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A Note from the
Author

 


This series was
originally published under the title The Agatha Christie Book
Club. To avoid confusion and broaden future storylines, like
this one, I have since renamed the entire series The Murder
Mystery Book Club. I apologise for any confusion.

You will find that
past content remains largely unchanged, so, too, the core book club
members, including beloved sisters Alicia and Lynette, vintage
fashionista Claire, palaeontologist Perry and ditzy librarian
Missy, as well as Alicia’s beau, Detective Liam Jackson.

In this instalment,
the gang draw inspiration from a modern murder mystery, and are
joined by two new members as well as a cast of colourful
characters—good and bad. There’s also the usual dark humour,
twist-laden plot, and some very cheeky red herrings.

Happy sleuthing,
mystery lovers…

 


 


Prologue

 


The sun was as brutal
as a blowtorch, the sky a blistering blue, as a small crowd
gathered on the promenade deck of the MV Living Large, hands
to mouths, eyes unblinking, sweat pouring from stretched brows.
They were watching a man with a dripping ponytail bash away at a
woman draped across the dive platform. He had her wetsuit ripped
open and was hammering at her chest.

“One… two… three…
four…”

When he got to thirty,
he dropped back on his haunches as another man threw himself on the
woman’s purple lips, releasing two powerful puffs of air. Both of
them futile. And so the desperate dance continued.

Thirty chest
compressions.

Two breaths.

Nothing.

Thirty chest
compressions.

Two breaths.

Nothing.

At some point the
captain tried to drag Ponytail away, but he would not leave the
dance floor. Not yet. Not until he knew for certain. Only after
twenty long minutes of trying did he finally retire, falling back
in an exhausted huddle as gasps sang out around the group.

“No!” somebody
screamed.

“Keep going!” yelled
someone else, but the first officer was already placing a towel
gently over the woman’s body, and the captain had now turned to
face her passengers.

“I am so, so sorry,”
she began but then stopped as she saw it, the look of relief that
fluttered across someone’s face. More than that, it was a vision of
undiluted delight, as though they’d just been handed the keys to
the superyacht. The expression was fleeting, just a fraction of a
second, but the captain had clocked it.

And, conveniently for
the victim, so too had Claire Hargreaves, one-time member of
Australia’s nosiest book club.

 


 


Chapter 1 ~ Two Days
Earlier…

 


The black helicopter
landed just in front of the bridge at the bow of the luxury
cruiser, like something from a tacky action movie, and Claire
watched with delight, one hand holding fast to her wide-brimmed
vintage straw hat lest the rotor blades whip it off and towards
oblivion. Or Papua New Guinea at least.

The Living
Large was anchored just off Lizard Island in tropical far North
Queensland, and no one was going to be sending the zodiac to fetch
her hat today. Not even her lovely new husband, Simon Barrier, who
owned both the superyacht and its dinghy and could send it any
which way he chose. He was too busy reading the fluttering pages of
the Financial Review and barely looked up from his deck
chair as the chopper made its brash descent.

But Claire was
watching, and she was mesmerised. It took many minutes for the
blades to slow and the cabin door to swing wide, and she gasped
again as a couple alighted, the man, short and stocky in a
baby-blue linen suit, the woman dressed in flowing winter white,
her long, bleached hair matching that shade, her body towering over
him like a billowy cloud even as she bent down to avoid the
stalling blades.

“It’s James Wynter!”
Claire called back to Simon. “You know? Heir to the media
empire.”

Finally he looked up.
“Really? That short fellow? In the crumpled suit?”

“I think you’ll find
it’s a very expensive crumpled suit, but yes. That must be his new
wife, Indya, beside him. She’s just twenty-two and a supermodel,
you know.”

He shoved the paper
under an overloaded charcuterie board and stepped towards her.
“Well, I don’t think you’re allowed to have buckets of money and an
ugly wife. It’s against the rules.” He smiled at his joke and
added, “And I should know. I can’t believe you said yes!”

“I can’t believe we
got the wedding together so quickly and are now on our honeymoon,”
added Claire, pulling her feline eyes from the helipad and back to
her new husband.

Tall with a mop of
black hair and a crumpled look himself, Simon was well into his
fifties so wasn’t keen to muck about, and it didn’t take a
psychologist to understand why thirtysomething Claire had rushed to
the altar so quickly this time. Her first engagement, to a very
unavailable Chinese man, had lasted four years and ended in
tears.

Still, she did worry
about the rushing part…

“Thank you for
organising this at the last minute,” Claire added, one hand waving
across the sun deck at the top of the two-hundred-foot-long motor
yacht.

He winked. “It helps
when you own the vessel. But I am so sorry. I thought we’d be all
alone on the high seas, and the blasted thing has filled right
up.”

The dream was
to have it all to themselves—at least that was the intention when
Simon asked his dynamic executive assistant, Queenie Dobson, to
book it soon after he’d proposed to Claire.

The Living
Large was part of his company’s massive hospitality network.
Living Large Enterprises also owned boutique hotels in multiple
cities, luxury getaways in remote locations, and this custom-built
cruiser that explored the Great Barrier Reef under the command of
Captain Elizabeth Flinders. She’d been on board since its maiden
voyage two years ago, although this was only her second trip as top
dog, and was ably assisted by First Officer/Chief Engineer Gary
Andrews and Chief Stewardess/Purser Pasha Patel. There was also an
award-winning Italian chef called Sergio, a Filipino butler called
Freddy, and a British marine biologist/expedition leader by the
name of Dr Roland J. Brown.

