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 A Note From the Author

 


When I started conjuring up the second adventure for
the Murder Mystery Book Club (formerly the Agatha Christie Book
Club), I wanted to take them on an exotic journey à la Agatha
Christie’s infamous Orient Express—one of my favourite
Hercule Poirot settings—and began looking around for ideas.

Boy, did I get
lucky.

In the late
1800s/early 1900s, there really was a classic steamship called the
SS Orient that sailed between London and Sydney, via the
Cape and the Suez. According to my research, it was a sparkling
ship, brimming with luxurious fittings and eclectic characters, and
host to several rather suspicious deaths.

What a
brilliant backdrop for my book club friends!

While I have
tweaked some minor details for the sake of this contemporary plot
(including the original itinerary), much of the information about
the ship is authentic and my sources are listed in the bibliography
at the back—with thanks.

This is
fiction, however, folks. So I’m sad to say the SS Orient has
not been recommissioned nor is there a real-life replica floating
about as I have imagined here, but an author can dream can’t
she?

And a book
club can jump aboard for the ride…

Bon
voyage!

 


 


 Prologue

 


As the woman bobbed about in the dark, cruel sea,
the wake from the ship no longer slapping her this way and that,
her voice now limited to occasional spluttering sobs because she
had given up screaming long ago, her thoughts did not turn to great
white sharks or hypothermia or bleeding out. Instead, she thought
how extraordinary it was that this should be her
destiny.

Her of all
people.

She had
always known that infamy
would find her. She just hadn’t expected it to happen quite like
this. Was she really to disappear in this vast expanse of ocean?
Was this how she was to be remembered, a silly little girl who
simply dropped off the side of a boat?

She
squeezed her eyes tight against
a splash of spray and was rewarded with a mouthful of bitterly
salty water, spluttering and clawing as another wave hauled her up
and over, slamming her back down like a limp ragdoll.

Who knew
there were waves this far out?
Who knew there were so many extraordinary seabirds, an enormous
wandering albatross now dipping down to inspect the floating bounty
before circling overhead? She could see the fine black lines on its
white underbelly, its bloody yellow bill and cold, flat eyes. Like
tiny black buttons watching, waiting. Biding its time.

There was no
mercy out here, no pleading for forgiveness. Nature was her judge and jury,
her inevitable executioner.

The woman’s
final thought as she
surrendered to her destiny was of the captain and her lover, and
how nothing had worked out at all as she had planned.

 


 


 


 PART ONE

 



Chapter
1

 


The SS Orient creaked and shimmered like a doddery old
dame as it sat, strapped into place at the port of Darling Harbour
on that sun-drenched Sydney afternoon. In fact, the vessel was
relatively new, a modern replica of a real steamship that once
sailed between London and the colonies, with its four passenger
decks, two shiny black funnels and four towering masts (now just
for show).

“It’s just as
I imagined it!” gushed Claire Hargreaves, clapping her white-gloved
hands with delight.

“It’s just
like the original,” added Missy Corner, glancing down at the
crumpled printouts in her own hands, which were bare and sporting
chipped purple nail polish.

“It’s a few
decks short of the Queen Mary,” was all Perry Gordon had to
offer.

Five members
of the Murder Mystery Book Club were all standing, gaping up at the
ship before them, while a steady stream of passengers, crew
members, onlookers and the press scurried about, some checking in
at the makeshift customs’ desk, others kissing loved ones good-bye,
envy flattening out the latter’s smiles, while others stopped for
photos or memorabilia before rejoining the voyage for its final leg
to Auckland. An ambulance wailed ominously nearby, but no one
seemed to notice. There was too much frisson in the air.

Alicia Finlay
was also bubbling with excitement. Despite being the founding
member of the book club, it wasn’t really her travel companions who
lifted her spirits today but the thought of four romantic days—and
even more romantic nights—on the high seas with Dr Anders Bright,
also a member of the book club, also her dashing boyfriend,
currently missing in action.

Alicia arched
her neck. Now where oh where could he be?

Scanning the
crowd, all she could see were hundreds of mostly nautically dressed
passengers, most of them women, most over the age of sixty.
Alicia’s sister, Lynette, just twenty-seven and freshly single, had
clocked that too and was frowning through her chunky blond
fringe.

