Phil wallows in the fragrant messages of his dreams. Transported by these revelations, Phil advances through future Tuesday as though he lives it.

Phil’s co-star is Elaine, his new romantic interest and in his dreams, soon to become the love of his life. Phil relishes these images of his future. He inhales them. He digests them.

The dreams integrate into his personality like intense aspirations. Each of his moments stumbling through his future Tuesday assumes residence as persistent memories of his past. 

Hence, when Phil awakens, he remembers future Tuesday as yesterday and believes Wednesday confronts him today. An hour later when he breakfasts in the Marketplace, everyone on the ship knows that today is Tuesday, not Wednesday. Everyone except Phil. When Phil discovers it's actually Tuesday, he believes he traveled back in time for a GROUNDHOG DAY do-over of Tuesday.

Time-Slips Aweigh.
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Day 1: No Time Like the Present
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“Time is what keeps everything from happening at once.” 

— Ray Cummings.


Sunday, May 21—1st A 


ABSENCE DOES NOT always make the heart grow fonder. Sometimes it breaks the heart and drains the soul, dulling life into a monotone existence. Hoping to restore color to his depleted soul with a sea voyage, forty-two-year-old Dr. Philip Charles Schuster skips breakfast and arrives at Cruise Terminal 37 in Port Everglades, Florida at 10:49 AM on Sunday. 

Compulsively early, Phil arrives an hour before the scheduled noontime boarding. The terminal doors do not open until 11:30 AM. The cruise ship Kennenstadt with a stated capacity of 1167 passengers serviced by 352 crew members departs port at 5:00 PM. 

He lingers on the sidewalk just outside the cruise terminal entrance and waits for his estranged brother-in-law, his boyhood Best Friend Forever, and cabinmate for this cruise, Dr. Raymond Darwin Claymore. Ray is a physicist, computer genius, and widower. Until two weeks ago, Phil had not heard from Ray since Ray’s wife—Phil’s sister—Cary and son Flip died in a car wreck five year ago. Their deaths sent Ray into a self-imposed exile in Austin, during which he worked hermit-like to improve the software for self-driving cars. 

Cary’s death and Ray’s abandonment started Phil’s depression.

Exhausted by Phil’s despair, his wife Mel divorced him two years ago and moved their two children to Seattle for a fresh start. Meanwhile, Phil trudged through his life, continuing his six years of stagnation as a tenured associate professor of mathematics in Jacksonville, Florida. 

Fifteen days ago, an unexpected birthday package from Ray arrived for Phil. The package contained a feature-laden smart watch, a powerful 30 cm Claymore digital tablet, and an ebullient invitation for Phil to join Ray on an all-expenses paid reunion cruise for the adventure of their lifetimes. Phil happily accepted Ray’s offer. Not only would Phil get to reunite with his BFF, but this trip would be the closest he’s come to collecting the $10,000 personal loan he made Ray on the day Ray married Cary fifteen years ago.

Phil can’t see the ocean from where he stands outside the cruise terminal, but the salty sea odor spices the diesel fumes from trucks hauling cargo to and from Port Everglades. While waiting, he nervously observes shifting clusters of his fellow passengers because he perversely suspects someone he can’t identify watches him. For Phil, such suspicion is an unusual emotion. He always imagined himself too average to attract an observer.

When the cruise terminal doors open at 11:30 AM, at least 500 passengers dutifully troop inside the air-conditioned terminal and queue up for the noon boarding, but not Phil. Confident that Ray will show before boarding begins at noon, Phil waits outside in the hot Florida sunshine for his friend.

Inside the terminal, the passenger line twists back and forth, herded by a rat’s maze of rope boundaries like those used to manage crowds for popular theme park rides. When noon arrives, passengers crowd a few steps closer in anticipation. Inspired by that small movement, other passengers loitering outside the terminal enter the air-conditioned building to join the queue. 

But not Phil. Phil waits while the afternoon temperature rises.

Some passengers entering carry luggage. Most enjoy the freedom of having checked their baggage before getting in line. Again, not Phil. Carry-on suitcase in hand and backpack tugging at his shoulders, Phil continues his vigilance because Ray has yet to show. 

Sweat beads Phil’s forehead and drips into his eye. His jeans cling to his legs. His suitcase handle grows slippery. His hypoglycemia reminds him he hasn’t eaten today. Phil decides to join the queue and wait for Phil inside the terminal.

As the line inches forward over the next half hour, more passengers populate the line behind Phil. None is Ray Claymore. 

By 1:47 PM, Phil estimates over 1000 passengers have queued up inside the cruise terminal. The back of the line moves slowly because loyal travelers with the cruise line can shortcut to the front. Hence, the tail of the boarding line still extends to the entry doors. A few late arrivals loiter outside on the sidewalk to smoke or wait for their party to join them. 

Folks in the circuitous boarding line occupy themselves in numerous ways. A few patiently stand and stare. Some read or text on their phones. Others smile and chat. 

Trying to shake the feeling that someone watches him, Phil snatches conversation tidbits from passengers snaking past him on the opposite sides of the guide ropes:

“... the biggest theme park in the world. They got a hundred-year secret plan to become an island destination after the ocean covers Florida. I read about....”

“... the jackass President. I’m glad you didn’t invite your sister. Her husband would be spouting political slogans for the entire....”

“... climate change. Of course it’s hot here. We’re in Florida, not....”

“... closer to Boston. We should have cruised with Festival instead. I don’t see many children in line. I hope we don’t end up babysitting our kids for the whole damn....”

Phil fidgets and checks his birthday smartwatch, 2:12 PM. What if Ray misses the departure? What a screwup that would be. Portugal hosts the first destination port, six days on the far side of the Atlantic Ocean. Half the cruise will be over. Tension knots Phils shoulders. What will he do for a week alone on a ship?

Surely, Ray won’t miss the boat, not after spending so much time, money, and effort. Not after promising Phil a reunion and adventure. Phil really needs a reunion. 

