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AUTHOR’S NOTE


If you look closely at a map of England’s southwest coast, you may find a small strip of land wedged between the counties of Devon and Dorset. Or then again you may not, for this is the county of Monkslip, home to Nether Monkslip, Monkslip-super-Mare, and other villages mentioned in the stories concerning “former” MI5 agent the Rev. Max Tudor and his partner in crime solving, DCI Cotton. You can enter this county only by believing it exists, or perhaps by walking through the back of a Narnian wardrobe.


Even given that the county of Monkslip might one day be real, every place mentioned in this novel, with the possible exception of London, is imaginary, as are all the characters.
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CAST OF CHARACTERS


FATHER MAXEN “MAX” TUDOR: A peace-loving and divinely handsome clergyman with a talent for solving crime.


GEORGE GREEN HOUSE: His former boss at MI5.


PATRICE LOGAN: An undercover MI5 agent who insists only Max can help her sort what looks like a hopeless case.


DCI COTTON: The detective from Monkslip-super-Mare under whose jurisdiction the case falls. Cotton welcomes Max’s assistance in solving another high-profile crime.


MARGOT BROWNE: An actress of stage and screen whose once-shining star began fading long ago.


JAKE LARSSON: Margot’s latest young escort.


ROMERO FARNIER: Margot’s former lover, a famous director of blockbuster films, and owner of the scene of the crime: the yacht Calypso Facto.


TINA CALVERT: Romero’s current young flame.


DELPHINE BEECHUM: Cruise director and yoga instructor on board the Calypso Facto.


MAURICE BRANDON: A hair and makeup stylist traveling on the ill-fated ship.


BARON AND BARONESS SIEBEN-KUCHEN-BÄCKER: Guests on the yacht. No one seems to know why they were invited.


ADDISON “ADDY” PHELPS: A scriptwriter penning a story based on Margot’s life. Her dramatic death provides a perfect roll-the-credits ending.


CAPTAIN SMITH: He commanded the ship on a star-crossed night.


CHEF ZAKI ZAFOUR AND HIS SOUS-CHEF ANGEL TORRES: In charge of gourmet food and wine for passengers on the luxury yacht.


CLARICE MERRIWEATHER: Margot Browne’s cousin back in the U.S.


HAZEL AND BEATRICE: Hotel employees who have seen it all.
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Hi-diddle-dee-dee
An actor’s life for me.


        Honest John, Pinocchio
(Lyrics by Ned Washington)
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PART I


All at Sea
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Chapter 1


AN ACTOR’S LIFE


The yacht, which could be seen from the tidy beaches and coves of Monkslip-super-Mare, had all the villagers talking. Even in an area accustomed to having luxury yachts from around the world moor off-shore, this yacht, the Calypso Facto, was something special. The fact that it was owned by a famous film director just added to the thrill of it all. Young people, learning of the ship’s approach, spent extra time applying their hair products and wielding their curling irons, or perfecting the art of outlining their eyes with little wings at the outer corners to achieve that year’s desirable cat’s eye effect. For it was a known fact that directors often cast their latest films by spotting bright new stars just walking down the street, going about their own business, or perhaps eating grilled sardines or a crab sandwich at the Seaside Café. That was probably the very reason Romero Farnier had sailed to such an obscure place as Monkslip-super-Mare, they told one another: he was on a talent spotting expedition. And where better to look for raw, hidden talent than Monkslip-super-Mare?


Wealthy residents observing the yacht from one of the refurbished mansions or monasteries on the hills ringing the harbor, and hikers looking down from atop the site of the Iron Age hill fort, were awestruck by the evident wealth floating below them, in particular by the pool and the hot tub sparkling like cut diamonds on the yacht’s sunny deck. Tiny tanned figures could be seen wearing teeny strips of colorful spandex as they lounged by the pool. And many a night, fishermen at the local pub speculated over the size of the staterooms and the crew required for the upkeep of such a floating mansion. For surely anyone working on such a vessel was living the good life.


If this were the opening scene of a film, the camera might zoom in on one of those glamorous staterooms, giving the audience a voyeur’s view through the porthole, and allowing a glimpse of the famous Margot Browne preparing for dinner on her last night aboard the Calypso Facto. A second camera might pick up where the first left off, offering a close-up on Margot’s face as she lined her eyes and lips and powdered her famous nose, expertly creating an illusion of youth where youth had long since fled.


The scriptwriter might then allow us into the thoughts of the celebrated actress, in a musing sort of voice-over, and what might be overheard would be a woman’s voice, in a deep, thrilling contralto, telling the audience as she prepared for the evening ahead: “Life is so unfair.” Also, “I think the sodding cleaners have shrunk my clothes again.”


