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  Going on a cruise was on my bucket list for many years. I'm happy to report it is now checked off.

This book is dedicated:

To my friend Glenda who took me on my first cruise along the Alaskan coast. 

To my daughter Andrea who went with me on the second one that was a reading retreat in the Gulf of Mexico and eastern Mexico. 

To my sister Julie who accompanied me on my third cruise that was a writing conference. She had fun, I studied and learned. Her foray to see the Mayan ruins and our snorkeling tour together influenced some of Leona's adventures. 

Thanks to all of them for helping me fulfill a dream.
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  Chapter 1

Face your fears, Leona Walker’s friends had told her. You’ll love it. Stupid advice, but more stupid was her acting on it. She didn’t know how to swim, and water, especially deep water, terrified her. So why was she, a landlubber from Red Creek, South Dakota, standing in a large building on the bay in Galveston, Texas, waiting to get on a very large boat? 
Her friends had coerced her into it. They used her love of reading and the height of her to-be-read pile against her. “Go on a cruise,” they said. “You can read all day, eat without cooking or cleaning up, and wear your sandals and shorts in the warm sunshine of mid-November.” They ganged up on her to make it sound like paradise and had even clicked the BUY button for her.  She had no one to blame but herself for letting them control her and her computer for a moment of time. 
Through the large windows, she could see the water and waves outside. Being near water deep enough to go over her head always sent a chill up her spine. Her terror stemmed from a bad incident in childhood when she nearly drowned. If not for her cousin who had rescued her, she would have died that day. The episode still haunted her.   
Never had she dreaded a trip so much, or anything else for that matter. Unable to find a way of backing out without losing her money, she resolved to be strong and do it. She’d done a Google search and found out that people of high weight float better than the ones who kept their weight on the low end of the scale. All the biological bubble wrap encasing her body would help her stay on the surface when the ship sank, a comforting thought she clung to like a ring buoy. To increase her chances, she gained five pounds before leaving. Of course, that necessitated buying new clothes for the voyage.
To further ensure her safety, she came up with a brilliant plan. Under her new high-necked, opaque clothes, she wore a yellow, uninflated life jacket. No one would know it was there but her. With one tug on a cord, the plastic balloon would inflate and keep her head above any depth of water. The last remaining worry was the sharks might find her beefy haunches too luscious to resist and take a bite. No solution to that could be found so she resigned herself to taking her chances with them. Otherwise, she had done all she could to prepare to go on a cruise.
Her legs quivered in her sandals on this Sunday morning, standing in line with countless other people, waiting to board the light blue, iron monstrosity that filled the huge windows at one end of the warehouse-sized building. They’d left their luggage with strangers who put it amongst the unorganized jillions of other suitcases and baggage. How would they ever sort it all? Would she ever see it again?
Everyone around her smiled and was giddy with excitement about the vacation in the Gulf of Mexico. The din of so many conversations, laughter, and shuffling sandaled feet filled her ears. She, on the other hand, felt like she was being led to the electric chair. Her last meal had been the free breakfast at the hotel where her group all stayed the night before. If she was going down, she’d have preferred lasagna, chicken fettuccine, or some other ultra fattening meal. Why diet before you die?
Her mind kept telling her to turn and run back to her home in the middle of the continent. Back to where water ran in rivers or puddled in stock ponds and city pools with lifeguards around them. Safe in the house she and her late husband Joe had built, she could wait for postcards to come that said, “wish you were here”. Her blood pressure and heart rate would all be much lower too, which her doctor would like.
Instead, she stayed in line, knowing if she tried to flee, she’d be grabbed and drug back. Her older sister Betty kept nudging her backside with her walker to keep her moving forward. Beside Betty was her new husband and Leona’s neighbor, Clarence Brown. Married two days earlier, they couldn’t take their eyes off each other and constantly engaged in small talk that was loud enough for Clarence’s hearing aids to pick up and others to hear. They wore matching white ball caps, one embroidered Mr. and the other Mrs., and white sneakers. With their khaki slacks and blue shirts in between, they looked like Q-Tips.
