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  About the Book


Elvis has left the building… 
Check that, someone threw him overboard.

Amateur detective Becky Robinson never wanted to set sail on the Elvis themed cruise. A cramped cabin on the high seas isn’t her idea of a swingin’ time. Neither is being trapped with divorced parents determined to transform the cruise ship into a battleship. 
When an unreliable witness reports a man thrown overboard, the puzzling mystery presents the perfect distraction. Suspicious minds lead Becky’s investigation to an Elvis impersonator and a sea of suspects with deadly motives.
But solving a murder without a victim is easier said than done. Can she find the devil in disguise before the ship docks? Or will her family be the death of her?
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  1
Trouble


Something about vacations always brought me face to face with death. Murder usually. It wasn’t as if I went looking for criminal activity to engage a bored mind. Trouble found me. Despite my awareness of the quirk, I never expected to investigate a homicide involving an Elvis impersonator in the middle of the ocean. Seriously? Of all the boats in all the ports, why did the killer stowaway on mine? 
I twirled a shrimp on my fork and cringed at the awkward argument. Eyes landed on our table as people listened in and whispered snide remarks. I reverted to childhood before my parents were sensible enough to divorce.
My mother went into full attorney mode as she put my father on the stand and trapped him in a lie. My dad stuttered and peppered excuses.
Why did I ever agree to a dysfunctional family cruise? The only way to leave involved bailing into the ocean and swimming to shore. As the argument’s volume rose, the option became more tempting.
My phone buzzed with my best friend’s distinctive ringtone. “Excuse me.” I scrambled from the dining room outside to the balcony. “Lois Vo, your timing is impeccable.”
“Thank you. Why?”
I fished in my purse for the AirPods gifted by my father and enjoyed the hands-free call. Sea air whipped through my hair, ruining the 1950s inspired bouffant. “My parents are making me wish for an iceberg.”
Lois squealed. “Don’t say such things. It’s bad luck.”
“Where are you, by the way? You’re supposed to be here by now.”
“I’m coming but I ran into a little trouble on my way.”
“Shh!”
“Why are you shushing me?”
A commotion overhead drew my attention. I stepped on the railing and peeked to the top deck. My red pump slipped, and I almost tumbled over. “Yikes.”
“What’s going on?”
“People are arguing on the Sun Records Deck. I think I recognize the voice.”
Lois’ skepticism rang through my ear. “And you are where exactly?”
“The Main Deck looking out the dining room balcony.” I adjusted my foothold for a better view. My polka dot dress flapped in the breeze and salty water misted my face.
“How can you possibly hear anything with two decks between you?”
“Three, actually. Something weird is happening with this ship, Lois.” A shadow bounced and an Adirondack chair spiraled into the ocean with a splash. “Uh-oh.”
“What’s happening now?”
“I need to hurry up top. I think I’m about to witness a murder.”
“This can only happen to you, Becky.”
I danced around an annoying couple swaying in the moonlight and maneuvered to the rear staircase. A janitor waved me off. “Take the central stairs. The area is closed.”
“This is an emergency.”
“Same thing that kid said before they called for me.”
I scrunched my nose and raced through the dining room. My clomping run drew my family’s attention but only briefly before they returned to round twelve of the fight.
I weaved around waiters and tipsy passengers on my way to the central stairs. My shoes slid across the waxed floor and I regretted my costume choice. I gripped the railing and chugged up the spiral staircase.
“What’s happening now?”
In the excitement, I forgot about Lois in my ear. “Still running.”
“Are you almost there?”
I sighed at the sign for the middle deck. “Not really.”
“Well, hurry. Who’s in trouble? Who’s the voice you recognize?”
“I don’t know yet.”
“Don’t get snippy. I’m not used to this dynamic.”
“Usually, you’re huffing and puffing a few yards behind me.”
“Not true.” She snorted. “But I hate being out of the loop. We should facetime.”
“Sure, let me stop, search for my phone, and hold it for you to see. Not like this is a race against the clock or anything.”
“Excellent, thanks.”
