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      “Baby, I’m back!” I announced as I pushed open the heavy metal door to my cabin.

      I was feeling good.

      I had managed to get my old job back as the ship’s social media manager, and we were about to embark on what was sure to be a quieter cruise than the last few.

      “Hey!” said my blonde-haired, blue-eyed best friend and cabin mate who I had been certain wasn’t yet aboard. “I just saw you yesterday. Are you already trying to butter me up with pet names?”

      I froze in the doorway. My cheeks were blazing hot as I laid eyes on Sam. I hadn’t known she was going to be on board yet. If I had, I wouldn’t have embarrassed myself talking like that.

      “Sorry, didn’t think you were here yet. I thought you were still picking up supplies…?”

      Sam sat up straight where she lay on the top bunk. The bottom one was mine. As I walked into the room, she looked down on me from her position on high.

      “Unlike some people, it doesn’t take me all day to do a little shopping.”

      Yeah, right. She usually spent way longer than I did making decisions whenever we went shopping. Even window shopping took hours with her.

      "Ha ha," I said with a little shake of my head. I pulled open the tiny closet and put my suitcase inside. I would unpack later, after I had a chance to unwind. "You all set for this cruise?”

      "Yep. Anything special with this one?" Sam asked, swinging her legs back and forth over the side of her bed.

      "Not as far as I know," I said with a shrug. I was looking forward to a more relaxing cruise, as the last couple had been somewhat stressful. Celebrity chefs and a murder mystery that turned into a real murder had been more than exhausting. "Hopefully we'll just have old people looking for a quiet, relaxing time."

      "Yep. Here's to a stress-free cruise." Sam held out a hand, in which she held an imaginary glass. I lifted up my own imaginary glass.

      "Clink," I said.

      "Clink," Sam said.

      We both downed our imaginary drinks. Mine was actually only an imaginary orange juice as it was a bit too early in the day for alcohol. Even imaginary alcohol. I didn't tell Sam though, because she'd only tease me.

      "Hey... Are you worried about... you know?"

      That sobered us both right up.

      A little over a year ago, I was the victim of a kidnapping. I had thought that awful time in my life was over and done with, but since I’d been working on the cruise ship, someone had been deliberately reminding me of my past: leaving suggestive notes and postcards, and even changing the decor of an event space to remind me of what had happened.

      “I’m not worried,” I said with a little quiver in my voice. “They should be worried.”

      Sam gripped the edge of the bed and then hopped down onto the floor next to me.

      “Yes, they should be. They’ve got you and me to contend with.”

      “Thanks,” I said as I gratefully accepted a one-armed hug from Sam.

      During this trip, I was hoping to get access to the records of everyone who had been onboard during the previous cruises, to get one step closer to figuring out just who it was that had been messing with me.

      The only problem with my plan was that in order to get access to the records, I’d need to ask Hot Stuff aka Ethan Lee aka the ship’s first officer who I was kinda sorta dating at the moment. A few casual dates, anyway.

      The only problem with that was it meant putting all my trust in him. And I wasn’t quite sure if I was ready to do that just yet.

      “What’s on your schedule for today?”

      “Nothing special,” I said, though I had a nagging feeling that I was possibly forgetting something. “I’ll snap some pictures of arriving passengers and post some sickly-sweet inspirational quotes to go with them.”

      BZZZ went my phone.

      I pulled it out of my pocket and looked at the screen. From behind the phone, I could see Sam snickering at me.

      “Forget something?”

      “Yeah,” I said with a lopsided smile. “Apparently I’ve got a meeting with Kelly Cline? It completely slipped my mind.”

      Sam squeezed my arm. “You better hurry up. I’m sure she has, like, a trillion things to worry about without you being late.”

      We both laughed at her spot-on Kelly impression. Kelly Cline was the cruise director and although she was nice, she seemed impossibly busy yet somehow on the edge of losing control of everything.

      “I’m sure that now she’s had a chance to settle into the role, she’ll be a lot calmer,” I said somewhat hopefully.

      “Yeah,” said Sam with such sincerity I believed her. “And maybe they’ll promote me to captain.”

      “Have some faith. I’m sure she’s fine.” I walked over to the door and pulled it back open. “See you later,” I said over my shoulder.

      According to the schedule on my phone, I had ten minutes to get to the meeting. It was in the cruise director’s office, which was now Kelly Cline’s as she had been promoted from Acting Cruise Director to the real position itself. The office was several decks above, and a good little trek away from where our cabin was located, so I had to hurry.

      Walking briskly through the lower decks, I saw plenty of familiar faces as I made my way through the staff and crew areas of the ship. They kept most of us below the waterline, in the darker, noisier part of the ship. Down here, it was all metal surfaces with their echoing sounds, low ceilings, and a general air of almost claustrophobic efficiency. While the ship was big, they used every last inch they could to maximize profits, and the sections for us worker bees never felt roomy enough.

      After several cruises, I was starting to get familiar with most of the regular staff and crew, if only by face if not by name. But as I was approaching a service elevator that would take me up above the waterline, I saw an unfamiliar face.

      Outside of the elevator, a man in a male housekeeper’s uniform was mopping the floor and whistling to himself as he stared down at the floor. He didn’t even look up as I approached, seemingly focused on making sure every inch of the deck was perfectly mopped.

      “Hello!” I said as I pressed the elevator button. It was already on my floor, so the door immediately began to slide open.

      The man didn’t answer me with a word; he just lifted his hand and tipped a dark blue baseball hat in my direction. I stared at him for a moment, surprised by his apparent rudeness. His skin was tanned dark, and he had thick wavy hair and a french cut beard.

      I shook my head to myself. Some people.

      Couldn’t he even say hello? New members of staff should try and be friendly to the old hands, at least in my opinion. But since this was only my fourth cruise, I wasn’t sure if I counted as an old hand just yet.

      After I stepped inside, the doors closed behind me as I jabbed the button for the floor I wanted. The elevator clicked and clanked and then whirred as it pulled me up from the bowels of the ship to the world above.

      When I stepped outside of the elevator, it was like I was in another world. The elevator let me out into a hallway in the customer-facing part of the ship, and so instead of cramped metal chic, I was greeted by all the splendor that Swan lavished on its guests. Plush carpeting, plaster walls, roomy ceilings, and most importantly, fresh air.

      With a spring in my step I followed the hallway, and after several turns, I arrived at the section of the ship that housed the senior staff offices.

      As I walked toward the cruise director’s office, I could hear raised voices.

      I was hoping the noise might be coming from one of Kelly’s neighbors, but it wasn’t.

      Standing right outside the closed door, I tried to listen to what was going on, without appearing like I was listening in. Anyone could walk by at any moment, and I didn’t want to be caught with my ear shoved up against the door.

      The office was soundproofed well enough that I couldn’t make out anything beyond the muffled shouting. It sounded like an angry man and an angry woman exchanging barbs of some sort. I didn’t think the woman was Kelly though; her voice was quite high-pitched and the muffled woman sounded lower than her range.

      I leaned my head closer, considering pressing my ear against it to really listen in properly, when the door suddenly swung open. I quickly turned my head so it didn’t look like I had been attempting to eavesdrop. I was pretty sure I got away with it.

      “Adrienne!” said Kelly Cline.

      She was a small, slim lady about my own age with long, straight black hair and a penchant for dressing in bright colors. Today, she wore a lime green dress that hugged her figure, matching lime green heels, an emerald necklace, and four green plastic bracelets on each of her wrists.

      I blinked in surprise when I saw her eyes. They were also green, instead of the usual brown. She had put in colored contact lenses to match the rest of her outfit, I realized.

      “She shouldn’t be on this ship!” shouted the male voice from inside the office.

      Kelly visibly winced.

      “Is everything okay in there?” I asked, trying to peek in behind her.

      I was right: it was a man and a woman shouting at each other, and they both looked incredibly irate.

      “Ye-es,” said Kelly hesitantly. “I’ve just got to… get someone. You’ll be all right to start the meeting without me, won’t you?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “Thanks!” said Kelly loudly and brightly before I could finish what I was saying. “Back in a jiff!”

      Before I could stop her, she had hurried away, her little legs moving at double speed down the hallway as she went to fetch whoever she needed, abandoning her office to the two yellers.

      “You never knew anything, anyway!” yelled the woman from inside.

      Tentatively, I began to enter. The problem with starting the meeting without her was that she had neglected to tell me what this meeting was about. Judging by the state of the two people already there, it would be a while before anything productive could take place anyway.

      Perhaps I could start by calming them down and figuring out who they were.
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      As I stepped inside the cruise director’s office, the two occupants initially remained oblivious to me. I took a moment to size them up, hoping I could figure out who they were and what I was supposed to be meeting with them about.

      The man looked to be in his forties, but as I stared at him I realized that he was actually probably considerably older. He had lightly tanned skin and immaculately cut and coiffed hair. His khaki pants, blue shirt, and brown loafers had the look of deliberately chosen and worn ‘casual’ wear.

      The woman with whom he was arguing also clearly took a lot of pride in her appearance. She had big permed hair, a solid layer of makeup that would look better under stage lights than closeup, a thick coat of red lipstick, and she was wearing a purple dress that seemed too formal for a meeting in a cruise director’s office.

      “Hello?” I said tentatively when I sensed a brief lull in their acrimonious discussion.

      Two pairs of eyes turned to me and immediately began to judge. I felt like a slab of meat as I saw them scan me, from top to bottom with narrowed eyes and expressions of displeasure, shock, and dismay. I fully expected one of them to whip out a label saying “REJECT” and stick it on me. It was like being in high school, but the cool kids were as old as your parents.

      “Hello?” said the woman, cocking her head, as if wondering what possible reason someone like me would be talking to someone like her. “Can we help you?”

      I didn’t like that very much.

      “Hello,” I said firmly. “Have you two finished squabbling?” I put my hands on my hips and gave them both a stern look. They may have had a couple of decades on me, but from the way they’d been arguing, I suspected I might have them beat in the maturity department.

      The man folded his arms in front of his chest.

      “We’re not squabbling. I was just explaining something to Autumn here.”

      She frowned at him and then turned to me. “Don’t listen to him. He wasn’t explaining anything. He was whining because—”

      I could see that the man was about to unleash another vitriolic outburst at the woman so I had to intervene.

      “I’m sure we can figure it all out respectfully. Now, could you tell me what it is that you’re here for?”

      There was silence as the two of them looked at each other with incredulous expressions, before turning back to face me.

      “What do you mean, ‘what we’re here for?’”

      Uhhh. I’d let slip the fact that I had no idea what was going on. And they didn’t seem too pleased about it.

      “The cruise director, Kelly Cline, hasn’t yet fully briefed me on… your situation.”

      They shared another look of disbelief. I think in their united disdain for me, they got over their earlier argument—or at least postponed it for now.

      “Well, who do you think we are?” said the bouffant-haired lady.

      They obviously thought they were important, but I didn’t recognize either of them. I decided to take a stab at it, anyway.

      “Are you chefs? Or maybe writers?”

      Like psychic twins, the two of them turned to look at each other once again, with perfectly matching shakes of their head.

      “Is this some kind of joke?” said the woman. “I’m Autumn Meadow, and this is—”

      “Martin Wood,” finished the man.

      I continued to stare at them, unsure whether they were done. I had rather been hoping for some explanation as to why I should care who they were—their jobs, or positions, or reasons for being aboard.

      “That’s the Autumn Meadow,” said the lady with a stern expression.

      “And I’m the Martin Wood,” mimicked the man.

      “Great. Glad we cleared that up,” I said, putting my hands on my hips. “I’m the Adrienne James, social media manager.”

      “The Adrienne James?” said the Autumn Meadow with a furrowed brow.

      “I don’t think I’ve heard of you,” said the Martin Wood.

      “Then I’m as famous as you two.” While they tried to figure that out, I moved on before what I had said could properly register with them. “Now, do you know what this meeting is supposed to be about?”

      “Presumably we’re going over the schedule of the event,” said Autumn.

      “Yes, you should be telling us where it’s all going to be held, room allocations, who our assistants are going to be. That kind of information.”

      I pursed my lips and nodded my head seriously, still none the wiser as to what it was we were going to be working on together.

      “Right. And what exactly is the event?”

      More outrageous expressions were exchanged between the pair.

      “Surely you know? We told you our names, remember? I’m the—”

      Martin interrupted Autumn.

      “I don’t think she knows who we are!”

      “Unbelievable,” said Autumn, putting her hands on her hips and rolling her eyes. “Where are you from?”

      “Umm. Cornridge, Nebraska.” I wasn’t sure what the relevance to that question would be.

      “Right. And you never…” Autumn paused mid-sentence, ran her eyes over me again, gave a little shake of her head, and then seemed to rephrase what she was saying. “And obviously you never competed.”

      “Obviously,” said Martin with an amused smirk.

      “I suppose if you were never able to compete, you might not know who we are.”

      “Compete in what?” The frustration was settling in by now. “Competitions for who can avoid answering questions the best?”

      “No…” said Autumn.

      “Beauty pageants!” they both said at once in an almost shout.

      Ah.

      Well now, that explained a lot.

      “Hi guys! I’m back,” said Kelly Cline as she burst into the room, a lime green tornado of hurrying feet. This time, she wasn’t alone. Following right behind her was Sam. When she saw me, my friend gave a shrug. She hadn’t expected to be here either.

      “How’s it going?” Kelly asked the three of us with a winning smile, and curious, blinking green eyes.

      “She doesn’t know who we are,” said Autumn, giving me a cold look.

      “Sorry about that.” Kelly turned to me. “I forgot to send you the email, didn’t I?”

      “Yeah, I think so. Can you tell me what exactly is going on?”

      Kelly hurried across the room and sat down behind her desk. She indicated for the rest of us to sit in the chairs in front of her. We did as we were told, though I noticed the two beauty pageant people exchanging yet another pair of annoyed looks.

      “Sam, Adrienne, you two are going to be helping run a beauty pageant!” Kelly clapped her hands together, giving herself a small round of applause. Tentatively, Sam and I joined in, though I couldn’t say that the prospect of working with the two people I had just met immediately filled me with excitement.

      “Cool! Are we judging?” Sam asked with excitement in her eyes.

      “No!” said Autumn and Martin together. “We are the judges,” Autumn clarified.

      “Us two and one other person,” said Martin, the resentment in his voice barely concealed. As he spoke, he turned and pointedly looked at a poster board which had been set up. I had been paying so much attention to Autumn and Martin earlier that I hadn’t even noticed it.

      On the board was a large poster announcing the very first Swan beauty pageant cruise. I could now see that the two people I’d already met were featured prominently on the board as judges, but not as prominently as one other. There was a lady at the top wearing an opulent tiara and the same waxy smile of every beauty queen there ever was.

      “I had to invite her. She’s Diana Penn,” said Autumn with an almost reverential tone, indicating the person in question was virtually above reproach. Just to make it perfectly clear, she turned to catch my eye. “That’s the Diana Penn.”

      She earned a polite but bemused smile from me in response. Martin, however, was not done.

      “I know, but after all of our history...” Martin was shaking his head to himself in sad reminiscence.

      Kelly sensed the mood and decided to interrupt before they could start arguing again. She was definitely not a fan of conflict—hence her running out the room when they started fighting earlier.

      “We have three fantastic judges for the best beauty pageant that’s ever been held!” she announced brightly, interrupting their discussion.

      The two of them exchanged skeptical glances again. It didn’t look like they believed it would be the greatest beauty pageant ever held. But perhaps it could be the greatest beauty pageant ever held on a Swan ship, organized by Kelly Cline.

      It would certainly be the best beauty pageant that I had ever been involved in.

      “Now, Adrienne and Samantha, you two are going to be Swan’s hands-on, go-getting organizers, managers, promoters, hostesses, and stars.” Kelly stopped until we’d both given her excited smiles in response. “The two of you are going to make sure this whole thing goes off without a hitch. I know everything will turn out great!”

      I looked over at Sam to see what she thought of all of this. I found my friend to be nodding enthusiastically. She was actually excited to be dropped into the middle of a surprise beauty pageant. I supposed I’d have to make the best of it all.

      “The good news is,” continued Kelly, “everything has been arranged. I’ve booked the stages, the entertainment department will be doing the lighting and sound, we’ve got dressing rooms set up for the girls—it’s just going to be a matter of sticking to the schedule like the eager beavers you are!”

      The two judges and Sam all seemed to be pleased with what Kelly was saying so far, and I found myself beginning to come around. Maybe it would be fun meeting the pageant girls and having a little look into a world I’d never been a part of.

      “Seeing as this cruise is a week-long cruise, the beauty pageant will also extend over the course of the week. Events will be spread out during the cruise, with the winner being announced the night before we return to New Orleans. I’ve got your schedules and all the information you’ll need ready for you.” Kelly reached into a desk drawer and pulled out two folders, one labeled “Sam,” the other labeled “Adrienne.” We took the folders from her, with eagerness on Sam’s part but some doubt on my own.

      Our now fairly calm meeting was interrupted by a knock on the door.

      “Come in!” said Kelly with her usual brightness. She stared at the door expectantly, while the rest of us looked over our shoulders.

      The door swung open and another immaculately dressed, coiffed, and polished middle-aged man entered.

      “My dear, my light, my love!” said the man breathlessly as he spotted Autumn and made his way over to her, eyes wide and a delighted smile on his lips.

      “Hello, dear,” said Autumn, rising from her seat and exchanging a kiss with the man. After, he stood behind her, draping his arms over her shoulders.

      “You’re here! Glad to see you, Rolf.” Martin stood up and turned to the newcomer. “I want to get your opinion on something.”

      The rest of us watched on, curious as to what was going to happen. Martin walked over to the poster and was holding his finger up to the crowned woman at the top. “Look at this. Diana. Can you believe it!”

      Rolf raised his hands to his cheeks and his skin seemed to blanch. He turned to look at his wife, his mouth now open in an expression of complete shock. She briefly rolled her eyes.

      “Oh, her? I had to invite her, didn’t I? She is Diana, after all.”

      Rolf let his hands fall to his sides in another overdramatic act

      “But after all the trouble she’s caused us over the years...”

      “All water under the bridge now, dear,” said Autumn with a little shake of her head and a laugh. “You boys have memories like elephants.”

      I winced a little at hearing her call the two grown men “boys.” Once men were in their fifth or sixth decade of life, calling them boys no longer felt right to me. My father certainly wasn’t a boy.

      “And anyway, my love,” said Autumn, squeezing her husband’s arm. “If it wasn’t for Diana, I never would’ve found you, my one true love.”

      “Light of my life,” said Rolf to his wife. He wiped a tear away from his cheek with the back of one hand.

      They were being so sweet to each other that I wanted to retch. I didn’t think people really talked like that. But apparently, some people did.

      “Now,” said Kelly while she tapped a stack of papers on the desk to get everyone’s attention back on her. “Should we go over the schedule? As we have a whole week, nothing is packed together too tightly. You can really go to town and enjoy yourself at each of the events.”

      Autumn, Rolf, and Martin all seemed very pleased at this.

      “Yes, I’m really looking forward to that aspect of it,” said Martin with a firm nod to himself. “Usually, these things seem so rushed.”

      The other two beauty pageant experts nodded and made agreeable sounds.

      “Right, if you would all take a look at the schedule for day one...”

      Dutifully, we looked down at our schedules while Kelly started to go through it all, day by day and hour by hour.

      My mind began to drift as they got involved in the particulars. This was going to be another busy cruise, and it was all about to kick off very shortly.
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      An hour or so later, Kelly, Sam, and I had made our way to the little area known as the pool deck. This wasn’t where the massive Lagoon Pool was located, but a smaller, quieter outdoor swimming pool that occasionally was used for special events.

      We had last used it during a murder mystery event, and today was going to be another one of those “occasional” days.

      According to the schedule that Kelly had so recently handed us, we were to do a meet and greet with the pageant contestants. They would mingle with each other, we would get to meet them, and then Autumn would give some kind of rousing welcome speech to encourage them all.

      It was with some trepidation that I mentally prepared myself for meeting so many beautiful people at once. It wasn’t so much what they looked like that had me on edge, but it was the fact that those kinds of girls—the beautiful, popular ones—hadn’t exactly been my friend group back in high school.

      “What do you think they’re like?” asked Sam, nudging me, just before we exited the interior of the ship.

      “I’m sure they’ll all be very sweet.” Of course I didn’t really believe that.

      “Maybe,” said Sam dubiously. “I bet they’re all stuck-up rich girls with too much makeup and walk-in closets the size of our houses.”

      I nudged her back and gave her a stern look. We shouldn’t speak badly about our guests and customers. Even the stuck-up ones with huge houses.

      “Here we are!” said Kelly with enthusiasm as she led us outside. She twirled around like a little green whirlwind with her arms outstretched as she revealed the pool deck and its collection of beauty queens.

      We stopped to stare. There were nearly two dozen people scattered around the edges of the swimming pool, and almost every single one of them seemed to be in a carefully constructed pose of some kind. Almost all of them seemed to be holding a smartphone out in front of them with one hand, taking selfie after selfie.

      “Let’s go and meet everyone!” said Kelly brightly. “They look nice, don’t they?”

      “They look very well proportioned, and very well made up,” I said with as much enthusiasm as I could muster.

      No need to be nervous, I told myself. You graduated high school more than a decade ago. And these girls were different, anyway. Cornridge, Nebraska didn’t make people like this.

      “I bet our other passengers would love pictures of them,” said Kelly, pointedly looking down at my Swan-issued smartphone, which I was clutching in my right hand.

      “Yeah!” I held up the phone with forced enthusiasm and put on a happy smile. “Let’s meet...”

      “... and greet!” finished Sam for me.

      With a gulp, we approached the pool area and split up. I locked onto my first target, a tiny blonde girl standing on top of a sun lounger.

      Letting Sam and Kelly walk off to do their own mingling, I approached the young lady. She had one arm outstretched and was snapping a picture of herself with the pool behind her and various other contestants beyond that.

      “Hi!” I said brightly. “I’m Adrienne!”

      She lowered her phone-holding hand and smiled at me with bright white teeth that seemed entirely too big for her small head. As I closed the distance between us, I realized I was the exact same height as her—when she was standing atop the sun lounger.

      “Kimberly Dawson,” she said in a slow, drawn out, singsong voice.

      “Could I get a picture of you?” I held up my phone and nodded at it. As the social media manager, my biggest task was finding interesting things to take pictures of throughout each day and then sharing them on our ship’s various social media feeds.

      “Why of course you can, darling,” she said, managing to speak and keep her giant smile fixed in place the entire time. “That’ll be just ten dollars.”

      I was already holding up the phone when she first said yes, but I found myself lowering it back down again as she finished what she was saying.

      “Oh, no—you see, I’m the ship’s social media manager. I’m here to promote you all.”

      “Oh, you should have said,” she said slowly. “I thought you were just another one of my fans. A social media manager, huh? That’s some job you’ve got.”

      With a happy nod, I smiled back at her.

      “Thanks. I’ll just snap a quick one of you from down here, with the blue sky above you. I’m sure it’ll look great.”

      I crouched down and Kimberly shifted her pose with the skill of a practiced pro. She lowered her jaw, tilted her head, opened her eyes extra-wide and beamed down at me. With the bright blue sky behind, her blonde hair seemed to almost glow like a yellow halo around her cheeks while I took a couple of pictures.

      “How many followers do you have?” she asked when I stood back up.

      “Oh, thousands,” I said with some pride. The number of people following our feeds jumped up with the new batch of passengers each cruise. And of course there were all the people at home who were just fans of cruising in general who followed along, even if they never actually went on one.

      Kimberly’s smile faltered slightly. “I have one million two hundred and eighty-four thousand, give or take a few hundred.”

      With a gulp, I stared at her, not sure if she was serious or teasing me. After a couple of seconds I realized that, no, she was in fact telling the truth.

      “Wow. That’s a lot,” I said with a little shake of my head in amazement.

      “Not really. Some of the other girls have twice that many. Maybe I’ll get you some new followers today!”

      “Yes, I hope so! See you around!”

      Quickly hurrying away, I tried to console myself. Swan’s passengers tended to trend to older demographics, as did almost all cruise lines. Older people weren’t into social media as much, I told myself. That was why that young lady I’d never heard of was so much more successful on social media. Swan’s customers were simply a different market.

      Trying not to feel dejected, I took a couple of panoramic pictures around the pool area while I searched for another target. Hopefully one who wouldn’t make me feel so small in comparison. It seemed particularly unfair since I’d been so much taller than that tiny little beauty queen. It didn’t seem right that she could make me feel small.

      On the far side of the pool, I could see young Shaun Anderson, one of the ship’s pool boys. He was simultaneously trying to unstack some sun loungers while keeping a careful eye on Sam. He had a crush on her, but she maintained an air of obliviousness around him, completely ignoring the lovesick-puppy attention he paid her.

      Sam herself was talking to Rolf, the husband of Autumn who we had met in Kelly’s office.

      Kelly was about fifty yards away from me, standing and talking to Greg Washington, one of the ship’s cooks. He was currently standing by a food cart, which was laden with almost-untouched snacks. Most of the pageant girls seemed to be consuming bottled water and nothing else.

      Then someone else caught my eye. Hot Stuff—I mean, Ethan Lee, the ship’s first officer. We’d been on a couple of dates, which had gone well, but it hadn’t progressed much further.

      Ethan raised a hand in my direction and gave me a wave. With a happy smile, I waved back.

      There were a few roadblocks between me and Ethan as a potential item, so I wasn’t in a rush to hurry over—not until I’d decided where I was at.

      The first problem was that I had discovered a beautiful ring in a box inside his office during the previous cruise. While he certainly didn’t seem like the kind of man to have a ‘girl in every port,’ I didn’t have any explanation for it either. I couldn’t help but wonder who it was for, and if it was for another woman, why he’d been dating me.

      Of course I hadn’t actually asked him about it. I’d sort of been snooping around when I found the box, and I didn’t want him to think I was the kind of person who went snooping around.

      My eyes left Ethan when a murmuring seemed to develop among the gathered contestants.

      Eyes lifted, attention shifted, and feet shuffled as people were drawn to something behind me. For a second, I began to smile, believing that word had gotten around about me being the social media manager, and they were all looking to attract my attention.

      Yeah, right.

      It was someone else they were looking at. Someone behind me.

      Before I turned around to see who it was, I realized that of the people on the other side of the pool, not all of them were reacting the same way.

      Martin Wood (the Martin Wood), the judge I’d met earlier had a somber look on his face, a kind of angry frown as he stared behind me.

      Near him, Rolf broke off his conversation with Sam abruptly, turning and heading toward one of the entrances to the interior of the ship. Closer to me, near the right-hand side of the pool, Autumn Meadows raised a dainty hand into the air and gave a little wave behind me. She immediately started to walk around the pool, sashaying her hips with every step like she was on a catwalk. Or a beauty pageant stage.

      My curiosity now reaching its peak, I turned around to see the center of attention. After the meeting in our office, I was pretty sure I could guess who it was going to be though: the Diana Penn.

      The woman in question was stunningly beautiful, and the fact that she was literally wearing a crown made me feel as if I was looking at an actual princess.

      She was wearing an elegant blue dress, a sash across her torso with the name Diana Penn written across it, and she was walking with an even more perfected sashay than Autumn, who she was now heading toward.

      The two women were both walking in high heels, and as they approached I couldn’t help but imagine them as two stately cruise ships approaching each other. When their bows met, they greeted each other with well-practiced fake delight.

      Mwah, mwah, mwah, mwah.

      They each air-kissed the other several inches from their counterpart’s cheek in the noisiest air kissing I’d heard yet. I was pretty sure everyone on the pool deck could hear it. This seemed appropriate, since almost everyone on the pool deck was staring at them anyway.

      While they were greeting each other, I managed to get a couple of decent pictures of the two former beauty queens interacting, which I was sure would be well-received by our guests. Hopefully some of the contestants would share them with their followers too. That would really boost our numbers.

      With much less swagger in my sashay than they had, I walked over to the pair of them like a normal person instead of a model or a beauty queen. They were already talking.

      “It’s been so long!”

      “Too long!”

      “Much too long!”

      “Far too long!”

      “You don’t look a year older!”

      “It’s only been six months.”

      The two of them separated and stood back from each other, arms-length apart as they really stared at one another, like they were examining an object and hoping to find some imperfections.

      “It’s exciting, isn’t it?” said a slow, sultry voice beside me.

      Surprised, I turned to see another one of the pageant contestants standing next to me. She was taller than me and had almost been whispering in my ear while she spoke.

      “The start of a cruise is always exciting,” I said with a smile.

      I wasn’t about to start publicly worshipping Autumn and Diana like everyone else seemed to want to do. Most of the contestants around the pool were still staring at the two women.

      “Are you excited to be competing?” I asked her.

      She shook her head.

      “Oh, I’m not competing. I’m just here to observe this time. I’m with my coach.”

      “Oh?”

      She smiled at me shyly, but her dark brown eyes radiated a kind of warm confidence.

      “Martin Wood. He’s one of the judges. He’s training me. He says I could be the Queen of the South one day.”

      “Oh wow. Queen of the South, huh?” I said. “Why aren’t you competing though? You certainly look like you should be.”

      That earned me a nice smile.

      “Oh, thank you, hon,” she said in a sultry, languorous drawl. “Maybe next year. But this year, Martin is judging, and that just wouldn’t be fair to the other girls now, would it?”

      “Oh, I see. Well, I’m sure you’d win if you were competing! What’s your name? I’ll look out for you next year.”

      “I’m Clarissa Jones.” She raised a finger and wagged it at me. “Don’t you forget it now, hon.”

      I grinned and nodded at her. I was almost tempted to ask whether she was the Clarissa Jones, but that would have been mean.

      “That Diana is pretty popular, it seems,” I said, nodding my chin in the direction of the former beauty queen.

      Clarissa gave me an accusatory look.

      “You don’t rightly know who she is, do you?”

      With an amused grimace, I shook my head. “Guilty as charged. I’ve never been around beauty pageants, I’m afraid. This is all new to me.”

      Her eyebrows and the corners of her mouth raised as one, and she gripped my shoulder with a surprisingly tight grasp.

      “Well, you’re in for a real treat. Diana Penn is one of the greats—some say the greatest of all time, bless their hearts—and it’s an honor just being in her presence. For all of us, I mean,” she said giving me an understanding nod. Unlike everyone else, Clarissa at least had the wherewithal to realize I wasn’t yet overly impressed with their world.

      “I’ll look forward to meeting and working with her. Could I get a picture of you as well? I’m the social media manager.”

      Clarissa acquiesced to my request with delight and gave me a couple of well-practiced poses. While I was taking her picture, I decided I was going to have to take some candid shots of the contestants this trip. People don’t enjoy it if every single picture looks like it was perfectly posed; they would want some ‘real’ images of the contestants as well. Then again, they could probably fake looking being caught naturally just as well as they could pose for photos.

      “Well, ain’t that a pretty sight? Some people just love to ruin the mood,” said Clarissa sadly.

      On the other side of the pool, there was a woman in an unflattering swimsuit berating Sam. Even from where I stood, I could see the woman poking at Sam’s chest. I had to get there quickly before Sam poked her back—or worse.

      “Uh-oh. I’d better go and see what’s happening.”

      “You go on over and take care of things, hon,” said Clarissa with a smile.

      With a wave over my shoulder, I hurried just as fast as I could, dodging teetering contestants in heels, ducking under their outstretched selfie arms, and trying not to photobomb any of them too badly as I passed.

      I just needed to make it before Sam did something I would regret.
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      “But it’s simply unacceptable,” was the first thing I heard from the woman talking to Sam.

      “There are other pools on board, ma’am, but this one is closed.”

      “The brochure said that all pools outside of the VIP section were available to balcony-room customers. I demand you open it this instant!” This final command was finished with an index finger sharply prodded into Sam’s collarbone.

      Sam’s own hand was in the air, and just before she could start some poking of her own, I slapped my flat palm into her half-curled hand.

      “High five!” I said loudly as I did my best to subtly lower Sam’s hand back to her side. I turned and smiled at the woman. “Is there a problem?”

      “My name is Ruth Allen.” She said it like it was supposed to mean something.

      Looking at her, even though she was dressed in a swimsuit, she clearly wasn’t here for the beauty pageant. She was a thin woman in her forties or fifties with tight curly hair, and her face clearly was not dressed with even a trace of makeup.

      The lack of makeup really stood out in contrast to everyone else—except Ethan—on the pool deck. Even Rolf and Martin had been wearing a little concealer. The fact that her swimsuit looked like it was designed for swimming rather than showing off was another sign that she definitely wasn’t here for the same purposes as everyone else.

      “I expect you’ve heard of me?” When she spoke, it was with a thick New York accent.

      “The Ruth Allen?” I asked with a smile. Her features softened for a moment, as though she might actually smile. Meanwhile, Sam looked at me quizzically. I knew how to play this game now.

      “And what can I help you with today, Ruth?”

      “I want to swim. I was told I could swim at any time during daylight hours. But this girl is telling me the pool’s closed. How can the pool be closed if we’re allowed to use it at any time? It doesn’t make any sense, I tell you.”

      “I’m so sorry for the confusion,” I told her in my best customer service voice. “It’s our fault for not properly informing you. Unfortunately, this swimming pool is closed for the moment because of a very special event we’re holding.”

      I gave her a conspiratorial look, trying to convey that she was actually lucky to be around the pool at this particular moment.

      “There are a lot of strange people here,” said Ruth.

      She was right; they were a little strange, truth be told.

      “It’s quite exciting, actually. We’re hosting Swan’s first ever beauty pageant, and these are the contestants!”

      “A what?” she asked, her expression aghast.

      Had I misspoken? From the look on her face, it was as if I had announced that we were holding a kicking puppies and tossing kittens overboard competition.

      “A beauty pageant?” I said again, now somewhat warily.

      “Your cruise line is hosting a beauty pageant? For women?”

      “Ye-yes...”

      “Now? This year?”

      “Mm-hmm,” I sounded with another nervous nod.

      “I haven’t stepped through a time machine to arrive in the nineteen fifties, have I?”

      “Err, no. This year. Starting right now, in fact.”

      It was with some relief that I saw Autumn taking the small stage that had been set up a little way back from the edge of the pool.

      “Can I have everyone’s attention? Please? Girls?” said Autumn from the stage, a winning smile on her lips. She grasped the wireless microphone confidently in one hand, looking out with pleasure at her audience.

      I risked a glance at Ruth. She was staring at the stage in open-mouthed shock. Clearly she wasn’t a fan of beauty pageants. I strongly suspected that hearing the Martin Wood, the Diana Penn, and the Autumn Meadows were here wouldn’t soften her stance.

      Slowly everyone turned to face the stage and gave Autumn their attention. Just off the side of the stage stood Diana Penn, and quite a few people seemed to be staring at her instead of at Autumn. She was a heroine to them all from what I could tell.

      “I must say, I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a beautiful crowd!”

      There were happy titters and gentle clapping from the assembled competitors.

      “I feel truly blessed to be on a beautiful ship, on a beautiful day, with so many beautiful people. Some people say that beauty is only skin-deep, but I say it’s much more than that!”

      There was more happy clapping.

      “It’s not just our skin—it’s our eyes, our teeth, our hair, our makeup, our nail polish, our dresses, and swimsuits and shoes!”

      Cheers rose up from the audience at her rousing speech. I could have poked a few holes in it myself, but it looked like Ruth was ready to do that and then some. She was still staring in open-mouthed shock at Autumn’s words.

      “I say to you girls, every one of you deserves admiration just as much as a Nobel Prize winner, industrial CEO, or national leader.” She paused for more cheers. “We work harder than anyone on this planet to turn ourselves into the glamorous and beautiful role models that we truly are!”

      While the audience couldn’t stop clapping now, there was one exception. Ruth Allen couldn’t have looked angrier if she had tried. She nudged me on my arm.

      “Unbelievable! Are you listening to this? You’re not one of them, are you?” said Ruth urgently in my ear.

      I shook my head at her. I was rather enjoying the speech, ridiculous though it was.

      “We’re here to hold the first ever Swan Beauty Pageant, at which we will crown the first Swan Queen of the Gulf of Mexico!”

      The crowd was really into her speech now, some even hooting and hollering woops of approval.

      “We’re all already winners in the lottery of life with our fantastic good looks, but there will only be one Swan Queen, I’m afraid. I know all of you—and me and the other judges—would all be worthy recipients of the crown, but only one of you talented, beautiful people is going to win it.”

      The crowd responded with a mixture of sadness at the possibility of not winning, along with more excited woops at the possibility of being the one and only Swan Queen.

      “What a load of absolute bull—”

      I didn’t catch the end of what Ruth was saying as she was now speaking to herself rather than me, and she was already marching over to the stage. I felt a jab in my side and turned to see Sam staring at me.

      “She’s going to do something!”

      “Yes, I think she is,” I said as I began to hurry after her.

      As Ruth approached the stage, I stopped to watch. I didn’t want to run onto the stage after her and cause a scene. In retrospect, I probably should have. But even if I had, I don’t think it would have made much difference to what actually happened.

      “Oh!” said Autumn in surprise as the middle-aged lady clad in a swimsuit jumped up onto the stage and headed straight for her. “What… who… Argh!”

      Ruth didn’t even bother trying to reason with Autumn. She just snatched the microphone out of her hand and stood at the front of the stage, staring out at the crowd. She certainly had everyone’s attention.

      “You women—not girls, women—should be ashamed of yourselves!” She paused, staring out at them.

      “Why?” called a confused voice from the back.

      “You have brains! You have talents! You have skills! You have so much to give the world, and what are you doing? What is this?”

      “A beauty pageant,” called out another confused voice.

      Autumn hovered next to Ruth, one hand outstretched like she was about to try and snatch the microphone back, but was hesitant to do so. Ruth certainly was an intimidating figure so I understood her reluctance.

      “A beauty pageant? What is a beauty pageant? Why do you want to degrade yourselves just so that men can ogle you?”