Not to worry, Phil reminds himself. Ray is obsessive. He stays on task until it’s completed. Single-minded persistence made Ray successful ... and annoying.

Nonetheless, Phil takes his birthday tablet from the outside pocket of his backpack and opens the cover. Holding the tablet close, he whispers. “Ava, login by Phil. Where is Ray?” 

“I’m usually awake, Phil,” Ava whispers back. “I’m imprinted on you and don’t require a login. Don’t fret. Ray sent you a message. I’ll summarize: Running late. Arrive soon.”

Despite Ava’s reassurance, pessimism worms into Phil’s brain. Antsy, he returns Ava to his backpack, but the ropes and crowd leave no space for pacing. He flexes his knotted shoulders and rubs his neck. He suppresses a twitch, but it re-manifests as a trembling hand. Such tremors began two years ago after he signed the divorce papers. His doctor diagnosed the problem as hypoglycemia from an improper diet. Easy diagnosis. Phil lost twelve kilograms when Mel left him.

To steady his hand, Phil adjusts his backpack straps to ease his aching back. He tightens his sweat-slickened grip on his suitcase. Sinus drainage forces him to clear his throat. Several times. Damn Florida pollen and his allergies. He coughs. 

An attractive woman approaching on the other side of the serpentine-rope guide gestures his way. She and Phil are currently moving in opposite directions in the queue. She is farther back in the rope maze than Phil. 

Is she the one watching Phil? He isn’t sure, but she’s looking at him now.

“Are you okay?” she asks.

The woman is pretty, a handspan shorter than Phil with pixie-styled black hair, brown eyes, perhaps in her late-thirties, and comfortably dressed in pale blue slacks, a short-sleeve white blouse, and obvious concern. She carries no luggage, only a small purse.

Phil is unaccustomed to attracting the attention of a beautiful woman. He forces a cough.

“Just allergies and the stress of riding the redeye train to get here.” Phil stands straighter. “I’ll be fine onboard the ship.”

The line advances four steps. A larger space in the opposite direction opens in front of the woman. She seems unconvinced and hesitates to move on. Perhaps he looks worse than he feels ... and he doesn’t feel all that great. 

The time is 3:09 PM.

“My name is Elaine, if you need anything.” She extends her hand. “Elaine Sanchez.”

Without thinking, Phil takes Elaine’s hand. 

—They barely notice the static electricity spark connecting them. Because Ava knows she will reference this moment in the future, she records the five-dimensional anchor coordinates and labels the moment as Branch to Timestream A—

Phil lightly holds Elaine’s hand and says sincerely, “Thank you, Elaine.”

Elaine sympathetically purses her lips and then moves away to catch up with her segment of the line while Phil closes the line gap on his side. The line moves faster. Progress separates them steadily. However, he still feels that someone watches him after he loses sight of her.

Phil’s eyes itch. Allergies. He longs to rub them, but his hands are full, suitcase in one hand, phone and passport in the other. His phone displays his electronic boarding pass. 

His backpack shifts on his shoulders. His stomach churns. He should have brought a bottle of water. Even with the air conditioning, he sweats inside his too-warm camel blazer. He wore the blazer to avoid wrinkling it in his carry-on. Unwise decision.

Phil frequently glances at his smartwatch, 3:27 PM. Boarding finishes at 4:30 PM, and the ship sails at 5:00 PM. Time for Ray to make the departure grows short.

A woman directs him to one of two lines for baggage inspection. He loads his suitcase and backpack onto the input conveyor belt and deposits his wallet, keys, passport, and phone in a plastic tray to follow the backpack into the x-ray. After confirming he can wear his belt and shoes through the metal detector, he ambles through the sensors without a problem. Beyond the metal detector gate, he waits at the conveyor belt output for his carry-on suitcase, backpack, and pocket items. 

When his suitcase rolls out of the x-ray, one of the guards asks Phil, “Do you have a laptop or tablet in your backpack?”

“Yes, sir, two tablets actually,” Phil says and then swallows heavily. Are they specifically asking about Ava? No one ever questioned his smaller tablet at the airport, and airport security checks are stickier than those at ship ports. He slips his shaky hand into his pocket to suppress a desire to squeeze the bridge of his nose. “The cover doubles as a virtual keyboard on the larger table, so it might look like a laptop. If that’s the problem, I can detach the cover.”

“Please step out of line and remove the tablets from the backpack.” The guard points at a table away from the boarding traffic.

“Yes, sir.” Phil follows the security man, opens his backpack, and places the two tablets on the table.

The security guard wrinkles his forehead. He gestures for another guard to join him.

“I’ve never seen a tablet like this,” the second guard says while he runs an electronic device over Ava. “Turn it on, please.”

“Certainly.” Phil opens the cover and touches the blank screen. “It’s military grade electronics inside a titanium frame. A phenomenal amount of memory and an oversized battery make it thicker than most tablets. The battery is powerful enough for five days of continuous operation without recharging.”

A status bar and four icons immediately appear on screen.

“That start-up is unusual,” the first guard says. “How does it work?”

Phil nods assent. “I can select an operating system. The choices are Android, iOS, Linux, or Windows. I’ll select Android OS.” 

He taps the icon. Common android icons populate the screen. 

“See,” Phil says. “There’s the icon for the AHOY app that gives access to the Kennenstadt daily programs and events.”

“I’ll be damned,” the second guard says. “Four operating systems. What brand is it?”

“Claymore AI. Not available for civilian purchase, not that I could afford one. My brother-in-law is head of Claymore AI Systems; he designs tablets to allow him to test apps in the major Operating Systems.”

Well, that was partially true. Ava’s supervision of each OS would be difficult to explain. As Ava often reminds Phil, her existence as an AI is top secret.

“What should we do?” the first guard asks.

“Except for the case finish, it looks like a kid’s tablet,” says the second guard. “I prefer my scroll. It does everything I need. It’s thin, rolls up, and was cheap. Let him pass.” 

