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BOOK 1: DEATH ON THE DIVERSION


Sheila Mackey has a secret. To the world, she’s author of a blockbuster book. Her wily great-aunt, the actual author, orchestrated this mutually beneficial masquerade. Now the aunt’s retiring and Sheila must draft Act Two of her own life. This ocean cruise is supposed to be the perfect time to do that.

Crossing the Atlantic on the Diversion, Sheila finds a dead body on deck.

She realizes she knows a whole lot more about the interactions of the victim and suspects than the ship’s officials do. She’s drawn into sleuthing, but finds herself hampered by a well-meaning but overprotective would-be Dr. Watson.

This murder mystery with humor is the first book in the Secret Sleuth series. In later books, amateur sleuth Sheila returns to dry land in the Midwest, where mysteries abound in her new home in small-town Kentucky.

BOOK 2: DEATH ON TORRID AVENUE

Sheila turns her back on a Manhattan lifestyle and the publishing world that once defined her to put down roots near the Ohio River in North Bend County, Kentucky. Here, she finds a new life, a new home and a new love: Gracie, the rescue collie. Then Gracie discovers a body at the dog park, a ticklish situation for an amateur sleuth with a big secret of her own. Will Sheila untangle the murder mystery before her secrets are untied, exposing her previous identity to her new neighbors?

Welcome to North Bend County

The (fictional) county name of North Bend was a compromise between strong characters in the early history of northern Kentucky. It comes from a north bend taken by the Ohio River at an angled corner of Kentucky’s northernmost knob. North Bend County is between its closer neighbor, Cincinnati, Ohio, and Kentucky’s largest city, Louisville, to the southwest.

Sheila settles in Haines Tavern, the county’s original settlement, and today still the county seat. But the county’s “big” town is Stringer, now the biggest town in any of the counties snuggled up to the southern bank of the Ohio River and collectively called Northern Kentucky. More rural areas fill out North Bend County to the south and west.
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Death on the Diversion


Secret Sleuth, Book 1

Patricia McLinn


PROLOGUE


Call me Sheila M.

At this moment, I’m walking circuits on the deck of a cruise ship called the Diversion on its two-week repositioning cruise from Barcelona, Spain to Tampa, Florida. I’m being passed by runners, joggers, and faster walkers. That’s all fine with me. I’m enjoying the air and the sun and the peace.

I’m watching people. Eavesdropping a little.

Thinking about the past fifteen years.

Wondering about the next fifty-plus.

I’m about to find a dead body.

But that’s getting ahead of the story.

Sheila M. is not the name you might know me by if you read a certain kind of book, listen to a certain kind of interview, watch a certain kind of TV talk show. Or if you were not in a cave protected from all news about blockbusters — book and movie — fifteen years ago.

But Sheila Mackey is the name I’ll use in the life this story leads to. Might as well start now.

Besides, I’m leaving behind that other person, the one with the name you might know.

This moment in time I’m taking you to occurred while I was transitioning to my current circumstances and transitioning from the life I’d lived the previous fifteen years. Contrary to what most might guess, that past is the boring part. So, let’s get it out of the way.

Back when I was finishing college, I said yes to a job offer.

No big deal, right? It’s what lucky graduates do after college. My friends said yes to job offers with tech firms, oil companies, charity foundations, and the FBI, among other things.

I said yes to my great-aunt.

At that point, Aunt Kit — we left off the great most of the time — had been a working fiction author for more than thirty years after a brief stint in journalism. She’d written mysteries, science fiction, romance, horror, westerns, and more. She’d written under her name and five pen names. She’d ghost-written for celebrities. She’d supported herself with her writing all through those years. Nothing grand, just, as she would say, a working stiff mid-list author.

Then she wrote Abandon All.

A departure for her. A book that bridged the commercial and the literary. A book with huge potential.

A book no one in publishing would buy from her.

That’s not a proven fact, since she never submitted it to any publishers. It was a conclusion she drew from decades of experience in the business.

For this book to reach its potential, she told me during that strangest of job interviews, it needed to have been written by a young, attractive woman from the Midwest. Which she was not. At least not any longer.

“But you are, Sheila. Young, very attractive, from the Midwest, with brains and freshness. You are perfect to be the author of Abandon All.”

I’d laughed. “I can’t be perfect to be its author, because I didn’t write it. I’ve always wanted to write, but I haven’t actually written anything. Much less a novel. Specifically, one called Abandon All.”

“You don’t need to write it, because I have. You need to be its public face — face, figure, and voice. I am, essentially, your ghostwriter. I’ll provide what you need for the public role and pay you.”

There was a good deal more discussion, but the bottom line is I said yes. I was, after all, an English major with an undergraduate degree and no idea what to do next. If Abandon All drew interest from publishers, Aunt Kit would front the money for a trip to New York for both of us.

It did.

She did.

There was an auction for the right to publish the book — that’s where publishers bid against each other, though there’s no fast-talking auctioneer with a gavel — that set my head spinning.

Abandon All was not just a hit, it was a phenomenon, a cultural icon. The day an interviewer called it this century’s To Kill a Mockingbird, I thought I’d faint right there on live TV.

The movie was even bigger.

In less than a year, Aunt Kit and I moved into a brownstone on the Upper West Side. She paid for it outright.

Over the rest of the fifteen years, my name, face, and voice remained the public front for Aunt Kit’s writing. She wrote eight more books for that persona — me. (Sometimes I forgot it was me and thought of that person as separate.) None reached the Olympian heights of Abandon All, but they did fine financially. She paid me thirty-five percent of the author’s earnings — saying I did more for those books than the agent, who took twenty percent off the top — plus provided my housing, “author” clothing, food, and transportation.

Perhaps more important, she invested my money. Aunt Kit was careful and shrewd.

She also wrote another twenty-five books in her old genres for “fun” and published them independently. That income was all hers, as it should be. Though she argued with me, focusing on the brainstorming I’d done with her, particularly for the mysteries. She would set up a scenario, then we’d sit together and brainstorm how her character would approach figuring out whodunit.

I argued back that it was fun.

She’d snorted. “Might be fun. It’s still work. You’re good at characterization and you, especially, have an excellent grasp of how a character would follow clues. You—”

“Because I’m nosy.”

“—should be writing yourself. Nosiness is a great trait for a writer.”

“Maybe I will write someday.”

Another snort, conveying she knew I didn’t believe it. She stuck to her point. “In the meantime, I should pay you for your input.”

“No. You pay me more than enough for the other.”

She stopped arguing, which meant she planned to see I got that money one way or another.

For the “job” for which I did accept compensation, I did appearances, I spoke at literary events, I walked red carpets, I offered writing advice (culled from Aunt Kit), I was videoed and photographed, and I gave interviews.

No one except the two of us, my parents, and siblings knew I wasn’t writing the books. To the outside world, I was offering a home to my aging relative, instead of vice versa.

I’d said yes on a lark.

I ended up being tied to a lie.

For fifteen years.

Could I have left? Should I have left? Certainly. Probably. I didn’t. So, what’s the use of thinking about it? (An Aunt Kit-ism: You can’t change the past.)

Then, six months ago, she said she was retiring.

She might continue writing her fun books as she felt like it, but she was tired of the literary pretensions Abandon All taught readers and critics to expect when my name was on a cover. She probably also was tired of hearing the author should write another Abandon All. She said one should be enough.

