
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Praise for the Ivy Meadows Mystery Series

OLIVER TWISTED (#3)
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What happens when you take a scattered, water-phobic actress/P.I. out of the deserts of Arizona and drop her on a literature-themed cruise ship sailing to Hawaii? You get comedy, drama, danger, and more than a little madcap action in the form of Oliver Twisted, the third Ivy Meadows Mystery from the wickedly funny and talented Cindy Brown. Mystery Playground
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Just in time for your summer reading list comes Oliver Twisted, the perfect book to toss in your beach bag alongside your suntan lotion and shades ... For true Dickens fans, theatre lovers, and mystery buffs everywhere, it is indeed the best of times. Please sir, I want some more! Broadway World
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What truly delights are the behind-the-scenes activities not just of the rehearsals, but of the entire caste-system structure of the cruise ship. Laugh-out-loud moments come not just with the impracticality of a hoop skirt within the tiny confines of a ship, but with the intermingling of cockney-speaking costumed actors amidst the passengers...This continues to be a genuinely heart-warming and fun-spirited depiction of the eccentric niches within the entertainment world. Kings River Life Magazine
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It's been a while since I had a book grab me by the face and insist I read right through, but this one did it. It took only a few pages to get fully engaged, and I felt almost physical pain when I had to put it down 40 pages from the end and go to work. The Ninja Librarian
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THE SOUND OF MURDER (#2)










“The author blends theater lore with a deeper psychological layer, and always on stage is her delightful sense of humor. The concept of a mash-up of The Sound of Music and Cabaret is as brilliant as it is ripe for absurdity, and readers will thoroughly enjoy this extremely fun mystery that entertains until the final curtain call.” – Kings River Life Magazine
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“A definite delight...sit back, wait for the curtain to rise on this one, and then have a whole lot of fun figuring out whodunit.” – Suspense Magazine
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“The setting is irresistible, the mystery is twisty, and Ivy is as beguiling as ever, but what I really loved was the depth and complexity of painful human relationships right there in the middle of a sparkly caper. Roll on Ivy #3!” – Catriona McPherson, Anthony, Agatha and Macavity Award-Winning Author of The Day She Died
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“I can almost hear someone out there saying, ‘Okay, you liked it, but five stars? Really?’ Yup. I could read this sort of thing all day, every day...it did everything I want a book to do, and a few more things, and then sang a few songs.”- Stewartry
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MACDEATH (#1)

Agatha Award Nominee for Best Debut Novel, 2015
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“This gut-splitting mystery is a hilarious riff on an avant-garde production of the ‘Scottish play’...Combining humor and pathos can be risky in a whodunit but gifted author Brown makes it work.”  Mystery Scene Magazine
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“Who cannot have fun with a disastrous (and murderous production of Macbeth? Cindy Brown's first novel is a delicious romp with plenty of humor and suspense.” Rhys Bowen, New York Times Bestselling Author
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“Funny and unexpectedly poignant, Macdeath is that rarest of creatures a mystery that will make you laugh out loud. I loved it.” April Henry, New York Times Bestselling Author
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“This gripping mystery is both satisfyingly clever and rich with unerring comedic timing. Without a doubt, Macdeath is one of the most entertaining debuts I've read in a very long time.” Bill Cameron, Spotted Owl Award-Winning Author 
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This is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

––––––––

[image: ]


NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of training language models.
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No artificial intelligence (AI) was used to write or create any version of this work.

Dedicated to the memory of Judy Hricko,

For her insight, friendship, and boundless enthusiasm
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Summoned into Another World

“You okay, Olive...er, Ivy, or uh, should I call you Nancy?” said my uncle, sticking his foot further and further in his mouth.

I should have known Uncle Bob would be the one to blow our cover. After all, he was just a private investigator, while I was a professional actor. But I didn’t think he’d blow it so quickly. We’d been undercover on the S.S. David Copperfield for less than six hours and weren’t supposed to know each other. Luckily, the security guard didn’t notice that my uncle called me by my real name instead of what was printed on my nametag.

Probably because there was a dead body in the room.
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Our adventure on the high seas began early that morning on dry land (very dry land: Uncle Bob and I lived in Phoenix).

