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CHAPTER ONE
I t was a beautiful, clear morning in New Orleans as I stood on the dock with my best friend Sam and our work friend Cece, looking up at the Swan of the Seas.
It was our place of work and a floating home away from home, and I was always excited to get back on board after some shore leave, even if it meant putting my nose to the grindstone again.
Not that my work was particularly tough. It was all the other things which happened aboard the ship that really wore us out.
“Here’s hoping for a nice, boring cruise,” I said to my friends.
“No way. I’m craving some excitement,” said Cece. “Boring’s as good as dead.” Cece was one of the most fun-loving people I had ever met. She was in her early twenties, working on the ship as a housekeeper to save up for college tuition.
I glared at her. On our last cruise, one of our guests had been murdered by a deranged killer, and talk of death brought up bad memories. At least the murderer had been caught—in no small part thanks to me—and we didn’t have to worry about any other killers on the loose. Not that there weren’t other mysteries to be solved.
“It won’t be boring,” said Sam with a happy smile. “This one’s a scrapbook cruise, so it should be really fun.”
Cece and I both gave her skeptical looks.
“Scrapbooking… fun…? Does not compute,” Cece said.
“What do you mean? Scrapbooking is awesome! They say it’s the new knitting.”
“Now you’re definitely messing with me.” Cece patted Sam on the arm. “I think we’re going to have to make our own entertainment this cruise.” She turned her attention toward me. “Maybe I’ll come spy on you and Ethan.”
“What? No!”
“But you’re such a hot couple. Don’t be a spoilsport.” Cece pouted for a second before her face lit up again. “Say, how are things going with him anyway? Shacking up yet?”
“No, we are not moving in together. But things are… progressing.”
Cece rubbed her hands together. “Awesome. Give us all the details.”
“I most certainly am not!”
Cece turned back to Sam. “She’s no fun, is she?”
Sam laughed but came to my defense.
“She’s plenty of fun! Just ask Ethan.”
“Maybe I will,” said Cece with a wicked smirk. “It’s getting serious though, right?”
“It’s getting seriouser,” I said with a grin. “But who knows? We’ll see how things go on this cruise. We’re getting along great. He’s really—”
“Hot,” interrupted Cece.
“Yeah, that too. I was going to say nice, but that works. Anyway, I don’t want to jinx anything, but things are going pretty well.” I couldn’t keep the smile off my face as I spoke, and it made the others grin too. It was hard not to smile when thinking about Ethan. He was just so—
“Hey, look who it is!”
Walking toward us with a waddling gait was Minnie Baptiste, a large Caribbean lady who ran the Boulevard Café aboard the ship. Always in a good mood, she had her usual brilliant smile on her face.
Minnie was not alone. She was accompanied by a younger woman, who looked almost like a miniature version of her. The girl appeared to be about half Minnie’s width, half her age, and her smile was about half as big—not that it lacked in enthusiasm. Minnie just had a one-of-a-kind infectious smile.
“Hi!” I waved and was pleased when they made a beeline toward us. I was pretty sure I could guess who it was but waited for her to introduce the girl.
“Good morning, girls!” Minnie stepped behind the younger woman, putting two big hands on her shoulders. “This is my daughter, Vanessa. She’s going on the scrapbooking cruise!”
“Awesome! I wish I wasn’t working so I could join you,” Sam said to Vanessa. “I love scrapbooking.”
“Scrapbooking, huh?” Cece didn’t rush to judgment on Vanessa quite yet. “How’d you end up on this cruise?”
“I got lucky, I guess. I entered a scrapbooking competition, and, well, I won!”
“A scrapbooking… competition?” asked Cece. “Is there such a thing?”
“Of course there is!” Vanessa laughed with delight, happy to fill in the gaps in Cece’s knowledge of the wonderful world of her hobby. “How do you think the regional champions get chosen? How do you think Scrapbooker of the Year gets decided? Through the competitions!”
“I… have never heard of any of those things,” said Cece with a look of confusion on her face. “It’s not just about how to hold a pair of scissors and work a glue stick then, I guess?”
Vanessa shook her head. “No, it’s not like that at all. It’s really fun. You should try it sometime.”
Cece shrugged. “I’ll try anything three times.”
“Three?” asked Vanessa.
“Sure. In case it’s an acquired taste. You don’t fall in love with Spam in Jell-O the first time either.”
Vanessa seemed flabbergasted but Sam and I both laughed. On our last cruise, the menus had been ‘inspired’ by classic dishes from the fifties and sixties, including a number of so-called ‘salads’ that involved meat in gelatin. I hadn’t realized Cece had acquired a taste for it, though.
Vanessa leaned in toward us, like she was about to spill a secret.
“I’m actually a bit nervous. I’m going to get to meet my idol, Irina Clark.”
Cece, Sam, and I exchanged glances to see if we had any information to share, but none of us knew who she meant.
“Who’s that?” I asked.
“You don’t know Irina Clark?” Vanessa’s eyebrows went up in surprise, and then she leaned forward even more, eyes alight with excitement. “She’s just, like, the world’s most awesome scrapbooker—”
“World champion?” Cece was half-teasing and half-serious.
“Nope. She should be, but the world isn’t quite ready for her yet. She’s literally too awesome. They call her the bad girl of scrapbooking.”
“The bad girl of scrapbooking…” Cece actually sounded intrigued now.
“Oh yeah, she does these scraps you wouldn’t believe. I’ll show you sometime if you’d like, but I hope you’re not easily shocked!”
Cece shook her head. “Nope. You should see some of the websites I look at. There’s one called salacious—”
I grabbed Cece’s arm. “Save that for later. It’s too early in the day for that kind of talk.”
Cece shrugged my hand off her arm, laughing at me. “Maybe I’ll start scrapbooking about some of that stuff.” She paused, a thought clearly flitting into her mind. “Oh! I know! I could make a scrapbook about me and Doctor Ryan.”
Vanessa’s eyes lit up. “Who’s that? Your boyfriend?”
Cece nodded enthusiastically. “Yep!”
“That could be so romantic!”
Cece frowned. “I wasn’t exactly thinking romantic. I was thinking hot and s—”
“Vanessa!” shouted Minnie, grabbing her daughter’s arm. “We’ve got to go. Nice to see you all!”
Our goodbyes were called over their shoulders, as Minnie hurried away. Vanessa gave us an apologetic shrug as she was dragged away by her mother. I wondered if Cece might have upset Minnie, but I’d stopped her from saying anything too outrageous.
“That was sudden,” said Sam, staring after the mother and daughter.
“Hi guys!”
We all turned to see Kelly Cline, the cruise director and the immediate supervisor of Sam and me. She was a tiny but energetic woman who loved to wear matching outfits in bold colors.
Today Kelly looked like she’d modeled herself on the cloudless skies above us. She was wearing a formfitting sky-blue dress that ended just above the knee, along with some bright blue plastic bracelets, matching heels, and a blue Alice-band in her jet-black hair.
“Who was that with Minnie?” asked Kelly, gesturing after the pair.
“That was her daughter, Vanessa,” said Sam.
“She won a scrapbooking competition, if you can believe it.” Cece was slowly shaking her head to herself as she spoke, still in apparent disbelief that there was such a thing as a scrapbooking competition.
“Wow! That's so cool. I can’t wait to meet her. I hope she’s as nice as her mom. In fact, I’m sure she is.” Kelly was already nodding to her own conclusions. Like most of us, she had a soft spot for the proprietor of the Boulevard Café. Kelly became pensive for a moment. “You know, I’d love to do scrapbooking…” As her words trailed off, a little pout appeared on her lips.
“…but you've got a million things to do?” I finished for her.
“Right! A billion trillion!” She let out a dramatic sigh as if no one on Earth had ever had it so rough. “But no rest for the wicked!”
Just then, the ship’s horn rang out in a long, echoing blast.
“Let's get back aboard this old junkheap,” said Cece with a grin.
“Hey!” said Sam, Kelly, and I in unison. The Swan of the Seas was many things, but it wasn’t junk.
With the flutter of butterflies dancing in my stomach that came with every new cruise, we headed on board.





CHAPTER TWO
T  hat afternoon, after the customary staff meeting where we were again reminded that fires were bad, sinkings were worse, and we weren’t allowed to throw guests or their belongings overboard under any circumstances, it was all hands on deck as we welcomed aboard our new passengers.
Every trip was different, but each one shared some similarities. New passengers boarded, checked in, and undoubtedly a few of them would start causing trouble right away. With a friendly smile plastered on my face, I secretly braced for the worst.
Samantha, as a customer liaison, was busy checking in one guest after another, showing some of them to their rooms depending on their needs and whether they were VIPs or not, and answering questions all the while. Her main role was going to be working with the scrapbookers this cruise, particularly the organizer and the teachers.
I had a more fun job than Sam, at least during this leg of the cruise. As the ship’s social media manager, I wandered around taking pictures of passengers arriving and getting settled, as well as any interesting sights and scenes that caught my eye. Periodically, I would upload some of them to the ship’s social media streams.
One of the first interesting things I saw—though didn’t document with a photograph—was a husband and wife arguing over who had forgotten to pack their suntan lotion. Seeing their spirited discussion gave me an idea for an article: “Ten Things Everyone Forgets to Pack!” I often wrote little fluff pieces like that to put up on the ship’s blog and online newsletters. Along with sharing photographs, it was all part of the job.
The scrapbookers had their own special check-in area, and I focused on them to start with. I hovered around the edges of the line, idly checking them out.
They weren’t exactly what I expected. While I didn’t share Cece’s level of disdain for the hobby—I actually thought it would be both fun and relaxing to try—I did harbor my own stereotypes about who scrapbookers would be. Basically, I assumed they would all be somewhat boring, middle-aged to old, female, and mostly Midwesterners and Southerners. Hard to imagine a New York socialite or budding Hollywood starlet being into scrapbooking.
But as it turned out, the image I had of scrapbookers was a little unfair. As a group, they were more diverse than I had expected, ranging in age from teens accompanied by scrapbooking parents up to—as I had expected—grandmotherly types.
But they certainly weren’t all boring. There were people with incredible fashion, people with dyed hair, people with more piercings than fingers, and every other sort in between. It seemed scrapbooking was not just for grannies and those who had an old grandmother inside of them anymore.
“Excuse me?” asked one lady who saw me hovering by the edge of the scrapbooking crew. “Could you tell me where the store is?”
I should have thought a bit before answering her question, but I was too eager to help.
“We have dozens and dozens of stores aboard. There’s Daffodils, the flower shop, and then there’s Too Many Covers, the bookshop. There’s—”
The woman gently touched my forearm to interrupt me.
“No, dear. The scrapbooking store.”
“Oh! Of course! You’re a scrapbooker!”
The woman smiled and nodded at me. She was a middle-aged lady with the vague air of an uptight spinster. Exactly who I had imagined scrapbookers to be.
“Martha Thomas.” She offered me her hand to shake.
“Adrienne James, Social Media Manager.” We smiled at each other. “So, the scrapbooking store. Right. Yes, that’s going to be in the conference center. You guys are getting the whole place to yourselves as Scrapbooking HQ. The store is located there—or at least it will be. Since it’ll be run by one of your fellow scrapbooking tour group members, I’m not actually sure if it’s open yet. You’ll have to check and see. Do you have a map? I’ll show you where to go.”
Martha was shaking her head that no, she didn’t have a map, when we were interrupted by the map fairy.
“Here! Here you go!” a voice chirped in my ear.
Martha and I both turned to see Kelly. She was clutching a stack of pamphlets and offered one to Martha.
“Thanks. It looks like there’s a map here with everywhere on it.”
“That’s right. Hot off the presses!” Kelly fanned a hand over the stack of pamphlets she was holding as if to cool it down.
Martha stared down at the pamphlet. “And the shop is...”
“Shop? Did I hear shop?” A man with round glasses, glowing cheeks, and a shiny, wrinkled forehead inserted himself into our conversation.
“Hello?” I said tentatively.
“Tucker! Tucker Martin. You can just call me Tucker, or Tuck, or T-Man or T-Bone or the Tea-ster. I’m the guy with the shop—Scrap Attack!”
Martha’s face lit up.
“I’m so excited. I’ve never been to a dedicated scrapbooking shop before. Where I’m from in Forkhandle, Ohio, I have to drive two hours just for a regular old stationery shop.”
“Then you’re in for a treat!” Tucker nodded to himself. “What school of scrapbooking are you from?”
Martha’s brow furrowed.
“School… of scrapbooking?” She bit her bottom lip. “I-I didn’t go to school for it. I—”
“Don’t worry!” Once again, we were interrupted by another newcomer. The lady looked determined, with a no-nonsense schoolmarm demeanor. She had silver hair and brown horn-rimmed glasses, and was the kind of thin person who seemed to radiate energy with fast movements and a restless air.
“…Hello?” said Martha.
Tucker was already grinning at the newcomer, knowing who she was. Kelly and I watched.
“Martha, right? I saw your application. I’m Beverly Moore, one of the teachers.”
Martha smiled, but there were unmistakable nerves behind it, like when meeting a hero or celebrity. “An honor to meet you!”
Beverly shook her head and squeezed Martha’s shoulder. “An honor to have you aboard our floating scrapbooking wonderland.” She turned to Tucker. “Martha here scrapbooks to preserve her family history, to share it with all her nieces and nephews.” She looked at Martha for confirmation. “Isn’t that right?”
“Oh, yes! I can’t believe you remember my application. I make scrapbooks of all our family members, going back generations. I’ve got some really exciting research with me, in fact.”
“Ah,” said Tucker, nodding in understanding. “Traditional. Excellent. I say you can’t beat a traditional scrapbook.”
“And I say all scrapbooks are wonderful,” Beverly said with a smile. “Well, almost all,” she added.
“Hey! I say that too,” said Tucker with a grin.
It was nice to see that these scrapbookers all seemed to be easygoing and friendly. Clearly we wouldn’t have any trouble with them, unlike some of our previous themed cruises…
Kelly stuck out a hand in front of Beverly.
“Kelly Cline, Cruise Director. We’ve emailed. I’ll take you and Tucker down to Scrapbooking HQ personally.”
“Do you know if my shop supplies all arrived okay?” asked Tucker.
“Yes, sir! Your shop should be all set up. You’ve just got to price everything, and you’ll be ready for business.”
“Great! You can’t beat a smooth arrival. That’s what I always say.”
Everyone smiled at him, while I wondered how often he got the opportunity to say such a thing.
“Should we get going?” asked Kelly.
“Hold on! Look!” Beverly was gripping Tucker and Martha’s arms, one either side of her, raising her chin in the direction of two women who’d just come aboard.
Kelly gave me a quizzical look, and I shrugged. I didn’t know who those women were, but I was about to find out.
Apart from our little group, the rest of the scrapbookers who were lining up to check-in, or getting acquainted with each other in little huddles, began to turn and gesture. They were too polite to outright point at the newcomers, but there were a lot of whispers and excited gasping. It looked like we had some stars in our midst.
“Who are they?” I asked Beverly.
“Shh, they’re coming!” she said to me. She sucked in a breath as they approached us.
Both of the women had an air of confidence about them, but they were very different in their styles. One woman was young, in her early twenties like Minnie’s daughter Vanessa. She had a small gold ring through one nostril, shoulder-length hair that was jet black with two bright pink streaks, and she was dressed in black jeans and a white T-shirt, both of which had a number of slashes cut into them, exposing light brown skin as she moved.
The other woman was perhaps in her late thirties and looked closer to my idea of a scrapbooker. She was pleasantly chubby with a warm smile, and she was wearing a flower-print dress that looked like she might have borrowed or inherited it from her grandmother.
The two women arrived at our little group, the young one with a studied look of nonchalance while the other had a friendly but nervous demeanor.
“Hi!” Kelly said. “Let me introduce you.” Kelly told the two newcomers our names. “And everyone, this is Lani Walker of Artistic Moments, who booked the scrapbooking cruise,” she said, indicating the plumper woman, “and this must be the famous Irina Clark!”
“A pleasure,” said Lani.
“‘Sup,” said Irina with a cool jerk of her head in our direction.
Martha had another nervous smile on her face as she greeted Lani. “It’s such an honor to meet you! I never would have dreamed that one day I’d get to go on a scrapbooking cruise, so thank you for making it all happen. It’s a dream come true!”
“You’re very welcome, dear.”
“Catch you later,” said Tucker, waving and slipping away, but not before scowling at the scrapbooking bad girl, Irina Clark.
Interesting, I thought to myself as he disappeared. Perhaps not everyone was quite as friendly as I imagined in the world of scrapbooking.
“And it’s nice to meet you, too,” said Martha toward Irina, offering her hand to shake. She clearly didn’t know who Irina was, but was suitably impressed by the fact that she was with the cruise’s organizer.
Irina didn’t shake Martha’s hand; instead, she swung her own hand horizontally through the air, slapping palms with Martha and then sliding her own hand back.
“Right on. Are you ready for some serious scrapping?”
Martha nodded. “I think so.” I got the impression she thought of it as more of a hobby than as something serious.
“Hey!” I had begun to feel awkward watching everyone greet each other. “I’m Adrienne James, and I’m the social media manager. I kind of do similar stuff to you guys, but on the internet.”
Irina gave an almost imperceptible shake of her head and the hint of a smirk appeared in the corners of her mouth. Apparently social media had nothing on scrapping.
“That’s a lovely ring you have,” I said to Lani, gesturing to her right hand. She wore a silver band on her index finger that had a surprisingly large ruby mounted on it.
She glanced down at it as if seeing it for the first time. She held up her hand in front of her face.
“It’s lovely, isn’t it? I inherited it from a great aunt. Never met the woman, but I love her jewelry.”
Irina peered down at the ring. “Neat. You should take a photo of it on black velvet, next to a mouse’s skull. That’d make a sick scrap.”
“…Right,” Lani said. “I’ll definitely consider that.”
I got the distinct impression that Lani didn’t have mouse skulls lying around and wasn’t eager to find one.
“Hi!” said Samantha, appearing by my side. “Lani and Irina? I can take you to your VIP staterooms now, if you’re ready.”
“Cool,” Irina said with no inflection, as if she didn’t really care one way or the other.
“Wonderful!” said Lani, who clearly did care and was excited to see her home for the next week.
When Lani, Irina, and Sam had all gone, Beverly turned to me again.
“Come and drop by one of my classes if you like, and I’ll show you the benefits of paper over pixels.”
I grinned at her. “That sounds great. I’ll give it a go, but I’ll be taking pictures of the class too.”
“If she didn’t, I’d have to fire her!” said Kelly with a giggle.
I gave Kelly a stern look and she stopped laughing. I didn’t think it was a very funny joke at all.
“Then I’ll see you in scrapbooking class. Martha? Should we go and see if the shop is open?”
“I’ll show you the way!” said Kelly, ushering them to follow her with a curled finger.
Pleased with how nice everyone seemed, even Irina, I hummed to myself as I found a quiet corner to start uploading some pictures.
I could just tell this cruise was going to be lovely.





CHAPTER THREE
I n the early afternoon, I met up with Sam out on deck, after most of the scrapbookers had been checked in. The ship was making progress down from New Orleans in the direction of the Gulf of Mexico, and both the voyage and the event seemed to be going smoothly so far.
“Hey. How were the two scrapbooking stars?” My question was of course somewhat tongue in cheek. Whoever heard of a scrapbooking star?
“Fine, fine,” said Sam, leaning against a rail and staring out at the calm water. “That Irina could be trouble, though.”
“She did seem a bit edgier than I expected the average scrapbooker to be.” I leaned against the rail next to Sam. “Kind of a punk, wasn’t she?”
“Yep. And I think she thinks she’s better than the rest of them. Though she is younger and cooler than most of them, I’ll give her that.”
BZZZ.
“Uh-oh.” Looking at the screen I could see it was Kelly. “Let’s see what she wants.”
I knew she wouldn’t be calling me unless something had gone wrong—she had too much to do—and I had my own tasks to be getting on with.
“Hi, Kelly. What’s up?”
I had to hold the phone a little bit away from my ear because she was so loud.
“Adrienne! Adrienne, Adrienne, Adrienne!”
“Yes?”
“It’s a disaster! I need your help! I don’t know how it happened, but it’s all gone wrong!”
Sam could hear Kelly shouting but couldn’t make out the words. She raised her eyebrows at me to ask what was up. I shrugged back at her. As usual when she was panicking, Kelly wasn’t being very coherent.
“Where are you, Kelly? And what’s wrong?”
“I’m in the conference center—Scrapbooking HQ—and Tucker is mad!”
“Why?”
“The shop! The boxes! The supplies!”
“What about them?”
“I told him it was all set up! I thought it was all set up. But the land crew didn’t do it! It’s all still in boxes and the scrapbookers are here, and they want to shop and Tucker wants to sell them things, and they can’t because the stuff is still in the boxes and—”
“Okay!” I yelled to stop the unrelenting complaint. “How about Sam and I come down and help you unpack?”
“Yes! That’s what I called you for. Hurry, hurry, hurry up!”
“Be there in two shakes of a lamb’s tail.”
“Make it one!”
When the phone call was over, Sam looked at me with an amused smile.
“The scrapbooking shop stuff wasn’t unpacked, so we should go and help?”
“Yep. You’d think the ship had struck an iceberg and aliens were on the pool deck kidnapping people the way she was carrying on.”
“Well, then. Time to go do some unpacking.”
    
T  he conference center, which was now Artistic Moments Scrapbooking Cruise Headquarters, was located a few decks below where we’d been standing, deep inside the ship. The conference suite had a number of multi-use rooms, which for the purposes of this trip had been converted into arts and crafts workshop classrooms, as well as Tucker Martin’s scrapbooking supply store—at least that’s what it should have been.
There were at least a dozen scrapbookers standing around, most of them in little groups with annoyed looks on their faces, complaining to each other. They expected everything to be shipshape, but it wasn’t.
We slipped between groups of the guests, trying not to draw their attention, so we could get inside the shop without being grabbed and delayed.
There was a sign stuck over the old Conference Room C sign, and it now read Scrap Attack! It sounded like there may well have been an attack of some kind going on inside, judging from the noise.
Sam and I linked arms, put our game faces on, and marched inside.
“Hi!” we both said as friendly as we could.
Tucker, Kelly, Irina, Beverly, and a couple of the guests all turned to look at us.
I glanced around the room. It seemed our shore crew had brought the boxes of stuff aboard and set up tables around the room, but they hadn’t unpacked anything.
Tucker was standing in front of a stack of boxes, only the top one of which had even been opened. Scattered around the room were several more piles of boxes.
“Right!” Kelly shouted. “We’ve got boxes, and we’ve got to get them opened up and the stuff put where it’s supposed to go.”
Tucker was shaking his head. “These boxes are mine, but the ones over there aren’t. They shouldn’t be in my shop.”
Beverly was nodding her head up and down. “Yes, well, those ones are supposed to be in the craft rooms. They’re my supplies. I have to get ready for my first session and I just… I mean, I know in show business they say the show must go on, but I don’t know if I can.” She looked around the room with wild eyes. “I just don’t know if I can cope!”
All this fuss over a few boxes that hadn’t been unpacked. All of them except one. Irina Clark was sitting atop one stack of boxes. She had one knee drawn up to her chin, while the other leg dangled off the precarious tower she was perched on, her heel kicking against it with a big black boot. Hanging from the corner of her mouth was a toothpick, which bounced up and down as she chewed at it, an amused smirk on her face.
“I don’t care,” announced the bad girl of scrapbooking.
“What do you mean you don’t care?” asked Lani with a shocked expression. “You’ve got workshops to lead! You’re going to need your supplies.”
Irina pulled the toothpick out of her mouth, lowered the knee from under her chin, and hopped down onto the floor. She leaned back against the stack of boxes, a knowing look on her face.
“Scrapbooking is more than—” she looked at the objects Lani was pulling out of a box “—precut dies and stickers.”
Every pair of eyes in the room cut to this speaker of scrapbooking heresy.
“Charming,” said Tucker, shaking his head at the brazen disrespect. “I’m sure your sponsor, Lani, loves that. Right?” Tucker turned to the Artistic Moments CEO for support.
“Mmm,” she said with a tilt of her head, clearly not wanting to offend either the dynamic young scrapbooker or the proprietor of the store.
“You see,” continued Irina, “scrapbooking is about much more than, y’know, sticking things into an empty book.”
Is it, though? I thought that was literally what it was. I continued listening to see what further wisdom Lani would impart on us.
“Scrapbooking is art. It’s truth. It’s the human soul. The spirit of ancient man. It’s love and war and hate and peace! It’s kittens frolicking at sunset and black coffee and cigarettes.”
The room seemed divided. About half of the scrapbookers present were nodding along and enthralled with the young woman’s theories, while the rest were shaking their heads at what they considered to be nonsense.
“I don’t need supplies. I don’t need a room. I don’t need stickers and precut dies.” She stood up straight, every eye in the room on her. “All I need is a heart.”
There were oohs and aahs from a few people, and muttered words from others. She was certainly a controversial figure.
“Err, so what do you intend to do in your scheduled workshop, then?” asked Lani.
It was a good question. While Irina had said a lot, I couldn’t nail down any of the substance. I was no expert on scrapbooking, but kittens and cigarettes and the possession of a working heart didn’t seem to fit what little I did know.
Irina was not quite done elucidating on her scrapbooking theories. She held up the toothpick she’d been chewing on, snapped it in half, and then held one piece in each hand. Everyone watched carefully to see if this meant something. It didn’t. Or if it did, I didn’t get the reference.
“Scrapbooking is art. And what’s art? Art is truth. Literally. It keeps me grounded, and keeping grounded is important if you’ve lived a life like mine. The things I’ve seen…” Irina’s words trailed off as she looked up to the ceiling.
I was curious as to what she’d seen. She looked to be nearly a decade younger than me and I didn’t think she’d really lived long enough to have seen all that much.
“No topic is taboo in scrapbooking. None. People don’t realize this, but it’s true. Scrapbooking can be anything—is everything. It’s time, it’s space, it’s blood and pain. It’s bringing the dirt from your own grave to the page, then staining it in with your own tears.”
“I thought it was stickers and glitter and old pictures,” whispered Sam in my ear. I had to stop myself from laughing.
Beverly Moore, who was also supposed to be teaching a workshop, was frowning and sighing and muttering throughout the whole mini-lecture. She didn’t seem to agree with Irina’s theories at all.
“Right. But what do you actually plan to do during the workshop?” asked Lani again.
“I’m going to get my students to find their own truth, really dig in and see what we can uncover. You can’t begin scrapping a new book until you’ve found the truth that needs to be exposed. So that’s what I’ll do with my first class. Find their truths, and think about how we can express them in the pages of a scrapbook.”
“So more of a planning session then?”
Irina sighed and nodded, not pleased to have her grand theories simplified to such an extreme.
“This looks like your stuff, Beverly,” said Tucker with a happy smile. While Irina had been talking, he’d been slitting open the tops of boxes and looking inside them.
“Oh, thank goodness!” said Beverly with some relief. “Call me old-fashioned, but I think scrapbooking needs supplies.”
My eyes flicked over to Irina, curious to see what her response would be. An enigmatic smile crossed her face and she shook her head, as if she had just revealed secret knowledge that had been foolishly rejected.
“Well, that’s great!” said Kelly, clapping her hands together with a loud thwap. “Let’s get you set up in a room. Adrienne and Sam, get these boxes open and help Tucker get his shop ready.”
“Sure thing,” I said, grabbing Sam’s arm and walking over to Tucker with her.
“This is good,” said Irina, looking around the room at all the boxes still piled up. “It’s got truth to it.”
Tucker shook his head. “Yeah? You like being disorganized?”
Irina laughed, a long tinkling giggle that implied that she knew things that none of us could.
“Oh, Tucker, you should know by now how much I value the unexpected.”
He shook his head and looked to me and Sam for backup, but we kept our best customer service smiles on.
Irina made her way toward the door. She stopped next to Beverly, who was unpacking a bag she’d taken out of the box.
“Everything cool?”
Beverly nodded, though the nod was more to the bag of goodies than to her fellow scrapbooking teacher. “Yes, yes, everything’s here as it should be.” She lifted up a hefty-looking pair of craft scissors. “These are a little blunt, but they’ll get the job done.”
“Cool. I once did a whole book using only my teeth. Everything was literally scraps.” And with that final revelation, she waved her hand to the room. “See ya!”
Beverly stared after the young scrapbooker, stunned at that final pronouncement.
“There’s a lot more to it than I thought,” I said.
Beverly pulled her box of supplies to her chest. “I’ve been scrapping nearly forty years and I’m still learning!” Then, after checking over her shoulder to make sure Irina had gone, she lowered her voice a little. “And some people take it too far.”
“I guess that can happen in any field,” I said with a knowing laugh. Our last cruise had been a movie-themed cruise and things had certainly gotten out of hand there.
“No,” said Beverly shaking her head, “scrapbooking’s different. It really is.”
“Right. I’m sure it is.”
“It is,” Lani insisted from across the room where she was going through another box.
“Yeah, Addy, it is,” said Sam, nudging me with her elbow. “It’s really different.”
I pretended to glare at my friend.
“Are you all set, Beverly?” asked Lani. “Got everything there?”
“Yep!” she said. She actually seemed more confident now that Irina had left the room. “Fifty goody bags, good to go.” She paused, looking down at her box. “I hope they’re going to like them.”
“Of course they’re going to like them, silly,” said Lani. “Everyone loves you and your classes.”
“Thanks, Lani. I just hope they’re not disappointed at the lack of cemetery dirt or vials of my own tears.”
The two women laughed, and Beverly was still quietly chuckling as she carried her box of stuff out of the room. When I saw those two interacting, it was much more how I’d imagined scrapbookers to be. Irina, on the other hand, was something else.
While Sam and I unpacked boxes beside Tucker, Lani did the same across the room. There was an entire box full of every kind of sticker imaginable, while another had more varieties of glue than I ever knew existed. Others had stamps and inks, paints and swathes of fabric, glitter, and pencils, and a thousand other arts and crafts supplies.
“Well, would you look at that?” said Lani. “I’ve found Irina’s supplies.”
I wondered if it was a box of mud, made from the mixture of tears and dirt she’d been talking about earlier. As I was working and they were passengers, I decided to keep that particular joke to myself.
“Sounds like she was planning to do her own thing anyway,” said Tucker.
“Yes, well, that may be. But they’re still going to need books to stick things into and at least some basic stationery. I’ll take it over to her.”
“I’m sure she’ll be grateful,” Tucker said with a sarcastic bite before wiping a bead of sweat off his forehead.
“Oh, don’t be so bitter Tucker. She’s just a little different than the rest of us.”
“I’ll say.”
While Lani took the box to Irina, Sam, Tucker, and I continued setting up his shop, while Kelly went to attend to some other disaster no doubt of her own creation elsewhere on the ship.
Apart from the tension between Tucker and Irina, it looked like this was going to be a very pleasant trip.