The rest of their coffee group, Irene and George Donovan and Nick and Carly Sopris, glowed with eagerness to begin this adventure. They were dressed in nice clothes like they wore to the Bluebird Coffee Shop in Red Creek in the summers. Denim capris and nice tee shirts with sandals and freshly pedicured toes gave them a casual look. The pockets on George’s cargo shorts drooped and pooched out with his wallet, phone and whatever else a former insurance man carried in case of emergencies. 
Carly’s scarf tickled Leona’s arm as they waited in line. With large doors opened on both sides of the building, the breeze had flicked the long, red scarf across her body and face several times. She had to think of a way to get upwind of Carly.
Dressed in white shorts, a white blouse, a blue vest with little anchors on it, and the long red silk scarf around her neck, Carly reminded Leona of her childhood Barbie doll. Carly’s enormous, overweight suitcase that Nick struggled to lift in and out of the hotel van was probably jammed full of similar attire. If the ship lost its anchor, they could use Carly’s suitcase for a substitute. Admittedly, Carly looked good in everything she wore because she was thin and had lots of makeup and hair dye that hid her age. Nick, a bank president, looked as fit as a younger man, only with graying hair around his temples.
Next to the Sopris couple, Leona felt plain, but that didn’t bother her. Her clothes concealed her pleasing plumpness and with darker colors, made her look thinner. If people minded her almost full figure, they could look in another direction. She was a good cook and proud of it. After Betty moved in with her and started doing a lot of the cooking, she had more to conceal. Betty’s cookies were the best in the world and brough peace to the feuding and grumpy. Maybe, and she wasn’t admitting it was true, Leona had eaten more than she should have and had put on a few extra pounds. With Betty living with Clarence, the weight was bound to come off again. Right?
The line moved forward, and the walker bumped Leona’s rump to encourage her to move too. 
Clarence had given Betty her own walker for a wedding present to bring on the cruise. He said the water might get rough, and she might need more than her cane to keep from falling. Too bad he hadn’t replaced his own ancient walker with the squeaky wheel with a nicer model. 
Leona turned and stuck her tongue out at Betty who returned the gesture. “You’re not backing out now, Sis. You’re coming with us.”
Leona rolled her eyes and turned to look ahead. Going along with a newlywed couple on their honeymoon was ridiculous. Never mind that the couple had begged and pleaded for everyone to come. It would be much more fun with friends along, they said. They’d all acquiesced to the request and booked rooms to come. 
Leona adjusted the neck of her shirt to make sure no one could see the life vest. The ridicule would never end if her friends found out. She wiggled her shoulders a bit. She’d never considered Galveston might be hot this time of year. The TV weatherman said the temperatures would be warm, but to this South Dakota girl, their warm was her hot. The plastic against her camisole made her sweat. A drip of it trickled down her chest bone. No matter. There was no way she was taking it off. It would save her non-swimmer self when this behemoth boat sank. 
Her back started to ache, and she put her heavy book bag on her other shoulder. Maybe two books would have been enough, rather than four. The huge bottle of sunscreen and filled water bottle only added more weight.
The line moved up again. She focused on watching people leave the warehouse, go across a short bridge, and disappear into the belly of the steel blue whale. Irene told her people cruised all the time, and the ships never sank. What made her so special that this particular one would go down? Okay, it probably wouldn’t, but wasn’t the Titanic unsinkable? Its resting place was testimony that the big ones sometimes fail. At least there were no icebergs to run into while sailing down the eastern coast of Mexico. On the way into the building, she’d seen the many yellow enclosed lifeboats suspended from the side of it. Maybe she’d just sleep there and not have to worry about finding one when the ship slipped beneath the waves.
The line moved forward, and their group neared the place where passports were shown to the attendants at the gates. One step closer to going inside that…that floating hunk of iron and metal. 
The urge to run hit her again, but Betty bumped her extra hard to push her forward. She kept her walker pressed against Leona’s backside to keep her from taking a step back. Leona turned to face her sister.
Betty’s face was lit up while she stood next to Clarence. “Isn’t this exciting, sister?” 
Clarence patted his new wife’s hand and proclaimed, “What a great idea for a honeymoon.” He leaned toward Betty, and they shared a kiss.
