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            BOOK DESCRIPTION

          

        

      

    

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

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

      

      A Paranormal Women's Fiction Novel: Cruise Ship COZY MYSTERY 

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

      *A laugh out loud Paranormal Women’s Fiction Novel by New York Times Bestseller Addison Moore* A cruise ship cozy mystery!

      

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

      The Emerald Queen is bound for the glacial landscapes of Alaska, and a widowers club comes along for the ride.

      But the chilled heart of a killer sees to it that one unsuspecting passenger is not only on their way to the final frontier—it will be their final destination. 

      

      Midlife on the high seas is proving to be murder.

      From the NEW YORK TIMES and USA TODAY bestselling author, Addison Moore— Cosmopolitan Magazine calls Addison's books, "...easy, frothy fun!"
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      Emerald Queen of the Seas, Royal Lineage Cruise Lines

      Itinerary

      11 Night Cruise

      Day One = Departure: Vancouver, Canada

      Day Two = Tracy Arm Fjord

      Day Three = Icy Strait Point

      Day Four = Sitka

      Day Five = Haines

      Day Six = Scenic Cruising Hubbard Glacier

      Day Seven = Juneau

      Day Eight = Skagway

      Day Nine = Scenic Cruising Glacier Bay National Park

      Day Ten = Ketchikan

      Day Eleven at Sea

      Back to Vancouver, Canada

      

      
        
        Three hours from now…

      

      

      

      My blood boils as I stare out at the somber Pacific. The ship is hitting a decent clip, and despite the fact there’s nothing but the blackened sea to look at, my feet don’t want to move an inch.

      I need a few minutes to cool off, and yet this frosty breeze just isn’t cutting it.

      A groan of frustration works its way up my throat as I glance back in the direction that imbecile took off in.

      I’ve never been spoken to that way in my life.

      How dare they openly accuse me of creating such discourse. It might be true, but nonetheless, it was rude of them to point it out.

      Once we get back to Nebraska, I’m nailing them to the wall just like the rest of the rats I have to deal with. I’ve never let a soul get away with anything, and I’m certainly not going to start now.

      The door creaks from behind and a familiar face steps out onto the vacant deck alongside me.

      “All alone?” they muse as they take a look around.

      “The dinner bell just went off for first seating,” I say. “And, I imagine, the rest of the ship is just getting settled in.”

      “What brings you out here?” They take a step in my direction, scanning the upper decks briefly. Not that there’s anything to see but the underside of lifeboats. Same goes for the deck below us.

      “Just in the mood for a little fresh air.” I place my purse down onto the small deck table next to me. For a moment, I consider telling them all about the riotous spat I’ve just endured but think better of it. We’ve already got one too many irons in the proverbial fire. No need to stoke the flames of our own discontent. “What are you doing out here?”

      They take another step closer, effectively pinning my back to the railing.

      “I came looking for you. It’s time we settled our differences once and for all,” they seethe, and I don’t hesitate to laugh right in their face.

      “Oh, you silly little thing,” I wheeze. “You and I both know we’ve settled our differences long ago. And we’re going to walk lockstep together through this life, down the path we’ve determined. I think we both know it’s what’s best for you.”

      “I can’t do it anymore. I won’t. You’re ruining my life.”

      “I’m ruining your life?” A laugh bubbles from me. “Try again.”

      An expletive-riddled tirade escapes them and it only makes me laugh all that much harder.

      “I’ll give you something to laugh at, you witch,” they shriek as they grab me by the front of my coat. “And you can laugh right up until you die.”

      A shoving match ensues. My chest is thrust against the railing. A hard shove is given to my back and I flip right over the side.

      My laughter is traded for a short-lived scream.

      Then the world goes black forever.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip: Before embarking on your cruising adventure, make sure to investigate what amenities are included with your cruising package. That makes for smooth sailing once you board the ship and you’re ready for some serious fun!

      

      
        
        Present

      

      

      

      “It’s about time everyone on board looks our age. So long, thong-wearing wahines, and hello, over-the-hill cronies,” Nettie says while swilling her cocktail, or mocktail as it were. Nettie Butterworth is the last person you want to see three sheets to the wind, and thankfully, she agrees on that point.

      “Our age?” Bess balks at the thought. “Speak for yourself—and me, of course. But most of these people are closer to our age than they are Trixie’s.”

      Bess Chatterley is indeed about Nettie’s age. They’re both somewhere firmly in their eighties.

      Nettie is a gray-haired granny who has a penchant for muumuus and mischief, while Bess keeps her well-manicured coif colored a deep shade of crimson. Her wardrobe is less Hawaiian wahine and more consistent with a retired schoolteacher, and somewhat appropriately since she is one.

      And me? Well, I’m cruising toward fifty—and literally so, now that I’ve taken up permanent residence right here on the Emerald Queen of the Seas.

      “Sure, none of these gals look like candidates for a G-string bikini,” Bess says, holding the fruit punch in her hand we’ve been gifted by the crew as a part of the bon voyage party. “But then, we’re not in the tropics anymore. Alaska is probably a bit more popular with the over fifty crowd anyway.”

      “Pfft,” Nettie huffs at her old friend. “You’ll have to rip my G-string from my cold, dead bottom. We might be headed for frozen tundra, but it doesn’t mean I don’t know how to have a good time. What do you think they lined this ship with hot tubs for? Besides, if there’s one hot toddy on board this vessel, there are one hundred. I’ve never seen so many silver foxes roaming the decks.”

      “You’re not kidding,” Bess says as she tracks a silver fox wearing a forest green suit as he strides on by.

      “I’ll admit, he’s classically handsome,” I say. “Friendly smile, too. Never mind the elongated dimples and caring crystal blue eyes.”

      Bess is quick to lift her chin. “He’s not for me. If I’ve learned anything in life, it’s not to trust a man who wears a green suit.”

      “Why not?” Nettie asks, stretching her neck in an attempt to follow him. “Green is the color of money.”

      “Precisely,” Bess says. “And greed goes hand in hand with that. No, thank you. My ex was greedy for both money and other women. I think I’ll leave the silver foxes to the rest of you on board.”

      Nettie belts out a whoop. “Seeing that Trixie is in a romantic entanglement, that means this veritable buffet of prime aged beef is all mine for the taking.”

      That aforementioned romantic entanglement she mentioned would be a most welcome one.

      Much like Bess, I have an ex who was greedy for both money and women. But as luck would have it, I took that twenty-fifth anniversary cruise we had booked without the cheating oaf and found myself a couple of great friends, a hot boyfriend, and even a career—well, almost a career. That’s sort of a long story.

      My name is Trixie Troublefield. I’m barreling toward fifty, stand at an average height of five foot five, and have blonde medium-length hair with my bangs cut in the same blunt manner they were back in the eighties.

      Okay, so I might have a few extra gray hairs than I did back in that neon decade, but who cares? Some things have changed—like me, for instance.

      Ever since I took that first cruise about six months back, I ditched my fitted wardrobe for all things elastic and, believe me, I’ve been putting the elastic to the test.

      The old me could eschew carbs with the best of them, but the new me has made a sport of seeing how many I can inhale in a single sitting.

      My favorite go-to carb on board the ship? Lava cake.

      I’ve gone from restricting calories to inhaling them in mass quantities—preferably in the form of chocolate.

      And seeing that Bess, Nettie, and I have spent a little over a week on the mainland, I’ve got some making up to do in that ooey, gooey, chocolatey lava-based department. And since my newly-minted boyfriend, Ransom Baxter, works on the ship, we’ve officially had our first forced separation.

      Speaking of that delicious romantic entanglement…

      I scan the passengers on deck as the Emerald Queen of the Seas pulls away from the port here in Vancouver. The city skyline is gorgeous as the sunset casts a tangerine glow over the windows. But this cityscape will soon be traded for open waters, and shortly thereafter, we’ll be treated to a wall of glaciers as we trek our way through the final frontier—Alaska.

      “Well, I don’t see Ransom anywhere,” I say, turning around just as a tall, stocky woman narrowly misses baptizing me with her drink.

      “Oh my.” The woman gives a hearty guffaw. She’s wearing a dark plum velvet coat, looks as if maybe she has a decade on me, and her silver locks sit on her shoulders as curly as lamb’s wool. “Well, if that isn’t a way to meet new people, I don’t know what is.” She laughs once again. “I’m Bobbie Sue Watson from Chestnut, Nebraska. What’s your who, what, where, and when?” She winks as she takes a sip of her glowing pink cocktail. “Did I hear you say something about holding someone for ransom?”

      A laugh bubbles from me. “Ransom would be my—” It just hit me that I haven’t quite called him my boyfriend out loud before. Have I? And regardless if those words left my lips, it feels foreign to say it.

      “Ransom would be her boy toy,” Nettie says, holding a hand out to the woman and Bobbie Sue is quick to shake it. “Nettie Butterworth. These two broads and I happen to call this ship home.”

      “It’s true,” Bess says, shaking the woman’s hand as well. “Bess Chatterley. This will be my first trip to Alaska,”

      “I’m Trixie,” I tell the woman. “Nice to meet you, Bobbie Sue. I’m originally from Maine, but Nettie is right, the three of us now call the Emerald Queen home.”

      “You don’t say.” Her eyes enlarge as she takes us all in as if we’ve all just sprouted an extra head. “Why, I think I’m looking at three of the luckiest women in the world. You know what? I just have to introduce you to a few of my friends. We’re with a group called The Widow’s Walk. There are about a hundred or so of us here.”

      “You’ve got a hundred widows in Chestnut, Nebraska?” Bess hikes a brow at the thought.

      Nettie elbows me in the ribs. “If Ransom ever acts up, we know where his final vacation should take place.”

      Bobbie Sue gets right back to laughing. “Oh heavens, we’re not all from Chestnut. The club is comprised of a tri-city area and a couple of stragglers from here and there. We’ve never done anything this exciting before, but last fall, one of our members bragged about how fun her recent cruise was—and well, one thing lead to buying up bulk cabins, and here we are.”

      Bess leans toward the woman. “We were just about to head over to the Blue Water Café before the rush begins. They’ve got a fabulous buffet.”

      “And hot mocha lava cake to die for,” Nettie says, patting her stomach.

      Both Bess and I cringe a bit when she said those last three words—to die for. Suffice it to say, we’d love to have one seaside adventure without having the Grim Reaper tag along for the ride. Shockingly, he’s just as fond of the Emerald Queen as we are.

      “You should bring your friends,” I suggest to the woman. “That way we could meet them and we’ll all have first dibs of the buffet.”

      The ship’s horn gives a friendly toot and the crowds on each of the sundecks grow wild with excitement.

      “Unless you’d rather enjoy the bon voyage party,” I tell her.

      “Are you kidding?” she belts out another hearty guffaw. “We didn’t come to wave to a bunch of strangers on the shoreline. We’re here for the food, honey. I’ll gather my girls and meet you in the Blue Water Café in less than five minutes.”

      She speeds off just as a handsome gentleman, older, with a neatly trimmed beard and a dark pinstriped suit walks by. His eyes glow like supernatural flames and stay latched to mine right up until he disappears into the crowd.

      My mouth falls open as a breath hitches in my throat.

      “What’s the matter?” Bess asks with a note of panic in her voice. “Has Ransom been accosted by a flock of females already?”

      “No.” I shake my head as I blink back to life.

      Not that Ransom being accosted by a flock of females is an anomaly—more like the norm when it comes to my handsome boyfriend.

      “Knew it.” Nettie slaps her hands together. “There’s a ghost on this ship, isn’t there?”

      “No, no,” I’m quick to brush it off. “It was just a very handsome man who happened to glance my way just as what’s left of the sun glinted in his eyes.”

      I hope.

      “Ooh.” Nettie makes her shoulders dance as she says it. “Looks as if Handsome Ransom has some serious competition brewing.”

      “Come on,” Bess says, hooking her arm through mine. “Let’s get you to the Blue Water Café before someone scoops you up like the hot little side dish you are.”

      We head in the direction of the waiting buffet, but I can’t help but glance back to where I last saw the man with glowing eyes. And sure enough, there’s an aura of shimmering stars left in his wake.

      Ransom doesn’t have to worry about any competition brewing.

      I have a feeling that would-be suitor is very much dead.

      And when the dead show up, it almost always means that someone else is about to bite the big one, too.

      A mean shiver rides up my spine.

      Murder is afoot, and there’s not a thing I can do to stop it.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip: As soon as you set foot on the cruise ship of your dreams, don’t hesitate to scoot up to the lido deck where a cornucopia of delights waits to greet you. Most people are famished from a long day of travel, and since dinner is still far off, it can lead to some serious stomach growling. Let the feasting begin. Bon voyage and bon appétit!

      

      There are few things I enjoy more in life other than food—among them are my children, Parker and Abbey. They’re both away at college, with Parker working on his graduate degree and Abbey chiseling at her undergrad.

      Nettie, Bess, and I step into the Blue Water Café and I snap a quick picture of the endless buffets displayed in this light and bright culinary wonderland before sending them off in the family group chat.

      Mom! Abbey is the first to chime in. You’re making me hungry!

      You’re making me hungry, too. Parker pipes up next. Lucky for me, I’m still awake. Heading to the fridge.

      I don’t even want to calculate what time it might be in England. That’s where he’s doing his graduate work—Cambridge to be exact. I always fear I’ll wake him up when I text, but then I remember the kid never sleeps and then I don’t feel so bad.

      I’m hungry, too, Trix. Stanton, my nefarious ex, responds as well. As much as I don’t care for the man, I’m happy he’s still in our children’s lives. Have one of those lava cakes for me, would you?

      A couple of months back, Stanton showed up on the Emerald Queen in a stilted effort to win me back. Murder ensued—not that I’m surprised. But shockingly, we both survived the Grim Reaper and Stanton’s meager efforts.

      I blink a few times to reorient myself as I take in the glory of the Blue Water Café. Light jazz music plays through unseen speakers. The marble floors of the café are reminiscent of whipped cream, there’s enough brass framing the glass cases you could fashion more than seventy-six trombones out of them, and opulent light fixtures are dispersed throughout. But the star of this show is the vast array of gourmet dishes just begging for the passengers to try them all—and believe me, I’m going to give it my very best effort.

      The Blue Water Café is one of my favorite locations on this megalodon known as the Emerald Queen of the Seas. Not just because of the variety and quality of the delicious treats set out before us, but because of the stunning wraparound views on either side of the room.

      Mainland Canada recedes as the navy Pacific expands before us, and as the ship begins to bump and glide over the water, I feel as if I’ve come home once again after a long and tiring journey. And now that I’m back on the Emerald Queen, I certainly have.

      As far as lido deck buffets, the Blue Water Café doesn’t disappoint with its plethora of hot and cold and sweet and savory offerings. There are pasta stations, pizza stations, rows and rows of scrumptious casseroles—the varieties of which one would typically need to wait for a funeral to enjoy—and a magnificent salad bar that Nettie likes to refer to as Lawn Clippings Central.

      There’s an omelet station, a breakfast bar with enough pancakes and waffles to feed a small island nation, a station where you can find just about anything deep-fried, and, of course, they have your burgers, hot dogs, mouthwatering prime rib, and everything you would need for a complete Thanksgiving dinner.

      Don’t get me started on the ceaseless rainbow of desserts. We’ll get there soon enough. But first, we load up our plates full of the savory fare, grab some iced tea, and secure a table next to the window with ample room for Bobbie Sue and her friends.

      “Boy, have I missed this. It’s been far too long. I can’t wait to get started,” Bess says, shoving a cornbread muffin into her mouth before her bottom ever hits the chair.

      She has a generous scoop of honey butter on the side of her plate, and she quickly slathers it all over that sweet cake before taking her next bite. The cornbread on the ship is practically infamous, it’s just that delicious. She’s paired it with a Waldorf salad, three slices of turkey drowning in gravy so dark it might just be chocolate, and has a serving of apple bread stuffing on the side.

      It’s only her first round, though. I’ve seen Bess load up her plate up to four times—and that’s before dinner.

      But to her point, it’s been far too long. A week without the Blue Water Café felt more like a twenty-year culinary prison sentence. It’s time to feast indeed.

      “I’m not waiting for anyone either, Toots,” Nettie says, hoisting her fork in the air. “It’s kill or be killed on this ship and we all know it,” she shouts to the unsuspecting crowd before stabbing at her dining options, enchiladas drenched in red sauce and cheese, a heaping side of mac and cheese, along with an Italian deli sandwich stuffed with enough salami and mortadella to outfit New Jersey.

      My own plate isn’t so bad either with not one but two twice-baked potatoes with all the fixings—sour cream, cheddar cheese, chives, and enough bacon to piece together the hog it came from. A thick slab of prime rib lies slantways over one of the potatoes, rare and glistening with the last vestiges of life, just the way I like it, fried oysters create a halo around the rim of my plate, and I’ve topped the mountain of food off with a heaping serving of spaghetti Carbonara.

      I’m already itching to get back up and snag some of that apple bread stuffing for myself as well. It’s one of my favorites and only makes an appearance a couple of times a week. The chefs really do like to keep us on our toes.

      No sooner do I set my plate down than I spot Bobbie Sue headed this way with a trio of women by her side. Two redheads and a woman with short silver hair and matching silver-rimmed glasses.

      “Hey ho.” Bobbie chuckles as she and her friends arrive at the table with Bobbie Sue herself landing directly across from me. She’s a larger woman, yes, but there’s also something larger than life about her in general. And that velvet purple coat she’s wearing is simply scrumptious.

      Her plate is brimming with both spaghetti and Bolognese sauce, and both are buried under inches of fresh grated parmesan cheese. A massive slice of garlic bread sits on top like a carb-based bow, and smashed to the side of her plate is a fresh grilled cheeseburger.

      I nod her way as if to say well done.

      But it’s that plush velvet jacket of hers that’s making my mouth water. I’ll have to ask her where she got it. Not that I’ll be leaving the Emerald Queen anytime soon, but one of my good friends on the ship runs the Queen’s Mall. I bet I could get her to order up a fleet of them.

      “All right, ladies,” Bobbie Sue says as she and her friends situate themselves. “Girls, this is Bess, Nettie, and Trixie—as I’ve already mentioned, they live on the ship.” She makes wide eyes at her friends for a moment as if questioning if she believes us. “And, ladies, this here is my friend, Julep Calhoun.” She nods to the redhead next to her. “I brought her into the club myself. She writes mysteries about dead people for a living.”

      “I write about ghosts.” The fresh mozzarella on the woman’s pizza jiggles as she laughs. She, too, has a massive side of garlic bread, made from fresh French bread sliced lengthways, dripping with both chopped garlic and butter. I’m a longtime fan of that garlicky wonder. Julep actually has two plates brimming with treats before her, the other is laden with nothing but sweets. I like how she thinks.

      “Ghosts.” Bobbie Sue shudders and laughs. “Can you imagine? Seeing the dead?”

      Both Bess and Nettie shoot me a sly look. They’re the only two people on the ship that know that I can actually see the dead.

      Believe me, it’s something I’d rather not think about at the moment.

      “Trixie here likes ghosts herself,” Nettie is quick to out me in a roundabout way. “In fact, she’s on suspension because of it.”

      Bess grunts, “Excuse my friend Nettie. She tends to tell half of every story—the wrong half.”

      “Eh.” Nettie shrugs. “I like to skip to the good bits.”

      “I teach art classes on board the ship,” I quickly relay the correct half of the story to the women before me. “I was asked by the higher-ups to sit out my classes for this trip as a reminder that guests don’t like to discuss disembodied spirits. Not that I was telling anyone a ghost story. The cruise director misunderstood my intentions—and well, I’m just a passenger this go-around.”

      “Well, honey—” Julep toasts me with her lemonade. Her second plate is brimming with nothing but dessert—blueberry cheesecake, raspberry tarts, and three cream puffs the size of an apple, but so much more delicious. I can admire a woman who hits the dessert table unabashedly. “Anytime you want to gab about the dead, I’m here for you. Ghosts are my favorite subject.” Her eyes flit to Bobbie Sue as the smile glides off her face. “If the dead are good for anything, they’re great at keeping a secret.”

      “That they are,” Bess says. “But the woman who ratted Trixie out isn’t interested in keeping secrets as much as she is starting rumors.” She looks my way. “Tinsley is just jealous that you’ve managed to snag both of her ex-boyfriends.”

      I cringe at the thought.

      “You have two boyfriends?” Bobbie Sue looks more than interested. Come to think of it, they all do.

      “Just one.” I cringe again because it sounds so adolescent.

      “Handsome Ransom is the chief of vessel security,” Nettie offers. “But the captain of the ship has also thrown his hat into that ring of fire Trixie calls her heart.”

      “The captain?” Bobbie Sue sucks in a breath and the other women follow course.

      “It’s nothing.” I try my best to brush off my convoluted love life. “And what’s your name?” I pull a tight smile to the other redhead at the table. Her hair is more of a pumpkin shade with a few blonde highlights thrown in, graying at the roots. She’s thin, with large light eyes, and a friendly smile. She’s donned a light pink cardigan with a pink sequin chamois underneath and looks ready for a big night out, but it’s not uncommon to see passengers dressed their best just about every moment of their big trip. There’s something inviting about her in general, and I like her already. She looks to be somewhere in her sixties. In fact, they all do.

      “Gretchen Aster.” She nods with a warm smile. “It’s so nice to meet you all. I can’t believe you all call this dream boat home. What an interesting life you must live!”

      “Every day is a different adventure,” Bess says. “As you’ll soon find out for yourselves, and I doubt any one of you would want to leave once we’re through. Now tell us about your life, Gretchen.”

      The pumpkin-haired woman blows out a breath and twirls her iced tea with her fingers. “My husband passed away three years ago. And let me tell you, it’s been no picnic. I’ve never felt such deep grief in all my life. I wouldn’t wish this on my worst enemy.” She glances at Bobbie Sue and her upper lip quivers.

      Is Bobbie Sue her worst enemy?

      “Now, now.” The woman with the short silver hair pats Gretchen on the hand. “Remember the rules, we’re not here to bring anyone down, we’re here to turn over a new leaf and see what new things life has to offer.” She offers a kind smile to Bess, Nettie, and me. She’s a stocky woman with a face almost as pale as her hair. “I’m Milly Morison. I own and run my own realty company back in Nebraska. Bobbie Sue works for me.”

      “That’s right.” Bobbie Sue belts out a raucous laugh. “I’m your top producing sales agent, isn’t that right?”

      Milly takes a moment to frown at the woman.

      “Oh, come on. You couldn’t survive without me.” Bobbie Sue winks at the woman. “Go on and let me hear you say it.”

      Milly swallows hard and forces a chuckle.

      “Go on.” Bobbie Sue winks at her again. “Say it loud and proud so everyone can hear.”

      “Oh fine,” Milly says with an exasperated laugh. “Bobbie Sue Watson, I couldn’t survive without you.”

      The table breaks out into a light laugh before we quickly dive into our meals.

      “But seriously.” Milly clears her throat. “If you ladies ever decide to set foot off this ship, I’d be more than happy to help with any of your real estate needs. Today’s market is all online. I can work and sell from anywhere.”

      “Duly noted,” Bess says. “But right now, I’m more interested in this club of yours. Have you all experienced loss?”

      Nettie swats Bess over the arm. “Excuse my friend. She obviously doesn’t know what the word widow means. She was hoping to be one herself but didn’t want to get charged with a homicide.”

      “Same here,” I say, raising a hand. “Homicide was tempting when it came to my ex, and still is for that matter. It’s not entirely off the table.”

      Another bout of laughter ensues.

      “Oh, it’s okay to ask,” Milly says. “I’m the founder of the club. I was married for twenty-two years and widowed for far too long.” Her eyes skirt to Bobbie Sue. “I thought it might be nice to find others who have gone through the same thing, you know, form a bond. And well, The Widow’s Walk was born. Since I’m in real estate, I thought the title was fitting. A widow’s walk is one of the best features of a home if you ask me.”

      Bobbie Sue chuckles. “My husband died in the middle of a brutal divorce. Not all of us are sorry our husbands are gone.” She nods to Milly. “Ain’t that right, boss?”

      Milly sighs over at the woman. I have a feeling they have a relationship a lot like Bess and Nettie, where one often fuels the frustration of the other.

      “That’s true, I guess,” Milly says. “But I wouldn’t know. I loved my Tom.” She gives a dramatic sigh. “Anyway, the club has blossomed in size, and only a fraction of the members have come along on the cruise with us. And as much as I hate to say it, it’s become nothing but a dating cesspool.”

      Gretchen nods. “I’m attending more weddings these days than I am funerals.”

      “Well, that’s good, right?” I say, nodding to the affable woman.

      I glance down at her plate and note a few cantaloupe slices, a pear compote, and a tomato and chickpea salad.

      She’s eating light, that’s for sure.

      I hope she’ll loosen up in the calorie department sooner than later. I hate to see people, women mostly, try to eat as they do at home while on a cruise. There are just too many culinary delights around here to enjoy. And the Blue Water Café is just an appetizer in comparison to the rest of the ship.

      The dining room options can blow the doors off of any five-star restaurant that Stanton ever took me to back home. Not to mention there are dozens of specialty restaurants on board as well. And for as long as I’ve lived on the ship, I’ve yet to try them all.

      “Of course, it’s good,” Bobbie Sue huffs while shooting Gretchen a demeaning look. “Weddings are always good. You should find someone else to live out your days with. Fisher would have wanted you to. And you’d better act fast. You know what they say, the good ones are always taken. I’d hate to have to fight you tooth and nail for a man.” She gives a sly wink, and I’d bet on my life Gretchen just growled in response.

      Gretchen straightens in her seat and nods my way. “Trixie, what brings you to the ship?”

      “A bitter divorce.” I pin a smile to my face. “To think just a year ago things still felt relatively normal, even with the kids away at school. I was tucked safely in Maine—Brambleberry Bay to be exact—just a housewife who painted wall murals for children’s rooms in my free time. Not because we needed the infusion to our bank account. Stanton, my ex, or my hex as it were, makes more than enough as a plastic surgeon to the stars, but mostly he works on wannabe starlets whom he offers a steep discount to in exchange for lascivious favors.” I blush for a moment. “I don’t know why I just spilled all that into your lap. Sorry about that.”

      “Please,” Milly says. “That’s what this group is all about. Lending an ear to those in need. Divorce is just as bad as the loss of a spouse. I’ve seen people suffer through both.”

      “Well, I’ve known both personally,” Bobbie Sue says, opening a black velvet clutch with a pretty rhinestone tab. “Anyone have a pen I can borrow?”

      Gretchen quickly produces one from her purse and hands it over.

      “Thank you.” Bobbie Sue whips out a pink block of sticky notes and scribbles something over it before handing it to me. “I wrote a book on how to move on after a messy divorce.” She sighs. “You’re not the only one with a cheating ex.”

      I glance down at the paper. “A Woman’s Guide on How to Keep From Killing Your Cheating Ex.”

      Another bout of laughter ensues.

      “I might need a copy myself.” Bess laughs the longest while wiping tears from the corner of her eyes. “It sounds like a bestseller.”

      “Pfft.” Bobbie Sue shrugs. “It wasn’t. But I still sell enough to keep a smile on my face. I send a fresh copy to his old mistress every Christmas.”

      Nettie raises her glass. “Revenge is the gift that keeps on giving.”

      “Hear, hear,” we all cheer at once and garner the looks of a small handful of passengers. It’s hard to compete with all of the scrumptious food surrounding us.

      “So tell us about yourself, Nettie Butterworth,” Bobbie Sue says as she lifts her glass even higher. “Did a wayward man chase you to the high seas as well?”

      “I’m the one that does the chasing in that department,” Nettie is quick to counter.

      “Ain’t that the truth,” Bess chuffs. “I’ve seen her do it on more than one occasion, too.” More laughter. “Tell them the truth, Nettie.” She nods to the ladies seated across from us. “She was chased in this direction by the law.”

      “That’s old news.” Nettie waves it off. “My kids were grown, my bills were paid, and I was looking to cash out of a very fruitful business venture before it all went up in smoke. I harvested Mary Jane before it was legal.”

      “Always ahead of the curve,” Bess mutters. “Hey?” She leans back to get a better look at her old friend. “Speaking of kids, isn’t one of yours up in Alaska?”

      “That’s right.” Nettie’s chest broadens with pride. “My son runs a campground in Juneau. I haven’t set my eyes on him in ten years. I can’t wait to see him.”

      “Ten years?” I balk. “I think I’d die if I didn’t see Parker and Abbey for that long.”

      Bess’ mouth falls open as she inspects me. “You should invite them on a cruise. It’s only July, and I bet they still have plenty of time before they have to get back to school. They could make the next trip.”

      “I’ll extend the invite,” I say, making a mental note to do just that. “Nettie, I don’t even know the names of your children.”

      Bess chuckles to herself. “Just remember, you asked for it.”

      Nettie rolls her eyes. “She’s just jealous she didn’t get to pry into my brain and steal my baby names when she had her brood. Now Jimmy, Johnny, and Sally have to lead the boring lives their bland names have demanded.”

      “For the umpteenth time,” Bess tosses her hands in the air, “those aren’t the names of my children.”

      “As I was saying.” Nettie grins hard. “My son, Figment Unity Woo Woo Butterworth, runs an esteemed campground in the woods, brimming with yurts, hot stone massages, and cage fighting with bears. Word to the wise: don’t ask him what happens in the red tent.”

      Bobbie Sue leans forward. “Did you say Woo Woo is his middle name?”

      “One of them.” Nettie nods. “But only because I couldn’t find anything that rhymed with Unity.”

      “And what’s your daughter’s name?” I ask, completely thrilled to discover where Nettie’s brain went next.

      Bess chuckles again. “Boy, you really are a glutton for punishment,” she whispers my way.

      “So was I,” Nettie says, giving a wistful tick of the head. “My little Spirit Peace Joy Love Butterworth turned out to be one spicy chili pepper.” She snaps her fingers with vigor. “Chili Pepper! You think it’s too late to add an amendment to her name?”

      We share another warm laugh as if the seven of us have been good friends for years.

      The light din of music dies down over the speakers, replaced with a string of short shrill beeps as the muster drill commences.

      “Looks as if we’d better get going,” I say. “If the captain is about anything, he’s about safety.”

      “She should know,” Nettie gravels it out. “She’s seen what he’s capable of behind closed doors.”

      “Oh, I have not.” I laugh as our group quickly disbands.

      Everyone takes off in different directions as the entire ship scrambles to get to their rooms to grab their flotation devices before scrambling yet again to get to their assigned muster stations.

      On the way to mine, I spot Bobbie Sue again, only she’s not swimming upstream with the rest of the proverbial salmon. She’s tucked in a corner of the stairwell with a silver-haired man—the handsome one I saw earlier in the green suit. But by the look of those terse expressions on their faces, I don’t think they’re having a romantic encounter. In fact, quite the opposite.

      He says something to her and gets awfully close to her face as he does so. She backs up a notch before slapping him on the chest and they quickly part ways.

      Huh.

      That looked abrasive.

      But lucky for the two of them, this ship is basically a planet that spins in its own watery orbit. They won’t need to bump into one another again unless they want to.

      Speaking of wanting to bump into someone… Once the muster drill concludes, I head back to my room and get ready for dinner. The dining room for the first seating is already open. And even though I’ve yet to digest the prime rib I had as a bona fide snack, that has never stopped me from missing out on the fine dining the Emerald Queen has to offer.

      Once the elevator lands me on the third deck, I’m stuck in a cattle call of humanity. But rather than moo and moan along with the rest of them, I head for an outdoor exit to catch my breath instead. I’d much rather walk the cool breezeway and bypass the crowd than drown in a sea of perfume and cologne.

      It’s dark out, icy, and the wind will most certainly undo any progress I made in an effort to tame my mane.

      And then I see him.

      A man with glowing blue eyes and a naughty smile twitching on his lips heads my way and a breath catches in my throat at the sight of him.

      His white dress shirt expands across his chest, growing tight in all the right places.

      Wordlessly, he takes me into his arms and we share a brief exchange with our eyes before he kisses me long and deep.

      There is something luscious about kissing a stranger in the dark, with nothing but the sound of rushing waters surrounding you. But this is no stranger taking me down a dizzying rabbit hole of erotic kisses.

      I’ve missed Ransom Baxter like a parched and thirsty land misses the rain—or the way my stomach missed that lava cake.

      Face it, he is definitely on par.

      He pulls back and I struggle to catch my breath.

      I’m about to dive in for seconds when something pink glints to my right as sharp and bright as a diamond. Whatever it is it’s lodged in one of the dingies hanging over the side next to us. I’m about to look away when I do a double take instead. That glint of light just so happens to be lying over scrumptious purple velvet that looks more than vaguely familiar.

      I take a blind step in that direction and gasp.

      Bobbie Sue won’t have to worry about having another cheating ex in her future.

      Bobbie Sue Watson won’t have a future at all.

      She’s dead.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip: When walking around the outer rim of the ship at night, be mindful of anything that might cause you to stumble and fall. There are plenty of tables, uneven surfaces, and even fellow passengers that can cause a catastrophe to ensue. Try to stay on the main pathways that are well-lit and well-traveled.

      

      A scream evicts from me as Ransom jumps into the lifeboat and quickly checks the woman for a pulse before shaking his head my way.

      “I’ll call it in,” he says as he whips out his phone and does just that.

      The poor woman most likely broke her neck in the fall. And judging by the way her limbs are splayed out, she indeed fell from a decent height.

      I try my best to glance up at the decks above us. I know for a fact the sundecks are all tucked in a bit from the lower decks. She could have fallen off one of those and the lifeboat broke her fall—although, it didn’t do much by way of saving her life.

      My hand inches up my throat as I try to stifle another scream from escaping.

      The lighting from above acts like a spotlight over the lifeboat as Ransom manages to hop back out, leaving it to illuminate poor Bobbie Sue’s face.

      Her mouth is locked in a scream, her eyes still opened wide with terror, and her silver locks are splayed about her head like a fractured halo. That pink glint against her chest catches my eye once again, and just as Ransom greets the barrage of security detail that just showed up on the scene, I quickly snap a picture of the deceased.

      I’m not sure why I did it.

      It’s morbid, I know. But I can’t help it. I’ve got my wheels churning already.

      I knew that I saw a ghost earlier. I just knew it.

