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      Lady Marjorie Snellthorpe flicked through an English copy of The Times newspaper while waiting for her friends to arrive from the airport. She wanted them to register with the tour guide together, but was also glad of the rest after a late night at the Theatre DeLaMar the evening before. She had flown into Amsterdam a day early to enjoy the sights and visit places she had been to with her late husband, Ralph, topping it off with dinner followed by a performance of Fiddler on the Roof.

      A hullabaloo in the hotel lobby dragged her attention away from a news article about a government-led increased investment strategy for green energy. After lowering the newspaper and lifting her chin, she could just make out the back of a weighty woman wearing a fluorescent pink dress seriously clashing with her bright red hair. Just as Marjorie had the ruckus in view, someone bumped into her seat, sending her reading glasses flying off the side of the arm onto the floor.

      “I’m so sorry,” stuttered a tall, buxom woman who appeared to be in her early seventies. “I was distracted by the commotion over there and wasn’t looking where I was going.”

      The woman’s left hand covered her mouth. Marjorie retrieved her spectacles while noticing the woman’s bright blue floral-patterned summer dress was cut low around the chest, and the documents in her right hand.

      “No harm done,” she closed the newspaper and folded it before turning her attention back towards the raised voice. Marjorie shook her head in dismay, hoping that by doing so she could shake away the glimmer of recognition at the voice doing the shouting. Shockwaves descended her spine. Marjorie hoped she was mistaken; she couldn’t see the noisy woman clearly, but she could certainly hear her – along with everyone else in reception.

      Surely not! Anyway, the woman she knew had grey hair.

      “I DON’T CARE WHETHER YOU CAN FIND MY NAME ON YOUR LIST OR NOT! I’ve booked this trip and I’m going, whatever your printout says. Find me someone who knows what they’re doing, won’t you!”

      The flustered young tour guide, her blonde hair tied back in a ponytail, stepped backwards as the older woman encroached on her personal space. She frantically scanned a list on a clipboard.

      “Oh dear. I do hope she’s not one of ours,” remarked the woman who had bumped into Marjorie’s chair. “I see from your luggage you’re joining the Amsterdam to Budapest river cruise?”

      Marjorie was still taking in the unravelling scene as it got nearer to the reception desk, along with the dreaded recognition of the woman causing the nuisance; she barely managed to respond to the lady who was awaiting her reply.

      “Yes, I am. And looking forward to it, too. Marjorie Snellthorpe, how do you do?”

      “Greta Mitchell. Nice to meet you.” The woman smiled.

      Somewhat forced, thought Marjorie.

      Greta helped herself to a chair opposite Marjorie. “I think I’ll wait here until the disturbance dies down. Larry – that’s my husband – should be along soon. He left his phone in the taxi; he’s such a blundering idiot these days, doesn’t seem at all focussed. I’m hoping the holiday will do him good. The concierge has had to call the driver back.”

      “Oh dear, how inconvenient.” Marjorie was only half listening as the fracas at reception became louder again. Most people had stopped what they were doing and were staring disapprovingly at the vociferous woman causing the rumpus.

      Another woman, wearing a pristine sky-blue suit with a tailored blouse similar to those of the young tour guide attempting to deal with the unseemly guest, appeared and took over. She was older, in her forties, and had an air of seniority.

      “I’m terribly sorry, madam. If there’s been a mistake, we’ll sort it out. Come with me and let me ring head office to see if I can find out what’s happened. Why don’t you sit over here while I get this sorted?” Leading the troublesome woman away, she nodded to the younger woman to carry on as a crowd had gathered in a queue.

      “Thank goodness that’s settled. I can’t be doing with troublesome people like her,” said Greta.

      “Mm,” was all Marjorie could bring herself to say. She noticed people resume whatever it was they had been doing before the commotion started as if nothing had happened.

      “Are you taking the cruise alone?” Greta forced Marjorie’s head away from the disappearing cause of the trouble. Detecting a hint of disapproval in the other woman’s tone, on closer inspection, Marjorie noticed tight lips and deep frown lines beneath a heavy layer of foundation.

      “I do travel alone occasionally since my husband, Ralph, died, but on this trip, I have two young friends to accompany me.”

      “No family, then?”