This particular voyage
was not part of the boat’s usual itinerary, but the captain had
happily added it to the schedule. And Simon had been happy enough,
too, when his business partner suggested opening it to paying
guests to help soften the costs. There were six staterooms after
all, perhaps they could lure some like-minded honeymooners? And so
the idea of a boutique honeymoon cruise was born, and here they
were just a month after conjuring the idea, almost fully
booked.

The wealthy Wynters
had just joined them by chopper, and another couple had arrived
earlier via a scheduled morning flight from the mainland. A third
couple were due to jump on board midway through the cruise, during
a stopover at the northerly port of Cooktown, leaving just two
empty staterooms. No wonder his partner waved them off with a
satisfied smirk!

And it really was a
wonderful way to celebrate your nuptials. Not only were the cabins
pure luxury—boasting king-sized beds, spacious spa baths and their
own private balconies—but the superyacht also sailed the secluded
northern end of the reef, far from the zinc-creamed hordes who
descended daily from the coastal port back at Cairns. That’s where
Claire and Simon had jumped aboard, and at least they’d had two
glorious nights alone before the other couples arrived, and she was
glad the whipping breeze masked her sigh as she watched this new
lot make their way across the bow and vanish beneath the
bridge.

“But that’s not all,”
said Simon. “Captain Flinders just informed me we’ll be setting off
slightly later this evening as we have another couple joining us
tonight—and they’ve booked both remaining cabins. One of
them must snore.”

He chuckled and Claire
tried to chuckle along but couldn’t quite muster it.

Simon added, “That
couple is on a chartered flight to the island now, I believe, and
will be on board just in time for the captain’s official welcome
drinks.” He sighed. “Not so much our own private Idaho as a full
ship I’m afraid.”

Claire regained her
smile. “That’s what happens when you provide such an irresistibly
beautiful venue. You really only have yourself to blame.”

He laughed. “It
doesn’t matter anyway. We’re sure to have a lot of fun and none of
your nosey book club within a two-thousand-kilometre radius. So
it’ll be a corpse-free adventure too.”

“Touch wood!” She
tapped the gleaming handrail beside her as her mind drifted to the
club.

Claire wasn’t gunning
for a corpse, but she wouldn’t have minded having the gang here if
she were being honest, maybe a puzzle or two to solve. She had
officially stepped away from her beloved Murder Mystery Book Club,
having taken up a position with Simon’s company, and she missed
their camaraderie and complete inability to walk past a question
without answering it—often with terrifying consequences. Claire
thought then of the first time she’d met Simon at the luxury
rainforest retreat she now managed, of the shock of discovering
first one, then a second murder victim, of the way they had pulled
together to not only solve the crimes but survive a terrifying bush
fire raging towards them.

It wasn’t hard to
forget all that drama while out here in the calm Coral Sea, but she
would not forget the book club so easily…

 


~

 


Back in Sydney,
Lynette Finlay’s expression was stormy as she glared at her recipe
book. The club co-founder had been smashing through, looking for
ideas to cook for the following day’s book meeting, when she’d
stumbled upon her Earl Grey teacake—Claire’s favourite.

“Everything okay?”
asked her sister and co-founder, Alicia, glancing up from a laptop
where she’d been editing content for a popular puzzle magazine
(Crosswords! Code Crackers! Sudoku!).

Lynette scooped her
long blond tresses into a messy topknot. “I can cook up a feast,
sis, but it’s just not the same without her.”

Alicia knew who she
was referring to and agreed. “We all miss Claire, honey, but the
two new members have been good, yes?”

Despite her initial
reservations, Lynette could not disagree. The book club had all
grown to love the wealthy widow Ronnie Westera after their last
deadly adventure, and it hadn’t taken long for their newest member,
Queenie Dobson, to fit in. Queenie was just twenty-three, and her
knowledge of Agatha Christie left even their resident Christie
afficionado and librarian Missy Corner feeling inadequate.

But still, they
weren’t Claire.

“I’m so glad Claire
and Simon found each other,” said Alicia, her eyes trained on her
sister.

Lynette rolled hers
and turned towards the pantry. “I don’t need a man to be happy,”
she retorted, reaching for some flour.

“I never said you
did.”

“Ah, but your eyes
spoke volumes.” Lynette scooped a cup from the jar and sieved it
into a large bowl. “You can stop feeling sorry for me please. I’ve
got my business course and my cooking, not to mention you and Max.
You’re my family.”

The sisters’ black
Labrador heard his name then and came bounding in, tail wagging,
and Alicia slipped him a treat while Lynette pretended not to see,
just as she pretended not to be ever-so-slightly worried. Max was
now getting on in age, and Alicia had a boyfriend of her own, a
homicide detective called Liam Jackson. It would only be a matter
of time before those two set sail on their own honeymoon, and where
would that leave Lynette?

She bent down and gave
Max a proper hug.

Perhaps we could stow
aboard with them, hey Maxie? she thought, her mind wafting back to
the missing book club member.