“OMG,” I texted my uncle, who stood in line in front of me at the airline gate at Phoenix Sky Harbor. “Is that a Rolex?”

He chuckled as he read my message, then my cell announced his reply: “Nice fake, huh?”

Uncle Bob had ditched his usual Hawaiian shirt and cargo shorts in favor of Wranglers, a pearl-snap-buttoned Western shirt, a big silver belt buckle, the fake Rolex, and a gold bolo tie with a steer in the center, fashioned out of what looked like diamonds. I couldn’t compliment him on his stunning ensemble because we were already undercover and I had to act like I didn’t know him. We’d been hired to investigate a string of thefts aboard a cruise line. Uncle Bob was pretending to be a guest—a wealthy rancher— and I was posing as one of the actors in the onboard show. That’s right, we were getting paid to cruise to Hawaii (Hawaii!), plus we’d each get a ten-thousand-dollar bonus if we found evidence that would stand up in court. Nice work, if you can get it.

On the plane, I settled into an aisle seat across from my uncle. Even though I couldn’t talk to him, I still liked being near him. As I buckled myself in, the elderly man who had the window seat in my row tapped me on the shoulder. “I’ll probably fall asleep,” he said, leaning over the open seat between us. “I might sound like I’m choking, but don’t worry. It’s just the way I sleep.”

I nodded, pulled out a copy of the script the cruise line had sent me, and began to reread it. I’d only had a few days to prep, but would’ve jumped on a plane right away for a chance like this. Working part-time at my uncle’s PI firm kept me financially afloat, but just barely. My car had recently failed emissions, so I was in desperate need of funds and had no acting work lined up. When I learned about the cruise, the money, and the fact that I’d play Nancy in the onboard musical version of Oliver Twist, I felt like I’d died and gone to Broadway.

“SNOrkLER!” said my now-asleep seatmate. Wow. Good thing he warned me.

“And what takes you to San Francisco?” The fortyish blonde sitting next to Uncle Bob drew out her words in the manner of a Western rural-dweller.

“I’m goin’ on a cruise, ma’am.”

Ma’am? And was that a drawl? Maybe acting ran in the family. “I am too. Which cruise line are you on?”

“Get Lit! Cruises.”

“Me too.” The woman sounded delighted. “Thought it’d be a hoot to learn something new.”

Get Lit! was a high-end literature-themed cruise line designed to appeal to readers, to families who wanted their kids to take an interest in the classics, and to cruisers who wanted to feel like they were getting an education and a buffet. There were Shakespeare cruises and Jane Austen cruises and Mark Twain riverboat cruises, and...

“Did you hear about the Jack London incident?” she asked.

On the Alaskan cruise in question, a pack of huskies got loose and ran rampant through the dining room. The dogs were rounded up, but not before eating five hundred pounds of steak dinners, several Baked Alaskas, and a mink coat.

“Yeah, but the dogs were. ” Uncle Bob stopped. Pretty sure he was about to say “framed,” which was what Get Lit! thought. Seven thousand dollars’ worth of goods were stolen during the doggie dinner, both off guests and from their in-room safes.

“The dogs?” The woman’s voice cracked with concern. “They were...?”

“Adopted,” my uncle said with authority. “All to good homes.” 

“I’m so glad. I’m Bette Foxberry, by the way,” said the woman, whose tousled, layered, subtly streaked hair swung perfectly as she turned to Uncle Bob.

My Uncle Bob stuck out a hand. “Bob Stalwart.” 

I snickered. I couldn’t help myself.

“So which ship are you on?” Bette said to the fake Mr. Stalwart. “Not that awful Poe ship, with the pendulum and all the ravens, I hope.”

“NeRRmoRR,” snored my seatmate. I had the sneaking suspicion he might not really be asleep.

“I’m on the Dickens ship, the S.S. David Copperfield.” 

“Me too,” she said again.

A flight attendant hovered over me, his eyes on the snoring man, who had drooled a bit on the window. “Is he all right?”

“Just sleeping,” I said as the attendant dropped little bags of peanuts on our trays.

