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      In terms of interview skills, I was rusty. A happily self-employed decorator, I had enough client appointments on my calendar to give me financial security. Finding myself across the desk from my potential new boss while a waiting room full of competition sat just outside her doors was a little unnerving. The only thing that helped was that I wasn’t alone.

      “I need a married couple,” Nasty said.

      Nasty was Donna Nast, former cop and current owner of Big Bro Security. She was also the sexy, barely thirty bombshell on the other side of the desk. She split her attention between me and my companion, Police Captain Tex Allen, while she waited for a response.

      “We’re not—” I glanced at Tex to gauge his reaction to what she’d said.

      Tex leaned back in his chair, seeming totally at ease with the implication, incorrect as it was. He glanced at me and shrugged. “Hear her out.”

      Nasty held up her hand to quiet me. “Texas Luxury Cruises approached me about managing security on their summer getaway fleet. They killed a story about a burglary ring on a recent cruise after their insurance company paid out hefty reimbursements, but they’re afraid it might happen again. This is a big account, and it has the potential to be an ongoing gig. There’s a reward from the insurer if the stolen loot is recovered, but I’ve heard rumors about the owners, and I’m not sure if it’s worth signing them on as a client.”

      “What rumors?” I glanced at Tex again. For someone who made his living interrogating people, he was noticeably quiet. Instead of looking at me, he kept his eyes trained on Nasty.

      “Nothing I’m willing to believe without checking it out myself. That’s why I need you.”

      “That’s not what you said,” I pointed out. I glanced over my shoulder at the door that separated the three of us from a lobby full of couples vying for a job, and things started to fall into place. “You don’t need a married couple. You need a couple you can trust. You need two people who you can send on a cruise as paying customers who are willing to snoop around and report back to you if they find anything to legitimately keep you from taking this job.”

      “He’s a cop. And you’re⁠—”

      “Watch what you say next,” I cautioned.

      “—an unlikely spy.” She leaned forward and rested her forearms on her desk. There was something urgent about her body language, and I sensed more than a potential whale client at the root of her concerns. “Nothing personal, Madison, but when people look at you, the first thing they think isn’t ‘This looks like a woman who might steal our secrets.’”

      Blond and blue-eyed, I bore a striking resemblance to actress Doris Day in her Pillow Talk days and dressed accordingly to play up the likeness. In short, Nasty wasn’t wrong.

      “I can’t go in there as a cop,” Tex pointed out. “People treat cops differently. If someone on the cruise is hiding something, they’re going to go into lockdown around me. You’ll have more luck with an undercover officer posing as a deckhand.”

      Before the conversation could continue, a knock sounded on Nasty’s door. “Hey, boss, it’s Bruce,” a deep male voice said.

      “Give me a sec,” Nasty told us. “Come on in,” she called to the voice.

      The door opened, and a beefy man in a faded gray T-shirt stood there. Describing him as white was a stretch considering most of his visible skin was covered with red, green, and blue tattoos. His head was shaved, but he had a ginger beard. The lone reassuring thing about him was that he’d called Nasty “boss.”

      “You wanted to see me?” he asked.

      “Yes. It’s about that job we discussed earlier.” Nasty went to her desk and opened a drawer.

      Bruce stood by the door. He didn’t pay any attention to us, and I realized that to him, we were just one of many couples who had answered Nasty’s ad. I didn’t know why, but that fact tickled me.

      Nasty handed over a folder. “There’s some background information in there you might find interesting.”

      “I’ll look it over tonight. You want it back?”

      “No, but best to shred it.”

      “You got it.”

      Something about watching Nasty interact with her team of security bros never ceased to impress me. She was efficient and confident. There was none of the tension one might expect in an environment with an attractive female boss and a team of testosterone-riddled employees. She’d told me once it was the opposite of what she’d experienced when she worked for the Lakewood Police Department as a patrol cop in uniform.

      Bruce left, and Nasty spoke as if we hadn’t been interrupted. “I don’t want you as a cop,” she told Tex, picking up right where we’d left off. “I want you as a person who happened to win a couple of complimentary cruise tickets from a raffle at a recent Big Bro new-client party. No badge, no backup. You’ll be in the middle of the ocean with no jurisdiction over anybody on board.”

