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      Sam, my best friend and work colleague, and I were sitting at a booth in The Rusty Anchor. We had about an hour of freedom left before we were due back aboard the Swan of the Seas, and were refueling ourselves for the journey ahead with our last decent land-food while the ship took on its own supplies.

      The simple diner-style restaurant was clean and unpretentious, making it popular with the ship’s crew and in-the-know locals.

      “There she is!” I said with more than a little excitement.

      I rose to my feet, leaning on the table with one hand and waving excitedly with the other.

      “Cece, over here!”

      She caught my eye and a moment later, our half-Puerto Rican friend was making her way over to us.

      “All right, spill,” she said as soon as she had slid down onto the bench seat next to Sam across from me.

      “Spill what?” I asked with some confusion.

      “The gossip!” She reached across the table and poked my shoulder. “It’s literally your job.”

      “That is not what being a social media manager is about.” I laced my words with mock outrage.

      Cece’s grin was contagious and Sam and I were both smiling along with her.

      “Huh,” said Cece, settling back and putting her hands behind her head. “Looks like I’m the one who’s gotta fill you in on all the news. But first…” She looked around over her shoulder and caught the eye of a waitress who quickly hurried over. “Three landlubber breakfasts with coffee, please.” She ordered for us and expertly handled the waitress’s follow-up questions, with a ‘trust me’ look toward both of us.

      That was fine with me. The plastic laminated menu had more pages than I was accustomed to and I’d barely managed to whittle my mental-shortlist choice of menu options down to half a dozen.

      “So what’s going on?” asked Sam, giving Cece a nudge, once the waitress had departed.

      “Okay, you know about the new captain, right?”

      Sam and I both shook our heads. We did not know about a new captain.

      “Really? Man, it must be nice to be so disconnected from everything,” she said with a wink in my direction.

      I should have felt insulted—after all I was supposed to be on top of my social media game, and be perhaps the least disconnected person on the ship—but after my last cruise, I’d been taking a deliberate break from non-stop Tweeting and Instagramming and Facebooking and tried to read a couple of books instead.

      “So who is he?” asked Sam.

      “His name’s Derek Carver, and there’s definitely something up with him. I just don’t know what it is yet.”

      “Why do you say that?” I asked, leaning forward.

      “He transferred to the Swan of the Seas from the Swan Queen, which is a way bigger ship.”

      “Did he get demoted?” asked Sam.

      Cece shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess? That’s why I was hoping Adrienne could fill us in. Did you really not hear any rumors?” she asked, her tone pointed.

      “Afraid not. I’ve been deliberately avoiding all that until this morning. Though there’s plenty of stuff about this fancy TV chef.”

      “Hey, that’s Vince DeLuca you’re talking about!” said Sam with a mock frown. “He’s not just a TV chef. He’s the best of the best.”

      “You sound like you know him,” said Cece with a quizzical look.

      Sam nodded. “I’ve watched every episode of his shows. Isn’t he just amazing?”

      Cece and I looked at each other for guidance.

      “Is he?” I finally asked.

      “Oh yes—” Sam was interrupted by the waitress setting three buckets of coffee in front of us. They weren’t actually buckets, but the cups were of such a size I could have seen them being used to bail out a sinking boat.

      Just as Sam was about to get going again on the wonderfulness of the celebrity chef, I got in ahead of her.

      “You better not be too interested in Vincent,” I said with a smirk.

      Sam gave me a frown. “Why not?”

      “Apparently his wife is really something. She threw a bowl of gazpacho soup at a contestant on one of his shows because she laughed too long at one of his jokes. She’s that jealous.”

      “Really?” Cece’s eyes were wide and the beginnings of a playful smile danced on her lips. “This could be a fun cruise if that’s the case.”

      “Oh yeah. There’re loads of stories online about how jealous she can get.”

      Cece poked me in the shoulder again like before. “I thought you didn’t have any gossip?”

      “Okay, okay, I admit, this morning, I finally relented. Since this guy is basically the whole point of the cruise, I had to look him up. I didn’t want the new cruise director to think I was unprepared. Speaking of which, did you hear anything about the new director?”

      “Delish!” said Sam with a squeal, clapping her hands.

      I was about to ask how she knew that, but when the waitress began to set down three porthole-sized plates loaded with breakfast foods I realized what Sam was talking about.

      “These look like sharing platters,” I said with a frown.

      Cece shook her head at me and laughed. “Yeah, right. I’ve seen the way you eat. Don’t you remember that picture you posted of your buffet breakfast last time?”

      My cheeks flushed. While it was true that I had posted a picture of a plate obscenely overloaded with food during the last cruise, in my defense, it was for a fluff piece I was writing about how to make the most of a buffet plate. The fact that I had gone on to consume everything on the plate was neither here nor there.

      “I was just doing my job,” I said with a sniff and stabbed at some bacon and hash browns to get me started.

      Cece snorted and we all began to dig in to our rather delicious looking plates of food.

      “The new cruise director’s pretty good, from what I heard,” said Cece after swallowing her first forkful. “It’s her who got Vince DeLuca to do the cruise.”

      “Well, she couldn’t exactly be worse than the last one, do you see?” I was already shaking my head at the memory. Sylvia Diaz had to depart the company after some seriously bad news about her had come to light, partially thanks to me. And she hadn’t even been the worst person on that cruise! It had been a crazy initiation into shipboard life.

      “Yes, it will be good to have someone competent aboard.”

      “First Office Ethan Lee is still going to be there,” said Cece with a wicked grin.

      Sam frowned. “Yeah, well, I still don’t like him.”

      “That’s okay. He’s only got eyes for one person anyway, and that’s Add—”

      She stopped when I kicked her under the table.

      “Hey!”

      “He locked up my best friend and I’m not sure I can ever forgive him,” I said primly.

      Sam nodded her head in agreement. Truth was, I pretty much had forgiven him. When he’d sent Sam to the brig for murder, he’d only really been doing his job—even if he did have the wrong person initially.

      “I guess,” said Cece airily. “Though if he wasn’t so into you, he definitely would have fired Sam—no offense.”

      Neither Sam nor I did take offense, because it was patently true. Sam had gotten her job on the ship by lying that she had five years’ experience, when in fact she’d never set foot on a boat or even seen the ocean before applying.

      “It was probably a good thing he locked me up, in retrospect,” said Sam thoughtfully.

      “Yeah?”

      Sam nodded. “I was so seasick those first few days—I don’t think I could have faked doing my job even if I’d wanted to. But while I was in the brig I found my sea legs.”

      Cece’s chin was lowered and eyebrows raised. “Wow, you’re good at seeing the positive side of things. If someone locked me up for a week, I don’t think I’d ever forgive them.”

      “What about the medical crew?” I asked innocently. At least, my tone was innocent. My intentions weren’t.

      Cece gave me a pointed look. “What do you mean?”

      “Is Doctor Dreamy going to be joining us again?”

      Although I’d never used that particular nickname before, we all knew exactly who I meant. Dr. Ryan Wilson was a young doctor who totally had the hots for Cece, and the reverse was even more true. The only problem was that neither of them had yet admitted to it. Cece would crack soon though, I could tell.

      “Since Ryan is a permanent member of the Swan’s crew, I imagine he will be, yes,” said Cece as if stating the extremely obvious with very little interest. She was a pretty good actress.

      “You know, that was the biggest injustice with me being locked up,” said Sam with a serious frown. “You two got to meet all these guys while all I got was an angry orderly glaring at me when she brought in my meals three times a day.”

      Cece and I were both on the defensive immediately.

      “—we’re not an item—”

      “—I barely know him—”

      “…nothing between us.”

      “…if I wanted, anyway.”

      Sam fell back in the booth, giggling like she’d been force-fed laughing gas, her bacon-laden fork shaking so hard it looked like she’d lose that part of her breakfast.

      “Guys, I was just kidding.” She decided that our dormant love lives had provided her with enough merriment for now and tried to switch the topic. “This is the best breakfast I’ve had since Tucson.”

      As soon as Sam had finished the sentence, she quickly looked back down at her plate and got busy loading up another fork.

      We had gone to Tucson on a road trip the previous summer, and indeed had a spectacular breakfast at a truck stop diner before I’d continued along on my own, leaving Sam to meet up with her relatives. But that, unfortunately, was not the most memorable part of the trip. In fact, I’d been trying to forget it ever since—which was why Sam was now looking down at her plate with a guilt-ridden expression.

      “We should do a road trip, one day,” said Cece. “We should travel around and find the best breakfast in America.” She paused thoughtfully, staring down at her still half-full plate. “Though I think we may already have found it.”

      “Maybe we’ll get to try some of Vince DeLuca’s cooking,” I said, still trying to push aside the terrible memories of my own road trip.

      Sam perked up. “I’ve never seen him cook a breakfast, but I bet when he does, it’s the best.”

      “Uh huh.” I didn’t get her obsession with celebrity chefs, this one or any other. Surely their talent had more to do with looking good in front of a camera rather than any actual talent they had in the kitchen. “Well, if I see him cooking breakfast, I’ll see if I can snag a taste.”

      Sam glared at me. She was more than a little jealous that as the social media manager it would be my duty to follow everything he did and promote it.

      “Speaking of taste, that was one tasty breakfast.” Cece leaned back and pushed her now empty plate away from her. “And now, I’m afraid, I’ve got to leave you.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Because some of us,” she said with a friendly glare, “have real jobs aboard. I’ve got a housekeeping meeting in five.”

      “In five? You’ll never get there in time!” I felt panicked and it wasn’t even me that was going to be late.

      Cece pushed herself up from the table. “I’ll make it. All that fat I just ate is pure energy.” She dropped a ten-dollar bill on the table. “Catch you later!”

      I could barely even think about standing, let alone running, but Cece was already on the move, rushing through the restaurant.

      “Is she really going to run?”

      Sam half-stood so she could get a view of Cece leaving the restaurant.

      “Yep… and she’s fast, too.”

      Laughing in disbelief, we both sat back and tried to recover from our massive breakfast.

      After a few moments of silence, Sam finally brought up the elephant in the room.

      “Are you worried?”

      I casually lied with a simple shake of my head.

      She watched me closely. “Really? Well, that’s good. It was probably nothing. Just a coincidence.”

      Sam was referring to the note that had been slid under my door on the last night of our previous cruise.

      It was a note that had simply read “I know what you did last summer,” just like the movie. But in our case, it wasn’t about a movie. It seemed to be referring to what happened to me the summer before, during the road trip that had gone disastrously wrong.

      “Yeah, just a coincidence. Probably a joke.” There was no fire in my voice, no backbone or confidence. I didn’t believe it, not really. Someone knew what had happened, and they wanted me to know it.

      “But if it’s not…” Sam leaned forward and gripped my forearm. “I’ve got your back.”

      “And my wrist,” I said with a grin. “Come on, let’s get out of here. I don’t want to have to run like Cece.”

      “I couldn’t run like Cece.”

      Sam and I both clambered to our feet, feeling much heavier than when we had arrived. It was time to get to work.
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      After putting our things away in our small shared cabin, Sam and I headed toward the office of the new cruise director, Beverley Jax.

      We had found a rather ominous note attached to our cabin door telling us that we were to report to her immediately after we were settled. Unsurprisingly, we didn’t spend too long getting reacquainted with our room. We chatted as we made our way up above the waterline to the office of the cruise director.

      “Do you think we’re in trouble?” I asked Sam, nervously.

      “No way. How could we be? We haven’t even done anything yet.”

      Sam never thought she was in trouble, even when she had done something bad. I, on the other hand, am a bit of a worrier. I often feel guilty even when I’ve done nothing wrong at all—even if an innocent action could, possibly, be misconstrued for something else, my palms get sweaty and my cheeks flush rosy red.

      “She probably just wants to welcome us aboard.” Sam paused as she thought of something even less likely. “Or give us some kind of award!”

      “If we were going to get an award, I think we would’ve gotten it by now, don’t you?”

      Sam mumbled an affirmative.

      “Well, let’s get this over with.”

      We were outside of Beverley Jax’s office.

      It was a simple door, with a displaying her name and job title. I idly wondered when they had fitted the sign. It hadn’t been long since the last cruise director left, unceremoniously dragged away. They could get things done quickly on a cruise ship when they needed to.

      The door was ajar, and I tentatively pushed it open and called out a quiet “Hello?”

      “Sam and Adrienne? Come in, come in.”

      I pushed the door the rest of the way open, and the interior of the cruise director’s office was revealed to us.

      It wasn’t as nice as the first officer’s, but it was still a lot better than our shared cabin.

      There was a row of windows along the back wall, a seating area around a table for small meetings, and the large desk behind which Beverley Jax sat. She was in her early thirties, but seemed to style herself after someone in their fifties. She had curly blonde hair that had been teased up to look like a golden ball on top of her head, and she wore pearl earrings, a pearl necklace, and a swan brooch clasped to her purple suit jacket.

      Lamb dressed as mutton, I thought to myself, already imagining the post I would never make on social media.

      In front of the desk were several chairs, one of which was already occupied by an elegantly dressed raven-haired lady who I already recognized, though I didn’t want to let on right away.

      “Well?” Beverly raised her eyebrows expectantly. “Which of you is which?”

      From the almost-worried frown and nervous drumming of her fingers on her desk, Beverly had an air of impatience about her.

      “I’m Adrienne, and this is Sam.”

      “Adrienne, Sam, Adrienne, Sam, Adrienne, Sam,” repeated Beverly several times, staring down at her desk, as if carving our names and visages into her memory. I was curious as to whether after such an effort she would actually remember which of us was which.

      Finally, she looked up again. “And I am Beverly Jax, the new cruise director. And this,” she indicated with her hand, “is Meredith DeLuca. I assume you have heard of her?”

      Meredith turned to look at us, appraising us with a careful run of her eyes over our forms as if she was silently judging us. She did not yet reveal her verdict.

      Meredith DeLuca was the wife of our celebrity chef, Vince DeLuca. She had long, straight black hair, lightly tanned skin, and was dressed in what looked to be a designer Italian dress.

      As well as being the chef’s wife, she had made a name for herself as a food critic long before she married. I had been reading up on her that morning.

      “I loved your review of the new restaurant at the Radisson.” I offered her my most endearing smile.

      The only response she gave was a very slight lift of her chin in acknowledgment, but nothing further.

      “I read all the posts on your website,” said Sam, with a beaming smile of her own in her own futile attempt to win her over.

      “My team writes those.”

      Meredith, done with us for now, turned back to face Beverly.

      “Well? What are you waiting for? Sit, sit, sit.”

      Trying not to feel annoyed, I sat down on the chair furthest to the right, while Sam took the one between me and Meredith.

      “I expect you are wondering why I called you here. Don’t worry. It’s not because you’re in trouble. Yet.”

      She stared at us hard while we sat awkwardly. Finally, she laughed. “Only joking.”

      Sam and I chuckled politely, and I tried to keep the fake smile on my face for an appropriate length of time, but I think it was probably a little short.

      “Now, you two have been recommended to me specifically. The first officer thinks you’re the two who I need for the job. Do you think you’re up for it?”

      “Oh, yes,” said Sam eagerly, not seeming to care what exactly the job was.

      “What is it that you need us to do?” I wasn’t going to be suckered into agreeing to something before I knew what it was. Probably.

      “Right,” Beverly extended her arms in front of her then pulled them in and crossed them. It looked like she was ready for business. “Adrienne, you do social media, right?”

      “I do,” I said with a nod.

      “Good. Your job is to really make this celebrity event one to remember. It’s the first time we’ve done something like this on a Swan cruise, and you are going to be a big part of making it a success. Do you think you can handle that?”

      I gave a tentative nod. “I’ll work hard to promote all the events we’re doing with Vince.”

      “Good. I want you to make it look fun, exciting, and special—like they’re really going to learn the actual secrets of the world’s greatest chef.”

      World’s greatest chef? That seemed like just a bit of an exaggeration.

      “I can do that,” I said firmly. “I’ll make sure everyone knows exactly what’s going on, and make them want to be a part of it.”

      Beverly smiled, nodded, and was already moving on. “And Sam, I have selected you to be the main customer liaison to work with Vince. You’re going to be in charge of making sure people get signed up for the various events: the cooking classes, the tastings, the skills workshops, and so on and so forth. It’ll be your job to manage the masses. Spaces are going to be limited, and if Adrienne is doing her job—” she raised eyebrows in my direction “—demand is going to outstrip supply, as it were. You’re going to have to manage waiting lists, and limited spaces. Getting into all of the various workshops is going to be competitive, and it’ll be your job to make sure that people understand this and that no one ends up with any hard feelings if they can’t attend them all.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll charm their socks off!”

      I didn’t envy Sam’s job. It would be hard to explain to customers who failed to sign up quick enough that they weren’t going to spend the time with the celebrity chef they were here to see. There were no doubt going to be some very annoyed people. But I suppose if anyone could charm them, and keep them calm, it was Sam. Better her than me.

      “And Adrienne, I need you to make sure that no one posts anything negative on social media. Okay?”

      What could I say to that? Did she expect me to confiscate everyone’s devices, or perhaps just call up Facebook and Twitter and say, Yeah, by the way, we’re going to need you to censor everything being posted from aboard the ship. Cool? I decided to do what I normally did when faced with an impossible task: agree to it, and figure it all out later.

      “No problem. I’ll make sure that everyone is posting so many positive things that nothing negative ever rises to the top.”

      “Because nothing negative is ever going to be posted, is it?” she said, raising her eyebrows at me again. They went high enough that they almost disappeared underneath her cotton ball mound of blonde hair.

      “Right.”

      “And.” The single word burst from Meredith’s lips like a snake darting out of a hole. We all turned to look at her. Beverly gave a sharp nod.

      “Yes, thank you for reminding me, Meredith. Adrienne, Sam, there is one person I need you to keep an eye on. One of our guests is a very big fan of Vince.”

      I raised one eyebrow. “She’s a stalker.”

      Beverly nodded tentatively at that, not quite willing to commit to such a strong term. “She follows Vince around everywhere. I need you to make sure that she is kept under control.”

      “Is she barred from all the events?” Sam almost looked excited at the prospect of getting to play bouncer.

      Beverly shook her head. “No, Olivia Porter’s paid her money and she has as much right as anyone else to be here. But we need her kept under control. Don’t let her follow Vince away after an event, don’t let her trick him into being alone together. You know—the standard keeping crazy people away type of deal.”

      “If you give me her details, I’ll watch out for her, and keep her under strict control,” said Sam firmly.

      I admired her confidence.

      “And Adrienne, make sure this Olivia doesn’t post anything negative on social media, okay?”

      I dug my fingers into my palms and gritted my teeth. Another impossible task. “I’ll do my best.”

      Beverly gave me a plastic smile that was more of a grimace which she held for several seconds before she spoke again. “As long as ‘your best,’” she air quoted with fingers, “achieves the task you have been set, that will be fine.”

      “I shall attend to my husband now,” said Meredith, rising to her feet and immediately turning to leave. She gave us just the barest glance of acknowledgment as she left, not deigning to waste any significant words on the likes of us.

      “Any questions?”

      I had plenty of questions, but none I wanted to ask her. Sam obviously felt the same, because we both shook our heads and pushed ourselves back to our feet.

      “It was nice to meet you, Beverly. Looking forward to working together.”

      “Likewise,” said Sam.

      She waved us away and got back to whatever important work a cruise director does when they’re not busy bothering their staff.

      When we were outside of the office, we quickly headed out onto the nearest outside deck. The problem with talking inside the ship, especially in the more industrial non-passenger-facing sections, is that voices tend to bounce off all the bare metal walls, and you can often hear people from more than a hundred yards away if they’re talking in a quiet hallway.

      “She seems better than Sylvia,” said Sam, referring to the previous cruise director.

      “Yes, maybe.” I was not yet convinced. “Though how I’m supposed to block all the passengers from posting anything negative on social media is beyond me. I just hope that nothing like that ever filters back to her.”

      “Yeah, and I’ve got to wrangle this Olivia. That should be fun.” We both laughed. Suddenly, Sam nudged me hard.

      “Look!”

      I did as I was told and looked where she was pointing.

      “I guess that’s the new captain.” Further down the deck was a man dressed in a captain’s uniform, so unless we had an imposter, my guess was likely to be right.

      “Who is that he’s with? It looks like a guest.”

      “But the passengers aren’t supposed to be aboard yet.”

      We casually walked closer so that we could see better. Both of them were facing away from us, so it was hard to get a good read on the situation. The woman appeared to be much younger than him. Although it was hard to tell from behind, I would have wagered that the slim brunette was in her early twenties.

      “Maybe it’s his girlfriend,” said Sam with a grin.

      “Or his daughter.” Their body language didn’t look like parent and child though. Their postures were a little too upright and they were a touch too distant.

      “Or a mistress,” said Sam.

      “Stop it,” I said with a nudge. “We can’t be gossiping about the captain. We don’t even know him.”

      “That’s why we can gossip about him. If you do it to people you know, that’s talking behind their back. That’s bad. But we don’t know him, so it’s fine.”

      Impressed by her impeccable logic, but still not entirely convinced, I decided to just let the matter drop.

      “Come on. If it’s anyone interesting I’m sure we’ll hear about it in due course. I want to try and unpack before we really begin.”

      With only a small whine of complaint, Sam let me drag her back inside.

      “You know, I think this is going to be an interesting trip…”
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      It was with good spirits that Sam and I started work the next day. For this cruise, we’d be able to hang out pretty much all day long. While Sam was in charge of customer liaisons with the chef, as the social media manager I would have to be around all of the events that Sam was managing, to capture the very best moments—or build up the excitement for them before they began.

      The first thing on the agenda was setting up some sign-up stations for the first round of events, followed by a book signing with the great chef himself.

      We were outside in an area called the Lagoon Pool. It was the biggest outdoor swimming pool on the ship, and although it wasn’t quite the size I imagined a real lagoon would be, it was big enough to have its own island, which doubled as a pool bar, as well as another pretend-ramshackle bamboo shack-style bar called Hemingway’s. With the smell of the ocean drifting by, you could almost imagine you were on a tropical island somewhere, instead of aboard a modern luxury cruise liner.

      We had co-opted an outside corner area near the pool, where we had a row of plastic tables set up as event sign-up stations as well as a covered area which would be used for the book signing a little later on.

      To kick things off, I took a few pictures of Sam, trying to catch her looking both glamorous—but also incredibly hardworking. I had no doubt Beverly was going to be paying careful attention and we wanted to put on our best front.

      “Hey, could you look up at me while you’re setting up that paper?”

      “But if I look at you, I can’t see what I’m doing.”

      “Yeah, but you’ll look sultry. Just for a second.”

      Sam did as she was told, and I got a nice picture of her looking up toward the camera which I immediately posted to all of our social media streams.

      “Look at this,” Sam said.

      I lowered my phone to stop taking pictures for a moment and did as Sam asked. She was holding a stack of three clipboards.

      “What is it?”

      Sam handed me her first sign-up sheet. It was titled “Knife Skills with Vince DeLuca.” Underneath, there was room for fifty people to write their names. At the very top, in position number one, a name had already been written: Hannah Menard.

      I gave Sam a quizzical look.

      “Look. She’s signed up before I even put the sign-up sheets out. And there’s more.”

      Sam handed me her second clipboard. This held the sign-up sheet for another workshop, which was titled “Mise en Place and the Secret of the Thirty Second Omelette.” Again, in pole position, was Hannah Menard.

      “And this one.” Sam held out the third and final sign-up sheet toward me. This one was titled “Parmigiano Reggiano—King of Cheese, Emperor of Foods” and again Hannah Menard had already slipped her name to the top of the list.

      “Is that the stalker woman that we were told to look out for yesterday?” While it seemed logical, I had a feeling it had been a different name.

      Sam shook her head. “No, that was Olivia Porter. This is someone else.”

      “Maybe you’ll have two stalkers to manage. Perhaps you can set them on each other.”

      Sam snickered, and brushed a lock of blonde hair out of her eyes.

      “Yeah, that’s all I’ll need. A surfeit of stalkers on top of the controlling wife and Beverly.”

      “Speaking of which…”

      I nodded my head in the direction of the lagoon pool’s ‘beach.’ Instead of a traditional pool edge, the water gradually grew shallower and shallower until it lapped at the edges of the sunbeds as if it were really the sea. Standing in the morning sun was Beverly, talking to a young brown-haired female guest.

      “Is that…” Sam’s brow was furrowed, and her eyes squinting, while she held up one hand to shade her eyes from the glaring sun.

      “I think it is.” We were referring to the fact that Beverly seemed to be talking to the same young lady who the captain had been talking to the day before. Whoever she was, she seemed to be well connected.

      “Quick, look busy.”

      I lifted my phone up. That’s how you look busy in my job—stare at your phone, and people will assume you’re doing something clever online. It’s kind of the opposite of most jobs.

      Beverly was walking arm in arm with the young lady toward us.

      “…and that will look spectacular on the newsfeed!” I said, finishing a sentence which had had no beginning, entirely for Beverly’s benefit.

      “Is everything ready?” said Beverly, skipping the normal greetings. “No problems, I trust?”

      Sam and I both shook our heads. “Everything is going swimmingly,” I said with a grin and a head nod toward the swimming pool. “No negative social media posts yet!”

      Beverly frowned. “I should hope not.”

      Oops. Note to self: no joking around with Beverly. She has the sense of humor of an air mattress.

      “Beverly, actually, I am a little concerned about something,” said Sam with a lopsided smile.

      “What? What is it? What is it that you’re worried about?”

      It’s probably nothing” said Sam calmly, clearly alarmed by Beverly’s overly concerned response. “I was just wondering, does that Olivia Porter ever go by another name?”

      Beverly shook her head back and forth so quickly I felt dizzy. “No, we’ve not seen her do that. Why? What’s the matter? What has she done?”

      Sam was holding up one of the sign-up sheets. “It’s just this name, Hannah Menard, has signed up for everything already. It seemed kind of odd since I haven’t even officially put the sign-up sheets out yet. She must have snuck her name on somehow.”

      Beverly’s worried frown disappeared and she laughed, a surprisingly light and tinkling giggle. “Oh no, this is Hannah,” Beverly jerked her head in the direction of the young woman she was with. “She’s my friend.”

      I smiled at that. While I hadn’t really thought about it, Beverly didn’t seem the type who would actually have any friends.

      “That’s a relief,” said Sam with a grin. “I thought I was going to have to lasso her already.”

      Hannah laughed. “No, Beverly asked me to sign up for all of these things. She warned me about Olivia—I’m going to try and keep an eye on her from the inside. You’ll be too busy managing all the events to keep watch on her all the time, won’t you?”

      “Good thinking.” Sam was nodding but I knew she didn’t mean it; the idea of having a spy on the inside probably annoyed her no end. But she was a good actress, and if the boss thought she had a good plan, then Sam was going to tell her it was the best one ever.

      “Actually, it’s Hannah you have to thank.”

      Sam and I exchanged glances. We weren’t sure what it was we were supposed to be thankful to the young woman for.

      “Oh?” I offered with a tentative smile.

      Beverly gave another light tinkling laugh, and to my surprise she seemed quite charming. It must have been the positive effect of her friend, I decided. “It was actually Hannah’s idea to invite Vince on the cruise. So if it wasn’t for her, you wouldn’t be doing any of this,” she said spreading her arms in front of our sign-up tables.

      “How wonderful,” said Sam while I nodded my enthusiastic agreement.

      “Are you all ready?”

      Beverly ran an experienced eye over our little section, and didn’t seem to harbor a critical gaze on anything.

      “I think so!”

      “Think so isn’t good enough,” said Beverly with a frown, her charm evaporating in an instant. “Check again.”

      While we stared after them, the two women walked off arm in arm.

      “I am ready.” Sam folded her arms across her chest. “I was just trying to be modest.”

      “I guess we have to say exactly what we mean with Beverly. No more false modesty.”

      Sam slapped a stack of flyers down on the table in irritation.

      I nudged on the arm. “Look, it’s the Wicked Witch.”

      We both giggled. After having met her in person the day before, we had decided that there was something very crone-like in Vince’s wife, Meredith. The long, perfectly straight black hair certainly added to the effect.

      “You’ve set it up like this, have you?” was how she greeted us. In some ways it was better than the day before—she’d actually spoken a whole sentence this time. However, the fact that the sentence seemed to be a veiled criticism tarnished it somewhat.

      “We have,” said Sam emphatically, not beating around the bush anymore.

      Meredith did not respond with words, but instead picked up the sign-up sheet that was on the left end of the table and moved it to the right. Then she picked up the stack of pamphlets, divided it in three, and placed them into three piles across the table.

      “That’s better, isn’t it?” Her tone brooked no response other than what we gave.

      “Yes, much better,” we said in unison.

      It was no better as far as I could see, but some people just like to change things to put their mark on them. And to be complimented for it.

      “Vince will be here shortly. Now, book signings are very tiring. You are to make sure that he is kept in the shade at all times. Move the umbrella as and when it is needed. Do you understand?”

      “Keep him in the shade. Got it,” said Sam slowly as if she was mentally taking notes.

      “You do have spare pens, I assume?”

      “Spare… pens…?”

      “Of course.” Meredith was glaring at Sam. “While Vince will bring his own pen, don’t you think it’s your role to make sure that there are spares, just in case? You are running this book signing, aren’t you?”

      “It’s my first—”

      “Here.” Meredith slapped down a six-pack of ballpoint pens onto the table. “Make sure you don’t forget anything else.” She ran her eyes over the tables again, but no further criticism escaped her lips. “I shall return with Vince DeLuca shortly. Don’t mess anything up before I return.”

      It was funny hearing her refer to her husband as Vince DeLuca, instead of just my husband, or even just Vince, but true to her word, Meredith soon returned with her husband in tow, somewhat like a farmer leading a donkey. A donkey with a chef’s hat.

      Vince had a substantial amount of makeup on his glistening skin, and was dressed in his trademark white chef’s outfit. He followed behind Meredith, doing as he was told.

      I greeted them both and offered Vince a friendly smile. “Hi, I’m Adrienne, and I’m in charge of all the social media around your events. And this,” I pointed to my best friend, “is Sam, who will be handling the needs of your fans.”

      He smiled, opened his mouth, and just as he was about to respond, Meredith got in ahead of him.

      “I don’t think he needs to concern himself with exactly who each and every lackey is and what their own minor tasks are,” she said. “He’ll be too busy to talk to you much. Try not to disturb him.”

      I caught Vince’s eye, and he gave me a half grimace, as if in apology at his wife’s rudeness. I returned his look with a half shrug. It didn’t bother me that much. The cruise would be over in a week and Meredith would be gone along with it. I just had to get through the next few days.

      “Now, you’re going to be over here, Vince,” said Meredith as she pulled him by the arm toward the end table. We had now stacked up over a hundred copies of his book in two piles which would sit as columns on either side of him. We didn’t expect to sell that many—most of his biggest fans would have his book ready—but it made the table look nice, and it made him look successful.

      “Are you ready, Vince?” asked Sam. I thought I could almost hear a tremor in her voice. She was trying to act normal around one of her heroes, but I could tell she was excited, even if she could hide it from everyone else.

      “I’m always ready to meet my fans,” he said with a cheerful smile.

      “Remember, this signing is limited to one hour only,” said Meredith pointedly tapping at her left wrist which was adorned with a gold watch. “I expect you to make sure the event is over by then. Capiche?” Meredith paused for a moment, and then looked up again as if remembering something. “That’s Italian for do you understand?”

      “Got it,” said Sam through gritted teeth.

      Meredith was an odd one, I thought.

      She was originally from Idaho, but now she liked to pretend she was almost fully Italian. From her clothes, to the way she talked about food, to how she had started dropping Italian buzzwords into her conversations and restaurant reviews. I was tempted to point out to her that capiche was an Americanization, and the way she used it was not actually correct Italian. But I was scared she might actually kill me if I tried it. Perhaps a passive-aggressive blog post could do the trick, though.

      The customers soon began to line up, most of them already clutching their own copies of his bestselling book, Italian Heart, American Appetite.

      While most people were waiting nicely, one person didn’t seem to want to wait. Beverly’s friend Hannah had skirted the outside of the line and was walking through our staff-restricted area. She had a big smile on her face, seemingly aimed at me. Was she going to use me as an excuse to jump the line? I tentatively smiled as she approached. An approach that never really got where it was going.

