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  About the Book


Forget icebergs—on this voyage, murder is just the tip of the icepick. 

RMS Oceanic, New Year’s Eve, 1924
Private Investigator Penelope van Kessler is ready to ring in the new year with elegance and adventure aboard the luxurious RMS Oceanic. With her poodle Ginger in tow and her meddling mother orchestrating every move, Penelope braces for family drama on the high seas.

But the voyage takes a deadly turn when the ship’s detective meets an icy demise—and Penelope’s mother is discovered standing over the body, holding an ice pick.

Determined to quiet the scuttlebutt and clear her mother’s name, Penelope dives headfirst into the dead-in-the-water murder investigation. With the crew skeptical of her meddling and the killer lurking dangerously close, Penelope must stay one step ahead as the ship steams toward the U.S. and a jurisdiction nightmare.

Can Penelope navigate the treacherous waters of murder? Or will her search for justice cause a disaster more memorable than the Titanic?
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  1
Ringing in the New Year


New Year’s Eve, 1924 – The Atlantic Ocean 
The Oceanic Empress glittered like a floating palace, strung with enough lights to be seen from the moon—or so the papers said. She carved a steady path through the Atlantic, the starlight casting a silver ribbon over calm waters. It was the kind of tranquil night that always came before a storm, whether at sea or in life.
Inside the grand ballroom, the celebration was in full swing. A jazz trio perched on a modest platform bopped and swayed, the trumpet laughing with the saxophone, while passengers twirled beneath a domed ceiling painted like a starlit sky. Laughter rang like clinking wine glasses, and perfume hung in the air like expensive smoke.
I wore a sleeveless red gown that shimmered with each step, catching the light like sequins on a chorus girl. My shoes—torturous works of satin and spite—had long since cut off circulation to my toes. The pearls draped around my neck rattled with every breath, a dainty reminder that beauty came with a hefty price tag.
“Champagne, Penelope?” Margo Hutchinson materialized beside me with her usual theatrical flair. All cheekbones and charm, she looked like the front page of a fashion magazine—blonde hair waved to her shoulder blades, pinned back with a sequined headband, and a gown the color of candlelight.
She wiggled a nearly empty bottle like it was a magic wand. “Come on, Kiddo. One sip for the new year. It’s practically medicinal.”
“No thanks,” I said, folding my arms. “Someone needs to keep their head.”
“Suit yourself. But I intend to take advantage of our last few days without the spirits. As soon as we drop anchor in American waters, it’s hello Prohibition.” With the steady hand of a nurse, she refilled her flute. “Like a little champagne ever hurt anyone?”
“That’s what people say right before they dance on a table and lose their self-respect.”
She grinned, bright as the chandelier. “Well, I’m halfway to both.”
“Be careful, Margo,” I said. “With your husband staying back in Jolly Old England, you better not count on me to carry you to your stateroom.”
“Noted.” She twirled off to the dance floor, bottle in hand.
I followed her, trying to shake the uneasy chill that clung to me despite the room's warmth. Maybe it was the vast, unknowable ocean, or perhaps my wild imagination drifting toward the Titanic. Same sea, same luxury, same blind optimism. Same icy time of year… the sinking feeling wasn’t only metaphorical.
Stop it, Pen. Enjoy the party without guilt or dread.
The ballroom sparkled like a jeweled box, surfaces polished to a shine, glasses catching light like cut diamonds. Crystal chandeliers glimmered overhead. The orchestra shifted into a waltz, slow and sweeping, but I longed for something peppy. Something with a little more kick and a lot less yearning.
I spotted my mother first. Radiant and flirtatious, Dorothy Cunningham danced as if the floor had been made for her. Her laughter rose above the music, carefree and vibrant. She whirled with Declan Kavanaugh, the ship’s detective—a tall, rugged man with a receding hairline, a faded scar on one cheek, and eyes like sharpened steel.
Mother demurred like a smitten schoolgirl. Even a blind man could see it.
