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What Makes This A Cozy Mystery?
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Cozy mysteries are a subgenre of crime fiction. Sex and violence are not usually important parts of the story; if they do occur, the reader is not normally privy to the action. Good-natured humor may be found in some cozies, like this one, but even when there may be murder most foul, there is not foul language—only the mildest of profanity ever graces the pages of a cozy mystery.

The term “cozy mystery” first emerged in the late 20th century, as modern authors sought a return to the Golden Age of Detective Fiction, in the tradition of Agatha Christie, Arthur Conan Doyle, Dorothy L. Sayers, Josephine Tey, Frances Iles, Georges Simenon, Margery Allingham, Ngaio Marsh, and other masters of that era.

The crimes in cozy mysteries usually take place within a close-knit community and the detectives are almost always amateurs, who just happen to have good contacts in law enforcement. This story does not stray from that format. It is both people- and pet-friendly.
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—Scarlet Wilson, former high school teacher-turned-innkeeper, AKA Miz Scarlet

—Laurel Wilson, Scarlet’s mother, AKA one of the Googins girls

—Kenny Tolliver, Scarlet’s heartthrob, formerly the public safety officer at Princeton University, now the regional head of Mercer Security, AKA Captain Peacock

—Dr. Thaddeus Van Zandt, retired surgeon and volunteer coroner
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Chapter One
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“What was that?”

Just as I got to the part of the story when my heroine snatched up the piece of evidence that would put her suspect away, my mother broke the spell. My eyes raced along the printed page, trying to keep up with the ever-daring Delia Delicato as she hunted for more clues in the mysterious disappearance of Josephina Agnelli, the elderly philanthropist. Did the blood on the knife belong to Josephina?

“What was what?” I replied, continuing to read. I stretched my right leg, and then my left, before rearranging myself on the deck chair. Personally, I thought the culprit was Josephina’s nephew, Enrico. His Milan-based company just went belly up after a cyber theft ring exploited a security issue in his Sky Suitcase software, leaving behind thousands of victims; it drove his company into bankruptcy.

“What was that thing that just went by?”

“Huh?” I had no intention of tearing myself away from the adventure before me. I wondered how Enrico would have benefitted from his aunt’s estate. After all, rumor had it she had left the bulk of her money to her three children, even though she was estranged from her daughter, Aurelia, and thought the other two were spoiled sycophants merely biding their time until she passed. Could one of them have played a role in her vanishing?

“Scarlet!” The alarm in my mother’s insistent voice finally broke through my addled brain and captured my reluctant attention. “I think someone just jumped.”

“Jumped?”

“Yes!”

“Into the water?” I was stunned. We were, after all, in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean, sailing to Bermuda.

“Of course into the water, Scarlet! We’ve got to do something!” She struggled to rise from her wheelchair, her hands grasping the railing.

“Wait, wait, wait!” I was on my feet. “I don’t want you going overboard!”

“Hurry up and look!”

Leaning forward, I fastened my hands on the teak railing and scanned the churning waters below. My mother bumped against me in her attempt to make me her human crutch, as she tried to stand upright on legs that no longer functioned. Those terrified fingers of hers latched onto my forearm like a vice, tightening their hold on me.

“Do you see anything?”

“I’m looking, Mom. Give me a second.” Squinting against the bright, sunlit tableau, I continued to search for anything that didn’t belong in that dark blue sea. Sure enough, there it was—a tiny figure with flailing arms and legs, dressed in blue shorts and a white shirt, bouncing on the buoyant ocean waves like a discarded Raggedy Andy doll.

“Do something!”

“Like what?”My mind went blank as I tried to come up with a plan. Should I scream? Should I holler up to the bridge, hoping one of the ship’s crew would hear me? 

“Scarlet!” My mother’s panic continued to escalate, a feeling I understood all too well. How could I get attention as quickly as possible? Should I pull the fire alarm, the one out in the hall? Think, for God’s sake! A man could be dying!

“Stay here!” I instructed her. “Keep your eyes on the man, but do not lean over that railing!”

I dashed into our cabin, tripping over myself to get to the room telephone, picked up the receiver, and with trembling fingers, punched at the buttons.

“This is Gerta. How may I assist you?” said the calm voice on the other end.

“Connect me to the security office! I have an emergency!”

“One moment please.” I heard a click, followed by cheery calypso music as I was put on hold. A moment later, the tune ended abruptly and a gruff voice spoke.