How lucky Claire was
to be sailing one of the seven natural wonders of the world. How
serene and peaceful it all must be…

 


 


Chapter 2 ~ Fireworks
at the First Sundowners

 


There was tension in
the air as Captain Elizabeth Flinders raised her champagne flute to
officially welcome the guests, and Claire knew that if Liz had
arrived fifteen minutes earlier, she’d have a better idea why.

 


It was just on sunset.
The passengers had all gathered for the Captain’s Cocktail Party,
as requested, in the air-conditioned lounge bar on the promenade
deck. It was one of three guest decks and also housed a
fully-equipped galley kitchen, the six staterooms, and an open
activities area at the stern that boasted a hydraulic dive platform
and myriad water toys. Above them was the bridge deck, home to a
state-of-the-art, Starship Enterprise-style command centre,
the captain’s ample quarters and the helipad, and above all that,
the sun deck with its enormous jacuzzi, cosy cocktail bar and
“alfresco dining experience”. The crew’s quarters, storage area and
engine room were hidden well below, a world away from the dazzling
lounge bar they were now in.

Dubbed Nemo’s Lounge,
with good reason, it was decorated in lurid shades of burnt orange,
startling white, and black velvet trimming. There was
floor-to-ceiling reinforced glass on two sides, a glittering
cocktail bar in the centre, a baby grand piano, a Bose Lifestyle
surround system and gigantic flat-screen TV for movies and
presentations, and shockingly bright downlighting.

Squinting around now,
Claire couldn’t help sighing wistfully, her mind tripping back to
the last cruise she took on the SS Orient with all its
subtle shades and dim lamps and deep, weathered oak. That ship was
the antithesis of this vessel—as old-fashioned as this was
modern—and she knew which she preferred, but she kept that to
herself.

Simon had been so
chuffed about the booking!

The other couples were
also inspecting the room and each other. Despite the wealthy
Wynters’ clamorous arrival, no one had actually met, and this was a
chance for the passengers to not only introduce themselves but to
toast the official start of the journey, which was just getting
underway, the yacht now swaying and listing as it made its way from
Lizard Island towards the open sea. They would sail for another
hour, then stall the engines in time for a calm dinner under the
stars on the top deck, as was the usual practice.

As Simon handed her a
crystal glass of champagne, Claire felt her heart flutter again and
wondered how she’d got so lucky. What more could she possibly ask
for than a husband who loved and spoiled her? Really, he was all
that she needed…

Releasing another
contented sigh, Claire glanced about. She had now taken a sneak
peek at the yacht’s manifest, but it didn’t take an Agatha Christie
fan to deduce who was who. The young media couple—the Wynters—were
now dressed entirely in black and seated far too close to the
piano, which was currently being crucified by the chief stewardess
Pasha. Pasha was also the yacht’s entertainment director and
general dog’s body, assisting everyone from Captain Flinders to
their butler Freddy who, according to the brochure, also doubled as
a waiter and barman, although he was nowhere to be seen this
evening. It was Pasha who poured the champagne and was now
hammering away at the baby grand like she was trying to smash her
way through it.

Large and deeply
tanned, with black curls and a bleached smile to match her tailored
white uniform, Pasha began to warble as badly as she played, but
James and Indya Wynter didn’t seem to notice. They had eyes and
ears only for each other and were laughing at some shared
joke—hopefully not Pasha’s corny rendition of “Piano Man”!

Every few minutes
young Indya would produce her phone, snuggle closer to James, swish
her glacial-white hair back, and snap a selfie. Claire noticed it
was an older model iPhone like hers and wondered if Ms Wynter would
upgrade now that she’d married into one of Australia’s wealthiest
families.

The other couple had
to be the Dudley-Pines. They were older, late thirties perhaps, and
clearly gym junkies. He was straining the seams of a Hugo Boss
tuxedo; she was wearing a slinky silver dress several sizes too
small, her muscular shoulders foreboding beneath thin spaghetti
straps. Those two had eyes only for the Wynters and seemed to be
watching them closely, the sunset through the windows no match as
it morphed from orange to pink to purple.

The captain had not
arrived at that point, and Simon rose to start the introductions
when an audible gasp came from across the room. Pasha’s fingers
paused on the piano, and they all looked around to see a new couple
standing at the top of the short staircase that led down into the
bar.

This was the
mysterious fifth couple, the one who had booked both staterooms
last minute, and they were certainly a sight to behold. Not your
typical newlyweds, they were both well into their seventies—he
sporting a large bald head and an even larger belly, which was also
squashed into an expensive tuxedo; she whippet thin with long,
pearly grey hair, bright red eyeglasses, and a shimmering pink
dress that fell all the way to the lush carpet and clashed badly
with the orange decor.

They were standing at
the top of the stairs, arm in arm, wide grin on the woman’s thickly
pencilled lips, a strained smile on the man’s.

“She looks familiar.
Who is that?” Claire whispered to Simon just as James Wynter leapt
to his feet and answered for him.

“Mother!” he yelled
out, bounding across the room and up the stairs in three easy
steps. He stopped inches from the woman, eyes wide. “Wow. This is a
pleasant surprise! I wasn’t expecting you.”

The elderly lady
reached towards him and held him in a grip so tight her knuckles
began to whiten.

“Really, Jimmy?” she
said when she finally let go. “I don’t see why. You do know how
much I adore my cruising.”

