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      An impending divorce. An ornery homicide detective. The cruise of a lifetime. And ghosts.

      Midlife on the high seas is proving to be a real killer.

      

      Cruise Ship COZY MYSTERY 

      If I thought the first half of my life was a bumpy ride, I’d better buckle up because I’m about to go over the hill and off the rails.

      

      My name is Trixie Troublefield, and I live on a cruise ship. My days are filled with exciting shore excursions, nonstop buffets, and ceaseless games of bingo—can life get any better than this? 

      A popular women's life coach is entertaining her ardent fans on board the Emerald Queen. Positivity abounds, but the future isn't looking so bright for one unfortunate soul.

      Not to mention my boyfriend’s ex-wife is joining us on the cruise, and if the tension wasn't enough, she has a few strange tendencies that raise more than a brow.

      But when a lifeless body is discovered on board, the voyage takes a chilling turn. And to make matters worse, I think my boyfriend’s ex just might have a prime motive for murder as well.

      The Emerald Queen is cruising through Alaska’s majestic landscapes, but lurking beneath the pristine beauty, a cold-blooded killer lies in wait. One unsuspecting passenger embarks on a journey to the final frontier—and as fate would have it, it will be their final destination. 

      Midlife on the high seas is proving to be murder.

      

      From the NEW YORK TIMES and USA TODAY bestselling author, Addison Moore— Cosmopolitan Magazine calls Addison's books, "...easy, frothy fun!"
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Hey, all! The Emerald Queen of the Seas is off to another Alaskan adventure and so am I! Feel free to ask for any and all of the tips and seaside tricks you’d like to know about. If I don’t know the answers, I’ll find someone who does! I’m looking forward to helping out as much as I can. And I’m also looking forward to an enchanting yet uneventful trip through the glaciers this time around. But with all of the exciting wildlife, excellent local food, and gorgeous crafts, this trip will be anything but uneventful. Buckle up and strap in. I have a feeling this is going to be one heck of a ride.

      

      
        
        Emerald Queen of the Seas

        Royal Lineage Cruise Lines Itinerary

      

      

      

      11 Night Cruise

      Day One = Departure: Vancouver, Canada

      Day Two = Tracy Arm Fjord

      Day Three = Icy Strait Point

      Day Four = Sitka

      Day Five = Haines

      Day Six = Scenic Cruising Hubbard Glacier

      Day Seven = Juneau

      Day Eight = Skagway

      Day Nine = Scenic Cruising Glacier Bay National Park

      Day Ten = Ketchikan

      Day Eleven at Sea

      Back to Vancouver, Canada

      

      “Here they come—a bunch of eager beavers ready to attack the nearest buffet,” Bess sings as we line up next to the crew to see an entire bevy of buoyant passengers flood the gangway as the Emerald Queen of the Seas gets ready to embark on another dreamy eleven-night Alaskan cruise.

      Okay, so deep down, I’m afraid this might turn out to be another nightmare instead of anything dreamy.

      Don’t get me wrong. Living on board the Emerald Queen has been a dream come true. Not only did I leave my cheating ex-husband on the Eastern Seaboard about nine months ago, but I’ve also left behind my inhibitions as well. I get to dine on all of the delicious food that my hungry heart desires, and I’ve even managed to score the hottest detective on the ship as my new plus one.

      But I can’t deny the fact that there’s been a dark cloud following me ever since my life has taken a turn for the fantastic—and that dark cloud just so happens to be in the shape of a dead body.

      My name is Trixie Troublefield, and I’m rapidly approaching the big five-O. I stand at an unremarkable height of five feet five inches and sport medium-length blonde locks with my bangs cut short in the same blunt style that was all the rage back in the eighties.

      “And here comes a killer,” Nettie says while nudging me. “You don’t happen to see a ghost floating around in the crowd, do you?”

      As of late, I may have procured the odd talent of not only stumbling upon a dead body, but I just so happen to have stumbled upon the disembodied as well. Nevertheless, I’m pushing that out of my mind for now.

      Bess clucks her tongue. “Ignore her, Trixie.” She wraps an arm around my shoulders and gives me a firm squeeze.

      Both Bess and Nettie are two tough grannies somewhere in their eighties. Bess is a redheaded retired teacher who ditched her cheating hubby for the high seas, and Nettie has a full-blown gray tumbleweed sitting on her head. Nettie ditched civilization in general for late-night lobster and endless pit stops to the casino.

      They both happen to live on board the Emerald Queen as well. They’re the ones that convinced me to take the plunge and move on board along with them.

      “In fact”—Bess nods to Nettie—“I declare this is going to be a murder-free cruise. I got that from Liz Lyon’s new book.”

      “Oh?” I inch back. “Does this Liz Lyon person specialize in murder-free cruises?”

      I’m only half-teasing.

      “No,” Bess says. “She specializes in speaking positively and manifesting your best destiny. And she also happens to be cruising with us on this go-around.”

      Nettie nods. “Along with her legion of adoring fans—me being at the top of the list. Bess and I have got our eye out for her. We want to be the first to greet her.”

      “Positivity, huh?” I muse. “Sounds like something I can use a little more of.”

      Bess and Nettie might be looking for Liz Lyon, but I’m on the lookout for Ransom’s ex-wife.

      Ransom Baxter isn’t just the dreamy ship’s detective, he’s a six foot two, dark-haired, blue-eyed god that happens to have the body of a linebacker and who has a penchant for well-tailored Italian suits. He used to work as a behavior profiler for the FBI, but now he’s the head of vessel security.

      Ransom’s daughter, Emerson, joined us on our last cruise, and as we were saying goodbye, she let me know privately that her mother would be joining my next jaunt through the glaciers.

      That’s right, Ransom’s ex will be here any moment, and even though the Emerald Queen can host well over six thousand souls at once—suddenly this ship feels about as big as a canoe.

      I glance to the entrance of the gangway, inspecting every woman that boards the ship even though I have no idea what Ransom’s ex-wife looks like. I can’t help but notice a blonde wearing a flowing blue evening gown as she watches the passengers board the ship with just as much anticipation. That dress is drop-dead gorgeous, with its plunging neckline and bare shoulders. It’s not unusual to see people dressing their best right from the get-go. But she’ll want to don a sweater or two as we head for icy waters.

      I bet she’s waiting for that self-help guru just like Bess and Nettie.

      There’s a palpable buzz in the air, something a little more electrifying than the standard pre-cruise hype, and I bet that’s exactly it—just about everyone here must be waiting for this Liz Lyon person.

      The scent of an all-too familiar spiced cologne permeates my senses, and before I can turn around, I’m in Ransom Baxter’s strong and capable arms.

      “Trixie,” His lips curl at the tips as I look up at him.

      Ransom Baxter isn’t just as hot as a kitchen fire, he’s stubbornly slow to shed a smile. It’s all a part of his dark mystique. And I’m not complaining one bit. His dark hair is slicked back, he’s donned a black well-tailored Italian suit, and about six different women just gasped at the sight of him.

      I can’t blame them. He’s taken my breath away more than once.

      He lands a kiss on my lips. “How was your time off the ship?”

      “Interesting,” I say, stealing another kiss from him. “Bess, Nettie, and I went on a mission to find street tacos.”

      “In Vancouver?”

      “I didn’t say it was easy.”

      Even though Bess, Nettie, and I live on the ship, we’re still required to disembark with the rest of the passengers until they permit us to board again. We purchase the very same stateroom for each successive trip, and we’re not only friends, but we’re neighbors on the fourteenth floor.

      “Well, I hope it was delicious.” He lands another warm kiss to my lips and, might I add, it, too, is delicious.

      Someone clears their throat from behind and I turn to see another familiar face.

      “Captain.” I shed an easy grin.

      Captain Weston Crawford and I are not only very good friends, but outside of Bess and Nettie, he’s the only other person on the ship who’s in on my supernatural secret.

      “Trixie.” He nods. Wes has donned his white uniform and is decked out from head to toe with enough colorful buttons and brass to impress even the most jaded passenger. “I just wanted to be present when Ransom shared the news.”

      “What news?” My stomach drops a notch as I look up at my handsome beau.

      Ransom takes a moment to growl over at Wes.

      It’s safe to say they have a rather tense relationship. You see, Wes was once married to Ransom’s sister, and not only did Ransom’s sister divorce the good captain, but she took off with a Colombian drug lord in the dubious the aftermath of their breakup.

      Ransom has placed the blame squarely on the captain’s shoulders. And since I don’t know the nitty-gritty details, I choose to abstain from judgment.

      Ransom’s chest expands. “I just found out my ex will be sailing with us.”

      “I sort of knew that.” I wince up at him. “Emerson told me before she left this morning.”

      Wes chuckles at the thought. “I guess she didn’t tell you.” He smirks over at Ransom, and judging by that look on Ransom’s face, he might just have signed his death warrant.

      “Watch it,” I don’t hesitate to tell the captain. “You do realize this man is packing heat.”

      It’s true. There’s a Glock sitting in a holster under Ransom’s Italian jacket, and no matter how good it might look on him, it’s deadly.

      “I’m not shooting anyone,” Ransom growls at Wes once again. “Yet.” He turns his attention my way. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there when Emerson broke the news. My ex, Sloan, just sent me a text about twenty minutes ago. I guess she wanted to make it a surprise.”

      Wes ticks his head. “Or she wanted to make sure it was too late for you to jump ship.”

      “Why would Sloan want to ambush you that way?” I ask Ransom without thinking. “Ooh, sorry. Not that she’s ambushing you per se, but...”

      Well, let’s call an ambush an ambush.

      Wes nods. “I believe what Trixie wants to know is if Sloan is still interested.”

      “No.” The word speeds from Ransom’s lips. “Nor am I. We’ve gone in different directions, and we’re both more than content with that.” He lands another kiss to my lips. “Much more.”

      Wes sighs. “At least the Queen’s Mall will be happy to see her.”

      “That’s a fact.” Ransom nods my way. “Sloan does love to shop. That woman can teach the federal government a lesson or two on how to blow through a bucket of money.”

      A soft laugh strums from me at the expense of his ex.

      “I’m sure she’s wonderful,” I say. “She has to be. You both raised Emerson, and she’s a perfect young lady. But outside of that, I don’t know anything about the woman.”

      Or what led to their matrimonial demise, but I’m not about to go there—even though I sort of want to go there. I’d ask Wes once we’re alone, but I feel bad prying into Ransom’s life without his permission. I’m sure when it’s right he’ll fill me in on the grisly details, or the banal details. Not every marriage ends in a spectacular blaze of glory like my own.

      “Sloan is a defense attorney.” Ransom’s jaw grows tight for a second. “Family law. Her specialty is underprivileged women. She’s always had an altruistic heart.”

      My stomach clenches when he mentions her altruistic heart.

      Why did I have to go digging for information and thereby reminding him what a gem she is?

      Good grief, at the rate I’m going, I’ll have him proposing to her before the cruise ends.

      A series of screams emanate from all around us at once and Ransom reaches for his gun.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Reunion Rumble—Family Affair

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie, I’ve got a doozy for you. My giant, hairy-scary family is currently having a grand family reunion at sea! My brood includes everyone from feisty toddlers to grumpy great-grandparents. I’m both excited and terrified. Any tips for managing this motley crew?

      ~Nautical Nervous Nelly

      

      Dear Nervous Nelly,

      What an adventure! To avoid chaos, consider setting up a daily meetup for everyone. Use the rest of the time to break off into smaller, manageable groups based on interests or age. Remember, you’re not the cruise director, so let everyone explore at their own pace. Most importantly, take time for yourself!

      May the family bonds strengthen and the seas remain calm,

      XOXO Trixie

      

      “Easy, Quick Draw,” Wes reprimands Ransom for even thinking of pulling out his weapon.

      But the screams going off around us haven’t died down, they’ve only increased with intensity, and honestly, they’re rather gleeful screams, the loudest of which are streaming from my two favorite travel companions.

      Both Bess and Nettie seem to be losing their collective minds as a mob of women—all of which look to be over fifty—board the ship.

      The three of us head toward the commotion just as Bess and Nettie accost a robust brunette with pouty red lips wearing jeans and a gray herringbone wool coat that hangs to her knees.

      “Ladies, ladies,” the woman belts out a belly laugh as she offers each of them a hearty embrace as if they were old friends. “I’m so glad you could join us for the Sparkle and Roar Tour. How far did you travel for the cruise?” She leans back to take them both in, that welcoming smile taking up half her face.

      “Oh, we live here,” Bess says. “Welcome to our home.”

      Nettie nods and that gray haystack on her head gives a mean wobble. “And if we didn’t live here, we’d walk a thousand miles barefoot through a field of cactus just to take a ride on the open seas with you.”

      An entire group of women nods in agreement.

      “Trixie—” Bess waves me over and I boot-scoot in that direction posthaste. “Trixie, this is Elizabeth Lyon, the woman we were telling you about.”

      “Please call me Liz.” The woman shakes my hand without hesitation before gasping. “Oh goodness. You’re Trixie? You’re the one with the blog! The woman who stuck it to your husband after you caught him cheating and then you took off to sail the ocean blue. You’re practically a hero in my book. One of my assistants told me all about you and I went and gobbled your blog right up.”

      “That’s me,” I laugh as I say it.

      It’s true. I write a travel blog of sorts right here from the ship called Suddenly Single—What a Trip! And I may have spilled a detail or two about Stanton, my stinking ex, and our not-so-amicable marital demise.

      “You’re a real inspiration,” Liz says, pressing a hand to her chest. “I insist you join our welcome party. It’s happening in just a few minutes in the Seaside Lounge. I have to introduce you to all of my forever friends.”

      “Forever friends.” Nettie nudges me. “That’s what she calls her followers.”

      Liz giggles. “Followers sounds a bit too cultish, don’t you think?”

      A couple of women swoop in and flank her, one of which is a woman with brassy blonde hair and the other has her mousy brown locks twisted in a bun.

      “Oh, here are a couple of my forever friends now.” Liz laughs while giving a wink. “The blonde beauty is Tawny Jessop. She’s my mimosa-at-all-hours bestie.”

      The blonde snickers. She’s tall, stocky, and has on a turquoise corduroy dress with a purple coat pulled over that. Her features look a bit bloated, and she has dark circles under her eyes. Poor thing is probably exhausted from the trip to the ship.

      “I think we should have a few mimosas right now,” Tawny says through clenched teeth before laughing. “Nice to meet you, ladies.”

      “And this woman”—Liz pulls the mousy brunette in close and gives her a shake—“is my ride or die, Natalie Weaver. Nat and I have done more things together in the last few years than I care to remember.”

      They both share a laugh at that one.

      “Nice to meet you, girls,” Natalie says to Bess, Nettie, and me. “Remember, our ship welcoming party starts in twenty minutes in the Seaside Lounge. Liz has got a treat for all of us, and she’s going to keep them coming. Believe me, you won’t regret booking this cruise.”

      “Some of us never regret anything,” Tawny snorts. “And that’s exactly something we’ll come to regret.” She gives a sly wink my way before the three of them migrate past us and a legion of women scuttle after them calling out Liz’s name.

      “Wow, she must really be a celebrity,” I say.

      “Maybe so,” Bess says as her features sharpen on something dead ahead. “But you may not feel so celebratory after what you’re about to see.”

      I follow her gaze to see a brunette stunner coiled around Ransom as they share an embrace. And she quickly offers Wes a hug right afterward as well.

      “That must be her,” Nettie whispers. “The hex.”

      I filled Bess and Nettie in on the fact Ransom’s ex-wife would be traveling with us. Both were mildly horrified for me. And they both let me know they’ve never met her before either.

      Ransom spots me and the two of them walk over with his hand on the small of her back and I can’t help but twist my lips at the sight.

      “Trixie,” he says, stepping before me and yet my lips can’t seem to undo the knot they’ve landed in. “This is my ex-wife, Sloan. Sloan, this is my girlfriend, Trixie Troublefield.”

      “Sloan Baxter.”

      The woman offers me a cool handshake, and I not only get her icy fingers, but I nearly get knocked over with the thick scent of her perfume.

      I recognize that scent from my country club days. Not only is it French, but it’s also wildly expensive. Not to mention it’s so strong my eyes are watering.

      But harsh scents aside, Sloan Baxter is smartly dressed in a cranberry suit. There’s a tan handbag strapped to her shoulder that I happen to know costs more than every handbag I’ve ever owned combined. She’s pretty in an understated way, looks somewhere in her late forties/early fifties, and judging by her smooth porcelain skin and her thin frame, she’s been taking excellent care of herself.

      And don’t think for a minute I didn’t notice the fact she hasn’t dropped the Baxter moniker.

      Not that I’ve dropped the Troublefield moniker just yet, but my divorce is still being processed by the powers that be.

      “I’m here for the Sparkle and Roar Inspirational Conference.” She offers an assuring nod my way as if to put me at ease.

      And I won’t lie, it sort of has.

      A little.

      Very little.

      “Oh? I was actually on my way to the welcome party,” I tell her. “I guess I’ll see you there.”

      “I guess you will.” She crimps her lips as she glances at Ransom. “Make an appearance. We have some unfinished business.” She smiles at Wes. “And of course, I’ll be catching up with you as well, Captain.”

      She takes off for the elevators and I watch as she meets up with that blonde in the blue formal gown who was pacing around the mouth of the gangway earlier. I knew she was a part of the conference. I suppose every woman here north of fifty will be headed for the Seaside Lounge.

      “Well, Trix,” Nettie says, slapping me on the back. “It looks as if this is your lucky trip. Liz Lyon not only called you a hero, but she wants to spotlight you at her own bon voyage party.”

      Bess gives a frenetic nod. “And don’t you think we’re going to miss it.” She hooks her arm to Nettie’s. “Let’s go freshen up and grab our books so she can sign them!”

      They take off and Ransom steps in close, offering me another embrace while his ex-wife’s cloying yet exorbitantly pricey perfume still clings to his jacket.

      “Are you okay?” His brows swoop over his cobalt blue eyes, making him that much more handsome if that were possible.

      “I’m fine. Sloan is wonderful, just as I suspected. I can’t wait to get to know her better.”

      Okay, so I may have just spewed a lie or two, but at this point, I’ll do whatever it takes to get me to the other end of this cruise.

      Ransom frowns my way. “I love you.” He sinks another kiss to my lips, and just like that, I’m comforted beyond words.

      His phone bleats and he pulls it out of his pocket. “There’s an issue with an unruly passenger on the lido deck. I’d better check it out. I’ll meet you at the Seaside Lounge.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” I say as we part ways.

      I take a moment to glance around at the seemingly endless parade of passengers streaming onto the ship and I marvel.

      There’s not a ghost in sight that I can see. And since one of those disembodied apparitions almost always signals that murder is afoot, I guess this might be my very first trip without a homicide mucking up the waters.

      Maybe my luck has taken a turn for the positive.

      But something deep down inside of me says it hasn’t.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      A Coincidence or a Dirty Trick?

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie, you’ll never guess what’s happened! My new mother-in-law invited my husband and me to join her and her boyfriend on a cruise to the Caribbean—as a part of some bigger family reunion. But it’s been anything but smooth sailing. It was all fun and family up until I spotted something that stopped me in my cruise-loving tracks. My husband’s ex-girlfriend just so happens to be on the exact same ship! And get this—she’s cruising solo. I smell a rat. How do I handle this situation?

      ~Rat Sniffer

      

      Dear Rat-Sniffing Reunioner,

      Sounds like you’ve got some choppy waters ahead! As tantalizing as a juicy conspiracy can be, remember, there’s no need to walk the plank just yet. The high seas are known for surprising coinkydinks. Keep your cool and don't let the unexpected ex sour your cruise. If she tries to stir the pot, remember you’re the main dish and she’s last season’s leftovers. Keep your husband close and let him handle any necessary communication with his ex.

      In the meantime, enjoy your voyage. After all, you’re in the Caribbean!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      “Liz Lyon looks amazing for her age,” Bess says as she swirls the parasol in her jewel-toned cocktail. “Nettie, do you think Liz will reveal the secret to eternal youth? Let’s face it, we could both use a refresher.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Nettie says, flattening the front of her colorful pink and green dress as we venture deeper into the Seaside Lounge. “I’ve been told I don’t look a day over fabulous.”

      “So is that what they’re calling it these days?” Bess muses as she shoots her bestie a look. “I thought they were calling it vintage chic.”

      “All right, you two,” I tease. “Behave.”

      A roving waitress strides by with a tray full of fruity cocktails and Nettie snaps one up for both her and me.

      “Greedy here, didn’t bother to think of us once we entered the room,” Nettie says, handing the hourglass-shaped cocktail my way.

      “Ooh, thank you,” I say, taking a sip.

      The Seaside Lounge is a sight to behold. It’s located high above the bow and affords a lovely view of the open ocean in front of us, although if the ship were facing in the other direction, we’d be getting an eyeful of Vancouver since we’ve yet to stray too far from land. The ship has already conducted its muster drill, and for that I’m thankful. I get that it’s a necessary evil, but that doesn’t mean I have to like it. And now we can relax for the rest of the evening, starting right here in the Seaside Lounge with these delicious fruity cocktails.

      The lounge is decorated with countless nautical touches, such as glorious seashells and starfish galore. There’s even a captain’s wheel and an anchor that sits in the corner, twice as tall as I am. Bouquets of red roses sit on every free surface, perfuming the air with their fresh rosy scent, as light classical music strums from the speakers.

      The windows are adorned with white billowy drapes that could double as sails, but it’s the aquamarine hue of the walls that gives this place the serene feel of the open sea. Floor-to-ceiling windows ensconce a third of the room and the golden sunset creates a majesty only nature can afford. Up above are at least ten grand crystal chandeliers that add just the right amount of glamour and sparkle to the night.

      Speaking of sparkle… Just above the back wall a giant sign reads Welcome to the Sparkle and Roar Cruise! Get ready to tackle the twists and turns of life with a sparkle and a roar. Below that are the words, Liz Lyon—the master of life hacks for the rest of us.

      Underneath that grand statement sits a three-tiered cake frosted in white with a trail of red roses dripping down one side. It looks as stately as it does delicious. Next to it sits a long, shiny, silver knife as it waits in anticipation of slicing into the sugary delight. The handle is made from glossy marbled wood with what looks to be pearl buttons that run alongside it. There’s not an elegant detail left undone on this ship, right down to the cutlery they use to slice a gorgeous cake.

      The blade of that knife gleams in the light and I can’t help but shake my head at the dichotomy. This place is oozing glitz and glamour, all right, including the women crammed in here, all wearing formal gowns and showy cocktail dresses. Not that there’s anything wrong with that. But it’s a bit unusual to see unless it’s one of the two formal nights the ship has relegated.

      Bess, Nettie, and I obviously didn’t get the memo, although we’ve each donned a nice frock for the occasion regardless. But I don’t think anyone will kick us out over the fact either.

      “Would you look at all of these flowers?” Bess muses. “I feel like I’m in a romance novel.”

      “Eh.” Nettie shrugs. “I have a feeling an Agatha Christie novel would be more accurate. I’ll be disappointed if this night doesn’t end with a dash of murder.”

      Bess chortles. “It wouldn’t be a night out with Trixie if it didn’t end with a body bag now, would it?”

      “Bess,” I inch back, swallowing down a laugh. “Et tu?”

      She winks my way. “Don’t blame me, she started it.”

      Nettie knocks back her drink and holds up the empty glass. “I’m off to get another. This night is only going to get younger—I mean better.”

      Nettie takes off and I crane my neck into the crowd.

      “Oh, look, there’s Liz,” I say, pointing near the bar where the brunette stuns in a seafoam green gown that shimmers in the light. “Here’s hoping that self-help guru can keep us all on the straight and narrow—including a killer if they happen to be in our midst.”

      Bess shivers. “A chill just ran up my spine when you said that. Are you sure you haven’t spotted a ghost by now?”

      “Not a single specter in sight,” I assure her with a touch too much glee in my voice. I’d say it was the liquor talking, but I’ve yet to properly dive into my cocktail.

      Another pretty brunette catches my eye. This time it’s Ransom’s ex chatting with that blonde I saw her with earlier. The blonde is still wearing the glorious blue gown she rode in on, but Sloan has changed into a little red dress that looks as if it’s solely comprised of rubies. It’s that gorgeous. And my heart sinks a notch because I happen to know Ransom will be making an appearance shortly.

      Wonderful.

      Sloan looks like a mythical bejeweled queen. And me? Heaven forbid I pick up a silver tray because, with my little black dress, I pretty much blend in with the waitstaff.

      “Ooh”—Bess elbows me and nearly knocks the cocktail right out of my hand—“here she comes.”

      Before we know it, the woman of the hour herself is front and center.

      “You have no idea how glad I am you came,” Liz says, landing a cool hand on my arm.

      The mousy brunette, Natalie Weaver, pops up beside her. She’s wrapped in an elegant pale pink dress that looks as if it’s made of dreamy chiffon, and her shoes look dyed to match.

      Do they still dye shoes to match, or was that something we did in the eighties and people now find amusing? It’s hard to keep up with the times when the times insist on whipping by like a greased slip ’n slide.

      “Everyone?” Liz calls out while picking up my hand, and more than a smattering of heads turn this way. “This is the woman who, dare I say, has the power to steal my thunder.”

      I’m about to protest when Nettie surges forward like a tidal wave, nearly knocking Liz right off her heels.

      “I can’t believe it’s the Liz Lyon!” Nettie cries above the chatter. “I’ve read all your books. In fact, I’ve highlighted, underlined, dog-eared, and French-kissed just about every single juicy page.”

      Both Liz and Natalie buck with laughter.

      Bess and I would laugh, too, but we’re well aware Nettie is drop-dead serious.

      “I can attest to all of the above book atrocities,” Bess says. “Because each one of those atrocities happened to the books I lent her.”

      More laughter ensues.

      “I’m sorry.” Liz wipes the tears from her eyes with her pinkies. “Now what were your names again? I have a plan for you two ladies that others would kill to have.”

      Kill?

      I certainly hope nobody is in a murderous mood here tonight.

      But a tingle dances up my spine as if to warn me they are.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      It’s Never Too Late—Or Is It?

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie, please don’t think less of me, but I’m convinced that my son has married the wrong woman! His new wife is more beer and pizza, and his old girlfriend was country club and champagne. Her father even offered my son a position at his Fortune 500! Anyway, I’ve invited my son and his new wife along on my family reunion cruise, along with my boyfriend Jeff, and my son’s old girlfriend, Tracy. That’s right, I even paid for Tracy’s ticket. Are there any activities you think are more conducive to fostering an amorous environment? I’m hoping to rekindle the flames between those two lovebirds. Please don’t fault me. Everyone knows most marriages don’t make it past the one-year mark anyways.

      ~Desperate Matchmaker

      

      Dear Desperate Matchmaker,

      You’re certainly stirring the cruise cocktail, aren’t you? While I can appreciate your concern for your son’s marital bliss, it’s essential to respect his choices. That being said, cruises are full of opportunities to create camaraderie and rekindle old friendships.

      Instead of trying to engineer an old romance, why not arrange group activities that everyone can enjoy—that don’t include your son’s ex. Deck parties, trivia nights, group dinners—they’re all great opportunities for positive interaction. Who knows, maybe you’ll find the pizza-and-beer charm of your daughter-in-law as refreshing as a sea breeze!

      Remember, though, ultimately, your son’s happiness is the most important thing. If you push too hard, you might find yourself in rough seas without a life jacket.

      Stay afloat and enjoy your family cruise!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      “Your names, once again?” Liz repeats the question as she looks from Bess to Nettie as the conversations in the Seaside Lounge trill all around us.

      “I’m Lucy and she’s Ethel,” Bess says.

      “And that’s the gospel truth,” I’m quick to attest.

      “Watch it, Toots,” Nettie grouses at her bestie. “I’m Lucy in this equation and you’re cousin Ernie.”

      “Cousin Ernie?” Bess looks as affronted as she sounds. “In your dreams, Mrs. Trumbull.”

      Nettie gasps. “Now you’ve just gone too far.”

      Liz and Natalie laugh their heads off once again.

      Natalie leans in. “You two are a real comedy act. You must come to all of our seminars. The entire cruise is about making Liz’s fans relax, forget about the past, and feel better. And if you can spike the room with laughter, I think everyone will walk away feeling better.”

      “Laughter is the best medicine,” I say.

      Liz nods. “That’s exactly what I was about to propose. You, ladies, are just the life of the party that this conference needs.” She slings an arm over Natalie’s shoulder. “Forgetting about the past and being in the present is what this trip is all about.”

      “We’re in,” Bess says, looking wide-eyed at Liz as if she were in a trance.

      “Forgetting about the past is my middle name,” Nettie says, toasting Liz with the drink in her hand.

      “Wonderful.” Liz sighs a moment. “The past is certainly something I’d like to forget.”

      Natalie wraps an arm around the woman while nodding our way. “Liz has had a few difficult years. But I’m determined to make her forget all about them once and for all. Sometimes it’s best to have the past stay dead and buried.”

      The brassy blonde we met earlier waltzes over with a glass in hand of what looks like whiskey.

      “What’s this?” She winks our way, clad in a black and red sequin mermaid dress, and her blonde mane is teased at least eight inches over her head in every direction.

      “Don’t tell me you girls are forming your own private coven.”

      Natalie sniffs. “Oh, Tawny, we’re not the witches here.”

      Tawny stiffens, the drink in her hand frozen an inch from her lips. “Come now, Nat. With that new book of yours climbing the charts the way it is, I’m sure more than a few people suspect you of casting a spell over the general public.”

      Natalie’s cheeks darken a notch. “I’ll take that as a compliment.” But that look of rage in her eyes says it’s anything but.

      Liz coaxes her with a hand on her back. “Natalie here published her own book just last month, and it’s indeed swimming its way up the charts. It’s called Brave New You: Transforming Fear into Fearlessness. If you haven’t read it already, I’ve brought plenty of copies along. I’ll be glad to gift one to each of you. If I’m anything, I’m far too generous with my friends.” She needles Natalie with a look as she says it.

      “You know what they say”—Natalie shrugs her way—“it’s better to give than receive.”

      “Oh, come on, Nat.” Liz bumps her shoulder to the woman’s arm. “You’re a big fan of receiving, even if it means going out and getting it yourself. In fact, some might say you’re an expert.”

      “I am a go-getter,” Natalie says with a laugh caught in her throat.

      “Well then.” Tawny’s lips pucker at her friend as if she just sucked on a lemon. “You must have quite the collection of borrowed items.”

      Natalie clears her throat while shooting the woman an icy look. “I’m just hoping I don’t offend people with my book. Parts of it can be a bit brash and uncouth.”

      Someone calls for Liz from the bar, and the three of them trot that way without hesitation.

      “I can’t believe she’s really here.” Bess sighs.

      “I can’t believe she’s real,” Nettie says as she stares longingly in the woman’s direction. “Try not to kill her, would you, Trix? This is one cruise I’m really looking forward to.”

      “I’m not killing anybody,” I say just as I spot Sloan pulling Natalie aside into a dark alcove, and by the looks of it, she’s reading her the riot act. Sloan plucks a piece of paper from her purse and holds it so close to Natalie’s face that the woman is forced to snatch it.

      “I may not be out to kill anyone, but Sloan sure looks like she’s on the warpath,” I say.

      “Speaking of Handsome Ransom’s ex,” Nettie leans in, “I say we lure her to the railing and toss her off the ship.”

      “What?” Bess squawks. “Why in the world would we do that?”

      “To satisfy the gods of death that have been stalking this ship for the past few months. In case you haven’t noticed, they require a blood sacrifice every time the Emerald Queen sets sail. If it’s not her, it might be you. Now, are you game, or are you game?”

      Bess stiffens. “I’ll lure her outside with the promise of strong whiskey and naked men.”

      “Ladies.” I laugh as I reprimand them. “Don’t even joke about something like that.” I inadvertently frown over at Ransom’s ex who seems to be engaged in a full-blown argument with Natalie at the moment. “Ransom says they’re over. And Sloan says she’s here as a part of the conference. It’s purely coincidental that they’re on the same ship.”

      “I don’t believe in coincidences,” Nettie says, toasting me with her drink.

      “Hate to say it,” Bess whispers. “But I don’t either.”

      Neither do I, but it’s the last thing I’ll verbalize.

      “Positivity is the name of the game this time around,” I say. “There will be no death, and no throwing an ex overboard. We’re all going to get along and have a great time sailing through the glaciers. And let’s not forget the all-you-can-eat buffet. Speaking of which, where is the food?”

      “I’m half-starved,” Nettie growls. “I think I see appetizers by the bar. I’ll go sniff them out.”

      “I’d better go with you,” Bess says. “Just in case you decide to shove half of the appetizers into your purse.”

      Nettie huffs, “It’s not my fault they don’t serve popcorn in the main theater.”

      They disappear into the crowd before I have a chance to say a word.

      Nettie is right about that whole popcorn thing. And it’s exactly why I head up to the Blue Water Café and toss a few chocolate croissants into my bag before the evening show starts. They can’t expect me to sit there for over two hours without noshing on something after conditioning me to nosh on something every twenty minutes.

      My stomach begins to growl and I drift after them, but I can’t find the appetizer station or Bess and Nettie. Instead, I spot Liz and Natalie tucked just behind the bar, having a rather intimate conversation, and if I’m not mistaken, it, too, looks rather heated. Liz bursts out with laughter and Natalie follows suit.

      Well, there’s that. They’re simply having a friendly conversation. I’m sure that’s what Sloan and Natalie were having earlier as well. My mind is just so twisted up over the fact Sloan is on the ship, I’m practically eager to villainize the poor woman.

      Besides, she doesn’t have all that much to do with Ransom these days. He’s one hundred percent mine.

      The man declared his love to me on the very last cruise.

      We’re solid.

      I have no reason whatsoever to feel insecure.

      My stomach tenses up as if it were begging to differ.

      I make a face at the crowd and spot Tawny, the brassy blonde, intersecting Natalie by that cake covered in blood-red roses.

      Natalie shakes her head and drops her face into her hands a moment while Tawny does her best to comfort her with one hand while her other hand lands blindly to the table and clasps onto that cake knife for a second.

      Now that looked devious.

      What am I saying? Obviously, she was just steadying herself.

      I really need to get my head out of the dark dungeon it’s determined to hole up in.

      The ship sways a bit as it begins to move and I catch my breath for a second as the room breaks out into whoops and giggles. A few of the women are even holding their stomachs. In their defense, even the most seasoned traveler can take a bit to get their sea legs in the beginning.

      An ice sculpture of a glacier catches my eye across the room and beneath it sits the motherload of appetizers. I knew the culinary staff wouldn’t disappoint.

      Oh my word, is that triple fudge cake I see?

      A hard groan comes from me. Everyone knows dessert doesn’t qualify as an appetizer. This ship simply doesn’t fight fair. Not only is the triple fudge cake to die for, but it’s only served on special occasions. It’s seven decadent layers of rich, moist dark chocolate cake with gallons of creamy fudge frosting that redefines chocolate on every level.

      My feet carry me in that direction and land myself a slice. Soon, I’m shoveling in bite after bite like a hungry raccoon who just struck his luck in an alley crawl. And let me tell you, I happily moan through every chocolaty bite.

      Before I know it, a good twenty minutes has passed.

      My phone buzzes and I pluck it out of my purse to find a text from Ransom.

      Heading your way. Can’t wait to see you.

      My heart warms just looking at the words.

      He can’t wait to see me. But then again, his ex is in the room. It will be unavoidable for him to see her as well.

      I shove my phone back into my bag and head for the exit in anticipation of his arrival.

      The area leading into the venue is small and bare at the moment. There’s a service hall to the left, which is lost in shadows, mostly so that passengers aren’t tempted to wander in that direction. And in the event the lack of light isn’t a deterrent, there’s a red velvet curtain drawn to cut off the path.

      To the right, there’s an elevator and a door that leads to the side of the ship where the aforementioned railing sits that Nettie suggested we lure Sloan to.

      A crooked smile plays on my lips. To think I’m entertaining murder when I should be enjoying my very first murder-free cruise.

      Laughter explodes from inside the Seaside Lounge, and just as I turn my head in that direction, something has me doing a double take near the service hall.

      An iridescent pink shoe is protruding from beneath a red velvet curtain.

      I head over and pull the curtain back to see rolling carts filled with spare carafes, silverware, and dishes neatly stacked, and just as I lean in farther, the cloying scent of French perfume lights up my olfactory senses and my eyes begin to tear up because of it.

      I glance down at that shoe that lured me over and gasp.

      A familiar brunette lies on the floor with a giant knife protruding from her back, a pool of liquid quickly forming beneath her.

      Natalie won’t have to worry about offending anyone with her book.

      Natalie Weaver is dead.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Clueless Here

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie, my wife and I are on a family reunion cruise with my mother and her boyfriend, Jeff. Family aside, you’ll never guess who else is on board this mammoth ship? My ex, Tracy. We’ve exchanged cordial hellos, but I couldn’t help but notice my mother getting chummy with her and having a grand old time. I wish she’d show half the attention to my wife. What do you think are the odds of my ex being on the very same ship? I can’t wrap my mind around this so-called coincidence. Should I confront my mother about it or wait until we’re back on land to open this bag of worms?

      ~Puzzled by the Past

      

      Dear Past Puzzled,

      Oh, the tangled webs we weave when we decide to cruise the high seas! Your situation has more twists and turns than the ship’s water slide.

      First off, relax! You’re on vacation. The odds of your ex being on the same cruise are about as likely as a seagull winning a game of bingo. Could it be a coincidence? Maybe. Could your mother be running a covert operation? Possibly. She might also be trying to score extra dessert at dinner. We just can’t know for sure.

      My advice: if your ex isn’t a sea witch bent on wrecking your marriage, and your wife isn’t bothered, let the waves wash over this one. But if it’s causing you to lose your sea legs, it might be worth a casual chat with your mother. Maybe something like—funny seeing Tracy here. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you? But be prepared, the answer might have you wishing you’d stuck to dry land!

      Stay steady and sail on!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      The moment I stepped back on board the ship this afternoon, I knew something was about to go terribly wrong.

      Granted, I thought it would strictly have to do with Sloan Baxter, but nonetheless, a fresh homicide wasn’t far from my mind either.

      And well, if I must confess, I wasn’t sure if those two things would be mutually exclusive either.

      I glance down at Natalie Weaver’s pale face as she lies on her stomach with a tall handle of a knife protruding from her back and I swallow down a scream. Her eyes are glassy as she stares vacantly into nothingness, a cold and eerie reminder of how fragile life can be.

      There was a killer here just moments ago, and judging by the thick scent of that cloying perfume they left in their wake, I’m fairly certain I know who it is. But before I go pointing a finger at Ransom’s ex-wife, I better have some concrete evidence to back up my killer claim.

      A piece of paper lightly crumpled in Natalie’s right hand catches my eye. It’s small, only a little bigger than a Post-it note, and from what I can tell, it looks like a list of women’s names.

      “Wait a minute,” I pant as I pull out my phone. I think that’s the piece of paper she snatched from Sloan earlier.