I twisted around a kid playing with a beach ball in the lobby of the upper deck. Someone should enact a law to ban beach balls from cruise ships. I lost count of how many smacked me in the head since boarding.
My breath labored as I passed the Observation Deck and hustled up the last flight. My feet pinched as the high heels cut into my skin. “This better not be another prank.”
“What’s happening?”
Moonlight cast shadows over the top deck. At the far end, a family played shuffleboard. I brushed through their game to the aft of the ship. Or was the back called the stern?
My eyes scanned the length of the boat, searching for the source of the commotion only minutes earlier. Stars glistened in the swimming pool and a peaceful quiet chilled my spine.
“They’re gone.”
“Who? Who?” Lois asked.
“I don’t know.”
My gaze fell on the neat rows of Adirondack chairs. Several folded in on themselves and slid out of line. Proof I didn’t imagine the brawl.
Starlight illuminated a figure leaning over the edge of the boat. A man dressed as Elvis Presley struggled with another guy. I gasped as recognition fluttered.
“What?” Lois squealed.
I jutted around a corner, sprinting the length of the ship. I lost sight of the men for a few seconds until I came out the other end.
A body flew over the railing. Splash!
Elvis turned, scrubbing a hand through his pompadour.
Air left my lungs as a truck mowed me down. “Justin, did you throw my little brother overboard?”
“Justin?” Lois croaked. “As in our actor pal Justin Woods?”
 “I’m going to have to call you back.” My knees buckled as I disconnected. “What…”
His face paled. “This isn’t what you think, Tumbler.”
But I’m getting ahead of myself. My troubles started days before I boarded the Blue Suede Cruise.






  
  2
That’s Alright Mama


Experts warned to never begin a story with the moment you woke up because everyone’s morning routine was the same boring sequence. Those experts never spent any time with a divorced family imprisoned in a two-bedroom apartment the night before leaving on a cruise. But the Robinsons never failed to amaze me. 
I cracked open one eye as a knock on the door interrupted my sleep cycle. My snoozing watchdog lifted an ear before collapsing on the fluffy blanket as if to say ‘Probably not a burglar knocking’. I untangled from the pullout couch and stumped my toe on the metal bar.
I bit my knuckle to prevent a scream and inadvertently stepped on my little brother’s head. “Watch where you’re going, Klutz,” Matt grumbled. “You’re stomping all over me.”
“Only your noggin, so not anything you use.”
“You kids stop fighting back there.” My dad lurched from the recliner and without opening an eye, returned to his Three Stooges snoring.
I hobbled to the front door and tiptoed to the peephole. My mother waited on the other side tapping her designer heels. She spent a peaceful night at a hotel while my brother, father, and grandfather opted to save a few bucks and bunk with me, my roommate, and our two pets in a six hundred square foot shoebox.
“Morning, Mom.”
“Why are you still in your pajamas?” Cynthia Robinson dressed for the courtroom rather than a cruise and yet she criticized my attire?
“I just woke up. Forgive me for not coming to the door in my fancy clothes.”
She shoved through the entryway and marveled at the chaos in the living room. “Gallagher!”
“Yes, Dear?” My father vaulted from the recliner. “Cindy, what are you doing here? I thought we are meeting on the boat?”
“Why are none of you ready? We’re due at the harbor in under an hour.” She combed a hand through perfect blonde hair. “Didn’t anyone bother to set an alarm?”
“Of course.” I dove for my iPhone on the end table. A red battery flickered on the screen despite the cord dangling from the charging port. I followed the extension to the wall where someone replaced my charger with a Nintendo Switch. I threw a pillow into my brother. “You little monster. My phone is dead because of your stupid game.”
“Ugh, take a chill pill. If you missed a call from the loser club, I’m sure they will ring back to collect their dues.” He zipped his sleeping bag around his head like a cocoon.
“You dumbbell, I set an alarm so we wouldn’t miss the boat.”
“Becky, I won’t start this vacation with you calling your brother names. You need to take responsibility for your actions.”
