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Chapter One
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Cass’s insides trembled and churned. She felt as if she might heave something up at any moment, though her stomach was empty except for a breakfast bar she’d eaten while curling her hair. She inhaled slowly in an attempt to pacify the offending organ and caught the scent of roses placed in her stateroom. An attached card read “Congratulations on your upcoming wedding.” It was signed, “Captain Peterman.” 

She was trapped, ensnared in a living nightmare on a Christmas holiday cruise, a ten-day honeymoon cruise to be specific—alone. With two thousand people, all invited to a ceremony that would never happen. She had wanted all the passengers to share their happiness. Now, they could share in her humiliation.

She clutched her cell phone with the text message she had received while sitting and waiting in the first port of call for her fiancé to arrive: “Sorry, Babe. Call off the wedding. I’ve realized it never would have worked. You’re too needy, and I need my freedom. I make all the decisions for us, and I’m tired of always having to be the strong one. Please forgive me, but this is best and is saving us from future pain. Enjoy your cruise without me. You can send the ring back by special delivery. It’s insured. God bless. Cade.”

Fluttering wings of panic beat inside her chest, and her airway began closing. “For God hath not given us a spirit of fear, but of power and love and a strong mind,” she reminded herself. Only, at the moment, she did not feel courageous, powerful, or of a strong mind. As for love...the tears welled up in her eyes. 

Her current situation was so much more soul-searing than anything she’d encountered in life so far. How could she even begin to cope? She closed her eyes and concentrated on breathing in and out as she held onto the dresser in front of her. Either the undulating ship or her sinking spirit swayed her body sideways, causing her to lose her grip and crumple to the floor.

Her insides continued to rock like the sailing vessel had the night before, its first night at sea. She rubbed her hand across her stomach and rose to a kneeling position. If only she were a little girl again, in her mama’s lap, in the creaky old wooden rocker now kept in the attic. 

Since she was on her knees, this would be a good time to pray. But she didn’t feel like it. 

Hurt, anger, uncertainty, and a tiny feeling of relief, which she hadn’t yet examined, lapped against her insides like the ocean waves lapped against the ship's sides outside her balcony. 

Tomorrow, her scheduled wedding day to the man of her dreams, she’d have to move into the honeymoon suite, where her beloved would have stayed by himself until the ceremony. She’d rented her own accommodation for the first two nights on board. 

Cade hadn’t started the trip with her. He said he had last-minute details to take care of in Casper, Wyoming, their hometown, one more day needed on a software program for his company—and he’d join her by flying to the first port, Coco Cay, the next day. Now, she held a text message instead of him. 

Flying to and embarking on the adventure alone in Florida had been scary for her. Excitement and worry had vied simultaneously for attention. While enjoying watching the palm trees—nonexistent in her home state—wave at the balmy ocean breezes, she worried about not getting a taxi, not finding the right ship at the right port, and whether she had packed the right clothing. 

Guilt after sneaking away from family and friends by herself had tamped her spirit down. But knowing she could marry a man as wonderful as Cade made all that angst less significant.

But her beloved wasn’t going to show up in CocoCay. She read his text message again. God bless! Not even Love! 

As she forced air into her lungs, anger rose like lava in a volcano into her throat, and then, unfortunately, out of her mouth. She grabbed the nearby trash can in time to eject the meager contents of the breakfast bar. Hardly worth the spew. 

If only Cade had been the target of her vomiting. But, no, that wasn’t charitable. And she always wanted to be charitable. So, as quickly as the anger came, remorse and self-doubt about her ability to cope with this devastating rejection fell upon her like a heavy blanket, preventing any light from reaching her soul. 

Breathing through her mouth as she attempted to still her rebelling stomach, a wave of panic washed through her and made her retch some more. Her head throbbed. She’d have to cancel the ceremony as well as the reception and dance. 

How embarrassing. And she bet there’d be a significant cancellation fee since she was canceling barely over 24 hours prior to the ceremony. But at least no captain and unknown guests would be showing up to a wedding missing the bride and groom! How was she going to explain it? 

She rose up on shaky legs, making it to the bed before they could collapse under her. She scrolled through her phone directory as she tried to bring to mind the name of the event director. Dratted tears obscured the names. Throwing the phone onto the bed, she reached for and tied the plastic trash bag shut on her disgusting reaction to her circumstance, and headed to the small bathroom to rinse her mouth out. 

As she splashed cool water on her face, anger began to burn her tears away. Clenching and unclenching her fists, visions of what she might do to Cade if she ever saw him again marched through her mind. She realized she was gritting her teeth when a sharp pain shot through her jaw. 

She looked in the mirror at her pale face and limp, ordinary-looking auburn hair brushing her shoulders. The green in her hazel eyes had dulled, accentuating the little brown specs peppering her irises so they blended in with her overall drab look—more proof she existed as an unremarkable, and now unlovable, piece of humanity. 

