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Chapter One
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“I’m head of security on a mainstream vessel called Forever,” Curt Noble had said. “A cruise ship with, including crew, about three thousand souls on board. Usually leaves out of Tampa, sometimes New York; four days, seven days, sometimes fourteen or more days at a time.” 

He had some personal business to deal with; he didn’t say what. What he’d said was that he needed a favor; someone to take over his duties temporarily. Detective Jack Harney’s first instinct was to say no. For one thing, he didn’t like boats and for another, he’d only just started working with the Tampa police department three months earlier. Could he even get the time off? 

But he and Curt had both been in the Army. They’d worked together, each looking out for the other. Jack owed his life to Curt. He knew he had to at least try. So, he’d gotten a leave of absence approved, turned off the utilities in his condo, and left his car over at a coworker’s home for safekeeping. 

Jack looked around his office one last time, with little regret. He hadn’t been there long enough to miss anything or anyone. He hadn’t even unpacked. He looked over his shoulder, startled, as two policemen came into the room. They opened drawers and dropped boxes.

“Hey, Jack,” one said, “you still here?” 

Jack smiled then answered, “Can’t wait to get rid of me I see.”

“Hell yeah, you got that right. I got first dibs on your desk chair.”

“The hell you do,” said the other officer. 

Jack laughed. 

“Hey, don’t forget this,” yelled one of the cops, his outstretched hand holding a picture frame. Jack walked over and took the picture of two people he didn’t even know anymore. The man was tan, his hair sandy blond from the sun. The woman wore a large, floppy hat to protect her always white skin. He and his ex-girlfriend in happier days. Jack shoved the frame into his duffel bag and looked around, feeling doubt about leaving, but it was fleeting. Jack Harney wasn’t the type of guy to dwell on his decisions. Once he made them, he lived with them. 

“See ya in a few, fellas.” 

Outside, a taxi was waiting to take him to Channelside, the area of Tampa where cruise ships arrived and departed. 

***

[image: ]


Jack looked up at the cruise ship. Logically, he knew it was nothing like the small fishing boat his dad used to take him out on as a kid. The ship was huge and unlikely to sink, but that knowledge didn’t completely dissolve the knot in his stomach. He could see Curt Noble standing at the entrance. He was hard to miss since he practically took up the entire opening. Curt seemed relieved to see him.

“Were you worried I wouldn’t show?” Jack asked. Curt laughed.

“The thought had crossed my mind.”

He led Jack onto the ship where they stood watching passengers board. Curt noticed Jack looking at the worn carpet and paint peeling on a nearby wall.

“I know it’s not the fanciest ship, Jack. It’s old and needs upgrading.”

“What about security?” Jack asked.

“Well,” Curt said, “it’s not what you’d call state of the art. Our system is actually pretty outdated, but I’ve worked on this ship four years now and it’s never been a problem.”

Curt’s attention was caught by a blond man holding a sandwich, as he hurried down the hall.

“Jojo—hey, Jojo,” Curt said. “I see you.” Noticing Jack’s questioning look, Curt said, “Employees are not allowed to eat in front of the guests. Jojo knows that. We’ve been in port longer than usual, so some of the crew has started to fall into bad habits. They all live on board, but while in port, they can come and go as they like. Okay, right now you’re on the second deck. The employee cafeteria is over there.” Curt tilted his head toward some double doors. “You’ll like our cafeteria. Mr. Smalls makes sure the crew is fed really well. He had the whole place renovated. It’s still closed, but I think it may open later today or tomorrow.” 

“Who’s Mr. Smalls?” Jack asked. 

“Only the owner. Took over for his brother about a year ago. Harmless enough. He’s a nervous, twitchy kind of guy. He always reminded me of the old dude from Jurassic Park. Anyway, the security office, where all the ship’s video monitors are located, are down the hall, and so is your office. Ship’s confinement area is one deck down. The start of the cruise and the last day are usually the only days passengers are on this deck. Come on, I’ll show you Security.” 

