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What Makes This A Cozy Mystery?
Cozy mysteries are a subgenre of crime fiction. Sex and violence are not usually important parts of the story; if they do occur, the reader is not normally privy to the action. Good-natured humor may be found in some cozies, like this one, but even when there may be murder most foul, there is not foul language -- only the mildest of profanity ever graces the pages of a cozy mystery.
The term “cozy mystery” first emerged in the late 20th century, as modern authors sought a return to the Golden Age of Detective Fiction, in the tradition of Agatha Christie, Arthur Conan Doyle, Dorothy L. Sayers, Josephine Tey, Frances Iles, Georges Simenon, Margery Allingham, Ngaio Marsh, and other masters of that era.
The crimes in cozy mysteries usually take place within a close-knit community and the detectives are almost always amateurs, who just happen to have good contacts in law enforcement. This story does not stray from that format. It is both people- and pet-friendly.
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Chapter One --
“What was that?”
Just as I got to the part of the story when my heroine snatched up the piece of evidence that would put her suspect away, my mother broke the spell. My eyes raced along the printed page, trying to keep up with the ever-daring Delia Delicato as she hunted for more clues in the mysterious disappearance of Josephina Agnelli, the elderly philanthropist. Did the blood on the knife belong to Josephina?
“What was what?” I replied, continuing to read. I stretched my right leg, and then my left, before rearranging myself on the deck chair. Personally, I thought the culprit was Josephina’s nephew, Enrico. His Milan-based company just went belly up after a cyber theft ring exploited a security issue in his Sky Suitcase software, leaving behind thousands of victims; it drove his company into bankruptcy.
“What was that thing that just went by?”
“Huh?” I had no intention of tearing myself away from the adventure before me. I wondered how Enrico would have benefitted from his aunt’s estate. After all, rumor had it she had left the bulk of her money to her three children, even though she was estranged from her daughter, Aurelia, and thought the other two were spoiled sycophants merely biding their time until she passed. Could one of them have played a role in her vanishing?
“Scarlet!” The alarm in my mother’s insistent voice finally broke through my addled brain and captured my reluctant attention. “I think someone just jumped.”
“Jumped?”
“Yes!”
“Into the water?” I was stunned. We were, after all, in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean, sailing to Bermuda.
“Of course into the water, Scarlet! We’ve got to do something!” She struggled to rise from her wheelchair, her hands grasping the railing.
“Wait, wait, wait!” I was on my feet. “I don’t want you going overboard!”
“Hurry up and look!”
Leaning forward, I fastened my hands on the teak railing and scanned the churning waters below. My mother bumped against me in her attempt to make me her human crutch, as she tried to stand upright on legs that no longer functioned. Those terrified fingers of hers latched onto my forearm like a vice, tightening their hold on me.
“Do you see anything?”
“I’m looking, Mom. Give me a second.” Squinting against the bright, sunlit tableau, I continued to search for anything that didn’t belong in that dark blue sea. Sure enough, there it was -- a tiny figure with flailing arms and legs, dressed in blue shorts and a white shirt, bouncing on the buoyant ocean waves like a discarded Raggedy Andy doll.
“Do something!”
“Like what?”My mind went blank as I tried to come up with a plan. Should I scream? Should I holler up to the bridge, hoping one of the ship’s crew would hear me?
“Scarlet!” My mother’s panic continued to escalate, a feeling I understood all too well. How could I get attention as quickly as possible? Should I pull the fire alarm, the one out in the hall? Think, for God’s sake! A man could be dying!
“Stay here!” I instructed her. “Keep your eyes on the man, but do not lean over that railing!”
I dashed into our cabin, tripping over myself to get to the room telephone, picked up the receiver, and with trembling fingers, punched at the buttons.
“This is Gerta. How may I assist you?” said the calm voice on the other end.
“Connect me to the security office! I have an emergency!”
“One moment please.” I heard a click, followed by cheery calypso music as I was put on hold. A moment later, the tune ended abruptly and a gruff voice spoke.
“Security.”
“Man overboard!” I managed to get out. “He fell into the water!”
“What?” There was a three-second pause as the man on the other end tried to comprehend what I was saying. “Where are you?”
“I’m in Cabin 7620.” I gave him the details as quickly as I could, the answers coming fast and furious. “You have to stop this ship!”
“Miss, can you still see him?”
“Hold on. I’ll ask my mother.” Hollering in the direction of the open door, I relayed the question to her and waited for her to answer.
“Yes, but he’s far away now! They have to hurry, Scarlet!”
I passed this news on. Dread took over as I did the math in my head and tallied up the likelihood of a successful rescue mission. By the time they stopped the ship and dropped anchor, the poor man would be so far away, how would they ever find him?
“We’re on it. Someone will be right up to speak with you,” said the security man. I could hear alarms blaring in the background.
Hanging up the phone, I hurriedly joined my mother on the balcony. She pointed at the distant horizon. A tiny speck of white was all that remained of the floundering man.
“Oh, this is terrible!” my mother moaned. “Tragic!”
What could I say? She was right. How long could he stay afloat in those rolling seas? What if he can’t swim? If he did manage to tread water, that didn’t mean he’d survive. My mind began to imagine what would come next. No doubt the first responder on the scene would not be human. The dreaded fin would pop up to the surface and the deadly predator would begin to circle its victim. Dun-dun...dun-dun...dun-dun.... Stop it, Scarlet. You’re only making things worse. How do you know some friendly dolphin won’t swim up to the guy and give him a ride back to the ship? My mind tried to remain optimistic in the face of overwhelming reality. I didn’t need anyone to tell me that the chances of a dolphin rescue were slim to none. Still, I wanted to believe that a fellow passenger from the ship had at least a fighting chance to survive such a horrible ordeal.
The minutes seemed to drag on as we waited for some sign that the crew was mounting a rescue effort. Suddenly the ship gave a big shiver, causing us to sway back and forth. As those powerful engines slowed down, protesting the change in course, we fell against each other, our limbs entwined. After a few moments, the dull roar faded to silence, only to be replaced by anxious voices and then, a moment later, a loud siren. We watched the swirling water below us slap against the ship.
“They’re launching a tender right now!” my mother announced. “And there’s another!”
“Thank goodness.” I admit I was relieved to see the two vessels lowered into the water from their perches a few decks down from us.
“Do you think there’s still time to rescue that poor man?”
“I hope so, Mom.”
We spent the next few minutes watching the boats cut through the rolling waves. They were almost out of sight when a knock came on the door.
“Security!”
I left the balcony, crossing the room at a trot, and opened the door to find four men standing there. I just happened to know one of them.
“What are you doing here?”
“I was visiting with my old buddy when your call came in, Scarlet,” said Kenny, the man who was not only my traveling companion, but also the head of the regional office for Mercer Security, a private investigations firm. “It’s purely a coincidence.”
“Oh.”
“May we come in, miss? We have some questions.” A stick pretzel of a man gestured with his left hand. He was holding a tablet in his other hand.
“Please,” I encouraged them, stepping back. “My mother’s still on the balcony. You’ll want to speak with her. She’s the one who saw what happened.”
Laurel was grace under fire, reciting her observations without any of the usual drama of a witness to a tragedy being interviewed on the local news station for her fifteen minutes of fame. “Yeah, it was God-awful. First the guy does a 180 off the upper deck, right into the ocean. He hits the water, screaming ‘Save me!’ at the top of his lungs. I thought about jumping in to rescue him, but there were a bunch of sharks circling the guy. At least I thought there were sharks, because they had teeth the size of my fist!” Instead, she gave a succinct, bare bones description of what she saw, without emotional embellishment or editorializing. I chalked that up to the fact that she was in shock after such a traumatic experience. She seemed to regain some of her confidence as the questions continued.
Fifteen minutes later, a cell phone buzzed. We all looked around the room to see who responded.
“Schmidt here,” said an older man, rising from the edge of my bed. “Yeah, okay. I see. No, I’m here now questioning witnesses. Right. Yup, yup. Okay, will do.”
I hung on every word, trying to decipher the gist of the conversation on the other end of the phone while my mother nervously passed the time plucking at the purple flowers of her cotton pants in search of non-existent lint. She finally looked up, still hopeful.
“Kenneth, does this mean they rescued the man?” she wanted to know.
“It’s hard to tell, Mrs. W. We’ll know soon enough,” he quietly replied. Another minute passed, with the tight-lipped Schmidt on hold. He wasn’t about to spill the beans until he was good and ready. “Yeah, I’m here. Give it to me.”
He wiped his brow a couple of times and heaved a heavy sigh. Studying his face, I decided something must have gone very wrong. Did they find the man who went overboard or not? Was he still alive when they reached him, but later succumbed to his injuries? Maybe the shark hit a vital artery when he chomped on the poor man’s leg.
“Right. How soon?” Another long pause had us waiting on tinder hooks. “Okay. We’ll be there to meet you.”
Schmidt stood up, gave a little nod in the direction of the hallway and the other three men followed him out the door.
“What’s going on?” I trailed after them, only to find Kenny blocking my path as I tried to squeeze out the door with the others.
“Give us a minute, love.” His normally congenial face was tight with concern. “It’s important.”
That minute dragged on endlessly, like a bad blind date. When Kenny finally returned, he wasn’t alone.
“Laurel, this is Marley Hornsby. He needs to ask you some questions about what you saw.”
A trim man, a few inches shorter and ten pounds lighter than my heartthrob, strode across the room with all the energy of a coffee addict in the midst of a caffeine buzz and made himself at home on my mother’s bed.
“Of course,” my mother nodded. “Does this mean the man died?”
“I’m afraid so, Mrs. Wilson.” Marley wore a blue-and-white seersucker shirt, charcoal pants, and black tassel loafers. A pair of black glasses perched on his nose; judging from the magnification of the lenses, I guessed he was farsighted. “Can you tell me what you were doing when the incident occurred?”
“My daughter and I were sitting on the balcony. She was reading. I was enjoying the view.”
“What happened to catch your attention?”
“The man went flying past our balcony at a great rate of speed.”
“Did you get a look at his face?”
“Yes.” A little chill seemed to go through her as she revisited the memory of that moment. “His eyes were shut. You would have thought he’d be horrified that he was falling, wouldn’t you?”
“Was his mouth open or closed?”
“It was closed. He didn’t even scream.”
“Did you notice anything odd about him?”
“He didn’t seem...conscious. He went past us with all the grace of a sack of potatoes.”
“Did either of you hear anything else, like any other passengers screaming or speaking?”
“No,” my mother acknowledged.
“No,” I agreed. “The only sounds I heard were a couple of seabirds squawking.”
“It was a pair of storm petrels,” my mother, the bird lover, replied.
“Well, it’s a good thing this happened in daylight,” Marley Hornsby told us. “We were able to recover the body.”
“How sad for the family,” Laurel sighed. “Does he have a wife, a girlfriend, anyone at all?”
“He does, a wife. They’ve only been married a few years. This was supposed to be an anniversary cruise.” The man got to his feet slowly, as if something weighed on his mind. “I need to ask you two ladies not to talk to anyone else about this. We’ve got investigators meeting us in Bermuda. I’m sorry to say that you’ll have to answer their questions. If you could both take a little bit of time now and write down what happened and what you observed, that will be helpful.”
“Of course we will. His poor wife must be devastated,” she remarked. “What a horrible accident to have happen.”
“It was no accident,” Marley Hornsby announced confidently. That information elicited a shocked gasp from my mother.
“He deliberately took his own life?”
That made absolutely no sense to me and I said as much. “Why would you spend all that money on a cruise, just to kill yourself?”
“Oh, he didn’t kill himself,” the security man announced. “When we found him, he had a knife sticking in his back. He was dead long before he went over the railing.”
“He was murdered?” my mother and I asked in unison. One look at Kenny and I knew this was the big secret.




Chapter Two --
“Oh dear me, we took this cruise to get away from all the crime!” Laurel shook her head.
She was right. It had been a tough year and a half for those of us residing at the Four Acorns Inn, our bed-and-breakfast back in Cheswick, Connecticut. The Wilson family has a knack for being dragged into danger. I think it’s in the genes. We had been menaced by a couple of unsavory creeps, a convicted killer, and a couple of wannabe hitmen, who tried hard to join the Murder-for-Hire Club. Luckily for us, they all failed. I tried to spin it, hoping to soothe her frazzled nerves, but unfortunately I did it with all the grace of the proverbial bull in the china shop.
“It just goes to show you that we’re not attracting crime to the inn, Mom. It can happen anywhere.”
“You’re suggesting it’s followed us here to Bermuda?”
“No, um, what I meant was....”
“Actually, Mrs. W., if it’s any consolation, this doesn’t look like a random crime. The killer probably knew his victim.” Kenny stepped in to rescue me as I tripped over my own tongue. And just as soon as he finished, I managed to roil the waters again by blurting out an obvious observation.
“But doesn’t that mean the murderer is still on the ship?”
“Well, yes.” So intense were those piercing eyes as Marley Hornsby scrutinized me, I felt as though I was the main course for dinner. Slather me with olive oil, garlic, and mustard, throw on a little salt and pepper, and you can call me Lamb Chop. This guy is a real wolf. “This is part of the reason we’ve asked you not to speak to anyone about what happened. We want to keep you safe until we get to port.”
“You think the killer might come after us?” Laurel was clearly apprehensive. I heard the clamor of alarm bells ringing in the recesses of my mother’s mind. This was supposed to be a fun cruise for her. We weren’t due to arrive in Bermuda until morning. It was going to be a long night.
“He might,” was the blunt answer. Marley’s gaze fell upon me again and, for a fleeting moment, I wondered if I’d be safer with the bad guy. How long is he going to keep this up? He’s starting to give me the willies.
“Don’t worry,” the gallant Kenny reassured her. “I’ll be in the next cabin with Thad.”
Dr. Thaddeus Van Zandt was the man who had convinced my mother to take this last-minute cruise. He had just passed his six-month cancer check-up with flying colors, so they were celebrating.
“I’d feel safer if it was an adjoining one,” my mother remarked.
“We could probably move you to another cabin, but I’m not sure we have an accessible one with a balcony,” said Marley.
“I’d just as soon it not have one, if it’s all the same to you.” Poor Laurel was clearly shaken, not only by the thought that she saw the cadaver tossed into the Atlantic Ocean, but also that the killer was still among us.
“Let me check.”
Five minutes later, Marley offered us an interior cabin with a window overlooking the Royal Promenade. “Will that be okay?”
“That’s fine,” Laurel told him. “How soon can we be out of here?”
“Don’t you want to wait until Thaddeus comes back from his workout?” I inquired. He’d been gone for almost an hour.
“No. I just want to go.”
“How about if we take you two ladies down to the Café Promenade for a cup of coffee while the stewards set up the cabins?” suggested the man in charge.
“But we have to pack,” I reminded them. “It will just take me a few minutes. Why don’t you three go on ahead? I’ll meet you in the café. I won’t be long.”
“Let the stewards do that for you, Scarlet,” Marley replied. I started to protest, but he had no intention of taking no for an answer. “They won’t forget anything, I promise.”
“At least let me get our things from the safe.”
I grabbed my purse and a tote bag, worked the combination lock on the safe door, and pulled out our travel documents, two jewelry pouches, our cell phones, and a camera. Was this really happening to us? We’d been sailing for less than twenty four hours and already our vacation was beginning to unravel. This seemed like the perfect stateroom when we picked it. It had a roll-in shower, enough room to maneuver around furniture, and a balcony that would accommodate her wheelchair. Because of that accessibility, my mother happened to be looking out at the sea when a dead man took his final plunge. Would we spend the next few days cooped up in our new stateroom, hiding from a killer?
“Ready?” the Royal Caribbean security man wanted to know. With a final look around the room, I shrugged and followed the group out into the hallway. If there’s one thing I hate when I’m on vacation, it’s not having the chance to check under the beds when I leave. Those doubts always follow me home. What if I dropped an earring on the floor? What if I forgot my favorite pair of flats? What if...what if...what if....
Once in the elevator, Marley, Kenny, and I leaned against the walls, making room for my mother’s wheelchair. The car took us down to the fifth floor.
On the short stroll down the Royal Promenade, I took in the sights, sounds, and smells of Royal Caribbean’s seaworthy version of a busy marketplace. Gazing up at the rows of bow windows above the glitzy, light-encrusted walkway, I wondered which was ours. How noisy will it be tonight? Is it too late to change my mind? Then again, I reminded myself, this wasn’t about me. Laurel was the one whose tranquil afternoon was disrupted by the sight of a dead body dumped at sea. She wanted to be anywhere but Stateroom 7620, and I could hardly fault her for feeling that way.
We grabbed a table inside the busy eatery and spent the time talking about everything but the murder over Seattle’s Best coffee and chocolate chip cookies. It only took twenty minutes or so before Marley’s phone pinged, notifying him that our new stateroom was ready.
“They’ve put you in 6615. I think you’ll find it a good substitute, Mrs. Wilson. Tolliver, you and your cabin mate are in the adjoining stateroom, 6613.”
I was eager to see my new digs. Marley, however, had other plans. He decided to play tour guide, pointing out the different shops and eateries along the way.
“You should check out the Hoof and Claw, Tolliver,” the security official told Kenny. “There are forty kinds of beer and live music almost every night.”
“That sounds good to me,” said my companion. As a connoisseur of craft beer, he never missed an Oktoberfest.
By the time we got to Sorrento’s, the smell of pizza was alluring as it wafted through the marketplace, a reminder that it was almost dinnertime. Nearly every seat was taken at the tables scattered outside the restaurant. I watched a black-vested waiter with a white apron tied around his waist carry a tray loaded with drinks.
“This is a great place to grab a slice any time,” Marley advised us. “Pepperoni is my personal favorite, but the special pie is pretty good too.”
He led us down the hall and we waited for a few minutes in the lobby, mingling with the crowd exiting the indoor shopping mall. As the doors of the elevator slid open and a group of six stepped out, we gave them a wide berth and then took their place inside the shiny gold-walled car. Kenny pushed the button for the sixth floor.
“Thaddeus has probably returned by now and is wondering why the connecting door between our staterooms is locked,” Laurel fretted. Her beau, as she liked to call him, had gone off on his own for some afternoon exercise a short time before the unfortunate incident.
“Don’t worry.” Kenny gave her shoulder a squeeze as we were about to get off the elevator. “I’ll go find him and let him know what’s happened. We’ll meet you on Deck 6.”
“Would you? You’re such a dear.”
“I am,” he agreed, winking at me as he reached over to press the button that would take him another floor up. “I won’t be long.”
A short time later, Marley introduced us to our new stewardess, Bimi, who met us in the hallway with her master key in hand.
“I hope you’ll be comfortable here, Mrs. Wilson,” she told Laurel as she unlocked the door to our new stateroom. Marley ushered us inside.
I watched my mother take in the details as she gazed around the cabin. It wasn’t much different than the one we had vacated, save for the bow window that replaced our balcony. This one was also large enough to accommodate her wheelchair, with wide aisles between the dresser, twin beds, and small sofa. A quick peek at the bathroom showed a pretty good set-up for my mother, with plenty of space to roll in and shut the door, a fold-down bench and handheld attachment in the shower, and a sink low enough to allow her to wash up without getting out of her chair.
“As long as we’re not murdered in our beds in the middle of the night, I’ll be happy here,” Laurel decided.
“Please let me know if there is anything you need,” said the polite young woman with the exotic almond-shaped eyes.
“Thank you, Bimi. I will.”
My mother seemed to relax in her new surroundings, and looking around, it was easy for me to see why. The built-in window seat provided the perfect spot to watch the action on the Royal Promenade below. For Laurel, the avid people-watcher, it was an opportunity to indulge her curiosity about her fellow passengers.
“What do you think, Scarlet?” Marley turned his attention to me. I was suddenly all too aware of his powerful masculine aura. For a moment, I felt myself flush under his unrelenting interest. Is that his way of flirting with me? Surely he knows Kenny and I are together!
“Under the circumstances, I can’t complain,” I concurred, turning away. I shook off the feeling that he was a little too interested in me as a woman and focused on the matter at hand.
Despite my initial misgivings, I found the ambience of the room was not disturbed by unwanted noise from below. I chalked that up to the fact that our stateroom was situated on the quieter end of the Royal Promenade, away from restaurants, lounges, and the public gathering spots. “It’s a nice surprise.”
“Knock, knock!” Kenny appeared in the doorway with his cabin mate, who was still wearing his sweat suit. “May we come in?”
Thaddeus didn’t wait for permission. He hurried over to my mother.
“Laurel, I just heard what happened. Are you okay?”
“I am. I can’t say as much for that poor man!” she sighed.
He put a reassuring hand on her shoulder, leaning in to kiss her cheek before he set himself down on the edge of the bed. She reached up and linked her fingers with his. It was such a simple, intimate gesture. I still wasn’t used to my mother dating, let alone double-dating with me. Officially, Kenny and I were the chaperones on this voyage and so far, it was more “Murder on the Orient Express” than “Affair to Remember”.
“It must have been a shock for you. It’s hardly a sight you expect to see while you’re enjoying the fresh sea air,” he told her.
“It’s a first for me,” Laurel admitted.
“In an odd way, it’s really good that you saw it happen. Otherwise, no one would ever have known what happened to the victim. Without a body, the investigators would have just presumed he drowned, and they would have had to decide whether he committed suicide or accidentally fell.”
“I suppose it is a rather strange twist of fate,” she decided.
“At least now his family will know the truth.”
“And there’s a chance to find the killer before we dock,” I pointed out helpfully.
“Sure. He’s one of almost five thousand people on this ship,” Marley shot back.
“Five thousand...that many?” It seemed a staggering number of prospects to whittle down.
“Well, there are some thirty five hundred passengers and almost another fifteen hundred crew members,” Marley acknowledged. A few seconds later, the security man’s phone pinged. Retrieving it from his pocket, he gave the tiny screen his full attention. I carried on without him.
“Holy cow, where do you even start to eliminate possible suspects?” I did the math in my head, wondering what my best friend, Laurencia Rivera, better known as Larry, would say when she found out about the murder at sea. She’s an experienced homicide investigator for the Connecticut State Police and a stickler for investigatory protocols. “You’re talking about motive, access, possible witnesses....”
Thaddeus was still consoling my mother after her ordeal. They paid no attention to me.
“Scarlet!” Kenny gave me a little nod of his head, beckoning me to follow him through the connecting door to the next stateroom. Marley was already in there, talking animatedly on his cell phone.
“What’s wrong?” I asked. Kenny had his back to me, so I couldn’t read his expression.
“Wrong?” He turned to me quickly, looking puzzled.
“You have bad news to tell me. Why else would you call me in here?”
“No, no. I just thought we should give Thad and Laurel a little privacy.”
“Oh, you scared me. I thought something terrible had happened.”
“Not really. But let me get you up to speed on what’s been going on. We just got back from the makeshift morgue down in the infirmary. The ship’s physician doesn’t have a lot of experience with dead bodies, so Thad stepped in to give a preliminary finding.”
“Dr. Van Zandt was especially helpful,” Marley chimed in briefly, as he ended one phone call and began another.
“He was?” I was caught off guard.
“Sure. Didn’t you know he’s a volunteer coroner up in Maine?”
“Laurel never mentioned any of that. I thought Thaddeus was just a retired surgeon who officially hung up his scalpel and spends most of his days fishing.”
“In the last three months, he’s handled a murder-suicide, did the autopsies of a couple of drug traffickers whose meth lab exploded, and identified a skeleton found in the woods six years after the victim went missing.”
“Wow.” That explained why Thaddeus was more than happy to throw himself into the intrigue back at the Four Acorns Inn in Cheswick, Connecticut. “No wonder he likes a good mystery.”
“Who better to take poke through cadavers to look for cause of death than an experienced surgeon? You know how tight law enforcement budgets are these days,” Kenny pointed out. “But it’s especially helpful on the ship. We had a video conference with the FBI team assigned to the case. They’re going to come aboard when we get to King’s Wharf.”
“What did he find out?” I asked, expecting an answer. Those lips I love to kiss seemed to suddenly clamp shut tighter than a miser’s coin purse -- a sure sign there was more to the story than meets the eye. “Well?”
Kenny’s eyebrows shot up. “What makes you think Thad found something out?”
“Your buddy’s on the phone.” I motioned to the man in the corner.
“That doesn’t prove anything.”
“Maybe not, but he seems pretty worried.” It was true. Marley’s brows were knitted together so tightly, it looked like he had a caterpillar crawling across his forehead.
“You know how it is, honey. The press will be waiting at the dock for the ship to pull in. The cruise line doesn’t want bad publicity. Do you have any idea how many people will cancel their cruises if they think there’s a murderer on the loose? We have to wrap up this investigation quickly.”
“We? Does this mean you’re working on the case?”
“Strictly as a consultant.”
“I see.” I studied him carefully, letting the seconds pass as he squirmed under my scrutiny. Kenny was holding something back, but what? The regional head of Mercer Security had a background in public safety and had led his own share of investigations while on the job. I’d learned from experience that whenever he didn’t want me to know something about a case, he got tight-lipped, to prevent himself from spilling the beans. He could barely open his mouth at the moment, so I figured it was jaw-dropping news.
“This isn’t a domestic situation,” I said, thinking out loud. “A wife doesn’t usually stab her husband in the back and then lift him over the balcony and into the sea. And the body wouldn’t have been traveling at such a high rate of speed if it was launched from Deck 8. It would have taken a few seconds for Newton’s law of universal gravitation to kick in. That must mean that either he was tossed over the railing near the top of the ship or,” I paused to consider the other possibilities, “there were at least two people throwing him overboard.”
I watched those gorgeous eyes of his open wide and then narrow. Kenny, more than a little flummoxed with my educated guess, went into avoidance mode.
“How do you come up with this stuff?” he wanted to know. To me, it seemed so obvious. I gave him a playful poke in the belly.
“I’m right, aren’t I? This isn’t a case of the angry wife topping off the errant hubby, is it?”
He heaved a long, exaggerated sigh, a sure sign he was about to launch an effort to distract me from my interest in the case. That was the Kenny Tolliver version of a wind-up pitch, so I knew to be prepared to bat it into the outfield.
“Really, Miz Scarlet, must I remind you that we did not come aboard this ship for the purpose of sticking our noses where they don’t belong? We are supposed to be accompanying your mother and Thad on a fun voyage to Bermuda.”
“And yet you just called me in here because, as you said, you wanted to give them their privacy.”
“Yes, but only for the moment. We’ll be joining them for dinner and I’ll remind you that your mother is rather distressed by the events of the day. I don’t really think she’ll appreciate you raising the subject over soup and salad.”
“How about over the main course, or would you prefer I wait until dessert is served, Captain Peacock?” I inquired, teasing him with his high school nickname.
“Cute.”
“Yes, that’s me. Now, as I was saying....”




Chapter Three --
“I’m saying leave it alone. This isn’t a case for Scarlet Wilson, innkeeper slash amateur sleuth.”
“Nice. Maybe I’ll get some business cards made up with that job description when we get back to the States. In the meantime, I’ll remind you that I just found out you’re working on the case as a consultant.”
“I’m only doing it to help out the cruise line and to make sure no other passengers wind up dropping into Davy Jones’ Locker. I’m not part of the official investigation, Scarlet.”
“Meaning what? You’re going to sniff around, looking for the perp in between hitting the buffet line and the golf simulator?”
“The perp? You’ve been hanging out with Larry a little too long. You don’t become an investigator just by befriending a homicide cop, Scarlet. You have to be trained, which you are not.”
“That doesn’t mean I can’t be helpful. Besides, what am I supposed to do while you’re gallivanting around on the decks of the Liberty of the Seas? You just announced I have to give Laurel and the doctor a wide berth, so they can have their privacy.”
“You can’t relax over a book or hit the spa for a mud pack?”
“Since when have I ever been a spa girl?” I shot back. I was starting to chafe at the bit.
“I hate to break into this scintillating conversation, but I’ve got to get back to the security office.” Marley pocketed his phone and tapped his forehead with a couple of fingers, giving the man standing next to me a mock salute. I received a slightly formal bow.
“I’ll catch up with you later, Horny,” Kenny told him. Horny? It took me a moment to realize this was an unfortunate nickname for the security man. Did most people call Marley this? I caught him giving me the eye. Then again, maybe the guy earned it.
“We’ll talk, Ken Doll.” Ken Doll? I’d heard him called Captain Peacock, Tolly, and even Tolly Pop, but never Ken Doll.
“How well do you two know each other?”
“He didn’t tell you? This guy was my lab partner in Mr. Dinkle’s first period chemistry class senior year.” Marley chuckled.
“You went to high school together?” I inquired. A couple of decades ago, my heart broke when Kenny’s dad was transferred to New Jersey, effectively putting an end to the promising start of a great romance. This was the first time I’d ever met anyone who’d known Kenny after he moved from Connecticut. “I had no idea. I just assumed you traveled in the same law enforcement circles.”
“Actually, I’m ex-FBI and I normally work out of the corporate office in Miami. When Kenny asked me to recommend one of our ships for a cruise, I decided to come along and catch up with an old friend. It’s a great excuse for me to check on the ship’s security procedures. We’ve had some recent personnel changes. The security officer’s only been here three months; he transferred from different cruise line. There’s also a new staff captain. Roberto is the number two man on the ship, just under the captain in rank, and as such, he’s responsible for overseeing the security team. This is only his second sailing for Royal Caribbean.”
“Your people are certainly getting a workout on this cruise,” I acknowledged. “I assume Liberty of the Seas isn’t usually a hot bed of criminal activity.”
“You’ve got that right. We’ve had a jumper or two in the last decade, and even the occasional daredevil guest who had a little too much to drink and decided to practice his gymnastics routine on the balcony, but nothing of this magnitude. I never expected to have a murder drop into my lap, but then, you are sailing with us. I’ve heard all about your uncanny knack for attracting trouble.”
“It’s not my fault these things happen when I’m around!” I protested.
“Sure, sure. You’re not a crime magnet, Miz Scarlet. You’re just an innocent bystander hanging out on Murderer’s Row.”
“What exactly did you tell him, Kenny?” I wanted to know.
“Are you kidding?” Marley slipped an arm around Kenny’s shoulder and gave him an overly enthusiastic bear hug, nearly knocking him off his feet. “I have to admire a woman who can keep this guy on his toes. You’re legendary.”
“I’m what?”
“Legendary. Ken told me you pushed a killer off his perch with a platter of canapés at Christmas. And I heard all about how you cleaned up a big case on the Jersey Shore. That’s not a shabby track record for an amateur sleuth.”
“Don’t forget the Sorkin case,” Kenny reminded him. “I told you about that one. It was the first time I’d seen Miz Scarlet in decades. There she was in the woods, literally tripping over a dead body in the snow.”
“That was not my favorite moment,” I admitted, shivering at the memory of that ghastly sight up on White Oak Hill. “Well, at least nobody got killed at the Pinault-Magnusdotter wedding. That one had a happy ending.”
“Have you forgotten all the mayhem in the meantime? I lost a lot of sleep watching out for you, Miz Scarlet!”
“Okay, I’ll grant you that wedding ceremony didn’t go off without a hitch or two....”
“Speaking of which, when are you two going to tie the knot?” Marley broke in, smiling broadly. He gave me a wink. A scowl came over my heartthrob’s face as he noticed the gesture.
“Don’t you have somewhere you need to be, Horny?” Kenny growled.
“As a matter of fact, I do,” he laughed, enjoying the sight of his old friend bristling. “See you folks at dinner.”
No sooner had the door closed behind Marley than Kenny spoke. “Pay no attention to that idiot, Scarlet. He likes to stick it to me by stirring the pot. It’s a bad habit he got into in our senior year of high school and he’s never given it up.”
“That explains all the hit-and-run kamikaze flirting.”
Kenny sat down on one of the twin beds, suddenly lost in some hidden corner of his mind. The silent minutes ticked on while I waited for him to pull himself together. At long last, he let out an almost primal groan that seemed to come from deep inside. “Now I get it. It took me all this time, but I finally get it.”
“I’ll bite. What do you get?”
A humorless laugh escaped from those lips. Marley Hornsby had somehow struck a very raw nerve and the pain Kenny felt came rushing to the surface.
“When Jillian and I got engaged five years after we met, Hornsby suddenly felt compelled to pledge his undying love to her. She swore up and down that she wasn’t encouraging him, but I didn’t buy it. I accused her of being flattered by the jerk’s attention. It only got worse after we got married. Some of the biggest fights we ever had were because of Hornsby. It never occurred to me the guy was doing it to get my goat. I thought he was genuinely in love with Jillian. I felt sorry for the runner-up.”
“And now you finally see the light?” I put an arm on Kenny’s back and rested my chin on his shoulder, silent for a few minutes. “The only thing he’s in love with is besting you.”
“It’s unbelievable. He doesn’t even know you, but he’s already moving in for the kill. I feel bad about how I treated Jillian. I should have believed her. But Hornsby and I both met her at the same time. Back then, it was every man for himself. I was triumphant. I got the beautiful girl and Hornsby got nothing but heartache.”
“On the contrary, Kenny, I disagree. Your friend Marley got you to doubt Jillian, which caused the arguments that made both of you miserable. How much of a jerk were you to Jillian?”
“You don’t want to know.”
“Actually, Captain Peacock, I do want to know, just in case Marley manages to get under your skin during the cruise. I like to be prepared for emergencies.”
“I actually tried to catch her in the act by tailing her.” He sighed, clearly exasperated with himself. “I don’t think of myself as a jealous guy, Scarlet, but I was nearly out of my mind thinking she was cheating on me.”
I admit I was surprised by that. “I always think of you as so cool-headed and calm.”
“I am normally, but for some reason, Hornsby pushes all my buttons.”
“And he enjoys every second of it,” I pointed out. “Maybe that’s why he decided to come along on this trip.”
“I walked right into that one, didn’t I? I told him all about you and suddenly he rearranged his business calendar.”
“What are you going to do about it?”
“What do you mean?”
“It’s too late to make it up to Jillian, but you can make sure you don’t get sucked in again, especially now that you know he’s trying to drive you crazy.”
“I’ll just ignore him.”
“You really believe that will work with a guy like that?” I scoffed at the notion. “He’ll just try harder to get your attention.”
“Are you suggesting that he’ll make a play for you?”
“You don’t think he will?”
“Oh, Horny will make his pitch all right, but I don’t think it will be anything like his efforts to break up Jillian and me.”
“Why is that? I’m not as attractive as Jillian?”
“I didn’t say that. You have to remember that Jillian, Marley, and I were all in the same chemistry class in high school. She was an absolute wiz when it came to science. She had brains and beauty.”
“Hmm....” What am I? Chopped liver?
“Not that you’re not smart and beautiful, Scarlet,” he added as an afterthought. That was just a little too slow on the uptake, Captain Peacock.
“No, it’s okay. I get it. I’m second string, filling in because the varsity star can’t play the ball.”
For the first time since we started seeing each other, I had serious doubts about how deep Kenny’s affection for me went. Was I really just a replacement for the woman who died? Up until this moment, I had never doubted Kenny and I shared something powerful in high school. For me, the longing never abated. But after he moved to New Jersey, Jillian captured his attention and he forgot all about me. They married, built a life together, and along the way, had a couple of kids and some happy years. She died, not from the multiple sclerosis that plagued her, but from a freak fall on some steps. It’s hard to compete with a ghost, especially one I probably would have been friends with had she lived.
“I never said that!” he countered defensively.
“You didn’t have to, Kenny.” Despite being reunited with the boy who set my heart afire in high school, I had to admit there was still a big part of him that belonged to his first wife. “I’m going for a walk. I need to clear my head.”
“You’re upset. I’ll come with you.”
“Please don’t,” I replied in a voice heavy with disappointment.
What I really needed was to be up on deck, where I could feel the sea breeze on my cheeks. I wanted all these doubts to blow out to sea. But where could I go to be alone, or nearly alone, given the fact I no longer had a balcony?
“The Solarium,” I said aloud to myself as I made my way down the hallway. I punched the button for the elevator and when it came, I took it all the way up to Deck 11.
The adult pool was deserted at this time of day. Most people were back in their rooms, getting ready to go to dinner. I chose a chaise lounge facing the ocean and sat myself down on it. As beautiful as the horizon was, I found it to be a distraction from the gut-wrenching storm raging inside me. I closed my eyes and tried to decide whether I was overreacting to Kenny’s ties to his old life, but my efforts were interrupted.
“I was wrong,” said a voice just a few feet from me. I opened my eyes reluctantly. Kenny, dressed in tan slacks, a short-sleeved navy madras shirt, and boat shoes, was still so boy next-door. He knocked my heart for such a loop that registered a solid 6.5 on the Richter scale. Was I about to lose him again? “What I should have said to you is that sometimes I still struggle with the idea that I can love anyone as much as I loved Jillian. Truth be told, I would be torn if she was still here and I had to choose between you. I’m lucky to have had Jillian as my wife, Scarlet. That won’t ever change. But I also know that I can’t imagine life without you and I don’t want to lose you.”
“I’m not sure....” I started to say as I gazed up at the man standing there, but he put up a hand to stop me.
“In some ways, you’re still that naive teenage girl I was so nuts about. I didn’t want to think about Horny hitting on you. The thought just made me crazy. Maybe by overreacting I was trying to convince myself you were different, that you’d never be tempted.”
“But you said Jillian wasn’t.”
“No, but that didn’t stop me from acting like a complete idiot. I didn’t like myself much back then, and I guess I’m worried that I’ll do to you what I did to her.”
“Either that or you’ll punch Marley’s lights out. That might be the better option.” I watched his face soften as he laughed at my attempt at humor.
“If we’re going to take our relationship to the next level, I need to know you can handle this, Scar. If I get stupid, you have to help me stop myself.”
“What is the next level exactly?”
“It’s the part where we find out what we would have had together if I hadn’t moved to New Jersey. How does that sound?”
“That sounds pretty good.”
“It sounds pretty good to me too.”
“Can I ask you something important?” I figured this was a good time to change the subject, given that he felt the need to be nice to me.
“Sure.”
“If you were going to commit a murder, would you toss your victim over the railing in broad daylight, when there might be a rescue effort mounted, or would you wait until dark, so you’d be less likely to be spotted?”
“Oh Scarlet, are we back to the murder again?” He rolled his eyes and let out a big sigh, exasperated.
“Humor me. Why would someone dispose of the body in the middle of the day and risk being seen? Why not wait until dark to do it?”
“Scoot over,” Kenny insisted, tapping my knee lightly with his fingers. I moved to the left to make room as he settled himself at the foot of my chaise lounge, stretching his long legs out before him. “You’re lucky I like you because you can be one very persistent woman!”
“It’s all part of my charm.”
“Indeed.” He pulled me close and kissed me hard on the lips, leaving no doubt about his feelings toward me. Once I was convinced, he got back to my question. “Okay, let me think. Why would the killer toss the body overboard in daylight? The most logical answer is that he felt confident that no one would see him.”
“Or,” I paused, considering other possibilities, “he had an accomplice who could give him an alibi.”
“Meaning there was more than one person who conspired to murder the man?”
“What’s his wife like?” I wanted to know.
“Don’t you want to know where they’re from, how long they’ve been married, whether his wife is adept with a knife?”




