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      AN IMPENDING DIVORCE. AN ORNERY HOMICIDE DETECTIVE. THE CRUISE OF A LIFETIME. AND GHOSTS.

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

      

      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? 

      It can! My children are coming along for this trip and I can’t wait to see them. And as it turns out, Captain Crawford’s sons and Ransom’s daughter are coming along for the ride, too.

      But something happened on the last cruise that blew the lid right off my supernatural secret—not with everyone, but with someone very important and the fallout could cost me everything. 

      The Emerald Queen is cruising Alaska, and a good time will be had by most.

      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

      

      “I’m going to find the killer this time,” Nettie announces as the floodgates open and the passengers looking forward to an eleven-night Alaskan cruise storm the gangway.

      “Would you stop?” Bess, a feisty redheaded granny, smacks her bestie with a handbag as throngs of humanity enter the ship like cattle. “There isn’t going to be a killer, or a murder, or so much as a crooked look on this trip. We need to think positive.”

      “Think positive? I say we throw the killjoy overboard,” Nettie says, turning my way, and in doing so that gray pompom that sits on her head threatens to wobble off. “You know what they say. If one murder is good, two is better.”

      “I’m no killjoy.” Bess scoffs. “Maybe it’s you who needs to get thrown overboard for the safety of the passengers? And most of all, myself.”

      I chuckle at the two women. Both Bess Chatterley and Nettie Butterworth are somewhere in their eighties, feisty, and kind to a fault. I hardly think murder is in their wheelhouse. Although, it’s definitely been in the wheelhouse of others. Let’s just say the past few cruises have been a little more eventful than most of us would hope.

      My name is Trixie Troublefield. I’m barreling toward fifty, stand at an average height of five foot five, and have medium-length blonde hair with my bangs cut in the same blunt manner they were back in the eighties. Okay, fine. I’ve got a little more gray than I do blonde, but from faraway it’s just about the same difference these days.

      I met Bess and Nettie almost six months ago when I set out on my twenty-fifth-anniversary cruise—alone. It turned out my husband was a lying cheat, and I caught him in the act of doing both on the very same day we were due to depart for our dream vacation. Suffice it to say, I departed without him and have been living happily ever after on the Emerald Queen of the Seas.

      Living on a cruise ship wasn’t exactly my idea. In fact, it was Bess and Nettie who convinced me to take the so-called plunge. And boy, am I ever glad I did. Not only do I get to cruise the world, but the ship hired me on as the official art instructor. And now two of my greatest passions have finally collided—eating all the delicious food I want with reckless abandon and teaching others my love of the art world.

      Speaking of which, it’s well past four in the afternoon and my stomach is rumbling like a dryer with a single shoe in it.

      I can’t blame it. It’s grown accustomed to a regular visit to the all-you-can-eat buffet between the meals we take in the main dining room.

      I’ve never been one to let food go to waste, and with so many culinary treats aboard the ship, I’m doing my best to make sure they all get eaten. Which also explains my newfound love of elastic waistbands and A-line dresses.

      Who knew fashion could be so forgiving?

      And on the topic of newfound love, I sigh as I cast a glance toward the tall, dark, and dangerously handsome man standing next to the captain as the crew greet new passengers with lockstep precision.

      The handsome man in question would be Ransom Courtland Baxter, my newly-minted boyfriend.

      Ransom is a retired FBI behavior analyst, which is the very reason he was hired on as the head of vessel security to begin with. Let’s just say the previous murders that took place on the ship put Ransom and me in close proximity as we worked to solve the cases together. Not that he welcomed my help, but my days of acquiescing to a man’s expectations are long over.

      Captain Crawford stands a few feet from Ransom, and between them is Tinsley Thornton, who has indeed turned into a thorn in my side. Tinsley is an auburn-headed, long-legged beauty who is about ten years younger than me, somewhere in her forties. She happened to date both Wes—Captain Crawford—and Ransom before I came on the scene. And well, once I arrived, both of those men turned their amorous affections my way.

      Let’s just say Tinsley hasn’t been happy about it. Which would explain why she outed my oddball supernatural ability to them last night.

      And what oddball supernatural ability would that be?

      I see ghosts.

      Thankfully, Ransom didn’t believe her. Actually, he accused her of diabolically editing the footage she had shown them where it looked as if I was clearly speaking to thin air.

      And Wes, well, I may have fessed up and told him she was telling the truth. It was a moment of weakness and fear on my part, and perhaps the greatest blunder I’ve made in my whole life. We’ve yet to have a full conversation about it since he was quickly called away, but I’m wondering if I should somehow redact my statement.

      The only people on board the Emerald Queen who know of my supernatural quirk are Bess and Nettie, and something tells me I should probably cap that number at two.

      But right now, I don’t want to think about the dead. My focus is one hundred percent on the living—as in my living, breathing children.

      It’s August, and I’ve finally convinced them to join me on a jaunt through the glaciers before they both head back to university. In fact, both Wes and Ransom convinced their kids of the very same thing. This is going to be a family reunion for the ages, and I can’t wait to meet everyone.

      “Something is going on,” Bess says, shaking her head at the throngs of eager passengers boarding the ship, each with a piece of carry-on luggage clutched tight and a grin on their face that likely won’t expire until it’s time to leave.

      “I’ll say.” Nettie squints out at the crowd. “Gone is the sea of gray—replaced with teenagers?”

      I blink out at the passengers storming the atrium. In truth, I was too busy looking for Abbey and Parker, the two great loves of my life—aka my children—to notice the far too youthful faces of the other passengers.

      Nettie is right.

      Typically, the age range of these treks through the high seas tends to skew slightly older—think fifty and above, not that I consider myself old by any means. But the masses ambling on board look as if I could be their mother.

      “These aren’t teenagers,” Wes says. “They’re college students.”

      “Oh no”—Bess moans at the sight—“instead of senior year at the old folks home, we’re taking on senior year at Party U.”

      A dull groan comes from me at the thought of the ship turning into a booze cruise. “I promised Abbey and Parker an eleven-night calm and restorative reprieve from the real world. And here I’ve inadvertently booked them in time for an eleven-night frat party.”

      “Look on the bright side,” Nettie says. “There will be more than enough frat boys to go around.”

      Bess huffs at her bestie, “Only you would come to that conclusion. Some of us aren’t interested in frat boys.”

      Nettie rolls her eyes. “And it shows.”

      Ransom arches a brow in my direction and I give a wink his way.

      I’m not interested in frat boys either. My ex ensured I’ve had enough frat boy shenanigans to last a lifetime.

      For the first time ever, I’ve got a real man to contend with.

      “And here they are,” Wes says, all decked out in his captain’s regalia—white suit, white hat with a navy band, and enough shiny pins and buttons to make a brass band envious.

      Wes is also tall, dark, and handsome—not to mention kind to a fault. And on an odd note, he was once married to Ransom’s sister. It didn’t end well, which explains the less than tepid relationship the two of these men share.

      A couple of good-looking young men head this way, both tall with dark hair and bright green eyes just like the man they’re bounding for as they take on a three-way embrace with the captain.

      “Boys,” Wes says, straightening his cap as he steps back and I can see a glint of tears in his eyes. “It’s so good to see you.”

      “You, too, Dad,” the taller of the two says before nodding at Ransom. “And here’s our favorite funcle.”

      Funcle as in fun uncle. I nod knowingly. My own kids have a few of those—some of which I don’t approve of—most of which.

      “Uncle Ransom.” The other one grins as the three of them exchange an embrace as well.

      Wes steps our way. “Boys, you remember Tinsley, Bess, and Nettie.”

      They exchange niceties at lightning speeds.

      “I’d like for you to meet Trixie Troublefield. She’s a new addition to the crew. Trixie is teaching art classes on the ship. Her kids will be joining us this go-around as well. Trixie, this is Owen and Carter.” He points to the taller and the shorter of the two—both of which still manage to tower over their father. “Owen is twenty-five and in med school. And Carter is twenty-four and in law school.”

      “Wow,” I marvel. “Med school and law school? You did good, Dad.”

      Ransom stiffens. “My sister did an expectational job raising these two.”

      Both boys boom with laughter at the slight.

      Owen slaps his father on the back. “Still the same old grudges running around, huh?”

      But before Wes can answer, a cute little redhead with shoulder-length hair, freckles, and big blue eyes comes screaming this way.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: Hey, Trixie! Guess what? I too am suddenly single and headed out on my first cruise—for four dreamy nights. I’ve got sort of an embarrassing question to ask. About how many underwear do you think I should pack? I’m an accountant by day, but for some reason, the number of unmentionables I should bring along has me flummoxed.

      ~Knickers in a Twist

      

      Dear Knickers,

      You’re not alone in your underwear quagmire. It’s a common question I get asked all the time. And I’ll give you the same answer I give everyone—when in doubt, double your unmentionable trouble. Between all of the potential chills, thrills, and spills, you might be thankful you did. For longer cruises, you can always use the laundry room facilities.

      Keep it clean and bon voyage!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      “Grammy!” the young redhead wails with delight. “Surprise!” She practically tackles Bess as the two of them hug it out.

      “Oh my goodness! Kelsey?” Bess pulls back, and it’s easy to see the family resemblance sans about sixty years. “What in the world are you doing here?”

      “I wanted to spend time with you before I head into my fall semester.”

      “Oh, for the love of everything good.” Bess gives her granddaughter another tight squeeze. “Everyone, this is my sweet grandbaby Kelsey Chatterley. She’s twenty-two going on”—she steps back and eyes the girl’s perfect figure as outlined in a cobalt blue hip-hugging dress—“well, twenty-two,” she says and we all have a quick laugh.

      “Nice to meet you all.” She nods to each of us. “Now, which one of you ladies is Trixie?” She looks from me to Tinsley.

      I raise a hand without all too much enthusiasm since I have no idea where this is headed.

      “I just love your blog, Suddenly Single—Why Not Strip,” she says with a toothy grin.

      “What?” Bess squawks and quickly looks my way as if to ask if I’ve made any changes to the moniker of my ongoing article.

      “What a trip,” I say to Kelsey as I finish the tagline of my blog for her, sans the colorful terminology.

      “Oh, I know.” She lifts her shoulders a notch. “I just like to give Grammy a wee bit of a heart attack now and then.”

      “And she succeeds every single time,” Bess says, patting her chest.

      “I’m so glad to meet you,” I say to the girl. “How is your summer so far?”

      “Great,” she beams. “But as much as I hate to see summer come to a close, I’m anxious to get back to school. I’m a senior at Harrison University.”

      “Out in Vermont?” Carter, the law student, pipes up. I can’t help but note he looks more than a little interested in Kelsey—under the guise of Vermont, of course.

      “That’s the one.” She gives a good-natured laugh as she says it. “I’m majoring in biochemistry. I’ll either go into research or become a pediatrician.” She giggles. “Maybe both. After all, Grammy is paying for it.” She gives Bess another spontaneous hug and we share another laugh.

      A giant mob of people enters all at once and a loud buzz enters along with them. At the nucleus of the mob of humanity are two men. The first is tall and gaunt, a bit too tanned with a halo of hair. And the second is a tall, strapping man with thick gray curls and thick features to match. Both look to be in their early sixties.

      “Captain.” The gaunt one sheds an easy smile. “Hugh Whitman and this is Craig Hall of Whitman and Hall Productions.”

      “Nice to finally meet you both,” Wes says, giving them both a quick shake of the hand. “I hope you’ll both enjoy your cruise even if it is a working trip for the two of you.”

      Hugh chuckles. “Our crew will be doing the heavy lifting.”

      Craig nods. “In fact, the cameras are already set up on the promenade deck. Filming begins at once.”

      “Alice,” Hugh shouts to a blonde woman holding up the rear. She looks to be about their age, has luscious blonde hair that curls around her neck, and she seems to be holding her stomach as she drags a carry-on bag along.

      Poor thing. I bet it’s been a long travel day.

      “Alice is the casting director,” Hugh tells Wes. “You might say she’ll be the busiest of us all. But as usual, there’s lots of young blood to choose from.” He nods in the direction of Owen, Carter, and Kelsey before he and his cohorts take off.

      I’m about to ask a million questions when a young woman with long, dark hair belts out a squeal.

      “Daddy!” She lunges at Ransom, and he spins her like a top before landing her back on her feet.

      She’s tall, gorgeous, and is the spitting image of her father in female skin. Same thick, dark hair—down to her hips—same glacial blue eyes. She’s donned holey jeans and a sweater, paired with wedged espadrilles, and manages to look both comfortable and stylish all at once.

      Even though we’ve never met, I happen to know she’s twenty-two and studying at Magnolia University out in Georgia with hopes of heading to law school. Ransom has told me all about his sweet baby girl.

      “Hey, guys.” She dives over Wes, Owen, and Carter for a quick embrace before doing the same with Bess and Nettie. I can’t help but note she all but shot a sideways glance to Tinsley.

      Take that.

      “Emerson.” Ransom pulls her in again. “I’d like for you to meet Trixie Troublefield.”

      “Ahh”—the stunning brunette casts her blue eyes my way—“it’s a pleasure to finally meet you. My dad has told me so many good things.” Her entire face glows as she takes me in.

      “Well, I’m glad they were good things,” I tease. “He’s told me so many good things about you, too. I can’t wait to get to know you better.”

      “I love your Suddenly Single blog,” she says, giving my arm a tight squeeze. “Your travel tips are amazing and sometimes hilarious. Plus, I love all the dirt on my dad and Uncle Wes.”

      My cheeks redden to volcanic levels.

      She reads my blog? I may omit names, but it’s pretty easy to figure out who’s who since I call them Vessel Security and the Captain!

      Ugh.

      Thankfully, it’s not all that steamy.

      Is it?

      Note to self: Delete, delete, delete!

      “Mom,” a familiar female voice booms, and I turn to see my babies headed this way.

      “Oh, come here,” I say, giving them both a hard embrace. I take a step back to admire my sweet kids.

      Abbey has her strawberry blonde hair up in a messy bun, her pale blue eyes twinkling with a glimmer of happy tears as well.

      Parker has grown another foot it seems as he towers well above me, and just about everyone here. He’s every bit my ex but with morals and a happy disposition, with his brown wavy hair and cuttingly handsome features.

      “Everyone I’d love for you to meet the two things I’ve done right,” I say as I turn to face my friends. “This is my daughter, Abbey. She’s twenty-one and studying narrative studies at Dexter University. And Parker, who lives in England now for graduate school. He’s studying…” I draw a blank. “What are you studying again?”

      “Digital social media,” he says as a light round of laughter erupts.

      I’m about to offer to orient them to the ship when a bubbly brunette saunters on board in jeans and a sweater. And surrounding her is yet another royal buzz, this time with about a dozen cellphones pointed at her.

      “Oh my gosh,” Emerson screams. “It’s Dove Love!”

      “No way!” Abbey howls twice as loud. “I freaking grew up watching her.”

      “Me, too,” Kelsey says, giving Bess’ arm a squeeze.

      “What’s a Dove Love?” Nettie asks, looking more than confused—and I’m right there with her.

      Kelsey leans past Nettie as she looks at Abbey. “When I heard Match Made in Paradise was filming on my grandmother’s ship, I just knew I had to get on board.”

      Emerson gasps. “They’re filming here? We need to like find someone to match up with, stat! We could be on the show!”

      Abbey nods my way. “The cast changes from location to location. If anything, we could be extras, but we need to be a part of a couple.”

      “A couple?” I blink in disbelief as I say it.

      “They start taping on the promenade deck before the ship sails,” Kelsey tells the girls with a sense of authority that lets me know she’s researched this to no end. So much for a spontaneous trip to see her grammy. “We could make the cut if we find someone to pair up with.”

      Abbey shoots a glance to Owen. “You’re cute.” She wastes no time in scooping up his hand.

      So much for hello.

      “How about it, big boy?” Emerson bats her lashes at Parker.

      Kelsey grabs Carter by the hand, and within seconds, the six of them are running for the promenade deck at breakneck speed.

      “What the hell just happened?” Ransom looks more than mildly alarmed by the big boy his baby girl just took off with.

      Wes sighs. “They’ll be filming a reality show while we’re on this trip. And by the looks of things, our kids are determined to star in it.”

      “Oh no,” I moan at the thought.

      Bess moans twice as hard. “Any hope of this being a wholesome reality show that expounds good morals and conservative values?”

      “Not likely,” Ransom says. He comes over and lands a quick kiss to my lips. “I need to stop by the office and brief the security team. I’ll meet you topside as quick as I can.”

      He takes off and Wes comes my way.

      “Trixie,” he whispers. “When we get a chance, I want to talk to you about those things you said last night.”

      A quick memory of me confessing to being a circus freak whizzes through my mind.

      He nods my way. “I’ll finish up here and we’ll catch up.”

      “We will,” I tell him before joining Bess and Nettie as we head for the promenade deck ourselves.

      I’d better recant every word I said to Wes last night. I’m through with ghosts anyway, as far as I’m concerned.

      We’re about to hit the elevator when I spot an impish brunette with dark curly hair and a pretty girl-next-door face. She looks normal in every sense of the word with the exception of one tiny foible—I can see right through her glowing green frame. She lifts her chin and snaps her fingers before disappearing in a vat of tiny pink stars.

      I might be through with ghosts—but apparently, ghosts are not through with me.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: It’s my anniversary and my husband and I are paying to have our two children and their spouses travel along with us. We’re not wealthy, by any means, but we managed to get a great deal on some interior cabins as well as a balcony suite for my husband and myself. My daughter was thrilled and paid the difference to upgrade her cabin to a balcony as well. My daughter-in-law, however, caught wind and she doesn’t believe that I didn’t book my daughter the upgrade myself. She is forever feeling like a second-class citizen in our family regardless of how well I treat her, and I’m afraid if I don’t pay to book her a balcony room, I’ll be paying for this trip until the day I die in far more expensive ways. I tried talking some sense into my son, but he didn’t say much. I think he’s too embarrassed to admit that they’re in no position to pay for the upgrade themselves. What would you do in a situation like this?

      ~Celebrating with a Cynic

      

      Dear Celebrating,

      I think it’s time to pull out some receipts. Show your son and daughter-in-law the paperwork for your cabin, as well as your daughter’s upgrade under her own name, along with several upgrade deals from the cruise line. If you contact your cruise line, I’m sure they would be happy to furnish you with plenty of price ranges for a cabin with a view. A good compromise might be a stateroom with a window. Even though it doesn’t have a balcony, they can still look out and enjoy the view. Usually that’s not as steep of an upgrade as the balcony. And if that’s still not in the cards for them, you might want to bring up the fact that you’ll only need the cabin for sleeping. Or you could pay for the upgrade. Sometimes the simplest path to peace is simply to bite the bullet.

      Let me know what you decide!

      Happy anniversary and happy sailing,

      XOXO Trixie

      

      “I need all hopefuls for Match Made in Paradise to congregate on the starboard side of the ship,” the blonde that followed those producers onto the vessel shouts at the eager crowd of what looks like babies. I suppose they weren’t born yesterday, even if I have a feeling they’re about to act that way.

      Why is it that when you get older, the kids in college look as if they belong in elementary school? And don’t get me started on the staff at my doctor’s office, every football player I see on TV, and society at large.

      It seems as if I aged out of the general population overnight.

      “That’s the casting director,” Ransom growls as we stand along the railing with Bess and Nettie. “Alice Carmichael. I had my team give me a briefing on each of these clowns infiltrating the ship.”

      Nettie snorts. “These clowns sure drummed up a ton of business for the Emerald Queen. I heard Tinsley say we were booked to capacity.”

      “With the wrong people,” Ransom grumbles.

      “I hate to say it.” Bess sighs. “But I have a feeling you’re right. Although, this is the cruise that your kids and my granddaughter are on.” She nods my way. “We’re just going to have to make the best of it.”

      Tinsley peruses through the crowd as she follows along in Alice’s shadow looking as if she’s already been displaced as the cruise director. I’ll admit, that’s the bright spot in all of this. Tinsley thinks she’s the personification of the Emerald Queen and this ship is her court. It might bring me a twinge of joy to see her power muted for a while.

      Tinsley heads over toward the kids and we can see her chatting away with Owen, Carter, and Emerson.

      “She’s met them all before,” Ransom says as if reading my mind.

      “Yup,” Nettie says. “She met the boys while she was dating the captain and she met Emmie while she was dating you.”

      My stomach clenches at the thought of Tinsley making the rounds between the captain and Ransom.

      “That’s why she’s not your biggest fan,” Bess says my way with a nod. “I’ll admit, she had a pretty good thing going. She lobbed herself between those two men for years.”

      “Years?” I inch back as I inspect Ransom in this new light, and he simply frowns out at the crowd.

      “Not my finest moment,” he says with a shrug.

      I’m not the new Tinsley, am I?

      The two men we met earlier, Gaunt Hugh and Curly-headed Craig, stride by while having a lively conversation. It sounds curt, and somewhat hostile. We watch as Craig pulls Hugh over to an open spot on the deck and they start full-on bickering at one another.

      “Creative differences?” I muse.

      Nettie squints their way. “You can’t have too many cooks in the kitchen. Unless, of course, they work on the ship.”

      Bess huffs a laugh. “And with the way you eat, they can’t have enough.”

      The men head over toward Alice and Tinsley, just as the host of this debacle, the short-haired brunette, joins them. I can’t help but notice that gone are the jeans and sweater she stepped onto the ship with and now she’s wearing nothing but a red silk robe.

      What was her funny name again?

      “Dove Love,” Ransom says once again in line with my own thoughts. “Her father, Sean Love, was the original host of Match Made in Paradise. Died of a heart attack four years ago, then she took over. Her approval rating is higher with the show’s demographic audience, and she’s taken a lover or two from the cast.”

      Suddenly, I’m fearing for Parker and his good looks. Of course, Owen and Carter have plenty to fear themselves—they’re lookers just like their dad.

      “Hello, one and all.” Hugh, the tall, haunted one, raises his hands as he calls the attention of the youthful hopefuls. “We want to welcome you all to another taping of Match Made in Paradise. As you know, couples pair up at the beginning of our time in paradise then go on to compete with other couples, all the while trying to maintain a brand new relationship. Who’s in for some clean, dirty fun?”

      Clean, dirty fun?

      

      The crowd goes wild—mostly on the starboard side of the ship. And if I’m not mistaken, both Abbey and Parker howled the loudest.

      Why are my children so enthused to partake in such civil unrest? They don’t know anyone on this ship let alone Owen and Emerson, their pairing partners of choice—a rather spontaneous choice at that.

      I watch as Alice, the casting director, pulls Hugh aside and they begin to bicker. Although what looks like bickering to me might just be the way the people in Hollywood communicate.

      Come to think of it, my ex and I spent twenty-five years communicating that way.

      Dove Love, the perky brunette, heads over and strips off the red silk robe to reveal a hot pink string bikini, and the youthful side of the ship breaks out in a series of wolf calls.

      “She does realize we’re cruising to Alaska, right?” Bess balks at the sight.

      “She’ll catch her death,” I say and those words have Ransom, Bess, and Nettie settling their gaze on me.

      “Don’t disturb her,” Nettie tells them. “She’s picking her next victim.”

      I frown at the woman. “I am not. In fact, I’ll go out on a limb and say the days of a killer roaming the Emerald Queen are over. The last death caught a lot of bad press. Our track record of catching a killer is pretty good, if I do say so myself. You’d have to be insane to try to pull off a homicide on this ship.”

      “Sanity isn’t a leading trait of most killers,” Ransom points out, that dark look on his face still pinned on the circus in front of us.

      Dove Love picks up a fruity cocktail from a roving waiter and hikes it into the air. “Who’s ready to party?”

      The crowd goes wild once again and the army of cameramen catch it all on film.

      Alice pulls both Dove and Hugh to the side and they look as if they’re having a quick powwow before curly-haired Craig joins in on the fun.

      Hugh runs his hand along Dove’s bare arm and she recoils as if he just did something she found inappropriate.

      “Never touch a woman without her permission,” Bess says in response. “And judging by the way Carter has his hands all over my granddaughter, it looks as if she’s given him a deed to the land.”

      It’s true.

      If this keeps up, Carter will be able to identify the cute redhead in the dark by touch alone. The way his fingers are roving, you’d think he was learning a new form of Braille.

      Hugh leans toward Dove and she splashes her drink in his face, causing the crowd to amp up even more.

      “That went well,” I muse.

      “Eh.” Nettie shrugs. “I bet it’s all a part of the act.”

      Raucous music starts up as the ship’s bon voyage party gets underway and the riotous atmosphere only intensifies.

      Alice waves to the camera hopefuls. “Okay, folks, it’s time to shine.”

      Dove Love prances out in front of the would-be contestants. “Come on, guys. Let’s see some chemistry!”

      And then the unthinkable happens. A smooch session to end all smooch sessions commences as the young bloods on that end of the ship quickly pair up and lock lips posthaste. And that certainly doesn’t exclude Abbey or Parker.

      “Emerson?” Ransom growls her name with the same gusto as if someone were just about to toss her overboard.

      He tries to take off, but Nettie holds him back.

      “I’m sorry, big boy”—Nettie shakes her head—“but that smooch looks like it could teach a lesson to every other smooch taking place on the ship.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of,” he groans.

      Bess groans, too. “Kelsey looks as if she’s going pro with Carter. Why do I get the feeling this isn’t her first rodeo?”

      Nettie shakes her head. “With a face like that, she owns the rodeo.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Bess mutters.

      As for me, I’m too shocked to speak as I witness my two children sucking face as if their lives depended on it.

      Abbey’s kicking up her leg as Owen has his way with her face. And the way Parker’s arms are swimming around Emerson’s back, I’m half afraid for his life.

      Maybe I should warn him that Ransom is armed—the only armed man on the ship, mind you.

      An air horn goes off and the face-sucking comes to a rather slow and reluctant conclusion. And thankfully so, as a collective breath of relief goes off around me—mostly from Ransom, Nettie, and me.

      “Well, that cinches it,” Nettie says.

      “I’m afraid to ask what it cinches.” I sigh.

      “The fact we won’t be seeing much of them.” Bess sighs as well.

      A dark laugh rumbles from Ransom. “In their dreams.”

      “I like your determination,” I tell him. “Even if it might be nothing more than a parental fantasy at this point.” I wrap an arm around him and offer him a consolatory pat. “The way those kids were diving into one another’s tonsils, I’d say there wasn’t a whole lot of acting involved. I’m afraid they have some real chemistry.”

      Ransom growls again just as the ship begins to move away from the port, and soon every soul on the ship is waving goodbye to Vancouver.

      The party rages for another half hour before the muster drill is announced.

      “I don’t see Parker or Abbey anywhere,” I say, craning my neck into the thicket of bodies. “I’d better text them and tell them to head to their cabin.”

      I booked them an interior room right across from mine. I’m hoping since I have a balcony they’ll actually want to hang out with me. Although now that I see what I’m up against, I have a feeling no view can compete.

      “I’ll meet up with you afterward,” Ransom says as we split ways.

      Bess and Nettie have already taken off, and the crowds are bustling every which way.

      As much as the muster drill is a required event, and an important one—seeing that if we were ever in a catastrophe we should probably know how to disembark without killing one another—this is my least favorite part of the trip.

      I shoot the kids a text and do my best to head to my cabin, but every stairwell and elevator is jam-packed.

      Somehow, I manage to get a few flights down before I veer from the crowd. I’ve learned that the best way to deal with the mob is to let them pass.

      I spot the glass elevator that sits in the center of the ship. It rises several stories and affords a view of the atrium as well as the rim of the next few floors up above. It won’t take me to my floor, but it might be a good way to bide the time while the influx dies down.

      Who knows? I might even be able to spot the kids that way.

      I scuttle on over. Lucky for me, there’s nary a soul in line for the ride since it doesn’t look as if it actually leads to many places. By the time the rest of the passengers figure out they can take it to their respective floors, the trip will be halfway over.

      No sooner do I step up to the elevator than the glass doors open and I spot a familiar man. It’s Hugh, and if I’m not mistaken, he’s got a vacant look in his eyes.

      “Hey there,” I say, fully expecting him to step out. But he doesn’t.

      Instead, he stumbles backward and holds a hand out my way before turning in a circle and landing face-first into the glass wall.

      The doors close promptly, leaving me stranded once again.

      The elevator begins to rise as Hugh slowly slides down the glass, his face pressed against it as he falls on the floor.

      Without hesitation, a scream evicts from me.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: Hey, Trixie! My hubby and I are sailing to the tropics with our brood (three under ten!). Since we’ll have more than five days at sea, I’ve committed to spending my afternoons at the pool with them. Is there anything you can think of that will make my life on deck easier?

      ~Determined to Relax

      

      Dear Determined,

      I admire your fortitude to seek out some serious R&R. You deserve it! While at the pool, you will get hot and it might be windy. I have two suggestions for you. Bring along a large plastic bottle you can refill with water. It’s important to stay hydrated. I would also toss a few “chip clips” into your suitcase. You can attach them to your lounger and secure your towel or errant articles of clothing from flying away. Trust me when I say, the other passengers will be envious of your innovation. Above all, have lots of fun!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      A crowd amasses, watching in horror as that elevator rises ever so higher with Hugh Whitman’s face pressed to the glass as if he were a puppy who could hardly wait for his owner to come home, while the rest of his body lies flat to the floor.

      Without hesitation, I race up the stairwell and text Ransom in haste.

      “Trixie?” I hear him shout.

      “The elevator,” I call out, pointing at the steely beast as it rises ever so higher.

      Ransom meets me at the next level, where thankfully the doors to the glass beast open up.

      “Mr. Whitman?” Ransom roars as he drops to one knee and checks the man for a pulse. “He’s gone,” he mutters to himself just as a small army of the security detail team show up on the scene, along with Quinn Riddle, a dark-haired beauty who happens to be Ransom’s underling.

      “What the heck,” she spits it out as she inspects poor Hugh with his face still pressed up against the glass. “Don’t tell me you were first on the scene.” She narrows her eyes my way and I can see the homicidal suspicion bubbling in them as if they were cauldrons.

      “I was,” Ransom says, shooting me a quick look.

      While technically it’s true, he wouldn’t have been if it weren’t for him following my scream. But I appreciate the effort to keep me off yet another suspect list.

      Did I just say suspect list?

      I gasp as I look at Ransom. “Do you think this was murder?” I ask in haste, doing my best to whisper.

      Quinn huffs at the thought, “Now why would you go straight to homicide?” She glares at me for a moment. “Never mind, don’t answer that.”

      “I want this area cordoned off,” Ransom shouts and the security guards do their best to push back the crowd.

      I give the throngs a quick once-over, half worried I might see Abbey or Parker, or any of the kids that have joined us for this cruise.

      I realize they’re technically not children, but the last thing I want is for any of them to start their trip off with a visual of a dead body. And although there is a fair share of younger faces, I don’t see any I recognize.

      A green mist permeates the air to the right, and I practically snap my head that way in hopes to find the hue connected to Tinsley’s greedy face or even an errant spotlight the ship is known to have in an effort to invoke some mood lighting. But to my horror, the only mood taking place is a supernatural one.

      It’s the same ghoul I saw earlier, the translucent woman with the friendly ghoul-next-door face and short dark hair. She’s wearing a white sundress that billows in the nonexistent breeze, and if I’m not mistaken, she looks as if she’s sobbing as she takes in the sight of the poor man lying there.

      I’m about to step in that direction when her eyes meet with mine and she up and vanishes.

      That’s one way to scare off a spook.

      Who would have thought that a ghost would be afraid of me?

      Not that I could measure her fear; most likely it was her annoyance. Obviously, she was upset. And traditionally, when people are upset, they want to be left alone.

      “Trixie!” my name belts high from a familiar voice, and I turn to see Bess and Nettie speeding this way, each with a bright orange life preserver hooked around their necks.

      That’s right, the muster drill is happening now.

      I head toward them and Ransom glides right by my side.

      “Trixie, what did you see?” he asks as both Bess and Nettie lean in, eager to hear my answer as well.

      “Nothing. I—I was going to take this elevator and look for the kids in the crowd. The stairwells were congested, and I wanted to wait until they thinned out before I went to my cabin. Anyway, Hugh was already in the elevator when it opened and he staggered for a moment, then he fell. He must have pushed the buttons on his way down because the elevator took off again and that’s when I saw you.”

      “Okay.” Ransom sighs as he glances past me at the buzz around the body. “I need to take care of this.” His eyes lock over mine. “And to answer your question, I’m not ruling anything out.”

      He takes off and Nettie bops forward with her gray hair rising over her head like tendrils. “He’s not ruling what out?”