“It’s just as
well there’s no casino or nightclub on board,” she quipped.
“Wouldn’t want to set off all the pacemakers.”

“Oh don’t be
so grumpy, possum!” Missy said, eyes sparkling behind zebra-print
spectacles. “This is going to be fun! Come on, let’s check
in.”

The young
librarian then pushed past them towards one of the customs’ desks,
her ticket held aloft like it was the key to a magical kingdom.

And magic was
just what the good doctor had promised.

It was Anders
who had first suggested the cruise while sipping a glass of Pimm’s
and lemonade at one of the book club’s fortnightly get-togethers.
They had just finished dissecting Death in the Clouds, and
all agreed it paled in comparison to Christie’s more iconic travel
mysteries Death on the Nile and Murder on the Orient
Express.

“I’d kill to
go on a luxurious train journey like that,” sighed Claire, whose
attire that day would not have been out of place on such a trip—her
mid-length dress with its fluttery butterfly sleeves and her small
angled hat harking back to the 1930s.

“Why don’t you
then?” suggested Perry.

“What, kill?
Or go on the Orient Express?” They swapped smirks. “I wish,
Mr Gordon. I’d have to sell a shipload of vintage frocks at my
little shop to afford the ticket. No, I’m afraid Central Station to
Town Hall is as glamorous as it gets for me this year.”

“Yes, feels
too out of reach for me too,” said Alicia, whose traditional
magazine work was shrinking under the weight of the digital media
world.

That’s when
Anders reached into his jacket pocket and produced the glossy
brochure. “I wasn’t sure whether to mention this, but now that
you’re all going on about it, it sounds as though it might be just
what you need.” He flung the brochure onto the coffee table as
their eyes swept upon it. “It’s not quite the Orient Express, I’m
afraid, and it floats rather than flies across the tracks, but it’s
slightly more affordable and it’s docking in Sydney soon.”

“What are you
on about, Doc?” asked Lynette while Claire snatched up the brochure
and began flicking through.

It was
advertising a luxury cruise on a “true-blue replica steamship” and
promised to take passengers “on a journey back in time to the
halcyon days of the early 1900s when the SS Orient sailed the high
seas between London and Sydney via The Cape”.

Anders turned
to Alicia, an apologetic smile on his lips. “I’ve been meaning to
tell you, I got a call last night. Have been asked to step in as a
replacement doctor on that ship, just for twelve days until the
original doctor… returns. All very last minute. I have to fly out
tomorrow to Fremantle where I’ll join the ship en route to Sydney.”
He glanced around the group. “It docks in Sydney in eight days.
Maybe you could all join the ship then, just for the four-day
cruise across the Tasman to New Zealand, then get a flight back
with me.”

“What would we
do with Max?” Lynette asked, reaching down to stroke the silky
smooth head of their beloved black Labrador whose eyes squeezed
tight at her touch.

“I’m sure
you’ll find someone to mind your mutt,” he said and was rewarded
for that comment with a cushion to his head.

Perry, who had
been reading over Claire’s shoulder, whistled at the price of the
fares. “I thought you said it was ‘affordable’. Maybe it is on a
doctor’s salary. That’s practically my annual income at the
museum.”

Perry was a
palaeontologist and a badly paid one at that.

“No, no,
ignore those rates,” said Anders, storing the cushion safely behind
his back. “I’m told there’re some really good deals going on the
Sydney-to-Auckland leg. Apparently a few passengers are jumping
ship here, and some berths have opened up. They’re flogging them
cheap—a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. The ship’s come all the way
from London, would you believe, on some marathon fifty-day voyage?
It’s following the SS Orient’s original itinerary with a small
detour to New Zealand. Auckland’s the last stop, and once they get
there, they turn around and head all the way back to London.”

“London?”
Alicia gulped.

“Well,
obviously I’m not saying you should go all the way to London, and
I’m not expecting to either. They’re hoping to replace me once they
get to New Zealand, at least I think they are.” His eyes clouded
over briefly before he blinked it away. “But if you guys did just
one leg, just for those four days, well, it could be fun.”