It seemed to Margot Browne as if you were handed a certain amount of luck at birth. Sometimes, it was a huge lump sum, up-front payment. You got all the money, all the looks, all the luck, and then, because you didn’t have the sense to appreciate it, to know it was not an endlessly renewable resource, it all ran out. Down the drain like bathtub water. For some people—for the really lucky—the luck got spooned out in periodic doses, like an annuity. Just enough, just in time to save you from disaster, just enough to lift you to the next level. Over and up, and ending in a big splashy funeral with the world’s luminaries attending. Grace Kelly had had that sort of luck—apart from the car accident, of course. But even then, she had died driving a British Rover to her palace in Monaco: glamour had clung to her to the very end. It was the same with Gwyneth Paltrow. Even with a magazine named goop, her luck seemed endless.


But everybody in the world got the same amount of luck. No exceptions, no overages or overruns allowed.


This was the sort of somber reflection running through the mind of Margot Browne, actress, aged fifty-eight years, give or take; red of hair and blue of eye, and still a rare beauty, even if she did say so herself. We catch Margot on the evening before her death in an uncommon moment of philosophical reflection, because generally her thoughts ran to her more immediate needs.


Her thoughts this evening on the unfairness of life may have sprung from the fact she would soon have to wrestle her spandex body shaper in what had become a daily face-off. This might in turn make her late for the party aboard the Calypso Facto, as the shaper seemed to be shrinking along with the rest of her wardrobe. Her new dress, the one she had been holding in reserve to blow the socks off Romero Farnier, was never going to fit over her hips without some artificial assistance from the evil masterminds at Spanx.


It didn’t seem fair that just as you needed it most your metabolism slowed to a crawl. She hadn’t weighed this much since her twenties, when she had seemed to carry half her weight in her chest, anyway. Her movie stills from the time were making a comeback as dorm room posters, so she had heard, in much the way Farrah Fawcett’s had taken colleges by storm. They had become collectibles “in an ironic sort of way,” according to her publicist, whatever that meant.


She emitted a yelp more of exasperation than pain as she lost her grip on the body shaper and felt the stinging snap of elastic against her waist. She surveyed herself in the tiny mirror over the bathroom sink and literally growled her frustration: She saw in the unflattering overhead row of lights that her face was shiny and her carefully applied mascara smudged from the exertion. Furthermore, one false eyelash was clinging only precariously to her left eye. Damn it.


She thought of calling on Maurice two cabins down—dear Maurice; he’d been her stylist for years, and he was a genius—but something like pride prevented it. She had been as unblemished and wrinkle-free as a baby when last the renowned Maurice Brandon had been her official stylist. She had been a Superstar—that’s Superstar with a capital S—back then. Before the word had even been invented, before it had become cheapened and degraded, she, Margot Browne, had been a SUPERSTAR. She even had her palm prints on the sidewalk in front of Grauman’s Chinese Theatre, right next to Marilyn’s. Well, very near to Marilyn’s. Practically right on top of Marilyn’s surprisingly small prints. Her own prints were larger, as she expected her legacy would be, as well.


So she really didn’t want Maurice or anyone to see the extra magic that went into pulling Margot Browne together these days.


Sometimes she wondered if poor Marilyn had had the right idea. She was immortal now, frozen for all time in her heart-stopping beauty.


Quickly Margot shook her head, as if literally to shake out the nonsense. Too morbid. That sort of gloomy thinking went against her Kansas grain, for her difficult upbringing, if nothing else, had instilled a survivor’s spunky, can-do attitude into her mental makeup. She would do a lot of things and she had already done more than could be dreamt of, but she was basically an optimist, and checking out before her time was up was not gonna happen to little Margot-from-Kansas.


By the same token, not a lot of realism had been allowed to seep into the cracks in her psyche, for she had never stopped wondering why the directors and studio heads refused to see she was still able to play the part of a thirty-year-old. Their stubbornness on this score was just beyond her. Well, maybe thirty-five years, but still. It just took a little magic with the lighting and makeup, and magic was their job, after all. A little extra effort on their part was all that was required, the lazy bastards. All she was asking for was a chance to show what she could still do.