I swiveled to my mother. “I am. I plugged in my phone and set an alarm.”
“Another reason why you should train your body to rise early without any assistance from technology.”
I sighed knowing I couldn’t win an argument against the greatest defense lawyer in the state of Texas. Though she mainly worked small-town law these days, no one wanted to face off against her in court.
I snagged my snoozing Jack Russell Terrier and clipped on her leash and harness. “I’ll practice early rising over vacation.”
“Sounds to me like you’re sassing Mom,” Matt mumbled.
“I’ll fix breakfast if you all hurry along.” Mom placed her purse on the coffee table and rolled up her sleeves. “Your grandfather enjoys a grapefruit every morning. What does everyone else want?”
Matt flopped but made no other move to wake up. “Omelet with turkey bacon.”
Gallagher stroked his five o’clock shadow. “I still prefer sunny side up and orange juice if you’re offering, Cindy.”
“Where do you keep your frying pans, Becky?”
I hurried to my room before answering the awkward question. I couldn’t guarantee I owned a frying pan.
Inside my room, I found Papa Beau relaxing at my desk watching funny cat videos on his phone. He wore pressed Wranglers and a spiffy cowboy hat. “Did my daughter the general arrive?”
“Yes. Why didn’t you wake us? You were obviously awake sooner.”
“I slipped out for Mickey D's breakfast.” He jiggled a McDonald’s sack.
“What happened to the grapefruit Mom makes you every morning?”
He stroked his salt and pepper beard. “The birds outside my bedroom window enjoy it just fine.”
“Well, my window is painted shut since Dad ‘fixed’ it on his last visit.”
“I’ll think of another disposal method.”
“Don’t bother. I am pretty sure my kitchen isn’t stocked with any of the ingredients Mom needs. We might have expired milk way in the back from when I tried to make mac and cheese.”
“Tried? How do you mess that up? Comes in a box with powdered cheese.”
“I went all fancy and gourmet and almost burned down the building.” My stomach gurgled. “Don’t suppose you bought anything for your favorite granddaughter?”
Papa Beau tossed a hidden bag. “Hope you still like the McMuffin.”
My bedroom door flung open and I hid the breakfast behind my back. “Mom, don’t you knock?”
“Honey, I found no food in your fridge, pantry, or cabinets. And no luck on my search for cookware either. What do you eat?”
“We’re going out of town. I didn’t want anything to spoil.” As long as she didn’t find the secret stash of takeout menus, she might buy the ruse.
“Isn’t Lois home all week?”
Foiled by the roommate. “Yes, but it is her turn to shop.”
My mother arched a brow. The expression cracked hardened criminals and teenagers alike. “On an average week, you cook how many times?”
“I don’t have the numbers in front of me. Can I get back to you?”
She sighed. “Your eating habits will catch up with you as you age. Look at how much healthier your grandfather is since I put him on the strict regimen.”
Papa Beau patted his daughter with his calloused, cowboy hands. “I never felt better. Thank you for taking such good care of your old man, Darlin’.”
“It’s nice to be appreciated.” She swung to the door. “We’ll leave in fifteen minutes and grab something healthy on the way.”
“Excellent.”
Mom marched through the door before spinning on her heel. “Is your friend who is supposed to drive us to the port on his way?”
“I’m not sure but I’ll check.”
“Don’t take too long, Hon. You still need to get dressed.”
Lorelai barked at the bag hidden on my bed and Papa Beau shuffled in front of the door. “Better eat that thing quick before your mother comes back with avocado slices on cardboard, gluten-free bread.”
“Are we insane for agreeing to go on this cruise? We’re going to be trapped at sea with these weirdos for eight days. It is the opening plot to every horror movie before the family starts to turn.”
“The trip is important to your father.”
I stuck out my tongue. “You are hardly Gallagher’s biggest fan. You only agreed because the Blue Suede Cruise is all Elvis, all the time.”
Papa Beau curled his upper lip. “I couldn’t resist a week with the King.”