CHAPTER FOUR
T  he next day, the cruise really began. We were out at sea in the Gulf of Mexico, and it was our first full day with the passengers who had boarded the afternoon before.
We had gotten Scrapbooking HQ in good order, the shop was now fully operational, as were the workshop rooms, and everything had been unpacked. It looked like everything was going to be smooth sailing from here on out.
The first big event was the Scrapbook Cruise Kickoff, an introductory event where everyone would be present and get the chance to get to know each other, including the hosts.
When I arrived Sam already looked flustered. Her face was red, and she’d clearly worn herself out running around.
“What’s up?” I asked her with mild concern. Nothing too serious could have gone wrong yet.
“It’s Kelly! She’s gone.”
“Gone? Gone where?”
Sam rolled her eyes at me.
“If I knew where she’d gone, I wouldn’t be so exhausted.”
“Did you try her office?”
“Gee. Why didn’t I think of that? Thanks, Adrienne. You’re a lifesaver.”
I smiled at my friend and waited for her to run off toward Kelly’s office. She didn’t.
“Are you not—”
“I was being sarcastic! Of course I checked her office! She wasn’t there, but her phone was. Her assistant said her phone died yesterday, so she put it on to charge, but she forgot it.”
“Oh well. Do we actually need her?”
Sam opened her mouth like she was going to say ‘of course we need her,’ but then she reconsidered.
“I guess we could do it without her? I mean, all she was going to do was introduce the event. She wasn’t actually going to lead any activities.”
“Good. That’s settled then. I’ll tell Lani.”
“Awesome. I’ll get these goodie bags handed out.” Sam indicated a box that was stationed near the door. Poking out of the top were the plastic handles of a bunch of carrier bags, which were presumably welcome gifts for the scrapbooking cruise participants.
“Sounds like a plan, Sam.”
She grinned at me and we split apart, each going our separate ways.
Before I got to Lani, I saw a familiar face, though the expression on it wasn’t quite how I remembered it.
“Hi, Minnie, Vanessa.” I smiled at the mother and daughter who had seats right at the front of the room near the small stage.
“Hello, Adrienne. Is everything going all right?” asked Minnie.
I stared at her for a second. She was usually so upbeat that her good mood was contagious, but today she seemed almost… nervous?
“Oh, yes. Kelly’s missing,” I turned to Vanessa to explain. “That’s the cruise—”
“She works here with us!” Minnie shouted, cutting me off and talking over me. I shook my head, not sure what to make of her behavior, but ignored it and forged ahead.
“Yeah… Anyway, we’ll manage without her. Are you having a nice time, Vanessa?”
“Oh, yes. I’ve met so many interesting people—inspiring people, even. I never knew how diverse the world of scrapping is.”
“They are a colorful bunch. I’ll leave you two to it. I’ve got to find someone. See you in the café, Minnie?”
“Err, yes. Might be in the café, or anywhere around the ship! You know me, here, there, and everywhere!”
I waved at them as I walked away, still baffled by the change in Minnie. She hadn’t even laughed once, and her smile seemed distant. Although it didn’t make much sense to me, her daughter seemed to be making her nervous. I couldn’t imagine why, though. Vanessa was a nice young lady, from what I could tell.
Before I delve into that mystery, I saw Lani hovering by the edge of the stage. After greeting her, I explained that the cruise director was currently missing, and so she’d just have to introduce herself.
“Oh, that’s no problem, dear. Being introduced by someone else is a bit grand for my tastes anyway. You know what we say in scrapping: don’t get too big for your boots, or your books!”
I left her to get ready and made my way around the room snapping pictures. I got some good photographs of people receiving and clutching their goodie bags, as well as others peering inside to see what mysterious gifts were contained therein. It turned out to be mostly stickers.
“Good morning!” said Lani from the stage, her voice amplified by the speakers in the corners of the room. As soon as she began to speak, the scrapbookers silenced their own conversations and sat down, paying careful attention.
They’re so polite, I thought to myself. Lani started by introducing herself, and her company Artistic Moments, before introducing Tucker Martin and reminding them about the location of his shop beside their workshops.
“And then, of course, I have my two amazing teachers. They’re like two peas from two very different pods—Beverly Moore and Irina Clark!”
The crowd clapped at the mention of Beverly’s name, but at Irina’s name, about half the crowd stopped clapping while from the other half cheered and shouted.
I even noticed a boo coming from one person, and I turned to see it coming from none other than Tucker Martin. He gave me an innocent smile, as if he weren’t the one who did it, but he had to have known I caught him in the act.
“And there’s one other very special person I’d like to introduce. One of the guests here today is fortunate to be here because she won our competition!”
There was a polite round of applause from everybody, with no dissenters this time.
“Vanessa Baptiste? Why don’t you stand up?”
Trembling a bit but eyes gleaming with pride, Vanessa stood up from her position in the front row next to her mother and turned around so the rest of the audience could see her. She was grinning as everyone clapped for her.
“She beat dozens of other competitors to win her place on board this cruise, and I truly believe she’s one of the most exciting up-and-coming scrappers in the country. Everyone, make sure you say hi to her at some point during the cruise!”
Vanessa smiled, waved, and then sat down again as the applause dwindled.
Lani began to go over some of the technical aspects of the cruise and I tuned her out as she talked about workshop schedules and the like.
I wandered to the back of the room, getting a few more photos of attentive audience members, before reaching the double doors where I had spied a welcome and familiar face.
“Hey,” said Ethan Lee, also known as the ship’s First Officer, the guy I was dating, and of course “Hot Stuff,” as the girls and I liked to call him.
“Oh, Ethan. Are you into scrapbooking?”
It was more of a teasing question than a serious one. After a few dates and working even more cruises together, I knew most of his hobbies and interests: classic movies, exercise, learning French…
“Don’t think I have time to take up scrapbooking, I’m afraid. Just making my rounds.” He lowered his voice. “Are they behaving themselves?”
I grinned back at him. We’d both had to deal with a lot of unruly guests since I started working on the Swan.
“Surprisingly, yes. Knock on wood,” I said with a grin, rapping my knuckles against the doorframe. I winced. It was steel.
Ethan reached out and took my hand, massaging my knuckles with his big, warm hands.
“Let’s hope it stays that way. No sign of our mystery guest?”
I glanced around, as if expecting him to appear. The guy we called the mystery guest, or the fake housekeeper, was a man who kept popping up on our cruises. He seemed to be involved in something nefarious, but we hadn’t quite figured out what. He was slippery.
Ethan had been tasked by Swan HQ to keep an eye on the captain of the ship, who was suspected of doing something nefarious or even illegal on the side, and the mystery guest seemed embroiled in whatever it was the captain was up to. But despite our best efforts, we had neither caught the captain committing a crime nor caught the mystery man at all.
“Not a peep from him. I haven’t even seen the captain yet either.”
Ethan nudged me, nodding toward the front of the room.
Maybe the reason I hadn’t seen the captain was because I hadn’t been paying attention. While I’d been wandering around the room taking pictures, the captain had arrived and walked down to the front, where he was now hovering next to the front row of seats.
“Huh. Anything new with him?”
“Not yet.”
I nudged Ethan again, directing his gaze toward Minnie and Vanessa.
“Do you see that? Minnie’s daughter is on the cruise. She won a scrapbooking competition.”
“It must be nice for them to get to spend some time together.”
“Yep, family’s really important, don’t you think?”
“Family? Important? Yeah, I guess so.”
Hint, hint, Ethan. I was kind of hoping he might introduce me to his family soon. Maybe on our next shore leave. After all, we’d been spending a lot of time together, especially recently.
Ethan didn’t take the hint, and the moment passed as Lani finished up her welcoming spiel on the stage. She wanted everyone to try and get to know each, so the next half-hour had been scheduled for ‘mingling.’
“I want all of you up and moving. Try to speak to everyone else in the room, at least for a minute or so. You’re all here because you love scrapbooking, so you’ve got at least one thing in common with every single other person here!”
Ethan and I exchanged knowing looks. We would be the odd ones out. And the captain too, I assumed. Although the captain certainly had his secrets, I doubted that scrapbooking was one of them.
“I’d better go take some pictures of the guests with the captain. They all love to be seen with him.”
“Yep, time for me to get back to work. This was just a flying visit. As soon as I know when I’ll have a moment to myself, we’ll have dinner.”
“Or breakfast!” I said with a laugh. We’d attempted daily breakfast dates for a while, but even at the start of the day conflicting events and ongoing issues kept popping up. Shipboard life could be really hectic.
“Yeah, or lunch!” called Ethan over his shoulder as he headed back out the door to see to his duties.
I made my way to the front of the room, getting pictures of happy pairs and small groups of people getting to know each other. Almost everyone was smiling, and from the snippets I overheard it seemed lots of the guests had more than just scrapbooking in common—from shared interests in cooking, to kids at the same colleges, and split loyalties between scrapbooking and cross-stitch or knitting.
I was wandering the fringes of the crowd when I saw Irina, leaning back against the wall with one booted foot, bent at the knee, pressed against it. She held a cellphone to her ear, another toothpick in the corner of her mouth.
“…got the financing? Cool, very, very cool…” Irina was nodding as she spoke. “…yeah… yeah! Cool… all right, ciao!”
“Do you mind?” I said, holding out my phone to take a picture.
“Whatever, babe.”
She didn’t smile or pose for the picture. She and I both knew that she was already in a snap-worthy position with her studied nonchalant wall leaning, toothpick chewing, and cellphone staring.
I got a few pictures, and I thought that with the addition of some dark filters I’d end up with a kind of brooding goth image that would be a lot more serious than the general mood of this cruise. I decided I would surround the picture with a pretty pink heart-shaped frame to give it some contrast before I posted it online.
“Hello again!” came a voice. “I must say, I’m having a lovely time.”
I smiled at the passenger as she came to stand between Irina and me. It was Martha, who had been looking for the scrapbooking shop when I’d first met her, and she now looked happier than ever. Clutched against her chest was a big box.
“What have you got there?”
“Oh! This?” Martha gave a self-deprecating laugh. “These are papers I’ve gathered about my family history. I can’t wait to add them to my genealogy scrapbook.”
“Looks like a lot of papers. Big family?”
Martha bobbed her head and her eyes shone with interest.
“Oh, yes! Very. Very big indeed, but do you want to know a secret?”
“Ooh,” I said, rubbing my hands together. “Go on.”
“Everyone’s family is big if you go back far enough. Every generation is really two or more families coming together, each with their own sets of ancestors. So if you’re determined, you can find almost countless ancestors! Of course, some people only focus on the matrilineal or patrilineal lines, because otherwise they simply get too big.”
“Oh, wow. I’ve never really thought about it like that. I’ll have to look up my own family tree one day.”
“You should, you should, you should!” said Martha. When I’d first met her she seemed shy and not overly excitable, but like most people, once you found out her passion, she really came alive. “I always say that you can’t know yourself if you don’t know your past!”
“Now that is one of the most honest things I’ve heard on this cruise.” Irina had finished with her phone and turned her attention to us. “We’ve all got a lot of truths—a lot of truths—and our past is one of the biggest.”
“Mmhmm,” said Martha, nodding along but perhaps not entirely understanding Irina’s point, glad for the support anyway.
“Do you want to know what I discovered when I was researching my family tree?” Martha had a proud twinkle in her eye.
“Go on. What?” asked Irina.
“I’m actually descended from royalty!” Martha patted the side of the box she was holding. “I’ve got the documents in here to prove it. That’s what I’m going to focus on here, on the cruise—the royal lineage part of my family tree. I’m descended from the last king of Wales!”
“Neat.” Irina looked vaguely disappointed. Although she hadn’t said it, I suspected she had been hoping Martha was related to a serial killer or some notorious historical figure. That seemed to be the kind of ‘truth’ Irina would enjoy.
“Martha!” Beverly the scrapbooking instructor joined us with a smile, squeezing Martha’s shoulder as she arrived. “Is that the material you were telling me about?”
“It is, it is! I’m so excited to get to work on it.”
“As you should be!” Beverly turned to address Irina and me. “She’s my star pupil. The things she can do with a family tree… you wouldn’t believe!”
I don’t think either Irina or I was particularly excited about what could be done with a family tree, but I at least pretended to be impressed. Irina gave a little eyebrow raise and popped a new toothpick into her mouth to chew on.
“When we get back, I’m going to join a club. There’s actually a society for descendants of the last King of Wales. They have a ball in Iowa every year!”
“That sounds awesome!” Though I was excited for her excitement, the actual society didn’t seem like my idea of a good time. A whole bunch of strangers calling each other their long-lost cousins and addressing each other as prince or princess was how I imagined it. Cece or Sam might get a kick out of it, though.
“I’m going to go and take some pictures. Enjoy the rest of your day, everyone!”
I left the three of them talking, though Irina was back to leaning against the wall with a pout, not contributing much in the form of actual words.
Still, Irina’s brooding pout didn’t seem to be an ill-tempered one. The bad girl of scrapbooking had to put on a good show, and I imagined that she was actually charming, underneath it all.
Happily, I wandered around the room enjoying the atmosphere and the rest of my work for that morning.





CHAPTER FIVE
T  he morning progressed as smoothly as I hoped it would, and to be honest, after my past experiences, the complete opposite of how I expected it to go.
Usually at these events someone would cause a scene, whether it be a physical fight, a stage invasion, or an argument that got completely out of hand. But not this time. The scrapbookers all seemed to get along. It was such a different atmosphere than the other events I’d covered in my cruising career.
The captain hung around long enough for me to get some nice pictures of him with the guests, but we didn’t exchange any more than pleasantries.
On the last cruise, I saw the captain acting suspiciously and followed him into a closed and locked up cocktail bar. He was clearly searching for something, but before I could confront him, I was dragged away and locked in a cupboard by the mystery guest who Ethan and I had yet to identify.
The man whispered in my ear that he was on my side, and that I should trust him. At the end of the cruise, he left an envelope for me with a big clue for another ongoing mystery that had been plaguing me—someone had been messing with me ever since I started working aboard the Swan of the Seas.
The mischief in question was all connected to an event that happened to me before I even joined the crew. I was kidnapped from a diner while on a road trip. Since I’d been aboard the ship, reminders of that terrible event were thrust my way, including postcards from where it happened in Arizona, a newspaper from that day left where I would find it, a set for an event being changed to remind me of the diner, and even a fake movie script that told my own kidnapping story—or one remarkably like it. Not to mention the motivational speaker who’d been fed a story about ‘resilience,’ again telling a story similar to my own.
On the last cruise, I told Ethan everything, and he promised to help me track down who was messing with me. We just hadn’t made that much progress yet.
As if on cue, I caught sight of Ethan entering the back door of Scrapbooking HQ, and he waved me over.
He was dressed in his dapper white and gold first officer’s uniform, which made him conspicuous, but he had a furtive look on his face as he urged me to follow him into a partitioned area of the room where the control panel for the lights and projector was located.
“Hey,” he said when we were finally out of view.
“What’s—”
I didn’t get to finish the question because he pulled me in and gave me a pleasant little peck on the lips. We weren’t supposed to do that while on duty, but we couldn’t help breaking the rules on occasion, when we were sure no one else could see.
I grinned up at him, and it was one of those smiles that couldn’t be wiped off by anything.
“Sorry,” Ethan said, “but you’re irresistible.”
That wasn’t a statement that needed an apology in front of it!
“But the reason I grabbed you wasn’t just for that. I just received some information and thought you would want to hear right away.”
“Oh?”
“We know that whoever wrote that script that showed up on the last cruise, and has been messing with you the whole time, almost certainly works for Swan, right?”
“Right,” I said nodding. It made the most sense. Whoever had been toying with me seemed to have the kind of access that only a cruise line employee would be able to get.
“I asked one of my friends at HQ for a little assistance. It took him a while, but he’s put together a list of all the employees who were hired at the same time, or shortly after you.”
“Fantastic! We’ll have to go through the list and see what we can find.” I scrunched up my face, pursing my lips. “But there could be another explanation. Maybe it’s someone outside the company, but they bribed or blackmailed an existing employee.”
“Possible. But, generally, the simplest explanation is the most likely. So one person acting alone is more likely than a big conspiracy. So let’s start with our list, and if that doesn’t work out…” Ethan gave a tight-lipped smile. “Then I guess we’ll have to cast a wider net.”
“Yep. But luckily, out on the ocean is a pretty good place for fishing!”
“You’re terrible,” he said, giving me another quick kiss.
“Adrienne!” shouted a familiar voice, immediately causing my face to turn red. Trying to appear innocent, I turned around.
“Oh, hi, Kelly. We were wondering where you got to.”
She was looked even more frazzled than usual and didn’t seem to have noticed that Ethan and I had been bending the rules in our not-as-secluded-as-I-thought hideaway.
“I missed it all, didn’t I? What happened? Was it all right? Did they do the introduction?” As she spoke, she hopped from foot to foot in distress.
“Relax. Everything was fine. Lani introduced everyone, and the mingle is going exactly as planned. You were missed, but there was no disaster. What happened?”
“My door!” said Kelly, frowning and shaking her head at the recent memory. “It wouldn’t open! I was stuck in my room and I couldn’t get out and I didn’t know what to do. By the time I had explained everything on the phone to the maintenance people, it was too late!”
“You were locked in your room?”
“Yes! I hope it doesn’t happen to a guest. If it did, they would be furious—as they well should be. I’m furious, and I work here!”
“Get yourself a glass of water and try to relax. You’re out now, and everything’s going to be okay. Isn’t that right, Ethan?”
“That sounds like some good advice. Try and take it easy, Kelly.”
“Okay.” She didn’t sound convinced. She was a workaholic and she no doubt thought that taking things easier would be slacking on her job.
“I’ll get some water. But first I’d better go and talk to Lani and thank her for carrying on without me.”
I would have told her to drink the water first, but she was already scurrying off, legs a blur as she went to find the scrapbooking organizer.
“As much as I’d love to stay here with you, I’ve got to get going again.” Ethan squeezed my hand by way of goodbye, and I watched his broad shoulders as he walked across the room until he was gone.
Hurrying after Ethan were Minnie and Vanessa, the former seeming to be leading the latter somewhat against her will. Having her daughter aboard really did seem to be making Minnie act strange.
The scrapbookers had finished their mingling, and organized themselves into small groups around a series of tables at the back of the room. Lani must have been announcing that while Ethan and I were chatting.
The scrapbookers were all working in teams. I stopped by one table to take a picture of their project. Beverly was hovering over them, giving tips and a helping hand with a pair of scissors.
“Hey. What are you guys making?”
“It’s a group scrap-off!” said Beverly excitedly.
“Oh? What’s that?”
“They’re all working together as a team to put together the best scrapbook about cruising—scrapbook cruising, that is. It’s a little competition. Whichever group manages to put the best scrapbook together in the time available will win a prize!”
While Beverly explained, I took a few pictures of the happy scrappers. They were all busy with scissors, glue, or laying out their proposed pages for the scrapbook out on the table. There was a good air of team spirit about them, and a playful sense of competition that didn’t verge into the rabid territory that ultra-competitive groups can fall into.
I continued walking around the room, getting more pictures of the other teams doing their own scrapbooks.
I was a little surprised to see that Martha wasn’t standing around one of the group tables. Instead, she was standing next to Irina at a table of their own, going through the box of her family research materials. I got them to pose for a picture—Martha beaming, and Irina looking suitably moody, with a teenager’s pout on her lips.
“Not joining in with the group project?”
Martha shook her head.
“I want to, but I’m really excited about my own scrapbook too. And this might be one of my only chances to get some one-on-one time with Irina.”
“It’s true,” said Irina. “I’ve got a pretty full schedule.”
“Finding lots of truth in there, I hope?” I said.
“I think so,” said Martha with a smile. Irina just scowled.
After leaving them to carry on, I made my way over to Sam, who had been helping Lani.
“How’s it going?”
“Pretty good. Kelly finally showed.”
“Yeah, said she got locked in her room? It could only happen to her.”
“Yep.” Sam pointed her chin in the direction of the door. “Tucker just left. Gone to get his shop ready. He thinks there’ll be a big rush of customers once this first session lets out.”
“There probably will be. They’re really into it, aren’t they?”
“They are,” agreed Sam, “but not too dramatic with it. It’s a nice change from some of the weirdos we’ve had on other cruises.”
“Oh, shoot!”
Sam and I both winced as we looked to see what new disaster had befallen Kelly. She was holding her phone against her ear, so it was likely a problem elsewhere on the ship. After some hurried words, she hung up the phone and came over to us.
“What’s up?” asked Sam.
“My cabin—I’ve got to go! Please, can you guys take care of everything here? Just keep them following the schedule and everything will be smooth as silk, unless—”
Sam held up a hand in front of Kelly to halt what could have been a lengthy monologue.
“Don’t worry. We’ve got it. You go to your cabin and we’ll hold down the fort here.”
“Thank you! You’re lifesavers!”
We watched her hurry out of the room again at a hundred miles an hour.
“It’s more peaceful without her,” I whispered.
Sam covered a yawn with her hand. “It is, isn’t it. Almost… boring?”
“After our last few cruises, boring’s fine with me.”
Sam nodded in agreement. We circled the room again to see how the competition was going.
Lani had joined Martha and Irina, and she was offering a binder to the bad girl celebrity scrapbooker. Irina took it out of her hand, giving it a glance but not seeming particularly interested.
“You will look at it, won’t you?” said Lani almost nervously.
“Sure, sure. Cool.” Irina put the binder down on the table and went back to looking at Martha’s box of materials, a casual dismissal of Lani who hovered over them a moment more, before leaving to check on the group crafting tables.
Minnie and Vanessa then returned to the room. Whatever issue that dragged them away before now seemed to be resolved. Vanessa immediately split off from her mother and made a beeline for where I was standing.
I smiled to greet her.
“Hi,” she said politely, but straight away she turned to Irina.
Oops. It wasn’t me she’d been coming to see.
“Irina? Do you have a minute?”
Irina looked up from an old historical document of Martha’s. “‘Sup?”
Vanessa placed a thick scrapbook down onto the table. Interestingly, the entire book was an oval shape rather than the more traditional rectangle or square.
“I wondered if you could give me some tips? I’m such a big, huge, massive admirer of yours…”
Irina glanced down at the scrapbook, up at Vanessa, and then down at the book again. She opened the cover and turned to the first page to reveal that the entire sheet had been painstakingly colored black, and then decorated with white correction fluid. She looked up at Vanessa again and gave a curt nod.
“Might be some truth here. I’ll take a look.”
Vanessa broke into a smile as wide as her mother’s usually was and squealed. “Yay!”
Irina almost cracked a smile but managed to catch herself in time.
“Come on,” I said to Sam. “I’ve got to get a few more group pictures.”
We made our way back to the large crafting tables, and I watched Minnie as we did so. She was flitting from table to table, talking to people and seeming to give them words of encouragement.
“What’s she doing?”
“What? She’s friendly. You know that.”
Sam was right of course, but I hadn’t seen Minnie outside of her café much. I kind of assumed that the friendliness would be toned down a notch when she wasn’t actually dealing with her own customers. Just then, she caught Vanessa’s eye and waved.
“Okay, I think it’s time to call it,” said Sam with a smile.
“Hmm?”
“Lunchtime!”
Sam clapped her hands together three times loudly to get everyone’s attention. They quieted down and turned toward her.
“All right, everyone! Looks like we’ve had a great morning here. We’re going to break for lunch.” The crowd responded with happy murmurs. They loved doing their scrapbooking, but they loved going to lunch too. They loved everything. “Check your schedules for your afternoon sessions, and we’ll be seeing all of you again shortly!”
There was a muted round of applause.
“Oh, and one other thing—the store is now officially open, so if you need to grab some more supplies, hurry on over. I’ve been assured that it’s the very best scrapbooking store on the entire ship.”
The crowd erupted in delighted laughter at Sam’s joke before they dispersed.
“Nice crowd,” said Sam. “They loved me.”
“Like shooting fish in a barrel. Come on. I’m starving.”





CHAPTER SIX
T  here were three different scrapbooking sessions going on that afternoon, but I knew which one I wanted to go to. The bad girl of scrapbooking had a cult-like appeal to her, which I didn’t think I would get anywhere else. The photos I would get in her room were bound to be more interesting and widely shared—no offense to Beverly and her traditional scrapbooking methods.
All of the scrapbooking workshop rooms were located near each other in the conference suite, and each of the teachers would have their own room for the course of the cruise.
Irina had made a rather jazzy sign to go outside her room, covering up the original sign for Conference Room D. On the new and improved signage, Irina’s name was written in jagged purple writing with lightning bolts around it on a black background. This should be interesting.
When I went inside, I reached for the light switch and then hovered over it. The room was dark, but it was deliberate. Irina was sitting on top of a table at the far end of the room, a candle on either side of her providing the only illumination. I wasn’t sure whether that was actually allowed under the fire code, but I suspected Irina didn’t care about any fire code.
Underneath the table, I could see the shadow of a large box, presumably filled with goodie bags like Beverly had been fussing over earlier.
Irina was sitting cross-legged, somewhat like a Buddhist monk. If Buddhist monks could be young women in torn jeans wearing black lipstick.
The scrapbooking guests, who appeared as silhouettes in the dim light, were standing around the U-shaped series of tables that went around the room, with Irina of course the center of attention.
It was almost completely silent in there, the breathing—some of it shaky—of the scrapbookers being the only notable sound. That and the background hum and distant sounds of noisier workshops going on nearby.
I raised my phone and tried to take a picture of the candlelit Irina. I frowned at the screen when it was done. The lighting didn’t do my photographic efforts any favors. Maybe I could do something with another heart border. I hoped she didn’t intend to do the whole workshop in the dark.
“Right!”
Irina’s shout was so sudden that there was a gasp from almost everyone in the room, including myself. In fact, I found myself jumping backward a couple of steps toward the door.
“Lights, please.”
A lady near where I was standing flicked the switches. She must have been the designated light controller for this workshop session.
“So, what did we learn?”
The faces around the room seemed somewhat nervous. I recognized a couple of them. There was Vanessa, who had an almost manic grin on her face, and standing next to her was Martha, who looked like she might faint from anxiety.
“In the dark, we can’t see!” yelled Vanessa.
Irina slowly nodded as if contemplating the deep wisdom of the statement.
“Cool. That’s a cool way of looking at things, Vanessa.”
Minnie’s daughter squealed and hugged her arms against her side, delighted by the compliment from her idol.
“Anyone else?”
“I don’t think I really understand,” said Martha with a rather sad lilt to her voice. “I just felt a little bit scared.”
“That’s cool too. Fear. If you could find a way to represent that fear in a scrapbook, wouldn’t that be something?”
Martha stopped to consider the idea. I didn’t think she really wanted to get fear down in her scrapbooks. But Vanessa standing next to her was nodding like she would love to.
“You all at least had a bit of time to think. Now, who’s ready for an adventure?”
The participants exchanged excited looks while the more energetic ones whooped. “We’re going on a truth-finding expedition. Do you think you can handle that?”
“Yeah!” shouted Vanessa and a couple of other attendees clapped their support.
Irina put her hands down behind her on the table and launched herself off, landing spritely on her feet. She turned around, leaned over, and to my relief blew out the two candles which had been happily burning, fire code be darned, even after the lights had been turned back on.
“Okay! All of you, follow me. This is going to be wicked.”
I stood to the side and took a few pictures as Irina led her crew outside, most of them talking in hushed tones to each other. As they were leaving, I got a better view of the large box underneath the table Irina had been seated upon. As I had suspected, it was labeled Artistic Moments Scrapbooking Workshop Goodie Bags. It was untouched. I guess they would get back to that when they returned.
I followed the troop as Irina led them through the conference suite and up some stairs out onto the constitutional deck.
“All right—huddle up!” Everyone pressed in as close as they could. “In order to find your truth, you’ve got to live. And I don’t think most of you have lived, have you?”
“No!” answered Vanessa. Some of the other, more mature participants looked rather confused by the question. As if they thought, Actually, I’ve lived fifty-five years, or whatever their respective age was.
“I need you all to do something you’ve never done before. Break out of your mold. You’re not in Kansas anymore, Dorothy.” Irina raised her arms above her head, lowered them so they were out at ninety degrees from her body, and spun around in a twirl. “You’ve got to feel the air, feel the energy, feel the thunder and the wind and the sea spray. Clear your head and then let yourself go. Everyone, put your hands up!”
Dutifully, they did as they were told. Everyone except me. I was just documenting this. I filmed a couple of short video snippets of the middle-aged women trying to absorb the sun, wind, and sea spray in a matter I don’t think they ever had before.
“So now all of you have to do something you’ve never done before, and then see what truth that uncovers. I’m going to give you some ideas, just throw them out there. Are you ready?”
Re-energized by the little physical routine she just made them do, the group responded with a surprisingly rowdy roar of agreement.
“You’re all going to do something bad, and see how it makes you feel. That’s the first lesson in discovering some truth. What kind of person are you?
“So, here’s some ideas: walk through the tropical bar, and steal the little paper umbrella out of someone’s drink.” There was the sound of laughter mixed with a few sharp intakes of breath. “Got some nail scissors on you? Snip a tiny bit of hair off the end of someone’s ponytail.” This time, the responses were even more shocked, with not much laughter. “Not the whole thing, just a little tiny bit, something no one would ever notice. I tell you—it’ll give you a rush like you’ve never had.”
Vanessa seemed fascinated with Irina, staring at her like she was a movie star or famous singer. Martha, who was still standing beside her, looked hesitant and unsure.
“Accidentally squirt some sunscreen on someone, pick up someone else’s drink by mistake and have a sip, ask the bartender for a free drink, or the barbecue guy for a free burger, or lie down in the middle of a busy area, and make people walk around you and see what they do. Just do something you’ve never done before. Got it?”
“Got it!” shouted Vanessa, and everyone else responded in the affirmative, some more enthusiastically than others.
“All right, my little truth seekers, off you go. Do something you’ve never done before!”
The group dispersed, some venturing off alone and others in pairs. I tagged along behind Vanessa, not walking with her exactly but following right behind her to see what she would do.
I followed her around to the pool deck, where a number of people were sitting on loungers around the swimming pool. Almost like a cartoon character, Vanessa tiptoed toward a lady in a big floppy sun hat lying down on a lounger with a big pink cocktail next to her. I held up my phone and snapped a picture, getting a dramatic one of Vanessa with one leg raised in the air, toes pointed and her hands held out for balance, as she approached the unsuspecting sunbather.
“She isn’t going to…” I said under my breath.
But then she did. Reaching over, she snatched the little pink paper umbrella straight out of the woman’s drink. From my angle, I hadn’t been able to tell if the lady was awake or asleep, paying attention, or off in a world of her own. I soon found out.
“Hey!” yelled the woman the second that Vanessa plucked her prize from the fruity cocktail. “Whaddya think you’re doin’?” she asked in a thick New York accent. Although I try not to judge, I immediately worried she might be a mobster’s wife. Maybe I’d seen too many TV shows and movies about the mafia.
“Sorry! I’m just seeking my truth!”
I snapped another picture as Vanessa spun and ran away as fast as her legs would carry her.
The woman had sat up in her sun lounger, and now she swung two thick legs off it and pushed herself to her feet. Under her hat, she had bleach blonde hair, big black oversized sunglasses, and a fierce expression on her face.
“Come back here! Thief!”
But Vanessa didn’t come back. She’d run off, presumably to show her idol what she had captured.
I couldn’t help but feel guilty. Even though it wasn’t my fault, I had watched without intervening. I should probably tell Irina not to suggest things like that again in her future activities.
I walked over to the lady with an apologetic expression.
“Hi. I work here and I saw what happened. Do you want me to get you another umbrella?”
“Nah, fuhgeddaboutit,” said the woman with a toss of her head. “If that spicy meatball wants my umbrella, she can have it.” The woman sat back down on her lounger again, swung her legs back in front of her, and leaned back.
“If there’s anything I can do…”
The woman gave a final dismissive wave of her hand, already over her anger.
That was a pretty lucky escape. Some of the on previous Swan cruises would have been furious, even at the loss of a paper umbrella, and would have been demanding reparations for the rest of the cruise.
Satisfied that the woman wasn’t going to cause a scene, I walked back to where Irina was waiting. I found a whole bunch of scrapbookers holding various items they had pilfered or otherwise obtained. Most of them seemed like they were on top of the world, sharing hushed conversations with each other and boasting of their acts of derring-do.
“All right, crew. Let’s get back inside.”
When we were back in the workshop, the room crackled with a new electric energy. A camaraderie had built up between all the participants after their shared acts of truth-seeking—or thievery, to be less charitable in describing what they had been up to.
Irina sat back down on top of the table she had been on earlier, sitting with crossed legs, arms resting on her knees, leaning forward with a serious expression.
“That was cool, huh?”
“Yeah!” Vanessa twirled the little pink cocktail umbrella between her fingers while she spoke.
“I feel guilty,” said Martha.
I peered at her to see what she had done during her truth-seeking expedition. From what I could see, she was holding a little piece of paper.
“Don’t feel guilty. Never. What do you have there?”
“It’s a receipt, for a cup of coffee. I found it on a table.” Martha looked down at it, biting her lip for a moment. “I wonder if I should take it back?”
“No! Never take anything back. You’ve got to look to the future, not the past. You dig?”
Martha glanced down at the receipt again and tentatively nodded at Irina. “I guess so.”
Then the door opened, interrupting the debrief after Irina’s mission.
“Hi, scrappers!” Lani said as she entered the room. “How’s everyone doing? Did you get your special supplies?”
The scrapbookers glanced at each other nervously.
“Oh.” Lani noticed the box sitting underneath the table Irina was sitting on. The unopened box. “What’s going on?”
“We’ve been off seeking some truth. You can’t start a scrapbook without it. You dig?” Irina fixed Lani with a death stare.
“Right. I see. Well… Let me know if you need anything…”
Irina gave a dismissive snort, and Lani backed out of the room. Once she was gone, Irina went back to teaching scrapbooking in her own unique style.
“She’s old school. You guys are lucky you’re with me. This is cutting edge stuff we’re doing here.”
The room erupted into laughter, and Irina looked confused for a moment. When she realized they were laughing at the term cutting edge, since they used a lot of those in scrapbooking, her head fell into her hands in what looked like despair. That made me laugh too.
When the laughter died, Irina lifted her head up again and pushed herself off the edge of the table onto her feet.
“I hope you learned something in our truth-seeking mission. Now, take out the scrapbooks that you want to work on, and let’s look at them with some fresh eyes.”
There was a hum of energy in the air as everyone produced their materials from the large bags they’d stored underneath the tables when they first arrived for the workshop.
Martha had her box of papers again, and a big thick book next to it, which presumably was going to be filled with some of the contents of the research.
I strolled around the room checking out what everyone was doing. Irina had made a beeline to Martha’s box of papers first and was leafing through them, nodding to herself. She lifted one up and jabbed her finger at it, and then said something to Martha. I was on the other side of the room at the time, and I couldn’t hear what words were exchanged, but Martha seemed to pale and her shoulders slumped.
Irina didn’t notice Martha’s reaction, dropping the stack of papers she was holding on the table, and moving on to the next person, Vanessa.
Irina was immediately nodding at Vanessa’s scrapbook again. I think she thought it was the most interesting one in the room. Despite people presumably having chosen to attend the workshop with the young, edgy bad girl of scrapbooking, most of the stuff they brought with them looked traditional to me—not that I was an expert. Vanessa was the exception, and also one of the youngest people there.
“Vanessa!” Standing in the doorway was Minnie, minus her normal broad smile.
“Hi, Mom.”
“I need you, dear.”
“But Mom, Irina was just going to show me something.”
“Hey babe, it’s cool. We’ve got time. We’ve got the whole cruise ahead of us.” Irina clapped Vanessa on the shoulder. “Go if you need to.”
With a frown, Vanessa left her scrapbook behind and went over to the door to see Minnie. The mother immediately grabbed her daughter’s wrist and marched her away.
What in the world was going on with Minnie this cruise?
Before I could take any time to figure it out, yet another visitor appeared. This workshop sure seemed to be attracting a lot of people.
“Hi, everybody! You’re all having fun?”
“Yes!” they all called out.
It was Kelly, and she seemed to be surprisingly calm. I guess the last disaster involving her room had been solved, and another had yet to take its place. I was sure it wouldn’t be long though.
“Hi, Adrienne. Now, which one’s Vanessa? I still haven’t met her.”
“Sorry, I’m afraid you just missed her. She had to leave.”
Kelly stamped a foot on the floor. “Shoot, again? I guess I’ll just have to catch up with her at dinner tonight.”
“Dinner?”
“Oh, yes, we’re all dining at the captain’s table. You’re invited too, since you’re taking such a prominent role helping out with the scrapbooking.”
“Great. Ethan will be there, right?”
“First Officer Lee? Oh, no, he has to host a bridge club dinner. This isn’t the only themed cruise going on, you know!”
I immediately regretted my first answer. The dinner would be a lot less fun without Ethan there. At least the food would be good though, and perhaps I could glean some new information about the captain.
“Keep on scrapping, people!” Kelly shouted to the room. “See you later, Adrienne.”
Kelly hurried away, and I got back to documenting the scenes of excited scrapbookers working away on their individual masterpieces, watched over by Irina.
Once I’d taken a picture of just about everyone, I left the room to start uploading some of my images and sharing them on the social media streams with some (fairly) clever captions like “a snip in time saves nine,” “scrapbooking supplies are like shoes: a girl can never have too many,” and, for Tucker, “money can’t buy happiness, but it can buy scrapbooking supplies.”
After finishing up, it was time to get ready for dinner at the captain’s table. I wasn’t sure what to expect, but I knew one thing: it wouldn’t be boring.