She — she was always kind enough to say we — had earned enough and under her guidance we were both set for life. Plus, there’d be ongoing royalties.

She bought a place on the beach in the Outer Banks of North Carolina, which I was invited to visit at any time, but was not to be my home.

She was pushing me out of the nest.

This cruise was a cushion for my landing and Aunt Kit’s idea for a low-key farewell performance as the name you’d probably recognize, though no one else knew it was a finale.

One good thing I’d done at the start, more out of a kind of shyness than smarts, was to use one of my middle names and my mother’s maiden name — also Kit’s last name — on the books. That left me other parts of my legal name to use in my new life. Not wanting to return completely to my pre-Abandon All name, I decided on Sheila Mackey, taken from pieces of other family names.

As for the “author” of Abandon All… Time would pass without a new release. If enough questions were asked, a statement would be made about retirement and the desire for privacy. The word recluse might pop up. If it added to the sales of the existing books, we wouldn’t complain.

So that was me, walking around the ship, in mid-air after the push out of the nest.

Would I fly? Would I crash?

Step one: Figure out how to flap these things sticking out at my sides.

No, I take that back.

Step one: Figure out how I got blood on my finger from touching the woman wrapped up in the pool towels.

How’s that for a start on a new life?

Bloody woman and I’m about to become a sleuth with a secret identity.


CHAPTER ONE


“I could kill her.”

It all started when those words floated up to us as Petronella and I walked onto the cruise ship in Barcelona in early November, ten days before I found the woman who’d stopped breathing.

I need to explain about Petronella. Possibly about me, a single woman in her mid-thirties, taking a two-week transatlantic cruise, too.

Aunt Kit explains both.

Petronella was the daughter of Kit’s long-dead fiancé’s cousin from his mother’s side. Welcome to Kit’s world. I got to the point where I referred to everyone as Kit’s relative. It made it easier. Though it did confuse our Guatemalan housekeeper at the brownstone when I introduced her as Kit’s relative to a visiting acquaintance.

Aunt Kit took me on my first cruise shortly after the Abandon All auction and then at least once a year since. Always transatlantic, always from Europe back to the United States, as they moved the ships into place for winter cruises to the Caribbean. (Yes, you can take more than one a year that fit those requirements…with planning.)

“They’re long. They’re frequently out of range of the internet. Low percentage of the passengers attempt to stay as drunk as possible for the duration. You gain an hour about every two and a half days,” was her explanation for choosing those cruises.

I agreed with each point. Also, the author of Abandon All went largely unnoticed on these cruises. A major bonus.

Kit booked this cruise as my transition, and here I was.

But I lied.

Or, more accurately, I was an unreliable narrator in saying it started when Petronella and I boarded the ship. (And notice I didn’t mention Aunt Kit boarding the ship. Yes, she abandoned me on this trip. More — much more — on that later.)

It — the dead woman in the deck chair — started well before I found her body.

If I were Sam Spade, I’d say it started when the dame walked onto the ship. And that would be true — from my POV. POV is author talk for point of view — which character is steering the bus for that part of the story, so the reader experiences it through his or her mind and senses.

From the point of view of the woman dead in the deck chair, it started much earlier. At some point in her life when seeds took root that grew into someone killing her.

For me, it started with that voice carried on an air current up the boxy zigzag of the gangplank.

“I could kill her.”

I looked over the railing to the series of switchback ramps below us that created easygoing boarding for the Diversion. Fellow passengers strung out behind us among the early arrivals that Sunday afternoon. A daisy chain of gray heads interspersed with determinedly not gray heads and sunhats, male and female.

No telling where the words came from. Not even a hundred percent a woman spoke them. More like sixty percent. Maybe fifty-five.

And what did it matter? We’ve all said the same thing how many times in our lives?

Except something in the voice made me look.

Then I forgot about it, because it was our turn to be welcomed onto the Diversion.

In the background stood a young woman dressed in a crisp white shirt with insignia and nametag over navy slacks, holding balloons and a sign bearing Petronella’s name.

I nudged Petronella with a smile. “Look.”

She clasped a hand to her throat. “Oh, God. Someone’s died.”

“I doubt they’d carry yellow and red balloons to notify you of a death.”

The tears in her eyes apparently blocked her hearing, because she didn’t relinquish her panicked horror as I dragged her toward the smiling young crew member.

“This is Petronella,” I told her.

The young woman’s smile flickered, but she handed an envelope and the red balloon to Petronella. “Hope you enjoy your treat, miss.” She looked at me more shyly. “And I believe this is for you? We were asked not to use your name publicly because… because of who you are.”

Or were.

I didn’t say that aloud. I thanked her for both of us, took the envelope and yellow balloon, and dragged Petronella out of the mainstream of boarding passengers.

I ripped my envelope open. She shook, tears sliding down.

“It’s from Kit,” I said brightly.

“Oh, my God. Kit’s dead!”

“Not unless she’s writing to us from heaven.” Or elsewhere. I loved Kit dearly, but I didn’t see her getting a direct ticket through the pearly gates. “She’s booked manicures for us—” I checked the clock. “—in ten minutes. To get us in the mood and pass some of the time before we can settle in our cabins.”

When you embark on a cruise, your main luggage is whisked away to appear outside your cabin door at some point in the future. All very nice, but that point in the future frequently ends up being unpredictable.

Kit taught me to carry a go-bag to make waiting for the magic more pleasurable.

The go-bag held all the necessities for several hours of relaxation, from sunscreen and sunglasses to reading material and headphones to a few munchies and a thermos of cold water Petronella insisted on filling for me. Today wasn’t hot, but quite warm in the sun.

November on a cruise from eastern Spain to Gulf Course, Florida can be variable. But it’s not November in the Midwest, where I grew up, or Manhattan, where I’d spent the past fifteen years.

In those places you’re more likely to need gloves, hats, scarves, boots, and hot chocolate than sunscreen, sunglasses, and cold water.

But my summery-here supplies were on hold, thanks to Kit arranging for these manicures.

“Are you sure? Maybe my envelope isn’t the same…”

Petronella brought out the worst in me. I so wanted to say, Yeah, you’re right. Kit sent me a balloon and a manicure, but you she sent a balloon and the news that one of your nearest and dearest has died.

With more determination than grace, I said, “I’m sure. Open your envelope.”

While she did, I attached both our balloons to a nearby railing — railings are nearby almost everywhere on a cruise ship.

With still-shaking hands she removed the card.

“Oh. It’s for a manicure,” she said in astonishment.


CHAPTER TWO


“Did you hear? The she-devil is onboard.”

“No.”

“Shh.” The whispered order from the spa receptionist to her coworker was banished with a perfect, professional smile. “May I help you?”

She-devil? Had I heard correctly? I wasn’t supposed to have heard. It seemed such an unlikely word, especially in the bright and shiny spa of the Diversion.

“I’m Sheila Mackey—”

“I will do your nails, miss.” The mahogany-skinned young woman who’d exhaled that distressed No smiled at me.

I smiled back. “—and this is Petronella—”

“Yes, ma’am,” said the receptionist. “We have detailed instructions. Everything has been spelled out precisely. Right this way, Miss Petronella.”