      If only I could muster up the nerve to tell Ransom about my supernatural quirk.

      Surely he’d understand, right?

      I mean, if I ever saw a ghost again, Ransom and I could team up. We might even catch the killer before the murderous deed ever happens.

      A dark velvet pouch sits on one of the tiny tables to my right. The rhinestone tab snags my attention, and I quickly snatch it up.

      “It’s her purse,” I say to no one in particular. The top flops open without any effort and that pink block of sticky notes falls right into my hand.

      I’m about to shove it back where it came from when I see something scrawled out over it.

      To Whom It May Concern: I’m sorry. I couldn’t go on any longer. Forgive me.

      “What in the world?” I gasp as I read it again. Then without putting any thought into it, I snap a quick picture of it.

      “Well, well,”  a female voice growls as Quinn Riddle heads this way, accompanied by her partner at vessel security, Ransom. “I hear you’re the one who spotted her first. Why am I not surprised by this?”

      Quinn is a tall woman. She’s no-nonsense any way you slice her, but pretty with her long dark hair pulled back into a bun, dark green eyes, and a face that glows like the moon.

      I swear the woman sleeps upside down in her closet.

      How did she avoid getting a smidgen of color while we were deep in the tropics?

      “What’s that in your hand?” she hisses. “Is that evidence?”

      “I think it’s a suicide note,” I say, looking past her at Ransom. “I mean, I was just with poor Bobbie Sue, and she seemed like the happiest soul on the planet, but I guess you never know what someone might be feeling on the inside.”

      “What?” Ransom quickly tosses on a pair of gloves and takes the purse, note and all, from me. “Forgive me?” he reads that last part out loud. “It certainly sounds as if this might just be that, a suicide note.”

      “Let me see.” Quinn’s lips move as she reads it for herself. “Well then, I suppose there’s no suspect to look for.”

      A shimmer of light catches my attention just past the barrage of security detail swarming the scene, and it’s that silver-haired man with a beard, glowing like a second moon that decided to make this ship its home.

      “Actually”—a swell of words damn up in my throat—“you should probably treat this like a homicide investigation just to be safe.”

      “I was about to say the same thing,” Ransom says, landing a kiss to my forehead. “Why don’t you head inside? We’re cordoning off the area.”

      “Good idea,” I tell him as I frown at the ghost staring at me with his dead eyes—no pun intended—before he up and disappears.

      Wonderful.

      So much for smooth sailing through glacial waters.

      I’ve never had a ghost show up for a suicide before. From what I understand, they only show up for one thing—murder.

      I’m about to head in when the captain bursts through the doors.

      “Trixie?” he says, taking me into his strong, capable arms. “Thank goodness you’re all right. When I heard a woman fell and broke her neck I was afraid—” He pulls me in tight and buries his face in my neck for a moment. “I’m just glad you’re safe.”

      “Captain.” Ransom clears his throat.

      “Right.” Wes takes a step away from me.

      Weston Crawford Cockburn, who wisely has eschewed his formal surname, simply goes by Captain Crawford, or even simpler than that, just Wes.

      He’s tall, broad-chested, has dark wavy hair, green eyes, and slight dimples. He’s a looker and a real catch, and even though he’s expressed more than his fair share of interest in me, I’ve fallen head over heels for his old brother-in-law, Ransom Baxter—a true and twisted story in every sense of the word.

      “I’ll take care of everything out here,” Ransom says to him. “Why don’t you take Trixie back inside?” He presses his cobalt gaze to mine. “I’ll track you down as soon as I can. You can tell me everything you know about the deceased.”

      “Will do.” I nod as Captain Crawford escorts me through the narrow door that leads into the foyer just outside the first level of the main dining room.

      We’re met with a roar of the crowd, all of them anxiously looking our way.

      “Captain,” they all seemingly call out for his attention at once.

      “What’s happened?” they shout.

      “Is it true there’s a body out there?”

      “Did someone fall to their death?”

      “Was it an accident?”

      “Were they pushed?”

      “Pushed? Why, that would make it murder.”

      I nod up at Captain Crawford.

      Yes, it would make it murder indeed.
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      Trip Tip: The key you’re given once you board the ship will open up a lot more than the door to your cabin. It opens up a world of fun. Your cabin key acts as a passport to get you on and off the ship, and you can even use it as a credit card while on board! You’ll want to have it accessible to you at all times. Some passengers like to wear it on a lanyard or keep it tucked nearby in a pocket or a purse.

      

      “Captain!” Tinsley Thornton, our resident cruise director and snitch, comes this way.

      Tinsley is a forty-something stunner with a head full of chestnut locks that drip down her shoulders. Her cinnamon-colored skin still glows from the tropics, and she’s wearing the signature uniform for women on board the ship: a navy pencil skirt and a crisp white blouse.

      “What is happening?” She does a little mermaid sashay as she stalks her way over and by her side crop up both Bess and Nettie.

      “Is it true?” Bess cries out.

      “You found another dead body?” Nettie cries my way and the crowd gives a collective gasp.

      “Now, now.” Captain Crawford motions for the crowd to calm down. We’re standing underneath a chandelier the size of a spaceship just outside of the main dining room with all of its glitzy appeal. “Please, if you’re a part of the first seating dining, head on in and enjoy your dinner. If not, I ask you to please clear the area.”

      A murmur breaks out in the crowd, but for the most part they do as they’re told.

      “Wes,” Tinsley hisses. “I can tell you’re tense. You only grind your jaw like that in bed.”

      Nettie inches back. “What kind of things were you doing to this man to make him grind his teeth?”

      “I bet he was sleeping,” Bess says. “You know they make a bite guard for that now.”

      “Thank you, but I don’t need a bite guard,” Wes says, rather annoyed with the direction the conversation has taken.

      “And he most certainly wasn’t asleep,” Tinsley assures us before flitting her eyes my way. “For the record, I’ve made Ransom grind his teeth in bed, too.”

      “Hear that?” Nettie elbows me. “She’s slept with both of your boyfriends. You’d better hurry and even up the score.”

      “I don’t have two boyfriends,” I tell her.

      And once I tell Ransom I can see the dead, I may not have any boyfriends.

      “All right,” Wes leans our way, “a passenger appears to have suffered a fatal fall, but I’d like this information to be kept on a need-to-know basis. I don’t see a reason to alarm anybody else. It’s not as if there’s a cold-blooded killer on the loose.”

      The sound of a female voice chattering nearby derails my thoughts, and I turn that way to see both Milly and Gretchen huddled together.

      “Oh no,” I say, shaking my head at the two of them.

      I should go over and say something. After all, the deceased is their good friend.

      And well, at this point, Bobbie Sue was our good friend, too.

      “Come on, ladies,” I say to Bess and Nettie. “I’m sorry, Captain, but a need-to-know basis situation just arose. If you don’t mind, I’d prefer to handle this.”

      The three of us head toward the two women.

      Milly has on a teal cloak, and it looks so elegant she could wear it for one of the formal nights. Gretchen has changed into a simple black dress, and yet she looks more than a little frazzled. She looks as if she wants nothing more than to change into her PJs and curl into a ball.

      I can’t blame her.

      Rumors are swirling.

      “My key card didn’t work, can you believe it?” Milly rages on as Gretchen gropes her own neck. “This trip only cost me my retirement fund and a kidney. You’d think they’d have everything in working order on their end.”

      “Ladies,” I say as the three of us enter their midst. “I’m so sorry to be the one to tell you this—”

      “It’s true then?” Gretchen closes her eyes. “Bobbie Sue is dead.”

      I offer a solemn nod. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Bobbie Sue?” Nettie gags on the woman’s name. “You mean the big barrel of fun we just had snacks with up on the lido deck?”

      “I’m afraid so,” I say with a sigh.

      “But she hasn’t met Figgy yet,” Nettie balks as if she were suddenly affronted by the poor woman’s untimely departure.

      “Oh, that’s just terrible,” Bess howls.

      “Don’t I know it,” Nettie says. “Figgy never got a chance to show her how his glass eye works. I paid good money for that thing back in ’73. You should see the things he’s trained it to do.”

      “Trained?” Bess howls once again, this time in horror. “I’d better get you back in your room,” she says, speeding Nettie off. “It’s clear no one has trained you to have manners. That woman was their good friend.”

      “I’m sorry, ladies,” I reiterate. “I really didn’t want to be the one to tell you this, but I thought you should know before you hear whispers of it.” And well, it sounds as if they already had.

      “It’s for the best.” Milly shakes her head. “I’ll contact the rest of the group.” She closes her eyes a moment too long. “You don’t think they’ll turn the ship around and cancel the trip, do you?”

      I shake my head. “The crew will handle this as discreetly as possible.”

      Unfortunately, they’ve had plenty of experience.

      “Well, there’s a bright light,” Milly says, pulling out her phone, and I note a long thin red line running up the side of her wrist. “I’ll let the others know the trip is still on. We may as well make the best of it. Goodnight, ladies.” She melts into the crowd just as Gretchen shakes her head at me.

      “I’m so sorry,” she says as tears begin to flow. “I can’t imagine what the crew must have thought when they saw that. I mean, I just feel so bad for whoever found her like that. And poor Bobbie Sue! She had her whole life in front of her still. Sure, she was no spring chicken, but she could have easily lived another forty years, if not fifty. And for some people, that’s a lifetime.”

      “You’re right. She was far too young. I don’t know why she’d throw it all away.” My fingers clamp over my lips, but not because I let those words fly, but because momentarily I forgot that I believe this is a homicide investigation even if it hasn’t been formally ruled one.

      “You know that she killed herself?” Gretchen blinks back her own surprise.

      “Uh—yes,” I tell her, because honestly? I’m not sure what else I could have said. “It’s awful, isn’t it?”

      It’s awful any way you slice it.

      “It is.” Gretchen shakes like a leaf. “I can’t believe she’s gone. I’ve never met anyone as vivacious as Bobbie Sue. She was certainly a force to be reckoned with.” She shudders as if she knew all too well.

      “There was nothing subtle about her, that’s for sure. Having known her a few minutes, I could already tell she was the life of the party.” I wince as soon as the words escape me. “Sorry. That was a lame attempt to add levity to a dark situation.”

      She shrugs. “It’s true, though. Even a stranger could look at her and know what she was capable of.”

      A shimmer of pale blue stars appears behind her as that silver fox with the beard materializes before us—or me as it were.

      Gretchen shivers as she holds herself. “You’ll have to excuse me, Trixie. I’m suddenly not feeling well.” She takes a step away before leaning back my way. “As selfish as it sounds, all of this just reminds me of the pain I went through when I lost Fisher. I’m sorry. I need to get to my cabin. I should never have come on this cruise.” She darts into the crowd and my heart breaks for her.

      But before I can so much as shake my head in the poor woman’s wake, I step in front of the wily specter before me lest he disappears again, and seeing that I can do nothing to block his path, he just might.

      “Who are you, and how did you know the deceased?”

      He frowns my way.

      He’s handsome, for sure, and yet so much about him reminds me of my father— strong, stalwart, and far too silent.

      “You may call me Ferguson,” he says, his voice only faintly holding any echoing qualities. His skin glows a sickly shade of blue, but other than that, he looks about as solid as anyone else in the crowd. “The deceased and I were acquaintances once upon a time.”

      “You must have been more than that,” I muse, trying my best not to move my lips lest someone sees me speaking to thin air and has me committed posthaste. Tinsley Thornton, I’m looking at you. “I happen to have it on good authority that you’re not only here to help solve her murder, but that the deceased had a special affinity for you.”

      It just so happens that a few months ago I got bopped on the head with a bottle of moonshine, and well, one thing led to seeing the dead.

      A woman I met in Hawaii let me know that I was something called transmundane, meaning that I could see the dead—and that the universe tagged me to help track down their killers.

      For reasons unknown to me, the Man Upstairs sends someone down from the Good Place and they’re supposed to help me narrow in on the killer. As it turns out, the dead person—or animal—that shows up to assist me is someone that the deceased had a very deep affection for.

      The man shakes his head as if balking at the idea. “I’m sorry, but if the deceased had a special affinity for me, it wasn’t reciprocated. I was a happily married man, mind you.” He offers a dark look in the direction of the lifeboat that still houses Bobbie Sue. “But nonetheless, if I’m here to bring a monster to justice, then that’s exactly what I’m going to do. Out of my way, I’ve got a killer to catch.”

      He flies right through me and my entire body erupts in an icy chill in his wake.

      “Hey, wait a minute,” I call out after him. “We’re supposed to work together!”

      But it’s too late. He’s already sailed right through the wall and back out to the crime scene.

      I pivot on my heels and freeze solid once I see Tinsley Thornton looking right at me, shaking her head as a dark smile curls on her lips.

      It seems I don’t have just a killer or a ghost to worry about. I’ve got Tinsley looking to take me down from every angle.

      I stride right past her with my shoulders pulled back on the way to my cabin.

      I’m not afraid of the killer, and I’m certainly not afraid of no ghost.

      But Tinsley?

      For some reason, that woman has the ability to strike genuine fear in me.

      I pull out my phone and glance at that picture I snapped of the deceased.

      I’m not giving Tinsley another ounce of my energy. I’ve got a case to solve.

      Whoever killed Bobbie Sue Watson had better fear me.

      I zoom in on the picture a bit and gasp.

      And just like that, Bobbie Sue’s murder investigation just turned on its ear.
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      Trip Tip: Forget something for your getaway? Fear not! Every cruise line is outfitted with a gift shop. In fact, if you see something special in there you like, I wouldn’t hesitate to snap it up. You’d be surprised by how quickly those places go through merchandise. And it’s never too soon to shop for souvenirs—especially if they’re just for you.

      Happy shopping!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      “How about this?” Nettie asks, holding up a sweatshirt that reads You moose visit Alaska! There’s a picture of a cartoon moose smoking a cigar just above those words, and judging by the look in his eyes, he’s familiar with more than his fair share of nefarious stomping grounds this pristine landscape has to offer.

      Bess scrunches up her nose. “As much as I want to say try again, I’ll admit, it’s you.”

      I’ll admit, it’s Nettie as well. And as chilly as the temperatures are currently, it will be me soon enough, too.

      “I just need something warm to wear so I don’t freeze to death,” Nettie says, plucking through a rack of sweaters and sweatshirts as we stand in the heart of the Queen’s Boutique, the primary gift shop that has just about any and everything in it.

      Of course, there is a myriad of other little shops on the ship as well, but this is the one I headed into first, not necessarily because I needed to add a few layers to my wardrobe, but because my bestie on board this stylish ship, Elodie Abernathy, happens to run the place.

      Elodie is a tall blonde with a short blunt bob and mischievous blue eyes who happens to have a penchant for both spicy fashion and even spicier men.

      “Try this one,” Elodie says, plucking a purple sweatshirt off the table in front of her that reads Feeling Nauti.

      “Ha,” Nettie says, snatching it from her. “I’ll take this in every color.”

      “And I’ll take the moose,” Bess says. “I told you we should have stopped off at a shopping mall in Vancouver. Now we’re going to look like a bunch of tourists.”

      “We are a bunch of tourists,” I point out.

      Nettie chuffs at both Bess and me, “How was I supposed to know I’d need a sweater or two? It’s the middle of July, for Pete’s sake.”

      Bess chuckles as she proceeds to ransack the clothes before her. “The fact we’re going to ogle glaciers should have been your first clue. You do realize they need subarctic temperatures just to survive.”

      “That might be true,” Elodie says. “But the highs are mid-fifties today, and it will be in the low forties tonight. I don’t suspect anyone will freeze. But just to be safe, check out the cable-knit wool I just set out in the back. This is duty-free shopping we’re talking about, ladies. You won’t get that in some shopping mall in Vancouver.”

      “Cable-knit wool?” Nettie sniffs as if Elodie just let a noxious odor fly. “Isn’t that for strait-laced preppies with aspirations to give away their sanity and their sleep so they sit in a cubicle all day?”

      “It’s for people who want to survive a trip through an ice cube tray,” Bess informs her before taking off for the back. “Come on, Nettie. I’ll help you find some cable-knit wool even a hippy can love.”

      “All right, but make it snappy,” Nettie grouses. “I’ve only got another twenty minutes in me before I need to report back to the Blue Water Café for culinary duty.”

      And by culinary duty, she means eat.

      We’ve already hit the Blue Water Café a few hours ago for our pre-breakfast buffet—build your own omelets for all three of us with extra smoked salmon on mine in keeping with the Alaskan theme. Afterward, we had our real breakfast in the formal dining room, more lox and bagels for me—yes, plural. But I’m with her on heading back to the Blue Water soon. My sweet tooth is feeling rather neglected.

      And the way my stomach is growling, you’d think I’ve denied it anything to digest for a week.

      Eating on a cruise ship is akin to breathing on a scuba dive.

      A crowd bustles into the shop and a few of the other attendants head over to assist the masses.

      The Queen’s Mall is located on deck five near the atrium. The entire mall looks lush and plush with its faux cobbled streets and eclectic mix of storefronts that range from ultra-lux to a dollar store knockoff.

      Elodie does all of the buying for each shop personally, and since she has exquisite taste, you can’t go wrong with a single purchase. Not even the bobblehead doll of the captain.

      Rumor has it, Ransom has one in his cabin that he likes to punch once in a while for the heck of it.

      I know firsthand that’s not true. But if there was a bobblehead of Ransom, I doubt Wes would hesitate to knock it around a couple of times.

      “How about you?” Elodie dances the Feeling Nauti sweatshirt in front of me. “Don’t tell me—you’d hate to give the captain the wrong idea.” Her hot pink lips frown my way. “We both know you’ve already given Ransom Baxter the wrong idea—and by wrong, I mean wrong.”

      Now it’s my turn to frown.

      “I know, Elodie.” I sigh even though I meant for the words to have a sarcastic edge to them. “During our last cruise, you sent me a few naughty nighties in an effort to make all of Ransom’s naughty dreams come true and I failed you—both.”

      It’s true. Ransom and I are still pretty chaste when it comes to our relationship.

      “All of Ransom’s naughty dreams?” she chokes on her words. “You clearly missed the point. And I’m afraid you may have missed the point of every naughty encounter you’ve ever had. Newsflash, Trixie, those encounters were for your benefit first and foremost. You really need to stop thinking you were put on this planet to please a man. Every woman knows those men were put here to please you,” she says with a wink. “Besides, I know you’ve brainwashed yourself into believing you need to take things slow. I get that. You’ve been indoctrinated well back in Scrambleberry Bay.”

      “Brambleberry Bay.” I giggle at her intentional slight.

      Elodie has heard more than enough stories from my hometown, including the ex I was indoctrinated into caring for a while there.

      Too bad Stanton couldn’t have been indoctrinated into being loyal—not that I care at this point. Considering who my new main squeeze is, I should pen my ex and each of his many mistresses a thank you card.

      “And you’re probably right about the indoctrination,” I tell her. “But I happen to believe in it as well. Lucky for me, Ransom hasn’t pushed the topic. He’s just—perfect.” I sigh once again, this time at the thought of the handsome steed I’m lucky enough to call my own. Speaking of Detective Ransom Baxter…a thought comes to me and I quickly fish out my phone. “You know what? I’ll pass on the sweatshirt, but I did see something I sort of fell in love with.”

      I show her the picture I snapped of Bobbie Sue Watson lying splayed out in that lifeboat last night and Elodie squints at the screen.

      “Is that the dead woman?” She takes a quick breath. “Geez, Trixie, who knew you were into kinkier things than I am? Dead people? Really?”

      “I’m not into kinky things with dead people,” I practically hiss as a trio of women turn their heads our way momentarily. “I’m into her coat.”

      She takes the phone from me and expands the photo. “Ah, a velvet duster in deep purple. You’ve got good taste, as did the dead woman. I know of a boutique in Sitka that might carry things like this. I’ve seen a cape version of it, too. And if they have any of it, I’ll see if I can get them to sell the ship some of its inventory.”

      “That would be great. Then I can be both warm and stylish.”

      She makes a face. “I know you too well by now, Trixie. You didn’t show me that picture so you could be warm or stylish. You don’t think she fell on her own. You think that woman was murdered, don’t you?”

      My lips twitch. “Okay, so I do. And just between you and me, she left a note.”

      Her pink lips round out with surprise. “As in she killed herself?”

      I shrug.

      “But you don’t believe that either?” Elodie’s eyes round out to match her lips. “Wow, you really are determined to solve a homicide. Don’t worry. I’ll be the last person to get in your way. Now, why are you really showing me this picture?”

      “Well, truth be told, I am into her coat. But more specifically, I want to know what that light spot on it is. It almost looks as if something is glistening on it.”

      She shakes her head at the screen. “It could be anything from a bead, sequin, or a random orb of light. But who cares. I’ll get my hands on that accouterment, and before you know it, every woman on the ship will be wearing one of those luscious capes.”

      “A cape?” a female voice crows from behind and we turn to see the queen crow herself, Tinsley Thornton looking as if she’s got a bone to pick. She sheds a meager smile my way. “Looking to indoctrinate people into your coven?”

      I’m not sure why, but that bone Tinsley has to pick always seems to be with me.

      Elodie holds a finger my way as if to say I’ll take this one. “If by coven, you mean reverse harem, then you would be correct.” She lifts her chin at the woman. “What can I do for you, Tinsley?”

      Both Elodie and Tinsley are wearing their required navy pencil skirts and white blouses. They look like a united front, but seeing that Elodie is up for sparring with her coworker on my behalf, their outfits are about the only thing they have in common at the moment—or these days in general. And these days would be code for ever since I’ve boarded the ship. Elodie is turning out to be a true-blue friend.

      Tinsley takes a breath. “I’ll be with the passengers on the sundeck as we make our way through the fjord and I’m here to pick up a cardigan.” She nods my way. “It’s what those of us outside of the coven prefer to keep ourselves warm with.” Her eyes narrow over mine. “But, seeing that you’re under suspension from the cruise line, I suppose you can spend your free time however you like—be it casting spells on unsuspecting gentlemen or stumbling upon dead bodies. Perhaps both as you’re prone to do.”

      Elodie gags for a moment. “Much like myself, Trixie doesn’t need a spell book to land a man—or two.” She winks as she delivers the barb. “In fact, you might want to follow her around. You never know—you could pick up a trick or two when it comes to landing yourself a hot date. But don’t get too close or you might just be the next dead body she stumbles upon.” She stomps her foot and Tinsley jumps and gasps.

      “I’ll see you ladies around.” Tinsley scowls my way. “And I won’t be looking for tips of any kind.”

      She heads for the back table just as Bess and Nettie show up with an armful of sweaters.

      “I think we’re ready,” Bess says, hugging her haul as if it were her own hot date. And if she wore them all at once, they would be.

      “Yeah,” Nettie growls, holding just as many cable-knit goodies, along with a few of those sweatshirts emblazoned with the saucy sayings. “We’re ready to complete the preppy look with ties and penny loafers.”

      “Oh, I used to love penny loafers,” Bess cries in a moment of sentimentality as if she remembers her penny loafers with fondness.

      “You would,” Nettie huffs as she leads the way to the register.

      Elodie leans in. “Just between you and me, if you need help pinning the crime on Tinsley, I’m in. We’ve yet to get her back for lying to the cruise lines and telling them you see ghosts.” She takes off for the register and I press my lips tight in her wake.

      Whether or not Tinsley realized it, she wasn’t lying.

      Bess, Nettie, and I ante up on our new hot-to-trot wardrobes and make our way out of the Queen’s Boutique a little bit poorer for the effort.

      Okay, a lot more poorer. According to those prices, the Queen’s Boutique doesn’t suffer fiscal fools.

      “All right, ladies,” Nettie says, jostling both Bess and me with her elbows. “Let’s off-load the cable-knit loot and head up top and see a glacier or two.”

      And maybe a ghost or two as well.

      But I keep that little disembodied bit to myself for now.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip: Each cruise line has a daily itinerary, via a newsletter hand-delivered to your stateroom and an app that details important events and so much more. You might think that days spent at sea might have fewer activities to occupy your time, but you would be sadly mistaken. The cruise director goes out of her way to make sure your day is jam-packed with exciting activities. And if she’s especially vindictive, she might even spy on you to make sure you’re participating.

      

      “Tell me you didn’t just use your blog to sling a barb in Tinsley’s direction?” Bess laughs while studying her phone as we stroll along the upper sundeck.

      “Of course, she did,” Nettie says, patting me on the back. “We raised her right.”

      Both Bess and Nettie are nestled in their new threads, with Bess in a stylish cable-knit sweater coat and Nettie in a sweatshirt thrown over her muumuu that reads I can’t a fjord to see another glacier.

      I’d say it’s nippy out, but I’d be a liar. I might hail from the frozen tundra of Maine, but after spending six months in the tropics, this so-called chill in the air—which I would have once considered a tropical breeze itself—is downright freezing.

      “It wasn’t a barb at Tinsley, per se.” I bite down on my lip to keep from chuckling as I pull my wool cardigan tighter around my body. “I was speaking in generalities. But if I wasn’t, it—well, was more of a parting shot after the barb she slung my way. And she seems to have a never-ending supply of them.”

      “That’s true,” Bess says. “I’ve never seen her come at anyone with so much gritty gusto. But then again, Tinsley has never had anyone go after her men the way you have.”

      “Please.” Nettie laughs. “Those men went after Trixie like she was an afternoon snack.” She sniffs the air. “Speaking of snacks, I smell food.”

      Nettie takes off like a woman on a mission, and Bess groans at the sight.

      “I’d better go after her before she steals the soup right out of some poor passenger’s hands.”

      A laugh tickles my throat, but I’m too stunned by the scenery to give it as I join the rest of the passengers—and I do mean every last one—taking in the sheer cliffsides the ship is seemingly sailing through.

      To our left and right—or port and starboard as it were—stand lush forests strewn over craggy mountainsides, so close you’d think you could reach out and touch them. Snowcapped mountains sit just behind those, and scarves of heavy fog create illusionary striations interwoven through both.

      It’s a majestic scene and I expected nothing less from Alaska.

      According to the daily newsletter—the Sea Breeze—the Tracy Arm Fjord sits approximately forty-five miles south of Juneau and is named after the secretary of the Navy, Benjamin Franklin Tracy. And what an honor to have such a spectacular sight named after oneself. It went on to state that the word fjord is defined as a narrow waterway with steep cliffsides or rock walls on either side.

      But apparently, our cruise ship is far too big to get too far up the fjord, which would explain the barrage of smaller ships racing past us.

      The magnificent backdrop of unspoiled woodlands stretches to the sky before us. I’ve never seen such sheer beauty this close and personal, save for a few of the more majestic paintings I’ve had the pleasure to take in.

      And speaking of paintings, I’ve brought a few of my art supplies along in a tote bag with me, as well as my laptop, in the event I feel inspired to write in my blog—and believe me, I do.

      I weave my way through the thicket of people pressed against the railings as they all jockey for a position to witness the luscious landscapes displayed before us. Each person here is bundled in sweaters or parkas, and despite the fact it’s the middle of summer, some even came equipped with scarves and mittens.

      Come to find out, cruises to these parts are most comfortable from mid-spring to early fall due to inclement weather the rest of the year. Normally, I like my summers bathed with sunshine—best appreciated on warm sandy beaches—but this year it almost feels appropriate that I’ve bypassed that sun-drenched season and am experiencing an arctic chill instead. Everything else in my life has been upended this year, I don’t see why the natural order of seasons should be any different.

      And to be honest, I don’t care for the natural order of things anymore. I gave all that up when I gave up my marriage.

      I say bring on the disorder, the chaos, and an entire parade of handsome men.

      Speaking of handsome men, Ransom texted this morning, letting me know he had to work on the Watson case but that he couldn’t wait to see me and catch up.

      The Watson case.

      I shake my head as I spot a row of empty lounge chairs toward the middle of the deck. And before I can get to them, I’m intercepted by a crew member holding a tray full of bowls of soup—your choice of split pea or lobster bisque.

      As an ode to my home state, I choose the lobster bisque and quickly make myself comfortable on one of the free loungers.

      Lucky for me, I don’t need to worry about the crowd spoiling my views. The mountains rise so tall into the sky I feel as if I’m witnessing it all on the big screen.

      With my sketchpad and pencil in hand, I watch as the forest goes from emerald green to a dark shade of umber then right back to emerald again. I brought along my alcohol markers, my favorite go-to for color, outside of acrylics and watercolor. I teach all of the above in my classes here on the ship—or at least I did before Tinsley convinced the fine people at Lineage Cruise Lines that I was scaring the passengers with ghostly tales from the other side.

      I quickly push Tinsley out of my mind and focus on the trickling waterfalls breaking up the woodlands before us.

      Thin waterfalls, thick waterfalls, trickles and deluges, we’re treated to those and everything in between.

      After an hour or so and during my second helping of lobster bisque—it’s going to take a lot for me to switch soup teams now that there’s lobster involved—I pull out my laptop and hop onto my blog, Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      The blog was Bess’ idea. Or was it Nettie’s? Anyway, it’s fully mine now, and outside of living on a cruise ship, it’s been one of the most cathartic things I’ve done for myself. Sure, I may have spilled a few too many personal details at the beginning about my divorce, but that’s what’s landed me more than a handful of quasi-bitter divorcees looking for a little camaraderie in addition to the feel of community.

      Not only does my newfound tribe seemingly enjoy reading about my cruising exploits, but they cheer one another on in the comments at the end of each post.

      I fill them in on the beautiful landscape here in Alaska, the new friends Bess, Nettie, and I are meeting—Bess and Nettie have become quite the celebrities themselves to my readers. And I give a little shout-out to the captain and the head of vessel security as well. I don’t dare mention formal monikers when it comes to Wes or Ransom, but it’s been easy enough for my readers to deduce, seeing that I’ve outed their roles on the ship.

      Of course, I don’t dare mention the fact I’ve stumbled upon another body either. I’d hate to turn the Emerald Queen of the Seas into some morbid murder ship rife with killers and ghosts—even though that’s exactly what she’s panning out to be.

      Lately I’ve been rounding out my posts with a question, but I’m too anxious to get back to gazing at the wall of nature surrounding me than to think up anything to ask, so I decide to throw the idea back at my readers.

      Ask me anything you wish about cruising, cruise etiquette, or the mountains of food I’m looking to ingest. And believe you me, I’ll do my best to make sure that happens.

      Signing out with dreamy lobster bisque and dreamier vistas.

      XOXO Trixie

      The crowd gasps at something, collectively pointing down to the water, so I close up my laptop as I venture over to witness the spectacle myself. And what a spectacle it is—glaciers.

      Not terribly big ones at that—they’re more the size of a small car but seem to be growing with every inch the ship sails forward. But nevertheless, they’re gorgeous chalky white structures with casts of blue glowing in their every nook and cranny.

      The glaciers are majestic—sitting over the water like mythical beasts lost in their slumber. And with the rushing sound of the falls in the distance, it’s as if nature itself were applauding the wonder.

      I take a few quick pictures of my enchanting surroundings and fire them off in the family group chat.

      Both Abbey and Parker quickly reward me with a heart-shaped emoji.

      Stanton sends a message instead. Looks cold.

      As cold as your heart, I want to fire back but don’t. We’re on amicable terms—mostly.

      I glance out to my left and spot a glacier as tall and wide as a New York skyscraper.

      “Oh wow,” the words escape with a sigh. Just to the left of that, there’s a boulder with whitewash rushing over it and spilling into the icy sea.

      The Man Upstairs really is clearly a showoff. I laugh to myself as I snap a barrage of pictures of the magical sight.

      “It’s shockingly beautiful, isn’t it?” a deep male voice whispers from behind and I turn, hoping to find the exact male I’ve been craving—but it’s not Ransom. Instead, I find the see-through, wafting glory of a silver-haired ghost.

      “Geez,” I hiss as a tiny scream gets locked in my throat. “You really shouldn’t sneak up on people like that,” I say, patting my hand over my erratically beating heart. I give a quick glance around and grab him by the sleeve of his ghostly pinstriped suit. “You’re coming with me.”

      In no time I’ve navigated us toward an alcove steaming from the hot tub just a few feet away. There might be a frozen chill in the air, but I seriously doubt that will stop the myriad of hot tubs here on the ship from filling to capacity. In fact, the chill in the air might just drive them to do just that.

      “Ferguson,” I pose it as a question as if to confirm his moniker and he nods. “So what have you got? Did you do any sleuthing? Have you sniffed out the killer? Do you know the motive?”

      He floats backward a notch, his head still a good two feet above my own. He’s dressed to the nines in that aforementioned pinstriped suit, glowing green as a glow stick, and yet still manages to hang onto his handsome appeal.

      I’m betting Ransom would make a handsome ghost himself. Come to think of it, so would Captain Crawford—not that I’m wishing death upon either of them.

      “I’m afraid I haven’t gotten that far,” he confesses.

      “Well, what have you been doing with your time?” I scoff at him without meaning to. But I can’t help it. If I were a ghost, I’d be a ghostly woman on a mission to solve the crime at hand so I could get back up to that celestial buffet in the sky—sort of the way I’m wishing I could hit the buffet right about now, too.

      He cranes his neck into the crowd. “I’ve been doing this and that. The Blue Water Café has a spectacular display of sweet treats, might I add. It’s nothing like the buffet back home, but it will do in a pinch.”

      Thought so. Not that I can blame him.

      I’m not sure why or how, but not only can the ghost that visits feel as solid as we living mortals when they want—or not—they can put away just as many calories as we can, too. Although, I’m pretty sure I can give any half-starved specter a run for his hungry money.

      I’ve been gobbling down sweet treats and savory fare as if I’m training for an Olympic event—competitive caloric consumption.

      “What about the case?” I prod on. “Have you garnered anything we can use to hunt down the killer?”

      “Not yet.” He glances out at the crowd once again. “But I think we should start with her friends first. I’m especially interested in hearing what they’ve been up to.” He lifts a brow to the crowd once again.

      “Okay, we’ll start there,” I say. “So you mentioned that you and the deceased were acquaintances? She must have really liked you—a lot—for you to have shown up. What did you know about her? Maybe there’s a personality trait that can give a clue as to why someone would want her dead?”

      “I’ll say there is,” he growls out the words. “Bobbie Sue may have been widowed, but even while her husband was alive and well, she had a roving eye for other people’s husbands.”