“I love Dickens,” Bette said. “Have you read Oliver Twist?” 

“Please sir, I want some—” I tried to flag down the flight attendant to get a few extra snacks for the road.

“SMmorRRRR,” said my seatmate, and slid his bag of peanuts toward me without opening his eyes.
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CHAPTER 2
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The Expedition Begun

On the ground at San Francisco International, I hauled my luggage out to the shuttle area and headed toward a van with “Uriah’s Heap” painted on the side. Uncle Bob stood on the sidewalk with Bette, looking confused, so I texted him: “Uriah Heep, a character in David Copperfield. Guess who knows her Dickens?” I’d watched a bunch of BBC miniseries and was feeling a little smug.

But my unfounded sense of literary superiority waned as the van wound its way through the mist-shrouded Victorian, vaguely Dickensian city. I really should have read more Dickens.

Then the shuttle pulled into the parking lot of the cruise terminal. All remaining smugness evaporated at the sight in front of me.

Behind the glass-housed cruise terminal, the S.S. David Copperfield rose out of the fog like Miss Havisham’s wedding cake, the near-distant Golden Gate Bridge looming from the mist to frame the entire picture. And under the bridge, and the ship, and stretching out into the bay on the other side of the terminal, was water. Fathoms and fathoms of it, with hungry sharks and stinging jellyfish and seaweed that wrapped around your legs and pulled you down, down, down into the cold black...

“Ladies and gents,” said the van driver. “We have arrived. Welcome to the world of Dickens and the S.S. David Copperfield.”

Uncle Bob turned to the blonde woman. “Did you know, ma’am, that S.S. stands for steamship?” He was a big trivia buff. “Pretty sure we’re not traveling under steam power, so it must be a Dickens thing.”

“I love it,” said Bette. “I’m learning things even before I get onboard.”

The driver parked and jumped out of the van, then slid open the door, letting cool salt-drenched air rush in. Uncle Bob passed by me on the way out of the shuttle. “You okay?” he whispered.

I nodded, and sat in my seat as everyone got off the van. Then I sat some more.

I lied to my uncle. Both right then, and earlier, before we took the job, when he asked me if I was over my fear of...

My breath caught in my chest. I beat down my rising panic and pulled out my cell. “Help,” I said when Matt picked up. “There’s water. Lots and lots of water.”

“And you’re good with that now, remember?” Matt’s calm groundedness made him a favorite with the guys at my brother’s group home where he worked, and with me. In fact, since my friend Candy had moved to L.A., he was probably my best friend in Phoenix. “Think about that picnic at Saguaro Lake,” he said. “You even waded in a little.”

I had been afraid of water since I was eleven years old. A successful swimming pool standoff last spring had cured me. Or so I’d thought. I’d begun taking baths again. I’d dipped my feet in the shallow end of a pool. And fueled with hotdogs (and with Matt and my brother Cody on either side of me), I’d ventured into Saguaro Lake as far as my ankles. 

But this. This. This water was dark and deep and... 

“Ivy?” said Matt. “Just close your eyes and breathe.” 

I did.

“Just for a minute,” he said. “Think about—” 

“Hey!”

My eyes shot open as someone rapped on the van window.

“Is this you?” A young man with a cigarette dangling from his lip held up a sign with “Ivy Meadows” scrawled on it in black marker.

“Matt, I gotta go.”

“You want to call me later?”

“Not sure how my phone will work at sea.” I’d hopped online to look at the FAQs for my carrier, but it seemed the customers of CHEEP cellular didn’t cruise much.

“Hello?” The guy stuck his head inside the van, the smell of his cigarette overpowering the salt air. “You okay?”

I waved at him. He stepped back to give me space, maybe because he saw how I clutched my phone. It felt like a literal lifeline, anchoring me to solid ground. A lifeline I had to leave behind for now. “Take care and tell Cody bye,” I said. “And Matt, thank you.”

“Anytime.” He paused and took a breath, like what he was going to say next was difficult or important. But he just said, “Call anytime. We’ll miss you.”

I grabbed my bags. I’d told Uncle Bob I was over my phobia, and so I would be. Or at least I’d act like it. I swallowed and stepped out of the van.