      Meredith saw Hannah coming toward her husband and stepped in front of her, doing her best impression of a brick wall. “Yes?”

      “I just wanted to ask Vince—”

      Meredith had interrupted her by holding her palm out, stopping just shy of pushing it against Hannah’s face. Hannah, in turn, appeared shocked.

      “Oh no you don’t. If you really want to talk to Vince, you can wait in line like everyone else. And don’t try and spend more than thirty seconds. His time is very valuable.”

      With an air of seasoned practice, Meredith took Hannah by the arm, and with a clever step to the side she twisted her around, pointing Hannah in the direction of the end of the line of people waiting for the book signing. With a few more small steps, she rapidly propelled Hannah away.

      “I guess she doesn’t want to give Beverly’s friend any special treatment,” I said to Sam with an amused shake of my head.

      “Guess not. As long as we don’t get caught up in the middle.”

      “Okay then.” I scanned the scene one final time. “Are we ready?”

      Sam gave a nod, cleared her throat, and clapped her hands together loudly. “Can I have everyone’s attention, please…”

      While Sam began her welcome spiel, I snapped a couple of photos of Vince, and then got in a good position to capture some of the keenest fans as they got their book signed.

      This was it.

      Our first celebrity chef cruise was about to properly begin.
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      While some celebrities require bodyguards to protect them from overeager fans, Vince de Luca required no such assistance. His wife, Meredith, was all the protection he needed.

      She hovered over him at the book signing table, making sure that no one exceeded her self-imposed thirty-second rule and that no one got too close to her husband.

      When one overeager young lady rested her hand atop Vince’s in a perfectly innocent gesture, Meredith snatched it away with so much force I thought she might take the poor girl’s arm off. The shy young lady simply offered a meek apology and scurried away. I kind of wanted to take a picture of Meredith doing things like that and use them for a feature I would call The Sea Witch. But no, I didn’t want to get fired.

      After I had enough shots of people getting their books signed—I couldn’t really use more than a couple of them, because no one wants to see a stream of basically the same photo over and over again—I looked for some more interesting things to shoot. I climbed up on a chair, and got a shot of the line sneaking around the lagoon pool, and then another nice shot of a mother and daughter, each holding up different editions of the same cookbook, comparing them with the focused eager eyes of real fans.

      One woman caught my attention, and so I focused on her for a bit. She wasn’t exactly standing in line, but she was hovering around, coming up almost to the front of the line, and then disappearing off to the side again. Each time, she was holding up a book to cover most of her face, like a spy in a spoof espionage movie trying to be undetected. What she seemed to be doing was trying to stay out of Meredith’s eagle-eyed line of sight.

      Immediately, I had a sneaking suspicion as to who it was.

      The woman had short black pixie cut, big brown eyes, and she was wearing the most spectacular sunglasses I had seen in some time. The most striking thing about the sunglasses was their arms. Rather than the boring, functional style that almost all glasses had, these had arms shaped like spatulas, miniature versions the ones you would find in the kitchen.

      I watched on, and she kept trying to look for an opportunity to slip by Meredith. She kept lowering the glasses to peer at Vince, and then sliding them back up her nose whenever Meredith looked in her general direction.

      It was like watching a game of cat and mouse. Only in this case, the cat didn’t know the mouse was actually there.

      Finally, Spatula Lady got her opportunity when a woman of retirement age dropped the entire contents of her purse all over Vince’s table. I was pretty sure the old lady had done it deliberately just to spend more time with Vince, and Meredith seemed to have drawn the same conclusion.

      Meredith was all over the table, grabbing and snatching up every last stick of gum, pen, dice, marble, and coin as fast as she could, and dumping them straight back into the lady’s bag.

      While she was distracted, Spatula Lady made her move. With barely a glance toward Vince, she made for the sign-up sheets, and within a couple of seconds had her name on the first one.

      I nudged Sam, who was focused on holding the front of the line until it was the next person’s time to make their way forward to Vince’s table.

      “Look over there. Think we’ve found our stalker.”

      Sam immediately saw what was happening and whipped into action.

      “Excuse me, ma’am,” said Sam firmly but in a friendly tone. “I’m afraid we’re only allowing fans to sign up for one event at a time so that everyone at least has a chance at a spot. If there are still spaces available, you’ll be able to write your name down for additional events later on. So shall I keep you signed up for the knife skills class, and we’ll leave the other ones for now?”

      Olivia removed her glasses entirely, letting them dangle by one spatula from her left hand. “No.”

      “No?” Sam tilted her head.

      “No.” Olivia shook her head to show she meant it. “This woman,” she jabbed her finger at the list, “has her name down on all the lists.”

      I watched as Sam began to get flustered. How could she explain that that woman was there to make sure that Olivia wasn’t being too much of a stalker toward Vince?

      “I’m afraid that’s a slightly different situation. Hannah is not exactly a regular—”

      “I don’t care!” Olivia began to reach for one of the lists to begin writing her name down again. “If she’s on them all, I’m going to be on them all.”

      “I’m sorry, ma’am, but you really—”

      Sam didn’t get to finish explaining to Olivia why exactly Hannah was allowed to sign up for multiple events but Olivia was not.

      Meredith had finished shoving the rest of the old lady’s belongings back into her bag and already noticed the kerfuffle. Like a specter, she wafted toward us, her feather-light Italian dress seeming to float about her person.

      “What is the meaning of this?” said Meredith jabbing her finger at Hannah’s name, much to my surprise. I’d expected her to be jabbing her finger at Olivia, not at Beverly’s doctored sign-up list.

      “Hannah is…” said Sam, stumbling. She didn’t want to out her spy on the inside in public. But she didn’t have much choice. “…that’s her over there,” Sam said trying to point out Hannah who was mingling in the crowd.

      “You are supposed to allow a person to sign up to only one event at a time.” Meredith picked up one of the pens and began to scribble out Hannah’s name from the closest list. “Do I have to do everything?”

      Sam tried to take them away from Meredith, but her grip was too tight. Sam looked up at me in a panic, wondering what to do. I really wasn’t sure myself.

      “Meredith? Meredith,” I said, trying to get her attention. She ignored me as she finished completely blacking out Hannah’s name from the list she was holding.

      “One session at a time. If there are spaces left over, more people can sign up. Is it that difficult?”

      “Yeah! That’s not fair!” The voice came from the crowd behind us.

      “People are signing up for multiple events at once? Put me down!” said another.

      “I want Knives and Parmesan!” shouted a particularly angry sounding man.

      “Put me down for all of them!” shouted a lady near the back.

      “No, listen! Only one at a time!” shouted Sam to no avail.

      “That’s not fair! Give me that list!”

      “Knife skills! Knife skills! Knife skills!”

      “Give me!”

      “Over here!”

      The crowd had rushed toward us and now a hundred hungry hands were reaching out to try and get their fingers on the various lists.

      I’d been trying to stand to the side, but even I was getting jostled now.

      It was rapidly becoming like a middle-aged mosh pit. Only Meredith seemed to be avoiding being manhandled. She had a kind of aura about her that made people wary of getting too close.

      “Attention!”

      The deep voice boomed across the crowd, and everyone stood stock still in an instant. Their heads and eyes swiveled to see the source.

      I knew who it was before I saw him. I’d recognize that voice anywhere.

      “Everyone is to stand exactly where they are. Do not touch anything or anyone. Do not shout. Do not scream. Do not grab, jostle, snatch, demand, or in any other way behave as if you are not the adults that you all, supposedly, are.”

      Ethan Lee, the first officer, and also head of security for the ship, was standing on a chair, with everyone staring at him. His white uniform seemed to almost gleam in the sunlight, and I was pretty sure that half of the fans who had crushes on Vince were now reassessing the target of their one-sided affections. He was certainly more my type than the celebrity chef with the dewy skin and a layer of foundation on his face, that was for certain.

      I hurried over to him.

      “What’s going on? Why are they acting like this?” Ethan asked me in a low voice. “We’ve got to do something to stop them from rioting.”

      “I’ve got an idea!” I had spoken the moment the thought popped into my mind. It was probably a stupid one, but it was better than whatever this was turning into.

      I dragged another chair next to Ethan’s, and hopped up on it.

      “Everyone! Please listen to Adrienne James,” said Ethan loudly. “She is our social media manager. She has an important announcement!”

      Ethan turned to me, as did the eyes of the dozens of angry people in the crowd.

      Cornstalks, I hope I don’t regret this, I thought.

      “I am pleased to announce that, although you may not all be able to sign up for all the events you wish to, I am launching a competition that everyone is welcome to enter. I want you to take the very best photo of any item of food or drink that you can from the ship. Post it with the hashtag SwanChefCruise, and the winner of the very best food picture—which will be decided by our team of experts led by Chef DeLuca himself—will win a private dinner with Vince.”

      The crowd gasped, and then let out a loud whoop. It seemed to have done the trick. With everyone’s eyes still on me, I glowed.

      Everyone looked happy.

      Well, everyone except for one person: Meredith.

      Now all I had to do was win her over and get the chef to agree.

      But that would almost certainly be easier said than done.

      So, for the moment, I basked in the adulation of the crowd and shoved the nagging thoughts of just exactly how I was going to pull this off to the back of my mind.
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      That evening, it was crowded at the Swan of the Sea’s small Italian restaurant, L’Ultima Cena. Unlike the giant International Buffet, this restaurant was more targeted at those looking for a special occasion, an intimate dining venue with only the highest quality food.

      Today, things were a little different though. The restaurant was closed to regular business and Vince DeLuca was giving his first cooking demonstration of the cruise. L’Ultima Cena was decorated like a rustic rural Italian farmhouse—or at least an American architect’s version of it. The walls were covered in dark-varnished wood and decorated with an array of objects: bottle openers, a couple of wagon wheels, wooden spoons, dried flowers, hanging garlic, and a big display naming all the different kinds of pasta. A gentle hum of excited chatter filled the room, while the wood paneling absorbed and muffled the harsher sounds.

      At the front of the restaurant was an open kitchen, which was usually filled with the four regular chefs and their assistants. But today, it was just Vince DeLuca dominating the scene, while Meredith looked on from the side, her beady eyes keeping vigil over everyone and everything.

      The tables had been re-arranged so that they were all facing toward the kitchen, allowing everyone who’d managed to snag a ticket to get a decent view.

      At this demonstration, Vince was going to be showing the audience how to set up their kitchen before cooking a meal using the mise en place method, and how, with proper preparation, you could cook an omelet in only thirty seconds. Then, Vince was going to demonstrate this, by cooking over thirty omelets in less than twenty minutes.

      Although the cruise had only just started, I already recognized several of the eager guests.

      Olivia the so-called stalker had a seat near the front, as did Beverly’s friend and watcher-of-Olivia, Hannah. Beverly herself was also there keeping a watchful eye on things, and Sam was of course making sure that everyone was sitting in their correct seats.

      “Yo!” Cece squeezed my arm in greeting.

      “Hey! What are you doing here?” I greeted Cece with a surprised smile.

      “The regular restaurant staff have been given the night off, so Beverly asked me to step in and make sure everything remains spick and span.”

      “So you’re like a waitress today?” I asked.

      Cece shook her head. “No, there’s no orders to take or anything. I’m just here to pick up the mess. You know, if a customer decides to throw something on the floor, I’m here to pick it up. And I guess after it’s over I get to help put everything back the way it’s supposed to be.”

      “Neat!” I said. “Let me know if you need a hand. I’m just going to be taking some pictures.”

      Cece narrowed her eyes, leaned in toward me and whispered in my ear, “Watch out, the witch is approaching.”

      Cece winked at me and began to slip away before the arrival of Meredith. I helped her with a gentle push to send her on her way. It was time to face the music.

      “Adrienne.”

      I gulped. Now I was in for it.

      We hadn’t spoken since I announced my competition, and now I was going to have to deal with the fallout of that rather rash announcement.

      “Good evening,” I said. “The guests seem to be excited about the demonstration.”

      “Of course.” She dismissed my compliment without a thought. “Now. That competition you announced.”

      I gulped again. “Yes?”

      Then Meredith did something I hadn’t expected her to do. She smiled at me. An actual, genuine smile.

      “What a great idea that was. Vince is so popular that some of these people were getting really upset about not being able to sign up for every single event. That was some good thinking. In fact, I should have thought of it myself.”

      I blinked in astonishment, thinking that perhaps I had completely misheard everything she had just said.

      I’d been expecting a dressing down, for Meredith to lash out at me for doing something which I had no authority to do, something which would give her husband extra work. But no, she actually seemed… pleased.

      “Thanks,” I said hesitantly, waiting for a final sting, a dramatic twist that would leave me reeling. But it didn’t come.

      “That kind of thinking impresses me, Adrienne. You thought on your feet. You thought quickly, and you came up with the great idea.”

      I shuffled uncomfortably. Getting effusive praise from a woman renowned for pretty much the exact opposite had me on edge. Where was this going?

      “Tell me, is being a social media manager on a cruise ship your dream job?”

      Is this a trap? I wondered. If it was, there wasn’t much I could do about it now. Since I had nothing better to say, I decided to just go with honesty.

      “My dream was to be a journalist. Actually, I was a journalist, but it was only a small town newspaper. And then it folded.”

      Meredith nodded. “I understand. As a food critic, there’s only a few of us left who can make a real career of it. All the small town food critics are just hobbyists now.”

      I nodded, almost feeling a sense of kinship with the woman, unbelievably. Perhaps she wasn’t such a witch after all.

      “The reason I ask is that I’m looking for someone to work with Vince full-time. This foodie cruise tour, although it’s just beginning, seems to be a hit. The public loves Vince. What we’re thinking of doing is really ramping it all up. More TV shows, more cookbooks. A range of cookware, pots and pans and knives and so on. Some frozen meals, and meal-preparation kits ready to cook at home. All that kind of thing.”

      “That sounds very exciting,” I said with a smile. “It seems to be a massively growing industry.”

      “Indeed. And I want Vince to be at the very top of the game. I’m looking for someone to take over his PR. You know, write articles about him, get him in front of the press, the TV, and of course across social media. What do you think?”

      “That sounds…” I hesitated, still hardly believing she was saying all this to me, “… amazing.”

      Meredith gave a curt nod. “Yes, it does. So we’ll see how this cruise goes, but I think I’d like to offer you the position. Keep up the good work.”

      She seemed to take my bewildered blinking as a sign of interest and flashed me another eerily genuine smile, and then went back into the open kitchen to stand beside Vince and keep a watch on the crowd.

      Hardly believing my luck, I was bursting at the seams to tell someone. Sam was busy chatting with one of the guests near the front, but Cece was free. I hurried over to her, a massive grin on my face. I couldn’t contain myself. I wrapped my arms around and picked her up, spun her around, and set have back down again.

      “What’s gotten into you?” asked Cece, her mouth agape. I wasn’t prone to enormous displays of emotion, at least not usually.

      I told her all about it, and how nice Meredith was being all of a sudden.

      “That’s just great,” she said squeezing both my shoulders, “I’m so happy for you, Addy. Though I am just a little bit annoyed.”

      “Oh?”

      “If you take that job, it’ll mean you’ll be leaving us,” she said with a sad pout.

      It took a little of the wind out of my sails. It would be sad to leave. But I didn’t have the job yet. Who knew what was going to happen?

      “Look!” Cece turned my shoulder a little and pointed us toward Meredith. She was actually waving and smiling at us.

      I forced myself to smile and wave back, and then turned to face Cece again. “Do you think she has an evil twin?”

      Cece laughed. “Maybe.”

      I held up my phone and got a couple of pictures of Vince slicing up an onion faster than I ever would’ve believed possible. He then called out to the audience, asking for a volunteer.

      Moving as one, Beverly’s friend Hannah and Olivia the alleged stalker rose to their feet and started scurrying toward the kitchen before anyone else and even raised their hand. Meredith stepped toward the two of them, both of her hands held out in front with her palms up, to stop them both. Although we couldn’t hear her, we could see her telling them both to sit down, and when they had done so, she turned back to the crowd and asked them to raise their hands, like a group of schoolchildren. When all the customers who were interested in helping Vince had their hands in the air, which was almost all of them, Meredith chose an elderly gentleman from near the back of the room to come and join Vince.

      “I think the evil twin is back,” said Cece with a laugh.

      I left Cece to go into the kitchen so I could get some close-up pictures of the volunteer interacting with the chef.

      Before my eyes, Vince managed to teach the older man a new way to cut an onion. He explained to the man how to dice an onion in three easy moves, and within a few minutes, the old man was slicing up vegetables like he’d been working in a kitchen for years.

      I got some great video clips of the kitchen knife sliding through the onions, and a few good pictures of the guest and Vince smiling at each other. When this part of the demonstration was complete, I followed the man as he exited the kitchen to return to the restaurant area.

      At the back of the room someone new had arrived.

      First Officer Ethan Lee also known as First Officer Hot Stuff. Not that we called him that his face—it had been Cece’s nickname for him originally.

      He was standing by the door and looked to be quite the imposing presence in his bright white first officer’s uniform. He caught my eye and raised his eyebrows at me in an indication to join him.

      I weaved my way through the tables, brushing past passengers, trying not to look like I was hurrying as I hurried over to him.

      “Adrienne, how’s it going?” His deep brown eyes bored into me and I couldn’t help but grin up at him.

      “Amazingly well, thanks for asking.”

      “Amazingly well? That’s good to hear. You’ll have to tell me all about it. In fact, I was wondering, do you have anything on tomorrow evening?”

      I slowly shook my head. Was he going to… he wasn’t, was he… could he?

      “The captain is hosting a dinner in the Captain’s Club, and I thought… Well, I need someone to go with me.”

      “And everyone else on the ship said no?” I gave a self-deprecating laugh.

      He shook his head, not laughing. “No. I didn’t ask anyone else. I wanted to ask you.”

      I gulped. He had asked me. Just me.

      “That sounds wonderful, thank you. I’d love to join you.”

      “Well, that’s settled then. I’ll pick you up from your cabin, nineteen hundred hours.”

      I tilted my head at him. “In… nineteen hundred hours?”

      His cheeks turned just the slightest bit red in a rather endearing way. “I mean, at seven o’clock.”

      “Ohhh!”

      We both laughed.

      “Sorry. Old habits.” Ethan Lee had spent several years in the military until forced out by injury, but it had some lasting effects on him, like preferring to use the twenty-four-hour clock. “See you then?”

      “I’ll look forward to it.”

      As I waved goodbye to him, I was wearing two stupid grins on my face at the same time: one from Meredith’s probable job offer, and the other from being asked out by First Officer Hot Stuff on top of it. It really was the icing on the cake.

      “He just asked you out,” said Cece, seeming to appear from nowhere, and squeezing my arm.

      “How do you…?”

      “Oh, I was eavesdropping. Congratulations, Adrienne. Things really seem to be going well for you.”

      I felt a tear coming into the corner of my eye. Things were going well for me. I almost felt like I was going to start bawling. Cece reached up and quickly wiped away the tear. “All those onions must be getting to you. Go on. Go take a few more pictures.”

      Suppressing a sniffle or two, I got back to work.
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      The morning after the omelet demonstration, Hannah was feeling very pleased with herself.

      Everything was going according to plan. She was up on the top side deck, enjoying the early morning sunshine. It wasn't too hot yet, and the morning rays warmed her skin and seemed to fill her with energy.

      The top side deck wasn’t the highest point in the ship, but it was the highest wrap-around deck that was open to the public. It was a perfect place to enjoy the break of dawn, before the ship fully came to life.

      For Hannah, it was just so exciting to be aboard the ship, finally. She’d searched so hard and waited so long for this moment, and now it was all coming together. Her life would be forever changed during this cruise. She knew it.

      It was true that not everyone was being quite as helpful as she would've liked—Meredith in particular—but all in all, her plan was working out as well as could be expected.

      It had been kind of fun, but she had also been feeling a little bit like a stalker while she put her plans into action. Following people around, watching them and snooping through their things would be enough to make anyone feel like a stalker. But she had her reasons—she had to know for sure.

      And now her snooping had paid off. She did know.

      The next step would be to lay everything out, get it all on the table, and see where the cards fell.

      In some ways, her whole life had been leading up to this.

      She was going to get the happy ending that she deserved.

      She strolled happily up and down the deck, sipping coffee out of an insulated travel mug which she had filled in the International Buffet restaurant before heading out on deck. The sun was still low in the sky, and the few wispy clouds that hung lazily over the ocean were tinged pink from their first morning kiss of sunlight.

      Hannah leaned one arm on the railing and slowly sipped her coffee with the other. In a few minutes, it would be time to move into the next phase of her plan. Nothing would go wrong,, of that she was certain.

      Everything was going to be all right.
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      Early the next morning, Cece and I were heading toward the top side deck, arm in arm, to get to the next cooking demonstration.

      Vince was doing an early-morning demo that was due to start around 9 a.m., but we needed to get there even earlier to help set up.

      There had been an idea, though it turned out to be futile, that if Vince was to hold a demonstration early in the morning—and nine o’clock is very early indeed for the average cruise ship holiday-maker—it wouldn’t be oversubscribed, and thus there would be fewer disappointed Vince fans. But the guest list had completely filled up nonetheless.

      Sam was running a few minutes late and was going to catch us up, but Cece was coming with me.

      As this was a breakfast time event, Cece wasn’t officially on the clock yet. Her team didn’t start until ten o’clock, when most of the passengers had left their cabins, and she was hoping to score some primo celebrity chef food before she started work.

      In fact, we were both hoping to get a bonus breakfast today. There was nothing wrong with the staff mess, but there was nothing really right about it either. The chance of having Eggs Benedict cooked by one of the world’s top chefs (at least according to his wife) certainly beat the rubbery eggs that the canteen had been serving up that morning.

      We were trudging up some steel service stairs, up to the top side deck, because Cece claimed we needed more exercise. Personally, I wasn’t entirely convinced.

      “So tomorrow’s the big day, right?” said Cece, nudging me in the side as we started up the hundredth flight of stairs. Or according to the number painted in the stairwell, the third.

      “What do you mean?” As if I didn’t know exactly what she meant.

      “The day Hot Stuff and Farm Gal get together,” said Cece with a cheeky grin. “A match made in heaven if ever I’ve seen one.”

      Huh. So she had a nickname for me, too. I hadn’t heard that one before, though. Growing up in Cornridge, Nebraska, calling someone Farm Gal would be akin to calling them Air Breather or maybe Corn Eater.

      “Ha, ha. It’s a first date, nothing more.”

      “Dinner in the Captain’s Club? That’s fancy. I’ve never even been on a date like that. Beer and wings is my usual.”

      “Yeah, mine too.” I supposed it was a little fancy, and now she was making me nervous. “I’m not sure if I’m the type for a Captain’s Club dinner.”

      “You’ll be fine. Just follow his lead. You went to college!”

      Cece had not yet been to college and she had some funny ideas about what students got up to. Maybe my school was weird, but dining with VIPs and captains had not been on the curriculum.

      Finally, finally we ascended to the summit. Well, the final flight of stairs anyway.

      “Ahh,” breathed Cece with pleasure, sucking in the morning air, as we exited out onto the top side deck.

      It was such a lovely morning. We were planning to walk the length of the ship, from the back to the front where a temporary kitchen had been set up in an outdoor events space. By holding the event outdoors, the passengers could both enjoy the cooking demonstration and catch some morning rays at the same time.

      The cooking event was at the front of the ship, which they insisted on calling the ‘bow,’ and we still had a considerable walk to go from our current position near the back, or ‘stern,’ of the ship. Although I pretty much had those two down, I still had a habit of getting port and starboard mixed up. Apparently, it didn’t matter which way you were facing; port and starboard stayed the same, unlike left and right. Or was it the other way around?

      “Cece, how do you remember the difference between port and starboard?”

      I could tell from the smirk on her face that she had a clever answer to this one. At least, her idea of clever. That usually meant it was my idea of annoying.

      “It’s easy. So, port is the left side of the ship when you’re facing the front, and starboard is the right-hand side.”

      “Yes…” It sounded right so far. I still kept getting them mixed up though.

      “Well, it’s obvious, isn’t it? How you remember?”

      “No. In fact, I think I’ve almost forgotten again already.”

      She giggled and squeezed my arm.

      “I remember it like this—if you give me any port, there won’t be any left. You see?”

      “Sorry. Don’t get it. That doesn’t help at all.”

      “Port! You know, like the strong wine? From Portugal?” She stopped walking and put her face right in front of mine. “I thought you went to college?”

      “I did! But a journalism major doesn’t exactly require a course on the wines of the world.”

      She shook her head, frowning. “No, but I thought college students drank a lot.”

      I snorted and continued to walk down the deck. “Yeah, well, it’s not compulsory you know. I guess I missed out on port night.”

      Cece didn’t say anything else but slowly shook her head to herself in disbelief, as if amazed someone half a decade older than her could be ignorant about such things as foreign wines despite having made it through four years of university.

      “So how’s Dr. Dreamy doing?” I asked as we continued our walk down the quiet deck.

      “I haven’t seen him once,” said Cece with a pout.

      She had at least finally admitted to me that she did find him passably attractive. Of course that meant she was actually totally head over heels for him.

      I stopped Cece and pressed my hand against her forehead. “You know…”

      Cece began to cough and splutter.

      “I think you might be coming down with something.”

      Cece was half-laughing and half-fake coughing as our walk slowed to a crawl.

      “Now that you mention it, I am feeling a little rundown.”

      We collapsed into giggles at the thought of Cece faking an illness just to see the doctor. I leaned against the railing, and Cece put an arm over my shoulder to help maintain her own balance as she folded over in mirth.

      “We’re terrible, aren’t we?” I said to her.

      “Oh…” she coughed, “we are terrible…” she gave another fake sniffle. “Uh-oh,” she said, suddenly straightening up. “Your new favorite witch is coming.”

      I tried to stand up straight, but Cece started laughing again and grabbed at me to stop from falling over. It took a moment for us to recover, and then I saw what she was talking about. Meredith had just exited the same door as we had and was now walking toward us, a curious smile on her face.

      Meredith was no doubt on her way to the cooking demonstration early like us, perhaps to check for hidden stalkers and scare off anyone who looked to be too much of a fan of her husband. She didn’t look like she was on her way to a cooking demonstration though; she looked like she was going to a high-class cocktail bar. She was wearing a tight black dress, black heels, and what appeared to be an emerald necklace. No comfort morning clothes for her on the job.

      We just about managed to pull ourselves together before she reached us. I straightened up my blouse and tried to look at least somewhat serious.

      Meredith was shaking her head and smiling as she approached. “Good morning ladies. Something funny?”

      We both shook our heads. “Oh, we’re just messing around,” I said cheerfully. “But don’t worry, we’ll be on task before work begins.”

      Meredith actually reached out and squeezed my shoulder. “I know you will. Shall we walk together…?”

      “Sure,” said Cece and I at exactly the same time.

      Meredith couldn’t help but laugh at our synchronized reply. “You two are cute together, aren’t you?”

      Laughing again, we strolled down the deck together. It was only about another hundred yards before we rounded the corner to the event space that had been set up the night before the demonstration. This small area at the front of the ship was used as a multi-functional space. It could be sealed off for private parties and events, or left open for everyone to enjoy. On cruises where it wasn’t being used for hosting purposes, it was filled with lounge chairs to give the sun worshippers another place to bask.

      As soon as we rounded the corner though, we all froze. The mirth and hilarity from our earlier giggling fit evaporated as if it had never been there at all.

      Straight ahead of us was a small raised stage, only about a foot above the rest of the deck.

      On the stage, Cruise Director Beverly Jax was kneeling down, mouth agape and shoulders shaking. And with good reason.

      Right next to Beverly was another person, a woman, lying down. Unmoving.

      “Oh my…” said Cece.

      “What in the—” said Meredith, beginning to trot forward, her strappy high heels clip-clopping across the deck.

      For a few long moments, I just couldn’t move.

      I stood there staring, taking in the scene. I couldn’t quite believe what I was seeing.

      Giving my head a little shake, I took another step forward. Then another. I shook my head again, squinted, and then finally had to admit to myself that I was indeed seeing what I was seeing.

      My boss, Beverly, with bloody hands, was kneeling over what appeared to be a dead body.

      I hurried after Meredith and Cece, reaching the stage just after them. Beverly Jax had turned to face us. Her skin was as pale as a ghost’s and her whole body seemed to be trembling.

      As I got closer, I finally saw the face of the body.

      It wasn’t a stranger.

      It was Beverly’s friend, Hannah Menard. Her face was frozen in rictus, smeared with blood that came from a nasty looking head wound.

      She wasn’t moving at all.

      Hannah Menard was dead.
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      What do you do when you find your boss kneeling over the dead body of her friend? For me, sadly, this wasn’t my first experience with finding a dead body aboard the ship. I knew what I had to do: call the head of security, First Officer Ethan Lee.

      “Nobody touch anything,” I said loudly to draw everyone’s attention. “I’m going to call security.”

      Meredith was standing, silently, hands at her sides, almost impassive as she looked on at the raised stage area. Beverly was standing up now, staring down at the body below her. Cece was by my side, following my lead. I hurried over to the nearest crew-phone, which was located by a bulkhead door leading inside.

      I punched in the number for the security office. “I need Ethan Lee—now,” I said as soon as someone picked it up.

      “Yes, ma’am,” came the simple reply. The security officer on the other end of the phone had heard the seriousness of my tone, and the way I had known exactly who I wanted to speak to, and didn’t put up any kind of fight or argument.

      I only waited a few seconds before he answered.

      “First Officer Ethan Lee.” The rich, deep voice was immediately calming. He’d fix this.

      “Hi. It’s Adrienne.”

      “Is everything all right? My officer said it sounded urgent.”

      “It’s serious. You’ve got to come up to the top deck event area right away. There’s been an… incident.”

      “What kind of incident?”

      “Someone’s died. And it doesn’t look like an accident.”

      There was silence from the other end of the phone for several seconds, before he finally answered. “I’m on my way. You know the drill. Make sure no one touches anything.”

      “He’s on his way?” Cece had her hands balled up into fists and was holding them under her chin, a strained expression on her face.

      “Yep. Come on, let’s make sure they don’t mess anything up.”

      Cece and I hurried back to the event stage.

      “Beverly, what happened?” I asked.

      Beverly was crouching down now, her hand hovering just above Hannah’s head. Now that I was closer, I saw a small pool of semi-dried blood just to the left of Hannah’s head. “Did you move her?”

      Beverly first shook her head and then, as if remembering something, nodded. “I found her. I turned her over to see if she was all right.”

      I bit my lip. “But she wasn’t...”

      “She’s… I can’t believe… what happened?”

      Beverly’s hand slowly dropped down onto Hannah’s head again, and I noticed that it was stained with still wet blood.

      “Beverly, step away. You don’t want to keep looking. Get down from there.”

      Beverly slowly rose to her feet, her expression half vacant. She was either in shock, or doing a pretty good impression of a person suffering from it.

      “Cece, can you take Beverly and—”

      “On it,” Cece interrupted me and I didn’t even have to finish my thought.

      I was pleased to find out that Cece was someone I could rely on in a crisis. The giggling, teetering girl from just a few minutes before had transformed into someone you could depend on for support.

      Suddenly, Sam appeared by my side. “What do need me to do?”

      “Work with Meredith and Vince and try and sort something else out. The guests are going to be very disappointed. I’ll send out messages on social media in a couple of minutes, but see if you can find out who has access to the ship’s PA system. Beverly will know, if you can get anything out of her. We’ve got to tell everyone that this morning’s demonstration has been moved. Canceled. Make something up. Just make sure they’re not heading here. Ethan should be here to seal off the area in a minute, but let’s try and stop the guests before they arrive.”

      “Adrienne!”

      Speak of the devil. First Officer Ethan Lee must have sprinted the whole way up from the security office. He was striding toward me, three more breathless security officers behind him, struggling to keep up.

      I filled him in as quickly as I could, while we walked over to the body. He peered down at it, a serious but calculating look on his face.

      “It’s been moved.”

      “Beverly thought—hoped—she might be alive. She turned her over, so I’m afraid the scene has been spoiled somewhat.”

      He stared for a moment longer before whipping into action.

      “Mendez!” he said to the man closest to him. “Seal us off. Put security tape over the doors leading to this whole area, and don’t forget the stairs. Block this floor in the elevator control panel. Lock any nearby doors you can without breaking the fire regs. The rest of you, help him.”