      I suck in a quick breath. “You don’t say? Maybe she tried her hand at husband snatching? Maybe that’s what got her killed.” I think on it a moment. “Although, if someone tried to snatch my husband and he responded in a positive manner, I’d shove the louse her way for good. I’m speaking from experience.”

      Not only did Stanton cheat on me with one hussy, but there were numerous hussies involved—and those were just the ones I found in our bedroom.

      “That was most likely prudent on your part.” He frowns and looks twice as disgusted as he does so. “I’m ashamed to say a number of my colleagues back at the advertising firm used to step out on their wives. Philanderers were rather celebrated back then. I never partook in the crime, but those that did were beyond rehab in my opinion. A few of the lucky wives got out once they discovered the malfeasance. But more than enough stood stoically by their cheating husband’s side.”

      “I bet they felt trapped,” I say as my heart breaks for those women. “The world isn’t as friendly to women as it is to men—and especially if the woman in question is lacking credentials that could help her get on her feet. Rent is almost unattainable, and don’t get me started on childcare. I have no doubt those women wanted to leave just as much as the ones who did, but their finances and perhaps stubborn hearts dictated otherwise.”

      “I gather you’re right,” he says.

      “Bobbie Sue mentioned she was in real estate. Maybe she had a transaction that went south?”

      “Maybe so, but no matter how the killer knew her, they’d have to be on board the ship.”

      “You’re right.” I blow out a breath and a white plume speeds from my lips as the air grows increasingly colder. “I’ll start with her friends as you suggested. But unfortunately for me, she happens to be here with over one hundred of them.”

      “We’ll start with the inner circle.”

      “Okay, I did meet three of her friends yesterday—Julep, Milly, and Gretchen.”

      He sucks in a quick breath as I say their names.

      “Any of those ring a bell?” I ask with a smidge of hope.

      If Ferguson knows her friends, we might really be able to get somewhere. Of course, her friends can’t know that.

      “Perhaps they do,” he says as his voice takes on a deeper octave. “I’ll go fish them out just to be sure. I will solve this case if it’s the last thing I do.” He starts to disintegrate right before my eyes and I reach out to grab ahold of his arm once again, but it’s no use.

      “Wait,” I call out. “There is no I in team!” And besides that, it won’t be the last thing he does regardless because he’s essentially an immortal at this point—sans a body, of course.

      Ferguson disappears in a blaze of luminescent glory, and soon I’m all by my lonesome as those hot tubs exude more steam by the minute.

      “Trixie”—Bess calls out from across the way—“there’s a whale out here!”

      “Yup!” Nettie waves me in their direction. “And he’s been flirting with me from the second he arrived. Get on over here and I’ll show you how to call the big boys to the yard.”

      A laugh catches in my throat, but it stops cold once I spot a certain chestnut-haired brunette studying me curiously.

      Tinsley inspects me from the bar just a few feet away before nodding my way and striding on by.

      “Thank goodness,” I whisper, breathing a sigh of relief.

      The last thing I need is Tinsley seeing me conducting a full-blown conversation with thin air.

      Note to self: exercise a little caution next time.

      Ferguson and I might have a killer to catch, but I’d hate for Tinsley to catch me communicating with the dead.

      It looks as if Tinsley is taking Elodie far too seriously when it comes to following me around the ship in hopes to score a hot date.

      I’ll be darned if Tinsley’s ridiculous libido lands me in hot water.

      And if she thinks I’m giving up Ransom Baxter, she’s in for a scalding surprise.

      There’s not a ghost of a chance.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: I’ve got a question for you, Trixie! I’m set to get married in the fall, and as a gift, my fiancé’s mother booked a cruise for us as a wedding gift. She’s also purchased a ticket for herself and can’t wait to explore everything on and off the ship with the two of us. My fiancé and I have no idea how to handle this. What should we do?

      ~Ready to Jump Ship

      

      Dear Ready to Jump Ship,

      Please thank your future mother-in-law for such a generous gift. In fact, go a step further and wish her a wonderful trip. Let her know that should you and your new husband decide to leave your cabin, you will most likely seek out private romantic excursions that will serve as memories while on your honeymoon. If she doesn’t get the hint, suggest that she seek out a solo travelers group. Most cruise lines host special activities for people sailing alone. She might just be the one who decides to jump ship.

      XOXO Trixie

      

      The Emerald Queen has docked in glorious Sitka.

      I woke up early to a stunning view outside my cabin. From the balcony, I could see verdant rolling hills with snowcapped mountains just beyond that, and a quaint little town situated just beyond the harbor.

      The morning of the first stop on land always sends a vibratory energy bustling throughout the ship, and today is no different.

      Bess, Nettie, and I trekked up to the Blue Water Café for our pre-breakfast ritual of inhaling, well, breakfast. But to our surprise, every last passenger on the ship was doing their best to cram themselves into the café as well.

      So for the first time ever, we decided to skip our first breakfast and head straight down to the main dining room for the second.

      Believe me, my stomach has noticed the significant drop in early morning calories, and it’s not too happy about it. On the way down, my eye snagged on the row of lifeboats lining the very deck where I found Bobbie Sue’s body, and I couldn’t help but shudder at the sight of them.

      All night I tossed and turned, wondering why she would leave a suicide note? Surely it wasn’t a suicide if the powers-that-be saw fit to send a silver-haired specter to help me solve the crime.

      Was she about to jump ship when the killer came upon the scene?

      Maybe Bobbie Sue changed her mind at the last minute and the killer gave her a push?

      “I’m having two of everything,” Nettie says as she studies her menu.

      “I’d scoff at the thought,” Bess says. “But if that growling in your stomach gets any louder, we might have a national incident on our hands.”

      “International incident,” Nettie corrects. “My stomach is a fan of international cuisine.”

      Bess rolls her eyes, and I can’t help but chuckle.

      “Speaking of incidents.” Bess tips her head my way. “Is there a disembodied being on board that we should be aware of?”

      My lips twitch from side to side. “His name is Ferguson, he’s a silver fox, and he wears a pinstriped suit. He’s not all that thrilled to be here, but he can eat so there’s an upside.”

      “Tell me he’s single,” Nettie pants as she fans herself.

      Bess averts her eyes. “We’d better get some food in her if we want to keep her bound to the earth. Her appetite is clearly roving toward paradise.”

      The main dining room is almost filled to capacity itself this morning as passengers load up on both savory fare and sweet treats for their day about town. The gangway isn’t open yet, but by the looks of it, the entire ship is ready to drain onto Alaskan soil.

      The main dining room has a glamorous appeal. It’s a three-story wonder with sparkling black granite floors, and peach velvet chairs that sit around a plethora of round tables set with white linen.

      Our table, in particular, is situated on the first floor, right next to one of the expansive windows. In fact, the icy breeze from outside is radiating right through the glass to the point it feels as if we’re eating out in the open.

      “Ladies,” a deep voice strums, and before I know it, a kiss has landed on my cheek then quickly repeated right over my lips.

      “Well, if it isn’t Handsome Ransom,” Nettie says. “And here I was starting to think you were another one of Trixie’s ghosts.”

      Both Bess and I make crazy eyes at Nettie. Ransom knows nothing about my escapades with the dead—save for my escapades with the newly deceased. And believe me, he’s not too thrilled about those either.

      “Oops,” Nettie cringes. “Didn’t I tell you there would be an international incident if I didn’t shove a pancake in my piehole pronto?”

      Bess glances my way. “More like a supernatural incident.”

      “You’re no ghost,” I tease Ransom as he lands in the seat next to me. “But you sure are handsome,” I say, giving his silver tie a quick tug.

      Per usual, Ransom is dressed to the nines, dark inky suit with a dress shirt tugging tight against his expansive chest. His dark hair is slicked back, his blue eyes cold as stone, and he wears a stern expression that makes you wonder if he’s about to dole out a punishment.

      At this point, I wouldn’t mind him doling out anything my way. To say I’ve missed him is an understatement. Not only did we inadvertently spend a week apart when the ship repositioned, but he’s been swamped ever since Bobbie Sue died, so we haven’t been able to make up for lost time.

      “Sorry I missed dinner last night,” he says, shaking out his linen napkin and landing it on his lap. “But I’m here now.” He blinks a quick smile my way. “And you are certainly here. You look stunning today, Trixie.” He nods to Bess and Nettie. “As do you, ladies.”

      “Please.” Nettie waves him off. “We’re wrapped in so much wool we’re practically sheep.”

      “Clearly he likes mutton,” Bess says, perusing her menu once again.

      Captain Crawford appears from nowhere and pauses at our table, looking regal in his white suit and captain’s hat.

      “I love mutton,” he says as he offers an affable smile our way. “Morning, all. Is there mutton on the breakfast menu?” He looks slightly confused as he lands a hand over my shoulder while leaning in to look at my menu.

      Wes’ green eyes pop with color under the black visor framing his forehead.

      Nettie chuckles. “We all know you have a hankering for mutton no matter what time of day it is.”

      “Hands off my mutton,” Ransom growls at the man before mouthing a quick, I’m sorry, my way.

      “Is Trixie your mutton?” Wes asks, amused. “Just for the record, not once I have ever referred to the women in my life as livestock.”

      “And it shows,” Nettie nods as she says it. “Maybe that’s where you’re going wrong?”

      I can’t help but laugh. “Wes, before I forget, thank you for all the treats you’ve sent to my cabin each night. But really, you don’t need to do that.”

      “That’s right,” Ransom says, leaning back to look at Wes. “During our last trip, you mentioned something about buying her affections.”

      “Oh, you.” Bess flicks her wrist in Ransom’s direction. “I believe Captain Crawford just felt terrible that he was forced to suspend her. That’s why he offered to pay for her cabin and send her a little treat in the evenings to make her feel better.”

      “So what did he send?” Nettie leans over her menu as her curiosity eclipses her appetite for a moment. “Puppies and hundred dollar bills?”

      I shake my head with a laugh. “A box of Belgium chocolate the first night and a bouquet of yellow tulips the last night.” I offer him a warm smile. “And that was plenty sweet.”

      “Chocolate and flowers?” Nettie shakes her head my way. “That man wants out of the friend zone.”

      “Not so fast,” Bess says. “Yellow flowers do symbolize friendship.”

      “They do?” Wes looks markedly disappointed by his lack of floral knowledge. “I suppose there’s no harm in trying again.” He winks my way. “I’m off tomorrow. How about hanging out with one of your friends? I’m looking to take a private wildlife tour with an old friend of mine through Haines.”

      “We would love to join you,” Ransom says with a touch of false glee in his voice.

      “So would we,” Nettie says. “I hope we see lions and tigers and bears.”

      Wes laughs. “I can’t promise lions and tigers, but the bears might be plentiful.”

      “Wonderful,” I say under my breath.

      I don’t suppose this is the time to bring up my unreasonable apprehension of the furry fanged creatures.

      Oh, who am I kidding? It’s perfectly reasonable.

      Everyone knows that people are on the breakfast menu when it comes to those hungry mammals with razor sharp claws.

      And the lunch and dinner menu, too.

      “I’m looking forward to it.” I force a smile to go with the half-truth.

      Everything in me knows I have nothing to fear. Not only will I have Wes and Ransom there to protect me, the guide will most likely be packing heat.

      Come to think of it, I wonder if they sell guns in Sitka?

      Ransom’s phone buzzes and he frowns at the screen. “And I’ve got to go.” He hops up and lands another quick kiss to my lips.

      Far too quick.

      “Have a great time today, ladies,” he says. “I’m already looking forward to our date tomorrow.” He winks at Wes. “You’re tuning out to be quite the wingman.”

      He takes off and Wes growls in his wake. “I’m looking forward to our date as well.” He nods our way before drifting to another table.

      Nettie leans in. “Looks as if things are about to get interesting in the wild.”

      Our waiter heads over, and just as we’re about to put in our order, I spot Milly Morison and Gretchen Aster walking in this direction.

      Well, well.

      Things are about to get interesting indeed.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: Hi, Trixie! My family of six will be hitting the high seas in a few weeks, and even though we’re all big on breakfast, we keep different schedules. My husband is looking forward to lounging in bed, I’m looking forward to getting up and about before the sun, and my teenagers will all eventually rouse themselves at some point before two in the afternoon. Will it be a problem getting everyone breakfast fare even though it’s well past breakfast?

      ~Need a Break Fast

      

      Dear Need a Break Fast,

      Not a problem at all! Your husband can enjoy room service, which has a variety of breakfast offerings, you can hit the lido deck and enjoy everything on that breakfast buffet, and your teenagers can do either of the above, or if they can rouse themselves before noon, they can still make it in time for breakfast in the formal dining room.

      Yummy travels!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      “Ladies,” I say, waving Milly and Gretchen over, right here in the grand dining room. “Please join us. Breakfast isn’t nearly as formal. You can sit anywhere.”

      They exchange a quick glance and shrug.

      “Why, we’d love to,” Milly says as they quickly take their seats.

      We all put in our orders before making small talk about the brisk weather and the stunning vistas we’ve already been treated to.

      Milly looks bright-eyed and bushy-tailed with her short silver locks playfully spiked. She’s donned a long coat fashioned from quilted floral squares, and it looks perfectly cozy and yet perfectly stylish as well.

      Gretchen’s complexion looks patchy and puffy and her eyes are laced with crimson tracks. Her fiery locks are tucked behind her ears. She’s wrapped in a plum wool cardigan with a turtleneck just beneath that, much like myself—along with Bess, Nettie, and just about every other woman on this ship.

      It looks sunny enough outside the window, although thick clouds are patching up the sky, and I have a feeling once the sun disappears behind them the temperature will feel a lot more extreme than it already is.

      “So what’s on the agenda today?” I ask, thrilled to have a couple of Bobbie Sue’s friends right here at the table with me. After all, it was Ferguson who suggested we should start our investigation with them.

      No sooner do I have the thought than a spray of silver stars appears between Milly and Gretchen as the ghost of the hour shows up.

      And right on time, mind you.

      I offer him a nod of approval and he does the same my way.

      Milly sighs. “I’m going shopping as soon as I hit town. I’m an unrepentant shopaholic. And after that, I thought I’d stop by a local realtor’s office and talk shop.”

      Gretchen nods. “She’s an unrepentant workaholic, too.”

      We share a warm laugh at the thought.

      “How about you, Gretchen?” Bess asks.

      Ferguson runs his hand over the woman’s shoulders and she shudders.

      I make a face at him for making his presence known. Typically, the ghosts that have come back to help me have steered clear of any human interaction—mostly. Here’s hoping Ferguson doesn’t plan on breaking the mold. I’m not sure I’m in the mood for a touchy-feely ghost.

      “I thought I’d take a quick walk through town, then I’ll probably head back to the ship.” She shrugs. “I’m not big on crowds.” Her lips knot up. “And if I’m being perfectly honest, I can’t get past the fact Bobbie Sue is gone. Not only is her untimely death so tragic, but it’s reopened the wound of losing my husband. Not that it’s ever fully closed.”

      Milly nods to her friend. “Some of us are better at getting over grief than others. I’d tell you it just takes time, but well, when you loved as deeply as you and Fisher, it might take a lifetime.”

      “It most certainly will,” Gretchen assures her. “But on the bright side, once this lifetime is through, I’ll get to be with Fisher again.” She looks my way. “I’m a big believer in the afterlife.”

      “Aren’t we all,” Nettie says.

      Bess presses a hand to her chest. “Fisher will be the reward you get at the end of your life, but I’m sure he’d want you to enjoy the rest of your stay. Why don’t you hang out with us today? We’re heading into town ourselves.”

      “Well, if it’s not a big deal…”

      “Not a big deal at all,” I assure her. “In fact, Milly, you should join us, too.”

      Milly waves the thought away. “I’m sorry, but once I put my mind to something, it’s as good as done.”

      Breakfast arrives and the table falls silent as we attack our respective meals. Poached egg over chopped potatoes for Milly, and scrambled eggs and French toast for Gretchen.

      A southwest omelet brimming with bacon and sausages for Nettie, along with a stack of pancakes glistening with butter and drowning in syrup.

      Bess has opted for lox and bagels slathered with cream cheese, and I’ve opted for the same—along with a stack of pancakes and the southwest omelet.

      I can’t help it.

      I’ve practically trained my body to expect enough calories in the morning as there are miles to the moon. If I don’t pack my mornings full of delicious delights, I might faint, fall off the gangway, and drown.

      I’ve mulled over my impending doom a time or two, and pretty much every scenario could be traced back to a meal that was skipped. Clearly missing a meal could be catastrophic for me.

      Ferguson leans toward Gretchen and…is he…?

      “Are you sniffing her?” I hiss lower than a whisper but still manage to arouse the attention of both Milly and Gretchen.

      “Pardon me?” Gretchen lifts a brow.

      Bess gives me a look that lets me know she’s onto my ghostly faux pas.

      “What she meant to say is are you missing her,” Bess says to both Gretchen and Milly.

      A cold look crosses Milly’s face, and poor Gretchen’s face turns as white as a—well, ghost.

      “We’ve been missing her something fierce,” Milly says with a sigh. “I’ve cried my eyes out two nights in a row.”

      Gretchen presses a napkin to her eyes. “I’ve done the same.”

      “She has a heart of gold, this one,” Ferguson says while looking at Gretchen, and I make a face at him lest he sniffs her hair once again.

      The last thing I need is a ghost making a pass at a woman deep in mourning—or any woman at all for that matter.

      “Gretchen, Milly.” I lean in. “Did Bobbie Sue have any disagreements with someone from your group?”

      They exchange a worried look.

      “Why do you ask?” Gretchen tugs at her turtleneck as she asks. “I heard there was a note she left behind. I mean, you don’t think anyone did this to her, do you?”

      “A note?” Milly chokes. “As in she committed suicide? I thought for sure she simply lost her balance somehow.” Her eyes narrow over mine. “I suppose there’s no reason to suspect someone had it out for her.”

      “No, I guess not,” I say, chewing on my lower lip.

      “But we can’t rule out anything,” Nettie says, holding up a pancake with her fork. “You never know, we might just have a killer in our midst.”

      “Or a raging lunatic,” Bess adds. “And that would be you by the way,” she says to Nettie. “Why on earth would you worry these poor women? They’re already racked with grief.”

      “Believe me, we’re equipped to handle it,” Milly says. “If anyone knows about Bobbie Sue’s relationship issues, it would be Julep. They were very close.”

      I look at Bess and Nettie. “I wonder if Julep would like to join us in town this afternoon?”

      “Oh, she can’t,” Milly says, dabbing her lips with her napkin. “She’s scheduled a book signing here in Sitka. It’s her way of writing off the trip as an expense. Ever the thinker when it comes to saving a buck or two.” She taps her temple as she says it. “I heard her mention the bookstore is right in the middle of town. I don’t think any of us will be able to miss it.”

      Bess, Nettie, and I exchange a quick look.

      “Well then,” Ferguson says as he floats upward like a helium balloon. “It looks as if we’ve got a book signing to get to. I’ll see you at the bookstore, Mrs. Troublefield.”

      I give a quick nod.

      I’ll be at the bookstore indeed.

      And with any luck—so will the killer.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie, I’m a bookworm and this is my first time at sea. My husband says packing eight hardbacks and six paperbacks will take up too much space and weigh down our luggage. He says I need to choose between books and shoes. I’d hate to go shoeless, but I just might have to. What should I do?

      ~Plot Twist I Didn’t See Coming

      

      Dear Plot Twist,

      Never fear! Pick up an e-reader or download a reading app to your phone. That way you can take as many books as you like on the trip. And the ship’s gift shop has a decent book section chock-full of bestsellers in a variety of genres, and there might be a lending library on board, too. Most ports of call have a bookstore in town as well. If you happen to load up on hardbacks and paperbacks during the trip, fret not. Buy a tote and tote them all back home with you or donate them to the ship’s lending library!

      Happy reading,

      XOXO Trixie

      

      Sitka is actually a part of the Alexander Archipelago, a three-hundred-mile strip of islands that sits next to the mainland.

      Sitka is surrounded by verdant forests, and those forests happen to be heavily inhabited by bears. A true-blue reason for me to steer clear of anything tall, dark, and laden with branches. But according to the Sea Breeze newsletter, Sitka is also home to bald eagles, humpback whales, sea lions, and sea otters.

      As soon as the captain announces that we’re free to leave the ship, Nettie, Bess, Gretchen, and I hop onto a shuttle that drives us away from the harbor and straight for the shopping district.

      Downtown Sitka is downright cozy with its shops all strung together in rows. There’s a steeple at the end of the street, which only lends to the small-town charm, as tourists bustle to and fro, hungry to snap up whatever the merchants here have to offer.

      The sky holds a swath of dove gray clouds, every last one of them promising rain as a fogbank settles in the divots just below the snowcapped mountains that serve as a backdrop to this quaint little place.

      True to her word, we spotted Milly Morison trotting from shop to shop once we arrived, her arms already laden with packages.

      But Bess, Nettie, Gretchen, and I didn’t have time to so much as window shop. Instead, we made a beeline for the Dark and Stormy Bookshop that sits nestled between a fudge factory and a bar.

      “I can see ghosts,” Julep Calhoun says with a dramatic flair to the handful of men and women sitting before her in folding chairs.

      The Dark and Stormy Bookshop is dark inside indeed with its mahogany paneled walls, its bloated bookshelves, and thick navy carpeting.

      Julep stands at a podium while a table laden with her mysteries sits strategically placed in front of her.

      She’s dressed in a black pantsuit with a pale blue chiffon blouse peeking out for a pop of color. Her short red locks are feathered and fluffed, and she’s donned scarlet lipstick to match.

      Ferguson floats over to the woman of the hour and flails his arms before her. He darts in and out of her body, and thumbs his nose at her before shaking his head my way—affirming that she can’t see a disembodied thing.

      A laugh stifles in my throat.

      It looks as if Ferguson has quite a sense of humor.

      Bess sucks in a quick breath as she looks my way. “You’re seeing him again, aren’t you?” she whispers.

      “Seeing who?” Nettie whispers a touch too loud as Julep proceeds to introduce herself and her books.

      “That ghost,” Bess hisses at her. “Who do you think she’s seeing?”

      I make a face at the two of them and nod.

      “Knew it,” Nettie says. “Ransom isn’t the only one she’s holding out on. She’s been holding out on us, too. We’d like to be apprised when there’s an apparition in the room.”

      A laugh escapes me, and this time I can’t help it. “I promise I haven’t been holding out,” I whisper as I glance at Gretchen who seems riveted by whatever Julep is saying. “I’ll let you listen in if he’s got anything to say.”

      It turns out, I act like a conduit of some kind when it comes to the dead. If I hold hands with Bess and Nettie, they’ll be able to listen in on whatever Ferguson has to tell us.

      Here’s hoping he’ll be chock-full of killer information.

      “And now”—Julep claps her hands, and the bulbous rings on her fingers cling together—“in keeping with the theme of my books, I’d like to tell you all a little ghost story. When I was a little girl, my family moved to a quiet suburban neighborhood that sat next to the woods. That’s where I met our new neighbor, Mrs. Henderson, who lived in the old rundown wooden house next door. She was a sweet old lady who used to tell me tales about her childhood. She grew up right there in a cabin in the woods where she and her sisters would go out and have untold adventures through the Maine woodlands.”

      I didn’t know she grew up in Maine. I’ll have to ask her where.

      “I was fascinated by all of the wild tales Mrs. Henderson would tell me, so much so that I told her she should write a book. That’s when she suggested I be the one to jot them down and so I did. I began to journal them posthaste from there on out. Mrs. Henderson spoke of old calico ghost towns, a crooked town sheriff, and a thief that went unseen for years so much so that people dubbed them the ghost. One day during Sunday supper, I regaled my own family with the stories, and my mother was astonished. She asked, ‘Julep, where on earth did you come up with such things?’ I told her, ‘I didn’t, it was our neighbor in the wooden house next door, Mrs. Henderson.’” She pauses long enough to raise a brow. “My parents exchanged a worried look for a moment before my father announced that the wooden house next door had been abandoned for years. Its resident died in a house fire over ten years earlier and the home sat as a blight to the neighborhood ever since. And once I was old enough to research it, I found out that indeed the house was owned by a Mrs. Helen Henderson.”

      A gasp circles the room.

      A hand shoots up as a man rocks forward in his seat. “Was she the inspiration for your main character in the House in the Haunted Woodlands series?”

      Julep laughs. “She wasn’t only the inspiration, I stole the woman’s name, too. Helen Henderson is one of my favorite characters both on paper and in the afterlife.”

      A light round of laughter circles the room.

      Another hand shoots up. “Outside of Helen, who is your favorite character in the series?”

      Julep closes one eye and stares off to the back of the room.

      “I’d have to say Lauren Lynn, our resident ghost thief. Who doesn’t love a thief no one can seem to catch?”

      Another round of laughter ensues.

      Julep reads us the first chapter from her latest mystery, The Clock that Struck Thirteen, and I’ll admit, she managed to make my spine tingle with fear, despite the fact I know that ghosts are nothing to be afraid of. At least not the ones that I’ve encountered.

      We watch as she signs a few books, and soon she’s mingling with the crowd.

      Gretchen hugs herself for a moment. “You know, it’s strange, but for some reason, this bookstore reminds me of my Fisher.” She shakes her head with dismay. “Reading was something the two of us liked to do together.”

      Ferguson bows his glowing head a notch. “My wife and I used to enjoy the very same thing.”

      “We used to take road trips and seek out little bookshops much like this one,” Gretchen continues. “If you’ll excuse me, I think I’ll go browse the aisles. I’d hate to leave empty-handed.”

      She takes off and Ferguson takes off right along with her.

      He’s turning out to be quite the stalker.

      I shake my head at the thought.

      “Come on, Bess,” Nettie says, craning her neck past the crowd before us. “Let’s go find the dirty book section.”

      Bess clucks her tongue at the thought. “Nettie, I’m sorry to inform you, but not every bookstore has a triple X bookshelf. You need to get your head out of the gutter.”

      “Every bookstore worth its pulp sure does,” Nettie fires back. “And who said anything about triple X? I’m talking spicy romance. You need to get your head out of the gutter.”

      Nettie yanks Bess away and the cheese stands alone.

      I would be the cheese in the equation, and considering the fact I’ve eaten about a wheel of gouda during each cruise I’ve been on—that would be a literal statement.

      Julep heads in my direction while finishing up a conversation with one of her ardent fans, and as they split ways, I make my move without hesitation.

      Here goes nothing.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: Hello, Trixie! My husband and I are heading on a European cruising adventure and we were wondering if we need to load up on maps and travel guides before we go. We’re not sure our phones will provide the internet services we’ll need in remote places, so we thought we might have to go old school. Will the ship be able to help out with that?

      ~Information Freak

      

      Dear Information Freak,

      Fear not! If your cruise ship doesn’t have a detailed map of your ports of call, most likely there will be an information center near the dock. But check with guest relations just to be sure. They can also help you print out a few maps if needed in a pinch.

      Have a great time in Europe!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      “Julep!” I jump in front of her, inadvertently penning her in between a couple of folding chairs. “That was one heck of a ghost story,” I say, breathless. “Did you ever tell your parents that Mrs. Henderson was once a real person?”

      She laughs and plucks at her chiffon blouse. “I didn’t have to. They already knew. In fact, they were so freaked out, they up and moved us out of Maine all the way to Nebraska. We ended up living near my mother’s family. And I’ll admit, it was wonderful to be so close to my grandparents.”

      “Well, I’m glad it had a happy ending for you. Maine happens to be my home state and I can report it’s still very much haunted—by my ex.”

      We share a quick laugh on Stanton’s behalf.

      Julep sobers up quick enough. “So when did he die?”

      “Oh, he’s not dead.” My fingers bounce to my lips. “That was my lame attempt at humor. I’m so sorry, that was crass of me.”

      The poor woman is a true-blue widow, and here I am wishing upon a haunted star for Stanton’s demise.

      “I’m not offended.” She gives a throaty laugh. “It’s been fifteen years since I lost Arnie. I’ve had more than enough time to process things. I’ve moved on.” She sighs as she motions toward the book table. “I finally gave writing a real shot after I got over the initial grief. I’d like to think that both Arnie and Mrs. Henderson are proud of me somewhere up there.”

      “I’m sure they’re looking in on you and they more than approve of what they see.”

      Ferguson crops up from out of nowhere, his ghostly frame trailing him in sparkling tendrils.

      “Julep Calhoun,” the woman’s name echoes from him as he straightens. “She knew Bobbie Sue well. I can attest to that.”

      He can attest to that?

      I’m guessing that means he knew Julep Calhoun, too.

      “Ooh.” Julep shivers as she holds herself. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think there was a ghost in our midst now.”

      “Can you see one?” I ask, doing my best to sound genuine.

      She gives a quick glance around, looking right through Ferguson as he frowns at her like the handsome silver steed he is.

      “Nope,” she says. “All I see are a bunch of over-the-hill cronies anxious to get their hands on their next read.” She laughs a touch too loud. “As long as it’s one of my books, I don’t care what color their hair is or if they’re bald. I’ve got bills to pay, you know.” She says with a wink.

      “Well, your books certainly seem to be flying off the shelves today,” I tell her as I nod to the long queue at the register as people hold armfuls of her mysteries. “I’m sorry about Bobbie Sue. Were you very close?”

      “No, not really.” She presses her lips tight as if forbidding them to say anything further. “I just knew her through the group, and I have very little to do with the group at all.”

      “Oh, come on, now.” Ferguson shakes his head at the woman. “Those two had their heads knit together all around Chestnut.” He looks my way. “They were notorious town gossips.”

      I raise my brows at the woman.

      Apparently, she’s a notorious liar as well.

      “My apologies,” I say, lifting a finger. “I thought Bobbie Sue had mentioned that she was the one who brought you into The Widow’s Walk.”

      Julep averts her eyes at the thought. “Bobbie Sue didn’t have anything to do with the origins of that group. It was Milly who put the group together, but it was Bobbie Sue who ran it. Bobbie Sue was always running roughshod over Milly. It’s a wonder Milly was her boss. The way they acted the roles seemed certainly reversed.”

      I glance over at Ferguson and he lifts his shoulders a notch. “Bobbie Sue was a force to be reckoned with, but that still doesn’t account for the fact she’s distancing herself from the woman.”

      I agree. Something is definitely up.

      “Julep, did you think Bobbie Sue was acting funny the afternoon before she perished?”

      Her eyes widen a notch as she looks out the window. “You know, Gretchen mentioned that this was a suicide.” She shakes her head at the thought. “Bobbie Sue seemed like her regular jovial, biting self while we were dining together in the Blue Water Café. But I guess you never really know what’s going on inside a person’s head. She certainly wore her mask well.” Her lips curve at the tips. “Most people do.”

      Someone calls her name from behind and she glances that way for a moment.

      “Excuse me, Trixie. My adoring public awaits. I’ll see you back on the ship,” she says as she bounces off.

      “What do you think?” I whisper to the distinguished apparition before me.

      Ferguson cranes his neck toward the bustling crowd. “I think Julep Calhoun’s pants are about to catch fire. She wasn’t telling the truth, at least not as far as her relationship with the deceased. As for Milly, well, I noticed that, too. She let Bobbie Sue walk all over her.”

      “Hey, you really know these women,” I say, more than amused by the fact. “What about Gretchen? I bet you knew her as well. I’m going to need you to give me the dirt on every last one of th—”

      But before I can finish, he dissipates in a burst of silver stars that can rival any Fourth of July spectacular.

      So much for speeding the process along. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was trying to protect the women rather than out them.

      The sound of rumbling comes from somewhere near the back, followed by a loud bang, then another bang, and another as we watch in horror as the bookshelves fall onto themselves, knocking one another down like a row of dominoes.

      Nettie runs this way with her hands in the air, her hair floating over her head like a storm cloud.

      “Grab your hiney and run like the wind!” she shouts just as Bess, Gretchen, and everyone else in this tiny shop of literary soon-to-be horrors head for the exit.

      It takes less than two minutes for the fire department to show up and determine that no one was hurt in the disaster.

      “What happened?” I ask Bess and Nettie who seemed to be in the nexus of that catastrophe.

      “She happened,” Bess says, jabbing her thumb in Nettie’s direction. “She just had to have the naughtiest book of the bunch.”

      “Personally, I was surprised they had a copy.” Nettie holds up a blue book entitled What to Expect When You’re Trying to Expect.

      “Isn’t that a book on what happens when you’re in the family way?” I ask, almost certain I had a copy myself.

      “No,” Bess says, taking the book from Nettie. “It’s a book on how to end up in the family way to begin with.”

      “You bet that uptight bee in your bonnet it is.” Nettie takes the book right back. “It’s loaded with tips and tricks. It even has an entire section dedicated to limbering up before the big race.”

      Bess rolls her eyes. “And for that, you demolished a perfectly good bookstore?”

      “It’s not my fault I had to climb the shelves to get to it.” She nods my way. “If you’re good, I’ll let you borrow it once I’m through.”

      A bald man with a round belly, dress shirt, and tie stomps our way.

      “I’m the owner here. Did I hear you say you’re responsible for the carnage?” he stammers at Nettie. “Are you ladies okay?”

      “We’re fine,” Bess is quick to assure him.

      Nettie narrows her eyes over his. “So you’re the one responsible for parking the best book of the bunch up near the ceiling? I had to risk life and limb to get to the number one book of the bedroom. You’re the reason I had to climb my way to the top.” She turns my way. “That also happens to be the name of chapter fifty-three.”

      “Lady, we’ve got signs up all over the place just begging you to ask for assistance. Under no circumstances should you have been climbing those shelves.”

      I swear you can see the steam coming from his ears as he says it.

      Nettie scoffs at the poor man’s face. “Signs are for suckers.”

      “Suckers?” He straightens. “You nearly killed half my customers. I’m officially banning you from my bookshop for life.” He stalks off in a fit of frustration as Bess and I exchange a look.

      Bess shakes her head at her bestie. “And here all I thought you were capable of was getting kicked out of the establishment. But you one-upped my expectations and got banned for life.”

      “That’s right,” Nettie says, slinging an arm over Bess’ shoulder. “Never underestimate what I’m capable of. Now let’s belly up to a bar and knock back something to keep our bones warm.”

      “No, no hard liquor for you,” Bess says as they make their way past the crowd. “The last thing we need is getting kicked out of the entire state of Alaska.”

