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Chapter 1


October 25th





Ethel Papadopoulos Lorenzo Birnbaum steered her Go-Go Electric X5 mobility scooter down the ship’s passageway, bumping into doorframes along the way. Her sequined beret glinted in the overhead lights and, with red lips pursed, she tried to focus on the task at hand ... but failed miserably. Giggling, she throttled back but not before wedging herself into a corner.  

“Oopsie Daisy!” she hooted and collapsed over the handlebars in laughter. After some herky-jerky movements of forward and reverse, she extracted herself and motored on. Her ship’s ID card opened the door to cabin #10007. With a practiced movement, she whipped out her cane from the scooter’s basket and propped the door open. She rolled inside and the door closed behind her with a muted thud.

Ethel took a deep breath. Too much wine and more tired than usual. Besides a headache coming on, her chest felt constricted and her legs ached too. She felt her age, all eighty plus years of it. But in spite of her ever-growing list of maladies, she giggled again.

Dinner tonight had been a formal affair (a Roaring 20s theme) and guests arrived bedazzled in their finery. Men sported black tuxedos and white ties, while women festooned themselves in sparkles and feathers. Pretending to be someone else, if only for a few hours, indulging their escapist fantasies. The costumes helped—ladies laughed freely, holding champagne flutes while their husbands kissed them more often. Photographers snapped away to commemorate the events and live music added to the low-grade hum of excitement. Ethel smiled. She had attended dozens of parties. Hundreds. Familiar, even routine, but it still never got old ... the feeling of being young again. 

She inspected her cabin, her home. It was tidied, as usual, with her bed turned down and a breakfast menu perched on her pillow. So silly. Ramie knew her usual order, which never deviated in the past few weeks: two eggs sunny-side up, two strips of bacon and a pot of coffee. Yet, high service criteria dictated the card be placed there nightly. Cunard required exacting standards and uncompromising quality. Ethel loved it. 

It was after midnight. Ethel quickly readied herself for bed; she soaked her teeth, removed her makeup, brushed her hair, and placed her jewelry into a chipped I Love Rome ash tray. She pulled the covers up to her chin and glanced at the bedside table. A small silver frame held a photo of two young women, each the mirror opposite of the other. One, tall with golden hair and blue eyes, the other short with dark brown and hazel. With their arms squeezed tight around each other, the girls’ wide smiles beamed at her. Ethel smiled back, whispered a little prayer and sank immediately into a painless sleep. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Cabin steward Ramie announced himself promptly at eight o’clock the next morning by knocking on the cabin door. Without waiting, he carried the breakfast tray inside, careful not to spill on his crisp, white uniform. 

“Madame Birnbaum? Time for breakfast.” He placed the tray on the coffee table while surprised to see her still in bed. “Madame Birnbaum?” Ramie sat down next to her on the bed and reached for her hand. It was cold. He sighed, “Oh, madam.” 

After a few minutes, he rose and went to the safe inside her closet. He punched in the combination. It clicked open. He pushed aside jewelry cases, stacks of cash and found a thick envelope. Ramie read the address. A lawyer in New York City. He stared at the envelope until tears blurred his vision. 








  
  
Chapter 2




“Uh-huh.” Beth held the phone in the crook of her neck while dangling a glittery pompom from a string in front of her white cat. Grendel batted it half-heartedly with his one remaining front paw. If asked, he’d rather lounge undisturbed in the sunspot on her desk.  

“Uh-huh,” Beth repeated. “Governor Sharp, I was going to submit it. Now we’ll miss the deadline.” She made the cat toy bob and dance, just out of Grendel’s reach. “Yes, I know how important your story is ... yes ... yes, I understand.” 

She groaned silently. The all-important timeline was now doomed with another last-minute change. Her publisher had strategically scheduled Sharp’s book for the winter holidays, just in time to support her election campaign the following year. At this rate, it would be next spring before it would see the light of day. The publication date (and Beth’s enthusiasm) was getting pushed further and further away with each of the governor’s panicked phone calls and her selective memory of past events.

“What exactly do you want to add?” Beth reluctantly put down the cat toy. She took notes. After thirty minutes listening to a new angle of a tired old campaign story, she said, “Okay. I’ll need to check with Frank. Can I call you back Monday?” She hung up and put her head down on the desk, defeated. Grendel gently tapped her hand with his paw. 

This project just wouldn’t end. 

This book was her third politician this year and Governor Laina Sharp’s autobiography had dogged Beth for almost six months. She didn’t know how much of Sharp’s story was true, embellished, or fictionalized. Beth was a ghostwriter and, thankfully, not a fact-checker. If she got paid by the eye roll, her publisher would owe her a fortune. A typical assignment was exasperating, but Governor Sharp took maddening to a whole new level. Late night phone calls, excessive handholding, the governor’s tedious stories beginning with “I” and ending with “me” were routine. Sharp’s ego exhausted Beth. So did all the revisions. 

Beth sat pouting in the squeaky chair in her office, which was really a corner in the living room in front of the only window. She leaned forward and pressed her nose against the cold glass. The lone tree in the small garden on Fulton Street below had changed from luxe velvety green to brittle gold and brown. By next week, its remaining leaves would be on the ground. Fall had arrived. Another season and she still wrote other people’s stories.

She called her editor, Frank, and left the message, “You owe me!” on his voice mail. Then she released a loud, frustrated sigh sounding like a foghorn. Annoyed, Grendel blinked his green eyes and trotted to the kitchen for the comfort of his food bowl.

While she waited for a return call, Beth cleaned up her desk to help temper the unresolved issue. She tucked her hair behind her ears and organized old notes, interviews, and previous drafts of Sharp’s manuscript. She shuddered as she backed-up computer files and wondered how politicians ever got elected in the first place. Although premature (and wishful thinking), she shoved Sharp’s paperwork into a file drawer labeled COMPLETED. 

On one wall hung framed prints of her bestseller book jackets, her name nowhere to be found on the covers. On another wall, hung her college degree. Bachelor of Arts in English, University of Pennsylvania, 2007. Four years of blissful reading and writing. Ghostwriting was not exactly the career Beth expected. But she was good—hell, great—at it, even though she was currently losing patience with inane clients.

She ambled to the kitchen, about six steps. The recycling container overflowed with crusty Marie Callender pot pie boxes. The inside of her microwave looked like a Jackson Pollock painting. But her oven was spotless. Next to an empty Wonder Bread bag, she found a rogue twist tie on the counter. She secured it around a messy braid on the left side of her temple. That was better. Her hair now out of her eyes and she could see. Kind of. Her broken glasses sat crooked on her nose. I really need to get them fixed, she reminded herself again for the forty-eighth time today. Instead, she got herself a bowl of Cap’n Crunch. 

