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      Sometimes keeping up with senior citizens was like herding cats.

      Lilah Woodward stood at the steamboat’s iron gate, clutching her iPad to her chest, tapping her stylus against its back cover.

      The light wind from the Mississippi River tousled her hair. The weather had turned out to be perfect for today’s outing.

      Lilah wore a knee-length red skirt and a matching suit jacket that reached her hips. She wore her favorite black knee-high boots. She’d worn red so that people could find her easily and she wore boots with no heels for comfort.

      She watched Mrs. Avery cross the gangplank ever so slowly. The older woman was carrying both a purse and an over-sized tote bag that looked like it would tip her over any minute. What could she possibly need for just a day trip? Her face was lost behind huge bright pink sunshades.

      When Mrs. Avery stepped aboard, Lilah smiled, opened her iPad, and checked her off the list. Mrs. Avery was wearing a green hat topped with many matching wispy feathers. Mrs. Avery was nothing if not colorful.

      As she stepped in front of her, Lilah wondered if she’d taken a bath in something that smelled like olive oil.

      Mrs. Avery patted Lilah’s cheek. “So beautiful,” she said with a big smile that accented the blush she’d liberally applied to her cheeks.

      Just as she had Mrs. Avery safely on board the ship, Mr. Samuels came from the other direction, heading off the ship.

      “Mr. Samuels,” Lilah called, putting a hand on his upper arm. “Where are you going?”

      “I left my sunshades on the bus.”

      Before she could react, he’d bolted out the gate and was hurrying down the gangplank. His gait was wobbly, though he kept one hand on the rail. Lilah held her breath until he was on solid ground.

      Mrs. Avery nodded approvingly. “Never go on the river without your sunglasses.” She turned to Lilah. “Oh dear. I hope he finds them.”

      She circled his name on his list. “I’m sure he will.” Thirty people were a lot to keep up with. And it was her job to make sure no one got left behind or misplaced once they were on board.

      And all that was just before they hit the open water.

      Lilah stood at the edge of the ship, watching the murky water lapping the edge of the gangplank. The water smelled like dead fish. Dead fish and something else… maybe stale coffee.

      She checked her list again. There should be twenty-eight people on board right now. Seniors, as she liked to call them.

      Turning her back to the railing, she began doing a head count. The passengers were all hers. Autumn Acres had rented the ship for the day.

      They would be traveling from Baton Rouge to Oak Alley where they would have lunch and back again.

      Lilah had a bachelor’s degree in hospitality management. Though she’d never planned to work at a senior housing facility, she found it fulfilling.

      Most days.

      All jobs were trying at some point, so she really had no justification for complaint. There were difficult customers anywhere. Even the Westin Galleria.

      Lilah had grown up at her mother’s knee at the upscale Galleria hotel in Houston. Her mother had made dealing with even the most difficult client seem effortless.

      Need a room upgrade? Done. Even if there were no better rooms, her mother made them feel like they were getting something better.

      Need a personal shopper for the Galleria? Her mother could pull one out of a hat.

      Need extra water? Linens? Tissue? No request was too small.

      Every guest left feeling like the most important person who ever stayed at the hotel.

      It was only after Lilah began studying hospitality in college that she discovered what an unusual talent her mother had.

      Lilah had followed her father’s footsteps and enrolled at Louisiana State University. Lilah had actually grown up in Zachary, a smaller town, just north of Baton Rouge. Just after she turned eleven, her parents had divorced and her mother moved to Houston.

      She’d claimed that her father held her back. Lilah went with her mother of course, but since she’d moved back to Baton Rouge five years ago, her relationship with her father had grown stronger than ever.

      After she graduated from LSU in Baton Rouge, Lilah accepted a job offer where she’d done her internship.

      Autumn Acres.

      Both the owner and manager of Autumn Acres had practically begged her to stay. The residents had responded really well to the activities Lilah had introduced. And they liked her.

      She was still searching for a job in Houston, but so far, she hadn’t gotten even so much as an interview. She could have used her mother’s name to tip the scale, but she was determined to do it on her own. If an employer expected her to live up to her mother’s level of skill, they would quickly be disappointed.

      Lilah knew she wasn’t putting her full effort into her job search. Part of her didn’t want to leave her father. They had lunch together every Sunday and Lilah wasn’t ready to give that up.

      The seniors were all here. All except Mr. Samuels and the missing Mrs. Brown. The only thing understated about Mrs. Brown was her name.

      She had her own driver and never rode the bus. She only lived at the community center because she liked to be the center of attention. They had to wait for her. God help them if they left her.

      Lilah checked her watch. Mrs. Brown should be there soon. She loved to make a grand entrance.

      She turned back to look toward the parking lot. Mr. Samuels had probably lost his sunshades.

      Then she saw Mrs. Brown’s black Cadillac rolling into the parking lot.

      The driver pulled the car up to the gangplank, got out, and opened the back door. It took every ounce of self-discipline she had for Lilah not to burst out laughing.

      Mrs. Brown was wearing a long silver evening gown with a red fur stole wrapped around her shoulders. Like Mrs. Avery, she was wearing a hat with feathers and big sunglasses. Yellow sunglasses.

      What was it with seniors and their sunshades?

      Her driver took a small suitcase from the trunk and rolled it along behind them. Lilah groaned. Surely Mrs. Brown knew that this was only a day trip. It didn’t require a change of clothes, much less a suitcase. Though in her case, a change of clothes wasn’t such a bad idea.

      Mrs. Brown strutted toward the ship, taking her driver’s arm as she navigated the gangplank. At least she wasn’t wearing heels.

      Stepping onto the ship, Mrs. Brown lifted her sunshades and peered at Lilah. “This was a wonderful idea,” she said. “I hope you weren’t waiting on me.”

      “Mr. Samuels isn’t on board yet.” Lilah said and wasn’t surprised at the look of disappointment on Mrs. Brown’s face.

      Lilah was proud of herself for keeping a straight face. “But we waited for you, too,” she added and as expected, Mrs. Brown’s little pout turned into a smile.

      As Mrs. Brown wove herself along the deck, greeting everyone, taking compliments on her oh so inappropriate dress, Mr. Samuels came back, grinning, sunshades in hand.

      Lilah heaved a big sigh of relief, pulled out her cell phone, and called the captain.

      With everyone on board, they were cleared to start their journey up the river.
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