      “Murder,” Bess hisses at her bestie. “What do you think? Isn’t it obvious? Trixie is the one who found him.” She turns my way. “Have you seen any ghosts?” she asks that last question just above a whisper—and thankfully so.

      While I’m glad these two are in on my supernatural secret, a part of me wishes I hadn’t told anyone—least of all the captain.

      “Yes.” I wince as I pull them both aside. “She was green and glowing, beautiful and young. But the strangest part?”

      Nettie leans in. “She brought a handsome friend who’s looking to have fun with a couple of old broads?”

      “No.” I make a face at the thought. “She was crying. She looked super upset.”

      “Well, that makes sense,” Bess says. “You were told that the ghosts that came back to help solve a murder were the people that the dead loved most. Remember?”

      “I remember.” I shudder at the thought.

      Nettie shoves her fingers into her mouth. “That means whoever she is, that dead man loved her the most.”

      “Now you’re getting it,” Bess says. “And would you stop munching on your hand. I told you we’d hit the buffet right after the muster drill.”

      The Blue Water Café is a must for any and every passenger on this ship. Not only is the buffet the best of the best, but the views the place affords are spectacular.

      “Why don’t you ladies get going,” I say, turning them around. “I’ll be right behind you. I just want to take a look at the scene one more time.”

      “Good idea,” Nettie says, talking through her fingers. “You look for clues. We’ll look for a runaway bagel.”

      They take off and I do a quick sweep of the elevator but don’t notice anything funny. The poor man is lying on his back now as Ransom documents the scene by snapping a few pictures. I don’t see anything incriminating, but that doesn’t mean a crime hasn’t happened. The presence of that sniffling spirit denotes the fact it did.

      “Mom!”

      I turn to see both Abbey and Parker with life vests in hand.

      I’ll admit, a twinge of pride hits me when I see them with their life preservers. My kids always did know how to follow the rules. Not that I’d expect them to cut out on the muster drill, unlike myself at the moment.

      “What happened?” Abbey’s eyes grow in size. “Don’t tell me dad is right. You really are a magnet for dead bodies.”

      “Dad is a magnet for stirring up trouble,” I say, even though I have a strong suspicion he might be right. “The poor man fell and, well, he died.”

      Parker shakes his head at the sight. “That was one of the producers of the show. I feel bad for the guy. I guess he was old.”

      I glance back at the body and, sure enough, Hugh looks about my age, which is ancient to my children, so Parker’s assumption makes perfect sense.

      “You don’t think they’re going to cancel it, do you?” Abbey winces. “I know that sounds cold. I’d totally understand if they did, but I was really starting to like Owen.”

      “You can still hang out with Owen,” I tell her. And a small part of me likes the fact that she’s smitten with one of Weston’s sons.

      “Yeah, but we’ll have to like take it slow.” She wrinkles her nose as if hitting the brakes on their face-sucking spree was enough to ruin the trip.

      “You should take it slow regardless of the show,” I tell her.

      Have I failed her as a mother?

      How does she not know this already?

      Parker grunts, “I really dig Emerson.”

      I glance up at him and do a double take when I see the smear of pink lipstick all over his cheeks.

      I bet he likes Emerson. The girl is a knockout and she’s smart as a whip. And it might have taken me ages to notice the lipstick all over his face, but I’m sure Ransom spotted it five minutes ago.

      When I invited the kids out on the trip, I was looking forward to them meeting Ransom, and now I’m not so sure it was such a great idea. Abbey will undoubtedly get off easy, but Parker may have to run for his life.

      I shoo the kids along to their muster drill lest Parker ends up on the floor next to the body. We’ll meet up at dinner if I don’t see them before.

      I’m about to head to my cabin when I spot Hugh’s counterpart in reality show arms, that curly-headed friend of his who he boarded the ship with.

      “Craig,” I say as I speed his way. “I’m Trixie Troublefield. I work with the ship. I’m so sorry about what’s happened.”

      He nods to the elevator. “So am I. But I don’t want you or your crew to worry. I’ve spoken with both Alice and Dove, and the three of us are determined to go on with the show. Hugh would have wanted it that way.” He sighs as he wipes down his face. “This cruise was actually Hugh’s idea. We were all done filming for the season, but he thought the company could use a shot in the arm. Of course, he was right.” His eyes close tight. “Hugh had a tendency to be right about everything. If I listened to him more often, I wouldn’t be in half the pickles I’ve found myself in.” His chest bounces. “Excuse me.”

      He takes off and is immediately embraced by both the casting director and the host of the show, Alice and Dove respectively. The three of them walk over to the elevator and watch as Ransom covers the deceased with a blanket.

      I’m so sorry they had to see that. I’m sorry they had to see any of it. This trip won’t be easy for them.

      I glance out at the crowd.

      And if there’s a killer on board, I’ll make sure the trip isn’t easy on them either.

      Someone snatches my hand up from behind and whispers hot in my ear, “You’re coming with me.”
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie! I’m in desperate need of your help. My in-laws have booked an anniversary cruise and they’ve generously paid to have both of their children and their spouses join them for the celebration.

      My mother-in-law told us that her daughter has opted to pay for a room upgrade and my husband and I were practically cheering her on. Neither of us wants to be stuck in an interior cabin either. We like to rouse ourselves with natural light.

      But for some reason, my mother-in-law is convinced that we’re not able to swing the upgrade. In fact, I’ve heard that she tells everyone she knows that we’re impoverished and on the verge of moving in with her.

      I don’t know where she gets that. I’m a novelist and my husband works tech from home. The fact we don’t ever leave the house seems to throw her for a financial loop. Nevertheless, we called the ship and asked if they had any deals for an upgrade, and as it turns out, they’re running a special on a room near my in-laws—and when I say near, it’s conjoining.

      My husband happily booked it, assuring me that we’ll never use that conjoining door. But I’m already thinking about jumping ship.

      Please tell me that there’s a chance I can swap rooms with someone else—anyone else once we get on board.

      Heck, at this point, I’d gladly take an interior cabin. I think I’ll buy both my sister-in-law and my mother-in-law a full treatment at the spa. I have a feeling the three of us will need it.

      ~Afraid of Who Might be at the Door

      

      Dear Afraid,

      Unfortunately, most ships are booked to capacity upon sailing. But that doesn’t mean someone won’t back out last minute. You might have to spend at least one night in your new balcony suite. Who knows? You might even like it!

      Happy sailing!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      I spin on my heels to find the captain himself offering me a mournful smile.

      “Ransom said you found the body.”

      My gaze drifts to the elevator where Hugh Whitman lies motionless with a blanket covering his body as the crew readies to transport him to the makeshift morgue.

      The Emerald Queen of the Seas has seen more than her fair share of dead bodies, and that makeshift morgue has had more action than a frat house on a Friday night as of late.

      Okay, well, maybe not that much, but at the rate we’re headed, we’ll be caught up in no time.

      “Yes,” I say. “I mean no. I didn’t find his body per se, I found him stumbling around in the elevator. The doors closed before I could step in to see if the man needed any help. Anyway, I called for Ransom and he met me up here. Unfortunately—well, you know the rest.”

      He gives a curt nod. His comely features are slightly defused by his somber expression. Wes’ handsome genius lies in his winning smile.

      “Trixie”—he gives a quick glance around to make sure we’re alone—“I wanted to let you know that I spoke to Martha Pines. She’s one of the medical practitioners aboard the ship. She also specializes in psychiatric disorders.”

      My entire body freezes solid.

      “What?” I hiss without meaning to.

      Oh, all right, I totally meant to. I’m also moved to shove him off the railing and run for my life, but I’d hate for Quinn Riddle’s homicidal suspicions about me to be proven right.

      He cringes a moment. “Not that I’m saying you need psychiatric help. But hear me out. Last night after you mentioned that you could see people who weren’t there—and speak to them”—he cringes once again—“I did a little research. Look, I know Tinsley has had it out for you ever since you set foot on the ship. According to her, you’ve upset the apple cart. I get it. She lost the attention she was getting from both Ransom and me, so she wants you gone. First, she had you suspended from your teaching duties, and when that didn’t scare you away, she filmed you speaking to people and then cleverly edited them out. I can see that. But what I couldn’t understand is why you’d go along with it. So when I started digging around the internet last night, I think I found the answer.”

      “You did?” I’m only mildly amused. “Go on.”

      Now this I’ve got to hear.

      “Trixie, your ex traumatized you. He blindsided you by bringing an entire gaggle of women into your bedroom because he thought you were away from the house. Your entire psyche could have been fractured from the experience. And I bet Tinsley has been an earworm, suggesting to you that you talk to yourself or some such nonsense. She can be a bit of a demon masquerading as an angel of light.”

      A smile tugs on my lips. “Now that I’ll agree with. But the other stuff?”

      I pause for a second.

      I can’t believe he’s suggesting a psychiatrist.

      What am I saying?

      Of course, he’s suggesting a psychiatrist.

      I told him point-blank that I speak to people others can’t see.

      What did I expect a logical man like the captain of the ship to do? Drag me to his room and demand I put on a séance?

      The only place he’s going to drag me to is a locked psychiatric facility.

      And so much for him keeping my new psychosis from the man I’m dating. Ransom is head of vessel security. He’s made a career out of keeping nutjobs like me out of the ship’s general population. The two of them will be working in concert to have me sent off to some state-funded padded cell. And in a strange twist of serendipity, this will probably repair their damaged relationship. I can see it now, the two of them having drinks and laughing over the cracked pot that almost drove a deeper wedge into their already tenuous relationship.

      Wonderful.

      “I think you might be right.” I blow out a breath. “Tinsley has certainly been buzzing in my ear. And the stress my ex impinged on me—well, it’s the reason I’m living on this ship.” I can feel one serious lie bubbling up my throat, and as much as I’d like to stop it, I think my freedom depends on it. “About that little thing I said about ghosts—”

      A green glowing mist begins to percolate to my right, and just my luck, a not-so-spooky specter materializes. The brunette with a face of the ghost-next-door. I mean girl.

      “I don’t believe in ghosts,” I say as I look right at the captain’s nose. I never could look someone in the eye and tell a fib.

      “What?” the pretty girl standing next to us in her disembodied state cries out. “What do you mean you don’t believe in ghosts? I’m here to help solve Hugh’s murder, and we need to solve it stat so I can get back to paradise and be with the love of my life.”

      The love of her life? I offer her a curious look as I contemplate this.

      “Trixie?” Wes steps into my line of vision and takes up my hand. “Are you okay? It’s almost as if you were looking right at someone.” He glances at the ghost in question, and thankfully he can’t enjoy the supernatural view.

      A thought comes to me. The only way others can hear the dead, too, is if they’re touching me.

      “GAH!” I scream as if his hand had morphed into a snake as I jump back about three feet.

      “I’m sorry,” he says, glancing down at his hand a moment. “I shouldn’t have done that. You’d think with all the sensitivity training I’ve done on the ship, I’d know not to touch a woman without her permission. Please forgive me.”

      “Oh, Wes.” I sigh his way. “I should be the one apologizing. I should never have burdened you with this. I don’t know what I was thinking. Actually, I do. I consider you a friend—a friend I really wanted to confide in.” I swallow hard. “I promise you, I’m all right. I don’t need to speak to Dr. Pines.”

      Unless she specializes in disembodied entities, her services are utterly useless to me.

      The ghost to my right nods as if she agreed.

      “All right.” Wes offers me a mournful smile. “I need to call land and talk to the authorities about what just happened. I’ll see you at dinner. I’ve arranged for the entire lot of us to sit at my table for the duration of the trip. I thought it might be fun.”

      “Wes, that’s wonderful. It’ll be a blast. I’ll see you in just a few short hours.”

      He takes off and I sigh at the glowing ghoul next to me.

      “I’m sorry, but as you can see, my supernatural quirk is ready to land me in a straitjacket.”

      The woman gives a dark chortle. “Not to worry. I’ll do anything to keep you out of a locked room. We need to find whoever did this to Hugh. I’ve waited three decades for him to come home, and now I can’t even welcome him there.”

      “I’m sorry to hear it. And don’t you worry, we’ll figure this out sooner than—”

      Before I can finish, I spot Wes stepping back into my line of vision and offering me an unsure wave. That worried look on his face lets me know he just witnessed me chatting away to thin air with his very own eyes.

      Just great.

      So much for convincing him my brain is still in one piece.

      I wave back and head for my cabin.

      “We’ll talk later,” the ghost calls out from behind. “You can find me at the Blue Water Café. I’m a sucker for chocolate-filled croissants.”

      At least we have that in common.

      I wonder if they serve those at the facility Wes is about to ship me off to?

      I need a plan of action on how to convince Wes that I’m as sound as the Emerald Queen herself.

      Perhaps the best course of action is to have that ghost fill Wes in on my sanity.

      And if she does, Wes and I just might find ourselves sharing that padded cell.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip: Most cruise ships allow passengers to board four to five hours before the ship sails. If you can manage it, the extra time will allow you to explore and get to know your ship before your adventure officially begins. And the best part? You can be one of the first at the buffet, too.

      Happy exploring!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      That entire conversation with the captain was a disaster. Scratch that. A disaster is having your Roomba run over a pile of dog droppings in your kitchen. This is more like a meteor that has the power to cause a nuclear winter and throw the entire solar system out of balance. Only it’s my personal solar system that’s on the line.

      Suffice it to say, I’ve shoved the incident to the back of my mind as I changed into a fresh outfit and made my way to the main dining hall with Abbey and Parker.

      The main dining room is opulent enough to be classified as the eighth wonder of the world, with its three-story height and a football stadium’s worth of expansive width.

      The captain’s table sits just shy of the grand ice sculpture carved into the glory of a giant whale—just about life-size—breaching water. It’s back-lit an ethereal shade of blue and sends sparkling shimmers over the walls to give this entire place an underwater feel.

      The floors of the grand dining room are dark granite, the chairs are encased in peach velvet, and the tables are covered with crisp white linens. The entry boasts of a crystal chandelier so large it might just be housing a movie theater.

      The captain’s table has been expanded to accommodate all of us this evening, and I will admit, this is a good-looking bunch I’ll be dining with.

      “Who’s hungry?” Wes says with a grin as the table breaks out with a whoop.

      Bess lifts a finger. “Now, Kelsey, don’t forget to tell the waiter that you’re lactose intolerant.”

      The cute redhead bubbles with a laugh. “Actually, Grammy, I’m vegan.”

      Carter inches back to get a better look at her. “I’m paleo.”

      Owen shakes his head. “I’m just organic.”

      Parker chuckles. “I don’t do oysters.”

      All eyes turn to Abbey and she shrugs.

      “If it has chocolate, I’ll eat it,” she says.

      “Hear, hear,” Nettie howls, toasting my daughter with a glass of water and we all break out with laughter.

      The waiters come by, and you better believe we give them a run for their money with our array of culinary dos and don’ts.

      All through the appetizers, and the first half of dinner, Abbey is chatting nonstop with Kelsey and Emerson, while Parker, Owen, and Carter have a lively conversation of their own.

      Ransom looks pleased—most likely because he hasn’t seen Parker attack his daughter with his lips once this evening.

      Bess and Nettie are totally consumed with their meals, and the captain has been peppering us with polite conversation ever since we arrived.

      Too bad I can’t look at him straight. The man clearly thinks I’m a nut job. Speaking of which, I’ll be lucky if I have a job after this trip. With my luck, not only will I be out of a job, but I’ll be booted from the ship as well.

      I make a face at Ransom without meaning to.

      Ransom looks cut-throat handsome this evening in his dark inky suit, with his hair slicked back and the scruff on his cheeks growing out at just the right pace to make me want to run my fingers through it.

      Oh, all right. Ransom always looks exactly this way, dark inky suit included.

      “Everything all right?” He glances at my food as if the culinary offerings gracing my plate might be the culprit.

      Believe me, I wasn’t playing around when I ordered the broiled flat iron steak. The waiter knows just the way I like it, and he even threw in an extra serving of cheesy scalloped potatoes on the side.

      “My meal is amazing,” I tell him with an impish grin. “How are you doing?” I practically mouth the words.

      Ransom straightens a moment, his chest broadening as if he were contemplating whether or not he should tell the truth.

      “Never mind,” I whisper. “We’ll get together for a drink after this.” Or twelve.

      He gives a quick nod. I can tell he’s rooting for an entire bottle of something hard.

      A lull hits the conversations at the table and I clear my throat.

      “Girls?” I say, looking out at the three young stunners among us. “Since tomorrow is a full day at sea, I can schedule some time at the spa for the four of us if you like. Think seaweed wraps, mud facials, and hot stone massages.” I look to Parker, Owen, and Carter. “And maybe the captain or Ransom wouldn’t mind taking you boys skeet shooting or something fun?”

      Wes nods. “I can absolutely do that. We’ve got wave riding and ziplining on the ship as well.”

      “Mom—cringe.” Abbey’s eyes bug out as her jaw roots to the table. “I can’t believe you just spewed a bunch of misogynistic gender norms.”

      Emerson bites down a smile. “I actually enjoy skeet shooting, too.” She shrugs over at the captain. “Uncle Wes, I would love to do both if at all possible.”

      “Me, too,” Abbey is quick to add. “My dad used to take my brother and me target shooting all the time.” She leans in. “We used to tell my mom we were headed out for ice cream, and my dad would get us triple scoops afterward just so we would keep the bullets to ourselves.” She says bullets with air quotes.

      A light chuckle circles the table.

      I’m not laughing.

      Some might say lying was Stanton Troublefield’s love language.

      Nettie elbows me in the rib. “It sounds to me like your ex was sneaking around with more women than you knew about.”

      She got that right.

      “And who doesn’t like a good hot stone massage?” Parker says a little too jovial while looking right at Emerson.

      Emerson doesn’t waste any time in making moony eyes at him. “I freaking love massages.”

      Parker’s lips curve her way with that cat-who’s-about-to-gobble-up-the-canary look in his eyes.

      And oh my word, there is going to be another homicide aboard this ship before the trip is through.

      This time Ransom is going to be the killer—and Parker will be his victim.

      Bess shoots me a look that says I should have known better than to start a misogynistic avalanche. And she’s probably right.

      “Well, I love massages, too,” Kelsey says while effortlessly tossing back her long red hair as she looks at Bess. With the light hitting her just right, I can see the family resemblance is eerily strong between these two. Bess must have been a stunner way back when, and she’s still going strong in that department. “Grammy, please tell me they have avocado toast here for breakfast. If I don’t have my avo in the morning, I can get seriously hangry, and don’t get me started on the food rage that it can lead to.”

      Bess chuckles. “Well, I’m pleased to say the kitchen does offer avocado toast, so no need to go into any kind of rage at all.”

      Oddly enough, all six of them look relieved at this revelation.

      Dinner finishes up as Parker wraps an arm around Emerson, and all but gets to second base as they discuss the nutty professors that their respective universities have to offer.

      I definitely think all of the rage on this trip will be Ransom’s department—and there’s not a slice of avocado toast that can appease it. Here’s hoping he doesn’t sneak Parker out back and do a little target practice while using my son as the bullseye.

      The waiter comes by and takes our dessert orders, and half the table opts out of the after-dinner treat.

      I’ll let you guess which half.

      “Oh, you kids are really missing out,” Bess says once the waiter leaves.

      I nod. “The dessert on this ship is right up there with any five-star restaurant I’ve ever been to. The chefs really work to put their own little spin on each of them. They even set some of them on fire. It’s quite the display.”

      “I’m sure they’re delicious,” Kelsey says. “But carbs are basically the devil.”

      Abbey nods my way. “Mom, you should be careful. Sugar can totally jack up your triglycerides.”

      “My triglycerides?” I say, amused. “I will try to be mindful of that.” While inhaling my lava cake.

      Truth be told, I might just be a lava cake junkie, but that’s one confession I won’t be making with this crowd.

      “No dessert, huh?” Nettie squints at the self-restrained six. “Is there anything else you kids will be abstaining from on this trip?”

      A quiet hush hits the table and lasts for about three seconds before those at the table interested in keeping their triglycerides in check begin to giggle away.

      Oh, good grief. I’d better change the subject before Ransom starts pumping lead into my firstborn.

      “You’re not going to believe the quality of the entertainment here on the ship,” I say with a touch too much enthusiasm.

      “That’s right,” Bess says. “The Emerald Theater opens in half an hour. We’ll want to hurry over so we can all sit together.”

      “It’s my job to sneak in the snacks and the booze,” Nettie tells them.

      A light round of laughter circles the table.

      “Thanks, but no thanks.” Emerson winces. “Alice, the casting director, sent a group text telling us to head to the Oasis Nightclub after dinner.”

      Parker nods. “They’re rounding out auditions.” He says auditions with air quotes.

      “Yup. And we want to make a good impression,” Owen says, casting a glance at Abbey. “It’s time to turn up the heat.”

      Abbey’s lips part as she looks his way and—is she panting?

      “We’d better get going.” She tosses her napkin to the table, and soon all six of them have hit the exit.

      “And they’re off.” Wes sighs.

      “To turn up the heat,” Nettie points out.

      Ransom growls while shooting daggers in the direction they took off in—or more to the point, the direction Parker took off in.
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        * * *

      

      Dessert comes and goes without the proper enthusiasm before the captain excuses himself to the bridge.

      Bess and Nettie excuse themselves to the casino before the big show, and Ransom steals me away to watch the waves as we sail for arctic waters.

      “Ransom, I don’t know what Parker is thinking,” I say as we wrap our arms around one another, the night sky glowing a cobalt blue above us. “I apologize on behalf of his behavior.”

      “Don’t. I get it. I was that age once.” He shoots a dark look at the open ocean. “And therein lies the problem. I was that age once, and I know exactly what he’s thinking.” He winces. “Why do I get the feeling this is going to be the longest twelve days of my life?”

      We share a dark laugh because I happen to feel the same way.

      “I might have a couple of ideas on how we can pass the time,” I say, outlining his lips with my finger.

      He bites down on it playfully and kisses the tip.

      “Anyone ever tell you, you’ve got good ideas?” He lands a kiss to my cheek as he says it.

      “Never,” I say.

      A malevolent smile tugs at his lips. “All that is going to change right now. Because you have very”—he pauses to plant a wet one on my lips—“very”—another delicious kiss—“good ideas.”

      Ransom pulls me closer and we indulge in the first good idea I’ve had in a very long while.

      Let’s just hope our kids aren’t indulging in the same idea.

      But something tells me they are—they all are.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: Hello, Trixie. My mother and father booked an anniversary cruise that includes my husband, my brother and his wife, and me. Let’s just say my brother’s wife is bent on one-upping me on just about every occasion. As soon as she heard that I upgraded my room, not only did she do so as well, but she booked a conjoining room with my parents! She also booked both my mother and me a full day at the spa.

      First of all, I don’t want anyone dictating to me how to spend a single precious moment of my vacation. And second of all, after I found out how much she spent, it just feels as if she wanted to flaunt her money in my face. She knows my husband and I aren’t exactly living high off the hog.

      ~ Feeling Ticked

      

      Dear Ticked,

      I’m sorry you’re having a rough time before ever stepping foot on the ship. Do yourself and all involved a favor and try to find some common ground before heading to sea. You’ll have a more peaceful vacation because of it. Maybe offer to buy your sister-in-law a fruity concoction once you board? She might see that as a frozen olive branch.

      XOXO Trixie

      

      A brand new day has dawned, and according to the onboard newsletter, The Seabreeze, the ship is sailing through Tracy Arm Fjord today. This is just my second go-round in Alaska, so I’ll be depending on the newsletter to keep me oriented just like the other passengers. And just like the other passengers, I’m up on the sundeck—or fog deck as it were—taking in the sights. Since the ship has more than one sundeck, I can see and hear the Match Made in Paradise shenanigans taking place on the deck just above me. But seeing that it has amassed twice the crowd, I’m happy staying one deck below.

      Tracy Arm Fjord is a thicket of evergreens topped with snowcapped mountains that regale us as we sail up the icy waterway. The path narrows as we go along, which explains the bevy of smaller ships boot-scooting right past us as they trek ahead to delve where the Emerald Queen won’t be able to go.

      The fog-laden shorelines afford a peekaboo view of the white-washed pines. That intermingled with the gray day offers a moody appeal—or more to the point, a spooky appeal.

      About ten years ago or so, Abbey used to be obsessed with teen vampire novels—okay, fine, I was obsessed with them, too—anyway, they were set in this exact moody environment, which explains my sudden urge to head to shore and find the nearest coven.

      I’m sure Abbey is feeling the same way. In fact, I wish she would pipe up and tell me that she’s feeling anything at all. She and Parker hit the ground running this morning—literally. They ran the track while I loaded up on a cheese omelet, lox and bagels—extra lox, seeing that we’re in the home of those icy pink fish—and a few chocolate croissants in hopes to call that specter to the scene who is supposedly going to solve Hugh Whitman’s murder with me, but no such luck in that department.

      Afterward, Bess, Nettie, and I marched ourselves to the main dining room where we noshed on eggs benedict with glorious amounts of hollandaise sauce, one short stack each—buttermilk pancakes at their fluffiest and finest—and we finished it all off with a few cranberry orange scones. You haven’t lived until you’ve had one of the Emerald Queen’s cranberry orange scones.

      Suffice it to say, nothing came from my spa day suggestion nor skeet shooting. I have a feeling the kids have a handle on what they’d like to do for fun, and I’m afraid it involves each other in a very physical manner.

      This isn’t exactly how I pictured this cruise going. But then again, my life has never been good at sticking to the script.

      “Boo,” a friendly female voice says, and I turn around in hopes to see the ghoulish girl sent to help me hunt down Hugh Whitman’s killer, but this woman isn’t green in the least and she happens to have a healthy tan even though we haven’t seen the sun in weeks.

      “Elodie,” I say, giving my ship bestie a quick embrace.

      Elodie Abernathy is a sassy blonde with shoulder-length hair, perpetually blood-red lips, mischievous blue eyes, and a penchant for both merlot and men.

      Although, at the moment, she’s holding a blood-red frozen concoction in her hand despite the fact she’s wearing her uniform. Elodie is originally from South Africa, but she’s been working as the manager of the Queen’s Mall for the past several years.

      She’s a self-proclaimed maneater—basically a female version of Ransom. Or at least what Ransom used to be before he met me. His playboy ways are over, but Elodie lives to hunt her prey another day.

      “Bess and Nettie just walked into the gift shop,” she says, hustling us to a couple of empty lounge chairs as we take a seat. “As soon as those gray-headed hurricanes stepped inside demanding to see our naughty clothing collection, I decided it was time for me to take my lunch break.”

      A laugh bubbles from me. “Nettie is the only gray-headed granny of the two. And most likely, the only one interested in anything naughty.”

      Nettie Butterworth has a naughty streak a mile wide, and every crew member on this ship knows it.

      “Not entirely true,” Elodie counters between sips. “Bess needs to get her roots touched up. And believe me when I say, it was Bess Chatterley who was interested in finding an accouterment that suggests she’s available. If you see her parading around in a lacy black negligée, try to ignore it.”

      “Are you kidding? I’d applaud it. I just hope I’m into naughty clothing when I’m their age.”

      “Ransom hopes you’re into it now.” She winks my way.

      “Never mind seeing me in anything lacey this go-round. My kids are on board.” My phone chirps as if on cue. “Speaking of which,” I say as I lean forward and both Elodie and I read the text from Abbey at the same time.

      Mom, you won’t guess what we discovered last night. It turns out, our room key acts as cash when we’re in the casino! All I had to do was tap it over the slot machine and it let me play for hours! So freaking cool!

      “Wonderful,” I mutter. “They do know this isn’t funny money, right?”

      Elodie giggles. “Having a bad case of regret just yet?”

      “No, but I’m getting there at record speed. Parker has been all over Ransom’s daughter, Emerson, and not in a chaste way. Might I add, Ransom is not amused. And now I’m fearing for my son’s life.”

      Elodie laughs so hard she snorts. “This is exactly why I left procreation in other people’s hands. Believe me, I’ve seen the consequences. You raise them, give them all of your sleepless nights, deprive yourself of a sex life, not to mention shuttling them to the four corners of their dreams, pour all of everything you’ve got into them, every ounce of affection—only to have them tell you you’re not cool enough to hang out with, but your bank account is welcome any time. And they can be so rude even though you’re footing the bill for their so-called higher education. The least they can do is be a little bit nice to you.”

      “Are you sure you’re not a parent?”

      “Nope. I’m intuitive.” She lifts her fruity concoction my way. “Speaking of intuitive, when were you going to clue me in on the fact not only has someone else dropped dead at your feet, but that there’s a popular reality show looking for singles to mingle? What kind of a best friend are you?”

      I’ll admit, it warms my heart to hear her tout me as her bestie, too.

      “The kind who likes to keep you a safe distance from trouble, and I mean that on both fronts.”

      Her crimson lips purse. “What’s going on with you and the dead? I mean, seriously. Once I get—but twice? Well, it’s sort of weird, but five times and you’re basically a stand-in for the Grim Reaper. What’s happening here? Is this some form of Santeria? If someone starts to tick you off, you just”—she snaps her fingers—“do away with them in some gory manner?”

      “Hugh Whitman’s death was hardly gory.”

      “So you’re saying it wasn’t your best work.”

      I frown at the woman. “It wasn’t my work at all. It’s all been purely coincidental.”

      “I don’t believe in coincidences, and I don’t think you do either.”

      She’s got me there.

      “Okay, so the universe has somehow mistakenly tapped me for ‘drop dead duty’. And by the way, I can’t decide who stays or goes. If I truly had the power to kill those who irritate me, do you think Tinsley would still be standing?”

      Elodie’s eyes widen the size of the unseen sun.

      Someone clears their throat from behind, and suddenly I know what’s stunted my bestie into silence.

      I cringe as I slowly turn that way, only to have my suspicions confirmed.

      Tinsley Thornton stands in her vibrant blue pants and her crisp white sweater with a giant nametag announcing her as the official ship’s cruise director—and unofficial ship’s irritant—or my personal irritant to be exact.

      Her chestnut locks fall below her shoulders as she sheds a tight smile my way.

      “Well, well, for the record, Trixie, not once have I wished death upon you, so I suppose that makes me a better person, doesn’t it?”

      I suppose she’s right, but I don’t dare say it.

      “Although”—Tinsley continues—“I have wanted you gone, and that explains my many attempts to have you tossed from the ship. But seeing that even though it’s well documented that you have a habit of prattling to yourself when no one else is around, you’re still here, taking up precious space. I suppose that has to do with the fact the two men to whom I presented the video evidence just so happen to be smitten with you to a fault. And seeing that those two men alone have the power to evict you, and chose not to, lets me know you can do no wrong.” She folds her arms tight across her chest. “Dare I say, you could even get away with murder?”

      “Please,” Elodie groans. “Nobody is getting away with murder. And I can’t believe you’re still harboring bad feelings toward Trixie just because the boys like her better. And don’t you even start up with that whole ghost stories thing.”

      That whole ghost stories thing would be somewhat true—okay, more like one hundred percent accurate. Tinsley accused me of scaring the passengers with tales from the crypt—and well, it sort of happened exactly that way.

      “Besides”—Elodie lifts her drink a notch—“those ghost stories gave some passengers the thrill of a lifetime—something you, as the head of the ship’s entertainment, can’t seem to do.”

      Tinsley frowns hard. “Well, she was suspended and has served her time.” Her eyes flit my way. “Mrs. Troublefield, I look forward to sending people to your art classes.” She sneers back at Elodie. “Her ghost stories are not the topic of conversation this time, Ms. Abernathy. What we’re discussing now is the fact that I saw her on multiple occasions speaking to herself while having very animated conversations sans anyone on the receiving end. And she was doing so in public quarters for all the guests to gawk at.”

      I’m glad to see Tinsley has opted to keep my rumored psychosis private.

      Elodie looks my way and her mouth falls open with delight. “Are you speaking to ghosts?”

      Wow, Elodie really is intuitive.

      “That’s fabulous.” My blonde bestie taps me on the knee. “Oh, Trixie, if you could speak to the dead! We should hold séances right here on the ship. I’m sure there are at least six different lounges Tinsley is mismanaging. We can have a dedicated space for the dead. The passengers will love it.”

      “I am certainly not holding séances. That is firmly against my religion. I wasn’t trying to speak to anyone from the great beyond. I was actually—” I cringe because I’m not sure how to navigate what comes next. “I was talking to myself. It’s something that was suggested to me”—by the captain in a roundabout way—“to deal with all of the trauma of having my husband cheat. It’s been therapeutic.” And an assault on my character all at the same time.