“Of course, Mother,
but it is a couple’s honeymoon cruise, you wicked,
wicked woman.”

James tsked at her,
winked knowingly at the man beside her, and then, finally, glanced
back and across to his new wife.

Indya was still seated
at their table, clutching her champagne with both hands as if
trying to strangle it. It was only then that James saw what the
others had witnessed from the moment the older couple made their
grand entrance. Indya had paled to the colour of her hair and had a
look of repulsion in her large brown eyes.

James gulped and
turned back to his mother, who seemed not to notice.

“It is a bit
cheeky of me,” she croaked out. “But when you mentioned it, I
thought, come on, Elsbeth Wynter. You can find yourself a plus one.
That’s when I convinced Boulder to step up.”

She nudged her
companion with a bony shoulder and he chuckled like a naughty
school boy.

James was now
chuckling along, waving a hand downwards. “In that case, you’d
better come and join us for a glass of bubbly, right, Indy?”

But there was nothing
right about any of this, not for young Indya. The colour returned
to her cheeks as she released the glass, grabbed her iPhone and
stood up. Then she swished her long hair back with a flick of her
head and strode up the stairs towards them as they began their
descent.

But there would be no
tight hugs for her. Indya didn’t even glance at her mother-in-law
as she swept past and out of the bar, leaving nothing but the
lingering scent of Chanel No. 5 and a roomful of shocked
expressions.

James seemed most
shocked of all. “Goodness,” he said, turning back to his mother.
“I… I’m so sorry, Mother. I don’t know what’s got into Indy.”

“Perhaps a touch of
seasickness?” she suggested, a wicked glint in her eyes. “Leave
her, Jimmy. I need one of those promised champagnes, and it better
be French.”

James nodded and
looked like he was about to follow his mother to the bar when he
must have thought better of it and said, “Sorry, um… you head down
and I’ll be back in a tick!”

Then he rushed after
his wife.

 


Halfway along the
narrow corridor that led between the lounge and the staterooms,
James slammed into Captain Flinders, toppling the peaked cap from
her head in the process.

“Oh, goodness me!”
said Liz, propping it back over her glossy chignon. “Everything
okay, Mr Wynter? I think you and your wife are going the wrong
way.”

“Sorry!” was all he
managed as he brushed past her and away.

“But… but there’s
welcome cocktails in the lounge!” she tried again. “And we’ve got
our all-important safety drill!”

But the man was not
for turning.

 


Indya Wynter had only
just reached her cabin door when her husband caught up with
her.

“Indy!” James called
out, and she looked around with a pout.

“How could you let
this happen?” she cried. “It’s a honeymoon cruise. Our
honeymoon. How can your mother possibly be here? And with
her lawyer. They’re not even a couple! How is it
allowed?”

James reached for her
hand and pulled her towards him. “I’m not sure, babe, and yes, it
is a bit cheeky—”

“Cheeky? Can
you both stop using that word like we’ve been pranked? This is
unacceptable. She’s ruined everything!”

“Babe, come on, let’s
not catastrophise it. It’s not the end of the world.”

His voice was tinged
with sarcasm, and it enflamed her further.

“It’s the end of our
romantic holiday that’s for sure! Why did you even mention it to
her? I thought we agreed to keep the honeymoon secret.”

“I don’t keep secrets
from my mother, you know that. Besides, she has every right to know
where I’m going. She gets worried.”

“But she has no right
to follow us.” He seemed about to dispute that. “I thought
you spoke to Boulder about this,” she continued. “I thought he
assured you he was going to pull your mother into line, not provide
her with a plus one.” Indya took a deep breath, tried to
calm her rage. “I know Elsbeth loves you, James. I know she misses
you. I get that. But this… this is going too far. It is utterly
unacceptable. She has to leave. They both do. Immediately!”

He looked amused
again. “Shall we make them walk the plank? Get the captain to dump
them off at the nearest atoll?” He grabbed Indya by the waist and
pulled her closer, looking up into her fiery eyes. “Come now,
sweetie, this really doesn’t have to be a big deal. It’s a very big
boat.”

“Not big enough for
both of us.”

“Babe—”

“Don’t babe me,
James. One day you’re going to have to choose, and I say that day
has come!”

Then she wriggled free
of him, wrenched the door open, and swept inside.

James growled below
his breath, then followed her in, not noticing the handsome young
butler lurking at the corner, a swan made of fresh towels in one
hand, his phone in the other, the red button blinking as he
recorded everything.

 


 



Chapter 3 ~
Meanwhile Back at the Bar




The air in Nemo’s
Lounge was as stiff as the martini Pasha was now mixing.

No sooner had the
young Wynters fled than Elsbeth Wynter had looked crestfallen—like
her joie de vivre had fled with them—and she’d murmured
something about powdering her nose and also vanished.

That left her plus
one, Arne Boulder, smiling vacuously at the other guests as he
strode down to join them.

“Bollinger?” Pasha all
but yelped as she raced towards the bar.

“Make it a martini,”
he replied coolly, following her across while Claire shared a
worried frown with Simon.

“That didn’t look
good,” she said.

Simon nodded. “I’d
better have a quiet word with Liz. See what the hell is going
on.”