By securing Papa Beau, Dad rigged the vote so no one could decline. But I couldn’t understand why my parents thought it was a swell idea. They hadn’t spent a day together without fighting since long before the divorce. I liked to trace their problems back to Matt’s birth but I couldn’t prove anything for certain.
I polished off my breakfast and stashed the evidence in the bottom of my wastebasket. “I better hustle.”
In the hallway, I found a line at the bathroom door. My roommate, Lois Vo, leaned on the wall and yawned. “Any chance your brother fell asleep in the bathtub?”
“I forgot how much I hate living with him.” I pounded on the door. “Stop staring at your ugly face and hurry up. Other people need in the bathroom.”
“What? I can’t hear you?” He flipped on the hairdryer.
I pinched the bridge of my nose. “I’m sorry about this chaos.”
“Don’t apologize, I grew up with two of him.”
“But your brothers are well-behaved Vietnamese boys. Not the same.”
“They are in front of my parents. Behind their backs they are so much worse,” Lois said. “Much like Matt.”
“Good news is our tornado will be gone in ten minutes.”
“You’re leaving like this?” She motioned to my pajamas and Yoda slippers. “Makes quite the statement.”
“That is what I’m going for, of course.” I slapped the door. “Matthew Robinson out now or I am coming in.”
“If you do, your purple toothbrush is headed for the toilet,” he warned.
Lois’ eyes widened. “Becky, the purple is mine.”
“When we moved into this rundown complex in the bad part of town I told myself there was a silver lining.”
“What?”
“At least family can’t stay with us, no room.” I waved my arms like a game show host. “And yet, the Robinsons find a way.”
“At this rate, I might as well go to the 7-11 and use their bathrooms.”
I shoved a thumb at the floor. “Mrs. Mariano is back from Christmas with her daughter. She’ll probably give you cookies for stopping by.”
“Excellent point.” Lois whistled for her cat. “Kitka, do you want to go for a walk?” The striped tabby poked her head out of Lois’ room but one look at the craziness sent her back into hiding.
“Smart little kitten.”
“I wish I was going with you on the cruise.”
I wiggled my nose like Samantha Stevens. “Wish granted, you can take my place. Everything is already paid for.”
“Not quite what I had in mind, Becky.”
I grinned. “This is better because I won’t need to go.”
Lois leaned closer. “Did you and Justin get a chance to talk after Christmas?”
“Talk about what?”
“Fine, I won’t mention the mistletoe moment again. But you can’t avoid him forever since he’s driving y’all to the port this morning.”
“Not quite the conversation you want to begin on the fly with your entire family in the car.”
“Excuses, excuses.” She shook her head. “Eligible Hollywood actors don’t stay on the market long. Especially ones starring in their own television shows.”
My claim to fame came from a local ad and working as an assistant in the props department. Hardly in the same league as an up-and-coming movie star.
“I’ll talk to him soon. No rush.”
“Hey Tumbler, your mother told me to grab your luggage.”
I swiveled to face Justin Woods, in my embarrassing Yoda slippers. “What are you doing here?”
“I borrowed my friend’s Suburban to drive the Robinson gang to the port, remember?”
“I mean in the apartment. I didn’t realize you came in.” I cleared my throat. “Aren’t you early?”
“Late according to your mother but only because Gallagher let me in and spent ten minutes pitching his latest invention.”
“The Spritzo 3000? Sorry about him.”
Lois’ brows arched. “Which one is that?”
“Can’t say, Lo-Vo. You would invest.”
Justin rubbed his hands together. “About those bags?”
I hitched my thumb to my bedroom. “Help yourself. I don’t want to lose my place in line.”
He returned rolling a suitcase and carrying a trunk over his shoulder. “How long are you going to be gone?”
“One of those belongs to my grandfather,” I said. “Care to guess which one?”
“Papa Beau doesn’t strike me as a Barbie pink kind of guy.”
Lois twisted when he disappeared down the hall. “So how much of our conversation do you think he heard?”
I covered my eyes. “What did we even say? I can’t remember.”
“Probably nothing. It’s too loud in here to overhear anything. Don’t worry, Becks.”