It could be
romantic, Alicia thought, her brain ticking over while
Lynette narrowed her eyes suspiciously. Fun wasn’t usually
something she associated with the good doctor even if her big
sister did seem to be besotted by the guy.

“I don’t know.
I’m not really the cruise ship type.”

Murmurs of
consensus broke out around the group as terms like “floating
shopping mall” and “germ factory” were bandied about. And normally
Anders would agree. Cruising was not his style either, not one
little bit, but a frantic phone call from an old colleague begging
him to “help out” not only came with attractive remuneration, it
promised to be an enormous challenge, one he secretly craved. He
was feeling increasingly unsettled of late, and he suspected it had
less to do with his surgery work and more to do with his broken
marriage to childhood sweetheart Vanessa. His eyes flitted back to
Alicia. He hadn’t told her the real story, and he wasn’t sure he
would.

How much did
she really need to know?

Missy didn’t
need to study the brochure to be reeled in. The very name had her
hooked. “The SS Orient, kiddoes! It’s a sign from Dame
Agatha Christie herself!”

Perry rolled
his eyes and crossed his legs, but Anders smiled.

“I knew you’d
be up for it, Missy.” He turned to Alicia. “How about you? I think
it’d be quite magical.”

Alicia tried
to emulate Missy’s enthusiasm, but she was suddenly feeling put
out. Why hadn’t Anders asked her alone? Why drag the rest of the
book club in? It’s not that she didn’t enjoy their company—she
loved this eclectic gang of crime buffs—but it wasn’t them
she wanted to sip piña coladas with while watching the sunset from
the Lido Lounge.

“Let’s do it!”
said Claire in a rare display of spontaneity that eventually proved
infectious. The vintage clothing-tragic had been studying the
brochure carefully and fallen in love with the opulent English
Renaissance interior design with its elaborate wood carving and
shiny brass furnishings. She was already conjuring up her cruise
wardrobe before the plan had been agreed with a gasp of excitement
and a clink of highball glasses.

 



Chapter
2

 


The Indonesian cabin steward plonked Alicia’s luggage
down on the stand, bowed his head meekly, and promptly left the
cabin, not sensing the flutter of relief that followed his
departure. Alicia hadn’t been sure whether she was expected to tip
the staff each and every time they did so much as look in her
direction, but the steward’s swift exit, sans a handful of
cash, put her at ease.

She smiled.
There was nothing she loathed more than tipping (well, maybe world
hunger, but you get the drift). Alicia was pitiful at maths, and
the whole process just left her feeling deeply uncomfortable.
Still, she knew she had to tip eventually and made a mental
reminder to leave him a lovely large bonus at the end.

The steward,
Valeno, had already introduced himself and promised to be at her
beck and call for the duration of the journey. Now that idea
she liked. It felt indulgent and luxurious, just like this cabin,
she realised, sweeping her eyes around the room. She yelped with
delight. While tiny, the cabin was pure luxury and an exemplar of
vintage Renaissance finery. It was as though she had been
transported back to 1901.

Claire would
be swooning.

Twin single
beds featuring gold copper frames and fuchsia velvet bedspreads sat
side by side with overhanging Victorian lampshades above and a
marble-topped bedside cabinet in the middle. In front of that sat a
miniature mahogany armchair atop a plush Persian carpet, and at the
window matching fuchsia drapes had been drawn back with gold
tassels. The room was partly panelled in warm walnut and partly
covered in the most exquisite chintz wallpaper featuring willows
beside a shimmering lake. Even the tiny en suite bathroom took you
back in time with its black-and-white subway tiles and gold gilt
mirror.

She glanced at
her watch and made another sound, more a murmur of panic this time.
Alicia had exactly ten minutes to unpack her gear and get her butt
up to someplace called The Grand Salon for the requisite safety
drill, and she really didn’t want to miss that. As was her habit,
she had already envisaged every potential emergency scenario, from
a giant tsunami crashing over the bow to a team of terrorists
rising like slugs from the ocean below, and she was determined to
be prepared.

The safety
information panel on the back of her cabin door had already been
memorised and the small stadium window inspected should she need to
break free from a fire or an intoxicated lout (because weren’t
drunks the primary menace on cruise ships today?).