      The three security officers quickly hurried away to follow his instructions.

      He looked around for someone else to give commands to and they fell on the person closest to me.

      “Cece, get the doctor up here from sickbay. I want him to examine what we’re working with right away. Talk to him in person and keep it quiet. For obvious reasons.”

      “Sir!” Cece’s response was so sharp I couldn’t help but wonder if she’d been in the military herself.

      “Adrienne, I want you to work with the customer liaison team and come up with some kind of excuse as to why this event has been canceled, and get it out on social media.”

      I nodded curtly. “Already on it.”

      “Good. Perhaps together with Beverly and Sam you can find something else for the passengers to do. And let’s try and keep this as quiet as possible.”

      I nodded. It was pretty much what I expected. I was going to have to spend the day putting out as many happy, inspiring, and cheerful messages and pictures as I could on our social media streams, and trying to cover up any rumors that might get started. Luckily, none of the guests had arrived here yet, but they soon would, unless we could stop them first.

      “As of now this area is off-limits to everyone. If you see anyone heading this way, deflect them.”

      Ethan stepped up onto the stage, and slowly began to circle around the body, taking several pictures as he did so. I gave him a concerned half smile and a wave. He gave me a tight smile in response.

      I began to walk to the back of the event area. It had been set up with a number of tables and chairs for the guests to sit at while they watched the demonstration. Just before I left, something caught my eye underneath one of the tables near the back.

      I crouched down. Well, that was interesting. Underneath the table was a pair of sunglasses. A rather unique pair. One that had two kitchen spatulas for arms.

      They were Olivia’s sunglasses, or another pair just like them.

      I stood up again and was about to yell at Ethan, but he was crouching down over the body and seemed to be focusing very hard. One of his team was approaching him. I decided to leave it alone for now.

      I snapped a picture of the glasses, and left them there. Ethan would find them when he was investigating. I didn’t want my fingerprints on them, that was for sure.

      After exiting the area, I pulled out my phone. I had work to do.

      Due to unforeseen circumstances, Vince’s morning demonstration has been postponed. But don’t worry! An even better event will be announced shortly to make up for this loss. Make sure to “FOLLOW” us to keep up to date!

      After posting the message, I headed off to find Sam—and Beverly, if she was able to work.

      It was going to be another long day.
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      I spent the entire day tweeting, Instagramming, Facebooking, and blogging, trying to flood the ship’s social media streams with uplifting, positive images, blog posts, and commentary. I didn’t leave our cabin. We had a small metal desk attached to one wall and a single chair, and I spent almost the entire day glued in place, typing and editing and applying filters to photos before sending them out in a constant stream to all the ship’s social media channels.

      I wasn’t shy about recycling pictures from my last cruise either.

      There didn’t seem to be any rumors going around about the death yet, but when they did start, I wanted to drown them out with a tsunami of positivity and loveliness.

      Ethan Lee had sent me a message earlier, saying that dinner was still on, and that it would take our minds off of things. I had been a little surprised, having expected him to cancel the date for rather obvious reasons.

      But nope.

      Not even dead bodies could keep us apart, as Sam had so beautifully put it.

      I selected my only little black dress from my rather minuscule wardrobe. Neither Sam nor I had brought all that much stuff with us, because we spent most of the day in our uniforms. But I had one or two other pieces. I spent an hour or so getting ready, and when I was done, I was quite pleased. My hair was healthy and shiny, my makeup applied with a reasonable amount of skill, and much to my relief, the dress still fit. Luckily, my job kept me pretty mobile, so even though I hadn’t actually joined and used the staff gym—which I totally would get around to doing at some point—I wasn’t putting on weight, either.

      With the final last check of my eyeshadow (which was amazing), I exited our small bathroom back into the only slightly bigger cabin.

      Something had changed. Immediately, I saw what it was. There was something on top of my pillow—something that hadn’t been there before I’d started to get ready.

      It was a postcard.

      I picked it up. On the front was a desert scene, with the slogan Greetings From Beautiful Arizona underneath. I slowly turned it over. On the back, it said “Wish You Were Here” in handwritten block letters.

      I stared at it, turning the postcard over and over in my hands, looking for any kind of clue as to who could’ve put it there. The only clue I had was one of absence, rather than of existence.

      The postcard had no return address, no stamp, and no delivery address. It had been hand-delivered, not sent through the mail. That narrowed down the list of possible senders from the entire world to the current population of the Swan of the Seas.

      I sat on the bed, with the postcard resting on my knees.

      This had to be connected to last summer. It just had to. I had no other connection to Arizona.

      First, there had been the note left behind under my door after the first trip, which had simply read “I know what you did last summer” in cut-out magazine and newspaper headline letters. Now I had this too. It meant that whoever was leaving these notes was on the ship. Someone who had been on the first cruise as well.

      “Hey!” came a voice from outside.

      “Come in, come in.” I said trying to sound cheerful rather than shocked. First the body, and now the postcard.

      Cece entered, with Samantha right behind her.

      “One, wow, and two, I’m jealous.” Cece stood with her hands on her hips staring at me.

      I looked up at her with a questioning look.

      “Wow, because you look ah-maze-ing, and I’m jealous because you got mail. I’ve been on this dang boat a year and I never once got any mail. It’s not fair.”

      I didn’t want to tell her that this mail was an unwelcome surprise.

      “Oh, it’s nothing interesting. Just something from an old friend. “I tossed the postcard into the back corner of the bed and stood up. “Do I really look all right?”

      “You look fantastic,” said Sam, pushing past Cece and squeezing my shoulder.

      “Yeah, don’t even ask again. You look like a million bucks.”

      I put on a fake frown. “Just a million?”

      Cece sat down on the chair by the small desk that was attached to the opposite wall.

      “Fine, ten million.”

      “That’s more like it.” I felt my spirits begin to return.

      “He didn’t cancel, then?” asked Sam.

      “Nope. He said we need something to take our minds off of the death.”

      “Oh, I can think of ways for the both of you to get your mind off the death,” said Cece, arching her eyebrows at me.

      I swung out with the pillow and whacked her on the knee.

      “Speaking of men and dead bodies, did you speak to Dr. Dreamy?” I asked nudging Cece.

      She frowned. “Nope, not really. I mean, I saw him. I told him about the body and—poof—he was gone. Couldn’t get out of there fast enough.” Cece whacked her palm down on the desk causing it to rattle. “Can you believe it? He’s more into a dead chick than me.”

      It was probably wrong to be laughing so soon after Hannah’s death, but I couldn’t help it. There was something about Cece’s mock outrage at the doctor being more interested in a corpse than her that had me giggling like an idiot.

      When we had composed ourselves, Sam tapped her chin thoughtfully. “I wonder whether he’ll find anything out. It looks pretty obvious what happened. She hit her head.”

      We were all silent for a moment.

      “The question is, how did she hit her head?” I mused.

      “Yeah,” said Sam, leaning forward. “Did she hit her head…?”

      “… Or did someone hit it for her?” finished Cece.

      “I can’t imagine why anyone would want to kill a nice young girl like her. But how could she have hit her head there? It doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Yep. It’s mighty suspicious. Young people don’t normally hit their heads and die, not just walking around on the ship. They have to at least fall off a bike or a skateboard or something.”

      “Was there anything that would’ve made her slip up on that stage? A slick spot? A roller skate? Anything at all?” asked Sam after a pause.

      “I don’t think so,” I told her, shaking my head. “The floor was dry so she shouldn’t have slipped. I mean, it’s possible she somehow tripped over her own feet, but it wasn’t exactly a dangerous situation.”

      “You didn’t see any clues?” asked Cece.

      I remembered something. “Oh, wait. Take a look at this.”

      I grabbed out my phone from the small black clutch I was going to use that evening and pulled up the photo I had taken that morning.

      “What is it?” asked Sam impatiently.

      When the image was on the screen, I showed it first to Sam, who let out a low whistle, before passing it over to Cece.

      “Sunglasses,” said Cece with a questioning look.

      “But not just any sunglasses,” said Sam.

      I was pleased she had noticed whose they were too.

      “Then whose sunglasses are they? And where did you take this picture?”

      “I found them underneath one of the tables near the stage. And the sunglasses belong to Olivia Porter.”

      “The stalker?”

      “Yep” said Sam and I in unison.

      We had told Cece about our meeting with Beverly, and how we were supposed to be on the lookout for Olivia and to make sure that she didn’t harass Vince.

      “And this Hannah, she was a friend of Beverly’s?”

      Sam and I both nodded. “And not just that, she was supposed to be watching Olivia. She was going to be our source on the inside—among the guests—keeping an eye on her.”

      “How did she end up with that job?”

      “Just because she’s friends with Beverly. I suppose she was trying to help her friend.”

      “And you found the sunglasses of the stalker obsessed with Vince right by the murder scene.”

      “Yep. But so what? It’s just circumstantial. She could have dropped them there anytime. It’s not evidence that she had anything to do with the death. We need to find something else, something more.”

      “Isn’t that Ethan Lee’s job?” asked Sam.

      I shrugged. “I guess. Speaking of which, what’s the time?”

      “Time for you to get to the ball,” said Cece with a grin. “Come on, we’ll be your fairy godmothers. We’ll walk you there.”

      “What? No carriage?”

      “Hon, I already told you, we need more exercise. You’re walking. Now come on.”

      Sam and Cece both stood up, each of them offering me a hand. I actually did feel like a princess, just for a moment, as I took both of their hands and they pulled me up straight.

      We chatted as we walked, but not talking about the murder. Or accident, if that’s what it was. We didn’t want any of the guests to learn about it by overhearing our casual conversation.

      By the time we left the cabin, I’d almost forgotten about the strange postcard, until something made me remember it. We were walking by the Lagoon pool, when I noticed a young male pool attendant staring at us. At first, I thought he was just admiring me and my fabulous dress. But then for a moment our eyes met each other, and he quickly looked back down at the sunbeds he was rearranging, as if he’d been caught doing something he shouldn’t. Something felt a little off about him.

      I nudged Cece and asked in a low voice. “Do you know who that is?”

      “Of course. Don’t you know?”

      I shook my head.

      “Oh, I figured you would. He started at the same time as you. That’s Peter Song. A bit young for you though, don’t you think?” she said, giving me a poke in the side.

      I giggled and smacked her hand away. He didn’t look much older than twenty. Much closer to Cece’s age than mine.

      “Do you want me to introduce you?”

      “No, I was just curious. He was looking at us like he knew me.”

      “No, he was probably just staring at me.” Cece raised her chin and began to swish her hips as she walked, a pouty look on her lips.

      “Yeah, right,” said Sam as she started to blow kisses into the air. “He was staring at me.”

      “Come on. One of us has a date to get to,” I said with exaggerated cockiness.

      They both rolled their eyes at me, then, arm in arm, they walked me forward.
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      I waved goodbye to Cece and Sam before entering the VIP section of the ship. They were going to head back down to the staff mess for their dinner. I was so nervous I almost envied them.

      Almost.

      I felt anxious and out of place as I approached the restaurant. We were to eat in the Captain’s Club, which was reserved only for the VIP guests. After all, the captain couldn’t be expected to dine with everyone aboard the ship.

      The greeter at the door was dressed in a tuxedo, and he gave me a smile as I approached.

      “Good evening, ma’am. May I see your pass?”

      “Ah, I’m staff. I’m meeting someone.”

      The young man visibly winced. “The staff mess is in—”

      I glared at him. “I know where the staff mess is. I’m not looking for that. I’m here because I’m meeting—”

      “—me.” And was I ever grateful to hear that deep, rich timbre of first officer Ethan Lee’s voice.

      “Of course, sir. My apologies, ma’am.”

      The greeter stepped back, allowing us entry.

      “You look great. Better than great,” said Ethan. He had taken a step backward to admire me, and I couldn’t help but feel a little embarrassed, like I was on display.

      “Thank you,” I said after a pause. My first instinct had been to reject the compliment, but my grandmother had always told me, “Never reject a compliment, Adrienne. They stop coming soon enough, you mark my words.” So it was with her in mind that I graciously accepted. “And you look very nice yourself.”

      He did. As usual, he was wearing his first officer’s uniform, though this was the most formal of the ones I’ve seen him in.

      Every part of the uniform seemed to be tailored exactly to his frame, which was a finely-shaped one indeed. Broad shoulders tapering to a narrow waist, freshly shined shoes, and white pants that only a sailor could really pull off. Anyone else would look like an escaped 1970s pop star.

      “Shall we?” He extended his arm.

      With our arms interlocked, we entered the Captain’s Club, for what was my first time there. It had the vibe of an upscale French restaurant on land, though with a few nautical twists: anchors, ships’ wheels, and paintings of various sailing vessels along the walls, and all the chairs were decorated with a gold braid that reminded me of a naval uniform. The room was filled with the aroma of delicious, fresh-cooked food, which competed with the comforting scent of recently polished old wood.

      Ethan led me to a table near a window, which was a very traditional looking shiny, brass-rimmed porthole. As we made our way across the room, I glanced about nervously, feeling out of place. “Shoulders back! Look like you own the place,” I heard my grandma whispering from the past.

      At the far end of the room at a large table for twelve was the captain, with a number of guests already seated around him. There were just a few places left for the latecomers.

      There were a number of other tables at which officers were hosting guests. Right in the center sat a table for fifteen or so, which had a number of nervous looking guests sitting at it, though no one was at the head of the table yet.

      “Here we are,” said Ethan as he pulled out a chair.

      With a nervous but grateful smile I sat, allowing him to push in the chair as he did so.

      “I’ve never been in here,” I said with a nervous laugh.

      “Yeah, it’s a bit pretentious, isn’t it?”

      I shook my head with a laugh. “I mean, I’ve never been invited. And it’s not exactly open to riffraff like me.”

      “You’re anything but riffraff, Adrienne,” said Ethan smiling at me. My cheeks felt hot.

      The restaurant served a set menu that evening, a tomato soup to start, a choice of steak or grilled fish for the main course, and the Captain’s Tiramisu for dessert. Despite the name, I wasn’t entirely convinced that the captain had any hand in the making of it though.

      For a first real date, there are good topics, and there are bad topics. I’m not sure whether it was my nerves, or just the rather unique day that we had both had, but I settled on possibly the worst topic for a first date: murder.

      “Any news?” I said, sipping some tomato soup. “About, you know...”

      A spoon laden with soup hovered in the air, as he thought for a moment. Instead of finishing its journey to his mouth, he lowered it back to the bowl.

      “It probably wasn’t the best day to do this, was it?” he said with a little sigh. He didn’t seem annoyed with me, but possibly at Hannah for having such lousy timing by dying on the day of our big date. “But of course, it really is the elephant in the room. But no, no real news.”

      “Do you think it was… deliberate?”

      Ethan tapped his spoon thoughtfully against his bowl several times before answering.

      “I talked to the doctor. We both think that it’s unlikely a young, seemingly healthy woman of her age would trip over with enough force to bash her head and—” he grimaced “—die.”

      I nodded slowly as I took another sip of the soup.

      “I meant to talk to you earlier, but I just got so caught up in everything.”

      I frowned, not sure exactly what he meant.

      “My schedule didn’t exactly have a giant window for death of a passenger in suspicious circumstances penciled in,” he continued, “and I got so caught up in everything I didn’t get around to speaking to you again today.” He frowned, embarrassed. “I know it’s not exactly the best time or place, but could I ask you a few questions?”

      Wow. First, I bring up the topic of murder, and then he decides to conduct a witness-interview. Some first date!

      I reached out and placed a hand on top of the one he wasn’t holding a spoon with. “No, please, go on. I think I’d struggle to talk about anything else today, anyway.”

      We both laughed softly. It was a little surreal to be so dressed up, in such a nice place, but talking about something so ghastly as death.

      “When you arrived, where was the…” he quickly changed how he was going to phrase it. “I mean, what was Hannah’s position? And Beverly’s?”

      I closed my eyes as I thought back, picturing the scene again in my mind, and trying to suppress a shudder.

      “Beverly was kneeling on the stage. I could see her hands had,” I lowered my voice, conscious of the other diners, “blood on them.”

      He nodded thoughtfully, as if he was taking mental notes.

      “The body, I mean Hannah, was lying face up, but she had been moved. You could see a patch of,” I stared down at my bowl of bright red soup and then flicked my eyes up at him, unable to bear to look at the soup anymore. He gave me a sympathetic look. “I mean, there was a patch of blood to the side, next to the table. Beverly said she moved her. That’s why she had the blood on her hands, and the patch was to the side of the body.”

      Ethan nodded slowly. “If they weren’t such good friends, it would have looked suspicious, right?”

      I nodded nervously. “I suppose so. But as you say, they were good friends. And Beverly looked really shaken up.”

      I pushed my three-quarters empty bowl of soup forward, moving it out of my direct line of sight. For now, that was enough. I tore off a small hunk of bread roll and popped it in my mouth instead.

      Something caught Ethan’s eye, and he stood up, his chair sliding back.

      Looking up, I saw the captain was approaching.

      I stood up awkwardly, not having been formally introduced to him, and not really sure of the protocol. It was the first time I’d really seen him up close.

      He looked to be in his forties, wearing a friendly smile on his bearded face. Like his first officer, he was also dressed in his full uniform. I supposed the customers liked to see the actual sailors in their official outfits. I knew I certainly did. Well, one of them anyway.

      “Good evening, please, sit down.”

      Ethan did not sit down, instead standing up ramrod straight. So even more uncomfortably I continued to stand, hands resting on the table somewhere in-between standing and sitting.

      The captain gently touched my shoulder, indicating that it was okay for me to sit down properly, and I was grateful for the guidance. I probably would’ve ended up hovering in between the chair and the table the entire time he was there otherwise.

      “Just dropping by to say good evening. Doing my rounds,” he laughed as he said it. “Everything in order, Ethan?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “You’re not upsetting the young lady by talking about the... unpleasant incident, I trust?” said the captain with what I thought was an inappropriately, amused smile on his face.

      “Well, actually, I was killing two birds with one stone, as it were. I was asking Ms. James about what exactly she had seen today.”

      Killing two birds with one stone? Couldn’t he have thought of a better analogy?

      “Oh, well, I see. Do try not to bore her. Ha ha!”

      Ethan didn’t answer that comment, but continued to stand up straight. Once the silence had dragged on into its third second, I decided to end it.

      “I’m sorry for your loss, sir,” I piped up.

      I was remembering that first day aboard the boat, when Sam and I had seen the captain talking to Hannah before the other passengers had even boarded.

      “Beg pardon?” said the captain with some surprise.

      “I mean, I saw you talking to her before the other passengers were aboard. I thought you might have known her better than most of us,” I said meekly, my cheeks now a rosy red in embarrassment. I should have just stayed quiet.

      “No, no. I don’t remember ever talking to her.” The captain was frowning and shaking his head. “Right, I’ll leave you to it. Lots more people to see.”

      As the captain left, Ethan sat down again across from me. I watched the captain as he headed toward the large table, which I now saw was being hosted by Vince and Meredith, who had arrived after us. I remembered what was going on; there was a large group dinner for the first dozen people to have bought tickets for the cruise. It certainly wasn’t as intimate as the competition I had arranged, at which one lucky winner and their partner would get to dine with Vince and Meredith alone.

      When the captain approached the table, something rather curious happened.

      All of the other guests who were to join Vince and Meredith had settled into their seats, though one still remained open.

      I knew instinctively whose it was. It couldn’t be anyone else’s but Hannah’s, could it?

      But while the captain was addressing the table, all eyes, even Meredith’s, upon him, Olivia walked in, crossed the room with more poise and confidence than I could ever manage, and sat down in the empty seat.

      Meredith’s eyes flicked toward her and she glowered, but no one else at the table seemed to notice anything wrong. Olivia immediately began to spoon soup into her mouth from the bowl that was already sitting waiting, while the captain said something that made everyone else chuckle.

      A waiter came and took our soup bowls away; neither of us had finished our portions.

      “How are you getting on with your new captain?” I asked.

      “Fine.”

      I could tell immediately that he didn’t want to answer honestly, and so had settled for a non-answer instead. One of his more admirable traits was that he didn’t like to talk badly about other people. It was also one of his most annoying traits when you were trying to learn his true opinions about someone.

      The waiter brought our main courses, grilled sea bream, new potatoes, asparagus, and carrots.

      “You know what? I’m glad we didn’t choose the steak,” said Ethan, eyeing the food.

      “I know. I don’t think I could handle that right now.”

      After seeing Hannah lying on the stage that morning, I wasn’t sure I could eat anything red—or that leaked red juices—for quite some time.

      “My apologies. I shouldn’t have brought up the whole Hannah thing. It was silly thinking on my part.”

      “Don’t worry about it. If you hadn’t, I would have. I can’t get it out of my head.” I didn’t feel the need to point out that it was me that had broached the subject first; he’d obviously been intending to too.

      “I guess we will always remember this day though,” he said with a wry smile. I couldn’t help but laugh, just a little, even if the topic was dark.

      “So, let’s change the topic. Why don’t you tell me about when you were a journalist?”

      With a smile, I gratefully agreed. And I began to tell him about all the thrills and excitement of small-town Nebraska life.

      Hannah hovered over the whole meal though, a ghost that neither of us could really shake. We pretended to focus on the mundane aspects of our lives, but we both knew that we were both thinking about the dead girl.

      Still, the meal went well, with no further interruptions from crew, staff, or guests, and I think we both had a nice time. I know I did, at least.

      After dinner, he offered to walk me back to my cabin, and we went the long way around, taking a walk along the constitutional deck. Up above us the stars were just as bright as they were back home, unlike in New Orleans where the ship was based. There, you could barely see them.

      We managed a complete circuit along the walking path that tracked almost the entire circumference of the ship, without talking about death again a single time.

      Instead, I bored him with tales of me and Sam growing up in farm country, while he amused me with some of the funnier anecdotes from his time in the military. I could tell that underneath there were darker stories he had to tell, too, but a first date was not the time or place.

      Eventually it was time to call it an evening, and gentleman that he was, he walked me back to my cabin.

      “I’ve enjoyed this evening, Adrienne, very much so. Even if...”

      I laughed and squeezed his arm.

      “I know. I know. Me too. I had a great time. Even with all the craziness of the day.”

      With him standing beside me, the hallway outside my room felt smaller, narrower than usual.

      He filled it like a looming, comforting presence. He seemed to hover over me, and then he gently placed one finger under my chin, raising it. I looked up at him, our eyes met, and he gave me the briefest and tenderest of kisses.

      “Good night, Adrienne.”

      And with that, he was gone. I watched him striding down the hallway for another moment or two, his black shoes sending rings echoing down the corridor.

      Breathlessly, I opened my door, stepped inside, and almost crashed into the two girls hovering by the door while being deafened by their two equally loud screams.

      “He kissed you!”
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      It was just after breakfast and Vince DeLuca, Meredith, and around twenty guests were at the first of Vince DeLuca’s cooking classes, along with the ship’s amazing social media manager to document it.

      We were all inside a converted conference room. The standard rows of desks had been removed, and instead Vince had a small stage at the front while his audience had been set up to stand behind ten plastic events tables. Vince had spent some time practicing before the guests had arrived, so the room already smelled of garlic and butter and herbs.

      Unlike the demonstration that was supposed to have taken place the day before, this time the guests got to participate as well, and they even got a special gift for taking part. I helped Sam by handing out the Vince DeLuca branded cooking aprons that every student was being given as their participation gift.

      When the aprons had all been distributed and proudly worn, I got everyone to stand together with Vince and the un-detachable Meredith, getting a pretty spectacular group picture to post online.

      After the picture was done, and everyone was getting settled at their various cooking stations, Meredith approached me.

      “Smart work, Adrienne.”

      “Thanks. I think the guests will be pleased to have a group picture too.” I was pretty pleased both with how it came out and that I was still in Meredith’s good books.

      “Not here,” said Meredith poking me in the shoulder. “I mean last night.”

      “Last night?” I asked tentatively. I wasn’t quite sure what Meredith had thought she had seen.

      “I saw you with the first officer.” She gave me a knowing look. “Vince and I are very grateful. Very. Grateful.”

      I tried not to look too puzzled. “Thank you.” My voice was now even more tentative than the last time.

      “It’s that go-getting attitude that I really admire. Spending time with the first officer to try and keep a lid on everything that went down—that’s smart thinking, Adrienne. Really smart. I assume he’s going to make sure all his security team are encouraged not to speak about the unfortunate incident yesterday?”

      Oh.

      I got it.

      She thought I was using Ethan to help Vince.

      Was that the kind of thing I’d have to do if I ever worked for them? Somewhere along the line, there had been a serious misunderstanding.

      “And you can pass on my thanks to Cece as well. It was good of her to let you out like that,” she said with a grin and another friendly poke.

      Oh no.

      Meredith thought… She thought me and Cece were an item.

      And that Cece had given me permission to fake-date Ethan… for Vince’s benefit?

      Wow. Just wow. I opened my mouth to respond to the mountain of incorrect assumptions, but I had no clue what to say or where to even start.

      “Just keep it up, okay? You’re making a really good impression on me. Really good.”

      I nodded dumbly, my mouth still agape.

      “We’ll talk more soon. It’s showtime!” Meredith hurried off to the front of the room where Vince was almost ready to begin.

      I’d been in a lot of awkward situations in my time, but this was a definite first. I wondered what Cece would say about this. Actually, I knew what she would say: You and me? Nah, girl. I’m way out of your league. I giggled at the thought.

      But it wasn’t my fault this had happened. I hadn’t deliberately misled Meredith. No, she’d imagined it all herself, so I couldn’t be to blame. Not at all. At least, that’s what I thought.

      “Attention please!” said Vince from the front of the room. As the ship didn’t actually contain proper training kitchens, this was a converted event space, and the guests had been set up on temporary tables with portable induction cookers atop each one. Vince was going to demonstrate from the front, while the eager participants looked on and attempted to copy his cooking.

      I began to walk around the room, crouching down to get some nice close-up shots of pans as they sizzled with melting pats of butter, of students confidently holding sharp knives, right next to their fingers, using the safe grip to hold their vegetables the way Vince had taught them.

      And of course Vince himself.

      In front of the room, he was a real showman. He spoke in a loud and confident voice, throwing vegetables into the air and catching them, singing songs about Italian food—at least that’s what he claimed they were—and generally being the consummate entertainer.

      It was quite different from the persona I’d seen glimpses of in private, where he was a much more subdued, thoughtful person than the one he portrayed for the masses.

      From the back of the room, I took a short video clip of Vince juggling while the students looked on in awe, apart from one woman who decided to try and copy him and dropped her zucchinis onto the floor.

      While Vince was performing—because that’s what it was, a performance, more than an actual cooking lesson—Beverly Jax entered through the rear door, close to where I was standing.

      I looked at her, not quite sure how to greet her. The last time I’d seen her, she’d been next to her dead friend, with blood on her hands. I offered her a tight smile and a head nod.

      She had a stern look on her face, and she marched toward me.

      When she arrived, I was relieved to find out that it wasn’t because she was angry at me.

      “I’m so sorry for your loss,” I said quietly.

      She gave a sharp nod of acknowledgment.

      “It’s not right, is it?” said Beverly.

      When someone’s in a state of grief, my normal response is to just let them express their feelings, to let them get out whatever it is they want to say and release their emotions however they can.

      “I know,” I said softly. “It’s terrible, just terrible.”

      “It’s not terrible—it’s criminal.” Her voice had an underlying quiver of barely concealed rage.

      So she also thought it was unlikely that Hannah had tripped and bumped her head accidentally.

      “Who could have done such a thing.” I didn’t phrase it like a question, but just as a sympathetic form of agreement. But she didn’t catch my meaning.

      “Her,” said Beverly, with an angry glare.

      I turned my head to see where she was looking: Meredith. She was staring at Vince’s wife with what looked to be murderous intent.

      “You think…?” Despite usually being happy to let grief-stricken people get all their feelings out, I was beginning to think I might regret it this time.

      “She threatened Hannah. She said she’d taken out rivals before, and that Hannah was nothing to her.”

      “What? Why would she say such a thing?”

      “Because she’s insane?” she hissed. “Because she’s crazy? Because she’s only one percent human and ninety-nine percent pure jealousy?”

      “Jealous of what?” I asked, confused.

      The room was now filling with the smells of cooking, and I felt my mouth watering, which felt seriously out of place while Beverly was talking to me.

      “Because her name was on all the sign-up sheets. That’s it. That’s the reason. It’s pathetic isn’t it? As soon as she saw them, she thought that Hannah was obsessed with Vince. That’s why she threatened her.”

      “How awful.”

      Though I was doing my best to be sympathetic, I was feeling increasingly uncomfortable. But this was good information, too.

      “And ridiculous. Hannah would never have been interested in Vince. She doesn’t date older men. He must be twenty years older than her. She just admired him, that was all. She liked his cooking, and his videos. And she wanted to help me out. And now…”

      I felt sorry for Beverly, but I wasn’t convinced that Meredith had murdered Hannah.

      I’d seen her being cold, and indeed jealous, but she wouldn’t have just killed someone for simply liking her husband. Surely even if she was insanely jealous, there needed to be a bit more than that.

      “I have to call Hannah’s mother today,” said Beverly softly. “It’s going to break her.”

      “How awful,” I repeated, unsure of what else I could possibly say.

      “She’s a single mother. Hannah was her only child. And…” Beverly wiped a tear away angrily from her eye. “…It’s all my fault,” she said through gritted teeth. “I gave her the ticket for the cruise as a thank you for suggesting bringing Vince aboard.”

      I hadn’t liked Beverly much when I’d first met her, but now I felt my heart breaking for her. She was right. It really wasn’t fair, and to have her friend taken away like that, it was dreadfully sad.

      “You mustn’t—mustn’t,” I emphasized, “blame yourself. It’s not, in any way, your fault that this happened.” I took her hands in mine. “Please remember that, Beverly.”

      She nodded at me. “I know. It was hers.”

      She gave another angry glare in the direction of Meredith, who was luckily still hovering near her husband at the front of the room. I didn’t like to imagine what would happen if they came into direct contact with each other at that moment.

      “If it was, I’m sure the security team will find that out, and if not, the police certainly will when we return to port.”

      Beverly just slowly shook her head while continuing to cast furious glances in Meredith’s direction.

      “You be careful, Adrienne. You have to spend a lot of time with them, and if she thinks you're interested in her husband even a little bit…”

      I suppressed a shudder.

      “I don’t think I need to worry about that. She seems firmly convinced that I’m not interested in Vince.” I didn’t mention the reason why. Or that she had offered me a job. I didn’t think Beverly would be pleased to hear that just now.

      “Still, watch yourself.”

      Beverly scanned the room a final time, before stalking back out.

      She really should have been taking some time off, but since she was new to the ship, she probably wasn’t entitled to any leave just yet.

      When she had left, I turned to watch the rest of the presentation. Everyone was so happy. It seemed incongruous that a person had been killed just the day before. And that one of the suspects was standing right at the front of the room.

      After talking to Beverly, I desperately wanted to find out what happened.

      If Meredith really were to blame, then there’d be no job for me. But escaping working for a psychotically jealous murderer would be more than consolation for missing out on the job. For Beverly’s sake, and for Hannah’s, I wanted to find out what had happened.

      As I went back into the melee to take more pictures, I vowed to keep my eyes and ears open for any kind of clue at all.

      After all, I had one solved murder under my belt already.
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      After the cooking demonstration was over, Vince and I headed to the Boulevard Café for an interview. The Boulevard Café had indoor and outdoor seating, surrounded by palm trees planted in massive plots. The café was presided over by one of my favorite people aboard the ship, a Caribbean lady called Minnie who was the kindest person I’d ever met.

      As we entered, Vince followed me as I aimed for a secluded table surrounded by potted-palms on three sides. The whole café was filled with the scent of freshly-brewed coffee and freshly-griddled waffles, and the air rang with the background clatter of teaspoons against mugs, cutlery against plates, and the happy chatter of contented customers.

      Meredith had happily sent Vince and me on our way after the cooking demonstration, without feeling the need to keep an eagle eye on us. But I now knew that the only reason she was so happy to do this: she thought that I wasn’t attracted to men. If only she knew!

      Not that Vince was really my type He was much older than me, a married man, and there was already someone else I was becoming very fond of indeed.