“Oh, no, I couldn’t possibly. This is too much.” Petronella had protested all the way to the spa — up several decks — and wasn’t done yet. “I shouldn’t…”

“This way,” the receptionist kept repeating, leading us past an open area to our left with a hallway straight ahead. The receptionist gestured to the hallway’s first door. “Right here for you.”

Petronella put on the brakes. “Oh, no. I couldn’t possibly.”

Another smiling young woman came out of the room and told Petronella, “The instructions specifically said you were to have a private room.”

This smiling young woman also wore the uniform of the ship’s spa. She had an Eastern European accent and a firm hold on Petronella’s arm.

Were Kit’s reasons for this arrangement to spare me? Or more Machiavellian?

At the moment it was moot. Petronella wasn’t budging.

“Oh, no, no. I couldn’t possibly…”

If you mentioned Petronella — known throughout Kit’s extended and far-flung web as Poor Petronella — to anyone in my corner of the family, they instantly mimicked, “Oh, no, I couldn’t possibly…” Sometimes at the most inopportune moments.

You’d be saying, “I walked up to the casket beside Poor Petronella and—” You’d be interrupted by a chorus of “Oh, no, I couldn’t possibly…” instantly followed by chuckles.

According to Kit, this distant relative of her long-dead fiancé had been Poor Petronella since she was old enough to display a personality, which came later than most kids.

If there was a mishap floating around, Petronella reached out and grabbed it like the last life jacket on the Titanic — sorry, not a good image when I’m talking about cruising. But it fits.

Her latest misfortune was getting divorced by the husband who’d been abusing her mentally, physically, emotionally, and financially since before they were married. Yes, before and she still married him.

You should hear Aunt Kit on that topic.

Then how was the divorce a misfortune, you might ask. You and me both. To Petronella, however, it was a tragedy of epic proportions.

Her kids, who loved her for reasons beyond explanation but with the sane caveat of living in distant time zones, begged Aunt Kit to beg me to help her.

They’d thought I would pay for the cruise, while Kit would have soulful, reasonable talks with Petronella.

Instead, Kit paid for the cruise, then bailed on both of us.

“You must go in the room to be happy and for your giver to be happy,” said the young woman who’d been talking with the receptionist when we arrived and said she’d do my nails. South African accent, possibly with English not her native language. Her nametag read Imka.

Between Petronella’s protests, she put one arm across Petronella’s back and the other on her forearm and simply walked forward, scooping along the recalcitrant client. In less time than I could have imagined, Petronella was in the room off the hallway and the door closed.

“Do not worry. Your relative will be very fine.”

“I’m not worried about that. I am a little worried about your colleague and I’m wondering if I could learn that move.”

She slanted a look at me, apparently found me trustworthy, and said in a low voice, “I learned helping with the old ones at home. They don’t always want to go where it’s best for them to go. But it’s not respectful to pick them up and put them like a child.”

“Very true.” Though Petronella wasn’t that old. Chronologically.

Imka waved me to an open area with floor-to-ceiling windows angled out at the top. If you wanted to look almost directly below, you could by leaning out. But why would you want to?

Two chairs in white leather — crossbred from recliners and airline pilot seats — offered the best views of the windows, blow-out stations, hair dryer chairs, and the hallway, depending on which way you swiveled.

One was occupied by a woman around Aunt Kit’s age. She had mostly gray hair, with dark brown at the back. Laugh lines waited for employment at the corners of her mouth and eyes. They flickered when she smiled, polite but not intrusive, as I was directed to the other chair.

“I’m afraid you have a remedial case here,” I told Imka.

I’m not the best about getting regular manicures — something the publicist reminded me before each TV appearance — but never far enough ahead of time for me to actually get a manicure. Just enough to make me feel insecure about my long, too often raggedy nails.

Imka smiled broadly, rounding her cheeks becomingly. “We will fix you.”

I wished that were true, since that promise seemed to cover more than nails.

The older woman met my gaze and her laugh lines deepened.

I said hello. She did the same. She introduced herself as Odette Treusault. I gave my name — the one known as the author of Abandon All.

She looked at me intently for a moment, then gave a small nod and carried on as if she didn’t recognize the name. She did. Neither of the nail technicians did, or were too discreet to show it.

Quickly, I learned Odette had cruised on this ship multiple times and knew both nail technicians. She was onboard with a group she’d cruised with for decades. She and I and Imka and Odette’s technician, Bennie, chatted about cruises, cruising, the schedule ahead of us, and excursions.

“We’ve done this so often, I’ve become quite the curmudgeon about excursions,” Odette said. “We’ve done them all multiple times. Are you signed up for any?”

When Aunt Kit ran the show, we seldom joined the excursions. If she was deeply interested in a stop, she’d hire a driver and guide. Otherwise, we tramped around the town, poking into interesting corners, gathering a sense of the place along with a string of factoids, and people-watching. Always, always people-watching with Aunt Kit.

“I don’t know.”

As I said the words, a phrase repeated in my head. When Aunt Kit ran the show.

She wasn’t running my show anymore. I was. I could — had to — decide for myself.

“I’ll have to check them out.” The excursions were a couple days off, when we stopped at a different port in the Canary Islands three days in a row.

“There’s a hike into a volcano that’s breathtaking.” Odette chuckled. “In more ways than one. Also, if you’ve never ridden a camel, that is worth doing, even if it is a short ride under the tamest of circumstances. Though sometimes even then…”

Looks flickered among the other three women.

“She is onboard? Your… The, uh, other Mrs.?” Imka asked.

Clearly the other three recognized a connection between a camel ride and Imka’s question. I was in the dark.

Odette asked, “Did you see her last year?” As an aside to me, she added, “I wasn’t here last year. Only one couple of our group was.”

“Yes,” Imka said carefully. “She—”

All four of us broke off to turn toward the noise coming our way.


CHAPTER THREE


Five women strode in, like a formation of attacking jets, sharp voices rising, long hair not moving, skinny legs shrink-wrapped in capris, foot-breaker heels clacking.

Though that wasn’t what I noticed first.

Let’s say enhancements. On display. Almost completely on display.

“Oh, my dear, we’re the amateurs,” Odette murmured, apparently to herself. “They’re the professionals.”

Amateurs and professionals at what?

Before I could ask, the loudest voice, emanating from the one in the middle, with dark hair, a wide mouth, and hurt-your-eyes white teeth spoke without looking at anyone. “Yes, I said now. That should be clear enough.”

“She’s back, too?” Bennie muttered. “This cruise is cursed.”

Imka gave her a be-quiet look.

The receptionist trailed the women, almost pleading. “But you must have appointments and—”

“We are here now. You aren’t busy.” This loudest woman waved toward the first open doorway. “You’ll do my nails. In here.”

“I have to be at the desk for other custo—”

“You won’t have any customers. I’ll see to that. Unless you give us the service we deserve.” She swept into the room.

“And send someone to me, as well,” said the next one, with hair nearly as dark, a mouth nearly as wide, and teeth nearly as white, as she strode to the next room.

“And to me.” A redhead on her other side, streaked down the hall to a third room.

The receptionist scurried back to the desk, presumably to call in reinforcements.

That left one open door, past the closed door where Petronella was.

A white blonde who reminded me of a tanned praying mantis — huge eyes, skinny limbs, and a considerable butt — angled toward the door the first woman disappeared behind.

“She always thinks she comes first.”