“Confinement area?” Jack said.

“Yeah, but we rarely use it. I’ve only had to lock up two passengers the whole time I’ve worked security. It’s good to have, just in case.” 

They walked down a long corridor, finally arriving at a door with the word Security written across the top. Inside, two men, one with dark, black, curly hair, cut short to his head. The other with blond hair, past his shoulders, and wearing a baseball cap, sat in front of eight monitors. Jack recognized one as the man Curt had yelled at earlier. 

“The hippie,” Curt said, smiling and gesturing toward the man with long hair, “is Jojo. The other one is Bobby.”

Curt walked over to a small television in the corner of the room; a baseball game was playing on it. He turned it off.

“I told you guys, no TV,” Curt looked at Jack. “They’re baseball fans.”

“Not just fans,” Jojo said, “huge fans.” He held up his hand, on it was a gaudy ring. “See this—this is a genuine World Series ring. Got it off of eBay.”

“Whatever,” Curt said. “Jojo, I’m gonna kick your ass if I see you walking around with food in front of the passengers again.”

“Sorry, boss,” answered Jojo.

Jack smiled, then nodded to the men, saying, “Joe, Bobby.”

Jojo turned in his seat and held up his hand, his finger pointing and reminding Jack of the foam fingers you get at baseball games and said, “It’s Jojo, not Joe.” Jack looked at Curt, who shrugged.

“Sorry,” Jack said, “Jojo.”

“We have two security personnel in here at all times,” Curt continued, “watching the cameras for eight hours each. Three eight-hour shifts starting at seven a.m. Sometimes there’s a little overlap. Also, there is always a team of two men roaming the ship for twelve-hour shifts. Six in the morning until six at night, six at night until six in the morning. The roaming team—that’s what they’re called—doesn’t walk the ship together. They each go in opposite directions at the start of the shift and meet up throughout the night. If there’s a problem, whoever is working in here will see it on the cameras and radio the roaming team for help. But we rarely have any real trouble. Bobby and Jojo usually work three to eleven, but they like to switch shifts with the other two teams now and again; they get bored easily. All right, you guys, I’ll see you in a month or two. Don’t give Jack any shit, or I’ll come back and kick your asses, okay?”

The two men had turned back toward the monitors. Waving over their shoulders they said, “Yeah, yeah.”

Jack followed Curt out of the office.

“You’ll want to make sure you meet all the security crew. The other shifts know you’ll be coming around. They won’t give you any trouble—I have a pretty good team. Let me take you to your office, then I’ll show you your cabin.”

Jack’s office was tiny, with only enough room for a small desk and chair, with one extra chair for visitors. It had no window, not even a porthole. The overhead light flickered. He looked at Curt, who said, “I spent as little time in here as possible.”

Their next stop was the third deck, where the crew’s cabins were located. Jack looked around his room and tried to hide his disappointment. When agreeing to help Curt out, he hadn’t given his living arrangements any thought. As much as he disliked boats, he disliked small spaces even worse. Curt could see Jack wasn’t happy.

“Sorry about the size, Jack. Naturally, the bigger cabins go to the paying guests. Listen, here are the keys to your room and office.” He held up a separate key.

“This one is a skeleton key—it will open any door on board. You know in case something happens in one of the guest cabins and we need to get in quickly. It’s usually kept in the security office. I also left a notepad full of instructions, and my cell phone number on your desk. I’m going to have to get out of here; the ship will be departing soon. You can call me anytime, but you won’t need to. Oh, and something else—there’s going to be a large wedding party on board.”

“So?”

“Well, they tend to get rowdy. Not only at the reception, but beforehand. You know, the bachelor party, the bachelorette party. Not saying they’re for certain going to give you a hard time, but they’ll keep you on your toes.”

Jack walked with Curt to the exit where they shook hands.