      “You don’t think he can pull it off,” I said, more than a little amused. “That’s why you need me too.” I faced Tex and gave him the full wattage of my smile. “Nasty thinks I bring out your softer side.”

      “She’s not wrong,” Nasty told Tex.

      Tex’s expression clouded. “There’s a problem with your plan. Winners of a contest by definition don’t belong where they’re at. People pay attention to them. Everybody knows how they got there. If you’re looking for a couple to go undercover, that’s not the way to go about it.”

      Nasty and I looked at each other, and I suspected we were thinking the same thing—that Tex was right. Neither one of us said it.

      Tex folded his hands together and put them behind his head. He leaned back and propped his feet on the edge of Nasty’s desk. “You don’t have to tell me I’m right. That’s the thing about being right most of the time. I don’t have to hear it to know it’s true.”

      It was a marvel of the human condition that Tex and I had found ourselves in a relationship. He was the last person I would have expected to count on as my plus one. From the first moment we’d met, at a crime scene, he came on strong. Funnily enough, it was Nasty’s bed he’d vacated that morning, which made our presence in her office that day all the more surreal.

      It paid to be an adult. You learned to navigate all sorts of sticky situations.

      A few seconds passed, and it seemed neither Nasty nor I was going to take Tex’s bait. But the fact remained that he had a point. The minute we stepped foot on that cruise ship as the winners of Nasty’s client contest, we would be at the mercy of the crew. If someone wanted to keep us from any nefarious business, we could easily be pushed away from the action like a puck on a shuffleboard court.

      “We can say we bought a discount last-minute vacation package,” Tex said. “It gets us on the boat.”

      Nasty shook her head. “TLC doesn’t do discounted packages. They’re pushing the luxury part of ‘Texas Luxury Cruises,’ and that means protecting their pricing structure.”

      “What if I’m hired to do renovations on the boat?” I asked. “I’ll be able to snoop around⁠—”

      Nasty held up her hand. “Texas Luxury Cruises is in the middle of a complete design overhaul of their fleet of ships. I can’t bring an outside decorator on board. It’s possible that TLC is part of the problem, so I’m limited in who I can get onto the ship. Aside from passengers and entertainment, everybody else is part of the crew.”

      “So we’re going on as passengers.” I glanced at Tex and laughed. “It’s not like we can sing or dance.”

      I looked at Nasty. She stared at me—not Tex but me, just me—with an intensity that made me feel like a single-celled organism under a microscope. I narrowed my eyes and looked at Tex again.

      He pulled his feet down from the desk and propped his elbow on it. He stared at me too.

      “Why are you both looking at me like that?”

      “It could work,” Tex said.

      “It could,” Nasty agreed.

      “What?” I asked again, putting a little more oomph into the question.

      “You can pose as the entertainment.”

      I shook my head. “He may be a captain, but I’m no Tennille.”

      Nasty ignored me. “The crew will ignore you because it’s their job to dote on the paying customers. You’ll get behind-the-scenes access because technically, you work there. I’ll arrange it through the entertainment director, so you’ll have a contact. Nobody else will have to know your true identity.”

      “Not that I want to burst this little bubble of yours, but did you hear me say I can’t sing or dance? I can’t even convince Tex to go line dancing, and he probably learned how when he was five.”

      Tex leaned forward. “You have never once asked me to go line dancing.”

      “That’s beside the point.” I looked at him then at Nasty. “What I’m saying is that I don’t think you want to burden us with the additional responsibility of getting people to believe we’re the entertainment. One look at us and people will know we’re not what we seem.”

      “You are.”

      “I am… what?”

      “You’re what you seem. You look like Doris Day. You dress like Doris Day. You are intimately familiar with the body of work of Doris Day.”

      “So?” I asked, proving Nasty’s earlier point about my not being smart enough to mastermind a covert intelligence operation. Then the proverbial light bulb went on. “Oh. No. That is not happening.”