Chapter Four --
“Sarcasm, Captain Peacock?”
“Let me say it again, love. You are not on this cruise to solve a murder, no matter how capable you think you are of doing so. Horny’s an experienced investigator with twenty years as an FBI agent and another three with Royal Caribbean security. He’s got a ship’s security officer with equally impressive credentials, and a team that consists of deputy security officers, guest security supervisors, and even security guards. You’ll notice that I used the word ‘security’ several times to describe the personnel. That’s because they all have training in protecting the ship’s passengers and crew.”
“True,” I nodded. “You did use the word ‘security’ several times. Of course, that’s not to say they’re trained to solve a mystery like this, is it?”
“Honey, you know you’re going to drive me....”
I shut him up with a kiss. I figured that would distract him long enough for me to figure out a way to get more information on the case.
Oh, sure. You’re wondering why I would try to insert myself into a murder case at sea. After all, I’m an innkeeper from Cheswick, Connecticut, a village the size of a postage stamp, and it’s true I have no background in law enforcement. But I have had some luck in solving some rather impressive cases. Or maybe luck is the wrong word to use. The fact is I worked hard at getting rid of trouble that plagued the Four Acorns Inn. We’ve had our share of break-ins and stalking incidents. We’ve even had a couple of murders, but I promise you it wasn’t my fault those people wound up dead -- they were involved in a criminal conspiracy. We even had a couple of prospective murderers try to carry out their foul misdeeds on our property. Luckily, those efforts were thwarted, mostly by me. It’s amazing how creative you can get when you’re staring into the eyes of someone who wants you dead.
Along the way, I made fast friends with Laurencia “Larry” Rivera, an experienced homicide investigator for the Connecticut State Police, and that gave me the opportunity to pick up some techniques that I was sure would come in handy on this Liberty of the Seas case. It’s not like I wanted to question suspects or examine evidence. I just wanted to know why someone would toss a dead man into the sea in broad daylight and risk discovery in the process. It just doesn’t make any sense to me. Unless....
“The steward was coming to clean the stateroom!” I suddenly blurted out.
“What?” A little electric shock seemed to pass through Kenny, causing him to sit up like he’d been struck by lightning on the golf course with his favorite Callaway Big Bertha driver in hand.
“You’d have to get rid of a body if the steward was going to clean your stateroom.”
“Why not just hang the ‘do not disturb’ sign on the door?” he countered.
“Maybe because the steward had seen the victim’s wife leave the room.”
“That suggests the wife was in on it, Scarlet, and from all accounts, she’s innocent.”
“But it doesn’t mean she was involved. Don’t you see? You know how the stewards and stewardesses all work the sections together? This one takes that room and that one takes the next? If the wife left and someone else entered the stateroom when the staff was cleaning nearby, the killer couldn’t take the body with him. He had no choice but to dump it over the railing.”
“Why not just walk away and leave it behind?” I could see Kenny was intrigued by my theory.
“Because he was bound to be seen by at least one, if not more, of the stewards and stewardesses the moment he stepped into the hallway, and once the body was found, he’d be exposed.”
“That’s very good, Miz Scarlet.” He fastened his gaze on me, staring at me with an intensity I found hypnotic. I loved that face of his. “Now how do we narrow down our suspects? I say that because we still have no viable ‘perp’ for this.”
He was right. The killer wasn’t necessarily staying on that particular deck. I asked the question I should have asked earlier. “What stateroom was the victim staying in?”
“Actually, the victim was assigned to 7310, which means he was staying on the same floor as we were, but on the other side of the ship.”
“So why was he on an upper deck?” I asked Kenny. “Did he have a meeting with someone?”
“It’s possible.” He gave it some thought. “It’s also possible that the victim stumbled onto something or somehow posed a threat to his killer. Maybe he witnessed a crime.”
“How would we narrow that down?” I wondered aloud.
“Are you asking me, Scarlet?”
“I am if you have a logical answer,” I replied, squeezing his hand. “If the victim was out of his normal territory, what took him up there?”
“If it were up to me, the starting point would be to find out where the ship’s crew was cleaning on each of the upper decks at the time the body went over the railing. We already know the likely trajectory of the body as it went into the ocean, so we’d at least be able to eliminate unlikely scenarios. Of course, that theory does depend on the killer trying to avoid being spotted by the housekeeping staff.”
“At that time of day, a lot of people were probably still at lunch or doing activities on other decks. Isn’t that usually when the staterooms are cleaned?”
“It might be.” He glanced down at his watch. “We should go get dressed for dinner. Your mom and Thad are probably wondering where we are.”
“You know, Kenny, if we kept this hypothesis to ourselves and just kicked it around awhile, we might be able to hand Marley the killer on a silver platter.”
“I’m not exactly in the mood to make the twit look good.”
“No, I’m sure you’re not. But if we worked it together and did the preliminary investigation, you could write it all up and outline it in great detail, so that you get the credit and Marley looks smart for hiring you as a consultant.”
“And yet I don’t get my revenge for all the times that bum hit on my wife. I don’t know that I would find much satisfaction in that, Scar.”
“You would if he had no choice but to credit you with solving the case for him,” I grinned. “After all, you’re a consultant for the cruise line, not one of his regular employees.”
“Where did this sneaky side of you come from? I’m not used to you being so conniving, Miz Scarlet.”
“I know. It is rather shocking, isn’t it? But don’t forget I’m Bur Wilson’s sister and you know what a cheese weasel he can be. He’s a master at figuring out how to work all the angles to get what he wants. I learned a long time ago to go around him. And I’ve spent a little time with Larry and Max when they were working police cases. Those two are downright devious when they’re pinning down a suspect.”
“They are rather creative in their investigative approach, aren’t they?” he smiled. “So, let’s consider the possibilities. If the killer tossed the body overboard because it was his own cabin, we could reasonably identify him quickly by checking the cabin assignments on the decks above your cabin.”
“Then again, maybe the killer murdered his victim in an unoccupied room,” I suggested. “Maybe the perp lured him there. But how would you figure out which room to use? It would have to be empty. Are there a lot of staterooms unoccupied on this cruise?”
“Probably, but I don’t think that’s what happened.”
“Why not?” I wanted to know. He seemed rather definite about that.
“The stewards would have no reason to clean an unoccupied room. In fact, they wouldn’t even need to go into one. By the time the corpse was discovered, who’d remember all the people who passed by that cabin during the cruise?”
I leaned back on the chaise lounge. He was right. “That means the killer killed his victim in a room that was scheduled to be cleaned, even if it wasn’t his stateroom. Why didn’t anyone on the housekeeping staff report any blood? Surely a stab wound in the back would involve blood spatter.”
“The killer must have been able to wipe down any blood residue, which may mean he had time to do it.”
“He’d need cleaning supplies,” I reminded him.
“He would, but he could probably sneak them off one of the housekeeping carts left in the hallway...unless the victim was stabbed on the balcony. It would be easy to clean up any mess out there. I wonder if any time passed between the murder and when the body was actually thrown into the water. Thad and I should go back down to the infirmary and have another look after dinner. There might be sea water in the lungs.”
“What’s Laurel supposed to do while we’re examining the body?”
“While we’re what? No, no. You’re keeping your mother company while Thad and I are gone, Miz Scarlet. Besides, if we’re going to solve the case before this ship ties up to King’s Wharf tomorrow morning, you and I will have to work most of the night.”
“Can I at least ask you what the victim did for a living, just in case it might be relevant to a motive for murder?”
“He was a mortician.”
“Say what?”
“You heard me.”
“Wow. I did not see that coming.”
“It gets better. He owned his own funeral home in Caulkins Cove, Maine and specialized in arranging burials at sea.”
“The guy who was murdered was an undertaker?”
“Yes.” Kenny extended a hand and helped me up from the chaise lounge.
“Why would someone want to do that to him?”
“Your guess is as good as mine, love, but I do know that he was an avid fisherman, a member of his local chamber of commerce, and a popular Little League baseball coach, according to his wife.”
“What you’re telling me is that the man wasn’t part of any criminal element?”
“Remind me to have a word with Larry when we get back to the States.”
“Don’t blame Larry. It was Ruth who filled me in on that one.” Max’s aunt was brought in to do surveillance duty at the Four Acorns Inn when we were being menaced last year. I made a point to bring her coffee and cake during the long hours she was stuck staring at the monitor, watching for signs of trouble. We killed time talking about Ruth’s career as a cop back in the day when women weren’t plentiful in law enforcement. She told me it often worked to her advantage, because the “perps”, as she called them, weren’t expecting her to flash a badge, let alone to cuff them. “Ruth could write a book about her experiences.”
“And no doubt she will. But you don’t become an expert on crime by sitting at her side, listening to her tales of the good times, my love.”
“No, I don’t. But that doesn’t rule out the possibility I might come up with a useful insight now and again,” I reminded him.
“Touché!” he smiled indulgently, giving me a gentle poke in the belly. “Insights I’ll accept. You running around in some crazy hunt for a killer I will not.”
By the time we got back to Stateroom 6615, the man from Mercer Security forced a promise from me not to discuss what he had shared with me about the case with anyone. “Don’t forget, Scarlet, that we do have a very real killer among us. You don’t want him to eavesdrop on conversations detailing our efforts to apprehend him.”
“Fine, but you have to fill me in when you get back from the infirmary. I want all the details.”
“I should have my head examined,” he sighed, shrugging his shoulders. “If it wasn’t for the fact that I’d love to knock Marley Hornsby on his keister, I’d never consider this cockamamie plan of yours.”
“Desperate men do desperate things,” I teased, “and a deal’s a deal. Shall we shake on it?”
I presented my hand, intending to honor the usual negotiating tradition, but Kenny went rogue on me with a long, passionate kiss that left me breathless.
“See you in twenty minutes.” Releasing me from his embrace, he turned and retreated to Stateroom 6613.
Laurel was sitting on the window seat, her gaze focused on the unfolding action in the Royal Promenade below. She was dressed in a rose-colored silk blouse and a white linen skirt, a delicate strand of pearls around her neck. Her purse was in the pouch of her wheelchair, her paisley shawl draped across the back of the seat. She was ready to go.
“Sorry I’m late. I won’t be a tick.”
“Take your time. I’m thoroughly enjoying myself.”
I hurried to pull on a black sheath and pin up my hair. By the time I slipped on my heels and picked up my purse from the dresser, it was eighteen minutes later. A couple of knuckle raps on the connecting door did the trick. Thaddeus opened it, greeting us warmly.
“You ladies look lovely this evening,” said the old charmer.
“You look rather dashing yourself,” Laurel told him, maneuvering her wheelchair through the doorway.
Kenny came out of the bathroom, wiping the shaving cream from his chin on a towel. “I’m running a little behind. There’s been a change of plans, to which I hope you will agree.”
“What might that be?” Laurel wanted to know.
“We’ve been asked to host the murder victim’s widow at our table for dinner this evening. Until the killer is caught, she may be in danger. My buddy, Marley Hornsby, wants her to feel like she’s part of a group this evening. I hope you don’t mind.”
I couldn’t help it. I snickered in anticipation of the opportunity to get up close and personal with a very important witness in the case.
“That summons up the famous Mary Howitt poem. ‘“Will you walk into my parlor,” said the Spider to the Fly. “‘Tis the prettiest little parlor you ever did spy.”’ I do believe that Marley just gave us tickets to the big show.”
“You might say that,” he smiled, trying hard not to grin. Laurel was appalled by our behavior.
“Now, Scarlet, we have no intention of duping this poor woman. She’s just lost her husband,” my mother reminded me. “We will treat her with dignity and compassion.”
“Of course we will,” I agreed readily. “I wasn’t actually referring to her, Mom.”
“Then who?”
“Ah....” I looked at the man in the madras shirt.
“Marley and I are competitors from way back, Mrs. W. I told Scarlet I’d like to solve the mystery to settle an old score.” Kenny gave my mother a big grin. “I hope you’re okay with that.”
“Kenneth, I fear the Wilson family has become a bad influence on you.” She turned her disapproving gaze in my direction.
“Hey, don’t blame me. These guys were in high school together. Their rivalry is decades old.”
“Well, be that as it may, this woman has just lost her husband, so there will be no nonsense where she is concerned. Agreed?”
“Agreed,” I said.
“Absolutely,” Kenny chimed in.
“Now that’s settled, shall we?” Thaddeus opened the door to the corridor and we all filed out.
We took the elevator down one floor and walked to the Botticelli dining room, where we were escorted to our seats by the courtly maître d whose name tag identified him as Jules. The round table was positioned by the balcony, overlooking the two lower dining rooms. I noticed there were five chairs.
“Where would Madam like to sit this evening?” the man in the uniform asked Laurel.
“By the railing, if you don’t mind. I love to have a good view.”
“Of course.” He withdrew one of the chairs so that Laurel could pull her wheelchair into the empty spot.
“There will be one other guest at your table this evening,” Jules announced. “I believe she is on her way as we speak.”
Two minutes later, he was back. Holding his arm was a fifty-something woman dressed in a plain white top and a pair of turquoise slacks. On her wrists were shiny gold bangles that jangled as she moved. At first glance, she looked like any other cruise passenger. But the puffy eyes and quivering lip gave her away. There was no doubt the widow was taking her husband’s death hard.
Thaddeus and Kenny got to their feet, nearly tripping over themselves to be the first to pull out her chair. She had just unfolded her linen napkin and placed it in her lap when Marley appeared.
“I see you’ve all been seated. Kathleen Delaney, these are the people I told you about. Let me introduce you all, starting with the ladies.”
Kathleen did her best to greet each of us, but it was obvious she was having trouble speaking. Her grief was too new.
“And this is my old high school buddy, Ken Tolliver, the man I told you about.” Marley placed his hands on Kenny’s shoulders. “If you have any problems, you just let him know. I’m leaving you in capable hands.”
“Thank you.” A tear dangled on her lower right eyelid for just a moment, and when she blinked, it made a dash for her cheek below, leaving a wet trail on her pale skin.
Our waiter arrived to take our drink orders. “What would you like?”
We went around the table. Laurel decided on white wine. I asked for a mango daiquiri. When it came to Kathleen’s turn, I assumed she would pass. I was surprised when she followed my lead.
“I’ll have one of those too.” She pulled a couple of tissues from her purse and dabbed her eyes.
Kenny asked for a scotch on the rocks. Thaddeus ordered a martini with an onion.
“You’ll have to forgive me,” the new widow sniffed. “I’m not very good company tonight. It’s been a horrible day. I probably should have asked to be seated alone.”
“Don’t be silly,” I replied, taking the bull by the horns. “We’re glad you could join us. We heard about the tragic death of your husband. I’m sure it’s a terrible shock. If it helps, I’m the only one sitting at this table that isn’t widowed.”




Chapter Five --
That little bit of news seemed to surprise her. She studied the faces of our dining companions, taking in their nods. “Really?”
“Really. My husband had an unexpected heart attack and died on the spot,” my mother told her. “I was absolutely devastated. He was my Rock of Gibraltar.”
“My wife was a passenger in a car that was struck by a tractor trailer on the highway. Rosemarie died instantly,” Thaddeus announced. I let out an involuntary gasp, shocked at the unexpected revelation. How many meals had I shared with the good doctor? It was the first time I’d ever heard him talk about his late wife.
Kathleen turned to Kenny, waiting expectantly. He did not disappoint.
“My wife had multiple sclerosis for years and was sometimes unsteady on her feet. One day she fell down some stone steps and hit her head. Jillian never regained consciousness.”
The woman sitting at our table took a long breath, trying hard to compose herself. She filled her lungs with air, pursed her lips, and then slowly exhaled, as if trying to expunge the events of the day. For a moment, she teetered on the brink of success, but then a little sniff turned into a sob and that started another crying jag. We waited while she collected herself. At last she spoke.
“You really do understand what I’m going through.”
“Absolutely,” Thaddeus reassured her. “I still remember that punch to the gut, the disbelief.”
“The first few days are difficult. You don’t know what to do or how to feel.” Laurel’s fingers curled around the stem of her water goblet. “The hours just seem to drag on.”
“I just can’t believe he’s gone. George always said we were so lucky to find each other late in life. He’d been married before, but not me. This was only our second anniversary.”
“At a time like this it helps to be with people who love you.
“I wish I had some.” Kathleen took another swipe of her eyes with a tissue. “I’m on my own.”
“No parents?” Thaddeus inquired of her, a kindly note in his voice. He took a sip of his drink, looking away briefly, politely, as she wiped another stray tear.
“No. My parents died several years ago. My only sibling, Donna, died three years ago. She had two kids. They both live on the other side of the country. I do have a couple of adult stepchildren. Greg works...worked with his dad at the funeral home. Kayla is a school nurse. But I don’t really know them all that well.”
“Oh, you poor dear,” my mother commiserated with her. “You need to have good support at a time like this, just to keep going.”
“It sounds like they seated you at the right table,” I interjected into the conversation. I might not have lost a husband, but I understood loneliness and longing, and more than that, I understood what a chilling effect murder had on a family. Heaven knows I came close to dying more than once. I still woke up now and then in a panic, remembering the terror of looking into a killer’s eyes. That was probably not something I should share with the new widow. “You don’t have to worry about whether we understand what you’re going through, Kathleen. You’re among friends here.”
“Thank you, Scarlet. It means a lot.”
“Will you be flying back to the States once we dock in Bermuda?”
“I don’t think so. The cruise line told me they would pay for a flight for me, but George’s body has to be autopsied. It will take a few days to get the results, so it’s not as if I have to plan a funeral any time soon. I don’t think I can bear to be in that house all by myself.”
“I understand what you mean,” Kenny told her. “The house was suddenly so empty without Jillian. I threw myself into my work, just to avoid the endless, mind-numbing nights in front of the TV.”
“Does it ever get better?” she asked. The three members of the Widow and Widowers Club heaved a collective sigh.
“Eventually it does. It’s a long process, though,” Kenny warned her. Thaddeus raised his glass, agreeing.
“Sometimes it feels like that ache will never go away. It subsides now and again. You learn to take it one day at a time, and after a while, you start to look forward to the good days.”
My mother was watching Kathleen closely. I couldn’t fathom why, until she spoke.
“The hardest thing is to avoid falling into the trap of giving up on life, Kathleen. You have to ask yourself what George would want you to do and then find the strength to go on. Sometimes it’s a lot of work to propel yourself forward, but when you get into the daily habit of doing it, it slowly becomes routine. That’s really what helped me the most, knowing that my husband would have wanted me to continue living a good life. ‘Gentleman George’, as I called him, had taken care of me through my struggles after I was crippled. The thing I regretted most was the fact that I didn’t have the chance to do the same for him, but we had no idea how damaged his heart was. I never had the chance to tell him all the things I appreciated about him or how deep my love really went. These we find out too late, when we’re suddenly without the one we love.”
“His name was George too?” Kathleen seemed to cling to that fact like it was some magic talisman that Laurel handed to her. Maybe she thought that if Laurel got through widowhood, she could do it too. “Do you still miss him?”
“I do,” my mother nodded. “But I am blessed to have the opportunity to discover new love and my life is certainly richer for it.”
Laurel and Thaddeus exchanged a meaningful glance. For a second, I felt my throat tighten and thought about my dad. “Gentleman George” would surely approve of my mother’s choice of companion.
That’s the thing about death; it changes the world as we know it. One day everything is fine and dandy; the next, it’s turned upside down and inside out. I knew all too well the need to summon up one’s courage when we most feel alone. No doubt Kathleen would face waves of sorrow head on in the coming days, as the reality of her husband’s brutal killing washed over her again and again. But she would remember this evening long after the ship had docked and use it to get herself through those difficult, heart-wrenching hours.
After indulging in liqueur-laced coffees and decadent desserts, it was time to end our meal. Laurel and Thaddeus returned to Deck 6. Kenny and I walked the harrowed widow back to her quarters and waited while she opened the door to Stateroom 7310.
“I just can’t believe he’s gone,” she sighed. “Why would anyone want to kill George?”
The tears flowed freely once more, no doubt helped in part by returning to the last place she had been with her husband. Looking around, I could see the ghost of George Delaney was pervasive here, at least for his widow. It was hard to ignore his shoes, neatly positioned by the bed from which he had risen just this morning. Through the open bathroom door, I could see his black leather shaving kit sitting on the sink. Those reminders were likely to trigger memories, good and bad. Now that she was beginning to ask questions about the killer’s motive, she might be able to provide us with some clues about his final hours on the ship. What if she knew something she didn’t know she knew? Would that information put her in greater danger? Should we worry about her safety?
“Kathleen, would it be helpful or hurtful for you to move to another room?” I inquired.
“Oh, I don’t know.” She seemed torn as she sat down on the bed, letting her fingers stroke the bedspread, no doubt remembering those last treasured moments with George. “He was such a kind man.”
Kenny’s phone rang. He stood up and took a few steps in the direction of the balcony. “Do you mind?”
“No.” The widow shook her head. With that, Kenny opened the sliding door and disappeared into the night. I took advantage of the opportunity to ask her more questions, looking for some little tidbit that might yield a clue to the killer’s identity.
“Was George worried about anything lately? Was everything okay with his business?”
“Well, we suffered through the recession, just as everyone else has. He told me that the funeral business has changed a lot over the last decade. People used to spend money on lavish caskets and big flower displays. Now everything is eco-friendly. His friend Hector has a big boat for deep sea fishing excursions, so they partnered up for burials at sea.
“It’s an interesting concept. What does one of those entail?”
“Well, most people opt to have the body cremated, so there’s a boat ride out to a special place for a memorial service, after which the ashes are scattered. He and Hector could do that just about anywhere. But these days, the new trend is to return the dearly departed to the sea intact. For that, you need a mortician to prepare the body properly, because there’s no casket.”
“No casket at all?”
“They wrap the body up in environmentally-friendly materials before they slide it into the water. The funeral is a full day’s excursion for the passengers, because the captain has to go out at least thirty five miles, to where the ocean is six hundred feet deep. Everything has to be done according to Coast Guard regulations.”
“That makes sense. You certainly don’t want to have people unexpectedly come across a body floating in with the tide,” I remarked. “How many of those funerals did your husband do in a year?”
“Oh, offhand I’d say about fifteen or twenty a year, mostly in the warm months, although he and Hector also did unattended funerals at sea year round. They’d go out at first light, say a few words in remembrance of the deceased, slip the body into the ocean, and then go fishing for a few hours on the way home.”
“I had heard George was an avid fisherman,” I smiled. For a brief moment, Kathleen’s face softened, remembering.
“He certainly was. He used to say that it was the perfect job for a man creeping closer to retirement. Hector’s charter business fit right in with the burial-at-sea concept, so when word got out that this was a great alternative to the traditional funeral, there was a lot of interest. Fishermen, sailors, and even our summer residents wanted to do it after the local newspaper published a big article about it. George handled all the burial arrangements and, whenever there wasn’t a minister involved, he did the farewell prayers for the dead. Hector handled the food and drink for the passengers. Sometimes there would be a bagpiper or a singer. A lot of families turned it into a celebration of their loved one’s life, complete with videos and speeches.”
“If you’ll forgive me for saying this, Kathleen, it is rather odd that a man who did burials at sea ended up being murdered and tossed off this ship.”
“I agree.” Her big blue eyes lit on me. As she studied me, she seemed to hesitate. “Scarlet, can I tell you something? It’s been bothering me ever since that man came and got me at the pool.”
“Of course.”
“George mentioned to me that he thought he recognized someone on this ship, but when he tried to have a conversation with the man, he was brushed off.”
“I don’t suppose he told you the guy’s name?”
“No, but he was surprised to see him.”
“Was it someone from back home?” I inquired.
“I don’t think so. He would have told me that. We live in a very small town on the coast, where everybody knows everybody. It’s hard to have a secret in Caulkins Cove, Maine. Besides, I didn’t get the impression that he knew this man all that well. He was just kind of baffled that the guy blew him off, because he was fairly certain they had met before.”
Kenny chose that moment to reappear. The balcony door suddenly slid open and there he was. Talk about a conversation stopper.
“I’m sorry, ladies. I have to run down to the infirmary with Thad. Scarlet, your mom expects you back in the stateroom.”
“I don’t really want to leave Kathleen on her own right now,” I told him. It was true. I thought I might get her to cough up a few more details of George’s run-in, but only if I stuck with it. “It’s still early, Kathleen. Why don’t you come back with me? We’ll play some Scrabble in our cabin or just talk until the men get back.”
“I don’t want to inconvenience you and your mother.”
“Don’t worry about that. We’re not going to bed right away. Besides, my mother enjoys talking to people.”
“But I seem to have monopolized the conversation all evening. Promise me we’ll talk about something else for a while.”
“Sure. Laurel and I will talk about our adventures at the Four Acorns Inn, where, as Kenny likes to say, ‘Nutty is the norm.’ There’s never a dull moment when you run an inn.”
Kathleen’s lips curled into a smile, but Kenny wagged a finger in the air.
“Don’t laugh. You have no idea of the trouble the Wilson family seems to attract. Why, I have spent many a day trying to keep them safe!”
“Surely you’re exaggerating just a little,” she replied. I let loose with a big guffaw.
“Actually, he’s not. It’s been one calamity after another. Come on. We’ll tell you all about it.”
Kenny escorted us down to the stateroom I was sharing with Laurel, where he met up with Thaddeus. My mother greeted Kathleen warmly as she sat on her perch by the bow window.
“I’m so glad Scarlet brought you with her. Come and see what’s going on. There’s some kind of parade.”
After the men departed, we watched the action for the better part of half an hour. Dressed in red hats, white slacks, and colorful “Hackensack Steamin’ Hot Mamas” tee shirts, the silver-haired ladies who marched in the street below us seemed to have more stamina than some of their younger cohorts. They performed a couple of line dances, waving their arms and shaking their fannies, before they made their farewells and disappeared.
Once the crowd dispersed on the promenade below us, we spent the next hour in lighthearted chatter, bantering about our respective lives in small town America. Kathleen had been an insurance agent for most of her adult life, taking over the family-run agency when her father retired. She had some funny stories about odd claims people filed. We shared some of our own tales about memorable inn guests who had passed through our doors. By the time Kenny came back with Thaddeus, we were laughing like old friends.
“Why don’t we walk Kathleen back to her room, while your mom and Thad have a chance to touch base, Scarlet?”
“Oh, I don’t want to take up any more of your time than I already have,” the new widow insisted. “I’m sure I can manage on my own.”
“I’m sure you can too, but I’m an old-fashioned guy. I’ll sleep better knowing you got safely back to your stateroom.”
“That’s the kind of thing George would say.”
“Well, all the more reason for us to accompany you,” he told her, holding the door for us.
As we headed down the hallway, I noticed she was limping slightly and wondered if she was in pain. I slowed my gait, trying to match hers.
“What will you do if you have trouble sleeping?” I wanted to know. “It’s easy to feel overwhelmed in the wee, small hours of the night.”
There was a long pause as she thought about it. Suddenly, her face changed slightly, a small, almost imperceptible twitch that signaled she was beginning to understand just how permanent George’s death really was. All that aloneness was a scary thought.
“I can always sit in the Café Promenade. Someone told me they’re open twenty four hours a day. You people are on vacation and you should enjoy yourselves. You don’t need me to drag you down.”
“Nonsense!” I put an arm around her shoulder. “Let me give you the phone number for our stateroom. You can call us any time, Kathleen. Laurel and I have pretty strong shoulders, if you need to talk.”
“That’s so sweet, Scarlet. I appreciate it.” She searched for a pen and a small notebook in her purse in the bottom of her purse. I watched her write down the information I gave her. When she was finished, she pulled out her Liberty of the Seas card and swiped the lock of her stateroom. “Thank you so much for....”
Kenny suddenly pulled Kathleen back into the corridor, pushing her at me with a force that nearly knocked me off my feet. We fell against the wall, making a rather loud thud. “Stay here!”
He quickly switched to stealth mode, carefully entering the room as if he expected a hostile welcoming committee to pop out of the closet. He was tightly wound and ready to spring into action at the slightest provocation.
Kathleen and I nervously stood in the doorway. We could see the contents of the room had been tossed like a chef salad. The closet doors and dresser drawers were wide open and clothing was strewn all over the place.
“Why would someone do this?” she asked me, her voice thick with disbelief.
“Someone was looking for something,” I decided. I took a step into the room. “Did you have anything of value? Money, jewels?”
“Not really.”
Kenny emerged from the bathroom and joined us out in the corridor. He carefully, quietly shut the door to Kathleen’s stateroom and then ushered us toward the elevator with an urgency that surprised me. The moment I opened my mouth to comment, he warned me off.
“Wait, Scarlet. Not here.”
Less than a minute later, I discovered we weren’t going back to the stateroom to rejoin Laurel; instead, we were on our way to the security office.
It was bustling with activity when we stepped through the door. People in blue shirts with distinctive epaulets were coming and going. Radios crackled as personnel contacted the security office to provide updates and request instructions. Kenny flagged the man sitting at the first desk for a short conversation and a moment later, we were buzzed into Marley’s office.
“Tolliver, what brings the conga line into my office at this time of night?”
“Mrs. Delaney’s room was broken into and its contents were disturbed.”
“Is that right?” Marley sounded skeptical.
“It is.” Kenny’s answer was definite.
For a few fleeting seconds, I wondered if Kenny and his old friend would try to arm wrestle for control of the case. I wasn’t sure which of the two would come out the victor.
“And how do we know the grieving widow isn’t just a sloppy passenger?” Marley made a point of looking her over like she was a plump boneless chicken breast in the butcher shop window and he was trying to decide how to cook her for dinner. He struck me as the kind of guy who would “shake and bake” her without blinking an eye.
“Because,” I cut into the conversation, more than a little disturbed that Kathleen was considered a suspect, “I was in the stateroom with her prior to that and it was as neat as a pin when we left it. She was never out of my sight from the time we left the immaculate stateroom until the time we returned, at which time we found it in disarray. Please tell me you’re not daft enough to think she had some role in this.”
“Stranger things have happened,” he shrugged. “Wives have been known to murder their spouses.”
“Not in this case,” I announced, standing my ground. “What factual basis do you have for believing Kathleen was involved in killing her husband?”
“We’re still looking into it.”
“Well, look some place else, because she’s innocent!” I met his gaze without blinking. I was damned if I was going to let him get away with railroading the widow, especially since I was convinced her shock at finding her stateroom a mess was genuine. “Are you implying she threw her husband over the railing all by herself?”
“She could have an accomplice,” said the head of the cruise line’s security program, a smug smile settling on his face as he continued to stare at Kathleen. She turned pale under his withering scrutiny, and for a moment, I worried she might pass out.
“And I could have a twenty-three inch waist and be an underwear model in a push-up bra, but that’s not happening in the real world! Care to join us as we deal with fact, not fiction?”




Chapter Six --
“Ah, the infamous Miz Scarlet emerges and off come the gloves! Bring it on, slugger!”
“Make jokes, Marley. And while you’re doing that, consider the fact that a killer is still on the loose on your ship. How do you know he won’t strike again and dispatch another of your passengers? You’re so busy imagining the widow as the culprit, you haven’t considered the possibility that she’s innocent and someone else is getting away with murder!” I hissed. “Why aren’t you sending your people upstairs to recover fingerprints in that stateroom?”
“It’s a waste of time,” he retorted. “I’d be surprised if there were any besides hers and those belonging to members of the housekeeping staff.”
“Are you saying that whoever broke in wore gloves?”
“No, I’m saying no one broke in. Kathleen Delaney wants you to think she’s innocent. You’ve been duped.” He said it with all the enthusiasm of the cat that swallowed the canary. As I blinked, I even thought I spotted a couple of bright yellow feathers sticking out of his mouth.
“And you’ve been taking silly pills, which have clearly warped your thought processes. I already told you she was not out of my sight at any time. When did she trash her own room? More importantly, why would she do it? She had no way of knowing Kenny and I were going to see that mess. In fact, she told us it was unnecessary to escort her back to her room, but Kenny insisted on it!”
“Sir Galahad lives....”
“And so does the village idiot!” I responded hotly. “Why can’t you accept the possibility that she played no role in the killing?”
“I’ve met too many black widows who snuffed their husbands for profit.”
“But I didn’t!” Kathleen insisted. I heard sniffles behind me and realized she was crying. That just set my backbone in the upright position.
“Are you really so stubborn that you can’t let go of your ridiculous theory?” I demanded.
“Have you actually ever studied the intricacies of murder, Miz Scarlet? Statistics show that the chances of strangers attacking out of the blue are rare. Most killers have motive, means, and they know their victims. Once the motive for a killing is identified and the means are determined, the perpetrator usually shows up on the radar screen.”
As I watched him swivel back and forth in his leather desk chair, arms tucked behind his head, I found myself wanting to throttle him. How dare he be such a blockhead? Kathleen was just a normal woman with a normal life, not some scheming widow. I asked myself why Marley would think anything else. When the answer popped into my head with all the subtlety of a bolt of lightning, it suddenly all made perfect sense to me.
“Oh,” I groaned, hitting my forehead with my right hand. “You’ve got nothing to go on, so you’re profiling her! You found out she’s only been married to George for two years, so you leapt to the conclusion that she must be after his money!”
“You said it, not me!” he laughed.
“So, let me guess. She’s an insurance agent and you suspect there’s a million-dollar insurance policy on George Delaney’s life, with Kathleen as beneficiary.” I shook my head. “I’m disappointed in you, Marley Hornsby. Not only have you taken the easy path on this case, you’ve abandoned all good sense. You’re not interested in questioning her, to find out if her husband had any trouble that might be related to his funeral business. You’re stereotyping her because you’re too damn lazy to get off your bony ass and actually investigate this case. Why is that?”
The silence in Marley Hornsby’s office spoke volumes as my question went unanswered. And once again, I was stunned by an unexpected jolt passing through my brain. Who says that old proverbial lightning can’t strike twice?
“You expect to hand her over to the authorities in a big hoo-ha show as soon as we dock. The impatient press gets its supposed killer, and by the time the real investigators sort through the details and realize she’s innocent, the media will have moved on to their next big, juicy story.”
“Ah, Scarlet....” Kenny made a half-hearted attempt to convince me to apply the brakes and stop my runaway mouth from antagonizing Marley any further, but then the man behind the desk made a critical error that changed the game for all of us.
“You think you can do a better job, Miz Scarlet? Be my guest! Serve the killer to me on your silver platter by the time we anchor in Bermuda, because if you don’t, Mrs. Delaney is flying back to the United States in handcuffs, courtesy of the FBI.”
“Fine,” I snapped. “I will, and when I do, you will apologize to Kathleen and admit you’re a complete and utter twit!”
“You’re on!”
“You’re damn right I’m on!”
“The clock is ticking. We arrive at nine in the morning. Be prepared to meet the press as you disembark.”
“Perfect. I’ll be able to tell them all about how you refused to consider this case might have a different suspect. By the time I’m done spilling the beans, seasoned defense attorneys across America will be begging Kathleen to let them take her case. They’ll sue you and your team for putting her in harm’s way, failing to protect her from a dangerous stalker, and ruining her stellar reputation with innuendoes and false claims. She’ll be awarded millions!” I crowed. I turned to my shocked companions. “Let’s go, Kenny and Kathleen. We have a lot of work to do!”
“Yes, you do. Run along now, dear, and solve the case!” said the irritating security expert, waving his big man hands in the air in his effort to shoo me away. “Don’t keep us all in suspense!”
I was about to launch into a rebuttal when I felt Kenny’s hand grip my wrist so tightly, I thought I’d have a permanent impression of his fingerprints on my skin. “You heard the man, Miz Scarlet. We have to go solve our case.”
“Of all the nerve!” I was still sputtering as we made our way through the maze of ship passageways. “What a jerk!”
“But in his defense,” I heard Kathleen say. Turning around, I stopped to stare at her, suddenly confused.
“What?”
“He’s right about the appearance of guilt,” she admitted reluctantly. “It’s there. If I was an insurance investigator and I saw the basic facts of George’s death on a report, I wouldn’t encourage the insurance company to pay the claim.”
“No good investigator ever relies only on a few circumstantial facts, Kathleen,” I said huffily. She was not helping her own case by playing devil’s advocate. That kind of attitude could put her permanently behind bars. “Did Marley or anyone else on the security team even question you about what happened, to hear your side of things?”
“Well, no....”
“The minute he heard your room was broken into, Marley Hornsby didn’t consider you might be the victim of yet another crime occurring on his ship, did he? He was still determined to convict you as a willing participant in your husband’s murder. I want to know why.”
There had to be a reason for all this, but what was it? I thought about Marley’s supposed suspect, the middle-aged owner of the Caulkins Cove Insurance Agency. Did she fit the profile of an agile, cold-blooded assassin?
Physically, she wasn’t a good candidate, given the extra twenty or so pounds she carried on a small frame. Kenny and Marley had told me George Delaney was a rather large man, in more ways than one -- not only tall, but with a substantial girth. Would Kathleen have had the necessary stamina to power-lift her husband over the railing and into the deep blue sea? It might have been possible, except for one thing. In the dining room just a short time ago, I had observed Kathleen constantly shifting in her seat as she tried to get comfortable. Our eyes had met over the salad course.
“Is everything okay?” I had asked her. “You look like you’re in pain.”
“I’m sorry about the squirming. I had a knee replacement a few months ago, and I’m still working my way back from that,” she had announced. “This trip was supposed to be therapeutic for me.”
The debilitating nature of her problem was obvious, begging the question of whether a woman with a recent knee replacement could bear the strain of maneuvering a dead weight, in the form of a corpse, upwards of four feet and over an obstacle like a railing. Thinking back, I couldn’t recall hearing anyone groan in agony or notice any sounds of fumbling in the seconds before that lifeless figure flew past our balcony.
Leave it to Kenny to come up with a plausible explanation for Marley’s bad behavior. “He’s trying hard to tidy up the case before we reach Bermuda, honey. He’d prefer to have Kathleen as his chief suspect.”
Knowing that Thaddeus was next door with Laurel, he opened the door of Stateroom 6613 and led us over to the sitting area overlooking the promenade. He waited until we were settled on the sofa before he sprawled out on the window seat. I picked up the thread of the conversation.
“If he takes her off the list, he’s still got to worry about a killer roaming aboard the Liberty of the Seas, doesn’t he?” I inquired. The grim-faced man sitting across from me nodded. “In other words, he’s in denial until the next body surfaces. That’s a rather dangerous mistake to make if George Delaney was randomly targeted. What if the victim was just a man in the wrong place at the wrong time?”
Kenny watched me closely. I could tell he thought my theory had merit. “You’re suggesting this was a crime of convenience, Scarlet? For some reason, the killer saw an advantage to killing George?”
“Why not? It makes a whole lot more sense to me than Kathleen being our murderer.”
“Thank you, Scarlet,” she said, lightly patting my knee as I sat beside her. “I appreciate your vote of confidence.”
“That brings us back to motive,” Kenny decided. “I think we can probably rule out love, hate, or revenge, since the Delaneys don’t strike me as being ruthless people.”
She smiled sadly, her eyes filling with tears, when she heard that. Reaching over to the coffee table, she extracted a couple of tissues and dabbed her cheeks before speaking.
“My husband was just one of those genuine good guys. He didn’t have a mean bone in his body.”
I paused, considering that fact. If George Delaney was such a nice guy, why did a killer want him dead? We had no motive, and without one, it would be nearly impossible to find the person who committed this heinous crime.
“What if we look at this from a different angle? Let’s just focus on the elements of the act itself. What’s a plausible motive for killing a good man?”
“Maybe George caught someone in the act of committing a crime,” Kenny suggested.
“My husband was a man of conscience. He would have tried to stop him.”
“Okay, let’s say George interrupted a crime and felt compelled to do something about it. At the risk of being obvious, doesn’t it strike you that this wasn’t a particularly well-planned crime?” I asked them. “It seems impulsive...spur of the moment...almost like the murderer panicked.”
“That’s possible,” Kenny agreed. “Usually a murderer reacts; he gets sloppy when he’s too emotional to think straight because he’s between a rock and a hard place.”
“But why break into Kathleen’s stateroom? What would he hope to gain from his actions?” I looked at Kenny, but he just shrugged. Kathleen suddenly sat up.
“Maybe he’s a thief and he was looking for something to steal,” she offered, “such as our travel credit card.”
“You have a special credit card for this trip?”
“Sure. With all the fraud going on these days, George didn’t want to get a nasty surprise when we got home. He set up a bank account we used whenever we travel...traveled. That’s how we always knew how much our vacations cost us, from start to finish. I’d make the deposits. Whatever money I saved by clipping coupons and shopping for bargains at the grocery store and elsewhere was the amount I added to the bank account every month. We thought of it as our reward for being savvy consumers.”
“That’s a clever idea.” He glanced over at me and I found myself wondering if Kenny was tucking the idea away in his “if we ever get married” file. I steered the conversation back to the topic at hand.
“Maybe he thought George had something of his, something that could incriminate him,” I speculated, “some kind of evidence. But why would he leave such a mess in Kathleen’s stateroom? Did he want you to be intimidated and scared?”
“Maybe he just didn’t have time to do a methodical search. He could have been interrupted...or afraid he might be,” the widow suggested hopefully.
I thought about that for a minute before answering. “He killed his victim and dumped him during the daylight hours, risking discovery. The smarter option would have been to wait until dark. Tonight, he broke into Kathleen’s stateroom and blew through there like a human tornado, looking for something, but he did it only after she left with me to go down to my stateroom. Again, that’s a risky act. How did he know Kathleen and I weren’t coming right back? Was he watching her?”
“Oh no!” The woman sitting beside me gave a little shiver. The thought that she was being stalked by a determined murderer obviously frightened her.
“Unfortunately, it seems more likely than not,” Kenny replied, keeping his voice steady. “What time do the stewards start their turn-down service on Deck 7? We’ll have to find out if they were in the vicinity at the time. Maybe someone saw him.”
“Do you think the murderer is a passenger with a stateroom on Deck 7?” she inquired.
“Not necessarily. Don’t forget that your husband was thrown overboard from a different deck and from a different side of the ship.” Kenny reached into his pocket and extracted a small, narrow spiral notebook and flipped it open to a blank page. “Can you tell us what you and your husband did, from the moment you stepped onboard right up to the last time you saw George?”
“Gosh, that’s a long list.”
“Give it your best shot,” he encouraged her, as he pulled out one of his trademark miniature ballpoint pens with the Mercer Security logo emblazoned on it from the same pocket. He clicked the button on the top with his big thumb and the nib popped out to record her answers in gel ink. “It may be important.”
Kathleen took a deep breath and slowly let it out, as if preparing herself for the experience. There hadn’t even been time to tuck away those mental postcards of their last vacation together in her memory scrapbook.
“We boarded the ship in Bayonne, put our tote bags in our stateroom, and then went down to the Schooner Lounge on Deck 4 to snag a couple of seats for the trip down the Hudson River. We stayed long enough to have a couple of daiquiris. I think it was about 5:30 when we left. Back in the cabin, the steward had delivered our luggage, so we unpacked and then got dressed for dinner. George put on his new sport coat. He looked so handsome in it.”
It must be difficult to go back over the last hours you spent with the man you love when your feelings are still so raw All you can remember is the look in the eyes of a man who sat across from you at the breakfast table.
“Just before six, we found our way to the Botticelli Dining Room. Um, what happened next?” She paused, searching through the snippets of memories from the prior evening. I wondered if she regretted not paying closer attention to the comings and goings of the people she had met on the ship, but why would she have thought it was important at the time? She had no way of knowing her husband would be going home in a body bag.
There had to be a turning point, an unknown moment when things went bad for George and a killer made up his mind to commit murder. What was it? And where did the knife come from -- did the man conceal it in his luggage? I made a mental note to ask Kenny for a detailed description of the murder weapon. Surely that was important to the case.
The sound of Kathleen’s voice brought me back to the subject at hand. She was telling us about the meal they shared with strangers.
“Jim and Louise were already seated when we arrived at our assigned table. They’re from Doylestown, Pennsylvania. He’s a retired salesman, she’s still teaching high school English. We had a nice chat while we waited for the rest of the passengers assigned to our table to show up. About five minutes later, a delightful young couple from Brooklyn appeared. Lan’s in finance and Jade’s a stay-at-home mom with a pair of toddlers. She’s got a ‘mommy blog’ that’s quite successful. By the time our cocktails were served, we were joined by a single woman named Judi, who told us she was traveling alone, and an elderly gentleman named Lou, who was recently widowed. He and his wife lived in Raritan, New Jersey for almost sixty years, but now he’s got an apartment near his oldest daughter. I felt sorry for him because it was so obvious he missed his wife. They used to take a couple of cruises a year. I don’t think Judi told us anything about herself. Is that relevant?”
“Not necessarily. Her reluctance to share her life story could be perfectly normal behavior. Some people don’t like to talk about themselves for a variety of reasons. She’s seeing a married man, she has a job that requires security, or she’s just a little reticent to share personal information because she’s a woman traveling alone.”
“Good point,” I told him. Kenny’s explanation actually made a lot of sense to me.
“Oh, I didn’t think of that,” she admitted. “You’d think I would, given all the years I was single.”
“So, nothing out of the ordinary happened during dinner?” Kenny prompted her. “No strange conversations or tension among guests?”
“I don’t think so, other than someone complained about the beef being a little tough.”
“What did you and George do after dinner?” I inquired, curious about the couple. Kathleen didn’t strike me as a wild party girl by any stretch of the imagination. She was too sensible. I suspected her husband was the same way. That probably meant that while they were on vacation, they ate, slept, and played together. A moment later, Kathleen confirmed this.
“We went to the casino for some video poker.”
“How did that go?” Considering my own experience with electronic gambling machines, I assumed the house came out ahead.
“The first half hour was good. I won about fifty bucks. George hit the jackpot a couple of times, to the tune of a hundred and twenty dollars. Then our luck went south. We figured out we lost about forty bucks between us and that was our limit for the evening,” she shrugged, pulling her lips into a sad smile. “That’s when George suggested we go up to the Viking Crown Lounge and try our luck at drinking.”
“Did that go better?” Kenny interjected into the conversation. I could see he was trying to keep the tone light to elicit information. This was no brutal interrogation. He was definitely the good cop. For a fleeting moment, I wondered if he and Marley had planned this, but then I pushed the idea out of my mind. Kenny was too bitter about his high school friend’s behavior towards the late Jillian to partner up with the jerk.
“Oh, it definitely did! We had a great time. There was a couple from Boston who had been on the ship six times, and they filled us in on all the fun things to do. What were their names?” She stopped to consider. “Debbie and Rob. They have a stateroom on Deck 10. Did you know that if you stay on the floors with the fancy suites, you get better service? Rumor has it the cruise line puts the most experienced staff on those floors. Rob told us their stewardess, Kat, took great care of them on their cruise to Mexico last year, making sure they had everything they needed. He was very impressed that Kat greeted them yesterday by name. She even remembered they like extra towels in their bathroom, because Rob always does a big workout in the middle of the day and showers twice.”
“Okay. What did you do after you left the lounge?” he continued, still scribbling in his little pocket notebook.
“Well, by then it was after ten. George and I are normally early birds, up at the crack of dawn. We went back to our stateroom and went to bed.”
“So, nothing seemed unusual to either of you on the first night? No odd happenings in the middle of the night? You didn’t hear some violent argument in another cabin or wake up in the middle of the night because of unexpected noise?”
Kathleen thought about it for a few seconds before shaking her head. “No.”
“Okay. How did this morning start out for you two?”
“We had breakfast in the Rembrandt dining room. George left for a walk after we ate. I’d have gone with him, but I was having trouble with my knee.” She looked down at the offending limb. It was easy to imagine her remorse, the “if only I had been there” feeling. Would that have prevented George’s killer from acting, or would there have been two victims? We’d never know.