The bathroom flung open to my smirking brother. “So, what loser thing did you do with mistletoe?”
I tiptoed and shoved my hand into his face. Greasy hair products made me slip right off. “Mind your own beeswax.”
“Your life isn’t interesting enough to care anyway.” He saluted as he squeezed by. “Sorry about the shaving cream.”
“What about it?” Lois opened the medicine cabinet and a stream of shaving cream flung into her face.
I hurried to her aide to shut the cabinet and slipped on the messy floor. I smacked the edge of the sink and blood trickled from my chin.
Matt rolled over in laughter, proud of his prank. “Cut yourself shaving again, Klutz?”
“Out!”
“Your brother is worse.” Lois whipped the gunk from her eyelids. “I concede.”
I struggled to my feet, careful not to take another spill. Shaving cream covered every surface, leaving behind Matt’s stinky, overbearing odor.
“What is with all the yelling?” My mother popped in before I closed the door. “Honey, we don’t have time for your accidents. We are departing in five minutes and you’re still in your pajamas.”
“But Matt he took forever… and he set up the bomb…”
“Don’t blame your brother.” She checked the time. “The ship is going to leave without us and I’m starting to think that is for the best.”
I huffed. “She always takes the little pest’s side. It is as if Eddie Haskell is my brother.”
Lois snagged her hairbrush. “Why don’t you go first? I’ll be in my room until all y’all are gone.”
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Justin put the Suburban in park and cut the Elvis music. “Thank you, thank you very much.”
“Isn’t that my line since you drove us?” I maneuvered Lorelai on my lap to unbuckle and the pup gave me surprise kisses.
“Probably, but my Elvis impression is killer.” He ditched his usual grin and adopted a smolder.
“But you can’t sing.”
“Says who?” He frowned.
“My ears did. When we went to Nashville.”
“Ah, but I took voice lesson for the country music movie so my out-of-tune ear is cured.”
“Somehow I doubt it.” I brushed back an escaped lock from my ponytail. “I guess I’ll see you in a week.”
“Almost wish I was coming with you.”
My hand hovered on the door handle. “Did short-term memory loss make you forget my family? They argued nonstop on the drive.”
“Trips with you are always interesting, Tumbler. I don’t want to miss the excitement.”
“No excitement unless my brother decides to pull another prank. I might snap and toss him overboard.”
My mother knocked on the window. “Becky Dear, we are on a tight schedule. Thank you for the ride, Justin.”
He swung out of the driver’s seat and gazed at the dock. “You guys sure this is the place?”
Gallagher opened his worn folder. “Says so right here on the confirmation – departure San Pedro.”
“A.M. or P.M.?” Papa Beau asked.
“I know how to tell time, Parker.”
“Then where is the ship?” Mom snagged the paper. “The cruise leaves at noon, not nine. We are three and a half hours early.”
“No Cindy, you aren’t converting the time. I booked on the east coast, so you fall back three hours.” Gallagher pointed to the printout. “This is in the western time zone.”
“They don’t list departure times from where you booked.” She covered her eyes with a manicured hand. “How can a reasonably smart man possess zero common sense?”
Gallagher clapped his hands. “Who’s hungry?”






  
  3
Hound Dog


We boarded the boat along with a crowd worthy of a Six Flags roller coaster. My shoulders squeezed tighter as I stepped on the ramp. Kids motored back and forth while their parents hollered to settle down. Members of the crew directed people to their cabins but some opted to hit the pool first. 
“I’ll check us in. Y’all hang tight.” Mom commandeered the itinerary after the time zone fiasco.
I made a bet with Papa Beau on how long it would take her to seize the role of captain. We both overestimated her restraint being she didn’t make it onboard.
I clutched Lorelai tighter as her body shook with nerves. “I promise, you’re going to love being out on the water.” I hoped.
“Did you bring her paperwork?” Matt asked.
I glared at him. “What do you know about that?”
“Well, dogs aren’t normally allowed on ships, duh.”