      “It’ll work,” Nasty said. “I’ll get you hired as a Doris Day impersonator on the cruise.”

      “But people don’t care about Doris Day anymore. I mean, it’s a travesty, but it’s the truth. People want Barbie and Ken and Taylor Swift and Magic Mike.”

      “Not on a cruise ship. People expect a little cheese. Your shtick is exactly what we need.”

      “It’s not shtick. It’s who I am.”

      “That’s what I’m counting on.”

      I pointed at Tex. “What about him? The only thing he’s qualified to do is sexually harass the talent.”

      Tex grinned. It figured he would take that as a compliment.

      “No,” Nasty said. “Madison will get behind-the-scenes access, but if both of you are poking around the same places, it’ll look suspicious. You need to be a regular guy along for the cruise.”

      “I thought we agreed the prize-winner deal wouldn’t work,” Tex said. His demeanor changed as his cover story folded.

      “We’ll go back to square one. I told you I needed a married couple. Madison will be the talent, and you’ll be her manager spouse.”

      Tex looked at me. “What do you say, Night? Should we take married life for a test drive?”
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      I had to give Nasty credit. Once she settled on a plan, she executed it with remarkable efficiency. I’d long ago gotten over my first impression of her and learned she was smart, capable, and driven. That combination had helped me out of more than one tight spot. Somewhere along the way, we’d become unlikely friends.

      Nasty owned Big Bro Security, one of the fastest-growing privately owned companies in Dallas, Texas. Nasty had started it herself after leaving the police force and grew it into a powerhouse. Taking on a client the size of Texas Luxury Cruises would add a sparkling gem to her portfolio and expand her territories. It was a bold move, very much her style, but I couldn’t shake the notion that there was more to her concern than what she’d told us.

      Still, it was a free cruise, and I was desperate for a getaway. Never mind that I was expected to sing for my supper.

      The New Nautilus was scheduled to depart from Galveston, Texas, in three hours. (The old Nautilus went down somewhere around Cape Canaveral.) It was classified as a small ship, which made me think twice about ever going on a cruise classified as big. The ship was over six hundred feet long and accommodated four hundred guests. It had four restaurants, a spa, a movie library and viewing room, and a mini putting range, all in addition to the promenade deck, the lido deck, the mezzanine, and a sublevel complete with glass-bottom walls for the viewing of rare and exotic fish. A trio of pools, side by side, each with its own unique temperature, were at the back of the boat next to a stage where the Tossed Pebbles, a Rolling Stones tribute band, were expected to perform. My gig was a little less visible, relegated to the Nautilus Shell on the middle level of the ship, with performances scheduled for eight on the second and third night of the cruise.

      It was two days after Nasty first “hired” us. Tex and I had arrived in Galveston early, as instructed, so we could meet our contact, the entertainment director, and board the ship early to start establishing our fake identities. I’d spent those two days attempting to reset my body’s internal clock, sleeping in and staying up late to better fit the cruise-activity agenda. The last thing I needed was to get tired in the middle of a set.

      Rocky, my shih tzu companion, was restless, unused to spending extended amounts of time in his carrier. He wore his service companion vest, though I’d long ago learned it was his sweet expression that gained him access to most restricted areas.

      The drive from Dallas to Galveston was over four hours, and Tex had convinced his volunteer office manager, Imogene, to be our chauffeur. She had first come to work for him to conduct research for her mystery novel in progress, but the longer she worked for the Lakewood PD, the more I questioned whether her book would ever be done. Imogene seemed to enjoy the aura of working on a book more than finishing a book. She’d recently joined a critique group and told Tex she wanted to hole up in a hotel room to work on revisions. He had the department foot the bill in exchange for a ride.

      “I’m giving this guy five more minutes,” Tex said.

      “And then what? It’s not like we can just walk onto the boat if he doesn’t get here. We have to pass through a security checkpoint, show identification, hand over Rocky’s paperwork, the works. You’re not a cop here. You can’t just flash your badge and gain entry.”

      “You think I need my badge to get preferential treatment?”