“Anything else I should know?” Jack asked.

Curt thought for a moment, then said, “We did have a problem with a few crew members bringing drugs on board. This ship sometimes goes to places where drugs are easy to get. Those crew members, naturally, are gone. But now Security personnel do random searches of the crew’s rooms. The crew knows this, but they don’t know when the searches will happen, of course.”

“Bet they love that,” Jack said.

“Yeah. Well, I did one yesterday. No drugs found, so you can probably skip it. I’ll do another when I return.” 

“See you later, Jack. Thanks again.”

Curt hurried off the ship, leaving Jack feeling slightly tricked. From what he’d been told, the security team was capable, but he still felt apprehensive. Until he’d been told about the drug issue and the wedding party, he’d been assured by Curt that the worst mischief he could expect to encounter would be the occasional shoplifter or drunk tourist. He should have known better. 

Jack leaned against the railing, surrounded by tourists waving to family and strangers below. He pulled some Dramamine from his pocket, tilted his head, and swallowed it without the benefit of water. He watched without seeing, lost in thought. Reaching into his coat, he took a picture out of his wallet. What’s she doing right now? he wondered but didn’t really want to know. With one last look at the Tampa skyline, Jack turned and walked back inside. For a while, he watched crew members check passports and board more passengers. Then he left. 

When Jack walked into his office later that afternoon, he was surprised to see someone waiting. A man, chubby and older, maybe in his late fifties with snow-white hair. He was sitting but jumped up as Jack entered. The man wasn’t much taller standing than when he’d been seated. 

“Sir, is there something I can help you with?” Jack asked.

The man held out his hand, Jack hesitated but took it.

“Jack, Jack,” the man said in a breathless voice, “I’ve heard so much about you.”

“And you are?” Jack asked. The man flopped back down on the extra chair, appearing exhausted from having stood.

“I’m Clarence Smalls, the owner.”

“Oh, well. It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir.”

When Jack had agreed to take over Curt’s duties, and Curt told Jack about Mr. Smalls, he’d mentioned the movie Jurassic Park, saying that Mr. Smalls was the spitting image of the dinosaur park’s owner. Jack made an effort to keep the smile from his face, half expecting that at any moment Mr. Smalls would say he’d “spared no expense.” 

“It was difficult to part with Curt,” Mr. Smalls was saying. “He’s done a wonderful job working for me and I didn’t want to lose him. I only agreed to his leaving temporarily because what he had to do was so important, and he had such positive things to say about you. We run a tight ship here, no funny business. I’ve had problems before, but not since Curt took over. Well, aside from the drug issue. Yes, yes. A fabulous man.”

Mr. Smalls slapped his knees and stood again. 

“Well, you carry on, Jack. I’m a very hands-off boss. You won’t see me often. I don’t like to tell people how to do their jobs.” Jack stood aside as Mr. Smalls walked toward the door.

“Well, Mr. Smalls, it was nice to meet you.”

“Oh no, no. You must call me Clarence—I insist.” With that Mr. Smalls walked out the door.

Jack had started to turn around, when suddenly Mr. Smalls turned back and said, “My father left me this cruise ship. Did you know that, Jack? He used to say reputation is everything. And I don’t mind telling you, people aren’t taking cruises like they used to. Why we have dozens of empty cabins, so the last thing we need is the perception that our guests and their belongings are not safe.”

“I will do my best for you and your ship,” Jack said. 

By eight that evening, Jack had walked around the ship, met with the swing shift crew, and talked to that evening’s roaming team, Matt Smith and Frank Towers. He’d been avoiding his cabin but planned to check in with the graveyard shifters later, so he needed to unpack and try to get some sleep.

He walked into his cabin and looked around, shaking his head in disbelief. He lay on his bed, his arms crossed behind his head, wondering what he’d gotten himself into. Twenty-four hours ago, he was sleeping in a king-size bed in a two-bedroom condo. Now, here he was on a twin-size mattress in a room that resembled a prison cell. 