She leaned against a doorframe and slurped her cereal. Her free weekend was now possibly shot. Thank goodness her small one-bedroom apartment was relatively clean. An antique Folger’s coffee can with extra chopsticks from Wong Fu’s, a couch upholstered in worn purple velvet, and a heavy glass mason jar filled with spare change helped ornament the small room. Her knick-knacks were definitely not tchotchke, but rather pleasing objects rescued from flea markets and second-hand stores. One would think from her decorating skills Beth lived from paycheck to paycheck, but most of her well-earned six-figure salary went directly into the bank and retirement accounts. Beth believed her apartment had a warm, lived-in feel. Eclectic. Yeah, that’s the word.

And don’t forget the books! Towers of books stacked from floor to ceiling provided much needed architectural details to her shoebox-shaped place. The hundreds of paperbacks and hard covers were an extravagance she didn’t mind paying full price for. They provided excitement, comfort, and intrigue depending on her mood. Bored? A romp with Murder on the Orient Express. Stressed? Soothing Little House on the Prairie. Lonely? A used Danielle Steele paperback with the page corners turned down at the good parts. Like a trusted friend, books could ease any troubles with a few familiar words. Plus, they were safe. Re-read a thousand times, she knew all their endings ... no surprises and no cause for alarm.

She took a habitual favorite, a dog-eared copy of The Hobbit, from the top of a stack to read later. Beth dumped her cereal bowl in the sink and shuffled back to the office. She checked her phone ... still no message from Frank. With her procrastination dance over, she had no other option except to adjust her broken glasses and revise Governor Sharp’s manuscript. Again.


      [image: image-placeholder]When the sunshine disappeared and dark skies precipitated turning on a floor lamp, Beth pried herself from the office chair and stared at her big toe that had wormed its way out of a hole in her sock. She considered fixing it. Grendel yawned from the back of the couch (his perch) and stretched like a Halloween cat. Beth stretched too while her tummy grumbled. 

“Grendel,” she said. “Need. Food. Now!” 

He blinked at her. 

Her fridge offered little inspiration for dinner: a single piece of bologna, a container of suspect yogurt, and some wilted lettuce. An expired Lean Cuisine lay encased in ice in the freezer. Too much work. She considered ordering in (again), but remembered a promise made to herself earlier. Plus, she needed some exercise. Beth blamed Governor Sharp for the extra ten pounds she’d recently accumulated. 

Here we go! Going out. Outside. Big doin’s. Beth took a deep breath. She inhaled and exhaled for three counts each. In for one … two … three. Out for one … two … three. Just like Dr. Joan advised her. 

“Calm the heart, calm the mind,” Beth whispered as a mantra. She repeated her breathing cycle. Good? Yes. Let’s go!

At the last moment, she looked critically at her grubby sweatshirt, but decided all she really needed was a bra. She announced to Grendel, “I’m putting on a bra. I’m going out. I will be fine,” in a loud, authoritative voice. The cat flattened his ears in response to such unexpected hullabaloo. Beth put on the required undergarment, grabbed her wallet, and opened her apartment door. She stepped over a pile of take-out menus, flyers, and last Sunday’s New York Times which had accumulated in front of her doorstep. 

“Here I go! I’m really fine!” she said to no one. She stepped out and the crisp air kissed the inside of her nostrils. 

NYC. The Big Apple. The City That Never Sleeps. But for Beth, it was the City of Fabulous Food. Italian, French, Pakistani ... all available with the press of a few buttons on her phone. Thank God for delivery. The world outside her apartment could be quite unpredictable. But on the rare occasions she ventured out, her local eating establishments never disappointed. Tonight, she selected Athena for souvlaki and home-made baklava. In anticipation, she overcame any fear of the unknown and quickened her steps. This would be worth it.

After a few short blocks, the family-owned restaurant appeared. Blue and white Greek flags decorated the neighborhood standby. The door’s bells announced Beth’s entrance with unwanted fanfare. She seated herself at a blue pleather booth, glanced momentarily at the sticky menu and ordered from memory. While waiting for her food, she played with her braid and realized it still had the twist tie. Then, as she usually did when she was nervous—a calming mechanism, according to Dr. Joan—she made up a fantastical story about the chef. She didn’t want to use up all her creativity on politicians.

Konstantinos was a woebegone man. He never smiled and his habitually sad eyes made customers (both men and women) want to grab him in a warm embrace, while whispering, “There, there.” Long ago, a beautiful woman jilted Konstantinos at the altar. An authentic Greek tragedy. Left bereft and heartbroken, he poured what remained of his fractured soul into cooking. All his raw emotion and unrequited love transferred into the best spanakopita in the city. Customers felt terrible witnessing his watery eyes, but it didn’t stop them from ordering his award-winning food. Athena thrived, but alas, now in his forties, Konstantinos still lived with his mother in her basement. He found out through an unfortunate social media post that his ex-fiancée had married a plumber and had six kids. One named Konstantinos. 

At least that’s the tale Beth came up with.

Her food arrived and it smelled delicious. She attacked the chicken souvlaki and debated whether to order more pita and hummus. 

She didn’t mind eating alone. The promising high-energy lifestyle that originally attracted her to the big city had never developed. Her social circle remained small and Beth accepted the writing life as a lonely one. Now she embraced it. Fewer friends meant fewer expectations. Her shyness translated into awkwardness, which meant aloof to most people. And whenever a little insecurity got thrown onto the fire, she usually wound up with a big ol’ three-alarm anxiety attack. In retrospect, alone was just fine. Plus, her apartment had everything she needed, so why leave?  

Her cell phone buzzed in her pocket. She quickly swallowed a mouthful of pita and answered. 

“Hi, Frank. You really owe me.” She wiped tzatziki sauce off her chin and wondered if there were any Tums left in her medicine cabinet.

A full, soothing bass replied, “Yeah, I know Sharp’s a pain. You’re taking one for the team. I wish I had ten more like ya, Pussycat.” Speaking of cats, Frank’s voice could calm a herd of kittens high on catnip. Sometimes Beth would call his voicemail just to feel instantaneous peace. Once she dozed off while he outlined a new book project to her. 

“But this is it, right? The last change?” 

“I promise. If she asks for more, send her my way. Maybe we should dial back on politicians for a while. Besides, the market’s getting saturated. When are you going to write me a real book? Something with heart?” Frank had pushed her for years to do something on her own. His recently acquired middle-aged outlook of it’s-never-too-late sometimes got on her nerves. 

“I’ll write one when I have something interesting to write about,” she said. “Besides, these politicians are taking up all my time … thanks to your assignments.” Beth could give him a little sass, since he wasn’t just her editor but also a trusted friend. 

“Ha ha. Anyway, I have the lovely job of collecting R.S.V.P.’s for the holiday party. Are you coming or not? Apparently, we need to know how many shrimp cocktails to order.” The phone practically buzzed from the timbre of his voice. She stalled for time and rubbed hummus off her sweatshirt with a paper napkin, making the stain even worse. 

