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Liz

Liz folded her arms and pressed her body against the car door. All
she wanted was to get out, to be anywhere but there. But the SUV was
speeding down the interstate at seventy miles an hour, so that was not
an option. She closed her eyes and prayed for some sort of inner peace
that would keep her from opening her mouth and allowing regretful
words to flow.
How can I be in the same situation that I’ve been in too many times to
count? Her thoughts were so loud that for a second she thought Brian
could actually hear them. She looked at him, then at the back seat
where Ellie, her eighteen-month-old, was sleeping. Just observing the
rhythm of her little girl’s chest rising and falling helped to calm her
down.
Liz wasn’t even sure what their argument was about. Since they
were headed home from visiting her in-laws, she guessed it had something to do with Brian’s mother, Gwen. Most of the arguments she and
Brian had were about his parents. They seemed to disapprove of everything she did. Just thinking about it made it hard for her to breathe.
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And to make matters worse, Brian seemed to side with them whenever
she tried to express her feelings.
She hugged herself tighter and stared out the windshield, consumed with frustration and hurt. Doesn’t the Bible say that a husband
should leave his family and be united with his wife? If so, why do I feel like
the one who’s been left?
It wouldn’t do any good to try to talk to Brian. Typically when they
would have an argument, he would give her the silent treatment. They
could go days before he would address her. It seemed that the more Liz
tried to engage him, the more he would clam up and pretend that she
wasn’t actually speaking.
Finally, after hours of driving in silence, Brian pulled up their
driveway and into the garage. Ellie was still asleep, and Liz moved quietly so as not to wake her. If only she could bring Ellie inside and lay
her down. Then maybe she could pour herself a glass of chilled wine
and sit outside on the back deck to think things over. As Liz reached
for her daughter, Brian slammed his car door, startling the toddler. Liz
could no longer contain her feelings. “Brian, what are you thinking?”
Instead of offering a sympathetic apology, Brian stared at her as
if she were the one who had awoken the child. Liz took Ellie in her
arms to comfort her, speaking in a soft voice. “Baby, it’s okay. Mommy
is here.”
Ellie became agitated and started pushing her mother away. Tears
began to well up in Liz’s eyes. She didn’t want to cry, but once again
she was being rejected by someone she loved. Liz just couldn’t understand why her family was treating her this way. Wasn’t she a loving
mother and a good wife? She surely thought so.
As she made her way inside with Ellie struggling to get out of her
arms, her phone began to ring. Dropping to her knees, she placed her
daughter on the floor and reached inside her purse for her phone, turning her back on Ellie’s screams. She fumbled for her phone and placed
it against her ear, leaving her upset daughter in the middle of the floor.
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“Hello,” Liz said, a little louder than she intended.
“Liz, this is Courtney, your travel agent. I’m calling to ask if you
and Brian are still planning to go on your Caribbean cruise.”
“Of course we are!” Liz exclaimed. “Why wouldn’t we?”
“Haven’t you been listening to the news? Covid-19 is starting to
spread and has made many people on cruise ships sick.”
Liz took in a deep breath. The last thing she wanted to do was cancel her cruise. She needed this trip, and no virus was going to stop her.
“Courtney, I appreciate you bringing this to my attention, but unless
the cruise line cancels, I have all intentions of going.”
“Okay, but if I were you, I would at least discuss it with Brian.”
“Thanks for your advice. I’ll talk to him, but if you don’t hear from
me, then you’ll know we’re planning on going.” Liz pressed the button
on her phone and placed it on the kitchen counter. She had no intention of speaking to Brian. He didn’t need to hear one more negative bit
of news, and anyway, she had made up her mind. They were going on
this cruise, come hell or high water!
As the week of the cruise approached, all she heard on the news
was Covid, Covid, Covid. The virus was beginning to spread across the
country, but Liz would not believe that it could affect her. There were
no cases near them, and she thought the news was making too big a
deal of it. Anyway, she was healthy and figured that if she did get it, it
wouldn’t be all that bad.
Since Brian was barely talking to her, she didn’t bother to mention
the conversation that she had with Courtney. She knew that he also
wanted to go on the cruise, if for no other reason than to take full advantage of the drink package and the casino that would be available to
them once they got on board.