Shuddering at
the thought, she tried to refocus and glanced across at the other
single bed. Where had Lynette got to? Despite her sister’s
protestations, they were supposed to be sharing a cabin, and while
her bags had been safely delivered, the younger Finlay was
curiously absent.

She was
probably still perched at the mosaic pool bar up on the main deck
where they’d all gathered soon after they cast off to toast the
journey, Alicia decided. They’d been handed miniature bottles of
French champagne with a striped straw wedged inside and had spent a
lovely first hour marvelling at the wonders of Sydney Harbour, the
magnificent Harbour Bridge towering above them as the ship sailed
under and away, out through Sydney Heads.

Not that
Alicia had focused on any of that.

“Oh, you’re
not going to be this boring on the whole cruise are you?” Lynette
had groaned as they cleared the Heads.

“What?” she
replied, batting her eyelashes.

Lynette held
her Moet piccolo aloft. “Out there is one of the world’s most
stunning views, a view people pay squillions to see, and all you
can do is see what’s missing, aka Dr Anders.”

“Well?” She
pouted. “Where is he?”

“Probably
working, where he should be. Most likely administering seasickness
pills or heart medication judging from this lot.”

“You know, for
a woman who only ever dates older men, you’re extremely
ageist.”

Lynette just
shrugged and turned back to drink in the view between sips of her
favourite tipple.

Alicia shook
the thought away and returned to her suitcase. She had better get a
move on if she was going to make the safety drill.

Soon after,
with her gear taking more than its fair share of the wardrobe space
and bathroom cabinet, Alicia pulled her battered copy of Murder
on the Orient Express from her handbag, hugged it tight for
just a moment, then placed it on her pillow, indicating to Lynette
which bed she’d chosen, and to herself what she had to look forward
to later that night. Her book club had already dissected the book
some months ago, but it seemed a fitting companion on a ship called
the Orient.

Then she
glanced in the bathroom mirror, ran a hand through her shaggy blond
bob, slapped on a little lipstick, grabbed the door key and dashed
out.

 


“Hey there,
you’re going the wrong way!”

Alicia swept
around to find a tall man with a mop of brown hair standing in the
claustrophobically thin passageway, one hand pointing in the other
direction. He was fully decked out in a white officer’s uniform and
looked dashingly handsome.

For a moment
she didn’t recognise him.

“Anders?” she
cried, then rushed back to throw herself in his arms. “I was
wondering when I’d see you.”

He stiffened
considerably and gently pushed her back, a blush spreading across
his cheeks as an older couple squeezed past them, both so bronzed
they looked like bruised oranges.

“Sorry,”
Alicia said, glancing at the couple, but they didn’t appear to
notice.

The woman was
muttering something angrily in a foreign language while the man
hung his head low and kept walking. Whatever his past sins, he was
hearing about it now.

Glancing back
at the doctor, Alicia said, “I gather from the fancy threads that
you’re on duty?”

He nodded.
“It’s a full-time gig I’m afraid. Have to be on my best behaviour.
No visible displays of affection, that kind of thing. You
understand, right?”

She felt a
stab of disappointment. “Of course.”

“I had hoped
to meet you on the dock, but well, I had a few… er, sick passengers
I had to tend to.”

“Don’t worry,
we were in good hands.”

“Excellent.”
He tipped his head towards the cabin. “Everything in order?”

“Yes, it’s
stunning.”

“Good, then
follow me, the muster station’s this way.”

Alicia
hesitated. “I just need to fetch Lynette; she’s still at the pool
bar. If my memory serves me correctly, this back stairway is the
shortcut.”

“She’s a big
girl, Alicia. I’m sure she can find her own way.”

“Have you
met my sister Lynette? She’ll be studying the bar menu and
wondering how they bake the crab quiche and miss the whole thing. I
won’t be long.” She went to give him a good-bye kiss then thought
better of it, simply smiled and continued down the passage while he
stared, frowning behind her.