 


Ten minutes later he
was deep in conversation with the captain. They were standing just
inside the entrance to the bar, whispering furtively, and Claire
watched them keenly as she selected a fetta watermelon cube from
the hors d’oeuvres on her table. Could it really be true that the
media mogul’s widow had gate-crashed her only son’s honeymoon?

“Scandalous, isn’t
it?” came a man’s voice beside her, and Claire looked up to find
the muscle-bound, thirtysomething couple standing there, flutes in
hand, looks of glee on their faces.

“I feel rather sorry
for the poor thing,” said Claire, dropping the cube back again.

“Indya? Oh, there’s
nothing poor about her,” the man replied. “She’s just
married into the largest magazine publishing family in the
country.”

“I’m sure she knows
that, Connor,” said his wife. “We’re not all complete morons.”

“That’s what happens
when you marry into money,” he continued, unperturbed. “Rumour has
it, old Elsbeth has never approved of any of her son’s
relationships—always detonated them before they could get to third
base. How young Indya survived to the altar I cannot say, but I
have a hunch that’s why the wicked witch is here now. Wants to blow
up that relationship, too, if she can manage it.”

“But they’re
married,” said Claire.

“Yes, but for how
long?” Connor wiggled his bushy eyebrows. “And if it came down to
it, from what I hear, James would choose his mother over his wife
any day of the week. Did you see how delighted he looked to
see her?” He shuddered. “Bit creepy if you ask me. Far too close
for comfort those two.”

“You’re pretty close
to your mother, darling,” murmured his wife.

“That may be,” he shot
back, “but I’d hardly bring her on our honeymoon. For
starters, you’d throw me overboard.”

“How do you know all
this?” Claire enquired, half-interested, half-appalled.

“Oh, I read the gossip
mags. Don’t you?” Then, thrusting a large hand towards her, he
said, “I’m Connor Dudley-Pine, by the way, and this is my better
half, Cinnamon.”

“Cindy please,” said
the woman, and Claire offered them her own hand to shake.

“I’m Claire
Hargreaves, and over there is my husband—”

“Oh, we know all about
your husband, darling,” Connor said, giving Simon the once-over as
he continued talking to the captain. “What we don’t know is how you
managed to snag Australia’s most eligible bachelor. We all thought
he was your classic George Clooney and would never say yes to
anyone. Bit like James Wynter actually.”

“Oh, George Clooney
got married in the end, you nincompoop,” said Cindy, eyes still on
Claire. “But this woman’s obviously not just anyone, is
she?”

That left the book
club member speechless. Claire loathed talking about her private
life and certainly wasn’t about to give these two perfect strangers
more gossip, but she also wanted to be polite. She had a terrible
tendency to clam up and come across as cold. Snobbish, even. It was
something she would have to overcome, not just in her new role as
the manager of Lyle’s Rainforest Lodge but as Simon’s new wife.

In the relatively
short time she’d known him, Claire had quickly learned that Simon
was a social butterfly, flitting from project to party and back
again, all in the name of his beloved business. She tried to
remember the tips Ronnie from book club had given her just before
the wedding. It was one of many tips from the wealthy
philanthropist, and this involved dealing with pushy
strangers—smile, say something innocuous, then throw the spotlight
back on them.

And so she mirrored
the stewardess’s smile and said, “Yes, I am a lucky woman,
but tell me, how did you two meet?”

As the couple clapped
hands and launched into a story about locking eyes over a set of
barbells, Claire thought how clever Ronnie was. She was absolutely
right. If there’s one thing people liked more than gossiping about
others, it was gossiping about themselves.

 


 



Chapter 4 ~
Death Stares Under the Stars




“It’s just like
Death on the Nile,” Claire whispered to Simon as they
nibbled a delicious appetiser of pancetta-wrapped scallops on the
gusty upper deck an hour later.

Cocktails had remained
strained even after everyone returned and played nicely, allowing
the captain, Liz, to make the formal introductions, then do the
requisite muster drill before handing over to the serious young
marine biologist, Roland. A strong, sinewy chap with a sun-scorched
face and a bleached ponytail, he was also the resident dive
instructor and gave a pre-dinner lecture on the reef they were
heading to for their first stopover, then asked all those
interested in diving to meet at the diving platform at nine the
following morning.

No sooner had he
finished, than Pasha announced that dinner was being served on the
sun deck and asked them to follow her up using the elevator located
beside the restrooms outside the bar. “Or, if you’ve got the
ticker,” she’d added with a wink, “feel free to use the exterior
companionway; it’s just a few flights up!”

Claire and Simon had
chosen the stairs, but it was the view at the top that took their
breath away. Five intimate tables for two had been set up on the
open deck, each with flickering candles and bowls of fresh red
roses. There were fairy lights strung between them and stars
twinkling above, and it made for a stunning dining experience.

Yet Claire could not
focus on any of that. She was still thinking of the warring
parties.

“Death on the
Nile?” repeated Simon as he reached for his wineglass. “Is that
one of your Agatha Christie novels?”

“Yes,” said Claire.
How did he not know that? “It’s the one where the honeymoon
couple go to Egypt and are stalked by the groom’s ex-fiancée.
Except, in our case, it’s the groom’s mother who’s doing the
stalking, and the groom doesn’t look at all concerned, like he
invited her himself.”

“James Wynter loves
his mum. I guess we can’t hold that against him.”