Chapter Seven --
“What did you do while he was gone?” Kenny asked gently, trying to get her back to the details. There would be plenty of time to work through the excruciating emotions once the bad guy was apprehended.
“I took a cup of coffee back to the stateroom and sat out on the balcony, reading my book.”
“Was George gone long?” I wondered. “Did he seem upset when he returned?”
“As a matter of fact, that’s when he told me about running into the man he thought he knew. He sat with me for a little while and then he excused himself to go up to Deck 8. He said he wanted to check something out at Royal Caribbean Online. He seemed really distracted.”
Kenny and I exchanged surprised glances. If George needed to visit the ship’s Internet café, he might have discovered important information. Was this the break in the case we needed?
“How long was he gone?” I probed, wondering how this puzzle piece fit into the mystery of George Delaney’s horrific death.
“Oh,” she said, running a finger along her left eyebrow, “about twenty minutes. When he came back, he was really restless and told me he wanted to work off his breakfast with the golf simulator up on Deck 13.”
“And that was the last time you saw him?” I asked confidently, expecting her to nod.
“Heavens no, that was at least two hours later, after we had lunch together at Brasserie 30 and went back to the stateroom to change into our suits.”
There it was -- a big, fat time gap, between George’s run-in with an unnamed man and the unfortunate stabbing hours later. Had Marley and the security team missed it by not asking the right questions?
“Kenny, did you know all this?” I turned to him, waiting for an answer. His eyes narrowed slightly as he sat there, searching his logical mind for some semblance of a reasonable response; unfortunately there wasn’t one.
“No,” was all he said. That determined look on his face told me Kenny was now on the hunt, seeking those elusive facts that would build a case against the real killer. “Kathleen, did you tell anyone at all about George’s trip to Deck 8 to use the ship’s Internet service or about how upset he seemed?”
“There wasn’t anyone to tell.”
“Nobody even questioned you about George’s movements on the ship before he went overboard?” I asked, my concern growing. What if evidence had been destroyed because no one realized its significance?
Kenny seemed to share my anxiety. “You didn’t give anyone a statement?”
“No. Some man found me at the pool and took me to the security office. He told me there was a medical emergency. I thought my husband had had a heart attack.” She stopped to take a deep breath and once that air filled her lungs, she slowly exhaled, trying to keep herself calm. “They sat me down in a chair and asked me if George and I had had an argument this morning.”
“Had you?” That intense gaze of Kenny’s suddenly fastened on Kathleen, refusing to release her. Was he putting her back in the hot seat? I didn’t think that was very fair. I immediately protested this line of questioning.
“Kenny, she’s not a suspect!”
“Scarlet, I need to know what she told the security people!” he snapped.  “I have to find out where they went wrong, so I can backtrack from there and correct the record!”
“Oh,” I responded lamely, the wind in my sails quickly dissipating. “I just thought....”
“Well, you thought wrong, just like a lot of other people did!”
Kathleen, seeing the tension between us, quickly brought us back to the question at hand. “No, George and I didn’t argue this morning. He was distracted, and I told them that, but he wasn’t mad at me.”
“Let’s return to the Internet issue for a moment. Did George have a prepaid package for computer time?”
“I don’t believe so. We discussed getting one when we were sitting at the kitchen table, planning the trip. He told me I could have one if I wanted it, but he preferred to leave all that behind and just have a relaxing vacation in Bermuda. I decided against it, in favor of paperbacks and my e-Book reader. I shopped for downloads before we left.”
“It was unusual for him to seek out computer time on the ship?” I cut in, trying to understand the kind of man George Delaney was.
She gave a brief laugh. “Are you kidding? He hated to pay for services like that.”
“Meaning that he’d only have sought out a computer to do a search if it was important to him?”
“Well...I guess so,” she agreed, bobbing her head up and down slowly. I could tell the wheels were beginning to turn in her mind as she sorted through what did and didn’t make sense of her husband’s behavior just before he disappeared. “He took our travel credit card from the safe and left.”
“Did he put it back?”
“Oh, I don’t know...I assume so. I haven’t looked because I didn’t need to use it myself.”
“Go on,” Kenny encouraged her. ‘What happened next?”
“He seemed to be in better spirits when he got back from practicing his golf swing. We made plans to hit the adult pool for the afternoon. My orthopedist had urged me to take advantage of the whirlpool, so I went up by myself to soak right after lunch. George told me he wanted to catch the news on CNN and the sports on ESPN, so he stayed in the room to watch TV. He promised to join me, but he never showed up.”
“Does that mean he was kidnapped from his stateroom?” I asked Kenny. “Surely he would have put up a ruckus.”
“I doubt he was dragged kicking and screaming up a couple of decks, stabbed, and tossed overboard, Scarlet. It’s far more likely he went in search of something or someone.”
“What was he wearing when he went into the water?” I wanted a description of the clothing and Kenny obliged.
“He was found in a white shirt and blue shorts.”
“No bathing suit?” I was surprised because Kathleen had said he was supposed to join her at the pool.
“No bathing suit,” he confirmed.
“He’s got....” The widow gave a tiny gulp, swallowed, and corrected herself. “He had a pair of Hawaiian trunks, with palm trees on them.”
“What was he wearing when you last saw him, Kathleen?”
“He was dressed in his favorite Caulkins Cove Golf Club shirt and a pair of slacks.”
“So,” I paused, considering the possible significance of this, “he changed into the white shirt and blue shorts. Why would he need to do this?”
“He could have been hot and decided shorts were more comfortable,” Kenny told us. Kathleen frowned, hearing that.
“But why did he change his shirt? Those shorts would have looked fine with his golf shirt.”
“Maybe he spilled something on it at breakfast.” The security expert tried again, making a lame joke. “He didn’t want to have egg on his face...or his shirt.
“Or,” I gave it some more thought, “he needed to disguise himself.”
“What?” Kenny looked at me like I had two heads. “Why would he need to disguise himself?”
“Maybe he thought the killer was up to something and wanted a chance to confirm his suspicions before he told anyone.”
As Kenny started to protest, Kathleen held up a hand. “No, no. She’s right. That was exactly the kind of thing George would have done. He would have wanted to be very sure he was right about his suspicions. He once told me that there was a case of accidental death that looked like it might be murder. He stumbled across something when he was preparing the body for burial. He and the coroner went back over everything with a fine tooth comb, and when they thought they had an idea of the type of wound the deceased had suffered, they questioned the family. It turned out that the man had injured his head two days before his death, in a fall that was witnessed by several people. The man stumbled a second time a few days later, when he was alone, causing a massive brain hemorrhage that proved to be fatal. There were two head wounds, but no foul play.”
“That’s interesting,” I told her. It sounded like the funeral director was ethical in his business practices. That suggested he wouldn’t have gone off half-cocked, crying out that the sky was falling every time a leaf fell to the ground. “Would you say George was a cautious person, rather than an impulsive one?”
“Absolutely. He said it would have been devastating to the family if he had just gone ahead and asked investigators to look into the possibility that the head injuries were deliberately inflicted by another person.”
“He was right.” Kenny picked up his notebook from the coffee table and began to scribble furiously. “Kathleen, do you think we could go back to your room, to tidy up and see what’s missing? And then I’d like to run a check on that credit card at the Internet café, so we can identify the computer George used and look at his search history.”
“Okay. It’s the least I can do for George.”
“We should just inform Laurel and Thaddeus that we’re going to be up there a while,” I told the other two as we stood up.
Five minutes later, a rather worried Laurel extracted an explanation from us of why we hadn’t checked in with her in over an hour. Once she’d heard that Kathleen was due to be removed from the ship in handcuffs unless we could find a better murder suspect, she tacitly gave her approval for us to, as she put it, chase after a maniac.
“I don’t want any of you killed,” she called out as we left the room. “Do you hear me?”
“Loud and clear,” I replied.
“Don’t worry, Mrs. W. I’ll make sure Scarlet stays out of trouble,” Kenny promised.
“I’m more concerned about the possibility she’ll drag you into danger,” was her response. “I’m counting on you to be sensible, Kenneth.”
“Yes, ma’am,” he laughed, putting his hands on my shoulders and steering me towards the door. Kathleen followed us into the hallway. I waited until the door was shut before I took him to task.
“Why do you encourage her, Captain Peacock? I swear you enjoy playing the dashing hero to my supposedly meddlesome amateur sleuth!” I poked him in the side as we headed to the elevator. “Must I remind you that I’ve actually saved a few lives with my so-called detective work? I’m not some bumbling idiot!”
“Now, now!” That big smile plastered on his face told me he was enjoying the drubbing I took at the hands of my mother. “It’s nothing to get your pretty panties into a bunch over.”
“Have you really been that successful at solving cases, Scarlet?” Kathleen’s fingers gripped my forearm, stopping me in my tracks. When I gazed into her big blue eyes, I saw the fear there.
“A little bit,” I said, trying to be modest, but then I realized she was looking for reassurance. “Well, actually more than a little bit. But, yes. Why?”
“I’m terrified that I’ll be charged with George’s murder. Who’s going to care if I’m convicted? They’ll lock me up and throw away the key. I wish George was here.” She glanced away, still feeling the unexpected sting of widowhood. “He’d know what to do....”
“You said your sister had a couple of kids. I’m sure they care. And what about your stepson and stepdaughter -- won’t they worry about you?” The elevator doors opened and we stepped into the car.
“They’ll probably all think I did it!” she moaned. There was panic in her voice. She looked from me to Kenny and back again, still holding me tightly. “I can’t believe any of this happened. George was a good, good man. He shouldn’t be dead, but he is.”
“We know you didn’t do it,” I reminded her.
“But just because you two don’t think I did it, that doesn’t mean the FBI will agree. Without any solid evidence to the contrary, I’ll be the main suspect. I’ve seen how these cases go. Juries convict on circumstantial evidence all the time.”
“Then we’ll just have to find physical evidence, Kathleen, so there’s no doubt you’re innocent.” One glance at her distraught face told me she wasn’t buying my inflated show of confidence.
“But we only have a few more hours before I’m supposed to be arrested! Oh my God, I’ve never ever been in jail before! I’ve only had one speeding ticket in my life and that was thirty years ago!” She stood there shivering. Was she going into shock?
Kenny stepped in and guided her back to reality. “Kathleen, when we started discussing your case a little while ago, we had nothing to go on; now we’ve made some progress. This is not the time to fall apart. We need you to have your wits about you. Can you manage that?”
“I guess I’ll have to,” she decided, steeling herself for the effort. As the elevator whirred softly, carrying us up to Deck 7, she pressed herself against the wall. She seemed to be fighting the urge to wail like a baby. The fear of facing arrest on murder charges will do that to a sane adult. Kenny took her gently by the elbow, partly out of gallantry and partly to keep her moving her forward. I tagged along a few steps behind as he continued his pep talk, speaking softly in her ear. He really was worried someone might hear us discussing the case.
“We’re going to go to your stateroom and look through that mess. From everything you said about your husband, I gather he was a smart guy. That means he probably left us some clues somewhere. It’s just a matter of recognizing them for what they are. And, as far as the FBI is concerned, Marley Hornsby said what he said to scare you. It was his way of stirring up the pot, to see your reaction. Guilty people tend to do and say certain things under pressure. I’m not worried about you being some deranged killer. If the FBI agents are dumb enough to arrest you in the morning, I promise you that I will keep looking for the person who stabbed your husband.”
“I don’t know what I’d do without you two,” she told us, sniffing as her eyes grew moist once again.
“Come on,” I smiled, stopping in front of Stateroom 7310. “It’s time we got to work.”
By quarter to twelve, we had collected all of the clothing, unceremoniously yanked out of drawers and off hangers in the closet, which the killer had dumped onto the floor. These items were now in neatly folded piles on the sofa by the balcony. Kenny was more interested in Kathleen’s impressions of what was missing than what remained.
“Let me check the list,” she said.
“You have a list?”
“We always write everything down. I know it probably sounds silly, but someone got into our hotel room in Cancun and stole George’s camera, with all of our honeymoon photos on it, and his electric razor. Ever since, we’ve always made a list, so that when we pack to go home, we’re sure we’ve got everything.”
“That’s a good idea,” Kenny decided, offering his kudos. “It makes it easier if you have an insurance claim to file, because you’re aware of when and where the item went missing.”
Kathleen’s remark about an earlier robbery made me think about the old saying, “Once burned, twice shy.” If the Delaneys had a list, did they also take other precautions to prevent another robbery?
“Is there any chance you two came up with some way of concealing your valuables from prospective thieves after you were robbed?”
Kathleen grabbed George’s shaving kit from the bathroom and dumped the contents on her bed. Ignoring a can of Schick shaving cream, she retrieved the Barbasol and handed this triumphantly to Kenny; then she grabbed a spray can of Desenex and offered it to me. I immediately pulled off the cap, only to find a small nozzle ready to dispense anti-fungal spray.
“What am I supposed to do with this?” I asked her. Ignoring the question, she crossed the room and pulled out a bottle of Centrum vitamins from a hot pink tote bag; laughing, she hoisted it in the air. “There you go.”
I was baffled. Kenny was amused.
“Ah, the old fake cans routine. The college kids use these to stash their drugs,” said the man who spent several years as assistant public safety director at Princeton University. “You would not believe how many of these ended up in the Lost and Found box at the end of each semester. Most of them were empty, but some were not. They were rarely claimed by our departing student body.”
“George was a big James Bond fan and a gadget man,” the widow told us. “He used to say that if folks were going to rip him off, he was going to make them work hard for their ill-gotten gains.”




Chapter Eight --
“What did he keep in these?” I asked, impatient for Kenny to access the contents.
“We normally kept our travel documents and valuables in the room safe; anything that didn’t fit into the safe was concealed in the cans. Usually, it was a couple hundred dollars of casino cash and some small items.”
Sure enough, inside the Barbasol can was a wad of bills, all twenties, tens, and fives. Kathleen counted it and determined that none of the money was missing, so we moved on.
I gave the Desenex can a twist and removed the bottom section. It held an SD card.
“I wonder what’s on this,” I said, holding the plastic chip in my hand. “Maybe this is what the killer was looking for when he broke in.”
“That’s the extra memory card we use for our camera. I can check, but I don’t think George had a chance to use it yet.” She inserted it into the slot and turned the camera on. “No, there’s nothing on here.”
“Your turn,” I encouraged her, pointing to the Centrum bottle in her hand. “Open it.”
“Okay.” She twisted the top and peered inside. With two fingers, she reached in and retrieved a single piece of paper folded into a small wad. With trembling fingers, she handed it to Kenny.
“You do the honors. I’m afraid to look.”
He obliged, carefully unfurling it before he placed it on the bed and smoothed out the creases with his hands. Kathleen and I leaned over his shoulder, trying to read the printed words.
“It’s a brochure for the Forsythe Casket Company in Memphis, Tennessee. Does this mean anything to you, Kathleen?”
“I don’t think so. It’s possible that George did business with the company. But why would he need to hide it in his can safe? And why did he have it with him on our vacation? This wasn’t a business trip.”
We sat there silently, staring at the ad for “the finest wood caskets made by old-fashioned artisans”, offering funeral homes quality caskets at an affordable wholesale price.
“How much do you know about the funeral business?” Kenny asked the widow. “Did George usually order his caskets from individual manufacturers?”
“No. he always kept a small supply of caskets at the funeral home. Whenever his inventory was low, he would call up his wholesaler in Boston and have a half dozen shipped to the funeral home. The fancier caskets were selected from a catalogue by the families of the deceased. George would take a deposit and then place the order. They normally arrived by truck within a day or two.”
“So, he probably wasn’t shopping around for a new supplier?”
“He never mentioned that he was having problems,” she answered him. “Harry Gulanian’s been in the wholesale casket business a long time, and he always gave my husband a good price on them. Harry even had an upholsterer to do special linings and handles on demand. Last year, a long-time bagpiper died. His family buried him in a casket lined in the tartan of his band.”
“Besides these fake cans, did George have any other tricks for hiding stuff?” I asked her.
“Sure. Whenever he played golf, he always wrote down the locker number and lock combination on a label that he stuck under the insole of his right shoe; that way, he didn’t have to memorize it.” The three of us looked down at the pair of black shoes still standing at attention by the bed.
“Did he do the same thing with the left shoe?” I asked.
“That was reserved for passwords, like for the PIN for his bank card. You don’t think that he....”
“It’s worth a shot.” Kenny reached over and picked up the left shoe. Carefully lifting the bright blue, oh-so-squishy comfort liner, he found a label with George’s passwords in tiny print fixed to the bed of the shoe. But there was also a second label beside it. This one was handwritten in blue ink.
“Anson Reddy,” he read aloud.
“Who’s Anson Reddy?” I wanted to know.
“I’ve never heard of the guy,” Kathleen told us. “Try the other shoe.”
I scooped it up and hurriedly peeled away the gel inner sole, revealing another label. It took me a few seconds to decipher the miniscule handwriting.
“Miss Adelaide’s School for Young Ladies by Lillian French, page 12,” I read aloud to my companions. “I’ve never heard of it. Have either of you?”
“I haven’t,” declared the widow, “And it’s definitely not George’s usual reading material. He’s into...was into sports, science, and history.”
Kenny shook his head. “Trust me. This book was never been on my summer reading list, not even in the seventh grade.”
“There’s really no way of knowing what makes this important, is there?” Kathleen groaned.
“Oh, I disagree. If it was only the title or only the author that mattered, George would have just written that down,” I pointed out. “But he gives us book title, author, and page number, so all of that information must be relevant.”
“We still don’t know what any of this has to do with the Forsythe Casket Company. It’s almost like the individual clues aren’t directly connected to each other, but they somehow form a whole answer to the puzzle,” said Kenny.
The three of us sat there for a good five minutes, working hard to figure out what these clues had to do with the murder. We tossed out idea after idea, but nothing seemed to make sense. Kathleen summed it up the best.
“Who was Anson Reddy, what did he have to do with an obscure book about a school for young ladies and a casket company in Memphis, and why in heaven’s name would George Delaney ever give a flying fig about it?”
“And yet, if he went to all the trouble of hiding the information from everyone but you, Kathleen, I think we have to take him seriously,” I told her. I glanced at my watch, thinking that in just another handful of hours, the Liberty of the Seas would be tying up at King’s Wharf, greeted by a welcoming committee made up of eager federal agents and nosy journalists.
“He left us three concealed clues,” Kenny declared. “Let’s think. What do a casket company, a girls’ school, and a man have to do with George’s murder?”
“Or is it a casket company, an author, and a man we’re looking at? Are they all connected to Memphis? Miss Adelaide...that’s a character from Guys and Dolls,” I pointed out. “George could have stumbled into a mob hit back in Caulkins Cove and someone followed you two onto the ship to silence him. Maybe Anson Reddy is another victim.”
“I don’t think so, Scarlet.” Kathleen was scratching her chin. “We live in such a small town that you can’t burp without everyone talking about it. Statistically speaking, crime rates tend to rise as you get closer to urban areas, unless there are pockets of criminal activities. Violent crime is almost nonexistent in Caulkins Cove, although I will say there are more thefts during the summer months, when we have an influx of tourists. That’s when most of the store owners file claims related to shoplifting and cars are broken into at the beach.”
Leave it to the insurance agent to have a handle on local crime. Kathleen Delaney had a unique way of looking at the facts.
“Could Anson Reddy be a business associate,” Kenny wondered, “maybe someone from the casket company?”
“Anything’s possible. I just don’t remember George ever mentioning the name.” She suddenly yawned. “I’m sorry. It’s late and I’m starting to get punchy.”
“I know the feeling,” I groaned, “but we have to keep at it. Let’s just concentrate on the facts that we know for certain. George went to Royal Caribbean Online and searched the Internet for information on the Forsythe Casket Company in Memphis, Tennessee. We know when he did this because today’s date is printed is on the bottom of the page. He tucked that page into one of his favorite hidey holes, a fake bottle of vitamins. In one shoe, he concealed a stranger’s name....”
“Could it be the man he thought he recognized on the ship?” the widow inquired.
“It’s possible. You said George was bothered by the fact that the man pretended not to know him. Did he travel a lot without you?”
“He took a few business trips. I suppose it’s possible he met Anson Reddy on one of them.”
“What was the last one?”
She paused briefly to consider the question. “He went to the national funeral directors convention in Nashville last October.”
“That’s the same state where the Forsythe Casket Company does business,” I replied, suddenly alert. Kathleen gave a little gasp of excitement as she began to understand the implications.
“That must be it!” she cried. “Have we found our murderer?”
“Not necessarily,” Kenny pointed out, frowning. “Even if George met Reddy at the convention and he is somehow connected to the Forsythe Casket Company in Memphis, it still doesn’t explain Miss Adelaide’s School for Young Ladies. The book doesn’t seem to fit into the puzzle.”
“Do you think my husband had a premonition that he was going to die, so he left these clues for me to find?”
“Your husband sounds like too sensible a man to deliberately provoke a killer and put himself in harm’s way,” was Kenny’s response. “Perhaps he was gathering clues as he tried to piece together a puzzle and he underestimated the danger he was in.”
I considered the possibility. The trouble was that everything seemed to happen so quickly. As best I could tell, the mystery started right after breakfast this morning, when Kathleen went back to the stateroom to read and her husband went for a walk, and it all just snowballed after that. George felt the need to check something on the Internet after he had run into a man he thought he recognized. Had the killer realized George’s interest in him, perhaps following him to Royal Caribbean Online? Did he glance at George’s computer screen as he walked by, trying to discern whether the funeral director was checking on him? And what if George couldn’t let the puzzle go?
“If he suspected his killer had committed or was about to commit a serious crime,” I asked, “what would your husband do?”
“He’d try to get enough evidence to take the police,” Kathleen insisted. Kenny slowly nodded. The pieces were beginning to fall into place.
“He must have succeeded. It looks to me like his murderer broke in and took this place apart, probably looking for these things because they could implicate him.”
“That makes sense to me.” I stood up and stretched, trying to wake up my left leg. I felt Kenny’s hands on my shoulders, massaging the sore muscles. “Oh, that feels wonderful.”
“And now I’m going to escort you ladies down to the stateroom. You can get some sleep.”
“Mmm, that will be nice.” I could feel the tension of the last few hours melting away as he kept rubbing my neck, going around in small, concentric circles. “I’m shorter than you, so I’ll take the sofa.”
“Oh, I’m not sleeping, Scarlet.”
That got my attention. “You’re not?”
“I’m not.” There it was -- the tight-lipped Tolliver thing. It meant he was working on something important and I was damned if I was going to be left out of it.
“What are you going to do?” I wanted to know, my interest piqued.
“I’m going to find out whatever I can about these clues,” he replied.
“I’ll go with you.”
“No, you won’t.”
“Yes, I will. Two heads are better than one,” I reminded him.
“I know I should probably join you two, but the truth is I’m exhausted,” Kathleen informed us. “This has been the worst day of my life.”
“Of course,” I said, wrapping an arm around her shoulder. “Come on. You can sleep in my bed and we’ll ask Thaddeus to keep the connecting door open.”
But when we got back to my stateroom, the lights were off, save for a small overhead light by the closet. The two senior citizens were sweetly slumbering; Laurel was under the covers of her own bed, and Thaddeus, fully clothed, was on mine.
“Come on,” Kenny whispered. “You can sleep in my room. We’ll leave the door open.”
“You’ll come back, though, won’t you?”
“We will. It’s a promise.”
“Be careful!” she said softly as she sank down on the bed closest to the door. She took a moment to adjust herself and then pulled the bedspread up. “I don’t think I could bear it if something terrible happened to either of you!”
What could possibly go wrong in the middle of the night on a cruise ship sailing into Bermudian waters? It’s not really like we’re on our own. Kenny is cooperating with the ship’s security team. Besides, how can the killer possibly know he’s even a blip on our radar?
“Don’t worry. We’ll be back in no time,” he said confidently. We tiptoed across the cabin floor and quietly slipped out the door.
“What’s our first stop?” I asked him as we headed down the corridor, keeping my voice low.
“The security office. I’ve got to run a check on the credit card, to see George’s last few transactions. After that, we’ve got to get into Royal Caribbean Online to have a look at that computer George used. We need the search history.”
“What about the library? Do you think they’ll have a copy of that book?”
“Anything’s possible. We can have a look, but that’s not my priority at the moment.”
Just after one, with the last ten credit card transactions printed up, Kenny and I were escorted to Royal Caribbean Online by Eleanor, a security supervisor, whose collection of ship’s keys was impressive. Once we were safely inside and the door was locked again, she flicked on the lights, revealing a room full of computer desks arranged to offer users some semblance of privacy.
Kenny took a seat at the employee charge desk and, with the help of Eleanor, began to scroll through guest transaction records, looking for some footprint that George had left behind of his Internet use. “This is going to take a few minutes, Scarlet. Bear with me.”
“No problem,” I replied, curiosity getting the better of me. This was my first time in the Internet café, so I took advantage of the opportunity to wander around. Like many other areas of the ship, this room was open to the floor below, offering a great vantage point. I walked up to the railing for a better look. Peering into the darkness, I thought I saw books on shelves lining the walls. Had I found the ship’s library? I leaned over the handrail for a better view.
“Hey, Eleanor,” I called out to her, determined to take advantage of the unexpected opportunity. This was my chance to search for the missing book while she and Kenny were busy with the computer caches. I was not about to take no for an answer. “Is that the library down there?”




Chapter Nine --
“It is.” She glanced up from her perch beside Kenny.
“Could you let me in there to check out the books?”
“The library’s closed,” was her response. “You’ll have to wait until morning.”
I admit that I was a little groggy at that moment in time, so it took me a minute or two to realize we weren’t on the same page. I didn’t need some heaving bosom novel for my bedside table.
“No, no,” I continued. “I don’t want to borrow books. I want to find one that might be relevant to the case.”
“Oh,” she said blankly, unable to fathom my need to get into the stacks of the Ofer Library. “But you shouldn’t be down there alone. If you wait a few minutes, I’ll have someone accompany you.”
“What if you lock me in, so no one else wanders in? You’ll be back here in a flash. Please? It really would be helpful for the investigation.”
The reluctant supervisor looked over to Kenny for approval. He shrugged.
“Sure. Why not let her get started? We’ll be killing two birds with one stone, and with any luck, she might stumble upon something.”
Stumble?
Just for that, Captain Peacock, I’ll show you what a rank amateur can do. Be prepared to be amazed!
As I was about to make my exit from the computer center, he stopped me. “I’m sure it’s completely unnecessary for me to remind you we have a killer on the ship. However, on the off-chance that you have some sort of brain freeze that renders you incapable of rational thought, let me reiterate this one point. Make sure you don’t open the door for anyone, Scarlet.”
“I have no intention of answering the door at this time of night. Besides, if anyone tries to get in, I’ll just scream bloody murder. You’re bound to hear me.”
“I mean it, Scarlet.”
“As do I, Captain Peacock.”
I probably would have been more flippant if it weren’t for the fact that Kenny was definitely apprehensive; that usually meant that he didn’t have a handle on the case yet. For that reason and only that reason, I took pity on the guy. “I promise you I will be careful.”
Eleanor locked the door behind us and led me down the hall to the stairs. Three minutes later, my blue-shirted escort let me into the library, turned on all the lights, and checked the entire room before she hollered up to Kenny.
“Everything is secure, sir. I’m locking her in now and I’ll be with you momentarily.”
“Copy that,” Kenny answered.
I heard the sound of the latch clicking shut as Eleanor left the library. A moment later, Kenny’s voice broke the silence.
“How are you doing down there, Miz Scarlet?”
“I’m doing fine, thank you. And how are you doing?”
“I’m making progress.”
“Good. Let’s hope I can do the same.”
Feeling fairly confident about my safety, I started to make the rounds of the stacks. Was Miss Adelaide’s School for Young Ladies a novel for adults, teens, or children? I moved from shelf to shelf, scanning the author names and titles. Every once in a while I could hear the conversation wafting down from above. I found it oddly comforting to know that I was not really alone. All I had to do was let out my best bloodcurdling scream and there would be two faces at the railing within seconds. In a real emergency, I imagined Kenny would probably just lower himself over the railing and plop down onto the sofa three feet from where I stood, prepared to do battle with whatever fiend came at me.
I began my hunt for the book by considering the victim. George Delaney had a penchant for hiding things. It was reasonable to assume he stayed true to form and placed a clue in Lillian French’s obscure tome. It would have to be something thin enough so as to not disturb the pages of the book and attract attention, perhaps just a single piece of paper. Or he might have jotted down a message on page 12. There was no way of knowing until I held Miss Adelaide’s School for Young Ladies in my hands and flipped through it.
“So the big question is where would George hide the book?” I said softly.
In the hushed silence of the library, aware of every tiny sound, I found comfort in hearing my own voice talking out loud to the proverbial “me, myself, and I”. It was becoming a habit for me, one I should probably break, but at the moment, I found it actually helped me to consolidate my thoughts. Come on, Miz Scarlet. Use your head. If you wanted to conceal a book in a library used by the public, where would you tuck it to make sure no one borrowed it?
I sat in one of the leather chairs, letting my gaze meander over the book shelves as I tried to imagine what happened in this room. If I was George, what would I do?
I don’t believe I’d risk losing something of value by leaving it out in the open. Where could I put it where it wouldn’t stick out like a sore thumb? I’d want it to blend in.
Again I went around the room, considering the possibilities. If I was George...If I was George...If I was George....That became a mantra as I wracked my brain to find the proverbial needle in the haystack. If only I knew what it was George hid, maybe I’d be able to put myself in his shoes. It had to be evidence. Why else would he have gone to so much trouble? He was afraid to leave whatever it was in his stateroom. That meant it was far more valuable than the piece of paper with Anson Reddy’s name on it or the brochure for the Forsythe Casket Company.
If I was George, I’d pick a book I was sure no one would want to read, a book that appeared to be a total waste of time for a true bookworm. I wouldn’t put it on the shelves with the popular books because too many people might reach for it.
Stumped, I sat down again, this time in a chair facing in the opposite direction. I could see the desk where the ship’s library staff might sit and observe George’s activities. He would have been careful to avoid scrutiny while he was concealing his evidence.
I looked up at the Royal Caribbean Online computer room above me, knowing the Ofer Library was the perfect solution to George’s dilemma; he must have sat at one of the computers up there and tried to figure out a place to hide his evidence. He and Kathleen were staying on Deck 7; it would have been so convenient for him to slip in and out of the library without attracting unwanted attention. The hiding place would have to be far enough away from unwelcome eyes watching from above, just in case the victim was followed to Royal Caribbean Online.
I rose from my seat and walked twenty feet or so across the room, over to a pair of leather club chairs positioned with a perfect view of the comings and goings of the library’s patrons through the main doors and only the tiniest of glimpses of the Internet café upstairs. I took the seat on the left and settled myself into its cushioned comfort. This was probably a safe spot for a man who felt threatened. With his back to the shelves, George could see all the action unfolding in the library. If I were George, I’d hide the book somewhere in this vicinity.
I got to my knees and peered under the chair. I admit I was disappointed when I came up empty. Sitting back on my heels, I studied the chair. Where else could George have hidden a book? I slipped my hands under the seat cushion and felt around. My fingers brushed against something stiff.
“Hello! What’s this? Come to Mama!” Victorious, I lifted up the cushion and extracted a paperback copy of Miss Adelaide’s School for Young Ladies. With trembling fingers, I hurriedly flipped through it, searching for page 12. There, taped close to the spine, was a tiny micro SD card, barely bigger than my pinky nail. It was straight out of a James Bond flick.
“Holy crap!” I gasped, astounded to be holding this digital treasure. It was a moment of personal triumph. Miz Scarlet has done it again! Too bad I couldn’t plug it into a computer and see what secrets were on it before I handed it over, but I dared not risk damaging the evidence. With a reluctant sigh, I got to my feet.
And that’s when I heard a faint sound at the door, a slight scratching of metal on metal that electrified the hair on the back of my neck. If Kenny and Eleanor were talking upstairs, who was trying to work the lock? I forced myself to take a deep breath and let it out slowly. Don’t give yourself away, Miz Scarlet. Don’t let on that you know someone is watching. Call Kenny and tell him you’re done, and if he asks you if you had any success, say no.
Maybe another passenger saw the lights on and thought there was time to pick out a book for bedtime. Or another security officer was passing by and thought something was wrong. Or the killer had noticed us hanging out with Kathleen and got suspicious. By now, the news must have circulated that the man who went overboard was dead. Even if the security office acknowledged his death and pretended it was an accident, the real culprit knew the truth. Kenny’s warning went through my head, pushing me into action.
“Hello up there!” I called out, in an overly cheerful voice. “I’m done!”
Kenny came to the railing and hailed me.
“I hope you’re having better luck than we are,” he said, a little frustration slipping into his voice.
“Unfortunately, I’m not,” I shouted back, hoping to convince the watcher on the other side of the door that he was still safe from discovery. “There’s nothing here.”
“Too bad. Time’s running out. I guess we should call it a night.”
“Yes, we should.”
Liar, liar, pants on fire! I could barely contain my enthusiasm as I held the miniature SD card in my quivering hand. I managed to slip the paperback down my blouse, using my bra to hold it against my chest. James Bond would be proud, I decided. So would George.
When the lights went out upstairs in Royal Caribbean Online, I felt a tinge of panic. For the next few minutes, there would be no one close by to hear me if I screamed. The seconds ticked by as I stood frozen, listening for a stealthy click of the tumbler in the lock. Maybe I should have said something. Maybe I should have asked Eleanor to send for backup.
What can I do if the killer gains entry to the library? Should I pummel him with books? I quickly sought out the larger tomes, desperate to arm myself. I wondered if the ship’s library had The Complete Works of Shakespeare handy. A weighty book like that was worthy of walloping a murderer, provided I could lift it from the shelf. Unfortunately, I didn’t see a copy. In lieu of that, I decided The New Oxford American Dictionary would be an acceptable substitute. I can probably put a good-sized dent in the killer’s cranium and teach him not to mess with me, as long as I can aim straight.
“Scarlet, we’re coming in!” The moment I heard Kenny’s voice on the other side of the door, it filled me with such sweet relief that I nearly cried out and gave myself away. Halleluiah, it will be okay. I’ve got George’s evidence and soon it will be safe in the office of the Royal Caribbean security team. Chalk one up for the good guys.
Kenny and Eleanor made small talk on our way back to the security office. I was afraid to say anything, lest I give myself away. It seemed to take forever before we turned the corner and reached our destination.
Despite the late hour, the security office was still crowded. Half a dozen blue-shirted people sat at monitors, watching the activities all over the ship.
“You said you want to talk to the big boss. Let me notify him, sir,” said Eleanor. “I’ll just be a moment.”
She disappeared through an open door. I made a point of wrapping my arms around Kenny’s waist and resting my head against his shoulder while we waited.
“I’m absolutely beat,” I announced. “How about you?”
“I am too.”
I took his hand in mine, carefully placing the itty bitty SD card in his palm and folding those long, lovely fingers of his around it. He started to say something, but I gave him a wink.
“Et voilà! Don’t say I never give you anything,” I grinned. I turned my back briefly, not wanting to provide a peep show for the curious eyes that were now watching us.
“You got the book?” He was flabbergasted. “But you said....”
“I heard someone on the other side of the door, trying to work the lock. I couldn’t see who it was, but just in case it was the murderer, I didn’t want to alert him to the fact that I found what George hid.”
“Why didn’t you call me?”
“I did, remember? That’s when you came to get me.”
“Next time, we should have a code word,” he decided. “It would have been nice to catch the guy in the act.”
“In the act of what, killing me? I thought it was far more important to protect the evidence.”
“That’s a valid point,” he told me. He couldn’t seem to take his eyes off the tiny digital chip in the palm of his hand. “I did tell you to be careful, didn’t I?”
“Yes, you did.”
“Wow, you actually found the book.” Kenny abandoned his usual sense of public propriety and planted a big, wet kiss on my lips. “I’m very proud of you, Miz Scarlet.”
“I’m proud of me too,” I giggled.
“Ken Doll, have you come to admit defeat?” Marley Hornsby strode into the room with all the confidence of a winner, a wide grin plastered on his amused face. How I longed to wipe it off!
“May I,” I implored Kenny, “pretty please, with sugar on top?”
“I wouldn’t dream of denying you your due, my dear.” He slipped the micro SD card back into my hand. “Go for it.”
“Here you are, Marley.” I announced gleefully. “This is what the killer was searching for in Kathleen Delaney’s stateroom.”
“What?” The disbelieving security boss stared down at the tiny black plastic card I held out to him. “Where did you find it?”
“It was in the Ofer Library on Deck 7. Apparently George hid it in a book, under the seat cushion of a club chair.”
Kenny and I explained how we came to find the clues left behind by a dead man. I could tell Marley was interested, although he tried not to show it.
“What’s on this?” he asked nonchalantly as he attempted to retrieve the tiny black treasure trove of saved secrets that sat on the palm of my extended hand. His big fingertips couldn’t get a grip on it.
“Allow me,” I smiled, placing it in his hand.
For a brief second, I flashed back to the era of microfilm dots and spies in tuxedoes drinking martinis in casinos. The days of Goldfinger were over. No magnifying glass would quickly reveal the secrets we sought. We actually had to insert the miniscule SD card into an adapter to read the files on a computer. “And to answer your question, we don’t actually know yet. We didn’t want to damage it.”
“Smart. Harkin!”
“Yo!” said a pony-tailed young man in a colorful Hawaiian shirt and chinos, joining our mystery-revealing scrum.
“Can you set us up?” Marley handed it off to the newcomer before turning back to us. “Harkin’s our techie.”
“Sure, boss. I’ll make a copy first, though, if this is going to be considered as evidence in court. I wouldn’t want to accidentally delete it or anything.”
“Fine. Hey, Smoelek!” Marley hollered to a man hunched over a desk twenty feet away. “Did we find the victim’s phone when we recovered the body?”
“We did not.”
“I don’t suppose either of you knows whether the widow has it.” Marley set his sights on us and paused, expecting an answer.
“As far as I know, she doesn’t.”
“You didn’t actually ask her though, did you?” he demanded, waiting impatiently for me to admit that fact.
“Kenny and I helped her pick up the mess the killer left in the room. She showed us her husband’s fake cans, where he stashed his money and valuables; and his shoes, where he liked to keep his bank PIN and his lock combination. She even opened the safe to check if anything was missing. I did not see a phone anywhere.”
“In other words, you still don’t know for certain whether or not she knows where it is.”
“I....” I was about to reiterate my exasperated point when Kenny stepped in.
“No, we do not have confirmation on that, Horny. We’ll ask her when we go back to our staterooms. She’s staying with us.”
“Is she?” That seemed to surprise him.
“Well, of course she is. We couldn’t let the killer take a whack at her, could we? We saw what was done to her stateroom. She’s a woman alone and vulnerable,” I pointed out. “Or would you have preferred we toss her out on her fanny and let the wolves of the world do with her what they will?”




Chapter Ten --
Now that we had some physical evidence to support the claim that Kathleen was innocent and there was a madman on the ship, it was time for Marley to admit he’d acted like a doofus. Not that I expected him to do it. He was far too stubborn, and from what I’d seen, he had some serious issues with women. He proved it a moment later when I was uninvited to the unveiling of the micro SD card.
“Scarlet, why don’t you take a seat? We’ll let you know if we need you.” Marley shooed me away like he was the neighborhood alley cat and I was a pesky little rodent who had the nerve to tread on his turf in search of a decent piece of cheddar. Well, I had news for him. This little mouse was ready to rumble.
“Give it back.” I stuck my hand out.
“Excuse me?”
“It’s not your case. You have no legal jurisdiction. You’re not active FBI. I’ll wait until the agents arrive, so give the SD card back to me and I’ll hold onto it.”
“I think not!” Marley snarled. Harkin stood there, unsure of what to do.
“I think so! I didn’t just bust my fanny so you could claim all the credit for work you did not do. As far as I am concerned, this card does not belong to Royal Caribbean or its employees. You have no legal right to hold it, and if you think you’re going to exclude me from seeing what I just spent a couple of hours working to find, you can just kiss my....”
“Okay, okay!” he growled, interrupting my tirade with a wave of his hand. “Don’t have a freaking cow!”
“I’ll have a freaking cow if I want to, pal! You’re not Old MacDonald, in charge of the barnyard animals. You crossed the line and got called on it. Don’t try to make me the bad guy responsible for your bad behavior!” Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a small smirk on Kenny’s face. He was enjoying the show, no doubt because Marley Hornsby had unexpectedly run head first into an immovable object, namely me.
“You’re a civilian, Miz Scarlet. You’re not trained law enforcement. I’m extending an invitation for you to join us, but I want to make it clear that I’m not required to include you in anything related to Royal Caribbean security.”
Long before I became an innkeeper, I taught high school. I’ve dealt with all kinds of kids and seen all kinds of antics. I know a bully when I see one. Bring it on, Marley!
“What comes next?” I demanded, moving forward until I was a mere foot from his face. He suddenly started to back away from me, but changed his mind and sidestepped me instead. “You’re going to tell me to sit in the back of the class and be a good girl while the professionals handle it? I hate to break it to you, but that’s just not on my ‘to-do’ list.”
“You have to be one of the most obstinate, hard-headed, cantankerous women I have ever....”
“I’ll take that as a compliment, coming from you!” I fired back.
“People, can we end this tinkle tournament and get back to business?” Kenny wanted to know. His arms were folded against his chest, a frown on his face. “While the bickering continues, a killer may be making plans.”
“Fine by me,” I declared, looking Marley right in the eye with my best steely gaze. He tried to match it, but in the end, he blinked first.
“Harkin, do you have that damn thing ready?” said the flush-faced security boss.
“Yup, I do,” was the reply. By now, the others in the room were eager to find out what we’d found, but most had to stay at their consoles, monitoring the surveillance cameras. “Let me cue it up on the media player.”
Less than a minute later, we were looking at the first video George Delaney filmed with his cell phone. It was long shot of a man talking to a woman. They seemed to be arguing animatedly.
“Can you improve the clarity?” the big boss demanded.
“Probably not,” was Harkin’s genial reply.
“Do we have anyone on staff who can read lips?”
“I can, sir,” said Eleanor. “But I think they’re too far away and the angle is wrong.”
“This is only the first of three videos on the card, Marley,” the tech wizard told him. “Why don’t we try the next?”
“No, wait. Can we see it on a bigger monitor? Maybe that will help, even if the resolution is still poor.”
We all stepped into a conference room two doors down. At one end, a large screen was mounted on the wall. Standing around, we waited to see the first video again. This time, the one thing that stood out was that the woman was definitely not Kathleen Delaney. Even though the facial features were not clear, it was obvious that her hair was a different style and color. She was also at least a head taller.
“Roll the next one,” Marley instructed his tech man. Harkin hit a button and the new video began. This time, the camera seemed to be held by George in his lap, as if he wanted to capture the conversation without alarming his targets. Judging from what little we could see, he was sitting at the “adults only” pool on Deck 11. Occasionally, we caught a glimpse of a man doing laps in the background.
“When are we going to do it?” a woman, off-camera, asked.
“When we’re leaving Bermuda,” replied an unseen man.
“You’re going to have to give her the sedative. There’s no other way.”
“I can’t risk that showing up in an autopsy. I told you that before.”
“The last time we tried this, she fought back. You know how hard it was to explain the bruises. Her sister asked too many questions.”
“Let me worry about that. I can control her.”
“Excuse me, sir. Would you care for a towel?” A pool attendant stepped into the shot. All we saw was a pile of cotton terrycloth.
“No, I’m good. Thanks,” said an unfamiliar voice, as a hand covered the camera. I guessed the speaker was George.
“Come on,” said the woman a moment later. “Let’s get out of here.”
The camera popped up from George’s lap in time to record them walking away. From behind, the couple seemed to be in their mid-thirties, both thin and fairly tall. Dressed in a long turquoise pool dress and tan sandals, she was only a few inches shorter than he. Her long golden brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail and it swished back and forth each time she took a step. Without any distinguishing features, she could have been any woman of that age on the Liberty of the Seas. I dare say the same could be said of him. His short dark hair must have been just starting to go grey because it had the appearance of being washed out. He was dressed in plaid Bermuda shorts and a dark shirt. On his feet were dark sandals. He was, however, wearing a dark watch on his left wrist. Would that help to identify him? I didn’t think so. It’s not like we could see the watch face to note the type of watch or brand.
“Nothing stands out on them,” said Eleanor.
“They look like the dictionary definition of ‘ordinary’,” I remarked. I was beginning to feel disappointment creeping into my soul. I held such high hopes for George’s treasure. Maybe there was more.
George continued to record their exit from the adult pool, abandoning caution as they got farther away. As soon as they were out of sight, he let out an expletive. “I can’t believe they just said that! Damn, that poor woman is in danger! I’m going to follow them. Maybe I can find out where they’re staying.”
Our initial enthusiasm for finding evidence that detailed a killer’s ruthless act turned to something else as we heard a dead man’s declaration. The only reason George Delaney was murdered was because he had the bad luck to overhear this couple’s devious plan and he tried to stop them. At least now we knew the killer had an accomplice...and possibly another soon-to-be victim.
“The last bit of video’s coming up,” Harkin announced. He hit the “play” button and we all watched a scene unfold in the Royal Promenade.
George still had his phone in hand, but this time, he was strolling through the shopping mall. I recognized the cupcake shop, Ben and Jerry’s, and then the pizza place. His camera hand swung back and forth as he walked, keeping pace with his stride. For those of us viewing it, the experience was akin to being on a perpetual motion amusement park ride from hell. Every once in a while, he raised the camera, trying to catch a glimpse of his elusive target, but when he did, all we saw were the faces of those coming at us and the backs of people moving away. The funeral director was on a mission, however, and when his frustration level rose, he took a chance and pushed through the crowd. That’s when we all saw a flash of the female accomplice, but only in profile. Suddenly, George’s hand yanked the camera down to his side and we were left to stare at the floor of the mall as an angry woman berated him.
“Are you following me?”
“What?” George feigned shock. “No. No. Of course I’m not.”
“I think you are! Is that a camera in your hand? Let me see it!”
“Lady, I don’t know what your problem is, but I’m just shopping.”
“Who hired you? Was it Vicky? Are you a private detective?”
“Hardly,” was his honest reply.
“I demand that you stop following me!” As she screamed at him, I prayed he would lift that damn camera and show us her face. Instead, everything went dark unexpectedly as he thrust it in his pocket.
“Lady, you’re starting to sound paranoid. Why would I want to follow you? I’m a happily married man.”
“I mean it!” she hissed menacingly. “Stay the hell away from me!”
The slap-slap-slap of her sandals faded just as the amateur detective retrieved his cell phone and raised it above his head, still filming. And that’s when it happened. A large man stepped in front of George. In his hand was a gigantic cup with the distinctive Johnny Rockets logo. Distracted by a movement to the left, he collided head on with the frustrated funeral director, sending the ice cubes and cola flying.
“Are you okay?” the man asked solicitously. “Boy, did you get a soaking!”
“No, I’m fine. It’s just soda. Don’t worry about it.”
“Aw, I feel so bad. At least let me get that cleaned for you.”
“Forget it. I...I’ve got to go. Excuse me.” George sounded more than a little desperate.
“That’s why George changed his clothes!” I whispered to Kenny. With his eyes riveted on the screen, he barely acknowledged my comment.
The camera was still trained on the crowd as George took off after the angry woman. In between wild swings, the lens occasionally had enough time to focus.
“There!” Marley sat up. “Go back and freeze it! Did you see it?”
“I did.” It took a few seconds for me to realize he was talking to Kenny, who was now leaning forward. It was as if a bolt of lightning had zapped through several members of the security team, but for the life of me, I couldn’t tell what had them all so excited.
“Do we only have the one view?” Eleanor asked.
“It looks like it,” said a rather rotund man, whose name tag identified him as Sorensen. “Too bad.”
“Go through it frame by frame,” Marley instructed his tech specialist.
“What are they looking for?” I pressed my mouth against Kenny’s ear, not because I wanted to get cozy, but because I didn’t want the rest of the group to know I was clueless.
“I’ll tell you later,” he promised, sotto voce.
“But....”
“Trust me,” he whispered back, eyes still glued to the TV monitor. With a frustrated shrug, I forced myself to concentrate on everything on the screen. By now, Harkin had slowed the action down to a crawl. Over and over again, the video played. I was about to suggest that I was ready to call it a night when something caught my eye.
“Hey, stop the video!” I stood on my feet. “Go back, go back!”
“Scarlet, I don’t know what you think you saw....”
“Back, back, back!” Now I was tingling with electricity. How could I be the only one who saw it?
“Say when,” Harkin called out. Frame by frame, he reversed direction, until he came to a shot where the lady with the golden brown hair was trying to give George the slip.
“There!” I cried, pointing to the screen.
“We know. We got that already. It’s not enough of her face for identification purposes. Even if the FBI runs it through their facial recognition program....”
“Not her,” I crowed. “Him!”
“Him?” This time it was Marley who was clueless.
“Right there, on your left.”
“Who are we looking at?” he demanded.
“The guy in the dark shirt. That’s him!”
“Son of a....” Even Kenny was surprised. “Well, what do you know?”
“Damn! All this time, we’ve been trying to catch glimpse of her reflection in a store window and he’s right there in plain sight?”
Sure enough, it was the man from the pool, walking toward the camera. He wore a pair of tinted glasses, obscuring his face, and there was an Atlanta Hawks cap on his head, but the clothing was the same, right down to the plaid shorts.
“Amazing,” one of the other security officers admitted. “Get a gander at intensity of that guy’s stare and tell me that he doesn’t recognize our victim.”
The man in the dark shirt appeared in only twelve seconds of the video, but it was obvious that George Delaney had his full and complete attention.
“Oh, he’s definitely aware of him. Maybe his accomplice was deliberately leading our victim into a trap.”
“Well, we may not be able to identify him yet, but at least we know the pair was in cahoots.”
“Poor George,” I sighed. “He never even saw it coming, did he?”
“He must have known something was wrong,” Kenny contradicted me. “Why else would he have hidden the mini SD card?”
“Oh, of course!” I nodded. “Still, I don’t think he expected to be stabbed to death. Surely he would have told someone.”
“That is rather odd, isn’t it?” Sorensen agreed. “The guy went to a lot of trouble trying to get information on them. And he took the time to hide the evidence.”
“Maybe there just wasn’t time to do anything else,” Deputy Security Officer Schmidt suggested. “If this creep was following him, Delaney might have been waylaid.”
“But where and when?”
“How easy is it to get into a stateroom that’s not your own?” I wanted to know.
“Not that easy.” Marley looked me right in the eye when he said that.
“Ah,” Sorensen hesitated, always a dead giveaway.
“Unless....” I turned to the man with a girth the size of Cincinnati.
“Well, for the average person, it can be difficult. You have to be able to avoid the security cameras, open the locks, and....”
“Does that mean the suspects are professionals?” I wanted to know. Suddenly, there was a lengthy lull in the conversation as I waited patiently for a response. “Anyone?”
“Well, anything’s possible.” Schmidt told me, not really wanting to commit to an answer. “You’d expect that they’d have gotten into the Delaney stateroom and found the hidden items if they were.”
“Yes, but maybe they didn’t know who they killed until you guys pointed the finger at Kathleen. You led them straight to her cabin, which is why it was tossed after she and I left to go down to mine. Maybe they didn’t have time to go through the things in the bathroom.”
“Maybe.” Marley entertained the possibility with all the enthusiasm of a man in the dentist chair, with his mouth open for root canal surgery. He knew he had to get it done, but he wasn’t about to enjoy the experience. “Once they knew we recovered a body, they had to know that we were aware that this was a stabbing, not a drowning. In some ways, that does suggest that they might have criminal backgrounds.”
“Either that or they have a real need to commit the next murder, and they’re desperate enough to take the risks and do the dirty work,” Schmidt suggested.
“So, they came on the ship with the intention to commit a crime, as evidenced by their conversation on Deck 11. They plan to kill someone and we don’t know who.” Eleanor reminded us. “How are we going to find out who the next victim is?”




