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        ‘A social-lite, a social worker and a vicar meet in a bar…’

      

      

      

      
        
        ‘Five guests die overnight on a cruise ship.

        Were their deaths unsurprising or was something more sinister at play?

        Sleuths attending the Crime Writers’ Conference onboard investigate.’

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DAY 4 – WAKEUP CALL

          

        

      

    

    
      The shimmering ship slid silently through dark ocean waters under a pale crescent moon. A beacon of elegance, the Oceanic Wanderer carried 2,000 souls—some awake, some dreaming, and five, as of this morning, no longer among the living.

      The chime of the loudspeaker at 5:00am would have woken the dead. Except, Lynette blissfully slept through the announcement. Perhaps because of the high-quality ear plugs she wore every night, or more realistically, because of the perfect bottle of Penfolds Bin 389 Cabernet Shiraz, she’d consumed the night before. She rolled over and wrapped herself tightly in her sheets. Her slumber was luxurious, defiant, and undisturbed.

      ‘Attention, attention This is your captain speaking. We regret to inform you that during the night, five of our passengers have sadly passed away. We extend our deepest condolences to their families and friends. Further information will be provided at 9:00am. Thank you.’

      ‘Lord, what in heaven’s name…’ Thomas woke with a start, sat up and pondered if a mistake had been made in alerting all passengers to the sad news of the passing of five persons overnight. Surely the audience for this message was his crew and not the 2,000 passengers under his care. After a quick prayer for the recently departed, Reverend Martin adjusted his flannel pyjamas, pulled a pillow over his head, and went back to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THREE DAYS EARLIER

          

        

      

    

    
      The ship’s horn bellowed as the late afternoon sun cast a magical glow over Sydney Harbour, its busy waters alive with movement and colour. A majestic, white-hulled cruise ship, adorned with gleaming decks and fluttering pennants, began to ease away from the Passenger Terminal at Circular Quay. Two sturdy tugboats flanked it, guiding the leviathan gently through the harbour’s sparkling expanse. The ship’s deep horn bellowed again, echoing across the water like a grand farewell, just as disco music burst from speakers on the upper decks.

      On the Lido deck, nearly every guest had gathered—some swaying joyfully to the retro beat under the open sky, others lined at the railings, captivated by the postcard-perfect view. Everyone was in a good mood and while most other passengers were still strangers, there was a gentle nod as drinks were collected from the steward, and many offers to take photos of friends with a wide selection of majestic backdrops to choose between. The Opera House gleamed in the distance, its white sails catching the sun, while old-fashioned green-and-gold ferries crisscrossed the harbour, carrying commuters and tourists alike to internationally famous landmarks such as Manly, Luna Park and Taronga Zoo. Nearby, smaller boats bobbed in the ship’s wake, their passengers cheering and waving. High above, adventurous climbers on the Sydney Harbour Bridge paused to wave as well, silhouetted against a sky that was beginning to blush with twilight.

      The ship slowly crossed ‘the heads’ and out into the open sea, its passengers sipping colourful cocktails, snapping selfies, and laughing in the breeze, as Sydney slipped behind them like a dream. Many passengers retreated inside for the first sitting in the dining room while others went to the bar, called Rendezvous, to order another drink. Socialite and former magazine editor Lynette Lawrence assessed the other passengers for brand of clothing and likely post code. It was a fifty-year habit she couldn’t shake. She collected her drink and retired to a corner to read Death on the Nile by Agatha Christie. On the other side of the deck, a man was deeply engrossed in Along Came a Spider by James Patterson. Thomas Martin loved the slow drip reveal in police procedural novels and took great pleasure in spotting the crook before the last chapter. Neither noticed a young woman standing in the shadows, near the rails on the upper deck, quietly sobbing.

      As Thomas waited near the doors of Musings dining room, he pondered creating a fake persona. He’d spent his life advocating for openness and honesty in difficult situations and now had his words, thundering in his ears. Maybe I should go to the buffet? Avoid the questions. Coward! His inner voice was interrupted by an elegantly dressed waiter asking for his name before promptly shepherding him inside the mahogany-stained doors. Thomas was momentarily overwhelmed; in a world he had little experience of. A soft swell of classical music from a string quartet floated across the grand dining room, blending seamlessly with the  clink of glasses and the tapping of cutlery on fine crockery. The scent of freshly baked bread teased the air and the crystal chandeliers, refracted light off the jewellery and heavily sequinned outfits adorned by many of the already seated guests. The guest at his assigned table was no exception. Lynette Lawrence looked up as he approached, her eyes bright with a whisper of mischief. Her false eyelashes fluttered as she lifted her champagne glass.