She frowned, wondering
if she should be relieved Simon’s mother passed away before they
had met. Then wondered if she was just jealous. Claire was
distanced from her parents, her Anglo-Australian father long gone,
her mother a Chinese Hong Kong national now living in Paris. She
hadn’t even bothered to fly over for Claire’s wedding so was hardly
going to gate-crash her honeymoon. There had been a lovely
congratulations card, of course, with a sizeable cheque inside, but
that had only left Claire resentful. She didn’t want her mother’s
money, thanks very much. It was her presence she longed for,
that feeling of being prioritised.

Claire wondered which
was worse—a mother who suffocated you with love or one who barely
remembered you were alive.

Simon misread her
frown and said, “So how does that book end, dare I ask? Does the
hubby cark it?”

She shook her glossy
black hair, now set in victory rolls to match her original 1940s
damask evening gown. “No. Spoiler alert—it’s a double con. Turns
out the husband is in cahoots with the stalking ex-fiancée and it’s
the new wife who gets it.”

“Goodness. Indya
better watch her back then.” He was joking of course, but the way
Claire’s frown firmed up made him grab her hand and laugh. “It’s
okay. Nobody is dying on this cruise. I forbid it! Besides, we’re
not living in the pages of a Christie novel.”

Claire relaxed her
brow and thought now of the new book resting beside her bed in
their stateroom. “Not anymore we’re not,” she said. “As you know,
I’m reading a modern-day writer called Ruth Ware.”

“Oh yes. The
Woman in Cabin 10. Sounds like a gripping travel yarn.”

Actually, it was a
gripping mystery, but he didn’t need to know that. Nor the fact
that it was the very book the Murder Mystery Book Club would be
discussing tomorrow. She mightn’t be part of the gang anymore, but
that didn’t mean she couldn’t read along with them, even from a
distance.

“Breaking the hex,
hey?” said Simon. “Good.” Then he dropped his head to one side.
“You miss your book club friends terribly, don’t you, Claire?”

She lowered her gaze.
“It’s fine. I mean… your business keeps me nice and
busy.”

In fact, she’d barely
had time to read since he’d hired her to help renovate his lovely
old holiday lodge up in the rainforest. It had taken longer than
anticipated but was coming together now and soon she would settle
in as the general manager.

Or would she?

Neither of them had
discussed what would happen post-marriage. Would Simon move up with
her? Would Claire do the job long-distance from his home in Sydney?
Or would she be forced, as Ronnie did, to abandon her own career
for the sake of her wealthy husband?

The very idea irked
Claire. Despite once running her own vintage clothing store, she
was a thoroughly modern woman. It was why she didn’t take Simon’s
surname and why she hadn’t yet broached the subject. Simon was a
good fifteen years older than Claire, and she was terrified of his
answer, so she took Ronnie’s advice and said, “So, scuba diving
tomorrow. Have you ever tried?”

Then she smiled as he
began to wax lyrical about his diving prowess.

 


“You know I can barely
swim, Elsbeth. Why the blazes would you subject me to scuba
diving?” said Arne Boulder, soaking the last of the appetiser up
with some bread.

“No, I did not know
that about you, and don’t be such a baby,” Elsbeth Wynter replied
sternly. “You’re missing two-thirds of the earth’s surface when you
stay above water. You simply must get a lesson with that hippie
doctor, and we can splash about together.”

“Roland? I thought he
was a marine biologist.”

“He is. He’s also the
dive instructor and expedition leader, a man of many talents.
Didn’t you listen to the lecture?”

“Of course I didn’t. I
was too busy trying to smile nicely at poor Indya, who looks
frankly devastated. I think you’ve gone a step too far this time,
Ellie.”

“Nonsense. If the
clothes hanger can’t handle the heat, she should get out of the
kitchen.”

“I think that’s what
they call a mixed metaphor! And you’re in no position to discuss
kitchens—you’ve never stepped in one in your life.” He frowned.
“I’m with Indya on this one though. We should not have come. I
really should have talked you out of it.”

Elsbeth waved a
dismissive hand in the air that saw her cream cardigan drop from
her bony shoulders and onto the back of her seat as the
butler-cum-waiter Freddy rushed over in anticipation. She shooed
him away with a frown.

“Who cares what the
latest scrap of a girl has to say? If I want to holiday with my
baby boy, I’ll holiday with my baby boy. There was no way you were
going to talk me out of it, Boulder, so you had no choice but to
tag along.”

“I didn’t have
time to talk you out of it. You gave me twelve hours’
notice! I’m not even sure I’ve packed properly.”

“You have a sun hat
and a tux? What more do you need?” Another dismissive gesture,
followed by another aborted attempt to assist from Freddy. Again
she shooed him away. “Besides, I would have convinced old Monty to
come along. You’re not the only bachelor I know.”

“No, but I am the only
one stupid enough to do as you ask.”

“It’s only because I
pay you obscene amounts of money,” she spat back, now waving a hand
in the air for the waiter, who simply smiled and ignored her.

Boulder gave her a
grim smile of his own but thought, No, it’s because somebody has
to keep you in line, you silly old girl.