Gripping the sink and closing her eyes, she thought to breathe a short prayer, “Lord, I need your strength to survive this humiliation and evidence that I don’t measure up for anyone.” She opened her eyes and gave a last look at the pathetic person in the mirror. Trudging to her bed, she dialed the event coordinator, then cried herself to sleep.
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Vermillion streaks colored the sky outside her balcony window when she peered through grief-filled, gritty eyes on her once-upon-a-time scheduled wedding day. She’d slept all afternoon and through the night, waking only to remember the dark hole of despair she was in, then sinking back into oblivion. 

Her first sight upon awakening was the hem of her satin wedding dress reaching through the crack between the closet doors. She dove for the bedside waste basket as her stomach convulsed, though there was nothing to bring up. 

A knock on her cabin door boosted her out of bed, and she grabbed her new white chiffon robe, meant for a honeymoon, as hope—like a new spring flower growing in the sun—rose in her heart. Her one and only had come and was here on the ship to say it was a mistake; he was here to claim her love and save her sanity. Finger-combing her hair, she peered through the peephole to see a messenger standing in the hall with a large bouquet of flowers and a wrapped basket with an obvious bottle of wine poking through the wrapping. She’d forgotten to cancel the complimentary gift that the ship provided.  

Two hours later, knowing she looked like an unkempt stray but not caring, she moved into the honeymoon Suite as scheduled—a larger, luxurious balcony cabin. The lack of a groom was even more noticeable with the flowers, chocolates, and wine sitting on the dresser. She sat staring at the wall beside her bed. 

The memories of what could have been were stronger in this room, and not even the chocolates tempted her. She should throw them overboard. But they’d probably make some poor whale sick. 

She spent the day in bed, alternating between crying and thinking dark thoughts about Cade, her now ex-fiancé. She tried to pray, and found she had nothing to say to God. She was mad at Him and the abandoning sidewinder she’d wanted to marry. 

She took two aspirin for the headache knocking on her brain, kept the drapes closed to shut out the sunshine on the balcony, and buried her head under the sheets after hanging the “Do not disturb” sign on her stateroom door.

*
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ON DAY FOUR OF HER ten-day torture cruise, a need for nutritional sustenance prompted her to crawl out of bed to shower, curl her hair, and apply a cursory thin layer of makeup to try to hide the darkened circles under her puffy eyes. Routine got her through the process. She rummaged in her suitcase and saw the small jewelry case containing the teardrop diamond earrings that Cade had given her for their big day. 

A sudden burst of grief gushed up in her eyes and ran down her cheeks, threatening to ruin the eyeliner she’d applied, and turned into anger, causing thoughts of throwing the earrings into the ocean. But they were too pretty and valuable. She’d give the ring back but hock the earbobs. She shoved them under the clothes in her suitcase, which she’d never unpacked after receiving Cade’s text. They joined the 4-carat diamond engagement ring, now hidden from sight amongst her underwear. Instead, she chose a pair of simple gold hoops that her mother had given her to wear to adorn her ears 

After donning her plainest blue capris and a white blouse, sequined flip-flops carried her to the cabin door. She compelled her hand to turn the knob to leave her sanctuary, one where she’d tried to pretend an outside domain ceased to exist after Cade’s text. Where betrayals never happened. 

Time to face a world she couldn’t ignore any longer, or at least the one on this ship of a couple thousand people. Even though she had no craving for it, her body needed nourishment.

Stepping into the long hallway outside her door, she began walking toward the ship’s atrium. Suddenly, she hit the carpet with both hands and her chin, as a potent force slammed into the back of her legs. She registered her position and pain at the same time as a masculine voice yelled, “Jennifer! Oh, miss, I’m so sorry! Are you hurt?”

“Yes! No! Maybe!” Cass pushed herself to her knees, looking first at her hands, reddened with carpet burn, working her jaw to see if it still opened correctly, and then glaring at a short sprite, obviously named Jennifer, staring at her with wide eyes and rounded mouth. 

“Step back, Jenny.” A man’s hand appeared in Cass’s vision, palm open.

She grasped it, ignoring the pain in her own abrased hand as she allowed the man to help her up.

“I’m so sorry. My daughter can be a little wild sometimes. Do you need to sit down?”

“Where would I sit down in the hallway?” she asked forcefully and a little too loudly. She clamped her lips together, mortified at her quick response. Calm down, Cass; it was a child.

Cass lifted her eyes and found the man’s face. He stood much taller than her five feet four inches. Her mouth opened and rounded like the small girl’s. Wow. For a moment, she forgot why she was in the hallway as she looked into his concerned face, with eyes so blue and focused on her, she was mesmerized.