Chapter Eleven --
“And how are we going to prevent another murder?” The deputy security officer turned to his immediate superior, the man I met back at our original stateroom. Diego Garcia ran a hand through the salt-and-pepper curls atop his head.
“That seems to be the question of the hour. Listen, I know this sounds absolutely brutal, but is there anyway you two can keep a secret?”
“What kind of secret?” I wanted to know. I snuck a quick glance at Kenny and I could see he was more than a little skeptical. He had his “convince me you’re right” face on.
“If, as you have suggested, the suspects are watching the widow and we encourage the FBI to remove her from the ship, will they try to carry out their plan in Bermuda?”
“Probably, but that doesn’t mean we have the ability to stop them from carrying it out. And we sure as hell don’t want a second murder associated with the Liberty of the Seas,” Marley growled, definitely displeased by the concept. “There’s far too much risk involved, Dee.”
“Yes, but we’re between a rock and a hard place. On the one hand, they’re plotting to kill an unidentified passenger named Vicky. Unless we can find her on the ship’s manifest, we have no way of protecting her. On the other hand, if they think they’ve gotten away with killing George Delaney, they might relax their guard, giving us time to hunt them down.”
“Why not set a trap?” I spoke up, unexpectedly feeling bold. “They don’t know you’re onto them and they’re still looking for the evidence George left behind. Couldn’t we lure them in with a staged scene of some kind?”
“She’s done this before, hasn’t she?” Schmidt directed his comment to Kenny, who chortled.
“Oh, yeah! And trust me when I say this -- she’s very good at it.”
“Is she good enough to not alert the widow as to what we’re trying to do?” demanded the big boss of security for Royal Caribbean Cruise Lines.
“The widow has a name,” I reminded Marley, watching him roll his eyes towards the ceiling. “But to answer your question, yes, I think we could do it without informing Kathleen.”
“Okay. I’ll talk to the FBI agent supervising the case and we’ll set it up, probably over breakfast. Hopefully, we’ll get a nibble on the first try. In the meantime, I’m going to have Harkin email copies of the videos to the FBI and we’ll start our search for the woman named Vicky.”
“How many women named Vicky can there be on this ship?”
“More than you might imagine,” Garcia grimaced. “Victoria’s still a fairly popular name for a girl.”
“Of course we still don’t know what relation these two suspects are to Vicky.” Schmidt reminded us. “She could be a mother, a wife, an aunt, a cousin....”
“Or she could be someone who needs a caregiver,” I added.
“What?”
“Well, they talked about how Vicky got the bruises when she fought back the last time they tried this scheme. The sister was the one who expressed concern about them. Doesn’t that sound like a woman who needs help? She could be elderly or handicapped in some way, because they seemed more worried about the sister’s reaction than Vicky’s.”
“Interesting theory,” Garcia decided.
“If they’ve tried this before with Vicky,” said the man from Mercer Security, “it’s possible there was an incident report.”
Eleanor let out a small, involuntary gasp. “Wouldn’t that be something?”
“Maybe the reason they’re not worried about Vicky being credible is because she abuses alcohol or drugs,” Schmidt tossed into the mix. I had to admit it was possible.
“But why do they want to kill her? Is the guy married to her? Or does one of them stand to inherit her estate?” Garcia looked at the rest of us, expecting answers.
“Aren’t you assuming there’s some kind of romantic relationship between the man and the woman?” I wanted to know. “They could be brother and sister. Or employer and employee. Or....”
“Or hired to do the job,” someone in the back of the pack added.
“All this speculation isn’t going to get us anywhere without some solid facts, people. Let’s focus on identifying them first.” Marley was making notes on the yellow legal pad in front of him.
“If Vicky’s been their target before, maybe this isn’t their first cruise. We can cross-check the names on the manifests of previous sailings. I’ll get that search started now, boss,” Schmidt promised Marley. “Eleanor, I’m pairing you with Oates for A through L. Horlick and Litman can team up for M through Z.”
“Even if we can’t do facial recognition, can we pull the photos of all the female passengers between the ages of 30 and 45? At the very least, we know we’re looking for a woman with brown hair.” The young man who made the suggestion offered to get started on that.
“Where are you going to start, Vivec?” Garcia pressed him for details. “It’s got to be a smart search. We can’t afford to waste time and we can’t afford to miss spotting that one important photo.”
“I’ll run a filter on the women by age first and then go through the ship ID photos manually.”
“No. Start with passport information -- age, hair, height,” Marley insisted. “There’s more consistency in passport photos. We know she’s probably mid-to-late-thirties. We know she has brown hair and that it’s probably her natural color. We know she’s fairly tall, probably in the range of five foot eight or so. Those three points will probably spit out a couple of hundred possibilities; we can narrow it down from there. Harkin can help you set it up on your computer. We have to keep as many people as possible on regular surveillances, just in case we catch something, so you folks are the case team. Share your information and keep at it. Back to work, people. Tolliver, why don’t you and your sidekick take off? We’ll reconnect in a few hours.”
“Did you just call me a sidekick?” I demanded.
“Did I? That must have been a slip of the tongue.” I caught a sly smile as it passed across his face. Marley was yanking my chain.
Kenny took my hand and pulled me towards the door. “That’s it for us. Good night, all.”
“What happens now?” I inquired, as soon as we were in the elevator. I lifted his wrist to get a look at his watch. “It’s almost three.”
“We get some rest, love. The ship’s due to dock in King’s Wharf at nine.”
“At least we know the FBI won’t seriously consider Kathleen a suspect.”
“Just remember that we can’t tell her any of this. We need her reactions to seem natural, Scarlet.”
“I hate having to deceive her, especially after she’s been through so much. It just doesn’t seem fair.”
“It’s not fair, honey. But focus on the fact that we’re trying to prevent another murder. If we can’t lure George’s killers out of hiding, Vicky’s in danger. Surely from what we’ve seen of Kathleen, she’d forgive us, especially if it means we catch them before there’s another victim.”
Quietly entering Kenny’s stateroom, we tiptoed past the sleeping woman in the far bed. I paused briefly to check on Laurel and Thaddeus through the connecting door. In the faint glow of the bathroom light, I could see my mother resting comfortably on one bed, her companion sprawled across the other bed on his back, snoring lightly.
“Hey,” I whispered, “let me take the sofa.”
“No, no. I’ve got it,” he held up a hand, resisting the offer.
“But what if someone tries to get in? Don’t you want to be able to jump off the bed and save us?”
“Oh,” he chuckled softly. “Now I get it. You’re not trying to make me more comfortable, are you?”
“Heavens no! I expect you to throw yourself on the killer, should he break in here!”
“Well, in that case, I accept your cheesy offer. I shall protect the lady fair.”
“Thank you.” I pulled the bedspread off the bed and gave him a kiss. “Sweet dreams.”
“You too, love.”
I padded over to the sofa by the bow window and settled myself down to sleep. A soft, pretty pink-and-blue glow from the lights along the Royal Promenade crept in through the gaps in the curtains and painted the room in magical swirls of color. I found myself feeling like a kid at a carnival, anticipating a ride on the merry-go-round and wondering if I could have some cotton candy while I waited for my turn. For the first time since poor George Delaney plummeted past our balcony, I felt this trip wasn’t going to be a total bust. The FBI would show up in the morning and we’d get the murder sorted out early in the day. There’d be plenty of time to explore the Royal Naval Dockyard and take a minibus tour of Bermuda. We’d be back to enjoying the trip soon enough.
It seemed like only a couple of hours after I lay my head down for a dreamless sleep that I was rudely awakened by a loud commotion out in the corridor. Voices were raised as people argued about a delay in being able to leave the ship.
“This is all because some idiot decided to jump off the ship! How fair is that?” a man bellowed.
“Maybe they’ll refund our money for the excursion. After all, it’s not our fault we can’t get off the ship. Or maybe they’ll arrange for us to take the tour later.” His female companion tried to soothe his frayed temper, to no avail.
“That ruins everything! I have other plans....”
I sat up on the sofa, wondering what was going on. Looking across the room, I saw Kathleen and Kenny quietly talking on their respective beds. They noticed me immediately.
“Good morning, sleepy head,” he greeted me.
“What’s going on? It sounds like people are upset.”
“Yes, well...the captain just announced that when we arrive in port, the FBI will be boarding the ship and no one is going to leave until they give the okay.”
“But why?”
“I don’t know.”
“Seriously?”
“Seriously. There must be some development in the case.”
I looked from Kenny to Kathleen. She looked stricken. “What kind of development?”
“We don’t know. The FBI apparently began investigating as soon as they received notice from Marley’s people,” he informed me.
“Scarlet, what am I going to do? The captain told Kenny they want me to leave the ship.”
“They’re just worried about liability,” he cut in, trying to explain. That seemed rather unfair.
“You’ve got to tell them the truth.”
“What if they don’t believe me?”
“Kenny?” I turned to him expectantly. “Maybe she needs a lawyer to advise her.”
“I have a buddy who practices law in Hamilton. Let me ask him off the record what we’re looking at.” He stood up, still wearing the clothes from last night. “I might be able to get him to represent you, Kathleen, at least during your initial interview with the FBI.”
“But what happens if the FBI takes her back to the States? Maybe she needs an American lawyer.”
“Actually, Barney is an American lawyer, but he’s also qualified to practice in Bermuda, the Bahamas, Turks and Caicos....” He was still listing all the British territories when I cried “uncle”.
“He hasn’t done criminal law in a while, but he’s a good guy. He works for an American reinsurance company that’s based here. I’ll have to go down to the security office to make the call, so I won’t pay an arm and a leg. I won’t be long. Why don’t we plan on having breakfast together in the main dining room in, say,” he glanced down at his watch, “forty minutes?”
“Sure,” I replied. “What time is it now?”
“Ten after seven. I’ll meet you there and we can go over the details.” With his back to Kathleen, he gave me a fast wink on his way to the door and mouthed the words, “Play along.”
The moment he was out of the stateroom, Kathleen had a complete meltdown. Clutching the bedspread in her harried hands as she sat there, shaking uncontrollably, she let out a wail that came from deep within her soul. It was enough to break my heart. I longed to offer comforting words, but the guilt of my own complicity silenced me, making my tongue so thick, I sounded like I was channeling Sylvester the Cat. Did that make Kathleen the innocent Tweetie Pie, the unwitting prey in some bizarre Looney Tune cartoon? I was so afraid I’d confess I was part of the conspiracy that I just let her talk, and talk she did.
“Oh God, do you think the lawyer will need a retainer to represent me? I’ll have to call my bank. No, wait. It’s Saturday. They’ll be closed. I might be able to call the bank president. She’s a member of the Chamber of Commerce too, but what if I can’t get a hold of her? What am I going to do?”
Come on, Miz Scarlet. Give the woman a break. Even if you can’t really tell her what’s going on, you don’t have to hang her out to dry.
“I’m sure that Kenny will have a good plan when we meet him for breakfast. In the meantime, we should probably get dressed.”
“Maybe I should just wait here. I...I don’t want people to see me like this.”
“Kathleen!” Maybe I couldn’t tell her everything, but I knew I could promise that we’d stick with her. Besides, we all knew she was innocent. Even Marley Hornsby understood that now. It was time to check in at the logic desk. “Whoa! You’re scaring yourself silly! Why do you think the captain wants you to leave the ship? It’s not necessarily because you’re a suspect in George’s death. Maybe the captain is afraid you’re in danger. By now, the security people probably told him that your room was ransacked. The cruise line wants you to make it home safely; otherwise, they’re liable. Think about it. If the killer is still on the ship and thinks you know something, he might not stop until he gets rid of you!”
Those big blue eyes fastened on me like I was the last life preserver on the Titanic. Her fingers were cold and clammy. Was she going into shock? She seemed almost catatonic as she remained immobile, just staring at me. And then I realized that I had removed one terror and replaced it with another, even more terrifying one.
“Kathleen, listen to me. It’s all going to work out fine. It’s just a precaution, I’m sure. No one’s going to harm you.” I sat down on the bed beside her, putting a sisterly arm around the quivering shoulders. “Kenny will make sure his friend looks out for your legal interests and we’ll make sure you stay safe. You’re not alone. You have us.”
“But you have no reason to stick by me.” She was slowly turning off the tears. Every now and again, one slipped past her waiting hand, but she caught it on the second go-round. “We’re strangers.”
“Remember last night, when we met for the first time at dinner?”
She nodded just before she grabbed a handful of tissues and blew her nose. “Yes.”
“You were officially made a member of the Widows and Widowers Club. I’m so sorry that you’re going through all this at a time when you should be grieving your loss. But don’t let your new status as a widow convince you that people don’t care about you.”




Chapter Twelve --
“She’s right,” said a familiar male voice from the connecting door. “We’re all behind you one hundred percent. As a matter of fact, Laurel just sent me in to check on you.”
“I did!” was my mother’s response from the other stateroom. I waited for Laurel to roll herself into the room before I filled in the details.
“The captain wants her to leave the ship.”
“Oh dear, that’s too bad,” my mother remarked. “Why?”
“He must have heard someone trashed her room last night, searching for something, and he realizes she’s in danger.”
“Scarlet’s right,” Thaddeus agreed. “As long as you’re on this ship and no one knows who the killer is, you’re at risk. Whoever murdered your husband obviously is looking for something that he thinks you have.”
“Do you really think so?” Kathleen wanted to believe him. Who could blame her for that? Not the good doctor. He put on his best bedside manner and spoon-fed the idea to her like it was some kind of miracle tonic.
“I do.”
“You don’t think the FBI wants to arrest me for George’s murder?”
“I’d be shocked if they did. The forensic evidence doesn’t support that theory,” he insisted. My mother agreed with him.
“For heaven’s sake, Kathleen, how could anyone imagine for one minute that you’re such a cold-blooded killer?” demanded the woman in the wheelchair.
“Mom, why do you think the killer is cold-blooded?”
“He stabbed that poor man in the back,” she pointed out, expecting us to understand the implications of this fact. Clearly she and Thaddeus had been busy in our absence. Had they discussed what he noticed down in the sick bay, when the body was brought in from the ship’s tender? I knew there had to be more than just a gut feeling on her part.
“So?” Cough it up, lady. What other little tidbits did you pick up from your boyfriend?
“The killer didn’t act in self-defense, Scarlet. George didn’t even fight back.”
“And you know this because....”
“There were no defensive wounds on the body.” She announced this bit of news like a pro. Or rather, like a long-time fan of the extended Law and Order family of crime dramas, no doubt imagining herself on the witness stand giving testimony. Tell us, Mrs. Wilson, what did you notice when the body of George Delaney flew by your balcony?
“There weren’t?” I was surprised at this.
“No, not a single one,” Laurel replied. “Isn’t that right, dear?”
She turned to Thaddeus, giving the doctor a chance to fill in some of the blanks for us. “It is. Our victim was deliberately murdered by someone who thrust a knife into his back, someone with rather a good deal of upper body strength. I came to this conclusion based on the fact that there is only one visible knife wound and it went deep enough to cause a massive blood loss when the blade nicked a major artery. George probably never saw the assault coming, especially if the killer snuck up on him.”
“Thaddeus, are you absolutely convinced that Kathleen is innocent?”
“Well, given her knee problems, Scarlet, I’d be most surprised if she was a participant in her husband’s murder. She probably would have injured herself trying to lift him.”
“Doesn’t that count for something?” I demanded, turning to the grieving widow.
“I guess so,” she sniffed, touching her cheeks lightly with the already damp tissues. “You really do believe me, that I didn’t kill my husband?”
“Yes!” we all sang in unison, a chorus of three fervent believers. That tiny glimmer of hope began to rise up in her, and as it did, all that tightly-wound tension in her body began to ease. No longer were her hands clenched in her lap. I watched her slowly exhale, releasing all that angst, until her breathing returned to a more normal pace. I decided to feed that feeling. Maybe I couldn’t tell her about the plan to catch a killer, but I sure could focus her attention on the fact that we all believed in her innocence. Ignoring my own role in the conspiracy to use Kathleen as bait, I picked up the imaginary ball and got ready to make the play. I was going to run this one down the field and score.
“Is it likely that any other medical examiner looking at the body will come to the same conclusion that you did? I mean, how many other explanations for the knife wound can there be?” Okay, okay. I admit I watched a few episodes of Law and Order myself.
“To answer your first question, yes, the medical examiner is likely to have a similar finding to mine. And as for your second, there aren’t that many ways to look at the victim’s wounds, under the circumstances. Usually when you see cuts, most of them are shallow, at least at first.”
“Oh, are they? Did you see a lot of them as a physician?”
“I was often called to the Emergency Room to stitch people up after knife fights. I had to testify in many court cases about the nature of the wounds. It comes with the territory,” he chuckled. “When you know you’re going to get grilled by the prosecutor or the defense attorney, you try to guess what they’ll ask you, so you are prepared. You train yourself to focus on the facts. There’s nothing worse than looking like a complete idiot in court.”
“Feel better?” I asked Kathleen. I knew I did.
“Yes.”
“We should get ready for breakfast.” I turned to my mother. “Kenny wants to meet us in the dining room.”
“That sounds fine, dear.”
“Shoot!” Kathleen groaned.
“What?”
“My clothes are in my cabin. God, I’d give anything to have a shower before the FBI shows up.”
“Why don’t we go grab a fresh outfit from your stateroom and then you can shower here.” I stood up to go.
“Yes, I’d like that. Thanks, Scarlet.”
“It’s my pleasure. We’ll be back shortly, Mom. If we’re not, mount a manhunt,” I said half-jokingly. The other half of me was dead serious.
“You two be careful!” my mother called out. “I want each of you back here in one piece!”
“I promise,” Kathleen said. “Scout’s honor.”
“I promise!” I called out as I closed the door behind me, dancing to sidestep an elderly woman with a cane. “Pardon me.”
“Good morning,” she replied cheerfully. “It looks like everyone is going to breakfast at the same time.”
“Yes, it does,” I smiled as I gave her time to move past me. A glance down the hall revealed that a crowd had gathered at the elevator, swarming like bees at the entrance to their hive. “There’s no time for that. Do you think you can hoof it?”
“Sure,” Kathleen agreed. “It’s only one flight up.”
Carefully snaking past the waiting horde, she and I climbed the stairs to the next floor. Here, too, folks were waiting for the elevators. We made our way slowly down the hall until we finally got to her stateroom. Extracting her key card from her purse, Kathleen swiped it through the lock, pressed on the handle, and pushed the door open. She took a step into the room, but then abruptly stopped in her tracks.
“Kathleen?” I felt a sudden, ominous chill pass through me. Had that same terrible foreboding gripped George just before the knife was plunged into his back? “What’s wrong?”
“Oh!” she cried, horrified. “Sweet mother of pearl, you have got to be kidding me!”
I peered over her shoulder to see what disaster had now befallen her. The stateroom was once again in disarray. But this time, there was one difference. Someone had scrawled five words in red lipstick across the wall mirror. “You are a dead woman!” the message read.
“Who in God’s name is doing this?” she demanded. “It’s...it’s insane!”
I urged Kathleen to turn around and flee, but she was too angry to hear me. A growl emerged from her throat.
“Bastard!”
“I don’t like this. Let’s get out of here and call security,” I urged her. “Come on!”
“Son of a lousy gun! Of all the low down, dirty, rotten things to do!”
“Ah, Kathleen, we really need to go and report this.” I tried to pull her back into the hallway, but she shrugged me off.
“You know what, Scarlet? I was scared before, but now I’m just plain mad! How dare he? It wasn’t enough that he killed my husband, this creep now wants to hurt me? Well, I’m not going to stand for it!”
“You’re not?”
“No, I’m not!”
“Excuse me,” said a polite voice behind us. It was Maria, one of the stewardesses assigned to Deck 7. “Is there something wrong with your room?”
“I’ll say!” Kathleen snapped, her eyes blazing with a fury that seemed to galvanize her from head to toe. I fully expected her to reach up and snatch a lightning bolt or two from the heavens and cast them down for an electrifying floor show that made her point. Ka-bam! Ka-pow! Thanks for making me mad, creep! Bring it on!
“Someone’s broken in,” I explained to the stewardess.
Maria peered into the cabin, concern written all over her face. When she saw the mirror, she muttered, “Oh dear!”
“Yes, ‘oh dear’ is right!” the angry widow agreed. “How could someone get away with doing this to my cabin a second time? This is utter madness! This is...absolutely unbelievable!”
“I will call someone from security immediately! And I will have Farah help me clean this up,” she promised.
“Please do!” Victimized a third time in less than twenty four hours, the grieving widow’s agitation was rising as the reality of her plight hit her hard.
“No, no! Wait!” I insisted. “This is obviously a crime scene. No one touches anything. We’re going to shut the door and wait until someone from security arrives.”
Kathleen vented her frustrations about the lack of ship security the entire time we waited for someone to show up. I figured she was entitled to her rage, given the circumstances, but it was a long and loud five minute interlude before Eleanor showed up.
“Okay, folks, step back and let me have a look.” Wearing blue nitrile gloves, she used Kathleen’s card to swipe the lock and carefully opened the door, trying to avoid smudging any retrievable fingerprints. Eleanor poked her head into the stateroom. “Geez, Louise!”
“You can say that again,” I piped in. All the work we had done the night before had been undone. This time, even the mattresses and cushions had been flipped.
“Wow. I don’t suppose either one of you knows what’s missing from the room.”
“No, but Kathleen has a written inventory of what she and her husband brought with them on the trip, if that helps.”
“We’re going to lock this room and I’m going to post a sentry at the door until the FBI team arrives.”
“Too little, too late,” Kathleen remarked through clenched teeth. “I told you people I didn’t do it the first time around!”
“Right,” the chagrined security supervisor admitted reluctantly. She couldn’t take her eyes off the messy words scribbled across the mirror. “Are you sure you haven’t had some kind of run-in with someone?”
“Of course I haven’t! I would have told you people that!”
“Wait a minute. What are you saying?” I asked Eleanor, rather baffled by her reaction. “You think this is personal?”
“Someone’s definitely got it in for Kathleen Delaney,” was Eleanor’s reply, “and whoever it is wants her dead, just like her husband.”
“Let me get this straight. You think Kathleen knows who’s doing this to her?” Before I could continue, my fire-breathing companion spoke up.
“How many times must I tell you that I don’t have any idea who’s doing this?”
“Oddly enough, I believe you,” Eleanor shrugged, stepping back as if to escape a scorching. “But the FBI just informed us that when they called the Caulkins Cove police station for background information, the two patrol officers were responding to a break-in at George Delaney’s funeral home.”
Kathleen’s face went paler than a classic white L. L. Bean 340-thread count cotton sateen sheet. “What?”
As Eleanor repeated the news, I watched Kathleen closely, trying to gauge her reaction. “But why would someone break into George’s business? He’s a mortician! He doesn’t keep any money on the premises; there’s nothing else to steal, unless you want a casket or an urn. It makes absolutely no sense!”
“No?” Eleanor seemed convinced the break-in back in Maine was related to the murder of the funeral director on the Liberty of the Seas.
“Why is all this happening to us?” wondered a very befuddled widow. It was the last thing she said just before she unexpectedly passed out.
Luckily, the security supervisor and I managed to catch her before she hit the floor. Together, we lowered the unconscious woman onto the carpeted hallway and gently tilted her forward, until her head rested on her knees. She groaned a minute later.
“How are you?” I bent over, searching her face for signs she was in physical jeopardy. I hoped she didn’t have a weak heart.
“What happened to me?”
“You passed out. I’m going to call this in.” With her hand on her radio, Eleanor summoned medical assistance to treat Kathleen. Within minutes, two white-coated women showed up, followed by a white-coated man pulling a stretcher. We stepped back to let them take over, and as we did, a crowd began to collect at the scene.
“Could you folks please go around to the other corridor and give us some room?” Eleanor requested from a couple of passengers who happened to wander too close.
Fifteen minutes later, Kathleen was shivering uncontrollably on the exam table. The nurses were talking to her, but not getting any response.
“Let me call Dr. Van Zandt,” I pleaded. “She likes and trusts him. Where is the phone?”
My mother answered on the second ring. Once I gave her the abbreviated version of the incident, she promised to send him along right away. “Scarlet, you stay with her. I don’t want anyone railroading her. She’s just too vulnerable right now.”
“Will do, Mama,” I promised.
Thaddeus arrived a short time later, with my mother in tow. Together, they flanked Kathleen on one side of the hospital bed. I took up a position on the other. Kenny arrived just as the attending doctor suggested a tranquilizer might be in order.
“No medicines, doctor. As you know, George Delaney was murdered and Mrs. Delaney is a material witness.”
“Well, I don’t really like the way she looks,” Dr. Hurley countered. “She passed out from the shock.”
“Even so, she needs to be alert, so she can help investigators find out who murdered her husband.”
“The man’s right, Jack. Why don’t we use some blankets to warm her up. And maybe someone could fetch a cup of hot tea for her. She hasn’t had any breakfast today. Kathleen,” Dr. Van Zandt leaned over and gave her his friendly healer smile, “do you have any health issues we should know about? Are you diabetic or....”
“Thyroid,” she managed to croak. “I...I didn’t take my pill yesterday or today.”
“A logical explanation,” Dr. Hurley decided. “What do you take? Do you know the dosage?”
I left them to their medical conversation, pulling Kenny aside to pepper him with questions.
“I heard someone broke into the funeral home back in Caulkins Cove. What gives?”
“What gives, Miz Scarlet? This case is a whole lot bigger than we know. All hell is breaking loose back in Maine.”




Chapter Thirteen --
“But why?”
“Your guess is as good as mine.” He gave a quick shrug, dismissing the question.
“I believe Kathleen when she says she has no idea what’s going on.”
“I know you do.” He looked at me with that deep, penetrating gaze that I always found so irresistible, but for the first time in our relationship, I couldn’t fathom what he was thinking. There’s something going on here that I don’t know about, some dark, sinister, cloak-and-dagger intrigue that’s being kept from me and from Kathleen. What could it possibly involve?
I decided to play “Poke the Bear”. I knew from experience that when he wasn’t expecting me to figure things out, he was unguarded in his answers and occasionally let things slip out. But if he gave the slightest of flinches, it was a sign that Kenny was already on guard and prepared to go to extremes to protect whatever secret he was keeping. I went ahead and pointed my imaginary stick at his soft underbelly, jostling him to see how he reacted.
“You’re not going to tell me, are you?” I demanded, deliberately making my tone slightly accusatory.
“What?” His response was as smooth as melted Lindt semisweet baking chocolate, a sure sign he had practiced it. I watched as his gaze left my face and slowly rose in a measured effort to focus on a point across the room and well above the top of my head. No eye contact is always a bad sign. It means he doesn’t trust himself to return my gaze.
“Oh, crap. How bad is it?” I groaned. “It’s really bad, isn’t it?”
“Honey, I don’t know what you mean.” He glanced back at the medical team busily consulting about Kathleen.
“Damn. It’s really bad.”
“Did I say that?” he calmly replied. In Kenny speak, that meant he had already built a thick, impenetrable wall of stone around his castle and was ready to fend off any attack. In this case, I was the uncivilized barbarian at the gate, wielding the mighty ax.
“You didn’t have to say it. It’s written all over your face.”
“Is it?” That was so effortlessly nonchalant; just another sign the trouble was on the horizon and closing in fast.
“This has got to be about that casket company. Why else would George print up that brochure?”
“You tell me.”
“And,” I continued, giving him a sly sideways glance, “I think something happened on that business trip he took to Nashville, something he didn’t tell his wife about.”
“It’s an interesting theory -- hard to prove, but interesting.”
Obviously, Kenny was not going to confide in me. And from past experience, that usually meant he was working with a law enforcement agency that required him to keep his mouth shut. The FBI must have found something big. It was time to switch gears and lead him away from the prize. I could always return to it in the hopes of chipping away at his defense, but only once he believed I was done with it.
“Did you get a hold of your lawyer friend?”
“I did. He’s agreed to represent Kathleen during the interview.”
“So, what happen when the FBI arrives?”
“Well, at the moment, she has a medical issue, so that’s going to take precedence over the investigation. Thad wants her to go to the emergency room. He thinks the stress of her husband’s murder, coupled with missing a couple of doses of her medication, may have taken its toll on her.”
“And that means she’ll be carted away in an ambulance, right in front of the killer?”
There it was -- that miniscule intake of air through his pursed lips, another variation on his flinch. I had hit pay dirt. It was time to mine that ore.
“I’ll take a stab at this and suggest that by moving Kathleen away from the ship, you expect to watch the killer and his accomplice try to recover whatever it was they lost.”
“Maybe they didn’t lose anything,” he suggested helpfully. For a moment, I thought he was toying with me, but the glance he gave me seemed sincere, almost like he was hoping I’d guess what the truth was.
“Then why did they go back to Kathleen’s room and tear it apart a second time? Why did they leave that horrible message? That was really mean.”
“Yes, it was.” He skipped the first two questions, only confirming that what was done to Kathleen’s stateroom wasn’t nice.
“Oh my God! This isn’t about setting a trap for them in her stateroom on board the ship. You really do expect them to try to kill her...at the hospital!”
“Again, that’s your theory.”
“Hmm....” I paused. There wasn’t much point in asking him, so I just started a conversation with myself. “But why go after her? Kathleen doesn’t work at the funeral home. What connection could she possibly have with the Forsythe Casket Company?”
“Why do killers kill?” He was willing to play along. That was a curious development.
“Is this a generic question or do you have an answer in mind?”
“Take your pick, Miz Scarlet.”
“Well, killers kill for any of a number of reasons. If it’s personal, it’s usually about love, power, or money. But people have been murdered for the thrill of it or because they witness a crime.....”
“In other words, you’ve got nothing to go on,” he pointed out. “We call it speculation when there’s no evidence to back up your hypothesis.”
“I’m still confused about the brochure. Why did George have information on a casket company with whom he didn’t do business? And why did he write that man’s name on the slip of paper and hide it in the fake Centrum bottle. Did you find out anything on that?
“Yes,” he nodded. I waited for more but he was not forthcoming.
“Well?”
“Anson Reddy is dead. The owner of the Forsythe Casket Company was murdered in his hotel room in Nashville at the annual convention for funeral directors.”
“No!” I admit I was shocked. I had made that cardinal error all detectives, amateur and professional, dread. I had assumed that George was identifying Reddy as our suspect. It was time to redeem myself.
“I don’t suppose he has a wife by the name of Vicky.”
“No, he was a lifelong bachelor.”
“How was he murdered?”
“Funny you should ask, Miz Scarlet. It was with the same type of knife that was used to kill George Delaney.” Now I knew he was not only deliberately withholding information, he was thoroughly enjoying himself as he lobbed each of his bombshells, watching me react with surprise.
“Is there something, er...special about the kind of knife the killer used?” I inquired hopefully.
“It’s a fishing knife.”
“You mean something used for boning tuna or bluefish?”
“Not really.”
“Not really?”
“It’s a Victorinox Swiss Army Skipper fishing knife.”
“A pocket knife? Seriously?”
“Yes, it’s got a lock blade with a wavy edge, meant to go through scales and flesh.” He bumped against me gently. “Close your mouth, Miz Scarlet, unless you’re hoping to catch some flies.”
“Wait a minute. Why would the killer use a pocket knife to kill two men?”
“No, he used two pocket knives to kill two men.”
“He got a replacement after he killed Anson Reddy?”
“He did.”
“But why would he choose a folding knife as a murder weapon? What if it malfunctioned on him in the middle of stabbing his victim?”
“He’d have a problem.”
That was a bit of an understatement, in my opinion. Either the killer had amazing confidence in his own abilities or he was afraid of getting caught with a more substantial knife. When I suggested that to Kenny, he just laughed.
“Maybe that knife represents his comfort zone, Miz Scarlet.”
“I don’t follow.”
“He’s using what he’s familiar with because he doesn’t want to fail at his task.
“What does that mean, Captain Peacock? That he’s a rank amateur?”
“Maybe he believes a fixed-blade knife that can gut and filet a fish might be too big for him to handle.”
“Or he’s afraid someone will see him threatening his victim. A knife with a long handle and blade would be noticeable, but a Swiss Army knife could be concealed, even in a crowd.”
“A crowd?” A funny look crossed Kenny’s face.
“What? Tell me!”
“Anson Reddy was last seen at Music City Center, where the convention was held. His body turned up a couple of blocks away, floating in the Cumberland River. It all happened in the middle of the day, but no one saw anything.”
“Just like George’s murder. The killer sounds sneaky. Why not just wait until his two victims were alone? And why were they each thrown into water?”
“That’s an interesting point of view, Miz Scarlet. There may be a connection. Perhaps our murderer is very comfortable on the river and on the sea. We know he used a fisherman’s knife. Maybe fishing is his hobby.”
“But we still don’t know why he chose to kill both of the men, do we?”
“No, we don’t. Nor do we know the context of the killer’s relationship to either man.”
“Only that the connection between George and Anson is the funeral business.”
“Sorry to break into your conversation, but we’re just about ready to transport Mrs. Delaney to the hospital,” Eleanor informed us.
“Can we walk with you, at least as far as the gangway?”
“Sure. Come on. I think Kathleen would like that.”
After the EMTs arrived with the stretcher, their apprehensive patient was strapped down and we began the journey from the infirmary to the gangway. Winding our way through the halls, we made idle chitchat. Kathleen begged us to visit her.
“Of course we will,” I promised. “And you can call us anytime, day or night.”
“There’s your attorney now,” Kenny announced, as a good-looking man in his late forties, wearing chino cargo shorts and a lime green golf shirt with his brown leather sandals, approached. After the old friends shook hands, Kenny did the introductions. Ross Whitaker cheerfully greeted Kathleen as she lay on the gurney.
“It’s nice to finally meet you. I’ve heard good things about you, Kathleen.” I caught him glancing at the Royal Caribbean security staff as he said that. “Pardon us, folks. I need a moment with my client.”
The two of them conferred, head-to-head, for the better part of five minutes, the attorney kneeling at the side of the stretcher. Finally satisfied, Ross stood up as Kathleen reached into her wallet and withdrew a dollar bill. She gave this to her new lawyer. He handed her a piece of white paper to sign, and when she was done, he folded it and tucked it into his pocket.
“Ah, it looks like she’s retained him as counsel,” Kenny told me. “And just in time, too. The FBI agents are here.”
A woman and two men in street clothes stood at the open door of the ship, looking especially official as they waited to take Kathleen into custody. With the EMTs in charge of the stretcher, the group departed the ship together. I watched as they waited to be cleared by the Bermuda Customs officer. One of the agents had an animated conversation with Kathleen, seemingly friendly. She smiled a few times in response to things he said to her. And then, just as the doors of the ambulance were opened, she raised a hand, beckoning to the agent. He leaned over to listen to her, nodded a few times as he patted her hand, and then he trotted back to the ship. I heard an excited murmur from the growing crowd of rubbernecking passengers behind me, all eager to find out what was going on dockside.
“Is there a Scarlet Wilson here?” he hollered in my direction.
“Yes, that’s me.”
“Mrs. Delaney has something for you. Follow me.”
I had to hurry to match the stride of the agent as he led me down the gangway. A minute later, I was standing next to the stretcher as Kathleen beckoned me to lean closer to her. In a soft voice, she made a request.
“Scarlet, this is going to sound silly, but George and I had a tradition whenever we traveled. We always launched a message in a bottle.” A big tear splashed down her cheek. “Could you....”
“Of course. Kenny and I will be honored to do it.”
“It’s all ready to go. You just have to find the right spot when the tide is going out. It helps if the wind is blowing out to sea.”
“Sure, that’s no problem.”
“Thank you.” She thrust a white plastic bag into my hands. I could feel the bottle inside. “You have no idea how much this means to me.”
“You just concentrate on getting better.”
“I’ll call you once we have the contact information,” Ross promised. “She’ll be in the general ward at King Henry VII Hospital in Hamilton. We’ll make sure she has a phone, so she can call you.”
As I walked back to the ship, the bottle safe inside the white bag still in my hands, an unexpected wave of sadness hit me. How difficult it must be for Kathleen, the sole survivor of what was a loving marriage. Too bad I never had the chance to meet George Delaney. I probably would have liked him a lot.
“What’s that?” Kenny met me by the door, his interest piqued. “What did she give you?”
Still emotional, I didn’t trust myself to speak. All I could manage was a few words as I deposited the package into my oversized handbag. “I’ll tell you later.”
As we headed back into the labyrinth of the ship, I surreptitiously lifted the flap and poked my hand into the CVS bag for a peek at the contents inside; what I found surprised me. The mouth of the clear, long-necked glass bottle was covered in bright green sealing wax. There was a long, tightly rolled scroll of paper inside the glass vessel. This was the final message from George Delaney to the world. What had he wanted to tell the finder?
I should take a look at the note before I toss it away forever. What if he hid something inside? What if he wrote down the name of his killer and no one ever finds it?
Laurel and Thaddeus met us near the elevator and the four of us lined up to wait for our turn. A short time later, we rode it up to Deck 4. Now that Liberty of the Seas was in port, people were eager to eat quickly and exit. After all, the schedule only allowed for a day and a half for us to explore the islands of Bermuda. We waited a good ten minutes to be seated in the main dining room. Escorted to a round table for eight, we joined a German couple who didn’t speak English, but gave us friendly smiles. They were nearly done with their omelets, toast, and fruit salad.
“What shall we do today?” Thaddeus asked, holding his cup out for some coffee as the waiter blew by with a fresh pot in his hand. “Stick to our plans or wing it?”
“Why don’t we go ahead with the minibus tour?” Laurel suggested.
I was operating on only a few hours of sleep and definitely not at my best, but I saw those two eager faces on the other side of the table. How could I say no to the tour that Laurel and Thaddeus had spent so much time and energy planning? We were here on vacation and it would be a real shame not to see what Bermuda offered. If I couldn’t climb into bed and nap until lunchtime, my next best option was to curl up in the back seat of the minibus for a little snooze.
“That sounds good to me,” I agreed, “as long as you don’t hold it against me if I accidentally nod off.”
“Not to worry,” my mother told me, amused by my concerted effort to stifle a yawn.
“I’m in.” Kenny fought hard to keep from acknowledging his own exhaustion, but lost the battle. His mouth suddenly opened wide and out came a sound that could have passed for a morose moose bellowing to his mate. “Sorry about that.”
“Oh, you two are such good sports,” Laurel exclaimed, “after all you’ve been through in one day.”
“Then it’s settled,” Dr. Van Zandt replied. “I’ll go call Cedric and find out what time he’s picking us up. Order me two eggs over easy, toast, and bacon. I’m a hungry man.”
We made small talk while we waited for him to return. He was back at the table just as his order arrived.
“He’ll be waiting for us on the street. There’s no rush. Let’s eat.”
I managed to stay awake during breakfast, and fueled by more coffee, I was ready to go with bells on when we departed the dining room. By now, most folks had passed through Customs, so the line was short. We showed our travel credentials and were cleared for entry.
Strolling along King’s Wharf, on our way to our rendezvous point on Dockyard Terrace, we passed a long line of jet skis tied up to the dock, ready to be rented, and an even bigger crowd waiting for their chance to take the machines out on the open water. Further on, people were boarding the Sea Express catamaran for the twenty-minute ride to Hamilton. There was no denying that the Royal Naval Dockyard was a tourist hub. The tropical landscape, vibrant with its turquoise waters, verdant palms, and pink hibiscus, energized me.
“There he is,” Thaddeus announced, thrusting an emphatic hand into the air to hail our tour driver. A moment later, a tall, heavyset man with graying hair and skin the color of café au lait broke away from the conversation he was having with a group of other locals and joined us. He had to dodge a helmeted Segway rider in the process.
“Good morning to you,” Cedric greeted us, his green eyes twinkling. “It looks like a fine day for a drive.”
“It does,” Laurel nodded. “I’m looking forward to this, especially after yesterday.”
“Yesterday?” He glanced at each of us. “Did you have a rough day at sea?”