As he watched the
waiter ignore Elsbeth’s waving hand, Arne Boulder thought of Jimmy
and all the arguments over the wedding. Fortunately, young Indya
was never privy to any of them. She would have been horrified to
hear Elsbeth’s view of the “vacuous clothes hanger” and James’s
limp defence of her. Even more horrified when he assured his mother
that marriage was no longer forever and if Elsbeth really didn’t
warm to “pretty Indy”, he could easily swap her for another. It was
the only reason Elsbeth had finally given her consent, but Boulder
had felt nauseated as he watched the pretty “clothes hanger” stride
so joyfully down that aisle.

Little did Indya
realise that blood was thicker than water and James would always
take his mother’s side.

No matter what.

 


Helping his wife into
a seat at the other side of the deck, James tried not to grimace at
Boulder. His mother had her back to them and had not seen them
arrive for dinner, and he was glad of that. He couldn’t bear
another scene from Indy. They almost hadn’t come, were going to
order room service, but then he’d reminded her that Elsbeth would
win if that happened.

“You mustn’t let
Mother ruin our holiday,” he’d said. “She’s here because she loves
me. That’s all this is. Pure maternal love and I really wish you’d
understand that.”

“It’s weird is what it
is, James. I can’t believe you can’t see that!” Indya had hissed
back, and he’d given her a look he knew was glacial, but enough was
enough.

She’d gone too far
this time.

“I’m sorry you’re not
close to your family but I won’t have you talk my mother down. I
won’t,” he’d told her, and she had blinked at him, frustrated for
many minutes, then finally relented.

And as they settled in
now, he felt more hopeful. “See?” He waved at the candle and roses,
the delicious course waiting for them. “It doesn’t get more
romantic than this. The stars are out, Mother’s on the other side
of the deck, and things will look a whole lot better in the
morning. I promise.”

Then he offered her
his warmest smile, but he had a hunch things would never be better.
Not unless his new wife was going to stop sulking and get with the
program.

 


As she watched James
Wynter swap eye rolls with his mother’s consort, Boulder—were
they really expected to call him by his surname?—Cinnamon’s
eyes were firmly locked on the elderly lady.

My God, what a coup!
She never would’ve dreamed it!

It was exciting enough
to be in such close proximity to James Wynter but now his mother?
The indomitable publishing doyenne! Perhaps Cindy could snag her
after dinner or maybe buddy up to her on the first dive
tomorrow…

“What are you thinking
about, dear?” Connor said, eyes narrowing because he knew her well
and it was a rhetorical question.

“Don’t you worry your
pretty little head,” she told him. “Nothing has changed. It’s only
upped the ante.”

His eyes widened.
“You’re not worried?”

“Why would I be?”

“We had the perfect
plan, Cindy, and now there’s a fresh roadblock in our path.”

“Elsbeth? Hardly! If
anything, it’s the moody supermodel we should be worried about.
She’s making everything unpleasant for everybody. If only she’d
stop her sulking.”

“Just as long as our
investment pays off.”

“Our
investment?” she said, and his chiselled jaw stiffened further as
his eyes slid away.

Cindy smirked, then
snuck another look at the guests. Sure, her previous plan had been
blown to smithereens, and the person responsible was snapping her
bejewelled fingers as if the waiter was her own private concubine.
But this was a good thing. It had to be! Their lives depended upon
it.

Taking a fortifying
sip of her wine, Cindy said, “Just stick to the script, Connor
darling, and all will be fine. I will sort it like I always do.
Until then, you should know that the frumpish Eurasian chick is
watching us keenly, so look like you love me, why don’t you?”

He did as instructed,
smiling lasciviously, and she almost fell for it herself this time.
They clinked glasses, then laughed heartily as she swept another
look back at Claire Hargreaves. But she was no longer watching
them. Claire’s feline eyes were firmly on her husband, and the love
she was showing was annoyingly—achingly—genuine.

Cindy sighed. She’d
kill for a love like that. Wouldn’t hesitate for one moment.

 


Pasha Patel stood to
one side, black apron around her uniform, waiting to pounce. There
were wineglasses to be kept filled and appetisers to be swept away
and three more courses to be brought up via the service staircase
at the side of the deck.

It was all about
timing. Everything had to be just right. And it didn’t help that
the young Wynters had turned up so damn late. Now the diners were
all out of sync and she could see the men fidgeting for more food
while Indya had barely picked up her fork.

And why Freddy was
ignoring Elsbeth’s pleas for more wine was beyond her! Really, the
lad was useless, should have been shown the gangplank after his
first disastrous shift. She longed for their old butler,
Gabriel…

Plastering her smile
back on, Pasha snatched the bottle of sauvignon from Freddy and
strode across to Elsbeth’s table.

“More wine,
madame?”

“Not yet,” she said,
scooping a silver clutch purse from the table. “I’d like to know
where the ladies’ room is first.”

“Of course. It’s
downstairs, just outside Nemo’s Lounge.”

As Pasha pulled her
chair out and pointed the way, she couldn’t help thinking But
didn’t you go there earlier, during welcome drinks? And then,
more importantly, bloody hell woman, now we’ll have to delay the
mains. Sergio will have a conniption!

Luckily, the old lady
did not take long, and very soon she was striding back along the
deck towards her table, so Pasha gave Freddy the nod to follow her
down to the galley to fetch the next course, when something
dreadful happened.

Elsbeth had stopped at
the Dudley-Pines’ table and was staring hard at Cindy.