Suddenly breathless, she stammered. “I’m...I’m okay. I’m heading to the food. Thanks for helping me up.” She blinked and slid her eyes off the man’s handsome face with a dimpled chin. “Kids will be kids.” 

Redirecting her gaze to the floor, she gathered a protective cloak of anger around herself and gritted her teeth as gathering tears blurred her vision. Without another word, she turned and walked swiftly down the narrow hall, ignoring her stinging knees and hands. 

She couldn’t believe her reaction to the man. Must have been that dimple in his chin. And the kindness in the clear blue eyes. He had short blond hair, slightly rumpled as if he frequently ran his fingers through it in frustration.

Belatedly realizing she should have said something comforting to the small girl who’d rammed into her, guilt made her look back at the pair. But they were already heading in the other direction. Anger, tears, and guilt. All in the space of a few minutes. She was a mess. 

The man held the little girl’s arm as he strode down the hallway. Tall and broad-shouldered, he had an easy, graceful walk. She wanted to run after them and ask him not to be too hard on the little miscreant. Was he a punitive father? She hesitated, then decided it was none of her business. She might only make matters worse. 

What did she know about raising children, being an only child? She now realized this would have made an unannounced elopement even harder on her parents. They would have been cheated out of a big, lavish wedding of their only offspring!
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As Cass mindlessly avoided people she met in the hallway with her arms pressed closely to her sides, her mind kept asking why? What did she lack that made her supposed true love dump her? And how dare she feel a jolt to her middle when she’d grabbed the hand of this little girl’s father. She had been engaged to another man 48 hours before!

She wondered if a wife and mother existed somewhere for the pair that she met in the hallway. And why did she care? Men were unreliable. Not to be trusted. She ignored an inner voice, saying that her thoughts might be unwarranted. She wanted anger. Anger gave her energy, something she badly needed at the moment.

She glared at the holiday garlands and live evergreen wreaths sporting red bows and decorating the hallway between each stateroom door, scenting the hall with pine. She fisted her hands to keep from ripping them down. Call her the Grinch. Bah, humbug on Christmas and all it meant. From now on, it would always mean betrayal and abandonment.

Her fiancé, now former fiancé, had persuaded her to elope with him on the cruise two weeks before December 25th to marry on the ship. They’d chosen a ship providing captains qualified to tie the knot. 

Cade said it was the bride’s family's responsibility to pay for the wedding, so she’d purchased the top package herself since her parents knew nothing of their elopement. It included a ceremony on the deck with decorated Christmas trees, poinsettias, and evergreen wreaths cradling the area where they would say their vows. There would be salon treatments, an event coordinator, cake, and wine. 

He knew her dad still gave her an allowance even though she earned a salary as a nurse. She knew she was a trifle spoiled because of that. But that meant she had money saved that would pay for the wedding.

“No expense is too great for our love,” Cade had said. She should have a fairy tale wedding, he said. Except that her family and friends wouldn’t be there with her.  And, in her blind devotion, she didn’t dwell on the fact that she was financing his grandiose plans. 

She’d shuddered at the magnitude of what they were doing, but Cade had hugged her and said he’d be beside her, “shoring her up,” then laughed at his own pun. 

He always acted so sure of himself. Around other people, insecurity was her middle name. Cade had become her security.

When they returned from the elopement, he promised they could hold a reception for everyone else—back to what he called “humdrum” living in Casper, where Cass worked as a cardiac clinic nurse and Cade a computer programmer for an online company. The future had seemed brighter than the rare shooting star she’d recently seen zip through the sky. Only, the flare of a bright future with someone who loved her hadn’t lasted much longer than the meteor.

She would have gone home as Mrs. Cade Castillo. The name still caused a little two-step in her heartbeat when she whispered it. She loved him. She’d prayed for a mate like him since turning fifteen—nine years of waiting for “the one.” 

The cold reality of his absence on this, their “honeymoon” trip, was a sharp knife in her heart, a betrayal she never saw coming.

Cade had seemed the perfect Christian. Dumping her a day before their nuptials when she was already on the ship and then asking God to bless her...was that Christian? And not even acknowledging their love? He hadn’t dared to face her! The rat! 

“Oh, God, what now?” she whispered into the abyss of her heartbreak.

Her first day out of that ship cabin, where she’d hidden from everyone after canceling the wedding, unable to eat and drinking only bottled water delivered to her, started with her falling on her face. How symbolic.  

All she really wanted to do was leave the ship. But she didn’t know how to get off. Leaving at the next port and looking for a flight home had been too daunting to attempt. She didn’t possess that kind of boldness. She was stuck until the end.

Feeling she would drown in her misery because she didn’t have the courage to jump overboard and drown in the ocean, she’d stayed insulated in her cabin. She must
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