Chapter Fourteen --
“That’s putting it mildly!” was my mother’s reply.
“You might say that,” Thaddeus agreed.
“That sounds like there’s a story involved.”
“And then some,” I mumbled, shaking my head.
“Oh, you’ll have to tell me all about it once we’re underway. My mates and I couldn’t help but notice all the police in the area. We saw the ambulances come through a little while ago. Let me take that, Mrs. Wilson.”
Cedric carefully folded Laurel’s wheelchair and stowed it in the rear of the van. Thaddeus helped her into the middle seat and, once she was comfortable, he took the spot next to her.
Kenny and I settled into the bench seat in back. He threw an arm around my shoulder companionably. “I don’t know about you, babe, but I’m exhausted.”
“I am too,” I admitted with a groan. “If only I could catch up on some sleep.”
Cedric slid into the driver’s seat and started the engine. He glanced over his shoulder and gave us a big grin. “Are you folks ready? Let’s go have some fun!”
Thaddeus had hired Cedric to drive us around the island, paying extra for the opportunity to customize the trip through the Western parishes of Bermuda. It was worth every pretty penny. Easing out into traffic, our tour guide flawlessly zipped around mopeds and stray pedestrians, turning onto Maritime Lane for a quick loop around the village before we hit the main road that would take us to Ireland Island and beyond. As he drove, Cedric tried to discern our interests. He was thrilled when he learned that his two older passengers were birdwatchers.
“This is a great place for it,” he told them. “Have you seen the Bermuda longtails?”
“I have,” Laurel confirmed, “but I’ve always been curious about the claim that they never land on shore.”
“That’s partly true. They’re open ocean birds that only come in when it’s time to breed. The female lays a single egg in a cavity in the cliffs every summer and....”
They got into a lengthy discussion of the local variety of white-tailed tropicbirds. Cedric knew a lot about the bird’s favored habitat and nesting habits. “If you take the Sea Express ferry into Hamilton or a glass-bottom boat ride out to the shipwreck, you’re likely to spot them flying near the shore. There’s no doubt as to what they are when you see them. Those long tail feathers are distinctive.”
Here and there, Cedric pointed out the different sights in a singsong patter that was quick-paced, but soothing. I found myself relaxing as I watched the vivid Bermuda landscape fly by. At times, the narrow road could almost have doubled as a roller coaster ride, with hair-raising turns and enough ups and downs to merit a motion sickness tablet. It took a while to get used to it, especially when we were almost squeezed off the road by a pink Bermuda bus that came around the corner unexpectedly. Cedric waved.
“There’s my buddy, Dave. He competed in an international bus drivers’ contest last year. He came in fifth. That’s not too shabby.”
“Indeed,” Thaddeus agreed.
“So, tell me about your adventures on the high seas.” Cedric rounded a particularly sharp curve with skill that born of many years of practice. “How bad was it?”
“It was awful,” said the still-rattled Laurel. “Someone killed a man and threw him over a balcony. I was just sitting there, looking out at the ocean....”
Our tour guide let out a yelp of commiseration for my mother’s unfortunate experience.
“Oh dear, you must have been terrified.”
“Well, I was, but it wasn’t nearly as bad for me as it was for the poor man who was stabbed. I hate to think there is a cold-blooded killer on the ship!” She gave a little shiver at the memory. “I’m so glad the FBI has arrived.”
“It’s a most unusual case,” Thaddeus added. “If Laurel hadn’t seen him get tossed overboard, no one would have ever known what really happened. When they retrieved the deceased....”
We left them to the task of telling the tale of George Delaney’s murder to Cedric. The three of them had a great time speculating about the culprit. Kenny and I took advantage of this to shut our eyes and rest. Those twenty or so minutes helped. By the time we got to Boaz Island, I found my second wind. Kenny pulled himself together a short time later, when we crossed Watford Bridge.
Along the route, our driver pointed out the grand homes of the rich and famous island residents, the sites of historic battles, and even some of the spots where infamous scandals involving eccentric Bermudians took place. By the time we arrived at Gibbs Hill Lighthouse, Laurel and he were old friends.
“You three should go ahead and explore,” my mother encouraged us. “I’ll be fine here.”
“I don’t mind skipping it,” Thaddeus started to say, but she cut him off.
“Cedric will keep me company. Take some photos, so I can see what I missed.”
They stayed in the van while Thaddeus, Kenny, and I took the walking tour up to the massive seafarer’s beacon, which was constructed of cast iron. It was hard not to be awed while standing beside the unique lighthouse. I snapped several candid shots with my trusty camera.
“Thaddeus, can you stand over there?” I asked. “This one is for Laurel.”
“Certainly. Make sure you get my good side, Scarlet.” He struck a comical pose.
“I wasn’t aware you had a bad one,” I laughed, checking the tiny screen to see the result. “This is a keeper. Maybe I’ll surprise Laurel and get it framed.”
“And now let me do the same for you two. Say ‘cheese’!” he instructed us. Kenny and I smiled for the camera. “Nice!”
Not long after we resumed our tour, we stopped at Henry VIII for lunch. Thaddeus invited Cedric to join us.
“I can’t decide between the grouper sandwich and Rhonda’s Bermuda rock fish,” the older man informed us. “They both look good.”
“I’m going with Henry’s chicken curry,” Kenny said, putting down his menu. “And a tall glass of iced tea.”
“Well,” Laurel said, looking over at Cedric, “I think I’d like to sample the local fare. Do you have any recommendations of a quintessential dish?”
“You can’t go wrong with the fish chowder,” he laughed. “It has a little touch of rum and sherry peppers.”
“Oh, that does sound good!” my mother exclaimed. “I’m glad I asked. I think I’ll have that and a salad.”
“I’ll have the same.” I put my menu on the table and took a swig of water. “When in Rome....”
We lingered over our meal while we talked about the island way of life. As a man who had spent most of his life here, save for a few years in Canada when he attended McGill University, Cedric acknowledged an occasional frustration with tourists who didn’t understand the cost of living in Bermuda.
“We must import almost all of our food, from the milk to the meat. Most of the farms here provide only a small portion of our fresh produce. It’s never enough to feed everyone.”
“I’ll bet the gas prices are high here,” I remarked. “Is that why tourists can’t rent cars?”
“That and the fact that our roads are difficult even for our residents to navigate. The curves can be dangerous. And at certain times of the day, traffic is crazy.”
On the way back to the ship, he drove us through the “real Bermuda”, where colorful flowers in window boxes and postage stamp-sized gardens added to the charm of pastel cottages that hugged the coastline. Tiny farm stands, offering fruits, vegetables, and eggs, popped up in the most unexpected places. I remarked on the vines along the fences were heavy with lush purple passion flowers.
“Those big blossoms will soon turn to delicious fruit. And over there, you can see our bay grape trees,” Cedric told us. “They thrive in Bermuda because of a high tolerance for salt.”
Occasionally, we passed what I thought were exotic palms with unusual fronds. These turned out to be banana and pawpaw trees.
“Pawpaw trees?” That was a new one on me, and coming from a family that prized trees above all else, I suddenly felt out of the loop.
“Oh, goodness!” my mother exclaimed. “I haven’t seen one of those trees since I was a girl. My grandmother in New Jersey used to make paw paw jam in the fall. That was delicious on freshly baked bread. They’re rather like an American version of a papaya, Scarlet.”
Cedric knew all the scenic spots; we took advantage of the opportunities to snap some group photos, trading places to make sure everyone got into the act. He even took us to his favorite moongate in a private garden in Paget. “It’s good luck to kiss under one.”
By the time we got back to Dockyard Terrace, it was well after two. We all climbed out of the minibus, satisfied by our off-the-beaten-path adventure. Cedric made sure Laurel was safely in her motorized wheelchair before moving on to shake hands with Thaddeus and thank him for his business. He reminded Kenny to bring his golf clubs on the next trip, because Cedric’s brother, Everett, worked in the pro shop at the Port Royal course and could arrange for him to play eighteen holes. At last our tour guide stood before me.
“Thanks for the tour, Cedric. I had a lovely time.” I offered my hand, which he took in both of his.
“Your mother tells me you have a knack for finding trouble. I hope you get home safely and in one piece.”
“Oh, I will,” I laughed.
“Don’t make her worry too much,” he instructed me good-naturedly. “She has much better things to do with her time. Feel free to call me next time you’re in Bermuda. I’ve got some more great places to show all of you.”
“Oh, I hope there is a next time,” I sighed.
“There will be. Bermuda suits you,” he laughed, tossing a hand up into the air and wagging it as he strode back to his minivan.
On our way back to King’s Wharf, we passed chattering children, souvenirs in hand, and exhausted adults, whose wallets were no doubt much lighter after a day of sightseeing. Some of the cruise ship passengers returned with sunburned faces after snorkeling in the bay or spending the afternoon at Horseshoe Bay Beach, bathing in the turquoise waters.
“I’m definitely having a nap,” I told the group as we climbed the gangway, “even if it’s just an hour or so.”
“I’ll second that motion.” Kenny’s eyelids were red-rimmed. “But I warn you that I’ll probably conk out for longer than that.”
“Gee, I was kind of hoping to get a look at the local sights. Laurel, are you up for a ride on the free shuttle?” Thaddeus looked at my mother hopefully. “I heard the entire route takes about half an hour to complete and lets you get a good look at the village.”
“Actually, that sounds like fun. Are you sure you two don’t want to come along with us?”
My exhaustion was so overwhelming that I wasn’t in the least bit tempted. When I looked at Kenny, I could see he felt the same. “No, no. Off you go. Have fun.”
“I have to take some medications, Thaddeus. Can I have a few minutes?” my mother asked her escort as we all stepped inside.
“Take all the time you need, my dear. I’ll check on the state of the world while you do.” He started towards the connecting door, but Kenny stopped him.
“If it’s okay with you, Scarlet and I can flop in the other stateroom. That way, you two won’t have to tiptoe around or whisper,” Kenny suggested.
“That’s a smart idea,” the doctor decided. “Will you join us for dinner later?”
“We will,” I promised him, trying to hide a yawn. I kept feeling like there was something I had forgotten. And then it hit me. “Heavens to Betsy, we promised to visit Kathleen in the hospital. How can we do that and go to dinner?”
Kenny held up a hand ceremoniously. “Not to worry. I have a plan. We can all take the ferry over to Hamilton. Scarlet and I can make a brief stop at the hospital to see Kathleen while you two enjoy the sights on Front Street, and then we’ll rendezvous for dinner. Do you two mind being on your own for a while?”
I glanced up in time to see Thaddeus and my mother exchange a look. No, they don’t mind being on their own. In fact, they’re so comfortable with each other, they seem almost glad we’re so involved with other things.
Once we were in his stateroom, Kenny offered me the chance to choose which bed I wanted while he drew the blinds. I settled on the one farthest from the door. A few rays of artificial light crept into the room through the bow window overlooking the Royal Promenade. I didn’t mind. I was already drifting off to sleep. I heard him groan as he kicked off his shoes and lay down.
Just after four, I heard a door close in the connecting cabin. I was surprised that Laurel and Thaddeus were back so soon. Perhaps my mother had found it all a little too taxing on her and wanted a little lie-down before we went out for the evening. Still groggy, I turned over and gave in to my fatigue. I just needed a little more sleep and I’d be more like my old self.
The next time I rolled onto my side and looked at the clock, it was twenty to five. Glancing over my shoulder, I could see Kenny was still snoozing. If I hurried, I had just enough time to take a very quick shower before we had to leave.
Crossing the room, I opened the connecting door, expecting to see Laurel lying down and Thaddeus watching TV. Instead, I entered a scene of complete chaos.
“What...the...hell?” I sputtered helplessly, stunned by what I saw. The room looked like a hurricane had blown through it. Every drawer was open, the contents disgorged. There were newspapers strewn all over the carpeted floor, along with my mother’s guide books. Our luggage had been thrown on the beds and the linings were shredded, no doubt by yet another fisherman’s Swiss Army knife. Somebody was desperate. Was he desperate enough to kill again?
I was about to call Kenny back to consciousness when a thought struck me. The next murder, the likely reason why George Delaney was brutally killed, was supposed to take place when the Liberty of the Seas left Bermuda tomorrow evening. If this incursion into our stateroom was related, perhaps it offered us a clue or two we might follow.
I tried to recall the details of the conversation that George recorded. The unseen woman had wanted her male companion to use a sedative on their intended victim, but he had balked, saying it would be discovered during an autopsy. They admitted this wasn’t the first time they had tried to kill her. The victim had received bruises because she fought back, and as a result, they had almost gotten caught because the sister was concerned enough to ask questions. But the killer believed he could control the sister.
It doesn’t sound like these two are relatives of the intended victim. Could they somehow be employed by the victim or the sister in some capacity? Think, Scarlet. They could be caregivers, conservators, or counselors. The victim is probably elderly, incapacitated in some way. She might have had a stroke. Or perhaps she’s suffering from some other devastating illness, something that prevents her from speaking for herself. That could be anything from dementia to Lou Gehrig’s disease, except I had my doubts that someone so ill would be allowed to sail on the Liberty of the Seas. It’s too much of a health risk, I decided. If she needed to be evacuated to a hospital during the cruise, it would cost a small fortune to hire an air ambulance.
I let my eyes wander over the debacle in my stateroom, even as my brain worked on the equation. I was missing something here. What if we could we identify the possible victim based on that conversation? There has to be a way.
Over and over again, I tried to rework the puzzle. What did the killer and his accomplice hope to gain from the death of the victim? Did they want money? Did they need access to her estate? Perhaps they already had that and had looted it. In that case, they would have needed to cover up the losses.
Maybe it would be better to concentrate on the murders of George Delaney and Anson Reddy. Would that be the motive for killing two strangers? But what if only one man was actually a stranger? Maybe the killer and his accomplice already knew Anson Reddy.
“Crap!” Kenny stood in the doorway behind me, dismayed. “This is unbelievable, Scarlet.”




Chapter Fifteen --
“I know. Laurel’s going to be very upset.” I spotted a disposable glove on the floor. I knew for a fact it didn’t belong to any of us. “Any chance this might have a viable fingerprint?”
“Don’t touch it. We’ll get it bagged and tagged. That glove might explain why Marley said the FBI team had no luck raising prints in the Delaney stateroom. I’ll call down to the security office and find out where your mom and Thad are on the ship. Someone can keep them busy while we get this mess cleaned up.”
Twenty minutes later, after any possible evidence had been removed by Todd and his team, our ship quarters had been restored to its previously pristine state. Marley arranged for his team to monitor the hallway outside our staterooms, in case the menacing murderers returned.
“We’re ready for Mrs. Wilson and Dr. Van Zandt,” Marley informed his security team. “You can bring them back.”
It took Laurel and Thaddeus seven minutes to arrive, and when they did, they had quite a story to tell us. It seems that there was an elevator malfunction that only affected passengers trying to access Deck 6. The repairmen promised to notify them as soon as the problem was fixed. In the meantime, the security guard sent them to the Schooner Lounge for complimentary cocktails.
“They said it had something to do with the cars not stopping properly at the floor level. It would have been dangerous for us to try to get the wheelchair out of the elevator,” my mother told us.
“Well, at least it’s fixed now. Shall we get ready to go ashore?” I asked. There was something in the look that Thaddeus shot me that suggested he was suspicious of the incident. I fought the urge to flinch under his watchful gaze. “I just need a couple of minutes to make myself presentable.”
“As do I,” Laurel concurred.
“I could use a shave,” Kenny admitted, rubbing the dark stubble on his chin.
“We’ll knock on your door when we’re ready to go,” I promised the men, seeing them off through the connecting door.
A little before six, the four of us descended in the now-functional elevator and exited the ship, walking down King’s Wharf for the second time in a day and over to the ferry dock. There were only a few dozen people waiting on the platform. When the catamaran motored up to its slip and was secured by the deck hands, we quickly boarded, choosing window seats inside.
The journey over to Hamilton was surprisingly pleasant. The afternoon sunlight settled on the colorful houses on the hillside, painting them in a golden glow that made them picture postcard perfect. We passed a few sailboats as they made for land, their crews working the jibs, and a couple of fishing boats heading out to the open sea for night excursions.
“Someday I want to come back here,” I told my companions, “just to see all the things I didn’t get to see this time around. It’s just so pretty.”
“Maybe that can be arranged.” Kenny slipped his arm around my shoulder and gave me a squeeze. “Bermuda’s nice in August.”
“Mm, unfortunately that’s when I have a couple of weddings scheduled for the inn,” I sighed.
“We’ll figure something out, Scarlet.” My mother gave me a hopeful smile.
“Perhaps we could fly down for a long weekend in September.” Thaddeus told us. “It’s only a two-hour flight from Connecticut.”
“Does it have to be a weekend?” I wondered. “It’s sometimes easier to take off early in the week.”
“I could do that,” he replied, nodding enthusiastically. “That’s the beauty of being retired. I’m my own man, so to speak.”
I twisted in my seat, focusing my attention on Kenny, hoping he’d say the magic words I wanted to hear. After all, what’s the point of coming to romantic Bermuda and leaving the boyfriend at home?
“I don’t see why I can’t take a couple of days off to relax, given that I ended up working this cruise. Besides, Cedric promised to help me get a tee time at Port Royal Golf Club.” He winked. “I’m in.”
That left one more vote to be cast. We all looked at my mother expectantly.
“Oh, are you waiting for my answer? How can I say no, especially now that Kathleen is in good hands?”
As long as Kenny and I could keep disaster at bay and prevent another murder, my mother would happily return to Bermuda. But if, for some reason, another unfortunate death occurred, I had my doubts she’d ever want to travel again. That’s your incentive to solve this case, Miz Scarlet. Not only will you save poor Vicky from a dastardly fate, you’ll get to come back here for a few more days in paradise.
By the time the Sea Express catamaran tied up to the ferry dock in Hamilton, we’d made plans to stay in a wheelchair-accessible hotel on our next visit and hire Cedric to drive us around the islands. That left me in much better spirits.
“Okay, folks,” Kenny said, leading the way to Front Street, “Scarlet and I are going to catch a bus. We’ll meet you here in about an hour and a half.”
“Give Kathleen our best,” my mother called out to us as we started across the busy thoroughfare. “And be careful!”
“We will!” I gave her a farewell wave and when I turned back, Kenny was already a good fifty feet ahead of me. “Whoa! Wait for me!”
He slowed down long enough to allow me to catch up and then he sped up again. I struggled to stay with him as he trotted along Queen Street and rounded the corner, stepping onto Church Street. For heaven’s sake, where’s the fire?
“Ah, Captain Peacock, would you mind?” I reached out a hand and latched onto his arm. “I know you’re in a hurry, but....”
“I’m sorry, honey. I wasn’t thinking. Let me help you.”
With that, his hand folded over mine and the next thing I knew, I felt myself pulled along as the pace picked up. If I’d have known we were going running, I’d have worn my sneakers.
“We’re here,” he told me, pointing to the central bus terminal where half a dozen pink buses were parked in their respective bays. “I didn’t want to miss this bus and have to wait for the next. At this time of night, it really would have cut into our time with Kathleen.”
“Of course.” I should have known there would be a logical explanation for the unexpected race through Hamilton. We purchased our tickets from the cashier at the window and hopped onto the bus that would take us up Route 7.
“And don’t forget that we still have to catch the bus back to Hamilton after our visit,” he reminded me, pointing to the schedule he held in his hand. “In a pinch, we can grab a taxi.”
We boarded the iconic pink bus, selected seats in the middle, and got comfortable. There were only a couple of other passengers occupying seats. Once the driver backed out slowly and pulled the bus out of the station and onto the road, I posed a question to Kenny.
“If George met Anson Reddy at that funeral directors’ convention in Nashville last year, do you suppose Anson confided in George?”
“Are you suggesting Anson found out about the plot to kill Vicky and told George?”
“It’s possible, isn’t it?” I looked at him for confirmation. “Could the FBI concentrate on passengers from the Nashville area, to narrow down the list of possible suspects cruising on the Liberty
of the Seas?”
“It depends. How do you know Vicky isn’t a funeral director herself? How do you know she lives in Nashville, or even in Tennessee? Maybe she was at that convention as a participant. Or she’s the wife of a participant. Or she just happened to be a guest at the same hotel. Or maybe she sat at a stool in the same bar. Or perhaps the killer did, and that’s when Anson Reddy realized he planned to kill a woman named Vicky.”
“Thanks for adding hay to the haystack. That’ll make it really easy to find that damn needle now!” I grumbled. I knew he was right. Vicky could have been someone without any real connection to Anson Reddy, but somehow I didn’t think so. Why? Think, Miz Scarlet!
“We have to go on facts -- not supposition, not intuition, not wishful thinking.”
“Wait a minute. Remember what Kathleen said? She told us that when George came back from his walk, he was upset because he’d seen someone he thought he recognized. That’s really when the trouble started, right?”
“I’ll grant you that,” Kenny conceded. “Go on.”
“We know that George caught up to the woman who was with the man he thought he knew. We also know that the man was in that same crowd, and shortly after that, George was stabbed and tossed over the railing.”
“So?”
“So, did George follow the killer or did the killer follow George?”
“Judging from his camera work, I’d say....”
“No, no. That’s not what I mean. What I mean is, did George book the trip because he found out Anson Reddy was murdered and he knew just enough about the plot to be on the lookout?”
“We’ve been going on the presumption that George just happened to run into someone he thought he knew on the ship.”
“Kathleen said her husband was a big James Bond fan and that he loved gadgets. Was he playing amateur detective, trying to find Anson’s killer on the Liberty of the Seas? Why else would we have these three break-ins? The killer’s trying to find something, probably some incriminating evidence. And now that the FBI is involved, it doesn’t look like that’s a real deterrent. Why? Why would a killer think he could get away with murder while the FBI watched?”
“Actually, there have been four break-ins, if we consider the one back in Caulkins Cove, Maine.”
“At the funeral home!” I tapped my forehead. “Of course!”
“Maybe what we need to find out from Kathleen is how this trip came to be booked. Maybe George deliberately chose it because he wanted to get more information on what he feared was a plot to kill again.”
“Kenny, we know Anson Reddy died in the Cumberland River, not far from the convention center. Was he murdered while he was attending that convention?”
“Good question, Miz Scarlet. Actually, the murder took place two days after the convention wrapped up.”
“He stayed on?”
“He did.”
“He must have had a reason for not going back to Memphis right away.”
“Indeed.” I saw those eyes of his wander off into space, a sure sign he was doing the math in his head. I left him to it. It was time for my own mental gymnastics.
Why would Anson Reddy have stayed on in Nashville? As the old saying goes, cherchez la femme. -- ou l’homme, as the case may be. As a lifelong bachelor, he might not have married, but that didn’t mean the funeral director didn’t have a romantic life away from his work place. Had he known Vicky from Memphis or did he meet her in Nashville?
Nashville, the home of country music and the Grand Ole Opry...was Anson a big fan of country music? Was that the connection?
“How would we find out if Anson stayed on to see some shows at the Grand Ole Opry?” I poked my seatmate. “He could have met Vicky there, couldn’t he?”
“Again, you’re not narrowing down the field, Miz Scarlet. You’ve just opened this case up to include how many more thousands of potential suspects?”
Disappointment overtook me once more. We really were beginning to run out of time. In less than twenty four hours, a killer was poised to strike again. There had to be some way of whittling this conundrum down to a more manageable size.
Exactly ten minutes after the pink bus pulled out of the central terminal, we were deposited on the sidewalk outside the King Henry VII Memorial Hospital. It was just shy of six thirty.
We found our way to the General Wing and then, from there, to the General Ward. A stop at the nursing station, to check in with the staff, yielded us the invitation to stay for fifteen minutes, but no more, from the charge nurse.
Kathleen was resting in her hospital bed, her eyes closed. In the bed next to her, I noticed her temporary roommate was on the phone. She looked suspiciously like the female FBI agent we had seen earlier in the day.
“How are you feeling?” I queried Kathleen. I noticed her cheeks were wet and there were little wads of tissues scattered across her tray table, evidence she had been crying again. “Have you had a chance to rest at all?”
“A little. I’m so glad to see you.”
“Laurel and Thad send their best,” Kenny told her.
“Mm, they’re good people,” was the sleepy reply.
I sat myself down on one of the two visitor chairs and leaned close to her. “Can I ask you something?”
Those big blue eyes tried to focus on my face, but I could see it was an effort on her part. Sleep was calling to her. I patted her hand, hoping to gain just a few more minutes of her attention.
“Did you and George plan this cruise for a long time?”
“What?” Her eyelids fluttered a few times before she glanced over at me. “Plan the cruise?”
“Yes, did you and George decide to take the Liberty of the Seas because you knew someone who had sailed the route before?”
“No,” she mumbled.
“They gave her a sedative about fifteen minutes ago,” said the woman in the other bed.
“Oh, damn. Now what? I really wanted to find out why she and George picked this trip.”
“Was a surprise. Came home with the tickets a month ago,” said the sleepy widow.
“He did?” I felt the excitement rush through my veins. Even Kenny sat up suddenly, his curiosity rising.
“Um...said he was so sure he had to be on this ship, he went ahead and booked it without telling me. Don’t normally take a vacation in June. Had to rearrange...um, business...business app...appointments.”
Those were the last words Kathleen spoke before she surrendered to the powerful effects of the medicine and dozed off.




Chapter Sixteen --
“Did you hear that? George had to be on this ship!” I kept my voice low, trying not to be overheard.
“Pardon me,” said a uniformed nurse from the doorway, a stiff, professional smile on her face. “I’m afraid that you’ll have to go. The patient needs her rest.”
“Sure. Thanks.” As the nurse turned and left the room, Kenny stood up, but I was reluctant to leave. There was something nagging at me.
“Kathleen said they had a special bank account for their vacations and that they saved for every trip, planning every detail together.”
“So?”
“Without telling his wife what he planned to do, George booked the cruise and brought home the tickets.”
“What’s your point?” Kathleen’s roommate wanted to know. “I’m Special Agent Amy Fielding, by the way.”
She pulled her FBI credentials out from under the covers and flashed them in our direction before she continued to press me on the point. It was time to fish or cut bait. I had to decide to trust this investigator or withhold what might be important information in the case. When in doubt, throw it out, even if it’s a theory that has enough holes in it to sink to the bottom of the Atlantic Ocean in the blink of an eye. Here goes nothing.
“If George Delaney was such a creature of established habits, what made him suddenly alter that behavior pattern so drastically?”
“Maybe he had an affair or something,” suggested the woman feigning illness in the bed next to Kathleen. I wondered if she had her gun stashed under her pillow. Surely the FBI had made some kind of arrangements for Kathleen’s safety, especially if the killer was expected to show up to the party.
“No, I think the more logical explanation is that Anson Reddy’s murder led George to book passage on this ship,” I told her.
“George was trying to find Anson Reddy’s killer on the Liberty of the Seas....” Kenny considered the possibility. “It might fit.”
“Let’s say he wanted to save Vicky, whoever Vicky is. If he planned this trip with that goal in mind, he might have carried some kind of evidence onto the Liberty of the Seas. How else would he be able to get investigators to take him seriously when he finally figured out the killer’s identity? He’d have to back up his allegations. How many times have you told me it takes facts, not speculation?”
“But he didn’t hide any evidence in the cabin. We know that because we searched the room with Kathleen and so did the killer, twice.”
“Kathleen said George liked James Bond,” I reminded Kenny and Amy. “What would James Bond do in a situation like this?”
“He’d disguise it somehow and then hide it in plain sight,” she said.
Think, Miz Scarlet. You’re overlooking the obvious. “He didn’t tell his wife about his concerns because he didn’t want to worry her.”
“Or,” Kenny interrupted, “he didn’t want to endanger her. Maybe he was afraid the killer would go after Kathleen if he thought she knew too much, so George deliberately kept her in the dark.”
“But he must have told someone else, someone he trusted,” I insisted.
“Let’s go back over his movements on the ship before he died,” said the federal investigator. “What did he do?”
“He spent time near the adult pool on Deck 11. He used the golf simulator. He went to Royal Caribbean Online and used a computer. He had lunch with his wife....”
“We checked his Internet use after his wife gave us his email address and helped us figure out his password.” Amy shook her head. “There’s nothing in his Gmail account that seems unusual. He sent a message to his secretary, asking her notify him of any burials the funeral home was going to handle in his absence. He also sent his son an email about the weekly bank deposits. We looked for attachments on the emails, but found nothing. There were a couple of Google searches on funerals that we think were his.”
“That’s not really very Bond-like though, is it?” I pointed out.
“True.” Agent Fielding nodded, resting her hands on her laptop as she sat up in bed. “It’s not. Bond would have been clever about passing messages to his cohorts.”
“But we were assuming that George Delaney had nothing to hide, weren’t we?” I pointed out to the pair of puzzled investigators. “Shouldn’t all of that computer’s Internet activity be checked?”
“Damn!” he groaned. “She’s right! The only email account we focused on was the one that actually had George’s name on it.”
“That’s too obvious. What about a secret email account?” I wanted to know. “Couldn’t George have passed information under a cover name? Did you see anything from Goldfinger@gmail.com or J.Bond7@yahoo.com on the computer he used?”
“I saw something, but it didn’t mean anything at the time.” Kenny paused, lost in thought. He tapped his forehead. “Bond... but it was a woman’s name. Charmian. That’s it.”
“Charmian?” Amy was already tapping on her laptop keyboard. “She happens to be the fictional aunt of James Bond. If we want to look at the account, we’ll have to get a subpoena, which will take time. Meanwhile, the clock is ticking. How can we figure out who received the email?”
If I were George, I would...I would do what? I would send the evidence to a friend...someone the killer would never suspect of being involved...someone who was not a regular part of the funeral home staff.
“What about George’s buddy, the guy who helped him with the burials at sea? The fisherman friend...I can’t think of his name.”
“Hector,” Kenny shot back. “He’s got some kind of charter fishing business up in Maine. Kathleen can tell you his last name.”
“You think he’s the killer?” Amy demanded, suddenly energized.
“No, I think he’s the one person George would have trusted with his secret. What if he had an email alias too?” I asked them.
“That sounds likely,” Kenny agreed. “It couldn’t be anything too obvious or too Bond-like. Me, I’d go with Kissy Suzuki, Bond’s lover in You Only Live Twice.”
“I don’t understand what this has to do with the funeral business.” Agent Fielding looked up. “Are we talking about some kind of money laundering on an international scale? Did Delaney or Reddy ship caskets loaded with cash?”
“Isn’t this where you usually tell me I should not make assumptions?” I turned to the man from Mercer Security. “And you say that we need hard evidence before we can rule that in or out, because hunches don’t get convictions?”
He said nothing, but I saw the corners of his mouth twitch. Agent Fielding was so convinced she was on the right track, she was already building a case in her mind.
“Two men stabbed and tossed overboard, one in a river, one in the ocean. How could it not be connected to the funeral business?”
“What if it’s a red herring,” I responded, “and the killer wants you to think it’s about the funeral business? What if he wants to mislead investigators, especially because he plans to kill Vicky on this cruise? Could he have hired someone to break into the funeral home in Maine in an effort to confuse investigators?”
“That would suggest he’s a man with significant criminal connections. I think it’s more likely his cohort was actually looking for something specific. Besides, I think you’re giving the killer too much credit for being smart.”
“How so?” I wanted to know.
“If this isn’t something to do with the funeral business, that doesn’t mean the killer is trying to fool anybody. It just means we don’t have a handle yet on what he’s trying to accomplish. He could just be desperate to find something he thinks George Delaney had,” Kenny suggested thoughtfully, “something he thought Anson Reddy passed along to him.”
“Maybe.” Maybe I got carried away with the James Bond thing, I admitted to myself. Just because George liked spies, that doesn’t mean the killer was sophisticated enough to baffle anyone with his arsenal of razzle dazzle tricks. “I guess if the killer was really clever, he wouldn’t have used that kind of pocket knife to kill two men.”
“True. Why leave the weapon in the victim’s back in both cases? That’s kind of sloppy and gives us information which might eventually help us to identify him, “Agent Fielding decided. “So, let’s say the killer isn’t some brilliant assassin, but rather an ordinary one. With all the attention the FBI and the ship’s security team are paying to the crimes, it’s going to be hard for him to kill again. The only way he could pull off a murder now is if he doesn’t make Vicky’s death look like one.”
She was right. A third stabbing would attract FBI agents to the scene faster than a carafe of freshly brewed coffee and some warm Krispy Kreme glazed donuts. “It would have to look like an accident, with no foul play involved. How could they pull that off?”
“They could slip Vicky some kind of drug,” Kenny decided, “maybe a Rufie or some Molly in her drink.”
“Rohypnol? Ecstasy? That might work.” The FBI agent scratched her chin and then tapped a finger on her lip, lost in her rumination. “They could stack the deck by providing witnesses to the supposed accident.”
“That makes sense,” I nodded thoughtfully. “That way, nothing’s suspicious. How can you doubt more than one witness to an accidental death?”
“It depends on whether their stories are credible. Don’t forget the sister was concerned when Vicky suffered bruises after the last attempt,” Kenny reminded us. His gaze suddenly moved from me to a point above my head and he gave a startled twitch.
“Excuse me,” said a firm female voice from behind me, “but I thought I told you it was time for visitors to depart. Now, shall we?”
The charge nurse, sporting a “we will brook no nonsense” frown, had returned and that ramrod posture of hers signaled her displeasure with her wayward visitors. I could see she clearly had every intention of personally escorting us from the ward, possibly with a little help from the tip of her oh-so-white hospital clog.
“They’re working with me,” Agent Fielding announced matter-of-factly, readjusting her pillows with a couple of punches. For a moment, I was afraid she was going to pulverize the hypoallergenic contents inside the cotton cases. I took it as the womanly equivalent of spitting competition. In my estimation, the investigator easily triumphed. “Undercover.”
“Oh, I didn’t realize....” The woman in uniform did a one-hundred-and eighty-degree attitude adjustment and suddenly wanted to be on our good side. “Please accept my apologies.”
“None needed,” I responded magnanimously. Given the unexpected atmospheric warm-up, I figured I’d milk the situation for what it was worth and have some fun. “It just means we’re doing a good job of looking like regular folks. My personal forte in undercover work is my ability to blend into crowds. When you see me coming, you’re likely to mistake me for a real nobody.”
“I see,” said the nervous nurse, scrambling to recover from her faux pas. “Yes, I would never think you were with the FBI, not in a million years. You really do appear to be quite ordinary.”
Agent Fielding snorted when she heard that. I ignored her, playing the scene for all it was worth.
“Thank you, Nurse....”
“Waller. Yes, you certainly are quite good at your craft, Agent....”
“Shh! We don’t like to identify ourselves, just in case the bad guys are around,” I replied, pausing for effect. I had no intention of joining George Delaney’s killer in federal court, accused of impersonating a federal agent. “All of this business is rather hush-hush. I’m sure you understand.”
“Completely. Please, stay as long as necessary. And let me know if there is anything I can do to assist you.”
“I’m sure that won’t be necessary, but we appreciate the offer,” I told her.
A loud, unexpected buzz cut through our conversation and suddenly the woman in uniform recoiled, as if she had been stung by an aggravated bee. Reaching into her pocket, she pulled her cell phone out and glanced quickly at the tiny screen.
“Excuse me. I have an emergency.” She turned abruptly and disappeared, closing the door behind her.
“You!” Kenny wagged a finger at me. “That was some performance you put on with Nurse Waller. Bur would be so proud of you.”
“He would, wouldn’t he?” I grinned. My older brother has a reputation as a prankster and a wise guy. This was exactly the kind of stunt he would have pulled -- a little on the snide side with a smidgen of snarkiness thrown in for good measure. I chalked it up to the fact that I was still operating under stress and with little sleep.
“We should get going,” my companion insisted. “We’ve got to catch the next bus into Hamilton.”
“I’ll talk to Kathleen and get the contact information for her husband’s friend, to see if he’s willing to cooperate and share the information,” the federal investigator promised. “This may be the break we’ve been waiting for, guys. Thanks.”
“Good luck. I hope it pans out.” I waved on my way through the door Kenny held open for me.
We left Kathleen in Agent Fielding’s capable hands, returning to the bus stop for the ride back into Hamilton. I was starting to feel peckish.
“Where are we eating tonight?”
“Your mom and Thad are scouting potential restaurants as we speak.”
“Anything but sushi,” I replied. “It’s a comfort food kind of night.”
“I agree. I’m in the mood for a hot and hearty meal.”
By the time we caught up to them, sitting by the ferry terminal at Albuoy’s Point, my mother and her affectionate escort had done a little reconnoitering and discovered Flanagan’s Irish Pub on Front Street. The building offered elevator access to the main dining room, which made it easy for Laurel to get around in her wheelchair.
When we stepped into the main dining room, it was easy to see why the pub was a local favorite. The atmosphere was lively and the dishes were decidedly pub fare, from the bangers and mash to the steak and Guinness pie. We had no trouble getting a table on the terrace overlooking Front Street, where we had a bird’s eye view of the action below.
Half an hour later, I put down my fork and cried uncle. “That was a delicious meal.”
“It was indeed,” Thaddeus agreed, tipping his beer glass at the waitress. “Who’s having another?”
“Count me in,” said my companion, slicing through the last piece of his steak with gusto.
“Well,” Laurel studied her nearly empty wine glass, “I probably shouldn’t, but I’m not driving, am I? And it’s been a hellish day, if I do say so myself.”
I savored the last few sips of the rum and mango concoction in my glass, better known as the pub’s popular Irish daiquiri. “Who am I to say no to another of these?”
We lingered at the table, chatting about what to do on our last day in Bermuda. We seemed to have more options than time.
“Let’s come back into Hamilton and wander around. I believe there is an art museum somewhere around here,” Dr. Van Zandt remarked.
“I think we should go to the zoo,” Kenny told us. I had other ideas.
“I’d like to see the botanical gardens. I could use some inspiration for the Four Acorns Inn.” Sure, I played the inn card, trying to convince them that I wasn’t doing this just for my own selfish reasons. No one seemed to buy it. And then my mother took us all by surprise.
“It seems a shame not to go to the beach,” said Laurel. The moment she said that, I realized she was right. Even if we only spent an hour there, it was an opportunity to wiggle my toes in some of the most beautiful sand in the world. The question was how were we going to get Laurel down to the edge of the sea?
“I was told by Cedric that we can rent a beach wheelchair at Horseshoe Bay Beach,” my mother announced proudly. “And it just happens that he has no bookings tomorrow, so I took the liberty of hiring him.”
“Did you?” I gave her an amused smile. Laurel can be a very determined lady when she wants something; those are the times you do not want to get in front of that wheelchair. She’ll roll right over you. “That’s certainly convenient.”
“I thought so. I’m sure he’ll be able to take us to the museum, the zoo, and the botanical gardens too.”
“Oh, I don’t know about that,” Thaddeus said, scratching his head. “Don’t forget that traffic can be heavy. We might wind up wasting time running around from place to place.”
“Not really.” She wore a sly smile on her face. “The zoo shares the same address with the aquarium, and the botanical gardens are just down the road.”
“I keep forgetting you bought a guidebook,” I laughed. “You’ve got your ducks all in a row, don’t you?”
“I thought we might take the ferry back to Hamilton tomorrow morning and walk to the National Gallery on Church Street,” she continued. “Cedric can pick us up when we’re done, take us to the beach, and then, in the afternoon....”
“I’ll say one thing about your mother,” Thaddeus remarked jovially. “For a woman in a wheelchair, she sure does get around!”
“Ain’t that the truth,” I laughed.
“So, are we all agreed?” She wasn’t going to let it go until she got her confirmation from the other three members of her newly formed cultural arts group.
“We are!”




Chapter Seventeen --
A little after eight, we started back to the ferry terminal, enjoying our leisurely stroll. The streets were less crowded now, no doubt in part because it was Monday evening. We paused on the sidewalk in front of a little antiques shop, admiring a handsome blanket chest.
“I’d put it at about 1825 or so,” Thaddeus decided. “Look at the unusual wood patina. It’s not your typical mahogany.”
My mother and I stepped forward and took a closer look. I recognized the style of the chest as Queen Anne, but as for the material, I was stumped. Leave it to Laurel to straighten us out.
“Actually, dear, I think that piece is made of Bermuda cedar.”
“Cedar? I don’t think so.”
“I do. Bermuda cedar was a popular wood for early Bermuda furniture. The Latin name for it is juniperus bermudiana, or Bermuda juniper. It’s an evergreen that has blue-green foliage, cones, and soft berries. About forty years ago, only one percent of them remained. That’s because two types of scale were accidentally introduced into Bermuda. These insects attacked the native trees, decimating them.”
“Good heavens, woman, how do you know so much about Bermuda’s trees?”
I could tell Thaddeus was stunned by the depth and breadth of my mother’s knowledge, but not me. I come from a family with long ties to trees. The Googins brothers were big on conservation long before Earth Day was invented, and Laurel Googins Wilson was her father’s daughter after all. She not only continued using the family tradition of naming offspring after types of trees (I’m named after the Scarlet oak), she raised us to respect the forest. When we were kids, she used to take us through the woods in search of saplings to replace the damaged or diseased trees my father and other volunteers would cull from White Oak Hill. We’d carefully dig up each one and add it to the miniature forest growing in a narrow plot of land in our backyard. Every spring, she’d pick out the ones that were ready to be transplanted and we’d traipse up the mountain with our shovels in hand and replenish the forest.
“My father and uncle were tree people,” she smiled at him. “So was my husband.”
“But I thought your family manufactured paper products.”
“No, the Four Oaks was a pressboard company. They made those hard covers for accounting ledgers from wood pulp. I spent a lot of time learning the ins and outs of the forestry business, first from my father and then from my husband. My son Bur is involved in reforestation projects all over the country.”
“Well, what do you know,” Thaddeus gave an admiring sigh. “I certainly do have to make an effort to keep up with you. What else do you know about Bermuda juniper, also known as cedar?”
“When the trees died off, it threw the native birds a curve. Now the Bermuda white-eyed vireo and one type of eastern bluebird face extinction because their nesting ground is gone. Even if the reforestation effort is successful, this is such a slow-growing tree that it will take about two hundred years to succeed. It’s not likely that the birds will hang on that long.”
“You continue to amaze me. Does this mean you’re also an expert on furniture, in addition to trees?”
“No, but I do know that if this chest is made of cedar, it’s much more likely to have been constructed in the late seventeen hundreds, because later on, furniture makers, even those in the Caribbean, switched to mahogany,” she said, smiling up at the man beside her. “So 1775 or so is my educated guess.”
“Hold on, folks.” Kenny stepped up to the storefront window. I found myself gently displaced as he got between me and the building. “I think I can settle this. I’ll read the tag.”
“Allow me,” I told him, giving him a wide berth. “We wouldn’t want to leave Hamilton without an answer. Some people might spend what remains of the evening trying to research the subject and the rest of us would have no sleep.”
Kenny, long and lean, pulled out his reading glasses, squatted down, and pressed his nose against the glass in his attempt to glean the printed details of the gilt-edged card, tied to the foot of the antique chest with a red silk ribbon.
“I think I see a one and a seven,” he announced. His elbow caught me in the thigh.
“Ouch!”
“Sorry, babe.”
“Do you want me to have a look?” I offered. “I don’t mind.”
“No, Scarlet, I’ve got this. If I could just have a little more room, I’ll be able to see that other number....”
I stepped away again and that’s when something odd happened. My right ankle unexpectedly got tangled up with an unseen obstacle, something hard, thin, and unyielding, like a stick. As I scrambled to stay upright, I stumbled backwards off the curb and into Front Street traffic. The sharp beep of a horn signaled a driver’s warning, but it was already too late. Twirling around, trying to save myself, my left hand struck the metal hood of the vehicle, and then my right followed suit. Looking down, I saw the rear tires rolling towards my toes. Oh, God! This isn’t going to end well. What do I do?
In a fraction of a second, as alarm bells sounded their warning inside my head, my mind took in all this information and spat out an emergency plan. Sheer panic drove me to use simple physics to save my derrière. I implemented my own version of the “motion of a mass on a spring” principle. Folding my arms tight to my chest, I deliberately fell towards the car and then pushed away from that death trap on wheels, using my biceps as springs.
“Oh, good God!” I heard my mother scream.
“Scarlet!” Thaddeus yelled.
Propelled backwards by the force of my trajectory off of the moving vehicle, I bumped back over the curb and landed hard on the sidewalk, fanny first. My elbows felt the sting of the sidewalk as they skidded along the rough surface. And I thought roller derby was a dangerous sport. At least you get to wear knee and elbow pads.
“Are you okay?” Kenny’s worried face suddenly appeared in front of me.
“Huh?” was the only reply I could muster. My heart was racing, remembering how close I came to becoming a human speed bump on Front Street. My brain was trying to tell me something, but all I could think about was the pain.
“Is she okay?” my mother wanted to know. “Scarlet...darling....”
“She’s in shock,” the good doctor replied. I felt firm fingers on my wrist. “Her pulse is fast. Let’s give her a moment.”
A small crowd began to gather as I sat there, sprawled out. My body felt like it had been hit by a car, which was pretty close to the truth, all things considered. What was wrong? I think someone tripped me.
“Do you think you can stand, Scarlet?” Thaddeus seemed hopeful I hadn’t sustained too much damage. “See if your ankle can support some weight. We’ll take you back to the ship and get you cleaned up.”
Two strong sets of hands lifted me up and set me down, feet first, on the pavement. I wobbled to and fro, wincing as a sharp ache made it impossible to stand on my right foot. That’s when Dr. Van Zandt issued his medical opinion.
“It looks like a sprain, Scarlet. It will be sore for a week or two.”
I was still trying to process what had just happened to me. One second I was stepping back on the sidewalk to give Kenny some room, and the next, I was entwined with an object that pulled my ankle out from under me. And it all happened while my mother, Thaddeus, and Kenny were trying to find out about that damn blanket chest.
“I think someone tripped me,” I said aloud.
“None of us moved, Scarlet.” My mother looked frightened.
“But someone tripped me!” I insisted. “I felt it!”
“We would never do that to you. Oh, the poor dear is imagining things, Thaddeus,” my mother clucked anxiously. “Does she have a concussion?”
“I’m not imagining things!” I argued, feeling churlish. “Somebody tripped me!”
“Shh!” Kenny hushed me, his lips close to my ear. “Not here, Scarlet. We don’t want a scene.”
Ten minutes later, sitting in a seat on the ferry with a plastic bag of ice on my foot, I felt like crying. Somebody really did trip me. I was sure of it. “Why won’t you believe me?”
“Sweetheart, we were there. We saw....” My mother tried to comfort me, convinced I was off my rocker.
“This sometimes happens with soft tissue injuries. I’ve seen patients who snapped a tendon on the tennis court....” the surgeon remarked, ready to provide a medical explanation for what had happened to me.
“Oh, forget it!” I shook the makeshift ice pack from my foot, rose up from my seat, and hopped away. I needed some air.
“Scarlet!” Kenny called to me. I just kept going. If they weren’t going to believe me, I’d rather be alone.
I made my way to the railing and leaned over, letting the tears of pain and frustration fall into the turquoise waters below. The view was magnificent, but at that moment, I was just too furious to care. The sun could have caught fire and burned as I stood there and it wouldn’t have mattered to me. Someone deliberately tripped me, damn it!
“Scarlet.” Kenny kept his voice low and soothing.
“Go away,” I replied through clenched teeth.
“I believe you.” He put an arm around my shoulder and pulled me close. “I saw the guy’s reflection in the storefront window.”
“You did? Why didn’t you chase the bastard?” I demanded, pulling away. “Why did you let him get away?”
“My first concern was you.”
“But....”
“It all happened so fast and by the time we picked you up, he had already merged into the crowd. I got a look at his face, though.”
“You did?”
“I did. Does that make you feel better?”
“Only if you can pick him out of a lineup,” I snapped.
“I can do better than that.”
“You can?”
“Sure. We’re going to beat the bum back to the ship. We’re going to stop him from boarding the Liberty of the Seas.”
“How can you know that?” My faith was still tenuous at best.
“We’re returning on the ferry.”
“And?”
“He didn’t come aboard.” Kenny kissed the top of my head and held me tighter. “And that means it’s going to take him the better part of an hour to get back to King’s Wharf.”
I studied him, trying to figure out if he was just trying to appease me, but he seemed sincere. I wanted to believe him, but I needed some more convincing. “So?”
“We’re going to set a trap for him. There’s only one way to get back on that ship. Marley and his people will be waiting when he tries to come aboard.”
Relief washed over me like a wave, leaving me feeling hopeful as I realized the importance of this fact. If the creep didn’t get back on the ship, there would be no murder.
“Brilliant,” I declared, throwing my arms around him. My confidence in Kenny was definitely improving.
“I agree. Some people would say it was positively masterful.”
“Would they?”
“They would. Now kiss me again, this time with feeling.”
By the time the Sea Express catamaran tied up to the dock, my right ankle was throbbing and I was a liability for Kenny, who was chomping at the bit to get to the gangway before the killer arrived.
“Go,” I urged him. “I’ll be fine.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes!”
“Where is Kenny off to in such a hurry,” my mother asked. “Did he leave to fetch you a pair of crutches?”
“He had an emergency that required his attention,” I replied, trying hard not to spill the beans. Until the killer was in custody, I didn’t want to jinx it by assuming it was a done deal. With my luck, the bastard will get away, and then where will we be?
“Let me help you,” Thaddeus offered gallantly. “We’ll take it slow on the way back, Scarlet. And I’ll wrap your ankle when we get back to the stateroom. You should take some Advil, not only for the pain, but for the swelling, and keep it elevated.”
“In other words, the RICE principle -- rest, ice, compression, elevation,” I nodded, accepting Thaddeus’s arm and struggling to keep my weight off my right ankle. My mother rolled along beside us.
“You could have been killed, sweetheart. My heart was in my throat when I saw you flying through the air like that.”
“You’re very quick on your feet,” Thaddeus added.
“That’s because she’s been climbing that mountain ever since she was a child. If you only knew how many times I had to bite my tongue when she and her brothers played on the rock ledges. Scarlet always was a tomboy. She insisted on keeping up with the others, even if it meant being a daredevil.”
“Do you suppose that’s part of why she’s such a successful solver of mysteries, Laurel? She doesn’t mind jumping in with both feet.”
“No, if you ask me, it’s more like she doesn’t have enough good sense to stay away from danger. It’s like a magnet, drawing her in every time.”
“That’s one way to look at it,” he nodded, “but you must admit her heart is in the right place. What if the FBI had arrested Kathleen for the murder of her husband? That would have been a travesty, especially because she’s not the killer.”
“I just wish she wouldn’t take so many chances,” was my mother’s response. I shook my head in disbelief.
“You two do realize I’m right here, right? You’re discussing me like I can’t hear you.”
“Oh!” Steering her motorized wheelchair with one hand, my mother reached up for mine with her other. “It’s just that I worry about you. I thought when Kenny came back to Cheswick that you’d settle down to your work at the inn and leave the investigating to him. He was trained to solve cases, Scarlet. You’re not.”
“I must disagree with you on this point,” Thaddeus told my mother candidly. “Be honest, Laurel. She’s got a knack for it. You told me what she did for Larry when that deranged killer set his sights on her.”
It was true. When my friend Larry was kidnapped by a creep from her past, I disarmed him with cocktails and canapés.
“That’s an exception to the Miz Scarlet rule,” my mother acknowledged. “Her only defense against dangerous people is her intuition. It’s not like she carries a weapon or knows jujitsu.”
“At least she knows when to duck,” Thaddeus kidded. My mother was not amused.
“My point is that she could be killed one of these days!”
“I don’t think Kenny would let that happen....”
“But he might not be there at a critical moment, and then where would she be? Lying in a ditch along the side of some godforsaken road or locked up in some maniac’s attic!”
My mother’s anxiety level was rising quickly. It was time to step in and speak up.
“Again,” I reminded them, “you two are talking about me like I’m not here.”