A big calendar hung on the wall across from the bed. He jumped up, grabbed a black marker off a nearby desk, placed an X across the just-ended day, and then sat on the end of his bed, staring at the floor. He could hear people walking by and talking outside his door. They might as well have been miles away. He was surrounded by at least a few thousand people, but he’d never felt so alone. 

He reached into his open suitcase and pulled out a four-by-six picture of a young woman. His ex-girlfriend. He’d fallen hard for Amy. He ran his finger over her face then started to rip the picture, stopping halfway. He put the picture back in the suitcase. An old country song by Garth Brooks played across his memory. He forced the woman’s image and the sad lyrics from his mind and tried to sleep.
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Chapter Two
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Though only a week into the four-week cruise, Jack already had a routine. Friday evening, he walked into the security office for his usual evening visit. Jojo and Bobby were working. They turned as Jack walked in. Jojo had a sour look on his face.

“Come on, Jojo,” Jack said. “Don’t look at me like that. You knew the costume ball was tonight, you should have found someone to work your shift for you.” Jack looked toward Bobby.

“Everything quiet?” He asked.

“Yep. Not a peep of trouble.”

“Well,” Jack said, “I won’t make it over again before shift change, so I’ll see you guys tomorrow. Bye, Jojo.”

Jojo grumbled. Jack smiled and walked out. 

Jojo and Bobby also had a routine. Once Jack had made his evening visit, one of them would take off and the other would cover for him. They’d done the same thing with Curt and hadn’t been caught yet. That night, Bobby was annoyed; usually Jack stopped by earlier in the shift. It almost wasn’t worth the risk of leaving, since he still needed to be back by eleven, so the swing shift guys didn’t know what he and Jojo did. As soon as they could see, on the cameras, Jack go into his room, Bobby stood.

“Hey,” Jojo said, “you came in late, and I covered for you. Don’t be gone the whole shift. I don’t care what Jack says—I want to check out that costume party.” 

“Okay,” Bobby answered, “I’ll come back early enough so you can go.” 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three
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The woman wore a long gray overcoat and next to nothing underneath it. She was relieved when the elevator she entered was empty and thankful for the costume ball that was going on. She’d heard that most of the staff would be working the ball and that they’d be allowed to eat there, so the cafeteria was closed. She was still nervous. She’d been told in no uncertain terms not to enter the cafeteria, or its kitchen after hours, but she’d gotten sidetracked and hadn’t gotten down there earlier. So now she’d need to sneak. 

When she arrived at the second deck, it was quiet and empty. As she’d expected it would be. She couldn’t help wondering what the big deal was. She’d go in, get the cake, and leave. She realized the problem as she pushed through the cafeteria doors; it was very dark. They were probably worried she’d trip or something, and maybe sue. 

The kitchen lights were on, and she used them to guide her across the room. If someone was in there, she’d just take her overcoat off; one look at her nearly naked body would get her out of any trouble she might be in. However, she hoped the room was empty and luckily it was. She looked around. Her fake cake would likely be in the pantry. Then again, she’d done gigs where her cake had been kept in the refrigerator alongside real cakes. Go figure. 

As she was about to open the pantry, she heard someone at the back door. She had just a second to decide what to do; hide in the pantry or stay and prepare to explain why she was there. Being a stripper paid the bills, but it wasn’t something she was proud of. When she danced in front of drunk men, she felt detached. They didn’t know her, and she didn’t know them. But standing there in the kitchen, she didn’t relish the thought of having to either talk or flash her way out of trouble. She’d also had one or two unpleasant experiences. It was never a good idea for a stripper to find herself alone with a man she didn’t know. 