      “I think you underestimate how many doors open for you because you’re the captain of the local police department. This cruise might not be the smooth sailing you’re used to.”

      Whatever Tex was about to say got lost behind a deep, resonant horn. I wasn’t expecting the sound, and I jumped, knocking over one of my suitcases. Rocky moved around in his carrier. Tex’s dog, Wojo, was at home with his sister and her boys. They’d volunteered to watch Rocky, too, but I’d spent enough time with those boys to know Rocky was safer with me on a boat in the middle of the ocean.

      Also, people expected the talent to be a little demanding.

      A Filipino man in a white uniform suit hustled toward us. “Are you the Templetons?”

      “Yes,” we said in chorus, perhaps a little too eager to respond to our cover.

      “I’m Homer Manalo.” He nodded at Tex then me.

      Even though Nasty had established our cover with the entertainment director, we’d all agreed to keep our actual identities confidential. Between a lawsuit with my business a few years ago then an identity mix-up that led to my obituary being published, I’d been in and out of the news a lot lately. Tex had issues to contend with too—namely, that people clammed up around cops. Nasty told us her contact would know we were there on her behalf, but other than that, he didn’t know who we really were.

      Homer, fortunately, was exactly as Nasty had described him. Six foot tall with brown skin, thick eyebrows, and full red lips, the sum total of which probably made him popular among the passengers. His uniform had the New Nautilus logo on a patch on his sleeve, and two gold stripes circled the left wrist of his jacket.

      “I’m Madison. This is⁠—”

      “Her husband.” Tex held out his hand. “Call me Tex.”

      Homer ignored Tex’s outstretched hand. “Right. I’m putting you in a guest room on the starboard side. It might seem a little cramped at first, but we got a rush of last-minute passengers, and the upgraded rooms all filled. It would look suspicious if I put you in one of them since you’re technically here for free.”

      “Sure.” I smiled. “Whatever you need, it’ll be fine.”

      Rocky yipped.

      “What was that?” Homer looked around as if confused.

      “My dog.” My sunny disposition faltered, and I wrapped my arm around Rocky’s mesh carrier. “He’s my service companion. I have all of his required papers.”

      A few years ago, I’d completed the certification process so that Rocky could accompany me anywhere I went. In addition to having a chronic knee injury that flared up at the least convenient times, I’d been through enough emotionally challenging situations to make my argument persuasive. I held Rocky’s carrier snug against my hip.

      “Nobody told me there was a dog,” Homer said.

      “He’s very well-behaved. I don’t plan to take him out of the room except maybe in the downtime when none of your passengers are going to be up.”

      “Is this your first cruise?” he asked, not waiting for my response. “Even when pets are allowed on a cruise ship, they’re quarantined in the kennel quarters on the bottom level of the boat. You can visit him, but he can’t come to your room.”

      I turned my body away from Homer as if I could keep Rocky from hearing the words “kennel” and “quarantine.”

      Homer seemed to sense my reluctance. His voice softened, and he added, “The decks are open around the clock. We’ve got mambo lessons at midnight and yoga at dawn. The bartenders keep people plied with liquor. It would be dangerous for your dog to be among the passengers.”

      “I’ll take responsibility for him.” Tex took Rocky’s carrier from my shoulder and hung it over his. His actions and his voice were strong and commanding. He could turn on his alpha male personality when necessary, though usually, “necessary” involved a dead body, an open homicide, and a person of interest. Good thing we were only there to investigate the crew.

      I didn’t know whether Homer was going to let Tex get away with breaking a rule so early in our trip, but on the off chance that I could distract the purser, I asked a question that had nothing to do with my dog.

      “How do you know Donna Nast?”

      “Who?”

      “The owner of Big Bro Security. She arranged for us to be on this cruise, remember? She worked with you to establish our cover stories so we could poke around the ship and find out what’s going on here. You’re the only person on the cruise to know why we’re here, so I figured you must know her pretty well for her to trust you.”

