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PENNY STONE WAS EXHAUSTED. For the past two years, the press hounded her and her father Winston. They wanted more details about Penny’s kidnapping by her former husband, Carson Oliver. Sadly, the man escaped from prison. He disappeared from what should have been a fatal car crash and was still free.  

The man’s real name was Cullen Brinkman. His vendetta against Winston and his family was based on the man’s erroneous belief that Winston handled Brinkman’s father’s suicide. Cullen lured Penny into a romance and eventual marriage and then set about to destroy her and her family. 

Cullen’s schemes forced Winston into bankruptcy. Winston moved his family to Shrewsbury, England, and eventually started a detective agency with his daughter. Winston, Penny, and a younger employee, Missy Westerly. They made the headlines for their stellar detective work that brought Brinkman to justice. Their triumph made the London newspapers as well. 

Penny and her new husband, Doctor Evan Carlyle, the coroner in the city, were still renovating their new home on the Severn River in Shrewsbury.

With the family fortune restored, Winston and his wife Maude purchased an estate, also on the Severn River, with views across the valley. Most evenings, the sunsets painted the sky a multitude of hues. 

Shrewsbury’s history predated Roman times by hundreds of years. Kings such as Edward the First, and Henry the eighth, played prominent rolls in the city’s life. At its peak, it was a stronghold of royalist sentiments and had a thriving wool trade.

Now it was home to Winston and his family, along with Missy’s parents as well.  

Missy’s parents agreed she could continue to work for Winston and his daughter. However, they insisted she attend university classes in the afternoons when possible. Now into her second year, Missy made sure that her courses would be as useful as possible for her detective work. She excelled at chemistry and the sciences. Anatomy was also one of her favorite subjects. “This will come in handy when we find bodies,” Missy declared to her mother one day.

“Perish the thought,” her mother said.

Penny and Evan spent as much time together as possible, given their busy schedules. They were joined at the hip. “Come home early darling,” she smiled at Evan. “We can practice more baby making if you play your cards right.” 

“I’ll make it home double time,” he smiled.

By six o’clock, Penny grew agitated that her husband was too busy to arrive home as promised. He doesn’t know what he’s missing; she said to herself in frustration.

It was after seven when Penny’s irritation gave way to anxiety. Her calls to Evan’s office went unanswered. As she pondered what to do next, she saw a police car pulling into their driveway. She recognized Captain David Smith at once. The hair stood up on her arms, and then Penny felt six to her stomach.

Penny didn’t wait for a knock on the door, and ran outside to meet the captain. She knew from his expression to expect the worst. “Penny, love, I wish I had better news. A lorry on the highway had a flat tire going around a sharp bend and hit Evan’s car head on. He didn’t survive. It’s a tragedy. I’m terribly sorry.”

Penny tried to stay upright, but it was too much to bear. Captain Smith caught her just in time and lowered her to the pavement. He felt helpless. All he could do was wait until she revived. 

The first sign came when Penny turned to her side and wretched on the ground. Then she began to wail. The captain held her tight until the moment passed. “Let me help you up and take you inside,” he offered. Penny nodded, but said nothing. 

Once inside, Penny collapsed on to a sofa and starred ahead with a blank expression. “I’ll make you some tea,” officer Smith offered. He headed into the kitchen and found a kettle. A few minutes later she returned with a piping hot cup. “Please drink this, Penny. Can I call your father?”

Penny took the tea and pointed to the telephone in the entryway. She whispered Winston’s number. Captain Smith told Winston the awful news about Penny’s husband. “We will be there as fast as possible,” he said. 

Winston and Maude dropped everything and dashed to their garage and drove immediately to Penny’s home.  

It broke their hearts to see their daughter in such pain. Penny was almost catatonic in her grief. Maude rushed to her side and enveloped Penny in her arms. “We are devastated by the news, dear. You don’t need to say a word. We are here for you.”

Penny blinked a few tears and relaxed in her mother’s arms. Captain Smith took Winston aside and told him more details about the accident. “It took us a long time to determine it was Evan. The wreck was horrendous. I’ll leave now, but I promise to check in on Penny tomorrow.”