“First, sing to me.”

“C’mon, Beth.”

“Please? Sing me something.”

Frank cleared his throat, then launched into Beth’s favorite Barry White song, “You’re the First, The Last, My Everything.”  

Beth giggled. 

“Okay? Please come to the party. Paul will be there ... he hasn’t seen you in forever.”

She sighed. Her publisher’s annual party scared the bejeezus out of her. Besides Frank and his husband, who would she talk to? And about what? It took a whole year to buck up the courage to attend and each time her hands would sweat buckets while she tried to be funny and engaging. Plus, on a practical matter, she usually spilled something down her front. Parties equaled dry cleaning which meant she’d have to leave the house again. Definitely not worth the emotional aftermath.

“Uh ... I’ll think about it.”

“I’m putting your name down. You can do it, trust me.” Frank hung up before she could squirm out of it. 

Great. There was nothing unstained or size-appropriate in her closet to wear. Deflated, she decided against ordering the extra pitas. She sulked while looking at her dirty plate streaked with dried hummus. Parties weren’t fun. Particularly, since small talk was on The List. 

Ah ... The List. The List was all-important, even critical, since the items listed on The List were her fears which precipitated anxieties and Beth tried very hard to not place herself in situations listed on The List. She hated The List but respected it. Doctor Joan said Beth needed to start removing things from The List. She was trying.

As Beth paid her bill, she glanced back at Konstantinos who looked moments away from sobbing on a pile of marinating lamb shanks. Maybe she could take him to the holiday party? Quickly deciding no, she scooted out the door.

Beth slumped toward home, burping and lamenting her expanding waistline. It would be easier to take someone with her. But who? Men were not only an afterthought but an extinct species in her world. After a college boyfriend grabbed her ass and called her chubby, she never wore bikini underwear or dated again. Now older and wiser, she realized men tended to date women who shopped at Sephora, regularly got pedicures, and didn’t need mantras to leave the house. She couldn’t compete. Consequently, her makeup-free look and ten-dollar haircut from Stu, the Fulton Street barber became less of an issue. A good time for Beth was binge-watching old Hollywood musicals with a Whitman’s Sampler. She hypothesized she was the only single woman in New York City likely to remain single. She was thirty-eight years old. 

As she made the last turn, her face brightened. The corner flower shop displayed a bouquet of gladiolas in the window. Spectacular! A crystal vase held tall stalks bursting with color in various shades of red: cherry, scarlet, ruby, tomato. They filled the entire space like an operatic diva on stage. Beth stood and stared. Wow, how beautiful. She stepped inside and impulsively bought a dozen to congratulate herself on a successful outing. 

She could barely keep her arms around the bunch wrapped in brown paper. A mistake? Where would she even put them? She didn’t have a big enough vase at home and they couldn’t possibly fit in the coffee can. The three-foot stems blocked her sightline as she unintentionally collided with people on the sidewalk. She exclaimed, “Oh, so sorry,” and, “Excuse me,” as she ricocheted off pedestrians like a Roomba, trying to find her apartment entryway. 

She huffed and puffed up the stairs to the second floor. Damn. I really need to dust off Mom’s Richard Simmons DVD. She turned the hallway corner to find a man in a dark suit and tie standing outside her door. She squinted. On closer inspection, it was an attractive man in an expensive suit and tie. Was he an overdressed exterminator? A Christmas caroler with bad timing? A mafia hitman making a huge mistake? Beth felt a tinge of anxiety growing in her stomach, but it could have been the souvlaki. Then the man waved at her. Not just any wave, but a big goofy wave involving his whole hand, arm, and shoulder. For some obscure reason, Beth thought it was funny.

When she got closer, a big smile appeared on his face. Through her broken glasses, Beth could see a chipped front tooth. It would have been distracting on someone else, but it made his handsomeness quirky and more engaging. She was so disconcerted that she stumbled forward. He held out his hand to steady her. After righting both her and the flowers, he peeked around the bouquet and asked hopefully, “Are you Elizabeth Schiff?”

“Yes ... yes, I am,” she said out of breath. 

“Great! I need you to sign for this.” Reaching inside his jacket, he handed her a pen and then offered her a clipboard, like it was a platter full of fancy hors d’oeuvres. She took the nice pen and noticed ‘J. J. Watkins & Son’ imprinted in gold. She signed next to her typed name and address. The man smiled and handed her an envelope. Gosh, he smells good. Immediately, an image clicked in her head, one of pine trees after a fresh Colorado snowfall. Yes, that’s exactly how she would describe it. Beth was glad she put on her bra, but immediately regretted the stained sweatshirt. And her hair.

“What’s this about?” she asked, trying to be professional when she clearly didn’t look the part.  

“Miss, I really can’t say.” 

“Why not?” she asked. Cascading Rocky Mountain waterfalls of concern entered her mind as the man shrugged in response. Then he smiled again, waved goodbye—this time with just his hand—and walked down the hallway to the staircase and entryway.  

Juggling flowers, the envelope, and her keys, Beth stepped inside her apartment. The odors of last night’s Kung Pao chicken still permeated the air. She dropped everything on the kitchen table, took the envelope, and looked at it more carefully. The paper was heavy-weight and good quality. Her name was printed correctly on the front. As Grendel wrapped himself around her ankles, she opened it carefully. 

Dear Miss Schiff, 
With great sadness, I must report your beloved Aunt, Ethel Birnbaum, passed away last Friday, October 25. My sincerest condolences for your loss. 
As Ms. Birnbaum’s legal representation, I am responsible for her final wishes. This necessitates communicating many details and requires an in-person conference. Please note, it is not my intention to cause any undue stress; however, your presence is not only advised but imperative to successfully conclude vital business. 
Please call to confirm a meeting scheduled for 9:00 a.m. tomorrow, November 5th, at our Manhattan office. Given the short nature of the request, I am hopeful it works with your busy calendar.
Again, my heartfelt sympathies at this sorrowful time. 

Your servant, 
J.J. Watkins



Crap. Beth folded the letter and placed it carefully back in the envelope. Aunt Ethel loved gladiolas. 








  
  
Chapter 3




The admin assistant ushered Beth into a large office covered in dark mahogany paneling, complete with bookcases and heavy furniture. It screamed  lawyer. The attorney, Mr. Watkins, stood up from his battleship-sized desk and offered a hand in greeting. In a dove-gray flannel suit and aubergine silk tie, he was elegantly attired and looked pleased to see her, as evidenced by the wide smile on his face.

“Sit, please, my dear.” He gestured to a tufted leather couch. “My apologies for this last-minute meeting. I hope it didn’t cause any scheduling issues?” 

Beth shook her head, murmured no, and tried to look confident all at once. Except her mouth turned into a painful grimace due to her old navy-blue suit (which hadn’t seen daylight in about a decade) constricting her midsection. Mr. Watkins sat next to her and continued to smile warmly. Reassuringly. 