The sign holder grinned. “Hello, Ivy Meadows.” Though my uncle called me by my real name, Olive Ziegwart, I mostly used my stage name, for what should be obvious reasons. The guy, lanky and beetle-browed with skin the color of Cream of Wheat, held out a hand to help me as I climbed out of the shuttle. Up close, I saw that one of his eyes was light blue and one was half blue, half dark brown. Cool, in a creepy sort of way.

“I am Val Boyko, here to take you to ship, because I won,” he said in a thickly accented voice—Russian? Polish? “We see your photo and all the men want to greet you and I won. But...” He cocked his head. “You do not look like your headshot.”

“I know.” I’d had a little hair dye accident. Since the store was out of my usual brand, I’d picked another one. It said “light ash blonde,” but my roots were now bright orange.

“I like it. You are like sexy Creamsicle.” Val grabbed my suitcase and shepherded me around the hordes of embarking passengers toward an entrance reserved for crew. A big-bellied security man checked our IDs. “Welcome aboard,” he said, popping open my suitcases. He nodded at Val’s cigarette. “Better put that out.”

“Crew can’t be seen smoking?” I asked as the guard rifled through my unmentionables.

“Tsk, tsk, tsk,” chided the security guard. “Looks like someone didn’t read her employee handbook.”

Yeah, probably should have asked Get Lit! for one.

“Is non-smoking cruise.” Val stubbed out his cigarette and dropped it into a large standing ashtray. “Vaping is permitted on outdoor decks, and cigars and pipes in cigar bar only.”

“Yeah, thank God for Dickens,” said the security guy. “They wouldn’t even have that bar if passengers hadn’t complained that people smoked in Victorian times.” He shut my suitcases and handed me a crew member badge. “Smooth sailing.”

“Let us go, Ivy Meadows,” Val said as he hefted my suitcases once more. He led me to the gangplank, where I took a deep breath, focused on the ship in front of me, and walked out over the water.
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CHAPTER 3
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Something More than Usual in the Wind

“You are lucky.” Val walked quickly through throngs of crew members, leading me down a passageway and up a staircase. “You room with Harley. She is Madame Defarge.”

Though the current onboard show was a takeoff on Oliver Twist, Get Lit!’s brochure mentioned that major characters from Dickens’s other books would be onboard, greeting people and posing for photos, like Snow White at Disneyland.

“I’m lucky there’s no guillotine on the ship, if I’m rooming with her,” I said as we exited onto a deck filled with excited passengers. Val’s heavy brows drew together in confusion. “She’s playing Madame Defarge from A Tale of Two Cities, right?” I spoke loudly to be heard over the din. “The hateful, awful one who likes seeing people’s heads cut off?” I followed Val and my suitcases down a passageway.

“No need for guillotine when you can throw people in sea.” Val stopped in front of a cabin door, slipped a keycard in the lock slot, and opened the door. Me, I tried just to breathe normally. Val turned and caught sight of my face. “Is joke.” He laughed. “No one falls off ship. If you did, I would save you, my Creamsicle. You are lucky to stay with Harley because...” He stepped aside to let me enter the cabin. “You get best room.”

“Wow,” I said.

“Nice, yes?”

‘Wow, this is the best room?’ was what I meant, but Val seemed sincere in his appreciation so I kept my mouth shut. The windowless cabin held two twin beds, two small closets, and a built- in desk at the far end of the cabin. The far end wasn’t very far: the entire space was about eight feet long by six feet wide. Not bad if you were on just one cruise, but I knew most crew member contracts lasted at least six months.

“You are even on passenger deck,” Val said. “With paintings.” There was a large reproduction of an illustration from one of Dickens’s books mounted above the desk. Still.

Val set my bags on one of the beds, then closed the door behind us. “You play Nancy,” he said. “I am Bill Sikes.”

I whipped around. Val’s Eastern European accent was gone, replaced by a crass Cockney twang with an undertone of menace. “I kill you,” Val continued in that creepy voice, his unsettling two- colored eyes roaming my body. Then, in his own voice, “So it is good we are friends, yes?”

“Yes,” I managed to say.