      Okay, so maybe there were a few white lies peppered throughout my words, but in my defense, the ghosts almost always seek me out and not the other way around. So technically, I wasn’t trying to call on the dead, the dead come to me.

      Now it’s Tinsley’s turn to groan. “Well, for Pete’s sake, don’t host these ex-bashing gab sessions in front of our unsuspecting guests. If the passengers see you, they might think all of the crewmembers are crackpots. You’re giving us a bad name.”

      Elodie sighs. “I happen to agree with her on that. Anytime you want to spew ire about your ex to a real live person, I’m here for you. I’ll bring the booze; you bring the ex-bashing.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” I tell her.

      Tinsley needles us with a dark look. “Forget the booze and the ex-bashing for now. You’re both on the clock.” She shoots me a dirty look before scuttling off.

      “She really has it out for you,” Elodie says, sloshing her drink. “But she’s right. I’d better get back to work. I think I’ll go welcome a few of those young hotties onto the ship—as in the captain’s boys.” She nods to the upper deck where the catcalls and hearty whoops have been going off nonstop. “I might just spend the rest of the day with the sexy six.” 

      “The sexy six?” I inch back. “You’re talking about all of the kids now, aren’t you?”

      “I may have done a head count of the youngbloods in attendance at your table last night. They look like a fun crowd.” She winks just enough to get under my skin.

      “Please don’t call them the sexy six ever again.” I shudder to think of my children as sexual beings. And if she does it again, I might be moved to steal that frozen concoction out of her hands and down it myself—never mind the fact the rest of the passengers are enjoying a nice mug of hot chocolate at the moment.

      “Why not?” she teases. “It’s the truth. They’re sexy, and soon the entire world will know it. That reality show is no joke. This could really launch them into the stratosphere.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      Elodie and I take off for younger pastures as we head up to the promenade deck where Dove Love is whipping the crowd into a frenzy. Music blares overhead as wild dancing ensues, and cocktails are flowing freely for all to imbibe.

      I suppose the beauty of the fjord is lost on this merry mob.

      That’s when I spot a glowing green girl standing near the railing looking out at the morose landscape surrounding us.

      The beauty might be lost on these kids, but it’s not lost on the ghost I’m most interested in. Elodie and I break in different directions as I speed to the spook, determined to speak with her with or without Tinsley’s approval.

      The poor thing’s back is shuddering violently as she sobs, and just as I land myself next to her, she up and disappears.

      Tinsley might get her wish after all. If this keeps up, I may never speak to the dead again.

      Although, I’ve never met a ghost in mourning before.

      But then, I guess there’s a first time for everything.

      I turn and look at Dove Love as she prances and dances to the raucous music as if she doesn’t have a care in the world—as if one of her producers wasn’t just shipped back to Canada in an icebox.

      Maybe it’s time for another first—a first suspect, that is.

      Dove Love, I’m coming for you.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: I’m taking a seven-day cruise with my company as we celebrate a big milestone with our beloved boss. My only problem is that I’ve never been on a boat that hasn’t sent me bending over the bow. I want nothing more than to “bow” out of the trip, but I’d hate for my boss to think I don’t care. Please help.

      ~Green with Terror

      

      Dear Green,

      Trust me when I say, a cruise ship is no mere boat. The ballast built into the ship keeps it level as can be, and unless you’re heading into a raging storm, you won’t so much as feel a lull once in a while. Take some over-the-counter seasickness medication with you, and maybe even buy some of those holistic wristbands to help you out on the first night. You might just get your sea legs quicker than you think. Let me know how it goes!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      Another day passed in a blur as we traversed past Icy Strait Point. The kids hardly seemed to notice the landscape, and oddly enough spent their time at the spa and skeet shooting as a group. Go figure.

      But it’s the day after that, and we’re met with a thicket of clouds and mist so thick you can hardly see your hand in front of your face. As of right now, we’re currently docked at our first stop, Sitka, Alaska.

      I took a moment this morning right after I opened my eyes and stood on the balcony soaking in the evergreens and the snowcapped mountains in the distance. There is nothing like crisp, clean Alaskan air to get your day off to a fresh start—and a fresh start is exactly what the kids and I need.

      It’s still early enough in the morning, most passengers have already disembarked for their various excursions but the producers—or should I say producer, of Match Made in Paradise sent a mass text to what looks like about three dozen people and asked them to meet up on the promenade deck.

      All six kids are here, so Bess, Nettie, and I made our way over after grabbing a bite at the Blue Water Café. We’re no fools.

      Abbey said they were meeting with the film crew at nine, so the three of us hit the Blue Water at eight and grazed our way through our usual omelets, croissants, and treasure trove of lox and bagels. I piled high the bacon and sausages, too—okay, I may have even added a few sausage patties and hashbrowns into the mix. For whatever reason, I had a hankering for some good old-fashioned protein and carbs, and I know better than to fight a food craving, especially when I’m standing on a virtual floating buffet.

      At nine on the button, Bess, Nettie, and I hustle to the promenade deck where Ransom meets up with us as well. He’s freshly showered, his hair is slicked back and still deliciously dewy. His cologne permeates me with its potent spice as if it were just out of the bottle. He looks ready to tackle the day dressed down in a pair of jeans and a dark jacket. He let me know last night that until the coroner’s report lands on his desk, he couldn’t rule Hugh Whitman’s death a homicide, so today is essentially a play day for him.

      I don’t need the coroner’s report to rule it a homicide—that poor sobbing disembodied spirit is all the proof I need. You might say that she landed on my proverbial desk and confirmed the killer news herself.

      Speaking of the pretty poltergeist, I saw the girl noshing away at the buffet this morning, but she disappeared before I could tackle her, which was fine by me. I had my breakfast to tackle first. And if I’m going to tackle a killer, I may as well nourish both my body and my soul beforehand.

      “Good morning, everybody,” Craig Hall shouts while pumping his arm in the air, encouraging the crowd to go wild, and right on cue, they do just that.

      A crew of about a dozen men with cameras is sprinkled about the thicket of youth, capturing every moment on film—or whatever medium they use these days to transmit sight and sound. Technology passed me by in the late nineties and I’ve never recovered.

      “Great news, kids”—Craig goes on—“if you got the message to meet up with us this morning, you’re in.”

      Another far livelier series of shouts and screams go off.

      “They’re in?” Bess asks with a disbelieving air. “But Kelsey’s in that group. If she’s filming this show, I may never get to spend time with her.”

      “They’re all in,” Ransom says, sounding less than pleased. “Owen, Carter, Kelsey, Abbey, Parker, and Emerson.”

      He says Parker’s name with a bit of a growl. Although, I can’t blame him. As we speak, Parker has his arms practically wrapped twice around Emerson’s diminutive frame. And Emerson has both of her hands spiked into Parker’s wavy hair.

      I must say, his hair is thick and glossy and happens to feel extra luxurious, so I can see the draw, but I don’t dare explain any of that to Ransom.

      “Congratulations!” Dove Love, the show’s perky host, skips forward, clad in black yoga pants and an incredibly fitted matching jacket.

      Her short hair is pinned back with a headband, and she has little white earbuds poking out of each ear as if she couldn’t be bothered to turn off her music to speak to the crowd.

      Come to think of it, almost all of the girls in the cast are wearing the very same outfit, earbuds included.

      I personally prefer a little color in my wardrobe. When I was growing up, if you saw a mob dressed in black, you immediately knew they were funeral bound.

      “And have we got a treat for you today,” Dove chirps with all the enthusiasm of a bluebird in springtime, eliciting another cheer. “We’re headed to one of the best places to take a selfie! We’re hiking Mount Verstovia and heading to Picnic Rock!”

      Another raucous series of whoops breaks out.

      “Hiking,” I say, wondering how I might fit into this equation—or more to the point, how I can exit the equation. I’m not exactly hot on vertical inclines.

      Bess is right. We may not be seeing as much of the kids as we thought.

      Ransom wraps an arm around me. “Sitka does have some great hiking trails.”

      “They have some great shopping trails, too,” Nettie says. “They should have chosen a hike around the mall.”

      “I wish they chose the food tour,” Bess says. “I was ready to pony up the cash for all six of those kids to join us. It’s a new excursion and it covers a variety of eateries. And have I mentioned the unlimited crab cakes?”

      I’ll admit, I’m a bit of a crab cake fiend. It’s a dish I never made at home, but whenever I went out, if it was on the menu, it was on my plate.

      “The food tour sounds divine,” I say, secretly wondering if it’s too late to change Craig Hall’s plans for the day.

      “They don’t want to film a bunch of kids munching on a hamburger,” Ransom says, dousing an icy cold bucket over my delicious dreams. “They’d much rather pump them full of adrenaline while climbing a vertical incline at top speeds. Nothing spurs romance like a little adrenaline.”

      Somehow I knew a vertical incline was involved.

      A thought comes to me.

      “Adrenaline equals romance?” My mouth falls open as I marvel at the handsome man by my side. “Did you learn that in the FBI?”

      “I learned that hanging out with you, each time you catch a killer.”

      A smile curls on my lips and I reward him with a kiss. “Seeing you in action gets my adrenaline going ten times more than any killer could ever hope to do. Speaking of killers, I want you to let me know as soon as the coroner’s report hits your desk.”

      He frowns. “Your kids are here, Trixie. If that report comes back with sinister implications, consider yourself off duty.”

      It’s my turn to frown because we both know I won’t listen.

      While Dove Love fills the new cast in on the details of today’s lovebird challenge, I take a moment to soak in the scenery just beyond the ship.

      Sitka is such a cute, quaint location. The last time we were here, we visited a bookstore out on their main shopping district that holds all of the charm of a small mining town from eras gone by. And according to The Seabreeze newsletter, that food tour excursion is to die for.

      A hard groan comes from me. Why couldn’t they choose the food tour?

      “I’ve got an idea. We should go with them,” Ransom says, looking miffed at the thought of his daughter lost in the woods with my wayward son.

      Can’t say I blame him. I can no more control Parker than Parker can control his hands.

      “Pardon me?” Craig says as he backtracks before passing us by. “Did I just hear you’d like to come along?” He waves Alice, the blonde casting director, over. “I just had a brilliant idea. Why don’t we do a boomers versus millennials slant to this trip since we’ve got so many elderly folks here?”

      “Did he just call us elderly?” I practically choke the words out as I look at Ransom. Not that Craig Hall is a spring chicken himself.

      “Yes,” Ransom growls. “But I might prefer it to boomer. And I’m not that offended since we were already called boomers twice at breakfast.”

      He’s not wrong. In fact, we were called boomers three times during dinner last night. Apparently, our children feel it’s more of an identifying marker than it is a derogatory remark on the generation that raised them. And technically, I’m not sure we’re boomers at all. Try Gen X, not that my children or anyone in the world pays Gen X any mind. Don’t worry. We’re used to it.

      Alice walks over with a clipboard in hand. “Are you up for this?”

      “We’re in,” Ransom says.

      “We’re in, too,” Nettie says, putting an arm around Bess. “We’re one of those newfangled modern couples.”

      “Yeah,” Bess grouses. “A real match made in paradise.” She needles her bestie with a look that says death is coming on that hiking trail and it’s coming for you.

      Both Craig and Alice take our names before moving on.

      “I’m not really much of a hiker,” Bess confesses. “But my need to keep an eye on my granddaughter is overriding my need for self-preservation. With all the bears, raptors, and killer badgers we could encounter, not to mention the death march to the top, there must be at least fifty ways for someone to die today.”

      “Did you say bears?” I gulp at the thought.

      It’s a well-known fact I’m sort of a bear magnet.

      I swear I just heard Bess, Nettie, and Ransom gulp right along with the realization. All right, so it was just Bess and Nettie.

      “Forget the bears.” Nettie leans in. “What’s this about raptors? I haven’t seen one of those majestic creatures since the dawn of time.”

      “I believe she was referring to eagles,” Ransom says.

      “Bald birds?” Nettie shrugs. “Eh. At least there will be bears.” She looks my way. “We can count on you to bring two things, Trix—a bear and a body. Now get out on that trail and work your grizzly magic.”

      “I’m pretty much a sure thing.” I glance up at Ransom. “Good thing you’re packing heat.”

      He shakes his head. “I’m not shooting at wildlife.”

      “Not even if my head is in its mouth?”

      “Sorry, but at that point I’d be of no use to you since it’d have to eat me to get to you.”

      “Aww,” Bess coos. “It must be love.”

      I bite down on a smile as I look up at the stud by my side. Ransom and I haven’t exchanged the L word just yet, but I feel it all the way to my bones.

      Nettie holds up a finger. “Speaking of that four-letter word, Bess and I stopped by the ship’s naughty nighty section and we picked up a couple of frocks that will make the boys go wild.”

      “Elodie mentioned something along those lines.” I shake my head at Bess. “What’s that about?”

      Bess averts her eyes. “It’s about me falling into the rabbit hole of her insane brain,” she says, jabbing a thumb at Nettie. “She seems to think we need to compete with the pretty young things taking over.”

      “It’s true,” Nettie says. “If we want to attract the attention of the men on the ship, we need to show up guns-a-blazing. Let’s just say every night is going to be dress your best night.”

      Bess huffs, “With some of those numbers you bought, you’re going to attract the attention of the ship’s psychiatrist.” She snaps her fingers as she looks my way. “I almost forgot. We ran into Dr. Pines in the gift shop. She actually said she was looking for you.”

      “Dr. Pines?” Ransom cocks his head to the side as he considers why the ship’s shrink might be interested in his girlfriend’s presence. Then in a start, his eyes widen and his jaw clenches. “Wes,” he growls the captain’s name out. “Please excuse me, ladies. I’ll be right back.”

      He takes off and Bess and Nettie do as well, to get their running shoes on.

      I’m about to take off myself when I spot Dove Love chatting it up with Abbey, Kelsey, and Emerson.

      The girls might be talking to her now, but once we’re on that trail, I’ll make sure it’s me that Dove Love will be speaking to.

      Suspect number one—you’re mine.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie! It’s me again, Celebrating with a Cynic. I wrote you a while back about taking an anniversary cruise with my children and their spouses. Well, guess what? We’re on the trip, right this very moment. I just came from the spa with my daughter and daughter-in-law and, oh, it was such a mess. My daughter accused my daughter-in-law of trying to buy my affection. And when I suggested that she was too poor to buy anything, my daughter-in-law took umbrage with me. She let me know that just because she chooses to work from home and spends her earnings frugally doesn’t mean they’re in the poor house. My daughter accused her of trying to rub her money in our faces. Well, for the love of all things good, I didn’t think my son and daughter-in-law had two nickels to rub together. Both girls left in a huff, and now I’m sitting here all by my lonesome with egg on my face, literally. Is there any way I can salvage this trip? Or am I doomed to suffer through a family feud of the ages?

      ~ Not-so Celebratory Anymore

      

      Dear Celebratory,

      Give both women some time to cool off. Perhaps suggest the three of you enjoy a slice of cheesecake together and watch the waves go by. There is nothing like a little ocean therapy to calm frazzled nerves.

      XOXO Trixie

      

      “I can’t take another step,” Nettie cries out. “I can hardly catch my breath. Every muscle in my body aches.”

      “Oh, for Pete’s sake,” Bess says, hooking arms with her bestie. “We haven’t even gotten out of the parking lot. The entry to the trail is that way.” She points at the small wooden sign that reads Mount Verstovia Hiking Trail this way. Intensity level—Difficult.

      “Well. it does say it’s difficult,” I muse. “Maybe you two should head back to the ship? There might still be time to get in on that food tour.”

      “No way,” Bess says. “We should at least try to walk as far as we can. I’d hate for Kelsey to think I’m a quitter before I ever begin. Besides, when I told her I was coming along, she thought it was great. She took a few selfies of the two of us and splashed it all over her social media. I can’t let her or her ardent followers down.”

      “Fine,” Nettie grouses while pulling her jacket snug over her waist. “But after this, we’re going to eat everything in sight.”

      “I’ll agree to that every day of the week,” Bess says as they follow the stream of contestants and camera crew alike onto the trail before us.

      Ransom wraps an arm around me. “If at any point you want to cut and run, I’ll come back down with you. They’re not kidding around with these intensity ratings.”

      “Thank you. But I’m going to give it my best shot. Much like Bess, I don’t want Abbey and Parker to see me as a quitter. Although, they might be proud if I get anywhere near the top of this thing without embarrassing them on some level.”

      His brows dip down. “Same here.” He glances to the trailhead where the last of the stragglers have disappeared. “Emerson wasn’t all that pleased to hear I’d be tagging along. But she seemed a little amused at that whole boomers versus millennials thing. And she’s determined to shut us down. She gets her competitive nature from me.”

      “I see.” A laugh strums from my chest. “Well then, let’s show these whippersnappers what we’re made of.”

      Apparently, we’re made of grunts, groans, lots of achy muscles we weren’t aware we had, and buckets of sweat.

      Of course, it’s icy cold out and that helps defuse the sweaty situation. It also doesn’t hurt to have a handsome man by my side who is kindly pulling me along under the guise of holding my hand.

      It turns out, the trail is a little over five miles, round trip, and takes a couple of hours to get to the top and about the same time to get back to the parking lot. I’ve walked five miles plenty of times and never has it included a rocky stairwell that looks as if it reaches to heaven.

      So far, the trail mostly consists of evergreens on either side of us and various other verdant foliage. It’s so thick and lush, save for the icy weather, I could trick myself into believing I’m back in Hawaii.

      A small crowd gathers up ahead where the trail opens up into a grassy knoll.

      “This must be the first viewpoint,” Ransom says, sounding just a little winded.

      As for me, I can hardly catch my breath.

      “This is the finish line for me,” Bess calls out in a whimper, with a hint of Lord have mercy in her tone.

      “This is the finish line for me, too, Bess.” Nettie gasps as she says it. “I think I twisted both ankles, twisted my neck, and accidentally digested my kidneys on the way up.”

      Bess and I give a small chuckle before we collectively gasp at the sight before us.

      “Would you look at that?” Bess marvels as we move past the evergreens and a magnificent view of the harbor opens up.

      “There she is,” Ransom says, nodding to the Emerald Queen of the Seas in all of her noble glory.

      “Wow,” is all I can muster.

      A handful of small islands is scattered in the distance, over the calm blue ocean, and from this vantage point, we can see all of the inlets and intricacies of the harbor. We can even see Sitka’s residential and business hub down below in miniature.

      “See that snow-covered mountain in the distance?” Ransom points just past the ship. “That’s a dormant volcano.”

      “Dormant, huh?” Bess muses. “Thank heavens for small volcanic mercies.”

      “Amen to that,” I say.

      Blowing up in a volcanic explosion isn’t high up on my bucket list.

      Most of the kids have taken their selfies and cleared out by now, and along with them is the crew—and unfortunately for me, Dove Love as well. She’s so far up ahead, my only hope of speaking to her will be if a bear comes out of the woods and chases me all the way up the mountain. At the pace I’m going, I won’t see her at all this week because I would have most likely missed the ship as well.

      Ransom was right. When they said this trail was difficult, they weren’t kidding.

      “Come on, ol’ Bessie,” Nettie says, hanging off of Bess’ arm. “Let’s head back to the parking lot. I’ll call a cab to take us to the nearest Italian restaurant. I’ve suddenly got a craving for every carb on the planet. But you might have to hold me up until we get to the bottom.”

      “Ha,” Bess counters as she leans hard on Nettie. “You might have to hold me up. Or better yet, we might just roll back to the bottom.”

      “I’ll walk you both back,” Ransom says. “Trixie, I shouldn’t be longer than fifteen minutes. Why don’t you relax here and enjoy the view.”

      “I thought you’d never ask,” I say as the three of them disappear. And just as I’m about to collapse onto the lawn, I spot a glowing green girl enjoying the vistas about twenty feet ahead of me.

      Without hesitation, I do a combination tiptoe-run as I head her way and land smack dab in the middle of her verdant brilliance.

      I look right at her and nod. “You’re not getting away this time.”
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie, do cruise ships have a working nail salon on board? I’ve booked a fourteen-day cruise, but I doubt my talons can wait that long before they need a little assistance.

      ~ Not Nailing It for Fourteen Days

      

      Dear Nailing It,

      That depends from ship to ship, but the Emerald Queen of the Seas has a full-service spa on board! Just be sure to book your appointment posthaste. They tend to fill up quickly.

      Hope you and your nails have a fabulous time!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      “Well, well, fancy meeting you here,” I tell the wily wraith sent from the great beyond to help me catch Hugh Whitman’s killer. “If we’re going to work together, I may as well know your name and your story. Start talking.”

      The woman sighs as she wipes down tears from her see-through features. She’s a stunner with her dark hair glowing the same verdant hue as the rest of her. And the pale gown she’s wearing billows in a breeze of her own making.

      “Calliope Newton.” She holds a hand out and I shake it as if it were a reflex.

      This section of the trail isn’t exactly the pinnacle of privacy, but for the most part, I look as if I’m taking in the sights.

      “Trixie Troublefield,” I tell her. “Now tell me the who, what, why, and when—and anything else that has to do with the deceased.” I do my best impersonation of a ventriloquist. I may not win any awards in the endeavor, but it’s probably enough to keep me out of a straitjacket.

      A smile wobbles on her lips. “First and foremost, the word deceased is more or less a lie. Hugh made it home—as in home to paradise.” She clutches her chest a moment. “You’d never believe the relief I felt when I found out the news. To think he may have missed the mark and ended up in ceaseless darkness—well, my soul couldn’t have handled that.” Her chest bucks as if she were reliving the memory. “Of course, right now, I’m down here and he’s up there. Our timing has always been off.” A weak laugh strums from her as she wipes fresh tears from her cheeks. “And that’s our story in a nutshell.”

      “I bet there’s a little more to it,” I say, holding back a grin.

      She’s so congenial and down-to-earth in an out-of-this-world sort of way, I can’t help but like her.

      “You got me there.” She sighs. “Where to begin?”

      “Try the beginning.”

      “Okay.” She gives a little laugh. “I met Hugh in junior high. Boy, I had the hots for him like nobody’s business. All the other girls in middle school did, too. Nothing changed in high school. But we both ended up at the same university. We dated hot and heavy. We were so in love. I just knew I found my Mr. Right.”

      “Oh? Mr. Right? Did you marry him?”

      Her features crumble for a moment. “No, as fate would have it, we never made that jaunt down the aisle. He did propose and I had a ring. It was amazing.” She sighs dreamily as she gazes at the horizon. “Hugh had a way of making me feel like the only person on the planet whenever we were together.”

      “He sounds very special.”

      “Oh, he was.” She shakes her head emphatically as if trying to convince me. “Anyway, there were others who tried to get between us. But neither of us let them. We were determined to have our happily ever after, no matter what. And then one night, I was walking home from a frat party and got hit by a car. Spent two weeks in a coma before I was declared legally brain dead and my poor parents made the decision to pull the plug.”

      “I’m so sorry to hear it. And your poor parents, too. They must have suffered greatly.”

      “That they did. My father passed away a few years after that. He’s with me now in paradise—we spend our time fishing, hiking, and exploring every chance we get. We’ve never been closer. My mother lived up until last year. She remarried and carved out a nice little life for herself all over again. She was still there for my sisters all that time as well. But she’s with me now in paradise, too. I’m just waiting for my sisters to catch up, then my golden circle will be closed.”

      “Golden circle?”

      She nods. “That’s what they call it when your nuclear family and your children and spouse make it home. Grandchildren, cousins, nieces and nephews, friends, they’re all a part of the silver circle. And then there’s the bronze circle, which entails everyone you knew or knew of on the fringes. It’s just a fun way of keeping track of who still has connections to the planet.”

      “Oh wow, that’s so wonderful that people in paradise would even care about the rest of us. I take it Hugh was a part of your golden circle.”

      “That he was. He was my primary—that’s what it’s called when you long for that person the most. Hugh had never married on earth. I’d like to think I was a hard act to follow.” She tries to laugh, but it comes out weak. “He didn’t have children either.” She glances down. “Actually, that’s not true. He had one with me, only he didn’t know it. In fact, I didn’t know until I came home. At my greeting party, a little girl popped up and let me know she was my daughter and that Hugh was her daddy. Oh, I wept rivers over that precious little girl.”

      Tears come to my eyes, and I try my best to blink them away.

      “That’s a tragic but beautiful story,” I say. “It’s so nice to hear that we go on.”

      “Oh, we do.” She waves it off. “This is just a sample of what’s to be. But people don’t know that. How could they? And let me tell you, they don’t call it paradise for nothing. It’s not a wonder why so little is known about the great beyond. The last thing the Good Lord wants is people clamoring to be let in. Everything needs to take place in his time. Although, things like murder—well, that’s a direct result of the evil in the world. Speaking of murder—” Her voice deepens, her eyes glow like fire, and I gasp as I take a step back.

      “Trixie?” Ransom calls out, and I turn to find his face knotted up with worry. “Is everything okay?”

      Oh, good grief!

      Judging by the fact his face is white as a sheet, I’d bet dollars to donuts he’s seen me yapping away to thin air.

      Kill me.

      “You’re back,” I say, trotting over and wrapping an arm around his waist. “We’d better catch up to those kids or they’re going to think we broke a hip.”

      He scowls at the trails up ahead. “Looking at the incline ahead of us, there’s still a chance.”

      Ransom and I race our way through the trail. And true to its difficulty rating, this isn’t a trail for beginners. Every few yards the trail varies from a muddy route, to a set of rickety wooden steps, and there’s even a section with rope railing to help move you along. And to say the incline is steep is an understatement. It feels as if we’re walking straight into the sky. If they ever build a ladder to the moon, I’m pretty sure this is what it will feel like.

      After much effort—with Ransom pulling me along half of the way, and some light cursing from the both of us—we reach the pinnacle where the throngs of contestants from Match Made in Paradise are sauntering around, taking selfies both on the grounds and the flat rock that protrudes seemingly off a cliff to our left.

      Standing on the edge of that granite diving board are about three different couples, each of them making out as if their lips and lives depended on it.

      I’m just glad I don’t recognize them. I’m not exactly a fan of watching my kids engage in a lip-lock.

      And just below them are at least three different cameras capturing the amorous moment for posterity.

      “I take it that’s Picnic Rock,” I say.

      Ransom nods. “And for once, I think those kids have a great idea.” His lips flicker with the hint of a smile. “You look radiant, Trixie. Hiking becomes you.”

      “I’m sure I look like a sweaty pomegranate,” I tell him. “But thank you for the kind words.” My arms find a home around his body. “You know, I haven’t had the chance to fully tell you how I feel.” I bite down on a smile. “But seeing that I’m winded, how about I do a little more showing and a little less telling?”

      His devilish grin expands. “I’m anxious to see it.”

      My lips land over his and Ransom and I engage in a lip-lock of the ages. Okay, so I would classify this more as a heart-stopping kiss to end all heart-stopping kisses, but for lack of words, it’s amazing.

      It feels as if all of time, all of existence, has ceased to be and it’s just the two of us, expressing our love for one another the best way we know how.

      “Mom?” Abbey calls out and I pull away to see not only her and Emerson gagging with disproval, but a cameraman positioned just below us, capturing the entire delicious exchange on film—video? Digital? Oh heck, I’ll take all three.

      Lord knows I want an instant replay.

      “Cringe! What are you doing?” Abbey continues her freakout. “So gross.”

      Before I can respond, Emerson huffs and sputters.

      “Dad? What are you thinking? Don’t you have like a reputation to uphold or something?”

      Before Ransom can respond, an air horn goes off.

      We turn in the direction of the obnoxious honk, only to find Craig Hall waving in an effort to garner everyone’s attention.

      “Let’s take a cue from the boomers. It’s time to couple up and show off some of that steamy chemistry for the cameras.”

      It takes less than ten seconds for every person here, save for the crew, to find someone to lock lips with and, sure enough, I spot Kelsey and Carter, Abbey and Owen, and Emerson and Parker all going at it.

      “So gross,” I say, mimicking Abbey to a T and meaning every sarcastic inflection.

      Ransom’s phone rings and he fishes it out of his pocket. “It’s the coroner. I have to take this. I’ll be back in a flash.”

      He steps away and I note my shiny suspect standing all by her lonesome just a few feet from the make-out melee, so I make my move.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 11

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie, it’s me again—Feeling Ticked. I’m presently on my parents’ anniversary cruise with my snobby sister-in-law and my brother as well. It’s just been one fiasco after another. I went along with the spa day, and while we were there, my sister-in-law practically demanded the three of us go shopping at a luxury district coming up on our first port. I let her know as politely as I could that this was my vacation, too, and under no circumstances was I going to let her dictate how I spent each moment. She is such a control freak.

      Of course, I didn’t use those words, but you would think I declared war with the way she raged in my face that I was unappreciative of her efforts to try to bond with us. We exchanged words. Once we stormed out of the spa, I thought better of it and asked if we could cool off and share a couple of drinks out on the deck as you suggested. Would you believe she burst into tears and stomped off like a three-year-old? Is there anything you can think of to make things better?

      ~Still Ticked

      

      Dear Ticked,

      Wow, I’m sorry my suggestion backfired so spectacularly. Maybe all of you should go on an excursion together. Perhaps something with a bit of adventure? There’s nothing like a little adrenaline to bring people together.

      XOXO Trixie

      

      “Dove,” I say, breathless from the jaunt over. “This is quite the show you have on your hands. What an adventure it must be traveling from location to location, and helping people find love along the way.”

      She gives a light chuckle. “Well, Love is my name—and my game.” She wrinkles her nose. “That was my dad’s cheesy one-liner.” She sighs. “He used to host this show before I stepped in a few years back. He, unfortunately, passed away.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I say. “And I’m sorry about your recent loss as well.”

      “Hugh.” Her eyes close a moment. “I can’t even believe it.” She glances past me and I follow her gaze as she narrows it on Craig for a moment.

      He’s speaking with a couple of cameramen while pointing to and fro, most likely telling them where he’d like them positioned.

      “I’m surprised you and your crew have the fortitude to go on.”

      She shakes her head. “Are you kidding? There’s no stopping this money train for no one. That’s what happened when my dad passed away, too. He dropped dead on a Tuesday, and the following Tuesday, Hugh and Craig had me flown out to Barbados to fill in for him. They liked me so much they kept me on.” She glares at Craig as she says it.

      A spray of miniature green stars appears as Calliope materializes on the scene.

      “Oh my word, did I miss anything?” she warbles. “I was having so much fun flying in and out of the woods, I almost forgot all about the suspect at hand.”

      I shake my head her way, just enough to let her know she didn’t miss anything. But hopefully, we’re about to get to the good part.

      “Dove? Did your father like working with Hugh and Craig?”

      The woman sighs as she glances to the sky. “Nobody likes working for those men. It’s a necessary evil. Craig can be a hard man, but Hugh was the worst.”

      Calliope gasps at hearing the poor peer review of the love of her life.

      “He rode my father so hard,” Dove goes on. “My father never had a single nice thing to say about the man. But he wasn’t all that bad to me. I’m pretty good at keeping a low profile when I have to. With the exception of being the star of the show, of course.” A light laugh bubbles from her. “And I love my job. In a strange way, it makes me feel closer to my dad.”

      That’s so sweet I could just cry.

      “So other people have had a hard time with Hugh?”

      Her eyes enlarge as she nods. “Just about everyone on the crew has had a terse exchange with the man. In fact, he’s the reason we’ve had such a high turnover when it comes to the staff. With a few exceptions, of course. There’s Craig, he’s sort of stuck here. And Alice, she’s great no matter what. Just like me, she seems to roll with the punches.”

      “Good for her—and you, too. I’m a big believer in not making waves whenever possible. There are enough people willing to do it.”

      Calliope shakes her head with dismay. “I can’t believe my Hugh was a universally hated man. Everyone adored him way back when. Ask this woman who in their right mind might have done something like this to him? Or wrong mind would be more accurate.”

      I would, but Hugh’s death hasn’t exactly been ruled a homicide just yet.

      “Dove, did Hugh have any recent disagreements with anyone on the set or maybe the prospective cast?” I can’t rule out the rest of the passengers as potential killers, although on a ship that holds over six thousand souls, that creates sort of a nightmare of my suspect list.

      She tips her head to the sky. “I don’t know. Like I said, Hugh was warring with everyone. But you could ask Craig. Honestly, Craig was Hugh’s shadow. That man knows where all of the bodies are buried so to spea—” she elongates the word until it morphs into a full-on scream while looking horrified at something over my shoulder.

      I turn that way to see not one but three giant brown bears. The one in the middle stands on his hind legs and erects himself ten feet tall at least.