      Greta Mitchell was beginning to annoy Marjorie, but she answered politely. “I have a son who manages the family business, he and his wife live a few miles away from me. Rachel – one of the young women joining me – is like a granddaughter. We’re very close… Ah, speaking of which, here they are.” Marjorie was happy to see the beaming faces of her young friends heading straight for her. Rachel leaned down and had thrown her arms around her and kissed her cheek before Marjorie had time to stand up.

      “Marjorie! It’s wonderful to see you. Sorry we’re late, Sarah was stopped and searched coming through customs. I’ve always said she looks like a criminal.” Rachel’s infectious laugh and wink made Marjorie feel all was well in the world again.

      Sarah nudged her friend out of the way and kissed Marjorie on the other cheek. “What did I say about not telling anyone, Rachel Prince? You’re terrible. Hello, Marjorie, it’s lovely to see you. You’re looking well.”

      “And I’m feeling well, dear. I’m not long back from taking a stroll around the markets and thought I’d wait for you before registering for the tour. I was just reading The Times before Mrs Mitchell here joined me.” Marjorie beamed with pride as Rachel and Sarah introduced themselves to the wide-eyed, disapproving Greta Mitchell.

      “Thank you for keeping our friend company. I’m Rachel, this is Sarah.”

      Greta took the outstretched hands, dropping them quickly. “What’s that about being searched?”

      “Oh, it was nothing.” Rachel smiled at a red-faced Sarah before addressing Greta again. “Are you on the river cruise?”

      “Yes. My husband and I are taking to the water for the first time. We usually holiday in the South of France. This is his choice.” Marjorie picked up the disparaging tone again. “It’s our Golden Wedding Anniversary.”

      “Wow! Congratulations,” replied Rachel and Sarah in unison.

      “Thank you, but it’s not until Wednesday.” Greta huffed before changing the subject. “You’ve just missed a dreadful argument between a fat woman and that young tour guide over there.” Greta nodded towards the blonde woman checking in the guests. “They were going at it like a pair of alley cats when I arrived.”

      Marjorie felt the ‘fat’ woman, a rude term at the best of times, especially as the woman she was referring to wasn’t much bigger than Greta herself, but she remained silent.

      “Oh?” quizzed Rachel. “Anything we need to worry about?”

      Marjorie’s eyes warned Rachel off the topic. Her young friend could always read her. She shook her head slightly and Rachel took the hint.

      “About time! Here’s my husband at last,” announced Greta, standing up.

      A worried-looking sparrow-like man with a balding head looked up at his wife. “Panic over.” He waved his phone in the air before placing it in the inside jacket pocket of his brown suit.

      Without introducing them to her husband, Greta abruptly took his arm and hustled him towards the young guide. “Come along, Larry. I want to check in and get an early dinner booking. You have no idea what I’ve been through waiting for you. Please take more care in future…”

      The apparently hen-pecked Larry meekly followed his wife towards the young tour guide, who smiled at them, revealing polished white teeth.

      “Little and Large,” chuckled Marjorie.

      “I feel sorry for the poor man,” said Sarah, who was always kind. Her hazel-green eyes trailed the couple momentarily before she took a seat next to Marjorie. “This is so exciting. I get to take a cruise where I’m the one being looked after for a change. Although being searched at the airport wasn’t a brilliant start. And for your information, Rachel, I look nothing like a criminal.”

      “It is Amsterdam, my dear. They can’t be too careful, you know. Anyway, let’s hope you don’t need looking after in hospital; I wouldn’t want you having to make comparisons there,” teased Marjorie. Sarah worked as a nurse on board a cruise ship owned by Queen Cruises, the same line that owned the river cruise vessel they would be joining the next morning. She and Rachel had originally met Marjorie on a cruise to the Mediterranean when Rachel had saved Marjorie’s life. Sarah was Rachel’s lifelong best friend and they had all become close over the past few years.

      “And let’s hope there are no murders,” said Rachel.

      “I suppose there has to be one downside. You know how I love to be your investigating assistant,” laughed Marjorie.

      Rachel giggled. “I can’t believe you said that, Marjorie Snellthorpe.”

      “I can,” said Sarah, giving Marjorie a disapproving frown.