 


Having booked
on the cruise so late, the club members were not expecting to get
cabins close together, so Alicia was pleasantly surprised to find
Perry’s cabin was just two doors down from hers, and Claire and
Missy next door to that. She didn’t know where Anders was located,
though, and wondered why she hadn’t thought to ask. Lynette was
more curious about why Anders hadn’t asked Alicia to bunk in with
him, and Alicia had scoffed at this.

“He’s probably
in a hammock with three other crew members in the bowels of the
ship. Remember, he’s working, Lynette.”

Now seeing him
in his suit brought home just how busy he would be, and Alicia
realised with a jolt that this might be a replica cruise ship, but
the Love Boat it was not.

Still, she
couldn’t help humming the tune to the popular ’80s TV show as she
put her head down and began racing up the companionway. She was
onto the chorus when she slammed into a man racing down the other
way.

“Oh damn,
sorry,” he said, grabbing Alicia’s hand as they both almost toppled
down the stairs.

As he did so,
a tiny vial of orange liquid fell from his pocket, and he leapt
upon it like it was liquid gold, then thrust it back into his
leather jacket before helping Alicia steady herself against the
balustrade.

“You okay?” he
asked, and she nodded.

“Sorry, it was
my fault. I was miles away.”

“Well, we will
be soon. Got to get through another bloody awful drill first.
Aren’t they a total torture?”

Alicia
laughed, and he smiled back. He was wearing blue jeans and a Neil
Young T-shirt beneath his jacket, and his sandy-coloured hair was
tousled and overgrown. That getup coupled with the very fine
laughter lines around his eyes suggested he was neither spring
chicken nor old goat. Lynette would be thrilled, she thought.

No pacemaker
on this one.

He’d been
studying her too, and his widening smile creased those lines
further. “Guess I’ll see you in the torture chamber,” he joked then
continued down the steps, taking them two at a time.

She noticed
that he didn’t stop at her floor but continued on, down towards a
lower deck, and she wondered where he was headed. As far as she
knew there were no cabins that far down.

Not giving it
any more thought, Alicia continued upwards to the main deck but
soon discovered that the place was deserted. She began cursing
Lynette aloud. Perhaps they’d all been shepherded to the muster
station already. She looked around. How on earth was she going to
find her way from here?

As if by magic
a white uniform appeared with a lovely big hand that was waving her
towards a slim stairway at the other end of the deck. “This way
please, ma’am,” came the voice attached, and Alicia gave the crew
member a grateful smile as she followed his directions and made her
way to the Grand Salon, the main entertainment hub which featured a
music bar and lounge on the upper deck, imaginatively titled The
Upper Deck.

There she
found the rest of the book club gathered, Lynette now clutching a
fresh glass of champagne. Anders was also there and gave her a
knowing smile as she walked up.

“I was looking
for you,” Alicia told her sister.

“Well I’m
where I need to be, where were you?”

She ignored
this as a large, grey-bearded man in a decorative white uniform
with four-striped epaulettes entered the room, a shorter, similarly
dressed man beside him.

“That’s
Captain Antonio Van Tussi with the beard, and his right-hand man,
Chief Officer Pane,” Anders told them just as a hush swept over the
crowd. Alicia glanced about. There were about 280 passengers
gathered and almost as many crewmembers by the look of it, and that
was assuming the crew were all in uniform.

“Welcome
aboard to our new passengers, and thanks everyone for gathering so
swiftly so that we can reacquaint ourselves with the safety
procedures,” Chief Officer Pane was calling out over a few
stragglers who were settling in to seats at the back. “The crossing
to New Zealand can be pretty variable, so it’s timely that we do
another drill.”

All was quiet
except for a small pocket in one corner by the bar. A group of
passengers was laughing loudly, completely ignoring the officers’
presence, and Pane was looking both uncomfortable and annoyed.
Alicia recognised the angry bronzed couple she’d spotted in the
passageway earlier, their spat now forgotten as they laughed along,
as well as several short, plump women who looked like identikits of
each other. They had to be related, she decided.

“Please,
people!” the chief officer was calling out. “Silence!
Pleeeease!”

Their laughter
continued unabated, and several onlookers frowned, including
Claire, yet the captain just looked amused as he stepped forward
and retrieved the microphone from Pane.

Shaking his
head with a patient smile, he said, “My, my, Millicent Solarno.
What a surprise to find you playing up again.”