The remaining woman, slightly less blonde than the praying mantis, lips pulled back from more dazzling teeth, snarled, “You think you have any right to complain? You’re the new one. I’ve been here longer than you.”

Presumably she meant the group, not the spa, since they’d all arrived together.

“And done less. Not to mention that husband of yours who can barely afford your Botox, much less what you really need. A boob—”

The slightly less blonde of the pair piled into the blonder praying mantis with a shoulder to her diaphragm, applying a technique few females who grew up without brothers managed. It shut off the stream of words.

More, it carried both of them toward the windows.

The four of us — Odette and I in the chairs, Imka and Bennie on the stools in front of us — froze.

The hitter pulled up, digging her heels in hard enough that she stumbled to the side.

The hittee kept sailing backward toward the slanted windows.

Arms and legs spread, she splayed wide catching at supports.

She also connected with the glass. We all heard the impact. Especially where her impressive derriere landed.

Gasps echoed in a breath-held moment, wondering if the glass would hold. If it didn’t, it would be a direct drop to the deck below.

The glass held.

Had to wonder if the builders’ safety measures accounted for cat fights.

Imka was more practical, jumping up from her stool and grasping the woman’s wrist with both hands. If the glass broke now, the woman had a chance of rescue, thanks to Imka.

“Ow. You’re hurting my wrist,” came the piercing whine of ingratitude.

I would have let her go, maybe — only maybe — would also have given her an extra little push into the windows. Imka held on, drawing her upright from the windows’ slope and setting her on her feet, as stable as those spikes allowed. A far more impressive demonstration of strength than her earlier sweep of Petronella into the private room.

“All right, Ms. Laura?” she asked evenly.

The woman jerked free, snapping, “Don’t.” Under her cold stare, Imka released her and stepped back.

Having driven off her savior, she rounded on her attacker.

“It’s no thanks to you I’m not dead. Coral, you’re a—” She bit that off with evident effort.

Coral made a sound that might indicate relief the woman she’d hit didn’t go through the glass, but if so, it was mixed with residual irritation.

They glared at each other, gave simultaneous humphs of disdain, accompanied by hair tosses.

The woman who’d been spread on the windows like a praying mantis on a windshield, turned and started in one direction, leaving Coral to go the opposite way.

Odette leaned closer and said, “Window sprawler lost the skirmish, but might have won the battle.”

She was right. The direction the window sprawler went was toward the remaining private room. The only way the hitter could go the opposite direction was by leaving the spa … and the battlefield.

*   *   *   *

With our nails looking great, Petronella and I acquainted ourselves with the ship.

At least I was acquainting myself. Petronella was listlessly lagging behind, sighing and saying she didn’t know what she’d done to deserve this.

From her tone, you’d think she was being tortured by an expert. And Aunt Kit wasn’t even here. I am not above torturing, especially when called upon to channel Aunt Kit’s instructions. Some might even call me an expert, including some particularly whiny editors.

But from the time we’d rendezvoused at Newark airport and through our five days in Barcelona, the torturer’s whip was in the other hand. Petronella was relentless in her limp, lachrymose determination to show her gratitude by “looking out” for me.

She’d asked me six thousand seven hundred and fifty-nine questions about safety measures on the ship. Honestly, I didn’t know what they did if an engine blew up. Make all the drinks half price?

In her company, a dive over the railing looked more and more tempting.

She was still going on and on about safety, despite our locating the privilege lounge, the buffet, a snack bar, two other passable bars, and — most important — the soft ice cream machine.

Finding the cubbyhole saved me from going overboard before we’d left the dock.

It was perfect. A stretch of maybe fifteen outdoor deck chairs tucked in past the indoor swimming pool solarium and before stairs up to the fry-me-so-my-dermatologist-can-send-her-kids-to-college open deck above.

The indoor pool types wouldn’t want to come outside. The fry-me types wouldn’t like the amount of cover. Few other passengers would even know it was here.

Except two did know it was here and this gray-haired couple was ensconced in the precise middle of the line of seats. The prime spot.

He was distinguished looking. She was comfortably round.

They might be nice, but I wasn’t ready to forgive them for beating me to this secret spot.

I scoped out the stairs at the far end, the door behind me to the indoor pool, the projected coverage of the overhang, and decided on the second-best (nice, but sub-prime) seat midway between the couple and the door.

“You want to stop here?” Petronella asked with a plaintive air.

Since I was already sitting, that seemed too apparent to require a reply.

“I thought you wanted to see the whole ship?”

“The rest can wait. Let’s relax here.”

“No, no. I’ll go on and continue the tour,” Petronella the Martyr said. “That way I’ll know where something is if you need it.”

“That’s not nece—”

“I wonder where the medical center is.”

“Petronella, relax. Have some fun.”

“How can I when you’ve been so kind, so generous, so caring.”

The couple looked over when we started talking. They looked away when Petronella began sniffling. I wished I could.

“There’s no need—”

“There is. I want to make this trip as comfortable as possible for you. I’m going to know this ship from top to bottom.”

I had a vision of the captain barring the door to the bridge against Petronella’s determined weepiness. Better him than me.

“If that’s what you want to do. I’ll be here until our cabins are ready.”

She sniffled, then trudged to the stairs.

I settled in with my go-bag.

The sky was blue, the sun warm without being hot, the couple murmured quietly enough to each other that I couldn’t eavesdrop if I tried. Okay, I did try. Another habit learned from Aunt Kit. She maintained it was an essential tool for an author.

Or a pretend author in my case.

Eyes closed, I felt the knot between my shoulders loosen slightly. It was where I’d been storing all my repressed snap-backs at Petronella.

This was better. This was so much better.

Did the door from the pool area clanging open or did the penetrating voice of the woman assault me first? I never could sort that out.

“…and you failed to impress on that man to deliver our bags first. You know I need my— You. What are you doing here?”


CHAPTER FOUR


The most wonderful thing about cruise ships is you don’t have to do a thing.

It’s a reasonable and worthy use of your day to spend it stretched on a deck chair reading. To me that’s the height of civilization.

The next-best wonderful thing about cruise ships is they feed you all the time and it’s pretty darned good.

The awful thing about cruise ships is those two wonderful things combine into a horrible blob around the middle.

Not just mine. Nearly everyone’s clothes fit tighter at the end of a cruise. It should have a name, like Murphy’s Law. Maybe Gabor’s Law.

Because, really, doesn’t cruising make you think of the Gabor sisters? At least if you’re old enough to remember them or watch Green Acres reruns.

The majority of transatlantic cruisers are old enough, one way or another to know who the Gabor sisters were.

It’s one of the reasons I like Aunt Kit’s choice of cruises. I’m a youngster in this crowd.

The new arrivals to my clearly not-so-secret hideaway didn’t change that.

The speaker was a short woman who was more stringy than thin. Her reddish-brown hair either came out of a box or was a wig. She held a cane, though it wasn’t supporting her.

Her companion was a tall, paunch-ladened man with a ring of white fluff at the back of his otherwise bald head.

His stoop-shouldered stance gave him an appearance of leaning down to the woman in what could be interpreted as a protective attitude, except for his expression of pain.

“Hello, Leah. Hello, Wardham,” the man several deck chairs down from me said to the new arrivals.

I turned to look at him, but his face was as expressionless as his voice. The woman with him, though, appeared to be trying to shrink.

A sucked-in breath from the newly arrived female — Leah, presumably — turned me back to her.