They made a cute couple, but it would take Leona a while to get used to seeing her sister kissing Clarence who had been Joe’s best friend. Clarence and his wife Janet had lived in the house across the street the many years she and Joe had lived in Red Creek. When Joe died, it was Janet who sat with her the first night until her children came. When Janet was killed and Clarence was crippled in that horrible car accident, it was Leona who checked on Clarence after his children left. Betty moving in with Leona had added one more to their friendship circle. 
Irene put her arm through Leona’s. “This is going to be so much fun! You’ll be so glad you came along with us.” Irene looked up at George before reaching over to take his hand and pulling him close. Turning back to Leona, Irene continued. “There’s so much to do onboard. You’ll forget you’re on a ship.”
“It’s true,” George said, peeking around Irene to look at Leona. “You’ll love it.” He led the women closer to the large door that led out onto the dock. Only one more checkpoint lay between them and the hole in the side of the ship where everyone was going in and no one was coming out.
Leona looked up as high as she could see. The closer she got, the larger the ship loomed above her. How on earth would she find her room, her friends, her luggage in that maze? Maybe she should have brought a compass. At some point in time, she was bound to get lost in the labyrinth of rooms and whatever else was in it. 
Her heartbeat picked up its pace, and she fought the panic building inside. She tugged to get loose from Irene’s grip, but her friend wouldn’t let go. No doubt she was reading Leona’s mind to flee. 
Irene leaned in. “It’s going to be great. You’ll see. Relax and let it happen.” Without releasing her hand, she pulled Leona forward. “George and I will take care of you.”
George took her other elbow and assured her they would. 
Carly’s scarf flew between Irene’s and Leona’s faces in the breeze inside the building for a moment before Carly pulled it back. “I used to think you were a fearless old bird, but now I can see you really are a chicken.” 
She was quickly chided by Nick and told to hush before saying to Leona, “I’m sure she didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. We all have our Achilles’ heels, don’t we, Carly.” He scowled at her, but she averted her eyes.
A couple whisked by them in their expensive clothes, Gucci purse, leather man bag, and noses in the air and skirted the people waiting in line. She couldn’t see their faces with their backs turned to everyone else. At the gate, an argument floated back to them as the hoity toity couple tried to cut in line. 
Carly shook her head. “Some people are so pretentious. Imagine, thinking they’re better than everyone else and deserve first class treatment.”
Two uniformed men extracted the couple and directed them to an office nearby. 
“Do you know who I am?” The man turned and walked backward while shouting at the gatekeepers who turned him back. “I’m the great-nephew of one of the founders of this company. I have friends who will see you are fired!” His wife said something and tugged on his arm. He turned around and stomped off to the office.
The noise turned from nervous laughter and excited conversations to a low roar, and everybody discussed the scene, including their coffee group. What insolence! Such bad manners. No one should ever act like that in public. Whatever happened to good manners and common courtesy?
The line moved again, and Leona watched. Carly and Nick showed their passports and tickets, then Irene and George. Irene turned to watch Leona step forward. Betty was behind her, nudging Leona along. Her inner voice was roaring in her ears and told her not to go, but she’d never get past Betty and Clarence. 
The ship loomed in front of her like the wall of an iceberg. She couldn’t look away. Her passport was pulled out of her hand, and she heard someone say, “Welcome aboard. Enjoy the cruise.”
Her feet wouldn’t move. 
Irene took Leona’s passport and ticket from the woman before hooking her arm through Leona’s again. “Come on. Our cabins won’t be ready for a while. Let’s go eat before too many more get onboard.” She towed Leona along while the coffee group gathered around her, their voices encouraging her to enjoy the adventure.
Across the walkway Leona was tugged along like a zombie into the belly of the ship. To her surprise, the inside didn’t look bad. No wooden floors or barrels or hammocks swinging from the ceiling. It was like being in a normal building, only Clarence’s squeaky wheel echoed a little louder. They turned a corner and found an elevator.
“I always love the buffet.” George pushed the Up button. The crowd waiting to get on started growing. They shuffled closer to the doors.