During the week that led up to the cruise, Liz stayed late at work,
making it home just in time to warm something up for dinner and kiss
Ellie good night. On Friday evening, the night before their departure,
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Brian’s mother drove up to Durham to watch Ellie. As Gwen pulled
into the driveway, Liz took a deep breath and tried to calm herself.
She opened the door just as Gwen was about to ring the bell. “Hi,
Gwen, I’m glad you were able to come spend time with Ellie while
we’re gone.”
“Liz, I personally think this is a bad idea. Haven’t you been listening to the news? Covid is spreading on cruise ships, and people are
being quarantined for weeks and not allowed to leave the ship. What
if you caught it? How would you be able to take care of Ellie?”
Brian had walked in as Gwen was talking, and Liz waited for him
to agree with his mother. To her surprise, he said, “Mom, there are no
cases anywhere in this part of the country. If it was so bad, our trip
would have been cancelled. We’re going and will be fine.”
Gwen knelt down in front of Ellie. “Hello, sweetie. We’re going to
have a great time together. I have some presents for you. Would you
like to open them up?”
Ellie was jumping up and down with excitement. She loved having
her grandmother here. Liz couldn’t deny that Gwen was a good grandmother and gave Ellie lots of attention. She and Brian could go away
certain that their daughter would be in good hands.
For Ellie’s sake, the rest of the evening was spent in polite conversation. Liz was gratified to know that although Gwen wasn’t happy with
their decision, Brian agreed with Liz about going on the cruise, and his
mother wasn’t able to change his mind.
Liz and Gwen had disagreed on many issues since they’d met over
five years ago. Brian had informed Liz of a conversation he’d had with
Gwen at a family gathering, when Gwen had the audacity to warn Brian against getting married. Liz remembered how much that hurt, but
Brian had made it clear that he loved her and that his mother wouldn’t
stop him from marrying the woman of his dreams.
Liz did admit that she’d made a couple of bad decisions about their
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wedding, like planning the rehearsal dinner at an expensive restaurant. Gwen had informed her about their budget, but Liz didn’t realize
that the bill at the Angus Barn would come to over a thousand dollars
above that. She’d apologized to both Gwen and Brian’s father,
Larry, but Gwen always seemed to bring it up when the four of them
would meet for dinner.
After the wedding, the tension had increased. Gwen had made it
clear she wanted them to live near her and Larry in Hickory, Brian’s
hometown, but it just didn’t make sense. Her business had just begun
to do well, and Brian was developing a strong reputation in the architectural firm located in Durham he’d joined out of college. Then Gwen
wanted to be in the room with Liz for Ellie’s birth. Liz’s mother had
recently passed away, and it seemed that Gwen thought she could take
her place. Liz let Brian know Gwen wasn’t welcome. She even convinced Brian to hold off a couple of days after the birth before inviting
Gwen to come see her grandchild.
Liz had acknowledged that Gwen would be a part of their lives,
particularly since Ellie was her only grandchild. And Liz had to admit
it was nice to have her come watch Ellie when she and Brian took short
trips. Even so, Liz didn’t believe that she and Gwen would ever have
anything more than a cordial relationship.

2

Liz
On Saturday morning, Liz and Brian got on the road before seven
o’clock and spent the day traveling the six hundred miles from Durham
to Port Canaveral, Florida. Other than the packs of motorcycles headed to Daytona for bike week, the traffic on I-95 was light. When they
stopped at a Cracker Barrel in Savannah for lunch, Brian was in a good
mood. He seemed to be looking forward to this trip as much as Liz
was. Several months earlier, when she came home from work and told
Brian that one of her vendors had given them a free cruise on the Harmony of the Seas, he was elated. He said he loved the idea of getting
away from his busy schedule at work and taking some time for the two
of them. And for the past few days, their upcoming vacation seemed
to have lightened the tension between them.
Liz was glad to see Brian laughing and acting so pleasant. When
he pulled her chair out, she tried to remember the last time he had
made such a nice gesture. She thanked him and a grin covered her face.
He gazed around the room, and when he looked back at her, she was
reminded of the night they met, when she was a freshman at UNC in
Chapel Hill. She would never forget seeing him from across the bar.
6
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He was with a group of fraternity brothers, playing darts; she was
hanging out with some girls from her sorority. The girls were all huddled around a cocktail table, talking about the guys they were dating.