“I would think that after breakfast this morning, you two—” Bright red lipstick reinforced the snarl her voice put in the word. “—would be ashamed to show your faces.”

“We were here first,” the man said evenly.

“This is my spot.”

I’d had practically the same thought, despite never being here before. Somehow, it sounded much less reasonable when the woman named Leah snapped it aloud than it had in my head.

There was my life lesson for the day.

The clatter of the door slamming shut disrupted my absorption of the lesson sure to make me a better person. Leah moved along the deck, tapping her cane hard on the deck, and the male half of the newcomers — Wardham, the other man called him — trailed her.

Leah stopped almost at the foot of my deck chair, sparing no attention for me during her all-out glare at the couple.

That gave me the opportunity to look over the top of my reader for a closer survey.

Many people would say she was an attractive woman for her age, which I put somewhere in her seventies.

She carried herself with confidence. She had regular features, highlighted by large eyes. As small as she was, she had a strong, almost masculine-looking neck. It reminded me of a linebacker I’d dated briefly in college.

Beyond that, the impression was she’d gone too far.

Too far with the henna in her hair, which did her complexion no good, which she’d tanned too much.

Not only did the deep tan turn her arms, legs, and neck an unflattering dusty brown, but on her face, it starkly emphasized frown lines in her forehead and marionette lines from nose to mouth, then mouth to chin.

Going too red with her lipstick brought attention to those lines and spotlighted how her upper lip pulled back, in a near-snarl.

“Well?” Leah demanded. “Are you going to—?”

I half expected her to end that question with jump overboard so I can sit where I want.

She was interrupted by an “Oh” from the doorway, where the newest arrival stood.

This arrival I knew.

Odette Treusault paused, still holding the door. I hoped when she closed it, she’d avoid the clang.

Her gray eyes went from Leah and Wardham to the couple on the deck chairs, then to me. That last stop sparked a bit of surprise.

“Odette,” said the woman on the deck chair in the middle.

Just the name. But it sounded like an SOS.

Odette didn’t address it directly. Instead, she said to me, “How nice to see you again, Sheila. Have you met my friends, Maya and Ralph Russell?” She gracefully gestured to the original couple. “Maya and Ralph, this Sheila Mackey.”

Remember, though, she used my writing name. She gave it a bit of extra punch the way people do when they’re trying to convey more identity than the name alone might. Or when they’re trying to warn someone.

Neither half of the couple on the deck chairs showed any sign of receiving the warning or recognizing the name. We exchanged hellos and quick nods, then faced Odette again.

She immediately said, “And this is Leah Treusault. And her husband, Wardham.”

My brain stuttered an instant over the last name being the same as Odette’s. Sisters? One married to the other’s brother? Married to brothers? Or—

“Leah is married to my ex-husband, Wardham,” Odette said smoothly.

Or that.

The ex and the current Mrs.

The other Mrs., Imka said. She’d meant it literally. The other Mrs. Treusault.


CHAPTER FIVE


I consciously closed my mouth.

Odette displayed no discomfort. She showed every indication of fulfilling a mundane social task she’d fulfilled thousands of times, always with grace.

Humor lighted her eyes as she added, “We’re also bridge partners. Leah and I. Not Wardham and I.” The lines at the corners of her eyes deepened. “And certainly not Wardham and Leah.”

Wardham chuckled. “I’m a terrible bridge player,” he confided to me.

“You wouldn’t be if you paid attention,” Leah said. But most of her attention was on me. Her eyes narrowed and her forehead wrinkled in the trying-to-remember-if-you’re-somebody expression I’d met far less frequently in the past few years than in the heady beginning of Abandon All’s fame.

I returned the look with an innocuous smile.

“Do I know you?” she demanded.

I stifled the smart-ass remarks about having no idea who she might know or think she knew and settled for a firm but pleasant, “No.”

“You look familiar.”

Odette’s lips parted. I flicked a look at her. Her lips closed.

“I have that kind of face,” I said cheerfully. “For some reason I always remind people of someone else. Seems to happen particularly frequently on cruises. You’re not the first one. In fact, you’d bring up the rear of a very long line.”

I said that with good humor and lightly.

Still, her frown deepened into a scowl.

Uh-huh. This woman did not cotton to the idea of not being original or coming in behind many others.

“Hello,” I said brightly, concentrating my smile on Wardham, which he returned.

Leah gave a brief nod.

“Wardham, we’ll sit down the row until my preferred spot opens.”

Maya made a muffled sound. Ralph reached over and covered both her hands with one of his.

Maya seemed to shrink further as Leah pointed with her cane down the row.

“Spread my towel here, Wardham. Don’t forget the clips. And you sit there.” Her arrangement would have Leah looking toward Maya any time she addressed Wardham. And she wasn’t done. “Take that chair, Odette.”

That would put Odette on the Maya-Ralph side of Wardham. If Leah talked with Wardham or Odette, all her comments would arrow right at Maya.

Ralph, too, of course.

I zeroed in on the effect on Maya, almost forgetting Ralph, because she was more reactive.

“I’ll sit here and talk with Sheila awhile.” Odette gracefully dropped into the deck chair on the side closer to the door. Making me turn my back on whatever happened between those two couples.

An accident? Or deliberate?

“Have you and your friend acquainted yourself with the ship?” she asked me.

“Yes. My friend’s, uh, off exploring on her own.”

Under Aunt Kit’s tutelage, I’d learned to carry on one conversation while eavesdropping on another. A vital skill for using people-watching to build characters, she said.

The others were also talking. Leah’s voice was the only one that came through clearly enough to catch more than snatches and tone.

“…making herself ridiculous with her bleating and crying…”

Maya made a sound that I suspected Leah would call bleating.

Leah continued, “…self-centered, childish, who…”

Ralph rumbled in, so I guessed that description was directed at Maya.

Odette was saying with seeming delight, “I am familiar with this ship already. We sailed on the Diversion two and three years ago and would have last year except—” She hesitated an instant. “—something came up.”

Leah said, “…after seeing what Bruce put up with year after year…”

“Do you and your, uh, friends always cruise together?”

“…think he’d have better sense, but…”

“Always.” Odette’s voice dropped. “Until last year—”

She broke off as a cloud covered the sun.

I turned from Odette and saw it wasn’t a cloud. It was Petronella. Okay, kind of a cloud.

I was impressed and grateful she’d moved silently as a cloud and avoided clanging the door.

I introduced them. Petronella barely appeared to hear Odette’s “Have you enjoyed exploring the ship?”

“I’m sorry, Sheila, they say the internet won’t be turned on for at least a few more hours.”

“All right.” It was better than all right, but I didn’t want to celebrate, I wanted her to stop talking to let me hear Leah and the others.

“I know your assistant wanted you connected to the internet right away so she could contact you.”

That was a large part of why it was all right with me if the internet stayed out for the duration.

“How nice of you to look out for Sheila like this,” Odette said.

“It’s the least I can do.” Petronella launched into another gratitude monologue.

I hated those anyhow, but particularly since as long as she talked, I missed what was going on down the row of deck chairs.

Until a chair scraping on the deck quieted Petronella and gave me an excuse to turn.

Maya shouted, “I can’t take anymore.”