Chapter Eighteen --
Those words had absolutely no impact on their conversation. It was as if I was silenced by some invisible wind that swept the sound of my voice out to sea. Perhaps I can only be heard in the Bermuda Triangle. I’m sure not being listened to here.
“I just wish she would stick to innkeeping. That’s hardly a hazardous activity,” Laurel groused. “Why would anyone want to kill an innkeeper? But as a sleuth, she’s asking for trouble.”
Obviously I was not going to get that horse back in the barn. If anything, it looked like my mother was going to beat Ole Bessie to death, revive the poor nag, and do it again. It was her way of staving off the fear that something terrible would happen to me. I chalk that up to the fact that I’m the only girl in the family. She always expected my brothers to dig themselves out of their assorted predicaments because they were males. Females, in her view, weren’t supposed to get tangled up in anything questionable. That’s because we’re the creatures made of sugar and spice. We certainly don’t poke our polite, well-behaved noses where they don’t belong, lest we need rescuing from vile villains and creepy cretins.
“But, dearest, your daughter has managed to discern some very important clues in this case, clues that other people missed. Would you deny her that?”
“Why can’t she do it from a safe place, Thaddeus? Why must she get so deeply involved?”
“Sometimes that’s the only way you find the answers. I know that’s not what you want to hear, Laurel, but it’s true.”
They continued to ignore me, chattering on about how I did sometimes get myself into situations that were beyond my abilities and why it was especially dangerous for me when I figured out the bad guy’s identity. I hadn’t heard my mother talk to anyone this way since my father died. I suddenly felt like a kid again, in the back seat of the family station wagon, listening to the adults on a long drive. In a strange way, I kind of liked it. I felt safe, knowing they cared that much about me. Maybe I hit my head when I fell on the sidewalk. Either that or I’m getting dotty in my old age.
It seemed to take forever to traverse the distance from the ferry dock to King’s Wharf. The Liberty of the Seas stood out against the darkening sky, an illuminated beacon glowing with hundreds of lights, waiting to welcome us back for the evening party. It was a shame I couldn’t muster any enthusiasm to join the crowd. I’d be the party pooper holed up in Stateroom 6615 with my swollen ankle propped up on a pillow, topped with a bag of ice.
“Boy, am I going to sleep tonight,” I announced, limping along. “It’s been a long day.”
“To say the least,” my mother agreed. “It’s not exactly the vacation we hoped for, is it?”
“At least we were there for Kathleen in her time of need. Can you imagine what might have happened if we hadn’t taken this trip?” Thaddeus reflected. “Not only would George Delaney have been chalked up as a drowning victim, poor Kathleen might have joined him at the bottom of the ocean.”
“Fate is an unusual thing, isn’t it?” My mother slowed down her wheelchair as we drew closer to the line of people waiting to board. “We think we don’t matter, that the world goes on just fine without us, and then something like this happens. Suddenly, we’re all too aware of our responsibilities as human beings.”
“Fate...destiny....” I sighed, too tired for a philosophical discussion. “It’s six of one, half a dozen of the other.”
“Nonsense! They are not interchangeable concepts, Scarlet. Fate befalls us, but we, as individuals, must determine how we will live our lives. Destiny is ours to make. We choose to put our indelible mark on those circumstances and turn negatives to positives. We are the masters of what our lives become, but only if we take the wheel.”
I was blindsided by the unexpectedly passionate reply from the woman stuck in a wheelchair. It was sometimes easy to forget Laurel’s struggle to get out and about, all because she made it seem so easy. Suddenly compelled to glance down at her as she rolled along in the glow from the lamp posts, I saw the fierce determination etched into every line on her face and the tension in the purposeful hands that gripped the arm rests of her chair. There was no mistaking the depth of Laurel’s belief in the subject. Fate had indeed handed her a cruel blow on the day that car struck her, leaving her permanently disabled. She could have surrendered to her frustration when her legs were irreversibly damaged, but instead, she made up her mind that nothing was going to stop her. She continued to grow as a person. That’s what a real heroine does. She never gives up and never gives in.
“Well said,” Thaddeus smiled, putting a hand on her shoulder. “Your mother is a remarkable woman, Scarlet.”
“I know, Doc. She continues to amaze me.”
Laurel took that as my feeble attempt to apologize, no doubt cutting me some slack because of my exhausted, injured state. She changed the subject.
“It looks like most of the passengers have already returned to the ship.”
Thaddeus concurred. “The line seems to be moving rather quickly.”
We greeted the friendly duty officers with pleasantries about the fine evening and, having nothing to declare, quickly cleared Customs. As we arrived at the gangway, I expected to see a contingent of FBI and Royal Caribbean security personnel waiting. Instead, there were two or three uniformed employees waiting to check passengers back onto the ship and Kenny was nowhere to be found.
“Where can he be?” I admit I was disappointed that he wasn’t there to greet us. I turned to scan the horizon, wondering if he had passed us in the throng as we returned to the ship.
“He is right here,” said that familiar voice, coming up behind me. “I went to the infirmary to grab a wheelchair.”
“Oh, you’re the best,” I sighed, sinking down onto the seat, wincing as the back of my foot hit the right wheel. “Ooh, that hurts!”
“Allow me.” He carefully lifted my swollen ankle and gently placed it on the foot rest. “How is that?”
“That’s much better. Thanks.” I shifted in the seat, trying to find a comfortable position that didn’t put pressure on the swelling appendage.
“Milady,” he replied, bowing from the waist with exaggerated gallantry. “Where wouldst the fairest Scarlet care to go?”
I didn’t have a chance to answer him. Before I could open my mouth, my mother jumped in.
“She’d like to go back to the stateroom. Thaddeus is going to wrap her ankle and give her something for the pain. And then I’m certain she’d like to get some rest.”
Kenny gave me a long, imploring look that spoke volumes; he had plans that didn’t include Laurel or Thaddeus. There was something going on, something he didn’t want them to find out about it. What could it be? Had the killer shown up at King Henry VII Memorial Hospital? Had something terrible happened to Kathleen? That’s not his upset face, Miz Scarlet. That’s his worried face. Whatever the trouble is, it hasn’t happened yet.
“Well, maybe after the good doctor patches me up, Kenny and I can go grab a drink and relax in one of the lounges. It’s been a long day,” I said. A relieved sigh slipped out of his mouth; he tried to pretend he was stifling a yawn. Yes, there was definitely something going on.
“A drink? Is that really a good idea?” My mother frowned.
“Yes, Mother, it is. Fate handed me a crummy day and I’m going to drown my sorrows in something tall and tropical. Call it my destiny,” I smiled wanly, conjuring up my ten-year-old smart Alec self.
“Don’t be facetious, Scarlet. It doesn’t become you.”
“Since when?” I countered, keeping my tone light. It was time to wrestle control back from the woman who had raised me, lest she feel compelled to take over my life just because I was injured. I knew her anxiety over the events during the past few days drove her to do it, but I wanted to be front and center for the show when the FBI nabbed their man. “You suddenly want me to turn into Good Manners Gertie? ‘Yes, ma’am. No, ma’am.’ Or am I supposed to reform myself into Polly Polite and ask ‘Mother, may I?’ every time I want to do something? I am what I am. I am who I am. I’m Scarlet Wilson, not some timid wallflower who sits quietly and watches life from the sidelines.”
Glancing over at her, I could tell Laurel was more than a little reluctant to let me out of her sight. But I was well past the age of eighteen and I certainly didn’t need my mother’s consent to grab a margarita. I had voted in presidential elections on at least five occasions, although I admit one or two of those ballots I had cast had been less than stellar choices on my part. Despite the fact that I, too, was in a wheelchair, I still had every intention of standing my ground. While my ankle might be throbbing from the damage done to tendon and muscle, it wasn’t a terminal condition and Laurel knew it. My foot would heal.
Kenny seemed to sense an opening to exploit. He quickly made his intentions clear. “We won’t be late.”
“That’s what you two said last night.”
“Yes, but we made headway,” I pointed out helpfully, “which we wouldn’t have if we hadn’t worked so late.”
The seconds ticked on as we waited for Laurel to acquiesce. She wasn’t going to give up easily. At last she shrugged, signaling that she knew the decision was out of her hands. I grinned mischievously, acknowledging the figurative white flag she hoisted up the motherhood flag pole. She groaned, shaking her head.
“I will bring her back to your cabin in one piece, Mrs. W.” Kenny vowed sincerely. “You have my word on that.”
“See that you do, Kenneth, or you and I will have to part ways.” She was only half kidding.
Twenty minutes later, with my ankle wrapped in an ACE bandage and my trusty boyfriend manning the handlebars of my wheelchair, I was pushed back through the hallway to the elevator. We took it up to Deck 12, where the evening party crowd gathered at the entrance to the Viking Crown Lounge, chatting as they held half-empty glasses.
“Let’s do Olive or Twist,” Kenny suggested, steering me into the comfortable, classy bar. He found a good spot to park the wheelchair that was out of the path of bar patrons and settled into the club chair beside me. “What will you have?”
“I’ll have a strawberry margarita, light on the tequila.”
“I’ll be right back with that.”
I leaned back, trying to get comfortable. My foot felt like it weighed a hundred pounds, but that was nothing compared to the dull, constant ache. Distract yourself, Miz Scarlet. Focus on something else.
Gazing around the room, I engaged in a little people-watching. One couple was so amorously engaged in long, lusty glances across the bar table they shared, I thought they were going to spontaneously combust the instant their fingers touched. They probably just met the day we sailed. It’s all about the physical chemistry.
I let my eyes wander around the room, seeking out something interesting, something more worthy of attention than my sore ankle. An older man in a tan checkered sport coat, yellow shirt, and brown pants was fiddling with the long green toothpick in his glass. He finally ate the two tiny onions stuck on the end of it, gave the drink another stir, and deposited the plastic spear on the table beside him. He’s waiting for someone, and judging from the fact that his glass is just about empty, I’d say she’s late. A moment later, his companion showed up, well-coiffed, her shoulders draped with a black-and-white silk scarf. She suddenly looked my way, aware of my interest, and shot me a death-ray stare that left no doubt how far she would go to protect her man from a hussy like me. I forced myself to look away, even as I stifled a smile. Well, that was fun. Now what?
A young woman, dressed in a bright red Western shirt with white fringe and tight black jeans, approached the thirty-something couple sitting at the table next to me. She held a stack of blue papers in her left hand.
“Hi. I want to invite you to our country jamboree tomorrow night in the Platinum Theatre. I hope you’ll come out for the show.” She thrust something at them. “Here’s a flyer about it.”
“Thanks.” He took the paper from her, glanced at it with feigned interest, and put it down at the far end of the table, away from his glass.
“We’ll try,” said the blonde woman dismissively. She turned her attention back to her date, picking up the conversation where she left off. Oh, there’s no way they’ll be at the show. These people never let their hair down. When you look up “sticks-in-the-mud” in the dictionary, this couple’s photo is right beside the definition.
A moment later, the young woman was standing beside me in her ruby leather cowboy boots. She seemed to hesitate when she saw my bandaged foot.
“Hi. I hope you’ll come to our show....”
I glanced at the piece of paper she held out to me. “Vicky and the Vixens?”
“That’s us. We’re fresh from Nashville and the Vegas Strip. We do two shows a night and we invite people to join us on stage for some line dancing. Although you probably....”
“Are you Vicky?” I felt my pulse pick up as I spoke that name.
“No, I’m Valerie. I do backup vocals.”
“Can I ask what Vicky’s last name is?” By now I was sitting up, feeling that electricity ripple through my body.
“Her last name?” Valerie seemed a little confused by my request, so I pretended I had a legitimate reason for asking.
“You mentioned Vegas. I just wondered if Vicky is the singer I met when I was out there.” Think fast, Miz Scarlet. You want Valerie to cough up Vicky’s last name. “I think her name was Dorsett or Doucette. It was something like that.”
“Actually, her last name is Vickerson.”
“Vicky Vickerson?”
“No,” said Valerie. A tiny smile crossed her lips. “Don’t tell anyone I told you, but Vicky’s just her stage name. Her real name is Velma Sue. But that didn’t sound very sexy, so we named the group ‘Vicky and the Vixens’ instead. We all thought that was a much better choice.”
“Some would even say it’s foxy,” I kidded. Valerie gave me a bright smile.
“It is! So, do you think you’ll come to the show?”
“Oh, you can count on it,” I promised. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
By the time Kenny returned to our table with the drinks, I was beaming from ear to ear. My whole body was tingling with so much excitement, I thought I might pop right up and do the happy dance on the table, bad ankle and all.
“At last,” I greeted him enthusiastically. “Am I glad to see you!”
“Are you okay?” He sat down, leaning toward me for a closer look. There was a note of concern in his voice. His attention was on my eyes, as if he were checking me for dilated pupils. He thinks I’ve got a concussion and I’ve suddenly gone bonkers.
“Me? I’m fine. In fact, I’m better than fine. No headache, no confusion, no problem.”
“Good,” he nodded, still unconvinced. “Good. So....”
I picked up my frosty drink and gave him a wide grin. I was savoring the moment I would make my big announcement. “Here’s to solving the case. Let’s hope it doesn’t take us long.”
“Amen to that.” He took a long sip of his drink before carefully setting the glass down on the table. I could tell he was still worried about the outcome.
I went ahead and steered the conversation in a more positive direction, eager to spring my surprise on him. “So, were they able to catch the guy trying to board the ship?”
“That’s what I wanted to speak to you about, Scarlet. The security team is still waiting for him to show up. On the off-chance that he doesn’t, I don’t want you to be disappointed.”
“You don’t think he’ll show up?”
“He may not.” Kenny shrugged, trying to minimize the seriousness of the situation. “It’s possible he’s figured out we’re onto him.”
“What happens then?” I wanted to know.
“We keep searching for the elusive Vicky, hoping we can locate her in time to save her life. At least we know when the killer plans to murder her. It’s better than nothing.”
“So, what you’re telling me is that if you could find Vicky, you wouldn’t be so worried about the killer?”
“Well, of course. That’s it in a nutshell. Our goal is to prevent another murder, Scarlet.”
“Hmm....”
“Hmm what?”
“What if Vicky isn’t the target’s real name?”




Chapter Nineteen --
“I don’t follow.” He was nursing his beer and I knew what that meant. Looks like he plans to work tonight and he wants to keep his wits about him.
“What if Vicky isn’t her real name?” I asked again.
Kenny took another sip, stalling for time. That usually meant he was about to let me down easy, assuming I was on a wild goose chase. “I know you’re trying hard to come up with an answer, Scarlet, but sometimes we just can’t....”
I took out the folded piece of blue paper I had tucked against the side of my wheelchair and opened it up with a rather theatrical flourish; then I slowly, deliberately, smoothed it out and slid it across the table until it was right in front of him. Using my index finger as a pointer, I directed his attention to the name of the group appearing in the Platinum Theatre tomorrow night. “See that?”
“Vicky and the Vixens. What’s your point?”
“They’re here on the ship, fresh from the Vegas Strip,” I announced gleefully. I kept my gaze on his face, waiting for the moment it all sunk into his brain. He looked up at me blankly.
“Did you want to go to the show? Is that what you’re telling me?”
“And they also played Nashville,” I added. He blinked four times before the light came on in the proverbial attic.
“Nashville?” Oh, he’s interested. Very interested.
“Home of the Grand Ole Opry,” I reminded him. “Didn’t Anson Reddy spend some time at the Grand Ole Opry just before he was stabbed and dumped in the Cumberland River?”
“Huh. Well, what do you know?” He picked up the notice, staring at the faces of the four women in the photograph. “Vicky and the Vixens....What makes you think she changed her name?”
“Valerie told me. She sings backup in the band.”
“Valerie.”
“That’s right.” My ankle pain was almost forgotten, thanks to the euphoria I experienced from this development. Kenny was perking up too. He leaned over the table, took my hand in his, and brought it up to his lips for a kiss.
“Have I told you lately that I adore you? I don’t suppose you know what Vicky’s real name happens to be.”
“As a matter of fact, I do,” I grinned. “It’s Velma Sue Vickerson.”
“Well, butter my buns and call me a Parker House roll.” He drained his glass in one big gulp. “I don’t know how you do it, Miz Scarlet, but you’ve done it once again.”
“Most folks would say it’s dumb luck,” I laughed, “pure and simple. I was sitting here, minding my own business, and Valerie approached me.”
“Yes,” he leaned forward and kissed me again, this time on the lips. When we came up for air, he let out a little chuckle. “Of course that’s what happened. You realize Marley’s never going to hear the end of this, don’t you? His team of security professionals have been working non-stop to solve this case and you sit in a bar, in a wheelchair no less, and the answer simply drops into your lap. It’s absolutely amazing.”
“To be fair, I did actually have to put two and two together, to come up with four. I assumed you people had already checked out every woman on the ship with the name Victoria. But when I saw the name, ‘Vicky and the Vixens’, on the flyer, and heard they had played Nashville and Vegas, it reminded me of a Sherlock Holmes’ quote.”
“It did?”
“Remember the saying, ‘How often have I said to you that when you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth?’ Well, no one from Royal Caribbean could identify the right Vicky, despite having the passenger manifest with every name on it. Why? Because no other Vicky or Victoria fit the profile of someone that both George Delaney and Anson Reddy had met. But a country music star who’s played Nashville, whose stage name is Vicky? That fits.”
“I don’t know if our relationship is going to survive you quoting Arthur Conan Doyle,” he told me sternly. “Sherlock Holmes was my childhood hero. I hate to get trumped by my girlfriend.”
“Oh, poor darling, is your male pride damaged?” I laughed. “Somehow I think you’ll survive, Captain Peacock.”
“I hope so,” he smiled as he put his glass down on the table and stood up. “Shall we?”
“We shall. I just have one question for you. How are you going to tell Laurel that we’re working all night long?”
“I’m not, because you’re not. I promised your mama I would return you in one piece and that’s what I’m going to do. Besides, I need some sleep myself. Now that we’ve got some information to go on, we’re going to let the FBI take the lead. This is a federal investigation, Miz Scarlet, and we don’t interfere.”
“You’re really going to sleep tonight, with all this going on?”
“I am, the minute we drop this off for the Royal Caribbean security team.” He picked up the blue flyer, refolded it carefully, and slipped it into his pants pocket.
“Are you going to let Marley get the credit for this, Kenny?”
“Oh hell, no! What I’m going to do is let the folks in the security office know what you found and ask them to find Marley, so he can contact the FBI team. By the time I’m done telling everyone how you cracked the mystery, my old buddy will have to find another way to redeem his honor.
“He’ll have to find the killer?”
“He will. The pressure is on. And since I know how competitive he is, I’m counting on him going for gold. He’s going to have to earn the respect of his team on this one and show them why he’s the big cheese sitting in his fancy office in Miami.”
“You think he can?”
“Make no mistake about it, Scarlet. Marley Hornsby is a very experienced investigator. With the resources he has at his disposal and the fact that the FBI team is on board, he’ll do it. You do want Vicky to live, don’t you?”
“Of course I do. I just think it would be nice if you got some credit.”
“Don’t worry about me,” he laughed. “I’m also good at what I do, and one thing I learned a long time ago is that it takes a team to solve a case. Everybody’s got a job to do. Even if you don’t solve the clues, you still play a role in eliminating those that don’t fit.”
“I suppose so.”
“You don’t seem convinced.”
“I just hate missing the big show.”
“Be careful what you wish for, Miz Scarlet. You might find yourself tied up for weeks while the case is tried in federal court. What would that do for your career as an innkeeper?”
“Good point, Captain Peacock.”
By ten, we had dropped off the flyer and shared the good news about possibly finding Vicky, not only with the Royal Caribbean security team, but also one of the FBI agents, who just happened to be working at one of the computers in the office at the time. Todd Leahy immediately put four Royal Caribbean security supervisors to work doing the background information on Vicky and the Vixens. He wanted the names of all the people traveling with the group, so he could call the office in Knoxville, Tennessee and coordinate the investigation on that end of the line.
“Hey, I want to thank you two. This looks like a pretty solid lead,” said Agent Leahy. “It’s going to be great if it gives us a fighting chance to prevent a third murder.”
“Someone went to a lot of trouble to try to kill Velma Sue Vickerson,” I remarked. “Why?”
Agent Leahy looked down at the blue flyer he held in his hands. “There’s probably big money on the line. If Velma Sue Vickerson is a rising star at the Grand Ole Opry, she’s probably surrounded by an entourage and everyone wants a piece of her. Maybe she stiffed the killer in a record deal or she wants a divorce.”
“Or organized crime is involved,” Kenny suggested. “Bootleg copies of recordings can make someone a fortune. Maybe she was going to blow the whistle on the guy.”
“Does that mean she knows she’s being stalked on the ship and that the killer is out to get her?”
“Your guess is as good as mine, Ms. Wilson,” he admitted, “but I doubt it. What sane woman would willingly take a cruise, knowing she’s going to wind up swimming with the fishes?”
“True,” I agreed. “That would be rather foolish.”
If Velma Sue didn’t know she was marked for murder, she would have no way of knowing she was in danger. But what had that accomplice said? “The last time we tried this, she fought back. You know how hard it was to explain the bruises. Her sister asked too many questions.”
But the killer had told her not to worry, that he could control the sister. I wonder if Velma Sue’s sister is also in danger.
“Well, good luck,” Kenny told him, extending his hand to the other man, “I hope it all works out for both Kathleen and Velma Sue. I’m sure you’ll catch the guy before he strikes again.”
“It’s only a matter of time before we collar the suspect. It’s not like he’s got a lot of room to run. Bermuda isn’t exactly the Big Apple. If he tries to leave the country without returning to the ship, he’ll be stopped.” Agent Leahy took my hand and patted it. “Thanks again for bringing us this information, Ms. Wilson.”
“Please call me Scarlet.”
“If you’re going to insist on first names,” he smiled, “I’m Todd.”
“Todd, it is.”
“On that note,” said Kenny, “we’ll say good night.”
We headed back to our sixth floor staterooms, eager to get some quality shut-eye time. All I could think of was how good it was going to feel to lie down and close my eyes.
As expected, Laurel was waiting up for us, worried that something had happened. Thaddeus was sleeping soundly on my bed, his hands folded upon his chest and his mouth open. Every once in a while, he took a deep breath and a soft snort emerged.
“You’ll never guess what happened to me,” I whispered to Laurel. I gave her the short version of my fortuitous meeting with Valerie and Kenny’s sighting of the killer back on Front Street. “So, now the FBI is checking things out, and hopefully, they’ll get this guy as soon as he tries to board the ship. Isn’t that great?”
“It is as long as you’re not hurt. I’m sorry we didn’t believe you when you told us you were pushed.”
“Don’t worry about it. It’s not like this has been an ordinary night for the Wilsons,” I told her. Leaning over, I gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Tell Thaddeus to come wake me up when he wants to go to bed in his stateroom.”
“I will. You’ll leave the door open?”
I was about to chide her for being an overly protective mother when I realized Laurel was more than a little nervous about safety. My run-in with the hood of that car in Hamilton had shaken her faith. Now that she had come to believe I was telling the truth about being tripped, she had to worry that someone would come back and take another whack at murdering me.
“We’ll keep it open and I’ll leave the bathroom light on. Don’t worry. I’ve got my trusty Captain Peacock to watch my back,” I whispered. “Holler if you need us.”
Twenty five minutes later, I was lying on top of Thaddeus’s bed, wrestling with a bad case of insomnia while my mind worked overtime. What’s bothering you, Miz Scarlet? Is it that Velma Sue Vickerson might not know she’s being stalked by a man who’s killed twice already or is it that someone tried to kill you tonight?
I gave it some thought. It’s not like I haven’t incurred the wrath of a demented man before. Lord knows I’ve had a target on my back more than once. But that wasn’t it. I knew the FBI and the Royal Caribbean security team was working on the case. No, my problem was far more pressing than that. What if Velma Sue was still a target even if the killer couldn’t get back on the ship? What if his accomplice was ready and willing to kill her tonight? Wouldn’t that make the killer look innocent?
“Kenny!” I hissed to the man in the next bed. He rolled over onto his side. “Kenny!”
“Ya-ya-ay-um,” he muttered. I took that to be dream speak for “What do you want now, Scarlet?”
“What if the killer’s accomplice murders Velma Sue tonight, all because the killer can’t get back on the ship?”
“La-um-da-dere....”
“Kenny!” I sat on his bed and nudged him. “Wake up! Come on!”
“Aw-w-w-w!” he groaned. His eyelids fluttered a few times before he glanced up at me, frowning. “Oh! Tell me you have a good reason for waking me up!”
“Of course I do,” I snapped. “I think Velma Sue is still in danger!”
“Scarlet....” I caught him falling back into his dream and shook him by the shoulders.
“Don’t you dare go back to sleep!” I warned him. “I mean it, Kenny!”
“Crap on a cracker, woman! Do you have any idea how exhausted I am?”
“You’re not half as exhausted as you’re going to be if you’ve got to explain why you let the accomplice get away with murder!”
“What are you talking about?” He rubbed his eyes with both fists, moaned some more, and sat up.
“You said the killer hasn’t come back to the ship yet. What if he’s been in touch with his accomplice and he’s trying to give himself an alibi for Velma Sue’s murder by not being here?”
“By not....” I could tell Kenny was still groggy. “Damn it....”
“You’ve got to get up,” I insisted. “We have to find out if the security team caught the killer trying to come aboard yet. And if they didn’t, someone’s got to warn Velma Sue she’s in danger!”
“Can’t it wait until morning?” I realized I was losing him. His eyes were closing and he was trying to hunker back down in his bed.
“No, it cannot! What if the accomplice stages an accidental overdose of pills? Remember how she said she wanted the killer to use a sedative? If she tries to carry out that plan on her own, Velma Sue is in danger!”
That somehow filtered through to Kenny’s foggy state. He was now on high alert.
“My pants!” He hopped out of bed and yanked them on. “Shoot!”
“Aren’t you going to call Agent Leahy?” I asked, watching him slip his long, narrow feet into a pair of Topsiders. He didn’t bother answering me. Instead, he pulled on a white v-neck tee shirt, grabbed his wallet, and headed for the door.
“Do not, I repeat, do not open these doors to anyone! I’ll be back as soon as I can,” he promised, slipping out into the corridor with all the stealth of a cat burglar.
I spent the next ten minutes sitting on the window seat, watching the late night foot traffic down on the Royal Promenade. When the phone unexpectedly rang, I jumped.
“Hello?” I wasn’t sure who to expect on the other end of the line.
“Scarlet, go wake Thad up and tell him we need him down in the sick bay pronto!” Kenny told me. “We need a surgeon!”
“What happened?”
“There’s no time to explain. Just do it! Hurry up!”




Chapter Twenty --
“What’s wrong?” My mother was hunkered down in her bed, a worried frown creasing her brow.
“Kenny didn’t tell me. All I know is that they need a surgeon.”
“Thaddeus is a good one. I hope everyone is alright.”
“I do too, Mom.”
Just after three, our travel mates returned. Slumping down on the end of Laurel’s bed, Thaddeus gave her foot a gentle squeeze.
“Good news, love. Thanks to Scarlet’s amazing intuition, Velma Sue Vickerson, the woman known as Vicky, is going to live. It was a close call, but they found her in time.”
“What happened?” I was hungry for the details. Kenny obliged.
“The security team and I went to the singer’s cabin and knocked on the door, but there was no answer. We searched the ship, trying to locate her. None of the lounges reported her card being swiped to pay for food or drink, so Marley finally authorized us to enter her cabin. We found her lying on the bed, unconscious. Her wrists had been slashed. Luckily, the cuts weren’t deep enough to kill her, although she did lose a lot of blood. She also had a substantial amount of Valium in her bloodstream. The doctors had to pump her stomach.”
“She tried to kill herself?” I was shocked. That made no sense to me. “But why would she do that?”
“She didn’t,” the doctor told us, shaking his head. “Those cuts were made by someone else. This was most definitely attempted murder.”
“Oh, that poor woman!” Laurel started to shiver.
“She’s not awake yet, but her vital signs are good. Marley insisted on posting a guard in the infirmary to protect her. She’s safe now, thanks to your daughter.”
“I’m so relieved,” I admitted, suddenly feeling like I’d aged ten years in the last twenty four hours. “Does this mean we can sleep now?”
“Lord, I hope so,” said the man from Mercer Security. “If I don’t get some rest, I’ll be a walking zombie.”
“I guess this means we won’t be taking our tour today,” Laurel heaved a disappointed sigh, glancing at the travel alarm clock on her bedside table. “This trip has been such a disaster.”
“Tell you what,” Kenny replied. “If I can get five hours of uninterrupted sleep, I’ll be happy to take any tour you want.”
“Make it six hours and I’m in,” I agreed.
“What time were we supposed to meet Cedric?” Thaddeus wanted to know. Laurel smiled up at him, grateful for his sensibility.
“I allowed for enough time to visit the National Gallery. If we skip that and just go on to the other activities, you three could sleep until 9:30.”
“Perfect!” I was relieved. We’d be able to salvage one day in Bermuda before sailing for home. It was better than nothing, and now that Velma Sue Vickerson was safe, we were out of shark-infested waters, at least as far as the human kind of predator was concerned.
“Good night, all!” said a voice from the other stateroom. Kenny was already through the connecting door, on his way to bed.
Thaddeus blew Laurel a kiss before making his exit. He watched her pretend to catch it in the palm of her right hand.
“Ah, lovely Laurel. ‘Good night, good night! Parting is such sweet sorrow, that I shall say good night till it be morrow.’ Sleep tight, ladies.”
“You too,” I called out as he withdrew with a gallant bow.
“He’s such a lovely man,” she sighed wistfully.
“He’s definitely a keeper, Mom.”
“I’m glad you think so, darling.”
It felt wonderful to climb into my own bed and lay my head on my own pillow, knowing I would wake up here in the morning. Settling in, I pulled the sheet over my shoulders, and nodded off before Laurel turned off the bedside lamp.
Too soon the new day dawned. I came awake as artificial light poured in through the bow window. Laurel had opened the drapes and was people-watching from her perch overlooking the shops below.
“What time is it?” I asked, only opening one eye.
“It’s just after nine.”
“Could you wake me in fifteen minutes? I need a shower.”
“You’re going to shower with that ankle?”
I had completely forgotten my swollen appendage. Did I really want to go through the misery of getting into the shower on one leg, just for the sake of a hurried splash of water? Better to grab a wet washcloth and wipe myself down, I suppose.
“Good point. In that case, I’ll take twenty more minutes.”
Once Kenny was up, he called the security office for an update. With Velma Sue still unconscious and our killer still on the run, the case remained up in the air.
“There’s nothing we can do. We might as well enjoy the day.”
Dressed and fed, the four of us departed at ten, headed for the Sea Express dock, ready to catch the catamaran that would take us into Hamilton. Kenny pushed me in the borrowed wheelchair. Laurel operated her own.
“Welcome aboard,” said the young man at the top of the ramp as he punched our tickets. He handed them back. “We’ll be underway in about five minutes.”
We sat out on the open deck of the ferry; the men perched on bench seats beside us. The light sea breeze on my skin felt glorious. I let my mind wander, enjoying the tranquility of the journey, watching the seabirds fly along side of the catamaran.
“Good God!” I suddenly sat up. “I completely forgot about the message in a bottle!”
“The what?” Laurel’s face was a study in confusion.
“Apparently, there is a bottle and a message....” Thaddeus reported, unable to clarify his news flash further.
In all the excitement, I had forgotten to tell them about the package entrusted to me. I pulled the CVS bag from my purse, showed them the glass vessel, and explained Kathleen’s request to send it off in Bermudian waters.
“I wonder what the message says.” My mother turned the bottle this way and that, trying to catch a glimpse, a reminder that I am, at times, a chip off the old block.
“I think we should open it, just in case George named his killer. But if the message has got nothing to do with that, how will we reseal the cork?” I wanted to know. My mother gave it some consideration before offering an answer
“Cedric’s a local man. He can find out for us. Let’s ask him when he picks us up.”
The first thing our reliable driver did was to call his cousin, Niles, who lives over in Southampton. He explained our need for bottle wax and let out a delighted holler a moment later.
“You are? That’s fantastic! We’ll be over after a trip to Horseshoe Bay Beach.”
A moment after he hung up, he turned to us. “Go ahead and pop the cork. Niles is bottling some falernum as we speak.”
“Falernum?” Thaddeus was curious. “Is that some kind of wine?”
“No, no. Falernum is a mixer used in Royal Bermuda Yacht Club cocktails, mai tais, and rum swizzles. My cousin brews and bottles it. You’ll see.”
“Here goes nothing.” My fingers trembled as I peeled off the wax seal, removed the cork, and fished the scroll of paper from inside the bottle. Unfurling it, I read it aloud. “It says: ‘Greetings to whoever finds this bottle. Would you be kind enough to contact me at the following address and provide the details of where and when you found this message?’ George mentions that he launched it off the coast of Bermuda during his stay and gives the week and year.”
“Well, nothing about the message pertains to the murder,” Kenny said, “so I guess we’ll just reseal it and send it on its way.”
“That’s too bad. It was worth a shot, though,” I sighed.
“I know, babe.” He gave my shoulder a squeeze.
I rolled up the slip of paper and tucked it back inside the bottle. And then I wrapped the CVS bag around the bottle and stashed it under the seat.
“Wouldn’t it be nice if someone did find the bottle,” Laurel asked, “for Kathleen’s sake?”
“Indeed,” Thaddeus agreed. “Let’s hope that happens.”
“Too bad we can’t make it happen.” She let out a long, regret-filled sigh.
“Mom, you’re not suggesting we plant the bottle where it will easily be found!”
“No, of course I’m not, Scarlet. I just wish we could do something to help it along a bit.”
“Like launch our own bottle with a message in it?” Thaddeus wondered.
“Or two...or three,” Laurel suggested, “as insurance.”
“Don’t you mean four?” Kenny asked, catching on. “That way, there’s a much better chance that someone will find one of them.”
“Why don’t we just buy a boatload of bottles and launch enough of them to sink a fleet? We’re sure to attract plenty of attention that way,” I groaned, “especially if more than one bottle is found. Of course, we might have some trouble explaining all that to Kathleen, especially if the press gets wind of it! Does she really need to know we unsealed George’s bottle?”
“I suppose not,” my mother acknowledged. “But still, would it really hurt to add a couple of extras?”
And people think I’m wacky? I obviously come by this gene trait honestly, handed down through the maternal side of the family. This has all the earmarks of a classic Googins Girls’ plot.
My mother and her cousin were famous in their Cheswick senior citizen circle for their schemes. A few months ago, they got me into the wedding business, not because we needed to take on the responsibilities of hosting nuptials at the Four Acorns Inn, but because the Googins Girls wanted to give a senior citizen a shot at rekindling her romance with an ex-husband. “You folks are positively daft!”
“But think about how good it will be for Kathleen to know that George’s last bottle was discovered!”
“Even though it may not be the actual one he himself prepared? I have a better way to show our support. Why don’t we just write our own messages and ask whoever finds the bottles to pass our good wishes along to Kathleen, using the same address? It will remind her that we’re still thinking of her and that we value our new friendship. Let’s make this a nice surprise for her.” I put the emphasis on the word “nice”. “The only reason we opened George’s bottle was to make sure there was no evidence inside it.”
“Perhaps Scarlet is right,” my mother reluctantly conceded. “This way, not only will Kathleen know that we launched George’s last bottle, but she’ll know we’re still thinking of her.”
“Just out of curiosity, where do you think we’re going to get four bottles to toss into the sea?” I wanted to know. “Are we going to shop at the local bottle store?”
“Not to worry,” Cedric laughed. “My cousin buys them by the gross.”
“Perfect,” Kenny laughed. “Then it’s settled. We’ll do it!”
“Oh, good,” said the much relieved mastermind, sitting in the seat ahead of me. “I’m glad.”
“We’re here,” said our cheerful driver, pointing to the sign for Horseshoe Bay Beach. “Prepare to be amazed by one of the world’s best beaches.”
Cedric drove us down to the bottom of the steep driveway, just a short distance from the bath houses. He parked next to a black van and gave the driver a wave.
“That’s my buddy, Winston. He does the shuttle up and down for folks going to the beach. Hey, do you mind keeping an eye on my wheels?”
“No problem, bro. I’ll be here.”
“I’ll be back in a minute with your hot rod,” Cedric teased my mother. “You sit tight.”
“You two go ahead,” my mother insisted to Kenny and me. “There’s no reason why you need to wait for us. We will meet you on the beach shortly.”
Kenny and I gathered our gear. According to Thaddeus, I was good to go into the Atlantic, although he did warn me not to kick with my bum foot. He promised to wrap it with a fresh ACE bandage once we were back in the minivan.
“Just don’t overdo it, Scarlet. You don’t want to aggravate the injury.”
In lieu of renting a beach wheelchair of my own, Kenny gave me a piggyback ride, careful not to jostle my injured foot. We stopped at the entrance to the dressing rooms. Carefully balancing on my good foot, I hopped into the women’s area and found an empty changing room with a big bench. Grateful, I sank down and got to work wriggling into my tank suit. Five minutes later, my street clothes folded and safe inside my tote bag, I retraced my steps and stepped outside.
Kenny was waiting for me by the water fountain. He picked me up again and we crossed the glistening beach, past the small crowd of people sitting on colorful blankets and towels, all the way to where the children rode their boogie boards in the shallow water. He set me down gently on the pristine sand about fifteen feet from the edge of the ocean. I retrieved my towel from my tote bag and spread it on the sand before plunking myself down on top of it. Carefully easing my swollen foot out of my sneaker, I removed my sock.
“Ouch! Those purple little piggies of yours look like they want to go wee, wee, wee all the way home,” Kenny decided.
“I guess it could have been worse. At least they’re not broken.” I was glad my foot was still wrapped in the compression bandage, lest they swell any more. Leaning forward, I unlaced the other sneaker and sock.
“Shall we?” Kenny held out his hands and helped me to stand. I used his arm to balance myself as I hopped awkwardly into the water. Once I felt confident that I could stand unassisted in the waist-deep water, he released me. I paddled around using my hands, occasionally wagging my left leg in a modified kick, enjoying the light, gentle waves that pulled me towards shore. “By Jove, I think I’ve got it.”
“In that case, I’m going further out, Scarlet. Will you be okay here by yourself?”
“I’ll be fine. Have fun.”
Kenny swam out to deeper water, his rhythmic crawl strong and purposeful. He made a couple of parallel passes to the shore, giving himself a good workout.
Meanwhile, I spied a familiar trio making their way across the beach. Waving as I balanced on one foot, I caught their attention. A few minutes later, Cedric pushed Laurel right into the water, all the way up to her ankles.
“Oh, this is heavenly,” she gushed enthusiastically. I did a modified doggie paddle over to them.
“Wow,” I smiled. “It looks like we might have to get one of those for you.”
“That’s what I said.” Thaddeus tossed his head back, laughing. “I told your mother she could visit me in Maine and I’d take her to a great beach near the house. Do you know what she said to me?”
“I sure do. She said that if God wanted people to swim in Maine, he’d have warmed up the water by at least twenty degrees.”
“How did you know?”
“It’s an old family joke. We once went camping on Hermit Island. My dad carried her down to the water and put her on an inner tube. When her fanny hit that cold water, you could hear her scream all the way to Portland.”
“This water I can handle. The temperature is civilized,” Laurel declared enthusiastically. She watched the gentle waves roll in and cover her toes. “I haven’t been in salt water for ages. It feels wonderful.”
“We’ll have to rectify that. Next time, wear your bathing suit and we’ll get you all the way in.” Thaddeus decided.
Once Kenny had worked off his energy swimming, he joined us. “That’s a nice set of wheels you have there, Mrs. W. Very sporty.”
“I’m thinking of getting one,” she giggled, patting the enormous tires. “Does it come in red?”