“Right but Dad sent me an email about the cruise’s animal policy…”
Gallagher lowered his phone and solitaire cards bounced on the screen. “I did what?”
Rage bubbled from my stomach and I imagined steam billowing from my ears. My ire zeroed in on the pest. “You hacked his email?”
“Hacked? Dad’s password is my name, your name, and Mom’s. All one word.”
“It is an old password,” Dad said. “I meant to change it ages ago but everything is saved on my computer for simple login.”
“I bet you’re regretting not reading the fine print more carefully, ey Klutz?”
I elbowed my brother in the stomach. “You took this prank too far. I can’t ditch my dog.”
Matt hid a smirk as he lurched over me with his gawky tall person cockiness. “As long as you brought the paperwork, she can come.”
I snagged the documents from my purse. “You’re sure?”
“This might help.” He snapped a canine service vest on my rambunctious Jack Russell Terrier. “You should probably wear sunglasses. For once the clumsiness might work in your favor.”
“You expect me to pretend to be blind this entire trip?”
“People love giving free stuff to the disabled. I’m going to cash in. And you keep your dog. Win, win.”
“You are incorrigible, Matt. I’m not going to lie to score freebies.”
“Then say bye-bye to the mutt.” He shrugged. “It’s that simple.”
“Not only is the scam awful it is ridiculous. Lorelai is always getting into trouble. No one would buy her as a service animal. And I’m not spending the entire vacation not seeing.”
“I thought you claimed to be an actor. You’ll never make it in this business, Tootsie”
“Fine by me as long as I don’t turn into a two-bit conman like you.”
“Your words sting.” He clutched his chest. “But one of us will retire at forty, rich and happy while the other will be lucky to land roles as someone’s grandma while still hoping for her big break.”
“How are you going fall into wealth with no skills and no plan?” I pointed at the skateboard attached to his backpack. “Are you the next Tony Hawk?”
“I’m a businessman. And if you don’t agree to my terms, I’m taking the vest back.”
I unbuckled the service dog harness and tossed it overboard. “I call that a win, win.”
“Hey, you owe me fifty bucks.”
“Hold on I’ll drop by the ATM.” The ship horn blared as I located the staircase. I stroked Lorelai’s velvet ears and softened my angry tone. She settled in the oversized purse, happily enjoying the ride. “Don’t worry girl, I’ll make sure you stay. And we won’t need to lie.” My mouth twitched. “Maybe a tiny fib.”
A few doors down on the Main Deck, I located the purser’s office. Before boarding the ship, I made certain to study the floor plan and learn every inch of the Blue Suede Cruise. I spent too much time lost in a hotel as of late and I refused to be caught off guard again.
Ten minutes aboard and my preparation already paid dividends. I knocked on the doorframe. “Excuse me?”
“You startled me. I didn’t expect any visitors.” A man with a dark mustache sprung from his computer. “Hey, that’s a dog.”
“Very astute I see why they pay you the big bucks.”
“What’s it doing onboard?” His bushy brows knit together, mirroring the mustache. “Are you the blind girl traveling with us?”
“No, I’m not. Well, I am but I’m not actually because of the mix-up.” I rubbed the pulsing vein in my forehead. “Do you understand?”
“Not a word ma’am.” He motioned to the chair across from his desk.
I took a breath and read his nameplate. “Mr. O’Brien, do you have any annoying brothers?”
“Phil, the pain of my… well gee I don’t know what to call him except pure trouble.” His Minnesota accent increased tenfold. “What I mean… why do you ask?”
“This misunderstanding is all my little brother’s fault. He played a prank on me. And now the ship is leaving and I smuggled my dog aboard. Is there any chance we can work something out?”
“Rules are rules, I’m afraid.”
“What do we do about the boat’s departure?” I asked.
“That does present a predicament.”
“I didn’t intentionally break the pet regulations, Mr. O’Brien. But now that she’s here, I’m hoping she can stay. She’s well-behaved and quiet.” Most of the time.
“She sure is a cute one.” He stretched his hand for Lorelai to sniff. “She looks a tad familiar.”