      I snap a few quick pictures of the paper and of the crime scene in general.

      “What’s with the photo shoot?” a deep voice strums from behind and I belt out a blood-curdling scream.

      “Trixie?” Ransom spins me in his arms. “Is everything okay?” he asks just as he looks down and answers that question for himself. “Geez.” He pulls me in and spins me a few feet away in the safety of his arms. “What the heck happened? And for Pete’s sake, why were you taking pictures?”

      “I found her like that, I swear. I was coming out to meet up with you and I saw a pink shoe poking out from the curtain. That’s when I came over and saw her sprawled out in that condition.” I bite my lips a moment as he frantically searches the crime scene behind me with his eyes. Ransom is as eager to search for clues as I am. “There’s a piece of paper in her right hand. It’s a list of names I couldn’t quite make out, so I thought if I took a picture I could enlarge it.”

      Not entirely a lie. My vision isn’t all that great these days. Besides, I might just need that list to build a case against Sloan. Not that I’m out to get the woman, but let’s face it, the evidence is mounting.

      “Next time, I suggest you leave the picture taking to me. I’m sorry, Trixie, but this is a case for the authorities—which would again be me.”

      “Well, good. Because I think we need to sift this area for clues, asap. This is a fresh homicide. She was killed with a knife, which I’m betting belongs to the ship—” I gasp as I look back at the handle, marbled wood with pearl-like buttons running down the side. “Oh, Ransom, that’s the cake knife from the Seaside Lounge. I just saw it sitting there and—”

      “And what?”

      Tawny Jessop runs through my mind as she set her hand blindly over it. But that was just an accident, wasn’t it? After all, she was comforting her friend. There’s no way I’m going to mention that to Ransom and set his case off in the wrong direction.

      “I don’t know,” I say. “But do you know what I’m certain of?” I cock a brow his way. “There was a distinct and very strong perfume emanating from that direction when I found the body.”

      He strides over to where Natalie lies lifeless and leans his head that way.

      “I don’t notice anything,” he says and I stride over and give a few good sniffs as well.

      Sure enough, the scent has all but dissipated.

      Nevertheless, I know exactly what made my eyes water once I arrived, but I suppose there’s no use in expounding on the fact that not only was the odor overbearing, but it belonged to his ex.

      “Trixie, look at me,” Ransom says, steadying my shoulders, so I do just that. “Promise me you’ll steer clear of anything to do with this woman’s homicide. Whoever did this is highly emotional and dangerous. If they think you’re onto them, you can end up in the same predicament.”

      A choking sound emits from me.

      “Ransom,” I whisper. “You know I’ve been careful every time I’ve investigated one of these things. I won’t go off half-cocked.”

      “It’s not you going off half-cocked that I’m worried about.” He glances past me once again. “I need to call this in.” He sighs, and while he’s on the phone, Bess and Nettie step in from the door that leads from the balcony and let in a whistling wind along with them.

      “Would you look at this?” Nettie chides as they head our way. “It looks as if we caught two cuties about to have one hot time in a dark corner right here out in the open.”

      “She should know,” Bess quips. “She’s had a tryst or two in a dark corner herself.”

      Nettie nods. “They don’t call me the queen of not being seen for nothing.”

      “Ladies, don’t come any closer,” I say, holding out my arms, but that only makes the two of them crane their necks past me and scream.

      “Good heavens, Trixie,” Bess cries. “Is this a new hobby of yours? Collecting bodies on cruise ships?”

      Nettie nods. “And she specializes in finding them on the Emerald Queen. Just our luck.” She gives a throaty laugh as if she means it, and I think we all know she does.

      “This isn’t funny,” I whisper. “That poor woman lost her life tonight.”

      Bess makes a face at the poor woman in question. “Believe me, we’re well aware of the gravity of the situation. We’ve been with you every step of the dangerous way. And don’t forget we’re your investigative partners in crime. We’re practically honorary members of the CSI at this point.”

      Nettie nods. “And if we didn’t find a modicum of dark humor in this murderous adventure, we would have been fitted for straitjackets a long time ago.”

      The rustle of what sounds like a thousand hoofbeats ignites just as every security member on the ship descends on the scene, and along with them is a brunette looker named Quinn Riddle, Ransom’s partner in vessel security management.

      “Don’t tell me you found another one,” she seethes my way before glancing past me.

      Quinn is about my age, about to crest fifty, and wears her jet-black hair in a bun so tight she can hardly move her mouth. Her skin is pale as if she’s never heard of the sun, and her eyes are as green as algae.

      “Quinn.” Ransom strides up. “I’ve already surveyed the scene and taken pictures. I need you to see something right away.”

      “See what?” I ask just as he whisks her off.

      A few light screams emanate from the entry to the Seaside Lounge as a handful of women venture this way to see what the ruckus is about.

      Bess groans at the sight, “We’d better get in there and try to subdue things before word gets out. The last thing we need is a hundred women stampeding in this direction, contaminating the crime scene.”

      “Spoken like a true detective,” I say as the three of us head that way, and just as I’m about to cross the threshold into the Seaside Lounge, someone plucks me back by the arm.

      I turn to find one of my favorite blondes, the one who just so happens to be my shipside bestie, Elodie Abernathy.

      “Trixie Troublefield, did you do this again?”

      “What? No,” I say, pulling her to the side before a single set of roving ears listens in on the half-truths she’s so willing to spew.

      Elodie is a cutthroat beauty about my age with a short blonde bob and crystal blue eyes filled to the brim with mischief. She originally hails from Johannesburg but has been working on a cruise ship since she was in her early twenties. She’s not only witty, sarcastic, and the ship’s resident maneater, but she happens to be the manager of the Queen’s Mall as well.

      “I didn’t have anything to do with this,” I’m quick to assure her.

      “Oh, please.” She waves me off twice as fast. “We both know you’re the reason for the murderous season.” She wrinkles her nose as she takes a moment to gawk at the body. “I’d better go open up the shops downstairs. I’m having a half-off sale on the most luscious purple knit sweaters that pair perfectly with murder. And knowing the crowd in that room behind you as I do, they’ll need to do something to get murder off their mind.”

      She takes off, and in her wake the captain dashes my way with a frantic look on his face.

      “I just spoke with Ransom,” Wes says, wrapping an arm around my waist and whisking me into the corner.

      “What’s happening?” a woman cries out from the entry to the Seaside Lounge and we turn to see Liz Lyon as she cuts through the crowd until she lands upon the grisly scene and then spontaneously breaks out in an aria of screams. Quinn dashes over to the woman and does her best to calm her down.

      “Trixie, what happened?” Wes says, doing his best to lock eyes with me, and I would do just that if it weren’t for the fact Tawny Jessop—knife handler extraordinaire—just stepped out of the Seaside Lounge.

      I watch as she makes her way over to the thick of the crime scene and clasps her hand over her lips.

      It looked natural.

      Tawny gives a quick glance around before sauntering right back out of the crowd of officers, and past Wes and me, as she takes off through the nearest exit.

      Now that wasn’t so natural, was it?

      “Trixie?” Wes presses in until we’re nose-to-nose. “Did you see a ghost? Did you know this was going to happen?”

      “No,” I shake my head. “That’s the strange thing. Usually before one of these tragedies occurs, I do see something—someone, that is—but this time there wasn’t even a hint of anything supernatural.”

      “All right.” He touches his forehead to mine and sighs. “I better go start with the damage control. Stay safe.”

      “I will,” I say as he takes off.

      I’m about to take off myself when I spot Sloan and that blonde again, both with their eyes pinned on me.

      Sloan looks away quickly and follows Wes as he dives into the crowd.

      She shakes her head as a look of dismay crosses her face. The blonde says something to her and they share a nod before getting lost in the crowd.

      What was that about?

      Was Sloan shaking her head at me? At the fact I was talking to Wes?

      A thought hits me. Wes had his arms wrapped around me. He touched his forehead to mine. It must have looked intimate to her, not innocent in the least.

      Wonderful.

      But then again, she left her perfume at the scene of the homicide like a calling card.

      Something tells me Sloan Baxter isn’t so innocent either.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Has She Gone Too Far—Or Am I Reading Too Much Into This?

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie, my name is Jeff and I’m in the middle of a Caribbean cruise with my girlfriend, her son, and his wife, along with a whole gaggle of other family as they embark on a family reunion of the ages at sea. The trip was going swimmingly until I realized that my girlfriend invited her son’s ex to tag along. I couldn’t believe she would do something like that. I mean, we just attended his wedding less than a few months ago and his new wife is a doll. I’m not sure my girlfriend is the person I thought she was. A part of me thinks we should ditch the excursions and hightail it to couple’s counseling. I was set to propose before the trip is through, but I’m not sure what to do now. Any advice? Until I hear back, I’ll be hanging out in the casino.

      ~Sleeping with a Stranger

      

      Dear Sleeping with a Stranger,

      Sounds like you’ve drifted into the Bermuda Triangle of family drama. Buckle up, my friend!

      Firstly, your girlfriend’s maneuver is as bold as a pirate flag, and you’re right to question it. Inviting an ex to a family reunion cruise is about as appropriate as a speedo at a formal dinner. But remember, this ship hasn’t sunk yet.

      Instead of jumping ship to couple’s counseling, use this opportunity to communicate your concerns. After all, she may be able to explain her actions in a way that doesn’t leave you feeling like you’ve hit an iceberg. Just remember to keep the conversation calm and collected—no need to add more waves to these troubled waters.

      As for your proposal, trust your gut. If you still see a future with her after the storm has passed, then sail ahead. But if this incident has left you questioning, it might be best to hold off until you’re back on steady ground.

      Here’s to smooth sailing!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      It was Bess and Nettie who suggested I journal my thoughts—online, no less—way back during our first cruise together.

      And let’s just say, I took that vague idea and ran with it into the night until I quite unexpectantly had a full-fledged following of like-minded women, all of whom were jilted, lied to, and cheated on until their heads exploded into the stratosphere.

      Suffice it to say, I treasure the online community we’ve built together where we share, care, and cheer one another on during life’s tragedies and triumphs after a miserable marriage. Don’t get me wrong. I still believe in the holy institute, but if I ever venture into those wedded waters again, it will be with both eyes open and not with my heart on a string.

      Ransom zips through my mind.

      He truly is the whole package. I fully trust him. In fact, I trust him so much I’d venture into matrimonial waters with him with my eyes glued shut.

      The question is, do I trust his ex?

      And more than that, do I trust the fact she’s innocent of murder?

      Unfortunately, I don’t know her well enough to answer the first question.

      And the second? Well, let’s just say the fact her cloying perfume was lingering around Natalie Weaver’s dead body like a ghost didn’t exactly help.

      Speaking of ghosts…

      I can’t help but frown as I survey the guests inside the Blue Water Café this morning.

      How is it possible that I haven’t seen a single disembodied spirit as of yet? Let’s just say there have been other bodies—other homicides the universe has handed my way to solve—but I’ve never done so without a ghost nearby to lend a haunted helping hand.

      You see, a few months back, Nettie bonked me on the head with a bottle of vodka, and not only did I see stars, that little bop to the noggin had me seeing spirits, too. Later, I’d find out that I’m something called transmundane, which encompasses a bevy of supernatural powers, further classified as supersensual, which means I can see the dead. But I don’t see ghosts just willy-nilly. Instead, I typically see just one specific ghost and they’re always someone that the newly deceased had a fond affection for.

      Anyway, here we are, another cruise, another body—but still, no specter sidekick to kick this case into high gear. Go figure.

      The Blue Water Café is brimming with bodies at this early hour—all of them very much alive and in the mood for everything this veritable buffet has to offer. Since Ransom is already tied up with the investigation, he let me know he wouldn’t be able to make it to the formal dining room for breakfast, so I chose to eschew the formalities, too, and graze the buffet while my mind grazes over the suspect list that’s been forming ever since I left the crime scene last night.

      “Trixie!” Bess waves to me from a table right next to an expansive window that shows off Alaska’s majestic snow-capped mountains and fog-riddled coastline as the ship navigates its way up the icy waterway.

      According to the onboard newsletter, the Seabreeze, today’s journey is taking us as far as we can travel through a place called Tracy Arm Fjord. Smaller ships sail right past us, seeing that they can get farther up as the passage narrows, but that doesn’t discount the fact this day at sea will offer us views that not only take our breath away, they’re enough to inspire poetry, music, and every form of creative expression—like art. And that’s exactly what Wes has hired me to do during my time on these cruises, teach on a subject near and dear to my heart—art.

      “We saved you a seat!” Bess practically sings above the classical music strumming softly through the air. Both she and Nettie are already hunkered down over brimming trays of what looks like just about everything the buffet has to offer. “Go ahead and grab your goodies!”

      “And grab me another double chocolate muffin while you’re at it,” Nettie says. “Please and thank you.”

      I give her a thumbs-up before I snatch up a tray of my own and begin in on the culinary adventure.

      The Blue Water Café is a light and bright wonderland with creamy marble floors and lots of glass covered huts with brass detailing. Those huts line the expensive room and fill the interim with everything a hungry stomach could hope for.

      There are both sweet and savory options throughout the day, but the breakfast buffet is one of my favorites and I try not to miss a single one of them even if I happen to be headed to the formal dining room later on most mornings. I’m not one to look a chocolate-filled croissant in the mouth and walk on by—more like put it in my mouth—along with just about everything else.

      In fact, I load up my tray with three golden chocolate-filled croissants—you can never have too many, a couple of double chocolate muffins for both Nettie and me—they’re as moist as they are brimming with chocolate chips, French toast— extra syrup, a Belgian waffle that smells like rich vanilla and has wells so deep you can curl up in one and take a nap in it—more syrup, and this wouldn’t be a proper trip through the Fjords if I didn’t toss in a bagel, extra cream cheese, a few lucent slices of purple onion, and enough smoked salmon to piece together an entire school of fish.

      I’m about to dart for my seat when I catch a glimpse of the cloud-like fluffy eggs, so I venture their way, pick up another warm plate, and pile it high with a few scoops of fresh scrambled eggs and about six strips of extra crispy bacon—I can’t help it, they’re beckoning like savory sirens, and heaven knows I can’t resist their call.

      The woman in front of me scoops up a ladle of nacho cheese and drizzles it right over the top of her eggs and bacon before turning my way.

      “You gotta eat like you mean it,” she says with a robust laugh. “It’s not like we’re eating this way every single day.”

      Speak for yourself, I want to say as she takes off for more delicious pastures.

      And despite the fact I am eating this way every day, it doesn’t stop me from ladling up some nacho sauce and dousing my eggs with it. In fact, there’s nothing but a sea of orange left on my plate, so I toss on a few grilled onions and hashbrowns just in case I forget there’s an entire henhouse worth of eggs buried beneath it.

      After a quick trip to the coffee cart, I land right at the table with my two favorite passengers.

      “Wow,” Bess muses. “That’s an ambitious breakfast even for you,” she says, admiring my display of culinary genius.

      “I’ve got a lot to tackle today,” I say, lifting a fork her way. “There may have been a few clues left at the scene of the crime that I didn’t quite disclose to Ransom.”

      Both Bess and Nettie gasp so loud half the room pauses for a beat to look our way.

      “Do tell,” Nettie says, plucking a chocolate muffin off my tray with one hand and a chocolate-filled croissant with the other.

      I quickly fill them in on the fact I saw Tawny clasping the knife last night before the murder, then the fact that I saw Sloan all but shove a piece of paper in Natalie’s face, the same one Natalie died clutching, and lastly, I fill them in on the fact Sloan left her scent at the scene of the crime.

      “Note to self”—Bess says, looking stunned by everything she’s just heard—“leave the fancy French perfume home on the night I decide to off my ex.”

      I nod her way. “Or mine.”

      We share a quick laugh over that one.

      Bess leans in hard. “So when do we start snooping?”

      “Yeah.” Nettie leans in from my left. “When do we pick up our magnifying glasses and start lifting the shirt of every hard-bodied man on this ship?”

      “I’m afraid I don’t have a single male suspect in mind,” I tell her.

      “That’s what you got me for,” she says while pointing my way with her knife. “I’ll drum up enough hot-to-trot handsome steeds to keep us warm and toasty through icy waters. And I bet those hard-bodied men will be more than happy to help us nab a killer,” Nettie says while snagging another chocolate-filled croissant off my tray.

      Bess chokes on her next words as she looks at her bestie. “Would you stop trying to distract us with hard-bodied men? Oh, never mind.” She waves her off before turning my way. “There’s no hope in getting her to stop with the distractions. Her mind is always chasing distractions. It’s like trying to keep a squirrel focused.”

      “Hey,” Nettie barks. “I resemble that remark.”

      “You mean resent,” Bess corrects.

      “No, I mean resemble,” Nettie doubles down on what’s turning out to be the truth.

      “Remember that time we tried to grill a suspect during one of Trixie’s art classes and you ended up with dark blue paint all over your face?” Bess asks with a brow cocked into her forehead. “You looked like a raccoon on a vendetta.”

      “That’s because I was staying focused.” Nettie wags a crooked finger at her. “Had there been a shirtless man at the helm, I would have come away clean—and that suspect wouldn’t have gotten away. But at least I didn’t get handcuffed to a chair like someone I know.”

      Bess inches back. “When did I ever get handcuffed to a chair?”

      Nettie tips her head. “Oh, wait, that was me. And it was far before Trixie and her parade of corpses joined in on the fun. I bet those hard-bodied men would love to handcuff each of us to our very own chair.”

      “Maybe so,” Bess says. “But those crime-solving misadventures won’t necessarily help us solve this case.”

      I nod. “And with no ghost in sight, we’ll need all the help we can get.”

      A shadow darkens our table and a chill runs through me as I look up to see the exact person who might just be able to solve everything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 7

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Bait and Switch?

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie! You won’t believe what happened. My name is Tracy and my ex-boyfriend’s mother invited me on their great family reunion cruise, and since I’ve been missing my ex, I thought why not? A few sparks might fly, and I might be a part of that family reunion just yet. But guess what? She forgot to tell me that my ex partook in a quickie courthouse wedding a few months back and his blushing bride is on the cruise as well! He’s a married man now. The woman is clearly insane for inviting me, but both my ex and his new wife must think I’m a loon for taking the bait!

      I’m mortified and can’t believe this is happening to me. I think I’m going to hunker down in the casino with booze and a bag of coins. My luck couldn’t get any worse, could it? Should I cut my losses and leave the ship as soon as we hit the first port? Or stick it out to the bitter end? What would you suggest?

      ~Stunned and Humiliated

      

      Dear Stunned and Humiliated,

      Oh, honey, you’ve sailed right into a soap opera! Your ex’s mom has pulled a maneuver straight out of a plot twist no one saw coming.

      First things first, do not be mortified. You boarded the ship with good intentions and a hopeful heart. As they say, no good deed goes unpunished. But it’s time to shake off the humiliation like a seagull shakes off seawater. You are not the villain in this drama.

      As for the casino strategy, a little gambling can be a great distraction, but remember—the house always wins, especially when it comes to cruises. So, enjoy in moderation.

      Now, should you abandon ship at the next port? That’s entirely up to you. If the drama is too much and you don’t see any fun in your future, then sure, find the nearest lifeboat and paddle away. But if you think you can weather the storm, stay on board. Turn this into a personal vacation—indulge in spa treatments, enjoy the endless buffets, and make the most out of the amenities.

      And who knows? You might meet someone new. There are plenty of fish in the sea, and some of them are on that cruise.

      Here’s to turning lemons into lemonade!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      “Did someone mention crime-solving misadventures?” Sloan Baxter asks with a manufactured smile pinned to her face as she stands right here in the Blue Water Café.

      Her dark hair is swept back into a clean knot, her pale face looks far more sharply chiseled than it did last night, and her lips are stained a dark shade of crimson. She looks both stylish and comfortable in an oversized woven turquoise sweater, and judging by the heap of delicious treats on her tray, she’s not afraid of filling in that sweater either. And to be honest, that makes me like her just a little bit more.

      “Sloan!” I say, pointing to the empty seat across from me. “Please sit down and join us.”

      “Yes,” Bess says, pulling the chair out for her. “Welcome to the breakfast club.”

      “Why, thank you,” she says, landing in her seat, and her perfume quickly sends the sweet scent of my waffle right back to Belgium.

      “What’s this?” Nettie says, leering at the plate in front of Sloan—mostly of the savory fare. In fact, exclusively of the savory fare. “It looks like you forgot to load up on the pastries. Would you like Bess to go up and get you a few to start off with?”

      Bess averts her eyes. “Sloan, I would be happy to do it.”

      “Thank you, but no, thank you,” Sloan says, picking up her knife and fork, readying to begin her culinary adventure.

      It’s true. Her plate is brimming with everything but pastries—a custom-made omelet with spinach, chopped bell peppers, onions, at least three different cheeses, along with six strips of crusty bacon—at least we have that in common—three sausages, and three slices of smoked ham round out the tray.

      She nods to Nettie. “I’ve actually been living a carb-free lifestyle for going on four years now.”

      “I’m so sorry to hear it.” Nettie clutches at her chest as if it’s impossible to fathom and I happen to agree with her on that.

      Sloan chortles at her response. “It’s quite all right. In fact, I’ve not only gotten used to it, but I rather like it. Trust me, I’m not missing a thing.”

      “But what about bread?” Bess practically wails the words out like the carbohydrate-laden battle cry they are.

      “I especially don’t miss bread,” Sloan says with a maniacal smile tugging at her lips.

      Knew it.

      She has to be the killer—and a sociopathic one at that. Who can live without bread or carbs, chocolate-filled croissants, or my beloved chocolate lava cake they serve here in the evenings?

      “I certainly can’t live without bread,” Sloan says and we all breathe a sigh of relief—but that still doesn’t cross her off my suspect list. “I eat it every single night—when I’m at home, that is. I’ve been able to find everything that I miss from my old carbohydrate-filled life in low-carb form. Although I typically buy tortillas, which I use for both tacos and wraps, but I do a bit of low-carb baking as well. Just about every weekend I’ll bake myself a batch of low-carb peanut butter cookies, brownies, and even low-carb cake. I end up freezing most of it and grazing through it during the week. Trust me, I don’t lose a thing as far as my sweet treats go—except for maybe a few pounds.”

      “Wow,” Bess says. “You’re an inspiration. Hey, you should write a cookbook.”

      “Actually.” She tips her head. “I’m collecting recipes to do just that.”

      “Impressive,” I say. “Not only are you a successful defense lawyer, but soon you’ll be a celebrated novelist.”

      She laughs at the thought before sighing at the window.

      “Would you look at that?” She shakes her head wistfully at the view. “Can you ever get enough of it? Well, I suppose the three of you might since you live here. I had coffee with Ransom this morning and he filled me in on all the details.”

      She had coffee with Ransom this morning?

      Why hadn’t I thought of that?

      Why hadn’t he offered it?

      And details? What details? Was I simply a detail?

      “We can’t get enough of any of this,” Bess assures her as she motions toward the window and more importantly the jagged mountains just outside of it and glassy aqua-colored water. “This here is Tracy Arm Fjord. Have you been here before?”

      “No.” Sloan shakes her head. “This is my first time in Alaska. I’ve always wanted to come, especially during fall. This is my favorite time of year. But from what I can already see, it’s absolutely breathtaking.”

      “It is,” I say. “In fact, you’re welcome to join in on the art class I’ll be conducting right here on the lido deck. We’ll be doing charcoal sketches of the landscape. We’ll see glaciers, snow-covered evergreens, and waterfalls. This entire cruise will be like stepping into a postcard.”

      “And don’t forget the wildlife,” Bess chirps. “We’ll get to see seals and whales up close. But not bears. We’re not interested in getting too close to those.”

      “Where’s your sense of adventure?” Nettie asks.

      “The same place you left your common sense,” Bess tells her. “Back at the cabin.”

      Sloan chuckles. “Ransom was right. You ladies are a riot.”

      It seems Ransom had a lot to say this morning.

      Nettie waves her off. “Don’t listen to Bess. If you hang out with this one”—she pauses to hitch her thumb my way—“you can get up close and personal with all the bears you want.”

      “It’s true.” I shudder at the thought. “I’m sort of a bear magnet.”

      Sloan bubbles with a laugh. “Ransom may have mentioned it.”

      So they discussed me as well? I can’t help but lift a brow in amusement.

      I wonder what else he told her? Here’s hoping my sleuthing skills didn’t make their way into the conversation.

      The sky darkens dramatically a deep shade of umber and a lull comes over the conversations in the café.

      “Would you look at that?” Sloan shakes her head at the sky. “Ransom said we’d probably experience some serious weather during this trip. He says fall is Alaska’s stormy season and it’s not very conducive to cruise ships.”

      “Well, what are we doing here?” Nettie asks in a panic. “We just so happen to be on a cruise ship!”

      “Relax,” Bess tells her. “The Royal Lineage Cruise Line wouldn’t put us or the Emerald Queen in the line of danger. The only reason we’re out here is because they believe it will be a safe trip for all involved.”

      Safe is a loose term around these parts.

      And that’s my perfect segue into the fact it wasn’t a safe trip for Natalie Weaver.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 8

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      A Ring Has a Nice Ring to It!

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie! It’s me again, the woman who invited her son’s ex onto our family reunion cruise to paradise. Things don’t seem to be working out for my son and Tracy, but you’ll never believe what I found in my boyfriend Jeff’s luggage? A three-carat diamond ring!

      You’re probably wondering what the problem is, well, I’ll tell you. The diamond is round and my feng shui consultant has warned me that only oval cut stones will do for me. While I’m willing to accept Jeff’s proposal, I’m afraid I can’t accept the ring. There’s no way I can put that thing on my finger and tempt fate to rock the boat as far as my luck is concerned. Is there any kind way to refuse the bling and yet say I do?

      ~Diamond Dilemma

      

      Dear Diamond Dilemma,

      Now there's a predicament that’ll make even the most sea-hardened sailor blink! You’re caught between a rock and a hard place—or should I say, between a rock and an oval place?

      Firstly, it’s wonderful to know that Jeff is serious about his commitment to you. A proposal on a family reunion cruise? You’ve got to admit, the man’s got style.

      But on to the issue at hand—your round versus oval diamond conundrum. You’re not the first to have jewelry preferences and you certainly won’t be the last. As much as love is in the air, this is a lifetime commitment and you should feel comfortable with the symbol of that commitment.

      Here’s a fun idea: why not treat this as a sort of scavenger hunt? When he pops the question, express your joy at his proposal, then gently let him know about your oval obsession. See if he’s up for a little adventure on board. Finding an oval diamond on a cruise ship could turn into a memorable part of your love story! Plus, it’s a test of his willingness to accommodate your wishes.

      And if all else fails, remember, love isn’t about the shape of the diamond, it’s about the shape of the heart.

      Good luck navigating these sparkly seas!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      I open my mouth to inject Natalie Weaver into the conversation when Sloan gives a dramatic sigh.

      “You know what?” She gives a wry smile as she looks out at the scenery. “Just looking at these stunning vistas is sending a burst of creativity through me.” She nods my way. “I moonlight as a writer in my spare time.”

      “A writer?” I perk up. “What kind of a writer?”

      For a moment, I envision her penning long missives for legal journals that are dry as toast. Or at least they would be to me. I’m not exactly up on my legal lingo.

      “Do you write an online diary like Trixie?” Nettie asks, eager to hear the answer.

      Did she have to call it a diary? That sounds so junior high.

      Come to think of it, there is a fair share of boy drama in it. I never call Wes or Ransom by their proper monikers, but I’m sure the captain and head of vessel security aren’t too difficult for people to figure out if they do a little digging.

      “Heavens no.” Sloan averts her eyes as if the thought sickened her. “I write cozy mysteries under a pen name. I’ve been published for years. It’s something I do to let a little steam off from all the courtroom drama.”

      “Cozy mysteries?” Bess’ mouth rounds out with surprise. “I devour at least three a week. You’ll have to give me your pen name.”

      “Annie S. Michaels,” she’s quick to accommodate Bess. “That’s my middle name paired with my maiden surname. I write the Batter and Bullets series. It’s about a baker who sees ghosts.”

      “Batter and Bullets?” Bess nearly falls out of her chair and right through the window. “I love that series! It’s wildly popular. I must have read every single one of them so far. Can’t you write faster?”

      Wildly popular?

      “Wow, I’m impressed by you once again,” I say. And I take back my comment from earlier. Turns out, she already is a celebrated novelist. “What made you add a ghost to the story?”

      She gives a little shrug. “I thought a little supernatural twist might be a fun surprise. The ghost that pops into the story always helps my amateur sleuth solve the crime.”

      Ha! How’s that for life imitating art?

      In a strange way, Sloan and I actually have a lot in common.

      Ransom blinks through my mind wearing nothing but a towel low on his waist. That might be as close to seeing him in the buff as I’ve gotten, but I’m hoping that will change soon. Although having his ex in our presence is putting a bit of a damper on my mood.

      Suffice it to say, she’s ahead of me when it comes to Ransom in that department. But I’m glad they were together once upon a time because they have Emerson, and that young lady is smart, funny, and perfect in every single way.

      Nettie leans toward the woman. “You got any steamy scenes in those cozies of yours?”

      “No, but I write beach romances under another pen name,” Sloan is quick to tell her. “I specialize in single dads in need of a woman in their lives, and those books have plenty of steam in them.”

      Nettie gargles out a laugh. “Slip me the deets and I’ll be a fan for life.”

      Good grief. She writes steamy romance, too? I bet she took lots of notes while she was married to Ransom.

      After their divorce, Ransom went pro in the playboy field. It was only up until we started dating that he stopped his rakish ways. In fact, he dated the resident cruise director Tinsley Thornton—as did the captain.

      Tinsley has been a thorn in my side, as her surname suggests, ever since I boarded this ship. She’s a brunette looker, somewhere in her forties, and she happens to have an affection for both Ransom and the captain. And seeing that I’ve somehow managed to wrangle the attention of both those men, Tinsley has made it a point to take her ire out on me in more ways than one.

      Bess lifts a finger in Sloan’s direction and I can feel this conversation getting pulled out like taffy.

      Who knows what literary gem Sloan will reveal next? I bet she’s rewriting the dictionary in her spare time and penning a few sonnets that would make Shakespeare green with envy.

      Clearly, it’s up to me to get us off this literary ego express.

      “I’m so sorry about your friend,” I tell her, suddenly realizing she doesn’t look as if she missed a wink of sleep last night.

      If I lost Bess, Nettie, or Elodie, I’d be too beside myself to sleep—never mind the fact I couldn’t eat a single bite, let alone heap my plate with a dairy farm’s worth of eggs. But then, I can’t judge the woman. Everyone grieves differently.

      “Oh, poor Natalie.” Sloan closes her eyes and I can’t deny the fact she doesn’t look distraught at the moment. She blinks back tears. “Yes, that was an unexpected tragedy that I’m afraid has marred the trip for everyone involved. And poor Liz is out on the deck huddled under a blanket trying her best to be present for all those women who shelled out a small fortune to spend some time with her. It’s a disaster all the way around.”

      “So why’d you do it?” Nettie gravels the words out and it’s all I can do not to step on her foot from under the table.

      “Nettie.” Bess shakes her head. “Sloan, please ignore her. She’s not halfway sane until she’s had at least six chocolate muffins, and as it stands, she’s only had two.”

      “Well, somebody did it,” Sloan points out. “And I certainly hope they catch whoever it is. I’ll make sure they end up where they belong for a very long time—behind bars where they won’t have a taste of freedom ever again.”

      I chew the inside of my cheek as I consider her words.

      She did say the right thing, but then, she is a seasoned attorney—and a seasoned fiction writer. I have a feeling Sloan Baxter always knows just what to say, even if it is fiction.

      “Sloan”—I lean her way—“did Natalie have any enemies or any overt problems with any of the people who came along as a part of the conference?”

      “How should I know?” She glares out the window and her jaw redefines itself.

      I have a feeling she knows a little more than she’s letting on.

      “They found a piece of paper in Natalie’s hand. I guess it was a list of some kind. Do you know anything about that?” I ask brazenly, knowing full well how that piece of paper got into Natalie Weaver’s hand.

      “Paper?” Her lips pull down a moment. “I don’t know anything about that.”

      Bess leans her way. “Well, did you notice anything suspicious last night? You were at the party.”

      Sloan shakes her head. “Unfortunately, I was too busy having a great time. They were serving mushrooms with truffles and that’s a combination I couldn’t resist. I’m afraid I spent most of my time at the buffet table.”

      “Who was that blonde you were speaking with last night?” I ask. “I mean, she was there the whole night, too. Maybe she saw something?”

      Sloan blinks my way. “You mean Tawny Jessop?”

      “No, not Tawny,” I say. “I did meet her. I’m talking about the other blonde you were with. The pretty blonde with the blue dress?”

      Her eyes flit to the window. “I’m sorry. I don’t remember any blonde in a blue dress.”

      “The one you left with?” I ask in hopes to jog her memory.

      Her eyes pin to mine with a look that says don’t you dare move one inch closer.

      “I’m sorry, Trixie.” She offers a tight smile. “Perhaps we should let Ransom figure all this out. Our food is getting cold.”

      We don’t say another word about Natalie Weaver’s death.

      I may not know for certain who killed that poor woman, but I do know that Sloan Baxter just lied to my face about three things. One, she knew that Natalie was having contention with someone last night because that someone was her. Two, she also knew how that piece of paper got into Natalie’s cold, dead hand. Three, she knows exactly who that mystery blonde is.

      But why cover for her?

      Unless, of course, the blonde is the killer and Sloan discovered it as she walked in on the murder. That would explain the fact her perfume was strangulating the crime scene.

      Or maybe, just maybe, it was the other way around?

      Maybe Sloan killed Natalie and the blonde is the prime witness.

      Nevertheless, I’ve got a blonde to grill and, come heck or dark, icy waters, I’m going to do just that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 9

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Stunned by yet Another Plot Twist!

      Trip Tip Question: Hey, Trixie, it’s me, the one whose new mother-in-law has dived off the deep end by inviting my husband’s ex along on our family vacation. You’ll never believe what I saw while walking by the casino last night—it was my mother-in-law’s boyfriend Jeff with another woman in his arms! I couldn’t see her face, but I was certain of one thing, she wasn’t my mother-in-law. And the kicker? It looked more than a little intimate. I’m clearly not my mother-in-law’s favorite person despite the fact, but I don’t think I can let Jeff’s behavior slide. What should I do?

      ~Mystery-Minded

      

      Dear Mystery-Minded,

      Well, this cruise is certainly keeping you on your toes, isn’t it? First, your husband’s ex appears out of thin air, and now you’re playing detective with your future father-in-law. Who knew family reunions could be this dramatic?

      Before you start rehearsing lines for a soap opera-style confrontation, let’s take a step back and consider all angles. Was it definitely Jeff you saw, or could it have been a look-alike? It was night, after all, and there’s nothing like dimly lit casinos to get the imagination running wild. And if it was indeed Jeff, could there be an innocent explanation?

      If your gut is still yelling foul play, it might be time for an honest conversation. Not with Jeff, though, but with your husband. After all, he is the primary connection between you and the other parties involved. Keep it calm, stick to the facts, and ask for his input. It’s a sticky situation, but remember, you’re not alone. You and your husband are a team!

      And hey, if all else fails, there’s always the option of challenging Jeff to a game of poker. If you win, he tells the truth. If he wins, well, let’s not give him the satisfaction of thinking he might!

      Best of luck navigating these murky waters!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      If Alaska is anything, it’s as mysterious as it is glorious.

      We spent another day at sea sailing past Icy Strait Point and I was able to host two more art classes up on the lido deck, using acrylics to create a landscape. And boy, were we ever treated to a landscape, with the frosted evergreens, the snow-capped mountains in the distance, and the ice-strewn waters. It was a visual feast that not a single passenger wanted to miss as they crowded on every free open deck. And once a small pod of whales showed up, I thought the ship would list to its starboard side and we’d flop right into those icy whale-strewn waters.

      Liz Lyon canceled her regularly scheduled panels for the day in honor of poor Natalie, but she let Tinsley, our formidable cruise director, know the conference would resume as scheduled starting tomorrow.

      But the afternoon has quickly faded into evening, and it’s officially the first of two formal nights that the Emerald Queen hosts, also known as Dress Your Best night according to the Seabreeze newsletter.

      Ransom was busy all day with the case again but texted to let me know he could hardly wait to see me at dinner. And seeing that the captain has invited us to dine with him this evening—Sloan included—I asked Elodie to send a formal gown to my room that Ransom might find memorable in his favorite color. And boy, did she come through in spades.

      I step off the elevator and head for the first floor of the main dining room, stopping for a moment to inspect myself in the smoky mirrored wall just prior to the entry. Elodie sent up a shimmering emerald green gown from the Queen’s boutique with a sweetheart neckline and a cinched waist, the length of which cuts off just above the knee. The rod-shaped beads blanketing the dress have a mirror shine to them, and I must say they’re sparkling like a thousand emerald suns.

      I usually wear something far more demur to these events since I’m a regular at them and I prefer comfort over style, but seeing that Stunning Sloan will be present for the duration of this trip, I thought I should probably up my game a bit.

      Besides, Ransom and I just pledged our love to one another. I should put a little effort in, especially on nights like this.

      An entire horde of guests moves past me as they head in to take their seats. The women look sharp enough to walk a runway in Milan with their jewel-toned satin gowns, and the men look dapper in suits and ties. There’s a palpable buzz of excitement in the air, and I’m hoping that electrical charge will somehow defuse the fact Ransom’s ex managed to crawl to the top of my suspect list. But I do my best to push that out of my mind for now.

      I’ve already decided I’m going to let sleeping dogs lie for tonight, or sleeping killers. As selfish as it might sound, I want tonight to be all about Ransom and me. Some sparkling dinner conversation, some dancing, maybe a trip to the casino, catch a showing of Chicago at the Emerald Theater, then finish off the night with lava cake in the Blue Water Café—along with a few mouthwatering kisses. It sounds perfect in every capacity. I can’t see a single thing that can go wrong.

      Sloan blinks through my mind and I blink her right back out.

      The sound of lively jazz music emanates from the dining room and the scent of something freshly grilled tantalizes my senses. The opulence of the main dining room is of staggering proportions. It’s a three-story marvel featuring black granite floors with plush peach velvet chairs arranged around an array of round tables draped in linen and nestled in a series of alcoves. Above, artistic light fixtures dangle, illuminating the interior. And just above my head here in the foyer sits a crystal chandelier so big and wide you could squeeze an Olympic-size swimming pool in it.

      I head on into the dining room and weave my way around the tables and the waitstaff as the polished and primped guests anticipate their meals.

      The captain’s table is situated near the back and on a raised platform that overlooks the dance floor, which is currently devoid of any gyrating limbs.

      I spot Bess and Nettie, already seated there, along with the captain, clad in his white suit and brass regalia, and then there’s Ransom looking heart-stoppingly handsome in an inky dark suit. And to my surprise, I spot Tinsley Thornton and Elodie there as well. That’s odd. But it’s happened before. Not that I mind munching on fine fare with my bestie, but Tinsley has a bad habit of making me out to be a loon every chance she gets. The long and short of it? Aside from her inherent jealousy over the fact I seem to have captured Wes’ and Ransom’s attention, she’s convinced that I’m one sandwich short of a picnic.