“Now, where to begin? So much to discuss.”

Beth glanced around his well-appointed office and watched the admin assistant pour hot tea into beautiful bone china cups. Aunt Ethel wouldn’t have had it any differently; she always had the best. Beth looked down at her shoes and tried to buff a smudge off one of the toes against the back of her calf. In her mind, she repeated, this won’t take long. Just breathe.

Beth wondered if Aunt Ethel left her any money. Over the years, she had amassed a fortune from several generous husbands. But, how much? This could be really good news … but knowing Aunt Ethel… Beth balanced her teacup and saucer on her knee and tried not to fidget. 

Mr. Watkins interrupted her thoughts. “First, please accept my condolences. Your aunt was truly a magnificent lady. She was not only a client of mine for, oh, it must be close to ten years now, but also a friend.”

“Thank you,” Beth replied. 

“As you know,” he continued, “she was quite a character. Three husbands and she outlived them all. She had some great stories.” He laughed and shook his head. “Oh, the stories! What a sense of humor, too. Did she ever tell you about the time she ... oh my, I really shouldn’t repeat that one! Anyways, she enjoyed life fully and I’m sorry she’s no longer with us. Still, ‘Our dead are never dead to us, until we have forgotten them.’” 

Beth raised an eyebrow. “George Eliot?”

“Correct,” Mr. Watkins beamed. 

“How did Aunt Ethel die?” Beth tried tucking her hair behind her ears.

“She had a heart attack. In her sleep. The ship’s doctor reported it happened quickly.”

“The ship’s doctor?”

“Yes. She was sailing on the Queen Mary 2. She was a permanent guest of Cunard and rotated her stays among the three ships.”

“I didn’t know she lived on a ship.” Beth had regularly received postcards from Aunt Ethel, a monthly occurrence, just like her rent. Greetings arrived from places like Istanbul, St. Petersburg, and Rome. Her irrepressible humor shone through. Never deviating, Ethel always wrote, “Wish You Were Here!!!” on each one. 

“Such an outgoing personality,” Mr. Watkins continued. “She loved being surrounded by people and traveling to new places. A ship was the perfect way to do it. The staff saw to her needs—food and medical, and really anything she required was available. She was a wealthy woman and could afford to live in style. She was at sea for years.”

“Where was she?” 

“The Queen Mary 2 was making a transatlantic crossing from London to New York when your aunt passed. We were able to retrieve the body once the ship arrived. Her wishes were to be cremated and we’ve seen to that.”

A clock ticked loudly. Beth’s tea cooled. 

Aunt Ethel had attended her college graduation years ago. Wearing a classic Chanel pink suit and ropes of pearls around her neck, Ethel sported a humongous hat with ostrich feathers trimming the brim. She loved hats. She said they should equal your mood. She was obviously over the moon that day with her large flamboyant hat to match her excitement at seeing Beth graduate. Aunt Ethel was Beth’s only family there. She never forgot.

After graduation, Beth seldom saw her. They kept in contact with a few phone calls but mostly by old-fashioned letters. Aunt Ethel hated technology. Despised it. “What’s the fun in reading cold, impersonal fonts? Don’t you dare email me!” she pronounced. “Besides, finding pretty stamps is always such fun.” 

Over time, Beth’s letters to Ethel steadily decreased. There was always a project, deadline, or another excuse preventing her from writing more often. Plus, she wrote for a living, which left free time to write for enjoyment unfairly limited. In the past few years, she hadn’t sent Aunt Ethel a thing. Not a note, a card, nothing. Yet, Aunt Ethel’s postcards arrived like clockwork. She had received one just a few weeks ago from London. Beth placed her half-empty teacup and saucer on the coffee table in front of her. Her head slowly bowed until her chin reached her chest.

Mr. Watkins watched her closely. He leaned forward and tilted his head. “Are you alright, my dear?”

“Yes. I’m just remembering how I lost touch with her. She was always so good to me. I should have stayed more connected. Really, she was my only family.” 

A sense of woe filled her. The reality was Beth couldn’t make it up to her now. She couldn’t call, drop a note, and she’d never get another postcard. It was so final. Aunt Ethel had always been there, even when she wasn’t. Just the idea of her was comforting. Beth suddenly felt alone. Very alone. As tears dripped down her nose, Mr. Watkins handed her a tissue from a box with a fine silver cover from the coffee table.

“Well.” He grasped both his hands together and intertwined his fingers. After a few moments of silence which bordered on awkward, he took a breath and continued, “Well, it seems we have a problem and I need your assistance.” His eyes narrowed and became serious. “As executors for her estate, we have the responsibility to see to her final wishes ... which are extensive. Over the last year, Ethel and I discussed her requirements in great detail. And, you won’t be surprised, but all her assets are designated to charities ... but it seems, well ...” he stopped, searching for the next thing to say. Finally, he shrugged and said, “Her will is missing.” 

“What?” Beth sat up straight as if goosed from behind. 

“We can’t find it. Ethel assured us we would have it in time ... before it was needed.”

“You’re kidding? She didn’t think being eighty years old was time?” 

Mr. Watkins looked up at Beth’s sudden reaction. 

“Are you telling me, even with computers, faxes, email, scanners, all of that—you don’t even have a copy of it? Anywhere?” Beth’s tears skidded to a stop. 

He cleared his throat. “We have an unsigned draft in our possession. That’s the problem. She had the final copy with original signatures. We conducted an extensive search of her cabin and found ... nothing.”

Beth leaned back against the couch and closed her eyes. This is crazy. This doesn’t happen in the twenty-first century. Aunt Ethel was not only wealthy but also exceedingly responsible. Yes, she was goofy, even borderline eccentric. But still. How could she not have a will, properly executed, witnessed, testified, notarized ... whatever! What was she thinking? How could she be so unreliable? Especially with everything that had happened? Why would she ...? Beth opened her eyes. Aunt Ethel was nothing but shrewd. A more intelligent and perceptive woman never lived. There had to be more to it. 

“Yes, the whole situation is unbelievable,” Mr. Watkins said as if he read her mind. 

Before Beth could ask her next question, he walked to his desk and returned with a narrow, cream, velvet box. He handed it to her. 

“However, this is something we do have. And it was very important to her you receive it.”

Wow. It could be anything. It could be her ginormous diamond ring, her Colombian emerald earrings, the miles of cultured pearls. Ethel had excellent taste in jewelry, or rather her dead husbands had. Beth adjusted her glasses further down her nose and gingerly opened the box while holding her breath. Inside lay a silver-linked bracelet. No glittering jewels, no precious stones, no embellishments. Just a plain silver bracelet. 

“Uh,” Beth said after a disappointed exhale. “It’s not what I expected.”

“Probably not.” Mr. Watkins smiled and sat back down, “Now, for another surprise.” He handed Beth a fat envelope from the inside of his jacket pocket and explained, “This is your ticket and itinerary. The ship sails the day after tomorrow from Southampton.” 