She quickly opened the pantry door and stepped inside. Oh good, my cake. By the sound of the wind, rain, and even the occasional thunder, she could tell the back door had finally been opened. She cracked the pantry door an inch and peeked out. A tall, muscular man was there, he was making a sandwich. She’d wait him out. The lights in the kitchen flickered on and off, then on again. Suddenly, another man entered the kitchen. Jeez, I’m never gonna get out of here.

“What are you doing in here?” she heard him ask. His tone concerned her. He seemed annoyed, maybe even angry. At least I’m not the only person in the kitchen that’s not supposed to be here.

The other man didn’t answer. He picked up a rolling pin and hit the guy on the side of the head, hard. The man fell to the deck with a thud. His head lay outside where she was hiding. Through the crack in the door, she could see blood on the side of his head, his eyes wide open and vacant. She swallowed hard and willed herself not to freak out. She’d need all her composure, so she didn’t give herself away. She watched, shocked, as the man rushed to the kitchen’s swinging doors, looked out, then quickly returned. He picked up the dead guy and walked outside. 

She wasn’t thinking straight. Should she wait, see if he was coming back? Should she run like hell and hope he didn’t see? She did what any good stripper would do. She went to the other side of her cake, bent down, and with all her strength pushed that cake out of the pantry, through the kitchen, and out of the cafeteria. She pulled up the hood up on her overcoat and kept it there until she arrived at her destination.

***
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The man had to pull hard on the back entrance/exit to the kitchen that led directly outside. Though he worked out and was strong, the door tended to stick. That night was no different. With one good yank, it opened. He entered cautiously, looking around to ensure the room was empty. Technically, he wasn’t supposed to be in the cafeteria at that late hour, but with the costume ball going on, and the room finally empty, he had to take a chance. 

Time was running out; the ship had been at sea a week and there had been only a few opportunities to be alone in the kitchen. There was always someone there, even after hours, but that night everyone was gone, working the party. Even the pastry chef, who could usually be found in the kitchen at all hours of the night preparing cakes and pies, especially with the baked goods competition about to begin, was absent. The lights flickered. Damn thunderstorm. He opened a refrigeration unit, took out things for a sandwich, and walked over to the pantry door with plans to pull out a container that was inside. He was startled to see Matt Smith enter the kitchen.

“What are you doing in here?” Matt asked.

The man felt like a prize fool for what happened next, because it didn’t have to happen. If he hadn’t been surprised by Matt’s entrance, he would have thought of a perfectly plausible excuse. But he panicked and without thinking, grabbed the rolling pin off the counter and swung it at Matt’s head. It happened so fast; he didn’t even realize he’d done it until he heard the gasp come from the direction of the door that led to the cafeteria. Someone was at the kitchen door’s window. 

He ran to the door in time to see a woman rushing from the cafeteria. He went back to Matt and felt for a pulse. Damn damn damn! He’d have to take care of this on his own and he needed to be quick. He went to the outside door, looked out, and when he saw that nobody was there, easily picked up Matt’s body, took it outside, and tossed it overboard.

He leaned against the closed kitchen door, breathing heavy, his heart beating fast. After a minute, he straightened up, smoothed his shirt, and went back into the kitchen. He walked over to the swinging door and peered out the window. The seating area was empty, the woman long gone. 

***
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Pam Larsen ran a brush through her long hair one last time and quietly closed the cabin door behind her. She didn’t want her friend next door to know she’d returned, or that she was going back out. They’d had a fight. She steadied herself as she walked. She still didn’t have her sea legs. Or maybe it was the multiple tequila shots she’d drunk earlier that was making her walk unsteady? As if the fight with her friend wasn’t bad enough, she’d also had an argument with RJ, a guy she’d met the first night of the cruise. She’d seen him flirting with a woman that day.

They’d been spending a lot to time together and she liked him, but sometimes she found his hands too free and his attitude too arrogant. But he was good looking and the only guy she’d met since boarding the ship, so she was going back out to find him. Pam had left him with an angry look on his face, but she thought she might know where he was and planned to smooth things out between them. She entered the elevator and pushed a button.