      It just so happens that whenever I was speaking to a ghost, Tinsley was nearby witnessing the event—sans seeing the dead, of course. And well, she happened to film a few of those haunted conversations—in addition to presenting the documentation to Wes and Ransom. It wasn’t pretty.

      No sooner do I step up to the table than both the captain and Ransom rise to their feet, and just as a smile is about to crest their faces, it dissipates just as quickly, as they both look to my left with a mild look of horror.

      I turn that way, only to realize with a mixture of mortification and amusement that I’m wearing the exact same frock as Ransom’s ex.

      “Evening,” Sloan says with her hair fluffed and coiled to perfection as it cascades around her shoulders, but it’s not her hair that mimics mine.

      Sloan Baxter is wearing the exact same emerald beaded dress that I happen to have donned, the same dress I had thought would make me stand out, now it makes me feel as if I’m a part of some bizarre fashion face-off.

      And might I add, with her effortless curves, obscenely long legs, and perky breasts, I’m pretty sure she’s wearing it better.

      Tinsley chortles at the sight. “It seems I didn’t get the memo.”

      Nettie chuckles as well. “Let me take a wild stab at this, Detective Baxter. Your favorite color is green.”

      Ransom’s lips tug upward as he nods my way.

      “You look stunning this evening. And yes, that happens to be my favorite color.” He offers an amicable nod to Sloan. “You look wonderful as well. You both have impeccable taste.”

      I shoot her the side-eye as we exchange polite greetings before taking a seat and I fall between Ransom and Elodie.

      “Don’t blame me,” Elodie whispers while doing her best impersonation of a ventriloquist. “We sell more than one of those dresses. But in my defense, she must have purchased it while I was in another shop.”

      I shake my head her way as if to say it’s not a problem.

      It’s not like this will happen again. I hope.

      Tinsley smirks my way once again. “Looks like we’ve got a case of ‘who wore it better?’ on our hands. Should we cast votes?”

      Wes clears his throat as he raises his glass. “Ladies, let’s toast to the fact you both have excellent taste. This table has never looked so stunning.”

      The rest of us raise our glasses as well and cheer hear, hear.

      Sloan offers me a wry smile. “You know what they say, great minds think alike.”

      My expression sours on a dime because I just so happen to know exactly what I was thinking when I put this glitzy number on—setting Ransom Baxter’s heart on fire. Here’s hoping she isn’t looking to stoke a few flames herself with her ex.

      “Agree.” I foist my glass her way. “Great minds think alike indeed. Cheers to us for bringing double the glamour to the table this evening.”

      Another round of cheers breaks out before we imbibe.

      Sloan laughs under her breath. “You know, Trixie, if that whole mystery-solving thing doesn’t work out, we could always start a synchronized fashion team.”

      “Mystery-solving?” I hike a brow her way.

      Tinsley practically sputters out her wine. “Oh, come on, Trixie. Everyone at the table knows about your nosey ways.”

      “Everyone who lives on the ship,” Elodie points out.

      My thoughts exactly.

      Sloan lifts a svelte finger. “I met up with Ransom in the casino for a quick run at the blackjack table for old times’ sake. He let me know you’re giving him a run for his money.”

      They met up at the casino for a quick run at blackjack?

      “What’s this?” Elodie arches a brow at the woman. “So Ransom just so happened to bump into you at the casino for a friendly little game, huh? It’s nice to know that some things never change, like his talent for always betting on the wrong hand.”

      Ransom’s chest expands. “I did bump into Sloan as I was walking past the casino. A mere twenty minutes ago. She coaxed me into a couple of hands and we chatted.”

      “I beat him—each time,” Sloan says with a smile. “Unfortunately, he was called away again.” She shrugs. “Wes, it’s nice to see you take security aboard the ship so seriously.”

      “Not too seriously,” Tinsley quips. “We’ve had a spate of homicides plaguing the Queen, coincidently ever since Trixie moved on board. You might say she’s our own personal broken mirror.”

      “Maybe so,” I say. “But I had nothing to do with any of those nightmares.”

      “Don’t be so modest,” Bess chides and I shoot her a look. “You solved every single one of those homicides.”

      “With a little help from her friends,” Nettie says, lifting her glass once again.

      “Every single one?” Sloan’s eyes settle over me as a stony expression crosses her face. “You’re really that good?”

      Ransom ticks his head to the side. “Trixie is the best, but her time as a detective has come and gone.” He offers me a stern look. “I can assure you, I have a firm handle on Natalie Weaver’s case.” He glances at his ex. “I’m sorry about your friend, but I will do everything I can to bring the killer to justice.”

      Her jaw clenches as she studies the two of us with an air of contention.

      Appetizers come and go—shrimp salad for me.

      Dinner is served. Lobster all around in addition to steaks for half the table. Dessert is baked Alaska set ablaze, much to our delight, and all the while we steer clear of any talk of murder.

      Wes clears his throat. “Before we take off for the dance floor, I wanted to let you know that I received a message from Royal Lineage last night letting me know that this will be our final voyage through Alaska. They’re repositioning the ship.”

      A round of gasps circles the table.

      “Where?” Bess cries out with a modicum of delight.

      I’ll admit, it’s exciting to sail from locale to locale and I can’t wait to find out what blue waters we’ll be traversing through next.

      “They’re looking to fill a need with the ship. And at the moment it’s between a few places, but they said they’d give me an answer as soon as they had it. You can bet I’ll let the entire crew know as soon as I get the news.”

      “Well then, it looks as if I arrived just in time to see the glaciers,” Sloan says. “Liz has an outing planned tomorrow at the fall festival in Sitka.”

      “Ooh, I love festivals,” Nettie says, clapping spontaneously. “I can’t wait to get my hands on some funnel cake and win lots of prizes.”

      Bess nods. “We know, Nettie. You’re so competitive, you’d challenge a squirrel to a nut-cracking contest just for the bragging rights.”

      A light laugh circles the table.

      “Trixie sounds pretty competitive, too.” Sloan sheds a dark smile my way. “When it comes to solving cases, of course.” She glances from me to Ransom. “I wonder which one of you will track down Natalie’s killer first?”

      Wonderful. Not only are we starting off on an awkward foot, but if Sloan is the killer, she’s not only onto my sleuthing ways, but she’s already miles ahead when it comes to manipulating her ex. Not that I plan on manipulating him, rather keeping him in the dark when it comes to my own detective ways. Someone has to solve this case, and if Sloan is the killer, I’m not sure Ransom will be able to see the forest for the trees.

      And if Ransom could see the forest, would he have it in him to arrest the mother of his child for committing a homicide?

      Maybe that’s why she picked this venue to do the deed?

      She thought she could get away with murder.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Say it Ain’t So

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie, it’s me, the one whose mother thought it was a good idea to invite my ex along on a family reunion cruise. And to think I thought my ex would be at the top of my troubles list—and here she’s far from it. My wife spotted my mother’s boyfriend Jeff getting down with someone in the casino who was not my mother. You can bet I confronted him, asap. It turns out, he admitted as much and let me know he’d like to break things off with my mother, citing that she’s not the woman he thought she was. Talk about lousy timing. We’re in the middle of the Atlantic and neither Jeff nor my mother has anywhere to hide once things blow sky-high. I told Jeff to wait to break the news to her until I could be there to help soften the blow.

      Should we wait until we hit Florida again or rip this breakup off like a bandage?

      ~Suddenly the Captain of My Mother’s Love Life

      

      Dear Captain Compassionate,

      Oh, how the tables have turned on this wild and watery journey! You, my friend, have been catapulted into the role of middleman, and the sea is proving to be as stormy as ever.

      Now, regarding Jeff’s unfortunate timing and the impending iceberg in your mom’s romantic voyage, there are a couple of ways you could navigate this.

      Firstly, you could encourage Jeff to hold his tongue until you dock back on dry land, providing your mother with a bit more stability to deal with the news. After all, it’s easier to handle a breakup when you're not surrounded by romantic sunset views and couples canoodling on deck. Not to mention, it would spare her the potential embarrassment in front of the extended family.

      On the other hand, being honest sooner rather than later may prevent your mother from further investing her emotions in a sinking ship. It’s a tough pill to swallow, but it’s better than prolonging the inevitable.

      But listen closely. Whichever path you choose, it’s crucial to handle this with as much sensitivity as you can muster. After all, it’s your mother we’re talking about. It’s clear you’re trying to be the lifesaver in this situation, but remember—you can’t control the waves, only your reaction to them.

      Keep sailing smoothly!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      The music switches to something moody, and no sooner do we step away from the dinner table than Ransom whisks me to the heart of the dance floor, right here in the main dining room.

      “How was your day?” he asks, holding me close as we sway to the easy beat. His lips tug at the sides and there’s a slight mournful look in his eyes.

      “Not as eventual as yours. I didn’t lose a hand to my ex in the casino tonight.” My lips pinch shut as soon as the words slip through them.

      He frowns at the thought. “She was having an incredible lucky streak.”

      “Or maybe she was just playing her cards right,” I muse. And doing her best to play both Ransom and me like cards as well. “What’s new with the case?” I ask just as Sloan and Wes drift by, dancing away and bubbling with conversation.

      Ransom doesn’t bat a lash. It’s nice to see there’s not a hint of jealousy lingering there.

      “My case is coming along swimmingly. As in you don’t have to worry about this. I’ve got a couple of leads. I don’t want you to get involved, Trixie. Besides, this is the last time the Emerald Queen will be out this way. I want you to soak in as much of Alaska as you can.”

      “I will, but I’m hoping to do that with you. Alaska is pretty magical.”

      “I’m in.” He dots my lips with a kiss and lingers before wincing. “I’m escorting the body off the ship once we dock in the morning. But as soon as that’s through, I’ll catch up with you.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      “Any thoughts on where you’re headed?”

      “You heard Nettie. She can’t resist a good fall festival.” I bite down on a smile while batting my lashes up at him.

      “Trixie.” He sighs hard. “Do us both a favor and don’t interrogate any of those women. Enjoy the food and the festivities. Leave the suspects to me.”

      “Under one condition,” I say. “Tell me who your suspects are.”

      He inches back as if shocked by my bold request. “I’m afraid that’s classified information, Mrs. Troublefield.”

      I lift a brow.

      “Okay,” he says as he gives a quick glance around. “I’m looking into Elizabeth Lyon and her inner circle. Security footage in the Seaside Lounge showed a few verbal exchanges Natalie had before she was killed. My focus is on speaking to those women specifically.”

      “So Liz, Tawny, and Sloan,” I say with a nod, eager to hear him confirm his ex made the hot list.

      “No.” He cocks his head. “Liz and Tawny, yes. I didn’t see Sloan speaking with her.”

      “But she did,” I say, surprised to hear myself admit it. “She was having a heated conversation with the woman near an alcove—” I groan hard. “I bet they were out of range. The camera didn’t pick it up.”

      “Trixie,” his voice softens a notch as he pulls me close. “Sloan isn’t on my suspect list and she shouldn’t be on yours either—because you shouldn’t have one to begin with. Let me do this.” He runs his fingers through my hair. “I have this, I promise. And for the record, you’re wearing the hell out of that dress.”

      “Well played, Detective Baxter,” I say with a laugh, but before I can say another word, the ship lifts and falls with a dramatic wobble. The lights go out for a second and a series of screams ignite before the lights blink back on and all is seemingly right with our world again.

      “Everything’s fine,” Wes is quick to assure the wary passengers. “Just a little turbulent waters. It can happen out here in the fall. Please enjoy the rest of your night.” He takes off, presumably for the bridge, and I catch Sloan drifting away into the crowd as she meets up with that blonde woman again and that mystery blonde just so happens to be wearing the exact same baby blue chiffon dress she was wearing a few days ago.

      They exchange a few words before they both turn to look our way, and once Sloan and I lock eyes, both women dart into the crowd, disappearing like a couple of apparitions.

      I knew it. Sloan Baxter does, in fact, know the blonde woman I was prodding her about yesterday at breakfast. I’ll make sure to bring it up to her again tomorrow. She can’t deny it now that I’ve seen them together.

      Someone on board this ship thinks they’re about to get away with murder.

      They’ve played their homicidal hand, and now it’s time for Ransom and me to play ours.

      He might not be thrilled I’ve joined this game, but fate dealt the cards, and heaven knows, I have no intention of folding.

      If Sloan is the killer, I can’t fault Ransom for hesitating on making an arrest.

      But would I hesitate?

      A part of me wonders if Sloan is playing a perfect hand, poised to win it all—starting with her freedom.
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      Found Love in the Strangest Place

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie, you have to help me. It’s Jeff, the man that’s been hiding from the woman he thought he knew while on a crazy Caribbean cruise with her extended family. You’ll never guess what happened to me in the casino—I not only just about lost my savings, I lost my heart! It’s been stolen again, and I think this time for good. I wasn’t looking for anyone, but lo and behold I found the perfect girl for me. I’ve already talked to my soon-to-be ex-girlfriend’s son and he’s agreed that we should break the news to his mother together. How do you think I should handle this?

      ~Hoping to Get Home in One Piece

      

      Dear One-Piece Hopeful,

      Wow, Jeff, when they say, “What happens at sea, stays at sea,” I don't think they had this in mind! Here you are, not only navigating choppy emotional waters, but also embarking on a new romantic voyage.

      First, let’s get one thing straight. Love is unpredictable and often strikes when we least expect it—like in a casino in the middle of the Caribbean. You’re not the first to be caught off guard, and you certainly won’t be the last.

      However, the crux of your predicament lies in timing and tact. Delivering such news in a sensitive manner to your soon-to-be ex-partner is crucial. It sounds like you’re doing your best to make this as smooth as possible by having her son present. Smart move, sailor.

      When you do have “the talk,” emphasize that this unexpected connection happened after you’d realized things weren’t working out with her—not before. Make it clear that your decision to part ways came before this new love interest, and it wasn’t the cause of the breakup.

      And as for your new love interest, make sure you aren’t just caught up in the romance of the cruise ship. Ocean breezes and endless buffets have been known to cloud judgment. If you’ve indeed found a good thing, then by all means, sail on!

      Steer carefully, Jeff.

      Here’s to smooth seas ahead.

      XOXO Trixie

      

      The Emerald Queen has docked in adorable yet gorgeous Sitka for the day. According to the Seabreeze newsletter, Sitka is situated on the west end of Baranof Island. Downtown consists of a cluster of charming shops and restaurants with a dramatic backdrop of fog-riddled snow-capped mountains just beyond that.

      Seeing that we were about to embark on a food festival, Bess, Nettie, and I decided to start our morning with a light breakfast.

      We eschewed the Blue Water Café for the main dining room and the three of us enjoyed crepes smothered with cream cheese and raspberry syrup. And since we would need ample amounts of protein for all of the walking ahead of us, we indulged in the chef’s eggs Benedict with a generous serving of hollandaise sauce.

      Of course, you can’t expect us to have eggs without bacon, but since eggs Benedict is typically served with Canadian bacon instead, we asked for a couple extra slices each to make up for not having a crunch factor.

      And let’s not forget the coffee. The main dining room was offering mocha lattes along with hazelnut lattes, both topped with heavy whipped cream and dark chocolate shavings as garnish. Since I couldn’t make up my mind on which one I wanted, I just went with both.

      It’s better to be safe than under-caffeinated.

      “Oh, it smells glorious,” Bess says as we step off the shuttle and head for what looks to be miles of booths filled with food, crafts, and games here in Sitka.

      “Ooh, you’re right,” I say as the scent of all things yummy and deep-fried hit us at once, followed by the scrumptious smoky scent of burgers and hotdogs on the grill.

      A giant orange banner to our right reads Welcome to the Sitka Fall Food and Fun Fest! Where your taste buds tango and your waistline wobbles!

      “At least they’re honest,” I mutter as we head on in.

      Hordes of people swarm the grounds, which just so happen to be situated near a glassy beach.

      “Food,” Nettie extends the word without a hint of inflection, giving it a zombie appeal. On second thought, Nettie is pretty much in zombie mode whenever there’s anything to be ingested. Come to think of it, so am I.

      “Look at this place,” I marvel as we get closer to the booths. “The cornucopia of colors, smells, and sounds—I’m so glad we get a taste of fall. That was the one thing I was worried I’d miss about Maine, the glorious splendor this time of year can show off.”

      But I’m not missing it in the least as the autumn foliage creates a fiery canopy overhead. Food stalls and local artisans seem to be beckoning from every corner and this fall fest is quickly becoming a sensory smorgasbord that somehow manages to both enchant and overwhelm in equal measure.

      To our left, there’s a booth with golden-brown crab cakes sizzling on the grill with the scent of tender crab meat and crispy breadcrumbs wafting through the air like a siren song—and it’s one we’re not able to resist. We don’t waste any time in our quest to begin our culinary feast and we pick up the first delicious treat we see, my all-time favorite—the aforementioned crab cakes.

      “You know”—Nettie moans through a bite—“if we don’t find our suspect, I could happily settle for interrogating this crab cake—and another couple dozen just like it.”

      Bess rolls her eyes. “Nettie, I think you’re confusing an interrogation with indigestion—which is exactly what will happen if you eat another couple dozen.”

      “Well, I don’t see our suspect volunteering to be eaten,” Nettie mumbles through a bite.

      I shrug over at Bess. “Indigestion is better than cannibalism.”

      She shoots Nettie a look. “I can’t fight that logic.”

      We take our time strolling, taking in the booths in an effort to inspect the delicacies being offered up this afternoon. It’s clear this is a culinary wonderland where every temptation is laid out before us.

      In just a few short minutes, we see a vendor showcasing a tower of fried halibut bites, each morsel looking perfectly crisp on the outside, and I bet they’re flaky on the inside, too.

      There’s a stand offering Sitka’s famous salmon chowder. Rich and creamy, brimming with smoky salmon, tender potatoes, and fresh vegetables, the velvety mixture is ladled into giant sourdough bread bowls, making it the ultimate comfort food.

      Next to that is a booth serving freshly shucked oysters, their briny and salty aroma enticing us to stop and indulge. Nearby, a vendor offers skewers of succulent grilled shrimp, glazed with a tangy-sweet sauce that has us salivating.

      And no Alaskan food festival would be complete without a variety of berry-based treats. We each quickly pick up a wild blueberry scone, warm and crumbly, their deep indigo berries bursting with flavor. There are also mini raspberry pies with golden, flaky crusts encasing a sweet-tart filling that I’m eyeing and determined to try before we leave—even if I have to eat the whole pie myself. I’m a sucker for raspberries.

      To round it out, there’s a bevy of Alaskan-inspired ingredients being showcased— spruce tips and fireweed greens, and, of course, delicious smoked salmon.

      We take a few steps farther and the three of us stop cold and gasp all at once.

      “And there it is.” Bess sighs.

      “Chocolate paradise found,” I say.

      “Now that’s the exact hot spring I’m looking to dip my body in,” Nettie says, drooling as she gawks.

      “Don’t even think about it,” Bess says as we head into the booth to end all booths.

      Here it is. The pièce de résistance out of everything we’ve seen so far is an enormous chocolate fountain set all by its lonesome in a booth sponsored by the town council, free for all to enjoy. It’s a four-feet-tall wonder, with three tiers of rich, velvety chocolate streams cascading down like a cocoa-infused waterfall with a smorgasbord of dippable delights surrounding it.

      “Would you look at that?” Nettie speeds right toward that tower of temptation. “Strawberries, marshmallows, and bite-sized pieces of cake—all waiting to be submerged in a luscious chocolate bath.” She straightens as she looks our way.

      “You get that mischievous gleam out of your eyes, Nettie Butterworth. So help me, if you try to take a bath in that warm, gooey bowl of sweetness—” Bess sighs hard at the delicious wonder. “I might just be tempted to join you.”

      We each fill up a skewer and dip strawberries, marshmallows, and cake to our heart’s content before Bess and I remove Nettie from the tent with force.

      “We’ll come back,” Bess says in an effort to stop Nettie from slinging into the tent once again like a boomerang.

      “Many times,” I assure her. “We just don’t want to fall into a sugar coma just yet. There’s still so much to see—and a potential killer to question.”

      “It’s kill or be killed if I don’t make my way back to that chocolate foun—” Nettie stops short as her eyes light up at the sight of something across the way and we follow her line of vision, only to see a stuffed moose perched atop a booth.

      It’s at least four feet tall, fashioned from thick corduroy with adorable plaid antlers and complete with a goofy grin on its face.

      “Would you look at that magnificent moose!” Nettie shouts so loud half the crowd is suddenly on the lookout for a magnificent beast roaming among us. “I must have it.”

      The sign just below it reads Enter the polar plunge for a chance to win five hundred dollars and Merry the Moose!

      Bess and I exchange a glance as Nettie’s panting and howling reaches a fever pitch.

      “Nettie, it’s just a stuffed animal,” Bess says, doing her best to stop the moose-based inertia that seems to be moving Nettie hypnotically forward. “We can probably find one at the gift shop.”

      “No way.” Nettie shakes her head adamantly. “This isn’t just some stuffed animal. This one is special. It has a soul. I can feel it in my bones.”

      She marches over to the booth and, sure enough, we’re quickly informed there isn’t another one like it—it’s the one and only—and it happens to be the prize for the polar plunge relay race in addition to cash, just the way the sign promised.

      “All right, girls…” Nettie practically bounces to the sky with enthusiasm. “We’re going into icy waters and taking what’s destined to be mine.”

      “In your icy dreams,” Bess says, trying her best to pluck Nettie out of what’s quickly becoming the booth of terror.

      “What do you mean?” Nettie frees herself from Bess’ grip. “There are perks in this for you, too. Imagine how attractive we’ll be to the eligible men of Sitka when we emerge from the icy waters, looking like we’ve just stepped out of a steamy swimsuit photoshoot.”

      Bess scoffs, “More like a few frozen corpses with all of our bits and pieces shriveled like a dehydrated fruit salad.”

      “Fine,” Nettie grouses. “I’ll keep all the hot men for myself.”

      “Good,” Bess says. “You’re going to need them to reheat your body until you look human once again. You enjoy your frosty flirtation, and Trixie and I will enjoy the rest of the festival—and our own sane brand of adventure—on dry land.”

      I’m about to say something when I spot a brassy blonde clad in a purple coat with a fur-lined hat on her head as she ogles the wares from one of the jewelry booths.

      “There she is,” I say, pulling both Bess and Nettie in by the elbows. “Our mark for the afternoon.”

      And just like that, we leave the polar plunge behind.
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      From Disaster to Destiny

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie! It’s me, Tracy, the ex-girlfriend who was lured to the middle of the Atlantic under false pretenses. Guess what? All that sulking in the casino led to the unimaginable! I fell head over heels with a man named Jeff. It’s been a whirlwind romance that led to a spontaneous proposal last night! He gave me the most perfect three-carat round diamond ring. Of course, it had to be resized, as it was two sizes too big, but it’s the ring of my dreams from the man of my dreams. We’re already planning the wedding and the rest of our lucky lives. I just had to share the news.

      ~Lucky in Love

      

      Dear Lucky in Love,

      Oh, Tracy, there’s a plot twist even the most seasoned novelists couldn’t have seen coming! Sometimes it seems the stars align in the most unusual way to bring us just what we need, even when it’s cloaked in the guise of a disaster.

      Congratulations on finding love amid the chaotic Caribbean. It seems you’ve learned the valuable lesson that sometimes, the best-laid plans go awry so that better ones can fall into place. You set sail with a heart full of hope for a second chance with your ex and instead, you’ve found someone who adores you just the way you are. Talk about luck!

      As for the ring, isn’t it funny how one person’s round cut is another person’s dream diamond? Your story just goes to show that everything in life finds its perfect place eventually, even beautiful pieces of jewelry.

      Here’s to your new journey with Jeff, full of love, laughter, and just enough unexpected surprises to keep life interesting.

      May every day be as thrilling as a cruise ship casino!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      We watch Tawny Jessop pick up and inspect a few pieces of jewelry, her eyes heavily squinted, her cheeks and lips significantly bloated as the fall festival here in Sitka percolates around us.

      “Oh my word,” Bess gasps. “What do you think happened to the poor thing?”

      “Looks to me like she kissed a swarm of bees,” Nettie says.

      “Let’s go find out,” I say as the three of us storm the jewelry booth, and soon I’m shoulder-to-shoulder with the exact blonde I was hoping to see today—outside of that mystery blonde that Sloan seems to be covering for.

      Don’t worry. She’s next.

      Tawny glances up before doing a double take. “Oh, hey, girls,” the words can hardly escape her lips as she says them. “I’d smile if I could, but I signed up for the make yourself feel special class this morning and it ended with a few dicey injections.” She points to her face.

      “Tawny,” I say, leaning in to better inspect the severity of it. “Did this happen at the ship’s spa?”

      “Yes and no,” she says. “The cruise director let Liz have one of the spa lounges for her motivational class on self-care. Liz brought her own beauty ambassador on board, and apparently several of us are having a bit of a reaction to her injectables. Nothing fancy, just a little Botox and some cheek and lip fillers. She assured us the swelling would go down before noon. Trust me, this is an improvement to what it was to begin with.”

      I don’t dare tell the poor woman it’s well past noon. And if this is an improvement, I’d hate to see what she looked like at her worst. Her face is so painfully bloated it’s as if a bee and a jellyfish invented a cosmetics line and Tawny ingested every last ounce of it.

      She waves it off. “Oh, I’ll do anything to keep myself looking youthful. My Southern granny used to say, ‘Getting old is like a roll of toilet paper. The closer you get to the end, the faster it goes. We may as well look good as we pass the time.’”

      Nettie laughs a little too loud at that one. “Your Southern granny sounds a lot like mine. In fact, my Southern granny used to say, ‘Age is like underwear, darlin’—it just keeps creeping up on you.’”

      We all laugh at that one before Nettie sobers up and looks at Bess and me.

      “Hey”—Nettie cries—“we should look into getting in on that fountain of youth!”

      We shoot her the stink eye in the event she comes at us later with needles filled with enough toxins in them to turn our faces into helium balloons.

      “Let’s get real,” Tawny says, wiggling her fingers close to her face. “There’s not a lot I wouldn’t do to land me a man.”

      “Don’t ever change yourself for a man,” Bess dispenses the sage advice while examining a ruby necklace. “They’re not worth the effort.”

      A stifled laugh escapes Tawny’s puffy lips. “Well, Granny always said, ‘Men are like a fine wine. They all start out as grapes, and it’s our job to stomp on ’em and keep them in the dark until they mature into something we’d want to have dinner with.’”

      The four of us share a laugh at that one.

      “Don’t mind me, ladies,” Tawny says, tossing a silver bracelet back into a small basket. “I’m just here to inhale all the food they offer while keeping an eye out for a potential romantic conquest.”

      “I knew I liked you,” Nettie tells her. “I’ve been sampling the food here like it’s my last meal on earth. I’m just making sure I have enough energy for the manhunt about to ensue.” She taps her temple and Tawny snorts out a laugh.

      “I knew I liked you, too,” she says through a wild cackle—her face never so much as cracking a smile.

      “A manhunt, really?” Bess teases. “I think I prefer the beef jerky on a stick they’re selling a few booths back. At least it’s an honest assessment of what you’re going to get.”

      Tawny tosses her head in another attempt at a laugh, her Botox-plumped face barely moving. “Well, you know, a girl’s gotta keep her options open. I’m not opposed to eating my weight in beef jerky either.”

      “Speaking of options,” I say, craning my neck past her in hopes to see that mystery blonde. “Is everyone from the conference here today?”

      “I don’t think so,” Tawny says while inspecting a pair of opal earrings. “Liz was very adamant in letting us know that nothing is mandatory. She wants us to feel free enough to explore on our own if we so wish.”

      Drats.

      “Tawny, I’m so sorry about the loss of your friend,” I tell her. “I can’t imagine how you must be feeling.”

      She wrinkles her nose. “I’ll be honest, I don’t even know how I feel. I guess in a word, it’s surreal. I keep having to orient myself to the fact I’m not dreaming. This really happened. Natalie Weaver is gone forever.” She sighs hard and closes her eyes, and if I didn’t know better, that sounded a bit like a sigh of relief.

      “Were you close?” I ask.

      “To Natalie?” Her lips pucker like a blowfish as if she were contemplating it.

      Darn that Botox filler catastrophe. I can’t even read the woman’s expression to see what her reaction is. I typically get half my clues from people’s inadvertent smiles and frowns.

      Tawny shrugs as she puts down the opal earrings. “Nat and I were never that close. We started out on the right foot, but Natalie—” Her eyes dart past me, and if I had to guess, she’s glaring into the void. “Natalie and Liz grew close quickly. I didn’t want to step on any toes, so I just let them be.”

      “Did they seem to get along?” Bess asks and Tawny waves at the thought without missing a beat.

      “Have you met Liz Lyon?” Tawny’s words come out with a touch more emotion, I can only imagine how enthused she is over the woman. “Everyone loves Liz. She’s so down-to-earth. She’s really one of us, you know? Of course, everyone loved her before the incident—but after her divorce, she became our idol. Sort of like you, Trixie. Oh, Liz is so excited about having you guest host one of our seminars.”

      “I look forward to it.” Not really, but the lie came easy enough that I almost believe it myself. “Incident is a curious word,” I say. “What exactly was it that caused the divorce?”

      “Nothing too out of the ordinary.” She shrugs it off. “Incident is actually one of Liz’s buzzwords. She likes to point out that three things shape us: incidents, events, and circumstances. And boy, when Liz’s marriage blew apart did her army of lionesses surround her with the three things that every woman needs: love, food, and community.” She nods to Bess and Nettie. “You girls are going to love the seminars once they get rolling.” She looks back my way. “Liz says we should be back on track tomorrow. Today’s self-care class was just a taste of things to come.”

      Nettie leans in and whispers, “If that taste left her looking like a puffer fish, the whole meal might just send her into orbit to circle the planet.”

      Bess elbows her gray-headed counterpart and forces a smile at Tawny.

      “Have you noticed anyone that was perhaps exhibiting odd behavior?” she asks in hopes to move the interrogation along. Ten bucks says her stomach is starting to growl.

      I don’t blame her, I’m getting hungry, too. We’ve pretty much trained our digestive systems to expect something delicious in twenty-minute intervals—or less.

      “Hmm”—Tawny narrows her eyes, seemingly deep in thought—“nothing out of the ordinary, really, except for that one guy over there.” She points past us. “He’s been lurking around the chocolate fountain all day, and I swear he’s been eyeing me like I’m a prime piece of ribeye.”

      More like a case of anaphylactic shock waiting to go into full cardiac arrest. The man she just pointed to happens to be wearing a bright yellow jacket that reads medic.

      “You do have a way with words.” Bess chortles. “But I meant on the night that Natalie died. Do you have any idea why someone would do something like that to her?”

      Nettie leans in hard. “Did she have enemies? Were you one of them?”

      Good grief.

      Why do I bring her along again?

      Tawny glares past me once again, or at least I’m envisioning her glaring. “Natalie wasn’t what you would call—trustworthy. You know those kinds of girls. If you want to start a rumor, or hear one, she was sort of an all-stop shop. I didn’t participate. Like my Southern granny used to say, ‘You can’t keep trouble from visiting, but you don’t have to offer it a chair.’” A wheezing sound emits from her. “But as far as Natalie having enemies—I guess I don’t really know about that.” Her cheeks pique with color like two heirloom tomatoes glowing in the sun, and she clears her throat. “I can’t believe there’s a killer on board our ship,” she says a touch too loud as if she were performing, and a part of me wonders if she’s doing just that.

      “Tawny,” I lean her way, “is there anything you can remember from that night that might offer the detective working on this case a clue? Anything you can remember at all might be a big help.”

      She purses her freshly-injected lips, thinking for a moment. “Well, I did overhear a heated argument between Natalie and another woman earlier, before we headed over to the Seaside Lounge.”

      “Who was it?” I practically hiss the words out.

      “I couldn’t tell. She was with Liz and there was someone else with them, but the muster drill was happening and gobs of people were moving between us. By the time the crowd cleared, Natalie up and disappeared.”

      Sounds as if Liz just might be the key to all of this.

      “Well, thank you for that,” I tell her. “I really appreciate it. I hope they catch whoever did this soon.”

      Her eyes widen a notch. “I’d better get moving. If I don’t get a salmon slider in me, asap, I’ll have to dive into that chocolate fountain for sustenance.”

      “And now I like you a little bit better,” Nettie gravels it out with a laugh. “Say, if you’re still on the hunt for a man, there’s a polar plunge and race happening later. I hear the winner gets a stuffed moose and a whole line of handsome fellas just waiting to warm her up.”

      Tawny’s eyes widen in delight. “That does sound enticing. I might just have to give it a whirl. You never know, we might find the men of our dreams there. One who serves breakfast in bed.”

      Bess huffs, “My ex used to say, ‘If you want breakfast in bed, sleep in the kitchen.’”

      “He sounds an awful lot like my ex,” Tawny says as they share a commiserating laugh. “Are you sure you weren’t married to a man named Dalton Jessop?”

      “No,” Bess says. “But it wouldn’t surprise me to learn he and my ex were distant relatives.”

      “You know what they say”—Tawny chortles—“it’s a small world after all. I’ll see you, ladies, at the plunge!”

      She takes off and Nettie starts to race off as well.

      “Where are you off to?” Bess says, pulling her back a notch and hooking their arms together.

      “I’m off to sign up for the polar plunge so as not to miss my moment of glory.”

      Bess glances back at me. “I’d better go with her to make sure she doesn’t sign me up as well.”

      Nettie races them off, and I’m about to head back to that chocolate fountain while I wait when I collide with an all-too familiar body.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Practice Makes Perfect

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie, it’s me, the one who dragged her son, his new wife, and my son’s ex onto our family reunion cruise. I just saw the sweetest thing! Since my boyfriend Jeff has been spending so much time in the casino, I thought I’d track him down last night and you’ll never believe what I saw! He was doing a practice proposal with some blonde bimbo—I couldn’t make out her face, it was too dark—but just watching him get on bended knee made me giddy. I knew he’d be a Nervous Nelly when it came to doing the deed, but the fact he felt the need to rehearse the event is just the cutest thing. I can’t wait until he officially pops the question. I’m still refusing to put that chunk of bad luck on my finger, though. Just thought I’d share the news!

      Seeing is believing!

      And practice most certainly makes my proposal perfect.

      

      Dear Practice Makes Perfect,

      Oh, the dramatic irony of life on a cruise ship! Seems like there are enough plot twists aboard your vessel to fill an entire season of a daytime drama.

      The Caribbean air must be filling everyone with all sorts of romantic notions! How absolutely interesting that you got a sneak peek of Jeff’s rehearsal, a testament to his dedication indeed.

      Now, without bursting your bubble, I can’t help but advise you to keep your excitement in check until the official moment arrives. Life, like the sea, has its own share of unexpected waves. But hey, as long as you stay aboard and enjoy the ride, everything will turn out just shipshape, or so we hope!

      On another note, it seems like you have quite a unique situation on your hands with that round-cut diamond. Just remember, one woman’s bad luck could be another woman’s charm. And on a cruise, who knows what kind of swap meets you might stumble upon?

      Stay optimistic and keep enjoying the ride!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      “Tinsley,” I say, stumbling back and the captain himself is standing by her side as he attempts to right me. “Wes.” I offer him a genuine smile. “Fancy meeting the two of you here,” I tease as the festival crowd circles around us in an effort to hit every food vendor in sight.

      Tinsley’s dark hair is perfectly coiffed and her makeup is immaculate. She’s bundled in a peacoat that shows off her pinched waist and has on a pair of skinny jeans that proves my suspicions about her abstaining from the buffets at all costs.

      All the more food for me.

      “Well, well.” She smirks my way. “If it isn’t Trixie, body-finder extraordinaire. We were just discussing how much excitement and terror you’ve brought to the ship since your arrival.”

      Wes frowns her way a moment before shifting his attention to me. “Tinsley asked how the case was going. I don’t recall your name coming up at all in the conversation.”

      “It was inferred,” Tinsley snorts. “As it usually is when a homicide enters a conversation these days.”

      I open my mouth to respond just as Wes clears his throat.

      “I heard Nettie shout something about participating in the polar plunge. Are you thinking about joining her?” He looks mildly vexed by the idea and truthfully, I’m right there with him.

      “I might have to if it means saving her life,” I say, glancing in the direction she took off in.

      “It’s interesting to see how the mind of a killer works,” Tinsley chides. “How they pick and choose who will live.” She takes a moment to glance past me. “I was just about to sign up for the plunge myself. The more, the merrier. Perhaps we’ll find a body at the bottom of the ocean? But then again, it wouldn’t be me finding it, now would it?” She gives a sly wink as she starts to take off then backtracks. “You know, I couldn’t help but notice that Ransom and his gorgeous ex-wife seem to be missing from the festivities. I do hope they’re not off somewhere... rekindling old flames.”

      I grit my teeth at the thought.

      “Ransom is busy with the case.” I make a face at the woman for implying otherwise. “And good luck with the plunge. I hear submerging yourself in arctic waters can be a real heart-stopper.”

      She takes in a quick breath as she looks at the captain. “I think she just threatened me.”

      She takes off so fast you’d think I pulled a knife on her.

      “I’m sorry, Wes, I couldn’t resist.”

      “She deserved it.”

      “Great news, Trixie!” Nettie shouts as she barrels this way with Bess trailing behind. “They had a two-for-one deal and you’re the lucky pal I chose to help me try to bring Merry the Moose home where she belongs—straight to my cabin. I’ll let you keep the cash if you win. The plunge starts in ten minutes.” She takes me by the hand. “They’ve got a dressing room out back and a bunch of sexy swimsuits to choose from. It’s time to make some memories.”

      “Or prepare for the morgue,” I say as she pulls me along like a kite.

      Less than ten minutes later, I’m shivering next to Nettie in a hot pink two-piece that’s on loan from the thrift store. They assure me it was washed on high heat and bleached to oblivion before I put it on.

      Nettie somehow procured a neon green one-piece with pink and yellow unicorns stamped all over it and that about sums her up in a nutshell.

      Dozens of other foolish souls have been suckered into trading their parkas for swimwear as we line the dismal shoreline while the green icy waters tickle our toes.

      The sky has taken on an ominous shade of crimson, and the fog has dissipated from the mountains in the distance as it rolls over the ocean instead. The wind is picking up a notch and it feels as if my flesh is being bitten by a thousand fire ants—fire ants with icicles for teeth.

      “You don’t have to do this, Trixie,” Bess shouts from the sandy sidelines where she stands with Wes.

      “It’s too late,” I shout back. “I’ll do my best to pluck Nettie back to shore.”

      It’s the least I could do for the woman. After all, she’s not only one of the reasons I’m living on the ship, but she’s the reason I can now see the dead as well.

      Wait a minute? What am I thinking?

