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Chuck Halford cast a critical eye over the cruise ship floating majestically in the bay. A pair of stubby tugs gave intermittent honks as they nudged the behemoth towards the dock. The tugs, dwarfed by the bulk of the Monarch of the Seas, looked like sheepdogs herding a brontosaurus.

“Oooh, Chuckie!” squealed his wife of six hours, Eunice. “Isn’t it just grand?”

“It’ll do,” Chuck said.

And it would, too.

Rearing up nearly twenty stories over the water, as if disdaining the crass liquid through which it was forced to maneuver, the massive ship—Largest Cruise Ship in History!!!, the ads proclaimed, reveling in multiple exclamation points. Biggest! Most modern!! Best!!!—seemed to sneer at the mere mortal ships that grouped in admiring, if distant, clusters around its sleek sides.

Yes, thought Chuck Halford. It would do.

A body falling from that gleaming prow would hit the sea, so far below, at a speed that would break bone and crush flesh and tear sinew. Even an experienced swimmer would be in no shape to take even a single stroke after that fall.

And Eunice couldn’t swim at all.

Of course.

None of his previous wives could swim either.

That was the second thing he found out about them, before he even chanced going on a first date. 

The first thing was the size of their bank balances and portfolios. Naturally.

Eunice squeezed his arm, quite obviously thrilled to distraction. Her eyes, a vivid sea green and more than somewhat protuberant, glowed in excitement.

Chuck gave her his number seven smile: benign and considerate, but with that smoldering undercurrent of faux sexuality that he had practiced and learned to exude so well...and take such advantage of over the years.

“It’s almost unreal, it’s so lovely,” Eunice whispered. Her lank hair with its faint musky odor that so offended Chuck—not that he ever let it show, of course—was pulled back in its usual, unbecoming flat bun that sat like a fifty-cent hamburger just above the fatty hump between her shoulders. She had spent a ridiculous amount on her trousseau and was currently resplendent in white linen shorts that screamed in pain over her protruding belly but fell in desolate folds over her non-existent ass; an emerald green silk shirt, sleeveless so that the wings on her upper arms undulated in the breeze like albino bat wings; and high heeled white sandals that gave her the gait of a spavined hippopotamus. Added to that was an ungodly amount of silver-and-emerald necklaces, bracelets and rings—“They match your eyes,” Chuck had told her when they were picking everything out at the jewelry story and putting it on her credit card, cementing the deal with smile number three, the one that proclaimed Can’t wait to bed you, babe. 

Chuck gave himself a mental reminder to make sure all that stuff ended up in his pocket at the end of the day. 

The gangway lowered in elegant near-silence, to touch down like thistledown on the concrete quay. The crowd surged forward.

Eunice began to tug on Chuck’s arm, excitement coming off her tubby body in waves. Sweat beaded on her low forehead.

“Slow down, darling,” Chuck protested in his sleepy and caressing voice. “We’ve got two whole weeks, after all. No need to hurry. Let’s take our time. Remember; we always want to take our time.”

She looked up at him and blushed, an ugly blotchy red that spread from her bulbous nose to the tops of the flabby breasts that peeked out of the gaps in her overstrained blouse. 

“Oh, Chuckie,” she purred as she pawed at him with one nail-bitten hand, each finger crowded with rings that cut into the flesh. “Of course, I’m in a hurry. It’s my honeymoon.” She stretched the last word into too many syllables, with a howl that was loud enough for everyone within a hundred-foot radius to hear.

Many of their fellow passengers turned their heads to examine the pair. Chuck could read the expressions as easily as his morning paper: some of the women were envious of Eunice and her tall blonde husband with his movie-star looks and athlete’s physique. The men, and some of the women as well, gave disbelieving looks that translated as: What does he see in her?

Chuck cast smiles on one and all. He knew what he saw in Eunice—a meal ticket, and quite the richest and juiciest yet in his long queue. Oh, Annabelle had had nearly as much in the bank, and Jessica’s property had brought a tidy sum after the sale, not to mention all the others. But the money just seemed to run through his fingers somehow, no matter how often he told himself he needed to put some back for a rainy day. 

Apparently, the forecast for Chuck Halford was always going to be clear and sunny. 

This time, maybe he could hold on to some of Eunice’s investments, put something away for his old age. After all, he was nearly thirty-nine, though he’d told Eunice he was twenty-seven. Her boy toy, she called him.