“I see you are impressed by my big talent.” He grinned, showing snaggledy teeth. “I have other big things.”

Actors.

A knock. “Has Fagin’s newest girl arrived?” said a familiar voice.

“Timothy,” I said, opening the door with a flourish. “Please do come in.”

Timothy played Fagin, Oliver Twist’s king of petty crime, and was the reason Uncle Bob and I were hired. A semi-regular on Get Lit! ships, he’d recommended us to the cruise line after hearing about the thefts. Timothy and I met last spring when he played opposite me in an original musical, The Sound of Cabaret. He was a great dancer, a big flaming queen, and the hairiest man I’d ever met. I adored him.

Timothy gave me a big wet one right on the smacker and hugged me with furry arms. “Omigod.” He stepped back to look at me. “Your hair.”

“I like it,” said my new friend and murderer, Val, AKA Bill Sikes. “Is sexy hair.”

“I’ll fix it for the Set Sail party,” Timothy said. 

“Is it really that bad?”

“Honey.”

“Okay, okay.” I smoothed my obviously awful hair. “What’s this about setting sail?”

Timothy shot me a look. “Don’t you think this room’s a bit tight for the three of us?”

“Not if one sits on the bed. Or maybe two, Ivy baby.” Val sat and patted the mattress next to him.

Timothy arched a manicured eyebrow.

“Okey-dokey.” Val got up. “I see you at party.” He left.

“Should I be scared of him?” I said to Timothy, whispering in case Val stood outside the door.

“Only that he’ll upstage you,” said Timothy. “His Bill Sikes is crazy good. I mean crazy evil. You know.”

I plonked down on the bed. This undercover thing was going to be tougher than I thought. I needed to be extra careful, to suspect everyone I met, and to vet everything I said before it came out of my mouth. Thank heavens Timothy knew the real situation. I could relax around him.

He took Val’s place on the bed. “Didn’t they tell you you’d work as an ambient character too? Like for the Set Sail party?”

“Not specifically, but if I’d thought about it...” Of course. If Madame Defarge was available for a chat with travelers, my character would be too. So even though the ambient character thing hadn’t been mentioned in my PI/actor contract, I should have known. I also should have read Oliver Twist all the way through. But hey, I watched the miniseries.

“You okay with that?”

“Sure.” I would be. Tonight I’d skim the rest of the book for the parts where Nancy appeared.

“Good.” Timothy got up and opened the door. “I’ll come back to pick you up for the Set Sail party in. ” he checked the time on his phone, “fifteen minutes.” 

Guess I’d wing it.

Timothy blew me a kiss and shut the door. I began unpacking, then stopped. Maybe I should plan my next investigative steps. Or read Oliver Twist. Or find the costume I was supposed to wear for the party in fifteen minutes. Yeah, that.

The door opened behind my back. “Timothy,” I said, “do I need to go somewhere to get my costume?”“No,” said a new, female voice. “No, no, no.”

I turned around to find a short brunette staring at me. Must be Harley.

“No, no, no.”

I knew my hair was bad but this was an overreaction.

“I am not supposed to have a roommate.” The woman yanked open her closet, pulled out a long, full, brick red skirt, and stepped into it. “Ever. They promised.” Was that anger or fear on her face?

“I’m a great roommate.” I gave Harley a winning smile. She was already buttoning a brown vest over a white full-sleeved blouse. She’d be great at quick changes backstage. “I don’t snore or hog the bathroom, and I have been known to make midnight snack runs.”

“Doesn’t matter. No. No way.” Harley jammed on a mobcap, grabbed knitting needles and a scarf knitted of gray yarn, and threw a shawl over her shoulders. “Don’t unpack.”
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CHAPTER 4
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Something Dangerous Too

Why was Harley so adamant about not having a roommate? Sure, the room was small, but it had two beds, two nightstands, and two closets. Obviously meant to be shared. She could see from my two small suitcases that I didn’t have a ton of stuff. And she didn’t know me, so it couldn’t have been that I lied a little bit about my excellent roommate qualities (I may snore a teensy bit).

Maybe Harley had something to hide.