“Security.”

“Man overboard!” I managed to get out. “He fell into the water!”

“What?” There was a three-second pause as the man on the other end tried to comprehend what I was saying. “Where are you?”

“I’m in Cabin 7620.” I gave him the details as quickly as I could, the answers coming fast and furious. “You have to stop this ship!”

“Miss, can you still see him?”

“Hold on. I’ll ask my mother.” Hollering in the direction of the open door, I relayed the question to her and waited for her to answer.

“Yes, but he’s far away now! They have to hurry, Scarlet!”

I passed this news on. Dread took over as I did the math in my head and tallied up the likelihood of a successful rescue mission. By the time they stopped the ship and dropped anchor, the poor man would be so far away, how would they ever find him?

“We’re on it. Someone will be right up to speak with you,” said the security man. I could hear alarms blaring in the background.

Hanging up the phone, I hurriedly joined my mother on the balcony. She pointed at the distant horizon. A tiny speck of white was all that remained of the floundering man.

“Oh, this is terrible!” my mother moaned. “Tragic!”

What could I say? She was right. How long could he stay afloat in those rolling seas? What if he can’t swim? If he did manage to tread water, that didn’t mean he’d survive. My mind began to imagine what would come next. No doubt the first responder on the scene would not be human. The dreaded fin would pop up to the surface and the deadly predator would begin to circle its victim. Dun-dun...dun-dun...dun-dun.... Stop it, Scarlet. You’re only making things worse. How do you know some friendly dolphin won’t swim up to the guy and give him a ride back to the ship? My mind tried to remain optimistic in the face of overwhelming reality. I didn’t need anyone to tell me that the chances of a dolphin rescue were slim to none. Still, I wanted to believe that a fellow passenger from the ship had at least a fighting chance to survive such a horrible ordeal.

The minutes seemed to drag on as we waited for some sign that the crew was mounting a rescue effort. Suddenly the ship gave a big shiver, causing us to sway back and forth. As those powerful engines slowed down, protesting the change in course, we fell against each other, our limbs entwined. After a few moments, the dull roar faded to silence, only to be replaced by anxious voices and then, a moment later, a loud siren. We watched the swirling water below us slap against the ship.

“They’re launching a tender right now!” my mother announced. “And there’s another!”

“Thank goodness.” I admit I was relieved to see the two vessels lowered into the water from their perches a few decks down from us.

“Do you think there’s still time to rescue that poor man?”

“I hope so, Mom.”

We spent the next few minutes watching the boats cut through the rolling waves. They were almost out of sight when a knock came on the door.

“Security!”

I left the balcony, crossing the room at a trot, and opened the door to find four men standing there. I just happened to know one of them.

“What are you doing here?”

“I was visiting with my old buddy when your call came in, Scarlet,” said Kenny, the man who was not only my traveling companion, but also the head of the regional office for Mercer Security, a private investigations firm. “It’s purely a coincidence.”

“Oh.”

“May we come in, miss? We have some questions.” A stick pretzel of a man gestured with his left hand. He was holding a tablet in his other hand.

“Please,” I encouraged them, stepping back. “My mother’s still on the balcony. You’ll want to speak with her. She’s the one who saw what happened.”

Laurel was grace under fire, reciting her observations without any of the usual drama of a witness to a tragedy being interviewed on the local news station for her fifteen minutes of fame. “Yeah, it was God-awful. First the guy does a 180 off the upper deck, right into the ocean. He hits the water, screaming ‘Save me!’ at the top of his lungs. I thought about jumping in to rescue him, but there were a bunch of sharks circling the guy. At least I thought there were sharks, because they had teeth the size of my fist!” Instead, she gave a succinct, bare bones description of what she saw, without emotional embellishment or editorializing. I chalked that up to the fact that she was in shock after such a traumatic experience. She seemed to regain some of her confidence as the questions continued.

Fifteen minutes later, a cell phone buzzed. We all looked around the room to see who responded.

“Schmidt here,” said an older man, rising from the edge of my bed. “Yeah, okay. I see. No, I’m here now questioning witnesses. Right. Yup, yup. Okay, will do.”

I hung on every word, trying to decipher the gist of the conversation on the other end of the phone while my mother nervously passed the time plucking at the purple flowers of her cotton pants in search of non-existent lint. She finally looked up, still hopeful.

“Kenneth, does this mean they rescued the man?” she wanted to know.