“Really?”
“You do too, come to mention it.” He tugged on the sleeves of his blue button-up shirt. “I never forget a face. I’ll think of it.”
I wondered for a moment if he recognized me from my Cali Smooth commercial but quickly dismissed the notion. The regional ad only ran for a few weeks last fall.
“A casting director told me last week I had one of those generic faces.” His exact words were ‘Too plain for a beautiful star and too boring for a character actor.’ But his was hardly the most offensive comment since moving to Hollywood.
“No, I recognize you from somewhere.” He snapped his fingers. “The Dean Mancini show.”
“I’m an intern on the Stealthy Suspicions podcast.” One of the many hats I wore to pay our hefty television bill.
“You and the dog solved a gold rush treasure murder in Northern California. You some sort of detective?”
“I dabble as an amateur sleuth.”
“No offense to you, but your pup stole the show during that interview.”
I held the pup’s paw. “Lorelai excels at limelight thievery. How can you resist this face?”
“Alright, I’ll tell you what. Guests eat up animals. I mean animal bits… shows with cute dogs and whatnot. If you agree to participate in a few of the numbers, with Miss Lorelai, you can both stay.”
“Deal.”
I returned to the reception area and located my family. Mom strung a neon lanyard around my neck. Inside the plastic sleeve, she stored a tiny, printed schedule. “What’s this?”
“Our daily itinerary,” she said.
“Nothing better than scheduled fun.” Papa Beau tucked his into his button-up shirt. “I didn’t notice any bathroom breaks on the list. Can we use those at our discretion, Cindy?”
“You all can mock if you want but this week will fly by if you don’t budget your time.” She checked her Rolex. “The captain will be making his welcome speech in seven minutes at the Graceland Bar.”
Gallagher pulled a pamphlet from the pocket of his khaki Dockers. “Where’s that?”
“On the Sun Records Deck,” I said with a cocky smile. I loved the Elvis-y flare the cruise liner added to the boring boat names.
“If we leave now, we can make it in time.”
Papa Beau stroked his beard. “Why fight the crowd? I’m sure we can listen over the loudspeaker.
“Where’s my room?” Matt ran a hand through the greasy product taming his wild brown hair. “I want to crash until we hit Mexico.”
“Your mother is right. We should catch the welcome wagon in person.” Gallagher displayed his old-fashioned camera, with a retrofitted zoom lens. “I want a family photo with the Elvis impersonator.” My father the inventor, loved nothing more than to fix things that weren’t broken. He likely tinkered with the camera to the point it no longer snapped pictures.
The elevator line wrapped around the reception area with impatient people hauling their luggage. Instead of waiting we navigated to the stairs with rolling suitcases in tow.
My wheels clanked off the steps, nearly tripping me and I wondered what happened to my mother and brother’s things. “Why didn’t we pay a porter to carry our stuff to our room?”
“A total waste of money.” Dad swung his arms like an umpire calling ‘safe’. “As if they don’t charge enough for the cruise. No way I’m shelling out extra for perks.”
Mom grabbed the handle of my suitcase. “I already took care of our bags. You can continue to be stubborn if you wish, Gallagher.”
We traveled up five flights to the Sun Records Deck. A sign for the gym, spa, and pool pointed one direction while the Graceland Bar pointed the other.
A sparse crowd filtered to the stage. Either most people didn’t possess my mother’s inside information or they didn’t care to watch the welcome in person.
Gallagher waved down a young man in a uniform similar to the crew of the Love Boat. “Excuse me, young man. Is this where the captain makes his introductions?”
“Yessirree.” He stretched about eight feet tall with a Bob Ross reddish-blonde afro. “I’m Kirby, the honorary first mate.”
Honorary?
“You must be a wealth of information.” Gallagher’s eyes lit up.
I covered my face. “Dad, I’m sure Kirby is busy.”
The first mate shrugged thin shoulders. “Not too much. I’m supposed to control the spotlight when Uncle… I mean Captain comes on stage. What do you guys want to know?”