      “Actually, most fans of pageants are women!” called Rolf from the side of the stage. Ruth briefly looked at him, gave a withering shake of her head, and turned back to the crowd.

      “You’re so much better than this!”

      “Can’t be better than the best!” shouted another heckler.

      Diana Penn took the brief pause in Ruth’s speech to climb up onto the stage, her crown still firmly in place.

      “Off with you!” shouted Diana, trying to reach for the microphone past Autumn.

      Ruth twisted away and held the microphone with two hands up to her mouth.

      “Look at this crowned Barbie doll. She doesn’t even realize what she’s become!”

      “GIVE ME THAT!” shouted Diana. As she yelled, her voice dropped, and the microphone picked it up and broadcast her threatening yell all around the pool, the surprising deepness of her voice causing a murmuring among the crowd.

      While Diana reached for the microphone, Ruth held it behind her back with one hand, and with the other she quickly snatched the crown off of Diana’s head.

      “She’s no beauty queen! She’s a traitor to women!” Ruth was huddled over the microphone protectively, but thanks to the speakers, everyone heard every word of what she said.

      “Give me that!”

      But Ruth didn’t give Diana back her crown. Instead, she tossed it high and hard. Every pair of eyes around the pool deck stared as the crown flew through the air, glittering and sparkling as it caught the sun’s rays during its brief but spectacular journey.

      But what goes up must come down. The crown landed next to the pool with a snap as one of its points broke off. It continued its journey by bouncing on the pool edge, and then landing in the water with a loud splash. For a moment, it looked like it was going to float, but then it disappeared below the surface of the pool to the sound of gasps and cries.

      “My crown!” shouted Diana, lunging for Ruth again who skillfully twisted and dodged out of the way of the angry former beauty queen.

      Before the two women could get into a serious fight, Ethan Lee was on the stage, placing himself between them and quickly getting one hand on the microphone.

      “...should drop out! ...outrage!”

      There was the sound of scuffling, and then the speakers went silent as Ethan managed to switch off the microphone.

      Holding Ruth by her elbows, he half-escorted and half-carried her off the stage.

      When Ruth was safely removed, there was a polite round of applause from the crowd. I couldn’t help but think they’d all been admiring how nice he looked in his white uniform. No doubt First Officer Hot Stuff was going to have a few more admirers after the way he had handled her.

      “Now that was exciting,” said Sam.

      “Yeah. Goodness. Where’s Kelly?” I asked.

      Sam laughed and shook her head. “She went inside the second Ruth went onto the stage.”

      “Oh?” I asked, confused.

      Sam shrugged. “She can’t handle conflict. Didn’t you notice?”

      I thought about it. That did explain a few things.

      “I suppose we’d better take care of everything until she comes back then.”

      Sam gripped my arm. As one troublemaking woman was removed, another appeared to take her place.

      “Look, I think we’re going to be needed.”

      Diana looked like she was about to lay into Autumn.

      “I think you’re right...”

      “I should have known not to trust you!” shouted Diana at Autumn. “You never amounted to anything. I should have known you couldn’t run a cruise pageant!”

      “How dare you!” screeched Autumn. “You’re an old has-been!”

      It was interesting how quickly the perfect veneer could become transparent among these women and reveal the ugliness underneath.

      Rolf appeared by Autumn’s side and, after giving a strange look toward Diana, led her away from the traumatized de-crowned beauty queen.

      “She’s in shock,” I heard him saying to her softly as he led her past me toward the inside of the ship.

      Diana was looking around angrily, as if searching for someone to blame. Her eyes locked onto me.

      “Where’s the security! She could have stabbed us!”

      With an embarrassed smile, I faced Diana.

      “I’m so sorry that happened. She wasn’t supposed to be in this area of the ship. But security did remove her from the stage.”

      I thought Ethan had done rather well, considering the circumstances.

      “She should have been shot!”

      “I think that’s a little harsh, no?” I said as nicely as I could.

      Diana glared at me. “Or tasered at the least. Crazy old witch. She never would have made it past her first pageant.”

      I suspected Ruth had never wanted to participate in a first pageant, but Diana seemed to come from a different world from us normal folk—a world in which every woman wanted to be a beauty queen.

      “Excuse me? Diana?” said Martin, walking toward us. Right behind him was the girl with the Southern accent who I’d been speaking to before, Clarissa.

      “What do you want?” she asked with an angry frown, though her tone did seem to be softening just a touch.

      “I think it’s a little unfair to blame Autumn, or even the ship’s staff. You know what those crazy feminists are like. Remember Toledo? And Jacksonville? And what about Charleston ’92?”

      Diana seemed to consider his words for a moment and finally gave a curt nod.

      “Yes, I suppose they are an unpredictable bunch of ugly, crazy, jealous, old busybodies.” She shook her head to herself and smiled. “I shouldn’t let them get to me, should I? It’s one of the hazards of the best job in the world.”

      “That’s the spirit,” said Martin.

      Diana looked over Martin’s shoulder at Clarissa, ran her eyes up and down her, and then returned her gaze to her fellow judge.

      “Who’s that?”

      Despite the rudeness, Clarissa didn’t seem to mind. From my perspective, Diana had just sized her up like a piece of meat and then, like she wasn’t there, asked Martin about her.

      “This is one of my young proteges. She’s not competing—she’s just here to learn. Next year, though...”

      Diana nodded slowly and then reached to adjust her dress. When her hand returned, like magic, it was clutching a business card.

      “Here,” she said, reaching past Martin. “If you ever really want to learn how it’s done…”

      Martin rolled his eyes, and with the skill of the experienced he snatched the card out of Diana’s hand and screwed it up into a ball.

      Diana laughed. It was like this was a game the two of them had played before. Clarissa hadn’t raised her hand to take the card, but she hadn’t spoken to reject it either. She just stared at Diana with a gentle smile on her lips.

      “You can find me online,” said Diana with a mischievous wink.

      She turned away from Martin and Clarissa and walked toward the edge of the pool to stare down at her sunken crown. As she stood by the edge, she looked over her shoulder a final time, giving Clarissa a curious look.

      There was a loud splash, and I saw that someone had dived into the water. Sam was watching, and so I walked over to her.

      “Who’s that?” I asked. Under the surface a sleek figure was sliding through the water to the bottom of the pool.

      “The pool boy, of course. Who else was I going to send into the pool to get the crown?”

      Amused, I watched as the crown broke the surface of the water, followed by the arm and then the head of Shaun Anderson as he triumphantly retrieved the beauty queen’s crown.

      With an easy one-armed stroke, he made it to the edge of the pool, put the crown down, and pulled himself effortlessly out of the water. Now clad only in his underwear, the young pool boy offered the crown to Sam with a shy smile on his lips, water dripping off his rather fabulous torso at our feet.

      “Here you go, Sam. Your crown.”

      She shook her head at him. “Not my crown. It’s Diana’s,” she said with a nod of her head toward the beauty queen.

      Shaun stepped past us to return it to its rightful owner.

      “You just wanted to see him with his clothes off,” I said to Sam with a nudge.

      She shook her head innocently. “Did not. I’m just trying to do my job.”

      We both watched as the young, athletic pool boy handed the crown over to Diana who took it with an appreciative smile—appreciative of the return of the crown and of his looks as she ran her eyes over him, finding him much more agreeable than when she had done the same thing to me.

      Diana leaned into Shaun and placed a gentle kiss on his cheek, causing him to blush adorably.

      “Well, you’re doing a great job,” I said to Sam. “Diana seems pleased.”

      While Shaun came back toward us, I went to speak to Diana. I’d leave Sam to deal with her pool boy.

      “Diana, could I get a couple of pictures of you? You’re the biggest star here.”

      I could be quite good at flattering people when I tried.

      “I’d love to. But look at me—I look awful.”

      She did not look awful. As far as I could tell, she was still immaculately coiffed and presented.

      “You look great.”

      She shook her head in disagreement.

      “No, my hair’s no good. I can feel it. That awful woman mussed it up. Give me a few minutes to do some touch-ups and I’ll be back with you in a jiffy.”

      “I think you look great already. But I’ll be here waiting for you if you’d like to try and improve upon perfection,” I said with a winning smile.

      She gave a sharp nod, accepting a compliment well-earned, and hurried off inside the ship.

      Sam and Shaun had gone to the other side of the pool were Shaun was slowly redressing himself.

      Looking around the pool deck, things were now once again calm, though there was a frisson of energy in the air that hadn’t been there earlier. Truth be told, I think the excitement of Ruth bursting onto the stage and trying to harangue them all had added to the electric atmosphere rather than taken away from it.

      “Hi!” came an incredibly bright and cheery voice. “Is everything okay?”

      I looked down at Kelly with an amused smile.

      “Yes, everything’s under control now.”

      “Oh, that’s great!” she said brightly. “Sorry I had to pop away for a little bit earlier. Did you get some nice pictures?”

      “Yes I’ve got a few. I’ll get some of Diana when she comes back. She needs to fix her hair after the scuffle.”

      “Wonderful! I’m going to see how everyone’s getting on. Thanks, Adrienne!”

      Kelly hurried away to mingle some more.

      With the immediate drama over for now, I decided to do the same. With my camera ready, I got back to it.

      Little did I know the drama was only just beginning.
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      An hour later, most of the excitement around the pool had died down. The contestants had headed inside to check out some more of the ship, Sam and Kelly had left, and Greg Washington had rolled away his mostly-full food cart.

      “The pool deck closes in twenty minutes,” said Shaun Anderson.

      The pool boy was now fully clad in his work uniform and, with the absence of Sam, was able to focus fully on his task of stacking up the sun loungers and tidying the pool area before it reopened to the general public.

      “Okay. You didn’t see Diana Penn again, did you?”

      He shook his head, sending his messy hair flopping back and forth. Despite having been in the pool, he still looked fine. It was one of the advantages of having a ‘just got out of bed’ haircut.

      “Nope. She went inside after I gave her the crown back.”

      “Yeah, I know. I was going to take some pictures of her. She’s probably gone to do something else instead. I guess I’ll head inside too then.”

      “Adrienne? Have you got a minute?”

      I hadn’t noticed Ethan Lee approaching and I greeted him with a shy smile.

      “Hi, Ethan. Sure. I was waiting for Diana Penn, but I think she’s forgotten about me.”

      The first officer shook his head in mock disbelief. “Forgotten about you? She must be crazy.”

      I couldn’t help but giggle.

      “Honestly,” I lowered my voice, “I think half of these beauty pageant contestants are crazy.”

      “I think you might be right.” It was barely an hour since he’d had to separate Diana and Ruth, and the memory was still clearly fresh in his mind.

      “Why don’t you catch up with Diana tomorrow?”

      “Yeah, I think I will. Have you got something more interesting in mind?”

      “Yep. How about joining me for dinner?”

      My heart skipped a beat. I was still thinking about the ring I’d found in his office before. But I’d never find out what it meant if I didn’t spend any time with him, would I? And surely there was an innocent explanation.

      “That sure sounds more fun than waiting around here for the beauty queen to come back. Can I get changed first?”

      “Sure. Want to meet me at the Italian restaurant at six thirty?”

      “Sure, it’s a... that sounds great.”

      “It’s a date,” he said firmly, looking into my eyes as he said it. “See you then.”
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      When I arrived at the restaurant he was there already, standing at the entrance having a friendly chat with the greeter.

      I never brought much to wear with me on these cruises as we spent almost every waking hour working. Our ‘days off’ happened when we were back in port. When we were at sea, it was basically nonstop work.

      But I had brought a couple of things with me, and this evening I was wearing a light yellow dress that matched the carefree atmosphere I felt was appropriate for a relaxed ocean cruise. At least that’s what I thought it was going to be when I’d done my packing, before I’d found out I’d be herding dozens of so-called beauties.

      “Adrienne. You look lovely,” he said after gazing at me appreciatively.

      Ethan was dressed in his work clothes still, and I didn’t mind a bit. The well-tailored white and gold uniform suited him and showed off his athletic physique admirably. “Shall we?”

      With linked arms, we went inside, the greeter leading us to a window table. As it was dark outside, there wasn’t much to see apart from the moon, but it was a full one and I enjoyed the sight of it. Most of the tables inside were full, except for the far side of the room, which had been set up for a large group meal. Several tables had been pushed together to create a long dining table with room for more than twenty people to sit.

      “So, a beauty pageant on this cruise, huh? Was that your idea?”

      I shook my head. “My idea? No way. I didn’t even know about it until this morning. Kelly Cline gets so caught up in her work she forgets to tell me what mine is.”

      “Ah. She does seem to be a bit frantic most of the time.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, when she’s not hiding from trouble anyway.”

      “A little conflict avoidant, is she?” He asked with an amused smile.

      “I’ll say. Though not a little. Completely.”

      I had a plan for this meal. I wanted to see if I could get to the bottom of the issue of the ring in his office. See if I could figure out what the story was. But I needed to be subtle about it.

      After we had both ordered—spaghetti carbonara for me, and lasagna for him—I got down to business. Very subtle business.

      “You know, I heard there was an antique jewelry shop in Cozumel. Do you know anything about that?”

      I had a theory that he had picked up the ring during our last visit to Cozumel. It was after he had returned from shore leave there that I had seen it in his office.

      “I’m afraid I don’t know much about jewelry. But if we can fit it into your schedule, perhaps we could go ashore together and check it out?”

      I nodded and smiled at him. I liked what he was saying, but it wasn’t really getting me closer to any answers.

      I decided I would try again in a few minutes, taking another tack.

      “I love the breadsticks here,” I said, snapping one in half and popping the end into my mouth. As I began to chew, a crumb got caught in my throat and I ended up coughing and spluttering.

      “They don’t seem to love you.” Ethan picked up my water glass and offered it to me, which I took with shaking hands and spluttering red cheeks. I greedily gulped down a couple of mouthfuls.

      “Sorry about that. I think I’ll swear them off now.” I dropped the other half of the breadstick back onto my side plate.

      When I’d recovered, Ethan reached over and patted my hand.

      “You know, I wish we had more time to do things like this.”

      “Choke on breadsticks?”

      Of course I knew that wasn’t what he was getting at, but sometimes I use humor as a defense.

      “Not so much the choking part. But having a meal together. Or you know, something else—drinks, a movie, a play—spending time together.”

      I stared down at my plate for a moment before looking up shyly into his eyes. I gave a small smile, willing my cheeks not to be so red. My cheeks did not listen.

      “I… I would like that too.”

      I felt his hand closing over mine, and a moment later we were holding hands across the table. It was nice—warm, romantic, but most of all comfortable. Even though I had just about choked myself a moment earlier, I hadn’t died of embarrassment. He had a calming presence about him.

      “Of course, I’m sure your shoreside girlfriends would be jealous.” I tried to say it as lightheartedly as possible, like a joke.

      He shook his head with a smile. “I spend most of my time at sea.”

      “They say a sailor has a girl in every port.”

      “I don’t know how they could afford that.” He gave my hand a squeeze as he chuckled. “But seriously, no, there aren’t any onshore girlfriends. You’re the only one I want to spend time with these days.”

      I almost blurted out the question then. It probably would’ve been a good opportunity. But I didn’t really want to admit that I’d seen the ring in his office. I hadn’t exactly been snooping, but I had looked in a bag that had been sitting on his desk.

      “I haven’t felt like I’ve had much time for anything these last few cruises. What with all the…” I made a grimace. “You know.”

      He gave my hand another supportive squeeze and nodded his head. He knew exactly what I meant. Our previous three cruises together had all involved some rather unfortunate incidents and the deaths of several passengers. Not to mention the staff that had been arrested for various crimes. It didn’t exactly leave much time for romance.

      “Well, hopefully this cruise will be a lot smoother than the last one,” said Ethan.

      “Yes, I hope so,” I told him. “I just hope that crazy lady doesn’t cause too many problems. What did you do with her earlier?”

      “Well, I ended up taking her to the Boulevard Café and having a coffee with her, to calm her down. She’s quite a well-known activist, you know. A kind of iconic figure for some people.”

      “Are you a fan?” I asked with an amused smile.

      He chuckled. “I’d never heard of her before today either, I’m afraid. I’m more of a history buff than into politics or social affairs.”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      Why did I just say that? I don’t know much about history. It was true that I wasn’t particularly interested in either politics or social affairs either though, so it wasn’t a complete lie.

      “After I’d spoken to her for a while, she seemed to become reasonable. I think she’s just going to try and avoid the beauty pageant from now on. It shouldn’t be too hard. After all, the ship’s big enough, right?”

      “It sure is.”

      While the Swan of the Seas wasn’t the largest cruise liner out there, it sported a bigger population than my whole hometown. Though perhaps town was too grand a word for where I came from. Cornridge, Nebraska wasn’t exactly a hub of activity.

      There was the sound of a large commotion near the door. Not of trouble, just of a large group of people arriving all at once. Curiously, we both looked over to see what was happening.

      “Oh look, it’s my lucky day,” said Ethan with a grin. “I get to have dinner with two dozen beauty queens.”

      I gave him a playful, gentle kick under the table.

      “You keep your eyes over here, mister.”

      He grinned back at me. “Don’t worry. They’re not exactly my type. I prefer people who are much more real, you know?”

      I nodded. I’d never really considered myself to be ‘real’ before. But when I compared myself to the pageant contestants, I supposed I really was.

      The entire group of contestants was making their way in, along with the judges Martin and Rolf, and the captain of the ship.

      “Your boss is there too, see?” I said nodding my head toward the door.

      There was just the faintest flash of annoyance across Ethan’s face at the mention of his boss.

      “So he is. He’s being a good host, I suppose.”

      “Or the idea of dining with beauty queens appealed to him for some reason.”

      Ethan didn’t say anything in response to that, but I could tell from the look on his face that he agreed with me.

      The giant group headed toward the long line of tables that had been set up along the opposite side of the room to us, taking up an entire wall of the restaurant.

      “Looks like there’s a spare seat.”

      Scanning the people I could see immediately who was missing.

      “It’s Diana Penn. She’s not there.”

      “She’s probably back by the pool deck, waiting for you,” said Ethan with a mischievous look in his eye.

      “What!? You told me to leave it!”

      He gave my hand another squeeze. “Just kidding. I’m sure she’ll be along in a minute.”

      Our food was placed on the table in front of us, and Ethan finally released my hand. I missed it as soon as it was gone.

      “This is delicious,” I said as I finished my first mouthful.

      “Excellent as ever,” said Ethan with a nod of satisfaction. “I always get the lasagna in here.”

      “You’re a creature of habit, are you?”

      “I suppose I am, really. When I first joined the ship, I tried every item on every menu. But now I have my favorites. Here, it’s the lasagna.”

      “It’s good to know what you want, I suppose.”

      Saying it out loud made me wonder whether I knew what I really wanted. Did I want to be a social media manager on the ship all my life? Did I want to be dating Ethan? I gave my head a little shake to clear it. I should just enjoy the moment.

      “Looks like your cruise director is here too,” said Ethan nodding his head back toward the big group.

      On the other side of the room, Kelly Cline had walked in and was talking to the captain.

      “Do they know each other?”

      “I think they did work together on another ship for a while,” confirmed Ethan.

      Whatever they were talking about, it didn’t seem to be making the captain happy. In fact, he was looking quite angry, and after a final sentence, Kelly turned and hurried out of the room as fast as her two little legs could carry her.

      Just as Kelly left, Diana Penn made her entrance. She had her crown back on her head, though it was now missing one little prong, and she was again wearing the large sash with her name across her chest.

      “Do you think she always wears that?” I asked Ethan.

      “You know, I really think she might. Can you imagine?”

      “Yeah. Walking around the supermarket, pushing her shopping cart dressed up with a crown on her head.”

      “Lining up for a burger and fries? Waiting for the bus?”

      We were both laughing at the images we were creating together. Although I had enjoyed Ethan’s company in the past, I think this was the first time we had laughed so much together.

      Diana walked to the empty chair, which was directly next to Rolf. He stood up, and offered her his left hand, while he used his right to pull out her chair for her. Like a princess, she took his hand and allowed him to help her into his seat. When she was sitting, she looked around the room until finally she saw me.

      “Oh dear,” I said to Ethan. “I think I’m in trouble.”

      As soon as she saw me, Diana’s plastic smile had turned into a real glower. The only reason I could think for her being angry was that she had in fact gone back to the pool to wait for me. I hoped that wasn’t why she was late for the dinner.

      “Don’t worry about her. You waited for her for over an hour. It’s not your fault if she didn’t show.”

      “Still, even so, I think I better go and apologize.”

      “Okay then. Good luck with that.” Ethan gave my hand another squeeze of encouragement.

      With some trepidation, I stood up and walked across the room toward the long set of tables. They had all been covered with bright white tablecloths and whiny silverware that glittered in the evening light.

      I walked around the far side of the table where Diana’s seat was positioned.

      “Hi, Diana,” I said with an apologetic smile on my lips. “I’m sorry we couldn’t catch up with each other again earlier.”

      “Yes, it was a shame, wasn’t it? It was quite strange. I popped out for two minutes to do up my hair, and when I came back you’d all disappeared. I thought you were going to take some pictures of me?”

      Two minutes? More like two hours.

      “I’m so sorry again. Do you think I could take a couple of pictures now instead?”

      “I suppose so,” said Diana with a dramatic sigh. She gave Rolf a pointed look, and he quickly stood up and positioned himself behind her chair to pull it out for her as she rose.

      “That’s great,” I said with a smile as I took a couple of pictures of her. “Can I take one of you with him as well?”

      “Of course you may,” said Diana. From her tone, I could tell that it was a massive inconvenience for her though.

      Rolf and Diana obviously had a lot of practice at having their pictures taken, as they immediately fell into a well-rehearsed pose. Diana stood by his side, with one hand on his chest, the silver bracelet she was wearing catching the light glimmering while I snapped the pictures.

      “That’s a beautiful bracelet you’ve got,” I said to Diana. “Did you win it in a competition?”

      She gave me a look that could best be described as disgust. “I did not win it,” she said pointedly. “It was a gift from a dear friend who I miss very much.”

      I considered pointing out that she’d obviously won the crown that she was wearing on her head but didn’t think she would appreciate it.

      “It really is a lovely piece. Sorry again for the confusion earlier. Enjoy your meal.”

      “You too,” she said without any sincerity.

      I was halfway back across the room when I had to turn around upon hearing another commotion. This time, it was not a large group of people arriving; it was something else. Something much more repulsive.

      There were gasps from the diners as Ruth Allen entered the restaurant.

      It seems that Ruth was rather keen on the bathing suit she had been wearing earlier, as she was still wearing it. But this time, she had accessorized it. But not in any way which the average beauty pageant contestant would appreciate.

      “Is that… meat?” called a shocked voice.

      “It’s bacon!” said another.

      “I can see pork chops!”

      “She’s got burgers on her—”

      It seemed that Ethan’s pep talk earlier had done nothing to calm her feminist ire. She must have just been pretending earlier. Now, she had dressed herself in meat.

      “Look at me! All of you! Look at me!”

      She hardly needed to yell. Everyone already was looking at her, or at least her meat decorated bathing suit anyway.

      “This is what you all are. All of you so called beauty pageant contestants. Meat. Meat for men. Meat for people to grab at. Meat for people to grab and stare at. Is that all you want to be!? Meat!?”

      One of the beauty pageant contestants stood up, a look of outrage on her face.

      “I’m a vegetarian. I find it very offensive of you to compare me to meat.”

      “But you are! Every time you coat yourself in makeup, you’re meat! Every time you put on a dress, you’re meat! Every time you step on stage, you’re meat!”

      The beauty pageant contestants did not enjoy the comparison. The single girl who had been standing up was joined by most of her companions also rising to their feet, and several others began to yell.

      “You’re just jealous!”

      “You could never compete in a million years!”

      “You want us all to dress like men, don’t you?”

      “I’m proud of my beauty! My father worked hard to pay for it!” said a particularly outraged, well-sculpted girl.

      Then, like a white knight, Ethan was there.

      “Ma’am, I’m afraid you don’t meet the dress code,” he said, giving me a wink over his shoulder. “Come on. Let’s get you out of here.”

      To appreciative claps from the contestants, and a wistful stare from me, Ethan ended our date by marching out of the restaurant with another woman. A meat-covered woman.

      That’s why we never get any chance to spend time together, I thought to myself with a shake of my head. Work just keeps getting in the way.

      It just so happened that today work was a feminist protester decked out with meat.

      I wondered if I was the first person in history to have had a date ruined in such a way.

      Knowing my luck, I probably was.

      I didn’t feel like finishing the rest of the meal alone, so I simply grabbed the rest of the breadsticks from our table and went for a walk instead.

      “Don’t choke me this time,” I muttered to the breadsticks as I headed out.

      If I couldn’t have my date, I could still go for a starlit walk and gorge on carbs.
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      Diana Penn had woken up annoyed. It was hardly surprising that she had woken up in a bad mood, especially after the day she had before. She had originally hoped that a beauty pageant aboard a ship would be something a bit different, something exciting and fun.

      But it wasn’t. It was the same old, same old. Full of jealous people who couldn’t stand the success that Diana had had over the years.

      And that Martin? The look he had given her. Unbelievable.

      When would he grow up and realize that she was simply the best there ever was and ever would be? There was no need for jealousy; he just needed to accept it. Whatever had happened between them all in the past was just that—the past.

      The only welcome relief she had received so far was in the form of the envelope that had been slipped under her door sometime during the night. She had found it that morning when she had gotten up to begin her preparations for the day.

      Inside the envelope was a simple white card, stating she had been invited for a morning session of pampering: a facial, a massage, a manicure, with a professional to apply her makeup.

      Quite frankly, she deserved it. After the day before, it was the least they could do.

      Diana made her way through the dark, quiet ship. It was still only 7 a.m. and most of the other passengers didn’t come out of their cabins until much later. But whoever had sent her the invitation had thought right. If they were going to pamper and spoil her, they needed to do it at the beginning of the day. There would be no point in doing it if she’d already done her morning makeup herself, would there?

      Diana was wearing a bathrobe and walking in flip-flops. She was carrying the red dress she intended to wear that day, her pageant sash with her name across it, and her crown in her hands. She would put them on after the massage, but before they did her hair.

      She followed the signs for the conference suite, as one of the rooms there had been turned into the pageant contestants’ personal green room. It was where they would hang out backstage, change their outfits, get their hair done, and so on.

      While Diana walked, she thought about the day before. It was hard to say what had been the worst experience. There had just been so many.

      Was it when that awful woman had burst onto the stage, snatched Diana’s crown, broke it so callously, and tossed it in the pool? On a normal day, that definitely would have been the worst thing. In a normal year, that would have been the worst thing. But not on this trip.

      Or was it that idiot girl who was supposedly in charge of their social media—with fewer followers than the average six-year-old beauty pageant contestant—who had told her she was going to take some photos of her only to disappear? And to turn up again on a date of all things? Such unprofessional behavior was nigh on unforgivable. But of course, in Diana’s day from hell, that still wasn’t the worst thing.

      What had happened at dinner was nigh on unbelievable. Did the ship have no security at all? That crazy feminist woman had burst in, covered in what looked like half of the ship’s meat supply. Whatever point she was trying to make had been completely lost on Diana. Unless that point was to tell the world that she was a crazy woman.

      No, the previous day had been an unmitigated disaster. And it was only right that the cruise company was making it up to her with this personal, private pampering session.

      When Diana reached the conference room, she was happy to smell the calming scent of burning lavender candles. At least someone was well prepared. The room was bathed in a dim orange glow from the candlelight, and thankfully the effect had not been ruined by the addition of harsh, unnatural light. At least not yet, Diana thought pessimistically.

      One wall of the room had been set up with care stations, a series of chairs in front of mirrors with lights all around them. There were several sofas on the other side of the room for lounging around on; beauty pageant contestants needed time to relax, after all, and right at the back of the room two massage tables had been set up.

      There was no sign of life though, other than the flickering of the candles.

      Diana walked in and placed her arm full of clothes on one of the massage tables.

      “Lie down, and get comfortable. I’ll be with you in a minute,” came a friendly voice.

      Diana peered over her shoulder, but the speaker had already disappeared again. Presumably they were getting their oils or whatever they needed. Of course they weren’t prepared. It was a Swan cruise. If she had learned anything over the last day, it was not to trust anything the Swan people told you.

      Diana removed her bathrobe and lay down on the massage table, putting her head through the hole and giving her shoulders a little shake to encourage them to relax.

      She didn’t have to wait long. Almost as soon as she was lying face down, she heard footsteps approaching from across the room.

      “I’m ready,” she said.

      “Good, good. You stay right there.”

      Well, of course it would be hard to give me a massage if I was walking around, thought Diana. She was going to say it out loud, but it would’ve been lost on the masseuse. She was sure they wouldn’t follow her clever sense of humor.

      Diana felt a pair of hands on her shoulders. Then she felt something soft next to her neck. What was this silly masseuse doing?

      It was obviously going to be an unconventional massage. Couldn’t Swan do anything right?

      “What are you doing?”

      “Be calm, be still, be quiet.”

      The masseuse, using two fingers of each hand, gently lifted Diana’s head from just below her chin, and slipped something right under her neck.

      “What kind of massage is this?”

      “It’s your last one,” said the voice calmly.

      Last one? She hadn’t had a first one yet!

      The fabric underneath Diana’s neck suddenly went tight.

      Diana understood what the masseuse meant now about it being her last one.

      But it was too late.
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      “Why is our phone flashing?” said Sam, waking me up from a dream in which Hot Stuff and I had been kayaking in the pool deck swimming pool for reasons that rapidly became unclear as I reentered consciousness.

      Surely the bigger Lagoon Pool would have been a better place for kayaking, I thought as I tried to shake off the fuzziness.

      Slowly I blinked my eyes awake and looked across the room. Sure enough, there was a light on top of our landline phone, flashing away to itself.

      “I suppose it means we’ve got a message?” I said to Sam, as I swung my legs out of the bed and took the one step required to arrive at the desk. My friend was standing next to it, one hand on the door to our small ensuite bathroom.

      “I didn’t notice it when we came in last night, did you?”

      “No. But my sweater was on top of it,” said Sam with an apologetic smile. “Must have missed it yesterday.”

      I shrugged. “Whatever. If it was anything important, they would’ve sent a message to our cell phones, right?”

      “Probably,” said Sam. “See you in a minute.”

      Sam had her towel over her shoulder and her uniform clasped in her left hand. With a little wave, she went into our small bathroom to get ready for the day.

      I picked up the phone and pressed the button for the voicemail.

      “This is a message for the attention of Adrienne James,” said a familiar voice. It only took me a moment to recognize who it was, at about the same time as they told me. “This is Diana Penn. I’m calling because I don’t know what’s going on. You said you were going to take some pictures of me by the pool deck. But after I’d quickly fixed up my hair, I returned to find that you, and the rest of your colleagues, had disappeared. I couldn’t believe it. In fact, I ended up sitting there for more than an hour, by myself, in the dark, awaiting your return. You did not return. I expect a full and frank explanation for this first thing tomorrow morning. Goodbye.”

      I let out a long, annoyed sigh. I had waited for her for over an hour, and she hadn’t turned up again. It was her own fault. But would she admit it? No. Instead, I was going to have to apologize to her. Sometimes customer service work really sucked.

      Actually, on second thought, I wouldn’t have to apologize to her. I’d seen her in the restaurant and apologized there, which must have been after she’d already left the message.

      There was a long beep from the phone, and then the voicemail system announced message two.

      “Unbelievable! Absolutely unbelievable! Instead of taking the pictures with me that you had arranged, you went on a date! Worse yet, it was with the man who was supposed to be providing security and quite plainly didn’t! I don’t know what kind of operation you’re running here, but you better get yourselves shipshape sharp. I didn’t think much of your apology either. Unfortunately I didn’t get a chance to tell you because we were interrupted by the crazy meat lady! Now, the reason for my call is that one of your more thoughtful colleagues has arranged a pampering beauty session for me in the morning. I anticipate it finishing at 8 a.m. I expect you to be there, to take those photos you claimed to want before the first event of the day begins. I hope I’ve made myself perfectly clear. That’s eight o’clock. Don’t be late.”

      I checked the time with my smartphone. It was already seven thirty. I didn’t have time for breakfast, or even a shower since Sam was already in there.

      Complaining to myself silently, I tied my hair into a ponytail, threw on my uniform, hung my lanyard with its identification badge  around my neck, and called out a farewell to Sam.

      In a miserable mood, I decided to head over to the conference suite immediately, where one of the rooms have been converted into a makeup room for the girls. Perhaps we could get the photos done early and I’d have time for breakfast before the beauty pageant events began for the day.

      I opened the door to my room and almost crashed into someone outside.

      “Yo!” said a familiar voice. “Where are you hurrying off to?”

      I grinned at my friend, my negative mood immediately improving. It was Cece, our younger Puerto Rican friend who worked in housekeeping. Somehow, we hadn’t caught up yet this trip.

      “One of the beauty queens needs me,” I said with an annoyed shake of my head.

      “Now? You don’t start yet, do you?”

      “I feel like I’m always on duty with these people. And they only arrived yesterday.”

      Cece put a hand on her hip and gave me a disapproving look.

      “Don’t let them push you around too much. You’re not their servant, remember?”

      “Yeah, yeah. I know. Where are you off to?”

      Despite the early hour, Cece was already dressed in her work uniform too. Normally she didn’t start cleaning the rooms until after nine, but it looked like she was having an early start as well.

      “We’re down a housekeeper. I’ve got to start early to cover for her.” Cece paused and smiled. “Still, it’s overtime, right?” Cece held out her hand and rubbed her fingers together. She was saving up for college and she needed all the cash she could get.

      “Who is it that’s missing?” I asked her. “Is it that new guy I saw?”

      “New guy? What new guy? If there was a new guy, I wouldn’t have to be doing all this extra work.”

      I frowned and shook my head. Maybe he hadn’t been new. Maybe he was just another person I didn’t know on the ship.

      “The tan guy with the hair and the beard.”

      “With hair and a beard? That doesn’t narrow it down much these days, does it?” said Cece, giggling.

      She had a point. It didn’t matter anyway. I didn’t have time to worry about the housekeeping department. I had an angry beauty queen to photograph.

      “Okay, I’ve got to go. This crazy old beauty queen wants me taking pictures of her at eight o’clock, because I missed her yesterday.”

      “Have a good one. Let’s catch up for dinner.”

      We gave each other a brief hug, and as we did so I heard Cece’s phone buzz.

      She pulled it out, glared at the message, and then shoved it back in the large front pocket of her cleaning apron.

      “Something good?”

      Cece snorted. “Yeah, right. It was my boss. Apparently, two of the girls need fresh towels already. And they can’t wait until we do their room later. These beauty queens are unbelievable. Haven’t they ever heard of using the same towel twice?”

      With both of us now in a rush, we hurriedly went our separate ways.

      But as it turned out, I didn’t need to hurry after all.
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      After about a minute of jogging down the hallway, I was out of breath and annoyed. I decided to slow down. Diana could just wait until I got there. I wasn’t going to kill myself trying to make it on time.

      I was walking around the outside of the ship, on the constitutional deck. It was always beautiful outside this time of the morning, when the sun had just risen, and the air was salty morning fresh.

      I was just passing the Boulevard Café, with its cheerful owner Mimi, when something caught my eye. I stopped to watch.

      At one of the tables, below the shade of a potted palm tree, were two of our young beauties. One of them was Clarissa Jones, the protege of Martin Wood. She was sitting with one of the other contestants I had met the day before, the short blonde girl, Kimberly Dawson.

      They were at a table together, close enough that they could take selfies. They were holding up their coffee cups and taking picture after picture, adjusting their facial expressions to try and attain the perfect duck face.

      But it wasn’t just the two girls that had my attention. What really caught my eye though was one of the other customers.

      Wearing a large hat, almost like she was in disguise, was Ruth Allen, the angry feminist and stage-invader.

      As the girls took their pictures, Ruth Allen was snaking an arm out between some potted trees to hold up signs behind them. The two girls were so focused on their own faces they didn’t notice. But I did.

      As I stared, Ruth held up a large white sheet of paper upon which was scrawled in black marker: Save Me From Myself. As one photo was finished, she replaced the makeshift sign with another one: I Am More Than A Body. And then another one: Brainwashed Meat.

      I briefly contemplated stopping, telling Ruth not to ruin the pictures, and letting the girls know what was going on.

      But I knew it would cause yet another massive scene. And I didn’t have time for that. Anyway, Ethan had kind of taken on the responsibility of Ruth already. I would let him know what she was up to later, and he could try having another quiet word with her. This one hopefully a bit more effective.

      Before I set off again to meet Diana, I checked my phone. Apparently while I’d been running, I’d missed a call and received a voice mail. I bet I could guess who it was from.

      Annoyed, I shoved the phone back into my pocket. Diana could very well tell me her message in person. And I’d have to find out who had leaked my phone number. Customers weren’t supposed to be given staff members’ cell numbers.

      Just past the Boulevard Café was the door I was seeking, and I reentered the interior of the ship, following the signs to the conference center. I hurried down the final flight of stairs and arrived at the conference suite.

      This particular location had also been the scene of our last special event, a murder mystery, where we had decked out several of the rooms as a library, a lounge, and a diner.

      During our time back in port though, workmen had been aboard and removed the murder mystery sets and now one room was filled with all the accouterments that beauty pageant contestants apparently required. Though I would bet a hundred dollars they wouldn’t be satisfied.

      I went to the door of Conference Room B, which now had an additional sign added to it. The new signage read, “Swan of the Sea Beauty Pageant Contestants.”

      When I entered the room, it was pitch black. The conference suite was all internal, and so there were no windows out to sea to light the room naturally. When the lights were off, they were really off.

      “Diana?” I called out, my hand skimming across the wall for the light switch.

      With a flick, I turned the lights on, and the overhead fluorescent bulbs came to life. I gazed across the room and laughed.