      I could hear Minnie long before we saw her, chuckling with her deep Caribbean laugh. Before she arrived at our table, the potted palm trees around us began to shake as she brushed by their neighbors with her considerable bulk.

      “It’s wonderful to have you back again, dear,” she said with a wide beaming smile, her shoulders heaving with merriment as soon as she saw me.

      With that contagious cheerfulness, Neither Vince nor I could resist grinning right back at her.

      “And I’m happy to be back, Minnie. This is Vince DeLuca, the famous chef.”

      “A chef! How wonderful!” She took a break from speaking to give another loud laugh. “I do like my food,” she said, patting her stomach. “What can I get you?”

      “An Americano for me,” I said.

      “And I’ll take a latte, thanks.”

      Heading behind the counter to start on our drinks, Minnie left us to it.

      Off the stage, and without his wife next to him, Vince was a very different character. He spoke quietly, and he actually seemed quite mild in his demeanor. On the stage, and in the few videos of his I’d seen, he was a loud, gregarious figure, but it seemed that that was all an act.

      I started the voice recorder on my phone so that we could begin the interview.

      If I were a proper journalist, I would’ve had some decent quality microphones, but Swan cruises had not supplied me with anything like that. The interview was mostly for my own notes anyway, and I just needed enough to write a great fluff piece about Vince that would impress Meredith, so quality wasn’t the most important thing.

      “So Vince, my first question—how much of the Vince we see on video is the real Vince?”

      He blinked three times before answering. “That’s a difficult one to answer. I think we all have different aspects to our character. The Vince on the stage is different than the one off it, but they’re both me. Do you see what I mean?”

      I nodded and said that I did, though I wasn’t actually convinced. I thought he was acting in front of the camera, so no, it wasn’t really him.

      “Now, you’re famous for being an Italian chef. I hope you don’t think I’m rude for mentioning it, but your accent is very… American.”

      A small smile played across Vince’s lips. “That’s right. I actually moved to America when I was two years old, so while I am a genuine Italian, I was raised completely in the States. I didn’t go back to Italy until I filmed my award-winning show, Tasting the Tastes of Home.”

      “Wow, that’s so interesting.”

      I was playing it up a bit.

      I had of course already known the answer to the question, but most people thought because of his looks and style that he’d spent much more of his life in Italy.

      “What is it that you most like about your job? Is it the fans? Being on TV? Writing books? Being a celebrity?”

      He looked down and interlaced his fingers. He almost seemed nervous for a moment.

      “No. None of that. It’s the art of cooking that I love. Coming up with a new dish, or a twist on an old one—putting my own spin on it.”

      A smile was playing on his lips and he looked more genuinely excited than he ever had on the camera or stage. “Taking just a few simple, really fresh ingredients and putting something together that blows someone’s mind. That’s what I love to do.”

      “So it’s not really the fame that appeals to you?”

      He shook his head rapidly. “Oh no. Not at all. That’s just—”

      “A pleasant byproduct?” I suggested.

      “Meredith, I mean, my wife, says that we need to use our platform in order to get new opportunities. She thinks that if we—if I’m a famous chef, there will be more opportunities for me to really focus on cooking the foods I want to cook, rather than simply having to work under another chef, or for a restaurant, doing what they want me to do.”

      “Sounds like your wife is a large part of your success. Is that true?”

      “Oh yes,” he said nodding. “Very much so. She’s the driving force behind all of,” he looked around the room, around the ship, “this. The books, the videos, the TV show, the cruise—that’s all her, really. If she hadn’t pushed me, I’d probably just have a little restaurant somewhere cooking up my own dishes out of the limelight.”

      Watching him, I thought that he might prefer that life to the one he was actually living. But you don’t say that in a fluff piece interview. I was here to promote him, not invoke introspection and life-changing thoughts.

      “Here you are, dears. Two coffees for two hard workers,” said Minnie, placing the two coffee cups down.

      “Thank you,” we both said, smiling back at Minnie. It was amazing how her presence managed to brighten the entire mood in that brief moment.

      “And what’s next on the agenda for you, Vince?”

      He rubbed his chin with one hand and tapped at his coffee cup with the other while he thought.

      “My wife and I are thinking about a lot of different things. She—I mean, we have plans for a line of cookware, ready meals, meal preparation kits, and of course a lot more videos. Maybe even a movie.”

      “A movie?”

      He nodded. “A documentary. Not an action movie,”

      “Or a murder mystery!” I said with a laugh.

      Then I realized what I had just said, and we both fell into a rather uncomfortable silence.

      I pressed the pause button on my phone and we were both quiet for a few moments.

      “You know, I’m surprised my wife let us come up here together,” he said with a little smile.

      That’s an odd thing to say, I thought. Or it would be, if I didn’t know what Meredith was like already.

      “Oh?”

      He nodded. “She’s very protective of me. She thinks that every woman in the world is after me.” He smiled. “I should be so lucky.”

      “I guess she approves of me,” I said.

      “I suppose she does. That is strange. No offense.”

      I nodded back at him. It seemed that Meredith hadn’t actually told him she believed I was into women, and I wasn’t about to start telling people. As far as I was concerned, it was a simple misunderstanding and I wasn’t going to start spreading it around. I unpaused my recorder.

      “Do you have many female admirers?” I leaned in, hoping for something juicy. “I bet you do.”

      He tilted his head at me. “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know?”

      He shook his head. “Meredith manages the mail, the email, the website, the comments on the videos, and Facebook. She just lets me get on with my work, you know? So I don’t get bothered by it all.”

      “How thoughtful.” I saw someone approaching our table. “It looks like you might have one now though.”

      His eyebrows shot up in alarm, and he turned his head. We both watched as Olivia approached us, holding a hardback copy of one of Vince’s cookbooks.

      “Hi, Vince. Do you remember me? I’ve been at all your events, and we had dinner together in the Captain’s Club and—”

      “Hello, yes, I remember. Do you want me to sign that?”

      Olivia nodded eagerly. And I had an idea.

      “Olivia, could I ask you a little favor?”

      She looked at me with a mild look of surprise, perhaps wondering how I knew her name.

      “I saw you with the most wonderful sunglasses the other day, the ones with those kitchen spatulas for arms?”

      She nodded uncertainly.

      “I think it would make a great picture. Could you put them on and then sit next to Vince?”

      They both gave me looks of alarm.

      Vince was the first to find his tongue. “Oh no, Meredith would kill me. You can’t go around posting pictures of me with other women.”

      “Oh, she’s just a fan,” I said innocently.

      “I don’t have them with me,” said Olivia interrupting. She didn’t explain why she didn’t have them with her, despite it being a real scorcher of a day.

      “Let me see that book,” said Vince, quickly taking it out of her hands. He had his pen in hand and immediately got to work. “There we go,” he said as he finished signing his name on the inside cover.

      “Thank you. Thank you so much,” said Olivia as she quickly took her book off him. “Bye.”

      She quickly hurried off. Considering she was supposedly such a big fan of Vince, her eagerness to leave was very surprising.

      Unless the fact that I had asked about her sunglasses had something to do with it.

      Interesting, very interesting.

      “I better go too, actually.” While I looked on with confusion plain on my face, Vince pushed back his chair and stood. “Meredith will be wondering where I am. Thank you for the interview. See you later.”

      His coffee only half finished, Vince turned around and hurried out of the Boulevard Café.

      I stopped my recorder, sat back in my chair, and slowly sipped at my coffee.

      I wasn’t sure what to make of Olivia—or of Vince, for that matter. The chef seemed to have at least two personas, and who knew what other secrets? Olivia was very uncomfortable about something, almost certainly my mention of the sunglasses. The idea of Meredith seeing a picture of them together visibly frightened them both, too.

      It had all given me a lot to think about.
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      I took my time drinking my coffee after the other two had left, setting up a series of social media posts to go out over the next few hours. With my work covered for the next few hours, it was time to carry on with my investigations into the tragic death of Hannah.

      I said goodbye to Minnie who sent me off on my way with a smile on my face and a sense that the world was never as bad as it seemed, even in light of recent events.

      I wanted to get closer to Meredith, to find out a little more about her, and of course to judge her. Did I think she was really capable of murder? Or was Beverly completely wrong, and Vince’s claim that she would kill him if he saw a picture of her with Olivia was just a turn of phrase?

      I found Meredith at Hemingway’s, next to the Lagoon Pool. It was made entirely of what seemed to be bamboo, giving it a ramshackle tropical vibe, and had half a dozen tables along the patio area, as well as several stools at the bar.

      Meredith was sitting up at the bar, with a brightly colored drink in front of her. She was wearing a bright yellow sundress that clung to her figure and contrasted quite stunningly with her straight jet black hair. There was only one other customer at the bar, an older man sitting next to her who had on a large hat and dark sunglasses, despite the fact that they were well shaded by a large bamboo leaf canopy that hung all the way out from the bar to the tables.

      “Hi, Meredith. Can I join you for a few minutes?”

      She turned sharply to look at me, and then smiled when she saw that the female voice she’d heard was mine. “Adrienne! Please do. How did your interview go?”

      I slid onto the unoccupied stool beside her and was surprised by how comfortable the bamboo seating was. The whole bar was comfortable, in fact. Its laidback atmosphere, the cheerful, young bar staff with leis around their neck, and the scent of coconut, banana, mangoes and other tropical scents filling the air.

      “Very good, very good. I was thinking—it would be really interesting if we could do an article about you and Vince as a couple.”

      Meredith was shaking her head already. “That’s not a good idea, is it?”

      I gave her a questioning look. Before she responded, a young bartender with a shirt unbuttoned to show off his tanned lower chest and colorful flowers around his neck approached. I held up a hand to indicate I wouldn’t be needing anything, and he gave a simple thumbs-up in response, heading down to the other end of the bar.

      When the bartender had departed, I turned back to Meredith to find out why she didn’t want me to write about her and Vince as a couple.

      “I’m worried about mixing our brands. He’s the successful celebrity chef, and I’m the successful food critic. I like to keep those brands separate. Don’t you think that’s wise?”

      I was stumped for a moment, but then I thought of something. “Yes, in the big picture, that’s probably a very good idea. You’re right, Meredith.” Flattery went a long way with people like Meredith, so I gave a few thoughtful and serious nods as I spoke, as if impressed by her wisdom.

      I wasn’t actually interested in promoting their brands just yet. I was trying to get to the bottom of what happened to Hannah, and whether Meredith was involved. Best to know up front about the potential murderer-ness of my potential new boss. “But I was thinking, just for the ship’s social media streams, it might be interesting for the guests. After all, they see you two together all the time.”

      Meredith gave a thoughtful hmm.

      “Some of the guests have been asking me about you,” I lied. “I’m thinking just a nice little fluff piece about the pair of you. Of course, out in the real world after the cruise, we’ll work hard to maintain your separate brands.”

      “Okay then. You’re a clever girl, Adrienne. We’ll try this your way.”

      I smiled at her and put my phone onto the bar top, hitting the record button as I did so.

      “So tell me, how did you and Vince first meet.”

      A lot of couples, when they talk about how they first met, get quite excited, and are delighted to share about one of the happiest moments of their lives. Meredith, however, seemed rather bored by the topic.

      “I met Vince a few years ago, when he was just starting out. He was basically a nobody. But I could see something in him. I knew that with the right prodding and guidance, he could be a star. A superstar. The biggest cook in the world.”

      She certainly was ambitious.

      “So what kind of prodding did you have to do? What guidance did you give to young Vince?”

      Meredith chuckled. “He was too soft. They used to say he had a heart of gold, and I knew we had to turn that into a heart of granite. If you want to make it in this world, you have to be tough, you know?”

      “Oh yes,” I wasn’t actually sure that this was true, but I’d learned in journalism school that agreeing with someone was a good way to get them to keep talking. When you disagreed with them, they would get distracted, or even try and argue with you. “You gotta be tough to make it!” I enthused.

      “So I came in like a wrecking ball. I got rid of the hangers-on, the no-hopers, all that worthless weight dragging him down. I taught him how to perform for the camera, how to make an audience love you. I toughened him up, and trained him.”

      “Wow, that must’ve been difficult.”

      This wasn’t exactly a romantic story. When I did finally write my piece for the ship’s blog, I’d have to tone down the toughness a bit and make it a bit sweeter. Throw in some love at first sight and magnetic attraction and the like.

      “Oh, it was tough. Especially in those early days before he realized that listening to me was what he really needed to do. I mean, there was a time when we couldn’t agree on anything, but I knew I was right. So I told him: do as I say, or I’ll destroy you.”

      My jaw fell toward the floor of its own accord. “Sorry, what?”

      “I mean, that his career would be destroyed, that he wouldn’t get anywhere if he didn’t listen to me.”

      I nodded. I had just gotten some real honesty out of her.

      “Well, Vince is very successful now, so you must be a fantastic manager.”

      Meredith smiled back, enjoying the compliment. “Oh, yes, we’re doing very well. And hopefully you’ll be joining us soon too!”

      I nodded enthusiastically, though I was becoming less and less convinced that working for her and Vince would be a good idea. Still, I had a few more days before this cruise was over and I would have to make a decision.

      “With Vince being such a big star, I bet he has a lot of female admirers. Do you ever find that challenging, as a team?”

      Meredith laughed. “No. Sure, there are a few who want to get their claws into him, but they’ve never met a woman as tough as me. I know how to send those fangirls packing. And Vince knows it, so he’s never even tempted.”

      “Your toughness could serve as a great model for a lot of young women out there, showing them that they can conquer the world if they put their mind to it.” It wasn’t a question, but it was the kind of statement a lot of interviewees like to respond to.

      “That’s right. As long as those young women stay away from my husband,” she said laughing quite raucously at her little joke. I tittered too, just enough to be polite.

      “This has been very interesting, Meredith. Thank you very much. I’ll write a nice little piece about you two, and I’ll let you have a look-see before I post it. I think you’ll be pleased.”

      Meredith thanked me for all my hard work, and I slid off the barstool to leave.

      While I didn’t learn much new about Meredith, I had gained a bit of insight into her character. There’s tough—and there’s crazy. I was worried that Meredith may have crossed the threshold from the former to the latter.

      As I began to leave the bar, I saw that the man with the big hat and sunglasses had left, but sitting on his stool was a postcard.

      A shiver ran down my back. It couldn’t be, could it? Tentatively, I reached out and picked it up and turned it over. It wasn’t from Phoenix, and there was no note on the back.

      “Excuse me, Meredith?” She turned around and raised her eyebrows at me.

      “I don’t suppose this is yours, is it?”

      Meredith shook her head. “Nope, there was a man sitting there earlier. Maybe he left it there.”

      “Okay, see you.”

      I took the postcard with me. On the front was a picture of an island with a single palm tree, and it wasn’t any place I’d ever been. But it was a postcard, and it had been left right where I was sitting. Was it connected to the other one? Or the note I’d received on my last cruise?

      I walked away with a lot on my mind. My stalker seemed to be getting more brazen, if this postcard was from him—or her—and Meredith seemed like she could genuinely be dangerous. She had threatened to destroy her own husband? That did not sound like the actions of a sane woman.

      Feeling like I had a new weight on my shoulders, I decided to head back to my room and change.

      I was done with work for the day. I was about ready for some me time.
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      On my way back to the room, I met someone I hadn’t seen yet this trip. A chef by the name of Greg Washington, who was an old hand on the cruise ships.

      I had a small run-in with Greg during my first cruise. He had found me, strangely, a little nosy when I’d been investigating another crime and we’d had a minor falling out at the time.

      I was in the crew section, having arrived down from upstairs, and it was just a short walk back to my cabin. Greg and two other men that I didn’t recognize were leaning against one of the bulkheads just outside a door to one of the crew recreation rooms. Given his tight white cut-off shorts and bright Hawaiian shirt, Greg was clearly off-duty and not just taking a short break.

      “Well, if it isn’t the social media siren herself.” Greg slapped his leg in amusement at his clever term for me. But since his tone was light and airy, I assumed he wasn’t trying to be mean. “How’s it going?”

      Greg had a friendly smile on, so I guessed he had forgiven me for when I had annoyed him last time. Accusing someone of murder tends to make them dislike you.

      “Fine, fine,” I said, not really wanting to get into any details of all the various disasters that had either happened or were still progressing.

      That, and news of the death was under strict embargo.

      “See you later,” said one of the men that was with Greg. He and his partner entered the door they’d been standing outside. Without their presence, I could read the sign, which read Crew Table Tennis Room.

      “Who are those guys? I haven’t seen them around.”

      Greg let out a little laugh. “They’re kitchen hands. They work with me. But honey, there are dozens of people you don’t know on the ship.”

      I supposed he was right. There were dozens and dozens of people I didn’t know. That made it hard to narrow down who could be leaving the postcards and notes for me. It was going to be an uphill struggle to figure that one out. If I ever did.

      One thing about Greg, though, was that he was a gossip. Although he wasn’t directly involved in Hannah’s death as far as I knew, there was a chance he might have heard something. I decided to approach him from a side angle and see where it led.

      “You must be pretty excited,” I said with a knowing smile.

      He cocked his head at me. “Because you’re here? Honey, I get more excited when I make the oatmeal in the morning.”

      I snorted. He was as charming as ever.

      “No, I meant having a celebrity chef on board. Is he one of your idols?”

      It was kind of a mean question. I was pretty sure that Greg would most definitely not consider a celebrity chef to be someone to look up to. I was right.

      “What?” he said slapping his thigh again. “That greased-up pasta slinger? Those two guys who just left cook better than him, and they can’t cook.”

      I tilted my head. “They can’t cook? What’s their job?”

      “Their job is to follow instructions. Put it in the microwave, add hot water, that kind of thing.”

      “Well, he may not be a master chef, but I think Vince is a little better than that, no? I’ve seen him at his demonstrations. His food tastes good, anyway.”

      “Honey, you don’t know what tastes good. That man is good at making dishes look pretty, but he doesn’t know real cooking, soul cooking. He’s a plastic chef.”

      “Plastic?”

      “Oh yeah. He looks the part, but there’s no substance to it. Though I guess there is one thing he’s good at.”

      Greg had fallen in beside me, and we were walking together toward my cabin. The hallways down in this part of the ship were all echoey steel and smelled faintly of grease and paint.

      “What’s that?”

      “He’s good at getting attention from the ladies.”

      “Yeah, he’s got a few super fans, that’s for sure. Did you see one of them chasing him down?”

      “One of them? Nope. Two, and I’ve been trying to avoid the guy.”

      I laughed. “Who was it? The girl with the spatula sunglasses?”

      Greg rolled his eyes. “Don’t even get me started on that one. She’s obsessed with food, and Vince. But not just her, that one who’s friends with the new cruise director. The one who…” He looked at me with a searching look, to see if I knew.

      “… died,” I finished for him, confirming that I already knew the news and he wouldn’t be caught spreading embargoed information.

      “Yeah. Her. You know, I saw her hanging outside his cabin after the first book signing.”

      “Was she trying to get her book signed? She didn’t really get a chance at the event. His wife kicked her out.”

      Greg snorted. “Yeah, right. She didn’t even have a book with her. I think I can guess what she had in mind.”

      “What happened? She didn’t…”

      Greg shook his head. “No way. Meredith and Vince arrived at the same time. They were together. Meredith went after Hannah like an angry lioness in high heels defending her territory. The girl was lucky to escape with her life.” He lifted up his hand and curled his fingers over. “Rawr!”

      I gasped and grabbed him by his shoulders. “What?”

      “I’m exaggerating. I mean, she was really angry. She yelled at her and sent her scurrying away like a scared little animal.”

      “She’s a pretty intimidating woman, Meredith.”

      We arrived outside my cabin.

      “She sure is. I wouldn’t like to get on the wrong side of her.”

      Greg stopped, looked at the door of my cabin and then looked back at me. “This isn’t your cabin, is it?”

      “It is. Why?” I asked suspiciously.

      “Nothing, nothing. Who am I to judge? You do you, honey.”

      “What?” I asked in frustration. I didn’t know what on earth he was going on about.

      “I mean, I’m not judgmental. Heavens no. If you knew what I had gotten up to in my time—”

      I poked him in the shoulder. “What do you mean?”

      “I admire your success with the gentlemen, that’s all.”

      “I’m going to ask you one last time, then I’m going to go all Meredith on you. What. Are. You. Talking. About?”

      A look of doubt flashed across his face, before he clenched his jaw in a look of confidence.

      “Fine. I’ll spell it out. You were on a date with the first officer last night.”

      “And?” It wasn’t any of his business.

      “And I saw the captain coming out of here the other day. I mean, well done you, but—”

      “You saw what? The captain? Coming out of my cabin?”

      Now he looked surprised. “Weren’t you with him?”

      I poked him again. “No, I was not with him. What kind of girl do you take me for?”

      “A successful one?”

      I glared at him. That was not my idea of successful.

      “And you’re sure it was this cabin? Not another one?”

      “Yep. Definitely this one. Are you saying the captain was in here without your permission? Why would he do that?”

      “That is a very good question, Greg. One I’d very much like to know the answer to. Right, I’ve gotta get going.”

      “See you later then, honey. Try not to let any more officers in!”

      I sent him off with a shooing wave. When the door was closed, I fell onto my bunk, and clutched my head.

      What was going on? Surely it wasn’t the captain who had left that postcard here, was it? But if it was, it couldn’t have been him that left the “I know what you did last summer” note. He hadn’t even been aboard the ship then.

      It just didn’t make any sense.

      Unless… unless the captain had been involved in Hannah’s death?

      Maybe he was snooping in my room to see if he could find out if I had any clues. He no doubt knew my reputation from the last cruise. Adrienne James, social media manager and murder solver extraordinaire.

      I rubbed at my temples. He was another person to add to my list. How could I go about getting more information on him, though?

      I had an idea.

      It wasn’t a new one, but it’d worked in the past.

      First, I just needed a little nap. I closed my eyes and drifted off into a confused dreamland of captains, first officers, and crazy women all vying for my attention.
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      That evening after dinner, I headed straight to the crew mess hall. The room functioned as a general hangout space for off-duty staff, especially in the evenings. It was filled with bench tables and affixed orange plastic seats. Various groups of staff and crew were scattered about the room, chatting and relaxing during some of their downtime.

      I wasted no time finding Cece and marching over to ask for a favor. “Hey, do you—”

      “Yep,” she said, without even looking up from the magazine she was staring at. “What are we doing this time?”

      “I didn’t even finish asking you!” I said with mild annoyance.

      Cece lowered the magazine and raised her eyebrows at me. “Yeah, but I know that look. You’re about to ask me a favor. So, what is it?”

      “Do you remember, on the last cruise, when we went to take some pictures for the social media stream? You know, some action shots of you working?”

      Cece smirked at me. “You mean when we broke into that cabin to snoop around? Yeah, I remember.”

      I grinned at her. “Fancy doing that again?”

      “I’m down. There’s nothing interesting going on tonight, anyway.” She tossed the magazine aside and stood up. “Let’s roll. Which lucky passenger’s cabin are we breaking into this time?”

      I looked around to make sure that no one was listening, but every other crew member seemed to be engaged in their own entertainment, playing cards, chatting, and one couple was even smooching in the corner.

      “The captain’s,” I said as quietly as I could while still being heard.

      Cece’s jaw dropped open.

      “You serious?”

      “Yes. The thing is… apparently the captain was in my cabin. He broke in there when neither Sam nor I were there. I don’t know what he was up to, but it seems really weird. I want to see if there’s anything interesting in his cabin.”

      “Turnabout is fair play, huh?” Cece was grinning and shaking her head. “I guess it seems fair enough. But what if we get caught?”

      “Then we’re dead, I guess.” I gave a shrug as if I didn’t care what happened. “But the captain is going to be at the Captain’s Club hosting another dinner most of the evening.”

      “So, right now, then?”

      “Yep.”

      I offered her a hand and pulled her up. “Let’s roll.”
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        * * *

      

      “How do I look?”

      Cece had put her work uniform back on, a maid’s outfit, including a pink pair of rubber gloves that went right up to her elbows. Unlike her usual morning outfit, however, she had on some bright red lipstick, and her cheeks were rosy with rouge. She’d also rolled up the top of her skirt to shrink it and make it hang well above her knees.

      “That outfit really works for you.”

      “I know. That’s what my last boyfriend said. He used to get me to—”

      “Another time. Come on.”

      The captain’s cabin was situated in the officer’s (and distinguished guests) section of the ship, which was always quiet. At this time of the evening, when everyone was at dinner, it was exceptionally so.

      Cece’s housekeeping keycard opened up pretty much every door on the ship. She claimed that she was the only one who had such access; she had hinted that there was some mysterious reason for that in the past, though she had never told me exactly why her card alone gave universal access to the ship.

      After checking to make sure no one else was around, she unlocked the door and we quickly slipped inside. As quickly as you can when you have a heavily laden cleaning cart to push, anyway.

      It was dark inside, so I flipped the switch to turn on the lights.

      Cece pushed her cart into the middle of the room, and picked up a cleaning rag with one hand, so that if anyone entered, we could at least pretend that we were there on semi-legitimate business.

      “Look like you’re working hard!” I said, holding up my phone and starting to snap pictures of her. I wanted to get my cover story ready before we began the search.

      We took a few photos where Cece really did seem to be working hard, but after about thirty seconds, once we got our cover story set, Cece leaned against the cart and gave me a pouty look. Then she turned, her hand on her hip, holding up her rag with her eyebrows raised and a naughty-girl look. Finally, she dropped it onto the floor and made a big show of bending over to pick it up.

      “Make sure I look hot. You’re going to post these, right? Maybe Ryan will see them.”

      “Sure. I’ll probably fade out the background though so they can’t see where we took them.”

      She nodded. “Good thinking.”

      I had a thought.

      “I should show these to Meredith.”

      Cece stood up straight again. “What do you mean?”

      “She thinks…” I was almost too embarrassed to tell her. “She thinks we’re an item.”

      “No way!”

      Cece was beaming with pleasure, relishing the thought that Meredith had taken me and her for a couple.

      “Yes way.”

      Cece put her hands on her hips, and looked me up and down. “Didn’t you tell her I’m out of your league?”

      I snorted. That’s exactly what I’d thought she’d say.

      “No. It’s the only reason she’s started being nice to me. That’s why she offered me the job—now she thinks I’m no threat to Vince.”

      “You’re not a threat to Vince, are you?”

      I shook my head. “No way. He’s way too old.”

      “And Hot Stuff is much hotter anyway.”

      I grinned and nodded. “That’s right. But I think if I said that to Meredith, she’d cut my throat.”

      I began to walk across the room. “Come on, let’s get started. Let’s see if we can find anything.”

      The captain’s cabin was large, though not as large as some of the VIP suites I had seen.

      He had a roomy living and dining area, with a table big enough for twelve people to sit around on old-fashioned wooden high-backed chairs, an office with what looked to be an antique wooden desk as well as various nautical accouterments, and a large double bedroom with attached en suite bathroom. There was also another bathroom leading off the living area, as well as a small kitchen.

      On the large desk in his office, I found a black moleskin notebook.

      Tentatively, I opened it.

      If it was the Captain’s private journal, I intended to close it right away. Well, right after checking that there was no murder confession for that day’s entry.

      But it was not a private journal. Instead, it contained a series of pages headed with people’s names, with notes about each person written underneath.

      The names in the book seemed to be senior members of the ship’s staff and crew, most of whom were unfamiliar to me, since I didn’t spend much time with the bigwigs.

      I stopped at one page when I saw a name that I did recognize.

      Ethan Lee (First Officer).

      - Ex-Navy Seal

      - Reliable

      - Honest

      The word honest had been underlined three times for emphasis. I wasn’t sure what that meant. Was it a good thing? Or did the captain underline it because it was a problem for him? I flicked through the rest of the notebook, looking for familiar names.

      Neither I, Hannah, nor Olivia were in there. It didn’t seem to contain much of use to me. I guessed the captain was just using it as a way to remember who everyone was on his new ship.

      Next to the notebook was a brown manila folder. I opened it up, and inside was a two-page typed report. The author? Ryan Wilson, the senior doctor aboard the ship, and the guy Cece was into.

      I read through it all. It said that he estimated Hannah had died early that morning. So, as we had thought, she hadn’t been there all night. It also said that the only injury was the one that we had all seen: her skull fracture. There were no other visible signs of injury on her person.

      The doctor’s report went on to say that, in his professional opinion, it was unlikely that a person of her age would have a fall bad enough to cause such a severe injury, though he could not rule out the possibility. It stated that in his estimation she was either pushed hard or bludgeoned with a blunt instrument. I shuddered when I read that part.

      I used my phone to snap pictures of the two-page report, so that I could review it again later when I had more time.

      For good measure, I snapped a few pages from the moleskin notebook as well. I wanted the one of Ethan Lee at least. Honest. It boded well.

      “Adrienne, Adrienne,” Cece hissed from the office door.

      She beckoned me to hurry, so I placed the folder and notebook back exactly where I found them and trotted over to her.

      “Someone’s out there.”

      “Quick, make it look like you’re working.”

      Cece picked up a bottle of cleaning spray and her rag, and tiptoed over to the cabin door. I followed her, realizing that she wanted to listen outside.

      “It sounds like arguing,” said Cece softly in my ear.

      She was right; it did. We could hear raised voices approaching, loud enough that they carried through the door.

      “Those are women’s voices.”

      I nodded back. She was right again. It sounded like two women arguing. That hopefully meant that the captain wasn’t returning. Unless he was bringing two women back with him.

      “…I found your message on her phone!” I tilted my head, and I knew exactly who that voice belonged to. “…‘Leave him alone or else.’ Then you showed her what the ‘or else’ was, didn’t you!? Didn’t you!”

      It was Beverly!

      “You’re being ridiculous.”

      Cece and I looked at each other. We both recognized the voice at once.

      The second speaker was Meredith.

      “Why would I want to harm her? She was a nobody. She’s no threat to me. You’re out of your mind.”

      “I’m out of my mind!? You should take a look in the mirror sometime, you overdressed, clown-makeup-faced—”

      “Please!” interrupted a loud male voice.

      For a moment, I panicked.

      Was that the captain, separating the two arguing?

      Cece pushed her eye up against the door, peering out the small eye-hole to see what she could see.

      “It’s Vince,” she whispered so softly I could barely hear.

      From the sound of it, the three of them were almost directly outside the captain’s cabin now. I figured they were on the way to the distinguished guest suite, which was further down this same corridor, where Vince and Meredith were staying. Beverly must’ve followed Meredith.

      If Cece’s whisper had been quiet, her sneeze certainly wasn’t.

      The sudden outburst from her came like a freight train blowing its air horn, and the surprise of it caused her to smack her hands on the door of the cabin at the same time.

      She turned around, startled, her mouth opened in an O of shock and apology.

      Now she’s done it!

      “Come on!” said Vince urgently from the other side of the door, and we heard two sets of footsteps hurrying away.

      “I’m watching you!” Beverly called after them.

      Then we heard her footsteps heading away too.

      “Let’s get out of here,” said Cece, wringing her hands together.

      I couldn’t have agreed faster if I’d tried.

      That was enough snooping for one evening.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, I wanted to find out what had really been going on the night before.

      Why had Beverly been chasing down Meredith to yell at her?

      If she really thought she was a killer, wouldn’t that be rather dangerous?

      Though if she truly believed Meredith had murdered her friend, maybe she wouldn’t care about the danger.

      Beverly had been quite open with me on the day of the cooking demonstration, when she’d warned me to stay away from Meredith, so I thought she might be again today. I decided to visit her in her office before she started doing her rounds for the day.

      I intended to arrive on the pretense of asking her opinion about a piece I was going to put together. Should I focus my blog post on mocktails, or real alcoholic cocktails?

      I’d start with that, and hopefully we would naturally fall into conversation about Meredith again. If not, I could always prod her.

      When I got to her office, I pressed the buzzer by the door and waited patiently. There was no answer.

      I buzzed again, but still, there was no response.

      On the door under a clear plastic holder was a printout of Beverly’s schedule, posted so that anyone dropping by would know where she was at any given time. At this time, from nine to ten most days, she was supposed to be in her office.

      I rang again for the third time.

      When there was still no response, I pulled out my phone, and thought about sending her a message. But I hesitated.