      “Bear,” the word sails from me at the top of my lungs, and soon an explosion of shrill terrified screams and people running every which way takes over.

      Craig honks his airhorn, but those bears honk right back, and soon he and his crew, along with just about every last soul, are sent running for their lives.

      “Ransom?” I call out as I trek toward the woods, and inadvertently toward the bears until I find myself surrounded by all three.

      “Trixie?” Ransom calls out, running top speed in my direction, then stopping just shy of the ring of furry death. “Geez,” he groans. “Now you’re just showing off.”

      “This is no time for humor,” I say, looking around for Calliope in hopes she might be able to cause a supernatural storm of some sort to deviate the beast’s attention, but like everyone else, she has done a disappearing act, too.

      Ransom reaches for his weapon and fires one off into the sky and all three bears belt out a mighty roar that I will hear in my nightmares for the next five decades—if I don’t become a picnic lunch much sooner than that.

      All three bears trot for the woods, and Ransom practically tackles me.

      “You scared the living daylights out of me,” he pants as his chest riots against mine, and with mindboggling speed, he peppers my face with kisses. “I’m glad you’re okay. I lo—”

      I blink up at him, my own heart racing right alongside with his. “What’s that?”

      A roar comes from behind.

      He shakes his head. “I think we need to make a break for it.”

      Ransom takes me by the hand and I glance back to see a couple of cubs emerging from the forest.

      We dart down the mountain so fast, we make it to the parking lot in half the time it took for us to hoof our way to the top.

      Before I know it, we’re back on the bus, headed for the ship, and all the way there I snuggle up against him—the man who almost said those three magic words to me.

      Ransom may not have said those words, but I can feel his love for me.

      And I’m feeling my love for him, too.

      I think it’s about time I express in words how much he means to me.

      And speaking of words, I can’t wait to hear just what Craig Hall has to say, too.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie, it’s me again, Afraid of Who Might be at the Door. I’m the one sailing with my husband’s family as his parents celebrate their anniversary cruise. You will NOT believe what’s happening. First, I took your advice and bought both my mother-in-law and sister-in-law a day at the spa, which didn’t come cheap—and boy, did my sister-in-law notice. She’s accused me of rubbing my money in their faces. When I tried to tell her that was the furthest thing from the truth, she snubbed me.

      So I invited the two of them shopping with me on our next port of call and my sister-in-law flipped out and accused me of trying to control and manipulate her vacation. So much for family bonding. Of course, my mother-in-law just sat there like a lump on a log, forever taking her daughter’s side. She lets her get away with everything. I just picked up and left. Well, you won’t believe what happened next! My sister-in-law followed me out the door and suggested I get shnockered at the bar to cool off! She knows I’m seven years sober! Why is she treating me this way? I’m ready to jump ship.

      ~Help, I Need to Find the Door and Leave!

      

      Dear Find the Door,

      Don’t exit just yet. Perhaps someone unwittingly suggested that your sister-in-law treat you to a frozen concoction? I’m sure this was all an innocent mistake. I say give her the benefit of the doubt. Maybe things would go better between the two of you if your spouses were present? There are lots of fun eateries on board that are not nearly as formal as the main dining room. A chit-chat over fries and pizza might just be the panacea to all of this.

      Here’s hoping!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      Once we arrived back on the ship—and the fear of being eaten alive was off the table—I remembered to ask Ransom how his phone call went.

      He said we’d talk in a bit. He needed to get to the office asap and didn’t want to skim over anything.

      I’m pretty sure that means Ransom is in the murderous know.

      I’ll admit, it feels strange knowing there’s been a homicide before the homicide detective is made aware of the fact. But now that we’re both on the same page, I can tell him how my powwow with my first suspect went this afternoon.

      By the time dinner rolls around, Ransom sends a text letting me know he won’t be able to make it but sets up a date with me at the Blue Water Café later this evening. I’m pretty sure he chose that delectable local because he knows it’s the only place on the ship where I can get all the chocolate molten lava cake I want.

      If I’ve learned to love any culinary wonder aboard the Emerald Queen, it’s the chocolate molten lava cake. I love it so much I dream of if more than I dream of anything. I think about it all day long, and once I get a spoonful in my mouth, I moan with far more passion and delight than I ever did with my ex.

      The jury is still out on Ransom’s efforts in that department, though—we’re still as chaste as the Alaskan day is long. But hopefully, things will take a delicious turn in that department soon enough.

      Abbey and Parker join me for the trek to the main dining room, and it feels good like this, just the three of us. We chat about Abbey’s professors and share a laugh at the fact Parker ate blood sausage in England and liked it.

      Once we get to the table, we find that most of our party is already there, sans Ransom and the captain.

      I guess Wes is running late, but I fully expect him to make an appearance.

      Abbey quickly finds a seat next to Owen. And Parker makes a beeline toward Emerson so fast you’d think her hair is on fire and he needs to put it out. Kelsey and Carter are already canoodling.

      I say a quick good evening to the lot of them, but only Bess and Nettie are capable of replying with eye contact.

      “Look at you ladies,” I say as I take in the grand dames of the Emerald Queen. “You look fabulous.”

      Bess has a snazzy black satin suit on and Nettie has donned a red version of the same outfit.

      “Don’t be impressed,” Bess says, plucking her linen napkin off her plate and landing it gracefully on her lap. “These are pajamas.”

      “They are not,” Nettie grouses at her. “They’re elegant evening wear. It even said so on the tag.”

      Bess averts her eyes. “The only reason I went along with it is so that you wouldn’t look so out of place.”

      Nettie chuckles. “The only reason you went along with it was in hopes to land a man with your new snazzy duds. We’ll hit the casino after this.”

      Bess shakes her head in protest. “The only place this outfit wants to go is straight to bed.”

      “Now you’re feeling it.” Nettie chuckles. “And once the men get a load of us, that will be their plan of action, too.”

      Bess bucks with a half-hearted laugh. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      The waiter comes by and we put in our orders for appetizers, and just as quickly they materialize before us. Hot spinach artichoke dip, orange glazed meatballs, chicken parmesan sliders, fried prosciutto tortellini, and marinaded olives in a cheese wheel.

      That’s just what Bess, Nettie, and I are having. We tend to order whatever looks good and split it if we’re feeling generous. The kids have ordered things that look like lawn clippings.

      Owen has ordered escargot.

      The boy is eating snails. I’m not sure I can trust him with my daughter now.

      “How did you kids enjoy the hike?” I ask, trying not to groan as I lean their way. Every last muscle in my body is on fire, on edge, and on strike.

      “It was so refreshing,” Kelsey says. “And Grammy, you and Nettie are rock stars. My followers are clamoring for you to get your own Insta Pictures accounts. You should totally do it.”

      Abbey nods. “You, too, Mom. I mean, you’re already rocking your blog.”

      That’s true. My blog sort of does rock.

      “Thank you and I will consider that,” I tell her. “So what’s on the agenda once we dock in Haines tomorrow morning?”

      Haines is known as the adventure capital of Alaska, so a part of me is bracing myself for the adventurous agenda. I suppose a food tour is still too much to hope for.

      “They’ve already given us the schedule for filming.” Carter nods my way, the peaceable smile on his face making him a dead ringer for his daddy. “First up is rafting through a bald eagle preserve. Then after that, we’re going to hit a distillery.”

      “Rafting,” I say as every muscle in my body recoils at the thought of it.

      “And then booze,” Nettie says. “Count us in. We old broads are always up for hitting the sauce after a good old-fashioned tube ride down the river.”

      Bess sighs. “If by ‘good old-fashioned tube ride’, you mean death trek through the rapids, then you’ve got the right idea. I have a feeling we’ll be praying for an entire army of eagles to show up and pluck us to safety.”

      The kids have a good laugh before getting back to making moony eyes at one another.

      “All right, Trix.” Nettie squares her eyes over mine. “Give us the latest scoop on the ghostest with the mostest.”

      “Have you seen her again?” Bess whispers my way, just as eager. “Is she here with us now?”

      I do a quick visual sweep of the area and shake my head.

      “No sign of her at the moment, but I ran into her at that trail this afternoon while Ransom walked the two of you to the parking lot,” I whisper right back.

      Although, I could be shouting fire from the top of my lungs and the kids seated at the table wouldn’t hear a thing.

      They say love is blind. Well, then I guess lust is deaf.

      “Her name is Calliope Newton,” I whisper. “She’s a brunette stunner. Unfortunately, she was hit by a car while walking home from a frat party back when they were both in college. But apparently, Hugh was the love of her life. He never married, so I’m guessing she was the love of his life, too. She can hardly wait to get back to paradise to finally be with him, but we—”

      “Have to solve a murder first,” Nettie says, wagging a crooked finger my way. “Hear that, Bess? Some poor dead girl’s heart is on the line. We need to work fast to reunite her with her true love. I bet it’s her first love, too. There’s nothing like first love.” She sighs as she glances over at the ice sculpture. “A whale was my first love.”

      “A whale?” Bess grunts. “Everything makes sense now. Right down to this outfit you talked me into.” She looks my way. “If Calliope died back when they were in college, that means they’ve been separated for a very long time. Hugh was no spring chicken.”

      “They must have been separated well over thirty-five years at least,” I say.

      “Who’s been separated for well over thirty-five years?” Wes asks, materializing at our side as if he were an apparition himself.

      My lips clamp shut. There is no way I’m feeding him a single little detail about the specter among us.

      “The ghostest with the mostest,” Nettie spits out the words just as Bess nudges her in the ribs. “Ow, what did you do that for?”

      “Ghosts are verboten,” Bess growls back.

      “I hope you don’t mind,” Wes says, taking a seat next to me, looking extra dapper this evening in his crisp white uniform. “Ransom let me know he’s unavailable this evening.”

      “By all means,” I say, hoping that our ghostly conversation has come to an abrupt end.

      “Trixie”—he leans my way and his warm cologne engulfs me—“are you seeing things or people that aren’t here again?”

      “What? No,” I’m quick to protest. Perhaps too quick. “I’m just, discussing an old friend with the girls.” Good grief, he’s so got me pegged. “Don’t worry. I’ve stopped with all of the psycho-babble while I’m alone, too. I don’t really feel the need anymore since I’ve moved on from my ex.”

      His lips curve a notch. “So you’re really happy with Ransom?”

      “I am.” I give a mournful smile. “I’m sorry.”

      “Never apologize for being happy. Just know if he botches things up, I’ll be waiting in the wings.” He gives a slight wink just as the waiter comes by again.

      Dinner is divine as I promptly inhale my ancho-basted fresh Pacific salmon with sides of cheesy mashed potatoes and grilled zucchini. Soon enough, dessert arrives and my choice for the night is something called the gold mine. A luscious, chocolate cup filled with peanut butter mousse, topped with flame-broiled meringue, and crowned with a drizzle of decadent caramel sauce.

      Just about every dessert on the Emerald Queen is handcrafted to perfection. They’re each so unique and delicious in their own way—I don’t ask questions, I simply indulge.

      Wes, Bess, and Nettie join me in the peanut butter confection, and to our surprise, the kids do as well.

      Abbey shrugs my way. “We’ll work off these carbs later tonight.”

      “What?” both Wes and I balk at the very same time.

      “At the nightclub. The Oasis,” Owen says with a look on his face that says get your mind out of the gutter.

      And both Wes and I share a nervous laugh at that one.

      Once dessert has been sufficiently inhaled, the six of them rise at the very same time.

      “We’re off to strut our stuff on the dance floor,” Kelsey says, blowing her grammy a kiss before turning to Carter. “That’s boomer speak for chill out and listen to some sounds.”

      They take off and the rest of us rise to our feet as well.

      And now that Bess and Nettie are standing, I can clearly see the bedtime implications in their accouterments.

      Nettie wraps an arm around her pajama-wearing partner in crime. “We’re off to lose our stuff at the casino.”

      Bess smirks. “And by stuff, she means money.”

      “That’s right, baby.” Nettie bumps her hip into her bestie. “We’re losing our cashino at the casino. And finding a couple of suckers to walk us back to our cabins.”

      “In your dreams,” Bess says as they make their way out of the dining room.

      “That is my dream, my wildest dream,” Nettie counters.

      Bess laughs. “More like a nightmare.”

      “Well, I’m afraid I have to leave, too.” Wes sighs as he says it. “I’ve got another briefing with security.”

      “Ahh, I see. Well, I’ll be in the Blue Water Café killing some time before the show. And, of course, continuing to up my calorie count for the day.” I shrug up at him. “No one ever said living on a cruise ship would be easy.”

      We share a laugh before he offers me a quick embrace.

      “Be sure to get some good rest.” He winces as he takes off.

      I can’t help but make a face in his wake.

      I know darn well what “get some good rest” stands for—try to collect your marbles before it’s too late.

      And yet, a part of me wonders if we’ve already hit the point of no return.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie! It’s me, the woman who was afraid she was going to be green on a seven-day cruise with her company! It turns out, we had a great time. You were right. Once I got my sea legs, I was able to enjoy the rest of the trip without any medication. I did superstitiously leave on those wrist bands, though, and you’ll never guess what happened next? I met a cute guy at the bar wearing a matching pair and we bonded over our shared seasick past. He lives about twenty minutes from me and we’re going out on our first back-from-the-boat date later this evening. To think, I owe it all to you!

      Thanx, Trixie

      ~ Over the Moon

      

      Dear Over the Moon,

      You don’t know how thrilled I am to finally hear a happy report. I hope you and your date hit it off in a big way.

      I’m hoping the best for you both.

      XOXO Trixie

      

      If there was one location on the ship that I could equate to comfort food, it would be the Blue Water Café—mostly because it’s laden with comfort food. Sitting just off the lido deck, the Blue Water Café is a wonderland of all things delicious. Rows and rows of self-service stations line the enormous space, which could double as a dance floor, and thankfully, the crowd is scant this evening, which means I get just about every yummy offering to myself.

      And since I’m not one to look a delicious gift horse in the mouth, I get to work piling a couple of scoops of creamy mac and cheese, a perfectly golden brown fried chicken leg—okay, so I took the thigh as well—a scoop of chicken and dumplings—

      because I’m a sucker for the decadent dish—and a cornbread muffin to round things out.

      I no sooner hit the table than a spray of miniature green stars appears right along with Calliope Newton who lands in the seat opposite of me.

      “Ooh, that looks yummy,” she says, digging right in and I cringe as I watch a piece of my cornbread seemingly float through the air. “So how’s the investigation going?”

      “Nothing has happened since we spoke to Dove.”

      She frowns before popping a dumpling into her mouth with her bare hand.

      I guess when you’re left without a utensil, you need to make the best of it.

      The dumplings are just that good. I really can’t blame her.

      “I still can’t believe she painted him to be a bully that no one got along with.” She sighs. “But after thinking it through, it sounds as if Hugh grew bitter once I passed away.” Her shoulders sag a notch. “Truth be told, I would have been the very same way if he were the one who went home first. That would have thrust me into one long, bad mood that I never would have recovered from—until I met up with him in paradise, of course. And we’re so close to that beautiful moment.” She snips off another piece of my muffin and closes her eyes as she indulges.

      “Don’t you worry. You’ll be in his arms in no time,” I assure her. “Ransom is on his way up here right this minute to give me some news on the case.”

      Someone clears their throat from above and my entire body tenses.

      Oh, for the love of all things good.

      How many times am I going to have to learn this lesson?

      With all the exuberance of molasses in January, I slowly turn my head that way, only to see it’s not anyone I recognize.

      “What a relief,” I mutter. “Can I help you?” I ask the well-put-together woman who looks as if she has ten years or so on me. She’s dressed in a white pea coat and dark velvet pants  Her hair is silver and styled in waves that hit just above her shoulders. Her cheeks are sculpted, her eyes are a pale hue, and her thick pink lips happen to be scowling at me.

      “You must be Trixie Troublefield.”

      I blink back with surprise.

      Calliope zooms forward a notch, partway through the table, in fact, and it’s a disconcerting look. “Is this one of your friends?”

      I’m too terrified at the moment to so much as shake my head.

      “I’m sorry,” I say to the woman in the white coat. “Have we met?”

      “I’m Dr. Pines.” She sheds a forced smile and a shiver runs from my toes to my neck.

      “Dr. Pines.” My voice hikes a notch. “The ship’s psychiatrist. The captain may have mentioned you in passing.”

      Darn, Wes!

      That rascal knew I was headed up here. I bet he sent her on a mission to find me.

      Come to think of it, the white coat she’s wearing should have tipped me off.

      It wouldn’t surprise me in the least if she has a straitjacket tucked in her purse for psychotic passengers like me.

      She nods my way. “Trixie, are you seeing things or people that perhaps others don’t get to experience?”

      Calliope chuffs at the thought, “Get right to the point, why don’t you.”

      A tight smile pulls across my face. “I can assure you, the only thing I’m seeing is this delicious mound of food. Have you tried the mac and cheese? I can’t take two bites without espousing its genius.”

      “Ah, I see.” She tips her head back as if she understands why she saw me gabbing away to thin air, but her slitted eyes let me know otherwise. “Well, it’s nice meeting you.” She quickly hands me her card. “Why don’t you stop by my office sometime? We can talk about mac and cheese, and just about anything you like.” She gives a curt nod before taking off.

      “Good riddance,” Calliope snarls in her wake.

      “You can say that again.”

      The two of us get down to business noshing on the plate before us until nary a crumb is left.

      I bus my own plate and come back with a cup of coffee, four lava cakes, and two spoons. In my defense, I fully expect Calliope to indulge.

      And indulge we do. The two of us moan so long and so loud I’m shocked Wes hasn’t called in an entire team of head doctors to shackle us both in the brig.

      “Someone’s enjoying their dessert,” a male voice booms from above, and Calliope’s spoon drops to the table like a lead weight. “What the heck?” Ransom looks baffled by the flying utensil.

      “Probably just kids.” I shrug his way.

      Ransom looks particularly dashing this evening. He’s back in a suit, his hair is slicked and glossy, and he seems a bit more ornery than usual—and that, too, is a surprisingly good look on him.

      “Kids,” he growls as he takes a seat across from me and right smack in the middle of Calliope Newton.

      “Oh my.” She giggles. “Oh wow, I haven’t had a man make me feel this good since—”

      I shoot her a stern look and she promptly buttons it up and floats to the side.

      “Have it your way,” she says. “But only because I respect the boundaries of love.”

      I offer her a tiny smile in lieu of a thank you because I do love Ransom.

      I suck in a quick breath as I look right at him.

      I love him!

      Oh my word, it’s true.

      “Are you okay?” He cocks his head to the side, examining me. “You went from looking angry, to happy, to surprised all in a single bound.”

      “You, Detective, are far too observant for your britches. I’m fine. So what did the coroner say? I’m just dying to find out. Pardon the pun.”

      Calliope giggles. “Good one, Trixie.”

      I stop just shy of saying thanks. It’s bad enough Wes has sicced Dr. Pines on me. The last thing I need is for Ransom to turn on me, too.

      Thankfully, he still seems convinced that Tinsley’s little show and tell last week was nothing but a bit of creative editing on her part.

      Ransom nods, no smile. “It was murder.”

      “I knew it,” I pant. “So tell me, what were the coroner’s findings?”

      His head tips to the side. “You do realize I’ll be breaking protocol by sharing delicate news of an active murder investigation with a passenger. This could be grounds for dismissal.”

      I bite down on a smile. “Am I worth it?”

      “The killer used sodium nitrate.” A smile tugs on his lips, but he’s too stubborn to give it.

      I guess I’m worth it after all.

      “Go on,” I say.

      “It was a lethal dose, as you can deduce. They found an injection mark in his chest, close to his heart.”

      “Sodium nitrate?”

      He nods. “It’s a popular food additive. They use it in fertilizer as well. In large doses it’s lethal.”

      “So they injected him with poison,” I say as my wheels start to spin.

      “Poor Hugh,” Calliope wails. “Whoever is responsible is going to pay.” Her voice deepens to a spooky octave as she floats toward the ceiling. “And they’re going to pay with their life,” she shouts as she bullets right through the ceiling and into the nether-sphere.

      If Calliope has her way, there will be another homicide on this ship before the trip is over.

      “What do you think?” I ask the handsome man before me. “You’re a behavioral profiler. Is an injection something a man or woman might do in regards to homicide?”

      “It can work both ways. However, it would give a woman more control than just about any other modality.”

      I nod. “I agree. I already spoke to Dove.”

      “What?”

      “Earlier on the trail. She said she’s content with her job, for the most part, but that Hugh Whitman was a universally hated man. Apparently, just about everyone who worked for him was miserable.”

      “And she wasn’t?”

      “She took over her father’s position. She mentioned it made her feel closer to him. I thought that was sweet.”

      He sucks in a quick breath. “That is sweet. Speaking of daughters, I’m missing mine. How about you?”

      “I am certainly missing mine.”

      “You think they’d be okay if we stopped by the Oasis?”

      A giggle works its way up my throat. “I hope you brought your dancing shoes.”

      Ransom and I head into the Oasis Nightclub and dance until the wee hours with the best of them, despite the fact every muscle in my body is on fire.

      In the end, it doesn’t matter. Ransom brings an inferno worth of heat where it counts.

      And shockingly, neither of our daughters seems to mind. In fact, they dance right alongside us, snapping at least a hundred selfies of our gyrating good time.

      It’s a memory I’ll never forget, and I’m sure these girls won’t either.

      But come tomorrow, Ransom and I are back on the trail of a killer. And lucky for me, my second suspect will be present and accounted for.

      Craig Hall, it’s your turn to face the proverbial camera, and I can’t help but wonder if you’ve got a killer smile.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip: If you’re traveling from afar to meet up with your cruise ship, I would highly advise you arrive at least a day early. With so many flight cancellations these days, it might mean the difference between taking your cruise and missing your departure.

      

      “You’ll never guess what happened last night,” Nettie says as we get off the bus that schlepped us from the ship, over to the Chilkat River where we’ll be rafting with a flock of eagles or something of that nature.

      “You won big at the casino?” I ask as Nettie, Bess, and I stretch our limbs. The bus ride may have only been thirty minutes, but the older you get, the more time it takes to recover from a strenuous activity, like sitting.

      “I won big with the opposite gender,” she corrects. “I had a man walk me to my room last night.”

      “Nettie,” I admonish her with my tone before turning to Bess. “And you let this happen?”

      “I arranged for it to happen,” Bess corrects. “The man in question was a security guard. After she abrasively hit on every man in that casino, security gave us two options—leave on our own recognizance or with a little help from the bouncers. I slipped a bill to the beefiest security guard I could find and asked him to walk us home in style.”

      “You know what they say.” I shrug. “All’s well that ends well.”

      Nettie growls, “And if it isn’t ending well, it isn’t the end.”

      “Touché,” I tell her as we exchange a high-five.

      I ended it with my ex and look where it landed me.

      In the arms of the hottest man in either hemisphere. I guess there’s something to be said for being naïve.

      Ransom had just enough business to finish up that he missed the bus, but said he’d meet us out here even if he needed to hitch a ride on a bear.

      And don’t get me started on bears.

      I shudder as I look around at the woods that seem to surround us, save for the glassy green river running through the pines. It’s a hundred feet across at least and looks tame enough, more or less, but I’ve lived too many years to take things at face value. Everyone knows the real current runs below the surface, much like a marriage.

      A light mist drizzles around us as we take in the sights. To our right is a majestic snow-covered mountain so close we could touch it, and within seconds, everyone is screaming and pointing as a rainbow spears straight down from the sky.

      “That is so magical,” I say.

      “That, my friend, is an omen—and a bad one at that,” Bess says. “I’m not sure why, but each time we see a rainbow, Nettie does something so goofy that everyone around her ends up in hot water.”

      “Bess, we saw dozens of rainbows in Hawaii,” I remind her. “And Nettie was always with us.” My fingers ride to my lips as every crisis that followed comes back to haunt me.

      She nods. “Exactly.”

      Craig Hall, the man I’m hoping will have an answer or two when it comes to Hugh Whitman’s murder, steps up and corrals the lot of us over to a shack where we’re outfitted with orange life vests. A few guides give us a safety rundown before we’re divided into small groups. Apparently, the riverboats can only handle under a dozen people each.

      Drats.

      That means the odds of Craig being on my boat are low.

      If Ransom doesn’t get here soon, the odds of him being on my boat will be low, too.

      A warm pair of arms wrap themselves around my waist from behind, and I turn to find the exact man I was hoping to see.

      “I thought you were going to miss our ride.”

      He shakes his head. “I’m not missing anything with you.”

      We hop on the boat along with Bess, Nettie, and all six kids, and that about caps it for us.

      The river looks green as sea glass as we glide effortlessly over it. Thank goodness, rafting in this case is more or less a misnomer. Although, there are a number of logs and tree branches strewn about the river, but they don’t seem to be affecting our smooth ride. Yet.

      “The river is clear today,” our captain shouts at us. “It’s unpredictable from one day to the next, so I say you got pretty lucky. The trip runs about an hour and a half, and if you keep your eyes open, you might see beavers, moose, more bald eagles than you dream of—and, of course, bears.”

      That’s what I was afraid of.

      A sickly smile graces my lips as I look at Ransom. But he doesn’t seem amused in the least.

      Because he knows better.

      We travel for about twenty minutes in pure unadulterated silence, save for the cawing of birds and the serene sound of rushing water.

      The air is so crisp and fresh, I can’t help but take in the rich earthy scent surrounding us as the water mingles with the soil and the pines. There is no better perfume than Mother Nature can provide.

      “Listen up, girls.” Nettie flicks her fingers as Emerson, Kelsey, and Abbey all give her their undivided attention. “I’ve got a few dating tips I think it’s high time for me to offer.”

      Bess gives a hard groan at the thought, and if I’m not mistaken, I’m pretty sure Ransom did, too.

      “You’ve heard the expression, the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach?” Nettie waits for a response and all three girls nod. “Well, as it turns out, his stomach isn’t the only thing that needs to be constantly fed.”

      “Nettie.” Bess elbows her. “My granddaughter is listening, not to mention, Ransom’s daughter and Trixie’s. Keep it G, would you?”

      “Well, gee whiz.” Nettie draws out the word gee and three birds caw in response. “Where did you think I was going with it?” Nettie looks back at the girls. “The answer is a man’s ego.”

      “I’ll agree to that,” Bess sniffs. “A man’s ego most certainly needs to be constantly fed.”

      I shake my head. “It might be true for some men, but not true for a single man on this boat.”

      Although, it’s spot-on for my ex. Stanton’s ego was insatiable.

      “And another thing.” Nettie spikes a crooked finger in the air. “If a man is silly enough to dump you, don’t you dare cry over him. He’s not worth the salt in your tears, sister.”

      “That I agree with,” Ransom says before looking right at Emerson. “The only man you should cry over is me, at my funeral.”

      “Dad.” Emerson laughs while giving his foot a playful kick.

      I’m a bit tempted to kick him, too. Things are just getting good between us. The last thing I want to think about is Ransom dropping dead.

      “I’m serious.” Ransom doubles down on the casket-dwelling days ahead of him. “And if someone dares to break your heart, I want to know about it. I want names and addresses. Scratch that. I’m perfectly capable of tracking down anyone anywhere.” He casts a glance to Parker. “Ex-FBI.”

      Parker stiffens for a moment as if he was just put on notice, and I think he was.

      Scary fact? I’m pretty sure Ransom has the ability to make someone disappear without a trace.

      Emerson laughs as if what her father just uttered were the funniest thing in the world before wrapping her arms around Parker.

      “So Dad…” She offers her father a playful smile and looks every bit like his doppelgänger in the process. “You and Trixie are, like, totally cute together.” She nods my way. “He’s told me a bunch about you. He’s really proud of your art and has even sent me pictures.”

      “Wow, I didn’t know that.” I pull back, marveling at the man as I snuggle under his wing. “Thank you for that.”

      In truth, I know the bare bones about Ransom. I know he’s retired from the FBI, that his sister was married to Wes, and not only did their marriage end badly, but it damaged Wes and Ransom’s relationship, too. The fact he believes Wes drove her into the arms of a Columbian drug lord may have had something to do with Ransom’s anger.

      I also know that when Ransom’s father passed away, he left a real estate fortune to Ransom and his siblings. But I don’t know virtually anything about Ransom’s ex-wife. Although, they sure produced a well-adjusted daughter from their union.

      “Yeah, Mom,” Parker says. “I didn’t know how I’d feel, seeing you with another guy. I mean, it’s kind of weird. But I don’t mind. In fact, I think it’s kind of cool.” He sheds a brief smile at Ransom. “Just know if you mess up, I’ll be coming after you.”

      Everyone on the boat shares a laugh at that one.

      “I agree,” Abbey says. “The about it being weird part. But it’s not weird at all. It warms my heart to see you both so happy. Ransom, I think you’re totally a good fit for my mother. Mom, if you mess up, I’ll be coming after you.”

      The entire lot of us laughs ten times harder.

      “Wait a minute.” Kelsey brings her fingers to her lips as if she’s just thought of something. “If you two get married, that means”—she looks at Emerson and Parker—“you guys are going to be siblings.”

      “Mom.” Abbey drags my name out as if I’ve just ruined her brother’s budding relationship. And I think I may have. “Cringe!”

      Everyone gets a good chuckle out of it—except for Emerson and Parker, of course.

      “Come on,” Owen says to the two of them. “It’s not like your blood-related or were even raised together.” His lips curve slightly the way Wes’ do when he’s about to let a zinger fly. “But at the same time, you could call one another bro and sis if you wanted.”

      The younger half of the boat erupts with laughter.

      Ransom gives a light chuckle as well. “In that case, I suppose it’s best if you two cut your losses while you’re still ahead.”

      Emerson’s mouth falls open. “As if.”

      “No chance.” Parker spears Ransom with a lethal look, and suddenly I’m fearing for Ransom’s safety.

      Abbey shrugs. “They’re not backing down.” She looks my way. “The two of you will have to quit while you’re ahead.”

      “As if,” I don’t mind at all parroting Emerson’s response.

      Ransom shakes his head. “No chance.”

      “Mom.” Abbey shakes her head at me. “We’re going to be the weird family.”

      “Abbey, I was married to your father,” I tell her. “We’re already the weird family.”

      A trio of eagles circles overhead, and everyone on the boat, and the surrounding boats as well, lets out a series of oohs and ahhs.

      All phones are held high in hopes to get the perfect picture.

      The largest of the three birds swoops low and we’re all audibly delighted once again.

      “Come here, big boy,” Nettie says, pulling something out of her pocket and tossing it into the air.

      To our surprise, one of the largest eagles dives down and catches Nettie’s offerings mid-air.

      “Please don’t do that,” the guide is quick to reprimand her—and for good reason.

      “Too late,” Nettie says, tossing up another handful, and this time there are six birds swooping over our boat. Some of them catch the orange-looking substance in mid-air and others scoop it up with their talons once it hits the water.

      “What is that?” Ransom asks.

      I suppose it’s a good thing he’s here. He might need to make an arrest. And funny enough, Nettie Butterworth is no stranger to handcuffs.

      “It’s the good stuff,” Nettie says as she tosses another heap into the air. “Smoked salmon.”

      “That’s where my lox went this morning,” Bess cries. “I knew it wasn’t being eaten by a ghost.”

      Ransom shoots a quick look my way when Bess says the G word.

      But before things can get spooky, they quickly get kooky as over a dozen of those enormous noble-winged creatures show up on the scene, pecking at us and dive-bombing our boat in hopes for the salmon buffet to open up again. And from the looks of it, they’re not just attacking our boat, but the surrounding boats as well.

      A choir of screams goes off all around us as our captain does his best to bullet us out of harm’s way, but with the other boats clamoring to exit as well, and every eagle in the nation swooping in for another tasty bite of Nettie’s fishy contraband, it’s proving impossible to get anywhere.

      “It’s like bumper cars out here,” I try to shout over the chaos as one boat butts into the next.

      Ransom nods. “Put your heads in your shirts,” he shouts to every last soul on this boat.

      We try our best to do as we’re told, but not before it rains eagle droppings on every one of us.

      After a painful twenty minutes of bumping, battling the birds, and being used as a wildlife latrine, we finally disembark.

      “We can’t take you anywhere,” Bess shrieks at her bestie while holding her arms out and examining the whitewash of eagle souvenirs all over her clothes—not that the rest of us came out unscathed.

      “All right,” Craig Hall shouts with a laugh as he tries to wrangle his cast and crew. “Everyone back on the bus. The distillery is less than five minutes away and we can get cleaned up there before we grab a burger and a brew.”