She did her bit, that much was certain. The neck-and-face exercises, the yoga, the small-weight lifting, the barre classes, the hair coloring with expert highlighting, the Botox, the waxing, the surgery, the veneers, the—actually, it exhausted her just thinking about it. She had been at this game so long, this game of chasing after youth, she began to won der how much of the original little Margot-from-Kansas was left. The young woman who had left “home”—meaning, the place where she had been raised to adulthood, and having no other place, that word would have to do—left “home” to seek her fortune, knowing it meant a final cutting of family ties. But that cutting was a relief. She was ridding herself of people who had never loved her, people who had actively harmed her, people who had turned against her. She, Margot Browne, had taken herself off to safety, with only the meager savings from her part-time, after-school job to sustain her as she went after the fame she knew was out there, waiting for her. She still regarded it as one of the major acts of bravery in her life. For like many actresses, she was massively insecure, and to fling herself out into the world to be judged, weighed, and measured had taken every ounce of courage she had ever had. Maybe that was where she had used up too much of her luck, she thought now.


Her stride impeded by the body shaper, she delicately toed it over to look out the room’s small porthole. Hers was one of the cabins that didn’t have even a suggestion of a balcony, and she had spent much of the sea journey in the iron grip of claustrophobia, when she was not busy fighting down seasickness. She could see the lights of the seaside resort of Monkslip-super-Mare starting to twinkle out of the distant gloaming. The beacon of a light house on the end tip of land swept back and forth monotonously. Thank God they’d dropped anchor for the night—she’d had enough of the high seas, thanks very much, and she was looking forward to solid meals on solid land again.


She turned at the sound of a door opening—Jake returning from his “little stroll around the deck.” Quickly, she hid the glass of bourbon from which she had been sipping as she did her makeup, tucking it behind a photo of herself as she had appeared in Circus Girl. She could still recite word-for-word one of her better reviews for that one: “Margot Browne, playing for some reason a trapeze artist, struggles valiantly to keep this turkey aloft through the sheer force of her beauty. She almost succeeds.”


Jake seemed to need a stroll more often than the average person, she thought, and considering the low evening temperatures, his sudden passion for fresh air was hard to understand. She had suggested one night he should get a dog if he liked walking so much. No response to that, except for the little Brad Pitt smirk he went in for, the smirk that really only worked on Brad Pitt.


She wondered not for the first time if Jake had not found a female interest on board. Well, good for him, if so. She couldn’t be all things to all men, after all. He was a youngish man, slightly younger than she, and frankly he was becoming a bit of a burden. He looked the part as she needed the part played—fit and darkly handsome, well-mannered, but with a devilish twinkle in his eye. Arm candy for the mature woman. Still, it might be time to shove junior out of the nest—time to make room for Mr. Right, who Margot still believed, in her heart of hearts, was out there somewhere, waiting for her, in the same way fame had waited for her. According to AARP magazine (which she would rather die than be caught reading in public, but she had smuggled out a copy from her plastic surgeon’s office), it was not only possible but probable that people would find their true match later in life. Once the children and other sources of worry and strife were gone, and gasoline poured on the early marriages, and the hopeless liaisons laid to rest—that was when the knight in shining armor was most likely to appear. He might be a bit wobbly in the saddle and he might have to sling his holster a little further down his hips to accommodate his belly, but still.


“Margot, are you about ready? Romero said to be there at seven for some announcement or other. Remember?”


“Of course I remember,” she snapped. “I’m not senile.” One of Jake’s little games was to highlight the difference in their ages by pretending her memory was faulty. Her memory was perfect. Years of memorizing lines of dialogue had seen to that. “Besides,” she added, “Romero can wait. It’ll do him good.” Like Elizabeth Taylor, Margot made a point of being late whenever she thought she could get away with it, and even when she couldn’t. It built anticipation. It made people understand you were somebody. These new stars just didn’t get how it worked. Well, apart from Lindsay Lohan and a few others.


Margot repaired to the bathroom to renew her struggles with the spandex and the eyelashes. She emerged victorious ten minutes later, flinging wide the little door, ready to take her rightful place at the center of attention.


Even Jake, who liked to pretend he was impressed by no one and nothing, emitted a satisfying wolf whistle.


“You look great,” he said.


“Better than Delphine?” she asked, before she could stop herself. Delphine was the yacht’s “stewardess” or cruise director or whatever it was she called herself. Margot had seen her flirting with Jake that morning by the pool.


But Jake wasn’t taking the bait.


Again with the Brad Pitt smirk.


“You look great,” he repeated. “Come on. Let’s go.”




[image: Illustration]


Chapter 2


EVERYTHING’S JAKE


It was true, thought Jake. Margot was a stunner and no mistake. Even now, even despite. The dim lighting in their cabin helped.


But she’d been drinking again, already. Or rather, she’d redoubled her drinking efforts from earlier in the day. Why did she do that? Why would someone who looked like she did, someone who’d achieved what she had, feel the need to prop herself up in that way?