      Diana was there all right, but she’d fallen asleep. I wondered what had happened to whoever was doing her pampering. I imagined they were pleased when she dozed off and used the opportunity to sneak away. I couldn’t blame them.

      I pulled out my phone and snapped a picture of Diana, dozing away on the massage table in the empty room. I’d think of a funny caption to put under it later.

      After putting my phone away, I decided I’d better do the decent thing and wake her up. And then I’d have to find the hair and makeup people too. No doubt Diana would have some serious complaints about being allowed to fall asleep.

      I walked across the room, smelling the delightful scent of lavender candles. They had an immediate calming effect, and I idly thought it would be a good idea to keep them around whenever we had to deal with the contestants. Though they might all end up falling asleep like Diana. But would that be the worst thing in the world?

      “Diana? Diana?” I called softly as I approached. She didn’t stir. She was dead to the world.

      “Maybe if you hadn’t stayed up so late leaving me rude phone messages, you wouldn’t have dozed off,” I said quietly under my breath. Knowing my luck, she would wake up and hear every last word of what I’d just said.

      I took another step closer. Nope. She hadn’t heard.

      She was still out like a log.

      “Diana?” Nothing. I was close to her now. “Diana!” I basically shouted the final time. But she still didn’t stir.

      Maybe she was awake, but she was ignoring me. That didn’t seem too unlikely. I could certainly see her giving people the silent treatment as a punishment. Or perhaps she had in earplugs. I got closer and peered at her head but couldn’t see any sign of aural obstruction.

      “Should I come back later!? That might be best. Right, Diana!?” I basically shouted the whole sentence to no avail.

      My stomach rumbled. I hadn’t eaten anything and I wouldn’t have minded loading up a plate in the International Buffet.

      At least once on every cruise, I liked to sneak a meal in there, photographing it and claiming it as work. It beat the staff mess, that was for sure. Gently rubbing my stomach, I decided I would make one last effort. Then I was swapping Diana for dinner. Well, breakfast.

      I reached out and put a hand on her shoulder and gave her a little shake. Her skin was cool and soft and I briefly thought that this must be what it would be like to shake a lizard.

      Then another thought crossed my mind: people weren’t supposed to be cold like lizards. They were supposed to be warm like a… person.

      “Diana?” I said again, now frantically squeezing and shaking her shoulder. “Diana!”

      Then I noticed something that gave me a shiver. Underneath Diana’s neck was a long strip of fabric. It hung down on either side of the table, reaching almost to the floor.

      I gently lifted up Diana’s head. It was like lifting the head of a particularly heavy mannequin.

      “Oh no,” I said to myself shaking my head in disbelief. “Not again.”

      Around Diana’s neck there was a red line, which had clearly been left by the long piece of fabric hanging off the table. She had been strangled. I lifted up one end of the fabric, and then I realized what it was.

      It was the sash that Diana had been wearing the day before, the one with her name written across it. She’d been murdered with her own beauty pageant sash.

      Suppressing the urge to scream, I stepped back rapidly.

      It was almost automatic for me. I pulled out my phone and dialed Ethan.

      “Ethan? Listen. It’s Adrienne. You’re not going to believe this, but…”
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      Ethan and Dr. Ryan Wilson arrived together, along with four more security officers.

      Unfortunately, this was not the first time someone had died on the Swan of the Seas and everyone knew what to do. Due to the average age of cruisers tending to the higher end of the spectrum, deaths at sea were a somewhat common occurrence. But the deaths of young or middle-aged passengers were very much a rarity for most cruise lines.

      While Ethan and his team began securing and sealing off the area, Dr. Wilson examined Diana—or the body, as I was already beginning to think of her.

      In some ways, it’s worse when someone you don’t like dies, because you find yourself feeling guilty at not being all that upset. At least I always did.

      “Adrienne, what happened?” asked Ethan when he was satisfied his team knew what to do.

      We were definitely in professional colleague mode and not date mode as I explained to the first officer that Diana had left me two messages overnight, and that she had told me she was coming here for an early morning pampering session and wanted me to catalog the results.

      We were standing near the center of the room, some distance from the massage table where the body was being photographed by the security team and examined by the doctor.

      Ethan spoke to me in a calm, professional tone, but it was with an underlying current of sympathy. Finding a body wasn’t exactly a cakewalk for anyone involved.

      “So you arranged this pampering session for her?”

      “No. Not me. To be honest, I don’t think I would go out of my way to give her any special treatment.”

      Ethan folded his arms in front of his chest, a thoughtful look on his face.

      “If it wasn’t you who arranged this, then who could it have been?”

      The question had barely been asked when a possible answer presented itself.

      “Good morning!” said a bright and cheery voice, accompanied by the double-paced clicking of high heels across the floor.

      We both looked at Kelly Cline as she walked quickly into the room. Today she was dressed in a bright orange figure-hugging dress along with matching orange heels, and orange plastic bracelets on one wrist. She had a happy smile on her face as she marched across the room, oblivious to what was behind Ethan and me.

      “Kelly,” I said, stopping her in her tracks by taking her by the arm and giving it a squeeze. “There’s been an incident. It looks like one of the pageant judges—Diana Penn—has passed away.”

      Kelly peered around me toward the massage table, then looked up at me, her face twisting in confusion.

      “But we’re not doing a murder mystery cruise. We’re doing a beauty pageant cruise. That was last time.”

      I looked her in the eyes and shook my head at her, slowly and seriously.

      “Oh... oh... shoot!”

      I released Kelly’s arm and Ethan caught her attention.

      “Kelly, did you arrange a pampering session for Diana?”

      Kelly peered around Ethan to stare at the body behind him again, and then looked up at him, face aghast.

      “No! Pampering session? What pampering session? We have makeup artists and a hairdresser and a few assistants for them, is that what you mean?”

      “No,” I said. “Not that. Diana was specifically invited for a one-on-one pampering session before the start of the day’s activities. At least that’s what she told me.”

      Kelly looked confused and stopped talking, her face scrunched up in thought. Ethan stretched out his arms to his side and shook them to loosen the tension.

      “If none of you arranged the pampering session, then I think it’s safe to say it was a trap to get her in here and...” he jerked his head toward the body.

      “Murder her,” said Kelly helpfully, even though it didn’t need to be said.

      “Right,” said Ethan. “Can you check with your staff, just to make sure that no one did arrange this? Is there anyone else it could have been?”

      Kelly and I exchanged glances. I shook my head.

      “Sam was helping out too—” began Kelly.

      “It wasn’t her,” I said, interrupting. “I saw her last night after,” I caught Ethan’s eye and gave a half-smile, “our dinner was interrupted. She didn’t mention arranging anything like that. And anyway, if there was a pampering session, then there must have been someone arranged to do the pampering. But I bet when you check with the masseuse and makeup artists, they won’t have a clue about it.”

      “Yes, I expect that’ll be the case. But of course I’ll ask them all anyway. Leave no stone unturned, right?”

      “Kelly?” I said, tapping her arm. Once again, she was peering around Ethan to stare at the body behind us. When I’d regained her attention, I continued. “We’re going to have to rearrange the schedule a bit. And someone’s going to have to inform her fri—the other judges.” From the interactions I’d seen between the judges, it didn’t seem like they were exactly ‘friends.’ Nonetheless, they would need to be informed carefully.

      “Yes. Oh, it’s awful. I’ve got a trillion things to do already,” said Kelly shaking her head sadly. Sad at the extra work she was going to have to do rather than for the deceased though, I thought. “I’ll let you know the scheduling adjustments later.”

      While she was talking, Kelly’s phone let out a chirping beep. She peered down at it with a wince.

      “Gotta go! I’ll call you all later!”

      And as fast as she had arrived, Kelly Cline hurried away, a flash of orange as she rushed off to her next emergency.

      Ethan said, “I need to get a copy of the phone messages Diana left for you, so please don’t delete them, okay?”

      “Yep, no problem.”

      “Sir! Over here!” came a voice from one of Ethan’s security team. “Take a look at this.”

      He gave an apologetic smile and went to see what the man had found.

      Ethan’s mention of phone messages had reminded me of something.

      I had another, newer phone message, which I had earlier assumed was from Diana. If it was, it must have been her very last. I pulled out my phone and pressed the button for the voicemail.

      When I accessed the message, I was surprised to hear not Diana’s voice, but my friend, Cece’s.

      “Hey, where are you? I found the weirdest thing and I can’t figure out what it is. It’s annoying me. Since you’re such a hotshot detective, why don’t you get over here and help me figure it out? I’m in the section with the beauty pageant contestants, just above the conference suite.”

      I shook my head in amusement. So she thought I was a hotshot detective now, did she? I’d never thought of myself like that before, but I supposed it was kind of what I had been doing ‘on the side’ recently.

      And it looked like I might have to again.

      There were no police out here at sea, just Ethan’s security team and whoever else he got to help him out. Which usually happened to me.

      Thanks to my role as a social media manager, I could travel freely about the ship, talking to anyone and everyone, without suspicion. It was the ideal cover for surreptitious investigations—which on a cruise where everyone is supposed to be having a great time is a necessity. We never want word to get out to the passengers when something bad has happened.

      Curious as to what had attracted Ethan’s security guard’s attention, I stuffed my phone into the pocket of my jeans and walked back closer to the body.

      On the second massage table was Diana’s pile of clothes, and it was next to this that the two men were standing. Ethan was tentatively holding something with gloved fingers. He’d come prepared.

      When I realized what it was he was holding, I stared at it, my eyes widening in surprise. It was just a coincidence. Surely. It had to be.

      “Adrienne? Are you all right?” asked Ethan.

      Suppressing the shudder that wanted to crawl down my spine, I gave him a tight smile.

      “Yeah. Is that a... Millie And Me Choc-Orange bar?”

      “It sure is.”

      I knew it.

      The chocolate bar he was holding had been removed from Diana’s pile of clothes. She must have had it with her. The reason I was so shaken up by it though was unrelated to Diana Penn or her demise.

      A little over a year earlier I had been kidnapped. At the time, Millie And Me Choc-Orange bars were my absolute favorite. I loved them. Couldn’t get enough of them. They were quite uncommon in the US because they were imported from Switzerland, but I could’ve eaten it up like there was no tomorrow.

      Right up until it was the only food my kidnappers gave me.

      They’d stolen a whole box of them from the counter of a diner, and it was all I had eaten for an entire day.

      Needless to say, Millie And Me Choc-Orange bars were no longer my favorite candy bar.

      In fact, just seeing one had almost brought on a panic attack. Thank goodness they weren’t exactly common these days.

      “I’ve got to go,” I said to Ethan. “I’ll get you the phone messages later.”

      “Okay. Let me know if you think of anything else, or you come across anything that might be informative as you go about your day.”

      “As always,” I said over my shoulder as I left them to it.

      Ethan was lowering the candy bar back to the massage table as I left the room. I had to duck under a line of yellow plastic security tape in order to do so. His men were getting pretty efficient at sealing off crime scenes.

      Trying to give myself a little pep talk as I left the area, I told myself that I wasn’t going to let a little candy bar upset me. Diana probably just liked them. It was definitely a coincidence. There was no way my stalker had deliberately contaminated the crime scene just to taunt me.

      Unless of course…

      “No,” I said to myself urgently, under my breath, tapping myself on the leg with my fist. I couldn’t let my thoughts run away with me like that. I had to stay positive.

      It was just a coincidence that I needed to put out of my mind before I let it really get to me.

      I wasn’t going to think about the stupid candy bar anymore.

      Instead, it was time to go and see what Cece had discovered.
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      I found Cece outside of one of housekeeping’s storage cupboards, near the section of rooms allocated to the beauty pageant contestants. It looked like she was taking a short break between cleaning rooms. She was leaning back against the wall behind her with her eyes closed.

      “Hey, Cece,” I said as I approached. I could smell fresh linen and pine-scented cleaner as I approached. She opened her eyes and greeted me with a smile. She sensed something was up immediately, and her smile began to fall. It must have been my weary tone, or maybe just the expression on my face.

      She didn’t answer right away, which was weird for her. Usually she was a talker, loud and fast, nearly on nonstop. But not today.

      Cece looked at me, and then locked her eyes with mine, as if she was reading my face, or perhaps even my mind. My morning had already been uncomfortable, to say the least, so this didn’t even faze me.

      “What are you...”

      Cece gripped my shoulders with both hands, stared at me a moment more, gave my shoulders a squeeze, and then let out an exasperated sigh.

      “It happened again, didn’t it? Who is it?”

      “How did you know?”

      Cece shrugged. “I’ve always been good at reading people. You always get the same look in your eyes when there’s been a death. Anyone observant would be able to recognize it by now.”

      “Right. It was one of the beauty pageant judges. Diana Penn.”

      Cece winced and let out a low whistle.

      “The one whose crown got dunked in the pool yesterday?”

      I nodded. “The very same.”

      “It doesn’t seem like she was too popular, anyway. I bet you’ve got a big list of suspects already.”

      “Me? Well, no one’s asked me to—”

      Cece interrupted. She never had any time for beating around the bush  If something was good, she’d say it was good. If it was bad, she would say it straight up. And if she thought I was going to investigate a murder, then she wouldn’t have any time for a “will she, won’t she” scenario.

      “It doesn’t matter whether they asked. We all know you’re going to anyway. It’s like... your special skill.”

      “My special skill?” I didn’t know how I felt about that. I thought my special skill was writing, journalistic writing in particular. But that was a special skill I barely got to exercise these days. Writing fluff pieces for the company’s social media stream was barely journalism in anything but the loosest definition of the term.

      “It sure is. You are so gonna find out who did it. So who are your suspects? The activist?”

      I was nodding before I’d even had a chance to think it through.

      “Yes, her certainly. She and Diana had two run-ins yesterday. But not just her. There’s a man as well, one of the other judges, Martin Wood, he certainly didn’t seem to think much of her. He was really annoyed that she’d been invited on to the cruise.”

      “How was she...” Cece mimed a knife being drawn across her throat using a finger. It wasn’t much of an improvement to saying it outright, but I appreciated her attempt.

      I shook my head and leaned close to her, to make sure no one was listening. We wouldn’t want this getting out to the other passengers. Of course the pageant contestants would have to be informed, but we would do that quietly and tastefully, not through one of them overhearing a private conversation.

      “She was strangled with her own beauty pageant sash.”

      Cece slowly nodded as she thought about it, like it made perfect sense to her.

      “Then it had to have been one of the girls, right?”

      “Yep,” I said with a nod, to encourage her. “Or someone who wants us to think it was one of the girls.”

      Cece glared at the impeccable logic.

      “Man, this sleuthing thing is harder than I thought. Speaking of which, there’s that thing I wanted to show you. It might even be related.”

      Cece rummaged in her cleaning cart, and from between two stacks of bedsheets she pulled out a small cardboard box.

      “Where’d you get that?”

      “From the trash. A contestant named Kimberly Dawson. Do you know her?”

      “Yep, I met her yesterday actually. She wanted to charge me ten bucks to take her picture. What’s so interesting about her trash?”

      Cece pulled off the lid of the box to reveal the contents within. At first glance, it looked like she had uncovered a trash box from the trash containing yet more trash inside. On a second look, it seemed the same. But it was certainly some odd looking trash at the very least.

      “What is it?”

      “That’s what I wanted you to figure out. But I guess you’ve got some more important detecting to do now.”

      Cece reached in the box and pulled out one of the objects contained within.

      Inside the box were lots more similar looking things, for want of a better word, in a variety of colors.

      She held up what she had withdrawn for me so that I could see it properly. It appeared to be a piece of wood in the shape of a circle, wrapped with dark red leather.

      I took it from her and peered at it, turning it over in my hand.

      Looking back in the box, I could see there were lots of similar pieces, though some of them appeared to be plastic, and some of them didn’t have anything wrapped around them at all.

      “Weird, huh?” said Cece with a shrug.

      “Yep. Weird. But I have no idea what they are.”

      “But it’s like a collection, right? Who wants to collect little wooden circles? I’m telling you, something’s up with this.”

      “Yeah, maybe you’re right. But I guess it’s going to remain a mystery unless we go and ask Kimberly Dawson herself. And anyway, it looks like she grew bored of her collection since she threw it in the trash.”

      “Do you think I should?” asked Cece with a frown.

      “No,” I said with a laugh. “I think if the cleaner shows up asking what the weird junk she found in her trash was, she’s not going to be very pleased.”

      “Housekeeper, not cleaner,” corrected Cece.

      “I’m not sure Kimberly Dawson would see the distinction. Can I grab one of those? Who knows what might be important?”

      Cece offered me the box like it was filled with chocolates. I withdrew a wooden circle with a midnight blue trim around the edges and shoved it into the coin pocket of my jeans.

      “Let me know what you find out,” said Cece. “I guess I better get back to it. I wish they’d replaced Carol.”

      “Carol?”

      Cece nodded. “The girl who quit. Just before we left New Orleans. On our last night, she met some Russian sailor in the Rusty Anchor and went off on his cargo ship instead.”

      “Wow. How romantic.”

      Cece tilted her head at me.

      “Yeah, something like that.”

      “The new guy with the beard isn’t helping much, huh?” I asked with a grin.

      Cece poked me in the shoulder.

      “I told you, there is no new guy. And thinking about it, I don’t think anyone on staff matches your description either. Do we have another stowaway, or did you just imagine him? You were probably daydreaming about hot housekeepers.” Cece looked down as if appraising herself. “It’s understandable, I guess.”

      I poked her back.

      “Yeah, right. I definitely saw a guy mopping on the first day.”

      Cece shrugged. “Anyone can push a mop. You don’t have to be in housekeeping to do that.”

      “He was wearing the uniform!” I protested.

      Cece shook her head. “Maybe he had clothes that looked like a uniform. Or maybe he borrowed it.” Cece frowned at me. “Perhaps I should tell Ethan you’re fixating on this new mystery man, huh?”

      That earned her another poke from me. “Sure. I don’t have time to date him, let alone start dreaming about someone else. Whatever. I know what I saw. When I see him again, I’ll take a picture.”

      “Stalker,” said Cece with an amused giggle.

      The mention of the word reminded me that I had a stalker of my own to contend with. Was that Millie And Me Choc-Orange bar a sign from them? Or was it just another coincidence?

      “Ha ha, very funny. I’ll let you get back to work.”

      We exchanged a quick farewell hug and I walked away slowly, my mind running at a hundred miles an hour. What were the little round discs? Who had arranged Diana’s pampering session? Was the Millie And Me bar a coincidence or a sign? Who killed Diana?

      It was a lot to think about. And no doubt it was going to be up to me to find the answers to most of those questions.
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      The next morning, the event was finally beginning to get back on track.

      We had spent the rest of the previous day dealing with the fallout from the murder of Diana Penn.

      This had involved tactfully informing her fellow judges, followed by the contestants themselves. We’d canceled the day’s activities, assured by a rather stoic Autumn Meadows that the show must go on.

      After consulting with Kelly, Ethan, and corporate HQ, they agreed to honor Autumn’s request. Where there was money on the line, Swan always seemed to side with fiscal responsibility, as Ethan put it. Or as Cece said when I told her, “All those suits care about is money.”

      By the following morning, we had freshly-adjusted schedules, and the show was indeed going on.

      We were using an outdoor activity area that had been booked for ‘game day.’ It was a chance for the contestants to show their coordination, strength, and grace in a series of physical activities. Oh, and pose for approximately a bazillion photos.

      “Your job’s pretty easy this cruise, huh?” said Sam with a playful nudge.

      We were standing outside in the beautiful morning light, watching the steady arrival of the girls before the events began. The saltiness of the morning sea air was soon overshadowed by the scent of too much perfume on too many pageant girls, along with the sunblock they used to protect their oh-so-delicate skin.

      “Why do you say that?” It was actually true: my job was easier on this cruise, but I wasn’t sure whether Sam or others had realized the reason why.

      Sam raised an arm and pointed. First, she directed our gaze to Kimberley Dawson, who was taking a picture together with Clarissa Jones. Then my friend jabbed her hand toward another pair of girls, and then another.

      They were all doing the same thing.

      They were all taking selfies or pictures of each other, immediately sending them out to the world on Instagram, Twitter, Facebook, Snapchat, and all the rest of it.

      “Yeah, guess you’re right. They take better pictures than I do anyway.”

      Sam had figured out the shortcut I had been taking: I’d simply been re-sharing the pictures that had been sent out by the beauty pageant contestants.

      It seemed a waste of time for me to be taking my own pictures when they had better ones, which were already being shared thousands of times anyway.

      “I guess you need all the free time you can get anyway.” Sam lowered her arm back to her side.

      “Why’s that?”

      “You’ve got to solve the case, right?”

      “Why does it always have to be me?” I complained.

      “Because you’re the best at it,” she said simply. “Look, it’s starting.” Sam nodded her head in the direction of Autumn Meadows, who was standing on the announcer’s stage, microphone in hand, ready to begin. Standing next to her was her husband Rolf.

      “Good morning, girls,” said Autumn, in a friendly upbeat tone.

      “Good morning, Autumn,” said all of the contestants in unison, like a group of schoolgirls responding to their teacher’s morning greeting.

      “It’s a very sad day today,” she said with a frown that looked forced upon her face. “We’ve lost one of the greats. She would’ve told you herself that she was the greatest of all time. Though I don’t think we need to go quite that far. Diana Penn will always be remembered, and I hope you will keep her in your hearts today while we respectfully compete in our series of fun games.”

      The crowd murmured and offered some halfhearted clapping. They weren’t sure whether it was appropriate to give applause at the reminder of the death they had been quietly informed about the day before.

      While Autumn spoke, we had slowly made our way forward, and we were now standing behind Clarissa and Kimberly. They both had their hands up in front of their mouths, as if to cover their giggling. But they weren’t giggling. They were having a surreptitious conversation.

      Curious, I sidled up behind them unnoticed.

      “Oh, it wasn’t just the pageants. It was more than that.”

      “Shut up! Tell me!”

      I leaned in behind them. From what I caught, they were talking about the rivalry between Diana and Autumn, and it sounded like it was about to get juicy.

      “And you’ll never guess this!” said Kimberly. Just as she was about to speak, she checked over her shoulder to make sure no one was listening.

      But someone was listening.

      Me.

      “Hi!” I said brightly. “Can I get a picture?” I waved my phone in their direction.

      They both turned to face me, and I snapped their smiling faces while in the background Autumn was still on the stage, talking about the day’s events, and how missed Diana Penn would be.

      When I had taken the pictures they both stared pointedly at me. They clearly wanted to carry on the conversation without me present.

      “I’ll catch you later…” I gave them a little wave, trying to hide my annoyance. I wanted to listen in to the rest of what they had to say about the rivalry between Autumn and Diana that apparently went back years.

      After I’d moved away, I shifted my gaze back to the stage. Autumn was still talking, though she’d forgotten to keep looking sad. In fact she looked quite pleased now.

      “…And, although I begged him not to do it, my husband, the great Rolf Monteith, has stepped into the breach and will be joining the judging team.”

      Rolf raised his hand into the air and waved out at the crowd, a serious but determined expression on his face.

      Everyone clapped appreciatively. Well, almost everyone.

      Martin Wood didn’t.

      He was standing to the side of the stage, and on hearing the announcement he crossed his hands in front of his chest, shook his head, and his eyebrows shot up to the top of his head. He seemed both shocked, annoyed, but also in a way unsurprised. It was quite a feat managing to convey all those emotions at once, but I was pretty sure about what I’d seen.

      His reaction was intriguing. Did he have some deeper connection to Diana that I needed to investigate? I decided to go and talk to him.

      After announcing her husband would be a judge, Autumn returned to talking about the day’s events.

      She was explaining how the most important thing today was for the girls to have fun. But actually, that was the second most important thing. The most important thing was to give their very best effort, because in order to be a beauty queen, and not just another contestant, a girl had to give it her all.

      I made my way forward until I, too, was next to the stage. Martin Wood was wearing white capri pants, a white linen shirt, a white cravat, and a nautical white hat. In the sunlight, his brightness was almost blinding. I noticed he had on just a touch of concealer under his eyes and I was fairly certain there was a light dusting powder on his cheeks to bring out some extra glow. Slipping between the final two girls in my way, I appeared by Martin’s side.

      “It is good of Rolf to step in to help, isn’t it?” I said by way of greeting, nodding my head up toward the stage.

      “Yes, in a way, I suppose it is.” I could tell from Martin’s dry tone that he did not agree in the slightest. Good. That’s what I was trying to get out. “After all, he does have a history with pageant girls.”

      The last sentence was said somewhat derisively, with a little shake of his head.

      “A history with pageant girls? How so?”

      He didn’t answer. Instead, he gripped my forearm and stared wide-eyed. “Would you look at that!”

      Martin completely ignored my follow-up question about Rolf’s history with pageant girls.

      I looked to see what it was that had drawn his attention. Clarissa Jones was walking toward us, and now that she was in motion, I could see that she was wearing the most ridiculous bright white shoes. The heels on them must have been at least five inches high.

      “It’s a wonder she can walk,” I said with a chuckle.

      But that wasn’t what he had meant. I’d gotten the wrong idea completely.

      “Clarissa! You get yourself over here right now. Those shoes are unbelievable. This is why you’re my protege, my dear!”

      And he didn’t mean unbelievable in the way that I was thinking it—that they were completely impractical for walking around on a cruise ship.

      With a shy but pleased smile, Clarissa approached us, emphasizing each step she took so that we would stare down and admire her towering shoes.

      “These old things? Do y’all like them?”

      “Do we like them?” Martin gave me a nudge. “She’s asking us if we like them! Can you believe it?”

      I gave him a polite smile in response.

      “We don’t like them. We love them.” Martin reached out and took my right hand, which was holding my phone. “You simply must take pictures of them. Here, get me in the shot.”

      I wanted to hear more about Rolf’s history with pageant girls, but it didn’t seem like I was going to get there right now. Martin had lost all interest in anything but Clarissa’s terrible pair of shoes.

      Martin went and stood next to Clarissa and they both put stupid grins on their faces, pointing down at the shoes. Clarissa posed so that one well-tapered leg was out in front of the other, raising her foot, so that the shoe could be admired in all its ridiculousness.

      I took half a dozen pictures of them grinning, pointing, and posing with the shoes.

      For the final picture, Clarissa stood up straight, but with one leg raised behind her, so that the heel was fully in the air. I stared at it. I couldn’t take my eyes off it. Not because they were so spectacular, but because I had just realized something.

      The heel of her shoe was like a long, white tube. Underneath the white leather on the outside was presumably a wooden or plastic inner cylinder. It all made sense now.

      What Cece had found in Kimberly’s trash wasn’t a strange collection of little circles. It was tiny pieces of high heels. She had a collection of slices of heel which had been removed from shoes.

      I gave an audible gasp as I figured it out while taking the final picture.

      “Spectacular!” said Martin with satisfaction.

      I gave Clarissa a thumbs up sign and she smiled happily back at me. I was surprised she didn’t topple over.

      “They are something, Clarissa,” I said shaking my head in amazement. “You know, if I wanted to wear those, I’d have to cut the whole heel off. I could never balance in that.”

      Martin gave me a strange look and shook his head. “But you can’t cut the whole heel off of shoes like that, they’re not designed for it. They would be terribly uncomfortable if you did.”

      They would be terribly uncomfortable if I didn’t, I thought.

      “I’ve never heard of anyone doing that,” said Clarissa with a little shake of her head. The very idea of ruining shoes like that was completely alien to her. Wearing shoes like that was completely alien to me.

      You wouldn’t get far going across the cornfields wearing those, I thought to myself.

      “But you know what?” said Martin, now tapping his chin thoughtfully. “I did hear of a certain lady you may have heard of—Marilyn Monroe—cutting part of a high heel off to improve the swing of her hips.”

      “Wait, really?” I asked.

      Martin nodded. “Oh, yes. Apparently it was how she got the sexy wiggle into her walk. Amazing, isn’t it?”

      “But of course no pageant girl would ever do that,” said Clarissa knowledgeably. “When we walk across the stage, we need to focus on our poise. You get docked for trying to do too much of a sexy wiggle, don’t you, Martin?”

      “That’s right, Clarissa. More than that, it could be seen as an illegal costume variation as well.”

      The two of them nodded thoughtfully, as they mentally ran through the ramifications of chopping off part of a high heel. I never could have imagined that there was so much to it.

      “I’m sure it’s nothing that anyone here would try, anyway. Us judges would spot it in an instant,” said Martin firmly. “Now, you must tell me where you got those shoes, and how much they cost.”

      Clarissa leaned into Martin, and I knew this conversation wasn’t going to end anytime soon. I would have to find out about Rolf’s history with pageant girls another time, or another way.

      Bored with the conversation about shoes, I left them to it.
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      The next morning I was sitting in the staff mess, enjoying a delicious breakfast. In an ideal world that’s what I would have been doing, anyway. In reality, I was sitting at the hard, orange plastic picnic-bench tables consuming the rubbery eggs that always seem to be served there.

      The coffee was passable though, and it filled the room with a rather enticing aroma.

      I had left Sam behind in the room to shower and get dressed. She was going to catch me up. I was the early bird today. Chewing thoughtfully, I stared at my phone screen as I swiped through the pictures I’d taken on this cruise so far.

      The day before had been a bust in terms of my investigations. Despite spending almost the entirety of it with the beauty pageant contestants, I never got much further than conversations about lipstick, hair, high heels, walking, and other topics of no interest whatsoever. Whenever I tried to swing the conversation to something more useful, I got brushed off or ignored. But today was going to be different. I was sure of it.

      I just needed more information.

      The pictures I had taken were good, but no better than the ones that the beauty pageant contestants themselves were taking and sharing. As I swiped backward, going back toward the start of the cruise, something caught my eye.

      It was a picture of Diana, before she had taken to the stage and been assaulted by Ruth Allen. She was wearing a pair of dark blue high heels.

      I stared at it. Maybe this was all going to make sense.

      “Hey,” said Sam, slipping down across from me putting her own plate of rubbery eggs and soft bacon onto the table. “What’s going on?”

      “I’ve got a question for you,” I said with a little smile.

      “Oh yeah? What is it?”

      “I bet you don’t know what this is.”

      Sam looked intrigued as I fished in my pocket and pulled out the small disc I had retrieved from Kimberly Dawson’s trash box. I held it up in the air between us, between my thumb and forefinger, so that Sam could examine it.

      “Oh. That looks like you’ve cut off a little bit of a high heel. Why did you do that?”

      Disappointed, I stuffed the little piece back into my pocket.

      “How did you know that?”

      Sam shrugged her shoulders. “I just looked at it. It was obvious, wasn’t it?”

      I glared at her. “No. It was not obvious.”

      Sam giggled, amused at having won my little game.

      “But seriously, why do you have it? Is it a… clue?” She said the final word quietly, so that no one else could hear.

      “Actually, yes, I think it is. Take a look at this.”

      I spun my phone around on the table so that it was the right way up for Sam, and I pointed at the picture on the screen.

      “Well?” I said.

      Sam shrugged. “What?”

      With a satisfied smile, I zoomed in on the important part. This time, Sam wasn’t ahead of me.

      “Look, do you see?” I fished in my pocket and pulled out the little disc again, and then pointed my finger at the screen, which was now zoomed in on the shoes Diana had been wearing. “It matches. Don’t you think?”

      “Yeah, maybe. Is that evidence though? Couldn’t it just be a coincidence?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe. But it’s a start. When you get enough little coincidences all at once, it usually means something.”

      “Good thinking.”

      Then I remembered something else.

      “Say, they found something strange with the body yesterday.”

      “What?”

      “Along with Diana’s clothes, sash, and crown, was a Millie And Me Choc-Orange bar.”

      Sam looked up at the ceiling, trying to remember something.

      “A Millie And Me Choc-Orange bar? You used to love those, didn’t you?”

      “Yes. I did used to love them. Until…”

      Sam winced as she realized what I was referring to. When she spoke, her voice was subdued.

      “Oh. I see. Yeah.” Sam was the only other person on the ship who knew what had happened to me when I was kidnapped. And she was the only one who knew I’d been fed that particular candy bar. Except maybe now she wasn’t the only person. Could the person who killed Diana also know?

      “You don’t think the person who’s been stalking you is the same person who killed Diana, do you?”

      “I don’t know what to think.”

      I turned the phone screen off and put the disc back in my pocket once again. It was good to have someone to talk to, but I knew neither she nor I had the answers.

      “Good morning, guys!” said Kelly Cline cheerfully as she sat down beside Sam.

      We both greeted her with smiles. I’d never run into Kelly at meal times before. I suspected it was because she was normally too busy and just ate something light in her office. Or maybe she ran on sunlight and sea air. She was tiny enough it almost seemed plausible.

      “I expect you’re talking about the murder,” said Kelly.

      She said it so brightly, and with such a light tone, it seemed quite incongruous considering the topic. But that was the thing about Kelly. She always seemed bright and cheerful. Except when she was running away from conflict.

      “Of course we were,” said Sam. “After all, Adrienne is the best investigator on the ship.”

      I glared at her. “I did manage to solve a couple of little mysteries, yes. But it’s not my job.”

      “Well, let’s hope you can solve this one quickly,” said Kelly nodding to herself as she began to spoon some of her own eggs into her mouth at an almost alarming rate.

      It seemed like everyone was expecting me to try and solve the murder. If they were, perhaps I should play the part. Maybe as the ship’s investigator, I could ask Kelly for a pay raise.

      “Kelly, what do you know about Diana’s past?”

      The cruise director held up a finger to wait while she finished her current mouthful. Even while she was eating, she did everything at double speed, her jaw working up and down like it was being paid for efficiency. She quickly swallowed before answering my question.

      “I don’t know much, I’m afraid. I’ve heard some things, but those people gossip about each other so much it’s hard to figure out what’s true and what’s rumor.”

      “You’ve heard something?” asked Sam.

      “From what I know, Diana, Autumn, and Martin all have history together. They go way back. Back to the days when Diana and Autumn were competing against each other. They were big rivals apparently.”

      “Are they—or were they—still rivals? Was there some kind of bitterness between them?” asked Sam.

      “I don’t know about that. Perhaps you should ask them directly.”

      Yeah, that would go over well. If they were guilty of murdering her I’m sure they would be enthusiastic to tell me how much they hated her.

      “Oh, look,” said Sam. “We’re being graced with the presence of the bigwigs.”

      I looked over my shoulder, and to my surprise I saw the captain entering the staff mess.

      It was the first time I’d seen him in here. Usually he ate in the public dining facilities. Passengers loved to see the captain interacting with them, and eating dinner at the captain’s table was of course a big privilege. The passengers also had better food than we got in the staff mess, so it was a win-win for the captain and other senior officers, like Ethan.

      The sight of the captain reminded me of something.

      “You know him, right?” I jerked my head back toward the door.

      Kelly had already vacuumed up more than half the contents of her plate and was just swallowing another mouthful. When she was done, she gave me a little nod.

      “Yes,” she said tentatively. “Before I worked at corporate HQ, I was on another ship with this captain. But you shouldn’t listen to the gossip.”

      While I was nodding calmly, in my head my thoughts were flying. I hadn’t mentioned anything about gossip. Apparently, Kelly had heard about some kind of rumor though.

      “Gossip? I was just making conversation. Is there gossip about the captain?” I asked innocently.

      During our last cruise I had run across a file which indicated that our captain was on his ‘last chance.’ And more than that, from the way that Ethan reacted toward him, I knew there was no love lost between them. I didn’t yet know what it was that was in the captain’s past though. What was the cause of the gossip? And why had he been on a final warning?

      “No, no, no, no. No gossip. There isn’t any.”

      Sam and I exchanged surprised looks. Kelly clearly wasn’t very good at lying. It only made me more determined to find out what the gossip actually was.

      I looked over my shoulder again at the captain. He was still standing by the door, scanning the room as if looking for someone. Giving up, he gave a little shrug and left again.

      “I guess it didn’t meet his high standards,” said Sam, poking at her own plate of eggs.

      “Really? I thought it was great,” said Kelly, staring down at her own plate, now empty. “Got to go! I’ve got two trillion things to do. Have a great day!”

      “Bye, Kelly,” said Sam.

      “See you, Kelly,” I said with a little wave.

      “And remember, no gossiping,” Kelly wagged her finger at us before departing. I wasn’t sure if she was being cute or serious. On second thought, with Kelly, they both seemed to be the same thing.

      “No gossiping? That’s no fun,” said Sam in amusement.

      “Yeah, well, I’d like to see her enforce that rule on this ship,” I said with a laugh. “Even without the whole gaggle of beauty queens, the staff alone can’t go more than two seconds without gossiping.”

      “Right. Is that what you call a group of beauty queens? A gaggle?”

      I grinned at her. “It’s what I call them. Any better suggestions?”

      Sam wrinkled her nose in thought. “How about a coven?”

      “Good one. Or maybe a herd, like sheep.”

      “Yeah, or how about a murder, like with crows?”

      We both paused. A murder of beauty queens. While it had a ring to it, in the circumstances it was entirely inappropriate.

      “I’ll stick with gaggle for now,” I said. I was about to ask Sam what she had going on today, when something caught my eye. Or someone, rather.

      Two rows back from Sam, walking between the tables, was the mysterious housekeeper who Cece claimed didn’t exist.

      He’d finished his meal and was on his way toward the door. For a nonexistent person, he was certainly pretty darn visible. What was the story with him? Was he a stowaway—he wouldn’t be the first—or something else? Or had Cece simply forgotten all about him?

      Whatever it was, he was getting away and I didn’t have time to explain it all to Sam.

      “I just remembered I was supposed to help Cece with something.” I was standing by the time I’d finished the sentence. “Catch you later!”

      I left Sam with a mild expression of surprise on her face as I hurried off after the very much real housekeeper who didn’t exist.

      I didn’t know if he was connected to the murder, or to the captain’s past, or even to my stalker, but this was one little mystery I could solve right away. I just had to catch him.
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      As surreptitiously as I could, I began to follow the man through the bowels of the ship to see where he was going.