The Cunard logo stared back at Beth: bold red letters under a lion with a golden crown.

“I don’t understand,” she said. 

“You’re going on a trip. And on this trip, you’ll hopefully find the will.” Mr. Watkins sat back against the couch, crossed his legs, and called out to his admin assistant for more tea. 








  
  
Chapter 4




Rumble ... thump ... rumble. The dryer, now on the  cool-down cycle, danced Beth’s clothes together like an unchoreographed cha-cha. Purple socks, gray sweatpants, and red panties flipped, somersaulted, and collided. She watched from a metal folding chair, her chin resting in her hands. Laundry was perfect, a mundane chore taking no brain power to achieve. She monopolized multiple washers and dryers instead of jamming her clothes all together. Today, colors and whites had the luxury of separate machines. Unfortunately, her plan backfired. As she watched her clothes monotonously spin, it only left her more time to think. Plus, the smell of bleach sharpened her senses. 

She picked at the tape holding her glasses together and replayed the morning spent at Mr. Watkin’s office. The meeting had lasted another hour. A long, excruciating hour. 


      [image: image-placeholder]After the new pot of tea arrived and he had hospitably poured her a fresh cup, Mr. Watkins continued in his legalese. “It’s crucial to find the signed will. If not, the estate will go to probate, and involve New York State ... let me try to clarify.” He took a deep breath and spoke again slowly as Beth twisted her face in confusion. “When Ethel and her last husband Ezekiel married, they combined all their assets—a large portfolio of stocks, property, mutual funds, basically everything they had of value—into a trust.”

“I remember. It’s like a will, right?”

“Sort of. When Ezekiel died, everything immediately transferred to Ethel ... except the Birnbaum Foundation.”

Oh, no. Beth squirmed. This conversation was heading in a very uncomfortable direction. 

Mr. Watkins continued, “A few months ago, I worked with her to generate a will of her own; she identified charities and specific causes to support after her own death. The will was sent to her weeks ago to sign. I never received it back. As soon as its located, my firm can disperse the estate according to her wishes.” Mr. Watkins took sip of tea.

“And?”

“And the problem is if we don’t find it, the original trust remains in place and the next of kin inherits everything.”

“Who’s the next of kin?” Beth asked and instantly regretted it.  That persnickety place in her stomach, just south of her already confined waistband, lurched. Constricted. Twisted.

“Ezekiel’s son, Max,” Mr. Watkins said quietly. 

The mention of his name affected her physically. Beth wrapped her arms around herself as if in pain. This can’t be happening, please, not now. Immediately, a tickling sensation started in her hands and traveled up her arms. She knew she couldn’t stop it. Her breathing exercises wouldn’t work now. It was all happening too fast. 

“Ethel and Ezekiel had, obviously, no children together and Ethel had none of her own. Which means Max, Ezekiel’s son from his first wife, is the next of kin. That’s not all.” 

“There’s more?” she squeaked.

“We have thirty days from her death to file the will. November twenty-fifth is the deadline, leaving us twenty-one days.” 

Beth swallowed. Gulped. Tried to stop the tingling from reaching her throat. “Do you know what an awful person he is?” she asked, almost whispering. She couldn’t speak his name. 

“I know. But Beth, the estate is sizable. Around fifty million.”

Car horns from traffic outside punctuated the stillness. Her hands trembled as she reached for her teacup. As she tried to swallow, her throat constricted and she coughed in defiance. Oh, God. Please don’t let this happen in his office. The tightening continued, forcing her breath into a shallow wheeze. With her hands growing numb, she tried reaching for her purse. 

“Beth, I know it’s a lot to ask. But here’s the situation ... we’ve already searched Ethel’s cabin on the Queen Mary 2. We’ve searched the entire ship and found nothing. A few weeks ago, she was on the Queen Elizabeth, so it’s the next logical place to look. I’m trying to file a motion with New York State to ask for additional time. But, meanwhile, I need you to fly to London and get on the Queen Elizabeth to look for the will.” 

“What about my job? I can’t leave now.” Beth wheezed, groping for the bottle of pills inside her purse. She just needed one. One would help everything and then it would be fine. 

“I’m sure you can make some kind of arrangement. It’s only for a few weeks.”

“A few weeks?” Borderline frantic, Beth leaned back against the couch, clutching the bottle of pills to her chest. Her waistband tightened even further. She unbuttoned her jacket with unfeeling fingers to breathe. Unbelievable. “I don’t even know where to begin. I’m trying to finish a project. A big, complicated project. I really don’t know how I can go. I have to talk with my publisher to see ...” She tucked back her hair. Beth already knew Frank’s answer. Of course, he would say yes. Her grip on the pill bottle lessened ... a little. Frank could finish Governor Sharp’s manuscript without her. Thinking ahead to her own next question, she knew he would also gladly watch her cat. 

“Excellent!” Mr. Watkins announced. “I knew you’d be up for it. You’re a good niece. Just know, I’m here to help you. As you can imagine, leaving my practice wouldn’t be a prudent option. I’ll be just a phone call away.” 

“I never said I’d do it!” Beth screeched in a high-pitched squeal.

Mr. Watkins’ eyebrows shot up in surprise. Beth took off her glasses and wiped her forehead with the back of her shaking hand. 

“Can I get you a glass of water?” He nodded towards her pill bottle.

“No. But … thanks.” Her face flamed in embarrassment as she realized the bottle was still firmly clutched to her chest. She put it back in her purse and forced the air out of her lungs to say in a normal pitch, “I’m sorry. Let me get this straight. You want me to fly to London tomorrow night, get on the Elizabeth, and try to find the new will which could be anywhere on the ship?” She put her glasses back on.

“Yes, that’s right.”

“And if I don’t find it, all the money defaults to Max?” There, she said it. She said his name out loud. 

“Yes.”

Beth didn’t answer, but her brain contradicted her silence with overloading questions. Details needed answering. She spit them out pointedly in rapid-fire succession.

“How do I get there? Where do I buy tickets? Who’s paying for it? Where’s the ship going? Will there be food? Why me?”

Mr. Watkins reached over to pat her hand reassuringly. “I’ve overwhelmed you, I’m sorry. Why don’t we talk again later? When you had a chance to think about it.” He handed her a card from his desk. “My direct cell phone number. Please call me later this afternoon and we’ll talk some more.” All Beth remembered was nodding blankly at him and her numb hands trying to clutch the card. 


      [image: image-placeholder]BEEP. BEEP. BEEP. The dryer’s sixty-minute timer went off. Fifty-nine too wet. Sixty-one too dry. Her morning conversation with Mr. Watkins continued to swirl like her unmatched socks as the dryer came to a final stop. Beth recounted his words, their order, and her corresponding emotions, as she folded dry clothes into a laundry basket, gathered her remaining quarters and detergent, and took the elevator back up to her apartment. Dozens of unresolved questions still raced. A dull throbbing in her head remained. But at least her body felt calmer. Her hands felt like her own, her voice back to normal. She grasped at her victory: she had managed to get home from Mr. Watkin’s office without taking a pill.