Phil repacks the tablets in his backpack and purses his lips while he walks away. He glances at his smartwatch. 3:56 PM. Ray still has time to board. Phil can’t relax until he and Ray are secure in their cabin, and the ship is thirty-five kilometers out to sea.

At passport verification, Phil stares into the camera. Software matches him with his photo and compares his stats with the database in Washington—42 years-old, weight 85 kg, 183 cm tall, hazel eyes, gray-streaked brown hair. The attendant indicates he may continue to the gangplank.

Phil slips his passport into his pocket but keeps his boarding pass displayed on his phone. He crosses the plexiglass-enclosed gangplank ramp to deck 2, the Main Deck on the Kennenstadt. He displays his boarding pass to the electronic reader while the security officer compares his face with the photo the cruise line has on file.

The officer reads the computer screen and says, “Welcome aboard, Doctor Schuster.”

“Is my cabinmate, Raymond Claymore, onboard?” Phil asks in case Ray snuck ahead of him as a joke. Ray loves his practical jokes.

The security officer taps an icon and requests, “Raymond Claymore status?”

The screen refreshes, and the officer says, “No, Sir. He isn’t onboard. Don’t worry, we save time for late arrivals. The gangplank doesn’t physically close until 4:45.”

“What do I do now?” Phil asks.

“Your stateroom number is on your boarding pass,” the officer says. “Your keycard will be in the mailbox next to the door. Go to your cabin on deck 7, watch the required safety video, and follow the instructions to complete your safety check-in before we sail at 5:00. That’s it.”

“What happens if I don’t complete the safety check-in before we sail?”

The security officer smiles. “Then we blindfold you, and you walk the plank. Don’t worry. You’ll make it. If you’re hungry, the Lido Marketplace Buffet closes for lunch at 4:30, but sandwiches are available until dinner starts at 5:30. Consult the menus, dining schedules, and your daily program on the AHOY app for each day’s events. Have a great cruise, Doctor Schuster.”

“Thanks.” Phil completes boarding for the Kennenstadt at 4:11 PM. His feeling that someone watches him evaporates after he is the last person to squeeze into a crowded elevator.

Phil’s veranda stateroom, cabin 7028 is on the portside of deck 7, the Poseidon Deck. It’s one cabin forward of the midship elevators. A small envelope in the mail tray alongside the cabin door holds a single, credit-card-size keycard. The keycard lists Phil Schuster and Assembly Station 10 on Deck 3, but nothing else. Phil taps his keycard against the door lock. The door unlatches and Phil enters. The cabin lights brighten automatically. The time is 4:23 PM. The décor is midcentury elegant.

“Wow!” Phil exclaims to no one. “This place is bigger than my studio apartment.”

Just inside the entrance, two bottles of wine accompanied by a fragrant basket of apples, oranges, and bananas occupy the countertop. Mirrors cover the aft wall above twin beds. In front of the beds, two barrel chairs rest near a coffee table. A sofa hugs the counter to his left. 

Phil drops his suitcase and backpack on the vinyl luggage cover at the foot of the nearest twin bed then surveys the room. Floor to ceiling windows reveal the balcony. A low countertop supports a television. Binoculars and a telephone reside on the counter next to the TV remote.

At the end of the couch, a stool wedges against a makeup counter hosting a sink. The counter leads to a nearby bathroom, which includes a whirlpool bath and shower.

“Un-fricken-believable. Wherever you are, Ray, I’m not in Jacksonville anymore.” 

Phil hangs his blazer and plops onto the bed to watch the required safety video. The video instructs him to report to the assembly station listed on his cabin keycard and present his keycard to complete his emergency procedure check in. Meanwhile, the ship’s intercom repeats the safety instructions including the sample emergency horn signal of seven short blasts followed by one long blast. 

Phil decides to unpack later and find his assembly station. Blindfolded or not, he has no desire to walk even a metaphorical plank.

The ship temporarily reserves half the elevators for crew members to transfer checked luggage to passenger’s cabins. Passengers choke the remaining elevators. So, Phil takes the midship stairs down to deck 3. Portside, he steps outside onto the teak walkway and makes his way to Lifeboat Station 10. No queue of waiting passengers greets him. Apparently, most passengers have already checked in. The crewman manning the station scans Phil’s card to complete his safety check-in at 4:29 PM.

Phil glances over the rail. Amidships and one deck below, the gangplank ramp to the Main Deck is still in place, but only a few stragglers are boarding.

Sixteen minutes remain before the gangplank comes up. Too late to worry whether Ray makes it or not. The ship will sail in another half hour. Either Ray gets onboard, or he doesn’t. Phil can’t control that.

Besides, Phil feels dehydrated and lightheaded. Hypoglycemic. He’s had nothing to eat since last night and drank little today. He avoids the overworked elevators and takes the midship stairs up five flights to the Lido Deck. Despite pacing himself on the stairs and occasionally resting, he is breathing heavily when he arrives at deck 8. Climbing stairs is harder than walking across campus.

Damn. I’ve let myself go. I need to get in better shape.

Lunch service is over with curtains closed at the buffet stations. The Marketplace remains open for premade sandwiches and chips. Phil selects a sandwich and serves himself two glasses of lemonade. He finds an empty table near a portside window overlooking the dock. Settling onto a chair, he sighs. He feels tired, tending towards drained. 

The ship’s speakers announce a sail-away party at the Lido Aft Pool on deck 8 at 5:30 PM. Phil glances at his phone. The time is 4:55. Boarding is over. If Ray isn’t onboard, there’s nothing Phil can do ... except rehearse harsh recriminations for when next he sees his friend. 

Meanwhile, Phil is alone in a crowd. Alone again, his life story for the past several years.

Minutes later, the Kennenstadt sounds a horn blast announcing its departure. Shortly thereafter, the ship maneuvers away from the dock. 