I started my search with her desk. Nothing on the desktop but a pen, a small tube of hand lotion, and a few hairclips. I was just about to open the top drawer when my phone buzzed. A text from Timothy: “Five minutes ’til places.” Yikes—had ten minutes passed already? This whole working-as-an-actor-and-an-undercover-PI thing was going to be tough, time-wise. And I still didn’t know where to find my costume.

I threw open my closet. Phew. Two identical costumes hung there. I yanked a petticoat off a hanger and stepped into it, praying to God that its stains were part of the costume and not leftover yuck. I wrangled myself into Nancy’s red and green dress, tightened the green laces that cinched in my waist, and...wow. Between the lacing and the square low-cut neckline, my modest C-cups looked positively voluptuous.

I finished my makeup just in time. “C’mon, girl,” Timothy said from out in the hall. “Time to be one of Fagin’s minions.”

I opened the door. “Ready.”

“You are not.” Timothy was nearly unrecognizable under a broad-brimmed black hat, a wig of stringy red hair, and a beard to match. He pushed me back into the cabin, sighed exaggeratedly, and held out his hands, ensconced in fingerless gloves. “Ponytail holder, bobby pins, and hairspray, stat.”

Right. My hair. I scrambled through my duffle bag and found the tools Timothy needed. He arranged my shoulder-length hair in an updo that mostly hid my orange roots and we were off.

“Hey,” I asked as we trotted up the stairs, “what’s up with Harley? She really does not want a roommate.”

“Less space in the bathroom, shorter showers, someone else’s hair in the sink—who does want a roommate?” Timothy smoothed down his long green Fagin coat. I was relieved to see the stains on it matched the ones on my costume. Definitely on purpose, then.

“Yeah, but her reaction was over the top. Even for an actor.” 

Timothy shrugged. “Probably shagging someone.”

Duh, Ivy.

We arrived at the main deck, the Pickwick Promenade. “Wow,” I said. This time I meant it.

The Victorian-style lobby was resplendent with columns and cornices and framed niches, all painted in shades of green and cream with gilded edges. A massive crystal chandelier hung above our heads, while sconces with fake candles threw pools of flickering light on the oriental carpets. The lobby’s open atrium spanned several decks, which were united by a grand staircase with intricately wrought bronze handrails. The whole thing was like a movie set, but a sturdy one that floated.

“No time to gawk.” Timothy grabbed my hand and led me up the staircase, which circled an enormous statue of Charles Dickens. “The party’s four decks up.”

We left the elevator for the paying guests and hoofed it up the stairs to the London Lido deck. Loud laughter and music poured in through the open door. “Party time,” said Timothy. “Remember, no drinking while on duty. Though you’ll want to.”

Fifteen minutes, ten pickup lines, and three marriage proposals later, I knew what he meant. So when I heard, “Can I buy you a drink?” for the umpteenth time, I felt the urge to smack my latest suitor. Luckily I didn’t, as my admirer turned out to be a portly rancher with a glint in his eye. “Bob Stalwart at your service, ma’am.” Uncle Bob wore a Western-cut suit jacket over his jeans. “How’s the day treating you?”

I smiled a good actor smile and said under my breath, “I can’t figure out how I’m going to investigate and work as an actor at the same time, my roommate hates me, and every male over twelve is way too interested in me.”

Timothy had sidled up beside us. “It’s the girls.” He pointed at my breasts, which threatened to spill out of my costume. “They’re irresistible to the common man.”

Uncle Bob glanced at my chest, blushed, then kept his eyes on my face. “Could be.” He turned to Timothy. “Have we met?”

“When Ivy was in The Sound of Cabaret.” 

“Timothy?” Uncle Bob peered at him.

“I know,” Timothy said. “It’s hard to see my hot young body under this costume.”

I was anxious to talk to my uncle while we had the chance. “You found anything yet?”

“Just listening and watching right now. Big party like this is a good opportunity for a thief. Hey, you looked a little green earlier today on the van. You okay with— “

“There you are.” The blonde woman—Bette—approached us, wobbling a bit, whether from her heels or the enormous drink in her hand, I couldn’t tell. “And who in the Dickens do you have here?” she asked Uncle Bob, laughing at her own joke.