The tomorrows stretched into days. Captain David Smith became a regular fixture at Penny’s home. Over time, between her parents, Missy, and the captain’s attention, Penny reconciled herself to the situation. Her bouts of sobbing at night gradually lessened. 

A month after the accident, Missy coaxed her friend into town for lunch. Every place they visited reminded Penny of Evan. It was painful, but a necessary step in her recovery.

Winston realized Penny needed a significant distraction and did something about it. He spurred into action. After consulting with Brian Westerly, Missy’s father, Winston planned a trip to Portugal for everyone. That included their housekeeper, Margaret, Maude, his wife, Penny, and Missy’s parents.

A month later, he told the family about the vacation plans. “I hope everyone can be ready to leave next week,” Winston announced. “I’ve arranged a trip to Portugal for everyone,” he smiled. “First-class all the way.” 

“What a thoughtful thing to do,” Penny said. “Don’t you and Missy have any pending cases?”

“I’ve cleared our calendar, so Missy and her parents can join us,” Winston grinned. “We all deserve a break after recent events.”

Winston told the truth. The medium-sized cruise liner was brand new. It featured the most luxurious cabins and common areas yet seen on an ocean liner. With a ratio of five staff to every passenger, service was definitely upper-crust. 

Requiring all of Penny’s emotional reserves, Penny and Missy settled into their posh cabins and put on their swimsuits. They headed for the pool. A few years earlier, their attire would have been scandalous, but now, bare arms and long legs were in style. Penny couldn’t help but smile at the soft whistles directed their way by the men nearby.

“I don’t know about you,” Penny said, “but I want to turn off my brain and soak in the sun.”

“I agree,” Missy said, “but I want to save some energy for dancing.”

“Not a bad plan for you, but I’m not ready for that,” Penny said before dozing off on her chaise. 

That evening, after dinner at the captain’s table, it didn’t take long before Missy and Penny were swarmed by eligible men urging them to the dance floor. Penny declined all offers by she enjoyed the jazzy music and gay atmosphere.

By the end of the night, Penny felt better than she had in a long time. Missy had the time of her life. Several men invited Missy to their cabins, but that was a non-starter. “Thank you for the fun,” Missy said to her suitors, “but the dancefloor is where the entertainment ends. Sorry, fellows.”

With the festivities over, Penny stood at the door of her cabin, trying to comprehend what she saw. A penknife stuck a red envelope to the door. A note from an admirer, she wondered, or something sinister?

Her hand trembled as she pulled out the knife and opened the envelope. In what was clearly blood, was written one word; Traitor. Penny didn’t bother going inside and made a beeline to her parent’s cabin. She knocked gently, not wanting to disturb them at an intimate moment. A few seconds later, Maude opened the door, still in the dress she wore at dinner. “Come in, dear. You look upset. What has happened?”

Penny handed the note to her mother, who was quickly joined by Winston. “I don’t know what this means, but it gives me the creeps,” Penny said. She and her mother sat down on the bed and looked to Winston for help. 

“Your guess is as good a mine, but I agree this is not something to be taken lightly. You’d think that we could have a vacation without having to deal with something like this. I think we should notify the captain and his security team,” Winston 

concluded.

“It’s late, but first thing in the morning,” Maude said. “In the meantime, your father should escort you to your cabin and make sure it’s safe. Keep your door locked,” Maude advised.

Penny’s mother was overly proud of the family genealogy, and at first, rebelled at her daughter becoming a detective. She didn’t feel that Henry VIII would approve somehow. Not an appropriate profession for Penny’s illustrious past. However, she was impressed with Penny’s resilience and tenacity in overcoming the trauma of recent times. Maude was also proud of her husband for overcoming so much adversity.

Winston unlocked Penny’s cabin door and turned on the lights. Nothing seemed disturbed. There was no place for anyone to hide, so the coast was clear. “Just to be extra cautious, why don’t you slide the dresser in front of the door before you go to sleep?” he suggested.  