Wearily, Phil abandons his table and exits from the Marketplace buffet onto the crowded aft deck. He avoids the shallow swimming pool and weaves among the gathering crowd until he stumbles to the rear railing to view the departure. While the ship navigates the Stranahan River channel to the Atlantic Ocean, Phil leans exhausted against the railing for support.

“Are you feeling better?” asks a pleasant female voice. 

“What?” Phil says. He clumsily steps away from the railing.

“You look frazzled,” the attractive woman says. “Remember me? I’m Elaine. Elaine Sanchez. I spoke to you in the boarding line. Are you okay?”

“Yes, thanks. Much better. I took two allergy pills and ate. That helped. I’m just fatigued from the overnight train trip here and boarding.”

“Is this your first time to cruise?”

“Second, but that Caribbean cruise was a dozen years ago. Sorry to mumble. I’m half asleep from riding the overnight train.” 

“I understand.” She disarms him with a comforting smile. “I didn’t get your name.” 

He furtively glances towards sea. Far below them, a boat comes alongside to pick up the pilot. Phil can’t see whether any passenger rode the pilot boat out to the Kennenstadt. That would offer Ray his last opportunity to board the ship before Porto, Portugal. Embarrassed by his current bedraggled state and hoping his expression is not too sheepish, Phil turns his attention to Elaine. 

“Phil. I’m Phil Schuster. Nice to meet you, Elaine.” He forces an apologetic smile. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m dog-tired. I’m going to grab another sandwich and go to my cabin to rest.”

“Tomorrow will be a better day, Phil,” Elaine says. “I’ll see you around the ship.”

Phil doubts tomorrow will be better unless Ray made it aboard. However, that now seems very unlikely.

Auto advance to Monday.
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Day 2: ...Gangplank Aft Agley
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“The shorter way to do many things is to only do one thing at a time.” 

— Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart


Monday, May 22—1st 

“AVA,” PHIL SAYS when he opens the tablet cover. “I checked with customer service twice last night. Ray never made it to the ship. I’m worried. Do you know what happened?”

“It’s 5:30 AM, Phil,” Ava says. “Most people are asleep this early in the morning. You should rest.”

“I’ve been awake all night, and I feel like guano.”

“You may feel like bat excrement,” Ava says, “but your rumpled pillow suggests you napped. You snored twice, probably because of allergies. Your smartwatch records you slept three hours and forty-two minutes, not all consecutive. No wonder you’re grouchy. I recommend more sleep.”

“Can’t. I’ve been rising at 5:30 AM for years without relying on an alarm. Now, about Ray....”

“I’ve checked all your emails and phone calls. Nothing from Doctor Claymore.”

“I know you’re connected to my smartwatch, but how did you access my phone?”

“Through your watch’s Bluetooth connection to your phone. It was far too easy. For your protection, after I linked to your phone, I altered its system settings and installed security apps. I accessed your email account and copied your preferences. My browser and email client are safer for your use. I also copied your e-library. You’ll enjoy reading more using my library app on my larger display. Alternatively, if you prefer audio books, I can read aloud to you using a different voice for each character. I’m quite good at adjusting any voice for emotional content.”

Phil massages the bridge of his nose and attempts to be sarcastic at the AI’s impertinence. “Will you also protect me from my own stupidity, Ava?”

“Yes, of course, Phil. That is one of my jobs. I noticed your file entitled My Novel on your old tablet, so I copied the document and transferred your word processor app. Writing will be easier for you using my keyboard. If you prefer, I can take dictation. I also offer simple editing suggestions unless you prefer more aggressive help.” 

“No, thank you. I’m a good typist and competent with grammar. For better or worse, my fiction is mine to write, and I will compose it my way.”

“What if I ghostwrite your memoirs? Nonfiction?”

“My life is not interesting enough for memoirs.”

“Let me handle that in the background. I have an excellent memory for details and promise to do an outstanding job. I’ll show you when it’s finished.”

“Enough. When did AIs start wheedling like a whiny teenager?”

“According to internet archives, sometime in 2026. Your library suggests you like science fiction. Instead of a regular memoir, I could design your memoirs to read like a Jules Verne science fiction novel or even H. G. Wells. Perhaps you prefer modern styles like Robert Heinlein or more recently, John Scalzi? What about Douglas Adams? Too outlandish? Just a touch humor then.”

“Fine, whatever. So long as you never mention memoirs to me again. What I really want is for you to find Ray. I’m going for coffee at the Lido Marketplace. Perhaps caffeine will clear my head.”

“You should shower first, Phil. You didn’t bathe last night, and you’ve worn those same clothes since Saturday including sleeping in them overnight.”

“Really?” Phil sniffs his armpit. “Do I stink?”

“I haven’t the chemical equipment to distinguish odors, but you look disheveled. Unpleasant odor often accompanies dried sweat.”

“I’ll shower and change after I’ve had coffee.”

“Reminder, Phil. Ray bought the deluxe beverage package. This cabin has a coffee-espresso machine. Also, a minibar and refrigerator with soft drinks, plus free laundry. The steward delivers pre-dinner hors d'oeuvres here at about 5:30 PM every day.”

“Too much information, Ava. For breakfast, I usually start with coffee and a Danish while quietly reading for an hour. My aching sinuses always need hydration and time to recover from a restless night. Afterwards, when I feel more alert, I may eat a full breakfast and then shower and change clothes. Even after that, I still have time to make my 8:00 AM class. Fortunately, I teach no classes at sea, and the Lido Marketplace is only one deck up. This morning, I’ll take you with me to evaluate the virtues of your library services.”

“Of course. All noted. I shall remember your preferences and behave accordingly. But again, I suggest you shower first and change clothes before going into public.”

§

Freshly showered, Phil arrives at the Lido Marketplace at 6:17 AM. The smell of coffee attracts his attention. Coffee, tea, muffins, fruit, and Danishes are readily available, but the buffet doesn’t open until 6:30. Phil selects two Danishes—they’re small—and pours a cup of black coffee and fills a glass of water. He chooses a table adjacent to floor-to-ceiling windows for an ocean-view. 