      I didn’t really want to do that. The pretense I was going to see her under could be answered just as easily with a message. I needed to see her in person to get her talking.

      “Hello? Can I help you?”

      A young man was approaching me, and I knew he was another one of the customer liaison members of staff, like Sam. Unlike Sam, this guy wasn’t assigned to specifically help with Vince and Meredith, and was more of a general liaison.

      “I was looking for Beverly, but I don’t think she’s here, is she?”

      The young guy furrowed his brow and peered at the schedule on the door. “It says she’s here.”

      He rang the buzzer for himself and gave me a friendly smile.

      I wanted to punch him.

      Did he think I couldn’t read a schedule or press a buzzer? What did he think I’d been doing outside the door? Trying to communicate with her telepathically?

      “I don’t think she’s here,” he said helpfully when, once again, nothing happened.

      “That’s what I said.” My tone was cold enough to freeze blood.

      “Right, sorry,” he said turning and scurrying away chastened.

      “Idiot,” I muttered under my breath. It was probably a little unfair, but I was annoyed that Beverly wasn’t there and he was a pretty convenient scapegoat. “Ah, what the hell.”

      I pushed the door open to see if she was inside, ignoring the buzzer altogether.

      I know I had certainly done that back home when I didn’t feel like answering the door to a religious proselytizer or salesman. Beverly had been feeling down recently, for obvious reasons, so maybe she was avoiding visitors.

      I pushed the door fully open, and stepped inside. Beverly was sitting at her desk, but her head was down on top of her arms, a half-eaten breakfast pastry beside her.

      “Beverly?” I said loudly.

      Getting no response, I tried again, “Beverly!”

      She didn’t move at all.

      She must’ve been in a deep sleep, was my first thought, but this was immediately followed by the much more urgent one. What if she isn’t asleep?

      I hurried over to the desk, leaned over, and shook her shoulder. “Beverly, Beverly!”

      There was no answer.

      I put one hand under her mouth, and could feel her breath slowly going in and out. At least she wasn’t dead. Goodness, what has my life come to where I’m thinking at least she isn’t dead, when I find someone passed out at the desk?

      My eyes fell back on the pastry beside her.

      I peered at it, trying to see if there was anything strange about it. It looked just like a normal pastry. But could it have been poisoned? Maybe.

      I pressed two fingers against Beverly’s neck, and I could feel her pulse, beating firmly and steadily. There was something wrong with her, but at least she hadn’t died. Yet.

      I picked up the phone on her desk, and after consulting the number guide pasted next to it, I called the sickbay.

      “Hi, I need to speak to Dr. Ryan Wilson immediately.”

      The woman who answered the phone started to ask some question about what it was concerning, but I cut her off.

      “I need to speak to him right now. The cruise director needs urgent medical assistance.”

      She put me on hold. A few seconds later, I heard the warm, calm voice of Dr. Wilson.

      “Hello? What seems to be the problem?”

      I outlined the problem as briefly as I could.

      “I’ll be there in two minutes. Make sure her airway is clear, but otherwise try not to move her. I’ll be there in a minute. It’s going to be okay.”

      After hanging up, I looked at Beverly again. She looked for all the world like she was just fast asleep.

      “Beverly!” I tried again.

      She didn’t stir.

      Suddenly, something came back to me.

      The night before, when we had been in the captain’s cabin, Beverly had told Meredith that she had seen Hannah’s phone.

      I quickly scanned the office, seeing if I could find it. If Meredith really had sent death threats, then I needed to tell Ethan Lee. I was surprised Beverly hadn’t already.

      I couldn’t find any sign of Hannah’s phone on top of the desk, and after quickly glancing over my shoulder to make sure no one had quietly entered behind me, I went through Beverly’s handbag, which was sitting beside the ominous-looking pastry. No phone there either.

      Quickly, I went around to the other side of the desk, and began to rummage through the drawers. But it was to no avail. If she did have Hannah’s phone, she wasn’t keeping it in her office.

      I had just closed the top drawer of Beverly’s desk when I heard heavy footsteps hurrying toward the room. I stood up straight, resting one hand on Beverly’s shoulder as if to offer her support.

      The door swung open, and both Cece’s and my love interests burst in, Ethan Lee at the front, with Dr. Ryan Wilson right behind him.

      “Please step away,” said Dr. Wilson kindly, but in a tone that brooked no argument. I did as I was told, and he gently began to lay her onto the floor.

      Ethan put an arm on my shoulder and guided me away from the desk. “What happened?”

      I explained as best I could, that I really didn’t know, but that the pastry looked a little suspicious.

      “Okay, I think we’ve got it from here.”

      I nodded at him, understanding. It was time to make myself scarce.

      “I’ll call you later and let you know how she is,” he said by way of farewell. Giving my shoulder a final squeeze, he then walked me to the door of Beverly’s office.

      “Good luck,” I said to him with a tight smile.

      He nodded back, and then closed the door behind me.
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      I spent the next few hours doing my job, but my heart wasn’t really in it.

      It was like my mind and body were in completely different places. But, dutifully, I wandered around the ship taking pictures of anything that looked interesting or cute, and uploading them.

      The whole time I was thinking about Beverly, and what had happened to her. After the conversation I’d overheard the night before. If she truly had been poisoned, I only really had one suspect in mind for now.

      Finally, after a lunch so tasteless I forgot what I had while I was still eating it, I got the call from Ethan. Technically it was the first phone call after our first date, but the topic of this one was unconventional to say the least.

      I was outside on a small sun deck, and I had just started interviewing an exceedingly well-tanned lady of late-middle-age. The topic was the best places for sunbathing. The woman assured me she knew the best spots from daybreak to sunset, and the most effective oils to slather on to achieve the deepest and longest-lasting of tans.

      “Just a moment,” I said to her. “I have a call from the first officer.”

      The woman nodded and looked suitably impressed.

      “Adrienne? She’s awake. Why don’t you come down and see what you make of what she has to say?”

      “I’ll be right there.”

      “I’m really sorry, but I’ve got to go,” I said.

      Her face immediately began to fall. “Oh, I was just about to tell you about how I keep my skin this color through the winter.”

      I actually was curious to hear the answer. Judging from the mahogany color she had achieved, I imagined it might involve a trip to the hardware store and some kind of wood-stain or lacquer.

      “That sounds amazing. You’ll have to tell me soon. But this is kind of an emergency. Have a great day!” I gave her a wave and started to hurry away before she could trap me into any more conversation.

      When I got to the sickbay, I was waved through from the reception area to the treatment and recovery rooms beyond. Beverly’s room was the only occupied one, and thanks to the light and sounds coming out of it, I found it immediately. When I arrived, Ethan Lee was sitting beside the bed on a visitor’s chair talking to a dozy looking Beverly.

      She was in a hospital bed with crisp white sheets, one that’d been tilted and raised so that she could sit nearly upright. The room smelled strongly of disinfectant and I had to suppress a shudder; I hated the strong chemical smell that hospitals all seemed to possess. When I got there, Beverly looked pale, but otherwise okay. At least, as far as I could tell.

      “Do you know what happened to you?” I asked as soon as I entered.

      “Hi,” said Ethan to me.

      “Oh yeah, hi, and hello Beverly.”

      Ethan gave me a lopsided smile, impressed with my enthusiasm. Or perhaps amused by my lack of manners. I had previously helped him—or rather, I had basically solved it all on my own—a murder that had occurred on the last cruise. Naturally, I’d fallen straight back into my role of investigator this time.

      “I know exactly what happened,” said Beverly, her voice raspy

      “Okay, tell us slowly,” Ethan spoke very calmly.

      “It was her. That woman. Meredith DeLuca.”

      “How so? Could you go back and explain a little?” asked Ethan.

      Beverly pushed herself up straighter in her bed and took a couple of deep breaths before she began to tell us her story.

      “Last night we had an argument—”

      “—about what?” Ethan interrupted.

      Beverly bit her lower lip. Like she didn’t want to answer.

      “I… I accused her of killing Hannah. I think she did, you know. Really.”

      Ethan leaned forward on his chair, resting his hands on his knees, his eyebrows raised. “I see. Go on.”

      “Anyway, we had an argument. This morning, she had a pastry sent down to my office. Our words had gotten heated, and this was supposed to be some kind of apology.”

      Ethan and I were both nodding slowly. The story seemed to fit so far.

      “It was a pastry made by Vince, supposedly. It was one of his specialties. An almond and frosting thing, a bit like a danish, but with chocolate cream inside.”

      It sounded delicious to me, but I didn’t say out loud.

      Beverly took in a deep breath. The small amount of talking she had done so far seemed to have exhausted her.

      Her voice seemed to be losing a touch of its raspiness as her anger filled her with righteous energy.

      “I ate a pastry. At least—I remember starting to eat it. I don’t know if I even finished it,” she said, looking up to the ceiling thoughtfully.

      “You didn’t,” I said.

      “I thought not. And, well, that’s it. She gave me that pastry, and now I’m here. She tried to kill me, just like she killed Hannah.”

      Ethan let out a long, low whistle.

      I needed Beverly to say something. I had some information that I hadn’t shared with Ethan yet, and I didn’t want to explain how I’d gotten a hold of it.

      So I said, “What made you think that Meredith killed Hannah?”

      “She sent her a message. On her phone. It said to stay away from Vince, or else. With exclamation marks. Lots of them.”

      “Wow, that does sound incriminating. Do you still have Hannah’s phone?”

      Beverly nodded. “It’s in my desk, in the top drawer. I’d go and get it for you, but… well.”

      “Would you mind if I—I mean we—had a look at it?” I asked.

      Ethan was nodding his head.

      I hadn’t wanted to tell him that I’d overheard her conversation from the captain’s cabin the night before. That would’ve been awkward.

      I also didn’t want to tell him that I’d already searched her desk. It had only been a quick look, anyway. I could have missed something.

      “You should go there now,” Beverly said, seeming to regain some of her previous energy. “Otherwise Meredith may break in and try and take it! You have to watch out for her. That woman is dangerous.”

      “Yes,” said Ethan grimly. “We’ll be needing to talk to her. Very, very soon.”

      “Let’s go check for that phone,” I said.

      “Thank you for coming to see me,” said Beverly, letting her eyes fall closed. “I think I need another little rest now. If that’s okay?”

      “Of course. Don’t worry about a thing. We’ll make sure the ship runs smoothly while you’re in here. Take as long as you need to recover.”

      Beverly’s eyes were still closed, and she was nodding to seemingly herself. “I’ll be back… soon.”

      And with that, she promptly fell asleep.

      “Shall we?” asked Ethan.

      And so we did.
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      We left Beverly to sleep in the sickbay and went up in a noisy service elevator to the deck with the cruise director’s office.

      “How are you doing, Adrienne?” asked Ethan in the elevator.

      “I’m great. Apart from all this,” I said spreading my palms.

      He nodded. “Good. I was worried you might have something else on your mind, but I guess this is more than enough, right?”

      “Yeah, definitely,” I said with a laugh and a nod. Had he really picked up on my preoccupation with the postcards I had received?  He must be very observant if he had. The elevator dinged as we reached our floor, and the door slid open with a rattle.

      “Actually, there was one thing,” I said.

      We stopped in the hallway just outside the elevator. “What?”

      “I didn’t want to mention it until it was confirmed, but maybe it won’t happen now anyway. Meredith offered me a job, working for her and Vince as their PR manager.”

      He crossed his arms and looked at me. “Working for a celebrity chef could be a good career move, I suppose.” He didn’t look very happy while he was saying it. “Though if what Beverly is saying is true…”

      I nodded. “Yeah. And even if she isn’t, you know,” I lowered my voice, “a killer,” I whispered, “she does seem a bit unstable.”

      Ethan nodded in understanding. He’d seen Meredith in action almost as much as I had.

      “Are you unhappy on the ship?”

      I shook my head rapidly to dispel any notion that I was unhappy with the ship, or him. “Oh no! I’ve been really happy here. I’ve met so many interesting people, and the job’s a lot of fun. And I get to travel. It’s actually been like a dream come true, really.”

      “Then why were you thinking of accepting her job offer?”

      Good question. Why was I thinking that? I took a moment to consider. “Sometimes I feel like just working on social media stuff is pretty unfulfilling, you know? It’s just popcorn, microsecond entertainment for people who don’t really care. If I was working in PR though, for a pretty big name, I’d be helping to advance his career. I’d feel like I was really achieving something. At least, I think I would.”

      “Right.” Ethan’s brow was furrowed while he thought about what I’d said. “I’m not actually a big social media person myself.”

      This didn’t surprise me. Ethan wasn’t exactly the type to spend hours browsing through other people’s photos for little shots of endorphins.

      “Is PR closer to journalism than what you’re doing now? Just asking—I don’t know, none of it’s really in my wheelhouse,” he said with a chuckle.

      “I think so,” I said, suddenly less certain than I had been. “I mean, it can be.”

      “You’ve got to do what’s best for you. But if you’re going to make the jump, make sure you’re sure.” He gazed into my eyes with his own deep brown ones. It made me feel more important than the thought of solving either the murder or the freshly attempted murder. I smiled up at him.

      “Thanks. I will. Now come on, let’s see if we can get this phone.”

      When we entered Beverly’s office, it looked much the same as before, though the pastry was now missing.

      Ethan noticed me glancing around for it. “I had the pastry bagged up and put in the freezer. We’ll hand it over to the police to have it tested in a lab when we get back to port.”

      “Good thinking.”

      I waited by the door as Ethan went over to check the top drawer of the desk. I was pretty sure I knew what he was going to find: nothing. It was possible that I had missed the phone before, but I didn’t really think so. I had checked all the drawers, and even though I had been in a rush, I was quite certain I hadn’t missed anything.

      He pulled it open, and rummaged around with his hands. After that, he opened each of the other drawers in turn, checking all of them.

      “It’s not here.”

      “So what are we going to do?”

      “We’re going to have to take Meredith in. I don’t suppose you know where she is…?”

      “Actually, I do. Vince is leading a class called Perfect Pastry right about now, and I’d bet dollars to danishes that Meredith is going to be up on the stage, standing right beside him.”

      “Yeah, the poor guy never seems to get a moment to himself, does he?” He paused, and looked up. “Though, actually, I guess he will now.”

      That was true. I wondered how Vince would deal with his first taste of freedom in years, once Ethan had Meredith locked away. Would he be helpless without her? Or, as I suspected, would he try and enjoy his newfound freedom?
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        * * *

      

      Meredith was indeed with Vince. He was at the front of the same converted conference room where he’d demonstrated the super-fast omelets. This time, Vince was demonstrating the fine art of mixing cool fats with flour to make the lightest, crispiest of pastries, while the audience stood by their own tables ready to follow along in the practical part of the demonstration.

      Meredith was about a yard away from him, standing in her usual high heels and wearing another elegant Italian dress, arms folded as she scanned the guests constantly, looking for any signs of potential trouble.

      Ethan motioned for Meredith to come to the back of the room. She saw us, but she just shook her head, turning her gaze back to the crowd. I didn’t like being ignored, and I suspected Ethan hated it even more than me.

      “Come on.” Ethan nudged me and started to walk to Meredith with determined footsteps. He was almost marching.

      I trailed behind him until we reached the front. Meredith was now holding a basket of pastries that she had tilted forward so that the whole crowd could admire them. These were ones that Vince had prepared earlier. They looked nearly identical to the ones that had been delivered to Beverly. Ethan saw this, nudged me again, and nodded his head toward the basket. I nodded back.

      “Excuse me,” said Ethan in a low voice so as not to disturb the performance. “Could we have a word?”

      Meredith glanced at me with a look of quizzical annoyance, as if asking me to get him to buzz off. I raised my palms at her to suggest it was out of my control. I had to tread a fine line here. In the event that Meredith was completely innocent, I didn’t want to ruin my chances at the job. But if she wasn’t…

      “I’m afraid I must insist,” said Ethan more loudly than before. “Come with me now, please.”

      Meredith gave him a contemptuous look. “I said no. Leave me be. I can spare a few moments more for you after this is over. You may visit my quarters at four o’clock.”

      Ethan shook his head. He reached out, and before Meredith knew what he was doing, he had lifted the basket of pastries out of her hands and passed it to me. I clutched it against my chest with both arms, a slightly panicked look on my face.

      “What is the meaning of this!?” Meredith’s jaw was quivering in outrage and her eyes glared daggers at Ethan.

      “Come with me, now, please. We can do this the nice way or—”

      “What’s going on? What’s happening?” said Vince, finally abandoning his demonstration. He walked toward us, his hands covered in wet pastry.

      “I need to talk to your wife. This is a security matter, not a personal one. She needs to come with me right now.”

      “I do not.”

      “Maybe, dear, if he says—”

      “Shut up!” she shouted at her husband. She turned to Ethan. “You shut up too!”

      The audience gasped.

      “Adrienne! Tell this bumbling idiot of an oaf to leave this event at once.”

      Bumbling idiot? Ethan Lee? Oh no.

      “I’m afraid this is completely out of my hands. He’s the head of security. If he says you have to go, then…” I shrugged my shoulders.

      “This is outrageous! We’re never doing one of these cruises again! It doesn’t matter how much money you offer us! I have never been so insulted in all my life!”

      Ethan listened to her patiently until she was done with her current rant.

      “That may well be. Now, are you coming?”

      I looked around and saw that every single guest in the room was staring at Meredith and Ethan. I think Meredith realized the same thing, and with a look of outrage firmly fixed to her face she started to walk toward the back of the room, shrugging off Ethan’s arm when he tried to hold hers. He didn’t force it.

      “This is outrageous!” said Meredith, addressing the room. “I hope you can all see how Swan Cruises is treating its celebrities. I’m going to sue the pants off of them.”

      “Woo!” shouted a guy near the back. He began to clap. No one else joined in and his enthusiastic appreciation for Meredith soon trailed off.

      With every stomping footstep, Meredith expressed her outrage at what was going on as she reluctantly left with Ethan.

      “And I’m afraid that’s the end of today’s demonstration,” said Vince to the crowd. They groaned in disappointment.

      I set the basket of pastries down onto the counter.

      “You can take one if you want,” Vince said to me.

      “No thanks.”

      It was time for me to make an exit too.
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      I met Samantha and Cece at Hemingway’s beside the Lagoon Pool. We were almost never all off work at the same time during the daytime. But today, Vince’s schedule had been put on hold and Cece had finished her cleaning duties already.

      I technically wasn’t done, but the beauty of my job was it could be done anywhere. As long as I snapped a few photos while we were together and shoved them out for the world to see, I’d be doing my job.

      Samantha and Cece were already sitting at a bamboo table, and in front of them were colorful drinks with umbrellas and bendy straws poking out of them.

      “Nothing like an afternoon off midweek, right?” said Sam with a grin.

      I nodded back. “It is a Saturday though, by the way.”

      Sam tilted her head at me. “Really? I guess it all runs together.”

      It certainly did. We didn’t get days off during short cruises. We worked every day at sea, so there was no such thing as a weekend for us. Except for today.

      I sat down and joined them, after ordering an alcohol-free strawberry daiquiri from the same young bartender I had seen when Meredith had been there.

      Sam looked at me curiously. “What’s going to happen with Vince?”

      “I have no idea. Isn’t that your job?”

      Sam frowned. “I suppose so. Do you think he’s still going to do his events? Or do you think he’s going to rage quit in solidarity with his wife?”

      “He should be over the moon,” said Cece with a wicked grin. “He’ll finally get a chance away from the ball and chain.”

      “I guess we’ll give it a couple of hours, and then find out what he wants to do. I think Ethan’s going to keep Meredith locked up for the rest of this cruise. Unless some amazing new evidence comes to light proving she was nothing to do with what happened to Beverly and Hannah.”

      “That witch definitely did it,” said Cece. “She has no redeeming features.” She cocked her head and a mischievous grin appeared on her lips. “Well, except for one.”

      I sighed. Of course. Cece wasn’t going to let this chance slip away.

      “What’s that?” asked Sam curiously.

      Cece grinned at her.

      “Didn’t you tell her yet, sweet cheeks?” Cece reached across the table and sensuously rubbed her hand along my wrist. I snatched my arm back and put it in my lap.

      “What’s going on?” asked Sam.

      Cece sat back in her chair, giggling to herself while I glared on.

      “Adrienne has been pretending that I am her secret lover.”

      Sam, who was halfway through a sip of her drink, spat it back out. “What?” Sam stared at me wide-eyed.

      “Ignore her. She’s just messing around.”

      “Am not,” said Cece, biting her lower lip. She leaned forward. “Darling.” She fell back giggling again.

      Sam gave me a bemused look.

      “Meredith saw that Cece and I were friendly, and she got the wrong idea, that’s all.” I folded my arms. “And that’s the reason why she was nice to me, I think. You know she hates other women. She thinks they’re all after Vince. But because she thinks I’m with Cece, she took a shine to me. That’s probably why she offered me the job acting as her and Vince’s PR agent.”

      Sam was laughing now. “You and Cece?” She shook her head. “No way.”

      “Because I’m totally out of her league, right?” said Cece.

      Sam snorted. “You’re both out of each other’s leagues.”

      I was satisfied with that.

      “Good afternoon, ladies.”

      We all turned to look. It was Dr. Ryan Wilson. We’d been so busy entertaining each other we hadn’t even noticed his approach. He stood between Cece and me, though a little closer to Cece.

      “How is she?” I asked.

      “Better. In fact, she’s much better. She’s left the sickbay already and gone straight back to her office. She seems to think the ship won’t function without her.”

      After finding her earlier, I’d been worried she was dead, but now she was back at work already. What a relief. Maybe.

      “So physically she’s fine. What about, you know, mentally?”

      “She seems a bit shaken up. She kept going on and on about attempted murder. I told her that Meredith had been taken into custody, and she seemed relieved by that. I recommended she take a couple of days off, but she wasn’t having it.”

      “Do you want to join us?” asked Cece, nodding her head toward the single empty chair.

      He turned his full attention to her, a playful smile on his lips. “I’d love to join you.” The way he said you was clearly aimed just at Cece rather than our whole group. “But I’ve got three patients coming in for check-ups later today. You know, people who caught a bit too much sun, I think.”

      “And too many of those.” He pointed at our table of colorful drinks.

      We all smiled. “These are mocktails. Not cocktails. No alcohol.”

      “I heard you guys laughing so much I figured they must’ve been stronger than that,” he said with a wink.

      “Nah,” said Cece, “we’re just three gorgeous comedians.”

      He nodded appreciatively at her, while his eyes confirmed that she was, indeed, gorgeous. I was worried a spark might hit me.

      He reached out and squeezed Cece’s shoulder, his thumb rubbing against it. “Have a great afternoon, girls. I’ll see you soon.”

      When he’d left Sam and I both stared at Cece. “Well?”

      She leaned back. “Well what?”

      “When are you two going to—”

      “Probably late one night after a few too many drinks. And then maybe again in the morning, and—”

      My eyebrows shot up in mock shock. “I meant when are you going to go out on a date!”

      “Oh, whenever he finally asks me.”

      I rolled my eyes at her.

      “But he better hurry up,” said Sam. She gave me a nudge. “Before Adrienne makes a move.”

      I punched Sam in the arm. “Stop it!”

      We sat back in companionable silence, sipping our drinks.

      Although there was nothing better than just sitting back and chatting with my friends, I did have another reason for being with Sam and Cece. I wanted their advice.

      “What do you guys think I should do?”

      “About what, exactly?” asked Sam.

      “With Meredith. And Vince. When she offered me that job, I was so excited. It seemed like it would be a really big step, and who knows where it might lead.? If Vince became a mega-celebrity, there’d be so many opportunities for me. But now…”

      “Yeah,” said Cece, tapping her glass with a straw. “If she is a murderer, you really don’t want to be working for her.”

      “No. But if she’s not…”

      “Right. You don’t want to burn that bridge either, do you? It’s tricky.”

      Sam leaned forward, resting her forearms on the table, a small smile playing on her lips. She obviously had an idea.

      “You should talk to Vince.”

      “How so?”

      “Whether Meredith is a murderer or not, Vince is going to need PR help, isn’t he? It may have been Meredith who offered you the job, but really, Vince is the star, isn’t he? He’s the one who should be making all the decisions. And if Meredith is the killer, but you manage to save Vince’s reputation, well—he’d have to offer you a job, wouldn’t he?”

      “Wow,” said Cece with a wicked twinkle in her eye. “You’re not as dumb as she looks,” she said, jerking her head at me.

      I pulled the umbrella out of my drink and threw it at Cece’s head, lodging it in her dark hair. She laughed as she pulled it out and tossed it onto the table. “Just kidding.”

      “I know. So was I.” I stood up. “In fact, I’m going to do it right now. I’m going to talk to Vince.”

      They waved me off, and it was with a new enthusiasm that I left my friends, giggling together as if they’d had a half-dozen real cocktails instead of a single mixed fruit juice each.
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      The good thing about trying to track down a celebrity on a cruise ship is that they can’t really hide. Everyone knows who they are, so if you just ask enough people, you’ll find them eventually. In this case, it turned out that Vince had ended up in one of the ship’s kitchens.

      After following the trail of breadcrumbs that he didn’t realize he’d left, I arrived at a kitchen behind the International Buffet. When I entered, my eyebrows shot up in disbelief. “Really?” I said to myself under my breath.

      Across the room, working at a stainless steel food prep area, were Greg Washington and Vince DeLuca, laughing and joking around like neither of them had a care in the world.

      I started marching over toward them, and I was almost there when Greg looked up and saw me coming. A flash of guilt rushed across his face. He looked like a little boy who had been caught with his hand in the cookie jar. A jar of cookies that he had earlier told his mother he hated.

      “Good afternoon,” I said to them. “What are you up to?”

      “Hi! Greg was just showing me how they prepared the mini omelet rolls,” said Vince.

      I stared at Greg. He bit his bottom lip and shrugged his shoulders.

      “Vince is… actually a really good chef,” said Greg, not even meeting my eye.

      Vince looked at him with a quizzical look on his face. I didn’t push it.

      I hoped Greg had learned his lesson about being too judgmental toward people. It seemed that Vince wasn’t such a ‘plastic chef’ after all.

      “Are you doing okay?” I asked Vince.

      It was what I had been planning to ask him before I arrived. But I hadn’t really expected to see him happily cooking away with another chef who had claimed no regard for him at all.

      “Yes, yes, I’m doing great. Thanks for asking.”

      I leaned against the metal prep area. “You know Meredith isn’t going to be released until we’re back in port, right?”

      He stepped backward and finally met my gaze. I could see him visibly forcing a sad look on to his face. “Oh, yes. It’s a terrible misunderstanding. I’m sure it will all be cleared up soon though.”

      “Yes, hopefully,” I said. “Let’s hope it’s all a mistake, and she has nothing to do with that unpleasantness.”

      “Indeed. It’s strange not having my darling wife by my side.”

      I had to hold back a snort. Vince was looking the happiest I’d seen him since he boarded the ship.

      “I was wondering. As you know, I may be getting into PR. Would you like me to put together some press releases for you?”

      “Press releases?”

      Greg put down his knife, and leaned back against the counter behind him, settling in to listen. No doubt mentally taking notes on any gossip he might hear. I ignored him.

      “Yeah. You know, with this,” I waved my hands, “misunderstanding, if that’s what it is, I think you should try and get ahead of the story. We should put some positive news out about you.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that,” he said, glancing around the kitchen.

      I bet you didn’t. You’re probably just relishing in your newfound freedom, I thought to myself.

      “So? Do you want me to do that?”

      “Yes. If you think that would be a good idea, then yes please. That would be really helpful.”

      “Great. I’ll get on it. Do you think I could take a couple of pictures of you?”

      He nodded, and I began to snap away.

      Greg stepped forward, putting his arm around Vince’s shoulders. “Get one of us together.”

      I raised my eyebrows at him. Really?

      He completely ignored it.

      That man had no shame.

      “Would you like to give me a statement for what I’m going to release?”

      “Can you just make something up? Something about, you know, how I’m sure she didn’t kill that girl, and how much I miss her, that kind of thing?”

      I was almost tempted to ask him: “So you want me to lie?” But I did really want the PR job if I could get it, so I kept that thought to myself.

      “Sure. I’ll put something together and you can tell me whether you approve of it.”

      “Excellent. Right,” he turned to Greg, “now, where were we?”

      Apparently dismissed, I left the two chefs to get on with their mutual appreciation society. No matter whether he was upset, or not, I was going to put together the best press release I could. Really show the world what I could do.

      This PR job was going to be mine, with or without Meredith.
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      After speaking to Vince, I was determined to talk to Meredith.

      Seeing him cooking so happily with Greg, I was now under the impression that Vince was almost relieved that his wife had been dragged away screaming and locked up. It was as if he had found himself again, and was enjoying his new freedom.

      It seemed to me that if one’s own husband could act and feel like that, it didn’t bode well for Meredith’s innocence.

      I wanted to get to the bottom of this investigation. If I truly believed that Meredith was guilty of the murder, it would greatly affect how I presented Vince in my upcoming PR pieces, and, if he offered me a job, into the future.

      I would need to show Vince as an unwitting, unknowing partner to a woman who had hidden her dark side from him for years. If it came out in the press that Vince and Meredith were incredibly close, it would make him look guilty too, and his reputation would be ruined—for good.

      If, on the other hand, Meredith really was innocent, then perhaps we could present Vince as a warrior fighting for justice for his poor, wrongly accused wife. From what I knew so far though, Meredith certainly looked like she was going to turn out to be the killer.

      I arrived at Ethan Lee’s office, and after a brief consultation through the intercom, the orderly outside his door waved me inside.

      Ethan’s face lit up as I entered and he immediately stood up from behind his desk. “How’s it going?” He walked toward me, a friendly smile playing on his lips.

      “Good. Great. But I need a favor.”

      He gave me a lopsided smile. “And here I was thinking you dropped by just to see me.”

      “Well, I am happy to see you too. But there’s something I’m working on. I want to talk to Meredith.”

      His face fell a little. “We have her in the brig, and she seems rather unstable at the moment. She was screaming up a storm earlier.”

      I rolled my eyes at the thought of her screeching like a caged harpy. “Even so, I’d really like to talk to her. And of course I’d let you know if she lets anything slip.”

      Ethan rested one hand on his desk as he leaned forward, considering my words.

      “I tried to interview her earlier. But she wouldn’t answer any questions. She just kept shouting about how outrageous everything was, and how she was going to have me fired, and bankrupt the cruise line with the help of her lawyers.”

      I winced at thought of Ethan having to suffer from her tirade of abuse.

      “I know, but maybe a woman’s touch will help? Meredith seemed to like me before.” I decided not to mention exactly why she liked me. Ethan getting the wrong idea too would be an absolute disaster. “However, it may be that since I was there during her arrest, she could have changed her mind somewhat. But if I try, perhaps I could get through to her. Can I just have a chat with her? Just for a few minutes? Please?”

      Ethan paced across the room toward the bookcase against the left-hand wall while he thought. When he reached it, he turned around, and started walking back toward me again, his hands hanging by his sides. His brows were drawn together slightly.

      “Okay. You can talk to her, but I’m going to have one of my men right outside the room in case she loses her mind again. You’re to call and leave immediately if she gets agitated or seems dangerous.”

      “Thank you so much!”

      “I’ve never seen someone so excited to talk to a probable murderer,” he muttered, the corners of his mouth turned up in a little smirk.

      “No,” I said, tilting my head to one side. “I didn’t think I would ever be either.”

      While I waited by the door, he made a phone call to the security office and arranged everything for me.

      I could talk to Meredith, but there would be someone there just in case she went for me. And I wasn’t to get my hopes up. She probably wouldn’t even deign to talk to me. But at least I could try.
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        * * *

      

      While I didn’t have a massive amount of experience dealing with murderers, Meredith certainly gave the impression of guilt when I arrived. Meredith was being held in the brig, which was a series of secure cabins located next to the security office. The brig cabins were, as I had found out on my last cruise, exactly the same as the cabin that Sam and I shared. Small little rectangles with little in the way of furniture or decoration: a bunk bed, a desk, a chair, and a tiny bathroom. Swan evidently spent all their decorating budget on the passenger cabins, which was to be expected.

      As soon as the door to Meredith’s cell was opened, revealing a cabin almost identical to the one Sam and I shared, she was on her feet, her eyes wide, and her mouth snarling.