CHAPTER SEVEN
T  he meal that evening was being held in the Captain’s Club, one of the ship’s luxury restaurants, though by no means the biggest. When there was a really big meal to be catered, the grand ballroom was used. The Captain’s Club provided a slightly more intimate venue but was still big enough to cater several dozen VIP guests and a host of ship’s officers and senior cruise personnel.
When I arrived, at seven o’clock on the dot in my not-too-little black dress, I was happy to see that Minnie and Vanessa were already there. They were both dressed up, Vanessa in a beautiful midnight blue evening gown, and Minnie in a black dress that was similar to mine.
The mother and daughter were standing near the door, not yet having made their way over to the captain’s table at the center-back of the room.
“Hi,” I greeted them. “Are you coming in?”
“I’ll be with you in a minute. I just need to check something.” Minnie seemed to be scanning her eyes back and forth to make sure that something was, or was not, happening.
Vanessa shrugged. I smiled at her in solidarity.
It was nice that they were getting to sit at the captain’s table. It must have been because Vanessa was a competition winner, since none of the other scrapbooking customers were going to be there, only the teachers.
Leaving Minnie and Vanessa by the door, I walked over to the table, smiling at Irina and Lani who, along with the captain, were already seated when I arrived.
Irina was wearing what appeared to be a homemade black dress, baggy in places where it should’ve been tight, and tight in the places where it shouldn’t. It seemed to go well with the homemade jewelry she had adorned herself with, most of which was black. The earrings, however, were not, and when I peered at them for a closer look I could have sworn they were made of bone. I shuddered to think what kind of bone.
The captain was sitting a couple of seats away from the two women at the head of the table. He had a bored expression on his face, staring vacantly across the room. It was rather like the look you would expect to see on the face of a jetlagged and hungover businessman stuck in the departure lounge of an airport during a fifteen-hour delay, instead of the captain of the ship in one of the finest dining establishments.
“Good evening, everyone,” I greeted them as I pulled out a seat and sat down.
Lani returned my greeting politely, while Irina just jerked her head in my direction in acknowledgment. The captain didn’t seem to hear me at all.
From my position I could see the entrance of the room, where a friend of ours, Greg Washington, one of the senior chefs aboard the ship, was now talking to Vanessa and Minnie. That must have been who Minnie was waiting for.
The chef led them through the room, and I was pleased to see he was treating them as if they were honored guests. Just before they arrived at the table, I was delighted to see my friend Cece. I hadn’t known she was going to be at dinner, so it was a welcome surprise. I wondered how she’d managed to swing herself an invite though; there weren’t any other housekeepers present.
Cece was dressed like the guests, in a little black dress that really was little. Just before Minnie and Vanessa reached our table, Cece went to talk to them.
“Excuse me? I’m not quite sure where I’m supposed to sit.”
I peered at Cece, trying to work out why she was saying what she was saying. She didn’t have her normal confident presence about her, and she was speaking as if she didn’t know Minnie—or anything else about this place. Did she have an identical twin I didn’t know about? Cece had surprised me on so many occasions that I wouldn’t have been overly shocked if it turned out that she had neglected to mention she had one, and that she was aboard this cruise as a guest.
“Ah, Miss Fitzroy! I would be delighted if you would join us at the captain’s table.”
I narrowed my eyes at the scene. Why was Minnie calling Cece “Miss Fitzroy?” That wasn’t her name. And why was she giving Cece permission to sit at the captain’s table? Surely the guest list had been decided well in advance, and even if it hadn’t, Minnie wouldn’t be the one making any decisions on seating.
I stood up to go and talk to Cece and figure out what was going on. Before I could reach her, Greg Washington caught my eye, and then very deliberately stood right in front of me. But not only did he block my path, he pointedly stepped on my foot, stopping me from moving around him.
Just as I was about to complain, Greg did a strange thing. He made a flicking motion with the white towel that he had draped over his right arm. The moment he did it, a busboy holding a tray with a single bowl of soup on it gave a little half-nod toward Greg. A gesture that only I seemed to catch.
As it turned out, the bizarre goings-on were only just beginning.
My gaze followed the shorthaired young man as he walked over to the table, and, before he could perform whatever task he was there to do, he tripped, sending a bowl of bright red tomato soup flying across the table.
My hands went up to my cheeks in horror as I saw the soup soar through the air before it made contact with the captain’s shirt. It sure wiped the blank stare off his face, that was for sure. Within half a second, his face was as red as the soup that now decorated his formerly pristine uniform.
“Oh my goodness,” I said, shaking my head. Greg stepped off my foot, turned his head my way, and whispered, “Sorry!”
The captain stared down at his shirt and pants. The uniform was going to need some serious cleaning, assuming it wasn’t completely ruined. He stood up, dripping as he did so, looking around wildly for the waiter that had caused the mess, presumably so that he could yell at him. But he was too late. As soon as he had seen what he had done, the waiter scurried off, not even stopping to help the captain.
Since no one else was doing anything useful, I grabbed a couple of the large cloth napkins from the table and hurried over to him.
“Here, I don’t think this will help much, but it’s a start.” I pressed the napkins up against his shirt.
“You never do help much, do you?” said the captain with a scowl as he finally recognized me. He snatched the napkins from my hand and made a poor attempt at dabbing the soup off his front.
I thought his comment was unfair. Not only had I done my job pretty well, I’d also solved more than one murder in my time on the ship. I was pretty sure that he knew that I knew he was up to something nefarious on the ship though, and that was why he didn’t like me.
The captain clutched the napkins I’d given him against his shirt and pants. “I’m afraid I won’t be joining you all for dinner. Good night.”
He stormed off, napkins pressed against him as he hurried out of the room, leaving a little red dripping trail in his wake.
Minnie started chuckling, and when I looked over I saw her shoulders rolling with mirth. Finally, the Minnie I knew was back.
“Well, ladies and gentlemen, it looks like we’ll be dining without the captain at the captain’s table. I really am sorry about that, but we’ll soldier on!”
I was surprised to see Minnie taking control of the situation, though I suppose she was one of the few staff members present.
“What about Kelly? Will she be joining us?” asked Lani.
“Oh, no. I had to ask my assistant to cover another event.”
Did she just say that Kelly was her assistant? Or had she meant something else? I was getting more and more confused by the minute. Before I could think it through any more, Minnie was back to telling everyone what to do.
“Everyone, let’s sit down.”
I sat back in my place, and Cece sat down on the opposite side of the table, not even bothering to greet me. Vanessa sat next to Irina, which I thought was nice. They were close in age, and Vanessa had told me that she was her idol.
And so, the most bizarre dinner I’d ever had the pleasure of attending began. In attendance, we had Minnie and Vanessa, Cece and me, Lani and Irina. There was no Captain, and of the four scrapbookers who were supposed to be there, we were missing two. Everything was going so bizarrely that I didn’t want to bring up the missing guests myself. I was determined to stay quiet and keep on watching to see what happened next. I did try and keep one hand resting on my clutch though, so I could whip out my phone and snap some pictures if anything really exciting happened. I was pretty bummed that I’d failed to get a picture of the soup-covered captain.
Soon, servers were there bringing each of us a bowl of tomato soup, without any spills this time. I was convinced that what happened to the captain was deliberate, but I couldn’t think why Greg would have done that. The captain wasn’t a great people-person though, so maybe he’d annoyed the chef and received his just desserts.
“Where’s Beverly? Has anyone seen Beverly?” asked Lani, flicking her eyes across the empty seats as if she might suddenly appear.
There were a few shrugs and murmurs of I don’t really know and I haven’t seen her. But apparently, one person had.
“Actually, I saw her,” said Vanessa.
“Oh?”
“Yes. I was down in the craft room again just before I came up here. Martha and Beverly were talking, and Martha seemed pretty upset. I thought maybe she got a call from back home or something, but I didn’t like to pry.”
“Good. I always tell my staff not to pry,” said Minnie to her daughter, a serious expression on her face.
Staff? Not that many people worked in the Boulevard Café. In fact, most of the time, it was a solo operation run by Minnie herself.
“That is a shame,” said Lani with a little sigh. “I really wanted to hear how her first session went today.”
“I’m sure it went the same as the last thousand sessions she’s done,” said Irina in a world-weary voice that was years beyond her actual age.
That brightened Lani up.
“Yes, I do hope they went well.”
It was an interesting relationship between Irina and Lani. Lani was the boss, running the company, and in theory Irina was an employee of hers. At least for this cruise she was. But Irina didn’t show her any of the traditional marks of respect that you expect to see between a young employee and a middle-aged boss.
Irina must have been too valuable to Lani to really buckle down on her. She had such a massive following online on all the various scrapbooking websites and social media venues that she was probably the difference between making and breaking Lani’s company all by herself. It earned her a certain amount of leeway that most employees didn’t get.
Next to our soup bowls, we each had a small bread plate, upon which had been placed a mini loaf of bread. Bread on a plate would be pretty uneventful, you would think. And normally, it would be. But this bizarre dinner wasn’t going to let something so innocuous slip by without another strange occurrence.
I was looking across at Vanessa and Irina when the bad girl of scrapbooking did something very bad indeed. Well, a little bad. She reached across to Vanessa’s bread plate, picked up her bread, snapped it in half, and then proceeded to drop the stolen half a loaf into her handbag which was sitting on the table in front of her. I stared at her, snapping my mouth shut after I realized it had fallen open. Vanessa was also looking at her in surprise, but the look morphed into one of acceptance. I saw her glance toward her mother, and give a little shrug. As if it was what she had expected to happen during her meal.
That’s it, I decided. Scrapbookers were crazy.
And it was affecting everyone.
That was the only explanation.
I looked at Cece for some kind of acknowledgment or support, but as soon as our gazes met she looked away and went to ask Minnie something. I wondered if I had left the Swan of the Seas and been teleported by mischievous aliens to some parallel universe where nothing made sense. Or like Alice, I had fallen down some ocean-based rabbit hole and ended up in Scrapbook Wonderland.
I dug my spoon into my bowl of soup. The food was good here, at least.
Lani and I chatted about her business, but I found my thoughts kept drifting away. I was forever glancing at Cece, Vanessa, Irina, and Greg Washington, who was still wandering about the restaurant. That was yet another odd thing. As a chef, he should have been in a kitchen somewhere instead of wearing holes in the carpets front-of-house.
When the main courses arrived—fish for me, Vanessa, and Minnie, steak for the rest of them—Tucker Martin arrived.
“Look who it is,” I said to Lani with a smile. She looked up and we both followed him with our gaze as he crossed the room, clutching a stack of papers in his hand. They were brightly colored, and seemed to be made of a variety of materials, and decorated in a plethora of different ways. Clearly scrapbooking material.
The Captain’s Club is a refined restaurant, with an elegant, peaceful atmosphere. Usually, the conversation was hushed—at least until a second bottle of wine is gotten into, and most of the background noises were made up of the clinking of metal cutlery against china plates. But not this evening. Of course not.
“What’s the meaning of this?” said Tucker, slapping the papers down onto the table in front of Irina. I glanced at Lani to see if she knew what was going on, but she was staring at Tucker, her face pale.
“What is it?” I asked since no one else was asking him anything. Irina was happily digging into her meal, completely oblivious to the angry shopkeeper and the paper he’d just put down in front of her.
He picked up the stack of the papers again and whacked them up and down on the table in front of Irina to get her attention.
“Hello? Hello? You’ve stolen my ideas, haven’t you?”
Irina’s eyes finally flicked up from the meal she was so enjoying. “Nope.” She immediately stared back down at her plate and got back to the important business of eating her dinner.
“These are my ideas. They’re from the line we were putting together before you got famous. You have no right to sell them.”
Irina stoically ignored him, cutting her meal up and then assembling forkfuls of artfully arranged morsels, before popping them into her mouth, all while Tucker stared intently at her. She was a pro at ignoring him; I had to give her that.
“Tucker?” said Lani. “You must be mistaken. Irina has an agreement with me. We’ve signed a noncompete clause. There must be a misunderstanding.”
“There’s no misunderstanding. One of the scrapbookers came into my shop and asked me if I could order them. I said, ‘Order them? They’re mine! I designed them!’ And then I had to explain why I didn’t have any.”
Tucker sighed and then leaned over right in front of Irina. “You’ve got no right to sell them!” He whacked the papers several more times on the table in front of her, before dropping them entirely right in front of her plate.
“But why would the scrapbooker think that?” asked Lani.
Irina stretched her arms up and yawned. “She must have been confused. You know how these people are. Some of them are pretty old. They get confused very easily.”
Both Tucker and Lani glared at her for that. “Our scrapbookers are not confused,” said Lani.
“Sure they are.” Irina stood up, picked up the remaining morsel of bread from Vanessa’s plate, and popped it in her mouth, quickly chewing it and swallowing it. “Everyone is.”
She was right about at least one person—I was certainly confused.
Irina walked around the table to stand behind Lani. “Really, really confused.” Then, as confidently and nonchalantly, she leaned over Lani’s shoulder and picked up the fork that was resting on her plate. Still leaning over Lani, she reached across the table and snatched up the papers Tucker had brought in with him.
Standing up straight again, Irina folded the papers in half, stuffed them in her bag, and then started humming to herself as she walked away from the table toward the door. “Thanks for dinner!” she called over her shoulder, just before exiting.
“That was deep,” said Vanessa nodding to herself as if she really understood what had just happened.
“I can’t believe you, Tucker.” Lani banged the table with the handle of her knife. “You’ve probably upset her now. And you know what she’s like when she’s moody.”
I couldn’t help but wonder when she wasn’t moody.
“Me? You’re blaming me? She’s ripping us both off! She’s stolen my designs, and she’s competing with your company.”
“Or you’ve got the wrong end of the stick, you’re confused, your scrapbooking customer is confused, and you’ve just upset the most famous scrapbooker in the tri-state area.”
“Which one’s my seat? Is it this one?” With a harrumph, Tucker sat down to join us for the rest of the meal, during which nothing became clearer to me.
Before the dinner ended, Cece slipped away before I could exchange a single word with her. As soon as coffee and dessert were over, I made my own excuses and left them to it.
By then, Tucker and Lani had mostly stopped their bickering, but during the course of the meal they had exchanged sly, annoyed glances at each other between mouthfuls of their dinner.
Weary beyond belief, I headed off to bed.
Maybe these scrapbookers weren’t as peace-loving as I had thought after all.



8
IRINA
T  he young scrapbooker with an attitude walked through the ship with a swagger, content with how the evening had gone. The food had been fine, she’d scored a bit of extra bread, and she was pretty sure she had blown their minds. Or at least expanded them.
In Irina’s opinion, every aspect of daily life could be scrapped about. At least if you had an interesting daily life. That’s why she made sure she lived in a manner that would make her unforgettable to every person that she met and interacted with. And every day had to be memorable.
When she got back to her cabin, she emptied out the contents of the bag onto a glass-top table.
“Nice score,” she said with a happy punch into the air. Irina wasn’t much of one for talking with other people, but get her alone and she loved to chat.
She examined her haul with a satisfied smirk. She had a fork, taken straight from the boss’s plate. She could barely imagine what her followers online would say when they saw the scrap she was going to make about that. Who does something as wacky as taking the fork right from your boss’s plate while she’s still eating dinner?
“That’s some serious truth.”
And then there was the bread. That had been a stroke of genius. It was the kind of thing that society just wasn’t ready for—taking bread off another person’s plate as if you had every right to? She couldn’t wait to see some of the reactions she would get in the comments. She could see them already: “OMG you’re so wild,” “That is the craziest thing I’ve ever seen anyone do,” “That is absolutely in-saaaaaane! You’re my idol, Irina,” and “The goddess does it again!”
Her followers were very supportive. Of course before she could post them online she would need to display them in an interesting manner. But that wouldn’t be a problem. After all, she was a professional scrapbooker.
Then there were the papers. Oh, the papers. Now they were interesting. That was some forward-looking stuff. She knew Lani couldn’t handle it.
“Right, what do I need…”
Irina went to her closet, and pulled out a few items from inside, and dropped them back into her bag. Then she returned to the glass-top table, picked up the bread, and placed it into her bag as well. She moved Lani’s fork into one of a series of three boxes on top of the table and then left the papers where they were. She’d come back to all that other stuff soon.
“One truth at a time, one truth at a time…”
Irina, bad girl that she was, wasn’t the type to turn in early with a cup of cocoa and call it a night. Nope. She had the kind of rebellious attitude that would keep her at the crafting table until eleven, twelve, sometimes even one in the morning. She didn’t bow down to society’s conventions of a regular bedtime. While she may have had to follow a schedule on this cruise, most of her life was lived as free as a bird.
“It’s scrapbooking time!”
Swinging her black bag over her shoulder, Irina left her cabin and began a circuitous route to the conference suite. She had made sure to get her key card encoded so that it would open the business suite at all hours of the day. This wild act had been tempered somewhat when she’d been informed that all of the scrapbooking staff would have the same access. But really, who else was going to be scrapping at midnight? No one, that’s who. There wasn’t anyone willing to push boundaries like Irina.
“I could go straight through if I wanted, keep on scrapping right ’til breakfast. That’d blow some minds…” She put a fist up against the side of her head and spread it open to mimic an explosion. “Boom!”
During her journey to the business suite, Irina walked out onto the deck and along the path that wrapped around the entire ship and was often used for exercise purposes. She planned to use it in a different way: she was going to score a few more crazy scraps.
“Now what can we find…”
She spotted something. Looking over her shoulder to make sure no one was watching, she reached out and snagged a white pebble from inside a planter.
“Who brings rocks on a ship? Man, that’s crazier than me. Just another symbol of how society doesn’t make any sense.” She dropped the pebble into her bag.
She kept on going, not yet done with her crazy collecting, and spotted a life preserver on the wall. She stopped, inspected it for a few seconds, debating whether to take it or not. Of course it would be too big to actually put in a book, but she could use a photo of it, which could be pretty cool.
“No, that might be a bit too wild.” She shook her head. “Don’t want to blow my own mind.”
She continued on, and as she was passing a stack of sun loungers she stopped and examined one of them. They were all covered with vinyl mattresses to soften the user from the hard plastic underneath. She searched around the edges.
“Oh yeah, there you are. Come to Mama!”
She had found one of the tags that gave care information, and with a yank of her hand, she tried to pull it off. It didn’t budge.
“You’re not going to escape that easily.”
She reached into her bag and pulled out a small pair of scissors, and snipped off the label. She dropped it into her bag along with the scissors.
“That’s some more real stuff. I bet not a single one of my scrapbookers have snagged something like that yet.”
Just before she headed back inside, she found a geranium bush in a planter just near one of the doors. Using her phone as a flashlight, she looked at the bright red flowers, until she found the one she wanted. A brown one, a dead one. What could be more symbolic?
“Thank you very much,” she said to the bush as she snapped off the dead flower head. This one she held gently in her hand; it would disintegrate if she dropped it into her bag.
A few minutes later and she was inside the conference suite, another couple of little treasures snagged and bagged along the way. She went to her workshop room, unlocked the door, and let herself inside. She flicked just a single switch from the row of light switches to provide the room with a gentle glow rather than a harsh fluorescent glare.
“I’m a creature of the night,” she said to herself under her breath.
She walked to the far end of the room, to the large table which she had sat on earlier when teaching her students. They were an interesting batch, but she hadn’t discovered all
their truths yet.
That didn’t matter. She would get it out of each and every one of them during this cruise. Show them a new outlook on reality. Open their minds, open their eyes, open their hearts. It was deep stuff, what she was trying to achieve.
From under the desk she pulled out one of the scrapbooks she was working on. Although it didn’t look all that exciting on the outside, some of the stuff on the inside was going to be groundbreaking. It was going to cause earthquakes and tsunamis through the world of scrapbooking.
Especially aboard this ship.
She stroked the brown cover before opening the book back up to where she got to last time.
“Oh yeah, that’s it.”
She grabbed a simple glue stick and covered a small patch of the page with the sticky substance. Then, she reached into her bag and pulled out the hunk of bread that she’d taken during dinner.
“Delicious scrapbooking,” she muttered as she began to crumble the crunchy outside crust of the bread onto the glue. She completely covered the area, and then when there was no more glue visible, she pushed down on the crumbs with the palm of her hand. After holding it for a minute or two, she crouched down over the table, pursed her lips, and blew hard, sending any loose crumbs flying off the book, across the table, and onto the floor.
“No wonder they call me the bad girl of scrapbooking. And I don’t even care.”
She stood up and stared down at the page, the new square of breadcrumbs looking pretty awesome. She was going to put some kind of black border around it, but she wasn’t sure whether she would just use pencil and ink, or something more interesting. Maybe some dirt.
While she’d been scrapping, she hadn’t heard the door open.
She hadn’t heard the person entering the room.
She hadn’t heard them creep up behind her.
But she did hear them when they finally spoke, right in her ear.
“How could you?”
She may have been the bad girl of scrapbooking, but it didn’t make her immune to fear. And when you’re in a dark room, on your own, late at night, and you hear a voice right behind you, speaking into your ear, well, that would scare anyone.
She spun around, mouth wide open, not sure whether to scream in fright or to yell at whoever it was that had sneaked up on her.
She didn’t get a chance to decide.
The person who just arrived wasn’t there for a chat. They were there to kill.
“What —”
Irina didn’t even get to finish the sentence before the large craft scissors plunged into her chest.
She fell back and slumped on the desk, a big pair of scissors sticking out of her chest.
It turned out that Irina wasn’t the baddest person in the world of scrapbooking after all.





CHAPTER NINE
A fter a simple breakfast with Sam in the staff canteen, it was time to get to work. Cece hadn’t joined us, but I suspected she was busy. She was dating the ship’s doctor, so Sam and I figured she was probably with him.
What I didn’t realize at the time was that I too was going to be spending a bunch of time with Doctor Ryan that morning.
I told my friend about the strange dinner the night before, and we had a good laugh over it, though we didn’t really come to any conclusions as to what was going on with everyone.
Sam thought they all just had to be a little bit crazy, and I was inclined to agree. Or maybe there was something in the water.
I was enjoying a stroll out on deck when my phone rang. It was Kelly.
“Hello?”
“Disaster!”
“Oh? Another one?”
“Yes, another one. It’s disaster, disaster, disaster at the moment, isn’t it? I barely have time to get anything done. And as you know, I’ve got—”
“—a million things to do?”
“That’s it!”
“So how can I help?”
“I’m stuck in the International Buffet. There’s currently a lake of miso soup where there shouldn’t be, and it’s upset a lot of guests. Greg Washington says I have to be here to explain what’s going on, and I don’t know how long I’m going to be here—Hey! Watch out for the tofu! …Sorry, can you go to the conference suite and look after the scrapbookers? Tell Samantha too?”
“Sure thing. I was going to go there to take pictures anyway. It won’t be a problem.”
It was still a couple of hours before the scrapbookers were due to start their first session. Since this was a relaxing vacation for them, they had until ten o’clock to enjoy their breakfast before it was time to get to the busywork of cutting up bits of paper and sticking things on to pages, and whatever else it was that scrapbooking involved.
I typed out a quick text message to Sam, telling her to be there at ten. When it was sent, I continued my leisurely stroll along the deck, sucking in deep breaths of the morning air and enjoying the salty scent of the sea. Later that day we would have our first stop, but for the moment we were still far from land, and all I could see were the gentle peaks of waves stretching out to the far horizon, and little cotton ball clouds floating above that seemed more like decoration. The fluffy little clouds would look pretty good in a scrapbook.
My enjoyment of the weather ended when a breeze whipped up. It was messing with my hair, so I headed inside, and found myself just above the conference suite. Why not go inside and have a little look around? Some of them might be there already.
I walked down a few flights of stairs, and took a short walk through a hallway before I arrived at the conference suite. All the lights were off. It seemed no one was that keen on getting there early. They were probably still eating, or possibly even doing an early-morning gym session, though I wasn’t sure there was a big overlap between scrapbookers and health fanatics.
I went inside and turned on the lights, and then decided to check each of the rooms in turn. First, I looked in Tucker’s shop. He had everything nicely laid out now, his massive variety of supplies neatly arranged in piles, stacks, pyramids, and assorted other formations to show them off to best effect. The room didn’t look like it needed any attention from me and so I turned the lights back off and returned to the lobby.
Next, I went to Irina’s craft room. I figured that had the most potential for something interesting. Her behavior the night before had been something else. If I had been Lani, I would’ve been furious at my renegade employee’s behavior. But she had just ignored it, directing her anger at Tucker instead.
I flicked on the lights as I entered and then stopped. And stared.
“Irina?”
As she was the supposed bad girl of scrapbooking, I was hoping that what I could see was another example of her mischief. That I was being tricked. That this was some kind of performance art. Maybe there was a secret camera somewhere that would capture an image of my shocked face for another scrapbook. I had never wanted to be the victim of a prank so much in my life.
“Irina?”
It looked very much like she was sprawled backward over the craft table she had been sitting on the day before, with a giant pair of scissors sticking out of her chest.
Please be a trick, please be a trick, please be a trick…
Walking across the room, a chill danced down my spine. It wasn’t a trick. It wasn’t a prank. It couldn’t be. There really was a massive pair of scissors buried in her chest.
“Irina!”
Then I was right in front of her, looking down. Her skin was now a grayish color, and I could see that her black dress had been stained with blood, though the color of the fabric had hidden it until I was up close.
Ever so slowly and gently, I reached out with one hand and brushed it against her forehead, just to make sure. She was cold. Stone cold.
“Not again…”
Not wanting to disturb the scene, I backed out of the room, carefully retracing my steps in case there were any clues on the floor. When I reached the door, I pulled out my phone and called Ethan.
In seconds, an action plan was put into effect. Unfortunately, the Swan of the Seas had seen this happen before. Not exactly the same situation, but a passenger death that looked like a murder. Ethan told me he would be there shortly with the doctor, and a security team to secure the room.
While I waited, I leaned against the doorframe, not able to take my eyes off of the deceased young woman across the room. Next to her, on the table, was a scrapbook. I hadn’t even noticed when I’d been standing right there because I’d been so focused on the body. But now I could see it, looking like it was dramatically open at a page. When Ethan arrived, we would have to take a look at it.
Ethan arrived twelve minutes after I called with Doctor Ryan in tow, followed by a team of four smart young security guards, equipped with a variety of tools of the trade.
“Everyone, you know what to do. So get to it.”
With the seasoned skill of well-practiced professionals, everyone got to work. One of the security guards had a high-end digital camera, which he used to document every aspect of the scene. Two more had on latex gloves and booties, and went straight over to the back of the room and began a methodical search toward the front.
Ethan handed me a couple of booties for my own shoes. When we were all gloved and covered, Ethan, Doctor Ryan, and I approached the body.
“It was exactly like this when you arrived? It didn’t fall or anything?”
“Nope. Not a thing has been moved, or interfered with, apart from my footsteps across the room. But I don’t think I disturbed anything.”
“Doctor Ryan?”
He stood in front of the body, arms crossed in front of his chest. “I don’t like to jump to conclusions, but I’m going to go ahead and give you a probable cause of death here. Massive pair of scissors to the heart.”
I almost laughed but managed to stifle it with a cough and a hand swiftly placed over my face.
“When I get her down to sickbay,” the doctor continued, “I’ll do a full examination to see if there’s some other hidden explanation for what happened. But you know what they say: the simplest explanation is usually the correct one.”
“I’m inclined to agree. But I’ll be interested in your report nevertheless.”
“Do you see that?” I pointed at the scrapbook next to Irina. “Let’s take a look.” I saw Ethan about to open his mouth, but I preempted him. “Just a look at the page that’s opened. We won’t move it until the photographer’s got everything.”
The three of us huddled over the book. It was opened flat to a large double page that had been a work in progress. It had a title, or at least some words. I wasn’t sure if they counted as a title or something else.
Jagged writing on the top of the left-hand page reminded me of Irina’s sign outside the room. It read, “Young winner?” And on the opposite page, it said, “Why win when you can…”
“You’ve been to more of these scrapbooking sessions then us,” said Ethan to me. “Do you know what that means?”
I stared down at the page. Underneath the title on the left was something odd.
“What’s that?” My gloved index finger hovered over a square of light brown flecks stuck to the page.
Doctor Ryan lowered his head until it was just above the page. “It looks like breadcrumbs to me.”
“Breadcrumbs?” My eyes flicked back up to the title again. Young Winner. I bit my lip as it dawned on me. “I know what this is.”
“Really?” asked Ethan with pleased surprise.
“Yes. At least I think I do. The first part, the title, ‘Young Winner,’ I think that’s referring to Vanessa Baptiste, Minnie’s daughter. She won a scrapbooking competition to get on this cruise. And she’s pretty young, as scrapbookers go. She’s a college student, only in her early twenties.”
“But you can’t explain the breadcrumbs though,” said Doctor Ryan with a little laugh.
“Actually, I can.”
Both Ryan and Ethan looked at me with even more impressed surprise.
“Last night, there was a dinner for the scrapbookers with the captain. The captain didn’t manage to eat with us, but I was there. Irina stole some bread from Vanessa’s plate and put it in her bag. I bet you that’s the same bread right there, crumbled up.”
“She stole bread from her plate to put in her scrapbook?” asked Ethan. “Is that normal?”
“I’m no expert on scrapbooking, but I don’t think so.” I glanced back at the body for a moment. “But they called her the bad girl of scrapbooking. She broke all the rules. She was anything but normal.”
“Stealing bread? That is bad,” said Ryan with a soft chuckle.
“What about the other side?”
“Why win when you can…” I read aloud. “I’m not sure what that part means,” I confessed. “Any ideas?”
“It could be something like, why win when you can buy your way onto the cruise?” suggested Ryan. “And maybe that bread means bread. You know, money.”
“Or perhaps, why win when you can cheat?” offered Ethan. “Though that doesn’t explain the bread.”
“Yeah,” I said, rubbing my chin with my hand. “Well, we know she didn’t pay to come on the cruise. She won it. We’ll have to think about this some more. I’ll talk to some people, and see what I can find out.”
“Good. You do that.”
“Just a moment…” Ryan had gone back to looking at the body, but this time he put his head right down next to her chest. “The scissors…” His finger hovered over the part of one of the blades that wasn’t fully hidden from view. “They’re engraved. It says V-A-N-E—and the rest is obscured.”
“I think we can guess the rest. Vanessa.” A shadow settled over Ethan’s face. I knew he must have been thinking the same thing as me. We were going to have to investigate the daughter of one of the nicest people on board the ship, on suspicion of murder.
“As soon as you get those scissors out, you let me know what the rest of those letters are.”
“Will do.”
All three of us let out long sighs. Vanessa had seemed overjoyed to be on this cruise and excited to meet her idol. I just couldn’t believe she had anything to do with her death.
But then again, I didn’t know her that well either. And I knew from past experience that appearances can be very, very deceptive.
“Adrienne? I think I’m going to need your help on this one. Again.”





CHAPTER TEN
Ethan and I were going to start by questioning Vanessa, but I had some time to kill before then. I went down to one of the staff break rooms in the depths of the ship, a quiet one where I didn’t think I would see anyone at this time of day. Almost everyone would be working. When I arrived in the brightly lit room, I found I was right; I had the place to myself. I grabbed a coffee from the machine and sat down at a plastic table-and-chair set that was bolted to the floor below.
Ethan wanted to wait until the body was safely stowed in sickbay, he finished securing the room, and Ryan had checked that the final few letters on that pair of scissors were what we fully expected them to be.
Still, I thought to myself, just because the scissors had Vanessa’s name on them didn’t mean that she was responsible. Just because the scrapbook was open to a page about Vanessa didn’t mean that she was responsible. Just because I’d seen Irina stealing bread from Vanessa’s plate didn’t mean that she was responsible.
I rested my head on the table. This cruise had been going so well, but now it looked like it was going to be another highly challenging week at sea. Why did these things always happen to me?
Before coming down here, I’d dropped by my room to grab my laptop computer. I would have to write a report for the police, and Swan HQ, about finding the body, and I figured I might as well get it over with while I had a few minutes.
I drank the cup of coffee, and then two more, while I typed, getting all the details down. I was wavering over whether to get a fourth cup or not when, finally, the phone rang. It was Ethan. He confirmed that the scissors said Vanessa, and we were going to talk to her.
Closing my laptop, I headed out.
    
I  met Ethan just outside of Vanessa’s room. The scrapbookers had been sent a message telling them that the morning sessions were going to be postponed, and that they should make use of some of the ship’s fantastic facilities in the meantime. Vanessa had been sent an additional personal message, that the first officer would be coming to visit her in her stateroom.
Ethan was wearing his smart white and gold uniform and looked every bit the distinguished ship’s officer when I met him. As soon as I was there, he rang the doorbell.
“Hi!” said Vanessa as soon as she opened the door. She looked happy to see us, and any hint of nerves could’ve been because of how handsome Ethan looked. If I didn’t know him as well as I did, I would’ve been nervous too. Or maybe I was projecting.
“Vanessa? Do you mind if we come in?”
“Sure. Make yourself at home. They’ve given me a pretty nice cabin.”
Vanessa’s cabin was lovely. It was one of the Oceanview Junior suites. It wasn’t big compared to some of the VIP suites, but it had a lovely view and was tastefully adorned with ultramodern furniture and decorations.
She led us over to a white sofa and armchair around a glass coffee table, next to the sliding door that led to the small balcony outside.
Once we were seated, Ethan and I on the sofa and Vanessa in the armchair, it was time to get down to business. She still hadn’t noticed that something was wrong, and had an excited look on her face. I imagined she thought a personal meeting with the first officer was part of her prize. Maybe, in a way, it was.
“Vanessa, when was the last time you saw Irina?”
Her face immediately lit up, pleased to be asked about her hero. Or doing a good impression of it.
“It was the dinner, yesterday. We got to eat at the captain’s table.” A small smile crept onto her lips. “Though the captain didn’t last long.” She looked at me and giggled. I smiled politely back. While it had been pretty funny, considering the circumstances I didn’t think we should be starting the meeting off with laughter.
“You didn’t see her after that? Not later that evening?”
“Nope. But I am in her group for scrapbooking, so I’m sure I’ll be seeing a lot of her.”
“I’m afraid you won’t be seeing any more of her.” Ethan’s voice was slow, and while not exactly cold, it had a steely layer of professionalism to it.
“Why? I didn’t do something wrong, did I? Have I been kicked out of the group?”
“No, that’s not it,” I said to her. “I’m afraid, she’s, well…” I glanced at Ethan.
“Dead.”
“Dead?” Vanessa’s brow was furrowed in confusion.
“Her body was found this morning.” Ethan was watching her carefully as he spoke, as was I. As far as I could ascertain, her reactions seemed to be genuine. It didn’t seem to me that she was hiding anything.
“But… what happened? She died? She seemed fine last night. Did she get sick? Was it the food? I’m feeling okay.” She bit her lip. “I think I’m feeling okay. I mean, I was when I woke up, anyway.”
“It wasn’t the food,” I told her. “Unfortunately, she was killed.”
Vanessa stared at me wide-eyed. “Killed? You mean someone on the ship… murdered her? But why? Who?”
“I’m afraid that’s why we’re here,” said Ethan. “She was murdered with a pair of crafting scissors. Scissors with your name engraved on them.”
“What do you mean scissors with my name engraved on them? I don’t have any scissors with my name engraved on them.” Vanessa had clasped her hands together, wringing them, turning them one over the other, twisting them around and around. “And I loved Irina. She was my favorite. She is my favorite. She’ll always be my favorite scrapbooker.”
“The scissors were the ones you received in your goodie bag yesterday.”
Vanessa’s hands kept working, winding over each other again and again. “But I didn’t get any scissors in my goodie bag. I figured it was because I was a competition winner, and I hadn’t paid for the trip.”
“What class did you take yesterday?” asked Ethan.
Of course I already knew the answer to that, because I was there.
“Irina’s, of course.” She looked at me. “You were there.”
“That’s right. You were in that class. And I didn’t see you with any engraved scissors. Come to think of it, Irina didn’t hand out the goodie bags, did she?”
“Right! She didn’t. So I should have gotten some engraved scissors?” A thoughtful breath escaped her lips, and I thought she was thinking that she would actually really quite like a pair of engraved scissors. Presumably not the ones she was supposed to receive now though. At least she wouldn’t after she found out that they were embedded in Irina’s chest.
“I want to show you a picture. Tell me if it means anything to you.”
Ethan slid an iPad across the table, an image of Irina’s scrapbook on the screen.
Vanessa leaned over the table, resting her forearms on her knees, she peered at the screen. “Young winner?” she read aloud. She glanced up at me nervously, and I could tell that there was some recognition there. “Why win when you can…”
Irina looked at me, then at Ethan, then back down at the screen again. “What is this?”
“It’s a photo taken from Irina’s scrapbook. It was open to this page when we found her. It was next to her body.”
“That part there,” I said, pointing my finger at the square of breadcrumbs, “that’s the bread she took from your plate yesterday at dinner. I think this page is about you. Don’t you?”
“I…” Vanessa’s lips seemed to be quivering, and if I wasn’t mistaken she had paled. “It isn’t true,” she said in a whisper, no longer meeting our gaze, staring down at the iPad instead.
“What isn’t true?” asked Ethan.
Vanessa didn’t answer immediately, silently shaking her head and staring down at the page as if she couldn’t believe it.
Ding-dong!
“I’ll get that,” said Ethan standing to his feet.
When he opened the door, Minnie was on the other side, a beaming smile on her face that faltered the minute she saw that it was Ethan at the door and not her daughter.
There was something odd about her that morning, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on what it was until she spoke again.
“Good morning. I was just on my way to work and came to say hi to Vanessa. Is everything okay?”
It was when she mentioned the word “work” that I realized what was strange about her. She wasn’t wearing her barista’s uniform. She was instead wearing a bright green dress, with green heels and some green jewelry on her wrists. I wondered if there was some kind of themed event that I’d forgotten about. It certainly wasn’t St. Patrick’s Day.
“Well, come in.” Ethan stood back from the door and held out his arm to usher Minnie inside.
“Is something wrong? Why’s everyone so glum?”
“Mom…”
Minnie put a hand on Vanessa’s shoulder.
“It’s Irina. She’s dead. Murdered.”
“Oh my goodness.” Minnie looked at Ethan and me, her eyes going back and forth. “What happened?”
“That’s what we’re trying to find out. You can join us if you like. We were just asking Vanessa what she knew.”
“Unfortunately, Irina was killed with a pair of scissors with Vanessa’s name engraved on them, and there was a scrapbook page about Vanessa next to her body. That’s why we’re having to talk to her, I’m afraid.”
Minnie wrapped an arm around her daughter’s shoulders and gave her a hug and a big kiss on her forehead. “Oh, honey, this is awful. And you were such a big fan of her.”
Vanessa sniffled and leaned into her mother for a cuddle.
While Ethan and I waited for Vanessa to recompose herself, I glanced around the room. It was mostly clean and sparse, and I guess Vanessa hadn’t brought a lot of luggage with her. The most notable sign of her presence in the room was up at the counter near the sink, where her oval-shaped scrapbook and a big mess of papers and other knickknacks were scattered about.
“Vanessa? When you’re ready?” Ethan’s voice was calm and soft but still professional.
Minnie released Vanessa from her embrace, and with a final sniff, the daughter sat back in the chair, ready to answer more questions.
“What did you do after dinner yesterday?”
“I just… I came back here. I was working on my scrapbook.” She picked it up from the table and held it up for us. “I was standing up at the counter—look, you can still see my pages over there.” She pointed across the room to where there was a small counter next to a sink, with a coffeemaker and a stack of papers scattered across it.
We all stood up and walked over to have a look. Minnie got there first, and I saw her do something very odd indeed. After glancing at the papers, she seemed to trip and bumped into her daughter, who in turn fell into Ethan. Gentleman that he is, he set to catching her and making sure she was all right.
As I was most definitely not a gentleman, I’d immediately been suspicious and kept my eyes locked on Minnie. I hadn’t thought Minnie’s trip had been accidental at all. While Ethan was distracted, in a swift move, Minnie swiped one of the pages off the counter and down to the floor, pushing it under the counter with a kick of her green high heel.
Why had she done that? Was it something embarrassing? If it was, I didn’t want to draw attention to it in front of Ethan. I decided to leave it for the moment. I could ask Minnie about it later if I thought it was important.
“See? This is what I was working on. Yesterday, after Irina had talked about finding our own truths, it made me rethink everything. She was so inspiring…” Vanessa poked at her pages, sliding them around on top of the counter.
“This is just all so awful,” said Minnie. “But it has nothing to do with Vanessa.”
“I’m sure it doesn’t,” I said to Minnie with a brave smile on my face. I knew what was coming up next.
“But due to the ship’s security protocols, I’m going to have to ask for your passport please, Vanessa,” said Ethan.
I winced. Minnie opened her mouth in shock but didn’t complain. She knew how strict the company could be in making its employees follow its rules.
“It’s just… just here.” Vanessa pushed some of the papers aside to reveal her dark blue passport underneath.
“Vanessa!” said Minnie in a scolding tone. “You can’t just leave it lying around like that. Someone could steal it.”
Ethan held out his hand. No one would be stealing it for the time being. “Sorry, Mom.” Vanessa handed the passport over to Ethan, and he tucked it into the pocket of his white pants.
“There’s a trip scheduled ashore today, but I’m afraid you need to stay on board the ship, Vanessa. We need to get to the bottom of this.”
“It’s just company policy, until they clear your name,” said Minnie to her daughter, squeezing her arm in support.
“I understand,” Vanessa said sadly. “At least I didn’t pay for this trip.”
We all had a quiet little laugh at that joke.
“Adrienne, I think we’re done here for the time being. Come on. Let’s leave them with some peace and quiet.”
As I followed Ethan out of the room, I turned and gave a tight smile of support to the two women. It didn’t seem fair. Winning a competition should have been a fantastic treat, but instead it was turning into a disaster for the young scrapbooker.
“So what do you think?” I asked when we had the door safely closed behind us.
“She seems shocked, and sad. Exactly how she’s supposed to be.”
“I thought the same thing.”
“Which is exactly what a killer would want us to think, isn’t it?”
“Yeah. But I really don’t think she’s the type. It just wouldn’t be in her genes, not with a mother like Minnie. She’s so nice.”
“She is, isn’t she? I thought she worked in that café, though. Is she on vacation too this trip?”
“I have no idea. There’s something going on with her. She seems to be acting a lot stranger than her daughter. I would chalk it up to her nerves but… I don’t know what’s going on. Everyone seems to be a bit strange this trip.”
“Even me?” Asked Ethan teasingly.
“Okay, everyone except you. And Sam. We’re the only three sane people aboard this ship, I think.”
“Speaking of being aboard the ship—”
“—are you going to cancel on me again?” We had planned to go ashore with the guests that afternoon and make a date of it. But with the murder, I couldn’t exactly blame Ethan if he had to cancel. It was pretty airtight as excuses went.
“No. I thought we might go ashore with the scrapbookers, and see what we can find out. Despite our circumstantial evidence, I really don’t want to think that Vanessa did it. We better see what else we can find out. Perhaps we can discover whether anyone else had a motive. Or, even better, overhear a confession.”
“Sweet. What a perfect date. You, me, and if it goes successfully, a murderer.”
“Whoever said romance is dead was an idiot, right?”
I reached out and squeezed his hand.
“Totally. I’ll see you with the scrapbookers when it’s time to go ashore.”
Despite having found a dead body that morning, I was in pretty good spirits as I went to get some work done before my date stroke murderer hunt that afternoon.
Now that disaster had struck, I was feeling surprisingly cheerful.