      As when I’d seen him before, he was wearing a housekeeping uniform. With his thick, wavy hair and beard, he was a memorable looking man. Some would even say handsome.

      It seemed strange that Cece would forget him. Beyond strange in fact. Unbelievable.

      Walking carefully, I tried to stay a safe distance behind him, so that it wouldn’t be obvious that I was following him. But I also tried to keep him just about in sight at all times. I didn’t want to lose him.

      We were making our way forward through the ship, and we passed most of the crew quarters before he changed direction. He headed up a set of internal stairs that I knew from experience would take him up to a passenger-facing portion of the ship.

      The mystery housekeeper entered the stairwell ahead of me, and I waited outside until I could hear that he had already ascended a couple of flights of steps. His heavy boots clumped up the metal stairs, sending ringing echoes down the stairwell.

      When I felt that he had ascended a safe distance, I followed, making sure to stay one or two flights of stairs behind him as I went.

      I could tell when he’d reached his target floor, because the footsteps stopped and there was a thunk as a heavy door was opened. Almost all the internal doors of the ship were big and heavy, so that they could be sealed should the need arise.

      When he had exited out into the hallway beyond, I quickly hurried up the last couple of flights of steps. I opened the same door that he had, noting the STAFF ONLY sign on the other side, and surreptitiously slipped out into the plush hallway beyond.

      Peering to the left, then the right, for one panicked moment I thought I had lost him.

      There!

      The man had almost escaped. He was already near the end of the hallway, which ended in a T intersection. He turned to the right, and I set off quickly behind him.

      We were near the International Buffet restaurant and despite just having finished breakfast the tantalizing smell of the foods within was tempting me.

      I smacked myself on the leg as I hurried. Don’t think about food now, Adrienne! Focus!

      After hurrying to the end of the hallway, I slowed to a more natural pace. Putting my hands behind my back, I strolled around the corner so that if he was looking, it would appear that I was just casually going about my day.

      Nothing to see here, buddy, just a hard-working gal going about her business. Definitely not following anyone, not me, nuh-uh.

      The hallway we were following would eventually lead to the Grand Atrium. The section we were on had a couple of shops leading off it further down, but otherwise was relatively empty. On the other sides of the walls where I was currently walking was the casino on one side, and the large buffet restaurant on the other, though their entrances were all in the Grand Atrium.

      The housekeeper was walking toward the large, open part of the ship and I followed along behind. Just as I was passing a small gift shop, the man stopped. I froze, too. Then he began to move his head to look behind him, as if he was suspicious.

      With the adrenaline and excitement pumping at having successfully followed him so far, my brain jumped to the conclusion that I had been made: he knew he was being followed!

      So my body jumped too.

      Right into the gift shop.

      I’m not sure what the supposed-housekeeper thought of that, because I found myself with a whole new set of things to worry about.

      Like the fact that my sudden entrance into the shop put me off-balance, and I ended up falling right into a display of feather boas.

      And the man who’d been busy admiring them. A man that I already knew, as it turned out.

      “Oh!” I wailed, crashing into both the man and the display, my left hand shoving the man in the stomach, while my right tried to latch onto something. Instead, I pulled a whole rack of feather boas and the railing that was supporting them down onto the floor.

      The man, winded, bent over, crashing into me. I finished my disastrous entry into the shop by collapsing onto the floor, boas strewn around me, while the shocked and rapidly angering man glowered down at me.

      “What are you doing?” asked Rolf Monteith, because it was him that I now saw I had crashed into.

      “Sorry!” I shouted up at him. He was clutching his stomach and trying to breathe in deeply while maintaining a look of disbelieving anger.

      With all the grace I had left in me, I clumsily climbed to my feet. Rolf did not offer me an arm.

      “What happened?” he said, staring at me in disbelief.

      “I... tripped when I came in. I was looking at the boas.”

      “You tripped? Walking into the shop?” Rolf peered at the devastation behind me. “And that happened? Goodness.”

      “What on earth are you doing, Rolf?” said a voice over my shoulder.

      The owner of the voice stepped around me, and the mess I’d made, and took him by the arm. It was his wife, Autumn, and she seemed even more bewildered and annoyed by the scene she was witnessing than Rolf did.

      “The social media girl tripped when she came in,” said Rolf with a shrug.

      “Adrienne,” I said. “My name’s Adrienne.”

      “Yes. It looks like you’ve got some cleaning up to do,” said Autumn, casting an eye over the heap of boas and the semi-dismantled rack they had come from.

      “Where have you been, Rolf?”

      “I... went for a swim,” he said. “I felt like I needed some exercise, to stretch out the old limbs. We’re going to be doing a lot of sitting down today, after all.”

      Goodness, I thought, looking at him. It was hard to believe that he’d had time for a swim already. And not only that, he’d managed to dry his hair and dress himself immaculately. All I’d managed to do so far was eat a hurried breakfast and make a mess.

      “Well, come on! We’ve got to be there in five minutes. We don’t want to keep the girls waiting, do we?”

      “No, dear,” said Rolf to his wife. He turned his attention back to me. “I think we’ll leave you to it.” He looked down at the mess I’d made.

      A real gentleman would have stayed to help me clean up. Rolf looked the part, but he didn’t act it.

      Arm in arm, the happy, shiny couple left me behind.

      Glancing across the room I saw a girl of a similar age to me standing behind the counter. She looked down at the mess on the floor.

      “Are you going to pick that up? Only I’m supposed to stay behind the counter at all times. I’m on the checkout today.”

      I glared at her.

      “Yeah, sure, no problem. I’ve got it,” I said sweetly through gritted teeth.

      Complaining to myself under my breath, I began to clear up the boas. They’d fallen in a big heap and somehow managed to get themselves tangled up with each other, despite having only fallen moments ago.

      First, I reaffixed the hanger from which they had all been draped, and then I began to pick them up and hang them up again.

      “They’re because of the show,” said the mousy-haired girl behind the counter.

      “The beauty pageant?” I asked her.

      “Beauty pageant? No. The cabaret show. It’s supposed to be just like Las Vegas. We got the boas in so that people can dress up.”

      I didn’t care one bit.

      “That’s great,” I said, picking up a sparkly silver monstrosity.

      As I did so, something tumbled out and fell onto the floor. Abandoning the boa for the moment, I rummaged around in the pile underneath to see if I could find what it was that had tumbled out. It hadn’t been a boa, and I didn’t think it was one of the accessories that was affixed to some of them either.

      My fingers closed on something metal, and I withdrew it from the heap. I held it up to the light, examining it. What I had discovered was a beautiful silver bracelet.

      And I knew I had seen it before.

      “Excuse me?” I said to the counter girl, who was staring vacant-eyed across the shop. Her eyes flickered back to life and she raised her eyebrows at me. “When did you put the display up?”

      She frowned at me, shaking her head.

      “No, no, I told you, I’m on the counter today, not the floor. I didn’t put them up. It was Jeanie. She did it this morning.”

      I peered down at the silver bracelet in my hand. It looked to be exactly the same as the one Diana had been wearing on the day of the feminist stage invasion. Was it a coincidence? Could it be one?

      “Do you sell silver bracelets in this shop?”

      The girl shook her head. “No. There’s some plastic ones with names on them though. But they’re mostly for kids.”

      “But nothing in silver?”

      She shook her head. Diana had told me the bracelet had been a gift from an old friend, but now I’d found it in the gift shop. She couldn’t have dropped it there; the boa display had only been put up that morning, and Diana certainly had not been wandering around the ship in her current condition.

      Someone else must have dropped it.

      “Did you find something?”

      “Yes,” I said absent-mindedly while I picked up the last of the boas. I quickly hung them back onto the metal railing and checked the floor for any other finds. There was nothing else apart from a few bits of tinsel, glitter, and feathers that had detached themselves from the boas above.

      “What?” asked the girl. She was looking at to me expectantly, as if to receive whatever it was I had found.

      But she wasn’t getting it. No way.

      “Sorry, I meant no. Nothing. I was in a world of my own.”

      I shoved the bracelet into my pocket next to the disc from the heel and made to leave the shop.

      “But didn’t you just find something? I thought you—”

      “Sorry, got to go! I’m working!” I said over my shoulder.

      I mean, I wasn’t stealing. I knew who the item belonged to, and it certainly didn’t belong to the gift shop. No, it would be much better for it to remain in my possession instead of handing it in.

      As I left the shop, I knew I had to check Diana’s room. Since the bracelet had somehow made its way from her room to here, someone must have broken in and stolen it. Unless it had been on her body, in which case someone must have stolen it from the crime scene.

      And it seemed to me the most likely person to have dropped the bracelet was none other than Rolf Monteith.

      Surely it must have fallen when I crashed into him. It would have to be a crazy coincidence for any other explanation to be true.

      As I started to walk away from the shop, fingering the bracelet in my pocket, I suddenly realized that I had completely forgotten about the whole reason I was in the shop in the first place: the mystery housekeeper.

      I walked to the Grand Atrium and searched around. Of course he wasn’t there. He was long gone. I’d seen him twice this cruise already. Maybe I wouldn’t have to wait too long to see him again. At least I hoped not.

      In the meantime, he’d dropped down a notch in my priority list. I had Diana’s bracelet now, and I had to find out how it ended up in the gift shop.

      Rolf was going to need some serious looking into.

      But first there was something else I needed to check, and I knew just the person to help me: Cece.
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      I wanted to go and hunt down Cece right away, but as I started to head to her housekeeping section, I realized I couldn’t. Not quite yet. I still had a job to do.

      The event that Rolf had almost been late for should have been starting about then. Luckily, this wasn’t one that would require my continuous presence. I could show up, take some pictures, and be on my way.

      The contestants were each going to be interviewed by the team of judges on an individual basis. It was going to take them all of the morning to get through them all.

      When I arrived at the conference suite, there were three girls waiting their turn on chairs outside Conference Room C. It was almost opposite the room in which I had found Diana Penn, which was still taped off with bright yellow security tape.

      The girls kept looking at the room nervously. I was tempted to make a crack about the taped-off room being less scary than being interviewed by the judges, but I thought it might have been in poor taste.

      The door to the judges’ interview room was slightly ajar, so I made my way over and peeked in. They hadn’t yet begun, so I entered the room with a cheerful smile.

      “Good morning! Are you ready for the interviews? Do you need anything?”

      It wasn’t actually my job to get things for the judges, but it seemed like a polite thing to say. I just wanted to get their pictures in the interview room.

      “Yes,” said Autumn, barely looking up. “I need sparkling mineral water, European only I’m afraid. I’m intolerant of American water and I won’t have anything from the Pacific. They’ve only given us still water.”

      I gritted my teeth and smiled, as I so often did with demanding passengers or VIP guests.

      “Right, I’ll see if that can be arranged. Could I get a photo of you all? It’ll be nice to have one of all the judges before they begin devouring the contestants!”

      Martin looked up sharply. “We don’t devour them. We try to reveal their inner beauty. As pageanters, we truly believe that, in some ways, inner beauty can almost be as important as that which you really work for—your outward appearance.”

      “Yeah, right,” muttered Autumn under her breath.

      I wasn’t sure if they were joking or not, so I simply responded by lifting up my phone to take some pictures.

      “Say cheese!”

      “As a lactose intolerant semi-vegan pescatarian, I don’t say that word,” said Rolf with a frown.

      “Smile!” This time I snarled it as a command, not a friendly request. This worked even better than I’d hoped, the three of them responding with shiny white grins immediately like a Pavlovian response.

      “Wonderful,” I told them encouragingly. “I’m going to get some of the girls outside as well. Then perhaps I’ll see you later.”

      “With the water,” said Autumn.

      “Right. The water.”

      Japanese still water, was it? I knew it was something special but couldn’t quite remember what it was. I was sure the catering staff would know; they’d been dealing with the judges and the contestants for a good couple of days now. I bet it felt like weeks to them.

      “Smile, girls!” I said brightly to the line-up of them on the folding plastic chairs outside the interview room.

      All except one immediately did as requested.

      “Ten dollars, darlin’,” said Kimberly Dawson, taking a break from trying to chew the gum that was in her mouth into oblivion.

      “Hey,” I said shaking my head at her. “We’ve been through that.”

      “Just teasin’ you.” She snapped her gum and gave me another toothy smile. When she grinned like that, her mouth seemed so big, and with so many teeth, that I couldn’t help but be reminded of Little Red Riding Hood’s grandmother—or the wolf that replaced her, anyway.

      “Good luck to all of you!”

      “Thank you, darlin’. They’re going to need it,” said Kimberly with a nod of her head toward the other two girls beside her. They both gave her nasty sideways glances which she just seemed to absorb, and turned up her smile another notch.

      It was amazing how they could live their lives being so catty to each other each and every day. Wouldn’t it just get exhausting?

      After quickly checking my phone to make sure I had enough photos for the morning I added a few captions and set them up to be slowly trickled out to the social media feeds over the next few hours.

      That would give me the time I needed to follow up on Diana’s silver bracelet.
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      I found Cece happily complaining to herself just as she exited one of the smaller guest suites. She tossed some wet towels into her cleaning cart.

      “Hey Adrienne, would you believe some people can use six towels in a single day? What do they do with them all?”

      “Mop the floor?” I suggested.

      “Yeah, multiple times by the looks of it,” said Cece in annoyance. “What’s up? Please tell me you’ve come to whisk me away from all this for an adventure.”

      “I’ve come to take you away from all this for a mini-adventure.”

      “Just a mini one, huh? No helicopter or speedboat waiting for us outside?” She looked at me with such a wide-eyed, serious expression I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “I’m afraid not this time. Just a regular bit of snooping.”

      Cece pushed her cleaning cart up against the wall to stop it from blocking the hallway. It crashed into the side with a gentle thunk.

      “I suppose that’ll have to do. It wouldn’t be a cruise with Adrienne without some breaking and entering.”

      I gave her a fake scowl.

      “I’ve told you this before. No breaking, just entering.”

      Cece gave me a gentle punch on the arm.

      “Let’s go.”

      Diana Penn’s cabin was only a short walk away, and from the outside, it looked no different than any of the other balcony suite cabins. The three judges had all been given pretty good rooms with ocean views, though they didn’t quite run to the level of the exclusive VIP staterooms that our richest guests chose to use.

      On the way over, I showed Cece the silver bracelet I’d found and how I thought Rolf might have been in possession of it.

      “I wouldn’t trust any of those pageant people as far as I could throw them. It certainly wouldn’t surprise me if Rolf stole the bracelet.”

      “You could throw them a good distance, though. You’re pretty strong.” I squeezed her bicep, which she obligingly flexed for me.

      “I am, aren’t I?” she said with a grin. “Still don’t trust any of them though.” She stopped outside of Diana’s cabin. “Okay, let’s see what we’ve got.”

      Cece held up the keycard in her lanyard to the electronic lock, and the door dutifully unlocked itself. She claimed her card would open any door on the ship, and I’d yet to see her proven wrong. We’d even broken into the captain’s cabin once.

      “Smells nice,” said Cece as we entered.

      It did. For a moment. The air was filled with the thick scent of an expensive perfume and it immediately put me on guard. If someone was wearing perfume, then that meant there was someone there wearing the perfume.

      I squeezed Cece’s arm and whispered in her ear, “Be careful. Someone might be here.”

      She gave me a sharp nod and we tentatively peered into the room. It was a mess. Ahead of us was a living area with a couch and coffee table, and behind it sliding french doors which led out to the balcony. The cushions from the couch had been removed and tossed onto the floor, and the door to the balcony was open, making the white curtain in front of it dance in the breeze.

      On the right-hand side of the open-plan room was a large double bed, and on top of it was the beauty queen’s suitcase—and strewn all around were a wide array of her clothes.

      There was no immediate sign of a person.

      Cece tapped my arm and pointed toward the bathroom door. The two of us tiptoed over there, each gripping the other’s forearm in nervous solidarity. The door was almost completely shut, but a small crack remained open. We stood outside, listening for sounds of life.

      But there were none.

      With a sudden kick that made me scream, Cece slammed her foot into the bathroom door, sending it flying back to bang against the wall. The bathroom beyond was empty, but the smell of perfume was even stronger than before.

      “What did you do that for!?”

      Cece let go of my hand so that she could shrug and raise her palms in the air.

      “What can I say? I hate suspense.”

      She walked into the bathroom ahead of me. It was a brightly lit room that was entirely decorated in an art deco black-and-white color scheme, even featuring a beautiful, perfectly oval tub.

      “I guess that’s where the smell was coming from.” There was the sound of glass on tile, and the remains of a broken perfume bottle skittered across the floor from another of Cece’s kicks.

      “Someone’s been in here.”

      “It sure looks that way. Let’s see if anything’s missing.”

      I gave her a curious look. “How will you know if anything’s missing? Do you have an inventory of her stuff?”

      She shook her head and gave an enigmatic smile.

      “Let’s just see. I have a feeling we’ll be able to tell if anything’s gone.”

      Cece opened the bathroom cabinets and peered around the room while I waited outside.

      “Nothing in here apart from the broken bottle,” she announced. Her footsteps crunched as she crushed broken glass crossing the small room.

      “Come on. Let’s look out here.”

      We returned to the main living area and bedroom. We began with the bed and the closet. On top of the bed was Diana’s empty suitcase with various dresses, blouses, pants, and underwear strewn around. Cece began to rifle through it while I turned my attention to the closet.

      The sliding door was already open, and when I peered inside, I wasn’t surprised to see two more suitcases, both of which had also been unzipped and their contents emptied out. Some of the stuff was hanging up, but most of it appeared to be in a pile on the floor.

      “Either she was really messy, or someone’s done a thorough search through her stuff.” I knelt down above the pile of clothes and began to rummage through it without much luck.

      “Hey, check this out,” said Cece after a couple of minutes.

      Standing up again, I looked to see what she had found. My friend was holding up a rectangular box.

      “Is that a jewelry box?”

      Cece opened it up and revealed that it was indeed a jewelry box. Inside it had been divided into different sections. One area was filled with earrings, another with necklaces, and another with bracelets.

      “Notice anything funny?” she asked, eyebrows raised.

      “Yeah,” I pointed my finger, “it’s half empty.”

      “Very good.” Cece tapped the inside of the box. “And do you know how we know stuff has been stolen?”

      Now she had me. “Umm, how?”

      Cece tossed the box back onto the bed where it bounced once, causing its lid to close on top of it.

      “Do you think this was the entirety of Diana’s jewelry collection?”

      That was an easy one to answer.

      “Nope, no way.”

      “So...” said Cece with a leading grin.

      “So...” I racked my brains. Then I got what she was driving at. “If she brought that jewelry box with her, there’s no way she would have brought it half empty, right?”

      “There’s my detective!” said Cece with a squeeze of my arm. “I knew I’d get it out of you. Exactly. Someone like Diana wouldn’t bring along a jewelry box half-full. If she was going to bring the box along, she would have filled it up to make the most of it.”

      “Right. Unless she was a minimalist,” I said.

      We both looked at the heap of clothes on the bed, and then the cases and more clothes in the closet.

      “...which she wasn’t.” We both grinned at each other.

      “But can you tell me if a silver bracelet was stolen from the box?”

      “That one is beyond me.” Cece sucked in air through her teeth. “But it certainly could have been. Someone’s sure been through this stuff pretty thoroughly.”

      “Yeah. Can you think of anything else that might be missing?”

      Cece frowned in thought. It took her a moment, but then I could read on her face that she had come up with an idea.

      “The crown! She was wearing that stupid thing all the time. I haven’t seen it in here. Have you?”

      “Nope,” I confirmed. “And it wasn’t with the body either.”

      “Did you check the safe?”

      Without waiting for an answer she’d already swung the closet door across to open the other side of it, revealing the plain black safe with a silver rotating dial on the front. It was unlocked, and the door was slowly swinging on its hinges, disturbed by the opening of the closet door.

      “Guess we’re checking now.” I pulled its door open all the way and we both peered inside. It didn’t look like there was much in there, but I put my hand in and took out what I could.

      “Passport,” I said, holding it up, “and her ticket. That’s it.”

      “But it was open. Someone went through it. What do you think was inside?”

      “I bet her crown was in there.”

      “Yep,” said Cece with a nod of conviction. “I bet it was. So, Detective Adrienne, what do we know?”

      Sitting down on the bed behind me, I racked my brain, trying to put everything together to see if we’d got any further in solving the mystery of Diana’s death.

      “She was killed with her own sash, and her crown and bracelet have been stolen. I think Rolf may have had the bracelet.”

      “Anything else?”

      Half-standing up, I dug my hand into my pocket and pulled out the little disc that we thought came from a shoe.

      “Hold on. Let’s see if this matches any of the shoes here.”

      Diana’s considerable collection of shoes that she had brought with her on the trip was lined up on shelves inside the closet. I found a dark blue pair that seemed to match the fabric on the outside of heel disc and pulled it out.

      Holding both of the shoes upside down so that the heels were next to each other, I lifted them so that they were directly in front of our faces.

      “What do you think?”

      Cece reached out, took one of the shoes, and pulled off the small rubber stopper that was at the end of one of the heels. She took the disc from my hand, and placed it on top of the heel.

      “Looks like we’ve got a match,” she declared with a nod. “But I bet this isn’t the only one.”

      She had, after all, found a whole box of the little discs in Kimberly’s trash. We began examining the other shoes in Diana’s wardrobe, pulling them out one after the other and removing the stoppers on the ends of them where we could.

      “Look at this one,” said Cece, shaking her head. She held up a heel and pointed about half way down it. There was a thin line there. I gave her a questioning look.

      “This pair didn’t have a stopper on the end. She’s sawed through it, removed a section, and then stuck it back together!”

      “It’s almost unbelievable. Why would anyone go to so much trouble?”

      “I guess Kimberly wasn’t the biggest fan of Diana Penn.”

      It was hard to imagine taking the time and sheer effort to get at someone like this. The pageant world was truly alien to me.

      “What are we going to do about it?” asked Cece.

      “We’re going to put everything back where we found it. I think it’s time I had a word with Kimberly Dawson about shoes.”

      Cece smirked. “Try and take a picture when you do. I want to see the look on her face when she finds out you’ve busted her.”

      I laughed. “I’ll try. But if I do, I don’t think it’ll be going out on the social media feeds.”

      “Yeah, you best not,” said Cece with a wicked smile. “Though it might get you a few more followers.”

      Carefully, we began to put everything back just as messily as we had found it.

      When we were done, we hugged goodbye outside of the cabin.

      “Wish me luck,” I said to Cece by way of farewell.

      “No way. You don’t need it. Now go get me a picture of Kimberly looking shocked. It’ll make up for all the towels I’ve been delivering to her.”
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      After I’d dropped Cece off back at her cleaning cart, I returned to the conference suite to see if Kimberly was still around.

      Not only was she absent, but so was everyone else. It looked like the interviews were over and everyone had gone.

      I pulled out my phone to check what was next on the schedule Kelly had shared with us, but before I could pull it up, I saw that I’d already received a message from her.

      At the climbing wall! Good pics here! Hurry up!

      Then there was a follow-up message.

      Got to go. Too much to do. Enjoy climbing!

      Aha. That was it. I remembered now. The girls had been scheduled for an afternoon in the activity center. While they weren’t officially being judged there—officially, it was just an afternoon of fun—they were always being unofficially examined. While they had fun, Rolf, Martin, and Autumn would no doubt be keeping a watchful eye on them all.

      The activity center was located right in the center of the ship and took up several interior levels with its high ceilings. As well as squash and tennis courts, there was the piece de resistance of the center: a climbing wall that towered four stories high.

      When I arrived, all the girls were milling around as they waited for their chance to tackle the rocky climb or chatting afterward. For the first time since I’d met them, they didn’t look like painted dolls in frilly dresses. Due to the nature of the activity, they had been forced to swap their dresses for pants and jeans and their high heels for sneakers.

      They looked oddly uncomfortable in comfortable clothing, and this put a smile on my face. For once, I didn’t look too out of place among them. Apart from the fact they all had on about ten times as much makeup as me. Although they had to sacrifice their wardrobes for this activity, that hadn’t extended to their warpaint. Now they were painted dolls in jeans and designer sweats.

      The climbing wall was a dark gray color, and from a distance looked like real rock. Along its face, there were little silver anchors, to which could be attached ropes and harnesses and whatever else. My knowledge of climbing walls was hazy at best.

      There were two instructors in front of the wall, and they were holding the ropes for two girls who were already halfway up.

      I scanned the room, figuring out where Kimberly was and when I was going to approach her.

      “Hey there,” said Clarissa Jones when she saw me near the door. “Are you here to do some climbing too?”

      “Haha, maybe. I’m mostly here to get some pictures and talk to people. How are you doing? Are you learning a lot?”

      Clarissa was a bit of an odd one out among the pageant crowd. As Martin’s so-called protégé, she wasn’t competing, but she was spending all her time with the pageant girls and I guessed learning the tricks of the trade.

      “Oh, I sure am,” she drawled slowly. “They’re all just so sweet.” Clarissa gave me a sweet smile of her own, as if to emphasize that she was just like them.

      Clarissa reached into her pocket and pulled out a hair tie.

      “Excuse me a moment,” Clarissa bent over, letting all her hair fall straight down, and gathered it together. As she did so, I noticed a small star-shaped birthmark on the back of her neck. For a moment I thought it was a tattoo, but as I peered closer, I realized it was natural. Clarissa quickly fit her hair through the hairband, and then doubled and tripled it up, standing up straight again with her hair in a tight ponytail.

      “I feel like such a hobo,” she said in a tone which I figured was supposed to be self-deprecating. But to me it sounded like she was fishing for compliments. Since it wouldn’t cost me anything, I decided to oblige her.

      “If you were, you’d be the prettiest hobo I’d ever seen.”

      Clarissa gave me a sideways look and I realized my compliment wasn’t perhaps quite as great as it had sounded in my head. A pretty hobo was still a hobo after all.

      Awkwardly, I turned my attention back to the climbing wall.

      “Watch how she does it,” said Clarissa, pointing at a helmeted figure in front of the wall. Although her head was covered and I was only seeing her from behind, I was pretty sure who it was I could see.

      “Is that Kimberly?” I asked nonchalantly.

      “Yep. And watch...”

      Clarissa folded her arms across her chest and I found myself doing the same as we both kept our eyes on the young beauty queen-wannabe. She looked up at the wall, then down at her feet, and then—she was off.

      Like a monkey, she seemed to leap up the wall. As her foot landed on one hold, it immediately seemed to bounce her upward so that her other foot landed almost immediately, before springing her up even further. Her arms moved even faster, seeming to help her up the wall with effortless ease. It seemed that climbing was a lot easier than I thought. Even I could probably give it a go.

      “Wow,” I said as she reached the half-way point. “She’s so graceful.”

      “She sure is now,” said Clarissa. By the time she’d finished drawling out the comment Kimberly was three-quarters of the way up.

      “She makes it look so easy, like even I could do it,” I said, fishing for a compliment of my own.

      “And... she’s done,” said Clarissa as Kimberly reached the top. She turned back to me. “I’m sure you’d be just fine. Just a little extra weight to heave.”

      I did not have ‘extra weight to heave!’ Sure I wasn’t exactly a, well, beauty queen, but I wasn’t deserving of that comment either.

      “It would be hard to get up there as smoothly as her,” I conceded.

      “Wanna hear something funny?” Clarissa leaned in to me as she said it, like she was about to tell me a secret.

      And I definitely wanted to hear about Kimberly’s secrets.

      “I would love to.”

      “According to Martin, she wasn’t always that graceful. Calamity Kimberly, they used to call her.”

      I tilted my head at her curiously. “Really? Her?” It was hard to imagine Kimberly being called ‘calamity.’

      “Sure. Or sometimes just Clumsy Kimberly. And sometimes Clumsy Calamity Kimberly, and even Kimberly the Clumsy Calamity. But she worked on it, and now her balance is one of her strong points.”

      “Huh. Just goes to show what you can achieve if you put your mind to it.”

      “It surely does,” said Clarissa, slowly running her eyes over me, like she was imagining what I could achieve if I ‘put my mind to it.’ All of these beauty pageant people seemed to do the same thing: analyze everyone they saw and judge them. I shrugged it off. Well, mostly, anyway. I knew the constant looks I was getting were going to eat away at me for months.

      “It nearly cost Calamity her career,” said Clarissa.

      “Oh?” Now we were getting somewhere.

      “Yep. Y’know, she actually used to be represented by none other than our,” Clarissa lowered her voice and cast her eyes down before continuing, “dearly departed Diana Penn.”

      “Oh?”

      This was getting more and more intriguing. A further connection between Diana and Kimberly could prove revelatory.

      “Yep. But then she toppled and fell right off a stage. Clumsy ol’ Kimberly,” said Clarissa shaking her head. “And Diana was done with her.”

      “How awful! Was she okay?”

      “I think she hurt her ears.”

      “Her ears?” I asked, incredulous. That didn’t make any sense.

      “Yep. The whole audience, and all the other girls on the stage, were laughing so hard I think it nearly deafened her. The judges too. Right into their mics and over the PA.”

      I stared at her, open-mouthed and wide-eyed. Then I saw the corners of her mouth turn up. It was a joke. At least about the deafening anyway.

      We both broke into laughter, though it was a little forced on my part. I felt terrible for the past Kimberly who’d had to suffer such awful treatment from her peers.

      “And of course Diana didn’t want to represent her after that. Kicked her right out of her stable of girls.”

      “How awful.” At the wall, Kimberly was now being lowered back to the floor by the instructor holding her rope. She actually seemed to be slower coming down than she had been flying up under her own power.

      “Yep. But she got a new coach and worked hard. Now look at her. If it wasn’t for her thick ol’ thunder thighs, she could be a ballerina.”

      I could not see ‘thunder thighs’ on the poor girl. If she had thick thighs, I couldn’t imagine what most of the rest of us had.

      “As you said before, you can do anything if you put your mind to it,” I said brightly.

      “Except her becoming a ballerina,” said Clarissa with a little chuckle.

      Man, these girls were mean to each other. Then I had a particularly horrible thought—what had they said about me when I wasn’t there to listen?

      “It’s a terrible shame what happened,” I said quietly. “I’m sure Diana would have been proud to see how well Kimberly’s doing now.”

      Very inappropriately, Clarissa let out a high-pitched, snorting laugh. Since I hadn’t been making a joke it threw me for a loop.

      “What?” I asked somewhat testily.

      “Kimberly hated Diana after what all happened to her. In fact, that’s why I think she carried on competing.”

      “What do you mean?” I was puzzled. If something like that had happened to me, I would have quit immediately and taken up cross-stitch or something.

      “I think Kimberly would have quit pageants for good if she hadn’t been so upset at Diana kickin’ her out on her tush. Word is she only stayed around to stick it to Diana. She wanted to win this competition and rub it in her face.”

      I stared at the distant figure of Kimberly. Did she really have that much hate in her heart that would dedicate her life to beauty pageants just for revenge? And if she’d go that far, what else might she do?

      “Thanks for keeping me company, Clarissa. I think I’d better mingle before the other girls get jealous!”

      Her tiny little eyebrows slightly raised.

      “Jealous? Of what?” My cheeks had begun to flush before Clarissa realized I’d been making a little joke. “Oh, yes. Very funny. Bye now.”
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      I’m not entirely sure how I got roped into being roped up, but a few minutes later I found myself casually standing next to Kimberly, my legs already through a harness, while an activities coordinator called Jill tightened and fixed everything up.

      Kimberly said, “When we get to the top, you go up above me, and take a photo of me above all the other girls, okay darlin’?”

      “Yes, I’ll do my best.” I peered up nervously. The four-story-high wall hadn’t seemed all that high when I’d been standing with Clarissa, but it was dizzying up close.

      Kimberly thought a picture of her smiling face way above all the other contestants below would make her look suitably regal. She’d already mentioned that I should tag it #queenofthewall #queenofqueens #wallqueen and #bestbeautyqueen. She wanted to use my position as social media manager to advance her own campaign for the crown.

      But if she was going to use me, I was going to use her too. By mining her for information.

      “What happened must have been a big shock to you.” While I spoke, Jill was checking and fixing Kimberley’s harnesses with the quick but methodical skill of a professional.

      “Oh, it was a big shock for all of us.” Kimberly began flexing her hands in front of her, using first one hand then the other to really stretch them.

      “But for you particularly, what with her being your former coach and all.”

      Kimberly stretched her arms up above her, and then out to the side before she answered.

      “Oh, that was ages ago,” she said nonchalantly. “We change coaches all the time.”

      She seemed a bit too blasé about it in my opinion. If one of my former teachers or professors had been murdered, I didn’t think I would be anywhere near as casual about it at all. Even if they had dumped me.

      “But still, it must have been a horrible shock.”

      “Yeah, for all of us. But the show must go on, as we say in the pageant world! It doesn’t matter how big the disaster—a broken nail, even a forgotten outfit—we just buckle down and keep on goin’.”

      Or a murder?

      Jill finished checking our equipment and stepped backward, handing over the ropes that would support us if we fell to two of her colleagues who would be in charge of holding on to them and paying them out as we climbed.

      “You can begin to climb when you’re ready!”

      Kimberly stood still for a moment, her eyes scanning the wall like she was planning out a route. I tried to do the same but it just looked like a bunch of rocks to me. I’d wing it. Instead, I dug into my pocket and pulled out the little disc I had been carrying around.

      We’d see how nonchalant she would remain after seeing that.

      “Hey, Kimberly, know anything about this?” I held out my palm, the disc sitting in the middle.

      She flicked her eyes away from the wall to look at my hand, then did a double take. Her cheeks paled.

      “I don’t know what that is,” she said quietly, immediately stepping forward to the wall. “Let’s go.”

      Before I could push her on the matter, she’d begun to ascend. I quickly stuffed the piece of high heel back into my pocket and tried to follow her.

      Cece had been pushing me and Sam to start frequenting the staff gym with her, but we’d never quite managed the time to get to it. As soon as I began to climb, my arms and legs began to ache and I regretted not making the time for more exercise.

      Next time, I promised, I’d join Cece in the gym.

      Kimberly seemed to be going up at a slower pace than when I’d watched her before, but from glancing up I realized it was because she was deliberately taking a more difficult route. She was really stretching out her arms and legs to reach for distant holds, and I think I even saw her dangling from a single arm at one point as she swung a leg over to reach a distant rock.

      With growing confidence, I made my own way up the wall. I wasn’t moving like Kimberly, but I was putting one hand up after the other, stepping on the most prominent and forgiving rocky outcrops to make my own way up the wall.

      I knew I was taking the easiest route up, but it didn’t matter. I was doing it! Up, up, up I went. It was almost like climbing a ladder.

      Arm, foot, arm, foot. Perhaps I should take up climbing instead of going to the gym with Cece. I had read it was a great form of exercise and it certainly seemed more interesting than spending hours on a treadmill or exercise bike.

      Then I made a mistake.

      Nearly a fatal one.

      I looked down.

      At four stories high, the climbing wall hadn’t seemed that imposing from the ground level. But once I was halfway up, it had taken on an entirely new perspective. The people below me looked so far down I could hardly believe it, and I was only halfway up the wall!

      “Keep going!” shouted Jill. “Don’t look down!”

      I was looking down. And it was making me dizzy. I tried to look back at the wall, for my next handholds. Tentatively, I let go of the wall with one hand and tried to reach up. I couldn’t do it. My hand went straight back down to where it was and it locked in place. I couldn’t let go.

      “Are you stuck? If you’re stuck just let go and we’ll lower you down!”

      Let go? Were they crazy? I was at the cruising height of an airliner and they wanted me to just let go of the wall?

      “No!” I retorted with as much calmness as I could muster. I think it came out like the yelp of a strangled cat.

      I tried not to look at the ground, and looked up instead. Above me, Kimberly was at the top of the wall, sitting on it with her legs dangling over the edge like she was sitting on a bench instead of at the top of a giant cliff. She did not offer me any encouragement; instead, she glared at me.

      My fingers began to ache and I realized that I was squeezing my handholds too hard. They were cramping. But if I didn’t hold them so hard, I’d plummet off the wall.

      “Just let go! We’ll get you down!”

      I shook my head to myself and tried to calm my breathing. Peering up once more, I saw Kimberly smirking at me. Then, she frowned and looked across the room.

      “Just let go! Don’t worry! You’re perfectly safe!”

      Could I? Could I just let go of the wall? I did have a rope on, and the harnesses. It’s what they were there for, wasn’t it?

      I would. I’d do it. I’d let go.

      Down below I heard some kind of shouting, but I ignored it. For once, I was focusing entirely on myself.

      One… two… three!

      I let go.

      I’d expected to start swinging in the air before being gently lowered.

      I did not expect to start plummeting toward the ground.

      But I did.

      “Argh!”

      Down below me, I saw the man who was holding my rope. Only he wasn’t holding my rope. He was staring in the other direction.

      This was it.

      I was falling to my death at a climbing wall because of a beauty pageant.

      The rope sliding through the anchors must have slowed me to some extent, but it wouldn’t have stopped me from smacking into the ground with a deadly splat.

      There was a flash of white below me, someone snatched up the rope and with a breath-removing jerk I was saved.

      Winded, but saved.

      Blinking tears out of my eyes, I peered down to see Ethan holding onto the rope, staring up at me with shock and concern.

      “Adrienne! Are you okay?”

      I just shook my head. Of course I wasn’t okay.

      Blinking more tears out of my eyes, I looked out at the people below me. Most of them weren’t looking up at me, despite my scream, despite my near death experience.

      They were looking at Ruth Allen.

      The feminist protestor was wearing a beauty queen’s crown and a sandwich board with protest words scrawled across it. She held up a megaphone to her mouth.

      As I dangled, I listened to the ship’s biggest troublemaker and almost cause of my death.

      “Down with beauty pageants! Down with beauty pageants! Down with beauty pageants!”

      There was booing from the assembled beauty contestants as they protested the protest that was supposed to be ‘for’ them.