The irony was sharp enough to cut pearls. My mother, who once scoffed at my marriage to a police detective, was now positively glowing in the arms of one. She barely stopped short of saying ‘I told you so’ after my husband died young in the line of duty, but the judgment always hovered like steam on a mirror.
Margo nudged my shoulder. “Dot’s cutting a rug.”
“With a copper, no less,” I said. “Did you dig up anything on him?”
“I said it before, and I’ll say it again: spying on family, however noble the intentions, never goes well. Feelings will be hurt, and the messenger always gets shot.”
“I’ll take the bullet.”
In our line of work with the Heist Society, information was currency. Margo and her husband Tobias had the keys to every locked drawer and dusty archive. I had yet to be entrusted with the master list, but I knew she’d done some snooping on the ship’s detective.
“What do you know?” I asked.
“Only a bit.” She paused by a table to set down her bottle. “He enlisted in the Royal Irish Regiment at eighteen. Saw action in India and Africa. Left the military in his thirties and joined the Dublin Metropolitan Police. Had a reputation for cracking tough cases—organized crime, smuggling rings, the works.”
“Charming. So now he cruises the ocean, flirting with wealthy widows. Or women he thinks are wealthy.” I watched him dip my mother with confidence and grace. The scar on his cheek tugged when he smiled.
“Don’t dig too deep, Kiddo. Let her have this. She buried two husbands and raised three kids. She might want a little excitement. Just a wee bit.”
“How exciting can a ship be? Arresting pickpockets and breaking up card games? Nothing torrid ever happens on a luxury liner.”
“Tell that to the Titanic.”
My stomach twisted like a cleat hitch knot as my gaze swept over the ballroom. “Speaking of sinking disasters.”
Margo’s fingernails tapped a staccato beat against her glass. “Now you’re worried about the Oxford dandy making time with your little sister?”
My gaze intensified as I found Lexi half-hidden beneath a palm frond, far too cozy with Thaddeus Wren. All chin and charm, Thaddeus looked like he’d been born wearing a waistcoat and quoting Byron. He was trouble, wrapped in tweed and scented with musty cologne.
Lexi laughed at something he whispered, her gloved hand dangerously close to a half-full champagne glass.
“Don’t you dare,” I muttered.
Margo threw out a hand, stopping me like a traffic copper with a whistle. “Easy. If you stomp over there, she’ll cling to him harder. You know how this works.”
“She needs a chaperone.”
“She needs to believe she’s not being watched every second. When you were her age, would you have tolerated your mother storming across the ballroom to scold you in front of a boy you fancied?”
I smirked. “I might’ve dumped my drink on her.”
“Exactly. Lexi is sensible.” She nodded in another direction. “Meanwhile, your other sibling could use a life raft.”
Archie. My dear, hapless brother hovered by the dessert table like a lonely outpost, piling petits fours onto a plate with the desperation of a man who thought they might vanish at midnight. He swayed offbeat to the music and shot envious looks at the center of the crowd.
In the thick of it—of course—was Jack Bentley. My ever-charming newspaperman, leaning far too close to Giselle Fontaine, the French perfume heiress whose scandalous divorce provided fodder for gossip columns from Boston to Biarritz.
He did that thing again—shoulders forward, voice low, eyes sparkling as if he whispered something wicked. It was his default setting: dashing cad.
I snagged an eggroll from a passing tray. “Jack’s laying it on thicker than cold cream.”
Margo’s eyes sparkled. “If memory serves, you suggested he dive headfirst into the icy Atlantic during your sunset stroll.”
“He brings out my temper.”
But I kept staring until Jack glanced at me and blushed like a schoolboy caught with a slingshot. I gave him my best Hollywood smile—bright, dangerous, irresistible. And that wasn’t me being overconfident, a high-hat movie producer told me so, offering a Hollywood career.
Jack crossed the room in under sixty seconds. “You ladies look like a million bucks,” he said, giving Margo a wink before turning to me. “Or two million in your case, Penelope.”
“Trying to make me jealous?” I asked. “Because Giselle can have you.”
He grinned, unapologetic. “Only acting polite. She complimented my lapel pin. I complimented…her perfume. Harmless fun.”