His voice was
Darth Vader-deep, strong and commanding, and it did the trick. The
largest, loudest of the women turned around, her lips caught
mid-sentence, staring up to the captain who had tipped his head to
one side as if chastising a child. “We haven’t all been on 120
cruises,” he continued. “Mind if we teach the newcomers a thing or
two?”

The woman’s
lips morphed into a smile, and she placed a hand to her brow to
perform a mock salute. “Aye, aye, Cap’n!” she called back.

He nodded
appreciatively, and so the lecture began.

 



Chapter
3

 


By the time the drill was over, the corner group had
settled back into raucous laughter, and Anders cocked an eyebrow
towards them.

“They’ve been
a handful since I got aboard eight days ago. Rowdy mob.”

“Rude too,”
snipped Claire. “Who do they think they are?”

“Veteran
cruisers, of course!” came an unfamiliar voice behind them. “They
think they own the ship.”

The friends
turned to find a man in his late fifties standing there, already
dressed for dinner in a shiny dark-blue tuxedo, his dyed black hair
combed back, his heavy jowls clean-shaven. In fact, he smelt like
he’d bathed in his aftershave, the spicy scent almost
overwhelming.

“The captain
wasn’t exaggerating,” he added. “Between them the Solarno sisters
must have notched up over a hundred cruises.”

Perry gasped,
a hand flying to his heart. “Good lord! All on the SS Orient?”

“Not possible
unless they’re 137 years old, and I’ll keep mum on that one. Oh no,
the ship might look ancient, but this is actually only its fourth
voyage.”

“So how do you
know they’re veterans?” asked Alicia.

He smiled and
held out a hand. “Apologies, I’m Dermott Killarney, also a veteran
cruiser although they give me a run for my money, those ladies.
This is my tenth cruise, third ship. I’ve met them on several other
trips. The Groots over there—”

He indicated
the bronzed couple.

“—they’ve been
on a few cruises too, although how they manage it on a Dutch
pension I do not know. Still, none of us come close to the Salami
Sisters.”

“Salami
Sisters?” echoed Lynette.

He held a hand
to his lips. “Apologies, it’s my pet name for them. I don’t think
they’d mind. They have a wicked sense of humour. You’ll meet them
soon enough, everybody does. They’re Millie, Tillie, and Billie
Solarno, made their fortune in fine meats would you believe? Daddy
dearest had the biggest deli in Britain. Hence the regular
cruises.” His eyes danced across the group. “Now you lot, you’re
all virgins, I can see that.”

Claire
bristled, but Missy squealed with laughter. “Is it that obvious?
We’re soooo excited; we’ve never been on a ship before.”

“Oh I have,”
said Perry, and Lynette snorted.

“Booze cruises
around Sydney harbour don’t count, Perry.”

After
introductions were made, Dermott stood back, his eyes squinting
shrewdly. “You seem an unlikely lot. I wonder how you all got
together.” He waggled a finger in the air. “No, no, don’t tell me!
I want to guess—much more fun that way. You’re clearly not
related.” His eyes darted to Claire, who was part Chinese and had a
dark, feline look about her, to beach-blond Lynette, rubbing his
jaw as he did so. “Work? You all work together! No? Hmmm.
Neighbours, perhaps?”

“Book club!”
Missy spat out, unable to help herself, and he looked
delighted.

“Of course you
are! Oh you’re going to love—”

“Dermott
Killarney, monopolising the young ones again I see!”

This time they
swept around to find a tall blonde descending upon them. If Claire
was part Chinese, this woman was part Amazonian, her legs
astonishingly long in tight white pants with gold stitching, her
tanned shoulders as broad as a rugby union player, peeking out
between slits in the flowing tiger-print kaftan top she had on. She
was beautiful, though, breathtakingly so, her long hair streaked
with golden highlights, her cheeks chiselled and sun-kissed like
Aussie supermodel Elle Macpherson. And she had the spongy, thick
lips, sparkling blue eyes, and broad ocker accent to match.

No sooner had
she landed a smacker on Dermott’s blushing face, she exclaimed,
“G’day guys, welcome to the Orient!”