Liz was listening to the girls boast about the trips they had taken with
their boyfriends and the jewelry they had received. She had nothing to
add to the conversation, and it was evident that her friends noted her
subdued mood.
Liz had been dating a boy from Durham whom she had known
from her high school years. It was a relationship that she wasn’t proud
of. Danny didn’t have ambition, and he was unemployed. He seemed
to have become more possessive of her, and instead of encouraging her
to do well in college, he had been trying to persuade her to drop out
and come back to Durham. She wondered why she was drawn to boys
who didn’t seem to have a future. Maybe she thought she didn’t deserve
better.
That night, Danny had been calling her constantly, but Liz hadn’t
answered. She knew he had been drinking and would badger her about
returning to Durham. Liz turned her phone off and placed it in her
purse. When one of her sorority sisters suggested that she join them
for a night out, she eagerly accepted.
As the girls walked up Franklin Street towards their favorite bar,
Liz felt a sense of excitement. Other young people were bustling past
the storefronts and small cafés that lined the streets. Everywhere she
looked, people were adorned with their Carolina blue sweatshirts
and other attire that demonstrated their allegiance to their school.
It was impossible not to be drawn into the electrifying vibe that was
all around her. Liz began to relax and for a moment forgot all about
Danny.
Once the girls were inside and settled at their table, the conversation seemed to drift away from something Liz could contribute to. As
the small talk continued, she began to feel like an outcast.
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Most of the girls were from affluent families with all the privileges money provides. But it wasn’t the money that caused Liz to feel
like she didn’t belong. It was the girls’ relationships with their fathers.
Most of them talked like their dads would give them anything they
desired and doted on them whenever they went home.
Liz had never had that kind of relationship with her father, and the
more the girls talked about their dads, the sadder she became. When
the conversation turned to their current boyfriends, Liz stopped listening and began to scan the room, pretending to be as happy as the
people around her.
That was when her eyes caught the attention of a young man playing darts with some of his buddies. He was pretty good at the game,
and everyone was watching him hit the bull’s-eye time and time again.
Each time he did, the crowd around him would raise their beers and
take a swig. Liz was surprised when he lifted his beer, looked her directly in the eye, and took a sip. How could this good-looking guy find
her attractive? There were dozens of other girls hanging out close to
the dartboard with pretty faces and cute figures.
Liz didn’t understand why she was drawn in, but when the onlookers raised their beers, she raised her wine glass and took a sip. The
girls standing around her were so engrossed in their conversation that
no one bothered to notice what was happening. Liz felt the warmth of
having someone notice her and enjoyed the sensation.
Once the young man missed the bull’s-eye and the darts were
handed to someone else, he began to make his way toward Liz. Her
heart sped up, and she felt like she was in a dream. Could this really be
happening? In that moment, she could actually imagine the possibility
of a new life without Danny. A life with someone she could be proud
of. But as if her thoughts had conjured him up, the din of the bar was
punctured by Danny’s unmistakable voice. The volume and tone of his
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words coming from the doorway of the bar made her want to crawl
under the table.
Once Danny spotted her, he loped over with several of his friends
following close behind. Wrapping his arms around her shoulders, he
bellowed, “Hey, Liz. Are you going to introduce us to your friends, or
are you too good for us now that you’re in college?”
Liz tried to escape his embrace, but Danny just pressed harder into
her body. As his companions circled around the table, Liz’s girlfriends
didn’t even pretend to disguise their disgust. Before Liz could pull
away, the girls had abandoned her and walked out of the bar, leaving
her alone with Danny and his drunken buddies.
“Danny, please get off me. You’re hurting me!” Liz said through
clenched lips.
“What, are you too good for me now?”
“No, I’m not too good for you. I just want to be left alone.”
“Oh, is that right? Well, what if I say too bad? You belong to me,
no matter where you are!”
As Danny grabbed Liz’s arm to pull her to her feet, the young man
appeared. “Can you please let go of this young lady? Clearly, she doesn’t
want to be with you.”
“What concern is this of yours? This is my girlfriend, and I’m taking her with me.”
“I think she doesn’t want to be with you. Now, take your hands off
of her before I call security.”
Liz’s eyes began to tear up at the thought that this perfect stranger
was coming to her aid. But it was evident that Danny wasn’t going to
let go of her without a fight. By this time, everyone in the bar was staring at her, and she felt totally helpless.