“Mmm-hmm.”
Jack leaned closer, lowering his voice. “Get this, Giselle thinks your brother is fascinating.”
I nearly choked on my eggroll. “Archie? Are we sure she didn’t mix him up with somebody tall, dark, and handsome?”
“She thinks his awkward stammer is endearing. And not to brag, but someone may be helping him gain a little confidence.” Jack bounced on his toes. “Yours truly has taught him a decent poker face and a few card tricks.”
My stomach dropped like an anchor. “Cards?”
“Relax.” Jack tossed his shoulders. “It’s just for laughs. We play for cookies and peanuts. No real dough.”
“You shouldn’t encourage him to gamble, Jack. He’s got no self-control. Wins a nickel, bets a hundred. You’re playing with matches in a hay barn.”
He chuckled. “You’re cute when you’re furious.”
“I’m serious. Archie is easily influenced.”
“So, influence him better if you’re such an expert.”
That stung more than I let on. I opened my mouth for a biting retort, but decided against it. Instead, I looked toward the ballroom windows, past the chandeliers and dancing couples, to the moonlit waves. The argument could wait. The new year was moments away.
And maybe I was mad at Jack because… I wasn’t ready to admit how much I liked him. And that scared me more than any Atlantic storm.
A voice from the bandstand broke through my thoughts. “Ten seconds to midnight!”
Margo seized my hand. “Here comes 1925, Kiddo!”
The room buzzed with excitement. Everyone counted down in unison. Jack stood just behind me, close enough for his heat to tickle my neck but not in the correct position to spin me around when the clock struck the appointed hour.
“…three…two…one!”
Streamers flew. Couples kissed. The band struck up Auld Lang Syne.
And me?
I remained there like a daffy extra in a silent picture—no kiss, no resolution, just a clench in my chest.
I squeezed Margo’s hand, ducked a waiter with a tray of shrimp canapés, and bolted.
The noise, the music, the forced cheer pressed in too fast, too loud. I needed air.
And Jack Bentley, the smooth-talking scoundrel, was not coming with me.
How dare he not kiss me? The nerve.

      [image: ]I swung by the family suite—two connected staterooms with a sitting parlor and enough gilt-trimmed wallpaper to impress even Mother. Lexi and I shared one, while Mother claimed the adjoining chamber, her luggage exploding with furs and feathers. Archie had a single stateroom down the corridor, one he treated like a gentleman’s cigar and wine club, minus the other members.
I scooped up my poodle, Ginger, and paused at Archie’s door. No answer. His Boston Terrier didn’t even bark, likely snoring in a pile of socks. I shrugged it off and headed for the observation deck, needing cool air and quieter company.
The party’s glitter and noise faded as I opened the exterior door. The sea greeted me with a rumbling, rhythmic whisper, gentle for now. The air outside was clean and bracing, laced with salt and the faintest whiff of coal smoke. I filled my lungs and let the door click shut behind me.
Above, stars peeked through a gauze of drifting cloud. Lower, fog crept across the deck in thick, curling tendrils like spilled cream sliding over polished floors. The cold sank past my gloves and nipped at my wrists. Ginger tensed and pressed against my leg.
“It’s the sea, sweetie,” I murmured, reaching down to rub her ears. “Moody tonight, that’s all.”
The Oceanic Empress had eight decks, five lounges, a library full of novels, and a Turkish bath that smelled of eucalyptus and unearned confidence. But the silent evening wrapped in fog was a world apart from the bustling afternoons. Even the engines seemed muted, their usual thrum distant and low, like a heartbeat muffled beneath a woolen coat.
Ginger growled softly, the sound buried and uncertain.
The wind teased loose strands of my curled auburn hair, jostling the glittering headpiece still clinging to my scalp. I adjusted it with a gloved hand, glancing over my shoulder as the ship gently rocked under my feet.
“You feel it too?” I whispered. “Something’s… off.”
You’re the one who decided to go for a midnight stroll alone. You can’t be spooked by every shadow.