When the doors opened, she got out and looked around nervously. She wasn’t supposed to be on that deck; it was mostly for the ship’s crew. Luckily, the hallway was empty. Hoping she was at the right place, and after debating a moment, she pushed through the double doors of what she hoped was the cafeteria. Inside, the room was empty and dark. She recalled RJ saying the place closed at nine o’clock. She looked at her watch; it was a few minutes after ten. There were no workers, but she thought she could hear sounds coming from the kitchen. As she neared the kitchen’s swinging door, she heard a man say, “What are you doing in here?” 

She looked through the round window in the door and saw two men. One seemed angry. Pam’s eyes widened when one of the guys picked up a rolling pin and swung it at the other’s head. The man fell to the deck with a sickening thud. Pam gasped. The other man looked toward the door. She quickly moved away from the window, turned around, and ran toward the exit and straight into the arms of the man she’d been looking for. She looked up, relieved. 

“Oh, RJ, I’m so glad to see you. Something horrible has happened. A man has been hurt, maybe killed.”

“Calm down, Pam,” he said, taking her by the elbow and leading her back inside.

“Let me get you some water or something.”

“Oh, let’s not go back in there. There were two men. One hit the other, and he might still be there.”

RJ chuckled then said, “Sure, Pam. Here, sit down. I’m with you now, you have nothing to worry about. Maybe your eyes were playing tricks on you. You did drink quite a lot when we were together earlier.” 

There were no more voices, and Pam started to question what she’d seen and to even feel a little foolish. The man, she told herself, had hit the other, sure. But it probably wasn’t with a rolling pin.

“You’re probably right,” she said, smiling. “Could you go look though?”

“Of course,” he answered. “I’ll be right back.” He walked off into the shadows, toward the kitchen. A few seconds later he returned. 

“There’s nobody in there now.” 

“Oh, what a relief.” she said, taking the water he offered. “I was really worried.”

RJ walked behind Pam’s chair and started to gently rub her shoulders. She began to relax, saying, “Oh, that feels wonderful. I seriously need to lay off of the tequila. I can’t believe I had myself convinced I’d witnessed a murder.” 

RJ’s hands rubbed her neck and shoulders. His lips softly kissed her neck, and she moaned. But when his hands slowly, as if she might not notice, slid down the front on her V-neck blouse and covered her breasts, she grabbed his wrists and stood. This wasn’t the first time RJ had come on too strong.

“You,” Pam said, “are an asshole.” Then she hurried out of the door. RJ followed, grabbing Pam’s arm, and swinging her around.

“Come on, baby. You know you want me. Why play these games? We’re on a cruise, nothing serious.”

Pam shook her arm free from RJ’s grasp.

“Did you practice that greasy line, or did it come naturally from your nasty mouth?”

She started walking away.

“You tease—you bitch,” he yelled at her. 

“Just stay away from me, RJ,” Pam yelled over her shoulder as she ran toward the elevator.

Someone rushed down the hall toward RJ, who was standing by the closed elevator doors. They looked at each other, a determined look on one’s face, a resigned look on the others. RJ had lied to Pam. The kitchen hadn’t been empty.

Both knew what happened to Matt and that Pam had seen. They knew what needed to be done, and it needed to be done right away. Everything would go to crap if Pam told anyone what she’d seen, and if one went down, they all went down. Moments after the elevator stopped at the fifth deck, it returned to the second, and Pam was found and followed. 

A stranger watched Pam as she leaned against the ships outside railing, her hair blowing in the wind. She looked beautiful standing there, so solitary and romantic. After glancing around to ensure they were alone, she was joined. The newcomer stood a few feet away. 

“Excuse me,” Pam said over the wind. “I don’t mean to be antisocial, but would you mind not standing so close to me?” Then she turned and looked closer at the stranger, asking, “What are you wearing?”