Doctor Joan had said Beth should start taking the pills. It was okay and totally safe to do so. They weren’t just for emergencies. But say she did take one and still had an attack, what then? Beth was stubborn and didn’t want medication to be the answer. But just having the fifty small rays of sunshine rattling in her purse made her feel better. Then when she was too far over the edge, when her voice left her completely and the tingling raced from her hands to her head, like a bull to a red cape, the anxiety charged through her body leaving her helpless and shaking on the floor, then and only then did she take one. And within minutes, Beth could feel it all drain away. The tension. The negative images looping in her brain. A pill stopped it all. Like magic. Hope returned. 

She placed clean clothes into drawers while Grendel perched himself on the corner of her bed and supervised. She sat next to him and skritched the underside of his chin. He tilted his head and leaned into her hand with eyes squinted together. Happy cat. She smoothed the fur down on his head. Her fingers ran through his dense and warm coat, going against the grain. She rubbed his silky ears while he purred, the rumble emanating through his chest. That helped. It always did. Grendel was her lighthouse in any storm. 

What should she do? Max Birnbaum. She shuddered. At face-value, Max one of the most attractive people she had ever met. A charming smile and friendly demeanor belied his true personality. He tried desperately to walk in his successful father’s footsteps, but wound-up tripping each and every time. He just didn’t have the business smarts. Also, Beth knew another side of him, a personal one. Max was a selfish, spoiled man who didn’t give a hoot about anyone, even his own family. He went out of his way to hurt Ethel, to sabotage everything Ezekiel had worked for, and more than likely played a role in Beth’s unhappiness. How could Uncle Ezekiel, such a dear man (the favorite of all her “uncles”), how could his own son be such an asshole? 

Beth scooped up Grendel and headed to the old velvet couch in the living room. Curled up with him, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She counted one, two, three ... and like air escaping from a balloon, she exhaled, tried to relax, and think of something else. Just like Dr. Joan advised. She needed a pleasant thought, something that made her happy. 

Cunard. The epitome of luxury ocean liners. Beth remembered the TV commercials growing up. Beautiful sleek white ships with black hulls and red smokestacks. Attractive people who wore party clothes and sipped champagne on deck. A lady tossed her head back and laughed at something amusing her companion said, while her diamonds glinted in the sunshine. A server in the background held a tray of additional champagne flutes—just in case the bubbly ran out. He stood at the ready and beamed at their pleasure.

It was a fantasy for most people. The Love Boat, but real. Beth’s mom would sigh, “Such luxury, can you imagine?” as she served TV dinners in the living room. Beth remembered burning her tongue on the gooey cherry pie, while watching passengers on TV eat lobster tails in the extravagant dining room, complete with butlers. Desserts served in silver dishes en flambé. Now, she could be on one of those ships. This was way outside her comfort zone. She accidentally squeezed Grendel too hard, which prompted him to squeak like a broken accordion. 

Beth stood and rummaged in the kitchen pantry. A bottle of port—a so-called Kwanzaa present from Frank last year—or the year before—was pushed toward the back. She used a pancake spatula to maneuver it closer. She opened the bottle and poured a healthy slug into a chipped wine glass. Now back on the couch and with Grendel, she wrapped herself up in a tattered purple afghan. She turned the glass rim’s chipped side to the back and sipped tentatively. Warm, smooth, velvety goodness enveloped her tongue.

After six calls to Watkins earlier that afternoon, Beth got more of her questions answered. All travel expenses were covered, including an airline ticket from New York to London, hotels and yes, the cruise. Transfers from London to Southampton were made and confirmed. Her own cabin was booked on the Queen Elizabeth. Plus, Mr. Watkins gave her a credit card for incidentals and shopping. How about that? She’d be traveling in grand style. A vacation sailing on a luxury cruise ship. That’s not scary.

She asked Grendel, “Is it?” 

She closed her eyes and tried to think methodically. She viewed the task as a new project. First things first, what are the downsides? It was a wild goose chase. But like Mr. Watkins said, there was lots of money at stake. 

But I’d have to leave my apartment.

Now the upsides. Aunt Ethel’s new will would transfer all remaining assets to charities. Ethel had recognized good things money can buy: financing art galleries, maintaining cancer research, and establishing college scholarships. Even the New York City SPCA would be a grateful recipient. Hundreds, no thousands, of people (and cats) would benefit from her generosity. Beth owed Aunt Ethel, who had always been so kind to others. Beth felt guilty about not keeping up her correspondence ... especially after receiving so many postcards. Aunt Ethel had cared enough to send them, which made Beth feel even worse. She had to go. 

“Plus, there’s no way in hell I’m going to let him have it. Bastard.” Beth swallowed another mouthful of port, this time a genuine swig. She sunk further into the couch feeling mellow. Comfy. Warm. 

If Frank took over Governor Sharp’s book, it may even make the deadline. He wouldn’t take any of Sharp’s crap. Oh, wouldn’t that be nice? Beth would never have to deal with the governor again. He could also hold off on Beth’s next assignment. She could take a few weeks. Her last vacation was ... Florida? Geez. She had visited Gwen, her college roommate, and spent a few days with her kids at Gator World in Tampa. That was years ago. She took another swig. Why had she saved this bottle for so long? This was good stuff!

“Okay … I’m due. Maybe this isn’t such a bad idea,” she said out loud. A little too loud. Grendel opened one eye and repositioned himself on her lap. Another drink and hmmm, it was really tasty. The dark liquid coated the inside of Beth’s numbed mouth. 

Okay, more positives. “Grendel,” she leaned into his ear and stage-whispered, “I can see the world. Maybe not all of it, but places I never imagined I’d see.” Mr. Watkins had also provided the ship’s itinerary: twelve days in Portugal and the Canary Islands. With her eyes closed, Beth visualized orange sunsets on the water. Graceful spires soaring from gothic churches. Cobblestone streets. Sandy white beaches. Plates of seafood paella. Tapas. She took another deep sip of port. Port! Port was made in Spain, right? Or was it Portugal? Yes! No?

“I like port,” Beth declared to no one. A small warm feeling grew in her belly, untying the knots experienced earlier in the day. Was it bona fide excitement or the port? It didn’t matter. The result was the same.

Oh, Crap. Beth sat up straight. “Grendel, what am I going to wear?” 

The cat stared blankly at her. There was no way anything in her closet would work on a luxury cruise. Nothing at all. Not even a pair of shoes. She would need to go shopping. Great. The first shy glass of port defiantly turned into another.