Why does Jack do so many things to…
I shook the thought. It wasn’t all Jack Bentley’s fault—though he did have a talent for getting under my skin and staying there. I stormed out for air and clarity, but the further I walked, the heavier the dread grew. Ginger, usually the friendly center of attention, now prowled, ears twitching at the occasional creak.
Ahead, a door squeaked open with a high-pitched squeal.
Ginger stiffened, fur rising along her spine. A gust of wind swelled the fog, wrapping around us in ghostlike curls. I tugged my velvet opera coat closer, grateful for the fur-trimmed collar. The midnight-blue fabric fluttered as I stepped forward, and Ginger let out a sharp bark that echoed too loudly against the quiet.
“Shhh,” I said. “You’re already on the chief purser’s naughty list. He’d love an excuse to lock you below deck.”
But she didn’t relax. Her body was taut, nose twitching at something I couldn’t smell. The wind shifted again, colder now, and a primal tickling sensation touched the base of my neck. Something was out here. Watching.
I tried to reason inside my head. I walked on this deck every night since we sailed. I knew its shadows and corners.
“Penelope van Kessler,” came a voice from the mist.
I turned, heart lurching into my throat.
Philip Hardwick emerged from the fog, his silhouette forming like a smudge, sharpening into a man. He wore a sleek black overcoat, his dark hair slicked back and face as unsmiling as always.
“Hardy,” I said, wrapping my arms around myself. “You startled me.”
The nickname didn’t suit the stuffy trumpet player, but his promoter introduced him that way on the first night.
“Apologies.” His tone was flat as the sea in dry dock. “Didn’t expect to find company up here. Most are toasting the new year below decks.”
“I needed a walk,” I said, watching Ginger shift to position herself slightly in front of me. “And some air.”
He stepped closer, his gloved hands tucked behind his back like a schoolmaster. “Strange how fog always rolls in around this part of the Atlantic,” he mused, peering over the railing. “You know, the Titanic struck the iceberg not far from here. Twelve years ago, give or take.”
A shiver slid down my spine despite the coat. “Thanks. I was just starting to forget.”
Hardy smiled, a thin line that never quite touched his eyes. “I never do. I’ve sailed this route a dozen times, and it still unsettles me. Something about this water feels cursed.”
Charming.
He rubbed his leather gloves together with slow, deliberate movements. “Where’s your ever-present reporter? Jack rarely lets you out of his sight.”
I hesitated, suddenly aware of our isolation.
“He’s—”
“Right here,” Jack said, smooth and sure as always.
He stepped out from the shadows behind us, hands in his pockets and smile cocky as a cat burglar. “I wouldn’t let a lady like Penelope face the Atlantic, or a man like you, alone.”
Hardy chuckled, slapping Jack’s shoulder harder than necessary. “Always watching her back, eh?”
Jack didn’t flinch. “Always.”
With a lazy half-salute, Hardy turned and disappeared into the mist, slipping through a hallway I could’ve sworn they locked after dark.
I dodged Jack’s offered arm. “I’m still mad at you.”
“Nah, you cooled down already,” he said. “Admit it. You’re happy I showed up to save you from the fog and that wolf.”
I glanced at Ginger, still growling softly, eyes trained on the now-closed door.
“Save me?” I huffed. “I can handle a whimp like Hardy.”
“He gives off a vibe,” Jack said, leaning on the rail. “The kind that makes dogs bark and people back slowly out of conversations.”
“He does have one of those faces. The kind you want to punch but have no idea why.”
We stood in silence for a beat.
“I don’t like him,” I admitted. “He hasn’t said anything wrong. Hasn’t done anything. But…”
Jack nodded, his smile fading. “But something’s off.”
Ginger whined softly, her head turning toward the corridor, her ears perked.
I tightened my grip on her leash.
Something was off.
The dim lights above the Spa and Turkish Baths flickered overhead, casting ghostly shadows across the Art Deco tiling. The door Hardy had slipped through moments ago now hung slightly ajar, swaying in rhythm with the ship. A gust of briny air curled past us, carrying the faint scent of eucalyptus and something sharper—metallic, almost.