Irene laughed, still holding onto Leona. “You’ll love being able to eat all the time.” 
George patted his belly. “Yep, that’s half the fun of going.”
Their group of seven crowded onto an elevator with several others, all of whom talked about getting to the buffet. When the doors opened, they tumbled out into an opulent hallway with stairs on one end.
Leona was stunned. It looked like the inside of a hotel in Las Vegas, with woodwork, glass, carpets, mirrors, and everything to make the surroundings sumptuous. She wasn’t sure what she was expecting but it wasn’t this. Following her companions, she walked through the hall and stood in line in front of a wide doorway. Two long trough sinks were on each side of the entrance with a jolly woman in a cute costume telling people to washy, washy. Sanitation blended with the smell of food. It was her heart’s delight. Maybe this wasn’t going to be so bad after all.






  
  Chapter 2

The buffet room was crowded with all sizes of tables, chairs, and people with large bags or rolling carry-on luggage milling through the area looking for an empty table. Large, well-lit food bars grouped in the middle of the room gave off steam and aromas that tempted everyone to come. The noise of people talking, the clinking of utensils, and the occasional shouts of the chefs made it almost impossible to hear the person next to you. Windows wrapped around the huge U-shaped area showed the bay of Galveston full of boats, ships, and sea birds. 
Almost all the tables were taken by the travelers lucky enough to board the ship early, but the coffee group spotted one in the far corner that would fit all of them. They picked up their pace and wound through the maze of tables and people to claim it before anyone else saw it. Half of the group went to fill their plates, and the other half kept the table reserved from interlopers also looking for places to eat.
Everyone insisted Leona be in the first group to visit the buffet. Avoiding the elbows around the more popular shrimp bar, she found the pasta and salad areas easier to reach. When her plate had no more space on it, she wound her way back to the table so Irene could go. Clarence and Betty came back with their salad, entrée and dessert plates resting on the seats of their walkers. The sight almost made Leona wish she had a walker too.
The food in the buffet was delicious, and they all overate. With a full stomach, Leona’s eyes got heavy, but their rooms weren’t ready yet. The group milled together outside the big buffet hall doors until George remembered, “We have to check in at our emergency location.”
George’s words struck fear in Leona. “Emergency?”
“Yes, they won’t leave the dock until everyone has checked in and knows where to go to get in their lifeboats.”
Leona swallowed hard. “That’s an excellent thing to know. Lead the way.”
They went to deck four and went around two corners until they found a large space with chairs outside two bars. Two crew members were talking to each other in the middle of a circle of chairs. “Welcome,” they chimed when the group approached. 
“Is this where I need to go to be saved if we sink?” Leona asked.
Betty rolled her eyes. “Oh, sister, you’re such a pessimist.”
The crew members exchanged glances. “Yes, ma’am, but the weather report is good, and we’re expecting smooth seas this voyage. This should be the only time you’re here. Can I get your name?”
“Leona Walker. I come to this spot, and you’ll see I get into a lifeboat?”
“Yes, ma’am. I have you checked in.”
“Is it still women and children first? Where do old folks come in the hierarchy of sinking?”
The two employees looked at each other again. “We have enough lifeboats to accommodate all our passengers and crew. Each has food and water inside, and a crew member or two will be there with you to guide the boat to rescuers.”
“The boats have motors? We don’t have to row?”
They laughed at first but stopped when she didn’t join in. “Yes. The doors are sealed so they won’t sink. You could survive in them for several days, although it wouldn’t take that long for help to come. I assure you, sailing with us is safe.”
Leona felt a little better. All she had to do was find her way here. That would be the hard part. The massiveness of the ship’s interior was daunting even without seeing much of it. She had seen no directional signs showing where to go. Knowing her lack of maneuvering skills, she may never find her way back to this spot. “I see nothing to help me find the route back here. What if I can’t find this place again? Shouldn’t there be exit signs?”
Her hands trembled until Betty came up beside her. “Clarence and I will make sure to bring you with us. George and Irene will help too. We’ve done our duty here. Let’s go up on deck and enjoy the sunshine until we leave.” 