      “You! Oh, I thought better of you, Adrienne. But you’re as bad as the rest of them, aren’t you? Aren’t you?”

      I took a deep, calming breath. But it was Meredith who really needed to be taking them.

      “Meredith, I’m not here because I’m working with the security people. That’s not my job. I’m here for you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She had both her hands held tightly by her side, squeezed into fists, the knuckles white. Standing there in her designer dress, makeup, and perfectly coiffed shiny jet-black hair, she looked startlingly out of place in the industrial cabin.

      “I’m here because I’m going to write some articles on Vince’s behalf. To make sure his career isn’t harmed, to get out ahead of the news organizations.”

      Meredith folded her arms, glaring at me, unconvinced. “Get me out of here.”

      With an awkward shrug and apologetic smile, I shook my head.

      “I’m really sorry. That’s not my area. I’m a very junior employee. I’ll do everything I can though. And what I can do is help you and Vince by getting ahead of this story.”

      She stared at me, lips sealed tight, for several seconds before turning and sitting down on the steel framed bed.

      “You’re really trying to help?”

      I nodded. I didn’t feel the need to explain it was only really Vince I was trying to help, and that if Meredith gave me any indication of her guilt, I would be passing it on just as fast as I could.

      “May I sit?”

      She jerked her head in the direction of the room’s only chair, which was next to the desk attached to the wall opposite her bed. I pulled it out and sat down, trying to look as inoffensive and friendly as possible. As if I had nothing to do with her current situation, just someone trying to help.

      “I’d like to ask you a few questions, find out about this whole situation from your point of view. I need a bit more background before I start writing.” She gave me a cold look. “For Vince.”

      There was another long pause, then her gaze softened. “Go ahead then, I guess.”

      “Could you tell me anything about the phone message you supposedly sent?”

      “It was nothing like what that awful woman said.”

      “Beverly?” I confirmed.

      “Yes. Her.”

      Meredith clasped her fingers together and placed them on her lap. “It was true I contacted Hannah—I had to. I had to protect Vince. I just sent her a message telling her to stay away from him. I didn’t say I was going to kill her like Beverly said though. That’s exaggerated garbage.”

      I nodded sympathetically. “So you didn’t threaten to kill her?”

      “Of course not. Don’t be ridiculous. I just told her to stay away, or else. I didn’t mean ‘kill her’ when I said that. I just wanted to scare the silly twerp away.”

      Meredith sat back thoughtfully, leaning against the cabin wall like I often did on my own bed, an amused smile on her face.

      “If I was going to kill anyone over Vince, I would’ve done it years ago.” A soft laugh tinkled from between her lips. “Not because some fangirl on a boat wanted to get an autograph or whatever it was.” She shook her head as if the very notion was ridiculous.

      “Years ago? Did something happen?”

      Meredith’s smile melted like ice in hot coffee, and she looked up toward the ceiling for a moment in thought.

      “Oh, that was years ago.” She shook her head at me. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “No?”

      I raised one eyebrow slightly, trying to keep my expression as open, but disinterested as possible.

      It worked. After a brief sigh, Meredith relaxed a little and seemed to open up again.

      “Years ago, years and years ago, there was another woman. Vince and I had just gotten together, but this harpy got her talons into him and hypnotized him.”

      “Hypnotized him?”

      She nodded. “Yes. That’s the only explanation I can think of. Vince actually—I know this will seem ludicrous now—but he, very briefly, broke things off with me. That woman brainwashed him, and dragged him away from me.”

      I tried not to laugh at Meredith’s assertion that hypnotism was the only possible explanation for a man leaving her. Having seen her recent antics, I could think of a lot of reasons to leave her.

      “But luckily Vince was too strong. He realized what she was, and that I was his one and only true love. We were reunited, and we’ve been happily together ever since.”

      “I see. Most relationships can be rocky early on, can’t they?” I had no idea whether that fact was true. It felt true. “But real love conquers all, right?”

      “That’s right,” said Meredith with a firm nod. “So, you see? I never harmed that woman, and she was a million times worse than this silly fangirl who got herself killed.”

      I nodded in understanding, but from the bitterness in her voice, I wasn’t entirely sure that I believed her. Just because she hadn’t killed this other woman years ago didn’t mean she didn’t murder Hannah. Her temper certainly hadn’t mellowed over the years.

      “So what are you going to do?” Meredith stared at me intently, as if searching my face for clues.

      “I think we need to get Vince’s story out there before any of the gossipmongers start talking about you two. We want to be ahead of the story, right?”

      “Yes. You need to write about how I was framed, and how me and Vince are fighting to prove my innocence.”

      I nodded uncertainly. I wasn’t sure I was going to write it exactly like that.

      “The news hasn’t broken yet, has it?”

      I shook my head. As far as I knew, it hadn’t. While plenty of guests had seen her taken away, they had no idea what it was actually about. So far, I hadn’t come across any rumors of her being a murderer on social media. Yet.

      “Then I don’t want you to publish anything yet. Hopefully within the next day or two, they’ll find the real killer. Then you can do a wonderful piece about how they tried to take me down, but Vince and I fought through it, to emerge victorious, not only as the biggest couple in food, but as warriors who fought for justice, and won.”

      By the time she had finished speaking, she was leaning forward, her hands resting on her knees, her eyes locked on to mine in an intense stare. The look in her eyes was almost manic.

      I nodded nervously. “That would be quite the story, wouldn’t it?” If only it were true.

      “You should get started on it. Write about me being wrongfully locked up, and how Vince is spending every moment trying to get me released.”

      While indicating my agreement with another nod, I was thinking about Vince and Greg happily cooking away without a care in the world.

      “Has he been raising a big fuss?” Meredith asked.

      “Oh, he’s very worried about you.”

      I wasn’t sure if that was a half lie or a complete whopper. I suspected that Vince might be worried about her—worried that she would be released and back to controlling him again before long. “Very worried indeed.”

      “He’ll fight for me. And after we win, we’ll get that awful first officer locked up for false imprisonment.”

      I wasn’t even going to pretend to agree with that one.

      She carried on. “And I’m going to sue Swan. We’ll take them to the cleaners. They’ll be bankrupt, and you’ll be glad you’re working for me! Everyone else here will be out of a job,” she said, leaning back and laughing viciously at the thought of it.

      I winced. I couldn’t even pretend to delight in the idea of Sam, Cece, Ethan, and all the rest of them losing their jobs.

      But at the same time, it seemed like this was Meredith’s fantasy rather than something that was likely to happen. She was delusional. And the fact that she seemed to be at least partially out of her mind did not bode well for her claim of innocence.

      There was a knock at the door and almost immediately it swung slowly, apologetically, open. “Is everything all right?” asked the young security officer, peering in. Perhaps Meredith’s cackling had sounded like someone being strangled.

      “Everything’s fine. I think we’re done for now.”

      Meredith shot to her feet. “Warriors for justice. Me and Vince. You write that in your piece, and you’ll win a Pulitzer.”

      The blond-haired security guard gave me a curious state, surprised to hear I was in the running for the most prestigious award in journalism.

      “Wouldn’t that be something,” I said, edging toward the door.

      She really was delusional now.
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      After our rather emotional conversation, I was fairly certain that Meredith was crazy. But was she crazy enough to kill?

      I had an answer:

      Maybe.

      So it wasn’t a very good one. I needed more.

      To get a better idea of what Meredith was like, I wanted to talk to someone else who knew her and Vince. Who would be better than a fangirl who herself had been accused of being a crazy stalker?

      Olivia Porter knew more about Vince than anyone else aboard the ship, barring Meredith, and although she was likely to have some considerable bias, I thought she might be able to shine some light on the Meredith situation.

      It took a considerable amount of time to find Olivia, but that wasn’t a problem I still had to work on my day job as well.

      I did a kind of personal tour of the ship, showing myself various areas I hadn’t really spent much time around, taking pictures to put out on the ship’s social media feeds later in the day. I figured I’d run into Olivia eventually, and if I didn’t, then I’d just call her up.

      First, I visited a nail salon. Here, I got a photo of a woman having the most amazing sunshine yellow nails done. It wasn’t a color that had ever appealed to me, but perhaps it was because of the nature of us being on a cruise ship, I thought they looked wonderful.

      Next door was the hairdressers, and beyond that the massage salon. None of them contained Olivia, but I got some pretty decent snaps in each one. Idly, I considered whether I could somehow snag a free massage. If I got someone to take pictures of me while I was being worked upon, that would absolutely count as work, right?

      Perhaps next cruise, if I was still there.

      Eventually, I found Olivia lying on a sunbed under an umbrella, in a secluded plaza with a view overlooking the Lagoon Pool, which was a level below. I had already noticed her hanging around that area several times this trip, and I realized it was one of her favorite spots to while away the time when she wasn’t at one of Vince’s various events.

      There were about fifteen sun loungers scattered around the area, but only half a dozen or so guests had discovered this particular spot that day. The ground was covered in plastic grass that crackled underfoot as I approached.

      “Good afternoon, Olivia,” I said with a friendly smile when I arrived. I wanted her on my side. It was easy to smile though, because she had coated herself in a liberal layer of coconut-scented lotion, which I adored.

      She opened her eyes and turned her head at the sound of my voice, a look of slight annoyance on her lightly-tanned face.

      But as soon as she saw it was me, her face lit up. I just have that effect on people.

      Not really.

      “Is Vince with you?” she pushed herself up into a sitting position, pulled her shoulders back, sucked her stomach in, and eagerly peered around behind me.

      “Not right at this moment.” I wanted to leave the vague impression that he might turn up later, to keep her interested.

      Her face fell, and she let her body slouch again. She was no longer quite so delighted to see me again.

      “So?”

      “What’s that?” I said indicating a large hardbound book that was next to her. It wasn’t a published book, but rather an empty book that you would buy at a craft store and use as a journal, or sketchbook, or—

      “It’s my scrapbook,” said Olivia, perking up again, a smug look of pride on her lips.

      “A scrapbook?”

      I walked a little closer and sat down on the sunbed next to Olivia’s.

      She picked up the book and held it up for me so that I could clearly see the cover. The blank brown front cover of the book had been decorated with a large picture of Vince, a giant grin on his face, that I recognized from the cover of his own cookbook. Above it, three words in wildly different fonts that had clearly been cut out from magazines were stuck to the front. It said Vince DeLuca Scrapbook.

      “It looks fascinating,” I said, smiling politely. Actually, it looked like a ransom note.

      “Oh, it is. I like to collect anything and everything I can about him. I print out blog posts. I cut out photos from magazines. I found a strand of his hair the other day,” she said her eyes wide and her teeth flashing at me.

      I really didn’t want to hear any more about Vince’s hair.

      “I guess you know a lot about him.”

      “Oh yes. I know more than anyone. I have a straw he used, too!”

      “Wow. I bet you know more than Vince himself!” I joked, trying not to wonder what other body parts or used items she collected.

      “Probably,” she said thoughtfully nodding her head. The woman really was obsessed.

      “Did you see what happened the other day?”

      “Yes. Now Meredith’s gone.” She couldn’t have looked happier. “Vince is free of her. Maybe forever!”

      “Yes, maybe, unless it’s a misunderstanding.”

      “Don’t say that,” she said shaking her head quickly. “Vince deserves to be free of her.”

      “Oh?”

      I wanted to lead her on and see what she would tell me about Meredith.

      I bet she knew more about Meredith’s past than anyone else on the ship, and she was more likely to know whether she was capable of killing than anyone else aboard. I’d have to be careful to filter out her prejudices though.

      “I was hoping Vince was with you. You know, he’s going to be lonely, isn’t he?” She licked her lips when she finished speaking.

      “I’m sure it’s a big shock for him.”

      “He’s going to be lonely, looking for someone to fill the void. I wonder if I should—”

      I didn’t want to go down that route. She’d be asking me to set her up with him before too long.

      “About Meredith.” I tried to nudge her back on track. “Do you think she’s capable of—”

      “Murdering someone?” asked Olivia, a happy smile still on her face.

      “Yes.”

      Olivia’s smile left her face. “She is an awful, awful woman. She’s bad for Vince. And I don’t think she makes him happy.”

      I nodded, waiting for her to go on.

      “What Vince really needs, is a younger woman, someone like me. If I—”

      She was veering off-topic again. It was like trying to persuade a cat to go one way when it wanted to go another.

      “Meredith,” I interrupted.

      “Oh yes. Meredith. She’s an awful person.”

      “But do you think she killed Hannah?”

      Olivia blew out air from between her pursed lips in a long, slow stream, a mildly annoyed look on her face. “No,” she said quietly, disappointed.

      “No?”

      Olivia shook her head. “She’s a complete cow. A terrible person. Nasty, vindictive, controlling, but…”

      “But what?”

      Olivia sighed dramatically again. She clearly hated saying what she was about to say. “I don’t think she’s a killer.” She looked up at me. “There? Are you happy?”

      I tilted my hit head at her. She had an odd idea of what would and wouldn’t make me happy.

      “She’s not a violent woman?”

      Olivia shook her head. “Not that I’ve seen. She’s threatened me a lot over the last couple of years, but it’s never been anything physical. All bark and no bite, that one.”

      “I see. I have another question. About Vince.”

      She perked up again. “Yes?” She picked up her scrapbook as if she was going to use it like an encyclopedia. Perhaps she would. I shuddered to think what kinds of details she had filled the book up with.

      “I heard that a long time ago, he and Meredith split up briefly. Did you know about that?”

      Olivia was already nodding her head up and down enthusiastically. “Oh yes. I’m sorry, I don’t have a picture or an article or anything.”

      She tapped her fingers on the cover of her scrapbook in annoyance. “I didn’t really know Vince back then. Not like I do now.”

      I nodded. It must be odd, I thought, to be someone like Vince—a celebrity who other people knew everything about, while he wouldn’t know about them. It would be a bizarre feeling to have a stranger, like Olivia, come up to you knowing every facet of your life, when you barely even knew they existed. I didn’t think I’d like it all. I’d have to be careful not to accidentally become a famous celebrity.

      “Meredith said to me that if she was ever going to kill anyone, it would’ve been that woman.”

      Olivia nodded. “Yes, I expect that’s right. I heard Vince left her for that woman. Sally. I think her name was Sally. Or maybe it was Sandra. Or Susan. I’ll ask Vince when we get together.”

      I raised my eyebrows at her.

      She gave me a mischievous smile. “What? He’ll come around soon.”

      “This Sandra, or Sally, or whoever it was…”

      Olivia nodded. “Yes. So, Vince left Meredith for her, but then something happened, and he ended up returning to Meredith. It was very strange.”

      “Why was it strange?”

      “I think Vince liked that other woman. I think she was the real love of his what life. Back then, I mean.” She didn’t want to discount the possibility of the current love of his life being her—if only he’d get around to realizing it. “His first true love is cooking, and the second, apart from when he finally realizes it’s me, was her. But Meredith must’ve scared her off or something.”

      This was interesting, but not particularly useful. It seemed Meredith could be intimidating, but not necessarily dangerous. But of course Olivia wouldn’t know everything. No one ever truly knows everything about anyone apart from themselves.

      “Thank you, Olivia.” I stood back up. “I appreciate your time.”

      “Are you meeting Vince soon?” she asked eagerly, her eyes sparkling.

      I shook my head. “Sorry. No plans to see him again today. Not until the next event.”

      “If you do see him, tell him I’m thinking about him. Okay?”

      “Right, I’ll do that,” I said. I wasn’t planning on following through though. In fact, I thought Olivia would have a better chance with Vince if I didn’t pass on the message. I would actually be doing her a favor by ignoring her request. At least that’s what I told myself.

      “Oh, and when you do see him, can you ask him how tan he likes his girls to be? I think he likes them with a light tan, right? But be subtle about it.”

      I shook my head with a laugh “I think I’ll let you ask him that,” I said. “I don’t want him to think that I’m interested in him.”

      Olivia’s eyebrows shot up in shock, as if she hadn’t even considered the possibility.

      “You’re not, are you?” She was speaking quickly now. “I thought you and that housekeeper…”

      I glared at her. “I’m not interested in Vince, no. Nor any housekeepers. Have a nice afternoon Olivia.”

      “You, too.” She waved goodbye, but there was a suspicious look on her face as she watched me leave. I could feel her eyes boring into my back until I’d fully rounded a corner and re-entered the ship.

      Didn’t anyone realize that it was the first officer I was interested in?
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      I spent a fruitless hour sitting at my desk—if you could label the metal protrusion from the cabin wall with as grand a term as desk—with my computer in front of me.

      Time after time I wrote a sentence, then deleted it, then wrote another, and deleted it again. The problem was that I couldn’t decide what to write. I really needed to decide what angle to go with before I could do an article or press release justice. After speaking to both Meredith and Olivia, I was still undecided.

      Was I going to assume that Meredith was guilty, and then portray Vince as the kind of artist so obsessed with his passion for cooking that he didn’t notice his wife was a killer? Or should I go the other way, with Vince and Meredith as the ultimate couple-team, fighting for justice when one of them was wrongfully locked up? Without knowing which way I wanted to go, I couldn’t write anything.

      It was useless.

      I closed the lid of the computer and stood up, scraping the chair across the floor with an annoying screech. I’d have to buy some rubber feet for the chair next time we were in port

      What I really wanted to know was whether Meredith actually was guilty or not. Olivia, who had every reason to hate the woman—she was after all the ultimate roadblock (at least in her mind) to getting together with Vince—had stated that she didn’t believe Meredith was capable of being a killer. And if Meredith was innocent, this could actually end up being a great PR event. Being accused of a crime she didn’t commit would be sure to attract a lot of attention. We could probably get that splashed across national media.

      But the evidence was stacked against her, and now Ethan Lee was convinced she was the murderer and had her locked up for the rest of the cruise.

      I paced up and down my little cabin. The more I thought about it, the more I wanted her to be innocent. And the more I wanted her to be innocent, the more I thought about reasons why she might be.

      For me, it kept coming back to one thing. On the day of the murder, Meredith had been with me when the body was found by Beverly.

      If she were the killer, she would’ve needed to make a pretty quick—though not impossible—escape from the scene of the crime, go down and around in the ship, and then come up to where me and Cece were on our walk over.

      It wasn’t impossible, but when we had met her that morning, she hadn’t seemed like she had just killed someone.

      Not that it’s necessarily obvious when someone’s just killed someone, but you do tend to think there would be at least some signs. If not precisely blood on the hands, you would at least expect her to be out of sorts.

      But Meredith had been relatively calm and friendly that day, at least for her. If she had killed Hannah, wouldn’t she have seemed a bit more crazed? More unstable?

      And then there was Olivia. Or rather, what Olivia had left behind.

      The sunglasses I’d found under that table, which hadn’t been seen again since. If their presence were a mere coincidence, and they had in fact belonged to someone else, I would’ve thought I’d seen Olivia wearing hers again. But I hadn’t. Perhaps she was connected to the crime.

      It was useless.

      I needed information.

      I decided to ask Ethan Lee what he thought. I snatched up my phone, checked I had my ID hanging from the lanyard around my neck, and headed over to his office.
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        * * *

      

      I was waved inside after a brief call over the internal phone by the orderly stationed outside his office. By now, he was used to my frequent presence.

      When I entered, the smell of wood polish and a lingering odor of a masculine cologne greeted me. I breathed it in deeply. There was something if not relaxing then at least reassuring about Ethan’s base of operations.

      He was sitting behind his desk with a stack of papers in front of him, and an old-fashioned fountain pen next to them. Clearly, he’d been signing them.

      “How did you get on with Meredith?” He paused his work to lean back in his chair for a moment. “Did you get anything out of her? Or did she just screech about suing and injustice some more?”

      “There was plenty of complaining, but yeah, she did talk to me in the end. She thinks I’m on her side.”

      “There are no sides, remember. Only truth and guilt.”

      “I do think she is definitely unhinged in some way.” I saw Ethan force back a smile at that pronouncement. “But I’m not convinced that she was the killer.”

      “Have a seat.” He gestured toward the high-backed wooden chairs in front of his desk. “So you think she’s crazy, but that she didn’t do it?”

      I walked across the room and sat down while he was speaking. The chairs were uncomfortable as they were too straight. My back preferred slouching over ramrod-military straightness.

      “I’m not sure, but maybe. I spoke to Olivia after, who hates the woman, but she thinks Meredith isn’t violent. That she couldn’t kill anyone.” I leaned forward to relive my back. “Of course, Meredith told me she didn’t do it, and she also told me that Hannah wouldn’t have been worth the effort anyway. She was just some fangirl. No threat to her and Vince. Meredith didn’t really have a reason to kill her.”

      He drummed his fingers on the table. “Right. But we know that Beverly was poisoned by the pastries that Meredith gave her. Even if she didn’t kill Hannah, she went after Beverly.”

      “About that.” I rested my hands on my knees and shifted again, trying in vain to get comfortable. “Do you remember what Beverly said, about that?”

      “In what sense?”

      “How do we know those pastries were from Meredith?”

      Ethan frowned. “They were exactly the same as the ones Vince was cooking. You remember that basket I put in your arms when we collected her?”

      “Yes, but even so. Just because the pastry was the same, it doesn’t mean that Meredith sent it, does it?”

      “You could be right. Beverly said there was a note—”

      “She did. But where is the note? Do you have it?”

      Ethan slouched back in his chair, in thought. He put his hands behind his head. After a moment, he sat up straight again. “There was no note when we got there. Did you see one when you first found her?”

      I shook my head. I was quite certain there hadn’t been a note there at the time. “No. So I don’t think we have any proof that the pastry was left by Meredith, even if they were made by Vince. If it wasn’t Meredith, perhaps the real poisoner took the note away after Beverly collapsed—sneaked back in and grabbed it. Maybe they were there just before me.”

      “But why would they bother?”

      “Well, if the note wasn’t written by Meredith, then we would be able to tell through handwriting analysis. Right?” My mind was whirring along now. Before I arrived, I thought there was a chance Meredith was innocent, but I was rapidly beginning to think that she may have been framed. “It makes sense, doesn’t it?”

      He tilted his head to one side. “But Meredith could have done the same thing. She could’ve sent a note and then stolen it back, so there would be no evidence. Right?”

      I had to agree. That was true.

      “Is there anyone else who had access to the pastries?”

      I lifted my hands, palms facing up. “I suppose almost anyone, right? Anyone could have broken into the kitchen, or their cabin, or wherever they had been stored overnight.”

      I really thought I was on to something. If the only evidence we had against Meredith was circumstantial, then anyone could have tried to frame her.

      Unfortunately, Ethan did not yet seem convinced.

      “It’s something to consider. But at the moment, I’m inclined to follow Occam’s razor. The simplest solution is always the most likely: Beverly was poisoned by Meredith. They were Vince’s pastries, after all, and Beverly said they were provided by Meredith.”

      He wasn’t wrong, but it didn’t feel right to me. There was something more that we were missing.

      “There was something else as well though. Do you remember when we found Hannah? You got there almost immediately after me.”

      Ethan nodded slowly and looked up toward the ceiling.

      I imagined he was thinking back just like I was, to that horrible image of Hannah lying on the stage.

      “You found Olivia’s sunglasses there, right?”

      Ethan’s chin dropped and he leaned forward, resting his arms on his desk. “How did you know about that?”

      “I saw them at the time, but I didn’t want to disturb you. You were with the body. They were right there, so I knew you’d find them.”

      “That’s right. We found them almost immediately.”

      “Did you ask her about them?”

      He nodded affirmatively but didn’t offer anything more, which annoyed me immensely.

      “Well? What did she say?”

      “She says that she had been hiding under that table.”

      I snorted. “And why was she doing that?” I was pretty sure I could guess, but I wanted to see what he said.

      “She couldn’t get tickets for the event that was supposed to happen. She thought she would hide under one of the tables, and then pop out to watch the action once it all began.”

      “But that would never work. As soon as someone sat down and put their legs under the table, they’d realize there was a woman under there! It’s a ridiculous plan.”

      “Yeah.” He raised his palms. “That’s what she said, too. She said that once she realized that would happen, she gave up on her plan and just went back to her room. She says the glasses must’ve fallen out of her pocket, or off her head or something. It was still dark, so she wasn’t wearing them at the time.”

      I chewed my bottom lip in thought. “Do you believe her?”

      “Yes. At least, I did. She certainly seems nuts enough to try a stunt like that.”

      “She certainly is. But I’m just not sure whether she actually did try to do what she said. If she was worried about being found under a table, couldn’t she have found somewhere else to hide?”

      Ethan blew out a long puff of air and stared off into the distance before replying. I didn’t think he was exactly bored with my theories, but I got the impression he may well have some other work he wanted to get back to.

      “Look, at the moment we’ve got no evidence to connect Olivia to anything. I do think she’s just a bit, you know, obsessed with Vince. But she doesn’t strike me as someone who would go as far as to kill. Do you?”

      I shook my head. “I guess not. And I suppose if she had, then it would have made more sense for her to try and persuade me that Meredith actually was a killer, instead of telling me that she thought Meredith was incapable. Right?”

      “Right.” He paused for a moment. “Then again, who knows? I can’t wrap my head around any of these fangirls. How could you be that into a celebrity who doesn’t even know you exist?”

      I shrugged. I was fully in agreement with him there. I had never developed the same fanaticism about celebrities that other people did—even Sam!

      “I know! And he isn’t even that big of a celebrity. He’s just a chef. It’s not like he’s Hollywood A-list or anything.”

      Ethan nodded. “Perhaps that makes him seem more accessible? More real? A more realistic target for a girl like Olivia?”

      “Maybe you’re right.”

      We looked at each other, not talking for a moment in a relatively comfortable silence.

      Finally, I stood up, and gave him a smile. “Thanks again for giving me access to talk to Meredith. I’ll let you get back to whatever it was you were doing.”

      “Thanks. Let’s catch up soon. And not just about this.” He waved a derisory hand.

      I smiled at him some more. It sounded to me like he was asking me on another date.

      “Yeah, let’s do that.”

      I gave him a little wave, turned around, and headed off. There was something I wanted to see.

      Something about Olivia’s story didn’t quite check out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

        

      

    

    
      I found Cece cleaning one of the internal cabins for passengers who didn’t feel the need to splurge on a balcony cabin. Despite being the least expensive, they were all much better appointed than those given to us lowly staff members though.

      “Hey, sweet cheeks,” she said as soon as she spotted me. She raised her palm to her mouth, kissed it, and then made a show of blowing in my direction. “What’s up?”

      I closed in toward her and greeted her with a poke in the shoulder. When were people going to stop teasing me about Meredith’s misconception?

      “I was hoping I could borrow your magic key again.”

      She stuck her hand on her hip, and raised her eyebrows at me. “What, without me?”

      “No way. I figured you were busy. But if you’re due for a break…”

      Cece winked at me. “I’m always due for a break.”

      I snorted, but I wasn’t about to criticize her. With my own job, I felt like I was on a break most of the day. It didn’t seem fair to call taking pictures and writing tiny little fluff pieces an actual job. But hey, they paid me for it.

      Cece leaned back against the wall of the hallway.

      “Where are we going?” Cece pulled off the big pink plastic gloves she was wearing, each one coming off with a snap. She crumpled the two together, and tossed them onto her cleaning cart. Then, she pushed the cart so it was right up against the wall and not blocking the hallway.

      “We’re going back to the outdoor event space.”

      Cece fixed me with a quizzical look. “The scene of the crime?”

      “That’s right.”

      Cece took a step back, and ran her eyes up and down me pointedly. “You know, they say the killer always returns to the scene of the crime.”

      I snorted again. “You were with me, remember?”

      Cece laughed. “Yeah, just kidding. But why are we going back there?”

      “Do you remember I found those glasses that were just like the ones Olivia had been wearing?”

      “Go on…”

      “Her excuse for that? She wanted to sneak in and watch the demonstration that she didn’t have a ticket for. She was going to hide under one of the tables, until the event started. But she realized she wouldn’t be able to hide there unnoticed, so she gave up her plan, and left.”

      “That’s her alibi?” Cece was slowly shaking her head to herself as she spoke. “That she couldn’t find anywhere else to hide, in the whole section? That does seem unlikely. Doesn’t it?”

      “Yep. That’s why we’re going to go and have another look.”

      Cece began to reach for the strings on her cleaning smock to take it off. Her hand paused over one of the hanging strings, and she reconsidered.

      “Maybe I’ll just keep this on.” Cece stepped toward me and interlocked her arm with mine. She smelled pleasantly of pine-scented floor cleaner. “Come on.”
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        * * *

      

      Access to the outdoor event space via the deck had been completely blocked off by the security team. As I didn’t fancy climbing over a barrier—one virtually hanging over the ocean—we needed to approach the space through the ship’s interior. The doors leading out to the event space had been locked shut. Hence, my need for Cece’s magic key.

      Cece held the little plastic rectangle hanging from her lanyard up to the electronic lock, and it immediately flashed green and the door motor whirred as it unlocked.

      “The sealed crime scene is now unsealed,” Cece pushed the door open, and immediately sea-salt-scented air blew into our faces. Instinctively, I breathed deeply. I didn’t think I could ever get bored of the smell of the ocean, no matter how long I spent aboard the cruise ship.

      “Let’s check it out.”

      We walked outside to the area where the demonstration was supposed to have been held. It still looked exactly the same. Presumably, this was deliberate and the scene had been preserved under Ethan Lee’s orders.

      There was the small stage at the front, which was now adorned with plastic sheeting, and in front of it were a dozen or so tables and chairs spread out so that everyone seated could get a good view of the stage. Where the deck curled around to the side of the ship, it had been blocked off with roped-up tarps to stop anyone entering. The only way in and out of the space right now was through the door we had just used—or a dangerous climb up or down.

      “There!” I pointed toward a table near the back. “I found the glasses under that table.” We walked over to it. Like all the others, it was a heavy plastic table with folding metal legs. The kind that could be folded up and moved around the ship as and when required.

      “That is a terrible hiding place,” Cece gently swung out and kicked her legs under the table, as if giving the boot to an invisible Olivia. “She would be spotted as soon as anyone started to enter to sit down.”

      “Well, her excuse was that this was a bad place to hide, so she left. I guess if she had arrived before the sun had risen, she may not have realized quite how bad it was. Perhaps then when the sun came up, she gave up and fled.”

      “Yeah, maybe. But maybe she killed Hannah on her way back to her cabin.” Cece kicked under the table again, as if to really punish the non-existent person hiding underneath.

      “Yep.” I turned my head around scanning the area. “That is one massive flaw in her excuse. But I think there’s another one too.”

      “What’s that?” Cece sidled up beside me and followed my gaze.

      “Even though that is a terrible hiding place, there have got to be other decent ones, right?” I started striding toward the stage. “Come and check this out.”

      I had a strong suspicion that there was another, much better hiding place. One right in the thick of the action.

      I hopped up onto the stage and couldn’t help but stare at where the murder had taken place. A layer of plastic had been placed over that whole section of the stage, to protect it from the elements, for when a real investigative team could come aboard when we returned to port.

      Staring at the sight of the murder, I tried to suppress a shudder, but the chill still crept up my spine to my neck, causing me to shake my head. I turned away. There was no need for me to look there.

      I crossed the stage, and hopped down the other side. Cece landed just a second after me.

      “It’s creepy when there’s no people here.” I saw Cece suppress a shudder of her own, and I could see goosebumps on her forearms.

      “Look,” I said while pointing under the stage.

      Cece was already nodding in understanding. From the back, the stage was completely open. If you crouched down, you could easily slip under the stage and have a perfect hiding place. It was also incredibly obvious. Anyone who truly wanted to hide to gain entry to the demonstration would surely have thought of it.

      “Come on,” said Cece, dropping to her knees, and beginning to crawl under the stage.

      That hadn’t been part of my plan. There wasn’t actually any need to go under a dusty old stage, was there?

      Still, it couldn’t hurt to be sure. I fell onto all fours, and crawled after Cece. When she was under approximately the middle of the stage, she turned around and shifted into a sitting position, leaning back against some of the metal scaffolding that held everything in place.

      “Now this is a good hiding place, isn’t it?” I said to Cece.

      “Oh yeah. Not bad at all. And if you look up, you can see between the cracks in the floor of the stage.”

      I put my arms behind me, and leaned back. Sure enough, you could see up through the cracks. Although it wouldn’t be an ideal view of the cooking demonstration, for someone who was more interested in the chef himself than in his dishes, it would provide a great way to get up and close to him.