      If I take this plunge, I might end up dead myself.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Darned if I Do

      Trip Tip Question: Oh, Trixie, you’ll never believe what’s happened now. It’s me, the dumbo who thought inviting my son’s ex on our family vacay was a brilliant move. It turns out, it’s a move that was used against me. Come to find out, that little tramp only accepted my invite so she could steal my man!

      Poor Jeff didn’t have the cookies to resist her temptress ways. In fact, she cajoled a proposal out of him. And get this—she’s pretending to love that ridiculous ring! I tried to toss Jeff and his poor taste in jewelry right over the bow, but my son and my darling new daughter-in-law advised against it. They said Jeff probably wasn’t worth life in prison. So here’s my dilemma: should I head to the singles mingle events on board, or is it too soon?

      ~Wrong and Rejected

      

      Dear Wrong and Rejected,

      What a series of twists and turns! You’ve got enough drama to keep the entire ship entertained.

      As for your current predicament, it’s never too soon to mingle. After all, what better way to rebound from a mutiny than by boarding a new ship, metaphorically speaking? Your unique tale of love and loss could make for an enticing icebreaker at these events.

      But remember, even though you’re surrounded by sea, there’s no need to fish for another relationship immediately. You’ve got a whole ocean of opportunities to explore. So, take a deep breath, adjust your sails, and remember that the horizon is still full of possibilities, as endless as the sea itself.

      Just watch out for any more exes, okay?

      They seem to have a way of cropping up on this trip!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      The moment of doom has finally arrived—the polar plunge. The air is crisp and chilly, but that hasn’t stopped a crowd from gathering, eager to witness the hodgepodge of participants taking the icy dive. Nettie, Tinsley, and I stand at the edge of the shoreline, our hearts racing with dread.

      Okay, so Nettie seems to be anxiously anticipating the event, but I never said she was sane.

      Tinsley’s lips curl at the sight of me. “Ready for a little cold water therapy, Trixie?”

      It’s clear she’s relishing the idea of watching me suffer through the freezing slush.

      “R-r-ready”—I stammer as my teeth begin to chatter—“t-t-o turn into a human popsicle.”

      “Well then.” Tinsley’s voice is perfectly keeled as if she were acclimating to this hostile weather. “Maybe the body that turns up today will be yours after all.”

      “Remember,” a man with a megaphone who introduced himself as the mayor shouts—and who also happens to be bundled in enough wool you could reconstruct a flock of sheep out of— “first person to get out to the buoy wins the prize!”

      I glance out at a series of orange cones floating about twenty yards away and shake my head.

      There’s no way I’m even attempting to get that far. The only reason I agreed to this is so that as soon as Nettie realizes she’s put her life in peril I could be there to pluck her to safety.

      Bess promised she’d slap some sense into her if we survived the endeavor.

      The countdown begins, and every soul on that shoreline tenses as we prepare to lose our minds and maybe our lives.

      “Three... two... one... jump!”

      In unison, we leap into the frigid water, our screams echoing through the air as if a massacre were taking place in open waters, and if I get ahold of Nettie, it just might be.

      The shock of the icy cold water hits me like a ton of frozen bricks, but I’m determined not to let Tinsley see me falter.

      I chase Nettie until we’re at least five feet deep, and all of a sudden my itty-bitty hot pink top decides to swim off without me.

      “Get back here,” I howl as I dive after it, but with the waves and the wind, and all of the bodies jostling around me, I’m forced to swim out after it like a child lost at sea.

      Before I know it, a horn goes off.

      “And we have a winner!” the man with the megaphone shouts and I turn toward shore for a brief moment, only to see people clapping and cheering in my direction.

      “Me?” I shout as I glance around and find myself void of any human life in the close vicinity. “How do you like that?” I say, turning to retrieve my errant bikini top, only to see it’s drifted so far out, it’s turned into a pink speck on the horizon. “Wonderful.”

      “Trixie!” a deep voice shouts, and to my surprise I see Ransom waving at me from shore.

      I wave back without thinking, only to notice the crowd’s sudden shocked expressions at the sight of my boobs bobbing on the surface of the water like a couple of buoys themselves.

      “Gah!” I quickly cross my arms, attempting to salvage what little dignity I have left, and swim to shore—doing the breaststroke, of course.

      “Way to go!”

      Tinsley is the first to congratulate me as I stagger on my feet, my boobs slipping out of my arms as I attempt to shield myself. But let’s face it, I’m far too tired and numb to care who sees what at this point.

      “You certainly found a way to make a splash today,” she continues to stoke my ire.

      I stagger on my feet as every last part of my body wiggles and jiggles in an unflattering manner.

      Is it too much to ask for the ground to swallow me whole?

      “Yeah, well”—I huff her way—“I guess it’s safe to say this isn’t exactly how I wanted Ransom to see my body for the first time.”

      Ransom swoops in and wraps his warm jacket around me without hesitation as he helps me onto the sand.

      “Are you all right?” he pants as he pulls me close.

      “I am now,” I say with a mournful laugh.

      In the grand scheme of things, showing off the girls to a cast of thousands is still better than finding another dead body.

      Bess and Nettie head this way and Ransom and I gasp at the sight. At least I think that’s Nettie.

      “What in the world?” I choke on my words as they come in close. Nettie has gone from sopping wet to dripping with—

      “Is that chocolate?” Ransom asks with a stern tone.

      “You guessed it, Hot Stuff,” Nettie says, swiping her finger over her chest and licking it clean.

      Bess nods. “She was so cold that instead of making a run for the dressing room, she ended up in that chocolate fountain back there. Let’s just say the booth with the fountain has been closed for the rest of the day.”

      Nettie makes a face. “Biohazard, bioshmazard.”

      Bess scoffs, “I remember hearing the word lawsuit as well.”

      A horn goes off, and then the entire lot of us is ushered toward a makeshift stage.

      The mayor and his cohorts congratulate me, and soon Nettie is holding Merry the Moose and I’m presented with an oversized check for five hundred dollars.

      “Please donate the funds to the local food pantry,” I say through chattering teeth.

      I do a quick change back into my dry clothes, with the hood of my jacket pulled over my sopping wet hair, and find both Ransom and Wes waiting outside of the dressing room for me.

      Wes nods to Ransom. “So, do you always crash the polar plunge? Or is it just when Trixie is making a splash?”

      Ransom shoots him a sideways glance. “Had I been here earlier, like you, I would have tried to get her to resist the allure of freezing water and the potential for hypothermia.”

      Before I can join in on the banter, I spot Sloan in the distance, deep in conversation with that elusive blonde I’d been on the hunt for.

      “Hey”—I say, suddenly warming up at the thought of my investigation heating up as well. “There’s that mysterious blonde I’ve been on the lookout for.” I don’t hesitate to point her way. Never mind the fact I’ve never brought her up to either of these two men. I blame the fact I just attempted to freeze my brain solid. “She’s right there next to Sloan,” I whisper mostly to myself at this point.

      There’s no way Sloan can deny anything now.

      Ransom and Wes reluctantly tear their gaze away from their glaring contest and squint at the spot before shaking their heads in unison.

      “You mean one of those women milling around near the clam chowder booth?” Wes asks.

      “I don’t see a blonde,” Ransom says. “She may have drifted back into the crowd.”

      I offer them both a puzzled look before turning back to Sloan and the woman.

      “Well, she’s right there. Standing right with Sloan. And if I’m not mistaken, I think they’re having a conversation.”

      The blonde leans in toward Sloan and they share a little laugh, erasing any doubt in my mind that Sloan has been openly lying to me.

      “I don’t see anyone, Trixie,” Ransom says, his brow furrowed. “I think maybe the saltwater is blurring your vision.”

      I glance over at Wes and he cocks his head my way as if he were concerned on a whole other level.

      Ransom’s phone goes off and he excuses himself before stepping away.

      “Trixie,” Wes’ voice is tight. “Do you see a blonde near Sloan?”

      “Yes,” I say. “And if you or Ransom can’t see her, that can only mean one thing.”

      “You’re seeing a ghost.”

      I take in a deep breath and nod as I look right at the woman and she up and evaporates into thin air.

      Not only did I just see a ghost—I have a feeling Sloan Baxter can see her, too.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Honeymoon Horror

      Trip Tip Question: Hey, Trixie, my name is Lauren and my husband’s name is Sean. We just got hitched last week and we’re now on our honeymoon Caribbean cruise, which my parents booked for us as a gift. What they didn’t tell us was the fact they and every relative even remotely related to me would be joining us. As soon as Sean carried me over the threshold of our honeymoon suite, about fifty family members came out of hiding and shouted surprise! To say it was my worst nightmare realized is the understatement of the century. I’m pretty sure Sean is convinced he’s married into a psychotic clan and I can’t say I blame him. How in the heck are my husband and I supposed to navigate this?

      Please tell me my marriage will survive!

      ~Horrified on My Honeymoon

      

      Dear Horrified on Your Honeymoon,

      Goodness gracious, what a surprise indeed! I’ve heard of extended family vacations, but crash-landing on a honeymoon is indeed a new one. First things first, know that this too shall pass, and yes, your marriage will survive this quirky initiation. In fact, you may look back at this one day and laugh about it. I hope!

      Here’s what you do: as much as it is a surprise (and admittedly a shock), try to take it in stride and turn it into an adventure. Use this as an opportunity to strengthen your bond as a newly married couple. Show your husband that you can handle any curveball life (or family) throws at you.

      Plan some “us” time—it could be a spa session, a private dinner on the ship, or even an excursion at one of your stops. Make it clear to your family that you appreciate the gesture, but some boundaries need to be set for the two of you to enjoy your honeymoon.

      As for your family, this could be a great time for Sean to get to know them better (under, admittedly, unusual circumstances).

      Take it from me, this will be a honeymoon you’ll never forget!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      Sloan was so elusive when we got back on the ship, it was almost as if she had turned into an apparition herself.

      Not that I want her dead. I don’t even want her off the ship. I love Emerson and Ransom, and like it or not, Sloan is inextricably connected to them forever. I’m determined to get along with her—moreover, to get to the bottom of the fact I have a sneaking suspicion Sloan Baxter might just share my quirky supernatural gift.

      That being said, she was a no-show at dinner—which consisted of both shrimp scampi and a seared duck breast with a red wine reduction (I couldn’t decide between the two, so I had both), accompanied by truffle-infused mashed potatoes, roasted asparagus with hollandaise sauce, and a delicate fennel and orange salad with a citrus vinaigrette. To round off the meal, I indulged in a decadent chocolate soufflé with a warm, molten center, garnished with fresh raspberries and a dusting of powdered sugar.

      Yes, my beloved mocha lava cake had made its rare debut in the main dining room, but don’t think for a minute that stopped me from indulging in a few more of those luscious chocolate wonders in the Blue Water Café later.

      Nevertheless, I scoured the ship looking for Ransom’s ex—not a single nook, cranny, or hot spot was left unturned. Not only had she not shown up at dinner, but she wasn’t at the casino, and she certainly didn’t enjoy the cabaret show at the theater.

      Heck, she definitely wasn’t at the Blue Water Cafe, where I rounded out my night to indulge in a heavenly lava cake that made me forget my frustrations, if only for a moment. Ransom showed up and we shared a few sweet treats and more than a few steamy kisses, but I digress.

      However, it’s a brand new day, the ship is docked in glorious Haines, and I’m not only determined to hunt Sloan down, I’m determined to catch her red-handed.

      I’ll be honest, her evasive behavior is wearing me thin, and I have a sneaking suspicion she’s hiding something—something otherworldly.

      As fate would have it, Liz Lyon is hosting a group outing to the Porcupine Creek Gold Mining Adventure. And lucky for me, it’s an official cruise ship excursion, so no one will bat a lash at why Bess, Nettie, and I have shown up as well.

      We hop on a shuttle, and forty minutes later, we’re dropped off with the rest of the women at a glorious crystal blue creek. Soon, we’re outfitted with large green plastic pans, knee pads—at an extra cost, but I have a sneaking suspicion they’re worth every dollar—a pair of work boots that look as if they’ve been here since the original Gold Rush, and a pair of plastic gloves so that our fingers don’t freeze solid and crack right off. Something I could have used yesterday.

      The air is crisp and clean, with the earthy scent of the forest mingling with the faint, mineral-rich aroma of the creek. An army of evergreens surrounds us as a stunning creek whispers to us from about ten feet away.

      “All right, ladies”—I whisper to Bess and Nettie, aka my cohorts in quasi-criminal defense—“today’s the day we corner Sloan Baxter and get some solid answers. No more playing hide-and-seek on this ship. I’m going to track her down, and I’m going to get to the bottom of her supernatural shenanigans.”

      I didn’t hesitate to share my suspicions with the two of them last night at dinner. Ransom wasn’t present due to the case, but boy, am I tempted to out myself to him so I can out his ex to him as well.

      Not sure why I feel so determined to take the woman down, but it’s safe to say my emotions are hitting a boiling point.

      Bess shakes her head. “What are the odds of Sloan being supersensual, too? If it’s true, it sounds like a catching condition.”

      “One I wouldn’t mind catching myself,” Nettie says. “Think of the perks—double the dating pool and zero the in-laws.”

      I’ll admit, it does sound tempting.

      Bess chuckles. “Please, the living are scary enough. And if you could see the dead, I highly doubt you’d be immune to in-laws. You’re not that lucky. Can you imagine a dead mother-in-law haunting your every move?”

      The three of us shiver in turn.

      “Attention,” a female voice calls out from the water’s edge and we look to see the self-help guru herself, Liz Lyon, with her hair in a whippet of a ponytail while swaddled in a chunky flannel.

      Although judging by the arctic chill in the air, and the ever-darkening skies, that flannel may not be enough. Ten chunky flannels may not be enough.

      “Welcome, sisters of the Lyon pride,” Liz calls out and a small whoop circles the crowd of women eager to hear whatever she has to say. And they should be eager—they paid good money to be here. “Ladies, welcome to our gold panning adventure!” she cries as her eyes glisten with excitement—although that might just be the biting wind making her tear up instead. I know it’s doing that to me. “Today, we’re not just searching for gold in this beautiful Alaskan wilderness, we’re also on a journey to discover the gold within ourselves.”

      A collective sigh emanates from the crowd.

      Liz nods. “Let’s take a moment to reflect on the beauty of nature that surrounds us.”

      Heads crane in every direction at once, and I’m certainly not above joining in on the ogling fest.

      I can’t help but marvel at the stunning beauty that is Porcupine Creek right here in Haines. Just a few feet in front of us sits the crystal clear creek as it lazily meanders through the landscape. I’ll admit, the flow is so gentle it’s almost hypnotic. The creek is flanked by lush greenery, dense forests filled with nothing but evergreens rising up on either side, and in the distance, a series of majestic snow-capped mountains provide a breathtaking backdrop.

      The sky turns a dark shade of purple, casting a lavender glow on the landscape, and it makes it feel as though we’ve stepped into a magical, otherworldly universe—like say, one rife with ghosts. Or at least here’s hoping.

      “Gold has always been a symbol of wealth, success, and perseverance,” Liz continues with a smile blooming on her crimson lips. She’s so adorable and likable I can see how she’s amassed a cult-like following. “Much like the precious metal, each and every one of us possesses an inner strength and beauty that is waiting to be uncovered. We are all capable of overcoming obstacles, pursuing our dreams, and living our lives to the fullest.” She pauses a moment to look at each of us with a mixture of pride and determination. “So, as we pan for gold today, I want you to remember that the true treasure lies within you. Embrace your inner power and let it guide you on this journey of self-discovery.”

      A riotous round of applause breaks out and Liz takes a slight bow as her ardent followers swarm the waterline, each with a green pan in hand.

      Bess, Nettie, and I hustle down to the waterline ourselves and find a clearing big enough for the three of us next to a few large boulders. The sky casts a pink glow over the creek and it gives off a surreal fantasy effect as if an entire tribe of fairies might pop out of the woods at any moment.

      But I’m not on the lookout for fairies, I’m on the lookout for a blonde ghost and that Baxter brunette who has been gabbing away with her.

      “All right, ladies, I have a feeling this is our lucky day,” Nettie says, grinning from ear-to-ear. “It’s time to strike it rich.”

      Bess smirks at the thought. “Because we’ve had such great luck with our other endeavors, right?”

      “You know what they say”—Nettie snorts—“the best way to make a small fortune in gold panning is to start with a big one.”

      “Ha.” Bess laughs. “Sounds like something my ex would say. He used to run around telling people I made him a millionaire—and, of course, he never left out the part that he started off as a billionaire. None of it true.”

      A laugh rumbles through me. “Stanton’s ego is far too big and fragile for him to ever concede to the fact his bank account could be on the decline. If anything, he augments his worth—along with his prowess in the bedroom.”

      The three of us share a wild cackle at my ex’s expense just as I spot one of Liz’s most ardent minions heading this way.

      Well, well, it looks as if this is shaping up to be my lucky day after all.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Wedding of the Century

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie! My name is Jane and you’ll never guess what I was able to pull off! My daughter got married last week in a small backyard wedding where the groom himself grilled hotdogs for the scant guests afterward. And when I say scant, I’m talking eight people! They insisted on paying for everything themselves, which meant I couldn’t control them with my finances. But as Lauren’s luck would have it, Sean is an out-of-work attorney, which explains the hotdogs on the menu.

      Lauren is my only daughter and I’ve dreamed of a big extravagant wedding for her, ever since the day I gave birth. Talk about a disappointment! But just my luck, my extended family was planning a reunion cruise to the Caribbean and I had a lightning bolt moment! An ambush wedding! I mean, why not? I knew Lauren and Sean wouldn’t turn down a honeymoon cruise once it was gifted. And now that they’re here, and so is everyone else I wish I could have invited to the original ceremony, I’ve rented out a private lounge that overlooks the bow and a surprise real wedding is in the works!

      I don’t have a question for you, I just wanted to share my genius in the event there are other mothers out there with daughters insisting on a simple wedding with a ridiculous backyard barbeque. In the end, we mothers can still make all of our wedding dreams come true—with a formal sit-down dinner to boot!

      Stick to your guns, Mama—and plan that reunion cruise! And don’t forget, Mama always gets her way.

      ~Mama Gets Her Wedding

      

      Dear Mama Gets Her Wedding,

      Well, color me surprised, Jane! Your creativity in finding a solution to what was clearly a challenging situation is commendable. And kudos to you for sticking to your guns and ensuring you get the extravagant wedding you dreamed of for your daughter.

      Just a word of caution, though. As you revel in the joy of pulling off this surprise wedding, make sure you don’t forget the newlyweds. As much as this wedding is a dream for you, it’s equally (if not more) important for Lauren and Sean. It’s crucial they are on board with this surprise, even if they discover it after the fact.

      But considering you seem to have thought of everything, I’m sure you’ve planned a way to make sure they are happy with this, too. After all, the joy in these celebrations comes from the happiness of the couple.

      So here’s wishing you a successful surprise wedding, Jane. May the force of wedding bells, confetti, and grand celebrations be with you!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      Tawny Jessop heads this way with her blonde hair teased to high heaven and her body wrapped in camouflage as if she might be trying to hide from the gold in an effort to sneak up on it.

      “Tawny, join us,” I say, waving her over.

      I can’t help it. She’s a hoot and a half and I like being around the woman. Even if she does pan out to be a killer. Not that my suspicions are pinned on her at the moment.

      Sloan Baxter crosses my mind and I’m quick to usher her right back out.

      “Well, if it ain’t the gold-diggin’ trio!” Tawny chirps with a grin as she traverses her way over with a giant green pan tucked under her arm. “Just seeing how determined you look reminds me of something my granny used to say.”

      “Please regale us,” Bess implores. “We could use a little humor before we break our backs on the river’s edge—ironically just the way my ancestors used to do in the name of laundry.”

      “Oh, Granny had a quip for just about everything.” Tawny guffaws as she lands next to us. “That’s why I wrote a book about it.”

      “You wrote a book?” I ask, delighted by the fact. “I’d love to read it.”

      “Thank you for the enthusiasm, but I’m afraid you can’t.” She sighs, staring off in the horizon for a moment. “It wasn’t quite ready for the big leagues—or so I was told by my critique partner. Nevertheless, I put it in a drawer to collect dust till kingdom come.”

      “Oh, you should dust it off,” I say, trying to encourage her. “You can’t go off the opinion of just one person. In fact, I’d love to read it for myself. If you have access to it, just send me an electronic file. I bet with a little cleanup with a good editor it will be fit for any literary market.”

      “Really?” She sheds an easy grin. “Well, I might just do that. I don’t think it’ll ever see a bookstore, but if one person reads it and appreciates it, that would be enough for me. It’s just a passion project at this point. Lord knows I gave up thinking I’d get rich off of it one day. And you can bet your pretty bottom my granny had a saying for that, too. She said, ‘Getting rich quick is like finding a needle in a haystack but with far more hay and far less needle.’”

      “That sounds about right,” I say. “Your granny was a wise woman indeed.”

      “Oh, she didn’t stop there,” Tawny says as the four of us land on our neon pink knee pads and begin scooping the bottom soil the way we were instructed to by the guide at the gate—who coincidently is the only one striking it rich here. “She always said, ‘If you’re gonna chase after gold, be prepared to find a little fool’s gold along the way.’”

      Bess laughs. “I bet that analogy had less to do about chasing after gold than it did chasing after men.”

      “Sounds like solid dating advice,” I say as the icy waters penetrate right through my gloves.

      “Actually, it was about chasing gold,” Tawny corrects with a shrug. “If you can believe it, my granny once found a gold nugget in a bag of kitty litter she scooped from the local creek.”

      We all stop to stare at the woman for a moment.

      “No kidding?” Bess inches back as she inspects her.

      “Swear on my mama’s life,” Tawny says, crossing her heart with her bright yellow work gloves. “And it was a sizable nugget at that.”

      “You’re kidding.” I can’t help but laugh. “Well, what did she do with her new fortune?”

      “Oh, honey”—Tawny winks my way— “she bought herself the fanciest, frilliest underwear this side of the Mississippi. Said it made her feel like a million bucks, even if it was just a few hundred dollars that she got from that nugget.”

      “I bet that was a lot of money back then.” Bess chokes and gags. “You mean to tell us, she spent it all on fancy underwear?”

      Tawny nods.

      “And I would have spent it all the exact same way,” Nettie is quick to declare.

      Bess elbows me. “Why doesn’t that surprise me?”

      “In fact”—Nettie goes on—“I had a similar thing happen to me. Once my medical brownie enterprise began to take off, I struck it rich myself.”

      Bess nods to Tawny. “She runs a funny farm back in the lower forty-eight.”

      Nettie goes on undeterred. “Let’s just say after a little trial and error—okay, so a lot of trial—I stumbled upon a strain so potent I had the masses knocking down my door to get their hands on it. Money started pouring in like a broken faucet. And you know what I did with the sudden windfall?”

      Bess grunts, “I’m afraid to ask.”

      “I went and splurged on the most frivolous thing I could think of.” Nettie sighs with a satisfied smile cresting on her face.

      “Frilly underwear just like my granny?” Tawny asks, riveted by Nettie’s tale of half-baked brownies.

      “Nope,” she says, perking up for the big finish. “I spent every last dime on a collection of designer garden gnomes!”

      Bess nods. “Now that I believe.”

      “You bet your pink patootie, I did,” Nettie tells her. “I had every last inch of my front lawn tricked out with an entire village of those sneaky little devils.”

      “I bet your neighbors loved it,” Bess says flatly.

      “They sure did.” Nettie sags for a moment. “Those turkeys loved it so much they stole every last one of them for themselves.”

      Now that I believe. And I believe their property values went up because of it.

      We continue our foray into easy riches while swilling frozen creek water and sand with the best of them.

      Tawny sits up a moment, arching her back and groaning as if it were a punishment. And I’m afraid my entire body is going to punish me later for this endeavor.

      “You know”—Tawny starts with another groan escaping her— “Granny always told me that you can’t put a price on a good time, but you sure can try.”

      I try to laugh, but it comes out more of a groan. “And believe me, we’ll be paying in spades once we try to get up and walk again.”

      We sift through what feels like miles of gravel and sand, searching for any sign of the precious metal but coming up empty.

      Bess raises a brow at her pan, which is filled with nothing but mud and rocks at the moment. “Why do I feel like I'm just playing in a giant sandbox for adults?”

      Nettie splashes some water her way. “But think of the bragging rights we’ll have when we find a nugget the size of a Toyota.”

      “Or the disappointment when we don’t,” Bess shoots back, wiping the water from her face.

      Tawny straightens and gasps. “I think I found something!”

      “Look at that,” Bess says, leaning in to see a shimmering rock the size of an almond. “Well, don’t get your hopes up too much, but that does sort of look like a dirty piece of gold.”

      Tawny and Nettie whoop and holler so loud just about everyone at the creek is gawking our way.

      “I did it,” Tawny shouts so loud every bird in these evergreens takes off for the stratosphere. “I found me a gold nugget! I struck it rich just like my granny!” She clutches the stone to her chest as she tips her head to the sky. “Oh, Granny, I just knew you were always looking over me. And now I can carry on the family tradition and outfit myself in frilly underwear, too!”

      A couple of guides rush over and inspect the glittering nugget, and indeed it seems Tawny has struck gold. She takes off with the men as they take her back to their post to verify the find.

      “I knew she was good luck,” Nettie says. “Now that she’s loaded, we should convince her to live at sea with us, and maybe, just maybe, her fortuitousness will rub off our way.”

      “Hate to say it,” Bess says. “But that rock couldn’t buy her a cabin on the ship for two weeks.”

      Seeing how familiar I am with Emerald Queen’s pricing—I know she’s right.

      “Let’s keep at it, ladies,” Nettie says, splashing more water our way. “I have a feeling this is just the beginning. Soon, we can each have a gnome collection to deck out our digs with. We’ll be rolling in gold flakes before you know it.”

      “And I’m looking at a flake right now,” Bess mutters before getting back to work.

      I’m about to dip my pan back into the glacial waters when I spot a woman across the creek.

      “Excuse me, ladies,” I say, struggling to rise to my feet. “But I believe there’s someone I need to say hello to.”

      And I may have just struck gold myself.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Family Overload

      Trip Tip Question: Hi, Trixie, my name is Sean and I’m on a Caribbean cruise with my new wife, Lauren. My in-laws were kind enough to purchase the trip for our honeymoon, but what they didn’t tell us was that this was also a planned family reunion, which means I’ve met everyone my wife is related to dating back to Adam, or at least it feels that way.

      Since my wife and I had a small backyard wedding with just our immediate family and a few friends, my new mother-in-law has not made it a secret that the event itself was an utter disappointment to her. So when I was approached by a staff member from the ship regarding my onboard nuptial ceremony, I put it all together.

      Come to find out, Lauren and I are due to get hitched again in two days’ time in front of her entire family. I’m getting the feeling this was supposed to be a surprise, and now I’m wondering if I should say anything to Lauren.

      I’ll be honest, I’m a little annoyed that my mother-in-law has taken things this far. Lauren and I were thrilled with our intimate ceremony. Is this what I have to look forward to for the rest of my life with my new mother-in-law?

      ~Stymied and Stunned at Sea

      

      Dear Stymied and Stunned at Sea,

      Ahoy, Sean! It sounds like you’ve found yourself navigating not just the Caribbean Sea, but the choppy waters of family dynamics, too. Now, I’m not a professional in-law whisperer, but I’d venture to say this seems more like an overabundance of excitement on your mother-in-law’s part than a sign of things to come.

      Regarding your situation, my two cents would be: honesty is the best policy. If this surprise wedding isn’t what you and Lauren want, it’s best to talk to her about it and decide together how to handle this. Remember, you’re a team now.

      As for dealing with your mother-in-law, it’s important to set boundaries. Kindly but firmly make it known that while you appreciate her enthusiasm, the decisions about your life together are to be made by you and Lauren.

      Breathe easy, Sean. Every marriage has its share of surprises—this just happens to be a particularly big one.

      Good luck navigating this sea of surprises,

      XOXO Trixie

      

      Bodies line the water’s edge here at Porcupine Creek as I make my way to the other side of the water on a precariously built makeshift bridge.

      Of all the people to see here today, I least expected to see my bestie, Elodie Abernathy, looking entirely out of place with a gold pan in her perfectly manicured hands.

      “Elodie, what on earth are you doing here?” I laugh as I make my way over.

      Her blonde bob is immaculately blown out and curved under as it outlines her jawline. She’s clad in black with a form-hugging down jacket that’s sure to be the envy of any ski bunny.

      She frowns my way before hitching her head at the women downstream from her—more of Liz’s fans.

      “I'm here to analyze the enemy,” Elodie hisses their way. “These ladies have been monopolizing all the eligible men on this cruise, leaving me to pick through the leftovers. It’s time to level the playing field.”

      Another laugh escapes me. “Well, I’m impressed by your determination. So, you’re going undercover?”

      “Exactly.” She nods and I can’t help but note her eyes twinkling with mischief. “Speaking of going under the covers, please tell me you’ve finally had some sexy times with Ransom. That dry spell you’ve cast over the man is starting to give the Sahara Desert a run for its dehydrated money.”

      I make a face. It’s true. Ransom was prolific with the ladies before I tossed him into a sand dune neither of us can seem to get out of.

      “Nothing has happened since the last time we talked.” I suck in a quick breath. “Wait—that’s not true. I flashed my boobs at him yesterday.”

      She rolls her eyes. “You flashed half the ship. Tinsley showed me the pictures.”

      It would figure that Tinsley would procure photographic evidence.

      “Oh, come on, Troublefield.” Elodie’s jaw drops in mock horror. “What on earth are you waiting for? The Northern Lights to align and spell out ready, set, get on your knees in the sky?”

      I swat her for even going there.

      “Honestly, though?” I hesitate a moment. “Having his ex on the ship isn’t exactly setting the mood. That woman has been like a bad penny—she keeps turning up everywhere we go.”

      And not in a single place when I want to track her down for myself.

      Go figure.

      “Oh, please.” Elodie rolls her eyes again as she plucks a silver flask from her pocket and proceeds to unscrew the cap. “That’s like saying you can’t enjoy a delicious chocolate cake because there’s a gnat buzzing around it. Swat her away and enjoy your dessert for Pete’s sake—or Ransom’s sake as it were. And yours, too.” She shoots me an annoyed look before taking a swig. “Here”—she shoves the flask my way—“this will make pretending to find gold a little more palatable—and perhaps give you the courage to stake your claim on Ransom.”

      I frown as I take a quick swig. “Geez,” I gag on the offerings. “That’s strong enough to put down every wild beast lurking in these woods.”

      “It’s my first defense.” She sighs my way. “Look, don’t let some pesky ex ruin your fun, Trixie,” she says while nodding to the women downstream. “I say we both take back control of our love lives on this cruise. We’ll outsmart these man-stealing vixens. And you’ll show Ransom’s ex that he’s moved on to bigger and better things.”

      Bigger in the literal sense.

      “You’re right, Elodie,” I say with a slight surge of confidence—slight being the operative word. “We’re not going to let anyone hold us back.”

      That is, if Sloan ever shows her face again.

      “Exactly,” Elodie sings, raising her flask as if she were toasting me. “To reclaiming our romantic destinies and striking it rich, both literally and figuratively! In the bedroom, of course.”

      “Of course,” I say, clinking my fist to her flask. And just as I do that, I catch sight of the exact woman who’s standing in the way of more than a few answers—and with her is a waif of a girl I’m more than a little convinced is a wraith.
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      Matrimonial Memories

      Trip Tip Question: Hi, Trixie, it’s me, Lauren, the honeymooner unexpectedly cruising with every single living member of her extended family. You won’t believe what I just found out! I overheard my cousin, Jenny, talking about a wedding taking place on board, and when I asked her about it, she looked shocked that I didn’t know it was mine! Can you imagine?

      Come to find out, my mother has arranged for my husband, Sean, and me to do a vow renewal so she can have the wedding of her dreams! I’ll admit, I’m livid. My mother has a long history of getting her way, and this little stunt shouldn’t be all that big of a surprise to me. Nevertheless, Sean and I have decided to go along with it. We’ve decided to pull off a little surprise of our own on my mother and have arranged for our vow renewal to be extended to every married couple at the reunion. That way everyone else can have a special memory of this cruise as well. What do you think of that?

      Here’s hoping Sean still wants to stay married once we get back to the mainland.

      ~Holy Matrimony

      

      Dear Holy Matrimony,

      Hello there, Lauren! Your cruise does sound like it’s turning into quite the adventure! While your mother’s surprise is a plot twist fit for a movie, your response to it is simply inspired. Turning your mother’s surprise wedding into a vow renewal ceremony for all couples is a wonderful idea, and it will definitely make this family reunion one to remember.

      Your positive and flexible approach to this unexpected situation not only shows your strength as a person, but also the kind of resilience that will help you navigate any stormy seas in your marriage. And, in all likelihood, it will also teach your mother that her attempts to stage-manage can be wonderfully subverted.

      Remember, the most important part is you and Sean standing by each other, through the calm and the storms. I’m betting Sean will see it the same way. Enjoy the rest of your cruise and your surprise vow renewal ceremony!

      All the best,

      XOXO Trixie

      

      I quickly excuse myself from Elodie and leave her to her high-octane devices as I make my way toward the edge of the woods right here at Porcupine Creek where Sloan Baxter stands with the exact mystery blonde I was hoping to see as well—in the exact same blue evening gown she’s been wearing ever since we left Vancouver. If that flesh-bearing tidbit isn’t a sign of her disembodied state, well, she’d be dead in an hour if she wasn’t already. It’s not exactly balmy out.

      I’m almost giddy as I make my way over to them.

      I can’t believe this. I’ve not only cornered Sloan, I’ve cornered the ghost as well.

      Hey? Maybe the luck of Tawny Jessop’s Southern granny is rubbing off on me after all.

      The two women are whispering away to one another before they happen to look my way at the very same time—and now they both have the same deer-in-the-headlights look in their eyes.

      Ha!

      A small crowd of women emerges from the woods, and as they clear out, it’s just Sloan standing there at the edge of the woods.

      Drats.

      “Where did she go?” I ask, panting from the trek over.

      “Pardon?” Sloan inches back, her face pale as a pastel pebble—despite the fact, she’s still stunningly perfect.

      “The blonde with the blue dress?” I scoff over at her. “You can’t deny it. I saw you speaking to her.”

      Sloan squints my way. “Trixie, I’m afraid you saw me singing along to one of my favorite songs.” She plucks an earbud out from under a lock of her dark hair. “See?”

      I bite down on my lip and shake my head.

      “Sloan, I saw her with my own two eyes.”

      “Well, if you’re so sure she’s here, why don’t you scour the crowd? There are more than enough blondes here to scratch your itch.” She narrows her eyes over mine with a look that suggests she’s bested me.

      “I know what I saw, Sloan. And I’m afraid I’m in on your secret.”

      “Secret?” she sputters with a laugh. “Trixie? I think you’re imagining things. Are you feeling all right? Did you hit your head on a rock? Perhaps I should call a medic.”

      I try to rewind the reel in my mind.

      Did Sloan genuinely not see her? Or is she truly hiding something?

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “You’re right. I must be imagining things. I have had my head in the creek all morning.” It’s probably best I change the subject before this gets any uglier. “So, have you heard anything else about that murder?” I ask, hoping to get anything from her at all at this point.

      Her lips purse as she sharpens her glare. “Why would you assume I could possibly know anything else about that?”

      “Well, you were Natalie’s friend and you seem to be pretty well-connected with the ladies from the convention. I just thought maybe you might have heard something.”

      Her jaw stiffens, clearly unimpressed with my line of questioning.

      “Look, Trixie, I don’t have time to entertain your little detective fantasies. Some of us have better things to do, like entertaining our own fantasies of striking it rich.” She holds up the green pan from under her arm as evidence.

      A part of me wishes I could go for the jugular, and without putting too much thought behind it, I do.

      “Or is it more like trying to pretend you didn't see the mysterious blonde that keeps popping up around you?” I nod her way. “I’ve noticed the woman around you more than once.”

      Sloan’s face turns an interesting shade of crimson—at least that proves she’s human.

      She takes a bold step closer to me. “Do you know what I’ve noticed?” Her lips curve a notch. “I’ve noticed that you and Wes sure seem awfully friendly.”

      “Pardon?” I inch back, completely thrown by the direction in which she’s taken us.

      “Oh, come on, don’t play blonde with me,” she grouses. “I’ve seen the secret whispers between the two of you and the way you huddle together every chance you get. You can’t tell me there’s nothing going on.”

      Come to think of it, Wes and I have been huddled together on more than a few occasions, one of them being yesterday and a couple of times when I bumped into him last night, but that was because he wanted an update on that ghost roving his ship.

      My mouth falls open. “Well, I sure can tell you there’s nothing going on—because there’s nothing going on. Unlike you and that blonde!”

      Her lips cinch. If looks could kill, I’d already be buried beneath this creek.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about, Trixie. Maybe you should spend more time focusing on your relationship and less time concocting wild conspiracy theories.”

      She brushes past me, and now I’m more certain than ever there’s more to the story—especially since that mysterious blonde seems to haunt Sloan’s every move.

      She might have escaped for now, but I’ll be keeping a close eye on the situation.

      Elodie might be determined to find herself a man, but I’m determined to get to the bottom of the secrets Sloan is hiding and figure out exactly what role the mysterious blonde plays in them.

      One thing is for sure, I won’t let her or any disembodied spirit come between Ransom and me.

      There’s not a ghost of a chance.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Matrimonial Madness

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie! It’s me, Jane, wedding planner extraordinaire. Well, guess what? The ambush wedding of my dreams blew up in my face! Not only did my daughter turn the tables on me and have a twenty-way wedding with half the family, but my son, John, decided to partake in the ceremony with some floozy he’s just met on the ship!

      Does this mean I have a brand new daughter-in-law to contend with? Is it even legal to get married out in open waters? And talk about a wedding that no one paid attention to! In my opinion, John and his floozy had a worse ceremony than Lauren and Sean. We didn’t even have an official photographer! Oh, what I wouldn’t give for a backyard wedding with a few simple hotdogs on the grill.

      Should I plan an ambush wedding for my son back at the country club? Or is there another way to remedy this wedding day disaster?

      ~Up in Wedding Arms

      

      Dear Up in Wedding Arms,

      Jane, you’ve certainly found yourself in quite the matrimonial maelstrom! It seems like weddings, and monitoring children, rarely go exactly as planned. And this one seems to have taken some unexpected turns.

      First things first, rest assured that marriages on international waters can be perfectly legal, but it’s based on the laws of the country where the ship is registered, and then they need to be registered back in the couple's home country. So, it might be a good idea to have a conversation with your son and his new wife about ensuring they’ve tied up all the legal loose ends.

      As for your frustration with the lack of a photographer and the unexpected nature of their wedding, take a deep breath and try to see the bright side. Your family will have a great story to tell for years to come!

      Now, if you’re contemplating another surprise wedding for your son, let me suggest another route. Why not have a chat with your son and his new wife? Express your desire to celebrate their union properly, with all the trappings that you feel their impromptu wedding might have missed. It doesn’t have to be another wedding, perhaps a beautiful reception or party at the country club would do the trick. That way, they have a say in the planning, and you avoid another surprise blowup.