“It’s hard to tell, Mrs. W. We’ll know soon enough,” he quietly replied. Another minute passed, with the tight-lipped Schmidt on hold. He wasn’t about to spill the beans until he was good and ready. “Yeah, I’m here. Give it to me.”

He wiped his brow a couple of times and heaved a heavy sigh. Studying his face, I decided something must have gone very wrong. Did they find the man who went overboard or not? Was he still alive when they reached him, but later succumbed to his injuries? Maybe the shark hit a vital artery when he chomped on the poor man’s leg.

“Right. How soon?” Another long pause had us waiting on tinder hooks. “Okay. We’ll be there to meet you.”

Schmidt stood up, gave a little nod in the direction of the hallway and the other three men followed him out the door.

“What’s going on?” I trailed after them, only to find Kenny blocking my path as I tried to squeeze out the door with the others.

“Give us a minute, love.” His normally congenial face was tight with concern. “It’s important.”

That minute dragged on endlessly, like a bad blind date. When Kenny finally returned, he wasn’t alone.

“Laurel, this is Marley Hornsby. He needs to ask you some questions about what you saw.”

A trim man, a few inches shorter and ten pounds lighter than my heartthrob, strode across the room with all the energy of a coffee addict in the midst of a caffeine buzz and made himself at home on my mother’s bed.

“Of course,” my mother nodded. “Does this mean the man died?”

“I’m afraid so, Mrs. Wilson.” Marley wore a blue-and-white seersucker shirt, charcoal pants, and black tassel loafers. A pair of black glasses perched on his nose; judging from the magnification of the lenses, I guessed he was farsighted. “Can you tell me what you were doing when the incident occurred?”

“My daughter and I were sitting on the balcony. She was reading. I was enjoying the view.”

“What happened to catch your attention?”

“The man went flying past our balcony at a great rate of speed.”

“Did you get a look at his face?”

“Yes.” A little chill seemed to go through her as she revisited the memory of that moment. “His eyes were shut. You would have thought he’d be horrified that he was falling, wouldn’t you?”

“Was his mouth open or closed?”

“It was closed. He didn’t even scream.”

“Did you notice anything odd about him?”

“He didn’t seem...conscious. He went past us with all the grace of a sack of potatoes.”

“Did either of you hear anything else, like any other passengers screaming or speaking?”

“No,” my mother acknowledged.

“No,” I agreed. “The only sounds I heard were a couple of seabirds squawking.”

“It was a pair of storm petrels,” my mother, the bird lover, replied.

“Well, it’s a good thing this happened in daylight,” Marley Hornsby told us. “We were able to recover the body.”

“How sad for the family,” Laurel sighed. “Does he have a wife, a girlfriend, anyone at all?”

“He does, a wife. They’ve only been married a few years. This was supposed to be an anniversary cruise.” The man got to his feet slowly, as if something weighed on his mind. “I need to ask you two ladies not to talk to anyone else about this. We’ve got investigators meeting us in Bermuda. I’m sorry to say that you’ll have to answer their questions. If you could both take a little bit of time now and write down what happened and what you observed, that will be helpful.”

“Of course we will. His poor wife must be devastated,” she remarked. “What a horrible accident to have happen.”

“It was no accident,” Marley Hornsby announced confidently. That information elicited a shocked gasp from my mother.

“He deliberately took his own life?”

That made absolutely no sense to me and I said as much. “Why would you spend all that money on a cruise, just to kill yourself?”

“Oh, he didn’t kill himself,” the security man announced. “When we found him, he had a knife sticking in his back. He was dead long before he went over the railing.”

“He was murdered?” my mother and I asked in unison. One look at Kenny and I knew this was the big secret.
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Chapter Two
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“Oh dear me, we took this cruise to get away from all the crime!” Laurel shook her head.

She was right. It had been a tough year and a half for those of us residing at the Four Acorns Inn, our bed-and-breakfast back in Cheswick, Connecticut. The Wilson family has a knack for being dragged into danger. I think it’s in the genes. We had been menaced by a couple of unsavory creeps, a convicted killer, and a couple of wannabe hitmen, who tried hard to join the Murder-for-Hire Club. Luckily for us, they all failed. I tried to spin it, hoping to soothe her frazzled nerves, but unfortunately I did it with all the grace of the proverbial bull in the china shop.

“It just goes to show you that we’re not attracting crime to the inn, Mom. It can happen anywhere.”

“You’re suggesting it’s followed us here to Bermuda?”