Ginger let out a single, sharp bark. Not playful. Not curious. Angry.
I held firm, not letting her pull. “She’s bothered.”
“It isn’t me. I learned to bribe her ages ago.” Jack offered a piece of dried jerky from his coat pocket.
Ginger sniffed, then backed away with a low growl still rumbling in her throat.
“Gee,” Jack muttered, his brow knitting. “Now I’m spooked.”
“Dread is hanging over this voyage,” I said, half to myself. “It hung in the air like spoiled fish before we left port. And now…” My gaze locked on the spa entrance as the light above it buzzed and dimmed again.
Jack frowned. “Hardy’s a sad man on a mission to make the rest of us miserable.”
A thud echoed from inside. Followed by a metallic rattle. I jerked at the sound, and Ginger sprang to attention.
Jack twisted toward the door. “What is going on in there?”
The Spa and Turkish Baths occupied a swath of the Promenade Deck, tucked behind frosted glass doors etched with elaborate scrollwork. I toured the space the previous afternoon: a gilded lobby led to a changing vestibule, which branched off into a dry sauna, a heated marble slab room, and a tiled steam chamber deeper inside. Plush towels, silk robes, and bowls of sliced citrus gave it an air of indulgence. But not tonight.
I flipped on the overhead light. Nothing but empty stillness greeted us.
“No one is in here,” I said, stepping cautiously into the lounge. Ginger resisted, pulling back into the hallway.
Jack tried another door at the far end of the vestibule. It led to a short corridor—one side held a linen closet, the other a staff maintenance room, and at the rear stood a single frosted glass door marked Steam Room – Caution: High Heat.
He gestured toward it. “Odd time for a steam.”
Another crash. Muffled, but unmistakable.
“Jack, don’t—”
“Too late.” He pushed the door open.
And a man in a navy-blue suit collapsed into his arms, his body limp and glistening with sweat.
Blood stained his shirt.
Jack stumbled back. “Ahh!”
“I told you not to open it!” I yanked Ginger behind me as she unleashed a furious barking storm, her auburn fur bristling.
“Hardy?” I asked, my voice cracking.
Jack knelt briefly, squinting at the man’s ashen face. “It’s not him. It’s…the ship’s detective.”
A figure appeared in the steam behind him, staggering forward like an apparition through the mist.
“Mother!” I cried.
Dorothy Cunningham emerged slowly, one smeared handprint pressed against the tiled wall, the other clutched around something gleaming—an ice pick.
She stared blankly at the man on the floor. “Declan…” Her hand opened, and the ice pick clattered to the tile. “I think I love you.”
The man gurgled. “Then why did you kill me?”






  
  2
Curtain Call


One moment, the ship overflowed with glittering streamers and champagne bubbles. The band bounced through a jazzy rendition of Auld Lang Syne, ringing in the new year with clinking glasses, a flurry of kisses—except for me—and laughter that spilled like confetti.
The next, I knelt beside a dying man with blood on my gloves, the coppery smell already seeping into my memory. My mother stared at the ice pick like it had caught fire in her hands.
Our small group gathered in stunned silence. I edged away from Declan Kavanaugh as he sputtered out his final breath. Two men in starched white uniforms—overly crisp for the hour and the horror—whisked his body away without ceremony. Where they came from or who called them, I didn’t know.
I stood frozen while Jack rushed to comfort Mother. It should’ve been me at her side, but I couldn’t budge. My brain started to assess the scene, trying to understand what unfolded before my eyes.
Mother may have been dramatic—at times infuriatingly so—but a killer?
I opened my mouth to ask a question, to demand answers, but Chief Purser beat me to it, barking orders like he rehearsed this very scenario.
“Take him to the infirmary,” he snapped, catching my eye and tugging his cap tighter against the wind. “He’s going to be fine.”
“Obviously, he’s dead, Chief.” My throat tightened. “Killed.”
He mumbled below his breath, the weariness in his voice that of a man who’d had too much party and not enough sense. “Murder. Great, just great. We’re not even out of champagne, and someone’s kicked the bucket.”