With the second glass, she read over her collection of Aunt Ethel’s postcards. There must have been a hundred. Beth wiped her eyes, sniffling. She glanced at a stack of unopened birthday cards held together by a rubber band and placed them off to the side. Next, old family photos found their way out of shoe boxes and decorated the floor. As she shifted through the memorabilia, feelings of nostalgia turned into tears. The drops dotted faded surfaces which she quickly wiped off with her T-shirt hem. Photos from summers on the Jersey shore. Playing on the backyard jungle gym. She sobbed for Aunt Ethel, who had always understood her. Always. With her crazy hats and butterscotch candy stuffed in her designer purses. She had never cared what other people thought of her. She was the most confident person Beth had ever known. 

With the third glass, Beth wrapped herself in the fringed purple afghan and serenaded Grendel while dancing to P!nk’s epic anthem “So What?” The cat climbed on the back of the couch and looked at her with bemusement as she twirled in circles and punched the air. His front stump twitched to the music as if keeping time. Beth used the empty port bottle as a microphone and ran out of breath during the last refrain. Then she landed in a heap on the floor. 

“Grendel, I’m still a rockstar.” she said with an uncooperative fat tongue. “People need me. Aunt Ethel is countin’ on me. Mista Watkins, too. I can’t let ‘em down. Know wha? Tha dirty bastard ain’t gettin’ any mo’ money. I’m goin’.” 

All of a sudden, she felt very important. Large and in charge. Beth stumbled to her desk, pawed through the top drawer, found a pen and paper, and compiled a to-do list. Gleeful eagerness replaced any previous reservations. With exaggerated movements and tongue sticking out the side of her mouth, she composed the following:



1. Cull F

2. By cloths 

3. PISSPUTT 



The next morning, her tongue felt like it wore a wool sweater and she had a cut on her bottom lip. After she took two aspirin and drank a liter of water, Beth called Frank (#1) and explained the last twenty-four hours using authoritative tones even she wasn’t used to hearing.

When Frank finally stopped interrupting with, “Are you serious?” “You’re funny,” and, “Who is this?” they agreed to meet in an hour at Barney’s (#2). 

Her next call was to Mr. Watkins. Once connected, she said with more conviction than she ever thought possible, “I’ll go.” Then she frantically dug through desk drawers to find her never-used passport (#3).








  
  
Chapter 5




Frank held up a red Michael Kors evening gown, high enough to prevent the hem from touching the floor. “This is fabulous! Feel the fabric. It’s silk. You need to try this on.” Beth dutifully reached for the hanger and added it to the pile of clothes she carried, while following Frank through Barney’s like a Sherpa.  

“I don’t have the build for it.” 

“We’ll find out soon enough.” He turned back and put an arm around her discouraged shoulders. “Come on. This should be fun! How often do you go on a shopping spree?”

“Frank, you know I don’t dress, uh...”

“You dress like a homeless person,” he finished for her. 

“I wouldn’t say that. But yes, I agree. My clothing choices lack in both style and substance. Just help me find something fast.” Beth chewed on a fingernail. 

“Think of me as your personal stylist. If I’m any good, I may give up publishing forever.      By the way, is that a chip clip in your hair? Honey, we’ve got work to do.” He watched as her face fell into worrisome lines. “Beth, you need to look the part, even if you don’t feel it. It’s all about confidence. And nice clothes always help. Let me think ... you’ll need some day separates ... some dresses ... more formal gowns ... and shoes ...” Frank rattled off a shopping list as he rushed towards accessories. 

Beth chased him around the store. She was overwhelmed by choices, but luckily Frank made most decisions for her. Since he’d been on a cruise before (and followed fashion) she considered him an expert. For Beth, shopping was neither a talent nor an enjoyable diversion. It wasn’t about spending money (she had plenty) but the effort of going out in public and possibly making a fool out of herself. Amazon had become her best friend. Her go-to philosophy for clothes was, “If it fits, buy three.” Maybe in different colors. Style never mattered, just as long as the article of clothing was comfortable ... and had a drawstring. 

Now, in a dressing room surrounded by silk, satin, and velvet, she realized zippers were involved. Beth stood in her underwear and grasped rolls of fat around her bellybutton. This was going to be a challenge. 

A memory flitted into her head. She was eleven years old shopping with Mom for a dress at Sears for her first (and last) piano recital. 

Her mom had called from outside the fitting room curtain, “Beth, what’s taking so long?” 

She couldn’t zip up the pale blue, polyester frock; a junior’s size which didn’t accommodate her blossoming bosom or hips. She struggled and tried alternately to inchworm the zipper up from behind, but it wouldn’t budge. And then it stuck. Tears pricked her eyes in frustration. 

“Beth, come on!” Her mom, exasperated, pulled open the curtain. There Beth stood on display, like a horrible piece of performance art, defeated, while the dress strangled her. 

Quickly her mom said, “Oh, honey ... it’s okay. We’ll look for a different size.” She wiggled the zipper and released it from a seam. “Come on, honey. It’s okay.” 

Beth whimpered, “I don’t look like the other girls.” 

“It’s because you’re growing up sooner than they are. Don’t worry, they’ll catch up.” 

“But why me?” 

“Because. It’s just part of God’s plan. Just remember, you’re beautiful.”

“God’s very funny.” Beth struggled to escape the dress and kicked it into the corner of the dressing room.

“He does work in mysterious ways. Now come here and give me a big hug.” She held out her arms. Beth stepped into them and inhaled her mom’s Chloé perfume. They both simultaneously said, “Big hug.”

Beth’s sister Vicky sprung from her own dressing room, pirouetting in a pair of designer jeans that looked painted on her body. 

“Look, Mom! They fit!” she squealed in delight. She turned towards the mirror and posed like a model, springing a hip. “See?”

“Are they on sale?” 

“I don’t know.” Vicky looked over at Beth’s tear-stained eyes. “What’s the matter with you? Step on a pin?”

“No.” Beth sniffed, wiping her nose with the back of her hand. 

Mom found Beth’s dress in a larger size, just big enough to zip up the back. Still, Beth could hardly move her arms. 

Later that night at her piano recital, with elbows glued to her sides, she plunked away at the Beatles’ “Let It Be.” During the final crescendo, the zipper split up the middle, showing her brand-new bra to hundreds of eyes. The audience twittered with unsuccessful repressed laughter. She even heard her sister giggle. From the corner of her eye, she saw Aunt Ethel clap a hand over Vicky’s mouth to shush her. Ever since, Beth hated dressing rooms. And the piano. She never played again.

Now, decades later at Barney’s, she looked at the woman in the mirror. Dull brown hair with overgrown bangs that constantly got caught in her eyelashes. Unremarkable hazel eyes behind broken glasses. A figure bordering on pear-shaped. She still had big hips and a jiggly tummy. Her looks didn’t make her nervous, just continually disappointed. 

Before she tried on any of the clothes, she yelled out, “Frank! Help me fix this!” 