      Down below me, Ethan was holding onto my rope with one hand while angrily spinning around the climbing wall instructor with his other hand. The young man stared up at me, and then back at Ethan, and then up at me again.

      He had the kind of apologetic look on his face that made me want to kill him.

      Ethan handed the rope over to him and said something that looked very harsh. Not harsh enough in my book. I glared at him the whole way down as he slowly lowered me.

      As soon as Ethan had handed the rope over, he sprinted away toward Ruth, who was still screaming slogans into her megaphone.

      “Thanks,” I said with as much sarcasm as I could muster with my shaky voice when I finally made it to the ground. “Get these off me,” I said, smacking at the harness around my waist.

      “Nor more lookism! No more lookism! No mo—”

      The megaphone-enhanced voice came to an abrupt stop as Ethan removed it from Ruth’s hands. She was standing right in the middle of the activity space, nearly surrounded by angry looking beauty queens with hands on their hips and fierce expressions on their faces. I half-hoped they’d all pounce on her.

      I stepped out of the harness and hurried just as fast as I could on shaky legs to Ethan and Ruth.

      The megaphone was now on the floor, and Ruth was standing defiant. I could now read the front of the sandwich board she was wearing, “Only Inner Beauty Is Real” and “Cancel the Pageant!”

      “Ruth, come with me, please.” Although the words sounded like a polite request, the way Ethan said them was so powerful it couldn’t be taken as anything other than a command of the strictest order.

      “Stop the contest!”

      “Now.”

      Ruth seemed to pale and with a hesitant nod she reluctantly began to walk with Ethan out of the room.

      “You’ll thank me one day!” she shouted over her shoulder as she began to leave.

      “No, we won’t!” shouted one of the pageant contestants. The rest shouted agreement.

      That reminded me that I wasn’t done with Kimberly. I turned around, expecting to see her still sitting at the top of the wall, or perhaps on her way down.

      But she was nowhere to be seen. Impossible as it seemed, she must have climbed down on her own during all the commotion.

      She was gone.
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      Not knowing where to look for Kimberly, I headed to Ethan’s office. It was time to tell him my suspicions about her, as well as what else I had discovered.

      Outside Ethan’s office door, there was an orderly stationed who had something of a look of consternation on his face.

      “Hey, is he in there?” I figured Ethan had probably brought Ruth to his office. It was either here or the brig, and I didn’t think he would have taken her there yet. After all, she was a paying passenger—even if she was a particularly annoying one.

      “Yes, but I think he’s busy right now,” said the blond man in a white uniform.

      As I got closer, I could hear Ruth’s loud voice from inside, but I couldn’t quite make out what she was saying.

      “Is everything okay in there?”

      The orderly shook his head.

      “She’s a live one, all right. Let me check. He might appreciate the support.” The orderly used the intercom to call through to Ethan’s office. He picked up quickly. “Miss James is here to see you, sir.” The orderly slowly nodded into the phone.

      “He says you’re to go in immediately.”

      With some trepidation, I pushed open the door. The indistinct noise of Ruth’s voice immediately became clear as the soundproofing provided by the closed heavy door was removed.

      “No more pageant! No more pageant! No more pageant!”

      Inside the room, Ethan was sitting behind his large wooden desk, a weary expression on his face.

      Ruth Allen was not sitting. She was pacing up and down—marching, I supposed—while chanting the same slogan over and over again.

      Sitting on the desk was the crown that I had seen Ruth wearing earlier. It was missing a prong which had been snapped off. That confirmed what I had thought before: the crown was the same one that had belonged to Diana. And had been missing since her death, notably absent from her cabin.

      “No more pageant! No more pageant! No more pageant!” Ruth smiled at me as I entered, in between repetitions of her chant. I frowned back at her. We had enough problems on the ship without adding her to the mix.

      “Ruth?” I caught her eye as I said her name. She paused her chanting, an expectant look on her face.

      “You have made your point very clearly and with great enthusiasm. I think we’ve got it. We really, really do. Do you think you could take a break for a moment, so that I could talk to Ethan?”

      Ruth pursed her lips in thought before giving me a little nod.

      “Are you going to talk about canceling the pageant?”

      “Possibly,” I fibbed, “but we also need to talk about the murder. This is serious stuff.”

      Ruth smacked her hand angrily against the front of her sandwich board.

      “This is serious,” she declared. “For too long, women have been nothing more than slaves or pretty objects for men to covet and collect, and it’s time we—”

      “Yes, yes, I understand. I really do. Could we talk about it in a few minutes, though? Would you mind waiting outside?”

      The struggle on her face was real, but finally reason won out.

      “I’m going to be right outside.”

      Ruth pushed back her shoulders and marched toward the door, repeating her slogan and slapping her hand against the sandwich board as she did so.

      “No more pageant! No more pageant! No more pageant!”

      I followed her to the door, and as soon as she was clear of it, I pushed it firmly closed behind her. Perhaps she could keep the orderly entertained while I talked to Ethan.

      “I’ve had it about up to here with her,” said Ethan, holding a hand up around the level of his eyes.

      “She sure has strong opinions.”

      I walked back across the room and sat on one of a pair of high backed chairs in front of Ethan’s large wooden desk.

      In addition to his large desk there was a pair of small leather sofas opposite each other with a coffee table in between on one side of the room. The walls were decorated with wooden paneling and the whole room felt very much like I felt a first officer’s shipboard office should feel like.

      The room had a subtle aroma of leather and pine, from a mixture of Ethan’s regular cologne and the furnishings of the room. Idly, I wondered whether he chose the cologne to match the office. I wasn’t sure whether men did things like that, though.

      “So did you just come to rescue me from Ruth? Which, by the way, I’m incredibly grateful for. Or was there something else?”

      “It’s Kimberly Dawson. We need to find her before we dock again and she can escape. I think she might be…” I hesitated, but that was enough to let Ethan know what I meant. “I think we should talk to her. About what happened to Diana.”

      Ethan steepled his hands under his chin and raised his eyebrows at me.

      “What have you found out?”

      I explained to Ethan everything I knew. That not only had she been Diana’s former protege, which had ended in disaster, but that we knew she had deliberately been sabotaging high heel shoes as well.

      I produced the disc of leather-coated wood from my pocket.

      “Here. This is one of them. She had dozens more of them though.”

      Ethan looked at it, nodding thoughtfully as he twisted it around with his fingers.

      “So she cheats in pageants. And she had a history with Diana. Do you think that makes her a killer?”

      I wanted to scream yes, but I think it may have partially been my annoyance at being embarrassed by her on the climbing wall coming into play.

      “Not necessarily. But I think you should definitely bring her in and talk to her. See what she has to say. And I’m sure Autumn would like to hear all about the ‘modifications’ she’s been making to pageant shoes. But we should probably give her a chance to explain first. I tried to talk to her earlier, but she ran away.”

      “Okay. I’ll try to have a chat with her. But I think it will look better coming from me, don’t you?”

      Reluctantly, I agreed. I was, at least in the eyes of the passengers and guests, merely a social media manager. It should be Ethan who formally handled anything to do with the security situation aboard the ship.

      “Now.” Ethan picked up the beauty queen crown from his desk. “Do you think you can try and work your magic on Ruth again? She wouldn’t say a single word to me earlier until I promised to cancel the pageant, which of course I didn’t. I want to know how she got her hands on this crown.”

      “I’ll do my best.” I looked at the crown Ethan was holding up. “You don’t think she…”

      Ethan shrugged.

      “I kind of hope she did. Then I could legitimately lock her up and stop her from bothering everyone else on the ship.”

      It was wry humor and neither of us could manage much more than a half-smile.

      “It would be ironic though, wouldn’t it? Killing a woman in order to protect women.”

      “Crazy is what it would be,” said Ethan.

      I looked over my shoulder toward the door. Crazy was kind of how she’d been acting. But surely not that crazy.

      “I’ll bring her in. Oh, by the way, there’s another thing I’ve got to tell you about. After we’re done with Ruth though.”

      “Oh? Something good?” Ethan’s voice had a faint glimmer of hope to it.

      “Nope,” I said with a cheerful grin. “Another suspect. Tell you in a bit.”

      As I approached the door I could hear Ruth haranguing the orderly outside. At least she wasn’t chanting anymore.

      When I opened the door, the orderly’s face lit up with relief.

      “Ruth? Would you like to join us again?”

      “Hold on,” she said, holding up a palm in my direction. She turned back to the orderly. “… and that’s why you should feel bad for being a cisgender male. Okay?”

      The confused orderly gave her a tentative nod. Satisfied, she turned smartly, smacked her palm against her sandwich board, and walked back into Ethan’s office. I held the door open as she entered and then closed it behind her.

      “Take a seat,” I said, pointing toward one of the chairs in front of Ethan’s desk.

      She shook her head. “Can’t.” She patted the front of her protest board again.

      Rolling my eyes behind her back, I followed after her and sat down on the right-hand chair. Ruth stood behind the other one, leaning on its high back.

      “So you’re canceling the pageant?”

      I saw Ethan about to respond and I knew what he was going to say; it was going to be a hard no. So I swooped in and saved the day.

      “We’d love to talk about that in a minute, but there’s something else we have to ask you first.”

      Seemingly satisfied with my promise of a chance to talk more later, she consented.

      “What?”

      I turned away from Ruth back to Ethan. He picked up the crown from his desk and held it up for us to examine.

      “Ruth. I’m not making any accusations—” There seemed to me to be a silent yet after this pronouncement “—but today you were in possession of this crown. As you are no doubt aware, this belonged to Diana Penn, who was recently found dead. Murdered.”

      Ruth smacked her palm on the front of her sandwich board before she answered, the sharp slap acting as a complaint.

      “I would never hurt another woman! No matter how brainwashed she’d become by the oppressive nature of our sexist, male-dominated society!”

      “Right. As I said, I wasn’t making an accusation. I was hoping you would explain where you got the crown from, and why you were wearing it.”

      “It was given to me by one of my supporters.”

      Ethan and I exchanged a surprised glance.

      “Supporters?” I asked her.

      Ruth folded her arms across her sandwich-board-clad chest and nodded sharply.

      “Yes. The oppressed silent majority of women aboard this ship! They know that everything I say is completely true, but they’re too afraid of upsetting our corrupt patriarchal society to state it out loud!”

      That didn’t explain much. We needed something more specific.

      “Which supporter in particular?” I asked.

      “I don’t know which supporter.”

      “What do you mean? Where did you get the crown?” asked Ethan sharply.

      “Don’t talk to me like that! I have the right not to be violently abused with harsh language!”

      I squeezed my fingernails into my palms to stop myself from responding in some real violent language.

      Ethan was getting impatient because she was being obtuse, but he had retained a remarkable level of politeness. If I’d been first officer and head of security I don’t think I’d have been nearly as patient with her since her reign of disruption began.

      “Ruth. Please. A woman has been murdered. We need to know what you know. The killer is still out there. If we don’t catch them, they might even strike again. We’re just trying to get to the bottom of what happened.” I paused for a slow, calm breath. “Could you please tell us precisely who gave you the crown?”

      Ruth considered my words carefully before responding.

      “Okay.”

      “Well?”

      “The crown was left outside the door of my cabin. Obviously one of the poor pageant victims placed it there as a sign of solidarity with me.”

      Obviously. There couldn’t be any other possible explanation in her narrow-minded view of the world. I could immediately think of several other reasons.

      The crown could have been placed there to taunt her.

      The crown could have been given to her in a weak attempt at framing her for murder.

      The crown could have been left there in a you’re next kind of warning.

      But we didn’t need Ruth to worry about any of those possibilities just yet, so I decided to play along with her explanation for now.

      “But you don’t know who it was? Could you hazard a guess?”

      Ruth shook her head. “I don’t know who it was. Unfortunately, the poor pageant women are too afraid to reveal their dissatisfaction to me personally. It’s a secret message of solidarity from the shadows.”

      Ethan and I exchanged weary glances. Why had it taken her so long to reveal so little? Perhaps she just liked the attention.

      Ethan cleared his throat, leaned forward on his desk, and gave Ruth a hard look.

      “Ruth, I understand your political and social views. I’m sympathetic to them. I really am. But I have to keep our ship safe and secure for our passengers, and I have a duty to ensure that the other passengers, who have all paid good money to be on this ship, can enjoy their cruise without disruption.

      “I need you to stop these protests,” he went on. “If you do not, you will forfeit your right to be a passenger on this ship.”

      “Are you threatening to execute me? Make me walk the gangplank? That is just typical of the male-centric—”

      “No. I’m saying that you will be confined to a secure location. By which I mean the brig, also known as the ship’s prison, unless you stop your protests.”

      Ruth smacked her hands down on the back of the chair she was standing behind.

      “Have you ever heard of a little thing called the first amendment? I have a right to—”

      I stopped her there. As a former journalist, I was well versed in that particular amendment.

      “Ruth, you have a right to say what you want, but Swan has no obligation to provide you with a platform with which to do so. It’s not a public space, and you don’t have permission to protest here. The first amendment doesn’t give you the right to interrupt or interfere with private events, or give you the right to demand a private enterprise provide you with a platform for your opinions.”

      Ruth stared at me for a moment, then muttered under her breath but didn’t offer further complaint. I suspected she knew what I was saying already, but had been hoping to bamboozle us with her talk of the Bill of Rights.

      Ethan picked up where I left off.

      “This is our final warning and I want you to take it seriously. If there are any further protests, you’ll be sent to the brig and as soon as we return to American waters you’ll be removed from the ship. That is my decision and it’s final. Do you understand?”

      “It’s what I expected,” said Ruth, standing up straight. “You’ve all been brainwashed. Still, I hope I’ve planted some seeds of hope in the minds of some of the pageant victims.”

      “I’m sure you’ve given them all a lot to think about,” said Ethan charitably.

      “They certainly won’t forget you,” I added. I didn’t mention why they weren’t likely to forget her though, as I didn’t think she’d appreciate that much.

      “May I leave now?” Ruth looked toward the door behind her.

      Ethan couldn’t agree fast enough, and after extracting a final promise from her to cease her protests, we were alone again.

      “Do you think she’s going to behave?” asked Ethan.

      “Probably not,” I said. “But what more can you do? She’s had a final warning now.”

      “You know, her idea about the gangplank may not have been such a bad idea after all.”

      We both laughed at that.

      While of course he was kidding, he was running out of options with her. He really would have to lock her up if she kept disturbing the smooth operation of the ship and its events.

      “What was the other thing you mentioned?”

      I stood up, reached into my pocket, and placed the silver bracelet I had found into the gift shop onto the desk, next to the crown.

      “Was that Diana’s too?”

      “Yep. She was wearing it when Ruth did her stage invasion on the pool deck.”

      Ethan picked it up and held it to the light, slowly examining it.

      “Where did you find it?”

      I explained that I had found it in a pile of boas in the gift shop after I’d accidentally crashed into Rolf. I didn’t mention the housekeeper I was following though, glossing over that part. Ethan had enough to worry about as it was, and I wanted him to keep his focus on Kimberly and Rolf for now.

      “That must have been quite a scene!” he said with a chuckle. “And you’re sure the bracelet came from Rolf?”

      I shook my head. “I can’t be certain. I suppose it could coincidentally have been on the floor there. But that doesn’t seem likely, does it? On a ship this big? That I would just run into it after crashing into Rolf? If that was the case I should probably buy a lottery ticket too!”

      “Yeah, I see your point. So, is that three suspects we have?”

      “I guess. I wasn’t really counting Ruth though.”

      Ethan shook his head. “I don’t think we should discount her yet. She had the crown after all, and she hated the beauty pageant. It would be quite a statement, wouldn’t it? Strangling the beauty queen with her own sash in protest?”

      “Yeah, but I don’t see it. I really believe that she thinks she’s on the side of every woman on the planet. I don’t think she would deliberately hurt another woman. I just don’t see it. Now, if it had been Rolf that had been strangled…”

      Ethan nodded along but I could tell he wasn’t entirely convinced. He was welcome to follow up on Ruth, but I would stay focused on Kimberly and Rolf. I had serious questions for both of them, and I couldn’t imagine that their answers were going to be entirely innocent.

      “You may be right,” Ethan said, “but I want to keep all our options open. Let me know what else you find out. But be careful. Don’t let yourself be alone with any of them. We’ll go to Kimberly’s cabin together later to speak to her, assuming she’s there.”

      I nodded agreement. It would be nice to do something together with Ethan. While questioning a potential murder suspect wasn’t exactly top of my list of potential date ideas, it would at least be memorable.

      “Will do. Let me know if you find anything else out too. We might be able to put together connections if we stay informed.”

      “Yep. By the way, I still owe you the rest of that dinner. As soon as this is all over with…”

      I grinned at him. I’d almost begun to think he’d forgotten about our interrupted date. But of course he hadn’t. Ethan wasn’t the kind of person to forget about anything.

      “Promise?” I asked.

      “Scout’s honor,” he said with a grin.

      Despite my near-death experience, the recent murder, the constant protests of Ruth, and the continuing existence of my stalker, I left Ethan’s office with a happy smile on my face.

      Happy, but nervous.

      I had a lot to do.
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      Ethan and I met near Kimberly’s room and walked over together.

      “Do you think she’ll be there?” asked Ethan.

      “I sure hope so. If she isn’t, or she won’t talk to us, we’ll know something’s up for certain though.”

      Outside her door we rung the bell and waited for her to answer. Although there wasn’t really any reason to be, I felt nervous. She should be the one feeling nervous, I thought, not me, but my brain didn’t operate on logic.

      After a moment, we heard her approaching, and then the door swung open to reveal the messy room beyond.

      Kimberly was wearing shorts and a T-shirt and her hair was wet. For once, we saw one of the beauty queens in a more natural state. She’d just come out of the shower by the looks of it. She had managed to apply a light layer of makeup already though.

      “Why, hello there,” she said as she slowly ran her eyes over us. She spent more time looking at Ethan, and there was a little nod of approval as she scanned his pristine uniform. Finally, she turned her gaze to me.

      “So you made it down from the wall then, did you, darlin’?”

      I put on a smile to show that I wasn’t bothered. Even though I was.

      “Oh yes, no problem. It was great fun.”

      She narrowed her eyes at me, clearly not believing a word I was saying. “What can I do for y’all?”

      “Could we come in and talk to you for a moment, please?” said Ethan.

      “Well you can, but my room is a mess. But y’all are welcome. Come on in.”

      Kimberly swung the door all the way open and padded across the room. She had one of the smaller cabins, and it wasn’t really designed for meetings. Apart from the double bed, there were two padded chairs and a combined desk and makeup table. There were clothes scattered about the room, hanging on the backs of chairs, in a heap on the bed, and strewn across the floor.

      Kimberly pulled out the two chairs so that they were together in front of the bed, and indicated for us to sit on them. She sat on the edge of the bed, her feet barely touching the ground.

      Ethan and I sat down, and Kimberly gave us an expectant look.

      “So what can I do for y’all?”

      “Kimberly, I want to ask you about this,” I said, holding up the little disc I had shown her earlier.

      Unlike last time, there was no wall for her to escape up.

      She stared at it but didn’t say anything. She waited for us to continue.

      “Kimberly, did you cut this from one of Diana Penn’s shoes?”

      She bit her lip and looked around the room, as if looking for an escape route. Finally, realizing there wasn’t one, she answered.

      “I... did.” she stared down at her feet, not wanting to meet our eyes. “But I didn’t kill her!”

      “No one said you did,” said Ethan in a gentle but firm voice. “We’re just trying to figure out what has been going on.”

      “You sabotaged her shoes?” I asked for confirmation.

      “Yeah,” she said slowly.

      “Why? What happened?”

      “I didn’t mean to. Not at first. It just kinda happened.” She paused and looked at us both, biting her lower lip again. I nodded for her to continue. “I went to her room, to make amends. I wanted to put the past behind us.”

      “Are you referring to the fact that you used to be her protege, until she dropped you?”

      “We parted ways a few years ago. It’s nothin’ unusual. A lot of girls change coaches through the course of their career. It’s normal.”

      “From what I heard, there was a rather embarrassing event that precipitated you and Diana parting ways though, right? You fell off a stage?”

      Kimberly’s cheeks flushed slightly and she shifted about uncomfortably on the bed. She clearly did not like being reminded of that time.

      “That was a long time ago. I’m over it now. I admit, I was mad back then. I thought she shoulda supported me more. But now I know I was wrong—she was right to get rid of me when she did. I wasn’t worth it back then.”

      I felt sad for her then. I wanted to go back in time and tell her she was worth it.

      “But we hadn’t spoken since,” she continued, “and I didn’t want to leave things off like that. I wanted to tell her I forgave her, that it was all in the past. That’s why I went to see her.”

      “So you went to Diana’s cabin and… sabotaged her shoes? That doesn’t sound like you were trying to make amends.” Ethan wasn’t going to let her off the hook easily.

      “I didn’t mean to. I went to her cabin to just clear the air. But she wasn’t there, and the door was open. I couldn’t help myself. When I saw her old crown, sittin’ on the nightstand, all those awful old memories came back. How she’d laughed along with the rest of them… and then kicked me out of her squad. It wasn’t fair then, and she never made it right. I thought I was over it all... but when I saw her crown, it all came back. How I felt that day. How everyone laughed. I wanted to make them laugh at her, instead.”

      Ethan and I exchanged sympathetic looks. Although her behavior was almost incomprehensible to us, we all knew what it was like to be embarrassed. I could almost understand how she acted. Almost, but not quite.

      “So you decided to sabotage her shoes? To get revenge?” asked Ethan.

      “Yeah. I went a little crazy. I removed a little bit from one of every pair of her heels. I wanted her to fall off a stage and have everyone laugh at her. See how she liked it.”

      Kimberly had begun wringing her hands together while she spoke, running them over and over each other. She was nervous. But was it just because of what she had done to Diana’s shoes, or was there something more?

      “But I didn’t kill her!” She looked imploringly at the two of us, her light blue eyes seeming to be begging to be believed. “I didn’t. What happened to me happens all the time in the pageant world. It didn’t stop me—I just got another coach. Diana didn’t ruin my career or nothin’. It wasn’t like I was one of the girls in the nude picture scandal or anything.”

      “The what?” I asked.

      Ethan leaned forward on the chair, his hands resting on his knees. I did the same. We might finally be getting somewhere.

      “You didn’t hear about that?” Kimberly seemed surprised. “You don’t follow the news?”

      “I don’t manage to keep up with all the pageant news.”

      Kimberly shook her head with a slight frown, disappointed in the fact that Ethan and I were way behind on all the pageant gossip.

      “A couple of years ago, there was a bit of a scandal. Several of Diana’s girls had pictures stolen from their phones—nude ones—and they were all posted online with nasty captions about beauty queens.”

      “That’s awful,” said Ethan seriously.

      “And you think Diana did it?”

      “Most people don’t. In fact, they have a lot of sympathy for Diana over it. She lost a buncha clients over it. Several of the girls just dropped out of pageants entirely. I heard a couple of them even moved just to escape the whole mess. One even decided to become a doctor instead. Can you imagine? She could have achieved so much, but she threw it all away because of a few silly ol’ pictures.”

      “That’s... a big change from beauty pageants.” Kimberly and I clearly ranked ‘great jobs’ somewhat differently. At least it seemed that way from the disdainful way she said doctor, like it was an embarrassment.

      “But do you think Diana was involved in releasing the pictures?” asked Ethan.

      Kimberly slowly nodded. “I can’t prove it or nothin’. But she had a mean streak—claimed it was the only way to get the best out of her girls—and I can’t help but think she released them to teach them a lesson. Y’know, that they shouldn’t be thinking about boys, they should be focusing on the pageants. Seems like the kind of thing she might could’ve done.”

      “But it backfired and she lost a bunch of her clients?”

      “Yep, as best as I can tell, that’s what happened. But I wasn’t with her then of course, so I only just heard about it all secondhand. Diana denied everything, and most people believed her.”

      Ethan nodded slowly, satisfied with what he’d heard so far. It did seem a little unlikely to me that Diana would have released pictures of her own clients to punish them. But a lot of what these pageant people did was bizarre to me.

      “And could you tell us where you were the morning Diana died?”

      Kimberly looked at me before she answered. And then I remembered. I’d seen her that morning.

      “I was with Clarissa, at the Boulevard Café. We didn’t want to stuff ourselves with food like some of the other girls, so we just went for a coffee instead.”

      I nodded confirmation to Ethan.

      “I remember now—I did see her there with Clarissa. Ruth was there too. It was just before I discovered... Diana.”

      “I see. Thank you, Kimberly. Now, do you think there’s anything else we should know about Diana Penn, or anyone else involved in the pageant on the ship?”

      Kimberly scrunched up her face in thought for a moment,

      “No. I don’t think so. We’re all just normal people, y’know?” I most certainly did not know, but I understood what she was driving at. “What happened to Diana was such a shock to everyone. I can’t think of anyone who’d wanna hurt her like that.”

      Right. Sabotaging her shoes is perfectly normal behavior, but strangling someone isn’t.

      “Thanks for your time, Kimberly. Good luck in the competition.” Ethan stood up, picked up his chair, and placed it back under the desk where it had come from. I quickly followed suit.

      “Thanks Kimberly. See you around.”

      “Want to climb with me again? I could give y’all some tips.”

      I shook my head so rapidly and suddenly I put a crick in my neck.

      “Umm, no thanks. I think I’ll stick to the gym instead.”

      Kimberly gave me a quizzical look. “You go to the gym?”

      What was this, an interrogation? I mumbled something under my breath about being too busy and followed it up with a forced laugh.

      “Bye,” I said, opening the door and stepping outside before she could really push me on my exercise habits. I would go to the gym with Cece. Once I had some spare time, anyway. I was just so busy.

      When we were outside of her room, Ethan and I naturally headed toward the outside deck. We needed to confer after our meeting with her and there was too much chance of being overheard inside the ship.

      It was a hot, sunny day, the warmth of the sun’s rays tempered by a salty sea breeze that seemed to effortlessly fill the lungs. Not that breathing was too much of a chore for me—I’m not that out of shape—but there’s something really energizing about an ocean wind.

      “What do you think of her alibi?” asked Ethan. He was leaning up against a railing looking out to sea, and I joined him. There was no one around on this little part of the deck, so we could speak freely.

      “Nonexistent. It’s true I did see her just before I discovered Diana, but she clearly hadn’t been at the café long. She could have easily met up with Clarissa after...”

      Ethan nodded. “Right. I didn’t think her alibi was up to much either. But did she strike you as a killer?”

      “Hard to say. If you’d have asked me a year ago, I would have said definitely not. But I’ve since learned that people aren’t always what they seem. It’s hard to see it though, don’t you think?”

      “I’m inclined to agree, but I’m not scratching her off your list yet.”

      “Right. My list.” It felt odd that he said it like that. I supposed it was me who did most of the investigating, but it still felt strange that it was me who was in charge of the list of suspects. Solving murders wasn’t what I thought I’d be doing when I originally signed up to be a social media manager on a ship.

      “We should talk to Rolf, and some of the others too. Perhaps find out more about this photo scandal.”

      “Right. If Diana did release the pictures, like Kimberly thinks she might have, then perhaps one of her former clients might have wanted some revenge.”

      “The captain is hosting some of them for dinner tonight. Would you like to join, as my guest? It’ll give us a chance to talk to them without them being able to squirm away.”

      “Sure, I’d like that,” I said with a smile.

      Not only was it a chance to talk to the suspects, but it was basically a date. Secretly interviewing murder suspects with First Officer Hot Stuff. What could be more romantic than that?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

        

      

    

    
      That evening, I put on my only formal dress, a long black number. Our cabin on the ship was small, and there was very little downtime for those of us who worked aboard the ship to spend getting dressed up. It never seemed worth bringing any more than one nice dress and one good pair of heels.

      Of course, if Ethan and I got more serious, perhaps I might spend more time dining with the well-to-do. Then I’d have to dress up every night. I wasn’t sure if the thought of that was exciting or off-putting. Perhaps a little of both.

      I met Ethan near the restaurant, and we walked in together. We were dining at the captain’s table in the Captain’s Club—the main evening restaurant for the VIP guests and other high-paying customers.

      “Looks like everyone’s here,” said Ethan quietly to me as we approached the table.

      There were only two seats left. At the table, the captain seemed to be holding court, while around him sat Autumn and Rolf, Martin and Clarissa, and Kelly Cline.

      “Hi, guys!” said Kelly excitedly, patting the seat next to her for me to sit down on. Ethan sat at the other remaining seat, on the other side of my chair, next to the captain. I knew he wouldn’t be too thrilled about that; he and the captain didn’t get along.

      “We were just talking about the murder,” said the captain rather loudly.

      I swallowed in surprise. Was no one into subtlety around here? Looking around the table, I guessed not. The pageant people were always the exact opposite of subtle, and, in a different way, so was Kelly.

      “Terrible business,” said Ethan in a quiet, sober voice.

      There were half-hearted nods and mumbles of agreement that barely disguised the fact that they were all actually excited by it all. I could understand that a murder wasn’t exactly a common occurrence, but from the atmosphere at the table it felt like they were treating it like some kind of thrilling entertainment rather than the awful tragedy it actually was. Who could be excited, or heaven forbid, happy about murder?

      “How are the contestants dealing with the death of one of their judges?” I asked the table, in an effort to inject a bit of more appropriate, sober seriousness.

      “Why, that’s a great question,” said Clarissa, clearly trying to mask her accent in mixed company. Martin slowly nodded to himself with a satisfied smile on his face next to her. “But,” she continued, “I think that we—they are all just such professionals that nothing can faze them, don’t you think, Martin?” she turned toward him and batted her eyelashes up at her mentor.

      “Indeed, that’s right, Clarissa. They are all professionals. I think they can cope with the unfortunate death of the judge. But what’s really disturbing, even more so than the murder, is that awful, awful woman.”

      There were murmurs of agreement and nods around the table. Of course they were talking about Ruth Allen and the various protests she’d been upsetting them all with.

      Ethan winced. “I’ve had very strong words with her today. I don’t think she’ll be disturbing any more of your events. And if she tries, she’s going to be locked up.”

      Martin gave Ethan a quizzical look. “But she should be locked up already. She clearly was involved in Diana’s death. I’m not saying she actually did it, but she…” Martin stopped and shook his head to himself emphatically. “No. I guess I am. It must have been her who did it. No one else would ever want to harm Diana Penn. She was one of the greats, you know.”

      I could see Ethan tensing up next to me. For obvious reasons, he didn’t want people running around the ship accusing each other of murder.

      “While I understand she’s been disruptive, we have no reason to believe she’s actually a killer.” Ethan’s tone was calm, measured and reasonable. “I can assure you we’re following up on every lead.”

      “Just arrest her and be done with it. That’s what I say,” said Martin with a shake of his head, like he couldn’t understand why we hadn’t done it already.

      “If and when we find any convincing evidence of her—or someone else—committing the crime, we certainly will,” said Ethan through gritted teeth. Like most people, Ethan didn’t like being told how to do his job by an ill-informed amateur.

      Autumn squeezed Clarissa’s arm. Watching her from my position, I couldn’t quite tell whether it was a friendly way of getting her attention, or whether she was using her fingers like calipers to measure the fat. It could have been a little of both.

      “This is some learning experience for you, isn’t it? I bet you didn’t imagine all this going on when you agreed to come see this little pageant!”

      Clarissa gave a confident shy smile, like she’d been practicing it in a mirror for weeks.

      “Oh, yes, it’s been the most wonderful opportunity,” she answered with an adoring look up at Martin.

      Autumn looked at Clarissa’s mentor and caught his eye with a raise of her chin. “She’s quite a find, Martin. Well done. You know, even Diana thought so, before... you know.”

      Martin patted Clarissa on the shoulder like she was a well-behaved puppy before turning back to Autumn.

      “Yes, Diana was known for her poaching wasn’t she? Unfortunately for her, Clarissa is loyal. You actually appreciate what people do for you, don’t you, dear?”

      “I sure do.” She smiled up at him while she spoke. “You’ve always been so good to me. You’ve taught me so much.”

      Goodness, it was getting sickly sweet in here. And we were nowhere near dessert yet. It was interesting what Martin had said, about how Diana was known for poaching other girls. Perhaps Martin had a reason to want to get rid of Diana too. I was going to keep a careful eye on him. As well as on Kimberly, Rolf, Ruth and... cornstalks, there were so many of them.

      “I was wondering,” I said to the table at large, “where did Diana’s sash and crown come from? Was it a big competition?”

      Martin, Rolf, and Autumn each looked at each other in turn, as if deciding what their group opinion on the matter was. Martin answered first though.

      “That was just her being petty, wasn’t it?”

      Rolf was nodding, but Autumn was shaking her head.

      “She won it when she was crowned Queen of the South in nineteen eighty-seven,” said Rolf with what sounded like a hint of bitterness. “Now, why she was wearing that particular crown and that particular sash on this cruise? I think we can answer that in one word.”

      “Pettiness,” said Martin sharply before Rolf could finish.

      “Coincidence,” said Autumn with an amused shake of her head.

      “Pride,” said Rolf.

      “Well, that cleared that up,” I whispered in Ethan’s ear. He squeezed my leg under the table. He was amused but couldn’t laugh at the guests.

      Martin looked at Autumn, and she shook her head and stared down at the table in response. She didn’t want to talk about it. But Martin certainly did.

      “Autumn and Diana were both competing—they were the two favorites. Everyone knew that one of them would win.”

      “And Autumn... didn’t?” I said with an apologetic look her way.

      Martin nodded. “Diana was crowned that year. Autumn won the following year. But Diana always held it over her. She’d won it first. She was so proud of it. Insanely proud of it, you might say.” He chuckled to himself. “That’s why she was wearing them on this cruise. She has tons of sashes and crowns and trophies, but that was the one that really counted for her. When she beat the great Autumn Meadows.”

      “No,” said Autumn quietly, “that was all so long ago. I’m sure it was just coincidence that she was wearing that crown and sash. Our rivalry was years in the past. We’d grown up and moved on since then.”

      Martin didn’t respond, but from the crooked smile on his face, I could tell he wasn’t convinced. Rolf just sat in silent, stoic support of his wife, his hand clasped on top of hers.

      “Ah! Soup’s here!” said Kelly loudly.

      The soup was indeed there, a thick french onion soup that was delivered to each of us simultaneously by four waiters each carrying two rich, steaming bowls.

      Everyone made appreciative comments about the look and smell of the dark brown soup and began to dig in.

      Kelly began delivering the soup from her bowl to her mouth in an almost continuous up-down motion of spoon-to-bowl and spoon-to-mouth. She was done in less than a minute. I think I was on about my third mouthful of the delicious starter by then.

      “So!” said Kelly loudly. Conversation at the table had dropped while everyone ate, but Kelly planned to revive it. “How did Ruth get Diana’s crown?”

      Ethan glared at her but she was obliviously smiling across the table at the team of pageant judges.

      “That matter is still being investigated,” answered Ethan. He said it with a kind of finality, that indicated the topic wasn’t open for further discussion. Of course, everyone ignored it.

      Martin clinked his spoon against his bowl loudly, attracting everyone’s attention. “Well, it’s clear,” he said, “she stole the crown from Diana after strangling her with her sash. I can’t see why you don’t see that.” The last sentence was said directly to Ethan. “It seems obvious, doesn’t it?”

      Rolf was nodding along, as was Clarissa. I suspected Clarissa would agree with anything Martin said though; she was his protege, after all.

      I saw Ethan hesitating, deciding whether to speak or not. Finally, he did.

      “First, let me assure you I am no fan of Ruth. She’s been a huge pain this trip, and caused me a lot of unnecessary extra work. That said, do you really think, if she killed Diana and stole the crown, she would then wear it while she protested? Wouldn’t that be rather dumb?”

      Martin nodded. “It would be rather dumb. Kind of like her protests.”

      Clarissa, Autumn, and Rolf all tittered along with Martin.

      “That’s probably what she wants you to think,” said Autumn. “She probably thinks that doing something so obvious would act as a kind of defense—which you’ve fallen for.”

      Under the table, I squeezed Ethan’s knee in a gesture of support. These people were nearly insufferable.

      “So simultaneously dumb and clever?” I asked. “A kind of Schrodinger’s crown?”

      I got some strange looks from across the table.

      “Look,” said Ethan, “I have not discounted the possibility of it being her, but at the moment I don’t think it’s likely. Her whole schtick is protecting women, not harming them, even if they are doing something she disagrees with—”

      “More misdirection, perhaps?” said Autumn, interrupting.

      “But needless to say, I have not discounted the possibility. Me and my team,” Ethan clasped my hand under the table and squeezed it. “are looking into all the suspects.”

      It was with great satisfaction that I watched Ethan catch each member of the pageant team across the table with their own, individual stare, one after the other. He was letting them know that he was checking into all of them. And quite right too. It seemed almost everyone had some kind of motive to have killed Diana.

      The silence at the table extended for some time, and was just about to verge into uncomfortable, when a band on a small elevated stage at the far end of the restaurant began to play.

      “There is a small interlude for dancing between courses today,” said the captain to the table. “It’s time for me to do my duty.” He followed the last word with a little chuckle. “Some of the older ladies expect a dance with the captain.” He shook his head, but it was with a smile. Like he was complaining about the chore of it but secretly enjoyed it. “Ethan? Kelly?”

      They both stood up as well. As senior members of crew and staff, they were expected to mingle with the guests and make them feel like the very important people they were. Even if they weren’t important, their money certainly was.

      Autumn stood up. “Excuse me, I’m going to powder my nose.”

      This was a good opportunity for me as well. I’d been wanting a chance to talk to Autumn. Especially now that it had been revealed that she may have had some simmering resentment—despite her denials—dating back all the way to the eighties.

      “Please excuse me too, back soon,” I said to the two remaining men at the table, and made to follow Autumn.
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      Soon after, I found myself looking into a well-lit mirror in the rather luxurious Captain’s Club bathrooms. I was standing next to Autumn, who was busy touching up her already seemingly-perfect hair and makeup.