      “I wouldn’t call it trust.” Homer glanced to his left and his right, even though the ship’s security hadn’t started allowing people on board. I waited for him to elaborate on his comment after he confirmed we were alone, but he left his statement dangling in the breeze like a worm at the end of a fishhook. I turned my head slightly to see if Tex had noticed. He stared at Homer with his unflinching cop gaze. Tex was clearly waiting for Homer to say or do something too.

      Homer reached into his pants pocket and pulled out two flat key cards. “You’re in room two-oh-one. I can’t take you there myself, but if you follow the carpet to the end of the aisle, you’ll find a staircase that will take you up to the lido deck. Around the corner from the poolside bar is another staircase that will get you to the second floor. Once you’re there, go to the end of the starboard side. Your room is the second to the last.”

      The directions were complicated, and anybody else would have attempted to repeat them to ensure they remembered them correctly, but only one word of them stood out to me.

      “Stairs?” I asked.

      “The help is expected to take the stairs so the elevators remain free for the paying guests. I might be able to get an exception made for you, Mrs. Templeton, since the passengers might like mingling with the talent, but not your husband.” He looked at Tex, who somehow had managed not to react to any number of questionable statements.

      “Understood,” Tex said. Rocky yipped from his carrier, and Tex pulled a dog biscuit out of his pocket, unzipped the corner of the carrier, and dropped the treat in.

      “What did you just put in his carrier?” Homer asked.

      “Dog biscuit.”

      “You can’t bring food on board the cruise.”

      “It’s a dog biscuit.”

      Homer held his palm out. Tex scowled.

      Homer said, “Mr. Templeton, if you want to go undetected on this cruise, you’d best follow the rules that everybody else follows. If you don’t, people are going to ask questions. It’s bad enough I have to babysit your wife. I’m not prepared to babysit you too.”

      Tex widened the opening on Rocky’s carrier and reached in. He and Rocky engaged in a brief tug-of-war while Tex did what he could to get the biscuit back. Rocky wasn’t used to Tex taking away treats, and he growled. Shih tzus weren’t the most menacing of dogs, so the effect was cuter than if he were a Rottweiler.

      “That’s it,” Homer said. “We can’t risk the safety of the passengers with a hostile dog on board. You’re going to have to get him off the boat.”

      “Exactly what are you proposing?” I asked. “We’re in Galveston. We live in Dallas. I can’t call a friend for a handoff.”

      Homer had a radio clipped to his belt, and a blast of static sounded. “Passengers coming on board. All crew needed for welcome.”

      “I have to go,” Homer said. He pointed at the carrier. “Give that rat to someone in customs. They’ll keep it in short-term storage while we’re gone. You can pick it up when we get back.”
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      I waited until Homer was out of sight before turning to Tex. “There is no way Rocky is being handed off to a random employee in customs so he can sit in a storage bin in Galveston. Call Nasty. Tell her we’re out.”

      “Not so fast.” Tex stared down the hallway in the direction Homer had gone. “That guy’s hiding something. I don’t know what, but we’re here to find out.”

      “I don’t care,” I said. “I’m not using Rocky as bait, and I’m not leaving him with a stranger.”

      “Nobody said you were.” Tex held Rocky’s carrier out to me, and I took it. He pulled out his phone and made a call. “Are you still in the area? Come back. I need you to watch Rock while we’re gone. I’ll meet you in the parking lot.” He was silent for a moment. “Done.” He hung up.

      “Who did you just call?” I asked.

      “Imogene.”

      “I thought she was going to tune out the world to work on revisions.”

      “If Imogene writes five words on that book, it’ll be a miracle. Last time I asked, she said she wanted to add some pirates.”

      “I thought her mystery was set in modern-day Dallas.”

      “Exactly.”

      Rocky turned around inside his carrier, causing it to tilt. Tex shrugged out of his suit jacket, an unlikely wardrobe choice that fit his cruise character. Underneath it, he wore a white golf shirt. He draped the jacket over the carrier then took the carrier again. “Head back the way we came in. Find people. Any people. Tell them who you are and ask how to get to our room.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I’ll take care of Rock.”

      I unzipped the side of the carrier and pulled Rocky out, nuzzling my face into his fur for a brief goodbye.