“What type of engine does this puppy have?”
Kirby’s blank gaze looked right through my father. “Not sure.”
“What’s the top end speed?”
“Probably rather fast. Or maybe slow?”
Gallagher nodded. “How much does it cost to fuel this baby?”
“Um.” Kirby circled his finger as if solving a math problem in the air. “You ask a lot of tough questions, sir. The pursuer person might know a tad more than me about the running of the boat… ship.”
Music drifted from the speakers as the house lights dimmed. Several seconds of darkness stretched before a hoarse whisper from the podium. “Kirby!”
I pointed. “I think you missed the spotlight cue.”
“Wha-oh.” He spun his lanky body and clicked the remote control.
A bright light blinded the man center stage. He wore the same costume as Kirby but added a captain’s hat. He gripped the old-fashioned microphone and waved to the crowd. His radio voice carried through the boat’s intercom. “Salutations and welcome to the Blue Suede Cruise. I am Captain Raymond Fairchild and I want to thank you for sailing with us this week. If you didn’t already take note, this ship is all Elvis all the time, Baby.” He stroked his bushy salt and pepper beard. “You can check your itinerary for the full schedule but this afternoon we will be cruising through the Pacific before docking at Catalina Island tomorrow morning.”
He relished the round of applause and instructed the audience to continue.
“This is gonna be more fun than I imagined.” Matt rolled his eyes and snagged his Nintendo.
“Thank you, thank you.” The captain directed the crowd to settle down. “Without further ado, I want to introduce you to the stars of our show, the King of Rock and Roll, Mr. Elvis Presley.”
As if seeing double, two impersonators appeared on stage. One was considerably younger and wore a 1950s suit and blue suede shoes. The other was heavier, older, and sported mutton chop sideburns. The rhinestone jumpsuit further confirmed the era and I pegged him as the 1970s Elvis.
“These fellas are our exceptionally talented entertainment,” the captain said. “Meet Brandon Young, who will be performing songs early in the King’s catalog.”
He slicked back his hair, wobbled his knees, and sang the first few bars of Hound Dog. Extras dressed in poodle skirts flocked to the stage and screamed like girls on the Ed Sullivan Show appearance.
“Thank you, ladies.” Captain Fairchild maneuvered around the chaos to find his spotlight. “And handling the second half of the illustrious career is Aaron Sloane.”
The other Elvis broke into Burnin’ Love and threw a red scarf at a group of girls in bell bottoms.
If someone described the performance to me I might roll my eyes and think how cheesy. But in person, I couldn’t help but smile. It was over the top and a bit ridiculous but what did you expect from an Elvis cruise?
“These fellas will be here all week, including an exclusive Blue Hawaii show tonight. So, break out your Hawaiian shirts and sit back and enjoy the show starting after dinner.” The captain swung his hips in an attempted hula. “We are so pleased you joined us on this winter cruise. I’m sure many of you are curious about the rumors floating around.”
My snoopy nose tingled. “What rumors?”
My family shrugged off the comment, unconcerned.
“I of course can neither confirm nor deny talks of a merger.” The captain laughed. “But if we are… nay when we are picked up by one of the big boy cruise liners, we will continue to bring you the rock and roll music you all love. Play us out, boys.” He marched off the stage to the remainder of Burnin’ Love.
Hopefully, the nightly performances featured a live band rather than records pumped through the speakers.
“I want a family picture with the Elvises… Elvi?” Gallagher hesitated. “Hurry before we lose them.”
Both men disappeared backstage. Before the curtain fully closed, I caught Young shoving the older Elvis in the chest. “I don’t think now is the time for a photo op.”
“Of course it is. If we wait for the designated slot, the lines will be crazy.” Dad swung his camera. “This is perfect.”
“You aren’t allowed backstage, Gallagher.” Mom consulted her itinerary. Her cheeks puffed as she swayed from side to side. “This is the scheduled time for checking into our rooms and unpacking.”
“Where’s your sense of adventure?” Dad snagged her lanyard as if to tear up the schedule and quickly put
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