      “You mean banned for life,” Nettie corrects her.

      “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Bess says as she waves for me to join them.

      I’m about to do just that when I spot Gretchen looking longingly into the window of the bookshop, and on the other end of the glass stands Ferguson wearing the same longing expression.

      Huh.

      I bet Ferguson knew Gretchen’s husband, Fisher.

      In fact, I’d ask Gretchen about Ferguson, too, but the poor woman is so torn up with grief I’d hate to compound it.

      Instead, I gather my new friend and we join Bess and Nettie for a leisurely stroll through the quaint streets of Sitka.

      Julep Calhoun may be playing it coy when it comes to her relationship with the deceased, but I’ll get to the truth eventually. And I’m hoping Milly Morison will be the woman who will deliver it.

      Milly was Bobbie Sue’s boss. There’s no way she can downplay their relationship.

      I’m curious as to what she’ll say.

      And I’m more than curious as to who the killer might be.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie, I’m in a bind. My two best friends and I are headed on a seven-day cruise to the tropics and I couldn’t be happier—except for the fact I’m secretly afraid one of us will always feel left out. Most of the world is structured for an even amount of people—think rides at Disneyland. I’m terrified one of us will always feel as if she was getting the short end of the stick. Will our friendship be able to weather this storm at sea? Or will we come away shipwrecked?

      ~Feeling Like a Third Wheel Already

      

      Dear Feeling Like a Third Wheel,

      Great news! Not only do cruise ships have intimate tables that can easily accommodate three people, but every buffet, lounge, and sundeck has ample room for all three of you to enjoy any and every activity at the very same time. Most shore excursions do, too, but I would be mindful when booking. A trio of friends can and should have the very best of everything the ship affords to give you. I know this firsthand since I’m a part of a trio myself!

      Be prepared to have thrice the fun!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      Ransom never made it to dinner, and to be honest, I was more than okay with that since Bess and Nettie painstakingly recounted every minute of our bookshop horror this afternoon. I’m just thrilled no one was maimed in the process.

      Afterward, we noshed on our meals—shrimp cocktail, wedge salad, ale and cheddar soup for me—yes, I had three appetizers, but in my defense, I had narrowly escaped with my life. It was time to celebrate.

      For my main course, I indulged in grilled salmon along with a grilled flat iron steak. There’s nothing like a little surf and turf to remind you that you’re still alive.

      And, of course, I rounded it out with dessert.

      I’m not an animal.

      Bess, Nettie, and I each had a slice of baked Alaska—flaming to perfection—which inspired Nettie to invite both Bess and me to get baked in Alaska with her and her son Figgy.

      Apparently, the quasi-illegal activity has been a mother-son bonding experience for years.

      Bess and I kindly declined.

      Afterward, we took in a show—Funny Girl! One of my all-time faves.

      Once that was through, Nettie headed for the casino, Bess took off to do a load of laundry before bed, and I went straight to my cabin.

      Deck fourteen is where I call home. A balcony room that’s just down the hall from Bess and Nettie. The room is cozy with gray carpeting that has a wavy pattern, and dark wooden furniture that consists of a desk and a nightstand. There’s a turquoise loveseat just before you get to the queen-size bed, and that leads out to my own private veranda, my most favorite feature of all. Come to find out, the ocean is just as dazzling with the moon dancing over the water as it is with the sun glittering over it. Although there is no moon at the moment, it’s still broad daylight out despite the fact it’s almost ten o’clock at night. Alaska not only has its own idea of what summer should feel like as far as the weather goes, it has its own idea of what night should look like, too.

      An elephant fashioned out of a bath towel greets me as he sits in the center of my freshly made bed, and he happens to be wearing my sunglasses.

      The housekeeping staff never fails to entertain.

      I spot a couple of chocolate mints on my pillow—both that and the elephant make me smile, but it’s a giant pink bag from the Queen’s Mall sitting on my desk that makes my mouth fall open.

      “Oh, Wes, what have you done now?” I shake my head with a laugh as I head on over.

      There’s a note inside, but it’s not from Wes at all. It’s from Elodie.

      Who knew the dead could slay at fashion?

      XO Elodie

      Inside the bag, I find three scrumptious velvet dusters, one in navy, one in forest green, and one in a deep shade of purple that looks nearly identical to the one Bobbie Sue had on the night she died.

      I pull the forest green one over my sweater and jeans—yes, I wore jeans to the main dining room, but they’re dark gray and no one seemed to notice.

      I shoot Elodie a quick text, thanking her for the loot and asking her to bill it to my cabin.

      She texts right back. Are you busy?

      No, why?

      My phone bleats again. You can thank me in person. Meet me at Sea Beans in ten minutes.

      I’m about to take off to do just that when I spot another bag on my desk, about half the size of the first bag, and this one is from the Queen’s Mall as well.

      This time the note reads Trixie, just like you warm others with your smile, you deserve to keep warm, too.

      All the best, Wes

      I pull the pink tissue paper out and find a pair of turquoise socks that are so soft, once my fingers sink into them, I never want to let go.

      “That’s so sweet.” I brush them against my cheek before tossing them next to the elephant and taking off to meet with my bestie.

      Sea Beans Coffee Shop is located on deck six and happens to enjoy sweeping views of the Pacific. It’s small inside with dark granite floors, dark wooden tables, and pendant lights fashioned out of colorful orbs of glass.

      Elodie waves me over to a seat in the corner and I speed that way.

      Her blonde hair is neatly coifed, she’s wearing a little black dress—emphasis on little, and she has her signature bright red lipstick on.

      “It’s cheesecake night,” she says, pointing to the six slices of cheesecake on the table along with a few other desserts. “Help me plow through these, would you?”

      “I thought you’d never ask,” I say, landing across from her and taking a moment to admire the glowing aqua water below.

      With the windows slanted toward the water, it makes you feel as if you’re sitting on a precipice. The sky is a pale shade of gray. It’s still light and bright, and the sun might be trying to set, but we’d never know it with the cloud cover.

      “I got you a few lava cakes, too,” she says, sliding a melted chocolate wonder my way.

      “You wouldn’t be a good friend if you didn’t,” I say with a wink as I pick up a fork and slide a slice of caramel turtle cheesecake my way. “Why does eating on a cruise ship never get old? I just had six meals.”

      She stabs her fork into a slice of strawberry swirl cheesecake. “Food is like sex. You can’t get enough—and you need it to survive.”

      A laugh escapes me. “I don’t think everyone would agree with your sentiment.”

      “I know a silver fox who would.” She waggles her brows as she says it.

      “Ransom doesn’t have silver hair.” Not a lot of it anyway.

      “That’s because I’m not talking about Ransom. I’m talking about Blake Brannon.”

      “Who?” My eyes widen with both horror and delight. Elodie is a notorious maneater, so this news doesn’t surprise me. “And a silver fox, no less? You usually go younger.”

      “Yes, well, silver is the new green. I’ve always been hot-to-trot for silver.”

      “My word.” I giggle. “What in the world do you have in common with him?”

      “A healthy exchange of energy. And to be perfectly frank, it was refreshing for once to have a seasoned pro at the helm. Barking out orders can get so exhausting.” She rolls her eyes before indulging in another quick bite.

      “Well, you never know”—I say, raking my fork through the caramel and chocolate on top of my slice—“you might actually fall in love and settle down. Of course, he’d have to move onto the ship because I can’t risk losing you.”

      She snorts at the thought. “I’m not settling down. I’m already counting down the days until he leaves. Variety is the spice of life.” She pushes a slice of chocolate cheesecake my way with a chocolate cookie crust and an ample amount of chocolate shavings on top. “Besides, you’re practically settled down, and you’re still not getting any action. You’re turning out to be quite the cautionary tale for me.”

      A laugh gets caught in my throat as I take a bite of the chocolate delight.

      “Ooh, you’re right,” I moan. “Chocolate is good.”

      “Speaking of variety, how’d you like the socks?”

      “You helped Wes pick them out?” I ask, amused.

      She makes a face. “I voted for the self-massager, but he usurped me. How does Ransom feel about having another man shower his woman with gifts? I’d suspect an alpha male like that would be fit to kill. The sexual tension must be delicious.” She takes another bite and pins the tines of her fork between her teeth as if to emphasize her point.

      “Why don’t you witness it for yourself? Wes is taking us all on a wildlife tour tomorrow in Haines. Bess and Nettie are coming.”

      “No thanks.” She switches to the red velvet cheesecake slathered with a thick layer of cream cheese frosting. “I heard those two old birds set a bar on fire.”

      “It was a bookstore,” I correct. “And Nettie toppled the shelves en route to procuring a dirty book.”

      “I’ve trained her well.” She frowns my way. “And yet I feel like I’m failing with you. What’s it going to take for you to round out the bases with that man?”

      “I don’t know. I’m too old to do the walk of shame.”

      “For your information, it’s called the stride of pride. It’s all about perspective.”

      A couple enters the shop and instantly snags my attention. He’s older, bald, and decent looking. But it’s her that has me riveted.

      “I’m not sure who that man is,” I whisper. “But the woman was the boss of the gal that died.”

      Elodie casts a quick glance their way.

      Milly Morison stuns in a red dress with a plunging neckline and hem that cuts off above the knee. Her silver locks are playfully spiked to perfection and her glossy red lips rival those of Elodie’s.

      We watch as they put in their orders and the man wraps an arm around her waist. She nuzzles his neck with a few kisses before they collect their coffee to go and duck back out of the shop.

      “No time for dessert?” I tease.

      “Oh, honey.” Elodie’s voice drips with sarcasm. “I recognize that glazed look in their eyes. They’re about to take a bite out of each other, all night long.”

      “I wonder if that was her boyfriend?” I chew my lip as I stare at the empty doorway. “Milly is a widow and she’s here with a group. Her group actually, The Widow’s Walk.”

      “That’s who Blake is here with, too. He says I remind him of a younger version of his dead wife.”

      “Eww.” I wrinkle my nose at the thought. “And you didn’t find that creepy?”

      “Not as creepy as I do the fact you’re trying to stay pure. You have children. You’re a spoiled flower, by the way. Purity is a moot point for you. Speaking of which, my sister just gave birth and the doctor wisely gave her the husband stitch. Did you have that done?”

      “My ex-husband is a plastic surgeon. He had my OB do it without my knowledge or consent. Not that I minded either, but still. That was such a classic Stanton move.”

      “Well, there you go. You can use it to your advantage now by enticing Ransom with it.”

      “I don’t have to entice Ransom with anything.” I laugh. “And if I did have to market myself, I’m pretty sure that’s not the direction I would head in.” Time to change the subject. “Big thank you for my new coats,” I say, holding out my arms. “They’re so plush and thick. I think I’m going to wear one on my outing tomorrow. Please bill my cabin for them all.”

      “No way, chica. Those are my samples, and I’m giving them to you as a gift. Besides, I’m already halfway sold out of the stock I was able to get my hands on. You single-handedly boosted my sales for the month. I’m charging a mint for those.”

      “You make a great businesswoman.”

      “I do when I have the dead to lead me in the right direction. But I’m not greedy for money. The only thing I’m greedy for is pleasure.”

      Her phone lights up and buzzes on the table and she glances at the screen.

      “Looks as if Gramps is up from his nap.” She cinches her purse to her shoulder. “Enjoy the cheesecake. I’ve got dessert waiting for me in a suite upstairs. We’ll talk.”

      She bolts from the café before I can say goodbye.

      So I do the only thing I can: I try my best to finish up all this cheesecake while trying to piece together the puzzle of Bobbie Sue’s murder.

      But so far I’ve got nothing.

      Eventually, I make my way to my trusty lava cake, brimming with pudding-like warm melted chocolate inside a dense chocolate wonder. It truly is heaven on the high seas.

      Milly Morison comes to mind once again.

      That red dress was on fire.

      That hot date of hers looked pretty scorching as well.

      She sure didn’t seem like a woman grieving a good friend and co-worker.

      Maybe that’s how she processes grief? Lord knows Elodie is wired to process all of life that way.

      But something tells me Milly is no Elodie. She was married once—for twenty-two years no less.

      Julep claimed that Bobbie Sue ran roughshod over Milly, and Ferguson agreed.

      Personally, I’d like to shake a few more details out of both Milly and Ferguson. And seeing that I have no control over when I see the dead, it looks as if I’ll have to corner Milly Morison sooner than later.

      But first, I’m going to take a walk on the wild side with Wes and Ransom tomorrow.

      Wes and Ransom in the same shared space.

      Here’s hoping we don’t end up with another homicide on our hands.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: Hi, Trixie! My husband and I are getting excited about our first cruise. He’s already eager to leave the ship at every port of call and take as many excursions as we can afford. But I have a deep-seated fear of something going wrong on one of those excursions and then having the ship leave without us. I’d much rather stay on the ship to play it safe. I’m actually losing sleep over this. Is there anything you can say to make me feel better?

      ~Feeling Anxious and Shipbound

      

      Dear Anxious and Shipbound,

      This should put you at ease. If you book an excursion via the ship itself, then it is obligated to wait for all passengers to come back to the ship before it can leave. If an act of God should defer you for an unreasonable amount of time, the ship will cover your costs to get back to the ship. Should you book excursions on your own outside of the ship and become delayed, you’re responsible to get yourself back to the ship—and that could get pricey! Stick to booking your excursions via guest relations and you should be able to sleep well at night.

      Have a wonderful time exploring out and about!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      “Is it mating season?”

      “According to Elodie and Milly, it is,” I mutter under my breath but still manage to raise a brow from Bess.

      Not surprisingly, Nettie looks pleased with the news.

      “Elodie is my favorite pupil,” Nettie says with a touch of pride. “She’s always excelled in Mating Season 101.”

      Bess shakes her head. “I don’t think the animals, on board the ship or off, care one bit what season it is. Speaking of seasons, it’s actually a nice day.”

      Nettie growls while hugging herself, “It is if you consider icicle spears knifing through your clothes nice.”

      Cloudy skies have been traded for blue, and dark clouds have been traded for gorgeous white fluff balls. The sun might be shining, but the frost factor is overriding any warmth it might be trying to give us.

      Haines is glorious with a thick forest that butts right up to the edge of a snow-covered mountain. And from where we stand, we can see an expansive body of water that looks as if it’s illuminated from beneath as it glows an icy shade of blue.

      Bess, Nettie, and I are standing in a parking lot adjacent to a wildlife preserve right here in Haines, Alaska, while Wes and Ransom study a map with our private tour guide, a man named Tank who just so happens to resemble one.

      Once the ship let loose its passengers, the five of us trotted down the gangway and were greeted by Tank along with a waiting shuttle van. Wes apparently met Tank eons ago on another voyage to these parts.

      Tank is a tall, heavy-set man with salt and pepper hair peeking out from his ball cap. He’s a forest ranger, and he’s dressed the part, too, as evidenced by the khaki camo from head to foot. He’s quick to shed an easy smile and slow to accept the myriad of pick-up lines Nettie has lobbed his way ever since they exchanged hellos.

      “Well, I’m just happy to see the sun again,” Bess says as we observe a couple of glorious creatures about a hundred yards out, sniffing one another as if they’re about to get frisky.

      “I’m happy to see the sun, too,” I say, pulling out my camera and zooming in on the beasts before us. “I actually went to bed last night before it ever set. If that didn’t make me feel old, nothing will.”

      “Please.” Nettie whips out her phone and snaps a dozen or so shots of the display of nature. “I go to bed each day, six times before the sun sets and six times afterward. My gentlemen callers like to keep me on my toes.”

      Bess sniffs. “If by gentlemen callers, you mean bladder, then you would be correct.”

      Wes and Ransom head this way. They’re both wearing jeans and flannels and look as if they could pass as brothers with their matching dark hair.

      “We’re all set,” Wes says, coming over and patting me on the back. “Tank is just pulling out a few binoculars to lend us for the trip.”

      Ransom frowns at Wes’ proximity to my body.  “Looks like we won’t need binoculars to see every wild beast,” he growls as he says it, and Wes simply laughs.

      “It takes one to know one.” He cranes his neck and straightens. “Moose.” Wes points at the two enormous creatures cavorting near the lake.

      They must stand seven feet tall at least and their antlers look as if they spread four feet wide in expanse.

      “Aren’t they glorious?” I say, snapping a few quick pictures of them. “We have tons of them in Maine, but I’ve never been this close. I feel so connected to nature ever since we’ve arrived in Alaska, and I just can’t explain it.”

      “It’s a spiritual experience,” Wes says, nodding my way. “How were your feet last night?”

      “Her feet?” Ransom looks ready to lock horns. And with the way these two have been known to go at it, it won’t take much.

      “Ooh.” Nettie wiggles her shoulders. “Don’t tell me things got spiritual between the two of you last night. How dare you hold out on us. We want all the dirty deets and feets—and we want them now.”

      “There are none,” I quickly assure Ransom. “Wes sent a pair of socks to my room.” I nod his way. “Thank you, Captain, that was very thoughtful of you. And they were the nicest, warmest socks I have ever put on.”

      “You sent socks?” Ransom asks Wes in a tone that makes me wonder if they’re about to brawl.

      “Rumor has it, you’re not keeping her feet warm.” Wes doesn’t miss a beat, or an opportunity to get a beatdown from Ransom.

      The man really is playing with fire.

      Before Ransom could answer, or fists can fly, Tank comes this way and hands us each a pair of binoculars.

      “Welcome to Chilkoot Lake,” he says, shedding a toothy grin. The dark stubble on his cheeks only makes his teeth glow that much brighter. “This place happens to be packed to the brim with wildlife. We’ve got everything from fish to the bears that eat them. And I see Ned and Nettie have been entertaining you.” He nods to the moose by the waterline and Nettie perks up.

      “You mean her name is Nettie, just like mine?”

      “That’s right.” Tank belts out a hearty guffaw. “Ned and Nettie have been entertaining visitors here for the last two weeks. They’ve been putting on quite the show.” He glances over and laughs. “In fact, there they go again.”

      We look over and, lo and behold, we see Ned straddling Nettie from behind.

      “She really is just like you,” Bess quips.

      “Atta girl,” Nettie shouts as Ned begins to rut away.

      A hard groan comes from Bess. “It looks like he’s about to leapfrog right over her. Poor thing.”

      “They don’t call it getting jumped for nothing,” Nettie shoots back.

      “All right,” Tank says, holding up a hand to get our attention. It worked for most of us. Nettie is too busy documenting her namesake’s encounter in the wild. “The first thing I’d like to do before we get started is give a little bear safety talk.”

      Now it’s me groaning.

      “I take it you don’t like bears.” Tank chuckles at the thought.

      “It doesn’t seem to matter,” I say. “Because the bears just love me. It was a running joke back home—if anyone wanted to spot a bear, all they had to do was bring me along. I’m sort of a magnet for the furry creatures.”

      It’s true.

      This odd and frightening phenomenon started when I was a kid. No matter how many camping trips my family went on, it was always me the bears would gravitate to. I seemed to call them all—big and small—but my specialty seemed to be a mama bear with cubs. And for some reason, I always found myself sandwiched between them. Not a position anyone would want to find themselves in.

      “Okay, then listen up, pretty lady,” Tank starts in. “It’s mid-summer, and the bears out here are needing to put away twenty thousand calories a day.”

      “Ha.” Bess nudges Nettie. “It looks as if you have something in common with another animal, too.”

      “We’re all the same on the inside where it counts.” Nettie pounds her chest as she says it.

      “That may be so.” Tank takes a deep breath. “But you don’t want to get in the way of any of the wild animals we’re about to see. We want to steer clear of surprise encounters, and to do so we need to make some noise as we’re coming up on blind corners or dense thickets.”

      “Noise is also Nettie’s department,” Bess points out.

      She’s not wrong.

      “Running or staying quiet could be to your detriment and could get you killed,” Tank continues.

      Nettie swats Bess on the arm. “Things I’ve been telling you for years.”

      Tank leads us along through the woods and teaches us which berries are edible and which aren’t. And we all quickly gobble up our weight in the ones that won’t kill us, mostly raspberries and bunchberries. Both a little tart, but we’re not picky. Our stomachs started rumbling as soon as we set foot off the ship. At this point, we’ll take what we can get. Much like the bears, we’ve grown accustomed to bulking up for winter.

      Afterward, Tank leads us to the edge of the lake, where he provides us each with a fishing pole, and we spend a little time trying to outwit the trout and the salmon. Nettie catches a bull trout and quickly apologizes to the creature before tossing it back.

      “I’ve got one, too,” Wes calls out with excitement as he reels a salmon in.

      “Looks like it’s fish for dinner,” Bess teases.

      “I’ve got one as well,” Ransom says as the nose of his pole dives toward the lake.

      “Geez.” Tank runs over and we all watch as Ransom wrestles in a salmon twice the size of the one that Wes just released into the wild. “You’ve got a monster on your hands—no exaggeration there.”

      “That’s right,” Nettie says. “And rumor has it, he doesn’t need to exaggerate about the monster in his pants either.”

      “You hear any rumors about me?” Wes dares to ask.

      “That you’d rather keep Tinsley away from your monster,” she tells him.

      “That rumor would be true,” he says.

      We finish up and eat a boxed lunch at nearby picnic tables—turkey and ham sandwiches, premade salads, and a square of a brownie.

      Tank leads us to another part of the lake where rocks line the shore, and across the way we see a mother bear and cubs wrangling up a few salmon of their own for an afternoon snack.

      “How do you like that?” Tank says. “Trixie, you must be working your magic today because I haven’t seen a mama and cubs out here for a month.”

      “Let’s hope this is the extent of my enchanted yet terrifying talent,” I say.

      “Look,” Bess says, pointing up at the sky. “It’s an eagle.”

      “Two eagles,” I say, matching her enthusiasm as we watch the majestic birds circle the sky above us.

      We pull out our binoculars and gaze up at them in wonder with their glorious plumes elongated as they catch the wind in their wings.

      “That was awesome,” Bess says with a sigh as she shakes her head at the sky. “And I mean that in the sincerest sense.”

      “That sure was awww—” Tank warbles out that last word and yet never does finish it.

      His eyes are staring straight ahead and we turn that way, only to sing like a choir in the very same manner.

      A brown bear, approximately the size and tonnage of the Emerald Queen, is staring right at us—and standing less than ten feet away.

      Tank glances in the opposite direction for a moment and groans, “Oh no.”

      “What now?” Wes asks as the rest of us look that way and groan twice as hard.

      There’s not one, or two, but three adorable bear cubs wrestling along the shoreline. And they’re less than twenty feet away.

      “Okay”—Tank says, pulling an airhorn out of his pocket—“when I sound the alarm, I want every last one of you to walk fast as heck into the woods. I’ll do my best to distract them.”

      “Walking fast as heck sounds a lot like running,” I point out as my adrenaline starts to kick in.

      “Honey, either you walk fast or she will. But with the babies here, you should be all right. Remember to flail your arms and shout up a storm.” Tank wastes no time in sounding the airhorn, and while he does his best to distract one unhappy mama, we run with our arms over our heads, howling, until we’re right back in that parking lot where the fun began.

      “That was a close call,” I pant.

      Ransom wraps his arms around me and his heart races against my chest like a thief determined to get inside.

      He’s already stolen my heart, I don’t see why not.

      “I’m just glad we’re safe,” he says as he lands a kiss to my lips. “Let’s take a walk. I’d hate for the encounter to leave a bitter taste in your mouth.”

      “Or that kiss,” Wes muses as all five of us begin to meander toward the woods once again.

      “How’s the case going?” I ask as Ransom holds me by the waist as we walk along a dirt trail.

      “Forensics says they couldn’t find any prints on that suicide note,” he says. “And yet, the deceased wasn’t wearing any gloves.”

      “She could have written it in her room,” Wes offers. “She could have had gloves on then.”

      “True,” Ransom says. “But it almost makes no sense. Besides, there wasn’t a pen in her purse and the ink was blue. The complimentary pens in the room are black. We scoured her things and couldn’t find a blue pen in the mix. That’s not to say she couldn’t get her hands on one.”

      “I guess that’s another mystery for us to solve,” I say, giving Ransom’s ribs a quick pinch.

      “For me to solve.” He lands a kiss to my forehead. “If there’s a killer on board, I don’t want them to even suspect that you’re on their trail.”

      “With that, I agree,” Wes says. “You just enjoy your cruise, Trixie. And enjoy Alaska and all it has to offer.”

      “Don’t listen to them, Trixie.” Nettie is quick to disregard them with a wave. “You just beeee—” she elongates the word, her eyes set dead ahead as the sound of buzzing begins to grow.

      We look that way and let out a yelp in concert as a swarm of bees darts in our direction.

      We turn and make a break for it—not getting twenty feet before we spot another brown bear up ahead.

      “Foiled at every turn,” Nettie shouts. “Trixie’s double trouble talent strikes again.”

      “Follow me,” Ransom shouts, taking me by the hand as he leads us through the woods, into the parking lot, and right back onto that shuttle van.

      “I think we’re safe,” Wes says, swatting at a bee clinging to his flannel.

      “That’s what you think,” Bess says, pointing out the window as Tank runs this way. He’s honking that airhorn and howling at the top of his lungs as an entire conga line of brown bears trots after him.

      He jumps back into the van and speeds us the heck out of there, but not before politely yet firmly banishing me for life from his forest as he put it.

      “Now there’s something we’ve got in common,” Nettie says.

      “That you do.” Bess sighs. “Where do you think we’ll get booted from next?”

      “Let’s hope it’s not the ship,” I say, sinking in my seat a notch.

      And let’s hope I don’t get kicked out of Ransom’s good graces either because I’ve got a suspect to question, and there’s not an airhorn on the planet that will distract me from doing so.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie, my entire extended family is headed on an anniversary cruise for my grandparents, and as much as I’ve been feigning excitement, I’m terrified I’ll be bored out of my mind. When I think of cruise ships, I think of a sea of gray hair doing nothing but playing shuffleboard and bingo all day long. Will there be anything entertaining for someone younger than eighty?

      ~Bored Before I Ever Get Onboard

      

      Dear Bored,

      I can guarantee the only thing you’ll find boring are the hours you spend asleep. Cruises draw people of every age and stage of life. Not only are there a ton of exciting shore excursions to embark on, but ships today are equipped with top-notch entertainment from Broadway musicals to A-list comedians. The Emerald Queen of the Seas happens to have a movie theater, a bowling alley, a skating rink, bumper cars, ziplining, and skeet shooting just to list a few of the activities. Do a little research on the ship you’ll be sailing on, and you might be pleasantly surprised that you won’t have time to do everything you’d like to try.

      Have fun!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      It’s day seven of our fabulous yet lethal cruise through the final frontier. Or is it day six?

      I’ve never been good at calculating my days and nights. That was Stanton’s department. And now that Stanton is out of my life, not only do I not care for him, I don’t care how many days I’ve spent at sea thus far either.

      It’s a pleasure just to be here—to be anywhere without my ex.

      On this glorious day, the Emerald Queen is cruising through a waterway known as Hubbard Glacier. It’s actually located in Wrangell—St. Elias National Park and Preserve in eastern Alaska, at least the part that we’re traveling through.

      The sky is slate gray, the ocean reflects the same stormy hue, and there are small chunks of ice peppering the surface of the water.

      I’ve clued Bess and Nettie in on the fact we’re going to grill Milly Morison today, and they’re more than on board with helping me squeeze any information out of her that can help with the investigation.

      Since every soul on board will be trapped within the confines of the ship today, we figured we’d start our hunt for our number one suspect out on the main sundeck where the masses are gathering to ogle the icy wonders around us.

      But first things first. We load up on sweet treats at the Blue Water Café.

      Nettie suggests our desserts should have a theme in honor of the glaciers we’ll be seeing today.

      Bess and I decide it’s best not to question her logic.

      And what dessert goes best with icebergs?

      It turns out, the answer is pie.

      The fact it’s pie day at the café may have proved a factor in our decision-making.

      We scoop up six slices each—chocolate silk, salted caramel apple, lemon meringue with shortbread crust, coconut cream, chocolate peanut butter, and custard pie with raspberries—ignoring the fact that if those slices were placed together they would form a whole pie themselves. After that, we pick up some coffee and take our haul out onto the sundecks.

      And as luck would have it, the three of us bump into Julep and Gretchen at a round table for six.

      Julep is wrapped in a dark gray velvet coat—much like the crimson one that I’ve donned—and much like the rainbow of velvet coats out and about this afternoon.

      Elodie was right, Bobbie Sue started an inadvertent fashion craze.

      Julep’s ginger locks match her lipstick and she’s grinning from ear-to-ear at the three of us. A good sign that she trusts us.

      Gretchen is cozy in a thick plum-colored jacket with a matching scarf. Her red locks are neatly tucked under a pale blue knit cap that sort of reminds me of a glacier itself.

      “Hello, girls,” Julep gives a cheerful wave. “Care to join us?”

      Bess raises a brow my way. “Someone’s got the luck of the Irish upon her.”

      Nettie sucks in a breath as she takes me in. “You did the deed with Baxter and you didn’t bother to spill the dirty deets?”

      “No,” I whisper, shaking my head at her. “Although, he did stop by my cabin to give me a kiss goodnight,” I say just as the three of us take a seat at the table with them. “Hello, ladies. Isn’t this fabulous?” I motion to the icy preserve below us. “Are you sure it’s okay if we join you? Are you waiting on friends?”

      Gretchen flicks her wrist. “The only one we’re waiting on is Milly and she’s notoriously late.”

      Julep nods. “She mentioned that she was having a late start to the day. Odd considering she’s an early riser.”

      Not odd at all if they knew about her gentlemanly caller she’s snapped up on the cruise. Although, I have no idea if that’s true. But I don’t mind perpetuating the rumor—at least in my own mind.

      “Perfect,” I say with a short-lived smile.

      All we have to do is stick around these lovely ladies and our new suspect will come straight to us.

      “I see you’ve hit the pie.” Gretchen laughs at our dessert haul. “We did the same.” She holds up a plate of chocolate silk.

      I knew I liked her.

      Julep lifts her steaming mug of coffee our way. “We were just talking about our kids back home. They’re grown and on their own, but it doesn’t mean we don’t miss them just the same.”

      “I get that,” I tell them. “I was just texting my kids this morning. My son and daughter are both in college. My daughter is still in the States, but my son is in England.”

      “That’s fantastic,” Julep says. “You’re just about free of them.”

      We all share a laugh at that one.

      “Oh, come on.” Gretchen shakes her head wistfully. “You’ll never be free of them, nor will you want to. Of course, you might want to be free of their spouses one day.”

      Bess laughs the loudest at that one. “One of my daughters is married to a man who thinks having a job is optional. My poor daughter works two jobs and sells handcrafted jewelry on the side to boot.”

      “I’m sorry to hear it,” Julep says. “I was stuck with a deadbeat once. And I didn’t waste any time getting rid of him.”

      Gretchen sighs. “I like my son-in-law well enough. But I will never understand how they came up with the names of their children. Jupiter and Elephantina.”

      “That’s not so bad,” Bess says. “I can’t even pronounce my grandson’s name.  I think it’s Fiddle or Doodle or maybe it’s Tweedled? I called him Twixler for six months before they got tired of correcting me and gave me a cue card with his name written on it. Can you imagine having to tape your grandson’s name to the refrigerator in hopes you can get it right? And I still can’t keep it straight. I keep calling him Beetle-Bop, and you’d think it was a hate crime each time my daughter tries to correct me.”

      Julep snorts. “I have a daughter-in-law I’d like to beetle-bop right over the head. She’s a piece of work. I have no idea what I’ve ever done to her, but she refuses to invite me over. And scoring an invite to my own grandchildren’s birthday parties? I’d have better luck getting a front-row seat at the Oscars.”

      “Now that’s terrible,” Nettie says. “What does your son say about it?”

      “Oh, he’s afraid of her, too,” Julep says. “I’m pretty sure he’s the next one she’s going to cut out of her life. I don’t know what he ever saw in her. The funny thing is, I’ve never met anyone with more of a victim mentality than she has.”

      “I bet she thinks you slighted her early on,” Bess says with a nod. “My daughter-in-law is just the same. She thinks I treat my daughter’s son better than I treat her child. It’s hogwash. I love both of my grandchildren just the same. But to hear her say it, you’d think I bought him a mansion and stole every last penny from her child to do it.”

      Julep blows out a breath. “My son-in-law is so cheap he convinced my daughter that they should just tack their wedding onto his sister’s. Her reception ended at eight, and that’s when they began theirs. Same decorations, same venue. If that didn’t clue my daughter in on what she was in for, nothing will. Of course, she wouldn’t listen to my opinion on the subject.”

      “We can’t win for losing,” Bess says.

      Julep groans at the thought, “Well, that’s why we’re here. This trip is all about us. We’re people too, you know. This life isn’t all about our kids, their snotty significant others, or our grandkids with names far too difficult to pronounce.”

      “Here, here,” Nettie says, hoisting up a forkful of pie. “So which handsome hottie has caught your eye, ladies? It’s high time we show our cards. The last thing we need is to be fighting over men.”

      “Ha.” Gretchen laughs. “I’m not looking for men. In fact, I wouldn’t even know where to begin.”

      “Trixie here knows where to begin,” Nettie says. “She’s got two of them on a string.”

      “I don’t have two of them on a string,” I’m quick to correct. “And I’m only dating one.” We already covered this the first day we met these ladies, but this is one of Nettie’s favorite subjects so I decide to let it slide. I have no choice.

      “Oh yeah?” Nettie clearly begs to differ. “So what gift did the captain leave in your cabin last night? Chocolate body paint? Love coupons?”

      “Diamond earrings in the shape and size of an iceberg?” Bess asks and I shoot her a look that says et tu?

      A titter of laughter circles our small group.

      “None of the above,” I tell them. “If you must know, he left me an art journal and some new colored pencils.”

      Nettie gives a throaty laugh. “I bet he’d like for you to color outside of the lines with him. Little does he know, you haven’t even colored inside of Ransom’s lines yet.”

      A shadow darkens our table and we look up to find a handsome steed I’m lucky to call my own.

      “Ladies.” Ransom nods, looking like a lean, mean dream in his dark suit, the dark stubble on his cheeks matching his hair. “Trixie,” he leans in and lands a brief heated kiss to my lips, “I saw you here and thought I’d say hello.” He frowns and I can’t tell if that’s because it’s his go-to expression or the fact I’m sitting at a table with a couple of Bobbie Sue’s friends. Most likely both. “We’ll talk.”