“No, um, what I meant was....”

“Actually, Mrs. W., if it’s any consolation, this doesn’t look like a random crime. The killer probably knew his victim.” Kenny stepped in to rescue me as I tripped over my own tongue. And just as soon as he finished, I managed to roil the waters again by blurting out an obvious observation.

“But doesn’t that mean the murderer is still on the ship?”

“Well, yes.” So intense were those piercing eyes as Marley Hornsby scrutinized me, I felt as though I was the main course for dinner. Slather me with olive oil, garlic, and mustard, throw on a little salt and pepper, and you can call me Lamb Chop. This guy is a real wolf. “This is part of the reason we’ve asked you not to speak to anyone about what happened. We want to keep you safe until we get to port.”

“You think the killer might come after us?” Laurel was clearly apprehensive. I heard the clamor of alarm bells ringing in the recesses of my mother’s mind. This was supposed to be a fun cruise for her. We weren’t due to arrive in Bermuda until morning. It was going to be a long night.

“He might,” was the blunt answer. Marley’s gaze fell upon me again and, for a fleeting moment, I wondered if I’d be safer with the bad guy. How long is he going to keep this up? He’s starting to give me the willies.

“Don’t worry,” the gallant Kenny reassured her. “I’ll be in the next cabin with Thad.”

Dr. Thaddeus Van Zandt was the man who had convinced my mother to take this last-minute cruise. He had just passed his six-month cancer check-up with flying colors, so they were celebrating.

“I’d feel safer if it was an adjoining one,” my mother remarked.

“We could probably move you to another cabin, but I’m not sure we have an accessible one with a balcony,” said Marley.

“I’d just as soon it not have one, if it’s all the same to you.” Poor Laurel was clearly shaken, not only by the thought that she saw the cadaver tossed into the Atlantic Ocean, but also that the killer was still among us.

“Let me check.”

Five minutes later, Marley offered us an interior cabin with a window overlooking the Royal Promenade. “Will that be okay?”

“That’s fine,” Laurel told him. “How soon can we be out of here?”

“Don’t you want to wait until Thaddeus comes back from his workout?” I inquired. He’d been gone for almost an hour.

“No. I just want to go.”

“How about if we take you two ladies down to the Café Promenade for a cup of coffee while the stewards set up the cabins?” suggested the man in charge.

“But we have to pack,” I reminded them. “It will just take me a few minutes. Why don’t you three go on ahead? I’ll meet you in the café. I won’t be long.”

“Let the stewards do that for you, Scarlet,” Marley replied. I started to protest, but he had no intention of taking no for an answer. “They won’t forget anything, I promise.”

“At least let me get our things from the safe.”

I grabbed my purse and a tote bag, worked the combination lock on the safe door, and pulled out our travel documents, two jewelry pouches, our cell phones, and a camera. Was this really happening to us? We’d been sailing for less than twenty four hours and already our vacation was beginning to unravel. This seemed like the perfect stateroom when we picked it. It had a roll-in shower, enough room to maneuver around furniture, and a balcony that would accommodate her wheelchair. Because of that accessibility, my mother happened to be looking out at the sea when a dead man took his final plunge. Would we spend the next few days cooped up in our new stateroom, hiding from a killer?

“Ready?” the Royal Caribbean security man wanted to know. With a final look around the room, I shrugged and followed the group out into the hallway. If there’s one thing I hate when I’m on vacation, it’s not having the chance to check under the beds when I leave. Those doubts always follow me home. What if I dropped an earring on the floor? What if I forgot my favorite pair of flats? What if...what if...what if....

Once in the elevator, Marley, Kenny, and I leaned against the walls, making room for my mother’s wheelchair. The car took us down to the fifth floor.

On the short stroll down the Royal Promenade, I took in the sights, sounds, and smells of Royal Caribbean’s seaworthy version of a busy marketplace. Gazing up at the rows of bow windows above the glitzy, light-encrusted walkway, I wondered which was ours. How noisy will it be tonight? Is it too late to change my mind? Then again, I reminded myself, this wasn’t about me. Laurel was the one whose tranquil afternoon was disrupted by the sight of a dead body dumped at sea. She wanted to be anywhere but Stateroom 7620, and I could hardly fault her for feeling that way.

We grabbed a table inside the busy eatery and spent the time talking about everything but the murder over Seattle’s Best coffee and chocolate chip cookies. It only took twenty minutes or so before Marley’s phone pinged, notifying him that our new stateroom was ready.