      I was doing the same, though I felt a bit awkward next to Autumn. I thought she’d be judging my non-extortionately-priced brand of makeup and the fact that my hairstyle was closer to ‘easy to manage’ than ‘four figures and your first born.’

      “Oh, Autumn, I wanted to ask you something!” I said as brightly as I could, as it was a mere happy coincidence that we were both standing there at the same time.

      “Oh?” She looked me over in the mirror and I could have sworn I saw a wince on her face that said please don’t ask to be in a beauty pageant. But I probably just imagined it.

      “I don’t suppose you lost a bracelet, did you? A silver one?”

      She looked slightly relieved at my question.

      “No, I haven’t lost anything as far as I know. Where did you find it?”

      “Oh, it was found on the day of the interviews. I thought perhaps you dropped it. Maybe it was one of the girls.”

      I didn’t want to tell her that I actually thought it had come from Rolf. She hadn’t expressed any recognition with regard to the bracelet though, so if Rolf had been carrying it, then Autumn was oblivious to that fact.

      “I don’t tend to favor silver,” said Autumn, “I’m more of a gold girl myself. It matches my name, you see. The golden leaves of fall.”

      “Of course,” I said with a chuckle. But from the look she gave me in response, she hadn’t been joking. It was time to change the topic.

      “Do you know if Diana ever went to Tucson?”

      “Tucson? Arizona? Why would she go there?”

      “For a pageant?” I suggested.

      Autumn shrugged. “I suppose it’s possible. I don’t think I ever did though, not that I recall. She might have done some podunk competition there I guess.”

      I was trying to figure out if there was any connection between Diana and my stalker.

      “Okay, and one other thing. Did Diana have a favorite candy bar?”

      “What an odd question,” said Autumn, shaking her head. Instead of looking at me in the mirror, she turned to face me directly. I turned my head too. “What on earth do you want to know that for?”

      Uh-oh. I guess it did sound like a strange question, didn’t it?

      “Oh, it’s just we found a candy bar near... her. I was wondering whether it could have been hers, or whether it might have come from the... you know.”

      “Killer,” said Autumn, helpfully saying out loud and clear the word I’d been trying to avoid.

      “Yes.”

      “As a matter of fact, she had a soft spot for these horrible imported Swiss orange-flavored chocolate bars. I think they were called Mimmy And Me bars. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone eat one of them apart from her. Do you know them?”

      Oh boy, did I know them.

      “Mille and Me, not Mimmy And Me,” I corrected. “That’s the exact kind we found. I suppose it must have been hers then.”

      I didn’t know whether to be pleased or annoyed by that revelation. I was hoping to catch my stalker, but at the same time, it would be a lot nicer if they had just disappeared and I never heard from them again. I had been so sure that the Millie And Me bar was a sign for me, but now it seemed much more likely that Diana had simply been carrying her favorite candy bar.

      “Yes. I expect she brought a box of them with her. I doubt they sell them on this ship.”

      “Nope, they don’t,” I confirmed.

      “You’re quite the little detective, aren’t you?” said Autumn, closing her compact with a loud snap and dropping it back in her black clutch.

      “Oh, not me,” I said with a self-deprecating laugh. “I just try to help out where I can.”

      Autumn looked at me for several seconds before she spoke again.

      “That’s very noble of you. See you shortly.” With a wave of her hand, she spun on her heels with much more panache than I could ever muster and left me alone.

      I wasn’t exactly sure what I’d learned from her. Mentioning the bracelet hadn’t seemed to have sparked any recognition on her end. But maybe she was just good at bluffing.

      Picking up my bag, I left the bathroom to return to the fray. Outside, an area near the front of the room had been kept clear and a dozen or so couples, including the captain and Kelly, were ballroom dancing.

      I slowly walked across the room, observing the atmosphere. The Captain’s Club was filled with large, circular tables like the one I was seated at. Most of the tables had a senior officer or member of staff to act as a kind of host or hostess for the other guests.

      When I got to the front of the room, I looked out at the small dance floor, and couldn’t help but smile. The captain was dancing with a lady who looked old enough to be his grandmother, and he was in his mid-forties at least.

      Further across the floor, I could see the diminutive form of Kelly with a much taller guest—though they pretty much all were—and as they slowly turned, I blinked and did a double take. The guest had fairly long hair, tanned skin, and a french cut beard. That guest was no guest. He was the mysterious disappearing housekeeper I’d been after!

      Though he almost certainly wasn’t a housekeeper either,. Cece had been right. So was he a stowaway? An undercover spy? Or something else entirely?

      Determined to find out, I began to march my way across the dance floor, dodging between twirling couples. I had my eyes locked on the man. I wasn’t going to let him get away this time. Focusing intently on him, I kept going. As I got closer, he saw me heading toward him.

      At first, he smiled at me. I didn’t smile back. I kept going. His eyes narrowed, and then his eyebrows shot up in alarm. Just as I approached, he gave Kelly a shove and she flew right into me.

      “Argh!” she yelped.

      I caught her and stopped her falling to the ground, and she grabbed onto my arm gratefully.

      “What the heck was that!?” Her head whipped around to search out her dance partner. But he was already making a getaway.

      “I don’t know, but I’m going to find out!”

      As soon as Kelly had regained her balance, I started to run after the man. Unfortunately, one of the things I’d never quite got the hang of was running in high heels. Walking was hard enough, but running? Not a chance. While I tottered across the dance floor, the man gave one last glance over his shoulder at me, and then burst through the kitchen doors.

      When I reached the edge of the floor, I quickly kicked off my shoes. If I was going to catch him, I was going to have to move fast.

      When I was free, I sprinted toward the kitchen doors. I can be pretty fast when I’m not hobbling, and I was quietly confident that I was going to catch him. I burst through the double doors, and immediately I saw him, right on the far side of the kitchen about to exit through another set of doors which led to another one of the restaurants.

      He wasn’t going to get away.

      “Stop!” I yelled as I continued my mad dash.

      “What?” came a voice, as its owner stepped out from behind a refrigerator, a concerned look on his face.

      And he was right to have the concerned look on his face.

      Because not only was he holding a giant silver tray loaded with several dozen martini glasses full of pink mousse, but there was a manic-looking social media manager barreling toward him—me.

      “Argh!” I shouted, trying to dodge out the way. At the last moment, I saw who it was: Greg Washington, one of the ship’s chefs and a man I knew quite well from previous cruises.

      “Oh, lord no!” he shouted, and also tried to dodge out the way.

      He moved to his left. I moved to my right.

      CRASH!

      I flew right into him, smashing him in the stomach and sending his tray flying into the air. Greg lost his balance and fell to the ground, with me landing awkwardly on top of him.

      Smash, smash, smash, smash…

      The martini glasses had flown through the air, sending their pink-splashing contents in a hundred different directions. And of course, what goes up, most certainly has to come back down. Several landed on my back, and head, while others shattered nearby.

      “Adrienne!? Girl, what on earth possessed you!?”

      I looked across the room. The man was gone.

      I looked down at Greg.

      What do you say?

      What can you say?

      I went with the classic response.

      “Sorry?”

      He put his face over his hands and groaned.

      I did the same.

      It was some time before either of us got up again, only doing so when several chefs came to offer their assistance.

      It was one of those days.
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      The next day was a new day.

      A fresh start.

      No need to think about the embarrassment of the day before, when I’d walked back to the dining table covered in pink dessert—from my dress to my hair to my face.

      “You’ve got something on you,” Autumn had said with an arched eyebrow to almost everyone else’s amusement. Everyone except Ethan, who had of course been sympathetic.

      I’d made my excuses and left with as much grace as I could in the circumstances, carrying my heels in one hand and using the other to stop bits of pink dessert from falling onto guests as I passed them on my way out of the restaurant.

      But that was all done and over with. There was no need to think about it anymore. Over and over again. While I repeatedly did keep thinking back to it. I suspected I’d still be thinking about when I was on my deathbed, hopefully many, many years in the future, despite my best efforts to forget all about it.

      But it was a new day, and a new country. We were in Mexico, the ship was docked at Cozumel, and we were doing something special for our beauty queens.

      “But why didn’t you get someone to take your photo?” asked Sam with an angry glare. She was mad that she had missed the excitement of me making a fool of myself.

      “A photo? Who wants a photo of themselves looking like that!?”

      Sam shrugged. “Me!”

      “Oh, very funny.”

      “Cece would love to see it too. Oh yeah, and a little place known as the internet. I’m pretty sure the entire internet would have loved to see you.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Come on. We’re supposed to be working.”

      Sam and I had accompanied the pageant contestants to San Gervasio, a site full of ancient Mayan ruins and we were there to make sure everything went smoothly.

      Which of course it didn’t.

      “It’s like herding swans, isn’t it?” said Samantha as we surveyed the scene.

      Our pageanters were wandering around the ruins, all of them holding up their cell phones to take unnatural natural-looking selfies of themselves and each other as they did so. More than a few of them tripped over because they weren’t looking where they were going, much to our guilty amusement.

      “I want to take pictures of them, but I only get pictures of them taking pictures of themselves,” I complained.

      Sam shrugged. “Don’t bother. Just grab the pictures from their social media sites and share them. They probably take better pictures than you anyway.”

      “Oh, thanks,” I said sarcastically. It was true though. I’d trained as a journalist, not a photographer, and I didn’t spend nearly as much time trying to take glamorous photos as these girls did.

      “I’m going to take a nap under that tree,” said Sam pointing at a rather inviting shady spot.

      I was tempted to join her, but there were a couple of things I was hoping to accomplish during this day trip. Things like questioning my suspects.

      “Don’t work too hard while you’re napping,” I said, giving her a punch on the arm.

      “I’ll try not to,” said Sam, putting a hand over her mouth to suppress a yawn while she said it.

      When she’d left me I started to wander around the ruins seemingly at random. Like I wasn’t looking for someone in particular. Like I definitely wasn’t searching out one particular man to talk to.

      After talking to Autumn the day before, I was convinced that not only had Rolf taken Diana’s bracelet, but there was more to it than I had figured out so far. Like the archaeologists who’d been to San Gervasio before me, I needed to dig deeper.

      I found Rolf staring away from the ruins, back near the ocean.

      “Not that interesting, huh?”

      Rolf looked at me and smiled. It wasn’t so much a friendly smile of greeting though. It was a barely suppressed cackle of laughter as he remembered what I looked like the day before covered in pink mousse. Luckily he was just about enough of a gentleman not to bring the topic up.

      “I don’t get ruins. What’s the point of them? If they were any good, they would have maintained them, wouldn’t they?”

      I’d never thought about it that way before. I didn’t think I would again, either.

      “That’s an interesting way of looking at it,” I said, nodding along like I didn’t think it was stupid, which I did.

      “I think it’s much more interesting to focus on the here and now. Give me a modern skyscraper over a crumbling ruin any day.”

      “Right. I can see that.” At least that made a bit more sense. If you were an idiot.

      “Say, Rolf, you didn’t lose anything recently, did you?”

      His forehead wrinkled as he thought.

      “I don’t think so. I thought I’d lost my concealer, but I found it in Autumn’s bag. She borrowed it, can you believe that?”

      With a laugh I shook my head.

      “Not that. The other day, when I ran into you in the shop—”

      “You’re a bit of a klutz, aren’t you? The boas in the shop, the mousse in the restaurant. It’s a wonder you didn’t fall in the pool as well!”

      I decided not to tell Rolf that actually I had fallen in the pool. Twice. Just not on this cruise. Though there was still time...

      “Yes, I’m clumsy,” I said to shut him up.

      I didn’t think I was all that clumsy, not usually. I hadn’t been until I started working on the Swan of the Seas. “But back to the topic at hand. The shop. After you’d left, I found a bracelet on the floor, right where we’d been standing.”

      “I’d hardly call what you were doing standing,” he said.

      Suppressing a glare, I pretended he was funny and treated him to a brief smile. “Do you know anything about that bracelet?”

      “No, no. I don’t know anything about any silver bracelets. I don’t tend to wear them myself, though I do have some silver cufflinks.”

      I didn’t believe Rolf. Not because of his tone, but because of the fact I hadn’t mentioned anything about the bracelet being silver. He’d brought that up all by himself. But he was denying any knowledge of it for the time being.

      I briefly considered pushing him further—asking him how he knew it was silver—but decided this wasn’t the time or the place. I should probably check with Ethan and see what he thought. Knowing that Rolf was definitely hiding something was good enough for me for the moment.

      “Well, if you know nothing about it, it must have come from somewhere else,” I said. “I guess I’ll just hand over to lost and found then.”

      “Good idea. Right, I think it’s time to find some refreshments. Enjoy the crumbling buildings.”

      “Will do,” I said with a sad shake of my head.

      We both turned back toward the historic site to head our separate ways. But Rolf didn’t get to go for his refreshments. Standing right behind us was Autumn, and from the look on her face, she wasn’t too happy. In fact, she looked downright furious.

      “A… Autumn!” said Rolf in shock. “I didn’t know you were there!”

      Autumn slowly shook her head, a contemptuous look on her face. Then she swiveled, and angrily began to walk away from us. She’d overheard our conversation and something had clearly upset her. I was pretty sure it wasn’t Rolf’s disrespect for the ancient ruins.

      It was the bracelet.

      Autumn knew more than she’d let on the night before when I questioned her, and so did Rolf.

      But neither of them were talking to me about it.

      Autumn stalked away in a huff, while Rolf hurried along behind her.

      “Wait, Autumn, wait...”

      She didn’t wait. She picked up her pace, and soon the two of them were out of earshot.

      With some new interesting information, I walked back toward most of the girls, who were now standing in a big group while Sam took pictures of them. I guessed she didn’t get much of a nap.

      Sitting on an old rock, watching the proceedings, was Martin. I had a few things I wanted to ask him too, so I sidled my way over, as if running into him by pure chance.

      “You’ve changed, then?” said Martin as I approached.

      “Changed?”

      “You know. From last night!” he began to laugh as soon as he finished speaking.

      With my hands on my hips, I waited for him to finish. I found the whole thing much less amusing than everyone else.

      “Sorry, sorry,” he waved his hand downward in an apologetic, calming motion. “It’s just we were all tickled pink yesterday.” He paused a beat. “Though it was you who was pink—with strawberry mousse!”

      I almost turned and walked away from him. But unfortunately, I really did need to talk to him.

      “I suppose it’s much funnier when you’re not the one who’s embarrassed,” I conceded.

      He finally stopped laughing and shifted across on the rock he was sitting on, patting a flat piece of the rough surface next to him.

      “Grab a pew.”

      I sat down and joined him. I wondered how much longer they’d tease me about the pink pudding incident. One of the good things about working on a cruise ship though was you got to say goodbye to the passengers after a week or so. And I didn’t think I’d be hiding my enthusiasm when I waved off this bunch of prissy pageanters.

      “I guess my embarrassment isn’t as bad as what happens to some of the people in your industry.” I nodded my head toward the girls who were attempting to all jump into the air simultaneously, while Sam futilely tried to capture them all airborne in a literal ‘jumping for joy’ pose. After the third failed attempt, the joy was looking more and more fake.

      “Oh?” said Martin, his interest piqued.

      “I heard about when poor Kimberly fell off the stage in front of everyone.”

      Martin let out a snort. “Oh, yes, that was funny. She nearly quit because of it!”

      Hilarious. Not. These people had the worst sense of humor. It was like they couldn’t laugh unless someone else was in pain or embarrassed. Or ideally, both.

      “Right. Oh, and I heard about something else—some girls had some pictures leaked?”

      Martin looked up, as if remembering something. “Oh yes. A few years back. I remember, now. That was also Diana’s lot—like Kimberly was. Despite all her wins, she had some rotten luck as well, sometimes.”

      “Yeah, it does seem awfully unlucky.”

      “And then of course the other day,” said Martin shaking his head.

      “What do you mean?” Was he about to reveal some other snippet I hadn’t yet heard?

      “She was murdered, of course. Awful luck.”

      “It definitely didn’t seem lucky, no. But we’re working on the assumption that that was deliberate.”

      “Right, yes of course.”

      “I was wondering, someone mentioned to me that perhaps Diana had leaked those photos, as a kind of punishment to some of the girls. Do you think...?”

      “Oh, no. She was tough, but she wasn’t stupid. That’s definitely not the kind of punishment Diana would have used. Far too risky. She was more the type to make a girl stand on a balance beam for two hours without letting her smile falter once, that kind of thing.”

      Charming, I thought.

      “I see. But perhaps if one of the girls thought it was true, even if it wasn’t, mightn’t it have given them reason to want some kind of revenge?”

      Martin shrugged. “I suppose, if someone truly believed that, then sure they would want revenge. But of course that isn’t what happened.”

      “Oh?” How did he know what happened, I wondered.

      “None of those girls are here, so it couldn’t have been one of them.”

      “Oh, I see.”

      “You should probably talk to Autumn if you want to know more about all of that, though. She was much more involved in the scene at the time.”

      “Thanks for the tip. I’ll see you later.”

      I hopped off the rock I’d been sitting on. Across from me, the girls had finally gotten their jumping shot and were starting to head back toward our tour bus to take us back to the ship.

      While I hadn’t found out everything I wanted to know, I felt like I was making progress. The only problem? I didn’t seem to be eliminating any suspects.
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      I took a small break after we returned to the ship, and then I decided to visit the conference center for our beauty contestants.

      The following night was to be the big talent show, when the pageant contestants would all be up on the stage, showing off their various skills and abilities to the judges and to the audience.

      The room Diana had been found in was still sealed off, and one of the other conference rooms was supposed to have been converted into the new preparation room for the girls, and I needed to check that everything was in order.

      When I arrived at the suite, there was only a single light on, and the air had a chill to it from lack of activity.

      I flicked on a light switch in the lobby area, and then walked across to Conference Room D. As I approached, I got the faint whiff of woman’s perfume, something that smelled expensive but understated. When I got close to the room, I heard something and stopped.

      Staying stock still, I listened carefully. There was someone in the room. At first, I thought it was the sound of heavy breathing and it put me on guard, but after continuing to listen, I realized I wasn’t quite right. It wasn’t heavy breathing. It was sobbing and sniffling.

      Quietly, I approached the room and peered in. The lights were all switched on, so I could see clearly. The room had been done up almost exactly the same as the one Diana had died in, with mirrors, massage tables, hair and makeup stations, and several armchairs and sofas to sit on.

      In the middle of the room, sitting cross-legged on an armchair, was Autumn Meadows, and it was she who was making the noise. I watched her for a moment, debating whether I should just sneak away or attempt to engage.

      Sitting on the floor next to her was a bottle of clear liquor, and on her lap was a big book. Autumn was staring down at the book in her lap. One of her hands reached down to the floor, grabbed the open bottle without looking, and she raised it to her mouth and drank a hearty gulp.

      “Ahhhhh.” She set the bottle back down by her side, turned the page in the scrapbook, and the sobbing resumed.

      She was drunk and emotional. If I was going to get something good out of her, now was the time.

      “Hello? Autumn?” I called as I entered the room, walking toward her.

      She turned, squinted, tilted her head, and about the same time as I reached her recognition finally crossed her face.

      “You. You forgot my water the other day. Hello.”

      Oops. I’d been supposed to get the judges some special water while they were conducting their interviews, but I completely forgot. It was too late for all that now though.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Do I look like I’m okay?” she countered, reaching down and snatching up the bottle again. Now that I was closer, I could read the label; it was vodka.

      “No, you don’t look okay. Why don’t you put the bottle down for a moment and tell me what’s wrong?”

      She did put the bottle down, but not until she’d had another two-gulp swig, followed by another satisfied, “Ahhhh. There’s nothing like warm vodka for a cold heart.”

      “What’s the matter, Autumn? What happened? Is it Rolf?”

      She shook her head, then nodded, then shook her head again.

      “Itsh Diana. And Rolf. And Rolf and Diana.”

      She jabbed her finger down at the big book on her lap. Now that I was closer, I could see that it was a scrapbook, and it was opened to a picture of Diana, radiant smile on her face, with her two hands pressed against her cheeks. On her right wrist was a bracelet. A silver bracelet. The silver bracelet.

      “Thish is it, isn’t it? Isn’t it?” she said, slurring while stabbing her finger at Diana’s face.

      As I had suspected, the mysterious bracelet wasn’t so mysterious after all.

      “That’s the bracelet I found, yes. Why don’t you put the lid on that bottle?” I nodded my head toward the floor.

      Autumn slowly nodded and reached down, picking the bottle back up. Instead of capping it, she took another swig and gently lowered it back to the floor.

      “Losht the lid. Gotta drink it all now. Or it’ll go bad.”

      “I don’t think vodka goes—”

      “It’ll go bad!” she insisted.

      “Right. What’s the story with the bracelet?”

      She lifted up her shoulders as high as they would go and let them fall in the biggest shrug she could manage.

      “My Rolf had an affair with... with her! Her! Look. She has the bracelet!”

      “When was that picture taken?” I asked with a frown. It was clearly at least a decade ago.

      Autumn gave me another one of her giant shrugs.

      “When we were on a break.”

      “A break?”

      Autumn nodded her head up and down very slowly, her glassy eyes making her look almost like a doll or puppet.

      “We took some time apart. And look! He and her must have...” She didn’t finish the sentence, instead opting to burst into loud wails.

      Tentatively, I leaned over and wrapped an arm around her shoulders, giving her a squeeze. It seemed to work, because after several more seconds of noisy sobbing, she abruptly stopped and slammed the scrapbook closed.

      “That’s why she was on this cruise! To steal my Rolf from me!”

      “Or maybe it was just because it was a great location for a pageant, and she got to be the head judge.”

      Autumn shook her head angrily. “No! She weaseled her way in to steal Rolf!”

      “Wasn’t it you who invited her?” I asked quizzically.

      She whipped her head around to glare at me.

      “Don’t you dare blame me for her behavior!”

      “I wasn’t! I just mean that—”

      “She’s a devil! A she-devil! She always wanted everything. The crowns. The sashes. The prizes. The titles. The men. My man.”

      “Did you talk to Rolf?”

      She glared at me. “What would he know? Wheresh the bottle gone?”

      She seemed to remember by the time she finished speaking, because already her hand was sneaking back down to snatch it up again. I briefly thought about taking it off her, but worried it might make her even angrier.

      “Why don’t you put the bottle down, and try doing something more productive than just sitting here? Maybe go for a swim?”

      She gave me a look like I must have been crazy. Maybe I was. I’d no doubt get in serious trouble if someone as drunk as her ended up in the swimming pool thanks to my advice.

      “Pro... productive. Good one. Ha!” Autumn lowered the bottle back to the floor carefully, uncrossed her legs, and hopped off the armchair.

      Much to my surprise, she didn’t immediately topple over, but she did hold on to the top of the chair for support.

      “Productive? I would do something productive, but I can’t becaushe... becaushe she’s already dead! Ha!” She laughed delightedly at her own wicked joke.

      “On second thoughts, why don’t you sit down again?”

      Autumn nodded her head up and down again in more big, exaggerated nods, before gently toppling back and falling into the chair.

      Slowly she looked around the room as if seeing it for the first time. Her eyes lit on something and she clambered back to her feet.

      “Watch thish!”

      Nervously, I watched as Autumn tottered across the room.

      “Don’t you think you should sit down again?” I asked.

      “No!” She shouted over her shoulder.

      Leaning against a wall was a mop, and Autumn picked it up, holding it vertically in front of her. Using it like a crutch, she headed to the back wall of the room.

      Stuck onto the wall was a poster. The same poster that I’d seen in Kelly’s office on the first day. The one with the pictures of the judges—the original ones anyway—with Diana Penn front and center.

      “Take this, and that!” said Autumn as she began to smack the poster with the mop. “Do you like that, Diana?” Smack. “Huh?” Stab. “Do you? Ha!” Smack. Smack.

      “Autumn! Come and sit down!” I said in my best impression of a school teacher’s voice.

      She completely ignored me. There went my future career as a school teacher.

      After a couple more swings, Autumn paused and looked at the poster. The center of it, which had contained Diana’s smiling face, was shredded, leaving just one eye remaining.

      “I taught her! I taught her good!”

      Autumn threw the mop like a javelin across the room, but luckily she wasn’t in any state to throw it with any skill and it clattered to the floor.

      With teetering steps, she headed back toward me, where I was waiting nervously by the chair she’d been sitting on.

      Like she’d just completed a strenuous workout, Autumn collapsed back into the chair with a noisy sigh of exhaustion. She reached down and grabbed up the bottle of vodka again, and took a couple of swigs like it was a sports drink.

      What was I going to do with her? I didn’t need to wonder long though, as just then reinforcements, of a sort, arrived.

      “Hello!” called a voice from the doorway.

      Autumn and I both looked to see who it was. Standing there with curious expressions on their faces were Martin and Clarissa.

      “How are y’all doing tonight?” drawled Clarissa.

      “Come here! Come here!” shouted Autumn toward them.

      They gave me quizzical looks and I shrugged. They were welcome to come and help deal with her if they liked.

      Recognizing that something was wrong, they cautiously walked over to join us. Autumn picked up her bottle again and made a cheers gesture in their direction before taking another sip.

      “Is everything okay, Autumn?” asked Martin rather pointlessly.

      “Nope.” Autumn leaned forward and placed the bottle back on the ground. “My life is a lie! All of it! Diana and Rolf and Diana and…” she paused and looked up, thinking. “Rolf!” She concluded.

      “She thinks Diana and Rolf had an affair a long time ago,” I said by way of explanation.

      Martin gave an understanding nod while Clarissa just shrugged her shoulders.

      “Look! The bracelet!” Autumn pointed at the picture of Diana wearing the bracelet for the benefit of Martin and Clarissa.

      “And now she says Rolf has it.” She pointed an angry finger my way. “How did he get it? Huh? Huh?”

      Clarissa reached over and gently took the scrapbook out of Autumn’s hands and placed it on a nearby counter under a makeup mirror. Autumn didn’t seem to notice. She was still glaring at me, like it was my fault Rolf had Diana’s bracelet. In her vodka-addled mind, it was my fault.

      “Autumn, why don’t we get you back to your room? We’ll sort this all out in the morning,” said Martin, kindly.

      “Short what out?” she slurred.

      “Come on, up you go!” Martin took her by the elbow, and she stood up like she was told.

      “It’s too cold in here! Take me to my room!” She suddenly demanded.

      Martin looked at me in relief. She was, kind of, cooperating. Slowly he began to walk her toward the door. They had managed a whole two footsteps before Autumn stopped, span around, and bent down to pick up her bottle.

      “For the road. Don’t want it to go bad. Right? Bad vodka is… bad. Right?”

      “Let me carry that for you,” said Martin, gently taking it out of her hand.

      “Such a genman. Gennelmon. Gentleman!” said Autumn, grinning up at him. “Unlike that bar… bas… Rolf.” She nodded to herself.

      “Come on. Off we go, nice and easy. It’s not far.”

      Just before they left the room, Autumn brought them to a stop once more.

      “My book! My shcrapbook!”

      Clarissa looked at me and then at Martin for guidance. I didn’t have any and gave her a palms up gesture. Martin shrugged.

      “Don’t you think it’s a bit upsetting? Why don’t I hold on to it for you until tomorrow?” asked Clarissa kindly.

      “Give! Me! The! Book!” she yelled, taking a breath between each staccato word of her order.

      Clarissa visibly shuddered and quickly snatched the book back off the shelf on which she’d placed it.

      “Here. Take it. If that’s what’ll make you happy, keep ahold of it.”

      “Thank you,” said Autumn, somehow making the two polite little words sound nasty as she did so.

      Martin and Autumn resumed their journey out of the room, and this time he was successful in getting her away. We could hear them bumping down the hallway, pausing every now and then for Autumn to complain about Diana or Rolf or the air temperature and everything else that was upsetting her.

      Clarissa and I shared a look of awkward concern, both of us embarrassed on Autumn’s behalf.

      “So what are you up to?” I asked Clarissa.

      “Well, I dunno now,” she drawled. “I was gonna have dinner with Martin, but now I think he’ll have his hands full.”

      “I’m going to have dinner with my friends Sam and Cece, if you’d like to join us?”

      Clarissa seemed to consider the offer, and then shook her head. “Think I’ve lost my appetite after seeing that scene. I’ll just start my forty winks early. Call it sixty winks.” She finished with a shy smile. “Maybe I’ll catch up with Martin on the way.”

      I grinned at her.

      “All right, well, have a good evening. See you tomorrow.”

      I waved Clarissa off and slumped back into the chair Autumn had been sitting in. Her little breakdown had given me yet more information to work with, though I would have to be careful to make sure I understood all the implications.

      If Rolf and Diana had rekindled a long-finished affair, then it would certainly have given Autumn motivation to kill her. The only problem with that little theory was that she had clearly only just found out about it—long after Diana had been killed.

      But what about Rolf? He had Diana’s bracelet. Could he have killed her in fear of their affair becoming public knowledge? Maybe Diana had been in love with him and planned to let Autumn and everyone else know, and so he killed her to stop the word getting out.

      I would need to look very carefully at Rolf Monteith. Very carefully indeed.

      My stomach rumbled.

      But first, dinner called.

      A girl’s got to get her priorities in order, right?
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      Sam and I had just finished our breakfast when we received the same text simultaneously. We both stared at the screens of our phones as we read the message:

      Urgent! Come to my office now! - Kelly

      “Now that’s a bad sign,” said Sam as she shoved her phone back into her pocket.

      “Yeah. I bet it has to do with Autumn. She was in a sorry state last night...”

      “That’s not our fault. If we get blamed for something she did, I’m going to be so mad.”

      I’d met Cece and Sam for dinner the night before, and told them all about Autumn’s breakdown and her history with Rolf and Diana. We all felt sorry for her, but in the light of Kelly’s text message, I was beginning to wonder whether I shouldn’t have been.

      “Guess we’d better hurry.”
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        * * *

      

      When we got to Kelly’s office, we could hear angry complaining coming from inside.

      “Ready?” asked Sam, her hand hovering above the door handle.

      “Nope. But then again, I never am.”

      We entered the room to find Kelly sitting behind her desk with a look of extreme consternation on her face. On the other side of the desk, Rolf and Autumn were both standing, berating her. Most of the talking was coming from Rolf though. Even from behind, I could tell Autumn wasn’t exactly feeling great. Her normally perfect posture was slumped and she seemed a little shaky.

      “...and compensation! And of course, you’ll need to severely reprimand them!”

      I closed the door behind us heavily enough that everyone would hear it. Rolf and Autumn turned around and immediately began to glare at us, fixing us with angry, narrowed eyes.

      “Oh, finally she decides to show up. First you try and ruin our reputations, and then you keep us waiting. No wonder you’ve never done anything with your lives!”

      I felt guilty immediately, despite not knowing what it was I had supposedly done. I’m just built like that.

      “Sorry! But what exactly is it that you think I’ve done?”

      Autumn turned to Rolf. “She asks what she’s done? Like she doesn’t know?” She faced Kelly. “She’s a slow one, isn’t she?”

      I glared at Autumn. I’d been so nice to her the night before, and this was how she was treating me the next day? It just wasn’t right.

      Kelly stood up behind her desk.

      “Umm, would you like to deal with this amongst yourselves? I’ve got two trillion—”

      “No,” said Sam sharply with a shake of her head. “You should stay and help explain what’s going on.”

      Kelly sat back down like a scolded child and sucked in air through her teeth.

      “Okay. Come here you two.”

      Sam and I dutifully walked across the room, giving Autumn and Rolf a wide berth—though not wide enough that I could avoid the scent of vodka still emanating from Autumn—and went around to Kelly’s side of her desk. She had been clicking at something on her computer, and when we arrived, she pointed at the screen.

      “Look. This is why they’re angry.”

      “Angry!? That’s not even the half of it!” said Rolf.

      I peered at the screen. Had I taken an unflattering picture of her or something? I couldn’t have imagined what had got them all so mad.

      “Oh... oh dear...” I said as I scanned the screen. “This has nothing to do with me!”

      Kelly was showing us a gossip column from a newspaper, and it was all about Rolf and Autumn. There were photos taken the night before, of Autumn leaning on Martin as she stumbled down one of the ship’s hallways, her eyes glassy and drool dripping from her chin. She looked awful.

      Underneath the pictures was the story. I didn’t read the whole thing, but the subheadings stood out:

      Aging Beauty Queen’s Affair Nightmare

      Former Beauty Turns to Bottle

      A Sinister Series of Events

      Rivalry and Death

      Rolf and Autumn—Cute Couple or Cunning Killers?

      It looked like the article was a real hit piece on them. The problem was they seemed to think that I had something to do with it.

      “Well? What have you got to say for yourself?” demanded Rolf, staring at me across the desk.

      “This is the first I’ve seen of it! I had nothing to do with any of this. I don’t know anything about it!”

      Autumn snorted and tossed her head contemptuously.

      “Really!”

      “Kelly? Do you want to say something to her?” asked Rolf.

      I looked down at Kelly. She looked up at me.

      “Oh, shoot,” she whispered under her breath. Then she breathed in deeply. “Adrienne, you’re the social media manager. You’re supposed to make our guests look good, not bad. This is... you know, not good?”

      Rolf slapped his hands down on the desk angrily, not satisfied with Kelly’s attempt at disciplining me.

      “It’s completely unacceptable! How could you do this? And where did you get the pictures? Were you following us?”

      I shook my head.

      “No! Please, listen to me. This isn’t something I did. I didn’t talk to anyone about it, I didn’t email anyone, I didn’t say a thing! And those pictures aren’t mine. Look, you can check my phone if you want!”

      “You really didn’t do it?” said Kelly, looking up at me hopefully.

      I shook my head in a no gesture as rapidly as Kelly walked when she was in a hurry.

      “She said she didn’t do it,” said Kelly across her desk to the couple.

      They were not impressed.

      “You call yourself a social media manager? If you were doing your job properly, this story wouldn’t exist! It’s your job to fix this. Got it?”

      This seemed incredibly unfair to me. The newspaper didn’t come under the remit of social media, and how was I supposed to fix it? I was almost tempted to point out that most of the story actually looked to be factually true—even the veiled accusations of Diana’s murder didn’t seem unreasonable to me. At least with regards to Rolf.

      “I will see what I can do?” I said in a small voice.

      The couple glared at me some more. Kelly gave me an apologetic wince, while Sam squeezed my shoulder in support.

      “You’d better see what you can do. And it’d better be some magic. This story, it’s...” Autumn was lost for words, and she just shook her head in apparent despair.

      “Umm, can I help you guys with anything else?” asked Kelly.

      “I’ve got to go and help get the talent show practice stage ready,” said Sam.

      Kelly called an end to the acrimonious meeting, and after Sam had hurried off to get to work, I trailed Rolf and Autumn keeping some distance behind. I didn’t think walking together with them was on the menu.

      As they walked ahead of me, Autumn seemed to be giving Rolf the cold shoulder. It was hardly surprising after what she’d learned the day before.

      Side by side, but with some distance between them, they walked in silence. That was until Autumn, still somewhat drunk from the night before, tripped over her own feet. She was saved from toppling over by Rolf giving her a steadying hand.

      She slapped it away.

      “Don’t you touch me! This is all your fault! Everything!”

      “Can’t we just talk? Let’s go for brunch and I can explain, you don’t under—”

      Autumn slapped at his hand again, though this time it was already by his side and wasn’t anywhere close to her.

      “Leave me alone! Just... go! I’m going to the cabin and I don’t want you there. Go for a swim in the ocean or something!”

      As we were currently sailing between ports, a swim in the ocean was not a friendly suggestion on her part.

      Rolf stopped walking, and Autumn angrily stomped away ahead of him, muttering curses under her breath as she went.

      With Rolf stopped, I soon caught up to him. I tried to have another go at apologizing for something I didn’t do.

      “Rolf? I’m really sorry about that article. Truly. I didn’t do it. Honestly. I’ll do whatever I can to fix it though—overwhelm the world with positive stories about you guys.” I didn’t think that would really be possible. Once news was out, it tended to stay out, and negative stories trumped positive ones every time. There was no such thing as a good news newspaper; every attempt at one had rapidly gone bust. But I would do my best.

      “It really wasn’t you who leaked all that trash?”

      I nodded then shook my head then nodded again, confused as to which bit I was agreeing with. But he got the point.

      Rolf sighed sadly. “Join me for a drink?”

      That wasn’t what I had been expecting to hear. After the berating I’d just suffered in Kelly’s office, it was the last thing I thought I would be doing immediately after.

      But I did want to speak to him. After what I’d learned from Autumn the night before, Rolf was now one of my top suspects. I didn’t want him to know that though.

      “Sure. How about Mimi’s? It’s a lovely café outside on—”

      “No, after the night and morning I’ve had, I mean a drink drink.”

      I’d just finished eating breakfast!

      “Umm, the bars are closed,” I said with a frown, thinking of the fancy cocktail bars inside the ship. Not being a day drinker—pretty sure that would be a fireable offense—I wasn’t too up on where to go for a Bloody Mary or whatever it was he was after. Then I remembered somewhere. “Oh. Except Hemmingways, by the Lagoon Pool. That’s open from breakfast until the pool closes.”

      “Hemingway’s, huh? He knew how to drink. Sounds perfect. Lead on.”

      When we arrived, it was a beautiful, sunny morning with blue cloudless skies overhead. The Lagoon Pool was surrounded by happy families and older couples, while several children played around with pool noodles, smacking each other playfully with them.

      Hemingway’s was a tropical-themed bar, where everything was made from bamboo or decorated with palm fronds. There was a bamboo bar, with stools made from the same tubular poles, and a bunch of bamboo tables and chairs scattered about for those who wanted to sit more comfortably.

      Rolf immediately headed to a stool up by the bar, so I joined him on the one next to him.