      ‘Welcome. I’m Lynette or Lynnie.’

      ‘Thomas,’ he replied before turning to thank his escort.

      Good manners. Hmmm. Hands that haven’t seen a day of physical work in his life. Noble bearing. Clothing probably from the sales rack at Big W. I’d say a…

      ‘And this is your table Mrs…’

      ‘No, no, I’m just Molly, Molly Jones,’ the doe-eyed young woman replied.

      ‘Welcome Molly,’ Lynette said. ‘Should we order you a drink? I think you might need it.’

      ‘Yes. Yes please. A vodka tonic.’

      ‘And for you, sir?’ the waiter asked Thomas.

      ‘I’m fine with water thank you.’

      Possible teetotaller. This’ll be fun.

      ‘So we’re waiting on one more person before we can order,’ Lynette observed.

      ‘No, no the chair will remain empty for the voyage. My…my husband was meant to be sitting there. He won’t be with us.’

      ‘Has he died?’ Lynette asked sympathetically.

      ‘Not that I’m aware of. And he’s not my husband. He would have been of course if he’d turned up for our wedding this morning.’ Thomas reached across and gently placed his hand on Molly’s arm. ‘This was meant to be our honeymoon. His choice not mine. I read romance while he loves crime. Not my type of cruise at all. Mind you, I have quite a few criminal thoughts at the moment.’

      ‘Were there signs he was having doubts? What did he say to you?’ Lynette asked.

      ‘No signs. Nothing. Or maybe…I just didn’t see then. And he didn’t speak to me. Such a coward. Sent a text yesterday. Sorry was all it said. And then he disappeared. Didn’t return my calls. Best man had no idea where he’d gone. His parents had no idea. I, I, I was lost. Mum said she’d talk to the guests, and deal with the caterers, the minister and I just wanted to run away.’ She reached into her handbag, pulled out a tissue and dabbed her eyes. ‘He’d paid for the honeymoon, and it might be the only thing I ever get from him. That’s why I’m here, feeling wobbly, beside an empty chair.’

      The conversation stopped as the waiter returned with Molly’s drink.

      ‘Can we have a bottle of champagne for the table too, on my account,’ Lynette said. The waiter nodded and disappeared. ‘It sounds to me like you’ve dodged a bullet, dear. Your fiancé…’

      ‘Ex-fiancé Brad,’ Molly said sniffing.

      ‘Yes, your Brad, doesn’t sound worthy of you.’

      ‘Worthy of me? There’s something wrong with me. I’m not wanted. I’ve been publicly rejected.’

      ‘There’s nothing wrong with you and no one is thinking that’ Thomas said firmly. Everyone’s sympathies are with you. Believe me. We’ve all been there, one way or the other.’

      ‘You’ve been jilted too?’ Molly asked.

      ‘No, not exactly. But subject to public shaming. You bet. I am, I mean I was, a minister in an outer suburb of Sydney. As a result of a disagreement with the new Bishop, I was forced to resign, well, to take early retirement so we could pretend it wasn’t a dismissal. And it was suggested,’ he said, flexing the first two fingers on each hand as he said suggested, ‘that I leave the area to give the new minister freedom to settle into his new role and start building relationships, without distraction. I was not afforded due process. I was forced to leave a job and a community that I love. I am bereft. I am angry and I’ve come on this cruise to, to escape, I guess.’ Thomas blew air out through his lips.

      ‘What are you going to do next?’ Lynette asked.

      ‘I’ve no idea. And I guess that’s something I also have in common with Molly.’ This time it was Lynette who placed her hand on his arm.

      ‘Coming on the cruise was the best decision, for both of you. You’re not alone.’

      ‘Thanks Lynnie. Must admit I didn’t expect to tell anyone about my debacle or to find a sympathetic ear. We’ve shared our story, what’s yours and why did you come on this cruise?’

      ‘My story? There isn’t enough time on this cruise to do it justice. In short, I’ve been sacked six times, married five times, widowed twice and divorced twice. After 65 years as a magazine editor, I now spend my time travelling and drinking and sometimes drinking and travelling. I was meant to be in Aspen this week catching up with friends, but my doctor banned me from travelling by plane while I’m on blood thinners and it was too late to book a cruise to get me there in time. I have a long shopping list of medical ailments, of which I’ll spare you the details. I’m bald beneath this wig which is currently the most distressing thing in my life. Oh, and I like to read.’ Thomas and Molly exchanged glances, unsure how to respond.