His grandmother, a knee-bending churchgoer, used to say that one day to the Lord was a thousand years, but one day with Margot knocking it back was becoming like two thousand, and Jake couldn’t wait to wish her adios. As soon as they got off this freaking ship. If not before.


He supposed there was no explaining addiction. It was in the blood, or it wasn’t. His parents both drank, his father in particular, but he had dodged the genetic bullet so far; he didn’t really like the taste of booze, anyway. There was that to be thankful for. Otherwise, hanging around Margot all day . . . Well, you could say she drove people to drink. He had seen it happen a lot, out in Hollywood.


Now, apparently made giddy by his flattery, she was pirouetting her way out the door of the cabin, showing off for his benefit, and demanding to know if she looked all right. Which he had told her ten times now. She looked like she couldn’t breathe in that dress, but he supposed breathing wasn’t the point, and it certainly wasn’t worth the bitter recrimination he would face for pointing out that she looked like she was trying out for the Mae West role in Diamond Lil.


Convincing Romero to put her in his next movie was the actual point, and a dull point it was—worn smooth by repeated use. Jake knew the parts in Attilius quite well—hell, he’d slept with the screenwriter—and he did not recall a part in the script for a woman of Margot’s abilities. Actually, unlike most of the dreck Romero churned out, this movie had some decent dialogue, and Margot was not exactly known for being able to wring the best out of a line. In her prime, her looks had kept people from noticing she couldn’t act her way out of a burning theater. Nowadays, her lack of talent was the only thing people did notice.


The movie in question was set in the time of the Roman Empire, when there were fewer women of fifty-eight, anyway, he supposed. Wouldn’t they all have died in childbirth well before then? Margot’s argument was not that there were lots of noblewomen of a certain age running about the Palatine Hill, but that she could easily play the part of an actress thirty years younger. It was ludicrous.


Jake, watching as she resumed her primping in a compact mirror, already touching up her makeup—come on, already; now they really were going to be late—thought how this night marked a new beginning for him, a possible reboot to his own career. For Jake was keeping a secret, and an explosive one it was bound to be: Romero had offered him the part of a young gladiator. A youngish gladiator, anyway. A seasoned gladiator looking forward to retirement from the arena. A speaking part, no less. “Fratres! With me!” Fratres meant brothers; he’d looked it up. The script was in English, of course, but with some Latin phrases sprinkled throughout for verisimilitude. He had been practicing his lines—words—out on the deck throughout most of the voyage from France. Romero had told him his decision not long after they’d cast off, headed for the coast of England.


“I wouldn’t,” Romero had said, “say anything to Margot about this just yet.” A pause, as he plainly weighed how much more he should say. Then he finished with a lame, “If I were you.”


This had been Jake’s first clue that Margot probably wasn’t getting a part in the film, although there had never been a big chance of that. Not for the first time, Jake wondered what he and Margot were doing on board the ship, anyway, as guests of the famous director. It wasn’t as if people weren’t standing in line to get on board—it was a world-class yacht, nearly new, with everything to offer in the way of luxurious accommodation. Emboldened by the legendary director’s trust in him, and by his remarkable generosity in offering him the part, Jake had said with suitable humility, “I really would like to thank you for including me on this trip. I promise, I won’t let you down.”


The director had looked at him with something like compassion. Or perhaps it had been closer to weary resignation. He had had a lifetime, after all, of dealing with hopeful stars, young and old. It probably got tiresome. All those little egos, all made of glass.


The two men had been sitting side by side in deck chairs watching the sun set, trying to capture the last of the weak May sunlight. Jake had been drinking a club soda and Romero sipping a double whiskey. Both of them were wrapped in blankets and fleece, but still, it was one of the nicest days they’d had at sea. The women, made of sterner stuff than the men, had spent part of the day by the pool, flaunting the smallest bikinis the law allowed. Jake felt sure it wasn’t modesty that prevented them from ditching the tops, but necessity. It was much too cold to go completely topless.


That Delphine, who led the yoga classes, was really something, he thought. (Too bad Margot had picked up on that; he’d have to be more careful.) So was the baroness, but that lady was too much an icy Hitchcockian blonde for his taste. Besides, she was married, and that came with its own drama. Little Tina was hot, but she was spoken for by Romero, so hands off. Definitely, hands off, if for that reason alone. And of course the hottest number of them all was pregnant. He couldn’t remember her name—was it Belinda? She had some unspecified role to play in keeping the ship afloat. But, so much for that game. Who’s your daddy? Not me.