Pam’s eyes widened as her arms were grabbed and she was shoved against the wall. In a split second it was over. With one swing a long, sharp knife was brought down into her stomach. She didn’t even have time to scream. Her body slumped but she was caught before falling to the deck. Pam would be thrown overboard, and it would be hours before anyone noticed she was gone. They’d probably never find her body. As she was about to be picked up, a shout was heard over the wind. It was a member of security. He was pretty far away but his eyes seemed to meet those of Pam’s killer. Her body was dropped to the deck. Her killer ran in the opposite direction.

***
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A short, chubby woman holding a large purse, walked from the casino. She gave her purse a shake and smiled at the sound of the coins within. She debated whether she should go to bed or go back inside. A taller, thin woman joined her. “I’m tired,” said the chubby woman, “but I’m going to stay until I win big or lose these quarters.” 

“Haven’t you lost enough money, Nene?” asked the thin woman.

Nene laughed and said, “Oh Gaga, have some faith.”

“Alright, see you tomorrow.”

Gaga walked off.

Nene was about to go back into the casino when something caught her eye. Even on a cruise, the nights were more or less quiet. There weren’t a lot of people around, so two women staggering near the outside railing caught her attention. She watched them closely. One woman, dressed in a white, billowy dress, her blonde hair blowing in the wind, was holding up the other woman, who appeared drunk. 

She was shocked to see the woman in the dress allow the other woman to slump to the deck. Suddenly, she saw a man rushing toward the fallen woman. He was holding a radio and wore a blue jacket with the word security written in yellow on the front. She hurried outside, eager to help, pulling her sweater tight and crossing her arms. The wind blew loudly. Now and then a bolt of lightning lit the sky in the distance, followed by a low boom of thunder. 

“I need a medic to level five, outside the casino,” the man said into his radio. He’d taken off his jacket and placed it across the fallen woman.

“Is there anything I can do?” she asked, kneeling next to him.

“No ma’am. I think she’s just had too much to drink.”

“Oh, okay,” she said, standing and walking back inside, where she waited. Finally, she watched as two medical personnel walked briskly toward the woman. One of the medics was checking the woman’s neck for a pulse. Nene’s stomach sunk when the medic shook her head. The woman was dead. 

***
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The suite was spacious, gorgeous, and filled with men, the bachelor party well under way. The men cheered when she walked in. She pushed the cake across the room and through a door on the other side. She was supposed to have already had the cake in the room, where she’d hide inside and at the appropriate time would have been brought out to do her show. But doing her show was the last thing on her mind. Instead, she sat on the bed. She looked up when the bedroom door opened, and a guy walked in. He sat and put his arm around her shoulders. 

“You okay, pretty lady?”

She hadn’t realized she’d been crying. Big fat tears rolled down her face. She wiped them with the back of her hand. 

“I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.” She looked up at the man’s face, and even distraught she couldn’t help noticing how good looking he was. Tall with thick, dark hair, he even had a thick, black mustache. She allowed his arm to stay around her shoulders, even though she knew what would likely happen. He was drunk, but she didn’t care; she needed to be held. She’d had a rough night. 

“Tell me why you’re crying,” he said.

“It’s nothing, really,” she said. It wasn’t like she was going to say, “Yeah, well before I came up here, I saw some guy get his brains bashed in.”

She didn’t know what to do. Should she go talk to someone? Should she stay out of it? That was her first impulse. Keep out of it. It wasn’t any of her business. A part of her knew this was wrong, that the guy she’d seen shouldn’t be allowed to get away with murder. But for now, she was going to keep her mouth shut. The bedroom door opened again, and another man came in. He was as good looking as the first guy, only he was a blond. Oh, this can’t be good.

“Are you okay?” the man asked. He seemed to be talking to her, but the guy sitting next to her answered.

“I’m fine. Just talking to my new friend.” His words were slurred. The other guy walked over and pulled his friend up.