“They’ve put you in 6615. I think you’ll find it a good substitute, Mrs. Wilson. Tolliver, you and your cabin mate are in the adjoining stateroom, 6613.”

I was eager to see my new digs. Marley, however, had other plans. He decided to play tour guide, pointing out the different shops and eateries along the way.

“You should check out the Hoof and Claw, Tolliver,” the security official told Kenny. “There are forty kinds of beer and live music almost every night.”

“That sounds good to me,” said my companion. As a connoisseur of craft beer, he never missed an Oktoberfest.

By the time we got to Sorrento’s, the smell of pizza was alluring as it wafted through the marketplace, a reminder that it was almost dinnertime. Nearly every seat was taken at the tables scattered outside the restaurant. I watched a black-vested waiter with a white apron tied around his waist carry a tray loaded with drinks.

“This is a great place to grab a slice any time,” Marley advised us. “Pepperoni is my personal favorite, but the special pie is pretty good too.”

He led us down the hall and we waited for a few minutes in the lobby, mingling with the crowd exiting the indoor shopping mall. As the doors of the elevator slid open and a group of six stepped out, we gave them a wide berth and then took their place inside the shiny gold-walled car. Kenny pushed the button for the sixth floor.

“Thaddeus has probably returned by now and is wondering why the connecting door between our staterooms is locked,” Laurel fretted. Her beau, as she liked to call him, had gone off on his own for some afternoon exercise a short time before the unfortunate incident.

“Don’t worry.” Kenny gave her shoulder a squeeze as we were about to get off the elevator. “I’ll go find him and let him know what’s happened. We’ll meet you on Deck 6.”

“Would you? You’re such a dear.”

“I am,” he agreed, winking at me as he reached over to press the button that would take him another floor up. “I won’t be long.”

A short time later, Marley introduced us to our new stewardess, Bimi, who met us in the hallway with her master key in hand.

“I hope you’ll be comfortable here, Mrs. Wilson,” she told Laurel as she unlocked the door to our new stateroom. Marley ushered us inside.

I watched my mother take in the details as she gazed around the cabin. It wasn’t much different than the one we had vacated, save for the bow window that replaced our balcony. This one was also large enough to accommodate her wheelchair, with wide aisles between the dresser, twin beds, and small sofa. A quick peek at the bathroom showed a pretty good set-up for my mother, with plenty of space to roll in and shut the door, a fold-down bench and handheld attachment in the shower, and a sink low enough to allow her to wash up without getting out of her chair.

“As long as we’re not murdered in our beds in the middle of the night, I’ll be happy here,” Laurel decided.

“Please let me know if there is anything you need,” said the polite young woman with the exotic almond-shaped eyes.

“Thank you, Bimi. I will.”

My mother seemed to relax in her new surroundings, and looking around, it was easy for me to see why. The built-in window seat provided the perfect spot to watch the action on the Royal Promenade below. For Laurel, the avid people-watcher, it was an opportunity to indulge her curiosity about her fellow passengers.

“What do you think, Scarlet?” Marley turned his attention to me. I was suddenly all too aware of his powerful masculine aura. For a moment, I felt myself flush under his unrelenting interest. Is that his way of flirting with me? Surely he knows Kenny and I are together!

“Under the circumstances, I can’t complain,” I concurred, turning away. I shook off the feeling that he was a little too interested in me as a woman and focused on the matter at hand.

Despite my initial misgivings, I found the ambience of the room was not disturbed by unwanted noise from below. I chalked that up to the fact that our stateroom was situated on the quieter end of the Royal Promenade, away from restaurants, lounges, and the public gathering spots. “It’s a nice surprise.”

“Knock, knock!” Kenny appeared in the doorway with his cabin mate, who was still wearing his sweat suit. “May we come in?”

Thaddeus didn’t wait for permission. He hurried over to my mother.

“Laurel, I just heard what happened. Are you okay?”

“I am. I can’t say as much for that poor man!” she sighed.

He put a reassuring hand on her shoulder, leaning in to kiss her cheek before he set himself down on the edge of the bed. She reached up and linked her fingers with his. It was such a simple, intimate gesture. I still wasn’t used to my mother dating, let alone double-dating with me. Officially, Kenny and I were the chaperones on this voyage and so far, it was more “Murder on the Orient Express” than “Affair to Remember”.