They all made their way back to the bank of elevators. When the elevator doors opened, Leona saw large “Sunday” on the elevator floor. Interesting. No need for a calendar onboard; just check the floor when you go to breakfast.
When the elevator arrived at Deck Fifteen, the coffee group went out the glass sliding doors to the open air pool area. Blue mesh chaise lounges covered almost every square inch of the deck except for aisles for people to pass by. A narrow upper deck provided shade to the lower one along the outside rail of the ship. In the middle were two pools plus one more intended for kids. Colorful slides, fountains, and sprays attracted them like ants to a picnic. At one end of the pools, a bartender was wiping the counter off and arranging glasses.
With time to spare before being able to get into their cabins, Irene and George went to explore the ship. Nick and Carly disappeared without saying where they were going. Leona, Clarence, and Betty decided to find a seat and watch people. 
The three seniors made their way to midship where they found places to observe the environment. The deck chair felt comfortable to Leona’s backside. Betty and Clarence shared a two-person seat and started their usual cooing and pecking. Needing different scenery, Leona left the lovebirds and found another seat down the way in the shade where she could try to be invisible. 
From her bag, she drew out the itinerary she’d printed out before she left home. They would spend two and a half days sailing south, then visit Honduras and have two stops in Mexico before sailing north for a day, ending up in Galveston again. The ship had eighteen decks, over a thousand crew members, and over five thousand guests. Good grief! That was more people than a lot of South Dakota prairie towns.
A pair of children ran past her and straight into the kiddie pool. Their parents, she assumed, settled into chairs nearby, leaned back, and must have gone to sleep because they didn’t move again.
If parents brought their children on cruises, it must be safe for her too. She reached in her bag and pulled out a book meant to help her not think about how deep the water was beneath her feet. Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Spy by John Le Carré would do the trick. When she finished this one, John Clancy, Kristin Hannah, and Debbie Macomber books were next on tap.
She was on Chapter Three when she noticed the Hoity Toity man who earlier had thrown such a fit in the building before they boarded walk around the pools toward the bar. Still carrying his fancy man bag, he strutted like he was a prince until he found a seat at a table across the pool from her. From where she sat, she could get a better look at him and noticed a detail she hadn’t seen before. He had a mole on this cheek above his beard line. 
He set his bag on a table and looked around in every direction. He sat, then stood, checked his phone, then paced around the table biting his lip. He pulled his handkerchief out and wiped the back of his neck.
Very suspicious behavior for a man so well dressed. Leona kept her book in front of her while she observed him. Maybe he’d dumped his wife off somewhere and was waiting for his girlfriend to appear. She let out a snicker at her silly idea. It was none of her business why he was here, yet he was behaving so strangely she couldn’t help herself.
When his eyes scanned in her direction, Leona held her book up a little higher so their eyes wouldn’t meet. His wife was nowhere around. Whatever he was up to must not involve her. Peeking around the edge of her book, she saw him sit, then stand again. He walked to the bar at the end of the pool area and ordered a drink. He gulped it. His face turned red, and he coughed. The bartender must have asked him if he was okay because he waved off whatever he said. He returned to a chair across the pool from Leona and sat, still coughing from time to time.
A tall man in a suit walked by Leona, leaving an odd scent behind that made Leona lift her eyebrows. His cologne didn’t match the expensive outfit he wore, but to each his own. She watched him go around the pool and sit at the table with Hoity Toity Man. He carried an identical man bag, was bearded, and seemed nervous, looking around like he expected someone to pounce on him. His sunglasses and his hat pulled low hid his face. With a slight nod of his head, he acknowledged Hoity Toity Man sitting at a table in the shade. Both scanned the area as if checking if the coast was clear. 
Leona held her book across her face so they couldn’t see her. Her heart pounded. Something strange was going on. Was she watching international spies plotting for world power? Maybe they were industrial spies with the latest technology designs, with them in one man bag and cash in the other. Or were they from a drug cartel? The voyage would take them along the Mexican coastline. That had to be it. Maybe they were smuggling drugs in the ship somewhere.
She moved the book so she could peek around the edge. A waiter stood by their table taking their orders. When he left, the two men talked in a more relaxed way and even laughed out loud like they were old friends. Then they grew serious again.