“It’s only one line,” said Romero. “If you screw it up, we’ll dub someone else’s voice in.”


“Oh.” That had taken some of the stuffing out of him. “I mean, well, thanks. I know you and Margot go way back, so inviting me was . . . a special concession, like.”


Romero had sighed. “We go way back, all right, but I’ll tell you the truth: you were invited along to keep her out of my hair. She’s pestered me to death about getting a part in Attilius. I knew that probably wasn’t going to happen, but I thought a free trip on a yacht might pacify her. That was stupid of me. It just encouraged her lunacy.”


“I’m afraid you’re right about that,” said Jake. “It did.”


“So, you understand, there will be a teary storm if she knows you’ve got a part, however small.”


“There are no small parts,” said Jake, stubbornly. Great. Now he sounded like Norma Desmond: I am big. It’s the pictures that got small.


Worse, he sounded like Margot.


“Whatever,” said Romero. “Just, if you know what’s good for you, and what’s good for everyone on board, just keep quiet about the sodding movie, okay? I’ll probably officially announce some of the casting in a few days, just to get ahead of the media, but until then . . .”


“Mum’s the word. Got it.”
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Chapter 3


TAKE TWO


Romero Farnier, the director who had brought so many historical dramas into the world, had a poor sense of his own personal history. Years of “work” with a psychiatrist—if you can call lying on a couch and talking about your earliest memories work, which he did not—had made clear to him only that he seemed to have very few lasting memories. His life had sped by, unobserved and unrecorded, leaving no imprint on his brain. It was like a tape that once used had been erased, or written over with the next episode. He wasn’t sure this was a problem but the shrink seemed to think it might be. Of course, the woman billed $350 an hour; she had to find something wrong to justify her existence. It was like taking a perfectly good car to a mechanic—they would find something to fix if you claimed it was “making a funny noise.”


He stared out over the water, remembering. Some days as he drove to the doctor’s stark, modern building overlooking Rodeo Drive he felt he should just make something up to keep her happy. A play-date in kindergarten gone wrong—something involving matches or plastic knives, perhaps. Being accidently locked in a closet as a child and left to die. A dramatic bout with measles or whooping cough. But the fact was, he’d had a perfectly happy childhood, at least the parts of it he could remember, and he didn’t want to besmirch his parents’ memories, they should rest in peace, by pretending otherwise.


So his sessions with the shrink, you had to wonder: Why did he even bother? Well, his last wife seemed to think he needed help. All his wives had suggested something along those lines, come to think of it. He was an egomaniac; he couldn’t see beyond his own nose; his happy childhood had to be a lie—why else would he go into show business but because of some deeply buried secret he wanted to explore on film? People, including reviewers, seemed to regard his movies as offering insight into his subconscious, but they were wrong. His films were entertainment for the masses, pure and simple. Scratch the surface, you’d only get more surface.


But all his friends had been seeing a psychiatrist for years, so Romero thought he’d give it a shot. Only his daughter seemed to think he was okay. But she was making some bad choices on her own these days, so what did she know? Forty and mostly still living at home, and the guy she was seeing now was another loser. Frances had her mother’s good looks, so why she would choose this guy was inexplicable to him. A lot of the men she took up with were no-talent actors just using her to get to her father. Why Frances couldn’t see through them from the start was a mystery. She was just so damned vulnerable. Romero thought maybe if he got his head shrunk it would help shrink hers, too. Or something.


The thought of ambitious actors led him round to thinking of Jake Larsson. It seemed to Romero that he had ended up promising Jake a role in Attilius, although he hadn’t intended to. He supposed it wouldn’t hurt, although Jake was getting a bit long in the tooth to play a gladiator. Maybe he could play one of the younger senators striding around Palatine Hill in a toga. He had the legs for it.


Yes, some kind of reward seemed to be in order for keeping Margot out of his hair. Margot, and he remembered this well—oh, did he remember it!—was one of those women who had constantly to be entertained, and if anything showed signs of slowing, well, she’d create her own drama. Lovely she was, or lovely she once had been, but a man soon came to the realization that having her in the house was like adopting a cougar and hoping to tame it. He had mentioned her once to the shrink, trying to explain that this particular breakup had not been his fault, but Dr. Nancy wanted to go on and on about why he had chosen someone as unstable as Margot to begin with. What was she, crazy? Had the good doctor seen the photos of Margot in her prime? A man would have to be insane not to have wanted Margot.