      A cheer goes off in the crowd—although none of us boomers are participating in the revelry.

      We hop onto the bus in abject misery, and I watch as Craig sits just behind the driver.

      I’m not taking my eyes off that man. I may not have questioned my suspect during the river fiasco, but he’s not getting away at the distillery.

      Bring on the burger, the brew, and perhaps the killer.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip: Not all cruise ship beverage packages are created equal. Be sure to look into what your cruise line offers as a part of the voyage versus what beverages you might want to purchase as a package. Iced tea, lemonade, most juices, and coffee are usually included, as is tap water. Anything above and beyond those choices should be explored so there won’t be any surprises once you embark on your adventure. Remember, you can always bring a refillable water bottle to carry around as well. Hydration is key to a happy, healthy trip.

      

      Lucky for us, the Eagle Point Distillery and Bistro is just a five-minute jaunt from our rafting excursion.

      Every last one of us drains from the buses, and we’ve managed to create a line to each of the restrooms that snakes right out the door. And just as fate would have it at every game and concert venue, the line to the ladies’ room is twice as long as that of the men’s.

      And don’t think for a minute we’re not moaning and groaning every inch of the way.

      It's one thing to have a bathroom emergency and a whole other to be covered in doo-doo. I don’t care how bald that bird was that relieved itself on me, I want out of these clothes.

      We finally manage to make our way to the sinks and wash up as best we can. My hair only has one wet spot, but my jacket might need to be burned. Soon enough, Bess, Nettie, and I head out to check out the menu.

      The distillery is an enormous warehouse. Concrete floors, dark wooden tables, chairs, and heat lamps are strewn about. Country music twangs through the speakers, and in the middle of the room, a handful of couples are rocking away to the funky beat.

      The scent of fresh golden French fries and freshly grilled burgers fill our senses, and it only makes my stomach claw that much harder.

      “I didn’t realize how hungry I am until just now,” I say.

      Bess nods. “Fear will do that to you. Didn’t I tell you she’s a menace to society? That rainbow was trying to tip us off.”

      I won’t argue with her on that.

      Nettie one—rainbow zero.

      Ransom meets up with us and we put in our orders before taking a seat and diving straight into the juiciest, cheesiest, most decadent burgers we’ve ever had. And every last one of us gives it our moaning approval.

      I’d be remiss if I didn’t mention the fries are out of this world. Probably because they’re doused with truffle oil and truffle salt. It’s a double chef’s kiss of perfection.

      Craig has the left side of the room reserved for the cast and crew of Match Made in Paradise, and as we nosh on our burgers, Dove Love, the host, waves to garner our attention.

      “Don’t forget”—she cups her hands over her mouth—“the crew is filming every moment, so be sure you’re seated with your significant other.”

      “And don’t forget to bring the chemistry,” shouts the blonde who pops up next to her, Alice, the casting director. “As soon as you finish up your lunch and down a few brews, we’d like to see what you’re capable of on this dance floor.”

      Bess shakes her head. “I bet they’d like to see what these kids are capable of on the dance floor after downing a few brews.”

      Ransom takes a hearty swig from his dark lager beer, the same one Parker, Owen, and Carter are imbibing. The girls have something that looks much lighter in nature—I’m counting Bess, Nettie, and me in that.

      I can’t have but a few sips. I’m terrified of what liquor would do to my supernatural quirk. If I get toasted, Calliope might not be the only spook I see. For all I know, an entire cemetery’s worth of poltergeists might materialize before me. And they may not all be friendly.

      “This is the good stuff.” Ransom sucks in a breath through his teeth after taking a sip. “And I mean the good stuff. I hope these kids can hold their liquor.”

      His phone buzzes and he swipes it off the table before frowning at it.

      “Wes needs to speak to me.” His brows hike a notch as if he were amused. “I’ll be back.”

      He takes off and Nettie leans in. “I bet that’s about the case.”

      “It just might be,” I say as I do a quick sweep of the vicinity. “Speaking of the case, I’m going to talk to the producer to see if I can’t wrangle some clues from him.”

      I jump out of my seat and speed on over just as Nettie materializes by my side.

      “Not without me, you’re not,” she says. “And Ransom wouldn’t want you to either.”

      “You’re probably right about that. Try to lay low,” I tell her.

      Although, this is Nettie I’m speaking to. I’m well aware of what the consequences might be.

      A glowing green gal glides up next to me on the other side.

      “Calliope,” I say, pleased to see her. “So glad you could make it. This is Nettie Butterworth. She’s one of the few people who knows about my abilities.” I quickly take Nettie by the arm so she can hear the disembodied voice, too.

      “So nice to meet you,” Calliope tells her. “I just love your silver locks. How I wish I could have aged long enough to have my own.”

      “Oh, honey,” Nettie says while looking in Calliope’s general direction. “You didn’t miss much in that department. But you missed a whole bunch when it comes to the heart. That’s why we’re going to work double time to get you back to paradise where you belong—in the arms of your man.”

      Calliope lights up with a lavender shimmer at the thought. “I knew I liked you.”

      Craig Hall looks as if he’s finishing up a conversation with the casting director, and just as we approach, they part ways.

      “Craig,” I say, sounding a bit too jovial.

      The man looks our way, his head lifted at attention. His thick head of silver curls, thick eyelids, lips, and chin age him more than they should. But he’s still pretty fit, and by the way I’ve seen him running around, he has the energy of a twenty-year-old.

      “We just wanted to tell you what a blast we’re having,” I say, panting a bit from the trek over. His body might act as if it’s twenty, but mine certainly doesn’t.

      “Ah, the boomers.” He chuckles. “I jest. It’s nice to see you ladies having fun.” He dips his chin as he looks at Nettie. “And if I’m not mistaken, you’re the rabble-rouser who caused all the mischief on the riverboats.”

      “Rabble-rouser is my middle name,” Nettie gravels the words out with pride.

      And I have half a mind to believe it.

      He laughs again, this time with more gusto. “I’ll make sure to always have a camera on you.”

      She nods. “You’d be remiss not to.”

      “Trixie,” Calliope hisses. “Get to the meat. I need to know who killed my poor Hughey.”

      “Craig,” I say, leaning his way. “We’re so sorry for your loss.”

      He blows out a breath, the smile immediately gone from his face.

      “Boy, I am, too.” He shakes his head. “Nobody wanted it to end that way for him. Something like that shouldn’t have happened for decades to come. The poor guy should have been old—at home, surrounded by family or something. He never married. He was pretty miserable. And to be honest, he had a habit of wanting to spread the misery.”

      Calliope growls with the efficiency of a lion about to pounce its prey.

      I wouldn’t put it past her. Love is a powerful emotion.

      “I’m sorry to hear it,” I tell him. “So I guess he wasn’t the easiest person to work with.”

      “Why did you do it?” Nettie says while shaking her head at the man. “Why did you strangle the man?”

      “Nettie,” I scoff.

      Craig laughs it off. “It’s okay. Nettie, you’re probably not the first or the last to think I may have strangled the poor guy. But he wasn’t strangled.” He shrugs. “Apparently, it was a heart attack or something. We don’t know. I’ve only spoken to the port authorities once on the matter. I’m sure they’ll figure things out. I’ve already decided to cover the funeral costs. It’s the least the show could do, especially since this show wasn’t just his baby, it was his life.”

      “That’s very kind of you,” I tell him.

      Nettie raises a hand. “I know where you can get a casket on the cheap. Hit me up before you leave the ship.”

      He laughs again. “I just might do it.”

      “How long had you known him?” I ask.

      “Hugh and I go way back.” He bites his lip a moment. “About as far back as you can get these days.”

      “Craig, what if Hugh didn’t die of natural causes?” I ask. “I mean, is there anyone who he had a disagreement with?”

      His lips harden and turn glacial white in the process as he ponders this.

      He blows out a breath, flitting his gaze into the crowd of jostling bodies as the din of conversation grows rowdier by the moment. It looks as if the craft brews are working their magic.

      “You know, funny you should ask,” he says. “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking at night when I can’t sleep. I hate to say it, but there are a couple of people who have had very tense relationships with him as of late.”

      “Like whom?” I ask in haste. I’m pretty sure I’d fail Detective 101.

      I never could keep my cool during these things.

      “Like Dove.” He shrugs. “Her dad and Hugh were at one another’s throats, creative differences.” He shrugs again. “Hugh didn’t like anyone usurping him, so he worked that poor man to death, long hours, unbearable conditions. Hugh enjoyed watching that man suffer. Come to think of it, Hugh enjoyed watching just about everyone suffer.”

      Calliope groans as her countenance grows dim.

      It’s never easy to hear bad things about the people you love.

      “And then there’s Alice.” Craig’s eyes grow wide a moment. “She’s the casting director. I honestly have no idea what they were beefing over these last few weeks, but they had a few heated conversations take place—more than a few. I asked Hugh what that was about, but he told me it wasn’t his place to tell. And I asked Alice, and she said it was none of my business.”

      “That’s interesting,” I say. “Were they romantically involved?”

      Calliope’s verdant hue comes back full force—I’m guessing she’s green with jealousy.

      “No, no,” Craig is quick to inadvertently reassure her. “Nothing like that. Hugh was a lone wolf. He had a girl in college, his sweetheart, and she met a bad end. Drunk driver.” He closes his eyes a moment. “Or something like that. Anyway, if I had to guess, Alice was gunning for a raise. She’s been pretty open about the fact she blew through her finances. She moved from a nice condo into a mobile home park about three months ago. She sold her car, too.”

      “Oh wow,” I say. “That’s certainly a lot going on. Maybe she did want a loan.”

      Nettie leans in. “Or maybe she wanted to shack up with the guy. He was a looker.”

      “That he was.” Calliope sighs.

      Craig shakes his head. “Not my department.”

      Someone calls for him from behind, and soon he says a quick goodbye before heading that way.

      “What do you think?” Calliope’s voice is filled with anticipation.

      “I think he’s the killer,” Nettie says with marked assurance. False marked assurance.

      “I don’t know about that,” Calliope says, staring in the direction he took off in. “He seems nice enough. But that Alice woman, I think we need to get our hands on her.”

      “Agree,” I say, giving a quick look around, but I can’t seem to find her in the melee. “Don’t worry. We’ll catch up to her sooner than later.”

      “I’m off to eat the earth’s weight in truffle fries,” Calliope growls. “I’ll see you ladies on the ship.” She zips off toward the table in front of us and, sure enough, we watch an entire basket of unmanned fries disappear into thin air.

      “I need to get me some ghost goggles,” Nettie says. “I’m missing all the good stuff. And I need to do it before a tall, dark, and handsome ghost pops up next. Hey? didn’t your so-called powers get initiated after I hit you in the head with a bottle of vodka?”

      “Yes, but apparently, they were lying dormant in me all along.”

      “We’ll never know until we find out. I’m off to find a bottle of vodka.” She zips off just as Ransom comes this way, and soon we land on the dance floor, our bodies so close you can’t slip a dime between us.

      “What did the captain say?” I ask, taking in the coolness still on his clothes from his jaunt outside.

      “He wanted to fill me in on a few petty thefts. I called Quinn and told her to take care of the complaints. I’d much rather be here with you, doing this.” His lips curve with malevolent intent.

      “I’d much rather have you here myself.” I bite down on my lip to keep my nervous giggles in check.

      “What’s that look for?” He frowns. “I know you by now. You’re up to something. And if I had to guess, I’d say it was no good.”

      “Confession: I may have had a run-in with the producer.”

      His eyes widen a  notch. “You shook down a suspect on your own?”

      “I had Nettie with me.” And a supernatural supervisor of sorts. “It was fine.” I quickly rattle off everything Craig mentioned about Dove’s father, about the strange behavior Alice was displaying, and her recent financial troubles.

      Ransom ticks his head back a notch. “Okay, it sounds as if we’ve got two viable suspects. I’ll talk to Alice—preferably on my own.”

      I tip my head to the side and shoot him a look.

      “Or with you by my side,” he says, and I feel the reluctance in his voice.

      “That’s better.” I glance back at the table we were sitting at, and it’s all but abandoned. Instead, I find the kids on the dance floor doing just this—while licking one another’s faces clean. “Boy, they’re relentless, aren’t they?”

      Ransom sighs hard as he looks at Emerson and Parker. “You know what they say. If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em.”

      His eyes slit to nothing.

      And join them we do. Ransom kisses me like a man on a mission, as if it were our very first kiss, our last, and every single one in between.

      As cheesy as it sounds, it’s as if I can feel our souls fusing together. Or maybe that’s the truffle fries talking.

      Either way, I wouldn’t miss this for all the truffle fries in the world.

      And I won’t miss that conversation with Alice Carmichael either.
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      Trip Tip Question: Hey, Trixie, it’s me again—the woman foolish enough to take her children and their spouses on her anniversary cruise. You’ll never guess what’s happened now. I had both my daughter and my daughter-in-law meet me on the lido deck where I took the liberty to have an entire cheesecake brought out by the staff along with coffee for the three of us just like you suggested. The second they arrived, the fireworks started. My daughter accused me of trying to sabotage all of the hard work she put into squeezing into her bikini. And my daughter-in-law questioned my motives, seeing that she’s allergic to dairy.

      I just tossed up my hands in frustration. As soon as they left, I called my husband over and we polished off the cheesecake ourselves.

      Perhaps we should have eloped for our anniversary cruise. We’re both ready to jump ship.

      ~Aching for a Do-over

      

      Dear Aching,

      I’m so sorry things have gone south so far. Sometimes the first part of the trip can be the most challenging when it comes to having family on board. Here’s hoping the second half of the trip is a far better experience for you!

      Fingers crossed.

      XOXO Trixie

      

      There is something equally special about Alaska as that of the Tropics, which the Emerald Queen sailed through not so long ago.

      If I’m learning anything during my time at sea, it’s that each location on God’s green—and frozen—earth is just as impressive and unique in its own way.

      Yesterday, we spent the day sailing through the scenic Hubbard Glacier. The fog was thick, but between the scarves of mist we experienced the glory of ice sculptures rising from the water as far as the eyes could see.

      I held my art class outdoors, and I taught my eager students to sketch and paint the landscape. Everyone was enthused with how easy it was and how amazing their work turned out. And to my surprise, all six of the kids took the class as well. Shockingly, they produced the most stellar work of all. But then, I should have expected nothing less since they all come from good stock.

      Afterward, the crew passed out hot Dutch pea soup and clam chowder, and we indulged while watching nature’s frozen wonders. And as if that wasn’t magical enough, we saw an entire pod of orca whales bobbing around the icy periphery.

      I’m so glad I had my kids there to share the moment with.

      It was pure bliss.

      Craig Hall thought it was too murky to get any decent footage, so he filmed the kids in the nightclub later instead.

      Ransom and I opted out of that bee-bop session and went up to the Blue Crab for dinner, an exclusive restaurant right here on the ship. We had a romantic meal where we stared meaningfully into one another’s eyes. Actually, it was more like a private ocular duel since we swore we wouldn’t mention the case once we set foot in that place.

      The crab dinner was the best I’ve ever had, only to be won out by the kisses Ransom doled out afterward on the bow. Not even the icy night air could cool our efforts.

      But today, we’ve sailed past Hubbard Glacier and docked in Juneau, which just so happens to be the capital of Alaska.

      The Seabreeze daily newsletter let us know that Juneau is located on the panhandle and is the second largest city in the United States when measured by area.

      A layer of dark purple clouds sits above us, but the landscape in this great town continues to shine, surrounded by evergreens and snowcapped mountains.

      In fact, the ship looks as if it’s docked right next to a sheer mountain of pines. It’s a thrilling sight, if not a bit vexing for me since I know what furry creatures reside in thickets like these. But where we’re headed today, I doubt I’ll have an up close and personal encounter of the furry kind.

      Match Made in Paradise is taking us all kayaking out to Mendenhall Glacier, where we’ll get up close and personal with walls of sheer ice in the most enchanting shades of blue.

      Even though I’m not big on paddling my way through icy waters, I’m excited about seeing something so beautiful in such close proximity.

      And as expected, Bess, Nettie, and I hit the breakfast buffet hard this morning, knowing full well that we’d need to fuel up for what lies ahead. I had my usual lox and bagel, extra cream cheese, extra lox—three-cheese omelets with extra cheese, sausage, and bacon—you can never have enough protein. And since I’d need more than a few carbs in the next few hours, I opted for a short stack of buttermilk pancakes, a trio of malt waffles—if you’ve never tried them, you haven’t really lived—and a chocolate croissant for good measure.

      Also, in the event my stomach decides to claw itself out of my body midway through our excursion, I brought along a backpack filled with more than a couple extra chocolate croissants to feed the beast inside of me, and apparently, the beast inside half the cast and crew, too.

      The entire lot of us disembarks from the Emerald Queen as we await the bus to transport us to the Mendenhall Glacier Visitor Center where the first leg of our adventure will begin. We even have the privilege of having Wes join us today. And despite the fact my instincts say I should steer clear of the good captain, I’m glad he’s making time to enjoy the beauty this day has to offer along with his sons.

      Ransom nods to Bess and Nettie. “Are you ladies up for this?”

      Nettie shakes her head. “Nah, we’re eschewing frozen tundra for the warmth of a yurt. We’re headed out to see my boy Figment Unity Woo Woo Butterworth, aka Figgy.” She turns to the kids. “As if his name wasn’t enough to put him at the top of the cool list, he’s got a glass eye and he knows how to use it.”

      The kids ooh and aah in amazement, but I’m still stuck on the fact they won’t be joining us.

      “What?” I squawk with a pout.

      “We didn’t have the heart to tell you at breakfast.” Bess nods before looking at the young’uns among us. “Figgy runs a popular campground and he promised us a decent lunch. And since Trixie won’t be around, neither will the bears.”

      True as gospel.

      “Wow,” Abbey muses. “A glass eye and lunch? I wish I was going.”

      She looks serious as a heart attack.

      “Me, too,” the other kids quickly chime in.

      “But duty calls, Grammy,” Kelsey says, wrapping her arms around her grandmother. “You have fun. But not too much fun. I don’t want to hear that half of Juneau has burned down because of your shenanigans.”

      We all share a laugh at that one because it singes a little too close to the truth.

      “You mean her shenanigans.” Bess hitches a thumb at the queen of shenanigans. “But don’t worry. We’ll be back on the ship long before you will. We can’t stray too far from the buffet at the Blue Water.”

      Kelsey shrugs. “In that case, don’t burn down the ship.”

      Another bout of laughter ensues, this one a bit more robust.

      “Come on,” Bess says, threading her arm through her bestie’s. “I think they’re onto you, Nettie.”

      “That’s because they know I’m the fun one.” She waves as Bess carts her away. “Don’t worry. I won’t miss our fishing trip in Ketchikan. That’s where I plan to shine.”

      “And that’s what I’m afraid of,” I mutter mostly to myself.

      Ransom holds my hand as we board the bus, and I can’t help but notice that all six kids are holding one another’s hands in their respective pairs.

      I lean past Ransom a notch to include Wes in our conversation.

      “What are your thoughts about the kid’s newfound relationships?”

      Wes groans, “I believe they call them hookups.”

      Ransom shakes his head. “I’m pretty sure the definition of a hookup is a physical exchange of a sexual nature.”

      Wes lifts his brows. “And?”

      “You don’t think—” I shake my head, unable to complete the sentence.

      “They had better not,” Ransom growls, and with that, we board the bus and are quickly carted off to the Mendenhall Glacier Visitor Center where we’re outfitted with lifejackets, kayaks built for two, and enough paddles for the entire free world to row to the moon.

      Craig Hall blows an airhorn to garner everyone’s attention while standing at the base of the river. “Today’s segment consists of racing down this river and over to the glaciers. We’ve got a boat waiting for you to mark the spot. The first couple to snatch the flag wins five hundred ship bucks to spend any way they please on board the Emerald Queen of the Seas.”

      A giant whoop goes off in the crowd.

      “I’m still in it to win it,” Wes says.

      “So am I.” Ransom glares at his quasi-nemesis.

      Something tells me they’re not as interested in the ship bucks than they are the bragging rights.

      “Wait a minute,” I say, holding up a hand. “Wes, who are you teaming up with today? It’s a couples’ race.”

      “I’ve got it covered,” he says. “Let’s just say there’s a new lady in my life, and she’s eager to take both of you to the proverbial cleaners.” He glances past me. “In fact, here’s the second half of my power duo now.”

      A new lady in Wes’ life?

      My stomach pinches for a moment and I’m not sure why.

      I guess it’s high time to find out exactly who she is.
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      Trip Tip: When traveling with extended family, be sure to extend a little grace in everyone’s direction. There are so many expectations that come with taking a leave from the real world. It might take a few hours, or days, for real-world tensions to wear off. When all is said and done, it’s best to air on the side of caution and choose not to get pulled into a tussle. If you’re in a foul mood yourself, perhaps take a nap on the sundeck and bring a good book. A little alone time can be a cure-all for just about anything.

      

      Wes nods past us, and we turn to find a familiar blonde jogging this way.

      One of my favorite blondes to be exact.

      Elodie Abernathy, aka my ship bestie, shows up right on cue.

      “Sorry, I don’t do buses,” she pants while offering me a quick embrace. “And I don’t do the captain.” She winks over at Wes. “But if Craig Hall is lucky, I might do him.” Her shoulders wiggle as she says it. “Now let’s get this over with so I can get back on dry land.”

      A short-lived melee ensues as everyone boards their kayaks and the people hosting the excursion help push out into open waters. The river looks green and glassy and yet somewhat festive with all of the glowing red kayaks dotting the surface like confetti.

      The scent of pines mingling with the salty water manages to unlock the stress I’ve been carrying around on my shoulders, and suddenly I have the urge to sit in this kayak all day. And if Ransom is depending on me to help get us to the glacier, it might take that long.

      The orientation for this trip to the mother of all ice cubes was short yet informative. It turns out, Mendenhall Glacier is over thirteen miles long and about twelve miles out from downtown Juneau. And at the end of this river is where all the action is. Typically, it takes over an hour to get to where we’re headed, at a leisurely pace, but seeing this is a race, more than half the kayaks are already up the river and out of sight.

      “I can’t believe these kids,” I pant as I struggle to keep up with Ransom’s rowing. “At this rate, it will take less than five minutes for someone to grab that flag.”

      “We’ll still get there before you,” Wes shouts our way with a wink before paddling like mad.

      And paddle like mad we do as well.

      Wes and Elodie are a force to be reckoned with.

      But Ransom’s muscles are a tour de force all their own.

      Confession: after twenty minutes, my arms threatened to fall right off my body, so I may have stopped paddling altogether. And honest to God, I think we’re gaining more speed because of it. In fact, we gain so much speed we catch up to Wes and Elodie.

      Our kayak glides in next to theirs and Elodie whacks her paddle against Ransom’s, nearly knocking it out of his hands.

      “Eat our dust, mall cop,” she calls out as they manage to take the lead again.

      “There is no dust,” I call out after her. “We’re eating your wake.” I pause a moment. “And Ransom isn’t a mall cop!”

      Ransom turns my way and frowns. “Trixie, why don’t you take a break? I’ll fix this.”

      Take a break I do—technically, I’ve already been doing just that. And while Ransom begins to power row as if our lives—and perhaps his ego—depended on it, I choose to nosh on those French treats I’ve brought along, filled with chocolate as if my stomach depended on it.

      In less than five minutes, we’ve taken the lead against Wes and Elodie—although not much of anyone else. In fact, there is a whole gaggle of kayaks already at the glaciers, as a sea of cell phones rise in the air to capture the magical moment.

      The glaciers are within our reach, and the closer we get, the more the temperature drops. And they have dropped at least fifteen degrees since we’ve left shore.

      “We’re doing it,” I cry out. “You’re doing it,” I shout with a laugh, and Ransom belts out a howl in response.

      But with just feet to spare, Wes and Elodie catch up and do their best to ram us right out of our kayaks.

      “Are you insane?” Ransom growls at Wes as they take the lead and cross the invisible finish line first.

      “How do you like that?” I say with another laugh caught in my throat. “The captain likes to play dirty.”

      Ransom turns and offers a mournful smile. “I can play dirty with the best of them. But my cargo was far too precious to risk capsizing this vessel.”

      “Ransom,” I coo as I reach forward and take his hand. “Wes may have won the race, but you have won my heart. Thank you for saving me from a certain icy death. Ransom, I—” Here it is, that four-letter word bubbling up my throat.

      “Trixie.” His voice is low, his eyes pinned to mine. “I—”

      An icy spray of water hits us as another kayak anxiously sails by.

      “We’d better get out of harm’s way,” I say and Ransom paddles us right over to the nearest sheer wall of frozen beauty.

      I’ve never been this close to a glacier in all my life, nor have I ever imagined doing so. Living back in Brambleberry Bay with my cheat of a husband, the closest thing to a glacier was the icy indifference Stanton showed to our marriage.

      But this?

      With Ransom by my side?

      This is a frozen paradise all of its own.

      I’m living a life I never imagined, with a man I would never have thought would be interested in someone like me. And that’s probably why this moment right here feels like the pinnacle of my existence.

      Right now, it is just that.

      We take pictures of ourselves with the ethereal blue backdrop. The kids take pictures of us from a distance and even get Wes and Elodie in on the action.

      These are the times, the moments, I’ll cherish forever.

      But there is one moment that has the power to eclipse this magical trip, and that’s the moment Ransom and I finally get to exchange that four-letter word.

      It’s so close I can feel it.

      We take our time paddling back to shore, and once we get there, Ransom and Wes take off to return our life vests.

      “Oh!” I pull Elodie in as I seize. “There she is,” I say, nodding toward Alice Carmichael standing alone by the river’s edge.

      Elodie squints in the woman’s direction. “Who’s that?”

      “My next suspect.”
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      Trip Tip Question: Hi, Trixie! It’s me again, the woman who’s taking a cruise from hell with her in-laws as they celebrate their anniversary. Not only did my mother-in-law try to kill me with cheesecake, my sister-in-law tricked my mother-in-law and me into going skydiving with her! She knows I’m terrified of heights. The strange thing is, so is she! We screamed and held each other the entire time. There might have been some light cursing involved.

      And there also may have been a moment of serious bonding when we worked together to push my mother-in-law out of the plane. It turns out, my mother-in-law loved it. My sister-in-law and I, however, didn’t exit that aircraft until it was grounded back on planet earth. Honestly, the lengths these people are going through in order to boot me out of the family are too much. I swear they’re out to kill me.

      ~Fearing for My Life!

      

      Dear Fearing,

      Oh dear, I’m afraid this disaster has gone too far. I suggest you focus on spending as much time as possible with your husband while you still have some vacation days ahead of you. Don’t worry about anyone else. Sometimes it’s best to let sleeping relatives lie.

      Stay safe!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      “Your next suspect?” Elodie shakes her head dismissively.

      “Yes, as in my mark. I think she might have answers as to who killed Hugh Whitman.”

      “As much as I’d love to play in your homicidal sandbox, I happen to see my next mark, too,” she says, craning her neck past me. “I say we divide and conquer.”

      She takes off one way and I take off in the other.

      No sooner do get close to the river’s edge than a spray of miniature green stars appears as Calliope materializes next to me.

      “So this is Alice,” Calliope hisses as if she’s already got a ghostly vendetta against the woman.

      I give a quick nod before clearing my throat. “Alice?” I call out as I come upon the casting director.

      Alice Carmichael is a touch older than me, sixties perhaps, has golden blonde curls intermingled with a fair share of tinsel, and her blue eyes are as pale as that glacier I just rubbed elbows with.

      “Trixie,” she says as a smile tugs at her lips, but she seems far too morose to give it.

      “Enjoying the view?” I ask tentatively as I step in close. The glacier is still visible from this vantage point.

      Alice’s yellow parka glows amongst the fog-riddled landscape and she sheds another short-lived smile.

      “Oh, believe me, I’m enjoying every last moment of each and every day. I guess you can say it’s the new me.”

      Calliope frowns her way. “She must be the killer, Trixie. How else could she be so glib in the wake of Hugh’s death? And what about all of that financial trouble Craig mentioned that she was having? I’d hardly call that anything to be joyous about either.”

      Agree.

      “I’m glad you’re soaking it all in,” I tell the blonde. “The glacier was magnificent. You should go. Maybe Craig or one of the crewmen would be willing to paddle out with you.”

      “I’ll pass.” She laughs. “What I can see from a distance is more than enough. I’m afraid I don’t have the strength to paddle anywhere these days. It takes all that I’ve got to get through a day of filming.”

      “I get that. I just paddled out with my boyfriend, but I’ll let you in on a little secret—I let him do all the work.”

      Both Alice and Calliope chortle up a storm at that one.

      “You’re really lucky,” Alice says. “Ransom seems like a real catch. I guess that’s one of my big regrets. I’ve never been lucky in love, and I guess that’s not in the cards for my life.”

      “Don’t say that,” I tell her. “You’ve still got decades’ worth of good years ahead of you.”

      Her mouth opens then closes. Alice looks out at the dark water and takes a deep breath.

      “I’d love for that to be true.”

      “Alice?” I say, taking a step in. “Is something going on?”

      “I’m sensing a suicide on the horizon,” Calliope says and I shoot her a look.

      “I’m sorry, Trixie.” Alice shakes her head. “I don’t want to unload on anyone. I’m fine, really. The last thing I want to do is interfere with your vacation.”

      “First off, I’m not vacationing. I’m part of the crew, remember? And if I’m good at anything, it’s lending an ear. I may not have a lot to say in response, but I’m one heck of a listener. And you’d be surprised what good medicine it is to get things out in the open.”

      Like a confession.

      “Thank you.” She presses a hand to her chest, looking every bit grateful.

      I can’t help but like her. If she’s the killer, I may be moved to help cover her tracks.

      What can I say? I’m a sucker.

      “Okay.” Alice closes her eyes a moment. “But I just want you to know in advance, I’m not looking for pity. I’ve made peace with my destiny.”

      “Her destiny?” Calliope chirps. “Knew it. I’d keep an eye out on this one, Trixie. She’s liable to toss herself overboard before the end of the trip.”

      I pray that’s far from the truth.

      “Go on,” I urge the woman.

      “I’m dying.” She shrugs.

      Calliope gloats with a look that says I told you so.

      Alice sighs. “I was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer a few months back and I only have months, maybe weeks, left to live.”

      “Oh no,” both Calliope and I say in unison.

      Calliope sighs. “I never could trust my good senses.”

      “Alice,” I say. “What are you doing on this trip? Are you feeling okay? Can I get you something? Water? Oh—” I quickly open my backpack and offer her a chocolate croissant.

      “Gee, thank you.” She laughs as she accepts the buttery confection. “And I’m feeling just so-so. I’m on some serious medication to help manage my pain.” She takes a bite and moans. “The ship’s doctor has been a magnificent help as well. I promised my oncologist I’d let the ship’s medical team know about my condition and they’ve been fabulous.”

      “I’m glad to hear it,” I say as Calliope snatches a croissant from my bag before I have the chance to zip it up.

      And to my horror, she gulps it down in three quick bites.

      Thankfully, Alice doesn’t seem to notice, but a hungry move like that could cost me a suspect, and perhaps this poor woman’s sanity.

      “I imagine a diagnosis like that can upend your present life pretty quickly,” I say. And suddenly, the fact she sold her condo makes perfect sense.

      “It has,” she assures me between bites. “My family isn’t pleased at all in the way I’ve chosen to handle it. But at the end of the day, it’s my life.” She cringes a moment. “One of my aunts suffered from the same thing about twenty years ago. She did everything the doctors prescribed, but she succumbed to the disease, nonetheless. It was horrific to watch and even more grueling for her to go through her treatments. I swore at the time if anything like that ever happened to me, I’d just ride it out and enjoy my final days in peace.”

      “Oh, Alice.” My eyes fill with tears. “You’re not going to fight it? You should. You’re nowhere near the finish line. And you’ve got such a great career, you’re kind, beautiful, and you have the entire world at your feet.”

      “That’s exactly what Hugh used to tell me.” She sniffs. “It’s funny, because before I confided in him about my diagnosis, he was just as big a jerk to me as he was to everyone else. But afterward, he was as kind as a father figure. Believe me, he touted all of the miracles of living that I’ve yet to experience. And funny thing is, his big slant was love. He said that every soul on this planet should have a taste of true love even if it was brief.” Her lips invert. “He said it was the greatest gift life had given him. Apparently, the love of his life passed away while they were both in college.”

      Calliope sobs on cue. “Oh, my Hughey, I’m coming back to you,” she wails. “Just as soon as I catch your killer. Ask her something, Trixie—anything to get me closer to paradise once again.”