CHAPTER ELEVEN
Samantha and I waited with the scrapbookers up on deck, ready to go ashore. None of them knew about the loss of one of their number, so it was in a whispered huddle that I explained to Sam what I found that morning.
She could hardly believe what had happened, and I didn’t blame her.
“And you think it was Vanessa?” she asked in a sharp whisper.
I shrugged. “Not really, but she’s the only suspect we have at the moment. Ethan and I are hoping we might find something out during this trip though. It was supposed to be a date, but now—”
“It’s exactly the kind of date you love. You and Ethan are always doing stuff like that.”
She did have a point. Since Ethan and I had started dating, a huge amount of the time we spent together wasn’t getting to know each other, but was in fact getting to know passengers and crew who’d been up to no good on the last half-dozen cruises. Still, time spent together was time spent together. It didn’t really matter what it was you were doing, did it? We certainly got to know each other better during the numerous investigations we’d taken part in.
The other scrapbookers were still blissfully unaware, chatting away happily about the upcoming adventure ashore. Although we’d kept the murder a secret so far, I knew it wouldn’t be the case for much longer. With Irina being one of the teachers, we wouldn’t exactly be able to cover it up, not without some serious lying. And neither Ethan nor I wanted to do that.
I glanced around the crowd of scrapbookers, all eager to get ashore. We were going to visit a bird sanctuary, and I think some of them were hoping to snag a few feathers—at least that’s what I overheard them talking about. Others of course would simply be satisfied taking pictures, or picking up some dropped bird food or exotic leaves to stick in their scrapbooks. Whatever their plans were, they were all relaxed, happy, and excited.
I wondered how their mood would change once they found out what had happened.
“Hi, everyone!” said Kelly as she approached us, a relaxed smile on her face for once. Today she was dressed in bright yellow, perhaps in honor of some of the exotic birds we’d see in the sanctuary.
“Hi, Kelly. How’s the miso soup situation?”
“Oh, thank goodness. It’s all solved, and Greg finally let me go.”
I couldn’t help but laugh.
“What do you mean he let you go? You’re his superior!”
Kelly nodded sadly. “I know, but he’s really tough. I was a bit scared of him. After we cleaned the miso soup, he needed me to help him look for some long weights, and we couldn’t find them anywhere.”
“Long weights, huh?” I kept my snickering to myself. She sure got a long wait by the look of it. Though why Greg Washington decided that today of all days was the one he wanted to pull pranks on Kelly was beyond me. The night before, it had been the captain with the soup, and today Kelly with more soup and a long wait. Would I be next?
Sam raised her eyebrows at me in a questioning gesture. Was I going to tell Kelly about the murder? She clearly hadn’t heard about it yet. Just as I was about to spill the bad news, I earned a reprieve in the form of Ethan arriving to do it for me.
“Ladies,” he said as he walked up to us. “I don’t think you’ve heard yet, have you, Kelly?”
“Shoot! Did I miss something?”
“Kind of. I’ve got to make an announcement anyway. We’ll talk after.”
Ethan was already gone, walking to the front of the crowd of scrapbookers to get their attention. Kelly gave a questioning look to me and Sam, but I just jerked my head in Ethan’s direction. I noticed he’d been delayed by a middle-aged lady in horn-rimmed glasses.
“Excuse me? Guys?” It was Lani, with a worried look on her face. “I can’t find Irina anywhere. And no one’s explained to me why the craft rooms have been closed today. And what’s with all the security tape?”
Kelly’s head whipped over to stare at me. She’d put me ‘in charge’ there earlier that morning. “Security tape? Craft rooms closed? Shoot! What happened?”
Before I could answer, Ethan got there first. Having escaped the horn-rimmed-glasses-wearing lady, he’d got to the front of the crowd of scrapbookers and clapped his hands together loudly.
“Everyone! Please pay attention!”
The scrapbookers, good rule-followers that most of them were, did as they were told, turning polite expressions and closed mouths in his direction.
“I’m afraid I have a very sad announcement to make.”
Next to me, Lani sucked in a deep breath.
“Shoot!” whispered Kelly.
“Early this morning, it was discovered that Irina Clark passed away during the night.” Ethan paused to let it sink in, and when he saw that most of the audience were exchanging confused glances—they didn’t really believe he meant what he’d just said—he was forced to clarify. “Irina is dead. And unfortunately, it doesn’t look like it was an accident. We’re investigating and hope to find out exactly what happened to her before too long. We’ll do our very best to help those of you out who need someone to talk to, and to provide Artistic Moments with any help that Lani Walker requests from us.”
“Is the ship safe?” yelled out a man from the crowd.
“Yes, the ship is completely safe. As I said, the death does not appear to be an accident.”
“How was she killed?” shouted someone else.
“I’m afraid I don’t have any further comment at this time. We are conducting a full investigation which we hope to conclude swiftly. We may need to speak to some of you and seek your assistance in answering a few questions, but I can’t provide you with any more information at this time. One small glimmer of good news, though, is that today’s shore excursion is still going ahead. I hope you can find some solace at the beautiful bird sanctuary on Mahogany Bay.”
Before anyone else could ask a question, Ethan left his position and walked around the crowd to rejoin us.
“She’s dead?” asked Lani in shock.
“I’m afraid so.” I squeezed her hand in a small gesture of support, wishing I could do more. I knew it would hit her business hard.
“Dead dead? Again?” asked Kelly, staring at me incredulously.
“Again?” asked Lani, her voice’s pitch rising.
“Umm. It’s not uncommon for elderly passengers to pass away during a cruise,” I said to Lani, which was completely true, but not what Kelly had been referring to. I turned to the cruise director. “I’m afraid so, Kelly.”
“Sorry to have had to break the bad news,” said Ethan as he rejoined us.
“I can’t believe it,” said Lani. “She was so… vibrant. Just last night she was busy showing us all why she really was the bad girl of scrapbooking. She was so sassy. It’s just… I can’t believe it.”
“Can’t believe what? What did I miss?” It was Tucker Martin, who just arrived, dabbing his forehead with a handkerchief.
We told him what happened.
“Dead, huh?” He dabbed his forehead again. “Murdered, huh?” He put out his lower lip, nodding to himself in thought. “That’s a doozy.”
And that’s an understatement. We all knew he and Irina hadn’t been getting on, but I would have expected at least a bit more shock and surprise, even if he wasn’t her biggest fan.
“Are we still going to the bird sanctuary? They’ve got a parrot that I’ve been dying to see.”
“Tucker, please don’t talk about dying, not now, not after what happened.”
“Oh, right. Sorry. Me and my big mouth. It just kills me sometimes.”
“Tucker!”
He slapped both hands over his mouth.
“You’re coming, right, Kelly?” I asked her.
She nodded back at me. “Yes. I mean, I was planning to. And I guess I should. Maybe I can support some of the passengers, if they’re sad.” She glanced over at the crowd of scrapbookers. “They do look sad. See?”
I looked at where she was gesturing and saw Beverly comforting Martha. It must be hard for both of them. Irina had been supportive of Martha’s genealogy research—there’s truth in knowing where you came from, she’d said—and of course Beverly was the other main scrapbooking teacher. Although they were from very different ‘schools’ of scrapping, I’m sure Beverly would be devastated at the loss. Even if she didn’t care for Irina’s methods much, she’d have a lot more work to do at the very least.
I was pleased that Kelly was going to be on our shore excursion. It meant I was off the hook for organizing everyone, and could simply do my regular job of taking a few pictures—and trying to make it into a date with Ethan. Yet another date where we’d talk about murder suspects, no doubt, but a date nonetheless.
“It’s nearly time for us to head ashore. Are you going to rally the troops, Kelly?” asked Ethan.
While Kelly went to do just that, Lani reached out and touched Ethan’s arm.
“You’re going ashore?”
“…Yes,” he said, surprised by the question. Ethan stepped toward me and put an arm around my waist. “Actually, we were going to make a date of it.”
“I see.” She glanced at the two of us, and then turned around, hurrying off to join the rest of her guests.
“She must think you’re going to frighten the scrapbookers.”
“I’m that ugly, huh?”
“Totally.”
“Oh, shut it,” said Sam, rolling her eyes. “You’re both gorgeous. Now leave that lovey-dovey stuff where it belongs. Not here.”
“Will not,” I said, sticking out my tongue. She rolled her eyes at me and went to join Kelly.
“She must be jealous,” said Ethan, dusting off the front of his brilliant white shirt.
“Yeah right. She’s got a much younger model waiting for her on the pool deck.”
Sam had been on a couple of dates with a pool boy, Shawn Anderson, but I wasn’t sure if it was fair to call what they had between them a relationship yet. Still, the pool boy was handsome. A little slow, but handsome.
“Come on. We don’t want to get left behind.”
With arms interlocked, we followed behind the scrapbookers to visit the best bird sanctuary in all of Mahogany Bay.
    
A fter getting off the tour bus at the entrance, Ethan nudged me.
“Do you really want to go in there? There’s a café right by the entrance. I’ve been on my feet all day.”
That sounded like a fine plan to me. While I was sure the birds would be beautiful, I didn’t really have an overwhelming urge to traipse around looking at them in the afternoon heat.
“You’re right. Iced coffee sounds like it might be more my speed.”
While the tour group went inside, we ambled over, hand-in-hand, to the café. It had a nice tropical vibe to it, with palm trees overhanging the canopied roof, and rustic wooden tables and chairs scattered about in a seemingly random formation rather than in neat rows.
Above the canopy was a large wooden sign reading The Coffee Shack.
“Let’s sit there,” said Ethan, gesturing toward a table at the front. “We can keep an eye on the entrance to the bird sanctuary in case anyone decides to run.”
“Do you think they will?”
“Who knows? If there’s one thing I’ve learned in this job, it’s to expect the unexpected, and then something even more unexpected after that.”
I giggled, but he was right. There had been some strange goings-on every time we’d set sail since I started working for Swan. I expected life on the high seas to be interesting, but not even I could have imagined quite how interesting it would turn out to be.
“So, do you want to meet them?”
I narrowed my eyes at Ethan suspiciously. Did he mean what I thought he meant?
“Who?”
“The other day. You were saying that family’s really important. I was thinking about what you said. Maybe you were hinting at something, right?”
“Me? Hinting at something? No way.” Yes way. Totally. “But now that you mention it. What do you think? Should I?”
“Do you want to? I mean, they’re not particularly interesting. I’m worried they’d bore you after all the adventures you’ve had.”
“Bore me? No way!” I smiled as I stared down at the table, suddenly shy around him again. “How would you feel about visiting Nebraska?”
Ethan grinned at me. “I hear you grow some mean corn in Nebraska.”
“Yeah, we do. And there’s a lot more to it than that. Everyone always just thinks about corn, but there’s all kinds of stuff.”
“Like?”
“Soybeans?” I was joking of course. I fully intended to give him a lesson on all of the fantastic features of the greatest state in the union, but I would save that for later. This was just a relaxing date on a tropical island, not time for schooling.
Just then, a friendly waitress came over with the two iced lattes we’d ordered when we arrived. It had taken a long time for them to be delivered, but that was island time for you.
We sipped the drinks while making lighthearted conversation about our families. It was like we were both deliberately taking a break from thinking about the body I’d found that morning. You can only spend so long thinking about such things before they really begin to wear on you.
“Hey.” Ethan nodded his head toward the entrance to the bird sanctuary. “Look at that guy.”
The man in question looked like an American tourist, but he hadn’t been part of our group. He had stationed himself outside the sanctuary entrance and appeared to be waiting for someone. He alternately looked at the entrance, then down at his wrist to check the time, and then back at the entrance again.
“What’s that he’s holding?” asked Ethan.
I cupped a hand over my eyebrows to try and improve my view.
“Looks like it’s the program for the scrapbooking group.”
“You can read that writing from here?” asked Ethan, shocked.
“No,” I said with a laugh. “But I recognize the design on the front.” It featured pictures of dozens of little scraps of paper in all kinds of colors, which looked like a rainbow from this distance.
“Ah. Well, he’s not a scrapbooker, but he seems to have their schedule. That’s interesting, isn’t it?”
“It sure is.”
Our conversation slowed as we both watched the manas he alternated between checking the entrance and his watch. It was almost time for the group to exit, and it looked to us like he was waiting for someone.
“Here we go,” said Ethan quietly as he watched, rapt.
Lani Walker and Tucker Martin, the two business owners on the trip, were walking out of the bird sanctuary together, deep in discussion. As they exited, the waiting man walked toward them.
“Now which one’s he going for…” Ethan stared as the three people came together.
“Lani!” Just as I spoke, the man handed a sheaf of papers to the organizer of the scrapbooking cruise.
Ethan and I both watched, trying to figure out what was going on and how everyone would react. When Lani first took the papers, she looked slightly puzzled. She peered down at them, then back again at the man. They exchanged some words, and we could see Lani shaking her head and saying something out of anger.
The man who’d been waiting raised his hands to his shoulders in a posture of defense, took a few steps backward, and walked from them.
Lani was back to staring down at the papers now, looking shocked.
“Looks like she just got served,” said Ethan.
But the question was, with what?





CHAPTER TWELVE
Ethan slapped down some money on the table. “Come on!”
We scrambled to our feet and hurried across the dusty road toward the entrance to the bird sanctuary. After seeing Lani’s reaction, he wanted to ask the guy what it was all about.
“Hey!” yelled Ethan to the man who was walking down the road at a brisk pace now. Up ahead of us, the road narrowed as it entered a built-up area, filled with wooden carts and brightly painted stalls. It looked to be a street market, a bustling one.
The man turned around and looked at us quizzically. Seeing Ethan barreling toward him—bright uniform on full display—a panicked look crossed his face and he turned. The man’s walk turned into an all-out run.
When someone runs away from you, you’ve got to figure they’re trying to hide something. Well, Ethan certainly did. He turned his own brisk walk into a trot, and I followed after him.
“Stop! We just… want… to… talk!” shouted Ethan between gulped breaths. I could barely understand what he was saying, and I was beside him, so there was no way the man would have gotten the message. He kept running without turning.
In no time, the man we were chasing was between the buildings, and right into the thick of the street market, with us behind him.
I was assailed by the smells of fresh fish and produce, as well as gasoline fumes and piles of trash. The streets of the market were as chaotic as they smelled, with people crowding around stalls making purchases, while others milled around in conversation.
As we followed after the man who was pushing his way through the throng, a couple of motorcycles weaved their way through impossibly narrow gaps between people and the street furniture.
Ethan was just ahead of me, and I saw him reach out to catch the man’s sleeve. But he was foiled when a chicken jumped in front of him, causing him to almost fall over as he stumbled to avoid kicking or crushing the clueless bird.
“Stop!” shouted Ethan again.
The man did not stop, but he did veer to the side, taking a right down an alley that was too narrow for street carts. It wasn’t too narrow for people to be sitting on their doorsteps, or for groups of children to be playing, and it was among these new obstacles that we darted as we tried to catch the man.
“…just… talk…!” Ethan yelled. I didn’t join him in the yelling, preferring to save my breath for the more important task of getting air into my lungs. I didn’t have much to spare.
The alley exited into another busier road, a continuation of the street market we’d run down already. The man swerved to the right again, dodging a man on a bicycle and almost crashing into a stall with a neat pyramid of pineapples stacked up.
I was glad he didn’t knock them over, because if he had I would have felt obligated to stop and help the stallholder pick them all up again. You couldn’t just knock people’s stuff over and run away, could you? Despite what people did in the movies, I was far too polite to ever do such a thing. I knew my grandmother would kill me if she ever found out.
“Hey! Stop running!”
The man didn’t stop. He gave another panicked look over his shoulder, and then kept on going. Jumping over children, around a pair of pigs, ducking under an overhanging roof from a street stall, and slipping between a pair of deliverymen on bicycles, he kept running.
Finally, we could see light at the end of the tunnel. Well, the brighter light of the outside world at the end of the market anyway. I figured Ethan or I would be able to catch him once it opened up to a flat stretch. Preferably Ethan. I didn’t even know what I would do if I caught up with the man. I hadn’t even been a cheerleader, let alone a football player, so tackling was not in my repertoire of slick moves.
We exited the market and passed a wooden building labeled The Coffee Shack. Familiar name, I thought. The man turned right as he passed the building, sprinting down the side of it. As we followed him, exiting out onto a dusty road, I realized we had done a circle and ended up back where we started. Our empty glasses were still sitting at the table, as was the money Ethan had put down.
The man crossed the road toward the bird sanctuary, looked up when he realized where he was, and promptly tripped over the curb.
We were right behind him, and the pair of us, dusty and sweaty and red-faced, stood over him.
“Stop… running!” The annoyance was plain in Ethan’s voice now. He’d planned on a relaxing afternoon, and he hadn’t gotten it.
“Leave me alone! I didn’t do anything! Please!”
“We will leave you alone. We just wanted to ask you a question!” I said down to him grumpily.
Ethan glared at the man lying at his feet. “Who are you, and what did you give to Lani Walker?”
“I’m no one. I’m just a courier. I just delivered some papers to her, from a law firm.”
“What papers?” I asked. “What were they about?”
“I don’t know that! I’m a courier, not a lawyer. Can I get up?”
Ethan offered the man a hand, pulling him to his feet. As he did so, I realized that we’d attracted a crowd. In fact, the entire scrapbooker tour group was standing in a big group, every last one of them staring at the three of us.
Right in front of them all was Kelly Cline, hands on hips, and a stern look on her face.
“What the shoot is going on? You’re scaring the guests!”
Ethan looked at her, and then the crowd behind her, with a sheepish look on his face. “Sorry about that, everyone! Just playing some tag with my new friend here.” He patted the courier on the shoulder. “Isn’t that right?”
“Oh yeah,” said the man sarcastically. “That was great fun. I really enjoyed myself.”
“All right. Don’t overdo it,” I said in his ear.
Kelly clapped her hands together three times. “The bus is here! Come on, everyone. Let’s get back aboard! We’re cruisin’ for some scrapbooking!”
Sure enough, the tour bus had pulled up again just outside the cafe. Kelly herded the guests aboard the bus while Ethan and I said goodbye to the courier, who headed back in the direction of the market.
“I guess we’ll have to ask Lani what those papers are about,” I said.
“Yes, we will. Speaking of which, where is she? And Tucker?”
To that, I had no answer.
They were gone.





CHAPTER THIRTEEN
O nce we were back onboard, Ethan and I set to finding Tucker and Lani. They had not been on the tour bus and when we’d alerted Kelly to that fact, she informed us that they had sent her a text message saying they’d made their own way back to the ship.
Kelly had actually seemed pretty annoyed at us, which I found amusing. Kelly was, in my opinion, a much bigger trouble maker than I was. And Ethan was basically an anti-troublemaker. He was a problem solver. Our wild chicken-infused race today being an exception.
“They knew we were going to ask about those papers. That’s why they went back on their own.” Ethan had a thoughtful frown on his face as he spoke.
We were walking toward the conference suite, figuring that was where we were most likely to run into them—Tucker had his shop, and Lani had all her supplies there.
“That must be it. When they saw us chasing the courier, they decided to hightail it.”
“Do you think it’s connected?”
“Hmm.” I rubbed my chin. “Maybe? I mean, I don’t think it was Vanessa. She’s just too sweet. And now these two are acting suspicious…”
“Tucker didn’t exactly seem shocked or upset at the news either.”
“Right.”
We arrived outside the conference suite, but Ethan stopped me with a hand. He pulled his phone out of his pocket; it was buzzing. He glared at the screen.
“Corporate,” he said darkly.
Swan Headquarters was located in New Orleans, and the less they contacted us during a cruise, the better. They were never calling with good news. It was never, Oh, hey, just calling you to say we want to give you a raise! And a bonus! No, it was always some complaint, new rule, or instructions that made a lot more sense after a liquid lunch in the French Quarter than they did when they arrived on board the ship.
Ethan answered the phone and wandered up and down the hallway as he spoke to them. I couldn’t tell what was going on from his end of the conversation, as it mostly consisted of yes, no, I see, and will do.
“What’s up?” I asked when he hung up.
“Can you believe it? They want to know about our little bit of exercise on the island. Apparently someone called and complained—said they were frightened!”
“Really? Unbelievable. So what are you going to do?”
“They want me to write up a report. And get it to them by the end of the day. As if I didn’t have enough to do.” Ethan shoved his phone back in his pocket. He wasn’t one to show his annoyance usually, but today several different things had been getting to him.
“Want me to wait for you before…” I jerked my head in the direction of Scrapbooking HQ.
“No, why don’t you go ahead? Talk with them and see if you can figure out what the papers were about in a roundabout way. See if either of them reveal anything. It’s probably better that way anyway—if I ask them, it’ll look like I’m doing some kind of formal investigation.”
“Umm, you are.”
“Right.” Ethan chuckled. “But you know, people don’t like being investigated. Just see what you can find out.”
“Will do.”
We both looked down the hallway to see if anyone was watching us, and when we could see that they weren’t, we embraced, followed by a quick peck on the lips. Followed by a slightly longer, warmer kiss.
“See you as soon as I can,” said Ethan, a sad smile on his face.
“Later.” I gave him a little wave as I watched him walk down the hallway, his broad shoulders seeming to fill the narrow space.
“Time to get sleuthing,” I said to myself.
    
A lmost as soon as Ethan had left, several scrapbookers arrived, making a beeline for their little area. I beat them to it, entering the conference suite and heading straight for Tucker’s shop.
There was a sign hanging from the door, a new addition, which was a dual-sided OPEN-CLOSED sign. It was currently on the closed side, but I could see that the lights were on inside. I knocked gently on the door and pushed it open.
“Hi, Tucker.” He was on the far side of the room, standing behind the table he used as his counter, arranging stacks of paper for the table next to him. “Do you mind if I come in? I want to get a couple of pictures of your lovely shop before the customers get back in here.”
“Oh, that’ll be fine. But close the door. I’m not quite ready for them all yet. They’re ravenous, scrappers, especially here since they’re on vacation. It’s like they’ve thrown their budgets out the window—it’s wonderful!”
“That’s awesome. I’m glad to hear things are going well. Let me snap a few pictures and I’ll put them up on our media feeds. It might encourage even more sales.”
“Let’s hope so!”
I slowly worked my way around the room, admiring and capturing the various displays. One table was given over entirely to tape, and I realized things had really developed since I’d stopped buying colored and patterned rolls of tapes back in middle school. There were more designs than I could have possibly imagined back then, in a wide variety of sizes too. I crouched down to get a closeup of a particularly pretty unicorn-print roll.
When I was done with the tape, I sidled over to Tucker.
“Why don’t you pose with that pencil set?” I gestured toward a giant tin of colored pencils that was near his counter.
Obligingly, he picked it up, and I snapped a picture of him smiling while he held it.
While I took the picture, something caught my eye. Behind his counter was a chair, and atop the chair was what looked like a pile of design sketches for some printed paper.
“What’s that?” I gestured down at the chair with my phone.
He quickly picked the papers up and carried them to the back of the room, putting them down next to a printer. “Nothing, nothing. Just some old sketches.”
“Oh. Hey, why don’t you hold up that ink pad, I’ve never seen one like it.”
Tucker did as he was told, picking up another large tin and taking the lid off it. Underneath was not one ink pad, but twenty-four different ones in a massive array of colors, each of them ready to coat a stamp with a fresh layer.
“It’s beautiful.” I took several pictures, while I thought about the designs he’d just hidden away from me. Was he shy? Or was there another reason for hiding them?
“Thank you, it’s new. Some people think it’s a bit big, but if you’ve got the space…” He looked down at the giant stamp pad with a loving look.
“Do you know what happened to the goodie bags for Irina’s group? I don’t think they ended up being given out…”
Tucker looked at the ceiling for a moment in thought, then his head dropped back down again. “Nope. No idea, actually. I didn’t realize they hadn’t been distributed. Anyway, that’s not my department. I had my shop to worry about.” He looked around the room with a little smile. “It’s only now that I’m really getting everything together in here. How does it look?”
“It looks amazing. If I was a scrapbooker, I think I’d be in heaven.”
“You should be a scrapbooker. Everyone should. It’s like journaling, but better.”
“Better, huh?”
“Yep.”
I began to look through a display of sparkly stickers, ones I didn’t think Irina would really have approved. I wasn’t sure how much truth there was in a unicorn. “How’d you enjoy your time ashore?”
Tucker seemed to be somewhat distracted when he answered, glancing up toward the ceiling again. “I don’t know yet.”
He doesn’t know yet? What kind of answer is that? Before I could get to the bottom of that strange little answer, he began questioning me.
“But what about you and the sailor man? Why were you chasing that guy?”
“That sailor man is First Officer Ethan Lee, the second-in-command of the entire ship.” It was half with pride in his position, and half to distract from the question that I asked instead of answering his. “What do you know about the man we were chasing? Do you know him, or what he gave Lani?”
“No, I don’t know, but surely you do? Or why else would you have been chasing him?”
That was a good question, but not one I could answer yet. So I ignored it.
“Where did you go? You guys disappeared and didn’t take the bus back to the ship.”
“Oh, well, Lani decided she wanted to go back to the ship right away, so she hopped in a taxi and took off. And I figured, what was the point of coming to shore to just look at some birds? I could visit a zoo back home. So I went to the market to see if there was a craft shop, see if they had any exciting products.”
“And did they?”
“Nope. I only found one stationery shop, and they sold the same stuff I get from my China supplier. The exact same. The only novel thing was some pencils made from some Central American wood. Hold on…”
Tucker ducked down behind his counter table and stood back up holding a small black plastic bag. From within he withdrew a plastic envelope containing six unpainted wooden pencils.
“They’re nothing special, and I’m pretty sure I could order them if I was inclined. But it was the only thing in the shop I didn’t have so I felt I had to buy them.”
It looked like he couldn’t shed any light on what was up with Lani and the courier, and he really had gone shopping. I didn’t think I was going to get anything useful out of him.
“Time to open up the shop. I can hear them outside!”
He was right; we could hear gentle chatter coming from the lobby of the conference suite. Tucker was already walking over, and as soon as he opened the door, half a dozen eager faces peered in and then began to file in one after the other. They’d been in an orderly line outside the shop waiting for it to open. As soon as they were inside, the scrapbookers began picking things up and asking him about them.
“Nice talking to you,” I said to Tucker as I went to leave. He was clearly going to be kept busy for some time.
Once I was outside, in the lobby of the conference suite, I realized I’d forgotten to ask him one important thing: where he’d been when Irina was killed. As he was now busy with his customers, that question would have to wait for another time.
I was about to go and look for Lani, when Beverly, the other scrapbooking teacher, arrived red-faced, huffing and puffing.
“Hi, Beverly. How’s it going?”
She came to a stop in front of me, a slight wheeze in her breath. She held up a palm to indicate she needed a moment. Half a dozen deep breaths later, she was ready to speak.
“I’m… fine. But… busy.”
I nodded sympathetically. Her breathing was beginning to slow.
“Since… what happened… my classes have doubled.”
Of course she didn’t want to mention the death of her young colleague. It wasn’t exactly a pleasant subject.
“Is there anything I can do to help?”
She shook her head, and then reconsidered, slowly nodding.
“I’ve got two dozen scrapbookers in my craft room already, and I was just going to get the photos they took for their scrapbooks yesterday. Could you be a dear and get them for me? The printer is at the back of Tucker’s shop. They should all be ready.”
“Sure thing. I’ll bring them right over.”
“Thank you!”
With a grateful smile, she squeezed my shoulder and then hurried back into her classroom. It was across the lobby from Irina’s, which was still locked up, with tape across the door for good measure. I felt a chill run down my spine just looking at it.
I slipped back into Tucker’s shop. He was busy talking to someone, but I pointed toward the printer at the back of the room and got a nod of permission from him. I walked behind his counter, to find the printer. There were a couple of computers, and three different kinds of printers set up here for the scrapbooking staff to use. I could see the stack of photos in front of one of the printers, but there was something else that had caught my eye. The stack of designs that he had hidden from me earlier.
After checking over my shoulder to make sure he wasn’t watching, I crouched down and quickly took a picture of each page of the designs. They were rather unique, with some of them seeming to be based around natural disasters, while others had a dark, edgy vibe to them. Once I’d snapped my pictures, I checked again to see if Tucker had spotted me. He hadn’t.
Nice job, I thought to myself.
I picked up the stack of photos from in front of the printer. Curious as to what they had been taking pictures of, I leafed through them. They were unremarkable images of various things on the cruise, the kinds of things that I took every day as part of my job. A photo of a pretty drink, a zoomed-in image of a club sandwich, pictures of the clouds at sunset, a smiling child by the Lagoon Pool.
Just when I was about to stop and go and deliver them to Beverly, I froze. I held up the picture in my hand to get a better look at it. Was that…?
It was!
I was holding a photograph of an ice cream cone with two scoops piled up. But what really caught my eye was the person holding the ice cream. It was a bald-headed man, with a goatee, in a Hawaiian shirt.
It was the mystery man—the fake housekeeper!
He was back aboard the ship.
And now I had a lead on finding him.





CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Holding the stack of pictures, I hurried out of the shop and back to Beverly’s craft room. Even before I entered, I could hear the happy hum of more than two dozen people snipping, ripping and sticking away.
They must have all arrived while I was talking to Tucker in his shop. You could say one thing about the scrapbookers: they really did their hobby.
I had a plan with the pictures. If I could find out who had taken the picture, maybe they could give me some information about our mystery guest. It was a faint hope, but it was better than nothing.
The scrapbookers weren’t noisy people, but with so many of them crowded into the room—with Irina’s former craft room out of action, they had to double up on the tables—it reminded me of being back in an art class in elementary school. The smell of glue and paper certainly added to it, as did the various perfumes the female scrapbookers were wearing which brought back memories of my old art teacher.
Beverly was on the far side of the room when I got there. She was leaning over a table to help an elderly man, while two other women were standing next to her, waiting to be assisted next.
“Adrienne!” said a raised voice from a couple of tables away. It was Martha, the genealogy expert that I had helped when she first boarded the ship. She waved at me happily, and since Beverly was fully occupied I went over to Martha instead.
“How’s it coming along?” I asked her with a smile.
“Ta-da! How does it look?” She was pointing at a nearly complete page in the book. She had used some sky-blue paper in the background and decorated the page with anchors, ropes, life preservers, seagulls, and an image of a cruise ship. Around them were various things from our particular cruise—a receipt for a cup of coffee, a ticket stub from the bird sanctuary, the paper top of a cocktail umbrella released from its stick and flattened out onto the page, and various other bits and pieces.
“It looks like a wonderful representation of our cruise!” I waved my phone over the page. “Do you mind if I take a picture?”
“Sure! Go ahead!” Martha beamed at the honor of having one of her scrapbook pages being put on the internet.
When I’d taken the photo, I was curious about something.
“That’s a lovely page… Did you finish your family history book?”
Martha stared down at her scrapbook, not meeting my gaze. Her smile had fallen.
“I… well, no. I mean, that’s all just old stuff. We’re on a cruise. I need to think some more about that…” She was stumbling over her words and seemed a little unsure of what to say. I hoped she hadn’t caught whatever ailment seemed to be affecting Cece, Greg, and Minnie and making them act all so strangely.
“Are you dealing with everything okay, Martha? What happened to Irina must have come as a shock to you.”
Martha still did not meet my gaze, staring down at the page in front of her. “I’m fine.”
“Did you know her well?”
“No. I just met her on this cruise.”
“I saw you guys talking, though. She seemed really impressed with your project.”
“Mmhmm,” she said, nodding slowly. “She gave me some pointers. A bit of advice on some of the pages I was working on.”
“That was nice of her.”
I was just about to ask which pages and what kind of advice she’d given—I imagined it was something dark and gritty—but then Beverly appeared beside us. Red in the face, and looking a little flustered still, she was still in full-on teacher mode.
“How’s it going, Martha? What’ve you got here?”
Beverly peered down at the page, a look of mild surprise crossing her face. Like me, she’d obviously been expecting to see Martha’s family history work rather than a page about cruising.
“I… it’s—” Martha started to stammer.
“It’s fine,” said Beverly abruptly. “It’s good to record your own history too. It makes perfect sense.”
“Thank you,” said Martha in a quiet voice. She picked up a little picture of a porthole and began applying some glue to the back of it, getting back to work on her page.
“Are those the pictures?” Beverly tapped the stack of photographs I was holding in my hand.
“Yep. Here they are. Do you want me to help by handing them out?”
Beverly frowned and shook her head.
“We don’t know whose is whose, do we? Just put them in a stack and let people sort through them.”
“Right, okay then.”
“Beverly?” called a plaintive middle-aged voice, “can you help me? I’m stuck…”
“Just put them down somewhere,” said Beverly as she walked away.
I found a space on Beverly’s crafting table at the center of the room and put them down with the picture of the ice-cream-holding mystery man at the top. I’d keep an eye on it until I saw who claimed it.
“Everyone!” I said loudly, and waited until I had their full attention. “The photographs you took yesterday are over here. Please come and sort through them and collect yours!”
While I waited to find out who the picture belonged to, I looked at some of the other nearby tables, keeping one eye on the stack of photos the whole time. While I snapped a few more pictures of the scrapbookers, they came up to Beverly’s table in dribs and drabs, sorting through the photos and retrieving their own.
“Finally!” said Beverly in my ear. When I turned to look at her, she was smiling. “I think everyone knows what they’re doing now. It’s my first moment’s peace since we got back on board.”
I grinned at her. I sure knew what it was like to be kept busy by work. Working on a cruise ship we didn’t usually work a nine to five; it could often be more like seven to eleven—or more.
“He looks very nice,” said Beverly, giving me a knowing smile.
I was pretty sure I knew who she was talking about, but I like to play innocent.
“Who?”
“Your fancy man. The captain, you went on shore with him.”
I laughed. “Oh, he’s not the captain—thank goodness—he’s the first officer. Ethan, that’s his name.”
“Ethan,” Beverly said, approvingly. “Handsome. And polite too. I like a man who’s polite. It’s very important.”
“It is, isn’t it?”
“So you two are… serious?”
Beverly seemed to be eager to have a girly chat with me, but since I barely knew the woman I wasn’t all that eager to talk about my love life with her. If it was Sam or Cece that would be one thing, but Beverly was basically a stranger.
“Oh, I don’t know. I wouldn’t say we’re serious, but we’re not not serious, if you know what I mean?”
“Oh, I get it. He’s strong, too, isn’t he? I saw the way he was running!” She gave me a thoughtful look. “What happened with all that? Had that man stolen something or hurt someone?”
“Just a false alarm.”
“That’s good, and it’s nice that he’s so protective. Handsome, polite, strong, protective… He’s a catch, isn’t he?”
“I’m sure he has his faults.”
I’m not exactly sure what his faults were and I wasn’t sure why I was trying to be modest on his behalf either. I just wasn’t comfortable talking about him with her. What she did next made me even more uncomfortable.
“You know, perhaps I could help you out.”
I gave her a curious look, and Beverly reached down and took my left hand. With some trepidation, but not wanting to be rude, I let her. She raised it until it was between us. “Maybe I could arrange it so you two spend some more time together.” She tapped her index finger against my ring finger. “Then you might be able to seal the deal!”
I gently pulled my hand away from hers, trying not to let how incredibly awkward I felt show on my face. She was going too far, but I didn’t want to be rude either, so I did my best to laugh it off.
“I think it might be a bit soon for all of that, thanks.”
“You don’t want to leave it too long, dear!”
It was with some relief that I spotted someone picking up the mystery man’s photo.
“Excuse me,” I said, nodding my head in the direction of Beverly’s table. “I need to talk to someone about their photo—I might see if I can use it.”
“Okay, dear. But remember what I said. I’m here if you need me!”
The woman who was picking up the photograph appeared to be about thirty years old, and she had short, dyed purple hair and tattoos leading down from her ears to below the neckline of the purple T-shirt she was wearing.
Immediately, she headed over to her crafting table, with me just a couple of steps behind. I intended to talk to her once she was back in her place, but it turned out she wasn’t actually going back to scrapbooking.
As soon as she got to the table, she grabbed a purple backpack that was sitting on top of it, slung it over her shoulder—nearly winging me with the bag in the process—and headed to the door.
With determined steps, she walked out of the room, with me trailing behind.
Did she know the mystery man?
Was she going to meet him now?
I hurried to keep up after her.





CHAPTER FIFTEEN
I  followed the woman out of Scrapbooking Headquarters, but she didn’t take the elevator as I expected. Instead she went up the stairs, still walking at a pace too quick for me to comfortably catch up with her.
Up the stairs she went, out onto the deck and then still flying along she made her way to the Lagoon Pool, and the bar there, Hemingway’s.
Finally, I thought, as she seemingly arrived at her destination.
“Yo!” she called to a table at which two other women were already sitting. They also had dyed hair, one with long green hair and the other with a red pixie cut. I recognized them from the scrapbooking sessions, but I’d never spoken to any of them.
When the photograph-holding woman had sat down I walked over to the table.
“Hi there. I’m Adrienne. I do the social media for the ship—can I join you a moment?”
The three of them looked at me, suspicion on their faces at first, but then they realized they recognized me from around the ship and saw my blue Swan uniform blouse.
“Sure. Sit down,” said the woman I’d been following. “I’m Mila, this is Kat, and Dink,” she said pointing to the green-haired and then red-haired woman in turn.
“Are you all enjoying the cruise?”
“We were,” said Mila.
“Oh?”
They gave me incredulous looks.
“Oh. Right. I hope it doesn’t completely ruin it for you. There should still be some good opportunities to have some fun, even after what happened. Are you all friends?”
“Yeah, but this is the first time we’ve all met in person. We’re members of Scrapping True Grrls,” said Dink, managing to sound out the final word kind of like a growl.
“Scrapping True Girls?”
“It’s an online group,” explained Kat. “We bring a modern edge to scrapbooking. Part feminist, part anarchist, and part gonzo.”
“I see.”
The three of them chimed in unison, “and all true.” Each of them thumped a fist against their chest, and then they all fist-bumped across the middle of the table.
“Could I get a picture of that?”
They held out their meeting fists and I got a pretty good picture of them all looking suitably cool.
It was obvious to me which ‘school’ of scrapbooking they were from—Irina’s. But what was their connection to the mystery man in the photograph?
“What’s this photo about?” I said, indicating the picture that Mila had placed on the table when she’d sat down.
Dink and Kat both looked at it for the first time, giving it thoughtful nods, before turning to Mila to hear her explanation.
“It’s cool, huh?”
“Is he your boyfriend?”
The three of them all found that hilarious, laughing at me uproariously together.
“Sweetie, he is not my boyfriend.” She tapped her finger on the picture. “First, I saw this ice cream. It’s purple, see? Blueberry flavor.”
“You like purple?” It was a bit of a dumb question really, since she’d dyed her hair purple and had a purple backpack and a purple T-shirt.
“I am purple.” She said it with a depth of meaning that was a little beyond me, but her friends seemed to understand so I let it fly. “I saw that ice cream, and I thought, cool, but then I saw the guy.”
“And?”
“Look at him. He was just standing there, by the pool, eating the ice cream.” The other two women were nodding again. I didn’t understand what she meant at all. You could find people eating ice cream by the pool all day, every day.
“Does that mean something to you?”
“Look.” She tapped her finger on the picture half a dozen times in quick succession. “This guy. He was on his own. He wasn’t here scrapbooking. He’s not working. He wasn’t with anyone. He was just standing. Like a lighthouse on a rock, facing unending crashing waves.”
“Hmm.” I stared at the picture. I could see a guy eating ice cream, but I didn’t see any of the other stuff. He was certainly no lighthouse. With his bald head he could be a kind of lollipop, I supposed, but the goatee kind of ruined it.
“How do you know he was on his own?”
“Because there was no one with him,” she said with a snort. “You don’t eat ice cream alone if you’re on a cruise with someone, do you? If you’re with your wife, you get her one. If you’ve got kids, you get them one. But he was alone.”
“Well, his kids could have—”
“I can tell,” she snapped. She had her narrative and it was clearly not to be strayed from.
Of course I was pretty certain he actually was alone, but I wanted to hear her perspective.
“So you’ve got this middle-aged guy, on a cruise all on his own. Standing, eating ice cream. It’s like a metaphor for my life. You feel me?”
While her two friends did seem to ‘feel’ her, I was lost again. She was definitely from the Irina school of scrapbooking.
“There’s truth in this picture. And that’s what it’s all about. Finding the truth in every moment of every day, living your life without putting on a facade.”
Didn’t dying your hair count as a kind of facade? Then again, she said that she literally was purple. Maybe Dink and Kat were literally green and red as well.
“So did you speak to him at all?”
“To who?”
“The man!” I tapped my own finger on the photo. I was getting a bit tired of their nonsense. While I was sure they thought they had a unique world view, it wasn’t helping me advance my investigation.
“Talk to him?” Mila laughed. “Of course not. You see, what I have here, is truth. This picture says what I want it to say. But if I’d spoken
to him that would have been ruined.”
“Would it?”
“Totally. Now, in this picture, he’s pure. If I’d heard his words, that clarity would have disappeared, clouded by his warped view of the world.”
“How do you know—”
“Because everyone’s view of the world is warped. That’s why we hunt for the truth.”
The other two women murmured agreement, nodding their heads along with her. I figured it was about time I got going. She didn’t know the mystery man, and she hadn’t spoken to him either. I wasn’t getting anywhere with them at all.
“I just saw the moment, saw him standing there, and bam, I captured it.” Mila smiled at the memory. “Of course, then I had to run away.”
“Why?”
“He yelled at me and I just knew he was going to ruin my vibe.”
“Sounds like you’re getting a lot out of this cruise. I think I’ve bothered you long enough.”
“Later,” said Mila. The other two just gave me a chin raise.
It wasn’t much of a lead, but it was better than nothing. I sent a text to Ethan.
Mystery man is on the ship! Don’t know where now. Talk later!
Although I didn’t know where he was right that second, I could tell from the picture that it had been taken near the pool deck, so I figured I would head over there.
Come to think of it, I’d seen him there on an earlier cruise as well. Maybe it was a favorite haunt of his.
    
When I arrived at the pool deck, I began a tour of the area, walking around the rows of sun loungers that surrounded the pool. This was the second biggest pool on the ship, after the Lagoon Pool where Hemingway’s was located. It was usually a bit quieter than the Lagoon Pool area, and attracted more of the kind of people who liked to read quietly or listen to something with headphones than run around, shouting and screaming. By which I meant it was less popular with children.
I waved to the pool boy, Shawn Anderson. We hadn’t talked much, but he had a massive crush on Sam. I knew they’d been out for a drink while on shore leave, but I didn’t think they had progressed to a full-on romance yet. Or so Sam said.
I did a whole circuit of the pool deck, checking every lounger, while keeping my eye on the pool, in case he popped in for a dip, but I didn’t see him. I was considering what to do next when the decision was made for me. One of the other people I was looking for arrived. It was Lani Walker, the organizer of the scrapbooking cruise.
She emerged from the interior of the ship, probably coming from the conference center. When she saw me, she smiled and started heading my way. She wanted to talk to me as well.
Our paths converged next to the pool, close to a fenced-off maintenance area. I wanted to ask her about the papers, and what the courier had delivered, but decided to see what she wanted to ask first. I thought I might be able to steer the conversation in that direction instead of coming across as an investigator, or worse, an interrogator.
“Adrienne, I wanted to ask you something.”
“Oh? What’s up? If there’s anything I can do to help, considering… you know…”
Lani nodded, walking along the edge of the pool. I fell into pace beside her.
“Yes. I was wondering… You were in Irina’s workshop yesterday, weren’t you?”
“Yep. It was very interesting.” I remembered entering the room in the dark and then her sending out the students to steal things. Interesting was a bit of an understatement. Zany or possibly insane would be much more fitting, but probably too mean-spirited.
“I don’t suppose you saw her scrapbook, did you?”
Now that was an interesting question. I had seen her scrapbook, but not during the workshop. But why did Lani want to know? I decided to be evasive until I could figure out her angle.
“During the workshop, she was focused entirely on the students. I didn’t even see her pull her scrapbook out.” This was absolutely one hundred percent true. Hopefully it would distract her from asking if I’d seen it at any other time.
We had reached one end of the pool, and we turned to keep following around its edge.
“You see, the thing is, I think it could be very useful for me to see her scrapbook.”
“Oh?”
“I’ve been hearing rumors, and I was thinking that if I could see what she was working on… I mean, if Irina knew anything, it would be shown in her work. I’m sure I can interpret it better than anyone. I was kind of a mentor to her, you know.”
“Right.” I didn’t believe that for a minute. At least, from Irina’s perspective. It could certainly be possible that Lani thought she was a mentor, though. “I can ask about it.”
“Yes, please do that. Where is her scrapbook?”
“Probably in the security office.” We were now walking down the opposite length of the pool from where we had started, in the direction of a white lattice fence with fake ivy ‘growing’ on it which concealed a maintenance area.
“You know, Irina always used to talk about truth.”
“Oh, I know.” I’d had just about enough of truth. If it wasn’t Irina, it was Vanessa, and if that wasn’t enough I’d gotten another earful of truth from the trio earlier.
“There might be some clue, some truth, about whatever trouble she was in that caused… you know.”
Little did she know we were already ahead of her on that front. It was just unfortunate that it had pointed in the direction of Vanessa so far. It did seem odd to me that Lani was so keen on this angle though. Did she already know what was in the scrapbook, and she wanted to point it out to us? Did she want Vanessa to be implicated?
As we approached the end of the pool again, we were close to the lattice fence. What I didn’t realize was that part of the lattice fence was actually a little gate, and so I was mildly surprised when it swung open.
I was much more surprised when I saw who opened it.
It was the mystery man himself. He had only pushed the gate open a short way, and he nimbly slipped through, closing it behind him.
“Hey!” I yelled.
The man looked over his shoulder, saw me, and started to run.
“Come back!”
Determined not to let him get away again, I sprinted toward him. Unfortunately, Lani was standing a little too close to me, and when I swung my left arm it went right into her. It wasn’t a strong push, but she was mid-stride and it was enough to make her topple over.
“Oh!” shouted Lani, flinging her arms out to her side for balance.
The man was getting away. I glanced to the left, just in time to see Lani teetering on the edge of the pool, arms windmilling.
“Help!” she shouted. But it was too late.
I wanted to go after the man, to catch him, to demand he answer all the questions I had. But I’d just pushed into the pool the boss of a company that had made a very large—and expensive—booking.
Even before Lani hit the water, I’d made up my mind. I couldn’t just abandon her in the water to chase after a guy—I’d never be able to explain it to her.
Lani landed with a splash and a yelp as she sunk into the water. I crouched down on the side of the pool, ready to offer her a hand, but not quite ready to dive in after her myself.
One-upping me, Shawn Anderson had torn off his bright yellow lifeguard’s tank top and jumped into the pool. With a few deft strokes, he arrived at Lani’s position just as she emerged spluttering from the water.
“Sorry! Are you okay?” I yelled into the water.
“I’m great!” shouted Shawn a little too loudly considering how close we were, and that I hadn’t been talking to him.
“I’m… wet!” Lani spat out some water and rubbed at her eyes.
As Shawn wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her toward the edge of the pool, Lani began to giggle.
Panting, she grabbed the side. “That sure woke me up.”
Me too. My body was charged with adrenaline, but the person I wanted to chase was gone.
Again.





CHAPTER SIXTEEN
While Lani climbed a ladder to get out of the pool, I went and grabbed a couple of towels from the stack next to the lifeguard’s chair.
When I got back to her, Lani was wiping her face with her hands, and great rivulets of water were pouring down off the floral-print dress which clung limply to her plump figure. She looked like a housecat that had been dunked in a bath, and about as pleased.
“I’m so, so, sorry,” I said handing her the towels while my eyes lingered in the direction the mystery man had disappeared.
“What were you thinking?”
“I saw a passenger coming out of a restricted area, and I wanted to catch them. I didn’t mean to push you.”
“Of course you didn’t.” Lani rubbed her hair with a towel and then ran it over her arms and legs. “At least I’ll dry out quick in this weather.”
“Hopefully!” I said brightly. She seemed annoyed, but not too much so.
Lani tossed the two towels down onto a sun lounger, put her hands on her hips, and stared at me.
“Can I get you anything?” I asked.
“You owe me.”
I laughed it off, not sure if she was serious. She was.
“That scrapbook of Irina’s, it’s actually mine. As my employee, it was my materials she was working with. I really do want to see it. I just can’t believe what happened to her, and I just—I just want to see it.”
I could maybe understand if she had been close to Irina and wanted it as a kind of keepsake. But that didn’t seem to be it at all. In actuality, Lani had come across as beholden to Irina, if not outright fearful of her. I just knew she wanted the scrapbook because she thought she could find something interesting there. Or she was afraid we would find something.
But she was right. I did owe her.
“Whatever was in her room is most likely still there, and whatever was with her when… you know, that will have been bagged as evidence. I can talk to the head of security and see if you can get access. I’ll put in a good word.”
“I hope your word is good enough. I’ll be expecting to see that scrapbook and the rest of her—my—belongings very soon.”
Shawn Anderson returned, his muscular torso once again covered with his yellow lifeguard’s shirt.
“Are you okay, ma’am?”
“Fine, thanks.”
Shawn turned to me, a smile on his lips. “How many is that now? Three?”
I glared at him.
“How many what?” asked Lani, her eyes narrowed.
“People she’s pushed into the pool,” said Shawn, laughing, completely oblivious to the fact I was going to murder him if he didn’t shut up.
“I’ve never pushed anyone into the pool—”
“You pushed me in.”
“I’ve never deliberately pushed anyone into the pool. But when you work on a ship as long as I have, accidents happen.”
Shawn couldn’t stop laughing, digging himself in further. “I’ve worked here longer than she has, and I’ve never pushed anyone in.” He paused for another snicker. “And I work by the pool all day!”
“Guess I’m just clumsy.” My cheeks had gone red and I was having to restrain myself from pushing Shawn into the pool.
“I’ll make sure to stay away from you around water, in the future.” Lani ran a hand through her soggy hair. “Now go and talk to that security man for me. I want to see that scrapbook. Goodbye.”
“Thanks, Shawn.” The sarcasm dripped from my voice like the water from Lani’s dress. He didn’t notice.
“You’re welcome. Say ‘hi’ to Sam for me, would you?”
“Yeah, right.”
As Shawn left to go and perch back in his lifeguard’s chair, I heard cheery laughter and saw that Minnie and Vanessa had arrived on the pool deck. But they were not alone. There was a non-scrapbooking passenger standing with them.
Minnie’s voice was booming, so even though I wasn’t standing by them I could clearly hear what she was saying.
“…and this is one of the nicest places to relax. Much quieter than the Lagoon Pool. A lot of our guests like to come here for some quiet time.”
I knew she was friendly, but it looked like she was giving someone recommendations. Why would a coffee shop manager be out here, doing that?
But never mind that. I would figure out what was going on with Minnie soon enough. I’d corner Cece before long and get an answer out of her. In the meantime, there was something else more pressing.
The mystery man may have been gone, but his hidey-hole wasn’t. Leaving the poolside, I tentatively pushed at the lattice fence where I’d seen the mystery man emerge. Sure enough, it swung back lightly on well-oiled hinges. I slipped through the gap.
On the other side, I found myself almost up against a steel wall. There was only about two feet of space between the fence and what appeared to be a kind of maintenance or storage shed. Unlike a shed on land, it wasn’t made of wood, but like the rest of the ship it was made of metal and painted a creamy white. The single-story structure joined the main part of the ship’s structure on one end, while the other was surrounded by more of the fake ivy-covered fencing.
To the right of the gate I had entered was a door leading inside. It had a long, heavy handle like some sort of lever, and when I pushed it down the heavy metal door opened.
With a small, high pitched squeak, the door swung outward, revealing a dark interior. Due to the sunlight, I couldn’t make out anything in the dim interior from where I was.
I pulled out my phone and turned on the flashlight.
I was going inside.





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Slipping inside the half-open steel door, I looked around. It was dark in the room as my eyes had not yet adjusted, and I blinked against the spots behind my eyes as I tried to make sense of the vague outlines I could see.
The room smelled musty, like furniture that had been in storage, with a twinge of chemical cleaning products. I shined my phone along the wall until I located a light switch, and then I flicked it on.
Overhead, a strip light flickered on and off for several, long seconds before it finally caught and filled the room with its harsh glow. The light made a buzzing noise, like it was going to fail soon.
Even though I was only a few yards away from the pool deck, it felt like I’d entered another realm. Most of the sounds from outside didn’t make it in here, making it eerily quiet. When I heard Shawn Anderson’s whistle blow, it sounded miles away, across a distant valley, rather than just a few yards.
The room was decorated, but not by anyone with an eye for design. It was furnished with bits and pieces that seemed to have been taken from all over the ship. There was a table and chairs that I was pretty sure came from outside Minnie’s café. There were two stacks of three mattresses from the sun loungers, side-by-side in the corner of the room, with a couple of blankets tossed on top. It was clearly the mystery man’s makeshift bed. On the chairs were cushions which, if I wasn’t mistaken, had been taken from the booths in the cocktail bar.
I walked across the room, examining everything. On the far side, there was another old wooden table that looked like it had been taken out of the trash, perhaps after some below-decks area was being refurbished. On top of it was a five-gallon jug of water, a big plastic bowl, a disposable plastic razor, and a can of shaving foam. I assumed this was the extent of the bathing facilities in the room.
Before I continued my search, I pulled out my phone and called Ethan to let him know what I’d discovered.
The phone rang and rang, but he didn’t pick up. After it went to voicemail, I hung up and dialed again. Still no answer. I typed out a text message.
Found his room! Next to pool deck, behind fence.
I went to the café table, which I could see had several things piled on it, as did a couple of the chairs.
On top of the table was a stack of photos. I leafed through them, not overly surprised to see that most of them were of the captain. I had caught the man with the captain once before, and also knew he had been spying on him already.
The photos were of the captain in various locations. There was one which appeared to be a bank, and I would guess it was on Grand Cayman, which was one of our regular stops on our cruises. There was another of him entering a pawn shop, which could have been anywhere, and another of him wheeling a large suitcase.
I remembered the suitcase. Ethan had seen the captain taking it ashore on a previous cruise, and the captain had claimed it was full of toys to donate to an orphanage. We had suspected it wasn’t true but never found any proof.
As I went through the photos, I froze at one of them. It wasn’t the captain. It was me and Ethan, sitting at the café in Mahogany Bay. We hadn’t seen the mystery man then, but he’d seen us. Had the captain also gone ashore that day? He hadn’t been with the tour group, but he could easily have gone alone.
I glanced down at one of the chairs. There were a couple of novels—spy thrillers—but atop the books was a small safe. I examined it closely and realized I knew exactly what it was: a small gun safe for a handgun.
I gulped. This wasn’t the first sign of him being armed that we had seen, but it was an unwelcome reminder of just what I was getting myself into. I picked it up, testing the weight. It was light enough that I could tell there was nothing inside, even if I couldn’t open it.
Maybe I should have left right away, and come back with Ethan later. But if I did that, the man could return and take away anything incriminating. I was torn.
Just a minute more. Just a quick look…
On another chair sat a notebook. Scrawled on the cover were the words Target Sightings. Just as I was about to pick it up, I heard a noise outside that sounded like a footstep.
I stood up straight. He was back! I looked around the room for a weapon to defend myself. There was nothing!
I hurried across the room to where his shaving equipment was and snatched up the can of foam. It wasn’t ideal, but it would have to do.
The door began to swing open. Despite the unlikelihood of it being the case, I was hoping that it wasn’t actually the mystery man coming back. That it would be someone else.
Please be Ethan, please be Ethan…
It was not Ethan.
“Argh!” I shouted in a war cry, launching myself across the room. The mystery man was here, and I was going to be trapped in this hidden room with him unless I got myself out of this jam. Like they say, the best defense is a good offense. So that’s what I was doing.
“Stop!” he shouted, putting his palms out in front of him.
I didn’t stop. I put my own hand out, between his, and squeezed the top of the can, sending out a squirt of foam that went right between his eyes. I wiggled my hand left and right, to try and get the foamy spray in both of his eyes and blind him.
“Agh!” he yelled, his hands flying up to his face to rub at the cream.
I spun the can around and thumped him on the forehead with the base of it.
He did not like that.
His hands swung blindly, and one of them hit the can, sending it flying across the room. The other arm swung around, wrapping itself around me.
“Get off me!” I yelled, swinging back with both elbows. One of them caught him in the stomach, and he doubled over, but with me now even more firmly in his grasp.
I tried to twist away, and he latched onto me even harder. My effort instead had the effect of pulling us both over. For the second time in twenty minutes, I caused someone else to hit the deck, but there was no water this time.
“Get off! Get off!”
The man was much bigger, heavier, and stronger than me. In no time, he had me pinned to the floor. His face was smeared with white cream, and what I could see of his eyes were bloodshot red. He was a monster, and I was sure he was going to kill me.
“Get o—”
He slapped his hand down over my mouth before I could finish yelling.
He’s going to kill me! I’m going to suffocate!
The light in the room changed, flashing bright as the door was pulled fully open and more sunlight poured in. I twisted my head frantically to get a look.
Miracle of miracles.
It was Ethan.





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
“Don’t move!” Ethan shouted to the man who had me pinned down.
Move, I thought, get off me.
“Hey!” yelled the man. “I’m not who you think I am. Stay calm, everyone, stay calm.”
“Get up, slowly, and don’t even try and make a break for it.”
The man above me unpinned my arms and rose to a crouch, and then, arms raised, stepped back. “It’s okay, it’s okay,” he was saying.
I climbed to my feet and hurried over to Ethan. He put a reassuring arm around my waist and we both stared at the man.
“What are you doing in here? And more importantly, what have you been doing on my ship?”
“It’s… Why don’t you guys have a seat?” The man tilted both the chairs next to the café table and sent their contents clattering to the floor. He picked each of them up in one hand and dropped them in the middle of the room. Then, he dragged a stack of sun lounger mattresses over and sat on it next to the chairs.
Ethan and I looked at each other. The man nodded toward the chairs. I remembered this man had told me before that he was on my side, and I was pretty sure it was him that had delivered an envelope to me linking the movie script that told my story to Swan Headquarters in New Orleans.
“This better be good,” said Ethan, pulling one of the chairs closer to the other, and gesturing for me to sit down. As soon as I was sitting, he sat on the chair.
The man pulled out a cardholder from his pocket and let it fall open so that we could see it. From the distance I was at, the only thing I could make out was the letters DEA, which I knew from television stood for Drugs Enforcement Agency. I had never met one of their agents before though.
“My name’s Cole Blake. I work for the DEA.”
“Figures,” said Ethan with a little nod.
I glanced at him, surprised. He’d never told me he thought this guy was DEA. “What are you doing aboard the ship? And why have you been scaring Adrienne?”
He addressed me first. “Sorry, I never meant to scare you. But you kept turning up at the worst possible times. I was just trying to protect my mission.”
“Your mission? Which is?” I asked him, my tone frosty.
“The captain?” said Ethan.
Cole nodded at him. “What do you know?”
“I’ve been keeping an eye on him myself. Corporate suspects him of doing…” Ethan paused while he decided how much to reveal “…stuff that might bring the company’s name into disrepute.”
“Stuff?” Cole said with a laugh. “Yeah, he’s been doing some stuff all right. I guess that’s what I’m investigating too—stuff. What do you think he’s up to? Since you’ve got me now, we might as well be open. You seem like a straight shooter.”
“Six medals for marksmanship,” said Ethan with a wry smile. I glanced at him again. He’d never mentioned that to me. In fact, I hadn’t heard all that much about his life in the Navy. I figured some of it must not be something he wanted to talk about since he didn’t bring it up, and I didn’t want to pry.
“Anyway, the captain.” Ethan rubbed his hands together and then slapped them onto his knees. “Swan suspects him of having been involved in some drug smuggling. We don’t have evidence—otherwise we would have gone to your agency or one of the others—but there was enough suspicion that he was moved away from one of our bigger ships, one that used to sail right down to Cartagena in Colombia, to this one. They tried to fire him, but he was going to sue them for unfair dismissal.” Ethan shrugged. “Swan didn’t want to involve the courts. They hate bad publicity. So corporate HQ tasked me with trying to catch him up to no good, so they would have reasonable grounds to fire him.”
“Found anything?”
“Maybe.” Ethan’s lips were pursed and I could see he was considering telling Cole everything he’d learned. “Let me see that badge a minute?”
Cole handed over his ID. “Excuse me.” Ethan stood up, pulled out his phone and walked over to the door. He dialed a number, and a moment later he was talking in a hushed voice. “Can you check something for me? An ID. DEA…”
While Ethan was speaking, I kept an eye on Cole. He was much lower than me, sitting on the stack of mattresses, and it didn’t look like he was about to run away or whip out a weapon. He smiled at me. I glared back at him and the smile immediately dropped. He’d caused me a lot of stress and worry, almost since I started working for Swan.
“Here,” said Ethan, tossing the ID back to Cole. It spun as it flew across the room, and I thought it was going to hit the agent in the face until his hand whipped up and he snatched it out of the air.
“We cool?”
“Yeah. You check out.”
“Who’d you call? I couldn’t get anything checked out that quickly, and I work for the agency.”
Ethan laughed. “I’ve got friends,” he said enigmatically. Cole and I looked at him, expecting an explanation. It didn’t come.
“So, the captain. There’s been a few things. We’ve seen him taking a large suitcase ashore, with what he claimed were toys for children. I did not ascertain what was in the case. Another thing is a ring—”
“A ring?” Cole said, his eyes lighting up. “The ring?”
Ethan arched his eyebrows at Cole. “It’s certainly a ring. An old one, gold, embedded diamonds. Looks expensive.”
“That ring belonged to a drug trafficker. A dead one. Where’d you get it?”
“I was following the captain, and he went ashore in Grand Cayman a few cruises back. He went to a pawn shop and hawked it. I figured, if he was trying to get rid of it, then I should probably hang onto it. I got it from the pawn shop, but it cost me a month’s wages.”
Cole laughed at that. “You got a good deal. I don’t know what you earn, but that thing is worth at least three months of my salary.” He looked around the spartan room. “Even with my undercover bonus.”
“So, in the past, when the captain used to take the trips down to South America, we figured he was being paid to turn a blind eye to trafficking. Though we could never prove it. Now that he doesn’t get any further than Mexico and the Caribbean islands, we’re not sure exactly what he’s up to.”
“Right. Swan messed up his system by transferring him. The traffickers could still use him, but since he was only now useful for a much smaller route, his payments dried up.”
“So what have you been investigating?” I asked.
“A few months back, about six hundred thousand dollars’ worth of unmarked bills were stolen from a drug trafficker. A trafficker who ended up dead.”
Ethan gave a long, low whistle.
“Not only that, but a ring too. The ring.”
I shuddered at the thought. I’d worn that ring myself. To think, it had belonged to some kingpin. I didn’t like that image at all.
Then I smiled, as I remembered when I’d first found it. I’d worried that Ethan had a secret onshore girlfriend that he was going to give it to. I don’t think I could have been more wrong if I’d tried. But when you find a ring your boyfriend has hidden away, the first thing that comes to mind isn’t usually ‘he must have taken it from a corrupt ship’s captain who stole it from a drug trafficker,’ is it?
“My sources in the drug world tied the captain to the theft. Your captain denied it all and has been trying to get back in the drug lord’s good graces ever since. But they still suspect him. He’s a hair breadth’s away from… well, let’s just say that drug lords don’t like it when you steal half a million dollars from them. He really, really needs to get back in their good books.”
“And you’re investigating him, trying to catch him before the drug lord gets tired of him?” I asked.
“Yep. The captain thinks I’m another trafficker. Pretty sure he’d try and toss me overboard if he knew what I really was, so keep that to yourselves.” Cole paused, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “Though I’d like to see him try.” A wicked little grin sat on his lips.
“Adrienne here thought we could use the ring to try and bait the captain,” said Ethan, patting me on the knee. “What do you think?”
“That’s an excellent idea. If I’d known you guys had the ring, I would have come clean sooner. I thought I’d lost track of it for good. Give me a couple of days to work out how best to do it.”
There was a warm swelling of pride in my chest. I knew my idea had been good. Of course Ethan had been reluctant, because he was worried about my safety, but I had known it was a good idea all along. He should have listened to me. I couldn’t help but smile.
BZZZ.
“Excuse me,” I said. “Phone call.”
I left Ethan and Cole to carry on chatting while I stepped outside of the room into the narrow sunlit passageway between the fence and the room. The sun felt glorious after coming out of the dank little room. It was Sam on the phone.
“What’s up, Sam?”
“Hey. Another disaster.”
“Kelly?”
“Of course. She’s lost her tablet, you know the one with the to-do list a hundred miles long.”
I grinned at that. I was pretty sure that on the Swan of the Seas, the local bee population declared themselves to be as busy as Kelly.
“Anyway, she ordered me to find it, but I’ve got no clue. She thinks I lost it, can you believe it? I told her to look in her cabin, but she stomped her foot and told me she’d already done that. So I figured, why not ask the detective?”
“I’m not a detective!”
Sam’s laugh tinkled out of the phone’s earpiece.
“So you’ve got no idea where to look?”
“Actually, I think I do have an idea,” I said with a sigh.
Sam giggled again. “I knew it!”
“Let me see what I can find out. I’ll let you know if I track it down.”
After hanging up the phone, I popped my head back into Cole’s room. Ethan and Cole were deep in conversation about something else now, and seemed to be getting on like a ship on fire.
“Got to get back to work guys.”
“Bye,” said Cole.
“I’ll call you soon,” said Ethan giving me a heartfelt smile as he said it. I waved at them and stepped outside again.
Who would want the cruise director’s tablet? The answer to that was simple. Someone who wanted people to think she was the cruise director, that’s who.
And I knew just who that was.
The bizarre dinner and the strange behavior of three of my colleagues aboard the ship suddenly made a lot more sense.