“It must have been a shock for you. It’s hardly a sight you expect to see while you’re enjoying the fresh sea air,” he told her.

“It’s a first for me,” Laurel admitted.

“In an odd way, it’s really good that you saw it happen. Otherwise, no one would ever have known what happened to the victim. Without a body, the investigators would have just presumed he drowned, and they would have had to decide whether he committed suicide or accidentally fell.”

“I suppose it is a rather strange twist of fate,” she decided.

“At least now his family will know the truth.”

“And there’s a chance to find the killer before we dock,” I pointed out helpfully.

“Sure. He’s one of almost five thousand people on this ship,” Marley shot back.

“Five thousand...that many?” It seemed a staggering number of prospects to whittle down.

“Well, there are some thirty five hundred passengers and almost another fifteen hundred crew members,” Marley acknowledged. A few seconds later, the security man’s phone pinged. Retrieving it from his pocket, he gave the tiny screen his full attention. I carried on without him.

“Holy cow, where do you even start to eliminate possible suspects?” I did the math in my head, wondering what my best friend, Laurencia Rivera, better known as Larry, would say when she found out about the murder at sea. She’s an experienced homicide investigator for the Connecticut State Police and a stickler for investigatory protocols. “You’re talking about motive, access, possible witnesses....”

Thaddeus was still consoling my mother after her ordeal. They paid no attention to me.

“Scarlet!” Kenny gave me a little nod of his head, beckoning me to follow him through the connecting door to the next stateroom. Marley was already in there, talking animatedly on his cell phone.

“What’s wrong?” I asked. Kenny had his back to me, so I couldn’t read his expression.

“Wrong?” He turned to me quickly, looking puzzled.

“You have bad news to tell me. Why else would you call me in here?”

“No, no. I just thought we should give Thad and Laurel a little privacy.”

“Oh, you scared me. I thought something terrible had happened.”

“Not really. But let me get you up to speed on what’s been going on. We just got back from the makeshift morgue down in the infirmary. The ship’s physician doesn’t have a lot of experience with dead bodies, so Thad stepped in to give a preliminary finding.”

“Dr. Van Zandt was especially helpful,” Marley chimed in briefly, as he ended one phone call and began another.

“He was?” I was caught off guard.

“Sure. Didn’t you know he’s a volunteer coroner up in Maine?”

“Laurel never mentioned any of that. I thought Thaddeus was just a retired surgeon who officially hung up his scalpel and spends most of his days fishing.”

“In the last three months, he’s handled a murder-suicide, did the autopsies of a couple of drug traffickers whose meth lab exploded, and identified a skeleton found in the woods six years after the victim went missing.”

“Wow.” That explained why Thaddeus was more than happy to throw himself into the intrigue back at the Four Acorns Inn in Cheswick, Connecticut. “No wonder he likes a good mystery.”

“Who better to take poke through cadavers to look for cause of death than an experienced surgeon? You know how tight law enforcement budgets are these days,” Kenny pointed out. “But it’s especially helpful on the ship. We had a video conference with the FBI team assigned to the case. They’re going to come aboard when we get to King’s Wharf.”

“What did he find out?” I asked, expecting an answer. Those lips I love to kiss seemed to suddenly clamp shut tighter than a miser’s coin purse—a sure sign there was more to the story than meets the eye. “Well?”

Kenny’s eyebrows shot up. “What makes you think Thad found something out?”

“Your buddy’s on the phone.” I motioned to the man in the corner.

“That doesn’t prove anything.”

“Maybe not, but he seems pretty worried.” It was true. Marley’s brows were knitted together so tightly, it looked like he had a caterpillar crawling across his forehead.

“You know how it is, honey. The press will be waiting at the dock for the ship to pull in. The cruise line doesn’t want bad publicity. Do you have any idea how many people will cancel their cruises if they think there’s a murderer on the loose? We have to wrap up this investigation quickly.”

“We? Does this mean you’re working on the case?”

“Strictly as a consultant.”

“I see.” I studied him carefully, letting the seconds pass as he squirmed under my scrutiny. Kenny was holding something back, but what? The regional head of Mercer Security had a background in public safety and had led his own share of investigations while on the job. I’d learned from experience that whenever he didn’t want me to know something about a case, he got tight-lipped, to prevent himself from spilling the beans. He could barely open his mouth at the moment, so I figured it was jaw-dropping news.