      Rocky whimpered. His carrier smelled less than fresh. I unzipped the top wider and saw a small accident in the corner. He looked up at me. People who said animals didn’t know how to communicate had never looked into the big round eyes of a troublesome shih tzu, because I knew in that moment that Rocky knew he’d done something wrong.

      People who claimed it was easy to discipline a shih tzu were equally full of smoke, because one look into the big round eyes of an apologetic shih tzu was all it took to melt a heart, regardless of how troublesome said shih tzu might be.

      I stroked Rocky’s fur and reassured him that everything was okay. I pulled his leash out of my pocket and clipped it on, then I set him onto the pavement and used a plastic baggie over my hand to remove the offending turd from his carrier. I flipped the plastic bag inside out and tossed it in a nearby trash bin.

      Next, I handed Rocky’s leash to Tex, who scooped him up. Rocky put his fluffy paws on Tex’s shoulder and licked the side of Tex’s face. To Tex’s credit, he didn’t act like that was a bad thing.

      “I’ll go find Imogene and meet you in our room,” Tex said.

      “You remember how to get there?”

      “Homer’s directions were the most complicated series of twists and turns he could have given us. That’s a good thing. Now I have an excuse to get turned around and open some doors that should otherwise be off-limits.”

      “Just promise me you won’t miss the boat.”

      “And miss seeing you perform? Not a chance.”

      There was a reason Tex and I made a good sleuthing team for Nasty, and it wasn’t just that she knew us. I’d heard instructions to hand Rocky off to a stranger and got angry. Tex had heard an unspoken motivation to upset our lives. I heard complicated directions and got confused. Tex heard them and recognized an excuse to go where he wasn’t supposed to be. As long as one of us paid attention to our surroundings and the other kept our story intact, we could do this. It was a simple enough cover—husband and wife, singer and along-for-the-free-shrimp-cocktail husband. Nothing suspicious about that. Nasty probably recognized our unique ability to be both offended and effective.

      A skinny man in a white uniform rounded the corner, causing a near collision with Tex and Rocky. “What are you doing here?” he asked.

      “We’re the Templetons,” I said.

      “I don’t care who you are. You can’t be here.”

      “Homer met us for early entry,” Tex said. “My wife is your headlining act.”

      I studied Tex. The word “wife” slid off his tongue more easily than I would have expected from a lifelong bachelor. But Tex had adopted undercover roles before, more than once, and I knew our assignment would be more challenging for me than for him.

      “Homer needs to stop making decisions without consulting the captain.”

      “Are you the captain?” I asked.

      “I’m the boatswain. Lenny Robinson. It’s my job to make sure the boat is in shipshape shape.”

      I grinned, assuming that was intended to be funny. Lenny scowled at me. He shifted his attention to Rocky. “Is that a dog?”

      “We’re just saying goodbye.”

      Tex left me standing on the dock with Lenny and went in search of Imogene.

      Lenny seemed to notice our luggage scattered around my feet. “Did Homer leave you here with your luggage too?”

      “Yes.”

      Lenny considered that for a moment then reached up and readjusted his hat. His expression changed from annoyed to frustrated. It was a subtle shift, but it made him seem a little less antagonistic.

      “Sorry about my attitude. It’s been one thing after another this morning. I’ll escort you to your room and have your luggage delivered by a porter. You said you’re the talent? That puts you on the top deck. Let me see your key card.”

      I held out my card, and Lenny scanned it with a handheld device. His face clouded as he read the display. “There’s been a mix-up. Someone put you on the second floor, past the lido deck. That’s where the janitorial crew sleeps.”

      “Homer said there was a last-minute rush of passengers, and it was this or nothing.”

      “Not true. This cruise is only partially booked. Nostalgia cruises from the sixties are on their way out. People want eighties. Hair bands and pop stars.” He looked me up and down. “No offense.”

      “None taken.”

      Lenny handed me my key card. “I can’t do anything about your room, but the captain can. In the meantime, let’s get your belongings out of the hallway. I’ll get a luggage cart.” He went in a different direction from Homer.