      Best of luck navigating these choppy waters!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      Seabreeze Newsletter: Your daily dose of ship-shape shenanigans!

      Ahoy, esteemed passengers!

      Welcome to another glorious day on the Emerald Queen of the Seas. Today, we’ll be cruising past the wondrous Hubbard Glacier, where you’ll have the unique opportunity to feast your eyes on the magnificent icy wonders. While you’re soaking in the icy splendor, don’t forget to indulge in our signature scrumptious split pea soup or delicious clam chowder. Nothing says maritime bliss like a hearty bowl of steaming hot soup and a panorama of Mother Nature’s bone-chilling beauty.

      Now, for those of you not affiliated with the Liz Lyon Sparkle and Roar Convention, don’t feel left out. Liz is generously opening up her workshops to all passengers. So, whether you’re curious about the art of homemaking, or simply want to know more about modern lifestyles, there’s a workshop for you in there somewhere. You never know, you might just find a new hobby!

      And speaking of hobbies, if you’ve ever wanted to experience the thrill of painting with all the precision of a sloth on sedatives, then we have a treat for you! At the crack of 9 a.m., you can join our very own Trixie in her—unique—approach to art on the promenade deck. Please note that any similarity between your final work and the subject at hand is purely coincidental.

      So, lovely passengers, get out there and make the most of your day. Enjoy the sights, enjoy the food, enjoy the workshops, and remember—on the Emerald Queen of the Seas, the world is your oyster—or clam chowder!

      Bon Voyage!

      Tinsley, your Seabreeze Scribbler

      

      Reading that little love note is exactly how I started my day. It’s safe to say Tinsley’s unwavering dislike for me is still holding strong. But that didn’t stop me from meeting up with Bess, Nettie, and to my welcome surprise, Ransom, for breakfast at the Blue Water Café as we indulged in a myriad of morning delights.

      Ransom and I teamed up on our attack of the all-you-can-eat buffet, starting off with fluffy Belgian waffles, and you can bet every last dollar we filled their golden nooks and crannies with warm maple syrup and fresh blueberries. And for good measure, we landed a few dollops of whipped cream on top to add a sweet, creamy finish.

      And just to be sure we covered our savory bases, we wandered over to the omelet station, where I requested a veggie-loaded creation—mushrooms, bell peppers, spinach, and a sprinkle of sharp cheddar cheese.

      The chef expertly flipped and folded my work of culinary art, delivering a hot, fluffy omelet onto my plate with a flourish.

      Ransom’s omelet was a meat fest filled with sausages and bacon, along with a triple blend of Mexican cheeses. A culinary feat I’ve already marked on my menu for tomorrow—or later.

      Of course, I couldn't resist the sizzling bacon. Its tantalizing aroma made my mouth water just looking at it, so I snagged a couple of crispy slices, followed by a spoonful of hash browns, golden and crunchy on the outside, fluffy and light on the inside.

      We considered balancing it out with fresh fruit, but seeing that our plates were already at capacity, we thought better of it and snagged a couple of mugs full of fresh brewed coffee instead.

      The food was delicious, the conversation was scant, and Ransom was called away before he could finish half his meal.

      At least now I know his secret to staying in shape—a diet rich in crime.

      But as it stands, nine o’clock has come and gone and so has my class on painting landscapes with the precision of a sloth on sedatives.

      Tinsley may not have a way with the two men she’s openly pining for—Wes and Ransom—but she certainly has a way with words, a very bitter way.

      “Great class, Trix,” Nettie says with a swath of blue paint on her cheek and her face buried in the flier that details Liz Lyon’s convention schedule.

      “Nettie, you’ve got paint all over your face,” Bess says as she raises her thumb to the exact locale in an effort to remove it.

      “Don’t you come at me with those bony fingers,” Nettie says, inching out of her range. “A little paint on the face does an artist good. Besides, that’s how I know I’ve gone pro.”

      Bess snorts with a laugh. “You may have gone pro with a bucket of paint, but would you look at this majesty?” She casts a glance at the landscape surrounding us. “Alaska has gone pro with this show.”

      She’s not wrong.

      The moment I stepped onto the deck, I was struck—not only with a sudden chill, but with breathtaking delight as I soaked in this icy wonderland.

      We’re sailing by Hubbard Glacier, and even though we’ve been through this locale on two other cruises, it’s nothing we can ever get used to. It’s a heart-stopping world dipped in blue and white, as if the Man Upstairs Himself got carried away with a frosty palette.

      As the Emerald Queen inches her way forward, the sheer expanse of the glacier takes my breath away. It’s an icy titan, that’s for sure—a colossal fortress of blue ice that stretches out as far as the eye can see.

      Ribbons of deep sapphire and cobalt—the exact color of Ransom Baxter’s eyes—streak the otherwise pristine white glacier, a testament to centuries-old snow that’s been compressed into sheetrock. Jagged peaks of ice jut out from it, reaching for the sky like a silent plea, while the smaller icebergs float along the surface of the water like frosted glass sculptures.

      Mountains surround us, dusted with snow, standing as silent watchmen around the bay. An entire flock of seabirds flit overhead, their cries echoing off the icy façade and right through our frozen bones. Every now and then an adorable little seal pops its head above the water with its curious eyes taking in the ship full of awestruck visitors. And you can bet every last camera (or phone as it were) is pointed right at those cute little creatures—including mine.

      “All right, ladies,” I say, unfolding the convention’s itinerary that one of Liz Lyon’s minions had eagerly handed out in the middle of my class. “Let’s see what we’ve got on the agenda for this afternoon.”

      Bess and I huddle close to Nettie in an effort to get a better look at the list she’s holding.

      “Dentures, anyone?” Bess reads aloud with amusement. “What kind of workshop is that?” She laughs. “Are we sure my ex isn’t on board commandeering this schedule?”

      Bess’ ex was a dentist back in Honey Hollow, Vermont. She ditched him once his cheating ways were exposed and left both him and his dentures in her wake.

      “What Dog Best Suits Your Lifestyle,” she reads on. “Modern Day Bachelorette Parties, Cleaning the Toilet Tank and How to Make Your Home Sparkle, Are You Ready for Christmas—”

      Nettie interrupts with a snort of laughter. “Christmas? We’ve just crested pumpkin spice season.”

      Bess nods in agreement. “And there’s more. Understanding Men: A Field Guide, Self-Love and Salad Dressings—Finding the Perfect Mix, Fifty Ways to Fold a Napkin, Unleashing Your Inner Sparkle: A Journey into Glitter, How to Breathe: A Revolutionary Technique that will Leave You Breathless, and my personal favorite so far, Zen and the Art of Vacuuming.”

      Nettie gives a sober nod. “I’ve always suspected there was something spiritual happening when I did household chores.”

      Bess averts her eyes at the thought. “That’s because you did your household chores after munching on an entire batch of your funny brownies.”

      “Hey, don’t knock it till you try it,” Nettie reprimands. “Besides, every good housewife knows you need to fuel up before you tackle an impossible house.” Her head lolls my way. “That house may never have sparkled, but I floated around like a well-fed hippy on a cloud of chocolate and canna-bliss.”

      “That’s because you were a well-fed hippy,” Bess shoots back while examining the itinerary once again.

      “And it just so happens”—Nettie continues— “I’ve been looking for the perfect salad dressing.”

      Bess grunts, “Please don’t say another word.”

      A dull laugh thumps through my chest. “I can’t believe Liz Lyon, the positivity life coach and self-proclaimed sparkle specialist, thinks that these are the workshops that women need. And all the while tackling life’s twists and turns with sparkle and a roar, no less.”

      Bess shakes her head. “More like tackling life’s mundane tasks with a dash of absurdity.”

      “Let’s not forget the Life Hacks for the Rest of Us,” I tease while pointing at the tagline. “Because nothing screams life hack like knowing the best dog for my lifestyle.”

      We share a quick chuckle at the expense of the self-help guru.

      Bess shrugs. “In the least, this is turning out to be the most entertaining self-help convention I’ve ever seen. If nothing else, Liz Lyon knows how to make us smile. And maybe that’s the best self-help of all.”

      “Hear, hear,” I say just as the crowd lets out a collective ooh as a whale corks its head out of the water.

      Bess and Nettie take off to get a better look while I finish shoving my art supplies into a plastic bin. A couple of the stewards are kind enough to shlep my supplies back to the crafts room where they belong once I have them ready.

      “Trixie, darling!” someone calls from behind with a touch too much enthusiasm just as I secure the seal of the last plastic bin.

      I turn to find the blonde self-help guru herself, Liz Lyon, with a bright crimson smile that shows off every single one of her pearly whites as she sashays my way. Her honey blonde locks bounce around her shoulders and look about as exuberate as she is.

      Positivity practically radiates from the woman, and if I wasn’t wary of just about everyone on this ship, I, too, might be been blinded by her sparkle.

      “Liz.” A smile stretches on my face. I can’t help it. Her enthusiasm is catching. “I was just looking over your convention itinerary.”

      She laughs with a twinkle in her eyes. “Oh, I know it’s a mouthful. But you’d be surprised how many women want to know how to pick the right dog for their lifestyle.”

      We share a quick laugh and deep down I pray she didn’t overhear that conversation I had with Bess and Nettie.

      “In fact, there’s something I want to talk to you about.” Her expression sobers and I can already feel the heat rising to my cheeks.

      Of course, she heard us. Half the ship probably heard us. Nettie’s mouth practically doubles as a megaphone, and Bess and I aren’t all that far behind in that department.

      The jig is over once Liz gets the word out—and my investigation might be over with, too.
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      Marriage Mess

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie, it’s me, Lauren, again. Good grief, my mother knows no bounds. It turns out, my brother, John, got hitched to some girl he met on board—a girl who was celebrating her eighteenth birthday that very day!

      It gets worse. Her parents are both on board and they are livid. As fate would have it, they’re both high-powered attorneys and they’re threatening legal action against my brother and my mother for organizing the shenanigans! But oddly enough, my brother and his new bride, Britney, do seem rather smitten. However, my parents and Britney’s parents have been exchanging more than a few salty words. This is quickly morphing into a case of the Montagues and the Capulets. With the threats of bodily injury, lawsuits, and character assassination, this entire honeymoon cruise is turning into a nightmare.

      What in the world should we do now?

      ~SOS in the Atlantic

      

      Dear SOS in the Atlantic,

      This is indeed a wild ride! Firstly, stay clear of the conflict. This is primarily between your brother, his bride, and their parents. You and Sean should focus on enjoying your honeymoon.

      Secondly, your mother might need to apologize to Britney's parents for her role in this surprise wedding. Finally, if legal action is threatened, advise your brother and his new bride to seek legal advice.

      Remember, your honeymoon is about you and Sean, so focus on that. These trials can strengthen your bond! Maybe?

      Best of luck,

      XOXO Trixie

      

      “Your blog, Suddenly Single?” Liz Lyon nods my way as the ship cruises through scenic Hubbard Bay. The sky darkens to a deep shade of navy as if on cue. The clouds look sooted and full-bellied, ready to shed their wrath over us. “I want to see if you’d be willing to participate on a panel in a few days. I’m willing to work with your schedule just to make sure it happens.”

      “Oh that.” I breathe a sigh of relief. “I’d be more than glad to participate.”

      Anything that puts me in proximity to the killer is something I’m interested in, and I have no doubt the killer is lurking in the midst of this convention of convenience.

      “You know, Trixie, like I said before, I’ve been a fan of your divorce blog ever since I’ve laid eyes on it.”

      “Really?” I say, just as a waitress comes by with a tray of steaming clam chowder and both Liz and I scoop up a small cup for ourselves. “Well, that makes two of us,” I say. “And I’m a fan of yours as well.”

      It’s true. I did my research last night. Liz practically came from nothing and shot up like a shooting star. She has legions of devout fans and not only runs a successful social media empire, but she dabbles in YouTube videos and podcasts, too. She’s a one-woman show and she built it all by herself from scratch. What’s not to admire?

      “No kidding?” Her face lights up like a kid on Christmas morning. “You are?”

      “Absolutely. Your tagline has become my mantra—tackling life’s twists and turns with sparkle and a roar. Life hacks for the rest of us? Sign me up,” I sing.

      “Then it’s settled.” She chuckles. “You’re on the divorce panel. If you want, we can share a few quick war stories about our exes over mimosas—or in this case clam chowder.” She holds up the creamy delight. “That should put us in the right frame of mind for the panel.”

      The chefs here on the Emerald Queen pay attention to every delicious detail where their famous dishes are concerned, and the clam chowder is no different. It’s so thick your spoon can stand up straight in it. They don’t hold back on the heavy cream and there’s a hint of white wine in it, adding a flair of sophistication to this seafaring dish. There’s a clam in every bite as well, and just enough diced potatoes to keep the carb addict in me happy.

      I moan through a bite.

      “I’ve got one for you,” I say as I grin into my soup. “My ex claimed to have a heart condition that prevented him from doing the dishes. Turns out, the only condition he had was an allergy to cleaning—and eventually me.”

      Liz belts out a hearty laugh, nearly spilling her clam chowder in the process. “That’s nothing. My ex used to schedule his golf outings during our couple’s therapy sessions. Said it was his way of working through his issues on the green.” She glances to the sky, which is growing ominously darker by the moment.

      I can’t help but laugh. “Well, at least yours was willing to work on his issues. Long before I caught my ex in bed with women—yes, plural, and none of which were me—we had a few counseling sessions as well. He said our marriage counselor was biased against him because she was a woman. Come to think of it, she was probably one of the few who refused to sleep with him. Stanton is a plastic surgeon who often traded his treatments for treatments women were willing to give him. Anyway, he demanded we find a male counselor—preferably a single one who’d understand his struggles.”

      Liz snorts, nearly choking on her next bite. “Mine insisted that he was the victim of a vast female conspiracy. According to him, even our female dog was in on it.” She shrugs. “Now that I think about it, Fluffy couldn’t stand him.”

      We dissolve into a fit of laughter over that one, and at least two minutes swing by before we come up for air.

      “Well”—I say, wiping the tears from my eyes before they freeze solid—“it looks as if our ex-husbands were good for something after all—a little comic relief.”

      “You can say that again.” She chuckles while toasting me with her soup.

      A loud snap fills the air and stuns just about every conversation around us into submission. It’s quickly followed by a crack, then a sound as sharp as a gunshot, followed by a low rumble.

      “Don’t worry. It’s just a part of the glacier crumbling,” I tell her as we look out at the mesmerizing icy blue wall just as chunks of ice, some as large as houses, break off and plunge into the bay with an almighty splash.

      “Wow,” Liz shudders. “If that doesn’t remind you of nature’s raw, untamed power, nothing will.”

      “I agree. And it’s true what they say, ‘Hubbard Glacier isn’t just a place, it’s an experience—a majestic, mesmerizing spectacle of Mother Nature’s grand design.’”

      We sigh in unison as we take in the sights.

      “I can’t believe you live on this cruise ship.” She shakes her head at the thought, her gaze still locked over the wall of powder blue ice before us.

      “Yes, well, it was my smarmy ex that essentially drove me to the high seas. Do you and your ex get along?”

      She blinks my way before shedding an affable smile. “My ex passed away unexpectedly over a year ago. But I’ve made peace with it all.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” I tell her. “And I’m also sorry about Natalie.”

      I hate to use one death to segue to the next—but such is life, or in this case, death.

      Her expression softens. “Natalie”—she closes her eyes a moment—“she didn’t deserve what happened to her.”

      “Nobody deserves to go out like that,” I say above a whisper. “Liz, would you happen to know if Natalie had a disagreement with anyone on this trip?” I ask with my proverbial detective hat now firmly in place. “Or can you think of why someone would want her dead? She seemed like a sweetheart, or at least judging by the few scant moments I knew her.”

      Liz nods, her lips pursed in thought. “She is”—she squeezes her eyes shut tight again—“I mean, she was a sweetheart. She’ll always be in my book.”

      Liz cranes her neck past me, then gives a quick glance around the vicinity before leaning in.

      “I’m onto you, Trixie.” Her eyes meet with mine. “I think you’re investigating this case. And don’t tell a soul, but I’m investigating this case as well.”

      “You’re investigating?” My cheeks heat at the thought of being caught red-handed. That’s one detail I always make sure to leave out of my blog posts—the fact that I’m a full-fledged amateur sleuth. Not that I set out to be one, but let’s just say one murder led to another and that was more than enough to wet my sleuthing whistle.

      She nods. “Natalie was my trusted friend. I would do anything at all for her. Once I give someone my full loyalty, I don’t hold back. Not in life and not in death. Although, cross me and you’ve got the opposite animal on your hands.” We share a quick laugh at that one before she lifts a finger. “Come to think of it, I have noticed more than a few little spats between Natalie and Sloan Baxter.” She scans my face for a moment for a reaction. “I realize she’s your boyfriend’s ex. Sloan filled me in on it while we were chatting yesterday. I’m sorry if that’s awkward for you.”

      I wave it off. “I’m fine. I’m not insecure in my relationship at all. What was the spat about?”

      She shrugs. “When I asked about it, they were both tight-lipped. I tried to come up with a reason on my own, but I couldn’t. If Natalie was anything, she was simply sweet and innocent. Anyone could fall for it—mostly because it appeared to be true. But then, I can’t imagine what Sloan could have done to stir up dust either.”

      “That’s a head scratcher then,” I say. Although, I don’t see Sloan as someone who wouldn’t stir up dust. In fact, she’s been quite the little dust devil ever since she stepped onto this ship. The night of the murder comes back to me. Other than Sloan, the only other person I saw Natalie alone with was—“What about Tawny?”

      Liz’s eyes widen slightly. “Strange you should ask. Tawny and Natalie were close for a good long while, but then all of a sudden they weren’t. Maybe I should dig in that direction? Either way, Trixie, I’m determined to catch this killer myself. Nobody messes with my forever friends.”

      “Sounds like we’re on the same page.”

      “Oh, we are. And don't think for a minute the killer wasn’t trying to take me down with Natalie,” she adds, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “They may have ended Natalie’s life, but I have a feeling they wanted to kill my career as well.”

      Now that’s an interesting twist. My clam chowder suddenly tastes a little bitter.

      Someone shouts for her from the railing just as the crowd oohs and ahhs in unison once again.

      Liz excuses herself, and I’m about to hunt down Bess and Nettie when I spot Wes finishing up what looks to be a friendly conversation with a guest.

      “Trixie,” he says with a grin as he strides my way dressed to impress in his stark white uniform. He comes in close and offers me a quick embrace before whispering in my ear, “Any sign of our special spectral friend lately?”

      Just as I open my mouth to tell him I haven’t seen a single ethereal blonde haunting the ship today, I spot her.

      There she is, standing near the maw of the Blue Water Café, casting a longing glance in the direction of the dessert buffet.

      My heart jumps into my throat as I reach for Wes’ arm and give a squeeze that could rival an anaconda’s. “She’s here," I whisper, nodding subtly toward the disembodied among us.

      Wes follows my gaze, his eyes widening slightly. “I can’t see her. But that’s no surprise. What’s important is I believe you,” he whispers back, looking equally intrigued and unsettled—not that I blame him for the latter.

      But before we can discuss our next move, a brunette catches my attention from the corner of my eye.

      I turn to see that it’s none other than Sloan Baxter, standing there with her arms folded over her chest and a knowing smirk playing on her lips. Her eyes flick between Wes and me, and her nod sends a clear message—as if to say I knew you two were up to something.

      I roll my eyes, resisting the urge to set her straight. Instead, I fix my gaze back on the ghostly woman.

      “I don't give a flying fish what Sloan thinks,” I mutter under my breath, before turning back to Wes. “It looks as if I have a chat with a ghost to arrange. If you’ll excuse me, Captain, I’m off to conduct a little paranormal diplomacy.” With a determined nod, I leave Wes standing there as I stride toward the spectral blonde.

      I’m good and ready to have a word or two with the other side.
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      Restraining My Rage

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie! It’s me, Jane—the one whose son, John, got hitched during our communal family nuptials. You’ll never guess what those jerks (aka John’s new in-laws) have done now! They threatened to file restraining orders against both my son and me! Not only will John have a court order to steer clear of his new bride, but I won’t be allowed to get anywhere near her myself. And the kicker? Her cabin is just a few doors down! Will that mean we’ll be breaking the law by simply heading to our rooms? This is nuts. Please tell me how to mediate with this new family I’ve unwittingly gained before I end up in prison!

      ~Serious Wedding Blues

      

      Dear Serious Wedding Blues,

      Wow, Jane, your cruise has taken quite the turn, hasn’t it?

      The first thing you need to remember is that cool heads will prevail. While this situation is undoubtedly fraught, it’s crucial to navigate these choppy waters with a measure of calmness. A restraining order would be trouble.

      As for mediating with your new family, start with a sincere and heartfelt apology. An acknowledgment of the whirlwind circumstances and any stress it may have caused could go a long way in mending the rift. You could consider writing a letter or even attempting a face-to-face apology (from a safe, law-abiding distance, of course).

      If possible, involve a neutral party who could help mediate the situation. Perhaps a family member that everyone respects and trusts could play this role.

      Lastly, try to keep a sense of humor about the situation. Remember that all good stories, even family stories, have their ups and downs, and this cruise will be one for the record books!

      Hang in there, Jane.

      Smooth sailing is on the horizon.

      XOXO Trixie

      

      The Blue Water Café is brimming with bodies. And to be honest, I expect nothing less while the Emerald Queen is at sea.

      The scenery might be magnificent but so is the all-you-can-eat buffet. And that hungry crowd blossoming in the eatery is the exact reason I suspect that ghost I’ve been chasing has decided to duck in here.

      If she thinks I’ll shy away from doing my best to corner her just because a cast of thousands might think I’m a loon for talking to thin air, she’s grossly overestimated my ego. Seeing that I’ve already been called out as the ship’s loon on more than one occasion—specifically from our ship’s resident loon, the cruise director herself, I don’t give a flying fork what others think of me.

      The sizzle of bacon, the churning chatter of hungry passengers, and the sweet, intoxicating aroma of freshly baked bread fill the cavernous café.

      Honestly? The sensory overload seems like the perfect backdrop for my rendezvous with the afterlife.

      Who cares if a fellow passenger is interrogating an empty chair when there’s prime rib and fresh-baked chocolate croissants to be had?

      My stomach growls at the mention of chocolate croissants.

      The sparkle of tiny blue stars emanates from my right and I spot the blonde ghost eyeing me with a look on her face that suggests she might be moved to evaporate into thin air once again.

      “You,” I say, zipping her way and pulling her by the hand to a small table for two in the corner. I’m not sure how or why the ghosts that come back can feel as solid as they want—when they want—but I’m glad her ghostly frame has decided to comply to the laws of physics if only for a moment.

      The table isn’t completely isolated, but there is an oversized silk ficus tree that provides a modicum of privacy. Faux foliage aside, it will have to do.

      I take a seat across from her and she floats on the other side of the table.

      She pulls her hand back from me in haste and needles me with a lethal stare that lets me know she’s not entirely on board with cooperating with me—and for the life of me, I can’t understand why.

      “Every other ghost that has come back to help me with a case has always been more than happy to do so,” I tell the rather suspicious specter.

      Her blonde hair cascades in loose waves around her shoulders, and her blue eyes sparkle with a hint of lavender mingled with mischief. She’s pretty. Her face is as round as a full moon, and that elegant blue evening gown she’s wearing sparkles as if it were its own constellation.

      I’d ask her to tone down the supernova if she could, but I don’t think we’re at that point in our relationship yet. And judging by her uncooperative ways, we may never be.

      “Every other ghost that has come back to help you wasn’t me,” she hisses. “I don’t see why I should cooperate with anyone.” She takes a moment to glare my way in the event I didn’t get the memo.

      “Okay, what’s your name?” I practically hiss right back at the woman.

      But before she can give it, Wes falls into the seat across from me—and right through the nameless specter’s lap, forcing her to scoot over a notch.

      “What did I miss?” he pants as he gives a spastic look in the vicinity as if he were trying to see her for himself.

      “She’s to your left,” I say, twitching my fingers at him. “Give me your hands, so you can hear what she has to say. I believe she was just about to tell us her name.” I give a sharp look her way that says do or die, although I suppose that last part is pretty much a moot point.

      The woman’s countenance lights up a notch. I’ll admit, her spectral elegance is a stark contrast to the surrounding whirlwind of food and conversation. Her shimmering form flickers in and out like an ethereal painting in a world of unapologetic color and chaos.

      “My name is Desirae Maple,” the woman says with her voice coming through lively yet highly reserved. “And believe me, I understand I’m here to help with the murder investigation of Natalie Weaver.”

      “You don’t sound too thrilled,” I point out.

      She chokes on her next words as she offers me an insolent look. “Natalie was one of my best friends. Would you be thrilled if one of your best friends was stabbed to death?”

      A visual tries to form in my mind and I bat it away before it can take shape.

      “No.” I sigh. “Of course not. But I would be determined to do whatever it took to bring the killer to justice.”

      “As will I,” she’s quick to inform us.

      Wes nods in her direction. “If that’s true, you’ll tell us everything you know.”

      I give his hand a squeeze to reward him for being such a good wingman. But then, I suppose Wes would like to get to the bottom of the homicide himself. After all, his ship is this close to being billed as the murderous cruise of a lifetime—or better yet, a one-way ticket to the afterlife, not necessarily paradise for all.

      Desirae’s pink lips twist in his direction. “Aren’t you testy, Captain?”

      He nods. “As you would be if you had an unsolved murder on your hands.”

      “Well, it just so happens I do have an unsolved murder on my hands.” She frowns at me, her form flickering like a candle in the wind. “I don’t have any leads. But you should… Trixie, you should trust no one.”

      A sigh escapes my lips. All this anticipation for a cryptic warning?

      Why does it feel as if I’m stuck in a bad spy movie?

      Before I can voice my disappointment, a frosty voice cuts through the buffet’s cacophony. “Well, isn't this cozy?”

      I look up to find Tinsley, cruise director extraordinaire and self-appointed ship’s gossip, standing over us with a smirk. Her eyes dart from Wes and me—in particular our interlocked hands as her grin widens.

      “It looks cozy indeed,” she doubles down on the sentiment while gloating.

      “We were just catching up on a few things,” I tell her as I give Wes’ hands a pat and let go of him like the hot potato he’s panning out to be. The last thing I need on this trip is trouble from Tinsley.

      “I see.” She glances pointedly at my hands again before sauntering off, no doubt to spread the latest juicy rumor.

      “Wonderful,” I mutter. “If I can count on anything, it’s the fact Tinsley will most certainly weaponize this against me.” I nod to Wes. “I’ll have to do some serious damage control later.”

      “I can take care of it,” he offers.

      I shake my head his way. I’d deep dive into the topic, but right now, we have a ghost to interrogate.

      “Desirae”—I begin with my voice sharp—“we need more. You have to give us something to go on. How did you know Natalie? Let’s start there.”

      She glances away as her ghostly form becomes increasingly unstable. “I...I can’t get into that.”

      “Why not?” Wes demands, his grip on my hand tightening to near-painful levels.

      “Let’s just say we were good friends. But I’m not disclosing anything else about that.” Her voice rises to an almost hysterical pitch.

      I take a moment to examine the shivering, quivering apparition.

      What in the world has her so closed off to us? And what could she possibly gain from holding out the details of her friendship with Natalie?

      I nod her way. “Can Sloan see you?”

      Desirae’s demeanor shifts, her frosty exterior melting into something far more volatile.

      “Why would you ask that?” she snaps as her form begins to flicker like a faulty light.

      “Just a hunch,” I say, not breaking eye contact.

      With a rather egregious roar, she up and disappears, leaving Wes and me staring at an empty window and leaving a palpable chill in her wake.

      “And she’s gone,” I say with a sigh.

      “That was enlightening.” Wes shakes his head as he releases my hands.

      “Enlightening to the fact we have an uncooperative ghost on our hands—on my hands,” I correct.

      “My hands, too.” He offers a forlorn smile. “I don’t want you going through this alone.”

      The ship takes a noticeable dip and the lights flicker a moment.

      “I’d better get to the bridge,” he says, standing. “I’m afraid the ship is headed for some inclement weather. I’m hoping it won’t turn out to be a rough ride from here on out, but that’s exactly what my instruments are predicting. But if we keep calm, the passengers just might follow suit.” He leans my way. “Have you thought about telling Ransom about…” He nods his head toward the space Desirae was occupying.

      I shake my head. “Not now, not with Sloan here, not to mention the fact she’s still sitting square on my suspect list. I think it would all be too much to throw at him.”

      His brows pinch. “I doubt Sloan would do this. She was married to Ransom. She knows he’s an expert in his field. I can’t fathom that she’d think she could get away with murder under his nose.”

      “Maybe that was the plan—the getting away with murder part. Maybe she’s hedging her bet that Ransom would cover for her?”

      His eyes widen a notch. “There’s not a part of me that believes he would. Maybe for you.”

      “Maybe for Sloan, too.”

      “He’s not in love with her anymore. He’s in love with you.” His lips pinch a moment. “But going along with that line of thinking, he might cover for you if the homicidal circumstances called for it. But don’t go using that as a license to kill.”

      I can’t tell if he’s teasing.

      “Wes, she’s the mother of his child.”

      “Emerson.” He closes his eyes a moment at the mention of his niece, or quasi-niece as it were.

      The buffet’s noise seems to roar back into focus and the clamor echoes my frustration.

      The little chat with Desirae not only felt anticlimactic, it makes me feel as if I’m back at square one. No leads. No evidence. Just a vague warning and a ghost who couldn’t, or wouldn’t, help out.

      “We’ll talk,” Wes says as he takes off for the bridge.

      Speaking of talking, Ransom comes to mind.

      When exactly do I plan on springing the fact I can see the dead on the poor guy?

      With his ex on board and Tinsley most likely already accosting him with the fact she caught Wes and me holding hands, I highly doubt bringing up my paranormal abilities will help improve things between us.

      Nope.

      I need to put out the fire Tinsley is lighting and track down Natalie Weaver’s killer—with or without any help from the other side.

      My gaze wanders toward the pastries and I do a double take in that direction, only to find Sloan watching me from across the room.

      She offers a knowing nod my way and it sends a chill down my spine. The weight of her stare is a stark reminder of the tangled web I’ve landed myself in.

      Sloan turns around and snaps up a chocolate croissant as if to taunt me before walking away without any fanfare.

      There’s no doubt in my mind she witnessed everything that just transpired—ghostly encounter with the other side included.

      I take a deep breath, steeling myself for the challenges ahead.

      A murder to solve.

      A ghost to decode.

      And a gossip to thwart.

      And at the heart of it all, there’s me, adrift in a sea of questions with no life raft in sight.

      But right now, it’s not Tinsley’s petty games, Sloan’s unsettling stare, or even that stubbornly reticent ghost that worries me the most. It’s the echoing truth of Desirae’s warning.

      Trust no one.

      A sudden crack of thunder reverberates through the café, and I look out the window to see the sky darkening with ominous clouds, a harbinger of the turbulent journey ahead.

      Lightning illuminates the undulating sea beyond with a mirrored flash.

      “Here we go,” I whisper to myself, steeling my resolve as another thunderclap echoes around the ship. And in this electrifying moment, I can’t shake the feeling that the real storm is only just the beginning.

      Trust no one indeed.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Marriage Mitigation

      Trip Tip Question: Hey, Trixie, it’s me, Sean. Lauren and I asked John’s new in-laws to have an old-fashioned sit-down with my new in-laws while I mediated for both parties. Lauren’s brother John and his new bride were there as well. John and Britney have agreed not to file the legal paperwork that would make their nuptials legal but are interested in keeping their new relationship going once we get back to the States.

      After sharing a few drinks, everyone involved walked away after a few laughs. And as fate would have it, Britney’s folks own their own firm back in New York. They were so impressed with my mediation skills they offered me a job at the firm. Not only have I had a honeymoon to remember, but I’ve scored gainful employment as well. And on another bright note, all talks of restraining orders have been redacted. Here’s hoping for smooth sailing for the rest of the trip. Just thought we’d keep you up-to-date.

      ~Smooth Sailing Sean

      

      Dear Smooth Sailing Sean,

      Well, it sounds like the stormy seas of family drama have finally calmed, and you’ve navigated your way out of troubled waters. And not just that, but you’ve landed a job offer as well—talk about turning lemons into lemonade!

      I’m thrilled to hear that everyone was able to put their differences aside and resolve the situation in a peaceful and respectful manner. It’s also great news that John and Britney have agreed to continue exploring their relationship back on dry land, and that all talks of restraining orders have been redacted.

      Your mediation skills have clearly made quite an impression, and this skill set will no doubt come in handy in both your new job and navigating any future family gatherings. Remember to keep your sense of humor and patience handy—you never know when you might need them again.

      Here’s wishing you, Lauren, and the rest of your newly extended family smooth sailing for the rest of your trip (and beyond).

      XOXO Trixie

      

      Let’s just say I lost a fair amount of sleep last night as my brain tried to process all of the infernal plates I’ve inadvertently found myself spinning.

      But alas, it’s a new day, the Emerald Queen of the Seas is nestled snugly within the port of Juneau, and my view from the deck is a panorama of pure Alaskan beauty.

      Juneau is nestled between Mount Juneau and Mount Roberts, and in the forefront it showcases a bevy of bright-colored buildings, creating a vibrant contrast against the backdrop of the lush green mountains. It’s taking everything in me not to whip out my sketch pad and getting straight to work. Heaven knows, there are no better vistas than in this blessed by God state.

      According to the Seabreeze newsletter, not only is Juneau known as Alaska’s capital, it’s the only U.S. capital inaccessible by road. And in my opinion that lends it an adorable air of remoteness and tranquility. From the ship, it’s easy to spot the city’s historic district with its quaint shops and eateries—and each and every one of them is beckoning me to explore. And as Tinsley pointed out in the newsletter, Juneau is not just a stop on our cruise, it’s a promise of adventure and discovery.

      And you can bet I’m wondering what adventure awaits, and more importantly, what I’m about to discover. You can bet your bottom dollar I’ll move every glacier in the vicinity to discover everything I need to know about Natalie Weaver’s murder.

      But since my priorities are still in check, Bess, Nettie, and I indulged in a robust breakfast that included fare from the Blue Water Café and the main dining room—the smoked salmon eggs Benedict were simply divine.

      It didn’t hurt that they threw in some crab meat along with locally sourced Alaskan dill. One thing is for sure, the memory of that meal will live on in my hollandaise hungry stomach for a good long while.

      As soon as we’re through with breakfast, Bess, Nettie, and I boot-scoot to the gangway, trying to figure out where Liz Lyon and her cohorts are headed to next. I have to speak with someone today regarding the case, anyone who might offer me a clue about what happened to that poor woman.

      With an uncooperative ghost at the helm, it feels as if the investigation into Natalie’s death has slid right off the rails and into the icy sea.

      The bodies humming around the open maw of the ship are buzzing with excitement as passengers clamor to exit for their day onshore, giddy with the prospect of exploring Juneau.

      Liz Lyon stands near the Queen’s Mall with a cluster of women around her, and just as we’re about to head that way, Ransom strides up, looking about as handsome as can be in jeans and a jacket, that dark scruff on his cheeks making his eyes siren out like twin icy glaciers themselves.

      “Ladies.” His lips curve a notch as he says it before offering me a kiss. “How about a little adventure this afternoon?”

      “What kind of adventure?” Bess asks while squinting at him with one eye. It’s safe to say Bess and adventure don’t always get along.

      Come to think of it, I don’t get along with it all that well either.

      Ransom gives a slight bow. “Seeing it’s one of our last stops in these parts for a good long while, I thought we should go all in. Sort of a grand Alaskan farewell.”

      I’ll admit, my curiosity is clearly piqued. Bess and Nettie lean his way, their interest equally stoked.

      Nettie pokes him in the chest with a crooked finger. “What do you have in mind, Hot Stuff?”

      “Sledding.” He sheds a short-lived smile and six different women sigh in his wake. “On the Mendenhall Glacier.”

      Bess’ and Nettie’s smiles wilt faster than daisies in a desert.

      “Me with dogs? On a glacier?” Bess splutters. “Think again, Hot Stuff.  I’d rather write a thesis on the migratory patterns of killer whales.”

      Nettie rolls her eyes. “You would.” She smacks her bestie on the arm. “Let’s see what Liz and the gang are up to this afternoon before we commit to flying across the Arctic with a pack of furry pilots.”

      Bess nods to Ransom as Nettie begins to pull her away. “I’ve heard of a dog’s life but never a dog’s flight.”

      They take off and Ransom holds me close.

      I land a kiss on his lips before wrapping my arms around him tight, taking in the spiced scent of his cologne. He studies me a moment and there’s a distinct look on his gorgeous face I can’t quite make out.

      “You have something on your mind,” I say. “Is there a break in Natalie’s case?”

      I bet he’s figured out that Sloan is the killer!

      He shakes his head as if he were privy to my inner rambling. “I’m not thinking about the case. I’m thinking about you. Specifically what I’d like to do with you at about ten o’clock tonight.”

      My mouth falls open, but before I can say a word, Nettie pops up next to us.

      “Go on, Hot Stuff.” She elbows him in the ribs so hard he bucks and we break our hold on one another. “What do you want to do to Trixie at approximately ten o’clock tonight?”

      Bess gags. “None of your beeswax,” she says as she plucks Nettie away.

      “No, it’s okay,” Ransom says. “The two of you are welcome to watch as well.”

      “Ransom,” I shout his name so loud it reverberates over the lively chatter enveloping us.

      “Not that.” He winces a moment. “Somewhere I think my intentions got lost in translation. I meant looking at the Northern Lights. They’ll be visible this evening and I hear they’ll be spectacular the later it gets.”

      “Ooh,” Bess, Nettie, and I coo in unison.

      “Speaking of heavenly things,” Nettie says. “It turns out, Liz and the gang are headed for frozen pastures to hitch a ride on the sleigh dog express themselves. That means we’re in.”

      Ransom lifts his chin their way. “Glad to hear you’ve changed your tune.”

      “Quicker than a chameleon on a rainbow,” Bess grunts. “Here’s hoping we don’t live to regret it. I like all of my bones exactly where they’re supposed to be.”

      “So do I.” Sloan crops up like an apparition and I suck in a quick breath. “I’m in, too,” she says while offering me a sly wink and the words hit me like a snowball to the face.

      Before I can fully digest this ex-files development, we trek off the ship, into a shuttle for a short ride, and then onto a helicopter as Juneau becomes a beautiful, snowy quilt beneath us.

      Mendenhall Glacier from the air is nothing short of surreal with its white canvas sprawled beneath the icy blue sky, illuminated by the sun’s brilliant glow. The wind whips through the helicopter, filling the cabin with a sharp, pine-scented chill, and it’s nothing short of exhilarating, especially seeing that Ransom Baxter is holding my hand.

      The voice of the captain crackles through the headphones we’re wearing.