She hid behind the book to think. Did drug people laugh? According to the crime shows on TV, they were always serious and never let their teeth show in a smile. Maybe they were into something other than drugs. Maybe they were weapons dealers who were helping someone overthrow a government. Maybe they were smugglers with bags full of stolen jewels. That made more sense by the way they were dressed. They could be jewel thieves there to rob the rooms on board. Good thing she had brought only costume jewelry. She’d have to hide her passport and other IDs to keep them safe.
Peeking around the book’s edge, she saw them both staring at her. Oh dear, this isn’t working. She stuffed her book in her bag. There had to be a better place to watch better people. She stooped to pick up her bag and stood. She started around the chair when she heard someone behind her say, “Ma’am?” 
Her blood ran cold with the sound of the voice last heard yelling before they boarded. It was Hoity Toity Man. She’d been caught spying on the spies. She closed her eyes and tried to rein in her pounding heart. Breathing in, she turned and hid her fear behind her best smile. “Yes?” Her voice had a slight squeak to it. 
“My friend BJ and I noticed you looking at us. Is there something we can help you with?”
She repasted a pleasant smile on her face even though her knees wobbled slightly. “No. No. I’m just people watching. Sorry for disrupting your visit.” Her feet started shuffling but refused to move faster.
“You’re not bothering us. In fact, we could use your help.”
Her face went limp, and she felt the tug of gravity on her bottom jaw. They wanted to turn her into a criminal. She’d hardly been aboard two hours, and she was being recruited by drug lords, thieves, spies or whatever they were. She’d gone down the marginally legal path before, and her dearest friends had suffered because of it. She wouldn’t go there again. 
“I’m sure I’m not the one you need for whatever favor you’re asking. Ask someone else.” She waved her hand around. “There are many others to choose from. I have to go find my friends. They’re expecting me.” She tried to get around the chair, but he stood in her way. She turned in the other direction, but he grabbed her by the elbow.
“Please. Come sit with us. We’ll buy you a drink and talk about it.” His grasp was firm, and he tugged her toward the other man still at the table. 
She jerked her elbow away from him. “I’ll state it plainer. No.” She tried to step around but the man shifted across her path.
Should she scream? Shout for help? With several witnesses about, why wasn’t anyone looking her way? They all seemed too self-absorbed in their own fun to see her panic.
The other man smiled and waved her over. He seemed friendly, but it was probably a façade. Hoity Toity Man gripped her arm again only more tightly and left her no choice but to follow. If he weren’t so close, she’d swing her bag and let her books knock him for a loop. When she was free of them, she’d report them to the crew. They were still in U.S. waters, and this was harassment.
The man at the table stood and pulled out a chair for her. He raised his hand toward the bartender to summon him. Leona sat on the edge of the chair, her book bag strap wrapped around her wrist, ready to bolt if this turned into something ugly. No threats would make her turn to the criminal way.
The bartender whose name tag said Sandeep came over with a tray on his hand and a towel over his arm. “Care for something to drink?” 
“What would you like?” Hoity Toity Man asked while looking at Leona. The mole beside his nose reminded her of an island in a sea of skin.
She blinked to get her thoughts back on track. “Ginger ale.”
“A ginger ale for this fine lady.” The words dripped in honey.
She was no fool. Every alarm in her head was shrieking in warning. She’d listen to what they said to find out more about what they were up to. Knowing their story would hold more weight when she talked to the captain about these criminals aboard his ship. There must be law enforcement and a brig on this massive tub somewhere.
Hoity Toity Man began. “My name is John, and this is my friend BJ. And your name is . . . ?” 
“I’m Leona. And that’s all you need to know.”
The two men exchanged glances. “Leona. Nice to meet you. We need a favor. We were supposed to meet a man named Wayne Koonz here, but he’s late. We’re in real estate, and I have signed contracts here for him. My wife needs me, and I can’t wait any longer, but I can’t leave this bag unattended. Could you watch it while I check on my wife? Wayne should be here any minute now to get it so it would only be for a few minutes. That’s all we need you to do.”