She’d been about the same age as he—well, she was still about the same age as he—but back then, it had meant he’d practically have jumped off a cliff if she’d asked him to. He was just a kid, basically, and stupid when it came to women, but he knew from the start she was going to be something. He was honest enough with himself that he knew he saw her as a way up and out, which was why he’d stuck with her longer than he should have. If from the outside it looked as if he’d dumped her once she’d given him a leg up, well—too bad. You try living with Margot Browne.


Funny, though, how the clock could spin round and it was midnight all over again. His current romance with Tina Calvert was showing much the same signs of wear as that long-ago daily tango with Margot. Oddly enough, Tina even reminded him a bit of Margot, and not in a good way. Not physically, of course—Tina was a small thing, a tiny dancer of a girl, and Margot had always been voluptuous. Not big, except where it counted. No, it was a matter of personality, for want of a better word. The business attracted the look-at-me types, of course it did. But these two put the rest in the shade. Twenty-four-seven, Look at ME.


It was probably time to find a part for Tina in a movie filming on location somewhere “in a galaxy far, far away.” He had always found Thailand or Australia to be ideal for the purpose, and he knew lots of casting people happy to trade in a favor or two. He’d found over the years that was much the safest way to ease himself out of a relationship, and he only wished it had been available to him when Margot was busy making his life a misery. Make them think it was their idea to split up—that was always best. It saved face all round, because everyone knew you’d have to be crazy to want to break up with Romero Farnier.


Dr. Nancy called it part of his passive-aggressive nature, and it was one of those things she seemed to think was a problem. But Romero? He thought it was the smart way to get through life.


He’d had nowhere near the clout to get rid of a troublesome actress, not back then.


Now? Now he could hire whomever he wanted, to do whatever he wanted. He had the power.


It was rather a thrilling thought.
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Chapter 4


TINY DANCER


The trouble with being on a yacht, Tina Calvert had decided, was that the salt air made you hungry all the time and jogging wasn’t really practical—there wasn’t quite enough space to run around freely. Besides, the deck was slippy half the time.


So after days of binge-scarfing out of pure boredom, you were in danger of having to be forklifted off the effing ship once it finally docked somewhere. She had weighed less than one hundred pounds since she was in her late teens and she was determined to keep it that way. Of course, what’s-her-name—Delphine, the fitness guru or whatever—held daily yoga sessions but it wasn’t the same, was it? Tina would choose Pilates any day—less B.S., more workout.


Considering it was a ship that had everything else, including a wine cellar and even a teensy movie theater, it was downright odd there was no fitness center, not even so much as a treadmill.


Generally, Tina liked to burn up extra calories with vigorous sessions of sex but Romero was about a thousand years older than she was and it really wasn’t working out—so to speak. She would never tell anyone that, of course, because just being in the company of such a famous guy was fantastic for her career, but, like, on a personal level? Meh. She might as well adopt a cat or something for all the affection or anything else she got from Romero. She didn’t even have a diamond necklace or something, like, tangible to show for her trouble. And here he was reputed to be such a ladies’ man. Well, back in the day, maybe.


She was at her dressing table in the cabin she shared with him, looking down at her hands and pondering her fate. The nail polish—wasn’t it just a little too peachy-orangey to go with her coloring? Redheads had to be so careful about that sort of thing. With a sigh, she twisted the top off a bottle of polish remover, pulled a cotton ball from her makeup kit, and went to work. She would just have time to apply the tomato-red polish and have it dry before for dinner. Romero was on deck, doing something vaguely nautical, giving her room to get dressed. It was easier for men, wasn’t it? He just threw on a cravat and a jacket and announced he was ready to party. While she—


Dammit. The red wasn’t working, either, not with the violet-blue dress. It needed something more purplish, but this was all she had. The minute they landed or docked or whatever it was you called it in Podunk Village, she would see if they had something like a manicurist. Probably in one of the big hotels—you could just see those huge old buildings, ranged above the harbor—they would have a salon. Her hair could use a trim, too, and some dark gold highlights, but she would die rather than entrust her hair to anyone outside of New York. Just, like, die. With the screen test coming up back home—no way could she risk it. It would be nothing less than career suicide. There was a reason Phillipe could get away with the insane amounts he charged.


However—and she was stilled for a moment by the thought—there was Maurice. Technically, he was quasi-retired and it would be a sort of busman’s holiday for him but certainly, as he was right here on board with nothing to do, and she was so famous, or soon to be—well, surely, this would not be an imposition. Not that she cared overmuch if it was an imposition. It was, looked at the right way, like doing him a favor. Maurice was close in age to Romero, and certainly, she was doing Romero a favor to be seen hanging on his arm. It would be sort of the same deal with Maurice.


