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      The deep, steady horn signal of the cruise ship interspersed with the happy calls of the seabirds. The familiar smell of the brackish water of the Mississippi mixed with the scent of grilling meat and freshly washed linens.

      Madelyn Johnson smoothed out the freshly dried sheet on the king bed and tucked it in at the corners. Then she took the top sheet and deftly spread it over the bed.

      Madelyn would never have the money to be a passenger on the Ocean Pelican, but working as a housekeeper didn’t diminish the little thrill she felt every time the boat prepared to set off on a new voyage.

      This time was different though.

      This time instead of heading out toward the Bahamas, the captain of the Ocean Pelican had made the decision to take his ship up the Mississippi. Being both the captain and the owner of the ship allowed him such freedom of decision.

      There was a hurricane heading for the Bahamas. Hurricane George. And all models predicted that it would be entering the gulf and heading straight for the Mississippi coast.

      By taking the ship up the river, the captain protected the ship from storm damage. Madelyn didn’t know what kind of permission he’d had to get or what kind of strings he’d had to pull to make that happen.

      What Madelyn did know was that there wouldn’t be very many passengers on the ship. Just a few. She’d heard they were friends of the captain. Friends who wanted to be catered to while the storm battered the coast.

      A couple of the crew members had brought their families onboard, too. For a reduced cost. They’d all had that offer, but Madelyn didn’t have any family.

      After she finished up with the room, she closed the window. She always kept the windows open while she cleaned. She liked the way it freshened the rooms and kept them from growing stale.

      As she went into the hallway, an announcement over the intercom summoned all the staff to the main dining room.

      Madelyn immediately set off down the hallway, passing by room after room. By most standards, the ship was considered small, but she never ceased to be amazed at how big it was.

      When she walked into the dining room, Captain Tyler was sitting on a table up front waiting for everyone to gather. Around twenty staff members were gathered here and there having private conversations. There was an undertone of excitement that tended to accompany bad weather.

      “What’s going on?” Madelyn asked Scott, her friend who walked over to meet her at the door.

      “I don’t know. Something about the storm, I think.”

      They took a seat near the front, sitting on the comfortable dining room chairs that they were rarely allowed to sit on. She ran a hand along the soft velvet fabric and just for a moment, allowed herself to imagine being a guest. “Any updates?” she asked, pulling herself quickly back to reality.

      “According to the radio, it’s a category four already.”

      “Is it still…?”

      “All right, everyone,” the captain interrupted. “Can I have your attention?”

      Conversations hushed and most of the people who had been standing sat down.

      “Hurricane George has just been declared a category five. And the latest models show it heading toward the coasts of Louisiana and Mississippi.”

      The captain went over his plan again to take the Ocean Pelican up the Mississippi River. He was obviously and understandably proud of his ship and wanted to make sure it didn’t have storm damage. “It’s too late for us to go out to sea,” he explained.

      Murmurs of agreement among the staff filled the silence.

      “Anyway, I’ve asked Lori,” he nodded toward his assistant standing nearby. “To assign a room to everyone. We’re going to turn this bad situation into a little reward for you all. I’m blessed to have the best staff on any ship. So in appreciation, consider the use of the rooms as my gift to you. You’ll still have to work your schedules and do your work, but in your off time, you’ll have use of a passenger cabin, yours until we go back to normal operations.”

      Madelyn could have heard a pin drop in the silence that followed.

      “Is that agreeable to everyone?” Captain Tyler asked, a look of worry on his face.

      Then everyone was talking at once and there was a line to get to Lori to find out their room assignments.

      Minutes later, Madelyn walked down the hallway to her assigned room. She wanted to see it. She’d go to her little berth she shared with another staff member later to get a book, some clothes, and other things she needed for the night.

      She stood there a moment, savoring the moment. This was the closest she’d ever get to walking through the door of a cabin as a guest.

      The old-fashioned key was heavy in her hand. She turned it over, admiring the engraving on the silver key.

      2B.

      She put the key in the lock, opened the door, and stepped inside. It was one of the smaller cabins, like so many she’d cleaned before. She’d probably even cleaned this one.

      But this time, when she ran a hand across the quilt on the soft full-sized bed, she knew she’d be sleeping here tonight.

      She went to the window and opened it, letting in fresh air from outside. The water and clouds looked no different than they did any other day. If she didn’t know there was a hurricane coming, she wouldn’t have believed it.

      She turned her back to the window and surveyed the room. She was technically off work until morning. That meant instead of the little closet below deck with no windows that she shared with a roommate, she’d be sleeping in a big bed alone.

      With a window.

      The room may be small by ship standards, but to her it was a mansion.

      She was almost giddy.

      She opened the armoire, expecting it to be empty, awaiting the next guest to fill it with whatever clothes they brought on board.

      But instead of being empty, there was a large rectangular box on the top shelf.

      She pulled it down and set it on the bed. It was a fancy lavender box tied with a wide white ribbon.

      She hesitated. It should be turned in to the office. If anyone called asking for it, they’d know who stayed in the room. They’d know that Madelyn had stayed in 2B and she would lose her job. Then she’d have to find another job and an apartment…

      But it wouldn’t hurt to look inside the box. She grabbed one end of the ribbon and pulled it loose. Then she lifted the lid off the box and shoved aside the thin tissue paper.

      She pulled out the dress and laid it out on the bed. It was a pale pink long dress with an off the shoulder neckline and corset lace back. It had a full skirt with layers and layers of chiffon.

      It looked like a Barbie doll dress Madelyn had when she was a child. Before her house burned and she went to live with her grandparents.

      Unable to resist, she held it up to herself and looked in the mirror.

      It was the most beautiful dress Madelyn had ever seen.

      And it was even her size.

      The staff was supposed to turn any items left by guests in to the office. For whatever reason, this dress had been not only been left behind by the last guest, but had also been left behind by the staff person who’d serviced the room.

      She ran her hands along the soft chiffon and sighed.

      Then she carefully folded it and attempted to put it back in the box. After about ten minutes, she gave up. There was no way this dress was going back into this box.

      Tomorrow. Tomorrow she’d take it to the office. Maybe she’d just take it without the box though.

      She paced to the window and looked out. They were moving now and would be heading up the river. Even if someone called about the dress, they wouldn’t be able to get it until after the storm anyway.

      It wouldn’t hurt anything to just try it on. Right?
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