“I’m sorry, miss. He’s had a lot to drink tonight. I wouldn’t interfere, but he’s the groom and I don’t want to see him do something he’ll regret.

“Oh, I understand,” she said. “You’re a good friend.” They left the room. A few minutes later the blond friend returned and sat on the bed.

“You feel like company?” he asked. She’d started to cry again. He put his arm around her shoulder.

“Yes,” she answered.

She’d expected the man to make a pass, try to kiss her or force her to have sex. All things that had happened to her before. He didn’t. He held her in his arms, gently caressing her hair. She didn’t tell him why she was crying, and he didn’t ask. 
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Chapter Four
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Earlier that same day ...

The Wedding Party

The wedding party arrived in one large group, at least sixty people. Arrangements had been made to let them board the cruise ship early, but Katherine, Scott, and Amy were late. In fact, they’d missed the ship completely and had flown over a week later, to board the following Friday, at the ship’s first port of call. Katherine inched her way forward, but the long line moved slowly. Scott, her fiancé, walked behind her, his hand on her shoulder. Her sister Amy was a few feet ahead of them.

Katherine reached back and pulled her long hair off her neck. Even though it was nearly five o’clock and mid-September, the weather was hot and sticky. She sighed, relieved to see they were finally getting closer to the gangway. 

After having her passport scanned, she walked ahead and out of the way and stood next to two little old women, one short and chubby, the other taller and skinny. Katherine couldn’t help but smile as she overheard the chubby woman say, “What a hunk. What did he say his name was?”

“Jack,” the other woman answered. Katherine looked in the direction they seemed to be looking. That name brought back memories, some good, some bad.

Until recently, her sister Amy had been dating a really nice guy. His name was Jack too. Men had always loved Amy; she was petite, with shoulder-length brown hair that turned auburn in the winter and her skin was porcelain and flawless. Still, she had a poor success record. Getting a man wasn’t the problem—staying with one man had always posed a challenge for Amy. She always seemed to want whatever she didn’t have. 

Katherine inwardly chuckled, wondering if her mother had had a tryst with a delivery man or something, since her own looks were so drastically different from Amy’s. Katherine was tall, tan, and athletic looking. She reminded herself that she had no right to judge Amy’s success with men, since until recently hers hadn’t been much better.

“What are you daydreaming about?” Scott asked as he drew closer to where she stood. She looked up at the man she’d one day marry. Although they’d been friends before being romantically involved, she’d always found his dark hair and even darker eyes, not to mention his deep voice, very sexy. That he was literally tall, dark, and handsome had never been lost on her.  

“Oh nothing. Do you see Amy?”

“Yeah, she’s over there,” answered Scott, pointing toward a set of elevators. Katherine walked over to Amy. She was reading a sign attached to the wall and smiling.

“Looks like we got here just in time,” she said. 

The Baked Goods of America Association was on board, and they were having contests all week: best doughnuts, pies, and pastries, culminating on Thursday with the best-decorated cake.

“Yum,” Katherine said. “Wonder if it’s open to the public or only those competing.”

The two older women Katherine had overheard talking earlier squeezed between her and Amy.

“Oh look, Gaga,” said the short, chubby woman. “It’s Chef Monroe. Isn’t he dreamy?”

Katherine looked at the other woman, who shrugged her bony shoulders.

“Sure, dreamy,” she answered.

Amy caught Katherine’s eye and they both smiled, then walked toward Scott.

“Now that’s funny,” Amy said.

“What?” Katherine asked.

“Chef groupies.”

Katherine laughed.

***
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Scott had been on a cruise before, so unlike Katherine, he wasn’t surprised at how small the room was. 

“I imagined it bigger,” she said.

“The bigger cabins cost a lot more money,” Scott said. “Don’t worry about it. We’re not going to be here much, and it has what’s important. A bed.” Katherine smiled. She knew exactly what he was thinking.
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