He herded Mother—in her ruined New Year’s Eve gown and no coat—into a small, wood-paneled parlor off the deserted spa. The room, once intended for quiet reflection and mint tea, now felt like the set of a feverish stage play.
Despite the ship’s best efforts to warm its guests, a draft drifted through the room like a graveyard on a spooky night, and the salty Atlantic air clawed at our throats. One of the more compassionate crewmen draped a thick wool blanket around Mother’s shoulders. She pulled it tightly, fingers trembling, posture perfect. Even now, she sat like a star—straight spine, chin up, mascara smudged but composure intact.
Jack returned from his mad dash to fetch water. As he whooshed inside, the icy wind slammed the door shut behind him, drowning out the thrum of the sea and the panic in my chest.
I eased beside Mother and took her gloved hand in mine. “What is going on here? You can’t convince me you were foolish enough to fall for that snake charmer, Declan Kavanaugh. And what was with the ‘I think I love you’ line?”
Her eyes darted to the door where a lone crewman stood posted like a Buckingham Palace guard—there to protect her, or prevent her from fleeing, I couldn’t tell.
“Penelope Lucille,” she hissed. “Don’t be so dramatic.”
“If any situation calls for dramatics, it’s this one. With his dying breath, the man identified you as his killer.”
“He was mistaken,” she said, with a shrug. She clutched the blanket tighter around her shoulders as if auditioning for a part in Othello.
I pulled off my velvet jacket despite the chill, the heat of disbelief rising in my neck. “You were holding the murder weapon, Mother. And he asked point blank why you killed him.”
“I was wearing gloves.”
I turned to Jack, who leaned against the door with arms crossed, eyes narrowed in that way of his. He had a sixth sense for spotting liars, even from a mile up in a cockpit. He studied her face and gave me a barely-there nod.
“What are you saying?” I asked.
Mother sighed. “Mr. Kavanaugh thought he could pull a fast one on me. So, I gave him the performance of his life.”
“This is one of those moments I wish Prohibition were still in effect on the high seas of a British ship,” I muttered. “You’ve been hitting the hooch too hard, haven’t you?”
Her arched eyebrows dared me to repeat it.
“What kind of razzmatazz are you trying to sell?” I asked, realizing too late that the wide-eyed shock from earlier had been a costume.
“I’m not a fool, Penelope.”
Jack leaned forward. “Ah. So, the last few days—your moonlit chats and strolls with the charming detective—those were all part of the act?”
She tapped her nose. “Perceptive, young man. My daughter isn’t the only one who can play detective.” She fluffed the ends of her hair. “If I didn’t keep Mr. Kavanaugh busy, he’d have sunk his hooks into someone more gullible. Like Clara Unger.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Clara is not gullible.”
“Your soft spot for her blinds you. She is too trusting when it comes to men.”
Clara Unger was Mother’s friend from Dallas, a woman I greatly respected. She spent months visiting museums and touring Europe. Naïve she wasn’t. “Clara has her finger on the pulse and is a good judge of character.”
“Look how she fawns over that dreadful gossip columnist. Mr. Kavanaugh put out feelers for wealthy widows like Clara. I interceded.”
“You were acting the whole time?”
“Of course.”
“What was Kavanaugh’s gambit?” Jack looked almost wounded to learn that he wasn’t the one to spot a flimflam man.
“That doesn’t matter now,” Mother said.
“Oh yes, it does.” I crossed my arms.
She turned her face to the porthole, where moonlight danced on the dark water like nothing was wrong. “If you want to keep your mother out of jail, you’ll stop asking questions.”
My stomach dropped. “What do you mean?”
“Whatever he was up to, it put me in the center of the action. Gives me motive, you might say.” She flicked a hand. “I’ve done enough whodunits on stage to know when to stay quiet. The more we say, the guiltier I’ll look. I’ll play the shocked socialite with the vapors for now.”
“You want to clam up in front of the coppers? That’ll make them think we’re hiding something.”