      Already, I’d noticed that a cruise ship offered any number of hallways through which to disappear, and until I understood the layout, I wouldn’t know who went where and why.

      Being the talent on a cruise ship meant looking the part. For most people, that would be a challenge, but it wasn’t for me. I regularly dressed in vintage from the fifties and sixties. My business model relied on buying out estates, and the women who decorated with Norcrest mermaids and Witco wall art often had closets bursting with double knit polyester ensembles.

      Today I wore a yellow shirtwaist dress from the estate of Sydney Cavero-Egúsquiza. Sydney was the kind of woman who defined herself by her award-winning apple pie. She’d had a closet filled with cotton dresses in every color of the rainbow, along with a vast assortment of coordinating aprons. Among other items I found in her estate was a film reel that showed her being interviewed for a local TV show after receiving a blue ribbon at the Texas State Fair. The most impressive thing about her wardrobe? No stains.

      I owned more clothes than I could wear in five lifetimes, but in addition to the garments I incorporated into my wardrobe, the cruise offered an opportunity to also wear the cocktail dresses that hung in plastic garment bags in my spare bedroom closet. I planned to sing along to Doris Day recordings that would mask any sour notes that escaped from me while performing. Nasty had had to pay some clearance fees to make it all legit, but it was this or hire musicians, and it would have been darn near impossible to keep my cover around people who performed for a living.

      I picked up my vintage turquoise Samsonite train case and walked down the hallway. Voices carried to me. I rounded a corner, and a long line of people waited outside of a black velvet rope. On the other side of the rope stood a row of cruise ship employees. Most wore white uniforms with a blue-and-yellow patch on the sleeve. A woman with a toothy smile stood at the front of the group. After each person had his or her identification checked by a security team, the woman greeted them and waved them past the velvet rope. An anticipatory energy filled the air. People were eager to get on board and start their vacations.

      Not for the first time since agreeing to work the cruise on behalf of Nasty, I thought about what she’d asked us to do. Someone on this boat was not who they seemed, and Nasty needed us to ferret out who that was. But every person who worked on the New Nautilus had been security screened. They’d passed deep background checks, not just the cursory ones most employers conducted. Someone had been able to get a position on the ship after jumping through enough hoops to appear to be on the up-and-up and then, after securing employment, set about conducting crimes. It was as if the criminal plan came after the job, as if the culprit had never considered becoming a thief until after he or she discovered how easy it would be.

      Temptation was a powerful thing.

      As I stood in the hallway and watched people pass through the security checkpoint, I marveled at the size of the crowd boarding the ship. The passengers included male-female couples, male-male couples, and female-female couples. There was no clear demographic for the guests aside from them being over forty, as the marketing copy had described. Two Black women in their late sixties spotted me and pointed. They grinned and waved. I turned around and looked behind me. The hallway was empty. I turned back, and the women giggled.

      I didn’t realize I’d been joined by Homer.

      “They’re excited to see you perform,” he said. His attitude had softened from our first encounter, and I chalked it up to first-day stresses and the extra complication of him having to babysit me and Tex.

      “They’re supposed to be excited about unlimited buffets and shuffleboard.”

      “This is a nostalgia cruise,” Homer said. “The entire theme is built around 1966. This ship has been out of rotation while the owners had it reimagined for the theme. The decorator is around here somewhere.”

      “The decorator gets a gratis cruise?” I’d never once considered bidding on cruise ship jobs, but that sounded like a good perk.

      “She didn’t finish the job on time. If you ask me, they should have fired her and gotten somebody else to wrap things up. Maybe a decorator from Dallas who specializes in mid-century modern design?”

      I’d been watching the line of people getting onto the ship, but Homer’s very specific comment could be taken only one way. Nasty had reassured me that nobody, not even Homer, would know who Tex and I really were, only that we’d been hired to work for her. Slowly, I turned and searched his face.

      “I wouldn’t worry so much about how I know Donna Nast if I were you. I know why you’re here, Ms. Night. I can make your stay easy, or I can make it hard. Think about that before you go poking around where you don’t belong.”
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