      He takes off and both Julep and Gretchen fan themselves and laugh.

      “Whoa,” Gretchen says. “Is that the one you haven’t colored in the lines with?”

      Julep chuckles. “Oh, honey, what are you waiting for?”

      “She’s taking things slow,” Bess answers for me and I give her a quick nod of approval.

      “She’s afraid she’ll have to take a razor to her legs.” Nettie doesn’t mind spilling the hairy beans.

      “That’s not true,” I say. Mostly.

      “I would be worried,” Julep says, taking a quick bite out of her salted caramel apple pie. “From what I hear, we’re supposed to be hairless from the eyebrows down.”

      “Too bad,” Nettie says. “I like my mustache.”

      “It’s your beard they’re worried about,” Julep shoots back with a laugh.

      “Yeah, well,” Bess says. “If I start shaving that beard, I’ll be running around with an itchy five o’clock shadow. No, thank you to both.”

      “Oh, they’re not shaving,” Gretchen says. “My friends are all running to get everything lasered off. From what I hear, it takes upwards of six sessions. And it feels like a rubber band slapping you while they’re doing it.” She nods to Nettie while she says that last bit. “I think I’ll stick to what nature gave me. We are mammals, after all.”

      “That’s right,” Bess says, snapping her fingers at the woman. “And mammals are covered with hair. But try to explain that to a man looking to get frisky. Relationships take too much work these days. Believe me, I put in the work way back when, and it still landed me in divorce court. He really did a number on me.” She makes a face as she sips her coffee. “I’m thinking about putting an addendum in my will, asking my ex to be one of the pallbearers at my funeral so he can let me down one more time.”

      We break out into a boisterous laugh at that one.

      “Well, well,” a female voice chirps from above and we look up to see Milly standing there snuggled in a quilted coat that looks scrumptious and warm. “It looks as if I’m late to the party.”

      A collective gasp breaks out among our fellow passengers as every last one of them trots to the opposite side of the railing.

      “Iceberg,” Nettie cries out as she jumps out of her seat to join them.

      Bess, Julep, and Gretchen do the same, but I don’t run away.

      My suspect just showed up on the scene, and there’s not a place she can run to hide.

      The party is just getting started.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: Hi, Trixie! I’m taking an Alaskan cruise myself in a few weeks, and I can’t wait. Right now, we’re sweltering in the South, and I can’t seem to make myself pack a jacket let alone a sweater. The thought of cooler weather makes my heart sing. Please tell me I’m not a fool for refusing to bring along my winter gear. Can I survive without it?

      ~Melting in the South

      

      Dear Melting,

      I understand how unnatural it feels to fill your suitcase with parkas and cardigans in the middle of summer. How about a compromise? Bring just enough to keep you warm for a few days, and that way you’ll have more room for souvenirs. Most people tend to overpack anyway. But I can promise you’ll be thankful you brought your warm clothes along for the ride. The glaciers are frozen for a reason!

      Safe and cool travels,

      XOXO Trixie

      

      “Did my deodorant give out on me?” Milly Morison says with a laugh. Her short silver locks are spiked to perfection and happen to mimic the color of the ocean and the sky.

      I shrug her way. “At least we know we don’t stand a chance with our friends when it comes to competing with a glacier.”

      She pulls that quilted coat of hers tight. “Well, let’s not miss out on the fun. I see the waitstaff roving with bowls of soup.”

      “By all means, let’s indulge,” I say as I lead us straight to a waitress holding a tray full of Dutch split pea soup and we each snatch one up.

      “Mmm.” Milly takes a careful sip from her bowl. “Tastes like heaven. I’m a hearty soup kind of gal.”

      “Me, too. It reminds me of home—the good parts.”

      I scan the crowd but don’t see a trace of Julep or Gretchen.

      Even better. I’d much rather have Milly to myself.

      Just as I’m about to indulge in that fact, a spray of silver stars fills the space between us as a dapper ghost in a pinstriped suit shows up.

      “Ah, the woman of the hour.” He frowns her way before glancing around. “Where are Gretchen and Julep?”

      I shake my head at him. He just missed the other two by minutes. It does make one wonder what he does with all of his free time.

      Milly hikes up on her toes and cranes her neck past the crowd. “Would you look at that?”

      I glance that way and do a double take as the ship cruises alongside a wall of a glacier that’s as tall and wide as a building. It’s long, jagged, and holds a heavenly baby blue hue that makes it look altogether alien on this gray day.

      “Wow,” I say, breathless.

      “It’s no wonder the ship is hosting an art class out here,” Milly says, pointing past me with her nose.

      “What?” I screech without meaning to.

      Sure enough, I spot rows of folding chairs as more than a handful of passengers are situated in front of an easel. Each one has a mix of acrylic, oil, and watercolor at their disposal, brushes in all the wrong sizes, and a bucket of water next to them. Canvases sit on the easels and the passengers are painting onto them haphazardly—and without instruction.

      And guess who is at the helm of this artist-inspired melee? Tinsley Thornton, our passive-aggressive cruise director who is about to traumatize every passenger on the ship from ever enjoying the artistic process again.

      I gag on a river of words. “Let’s go over and check out the glacier up close,” I say, leading the way—straight over to the woman looking to steal my position. Not that I officially have a position as the artist on board at the moment. That’s because Tinsley arranged to have that swiped away from me, too.

      “Tinsley,” I hiss at the stunning brunette who has her hair in a whippet of a ponytail. She’s traded her pencil skirt for navy slacks and her white frilly blouse for a chunky white sweater. “What are you doing to these poor people?”

      “What does it look like?” she says through the side of her smile as she hands an oversized canvas to a latecomer before turning my way. “I’m teaching an art class.”

      “You can’t teach an art class,” I insist. “You’re not an artist.”

      “Oh, come on.” She rolls her eyes. “I’ve seen you do it a dozen times. It can’t be that hard.”

      A groan comes from me as I lead Milly toward an open spot near the railing.

      “She’s a piece of work, isn’t she?” Milly laughs as we settle into our new locale.

      Ferguson floats on over in a dazzling display of sparkling orbs. “Milly should know. She’s a piece of work, too.”

      “She is a piece of work,” I say.

      Tinsley, not Milly. Although my job this afternoon is to figure out if the title applies to her, too.

      “Is she your boss?” Milly asks as she takes another sip of her soup while admiring the glacier.

      “Sort of. The cruise line is technically my boss, but she’s my wicked overseer.” I cringe as I say it. “Okay, so Tinsley isn’t wicked, per se. I usually get along with just about everyone, but she’s been a tough nut to crack.”

      “Why do you think that is?” Milly tips her ear my way and looks genuinely interested.

      “Men,” I say with a sigh. “It turns out, she dated both the captain and the head of vessel security, and she’s interested in wrangling the two of them back into her perverted pen.”

      She laughs. “And let me guess, they’ve both wandered over to your stall?”

      “You guessed correctly.” I blush when I say it. “The thing is, I had nothing to do with that—or at least very little. Anyway, she’s been making me pay ever since.”

      “Ooh.” She shakes her head as she glances back at Tinsley. “She’s really out to get you. Word to the wise: don’t let her dig up any dirt on you. Something tells me a woman like that will know exactly how to wield it. I’m betting blackmail isn’t above her paygrade.”

      “I bet you’re right. She’s probably chomping at the bit to do just that. Although, I have news for her. Nothing she does is going to send me running off this ship. I’m here to stay,” I say those last words while looking right at Tinsley, and a breath hitches in my throat as I see who she’s helping set up with a canvas and paints.

      It’s Bess and Nettie!

      And while Bess seems interested in whatever nonsense Tinsley is spewing, Nettie is busy extruding all of her acrylic paint into a heap on the palette before her as if it were a tube of toothpaste.

      Note to self: order new supplies asap.

      Bess catches my eye and cringes as she waves.

      I offer a meager wave back while she mouths, I’m sorry.

      Not to worry.

      I’m exactly where I need to be—with someone who might know the truth about Bobbie Sue.

      Ferguson floats my way. “Ask her about Bobbie Sue. They were close, and I doubt she’ll deny it, unlike some people.”

      I nod as Julep comes to mind.

      “Milly, can I ask how you’re holding up? I mean, Bobbie Sue worked for you. Surely you were close.”

      “We were.” Milly sighs out at the open sea. “She’s been with me almost from the beginning. I opened my real estate company shortly after I lost my husband. Bobbie Sue and I were both realtors at a different firm just prior.”

      “And you brought her on board? That just shows how much you thought of your friend.”

      She laughs. “Well, I didn’t bring her on board initially. I wanted only the brightest and the best—and I wanted to remain small. I had a boutique agency in mind, but it blossomed organically.”

      “Well, it looks as if you got the brightest and the best with Bobbie Sue,” I say. “I remember her saying something about being a top producing agent.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Oh, she was,” she says with a sarcastic bent. “When Bobbie Sue put her mind to something, she knew exactly how to get it.”

      “I guess that’s what you want in the real estate game.” I lean her way. “She sounds like she turned into an invaluable asset.”

      She laughs once again. “That’s to be debated. Bobbie Sue had a way of turning things inside out—especially when it came to other people. She’s caused more than one social rift among my employees. Some people just don’t know how to make it through life without upending everything.”

      I glance at Tinsley without meaning to.

      Ferguson glistens like a shooting star. “That was my experience with Bobbie Sue. She was caustic, and boisterous, and determined to get her way.”

      “She sounds like trouble.” My fingers fly to my lips as soon as the words escape me. “Forgive me, Milly. I didn’t mean to disrespect your friend.”

      “Please”—she shakes her head as she takes another sip of her soup—“Bobbie Sue was a one-woman wrecking crew, and everyone knew it. The horrible part was when she went after someone. I used to think she made it a sport. That woman got her jollies off of other people’s pain.”

      Ferguson nods profusely while looking my way.

      I am definitely going to pin him to a wall after this and make him spill all he knows.

      “Really?” I say to Milly. “Is there anyone on this ship that she may have done that with?”

      “Ha!” Milly belts it out to the sky. “The real question should be, is there anyone on this ship who she hasn’t done that with. Oh, I know you and your sweet friends are probably the exceptions, but trust me, all Bobbie Sue needed was a little time. She didn’t let anyone get away with anything.”

      “Oh? Surely there must have been someone exempt from her wrath. Julep and Gretchen seem to like her well enough.”

      Milly snickers into her soup. “Well, she was definitely holding something over Julep’s head. I’ll tell you that right off the bat. The way Julep and Bobbie Sue were bickering all the way over on the plane ride, then on the shuttle to the cruise terminal, it was like they were an old married couple.”

      “Wow. Do you have any idea what that could have been about?”

      She winces. “I don’t know. I thought maybe it had to do with the booking for the trip. Julep handled a lot of it. Although, I’m not really sure what riled Bobbie Sue up.”

      “And what about Gretchen?”

      Ferguson growls at the mention of the woman’s name. “Leave her alone. She’s innocent in all this.”

      I’d have to agree with him. Gretchen is a saint, and she’s funny and nice. I feel like we’re long-lost friends whenever we’re together.

      Milly takes a breath and rests her elbows over the railing as we admire the glacier sitting in front of us. A chunk of it breaks off and falls into the water with a splash, eliciting oohs and ahhs from the crowd.

      “Honestly?” Milly glances my way. “In my opinion, she had it out for Gretchen the worst.”

      Ferguson’s chest broadens as he nods my way as if to affirm this.

      “What happened?” I ask as my interest spikes. “I can’t imagine what sweet Gretchen could have possibly done to garner Bobbie Sue’s ire.”

      “Well, she didn’t necessarily do anything.” Milly glances over her shoulder for a second. “Way back when, before we were all married, it was Bobbie Sue who had her sights set on Fisher. Boy, did she have the hots for that guy.” She gives a wistful tick of the head as does Ferguson. “Anyway, they went out once or twice. Poor Fisher. It was more like ambush dating on Bobbie Sue’s part. But Fisher had his eye on someone else in our circle. He wanted Gretchen as his bride, and that’s exactly what he got. Were they ever in love.” She gives a dreamy sigh into her soup and the steam wafts over her face. “But so was Bobbie Sue. She still tried her best to stoke the flames of love between her and Fisher.”

      “Despite the fact he was married to someone else?” I ask with an incredulous tone to my voice.

      “Didn’t I tell you she was determined to make people miserable?” Milly laughs. “And well, Bobbie Sue was pretty miserable in that scenario, too. She didn’t marry for more than ten years after they did. She did everything under the sun to try to seduce Fisher away from poor Gretchen, even showing up in his car one night after he got off work, wrapped in nothing but tinfoil.”

      “I remember that.” Ferguson shakes his head in dismay.

      “And none of it worked?” I ask, hopeful that Gretchen’s marriage withstood the trauma Bobbie Sue was determined to inflict upon it.

      “None of it worked. Fisher was true-blue when it came to his devotion to Gretchen. But even after Bobbie Sue married, it didn’t stop her from flirting shamelessly with Fisher. Her poor husband. We used to say that he died of humiliation, and I’m betting it’s not that far off.”

      “What did kill him?” I ask.

      “Heart attack.” She shrugs. “They were together far longer than anyone expected. The poor man really served his time.”

      Ferguson nods. “I can attest to that.”

      The thought breaks my heart.

      “That poor man deserved better,” I say.

      “He sure did,” she says. “But Gretchen and Fisher sure got in a lot of happy years. Losing him has been very hard on her. And it certainly didn’t help that even after she suffered such a great loss that Bobbie Sue still used Fisher to deliver a few zingers her way. I told you she was relentless in her wickedness. And well, as much as I hate to speak ill of the dead, Bobbie Sue was wicked.”

      Someone catches her eye from over my shoulder, and I turn around to see her looking at an older gentleman with gray hair, handsome with crystal blue eyes. And I recognize him as the man in the green suit from our first day on the ship. He was the one I saw having a heated exchange with Bobbie Sue.

      “Who’s that?” I ask.

      “Blake Brannon,” she whispers as if there were a chance he could hear us from across the way. “Bobbie Sue sort of pulled the same thing with him as she did Gretchen. Only she was just toying with the man. Everyone knew Bobbie Sue loved Fisher Aster until she took her final breath. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s hounding him in the afterlife.”

      I squint her way. “What do you mean she did the same thing?”

      “Bobbie Sue did her level best to start up an affair with Blake. When he rejected her, she started rumors that they were hot and heavy. Word got back to Blake’s wife and their relationship soured. Not long afterward, she succumbed to an illness she had been suffering from. It was tragic all the way around. That woman went to her death thinking the worst of the man she loved.”

      Ferguson cocks a brow. “Sounds like good ol’ Blake has a solid motive.”

      That he does.

      A scream goes off behind us and we turn to see Nettie mushing her hands into the pile of paint then slapping her hands on the canvas while the rest of the class looks on.

      Soon, every last person Tinsley has wrangled up is doing the same—high-fiving their canvases with fistfuls of paint. Half of the easels topple over in the process, splattering paint all over the pristine deck, and Tinsley belts out another short-lived scream.

      I bet she doesn’t think it’s so easy now, does she?

      A part of me wants to pen Nettie a thank you letter.

      “Anyway,” Milly says, finishing up her soup. “I’m sure I’ve bored your ears off with all of the dirt from my small town. Gretchen did tolerate Bobbie Sue as best as she could. But I will say, Ferguson Aster was quite the looker.”

      “Who?” My head turns her way slowly as the ghostly pieces start to fall together.

      “That was Fisher’s formal name,” she says. “But nobody called him that.” She holds her empty soup bowl my way. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m in need of a refill.”

      She takes off and the ghost in front of me floats back a notch but not before I snatch him by the wrist.

      “Not so fast,” I hiss. “You’re not going anywhere—Fisher.”
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie, I have a confession. I can’t seem to control myself around sweets, and I’m due to leave on a cruise next week! Any advice on what I should do once I see all of those treats?

      ~Headed for a Sugar Coma

      

      Dear Sugar Coma,

      Unless you have special dietary needs that demand you steer clear of sweet treats, I suggest you don’t abstain altogether. Make sure to fill up on some savory fare beforehand, and then you’ll be more likely to have a reasonable amount of dessert. If you’re at a buffet, just put one or two sweet treats on your plate at a time. All that walking back and forth to get more might deter you. If not, put your plate down and head off to do one of the hundreds of activities the ship has going on. Believe it or not, there’s so much to do, you might actually forget about food altogether—or at least for fifteen minutes.

      Good luck and enjoy every moment of your trip! It will come and go so quickly, you’ll be glad you soaked it all in.

      XOXO Trixie

      

      “Okay, you got me,” Ferguson says as he pulls his wrist away from my grip with ease. “It’s true. I’m Fisher.”

      “You’re Fisher Aster?” I shake my head at the wily specter before me. He’s handsome to a fault, light eyes, silver goatee that matches his hair, and has been tucked in a pinstriped suit since the moment I met him—but with this new revelation, it feels as if I’m meeting him all over again. “You’re Gretchen’s husband? No wonder I caught you sniffing her hair. And here I thought you were just another weirdo.”

      He inches back, looking mildly offended by the quasi-slight.

      The sundeck is thick with passengers as the endless glaciers delight both young and old. The sky is getting more ominous by the minute and you could hang meat with the chill in the air, but that doesn’t seem to be deterring a single soul from congregating out by the railings.

      “How about we head inside where we can talk?” he offers.

      I give a quick glance around and spot Tinsley knee-deep in acrylic paints—literally as she deals with the fallout of her impromptu art disaster. Not only has Nettie squeezed the life out of every tube of pricey paint in front of her, but it looks as if she was a trendsetter in that department.

      Bess, however, is still happily painting away—and using the quick stroke technique I taught her. At least someone was paying attention.

      Although a part of me isn’t sorry in the least for the melee Nettie caused—or more to the point, Tinsley caused by thinking she could replace me so easily.

      “How about we head to my room?” I ask with a sigh.

      Even though Tinsley is otherwise indisposed, I’d hate for her to see me gabbing with thin air. I’m sure she’d love to run straight to the owner of Lineage Cruise Lines and demand they cut my head off.

      I have a feeling something as simple as getting me fired wouldn’t be enough for her.

      This is a duel to the death—even if only one of us is dueling.

      “Actually”—Ferguson glances past me—“the Blue Water Café just put out its newest offering, almond Danishes with a creamy marzipan filling, and I can’t seem to get enough.”

      A hard groan evicts from me. “You had me at marzipan filling,” I say, leading the way to the café just steps from the sundeck.

      It’s light and bright inside, the same level of coolness greets us, and I’ll admit, it’s so chilly I’m actually missing the humidity Hawaii had to offer.

      The café is jam-packed, but all of the lines are moving, and soon I’ve landed two almond Danishes the size of my hand on my plate. They’re perfectly golden brown with toasted almonds covering the top and a copious dusting of powdered sugar just on top of that.

      “That’s a decent appetizer,” Ferguson says, hovering just above my shoulder. “I’ll need at least four. And don’t you want to try one as well?”

      I shoot him a look before piling another three onto my plate. Then another two just in case.

      That’s the nice thing about being on a cruise. Not once have I felt the judgment of a single employee or fellow passenger in regard to food. For all they know, I could be taking this plate full of scrumptious Danishes back to my family and friends, or I could be eating them all by my lonesome.

      Nobody cares.

      As it should be.

      I grab some coffee as Ferguson leads the way to a small table in the corner that still affords us a window view. I sit facing the corner and he lands directly across from me. Not only will it prove difficult for anyone to see me chatting away seemingly with myself, but it’s so boisterous in here this afternoon my voice certainly won’t garner any attention.

      “All right, spill,” I say, pulling a piece of the almond Danish off and taking a bite. “Wow,” I moan. “I just hit a little of that creamy marzipan,” I say, taking another quick bite, this time making sure I get more than an ample amount of the star of this culinary show. “Geez,” I growl as I swallow it down. “Just when I think the chefs can’t outperform themselves, they prove me wrong. I’ve never seen these before. How did you know about them?”

      “I get my food straight from the kitchen. There’s so much of it lying around, no one notices that any of it disappears. A little something I picked up way back when I was still living with Gretchen.”

      “Gretchen.” I shake my head as I say his wife’s name. “Poor thing. She really misses you. I can tell she’s not completely relaxed on the trip. The two of you were really lucky to have had such a good go of it.”

      “We were.” He sighs. “And we will be again. As somber as it sounds, I can’t wait for the day I get to walk her home. But for now, the kids need her. She still has work to do down here.” He takes three hasty bites out of his pastry and his Danish does a disappearing act.

      “Impressive. I hardly noticed it floating to your lips.”

      Thankfully so, considering I'd have a hard time explaining that.

      “It’s something I honed quickly once a sous-chef passed out cold after witnessing a floating T-bone steak. I’m not here to cause any trouble.” He frowns hard, his light eyes taking on the hue of the angry sky. “But someone has certainly caused trouble, haven’t they?”

      I nod. “Someone pushed Bobbie Sue Watson to her death. And what about that note? Do you really think she could have written it and that the killer showed up in time to see her change her mind? And then did the deed for her?”

      His brows bounce. “That seems like a lot to digest. Knowing Bobbie Sue as I did, I have a hard time believing she’d want to end things. Although, I will say this. That woman always abided by her own rules. She did things on her time, her way, and completely for herself. If for some reason she deemed it was time for her to go, then I have no doubt she’d want to control the circumstances.”

      “On a cruise ship? Not a half hour after the ship left port? It’s just so odd.”

      He tips his head as if to agree. “Not to mention Bobbie Sue loved food as much as she loved herself.”

      My lips twist. “You mean as much as she loved you.”

      His shoulders sag and he drops the Danish in his hand. “She did love me.”

      “So what happened?”

      “It was one-sided. My brother set us up a million years ago, and I’ve regretted agreeing to it ever since. Bobbie Sue was determined, to say the least, to make me hers. I wasn’t interested from the get-go. And then I met Gretchen. I only had eyes for her. But none of that mattered to Bobbie Sue. In fact, I confronted her one night before my wedding. I begged her to stop harassing me. I even asked her point-blank if she cared to see me happy.”

      “And what did she say to that?” I ask, taking another luscious bite out of an almond Danish, making sure to hit as close to the middle as possible to enjoy some of that rich, creamy goodness. There is nothing quite like marzipan to ignite my senses. This is in the running to be one of my favorite desserts.

      If I were lava cake, I’d watch my ooey-gooey back.

      “She said no. She wanted us to be happy. That’s when I decided to dismiss her altogether. There was no reasoning with her. But she continued to pursue me. After the wedding, after Gretchen and I had children, even once we had grandchildren.” He blows out a breath. “Boy, do I miss those kids.” He snaps up another Danish and devours it. “Nevertheless, I’m here on a mission. Someone killed Bobbie Sue, and you and I need to figure this out.” He glances out the window. “Although, the longer I’m here, the more time I get to spend with my Gretchen. Who knew it would be Bobbie Sue’s death that would inadvertently give me the gift of a lifetime—the gift of my afterlife.”

      “I’m betting not Bobbie Sue.” I gobble down half a Danish. “What about Julep and Milly? Got any dirt on them?”

      “It’s been years since I’ve seen anyone. I’m afraid all of my dirt is old news. But I do know that Julep and Bobbie Sue ran around town. They took in movies and had lunch. I have a feeling Julep is hiding something. I’d continue to press in that direction. As for Milly, she seemed all right to me. She helped my daughter and son-in-law buy a home when it was time, and she took us around to look at just about everything that was available.”

      “Was Bobbie Sue there at the time?”

      “Oh, yes. I remember seeing her portrait on the wall as you walked in with the words employee of the month written beneath it. I had Milly do another real estate transaction for me a few years after that, and Bobbie Sue’s picture was in the exact same place. I’ll admit, I thought it was odd. But I suppose she was a real go-getter in the real estate game. Gretchen used to say Bobbie Sue made real estate look easy because we’d always catch her out having lunch, taking in the odd movie, shopping, and gossiping around town.”

      “I guess she didn’t need to make that many sales to garner the title—either that or they were big ticket transactions.”

      “Maybe so.” He tackles another Danish and makes it disappear as fast as he picks it up.

      “I’d caution you on choking, but I suppose it’s a moot point.”

      “If anything, the newfound speed in which I inhale my food only enables me to eat that much more. Although, Gretchen wouldn’t be too proud of the choices I’m making. She always cautioned me to watch my weight.”

      “At this point, I think she would be thrilled that you were enjoying yourself.” I tap my finger to my coffee mug for a moment. “Ferguson, you know I can arrange a meeting between you and—”

      “No,” he thunders it out so loud my hair blows back.

      “Why not?”

      “Because it’s not natural. And the last thing I want is for the sweet love of my life to think she’s losing her mind.”

      A heavy sigh expels from me. “Fine, have it your way. But what an opportunity…”

      “The only opportunity I have is solving Bobbie Sue’s murder. And according to Milly, we need to speak with Blake Brannon.”

      “Yes, Blake.” I wince. “From what Milly said, once you were gone, Bobbie Sue switched her sights on Blake. And his poor wife went to the grave thinking he may have cheated on her.”

      “To put a woman on her deathbed through that is monstrous. But then, Bobbie Sue could be just that—a monster.”

      “Sounds like it,” I say. “Did you know Blake?”

      “Never heard of him. I don’t think he’s from Chestnut.”

      “Blake Brannon.” I shake my head. “Why does that sound familiar?”

      I suck in a quick breath.

      “Elodie,” I practically shout before glancing over my shoulder, happy to see not a soul is interested in my spontaneous outburst. I lean toward the ghost before me. “Elodie is my friend. And she happens to be—in a romantic entanglement with Blake.” For lack of a better word, or words for that matter. “I’ll have her arrange for me to meet him.” I bite down on my lip a moment. “But I may have to fudge the truth as to why. I’m not sure what she’d do if she knew what he might be capable of. Knowing Elodie, it would be a turn-on.”

      I quickly pull out my phone and shoot her a text, asking if she and her paramour would mind having dinner with Ransom and me one night.

      No can do. She shoots back almost instantly. Blake loves to get to bed early. We have other things to do in the evenings, hon.

      I try again. How about in Juneau? We could do some sightseeing?

      He’s booked a tour to canoe out to a glacier, and I don’t do water, canoes, or glaciers.

      How about tomorrow in Skagway?

      She texts right back. Sorry. He’s taking a private tour with that widow’s group. It’s just him and a few men. Fishing, I think.

      Darn.

      The ship’s next day after that is at sea. Glacier Bay? We can all eat soup and ogle oversized ice cubes?

      Oh, hon, I’m working and Blake doesn’t suffer oversized ice cubes. He’ll be in bed saving all his energy for me for later.

      Drats.

      I make a face. How about once we hit Ketchikan?

      Sounds perfect. I’ve already convinced him to stroll the red light district with me. Dolly’s house of ill-repute is there, and I can’t wait to take a tour. I’m like a kid just waiting for Christmas.

      Bingo.

      “Well?” Ferguson says, leaning in. “It sounds as if we’ve got a date.”

      “At a house of ill-repute.” I shrug over at him. “It’s par for the course as far as Elodie goes. Something tells me a good time will be had by all.”

      “Just don’t make any cash transactions and it will all be above board,” he says with a wink. “I’ll see you soon enough, Trixie Troublefield.” He inhales one last Danish before he disintegrates to nothing.

      I glance over my shoulder and do a double take once I spot Tinsley looking right at me. She gives the hint of a nod before hitting the buffet. I bet she worked up quite an appetite after her jaunt through the art world.

      My phone bleats again, but this time it’s not Elodie.

      And the words I’m looking at make my heart race.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: Hi, Trixie! I don’t actually have a question. I’m just hoping you can affirm something so I don’t have to be the bad guy. My husband and I are bringing along our kids on a seven-day cruise. My son can’t sleep without three different stuffed animals, and my daughter is begging us to let her bring an entire stuffed zoo for the trip as well. Please tell me there is a limit to how many fuzzy creatures a single family can bring on board. Our luggage can’t handle it all.

      ~Stuffed with Stuff

      

      Dear Stuffed,

      Unfortunately, you’re allowed to bring as many stuffed animals as you dare. But I might suggest you tell the kids to bring two apiece—or three if you want your son to sleep. But let them know they can buy a few on the trip as well. That might take the sting off, and each child will have a fuzzy memento to take back home with them.

      Happy shopping!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      Juneau just so happens to be the capital of Alaska. Located on the panhandle of this great state, it also just so happens to be the second largest city in the United States when measured by area.

      As soon as the sun rose—not that I ever saw it go down—I had room service deliver two almond Danishes straight to my cabin.

      The scrumptious treats are so delicious, I didn’t want to waste any time in getting them into my belly. And while I was noshing on those sweet treats, I sat out on my balcony and wrote in my blog as I took in the snowy mountaintops that skirt the region. So many of my readers have written in with such great questions, I try to answer as many as I can before it’s time to answer the call of the wild.

      Afterward, I get dressed for a day out in the woods.

      Now that we’re in Juneau, Nettie has invited us all—Wes and Ransom included—to spend the day with her son, Figment Unity Woo Woo Butterworth.

      Or was it Roo Roo?

      No, I’m positive it was Woo Woo—just like I’m positive that Ransom Baxter has some seriously big news to share with me.

      That text he sent yesterday affirms as much.

      I pluck my phone off the counter and pull up the text in question.

      Might have a big break in the Watson case. Looking forward to sharing it with you.

      I’m pretty sure you can take the word might out of the equation. Ransom has some hard evidence he’s certain will lead somewhere. And the fact he’s interested in sharing it with me just might lead us someplace, too.

      Unfortunately, Ransom hasn’t shared it with me as of yet. He worked straight through dinner last night, but lucky for me, I’ll be spending the entire day with him. And I can’t wait to hear what he has to say.

      Bess, Nettie, and I hit the Blue Water Café for our usual prebreakfast warm-up game, then we hit the main dining room before we head straight for the gangway to meet up with Wes and Ransom.

      The five of us set foot off the ship and take a moment to soak in all of Juneau’s glory with its mountainous terrain as far as the eye can see. There’s still plenty of snow on the peaks and the verdant hillsides are covered with both evergreens and fog.

      Ransom has a rental van waiting that drives us through miles of unspoiled wilderness until we hit the Hungry Bear Campsite.

      “I’m not sure how I feel about the name of this place,” Bess says, stretching her limbs as we step out of the van and onto the soil of a pristine forest.

      “Especially not since we have Trixie with us,” the captain says while winking my way.

      “Wes,” I say, giving him a playful swat on the arm.

      “Not to worry,” Ransom growls. “I’m packing heat.”

      I gasp up at the handsome man by my side. “You brought a gun along?”

      “I brought a heating patch. I hurt my back this morning picking up some boxes in my office.” He pats his ribcage on the left side and elicits a moan from the three of us girls.

      “Hear that, Trixie?” Wes shoots him a cheesy grin. “It’s time to trade him in for a new model.”

      Nettie tips an ear to Ransom before he can respond. “It doesn’t take long to heat your engine, does it?”

      “I’m happy to report I’m still firing on all cylinders without any medical intervention.” Ransom rocks back on his heels while looking at Wes. “Which is more than I can say for some of us. I’ve heard rumors.”

      Wes nods. “You know what they say about rumors—they’re proliferated by fools and accepted by idiots.”

      “Mama bear, is that you?” a man howls from behind—and just in time.

      Ransom Baxter doesn’t suffer fools. And he certainly doesn’t suffer being called an idiot.

      Something tells me his fist is getting hungry to meet with Wes’ teeth.

      Wes does have a nice smile. I’d hate for him to lose it.

      “Figgy?” Nettie spins around and we all turn with her to see a man as wide as he is tall stalking this way with dark bushy hair, a matching bushy beard, dressed like the quintessential lumberjack in a flannel, jeans, and boots.

      Come to think of it, Wes and Ransom are dressed as quintessential lumberjacks as well this afternoon.

      I’ll admit, for as cool as it is out here, they sure look hot—and I mean that in the figurative sense.

      “Is that you under all that hair, Figgy?” Nettie howls as she grabs ahold of the man’s beard and begins to yank it every which way.

      “There’s only one way to find out,” the man says with a deep belly laugh.

      Suddenly, they both take a defensive stance and begin chanting in unison.

      “Ooga booga ugh! Ooga booga eeg! Ooga booga, ooga booga,—ooga booga BOO!”

      Bess nudges me. “I don’t know about you, but I’m downright frightened.”

      Both Nettie and her son break out into howling laughter before locking in a tight embrace.

      “Everyone, this is my big boy, Figgy,” Nettie calls out to us. “Figgy, this is Captain Crawford, head of vessel security, Ransom Baxter, my old friend, Bess, and my jinxed friend, Trixie.” She glances back at Figgy. “Word to the wise: Trixie’s sugar shake brings all the bears to the yard, if you know what I mean.”

      He gives a wistful tick of the head. “We do a lot of matchmaking at this campsite, but I’m afraid I can’t condone human-bear relations, so you’ll just have to admire the beasts from afar, pretty lady.”

      My mouth squares out because I’m not quite sure how to react to that.

      “Nice to finally meet you, Figgy,” Bess says. “Your mother has nothing but nice things to say about you.”

      “Ha.” Figgy laughs right in his mother’s face. “It sounds like Mama Bear is losing her marbles.” He winks her way. “Let’s see if I can’t remind you a little of the good times.”

      Bess shudders my way. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      “Oh hush, you,” Nettie says to her old friend. “You’re just jealous you didn’t have a handsome mountain man waiting to greet you.” She gives Figgy’s cheek a pinch as she says it. “Don’t mind her, she’s been scheming to steal all I’ve got since the moment we met.”

      “I have not,” Bess balks. “What have I ever tried to steal from you?”

      “My sanity,” Nettie quips.

      “Hey—that’s my line.” Bess jumps back as if she were truly affronted. “Figgy, don’t listen to her. The two of us get along infamously.” She makes a face at her bestie. “In fact, we always make sure our cabins are just down the hall from one another. I’m always to the left of her.”

      Nettie nods. “And that means I’m always right.”

      A laugh breaks out among us, sans Bess, of course.

      Judging by the look on her face, she’s quickly regretting her sojourn to the deep woods.

      “Tell us about this place, Figgy,” Wes says. “You’ve got one heck of a unique name for the place.”