What a lame excuse! It was full of drugs and Wayne was a federal agent ready to spring on the courier. Babysitting the bag would make that agent think she was the dealer. No way. She wasn’t falling for this gag. “Let BJ watch it for you. I have a date with a book.” She stood up.
Hoity Toity Man grabbed her elbow again and told her to sit. The tone of his words sounded more like a command. Her options were to make a scene or comply. More people were coming out onto the deck and some had their phones up making videos, she guessed. If they tried to hurt her, their actions would be recorded. She should find out all the information she could for the police report. She sat down again.
The men looked at each other and shifted in their seats. BJ spoke. “I have business as well that can’t wait. I’m in real estate too. It never stops even on vacation!” He let out a nervous laugh and leaned forward. “There are only papers in the bag. Here. Look for yourself.” He unzipped the fancy bag and held it up for her to look. He ran his thumb along the edges for her to see.
She’d call their bluff. She reached to touch the papers, but he pulled the bag back out of her reach. What sort of game was this?
Fire rose inside her. “What do you have in there? Drugs? Stolen computer data?”
“No!” BJ zipped the bag shut. “Nothing illicit at all. It’s nothing but papers closing the deal with our client before the cruise begins. He’s late getting on board and both of us—” he motioned between himself and Hoity Toity Man “—have other places we must be. This deck is where we told Wayne we’d meet him.”
“Leave it with the bartender.”
Hoity Toity Man shook his head. “The bartender is too busy to take it, so we thought we’d ask a nice person to help us out.” Hoity Toity Man took a sip of his drink with the umbrella in it. “I know what you’re thinking. We’re not asking you to do anything illegal. These are papers, deeds and titles that Wayne needs. We told him we’d be out here with them, but we got a call from our office we need to deal with. We’re not asking for much. Just see that Wayne gets this bag.”
Leona narrowed her eyes and felt her adrenaline kick up a notch. “I thought you said your wife needed you? Which is it? Wife or business?”
His face blanched slightly, and he cleared his throat. “Both. I figured I’d deal with my wife first, then business.”
The bartender brought Leona’s ginger ale and placed it in front of her.
BJ leaned across the table, rubbed his beard lightly, then sat back. “We’re not asking you to break any laws. All we’re asking for is a favor to help your fellow shipmates out. Just make sure Wayne Koonz gets this bag. Please? That doesn’t seem like too much to ask.”
Leona looked at her hands, then looked around. Other than her, not many were seated in this area. Most people were strolling along the deck or huddling in small groups along the plexiglass walls or on the deck above. The logic in their choice of her became clearer. She was nothing but a patsy available to them. Still, every internal alarm was screaming to walk away. “No. This isn’t my responsibility. Find someone else.” She moved her chair back.
BJ opened his wallet. “Can we give you some money to sweeten the deal? You can order all the drinks you want and tell them to charge it to Room 7284. I’ll square it with the bartender before we go.” He threw a fifty-dollar bill on the table. “For your trouble.”
Leona looked at him, at the bag, at the money, and back again. She stood and shook her finger at Hoity Toity Man. “I can’t do this! It’s not prudent!”
“You’re a sweet lady.” He slid back his chair and rose. He took her hand and shook it. “Thank you for doing this. We’ll see you later, I’m sure.” Smiling, he and BJ trotted away toward the sliding doors. 
“Stop! I’m not going to do this!” She trotted after them but then remembered her book bag by the table and the precious contents inside it. Her wallet, passport, money, and books. Someone might steal them if left behind. She walked back to the table and plopped into a chair.
Leona stared after the two men, her mind empty on what to do next. First, she needed to report this to the police or law enforcement or whoever took care of such matters on a ship. She would report . . . what? Being asked to do a favor? Like a fool, she’d been hoodwinked into doing something she knew she shouldn’t do. Watching someone’s bag wasn’t exactly illegal, although it was suspicious. Even now, she couldn’t quite grasp what had transpired. 
She should have made a scene. If she had, she wouldn’t be stuck in a sucker’s scenario. The police would come next, arrest her, and take her off the ship for smuggling. At least she’d quit worrying about drowning. Instead, she’d worry about ever seeing home again.
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