Pushing forty,
the woman was as unblemished as a twenty-year-old, with the smug
smile of someone who not only knows she’s beautiful she expects
you’ll think so too. Alicia couldn’t help glancing at Anders, but
he was already reaching across to steal a kiss of his own.

“Evening,
Corrie, you look lovely tonight,” he said, and her smile flashed
wider.

“Thanks,
mate.” She didn’t settle for a kiss, quickly sweeping him into a
hug, and Alicia wasn’t sure whether to be more put out by Corrie’s
familiarity with Anders or the fact that he was now happily hugging
her back. In public. In his uniform.

So much for no
visible displays of affection.

Just then
another woman appeared behind her. She was almost as tall as
Corrie, but skeleton thin with mousey brown hair that had been
stretched so straight it looked ready to snap. She had a long black
dress on, a glass of champagne in one hand, and a bored look on her
face.

Corrie
promptly snatched the glass from her and said, “You don’t mind, do
you, darl?”

“Well…”

“Just zip back
and grab another. You’ve got all the time in the world. Tell Ramond
to put it on the entertainment tab.”

Corrie then
dismissed the woman with a flick of her luscious locks. “That’s my
‘bestie’ Anita,” she told the group as her friend turned away.
“She’s just joined our little dinghy, as I believe you guys have!
So, who have we got here then?”

Her eyes bore
into them, and for a moment Alicia knew what it must feel like to
be a gazelle under the hungry gaze of a lion. There was something
wild and unguarded about this woman, something almost dangerous. Of
course the animal-print top and fullback’s physique didn’t
help.

“This is the
book club I was telling you about,” Anders said.

Something
flickered in those eyes, and her gaze intensified. “Oh yes,
I’ve been looking forward to meeting you guys!”

“Oh?” said
Claire. “You’re a book lover then?”

“What? God no!
Who’s got time for reading? No, no, but I am into
mysteries—in fact I have one that’d be right up your alley.”

“Oh?” said
Alicia this time.

Corrie smiled
wickedly. “Oh yeah, baby, The Case of the Kaftan
Kleptomaniac.” She had put on a theatrical accent and, reading
disinterest in Alicia’s expression, added, “It might seem trivial
to you, but they’re designer label—Camilla, darlink—and they
cost a small ransom! Can’t imagine how anyone managed to pinch the
bloody things. Still, it might be just your thing. Doc here tells
me you’ve been busy solving a few mysteries.”

“Well, just
one, really,” said Alicia, thinking back to the previous year when
a book club member had vanished into thin air, leaving a few too
many people looking far too relieved.

“More than
one!” interjected Missy. “Alicia’s just being modest. We
didn’t just have a missing club member, we had a dead husband, we
had a wayward daughter who was definitely hiding something, we had
a sleazebag of a tennis coach and, oh, don’t forget that loony
housekeeper! You see, it all began soon after Alicia started the
book club, which was when? I’m trying to remember…”

Corrie’s gaze
turned gauzy as Missy rattled away, and she soon began looking over
her shoulder as though searching for an escape.

Missy carried
on regardless. “We’d only had a few meetings, hadn’t we possums,
when one of our members just vanished! Poof! Gone. So we all
decided we just had to channel our inner Miss Marple and find out
where the poor woman had gotten to! I say poor because—”

“Mmm sounds
like a laugh,” Corrie interrupted, “and I’d love to hear all
about it, but I’ve really gotta circulate. The captain will have a
fit if I don’t spread myself wide.”

“So you work
on the ship as well?” asked Alicia. “Are you the Entertainment
Director?”

Corrie barked
with laughter. “Well, that’s one way of putting it!”

Anders shot
Alicia a patient smile. “This is Corrie Van Tussi, Alicia.”
When she stared at him blankly, his smile stiffened and he added,
“Captain Van Tussi’s wife.”

“Oh, right,
sorry!” She blushed, and Lynette frowned.

“How was
Alicia supposed to know that, Anders?”

But Corrie was
waving them off. “Jeez don’t worry about it! Most captain’s wives
don’t tag along on every cruise, but I can’t help myself, this ship
is so luxurious and the company so scrumptious!”