CHAPTER NINETEEN
I t had been gnawing at me for a while. There had been that bizarre dinner where Minnie had been acting so strangely. And Greg and Cece—who I still hadn’t had a chance to speak to—had been acting so odd as well.
They’d been up to something.
I sent out a message to Cece and Greg telling them to meet me—now—in one of the staff break rooms, the quiet one where I’d gone after finding Irina’s body. I told them to bring Minnie with them too.
Cece responded with just a red-faced embarrassed emoji and a thumbs up, while Greg simply sent OK.
Thanks to their responses, I knew I was right. They were up to something together. If they hadn’t been they would have been asking me why I wanted to meet them. Or they would have pointed out that they were supposed to be working, and they couldn’t be heading off to faraway break rooms on a whim.
But nope, they’d agreed to come.
I figured it would take them a while to get there, so I didn’t rush on my way down, taking the stairs instead of the elevator and ambling down the hallways as I went.
I was walking through the VIP cabin section of the ship when I came to a halt and backtracked.
As soon as I had turned the corner, I saw Lani, talking to a housekeeper. I didn’t want to talk to her again right now since she’d start asking me about whether I’d got her access to Irina’s scrapbook and cabin yet. Since I had no intention of doing that at all, I wanted to avoid her.
Thankfully, she didn’t see me, and I turned around and backtracked to find an alternative route.
I was surprised to see that all three of them had already arrived when I walked into the break room. They were sitting at one of the orange plastic-topped picnic-style tables which were used in all the staff dining and break facilities, and as I had hoped, they were the only people in the room.
In front of each of them was a takeout cup of coffee, with a mountain of whipped cream on top, sprinkled liberally with cocoa powder. There was one more for me. Minnie hadn’t lost her touch.
“Hello, everyone,” I said. All three of them looked up sheepishly. Cece looked particularly morose, a guilty smile on her face. Sitting in front of Cece on the table was a towel that had been taken from around the pool.
“What’s up?” Greg asked in a cheerful tone. He was probably the best actor among them.
“You know. You all know,” I said sternly.
The three of them shook their heads.
“Nope. But we figured it must be important. What’s going on, Adrienne?”
Really? They were going to try and play innocent with me?
Before sitting down, I reached to the table and began to lift up the towel.
“No!” Cece shouted.
I raised my eyebrows at her. “Why not?”
“Because. Because it’s… my towel…” she said lamely.
I lifted her hand off with my free one, and then picked up the towel. Underneath was, of course, Kelly’s tablet.
“And this is yours too?”
“Yes?”
“No.” I shook my head. “It’s Kelly’s, right?”
The three of them let out sighs and groans. They were going to give it up and admit what they had been up to.
“Come on, fess up. What’s going on? And why were you keeping it a secret from me?”
Minnie dramatically dropped her head back to look up at the ceiling. “Ohhhhh!” she sounded in a long, drawn-out wail of despair.
I patted her on the shoulder. “Everything will be fine, but why don’t you all just tell me what’s going on?”
More than anything, I was annoyed not at whatever it was Minnie was playing at, but that I hadn’t been included. And nor had Sam.
“It’s all my fault,” said Minnie.
I caught Cece nodding at that, she seemed to agree.
“Just tell me what’s happening and maybe I can help.”
“No one can help me now,” said Minnie, covering her face with her hands. We all watched her, and finally she lowered them. “Sit down, Adrienne. I made you a coffee. I’ll tell you everything.”
When I was seated, coffee cup in hand, Minnie began her tale.
“When Vanessa was accepted to college, she was so excited. Thrilled. But then she saw how much it was going to cost.”
Cece’s expression turned stormy. She hadn’t been to college yet but was working on the ship to save up for it. I still had some pretty hefty student loans of my own, so I certainly knew how it was.
“She said to me, she said, ‘Mama, it’s too much. I’ll get a job instead.’” Minnie drew a deep breath before she continued. “I didn’t want to hold her back. But I knew if she knew I was borrowing money to pay for it, she’d never go. So I told a little white lie.”
“Which was…”
“That I had been promoted from the coffee shop to cruise director, and now I could afford to send her to college. It wouldn’t have been a problem—it wasn’t a problem for three years. I got away with it. But then she won that scrapbooking competition… and now here she is.”
My heart ached for her. She didn’t want to be embarrassed in front of her daughter. And who could blame her? No one would want that. Everything she’d done had been the wrong thing, but for the right reasons.
“Oh, Minnie.” I patted her on the shoulder. “You really dug yourself into a hole, didn’t you?”
She nodded and wrapped her hands around the cup of coffee in front of her.
But she wasn’t the only one feeling down. They’d put this plan into action without telling me. I was especially disappointed in Cece. She had become one of my closest friends.
“But why didn’t you tell me?”
“It was so embarrassing. I didn’t want to tell anyone, but I needed help to pull it off. So I just told those two, because I thought they could help me the most.”
“She swore us to secrecy,” said Cece.
“That’s right,” said Greg, “upon pain of death!”
Cece and Minnie both gave him strange looks. “I did no such thing!”
“It was implied,” said Greg with a sniff. Cece rolled her eyes at him.
“I’m sorry, Adrienne. I wanted to tell you at that dinner, but I couldn’t, not with everyone there,” said Cece.
“So what are you going to do?” asked Minnie. The three of them all looked at me expectantly.
“Me? What am I going to do?”
“If you turn me in… they’ll fire me.”
“And us!” said Greg. “They’ll maroon us at sea the second they find out.”
Cece and Minnie both nodded. Man, were they being melodramatic. They’d have a disciplinary hearing back in New Orleans before anything happened to them. Marooned at sea? Greg was a massive drama queen.
“I’m not going to turn you in! It’s going to be tricky to keep this up for the whole cruise, but I’m not going to be the one to put your butts to the fire.”
“Knew it,” said Cece under her breath.
“Thank you!” Minnie wrapped two big arms around me and gave me what felt like a very motherly hug.
“I’ll live to see another day.” Greg dramatically wiped his forehead with the back of his hand.
“Kelly really wants that tablet back, though. She thinks Sam lost it.”
“No problem,” said Cece. “Give it to me. I’ll say I found it tossed in with some laundry.”
Minnie pushed the tablet over to her. “Thank you.” She turned to me. “Are there any other suspects for the murder yet?”
Cece and Greg both leaned over. I wasn’t sure which one of them liked to gossip more, they both thrived off it.
“No blabbing,” I said sternly to the table before I continued. “Unfortunately, we don’t really have any strong motives for anyone to have killed Irina. It’s still just Vanessa in the crosshairs.”
Minnie shook her head a few times. “My Nessie would never, ever, ever, ever hurt anyone.”
Greg reached over the table and clasped Minnie’s hands while Cece gave her a supportive smile.
“Why’s she a suspect, anyway?” asked Cece.
“Irina was killed with a pair of scissors that unfortunately had Vanessa’s name engraved on them. That, and there’s one other thing that kind of points in her direction.”
“What’s that?”
“The last page in Irina’s scrapbook—it seems to point toward Vanessa, but we don’t really know what it means.” I patted Minnie’s wrist. “Why don’t you try asking her about it again? She told us she didn’t know the significance, but maybe she’s thought of something since then. If she’s hiding something, and it comes out later… Let’s just say, it won’t help her case.”
“I’ll ask her and see what she says.” Minnie was nodding along to herself while she spoke. “If she knows anything, I’ll know it, and I’ll tell you.”
“Thanks, Minnie. We’ll clear her name. Don’t you worry.”
Minnie leaned back, resting her hands on the bench seats of the table behind us. “Thank you, all of you. I’m so lucky to have such wonderful people to work with.”
We all made dismissive sounds.
“It’s nothing, really,” said Cece.
“Yeah, you’ve been like a mother to all of us,” said Greg.
I grinned at Minnie. “You’re nice to everyone, so now we get a chance to pay some of it back.”
Our mutual admiration seemed to lift everyone’s moods. Despite the fact that there were still several major problems—how Minnie was going to get away with her plan for the entire cruise, and how we were going to clear Vanessa’s name and find the real killer prime among them—I think we all felt like a burden had been lifted.
“Hey, Cece, want to help me with something tonight?”
She winked at me and lifted the lanyard around her neck holding her ID and keycard. “You want me tonight, huh?”
I smacked her on the arm. “I want your keycard, yeah.”
“What are you up to?” asked Greg.
“Keep this quiet, remember.” After they agreed, I continued, “Lani has been pressuring me to get her access to Irina’s scrapbook, and whatever else she was working on. She claims she’ll be able to understand it, and figure out what happened to her. I’m not so sure. I think I’d rather like to take a look before her. I’ve already seen the final pages of the scrapbook, but I’m wondering if there isn’t something else she was working on that’s in her cabin.”
“I’m in!” Cece did not hesitate in the slightest. “Let’s meet at 2 a.m.”
I winced at the thought of getting up in the middle of the night. But it would be the best time to do it without being interrupted or caught.
“Okay, two o’clock it is…”





CHAPTER TWENTY
I  managed to get a few hours of sleep before meeting up with Cece. When I found her, she was dressed in short shorts, a crop top, and had big hoop earrings on, as well as a generous slathering of makeup on her face.
“Hey!” she said to me loudly.
“Shh!” I stared at her. “Why are you dressed like that?”
She gave me a curious look in response. “I was at the club. What else am I going to do until two in the morning? Read a book?”
I stared at her some more to see if she was joking. Of course she wasn’t.
“Come on!” She linked her arm with mine and we began the long walk across the ship to the VIP section. I was pleased to note that she had at least put on some sneakers, though I had no doubt that half an hour earlier she’d been tottering around in a pair of something much more ridiculous.
When we got to the room, Cece held up her keycard to the lock and a moment later the light went green and the mechanism whirred open.
“Glad to have that back, huh?” I asked her. During the last cruise, she had been suspected of a crime and been suspended, including losing her ‘magic’ keycard which opened up just about every door on the ship.
“Yep!” She pushed the door open and turned on the lights. “You’d never want to meet me at two in the morning without it.”
She wasn’t wrong there.
Irina’s room was large and spacious, with big sliding french doors that led out onto the balcony. The main part of the suite was a large open-plan living area, and the master bedroom was located off to the side.
“Over there,” said Cece, pointing. There was a large dining table in front of the windows, and Irina had clearly been using it for her own projects. There were a bunch of papers on the table, and behind them, several more stuck to the glass of the windows with tape.
Before we got to that side of the room, we had to traverse the rest of it. Irina obviously had an interesting lifestyle, and some of that was still on display.
There were three different pairs of boots by the door, one of them a red leather thigh-high pair.
“Man, those are awesome. I kinda wish she wasn’t dead so I could ask to borrow them.”
“Kinda wish?” I stared at Cece with eyebrows raised.
“Oops. I mean, totally wish. Like, really, really.”
Cece hung by the door for a moment longer, eyes lingering on the boots. Finally, she tugged at my arm. “What are you waiting for?”
I rolled my eyes at her.
Halfway across the room was a sofa, and on it, sat an open box.
“Check this out.” Cece lifted the box and held it in front of my face to examine. “Bones!”
She was right; it was full of bones. Mostly from small animals, by the looks of it.
“You could make some cool jewelry with these.”
“I think she already did. You remember what she was wearing at dinner? I could have sworn her earrings were made of some kind of animal bone.”
“That’s right! Man, I wish I knew her better.”
“A young death is always a tragedy.” I took the box out of Cece’s hands and put it back down on the sofa. “And so’s a middle-aged one, and most of the old age ones too,” I finished.
“My kind of girl.” Cece nodded her head toward the coffee table in front of the sofa. On top of it was a bottle of eighteen-year-old scotch.
“Expensive tastes.”
“Good taste. Say, would it be wrong if we—”
“Yes!” I interrupted. “It would be wrong. So don’t even think about it.”
“So’s breaking into the room,” Cece said under her breath. I ignored it.
We got over to the dining table where Irina had clearly been doing her work. There were a number of pieces of paper decorated with designs that looked like some kind of Celtic-gothic crossover, while others seemed to be inspired by natural disasters—tsunamis, tornados, typhoons and the like.
“Neat,” said Cece. She was much less enthused by this than she had been by the boots, bones, and whiskey though. I guess her shared tastes with the dead scrapbooker only went so far.
“They are neat. Hold on. Look at this.”
Cece looked at me curiously while I pulled out my phone, opened the gallery, and swiped through until I found what I was looking for.
“Look pretty similar?”
Cece bent over the screen, then looked at the designs on the table, and then at the screen again.
“They look the same to me. Were you in here earlier?”
“You know I wasn’t. No, I took the picture of these images in Tucker’s shop earlier this afternoon. He tried to hide them from me, but I managed to get a picture anyway. I guess I know why he was trying to hide them.”
“Because he stole them from Irina?”
I shrugged.
“That, or Irina stole them from him.”
“If she did that, then why would he hide them?” Cece gave me a puzzled look.
“Because that would make him a suspect in her murder, doofus.”
Cece nodded. “Oh, yeah. Shouldn’t have had that fifth cocktail.”
“You had five cocktails!?”
Cece shrugged. “Yep.” She paused, considering. “Then I had three more.”
I shook my head at her. No wonder she needed to take an afternoon nap every day.
“What about that stuff?” Cece pointed to several boxes on the other side of the table.
We both walked over and stood over them, looking down.
In one of them, I could see a fork. “I bet that’s the fork she took from Lani at the dinner.”
“Yep. Same design.”
Next to the fork in the box was a heart, which looked to have been made by sticking hundreds of tiny scraps of paper together.
“What does it mean?” asked Cece.
“I’m not sure. It looks like she was planning some more pages for her scrapbook. A fork and heart. Like… stabbed through the heart, maybe?”
“Or maybe she likes eating heart. They eat that in some countries, you know.”
I shuddered. “Yeah, maybe. What about this one?”
In the next box was an image of a human eye that had been printed out. Underneath it, I could see the corner of what looked like a piece of card poking out. Wary of leaving fingerprints, I carefully pushed the edge of the eye picture with a nail, sliding it away.
“Tucker Martin. Scrap Attack!” Cece read from the business card that had been revealed underneath. She hovered her head over it. “It looks like it’s wet, too. It’s been soaked in something.”
“I guess the eye could mean watching him, or keeping an eye on him. Maybe the fact the business card is wet could be tears, or it could be something to do with this cruise, with the ocean.”
“Maybe she was planning to give him a watery grave,” said Cece excitedly, a rather too happy expression on her face for the rather morbid idea she was posing.
“Could be. But I’m pretty sure everything she was doing was just through the scrapbook. I don’t think she was using it to announce plans.”
I stood with my hands on my hips, thinking while I looked at the items we had examined so far.
“She was doing something with her scrapbook, definitely. Lani must have known about it. I saw the page about Vanessa she was working on when she was killed. And this stuff must be the stuff she planned to put in the following pages. One for Lani, one for Tucker.”
Next to the two boxes we had examined so far was another one, but this one was empty.
“What about that one?”
“Maybe that was for Vanessa. That’s what she was working on in the craft room when she was killed.”
“Makes sense. And what about this stuff?” Cece pointed to the window where a dozen or so sheets of paper had been stuck with tape.
I could hazard a guess. There were several pages of a branching family tree, and then several pages of printed out information about the former Welsh royal family.
“There’s a scrapbooker, one of the guests, Martha. She was doing a genealogy scrapbook, and—”
“Genie what now?”
“Genealogy. Like, her ancestors. Family tree. Going right back to some old royal ancestors she supposedly had. I’d bet anything that this stuff here is related to that.”
“Why was she doing these pages about other people on the ship, anyway?”
“She had a thing about truth. Like, knowing yourself, knowing who you really are, not being fake, that kind of thing. It looks to me like she’d been finding out some ‘truth’ about various people on the ship. And I guess she was going to put it all in a scrapbook and then reveal it.”
“You mean she was poking into people’s dirty laundry.”
“Yeah, that’s another way of looking at it. I don’t think everyone enjoyed her truth-seeking.”
I looked down at the boxes again. Tucker, Lani, Vanessa, and Martha. If she had secrets about all of them, then they could all be suspects.
“Let’s check the rest of the place,” said Cece, now bored of what we had found.
We walked through the rooms of the suite, trying not to touch anything but keeping our eyes peeled for anything else of interest. As I suspected, everything that seemed to be relevant was in the crafting area. Using my phone I took pictures of all the items we’d found, after which I was about ready to call it a night.
“Let’s get out of here. Try and get at least a bit of rest before the morning.”
While I was stifling a yawn, Cece cocked her head at me.
“What? You don’t want to come back to the club with me?”





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
T  he next morning I overslept, missed breakfast, and only managed to grab a coffee in a paper cup before it was time to get to work.
I headed down to Scrapbooking HQ and went to Beverly’s room, which was already full of industrious scrapbookers.
The tables had been re-arranged from their original U-shaped formation to being scattered about as individual islands. This allowed more people to stand around each one, which was necessary, since the room was a lot more crowded than had originally been envisaged.
We had opened up another conference room for the scrapbookers, but of course most of them wanted to be near the teacher—hence the crowd despite the overflow space now available.
Every table had four scrapbookers around it, tongues poking out of the corner of their mouths as they snipped and glued away.
Every table except for one, that is.
In the corner of the room nearest the door stood Vanessa, a whole table to herself. She was alone today. Presumably her mom was either working in her coffee shop or off somewhere else in the ship pretending to be the cruise director for some more tourists.
Covering my thousandth yawn of the morning with a palm, I walked the couple of steps from the door to Vanessa’s craft table and put down my coffee on the edge, making sure it wasn’t right next to her scrapbook. I was tired enough that I didn’t trust myself not to spill it.
“How’s it going?” I was curious to see whether there would be any hint that her mother had revealed her secret to Vanessa yet. If she ever would.
“Oh, fine,” she said, her voice not exactly enthused. I guessed being a murder suspect in the death of her idol was putting a damper on the cruise of a lifetime.
“Can I see?” I gestured toward the scrapbook. She nodded at me, and I picked it up, flicking through it from the beginning up to the current page. There was something about it that caught my eye.
“That’s pretty interesting,” I said, nodding to myself as I flicked back and forth between the first page and one of the later ones.
“What’s that?” asked Vanessa, the beginnings of a small smile in the corners of her lips.
“Your style—it changed a lot. This first page is…” I didn’t really have the vocabulary to describe scrapbooking styles since I still hadn’t learned all that much about the hobby, but I gave it my best shot. “…kind of retro-modern here? But the other stuff is really different, kind of… I don’t know… Goth-futuristic?”
Vanessa gave me a soft smile. “Yeah. That first page is the one that won me this cruise.” She looked down at it, her smile falling. “It seems so long ago now. And I wish I hadn’t won.”
I squeezed her shoulder. “Don’t say that. Anyway, you should be very proud. I love both of your styles.”
She nodded. “Actually, I did the page like that deliberately, but it’s not really my style. I just really wanted to win, so I did what I thought the judges wanted to see when I entered the competition. That’s why it’s so different than the rest.”
“Yeah, buddy,” said a voice behind us, followed by a snort. I turned, to see Dink walking away from us. She’d caught a snippet of our conversation and clearly had some kind of issue with Vanessa.
“What’s her problem?”
Vanessa rolled her eyes. “She’s jealous. That’s all.” She looked around at the empty spaces around her table in the otherwise crowded room. “Lots of them are,” she said sadly.
I gave her shoulder another squeeze. “Just ignore them. I think you’re fantastic. And so’s your mom, by the way.”
Vanessa smiled at that, a real one. She clearly idolized her mother. That was a lot better than idolizing Irina, or at least I thought so.
I left her to carry on with her project, and walked around the room, with one eye on Dink. It wasn’t that I didn’t believe what Vanessa had said, but I did want to hear the other side of the story. Maybe they were just jealous of her winning the competition, but there may have been something else going on as well.
Dink was at a table with Kat and Mila, all of whom had suitably fierce expressions on their faces as they chopped rather than snipped with their scissors, and slammed down instead of gently placed their finished little scraps.
“Hi. How’s it going?”
“Not bad, sweetie,” said Mila.
“Cool,” said Dink.
Kat just gave me a nod.
“Your books look very… nice.” I almost said pretty but knew that would have set them off. “They look like you’re really showing some, err, truth.”
“Right on,” said Mila.
“I’ve got a question.”
“Another one? You had one yesterday.”
“I guess I’m just full of them. What’s the deal with that chick by the door? All on her own?” I didn’t want to reveal that I knew who she was and had a soft spot for her thanks to her Mom, as clearly this little group didn’t approve of her.
“She’s on her own because no one likes her,” said Mila.
“We don’t like her,” said Kat.
“She’s a phony,” said Dink.
They all seemed to snap their scissors extra hard after I brought up her name.
“But why? What did she do?”
“Cheated.” Dink spat out the word like it was poison.
“Cheated? Cheated how? Do you mean in the competition?
“Yeah, duh. Of course in the competition.”
“How’d she cheat? Did someone help her?”
“You could say that,” said Kat.
“She copied someone else’s page,” said Dink. “That’s how she won. It wasn’t her work.”
“We told Irina,” said Mila. “She was going to blow the whole scandal wide open.” She flung her arms out wide to indicate the seriousness of the scandal, nearly cutting off Kat’s head as she did so. “But someone got her.”
Dink shook her head. “That’s the whole system, our whole society. If you find out the truth, bam, they slay you.”
“It was an assassination,” said Mila knowingly.
“She knew too much.” Kat slammed down a glue stick on the table to punctuate her words.
“It’s a dangerous business,” I said, trying not to laugh.
“You’d better believe it, sweetie. Watch your back. If you know too much…”
“POW!” shouted Kat, smacking the table with the glue stick again.
Something caught my eye. “Dink, those scissors… are they engraved?”
She held them up for me to see. Sure enough, on the blade it read Doris.
“Doris?”
She shrugged. “That’s my government name. My real name is Dink.”
All three of them nodded in agreement with her.
“They’re both lovely names,” I said, ever so politely. “Were you guys in Beverly’s class for the first session?”
They looked at me like I had three eyes. “Babe,” said Dink, “we were here for Irina. Of course we weren’t in Beverly’s class on the first day.”
“Not that she isn’t cool,” clarified Kat, “but it was Irina we were here for.”
“And those scissors, they were in your goodie bag?”
They snorted at that.
“Yeah, they were in our sack of truth tools,” said Mila, holding up her own pair of scissors, which was engraved with the name Millicent.
“Yep,” said Kat, holding up hers. It was engraved with the name Princess.
“I see all of your, err, government names, and your real names are different.”
“That’s right, babe,” said Dink.
“You got it, sweetie,” said Mila.
Kat gave another jerky nod that almost put a crick in my neck.
“Can I get another picture of you three?”
The three dyed-haired women got in a line, each of them crossing their arms and putting a moody expression on their faces. I was tempted to say ‘Smile!’ But I suspected it would just make their scowls worse.
“Happy scrapping!” I said to them as a farewell.
It was time for another coffee and some more thinking.
But I didn’t want to think about what I needed to think about. The fact that Vanessa had lied about receiving the scissors with her name engraved on them. And that she may have cheated to get on the cruise. And that Irina may have been about to let the whole world know.
There was circumstantial evidence to tie Vanessa to the scene.
And now she had a killer motive too.





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
A fter downing another coffee, I headed over to Ethan’s office. I’d checked his schedule so I knew he was going to be there. When I arrived, I was immediately waved in by the orderly at the door.
He was already up from his desk and met me halfway across the room with a hug and a quick but electric kiss. We couldn’t do that in public, but we were lucky that Ethan had a private office.
I was there to tell him about Vanessa and what I’d found out, but I was far from eager to do so. It almost felt like I was betraying Minnie if I told him about Vanessa.
But it turned out, he had some news for me first. And it wasn’t good.
Ethan’s hair looked unusually disheveled, and he had the top button of his uniform undone, which was surprisingly casual for him when he was on duty.
“Is everything okay?”
“Yeah.” He sighed and ran his hand through his hair. “No. It’s nothing.”
“What is it? Tell me.”
He guided me to a sofa. On one side of the room, he had a pair of black leather sofas facing each other with a coffee table in-between, and he used this for more informal meetings. There were also a couple of chairs in front of his big wooden desk. When people were asked to sit down there, it was usually because there was trouble.
“I got a call from corporate HQ earlier. That courier put in a complaint about me. He really talked it up, said I was harassing him.”
“Oh, no. That’s terrible,” I said, squeezing his knee in sympathy.
“Yeah. And get this—they’ve banned me from going ashore the rest of the cruise. And they want to hold a disciplinary hearing when I get back to port.”
“A disciplinary hearing? You?” It was hard to believe. Ethan was one of the most straitlaced, rule-following people I knew. More so than me, and I was about a million times better at following the rules than my friend Cece.
“Yep. First one. Never had one in the military, and never had one here. Until now.” He shook his head in disbelief. “I’m a bit old to develop a rebellious streak, don’t you think?”
I stroked his knee. “They should trust you. It’s ridiculous that some corporate lackey in HR is going to give you a warning or whatever they do. They should count their blessings to have you.”
“Yeah. Maybe we were a bit rough on the courier. If only he hadn’t run…”
“Yep. Totally his fault.” I grinned at Ethan. Although I hadn’t enjoyed it at the time, running through that market was pretty exhilarating in retrospect. Exercise was often like that. Awful at the time but wonderful after you’d finished.
“Anything new with you?”
Before I could answer, Ethan’s phone rang.
“Just a minute.” He looked at the screen. “It’s Cole.”
Cole. It was funny to have a name to put to his face after so long thinking of him as the fake housekeeper, fake passenger, and mystery man. And it had turned out he was a law enforcement agent all along.
Ethan and Cole talked for only a short time, with Ethan giving short answers in response to Cole’s longer information-giving speech, which I couldn’t hear.
“Well?” I said after Ethan had hung up the phone.
“The next shore excursion is this afternoon. He says the captain is going with them, and we’re going to follow him.”
“We? Who’s ‘we?’”
“Me and Cole.”
I shook my head at him. “No, you’re not.”
“I’ve got to. You know how long I’ve been keeping track of the captain. Now that I’m working with Cole, this could be it. We could catch him in the middle of committing a crime.”
“What did you tell me, like, two minutes ago that corporate had told you?”
“You mean me not being allowed ashore? That’s different—”
“No, it’s not.” I squeezed his knee again, but this time pretty hard. “They told you no shore excursions. If you break that rule, you could lose your job! It would be violating a direct order.”
“They were the ones who asked me to keep watch over the captain in the first place. I’m sure they’d understand.”
“Really? You know what those corporate robots are like. They don’t care about nuance, or extenuating circumstances, or using your personal judgment, do they? They just want the rules followed.”
Ethan blew out a long breath, his hands squeezed into fists as he did so.
“I hate to say it, but maybe you’re right.”
“You hate me being right?” I teased.
He grinned at me. “You know that’s not true. I just hate that you’re right about this. Those HR people probably would try and have my head if they found out I went ashore, no matter the circumstances.”
“Good. Then it’s agreed. I’ll go.”
“You? But—”
“No buts. I’ll go with Cole. He’s DEA, a government agent. You won’t need to worry about me with him.”
Ethan wrapped an arm around me and gave me a squeeze.
“I just worry about you. That’s all.”
“I know. But you shouldn’t. I can look after myself. You know, I haven’t needed to be rescued in over twenty hours.”
Ethan laughed at that. It was about that long since he’d found me fighting with Cole before we discovered who he really was.
“Come on. Let’s get some lunch before you go then.”
    
A fter lunch, I said goodbye to Ethan, who reluctantly wished me luck on my trip ashore to Grand Cayman.
The scrapbookers were huddled in various groups, chatting about what little bits and pieces they hoped to pick up on their time ashore. The three dyed haired women were all standing moodily, looking like bored teenagers.
Vanessa was not talking with the other scrapbookers, but she was with her mother. With a newly suspicious attitude toward Vanessa, I went over to them.
“Hi. Are you both going ashore?”
“Yep! They gave me my passport back!”
Uh-oh, I thought. I bet if I’d told Ethan the new information I’d found out, there was no way Vanessa would be allowed ashore. But it was too late to do anything about that now.
“And Mom has to go and keep everyone in order. Isn’t that right?”
“Right. Yes, that’s what I have to do! No rest for a busy cruise director. I’ve got a dozen things to do!”
“You’ve got a million things to do,” I corrected.
Minnie chuckled. “I suppose I have!”
Vanessa wandered off in the direction of Martha, who was perhaps one of the few scrapbookers who was even speaking to her.
“Everything okay?” I asked Minnie once her daughter was out of earshot.
“Yes, Cece has arranged it so Kelly can’t come ashore with us. She’s good at causing trouble.”
“Yep, she sure is. We all have our talents, I suppose.”
That seemed to catch Minnie off-guard. Her talent wasn’t really pretending to be a cruise director, and I knew she would be much happier if she was back in her coffee shop instead.
Finally, the captain emerged.
“Excuse me.” I left Minnie and headed in the captain’s direction. He kept checking his phone and started moving from foot to foot like he was impatient to get going.
I hadn’t spoken to him since the soup-spilling incident, when I’d offered him napkins. That whole dinner made a lot more sense now that I knew what had been going on the whole time with Minnie, Cece, and Greg. I couldn’t help but wonder how many other pranks they’d had to pull to help Minnie maintain her cover. There had been locking Kelly in her room, the miso soup lake, spilling stuff on the captain, and goodness knows what else.
“Going ashore, sir?” I asked with a friendly smile.
Predictably, I got a scowl in response.
“Yes, that’s right. I’m going to… get some gifts for my family.” He nodded as if pleased at the answer he’d given. I could tell he was concealing something.
I held up my phone and pointed it like a camera in the direction of a group of scrapbookers. “I’m working.”
“Good.”
“Smile for a picture?”
Looking startled at first, the captain reluctantly nodded.
“Dink, Kat, Mila, picture with the captain?”
They looked at each other, and then when they had ascertained that none of the others had objections, filed over and stood on either side of him. I snapped a picture of all four of them, not a smile to be seen on a single face.
“Have a lovely time,” I told them. A whistle blew, and the gate that would let us off the ship opened. “Here we go!”
I spotted Cole as he emerged from inside the ship. He had on one of his usual Hawaiian shirts, dark sunglasses, and a big Panama hat over his head. I sidled up to him as he joined the crowd.
“Ready?” I said to him quietly enough that no one else could hear.
“Let’s do this.”
And so, off to Grand Cayman we went.





CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
A fter we had gone through the formalities of getting ashore, we exited the cruise terminal into Georgetown, the capital of the Cayman Islands.
Minnie led the group, talking to them for all the world like she was a tour guide, giving them recommendations for fish restaurants, cocktail bars, a museum as well as a new crafting shop that had just opened. She’d obviously been busy researching online the night before.
After listening for a while, I determined that she’d done a little too much research. We could barely take a step before Minnie was pointing out some new building, feature, monument, or landmark with more enthusiasm than any of her audience.
I hung near the back of the group, keeping an eye on the captain and Cole. Sure enough, once we were in the town proper, the captain made his move, slipping away from the cluster of scrapbookers and heading off the main road.
Cole glanced back over his shoulder at me, giving a little nod, and headed after the captain. Excellent, I thought. This was all going according to plan. I made my way to follow.
Someone grabbed my arm.
“Excuse me?”
It was Dink.
“What?” I asked anxiously as I peered down the road my two targets had gone down, hoping I wouldn’t lose them.
“I need a tattoo parlor. Like, a good one. But not expensive. But not cheap either. And it—”
“I’m sorry. I don’t know about tattoo parlors here. If you’ll excuse—”
“Well, where do you get your tattoos when you’re on Grand—”
Peering around Dink’s shoulder I realized I’d lost sight of Cole and the captain. But perhaps I could catch up with them if I hurried.
“I don’t… I’ve never gotten a tattoo on Grand Cayman! I don’t know. I’m sorry, I’ve got to go.”
I pulled my arm away from Dink, who was already turning back toward her two friends to tell them how useless I was.
Hurrying as much as I could, I split from the group after the two men I was following. I rounded the corner and stared ahead of me. The road was empty. Just one or two pedestrians. There were several side roads leading from this main one, and there was no way I’d be able to search them all.
“Two minutes and I messed up,” I mumbled to myself.
Shoulders drooping, I turned back to the group. They hadn’t made much progress, only moving a few yards further down the main road we had started on. It seemed Minnie was giving a very thorough tour.
“And this is the third-highest-rated seafood restaurant within a mile of the cruise terminal…”
From what I could understand, Minnie intended to give them a ‘brief’ walking tour and then they’d be left up to their own devices to explore the duty-free shops, visit the new crafting store, go to a museum, or relax with a meal. If Minnie ever let them go.
Tuning out Minnie’s enthusiastic but too-long diatribe, I looked around at our group again. Lani was talking to Vanessa and looked tense. Curious, I ambled over in their direction.
Just as I arrived, Lani left Vanessa, walking toward the front of the group.
“What’s up?” I asked Vanessa with a nod in Lani’s direction.
“Nothing.”
“You sure? Did Lani say something to you?”
Vanessa shook her head, clearly not wanting to speak to me at all.
“See you later,” she said, scurrying off in the direction of her mother.
I watched her go with a frown. This trip ashore wasn’t being very productive at all. Trying to get at least something out of it, I decided to get a photo of the entire group. I hurried down an intersecting road, so that I could get far enough back to take everyone’s picture. It would be a candid photo, rather than an arranged group shot; we would do one of those back on the ship.
When I was a dozen or so yards up the road, I turned and snapped a few pictures of the group. They were decent enough to throw out onto the social media streams later, so I was pretty pleased. Shoving my phone back into my pocket, I glanced around at where I was.
This street was less touristy than the one we’d been on. It seemed to have businesses that catered more to the locals. There was a small grocery store next to where I was standing, with several kinds of tropical fruit in boxes outside—mangos, pineapples, bananas, dragon fruit, and a couple I didn’t recognize. Just past it was what looked to be a small hardware store. Further up was a tattoo shop, and beyond that was a bar with a…
The captain! He’d just emerged from the tattoo shop and seemed to be heading into the bar. He didn’t look in my direction, so walking at double speed I hurried after him. I glanced at the tattoo parlor, Tad’s Tats, as I passed, but I couldn’t tell whether it would be worth recommending to Dink or not from my glance. Recommending a tattoo shop that turned out to not be very good would be one sure way to upset Dink and her friends—and I definitely didn’t want to do that.
The bar was called Slinky Sue’s, and the sign was hand-painted onto the brickwork outside. There was a small sign sticking out of the wall that simply read Bar, which presumably lit up with neon at night. There were no windows, and the door was a large, steel one that wasn’t currently open. Inviting, it was not.
I hung outside for a moment, drawing up the courage to go in. It was probably the shadiest place I’d ever considered going inside, and I realized I had no idea what the crime situation was like on the island. Was I about to do something really dumb? Or was it just a rough exterior that would reveal an interior full of friendly locals and inviting islanders, delighted to get to know a girl from Nebraska?
I pulled open the heavy door to the bar and walked in like I owned the place. My grandmother had always told me to pretend to be confident, even when you weren’t—especially when you weren’t. Shoulders back and head held high, I paced inside.
It was dimly lit and it took a moment for my eyes to adjust. The feeling of the place wasn’t that different than the room Cole had been hiding in. It had the same musty odor, though here it had an extra layer of stale beer on top. There was a U-shaped bar ahead of me with stools all around it, and at the far end of the room was a small wooden stage with a pole.
The moment I was in, my eyes were scanning for the captain. In ideal circumstances, I would spot him and then find a secluded area from which I could observe him while ordering an iced latte or perhaps an herbal tea.
But I couldn’t see the captain.
And this was not the kind of place that did either iced lattes or herbal teas.
I got about four steps inside when a heavy hand landed on my shoulder.
I ducked and spun away, not liking having my shoulder—or anything else for that matter—grabbed by strangers. I took a couple of hurried steps backward to give me some room and get a handle on the situation.
By the door was a woman that looked to be about the size and shape of an old-fashioned telephone booth. She was the one who’d grabbed me.
“Auditions at three,” said the woman, her voice like a gravel truck with a smoking problem.
“Auditions? Oh, no, I’m not an actress,” I said with a smile.
The woman’s face scrunched up, looking much like a piece letter paper that had been crushed into a ball.
“Actress? Only auditions today are for exotic dancers. If you’re not here for that, what do you want?”
“Umm. The bathroom. I just wanted to use the bathroom.”
She was already moving toward me. “Bathroom is for customers only.”
I backed up some more, toward the bar, which had about half a dozen rough-and-tumble men sitting at it.
“And a drink?” I said, whipping my head around as if suddenly interested in examining what delights the bar might offer.
“No.”
I backed up even more until I hit the bar behind me, and found myself between two of the male customers. They spun their stools around so that they were facing me on either side. The scowls on their faces had a vague hint of amusement, but mostly they looked annoyed by my presence.
“You’re leaving. Now.”
The bouncer didn’t stand back and let me go past her; she didn’t point in the direction of the door. She just dove straight for me. If she’d offered me the choice right then, I would have slipped out, apologizing all the way.
But she didn’t give me a choice. She intended to throw me out.
“Get off!” I shouted as the woman tried to grab me around the waist.
“Woo,” said one of the men next to me, without much enthusiasm.
Not thinking straight, I grabbed the nearest thing to hand, which happened to be the beer glass that was sat in front of the man who’d just said woo.
I swung it at the bouncer, flinging the entire cup of beer in her face. Turns out she wasn’t a fan of beer. At least not how I served it.
“Hey!” yelled the man whose drink I had pilfered.
“That’s it,” said the bouncer.
There was nowhere else to go and even if there had been three of me I would have been no match for her. She grabbed me around the waist and swung me into the air, hoisting me up on her shoulder. As she did so, the glass I was still holding in my hand dropped to the floor, shattering with an explosion of flying fragments.
“Hey!” yelled the bartender, echoing his angry customer.
That was three of them I’d managed to annoy in about thirty-three seconds. Good going, Adrienne, I thought from my uncomfortable perch on the giant woman’s shoulder.
In a few short steps, we were by the door. The woman yanked it open with one arm, then held me up in the air in front of her with both hands as if I were a ragdoll.
“And don’t come back!”
She threw me—literally—out of the bar. I was still soaring in the air when I crashed into someone who immediately wrapped their arms around me, arresting my flight and then lowering me to the floor.
The steel door slammed shut in front of me, and I spun around to see what poor stranger I’d just been tossed into.
But it was no stranger.
“Ethan?”
I stared up at him in surprise, followed by embarrassment and anger.
“What are you doing here? You’re not allowed off the ship!”
“What are you doing going into a dive bar on your own? You could have been… Anything could have happened to you!”
I brushed down the front of my shirt. “I was fine. Just leaving, in fact, as you saw.” I glared at him. “Ethan! You could get in so much trouble!”
“…and this street is one you should avoid. Tattoo parlors, seedy bars, fronts for criminal enterprises…”
Ethan turned around, and I stepped to the side so I could see. It was Minnie and the tour group. The scrapbookers all stared at us, apparently assuming that Ethan and I had just come out of a men’s club together.
Dink, Kat, and Mila gave me approving looks while the rest of the scrapbookers looked on in something akin to horror.
“Moving on…” said Minnie, getting ready to continue her tour.
“Shoot!” Came a shouted voice from down the road. Minnie paused. We all looked back the way the tour group—and I—had come from.
“Uh-oh,” I whispered to Ethan.
“Uh-oh is right. Now we’re in for it.”
Coming up the road with a giant frown on her face was Kelly Cline, the real Cruise Director. She was dressed in black and yellow and today she looked like a furious wasp.
But Kelly wasn’t alone. She was accompanied by the captain, who had a smug look on his face.
I looked at Minnie. Her mouth was now firmly closed, so closed in fact that she had both hands clamped over it, and she appeared ashen.
“Mom?” said Vanessa. “What’s the matter?”





CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
K  elly immediately took control of the situation, leading the scrapbookers back down from the shady road with its less than wholesome businesses, and back to the tourist-friendly zone with its duty-free shops, museums, and overpriced but pretty little restaurants.
After telling them to make the most of what was left of their time for the shore excursion, Kelly set them loose with instructions to be ready to board again before sunset.
Ethan, Minnie, Kelly, the captain, and I remained together in a small group. We were back down near the water, and I stared out at the ocean, wishing we were out there somewhere instead of coming ashore.
“Right!” shouted Kelly, putting her hands on her hips. “What in goodness’ name is going on? Minnie, why were you leading a tour group? And Ethan, we got a memo from HQ today saying you were banned from going ashore.” She turned to the captain. “Isn’t that right?”
The captain nodded his head with smug glee. “Yes. Ethan, due to your miserable conduct on the last shore excursion—fights with American tourists, I heard?—you were banned from going ashore. And you broke the rule the first chance you got.” The captain shook his head in a show of woeful disappointment that made me want to give him a sharp slap across his face—not that I would ever do such a thing. It didn’t stop me wanting to, though. “Do you have any excuse at all?”
Ethan’s face had gone red with embarrassment and I felt terrible for him. If it hadn’t been for me, he wouldn’t have come ashore; or if he had, he wouldn’t have been caught at least.
It was clear what was happening with the captain, though. He had known Ethan was looking into him for a long time, and now, finally, he had a chance to make a move against his second-in-command. Ethan was usually such an exemplary officer the captain that could do nothing to clip his wings or remove him from his ship, but now, he finally had a chance.
“I had important business ashore.”
The captain tutted and shook his head some more, making a point of looking Ethan up and down from head to toe. “Never have I been so disappointed in one of my crew.” I was pretty sure we all knew this was a blatant lie, but I knew it would be making Ethan feel terrible anyway. “I’m going to have to report this to headquarters, and I’m afraid to say the punishment is bound to be very harsh.”
The captain spoke with such relish that it was hard to match up the tone with the words.
“You’ve got no excuse? None?” said the captain again, rubbing his hands together in pleasure.
“As I said, I can’t talk about my reasons.” Ethan kept his tone neutral. I couldn’t help but admire his stoicism. If it had been me, I’d have been shouting and screaming at the corrupt captain. But I guessed Ethan knew—or at least hoped—that everything would turn out all right in the end.
“Enough about that,” said Kelly, stomping a foot on the ground. “If Ethan says he has his reasons, I’m sure he does. Corporate will get to decide on that.”
The captain darted an annoyed glance at Kelly but didn’t interrupt her. He’d been enjoying berating Ethan, but he’d said his piece.
“I want to know what was going on with Minnie!” She stared at the much larger, and older woman with an intense frown. “Well?”
“I can explain,” said Minnie. Her shoulders were slumped, her face was drooping in a way I’d never seen, and the normal vibrant lilt of her Caribbean accent sounded more like a dirge.
And explain she did, telling Kelly that she had pretended to be the cruise director so that her daughter wouldn’t know she’d been borrowing money to pay for her college.
“But… but how did you get expect to get away with it? You must have known you’d be caught.”
“I did get away with it. Until today,” said Minnie, somewhat proudly.
In her explanation, she had glossed over the help she had received, not telling Kelly about Cece or Greg’s assistance, or my own last-minute involvement in the enterprise.
Kelly still looked mad, but her anger had softened somewhat when she realized that Minnie’s intentions were motherly protection rather than some grander nefarious scheme.
“But I don’t understand how you could have gotten away with it. You were just so lucky that the captain wasn’t there at that dinner, and that I…” Kelly’s words trailed off, and she looked up toward the sky in thought.
Minnie and I looked at each other and then back at Kelly as realization slowly dawned on her. She figured out that Minnie couldn’t have pulled the whole thing off alone, that she’d had assistance.
Kelly’s head snapped back down.
“You had help!”
Minnie remained tight-lipped, and Kelly stared at her. Seeing Minnie wasn’t giving anything up, she looked over at me. I kept my mouth shut and tried to look as innocent as possible. It’s difficult though, trying to look innocent, especially when you’re guilty. Any expression you try and pull off just makes it look like you’re hiding something.
“You knew!” Kelly walked right up to me, looking into my eyes. “You knew Minnie was pretending to have my job! And you didn’t tell me!”
“I promised I wouldn’t!” I spat out.
Kelly was looking at me with great disappointment. Ethan put a hand around my waist and gave me a squeeze in support. I hadn’t told him about what Minnie was up to either yet, but at least he was being sympathetic.
“But it wasn’t just you, was it?”
Neither Minnie nor I said anything. I don’t think either of us were natural liars, but we didn’t want to implicate Cece and Greg either. Unfortunately, Kelly was pretty smart.
“Greg helped you, didn’t he? I should have known that miso soup spill didn’t really need my help…” She thought some more. “And Cece! She was in on it too, right? That would explain a few things…”
She looked at our faces for confirmation, and neither Minnie nor I could mask our expressions. Kelly knew she was right and there didn’t seem to be any point in lying.
“We were all only trying to do the right thing, Kelly. We didn’t mean to hurt you.”
“You could have ruined my reputation! And the dishonesty… I thought you guys were my friends.”
She looked crestfallen, and I think I did too. I knew how she felt, since Cece, Greg, and Minnie had tried to keep it a secret from me too.
“Deplorable behavior,” said the captain to Minnie and me. He looked pretty happy that we were in trouble as well. It seemed like everything was coming up roses for him—all the people working against him were getting in trouble. If things didn’t turn around soon, everyone who knew anything negative about him would be off the ship.
“I’m really mad,” said Kelly. Luckily for me and Minnie, she didn’t sound it. She was annoyed and disappointed, but I thought—or at least hoped—that she understood that our motives were pure even if our actions weren’t.
“I’ll be needing to talk to everyone who was involved in this gross deception,” said the captain, a sudden stickler for the rules. “The reputation of the company is paramount.”
I couldn’t help but roll my eyes at that. The captain had done more to risk the company’s reputation than anyone else aboard by a long shot, with the possible exception of the murderer—but the murderer hopefully wasn’t a Swan employee.
“And you’d better watch your attitude,” he said to me. “Or I will recommend your immediate termination along with the maid and the cook.”
“Housekeeper and chef.”
“What?”
“Nothing,” I muttered. “We’ll head back aboard.” I took Ethan’s arm.
I gestured to Minnie to come with us, and the three of us started back in the direction of the ship.
“Need I remind you that PDAs are not allowed?” called the captain after us.
For once, Ethan decided not to be a stickler for the rules.
Instead, he leaned down and surprised me with a kiss on the lips.
“Come on, lovebirds.” Some of Minnie’s normal cheer had returned to her voice at seeing Ethan’s and my affection. “Let’s get back so we can get ready for the firing squad.”
“Or to walk the plank,” I said with a giggle.
I slipped my free arm inside Minnie’s, and in this way, the three of us took the long walk back to the ship.
In the back of my mind, I couldn’t help but wonder whether it would be the last time any of us boarded the Swan of the Seas.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
T  he next morning, Sam and I were treating ourselves to breakfast in the International Buffet instead of the staff canteen.
If there’s one good cure for feeling down, it’s ice cream, and if you want to eat ice cream at breakfast time you have to go to the International Buffet.
“Nice breakfast,” said Sam sarcastically as she looked down at my plate.
“Yep,” I said, ignoring the tone. I had a plate of two halves, on the left, a stack of bacon and waffles, and on the right, a waffle piled high with ice cream. I was alternatively taking a mouthful of each side in turn.
“Did you find out what they’re going to do to you yet?”
“Not yet. I think the captain’s bent on getting rid of us though. I’m sure that’s what he’s going to recommend when we have the disciplinary hearing back in New Orleans. I don’t know how much sway he has with corporate though, given his history.”
“I’m sure it’ll be fine,” lied my friend reassuringly. “Corporate owes you big time, anyway.”
“If that counts for anything.”
They probably did owe me, since I had been instrumental in solving a few crimes that had happened aboard the ship, but I didn’t know how much weight that would carry.
“I am a bit worried about Minnie though, she was the one who really broke the rules.”
I couldn’t help but agree, but since I didn’t want to verbalize it I tried a mouthful of bacon and ice cream together instead. It was pretty good. Why talk or even think about bad things when you can just eat bacon and ice cream instead, right?
“I don’t think Minnie will care about her job if they arrest Vanessa for murder though. You didn’t find anything to clear her yet?”
“Nope. Only the opposite. Those engraved scissors were handed out, and Irina’s scrapbook page about her could definitely be interpreted as being about her cheating her way onto the cruise. If it wasn’t her—you know, being Minnie’s daughter—I’d say she was guilty. But I still can’t believe it. Despite the evidence.”
“Trust your gut. You’re always right.”
“Thanks.”
It was nice of her to say, but it wasn’t true. As much as I hated to admit it, I’d been wrong before. But I still couldn’t believe Vanessa was guilty of murdering her idol. It just didn’t feel possible.
“Did you find out what was in the envelope the courier gave Lani?”
My fork hung in the air. “No! With everything else going on, I forgot about it.” I finished the fork’s journey, chewed my ice cream and waffles, and swallowed. “I guess I do still have a lead.”
Sam patted me on the hand. “Maybe it’ll clear Vanessa.”
“I have no idea how that would be possible, but let’s hope so!”
Buoyed with the realization that I still had some clues to follow up on, I ate the rest of my food and drank two cups of coffee with a renewed relish. As soon as I was done, I bade Sam farewell.
“Good luck!”
I left Sam behind to go and find Cece.
    
A fter exchanging text messages to find out where she was, I met Cece by the Lagoon Pool. She was in her bikini, catching some morning rays.
“Aren’t you supposed to be working?”
She shrugged.
“Wasn’t feeling it yet. I figured I’d start an hour late, then clean my rooms fifty percent as fast as usual.”
I narrowed my eyes at her. “That would make you slower than normal.”
“Whatever, college girl.” She sat up with a sigh and began pulling her uniform clothes back on over her swimsuit. “What’s up?”
I explained everything to her, and she guessed what I wanted.
“We could ask Lani what the document was. Or, better yet, we could break into her room and check for ourselves—right?”
“Yep. But we won’t be ‘breaking in,’ you’ll just be… you know… cleaning, and I’ll be helping you, and we’ll just see what we come across.”
Cece laughed at me.
“If that’s how you want to phrase it, that’s fine with me. I figure we’ve got nothing to lose. We’re probably all going to get canned when we get back to home port, anyway.”
“Maybe, but don’t give up hope yet. Come on!”
With Cece fully dressed again, we went to Lani’s cabin. She would either be eating breakfast or down in the craft rooms, so we weren’t overly worried about being caught. For safe measure, Cece grabbed a cleaning cart and wheeled it along with us into Lani’s room, where we immediately dumped it by the door.
Once inside, we jumped straight into snooping. The contents of the room were mostly unremarkable—scrapbooks, books on scrapbooking, tools for scrapbooking, scraps for scrapbooking, and a poster advertising the scrapbooking cruise we were currently on.
And a contract.
Cece found it, sitting on the table near the window. The room was a mirror of Irina’s, and Lani was using the glass-top table by the sliding doors to the balcony in a similar way to the young scrapbooker.
“This it?” Cece waved the manila envelope at me.
“Sure looks like it.”
She let me do the honors, and I emptied out the contents. It contained a few pages of printed paper, stapled together, which outlined a contract between Artistic Moments and Tucker Martin.
“What else is in there?”
The rest of the contents were more pieces of paper, but these ones were intricately patterned and I immediately recognized the designs—from Tucker’s shop and Irina’s cabin.
“What is all this stuff?” asked Cece, poking at one of the designs.
“It looks like Tucker Martin just agreed to a deal with Lani’s company, to provide them with some designs. The same designs Irina had been intending to sell to them.”
“Huh,” said Cece, hopping up onto the table and sitting there with her legs swinging. “This scrapbook game seems like a cutthroat business.”
“Yeah. Or a scissors-through-the-chest business.”
I thought back to all my interactions with Tucker. He’d never seemed to like Irina, and then when he found out she was dead it didn’t seem to bother him in the slightest.
Had he killed her over the designs?
While it wasn’t nice to think ‘I hope he did,’ I did favor that explanation over blaming poor Vanessa. I photographed the contract and the pages of the designs.
“Come on. Let’s get out of here.”
“That was too easy, wasn’t it?” said Cece with a grin.
“No such thing as too easy.”
And it wasn’t.
Just as we were about to exit the room, we heard the door beep and the lock whirr as it disengaged. I figured Lani must have come back after breakfast but before going down to the craft rooms. Cece snatched some rubber gloves off her cleaning cart and tossed me a duster. This wasn’t the first time Cece and I had been caught in a room we weren’t supposed to be in, and we both knew what to do.
Ready for some acting, we smiled toward the door as it opened.
But it wasn’t Lani who opened the door to the room.
It was another housekeeper. It was a blonde woman in her forties who looked at us first with surprise and then with suspicion as she saw us inside the room.
“Hey, Maude,” said Cece. “What are you doing here?”
“I’m here to do the room, of course. What are you doing here? It’s not your floor.”
Cece shook her head adamantly. “This is totally my floor.” She peered at Maude’s head. “Are you maybe coming down with dementia?”
“What!?” shouted Maude. “This is not your floor and you know it! Don’t give me that dementia baloney. What are you up to in here? And why is she with you?” Maude pointed at me.
When she did, I got a good look at her hand. What really caught my eye was the ring she was wearing. It was a chunky ring, with a huge ruby seated in it.
“That’s an interesting question, Maude,” I said to her. “But I’ve got a better one.”
Both Maude and Cece looked at me in surprise.
“Why are you wearing Lani Walker’s ring?”
Maude glanced down at her hand, her mouth dropping open a moment before slamming shut again. “Don’t know what you’re talking about.” She shoved her hand back down, hiding it behind Cece’s cart.
“Thief!” Cece shouted in triumph. “That’s why we’re really in the room. She’s a manager—” Cece flung her head in my direction “—and we were investigating thievery!”
“No!” said Maude. “No way—I didn’t steal nothing! She gave it to me!”
“Oh, really?” I asked, “And why would she do that? Was the cleaning just that good?”
“I’ve received fives, tens, even a fifty once. But never, not once, has a customer given me a ruby ring as a tip.” Cece was waving an accusatory hand in front of Maude’s face while she listed off all the tips she’d received.
“It wasn’t a tip. It was a… gift.”
“Why would she give you a gift?”
“Because I helped her with something, all right?” Maude was on the defensive now and she glanced over her shoulder, as if considering simply leaving the suite.
“What did you help her with?” I had a vague suspicion, but if it was true it would really break some new ground on the case.
“Don’t tell anyone, okay? But she said she’d give me the ring if I let her in a room. Said it was her friend’s room. The girl who died. Said she wanted to get something back her friend had borrowed. I didn’t see no harm, and the ring was so pretty…”
That was when I realized I’d seen the housekeeper before, but I hadn’t realized it. I saw Lani talking to her in a hallway after I dunked her in the pool, but since I was avoiding Lani at the time I’d backed away before she saw me. That must have been when she bribed her way into the room.
“What was it she wanted from the room?”
Maude shrugged. “I don’t know. Didn’t hang around to find out. I went on my break. I didn’t want to see what she was doing. She told me it was legit, but it didn’t mean I wanted to be a witness, you know?”
“Thanks, Maude. You’ve been very helpful.” I grabbed Cece’s arm. “Come on.”
When we were outside, having left the shaken Maude to clean the suite, I grabbed Cece’s arm in urgent excitement.
“It was Lani!”
“Wha?” she said, shaking her head.
“Remember when we looked in her room? And there were those boxes?”
“Yeah…”
“Remember one of them was empty?”
“Right. The one that had Vanessa’s stuff in it.”
“Oh…” I said, suddenly crestfallen. Then I perked up again as I realized that didn’t mean anything. “Right. Anyway, she must have taken something from the room. Something that implicated her. Right?”
“Right! Come on!”
Cece grabbed my arm this time.
We were going to the craft room to confront Lani.





CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
I  felt like I was soaring as we ran through the ship. Knowing that it wasn’t Vanessa that had killed Irina felt like a massive burden had been lifted. Minnie would still have to deal with the fallout of her ruse, but it was a lot better than dealing with her daughter being a killer.
When we arrived at the conference suite, Cece and I skidded to a halt, taking a moment to catch our breaths. A couple of scrapbookers hanging out in the lobby area gave us strange looks, but we ignored them.
“Ready?” I asked Cece.
“Always.”
We entered Beverly’s craft room, and sure enough, Lani was in there. But things were not at all calm when we arrived.
“Leave it! Just… leave me alone!” Vanessa looked angry with Lani.
“No!” Lani shouted. “Give me that!”
Lani went to snatch Vanessa’s scrapbook while the young scrapbooker pulled it back defensively.
“Go away!”
“No. You’re a liar, just like your mother! Give me that book right now!”
Vanessa’s mouth dropped open, furious at the slight to her mother’s name. She clearly had no idea what Lani was talking about, and had probably never heard a bad thing said against her mother in her life. When we’d been ashore, Minnie brushed aside Vanessa’s questions about what was going on with the captain and Kelly, and sent her off to go sightseeing.
“Stop it!” I shouted, hurrying over with Cece by my side.
Lani tried to snatch Vanessa’s scrapbook again, and in the ensuing confusion knocked an open pot of glue all over the table.
“My book!” shouted Vanessa, terrified that it would end up in the pool of glue.
I ran to Lani, tugging at her arm to stop her assault on Vanessa. Cece meanwhile went to the other side of the table and wrapped Vanessa in a half-hug, half-restraining hold in case she decided to go after Lani herself.
I forced myself between Lani and the table, and stared into her eyes, as fierce a look as I could muster on my face.
It wasn’t the first time I’d faced down a killer, and for once I wasn’t overly fearful for my safety. The room was full of witnesses, some of whom had already pulled out their phones and begun filming when Vanessa and Lani started arguing.
“She’s a fraud and a cheat like her mother!” shouted Lani again.
The sight of someone who looked so strait-laced, in her old-fashioned flower print dress, yelling at the young scrapbooker was jarring. And it made me once again realize how you can never judge a book by its cover. The anger in her tone made me even more sure she was the killer.
“We know what you did, Lani,” I said sharply.
“What do you mean what I did? What are you talking about?”
“Stop insulting my mother!” shouted Vanessa from behind us. Lani ignored her.
“You broke into Irina’s room. You bribed a housekeeper to get in there. And you stole evidence that would have proved it was you who killed her.”
Lani took a hesitant step back, her jaw slack.
“What?”
“That’s why you were so desperate to see what Irina was working on. You knew there was something that would implicate you in her death. We know. We met the housekeeper you bribed to let you in. It’s too late to get out of it now, Lani. You’re busted!”
“This is garbage! Rubbish! I went into her room, sure, but not because I killed her—”
“Then why?” asked Cece from behind me.
“Because Vanessa is the killer! Everyone’s been saying she cheated to get on this cruise, and I thought Irina would have the evidence to prove it. That’s why I was in Irina’s room!”
“I didn’t cheat!” yelled Vanessa. “I didn’t! I didn’t, I didn’t!” The last words were sobbed out, and I could hear Cece soothing her behind me, trying to calm her down.
“What’s going on in here?”
Everyone looked toward the door. It was the captain and he was looking shocked at the scene before him.
“These people,” said Lani, using two hands to point at Cece and I simultaneously, “are ruining my cruise! I’m going to sue them. I’m going to sue all of you! Your whole stupid company!”
“Please, ma’am,” said the captain, lowering two palms in the air in a gesture of calm, “let me see what I can do.”
The captain looked at me and then Cece, the expression on his face almost cruel.
“You two. Get out of here. You are relieved from duty for the rest of this cruise, and then there will be a full disciplinary hearing when we return to New Orleans. You can anticipate being fired.”
Lani looked taken aback, probably unaware of the trouble Cece and I had already been in earlier that day. While she’d seen Minnie revealed as a fake cruise director, she hadn’t been there by the time our involvement was revealed.
“Just like that?” she asked the captain, a pleased little smile on her face.
“Yes. Just like that. Out, you two, now.”
He was relishing the chance to wield his authority and seemed to delight in impressing the scrapbooker.
“Say the word, and I’ll have them thrown overboard.”
“Really?” asked Lani a little too excitedly.
“That was just a joke.” He turned to look at me again. “Didn’t you hear me? I said out of here. Now. I’ll be calling corporate headquarters before the day is out. Now scram.”
Cece and I headed toward the door. Vanessa offered me a wan smile, thankful for my not-very-helpful assistance.
Just before we got to the door, Cece stopped. “Hold on…”
She snatched up a spare piece of paper from a crafting table, screwed it up, and then grabbed some ultra-adhesive superglue. Carefully, she held onto one outcropping piece of the balled-up paper, and liberally applied the glue to the rest of it, using almost half a tube.
“Hey, Captain!” yelled Cece. “Catch!”
She threw the ball of paper across the room, and it bounced off the startled captain’s chin before falling down to his chest, where he reflexively grabbed it, pulling it into his chest.
“What the…”
Cece and I stared at him, she with delight, me close to panic, as the captain’s fumbling with the ball of paper got his hands covered in the glue, and then almost immediately stuck to the white shirt of his uniform.
“Let’s go!” urged Cece.
The last thing I saw before we ran out of the room was the captain with one hand stuck firmly to his shirt, while the other was in turn stuck to that. The ball of paper was now an adornment just below his two stuck hands.
Vanessa was giggling, while Lani looked shocked. I had the feeling it was one of the biggest scrapbooking mishaps she’d ever seen.
That, and her murdering Irina.
The only problem was: I needed the proof she’d stolen from Irina’s room. With Ethan on the verge of being suspended and me and Cece actually suspended, we were going to have our work cut out for us.





CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
O nce Cece and I stopped running, we were out on deck and the sun was just beginning to set.
“Freeing, isn’t it?” she said to me.
“What? No. It’s a disaster.”
“Really? You don’t feel that? The captain just told us we’re on vacation. We can enjoy the rest of the cruise how we want.”
“That’s… that’s not what he said.” I frowned as I tried to remember exactly what it was he had said. It involved us being suspended and facing a hearing.
“Sure, he said we’re not working. That’s a vacation in my book. So where should we start? I figure Hemingway’s, then we go get dressed up, and hit up Cassanova’s. What do you say?”
“How about we get a gallon of ice cream and cry under our blankets?”
Cece looked at me like I was some kind of alien that just walked out of a flying saucer.
“We’ll do the ice cream for breakfast—”
“I had that for breakfast today already,” I said.
Cece tilted her head at me. “You did? Huh. Whatever. Nothing wrong with ice cream for breakfast two days in a row. Tonight we’re going to drown our sorrows, not eat them.”
“But—”
“No buts. While you may be way older than me—” I was slightly older than her “—I’ve been working on this ship longer than you, which makes me your superior, and I order you to come party with me.”
Her logic was dubious at best, but I figured I didn’t have much to lose. I’d checked the schedules and Ethan had a late watch that night, on duty up until midnight, so I wasn’t going to be spending the evening with him.
I’d tell him what we’d discovered about Lani in the morning. After her denial and her new friendship with the captain, she clearly wasn’t going to get locked up anytime soon. We’d need more evidence to capture her.
“Okay.”
“Okay? Yeah! Let’s go before Hemingway’s closes!”
Cece rushed us off to the tropical bar next to the Lagoon Pool. Like the swimming area, it closed shortly after sunset when most of the entertainment aboard the ship moved indoors.
We got there in time to order some drinks.
“Two tequila sunrises,” she said to the young blonde man who was serving. He raised his eyebrows at me.
“Yep. One for me too. I’m off-duty,” I explained. That bartender was used to me coming in and drinking straight-up orange juice, even when the person I was with thought I was drinking alcohol. He had my back. But today was going to be an exception.
“You know why I got tequila sunrises, right?” Cece asked when we were sitting down at a table.
“Because you like them?” I guessed.
“Huh. Yeah. That’s one reason. But no, the reason is because that’s what we’re going to do tonight—stay up until sunrise!”
“Drinking tequila?” I asked dubiously.
“Amongst other things.”
“I don’t think I’ll make it right through to sunrise.” I took a sip of the cold cocktail and found it surprisingly enjoyable. “But I’ll keep you company for a while.”
She just gave me a knowing look, like there was no way she was going to let me turn in early. She could think what she wanted; I doubted I was going to last through the night, though.
After we’d finished our drinks it was dark out, and the bar was ready to close.
“Let’s get changed, grab Sam, get some dinner, and then…”
“…to bed!” I said enthusiastically.
That earned me a swat across the head.
“Don’t even think about it.”
    
By ten o’clock that night, I’d loosened up. We’d met up with Sam, told her everything she missed, and continued to drown our sorrows over a steak dinner in John Grillman’s, the ship’s premiere—and only—dedicated steak restaurant.
“Sorry guys, but I’m going to have to call it an evening,” said Sam. “I’ve got to cover for Adrienne tomorrow.”
I sighed at the reminder that I was on the verge of losing my job. Already my tasks were being dished out, at least for the rest of this cruise.
“Hopefully Maude has to cover for me,” said Cece with a grin. “It’s her fault.”
“I’d lean more toward blaming Lani.”
Cece frowned. “I guess. She’s the one who booked the cruise.”
I had meant more because I thought it was her that had killed Irina, but Cece’s explanation worked just as well.
We said goodnight to Sam, and then Cece was dragging me down to the ship’s nightclub, Cassanova’s.
“Man, I haven’t been here in ages,” she said outside.
“Weren’t you here two nights ago?”
“Yeah. That’s like… forty-four hours. Ages, right?”
I couldn’t help but laugh. At least she was doing a good job of taking my mind off all of this cruise’s disasters.
The club had only recently reopened after closing for renovations. The wooden dance floor still smelled of varnish, but the overwhelming smell was the pleasant aroma from the dry ice smoke machine.
“Woo!” shouted Cece, dragging me inside and straight to the bar. She ordered us each a vodka and cranberry and declared that we had to go dancing soon.
“Good evening, ladies,” said a deep voice from beside us.
Cece and I both turned to look. It was Cole.
“Finally, I get to meet you properly.”
Cece had seen him in the past, but in the same circumstances as me—when he was running away from us or trying to look inconspicuous.
“Nice to meet you formally, Cece Blake.”
“How’d you know my name?”
He lifted a finger to his nose and tapped it. I raised my eyebrows and sighed.
“He’s probably got files on all of us. Isn’t that right?”
He sighed and nodded at me, that yes, I was right, he did have files on all of us.
“What happened to you today? I lost you.”
Cole’s expression turned dark. “Yeah. Sorry about that. The captain got one over on me… He tricked me into going to a tattoo parlor where I got… waylaid.”
“That’s a shame.” I found it hard to feel that sorry for Cole. He’d caused me a lot of stress over half a dozen cruises, and I had enough things to worry about right now, like a killer, my job, and my friends’ and boyfriend’s jobs too. Somehow, a DEA agent having a rough day was pretty low on my care-o-meter.
“You guys want to help me with something?”
“Yes!” Cece shouted at once.
“What?” I asked, more cautious.
“The captain’s back there.” He jerked his head to the rear of the club where there were several booths. “I’m pretty sure he’s got something in his pocket that’s going to incriminate him. I need you to get it out. If he has what I think he has, I’ll have enough evidence to search him, and his cabin. This could be it.”
“You want us to search his jacket?” I asked with a frown. I wasn’t sure how I could possibly go about doing that subtly. We’d be caught right away if we tried.
“No problem,” said Cece confidently. “We’ll go over there, all flirty and apologetic. I’ll accidentally spill a drink on him, and boom, jacket off. No problem. Won’t take two seconds.”
I stared at Cece.
“What? I get guys to take stuff off all the time.”
I took a big sip of my drink to avoid laughing too much.
“Fascinating,” said Cole.
“Aren’t you worried we’ll get in more trouble?”
Cece shook her head at me while she sucked up half of her drink through a straw. She let it pop out from between her lips with a slurp.
“No way. If this works, the captain goes down—boom—all our problems are solved. Our suspensions get thrown right out along with him. If it doesn’t work, no harm, we’re already in a heap of trouble already.”
“I guess you’re right.”
I couldn’t help but worry that it was the alcohol that was making what she said make sense, but luckily the alcohol solved that problem too by making me not care. As a wise philosopher once said, Alcohol, the cause of and solution to all life’s problems.
“Let’s do this!”
When we had two fresh drinks—vodka cranberry again—we headed to the back of the club where Cole had indicated. Sure enough, we saw the captain leaning against a wall, chatting with a male guest. In his hand was a tall, clear drink. Just to the other side of him, was a pair of young women.
“Looks like he’s celebrating,” said Cece.
“Sure does.”
“I’ve just thought of an improvement to our plan. Follow me, but don’t mess it up.”
Uh-oh. An improvement? Then I shrugged to myself. Cece was right; it didn’t matter. That’s what the vodka and tequila were telling me, anyway.
We approached the captain at an angle so he didn’t quite see us coming, and then Cece turned us so we were facing away from him. He’d need to turn around to identify us. We were behind the two girls who were swaying to the music and sipping cocktails.
“I feel bad about this,” said Cece in my ear.
That sent a chill down my spine. If Cece felt bad about it, then…
My eyes went wide. I was about to shout out no! but by then it was already too late. Cece had reached down and pinched the closest girl on her behind.
Eyes wide, I watched, not daring to move.
Cece already had her eyebrows raised, shaking her head in exasperation when the girl spun around, a furious look on her face. Cece held up a thumb and jerked it behind her in the direction of the captain.
“He always does that. He’s a jerk. Here.” Cece took the straw out of her drink and handed it to the girl. She looked momentarily confused, then Cece tapped the captain on the shoulder and realization dawned on her face.
It’s like a scene from a movie, I thought, as the captain turned, Cece stepped backward, and the girl threw the dark red cranberry drink all over his white jacket.
As the liquid was flying through the air, a thought struck me—how many uniforms did the captain have? This would be the third ruined on this cruise.
The girl slammed the now empty glass down on a nearby table, grabbed her friend by the arm, and marched off.
“Oh my goodness!” said Cece loudly. “What a crazy woman! What did she do that for?”
The captain was blinking and still processing what was going on.
“Here, let me help you!” Cece grabbed the captain’s jacket and immediately pulled it off one arm. He shrugged to assist her as it came off the other arm.
“Here, take that,” said Cece, handing me the jacket. “You poor, poor thing. Let’s get some napkins…”
While Cece worked on cleaning up the captain, I stared at her. How did she know how to do all this stuff?
She shot me an urgent look, eyes darting at the jacket. Oh, yeah. I was supposed to be searching it. I held it up in front of me, patting it down in the air. Almost immediately I found what I needed: a small padded envelope in the inside breast pocket. I snatched it out and held it in my hand.
Cece had been patting the captain down with napkins while purring something soothing in his ear. Even if the captain was still planning to fire us, he wasn’t averse to enjoying the attention of my young housekeeper friend.
Cole appeared beside me and snatched the packet right out of my hand.
“Hey!” I yelled, but already he was hurrying off.
The captain glanced at me, a frown on his face, not sure what had just happened.
“That guy,” I said, hooking my thumb over my shoulder, “he just stole the envelope that was in your pocket!”
I offered the jacket lamely. I could see the anger flash across the captain’s face, as he once against judged me as being the opposite of helpful.
“What guy?” asked the captain, desperately trying to see behind me.
“Don’t worry,” said Cece. “I know exactly who it was. I clean his room.”
“Who was it?” demanded the Captain, grabbing her by both shoulders and giving her a shake.
“Will you buy me a drink if I tell you?” asked Cece, fluttering her eyelashes at him.
“I’ll throw you in the brig on half rations until we get to New Orleans if you don’t tell me immediately.” He shook her shoulders again. “Now who was it?”
Cece’s face fell. Her charm had seemingly failed her for once. In a small, depressed, and slightly fearful voice, she told the captain a cabin number.
“You’re sure about that?”
“Yes,” she squeaked. “I was in there just this morning. I guess it was the last time.”
“Yes, it probably was,” said the captain darkly.
“Come on,” I said, taking Cece’s arm. “Let’s leave this jerk alone.” I glared at the captain as I said it and he gave me a wicked look back, one that said, ‘You’re going to get yours.’
Arm in arm, Cece and I went back to the bar. I figured we had time for one more drink before soldiering on with the rest of our plan.





CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
C ole, Cece, and I had interrupted Ethan up on the bridge.
When he opened the door, Ethan and the two other officers up there with him had all shared looks of surprise.
Cece and I looked like we’d just come from a nightclub, with makeup on our faces, wearing evening dresses, and the strong scent of alcohol on us.
“Umm, good evening?” said Ethan nervously.
“Can you get someone to cover for you?” asked Cole. “We’re going to get him—tonight.”
“Get him? Him?” asked Ethan with emphasis.
“Yep!” I said.
Ethan couldn’t stop an excited smile appearing on his own face.
“Then I will have to find someone to cover. Give me a few minutes and I’ll wake up the second officer. Why don’t you all wait outside?”
Thirty minutes later, Ethan had a replacement on the bridge. We didn’t know how much time we had to put our plan into action, but we got ready as fast as we could.
Ethan, Cole, and I were waiting in the cabin that Cece had told the captain. It was an empty cabin, but it wasn’t going to be by the time he arrived, assuming he did as we expected.
As soon as everything had been explained to Ethan, he got on the computer and registered a fake guest into the cabin in case the captain checked. John Coal was the name he’d chosen, in hopes that the captain would recognize that as a possible alias of Cole.
While he was doing that, Cece had disappeared, returning with something that made us all laugh when she explained its purpose.
“Ready to die, Cole?” asked Ethan, giving him a manly slap on the back.
“I sure hope not…”
Ethan, Cece, and I hid in the room’s closet, where we had a good view of ‘Cole’s’ bed.
It was just as we were all beginning to wonder if this was a bad idea that we found out the plan might actually come together.
This was one of the larger VIP suites, and it was hard to hear the front door opening from in the bedroom. But we were barely breathing, and so as soon as we heard the distant beep and whirr of the lock, we all whispered a shh to each other.
This was it.
The captain, who had been a thorn in Ethan and Swan’s side for so long, was about to reveal his true colors.
We stared breathlessly at the bed through the cracks in the door. At the bottom was Cece’s head as she kneeled, then mine from where I was crouching, and then Ethan’s above. All of us had one eye against the crack, staring at the sleeping form in the bed.
We didn’t hear the captain at all as he entered. It was only when we saw the shadow of him crossing the room that we realized he’d entered the bedroom.
We expected him to confront Cole.
If not that, then maybe attack him.
What we didn’t expect was the captain to bring a gun with him.
And beyond that, we didn’t expect him to bring a gun with him and use it without trying to solve his problems some other way first.
So when the captain stood at the foot of the bed, I wasn’t sure what he was doing.
Not until it was too late to stop him.
Both arms raised in front of him, the captain pointed something toward the bed. Then, he fired.
Cece and I sucked in silent gasps, just about stopping ourselves from screaming. I slapped my hand across my mouth and Cece did the same.
The captain fired his silenced gun at the form in the bed, over and over and over, each time the bullet zooming out with a quiet zip that wouldn’t be heard outside the confines of the room.
But within the confines of the room, it was shocking. That he could just shoot, so cold-bloodedly, without trying to reason, without trying to explain, or bargain. Just sneaking in, and bam, bam, bam, bam…
Even when the gun was empty, the captain kept squeezing. Several more empty clicks. It was like he was in a daze, a murderous one.
Cole…
He had been a thorn in my side for a long time. Causing me stress and worry for so long. And now the captain had burst into the room to kill him in cold blood.
Ethan was holding my right hand, and he squeezed it tight.
Then the bathroom door flew open.
The lights were turned on, immediately flooding the space with light. The captain’s eyes went wide as he stared at the figure who’d emerged from the bathroom.
Cole had his DEA badge hanging around his neck on a lanyard, and in his hands was a gun of his own. No silencer on this one.
“Don’t move! You’re under arrest!”
The captain dropped the gun he was holding, and his eyes fell to the bed. The sleeping shape was just that—a shape. Of course Cole hadn’t been in the bed; that would have been far too dangerous. But there wasn’t enough room for him in the closet as well.
The captain raised his hands in the air, and then, realizing that his life as he knew it was going to be over if he was caught, decided to make a run for it, trusting Cole not to shoot him in the back.
He spun around and took his first step toward the door. That’s when we made our move. Ethan flung the closet door open, and all three of us burst out, yelling for him to stop. Our closet was next to the room’s exit, so he would have to get past all three of us to leave.
He had no hope.
“Oh!” shouted the captain in shock as Cece grabbed onto his legs, I wrapped my arms around his middle, and Ethan reached out one hand and grabbed him around the neck.
We’d caught him trying to commit a murder.
In moments, Ethan had the captain’s hands secured behind his back in a pair of metal handcuffs.
“You can’t do this! I’m the captain!” he complained.
“Not anymore. I’m relieving you of duty.”
“You can’t arrest me! We’re… we’re in international waters!”
“I am arresting you,” said Ethan, “and I’m going to put you in the brig. When you get out of the brig, we’ll be back in the US. Feel free to complain to whoever will listen then that your arrest wasn’t fair. I’m sure they’ll be glad to ignore your argument, just like I am.”
Ethan’s voice was as cold as steel, but I could tell that he was secretly delighted. He’d been after the captain for months and months, and now, finally, he had him. And the threat to his job would be over, too. The captain’s report wasn’t exactly going to hold much weight going forward. In fact, it was unlikely he’d ever get to—or want to—write a report for Swan again.
“The bed…” he said in a plaintive tone.
Ethan marched him over to it.
Cece pulled back the bedsheet.
“Oh, poor Truckstop Mandy,” she said to the dead body, stroking its head.
While it technically was a dead body, it had never been a live body. It was a mannequin used by the staff during first aid training to practice resuscitation techniques.
“Why do you call it Truckstop Mandy?” asked Cole, peering down at the bullet-ridden torso.
“Because she’s kissed just about every single person who’s worked on this ship.” She put her hand over the lidless eyes and stroked it down as if closing them. “But no more kisses for her. Goodbye, Mandy.”
I shook my head in amusement at Cece’s theatrics. They sure brightened up the attempted-murder scene.
Cece picked up the mangled doll and tucked it under her arm.
“You can’t arrest me for that. It’s not even a person,” complained the captain.
“Don’t worry. I’ve got you on plenty more,” said Cole. “Drug trafficking, drug selling, handling stolen property, attempted murder—of me. I’m sure we’ll find a few more charges once we’ve been through your cabin.”
“It’s not fair,” complained the captain.
“Life’s not fair. Let’s get out of here.”
Feeling the most optimistic I had since before Irina’s death, we all walked out of the room happy.
All except one, that is.
And he didn’t stop whining until he was locked away in the brig.





CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
T  he next morning I was, understandably, feeling rather full of myself, while I engaged in the busy task of filling myself with breakfast food.
“I really regretting not coming with you guys yesterday,” said Sam.
We were in the staff canteen, and that morning the rubbery eggs and chewy bacon tasted glorious, far better than the fancy food in the International Buffet had tasted the day before.
“It sounds like it was amazing,” said Kelly. She’d joined Sam and me for breakfast, and I kept catching her looking at me with shocked admiration.
“It was terrifying. I couldn’t believe the captain pulled a gun, and he tried to murder Cole. I mean, who does that? Trying to kill someone.”
“And then you tackled him?” asked Sam, for the third time.
“Yep, sure did. Grabbed him right around the waist. Cece and Ethan helped a bit. I guess it was a team effort.”
“Sounds like you were the MVP though,” said Kelly with a breathless sigh. “You from my team, and Beverly for the scrapbookers.”
“Beverly? What did she do?”
“Don’t you really think she kept them together after Irina died? She had her workload doubled, but did she complain? Nope!”
“She did a little,” I said. “She seemed pretty exhausted.”
“Well, she didn’t complain much,” said Kelly. “And she’s been keeping everyone satisfied from what I can see. You should do a piece on her!”
“Me? Do a piece on her? I’m suspended.”
Kelly waved her hand in the air dismissively. “No way. You’re the best tootin’ social media manager on this ship. You’re completely unsuspended. And I forgive you.”
I beamed at her. “You forgive me? For the Minnie thing? Thank you. You know, I really didn’t want to mislead you, and they didn’t either. It was only because Minnie cares about her daughter so much.”
Kelly was filled with new understanding. A good night’s sleep, and the news of last night’s excitement, had filled her with a spirit of generosity and forgiveness.
I checked my phone. It was just after eight. They should be just about…
“What’s that?” asked Kelly, wrinkling her nose and standing up to get a better view. I stood up too, turning around so that I could see. I whipped out my phone so I could film it, too, for posterity.
It was a procession of three employees, carrying a giant basket of flowers and chocolates between them. Cece, Greg, and Minnie walked in, suitably apologetic looks on their faces, and more importantly a giant gift for Kelly.
At the top of the basket was a big placard reading, “SORRY, KELLY!” followed by a bunch of hearts.
“Is that for me?” she asked, clapping her hands together. “Yay!”
“I’m so sorry for pretending to be you,” said Minnie when they arrived at our table. “And I’m sorry for roping these two into it as well. They only did it because I asked them. Even if you can’t forgive me, can you forgive them?”
Kelly clapped her hands together again another half-dozen times.
“Of course I forgive you. I forgive you all! You were very, very bad. But I very, very much forgive you. Okay?”
“Thanks, Kelly!” said Cece, leaning over the table and giving her a hug.
“Thank you,” said Greg, spinning his hand in front of his stomach several times as he gave a deep bow, doffing an imaginary cap with his other hand.
Kelly walked around the table to Minnie, and then her face turned into a giant O of delighted shock as Minnie wrapped her arms around the real cruise director and gave her a hug that was anything but “mini,” lifting her clean off her feet.
When everyone was suitably recovered from apologizing, forgiving, and rejoicing, there wasn’t a dry eye among us.
“I suppose,” said Kelly with a sniff, “we should get to work.”
They all mumbled agreement.
“Adrienne, go interview Beverly. Greg… go cook something… and don’t spill any soup! Cece, go catch some sun.”
“What?”
Kelly winked at us. “Just kidding, but don’t think I don’t know what you get up to.” She clapped her hands together one final, loud time. “Back to work!”
So, friendships and work-relationships once against fully intact, we did as we were told.
I hadn’t forgotten, though—I still had to solve a murder.





CHAPTER THIRTY
Humming with new energy, I made my way down to the scrapbooking rooms. It was still barely 8:30, but I knew there was a talk starting at nine, so I thought I might be able to catch Beverly before then.
When I arrived in her craft room, I was disappointed—but not particularly surprised—to find she wasn’t there. I had been hoping to not only do the interview that Kelly had suggested, by try and get some information out of her about Lani.
When I arrived, though, there was in fact only one person in attendance: Martha.
“Good morning!” I announced as I entered, smiling at the shy family history scrapbooker.
She looked up with a soft smile.
“Good morning, Adrienne. You seem cheerful today.”
“Yep! I had a run of bad luck, but things are looking up now. What are you working on?”
I crossed the room as I spoke, arriving at Martha’s scrapping table as I finished asking my question.
“I’m doing a page about shipboard activities. I’ve got eating food, drinking drinks, swimming in the pool and looking at the sunset so far. I must say, now that I think about it, I do envy you, living on the boat.”
I laughed. “Don’t call it a boat. The sailors get testy about that. We have to call it a ship, apparently. And I don’t know how much there is to envy. We spend so much time working we don’t exactly have much chance to lounge around by the pool!”
Martha chuckled. “I suppose. Still, I bet you would find a lot of things to scrap about.”
“Mmhmm,” I said noncommittally. I wasn’t sure Martha understood yet that I really wasn’t all that into scrapbooking.
“What brings you down here so early? Are you going to work on something?” Her eyes had lit up, and I could see she was eager to give me some advice on cutting and sticking or whatever.
“Afraid not. Just starting work early today. “Actually, I was looking for Beverly. I was going to do a short article on her. I hear she really stepped up after the unfortunate event. That she’s been working really hard to help everyone?”
“Oh, yes, that’s right, she has. She’s been very helpful to us all. Almost too helpful sometimes.” Martha laughed as some thought crossed her mind. “She really gets involved with her students’ projects.”
“Oh? I saw she was really interested in your scrapbook.” I looked down at it. Last time I’d seen her, she’d also been working on a page about the cruise. It was odd. “How come you’re not working on the genealogy project at the moment?”
Martha stared down at the page for some time before answering.
“Beverly wants me to keep going on it. She’s really encouraging. But, well, it was Irina.”
“What was?” I asked with a frown. I was surprised her name had come up at this juncture.
“She was interested in my genealogy project too. They both were. They said my scrapbook was really exciting. But Irina did some research of her own.”
Something came back to me. When Cece and I had been in Irina’s cabin, we saw genealogy charts, which I had assumed were Martha’s. That must have been the research she meant.
“And?”
“And, well, what she found out is that one of my ancestors was not actually a real royal descendant.” Martha looked down at the page in her scrapbook in embarrassed shame. “He was the product of… an affair.”
The idea of being shocked by an affair that happened hundreds of years ago would normally have amused me, but Martha seemed almost distraught at the revelation. It explained why she’d been focusing on different scrapbook pages, though.
“So you’re not the descendant of royalty that you thought you were?”
Martha nodded sadly. “I was so excited about joining the lineage society, too. I thought I could meet some long-lost cousins—wouldn’t that be fun? Meeting your tenth cousin eight times removed?”
“That would be interesting,” I said diplomatically. “But you know what, I bet you are related to royalty somewhere. I’m sure I’ve read that we all are if you trace your family tree back far enough.”
“If that’s true, then I’d be even less special.” Martha let out a deep sigh and stuck a little picture of an air mattress onto her page.
“Beverly says I should keep going. She says Irina was probably wrong, and even if she wasn’t, it doesn’t matter. No one would know.” Martha pulled off the picture she’d just stuck down, balled it up, and tossed it to the side of the table. “But I would know. Irina had been pleased when she told me—said she’d found the real truth about my ancestors. But it didn’t please me. Didn’t please me at all.”
She frowned down at her page, and I could tell she didn’t like her cruise ship pages much. She pulled off an image of a seagull that looked like it had been stuck down the day before, and a bit of the paper underneath came away with it.
“Beverly even got a little bit annoyed at me, you know.”
“She did?” I asked, surprised. It was looking like more and more of these placid scrapbookers had hidden tempers underneath their calm exteriors. Maybe Irina had had the most ‘truth’ about her. You knew what you got with her, at least.
“Yes. You see, she’s planning to launch a new scrapbooking line—a membership club, meetings, special books, workshops—the whole works. She told me she was going to use me as her prime example. A benchmark. A model for everyone else to follow. She was encouraging me to start a webpage, a blog I think they call it? And to put my scrapbook up on social media like Irina used to do. I was going to get free membership in her club.”
“But now you don’t want to do it?”
Martha sighed and snipped at an image of an inflatable beach ball.
“I don’t know. Without my royal ancestry, I don’t know if I’m all that interested in genealogy. It was because I thought I was special that I got so into it. Now… I don’t know.”
My cheery mood that morning felt like it was being sucked out of me by Martha’s revelations. I was regretting bringing up the topic of her family tree scrapbooking. I decided to try and revive my flagging good mood by boosting hers.
“Well, I think you’re special, and those pages are fascinating. I think you could even take that ancient affair and make it a feature, show the world that people back then were no better than we are today. Even the royals.”
“Do you think so?”
“I know so!”
The door opened, and Dink entered holding up her engraved scissors. “Martha?”
“Yes, Dink, dear?”
“Do you know where the whetstone is that Beverly used to sharpen all the scissors? I went a bit crazy trying to cut up a frisbee and my scissors have gone blunt.”
Martha winced at the thought of trying to cut a frisbee with scissors.
“It’s in the little box by the door, dear. Right by your left boot.”
Dink crouched down and retrieved the whetstone. “Thanks, babe,” she said to Martha, exiting the room.
“Beverly was such a dear. When we got our scissors, they were all a bit blunt. She took back every single pair and sharpened them all herself that night. I bet it took her hours. They should give her a medal, that’s what I said.” Martha smiled at the memory.
“Beverly sharpened all the scissors?”
“Oh yes. Not just her groups, either. She did them all. I don’t think she trusted Irina to do it. She thought Irina was too modern, you know. Didn’t respect the old ways. Probably didn’t even know how to sharpen scissors, she said. So she sat up half the night—I wouldn’t be surprised if it was after eleven when she finally got to bed—sharpening away.”
I felt a tingle run down my spine. My luck was definitely back.
“Wow,” I said. It was all I could muster. My mind was churning, piecing things together.
“That was the same night Irina told me about my ancestors. I was in quite the funk. But Beverly gave me a hug and told me it would all be all right, and not to give up on my scrapbooking!” Martha looked down. “I was so upset though—I told her I was through with it all. I was going to quit.”
“But you didn’t.”
“Not yet. We’ll see how I feel at the end of the cruise. Sometimes I even wonder—what’s the point of scrapbooking? Does that sound crazy to you?”
“Oh, not entirely. Sometimes I wonder what the point of anything is,” I said with a laugh to bring some levity to the darkening mood. It was time to get out of this craft room and see if what I was thinking was right.
“Do you know where Beverly is right now?”
Martha’s mouth dropped open, and she whipped her wrist up in front of her face.
“Oh, my! It’s nine o’clock! We’re late!”
“For what?”
“For the talk on glitter and glue she’s giving!”
Frantically, Martha grabbed my wrist and rushed us both out of the room.
She was just as eager to see Beverly as I was, but for very different reasons.





CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
I t turned out that the lecture was only just across the hallway in one of the other business center rooms. Beverly was at the front of the room in front of a projector screen, and she was holding up a pot of glue and the biggest jar of silver glitter I’d ever seen.
“Now, I know, I know.” Beverly paused to laugh. “It’s a controversial subject.” Another pause, and the audience laughed with her this time. “But I thought we would grab the bull by the horns and tackle it head-on. Start this presentation off with a bang. So. Glitter. Devil’s dust or angel’s sprinkles?”
There was commotion from the room as pairs and small groups of the audience muttered to each other their opinions about glitter.
“Worst thing since sliced bread!” yelled one woman.
“I like sliced bread,” said another.
“Did you know Betty White is older than sliced bread?” shouted another.
“Let’s try and keep this on topic. Back to the glitter, people. No more bread talk.”
Martha raised her hand, but realizing that no one else was doing the same she started shouting out her opinion.
“I think it can be an awful nuisance but it also has its place!” She paused for a deep breath. “Glitter can be good or bad!” She sucked in more air. “It depends on how you use it!”
The room lapsed into silence as they absorbed the wisdom of Martha’s words.
“Bravo,” said Beverly at the front of the room, clapping her hands. “Bravo, Martha. What you said is absolutely true.”
True.
When she said it, I remembered why I was there. The scrapbookers must have been rubbing off on me, because as soon as I entered I had become enthralled by the topic of glitter, forgetting about the pesky little murder investigation I was also supposed to be running. Or assisting with, at least.
“What Martha said was true,” I called out from the back. “Right?”
“Yes…” Beverley answered.
“We like truth, don’t we?”
“Of course,” said Beverly. “Scrapbookers are honest people.” Her happy smile turned into a slight frown. “Unlike knitters,” she mumbled. While I would have loved to have known what knitters had ever done to her, the middle of a glitter and glue presentation which I was trying to turn into a whodunnit reveal was not the time or place.
“Answer me this!” I yelled. “Did you sharpen all the scissors for the goodie bags?”
Beverly’s expression brightened, the cruel deeds of distant knitters forgotten.
“Yes, I did. Didn’t I, scrappers?”
Everyone murmured happy agreement. I stared at Beverly, arching my eyebrows at her, doing my very best to give her the most knowing knowing look I could do. Her smile faltered. Her jaw slackened. She realized the gig was up!
“Actually, I… I didn’t sharpen all the scissors…” she continued, as if testing it out.
“Yes, you did!” shouted Dink.
“You sure did!” yelled Martha happily.
“Umm, no…” Beverly started shaking her head.
I crossed my arms and stared at her from my position by the door. Finally, she broke.
“Presentation… over! Martha was right about the glitter! Now let me out!”
The audience stared at her, not understanding what was going on with her at all. Martha rushed to the back of the room, pushing past people as she made for the door.
I stood my ground as she approached.
“Let me out! Let me out!” she wailed.
I shook my head at her. “Nope. You’re not going anywhere.”
Her head whipped around as if searching for something. Scissors, maybe? But then her eyes fell to her own hands, and before I knew it she had the lid off of both the pot of glue and the glitter she was holding.
“Let me out! I’m not afraid to use them—and I’m an expert!”
I had to laugh. It was just too ridiculous.
And that was my near-fatal mistake. With my mouth open and laughter pouring out, she shook the tub of glitter in my direction. Like a trail of pixie dust, it flew through the air, right into my face.
“Argh!” I yelled, hands darting up I started spluttering to get it out of my mouth.
“Take that!” yelled Beverly. “And that!”
Something gloopy hit my face next, followed by another spattering of glitter as she emptied most of the rest of her pot on me.
The audience, who had stared in shocked, silent wonder at the events, finally erupted.
“You can’t throw that at people!”
“It’s toxic!”
“Is it?”
“Probably!”
“I hate glitter! There, I said it! I hate it!”
“Her blouse is going to be ruined!”
Using my hands to wipe at my face, I managed to get the wet parts of the glue off me. Luckily my hands had already been there to protect my eyes when she tossed the glue. I didn’t like to think what would have happened if that had gotten in my eyes.
“Arrrrgh!” she shouted like a pirate. My eyes were watering and I couldn’t see well, but I could just about make out the blur of Beverly rushing toward me.
I flung out my arms to protect myself and yelled. No one else had figured out what had caused the commotion yet.
“She… killed… Irina!” I shouted, my words punctuated by puffs of sparkling glitter.
Beverly barreled into me and I tried to grab onto her to stop her from escaping. Luckily, I had some help. Martha caught on quicker than anyone else, and she grabbed the scrapbooking maniac’s arms from behind.
“She… stabbed her! With… sharpened… scissors!”
I tried to scrape the glitter off my tongue with my fingernails and proceeded to get some glue in my mouth to go with the glitter. I started spitting and spluttering even more.
“What? No way! Get her!”
Mila, Kat, and Dink rushed to Beverly’s aid, Irina’s three proteges storming up to grab her.
“Let me go, let me go!” shouted Beverly as she tried to wriggle free from the grasping hands of the punk scrapbookers.
“No! You’re the biggest faker out there!”
“You’re less true than a politician!”
“Long live Irina!”
I used my forearms to wipe at my face, having a little more success with that than my hands.
“Here you are, dear. I’ve got some baby wipes,” said a kind elderly voice in my ear.
I was handed a packet of the wet wipes, and in a few moments I’d cleared enough glittery gluey gunk off my hands and face to be able to see what was going on.
“Hi, everyone! Are you having a good time?”
The room erupted in nervous laughter. Of course it was Kelly.
“Kelly, I think that profile piece you wanted me to do on Beverly is going to be altered a bit. Swan may no longer want me to publish it.”
Just as she was about to ask me why, Ethan appeared behind her.
“What’s going on in here?” he asked, surveying the scene.
“Got us a criminal,” said Dink, who had Beverly’s arm behind her in a half-nelson hold.
“Couldn’t handle the truth,” said Mila, who was holding Beverly’s other wrist with both of her hands.
“Trying to hold us all back,” said Kat, who took a moment to spit on the floor at Beverly’s feet.
“She killed Irina,” I explained to Ethan, who was looking quite confused.
“What!?” shouted Kelly. “Shoot! I was wrong again!” She held up her hands to her face. “Wrong, wrong, wrong. I’m always wrong! Stupid Kelly!”
I patted her on the shoulder in a regrettable, gluey gesture of support.
“She had us all fooled. She was a great scrapbooker… but that was her downfall. She was a little too dedicated.”
“Why’d she do it?” asked Ethan.
“It’s my fault,” said Martha to Ethan.
“It’s not your fault. It’s her own fault,” I said to Martha sternly. “And I don’t want to hear you say that ever again. Do you understand?”
“Yes, ma’am,” she said quietly.
I frowned at myself. Goodness. I was making middle-aged women think I was some kind of authority figure, like a teacher or something.
“Martha here was into hereditary. She was working on a scrapbook about her family tree.”
“Okay…” Ethan said, following so far.
“And Beverly here was going to set up a new scrapbooking club, a kind of business I guess, that would focus on scrapbooking family histories.”
“It was a good idea!” insisted Beverly.
“Shut it, you,” said Mila in her ear.
“She wanted to use Martha as a kind of prototype, or role model—a prime example of scrapbooking a family tree. She had an interesting history, going back to some old European royal family. So it seemed perfect.”
“But…”
“But Irina ruined it all! She was never a real scrapbooker! Never!”
Dink pulled at Beverly’s arm, shutting her up.
“She was the most real scrapbooker this world has ever seen! We weren’t ready for her—no one was!” shouted Kat with an anguished cry.
The audience, who had originally come for glue and glitter but were now getting something much more enthralling—and hopefully scrapbook worthy—stood awed by Kat’s enthusiastic shout.
“Once Irina told me that what I thought about my family wasn’t true, I just lost interest in the family tree scrapbooking,” said Martha. “And so…”
“I was so angry at her!” Beverly turned back to Martha. “We could have done great things together, great things! But that stupid girl ruined it all. We could have conquered the world, Martha.” After a pause, “the scrapbooking world,” she clarified.
“Let me get this straight,” said Ethan, still trying to piece it all together. “You killed her because Martha was going to stop scrapbooking? That’s it?”
“Precisely!” shouted Beverly.
“Exactly!” shouted the three bad girls.
“You got it,” I said to Ethan.
He gave me an incredulous look that I understood in an instant: These scrapbookers are crazy! I nodded at him a few times. Of course, there was also the small matter of Beverly probably losing out on her profitable new business, but mostly, it was about the scrapbooking.
“Come on,” he said to Beverly. “Let’s get you down to the brig with the captain.”





CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
T  he end of a cruise is often bittersweet. This one was more sweet than bitter, though. I wasn’t particularly sad to see off anyone who was departing. The captain or the scrapbookers.
I suppose I had a bit of a soft spot for Martha, and the three crazy bad girls, but the rest of them could disappear back into the funny little world of their hobby forever as far as I was concerned.
Cece, Sam, and I were loitering on the dock, already having disembarked. Without the captain there, and considering what we had been through, Ethan let us go as soon as we arrived back in port as a reward.
First to disembark, before even the VIP guests, was Cole, DEA badge around his neck, and the handcuffed captain in front of him.
He stopped in front of us.
“Thanks for all your help. Couldn’t have caught him without you.”
“You’re welcome!” Cece said.
“I meant… well yeah, thank you, too. You did great. All of you.”
“No, they didn’t,” said the captain sullenly. “I should have fired you as soon as I arrived on the ship.”
Cece kissed the tips of her fingers and blew it at him. “Yeah, gonna miss you too, buddy.”
“Come on. Your ride’s waiting,” said Cole, shoving the captain forward.
I waved at them as they went on their way.
“Check this out,” I said to my friends, pulling out my phone and pulling up an image.
“Ethan found this when he did a more thorough search of Irina’s cabin. She had another notebook where she sketched out her plans before she put them in her real scrapbook.”
“What is it?” they both asked before they’d even looked. Typical.
“Do you remember that scrapbook page for Vanessa? The one which we thought claimed she cheated to win the competition? It said, ‘Young winner? Why win when you can…’ but the rest of it wasn’t done. If you look at the sketch here, you can see what she was planning to do with the page.”
I held out the phone so they could see, but it looked like they needed an explanation too. They clearly hadn’t picked up the scrapbooking knowledge that I had during the cruise.
“On the left-hand side, the young winner side, there was all the stuff about Vanessa—the bread was simply her bread, and she was going to stick some other stuff there to represent her, a little image of her scrapbook, stuff like that. Then on the other side, Why win when you can, that wasn’t going to be about Vanessa exactly. It was going to be about the other scrapbookers’ reaction to her.”
“Oh?” asked Sam.
“Yeah, look here.” I zoomed in on my phone to Irina’s rough sketch. “She jotted down some ideas. Why win when you can… complain about the actual winner …accuse her of cheating …worry about other people’s accomplishments instead… and so on. She wasn’t finished, but that was her plan.”
“So Vanessa didn’t cheat?” asked Cece.
“Nope,” I said. I’d been so pleased when she’d been cleared of that as well, even though it paled in comparison to the other accusation made against her.
“Man, poor girl,” said Sam. “Should have been a holiday of a lifetime, but instead she gets accused of cheating, murder, and her mom lies and nearly gets fired because of her.”
“Yeah,” said Cece and I sadly.
We sat in silence for a few moments.
“Speak of the devil,” said Cece, nodding in the direction of the ship.
Sure enough, Minnie and Vanessa were coming in our direction.
When Minnie saw us sitting there, the smile we all used to see so much of was finally there again. Her shoulders shook when she laughed, and she looked as delighted as she ever had.
“Hi, girls!” she greeted us.
“Hey!” said Vanessa brightly.
“Is everything okay?” I asked Minnie, looking back and forth between the mother and daughter, unsure of how much had been revealed.
“Yeah,” said Vanessa. “Mom finally fessed up about what was going on. I feel awful that she went to so much trouble because of me.”
Minnie swatted her daughter. “Never say that! Never feel bad about anything I do for you.”
“Thanks, Mom,” said Vanessa, giving her mother a hug.
The mother-daughter bonding brought a tear to my eye, which seemed to have a weird effect. I started seeing double.
“What the…”
“Who’s…”
Just behind Minnie and Vanessa was Minnie. Again.
Minnie looked over her shoulder at Minnie and chucked louder.
“Didn’t you wonder who was running the Boulevard Café while I was playing cruise director?”
I mentally kicked myself. Why hadn’t I thought of that?
“Meet Gertie. My sister.”
“Hello, girls!” said Gertie, sounding exactly like Minnie.
“You’re twins?” asked Sam, staring at them.
In fact, all of us were still staring. It was hard to believe, but there it was. Right in front of us.
Gertie and Minnie looked at each other, and then looked back at Sam.
“Of course!” they said in unison.
“Adrienne,” called a voice with some trepidation.
I peered around the bulk of Minnie and Gertie and saw Lani approaching me, a nervous smile on her face.
“I just wanted to thank you. I know we had our differences, but, well, you caught Irina’s killer and I feel like we got off on the wrong foot a couple of times.”
“These things happen,” I said. “Don’t worry about it. Are you going to be okay without… your teachers?”
She put her palms up in the air. “I think so. Irina was one of a kind, but strangely I found three more of her on this cruise. I think they might be interested in working with me. And, no offense to Beverly, but her kind of scrapbooking is a bit old hat. There’s a hip, groovy crowd of youngsters into scrapping now, and I’m planning on trying to reach them.”
I nodded, wondering if young people even used the terms hip and groovy. I was pretty sure they hadn’t come back into fashion while we’d been out at sea. But then again, as Cece liked to point out, I was getting old.
“I think some of the older scrapbookers enjoyed Irina’s unique worldview as well.”
Lani was nodding enthusiastically again already. “Oh, they did. And I figure, if they really like the old-fashioned stuff—well, I’m no spring chicken anymore.”
“But you’re young at heart,” I said charitably.
She smiled at that, and then noticed Vanessa.
“Ah! There you are! I’ve been looking for you!”
“You have?” she asked, somewhat suspiciously
“I have. You still like scrapbooking, right? This hasn’t put you off?”
“Umm, I guess?”
“And you’re studying marketing?”
“Yeah, but I graduate in May.”
Lani rubbed her hands together.
“I don’t know if you just heard, but I’m thinking of rebranding Artistic Moments, aiming it at a younger crowd—you know, the internet, cyber scrapping, all that kind of stuff. But I don’t know much about that. Do you think you might be interested in working for the company, managing the marketing? Since you know about scrapbooking and marketing, you’d fit right in.”
Vanessa looked at me, then she looked at Minnie and Gertie, then back at Lani, a grin as big as her mother’s—and aunt’s—on her face.
“Yes!”
Lani walked over to Vanessa and gave her a big hug, and I shook my head in disbelief. Maybe Lani wasn’t so bad after all. I just had to check one more thing.
“What happened with Tucker? And that contract?”
“Oh, that?” Lani nodded to herself as she thought about it. “Did you ever hear the full story?”
I looked at Sam and Cece, who both shrugged.
“Nope.”
“It’s a bit of a shame, really. Irina was great, but she was a little… shall we say… flawed. Tucker was the one who got her into scrapbooking. He owned the craft store in the town where she grew up, and he sold Irina her very first scrapbook. Turned out, she was a natural scrapper. She had it in her genes, in her blood. She could look at an empty page and—boom—she could imagine the most amazing things.
“She grew up, went to art college, carried on scrapping. And she always went to Tucker for supplies. I didn’t know any of this—Tucker and I weren’t close, since his shop is nowhere near where I’m based, but I’d seen him at a convention or two. But I heard about Irina. Everyone did, of course.
“Irina and Tucker had come to an arrangement. They planned to work together on a scrapbooking company, printing unique paper designs, and eventually he wanted to expand into a company like mine—doing retreats, events, conventions, symposiums, cruises, all that kind of stuff. But it was all just plans. Tucker didn’t have the means or the financing. Irina thought he was holding her back.
“Anyway, when I mentioned to her that I wanted to start adding my own designs to my company, and expand outside of events into actual craft materials and the like, she was all over it. She showed me designs right away. I didn’t know it, but some of them were ones she’d worked on with Tucker. She found her own investor so she could partner with me, and we planned to work together. When Tucker showed up at that dinner, I didn’t know about his previous plans with Irina. That was all news to me.”
“It was only after she died that I learned everything about what had happened with her and Tucker. But it was more than that—she had plans to start a company to rival mine, too! She always set her sights big.”
“Is that why you broke into her room?”
“Yes. I figured if you found the papers that showed she was going to start her own company to rival mine, you’d think I had a motive to kill her. I mean, it was a motive, but I didn’t kill her—I wouldn’t kill anyone!”
Yeah, that’s what they all say, I thought to myself.
“Wow,” said Cece. “The world of scrapbooking is a lot more interesting than I ever would have thought.”
I couldn’t help but agree. Though ‘interesting’ probably wasn’t the word I would choose.
“And the contract the courier delivered? At Mahogany Bay?”
“It was basically a copy of the one I had with Irina. That’s why I could get it delivered so quickly. I called my lawyers up and—whoosh—they had it for me next time we went ashore. Since the designs actually belonged to Tucker, he was the one I really needed the contract with. I know he didn’t tell you that, but he always liked to keep things close to his chest.”
After a little more small talk, we said goodbye to everyone. They had taxis to catch and hotels to check into, and as pleasant as my company always is, they didn’t want to hang out on the docks all day.
Once they’d all gone, it was just Sam, Cece and me again.
“That’s everything solved and settled, isn’t it?” said Cece.
I laughed.
“Is it? There’s still the matter of who has been messing with me about my kidnapping. I don’t think that was the captain.”
“I wish it was,” said Sam. “Then you could really relax.”
Cece snorted. “Relax? No way. Adrienne would never relax. She loves the drama. She’d find another crime to solve before we finished breakfast.”
“I hate drama!” I complained.
I did hate drama. At least I thought I did. But, come to think of it, solving crimes was pretty satisfying. Maybe Cece had a point.
“What about you and Ethan? What are you up to this shore leave?”
“I think—maybe—we’re going to meet each other’s families?”
“No way!” said Sam with an excited grin on her face.
Cece showed her excitement by punching me on the arm. “Awesome!”
I rubbed at the surprisingly sore spot, but I wasn’t annoyed.
How could I be?
I had my friends, I had my job, and my relationship with Ethan seemed like it was about to enter a new phase.
What could possibly go wrong?
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SNEAK PEAK: A BERRY DEADLY WELCOME
Chapter One
"C ome 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.
Click here to continue reading
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