The heavyset bouncer came straight up to Danny. “Sir, I’m going to
ask you to leave.”
Without loosening his grip, Danny replied, “I’ll be glad to. Come
on, Liz, let’s go.”
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“Danny, I don’t want to go with you. And I don’t want to ever see
you again. Please leave me alone!”
With the bouncer, the young man, and everyone else in the bar
staring at Danny, he finally released her. “You’re going to regret this.
None of these college boys can ever be the man I am! Come on, guys.
Let’s get out of here.” As he and his crew sauntered away, he dropped
a beer bottle on the ground, barely missing Liz’s foot. The bouncer
walked behind them, and the onlookers returned to their previous
conversations, leaving Liz and the young man standing alone.
Liz suddenly felt light-headed and had to grab onto a chair to
steady herself. The young man said, “Are you okay? Please sit down.”
Tears welled up in her eyes, and she couldn’t speak. All she could
do was shake her head, clearly indicating that she wasn’t okay.
The young man sat down next to her. He didn’t speak, as if he knew
that she needed some time to be alone within her thoughts.
After a couple of awkward minutes, Liz said, “Thank you. You
didn’t have to do that.”
“Do what?” he said.
“Come over and get involved.”
“Are you hurt?”
“I think I’ll have a bruise on my arm, but I’m okay. You know, it’s
funny how I’ve been wanting to get out of that relationship for such a
long time, but I just didn’t know how.”
The young man looked at Liz and didn’t say anything. She also
grew quiet but knew she needed to say something before he walked
away. “My name is Liz.”
“Mine is Brian.”
There was another awkward moment, then Brian looked at her
with a big smile on his face. “Hey, would you like to get out of here? I
know a great place where we can catch something to eat. I don’t know
about you, but all this action has made me hungry.”
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Liz smiled. “Sure.”
Brian took Liz’s hand and helped her off the chair. As they walked
out the door, several people stared in their direction, but at that point
it didn’t bother her. She was just glad to get out of the bar. They walked
up Franklin to Columbia Street, and Brian opened the door of Buns
Burgers. After they settled into a corner table and placed their orders,
Liz began, “So, Brian, why were you willing to step in back there?”
“Well, I couldn’t let a lady in distress be taken advantage of,” he
said.
“I truly appreciate it. I’m not sure what would have happened if
you hadn’t intervened.” She took a sip of her Diet Coke and looked up
at Brian. “So, what’s your story?”
“Oh, there isn’t much to it. I’m a sophomore. I’m not positive what
I want to study yet. I’ve tried out business and taken some psychology
classes, but still haven’t figured it out. How about you?”
“I’ve always wanted to be an interior decorator. I’m taking some
design classes and really like it. I’m from Durham and have always been
a Carolina fan. I particularly like watching the basketball team and
have watched Michael Jordan since I was a little girl.”
“Well, that’s enough for me. As long as you root for Carolina, we
should get along very well.” Brian smiled at Liz, and she began to blush.
Maybe there is a happy ever after. Only time will tell.
Now, in the Cracker Barrel, she felt a sense of gratitude for this
man sitting in front of her as she remembered that night so long ago.
It felt so good to think about how Brian had defended her. As she took
a sip of her iced tea and looked at her husband, she felt excited to be
going on this cruise where new memories could be created.
“Do you remember the first cruise we went on?” he asked.
Liz laughed. “How could I forget? The room we had was in the
bottom of the ship and had no windows. It was so small, we could step
out of bed and actually be in the shower.”
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“And, of course, it was stormy the first night, Brian interjected.
“Yes, it was. I felt a little sick, but I know for a fact that it was the
night that Ellie was conceived.”
They both smiled at the thought of their little girl and how much
they loved her. “I hope she’s doing okay,” Liz said.
“I’m sure she and Mom are doing great. But right now, I want to
think about just the two of us.” Brian said.
Liz smiled. “I totally agree.”
As they continued their drive after lunch, they reminisced about
the fun trips they had taken over the years they’d been together. They
laughed together at the mention of quirky things they had experienced. Liz looked at her husband and smiled.
After they arrived at their hotel and checked in, they decided to
forgo dinner for a bottle of wine and some snacks in the hotel lobby.
As they walked past other guests, they could hear many of them talk
about the cruise. But along with the excitement of leaving, the conversations also included concerns about Covid.