She scrambled ungracefully out of her chair, trying to gather her belongings into the wide mouth of a bag that kept closing on her. Her visor flipped onto Ralph’s knee. He calmly handed it to her, talking low enough that the words weren’t decipherable, though the tone was don’t let her get to you.

Clearly, too late. Possibly by years.

“Oh, dear,” Odette murmured with a sigh. “We haven’t even left port yet.”


CHAPTER SIX


Petronella continued lamenting the lack of internet as we found our way to our cabins.

Aunt Kit always said, “Best thing about these cruises. We’re out of reach of assistant, agent, editor, publicist, and those other assorted people who insist on referring to themselves as ‘your team.’ Sounds like we run a tot’s T-ball group.”

Believe me, every one of these people would need the ball set up on a tee before they could hit it.

On our first cruise we brought “my” assistant. Mistake. Major mistake.

She insisted on showing me how to connect to the internet for emails from the rest of the “team.” When I pretended I couldn’t understand her directions, she printed out all the emails and took dictation of my replies.

She told everyone she met who I was, which meant they all talked about Abandon All. She gave me a running total of every calorie I put in my mouth. She suggested spa treatments to improve my on-camera appearance.

Three strikes and you’re out.

No assistant came on another cruise. Supposedly because the business of — Oops. Almost let my other name slip — the brand name author now known as the human being Sheila Mackey could not possibly run without the assistant’s attention every second. That’s what I told the sequence of assistants who followed, anyway.

Aunt Kit might have told them the truth.

The assistants changed regularly because a couple showed hints of getting suspicious. “And they’re the ones stupid enough to let their suspicions show,” Aunt Kit said. “The ones to worry about are the ones who never reveal their suspicions. The ones who are too stupid not to suspect aren’t good enough at the job to keep around.”

After that first cruise, we took along one of Kit’s relatives. Occasionally they overlapped with my relatives, but none I knew particularly well. They all thought I wrote the books. We kept to the script in their presence.

In more recent years, there’d been a couple just-graduated-from college relatives who made me feel old. They went their way, Kit went hers, and I went mine during the day. We’d meet for dinner most nights and that was plenty of family time for all of us. This laissez-faire approach even earned Kit and me “cool” points with the younger members of the family.

This time, Kit broke down and paid for Poor Petronella to go.

With me.

Kit stayed in North Carolina, saying she had far, far too much to do in settling into her new home to go on a cruise.

“Besides, you’re more patient than I am.”

True. Vlad the Impaler had more patience than Aunt Kit.

I was several steps closer to the Nobel Peace Prize than Vlad or Aunt Kit, but that left a whole lot of room past me on the patience continuum. In other words, don’t rev up the canonization apparatus anytime soon.

Especially not after already spending several days with Poor Petronella.

*   *   *   *

“I am Eristo, your cabin steward, miss. Is there anything you request?”

I smiled back at the man, introduced myself with my author of Abandon All name and requested a bucket of ice be left in my mini-fridge daily. I prefer water on the rocks.

He brought the ice and offered to put my empty suitcase on the closet shelf, since I was at the stage of unpacking where everything was on the bed — two twins pushed together.

When I cruised with Aunt Kit, we shared a two-bedroom suite.

When she announced the arrangements for this trip, she’d told me she’d skipped the suite so I didn’t have to share with Petronella.

Petronella’s cabin was across the hall and maybe eight doors down — an inside room.

“I’m generous. I’m not stupid,” Kit said. “Petronella will be delighted with that room, while our dignity requires at least the top line stateroom for you. If they’d have given me the discount on the suite, maybe…” She’d bought a house in the Outer Banks, but her lifetime of cost-cutting to remain solvent as an author endured when it came to more mundane matters.

So I was in a stateroom with a balcony. Not a suite. Which all suited me fine — pun intended.

Petronella and I were in our separate cabins, unpacking and settling in, after I persuaded her I didn’t want her to unpack for me.

A voice came over the public address system announcing the safety drill.

The knocking on my cabin door came before the announcement finished and I didn’t hear it all. On the other hand, I knew the gist from previous cruises.

“Sheila, Sheila!” Petronella shouted. “The ship is sinking! What do we do? Oh, no. Oh, no. Oh, no. We’ll drown.”

I snatched open the door and yanked her inside, speaking sharply to break through her panic.

“It’s not sinking. It’s not even moving yet. This is a drill. Teaches you what to do if there is an emergency. If you’re not quiet, listen to every word, and remember every word, and there is an emergency — like the ship sinking — you will drown.”

That stopped her from talking, though I feared she’d hyperventilate.

She clung to my arm and made occasional whimpering sounds as we made our way to the assigned spot.

Not hard to find with crew members in fluorescent vests and big signs indicating which way passengers assigned to each group should go.

The crew member in charge of our muster group was a young man with skin tanned nearly as dark as his hair and eyes.

Unsmiling, he directed us into place within lines marked on the deck, recommending taller people move toward the back, to increase the number of people who’d be able to see him.

“I’m not moving to the back.” Leah’s easily recognizable voice topped all other talkers and ambient noise. “I don’t care what some idiot says. He’d get us all drowned.”

The crew member’s face darkened.

The people in front of me shifted uneasily, and I saw Leah … standing in the next group.

How strange.

I mean it was strange for anyone to be nasty at muster drill, plus his instructions didn’t apply to her, since she was short, and he wasn’t even her muster leader.

Before she could say more, the captain’s voice came over the PA system, drawing everyone’s attention. Or almost everyone’s.

I could still see Leah’s lips moving. Wardham bent as if to listen to her.

Our muster leader moved as far from Leah as he could while still having anything to do with our area.

He didn’t budge as he gave us the instructions. I hoped people on the far side had good hearing or they’d get no benefit from this.

*   *   *   *

Petronella had listened for two — her and me.

She proved it by repeating the instructions on a loop as we returned to our cabins.

With the elevators jammed, a lot of people streamed down or up the stairways. Each set of stairs climbed halfway to the next deck, then turned 180 degrees and made the rest of the trip. We followed a stream going up. Ahead of us, I saw Ralph and Maya. Three steps higher, putting them a full half-flight higher than us, were Leah and Wardham.

I looked around but didn’t see Odette. Had Ralph and Maya been with Leah and Wardham and I hadn’t noticed, while focused on Leah’s behavior? Possible.

Leah, gripping the handrail and using her cane with the other hand, stopped abruptly on the second-half stretch of stairs to deck seven. She stared up, presumably to where others were climbing to the halfway landing to deck eight. She muttered something but I didn’t catch it.

Swearing, from her expression.

Certainly, the people stopped behind her were inclined toward grumbles.

The stoppage rippled to where I stood. A man behind me asked — not in a holiday mood — “What’s the holdup?”

As if seeking the answer, I leaned over the railing and twisted to look up, well past where I knew the holdup originated with Leah. Instead, I tried to see what caught her attention.

Mostly I saw feet through the open space where risers would otherwise be. Male feet, female feet. Tennis shoes, flat sandals, tottering-high-heeled sandals, flip-flops, orthopedic shoes.

I couldn’t identify what Leah was looking at.

She half raised her cane, as if she might hit anyone in front of her. But no one was there, because they’d moved on, while she’d stalled.

“C’mon, lady,” the man behind me called.

Leah started with a wide-angle glare, then focused on me, as if I’d suddenly become a baritone.

I smiled broadly at her.