Good old Maurice. He was not exactly a has-been but he had been a stylist for Margot Browne, for God’s sake, and if that didn’t date a person, what would? Margot had to be edging close to sixty, and it was sort of a wonder she could still breathe, much less tag along on this trip pestering the hell out of Romero and generally getting in the way. She, Tina, would never understand why Romero had not just put his foot down in the first place, but Romero could be such a softie.


The unintended pun made her smile, and, catching a glimpse of herself in the mirror, Tina was struck again by her own loveliness. She stopped to gaze raptly at the almond-shaped eyes, the polished arch of brow, the adorably clefted chin. Yes, why pretend? She was spectacular and she knew it. And she knew how to work it to her advantage. Her confidence in her looks had carried her this far and it would carry her over the top, yes it would.


As to talent, well, look how far Margot Browne, the old has-been, had got without having any talent to speak of. Tina knew she needed a few acting lessons, but really, the money might be better spent on an orthodontist for invisible braces to wear when she was not on camera. That one tooth in the front crossed just a bit. Romero claimed it was part of her appeal—that winsome, crooked smile—but really, perfection, when it was just within reach, was so much better. So why not go for it?


She waited for her nails to dry, thinking how much more pleasant this voyage would have been without Margot. She was always there somehow, trailing her scarves and shawls, hanging about the deck and then lunging at Romero the second she spotted him. She wanted so desperately to be in this film of his and anybody—anybody— could have told her that was never going to happen. At least she had the sense not to wear a bathing suit, so everyone was spared the sight. She’d sit by the pool wrapped to the eyeballs, claiming she was allergic to sunlight, which fooled absolutely no one.


That boyfriend of hers, or whatever he was. That Jake person. Her boy toy? It really was hard to say what was going on there. They acted more like mother and son. Looked it, too. Anyway, there was potential there, if it was true that sexuality was something that existed on, like, a scale. He was amazing, with his dark, smoldering looks, just as amazing as she was, and if Romero didn’t shape up, well, Jake would do nicely as a place to land while she thought through her next move. Jake didn’t have anything like Romero’s stature, of course, but the only thing that mattered was that she not be photographed alone at the Oscars or somewhere like that, only to appear later in People or Us, mooching around the edges of the red carpet like some loo-ser who couldn’t get a date. Stars sometimes brought along some old geezer from their family—the fans ate that stuff up, particularly when men brought their moms—but no one had ever seen Tina’s family and that was not about to change now. She had shaken the dust of Texas off her boots a long time ago, and there was no going back.


Oh no. The light had changed, and now she could see the dark blue eye shadow was all wrong. Way too sparkly and trailer-trashy. She dipped a small brush in makeup remover and dabbed it along the crease of her eyes, erasing the excess. It was a trick she’d picked up from Maurice—well, from watching one of his videos on YouTube. There. Now she didn’t look so much like her sister.


She hadn’t thought of Peggy in years. Stuck back there on some ranch in Texas with three kids, each one more homely than the last, trapped in a trailer with that doofus she’d dated in high school. Peggy liked to send photos by text message, as if Tina could somehow be persuaded to show a sisterly interest in that no-talent brood. Beyond thinking how much Peggy owed her, all familial ties were about non-existent. She, Tina, had single-handedly kept their creepy stepfather away from her baby sister so she could have something approaching a normal life. And there the family debt ended, as far as Tina was concerned. Reminders were certainly not welcome.


She sat back in her chair, critically surveying the emerging perfection in the mirror. There was one other male possibility on board, that Baron Whatsit, but he and his baroness looked to be pretty tight. Still, if Tina put her mind to it, the baroness would be packing her bags before she knew what hit her, and headed back to . . . wherever it was she came from. They were both a bit vague about that—she’d asked him when they’d first boarded, and he’d murmured something that sounded vaguely German. Romero had told her he’d met the pair in a casino in Monte Carlo. They’d hit it off, so he’d invited them to join him on the cruise. They were freeloaders, in Tina’s estimation, but Romero was such a sucker for the nobility.


The baron might do for her needs in a pinch, Tina decided. He had the looks, and a title. Wowzer. And he was about the right age—she was getting a bit tired of this geriatric gig. Romero was sixty, for God’s sake. Yes, the baron was definitely something to keep in mind. Maybe the baroness would fall overboard. That would be nice.


Or Margot would. That would be equally nice, and more likely to happen, since she was in the bag half the time, anyway.


There was the sound of a knock followed by a door opening—it was probably Romero, come to collect her for the party. She turned in her chair, kilowatt smile at the ready. Keep him happy, for now.