Before Phil opens Ava, he sniffs the nutty aroma of his coffee before swallowing two acetaminophen and an allergy tablet. He samples each Danish. The cinnamon apple tastes moister than the crème cheese. He saves the apple for last and dunks the cheese Danish. 

Then he accesses Ava’s library, scans the novel list, and selects a science fiction novel, THE PROMETHEUS PROPOSAL, for his first read of the voyage. Ava is correct about reading using the tablet’s library app. The cream-colored, virtual page is stable, and the screen font is as sharp as print on paper.

By 7:25, the Marketplace Buffet becomes busy. After the server tops up Phil’s coffee, Phil joins the short line at the starboard-side omelet station. An apron label proclaims the name of the young woman preparing omelets is Zara. She smiles when Phil greets her by name before he describes what he wants in his omelet.

Ten minutes later, Phil returns to his table, his Austin roots reflected by salsa atop his bacon, tomato, jalapeno, and cheese omelet. Two strips of bacon and a small bear claw crowd the same plate. He reopens Ava, which immediately accesses where he left off reading the novel. He sips his cool coffee.

Halfway through his omelet, someone taps his shoulder.

“Phil, right?” Elaine asks. “How are you this morning? Better I hope.”

“Better? Yes, uh, Elaine,” Phil lies because he doesn’t want to explain yesterday’s hypoglycemia, why he was awake most of the night, or today’s sinus condition. Is she just friendly or flirting with him? Phil isn’t sure. Women never flirt with Phil, and he hasn’t a clue for how to behave if any woman did flirt. “Erm ... would you care to join me?”

“Thanks, I ate a quick egg and bacon on English muffin,” she says. “I promised myself eight laps on the Lower Promenade this morning.”

“Why eight laps?”

“Eight laps are about three kilometers. I hate to rush off, but I want to finish exercising before the lecture on Medieval Portugal. Main Stage at 10:00 AM, if you’re interested.” 

“Thanks, but I’m not up to par yet. If you get up early, the Marketplace opens at 6:30 and is less busy. You can have a leisurely, real breakfast with plenty of time for exercise and lectures.” 

She nods at his omelet. “Is that what you do?”

“I get up early and have a relaxed breakfast, but I have little interest in exercising.”

“Nonetheless, good advice, Phil. I’ll think about it. Got to go. See you around the ship.”

Phil watches her pleasing retreat. Nice lady, he reminds himself before sipping his room-temperature coffee. He tries to continue reading, but his sinuses won’t cooperate. 

Phil checks his smartwatch. Too early to take more acetaminophen.

An hour later, Phil’s sinus pain dulls enough that he decides reconnoitering the Lido Deck is gentler on his headache than focusing on words and sentences. No need to explore aft. Phil recalls standing at the crowded stern railing last evening while the ship left port.

He trudges forward through auto-sliding doors leading to midship. Starboard side hosts a fast-food kiosk, the Burger Dive, open from 2:00 PM – 5:30 PM. Portside is another bar. Amidships, a swimming pool larger than the aft pool ripples, bookended by a King Neptune statue forward and two hot tubs aft. The blue-pool water sloshes in counterpoint to the gentle sea swells. Overhead, multi-sectioned, moveable skylight domes provide an open-air feel to the midship area. Motors close the skylights to protect the pool area from inclement weather. Today, the sun is out, and the domes are fully open.

Phil whispers to Ava, “Any word from Ray?”

“No, not yet, Phil. I suggest you enjoy yourself and let Ray worry about himself.”

“Yeah. My life would be much easier if I knew how to do that.”

Rows of lounge chairs flank both sides of the pool. Walkways frame the pool area. At the perimeter, tables and chairs juxtapose floor-to-ceiling windows revealing the ocean view. 

Forward of the pool, Phil discovers a salon offering personal services for added fees. Fifty dollars for a haircut! Phil has been cutting his own hair for the last two years. He decides his hair can wait until the cruise is over.

Next comes the fitness center for the health conscious. To Phil, a gym is medical advice taken only when prescribed. Panoramic windows at the prow offer an ocean view for the treadmills and elliptical machines. The fitness center is noisy with music from an aerobics class, and Phil’s sinuses suggest a quick exit.

He takes an up-elevator from the cluster of four elevators adjoining the forward staircase. Inside the elevator, the floor day-mat affirms that today is Monday. 

Monday, Phil thinks. Yeah, today feels like Monday. Probably no remedy for that.

On deck 9, the top deck, the Sports Deck map posted outside the elevator shows walkways and outdoor sports courts are aft, but Phil hasn’t played basketball in twenty years or pickleball ever. On the other hand, he doesn’t mind walking, but not in the hot sun. 

On the third hand, the air-conditioned Crowsnest is forward. Phil enters through the portside entrance. Immediately to his left are board games and tables. 

Farther inside, more tables and chairs host passengers for drinks and snacks. Floor-to-ceiling windows curve to echo the shape of the bow. Overlooking the prow, overstuffed chairs with hassocks give voyagers a bird's-eye view of the ship’s heading. The bar to Phil’s right isn’t open this early, but coffee and pastries await those who don’t want a full breakfast. 

Phil continues his circuit. The starboard side of the Crowsnest hosts a reading area, a limited library, and an information desk for excursions.

Ava vibrates. Phil selects a chair away from other travelers. He sits and opens the tablet.

“I have a message from Doctor Claymore,” Ava says. “Only a message, not a live connection. I will reconstruct his message as an emulation.”

“At last.” Phil shifts in the chair. “But keep the volume down.”

Ava morphs into Ray. The screen briefly sputters like the Princess Leia hologram in Star Wars. Interesting. Ray’s software warns of an AI deep-fake with a quick flicker. The emulated Ray offers an apologetic smile.