      The queue forming in front of the young guide lengthened and the more senior one joined her to assist with taking names and handing out information folders. There was no sign of the troublesome person from earlier.

      “I think we should wait for the queue to die down,” Marjorie suggested. “Let’s order some tea.”

      As if by magic, a waiter arrived and offered them refreshments. Marjorie ordered a pot of tea and Rachel and Sarah requested coffees.

      “What was it about the commotion your friend mentioned that you didn’t want to talk about?” Rachel asked.

      “She’s hardly a friend, we’d only just met. If I’m honest, I didn’t take to her, but I can’t explain why.”

      “Me neither,” chimed Sarah.

      “Stop dodging the question, Marjorie. You’re worried about something. I recognise that look.”

      Sarah suddenly appeared concerned. “Really? What is it, Marjorie?”

      “A blast from the past, that’s all. I thought I recognised someone. A person I’d rather not meet, but who might be booked onto the same holiday as us. It may not be her, of course. I only got a glimpse from the back. It was the voice I recalled: loud, brash and very northern.”

      “Now you’re being a snob,” said Sarah.

      “No. I don’t mean it like that. The woman I know… knew had a thick northern accent and was always extremely loud.”

      Rachel took her trembling hand.

      “Who is she?”

      “If it is who I think it is, she’s Ralph’s cousin, a woman called Edna, Edna Parkinton.”

      “I wasn’t expecting you to say she was a relative,” admitted Rachel. “I take it you don’t get on?”

      “You take it right. Ralph had a wayward uncle who married beneath him – according to Ralph, not me.” Marjorie stuck her chin out at Sarah, not wishing to be accused of being a snob again. “His father disapproved of the marriage, although he would have accepted it if it weren’t for other misdemeanours on his son’s part. We lost track after Ralph’s Uncle Peter’s third marriage. Edna is the daughter of his first wife, a lounge singer called Gloria, a decent, hardworking sort, actually. We were friends with Edna for a while after Ralph and I married, and kept in touch at Christmastime with cards and the odd letter for years, but I think underneath it all, she was bitter about her father missing out on the family inheritance.”

      Rachel’s jaw dropped. “So, how did you fall out?”

      “We didn’t so much fall out as lose touch by mutual consent.” Marjorie didn’t want to discuss the row Edna had had with Ralph, not being one to wash her dirty linen in public. “I last saw her a few years ago at her mother’s funeral. We didn’t have much to say to each other. Her brother, Clive – he’s even more bitter than she is – kept us apart. So we haven’t stayed in touch, and as she isn’t a blood relative as such, I admit, I gave it up.

      “I heard on the grapevine that her own husband died last year and sent her a sympathy card, but I wasn’t invited to the funeral. I’ve been feeling guilty about her family’s side of things for some time now, if I’m honest. Ralph inherited everything and Peter was written out of the will.”

      “It does sound harsh,” Sarah said.

      “Indeed it was. But, you see, Ralph’s uncle, as well as being a womaniser, was also a compulsive gambler and would have brought the family name to ruin, and no doubt have gambled away the money from the business their father had worked so hard to build up.”

      “Was the uncle, Peter, also titled?” asked Rachel.

      “No. My husband inherited the title. All Peter did was accumulate enormous debts. It wouldn’t surprise me if he didn’t sometimes use Ralph’s title as surety. I’m afraid he wasn’t honest, neither was his third wife. Edna’s mother was different. As well as being hardworking, she was a woman with scruples. If anyone could have brought Peter into line, it would have been her, but he left her in poverty while pursuing other women and frequenting casinos. She divorced him in the end, but received nothing but debt in the settlement. Another reason Edna is so bitter, I expect.”

      “Did no-one try to help her?” Sarah asked in dismay.

      “Yes, Ralph’s father did, but Gloria – Edna’s mother – wouldn’t accept anything; she was a proud woman. He paid for Edna’s wedding just before he died, the only thing her mother ever accepted from the family. Peter didn’t even go to the wedding – embarrassed, I expect, at being unable to foot the bill. It was tradition in those days for the bride’s father to pay.”

      “Perhaps it wasn’t this Edna you saw, Marjorie,” said Rachel.

      “Well, if it is, I feel sorry for her. Sounds like she and her mother had a tough life,” said Sarah.