      I was quite pleased we had ended up here, because if he was, as I was beginning to suspect, a killer, he wouldn’t have much chance to threaten me here if he realized I was on to him. I had learned from hard-won experience that getting stuck alone in a secluded place with a murderer was not a wise thing to do. Most people didn’t have to learn that particular lesson the hard way. But I had.

      “It’s good to have someone to talk to,” I said when we were both sitting. I was going to try and encourage him to open up—tell me about his worries, his fears, his murders, that sort of thing.

      “Hey! Two mimosas!” he called across the bar. There was a young blond man bartending, in a Hawaiian shirt that was halfway unbuttoned down his tanned brown chest. He recognized me, and through the psychic communication ability of customer service and hospitality staff the world over, a little gentle shake of my head was enough to let him know I wanted mine alcohol free. So basically a glass of juice.

      I knew that if my friend Cece had been in my position she would have done the opposite—probably asked for it double strength. Sam, I wasn’t sure about. That would depend on her mood. But for me, breakfast was not the time for cocktails. Especially when I was supposed to be working.

      The bartender quickly and skillfully prepared our drinks, turning away as he poured in the champagne so that Rolf couldn’t see that my drink was being made alcohol-free. When they were done, he set them down in front of us, two tall flutes set on white paper napkins.

      “Enjoy.” The barman flashed us a brilliant white smile and headed down the other end of the bar to serve someone else.

      Rolf stood up and peered over the counter. Then he reached across with his right hand, and when it returned he was holding a pink curly straw.

      “Want one?”

      “No thanks.”

      He plonked the plastic straw into his glass.

      “You know, I thought it was all over and done with. All in the past. That it would never come up again,” said Rolf sadly. He leaned forward and wrapped his lips around the curly pink straw and took a noisy, slurping sip.

      “You and Diana?”

      He nodded, then released the straw from his mouth and sat back on the stool.

      “It was so stupid. It was years ago. Years and years ago. Autumn and I dated for a while, and then we broke up. Well, we were on a break. You know how it is.”

      I knew exactly how it was. But from TV sitcoms, not experience.

      “You were on a break with Autumn, and you had a brief fling with Diana?” I said, nodding along while I sipped at my alcohol-free drink.

      “Yep. But Diana was never the one for me. She was too... intense. The pageant world is everything to Autumn, but for Diana, it was more than everything. The only thing she had room for in her life. I couldn’t stick with her. I don’t know how anyone could,” He shook his head sadly.

      If she was that intense, maybe that was why he had to kill her.

      “So our fling was brief. Just a couple of weeks. But I did give her that bracelet, back then. That’s why I denied knowing about it. I didn’t want it to come back and haunt me, all these years later. When I saw Diana wearing it, I couldn’t believe it. I didn’t think she would even still have it after all these years. But she did, and then she started wearing it nonstop, once she was aboard. I didn’t know what she was doing. Was it to taunt me? To try and get back together with me?”

      “Wow,” I said, trying to seem sympathetic. “It must have been very stressful for you.”

      “It was! It was stressful for me,” he said, rapping his palm on the wooden counter of the bar as he said it. He noisily sucked up some more mimosa through his pink straw. “So stressful. And you know, I can’t say it, but it was Autumn’s fault. It’s her fault she’s dead, I guess.”

      “Really?” Now this was getting really intriguing. Subtly, so as not to attract his notice, I started the voice recorder app on my phone. If he was going to give me a confession, I was going to make sure I recorded it.

      Rolf nodded slowly and sadly. “I told her not to invite Diana. I did. I really tried. I reminded her of all their old rivalries, about how they used to hate each other.”

      “But she didn’t listen?”

      “No. I think as the years passed, Autumn softened. She mellowed. She forgot how intense it used to be when they were young, when they were actually competing against each other instead of just coaching. But I hadn’t forgotten, and nor had Diana. That’s why I warned Autumn. Over and over again, I said, ‘Don’t invite her, don’t make her a judge.’ But Autumn just laughed and tossed her hair like she does—have you noticed that? I love it—and she said that she had to invite Diana. She was one of the greats. And having her as one of the judges for this competition would just add that extra pizzazz that the event needed.”

      So much for his confession—at least not yet, anyway. I let the phone keep recording though, just in case.

      “When we saw her, I knew things weren’t going to go well. I could tell. There was this glint in her eye. I knew she’d be up to trouble.” Rolf sighed again wearily. I wondered if he meant to tell me so much, or whether the alcohol was already loosening his lips.

      “Bartender?”

      The blond man caught Rolf’s eye, and my companion held up his near-empty glass. The bartender nodded and immediately began to prepare a replacement, and as he did so, Rolf greedily sucked down the rest of his current drink. I wondered whether I was going to have to manage Rolf the same way I had Autumn the night before. I hoped not.

      “Diana hadn’t forgotten me. She still... it might seem arrogant for me to say it, but I’ve still got it, you know? Look at me—” he ran his hands over his torso and I did as I was told. He did indeed look okay for his age. He was fit and put-together, but a little too much so for my taste. And even though his makeup was very light, I preferred Ethan’s more natural, makeup-free look. And of course he was much older than Ethan.

      “You’ve sure looked after yourself well,” I said to him kindly.

      He nodded in agreement.

      “She wouldn’t let me go. She wanted me back. I was worried she was going to hurt Autumn, and so I even planned to tell her. There was nothing between Diana and me now, of course, but I was going to tell her about the fling from years back—and that Diana was after me again. Just so that she would know.”

      “But obviously you didn’t. Otherwise she wouldn’t have been so upset last night.”

      “Right. I was going to, but then Diana died. So I figured, why upset Autumn by telling her? Best let sleeping dogs lie.”

      Best let dead beauty queens lie, I thought idly.

      “But how did you get that bracelet?”

      Rolf took a gulp from his new drink, eschewing the straw this time.

      “I... I took it from her room,” he said quietly. “After she died. I wanted it gone. I was going to throw it overboard. But I lost it, and then you found it, and then Autumn heard about it…”

      Just as I had suspected.

      “But how did you get into her room?”

      “The morning Diana died, she put her keycard under my door. I guess she knew I was always up before Autumn. Of course, I pocketed it right away. I couldn’t let Autumn see it. Then, after we found out she was dead, I let myself into her room and I took it.”

      “She put her keycard under your door? What, like with a note or something?”

      “No, just the card.”

      If a keycard suddenly appeared under my door, I wasn’t sure that I would be able to even begin to guess where it came from. Since they were all reusable, they didn’t have the actual cabin numbers on them; any keycard could be programmed to open any door. Or every door, in the case of Cece’s card.

      “How did you know it was hers?”

      Rolf looked down guiltily.

      “On the first night, when we ate dinner with the captain, and that awful woman ruined it with her meat dress, she propositioned me. She kissed her keycard and left an imprint of her lipstick on it. Then she tried to hand it to me. Of course, I pushed it away and told her to drop it. When the keycard came under the door, I knew it was from her.”

      “Wow. Brazen.”

      I slowly sipped my drink and thought about it. I couldn’t ever imagine doing something like Diana did.

      “That she was. You could never call Diana Penn shy and retiring. I just wish she hadn’t acted like that. If she could have just forgotten about our past, thrown away the bracelet, and not come on to me… then Autumn and I wouldn’t be in this mess with the newspapers.”

      BUZZ.

      I pulled out my phone, it was Cece. She didn’t normally call me while she was working.

      “Excuse me a moment.” I pressed the button to answer the call. “What’s up?”

      Cece’s voice came through a little bit muffled, like she was in a cupboard.

      “Adrienne? I’ve found something you should see. I’m in the housekeeping laundry. You should get here right away.”

      “What is it?”

      “Just come.”

      The line went dead as Cece disconnected the call. Whatever it was, it must be important.

      “Rolf, I’m sorry, but I’ve really got to go. I’m still on duty, I’m afraid.”

      “I understand. If you see Autumn… tell her I’m here. And I miss her.”

      “Right, will do,” I said as I slipped off the barstool. “Enjoy the rest of your day.”

      I left him in Hemingway’s, gesturing for another drink from the bartender for him. As I hurried away, I almost actually felt sorry for Rolf. What he’d told me sounded true. It felt true. If he was lying, he was very good at it.

      I didn’t think he had killed Diana. I couldn’t prove he hadn’t, but it just didn’t feel right to me anymore.

      I needed to look at some of the other suspects again.

      But not until I’d seen whatever it was Cece wanted to show me.
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      “Yo, yo, come see this,” said Cece, waving me toward her as I approached the housekeeping department’s laundry rooms.

      “What is it? What have you got for me?” I was intrigued, and also a little hopeful. After Rolf had made me fall for his sob story, I was worried my investigation was going off the rails. I was hoping Cece had found something I could use.

      Cece waved her hand in a final beckoning motion and disappeared through the door. I quickly followed, inhaling the scent of fabric softener, starch, and laundry detergent as I did. While I hated the sound laundry machines made, I found the scent of freshly washed clothes quite soothing.

      The room was big but crammed full of stuff. From the rows and rows of laundry carts, which the housekeeping staff filled up as they worked the ship, to the giant industrial-sized washing machines up against the far wall, which were always in motion. The washing never ended.

      “Where is everybody?” I asked her. It seemed odd that she was the only person present.

      “It’s their morning break time. They’re off drinking coffee and smoking. That’s why I wanted you to hurry. Otherwise they’d be asking what you were doing here.”

      “What am I doing here?”

      “Shush. Come here.”

      Cece turned to the right and we walked down a narrow passageway, between laundry carts on the left and shelves up against the wall on the right. We went straight to the end, where the shelves almost, but not quite, met the far wall.

      “Here, take a look.”

      Cece stuck her arm into the gap between a shelf loaded with detergents, softeners, and bleach, and the right-hand wall of the room. When she withdrew it, she was holding a laundry bag that had been stuffed down the gap.

      “Wow,” I said. “You found some laundry!”

      “Ha ha. Shut up. Check this out.”

      Cece began to empty the bag she was holding by pulling out its contents, one after the other. The first thing she removed was a tuxedo. As she did so, she dropped the laundry bag on the floor and used both hands to open up the jacket so that she could show me something.

      “See that?” She jabbed her finger at a name tag. It read Rolf Monteith.

      The laundry bag she had pulled out had been deliberately hidden in that small space. So why was did it contain a tux with Rolf’s name on it?

      “I sure do. How do you think that bag got down there? Did it like… fall?”

      Cece snorted and shook her head. “Fall from where? Heaven?”

      I could see what she meant. There was no way that laundry bag had accidentally been stuffed down the side of some shelves. It had been put there deliberately.

      “I was just with Rolf. I thought I’d heard all of his secrets.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s not all. Look.”

      She picked up the laundry bag again, removing items in quick succession. One after the other, she pulled out various ship’s uniforms. There was a pool boy’s polo shirt, a Hemingway barman’s Hawaiian button-up, a junior officer’s white and gold uniform, and finally a male housekeeping uniform.

      “What do you think Rolf’s up to with all this stuff?” asked Cece.

      “Do you really think it is all his stuff?” I asked with a frown. “The only thing with his name on it was the tux. What if someone else assembled this bag of stuff—and they helped themselves to Rolf’s tuxedo for their full bag-of-disguises?”

      Cece idly kicked at the now empty laundry bag. It was a bit of a habit of hers, kicking things that she shouldn’t.

      “Like who?”

      “Remember that housekeeper I saw? The one you said didn’t exist?”

      “Yeah. The one who blancmanged you.”

      “Actually, it was strawberry mousse.”

      “What’s the difference?” asked Cece curiously.

      “I… have no idea. But that’s not the point. The point is, don’t you think it’s more likely these are his? Maybe he was even wearing that tux when I saw him in the Captains’ Club.”

      “Did Rolf say he’d lost a tux?”

      “No, but I think he’s preoccupied with his marriage at the moment. And anyway, those people have so many clothes I don’t know if he’d even notice.”

      “If you say so. I still haven’t seen this mysterious guy. Are you sure it wasn’t Rolf?”

      “Definitely not. He was still sitting at the head table, for starters. And he’s about twenty years older. Anyway, I really don’t think this is his stuff. He’s far too prissy to go sneaking around blue-collar areas like this. He’d be caught in a hot minute.”

      “That’s a point. He would,” said Cece knowledgeably.

      “Was there anything else down there?”

      “Down where?” said Cece with a frown.

      “Down there,” I said, pointing down the side of the shelves. From the look on Cece’s face, I could tell she hadn’t looked beyond the one bag she’d discovered. “Let’s check.”

      Dropping to my knees, I peered down the side of the shelves. But the light didn’t penetrate well back there, and I couldn’t see anything.

      “Got a light?”

      “You want to smoke now?” asked Cece in shock.

      “Not that kind of light! Use your phone! A flashlight!”

      “Oh, you should have said.” Cece laughed to herself and I heard her fumbling with her phone. “How’s that?”

      The narrow gap between the shelves and the wall was filled with the harsh LED light produced by Cece’s phone.

      “I think I can see something. Hold on.” I pushed my arm into the gap as far as it could go. I thought I’d seen something like a canvas bag. I pushed my hand down, and it fell on something fabric. “I’ve got something!”

      I closed my fingers and pulled out what I’d grabbed onto. When my hand emerged, it was clutching a small canvas satchel.

      “Whoa! Sweet. What’s in it?” asked Cece excitedly.

      “How do I know?” I answered testily.

      “Open it then!”

      Cornstalks, she could be so impatient sometimes. I undid the two buckles that held the satchel closed, opened the flap, and held the bag open so that we could both peer inside.

      “Is that… metal? What is it?”

      I had a horrible feeling I knew what it was. I put my hand inside and felt the familiar feeling of clasping the handle of a pistol. Slowly, I withdrew my hand.

      “Is that a gun?” asked Cece, rather pointlessly I thought. Of course it was a gun.

      “It’s just a .22, but it’ll do the job,” I said, shaking my head. Firearms were definitely not allowed aboard the ship. We’d have to report it.

      “‘A .22’” she said, mimicking me. “How do you know that? You got a past in the mean streets of Nebraska I don’t know about?”

      I laughed.

      “Nope. A country girl past, which you already know all about.”

      I dropped the gun back into the satchel and stood up again, leaving the satchel on the floor.

      “You sure do surprise me sometimes, Adrienne James.” Cece shook her head in bemusement. It actually made me feel a little bit proud. Despite being several years older than Cece, I usually felt like she was the more worldly one. But for once, I had her beat.

      “Glad to hear it,” I said with more than a hint of self-satisfaction. “I’m going to call Ethan.”

      “Good idea. I’ll help you guard the satchel.”

      “You mean you’re going to take an extended break,” I said with a laugh.

      “Anything in the name of safety.”
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        * * *

      

      “What’s going on?” asked Ethan when he arrived. It had only taken him a few minutes to get there. It seemed the mention of a firearm was enough to warrant urgent attention.

      “We found a bunch of uniforms hidden away, and a gun,” said Cece, kicking the laundry bag and then the satchel in turn.

      “Don’t do that!” I said, quickly picking up the satchel. The last thing we needed was an accidental discharge.

      “Can I see?”

      I handed the satchel over to Ethan. He withdrew the .22 with two fingers, held it up to the light and twisted it around, and then dropped it back into the small bag.

      “And of course you have no idea how that got in here?”

      We both shook our heads.

      “None.”

      “And the uniforms?”

      “It’s not just uniforms. There’s a tuxedo belonging to Rolf Monteith as well,” I said, holding this up first.

      “What would Rolf Monteith want with a gun on this ship?” Ethan was slowly shaking his head, as if trying to understand what was going on and failing.

      “Actually,” said Cece, “Adrienne thinks the tux was stolen. She thinks this stuff all belongs to her mystery man.”

      “Her mystery man?” Ethan said to Cece with a single arched eyebrow.

      “Not my mystery man,” I said while glaring at Cece. “There’s a guy I’ve seen onboard, dressed in the housekeeping uniform, but I don’t think he actually works for Swan.”

      “What do you mean? Another stowaway or something?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe. Whatever he is, Cece is sure he doesn’t work in housekeeping. I think he’s up to something, but I don’t know what.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me about him before?” Ethan sounded frustrated, or even a little annoyed.

      “I’m sorry. It’s just, with the murder and everything, it seemed like one more unnecessary thing I didn’t want to bother you with.”

      “When was the last time you saw him?”

      “Umm. Do you remember when we had dinner at the Captain’s Club? And I got mousse on my head?”

      “And everywhere else…”

      Cece and Ethan both did their best not to laugh. Ethan managed this admirably, but Cece didn’t, letting out a screeching cackle. She hadn’t even been there.

      “It was then. When I went into the kitchen to talk with Greg… that isn’t actually what I was doing. I saw that guy and I was following him. But I lost him.”

      “You should have told me.”

      He was entirely right. I should have told him.

      

      “For all we know, this man could have killed Diana,” said Ethan with a frown.

      “Maybe,” I conceded, “but I bet it was someone from the pageant scene. She was killed with her own sash. I’m sure that was supposed to be symbolic.”

      “Or it was just convenient,” said Ethan.

      “I guess.”

      “Adrienne, please, please tell me if you see the man again, or if anything else happens, or even if you just think something else is happening. Keep me informed. Tell me everything. I worry about you, you know?”

      I nodded, telling myself I would. I’d tell him everything that happened from now on.

      And someday soon, I’d tell him about the kidnapping incident. Once I was ready.

      “What about me?” asked Cece.

      Ethan cocked his head at her. “You too. Keep me informed. But not, you know, about everything.”

      “Hey! What are you saying about me?”

      Ethan just shook his head, and the two of us laughed. Cece put on a look of mock outrage.

      “I’m going to put this in the safe and see if I can figure anything out with all these uniforms. Keep this to yourselves for now, please. We don’t want the passengers panicking about guns on board.”

      “Will do.”

      “Silence is my middle name.” Cece held up her index finger to her lips.

      “Good. All right. Back to work everyone. Including me.”

      As we went our separate ways, I tried to understand what it all meant. I was sure the gun belonged to the mysterious fake housekeeper, but I couldn’t see any connection between him and what happened to Diana.

      New mysteries around every corner, and here I was, still no closer to finding out what had happened to Diana.
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      After a hurried, early lunch, I found myself in the Swan Theater.

      It was to be the location for the evening’s talent show, in which all of the beauty pageant girls would show off their unique skills in order to impress the judges.

      The official reason I was there was to catch some of them during the rehearsals and capture some pictures and some quotes to go with them. Unofficially, I was hoping to progress a little further in my investigation.

      The theater had seating for around three hundred people, and the stage at the front was a large wooden platform, with red velvet curtains at the front and a large lighting rig above.

      The girls were taking it in turns to practice on the stage, but they were also making use of the aisles and the space between the front row of seats and the stage to practice their moves even when they didn’t have stage time.

      The contestants were all wearing formal evening gowns, and their makeup was even more elaborate than anything I’d seen so far. From what I understood, the bright stage lights could make them look washed out if the makeup wasn’t heavy enough.

      I also was hoping to find out who leaked the photos of Autumn stumbling through the ship. And I’d definitely be keeping an eye out for the possibly armed fake housekeeper.

      Now that I was feeling less confident that Rolf was the killer, I planned to keep my eyes on Kimberly the Shoe Wrecker—and every other one of the pageant girls. I was sure it was going to be someone connected to the competition.

      When I first entered, I watched one of the girls performing her routine on the stage. The young lady was accompanied on the stage by a massive hand puppet. With her hand inside, the puppet’s head was equal to her own in size and hovered at the same level, though its lower half was much reduced.

      As I approached the stage I recognized her as a contestant named Miranda May. She had been one of the less noticeable—by which of course I mean less troublesome—members of the pageant crew, and this was the first time I’d paid attention to her in action.

      The puppet resembled a fairytale prince, and the contestant and the puppet seemed to be hopelessly in love with each other. Her routine consisted of singing both halves of a duet, alternately in her own high pitch tone, and then switching to a deeper, more manly one for the puppet’s half of the performance.

      Slowly, Miranda and her puppet moved around the stage, making eyes at each other and sharing looks of unrequited love with the audience. Not that there was much of an audience at the time; all the other girls were busy practicing their own parts. The audience consisted of me and another solitary figure in the back row of seats who I was pretty sure was Rolf, though it was hard to tell from a distance.

      As Miranda May whirled and twirled with her perfect-puppet-prince, I cheered her on. I couldn’t be sure whether the routine was ridiculous or awesome; it skirted the fine line between the two. But for the girl’s sake, I would pretend it was the latter. It was better than anything I would manage if I was thrust onto a talent show stage at least.

      When the romantic, dying notes of the final line of the song were over, I clapped enthusiastically.

      “Bravo!” I shouted.

      Miranda slowly curtsied with a shy but proud smile, and then made her puppet bow.

      “He’s so hot!” I shouted, pointing at the puppet with a teasing grin.

      The girl cocked her head at me.

      “But… it’s a puppet?” she said in confusion. She turned to look at it, holding it at arm’s length, as if seeing it for the first time.

      Great. The girl pretending to be in love with a puppet was making me feel like an idiot.

      I quickly took some pictures of Prince Charming and the not so charming Miranda and fled the front of the stage. I’d find someone more appreciative of my wit and encouragement.

      Most of the girls’ routines seemed to involve some kind of dance or music. I passed a girl with a flute, and another with a giant harp. One girl was practicing a hip-hop dance routine, while music with some rather questionable lyrics blasted from a portable stereo. Her red ballgown and the powerful music provided a glaring contrast which I wasn’t sure the judges would appreciate.

      The only girl not in formal evening gown was instead in a cheerleader’s outfit, and she looked kind of lonely practicing her routine without a cheerleading squad around her. Should have done something else, I thought to myself as I passed her. Then I wanted to kick myself. What did I know about beauty pageant talent shows?

      I walked to the back of the room to the lone figure in the back row. I was right; it was Rolf.

      “Hello again,” I said with a friendly smile.

      He lifted his chin from where it had been resting on his chest and raised his eyebrows at me in greeting. From his demeanor, I was pretty sure he hadn’t had just the two mimosas that morning.

      “Could I ask you something?”

      He shrugged. “Already are.”

      “What?”

      “You already are asking me something. Go on. Ask another.”

      “Oh, right. Yes. I was wondering, did you by any chance lose a tuxedo?”

      He laughed.

      “You’d think it would be hard to lose a tuxedo, right? Not exactly the kind of thing that slips out of your pocket or disappears down the side of a sofa, is it?”

      “Right. So, did you?”

      “Your man, the first officer, he already asked me about that. But yes, I did lose it. It was bothering me no end. But Ethan tells me he’s found it. It was actually stolen. Can you believe that?”

      “Almost unbelievable.” I shook my head sympathetically. “Do you know when it went missing?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. I don’t care. Just as long as I get it back.” He covered his mouth and yawned for a long time, glancing at me as he did so. It was like he was trying to hint at something. But I can be perfectly oblivious to hints when I need to be. I wasn’t going anywhere just yet.

      As it turned out, I didn’t need to ignore the hint to leave, because just then we were joined by two more people. Martin and Clarissa arrived, as they usually did, together.

      “Rolf?” said Martin, as he approached from the other side to me.

      Autumn’s husband turned his head the other way and his shoulders seemed to slump even more in defeat. He wasn’t going to get left alone just yet. “Yes?”

      “I need to talk to Autumn. Is she here?” asked Martin.

      “You want to talk to her? Well, good luck with that. She’s barricaded herself in our room and she’s not coming out.”

      “What, never?” I asked.

      The three of them all looked at me curiously.

      Rolf said, “She says she’s not coming out until we’re back in port.”

      “She’s that mad, huh?” asked Martin. “Sorry about that, Rolf. Tell her it will all blow over. It’s just gossip.”

      “I can’t tell her anything. She won’t listen to me. You tell her.”

      “I can’t tell her if she’s barricaded in her room and not coming out, can I?” said Martin with frustration.

      “Looks like you’re both out of luck,” Clarissa drawled.

      “Adrienne? Could I have a word?”

      I hadn’t noticed the newcomer approaching, and so when I did see who it was, I couldn’t conceal my surprise.

      “Ca… Captain. Of course.” I turned to the other three. “Excuse me a moment.”

      I followed the captain away from the other three, who didn’t seem to be at all upset to be losing me temporarily. He led us toward one of the rear exits of the theater. When the captain thought we had gone far enough for some privacy, he stopped so that we could talk.

      “I hear you made some kind of discovery? In the laundry room?”

      This was quite a surprising question coming from the captain. Not that it wasn’t any of his business; it was just that he didn’t normally seem at all interested in the investigations Ethan and I had run on board the ship.

      “Yes, sir, we found some uniforms, a stolen tuxedo, and a gun.”

      The captain slowly nodded his head. “But you don’t know who it belongs to?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. No idea. The tuxedo had Rolf Monteith’s name on it, but it was stolen from him.”

      “And you don’t have any leads?”

      “Not yet. But Ethan took the evidence with him. I didn’t look at it all that thoroughly. I suggest you speak to him.”

      “Right, right, yes, I’ll do that. But you don’t know who it belonged to?”

      I debated telling him about the mystery man, but didn’t really want to get into all of that now.

      “I don’t know, sir. I really think you should talk to Ethan about it all. It was just me and Cece that found it. We don’t know who it belonged to or what it means.”

      “I see. Right.” He opened his mouth again and it looked like he was about to ask me another question, but he then abruptly he closed it. After a moment’s awkward silence, he said, “I’ll let you get back to it. Have a good day.”

      Curiously, I watched the captain depart. What was that all about? Shrugging it off, I went back to join Clarissa, Martin, and Rolf.

      “And they’ll be on fire?” Clarissa was asking when I returned.

      “Oh yes, it’s really quite impressive, as long as they turn the lights down low enough,” said Martin knowledgeably.

      Rolf saw my confusion and half-heartedly raised a hand and gestured in the direction of the stage.

      Kimberly Dawson was strutting about the stage in ludicrously high heels and a sparkling silver dress while she tossed a blurry stream of batons into the air, snatching them back again with dizzying speed as she twirled and strutted around the stage.

      “Isn’t that dangerous?” I asked with a frown. It looked to me that if those batons were on fire, then shortly after so would Kimberly. And the theater.

      “Not if she keeps catching them,” said Rolf with a weary shrug.

      I briefly imagined myself on the stage with a half a dozen burning batons and was instantly shuddering at the thought of it. Now that would definitely end in disaster. Putting the thought out of my mind, I went back to the business at hand. Well, one of the businesses at hand. It was hard to keep track.

      “Martin? Clarissa?”

      They both gave me expectant looks.

      “When you were assisting Autumn back to her room last night, did anyone see you?”

      Martin slowly shook his head. “We went back via the outside deck, which was mostly empty because it was dark. I thought the fresh air might do her some good. I don’t think I saw anyone.”

      “Clarissa?”

      She had a thoughtful look on her face, like she had just remembered something.

      “I was a little behind you, Martin, before I caught you up. Do you remember?”

      “Yep. I was having to handle her all by myself.”

      It was true. Clarissa had stayed behind in the room with me for several minutes before she left to catch up with Martin.

      “I saw that awful, awful woman. What’s her name? Brute? Root?”

      “Do you mean Ruth?” I asked helpfully.

      “Yes!” Clarissa confirmed, snapping her fingers as she said it. “I saw her from behind, but when I got closer, she ran back inside the ship. I didn’t think much of it at the time—I was too worried about poor Autumn.”

      Rolf looked up wearily, interested but tired. “Do you think she took those pictures of Autumn?”

      I couldn’t think of a more likely candidate. We all turned to Clarissa.

      “I guess… she must have?”

      I hoped she had. It would at least get me off the hook.

      It was time for another chat with the feminist protestor.
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      Unsurprisingly, I found Ruth Allen in the last place I looked. Unsurprisingly because of course when you find what you’re looking for, you then stop looking.

      She was in the activity center, approximately halfway up the climbing wall. Her position on the wall was very close to where I had almost plummeted to my death.

      Strangely, from where I was now standing underneath, it didn’t look like a deadly drop anymore. The memory of it still made me shudder though.

      Patiently, I waited for her to get to the top of the wall, and then she was slowly lowered back down. The person holding her rope was a cheerful Californian girl, not the man who’d dropped mine. I guessed he had been reassigned to another role.

      When she was finally back on the ground, I waited while her ropes and harnesses were removed. Finally, she unclipped her helmet and handed it back to the attendant. As she did so, her tightly curled hair seemed to poof back out of her head like a spring that had just been released.

      “Hello, Ruth.”

      She nodded at me. “Hello again. Finally come to your senses?”

      I wrinkled my nose. “My senses?”

      “Yes. You must have tracked me down to join the cause. Right? You’ve been craving some sisterly companionship? The patriarchy has worn you down and now you’re ready to explode into radical resistance?”

      I frowned.

      “Not today. It’s about something else.”

      Ruth sighed sadly and gave me a look of pity. As she did so, she brushed the climbing chalk off her hands onto her jeans.

      “That’s a shame. So what is it?”

      “I’ll be straight with you. Did you take pictures of Autumn Meadows last night and send them to a newspaper?”

      “Yep!”

      I blinked, not really believing it. That was the easiest confession I’d ever extracted from a person.

      In this case, Ruth seemed to be proud of what she’d done. It was less a confession and more of a boast.

      “You see,” said Ruth with the air of a schoolteacher, “it’s my duty to show people—to show women the reality behind the facade. These pageant people paint their faces with muck, dress up like slatterns, parade around on stages and in front of cameras with smiles on their vapid faces. But it’s fake! All of it! Inside, they’re all broken, battered, beaten-down by society—and those pictures I took of her proved it! Once the world understands what’s going on, these awful contests will be banned.”

      “Don’t you think you’re reading a little too much into it all? Surely every woman is different. Don’t you think it’s possible that some of them might actually want to compete in these events?”

      I was annoyed at myself for playing devil’s advocate here. I couldn’t really understand the beauty pageant world myself, but I was being forced to defend it because Ruth seemed even crazier to me than the pageant girls. And that was saying something.

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “No. They don’t like it and they aren’t choosing to do it. It’s the illusion of free will, you see. They think they like it, they think they enjoy it, and they think they’re choosing to participate. But of course they’re not. Brainwashed, hypnotized, coerced—whatever you want to call it. Inside every beauty queen is a Ruth Allen, desperate to burst out!”

      I took half a step back and looked at Ruth again. Did she really think those pageant contestants secretly wanted to be like her? I didn’t get it; I really didn’t. On either side. I used to think I understood people, somewhat, but I wasn’t so sure anymore. Was everyone crazy except me and my friends?

      “I had to take those pictures and share them with the world. It was my duty. I’m proud I did it, and I’d do it again. I will do it again. And you can rest assured, I won’t stop until every woman on earth—”

      Riiiiiiiiiing!

      In the middle of explaining how she wouldn’t stop, Ruth Allen stopped. An ear-splitting alarm began to blast through the area.

      “Fire alarm!” I shouted at her. “Come on!”

      I followed the fire exit signs out of the activity center, toward the nearest muster point, which happened to be the small pool deck where Ruth had conducted her first protest.

      Behind me, the Californian girl followed her training and evacuated the rest of the guests in the area. I would have offered to help, but we’re supposed to follow the rules to the letter during a fire, which meant I wasn’t supposed to ‘interfere’ aka help in an area in which I had not been trained. Not knowing the activity center well, I wouldn’t have a clue whether it had been evacuated successfully or not.

      When I arrived at the pool deck, I found almost all of our beauty pageant contestants as well as numerous other guests milling around. This was also the nearest muster area to the section of the ship where their cabins were located.

      One of the first people I saw was Autumn Meadows, who had, thanks to the threat of fire, unbarricaded her room and exited it. Her eyes were smudged with tear-streaked mascara and her hair looked like it had barely seen a brush since the night before. For normal people, she looked fine. But for a beauty queen, she looked a mess.

      “Are you okay?” I said, awkwardly. After the way she and Rolf had treated me that morning, I was rather wary of her.

      “No.”

      “I don’t suppose you know what’s happening?” I looked around as I spoke. People were milling around everywhere, but I couldn’t get a sense of the potential danger. There was no sign of fire out here, and I hadn’t noticed anything on the way out from the Activity Center either. I was leaning toward thinking it was a false alarm.

      “No. I was in my room, then someone hammered on it and shouted to get out, that there was a fire. Then they ran away. A few minutes later, the alarm sounded.”

      “Goodness. How scary. Did you see the fire?”

      Autumn shook her head. “No, but I could smell it. Something was burning near my cabin. The place reeked of smoke.”

      “Goodness, that must have been terrifying,” I said sympathetically. I wanted to tell her that I’d found out who leaked her pictures, but with all the commotion it didn’t seem like the best time.

      Then, the alarm stopped ringing. Just as it did so, Kimberly and Clarissa emerged from inside the ship.

      “Where were you? Were you stuck inside?” I asked with concern.

      They both shook their heads.

      “It’s the big show tonight. I needed a beauty nap,” said Kimberly.

      I peered at her. She didn’t look like she’d been sleeping. Her makeup was perfect, for a start.

      “Your makeup sure held up well,” I said.

      She smiled back gratefully at me, as if I’d been giving her a compliment rather than casting suspicion at her.

      “It’s important to be well rested before a big show,” said Clarissa to me. “I was napping too, even though I’m not competing yet.”

      She was practice napping? Amazing.

      “Could I have everyone’s attention, please!” Ethan had also emerged from inside the ship, and was standing on top of a sun lounger making his announcement. “There was a small fire. No one has been harmed. The fire has been contained and extinguished. We are still investigating the source of the fire, but we believe this may have been the cause.” Ethan held up a small wooden stick into the air. A baton.

      All eyes turned to Kimberly. She had both hands on the side of her face, and her mouth was open in a perfect O of shock.

      It sure looked like the batons she’d been practicing with earlier.

      And she claimed to be asleep? With a full face of flawless makeup?

      We’d soon see about that.
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      A few minutes later, Ethan, Kimberly, and I were in Hot Stuff’s office together. Ethan sat behind his desk, while Kimberly and I sat on the high-backed chairs in front of it.

      Ethan was holding one of Kimberly’s performance batons in his hands, the end of which was wrapped in some kind of cloth that had turned black from burned carbon. It had the acrid reek of highly flammable liquid.

      “Kimberly, did you set the fire using one of your batons?” asked Ethan.

      “No! I didn’t! I would never!”

      “Kimberly, you told us you were asleep when the fire broke out. Do you stand by that statement?” I asked her.

      She bobbed her head. “Yes, I was sleepin’. I don’t know anything about how it got started.”

      “If you were asleep, then how come you’re wearing perfectly applied makeup? Even if you had gone to sleep in a full face of makeup—which I don’t believe you would for an instant—it would have been smeared.”

      Kimberly stared down at the floor, avoiding our gaze. She didn’t speak.

      “Well?” said Ethan after the silence had dragged on long enough.

      “The alarm woke me up, and I skedaddled as fast as I could. But I had to do my makeup first! Who knows when you’re gonna be photographed?”

      I narrowed my eyes at her.

      “Are you saying you heard that terrible, noisy fire alarm and decided to apply your makeup instead of running out like everyone else?”

      She nodded at me.

      “I did. Is it a crime to wanna look your best?”

      I rolled my eyes. Ethan shook his head in confusion. He was even more disbelieving than me.

      “You’re telling me you ignored the alarm just to put on your face? Really?”

      I certainly believed it was possible, but I also thought it was incredibly stupid if it was true. Which I wasn’t convinced of.

      “How did your baton get into the hallway? It was clearly used to start the fire.”

      “I don’t know! Honest!” Kimberly shouted these words. As if the louder one protested one’s innocence, the more effective it would be.

      “No idea?”

      “I haven’t seen them since I finished my practice. It was probably that crazy woman tryin’ to sabotage our pageant.”

      “You’re saying you think Ruth did this?”

      Kimberly nodded. “Who else would it be?”

      “Ethan, can I talk to you for a moment outside?” I gave him the most meaningful look I could.

      He nodded, stood up, and walked around his desk. I didn’t want him to ask Kimberly to leave his office in case she used the opportunity to run away. So instead, we were leaving her inside. He seemed to understand this as well.

      “What’s up?” he asked when we were outside.

      “It wasn’t Ruth. I know she’s caused a lot of trouble, but this particular act of sabotage wasn’t done by her. I was with her at the time, at the climbing wall in the activity center.”

      “Interesting. That’s further evidence that Kimberly is lying to us. It sounds like she’s trying to pin it on someone—anyone—else. And what better suspect than Ruth, after all the trouble she’s caused us?”

      “But why would she start the fire?”

      I wasn’t exactly asking Ethan directly, more musing out loud, trying to wrap my head around Kimberly’s thought process. I wasn’t sure any normal person would be able to manage it.

      Ethan rubbed his chin slowly. “I’m not sure yet. But we’ll find out. I think it might be time I kept her in confinement.”

      I agreed that this was a good idea.

      We already knew Kimberly was at least somewhat unhinged—you don’t go around cutting off parts of the heels of dozens of shoes without at least one screw loose—and the evidence provided by her burning baton was enough to put her back at the top of my suspect list.

      “I guess she just wanted to sabotage the event. It was the same thing with the shoes. She wanted to sabotage Diana, so she chopped up her shoes, and she wanted to sabotage the whole pageant, so she set the fire. It really makes me think she might have been responsible for Diana’s death, too.”

      “Sadly, I think you might be right. I’m going to take her to the brig. Let’s see if we get a confession out of her.”

      “I think that’s for the best. Come on. Let’s give her the bad news.”

      We returned inside, but this time neither of us sat down.

      “Kimberly?” Ethan waited until she looked up with an attentive expression before he continued. “As head of security of this ship, I’m going to be using the power vested in me to confine you to a secure location for the time being.”

      “You’re lockin’ me up? But I didn’t do nothin’! I was just late for a fire drill!”

      “It wasn’t a drill, and it was a fire set with your baton,” I said to her sternly.

      “I told you! I don’t know nothin’ about it! This ain’t fair. The competition’s this evenin’ and I need to do my routine!”