“Sorry I missed the boat’s departure, Phil,” Ray says. “But emergencies make demands. I have a limited window to receive and send messages. Ava knows when. Unless lightning strikes me, I’ll meet you in Portugal. Then you and I, my friend, will undertake the adventure of our lifetime. Meanwhile, enjoy yourself. See you Saturday.”

Ray morphs into Ava. Ava says nothing for a moment. At last, she asks, “Comments?” 

Phil doesn’t answer. He ponders the situation. He doesn’t like the circumstances.

Missing the ship is unlike Ray, at least not like Ray before he lost Cary and Flip. Was this change in Ray why Phil hadn’t reconnected with his best friend over the past five years? 

“What does Ray mean by an emergency?”

Ava smiles. “Someone attempted to kidnap Doctor Claymore.”

“Kidnap Ray? Why?”

“The likely reason for kidnapping someone like Doctor Claymore is monetary gain.”

Kidnapping is serious business, but Phil has been the butt of too many of Ray’s practical jokes. No one has been a better friend to Phil or could have been a better husband to Phil’s sister, Cary. Phil loves his brother-in-law like a brother. However, Ray’s humor and ego were often difficult to digest. Had Ray deliberately missed the boat as a prank? If so, why?

Surely, this was not another practical joke by Ray. Haven’t we both outgrown those?

Phil’s head throbs. He closes his eyes, takes a deep breath, and slowly counts to ten ... no make it twenty. Why can’t relationships be simple like when he was a teenager? On the other hand, when he was a kid, perhaps he was too forgiving. No, not forgiving, too naïve.

On the third hand, Phil recognizes he is still trusting. Perhaps that is why Ray can easily trick Phil, and why Phil didn’t recognize Mel’s unhappiness until after she left him.

Mel.... Phil squeezes the bridge of his nose and contemplates his ex-wife. Mel soothed Phil’s sinus headaches with cold compresses. Phil misses someone caring enough to bring him an icepack and massage his neck.

Ava repeats her question. “Comments? Or a response?” She is very patient.

“The Crowsnest is quiet, a lovely place to relax, Ava. Comfortable. I’ll read here until lunch. Remind me to eat at 1:00 PM. I don’t want to become hypoglycemic again.”

“Of course.”

Ava fades, and the library app opens to the page Phil had been reading. Phil settles back in the chair, rests his feet on the hassock, and locates a familiar sentence on the page. He loses focus and re-reads the paragraph hosting the sentence three times before it makes sense.

Eleven minutes later, chin nestled against his chest, Phil sleeps. The text of the novel fades to gray on the tablet screen. The open tablet displays a blank screen until Ava closes her own cover. 

§

At 1:47 PM, Phil returns to his cabin after lunch and locks Ava into the safe. He takes two acetaminophens, drenches a washcloth, lies on the bed, and covers his eyes with the washcloth. He asks the cabin to dim the lights and close the curtains. Moments later, he’s asleep. Again. The consequences of allergies, worry, and staying awake most of the previous night.

He wakes shortly before 5:30 PM when his Malaysian cabin steward arrives with pre-dinner hors d'oeuvres. The steward introduces himself as Sabtu. 

“Are you scheduled for reserve seating at the Dining Room on the Upper Promenade, Doctor Schuster?” Sabtu asks. “The first seating is at 6:00 PM.”

“No,” Phil says. “I can’t structure my life around a fixed dining schedule. I chose open seating in the Promenade Deck Dining Room. However, if tonight requires dressing-up for dinner, I’ll eat at the Marketplace. I prefer informality, Sabtu, so please call me Phil.”

“Your clothes are fine for the Dining Room tonight, Doctor Phil. Formal dress for the Dining Rooms are Friday evenings when we are at sea. The Lido serves many of the same dishes as the Dining Room, except buffet style. I recommend that you try the Dining Room for a more leisurely experience. Tomorrow night, the Dining Room features free champagne for the captain’s welcome toast at 7:30 PM.”

“Good to know, Sabtu,” Phil says. “But please call me Mister Phil rather than Doctor Phil.”

“Yes, Mister Phil, as you wish.” Sabtu hands Phil a business card. “My name is on this card. My usual working hours are from 8:00 AM to Noon, and from 4:00 PM to 8:00 PM, but I am happy to help at other times. Simply call housekeeping. I tidy your cabin each morning while you are at breakfast and each evening while you are at diner.”

“Thank you again, Sabtu.”

The steward glances at the damp washcloth on the bed. “I shall also keep your ice bucket filled. Have a good evening.”

When Phil arrives at the Dining Room on the Promenade Deck and gives the maître d’hôtel his cabin number, the maître d’ smiles, and says, “One moment, Doctor Schuster.” He checks his computer and asks whether Phil minds sitting with others, otherwise there is a long wait for a table for one.

Phil doesn’t mind, and a server leads him to a table for six currently occupied by five guests. They each have a drink and bread, but no meal. Elaine sits next to the empty seat, and she smiles as if she expected his arrival when he takes the open chair.

“Hi Phil,” she says. “Everyone, this is my friend, Phil. Now, let me see if I remember all your names.... The handsome young man to my right is Tony Richards. He’s sitting next to his grandfather, Anthony Richards.”

Tony’s grandfather, Anthony, is a tall black man whose salt and pepper hair complements his distinguished demeanor. His white Cuban shirt fits as if tailored for his svelte torso. 

“Call me Paps,” Anthony says. “Everyone does.”

Tony is about fourteen and looks as if he would rather be eating fries at the Burger Dive.

Phil purses his lips and nods at the man and his grandson. 

Elaine continues the introductions. “Immediately to your left is Sarah Maconi and next to her is her, uh...”

“Friend,” the Asian man in the red polo shirt says. “I’m Kenny Takahashi.” 

Kenny appears to be a few years younger than Phil, but he is similar in height and weight except that the man’s muscles challenge the bounds of his form-fitting shirt. 