      “Welcome one and all,” he says with a chirp. There are five seats on board, and as fate and Ransom’s quasi-vindictive ex would have it, Sloan has joined us, along with Bess and Nettie. “Welcome to Mendenhall Glacier, a spectacular twelve-mile-long river frozen in time that is part of the Juneau Icefield. It’s a living testament to the Ice Age and a stark reminder of the world’s quickly changing climate.”

      I can’t help but frown because as fascinating as this factoid is, I’m more focused on the fact we’re about to sled on that icy behemoth.

      That glacier looks as grand as it does slick.

      I glance over at Sloan as she soaks in the scenery.

      And with her evasiveness and icy demeanor, I think she just might be slicker yet.
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      Buffet Beast

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie, my husband, Fred, has been hitting every buffet on this ship as if his life depended on it. His doctor warned him that the bevy of medications he’s taking can only do so much. I warned Fred to cool it, but he’s been sneaking around behind my back and zipping over to the nearest buffet line as if he were an addict.

      What should I do?

      ~Buffet Patrol Debacle

      

      Dear Debacle,

      Instead of spying on Fred, how about joining him and introducing him to the healthier fare available? That way you can monitor him and hopefully steer him toward the abundant fruits and vegetables that are always plentiful at every buffet.

      Keep it healthy,

      XOXO Trixie

      

      The helicopter touches down amidst a flurry of snow, and no sooner do we disembark than we’re greeted by an enthusiastic team of huskies, their tails wagging and gorgeous eyes gleaming with excitement. Most of the furry cuties have the traditional salt and pepper fur with the mask markings around their icy blue eyes, but a few are solid white, and there are even a few cinnamon cuties as well. Each and every one of them looks well fed and happy as can be while they jump and wag their tails as if they’ve been waiting all their lives to see us.

      The air is sharp and clean, carrying the faint scent of pine along with the distinctive musk from the adorable pooches. There’s snow as far as the eye can see as we head for the area where the dogs run circles around an entire fleet of sleighs.

      Most of Liz’s group has already touched down as well, and there are already a number of sleds suited up with an army of dogs as they race across the glacier with a small group of people.

      Bess gulps audibly while pressing a beanie over her head. “Are we really doing this?”

      Nettie nods her way. “We’re taking one for the team today—the investigative team.”

      I cringe as I smile up at Ransom and his chest broadens in response.

      “Focus on having a good time, ladies,” he says coolly. “You handle the dogs, I’ll handle the killer.”

      I shoot a quick look at Sloan, but she’s too busy snapping pictures of the cute canines surrounding us.

      Our guide proceeds to explain the intricacies of sled safety and technique, his words half-drowned by the eager yapping of the dogs. So much for keeping us safe.

      Bess and Nettie listen with a mix of terror and intrigue, as Sloan continues to ignore the humans among us while offering backrubs to as many of the dogs as she can.

      A part of me wants to join her, but I’m a stickler for following rules, and if I don’t know what they are, I’m liable to get myself trampled and landed in traction.

      A rugged man with a capful of white hair and a ruddy complexion heads our way. He’s outfitted in a thick tan snowsuit and a pair of matching boots that look as if they have teeth lining the soles.

      “My name is Max and I’ll be your personal guide for the tour,” he says with a toothy grin. “I’ve got a sleigh that seats five. How many are in your party?”

      “Five,” Sloan shouts, suddenly coming out of her doggie-inspired stupor.

      Now she’s paying attention.

      I frown up at Ransom and he offers a mournful smile as he pulls me close.

      “Don’t worry. I’m sitting with you,” he whispers it hot over the top of my head before dotting me with a kiss.

      “You two gorgeous ladies,” Max says, pointing at Bess and Nettie. “You’ll take the front row seats and the three of you sit in the back.” He nods to Ransom, Sloan, and me. “The big guy should probably go in the middle just to balance things out.”

      I nod up at Ransom because just my luck, he’s sandwiched between his ex and me.

      In a matter of minutes, we’re strapped onto the sled and I can’t help but marvel at the absurdity of the situation.

      Not only are half of us a ragtag group of amateur sleuths turned rookie mushers about to embark on a journey across a glacier, but the other half is locked in an awkward love triangle of sorts. And I happen to be spearheading both groups. Talk about a plot twist I wasn’t expecting this afternoon.

      Ransom’s arm brushes against mine and a jolt of warmth rides through me despite the cold.

      He leans my way and whispers, “Ready for the ride of your life, Trixie?”

      My cheeks heat, and I’ll admit, my mind went straight to the gutter despite the fact his once-upon-a-bride is snuggled up on the other side of him.

      “Only if you promise not to turn us into snowmen,” I say right back.

      He presses out a short-lived smile. “How about we make a snowman after this and then I’ll buy us all a round of hot chocolate.”

      “Offer accepted,” Bess shouts back at us.

      “Extra marshmallows,” Nettie declares over the riotous barking that ensues as if the dogs were taking Ransom up on his offer as well.

      Max waves from the front to get our attention. “Welcome to Glacier Sledding 101,” he shouts while offering a quick pat to a few of the dogs already tied to our sleigh. I quickly do a head count and, sure enough, there are a dozen dogs ready and willing to make all of our sledding dreams come true. “You’re about to embark on a magical journey across the Mendenhall Glacier. She’s ancient, majestic, and won’t tolerate any nonsense.”

      A ripple of excitement surges through our small group as Nettie belts out a howl of approval.

      “Just how do you define nonsense?” Bess calls out to him. “Believe me, we’re not looking to pick a fight with a glacier.”

      Max chuckles on cue. “I promise if you keep your arms and legs where they’re supposed to be, you’ll arrive in one piece.”

      “As opposed to how many pieces?” Nettie asks, but Max merely laughs it off.

      Little does he know, her question comes from an honest place.

      I’ll admit, inquiring minds would like to know.

      “Moving on.” Max laughs. “I’d like for you to get to know your sled team. Twelve of the finest huskies you’ll ever meet.”

      We all coo as he introduces the dogs, each more adorable than the last, and Nettie squeals with delight, “They’re so fluffy!”

      Bess turns our way. “I think Nettie has found her spirit animal.”

      Nettie turns our way as well and shakes her head. “My spirit animal is a bear and I’m counting on Trixie to call all those furry carnivores to the yard with her magnetic  bear-calling powers.”

      “What’s this?” Sloan leans my way, intrigued by the mention of powers, I’m sure.

      Ransom’s chest broadens again. “Let’s just say, Trixie has a way of attracting certain wildlife.”

      “Did you say Trixie?” Max calls out. “Why, this little girl’s name is Trixie as well,” he says, patting a portly-looking salt and peppered gal who’s already panting like mad with her tongue hanging off to one side. “She’s a retiree from the Iditarod and aching to show you fine folks a good time.”

      She just looks as if she’s aching to me.

      Suddenly, I feel guilty for eating a double serving of waffles at the Blue Water Café this morning. I’ve just unwittingly impinged a little more misery upon my namesake.

      “Trixie?” Bess chirps. “Great name for a great gal, just like our own Trixie. Everyone just loves her.”

      I’d swear on my grandmother’s grave I just heard Sloan moan at the thought.

      Trixie barks with glee—or with a plea to be excused from today’s adventure—and Max howls with a laugh as he pats her over the head.

      “She’s loving the limelight,” he says, offering her a scratch between the ears that makes her tail wag twice as fast.

      “It looks as if we have two Trixies who love attention.” Sloan smirks without missing a beat.

      “Careful,” Nettie growls at the woman. “Our Trixie bites.”

      Ransom and Bess share a quick laugh and even Sloan cracks a smile.

      I’m not laughing. And I certainly won’t be biting Sloan. I have no doubt that she would press charges.

      “Okay, folks.” Max claps and whistles as he commands the attention of both the dogs and humans. “It’s showtime. Hold on tight!” he shouts as he jumps between Bess and Nettie. And with his command, we’re off.

      Here’s hoping we survive the endeavor.
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      Buffet Battle

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie, my wife, Ethel, has started monitoring my buffet visits. She even counts my shrimp! How do I enjoy my cruise food without her policing my plate?

      ~Buffet Bandit

      

      Dear Bandit,

      You could negotiate a shrimp quota or suggest a blind taste test challenge where Ethel has to guess the food while blindfolded. That should buy you a few peaceful trips to the buffet.

      Stay shrimpy,

      XOXO Trixie

      

      The ride across the Mendenhall Glacier is an adrenaline rush and a half, with the dogs charging ahead, their barks echoing around us so loud it’s as if we were in a fishbowl. The air around us fills with our laughter and our shouts of horror, creating a symphony of chaos and maybe a touch of joy.

      Bess’ beanie goes flying and Nettie’s hair is blown straight up to the sky, looking like a series of frozen gray icicles that look sharp enough to break off and cause some real bodily injury.

      The scenery races by in a blur as those poor pups run as fast as they can, giving us the illusion of flying right over the snow as if we were on a magic carpet ride.

      We narrowly evade a large mound of snow and all five of us cry out with relief. And before we know it, the dogs slow down and our sled comes to a complete, and might I add, gentle stop.

      Max offers us all a thumbs-up. “Well, that was certainly a ride. Now let’s get these dogs to water.”

      He unleashes the panting pups and motions for us to follow along to the left where an entire gaggle of furry friends hop and jump around a trough. To the right of that, there’s an enormous penned area filled with—

      “Puppies!” Nettie cries with relief as if those adorable furry beings were sent to rescue her after a decade stuck on a frozen glacier.

      “Oh, get in my arms already,” Bess cries out, equally enthused as we’re let into the puppy palace and instantly surrounded by miniature cuteness overload.

      Ransom pulls his phone from his pocket and frowns. “I need to call the ship. I’ll be right back,” he says, stepping over to the area where more sleds are pulling in.

      “And if these guys don’t melt your heart”—Max says, waving us over to a small shed toward the back—“we’ve got a brand new mama and eight perfect pups to take you straight to Preciousville.”

      Sure enough, a sweet cinnamon-colored husky is lying on her side, panting as she nurses an entire row of small furry bodies, and each of us coos at the sight.

      “I think I just died and went to cute heaven,” Bess says, clutching her chest.

      “I couldn’t have put it better,” I agree as my heart begins to swell.

      “Don’t be shy,”  Max calls out to the crowd entering the pen with us. “There are some older pups running around that would love to cuddle.”

      And with that invitation, just about everyone snaps up an adorable furball for themselves.

      I’m quick to nab a black and white cutie as she runs between my legs and soon she’s licking the side of my face as if I were made of ice cream.

      Bess and Nettie are on the chase to nab their own wiggle worms, but Sloan stands nearby holding a freckled beauty with ice-blue eyes.

      Here it is—my golden moment—the perfect opportunity to corner the woman.

      I head her way and we each take a moment to snuggle the pups in our arms, their soft fur a stark contrast to the icy tension filling the air between us.

      “Sloan”—I begin, glancing at the playful puppy in her arms—“have you heard anything new about Natalie?”

      A bitter smile flexes across her face. “Now why would I have any new information on the case? You’re the one sleeping with the lead detective.”

      My cheeks heat as hot as the sun at the thought. “I’m not sleeping with anyone,” I’m quick to confess, although I don’t know why.

      “Oh?” Her eyes widen a moment. “Still deciding between the captain and the head of vessel security?”

      My mouth falls open at the accusation. “I can assure you, I’ve made a firm decision.” I glance over my shoulder to make sure my firm decision is still a safe distance away. “Sloan, have you seen Desirae Maple here today?”

      “I saw her earlier with the girls. I’m sure she’s somewhere among us—” She stops short as soon as the words leave her mouth and stares catatonically ahead as if trying to assess the damage.

      “Knew it,” I hiss. “You can see her.”

      Sloan bats her lashes my way. “I’m sorry, I thought you meant Tawny.” She shakes her head. “I’m afraid Desirae was someone that the pride lost about a year back.”

      A smile rubber bands across her lips just as a frown secures itself over mine.

      “Very funny,” I say.

      “I don’t find a thing funny about Desirae’s death.”

      “How well did you know her?”

      “I didn’t,” she snips. “She was close to Natalie.”

      My lips cinch. As much as I’d like to push the ghostly issue, I think I should go wide.

      “What was on the paper you gave Natalie the night she was killed?”

      Sloan inches back. “Trixie, I already told you a few days ago, I don’t know anything about a piece of paper. And I certainly didn’t kill Natalie, if that’s where you’re headed with this.”

      “The night Natalie died, I saw you push that paper into her face. It was the same piece of paper she died clutching.”

      “The same?” she balks with a touch of amusement in her voice. “How do you know this? Oh, that’s right. You’re a super spy.” Her eyes dance as she lays the sarcasm on thick. “That must be what attracts Ransom to you—your shared love of justice. It’s what he said once attracted him to me as well.”

      Sucker punch.

      Not sure why it felt like one, but it did.

      Before I can press further, Ransom returns, his brows furrowed. “Am I interrupting something?”

      “Nope, not at all,” I answer a touch too quickly before forcing a smile. “We were just talking about the cruise.”

      “Yes, the cruise,” Sloan chimes in, her voice dripping with sarcasm once again, and I have a feeling I should brace myself for this one. “We were just talking about how our esteemed captain, Wes, seems to be taking his responsibilities very seriously.”

      A chill runs down my spine at the mention of him.

      She wouldn’t dare.

      “Is that so?” Ransom asks, his eyes flicking between us.

      Sloan smirks, and anyone can see she’s clearly enjoying the moment.

      “Oh, yes,” she hums. “He’s been very... hands-on. Isn’t that right, Trixie?”

      Wonderful. If the first half of this trip didn’t land Ransom and me in a handbasket to hell, Sloan will ensure the second half of this trip does just that.

      My heart pounds in my chest.

      Exactly how close is she willing to get before she spills everything?

      What in the world will Ransom think if he finds out about Wes and me holding hands in a corner? Not that Tinsley hasn’t already outed us, for all I know.

      Sloan gives a sly wink my way as the air between us crackles with unsaid words, and I hold my breath, waiting for Sloan’s next move.

      “I’m off to soak in the beauty of nature,” she says before letting the puppy in her arms loose. “I’m suddenly inspired to write a whole new mystery series based right here in this great frozen state.” Her grin widens my way. “I might even toss in a blonde super sleuth that lives on a cruise ship.”

      She takes off and I breathe a sigh of relief the size of the glacier we’re standing on.

      Sloan backtracks a moment and gives me a heart attack all over again.

      “One more thing, Trixie. I think Tawny Jessop was working on a book of some sort. Maybe the page in question came from her?” She shrugs. “She might know the woman you were referring to as well. Good luck with the case, you two.”

      “My case,” Ransom insists even though he full well realizes his words are falling onto deaf ears at this point.

      Sloan’s smirking lips part to say something else, but her words are quickly swallowed up by a sudden flurry of screams that erupt around us.

      The three of us whip our heads around to find Nettie being dragged across the ice by a pack of enthusiastic huskies.

      “She tried to get them to smile for a selfie,” Bess shouts our way in a panic. “And she startled the heck out of them, causing them to bolt!”

      For a brief moment, Ransom and I stand frozen in shock, our mouths hanging open as we watch the ludicrous yet terrifying sight before us.

      Nettie Butterworth is splayed out flat on her belly with her limbs flailing wildly as she’s pulled along the icy surface with her ankle caught in the lead that’s tethered to about eight different dogs.

      Her shrill cries for help echo through the open expanse, punctuating the otherwise silent landscape with her harrowing yelps.

      And then, in a spectacular display, she crashes into an overgrown mound of snow that sits to the left of basecamp and a cloud of white powder explodes into the air before raining down and covering her from head to toe.

      The three of us race that way just as the snow settles and Nettie is nowhere to be seen. Instead, we meet with what appears to be a very surprised snowman.

      “Nettie Butterworth,” Bess howls as she does her best to dust her bestie off. “You’ve really done it this time.”

      “This is going to be hard to top,” I say as Ransom helps her up.

      “Nah, watch and learn, kiddo,” Nettie says, shaking the powder off and creating an ethereal halo around her body by proxy. “There’s still plenty of time on the trip for me to do one better.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Bess says and we share a mournful laugh.

      A medic rushes over and gives her a quick once-over before declaring her fit to terrorize another day.

      I glance across the glacier and, lo and behold, I spot Sloan Baxter whispering to a certain blonde ghost over by the shed.

      It’s almost as if she’s taunting me at this point.

      Sloan has been lying through her teeth about not being able to speak to the dead—just like she’s lying through her teeth about that paper she shoved into Natalie Weaver’s face.

      And it makes me wonder if Sloan Baxter is lying about not being the killer as well.
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      Elevator Etiquette

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie, Fred insists on pressing the elevator button even though it’s already lit. He says it speeds up the process. I’m afraid he’s becoming the ship’s laughingstock. What can I do?

      ~Elevator Exasperation

      

      Dear Exasperation,

      Get Fred involved in an onboard activity during peak elevator times. Origami class? Shuffleboard? The world’s longest conga line? The distraction may just cure his elevator obsession.

      Keep rising,

      XOXO Trixie

      

      Dinner back in the main dining room was a glorious experience, complete with an angelic choir—crab stuffed mushrooms for appetizers, and Lobster Thermidor, lobster culled from the shell and bathed in creamy white wine and mustard sauce then returned to its shell and topped with enough gruyere cheese to drown in. Dessert was no slacker either—a tangy lemon tart with a crumbly shortbread crust garnished with fresh raspberries and a spoonful of heavy whipped cream on the side.

      But alas, it’s just about ten o’clock, and as the embers of the daylight flicker out, we gather with the masses up on the promenade deck as we huddle with excitement and anticipation of the light show to come.

      A blanket of darkness begins to wrap itself around the Emerald Queen. But despite the ever-dimming sky, the crowd on the promenade deck adds a vibrant splash of laughter against the navy night.

      “Quite the turnout, isn’t it?” Ransom whispers as he holds me close. His face half-lit by the soft glow from the deck lights.

      A lively chatter echoes around us as an anticipatory buzz builds with every passing moment. Just about everyone here is wrapped in layers and cradling cups of hot cocoa to ward off the chill of the icy Alaskan night.

      But I have Ransom’s rock-hard body to steady and warm me, and if I’m not mistaken, the joy in his eyes is as radiant as the sun that just bowed out for the day.

      “Are there other people here?” I tease, touching my nose to his. “I hadn’t noticed.”

      A laugh rumbles through his chest but doesn’t make it much farther than that.

      “That should have been my line,” he muses.

      “It’s no line,” I say.

      “That’s why I love you.” He rewards me with a kiss and I gladly let it linger.

      “There they are,” a familiar voice shouts and we turn to see both Bess and Nettie headed this way.

      “Hold your smoochin’ horses,” Nettie calls out as they waddle this way, each cradling hot cocoa while dressed like two brightly colored puffins. Nettie, with her hot pink puffer jacket and matching earmuffs, and Bess in her electric blue coat, both look more like they’re ready for a neon disco than a natural phenomenon viewing. And knowing the Emerald Queen, both are on the agenda tonight.

      “Bessie, remember back in ’02? We thought the Northern Lights were an alien invasion,” Nettie says with a high-pitched giggle. “I’ve never seen you run that fast!”

      “Run?” Bess balks. “You mean hide in my cabin. I hunkered down for three days straight. I’ve never eaten so much room service in my life.”

      “Yeah, me either,” Nettie says as they come in close. “We each put on thirty pounds in the event their home planet was lacking decent waffles.”

      A gentle laugh ripples through the crowd around us as we congregate as one to witness an out-of-this-world sight—despite the arctic winds threatening to blow us right over the railing.

      Couples line the railings like soft silhouettes against the starlit horizon. Their voices carry with a low hum as if they were sharing the juiciest of secrets—none of them murderous, I’m sure.

      But try as I might to push all thoughts of Natalie Weaver’s death out of my mind, I can’t seem to do it. How I wish anyone would whisper a few secrets about why someone would want to see her dead.

      I shake my head up at the handsome steed whose warming me in his arms.

      “I’m glad I get to share this with you,” I whisper right over his lips.

      “I wouldn't want to be here with anyone else, Trixie.”

      A smile tugs at my lips, but before I can give it, the night sky comes alive.

      A round of gasps goes off, followed by a shared intake of breath as the Aurora Borealis starts its ethereal performance.

      Lime green flashes of light streak across the night sky, followed by electric pink ripples, then deep indigo waves, each twirling in a cosmic ballet that stretches across the heavens.

      The beauty of the scene leaves the entire lot of us in awed silence.

      Ransom’s arms tighten around me, and I lean into him as we gaze into the sky. The Northern Lights, the laughter—it all adds up to a glorious moment that I’m more than grateful to share with this man right here.

      And I am grateful—for the journey of discovering who I am, for the love I share with Ransom, for the mystery of what lies ahead, and for the utterly unpredictable life aboard the Emerald Queen.

      I’m most thankful that I’m about to track down a killer.

      In fact, it’s the very next thing on my list—that is, right after a few steamy kisses under a Technicolor sky with the Adonis in my arms.

      Make that extra steamy kisses.
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      Wedding in the Works

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie, it’s me, Jane. So maybe my white wedded intentions for my daughter went sideways, but several good things have come out of it! First and foremost, my entire family had a chance to see Lauren and Sean exchange I dos. John has met the girl of his dreams—to my surprise! And Sean scored a brand new job in a top New York firm! If that doesn’t say Mama knows best, I don’t know what does. All’s well that ends well, especially when your mother is in charge!

      Oh, and I almost forgot! Britney is so excited about her new relationship with John that she’s already on board with having a big old-fashioned wedding. She and I have been bonding while planning the nuptials from start to finish! Sure, we’ve had a few disagreements, but she’s young. She’ll soon learn I’m right about everything!

      Life is but a White-Wedded Dream

      

      Dear Life is but a White-Wedded Dream,

      Well, as they say, “Every cloud has a silver lining.” It seems like this wild and whirlwind honeymoon-family reunion-spontaneous wedding scenario has managed to sort itself out in the most unexpected ways. From a surprise second wedding to unexpected romance and job opportunities, it certainly seems like an adventure!

      I admire your spirit and tenacity, Jane. Your ability to see the positive and humorous side of things is commendable and a key ingredient to a joyful life. Plus, your enthusiasm for wedding planning just might make you the family’s go-to event planner from now on!

      And yes, while it seems Britney and John’s relationship is moving at warp speed, they seem to be happy. Remember, compromise and understanding are essential to successful wedding planning, and, indeed, successful relationships. After all, this will be their special day.

      Here’s to more family surprises that turn out for the best!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      After a glorious night that ran into the wee hours of the glorious morning, the ship has docked at yet another stop in this majestic land—Skagway.

      Both Wes and Ransom sent a group text inviting Bess, Nettie, and me to explore Skagway one last time and we agreed to meet just off the ship a little before noon.

      We would have met up earlier, but Wes had some last-minute ship business to tend to and Ransom had some last-minute things to tend to himself.

      And I bet every dollar and donut on the Emerald Queen that Ransom’s holdover has something to do with the case.

      Bess, Nettie, and I scuttle down the gangway and onto the dry land. Most of the other passengers have already taken off to enjoy their adventures for the day, so the crowd is nonexistent at this point.

      The moment we step off the ship, the icy Skagway air greets us like an old friend.

      “So what’s up with the case, Trixie?” Bess asks as she adjusts the scarf around her neck.

      The sky is ominously dark, the air is perfectly glacial, and the scent of pines mingling with something deep-fried  lights up our senses.

      “I ran into Liz last night as we were leaving the promenade deck,” I say. “I asked what their plans were for the day, and it turns out, Liz and her forever friends are taking a free day to do as they please.”

      Nettie snaps her fingers. “That means the killer crew is scattershot today.”

      I nod. “Which would make it nearly impossible to track down each of my suspects at once. But alas, this is far from a free day for me as far as the case is concerned. I plan on grilling Ransom for everything he knows, even if it means having to use my womanly wiles to do it. It’s bad enough I have an uncooperative ghost—I can’t have an uncooperative boyfriend, too.”

      “Good luck with that,” Bess says. “That man has been known to be stubborn to a fault.”

      “Don’t listen to her,” Nettie says, knocking her elbow to mine. “You turn up the heat and show that man you’ve got a trick or two up your pant leg. They don’t call you Trixie the Trickster for nothing.”

      “Pant leg?” Bess groans at the thought. “You mean sleeve.”

      “I said what I said,” Nettie grouses before looking up at me. “Trust me, you’ll get farther with what you’ve got up your pant leg.”

      “Well, that’s one trick I most likely won’t be employing this afternoon,” I tell her. “Wes is joining us, too.”

      “Ha.” Nettie smacks Bess on the arm. “I told you she’d let us watch.”

      “Nobody is watching anything,” I say with a laugh. “Least of all Ransom. I’m a lights off kind of a girl.”

      A flicker of lightning goes off overhead and we huddle together as we watch the sky ignite like a chandelier.

      “Looks like the man upstairs is having a lights on kind of a day,” Bess says. “Do you think we should cancel our trip?”

      “Nah,” Nettie is quick to wave her off. “I’ve done some of my best thinking outside in the middle of a thunderstorm. I’ve even been struck by lightning a time or two and come away better for it.”

      Bess rolls her eyes. “That explains everything.”

      The three of us venture from the ship as we take a quick stroll.

      Walking through downtown Skagway is like stepping into a pristine time capsule with its colorful false-front buildings reminiscent of charming days gone by, and it seems as if each one is competing to pay homage to the Gold Rush era, shouting look at me a little louder than the last. The main thoroughfare is a patchwork quilt of adorable shops, salacious saloons, and to-die-for restaurants, each looking as if it was straight out of the nineteenth century.

      The feet of the tourists clop over the wooden sidewalks, and it’s almost as if you can hear the echoes of prospectors and pioneers from days gone by as we walk over the planks. It’s safe to say this town is steeped in rich history, and it’s woven into the very fabric of this adorable locale.

      Soon enough, both Wes and Ransom appear looking particularly handsome, each in jeans and heavy flannels.

      Bess lifts a brow at their matching attire. “Don’t tell me you’ve signed up for another lumberjack competition.”

      They may have done just that the last time we were in these parts.

      “Nope.” Wes sighs over at Ransom. “I’m afraid fate played a hand in our wardrobe malfunction.” He nods our way. “So are you ladies ready to have a nice, relaxing day in this chilly paradise?”

      “The thought of relaxing sounds like paradise itself,” I tell him.

      “Perfect,” Ransom says. “How about we grab some lunch and head off for a picnic near a river or a stream? Sort of a goodbye party to these parts of Alaska as we soak in all the beauty this place has to offer.”

      “Now that sounds like paradise indeed,” I say.

      “Wes here thinks he knows the best spot.” Ransom winks my way. “But I assure you, I’ve got the ultimate place in mind.”

      Wes shakes his head. “Sure, if ‘ultimate” translates into being ambushed by a family of raccoons.”

      “All right, you two,” Bess snorts. “Typical men. Always trying to outdo each other.”

      Nettie chuckles. “Reminds me of my dating days. Except back then, they were fighting over who had the biggest—bear sighting.”

      The entire lot of us gives a collective groan.

      “Which reminds me,” Bess says, pointing my way. “You may be a bear magnet, but just for the record, I’d prefer a family of raccoons to a family of bears.”

      “That’s right.” Nettie laughs. “We’ve got Trixie and her bear-loving pheromones with us today. Hey, maybe we should start calling her Goldilocks?”

      Bess gives a hearty laugh right back before looking my way. “But as soon as you start talking to the bears, I’m out of here.”

      “Only Trixie could turn a murder investigation into a bear meet and greet,” Nettie adds, and every last one of them bursts out laughing.

      Except for me. I’m not laughing.

      We start to head out on our adventure when Ransom points to a restaurant that sits on the water.

      “How about we grab lunch from the Skagway Seafood Company?” he asks.

      Wes nods. “I hear they have the best seafood in town.”

      “Oh, I’ve had the meanest hankering for halibut,” Bess says, holding her tummy.

      “You have the meanest craving for just about everything,” Nettie points out.

      And it happens to be true. But then, it’s true for Nettie and me as well.

      “You’re in luck,” Ransom says, staring at his phone. “I just checked and their special of the day just so happens to be Halibut fish and chips.”

      “Sold,” I say as we migrate in that direction.

      Nettie nods as she links arms with Bess. “So long as we don’t end up as lunch for any wandering carnivores.”

      Bess scoffs, “If we see any bears, I’m hiding behind Wes. He’s the captain of the ship. I’m pretty sure the universe understands that nothing can happen to him.”

      “But it’s Ransom who’s packing heat,” I tell her. “And although he’d never shoot a bear, he could fire a few warning shots into the air, giving us half a chance to make a break for it.”

      He winces. “What if I told you, I didn’t bring my weapon with me?”

      A sigh expels from me. “With my natural call of the wild and your lack of a weapon, I’d say it was open season on a pack of five humans. Here’s hoping we survive lunch.”

      “In that case”—Nettie spikes an arm in the air—“we’d better secure dessert.”

      “Your wish is my command,” Ransom says as he points toward a colorful little shop nestled between two vintage buildings. “Rumor has it, the Glacial Sweets Emporium has the best Klondike bar fudge in all of Alaska."

      Nettie’s eyes light up, “Well, in that case, let’s put that at the top of our to-do list. We can’t let a good dessert go untried!”

      “You mean uneaten,” Bess counters. “And if it tastes as good as it sounds, it might qualify for an appetizer along with a dessert.”

      We chuckle at the thought as we dive into the sweet shop first. We pick up enough fudge to feed half the crew on board the Emerald Queen before heading over to the seafood company and picking up a fish and chip special for each of us.

      Both Wes and Ransom argue over where to land for our picnic, and as fate or their unplanned telepathy would have it, their desired locale just so happened to be one and the same—a glorious glassy river set against the backdrop of woods and a snow-capped mountain just behind that.

      And just like that, our Skagway adventure is about to begin, hopefully sans any bears or a spontaneous competition amongst the men in our midst—but with plenty of breakthroughs in the case. After all, nothing sparks both inspiration and a touch of fear quite like the great Alaskan outdoors.

      And maybe the mention of murder.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 27

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Bingo Bother

      Trip Tip Question: Hey, Trixie, it’s me, Ethel. My husband, Fred, has taken to calling out random numbers during bingo. He says it adds to the excitement. I fear we may be escorted off the ship. Advice?

      ~Bingo Bedlam

      

      Dear Bedlam,

      It might be time for some bingo bribery. Suggest a new tradition, like the loser of each game has to treat the other to a cocktail. If that doesn’t work, tell him the incorrect bingo calls are scaring off the ship’s lucky dolphins. ;)

      Here’s to a little bingo bliss,

      XOXO Trixie

      

      Just when I didn’t think Alaska could surprise me with any more of its endless beauty, it proves me wrong. The river Wes and Ransom led us to is a quicksilver ribbon that runs through a forest and has a handful of picnic tables on either side.

      The girth is about sixty feet and the water is rushing fast enough to warn us not to dare dip so much as a finger in it, but seeing that we can see our breath in long white plumes that nearly freeze solid, and the sky is sooted with the promise of a deluge, we won’t be skinny-dipping any time soon.

      Ransom, Wes, Bess, Nettie, and I navigate through our fish and chips—true to our word, we already enjoyed some of that Klondike fudge on the way over—before we get to the topic that’s been simmering in the back of my mind—Natalie Weaver, the poor self-help author who had been found brutally stabbed to death on our very own cruise ship.

      “Okay, let’s talk shop,” I say, needling Ransom with a stare.

      His cheek cinches to one side, and he doesn’t look amused in the least. “Talking shop would imply we share the same field of work.”

      Wes huffs a dry laugh. “Let’s call a spade a spade—you effectively do. And might I add, Trixie has you beat by miles when it comes to making an arrest.”

      “Technically”—I hold up a finger—“Ransom is the only one qualified to make an arrest.”

      “Yeah, but Ransom wouldn’t know who to arrest if it wasn’t for you,” Nettie points out before patting Ransom on the back. “No offense, big guy.”

      “No offense taken,” he says, frowning my way. “All right, Trixie. Where should we begin?”

      “Any prints on the knife?” I ask.

      “Not a one,” he says sternly. “Tell me what you’ve got so far. In fact, let’s rewind to the night of the murder. What did you see?”

      “Well, I saw Tawny Jessop comforting Natalie not long before I found the body,” I say.

      “Comforting her?” Ransom squints as if trying to recall whether or not I’ve mentioned this to him. In his defense, this entire cruise has been a murderous whirlwind. Throw in an ex and you’ve got a cat five hurricane brewing—and a part of me is afraid Sloan isn’t through with her destructive path just yet.

      I nod, hesitating to bring up why Tawny might have been comforting Natalie.

      “Okay.” I sigh. “This is what happened that night in the Seaside Lounge. I saw Sloan pull Natalie into an alcove and they looked like they were arguing. Sloan pulled out a piece of paper from her purse and shoved it in Natalie’s face and the poor woman was forced to snatch it from her. I’m fairly certain it was the same piece of paper I saw Natalie clutching once I found her body.”

      “What did it say?” Wes asks as he looks at Ransom.

      “It was a list of names, all women.” He nods my way. “I’m researching it. Did you see Natalie with anyone else?”

      “I saw her with Liz.” I shrug. “But that was before she met up with Tawny. Liz and Natalie seemed to have the least amount of friction.”

      “And you said Tawny was comforting her,” Bess points out. “So no friction there either.”

      “True.” I sigh. “But while she was comforting the woman, I did see Tawny reach back and blindly land her fingers over a knife—the same cake knife that ended up in Natalie's back at the end of the night.”

      Ransom growls, “What could be Tawny’s motive?”

      “That woman is a hoot and a half,” Nettie says. “She’s too jovial to go around stabbing her enemies in the back.”

      Bess nods. “And she wrote a book—something to do with her grandmother’s cute country quips.”

      “That’s right,” I say. “She said she was going to send me a digital copy. I think I’ll remind her.” I shrug over at the men before me. “She shared a handful of her grandmother’s Southern wisdom, and it’s safe to say I think she has a hit on her hands.”

      Bess tips her head my way. “Didn’t Natalie also write a self-help book?”

      “Ooh, that’s right,” I say. “Liz mentioned it. I think it was called Brave New You: Transforming Fear into Fearlessness. Liz mentioned she had a few copies on board. I’ll see if I can’t wrangle one out of her as well.”

      “Funny how Liz Lyon seems to inspire a surge of self-help authors among her followers,” Ransom muses.

      “You mean her forever friends,” I point out, only half-teasing.

      “Speaking of Liz, what do we know about her?” Wes asks just as the icy breeze picks up.

      “Well, she’s magnetic,” I offer. “And those women who came on the cruise with her absolutely adore her. She has this larger-than-life personality, very warm and welcoming.”

      “She went through a rough divorce, didn’t she?” Bess asks, and Nettie and I nod in agreement.

      Sloan comes to mind once again.

      “Ransom,” I practically whisper his name—that’s how bad I feel having to bring this up. “Sloan is the only one I saw having it out with Natalie that night. I know she’s your ex-wife, and the mother of your child, but have you asked her if she had a motive?”

      He hesitates a moment. “I don’t think Sloan is involved,” he says as his own voice drops to a whisper.

      I’m not so sure I agree with him, but I keep my doubts to myself. For now.

      “So you’re admitting it.” Nettie nods his way. “You haven’t interrogated her and you don’t plan to. If Sloan did the deed, she’s as good as gotten away with murder.”

      I’m glad Nettie said it, not me.

      “Not true,” Ransom doesn’t hesitate to answer. “I’m not pushing justice aside for anyone. If she did this, I would most certainly confront her with the evidence against her—if I had it. I highly doubt she’s harboring any dark secrets.”

      Wes and I exchange a brief glance because we just so happen to suspect Sloan of a little supernatural secret that’s more than a little dark.

      In between mouthfuls of scrumptious fudge and convoluted theories about Natalie’s murder, a soft, rustling sound carries over the babble of the river and we turn that way.

      Every last one of us freezes solid as we spot a couple of bears lumbering toward the river, from the woods on the other side, completely unfazed by our presence.

      “Would you look at that?” Bess says, her voice hiking up a few notches. “It looks as if we weren’t the only ones with a picnic on our minds.”

      Before we can contemplate our next move, the rustling sound grows louder as a mama bear followed by three adorable cubs appear from the same thick brush, making our jaws drop—and quite possibly our hearts stop.

      If we were in a zoo, this would be a fascinating sight. But here, in the wild, it’s a whole different ballgame.

      “This is an interesting development,” I manage to squeak, my eyes darting from one bear to the next, and dear Lord up in heaven, I think they’re multiplying by the minute.

      As if on cue, a few more bears appear, as if the river’s become the hottest brunch spot in all of Skagway. Within seconds, we’re surrounded by over fourteen bears, each minding their own business, but their sheer presence is enough to send us to an early grave.

      “Well, Trixie”—Nettie turns to me with a wobbly grin—“looks like every bear in Alaska came out to say goodbye to you."

      A tiny laugh lives and dies in my chest because it appears to be true.

      The five of us rise slowly and begin to back away from the picnic table.

      One of the bears looks up from his fishing expedition and pauses to take us in.

      “Stay calm,” Ransom says as he attempts to shield Bess, Nettie, and me with his arm. “And keep moving away. He’s a big one.”

      Wes sighs. “And he just so happens to be the biggest one of all.”

      The bear begins a slow, lumbering hike in our direction and my adrenaline hits its zenith.

      “Anyone else notice he’s coming this way?” I ask as my voice pitches like a prepubescent teen.

      “I’ve noti”—Wes trips over a rock and lands on the ground with a pronounced thud that has every bear in the vicinity craning their heads our way.

      The bear inching our way begins to charge and Wes springs to his feet, looking as if he’s about to charge right back.

      “Wes, no.” Ransom leaps to his left, grabs a nearby stick, and waves it at the bear just as its furry friends waltz over with a look on their faces that screams the-all-you-can-eat-human-buffet has just opened.

      Just our luck, we happen to be human.

      The first bear takes a bold step in Ransom’s direction, hiking up on his hind legs and making himself at least ten feet tall. He tips his enormous head back and belts out a roar that I’m sure can be heard clear to the moon.

      Then Ransom does the unthinkable. He takes a bold step toward the hairy beast, tips back his head, and roars right back at him—twice as loud.

      The rest of the burly beasts take one look at Ransom before turning toward the river as they get right back to their salmon hunt.

      But the bear on its hind legs takes another bold step toward Ransom, and this time it’s me screaming an aria straight to the moon.

      The bear falls on all fours before looking my way and whimpering before scampering back toward the woods, and if he had a tail long enough, it would most certainly be between his legs.

      “Let’s go,” Ransom says, grabbing me by the hand while Wes takes Nettie and Bess as we run for our lives out of the woods, right through downtown Skagway and back onto the ship where we belong.

      Once we clear the gangway, we laugh as if we’ve just evaded the Grim Reaper, and we might have. This is one goodbye party I’ll never forget.