But it was only Delphine, the cruise maven or whatever. Apart from leading yoga classes each day, it was difficult to say what Delphine did. From the look of her, all long legs and blond ponytail, she might think she was in the running for Romero’s affections. Fat chance. Tina Calvert alone would decide who her replacement would be.


“I’m just dropping this off,” Delphine said, placing a small shopping bag on the floor by the vanity. It had a logo on it, a big red L. “As promised. Dinner’s in ten minutes.”


“I know. I’m just waiting for Romero. It’s funny he’s not here. He’s always on time.” She decided it wouldn’t hurt to remind this little yoga person that long legs or no long legs, Romero was miles out of her league. “For me, anyway, he’s always on time. He can’t stand to be away from me for a minute. It’s endearing, really.” Here, a conspiratorial wink: the women were close in age, both in their early thirties. “Older men can be so needy.”


“Actually, I wouldn’t wait if I were you,” said Delphine. “I just saw him talking with the chef. They seemed to be in—well, they were having quite a heart-to-heart.” Actually, they looked like they were about to come to blows. The chef was temperamental—artistic, sure, but not in a good way. Sometimes a beautiful creation offset all the chaos from which it emerged, but not in Zaki’s case. He was a highly strung scoundrel, unable to keep his mouth shut—just to name the biggest things wrong with him. Delphine had learned to tiptoe very carefully around Zaki, and to leave him out of the loop wherever possible. “Anyway, Maurice is in the lounge already, having a cocktail. So you’ll have company while you wait. It might be a while.”


Tina was thinking she was always her own best company. She stared at Delphine with distaste, for Tina didn’t like being upstaged in the “I Know Romero Best” competition. It was a narrow look that would quell most people living at the yoga-instructor level—a look Tina had perfected at the start of her career. “Feisty” was the word reviewers most often used to describe Tina. One treasured review had called her a petite virago—she’d had to look it up, but decided that overall, it had been a compliment.


Delphine stared straight back, calm and unfazed, smoothing her ponytail over one shoulder. She could have told Tina she’d soon be on her way out of Romero’s revolving door—Delphine had been around long enough to spot the signs. He’d had nearly enough of Tina’s fatuous self-absorption. He’d find a role for Tina and she’d be gone before she knew it.


But Delphine decided to leave all that to Romero. He was so good at it—so experienced.


Hiding a smile, Delphine closed the cabin door behind her with a solid click.
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Chapter 5


WARRIOR POSE


Delphine moved through the narrow corridor with a ballerina’s grace, shoulders loose, arms floating at her sides like a woman treading water, swanlike as she limbered up the lean muscles of her long frame. Her conversation with Tina was already forgotten; Delphine had much bigger things to occupy her mind than that decorative nincompoop. She wondered if she’d have time for a few yoga poses before dinner. It wouldn’t matter if she were a bit late to the party; she was a strange hybrid of guest and employee, only there to make sure everyone had a good time, maybe flirt a bit with the male guests. Get them talking about their jobs and accomplishments, and most men were putty in her hands. The problem was she rarely drank—she had an athlete’s fear of taking on anything that might affect her focus, form, and concentration—and that made the cocktail chatter a bit of a chore. Certainly she didn’t do drugs, either, although she couldn’t say the same for everyone on board. Some of her early upbringing had stuck with her and she knew that people who got sucked into using drugs were lost souls, sometimes lost for good, and she wasn’t about to join their ranks. If they were dumb enough to use, that was their lookout.


Now she lifted her arms over her head and twisted her upper torso from side to side, working off the tensions of the day. If the narrow passage had allowed for it she would have done a few sidekicks or spun like a whirling dervish—she had spent some time in Turkey two years before and had studied this form of active meditation. Oddly, she had come to believe the frenzied practice had something in common with the quieter discipline of yoga.


Delphine was a woman constantly in motion, never still; she loved stretching her long torso and limbs into poses that would defeat even some of the masters of the art. She was competitive by nature and saw no irony in wanting to be the best at yoga as she once had been the best in dance at her New Hampshire high school. She had grown too tall for the career in ballet she’d been aiming for, but with yoga there were no limits except the limits the mind imposed.


Delphine had been feeling lately that life really was good. This “cruise director” job aboard the Calypso Facto was more like a permanent holiday, and the minor irritants of putting up with people like Tina and Zaki were offset by the financial rewards. Besides, she had already decided she would not work with Zaki again; he would just have to go. She would figure out a way, but she had to be careful that Zaki not suspect she was behind his downfall. For Zaki was all about revenge. Such bad karma, that.
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