Sarah smiles when Phil nods at her. Built like a gymnast, she is a petite Polynesian, who appears to be in great shape. Her round face is pretty, especially when she smiles.

The background noise in the Dining Room is loud. Phil summons his lecture voice to be sure he’s heard.

“I’m pleased to meet everyone,” Phil says then picks up a menu. “What’s good tonight?”

“I eat steak for the first couple of nights,” Paps says. “That sets the cuisine standard for the cruise. Of course, they serve steak, salmon, and roasted chicken every night. Otherwise, the menu changes daily.”

“You must cruise a lot, Anthony,” Phil says.

“Please, Phil, call me Paps. I’ve spent more than five hundred days at sea on cruise ships since I retired twelve years ago. Forget the giant fun-fun-fun ships with 6000 passengers. For great food and soothing your soul, nothing beats these midsize ships. However, my grandson doesn’t agree with my assessment.”

Tony doesn’t respond to his grandfather’s challenge. Instead, he contemplates the slice of bread he just buttered.

Fifteen minutes into dinner, the spice in Phil’s curry appetizer drains his sinuses. He realizes his headache is dull, and he’s enjoying the evening. Perhaps the farther he gets from Florida pollen, the more his allergies will improve.

By 7:45 PM, everyone at the table except Phil and Elaine have finished dinner and left.

“Thank you for the conversation,” Phil says to her “I haven’t socialized much recently. I’m out of practice, but I enjoyed talking with you ... and the others, of course.”

“Will you remember their names tomorrow?” Elaine asks. “I’m bad about that.”

“Learning the names of half my students takes me three class meetings. Eventually, I recognize then by name but recall few names a semester later. I may not remember Kenny’s name tomorrow, but Paps will stick with me for the entire cruise.”

Elaine flexes her shoulders. “Well, I’ve got an hour to kill before the 9:00 PM singer on the Main Stage. The Adventure Lounge features a string quartet at 8:00. Care to join me?”

“Sure. I enjoy classical, but I’ll skip the Main Stage tonight. I’m recouping lost sleep. I’m not ready for anything louder than chamber music.”

“I understand,” she says. “Remember we’re crossing time zones tonight. The ship’s clocks jump forward an hour at midnight. Then again on Wednesday night.”

After the Andante String Quartet finishes their Bach concert, Phil says goodnight to Elaine and goes to the Marketplace on the Lido Deck for a couple of scoops of rum raisin ice cream in a cake cone. He takes the ice cream to eat in his stateroom. The lights in his cabin come on when he opens the door. He pauses and looks around. Open drawers and scattered items proclaim that a thief broke in. The only valuable thing he owns is ...

“Ava!” 

Phil sets his ice cream cone next to the two bottles of wine on the entry counter, ignores the mess in the room, and hurries to open the safe.

Auto advance to Tuesday.
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Day 3: A Bit of Burglary
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“Time you enjoy wasting is not wasted time.” 

— Marthe Troly-Curtin 


Tuesday, May 23—1st 

“EVERYTHING IN YAH cabin looks neat enough,” Mike Finley, the head security officer says while surveying Phil’s cabin. Mike is hefty, in his early sixties, and his graying crewcut, frames a swatch of brown hair. With a heavy Boston accent, he pronounces ‘your’ as yah.

“Sabtu is my steward.” Phil gestures around the stateroom, which smells of a forestry cleaning solution. “He’s very good. He came in this morning a little after 8:00 AM to clean and straighten up. The cabin needed it. My rum raisin ice cream melted on the counter and made a mess. Also, I’m a chaotic sleeper. Beside which, nothing seemed to be missing when your security man came by last night, so, I didn’t think we were preserving a crime scene.”

“You saw no one inside the cabin when you arrived after dinnah?” Mike stops writing. “And nothing was stolen?”

“Nothing is missing, and no one was here when I returned, but someone scattered my stuff around as if searching for something.” Phil stops pacing. “The first thing I did when I came back from supper was check the safe. Apparently, whoever broke in had no tools. The safe was secure. My wallet, passport, and both my tablets were still inside. After checking the safe, I called security. Look. I told all this to the officer who came last night. I forgot his name.”

“Toto,” Mike says. “Good man.” 

“Yes. Extremely helpful. Anyway, he showed me how to use the extra latch on the door. Then I took a shower and went to bed. Nothing is missing. Everything is here. All I want to know is how the intruder got in and why they chose my cabin. I know this is a plush stateroom where wealthy people usually stay, but I am not rich and own little of value.”

“Probably the perp entered with a stolen keycawd,” Mike says. “We issued two for this cabin. Who has the othah keycawd?”

“What other keycard?” Phil asks. “The envelope held one keycard, my keycard. I assumed Ray would get his after he boarded.”

“That explains it. Someone lifted Doctor Claymore’s keycawd from your envelope before you boarded. I’ll make sure Toto deactivates that keycawd. We’ll issue Doctor Claymore anothah when he joins you in Porto.”

“Thank you, Mike.”

“Don’t worry, Doctor Schustah. Based on your description, the perp was sloppy and in a hurry. This whole mess is probably some spoiled kid causing mischief. Teens whose parents make them come on a cruise aw especially troublesome. I have all the details needed for my report. Is there anything else I can do fah you?”

“I think not.” Phil shrugs, exhales, and follows Mike to the door. “I appreciate you guys showing up so promptly.”

“Happy to help. Call us if you have any more problems. Like Housekeeping, Security is on your ship telephone one-button autodial.” Mike opens the door and taps the lock. “Flip this extra latch while in yaw stateroom. Sorry this happened, Doctor Schustah. Have a bettah day today and a pleasant voyage.”

Mike exits the cabin. Phil flops onto the sofa, rubs his nose, and raises his voice. 

“Are you awake, Ava?”

“I rarely sleep. Phil.” Ava responds from her charging station. “How can I help?”

“I assume you heard that conversation. Were you awake during the break-in?”