“We are.”
I stood and paced, attempting to walk off the disbelief. “Horsefeathers.”
“I don’t understand why this is a problem. I don’t see any detectives boarding, do you? The man who should be investigating this is the one with a hole in his chest. And the rest?” She nodded toward the corridor. “They’re tripping over themselves trying to erase the whole thing. No fingerprint powder, no questions. Just clean up and denial.”
“You think they’ll cover it up?”
“I think they already are.”
“And you want us to do the same?”
“We’ll tell the police in New York,” she said. “Until then, the fewer people who tie us to this mess, the better.”
Jack cleared his throat and offered the glass he fetched. “Water, Dot?”
Mother took a sip, steadying a trembling hand. Acting or not, the events had clearly shaken her. “It would taste better if it were whiskey.”
Jack shuffled. “Uh, I understand your desire for us to stay out of it, but this is more or less what we do.”
I glared at him. “This is not the time or place to confess secrets.”
“No, no…” Jack held his hands out, signaling for me to stop. “Dot and I spoke in detail on this topic. She knows way more about our line than you think.”
“Yes, Penelope, I do. And I’m asking you to stay out of it.”
I gritted my teeth. The thought of letting the whole mess drop, listening to my mother, and obscuring the truth made me queasy. “It might not be possible.”
“Make it so.” Mother tossed her wool blanket over her shoulder like a sash and turned toward the wall.
Jack guided me by the elbow and lowered his voice as he glanced at the stoic man guarding the door. “Here’s a tidbit of interest. Turns out our pal Hardy was missing from the last three sets. He’s a talented horn man and a featured player. It doesn’t make sense for him to duck out right before the big moment.”
“Big moment?” I tapped my foot, playing dense. “Why? Is something supposed to happen when the clock strikes midnight? Some sort of tradition?”
“Now is hardly the time to reignite our quarrel, Pen.” He crossed his arms. “Hardy’s absence gave him enough time to stab a snoopy detective with an ice pick.”
“How did you…” My brows furrowed. “Who told you all this? It’s been ten minutes since the murder.”
“The band director, of course. I did some recon on my way to the bar for your mother’s water.” He grinned. “If we want to work this case, Hardy is the first interview.”
I closed my eyes, picturing my exchange with Hardy on the deck. Moments ahead of Kavanaugh’s death. “I’m not so sure.”
Jack raised an eyebrow. “You have someone else in mind? Do tell.”
“I’m not sure I want to take the case.”
He blinked before resuming his grin. “Ah, you almost had me going for a second. Your poker face is getting better.”
I knew what Jack expected me to do. Take the mystery head-on and find the killer. Gather Margo, dust for fingerprints, and unravel the twisted affair by the time we docked in New York City. It had been my pattern over the last year—I closed cases. Even before the Heist Society, I helped my now-deceased police detective husband in St. Louis solve mysteries. It was in my blood.
But this murder landed differently.
We were not on solid ground, not in our world. We were adrift in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean, surrounded by strangers and secrets, without the backup of Tobias and Waley, who stayed behind for winter golf in Scotland.
And most of all, Mother didn’t want us to dig too deeply.
Still… I thought of Kavanaugh’s face, pale and stunned, the way his pleading eyes found Mother as if she’d betrayed him. A killer roamed the ship and might harm someone else. Clara Unger, Mother, and even my baby sister Lexi were potentially in danger if I did nothing.
The ship groaned faintly as it cut through the black water. I wondered how many people were still dancing below deck, spinning beneath a chandelier, blissfully unaware that the new year had already rung in with death.
Jack studied my face, always reading. Mother did too, though she pretended otherwise as she studied her bracelet jingling on her wrists.
“Well?” Jack asked. “Are we going to find out whodunit, or are we letting Chief Purser pin this on your mother and call it a night?” His tone shifted from his usual demeanor, cooling like the air around us.
I stared out the porthole, unsure of the correct path.
Jack eased close. “Penelope, you saw Kavanaugh’s face. The way he reached for her. The way he tried to speak.”
“Jack…” I glanced at Mother.