      “Doesn’t this remind you of being back in high school?”

      “No.” I cocked my head at her. Where did she go to high school? A coal mine?

      “What? Are you saying you never snuck a boy under the stage during a show, while everyone was staring right above you, and—”

      “No!” My cheeks were flushing already. I couldn’t imagine doing such a thing. Cece and I had obviously had very different experiences in high school.

      “Man, you missed out,” said Cece, shaking her head and eyes closed as she reminisced.

      While I was sure her high school years were fascinating—if not scandalous—they weren’t the topic at hand. We were supposed to be investigating a murder.

      “So we’re agreed, down here would have been a much better place for her to hide. She probably could have snuck out when the show had begun and watched from behind, too. Meredith’s eyes would have been fixed on the crowd.”

      Cece opened her eyes again, looking up through the cracks.

      “If she’d hidden down here, she could have caught his greasy beads of sweat as they fell,” Cece arched her eyebrows at me and stuck out her tongue.

      I shuddered at the thought and glared at her.

      “I don’t think sweat can be greasy.”

      “Sure it can. If it rolls over freshly oiled skin.”

      “And why would Vince put oil on his skin?”

      Cece shrugged. “I don’t know. You’d have to ask Meredith. I saw her spraying his face before he went on stage one time. I think she likes the shininess. It makes him look youthful on the camera or something.”

      “Yuck!”

      Cece shrugged. “It’s just part of his image, I guess.”

      Part of his image or not, I wasn’t pleased that Cece had now put the idea of greasy sweat into my head.

      “Anyway,” I said, shaking my head to try and get the imagery out, “I guess we know that her excuse about there not being anywhere to hide is a load of old hogwash.”

      Cece dropped her chin and arched her eyebrows at me.

      “Hogwash? Are you from the 1930s?”

      I glared at her. Hogwash described it perfectly as far as I was concerned.

      “Oh, no.” A wicked grin spread on Cece’s face. “Not the thirties. You’re from a farm. Did you wash hogs on the farm?” She tilted her head and gave me a quizzical look. She managed to hold it for about two seconds before she fell back laughing at her own unfunny joke.

      I poked her again. “Quit it.”

      “Okay, okay.” Cece pushed herself up straight again. “So what does the fact that she didn’t hide down here tell us?”

      “Either she’s lying or…”

      “Or? What’s the or?”

      “Good question.” I frowned in thought. “Maybe she’s stupid?”

      Cece started giggling. “Yep. That could be it. That’s my explanation for most of the annoying crud that people do. They’re idiots.”

      I grinned right back at her, but felt a guilty twinge doing it. My grandma had always told me to think the best of other people. I guessed Cece’s grandma had told her that everyone else was an idiot. I suspected the truth lay somewhere in between the two philosophies.

      “Come on, let’s get out of here.”

      Cece half-nodded, but the corners of her mouth started to twitch up. Uh-oh, I thought.

      “Or we could give you something to tell Meredith about…”

      She winked at me and started crawling toward me. I crawled out faster.

      It was time to talk to Olivia again.
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      I dropped Cece off back at her cleaning cart, where she quickly snapped back on her pink rubber gloves and adjusted her apron so that it was straight. She peered down at it, and then brushed her hands over it to remove a cobweb it had picked up after our crawl under the stage. We promised to meet up for dinner with Sam later.

      I hadn’t told her that I planned to talk to Olivia right away, as no doubt she would have wanted to join. I didn’t want to jeopardize her job as well as my own with what could be an explosive confrontation.

      I began to search the ship, starting with where I’d found Olivia sunbathing previously, and making my way through the outside areas first. Olivia’s skin matched her name in its coloring, and I knew that if Vince didn’t have any events on, then she would be outside, working on the perfect tan.

      After a brief and cheerful chat with Minnie in her coffee shop where I posted a few more pictures to social media, I continued my search.

      I was pleased to find Olivia in a very public place.

      She had a sun lounger right up against the edge of the Lagoon Pool, lying back in a bikini, shiny skin freshly oiled with a delicious-smelling tan enhancer. The bottle was sitting beside her, and according to the text on the side, it promised to use the power of coconuts to make pale skin coconut brown.

      Next to the bottle of tanning oil was the Vince DeLuca scrapbook she’d been keeping. It looked even bulkier than the previous time I’d seen it, and I wondered what new ‘items of interest’ she had come across to stick inside.

      Olivia had a small towel over her eyes, to protect them from the sun. Strange choice. Most people would use sunglasses…

      It was a busy day out at the Lagoon Pool, as the sun was shining brightly, but it wasn’t overwhelmingly hot. It was the perfect temperature to lounge around, sip a cocktail, and really let yourself unwind.

      Unless you were a child, of course. There was a group of kids a few yards away from Olivia engaging in a (much noisier) reenactment of the battle of Gettysburg using only pool noodles for weapons.

      Olivia, however, did not seem to be overly bothered by their screams as they mortally wounded each other again and again and again.

      Before talking to her, I took a panoramic shot of the pool area, applying a filter that gave everything an orangey glow. A Perfect Day, I typed out on my phone as a caption, before sending the image out into the world.

      It wasn’t very original. In fact, it was pretty much the opposite of original. But most people didn’t care about that. They preferred platitudes and clichés over clever philosophical insights. Then again, so would I, if I were on vacation.

      I sauntered over to Olivia, as if I didn’t have a care in the world and running into her was just a happy coincidence.

      “Oh, hi!”

      Olivia didn’t stir. Perhaps she was asleep.

      I got closer to her, and sat down on the sun bed next to her. Still no movement.

      Frowning, I decided I had to be subtle about this. It would seem strange to deliberately wake her up for a mindless chat, wouldn’t it?

      The sun loungers were the plastic kind, that could either be tilted up to a sitting position, or laid out flat. Olivia’s was currently laid out flat. The one I was sitting on was propped up as high as it could go. Perfect.

      I reached around behind me and felt for the plastic props that held it in the vertical position. I pulled them out, and then let the whole top section of the sun lounger crash down into its frame to lay flat. It landed with a loud clattering BANG. I may have given it an extra shove on its way down.

      Olivia shot up, the towel falling from her eyes, and her head turning toward me.

      “Sorry,” I said sheepishly. “I can never get these things to work right.”

      Olivia frowned, shook her head like a dog waking itself up, and then gave a kind of smile in greeting. It wasn’t a proper smile, more the kind of half-smile, half-grimace of recognition you give when you’re disturbed by someone you don’t particularly want to see, but you need to pretend to be polite.

      “Olivia! It’s you!”

      She nodded at me in agreement. It was indeed her.

      “Is Vince here?” She turned her head around, looking for signs of him. I looked over my shoulder too, as if he might actually be there.

      “Not right now.” I smiled at her. “It’s a lovely day, isn’t it?”

      “It is.” Olivia put a hand in front of her mouth to cover a yawn. “You should try and work in your tan.” She nodded her head toward me.

      I glanced down at my forearms and shrugged.

      “Oh, I’d love to. But all my time off is in the evenings,” I sighed dramatically, as if I had the hardest job in the world.

      Olivia gave me a sympathetic look. “Hey, why were you using a towel to cover your eyes?” I was trying to be subtle in my approach. I don’t think I exactly managed it though.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You had those awesome sunglasses. The cooking ones. The ones with spatulas for arms. That was you, right?”

      Olivia frowned back at me. “Did I?” She tilted her head as if in thought.

      I managed to control my face to stop showing my amazement at such a blatant lie. There was no way she, or anyone, would forget about owning such an unusual pair of sunglasses. Right?

      “You did. They were awesome. But I guess you lost them, right?”

      Olivia nodded hesitantly. “I’m always losing things. Speaking of which, have you seen my phone? I must have left it in my room.”

      You’re not getting away with it that easily! No. My trap is set and now I’m going to slam it shut!

      “Look at this.” I pulled out my own phone, and began to open up the photo album and scroll through it.

      “That’s not my phone.”

      “I know. It’s mine. Hold on, I want to show you something.”

      “What?” Olivia had been propping herself up with her arms, but now she twisted around, planted her feet onto the deck, and leaned forward in my direction.

      “Here it is. Look.” I pushed the phone in front of her face.

      “That does look like my sunglasses.” Olivia nodded uncertainly.

      “Do you know where I found them?”

      “I don’t know, but I’d appreciate them back. Can I have them?”

      “Oh, I don’t have them,” I said with a smile.

      She just arched her eyebrows at me, and leaned forward even more.

      As she came closer, I caught the scent of coconut tanning oil, and inadvertently licked my lips. I loved coconut. It reminded me of the Thai curry I had eaten once after Sam and I had gone on a road trip to the big city. Well, Omaha anyway.

      Focus, Adrienne, focus!

      “Actually, I don’t have them. They were found at the scene of the murder.”

      Olivia’s cheeks flushed. “Then why were you asking if I knew where they were? Were you trying to set some kind of stupid trap for me?”

      It wasn’t a stupid trap; it was a great one. One that had actually worked.

      “I was just curious as to whether you knew you had left them.”

      Olivia gave me a look of exasperation.

      “I didn’t tell you I knew where they were, because, quite frankly, I didn’t really want to talk to you.” She locked her eyes with mine in a glare. “You’re boring and weird. I know the sunglasses were found there, and the first officer knows exactly why. We’ve already talked about it. Now why don’t you go and play Miss Marple somewhere else, you silly old bat?”

      My eyebrows shot up. Old? I wasn’t old. I wasn’t even thirty yet! I stood up, genuinely angry. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been so insulted.

      “Yes. I know all about that. And I know about your little lie you told him as well!”

      Olivia’s jaw locked, and she gritted her teeth together. She slapped her palms flat down beside her on the sunbed, and pushed herself angrily to her feet. “I beg your pardon?”

      It suddenly occurred to me that Olivia was a paying customer on this cruise, and part of my job was to be polite to them. But there was no backing out now.

      “You told the first officer that you were looking for a hiding place, but there weren’t any, didn’t you? That wasn’t true, was it?”

      “No! You’ve got it all wrong. I tried to hide under the table and I must have lost my glasses. I realized I couldn’t hide there—I’d get caught—so I went back to my cabin. Got it?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. There were plenty of places to hide. Under the stage being one of them. You hid under the table in the dark, waiting for Hannah so that you could kill her. Right? How did you lure her there?”

      “That is outrageous! Hannah was perfectly healthy when I left!”

      We both paused. A brief moment of silence marred only by the nearby screams of battling children. She had slipped up and we both knew it.

      “So Hannah was there when you left.”

      I stared at Olivia, deep into her wild brown eyes. There was something wrong with her, but she wasn’t completely crazy. My gaze shifted down, onto the Vince DeLuca scrapbook lying by the sun lounger. I cocked my head at her.

      I had an idea. A slightly preposterous one, but it might help make her confess.

      “You didn’t kill Hannah. But you know who did.”

      Olivia started shaking her head back and forth at me, and I could see from the quiver in her shoulders that she was trembling. In anger? In shock? In fear? A mixture of all three?

      And then it hit me.

      “You’re protecting Vince!”

      Olivia reached out and snatched at me, grabbing my shoulders. “No! You have to believe me! Vince didn’t kill Hannah. They just had a fight. When he left, she was alive.”

      “So he was there too? It’s turning into quite a party. Now why would they have been fighting?”

      “Hannah was…”

      She paused, seemingly unable to go on.

      I narrowed my eyes. “Was what?”

      Olivia was glaring daggers at me. I’d caught her in at least one lie and now we were getting to the truth. Or some of the truth, at least.

      “She said she was Vince’s daughter. That’s what she believed. She wanted Vince to acknowledge her, but he refused. He said Meredith would kill the both of them.”

      “Hannah? Vince’s daughter?”

      Olivia nodded again. “I couldn’t believe it either. Vince said it wouldn’t be good for either of them if it came out. But she said she didn’t care. She wanted to be publicly acknowledged as his daughter.”

      “And then did he…”

      I couldn’t say it. I couldn’t ask whether he had killed his own daughter. It was just too horrible to contemplate.

      “No! No, no, no. I told you. He didn’t hurt her. He just turned away and left her.”

      It only took me a couple of seconds to come to another conclusion. One just as shocking. But it made perfect sense.

      “You killed Hannah to protect Vince’s reputation! He didn’t want to acknowledge her, so you made sure he wouldn’t have to!”

      I quickly shrugged her hands off my shoulders, swatting them away. I couldn’t have a killer’s hands on me. I ran my eyes over her again, checking for weapons.

      Luckily, she was only wearing a bikini, so I couldn’t be surprised by a knife—or worse.

      “No,” she said coldly. “I didn’t do that.”

      I couldn’t handle this anymore.

      I needed to tell Ethan and get her put under lock and key. Out at sea, there was nowhere she could escape to. I couldn’t tackle her on my own without causing a massive furor so I decided to do the only thing I could: tell Ethan and get him and his security team to arrest her.

      The best thing for me to do right then was exit the situation as quickly as I could. I stepped backward, and then turned away and started briskly walking away from her.

      A shiver of excitement ran down my body me.

      This would work out great. I’d found the killer, and it would be me that saved Meredith from her wrongful incarceration. She’d have to give me that job after that!

      I had a hundred different thoughts going through my head as I planned the next few minutes, hours, and months ahead.

      But I hadn’t expected Olivia to be so brazen, so bold, or quite so crazy.

      When she hit me, it was at a full-tilt run, her shoulder slamming into my waist and sending me flying through the air.

      One minute, I was thinking about how to spin this whole story for the benefit of Vince and Meredith, and the next — Thump. Whoosh. I was sailing through the air, over the water of the pool, but not for long.

      Splash!

      Immediately I was underwater, head submerged, with Olivia on top, driving me toward the bottom of the pool.

      I’d found my murderer.

      But...

      Was this it?
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      I tried to hold my breath as best I could as the weight of the infuriated Olivia drove me right to the bottom of the Lagoon Pool.

      It wasn’t very deep and we quickly crashed into the bottom.

      I twisted away from her and kicked off from the floor, operating purely on instinct.

      My head burst through the surface of the water and I sucked in air like I’d been in the water for minutes instead of mere seconds. I hadn’t been ready for her attack and the shock of it all had left me breathless. Well, the shock and literally being forced underwater and being unable to breathe.

      I started hopping away, bouncing off the bottom with both feet, from where I’d landed, in case she went for me again.

      Olivia’s head burst through the water, her damp hair covering her eyes. She brushed it aside and spat out water. We were at least a yard apart and I was making good time with my awkward hops through the water toward the edge.

      I continued hopping backward to the side of the pool, where a lifeguard had now arrived.

      “Are you okay?” she asked, glancing back and forth between Olivia and me. She had a confused look on her face, as if she wasn’t quite sure whether we were horsing around, or if she’d just witnessed a murder attempt. She was wearing a bright yellow bathing suit with the image of a swan and a ship embroidered across the front, and I could see that she was contemplating whether she’d need to get it wet or not.

      “She started it!” yelled Olivia, her vision now clear and her airwaves in full working order.

      I ignored her and began to climb out of the pool, while the lifeguard offered me a hand in assistance.

      “I did not start it,” I muttered to the girl helping me. “She just tackled me in.”

      The lifeguard nodded uncertainly. She recognized that I worked on the ship but she wasn’t quite sure what to do with that information.

      Olivia started wading toward us. The water only went up to just below her shoulders and she made quick progress, still with fire in her eyes. It seemed the water hadn’t been enough to quench her anger just yet.

      When I was fully out of the water, I sat on a sunbed while I caught my breath.

      Olivia stood in the water at the edge of the pool, arms resting on the side, glaring at me. The lifeguard hovered over her. She had offered Olivia a hand but it had been brushed aside. She was content to stay in the water and stare laser beams into me with her eyes from there.

      The lifeguard gave up on Olivia for the moment and walked back to me. She looked to be in her early twenties and instead of a lanyard with her ID, she had her name sewn into her swimsuit: Rebecca.

      “What happened? I was watching the children down at the other end. A lady down there said she tackled you and pushed you in?”

      “Yep. That’s what happened.” I brushed a strand of hair out of my eyes. “She was trying to kill me,” I finished nonchalantly.

      Rebecca wrinkled her nose as she looked at me, as if trying to understand why that had happened and waiting for a more detailed explanation.

      I looked down at my soaking wet jeans instead.

      “Adrienne!?”

      My head flicked up. It was Ethan and he was hurrying toward me. It certainly hadn’t taken him long to get here.

      “Hi,” I said, slowly pushing myself to my feet.

      Ethan came to a halt in front of me. He looked back at Olivia who was still staring daggers, and then back at me inquisitively.

      “What happened?”

      I let out a long, slow sigh.

      “She killed Hannah. Then she tried to drown me.”

      “What?”

      “She’s lying!” came a screech from the pool. “She’s lying, lying, lying. She’s making up stories to stop me and Vince being together!”

      “That isn’t true!” I reached out and grabbed Ethan’s shirt. “Really! I’ve figured it all out!”

      Ethan looked down at the wet stain on his shirt, and then ever so gently disengaged my fingers from the grasp they had.

      “I think we’d all better go to my office and get to the bottom of this.” He turned to the lifeguard. “Could you get her a towel?”
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        * * *

      

      Five minutes later, I began to wonder whether I’d made a mistake.

      I was sitting in front of Ethan’s desk in one of the high-backed uncomfortable wooden chairs. Olivia was sitting next to me on another one of the chairs. We were both wrapped up like angry burritos in giant Swan towels.

      On either side of us were security officers, and standing beside Ethan were Beverly (gulp) to his left and the captain (double gulp) to his right.

      “Okay, let’s see if we can get to the bottom of what happened,” said Ethan from his position of authority behind his desk.

      I wasn’t sure what kind of look he was giving me as he said it, because I was too afraid to meet his gaze. I was staring down at my knees instead, or rather, the fluffy white cotton that covered them in the form of the towel I’d been given.

      Oh well. It was now or never. I took a deep breath, and…

      “I believe Olivia murdered Hannah to protect Vince’s reputation. She heard Hannah tell Vince that she was his daughter, and Olivia killed her to protect the secret. She hid—”

      “Outrageous!” screamed Olivia with such volume I winced. I think even the captain and Beverly took half a step back at the force of it.

      “Lies! Lies! Lies! This two-bit failed journalist is making up lies to make herself seem important and interesting! She’s not!”

      “Not what?” asked the captain.

      “Neither of them! She’s an unimportant and boring hack who’s started making up stories!”

      I looked up for support. Beverly was giving me one of those awful looks somewhere between sympathy and massive disappointment. The captain looked bored as if he had a million other more important things to be doing. I risked a glance at Ethan, just a quick one. Our eyes met but his expression was unreadable and my gaze quickly fell again.

      “She lied before,” I said quietly. “She didn’t tell us that she saw Hannah and Vince talking and arguing.”

      “I didn’t lie! I just left it out! It was irrelevant. I knew you’d all start gossiping! I couldn’t let Vince’s secret come out. But now… now look what you’ve done!”

      Olivia hopped to her feet and she started to waddle toward me, the way the towels were wrapped tightly around us making it hard to walk properly. “Now this hack is going to try and sell her horrible stories about Vince to every trash tabloid and website in town!”

      Olivia went to jab a finger in my direction to finish her tirade, and it caused her towel to fall off. There’s something rather incongruous about an angry woman in a bikini surrounded by two ship’s officers, two of a ship’s crew and a department manager all dressed to the nines. It made her look even more unhinged than I already suspected her to be.

      One of the security officers who had been flanking us gently took Olivia by the elbow and led her back to her chair. She placed the towel back over the red-faced fangirl, who snatched it up and held it over herself like a blanket.

      Ethan cleared his throat to draw everyone’s attention

      “Could we have a moment of calm, please?” Although it was phrased as a question, it was addressed like an order.

      “Adrienne, you’ve done some sterling work, but perhaps you’ve gone a little too far down the wrong path. We know that whoever killed Hannah most likely poisoned Beverly’s pastry.” Ethan looked up at Beverly, who gave a sharp and angry nod. “But there’s nothing to connect Olivia to the pastries, is there? Could she have had access to either the kitchens or the DeLucas’ cabin?”

      “No! Of course not!” shouted Olivia in what seemed to be some confusion. She was a good actress. It was almost like she didn’t even know about the poisoning she had committed.

      “And Beverly, the pastries came with a note from Meredith, is that not correct?”

      Beverly stepped forward and nodded, giving me an angry glance. “That is correct.”

      Ethan drummed his fingers on the desk.

      “Adrienne, do you think Olivia framed Meredith?”

      I glanced across at Olivia. If looks could kill, I’d have been dead a hundred times over. I suddenly felt incredibly small, wriggling in my chair as if trying to disappear inside of it.

      “I… No. I guess she did tell me she didn’t think Meredith was capable of murder.”

      Olivia made a loud unintelligible sound of agreement like an angry HMMPH and crossed her arms.

      “So, it’s the sunglasses. Right?”

      I looked up at Ethan. He wasn’t angry. It was worse than that. He was giving me a look of… sympathy. I didn’t want him to see me that way! Then again, I didn’t want anyone to see me at all right then.

      “Yes,” I said in a small voice.

      It wasn’t just the sunglasses; it was the fact she lied about there being no other hiding places, and she didn’t tell us about seeing Hannah and Vince arguing either. It was all of it.

      But I wasn’t going to rehash that again now. I’d said my piece and I didn’t think I could say it again. My new plan was to just melt into a pool of embarrassment. Maybe Cece would be sent in to mop me up from the floor later.

      “Olivia,” said Ethan without enthusiasm, “it seems Swan owes you an apology. To start with, we’d like to offer you the chance to dine at the captain’s table tonight with some of our VIP guests.”

      The only satisfaction I got from the whole meeting was seeing the captain’s look of annoyed surprise at this pronouncement. I guessed Ethan hadn’t cleared it with him first.

      “Sir? Perhaps you could escort Olivia back to her room. I’m sure she’ll want to change and recuperate.”

      “It would be a pleasure,” said the captain without even the merest hint of pleasure in his tone. He slowly walked around the desk, and then held out his arm.

      Olivia got back on her feet, clutched her towel with her right hand, and linked her left arm with the captain’s to begin her slow and stately bikini-march back to her room.

      Ethan gave a look, not even a verbal command, to the two security officers who remained. They immediately turned and exited the room after the captain leaving just Beverly, Ethan, and me.

      When the door was closed, Beverly finally turned on me.

      “Adrienne! That behavior was outrageous! You assaulted a guest!”

      I was on my feet, mouth agape immediately. But Ethan beat me to it.

      “I believe it was Olivia that pushed Adrienne into the pool, actually,” he said calmly.

      I sat back down again.

      “Be that as it may, you cannot. Can. Not. Go around flinging wild, unsubstantiated accusations at guests! I’ve never, ever heard of such a thing in all my years in this industry. And I’ve seen some scandals, let me tell you. But calling a guest a murderer? Wow.” Beverly shook her head to herself in outraged disbelief. “You’ve got some nerve, girl.”

      “I didn’t mean to,” I said quietly.

      “Didn’t mean to? Didn’t mean to? Oh, it accidentally slipped out, did it?”

      “No, she just kept saying more and more unbelievable things. Her story didn’t add up.”

      Beverly slammed her hands down on the desk causing Ethan to wince. He looked down as if inspecting his desk for damage.

      “You have no right to even be questioning her! She shouldn’t have a story, whether it adds up or not. If I had the authority, I would fire you right this very instant. Rest assured, I will be making a full report and hand-submitting it to HR and the Director of Operations the very microsecond we return to port!”

      I nodded slowly. She could submit whatever report she wanted to. I was pretty sure my life at sea was over.

      “Why don’t you head back to your cabin for the rest of the day?” said Ethan. “And Beverly, you were only just released from the sickbay. In fact, I think we could all do with a bit of a rest and time to reflect.”

      I was pretty sure he only said it to make me feel better. I didn’t know whether to be angry or pleased. Was it condescending or kind?

      With conflicted emotions, I stood up, turned around, and headed out the door. Just before exiting the cabin, I looked over my shoulder at Ethan.

      “Bye.”

      He gave me a small smile of what looked like encouragement. And in his eyes was what looked like belief.

      Belief in me.

      With Beverly still glaring at me, I exited, and went back to my cabin to hide. If I had my way, I’d stay in bed for, approximately, forever.
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      The best way to deal with horrible things happening is to crawl into bed and stay there forever. Ideally, with ice cream.

      Sam and Cece didn’t seem to agree. They’d spent the last half an hour badgering me to join them for dinner. I’d just about persuaded them that I was never eating dinner again, and to leave me to wallow in my own misery.

      “Are you sure we can’t bring you anything?” Sam’s voice was filled with concern for me. Sometimes best friends can be really annoying.

      “I told you what I want,” I said from under the pillow that I was using to muffle my entire face.

      “When she’s like this, it’s the only way,” said Sam.

      “Are you two serious?” Cece’s voice was incredulous. “Eight scoops?”

      “Yep,” said Sam.

      I provided muffled agreement from under my pillow.

      “I don’t know if the staff mess has buckets for ice cream,” said Cece thoughtfully.

      I pulled the pillow off my face, exasperated.

      “Then put it in two bowls!” I put the pillow back in position.

      “Okay! Okay! Chillax already.”

      That helped about as much as you would expect.

      “See you later!” they called as they exited the cabin to leave me in relative peace. I offered them a muffled grunt in return.

      I was in a bind now. I’d been so sure that I’d cracked the case, that Olivia was the killer, but now? All I was sure of was that I had messed everything up. In the heat of the moment it had all seemed to make so much sense, but now, I could see the holes in my theory—namely that Olivia had rejected the opportunity to lay the blame on Meredith and that she didn’t have access to the pastries that poisoned Beverly.

      It didn’t mean I was wrong, of course. But it did mean I couldn’t prove anything. I moaned into my pillow. It just wasn’t fair. None of it.

      RING. RING. RING.

      I lowered the pillow from my face for a moment. It was the telephone, and it was ringing. It was a pretty rare occasion for it to ring; on the ship, we mostly communicated through messages sent from our smartphones, or emails for more formal and less time-sensitive communication. It was rare to get an actual telephone call on the in-cabin phone.

      I wasn’t in the mood to answer it though, so I didn’t.

      I put the pillow back over my head and tried to press the sides against my ears to block out the sound. This had the side-effect of stifling both my nose and mouth, and after a few seconds of this self-torture, I tossed the pillow aside and breathed in deeply. For a moment, I was reminded of when Olivia had pushed me into the water and landed on top of me. I had worried I was going to die from lack of air then, and the pillow had brought back that sensation.

      RING. RING. RING.

      “Gah!”

      Angrily, I got up, took two flouncing steps to the other side of the room, and lifted up the phone.

      “Hello?”

      “Adrienne.”

      I frowned, recognizing the voice after just a single word. It was Beverly. What fresh torture did she have for me? Perhaps she’d set up some stocks so Olivia could throw rotten fruit at me for the delight of the other guests. Or maybe she’d arranged with HR to have me fired immediately and tossed overboard with nothing but a plastic floatie.

      “Yes?”

      “I think we need to talk.”

      I rolled my eyes and was annoyed that Beverly couldn’t see me doing it.

      “Oh?”

      “This whole Olivia situation. We need to make sure it doesn’t get out of hand.”

      “Do we?”

      “Yes, Adrienne, we do. First, we need to figure out a way to make it up to Olivia.”

      I rolled my eyes even harder. “I thought she was having dinner with the captain? Isn’t that enough?”

      “Probably not. We need to brainstorm more. And secondly, you’re going to have to work on our social media coverup and response.”

      “Coverup?”

      “The pool fight. We don’t want rumors flying about that staff and guests are getting into brawls. You’ll have to come up with a story. You were rehearsing for an event—a play, or practicing martial arts, or some such thing.”

      I shook my head to myself. This all sounded terrible, but on the slightly positive side, if there was one, perhaps I wasn’t going to lose this job? At least, I wasn’t being fired with immediate effect.

      “I… see…”

      “I’m by the Lagoon Pool. Come and meet me right away and we’ll plan this all out.”

      I didn’t answer for a moment. Did I really want to leave my nest of pity and meet my awful boss? No, I didn’t. But if it meant I might be able to save my job…

      “Okay.” I said begrudgingly, hating myself for it. “I’ll be there in five minutes.”

      Muttering complaints to myself, despite actually being somewhat encouraged, I pulled out my remaining pair of dry jeans, my backup sneakers, and a sweatshirt. I’d hoped to spend basically the entire rest of my trip in my pajamas, but that clearly wasn’t meant to be.

      When I was dressed, I tied my hair back in a ponytail and tried to force the perma-frown I’d developed off of my face.

      Goshdarnit, I was going to put on a brave face and try and save my job.
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      I was going to try and be good. I was going to be polite to Beverly, and even if she was a complete cow to me back, I wasn't going to lose my cool.

      If, as now looked increasingly likely, the job with Meredith was going to fall through, then I wanted to keep this one. I'd admit that mistakes had been made (hopefully I wouldn't have to say ‘by me’) and that it'd never happen again.

      That was the plan.

      You can do it, Adrienne, I could hear my grandmother's encouraging words in my ear. Show them some Nebraska charm and that you're the best thing that ever happened to this old boat.

      “It’s a ship, not a boat,” I muttered under my breath with a grin.

      I forced a smile onto my face. I'd read that smiling, even if it was fake, could improve your mood, and I sure as heck needed it. So I forced the corners of my mouth up against their will, and I think I did actually feel a little better.

      Pushing open the final door, I exited the interior of the ship through a staff-only maintenance hallway to emerge near the side of the Lagoon Pool.

      Both the pool itself and Hemingway's bar shut down at sundown, and now that night was fully upon us, the area was devoid entirely of people.

      I slowly walked around the perimeter of the pool. The lighting was very dim; there were just a few security lights scattered about and the light from the nearly-full moon and twinkling stars above. It was quiet, too, and I hear the water from the pool lapping against the edges as it shifted ever so slightly with the almost imperceptible roll of the ship on the calm sea.

      There was no immediate sign of Beverly. I walked to the front of the pool where the fake beach was located. If you were going to meet anyone at the lagoon pool at night, this would be where you would do it.

      With no sign of Beverly, I sat down on one of the sun loungers. Looking to my right, I could see the exact spot where Olivia had tackled me earlier. I shook my head at the memory of it. I suppose I had gone a little overboard when I basically accused her of killing Hannah. At the time, though, it’d made sense.

      "Remember that, Adrienne," I said to myself quietly. "Don't accuse people of murder until you have all the facts." Then I giggled a little. Was I going crazy, talking to myself like that?

      I shook my head. Of course not. I'd always talked to myself, since I was little.

      I pondered that thought for a moment.

      Maybe I'd always been a little bit crazy...

      With nothing happening, I stood up again. Where was she? I began to walk over to the spot where Olivia had pushed me. The site of my shame. Maybe even the downfall of my fledgling career if I couldn't smooth things over with Beverly—and HR, when we got back to port.

      I figured Beverly had chosen this location because it was the scene of the incident, as I was now calling it. I hoped that didn’t mean she had some grand gesture in mind, like me getting down on my knees and begging Olivia for forgiveness. That wouldn’t happen. It couldn’t happen. Could it?

      Fretting, I began to pace.

      Why were we meeting out here, in the dark?

      Before I could follow that train of thought, I finally caught some movement from the corner of my eye. I turned my head. At last!

      Beverly had appeared from some other door and was walking toward me. She was carrying something that hung loosely from her arm but I couldn’t yet make out what it was.

      I raised a hand in greeting and gave a little wave.

      “Hi,” I said.

      Beverly was smiling at me, which I found a little unnerving. I was expecting our meeting to begin with a tongue lashing.

      As she came closer, I saw what it was she was carrying: it was one of the branded Vince DeLuca aprons that had been given out to those who participated in his cooking workshops and demonstrations.

      “I’m sorry about earlier,” I began. “I shouldn’t have said what I said without—”

      Beverly raised a finger to her lips and made a shushing motion, cutting me off in my tracks. I stopped speaking. Maybe she was going to give me a proper lecture to start with.

      Beverly pointed at the sun lounger I had been sitting on earlier.

      “Shall I sit down?”

      Beverly nodded at me, and smiled again. It was making me uncomfortable. Why wasn’t she screaming and shouting at me?