      Figgy nods. “It’s mostly used as a corporate retreat for city slickers looking to reconnect with nature. But we get families and the odd solo campers out here, too. Come on and I’ll show you around.”

      He leads us down a trail, and soon we’re treated to see tall, canopy structures that look more like cloth-based condos than they do tents.

      “Welcome to yurt city,” he says with a touch of pride. “I’ll show you around.” He leads us into a thicket of dozens upon dozens of the massive structures, and we even get to tour an empty unity.

      I was right about that whole condo thing. The place comes complete with hardwood floors, a kitchenette, and bunk beds. It’s less like camping and more like glamping.

      I can see why corporate America finds this so charming.

      He leads us out to an open field where various games are set out. There’s a basketball court, a tennis court, a volleyball net, and even a shuffleboard station. Just past that, there’s a round netted structure—the width of a small bedroom—that stands on a four-foot pedestal with wooden benches surrounding it on all sides.

      “What’s that?” Bess asks, pointing over to it.

      “Welp”—Figgy hitches his thumbs in his jeans and hoists them up a notch—“it’s what we like to call the last step in our re-masculation process. The businessmen that come this way are nothing but a bunch of wussies and pansies. Our job is to toughen ’em up.”

      Bess gasps. “Is that where they wrestle with bears?”

      I lean in, interested to know because I do believe Nettie touted that as a feature of this place when she first told us about it.

      “Darn right, girly girl.” Figgy winks her way.

      “You don’t really have people wrestle with bears, do you?” A mild sense of anxiety infiltrates me. I’m afraid this has been my destiny all along. Also, the way I bite the big one after a big bear takes a bite out of me. “Asking for a friend.”

      Figgy laughs at the thought—and thankfully so. “The bear in question would be the finished product we produce in the heart and soul of the men and women that trek this way.”

      It’s the first I’ve heard him speak about women, but then, I suppose it wouldn’t have been polite to call women wussies and pansies.

      Points to Nettie for his quasi-good manners.

      “So how do you toughen ’em up?” Wes asks.

      Ransom nods to Figgy. “The captain is interested in a quick how-to course.”

      Figgy laughs. “How about I give you the condensed version?”

      Something tells me all of my fears are about to come true.

      Here’s hoping I’m not chased by a hungry bear in the process.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: Hey, Trixie, my husband and I are at each other’s throats over our upcoming trip. He thinks it’s unreasonable of me to want to lounge around reading a book when we paid “through the nose” to take a trip of a lifetime. He thinks the only way to get our money’s worth is for the two of us to participate in death-defying feats each hour of the day. And I let him know that I worked hard so I can enjoy some serious R&R. Is he right? Am I being unreasonable because I don’t want to risk life and limb with every passing second?

      ~Dying to Get Lost Between the Pages

      

      Dear Dying,

      You’re not being unreasonable. A vacation means different things to different people. No one should make you feel as if you need to do anything. But don’t discount trying new things. No need to risk life and limb, but like a good marriage, a good vacation is also made of compromise. Maybe dip your toe into something that would make both you and your husband happy. Who knows? He might find a book he can’t put down as well.

      ~Stay alive and have a blast!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      Reluctantly, we agree to have Figgy showcase his hidden talent—making a bear out of a mouse, or men as it were, and soon we’re trekking through the Hungry Bear Campground on our way to a stunning waterfall that drops off at the base of a stream.

      It’s a glorious sight to see as the water glides down a dark mountainside, only to meet with sea otters down below frolicking in the icy brine surrounded by a plethora of rocks and felled trees.

      Figgy leads us to a clearing next, where we find others warming themselves around one of several campfires.

      “Now this is where it gets interesting,” he says. “We like to call this step in the re-masculation process born to be wild.” He points to a faint trace of an orb in the sky. “That’s the afternoon moon. Who would like to belt out a howl that can be heard all the way on that honking piece of cheddar?”

      “Go on, Bess.” Nettie elbows her. “Show us what ya got.”

      “No, thank you,” Bess says. “I’d much rather give the men a chance to showcase what their lungs can do.”

      “Aw, come on, Red.” Nettie is relentless in her pursuit of Bess’ vocal cords. “Loosen up and belt out a good one. Let the universe know you’ve still got it in you, and it might just give you something to howl about.”

      Bess glowers at her for a moment. “Let me rephrase that in the exact same way. No, thank you.”

      Nettie sniffs. “I’ll give you ten bucks and promise not to say a word at dinner tonight.”

      “Eating a meal in peace?” Bess hikes a brow. “Keep the ten bucks. You’ve got a deal.”

      Bess howls with the best of them, and as soon as she’s through, a few more howls emanate from deep in the woods.

      “How about that?” I laugh. “You’ve got someone answering the call of the wild.”

      “Not someone,” Figgy says. “Some thing. That was the call of the wild, all right. The mating call of a pack of wolves.”

      “Darn,” Nettie says, snapping her fingers. “Had I known there was a chance to impress a pack of primal beasts, I would have wrestled you for the task. But it’s too late now. You’ve imprinted yourself over their souls and have become their were-queen. I guess we’ll need to leave you in the woods. It was nice knowing you, Toots.”

      Bess rolls her eyes. “The only thing I want to be the queen of is the cheese section of the buffet back on the ship. I abdicate the throne and give you the honorary title, Nettie.”

      “Thanks, kid,” Nettie says. “Seeing that I gave you the last slice of double chocolate fudge cake last night, I think we’re even.”

      Personally, I think Bess is the victor in this case—or cake as it were. And all this talk about double chocolate fudge cake is making me hungry.

      But there’s no time to eat. Figgy takes us to the next stop in an effort to toughen us up, climbing a towering pine that’s been shed of most of its branches and resembles more of a pole—there's six of them in close range, but Nettie, Bess, and I eschew the opportunity, leaving the challenge to the menfolk among us.

      We watch with glee as Wes and Ransom each scramble up their own tree as if their lives depended on it.

      Their lives may not, but I have a feeling their egos are most definitely on the line.

      Shockingly, they each ring the bell tied to the top at the very same time. And afterward, we’re treated to watching the two of them in a foot race that runs the circumference of the activities area just beyond the tennis court.

      “They’re neck and neck,” Bess cries out.

      “It’s another tie!” Nettie whoops as they cross the finish line at the very same time.

      Wes stops off to down a bottle of water while I offer Ransom a congratulatory kiss.

      “You’re still a winner in my book,” I say as his chest compresses deeply with his every breath.

      “That’s the only book that counts.” He waggles his brows before landing another far more heated kiss to my lips.

      I glance past him as Bess, Nettie, and Figgy carry on a conversation with Wes at the refreshment table set up nearby.

      “All right, Baxter,” I say, looking up at him from under my lashes. “What’s the big break in the case?”

      Ransom glances over his shoulder, his breathing still erratic. “Interior security cameras caught a redhead walking in the direction of where we think Bobbie Sue fell from. It’s not a good shot, and we’ve only got her from the back of the head—no clothes, no body.”

      My mouth falls open. “Ransom, both Julep and Gretchen are redheads.” Not that I suspect Gretchen for a minute. “Oh my word, this means Julep is the killer.”

      “Whoa,” he says, wrapping his arms around my waist. “That’s quite a leap. You just eliminated an entire suspect.”

      “Gretchen is an angel.” I shake my head at the thought of her harming a fly.

      “The devil was once an angel, too,” he points out. “We can’t eliminate anyone. And that includes every single redhead on the ship.”

      “What?” I inch back and inspect him. “You can’t be serious. There are over six thousand souls on that ship. We don’t have time to vet every last redhead. The trip will be over in days and we’ll lose all of our suspects.”

      “Our suspects?” His brows raise an inch because he’s clearly amused.

      I give his ribs a quick tweak. “You know I’m determined to help you solve this case.”

      He frowns in response. “That’s what I’m afraid of. Look, Trixie, the only reason I shared that information was to assure you that Quinn and I have this handled. She’s vetting the redheads aboard as we speak. And once we get back to the ship, I’ll delve into speaking with Julep and Gretchen.”

      “I can help you with that. We’re actually friends now.”

      “No,” he says it sharp and stubborn, so I don’t see the point in debating the fact. “Who’s your next suspect?”

      I gag on the thought. “What makes you think I’ve got another suspect lined up?”

      “Because I know you well enough by now.”

      A gurgle of a laugh escapes me. “That you do.”

      I take a moment to inspect this handsome man with his dark brows and matching stubble on his cheeks.

      “It’s a man,” I say, giving his chest a quick scratch. “Elodie’s new main squeeze, Blake Brannon.”

      “Blake Brannon,” he growls it out and I can practically see him making a mental note. “Let me handle him.”

      “Not a problem. You can do so while we tour Dolly’s museum out in Ketchikan.”

      “A double date?” he asks, amused.

      “Exactly that.”

      “You really are good.”

      A laugh bubbles from me as I bite down on a smile. “I’m pretty good at a couple of things.”

      My fingers jump to my lips as a laugh rumbles in his chest.

      His lips curve. “I think I might have to do some investigating as to what those things might be.”

      He’s about to land another kiss my way when Figgy belts out a shrill whistle, and soon we’re pressing on with the toxic masculinity tour.

      Figgy leads us to that cage set up on a pedestal that sits on the edge of the campsite and wands his hands over it as if it were the grand prize.

      “And this, ladies and gents”—he starts—“is our infamous bear wrestling ring. Now which two of you bears would like to get in that cage and wrestle it out?”

      “All right, Chatterley,” Nettie says, rolling up her sleeves. “Winner buys the other one dinner.”

      “Our meals are inclusive,” Bess is quick to inform her. “And I lose enough IQ points debating the existence of Bigfoot with you. I don’t need my head knocked around. No, thank you.”

      “I’m in,” Wes says, shrugging at Ransom. “Unless, of course, you’re afraid of losing IQ points as well.”

      “I’m losing IQ points just looking at you,” Ransom quips back. “All right.” He nods to the cage before us. “Let’s do this.”

      In no time, both men have their shirts off, their chests are oiled up—Nettie’s idea, and not a bad one—and their arms are locked around one another in what looks like a loose embrace.

      Soon, a crowd gathers around as the two of them push and shove, claw, and dance in an effort to pin one another to the ground.

      Wes manages to swipe Ransom’s feet from under him, but Ransom makes sure Wes hits the floor first.

      Ransom lands so hard over Wes’ body you can hear an audible oof from the captain.

      The crowd grows wild with cheers and chants as Nettie, Bess, and I butt our noses as close to the cage as we can get.

      “I think you knocked the wind out of him,” I call out above the howls of approval.

      “He’s all right,” Ransom grunts as he jumps over him again and seemingly crushes his chest.

      But Wes rallies, and soon it’s Ransom who is taking a bodily beating as Wes tries his best to twist his limbs like a pretzel.

      “You’re going to snap his arms right off his body,” I shout above the brewing melee.

      “He’ll survive,” Wes calls out as he shoves an elbow into the back of Ransom’s head.

      In one fell swoop, Ransom bursts to life, and both men wrestle it out in a blur of limbs, of punches, and pulls, and shoves that are so violent I’m shocked an artery hasn’t spurted up like Old Faithful by now.

      Fists are flying, bloodied lips are doled out, and their eyes aren’t faring so well either.

      It takes six different men from the campground to pry those two hungry bears apart, and soon we’re saying goodbye to Figgy as he tosses us back onto the bus and sends us packing to the ship.

      We may have heard the words banned for life, and this time I was thrilled to hear them.

      Ransom and Wes may have been hungry to end one another, but I’m hungry for something myself.

      I’m craving a killer, and I plan on taking a bite out of one soon.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: Hey, Trixie. My bestie and I are looking to book a cruise next spring. We’re both single and ready to mingle. Any tips on how to meet Mr. Right?

      ~ Also Suddenly Single

      

      Dear Also Suddenly Single,

      You’re in luck! Most cruise ships have more than one singles mixer throughout the trip, but be sure to check with the ship you’re traveling on for events that might lead to your forever match. Aside from that, have fun with your bestie while enjoying the many onboard and shore-related activities. Cupid does like to strike when we’re not looking. Who knows? If you turn your back on love, you might just find it.

      Meet and greet your heart out!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      The ship enjoys one more port of call and another glorious day at sea.

      Skagway was a hit.

      Well, it was a hit when it wasn’t white-knuckle terrifying.

      Ransom had online meetings with the coroner’s office, along with the port authority back in Vancouver, so he had to stay on the ship. But Wes had the afternoon off, so he joined Bess, Nettie, and me on an excursion highly recommended by Tinsley.

      I should have known better than to listen to her.

      For all practical purposes, the woman is my nemesis.

      My fear of heights has never been more amplified, nor has my heart rate ever been so down right lethal. We ended up taking a train ride through the White Pass and Yukon Route.

      It started out innocent enough, through meadows and forests, before we careened past sheer cliffsides close enough to touch, only to be bested by sheer drops just inches from the track that looked as if you could see straight to middle earth. The blackout tunnels and neck-breaking speeds only added to the nightmarish quality. But then, the stunning vistas and snowy mountainsides more than made up for the horror.

      Overall, it was an exciting trip.

      And dare I say? I might even take it again.

      Then yesterday, the Emerald Queen of the Seas cruised through glorious Glacier Bay.

      Lucky for me, Ransom did have the afternoon off and we cuddled on a bench up on the sundeck wrapped in a blanket while sipping on hot delicious soup. Both lobster bisque and Dutch pea soup were enjoyed.

      But the glacier was the star of that show, and it far outdid the culinary offerings. Walls of jagged ice, white and chalky with glowing blue shadows, stretched seemingly for miles. I must have taken a million pictures and sent just as many to the kids. Ransom sent a few to his daughter as well.

      Afterward, Ransom and I found a quiet corner where we did our best to warm one another with kisses. That man’s lips are so hot they could melt every glacier from here to the North Pole, which would cause the sea levels to rise and turn coastal cities like Manhattan into veritable coral reefs.

      It’s best I keep the world safe by way of keeping Ransom’s lips pressed to mine. It’s a tough job, but somebody has to do it. Not all heroes wear capes. Sometimes they wear lipstick.

      This morning the ship is docked in adorable Ketchikan, and it is indeed adorable according to what the view from my balcony has led me to believe.

      But before we set foot off the ship, Elodie joins me for breakfast at the Blue Water Café where we grab fresh out-of-the-oven coffee cake muffins along with the fresh hot coffee to go along with it.

      Ransom texted late last night and let me know that something came up in his schedule this morning but that he would make it a point to catch up with me.

      “Where’s Blake?” I ask nonchalantly as if Elodie’s new—albeit temporary—beau isn’t creeping to the top of my suspect list.

      “In his room.” Her lips twitch as we take a moment to study the rest of the buffet stations in the café and wager which line is shorter. Since it’s Elodie’s day off, she’s traded her uniform for a lush red sweater and a pair of jeans so tight they look as if they’re fearing that muffin in her hand.

      There’s not a millimeter of fabric to spare.

      If there was a quarter in her back pocket, you’d be able to determine if it was heads or tails. And knowing Elodie, it would be tails all the way.

      “He doesn’t do breakfast,” she goes on. “He does black coffee after he does me.” She giggles like a schoolgirl while I wrinkle my nose at her.

      “TMI,” I tell her.

      “Please, there’s no such thing as too much information among friends.” She plops another muffin onto her plate. “I need to carb up. That man knows how to put the work in workout.”

      “Really? At his age?” I shake my head in wonder. “You realize he’s pushing eighty.”

      “Try ninety.” She takes a bite out of the coffee cake muffin and winks my way.

      “Wow.” I’d ask if all of his parts were still in working order, but I’m not interested in a detailed play-by-play. And I’m afraid that’s the only kind that Elodie knows how to give.

      I hit the build-your-own omelet bar hard, then pile on a bagel—slathered with cream cheese and topped with extra lox.

      Elodie and I quickly wolf down our plates before joining Bess and Nettie in the main dining room for red velvet waffles.

      I need to carb up myself if I’m expected to trek around Ketchikan with a potential killer.

      Once we’re through, we meet up with the potential killer himself, Blake, on the gangway, and soon we’re off to see what this cozy little town has to offer.

      Blake Brannon is affable as can be as he holds court with the women surrounding him—Elodie, Bess, Nettie, and me.

      He transitions seamlessly from playful banter to politics in the Middle East, all the while making each one of us feel as if we were the only recipient of his flirtatious affection.

      He’s donned a dark suit—maybe a little much for a quick trip to town on a frozen afternoon, but everything about him screams mid-century and that’s exactly how gentlemen dressed back then regardless of a quick trip to town.

      His silver locks are slicked back, elongated dimples run down both cheeks, creasing heavily when he laughs, and there’s an overall warmth to him that makes everyone want to lean in and hear what he might have to say next.

      I can see why Elodie would be fascinated with him.

      But right now, we’re all fascinated with Ketchikan.

      The town is laid out before us as we traipse along wooden walkways that look as if they extend throughout the area as far as the eye can see. Wooden bridges and stairways interconnect every which way as the town rises on stilts over Ketchikan Creek.

      A thicket of evergreens presses tight to the town, enlivening the scenery with their verdant color. The sky is gray and threatening, the air is brisk, but we’ve all bundled up appropriately.

      Rows of diamond and gem shops, along with boutiques that sell fur, are the first to greet us as we step off the ship. And under the awning of the gem shop, a three-piece band—consisting of a cellist, a drummer, and a man on a keyboard—play cheery music for all to enjoy.

      Blake slips away and quickly deposits a chunk of dollar bills into the open maw of the cello case before taking his place by Elodie’s side once again.

      I’ll admit, that warmed my heart.

      Anyone generous to street performers is more than all right in my book.

      A light pepper of rain begins to fall and Blake pops open an oversized umbrella.

      “Ladies, gather round,” he says with a cheerful countenance. “There’s plenty of room for everyone under my wing.”

      Nettie rolls her eyes. “If I had a dime for every time I heard that.”

      Bess sniffs. “If I had a dime for every time you fell for it.”

      “Well, we’re all falling for it now.” I laugh as we squeeze in.

      “I’ve got plastic ponchos for everyone, too,” Elodie says, quickly passing out small packets with our new accouterments folded up like cellophane origami.

      “Now, now,” Blake says. “No need to fear a little sprinkle here or there. My wife’s sister used to live in Ketchikan way back when. They’re both gone now, but I’ve been to these parts more times than I can count and I’ll be more than happy to be your impromptu tour guide.”

      “Hear that?” Bess says, looking back at me. “We get a tour guide. And for once, he’s free.”

      “Oh, honey.” Nettie chuckles through the side of her mouth. “Elodie is paying for this one with far more creative currency.”

      I’m guessing she’s right about that, but this is one pied piper Elodie doesn’t mind handing over the big bucks to—and by big bucks, I mean body.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell him. “About both of your losses.”

      “Oh, it’s been a while.” He ticks his head to the side. “But it’s something you never quite get over.” He darts a cold look at the ship as it sits in port behind us. “This cruise has been very cathartic for me.”

      A chill runs up my spine as he says it.

      Cathartic for what reasons?

      The fact he exacted revenge?

      “But on with the tour,” he says. “I’ll have you know it rains approximately three hundred days here. And on average, they get a whopping one hundred and fifty inches or more of liquid sunshine to show for it.” He nods to the shops before us. “These establishments are touted by the cruise ships as they encourage their passengers to patronize them, but I say we stop off at the smaller shops behind them once we get a chance. I find it important to support local artisans.”

      “Well, you just stole my heart,” I tell him. “I’m an art lover myself.”

      Elodie snuggles against his arm. “I can appreciate a good nude myself.”

      “Can she ever,” Nettie says as she elbows me. “See about getting a nude model for one of your classes now that your suspension is almost over.”

      Blake hikes a brow my way. “Why were you suspended?”

      “She was a very bad girl,” Nettie gravels it out as if she were auditioning for the part of bad girl herself.

      “Hey”—Elodie shoots her a look—“I’m the resident bad girl around here.” She winks at her paramour.

      “I’ll try to remember that,” he teases. “So what was it that caused your suspension?” He glances back my way as we pass a giant diamond shop with enough glitzy baubles in the window to outfit everyone on the ship with some serious bling.

      “It was a misunderstanding,” I say. “One thing led to another, and now the ship’s sundeck is painted a rainbow of colors.”

      Bess honks out a laugh. “Nettie may have had something to do with that.”

      “I gather it will all work itself out on your behalf,” he says it so calmly and with such a rich air of confidence, it feels as if my own father were issuing those words to me.

      Which makes me wonder for a brief moment if Elodie has daddy issues.

      “But the tour must go on,” Blake sings. “I’ll have you ladies know that Ketchikan is the salmon capital of the world. When the salmon are spawning, you can practically walk across the creek on their backs. The fishing is so great you can just about reach out and grab them up with your bare hands. In fact, there’s a tournament going on now down at the pass. It just so happens that peak salmon fishing season coincides with peak cruising season, so they get a lot of tourists mining these parts for fish. And it’s pretty easy to ship your catch to just about any address in the US. I’ve done it myself more than a handful of times.” He nods to the colorful clapboard buildings and shops that open up before us. “Welcome to Creek Street, ladies. ”

      “Oh, this is so cute,” Bess says.

      “Every last inch of it looks like candy,” Nettie moans as if she were hungry to take a bite.

      “Everything looks like candy to you,” Bess says, hooking her arm to her bestie as the rain subsides.

      “That’s because the ship has trained her well,” Elodie says before looking up at Blake. “All men look like candy to me.”

      Nettie gives a throaty laugh. “That’s because I’ve trained you well.”

      “Believe me, I appreciate it,” Blake says with a laugh. He pauses to point at the bevy of wooden walkways laid out before us in the shape of narrow bridges and seemingly endless stairwells. “The downtown area is flat, but pretty much everything else is up and downhill. But this here”—he walks us over a few feet to a mint green house that stands proud among its colorful neighbors—“is what we came to see.” Sure enough, the sign on the front of the building reads Dolly’s with a smaller tagline under that reading Est. 1919.  “Welcome to Ketchikan’s very own red light district. Back in the fifties and before that, this street was lined with as many as thirty brothels.”

      “It was thirty-one,” Nettie says with a wink. “But who’s counting?”

      Bess and I exchange a curious look but decide to leave well enough alone.

      Blake tips his head her way. “Maybe so, little lady. But the folks around here were okay with prostitution back then just as long as it wasn’t conducted on land—thus the stilts that Creek Street is built on.”

      Bess laughs. “They sure got creative, didn’t they?”

      “More than you know,” he says. “Rumor has it, bootleggers brought liquor through the creek back during the Prohibition and shuttled it up through Dolly’s place via a trap door. Just about every last one of the brothels has turned into a souvenir shop, but good old Dolly’s still stands to tell the tale.”

      “And what a sordid tale it is,” I say.

      “The only kind to tell,” Elodie purrs in his ear just as we come upon a sign on the side of the building that reads Dolly’s house, where both men and salmon came upstream to spawn.

      I snap a quick picture of it and think better before uploading it to the family group chat. I’m sure Stanton would have a field day with it, but my kids would cringe for weeks.

      “Dolly always did know how to catch ’em and clean ’em,” Nettie says, causing Bess and me to exchange another glance.

      “That she did,” Blake says. “She cleaned all of the cold, hard cash right out of those men’s pockets, and she charged three dollars a pop to do it.”

      “That wasn’t exactly chump change back then,” Nettie says. “Most men were only pulling in a dollar a day.”

      “Apparently, the men thought she was worth every dime, and she had repeat customers on top of it,” Blake says. “Let’s head on in and I’ll give you the unofficial tour. And I’ll spill all of Dolly Arthur’s deep, dark secrets while I’m at it.”

      I offer him a peaceable smile as I walk past him.

      I’m about to do my level best to get Blake Brannon to spill all of his deep, dark secrets as well. And if my tactics won’t work, well, then I might just resort to utilizing my secret weapon—my own woman of ill-repute, my bestie.

      All is fair in love and war—and in a murder investigation, too.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: Hi, Trixie! I haven’t traveled in years. My husband just passed away after a lengthy illness and made me promise that I’d do something fun for myself and take a cruise. My sisters are coming with me and they’ve traveled less than I have! We want to know if people still use traveler’s checks.

      ~Taking a Trip After All These Years

      

      Dear Taking a Trip,

      First, I’m so sorry for your loss. And how very kind of your husband to insist you do something nice for yourself. You certainly deserve it. To answer your question, traveler’s checks can still be issued at smaller banks, but most of the big banks don’t even bother with them anymore. Credit cards have replaced them in ease and terms of protection for both the buyer and the seller. On the ship, your key card will act as a credit card. And while out on your excursions, major credit cards are widely accepted. Just be sure to call your credit card company and let them know where you’ll be traveling.

      Enjoy every moment of your trip!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      Blake Brannon holds open the red door to Dolly Arthur’s house of ill-repute as Elodie, Bess, Nettie, and I file inside.

      The décor is cloying yet cheerful with its red and green painted woodwork, the floral patterned wallpaper and tchotchkes set about. Pictures hang in the entry, lots of them, and one woman in particular is showcased frequently. She has creamy skin and light brown hair. She’s pretty in an understated way with an overall flapper look about her. My guess is that’s Dolly.

      There’s a reception counter with a couple of women decked out in frilly red dresses accessorized with black feathered boas and long strings of beads as they regale a handful of tourists.

      “Welcome to Dolly’s house,” Blake says as he turns our way. “Dolly Arthur was Ketchikan’s hardest working resident. She bought this place in 1919 for just eight hundred dollars. Everything in the place is in original condition, and her very own clothes are still hanging up in the closet.”

      Nettie nods as she takes a look around. “And I bet that’s where I’ll find a certain red sweater with a monogrammed N over her chest that I lent a certain someone.”

      “Nettie.” I laugh. “Did you really know Dolly Arthur?”

      “Did I know her?” She gives a guttural laugh. “I taught that woman every trick in the book—and then I booked the tricks.” She sniffs the air. “Are those cookies I smell?”

      Blake leads us through the hall and into a cozy kitchen fraught with more colorful pink wallpaper and glass cupboards where everything from teacups to more tchotchkes take up residence.

      The appliances are vintage, as are the magazines and leaflets strewn over the table. All of the kitchen supplies are laid out, and just about each one reminds me of visits to my grandmother’s farm all those years ago. Not that she was a woman of ill-repute, but nonetheless she had more than a few things in common with Dolly.

      Blake shuttles us all to a secret back room with a dumbwaiter and a few empty bottles of booze lying around.

      “Here’s the hooch hutch,” Nettie says. “Dolly was a hero in her own right when it came to the men in this town way back when. Not only was she servicing them, she was making sure their liquor needs were met, too.”

      “A true hero indeed,” Elodie says with a cheer.

      We head up a steep green staircase where wooden floors and more floral wallpaper rule the roost. We’re met with her bedroom, so we head that way where a closetful of muumuus hang next to a table laden with booze.

      The ceiling in the bedroom slants over the bed, and hanging just above the bed is a cloth mural of a dull-colored forest. The headboard is pink, much like the bedding and the wallpaper. A vanity sits in the corner and a birdcage next to that. A couple of funny lamps clutter up the space to the left, and yet there’s something oddly serene about the space. Most likely because it’s not in use at the moment.

      Bess nods at the colorful dresses. “I’m starting to see the connection between Nettie and Dolly.”

      Nettie shakes her head at the sight. “That broad was always stealing my looks.”

      In the next room, we’re greeted with glass cases filled with hats, brooches, and baubles of every shape and size. It’s clear Dolly had as many options to accessorize as she did men to take their money.

      “Look at all of these treasures,” Bess says, slack-jawed, as she does her best to take it all in.

      Elodie huffs a laugh. “I bet it pales in comparison to what the captain has been sending to Trixie’s room each night.”

      “That’s right,” Nettie says. “What did the big shot give you last night?” She glances at Blake. “She’s cast a spell on the captain, and he’s been throwing cash and prizes at her ever since.”

      I shake my head at the man. “The captain felt bad that I was suspended under erroneous circumstances.” Erroneous circumstances that happened to be true—but nonetheless. “And he’s been sending little treats to my cabin each night as a form of restitution—quite unnecessary restitution.”

      “So what did you get last night?” Elodie tips her ear my way. “He didn’t employ my services in the endeavor. My curiosity is piqued.”

      “A necklace?” Bess asks, pointing to a ruby wonder sitting in one of the glass cases.

      “Pearl earrings?” Nettie asks, doing the same.

      “Popcorn,” I’m quick to tell them. “A bevy of fruity flavors that he picked up on our last stop.”

      Nettie gives a dark laugh. “I bet he’d like to pop your corn.”

      I roll my eyes at the thought, but I can’t seem to deny it.

      Nettie squints one eye my way. “You and the captain looked mighty cozy on that train the other day.” She leans in. “What exactly happened between the two of you in those dark tunnels? I happen to know firsthand your seats were rumbling.”

      She would, considering the fact she and Bess sat directly behind us.

      “We were on a train,” I tell her. “Every seat was rumbling.”

      Nettie shrugs. “You’re right. The rumbling was the best part. But I didn’t care for the rest. It was claustrophobic. Like being in a flying coffin.”

      “That would be a plane,” Bess corrects.

      “And that rhymes with T and that stands for train,” Nettie sings before turning to me. “The Music Man never disappoints.” She lifts a finger. “Speaking of our exciting excursions.” Nettie smacks Bess on the arm. “Figgy never got a chance to show her how his glass eye works. I paid good money for that thing back in ’73. You should see the things he’s trained it to do.”

      “Not this again,” Bess says, grabbing ahold of Nettie by the elbow. “How about we check out the next room? You never know, it might just have a glass eye or two in there.”

      “Ooh, you think?” Nettie says as the two of them scuttle out the door.

      Elodie steps to the corner of the room to admire a glass curio filled with scarves and purses as the attendant in the room strikes up a conversation with her.

      Perfect. It looks as if I’ve got my suspect all to myself.

      A sprinkling of silver stars dots the space before me as the specter of the hour shows up right on time.

      I stand corrected.

      Ferguson and I have the suspect all to ourselves.

      “Do we know if this dapper dan is the killer?” Ferguson asks, inspecting the man who looks as if he could be his brother.

      I shake my head as discreetly as possible.

      “Blake,” I say, stepping toward the man. “This museum really is something. You seem to be an expert. I bet you’ve been here dozens of times.”

      “Never as a customer.” The man laughs and the padded shoulders of his suit jacket jump up and down. “My wife was a longtime fan of Dolly’s.”

      “May I ask what happened to your wife?”

      Ferguson growls, “I wouldn’t have led with dark memories.”

      My lips twist because I probably shouldn’t have led with that either.

      “Double pneumonia. She couldn’t shake it, and when she did, it came right back,” Blake says, shooting a cold look out the window. “I loved my wife very much. And sadly, she didn’t understand that when it came to the end.”

      “Oh? Did she have problems—remembering things?” I ask, knowing exactly why she didn’t understand how much he loved her. But I need to pull the lid off everything he knows, and unfortunately his wife might just be the quickest route to do that.

      “No, no, nothing like that. She was led to believe, by a certain person, that I was having an affair.” He closes his eyes a moment. “It wasn’t true. It was the farthest thing from the truth. I had rejected the woman in question—umpteen times. Bobbie Sue was a devil in heels.” He bows his head as if he regretted what just streamed from his lips.

      “He’s right in every sense of the word,” Ferguson quickly commiserates with the man.

      “I’m sorry she took her own life,” Blake says. “That’s no way to go. But I can’t find it in me to mourn her. I do feel sorry for the woman. She had to have a hand in everything. And the things she couldn’t control on her own, she tried to control by proxy.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask, leaning my ear his way as a chatty mob of tourists enters the small room.

      “Oh, you know, this and that. Like the realty company she worked for. I thought it was odd Bobbie Sue was forever the best-selling associate when most every for sale sign in town had Milly’s picture on it.”

      “Maybe that’s because she owns the company?” I say.

      He shakes his head. “I thought that at first, too, but I knew a handful of her other associates and they all had signs with their own pictures. I never did see one with Bobbie Sue’s mug on it—and believe me, for that I was grateful. She haunted my life more than enough. And the repercussions of what happened still haunt me as well. A part of me wondered why she chose the beginning of this trip to off herself. And why she did it at all. Was she trying to mar the trip for the rest of us on her way out the door? Was it an apology of some sort? I can’t wrap my head around it.” He sighs. “The group is having a gathering on the ship tomorrow while we’re at sea. I suppose we’ll be processing her loss together.”

      “That might be a healing thing to do,” I point out. “Blake, did anyone else on the ship have any problems with Bobbie Sue? Was she trying to micromanage anyone else?”

      He rocks back on his heels and glances to the ceiling. “Let’s see. There’s Milly. Like I said, I didn’t know how Bobbie Sue was such a shining star. My guess is, she swooped in and somehow stole the sales of other agents.”

      Ferguson nods. “That seems on par with something Bobbie Sue would do. Someone else does all the heavy lifting, and Bobbie Sue comes in with a lower commission rate.”

      “Seems plausible,” I say to Ferguson, but it’s Blake who nods in agreement.

      “What about Bobbie Sue’s other friends?” I ask. “Anything noteworthy?”

      Blake winces. “There’s Gretchen. Nice lady. I asked her out once a few months back and she refused. She said she wasn’t ready—that she would probably never be ready.”

      Ferguson drops his gaze to the floor. “I’m ashamed to say that grieves my heart as much as it makes it sing.”

      I can’t blame him. Their love was true-blue right up until his departure.

      “Then there’s Julep.” Blake’s eyes widen a notch. “She’s a handful, too. She’s a writer. Interesting woman. I’ve never read any of her books. I just know her as the treasurer.”

      “The treasurer of what?” I ask.

      “Of The Widow’s Walk,” he says as Elodie comes back and wraps her arms around him.

      “Why, Trixie Troublefield, are you trying to steal my man?” She laughs as she pulls him away. “Come on, honey. We’ve got nooks and crannies to explore—dark ones with carnal intent.”

      It’s obvious that Elodie is the one with carnal intent here.

      “The treasurer of The Widow’s Walk?” Ferguson growls.

      I nod at the glowing ghost. “The exact group she hinted she had very little to do with,” I whisper.

      A pair of arms wrap around my body from behind and I jump, only to find the brightest blue eyes staring at me once I spin around.