Chapter Twenty One --
An hour later, Kenny, Thaddeus, and I changed back into street clothes and we all piled into the minivan.
“Are you ready to see how falernum is made?” the man behind the wheel wanted to know.
“We sure are. Any chance you know why they call it that?”
“Some say it was named after Alger Falernus wines in Italy. Others say it was invented on Barbados and the name is nonsensical. We don’t really care what it’s called, as long as we get to drink it,” he explained. “My cousin is a bartender at the big hotel down the road. Every two weeks or so, he mixes a batch of falernum in his kitchen and seals each bottle. Does it matter what color your wax is?”
“I hardly think so,” I decided. “What matters is that the bottle goes into the ocean and someone finds it.”
We spent the time it took to drive to Niles’ home discussing alternative names for the essential liquid used in so many Caribbean cocktails. I voted for “wowie zowie juice”, Kenny favored “swizzle syrup”, and Thaddeus thought “loose-y goosey lime juice” was best.
“But it’s more than just a lime-based sweet syrup,” Laurel pointed out. “And it goes into more than just a rum swizzle. The name has to reflect its many uses.”
“And now you know why we call it falernum,” our tour guide replied, laughing as he watched us in the rear view mirror. “Unless someone comes up with a catchy name, it will stay that way for at least another generation.”
“How about yum yum juice?” I suggested.
“But we already have a yum yum cocktail here in Bermuda. It’s made with white rum and coconut rum mixed with mango and peach juices,” Cedric told us.
“Oh, I’m going to have to have one of those,” I decided. “It sounds delicious.”
“It is, my dear.” He beeped his horn at a man straddling a moped by the roadside. A rod and reel were strapped to a holder on the back of it. “That’s my mate, Rodney. He’s shore fishing for snapper.”
Another half mile down the road, Cedric flicked on his blinker and pulled his minivan into an unpaved driveway that led to a small, but well-kept pink cottage, with bright red roses growing by the front door. He tapped his horn, giving two short beeps, and a moment later, the door opened. “There’s my cousin now.”
Niles was a tall, thin man with a winning smile, a clean white apron, and an immaculate kitchen. On the stove sat a big pot. The spicy steam that escaped from under its lid perfumed the air with an exotic island fragrance. He pulled a chair away from the large kitchen table to make room for Laurel’s wheelchair. As she rolled into the space, she sniffed the air and let out a happy sigh.
“Oh, how heavenly! I take it this is your falernum. What do you have in there?”
“Cloves, allspice, star anise, ginger, sugar, lime zest, lime juice, and blanched almonds in water,” Niles told her, listing the ingredients. “First I make my simple syrup and then, just before I bottle it, I add some rum for flavoring. When I pour it over ice and add even more rum, it makes the perfect swizzle.”
“Oh-la-la, I’ll just bet it does,” my mother laughed. Niles gave her a wink.
“It’s nectar of the gods,” he smiled. “Where is the bottle you want sealed?”
“Actually, we were wondering if you could part with four empty bottles,” I told him. “You see, there was a murder on our cruise ship, before we docked in Bermuda.”
“That’s terrible. What happened?”
After hearing about the tragic end of George Delaney’s life and our plan to honor the dead man, Niles came up with eight of them.
“You might as well stack the odds in a situation like this,” he told us. “We don’t want your friend to fret about this.”
“No, we don’t,” my mother nodded. “You’re very kind, Niles.”
“It’s my pleasure to be able to help in some small way. That’s a horrible way to die.”
He went to a handsome mahogany writing desk in the next room and opened a drawer, returning a moment later with some stationary for us to use. We all joined Laurel at the large kitchen table to write our messages out.
“If you find this bottle, please contact Kathleen Delaney,” I wrote in my note. I included the address of the Caulkins Cove Yacht Club. “Tell her we keep her in our hearts after the tragic loss of her husband and treasure the friendship that was formed on the islands of Bermuda.”
Taking another sheet of stationary, I copied my note word for word. With both messages complete, I rolled each one up tightly and popped it into the mouth of its respective bottle, thinking about what a senseless thing George’s death was. Had it really only been three days since we boarded the ship in New Jersey? So much had happened -- those events had forever changed the lives of all who knew George Delaney. His children must be devastated. His friends must be stunned. From what Kathleen had told us, George was an active member of the community, someone involved in a lot of local activities. The people of Caulkins Cove must be in shock.
And as for poor Kathleen, her world had been turned upside down by some twisted turn of fate. She hadn’t even buried her husband yet. Who would be there for her? Her stepson, Greg, worked with his father at the funeral home. Her stepdaughter, Kayla, was a nurse. But George and Kathleen hadn’t been married all that long, and I knew from personal experience that it’s not always easy to get to know a spouse’s adult children. Kenny had a daughter and son, and as kind as they had been to me on the few occasions we’d gotten together, there was just never enough time for us to forge a real relationship. Maybe it was because they didn’t really need me to be in their lives. Was it any different for Kathleen and her stepchildren?
Who else did she have to look after her? It wasn’t as if Kathleen’s parents or her only sibling, Donna, were going to be there to support her in her grief. They were all deceased. Kathleen had told me that her sister’s kids were out on the other coast. What kind of effort would they make to comfort their aunt?
When I thought of how alone she was, I was moved to make a declaration. “We should go to George’s funeral. We should be there for Kathleen.”
“Oh, Scarlet,” my mother exclaimed, glancing up from her writing, “we should. This is such a difficult time for her.”
“It’s a wonderful idea. You’re all welcome to stay with me if you come up to Maine,” Thaddeus replied. “I’m about forty minutes from Caulkins Cove. Besides, it will give me a chance to return the hospitality you’ve shown me.”
“Then it’s settled,” I said, feeling a little wave of relief wash over me. As good as it had been to help solve George’s murder and save Velma Sue from a similar fate, I didn’t want to lose sight of the fact that Kathleen had to go on living in a world that no longer included her beloved George. A mystery is only really over when the severed threads of those lives are rewoven into a new story, one that will go on.
Once all nine bottles were ready, Niles showed us how to make sure the corks were inserted properly. Then and only then was it time to coat them with the paraffin that would protect the contents inside.
“Into the pot of melted wax the necks go, and when you pull them out, you give each one a little swirl. You want to be sure you have enough on there to form a complete seal.”
When we were done, it was time to sample some falernum. Given the fact that it was early in the day, Niles went easy on the alcohol when he mixed us a batch of light Royal Bermuda Yacht Club cocktails with rum, lime juice, falernum, sugar, and some Cointreau. He poured this mixture into cordial glasses.
“Whew!” Laurel exclaimed. “Now that’s a drink to remember! Lacey would adore this.”
My mother’s usual cohort during the Four Acorns Inn cocktail hour was the other half of the team known as the Googins Girls. Cousin Lacey looked forward to her evening libation with the eager anticipation of a dedicated foodie, and the two of them made a point of pairing appetizers with aperitifs, much to the delight of the inn’s guests.
“Is there any chance you’d be willing to part with the recipe?” I queried Niles. This one definitely was a keeper. I was looking forward to seeing my brother’s take on falernum-based drinks. With his trusty shaker, crushed ice, and fruit garnishes, I was sure Bur could work miracles with this amazing elixir.
“It would be my pleasure,” he replied cordially. I waited as he jotted down the instructions on a small piece of paper.
“I really appreciate this,” I told him as I carefully tucked it into the zippered compartment of my purse.
“Just be sure to always use the best quality rum you can find. Never stint on the good stuff,” Nigel warned me.
“I promise,” I laughed, holding up my hand as I took the vow.
“What Mr. Big Shot Bartender, the connoisseur of the liquor cabinet, is saying is that you need to use Gosling’s rum.”
“I never heard of it,” I admitted sheepishly.
“What?” Cedric did a mischievous double take. “You never heard of Bermuda’s biggest and best export?”
“Now, now, let us be honest, Cousin. We’ve been hoarding that for ourselves for two centuries. We only tell people we like about our rum.” Niles gave me a wink. “Our philosophy is formed of the belief that we should not waste our time trying to change minds that believe that the best rums come from Cuba, Jamaica, and Puerto Rico. Let those heathens drink swill.”
Ten minutes later, after much good-natured ribbing between cousins to decide who made the best homemade banana liqueur, we were back on the road, headed for the zoo and aquarium in Flatts Village.
“When are we going to launch the bottles?” Laurel wanted to know.
“Do you want to do it now?” Cedric watched us in his rear view mirror, waiting for our reaction to his offer.
“It would be nice to check that off our ‘to-do’ list,” I admitted. “It’s one less thing to worry about on our last day here.”
“Why not?” Kenny agreed. “But we need to send the bottles off on the outgoing tide.”
“I know the perfect spot,” our driver told us. “We can throw them off of Flatts Bridge. The current runs swift there.”
It turned out that Cedric was right. We saw the long, winding stream of churning salt water as we passed over the bridge.
“Whoa, I’d hate to fall in!” Thaddeus exclaimed, sucking in a breath. “There’s no mistaking which way that current runs! You’d be in the Bahamas before anyone knew you were missing!”
“You’re quite right, Dr. Van Zandt. It’s not a journey for the amateur sailor. It takes an experienced hand on the tiller to get through that water safely.” Cedric turned on his blinker, getting ready to turn.
“Ugh!” Laurel shivered. “It’s enough to give one nightmares.”
That whirling vortex of water is like a miniature Bermuda Triangle, ready to suck those bottles into some netherworld, never to be seen again. Do we really want to do this?
Our trusty tour guide parked in a little spot just off the road as the hectic caravan of cars, mopeds, and even a pink bus or two buzzed past us. I looked back at the bridge, some fifty yards away. The idea of traversing the narrow strip of pavement at the side of the road was daunting to say the least, the equivalent of crossing the track in the middle of the Indy 500.
“Here we are, ladies and gentlemen.” He turned and looked at us from the front seat, his expectations clear.
“You’re sure this is the best spot, Cedric?” I inquired, thinking he was more than a little balmy. Maybe it was the rum swizzle that clouded his good judgment.
“It definitely is. We’ve had many a near-drowning here. The wicked current sweeps everything from Harrington Sound out to sea. So, who’s going to do the honors?”
“Well, it won’t be me,” Laurel admitted, anxiously watching the cars zip past. “I’m afraid I can’t keep up with those drivers with my own trusty set of wheels.”
“I’m out,” I announced. “After my run-in with the hood of that car last night on Front Street, I just don’t have it in me to play dodge’ems with the oncoming traffic. I’m fairly certain I’d come out on the losing end of things. I can see the headline now. ‘Insane woman, struck by car while standing on busy bridge, disappears into Harrington Sound.’ They’ll recover the bottles before they ever find my body!”
“Naw,” he laughed, shaking his head. “Not to worry, Scarlet. I will make sure no one is killed today.”
“Maybe you could drive slowly over the bridge and we could just chuck the bottles out the window as we go by.”
“I think not, miss. With my luck, one of you will miss your mark and hit the bridge. I could get into serious trouble if another driver got a flat tire riding over broken glass.”
“I’ll launch the bottles,” said Kenny, volunteering. “You’re looking at a guy who played varsity baseball in high school. My aim is still pretty good, if I do say so myself.”
“I’m a champion cricket bowler myself,” our tour guide revealed. “Shall I join you?”
“I’d be honored.” Kenny gave a brief bow and then scooped up five of the glass vessels. His partner for the bottle toss picked up the other four.
“You two go ahead. I’ll stay with the ladies,” Thaddeus informed Kenny and Cedric. I was about to suggest Dr. Van Zandt was taking this gallantry thing a little too far and we’d be fine if he joined the other two men, but the look on Thaddeus’s face changed my mind. He’s afraid that something bad might happen to us.
Ever since I left the Liberty of the Seas this morning and climbed into that minivan, I’d felt like the terror was over and my vacation had finally kicked into high gear. Cedric and Niles made us feel welcome. They made it easy to let go of the fear as they showed us how Bermudians lived. Here and now, in the back seat of our tour guide’s minivan in Flatts Village, all that seemed so long ago and so far away. And yet, I could tell Thaddeus was still worried. He hadn’t let down his guard. What was stopping him?
It’s because we don’t really know why the killer tripped me last night on Front Street. Or why his accomplice tried to carry out that heinous plot to kill the lead singer of Vicky and the Vixens by drugging her and cutting her wrists. Until Velma Sue can tell us what happened, we’re all fumbling in the dark.
“Just be careful,” I called out to Kenny and Cedric as they turned to go. We watched them scurry across the road, accompanied by the musical tinkling of glass bottles bouncing against one another.
The wait for their return was agony, pure unadulterated agony. Each time a car went whizzing by them, I held my breath, hoping not to hear a thud or see a body fly through the air.
It seemed to take the two men forever to drop each bottle into the swirling current below the bridge. They paused to watch the water carry the glass vessels away, one by one. It was only when they stepped off the main road and headed back to the minivan that I dared to take a breath. By that time, I was shivering.
“Goodness, that took a long time,” I remarked, trying to control the tiny gasp of relief that escaped my lips.
“Did you miss me, Miz Scarlet?” Kenny grinned before leaning over and kissing me.
“You could have been killed!” I blurted that out before I could stop myself.
“Were you worried?” He seemed genuinely surprised.
I’m so cold. It must be a delayed reaction to all the stress. Am I suddenly falling apart because nothing bad happened or because I’m too aware of the fact that we dodged a bullet?
“Yes!” I was still shaking.
“Well, it’s over now. We’re ready for the next adventure.”
“Are we?” My teeth were chattering.
“We are.” He pulled me close, wrapping his arms around my shoulders. “Is that better?”
“I’ll let you know when the temperature in here warms up by about ten degrees.”
“Oh, my apologies,” said the man in the front seat, looking sheepish. “I knew your mother was going to stay in the van, so I cranked up the rear air conditioning in anticipation of that. I should have warned you.”




Chapter Twenty Two --
“That explains why I’m so bloody cold!” I groaned, shaking my head. “For a minute there, I really thought I was losing my marbles, Cedric.”
“Actually, the jury’s still out on that,” Kenny teased as the minivan made a sharp turn and I fell against him.
“Very funny, mister,” I retorted, giving him a poke in the ribs.
“The zoo and aquarium are right across the street. Just give me a moment to ease my way into traffic and I’ll get you there.” With the skill of a seasoned driver, Cedric pulled out between a moped and a small pickup truck, drove about twenty five yards, and then suddenly dropped out of the motorcade, not even bothering to use his indicator. Trolling through the parking lot, he found a space for his minivan. “We’re here.”
“So, what’s what?” Kenny wanted to know. “Where do we begin?”
“You’ll buy your tickets just inside the front entrance. If you start with the outdoor animal exhibits first, you can tour the aquarium later,” Cedric announced cheerfully. “It’s a nice escape from the heat of the noon day sun.”
“That sounds like a plan,” Thaddeus decided, slipping his bucket hat onto his head. He helped Laurel settle in her wheelchair, and once she was comfortable, retrieved her purse. “There you go.”
“Thank you, dear.” Laurel tucked the leather clutch into a side pocket. I wish I’d thought of that. My purse is so big and bulky, but I wasn’t expecting to wind up in a wheelchair when I packed it.
Kenny retrieved my borrowed wheelchair from the back of the minivan and brought it around to the open door. With great care, he set the brakes and then offered me his hand, helping me down to the ground and into the chair in one smooth move. I keep forgetting he’s a pro. He took care of his late wife when her multiple sclerosis gave her trouble. No wonder he’s so good to me in my time of need.
We made plans to meet Cedric back at the front entrance in an hour and a half. I glanced at my watch, noting the time. “Ready, set, roll!”
“Have fun!” he called to us as we headed inside the main building. “I’ll be here, doing my crossword puzzle, if you need me.”
There were only a handful of people waiting ahead of us, so we were quickly processed at the ticket desk. With a map of the grounds in hand, we started our tour at the harbor seals enclosure. Five curious creatures were sunning themselves on the rocks as we stood by the fence. Their heads popped up, wondering if we were going to toss in a fish or two. One of them slid into the water and did a lap around the pool, trying to impress us with her antics, but when the desired reward of a fish or two never materialized, she joined the rest of her group as they resumed the nap position over by the rocks, ignoring us.
“Were we just snubbed?” Thaddeus wanted to know.
“Apparently we are boring them,” Kenny laughed.
“Note to self,” I quipped. “Next time, bring plenty of squid.”
For me, being in a wheelchair was an eye-opening experience. Most things, including the railings, were at an awkward height, too high for me to easily reach on my own. I felt like I was six years old again, in need of a boost. So, this is what Laurel goes through every day. It’s so different than walking on two feet. How has she managed all these years?
Our next stop was the Natural History Museum in a handsome adjacent building. Large displays showed museum visitors the vast differences in the variety of environments found in the island nation.
“I didn’t even know Bermuda has an upland forest,” I confessed. “I always think of it as a set of rocky islands that are pretty much at sea level.”
“Well, Scarlet, I don’t think you’re all that far off,” Thaddeus remarked. “I believe the highest point here is Town Hill, and that’s not even a third of White Oak Hill’s height.”
“Oh. That helps me to put it into context.” I had grown up playing in the woods behind the Four Acorns Inn, spending days and nights going up and down White Oak Hill. Some people called it a small mountain, others a very big hill. Either way, it was three times higher than the tallest spot on Bermuda.
We examined a vast collection of shells of every shape and size, housed in glass-and-wood boxes, and dioramas on sea plants and other related topics, going from room to room, lingering over the unusual and skipping familiar subjects.
Emerging fifteen minutes later from the cool, softly-lit building into the bright, blinding sunshine, we found ourselves on the path to the Islands of Madagascar exhibit, where we got a close-up look at the shy lemurs, with their distinctively marked faces and black-and-white ringed tails.
The fossa enclosure was next and it was a real surprise to meet the critters. Predatory members of the mongoose family, with tiny heads and big paws, the fossas looked like a weird science hybridization project that combined bits of dog, cat, and weasel. One gave me a low, menacing growl as he paced in front of me.
“Charmed, I’m sure,” I told him. That earned me a curled lip snarl. “You’re definitely not a house pet, are you?”
“It makes you wonder,” Kenny kidded, “if you put one of those beasts in with a Tasmanian devil, which one would be the victor?”
“I don’t think I’d want to stick around to find out. The result wouldn’t be pretty.” Laurel grimaced at the thought. “Can you imagine running into this guy in the wild?”
“No thanks. I’ll pass on that.” The fossa leapt into a tree and quickly climbed to the top. “He looks like he could do some damage with those teeth.”
It was soon time to move on to the birds, my mother’s main interest at the zoo. “What’s the first exhibit?”
“Flamingoes,” Kenny told her, handing her the map. I noticed he stepped back to let my mother lead the way. That’s the kind of guy he is.
A gorgeous flock of long-legged pink birds greeted us with an impressive display of their vibrant plumage.
“Wow, not at all like those plastic lawn ornaments,” I remarked. “These are the real deal.”
After stopping to watch them for a few minutes, we continued on down the meandering path, past a variety of tropical birds that lounged around amidst lush, exotic foliage. There was the occasional squawk here and the odd screech there. We found a bench for the men to sit on and pulled our wheelchairs up next to them. It gave us a chance to spend a few minutes just observing the winged wonders and chatting about them.
“Aren’t they amazing?” Laurel remarked, watching a pair of scarlet ibis peck their way along the ground in search of insects. “Look at the beaks on them.”
“Indeed,” Thaddeus agreed. “Who would ever guess they’re related to spoonbills?”
My mother was in her element, chatting with Thaddeus about birds. She seemed to come alive as she shared some of her experiences with him. I watched him watch her; his gaze never left her face. It was obvious he was enamored of her. Why shouldn’t Laurel have a companion, someone to have adventures with on life’s highway? Too bad cancer decided to come to the party. How much time would they have together -- a year or two? A lot can happen in that time. Maybe some researcher will suddenly make a breakthrough. Or maybe this time the chemotherapy worked, and they’ll live happily ever after. Wouldn’t that be nice?
Peacocks wandered freely throughout the bird enclosure, as did a family of ducks. I also spied a cedar waxwing and an indigo bunting in the trees, no doubt drawn by the opportunity to snack on an endless supply of grains and bugs found at the zoo.
“Shall we move on?” Kenny asked after a long lull in the conversation. My mother gave him a satisfied smile.
“We shall. What’s next?”
“We’ve got the Galápagos tortoises. If you behave yourself, Miz Scarlet, we might be able to get your photo with one of the big boys.”
“As long as he doesn’t bite off my big toe,” I quipped. “Although I do believe, if I remember correctly, they are vegetarians.”
After snapping some photos with the giants, we moved on to the Islands of the Caribbean exhibit, where strange, squirrel-like acouchis and sweet-faced golden lion tamarins roamed freely. We were almost to the coastal walkway when a blood-curdling scream disrupted the peace of the day, sending shivers up the back of my neck.
“What was that?” Laurel demanded, suddenly apprehensive.
“Help! Help!” It sounded like a frightened woman.
“Stay here!” Kenny ordered us, as he took off, his feet flying down the path towards Harrington Sound.
“Stop that man! He stole my purse!” the unseen woman screamed again. A great commotion ensued in the distance. We could hear voices shouting as the thief fled through the zoo grounds.
“There he is!”
“He’s going for the birds!” a man hollered.
“I see him!” yelled another. “Cut him off by the pond!”
It sounded like the thief was headed in our direction. I glanced at Laurel and Thaddeus. There was no mistaking their concern.
“Got him. Closing in,” I heard that familiar voice. I hoped Kenny was able to intercept the thief before he drew closer.
And then, unexpectedly, a big, burly man in a royal blue tee shirt and jeans crashed through the bushes and ran straight at us. Thaddeus, desperately trying to protect Laurel, confronted the purse-carrying man, but it was hardly a fair fight. Still trying to regain his fighting weight after treatment for cancer, Thaddeus was hit with a hand the size of a baseball mitt and went down hard onto the walkway. Laurel screamed. I tried to rise from my wheelchair, but it suddenly swiveled and I found myself being pushed along the path. Straining to turn and catch a glimpse of my abductor, I found my efforts thwarted as my head was covered with a hood.
“What are you doing?” I sputtered, my hands desperately clawing at the fabric. I felt the chair abruptly stop. Seconds later, hands grabbed my right wrist and tied it to the arm rest. A moment later, the same thing happened to my left wrist. Frantic, I tried to get up, but a hand shoved me back down. What in God’s name is going on? Am I being kidnapped?
“Let me go, you bastard!” I hollered, but my voice was drowned out by the roar of the enthusiastic crowd still chasing the pocketbook-toting thief. “I demand you release me this instant!”
“Scarlet!” I heard Laurel call my name, even as my wheelchair suddenly took off again. I felt every crazy twist and turn as I was pushed through the zoo grounds by someone breathing hard in my left ear.
“Scarlet!” This time it was Kenny calling my name.
“Help!” I hollered. A moment of panic hit me as I tilted forward in the chair, but with my wrists bound to the arms, there was no way I could fall on my face. I think they call this a blessing in disguise. To me, though, it’s still a nightmare.
“Scarlet!” His voice was closer now.
“Kenny, help me!”
I could hear other people yelling and felt cool air hit my skin as my kidnapper rushed me through the natural history museum, and then, seconds later, felt the summer heat as we hurried past the harbor seals on the way to the main building. A startled seal let out a bellow. And then the doors were flung open, there was more screaming, and I realized I was being transported out of the front entrance and into the parking lot. What if my assailant succeeds in tossing me into a car? I could disappear forever. That realization hit me like a bucket of ice water, chilling me to the bone.
“Scarlet?” This time it was a confused Cedric who called my name. I tried to follow the sound of his voice, but my enforced blindness left me clueless. How far away was he?
“Cedric, help me!” I cried out, hoping he could save me from this dangerous maniac. The wheelchair suddenly slowed for just a few moments, enough time to give me hope. But someone touched my thigh. I found myself being manhandled, but I didn’t know why. “Get your hands off me this instant!”
“Hey! Let her go!” bellowed a man nearby. “Let her go or you’ll answer to me!”
I felt the wheelchair take a hard shove from behind. It picked up speed, sending me careening, but where was I going?
“Oh no!” That was the last thing I heard just before a long, angry car horn blasted me into oblivion. The hard impact of metal bumper on my rubber wheels sent my chair flying, and that’s when physics took over for the second time in less than twenty four hours. My puny contraption met its powerful motorized match and I felt it picking up speed, going faster and faster down an incline, until the unthinkable happened. Wham! My chair abruptly came to a dead stop as my poor bandaged foot met an immovable object. Judging from the excruciating pain that began in my big toe and quickly radiated throughout the rest of my body with the intensity of a massive lightning strike, I guessed it was a street curb that did me in. Without a pause in the action, I was launched, head over wheels, into a dramatic somersault that even a Cirque de Soleil performer would envy. And now, circus goers, for our final act, Miz Scarlet will propel herself through the air with the greatest of ease.
As I finished my demented aerial ballet and prepared to stick my landing, the screams of onlookers grew even louder. That’s not a good sign. I wonder what they know that I don’t.
“Oh, sh-h-h....” That was all I managed to utter as I landed, face down, in vegetation so thick I swear I could smell the chlorophyll as I crashed my way through the greenery, leaves and all. The weight of the wheelchair seemed to drive my head further into the foliage. Stunned, I lay there for a few seconds, trying to figure out whether or not I survived my short-lived career as a human cannon ball. That’s when my body contacted my brain with the bad news. I had not come out of my ordeal unscathed. “Damn, that hurts!”
“Take it easy now, people. We’ve got to pull her out carefully,” someone said. I could hear people moving around me. Their excitement was palpable as they began the process of extracting me. Whipped by twigs and scratched by branches, I suffered as several men took hold of the wheelchair and, with me still tied to it, righted it. Well, it could be worse. I could have landed in a rose bush -- the thorns would have been torturous.
“There. Is that better?” asked a voice above me, one I didn’t recognize, as some kind soul took off that horrible hood and I could see once more. “Are you okay?”
“Oh!” I groaned. My skin felt like it was on fire as the welts began to swell. Licking my lip, I tasted blood where I had bitten myself. And then I made the mistake of trying to wiggle my toes. It felt like someone had smacked my right foot with a sledge hammer. “Ow-ow-ow!”
“I’m a doctor,” said Thaddeus, arriving on the scene with Kenny and Laurel. “Please let me through.”
Dr. Van Zandt quickly gave me a once-over in his official capacity, his gentle hands poking and prodding my battered body. “Cedric, we need an ambulance!”
“Right, Doc! I’m on it,” he promised. Scanning the crowd, our faithful driver caught sight of a familiar face and waved. “Tommy, call the EMTs!”
“Sure, mate!”
A few seconds later, the first officer from the Bermuda Police Service pulled into the parking lot in his marked sedan, his arrival announced by the blaring emergency siren.
“Make way, please. Make way.” Dressed in a crisp white shirt with epaulets on his shoulders and neat creases in his black pants, he informed us that he was responding to the report of a masked man abducting a woman tied to a wheelchair. He gazed down at me. “Shall I assume you are that woman?”
“I’m pretty sure that’s a safe bet,” I sniffed, my sarcastic side exacerbated by the pain I was in, “given the fact that I’m in a wheelchair and just had the crap kicked out of me by a bush.”
He pretended not to notice my snarky behavior, choosing instead to get right to the heart of the matter. “Is the man we’re looking for related to you, maybe a husband or boyfriend?”
“God, no!” That was a horrifying thought, considering what I had been through.
“There’s nothing to be ashamed of, miss. A lot of relationships go sour.”
“I’ve never met the man. He was wearing a mask. I can’t even tell you what the bastard looks like.”
“You’re sure?”
“Yes, I’m sure!” I snapped. Every inch of my body hurt. Kenny, realizing the conversation was deteriorating badly, stepped in and took over.
“We have to contact the FBI immediately.” He handed his business card to the officer. “This is related to the murder on the cruise ship. Let me give you the contact information.”
“Oh,” he muttered, suddenly chagrined. “Sorry, miss. We deal with a lot of domestic cases on a regular basis. Some women deny they know their abusers.”
The next three hours went by in a blur. There was a bumpy ride to King Henry VII Memorial Hospital strapped to a stretcher. My mother and the others waited in the lounge while I was examined, tested, and scanned. When the results were received, Thaddeus insisted on consulting with the emergency physician.
“Despite appearances to the contrary, you’re not gravely injured. You have a number of contusions and scratches that will heal. There are no signs of concussion. That forefoot of yours is broken, though,” Dr. Armstrong announced.
“At least it’s not a compound fracture, Scarlet. You won’t need surgery, but you’ll have a walking boot for the next six weeks or so,” Thaddeus told me. “On the plus side, you won’t be so bothered by the sprain any more.”
“Great.”
“You were lucky, miss. It could have been a lot worse,” the hospital’s physician informed me.
“Worse how?” I groaned, feeling like a feeble old lady. Too bad I didn’t have a cane with me. I could have beaten the living daylights out of that demon.
“The car could have hit you directly, instead of hitting your wheelchair.”
“There is that,” I agreed reluctantly, not quite ready to look on the bright side yet.
“Or you could have ended up in Flatts Inlet, with the bottles. That’s where the killer was headed with you when he abandoned his plan and fled on foot,” Thaddeus told me. “You’re in no shape to swim in that current, Scarlet.”
“I guess not,” I shrugged, feeling every muscle in my shoulders protesting the effort.
“Think how devastated your mother would be.”
“Not to mention me,” Kenny added, stepping into the exam room. “How are you feeling?”
“How do I look?”
“Like something the cat dragged home after a long night of hunting.”
“Well, multiply that by ten and that’s how I feel.” I glanced around the exam room. “Where’s my purse?”
“Ah,” Kenny paused long enough to make eye contact with Thaddeus, who shook his head.
“My purse is gone?”




Chapter Twenty Three --
“I’m sure someone has it, Scarlet. In all the confusion....”
“I’ll bet that bastard took it!” I snarled. “That’s why he manhandled my thigh -- he was after my purse. Why, that low-down, dirty, rat-faced....”
“You think the guy who kidnapped you took it?
“Yes!”
“Aw, geez! He played us!” A dismayed Kenny sank down into the chair beside me.
“Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” Thaddeus asked him, taking a couple of steps closer.
“Yeah, the first purse snatcher staged the whole scene. It was all a big diversion, so the killer could get to Scarlet.”
“But why would he go to all that trouble? What does he want with me?”
“If we knew that....”
And then suddenly I had the answer. It came like a brain flash, in a nanosecond of clarity. One moment I had no clue, and the next, everything made sense.
“It was because he saw Kathleen give me that CVS bag when she was leaving the ship! He must think it contains George’s missing evidence.”
Half an hour later, Agent Leahy joined us, peppering me with questions while we waited for my royal blue cast to dry.
“Are you sure your assailant didn’t say anything to you, anything at all?”
“Positive. I just heard a lot of heavy breathing, Todd.”
“Well, that’s too bad. The guy was wearing a mask when he attacked you. We’re hoping to get lucky with the security tapes. Maybe there’s a shot of him entering the zoo without it.”
“Did you figure out his identity after he didn’t return to the ship?” I inquired.
“We tried, but as far as we could tell, all the passengers were accounted for last night. And the employees are free to come and go when they’re off duty. Not all of them stay on the ship when it’s in port.”
“That either means he’s a passenger who somehow snuck aboard after we did or he works for Royal Caribbean, doesn’t it?” It seemed obvious to me.
“Not necessarily. Don’t forget he has an accomplice. She could have finagled something....”
“If the killer staged a diversion so he could get at me when I was at the zoo, couldn’t he have done the same thing at the gangway?”
“You think he pulled another diversion?” the FBI agent asked me. “I wonder if there was any kind of disturbance last night when people were boarding.”
“This guy could be some kind of master illusionist,” said the man from Mercer Security. That got the FBI agent’s full attention.
“You think he’s a magician?”
“Why not? Velma Sue Vickerson’s in show business. Maybe our killer is too. And if that’s the case, we have another set of possibilities to consider. For example, he could be one of the entertainers hired for this cruise.”
“We’ve spent all our time looking at the passengers because these attacks seemed so personal. Perhaps it’s time we take another look at everyone else.”
I had to agree. Why couldn’t the murderer be an employee of the cruise line?
“As the fictional Sherlock Holmes said: ‘How often have I said to you that when you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth?’ It seems to hold up for the second time in this case.”
“Indeed it does, Miz Scarlet.” Kenny gave me a small smile.
Todd started texting, frantically punching in letters on his tiny electronic keyboard. When he was done, he pressed the “send” button. Less than a minute later, his phone rang.
“Excuse me. I’ve got to take this.” He stepped out into the hallway to continue his conversation. Kenny decided he had some urgent business of his own, no doubt calling his office back in Connecticut, to see if he could get better information and faster than the federal agent did. Ah, there’s nothing like a little competition between men.
A glimpse at the wall clock told me it was just after three. In two hours, the Liberty of the Seas was scheduled to depart. From what Thaddeus and the emergency room physician told me, I should be fine to sail home. But it was a long drive back to King’s Wharf by car and the ferry wasn’t necessarily any faster when we factored in the reality of waiting for its arrival. What if we didn’t make it back in time?
“Okay, I’ve got some news,” the investigator announced, stepping into the exam room with Kenny. He plunked himself down in the chair again. Kenny took the other seat. “Velma Sue is awake and talking. It turns out that she was hired eight months ago to replace the lead singer, Missy Tyler, who got pregnant and had to drop out of the road tour, back when the group called itself the Fillies. When Velma Sue auditioned and got the thumbs-up, she convinced the others to hire her sister, Barbara Jean as band manager. Not only did Barbara Jean get them booked into clubs in the Ozarks, Vegas, and even the Grand Ole Opry, they changed their play list, added some original tunes, and changed the name of the group. Valerie confirmed all that. She says that Missy tried to get into the new group, but no one wanted Velma Sue to leave. Apparently, Velma Sue is the real talent.”
“Okay,” Kenny nodded. “That might explain why Velma Sue is our victim. But how does the killer figure into the picture?”
“Missy is married to Marco the Magnificent.”
“And he just happens to be a magician,” I guessed, “who wants his wife to get her job back as lead singer. But why did they kill for it? Couldn’t they have just sued? You can’t really fire a woman for getting pregnant.”
“But Missy wasn’t fired. She left voluntarily to have a baby. You can’t expect a band to sit around for a year, waiting for the lead singer to return. They have the right to earn a living. Besides, when Velma Sue joined them, she convinced them to change the name of the group, which means the original group no longer existed.”
Kenny nodded, thoughtfully considering the contractual implications. “Even if Missy wanted to sue, she wouldn’t have a legal leg to stand on. You can’t force your former band mates to get back together.”
“There’s no reason why Missy couldn’t have found new Fillies to back her up,” I decided. “But that wasn’t good enough for her, was it? She must have been jealous of all the success Vicky and the Vixens had.”
“There’s an understatement. The day before the ship sailed from New Jersey, the band was offered a six-month run at the Dusty Rose Saloon in Branson, Missouri and the chance to record an album while they’re there. They’re supposed to sign the contract when they get back to the States.”
“And if Velma Sue dies, Missy assumes she gets her old job back?” I asked.
“Yes, and according to Valerie, this isn’t the first time Missy has tried to elbow her way back into the band. There was an incident in Ohio. Velma Sue fell down a flight of stairs. She insisted she’d only had a glass of white wine and that someone pushed her, but she was incoherent when she was found.”
“That would explain the conversation Missy and Marco had, and the concern that sedatives showing up in Velma Sue’s autopsy would raise the sister’s suspicions,” Kenny pointed out. “They have to kill her and make it look like Velma Sue did herself in if Missy has any chance to rejoin the group.”
“Does that mean they’re using aliases on the ship?” I sat up in bed. “Or are they using stage names?”
“Well, that’s a good question, Scarlet. Luckily, we asked Velma Sue. She said Missy’s real name is Cathy Franken. She got the nickname ‘Missy’ because she’s got a real smart mouth and tends to get into trouble for it. As in, ‘Look here, Missy!’ And as for Marco, his real name is Mark Hudsucker. They are actually traveling on the Liberty of the Seas as part of a group of street performers.
“You mean like mimes and jugglers?” I asked.
“And fortune tellers and tricksters, all of whom work in full costume and makeup on the Royal Promenade.”
“The perfect disguise,” Kenny pointed out, “for a pair of killers.”
“What made them kill Anson Reddy and George Delaney?” I looked from Kenny to Todd. “Why was that necessary?”
“I’ll take a stab at this one, if you don’t mind, Todd,” Kenny said. Talk about a poor choice of words. Please tell me he didn’t mean to say that. One look at that handsome face vanquished all doubts.
“Be my guest.”
“I just got a report from Mercer Security. Max ran a check on Mr. Reddy. You might be surprised to learn that he was not some old geezer, but rather a good-looking, thirty-five-year-old bachelor, Scarlet. According to his secretary, Anson saw Vicky and the Vixens perform in Memphis a couple of months ago and he was smitten with the lovely Velma Sue. He even took her to dinner a few times. She probably told him about the fall she had backstage in Ohio. Maybe Velma Sue suspected she had been drugged, and after listening to her, Anson might have worried that someone was trying to sabotage her career.”
“If, as you say, they knew each other before that funeral directors’ convention, they probably made special plans to get together in Nashville,” I decided. “Would Anson have tried to catch Missy and Marco in the act?”
“Either that or he accidentally stumbled onto something while he was waiting in the wings for her to finish her performance. He might have confided in George Delaney,” Kenny remarked.
“When Anson turned up dead in the Cumberland River, George might have tried to pursue his suspicions by following Velma Sue on this cruise, hoping to keep her safe.” I shook my head, dismayed. “How sad to think he lost his life that way.”
“It is,” Todd agreed. “But let’s not lose sight of what’s important. With only circumstantial evidence to go on, it’s a hard case to take to court. What we really need is some compelling evidence to link Missy and Marco to the attack at the zoo. That’s the only way we can really prove it was a conspiracy and build a case against them for the murders of Anson Reddy and George Delaney.”
“You don’t think the videos are good enough to convict them?” I was surprised by that.
“They didn’t actually come out and say they were going to murder Velma Sue, did they?”
“No, they did not.” That was rather disappointing, given all the trouble people had gone to in their efforts to save Velma Sue from a dastardly conspiracy. George Delaney and Anson Reddy paid the ultimate price for their gallantry.
“All that a jury is going to hear is that they had a conversation about bruises, sedatives, a sister, and an autopsy. If the prosecutor can’t link each of those words directly to the two murders, he or she has got nothing,” Kenny pointed out.
“That is unless we can lure Missy and Marco into our trap. Velma Sue is still supposedly unconscious in sick bay,” Todd reminded us, “and if we can convince them that it’s in their best interest to act, we can catch them trying to kill Velma Sue, or rather the agent posing as Velma Sue.
I sighed heavily as my eyes lit on the wall clock. “There’s only one problem. We’re probably going to miss the boat.”
“No, we’re not. The captain won’t sail without us. He’s been notified we’re on our way shortly. Kathleen will be flying home tonight with Agent Fielding and Velma Sue is in protective custody here at the hospital. We’d like you to help us catch the killer, Scarlet,” Todd announced.
“How, pray tell, is that to happen?” With my bruised body covered in scratches and my leg sporting a cast, I looked like I had just walked away -- nay, hopped away -- from a disaster zone. Then again, I’d probably look like the proverbial sitting duck to a hunter on a mission to murder.
“Well, we believe Marco was after what was in the CVS bag Kathleen handed you, and by now he knows he didn’t get it by stealing your purse at the zoo. We’re hoping we can draw him out by giving him the opportunity to recover it on the Liberty of the Seas.”
“Oh, you want me to leave it in the lounge or something?”
“Something along those lines,” he replied. Todd suddenly seemed rather tight-lipped. That’s never a good sign.
“Do you really think he’ll sail back to the States on the ship?”
“He has no choice if he’s going to tie up all the loose ends. Don’t forget that he still believes no one is the wiser as far as he’s concerned and that his wife still has a shot at replacing the lead singer for Vicky and the Vixens. He wore a mask when he abducted you, so the idiot probably thinks he’s safe as far as his identity is concerned. But he doesn’t know what George Delaney told his wife about Anson Reddy and the plot to kill Velma Sue. Kathleen might have shared her husband’s theory with you. Thus, you’re one of those pesky loose ends he must tie up, just in case you’ve got evidence that could convict him.”
“I wish I wasn’t. Any other time, I’d be game to do this, but right now....”
“Yeah, I don’t really blame you for feeling this way. But I can promise you that we’ll have you under close surveillance at all times. You’ll be perfectly safe.” Perfectly safe. Those are famous last words etched onto many a headstone.
“Just don’t tell my mother,” I warned him. “She’s already pretty upset about everything that’s happened. She’s worried I’ll wind up dead.”
“Roger that,” he smiled. “Now, are you ready for your close-up?”
“Sure, why not?”
For the second time in a day, I was loaded onto an ambulance and, with the emergency lights flashing, was driven on the narrow, winding roads to my destiny. We pulled up to the curb of Dockyard Terrace for the parade to King’s Wharf a scant twenty minutes before the ship was set to sail.
“Okay, folks, it’s show time,” Todd announced, just before the doors were opened. “Let’s make this look believable. It’s important for the killer and his accomplice to believe that they’re in the clear. We’re going to attract as much attention as possible, so passengers and crew are talking about Scarlet’s arrival. We want everyone to believe the threat comes from someone on land, not someone sailing on the Liberty of the Seas.”
With an entourage of uniformed first responders surrounding me, I was taken off the ambulance by stretcher and unstrapped from my rolling bed by a pair of EMTs, who lifted me gently to my feet and helped me into the wheelchair. A quick glimpse of the ship showed me that a number of passengers were watching from the decks above us. Was the killer among them?
Laurel and Thaddeus arrived moments later, courtesy of the Bermuda Police Service. A senior law enforcement official accompanied them as part of the official police contingent. Roger Godinger was on the far side of fifty, a serious, rather terse man, no doubt selected for duty based on those attributes. His twitchy assistant trailed after him, constantly checking his phone for updates on police business, trying to keep his boss on schedule. It added to the circus atmosphere. Once my mother’s wheelchair was retrieved from the back of the police van and she was helped into it, they joined us on the sidewalk.
“And we’re ready to roll,” said the senior EMT, a man named Farley. He led the way, keeping up a conversation with me as we moved towards the entry gate.
Todd carried a medical gear bag and a pair of crutches for me. He wore the official EMT hat, lettered tee shirt, and a pair of mirrored sunglasses to help him blend in with the real first responders. The cheerful, off-key tune that he whistled sounded suspiciously like “Don’t Worry, Be Happy”. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was enjoying the opportunity to go undercover.