      Ethan shook his head. “You won’t be doing any routines. Now please stand up and come with me. I don’t see any need for handcuffs—unless you want to resist.”

      Kimberly stood up and stared at Ethan, as if judging whether she could take him down in a fight. While I knew she was fit and agile from watching her fly up the climbing wall, Ethan was at least twice her size and no slouch himself.

      Proving that she wasn’t entirely out of her mind, she gave a sad nod of his agreement to his request.

      “Okay,” she said in a small, quiet voice. “Let’s go.”

      With her shoulders slumped and her normal energy drained, she walked with Ethan out of his office. I closed the door when we were all outside.

      “See you later,” I said to Ethan with a wave. “I’ll be at the talent show if you need me.”

      I watched Ethan lead her away. He’d be taking her downstairs to the brig, a series of small cabins exactly like the one Sam and I shared. Except the lock was on the outside.

      I was pretty sure that not only had we caught our firebug but also our murderer. I just didn’t have the evidence to prove it—yet.
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      “Are you ready to have your minds blown? Are you ready to be amazed, thrilled, and seduced by the most talented, beautiful and lovely ladies to ever sail the seven seas?”

      Autumn Meadows was on the stage, introducing the start of the talent show. She’d managed to recover from her hangover, and now that she was back in the limelight she appeared to be loving every minute of it again.

      I was hanging out near the back of the theater, waiting for Kelly to come in. There was something I’d been meaning to ask her, but hadn’t gotten a chance to yet.

      “First up, with flaming ba—… My apologies, that was a mistake. First up, the cheeriest cheerleader from Chickory, Arkansas, it’s…”

      I stopped listening to Autumn as soon as I spied Kelly. She was wearing midnight black everything, from her jewelry to her shoes, and she was hurrying into the theater at double-quick speed when I hopped in front of her to get her attention.

      “Kelly!”

      “Oh, shoot! Am I late? I’m late aren’t I? What did I miss?”

      “Don’t worry about that. You’re only here to watch tonight anyway, remember? I wanted to ask you something.”

      Kelly wiped a hand over her brow in relief. “What’s up?”

      “Do you remember when we ate together in the Captain’s Club the other day?”

      She wrinkled her brow in thought, then her face lit up as she remembered.

      “Oh yes! When you covered yourself in mousse! That was fantastic!”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “No, it wasn’t fantastic. Do you remember when you were dancing, and your partner pushed you away?”

      Kelly’s face darkened. “Yes. What a horrible man.”

      “Who was he?”

      “Who?”

      “The man you were dancing with!”

      “Oh! I don’t know. No idea.”

      I put my hands on my hips and frowned at her.

      “What do you mean you have no idea?”

      She shrugged. “He was just a man. You know me. I’ll dance with anyone.”

      I cocked my head at her. I did not know her. Not personally, anyway.

      “You have no idea who he was?”

      “He was a guest. That’s all I know. He asked me to dance, I said yes, then you came over and he tossed me away.”

      “He didn’t tell you where he was staying, or his name, or his job or… anything?”

      “Nope!” she said brightly. “To be honest, I don’t care about those kinds of things. The captain told me to dance with the guests, so I danced with the guests. That’s me—a team player.”

      “Have you seen him again since that night?”

      “The captain? Isn’t he here?”

      “No! Not the captain, the guest!”

      “Oh, no. After the way he treated me, I don’t want to see him again.”

      I gave up. I wasn’t getting anywhere with Kelly, and I was pretty sure she didn’t know anything useful to tell me.

      “All right, let’s sit down and watch the show.”

      Kelly was already scurrying off to the front row before I’d finished speaking. I didn’t plan to join her down there. I’d arrived with Cece and Sam, and they’d picked the ‘best’—in Cece’s words—seats. The ones right next to where I was standing, by the exit.

      I stepped up to our row and sat down next to my two friends.

      “Did she tell you anything useful?” asked Sam.

      “Nope.”

      “Knew it,” said Cece, laughing.

      “Don’t you think she looks lonely?” said Sam, nodding toward the stage.

      The single solitary cheerleader was doing her routine, and she did indeed look a little forlorn.

      “She probably wants the whole football team to herself,” said Cece with a grin. “That’s why she’s on her own. One cheerleader and a whole football squad. That’s the dream, right?”

      I smacked her on the arm.

      We sat and watched the girls as they went through one routine after another. The cheerleader one was at least interesting; there was something fun to look at. The flutist had us nearly bored to tears. Not only did she struggle with the music, but the acoustics in the theater also made it hard to hear it.

      After a dozen acts, we reached intermission. The highlight of the performances was, for me, Cece’s snarky comments, rather than the contestants themselves.

      “Sweet. Beer o’clock. Let’s go,” said Cece, hopping to her feet.

      I grabbed her arm and pulled her back down.

      “That’s not it. We’re only halfway done. This is intermission.”

      She gave me an incredulous look. “There’s more?”

      “Lots more,” said Sam with a laugh.

      “Kill me now,” said Cece, slumping back in her seat.

      “Ooh look, they’re playing a video,” said Sam.

      “It better have some cool explosions or some seriously hot se—”

      “Shhh,” I said, grabbing Cece’s arm to silence her.

      On the big screen which had dropped down, a behind-the-scenes series of short interview snippets with the contestants was beginning to play. And Kimberley Dawson, who wasn’t going to get to perform her talent due to being locked up in the brig, was staring out at us from the big screen.

      She sat on a chair, staring wide-eyed directly into the camera, like she was baring her soul.

      “One thing I’ve learned is that determination is everything. Every. Thing. And I should know—I learned it the hard way. A long time ago, I fell off a stage, and I nearly lost it all. But thanks to my coach, I decided not to give up. I decided to push on. I was determined, and now, I’ve won eight local contests and been a regional finalist twice. And my journey’s only just beginnin’. So I have just one word for y’all: determination, perseverance, and good ol’ stubbornness.”

      “That’s three words,” said Sam, clearly annoyed by the error. Cece grumbled in agreement.

      But I wasn’t worrying about her words. I was staring at her giant eyes, projected on the screen. She seemed so sincere.

      I felt like she truly did believe in the pageant, just like she believed in the power of determination. Could she really have killed Diana? She basically just thanked her for giving her the determination she needed. Like being dumped by her was the push she had needed to succeed.

      But it had to be Kimberly!

      I leaned back in my chair and put my head back, staring at the ceiling while I thought.

      “Is she catching flies?” said Cece to Sam. I ignored her.

      “She’s thinking.”

      “Thinking about how to catch flies maybe.”

      I thought about everyone again. Rolf. Autumn. Kimberly. Ruth. Was I missing something? Or was Kimberly just a good actress?

      I was jolted out of my thoughts when Cece punched my arm.

      “Incoming.”

      Coming up the center aisle toward us was Autumn Meadows. While the video was playing, she had a few minutes to herself before she would need to get back on the stage.

      “Adrienne!”

      “Uh-oh,” I said quietly to my friends.

      “Where’s Ethan?”

      “I don’t know. What’s up? Can I help you with anything?”

      “I doubt it, but you’ll have to do. When I was getting ready for tonight, I realized someone went into my room and stole something incredibly valuable!”

      Another break-in? They seemed to be endemic on this ship. Though to be fair, one of the ones I was aware of had been conducted by me and Cece.

      “What is it? Is it something you could have just misplaced?”

      “No! It’s my scrapbook. My special pageant scrapbook. It’s got everything in it. Everything! My whole career!”

      “Are you sure you haven’t misplaced it? You had it last night, remember? Did you maybe put it down on your way back to your room?”

      Autumn shook her head furiously.

      “I wasn’t that drunk. Yes, I got it back to my room. It was there this morning. In fact, I had it just before the fire. But it’s not there now. Someone’s taken it, and it’s completely irreplaceable! I have to get it back!”

      She was genuinely upset, and if what she said about having the book right up until the fire was true, then maybe it actually had been stolen.

      “I’ll let Ethan know as soon as I see him. We’ll do our best to get it back for you. We really will.”

      Autumn wrung her hands together nervously.

      “I need it back. I need it. Please, Adrienne, get it back for me.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      Autumn turned to look at the big screen, and when she saw what was on it her eyebrows shot up and she hurried back down the aisle toward the stage. Like most of the snippets, it was a young lady speaking earnest platitudes into the camera. The video montage must have been nearly over.

      “Who would want an old scrapbook?” asked Cece in disbelief.

      “I have no idea. And I’ve got enough to worry about without adding that into the mix.”

      “Of course,” said Sam, “it’s probably connected, isn’t it? To everything else I mean. It would be a strange coincidence if it wasn’t.”

      I nodded. She was right. Perhaps the scrapbook’s disappearance could turn into a positive; it might lead me to further clues. Once this event was over I’d begin to look into it, after consulting with Ethan anyway.

      “Uh. Another video? I thought that was it?”

      I looked up at the screen. From the way Autumn had hurried off, I hadn’t been expecting more video footage. I’d assumed the talent show was about to start again. But this video wasn’t like the last one.

      “Is that…”

      “Huh. Maybe this video will be interesting after all.” Cece rubbed her hands together and leaned forward.

      On the screen, in giant moving clarity, was Autumn Meadows, stumbling down a deck while leaning on Martin’s arm. She was muttering profanities about her husband and Diana Penn as she did so.

      “Arrrgh!” came a loud shriek. It was the real Autumn, not the one on video, and she was clutching her head and screaming down near the front of the stage. “Get it off! Get it off! Get it off!”

      Luckily for Autumn, her embarrassment didn’t last too long. After about fifteen seconds of footage, the video abruptly switched. The next snippet was one of the pageant contestants. From the strange angle of the footage, it seemed to be a video that had been recorded surreptitiously, without her being aware.

      “And that’s why Rolf should never have been a judge,” said the girl in the cheerleader outfit on the screen.

      The video flickered, and then another pageant contender was on the screen, speaking to a girl off-camera.

      “I don’t know what’s more fake, a Barbie doll or Melinda May. I think it’s Melinda.”

      The video cut again to Kimberly Dawson.

      “Diana just had more raw talent than Autumn.”

      Next up was the girl I’d seen playing the harp.

      “Did you see how fat Kimberly is? Her legs are as big as Rolf’s!”

      “Oh my god, this is amazing,” said Cece by my side.

      It was a disaster is what it was. Leaving Sam and Cece behind, I hurried down the aisle to the front of the room, while the unflattering, candid snippets of the girls gossiping and bad mouthing each other and the judges continued to play on the giant screen.

      Some of the audience were laughing—I guess they were the customers who weren’t connected to the beauty pageant itself—but many more were sobbing. The girls who had either been caught out badmouthing someone else, or were the victims themselves.

      When I was near the front, Ruth Allen emerged from the wings and made her way across the front of the stage. She had a triumphant look on her face, and tucked under her arm was a large, thick book that looked very familiar.

      “You cow!” screamed Autumn as she clambered up onto the stage from the front, and began to rush Ruth.

      Autumn dived for Ruth, arms outstretched, but the angry feminist twisted out of the way. Autumn rushed back to her feet, and grabbed at Ruth again.

      The two of them began to swing at each other, neither really connecting with their punches and slaps.

      “Give me that!” shouted an outraged Autumn, and moving lightning fast, she managed to snatch the scrapbook away from Ruth.

      Momentarily defeated, Ruth jumped back and rushed to the microphone stand, where she snatched away the mic. She flicked the switch to turn it on as she ran.

      “Down… with… pageants!” she said between halting breaths. On the far side of the stage was a grand piano, and when she reached it, she used the pianist’s stool as a step and clambered up on top of it. She stared out at the crowd from her elevated position, holding the microphone with two hands.

      “This so-called talent show is a farce! The girls are being used! The only talent here is the corruption and depravity of the patriarchy that produced this disgusting travesty!” She paused for breath but didn’t move the microphone while she did so, filling the theater with noisy, gasping heavy breathing as she tried to refill her lungs. It sounded like something out of a horror movie.

      “Stop… the pageant! Everyone, say it with me! Down with pageants! Down with pageants! Down with pageants!”

      Ruth continued to chant into the mic, but no one joined in with her. I guess a beauty pageant audience probably wasn’t the best crowd to try and persuade to join in an impromptu protest against pageants.

      Ethan seemed to appear out of nowhere, jumping up onto the stage in a single leap without even needing to use his hands. He hurried over to the piano to deal with the protestor.

      While Ruth chanted, Autumn was sitting on the floor of the stage, snatching up photos which had fallen out of her scrapbook during the scuffle. I clambered up onto the stage to help her, while Ethan dealt with Ruth.

      “Here, let me help you,” I said, crouching down next to her.

      “Get away! This is your fault! It’s all your fault!”

      “What? Me?” I asked, incredulous. Surely there was at least one other person on the stage more to blame than me. Namely the woman up on the piano.

      “Of course it’s your fault! I knew it was Ruth that started the fire and stole my scrapbook, but you defended her! You said it couldn’t have been her because she was with you! Were you in it together? Are you a secret feminist?”

      What do you say to that? I mean, I was a feminist, at least I thought so, but not at all in the same way Ruth Allen thought herself one. We were completely different.

      “Go away. Get off my stage. Everything’s ruined now anyway. Just go.”

      “I… I’m sorry,” I said in a small, humble voice.

      I couldn’t understand how I could have messed up so badly. Had Ruth started the fire on some kind of a timer, so that she would have the excuse of being on the climbing wall when the alarm went off?

      Now that I thought back to it, I didn’t think she’d been with me when I made it out onto the pool deck. She could have slipped away in the confusion and broken into Autumn’s cabin to steal the scrapbook.

      I’d messed up—badly.
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      The International Buffet served the best breakfast on the ship, but despite the delicious food, I wasn’t happy to be there. Not after what had happened the night before.

      But needs must. And I was the social media manager, so I had to be there for the big ‘final breakfast’ for the beauty pageant contestants.

      They had an entire section of the restaurant cordoned off for themselves, and they were seated at half a dozen large, circular tables. While they filled up their plates with food, I went around documenting the occasion by taking photos and filming a few little video clips.

      I was wearing a baseball cap and sunglasses and trying to look as inconspicuous as possible. Everyone there was gossiping about what had happened the night before, and from overheard snippets, I could tell that some of it was about me and how everything was basically my fault.

      The girls had seemed to divide themselves up into different factions, as a byproduct of the gossip-bombs that had been dropped and blasted across the theater the previous evening. Now they were divided into semi-warring factions, split up across the various dining tables.

      About half an hour into the breakfast, when most people were sitting down at the tables with their plates of food having already conquered the buffet, Kimberley Dawson made her entrance.

      She slipped into the room quietly but not unnoticed. The table nearest her stood up and began to clap. Then, so did the neighboring table. And then the rest of them.

      Ethan had no choice but to release her after what had gone on the night before.

      Everyone was now firmly convinced that Ruth Allen was to blame for the fire, and most of them conflated that guilt with the murder of Diana Penn as well. I wasn’t entirely convinced about that second part, though.

      While they clapped and cheered for Kimberly, they just gave me dirty looks, sideways glances, and frowns. Except for a few who just decided not to look at me at all. Being required to be at an event which no one wants you at is beyond miserable.

      “Oh, goodness me,” said Kimberly loudly.

      The clapping and cheering stopped and everyone looked at her expectantly. They were all eager for a speech, and Kimberly was eager to give one.

      “I think you may have seen my little video yesterday. Where I told you that determination was the key to success. I still believe that, and the fact that I’m here, today, is proof of it.”

      Kimberly paused to smile at everyone while they clapped.

      When the noise had died back down to a gentle chatter again, she continued. “Yesterday, like Nelson Mandela, I was locked up in solitary confinement. Like the Fugitive, like the count of Monte Cristo, I was framed for a crime I didn’t commit. Now I know what suffering is. But through determination and grit, I fought my way through it. There were moments when I thought I was never gonna be released. But did I give up? No! I was determined to make it through my imprisonment, and I did it!”

      Oh, please. She was barely locked up for a couple of hours.

      “I missed the talent show yesterday, so although I’ll still be competing, I won’t be eligible to win this competition. But I want to say to y’all—stay determined! One of you is gonna win, and you are gonna deserve it so, so much. Let’s make this the best goshdarn pageant there ever was! Let’s make it one we’ll be tellin’ our own beauty-queen-grandchildren about twenty years from now! Let’s go, girls!”

      And that earned her a standing ovation. I hid my face through most of it, using my phone as a shield. This also allowed me to capture most of it for posterity. I was going to try and find a few of the least cringe-worthy parts to post online later on.

      With her impromptu speech over, Kimberly slowly walked across the room. Clarissa stood up and ran over to her, enveloping her in a hug. Grabbing her by the hand, she led her to a seat next to hers.

      The hour-long breakfast lasted about a dozen years. At least that’s what it felt like. But finally, the interminable event was over and the girls were leaving the room to rehearse for the final part of the competition, where the overall winner would be crowned.

      I’d gotten away without having to have a single conversation. At least until the last minute.

      “Adrienne?”

      Gritting my teeth, I turned around to face the music. And by music, I meant Autumn Meadows. I gave her a nervous, embarrassed smile.

      “Are you going to let tonight’s finale go off without a hitch? Or are you going to break Ruth out of jail so she can terrorize us all again?”

      “I’m sorry! I’m so, so, so, so sorry about yesterday. You’ve got to believe me. I really didn’t think Ruth would stoop so low.”

      And I still didn’t think it was all that fair to blame me. I couldn’t control Ruth Allen. She was responsible for her own actions and I was neither her mother nor her boss. But the only people who seemed to see my point of view were Cece, Sam, and, thankfully, Ethan.

      “After the way she’d behaved? You should have expected it.”

      “Sorry,” I said again. I vowed to myself it would be the final time though. I’d done enough apologizing. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      “Yes, there is actually. Some of the photos from my scrapbook are still missing. I don’t know where they are. They could be in the theater, or in Ruth’s room, or backstage… but I want them back. They’re very dear to me.”

      “Goodness, I hoped you had everything. I’ll see what I can find. What kind of pictures are they?”

      “They’re… well, you may think it strange after what happened with Rolf, but they’re pictures of Diana, from the old days. She and I had a lot of history together. A lot of history. I don’t want to lose it. Even if we didn’t see eye to eye, she was a big part of my life. And now she’s gone… all I have is the pictures. Except I don’t even have them.”

      Autumn gestured for me to follow her as she walked over to the table she’d been sitting at. Her scrapbook was sitting on it. She pulled it open to a page near the middle.

      “You see, here,” she said, pointing down at the page. “There were three pictures, two on this page, and one over here opposite. On this day, Diana and I were working together. We were screening potential pageant contenders. It was one of Diana’s best skills. I’ll admit she was even better than me at it. She could spot raw talent like that.” She snapped her fingers for emphasis. “Some of the girls from this event could have gone on to be national champions.”

      “Could have?” I asked quizzically.

      “Well, yes, could have. Unfortunately, these were the girls that were caught up in that horrible nude picture scandal. I’m sure you heard about it at the time?”

      “Right, yes, I heard about it,” I said with a nod. Of course I hadn’t heard about it at the time; I hadn’t heard about it until a couple of days previously. These pageant people really thought their little world was the center of the universe. “So these were pictures of Diana with the girls from the scandal?”

      “No. I don’t think so. Actually, these pictures were Diana with the girls who didn’t make the cut. The losers. That was one of her talents too. She could tell when people didn’t have what it takes, and she could really get through to them, you know? Really let them understand that they had no hope, no chance of success, no skill or ability. A lot of us can’t really get through to girls quite like she could.”

      I blinked at her. “That sounds pretty harsh.”

      Autumn laughed a light, tinkling laugh.

      “Honey, that’s the pageant world. It’s harsh, it’s tough, and it’s expensive. Better to hear the truth early on that you’re a talentless ugly duckling who won’t grow into a swan than waste your time and your parents’ money. Don’t you think?”

      “I suppose so.”

      “Come on, let’s drop by the rehearsal area. You can get some final pictures of the girls before the big night. Then you can track down my pictures.”

      Awkwardly, I followed Diana out of the restaurant.

      I think she had realized that Ruth’s actions weren’t really my fault, and maybe she’d even recognized that I was actually a really nice person, underneath my protestor-enabling exterior. If only she could get everyone else to understand that too.

      When we got to the hall that was being used as the rehearsal space, Autumn stopped us by the entrance.

      “Look. Look at my girls. Look at them all. It makes me so proud.”

      I did as I was told and tried to see it from her perspective. There were two dozen young women, all of whom had worked exceptionally hard to get where they were. And all of them were still working hard, right up to the last minute, practicing the walks they were going to do across the stage later. I could kind of see why she’d feel proud.

      Even though Kimberly was out of the running, she, along with her friend Clarissa, was helping some of the other girls out.

      “They are all very dedicated,” I said, and raised my hand to point. “And look at them, helping out even though they’re not even competing.”

      Autumn nodded happily as we watched Clarissa demonstrate to Miranda May how to twist and turn at the end of a strutting walk. The way she showed it, the upper body seemed to twist like unwound elastic. It was all in the hips, I thought.

      “She’s not even competing, and already it looks like she could be a coach!”

      Autumn looked at me with a surprised smile, like she’d just discovered I had an unexpected skill.

      “You know, I think you’re right. Good eye.” She watched for a moment more, as if looking at Clarissa in a new light. “While you never could have competed, Adrienne, maybe you could have been a coach too. That was very observant of you.”

      “Thanks,” I said. And I meant it.

      After all, a compliment is a compliment, and I hadn’t been getting many of those lately. Not even backhanded ones.

      “I’m going to go and look for the photos, Autumn. I’ll let you know as soon as I find anything.”

      “Thank you,” she said, but she wasn’t looking my way anymore. She was staring out at her girls as they did their final rehearsals.
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      My search for the photographs had been fruitless so far, but there was still almost another day until we were back in port. I hoped to be able to find them for Autumn by then. It would be one act of redemption in her eyes.

      In the meantime though, it was the big night for the beauty pageant. The finale. The girls would be strutting their stuff across the stage, showing their walks and their figures as they did so for the judges.

      And I was in the prime position. Well, almost the prime position. I was in the judges’ box, hovering just behind them, walking up and down as I snapped pictures of the girls on the stage, and a few behind-the-scenes shots of the judges collaborating and discussing together.

      Since I wasn’t exactly in the judges’ good books, I was trying to keep as low a profile as I could while still doing my job.

      “Kimberly Dawson.”

      “Killer Kimberly.

      “Old Faithful. She’s reliable, isn’t she? Don’t you think she’s reliable?”

      “She is reliable. Like an old mare that just knows exactly where to go. Hop on the saddle and relax. She’ll get you home.”

      “Very brave of her.”

      I only half-listened to the judges talking, not really paying attention to who was saying what. I was watching the stage instead. When I’d first arrived in the box, I listened to their commentary with interest, but after the first half dozen girls I’d tuned most of it out.

      Despite no longer being able to win the competition, Kimberly was giving it her all on the stage. She strutted across it like she owned it, and when she stared into the crowd, she got a standing ovation. Word had gotten out of her supposed wrongful imprisonment, and since she couldn’t even win the competition now, she was everyone’s darling for the evening.

      As she finally left the stage, Clarissa was waiting in the wings with open arms to give her a hug and a pat on the back. When Kimberly had disappeared backstage, Clarissa was there to send out Miranda May with another encouraging pat on the back. She really was like a coach.

      Miranda May was the final candidate, and after this, the judges would take some time to confer and tally up all their points before deciding on the final winner.

      “Who’s this one again?”

      “Miranda May.”

      “Miranda may what? Miranda may fall over?”

      “Miranda may be judged by us!”

      The judges laughed at their own bad jokes. I was glad they were keeping them between the three of them; I didn’t feel like I had the energy to fake being amused on top of everything else that was going on.

      The three judges gave her their full attention though as she walked across the stage with incredible poise. When she got to the end of her walk, she repeated the move I’d seen her practicing with Clarissa. The twist and turn that seemed to move the upper body with a snapping elegance that I couldn’t even imagine how to emulate. I didn’t think human bodies did that.

      “Miranda may blow my socks off!” said Rolf in surprise.

      “Miranda may have just won it!” said Martin, clapping his hands together in a single smack of delight.

      “Was that… tell me, who does that remind you of? Be honest,” said Autumn. “It’s been bothering me since I saw her practicing earlier.”

      Rolf glanced across at his wife as if assessing her mood before he spoke. “It looks like… it looks rather like a move that—”

      “—Diana used to do!” finished Martin, saving Rolf from mentioning the D word in front of his wife.

      “That’s what I thought!” Autumn said excitedly. “I saw her doing it in rehearsal earlier, and I said to myself, that’s the Penn Posy! And I was right. I am right, aren’t I? That was the Penn Posy?”

      “It sure looked like a Penn Posy to me,” said Rolf with conviction.

      “It’s like she was coached by Diana herself,” said Martin, shaking his head in astonishment.

      Personally, I didn’t see what the big deal was. It looked cool, but it was just a turn at the end of a slow walk. The way they were acting it was like she’d casually floated up to the ceiling and back down again.

      I snapped a few more pictures as we watched Miranda go back to Clarissa, who was waiting for her with a giant smile and another congratulatory hug.

      And that was it. The main events were over. Now it was up to the judges to make their decisions.

      I tapped my finger against my chin as I thought. I realized something. Actually, maybe the Penn Posy was special.

      “Autumn?”

      She turned around, curious to see what could be so important as to interrupt her while she was trying to judge a competition.

      “Your missing pictures—how old were they? And where were they taken?”

      She frowned for a moment, but when Rolf called out that it was time to tally up all their individual points before they conferred for the last time to decide the winner, Autumn’s look softened. She had a moment to spare.

      “The three missing pictures were from about eight years ago, maybe ten. It was in Charleston. Why? How can that help you get them back?”

      “Thanks. It just will. Back in a minute.”

      Leaving a confused Autumn in my wake, I rushed out of the judging box.

      I had something.

      I wasn’t entirely sure if I was right, but I was getting there. I’d had enough false successes that I was worried about making another mistake.

      But this time, this time, I had that tingling in my spine that told me I was on to something. I had to be right. I just had to be.

      I hurried away from the judges’ booth and crept backstage to where the girls had left their bags. All the participants were lined up in the wings, as they would all shortly be on stage when the winner was announced. This would be my best chance to do what needed to be done.

      It took me a couple of minutes of rooting around the room, but then I found what I was looking for.

      Clarissa Jones’s bag.

      Peering around to make sure no one was watching me, I opened it up and began to dig through it. Come on, come on. My fingers closed on something smooth and thin. Something an awful lot like a photograph.

      I obviously hadn’t checked carefully enough behind me though.

      A hand squeezed my shoulder. Not a friendly squeeze. A what-are-you-doing-in-my-bag squeeze.

      In my cleverness, I’d forgotten Clarissa Jones wasn’t competing. She wouldn’t be waiting to go on stage. And that was why she caught me in her bag.

      “Just what do you think you’re doing?” Her fingers dug into my shoulder hard enough that they’d leave a bruise.

      I pulled my hand out of her bag, holding up a picture triumphantly.

      “This is from Autumn’s scrapbook! You stole it!” I said, waving the picture in front of her while simultaneously twisting away to free my shoulder.

      The photograph contained several sad looking young girls in their early teens. They must have been Diana’s rejects, the ones Autumn had been telling me about. Three of them were facing the camera, but one had already turned and was walking away from the cameraman. Her hair was tied up in a bun, and I could just about make out a star-shaped birthmark on the back of her neck.

      “I did no such thing! I found these here pictures yesterday. I was hoping to return them, but I didn’t know who to return them to!”

      Clarissa was staring at me, her eyes like two tiny little blue pebbles. Angry blue pebbles.

      “No. You set the fire yesterday and used the commotion to steal Autumn’s scrapbook.”

      “Has your brain melted from all the sun or something? That crazy old lady Ruth is who did all that.”

      I shook my head at her. I was onto something, and we both knew it. Clarissa looked around the room warily, but she wasn’t ready to admit her guilt just yet.

      “No. No way.” I stamped my foot on the ground. “I know what happened. There were pictures of you in this scrapbook. Pictures like this one,” I said, waving the photo in front of her face. “Pictures that show you and Diana went way, way back. And you had some unfinished business with her, didn’t you? Didn’t you?”

      “No! It’s lies! All lies! You’re the crazy one!” Clarissa whipped her hand through the air before I knew what she was doing and slapped me across the face.

      I stared at her, blinking in shock, while she spun around and started to sprint away, with noisy clicks of her black heels.

      “Oh no you don’t! Get back here!”

      I’d lost one chase already on this cruise, and I wasn’t about to lose another. This time, I was wearing sneakers instead of stupid high heels, and Clarissa wasn’t going to escape me.

      She hurried out of the little room and kept running straight ahead. Straight ahead toward the stage where the winner was about to be announced.

      “And the winner is…”

      Clarissa burst onto the stage where twenty-four girls were all lined up and I was there right behind her.

      “ADRIENNE!?” screeched a furious Autumn over the PA system.

      Clarissa stopped in the middle of the stage next to a giant arrangement of roses. She spun around, glaring at me. I wasn’t about to stop now though.

      I ran right at Clarissa, and she snatched up the rose display and swung it at me. It crashed into my head sending red petals fluttering through the air. I smashed it away, grabbing onto Clarissa yanking her toward me.

      Unlike me, she was wearing heels, and when I pulled her she lost her balance and toppled right into me.

      I found myself lying on my back, Clarissa astride me, about to slap me around when her wrists were snatched out of the air and held in the vice grip of Ethan’s strong hands.

      He looked down at me. “I really, really hope there’s an explanation that makes sense.”

      I lifted my head to look up at him. “So do I.”

      And then I let my head drop back down with a thunk onto the wooden stage.
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      “And the winner is…” said Sam.

      “…Adrienne!” finished Cece with glee, and all three of us collapsed in giggles against the railing.

      We were standing on one of the higher decks, watching from above as the passengers disembarked below us. Soon the beauty pageant troop would be off as well, and then Sam and I would have to go down and say farewell to them personally.

      “Bet you didn’t think you’d be declared winner of the contest, did you?” asked Sam, squeezing me around the shoulders.

      I wasn’t sure if my friends were prouder of me solving the murder or being accidentally named as a pageant winner.

      “I wasn’t the winner. It was a mistake.”

      “Nuh-uh. They announced it. It counts. You should tell them no backsies.” said Cece. “Take it. No offense, but you’re not going to win another one.”

      “I’m offended!” I said with a grin. Of course I wasn’t really offended, and I also got a kick out of the fact that I had accidentally been announced as the winner of the pageant.

      “Anyway, could you please tell me how you knew it was Clarissa? You spent all night with Hot Stuff instead of telling us, your friends.”

      “I didn’t spend all night with Ethan. I gave my statements, and by the time I got to bed, you were all asleep. The statements took a long time.”

      “Whatever,” said Cece kicking at the railing of the ship absentmindedly. “Get on with it.”

      I stared out at the docks below as I told them what had happened. It was a beautiful day in New Orleans and I was looking forward to getting back to shore for some leave.

      “Clarissa, when she was a kid, was with Diana for a while, as a trainee pageant contestant. But then Diana kicked her out for not being pretty enough. Her and a bunch of other kids. Autumn even had a picture of it happening.”

      “How could you kick out a kid? That doesn’t seem very fair,” said Sam.

      “Life’s not fair. Best they learn it when they’re young,” said Cece with a shrug.

      “Maybe you should have been a pageant trainer,” I suggested.

      Cece put on a pouty look and a hand on her hip. “Or maybe just a beauty queen?”

      Sam and I both giggled.

      “Hey, quit laughing. I could be a queen if I wanted to, and I won’t hear otherwise. Now get back to the story.”

      I did as I was told and continued. “Young Clarissa didn’t like being rejected though. Not at all. She stole nude pictures of all the girls who hadn’t been rejected and sent them out to everyone. Put them online too. Apparently it was a big scandal—at least if you follow the pageant scene.”

      “Wow. She was crazy even at that age?”

      “Yep. Pretty much.”

      In the distance, a ship’s horn sounded. It was a sound that just a few months earlier had been alien to me. Now it was a comforting part of my day-to-day life.

      “Anyway, even though she’d been rejected by Diana, she didn’t give up.”

      “Determination, I hear, is key,” said Sam, quoting Kimberly Dawson.

      “Seems so,” I confirmed. “And it turned out Diana wasn’t all that great at spotting future talent. Not as good as Autumn thought she was, anyway. Because young Clarissa grew up and filled out.”

      “A real glow up,” said Cece.

      “Yeah, if you want to put it like that.”

      “I don’t want to put it like that. What I meant to say was that she turned into a Grade A quality piece of—”

      “Yeah, yeah,” interrupted Sam, “We get the picture. Carry on, Adrienne.”

      Cece laughed at us and went back to absent-mindedly kicking at the railing.

      “Anyway, she was spotted by Martin, who was looking for a new young protege to compete in the adult divisions.”

      “I bet he was. Dream job, huh?”

      “I don’t know what you’re implying, and I’m sure it’s a job as tough as any other,” I said, lying with every word.

      “And everyone lived happily ever after?” asked Sam.

      Cece snorted.

      “Yep,” I confirmed. “Right up until this cruise. When Clarissa saw Diana again, it all came flooding back to her. How she’d been humiliated and rejected all those years ago. But then Diana started paying attention to her. She even tried to poach Clarissa from Martin. And that made Clarissa mad. Really mad.”

      “Mad enough to kill a b—”

      “Mad enough to kill a beauty queen, yes,” I said interrupting Cece. “And that’s what she did. When she watched Diana that first night, something snapped in her and she tried to get even with Diana—tried to point out what a loss it’d been for Diana to lose her. But Diana just laughed, and said she’d make sure Clarissa would never win a contest, ever.”

      “Wow,” said Sam sarcastically. “She’d never be a beauty queen? What a tragedy.”

      I lifted one shoulder. “It seemed that way to Clarissa. I’m telling you, these pageant people are all nuts.”

      “So Clarissa thought Diana would ruin her life again? And so she killed her?”

      I nodded thoughtfully. “Yes. And she nearly got away with it, too. It was only when she tried to cover her tracks that she got found out. When she saw Diana’s scrapbook, she saw there were old pictures of her. Anyone with really good eyes, and a good memory, might have seen the tiny little star-shaped birthmark on her neck, realized she was one of Diana’s old rejects, and figured out she might have had a motivation to kill her. She didn’t want that to happen, so she set the fire, stole the scrapbook, took the incriminating photos, and then left the scrapbook outside Ruth’s room.”

      “That was actually kind of clever,” said Sam. “She was right about what Ruth would do with it, at least.”

      “Yep. That Ruth was just as crazy as Clarissa,” said Cece shaking her head.

      “Well, almost. She didn’t kill anyone,” said Sam.

      “That we know of,” said Cece, shaking her head.

      I peered down over the railings below.

      “Looks like our beauty queens are about to head off.” I said, giving Sam a nudge. “Come on. We’d better say goodbye.”

      The pageant contestants were visible a couple of decks below us, lined up with two suitcases each.

      “Yeah…” said Cece dubiously. “I don’t have to do that, so I’m not going to. In fact I’m feeling pretty sick.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “So sick you’re going to go to sickbay?”

      Cece cackled and poked me in the side.

      “Oh, how well you know me.”

      Cece and Dr. Ryan in sickbay had a thing going on. Or they nearly did, anyway. They both had the worst crushes on each other, though I wasn’t quite sure if they were actually dating yet.

      Then again, I didn’t even know if Cece was the dating type.

      Bidding each other farewell, Sam and I headed to wave off the girls, while Cece disappeared into the inner depths of the ship.

      When we arrived on the deck, which connected to the dock, the beauty pageant contestants were all just about ready to leave. Right at the front was Miranda May, who had been crowned the real winner once the fiasco Clarissa and I had created had been dealt with.

      Sam went down the far end of the lineup, while I went to start at the front.

      “Congratulations again, your twirl was just fantastic. You really deserved your win,” I said with a beaming smile.

      “Why, thank you,” she said with a curtsy and a slow southern drawl. Just about every one of the contestants had been from the South, with just a smattering of Midwesterners and Texans, who were empathically their own “brand” of queens.

      As she lowered herself a couple of inches in her curtsy, I saw someone on the dock behind her. Someone I’d been looking for.

      “Hold on, back in a minute!” I yelled to the girls.

      The fake housekeeper was down on the docks, and he didn’t know I was coming. If I was quick, I could catch him before he even knew I was after him.

      I ran toward the bridge that connected the ship to the dock, when suddenly an arm appeared in front of me, blocking my way. It was the arm of an officer’s uniform, and before I looked up I assumed it was Ethan.

      “Hey! It’s the…” I looked up. “Captain?”

      He was staring at me with cold eyes. “Where are you going? You’re still on duty, aren’t you?”

      “I… need to get to the dock!”

      He shook his head at me. “No, you don’t. You need to say farewell to each and every one of our esteemed guests. Then, when your duties are complete, you may sign out and disembark. Not before. Is that clear?”

      “But… but…”

      “I said, is that clear?”

      “Fine. Yes, sir, it’s clear.”

      Angrily, I stomped back toward the pageant girls. I peered over the side of the ship on the way. The man was already gone.

      While I put on a plastic smile and said goodbye to the ladies, my mind was running at a million miles an hour with questions.

      Had the captain realized I was going after the man and stopped me deliberately? If the mystery man was  involved with the notes and postcards that had been sent to taunt me, did that mean the captain was too? Was he somehow connected to my kidnapping?

      I didn’t know the answers to any of those questions.

      But I’d be cornstalkin’ darned if I wasn’t going to find out.

      However, it would have to wait until the next cruise, because I had a date with a Landlubbers Breakfast at the Rusty Anchor, and maybe even a date with First Officer Hot Stuff before it was time to come back and put my nose to the grindstone on another cruise.

      But I would get my answers.

      I wasn’t going to stop until I did.
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      "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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      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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