It was a trick Aunt Kit had told me before the Abandon All interviews started. Someone tries to intimidate you, hit them with a big old smile. Throws them off their stride and makes them wonder what they missed.

Leah started up the stairs, still looking at me.

The smile started to hurt.


CHAPTER SEVEN


We were assigned to the later dinner seating.

Not by the cruise line. By Aunt Kit.

It was the time she preferred and perhaps she thought I preferred it, too, though she never asked. As a matter of fact, I did prefer it. I also was used to it.

Or, suggested a dark, suspicious corner of my mind, Aunt Kit selected it because she knew Petronella would hate it.

“Oh, no, I couldn’t possibly. It’s so late,” she’d moaned at least once every half hour since five o’clock.

“It’s the same time we ate in Barcelona. But if you’re hungry, you don’t have to wait for our time in the dining room, you can eat at the buffet.”

“Oh, I’m not hungry. It’s just so late.”

By the time we were waiting in line outside the dining room — she’d knocked on my door twenty minutes early, sure it would take forever to reach the dining room and if we weren’t there on the dot they would lock us out — I tried another tack.

“You know, Petronella, back at home it’s not late at all. It’s not even two-thirty in the afternoon.”

“Two-thirty? That’s so early for dinner.”

The maître d’ began welcoming diners at the moment. Saving me. Possibly saving Petronella.

We were directed to a great table.

No outside view, but that didn’t matter since it was dark. Not within sight or sound of the kitchen doors, but close enough to avoid what Aunt Kit called the English Manor Issue of food being cold by the time it reached you. Our table for two sat ten inches from a matching one, which gave the option to mingle or not with the people at the next table. On previous cruises, Kit tended not to mingle, I usually did.

Another benefit of our table was I had a great view of most of the dining room, with only the corner behind me cut off.

The couple at the table next to us arrived and introduced themselves as Catherine and Bob. They were Scottish, with dry and roguish senses of humor, experienced cruisers, and good story-tellers.

They talked past the “oh-no-I-couldn’ts” and persuaded Petronella to order two appetizers as we conspired to cover all the menu’s offerings and share tastes. I should say Bob persuaded her. Her unsubtle reliance on his opinion made me squirm, until Catherine, sitting next to me, caught my eye and winked.

They were older than Petronella, yet treated her with a soothing courtesy that relaxed her. I was grateful. And reminded myself that impatience — one of my fortes — only agitated her more.

Waiting for the appetizers, I glanced around.

The faux marble pillars, pastoral mural, and multiple reflective surfaces weren’t my taste, but the room, carved into smaller groupings by curved banquettes, was people-watching paradise.

I won’t detail all the interesting groups and pairings — though a couple not far away were fascinating for how totally unexpressive and untalkative they were — but limit myself to tables that included people I’d already met.

A table for eight, angled slightly left of straight ahead, included Odette, Leah, and Maya, as well as Wardham and Ralph. Three bottles of wine stood on the table, already well depleted.

One seat was empty with the other two assigned to an attractively average couple, perhaps in their early fifties. I’d bet they would beg the maître d’ to change their seats by the next meal.

And not because of Maya or Ralph or Wardham and certainly not because of charming Odette.

Leah Treusault.

The empty chair separated her from the woman in the spare couple. Insufficient barrier, as I knew from the deck chairs earlier. Plus, the angle gave her a direct shot at the male half of the spare couple. Odette, across from the empty chair, seemed to try to deflect Leah’s impact on the younger couple, both by interacting with them and by redirecting Leah’s attention toward Wardham.

Leah barely glanced at him before turning back to the younger couple.

Fresh blood.

The phrase came into my head in Aunt Kit’s voice. But I suspected it was my brain that saw Leah as a carnivorous predator.

She was more commanding than loud, though she was loud enough that her conversations could never qualify as entirely private.

Leah’s interest in another table prompted me to turn my head farther to the left and see the five Valkyries — or should it be Harpies — from the spa, each with a corresponding male, at a round table for ten in the center.

You’d think it would be easy to pair them up into couples. Heck it was fifty-fifty, since they alternated male and female around the table. But I couldn’t spot any favoritism in the touching and talking and flirting.

None at that table paid attention to anyone or anything beyond their group. From my angle it was impossible to tell for sure if one individual was the object of Leah’s attention or if it was the entire table.

I switched back to the table for ten. Nope. Still couldn’t track the precise direction of her interest.

I did notice, however, they’d already killed seven bottles of wine, as well as having a mixed drink at each place.

Her gaze following the direction of mine, Catherine asked, too quietly for our companions to hear, “Father-daughter night?” Then she answered her own question. “Dear me, no, for if they were fathers they’d surely tell those daughters to dress more appropriately.”

I smiled my agreement.

She subtly looked toward the table again, then returned her gaze to me. “I recall a number of them from other cruises.”

“Do you?”

“Oh, yes. Any number of people make the trip regularly. Bob and I aren’t in the every year club, but we come now and then.”

The appetizers arrived, naturally monopolizing the conversation at the same time it broadened to include Petronella and Bob.

Dinner was delightful. For the company as well as the food. As much as I liked Bob and Catherine, I might have liked their effect on Petronella even more. I could feel my shoulders releasing and my forehead smoothing.

We were lingering over multiple desserts — once again shared amongst us — when a new voice rose high and loud.

“Oh! Oh! You’re that writer. The one who wrote Abandon All when you were a baby.” The part about writing Abandon when I was a baby did not compensate for this tall woman with the strong French accent outing me the first night. Some had already left the dining room, but the remaining heads turned toward this beacon of noise.

“How kind of you. Won’t you sit down?” I pushed at the empty chair behind me to encourage her. That would lessen the attention. It also would stop her from half climbing over Catherine’s back.

Besides, I had this routine down. Give a few responses to her effusions about Abandon All, then switch the conversation. Aunt Kit sometimes grumbled that I shut off the spigot of praise too soon because I hadn’t slaved over the book the way she had.

True.

But she hadn’t listened to people talking about it as much as I had.

To end the encounter for good, I brought out the big guns, by questioning the fan about “my” other books.

Some made a graceful exit. Others, like this woman, scrambled hard for the lifeboat to escape the sinking ship of their interest in the conversation.

Okay, again, not the best metaphor. I had to stop thinking about ships sinking.


CHAPTER EIGHT


Music drew me toward the Wayfarer Bar after Petronella and I left Catherine and Bob outside the dining room.

They were heading toward a show and invited us to join them. I’d declined. Petronella said Oh, no, I couldn’t, without indicating why she couldn’t.

Unlike too many musical performances I’d heard on cruises, what came from the Wayfarer Bar was actually, well, musical.

“I’m going to stop in here for a nightcap. Want to come?” I asked Petronella.

“If you don’t mind and you think you’ll be…”

“I’ll be just fine.” To support her faltering step toward expressing her desire, I added, “This is your vacation, too. Do what you want. What do you want to do?”

“I’d like to go to my cabin and have an early night.” Before I could endorse that option, Petronella became flustered. “I should say to your cabin. Not where you’re staying, but your cabin nonetheless, since you so generously paid for it.”

I thought she’d run the excessive gratitude tank empty. Apparently she’d rested enough to refill it.

“Kit did all the work.” As well as paying, but that had to remain our secret. “She planned the whole thing.” At this moment I wasn’t as grateful as I probably should have been. “About all I did was meet you at the airport and follow Kit’s instructions.”