Chapter Twenty Four --
Todd made sure a couple of uniformed officers stayed by the marked police cars and the empty ambulance, inviting public curiosity in the area. By the time we reached the walkway leading to King’s Wharf, a sizeable group of tourists, curious about the two women in wheelchairs with the big entourage, gathered along the path to watch us pass. Some shouted out questions, hoping for answers.
“What’s going on?” a middle-aged woman in too-tight Capri pants and a huge sun hat wanted to know.
“Is that a celebrity?” asked another gawker. “Quick, Sylvia. Take a picture.”
“Why are there so many police officers?” a mother asked her teenage son. “I hope nothing’s wrong.”
As one overeager tourist stepped into our midst, he suddenly found his effort blocked by one of the officers.
“I’m sorry, sir. Would you please step back?” said the polite, but determined lawman.
“Why can’t you tell me what’s going on?” the Nosy Parker demanded. “I have the right to know!”
“Excuse me, sir, but you really do need to step back.”
“Hey, I’m just trying to find out what’s going on!” he insisted.
“I assure you, sir, that if it had any bearing on your visit to Bermuda, you would be fully informed. Now, for the last time, I respectfully request that you take a step back, unless you prefer to have me assist you.”
By that time, we were already at the gate for the Visitors Information Center. A moment later, as we crossed the pavement to reach the entrance to the building, the officer rejoined us.
Laurel and Thaddeus were first in line. They flashed their credentials at the customs officer, who waved them on. They quickly disappeared through the doors.
Marley Hornsby had promised the FBI full cooperation, and that meant his security people were assisting on the case. While we waited to be cleared through Customs, Todd was on the phone, coordinating with his colleagues, already ensconced in the Liberty of the Seas security office.
“We should be coming aboard in about five minutes. Do we have the security team dressed in plain clothes now? Have them mingle with the passengers, on the off chance that our suspects show up.”
A few moments later, I was pushed up to the desk to answer the questions from a customs officer, who wanted to know why I didn’t have any identification with me. Mr. Godinger vouched for me, insisting that his chief had been in touch with the American government about my lack of a passport. He produced a faxed letter from Washington, which attested to the fact that I did have a valid passport and a verified American driver’s license, both of which had been stolen during the assault at the zoo. He presented certified copies of the documents. At last, I was allowed to pass.
We went through some of the same rigmarole once we proceeded up the gangway. The ship personnel also seemed to hem and haw over letting me back onto the Liberty of the Seas. They called the security office and Eleanor came down to vouch for me. She had to fight her way through the crowd of rubberneckers that had gathered by the elevator.
Once she approved me for sailing, Kenny took over wheelchair duty and the police and EMTs bade us goodbye. I breathed a sigh of relief as the elevator doors opened and I was whisked up to Stateroom 6615, where an anxious mother and physician awaited us.
“Oh, thank heavens you’re here. I was beginning to think you’d never show up,” Laurel announced, her relief palpable.
“You and me both,” I said, giving her a wan smile.
Thaddeus patted my shoulder. “How are you feeling, champ?”
“Like I was a punching bag for Mayweather,” I groaned. “I think I’m going to need a vacation after this ship docks in New Jersey.”
“Either that or a couple of weeks in a nursing home,” Kenny quipped. “I promise I’ll come visit you, Miz Scarlet.”
“Aren’t you sweet, acting as if I’m a hundred years old,” I replied drolly, rolling my eyes. “Will you bring me violets and rock candy that I can hide in my crinoline?”
“Rock candy!” Thaddeus laughed. “Boy, do I remember that stuff from my childhood. We used to buy it at the five-and-ten-cent store.”
As the ship was made ready to sail, Laurel and Thaddeus decided they wanted to grab a snack in the Windjammer Lounge, to tide them over until dinner.
“We never did have any lunch,” my mother reminded us. “Care to join us?”
I looked over at Kenny, who gave me an almost imperceptible shake of his head. That meant there was a plan in the works.
“No thanks, Mom. I think I just want to rest.”
“Why don’t we hit the Solarium and find a couple of lounge chairs?” Kenny suggested. “You can rest there while we sail off into the sunset.”
Yes, he’s definitely up to something. Is this supposed to be Marco and Missy’s chance to steal the CVS bag? Are they going to break into our stateroom again while we’re out? I might as well be a good sport and play along.
“How can I say no to an offer like that?”
We rode the elevator up with Laurel and Thaddeus. I listened to their conversation, struck by the fact that they had no idea the man who attacked me at the zoo was now sailing on the Liberty of the Seas.
“Maybe now we can have some peace and quiet,” my mother remarked, her relief obvious. “I’m so glad I don’t have to worry about that maniac coming after you again. I hope the Bermuda police find him and put him behind bars.”
“That would be great if they do.” I gave her a brief smile before turning my head. I didn’t want the woman known as the Wilson family’s human lie detector to notice my pants were on fire. Boy, are you going to be in hot water when your mother finds out what you’ve gotten yourself into now, Miz Scarlet. If you get hurt, she’s never going to forgive you, and if you die, she’s going to spend eternity castigating you for your idiocy.
“I don’t know about you three, but I’m so hungry, I could eat a horse.” Thaddeus patted his stomach. “And tonight, I just might.”
“I could go for a medium rare steak,” Kenny laughed, “and a glass of Cabernet Sauvignon.
“I’m famished and I don’t care what I eat,” I sighed. “I went light on my breakfast because I was expecting to have a big lunch in Flatts Village.”
“This just hasn’t been your day, Scarlet,” Laurel clucked, her maternal instincts kicking in.
“Not my day, not my week....”
“At least we have a reservation for the first dinner seating,” she said, taking the high road. “We’ll eat soon enough.”
“Not soon enough for me,” I groused. After so many hours without food, my stomach rumbled in protest.
“Come and find us when you two are ready to go back down to dress for dinner,” my mother called over her shoulder. “We’ll be sitting near the window.”
We left them at the entrance to the lounge, where some of the other passengers had already begun to gather. The sweet sounds of a steel drum filled the air with an inviting Caribbean vibe.
“Dance party!” hollered a man in a vibrant green tee shirt and a parrot hat, waving his arms above his head as he beckoned his fellow passengers. An impromptu conga line formed behind him and began to snake its way through the aisles. Kenny did a quick two-step around a couple who were hooting and hollering on their way to join it, never losing his grip on my wheelchair.
The Solarium was nearly deserted when we arrived. A dark-haired, red-suited woman was doing leisurely laps in the pool, keeping the steady pace of an experienced swimmer. Nearby, a bald man sat, head bowed, reading a paperback. I glanced up. On the deck above us, people gathered at the ship’s railing to catch their last glimpse of Bermuda. Suddenly, the relative calm was broken by a rather shrill squeal.
“Tom, you old wolf!” a redhead howled with delight, greeting a man who wrapped his arms around her and lifted her off her feet. “Where have you been hiding? We missed you at the bridge game last night!”
“And now begins the journey home,” Kenny announced, doing his impression of documentary filmmaker David Attenborough, with a nod to the passengers above us. “As the massive migration gets underway, the homo sapiens begin to present their own special behaviors....”
He steered me towards the wall of windows, where a line of lounge chairs offered a decent view of the harbor. With a hand from him, I carefully rose from the wheelchair and settled myself down on the closest padded chaise, my casted foot a dead weight. Hoisting it up with both hands, I placed it gently onto the seat and shifted carefully to find a good position. The purple toes peeking out from the royal blue cast were like miniature eggplants. Would I lose the nail on the big toe? It bore the brunt of the impact when my foot hit that curb. That ought to put a crimp in sandal season.
“Care for a drink?” he asked, rising to his feet.
“I sure would” I replied.
“What would you like?”
“Something fruity would hit the spot. Any chance I could have a virgin mango daiquiri? I’m on pain medicine.”
“I’ll do my best. Shall I grab something for us to nibble on while I’m at it?”
“That would be wonderful.”
“I shall return shortly, my love.”
The ship’s engines hummed as we began the process of casting off from King’s Wharf. For some of the passengers, their adventure was winding down. For me, it was just beginning. In less than forty hours, we would be disembarking in New Jersey. I had no idea how we were going to accomplish our goal of nabbing Marco and Missy by then.
I lay back on the chaise lounge with my eyes closed, letting my mind drift. For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out how Todd and the others were going to lure Missy and Marco into their trap. Where would it happen? Perhaps they would put me in the library and let me pretend to find the book George left there. Or would I be sitting at a computer desk and come across an email that revealed intimate details of Marco’s activities?
“Excuse me, miss.”
I opened one eye and found a friendly man in a Royal Caribbean uniform standing there. His name was Juan, according to his name tag. “Yes?”
“I am still stocking the bar. Forgive me, but I must go and fetch some supplies. I will be right back,” said the bartender. In his hand was an empty Planters peanuts carton.
“Oh, don’t worry. I’m enjoying the peace and quiet,” I assured him. It was true. This was the first quiet moment I had had all day long and I wanted to relish it.
Kenny must have swum to shore and is now picking the mangoes in a grove for that daiquiri of mine. How else can he explain the long absence?
From the corner of my eye, I caught sight of the dark-haired woman as she climbed out of the pool and joined the bald man. She grabbed the yellow-and-white towel as she sunk down on the chaise lounge beside him, drying herself off. She laughed at something he said, reaching out to put a hand on his arm, a gesture made by a lover. A moment later, her companion closed his book, picked up his sunglasses, and slipped them on. I could tell they were getting ready to leave. When she stood up, he did too.
Well, it looks like Kenny and I will have the place to ourselves. Maybe we can take a short nap before we rendezvous with the lovebirds in the lounge.
The bartender returned with his arms full. He unloaded a couple of mesh bags of lemons, limes, and oranges, tossing them on top of the bar, and disappeared once more.
Kenny still hadn’t returned. I’m sure there’s a logical explanation for this. Maybe he’s talking to Marley.
A security officer in a blue shirt came through the area, making the rounds. “Good evening, miss. I hope you’re enjoying your cruise.”
“I am at the moment,” I assured him, peering up at him through half-closed eyes. There was no need to bore the poor man with my vacation woes.
A couple of women wandered through the Solarium on their way to the spa, discussing the possibility of hitting the Catacombs for some nightclub action after dark. They lamented their prospects for finding any single men. Their voices soon faded, and when they did, I embraced the soothing tranquility of the Solarium. Please do not disturb Miz Scarlet -- she is in the zone.
Lying on the chaise lounge, I felt the warm breeze tickle my skin. My eyes began to grow heavy. At this rate, I’ll be in la-la land before Kenny gets back.
I began to daydream about a return trip to Bermuda. There were so many things I wish we’d had the chance to do on this cruise, but with the crazy events of the past couple of days, almost all of our time had been taken up by one crisis or another. Next time, Kenny and I might try snorkeling. That would be fun. And I’d like to stay at a place that has its own beach. Maybe we could book a room with a balcony, so we can sit outside at night and watch the sun set.
I started making a mental list of all the activities I wanted to do when I returned to this subtropical paradise. I really enjoyed meeting Cedric’s cousin and wondered if I could get Niles to teach me some of his favorite drink recipes. I added a boat trip, maybe out to the shipwrecked H.M.S. Vixen. Wouldn’t that be appropriate, given our experience with Velma Sue and the band? Kenny and I could pack a picnic lunch for a trek on the Bermuda Railway Trail and explore all the out-of-the-way places most people never discover.
Click! The unexpected sound came just inches from my ear, startling me. I knew I should react, but my sleep-deprived brain was a bit slow on the uptake. What was that noise? Why do I think I’m in danger?
“Where is it?” I heard a man ask, his voice tight with anger. I listened for the answer, but it never came. I found myself wondering about the identity of his partner in the conversation. I hesitated to open my eyes for a peek. I didn’t want to intrude on their private conversation. It’s odd how the ears perceive noises when one’s eyes are closed. He sounds like he’s sitting next to me.
“I asked you a question, damn it!” Rough fingers gripped my wrist for the second time in one day.
“What the hell?” Instantly alert, I recoiled from the man whose dark, sinister eyes were inches from mine.
“Where is it?” he growled again, tightening his hold on me.
“Where is what?” I honestly had no idea what he was talking about.
“Don’t play games with me, lady!”
My mind was filling quickly with questions. Where is Kenny? And what about Todd -- shouldn’t he be here with his agents, their weapons drawn? At the very least, Marley’s people should be rushing to my rescue. Even that bartender was missing in action. Isn’t anyone watching out for me?
“Help!” Talk about feeble. That one word emerged from my mouth as nothing but a whisper. Maybe that’s because I saw the tip of that Victorinox Swiss Army Skipper fishing knife glinting in the late afternoon sunlight, as George Delaney’s killer flashed it just below my nose. Oh, crap. He’s got yet another of those damn knives! I’m in big trouble now. How could we get this so wrong? Todd promised me I’d be safe. This doesn’t look like safe to me. What can I do?
“Fine, we’ll do this the hard way,” he declared, standing up suddenly. I had no choice but to hop to my feet, given that he yanked on my arm.
“Ouch!”
“I’m going to ask you one more time, and you’d better tell me the truth, because if you don’t, I’m going to slice you up into small pieces and feed you to the fish!”
As much as I didn’t want to think about the threat to my person, there was a part of me that knew he meant business. You have to get the hell out of here, Miz Scarlet, any way you can. Fight dirty. Be quick about it. Whatever you do, don’t fight fair, because you’re dealing with a man who has already murdered at least two people.
If only I had a weapon, I thought to myself. Oh, wait. I do!




Chapter Twenty Five --
Keeping my gaze centered on his scowling face, lest he figure out my plan, I pulled my right foot back, turned it forty five degrees, and whacked that illegitimate son of a banshee right on the shin with my royal blue cast. And just for good measure, as he was bent over and hugging his injured limb, I gave him a hard shove to the head, tipping him keister over tea kettle. The knife clattered as it skidded across the deck and I ran like a maniac towards the Windjammer Café. Or rather, I ran a step and hopped, ran a step and hopped, ran a step and hopped.
“You bitch!” I heard him roar just seconds before he grabbed my hair, whirling me around like his own personal Raggedy Ann, ready to beat the stuffing out of me. The silver dagger in his hand and his menacing eyes gave me fair warning. It was time for me to fish or cut bait, as the saying goes. I might not be able to run very fast, but I still was pretty good at one thing, and that one thing was going to give me a fighting chance to stay alive. It was time to cause a ruckus. Surely someone on the deck above would look down and see me fighting off my assailant.
“Take your pea-picking, slime-ball hands off me, you bastard!” I hollered at the top of my lungs as I dipped to avoid his attempt to stab me. “Leave me alone, you freaking maniac!”
“I’ll kill you!” he screamed at me, his right arm raised above his head. “You’re a dead woman!”
“Murderer! Murderer!” Even as I bellowed that word again and again, I wondered what Dame Agatha Christie would think of me. My mind flashed to Murder on the Orient Express. “Women are like that. When they are enraged they have great strength,” her chef de train had remarked. Damn straight, I decided. Someone’s going down and I can tell you right now that it’s not going to be me!
“FBI, Hudsucker!” Todd came busting onto the scene at full speed, his weapon drawn on the man with the knife. “Show your hands! Now!”
Marco froze in his tracks, unable to move as his brain scrambled to process what was happening to him, but the fingers of his left hand remained entwined in my hair. Unsure of what move I should make, I turned to Todd for direction. He was quickly moving forward, his weapon trained on my assailant.
“Do it!” screamed a female agent in an FBI tee shirt, her gun aimed at a point just over my shoulder. She meant business too. I waited, expecting my assailant to surrender and the agents to move in with handcuffs, but that didn’t happen. Why isn’t Marco giving up?
Whirling around on one foot, I saw his eyes narrow as he suddenly seemed to recognize the spot he was in. That’s when he looked at me. In a flash of intuition that was driven solely by the terror coursing through my veins, I knew the danger wasn’t over. I was about to become a human shield.
At that moment, Kenny stepped into view. The panic that contorted his face into something almost unrecognizable told me that he understood Mark Hudsucker’s evil intentions towards me.
“Scarlet, hit the deck!” he screamed.
Hit the what? My rattled brain struggled to comprehend the command. I saw his frantic arm motions. It looked like he was pushing something down. Oh, I get it. Hit the deck. But how do I that with this big baboon holding onto me like I’m his prize banana? I have to make him let go of me.
With both hands locked together, I struck Marco’s chin, forcing it up towards the sky, and even as he tried to recover his equilibrium, stumbling backwards, I broke free from my assailant’s grasp and did a belly flop onto the floor.
“Damn!” When my casted leg smacked the hard deck, I gasped, unable to avoid the blast of pain that came my way.
“Don’t move, Scarlet!” a voice instructed me. “Just sit tight a minute, until we’ve got the suspect under control.”
Don’t worry. I couldn’t get up if I tried. Lying on my stomach, I fought back the tears. For the third time in less than twenty four hours, my poor foot endured yet another brutal blow.
“Scarlet?” I felt a hand on my back. Kenny knelt down beside me. “Honey, are you okay?”
“I-I-I....” I had to take a breath and exhale slowly before I knew the answer to his question. “I think so.”
“Get Dr. Van Zandt. He’s in the Windjammer Café!” the man from Mercer Security commanded one of the security officers. “And where’s the nurse?”
“I’m right here,” a woman crossing over the water bridge called out to us. Seconds later, she dropped to her knees beside me and leaned in, her face close to mine. “Where does it hurt?”
“The better question is: “Where doesn’t it hurt?” I corrected her tersely.
“Okay, let me try again. What hurts the most?”
“My foot is killing me.”
“On a scale of one to ten, how would you rate the pain?”
“Eleven.” Now that I was safe, the rush of adrenaline was fading and my body was beginning to protest its latest assault. I was sure to have new bruises on hands, elbows, and knees. Note to self -- next time you decide to do a dive, aim for the pool.
I watched as Mark Hudsucker was led away in handcuffs by two FBI agents. Defiant even in shackles, he jerked, twisted, and butted his body, trying to break away. Knock yourself out, creep!
No sooner had they disappeared than one of the Royal Caribbean security officers radioed for assistance to cover an incident. “All available personnel, I need backup in the H2O Zone!”
Kenny was swept away in a wave of blue-shirted Royal Caribbean security officers. He tossed a promise over his shoulder as he ran. “I’ll be back!”
“We’ll get you fixed up in no time. Just let me get you into the chair and I’ll take you down to the infirmary.” The nurse released my wrist, deciding my pulse was strong enough, and got to her feet. She put her arms around my waist, clasped her hands together, and hugged me tight.
“Mmm!” I moaned, my teeth clenched, as my personal Florence Nightingale lifted me up and plopped me down on the seat of my wheelchair.
“Nurse!” One of the security officers came running into the Solarium. “We need you! Things got wild when two kids collided. One of them suffered head trauma and another one split his chin open when he fell face first on the deck. The doctor needs you to assist!”
“I’m coming,” she told the agent, before turning her attention back to me. “You sit tight. I’ll be back for you.”
“But....” I started to protest, but my plea went unheard. She took off at a gallop, her medical bag in hand. Gazing around, I saw that Juan hadn’t returned to tend his bar. The rubberneckers who had watched Mark Hudsucker throttle me from their perch on Deck 12 had already departed for the big splash zone catastrophe with the squirt gun set. Once again, I was alone in the Solarium.
Here I am, battered and bruised yet again, and no one’s here to console me. I feel like a little kid, ready to wail, “I want my mommy!” Do you believe it...at my age? It’s ridiculous. I should just pick myself up and move on. I would, except for this damned cast on my foot and the hurt that won’t leave me alone.
“Well, I guess I could just go find my mother.” I sighed, knowing that the current emergency took precedent over my situation. With my hands on the wheels of my temporary chariot, I propelled myself forward, careful to navigate through the Solarium maze. It took me longer than I expected to roll past the giant gold-painted palm trees and colorful toucans on my way back to the lounge. My arms weren’t used to the manual effort of pushing on the wheels to make them go. I caught the tip of one of my footrests on the corner of a wall when I swung wide to get around a lounge chair, but luckily, it was the left one. My foot was now so sore, I wanted to rip off the cast and submerge it in a bucket of ice, just to stop the throbbing ache. What if my toes swell so much, they burst through the confines of the plaster that protects them? I don’t want to lose them. How would my little piggies ever go wee, wee, wee, all the way home again?
“Oh, swell!” I got as far as the exit when I found my way blocked by a wild-eyed woman holding a gun. Her hands shook so hard, I was sure she was going to shoot the beak off one of the colorful tropical birds that towered over us. And what’s a toucan without his trademark beak...a parrot?
“You!” she snarled. “You ruined everything!”
“Missy, I presume.”
“This is your fault! None of this would have happened if you hadn’t interfered!”
“I believe they call that denial,” I shot back, defiant. I figured that since Missy and her partner had already murdered twice before, I had little to lose from getting on her bad side. It’s not like you can get that horse back in the barn. She already hates your guts. “You think you can go on killing people as some sort of demented career move?”
“Shut up!” she sputtered through clenched teeth. Even as I saw her angry eyes narrow, I stoked the flames of her frustration.
“Why should I shut up? Is it because you can’t handle the truth of what I’m going to say to you? Everyone knows that Velma Sue has far more talent in her little pinkie than you have in your whole body!” My brain worked overtime, doing the math. If that gun was loaded, it wasn’t like I could out run a bullet. Even if she was a lousy shot and couldn’t hit the broadside of a barn, chances were good I would at least get winged. What should I do? I needed to cause another ruckus. It worked the last time, and it just might work again.
“That’s bull....”
“No, it’s not,” I retorted loudly, creeping forward as I egged her on. My brain registered the futility of provoking an unbalanced egomaniac with a loose grasp on reality. Did I think she would shoot me? Sure. But I was damned if I was going to go quietly. Oh, no. I was going out kicking and screaming all the way. And hopefully, someone on the upper deck would spot us before she could pump me full of lead. “You can’t sing to save your sorry excuse of a life. You’re a no-talent nobody and the only way you think you can make it is for you to ruin the woman with a voice that everybody loves!”
“I hate you, I hate you, I hate you!” she screeched like a four-year-old, the gun at her side. “I hate you!”
“Well, thank goodness we’ve established that you hate me. I wouldn’t want to be fooled into thinking we’re best friends, Missy.” My voice was dripping with enough sarcasm to host a Jon Stewart roast.
Over her left shoulder, I caught sight of a figure inching his way towards Missy. The man was still a good fifty feet away, but at least I could see he had his own weapon in hand. Now I just had to keep her occupied until Marley could sneak up on her.
“Everybody knows you’re tone deaf,” I went on, thinking back to all the cruel comments I’d heard from teenage girls during the years I taught at the high school. They can be vicious when they go for a rival’s figurative jugular vein. I just took a page from their snarky playbook. “That’s why Missy and the Fillies was such a flop as a group. You think all it takes for you to shoot to the top of the charts is for you to kill your competition? Ha! Nobody’s going to want to listen to you sing! You stink!”
“That’s a lie! People love me!”
“Right. That’s why the rest of your band hung you out to dry.”
“They did not!” she insisted at the top of her lungs. Keep screaming, honey. The more witnesses I have, the better.
“Okay, Missy,” I said in my sternest schoolmarm voice. “If you’re so great, why did they vote to keep Velma Sue on? Why didn’t they fire her?”
“That’s only because her sister got them that contract! They had no choice!”
“Of course they had a choice, and they made it. You’re out and Velma Sue is in.”
“No, she’s not. As soon as I get done with you, I’m going to kill her too!”
“You’re going to kill me?” I figured it would help if I got her to admit this was her plan.
“You can bet your sweet biscuits I am!”
“How are you going to explain the gunshots on a crowded ship?” I demanded of the crazed woman in front of me. “You don’t think anyone is going to hear you fire that thing?”
“Oh, I’m not going to shoot you.” Suddenly Missy’s face transformed from angry to cunning. “You’re going to jump overboard.”
“I don’t think so!” I remarked, chuckling at the notion. Let’s let her think about how dumb that really sounds. Why would I want to jump overboard when my rescue is imminent?
“I do.”
“Good luck trying to make that happen,” I snorted derisively.
“That’s what George Delaney said just before he died.” She flashed me a satisfied smile, as if she had just placed the trump card in front of me.
“Yes, but the only reason you managed to murder him was because there were two of you and one of him.”
“You’re hardly in any position to resist me,” she reminded me smugly. “I have a loaded gun.”
“Ah, you do. But I have something you don’t have.”
“What’s that?” This time it was her turn to snicker.
“Marley.”
“Excuse me?”
“I have Marley,” I said again.
“What’s a Marley?”
“A Marley is not a thing, Missy. Marley is a man, and he happens to be standing right behind you. He has a gun in his hand too. I’m going to guess that his is also loaded.”
“Oh, sure. You think I’m going to fall for that old trick?”
“Well, suit yourself. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
“Hands up!” Marley bellowed in her ear. The unexpected sound caused Missy to jump about a foot straight up into the air. When she came back down, Marley made his move, swooping in so smoothly that the look of surprise barely had a chance to register on Missy’s face before a muscular 190-pound man grabbed the gun from her hand and forced her onto the deck, face-first. One by one, Marley grabbed her hands and bound them behind her back with a plastic cable tie. Once she was no longer a threat, he helped her to her feet. “Your killing spree is over, toots!”
Juan, finally back from his supply run, dropped a large corrugated cardboard carton on the bar and hurried over to see if he could help out. Marley immediately assigned him as my aide.
“We’re going down to the security office. I’ve got to let the FBI know we have the other suspect in custody. As soon as I hand Missy over and get an update on the brats’ brawl, I’ll have you escorted to the infirmary,” Marley informed me. “I don’t know yet how many were injured and I don’t want to send you down there if the little cretins are going to continue their epic battle over squirt guns.”
Wanting to avoid passing through the growing crowd gathered to watch the teenage takedown in the H2O Splash Zone, Marley led us to the elevators by still-tranquil spa. The calm atmosphere was soon shattered. Patrons signing up for treatments at the front desk got a real earful of Missy’s vile, vituperative vocalizations. One of the spa employees hurried to shut the door as we waited for the elevator to arrive. For poor, mortified Juan, however, there was no escape. He was stuck listening as Missy spat out a series of threats she promised she would carry out the second her hands were free.
“Don’t worry,” the chief of Royal Caribbean security told him. “She won’t be sailing with us.”
“Gracias a Dios!” The sweet-faced bartender nervously observed the woman willing to kill to be the next country superstar. “Está loca!”
“Sí,” I agreed with him wholeheartedly. “There’s an understatement.”
“Ella es también peligroso.”
“Yes, she’s very dangerous. She helped to kill two men,” I told him, as the elevator doors opened and Marley shoved the uncooperative Missy into the car. We gave him a few seconds to put her in the far corner, where she could do no harm.
“I might have to name a cocktail after her,” Juan confided to me, keeping his voice low. “Maybe I’ll call it the Muy Loca.”
“Or you could call it the Mad Missy. Make sure it packs a real punch.”
“Just like the lady,” he grinned.
“Okay, I’ve got the suspect under control,” Marley told him. “You’re good to go.”
Juan backed my wheelchair into the elevator, careful to keep a good distance between us and the seething singer.
With most of the team responding to the calamity on Deck 11, the security office was fairly quiet, with a handful of personnel manning the monitors. Harkin jumped up when he saw Marley trying to wrestle Missy through the door.
“I’ll get the security officer,” he promised. Less than thirty seconds later, Diego Garcia popped his head out of his office.
“Damn! Is that who I think it is?” he asked Marley.
“Hell, yes. Whatever you do, don’t get too close to the claws. This one looks like a scratcher.”
“And a biter,” Garcia added, stepping in to assist. “Let’s put Cat Woman in the conference room for now. We’ve got the Joker in the holding cell, with Schmidt doing the babysitting.”
Todd, working in another room down the hall, suddenly appeared in the doorway. He let out a delighted whoop as Marley and Diego offered up their prize to him. “Excellent!”
“This is the craziest cruise I’ve ever been on,” Juan admitted as he kept me company. “And I’ve been on plenty of those in the last ten years.”
“Well, I’m glad to know this isn’t what normally goes on,” I smiled. “It’s been pretty crazy for me too.”
“My mother’s never going to believe me when I tell her what happened.” He shook his head in disbelief.
“I can only hope my mother doesn’t want to know what happened, because if she finds out, she’ll never let me out of her sight again!”
Once the paperwork was written up for the transfer of the suspects into FBI custody, there was a very sobering meeting for the parents of the little hooligans involved in the brawl. As the ranking federal agent, it was up to Todd to explain the serious ramifications of committing prosecutable crimes at sea while traveling on a ship registered in the United States. Diego then outlined the Royal Caribbean’s rules for the rest of the cruise. Most of the kids received written warnings that they would face arrest if they engaged in any more antics while they were on the Liberty of the Seas. Three of the worst juvenile offenders were released into the custody of their parents only after the adults promised to supervise them for the remainder of the trip.
As for the two injured kids, they were still being treated in the sick bay. The one with the possible concussion was expected to recover, but just to be on the safe side, he would be taken to the hospital in Hamilton on the same boat that would transport Missy and Marco back to Bermuda. The other one was stitched up by Dr. Van Zandt, who assured the parents that the scar on their son’s chin would be barely noticeable once it healed.
“Okay, we’re making progress now. Juan, you’re free to return to your station,” Marley announced. “I’ll keep an eye on Miz Scarlet.”
“Good luck. Don’t forget to stop by my bar for a drink,” Juan called out, as he departed, on his way back to Deck 11. “I’ll make you something special.”
“I thought I already was something special,” I quipped, unable to resist a grin. He was still laughing when he disappeared around the corner.
“Do you think you could write up a statement?” Marley asked me. “It’s best when it’s still fresh in your mind and you haven’t had too much time to get creative.”
“Sure. Just give me something to write on.”
A man named Earl pushed my wheelchair up to a desk, found me a legal pad and a pen, and offered me a bottle of chilled water that was heavenly to sip. He took a seat to my left and went back to his monitor. Five minutes later, as I sat scrawling out my saga, he let out a snort.
“Ah, the Royal Promenade. It’s a shoplifter’s version of paradise.” He pulled out his radio and instructed a colleague to convince a silver-haired, sixty-something woman that there were other, more appropriate activities for her on the ship than helping herself to designer sunglasses.
“Tell Granny there’s shuffleboard on Deck 4.”
Half an hour later, the ship’s crew prepared to welcome aboard a contingent of law enforcement agents, who were arriving by high speed boat, courtesy of the Bermuda Marine Police. The captain got on the ship’s public address system to announce that the Liberty of the Seas should be ready to resume the journey in about forty five minutes.
A short time later, I was sitting in the wheelchair, studying a new contusion on my left leg, when I heard a woman call me.
“Scarlet!” Kathleen Delaney stepped into the security office. “I heard you got hurt this afternoon. Are you okay?”
“Oh, I will be,” I told her, grimacing as I tried to flex the toes on my right foot. “It’s great to see you, but totally unexpected. What are you doing here? I thought you were flying home.”
“Todd decided that since the killer and his accomplice were captured, there was no longer any reason to keep me in the hospital. He said it would be okay for me to sail home.”
“How are you holding up?”
“Honestly?” She took the seat next to me. Her eyes were moist, her voice thick with emotion. “I could use a little moral support. I miss George. It feels like someone ripped my heart out without any anesthesia.”




Chapter Twenty Six --
“I know, I know.” I patted her hand, all too aware that the tears were part of the healing process. There was no escaping the pain of such a tragedy. What would happen to her when she returned to Caulkins Cove? Life would be so different without George.
“Scarlet!” I looked up at the mention of my name, just as Kenny rushed into the security office, alarm on his face. “Are you okay?”
“I will be once I see the nurse,” I assured him. “Look who’s here. Kathleen’s sailing home with us.”
“That’s great. It’s good to see you again,” he said, leaning in to give her a brotherly hug. He turned around, grabbed a box of tissues that were on a nearby desk, and handed it to the sobbing Kathleen.
We waited for the tears to subside, knowing that time would ease the ache, but never fully heal it. When Kathleen finally came up for air, her eyes red and puffy, she sniffed, blew her nose, and apologized profoundly.
“You’re among friends,” Kenny reminded her. “You don’t need to be sorry. You’ve got to get it out, so you might as well do it now, while we’re here to hold your hand through the process.”
“But you don’t need me wailing for the next two days,” she sighed. “And that seems to be the only thing I can do at the moment. You’re supposed to be on vacation.”
“I’m not exactly in shape for any kind of vacation.” I rapped on my cast with my knuckles.
“Oh Scarlet, I’m so sorry you were hurt! It never would have happened if I hadn’t gotten you involved in all this!”
When Kenny heard that, he let out an amused snort before explaining. “Trust me when I say it’s not your fault, Kathleen. For some reason, Scarlet has a knack for sleuthing. The instant she gets a whiff of any kind of intrigue, she’s like a cat with catnip. Do you know how many times I’ve had to step in to....”
“I’m sorry,” I interrupted. “Did you just compare me to a cat with catnip?”
“Admit it. You’re addicted to mysteries.”
“I’m what?”
“I could dangle a couple of clues under your nose right now and within a minute, you’d be out the door, hunting down the answers.”
“You think I’m addicted to mysteries?” I gave him the stink eye, but he just ignored me.
“You have no idea what I go through,” Kenny confided to the grieving widow. “Why, there have been times my heart actually stopped beating when I watched a killer move in on her!”
“Surely that’s an exaggeration,” I scoffed.
“Exaggeration?” He frowned. “What about the time you were being held prisoner....”
I cut him off, knowing where he was going with this. “What you’re trying to say is that you love me?”
“No, even though I do. What I’m trying to say is that it’s not Kathleen’s fault that Marco and Missy went after you.”
“Are you saying it’s my fault?” Those are fighting words, mister!
“No, I am not. They thought they could get away with murder, and that led them to underestimate your desire to bring George Delaney’s killer to justice and your determination to get the job done.”
“Oh,” I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “That’s a much nicer way of putting it than I’m some kind of nut job who’s addicted to crime.”
“A rose is a rose is a rose,” he teased. “You can’t help yourself. I’ve come to terms with the fact that I can’t change you, Miz Scarlet. I can only stick to you like glue, in case someone wants to shut you up with a fatal blow.”
“Does that make you my sidekick?” I gave him a wink. “You know, you’re Dr. Watson to my Sherlock Holmes...Nora to my Nick Charles....”
“More like Kato to your Inspector Clouseau,” he grinned. “Or would that be Mr. Darcy to your Elizabeth Bennet?”
“I much prefer the latter, given the outcome.”
“As do I. By the way, love, Thad wants to check you over. He’s down in the sick bay.”
“Thank God!” I sighed. “I ache all over.”
“I’ll wait here,” Kathleen announced. “You two don’t need a third wheel tagging along.”
“Nonsense! You’ll do no such thing. You’ll call my mother this instant and tell her you’re back on the ship. She’ll be relieved to see you. You’re welcome to spend the night with us, you know. We’ve got that sofa bed.”
“I couldn’t impose another night,” she protested. “It’s just not fair to all of you.”
“Are you suggesting that what happened to you was fair?” I countered. “I don’t think it was.”
“You might as well say yes now, Kathleen. When Scarlet makes up her mind to do something, it usually gets done.”
“Besides, my mother’s probably sitting in our stateroom, fretting about me. You can convince her I’m okay.”
“That I can do,” she sniffed, grabbing another tissue from the box. She dabbed at her eyes, drying the few remaining tears.
A short time later, under the glare of fluorescent lights, Dr. Van Zandt carefully examined my injured foot for the second time and determined that I had not sustained any further damage, thanks to my sturdy cast. He handed me a couple of Advil tablets and a glass of water before he declared that I was fit enough to go back to my stateroom.
“Just so you know, Scarlet, I didn’t tell your mother everything about what happened to you. She’s anxious enough as it is.”
“Tell me about it,” I groaned. “I just hope no one else spills the beans.”
Laurel was sitting by the bow window in our stateroom when I rolled in ten minutes later, accompanied by Kenny and Thaddeus. Leaning forward, she demanded a closer look.
“Somebody better tell me what happened in that Solarium before I go mad! What new injuries have you sustained? You could have been killed, Scarlet!”
Kathleen was sitting next to her on the sofa, holding a cold compress to her eyes. She gave us a weak smile. “I told her you were okay.”
“I’m going to heal, Mama. Have no fear. Besides, the FBI has enough evidence now to convict our husband-and-wife killers.”
“Well, next time they can do it without you!”
She was about to launch into a long speech when the phone rang. Oh, thank goodness!
I’ve been saved by the bell.
Marley called us to issue a personal invitation to us to dine with him in the Botticelli Dining Room in celebration of a job well done. Kenny wanted to know if we were game to join him. “Shall I say yes?”
“Why not?” I shrugged. “I’m so relieved it’s all over, we might as well enjoy the party.”
By seven thirty, I was cleaned up, dressed up, made up, and ready to go to dinner. I tried not to look too closely at my reflection, horrified by what I saw.
“How do I look?” I made the mistake of asking. My mother didn’t sugar-coat it.
“Fine if you’re a contestant in a roller derby,” Laurel decided. “Perhaps you should slip on a jacket. Your bruises are showing.”
“Are you ladies ready to roll?”
“Some of us are and others not so much.” Laurel frowned at me before turning to pick up her clutch purse.
“Oh, I think you’re presentable enough for a heroine,” said a voice from the connecting doorway. Kenny stepped into our stateroom, followed by Thaddeus.
I gazed down at the black-and-blue handprints on my arms and shrugged. I had to admit the marks were hideous enough to make other people uncomfortable.
“Kathleen, would you be so kind as to dig through the top right-hand drawer and grab something I can throw over myself?”
“Sure.” Smiling, she reached in and pulled out a pretty fringed evening shawl. “Will this do?”
“That’s perfect.” I threw it around my shoulders and looked over at my mother. “Happy now?”
“Am I happy, no. Am I happier, yes.”
“Shall we?” Kenny opened the door expectantly.
“We shall.” Thaddeus led us out into the hallway.
“I’m still ravenous,” I reminded Kenny as we made our way to the elevator. “I never did get that drink or my nibbles as promised.”
“Well, you’ll just have to make up for it at dinner. Just order two of everything.”
“Don’t think I won’t!” I warned him. He just laughed.
The line at the entrance of the dining room was long when we arrived. By the time our maître d’ escorted the five of us to our reserved table, Marley, Eleanor, Harkin, and Schmidt were already seated. We introduced Laurel to the security team, who proceeded to share their exciting version of events.
“I keep forgetting you all had a bird’s eye view of what was going on,” I admitted. “It must be fascinating to be sitting at the monitor in the office, watching all the action as it unfolds on the screen.”
“Are you kidding? It’s absolutely horrible!” Eleanor picked up her wine glass and swirled the contents around before taking a long sip. “I hate it!”
“It’s horrible in what way?” Thaddeus wanted to know.
“For one thing, you see terrible things happening and you can’t do anything about it. Why, when Scarlet was being menaced by that....”
I tried to stop her before she spilled all the gruesome details in front of Laurel, but she didn’t see my hand signals. Luckily Schmidt did and he managed to play down some of the hairier descriptions by reassuring my mother that I was never really on my own. Marley quickly caught on, spinning our run-in with Marco’s accomplice in a more humorous light.
“When Miz Scarlet started to rip her apart, she got Missy so rattled, our killer came undone.”
“That’s the woman I know and love, brilliant to the end,” said the man who makes my heart go pitter patter.
“She is, Tolliver. She even got Missy to confess,” said the Royal Caribbean security expert. “We recorded it all and it’s admissible in court.”
“You’re kidding!”
“It was a fine performance,” Harkin acknowledged. “It was one thing to capture Marco’s menacing behavior on video because we were expecting him to show up to the party, but just when we thought everything was copacetic, Missy got into the act with that gun....”
“Gun?” Laurel flinched. “What gun?”
It was time to change the subject, lest my mother have more ammunition in her future efforts to control my activities. I decided this was a good time to engage Marley in a conversation about his favorite subject -- himself.
“How did you figure out I was in trouble at that point? I thought everyone was busy trying to stop the big water fight.”
He smiled, leaning back in his chair. “You didn’t really think we’d leave you unguarded, did you? We have an obligation to protect our passengers, Miz Scarlet, even the feisty ones. Harkin was monitoring the surveillance camera. He alerted me and I came running.”
“Oh.” I should probably thank Marley for that. How do I do that without making him seem like the hero who saved the day?
“That’s all you have to say to me?” Marley rolled his eyes. “I risked my life to save this woman and all she can say is ‘Oh.’ Really, Tolliver....”
“Thanks,” I smiled, looking around the table at the faces of the Royal Caribbean security team. “All of you have been wonderful.”
“You’re welcome.” Schmidt gave me a nod of his head. “I have to say this has been one of the most unusual sailings I’ve ever been on.”
“You can say that again,” Eleanor agreed wholeheartedly. “I’m hoping this one earns me a commendation at the very least or, even better, a promotion.”
She glanced at Marley with a raw hunger for some little tidbit of recognition, a word or two from the man in charge of Royal Caribbean security that would show the world she was worth her salt. But the man just let the moment pass with a wave of his hand. There was no mistaking her disappointment when he didn’t respond.
“Hey, would it kill you to put in a good word for her?” I demanded to know. “Geez, Marley!”
“I’m not her boss. She’ll have to take that up with Garcia, the security officer,” was his nonchalant response. But the quick wink he flashed at Eleanor told me Marley wasn’t completely heartless, or immune to her allure as a woman. It’s a good thing she can handle a hound dog like that. Me, personally, I’d send him to the pound.
“I, for one, think she did an outstanding job, as did all of your staff,” Kenny told his old buddy, raising his glass to the others.
“Here, here,” Schmidt agreed. Marley reached for the bottle of Cabernet Sauvignon and topped off everyone’s glass, save for mine. I was drinking ginger ale.
“This is a great ending to a very difficult case for Royal Caribbean. Not only did we solve two murders, we prevented at least three more.”
“Three?” I blinked. “Three?”
“Sure. Hudsucker and Franken planned to kill Velma Sue Vickerson, Kathleen Delaney, and you, Miz Scarlet.”
“Me? I thought they were just trying to scare me off the case.”
“Oh no, they wanted you dead, my dear.”
“The attempt on Scarlet’s life was serious?” Laurel seemed to go pale in the blink of an eye. “It wasn’t just because they were trying to recover evidence that George Delaney hid?”
Oh, crap! There’s a thought we don’t want my mother to latch onto -- she’ll wake up in the middle of the night screaming. It’s time to distract her yet again.
“Huh.” One look at the pompous blowhard told me he was already making plans for his celebratory pat on the back with the Royal Caribbean executives once he got back to Miami. I couldn’t just let that go. I had to take advantage of it. “Of course you do realize you had a lot of help, Marley. You didn’t solve this all by your lonesome, as the saying goes.”
“True. The FBI agents did an admirable job of investigating and containing the threat. And my people were invaluable too.
“Kenny was pretty good at deciphering the clues, wasn’t he?” I inquired, pushing the proverbial envelope in my effort to force him to acknowledge the many contributions that led to the end of Missy and Marco’s murderous crime spree.
“Sure. Tolliver was his usual reliable self. That’s what he’s being paid to do as a consultant.”
“If he hadn’t been so persistent....”
“Are you going somewhere with this?” Marley crossed his arms, prepared to stand his ground. I caught sight of Eleanor hiding a laugh behind her cotton napkin. Harkin was amused too. “Do you think I should pin a medal on his chest?”
“Of course I do. What’s more, I do believe....”
He cut me off. “You think you deserve some credit for the case?”
“Didn’t I earn it, given everything I went through?”
“Well, I’ll give you props for being in the right place at the right time. Or would that be the right place at the wrong time?”
“In Scarlet’s case, it’s the wrong place at the right time,” Kenny kidded. “She’s got a knack for interrupting murders.”
“She’s in the wrong place at the wrong time any time someone wants to kill her. You really do have to stop that, Scarlet!” my mother insisted. “I can’t take the stress of worrying about you all the time!”
I turned my attention back to Marley, who seemed to be enjoying my mother’s determined effort to get me to give up my foray into crime solving. Nice try, pal.
“Admit it. You would have never known poor Velma Sue’s real identity, or even that George Delaney’s murder was tied to Anson Reddy’s, if we hadn’t pursued it into the wee hours of the night. Without all that information, Marley, you and your peeps would have been lost at sea on this,” I smirked. “Once again, it’s a case of....”
“Don’t say it,” Kenny groaned. He put a hand to his forehead in dramatic fashion, as if the mere thought this might cause him some dismay would dissuade me from my final summation of the facts. Fat chance.
“But I must, Captain Peacock. You know how every case of mine ends. I tally up the clues and do the final summation.”
“No, that’s not necessary!” he chided me. “Really, this is not the time or the place, Scarlet. These people are trained professionals and they might not understand how we play the game!”
“I beg to differ,” I told him impishly, leaning closer to the Royal Caribbean security man responsible for preventing the murderous Missy from pumping me full of holes. Just as I was moving my imaginary game piece, Marley tried to beat me to the punch.
“Is this the part where she tries to claim credit, Tolliver?” he asked his old high school buddy, his tone clearly patronizing. “As one professional to another, allow me to give you a piece of advice. You should try to get some control over your girlfriend, Ken Doll. You don’t want folks to think she’s the one wearing the pants in your relationship.”
“Wearing the what?” For a moment, I thought I had misheard him, but then his words filtered through to my still exhausted brain. By this time, my mouth had dropped wide open. Well, call me a Venus flytrap and invite all the houseflies in the neighborhood to stop by!
Did that poor excuse of a puffer fish really just say that?
Glancing over at the smug security chief sitting two seats away, I realized Kenny’s old high school rival just couldn’t pass up one last opportunity to stick it to him. Marley’s unbridled jealousy made him do it. He knew he was always going to be the runner-up, the guy who didn’t get the girl. Suddenly, I understood Kenny’s opponent. I even felt a little sorry for him. Thankfully, it wasn’t enough that I abandoned all good sense. No, this time I was going to have the last laugh and I was going to share it with the rest of the gang.
Kenny, now glowering, looked from me to Marley and back again. His eyes narrowed, his back stiffened, and he held onto that deep breath so long, I was sure he’d pass out from lack of oxygen. And then he suddenly pursed his lips and exhaled it, shrugged his shoulders like he was shaking off a ghost from his past, and gave me the go-ahead. “Do it. Get it out of your system, honey.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yeah, I’m sure. I’ll even play your straight man.”
“That’s so sweet of you, Captain Peacock.”
“So it is. Now, shall I ask you who solved the case?”
“You shall. ’Twas I, Miz Scarlet, in the Solarium, and the weapon I used to stop Miserable Missy in her tracks was a locked-and-loaded Marley!” I crowed. “Ka-pow!”
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