      “Don’t,” answered Marjorie. “She doesn’t deserve pity.” The names Edna had called Ralph came flooding back. Marjorie was pleased when Rachel intervened to dispel the tension.

      “Come on, the queue’s died down, let’s go and register.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      The travel agent had arranged a dinner for the holiday party joining the river cruise, and Marjorie, Rachel and Sarah gathered in the hotel’s Club Lounge for pre-dinner drinks to meet with other travel companions. Daisy Young, the youthful blonde woman who had been yelled at earlier, had introduced herself when registering them. She now stood at the door, ticking people off her list.

      “Good evening, Lady Snellthorpe—”

      “Marjorie, please.”

      A genuine smile lit up Daisy’s youthful face and pale green eyes. “Okay, Marjorie, please help yourself to drinks and mingle as much as you like. It’s not compulsory, though.”

      “Right person for that job,” remarked Rachel as they moved past a small gathering.

      “Quick! Over there,” Marjorie ushered her two friends into a corner on the far side of the room.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Rachel.

      “It’s her,” Marjorie hissed. “One o’clock, dressed in emerald green.”

      Rachel and Sarah peered over her shoulder in the direction she had indicated.

      “If she’s on the same cruise after all, I don’t see how you can avoid her for a whole fortnight. Why don’t you get it over with and make amends?” Sarah had the annoying habit of wanting to be a peacemaker. Whilst she had a point, Marjorie wasn’t quite ready to succumb so easily. Not just yet.

      “Oh, look! There’s Greta Mitchell,” Marjorie waved at the surly woman heading towards them, followed by her meek husband.

      “This is the woman I was telling you about, Larry. The lonely one who witnessed the fight in reception while you were absent.” The pointed dig was not lost on the small man, who sighed quietly.

      Marjorie’s eyes widened. Although resenting being described as lonely, she ignored that part.

      “It was hardly a fight—”

      “If Faith Weathers hadn’t intervened, it could well have been.” Greta didn’t appear happy with her exaggerated version of events being challenged. Marjorie had no intention of discussing the matter further as Edna might appear at any moment and reveal their relationship.

      “Is that the other guide’s name? We haven’t met her yet.”

      “Yes, she’s the lead guide. To be honest, I didn’t recognise her at first; she’s dyed her hair black. We’ve met her before, haven’t we, Larry?” Without giving her husband an opportunity to reply, Greta whispered to Marjorie, “I have some dirt on her. She doesn’t remember me, but I remember her very well indeed.”

      “I thought this was your first cruise?”

      “It is, that’s not how we met. In fact, there are several people in this room I could tell you all about.”

      “Ladies!” A tall man of average build joined them. Marjorie noticed he was wearing a brown toupee, not quite matching the grey sideburns. His twinkling blue eyes and a well-trimmed mascaraed moustache added to the appearance of one not being comfortable with the ageing process. He’d appeared behind Larry and Greta as if he were an old friend, but his gaze made a beeline for Marjorie’s young friends. He immediately focussed his attention on Rachel. “I feel like I’ve died and gone to heaven. I had no idea I’d be surrounded by such beauty.”

      Rachel, tall with long blonde hair and blue eyes, was stunningly beautiful, but her looks were not something she was entirely comfortable with, often drawing unwelcome attention. Marjorie knew the man’s approach was nothing new; Rachel had heard it all before. She tutted. The man was old enough to be her friend’s grandfather.

      What is it with some older men that they think they can be attractive to young women? Marjorie mused before intervening.

      “Good evening to you too, Mr?”

      “Tyler, Horace Tyler—”

      “Mr Tyler, I’m Marjorie. Have you met Greta and Larry Mitchell?” Marjorie shook Horace’s hand, turning at the same time towards the little man, who flushed. Greta’s straight face reacted angrily at the interruption of her would-be gossip. Horace Tyler let out a loud snort, clearly not happy with having his attention drawn away from Rachel, either.

      “Can’t say I have. How do you do?” Horace was about to turn back towards Rachel when Greta snarled at him.

      “Oh, really? We’ve met before, all right.”

      The man’s brow furrowed. Greta had recovered her disappointment at being unable to continue her conversation with Marjorie now she’d found new prey. She immediately commandeered
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