The next morning, Brian and Liz packed up and were out of their
room in time to catch one of the first shuttles over to the terminal.
They had been on smaller ships in the past and were thrilled to board a
vessel as large as the Harmony of the Seas. Other than the nurses with
thermometers waiting outside the terminal, the boarding procedure
was the same as for the other cruises they had taken.
The Harmony of the Seas had fifteen decks that gave the passengers plenty of space to spread out. On the Main Street deck, cafés and
stores lined each side of a quaint passageway. As the passengers boarded the ship, they were led to the Main Street deck while their rooms
were being prepared.
Although it was still early, Liz requested a slice of pizza from the
little Italian restaurant. She and Brian found a small table for two and
began to eat the hot pizza, cooling it down between bites. Brian then
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got up in search of a beer. Normally, Liz would have said something,
but she didn’t want to start their vacation on a negative note.
Besides, they had bought the drink package. Liz relaxed into her
chair, feeling a sense of peace and gratitude to be there with her husband. As she watched the people walking by, she saw families with
small children clinging to their parents. Liz thought about Ellie and
was glad she was at home. As much as she loved her little girl, she was
happy to have some adult time alone with Brian. And she knew how
much Gwen enjoyed spending time with her granddaughter.
Liz’s attention was abruptly drawn to an older couple with a small
child between them. Could this be her former friend’s parents? Oh,
please, let her eyes be playing tricks on her. Of all the people in the
world, how could they be on this ship? Before she could turn away, the
couple headed straight to her.
“Hello, Liz,” the woman said in an emotionless voice.
“Hi, Joyce. How crazy is this that we’re both on this cruise?”
“Yes, I agree. Is your husband with you?”
“Yes. He’s gone to get a drink. Is this your grandson?”
The little boy looked annoyed and wanted to keep walking. Joyce
looked at Liz with an expression of contempt. “Yes, this is Susan’s
youngest. She and her entire family are with us. I guess we’ll see you
around.”
After Joyce walked away, Brian returned, holding a beer with foam
flowing down the side of the glass. Looking her husband in the eye,
Liz said, “I need a drink with lots of alcohol. You won’t guess who is
on this ship!”
“Who?”
“Susan.” She took a large gulp of the cold brew.
Liz had never explained to Brian why she had pushed Susan away.
The two women had been close friends, and Susan was even going to

14 ~ C O R A DA R R A H

be in Liz’s wedding. Then Susan gained weight and couldn’t fit into
her bridesmaid’s dress. Liz cut Susan from the wedding party after
envisioning her wedding guests staring at the fat bridesmaid instead of
paying attention to the bride. But she hadn’t gone so far as to cut her
from the guest list, so why hadn’t Susan come to the wedding? Hadn’t
she been happy that her good friend was getting married?
Brian reached for the beer and took another sip. “Liz, Susan will
only make you upset if you let her. And this ship is big enough for both
of you. Now, just relax, and let’s enjoy ourselves.”
“Okay, you’re right. I don’t know why I let her get under my skin.”
Liz tried to enjoy the rest of the day and not think about Susan.
But it seemed like everywhere they went, she would see either Susan
or one of her children playing near the pool or walking up and down
the stairs. So it shouldn’t have surprised her when she and Brian were
headed to the main dining room and almost ran into Susan’s family as
they were in the middle of a photo shoot.
“Brian, turn around. Susan is right there with her entire family,”
Liz whispered.
At that point, Brian had already consumed several beers and
couldn’t care less about all the drama Liz was creating. “Look, we’re
going to walk right past them. I’m not going to let this feud between
the two of you ruin my dinner. Now, come on or go back to the room.
Either way, I’m going in to eat.”
Taking a deep breath, Liz followed Brian past Susan’s family and
made her way into the dining room. It was clear that Susan had seen
them and was making an effort to emphasize how good her family
looked as the photographer snapped his camera.
Other than knowing that Susan was on board, Liz had a good time
cruising in the Caribbean. She began each day with a walk around the
fifth-deck track. Then Brian joined her near the pool with a drink in
hand. She couldn’t understand how he could drink so much and not
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get a headache. Just having a few glasses of wine a night made her head
throb.