The blanket on her shoulders fluttered with the wind, and she stood up—a little too dramatically, just as she did when the curtain dropped.“Why all the whispering in this tiny room?”
Jack took her hand. “Dot, if we walk away from this, we don’t just let the killer slip past. We let him think no one’s watching. There’s every chance someone like that might kill again if we don’t stop them.”
I met his eyes. There was no teasing in them now.
“We’re on a ship in the middle of the ocean, and no one else is qualified to solve this,” he said. “It’s easy for them to put your mother away and wipe their hands.”
Deep and cold, the night wind groaned through the metal railings as if the ship gave off a warning. I spun from the porthole to the windowed door.
The conflict tugged at me. Did we investigate without the whole team? Lend our expertise to the crew or work on our own? Or did we stay in our lane as passengers?
“Jack, maybe we need a break. We deserve one, especially after Bellbrooke Abbey. Mother is fraying emotionally, and I can’t imagine what this will do to Lexi. We should protect them, not chase corpses.”
The chill blasting on my face this time was not from the wind.
Mother glared, clearly pushing us to stay out of it. “How about that something stronger you promised?”
Jack sulked like a third grader losing lunch money to the class bully. “Alright, Dot.”
One final glance out the frost-laced porthole made my breath catch.Frozen railings and iced-over lifeboats landed in my sightline.
I felt isolated from everyone and everything.
There was no correct answer, yet I felt I had made the wrong choice.






  
  3
Location, Location, Location


Sunlight spilled across the folds of my quilt, baking everything in a golden glow so warm that I didn’t want to move a muscle. I resisted waking, not because of sleepiness, but from the heavy fog of dread. The previous night’s events hung over me like the last note of a requiem. Sunrise came with too many questions, too many secrets, and a mother who preferred I keep both eyes forward and my mouth shut. 
With the weight of responsibility pressing down like the covers themselves, I swung my legs over the edge of the berth. Despite not working to solve a murder, I’d at least dress for the occasion—a woman no one could ignore.
I chose a forest-green knit day dress—snug at the waist, flared just enough at the hem to allow a determined stride. Practical, polished, possibly perfect for chasing gossip or fleeing suspects. I hadn’t decided which yet. Neither, Penelope. You made Mother a promise.
Moving like a cat through the shared stateroom, I avoided waking Lexi and stopped in the dressing area to slip on my heeled oxfords. A double strand of pearls found its way around my neck, the loop grazing my collarbones, adding enough elegance to hide my night spent tossing and turning. I pinned a greyhound brooch—a souvenir from Mother’s trip to Paris many years ago—to my lapel and tucked my compact and notebook into a cherry-red handbag. If I had to stay silent, I’d do it looking like the star in every room.
The sundeck greeted me with brisk air and open sea. Gone was the shimmer of the previous night’s party, the laughter, the music, the thrill of champagne secrets. The ship’s crew scrubbed the world clean and left the area hushed in that early-morning way only the ocean knows, with water stretching endlessly in all directions, quiet and watchful.
Below me, a dapper porter attempted to wrangle three dogs with the confidence of a man who had clearly never wrangled canines before. But he had enthusiasm, and we paid him well to see that our puppies were well cared for on the long journey.
My Ginger, a firecracker in miniature poodle form, dashed after a ball with the speed of a scandal. Archie’s high-strung terrier, Boston, yapped in helpless fury, and Clara Unger’s standard poodle, Stonewall, lumbered after them like royalty inconvenienced by sport. Despite the size difference, Ginger ruled them all, a pint-sized tyrant in pink bows.
A laugh slipped out—my first genuine one of the day.
A shutter clicked, turning my attention to a nearby table shaded by a striped umbrella.
“Good morning, Penelope.” Clara Unger’s voice sparkled, effervescent and impossible to ignore, like a champagne toast with a secret. She wore a lavender fox-trimmed coat that had clearly never seen a snowstorm, and a porcupine-shaped jewel pin that glittered with dangerous cheer.
She wasn’t alone. A man with a camera
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