“No, no, no. I know how very much I owe you for your kindness. I’m sure Kit did some, helped you in little ways as she has while she’s lived with you and as I’m determined to do in her absence. But I know who is truly behind this great kindness in my time of need and I can’t possibly thank you en—”

“Kit. All Kit. Like the manicure. All she left for me to do was hand you that unlimited ShipCard and say Knock yourself out.”

“Oh, no. I couldn’t possibly… To impose on you by using that card. No, no, no.”

“It’s already paid for, Petronella. If you don’t use it, it goes to waste.”

“But surely you could get a refund.”

I shook my head firmly. I had no idea how the things worked, but I wasn’t letting any uncertainty show. “No refunds. Only thing to do at this point is get the most value from it by using it all the time.”

“Then perhaps I should…” She cast a weary look toward the entrance of the bar.

“The only should is to do what you want.” I turned her, then took her shoulders from behind. “Rest up tonight. If you feel like being a party animal, we’ll dance the night away tomorrow.”

I nudged her shoulders to start her away from me. She continued moving that direction, but looked back with a sad, slightly scolding smile. “Oh, no, no, I couldn’t possibly.”

*   *   *   *

I could find a seat, then wait for a server to come take my drink order.

But as I walked in, I saw only one server attending several groups beyond where a man with a guitar and woman with a violin sat and played the music that had drawn me.

Another look showed one of those groups was Odette, Leah, and the others. They had empty glasses in front of them and Ralph tried to catch the server’s attention.

Another server showed for an instant, then was recalled to the area reserved for those in the cruise line’s loyalty program. I caught a glimpse of the spa quintet’s leader and the window-sprawler there.

If they duplicated their table’s rate of alcoholic consumption at dinner, they’d have that server tied up for good.

I diverted to the bar.

The redhead from the spa invaders sat on a stool, elbows on the countertop, leaning forward. Which had to give the bartender a mighty fine view down the front of her dress.

The guy next to her — not either of the men she’d sat between at dinner, so presumably not her husband — tried for the same view, but he had a difficult angle to gawk effectively.

She said something, looking at the bartender through her lashes.

He laughed. Loudly. Echoed by the guy next to her.

The guitar player’s head jerked toward the sound. He glared. The woman next to him, with her hands and head occupied with the violin, nudged him with her knee.

He looked at her. Her raised eyebrows acknowledged his right to be irked, but reminded him it did no good. Or maybe I was reading a lot into raised eyebrows.

Apparently, he did, too.

He angled away from the bar.

Through all this — accomplished in a flash — the music never faltered. They were good. Really good. With something deeper than what sounded to me like impressive technical skill. They were connected.

They truly made music together.

The bartender had caught the musician’s reaction, but he was more focused on the redhead departing. “No need to—”

“Thanks for the restaurant tip,” she said loudly and casually.

She pushed past me, her motion turning me partially away from the bar or risk being knocked over. I saw her slide her arm around the neck of a shorter man I’d seen her with in the dining room and now guessed was her husband. She leaned into him as they walked past the musicians and toward the area in back reserved for the frequent cruisers.

“Musicians. Damned touchy artistes. We’re all supposed to sit here like we’re in church and I get nothing in tips. That’s not right,” the bartender grumbled.

Was his grumble about tips? Or being deprived of sight-seeing the redhead?

I’d tip him — but not offer sights — if I could get past the guy who’d been sitting next to the redhead, but his splayed out legs blocked me. And then another man slid onto the stool the redhead abandoned and gave his order.

Sheesh.

The bartender came out of his funk over the loss of the redhead to begin pouring drinks.

The guy blocking me shoulder-butted the newcomer, who drew back in surprise or displeasure or both.

“See that bottle, second from the left,” the first guy said, with no sign he’d noticed the other man’s withdrawal. “That sailboat on the label? That was my grandfather’s boat. I used to have a little boat at the same yacht club. Before the place got overrun. You know. Not our sort.”

Now the newcomer looked offended.

The guy in front of me gave no sign of noticing as he went on about sailboats — his, his grandfather’s, and other people’s — and how they could not possibly stay in some marina where they’d be rubbing hulls with sailboats belonging to lesser mortals.

The bartender delivered his drink then and he turned, showing off one of those tans that makes you think of dust bowls.

Bad enough he blocked me from placing my order, letting the man who’d arrived after me get in first, but now he looked me up and down like he was doing me a favor.

“Excuse me—” My tone meant he should be excusing himself. “—I want to order.”

“I bet you do.” He tried to make it suggestive, which made no sense.

“Excuse me.” That dripped ice.

The guy who’d slipped in ahead of me must have ordered something simple, because he turned away already. I sidestepped Mr. Grandpa’s Sailboat on the Label to get that bar-front spot. As I did, Mr. Sailboat brushed his palm against my hip and started around to my derriere.

I jerked away to leave a gap between us. “Do not touch me.” Not loud, but distinct enough to turn a few nearby heads, including the bartender’s.

“Jason,” I said to the bartender, cribbing off the nametag, “you will need to call security immediately if this passenger bothers me any further.”

“Yes, ma’am. Do you want me to, uh…”

I held Mr. Grandpa’s Sailboat on the Label’s gaze. He’d gone red of cheek and neck, but assumed a smirky grin and raised his hands in would-be innocence, barely missing dribbling his scotch on me. “I’m leaving. No need for hysterics.”

Forget security, I’d throttle the guy myself. Hysterics, my—

I bit my tongue, held my cool, and Mr. Grandpa’s Sailboat on the Label went away.

“I’m sorry, ma’am. If you’d like me to call—”

“What I’d like is a glass of champagne.”

Perhaps by way of amends, Jason came through with Veuve Clicquot.

Jason was in my good books, as my tip showed him.

*   *   *   *

I took a chair by a window. A couple sitting across from me smiled briefly, then returned to absorption in the music. Perfect.

I know a lot of passengers enjoy the energy of the shows in the theaters. I’m closer to Aunt Kit’s viewpoint.

She maintains the shows are impossible to listen to because they are too loud. “How can anyone say they’re any good when the volume is cranked so high it distorts the music? After a few I doubt that’s an accident.”

Had I learned that attitude from her?

But these musicians were good. The guitar and violin supported and enhanced each other. Sometimes swapping the expected roles of strength (guitar) and sweetness (violin), making the most familiar song fresh.

It was lovely.

Except for bursts of sound from the frequent cruisers room.

One particularly raucous episode of laughter, hoots, and shouts prompted me to turn my head.

I couldn’t see the offenders, but I saw Leah standing and starting toward the back area. Odette caught her arm, slowing her, but she would have kept going if Ralph Russell hadn’t stood in her way.

Although I couldn’t hear her, I could see Leah saying things to him. Not nice things.

He stood without responding. She gradually ran out of steam.

Odette said something, possibly about the musicians, judging by her gesture toward them.

Leah finally sat, turning toward the music.

When the musicians took a break, I opted to leave.

Odette’s group remained. As did the loud group in back. I raised a hand in acknowledgement of Jason’s Veuve Clicquot largesse, but didn’t stop to say good-night. I would cement his Veuve Clicquot pours another time. Mr. Grandpa’s Sailboat on the Label had returned.

I left humming the last song played, knowing the tune was familiar but unable to capture its name.
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