      ‘So you’re still married?’ Molly asked.

      ‘Apparently. Haven’t seen him in twenty years. Since we were at a party in St Tropez where there were many attractive women…and men. Well, I’ll leave the rest to your imagination. I came home alone.’

      ‘Are you waiting for anyone else?’ the food waiter asked. ‘Would you like me to take your orders?’

      ‘No, we’re not and yes please,’ Lynette said. The drinks waiter arrived with the bottle of champagne and was immediately instructed by Lynette to pour them all a glass. She watched Thomas take a generous slurp. So not a teetotaller.

      ‘Do you think you’ll go to any of the events at the Crime Writers’ Conference?’ Thomas asked, struggling to find a way to respond to all that Lynette had disclosed.

      ‘Yes. A few of them can be fitted in between being pampered in the spa, sipping cocktails by the pool or listening to beautiful music on the stairwell. There’s also a show every evening that’s generally pretty good. For this cruise they’re all based on thriller or crime novels. I think tonight it’s Bonnie and Clyde, tomorrow, The Woman in White and then maybe The Mystery of Edwin Drood. I’ll have to check the program.’

      ‘They sound intriguing. I’m in,’ Thomas said.

      Their conversations were momentarily interrupted while their entrees were served.

      ‘Did you know that this is my 25th cruise? Bit of a milestone,’ Lynette said.

      ‘Wow, this is my first. I’ve no experience unless you include watching re-runs of The Love Boat on TV,’ Molly said.

      ‘I can reassure you that life on a cruise ship is rarely like that. Still, one can but hope. Let’s toast to that,’ Lynette offered.

      ‘Agreed,’ said Molly. Thomas smiled meekly before raising his glass as well.

      An easy relationship settled among the three as they enjoyed their entrees. As dinner was served a bottle of Bollinger champagne was placed in front of Lynette by the sommelier.

      ‘The captain understands this is your 25th cruise, an event worthy of celebration.’

      ‘How thoughtful. Please pass on my thanks to the captain.’ Lynette winked at Molly and then leant over to Thomas and whispered, ‘there are ears everywhere.’

      When dessert was served thirty minutes later, the captain arrived to introduce himself and congratulate Lynette on her 25th cruise.

      ‘And who are your travelling companions?’

      ‘I’m Molly Jones from Brisbane and this is my first cruise,’ Molly stuttered in awe of the uniformed man with such a confident presence.

      ‘I’m Reverend…,’ he stopped, ‘I’m Thomas Martin from Sydney and Sir, you command an impressive vessel.’

      ‘Thank you, Thomas. Indeed I do. You should see it in all its splendour. If you’re not going ashore in Hobart, you should join the tour I’ll be leading. You’ll get to see the front of house and back house operations.’

      ‘What a wonderful idea. I’d love to.’

      ‘Put your name down with the Purser and I look forward to seeing you on Tuesday.’ He turned his attention back to Lynette. ‘Congratulations again Mrs Lawrence and have a wonderful 25th cruise.’ They watched in awe as he walked across the room with the team of waiters standing to attention as he passed.

      ‘Didn’t know we’d be sitting next to royalty,’ a woman from the neighbouring table said with a cheeky smile.

      ‘I’ve been called a queen more than once in my life,’ Lynette replied, ‘which of course hasn’t always been delivered with the generosity of spirit one might like.’

      ‘I known as the Matron of Mumpety in my local district. It’s also not a term of endearment.’

      ‘I think we’re going to be best friends.’ Lynette said brightly. ‘Do you like champagne?’

      ‘What sort of question is that.’

      ‘Silly me.’

      Thomas signalled for the waiter to bring over another two champagne flutes as they shuffled their chairs around the table to allow their new friends to join them. Molly looked up at the crinkled eyes and fluffy beard of the much younger man who was sharing a table with “The Matron”. What a kind face.

      ‘I’m Florence Mumpter and this is my son Ethan.’

      ‘Nice to meet you. And where’s Mumpety Downs?’

      ‘Our property is actually called Melaleuca Downs and it’s about ten kilometres west of Wagga Wagga.’

      ‘West of Wagga Wagga,’ now that would’ve been a great name for a property,’ Molly mused.

      ‘And what is it that you do, oh dreamer of West of Wagga Wagga?’ Florence asked.

      ‘Social worker. In Brissie. Work for the government, and of course the community. My parents used to be farmers. At Mutdapilly, west of Ipswich. Went through some tough years, sold up and moved back into town.’

      ‘Hope they were OK with that. We’ve known some tough
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