She was forty-five, ugly and rich.

The perfect wife. Temporarily, of course. 

He just hoped he’d be able to carry out his husbandly duties, if it came to that, without any overt signs of the disgust he felt for her. After all, he thought complacently as they began their trek up the gangplank at last, he wasn’t a cruel man.

Just greedy.

* *
[image: ]


“OH, CHUCKIE, IT’S JUST too, too perfect!”

Eunice’s pudgy hands were clasped in soulful delight. Her hair had come loose and now fell across her low forehead in lank, greasy strands. Her red lipstick had seeped into the cavernous creases around her mouth but faded from her flabby lips, leaving them a cadaverous gray.

She kicked off her sandals as soon as they entered their stateroom. The bridal suite, of course, and ruinously expensive, but Chuck wasn’t parsimonious—it was her money, after all. 

At least, for a while longer. Then it would be his. 

And it was a nice suite, he had to admit; one of the nicest he’d seen on any of his previous seven honeymoons—or was it eight? He counted surreptitiously on his fingers as he sprawled in an overstuffed chair.

A discreet knock, almost apologetic, came at the door.

Eunice sent him a startled look. He waved a hand and settled even farther into the chair. She plodded to open it.

A young steward was barely visible behind a tray holding a silver bucket from which protruded a bottle of champagne. Glasses tinkled as he walked to a table and deposited it between a massive fruit basket wrapped in clear orange cellophane and a two-foot box of chocolates that Eunice had already been plundering.

“Compliments of the Monarch of the Seas, Mr. and Mrs. Halford,” said the steward, “and congratulations on your wedding!” 

The steward lingered casually with a professional half-smile on his face as Eunice oohed and ahhed and scrambled in her huge purse.

“Thank you so much!” she burbled as the boy tried not to grin when he saw the size of his tip. “I just hope I don’t get tipsy! I’m not used to champagne!”

Thank you, Chuck said silently. That little bit of knowledge will be perfect to remind the steward of later, after the tragic event. 

A deep, goose-like honk reverberated through the air and Eunice squealed. Then she clapped her hands. “The ship is sailing, darling, the ship is sailing! We’ll soon be on the high seas!”

“You just make very sure you’re not too high from that champagne, sweetheart,” Chuck said with a quick flash of smile number five. “I’ve got plans for our time after supper. Remember, you’ve got certain wifely duties to perform tonight, and I am an exacting taskmaster.”

Eunice giggled and her eyes glowed. She sidled up to him, wiping chocolate on her white shorts. They were already streaked across the back with the same substance, looking as if she’d had an uncontrollable attack of Montezuma’s revenge.

“We don’t have to wait until tonight, Chuckie.” She brushed a tentative finger over his cheek.

He took her hand and kissed the finger, then stood to tower over her. “Captain’s dinner on the first night is required, don’t forget, and that’s only,” he glanced down at his Rolex, one of her numerous wedding gifts, “five hours from now. I want to get the tour of the ship out of the way—since I don’t expect to see much of it after tonight,” he gave her a broad wink “—and then we’ve got to get dressed in our best.” He dropped her hand and wiped his on his immaculate khaki shorts. “So get those shoes back on, babe, and let’s get started on that tour.”

Eunice flung a suitcase on the bed, popped it open and scrambled around, then held up a pair of flat sandals in triumph. “Better for walking,” she said as she slid them on.

Chuck was almost impressed. He never expected her to show that kind of sense.

Or any sense, really.

After all, she’d married him, hadn’t she?

* *
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THE Monarch of the Seas was so enormous that they barely made it back to the bridal suite in time to dress for dinner.

But Chuck knew Eunice—or, rather, Eunice’s appetite.

So he wasn’t surprised that they were among the first to be shown to the captain’s table across the wide and elegant formal dining room. 

But not more than halfway to the table, Eunice dropped Chuck’s hand and stopped dead in her tracks.

“Look, Chuckie.” She pointed up at the domed ceiling with both hands, fingers splayed as if she were pointing at ten things at once. 

Chuck was well-practiced at hiding his irritation, but came close to snapping at her as he noticed her sleeveless silver gown displayed to all that she’d neglected to shave under one arm, while the other underarm was the angry red of razor burn. 

“What is it, darling?” he looked up to see a vast painting that covered the center of the ceiling above them.

A majestic man with the tail of a fish sat on a golden throne
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