“You look familiar to
me,” she said brusquely. “How do I know you?”

Cindy visibly blushed.
“Oh, I don’t believe we’ve met, Mrs Wynter.” She leapt to her feet
and thrust out a hand. “But it’s such a delight. I’m Cinnamon
Dudley—”

“Cinnamon? Yes…”
Elsbeth ignored the hand. “That is familiar. Now how do I know that
name?” Her beady eyes squinted through her glasses. “Something
shifty, I’m sure of it…”

“I beg your pardon?”
was Cindy’s stunned reply.

“Hmmm, yes, definitely
shifty…” Elsbeth’s eyes were now narrow slits. “Never fear, it will
come to me eventually.” Then she continued on like she hadn’t just
insulted a fellow passenger.

Pasha was aghast and
watched as Cindy dropped to her chair, flabbergasted. And who could
blame her? This was supposed to be a pleasant cruise! What was the
old dragon thinking?

Shooing Freddy on,
Pasha scooped up the sauvignon and returned to Cindy’s table,
filling her glass to the brim—she looked like she needed it—while
Elsbeth began griping about the breeze.

“It’s as cold as a
witch’s tit out here. Help me into my cardigan, Boulder.”

He did as ordered,
awkwardly pulling one skeletal arm through a sleeve and then the
other, then Elsbeth finally sat down with a heavy “Hmf!”, glanced
at her empty wineglass, and said, “Who does a woman have to kill to
get some attention around here?”

 


 



Chapter 5 ~
Clownfish and Sharks


The coral was alive
with a shimmering array of colours, shapes and textures, not to
mention all the extraordinary slithery creatures, and Claire gasped
over and over as she paddled above it, Simon by her side. She saw
lurid parrotfish and red finger coral, green sea turtles and
insanely large clams and, at intervals everywhere, the infamous
clownfish bobbing in and out of the anemone, like she’d been
transplanted into a Disney movie.

Despite their plans to
scuba dive, Claire had chickened out at the last minute—having
never tried it before—and opted for a snorkel instead. Now she
wished she’d been braver as she watched the young Wynter couple and
the Dudley-Pines decked out in scuba gear being taken through their
paces by Roland.

The cruiser had sailed
through the night and was now moored at a secluded reef, and it
really was the ideal place to dip your toes, so to speak. There
were numerous shallow pools just perfect for exploring the hard
corals, and two floating pontoons, one much closer to the
mooring than the other.

It was this pontoon
that Roland insisted they stick to.

“That floating
platform in the distance has quite a deep drop nearby, and I’d
prefer if we stuck together today,” he told them as they launched
off the dive platform at the back of the yacht. “We can be
adventurous tomorrow when we get to the mighty Osprey.”

The Osprey Reef would
be a whole different kettle of fish, he added, oblivious to his
pun. Located just beyond the continental shelf with no visible land
mass nearby, it had a one-thousand-metre drop and would be “quite
the feat”, Roland told them.

“So I’d like us to
perform a few shallow orientation dives first, just to make sure
we’re all fit for purpose.”

That had elicited
groans from several guests, but Claire could tell young Indya
looked relieved, and the way she had to be shown how to use the
breathing apparatus several times made Claire wonder if perhaps she
was really a novice.

“The dive is planned
for a maximum depth of fifteen to twenty metres with an estimated
bottom time of 45 minutes,” Roland told the divers, “so let’s do a
few test dives between the yacht and pontoon one and then finish up
in time for midday lunch. After that we’ll be sailing on to a
lovely little lagoon for sunset cocktails, and you will have earned
your ‘sundowners’ by then, I can assure you. And please, I know
it’s relatively shallow, but don’t lose sight of your buddy at any
time.”

“I won’t be taking my
eyes off my buddy,” said James as he sat on the edge of the
platform, waiting to drop in.

His young wife looked
happier this morning and giggled at that, then pulled out a chunky
blue camera and snapped a selfie with him before they plunged
awkwardly off the side.

Now as the others
vanished deep below the water, then reappeared periodically, thumbs
held high, Claire felt doubly bad about depriving Simon of a proper
dive. Unlike her, he had explored reefs from here to the Greek
Islands, but he seemed happy enough, paddling beside her. Even
managed a smile when she held up the white flag a good half hour
before lunchtime.

Claire was worried
about sunburn. The sun this far north was as unforgiving as a
wildfire, and she now wished she had pulled a summer wetsuit over
her demure one-piece. Everybody else had opted for one, except for
young Indya who, in her frightfully tiny bikini, was going to be
even more fried than Claire.

Peeling her
snorkelling gear off carefully, back on the dive deck, Claire
suggested Simon buddy up with James for tomorrow’s dive. “I think
he’d appreciate it,” she said, reaching for a pile of fluffy
blue-and-white towels. “Indya looks as skittish as I do, so she
might prefer to snorkel with me.”

He took the towel she
was offering and then dropped, dripping, into a lounge chair beside
her. “If it’s really okay with you, perhaps I should,” Simon said.
“I’d hate to miss out on the infamous Osprey drop.”

“Pineapple cocktail?”
came a voice behind them, and they glanced around to see Pasha
leaning down with two icy glasses in her hands, her own bikini top
poking out beneath her uniform. “Don’t worry, it’s really a
mocktail. Just
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