      “Alice, you seemed to know Hugh well enough. Was he having any peculiar disagreements with anyone?”

      Her mouth rounds out. “Don’t tell me you suspect murder, too.”

      “I, uh—” I’ve never been confronted this way and don’t quite know what to say.

      “Don’t worry.” Her expression darkens. “I’ve got a few theories already rolling around in my brain.”

      “Such as?”

      “Such as the fact Dove has had it out for the man from the day she stepped onto the set as a replacement for her father.”

      “She did mention that losing him has been very hard. But she seems to enjoy her new position.”

      “Maybe, but you’d have to ask yourself why she’d trade all of her hard-earned work to run around in a bikini with a bunch of hyper-sexed kids. No offense to your own children.”

      “No offense taken. I have eyes,” I say and we share a dark laugh. “But as for Dove, I mean what hard-earned work are you talking about?”

      “She graduated from law school top of her class, finished out her internships, and was being stalked by a few important firms. Her father used to brag a mile a minute about the girl. Sean Love was a pretty great man himself.”

      “Dove was through with law school?” I say, surprised to hear it.

      “That’s right. From what I understood, she had accepted a position. But then, Sean passed away, and the next thing you knew she was here. Right after the poor man’s funeral, too.” She shudders. “I bet she knew all about Sean’s shady dealings trying to keep the production afloat. How could she not? Sean said they were very close.”

      “What shady dealings?” both Calliope and I ask at the same time. “Do you know about them?”

      Alice nods. “I accidentally overheard him on the phone one day and he saw me lurking nearby. He confessed everything. He said I was cheaper than a therapist. Apparently, he went to the mob for a loan, and that’s how the first few seasons managed to get off the ground.”

      “But what about Hugh and Craig?” I ask. “Aren’t they the producers?”

      “They are, if you consider a producer flat broke and unable to launch a taping of summer stock. They burned through what little money they had about halfway through the first season. They were about to shut down production, but Sean stepped in. Sean loved the notoriety the gig as a host was giving him with the ladies. He and his wife had long since split. So he came up with the cash. He made Hugh promise he’d reimburse him. Those loan rates were no joke.  He fought with Hugh an awful lot during those next few months. Hugh didn’t realize until then that the money was dirty. Not only did he regret taking it, but he vowed never to take anything like it again. Despite his hardened disposition, Hugh was all about living on the up and up.”

      “That’s good to hear.” I think about it for a moment. “How have Hugh and Craig been managing their finances since that incident?”

      “It’s been tight. The budget is lean, but the show is selling to new markets all the time. Hugh wasn’t really a numbers guy, so he left most of that stuff to Craig. Thankfully, not a single mobster has stormed the set yet.”

      We share a little laugh.

      “I’m thankful for that, too,” I say. “Considering I’m on set as we speak.” I inspect the blonde. She seems like she’s telling the truth. “So you think Dove would be capable of something like murder?”

      “I wouldn’t say that.” She shakes her head furtively. “But what I would say is that under the duress of grief, people are capable of anything. Look at Hugh. The man spent his entire life grieving, and he pushed people away because of it. I bet if he knew who mowed down the love of his life, Hugh would have been capable of murder, too.” She shrugs. “Love has the ability to make us do just about anything.”

      Someone calls her name from behind.

      “Please excuse me,” she says. “Oh, and Trixie? I’d appreciate it if you didn’t mention my diagnosis to any of the production crew.” She sighs and a white plume expires from her nostrils. “I plan on telling them all eventually. It won’t be a happy meeting. But I hope they’ll appreciate the fact I’m living my life my way—right to the bitter end.”

      She takes off and Calliope breaks out into a wailing sob.

      “I can’t,” she sputters. “I can’t do this anymore. I need Hugh. I need to see him now. Don’t you see how badly my heart is breaking for him? I just want to kiss him and let him know it’s all over. He can smile again. He has me now, he has me forever.” She disappears in the same swirl of miniature green stars that she appeared in.

      “Trixie?”

      I turn to see Wes coming at me, looking markedly concerned.

      “It’s happening again, isn’t it? You were speaking to someone who wasn’t there.”

      I take a breath as Dr. Pines and her smug mug infiltrate my mind.

      But I don’t have it in me to lie to Wes. Not now, not ever.

      “Yes,” I say. “I was speaking to someone, but I can assure you, they were very much here.”
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      Trip Tip: Even though it’s tempting, you don’t have to bring every electronic you own along on your vacation. Most phones have stellar cameras and will take video footage for you as well, eliminating the need to bring a camera and video recorder. Most people will bring their phones, laptops, and an e-reader. Don’t forget to bring your chargers along, too. And keep those electronics along with the chargers with you at all times while you’re traveling. Not only will it give you peace of mind, but in the event your luggage takes a different vacation, you’ll be glad you did.

      

      Lucky for me, Craig blew his obnoxious air horn and mass chaos ensued.

      Not to mention the fact that an entire gaggle of pretty young things began clamoring for a picture with the captain which left him far too busy to listen to any of the supernatural gossip about to spew from my lips.

      The next thing I knew we were on the bus, then magically back on the ship.

      My second stroke of luck hit just before dinner when the kids sent a mass text that they were too tired to hang out. Their words, not mine.

      I was pretty tired, too, but that didn’t stop me from joining Bess and Nettie at the Blue Water Café for a little of this and that, which equated to everything. By the way, the new shrimp salad was to die for. That, coupled with the macaroni salad, was a carbohydrate-laden feast for the ages.

      Of course, I sampled the short ribs, and the roasted lamb, had a few bites of chicken cacciatore—my personal Italian favorite before veering for a heap of mashed potatoes with luscious dark gravy.

      Have I mentioned my bones ache?

      I’ve never needed comfort food more in my life.

      Which would somewhat explain the one dozen crepes I polished off.

      Okay so Nettie declared a crepes challenge to see who could eat the most of those delicate desserts. She won of course. I came in second and Bess said she needed a do-over once she prepped for the event a little better. Which would explain the fact she took a plate full of the delicious chocolate hazelnut-filled treats back to her cabin for later.

      But it’s a brand new day and we’re at a brand new port, Skagway.

      I can’t help but love Skagway and its gold rush boomtown charm.

      Speaking of which, Dove Love sent everyone a mass text letting us know we’ll be heading to the Gold Rush Cemetery before making our way to a waterfall.

      A cemetery.

      Where there is an abundance of dead people.

      This can’t be good.

      Bess, Nettie, Ransom, Wes, all six kids, and I trot off the ship and onto a bus that lands us at the entry to the trailhead that leads to ghostly ground zero.

      Earlier this morning, I let Calliope know where to find me when I spotted her at the buffet stealing someone’s orange cranberry scone—they’re so good, I’d commit petty theft for them, too. Anyway, Calliope let me know she’d run ahead and scout for trouble. The last thing I need is to have a full-blown supernatural disaster occur once I show up.

      I’ll be honest, I’m terrified of ghosts. Not the sweet specters who have come back to help me solve crimes but the terrifying ones that Hollywood has made a business making bad B movies out of.

      The sky is a dark shade of soot, and there’s enough mist to qualify as rain. The scent of the damp earth mingles with the perfume and cologne the younger set has bathed in, and it’s giving me strong mall in the Amazon vibes. Or mall in the woods vibes to be exact.

      Once we get on the trail, there’s an easy hike on a gravel road, and while we’re ambling our way to the dead zone as a group, Craig Hall puts the megaphone he brought along to good use.

      “The Gold Rush Cemetery is the oldest cemetery in Skagway,” he begins. “In the beginning, it was filled with the bodies of those who passed away during the big gold rush of the late nineteen hundreds. But as of late, the townspeople used it to intern their own as well. After we shoot a few scenes in the cemetery, we’ll all head toward Lower Reid Falls, which is about a ten-minute walk from there.”

      “Ten minutes?” Nettie balks. “I can walk thirty.”

      Bess shakes her head. “If you add up all the walking you’ll do here today, it will be four times that.”

      “I never said I was good at math,” Nettie counters.

      “That’s because you’ve got cheese Danish on the brain,” Bess points out. “You must have eaten a dozen cheese Danishes alone amongst the rest of the smorgasbord you indulged in.”

      “I can’t help it. I was in training for the crepes Olympics.” Nettie pats her belly. “What can I say? I take my training very seriously.”

      The kids crack up at that one.

      Kelsey looks over. “You ladies are freaking hilarious. I wish they had vegan cheese Danishes.”

      Bess sighs. “I’m sorry, they don’t. But you could take a cheat day and indulge in all the Danishes you like. In fact, I’ll take you on a food tour back on the ship that you wouldn’t believe.”

      She looks at Carter and he shrugs. “I could take a cheat day from paleo.”

      Owen nods. “And I guess if I eat something that isn’t organic, I won’t turn into a ball of dust and evaporate.”

      We share a laugh at that one.

      Parker twitches his lips. “I’ll eat oysters.”

      “Really?” I ask, amused.

      Parker once made it emphatically clear that he’d rather turn into an oyster than eat one.

      “And I’ll keep eating chocolate,” Abbey declares and we light up with laughter all over again.

      “That’s how I know she’s mine,” I say.

      Ransom chuckles as he gives my hand a squeeze.

      He’s been a true-blue gentleman around the kids, which I very much appreciate. And I expected nothing less. But he sure as heck wasn’t a gentleman last night when he stopped by my cabin to give me a good night kiss. If things had gotten any steamier, we would have sailed into a new level of our relationship. So far we’ve relegated ourselves to kisses that could rival the sun for heat.

      A thought comes to me as I look at Bess and Nettie. “How did it go in Juneau? Did you ladies have fun with Figgy?”

      Nettie shakes her head while hitching her thumb at Bess. “This one doesn’t know the meaning of the word.”

      “Pardon?” Bess laughs. “Well excuse me, if the fun I like to partake in is legal.” She shakes her head at Kelsey. “I don’t do funny cigarettes and neither should you.”

      Kelsey buttons her lips and doesn’t say a word.

      Something tells me her silence speaks funny volumes.

      “There wasn’t anything illegal about it,” Nettie says. “The great state of Alaska laid down the funny cigarette law not too long ago, and it’s all fine and dandy so long as it’s recreational. See there? This state knows how to have fun.”

      Bess nods. “Which would explain the fact your son put down roots here.”

      “Weed is legal here?” Kelsey marvels as she looks at the other five youngsters around her.

      Ransom’s chest expands. “Let’s not get any funny ideas.”

      “Ooh, the cemetery!” Abbey jumps as she says it. “I see tombstones!” No sooner does she say the words than most of our group hurriedly drains in that direction.

      The sound of high-pitched laughter, of echoing voices, and warbling chants suddenly fills the air.

      “What in the heck?” Ransom cranes his neck toward the woods we’re headed into.

      “Oh.” I pull my hand from his as if pulling it out of a fire. “I just remembered something,” I say in a panic. “Bess and Nettie are terrified of cemeteries. They need me to hold their hands.”

      Nettie chuffs, “I’m not afraid of no ghost.”

      “The heck you aren’t.” Bess elbows her. “We need to hold Trixie’s hand, remember? We talked about this back on the ship. We need her to protect us so we can see and hear the things going on around us.”

      We did touch on this little foible for a second, but it was while we were making the transition between Danishes and crepes, and I’m afraid Nettie’s mind and mouth were otherwise indisposed—as evidenced.

      “Hear?” Nettie’s ears pique. “Oh, that’s right. We’re here to hear the dead.”

      “Oh, good grief.” Bess rolls her eyes. “Never mind,” she says. “Let’s take up Trixie’s hands before we meet up with the disembodied spirits.” She shrugs my way. “When in Rome—or the Gold Rush Cemetery.”

      “Dad.” Emerson waves Ransom her way. “Check this out. This guy has our last name. I bet he’s a relative.”

      “Doubt it,” Ransom says, making his way in that direction. “There’s not a gold digger in the Baxter bunch.”

      Wes steps over in Ransom’s wake.

      “Trixie,” he says my name low and for my ears only, and I can tell he wants to continue our haunted conversation from yesterday. “Do you have a minute?”

      The sound of worrisome shrieks and bouts of laughter hike up a couple of dozen decibels.

      “I’m sorry, Wes. It’ll have to wait,” I wail as I quickly scoop up Bess and Nettie’s hands. “The work of a true friend is never done.”

      Wes buries a crooked grin in his cheeks. “I’m a patient man.”

      That I know. But I’m afraid his patience is about to run out.

      Bess, Nettie, and I trot over to the cemetery proper and pause for a moment to take it all in.

      Situated on a series of small rolling hills and flatland, the cemetery is dark and nestled in the shadows of the evergreens. Tall, alabaster headstones crop up like mushrooms over the inky soil, and each one has a name prominently etched over it.

      The cast members of Match Made in Paradise have paired up and are busy smooching or taking selfies while vying for the camera to turn its lens their way.

      Craig and Alice are up near the front discussing something with a small crowd of cast members, and both Ransom and Wes are busy perusing the headstones. As long as they don’t find their own names there, I’m good with that.

      A smoky blue haze begins to infiltrate the area like a snake slithering its way through the pines.

      “Do you see that blue fog?” I ask the girls.

      “What blue fog?” Bess sniffs as if trying to see if she could sus it out that way. “All I see is gray mist and lots of crooked tombstones. The OCD in me wants to straighten them all up.”

      Nettie nods. “And the HTT in me wants to resurrect the dead and take a few out for a nice cold beer. And if they’re good, they might even get lucky.”

      “What’s HTT?” I ask.

      “Hot to trot.” She winks my way.

      “Should have known,” I say.

      “You’ll learn.” Bess sighs. “Hey”—she points hard left—“look at all those pine needles and leaves floating in the air. It looks like a funnel cloud is about to form.”

      I look that way and gasp hard.

      “Oh my word, it’s a giant cloud of blue miniature stars and in it are over a dozen ghosts milling around.” I spot a familiar face in the disembodied crowd. “Calliope is here,” I pant. “And she looks as if she’s the belle of the haunted ball.”

      True as gospel, there must be at least six different men trying to vie for her attention, and each one is dressed as if he just stepped out of a spaghetti western. There are a few women in the mix as well, and they’re wearing glorious dresses with frilly collars and full bustles that put the caboose in caboose if you know what I mean. The men are dressed in various shades of umber, while the women’s wardrobe dabbles in dazzling jewel tones, each with its own solar system embedded in them.

      “Wow,” I say in disbelief as we migrate that way.

      The women zoom forward, the men join their ranks, and soon we’re met with a line of morose expressions, dare I say—angry expressions.

      A woman in a ruby red gown lifts her chin.  “Trixie Troublefield, we’ve been waiting for you.”
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie, my husband and I are bringing our teenagers with us on a seven-day Caribbean cruise. While we’re looking forward to the white sandy beaches, they think the ship is going to stink and plan on lying around in bed all day. Please tell me there are things for teenagers to do on a cruise ship. I can’t believe they’re not as thrilled as my husband and me.

      ~Terrorized by Teens

      

      Dear Terrorized,

      Don’t fret. You’ll be pleased to know that most cruise lines have special activities exclusively for teens. And if they’re not so hot on joining in on those, they might be pleased with all of the extracurricular activities that you can do on the ship alone. Why don’t you take a virtual tour of the ship you’ll be cruising on as a family? I have a feeling once they see the multiple swimming pools, multiple spas, the gym, the nightclubs, and all the fun places to eat on board, they won’t want to see the inside of their cabin until the wee hours of the morning. I’ve seen this play out time and time again.

      I hope you all have a great time.

      XOXO Trixie

      

      “You’ve been waiting for me?” I ask as the undead crowd hovers over Bess, Nettie, and me as we stand in the Gold Rush Cemetery right here in Skagway.

      “Yes, you,” the woman in the ruby red dress leans in to take a better look at me.

      Come to think of it, they’re all henpecking to get a gander of my features.

      “So you can see the dead,” one man marvels.

      “She’s a supernatural crime fighter,” a woman in a lemon yellow dress points out.

      “Darn right, Toots,” Nettie interjects. “This woman here is the Emerald Queen’s supernatural secret weapon and don’t you forget it.” She elbows me. “Hey, Trix,” she says through the side of her mouth. “You see any cuties in the crowd?”

      The men all straighten their ties as I observe them. Each of them has an old-timey appeal with their funny handlebar mustaches and twitchy brows.

      “They’re all cuties,” I say loud enough for all to hear. “And the women are beauties.” I nod toward the dead. “Pardon the pun, but death becomes you.”

      A ghostly chortle breaks out among the disembodied crowd.

      Calliope glides forward. “I was just telling them that you’ve been sent to help me solve the mystery of who killed my Hughey.”

      “And I will,” I assure her.

      A woman in a cobalt dress glides forward, long, dark hair, pale face, glowing green eyes. “She also let us know you live on a cruise ship. Why in the world would you want to stare at an empty ocean all day long?”

      “We all live on the ship,” Bess pipes up. “And trust me, that view never gets old. You haven’t lived until you’ve sailed the ocean blue—and get to call it your home.” Her fingers rise to her lips. “Oops. I guess living is sort of a moot point.”

      “Nonsense,” says a handsome silver-haired man as he floats her way. “We go on. Death is more or less a lie, save for a desperately cruel separation for a time from those we love. The Good Book outlines the rules, of course.”

      “Oh, I know all the rules,” Nettie gravels it out. “Come here, handsome, and I’ll whisper them in your ear.”

      Bess grunts at that one, “You’ll have to excuse my friend. Her flirtatious ways know no bounds—or spiritual planes.”

      “That’s right.” Nettie winks. “Dead or alive, I want ’em all. And by all, I mean you, cutie pie.”

      The disembodied silver fox floats her way and begins to play with her hair.

      “Trixie.” The woman in yellow garners my attention. “How close are you to solving Hugh’s murder? We’re all rooting for Calliope to be reunited with her one true love.”

      “I am, too,” I tell her. “But I’m not sure how close I am. I think it’s time I exchange notes with the detective in charge. Together, we might just be able to fill in the right blanks.” I take a moment to take in the spiraling stars and blue swirling fog that surrounds the supernatural crowd amassed before us. “Can I ask you all a question? What are you doing here? I thought once you departed you were sent to paradise or hotter locales.” I cringe as I say that last part.

      “It’s true,” Calliope says. “But they have something akin to a work visa. Since the cemetery is a popular tourist destination, they’ve managed to convince the powers-that-be to allow them to come down to the area now and again and offer up a little spooky experience for those that visit. It helps with the local economy.”

      The woman in the ruby dress nods. “There are many, many more of us, but we work in shifts. If we’re about anything, we’re about fairness when it comes to labor practices.”

      One of the men bellows with laughter. “Oh, Della, you lie so seamlessly. Sometimes I wonder if there’s been a mix-up with your final destination.” He grins my way. “If we’re about anything, we’re about having a good time.”

      “Same here, honey,” Nettie says. “All right, everyone get in the back.” She hitches a thumb behind her. “Because we’re about to conga through the cemetery until we wake the dead and the living.”

      A hard groan comes from Bess. “That doesn’t even make sense.”

      Apparently, it doesn’t have to. Nettie gives a sharp whistle and shouts the word conga from the top of her lungs. It takes less than three seconds for every last soul to latch onto her.

      Nettie sings the words, “Conga, conga, conga,” over and over in a melodic manner, and soon just about every last member of the cast from Match Made in Paradise has latched onto her as well.

      “Well,” Bess says. “This cinches it. Nettie Butterworth is the life of every single party—even if the partygoers are no longer living.” She shrugs. “If you can’t beat ’em, avoid ’em. I’m off to read gravestones.”

      I’m about to follow her when Wes strides over, the whites of his eyes glowing, and despite the fact this place is haunted to the hilt, it’s whatever Wes is about to say that scares me most.

      “Wes.” I straighten.

      “Trixie,” he manages to say without the slightest hint of a smile.

      “Look at the kids,” I say, desperate to keep the topic of conversation off of myself. “They’re actually having a good time in the cemetery,” I marvel. And it’s true. All six are laughing their heads off as they sing along with Nettie while skipping gravestones. I’m pretty sure it’s wrong in every capacity to sing and dance in a graveyard. Here’s hoping there are no supernatural consequences attached to it. But seeing that the dead are having just as good a time, I seriously doubt there will be. “Who would have thought.”

      “I would have,” he growls as he looks at the crowd.

      “Wes, what’s going on?” I ask with a laugh trapped in my throat. “Let me guess, you’ve had enough of all this filming?”

      “No, nothing like that.” He winces as he looks my way. “I wasn’t going to say anything but saw something this morning that rubbed me the wrong way. It shouldn’t have, of course. I’m not angry at anyone. I’m not disappointed. I mean, biology is certainly running its course throughout the duration of this cruise. But well”—he takes a deep breath—“I guess you could say I was caught off guard.”

      “What in the world did you see?”

      He cringes again. “I’m sorry, Trixie. I wasn’t expecting to bring this up, let alone say anything to you.”

      “I’ve been honest with you,” I say, stepping out on a knife’s edge as we skirt closer to the ghostly conversation I’m looking to avoid.

      “Okay, fine.” His shoulders sag. “I saw one of the kids coming out of the cabin of their pairing early this morning at about six.” He says the word pairing with air quotes.

      “Oh? Oh,” I say as the less-than-chaste implication hits me. Abbey waves my way from afar before dancing off and I gasp. “Oh my word, who was it?”

      He swallows hard. “It was Parker.”

      “Parker?” A momentary flood of relief hits me before I realize who he’s paired himself with. “Oh no.” I press my hand to my chest. “You mean he was coming out of Emerson’s room?”

      “In other words, my niece.” Wes gives a mournful smile. “I don’t think I have it in me to tell Ransom. And you probably shouldn’t either.”

      A part of me feels as if I shouldn’t keep anything from Ransom. I certainly wouldn’t want him keeping things from me. Lord knows my ex kept a lot of things from me—a lot of naked things.

      “There’s something else I saw that I can’t quite wrap my head around,” he says.

      “What’s that?”

      “The fact you, Bess, and Nettie looked as if you were having a conversation with thin air about three minutes ago.”

      An obnoxiously loud horn goes off from afar and we watch as Craig Hall puts it to his lips. “All right, everyone, let’s conga our way to the lower falls! Great job, everyone.”

      Nettie lets out a howl and leads the pack down the trail and toward the watery wonder.

      Wes wraps an arm around my shoulders. “Why don’t we head that way, too? I think maybe this is a conversation for another time.”

      “I agree.”

      Another time, such as never.

      Boy, do I ever regret saying a single supernatural word.

      Ransom waves at us as we head his way.

      Wes takes off, and I offer Ransom a quick kiss right here among the living and the dead.

      “Ready to take in the falls?” he asks as he wraps an arm around my waist.

      “Like you wouldn’t believe.”

      “How about we talk suspects, too?” he asks.

      “You really do know my love language.”

      “You looked upset, and I know just how to cheer you up.” He glares in the direction Wes took off in.

      Ransom knows something is up. And soon, not only will my ghostly jig be up, but my relationship might not be far behind either.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: Hi, Trixie, I don’t have a question for you, but I do want to thank your blog for recommending that we pack light for our trips. I ended up with a two-toned wardrobe, black and white. Everything looked polished and put together, and I only packed three pairs of shoes! My husband couldn’t believe it. He actually thought we must have lost a piece of luggage! Meanwhile, the friends we traveled with brought the world with them and had a hard time bringing back souvenirs. I felt like a seasoned traveler, and it was all thanks to you!

      ~ Happy Traveler!

      

      Dear Happy Traveler,

      That’s fantastic! I’m glad you were able to pack smart and enjoy your trip from start to finish. And be sure to tell your friends that the next time they’re in need of space for a few souvenirs, the ship will gladly help them send those souvenirs ahead in the mail. Believe me when I say, the ship’s crew has seen it all and they always seem to have a solution.

      XOXO Trixie

      

      “Dove Love.” Ransom doesn’t waste any time as we sit on a small boulder on the side of the riverbank that the lower falls dump into.

      The Reid Falls are over a hundred feet from top to bottom, and apparently the top of the falls is aptly named the upper falls and the bottom of the falls is called the lower falls.

      The lower falls is where we are. Craig Hall has the cameras rolling as the couples all happily traipse around the rapids roaring from the water rushing down the mountainside. It’s a glorious sight and the sound is just as dreamy.

      We watch as Dove Love speaks to a small crowd of contestants while a camera is pressed to her face. There are more than a dozen cameramen out and about, pointing their lenses every which way.

      I sigh as I look at the perky brunette. “She is adorable,” I say. “And she’s hurting. Her father passed away doing exactly what she’s doing right now. And it makes me wonder exactly why she’s doing this. Alice told me that Dove went to law school. She was all done with it and finishing up an internship. In fact, she turned down a job offer with a firm to take on this role and replace her father only a week after he passed away.”

      “You’re good.”

      “You don’t seem surprised,” I say as my mouth rounds out. “You knew all that, didn’t you?”

      His lips curve. “I’m a detective. I would be remiss not to dig deep when it comes to my suspects.”

      “So you admit she’s a suspect.”

      “That I do.” He gives a worried look her way.

      “Did you know that her father took out loans from the mob to get this circus off its feet?”

      Ransom’s eyes dart back my way. “No. Did Alice tell you this?”

      I nod. “Apparently, Hugh didn’t want anything to do with it. He was angry when he found out about it. Dove’s father couldn’t take the stress either, and that might be why he dropped dead.”

      “I bet Dove doesn’t know that.”

      “I don’t think so either,” I say. “In her eyes, Hugh Whitman worked her father into an early grave. She still has a viable motive.”

      “Agree. What about Craig?”

      I shrug. “I may have posed the idea that Hugh was murdered and asked who he thought would have done it.”

      “What did he say?”

      “He said Hugh was such a jerk to everyone the suspect list would be a cast of thousands. But he did mention Dove.” I sigh. “He said that Hugh enjoyed watching Dove’s father suffer. He implied that he could see it as a motive to kill. He also mentioned Alice.”

      “Alice Carmichael?” Ransom raises a brow as if she wasn’t even on his radar. “Is this about the money she was bleeding?”

      “That’s right. Craig said she sold her condo and just about everything else. She confided in me and let me know her health isn’t so great.” I glance around to make sure there’s not a chance of anyone hearing what comes next. “Ransom, she’s dying of pancreatic cancer. She’s opted not to do anything medically that might aid in prolonging her life. Hugh found out and he was livid.”

      Ransom’s head ticks back a notch. “So that was the big disagreement between them?”

      “That’s what it was. Apparently, as soon as Hugh found out about her condition, he was very gung-ho about her getting onto a medical régime that could possibly help her. He didn’t want her to lay down and die—proverbially, and perhaps literally. It was very sweet. Perhaps the only sweet thing I’ve ever heard about him.”

      Ransom stares at the rushing waters as he takes this in. “Did she happen to mention how Hugh and Craig are funding the production now?”

      “She said money is tight all the time, the budget is lean, but that Craig handles most of the funds now, and not a single mobster has visited the set so far.”

      “That’s a good thing, for sure,” he says as he pulls me in close. “I don’t want you to worry about the case. Let me handle this one. I have a feeling something far more nefarious than we realize is bubbling below the surface.”

      “I’m afraid you’re right.”

      He lands a soft kiss to my cheek as I fold into him. “What did Wes want earlier? He looked pretty upset himself.”

      My entire body seizes. I can’t very well tell him that Parker was sneaking out of Emerson’s room at six in the morning. But then, I can’t keep anything away from Ransom, can I?

      Those ghosts howling in the distance make my stomach churn.

      “Wes mentioned that he saw some of these kids sneaking in and out of one another’s cabins.”

      Ransom’s chest rumbles with a laugh. “That doesn’t surprise me. As long as it’s not our kids. I wouldn’t look too kindly on that.”

      Nor should he.

      The killer’s days are numbered.

      And something tells me Parker’s are, too.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip: It seems each morning on a cruise ship is filled with fresh excitement no matter if you’re at sea or settling in a brand new port. But I implore you not to skimp out on the most important meal of the day—breakfast. Whether you enjoy room service, a heaping tray of everything the buffet on the lido deck has to offer, or enjoy an elegant sprawl in the main dining room, you won’t be sorry that you took the time to fuel up for the day, and your body will thank you as well! By the way, I do all three each and every morning and not once have I regretted it. What can I say? I’m a foodie, and a foodie on a cruise ship is a true match made in paradise.

      

      Living on a cruise ship brings so much joy. The never-ending festival of food, the nonstop entertainment, the adventure of seeing new places, the spa and relaxation lifestyle magnified, and have I mentioned the festival of food?

      Today, the ship is docked in Ketchikan, one of Alaska’s famed inside passage cities. It’s famous for its totem poles, salmon spawning streams, waterfalls, a downtown area built on stilts, and an entire street that was once comprised of houses of ill repute.

      That’s right, whorehouses.

      They’ve all shuttered now and morphed into cute little shops of every variety with the exception of Dolly Arthur’s House. The last time we were here, Bess, Nettie, and I trampled through Dolly’s old place and had a grand old time while doing so.

      But today, there will be no tomfoolery in a house that specialized in just that. The fine folks over at Match Made in Paradise sent out a text letting us know that today’s adventure consists of physical exertion of the chaste variety. Or at least as chaste as one can get on a steamy reality television show. Something tells me chaste is on a sliding scale to the producers of the aforementioned show—scratch that, producer as in singular.

      Hugh Whitman is still dead as a doornail, Calliope is still weeping over the fact, and his killer is still roaming free on the ship with us.

      As soon as the Blue Water Café opened up this morning, Bess, Nettie, and I went to work bulking up for the day. Breakfast consisted of the usual, omelet, bacon, sausages, a short stack apiece, and extra lox with a bagel slathered in enough cream cheese one could drown in it.

      Afterward, we hit the main dining room where Bess partook in her daily oatmeal ritual—one of us has to keep things moving—Nettie had the eggs benedict with hollandaise sauce, and I opted for waffles with a side of fresh fruit. There might not have been more than a fourth of a cup’s worth of berries, but the illusion of nutrition was there. And afterward, we scooted right back to the Blue Water Café and shoved a few chocolate, chocolate chip muffins into our backpacks for the day.

      We’re no fools.

      We part ways briefly to gather a few last-minute things for our big day on shore, and as they hit the elevators, my feet carry me toward a spray of miniature icy blue stars. To a sobbing soul to be exact.

      Living on a cruise ship can bring so much joy, but during my short time living on the Emerald Queen, I’ve seen my fair share of grief—like now.

      “Calliope?” I say just below a whisper as I spot her standing near the railing with her head tucked to her chin, her back bobbing as she sheds tears. “Oh, hon,” I say as I step in close.

      She turns my way, her grief traded for fury.

      “We’re going to find Hugh’s killer, and we’re going to find them today.” Her eyes glow red with rage. And with that, she dissipates into a whirlwind as she bullets into the sky.

      I nod into the abyss.

      “I’m with you, Calliope.” I sigh.

      Today is a perfect day to catch a killer.

      Bess, Nettie, and I meet up again and make our way off the ship, taking in all that the cozy downtown of Ketchikan has to offer. The downtown area runs about three blocks deep and maybe five blocks in length, and every last inch of it is a national historic district. All of the colorful clapboard buildings that make up this area give the region so much adorable character it makes me wish the ship was docked here far longer than a day.

      The sky is somber, the mist is heavy, and yet despite the inclement weather, the hordes of millennials starring in this lust-based farce are buzzing away with enough energy to paddle the ship back to Canada without ever starting the engine.

      “What do you think they’ll have us doing today?” I ask Ransom and Wes as we wait for the production company to tell us where to go next.

      “I wouldn’t mind fishing,” Wes says, looking sporty in a ballcap with a dark jacket and jeans.

      Ransom shakes his head. “With this motley crew? I have a feeling fishing is too tame of a sport.”

      Of course, Ransom looks equally sporty in a ballcap with a dark jacket and jeans.

      Come to think of it, just about every man here has on the same inadvertent uniform. Not that the weather allows for much else.

      Nettie cranes her neck past the crowd. “Well, I’ve gotta run. I’m meeting up with a few friends on Creek Street. I’ll catch up with you all soon. Bess, text me where to go so I can find you.”

      She starts to take off and Bess catches her by the arm before she can escape.

      “What friends?” Bess howls. “And you can’t even find your phone half the time, let alone figure out how to read directions.”

      Nettie makes a face. “Okay, fine. I’m sick and tired of all these pretty young things running around with a man hanging off of them.” She glowers over at Bess. “And all I’ve got is you.”