“I will,” Penny promised. “Who do you think could be behind this?” she asked. 

“I just hope to God that it’s not related to any of Cullen’s acquaintances,” Winston said. “How that would even be possible seems a stretch, but he is an evil man.”

Penny shuddered at the thought. “We’d better put on our detective hats and figure it out in a hurry. I really need this vacation,” Penny noted.

With the dresser blocking the door, Penny finally fell asleep, interrupted by dreams of her ex-husband standing over her with a knife. In the morning, Penny applied extra make-up under her eyes to conceal her restless night.

The captain was appalled at the news of the threat to Penny Stone. He ordered his first officer to show Winston and Penny the list of passengers, in case they might recognize a name. Fortunately, the ship was not a large liner and the guests in first and second class numbered two-hundred-fifty souls.

It took half-an-hour pouring over the manifest until Penny let out a gasp. Pointing to one name, Winston grasped the situation. The name was Arish Bakshi. Only the last name put them on alert. 

Pointing to the name, the first officer raised an eyebrow. “This means something to you?” he asked.

“It may just be a coincidence,” Penny said. “But Bakshi was the last name of one of my kidnappers in Shrewsbury. He was killed in a shootout with the police. He was the right-hand man to my husband, who is now in prison. It’s a long story, but this man, Arish, could be a brother or cousin. We need to track him down,” Penny insisted.

“We can go to his cabin together and question the man. If he is the one who put the note on your door, we can hold him until we reach our destination in Portugal,” the officer said.

The man’s cabin was in second-class below decks. It took several minutes to weave their way through the long corridors. Winston couldn’t hold back and pounded on the door. There was no answer. Armed with a master key, the first officer unlocked the door and proceeded inside. The room was empty but for one shirt on a hanger and a shaving kit. The bed looked like it had not been slept in.

“I’ll post a guard on the door in case he comes back. Otherwise, he could be anywhere if he’s trying to go unnoticed,” the officer said.

“I will not spend the rest of the journey looking through the ship,” Penny declared. “You can find Missy and me by the pool.”

After lunch, Missy and Penny made good on Penny’s promise, and found two lounge chairs poolside. It didn’t take long for the sun to soothe Penny’s frazzled nerves. “This is the life,” she said to Missy. “I think I’ll take a kip right here.”

A few minutes later, on the verge of sleep, a shadow was cast over Penny’s face. She shimmied over to one side of the chair, but the shadow followed her. “Who could be so rude?” Penny thought. She opened her eyes to see the smiling face of a man she recognized from the night before. “Do you always block a girl’s sun?” Penny said, squinting upward.

“Only with the most beautiful women. I wouldn’t want you to burn your beautiful skin. Garrett Thompson, at your service.”

“As long as you’re here, why don’t you join us?” Penny suggested.

Missy looked on at the conversation. “Why don’t you let me order some champagne so we can have a proper visit,” Garrett offered. “Can you introduce me to your friend?”

“Forgive me. Missy, this is Garrett, but I don’t know a thing about him.”

Garrett motioned for a pool-side attendant. “Three champagnes please. And leave the bottle, if you don’t mind.”

A few minutes later, the drinks were served. “Please tell us about yourself,” Missy asked. 

“Not much to say, really. I live in Portugal and I’m on my way home. I’m in the import business. My family still lives in the UK, where I visited them recently.” Missy wondered if it was just her, but she thought Garrett’s focus on Penny was quite intense. 

“Why don’t you return the favor? What are two beautiful women doing bound for Portugal?”

“Just a holiday,” Penny answered. “We are here with our parents. Ten days of sun and good food is just what the doctor ordered.”

Missy was about to tell Garrett about their detective agency, but thought the better.

After they finished the bottle of champagne, Garrett was about to order another when Winston appeared. “Good afternoon, ladies. Won’t you introduce me to your new friend?”

Garrett stood and offered a firm handshake. “Garrett Thompson. I had the pleasure of seeing your daughter last night. We were just getting acquainted.”

Penny wondered how Garrett knew Winston was her
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