“Fagin and his number two protégé at your service, madam,” said Timothy in a broad London accent.

“Number two? Off with you!” I playfully hit Timothy and a cloud of dust rose from his greatcoat. It smelled like baby powder. I curtsied awkwardly to Bette. “Charmed to make the honor of your acquaintance. They call me Nancy.”

She looked at the nametag pinned just above my bosom. “Hello, Nancy-slash-Ivy. You look familiar...” She caught sight of something over my shoulder and her eyes grew wide. “Lord almighty, did you know he was onboard?” She grabbed my uncle’s arm, pointed at a tall man with black hair, and teetered off her heels and onto me, spilling her entire gin and tonic down my top.

“I am so sorry,” Bette said. She did not look sorry. She looked like she wanted my uncle all to herself.

“Here, my dear,” Timothy withdrew a handkerchief with a Fagin-y flourish. I patted my wet bosom with it, but my costume had soaked up the gin like an old alcoholic. “Nance, luv, we’re being summoned.” Timothy nodded at a square-jawed blonde man who was waving at us. “That’s Jonas, our director.” 

Jonas, a good- looking guy in his thirties, stood stiffly next to the black-haired object of Bette’s interest, who had his arm around a willowy blonde. “Who is that dark-haired guy?” I asked Timothy as we waltzed over. Literally waltzed: Timothy had taken me in his arms and

hummed a tune as we wove though the crowd.

“No idea.”

No surprise. Timothy was up to speed on the newest musicals, hair products, and trendy cocktails, but that was about it.

“Fagin and Nancy, at your service,” Timothy said as we halted in front of the trio. Up close, the tall man looked vaguely familiar, the slender twenty-something blonde looked like a supermodel, and our director looked like his tie was slowly cutting off his air supply.

Jonas smiled formally and said, “I’d like to introduce you both to my stepfather and—” He sniffed the air, then pulled me aside. “Why do you smell like gin?” he whispered.

“Authenticity?” I said hopefully.

My new director set his jaw and said, “Please go.” He pulled out his phone and checked the time. “Don’t bother coming back to the party. Just be ready for rehearsal at ten.”

“Ten o’clock tonight?” I knew this wasn’t a union gig, but still. 

“Tonight.” He turned back to the group.

I slunk out of the party and back to my room. I got out of my stinking costume and dropped it on the floor. The discarded gown and petticoats took up most of the available floor space, but Harley was still at the party, so I had the place to myself. Or so I thought.

Then I opened my closet.
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CHAPTER 5
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Under Very Suspicious and Disreputable Circumstances

“I thought we were dealing with thieves, not murderers,” I whispered fiercely into my phone.

“What happened?” said my uncle. 

“Harley is dead, to begin with.”

“What? Dead?” he said again, over loud music and laughter.

I really didn’t want to shout about the corpse in my room, so instead I yelled, “Go someplace where you can hear me.”

“Gotcha.” He hung up.

I glanced at my closet. My roommate was no longer MIA. She was in there. Or at least I thought it was Harley. I had slammed the door before I saw much more than a contorted body dressed in Victorian clothes. As a regular person who felt squeamish about dead things and sad about people dying, I didn’t want to open the closet door again. As an investigator, I knew I had to.

I eased the door open a crack. The young woman just fit inside, so she was small like my roommate. She was also a brunette, but missing the Madame Defarge mobcap Harley had put on right before leaving. A shawl covered most of the clothes that I could see, but her skirt was rusty red. It was almost certainly Harley. I leaned in to get a better view of her face. Her face...

I shut the door again, and leaned against it, breathing hard. There was nothing wrong with Harley’s face, except that it was pretty and young and it reminded me that she was recently a living breathing person who might have eventually been my friend and—

My cell rang. Uncle Bob.

I picked up. “There’s a dead body in my closet.”

“I thought you said ‘dead.’ Anyone else in the room? Could you be in danger?”

No one in the bedroom for sure, but I looked inside the minuscule bathroom and pulled aside the shower curtain, just in case. “No.”

“Then why are you whispering?

“I don’t know. Respect for the dead?”

“Do you know who it is?”