      We laugh about it during dinner once again, and while we’re on the way to the show in the Emerald Theater, I spot Tawny and give her my email in hopes she’ll send me that book. She assures me she’ll get right on it. And as my luck would have it, after enjoying a showing of Mamma Mia!, I run into Liz Lyon and ask for that copy of Natalie’s book she mentioned, and she has it sent to my cabin and waiting on my bed by the time I get in for the night.

      Suffice it to say, I do a little light reading times two for the next few hours—and it becomes abundantly clear what Tawny Jessop’s motive for murder might be.

      The glaciers outside this ship might be frozen solid, but I have a feeling so is Tawny Jessop’s heart.
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      Shuffleboard Showdown

      Trip Tip Question: Help, Trixie! Fred’s become a shuffleboard shark, hustling the other guests for poolside privileges. I’ve tried to intervene, but he says it’s all part of the game. Suggestions?

      ~Shuffleboard Scandal

      

      Dear Scandal,

      Perhaps you could introduce Fred to a less competitive activity, like star-gazing or watercolor painting. Or, for a more direct approach, stage a shuffleboard intervention with the help of his fellow hustled guests.

      Smooth sailing,

      XOXO Trixie

      

      The very next day I had two things on the forefront of my mind.

      One: The fact that Natalie Weaver’s self-help book was essentially a rip-off of Tawny Jessop’s self-help book. In fact, they were uncanny.

      Two: That list of names on the piece of paper clutched in Natalie’s cold, dead hand. As much as I’d like to pin this murder on the person with the biggest motive—that being Tawny at the moment—I still don’t feel as if I have all of the pieces of the puzzle in place. Sloan has lied to my face twice. She’s hiding something. I get why she’d hide the fact she can see the dead, but why hide the fact she waved that piece of paper in Natalie’s face? Perhaps because she didn’t want it known they were arguing?

      And the fact that the very piece of paper was clutched in Natalie’s hand when her body was found?

      Maybe Sloan is panicking?

      I can understand that. But she doesn’t strike me as the type to panic.

      The Emerald Queen spent the day sailing through Glacier Bay National Park, and every last passenger was up on the promenade decks watching the towering chunks of ice-blue glaciers while noshing on lobster bisque.

      Of course, Bess, Nettie, and I tossed more than a couple of slices of cheesecake into the mix while I dished on the fact Natalie Weaver’s book was nothing but a whitewashed version of Tawny’s tome. But I made them both promise not to say a word to Tawny until the investigation was complete. I’d hate for Tawny to think we were accusing her of killing Natalie—in the event I really do need to accuse her of doing just that.

      I just need a moment to get my accusing ducks in a row.

      Ransom was busy all day as well, but I did text him and let him in on the fact Natalie seemingly ripped off Tawny’s book. He said we would talk asap when he got the chance. We would have done it posthaste, but his day has been fraught with ornery and disorderly passengers. As with all “at sea days”, all sorts of onboard shenanigans seem to take place that requires the attention of vessel security.

      But it’s day ten of our journey and the Emerald Queen is making her official last stop in Alaska—Ketchikan, Alaska to be exact.

      Ketchikan is a quaint, picturesque town set against the rugged wilderness of this great state. It’s a dream locale, where vibrant totem poles stand tall amidst the lush greenery and charming wooden buildings line the bustling waterfront. The air is always fresh, carrying the salty tang of the sea and the earthy scent of the surrounding forest. Everywhere you look, Ketchikan is a scenic wonder, brimming with a unique blend of culture and nature.

      However, as glorious as Ketchikan might be, it just so happens to be pouring a deluge outside. But as fate would have it, Liz Lyon and her motley crew of happily wayward women are embarking on a local coffee house right here in town. And it just so happens to be the exact venue where Liz is leading a class on the afterlife of divorce—and yours truly is the guest of honor.

      To think, Stanton thought I’d go nowhere in life without him, and yet here I am in a frozen wonderland about as far away from Brambleberry Bay, Maine, as I can get. And the cherry on this frosted sundae? I get to broadcast to the world how my life has turned into a constant party ever since I made my grand exit from our marriage.

      I’ll be dishing on how amazing life has been now that he’s gone, and I don’t mind one bit shouting it out from the Alaskan rooftops, or coffee houses as it were.

      The Northern Lights Latte Lounge is a dimly lit cozy jumble of rustic charm and modern quirk—not to mention the fact the aroma of fresh coffee and warm pastries immediately sucks you in. Chalkboard walls boast of the day’s specials while mismatched armchairs form intimate nooks for its coffee-loving patrons. Baristas scurry behind a wooden counter, creating a symphony of hisses and clinks that mingles with the comforting smell of strong coffee and scrumptious-looking treats. But the highlight of this dark haven is the fact every few minutes the glimmer of the Aurora Borealis themselves is cast over the navy ceiling.

      Sure, it’s not the real thing, but it’s close enough to elicit a series of oohs and ahhs from the customers, nonetheless.

      And have I mentioned the scent of the slow-roasted coffee beans? If I could bottle a scent and wear it forever, this would be it. It’s the scent of comfort, of early mornings and late-night conversations, of worn books and whispered secrets. Is there anything better? I don’t think so.

      Sadly, Sloan is here among the throngs of Liz Lyon’s most ardent fans, and she happens to be wearing her cloying Parisian perfume that reminds me of teabags steeped in vanilla and motor oil.

      Soon enough, everyone is outfitted with a latte of their choice and seated as Liz and I take our own seats up front near the chalkboard wall boasting of triple espresso everything.

      The Northern Lights Latte Lounge buzzes with anticipation as we gather for a discussion like no other, one I happen to specialize in—the afterlife of divorce.

      “Ladies”—Liz calls out as she motions for the crowd to settle down—“welcome to the afterlife of divorce panel!”

      A raucous applause breaks out.

      I have a feeling these ladies are less fans of divorce and more motivated to cheer at the thought of life going on after the fact.

      “Today we have a very special guest joining us.” She motions my way. “Trixie Troublefield of the Suddenly Single—What a Trip! blogging fame.”

      Another raucous applause breaks out, the loudest coming from Bess, Nettie, and Elodie.

      Tinsley and Sloan didn’t so much as put their hands together, but I don’t mind. That seems to be par for the course for those two. It’s a real who’s who of the Emerald Queen here today.

      “Go ahead and tell us a little something about yourself, Trixie,” Liz says before taking a sip of her coffee. She’s donned a black leather jacket and matching leather pants and looks so chic you’d think she was ripped right out of a glossy magazine.

      “Well, my husband, Stanton, and I were about to leave for our twenty-fifth-anniversary cruise when I came back early from running errands and I caught him in our bedroom with three different naked women—or was it five?” The crowd lights up with gasps and nervous giggles. “Oh, it doesn’t matter. I dumped him right then and there and decided to take the cruise myself—and I haven’t left the ship since.”

      About half the women stand as they applaud my life choices. Honestly, I’d stand myself and clap like a loon if I heard anyone spout the same story.

      “It wasn’t an easy decision to do any of the above,” I say as the applause dies down. “But I found the courage thanks to a few very good friends I met along the way.” I nod to Bess, Nettie, and Elodie as another light round of applause breaks out.

      “Now”—Liz grins hard my way, her blonde hair gleaming like gold under the spotlights she’s seated us under—“let’s break the ice with something simple and universally relatable—reasons we might be moved to commit murder.”
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      Towel Animal Turmoil

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie, Fred’s taken a shine to the towel animals our steward creates. He’s started a “zoo” on our bed, refusing to let housekeeping take any away. How can I end this safari saga?

      ~Towel Menagerie Mayhem

      

      Dear Mayhem,

      Perhaps you could suggest a towel animal photography contest? That way Fred can still enjoy the creatures without them cluttering the cabin. Or, whisper to the steward to create endangered species, thereby encouraging their safe “release”.

      Soft-touch solutions,

      XOXO Trixie

      

      A flash of neon pink and green lights skirt over the ceiling here at the Northern Lights Latte Lounge as Liz Lyon and I regale the crowd with stories from the frontlines.

      “Let’s talk about the bed!” Liz offers a playful wink at the crowd. “Who here can attest to the joy of reclaiming the bed after a divorce? Certainly that takes murder off the table.”

      A ripple of laughter echoes throughout the room.

      I chime in, “It’s like winning a territorial war every night. No more wrestling over the blankets or waking up teetering on the edge of the mattress.”

      Stanton was a notorious hog in both those respects. I haven’t missed his warm body yet.

      Nettie hollers from the back, “And no more snoring!”

      The room erupts in laughter and an abundance of vigorous nods.

      “Hear, hear,” Liz toasts the crowd with her coffee. “No more off-key musical notes trying to dislodge you from your sweet dreams. If divorce brings anything good, it’s the solo symphony that replaces the snoring sonata.” Liz leans toward the crowd. “Have any of you conducted a symphony? Because after a divorce, you’re officially the solo artist of your life.”

      I nod her way. “And no more trying to harmonize when you’d rather go solo. It’s your stage, your show, your rules.”

      Bess raises a hand. “And no more dreadful football games on TV! I get to watch my shows without interruption.”

      “I like football,” another woman shouts. “It’s the naked people running through the woods trying to survive on dirt and ants that I don’t miss hogging the screen.”

      A commiserating round of laughter ignites.

      “Stanton liked watching gruesome surgery shows,” I tell the crowd. “He said they helped him relax. And come to think of it, they helped me stay thin at the time. Nothing robs you of an appetite like witnessing a kidney extraction before dinner.”

      Liz laughs so hard, her whole body shakes. “Speaking of the divorce diet,” she says with a twinkle in her eyes. “There is nothing like the absolute control over the refrigerator. Ladies, who here has indulged in some late-night, no-judgment ice cream binges?”

      Just about every hand in the room goes up, as does mine.

      “Me, for sure,” I say. “Although my waistline may have judged me just a bit. And that’s exactly why I’ve switched from fitted wardrobe choices to pull-on pants and A-line dresses.”

      The crowd grows wild and a few rogue whistles break out.

      Sloan raises her cup. “To midnight chocolate and no one around to steal the last bite!”

      Ransom comes to mind.

      How could Sloan possibly be glad to be rid of him? Ransom is a god among men. Another example of why Sloan is clearly out of her mind.

      Liz holds up her coffee. “How about we wade into the deep waters of the Ex Games? Allow me to paint the scenario. You’re at a party, having a great time, and then, surprise! There’s your ex, casually hovering by the canapes. Do you stay, or do you go?”

      A variety of answers is shouted this way and it’s almost an even split of stand your ground and run for the hills.

      Elodie nods to the crowd. “And nothing screams ‘swipe left’ louder than bumping into your ex on a dating app!”

      The audience erupts into laughter.

      Even though Elodie has never taken the matrimonial plunge, she’s had enough exes to contribute to the conversation.

      Liz sighs. “As much as I’m not a fan of this next topic, it does seem to be a necessary evil. The splitting of friends.” She needles the crowd with a stare. “How many of you felt like a rope in a game of tug-of-war?”

      A smothered murmur circles the room and even a few of the baristas find themselves nodding along.

      Nettie huffs a laugh. “More like a chew toy in a dog fight!”

      More commiserating laughter ensues.

      Stanton and I never had any real couple friends. And I was never comfortable having Stanton around any of my female friends. Come to think of it, that should have been a red flag.

      As the laughter subsides, Liz waves the crowd to attention.

      “Let’s transition to something a little more pleasant—the rediscovering of yourself.” The crowd gives a collective sigh of approval. “Let’s face it. If divorce does anything, it kicks off a process of self-discovery. Though it’s often fraught with doubt, it’s also a path to personal freedom.”

      I nod. “It’s a lot like a solo hike—intimidating at first, but then you start to enjoy the view, the solitude, and especially the freedom.”

      Stanton liked to keep tabs on where I was going and with whom. Ironic since he was often going places I had no idea about and with a bevy of women I had never met.

      Bess raises a hand. “And you learn things about yourself, like the fact I never really enjoyed cooking. Who knew? All those meals I made for the two of us were out of obligation, not because I wanted to. It turns out, I like to be served myself once in a while.”

      “Try six times a day,” Nettie cuts in. “And that’s what spurred her to move onto the ship to begin with.”

      Bess nods. “That and the fact every meal is gourmet. As much as I don’t like cooking, I sure don’t mind eating.”

      A round of laughter surges once again just as the faux Northern Lights flicker across the ceiling and the crowd is immediately subdued as we take in the beauty.

      “Independence is a very big deal,” Liz says, placing her coffee cup on the table before us. “And I think it’s the perfect time to broach the topic of financial independence.” She shrugs over at the suddenly sober crowd. “Sure, it’s not fun, but on the bright side, at least now there’s only one person blowing through the savings account.”

      A mixture of laughter and groans fills the room. I can tell by the expressions in the crowd that they felt that one to the bone.

      “That’s true,” I add. “But there’s nothing like the thrill of finding a great sale and having no one to answer to for it. Who knew fifty percent off could be such a mood booster?”

      The applause is almost violent for that one.

      A lively chatter fills the room for a minute or so before Liz waves them to attention once more.

      “Finally, I think this is the perfect segue to touch on the topic of—the art of solo decision-making.” She pauses for effect. “Never underestimate the power of a unilateral decision to binge-watch your favorite TV show. The remote is mine, all mine!”

      The room roars back to life and soon we open the floor to hear the thoughts of others and hear an array of stories that span from how to caulk your kitchen backsplash with toothpaste to livening up the dingy grout on the kitchen floor with paint from the craft store. Of course, a few of the women here suggest calling in the calvary when in need, but for the most part, these women are do-it-yourselfers with no fear of the trial-and-error process.

      Nettie clears her throat and her eyes sparkle with mischief. “You know what I like best about the afterlife of divorce?” she asks. “The peace and quiet. No more, ‘Nettie, where are my socks?’ Or ‘Nettie, have you seen my glasses?’” A light chuckle erupts. “And guess what? They were always on his forehead!” And with that, the room disintegrates once again.

      Bess jumps in next. “For me, it’s all about rediscovering my interests,” she says as she cradles her coffee.

      I nod. “I’ve taken up painting again. I’d forgotten how much I loved it. And there’s no one there to complain about the mess.”

      Sloan lifts a pale hand. “Freedom is my shining light on that dark spot in my history,” she says, her voice softer than usual. “The freedom to just be me, without having to answer to anyone.”

      I can’t imagine Ransom making anyone answer to him. The way Sloan talks, you’d think she was the one married to Stanton.

      The conversation continues, with women sharing their stories, their insights, their triumphs, and even their struggles. A beautiful chaos of conversation ensues, filled with laughter, empathy, and even a few scant tears.

      I can’t help but feel a sense of camaraderie. We’ve all walked through the fire of divorce and come out the other side. Heck, it’s rarely easy. But as I look around, I see women who’ve not just survived, but thrived in their afterlife from a bitter marriage.

      “And on that note,” Liz calls out. “We may be on different paths, but we’re all journeying toward the same goal—to live our lives on our own terms, to find happiness and fulfillment in our own way. And that’s something worth celebrating.” She holds up her cup and another round of cheers fills the room. “Does anyone have any other questions for our guest?”

      “I do,” Sloan says as she pulls a tight smile across her face.

      Why do I get the feeling she’s about to let a zinger fly?
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      Fitness Fiasco

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie, Fred’s discovered the onboard gym and now insists we do couple’s workouts at sunrise. I’m a fan of fitness, but not at the expense of my beauty sleep! How can I keep the peace without losing some zz’s?

      ~Dawn Workout Dilemma

      

      Dear Dilemma,

      How about suggesting a compromise? Morning meditations or gentle strolls on the deck could be a win-win. Alternatively, you could subtly steer him toward a solo activity—like sunrise photography. He’ll still be up at dawn, but you’ll get to sleep in!

      Restful resolutions,

      XOXO Trixie

      

      “You know, Trixie,” Sloan starts, her voice laced with faux sweetness—just like that cloying perfume of hers. I can smell it all the way up here, trying its best to steal the thunder from the coffee at hand. “I find it fascinating how quickly you’ve—embraced the afterlife of your divorce, seeing that it’s still relatively new.”

      It’s new, all right, but I don’t remember mentioning how new it was. It’s clear she’s done some digging.

      A few chuckles ripple through the audience, but I feel my cheeks heating up.

      “What exactly do you mean?” I ask.

      “Well”—she starts, making a show of choosing her words—“I just mean that it’s impressive how quickly you’ve moved on. It’s like one day you’re married, and the next you’re—exploring new territories.”

      “Here’s to exploring new territories,” Elodie shouts while toasting me with her coffee and several others follow suit.

      Laughter fills the room again, with an undercurrent of gossip happening as well.

      I take a deep breath. “Well, Sloan, I think maybe you’ve misunderstood. The afterlife of divorce isn’t just about jumping into new relationships. It’s about rediscovering who you are as an individual, not as someone’s other half.” Although I’m pretty darn thankful to be Ransom Baxter’s other half.  “And sometimes”—I add, locking eyes with her—“that involves exploring new friendships, experiences, and yes, even territories.”

      Sloan’s gaze never leaves mine. There’s a forced smile etched onto her face that doesn’t quite read as genuine. She’s not fooling anyone. The disdain she feels for me is palpable.

      “Well, I just hope you’re not setting yourself up for heartbreak again, Trixie,” she says, licking her lips. “After all, rebounds rarely work out.”

      A hushed silence fills the room. She doesn’t care for Ransom and me together, not one bit, and she’s not afraid to let everyone know it.

      Sloan leans in, her smile growing wider as if she’s about to share a juicy piece of gossip. “I mean, let’s not forget how quickly you hopped onto the Ransom express. It’s not exactly healthy, you know.” She pauses, her eyes glinting with satisfaction. “We can clearly see how well your previous decisions in men have turned out. The last one was a serial cheater. You said so yourself. Here’s hoping Ransom isn’t cut from the same cloth. Although he does have a bit of a playboy tendency. I’m not sure if that could ever be tamed.”

      Elodie clears her throat as she glares at the woman. “You know, Sloan, I’ve been thinking about you and Ransom. How you were such a—unique pairing.”

      My insides gird for whatever dirt Elodie is about to sling. If Elodie is anything, she’s a fierce best friend. I’m glad she’s in my corner.

      Elodie raises a brow as a smile plays on her lips. “I mean, it was like pairing caviar with hotdogs. Both might be delightful on their own, but together?” She lets out a soft, taunting chuckle, her eyes sparkling with mischief as she stares Sloan down. “I’m  not at all surprised the two of you decided to call it quits.”

      Caviar and hotdogs?

      I have no doubt Sloan was the greasy dog in this equation.

      I catch Bess and Nettie giving one another a discreet high-five.

      Sloan doesn’t say a single thing in response.

      Instead, those flashing neon lights ignite over the ceiling again as Liz stands with her drink elevated a notch.

      “Remember,” Liz calls out. “As your sparkle specialist, I implore you to tackle life’s twists and turns with sparkle and positivity! Now let’s hear that roar.”

      And roar they do as they rise out of their seats in unison.

      Liz dismisses the masses and lets them know there will be a goodbye party on the ship later this evening.

      Bodies begin to circulate around the room as everyone stretches their limbs and I make a beeline over to my friend.

      “Nice job,” I whisper to Elodie who in turn offers up a wink.

      “Anytime. The witch had it coming.” She wiggles her coffee cup my way. “I’m in need of a refill,” She takes off just as Liz steps my way.

      “I’m sorry if Sloan made you uncomfortable.” She winces. “I can only imagine this is hard for her, too. Please excuse her.”

      I wave it off. “I’m not thinking about it.” A spray of miniature baby blue stars appears in the corner of the room as that blonde bombshell of a ghost shows up in all of her ethereal glory. And the way she’s weaving in and out of the crowd, you’d think she were alive and well and ready to mingle with the living among us.

      A thought comes to me.

      “Liz?” I lean her way. “Did you happen to know a woman named Desirae Maple?” I ask, trying to sound casual.

      Liz’s eyebrows raise a fraction. “Desirae?” She inches back as if I slapped her. “Oh—yes. I did know her. She was a vital part of the Lyon pride. Quite a popular member, actually. Why do you ask?”

      I give a little shrug. “Just curious. Did Sloan know her as well?”

      “Sloan?” Her cheeks pinch with color as she cranes her neck into the crowd until she spots the wily brunette. “Of course, she did. Sloan and Desirae were on the same board. They worked together to help disadvantaged women. We have several women in need within the Lyon pride.”

      My heart sinks at her words. Sloan denied knowing Desirae. Yet another lie.

      It’s as if Sloan has been working overtime trying her best to carefully curate an image she wanted me to buy of herself. And yet it’s unraveling in my mind at breakneck pace.

      My thoughts tumble in a whirlwind. Every interaction, every word, every look from Sloan begins to take on a new meaning. She thinks she’s played me, and she thinks she played well.

      Sloan might think she’s good at this game, but I’m not out of it yet.

      I take a deep breath, forcing a smile onto my face as I turn back to Liz.

      “A board for disadvantaged women. That sounds wonderful. They must have really made a difference.”

      “Oh, they did,” Liz agrees. “Sloan is quite dedicated. When she sets her mind on something, she gets the job done.”

      “I bet.”

      And now I can’t help but wonder if Sloan has set her sights on murder.

      “One more thing,” I say, my voice steady, despite the storm of thoughts raging in my head. “Did you know that Tawny wrote a self-help book, too? Have you read it?”

      “Tawny?” Liz cocks her head. “No, I hadn't. I knew she was working on something, but I didn’t know she’d finished.”

      I try to keep my face neutral. I wonder what Liz would think if she knew Natalie had all but ripped off Tawny’s book word for word?

      “Actually,” Liz lifts a finger, “now that you mention it, I remember Natalie telling me she was helping Tawny with some edits.”

      Edits!

      And so that’s how she helped herself to the entire manuscript.

      She waves to someone at the counter. “Excuse me,” she says, taking off and I shudder in her wake.

      And just like that, I’ve been handed another piece to the puzzle.

      I quickly scour the crowd for Tawny Jessop, but it’s not Tawny I see arguing with the dead by the exit. Sloan looks downright agitated as she chats away with the blonde specter before grabbing her by the hand and whisking her right out the door.

      Well, well, it looks as if I’m about to do a little paranormal eavesdropping and perhaps catch a killer red-handed.

      I follow Sloan and Desirae right out the door to do just that.
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      Disappearing Toupees

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie, I’ve got a real problem on my hands. Fred’s obsession with the onboard magician has reached new heights. Now he’s trying to recreate the disappearing act—with toupees! They’ve been vanishing across the ship, and the bald brigade is not at all amused. I’m afraid this could end badly for Fred. What can I do?

      ~Terrified of Toupee Turmoil

      

      Dear Terrified,

      It sounds like you need to have a serious chat with Fred about the consequences of his actions. The sleight of hand might be amusing to him, but it’s important he realizes he’s messing with people’s personal items. Alternatively, see if the magician can set aside some time to teach Fred a trick that doesn’t involve other people’s hairpieces.

      Good luck keeping Fred (and the toupees) safe,

      XOXO Trixie

      

      The air under the awning outside the Northern Lights Latte Lounge may as well be frozen solid as a mean chill rides through me.

      The rain continues to batter downtown Ketchikan, falling so hard, water is splashing from the ground.

      The sound of hushed and hurried whispers emanate from my left, and I spot both Sloan and Desirae tucked behind an enormous stuffed grizzly bear that stands twelve feet at least, and with its outstretched arms and mouth frozen in a silent roar, it’s sort of a disconcerting sight.

      With a hot cup of coffee warming my hands, I inch my way closer. The aroma of coffee brewing mingles with Sloan’s obscene perfume, but I try to ignore the latter as I cozy up to the stuffed maneater blocking me from their view. I’ll admit, he’s a terrifying backdrop for my stealthy eavesdropping.

      “Listen to me, Des”—Sloan’s voice is strained—“I’ve told you, Natalie’s murder isn’t something I can solve overnight.”

      “That’s because you’re not even trying,” Desirae shouts. Her transparent hands are on her hips and I crane my neck to catch a glimpse of her ghostly eyebrows raised in disbelief. “We could solve this case and get me back to paradise where I belong. But it’s as if you’re more interested in sticking it to that blonde your ex-husband is enamored with.”

      “Aha!” I say, jumping out from behind the furry beast between us. “I knew it,” I say, pointing a finger right at the brunette who has been vexing me for the entire duration of this trip. “You can see the dead and you can speak to them as well. I knew you were lying all along.”

      The two of them clam up as Sloan seethes my way.

      “You’re transmundane,” I point out to the woman who looks as if she’s ready to stick a knife in my back as well.

      Sloan quickly glances around to make sure no one else heard before narrowing her gaze my way with a glare that could freeze the Arctic.

      “And so what if I am?” she hisses. “It seems you are, too.”

      “I guess we have more than just Ransom in common,” I say, not sure where to take this next. For starters, I didn’t think that calling Sloan out on her supernatural quirk would inadvertently do the same to mine.

      “This is hardly a bonding moment, Trixie,” she hisses. “Did you tell Ransom?” she demands, her perfume overwhelming me with its stench of over-steeped teabags and spoiled fruit.

      “About you being able to see ghosts?” I can’t help but give a dark smile. “What do you think he would say?” It feels as if I’ve finally got the upper hand and it feels pretty darn good. Although I suspect this will be short-lived.

      She shakes her head. “A man like Ransom wouldn’t understand. He frames the world in order and logic. This isn’t something he’d embrace, more like run from.”

      My insides pinch at the thought. That’s exactly what I’m afraid of.

      “But I hear you’ve shared your talent with Wes.” Sloan folds her arm as a victorious smile crests her lips.

      It’s clear who has the upper hand now.

      “I don’t care who you can speak with,” I hiss her way. “I want to know why you’ve been lying to me about everything. Why did you deny giving that paper to Natalie?”

      “I didn’t give her anything. She took it,” Sloan hisses back.

      Her icy glare could freeze over the Bering Sea, but I hold my ground.

      Desirae lights up just as bright as the Northern Lights herself.

      “Trixie, she won’t help solve the case. And I’ve tried to get her to do it. She forbid me from speaking with you.”

      “Would you shut up?” Sloan barks at the woman. “For all we know, Trixie could be the killer. Might I remind you, she’s the one that found the body?” She turns my way with a lethal look in her eyes. “I take it Ransom has no idea about your paranormal quirk, and if you want to keep it that way, you won’t say a word about what you saw today. You out me and I’ll out you. And then Ransom will throw you out in the cold where you belong.” She stalks off down the street, pulling an umbrella from her purse only after she’s been adequately soaked.

      “Desirae, do you think Sloan could have done this?”

      “Killed Natalie?” She floats upward a notch. “I don’t know, I suppose if you’re a suspect, she could be as well. The only thing I do know is that if we don’t solve this case soon, I might be fit to commit a homicide myself.” And with that, she up and disappears.

      “Wonderful,” I mutter.

      Just what I need, a psychopathic ex and a homicidal ghost to round out this murderous cruise.

      I’m about to head back inside when the doors open with a whoosh and Tawny Jessop steps out, rubbing her hands over her arms before pulling on a pair of crimson gloves.

      My mind begins to tick at the sight of them. Ransom did say that there were no prints on the knife. Although this is a trip to Alaska, ninety percent of the passengers brought along a pair of gloves with them.

      But crimson? The exact color of blood?

      “Trixie?” She squints my way. “Is that you hiding behind that bear?”

      “It’s me,” I say, stepping around the beast as I make my way to her. “Are you taking off?”

      “That I am. Don’t get me wrong. The lounge has great-looking pastries, but at nearly ten dollars a pop, I can eat my fill for free back on the ship.”

      She ain’t whistling Dixie. I thought the very same thing myself.

      “Well, the chefs on board certainly know their way around a dessert or two. I can’t really blame you.”

      “Just thinking about those mocha lava cakes is making my stomach rumble. I don’t know whether to thank or curse you for introducing me.”

      We share a quick laugh.

      “Tawny, I read your manuscript. It was fabulous.”

      Her mouth falls open. “You really think so?”

      I nod. “I especially loved the little touches and vignette about your Southern granny. They were as insightful as they were adorable.”

      She sags a moment, the spark in her eyes quickly extinguishing.

      “Yeah, well, too bad it’ll never see the light of day.”

      “I’d ask why not, but I think I know the answer,” I tell her and she offers a curious look my way. “I read Natalie’s book as well. Liz gave me a copy. It must have really irked you the other night when Natalie said that her book was brash and uncouth. That wasn’t a dig at her own work. It was a dig at yours, wasn’t it?”

      She takes a sharp breath. “You know?”

      I nod. “The only things she didn’t swipe from you were those quips your granny made—and let’s be honest, those in themselves elevated the book to the next level.”

      “Oh, so you do know,” she breathes what looks to be a sigh of relief. “She did it, Trixie. She swiped my work right under my nose—under the guise of helping me fix it, of course.”

      “So she was the demeaning critique partner?”

      She nods. “Ironically, the book was plenty good enough for her to steal.” Her hands clench into tight balls and her face turns a bright shade of pink. “Oh, I just hated her. I confronted her about it, and all she did was laugh in my face. She said I’d have to hire a pretty powerful attorney to defend myself, and even then she didn’t think I could prove she did anything wrong. She had the nerve to suggest that perhaps I had read her manuscript. Of course, her book came out a year after I had shown her my work. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. And then I was kicking myself for dragging my feet with my book. I could have beat her to the punch. That’s typical me—have a great dream and then lose it by my own lazy hand.”

      “I wouldn’t be so hard on yourself.” I frown at the woman because I happen to like her. “Tawny, you were very angry with Natalie, understandably so. And I saw you touch the cake knife that night—as you were comforting her in the Seaside Lounge.”

      She pulls back her head and examines me. “Oh, that’s right! She said she was upset, something about some misdirected funds.”

      “Misdirected funds?” I lean in hard since this is the first I’m hearing about this.

      She nods. “Natalie and Sloan were in charge of helping the disadvantaged women in the group. It’s a minority of us, but we take care of our own. That’s how a handful of women were able to tag along on this joy ride. We have scholarships set up for things like this.”

      “So Sloan misdirected the funds?”

      She shrugs. “I don’t know anything more about that. I didn’t press the issue. I was just trying to comfort her.” Her eyes narrow over mine. “And that’s when I started feeling as if I might fall over, so I grabbed onto the table behind my back. You’re right, I did touch down over something that felt like a knife. But I couldn’t see it. I didn’t have eyes behind my head. I was still trying to get my sea legs. Besides, Natalie was killed just moments later. The conversation never went further than that.” She sucks in a quick breath as her hand flies to her lips. “Wait a minute. Are you accusing me of sticking that knife in Natalie’s back?”

      “Did you?” the words come out a bit sharper than anticipated.

      Although, if Tawny touched the knife and Ransom said there were no prints on it, that means the killer wiped it clean. But that doesn’t mean Tawny couldn’t have done the wiping deed.

      “No,” she says just as sharply. “But believe me, there was a time I desperately wanted to.”

      “What stopped you?”

      She shrugs. “It’s like my Southern granny always said, ‘Revenge is like cold grits. It’s not as satisfying as you’d hope it would be, and it will only end up giving you heartburn—or in this case, life in prison without parole.’”

      I bite down on my lip as I examine the woman. “Tawny, I saw you when you spotted Natalie lying there with that cake knife in her back. You hightailed it out of there so fast you’d think you were next on the killer’s hit list.”

      “How can we be sure I’m not? There’s a cold-blooded monster out there—right on that boat with us. I don’t care how big the ship is, there’s not enough distance between me and that maniac.” She shudders at the thought before pulling an umbrella out of her coat pocket and opening it with a bang. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a lava cake to tend to.”

      “Tawny, wait, did you know a woman by the name of Desirae Maple?”

      Her brows hitch. “Oh yes, the poor thing slipped on ice and cracked her skull. It was a freak accident. Her landlord swears he salted the walk just the night before. But I guess he couldn’t beat Mother Nature. Anyway, she’s no longer with us.” She casts a glance toward the café. “Of course, not everyone was sorry to see her go.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She shrugs “Word is, she was sleeping with Liz Lyon’s husband.”

      I suck in a quick breath. “Was she?”

      “I don’t think so.” She wrinkles her nose. “She was good friends with Natalie, though. I’d tell you to ask Nat, but I think we both know it’s impossible to speak to the dead.”

      She starts to take off and I tug her back by the edge of her coat.

      “What makes you think she wasn’t sleeping with the guy?”

      She casts a quick glance over her shoulder. “Because after Liz insinuated as much one day during lunch, I hightailed it straight to Des to hear it from the horse’s mouth. She not only denied it, but she told me that she was covering for the woman who was having the affair. She said she was trying to talk her out of it before it went any further. She seemed genuine enough so I believed her. Anyway, she’s dead. It was such a tragedy, I think we’re all still in shock over it.”

      She takes off and I’m left stunned.

      Desirae died in a freak accident.

      Her landlord swore he salted the walk the night before.

      Liz thought the woman was having an affair with her husband—but she was wrong.

      I cast a glance into the window of the Northern Lights Latte Lounge just as those glowing lights go off overhead.

      And my mind begins to race a mile a minute.
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      Pineapple Panic

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie, Fred’s new hobby is making me blush! He’s discovered the...ahem, risqué implications of an upside-down pineapple and has taken it upon himself to stick magnetic pineapples, upside down no less, on random cabin doors! I’m mortified. How can I nip this in the bud?

      ~Pineapple Plight

      

      Dear Pineapple Plight,

      Fred’s got quite the mischievous streak, hasn’t he? It's important he knows the implications of his actions—innocent fun for him can easily turn into an awkward misunderstanding for others. I’d suggest a chat explaining the potential embarrassment, or even showing him some of the responses online to this pineapple phenomenon.

      Wishing you a pineapple-free journey,

      XOXO Trixie

      

      As soon as we get back to the ship, I shoot Ransom a text.

      We need to talk as soon as possible.

      He texts right back. Sure thing. I just need to tie up a few loose ends. Things are moving quickly. I have a feeling the Weaver case is just about to wrap up.

      I can’t help but frown at my phone.

      Now I feel bad for letting him in on what I learned about Tawny’s and Natalie’s self-help books. Especially since Tawny has plummeted to the bottom of my suspect list.

      Hours drag on and soon Bess, Nettie, and I make our way to the Seaside Lounge for the formal farewell party for the entire Lyon pride.

      The Seaside Lounge is a cacophony of color and sound as the three of us saunter in. A lavish buffet lines one wall with a tantalizing spread of gourmet offerings that shimmer under the soft lighting. Oysters on the half shell nestle against a mountain of jumbo shrimp, while a carving station featuring a succulent roast beef with all the trimmings takes up the other end of the table. And nestled between the miniature palm tree with shrimp stabbed into its trunk and a sea of cheesecake is a framed picture of Natalie Weaver as she smiles out at the crowd with a knowing twinkle in her eyes.

      Too bad she didn’t have an inkling as to what awaited her that fateful night.

      Just past her haunting picture sits a chocolate fountain with its glossy cascade of decadence, and I’ll admit, it’s a hypnotic sight. It’s a joyful sight, too, and that alone has the power to take the somber sting out of the air. At least a little.

      Bess groans over at it. “Let’s pretend we didn’t see it.”

      “And miss all that yummy goodness?” Nettie groans back. “Not on your life. You’re lucky I don’t bathe in it.”

      “That’s the thing,” Bess says. “I’m not that lucky.”

      The room buzzes with laughter and excited chatter, along with the clinking of glasses. The speakers up above pump out jazzy tunes that give the room an infectious rhythm. Everywhere we look, members of Liz Lyon’s pride are living it up, their faces glowing with the heady mix of exhilaration and a touch of remorse as our time at sea wraps up. And each woman here is dressed to the nines in a fancy cocktail dress looking ready to wiggle and giggle the night away.

      A sign near the entrance reads Forget the past, don’t think about the future, and just be present.

      “Look at these jolly old souls,” Nettie says, waving a hand at the jubilant crowd. “You’d think they won the lottery instead of surviving a murder investigation.”

      Bess chuckles as we head straight for the buffet and she picks up a mini quiche for herself. “Survival does tend to make one a bit giddy.” She glances at Nettie. “Remember your reaction after we made it through that Zumba class a while back?”

      Nettie makes a face. “That was different. I thought my hips were going to dislocate.”

      “Well, then you should fit right in with these folks.” Bess laughs between bites. “Seems like dislocating from reality is the theme of the night.”

      Nettie’s gaze gravitates toward that chocolate fountain once again and Bess shakes her head at the woman.

      “Nettie, don’t you dare,” she warns, her tone laced with impending doom—most likely because she senses it on the horizon.

      “What?” Nettie says, feigning ignorance. “I’m just admiring it.”

      “Oh, I know you well, Nettie Butterworth. You and a chocolate fountain is like a moth to a flame. You stay away before the Emerald Queen pays the price this time. The last thing we need is the night ending in a chocolate-covered disaster.”

      I cringe as she says it because on some level it seems inevitable.

      The laughter and chatter in the room halt abruptly as the lights flicker ominously, casting eerie shadows across the room like a bunch of wayward ghosts.

      “What in the heck?” Bess cries out as she grabs onto both Nettie and me.

      The ship lurches to one side, and a collective gasp sweeps through the crowd as we all stumble trying to find our footing.

      “Whoa,” I cry out, gripping the edge of a nearby table. “That did not feel good.”

      And judging by the mass hysteria taking over the room, the rest of the women don’t think so either.

      The ship lists again and another series of screams go off as the lights begin to flicker.

      “This is our moment,” Nettie cries as she dives toward the chocolate fountain, scoops up as many marshmallows from the tray next to it as she can, and runs both hands under the chocolate river.

      “This is exactly what I was afraid of,” Bess says. “I’d better get her back to her cabin for the safety of everyone involved.”

      But before she can take a single step forward, the ship gives another mean wobble as if it were cresting a hill and then dipping right into a valley.

      A collective cry breaks out as glasses and plates clatter, silverware skates across tables, and the chocolate fountain sways dangerously toward Nettie.

      The music that had been filling the room with its cheery rhythm stutters and stops, replaced by the crisp sound of startled cries and nervous laughter.

      “All right, everybody, stay calm!” I call out, gripping a pillar.

      The ship seems to stabilize, but the lights continue to flicker, adding to the horror taking over.

      Nettie looks up at the ceiling. “I think the Emerald Queen isn’t taking too kindly to me making all of my chocolate dreams come true,” she teases and inadvertently breaks the tension, causing a round of laughter to ripple through the room.

      The music crackles back on over the speakers and a sigh of relief circles the room.

      Tawny Jessop sweeps a hand through the air. “As long as this ship’s name is not the Titanic, I think we’re good.” She motions for Liz to take charge presumably. “Anyone else up for a little adventure?”

      “Yes,” Liz calls out, steadying herself against a table and raising a glass with her shaky hand. Her glamorous smile flickers a bit, just like the lights above us, but she manages to regain her composure. “Ladies, it’s been a memorable trip,” she begins as her voice carries through the room. “Through joy and sorrow, we’ve yet again bonded as a pride!”