      “That’s right.” Bess nods. “We’re taking part in these shenanigans as one of those newfangled couples, remember?”

      “I remember,” Nettie grouses. “Sorry you have to hear it, but I’m breaking up with you. I need a man and I need him now. And I’ve devised a scheme to land an entire herd of those testosterone-laden creatures at our disposal. Stick with me, kid, and there will be plenty to go around.”

      Bess crimps her lips. “I’d better go with Nettie to keep her safe. Trixie, I’m counting on you to let me know where to find this circus.”

      And with that, the two of them disappear.

      “Ransom”—I say, pulling him close—“what’s going on with the case? We’ve only got a couple of days to wrap this up or the killer just might walk free.”

      “We’ve only got a couple of days?” Wes looks horrified at the fact I included myself in that crime-fighting equation.

      Ransom scowls his way. “I can assure you, Captain, I would not endanger a fellow crewman by allowing her to participate in my case.”

      I’ll admit, the fact he called me a fellow crewman warmed my heart, but it doesn’t offset the fact he just gave me the proverbial cold shoulder where the case is concerned.

      Ransom wraps an arm around me. “Trixie was simply sharing an interest in the case due to the fact she’s spent an inordinate amount of time questioning my suspects.”

      “Ransom.” I laugh as I gawk at him.

      Although, he’s not wrong.

      “Trixie.” Wes shakes his head, but before he can share his newfound ire, a fog horn goes off.

      “Attention,” Craig Hall shouts into his bullhorn. “For our final onshore excursion, get ready to let go of some of that pent-up anger. The couple to win this competition is looking at a cool grand.”

      The younger crowd goes wild.

      Wes, Ransom, and I aren’t whooping it up because we know a cool grand doesn’t go all that far these days.

      “Well, boys?” I say as I pat them on the back. “Who’s ready to let go of some pent-up anger?”

      They exchange a dark look.

      Something tells me these two have been waiting for this moment all their lives.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: Hi, Trixie! It’s me, the girl who was afraid her seasickness might leave her stranded while the rest of the company partied with the boss in paradise? Remember that cute guy I met and went on a date with once we came home? We’ve been dating for a bit now and he’s been so aloof lately. When I ask him about it, he clams up as if he’s keeping some big secret from me. I’m starting to wonder if I’m seeing a married man. Is there any way to know for sure? I was hoping for a prince, but I’m afraid I might have a frog on my hands.

      ~Heart on the Line in Florida

      

      Dear Florida,

      Unfortunately, the absence of a wedding ring isn’t the tell-tale sign they once were. There’s no way to know for sure. If I were you, I’d ask him point-blank if there’s something going on that you should know about. And if you still feel something is off, I’d recommend cooling it for a while until you can get some clarity.

      I hope he’s a prince after all.

      XOXO Trixie

      

      The air in Ketchikan holds the scent of the sea mingling with the sweetness from the wood bridges this entire town is built upon.

      Craig Hall walks us all in one large mob past the downtown district, past Creek Street, laden with those converted houses of ill repute, and into a clearing that sits behind those colorful tourist traps. And I don’t waste any time in texting Bess where she and Nettie can find us. She texts right back and lets me know they’re already on their way.

      The evergreens surround the area like supernatural beings eager to observe the antics of the earthlings below. And judging by the layout of today’s adventure, you can bet your bottom there will be daredevil antics.

      About six different stations are set out, and each of them looks as if it’ll be hosting some sort of logging event. About a dozen poles are set out that stretch at least twenty feet into the air, if not thirty, and there’s even a small pond filled with logs. Near the pines, there’s a large blue tent set up with what looks like refreshments and sandwiches set out. And just beyond that are a handful of porta-potties. Apparently, the show has thought of everything.

      That air horn goes off again as Craig lands the megaphone to his lips. “In honor of one of the biggest shows right here in Ketchikan, the Lumberjack Spectacular, I’d like to welcome you to the Log Jammer Jubilee!”

      The crowd goes wild, sans us boomers once again.

      Ransom sniffs over at Wes, “Get ready to have your axe handed to you.”

      Wes bucks with a silent laugh. “Trixie, unless you want to see your new boyfriend get decimated in front of a cast of thousands, not to mention on cable television, I suggest you look away.”

      “I can’t look away,” I tell him. “I’m on his team, remember?”

      “In that case,” Wes nods our way, “you should both prepare to be decimated.”

      The crew works to divide us into eight large groups as the various log jammer competitions start up all at once.

      I watch as Wes and Ransom compete with four other men as they each do their best to chop a log in half with a shiny new axe.

      Wes is working pretty quickly, but so is Ransom. The other men, younger men in the competition, don’t seem to be faring so well.

      Wes lets his axe fly wildly at the partially chiseled pine and he hits it with such brute force the wood splinters in chunks before blowing apart.

      “And we’ve got a winner!” Dove Love shouts as she hops up and down. “It’s the captain himself! Congrats, Captain Crawford. It looks as if the boomers are booming this afternoon!”

      Dove offers him a friendly pat before roving off to oversee the next competition.

      “Great job, Wes,” I call out as I head their way.

      “Enjoy the accolades, Wes. They won’t last long,” Ransom says as he buries his axe in the log before him. “I like to give the competition a false sense of security before I go in for the kill.”

      “Good to know.” Wes ticks his head with amusement.

      Next up, we’re rotated over to an entire row of bullseyes erected about twenty feet away.

      I go first for the team and manage to send that axe cartwheeling through the sky and well over my intended target. I’m just glad I didn’t bury it in somebody’s head.

      Ransom goes next, toe to toe with Wes, who is also standing in for Elodie, who is a no-show. So much for a match made in paradise. But we already knew that.

      They chuck their axes at the very same time and Ransom hits the bullseye dead on while Wes more or less replicates my move and sends his axe sailing into the woods.

      “What did I say?” Ransom shrugs over at Wes. “That was just my warm-up.”

      And warm-up is right. We move on to the pole climbing section and I opt out of that one. Instead, I cheerlead as both Wes and Ransom race to the top of their respective poles while the young bucks give them a run for their boomer money.

      Carter takes the flag, much to Kelsey’s delight. Parker comes in second, but it’s Ransom who takes third. Wes comes in dead last.

      I watch as they rappel down the side and land back on earth.

      “Congratulations, Wes,” Ransom says, slapping him on the back. “You get an A for effort. Someone had to come in last. It might as well be you.”

      Wes scowls over at him.

      A laugh bubbles from me as I wrap my arms around Ransom just as something in his pocket vibrates like crazy.

      “My phone.” He plucks it out and winces. “It’s Quinn. I’d better take this.” He dots a kiss onto my lips. “Steer clear of this guy,” he says, hitching his head toward Wes. “He’s dangerous with an axe.”

      He takes off just as Bess and Nettie come this way—along with a mob of grungy older gentlemen who look as if they might be sleeping under a bridge at night.

      Kelsey, Abbey, and Emerson run this way.

      “Grammy, what’s happening?” Kelsey pants, looking more than a little distressed by her grandmother’s newfound fan club.

      Bess groans, “It’s Nettie and that magic potion she’s carted over.” She nods to the oversized denim tote bag Nettie seems to have procured.

      “What magic potion?” Wes asks, sounding mildly alarmed. And seeing that he knows Nettie pretty well by now, it’s easy to see why.

      “Moonshine,” Nettie says it while tossing up jazz hands. “It’s what brings the boys to the yard.”

      “What boys?” Abbey asks as she cranes her neck at the great unwashed staggering their way over.

      “Ew.” Emerson looks visibly ill. “Is that why it’s starting to look like the Night of Living Dead?”

      “Yeah,” Bess huffs. “And if any of us touch the stuff, we’ll all be dead. I’d recommend dumping it, but I’d hate to be responsible for killing an entire Alaskan forest.”

      “Nettie, where did you get this stuff?”

      “You mean the white lightning?” Nettie plucks an ice blue bottle out of her bag, and judging by the clinking of glass, there’s plenty more where that came from. “Wouldn’t you like to know?” She pops the cork and takes a swig before belting out a howl that can make every werewolf in this hemisphere sit up and pay attention.

      “Are you insane?” Bess says, plucking that bottle right out of her bestie’s hand. “You’re going to kill your liver before we get back on the ship.”

      “Not before I kill theirs,” she says, turning to face the oncoming senior onslaught. “Step right up, boys. Nettie Butterworth has what you’re looking for.”

      But before the zombie-like masses can meander over, I spot someone I’d like to meander over to myself.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie! It’s me again, the one sailing with her husband’s family as we help his parents celebrate their anniversary. I took your advice again. My husband and I met up with his sister and her husband for pizza and fries at a cute little diner they have on the ship. Everything was going great until the men started talking sports, then finances, then compared portfolios, and it eventually devolved into an arm wrestling match. Fries went flying, words were exchanged, and I’m not sure my husband will speak to his brother-in-law again. On the upside, my sister-in-law and I were more than amicable with one another. It’s a start!

      ~Forever Feuding

      

      Dear Feuding,

      Sorry about the French fry fiasco. Men can be a bit competitive by nature. But to your credit, you and your sister-in-law managed to hold it together.

      Baby steps!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      I quickly excuse myself and head over to the blonde staring pensively at the melee around us as the Log Jammer Jubilee continues to regale both the contestants and camera crew alike—and soon, about a two-point-five million viewing audience willing to pony up the cash to pay for cable.

      “Alice,” I say as I come upon her. The wind blows back her thick curls as the lines etched in her face seem to accentuate under the ever-dimming sky. She looks pale but serene. I’d much rather that than ruddy and in pain. “How are you doing? How are you feeling?”

      “Oh”—she waves me off—“Trixie, you’re too kind to care. I’m feeling as I always do, like death warmed over.” She gives a failed laugh. “The ship’s medical team has been doting over me like a helpless kitten. I’m in good hands. I certainly don’t want you to worry about me.”

      “Well, that can’t seem to stop me,” I say with a laugh. “Do you plan on telling Craig or Dove?”

      “I thought about it, but we just lost Hugh. It seems this show is taking us out one at a time.” She stifles a laugh of her own. “That’s my sick attempt at humor. Sean—Dove’s father, well, that was more like a suicide than a natural death anyway.”

      “A suicide?” I blink back. “What do you mean?”

      “I’m teasing.” She shakes her head. “It was a cheap shot at the fact he went to the mob and put himself in a precarious position.”

      “You mean because the mob is so dangerous,” I say, probing just enough.

      “Yeah, that.” She nods. “But not only did Dove’s father seek the mob for a loan, he lost his home and his life savings trying to keep this show afloat. And then it sure didn’t help that Hugh cut his salary in half for daring to sully the good name of the show with dirty mob money. The poor man died penniless, and all he wanted was fame.”

      My eyes dart for Dove as she instructs a few crewmen on something before they split ways like balls on a pool table.

      Alice shakes her head at something in the distance. “I’d better go talk to Craig. I’ve got a bad feeling about today that I just can’t shake. We should have never armed these kids with axes.” She takes off and so do I.

      Without thinking about it, I catch up with Dove just before she darts for the food tent. She’s holding a blue milk crate filled with flags and bandanas and her face looks piqued.

      “Dove,” I say, jumping in front of her. “Oh, Dove.” My heart pounds straight into my ears as I take her in, with her short curly hair and bright eyes. She’s not only as cute and perky as can be, but she’s smart as a whip, too. I’m sure her father was so very proud of her. I can certainly understand why. “Why did you quit law school?” the words slip from me and I immediately regret them.

      She inches back before a smile takes over her face. “Trixie, how in the world did you know that? And by the way, you sound just like my grandmother. She passed a few years back, but she was shocked to pieces when I eschewed the firm for far more exotic pastures.”

      “Alice told me.” I shrug. “Just making conversation, I guess.” My lips press tight. “I know what’s going on here.”

      She blinks my way. “Here? At the competition?”

      “Here as in with you.” I hesitate a moment. “Dove, you had something to do with Hugh’s death, didn’t you?”

      Her eyes widen, round as twin moons.

      “When we were up on that hike in Sitka, you mentioned that Hugh was a hard man, but that you were really good at avoiding the radar. I think the fact you laid low had something to do with the fact it looked as if you didn’t have a motive. It made it easy to plan things out, didn’t it?”

      “Plan things out?” She cocks her head, her eyes still pinned to mine.

      “That day on the trail you also mentioned that working on the show made you feel closer to your father. I think that’s sweet. But you wanted to be close to someone else, didn’t you? You count Hugh responsible for your father’s death. You said yourself, he worked him hard. You wanted revenge, didn’t you?”

      “That’s the understatement of the century,” she says, setting the crate onto the ground. “I wanted him gone. But honestly, I would have much rather seen him suffer financially like my father.” She casts a quick glance at the sky. “But I suppose fate had something different in mind. I guess he suffered in the end, but it was quick. My father  suffered for years under his tyranny.” She glares at the field filled with contestants. “I wanted to infiltrate this place—to take over. Heck, I even had dreams of taking over production myself one day. I don’t know what I thought I’d accomplish by coming here, but I knew there was something here for me—some sort of revenge for my father.”

      “Is that why you killed him?”

      “My father?” Her entire body recoils as she says it.

      “Hugh,” I press on.

      “What?” she squawks. “Trixie, I didn’t kill Hugh. Believe me, if I wanted him dead, I would have thought of something a heck of a lot more theatrical—like an axe through the forehead.” She rolls her eyes. “My apologies for the gory visual.” She starts to step away then backtracks. “You weren’t really serious, were you?”

      “No, I guess not,” I say, still unsure if she’s the killer. “You mentioned money. Is everything okay with the show’s finances now?”

      “I don’t know. I guess you’d have to ask Craig. He handles all of the numbers.”

      “That’s right, Alice mentioned it.”

      Dove frowns hard at me. “Trixie, don’t worry about the show’s financials. Just enjoy the ride. And as for Hugh—well, I hate to sound heartless, but I won’t be losing sleep over why he ended up in the morgue. Neither should you. He’s not worth it.”

      “The heck he isn’t,” a ghostly warble breaks out from behind, but I wait until Dove’s gone to turn around.

      “Calliope.” I nod to the lime-green supernatural wonder as she floats in front of me. “I thought for sure Dove was our killer, but now? I’m doubting just about everything.”

      “Well, if it’s not Dove, then who did this? Who sent my Hugh to paradise?”

      “Trixie?” Alice comes my way once again, this time with a smile on her face. “Are you up for another challenge? I bet I can finish one of those turkey subs faster than you can.”

      “I bet you can, too,” I tell her. “I’m afraid I don’t have much of an appetite.” A thought comes to me. “Alice, my son is looking to procure some loans for a business he’s starting up. Would you happen to know anything about business loans?”

      “That would be Craig’s department. And trust me, if he can drum up the funds to keep this thing going, he can lead your son down the right financial path. He’s a wizard when it comes to finding funds.”

      “Right,” I say. “Do you think he uses personal assets as collateral? Or maybe the show is leveraged in some way?”

      She snorts out a laugh. “Craig doesn’t have much by way of personal collateral. The guy worked at a fertilizer factory before this. People would have to be crazy to lend him anything on his own recognizance. I’m sure it has something to do with the show’s clout and ability to pay the loans off. Honestly, how else would he get the cash? The only thing left to do would be to juice the numbers. Heaven knows the bank wouldn’t pay him any attention if he told the truth. I’ll see you in the tent. My stomach is getting angry with me.”

      She takes off and I look at the glowing ghost before me.

      “A friend of my husband’s once fudged the numbers on a few loans,” I tell her.

      “And what happened to them?”

      “A fifteen-year stint in prison for defrauding the banks,” I say as I scan the crowd until I find the exact person I’m looking for. “Calliope, I think we just might be onto a very big motive for murder. And if we’re right—we might be onto the killer as well.”
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: Trixie! Guess what? He doesn’t have a wife—he wants a wife! As in ME! He proposed last night in an elaborate display at the beach with our friends and family looking on. It turns out, all of that secretive stuff was him trying to move heaven and earth to pull off the perfect proposal. I said yes and I owe it all to you. And we might even honeymoon on the Emerald Queen of the Seas!

      Lucky in Love,

      “Sea” you soon! Maybe.

      

      Dear Lucky,

      Congratulations on the upcoming nuptials! I’m so very thrilled for you both. And should you choose to honeymoon on the Emerald Queen, give me a heads-up. I’d love to help make your stay extra special.

      XOXO Trixie

      

      Calliope floats by my side as I head straight for the man I think might have had a crystal clear motive to remove Hugh Whitman from the planet.

      “Trixie?” Wes calls out as he quickly catches up to me. “How about some lunch?”

      An air horn goes off, and someone from the crew shouts for everyone to take a break.

      “Perfect timing,” I say to Wes. “Why don’t you grab a bite and save me a seat? I’ll be right there.”

      “I thought maybe we could talk about Dr. Pines. I saw you doing it again, Trixie. I just—I think talking to a professional would help you out.”

      “Not now, Wes. I really need to stay focused.”

      “You look like a woman on a mission,” he says, jogging up beside me. “How about we grab a few sandwiches and I join you on your hike? I’ll leave the conversation about Dr. Pines for another day. Promise.”

      “I’m not hiking,” I say. “At least not for my health. There’s something I need to discuss with the producer. Why don’t you go grab me a sandwich?”

      “That’s the second time you’ve suggested that. If I didn’t know better, Ms. Troublefield, I’d think you were trying to get rid of me.”

      Calliope huffs at the thought, “He’s not very quick, is he?”

      Wes is plenty quick. That’s exactly why I don’t think he should be here for what’s about to happen. First off, he’d try to deter me. Second of all, he might actually get in the way.

      I’m not planning on conducting a citizen’s arrest, although it’s tempting. I’m just simply trying to garner one last piece to the puzzle before I take my findings to Ransom.

      “Trixie,” Wes says it low as we start to close in on Craig Hall. “What is it that you need to discuss with the man? And why are you looking at him as if he took your lunch money?”

      “Because I’m afraid he took the bank’s lunch money and he’s trying to hide it.”

      The bodies on the field drain toward the tent as the fog rolls in thick and heavy. Craig Hall, however, isn’t budging. Instead, he stands next to a box full of axes as he tosses them one at a time toward the bullseyes ahead of him, missing each and every shot.

      “Craig,” I say as we’re just steps away. “Hold your fire,” I tease in a friendly manner as he turns to face us.

      “Captain, Trixie—what can I do for you.” His brows furrow as he gets a better look at us. “You’re both so serious. Let me guess. You’re not pleased with the beverage selections. I get it. I like a little booze in the afternoon myself, but I can’t have any hard liquor around these kids. First, I don’t have the patience to sit around and card the masses. And second, well, I’d hate to be responsible for fostering bad drinking habits.” He nods to Wes. “I’ll leave that to you and your ship. The distillery was a one-off.” He gives a slight wink before growing a touch somber himself. “I had a terrible incident back in college. I’m ashamed to say I drove under the influence a few times as a kid and I don’t want anyone to suffer through what I went through.”

      “I’m sorry to hear it,” Wes says.

      “I’m glad you lived to tell about it,” I say to the man. “In fact, I hope everyone lived to tell about it.”

      His eyes stray for a moment and he inadvertently glares over at Calliope.

      A breath hitches in my throat.

      “Oh my word,” I say, breathless. “Craig? The day we spoke at the distillery, you said that you and Hugh went about as far back as you could go. You went to college with him, didn’t you?”

      “Yeah, we did.” His shoulders bounce as if it weren’t a big deal. “I reached out after his girlfriend died. Gave him a shoulder to cry on, all that good stuff.”

      “That was me.” Calliope sighs.

      I nod to Craig. “That’s very big of you. And the two of you were pretty inseparable after that?”

      “We graduated and went our own ways before reconnecting. We both hated our careers, so we thought we’d work for ourselves. We wrote a game plan for our success on the reality route—and we did it on a dinner napkin one night after downing a half dozen burgers—and all these years later, here we are. Or at least one of us.”

      “It must have cost a fortune to get something like this off the ground.”

      Craig leans back and inspects my features as his expression grows increasingly somber.

      “You’ve struck a nerve,” Calliope says. “Now we’re getting somewhere.”

      Craig grips the edge of the axe he’s holding until his fingers press white.

      “Yes, it’s quite the financial undertaking.” He starts to walk toward the woods and both Wes and I follow along. “In the beginning, of course, I left it to Hugh. But seeing that he was more or less incompetent in that area, I took over. Let’s say I’ve got everything under control. Now if you’ll excuse me, I think I need a breather.”

      He enters the shelter of the pines, but Calliope and I are right there with him and so is Wes by proxy.

      “Trixie?” Wes takes up my hand and tries to pull me back. “Why don’t we let the man take a break? We should hit the food tent before all the sandwiches are gone.”

      “Craig?” I step in close to the man as he pauses to get another look at me. “What kind of funding are you procuring to keep the production afloat?”

      His eyes blaze with fire.

      Calliope glows with a verdant brilliance in this dim part of the woods. “This is it, Trixie. He knows you’re onto him. There’s no turning back.”

      “Trixie?” Wes gives my hand a squeeze. “Did you just call yourself by name?”

      My entire body seizes as I realize that Wes heard Calliope because he’s simply holding my hand. I’m not sure why I act as a supernatural conduit, but I do.

      I’m about to wiggle my way out of his grip, but then I think better of it.

      “Answer the question, Craig,” I press on. “How are you procuring the funds for the show?”

      “None of your business,” he growls just as a flash of lightning breaks through the somber gray sky followed by a crash of thunder.

      “That’s close,” Wes says.

      “It is my business,” I say to Craig, my speech growing pressured. “You procured those loans with falsified information, didn’t you? Hugh didn’t tolerate that behavior. That’s why he punished Dove’s father—he took loans out from the mob. But not you. You’re fudging the numbers, aren’t you? You’re looking at some serious time for wire fraud if you’re exposed and Hugh—”

      “Hugh didn’t care,” Craig riots while hiking that axe in his hand a notch.

      “Hey,” Wes barks, pulling me close. “Put that thing down. No matter what Trixie is talking about, nothing warrants threatening a woman.”

      “This is no threat,” I pant. “Craig has killed before. I have no doubt he can do it again.”

      Craig nods. “That’s right. That’s why Hugh had to go. And that’s why the two of you aren’t making it out of the woods alive either.”

      Craig swings that axe and I jump out of the way just in time.

      “Trixie, run,” Calliope shouts and Wes looks up at the sky.

      “It’s that woman’s voice again,” Wes marvels, and Craig takes the opportunity to swipe at us once more.

      Wes kicks the man’s legs out from under him, but Craig is still holding that axe with a death grip.

      We turn to run, but Craig grabs ahold of my ankle and drags me to the ground with him.

      “Trixie,” Wes grunts, trying his best to pull me up.

      “Tell him he’s an animal and I hate him,” Calliope growls, causing Wes to look up at the sky with wild eyes once again.

      “You killed Hugh Whitman,” I say as Craig pulls me in close and holds the blade of that axe to my neck. “You gave him a lethal injection of sodium nitrate, something only available in fertilizer and food additives. What was your last place of employment, Craig?”

      I already know, but I want to hear him say it.

      A dark laugh escapes him. “You really did your research, little lady. I worked at the Dundee Fertilizer plant. And I still have connections there. I can walk in any time I want and procure whatever I need. And that’s exactly what I did.”

      “You didn’t have to do it.” I shake my head at the man. “He was your friend. Your oldest friend.”

      “He wasn’t my friend. He was someone I had to keep an eye on after what I did to his girlfriend. I couldn’t risk that entire nightmare coming back as a repressed memory. He saw me flee the scene that night, only he was too drunk to realize it. He was drunker than I was.”

      Both Calliope and I gasp at the revelation.

      “You killed her!” I shout. “You killed Calliope Newton.”

      Wes grabs me by the fingertips. “All right, Craig, I think you should let go now. We can fix this. I’m sure this has all been a misunderstanding.”

      His eyes harden over mine, assuring me this is anything but. Although right about now, Wes is saying anything he can to get me to safety.

      “A misunderstanding?” Calliope riots. “That man ran me over and left me to die in the middle of the street! He stole everything from me,” she shouts while breaking out into a full-blown sob. “He stole the life I could have built with Hugh—the children we never had—he stole every single memory and erased them. And then he killed Hugh. Oh, Captain, I’m sorry, but this man is a monster and he is going to pay in spades.” Calliope dives for the axe in Craig’s hand, and soon it begins jerking toward the sky.

      “What the heck?” Craig loosens his grip on me in an effort to fight the specter among us for his blade, and that’s when Wes and I pounce on the man.

      Calliope plucks the blade free and tosses it with violent ferocity and we watch as it buries itself several yards away in the heart of a pine tree.

      “What did I just see?” Wes blinks hard.

      “Calliope Newton is here,” I pant his way. “And because you were holding onto me, you heard every word she had to say.”

      “Trixie?” Ransom shouts as the sound of aggressive footfalls speed this way and in seconds he has Craig Hall in handcuffs.

      “He confessed to killing Craig,” I say, breathless, as Wes pulls me into his arms. “He had access to the sodium nitrate via the factory where he used to work. And he also admitted to killing Calliope Newton.”

      “It’s true,” Wes says. “I heard every last word.” He glances upward. “And I mean every last word.”

      “Goodbye, Trixie. Goodbye, Captain.” Calliope sniffs hard as she floats into the stratosphere at record speeds. “I’m off to paradise. I’m off to be with the love of my life—my afterlife—for all eternity. Thank you both from the bottom of my heart.”

      And with that, she dissipates in a spray of miniature blue stars.

      A sigh escapes me. “She’s going home.”

      Wes offers me a tight embrace. “She’s going to be with him.”

      I nod up at him just as the sky lights up like a chandelier, followed by a growl of thunder so ear-piercing you’d think a celestial lion were on the prowl.

      Then the sky opens up as buckets of water fall mercilessly over us all.

      It’s a mad scramble back to the buses as the entire cast and crew does its best to get out of the storm.

      Ransom and Wes stay behind with Craig as a couple of sheriff’s cruisers show up flashing red and blue lights in spasms.

      We watch collectively as Craig is placed into a squad car and both Wes and Ransom take off with him.

      It’s over.

      And yet, now that Wes knows my secret in full, something—good or bad—has just begun.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: Oh, Trixie, it’s all just a big fat mess. It’s me again, the cruising ninny who thinks she can somehow celebrate her anniversary while everyone is fighting. My daughter is upset with me and only heaven knows why. My daughter-in-law has buried her nose in a book and has otherwise chosen to ignore everyone, and now my son and son-in-law are at each other’s throats as well. My husband and I have decided to have a do-over cruise next year, the first week of March on this very same ship. The ship’s travel agent helped us book another suite for that week. We aren’t telling a soul. It will be bliss! I’m already looking forward to it.

      ~Done with This While Stuck at Sea

      

      Dear Done,

      My heart just breaks for you. I hope before the trip is over everyone can make amends. And if not, I wish you and your husband a peaceful voyage next March!

      XOXO Trixie

      

      “Ladies, what is it that you and your partner enjoy doing when you’re alone?” Dove Love asks the cast of Match Made in Paradise, all of whom happen to be seated on the main stage of the Emerald Theater. Not only is the theater packed with passengers, but the cameras are trained on each of us.

      It’s the next day after the arrest of Hugh Whitman’s’ killer, and Dove Love has taken over as producer-director of this reality circus. We’ve already been playing this game for twenty minutes, and we’ve explored just about every aspect of a relationship other than anything physical. Thank heavens for not-so-small physical mercies.

      Several of the couples offer answers that range from milquetoast to raunchy.

      Up next is Kelsey.

      Kelsey bats her lashes as she looks at Carter, the exact spitting image of Wes.

      “Carter likes to sneak me off to the buffet when we get a minute to ourselves. We especially like the chocolate hot lava cake. We must have eaten twenty.”

      Every soul in the theater lights up with laughter.

      Ransom gives my hand a squeeze before whispering, “Someone is trying to give you a run for your money.”

      “Ain’t that the truth.”

      Next up is Abbey.

      She sighs as she stares dreamily at Owen. “When we’re alone, we like to read together. I never thought I’d meet a bigger bookworm than me, but I did. And it’s been pretty magical ever since.”

      Another light chuckle explodes from the crowd, followed by a round of applause.

      “Oh, thank goodness,” I say as I look at Ransom. “Reading is so chaste.” I immediately cringe because I just so happen to know that my son has been anything but chaste with his daughter.

      A few others go, and then it’s Emerson’s turn.

      Emerson takes Parker by the hand and hugs his arm. “Parker is amazing. When we’re alone, he does the sweetest thing. He holds my hand.”

      Ransom gives my own hand a squeeze as if he were more than mildly relieved.

      “And he speaks life to me,” Emerson goes on. “He encourages me in every aspect of my life. I realize I’ve only known him for a short time, but it feels as if we’ve been together forever.”

      A collective coo circles the room.

      “I’m really glad we met, Parker,” she goes on. “I think we have something really special here.”

      He nods her way, his gaze locked over hers. “I know we do.”

      Tears come to my eyes and I try to blink them away.

      Bess, Nettie, and Wes go next.

      Nettie leans into the mic. “They both snore.”

      Another bout of laughter explodes and the entire theater shakes from it.

      “And last but not least, our favorite boomer couple,” Dove says, nodding my way.

      The Emerald Theater glitters in a sea of its signature hue, and with the stage lights trained on us, this is all beginning to feel like a fevered dream.

      “What we enjoy best when we’re alone is each other,” I say without thinking and the entire room explodes with laughter and catcalls. “Oh my stars,” I say as my hand presses to my lips and my cheeks heat to a thousand degrees. That sounded just terrible.

      Ransom gives a slight wink of approval, but I’m so embarrassed I just want a hole to open up so I can fall into a watery death.

      I clear my throat. “What I meant to say is, we enjoy spending time together, just being in one another’s presence. Nothing more, nothing less.”

      An applause breaks as Dove takes center stage. “And that’s a wrap for this edition of Match Made in Paradise. Thank you to all of the contestants, to the crew, and most of all to the Emerald Queen of the Seas for playing host. We had a wonderful time making love connections that will hopefully last forever. Until next time. Bon voyage!”

      The bodies on the stage quickly migrate back to the main floor as a controlled chaos breaks out around us.

      Ransom glances at his phone. “I need to check with my staff for a few minutes. I’ve got someone causing a scene in the casino. I’ll catch up with you in a bit?”

      “You know where to find me,” I say.

      “Blue Water Café. Save some lava cake for me.”

      “Only if you’re quick,” I say as he takes off.

      Wes finds me and offers me a polite nod while decked out in his captain’s finery.

      “You’re a vision in white,” I tell him, trying to sound playful, as if I didn’t just drag him into my supernatural vortex.

      “And you’re a vision as always,” he says with an affable smile. “You mind if we chat for a second?”

      “Not at all.” Maybe a little, but I don’t see any way around this conversation.

      Yesterday, both he and Ransom spent hours helping to process Craig Hall. Ransom even had a few officers come onto the ship and question me in order to solidify the case against Craig.

      No one went to the formal dining room for dinner, but we all met up there tonight and enjoyed one another’s company for the very last time. Lobster and steak were had by all—sans the vegans amongst us who enjoyed a grilled portobello mushroom instead.

      The kids talked about their upcoming fall semester at school and their life goals down the road. It was a good conversation, lively, and filled with intermittent bouts of laughter. They even toasted Wes, Ransom, and me for catching a killer. And they toasted Bess and Nettie for catching the living dead in Ketchikan with their moonshine as well.

      Suffice it to say, there was no room for talk of ghosts.

      Here’s hoping there’s no talk of me leaving the Emerald Queen for good either.
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: Hi, Trixie, it’s me again. My parents’ anniversary cruise is officially a world-class disaster. Just when I thought my sister-in-law and I were about to turn a corner, she goes aloof on us and won’t even look up from the book she’s reading. But my husband and I have decided not to let it get to us. In fact, we’ve decided to have another go at cruising on this very same ship. We’ve already booked the first week of March next year since the ship is running a special on that trip. We cannot wait to have this place to ourselves—more or less.

      ~Still Sailing

      

      Dear Sailing,

      Wow. I’m certainly glad you’re willing to give cruising another try. You never know who you’ll bump into once on board. It can be a small world after all.

      XOXO Trixie

      

      Wes and I make our way out of the Emerald Theater and out the first exit that leads to a railing. The Alaskan sun is still illuminating the sky through a veil of dark clouds. The rain has ceased and the scent of fresh clean air mingles with the briny sea as I take in a delicious lungful of nature’s perfume.