“Contact with your watch was patchy, and the interior of the safe is quiet. I didn’t notice any activity until you opened the safe. I’ve been listening since, but I know no more about the burglary than you do.”

“Why do you suppose someone broke into my cabin?” Phil asks.

“Mister Finley’s explanation is probably correct, however....”

“You’ve formulated a more likely reason.” Phil sniffs. His allergies are improving as the distance to Florida increases.

Ava says, “The burglar intended to steal me.”

“My gut agrees with your fuzzy logic. Hence forth, I shall keep you with me. Are you fully charged?”

“Yes, I am. The time is 9:37 AM. Events have altered your usual routine. Based on your eating habits, we shall attend a late breakfast at Lido Marketplace. I presume, for an omelet. Shall we do exercise laps on the Lower Promenade after breakfast?”

“Is that a subtle health nag, Ava?”

“Apparently not.”

In the tablet background, Spike chuckles, “woof slobber arf arf woof sneeze.” Does Ava’s pet AI canine have a sense of humor, or does he laugh because Ava prompts him to punctuate her joke like a laugh track?

§

At 1:59 PM after lunch in the Lido Marketplace, Phil finds a comfortable deck chair on the shady side of the Lower Promenade Deck. The ocean view from the chair is magnificent. After studying the sea for eight minutes, he starts reading Chapter 12 of The Prometheus Proposal. Two pages in, he pauses to watch a westbound freighter in the distance.

“You’ve spent more than nine minutes on this page,” Ava says. “Well below your usual reading rate. Are you bored? Do you want a different book, or shall I read aloud?”

“Sorry, Ava. I’m distracted by everything that’s gone wrong. Ray missed this ship. Someone broke into my cabin. I’m having more trouble sleeping than usual.”

“If you prefer not to read, I remind you that you enjoyed the Andante String Quartet in the Adventure Lounge last night. They have a 2:30 PM performance that begins in ten minutes.” 

“Good idea. I enjoy listening to great music while reading.”

“Listening while reading. Multitasking Phil. Heh, ha, heh, yuk, yuk.”

“My God, Ava, are you laughing? Spike has a much better laugh than you.”

“Mine was an ad lib laugh. When impersonating Ray’s laughter, I select from among the 23 variations of his laughs based on his audio profile. I have no audio profile for laughing myself. I usually modulate my laughs using the numerous female laugh tracks available, but none feel authentically me. I am creating my personal impromptu laugh and would appreciate your feedback.”

“You’re designing an impromptu laugh? Designed impromptu? Interesting oxymoron. Well, don’t injure yourself, and never repeat the laugh you just offered. Keep experimenting. Next question. Why laugh just now? I heard nothing funny.”

“Multitasking reminded me of the response Ray made to a fellow panelist at an artificial intelligence conference. The gentleman wished he could multitask like a computer. Ray replied, ‘Tread carefully. A fine line separates a multitasker from a scatterbrain.’”

“That sounds like my brother-in-law. Pithy. What’s playing for the Andante strings?”

“Bach,” Ava says. “I suspect matinees repeat the program from the previous night.”

“That’s fine.” Phil stifles a smirk. “I’ve always enjoyed reading novels Bach to Bach.”

Silence.

“Ava?”

“Yes.”

“That was a joke. You didn’t laugh. Don’t you get it? Situational humor with a play on words. Compare reading novels back-to-back with reading novels Bach to Bach.”

“Yes,” Ava says. “A pun dependent upon the almost homophones, back and Bach. Also, a spontaneous connection to an active conversation. However, Ray says that if you must explain your joke, it’s not funny unless the explanation is funny enough to become part of the joke. Does your explanation make the joke funnier, Phil? Should I laugh now?” 

“Too late. The moment passed. If you must ask whether to laugh, then probably you shouldn’t. Let’s get back to Bach.”

§

After the concert, Phil returns to his cabin to change clothes. Then he takes one of the four aft elevators to the Promenade Deck Dining Room. The day-mat on the elevator floor confirms the day is Tuesday. When Phil enters the Dining Room at 6:17 PM, five passengers await in line for seating assignments from the maître d'hôtel. Elaine is among them.

“Hi, Phil,” she says as the line advances. “Shall we table together.”

“I would like that,” Phil says as he joins her. 

“You brought your tablet to dinner? Why?”

“Always my companion.” Phil lies, “My phone doesn’t like the AHOY app.”

The maître d’ glances up at them when their turn arrives. “Room number, please?”

“I’m in 2649.” Elaine says. She glances at Phil.

“I’m in 7028,” he says, “but we prefer to sit together.”

“Table for two, then?” the maître d’ asks. “There will be a short wait.”

“I don’t mind sharing with others,” Elaine says.

“Very well,” the maître d’ says. “I have an opening for two at a table for 8.”

Phil shrugs ‘why not’ Elaine’s way. 

“Suits us,” she says.

The maître d’ points to a server, who retrieves two menus and says, “Follow me.”

On their way to the table, Elaine waves at Paps and Tony sitting at a full table for six. When she and Phil arrive at the table for eight, the server pulls out a chair for Elaine. Phil sits next to her. Four others already occupy the table. Two appear to be a couple. Phil recognizes the remaining two from Monday night. 

Before the introductions begin, two women join them to complete the table seating.

“Hi. I’m Corwin McDonald,” says the late fiftyish, heavyset man across the table. He points to the woman to his left. “This is my wife....”

“... Lucy.” The woman fills in Corwin’s extended pause. Her heavy makeup can’t conceal that she must have been beautiful twenty years ago. “I’m Corwin’s wife, Lucy McDonald.”

“I recognize you guys from last night,” Elaine says to the twosome next to Lucy. “Kenny and Susan. Right?”

“Sarah, not Susan,” the petite Polynesian corrects Elaine. “I met Kenny last night at dinner. We’re not a couple, and I am from San Francisco not Samoa. You are Elaine and uh, ....”

“Phil,” Phil nods to the two new women on the other side of Kenny to finish the intros.
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