“What?” Frank poked his head into her cubicle. “Beth,” he shook his head and grinned, “that’s nothing that Spanx can’t help.” 


      [image: image-placeholder]After their morning of vigorous power shopping, compliments of Mr. Watson’s credit card, Beth and Frank collapsed for a late lunch at a local deli to rejuvenate their blood sugar. Five sundresses, two pairs of linen pants, matching tops, three gowns, and coordinating shoes lay neatly packed into shopping bags at their feet. Plus, she’d purchased a pair of sassy sunglasses and versatile leopard-print tote bag to carry her essentials on the plane. Frank insisted on stylish but functional accessories. Apparently animal print was considered a neutral. Who knew?

“It’s a good start,” Frank said, “but you still need some cocktail dresses.” He wagged a dill pickle at her. “At least three. You’ll have to buy more clothes on the ship.” He popped the pickle in his mouth. The brown stripe in his dress shirt complemented his skin tone nicely. Hmmm. Maybe she was learning a few things from his whirlwind tutelage. But what would match her own hue? Tapioca? 

“It seems like a lot of clothes.” Beth pulled out the ship’s itinerary from her purse and ran her finger down the dress code listed for each evening. Twelve days meant four formal evenings and eight informal. Formal required gowns or fancy cocktail dresses for ladies and tuxedos for men. “Who wears this stuff anymore?” 

“Passengers on Cunard. Remember, it’s the last bastion of civilized society ... and you’re going to fit in if it kills me, or you.” Frank picked up his corned beef sandwich and took a big bite for emphasis. “I have to admit, I’m jealous. I’d kill to go.”

“I’d gladly trade places, but I need to do this for Aunt Ethel.” Beth slurped her Diet Coke loudly. “Where do I even start? The will could be anywhere on the ship. Do I begin at the front and work my way back?” 

“It’s called the bow and stern,” Frank said.

“Okay, the bow and the stern.” 

A brochure was included among her trip documents. Apparently, the Queen Elizabeth carried fewer than two thousand passengers, boasting a more intimate traveling experience than larger cruise ships. But still, it was the size of three football fields.

“It’s as good a plan as any. You’ll find it—but if you run into trouble, just ask people for help. It must be on the ship. At the end of all this, I hope Aunt Ethel left you something good.”

“The only thing she left me is this.” Beth held out her right wrist to show the silver bracelet. 

They ate the remainder of their sandwiches. Mayonnaise squirted out of Beth’s and onto her lap. Frank rolled his eyes at her.

“How’s Paul? Does he mind you watching Grendel?” Beth asked with another mouthful. 

“A better man never lived. No, he doesn’t mind your cat. Christ, he was in Cats for five years when he first started out.” Frank threw his head back and laughed hard, showing a mercury filling in his back molar. 

“What’s he doing now?”

“He’s casting a new show. Another musical. He keeps crazy hours whenever he starts up a production. I only see the man asleep.” Frank shook his head and chuckled softly to himself.

“What?”

“To think we met a karaoke bar, singing until the wee hours. Now we’re in bed by nine o’clock. We’re officially an old married couple. Okay, let’s talk about something fun. Tell me more about the trip. Where are you going?” 

Beth glanced at her beat-up Timex; only a few hours before she left. A small smile crept over her face when she realized there wasn’t any time for an anxiety attack because it wouldn’t fit into the schedule. This almost made her laugh. Maybe this trip was a good thing. Maybe it would help. Maybe it was the worst decision she’d ever make. She wiped her mouth and crumpled her napkin onto the plate. 

“I must admit the itinerary looks amazing. The ship leaves from Southampton—it’s about an hour south of London and we’ll have a few days at sea. Then a stop at Madeira, the Grand Canaries, a few more sea days, on to Lisbon, and then back to Southampton. Mr. Watkin’s assistant arranged for a car to take me to JFK tonight. I just need to be ready.”

“Traveling in style. I like this Mr. Watkins.”

Beth nodded. “He’s been really nice. I know it’s short notice and part of me wants to throw up, but I can’t help feeling excited about the whole thing. A good excited. You know?”

“Great! You should be,” Frank said. “This is a fabulous adventure, Pussycat. You’re long overdue. And you can handle it. Just remember your breathing exercises.”

“Thanks. I hope so. You know, my mom always wanted to travel on Cunard. She just never had the chance. Gosh, she loved those ships ... the three Queens. She even named me after the ship, the Queen Elizabeth. Did you know that?”

Of course, Frank knew. Frank knew everything about her. Beth didn’t wait for him to respond as she paid the check. 

“Once, she even ordered brochures from a travel agent. I remember her showing Dad at the kitchen table. Mom treated each page like it was a piece of fine art. She’d say, “Look, look,” at each one. She started saving coins in a big glass jar. But after paying the bills, there was always so little left. I honestly don’t know how they ever sent me to college. Then when Dad lost his job, it got even worse. And then ...” Beth took a cold French fry off Frank’s plate. “It just doesn’t seem fair I get to go.” 

“Maybe this is your aunt’s way of making it up to her. Through you.” 

“Maybe. I never thought of that.” 

They collected her shopping bags and exited the diner. From the curb, Frank tried to hail a cab back to Beth’s apartment so he could pick up Grendel.

“Will you email me? The ship has internet, right? I really want your eyes on Governor Sharp’s final draft. Plus, you have to keep me posted.” 

“Of course.” She turned to face him. “Frank, thanks for taking over the book, and thanks for your help.” She reached for his hand and grasped it. “You’re a good friend. If I need to, can I call you? Will you sing to me?” 

He smiled. “Of course, but you’ll be just fine. Don’t forget to send us a postcard.” He squeezed back and kissed her on the cheek. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Passport, check.

Tickets, check.

Snazzy new tote bag with wallet, check.

Pills, check to the third power. Absolutely!

The hired car was scheduled to arrive in a few minutes. After the day of shopping and whirlwind preparations, Beth was ready. Or as ready as she’d ever be. She had said a woeful farewell to Grendel, “Be a good boy for Mommy,” then kissed him on the nose and shoved him into the cat carrier. “Don’t let him get too fat,” she threatened Frank. 

Now, even though all was accounted for, Beth paced the inside of her apartment doing her deep breathing exercises while butterflies the size of hippos danced in her stomach. In for one … two … three. Out for one … two … three. A calmness came along with the feeling of fresh air in her lungs. 

She announced to the empty room, “I’m fine! I’m ready!” She locked her apartment door and thumped her luggage down the stairs to the curb. She continued her pacing and clutched the hem of her T-shirt, which had been laundered so many times it felt like silk. Over it she wore a clean Gator World sweatshirt (only a few stains) and a pair of yoga pants which had never seen a namaste in their life. She stood at the curb and shifted her weight from foot to foot as if the pavement was hot. Back and forth. In and out. Calm the heart; calm the mind.
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