      Her gaze flits around the room before landing on that framed picture of Natalie that sits among the cheesecake. Blueberry swirl, one of my favorites, is making an appearance here tonight and I’m half tempted to march over and snap up a slice or two. Heaven knows I do some of my best thinking while noshing on a sweet treat.

      “And to Natalie—Natalie, who is no longer with us.” Liz sighs as she looks at the poor woman’s countenance as it sits behind glass, and a hush falls over the room. “We may have had our differences”—she continues and her voice wavers slightly—“but it’s a tragedy that she was taken from us far too soon.”

      Differences? I can’t help but raise a brow at her word choice.

      “It’s hard to believe she could ever claim something that never truly belonged to her.” Liz stiffens before shooting a quick glance at Tawny.

      Wait a minute. Liz knew about the manuscript swipe?

      Of course, she did. I have a feeling Liz knew everything. But at this juncture, it may have been a cheap way to save face.

      And from this moment on, Liz Lyon doesn’t look like a self-help guru to me anymore. She looks like a prime suspect.

      The ship lurches hard to one side, causing a collective gasp to rise amongst Liz and her forever friends. Plates and glasses slide off tables, crashing onto the granite floors, and women stagger, trying to keep their balance. The lights flicker like lightning and the music cuts out once again, leaving only the sound of murmurs from the crowd.

      Less than a second later, there’s a crackle over the loudspeakers as the sound of a doorbell goes off signaling the ship’s communication system.

      “Attention, all passengers,” the captain’s steady voice calls out as the ship continues to dip wildly. “Please make your way to your cabins in an orderly manner and remain there until further notice. The ship has encountered some rough weather, and for everyone’s safety, it’s crucial that we all stay put. Please remain calm and our crew will assist you as needed.”

      Wes’ voice is infused with authority and control as it echoes through the Seaside Lounge, competing with the symphony of shattering glass and shrieking women.

      The ship lists and bucks, sucking any sense of festivity right out of the room, and in its place is an air of uncertainty and worry.

      The lights go out before coming back at half their capacity, giving the room an eerie glow. To my left, a spray of miniature blue stars ignite as Desirae Maple materializes just in time for the fun.

      Her blonde locks trail behind her as she floats this way, her icy blue ballgown glowing like a lantern in our midst, even if I am the only one who can see her.

      Me and Sloan, that is.

      “Trixie,” Desirae hisses. “Did you hear what Liz just said?”

      I nod her way as the room quickly drains of its occupants.

      “I heard exactly what she said.” I’m about to extrapolate when Bess waves from the exit.

      “I’m getting us back to our cabins,” she calls out while doing her best to pull Nettie away from the fountain, her hands still filled with chocolate goo, and now that I get a better look, her face is covered with it, too.

      “Good luck,” I call out as Bess yanks her chocolate-covered bestie out of the room.

      “We’ll need some luck, too,” Desirae says as the ship tosses us right then left, and Liz tries to make a break for it.

      Sloan slips into our line of vision as she struggles to maintain her balance.

      “Trixie, you heard Wes,” Sloan shouts my way. “He ordered you to your cabin. I know what you’re thinking. This is a job for Ransom and his team.”

      “I don’t take orders from anyone, least of all you,” I shout her way before glancing at the disembodied among us. “Desirae, do you think Liz knew about Natalie?”

      “I think Liz knew a heck of a lot more than she let on,” she roars and her words slice through the air. “A secret or two of Natalie’s”—she pins Sloan with an icy stare—“maybe even a secret from somebody else.”

      Her insinuation hangs in the air between us and an icy gust that chills me even more than the threat of the brewing storm outside.

      Suddenly, I think this ghost owes me a few answers of her own.
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      Knock, Knock Nuisance

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie, I’m at my wit’s end! Ever since Fred started his pineapple antics, we’ve been getting random knocks on our door at all hours. I’m too embarrassed to explain why. It’s becoming unbearable!

      Help me!

      ~Knock-Knocked Out

      

      Dear Knock-Knocked Out,

      Oh dear, the pineapple predicament strikes again! First things first, remove any and all pineapple magnets from your door. Then, request a cabin change from guest services. It may be a hassle, but it will offer some much-needed peace. In the meantime, keep your door decorations fruit-free and consider investing in earplugs.

      Stay strong, stay alert, and keep laughing. It’s the best medicine after all!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      “Desirae”—I swallow hard as the ship lifts and falls as we do our best to remain upright here in the Seaside Lounge—“were you having an affair with Liz’s husband?” The accusation tastes bitter on my tongue and I wish I could wash it away.

      “What?” Desirae’s form flickers as wildly as the lights. “No, Trixie, I would never!” She seems affronted by the thought. “Funny you should ask, though, seeing that the night before I died, Liz accused me of the very same thing.”

      “You were covering for someone, weren’t you?” I ask, taking Tawny’s words right to the woman in question.

      Desirae’s eyes flit toward the buffet table to the exact location where Natalie Weaver’s picture sits tipped on its side.

      My breath hitches in my throat as a foreboding feeling comes over me and I see Liz Lyon in a whole new light.

      I glance around and it’s just Sloan, Liz, and me in this cavernous room.

      The ship begins to rise at a sharp angle and Liz belts out a sheer cry.

      “Let’s get out of here, ladies,” Liz shouts as she tries to make her way to the door, but I stumble across the room until I’m right in front of her. There’s no way I’m letting her leave without asking her a question or two.

      “Not so fast,” I pant as Sloan stomps over and lands next to me with a thud.

      The ship sinks dramatically and the three of us bend our knees in order to maintain any sense of balance.

      “Liz,” her name thunders from me as the ship sinks and sways. “The night of the murder, Natalie said you’ve had a few difficult years. But that she was determined to make you forget all about them once and for all. She said sometimes it’s best to have the past stay dead and buried. That hit a nerve with you, didn’t it?”

      The woman straightens as best she can, the whites of her eyes flashing in the dim light.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Trixie,” she shouts over the groaning and grinding of the ship as it continues to list.

      “I think you do,” I shout back. “In fact, I think Natalie was taunting you. And yet you seemed so eager to help promote her book. I would think she was stepping on your toes a bit. I mean, you’re the author of some of the most famous self-help books there are, and yet you seemed ready to share the limelight with her—among other things you were inadvertently sharing.”

      A gasp escapes the woman.

      “Trixie,” she scolds.

      “What’s happening here?” Sloan calls out, but I choose to ignore her.

      “When you saw Natalie’s body, you wailed and screamed at the top of your lungs,” I continue as I stare down the woman whose personality is so magnetic, she’s practically responsible for the bulk of the ship’s passengers.

      “I was wracked with grief,” Liz cries out. “It was genuine.”

      “I don’t doubt it was genuine. But I do wonder if you were wracked with guilt instead. You seemed eager to help her with her new budding career. Everything you did was convincing.”

      “Eager?” A dark laugh escapes her. “Eager to make her eat her words and her actions. That woman wasn’t just after everything I had—she wanted to become me. She knew what she was doing. If Natalie was anything, she was brutally calculating.”

      “You confronted her about sleeping with your husband the night of the murder,” I shout above the creaks and groans of the Emerald Queen. “You were near the bar, I saw the two of you having what looked to be a heated conversation. But then she laughed and you did as well.” I shake my head. “Although, you didn’t think it was all that funny, though, did you?”

      Her lips round out. “Trixie.”

      “Then when we met up on the promenade deck while at Hubbard Glacier, you said Natalie was your trusted friend. That you would do anything for her at all. That once you gave someone your full loyalty, you didn’t hold back. Not in life and not in death. And then you gave a caveat—that if someone crossed you, they’d have the opposite animal on their hands. Natalie crossed you, didn’t she? And your animal instincts kicked in—your killer animal instincts. You said that Natalie was unassumingly sweet and innocent—that anyone could fall for it. You fell for it, didn’t you?”

      “No, Trixie,” she pants. “I didn’t do this.” Her eyes flit toward Sloan. “She did.”

      “What?” both Sloan and Desirae say in unison.

      “That’s right.” A dark laugh escapes Liz. “Natalie was onto you, Sloan. She knew you were stealing funds for yourself. She told me herself, she was about to confront you about it.”

      “No, that’s not true,” Sloan cries out as she gives a panicked glance my way. “Trixie, you have to believe me. I didn’t do this. It was Natalie who was mismanaging the funds for the women in need. I confronted her the night she was murdered. You saw me yourself.” Sloan is suddenly eager for me to corroborate her story—ironically, the very story she denied existed up until a second ago. “I had a list of the women she was stealing from. I wanted her to look at it, to feel terrible about what she was doing. Natalie was my friend, and I wanted her to stop doing bad things to good people.”

      “The list that was found in her hand?” Liz muses. “I bet she was showing you that list. Natalie wouldn’t steal from anyone.”

      “She did.” Sloan slices a glance my way as the ship sways dramatically. “Natalie stole from those women.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me that to begin with?” I shrill her way.

      “Or me?” Desirae calls out far louder than I could ever hope to shout.

      “Because I wanted to protect her,” Sloan shouts back. “Natalie was my friend. And after the fact she was dead, I didn’t want to sully her good name.” She glares over at Liz. “Unlike some people, I prefer to protect my friends even from themselves. I would certainly never stab them in the back.”

      And now it makes perfect sense.

      “But you did,” I say as I stare down Liz Lyon. “You killed Natalie Weaver just like you killed Desirae Maple.”

      Sloan gasps at hearing the news, but Liz merely lifts her chin in defiance.

      “Yes, I killed them both,” Liz admits as a thin smile curves on her lips. “Those little sluts deserved it for what they put me through.”

      “Desirae never slept with your husband,” I say as the ship wobbles up and down.

      A stunted laugh escapes the woman. “I don’t really care. She knew. And she let it go on under my nose. I may have killed her under false pretenses, but once she was gone and the affair was still going strong, I was quick to trace it to Natalie.”

      Sloan steps forward. “I thought Desirae slipped on ice?”

      “Her landlord said he salted the walk the night before,” I say. “She shouldn’t have slipped at all.”

      “Oh, come now,” Liz growls my way. “It was nothing a bucket of water couldn’t take care of.”

      I nod because she not only admitted to doing the deed but clued us in on her method.

      “And you killed Natalie?” Sloan sounds stunned as she stares down the woman. “I thought for sure it was Tawny.”

      “That bumbling blonde couldn’t kill a mouse,” Liz counters, her chest heaving as the ship continues to sway. “But I knew having her in the room was gold. I saw the opportunity and I seized it. Why do you think I organized this little love-fest? I couldn’t stand that wench on this ship with me another minute. I’m glad Natalie is gone. I didn’t want to hear any more of her apologies. In fact, she’ll never speak again.” She swipes at the floor and comes up with a knife. “And now I’m going to make sure the two of you are silent forever as well.”

      The ship lurches once again and this time several tables come twirling our way. The floor seems to bottom out and the three of us fall to our knees.

      Liz wields that knife above my head, and just before she can land it, Sloan yanks me out of the way.

      “Thank you,” I say.

      Between the gravitational pull of the ship and the dizziness taking over my head, I couldn’t have moved an inch.

      A wash of liquid chocolate oozes over from the now toppled fountain and soon we’re all slipping in it.

      Liz does her best to scramble out of the room and both Sloan and I leap onto her, creating a chocolate-covered dogpile right here in the middle of the Seaside Lounge.

      “Freeze,” a deep voice shouts from the entry and I look up to see Ransom and a small army of security officers as they storm the room in unison.

      Soon, Liz is in handcuffs and carted out of the room while Ransom helps both Sloan and me to our feet.

      “What the hell happened?” he shouts over the ship’s roars and groans. “Are the two of you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” I say.

      Sloan nods. “Me, too.” She offers me a mournful smile. “She did it. Trixie got a confession out of her.” She sighs my way before looking up at him. “You’ve got a good one here. I wouldn’t let her get away.”

      His cheek flickers. “I don’t plan on it.”

      Sloan takes off with Desirae’s ghost hot on her heels, and soon I’m ensconced in Ransom Baxter’s strong arms.

      “How did you know Liz did it?” he asks, sweeping the hair from my eyes.

      “You knew?” I inch back and he nods.

      “I figured it out a few hours ago. I was just putting together the case I needed to make an arrest.”

      “Let’s just say I took the long road on this one.”

      “But it was the right road,” he says, landing a kiss to my lips. “Next time, don’t take the trip without me.”

      Ransom lands another kiss to my lips and this time we make it last.

      The ship lists to the left and you can hear just about every passenger on board scream at the very same time.

      Ransom makes sure I get back to my cabin safely before heading off to take care of business.

      A killer has been caught, and yet considering how the ship is being tossed about like a toy boat in a tempest, a part of me wonders if the rest of us will live to see the end of this voyage.
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      Fortunate Fred

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie, Fred has struck it rich in the casino! We’re over the moon, but there’s a hitch. Fred went to celebrate at the midnight buffet and got himself stuck in the dessert carousel! Now he’s the talk of the ship, and not in a good way. Any tips on how to handle this new kind of fame?

      ~Fortunate Fiasco

      

      Dear Fortunate Fiasco,

      Well, it sounds like your cruise is turning into quite an adventure! Embrace the moment—this will make for a fantastic story when you’re back home. Try to find humor in the situation, after all, who hasn’t been tempted by a dessert carousel? If you feel it’s getting to be too much, there’s always the option of laying low for a day or two—the ship is big, and there are plenty of quieter corners to retreat to.

      And hey, don’t forget to enjoy those winnings!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      It’s our final night on the Emerald Queen of the Seas and the ship has been overtaken with evening gowns and tuxes as the passengers are ready to party one last time before they’re thrust back into the cold arms of reality.

      All last night and well into the morning, the ship was tossed about, but we managed to weather through the storm and it’s been smooth sailing once again for the last twelve hours. And thankfully so. I’d hate for the last memory these poor passengers to have is one fraught with chaos and fear. Lord knows we’ve had more than enough of that for one trip.

      But night has fallen and dinner is calling. The main dining room is alive with the hum of conversation, the clink of glasses, and the gentle strains of a string quartet playing over the speakers.

      I’m about to head for the captain’s table when I spot Sloan stepping off the elevator.

      I take pause and it has nothing to do with her fancy French perfume that’s doing its best to choke me out at the moment.

      “Again?” she says, looking at me agape as she heads my way and we take a few moments to inspect our matching red lace gowns.

      They are stunning, long lace sleeves, bare lace shoulders and décolleté before the lining takes it all the way to the ankle. Elodie sent it up to my room this afternoon, guaranteeing that I’d turn Ransom’s head in the right direction, and now I’m wondering if it’s because she knew Sloan would be wearing it, too.

      Elodie does have a wicked sense of humor. She assured me I’d turn heads, and I think I know why.

      “Well, aren’t we two peas in a fashionable pod?” I tease.

      “It would seem so.” Sloan smirks as she inspects me from head to toe. “Although I must say, Trixie, red does bring out the adventure in your eyes. Or should I say misadventure?”

      “Maybe so, but let’s be honest, there’s more than a touch of the same in your own eyes. It seems misadventure has a way of finding you as well.”

      We share a quick laugh at that one.

      “Touché.” She sighs as she wipes a tear from the corner of her eye. “Just remember, it’s not the dress that makes the woman, it’s the mystery she carries.”

      We burst into laughter once again and this time it’s me sighing.

      “I needed that,” I say, blinking back my own tears.

      “I think we could all use a moment of levity amid this sea of evening gowns and tuxedos,” she sniffs as we take in all the sparkle and glamour the main dining room has to offer amid the twinkling chandeliers and hushed conversations.

      An enormous ice sculpture of a whale and her calf is the centerpiece of tonight’s grand affair, and it’s a stunning sight I have a feeling I’ll soon miss. I’ll miss everything Alaska has to offer.

      Sloan breaks the silence first.

      “Trixie”—she says, lower than a whisper—“I owe you an apology.”

      That cold, steely edge to her voice has finally softened, and dare I say, it’s replaced with what sounds like genuine regret.

      “I owe you an apology as well,” I’m quick to tell her—and it’s true.

      “You’re a good person.” She shrugs. “I came in with my walls up. Ransom has been with countless women since we’ve parted ways, but when he let me know you were special—his last and final stop as he put it—I’ll admit, it consumed me in ways I’m not proud of.”

      His last and final stop?

      My adrenaline picks up without warning.

      Last night, while the ship was rocking and rolling, and long after he finished up with his paperwork as far as the Weaver case is concerned, Ransom made his way back to my room to check on me.

      He ended up holding me tight in his arms until morning.

      Yes, we were in bed, but seeing the ship was thinking of tossing us overboard, we lay entwined, doing our best to get a wink of shut-eye.

      We’ve already exchanged I love yous, we’ve already declared ourselves an official couple, but hearing this from Sloan seems to seal us like never before.

      “Anyway.” She shudders. “I’m happy for you both. And Emerson can’t stop raving about you. If there should be another mother figure in my daughter’s life, I’m glad it’s you.”

      “That’s very kind of you to say. I adore Emerson.”

      She nods. “Well, Trixie, I must admit, this journey with you has been—unique for lack of a better word. I’ve been on a lot of cruises, but I don’t recall ever spending quite so much time dodging wildlife—or communing with the dearly departed.” She leans in close. “Who would’ve thought the most thrilling parts of this trip wouldn’t be the glaciers, but the specters, cute puppies, the bears, and all our shared near-death experiences? You certainly know how to keep a trip interesting.”

      “Thank you, but the homicide wasn’t my idea and neither was the ghost. Come to think of it, the bears weren’t either, but I do have a bad habit of attracting them.” Something I hope won’t be such a problem in our next locale.

      Sloan chuckles. “You know, I’ve always thought Ransom looked like a handsome bear. Especially when he growls in the morning over coffee.”

      We share another laugh before she sobers up a notch once again.

      “I meant that apology,” she says, giving a long blink my way. “I really do think you and Ransom are good together. You care for each other, and that’s what’s important.”

      “Thank you, Sloan.” I take a deep breath. “And it’s about time I get around to my own apology. I'm sorry for pegging you as a suspect. I should have thought twice before putting you on the suspect list at all.”

      “Not if you thought I did the deed. You are a natural investigator.” A playful smile tugs at her lips. “And you didn’t know me well enough to let me get away with murder.” She winks as she says it.

      A part of me still wonders if Ransom would have given her a pass.

      There’s a pause as we both soak in our mutual forgiveness. Then, I can’t help myself because there’s something I just have to know.

      “Sloan, I have to ask. The night Natalie passed away—why was the scent of your perfume in the alcove where I found her?”

      Her eyes grow distant for a moment. “I had yet another encounter with Natalie that night. We met up right before she left the lounge. I apologized for pushing the issue with her, and I told her I would help her return the money to those in need. Natalie apologized, too, for misappropriating the funds—along with all the other missteps she had been taking. Of course, I had no idea at the moment that they involved Liz Lyon’s husband, but now I can see why that last misstep had such lethal consequences. Anyway, we shared a hearty embrace, and I’m guessing that’s how my perfume ended up on her.” She fans herself a moment. “It can be a bit thick and overpowering.”

      A nervous giggle begs to bubble from me, but I do my best to swallow it down.

      A bittersweet note lingers in the air between us, seeing that we both played a part in the dark tapestry of Natalie’s final moments.

      “So when did you first see them?” I ask the question cold, but let’s face it, once we take a seat at the captain’s table, this topic will be strictly verboten.

      Her eyes meet mine, and she answers without hesitation. “When I was twelve, I fell out of the back of my dad’s pickup truck. Ever since then, I’ve been seeing the dead. But it’s rare that it happens at all—typically only when I’m under a lot of stress.”

      “For me, it was a vodka bottle to the head a few months back. It’s been one deadly adventure after another ever since.”

      Her lips curl up as she sheds an understanding smile. “I guess we’re bound by an extraordinary secret.” She shakes her head. “And I think we’ve finally found in each other an unexpected ally.”

      “I’ll drink to that,” I say.

      “Let’s go find us a couple of drinks—heck, we deserve the entire bottle,” she says as we stride into the buzz of the main dining room. We head toward the large round table set for our motley crew.
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      Embarrassing Escapade

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie, just when I thought things couldn't get any worse, Fred decided to participate in the ship’s belly-flop contest. To our shock, he did it in the nude! Now, I can’t go anywhere without people winking and giggling at me. I’m ready to jump ship at this point!

      Help!

      ~Mortified Matron

      

      Dear Mortified Matron,

      Oh my, sounds like Fred is certainly making waves! In such a situation, it’s best to approach this with a bit of humor. Believe me, everyone on board has seen their fair share of cruise antics, and they’ll move on to the next big splash soon enough. If you’re still feeling uncomfortable, seek out some new friends at one of the many clubs, classes, or events on the ship. You might find some kindred spirits who can empathize with your predicament. And remember, at least you’ll have quite the tale to tell when you’re back home!

      Here's to making a splash,

      XOXO Trixie

      

      Wes sits at the head of the table, resplendent in his formal navy captain’s uniform. And then there’s Ransom looking like a dream in a svelte black suit with a silver tie that unleashes the fire in his cobalt blue eyes.

      Bess, Nettie, Tinsley, and Elodie fill out the remaining seats.

      Ransom lights up at the sight of me.

      “You look amazing,” he says, pulling me in and offering a warm kiss to my lips.

      Tinsley clears her throat. “I wasn’t aware we were having yet a second twin-themed dinner tonight.” She sheds a tight smile my way. “Next time, could someone let me know? I would’ve loved to be a part of the bride from the dark side brigade.”

      Elodie sniffs, “Halloween is coming up next month.” She pins her own tight smile as she looks to Tinsley. “I’d be happy to outfit you as the devil’s bride any time you like. Of course, for you, the look would work year-round.”

      I do my best not to laugh, but Nettie doesn’t hold back a chuckle.

      “Well, ladies,” Nettie says, inspecting Sloan and me. “At least we all now know who has the best fashion sense on the ship. I’m a fan of couture from the underworld myself.”

      “Never mind her.” Bess shakes her head. “You both look beautiful. I’d suggest the next time you call each other before dinner, but seeing we’ve run out of dinners on this trip, I say what the heck, paint the town red.” She lifts her drink our way and a cheer erupts from the table, sans Tinsley of course.

      Wes raises a brow. “Believe me, I’ll take a fashion showdown over a homicide any day. And to think up until a few months ago, toupee troubles were my biggest concern.”

      Bess nods my way. “Nettie made a game of snatching as many as she could for her so-called toupee collection.”

      “That collection was real and you know it,” Nettie snarks and we all share a laugh.

      Elodie turns to Wes. “Speaking of troubles, Captain”—she tosses her hands in the air—“where is this floating carnival headed to next?”

      Wes nods our way. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he clears his throat as his voice echoes around the table, “the next stop for the Emerald Queen of the Seas is—we’ll be embarking on a single pass through the Panama Canal.”

      A stunned silence quickly turns into a chorus of excitement.

      “The Panama Canal?” Bess shouts. “That’s the trip of a lifetime!”

      “Are you kidding me?” Nettie jumps from her chair. “That’s the trip of two lifetimes,” she shouts twice as loud as she high-fives her bestie.

      Ransom gives my hand a squeeze. “I can’t wait to share the adventure with you.”

      I nod. “Here’s hoping it’s not too adventurous.”

      The table erupts into lively chatter, buzzing with anticipation for the next excursion at hand. But I can’t help notice that Wes’ expression is quickly growing serious.

      A waiter comes by and quickly fills each of our glasses with a blush champagne.

      “Ransom,” he says, his voice barely more than a whisper. “We’ll have a stop in Colombia.”

      Ransom’s chest expands at the thought and the tension between the two men rises.

      An entire sea of unspoken words hangs in the air between them.

      Colombia is a bitter reminder of the strained history that’s wedged itself between them.

      Wes’ ex-wife, who happens to be Ransom’s sister, had left Wes for a Colombian drug lord. The wound may be old, but it’s evident it’s far from healed.

      Ransom glares at Wes. “I’ll call her,” he says and I can’t help but note his voice is heavy. “I’ll let her know we’re stopping by.”

      Wes averts his eyes a moment before grabbing his champagne flute and rising to his feet. “How about a toast?” The rest of us are quick to pick up our glasses as well. “To an unexpected journey,” he calls out as his voice carries over the soft din of the room. “To the highs and lows, to the wildlife, and to our shared odyssey on the open seas. To Natalie Weaver, whose memory continues to sail with us. To the truth, no matter how cold it might be. And to Trixie and Sloan for catching the killer.”

      “It was all Trixie,” Sloan says, lifting her glass ever higher.

      “To friendship—” Wes says, tipping his glass to the two of us. “And how it can bloom in even the harshest of Alaskan conditions. And finally, to the unpredictable tides that have brought us here, together. Cheers.”

      “Cheers,” we all shout back in unison before clinking our glasses and taking a sip of the sparkling champagne.

      I glance around the table and a wave of emotion hits me. This wasn’t just your average cruise. It was a voyage of transformation. At least for Sloan and me, and I’d include Ransom in that equation, too.

      Nettie lifts her glass one more time. “I’ve learned something valuable on this trip. It turns out, chocolate fountains are not always a woman’s best friend,” she says, and we all laugh.

      Sloan raises her glass as well. “And I’ve learned that life, much like this cruise, is full of surprises. Some a little more otherworldly than others.” She winks at me, and the table erupts in cheers once again.

      It’s a perfect ending to our journey, a perfect memory to keep in our hearts as we part ways and navigate the uncharted waters of the future.

      And I have a feeling those unchartered waters have something otherworldly waiting for me as well.
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      Hey, all! What a trip it has been, indeed! From matching gowns to unexpected reunions, talk of mischievous toupee thefts to midnight buffet mishaps, this journey has been one for the books for those that wrote in and for me as well. And let’s not forget the astonishing assortment of wildlife thrown in the mix. Who knew that our adventure would be so wildly unpredictable?

      But that’s the charm of a voyage, isn’t it? Unforeseen circumstances make for the most memorable moments. We’ve shared laughter, tears, and a healthy dose of intrigue, all while sailing through some of the most beautiful landscapes in the world.

      The journey may have had its bumps, but as the saying goes, it’s not smooth seas that make skilled sailors. The friendships we’ve formed, the truths we’ve uncovered, and the personal growth we’ve experienced far outweigh the turbulence.

      It’s time to bid farewell, at least for now. Because, dear friends, every ending is but a new beginning. As we bid adieu to one journey, we are simply setting sail toward the next.

      So, until we meet again on another voyage, I leave you with a few words of wisdom from our unforgettable trip: life isn’t about waiting for the storm to pass, it’s about learning to dance in the rain—or, in our case, under the Aurora Borealis.

      Bon voyage!

      Until our next adventure,

      XOXO Trixie

      

      The landing deck is brimming with bodies as passengers sit on anything they can find, suitcases included, as they wait for their number to be called so they can exit the ship. And on each of their faces is a mix of fatigue and exhilaration.

      I get it.

      I’m right there myself.

      With the farewell toot of the ship’s horn, Wes, Ransom, Tinsley, and Elodie stand at the helm, waving to the hodgepodge of passengers as they disembark. A sharp breeze runs through my hair from the open maw of the ship as Bess, Nettie, and I make our way over.

      “I can’t wait to get to sunny San Diego,” Nettie shouts with glee. “First up is hitting every bar the city has to offer. Then we’re hitting the beach to catch some serious waves.”

      “We don’t make a habit of drinking,” Bess reminds her. “And we don’t make a habit of swimming in the ocean unless tropical waters are involved.”

      “Who said anything about swimming?” Nettie shoots back. “I’m talking about surfing.”

      “Surfing?” Bess scoffs. “In your dreams, Butterworth. If we took off on a couple of surfboards, we’d be two dead broads lost at sea. We’d be a seagull’s breakfast if not a shark’s.”

      Nettie snorts. “Maybe you’d be shark food, but I’d be hanging ten with the best of them. Just because you’ve never seen me on a board doesn’t mean I can’t ride the waves. I might be old, but I’m not done yet. Think of all the hot young surfer boys we’ll meet.”

      Bess shrugs my way. “I’m suddenly fearing for those hot young surfer boys.”

      “They won’t know what hit ’em,” I say.

      Nettie frowns at the two of us. “I’ll have you both know, I was a regular beach bunny back in the day.”

      Bess chuckles. “Now that I believe.”

      Before we can join Wes and Ransom, a familiar blonde waves at us as she makes her way over.

      “Tawny,” I say as we exchange a quick embrace. “I really enjoyed having you along on the trip.”

      “Me, too,” Bess say.

      “Me three,” Nettie adds. “And we all know the third time is the charm.”

      Tawny laughs as she pulls them both in for a hug as well. “Oh, you ladies are great, but I’m just as happy as a tick on a fat dog to be getting off this here ship,” she says, fanning herself with an exaggerated flair. “I swear, it’s been about as fun as a root canal some days. But it’s just like my Southern granny used to say, ‘Life might be a rose bush, but don’t let it fool you into thinking it’s all thorns.’ I’m off to find some more beauty in this world before my own number is up.”

      “Go have a blast, kid,” Nettie says with a wink.

      “Oh, I plan to.” Tawny nods furtively at the thought. “I’m grabbing life by the horns with both hands. I plan on being as busy as a mosquito at a nudist colony until the day the Grim Reaper picks me up. If this trip has taught me anything, it’s the fact I need to lap up everything life has to offer. You never know when the Big Guy Upstairs is going to come a knockin’.”

      “Here’s hoping for many healthy years to come,” I say and both Bess and Nettie are quick to agree with the sentiment.

      Tawny laughs as we wave her off, and soon she fades into the crowd on this crisp fall day.

      I’m about to make a beeline for Ransom when I see someone making a beeline for me.

      “Sloan,” I say as my eyes widen a notch because next to her happens to be a rather spectacular spectral sight—a blonde in a gorgeous shimmering blue evening gown. “Desirae,” I say with an air of surprise to my voice.

      “Desirae?” Nettie sucks in a quick breath. “As in the g-h-o-s-t?”

      I nod her way, and soon both Bess and Nettie have latched onto my hands.

      “Glad to finally meet you,” Bess says, looking every which way but up.

      “Thank you,” Desirae says. “Sorry it took so long. You ladies sure looked like a lot of fun.”

      “Ha.” Nettie laughs. “You think we’re fun with the living, you should have seen what we could do with the dead.”

      Sloan looks a bit off-put by the words before a laugh bubbles from her. “I’m sorry I didn’t get to know you ladies better as well,” she tells Nettie and Bess. “Ransom has had nothing but kind things to say about you both.”

      “Desirae,” I wince at the gorgeous blonde. “What’s going on? Usually after the crime is solved, the ghost that comes back to help is whisked back to paradise.”

      “I know.” Desirae offers a sheepish smile. “I asked if I could stay a little while longer so I can offer you all an apology.”

      “Us?” I ask, stymied by the fact.

      She nods again and miniature stars shake out of her hair. “Yes, let’s just say I paid a little visit to Liz last night in the brig—by way of a dream. I let her know how sorry I was that I ever looked twice at her mess of an ex. I’m ashamed to say it wasn’t my finest moment. Even though I never acted on my feelings, I shared them with Natalie and, well, I think we all know where that led. My grief over the situation could never make up for what’s happened.”

      “You apologized to her?” Sloan looks taken aback. “But she killed you. And she killed Natalie.”

      “I know.” The ghost sighs and a sea of stars blow right out of her mouth. “But I had a hand in her madness, and for that, I needed to ask forgiveness.”

      “That’s very big of you,” I tell her. “I hope you feel a bit better.”

      “I do,” she says. “So much better that I’m ready to fly right back to paradise.” Her ghostly form begins to rise. “Goodbye, ladies. I’ll save you a spot at the all-you-can-eat buffet in the sky. And a special place for you at the chocolate fountain, Nettie!”

      Bess grunts, “Anything but that. The last thing we need is getting kicked out of paradise.”

      “That would be impossible,” I tell her and Bess shakes her head my way.

      “Don’t throw out a challenge her way.”

      Ransom and Wes make their way over.

      “Sloan.” Wes offers her a quick embrace. “It was nice seeing you again.”

      “And you,” she says before pulling Ransom into a warm embrace as well. “Life on the ocean suits you.”

      “It does indeed.” He gives a slight bow her way. “I certainly hope this trip doesn’t scare you off of cruises for life.”

      Sloan chuckles at the thought. “I think I’ll give the high seas another try. I was about to outline my next three mystery novels. And I might even put a ghost or two in there.” She winks my way.

      “Sounds like a bestseller.” Ransom offers a polite nod. “Take care, Sloan. Maybe next time we’re on the same boat, there will be less drama.”

      “A lot less drama,” I chime in and a light round of laughter echoes through our small circle.

      Sloan shakes her head. “I wouldn’t count on it, Trixie. From what I’ve seen, where you go, the drama follows.” She winks again and, with one last wave, disappears into the crowd that’s scrambling to get off the ship.

      “Eh.” Nettie shrugs. “That could have gone a whole lot worse.”

      “Worse than accusing her of being the killer in a homicide investigation?” Bess muses. “Here’s hoping there’s some peace on our next trip.”

      “Speaking of which—” Ransom takes a deep breath as he glances over at Wes. “I spoke with my sister, Scarlett, this morning.”

      “Oh?” I inch back to get a better look at him. “Was she excited to learn we’re coming to visit?”

      “Very excited. In fact, so excited she’s decided to come along on the next cruise,” he says, shooting Wes a look.

      My mouth falls open. “So, your sister’s coming along? I can’t wait to meet her.”

      She might have a strained relationship with Wes, and maybe with Ransom, too, but I’ll admit, I love the thought of meeting one of his siblings.

      “She said she’ll be here with bells on,” he says, shaking his head my way. “Do you think you can handle the extra chaos?”

      “At this point, Extra Chaos is my middle name,” I tease. “Besides, I want to be a part of your world. And if we’ve specialized in anything together, it’s chaos. I’m pretty sure I can handle whatever she dishes out.”

      “That’s what I thought,” Wes mutters.

      Nettie chuckles as she pats both Ransom and me on the back. “If it’s one thing I love it’s a couple of kids in love who aren’t afraid of a little chaos—and who manage to thrive in some shared crazy.”

      “Here’s to more chaos,” Ransom teases as he dots my lips with a kiss. There’s a flicker of something warm in his gaze as he pulls me closer. “And maybe a little bit more shared crazy on our next adventure together.”

      “More?” A laugh bubbles in my throat. “Well, I’ve never been one to shy away from a challenge.”

      “One more thing, Wes,” Ransom says, frowning his way. “Scarlett says she’s finally ready to have that conversation with you. She said she’s done with secrets.”

      Wes’ expression hardens. “It’s been a long time coming.”

      It’s clear by the disdain on his face those secrets have eroded him on the inside.

      A pang of guilt fills me as I glance up at Ransom. The weight of my own secret sits in my chest, heavy as a stone. I’ve already hidden it from him for far too long.

      Seeing the disembodied. Talking to them. Solving their mysteries?

      It’s time to share this with Ransom, no matter how hard it might be. But this is hardly the moment.

      I’ll do it once we’re reunited in a week’s time right back here on the Emerald Queen. Here’s hoping that’s the exact kind of crazy he had in mind. But something tells me it’s about as far from it as you can get.

      I do my best to push it out of my mind as we join Tinsley and Elodie as we wave goodbye to the passengers disembarking the ship. This isn’t the time to talk about the dead. Now is the time for laughter, for friends, and for farewells.

      I watch as Nettie pantomimes as if she was already on that surfboard, stumbling and flailing her arms while Bess bucks with laughter, and I can’t help but join in. And it’s with this spirit of joy that our journey ends—for now, at least. There are always more waves to catch, after all. And we’re going to catch those waves with someone who is already casting a shadow over our next trip.

      Let’s hope Ransom’s sister is the only one providing the drama as we charter for the Panama Canal.

      But if this homicidal pattern persists, I have a feeling a killer might just show her up in that department.
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      *Thank you for reading! Be sure to join Trixie on her next adventure here —>  Panama Canal Killer Cruise (Cruising Through Midlife 7)

      Is that link not working for you? Try this one—>  Panama Canal Killer Cruise (Cruising Through Midlife 7)

      Can you believe it? Ransom’s sister, (Who also happens to be the Captain’s ex) will be joining us on our next adventure! On top of that, it’s Halloween! Things are about to get spooky indeed.
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        Want to read a FREE cozy mystery? Check it out HERE!!!
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        From the Emerald Queen of the Seas

        Shrimp Scampi

      

      

      

      Hello, fellow travelers! Trixie here! The chefs on board the Emerald Queen were kind enough to pass along the recipe for their famed shrimp scampi. I hope you’ll enjoy it as much as Bess, Nettie, and I do!

      Happy eating!

      

      Ingredients:

      1 pound of large shrimp, peeled and deveined

      Salt and freshly ground black pepper to taste

      2 tablespoons olive oil

      6 cloves garlic, minced

      1/2 cup chicken broth

      1/2 cup white wine

      1/4 cup freshly squeezed lemon juice

      1/4 cup minced parsley leaves

      1/2 teaspoon crushed red pepper flakes

      4 tablespoons butter

      1/2 pound cooked linguini

      

      Instructions:

      Season shrimp with salt and pepper.

      In a large skillet, heat olive oil over medium-high heat. Add shrimp and cook until pink. Remove shrimp and set aside.

      Add garlic to the skillet and cook until fragrant. Stir in chicken broth, wine, and lemon juice. Bring to a simmer.

      Let the broth mixture simmer and reduce by half, about 10 minutes. Stir in parsley, red pepper flakes, and butter. Continue to stir until the butter is melted.

      Return shrimp to skillet. Stir well to coat the shrimp with the sauce.

      Serve shrimp over cooked linguini.

      Serve with a slice of crusty bread and a glass of your favorite white wine for a meal that transports you right back onto the Emerald Queen of the Seas!

      Bon appétit!
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        From the Emerald Queen of the Seas

        Alaskan Klondike Fudge

      

      

      

      Hey there, it’s me, Trixie, again! I managed to wrangle a deliciously decadent recipe for you as well—one that is sure to cure just about any sweet tooth. But be warned, once you take a bite, you may not be able to stop!

      Happy baking!

      

      Ingredients:

      2 cups granulated sugar

      3/4 cup unsalted butter

      2/3 cup evaporated milk

      1 cup semisweet chocolate chips

      1 (7 oz.) jar marshmallow creme

      1 teaspoon pure vanilla extract

      1 cup chopped nuts (optional)

      Instructions:

      Line an 8-inch or 9-inch square pan with aluminum foil and set aside.

      In a 2.5-quart saucepan, combine sugar, butter, and evaporated milk. Stir over medium heat until sugar is dissolved. Bring to a boil and stir continuously for 5 minutes.

      Remove from heat and immediately add the chocolate chips. Stir until the chocolate has melted and the mixture is smooth.

      Stir in marshmallow creme, vanilla extract, and nuts (if using), stirring until well blended.

      Pour into the prepared pan, smoothing the top with a spatula. Let it cool completely, then cut into squares.

      Enjoy this Alaskan Klondike Fudge as you navigate through the sweet and thrilling adventure of your day!
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        Want to read a FREE cozy mystery? Check it out HERE!!!
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