“This isn’t a domestic situation,” I said, thinking out loud. “A wife doesn’t usually stab her husband in the back and then lift him over the balcony and into the sea. And the body wouldn’t have been traveling at such a high rate of speed if it was launched from Deck 8. It would have taken a few seconds for Newton’s law of universal gravitation to kick in. That must mean that either he was tossed over the railing near the top of the ship or,” I paused to consider the other possibilities, “there were at least two people throwing him overboard.”

I watched those gorgeous eyes of his open wide and then narrow. Kenny, more than a little flummoxed with my educated guess, went into avoidance mode.

“How do you come up with this stuff?” he wanted to know. To me, it seemed so obvious. I gave him a playful poke in the belly.

“I’m right, aren’t I? This isn’t a case of the angry wife topping off the errant hubby, is it?”

He heaved a long, exaggerated sigh, a sure sign he was about to launch an effort to distract me from my interest in the case. That was the Kenny Tolliver version of a wind-up pitch, so I knew to be prepared to bat it into the outfield.

“Really, Miz Scarlet, must I remind you that we did not come aboard this ship for the purpose of sticking our noses where they don’t belong? We are supposed to be accompanying your mother and Thad on a fun voyage to Bermuda.”

“And yet you just called me in here because, as you said, you wanted to give them their privacy.”

“Yes, but only for the moment. We’ll be joining them for dinner and I’ll remind you that your mother is rather distressed by the events of the day. I don’t really think she’ll appreciate you raising the subject over soup and salad.”

“How about over the main course, or would you prefer I wait until dessert is served, Captain Peacock?” I inquired, teasing him with his high school nickname.

“Cute.”

“Yes, that’s me. Now, as I was saying....”
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“I’m saying leave it alone. This isn’t a case for Scarlet Wilson, innkeeper slash amateur sleuth.”

“Nice. Maybe I’ll get some business cards made up with that job description when we get back to the States. In the meantime, I’ll remind you that I just found out you’re working on the case as a consultant.”

“I’m only doing it to help out the cruise line and to make sure no other passengers wind up dropping into Davy Jones’ Locker. I’m not part of the official investigation, Scarlet.”

“Meaning what? You’re going to sniff around, looking for the perp in between hitting the buffet line and the golf simulator?”

“The perp? You’ve been hanging out with Larry a little too long. You don’t become an investigator just by befriending a homicide cop, Scarlet. You have to be trained, which you are not.”

“That doesn’t mean I can’t be helpful. Besides, what am I supposed to do while you’re gallivanting around on the decks of the Liberty of the Seas? You just announced I have to give Laurel and the doctor a wide berth, so they can have their privacy.”

“You can’t relax over a book or hit the spa for a mud pack?”

“Since when have I ever been a spa girl?” I shot back. I was starting to chafe at the bit.

“I hate to break into this scintillating conversation, but I’ve got to get back to the security office.” Marley pocketed his phone and tapped his forehead with a couple of fingers, giving the man standing next to me a mock salute. I received a slightly formal bow.

“I’ll catch up with you later, Horny,” Kenny told him. Horny? It took me a moment to realize this was an unfortunate nickname for the security man. Did most people call Marley this? I caught him giving me the eye. Then again, maybe the guy earned it.

“We’ll talk, Ken Doll.” Ken Doll? I’d heard him called Captain Peacock, Tolly, and even Tolly Pop, but never Ken Doll.

“How well do you two know each other?”

“He didn’t tell you? This guy was my lab partner in Mr. Dinkle’s first period chemistry class senior year.” Marley chuckled.

“You went to high school together?” I inquired. A couple of decades ago, my heart broke when Kenny’s dad was transferred to New Jersey, effectively putting an end to the promising start of a great romance. This was the first time I’d ever met anyone who’d known Kenny after he moved from Connecticut. “I had no idea. I just assumed you traveled in the same law enforcement circles.”

“Actually, I’m ex-FBI and I normally work out of the corporate office in Miami. When Kenny asked me to recommend one of our ships for a cruise, I decided to come along and catch up with an old friend. It’s a great excuse for me to check on the ship’s security procedures. We’ve had some recent personnel changes. The security officer’s only been here three months; he transferred from different cruise line. There’s also a new staff captain. Roberto is the number two man on the ship, just under the captain in rank, and as such, he’s responsible for overseeing the security team. This is only his second sailing for Royal Caribbean.”

“Your people are certainly getting a workout on this cruise,” I acknowledged. “I assume Liberty of the Seas isn’t usually a hot bed of criminal activity.”