      “So you see ghosts,” Wes says with a forlorn smile. “I think that’s pretty incredible. But then, I knew you were pretty incredible.”

      “Thank you. I think it’s perfectly kooky, but I had no choice in the matter.” I quickly relay how Bess and Nettie accidentally hit me over the head with a bottle of moonshine before my first trip on the Emerald Queen, and for some reason, that dislodged the sleeping transmundane giant in me.

      “Transmundane?” He looks curious, and far less worried for me than he has all week.

      “That’s the umbrella term for a bunch of supernatural subsets. I happen to be supersensual, which means I can see the dead, and usually only those that come back to help me solve a case.”

      “Trixie”—he shakes his head, amazed—“you’re a supernatural crime fighter. I can’t believe this. You should be a national weapon of some sort. You could make millions solving high-profile cases.”

      “Whoa.” I laugh. “I don’t want millions. And I certainly don’t want the government involved. There are only a handful of people who know about my odd little quirk, and on the ship that includes Bess, Nettie, and you. I’d like to keep it that way.” I cringe a moment. “For now. I need to be honest with Ransom, too. But I’m afraid I’m all about the baby steps.”

      “I don’t blame you. Your secret is certainly safe with me. And as far as those baby steps go, I’ll be right there with you every step of the way.”

      “You don’t know how much that means to me, Wes. I’m just so glad I finally told—”

      A spray of miniature blue and green stars lights up the evening air just outside of the railing as not one but two supernatural beings appear.

      “Oh my goodness. Quick, give me your hand, Wes,” I say, interlacing my fingers with his and he pulls me in close.

      “What’s happening?” Wes is right back to being worried again.

      “They’re here,” I practically sing with glee. “It’s Calliope and Hugh!”

      “Hugh Whitman?” Poor Wes’ face goes white.

      I nod as tears begin to stream from my eyes as I take them in. Hugh looks dapper in an all-white suit and snazzy gold tie. And Calliope shimmers in what looks to be a gloriously beautiful wedding gown, sweetheart neckline, lots of heavenly lace, that might just be heavenly in nature, and a train that looks as if it trails all the way up to paradise itself.

      “Oh wow,” I say. “The two of you look amazing. Wes, they look as if they’re about to get hitched.”

      Calliope laughs. “There’s no getting hitched in paradise.”

      “That’s right,” Hugh says, looking so much younger, full head of dark hair, his face radiating every ounce of happiness through his winning smile—one I’ve yet to see until this moment. “We’re doing a commitment ceremony. In heaven, you need to choose every moment to stay committed to one another. That’s all. And that’s all we need. I’m committed to you, Calliope Newton, always and forever.”

      “I’m committed to you, too, Hugh Whitman. For all eternity you have my heart. What we lost out on down on earth, we’ll make up for in the paradise of the Almighty. Our home where we will spend every moment together—never again will we part.” She looks down at the two of us. “Thank you again, Trixie Troublefield. And you, too, Captain Crawford. You haven’t just solved a crime, you sent me back to paradise where I belong.”

      “Thank you both,” Hugh says as well. “When the two of you get home, we’ll show you around. Captain, you’re going to love the landscape. And contrary to popular opinion, there are plenty of bodies of water up there to explore.”

      “I look forward to it,” Wes says with a laugh. “Although, not any time soon.”

      Calliope offers me a warm smile that illuminates her entire face. “And you won’t believe the buffet, Trixie. It has all the lava cake you can eat.”

      And with that, they begin to dissipate in a solar system of magical stars that brought them here to begin with.

      “Goodbye,” I shout into the infinite expanse.

      “Have a good trip,” Wes calls out before wincing. “Habit. I suppose they’re not on a trip.”

      “No, thankfully, they’re going home for good.” I shrug. “And now that you know my secret, I can safely say I feel entirely at home with you.”

      “I’m glad.”

      We exchange a hearty embrace.

      “Well, I’m off to do two things,” he says as we part ways. “I’m going to tell Dr. Pines her services are no longer needed when it comes to you. And I’m going to let Tinsley know that she doesn’t have a leg to stand on when it comes to firing you. You’re as sane as a seagull.”

      “Seagulls can be pretty flighty,” I say.

      “I never said you were perfect,” he teases.

      “Wes.” I laugh as I give him a light sock to the arm. “Thank you for believing me.”

      “Thank you for trusting me.”
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        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      Trip Tip Question: Oh, Trixie, I’m ashamed to say that after all of the good advice you’ve given, my in-laws and my sister-in-law and her husband have all turned a cold shoulder to my husband and me. We’re actually ending the trip on frostier terms than we began. So much for bonding over good food and better vistas.

      But you’ll never guess what! The ship is running an amazing special on another trip during the first week of next March. We’ve never met a sale we didn’t like, and this was the bargain of the century. We’ve booked our trip and we’ll be on this very same ship! We’re not saying a word to anyone. I think we owe it to ourselves to enjoy a little R&R on the high seas. I’m already counting down the days.

      ~Dreaming of Our Next Trip

      

      Dear Dreaming,

      Although I’m sad to hear things didn’t improve this go-round, who knows? The next time you’re on the ship might just give you enough reasons to try to mend things with your husband’s family once and for all. I hope everything works out well. Keep me posted!

      Happy travels,

      XOXO Trixie

      

      The lido deck is flooded with bodies, almost all of them cast members from Match Made in Paradise, including the kids who all seem to be canoodling together in one of the hot tubs.

      It never fails to amaze me that no matter how icy it gets, those hot tubs are filled to capacity.

      A live band is playing old rock songs from my youth, and the waitstaff is roving with glowing cocktails for those ready to imbibe. And judging by the fact half the deck is holding one of those frozen drinks, it looks as if just about everyone is ready to imbibe.

      After what I’ve been through these last few days, I’d love to hop into one of those hot tubs myself with a glowing drink in hand—of course, I’d need Ransom by my side.

      Ransom—who still doesn’t have a clue about my supernatural conundrum. I’m not sure why I confided in Wes first. Most likely because he was the safer bet. A part of me is afraid that if I let Ransom in on my deep, dark disaster of a secret, that a true disaster will ensue and he won’t want anything to do with me.

      I step into the Blue Water Café, and in record time, I land next to a window seat and nosh on almost a dozen lava cakes all by my lonesome.

      In my defense, they’re only three inches round and two inches deep. It’s not like I’m inhaling an entire triple-layered chocolate cake—although, I’ve given that my best effort before, too.

      I can’t help it. The pastry chefs on board really do know what they’re doing.

      A shadow darkens the table, and I look up to see the most handsome man on the ship as he takes a seat across from me.

      Ransom lands an entire tray of lava cakes between us as if they were peace offerings.

      “You look like you could use a refill.” His lips curve as he says it. “And I brought along something new—peanut butter pie.”

      A laugh bubbles from me. “You know me well,” I say as he takes up my hand and lands a kiss to one of them. “I can’t wait to try the peanut butter pie. Did everything work out in the casino?”

      He ticks his head to the side. “The man’s wife came and took him back to his cabin. I suggested he sleep it off. He might get another chance to recoup his losses before the ship docks in Vancouver tomorrow.”

      “Another cruise down,” I say. “But this was a special one. And one that I will never forget.”

      “One that a lot of us will never forget.” His brows dip down, making him look that much more cuttingly handsome. “Trixie, there’s something I’ve been wanting to say to you.”

      “What’s that?” I lean in as the moment grows tense, and Ransom’s eyes grow tender.

      Oh my word! He’s going to do it! He’s going to say those magic words that have been dying to burst out of me as well.

      I’m about to gird myself when a thought comes to mind.

      “Wait”—I say as I close my eyes—“there’s something I feel like I need to tell you before you say—well, whatever it is you were about to say. There’s something you need to know.” I take a deep breath. “The other night—or rather early morning, as in six—Wes saw Parker leaving Emerson’s cabin.”

      What did you think I was going to tell him?

      I might be flirting with crazy, but I’m not insane.

      The silence is deafening.

      “Ransom, I’m sorry, I didn’t want to keep this from you for so long, but I didn’t know how to tell you. I know what Parker did was wrong, but please don’t kill him.”

      Ransom’s eyes enliven with fire, and there very well might be another homicide on our hands tonight.

      “Again, I’m so sorry,” I say, giving his hand a squeeze. “I don’t blame you at all for being angry with him.”

      Leave it to my kid to upset the one man on the ship permitted to carry a concealed weapon.

      “I’m not angry with him. I’m angry with Emerson. She should know better. I raised her to know better.” His eyes close a moment. “I take that back, I’m not angry with either of them. They’re human. And they’re adults. We did the best we could and we launched them into the world. We have to trust them to trust their instincts. And I have noticed that she’s particularly smitten with him. Can’t say I blame her. Parker is a good guy.”

      A flood of relief hits me a mile wide.

      “You’re a good guy,” I say, looking deep into his ocean blue eyes. “And that’s why I lo—”

      “I love you, Trixie Troublefield,” he says it slow and concise. “I’m sorry, but I wanted to be the one to say those words first. I need you to know that I mean them. I take them seriously. And that it wasn’t a reciprocal response.”

      “Oh, Ransom. I love you, too. And I can guarantee that was no reciprocal response either.”

      We share a small laugh, his eyes never leaving mine. Then we share a not-so-small kiss.

      Of course, we can’t let all this lava cake go to waste—or the peanut butter pie. We indulge in all the lava cake and pie we can handle as the Alaskan sun finally decides to set. And come to find out, the peanut butter pie is to die for.

      “What should we do now?” he asks. “It’s a little after ten. I’m all yours.”

      “Funny you should ask, I’ve been craving a dip in a hot tub.”

      “Funny you should mention it, I happen to have a private one of my own right off my deck.”

      “I know,” I say as a silly smile takes over.

      Ransom and I head to his place and take a heated dip where we share even more heated kisses and that four-letter word again and again.

      This is one trip to Alaska neither of us will ever forget.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 29

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      

      

      This is it! Another voyage has come and gone. Having my kids on board was terrific. We created memories we will cherish forever, and I even created a few special memories with a few of my crew members, too.

      Just a year ago, my life was so different than it is today, I could never have imagined any of this magic in my life. I guess life has a way of surprising us, sometimes in the most spectacular way. And each day I’m on the Emerald Queen, I’m freshly surprised by the beauty of nature and of people.

      Until next time!

      Hold strong and keep on cruising through life.

      XOXO Trixie Troublefield

      

      The gangway fills with throngs of people as they’re dismissed in groups.

      Bess, Nettie, and I stand with Wes, Ransom, and Tinsley as we wave the passengers off one by one.

      Elodie runs up looking a bit bedraggled, her neckerchief threatening to fall right off.

      “Sorry, I’m late,” she says, shouldering up next to me. “And Trixie Troublefield, it’s all your fault.”

      “It’s my fault you’re late?” I ask, only partially amused.

      She tucks a blonde lock behind her ear while nodding furtively. “I spent all night looking to bag a fancy producer until one of the youngsters on board let me know you turned him into the authorities. Honestly, couldn’t you wait to send him to prison until I gave him a proper send-off?”

      “You don’t mean that,” I say with a laugh.

      “Not anymore. I found one of those young bucks willing to show me a new trick or two. And now I owe you a thank you. Drinks are on me once you get back on the ship.”

      “I will gladly take you up on it.”

      Now that I’m officially a part of the crew, I don’t need to get off the ship with the rest of the passengers, but since I buy my own cabin—a severe upgrade to the room the ship would have graciously lent me for free—I need to disappear for a while so room service can work their cleaning fairy magic. Plus, I get to hang out with Bess and Nettie—and help Bess mind Nettie for the most part.

      A blonde and a brunette come this way, and the entire lot of us offers a friendly greeting.

      “Alice, Dove,” I say. “It was so nice having you both on board.”

      “It was nice being here.” Dove shrugs. “With the exception of a few major foibles.”

      Alice laughs. “I’m sorry we were so much trouble.”

      “No trouble at all,” Wes counters. “Your show is welcome back any time.”

      “Speaking of the show,” Alice says. “Dove has a bit of news.” She holds a hand out to her friend.

      Dove lifts her shoulders to her ears with enough excitement bubbling from her she’s vibrating.

      “I’m taking over the role of producer,” she squeals with excitement. “I called a few of the networks that we distribute to and told them everything that happened. One of them offered to team up with me by providing the financial backing—so long as they get to air the show first on their network.”

      A wild cheer breaks out among us.

      Tinsley nods her way. “I’m always glad to see women figuring it out for themselves. Congratulations.”

      Elodie nods. “Not to mention the fact you’ll have an endless pool of young men to choose from. Well done.”

      Nettie takes a moment to give Dove a few tips, and while she’s doing so, I offer Alice a firm embrace.

      “Have you thought about telling Dove?” I ask as I look into her sweet eyes.

      “Funny you should say that.” The older woman glances at her new boss. “We’re off to lunch after this and I’m about to tell her everything. I don’t want pity. I just want her to know. That’s all.” She sighs. “I’m okay with whatever the future may bring, no matter how short that future may be. Goodbye, Trixie. It was a true pleasure to meet you.”

      “You as well,” I say as we wave the women off. And on their tails comes a group of six youthful and exuberant people whose departure will break my heart just a little bit.

      “Mommy,” Abbey says as both she and Parker offer me a warm embrace.

      Owen and Carter are doing the same with Wes, and Emerson has latched onto Ransom. And Kelsey, well, she’s practically molded herself to her sweet grammy.

      Wes shakes his head. “I can’t believe our time together has come to an end.”

      “We’ll have to do it again,” Bess says, holding onto Kelsey as if she might float away.

      “We’ll do it again, for sure, Grammy,” Kelsey says. “And the six of us have already started a group chat. We’re keeping in touch forever.”

      “Forever,” Emerson says, jumping into Parker’s arms as they share a steamy smooch.

      Ransom clears his throat.

      “Aw, come on, Baxter,” Nettie says, shoving her elbow into his ribs. “They’re about to get torn apart by time and space. Let ’em have a goodbye to remember.”

      I’ll say one thing, Parker and Emerson are relentless in saying goodbye.

      Ransom clears his throat again and I swear I just saw him reach for his gun.

      “Parker Stanton Troublefield,” I call out like only a mom can and the two of them take a full step away from one another.

      “Parker”—Ransom plops a hand over my son’s shoulder—“how about a quick word?”

      They step to the side and Emerson pulls me aside as well.

      “I’m so glad I finally got a chance to meet you, Trixie. My dad was right. You’re a special lady. I’m glad he found you.”

      “Aww.” My hand clasps over my chest. “You just melted my heart. Well, I’m glad I met you. And you are most certainly a special girl. I’m not the only one that sees it. Parker sees it, too.”

      The apples of her cheeks fill with color. “Thank you for that, Trixie. It looks like we’re bound to be family one day.”

      My mouth falls open.

      Family? As in Ransom proposing or Parker?

      Or both?

      “Oh, I almost forgot.” She hops up and down. “My mom is headed here for the next cruise.” She brings her finger to her lips. “She sort of wants to surprise my dad.” She wrinkles her nose for a moment and my stomach drops to middle earth. “I told her how much I liked you and how much Dad just loves you to pieces, and well, she said you sound too good to be true. She wants to come down and see for herself. You’re just going to love her, and I know she’ll love you. It’s going to be so great.”

      She hops away with a wave just as Ransom sneaks one more embrace before all six of them take off for the gangway.

      “What’s going to be so great?” Ransom asks.

      My mouth opens and closes. “The future,” I say with a shrug. “How did it go with Parker?”

      “I thanked him for being kind to Emerson and asked him to be careful with her tender heart.”

      “That’s so sweet.”

      He shrugs. “I may have used a few different words.”

      We share a quick laugh.

      “Well, crew,” Wes calls us all together. “We pulled off another great ride. Here’s hoping the next one doesn’t have a single cold body involved.”

      Or a cold heart.

      I haven’t heard Ransom say more than a few words about his ex.

      That can’t be good. Can it?

      I say goodbye to Elodie, Tinsley, and Wes before sharing a steamy smooch with Ransom.

      “It looks as if we learned something from the kids after all,” I tease. “I’ll see you this evening.”

      “Can’t wait.” His lips curve just enough to make my insides pinch with heat.

      “All right, ladies,” Nettie says, pulling Bess and me close. “Who’s up for trolling the mean streets of Vancouver as I try to off some of this primo Alaskan moonshine?”

      “Nettie,” Bess howls. “How did you manage to sneak that poison onto the ship?”

      “I’ve got my ways. I don’t keep this gray hot air balloon sitting on my head for nothing, you know.”

      Bess groans, “Now I’m afraid I know too much.”

      “Don’t worry,” I shout over to Ransom and Wes. “I’ll keep these two out of trouble.”

      “It’s not them we’re worried about,” Tinsley shouts back and I shoot her a look.

      Although, she’s not entirely wrong.

      I’m worried about something myself—namely a certain ex-wife who is about to step into our world in just a matter of hours.

      Heaven help me.

      Something tells me this next voyage on the Emerald Queen will be a real killer.
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      *Thank you for reading! Be sure to join Trixie on her next adventure here —>  Frozen in Fear Cruise (Cruising Through Midlife 6)

      Is that link not working for you? Try this one—> Frozen in Fear Cruise (Cruising Through Midlife 6)

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

      

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

      

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

      

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

      

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

      

      Midlife on the high seas is proving to be murder.

      

      
        
          
            [image: FREE BOOK]
          
        

      

      
        
          
            [image: FREE]
          
        

      

      
        
        Want to read a FREE cozy mystery? Check it out HERE!!!

      

      

      

      Keep turning the pages for a preview of Always the Killer Never the Bride (Pain in the Assassin Mysteries 1)
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      Is that link not working for you? Try this one—> Always the Killer Never the Bride (Pain in the Assassin Mysteries 1)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PREVIEW: ALWAYS THE KILLER NEVER THE BRIDE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sneak Peek: Always the Killer Never the Bride

      

        

      
        Book Description

      

      

      An assassin who works for the mob. One hot detective.

      And a killer. Living in Honey Hollow can be murder.

      

      Cosmopolitan Magazine calls Addison's books, "...easy, frothy fun!"

      Humor with a side of homicide.

      

      A laugh out loud standalone cozy mystery by New York Times, USA TODAY, & Wall Street Journal bestseller Addison Moore

      ***A MURDER IN THE MIX SPINOFF!*** 

      

      Includes RECIPE!

      My name is Eufrasia Canelli, but everybody calls me Effie. I come from a big Italian family with big hearts, big appetites, and an even bigger bankroll that’s cleverly hidden from the IRS. 

      I’m not married to the mob, I was born into it. Just last year, I was laid off from my career at a tech company, and in an effort to keep from moving back home, I went crawling to the biggest crime lord I know—my Uncle Jimmy.

      He gave me two options: dance at his strip club or hunt down his enemies. 

      Seeing that I’m no fan of public nudity, I opted for murder. 

      Let’s just say my mortality rate so far is nil. 

      Okay, so I’m not a straight shot, but my Uncle Jimmy doesn’t seem to mind and I’m still raking in enough dough to keep a roof over my head.

      Speaking of dough, I also took a part-time job at a local bakery. Not only do I get to satisfy my sweet tooth for free, but I get a decent cover when I’m asked about my employment.

      But the darnedest thing just happened at one of my gigs. Someone dropped dead!

      And guess who landed at the top of the suspect list?

      Me.

      Now I’ve got to find the killer before I end up behind bars for committing a homicide that wasn’t even on my radar. 

      I guess it’s true what they say—living in Honey Hollow can be murder.
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        Seven hours from now…

      

      

      
        
        The Killer

      

      

      There he is.

      Well-tailored Italian suit, shoes so shiny you can make out your reflection in them, and a smug expression that only money can buy. Not that money will do him any good where he’s going—where I’m sending him.

      I suspect it will be far too hot for a wool suit, far too hot for clothing in general.

      And that smug smile? He won’t be wearing it for long. I’ll make sure of that. In fact, that’s the only reason I’m in attendance of this inglorious marital farce.

      Sure, I got the invite. It’s the wedding of the century, just about everyone got the invite. That’s what pleased me most about this venue. That’s what made me choose it.

      A murder can’t be done in the plain light of day. It should be done in the cover of darkness—or even better, in a crowd of thousands—most of which make ideal suspects when the sheriff’s department comes sniffing. And they will come sniffing. I’ve already arranged for that.

      Not a single detail has gone unattended. I’ve left no homicidal stone unturned. They will never be able to pin this on me. Not now, not ever.

      The dance floor is alive with bodies. It’s almost time to lure my prey. But for now, I stand in the corner, nursing a glass of Prosecco, watching him from across the room.

      The wedding reception is in full swing as laughter echoes throughout the opulent ballroom. The chandeliers above cast a soft, golden glow on the guests, their faces alight with sheer bliss. But there’s only one face I’m interested in—my victim's.

      He’s presently grazing his way through the dessert table, lingering over the display of Italian pastries I couldn’t care to pronounce. A hint of a smile plays on his lips, and I’m fairly certain it will be his last.

      That thought alone sends a thrill down my spine.

      The soothing sound of a slow song starts up and provides the perfect soundtrack for what I’m about to do.

      My heart picks up pace as I make my way toward him.

      “Excuse me?” I offer an amicable smile. “That looks fantastic,” I say, nodding to the dessert in his hand. “What do they call that again?”

      His eyes narrow my way and I can sense the evil pulsing through him.

      “Sfogliatelle,” he grunts. “You should enjoy a few.” He offers the small pastry to me with a charming smile and I shake my head.

      “Maybe later. I’m sorry things have been rocky for us.”

      “Rocky?” He chuckles. “That’s the understatement of the century.”

      “I think we should talk.” I nod to a darkened alcove between the kitchen and the ballroom.

      “Okay. I’ll hear what you have to say. But you’re not changing my mind.”

      Just like that, the hook has been set as he follows me into the shadows, intrigued by my lie and my carefully crafted charm. He is mine through and through.

      And now the real work begins.
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        Nine months earlier…

      

      

      To: effmylifecanelli@yoyo.com

      From: Byteme@Byteme.com

      December 24th

      Dear Ms. Canelli,

      Thank you for your services at Byte Me Tech Corp, but unfortunately, we must terminate your employment effective immediately. We know this news is harder to swallow than a fruitcake from your great-aunt Mabel, and we apologize for the timing. As you know, Byte Me Tech Corp prides itself on being on the cutting edge of technology, and sometimes that means making difficult decisions.

      We regret to inform you that the algorithmic overlords have determined that your contributions to Byte Me no longer meet their exacting standards. They assure us that it’s not personal, just business. In other words, it’s not you, it’s the code. We tried to appeal their decision, but apparently, they have the emotional range of a toaster.

      We appreciate your hard work and dedication to Byte Me Tech Corp, and we wish you all the best in your future endeavors. We hope that you will find a new role where your talents can be fully appreciated, and where you will not be subjected to the whims of an unfeeling algorithm.

      Sincerely,

      The Byte Me Tech Corp Team

      P.S. We hope you can still find some joy in the holiday season, even though our automated HR system has apparently not been programmed to take that into account. On the bright side, you won’t have to deal with the annual Secret Santa debacle anymore. Although, rest assured, the restraining order against St. Nick is still in effect.

      

      
        
        Present

      

      

      My name is Eufrasia Margarita Canelli—yes, it’s a name that could choke a horse—but everyone calls me Effie or Eff, the latter of which has sometimes doubled as an expletive amongst my family.

      About nine months ago, my life flipped like a pancake, batter side down. And since then, well, it’s pretty much turned inside out, too.

      Back then, I was living a pretty cushy life living in Ashford County working as a hotshot techie, making enough dough to dine on fancy meals that wiggled and jiggled and cost more than my first clunker.

      Then bam!

      A single email unraveled all of my caviar dreams and I was out on my keister. So I packed up my office, my rental house, and my dignity, all in the scope of one week’s time. Suffice it to say, moving back in with my folks sent my bucket list into retrograde.

      Desperate for work, I swallowed my pride and crawled to my Uncle Jimmy’s strip joint, Red Satin Gentlemen’s Club, and groveled for a paycheck.

      The long and short of it?

      Uncle Jimmy gave me two choices.

      Shake it on stage or help out with the “family business” and hunt down his enemies.

      Seeing that I’m not a fan of public nudity, I opted for murder.

      But at this exact moment, my killer instincts aren’t trained on any one of Uncle Jimmy’s foes—they’re one hundred percent honed on an errant shopping cart barreling my way.

      It’s mid-September and the wind is blowing at full gale force, letting every soul in the great state of Vermont know that the summer sun has clocked out for the year and autumn’s pumpkin spice invasion is gearing up to take over, one latte at a time.

      The renegade cart hurls my way, so I do the only thing I can think of. I grab onto the handlebar, hop up on the undercarriage, give it a shove in the opposite direction with my foot, and let inertia do the rest.

      I’ll admit, there’s something freeing sailing at top speed with the wind in my hair.

      Hey? Maybe I should have been a stunt gal in Hollywood? Boy, did I ever miss my calling.

      The rogue cart in question happens to belong to the Country Pantry, a brand new boutique grocery store that opened up next to the bakery in which I’m currently employed.

      Truth be told, I needed a job to cover for the work I’m doing for my uncle. You just can’t go shooting up a bunch of bad guys, move into a new rental in a cozy town like Honey Hollow, and purport to be unemployed. I’d raise more than an eyebrow, especially within my own family. And believe me, in my family, that’s next to impossible to do.

      Outside of my Uncle Jimmy, a rogue aunt, and my pesky little sister Niki, no one is none the wiser that I’ve taken up arms in an effort to help my uncle right a few wrongs.

      Confession? I’m not all that good at this whole “taking care of business” thing, and I’m not sure this is one area I want to excel at either. Growing up, I had dreams of changing the world, initiating world peace, and curing horrific diseases.

      Okay, fine. Growing up, I envisioned myself poolside with my future children—two boys, two girls—as they splashed and screamed to my neighbors’ chagrin while I sipped on mimosas. But since Mr. Right or even Mr. Right Now hasn’t quite materialized, I’m going gangster on loan defaulters instead. Let’s just say my newfound connection to bullets has changed things in my life, as bullets often do.

      Why might you ask am I not such a great assassin and probably never will be?

      Short story long, it’s that whole thou shalt not murder rule written in stone that makes me think twice about evicting someone off the planet. Although, let’s face it, I’ve stolen, lied, and coveted more than a few of my neighbors’ boyfriends, so I’m not exactly doing so hot on the other ten rules either.

      Nonetheless, I haven’t mustered up the courage to aim for the head or chest. If I’m lucky, I get an arm or a leg. Most of the time I miss, and somehow that still seems to drive the point home to the goofballs who thought it best to take a loan from my Uncle Jimmy. He says his payback rate is one hundred percent since I’ve taken the bullet-riddled reins, so he’s not complaining.

      Uncle Jimmy is happy with the cash flow, and he seems more than satisfied with the fact I “maim to please” as well.

      A gust of wind with all the charm of a cat 5 hurricane sends my newfound shopping cart and me rushing toward a brand new white truck with a set of paper plates that assures me it’s fresh off the lot.

      “Incoming,” I shout as the rickety cart sashays from one side of Main Street to the other—directly aimed at that shiny new ride. So I do the only thing I can do. I scream at the top of my lungs and hope for the best.

      The owner exits the vehicle just as I slam into the side of it.

      The impact is swift and violent, ricocheting me into the poor guy and we both end up in a heap on the cobbled sidewalk with my body landing right over his, face-to-face, lip-to-lip.

      He pulls away a notch, only to have his eyes double in size as he looks past me.

      “Watch out,” he shouts as he grabs the back of my head and presses our lips together once again, hard and fast.

      Mom always did say the boys couldn’t get enough of me. I guess it still holds true.

      A loud crash envelops us just as something thumps hard over my rear end. I lift my head up an inch to see the shopping cart has collapsed over us like a cage.

      “Geez,” he says, tossing the steel prison off of us, and I do an inadvertent push-up on his chest to assess the damage.

      “I’m so sorry,” I pant, trying my best to lift myself off of his rock-hard body.

      Have I mentioned his rock-hard body?

      “I didn’t mean to hit your truck,” I sputter. “It looks brand new. Please tell me it’s not brand new.”

      “Forget the truck,” he mutters as he squeezes his eyes shut for a second. “It’s the concussion that has me concerned.”

      “Oh no!” I grab him by the chest and give him a little rattle. “Tell me you’re not concussed.”

      “I’m not concussed,” he groans, struggling for a moment to break free from my grip.

      “That’s good news,” I pant right over his lips. He’s probably lying about it just like he’s lying about the fact he’s not that concerned about his truck.

      And, of course, it’s a new truck.

      Every idiot on the street knows it’s brand new, including me.

      He frowns and I pause from extracting myself from his person.

      He’s a looker—wavy brown hair, marbled blue eyes, and have I mentioned that rock-hard body? Believe me, I can testify firsthand that he’s made of steel.

      He appears to be somewhere about my age, late twenties, early thirties max. He seems sane, for the most part. Sanity plus good looks almost always means they’re taken.

      “Are you hurt?” he growls, helping me to my feet.

      “Oh, I’m fine,” I say, slapping the dust off my jeans. “I come from a hearty stock. But your truck…” I glance over at it and gasp.

      Truth be told, I think he just gasped twice as loud.

      “Holy moly,” I groan. “You could fit all of Honey Hollow in that dent.”

      He nods. “And Ashford, and Leeds.”

      A nervous giggle works its way up my throat. “Well, at least now it has... personality?”

      “That's exactly what I wanted,” he muses as he stares down that dent in disbelief. “A dented truck with tons of personality.”

      “You know what they say, dents are like battle scars. Your truck just survived its first skirmish.”

      Fun side note: I talk way too much when I’m in trouble.

      He frowns my way. “If I’d known parking lots were warzones, I would’ve come prepared. Or parked elsewhere.”

      “Let me offer to pay for it,” I say, without having a single dollar to back that up. Sure, I’m making more than a little spare change, but all that money is swallowed by my never-ending bills. Okay, fine. I’m a shoe addict, boots specifically. But you can’t exactly live in Vermont and not keep your toes nice and toasty. Not only is it criminal, but you won’t get far with a couple of frozen feet.

      His eyes sweep over me for a minute. “You don’t have to pay for a thing. Just have a good day.” He stalks off for the grocery store and I stand there with my mouth hanging open feeling more than a little insulted.

      I’m not sure why, but his well-wishing felt more like a slight than it did a polite sentiment. Had the roles been reversed, I might have peppered my parting shot with a choice finger or two.

      Here’s hoping the rest of my day goes a heck of a lot better.

      But with me in the mix, that seems like a long shot.
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      Need more? Pick it up today! —> Always the Killer Never the Bride (Pain in the Assassin Mysteries 1)

      

      Is that link not working for you? Try this one—> Always the Killer Never the Bride (Pain in the Assassin Mysteries 1)
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        From the Kitchen of the Emerald Queen of the Seas

        Peanut Butter Pie

      

      

      

      Hey there, it’s me, Trixie Troublefield! I managed to wrangle this luscious recipe from one of our pastry chefs and I can’t wait to share it with you. Not only is it delicious and addictive, but it was one of the first desserts Ransom and I enjoyed after exchanging those magic words. This pie is perfect for any event ranging from fancy to cozy. And the best part is that it’s easy to make.

      It’s great to give away, and it’s even better to keep for yourself.

      Enjoy!

      

      Ingredients:

      1 ½ cups creamy peanut butter

      8 ounces cream cheese (softened)

      ¾ cup sugar

      2 tablespoons unsalted butter

      1 cup heavy cream (whipped to form stiff peaks)

      1 eight inch pie shell (graham cracker or dark chocolate cookie crumbs, prebaked)

      

      For the Ganache:

      ½ cup heavy cream

      4 ounces of chopped dark chocolate (semi-sweet chocolate chips will do in a pinch!)

      1 tablespoon butter

      ½ teaspoon vanilla extract

      

      Directions for the Pie:

      In a large mixing bowl, add peanut butter, sugar, and cream cheese until smooth and creamy. Add in melted butter and carefully fold in the whipped cream (that has been whipped to peak perfection!) Pour the mixture into the pie shell and spread evenly. Place in the refrigerator for at least one hour.

      

      Directions for the Ganache:

      In a small saucepan, add the heavy cream and butter, then bring it to a boil. Turn off the stove and remove the saucepan from the heat. Add the chocolate and vanilla, stirring until melted and well-combined. Let cool until it’s warm to the touch. Pour over the top of the pie to glaze it.

      Refrigerate the pie for 2 more hours.

      Slice it up and enjoy!

      This will go quickly!
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