After sitting near the pool and occasionally taking a dip, they left
their towels and went in search of lunch. If they weren’t going into a
port, they would locate a different restaurant and enjoy eating something they wouldn’t order at home. Even though she knew she was
gaining a little weight, Liz rationalized her behavior by telling herself
that she was on vacation and was going to enjoy herself.
Everywhere Liz went, passengers were talking about Covid. Even
though they were out in the middle of the Caribbean, people wouldn’t
stop talking about what they were hearing on television or from friends
back in their hometowns. The president held a news conference each
afternoon, emphasizing the importance of staying home. Each day,
more information was being shared by the staff, and it was clear that
once they got off the ship their lives would be drastically different.
On the last day of the cruise, while they were sunbathing on Coco
Cay, a small island owned by the cruise line, Liz decided to call her
office manager, Shannon, back in Durham to find out what was happening.
“Shannon, how are things there? Everyone’s talking about how
schools and businesses are shutting down, and I wanted to know if it’s
affecting life in North Carolina.”
Shannon sighed. “People are acting crazy wherever I go. There are
long lines to get into the grocery stores, and there’s a shortage of paper
towels and toilet paper. People are talking about the different cruise
ships out in the Pacific that have cases of Covid. I’m so glad you called.
What’s happening there? Are you okay?”
“We’re fine. The crew has been giving us updates about what may
happen to the cruise lines, but we aren’t sure.”
Shannon paused, then said in a concerned voice, “We’ve been hearing that they’re going to cancel all cruises indefinitely. Do you know if
there are any cases on your ship?”
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“None that we know of. The crew is doing a great job of disinfecting everything. The railings are always wet from the extra cleaning and
sanitizing. We’re having a great time except for running into Susan
and her family.”
“What? Susan is on the ship? The two of you haven’t spoken in
years. I bet that’s awkward.”
Liz sighed. “Let’s not talk about it. It’s a beautiful day on this island,
and Brian and I are having a good time. He’s probably been drinking
too much, but I’m not going to say anything. We’ll be headed back
home tomorrow and will return to as much normalcy as possible.”
“I’m not sure you’ll find home normal at this point. Everyone is
concerned about what this all means. I’ve never experienced anything
like this, and to be honest, I’m afraid of what could happen. So far, the
business is doing okay, but I’m not sure what might happen in the next
couple of days. But let’s not get into that. Go and enjoy your last day,
and tell Brian I said hello.”
After hanging up, Liz lay back on her beach chair and closed her
eyes. She knew she should worry about the business, but there was
nothing she could do about it from here. Anyway, the sun felt good
against her skin, and she couldn’t stop herself from dozing off. When
she awoke, she noticed that Brian had also fallen asleep, and there was
hardly anyone around.
“Brian, wake up. I think the ship is getting ready to leave. We need
to go.”
Brian tilted his head and looked around. “Why didn’t you wake
me?”
“I just woke up myself. Come on; I don’t think they’ll leave us, but
we need to hurry.”
Liz slipped on her sandals, grabbed her bag, and began walking as
fast as she could in the direction of the ship. Other than a few other
stragglers, they were the only ones left on the island. As they got in line

S C AT T E R E D P I E C E S

~ 17

to board, a woman with a large hat queued up behind them. Liz turned
around to say something to Brian and came face to face with Susan.
Both women tried to ignore each other, but Brian found it too
amusing to pass up the opportunity to make them speak. “Hi, Susan. I
hope you’re having a nice time on the cruise.”
“I am. My entire family is here, including my parents and motherin-law. Speaking of family, where’s your daughter?”
Brian began to respond, but Liz couldn’t resist the temptation to
interrupt. “She’s at home so that Brian and I could have a week alone.
Isn’t it hard for you to relax with all of your children and your parents
here?
“No, Liz, we’re enjoying being with our family. But you wouldn’t
understand that, would you? Just like you wouldn’t understand why it
was so hurtful when you cut me out of your wedding.” As they climbed
the gangplank, they had nowhere to go to get away from one another.
The crowd boarding the ship was literally pushing them together. And
Brian wasn’t helping at all. He slowed down so that the two women
had to be physically touching. Judging by the smirk on his face, he
seemed to be enjoying this awkward interaction.
They entered the bottom of the ship, and Susan headed to the elevator while Liz led Brian to the stairs. Liz smiled to herself about the
fact that Susan would take the elevator. No wonder she has trouble
losing weight.
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