She gave
Anders another look that suggested he was next on the menu, and
Alicia’s blush quickly paled.

“But enough of
all that! Must keep schmoozing.” Corrie placed her thumb and pinkie
to the side of her head, as if imitating a telephone and told the
group, “I’ll get my people to call your people. Bon voyage!”

She fluttered
off in a plume of Chanel perfume, leaving at least one woman
feeling frumpy in her wake.

“Don’t worry,”
said Dermott, sensing Alicia’s discomfort. “She has that effect on
all of us.”

“She must be,
like, totally devoted to the captain,” Missy said, “coming on every
cruise.”

“I’m not sure
it’s the captain she’s devoted to,” he said. When they all turned
back to him, he smacked his lips tightly together as though trying
to restrain himself. Then he chuckled and said, “Oops, did I just
say that aloud?”

Claire ignored
this and asked, “What did she mean by Kaftan Kleptomaniac?”

“Oh I wouldn’t
get too excited by that. She can be quite melodramatic that First
Lady of ours, and why anyone would want to nick her ghastly gear I
cannot say. The way she dresses you’d think it was a tacky budget
cruise!” A wave of laughter rippled from the corner again, and he
glanced across. “I’d best pay my respects to the Salami Sisters
before they start accusing me of allegiances. I’ll see you back
here after dinner for cocktails and dancing, yes?”

“There’s
dancing?” Lynette said.

“Of course
there’s dancing, my dear! It’s my raison
d’être!”

Then he did a
little bow and waltzed his way towards the so-called Salami
Sisters, who were still laughing up a storm on one side.
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Dermott Killarney was not overstating it. No sooner
had they finished the delicious four-course meal in the Grand
Dining Room—an elegant restaurant boasting a hand-painted ceiling
and high-backed parlour chairs—they ascended the majestic staircase
and settled back into the Grand Salon. There the chairs and tables
had been moved away to reveal a shiny oak parquet dance floor in
the middle of the room, and in the middle of that, Dermott, shiny
with sweat. He was adeptly whisking one woman after another around
and around in a variety of waltzes and foxtrots. Two dances seemed
to be his limit, however, before he escorted his panting partner
back to her seat, held his hand out to another and returned to the
floor.

“He’s in hot
demand,” said Lynette.

“On the job,
actually,” said one of the Solarno sisters who was just wedging
herself into the velvet booth beside them. She had a clipped,
upper-crust British accent and a jolly smile on her face. “Don’t
worry, dear. He’ll get to you eventually. Just has to keep the rich
old regulars happy first.”

When they all
looked at her confused, she chuckled, waving a chubby hand bedecked
in thick gold rings. “I’m Millie Solarno, nice to meet you. And
that, my dears—”

She fluttered
the hand towards Dermott, who was now whisking a woman in a bright
red silk dress and bouffant hairstyle around.

“—is our
resident Gentleman Dance Host.”

“Gentleman
Dance Host?” repeated Missy, and the woman mock-gasped.

“My, my, you
people really are virgin cruisers. I wasn’t sure there were any
left on the planet.” She paused to catch her breath. “Dermott is
paid to keep us sad old widows entertained, or at least he’s paid
in kind, you know, food and berth and all that. He’s hired by the
Orient cruise line of which I happen to be a director, and I can
tell you, it’s money well spent. The man is like honey to a bee.
Ah, ladies, come meet these adorable cleanskins!”

They looked up
to find an almost replica copy of Millie waddling towards them,
followed by another who was slightly thinner, slightly older and
significantly less jolly. The first was Tillie, the baby sister,
the other Billie—“Not really her name. It’s Bertha, but we insisted
she get in on the action,” explained Millie.

They all
exchanged names and settled back to watch as Dermott spun close to
the table, the bouffant woman’s red dress flying open to reveal
surprisingly muscled thighs.

“Oooh, it’s
the Orient waltz!” said Tillie, pricking up her ears as the band
launched straight into a new tune. “Or is it the galop? I can never
tell those tunes apart.”

“Goodness me,
they’re completely different, Mathilda!” said Millie, who then
turned to the book club to explain. “This ship inspired several
amazing composers in its day. In fact, the SS Orient Galop was
composed especially for the
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