      “Ransom!” I laugh. “You gave me a heart attack.”

      Ferguson tips his head to me as he begins to dissipate and mouths the words, we’ll talk.

      “Sorry,” Ransom says, landing a kiss to my lips.

      He’s dressed in a flannel and jeans and has a ballcap on, making him look all that much more scrumptious in my eyes.

      “Are you off?” I ask, hoping that it’s true.

      “I have the whole day off.”

      “I thought something came up in your schedule this morning?”

      “It did.” His lips curve a notch. “Wes challenged me to join him in a fishing tournament. I happened to catch the biggest king salmon in the bunch.”

      My mouth falls open with delight. “You won the tournament?”

      He gives a quick nod. “Wes took my catch back to the ship along with his. He’s going to have the chefs prepare them for our dinner. And I have plenty to share with you, Bess, and Nettie if you’re interested.”

      “I’m interested, for sure,” I say, wrapping my arms around his waist tight. “How about we go and celebrate your big win?”

      “If by celebrate, you mean grab lunch and discuss the info you just extracted from Blake Brannon, then yes, I am very much in.”

      A laugh bubbles from me as we head out the door and collect Bess and Nettie along the way.

      And just as we’re about to exit the house of ill-repute, Nettie stops cold.

      “Aha!” She claps her hands and howls as she looks at an old sepia-toned picture on the wall. One of many. “The old girl didn’t forget me after all.” She dots her finger to a woman standing next to Dolly, and both have an arm slung over the other’s shoulder, both dressed like flappers with long feathered boas dangling from their necks. And shockingly, the woman next to Dolly looks like a younger version of Nettie.

      “Nettie Butterworth!” Bess gags. “Of all the crazy stories you have shared with me over the years, you neglected to tell me the craziest of them all.”

      “Sometimes you’ve got to save a little for later. Besides, I’ve got an air of mystery to maintain. Stick with me, kid,” Nettie tells her as they step out the front door. “I’ve got stories that will make your toes curl like nobody’s business.”

      Ransom and I step out into the brisk Ketchikan air, and he gives me a kiss that not only heats me to the bone but makes my toes curl like nobody’s business.

      I bite down on a smile as I pull back. “You ready to clear up the air of mystery surrounding Bobbie Sue Watson’s death? I’ve got some secrets to spill.”

      He nods. “I’m ready. And I have a few secrets to spill myself.”
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie, I work on a cruise ship and there’s a so-called co-worker of mine who has decided to upend everything and everyone with her attention-seeking ways. She’s used her womanly wiles to garner the attention of both the captain and the onboard ship’s security director—and most likely a handful of men I don’t even know about yet. She’s frightened passengers with ridiculous ghost stories, and she’s an overall nuisance. What would be the best way to ask her to leave the ship permanently?

      ~Happy to Heave Her Overboard

      

      Dear Happy,

      If I were you, I’d mind my own business.

      Keep your nose in your own lane.

      Trixie

      

      Bess, Nettie, Ransom, and I scoot down to the dock to a restaurant near the water called Message in a Bottle and dive into a feast of king crab legs fit for a—well, a king.

      “To Handsome Ransom,” Nettie says, holding up a crab leg as if she were toasting him, and Bess and I are quick to do the same. “The winner of the Ketchikan Fishing Festival—a king for a day in Ketchikan and a king forever in our hearts.”

      “Hear, hear,” Bess and I call out at once.

      We’re seated outside on a picnic table that affords us both views of the water and the many cruise ships in port, along with stunning vistas of the evergreen strewn woods robed in fog. The sky is slate gray and the scent of fresh grilled seafood sings in the air.

      “Now, if you’ll excuse us,” Nettie says, giving Ransom and me the side-eye. “I’ve got a few salty stories to share with Miss Priss here.”

      “What about us?” Ransom teases.

      “You kids are too young and impressionable,” she retorts.

      Bess laughs. “That means she’s too embarrassed to tell the salty tales to anyone but me.”

      Nettie waves her off. “You know better than anyone, I don’t do embarrassment. I am embarrassment.”

      Bess rolls her eyes. “Now that concept I’m familiar with.” She looks my way for a moment. “Just FYI, a little embarrassment is good for the soul. Plus, it rules out psychopathic tendencies.”

      They scoot away a notch and promptly begin whispering amongst themselves.

      “She’s right,” Ransom says. “But then, I never did peg Nettie for a psychopath.”

      “You would know, you’re the pro.”

      It’s true. In his previous life off the ship, Ransom worked for the FBI as a part of their behavioral analysis unit before he retired and took on the job of the ship’s resident detective—and head of vessel security.

      “All right, Detective Troublefield,” he says with a frown. “What did you glean from your time alone with Blake Brannon?”

      A tingle runs from my cheeks to my toes as Ransom addresses me in such a manner. I can’t help it. As thrilling as I find the fact he’s a detective, I find it just as thrilling that I’m sort of one, too. Albeit in a backward manner that I would never have sought out to begin with.

      “All right,” I say, leaning in. “I did manage to get a few gold nuggets from him. He’s surprisingly nice and was pretty open regarding just about everything. Elodie seems to think he’s nice as well.”

      “I can assure you, whether or not he’s nice is the last thing Elodie cares about. She has other qualifications that she zeros in on when looking at a man.”

      “Touché,” I say, lifting my iced tea his way before taking a sip. “Okay, Blake mentioned he was sorry Bobbie Sue took her own life, and that she was a control freak who liked to control other people’s lives by proxy. He wondered if her suicide was a stunt in order to mar the trip. But like I said, I don’t think we’re dealing with a suicide here.”

      “What else did he say?”

      “He relayed the story of how Bobbie Sue tried to get him to bed even though he was a happily married man, and when he said no repeatedly, she spread rumors that they were having an affair. His wife, who was battling double pneumonia at the time, was more than hurt by the allegations and later died not knowing the truth.”

      “Brutal.” He closes his eyes a moment. “Sounds like he has a motive.”

      I shrug. “He also questioned Bobbie Sue’s career. He said he found it odd that she was a repeat best-selling associate at the real estate company she worked at and yet her picture wasn’t on any of the for sale signs around town, unlike the other associates.”

      “Did he have a theory on why that was?”

      I nod. “He thought maybe she was swooping in and stealing transactions by lowering her commission rate.”

      Ransom’s lips purse as he stares out at the sea just over my shoulder. “I’ll dig into that.”

      “By talking to Milly?” I ask. “I’ve spent some time with her. I can dig faster.”

      He frowns my way. “What do you have on Milly?”

      “I know she started The Widow’s Walk and that she also started a successful realty firm once her husband passed away. She employed Bobbie Sue—where Bobbie Sue is her best-selling associate month after month. She also called Bobbie Sue a one-woman wrecking crew.”

      “Sounds like a correct assumption,” he says. “What about the other friends?”

      “There’s Gretchen. She’s a sweetheart. She’s really missing her husband something fierce. I’d say she was taking Bobbie Sue’s death the hardest, but only because it’s ripping the lid off her own grief. Bobbie Sue also tried to steal Gretchen’s husband.” I shake my head at the shameless behavior of the deceased. “Then there’s Julep. She tried to downplay her role with The Widow’s Walk, but Blake just told me she’s the treasurer.”

      “You think she’s dipping her hand in the cookie jar?”

      My brows hike. “Maybe she is and Bobbie Sue was looking to expose her? That would be a motive. Although, she is a pretty big author. She has a good gig going. I don’t see why she’d want to risk losing it all.”

      He nods. “And if Bobbie Sue spilled the beans, Julep would do just that—risk losing it all.”

      “I guess she would.” I glance to the sea. “So what are your secrets, Detective? You piqued my curiosity back there with your words.” Along with that kiss, but I’ll keep that to myself for now.

      “Forensics found scratches along Bobbie Sue’s wrists and hands.”

      I suck in a quick breath. “So there was a struggle?”

      “Looks to be. But as far as her purse goes—still no prints on the note or a blue pen in sight. Something is up as far as that goes as well.”

      “Agree. Hey? Maybe Julep wrote the suicide note? I can get a writing sample and we can see if the handwriting matches up.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” He shakes his head. “One that I will execute. Trixie, you’re a civilian. I would never put you in harm’s way, nor would I ask you to do any of my dirty work for me.”

      I sigh hard as I study the man. “You’re right. I’m a civilian.”

      But that doesn’t mean I’m not an impromptu fan of Julep Calhoun’s ghost stories. I’ll have to see if I can get her to sign something for me.

      “Well, that was some story,” Bess says, slapping her hand over the table. “I’m going to need a stiff drink to process it all—and maybe a cigarette. Probably both.”

      That must have been some salty tale, considering the fact Bess neither drinks nor smokes.

      “How about I find us some fudge instead?” Ransom offers, and all three of us agree to take him up on the offer.

      We finish up our meals—eating our weight in crab legs before we find a fudge shop and eat our weight in chocolate as well.

      According to Blake, the passengers here with The Widow’s Walk are about to have a get-together tomorrow while the ship is at sea, and I’m about to do my best to score an invitation to the event.

      And if not, I might just have a party to crash—just like I’m about to crash into a killer before they step off this ship for good.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: Hey, Trixie! I’m heading to the high seas and looking forward to every minute of it. But what I’m not looking forward to is packing. I never know what to wear in general, but throw in a couple of formal nights to boot, and I’m about ready to pull a hoodie over my head and rock in a corner. I’m stressing out before I even pack a bag. Help!

      ~In a Baggage Bind

      

      Dear Baggage Bind,

      Don’t overthink it. Depending on where you’re going and what the climate will be like, a few outfits can be mixed and matched to stretch out for a week and worn again the next! The ship has laundry facilities if you need them, and a gift shop where you can buy a few necessities in a pinch. Be sure to utilize the closet and dresser in your cabin so you won’t have to live out of your suitcase for the duration of your trip. As for formal nights, they can be as glam as you’d like. A little black dress or a nice pantsuit will do. And if you’re not in the mood to get dolled up, you can always abstain and head to the lido deck for dinner or use the moment to enjoy one of the many restaurants on board the ship.

      Bring on the bags!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      The last full day on the ship is always filled with equal parts joy and dread as passengers try to soak in the last vestiges of this floating paradise while mentally packing their belongings.

      The sky reflects the icy blue hue of the water as Bess, Nettie, and I head up to the lido deck. It’s late afternoon, and we’ve scoured the ship for any of the members of The Widow’s Walk trying to score an invite to tonight’s farewell soiree but no such luck.

      “Well, it’s almost time to call it a wrap,” I say, snapping a few pictures of the open sea, before turning the camera on the three of us and snapping a few more. “You mind if I send these to my kids?”

      “Only if you promise to invite them to come along with us sometime,” Bess says.

      “Ooh, I should do that now. I can’t believe I’ve been putting that off.” I quickly text them both an invite before shooting off the pictures I just snapped of the three of us. “There. Invite sent. And not shockingly, I’ve been met with silence.” I laugh just as another message pops up. “It’s my ex,” I say with a frown before reading what Stanton has to say. “Careful, kids. She might be looking for someone to pin a crime on. Been there, done that.”

      I shake my head at the phone as Bess and Nettie get a good chuckle out of it.

      “And if I was better at it, the charges would have stuck,” I say.

      “Forget about your smarmy ex,” Nettie huffs. “I think it’s time we give ourselves up to the ghost,” she says while sporting a sweatshirt that reads Hey good-lookin’, Northern Light my fire.

      “You mean give up the ghost,” Bess corrects.

      “No, I mean give ourselves to the ghost. Come on, Trix. Let’s track down that hottie and have ourselves a good time.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t have the power to make Ferguson or any other apparition appear. But besides that, he’s already taken—sort of. It turns out, Ferguson also once went by the name Fisher, as did Gretchen’s husband.”

      “Gretchen Aster?” Bess gasps. “You mean the love of her life that she’s been just sick over losing is alive and well and on this ship?” She shakes her head, flummoxed. “You know what I mean.”

      “Yes,” I tell her. “And yes, to all of the above.”

      Nettie’s mouth falls open. “Well, we’ve gotta help those two lovebirds make a love connection once again. What are you waiting for?”

      “Your sanity to kick in,” Bess tells her. “You know full well we can’t just stride up to Gretchen and tell her Trixie’s been speaking to her dead husband. The woman will think we’re insane.”

      A quiet laugh bucks from Nettie. “That’s never stopped me before.”

      “Precisely my point,” Bess says before doing a double take just past me. “There she is now.”

      Nettie and I follow her gaze and, sure enough, Gretchen Aster is seated at a small table overlooking the glowing blue water.

      We waste no time barreling her way.

      “Gretchen?” I say, trying my best to sound surprised to see her. “You mind if we join you?”

      “Please do.” She motions to the open seats next to her. Her red locks are loosely curled, she’s wearing a long dark coat that covers her to the midcalf made of faux fur, and she has on a touch more cosmetics than she usually does, and I must say she looks stunning. “I was just taking in the last of this gorgeous view before going to the banquet Milly is putting on. All of the members of The Widow’s Walk will be there. I’m sure we’ll do a memorial of some sort to Bobbie Sue.” Her eyes glaze over as she casts a glance at the ocean.

      Is she tearing up over the woman again?

      Honestly, after how terrible Bobbie Sue was to Gretchen, I would have thought she wouldn’t have been broken up at all by her demise. Of course, Gretchen has a heart, and obviously, she’s wearing it on her sleeve.

      She’s a good person.

      A lesser woman would have been the one who pushed Bobbie Sue to her death.

      “I bet you’re missing your hubby,” Nettie sings it out as if she were about to produce him from door number three.

      More like casket number three, and neither of those things is happening.

      Sadly, Gretchen is well aware of that reality.

      “Nettie,” Bess says, tapping her bestie on the arm. “It’s none of our business.” She looks at Gretchen. “Please excuse our friend. She ate paint chips as a child.”

      “And I added them to my salads as an adult.” Nettie nods into the admission. “They give just the right amount of crunch.”

      I lean toward Gretchen. “Are you okay?”

      “No, not really.” She gives a mournful laugh, her eyes tearing up all that much more. “Nettie is right, though. I’m missing Fisher something fierce. Having no one to share my cabin with—that horrible thing that happened to Bobbie Sue—it’s all been too much for me.”

      “I’m sorry to hear it,” I say with a sigh. “I can’t imagine what you’re going through.”

      “My heart broke irrevocably the day Fisher died. And well, I’ve been dead a little since then, too. There’s not a day that goes by that I don’t wish I were up there with him.” She holds up a hand. “Don’t get me wrong. I wouldn’t dream of hurting myself. I love my family and I plan on being on the planet until I’m officially evicted, but certainly no one needs to mourn for me once I’m gone. I’ll just be thrilled to be reunited with him.”

      Nettie lifts a brow. “How about if I tell you that Trixie here can make that happen?”

      Gretchen belts out a short-lived laugh while Bess and I make crazy eyes at Nettie.

      “Trixie, you’re not a killer, are you?” Gretchen teases.

      “No, I’m not.”

      Nettie squints her way. “But what if she told you she could arrange one last dance with the man of your dreams?”

      “Stop,” Bess tells her.

      Gretchen sags in her seat. “Oh, how I would love one last dance. But it would probably only torment me all the more. I’m afraid I’d have to refuse the offer.” She turns her face to the wind. “Ever since Fisher died, the grief has weighed me down like a hot stone sitting in the middle of my chest. Not only can I feel it physically, but it’s as if I can see it—right over my face wherever I look, it’s like a dark veil I can’t escape. I just don’t see this getting any better until we’ve reunited again one day.”

      A shimmer of silver stars sparks to life behind her as Ferguson materializes, only to wipe a tear from his face and pat her on the shoulder before doing a disappearing act once again.

      Something tells me he’s been here the entire time.

      Her hand clasps over her shoulder in the exact spot he touched her.

      “And I swear sometimes I can feel his presence.” She shakes her head. “Anyway, one day soon enough, all of this torment will be over, but until then”—she glances at her watch—“I guess I have banquets to attend.” She looks up at the three of us. “Say, why don’t you join me? I hear there will be quite the food spread. I know the entire group sounds depressing, but I promise you’ll have a good time.”

      Bess nods. “You had us at food spread.”

      “Great,” she says. “It’s at the Starline Lounge.”

      “Ooh, ritzy.” Nettie bounces her shoulders as she says it.

      She’s not kidding either. The Starline Lounge is usually reserved for dignitaries and VIPs.

      “It was upon the captain’s insistence,” Gretchen says with a forlorn smile.

      “He is very kind,” I say. “We’re honored to be your guests.” A thought comes to me. “Gretchen, that first day we were all in the Blue Water Café, Julep looked right at Bobbie Sue and said the words, ‘If the dead are good for anything, they’re great at keeping a secret.’ What do you think she meant by that?”

      Her lips pull downward. “Huh, I don’t know. I suppose you can ask Julep herself. She’ll be there tonight, for sure. She’s collecting funds from the club to buy something nice for the captain since he’s been nothing but kind to us. We’re thinking a nice necktie from the gift shop.”

      “A necktie would be perfect,” I tell her before leaning in. “So Julep is the treasurer?”

      Just confirming what Blake told me.

      She nods. “She has been since the beginning.” She winces a moment. “Come to think of it, Bobbie Sue once tried to vie for the position but couldn’t get enough votes to oust Julep. It’s probably for the better. Bobbie Sue would have used the funds as her private piggy bank.”

      “Are there any checks and balances of the funds?” Bess asks, and I give her an approving nod for doing so.

      “There are,” Gretchen says. “Or at least there were. That was Bobbie Sue’s sole function—running around micromanaging everyone and making them miserable.” Her phone pings and she glances down at it. “Milly just asked if I could help put together a few words to commemorate Bobbie Sue.” Her chest bucks as she says it. “Party starts in fifteen minutes. I’ll see you ladies in the Starline Lounge.”

      She takes off and Bess, Nettie, and I quickly scuttle to our room.

      We have a party to get ready for.

      And I have a certain treasurer to speak to.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: My husband’s parents are celebrating their sixtieth wedding anniversary with a cruise and have invited every last family member to join them. As much as I’m looking forward to it, I’m not looking forward to being stranded at sea with my husband’s sister. Suffice it to say, we don’t get along. I’m afraid if she starts up with me, one of us might end up overboard. Any advice on how to survive this family adventure?

      ~Might be Tossed Overboard—Might do the Tossing!

      

      Dear Overboard,

      Leave all of your killer intentions back home. Do your best to be civil with your sister-in-law when you do see her on board, but the ship is so big you’ll have plenty of opportunities to avoid her if you wish. Or you could try your best to make amends. There is nothing quite like bonding on a thrilling vacation. You never know, some vitamin sea might just be what the two of you need.

      Best of luck,

      XOXO Trixie

      

      The Starlite Lounge sits atop the ship with its windows slanted heavily toward the sea. It lights up at night like a jewel and is the crowning jewel of the Emerald Queen of the Seas quite literally.

      Light jazz music trickles from the speakers, the scent of expensive perfume mingles with spiced colognes, and under that is layered the scent of something freshly grilled.

      The lounge is glorious with floors and walls comprised of glossy marble. The tables are covered with linen, and the chairs are made of plush damask teal. But not a soul is sitting at this swanky soiree. It’s wall-to-wall upright bodies, and most of those are flocking around the buffet.

      I’ve been to many private functions on the ship, and I’ve yet to see such a decadent array of food at any of them, save for formal night in the main dining room. We’re talking lobster, king crab legs, mounds of caviar, and enough jumbo shrimp to fill a swimming pool.

      And as if the culinary offerings weren’t impressive enough, in the middle of the grand display sits a giant ice sculpture of a humpback whale that shoots at least five feet in the air.

      In a word, it’s stunning.

      “Wow, this setup makes the midnight buffet look like child’s play,” I say to Bess and Nettie as we step deeper into the room where the people from The Widow’s Walk have gathered.

      Bess nods. “I’ve only seen the captain roll out this sort of red carpet a couple of times. That was very thoughtful of him to do this for these folks. I couldn’t think of a more deserving crowd.”

      “Minus the killer,” Nettie gravels out as she inspects the room with a squinted gaze.

      “Let’s keep that bit to ourselves,” I say just as my phone buzzes in my hand. I glance down and cringe. “It’s Ransom,” I say as I glance at the text and read it, “How about a date night? I can get us a table at The Mad Hatter this evening if you’re up for it.”

      “The Mad Hatter?” Bess gasps.

      “The hatter must be mad if he thinks he can score a seat on such late notice,” Nettie says. “The Mad Hatter is one of the Emerald Queen’s most exclusive restaurants. The waitlist is a year out.”

      Bess nods. “People book their cruises based on when they can get a reservation. Not even the captain can exercise his privileges to get himself a seat. Believe me, when he was dating Tinsley, she tried her best to land them at the hot spot.”

      “Speaking of the captain”—Nettie leans in—“find anything naughty on your pillow tonight?”

      “Yeah.” Bess hikes a shoulder my way. “What did he give you?”

      “I bet he’s hiding in your bed,” Nettie says.

      Bess laughs. “There has been quite the buildup.”

      I make a face at both of them. “If you must know, he sent up a tray of chocolate-covered strawberries. I had mentioned once they were my favorite. And he’s been clear from the beginning that I don’t owe him anything for the treats.”

      Both women ooh and ahh at the fact.

      “But it’s Ransom I owe an answer to.” I glance down at my phone and start typing.

      I’d love to! How about in an hour or two? I wince as I hit send. I’m sort of in the middle of something with Bess and Nettie at the Starline Lounge.

      Starline Lounge? He texts right back. The Starline Lounge is hosting The Widow’s Walk farewell function.

      “How did he know that?” I shake my head at my phone.

      As the head of vessel security, I know what’s happening on the ship and where. He answers as if he read my mind.

      “Ha.” A laugh stifles in my throat as I read it because it’s not really all that funny.

      Don’t worry. I shoot back. We’re invited guests. I’ll be on my best behavior.

      The dancing ellipses appear. It’s not you I’m worried about.

      “Is that a potshot at me?” Nettie scoffs as she reads his reply.

      “That was a potshot at the killer,” Bess says. “But you should mind your Ps and Qs just to be safe.” She takes Nettie by the arm before looking my way. “I’d better get her to the buffet. If she’s not fed in twenty-minute intervals, she’s hardwired to go bananas.”

      So I’ve witnessed.

      They take off and I’m about to scour the room for Julep when I take a blind step forward and nearly knock a platter brimming with food right out of some poor woman’s hands.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry,” I say, stabilizing the plate in her hands before looking up to see a familiar face. “Milly.” I gasp. “Please forgive me.”

      “Not a problem.” She laughs. Her silver hair gleams in spiky shards, she’s dressed to the nines in a black beaded gown, and her lips are painted a dark shade of crimson. “Gretchen let me know that she invited you and your friends, so I thought I’d come over and say hello.”

      “You just missed Bess and Nettie. They’re making a beeline to the buffet. This lounge is quite the showstopper, and that buffet is like none I’ve ever seen.”

      She shrugs. “When I told the captain we’d be hosting a memorial along with our farewell event, he upgraded the facility and the menu. The man is a prince among men.” She sighs. “And rumor has it, he’s loyal to a fault—to you.” She shakes her head with a laugh. “If my Tom were that way, we’d still be together. Men.” She rolls her eyes, and I’m right there with her.

      “Believe me, I get it. I hail from a disloyal ex myself. I found him in bed with half the town on the day we were set to leave on our anniversary cruise.”

      “Yikes.” She wrinkles her nose. “My husband was having an affair with his secretary.” Her mouth opens and closes as if she were about to say something else then thought better of it. “How are things going with Bobbie Sue’s investigation?”

      I blow out a breath as I quickly scan the room for Julep but come up empty.

      “Not as well as I hoped. But I’m sure vessel security will be buttoning it up soon enough.” I hope.

      “They don’t really think she was murdered, do they?” She pulls her plate in close. “The woman left a note. Believe me, that stunned me the most.”

      “They can’t rule anything out at this point.” I take a step next to her. “Milly, does The Widow’s Walk use any fancy software to keep track of member donations? I’m thinking of starting a similar group with divorcees and I know nothing about how a club like this works.”

      She lifts a silver brow and it reflects like a lightning bolt. “Software? Heaven’s no. Julep is the accountant. I just give her the funds and she deposits them. She catalogs everything by hand. She’s pretty good at it. We did have a hiccup a couple of months ago with the Christmas collection—we had pooled our money to help buy gifts for the needy and were deficient. But a couple of weeks later, the money was found. I’d trust Julep Calhoun with my life.”

      “Oh? Well, I’m glad you found the money.”

      Her lips tighten into a knot. “I counted on Bobbie Sue to do the audits for us. She volunteered for the position. In fact, I’m not sure what was going on, but she and Julep were really at one another’s throats these past few weeks. I was about to ask them what was going on that night at dinner but—well, things took a turn for the tragic.”

      “They certainly did.”

      Someone calls her name and she waves. “Excuse me, Trixie.”

      “Sure thing,” I say as I watch her take off.

      Bobbie Sue was the auditor?

      Money was missing at Christmas?

      I look up and, lo and behold, I see my mark—Julep Calhoun dressed in red as she stands near the observation deck.

      My feet start in that direction without hesitation and I slam into another body.

      “Trixie.” Gretchen laughs as she jumps back. Her crimson locks are pulled back into a bun and she’s wearing a black pantsuit with a pink sequin chamois underneath her blazer for a stunning pop of color. “The buffet is that way?” She nods in the opposite direction. “I’m going in. Are you up for joining me?”

      “You bet I am,” I say. “But after I get some fresh air.” And maybe an autograph! The so-called suicide note comes to mind. I took a picture of it, surely I can juxtapose Julep’s penmanship against it. I quickly dig through my purse and find a random receipt but nothing to jot anything down with. “Gretchen, you wouldn’t happen to have a pen, would you?”

      “You bet,” she says, reaching into her clutch and pulling out a blue pen. “The mom in me—and the grandmother in me—insists I carry around a steady supply of bandages, too. Try not to need one of those,” she teases.

      “I’ll do my best,” I say, taking the pen from her as we go our separate ways.

      I’ve got a killer to catch, and here’s hoping they’re about to spell out their guilt for me once and for all.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: Hi, Trixie! I’m in college, and my friends and I are considering a four-day cruise this year for Spring Break. My mother is paranoid that I’m going to meet up with a psychopath on board and meet my doom. Is there really anything to worry about? How can I ease my mother’s mind so I can enjoy my cruise in peace?

      ~Doomed to Upset Mama Bear

      

      Dear Doomed,

      Cruise ships can carry upwards of six thousand plus passengers. I’m sure there are a fair amount of nefarious characters in the mix, but by and large, people are generally on their best behavior while cruising. That being said, always be mindful of your surroundings. The ship will have security on board, but on shore, you’ll be on your own. Take precautions and stay in well-lit and well-traveled areas. You and your friends should have a great time. Please tell your mother that there’s no more danger on a cruise ship than there is in the general population off of one.

      ~Keep safe and have a wonderful trip!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      “Julep?” I call out as I step closer to my mark, but she slips out the door next to her that leads to a small overlook just outside of the Starline Lounge.

      A spray of silver stars appears by my side as a dapper disembodied spirit materializes next to me.

      “You look like a woman on a mission,” Ferguson says as he nods my way. “Is it Julep who did the deed?”

      “I have strong reasons to believe so. But I still have a few questions,” I say, pushing the door open as the icy air hits me.

      Julep Calhoun holds herself tight as the sky glows that strange shade of gray with no sun or moon to call its own at the moment.

      She turns my way. “Trixie? Nice to see you here.” She sheds a smile, just quick enough for me to see that her red lipstick has bled to her front teeth.

      “Oh, it’s freezing out here.” I give a little nervous laugh as I make my way to her. “I saw you head out and wanted to catch you. Since tomorrow’s our last day, I thought I’d better ask for your autograph while I still had the chance.” I pull out the receipt and hand her both that and the pen. “I’ll use it as a bookmark. I can’t wait to start your series.”

      “No kidding?” She gives a full belly laugh. “Fine—I’ll humor you,” she says, quickly scribbling her signature on it.

      Not what I was after.

      She tries handing it my way, but I quickly shove it back. “Maybe you can add a few words of inspiration? Maybe a funny little quote from the book?”

      “Sure thing. How about, there’s nothing like a little haunted reading after midnight?” She jots it down in haste and hands it back to me.

      “That’s perfect,” I say, taking the pen back as well and burying both in my purse. “I’ll cherish it forever.”

      She laughs again. “Sorry to say my signature isn’t worth a lick. The books aren’t doing so hot either.”

      “Oh? I’m sorry to hear it. I bet that makes it hard to pay the bills.” Normally, I wouldn’t have dared to step in a financial direction so quickly, but this ship docks back in Vancouver tomorrow and the clock is ticking if I hope to catch a killer.

      “You got that right.” She shakes her head as she stares vacantly at the water.

      “I think you hit a nerve,” Ferguson says. “Ask if she thought of taking a loan out to help ease her troubles?”

      I quickly relay the words and Julep turns my way, surprised.

      “No actually, but in hindsight, that’s probably what I should have done. Nevertheless, I sort of did that in a roundabout way. I managed to pay everything back, though. All’s well that ends well—and that sort of thing.”

      A heavy sigh expels from me. “Julep, just a few hours before Bobbie Sue died, you looked her right in the face and said the words, ‘If the dead are good for anything, they’re great at keeping a secret.’ Bobbie Sue knew one of your darkest secrets, didn’t she?”

      She inches back and gives a nervous laugh. “Did she?”

      Her neck and face light up like a Christmas tree and the whites of her eyes widen a notch.

      “She’s guilty,” Ferguson says.

      It sure looks that way.

      “I’m betting Bobbie Sue did know something,” I say to the woman. “Julep, the day of the book signing, you denied having too much to do with The Widow’s Walk. But you have a lot to do with the group. In fact, one could argue you’re a vital member.”

      Her eyes ride up and down my body, the loose smile on her face quickly dissipating.

      “You left out the fact that you’re the treasurer,” I say.

      “Oh, that’s nothing.” She waves it off. “Half the time I need to be reminded.”

      I shake my head. “You said one of your favorite characters from your books is a thief no one can seem to catch. A woman named Lauren Lynn. You modeled her after yourself, didn’t you? You’re the thief no one can seem to catch. You’ve been helping yourself to the club funds and Bobbie Sue found out about it. She was holding it over your head, wasn’t she?”

      Her fingers fly to her lips as she studies me in this new light.

      “There you have it,” Ferguson says. “Why don’t you call the ship’s security and let them handle the rest? There’s no point in going on. It could be dangerous to try to get a murder confession from her.”

      As much as I’d like to take his advice, I can’t seem to stop an entire stream of words from bubbling up my throat.

      “That’s why things were so tense between Bobbie Sue and you that first day on the ship, isn’t it? She was going to out you.”

      “She wasn’t going to out me.” Julep averts her eyes at the thought. “She wanted in on the action. Only there wasn’t any action on my part to get into. I dipped my hand into the kitty once, and it was around Christmas. I needed a cash infusion fast, and I knew where to get it. But I was simply giving myself a quick loan. I’m ashamed to say it. But nonetheless, Bobbie Sue caught me red-handed, and ratting me out was the furthest thing on her mind. She wanted me to siphon a set amount for her each month, and if I didn’t, she said she’d make sure everyone knew I was a thief—and so would my readers. The woman was out to ruin me.”

      “That’s terrible,” I say, sagging as I take it all in.

      “That’s Bobbie Sue,” Ferguson says with a wistful tick of his head.

      “Is that why you pushed her?” I ask the woman point-blank.

      “Why I pushed who?” Julep looks genuinely perplexed before sucking in a quick breath. “Oh my goodness. Are you accusing me of pushing Bobbie Sue to her death?” A stilted laugh escapes her. “Oh, honey, I might look like the obvious choice to the untrained eye, but that woman’s life wasn’t worth losing mine—or my career. Bobbie Sue may have tried to steal from me—and the club—but I wasn’t about to let her get away with it.” She takes a few steps past me before pausing. “But there are others that haven’t been as lucky. Bobbie Sue may not have had anything over me, but whatever she has over some people”—she nods into the Starline Lounge, right in the direction of Bobbie Sue’s old boss—“well, let’s just say Bobbie Sue has been stealing from them for years. I’ll see you inside, Trixie.”

      She takes off and I quickly pull out that receipt along with pulling up that picture of the suicide note on my phone.

      “It’s not a match,” I pant as I look up at Ferguson. “Julep didn’t write the note.”

      He inches in. “The handwriting looks familiar—like an old friend.”

      That first day on the ship comes back to me. “Hey, when we were all in the Blue Water Café, Bobbie Sue wrote me a note—she was giving me the name of a book she wrote about divorce.” I quickly sift through my purse and pull it out. “I can’t believe I didn’t think of this before.” I hold the note Bobbie Sue wrote and compare it to the suicide note. “Ha! The A’s are different,” I say, holding it out a notch for Ferguson to see. “Bobbie Sue writes her A as a traditional round circle with a line next to it. And whoever wrote the suicide note has a horizontal hook over a much flatter circle. It’s much more flowery in general, too.”

      Ferguson’s jaw goes slack just as Gretchen steps out to join us.

      “Any luck finding the killer?” she asks as she steps our way.

      “Don’t do it,” Ferguson mutters.

      “Sorry, Trixie.” Gretchen wrinkles her nose my way. “Bess and Nettie may have outed your intentions.”

      “Don’t feel bad. They tend to out me often,” I tease. “Vessel security can’t rule out homicide. And well, let’s just say I have it on good authority that Bobbie Sue was indeed killed.”

      Gretchen sighs hard. “Trixie, you’re right, Bobbie Sue was murdered, and I know who the killer is.”

      “Who?” I ask, breathless.

      “It’s me.”
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie, I have a confession. I’m an avid cruiser who’s been just about everywhere, and yet I’ve never had that one trip where I felt I needed to repeat a visit. Why do you think that is?

      ~Possibly Jaded

      

      Dear Possibly Jaded,

      I don’t think you’re jaded. I think maybe you enjoy a fresh new adventure. With so much to see and do in the world, I don’t see why you should backtrack if you don’t want to. Press on and sail into a brand new sunset each and every time.

      Bon voyage!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      “Gretchen, no,” Ferguson thunders.