      I did as requested and sat down, perching nervously on the edge of the white plastic lounger.

      When I was sitting, Beverly held up the Vince DeLuca cooking apron and then slowly placed it over my head. I didn’t know what to think. Was she going to make me go behind the counter in Hemingway’s and cook something? Or perhaps model for some pictures wearing the apron? Neither seemed likely.

      “What are we doing?”

      Beverly just made another shushing motion with her finger over mouth, and stepped around me to stand behind the sun lounger I was on. Her two hands appeared either side of me, pulling the apron strings.

      “Shall I stand up?” I started to rise to my feet. If she was going to tie the apron properly it would be much easier if I was standing. But no. Beverly pressed her hands on my shoulders to make me remain seated, and then reached down for the strings again.

      It was making me nervous. Just the simple fact that she wasn’t speaking to me, and acting so strangely, was worrying me no end.

      I felt her doing something with the strings of the apron. I was waiting for her to pull them tight around my waist, half-tensing my stomach in anticipation. If she was angry, she might yank the cords a little tight, I thought.

      And that’s exactly what she did.

      Yanked the apron strings tight.

      But not around my waist.

      While I was sitting nervously, there was a sudden flurry of movement behind me, and before I knew what was happening the apron strings had appeared like a noose around my neck.

      Beverly had her hands on both ends of the strings and was yanking hard on them.

      I couldn’t breathe!

      Instinctively, my hands flew to my neck, and I managed to slip a couple of fingers under the string to stop my windpipe from being instantly crushed.

      My mind wasn’t as fast as my reflexes though. Initially, I was confused and panicked, but it was several seconds before I fully grasped what was happening—she was trying to kill me!

      I tried to shout out for help but all I managed was a strangled wheeze. My fingers clutched at the strings, trying to pull them off. But fingers can’t compete against the full strength of someone with two hands and a solid grip. In seconds, I could feel myself beginning to lose consciousness. This wasn’t like holding your breath. She was cutting off the blood flow as well as my air supply. I didn’t have long. Just moments. I had to do something before she, quite literally, killed me.

      “Argh!” With the energy of the crazed, I launched myself up and backward like a spring, shoving my upper body right into her face. Her grip didn’t falter, but she was knocked off-balance, taking a couple of steps backward.

      “Oh!” she shrieked in surprise. “Oh! Oh! Oh!” I couldn’t tell until a few seconds later, but at the time she was teetering precariously on the edge of the pool, her shouted ohs were Beverly trying to maintain her balance.

      Now standing, I tried to twist around and crouch down, and this sudden movement caused her teetering to turn into a full-on topple.

      With a mighty splash, Beverly fell into the pool, and half a second-later I fell in right on top of her. She lost control of her grip on the apron strings, and I felt the blood rushing back to my head at the same time as the water submerged us both.

      While it may seem illogical, in that dark and wet confusion I found myself furious that my only pair of dry sneakers and jeans were now wet as well. Now I was properly mad.

      The water roiled around me as both Beverly and I flung out our arms and legs wildly, trying to get ourselves upright and back in control.

      Using my feet, I tried to push myself off the bottom like I had earlier in the day, but Beverly was under me and instead I think I pushed her head into the bottom, which was fine with me.

      I bounced backward and reached the side of the pool. My hand latched onto something tube-shaped. A weapon to defend myself!

      In front of me, Beverly’s head burst out the water and I saw her hands going to her eyes to rub the water out of them.

      I swung my new weapon at her. It turned out it was a pool noodle, which slammed into the side of her head with a wet slapping sound.

      “Ow!” She sounded outraged.

      I swung it again and gave her another smack.

      “Stop it!” she said, as if I was about to start respecting her authority as my boss again, despite her trying to kill me.

      I smacked at her two more times, before she escaped me be wading backward toward the middle of the pool. I used that opportunity to clamber up the side and out of the pool, and, quick as I could, I stood up again, clutching the long pool noodle like a sword, ready to beat her with it if she tried to approach.

      I stared out at Beverly, full realization now dawning on me. It was her. Not Olivia. Not Meredith. Not Vince or even the captain. It was Beverly all along. I shook my head to myself in dismay. I’d made a right fool of myself earlier.

      Beverly started to make her way to the other side of the pool. I didn’t want to let her escape, so I circled around the edge, waving my pool noodle threateningly as she approached. She turned and started heading for the other side.

      We couldn’t keep on like that. I needed backup. I stuck my hand into the wet pockets of my jeans and pulled out my smartphone. Thank goodness Swan had issued me with a recent model that had waterproofing. With one hand on my foam weapon, I used the other to unlock the phone and call Ethan’s personal number.

      While it was ringing, I paced around the edge of the pool, following Beverly’s moves as she tried to find a way to escape me.

      Ethan answered on the fifth ring.

      “Ethan? It’s me, Adrienne. You need to come to the Lagoon Pool right now. It’s Beverly. She’s the killer. And she tried to kill me!”

      While I was talking Beverly had turned over, and instead of wading and hopping, she’d started a powerful crawl toward the other side of the pool.

      “Quick!” I yelled into the phone. I shoved it into my pocket and sprinted around the pool. I just about made it before Beverly, and as she raised her head triumphantly, I greeted her with another wet smack to the side of her head.

      “Let me out! I demand you let me out right now!”

      SMACK.

      “Adrienne! It was just a prank! Let me out!”

      Just a prank? Yeah, right.

      SMACK. SMACK. SMACK.

      Hurry up, Ethan!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

        

      

    

    
      When Ethan arrived Beverly and I were still engaging in our circuitous stand-off. While she tried to escape the pool, I thwarted her every attempt with my mighty sodden pool noodle. I wondered whether they had ever been used for such a purpose or whether I was a pioneer in the field of pool-noodle-weaponry.

      The first officer did not arrive alone. It turned out he had been dining at the captain’s table until I’d rudely interrupted, along with Olivia, the chef Greg Washington, and a gaggle of excited looking VIP guests I hadn’t yet had the pleasure of meeting.

      “Help! Help!” shouted Beverly from the pool when she saw the crowd approaching.

      “Ignore her,” I said, angrily.

      “She tried to kill me!” shouted Beverly again from the pool. She was wading toward us now. As she approached, I lifted the noodle high in the air and brought it down with an extra-loud smack right on the top of her head.

      “Murder! She’s murdering me!”

      I tossed the noodle into the pool so it landed on Beverly’s head with a thwap. I didn’t need to contain her any longer.

      “What is going on?” asked the captain as he approached me.

      “She tried to murder me with an apron.” I pointed at my neck. Although I couldn’t see it, I could feel the red marks that would no doubt turn into bright bruising before the morning.

      Ethan stepped up to me and peered at my neck. I caught a waft of his pine and cedar cologne as he examined me and I immediately felt reassured.

      “Someone’s tried to choke her,” he confirmed, before standing up straight again. “Get Beverly out of the pool but don’t let her leave. Restrain her if you need to.”

      “With pleasure,” said Greg, stepping forward.

      “We’ll take care of that,” said two security guards, stepping forward out of the assembled throng.

      Greg let out a loud, dramatic sigh before declaring, “I never get any of the fun.”

      “What happened, Adrienne?” asked Ethan.

      “When Sam and Cece went to dinner I stayed in my cabin. I didn’t want to leave. But the phone rang and I answered it. It was Beverly, she told me to meet her out here.”

      “Out here? At night? Didn’t that seem odd to you?” asked the Captain.

      I shrugged. “Yeah, I guess. But it was where the thing with Olivia happened earlier. I figured that was why she chose here.”

      The captain gave me a quizzical look, as if he would never have fallen for such a silly trick. Yeah right.

      “And then?”

      “She put one of Vince DeLuca’s aprons over my head and she tried to throttle me with the apron strings.”

      “She’s lying!” came a screeching voice from the pool. This was immediately followed by the loud sounds of splashing as she was dragged out of it.

      “I’m not lying,” I said softly, staring down at my wet sneakers. Ethan put a hand on my shoulder and gave it a squeeze. I could tell he believed me at least.

      “And then?”

      “I fought her off. We ended up in the pool. I managed to get out, and I called you. I’ve been making sure she didn’t try to escape ever since.”

      “She stood on my head underwater and tried to drown me!” came a complaining voice. This time it was followed by a shh from the security team who were now holding her by the arms to stop her from approaching us.

      “There was a bit of a struggle,” I admitted, “but I didn’t try and kill her. That was all one way.”

      The captain sighed and Ethan tapped his fingers against his chin.

      “But why? Why did she do any of this?” asked Ethan.

      The captain opened his mouth as if to speak, then closed it again. We all looked at him. When he realized we were all waiting for him to say something, he gave a half-shrug.

      “I have an idea as to what she was thinking. Beverly was counting on this cruise—with the celebrity chef—being a big success. She needed it. She was looking to be promoted. The new flagship, the Swan Empress Angel, is being launched next year and she wants to be the cruise director. Wanted to be, I should say.”

      “But why would she kill Hannah? Weren’t they friends?” asked Ethan, shaking his head.

      He couldn’t understand it. Having known him for two cruises I knew why: he was a logical, by-the-book kind of man, and he couldn’t understand people who broke the rules for their own personal gain. Or in Beverly’s case, did things a whole lot worse than just breaking a few rules.

      “I know,” said Olivia, stepping forward.

      She took a moment to give me a brief glare before she continued. I doubted she’d ever forgive me now. Not that I needed her approval. “She knew Hannah was Vince’s daughter and it would be a big scandal. Vince might have canceled his part in the cruise, and who knows what other side-effects there could have been? She killed Hannah to stop Vince’s secret getting out.”

      As I listened to Olivia, I couldn’t help but hear a faint tinge of approval in her voice. As if killing Hannah to protect Vince’s career was actually a decent thing to do. Some people, huh?

      “Hannah was no good!” shouted Beverly from the side. We all turned to look at her. “She was supposed to be my friend! She brought Vince on the ship, but then was going to ruin everything with her stupid sob story.”

      “But killing her?” asked Ethan, frowning. “Did you really think that would help make the cruise a success?”

      “I didn’t kill her!” shouted Beverly, angrily. Yeah, right. “It was her own fault!”

      Ethan spoke very calmly and very carefully. “What happened, Beverly?”

      “She wouldn’t listen to reason! I told her to forget about Vince, forget about her silly reality TV-worthy ‘I’m a poor abandoned orphan’ story and just let the cruise be a success. But she wanted to ruin it for me, and for Swan! The company should be rewarding me! Everything I do, or ever did, was for Swan!”

      Ethan nodded at her slowly as if he completely understood her deranged rant. “So you argued?”

      “Argued? Ha! It wasn’t an argument. I told her what was what. I told her to just forget about it all. But she wouldn’t! She went for me. She grabbed me and I pushed her away.”

      “You pushed her away?” I asked, prodding her on.

      “Yes. I pushed her. But she was so stupid she tripped over her own feet and landed on her head. CRACK! Like an egg! She was an egghead! An egghead!” One of the security team squeezed her arm and indicated for her to stop. Beverly stopped shouting, but I could still see her whispering under her breath, egghead, egghead, egghead.

      I suppressed a shudder. She really had lost her mind. I half-wondered if her head hadn’t cracked at the same time.

      And also, whether there wasn’t a bit more to the story. It seemed unlikely that Hannah could have died just from falling over. Most likely, Beverly had done something more to facilitate Hannah’s death. That would be for the police to figure out, I guessed.

      The captain looked back and forth between Ethan and Beverly. “What about Meredith? Why did she poison Beverly?”

      I had to stop myself from rolling my eyes. Captain Derrick Carver clearly wasn’t the sharpest tool in the shed.

      “I don’t think she did,” said Ethan, clearly couching his words for the captain’s benefit. “It was a ruse. Beverly poisoned herself and used the opportunity to frame Meredith. Isn’t that right?”

      We all turned to look back at the cruise director. Both of her arms were being held by the security guards, but she didn’t seem to be paying them the slightest bit of attention.

      “I did what had to be done! I took one for the team, for Swan! I poisoned myself so that we could get that awful woman out of the way—she upset half of Vince’s fans!”

      “And you thought you might get a sympathy promotion? If you were poisoned in the line of duty, Swan would ‘owe’ it to you?” asked Derrick.

      Perhaps he wasn’t so slow after all. I hadn’t considered the pity angle she could use after poisoning herself.

      “You do owe it to me! I nearly died for this company!”

      Ethan and the captain exchanged bemused looks.

      “Beverly,” I said with some small satisfaction, “you’re not going to get a promotion.”

      “Of course I am.” Beverly looked to her left and right, finally noticing the security guards. “Unhand me, you oafs. We’re going to have to work together to fix this mess!”

      “Take her to the brig,” said Captain Carver.

      “The brig? Me?”

      “Yes, you.”

      Rubbing my sore neck, I watched as Beverly was marched away, apparently now under the impression that she was going to exact some kind of punishment on Meredith. Seeing her various reactions to the way everything had unfolded, it had become clear to me that she was out of her mind.

      It didn’t fix the fact that she had tried to kill me and frame Meredith though. I couldn’t forgive her, but I did feel just a smidgeon of sympathy for her. She’d lost everything now. But perhaps she would be happier in a padded cell than she had been out in the real world.

      When Beverly was gone, the captain walked over to me.

      “Good job today. I think you’ve earned the rest of the evening off.”

      “Thank you, sir.” I decided not to mention that technically I was a nine-to-five worker and wasn’t even supposed to be working right then. “Could I ask you something?”

      The captain looked startled. “Ask me something?”

      I nodded. There was one final thing that I needed to clear up. The matter of what Greg Washington had told me, about the captain being in my cabin.

      “Well, I suppose.”

      “This is a bit awkward. But did you try and visit me in my cabin?” It was doubly awkward because I had been in his cabin, but I wasn’t about to admit that. I did want to try and tie up this loose end though.

      “No,” he said confidently. Then he caught the expression on my face, as I was about to explain that actually Greg Washington had seen him. “I mean, I did briefly drop by. I wanted to ask how your investigation was going. But you weren’t there.”

      I nodded slowly. “Oh, right. Someone mentioned they’d seen you, but I never found a message or anything.”

      The captain nodded. “Right. I didn’t leave one. I… decided it wasn’t important.” He paused, as if thinking. “I didn’t want to come across as interfering, you see. So I just forgot about it.”

      “Right, thanks. I was just wondering.”

      The captain nodded again awkwardly and then turned away from me.

      I caught Greg Washington’s eye. He raised his palms up and gave a shrug. I guessed Greg hadn’t actually seen him opening the cabin door; he’d just seen the captain outside my cabin and made assumptions.

      “Ethan?” The captain called his first officer’s attention. “Do you think they’ve saved us some dessert?”

      “I’m sure they have, sir. If you don’t mind, though, I would ask to be excused from the rest of the dinner. I think I better go down and release Meredith, and try and put things right with her. As best I can, anyway.”

      The captain raised his eyebrows in surprise. He’d clearly forgotten that he had the wife of their onboard celebrity locked-up below decks. Or maybe he was just surprised that Ethan would miss dessert over such a trifling manner.

      “Well, let me know how it goes.”

      “I’ll call you later tonight, sir.”

      The captain frowned and shook his head. “The morning will be fine. Mr. Washington? Olivia? Everyone else?”

      There were murmurs of agreement and mutters of disappointment at the ‘show’ being over, but the captain soon left with his now decreased entourage in tow.

      “You better get yourself dried off.” Ethan was looking at me, shaking his head in mild amusement. I guessed it was quite funny, ending up in the same swimming pool with crazy women twice in one day. “Again.”

      “Yeah,” I said with a wry smile. “Will do. Again. Have a good night, Ethan.”

      “I’m just about to go and admit to Meredith DeLuca that we wrongfully locked her up. I don’t think I’m going to have a good night at all.”

      I gave him a gentle punch in the arm. “You’ll be fine. Good luck!”

      “Thanks. We’ll catch up soon, Adrienne, okay?”

      “Yeah. I want to talk to you about something in the morning, anyway.”

      He gave me a curious look but didn’t push it.

      I figured by the morning I’d know whether Meredith was going to wash her hands of everything and everyone to do with Swan cruises, or whether she’d still be happy to poach me from them. Would she see me as a savior for revealing Beverly as the killer, or would Meredith have me pegged as a collaborator in locking her up?

      Right then, in my wet clothes and with my throat beginning to feel like I’d drunk a gallon of boiling water, all I cared about was getting dry and getting to sleep.

      With a half-smile, I looked over the now quiet-again Lagoon Pool, gave a disbelieving shake of my head, and began the wet trudge back to my cabin.

      It had been a long day.
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      I trudged back to my cabin in my wet clothes and sodden shoes, feeling oddly upbeat. When I arrived, I could hear two familiar voices coming from within.

      I pushed open the door and drippily made my way inside.

      “You’re wet!” said Sam.

      I nodded at her.

      “Did you sneak off and go skinny dipping without me?” asked Cece with a look of mock outrage.

      Wearily, I rolled my eyes at her.

      “If I’d gone skinny dipping, my clothes wouldn’t be wet, would they, genius?”

      “Hey! Just because I haven’t been to college yet…”

      I couldn’t help but laugh at her. I leaned back against the metal desk, not wanting to go any nearer my bed until I’d dried off.

      “Your ice cream’s there.”

      I looked down. Sure enough, on the desk were two bowls of ice cream, each with four big half-melted scoops.

      “Now, are you going to tell us what we’ve been missing out on?” asked Cece.

      I shook my head. “Give me a few minutes to get showered and changed. Then I’ll tell you all about it.”

      “You going to eat that ice cream?” asked Cece.

      I shrugged. “You know, I don’t think I need it anymore. You guys go ahead if you want.”

      “Actually, we had some in the canteen before we came back,” said Sam, rising to her feet.

      “Suit yourself,” I said with a shrug and a grin. The grin was because I was watching Sam’s hands traveling directly to the two bowls.

      “Of course, it’d be a shame to waste them.”

      “Gimme,” commanded Cece, arm outstretched. Sam handed a bowl over to her.

      I grabbed my towel and pajamas, and headed for the small bathroom.

      “Back in a bit.”

      As I looked over my shoulder, Cece had stuck her spoon into her bowl and just before she took her first mouthful she gave me a wicked look.

      “Unless you want me to join you in there…?”

      I leaned over and gave her a sharp jab on the arm. Wasn’t that joke ever going to get old?
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        * * *

      

      The next day, it was a bright and sunny morning as we docked back in our home port of New Orleans. Although it was a thousand miles from where I was from, it still felt like coming home to me. When the ship was secured and with the gangways locked into place, it was time to participate in the cruise ship tradition of saying goodbye and waving off all the passengers as they disembarked.

      Despite the fact that the cruise could most charitably be described as ‘not a complete disaster,’ I was feeling upbeat. I’d slept like a baby for the first time in what felt like forever.

      “Have you seen Meredith?” I said to Sam who was stationed beside me, a genuine smile plastered across her face.

      She shook her head. “Nope. Not yet. Maybe Ethan decided to keep her locked up a bit longer.”

      We both grinned at that. Then Sam nudged me and gestured with her chin.

      “Isn’t that Vince?”

      Vince was strolling down the deck, his shoulders slack and his pace slow, his hands clasped behind his back. If I wasn’t mistaken, he also appeared to be trying to whistle.

      “Good morning,” I said when he approached.

      “Oh, hello! It’s a wonderful day, isn’t it?”

      “Yes…” I hoped he would jump in with a job offer, and I wouldn’t have to push for it.

      “I thought I’d take one last stroll before leaving. Say goodbye to it all.”

      It all? That sounded ominous, but he looked remarkably relaxed and content.

      “Is Meredith with you?”

      He tilted his head at me, furrowed his brow, and then his features broke into a broad grin.

      “Meredith? Oh, no. Nope. She’s not.” I kept staring at him, waiting for an explanation. He finally twigged. “I decided to pack it all in. Finish. Return to my roots.”

      “You’re…moving to Italy? I thought you grew up here.”

      Vince laughed softly. “No, no. I’m returning to my real roots. How I was without Meredith.”

      This time, my brows drew together. I felt like I was solving a very bad riddle. “How you were without Meredith—you mean, single? You’re leaving her?”

      He shrugged. “Me leaving her, her leaving me, what does it matter?”

      I stared at him some more. It certainly did matter. Out with it!

      “When she was locked up, I spent time with that chef, Greg, and he made me realize something. He made me realize that I miss it. The cooking, that is. The pure, real, actual cooking. Cooking food that’s to be eaten, not for the television. Real food for real people. Not pretty food for bloggers and TV producers.

      “So…” I prodded, leaning in toward him. It was hard work getting the news out of him.

      “So I quit!” He clapped his hands together triumphantly as he said it.

      “Quit?”

      “Yep!” he said happily. “I’m done with being a ‘celebrity’ chef.” He made little air quotes as he spoke. “I want to go back into a real kitchen. A small one. Open my own little restaurant, just me, a sous and a comis, and forget all the rest of it. No more oil and makeup. No more hair stylists. No more books or TV shows or blogs or apps or any of that. Just fresh ingredients, a sharp knife, and my own kitchen arranged the way I like it.”

      I folded my arms across my chest.

      “So you won’t be needing a PR manager then?”

      He shook his head with a happy smile. “To be honest, I don’t even know what a PR manager is! That was all Meredith’s doing. When I told her this morning I was done with the life of being a celebrity chef, she told me she was done with me. It was like a weight lifted off my shoulders, I can tell you.”

      I wanted to be annoyed, but I realized I wasn’t. Not really. That job could have been a stepping stone into a whole new career, but it would have meant leaving my friends behind and working with Meredith. And goodness knows how she would have reacted when she finally found out that Cece and I weren’t actually a couple.

      “And I’ll get in touch with Hannah’s mother,” he added softly. “The poor girl died. I’m not sure if I really was her father or not, but her mother will tell me. I think—I think I really may have been her dad.”

      There was a long silence. A range of emotions flickered over Vince’s face.

      “I hope you figure it all out,” I said, knowing that he would. I held out my hand. “Good luck, Vince.”

      He shook it warmly. “You too, you too.” He gave my hand a final squeeze and then a pat. “I suppose I better go and get my things. It’s been a pleasure.”

      He doffed an imaginary cap, bowed to Sam and me, and headed back inside the ship, grinning like a fool the whole way.

      “You didn’t want to take that job and leave us anyway, did you?” said Sam.

      I smiled at her. “Busted.”

      “I’ve got to get going actually. Talk to you later.”

      Before I could question her further, Sam had scurried away inside the ship after Vince.

      “Adrienne.”

      That was why Sam had disappeared. I turned around, a smile on my face.

      “Ethan.”

      “You wanted to tell me something this morning, right?”

      I had a faint smile on my lips while I thought about it. Would I really have told him I was leaving to go and work for Meredith and Vince? Maybe. Maybe not. At least now I wouldn’t have to find out.

      “Oh, I was just wondering, are there any cruise directors who aren’t murderers or thieves?”

      He laughed. “So you’re not going to take the PR job then?”

      I shook my head. I had a feeling he knew what had gone on between Meredith and Vince already.

      “No. I think maybe I’ll stick around here for another cruise or two. If I’m not fired, that is.”

      “You know, normally publicly accusing a guest of being a murderer and then getting into a brawl with her would be a fireable offense. But I had a word with the HR people. Called them up first thing.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. When I explained that I, too, had basically accused another passenger of being a murderer, and then the actual murderer—your boss—had tried to kill you, they became somewhat sympathetic.”

      I raised one eyebrow. “Just somewhat?”

      He gave me a deep, rich laugh. “You know what those office drones are like. They have no idea what it’s really like out at sea.”

      I smiled at that. We worked on a cruise ship, not a North Atlantic oil rig. Though it seemed to me that in some ways, this life was just as dangerous—at least when you were sailing with murderers.

      “You know, if you were thinking about a career move—”

      “I’m not now,” I said, interrupting him. With my current job saved and the PR job vanished, I’d already made up my mind to give my current position my all.

      He shrugged. “Suit yourself. I was just going to say, there’s a cruise director position that just opened up again. You might want to consider applying.”

      I looked up at him. His eyes seemed to twinkle in the bright, cheery morning light and we both smiled at each other.

      “Maybe I will,” I said. “Maybe I will.”

      “Ethan!” came a shout from far up the deck. It was the captain.

      “Duty calls. Dinner later, tonight?”

      “Uh, yeah, sure.” I had been taken somewhat by surprise by the sudden invitation. A second date it was.

      “Try not to fall into any more pools before then,” he said with a grin, before walking smartly away toward the captain, his white uniform shining in the sunlight, and his shoulders looking broader than ever.

      A cruise director. Me. Could it be possible?

      I pulled out my phone and began flicking through the photographs until I found the ones I wanted. The ones I’d snapped in the captain’s cabin—his list of names and comments about the various officers and department heads serving aboard the ship.

      It wouldn’t hurt to read through them…

      I leaned on the railing, breathing in the salty sea air, and looked through the captain’s notes.

      Maybe I could make a career out of this.

      And of course, there was still the mystery of the “I know what you did last summer” notes and postcards I’d been taunted with. A mystery that could be much easier to solve with some extra clout to throw around.

      I took another deep breath of ocean air and closed my eyes.

      There’d be plenty of time to find answers to all those questions on the next cruise.
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        Chapter One

      

      

      

      "Come on, come on." I gripped the steering wheel with white knuckles. My car was out of gas. Rather, my ex-husband's car was out of gas. I had "borrowed" it to make the trip from Chicago, Illinois down to Camden Falls, Kentucky. I'd had to make the trip somehow, and I'd been too broke to buy a bus ticket.

      I rocked back and forth in my seat a couple of times, trying to will my momentum into the car. I knew that wouldn't help it inch forward off the road and into the curbside parking spot, but I did it all the same. I couldn't stop myself.

      "Just a little more!" The engine gagged, coughed, spluttered and then bucked before rattling and dying.  That was okay, though. When it bucked, the car lurched forward that little bit more that I'd needed to get it off the road. I wasn't going to have to abandon it with its butt end sticking halfway out into the road.

      I eyed the road around me. It was huge. It wasn't eight lanes huge or anything like that. There were only two lanes, one coming and one going, but the main street of little Camden Falls could have accommodated four tractor trailers driving side by side. Even with so much room, the traffic was slow and lazy, cars meandering instead of rushing. There were two and three car-lengths between each car that passed. I was used to seeing cars in Chicago drive headlight to bumper, but that wasn't happening here.

      On top of that, there were almost no people. I eyeballed around thirty or forty people walking around. They walked in small groups or alone, but always spread out with plenty of distance in-between.

      I turned my attention toward a pickup truck that was driving past. The truck's driver nodded his head at me and then lifted his palm in a small side-to-side wave. Panic flooded me, and my heart skittered and jumped as badly as the engine had a moment earlier. My ex probably already had a warrant out for my arrest, and it would be just like him to hire someone to keep an eye out for me.

      I twisted to see if anything was coming from behind and then jumped out of the car. It was a pearl white Mercedes S-Class, and I'd probably never get the chance to drive anything like it again—especially if my ex had me put in jail. If that happened, I wouldn't even need to worry about how I'd look when I renewed my driver's license. I wouldn't need to worry about where my next meal was coming from or where I was going to sleep tonight.

      "Maybe I should get arrested." I couldn't keep the hopefulness out of my voice as I glanced around, but I didn't see any police. "Live to fight another day," I said with a scowl before forcing my features to relax. I didn't want to get wrinkles.

      Popping the trunk of the car, I used all of my not-impressive strength to lift a navy canvas suitcase out of the trunk. Then, I hesitated, looking wistfully between the car keys I held in my hands and the car. With a sigh and a shoulder shrug, I did what I had to do. I clicked the lock button on the key fob, and then tossed the keys into the trunk and slammed the trunk's lid down. I'd gotten this far, but tempting fate wasn't my style.

      I pulled up the suitcase's telescoping handle and started walking, dragging the suitcase behind me on its tiny wheels. The name tag attached to the handle flopped and jiggled as I walked, listing my name in block letters: KYLIE BERRY. It was my maiden name, not the name I'd left behind with that dirty, rotten piece of pond scum I used to call a husband. No, Kylie Berry was a good name, and it, the suitcase and its contents were all that I owned. But that would be enough. It had to be. I'd figure out the rest as I went, and where I was going now was my cousin's cute little café. When she'd invited me to come down to "help her out," I'd jumped at it. If it meant one less night of having to sleep at the women's shelter, then I was game.

      I paid attention to the people around me as I walked. All around me were a myriad of tennis shoes or flat sandals, various types of denim, a few Walmart-style short skirts, and a lot of t-shirts. I was wearing a black polka-dotted sleeveless, torso-fitted dress with a flared skirt, gold high-heel pumps, and I knew from experience that my shoulder-blade length fire red hair would be shining in the afternoon sun.

      I didn't fit in, but I didn't see anyone picking up any rocks to throw at me, so I figured that must be okay. A man exited a store with a green awning twenty or so feet ahead of me wearing what had to have been a thousand-dollar suit, and no one paid him any attention either.

      "Things are going to be okay," I mumbled to myself. Yet my feet were not convinced. Camden Falls' Main Street seemed to go on forever, and my pretty gold pumps soon pinched my feet in ways that made me work hard to hide a limp.

      A group of barely twenty-somethings sauntered through a door a little ways ahead of me laughing, and one of them was holding a to-go cup of what looked like iced tea.

      My heart sped up but my feet slowed. This was it. My new beginning. My second chance. I'd be the best waitress, assistant, whatever I could be to Sarah. And hopefully, Sarah would make room for me on her couch until I crawled my way back up to standing on my own two feet.

      This would work. I would make it work.
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      I won't lie, when I reached for the glass-front door with the scrawling script "Sarah's Eatery" on it, my hand was shaking, but I kept my eyes bright and an excited smile on my gloss-painted lips as I pulled the door open. A little bell jangled, announcing my entrance.

      That's when I stepped into cousin Sarah's "tiny" little café, and my smile slipped as my mouth fell open. It was huge! I had imagined some ten foot by ten foot space with as many little round tables and chairs as could be crammed into it per the laws of physics, but instead what I found was spatial extravagance. There was room to walk between the tables. People could have conversations without the absolute certainty that the words they spoke were being overheard by the person sitting two inches behind them. A ladder on top of another ladder would be needed to reach the ceiling. And it had big, sunny windows on two sides, all along the wall that faced Main Street and all along the wall that faced the corner side street, making it look even bigger.

      "Wow." I felt like I was Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz. I'd been swept up from the churning bustle of Chicago and dropped right in the middle of a magical place where people could stretch their legs, lean back in their chairs and prop their arms behind their heads without worrying about blocking the path of another.

      "Kylie!" Sarah exclaimed.

      I turned my head to the left, toward Sarah's voice and a grill-style bar. Over the bar was a large banner that read, "We'll miss you!" with Sarah's name taped on at the end on a large piece of colorful construction paper. Sarah had her hands thrown up in the air as if to celebrate, and all of the patrons at the bar were swiveled around on their stools to stare at me.

      Sarah didn't exactly come running from around the bar to greet me. It's more like she bounced. She was wearing denim overalls that were rolled at the ankle, a sleeveless tee with a scoop neck, and cute little white canvas shoes without socks. Her eyes crinkled heavily at the corners from her enormous smile, but it looked good on her.

      "Hey!" She threw her arms around me in a warm, snuggly hug. Her hair smelled like apples with a hint of grilled cheese. "I knew you'd make it in time."

      "Hi," I said, with a panic-smile plastered on my face. "You going somewhere?"

      Sarah sighed and got dreamy-eyed. "I just couldn't wait a minute more to go join Jon in Seattle. All my stuff is packed and ready to go."

      Breathe. Keep breathing, I told myself while another little voice inside my head screeched, Homeless! You're going to be sleeping on the streets!

      I should have kept the car keys. I could have at least slept in it. A crowbar. I could break into the trunk in the middle of the night. And the trunk was roomy! No one would have to see me sleeping in the car. I could use the clothes in my suitcase to make a cozy little bed for myself.

      "That's great." My voice barely wavered, but I felt a cold sweat breaking out on my upper lip.

      "Come on," she said, grabbing my hand and pulling me along behind her. "I want you to meet the regulars. This going away party was their idea."

      I eyed them, wondering if one of them would take over the café. Then I wondered if they would give me a job.
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