“I think it’s my roommate, Harley.”

“Are you sure she’s dead?”

I thought of Harley’s contorted body and her still pale face. “I’m sure.”

“Okay. Gimme your room number and I’ll be there in a minute. In the meantime, find out as much as you can without disturbing the scene. You pack your gloves?”

“Yeah.”

“Good. Wear ’em. And don’t open the door to anyone but me.” 

“Got it.” I hung up. Uncle Bob had taught me to always carry a few tricks of the PI trade, including latex gloves to avoid messing up other fingerprints. I grabbed them out of my bag, along with a short robe so I’d be semi-decent when Uncle Bob arrived. I put on the robe and gloves, turned on the recorder app on my phone, and went into the bathroom. “Makeup on the counter, drugstore variety,” I said into my phone. “Shampoo and conditioner for curly hair in the shower.” I opened the medicine cabinet. Lotions and potions and serums, all for “the first signs of aging.” As I catalogued them into the recorder, I upped my estimation of Harley’s age from early twenties to somewhere around thirty and filed a mental note about her skincare line for future use. I may have been in my twenties, but I did live in Arizona, an environment not conducive to great skin.

Besides the skincare products, there was a hair pick, a brush and toothpaste, a couple bottles of cologne, a collection of Band-Aids, some gauze and medical tape, a packet of birth control pills, and two prescription bottles, one for Amoxicillin, half full, and one for Keppra, empty. Amoxicillin was an antibiotic. “What is Keppra?” I said into my phone—a note for later.

Back in the bedroom, I began with the small desk built into the far end of the cabin. Nothing on the desktop that wasn’t there earlier. A shelf above the desk held a few travel books, a dog-eared romance, and a copy of Great Expectations. I riffled the pages. Nothing but a bookmark in Great Expectations. Harley had highlighted a passage on the bookmarked page: “In a word, I was too cowardly to do what I knew to be right, as I had been too cowardly to avoid doing what I knew to be wrong.” Huh. Did that mean something to her for personal reasons or professional actor reasons?

I put the book back on the shelf and opened the top desk drawer. “Harley’s personal papers include her Get Lit! contract,” I said, flipping through the standard-looking contract. No mention of a guaranteed private room. I sorted through a short stack of papers. “Written prescriptions for Keppra and birth control pills, and a letter signed,” my throat swelled up, but I croaked out the last words, “‘Love, Mom.’” Soon, a mother would know she didn’t have a daughter anymore.

Swallowing hard, I put myself back to the task at hand. I opened the second drawer, which was filled with undies and socks. The bottom drawer held t-shirts and shorts. “Clothes, nothing unusual,” I said.

A knock. “It’s me, Bob.”

I let him in, shutting the door quickly before anyone could see, since we weren’t supposed to know each other.

“Find anything?”

“No clues, and no jewelry or anything that looked like stolen goods.”

“Look like anyone else went through her stuff?”

“Not unless they were really neat when they put it all back in place.”

Uncle Bob pulled his own pair of gloves out of a pocket inside his suit coat. “Which closet?”

I pointed.

“You got your tape recorder on?”

I nodded and he opened the closet door.

Whoa. The ship rolled and we both nearly pitched into Harley. Uncle Bob braced his hands on the edges of the wardrobe. I stood next to him. If I was going to learn to be a PI, I’d better learn to look at things objectively. Even dead roommates.

“No marks as far as I can see.” Uncle Bob peered at Harley’s face. “No bruising, no blood. Eyes beginning to film over. I can only see her right hand.” It was crossed over her chest, like she was saying the pledge of allegiance. “But no defense wounds or scratches.”

“Wait, what’s that?” I reached above my uncle and grabbed a lone book from a shelf at the top of the closet. “Positively Powerful by Theo Pushwright,” I read out loud. “Why isn’t this book with the others?” I turned it over. The black-haired man at the Set Sail party gazed at me from the book’s back cover photo. “I knew I recognized him at the party earlier. He’s that positive thinking guy. He’s on all the talk shows.” I flipped through it. “Hey, he signed the book: ‘To my dear Harley. You are positively perfect. Theo.’”

A knock. “Ship security.”
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