      But it’s no use.

      Unless she’s touching me, there’s no way in the world she’d be able to hear him.

      Gretchen hugs herself as a chilled wind whips around us out here on the balcony just outside the Starline Lounge. The farewell party inside is just hitting its stride.

      “I’ve known since I laid eyes on Bobbie Sue’s body that I needed to come clean,” she continues. “I did it. That’s my handwriting. I can’t deny it.”

      A series of events play back in my mind and I close my eyes as the strange pieces fall into place.

      “Oh, Gretchen,” I moan as I say the sweet woman’s name. “How didn’t I see this?” I shake my head at her. “I mean, that first day at the Blue Water Café, I should have known once Bobbie Sue said that she’d hate to fight you tooth and nail for a man that something was up. I later learned that she tried her best to steal Ferguson from you.”

      “Ferguson?” She inches back. “It’s been a while since I heard anyone call him by his formal name. And yes, Bobbie Sue did everything in her power to steal my husband. The audacity of that woman”—her eyes narrow as she glares at the sea—“I will never understand.”

      “Neither will I,” Ferguson says. “Trixie, please, let her go. I’m sure she didn’t mean to do it.” He turns to his wife. “Gretchen, tell her it was an accident.”

      She squints at the sky. “The funny thing is, I could swear I feel Fisher begging me to tell you it was an accident.” She shudders at the thought. “It wasn’t, Trixie. I wrote that note myself.”

      “The blue pen.” I shake my head as I glance to my purse. “It was you who lent the pen to Bobbie Sue in the café that day. I can’t believe I didn’t remember that until now.” Her blouse glints in the remainder of daylight and I suck in a quick breath. “Your chamois, it’s the same pink sequin shell—you wore it that first night.” I squeeze my eyes shut a moment. “There was the pink glint on Bobbie Sue’s coat—a sequin from your blouse.”

      “There was?” She looks mystified by the prospect for a moment. “Well, I guess it must have stuck to her after she hugged me.”

      “She hugged you?” I ask.

      “You let that woman touch you?” Ferguson seems equally perplexed.

      She nods. “I stumbled upon her standing outside of the main dining room when I went out for air. The first thing she did was toss her arms around me like she meant it. She said I’m ready to let sleeping husbands lie—going on to say she wanted to forget the past—regarding the fact I stole the man who should have been her husband from under her.” She lifts her chin. “That’s when I drilled into the witch. I may have used some choice language. I couldn’t help it. I never said a cross word to her while Fisher was living, but the fact she wanted me to all but admit I stole her man was rich.”

      I blow out a breath and a plume of white fog emits from me. “So that explains how you knew it was a suicide before I said a word—the way you knew it was a suicide before anyone said a word. In fact, the night she died, you apologized profusely. You said you felt bad for whoever found her like that. It’s because you caused it.”

      “I caused it?” Her thumb dips into her sequined blouse. “Oh, I suppose I did.”

      “What do you mean you suppose?” I ask with my ear tipped her way.

      “I’d like to know this myself.” Ferguson leans in as well.

      “I mean, we argued something fierce,” she says. “And well, I stepped back into the foyer of the main dining room just seething. I went to my cabin to try to cool off, thinking I might just avoid dinner altogether and stay in. But then I thought better of it, changed my clothes for dinner, and went back out to speak with her once again. I was going to tell her that I thought we should have a truce while we were on the ship—but that I didn’t want her coming anywhere near me. I spent far too much money to come here. The last thing I needed was for Bobbie Sue to ruin my trip. And, boy, did she ever.”

      “What happened when you found her?” I ask, holding my breath as to what she might say next. “What did you say to her? What did she say?”

      “That’s the thing, neither of us said anything. I found her lying in a lifeboat looking as if she was never going to speak again. I could tell she wasn’t breathing. Her neck looked broken and I panicked. I saw her purse lying there, so I quickly opened it up and wrote that suicide note, hoping that somehow her death wouldn’t get pinned on me. I must have upset her so much that she flew in a rage and flipped over the railing or something. I felt terrible. But I didn’t want to be booked for second-degree manslaughter either.” She covers her face with her hands and sobs. “It was foolish and impulsive, and now I’ll serve the rest of my days in prison because of it.”

      I glance into the window of the Starline Lounge and see our resident cruise director, Tinsley, speaking to Milly Morison near the buffet. I make a face because I don’t need a roadmap to let me know she was the one who wrote into my blog with a very rude question. Of course, I published it. I couldn’t pass up an opportunity to be very rude right back. Believe me, there are occasions when I would like to heave her overboard, too.

      I shake my head at the thought. I need to get back on track.

      This puzzle just grew a little more complicated, and yet I have a feeling the full picture is about to come into focus.

      Julep inferred that Bobbie Sue had something solid on Milly—and that she had been stealing from her for years.

      “Well, Trixie?” Ferguson swoops in close, his eyes glowing with rage. “What are you thinking?”

      I take a breath as I turn to Gretchen. “What do you know about Milly’s husband?”

      “Tom?” She makes a face. “He was more self-absorbed than a sponge. And oddly, he was the only man that Bobbie Sue wasn’t after.”

      “I wonder if his ego took a hit because of it?”

      She shakes her head. “His ego remained largely intact until he fell off this earth—literally.” She shudders. “He liked to hit on women as much as Bobbie Sue liked to hit on men—despite the fact they were both married.”

      “Wait a minute, did you say he fell off the earth?” My muscles tense as I struggle to put it together.

      “That’s right,” Ferguson says. “I remember that as unfortunate as it was.”

      “What happened?” I prod her once again.

      “They went visiting the Grand Canyon and he fell off the side of an overlook, or was it a trail?” Gretchen glances back at the lounge. “Oh, I don’t know. Anyway, that was the end. Poor Milly hasn’t been with anyone since, or before that I know of.”

      A breath hitches in my throat. “But she spoke freely to me about a cheating ex not an hour ago.” My fingers clasp the pendant around my neck as I zip it back and forth. “Oh, no.” I look into the Starline Lounge once again. “I think I’d better have a talk with Milly.”

      “I’m going with you,” Gretchen says.

      “It’s too dangerous,” Ferguson barks, but neither Gretchen nor I listen to him.

      It’s time to shake down one more suspect, and I have a feeling it will be my last.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: Hi, Trixie! I’m actually out on the high seas at the moment, too—a transatlantic crossing! I’m having fun sitting out on deck mindlessly scrolling through my phone in the middle of open waters. I can’t tell you how much I love the peace and relaxation. That’s the good news. The bad news? I’ve already misplaced my key card three times. I’m almost too embarrassed to let the crew know yet again. I know you mentioned in one of your tips that some passengers like to wear it on a lanyard, but honestly, a lanyard doesn’t go with my aesthetic, and I never have a purse or pockets. How do I keep from losing my cruising lifeline?

      ~Losing It

      

      Dear Losing It,

      Even though you don’t have a purse or pockets with you—and I completely understand not wanting a lanyard to ruin your style—you seem to have your phone with you. The gift shop sells a pocket that adheres to your phone, or the case of your phone, and you can tuck anything the size of a credit card in it—including your key card!

      Hold on tight and have a great trip.

      XOXO Trixie

      

      The Starline Lounge sizzles with intermittent bouts of laughter, cheery music, and the din of light conversation as Gretchen and I enter the room.

      “Where did she go?” Gretchen asks as we step deeper in the direction we saw the woman last, but the only person remaining there is Tinsley.

      Just the sight of Tinsley’s smug mug reminds me of the fact she’s my least favorite employee on the ship, quickly followed by the fact I happen to adore every other employee on the ship. Actually, a few of them have been invaluable in solving a crime or two before…

      “Her key,” I say as I quickly shoot a text to the guest relations department—to my good friend Layla Beauchamp to be exact, a sweet Georgia peach who has never steered me wrong. “Milly mentioned that her key card wasn’t working the first night and that she had to switch it out for a new one.”

      “I remember her telling me,” Gretchen pants as she says it. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      Ferguson floats my way. “Call security if you feel you’ve got the goods on the killer. I’m afraid now that Gretchen is gung-ho to assist you, I’m going to have to derail your efforts. She is my first priority, and I take her safety just as seriously on this side of the veil as I did on that one.”

      My cheeks lift a notch his way. While I admire the fact that chivalry isn’t dead—in the most literal sense—I can’t be bothered with it right now.

      I nod to Gretchen. “I think she may have been fostering an alibi.”

      “An alibi?” Gretchen shakes her head. “Let’s go find out.”

      “Trixie,” Ferguson growls. “If anything happens to the woman I love, I will never forgive you.”

      A heavy sigh expels from me. “And I could never forgive myself.”

      “What’s that?” Gretchen tucks her ear my way.

      “I could never forgive myself if I don’t contact vessel security and let them handle this.” I glance at the buffet table and spot a couple of familiar faces. “Gretchen, why don’t you head over to the buffet with Bess and Nettie? I see the cruise director nearby. I think I’ll go and ask her to contact vessel security.”

      “Sounds good,” she says, casting one last glance at my prime suspect. “You’d better hurry, Trixie. It looks as if Milly is about to slip out of the lounge.”

      She takes off and, sure enough, so does Milly, right out the main entry—and I bolt right after her.

      “Where are you going?” Ferguson howls as he speeds his way alongside me. “I thought you were going to speak to the cruise director?”

      “There’s no time for that,” I say, bulleting out of the Starline Lounge and spotting Milly before she turns a corner down the hall. “Milly?” I call out, and the woman takes a moment to backtrack.

      Her silver locks catch the light and look like icicles ready to snap off and break.

      “Trixie?” She blinks my way. “Is there something I can do for you?”

      “I was just—” Out of excuses apparently.

      “Following me?” She laughs.

      “Not really.” I wince. “But now that we’re together. Were you looking for something? I know this ship pretty well.”

      That’s not entirely true.

      Even after calling this place home for the last six months, there’s still so much I’ve yet to explore.

      “I was just stepping out to have a smoke.” She frowns back at the lounge. “But I should probably get back in there. I’m supposed to give a little speech in commemoration of Bobbie Sue.”

      “Ah, I see.”

      And I see why she would want to disappear as well.

      Something Julep said at the bookstore comes back to me. She mentioned that Bobbie Sue was always running roughshod over Milly, that it was a wonder Milly was her boss. That it was almost as if the roles were reversed…

      And that odd comment Julep made outside earlier about Bobbie Sue having something on Milly…

      Ferguson lights up like a glowstick as if he, too, just had a revelation. “He was pushed.”

      “Who was pushed?” I ask out loud without meaning to and gasp.

      “Her husband,” he insists. “I remember the police ruled it an accident. But that must be—”

      “What Bobbie Sue had over her,” I finish for him, lower than a whisper as I look at the woman before me.

      “Pardon?” She tips her head my way. “With all that noise from down the hall, I can hardly hear you.”

      “Oh, Milly”—I shake my head—“I should have known, you practically outed yourself the morning we had breakfast together. You looked well rested, even though you said you cried your eyes out the night before. Yet there was no sign of that because it didn’t happen, did it?”

      “Excuse me?” Her shoulders pull back and she looks twice her size in both girth and length.

      My phone buzzes and I glance down and quickly read the text Layla sent.

      Knew it.

      “Milly, the night Bobbie Sue fell to her death, I walked up on you just as you were telling Gretchen that your key card didn’t work. You later said that you went to the front desk and they were more than happy to replace it. I just checked with my friends at the front desk. You did no such thing. You have the same card you were issued when you boarded the ship. You wanted to craft an alibi for yourself and it backfired.”

      Her nostrils flare. “What on earth would I need an alibi for?”

      “I suppose we can find out together,” I say. “The day we spoke as we looked out at the glaciers, you warned me not to let the cruise director get any dirt on me. You said a woman like that would know how to wield it.” I shake my head. “Bobbie Sue knew how to wield it, too, didn’t she? You were speaking from experience.”

      Her mouth rounds out. “That’s not true. I don’t know anything about that.”

      “It is. You said that you didn’t bring Bobbie Sue into your company initially. That’s because she rammed her way in, isn’t it?” I don’t wait for an answer. “You said when Bobbie Sue put her mind to something, she knew exactly how to get it. You were speaking from experience. You called her a one-woman wrecking crew.”

      “That’s because she was one.”

      “Everyone knew it,” Ferguson growls. “Bobbie Sue was blackmailing this woman, wasn’t she?”

      I give a faint nod. “Milly, Bobbie Sue wasn’t really the best-selling agent at your firm, was she? It was you doing all the heavy lifting.”

      Her chin spikes in the air as if I struck a nerve.

      Something Ransom pointed out comes back to me—Bobbie Sue had scratches on her hands.

      “You had a red line running along your wrist the night of the murder, I saw it myself. It was Bobbie Sue who scratched you, wasn’t it?”

      She begins to pant heavily as she eyes the hall to my right and left.

      “She’s looking to bolt,” Ferguson says.

      “You said once you put your mind to something, it’s as good as done,” I point out to the woman.

      The hint of a dark laugh escapes her. “I wasn’t wrong. But too bad for you, what I’ve put my mind to next doesn’t bode too well for you.” Her breathing grows increasingly erratic as she takes a step in my direction. “All right, fine. Bobbie Sue was a devil. She did hold something over me. And because of that, she forced me to give her two-thirds of my commission. She was robbing me blind. I couldn’t take it anymore.”

      “And so you shoved her over the railing—just like you shoved your husband over the side of the Grand Canyon.”

      Her eyes bulge instantly. “You know?” Her chest bucks. “Of course, you know. You’re just as nosy as she was. Yes”—she says, taking a step my way—“I did push the lying cheat off the side of a cliff—just like I pushed that lying witch off the side of this boat. But that last one was an accident. I hadn’t set out to do it. But I am setting out to do this.” Her hands wrap themselves tight around my neck just as she yanks me into an alcove that leads to a service hall. “I’m sorry, Trixie. But I wasn’t going to prison because my stupid ex couldn’t keep it in his pants, and I’m not going there for Bobbie Sue or you either.”

      My fingers claw at the woman’s hands, but she’s squeezing me with a brute strength that seems almost inhuman. My legs wrap around her body as I shove my elbow into her face, but she’s unrelenting.

      I glance up and see a security camera firmly pointed in this direction. Even if I do fly off to paradise with Ferguson, Ransom will be able to see the footage of my demise and exactly who caused it.

      “Let go of her,” Ferguson roars as he struggles to free me from her grip, but his assistance proves useless.

      I manage to kick her in the gut and her hands dislodge as she bucks forward, affording me a microsecond to make my escape. But Milly reaches out and grabs me by the hair, pulling me back with a violent yank.

      Her hands find their way around my neck again and another struggle ensues. My hands wrap themselves around her wrists, but the woman’s grip on me seems to have morphed into an iron vise.

      Ferguson lets out another, far more menacing roar before flying right through her body, and he stays there, giving her an eerie green glow.

      Milly’s chest seizes and trembles.

      “Something’s happening,” she wails. “I think I’m having a medical episode!”

      Her fingers loosen once again, and I take the opportunity to knock her to the ground and land my entire body hard on her back.

      Footfalls speed in this direction, and I look up just in time to see the barrel of a gun pointed right at me.

      “Freeze,” Ransom howls as he quickly trades his gun for a pair of cuffs, and soon he has Milly’s wrists tied behind her back.

      “She did it,” I pant. “She confessed to pushing Bobbie Sue off the railing.”

      “It was an accident,” she calls out as Ransom helps me to my feet.

      “She did mention that,” I say. “And I happen to believe her. But she was also—well, she was there when her husband fell.” I shrug up at him and he nods.

      “And she pushed him,” Ransom finishes for me. “He was cheating on her. I already knew that. I was about to zero in on her, but her handwriting didn’t fit the note.”

      “That’s because G—”

      “Whoa.” Ferguson dives in front of me. “Perhaps there are certain things the detective doesn’t need to know about.”

      “That’s because what?” Ransom lifts a dark brow, looking mildly amused as Quinn Riddle and the rest of the security force storm the corridor and soon Quinn is hauling Milly Morison to the brig.

      “How about we discuss it over dinner?” I shrug, shooting Ferguson a look that assures him of his wife’s anonymity.

      “Thank you, Trixie.” Ferguson bows my way. “Thank you for everything. Until we meet again.” He disappears in a dazzling display of stars as bright as a nuclear detonation, and it takes everything in me not to beg him to stay.

      I, for one, don’t believe for a minute that his work here was done.

      I glance back at the lounge where I see Gretchen spilling out of the entrance along with Bess and Nettie.

      Ferguson wasn’t done by a long shot.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Well, readers, we’ve reached the end of another voyage, and what a trip it’s been! I learned a lot this go-around—like keep your friends close and your enemies closer—and that Alaska is the jewel of the great frozen north. I can’t wait until the Emerald Queen of the Seas heads back to that magical land once again, but until then, I’ve got one more night to enjoy.

      Who knows? I bet I can find a little magic right here on the ship as well.

      Keep the questions coming!

      Until next time—stay single! Or not. ;)

      XOXO Trixie

      

      “The handwriting was different on the note Bobbie Sue gave me that first day than the note Julep just signed tonight. And Julep’s handwriting was different than the fake suicide note as well.” I shrug at my handsome boyfriend as we sit across one another at an intimate table for two right here in the heart of The Mad Hatter.

      The restaurant is super lux with its sparkling onyx flooring and walls. Small tables create an intimate setting everywhere you look, and the lights are dim save for the pendant lamp hanging directly over the table. And the art! Canvases that stretch six feet across in either direction line the walls near the ceiling, each depicting a magical scene from Alice in Wonderland, one of my favorite children’s stories.

      It’s not a wonder this place is booked a year out—the amenities are stunning. We’ve yet to see a menu, but the bottle of bubbly we’ve started on is taking the edge off any hunger pangs I might be feeling.

      Ransom looks super lux himself with his dark suit and bright red silk tie. His dark hair is slicked back, and the stubble on his cheeks is neatly trimmed.

      After the debacle in front of the Starline Lounge, I went back to my cabin and slipped into something a little more comfortable—a skintight red dress paired with matching heels.

      Okay, so it’s a little more uncomfortable in nature, but this is Ransom Baxter we’re talking about. He’s worth all of the tight dresses and spiked heels in the world.

      “So tell me, Trixie”—his lips twitch my way—“why are you covering for Gretchen?”

      My mouth falls open. “How did you know?” And just as fast as I say it, my fingers fly to my mouth.

      The hint of a smile curves on his face. “I went through the travel documents, and each of Bobbie’s Sue’s friends—aka my suspects—had a handwritten emergency contact list. Gretchen was a perfect match.”

      “All right, fine. I was covering for her, but only because she thought she killed the poor woman by proxy.” I quickly relay the fact Gretchen had it out with Bobbie Sue the night the woman died—leaving her alone, only to return and find Bobbie Sue in a lifeboat. “So she panicked.”

      “So she obstructed justice.”

      “But she didn’t kill her. The poor woman has been through enough. Please don’t pursue this.” I bite down hard on my lip. “For me?”

      Good grief. Did I just try to pull the girlfriend card?

      Ransom leans back a notch and studies me as if trying to decide what to do with me.

      “Okay,” he says, reaching over and taking up my hand.

      “Okay?” I ask, mildly alarmed. “You’re just going to go along with whatever I ask? I’ll have you know, I’ve had some very bad ideas. The fact I once thought marrying Stanton was a good idea should be enough to give you pause. I mean, what are you going to agree to next? A bank heist?”

      “Nettie would love that.” He buries the hint of a smile in his cheek as if he were holding back a laugh. “I’ll have to think about the bank heist. As for Gretchen Aster—” He blows out a breath. “Come to think of it, there were a few other matches when it came to that note. I’ll leave it at that.”

      “Thank you.” I give his hand a squeeze. “That means a lot to me, Ransom.” I shake my head. “I swear, I will never ask you to break the law again.”

      “Not to worry. No laws were broken. We’re still out in open waters.” He winks. “But speaking of breaking something, I ran into Wes. From what I understand, he’s still love bombing you.”

      I chuckle at his word choice. “Yes, well, all good things must come to an end. The cruise is over and so is the parade of gifts. Please don’t break any bones over it.”

      He frowns as if it were still on the table. “I’ll leave his limbs intact.” He winces. “Trixie, I realize this is terrible timing, but I have to say there’s something I’d like to give you as well. And I promise it has nothing to do with Wes or anything he may have planted in your room in an effort to gain your affections.” He reaches into his jacket and pulls out a slender navy velvet box.

      “Ransom,” I say, taking in a sharp breath and holding it. “What did you do?”

      “I saw something in the window back in Hawaii, and I knew I had to get it for you. I’ve been holding onto it for just the right time.” He hands it to me and nods. “Go on and open it.”

      I do just that, and I’m right back to holding my breath again.

      “Oh, Ransom,” I say, pulling out a dark pearl necklace. Each pearl looks iridescent in nature with some shining peacock blue and other luscious shades of teal and pink. “This is drop-dead gorgeous! This is too much.” I bite down on a smile as I give his hand a squeeze. “Thank you, I love it.”

      “Tahitian pearls,” he says, quickly helping secure it to my neck. “I thought they would look great with your eyes.” A smile curls in his left cheek. “And I was right.”

      My fingers pad over the soft stones. “I love it more than anything. Thank you for thinking of me. You really shouldn’t have.”

      “I wanted to.” He takes up both of my hands this time. “You’re special to me, Trixie. And I think—”

      “Trixie? Ransom?” a voice calls from above and we look up to see Wes decked out in all of his official regalia. White suit, lots of brass buttons, and colorful badges.

      “Captain,” Ransom growls.

      “Hi, Wes,” I say. “I loved the strawberries, by the way.” I shoot a guilty look at Ransom and suddenly want to drop in a hole.

      “I’m glad to hear it,” Wes says before looking at Ransom, and that grin of his glides off his face rather quickly. “How did you manage to get a table in this place?”

      Ransom offers a self-satisfied smile—albeit very short-lived. “I have my ways. What are you doing here?”

      “As the captain of this vessel, it’s my duty to make the rounds. I always come up this way and personally invite each of the guests to the Captain’s Ball.”

      “I guess we scored an invite,” I tease.

      “Of course,” Wes says. “The both of you are always welcome.” He sighs my way. “I heard what happened earlier this evening. Good work, Trixie. With you on board, I don’t see why we need Detective Baxter.” He nods at Ransom. “It looks as if you can retire once again. It was nice sailing with you.”

      “Very funny.” Ransom doesn’t look amused.

      My phone bleats and I look at it. “It’s my kids,” I say with a start as I spike up in my seat. “Abbey and Parker have agreed to join me for a cruise.” I read further and give a loud squeal. “They’re coming on the very next trip!”

      “That’s fantastic,” Wes says. “What a coincidence.”

      “I can’t wait to meet them,” Ransom adds.

      “Thank you. And I can’t wait to introduce them to the both of you—and Bess and Nettie—and…” I look back up at Wes. “What do you mean by coincidence?”

      Wes looks at Ransom. “You didn’t tell her?”

      “I was about to get there before you interrupted.” Ransom turns his attention my way. “My daughter is coming out for the next cruise as well.”

      “As are my sons,” Wes says. “The three of them always come out about this time of year, just before they get back to their studies.”

      “No kidding?” I laugh. “Well, this is going to be like one big family reunion—sort of.” I wrinkle my nose as we share a laugh.

      Wes takes off and a couple of menus finally land at the table.

      “Ooh,” I say. “Can’t wait to see where the magic is.”

      It takes less than three seconds for Ransom and me to both put down our menus and frown at one another.

      “Endive sprouts served in premium garden soil?” I say without an ounce of sarcasm.

      And to the tune of one hundred and seventy-five dollars? American? But I choose to leave that part out of the conversation.

      Ransom tips his head to the side. “Mushrooms with drops of pea juice?”

      “I saw that.” And to the tune of two hundred dollars. Is that per mushroom? “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “Blue Water Café?”

      I nod. “And afterward we can crash the Captain’s Ball.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” Ransom pulls my hand his way and gently kisses the back of it. “Just for the record, I’d commit a bank heist with you in a heartbeat.”

      A smile unleashes from me. “Here’s hoping my crazy life never leads us in that direction.”

      We take off for the Blue Water Café and eat our weight in just about everything, and lava cake—mostly just lava cake.

      And have I mentioned that lava cake makes for some delicious kisses?

      Because it most certainly does.
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        * * *

      

      The Captain’s Ball is bustling with bodies by the time Ransom and I arrive.

      Lively music is playing, people are dancing, and there’s a never-ending buffet that looks as if it could feed all of the continental US—along with Canada and perhaps northern Europe, too.

      “Ransom.” Elodie struts this way and grabs him by the wrist. “Excuse me, Trixie. But I need to borrow your man for a moment. It turns out, Blake used to work for the FBI! When I told him I knew an ex-profiler, he didn’t believe me, so I bet him six thousand dollars I could produce the profiler in less than five minutes.”

      I blink back. “Why six thousand?”

      “Because I knew I could win.”

      They take off just as Bess and Nettie head this way with Tinsley Thornton in tow.

      Nettie hitches her head at the chestnut beauty among us. “Look who the cat dragged in.”

      Bess huffs, “You do realize that makes you the cat.”

      “That makes you the cat,” Nettie tells her. “I’m the kind old lady who likes picking up strays.”

      Tinsley sniffs my way. “Did you enjoy your time off, Ms. Troublefield?”

      “I more than enjoyed it,” I tell her. “And I realize that by time off, you mean suspension.”

      She shrugs. “I’m glad to hear you enjoyed it. I have a feeling there will be plenty more time off in your future, and it won’t be under the guise of a suspension.”

      She takes off, and Nettie waggles her fingers over her head at the woman.

      “Oh, what the heck,” Bess says, joining along.

      “That makes three of us,” I say, doing the same, and we share a good laugh on Tinsley’s behalf.

      A silver shimmer catches my eye near the door, and I do a double take that way, only to see one of my favorite spooky specters floating into the room—right on the heels of Gretchen Aster.

      “He’s here,” I say, pressing a hand to my chest. “And he’s with her.”

      “Who is he?” Bess asks.

      “I bet it’s the captain,” Nettie says. “And Tinsley has already suctioned herself onto him with all eight of her tentacles.” She elbows Bess. “Didn’t I tell you this love triangle is really heating up?”

      “Not true,” I tell them. “It’s Ferguson. He’s floating alongside Gretchen, and they both look just heartsick.”

      Gretchen catches our eye and heads this way, and both Bess and Nettie waste no time in grabbing ahold of my arms. They’re in the know as far as how to hear the dead via my body.

      “Hello, ladies.” Gretchen offers a forlorn smile my way. “Trixie, you’re just the person I wanted to see. I wanted to apologize for putting you in an uncomfortable position. I’m ready to accept my fate.” She holds her wrists my way as if waiting to be cuffed.

      “Don’t listen to her,” Ferguson rumbles.

      “Ooh,” Nettie whispers. “He sounds like a hottie.”

      “I think so, too,” Bess says, much to my surprise, and I shoot her a look.

      “Gretchen, I want you to forget all about it,” I tell her.

      “But don’t forget about him,” Nettie pleads. “Come on, you old coot,” she calls out to the air around us. “Do something romantic before I make my way up there and give you a giant kick in the keester.”

      Ferguson lifts a brow. “She really does know how to get her point across, doesn’t she?”

      I nod his way.

      “Fine then.” He swoops in and envelops me like a cloud, sending a mean shiver down my spine that feels like a tuning fork going off nonstop.

      “Gretchen,” I say, suddenly out of breath. “Can I give you a hug?”

      “I think I owe you one.” She lunges forward and my arms lock around her tight, only it wasn’t my brain telling them to do so.

      Soon, Ferguson is sniffing her hair, peppering her head with kisses, and holding her like there’s no tomorrow.

      “I love you, honey. I love you bunches. Don’t you ever forget that.” He kisses her over the top of the head, one last time before he begins to disintegrate, and I get the feeling it will be for the very last time. “Goodbye. Until we meet again. I love you forever.”

      And just like that, he’s gone.

      Bess sniffs hard. “I think I have something in my eyes,” she says, taking off into the crowd.

      Nettie moans hard. “Why couldn’t I find a man like that? I need a cigarette.” She shuffles off to only who knows where.

      Nettie doesn’t smoke.

      Gretchen pulls back and shakes her head. “You know, the strangest thing just happened. I think I had some sort of strange waking dream or something. I don’t know how else to describe it.” She blinks hard a few times. “If I didn’t know better, I think I just heard—and felt Fisher. It was beautiful. Oh, I want to remember this moment forever.” She offers me a peaceable smile.

      “I’m glad you had a beautiful moment,” I tell her. “You know when someone special in your life passes on, it’s just a pause in your relationship, it’s not the end.”

      She closes her eyes a moment. “Thank you for that, Trixie. I think I’d best go lie down. I don’t know exactly what happened, but deep in my soul, I know your kindness somehow played into it.”

      “I didn’t do much of anything. But you’re welcome. Get some good rest. You deserve it.”

      We exchange another brief embrace before she takes off for her cabin.

      “There she is,” Tinsley sings as she speeds my way, and on her heels are both Ransom and Wes.

      “Me?” I ask, pointing to my chest. “What have I done now?” I’m only partially teasing.

      “You’ll see,” Tinsley says, leading the four of us straight out of the Captain’s Ball and to an alcove that leads right to the door where I found Bobbie Sue’s body just about two weeks ago.

      “All right, Tinsley,” Ransom growls. “What is this about?”

      Wes gives her a stern look. “You said you had hard evidence that would be cause for immediate dismissal of one of my employees?”

      A hard groan comes from me. “Let me guess. I’m that employee?”

      “Let’s find out, shall we?” Tinsley all but winks as she holds her phone out before the three of us. “Here’s a little footage that will prove my point that one of us standing here isn’t mentally fit to be dealing with passengers in any capacity.”

      “Wonderful,” I mutter.

      I can only guess what dirt she thinks she’s dug up now.

      Tinsley’s phone glows bright, and soon I see myself standing next to a hot tub as glaciers drift by behind me. But it’s not the glaciers or the hot tub that are the star of the show—it’s me gesticulating wildly while seemingly talking to thin air.

      “I was too far to pick up on any audio,” she says. “But you’ll soon get the point. Trixie Troublefield is mad as a hatter.”

      I’m sensing a theme tonight.

      My stomach drops as another scene crops up. This time it’s me having a lively conversation with seemingly no one while seated in the corner of the Blue Water Café.

      I cringe because I remember that day clearly. It was the afternoon we were cruising through Hubbard Glacier and I thought Ferguson had a lot of explaining to do—which would explain the fact I look particularly animated.

      And the scene goes on and on.

      Oh, good grief, kill me now.

      Another scene pops up. Ferguson and I earlier this evening just outside of the Starline Lounge as we tried to put together the pieces that linked the handwritten note of Bobbie Sue’s and Julep’s autograph to that fake suicide note. And boy, does that scene go on forever.

      If Tinsley wanted to paint me as a loon, she’s done so in spades.

      My face burns hot.

      My body breaks out in a cold sweat.

      There’s no way around it. I’ve been caught red-handed with my hand in the ghostly cookie jar.

      And I don’t have a defense—at least not one that easily comes to mind.

      “Trixie?” Ransom takes the lead. Darn his alpha male ways. “What’s going on? Did you hit your head? Do you need medication?”

      Do I need medication?

      Those aren’t exactly the romantic words I was hoping to hear tonight.

      “I’ll tell you what’s going on,” Tinsley offers, and I’m not exactly opposed to her speaking.

      Whatever comes out of her mouth will be ten times better than anything I have to say.

      “She’s seeing ghosts,” she spits the words out.

      Unless she’s spewing the truth. Then it’s equally as bad as what I have to say.

      “Ghosts?” A dry laugh rumbles from Ransom’s chest. “Not this again,” he says as his phone buzzes in his hand. “Look, I’m sure you framed those shots just right to not include Bess or Nettie in them.”

      “I thought you would say something like that,” Tinsley says. “So I took footage of the two of them in opposite locations. I ran circles around the woman. She was so absorbed in her conversations she hardly noticed. I have them all time stamped. Trixie is calling all sorts of dark forces to the Emerald Queen. We need to get rid of her. Fire her, throw her overboard, I really don’t care.”

      “Well, I do,” Ransom growls as he studies his phone. “If you’ll excuse me, I have a theft to deal with on the lido deck.” He lands a quick kiss to my lips. “I’ll make this go away. I think we all know who needs to be medicated around here, and it’s not you.” He takes off, and Tinsley sneers at me.

      “He can’t make this go away, Trixie. This is trouble, and so are you, just like your name spells out. That should have been our first clue. Face it, Trixie. Your days on this ship are through. Isn’t that right, Captain?”

      “No,” Wes says firmly.

      “What do you mean, no? She was talking to someone who was clearly not there. You’re the one who’s always harping on us about how mental stability is of the utmost importance amongst the staff. Clearly, she needs some time off—like forever.”

      “I said no,” he says a bit more terse. “And if you show anyone else that footage, it will be you who I fire from my ship, Ms. Thornton. Do I make myself clear?”

      Tinsley tips her head back and glowers at the two of us.

      “Have it your way.” She looks right at me. “At least they both know you’re clinically insane. That’s a start—for now.”

      She takes off, and it’s just Wes and me.

      My embarrassment burns so bright it could fuel a nuclear reactor.

      “Trixie,” he presses my name out in a whisper. The pain in his eyes lets me know he’s fully aware that one or more of my screws are loose. “What’s happening? Is there something I should know about?”

      I hate that Tinsley has the upper hand here.

      I hate that I’ve been made to look like the ship’s loon.

      Heck, I hate that I am the ship’s loon.

      “I have a confession,” I say as my breathing picks up pace. “Tinsley is right. I was talking to someone who wasn’t there—only they were there and you couldn’t see them.” I cringe at the sound of my words because I didn’t exactly make things better.

      “Meaning?” he appraises me as if I’m about to make a lucid point.

      “Meaning, I see dead people.”
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      *Thank you for reading! Be sure to join Trixie on her next adventure here —>  Glacial Indifference Cruise (Cruising Through Midlife 5)

      Is that link not working for you? Try this one—> Glacial Indifference Cruise (Cruising Through Midlife 5)
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        Want to read a FREE cozy mystery? Check it out HERE!!!
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