“You’ve got that right. We’ve had a jumper or two in the last decade, and even the occasional daredevil guest who had a little too much to drink and decided to practice his gymnastics routine on the balcony, but nothing of this magnitude. I never expected to have a murder drop into my lap, but then, you are sailing with us. I’ve heard all about your uncanny knack for attracting trouble.”

“It’s not my fault these things happen when I’m around!” I protested.

“Sure, sure. You’re not a crime magnet, Miz Scarlet. You’re just an innocent bystander hanging out on Murderer’s Row.”

“What exactly did you tell him, Kenny?” I wanted to know.

“Are you kidding?” Marley slipped an arm around Kenny’s shoulder and gave him an overly enthusiastic bear hug, nearly knocking him off his feet. “I have to admire a woman who can keep this guy on his toes. You’re legendary.”

“I’m what?”

“Legendary. Ken told me you pushed a killer off his perch with a platter of canapés at Christmas. And I heard all about how you cleaned up a big case on the Jersey Shore. That’s not a shabby track record for an amateur sleuth.”

“Don’t forget the Sorkin case,” Kenny reminded him. “I told you about that one. It was the first time I’d seen Miz Scarlet in decades. There she was in the woods, literally tripping over a dead body in the snow.”

“That was not my favorite moment,” I admitted, shivering at the memory of that ghastly sight up on White Oak Hill. “Well, at least nobody got killed at the Pinault-Magnusdotter wedding. That one had a happy ending.”

“Have you forgotten all the mayhem in the meantime? I lost a lot of sleep watching out for you, Miz Scarlet!”

“Okay, I’ll grant you that wedding ceremony didn’t go off without a hitch or two....”

“Speaking of which, when are you two going to tie the knot?” Marley broke in, smiling broadly. He gave me a wink. A scowl came over my heartthrob’s face as he noticed the gesture.

“Don’t you have somewhere you need to be, Horny?” Kenny growled.

“As a matter of fact, I do,” he laughed, enjoying the sight of his old friend bristling. “See you folks at dinner.”

No sooner had the door closed behind Marley than Kenny spoke. “Pay no attention to that idiot, Scarlet. He likes to stick it to me by stirring the pot. It’s a bad habit he got into in our senior year of high school and he’s never given it up.”

“That explains all the hit-and-run kamikaze flirting.”

Kenny sat down on one of the twin beds, suddenly lost in some hidden corner of his mind. The silent minutes ticked on while I waited for him to pull himself together. At long last, he let out an almost primal groan that seemed to come from deep inside. “Now I get it. It took me all this time, but I finally get it.”

“I’ll bite. What do you get?”

A humorless laugh escaped from those lips. Marley Hornsby had somehow struck a very raw nerve and the pain Kenny felt came rushing to the surface.

“When Jillian and I got engaged five years after we met, Hornsby suddenly felt compelled to pledge his undying love to her. She swore up and down that she wasn’t encouraging him, but I didn’t buy it. I accused her of being flattered by the jerk’s attention. It only got worse after we got married. Some of the biggest fights we ever had were because of Hornsby. It never occurred to me the guy was doing it to get my goat. I thought he was genuinely in love with Jillian. I felt sorry for the runner-up.”

“And now you finally see the light?” I put an arm on Kenny’s back and rested my chin on his shoulder, silent for a few minutes. “The only thing he’s in love with is besting you.”

“It’s unbelievable. He doesn’t even know you, but he’s already moving in for the kill. I feel bad about how I treated Jillian. I should have believed her. But Hornsby and I both met her at the same time. Back then, it was every man for himself. I was triumphant. I got the beautiful girl and Hornsby got nothing but heartache.”

“On the contrary, Kenny, I disagree. Your friend Marley got you to doubt Jillian, which caused the arguments that made both of you miserable. How much of a jerk were you to Jillian?”

“You don’t want to know.”

“Actually, Captain Peacock, I do want to know, just in case Marley manages to get under your skin during the cruise. I like to be prepared for emergencies.”

“I actually tried to catch her in the act by tailing her.” He sighed, clearly exasperated with himself. “I don’t think of myself as a jealous guy, Scarlet, but I was nearly out of my mind thinking she was cheating on me.”

I admit I was surprised by that. “I always think of you as so cool-headed and calm.”

“I am normally, but for some reason, Hornsby pushes all my buttons.”

“And he enjoys every
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