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Murder, Mystery and Dry Martinis

There’s evil on board the luxury expedition ship, the Silver Galapagos, but no one suspects it. Except for Diana Daniels, a successful management consultant whose rare insight into human behavior and highly developed intuition tell her that not all the passengers are seeking a carefree holiday. Though still struggling with the recent loss of her husband and honoring his request to scatter his ashes in the Galapagos Islands, she becomes intrigued by a mysterious woman in white who arrives at the port of departure.

After discovering that the woman in white is Celeste Constanzo, widow of deceased Mafia boss, Joe Constanzo, Diana is warned away from the notorious crime family by fellow traveler Detective John Nash. But because of their shared widowhood, Diana finds herself inexorably drawn to helping Celeste when the mysterious stranger confides her fear of being murdered by her three adult stepchildren.

When Celeste, along with five-million-dollars-worth of jewelry disappear after the Captain’s cocktail party, Diana is certain that her suspicions have been realized. With Detective Nash’s reluctant assistance, she embarks on her own journey to solve what she’s sure is the murder of the woman in white.

But without a body, her theory is impossible to prove. With multiple suspects and only a couple of days until debarkation, will Diana find the jewelry, the body, the author of the anonymous letters, and the murderer who’s still on board?

With no other choice but to step up and forge a new single life for herself, Diana employs her exceptional skills and gritty determination to solve the mystery of evil on the high seas.
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For Agatha Christie, the greatest mystery writer of all time, whose classic whodunnits filled my young imagination with mystery, murder, and mayhem.


In the struggle for survival, the fittest win out at the expense of their rivals because they succeed in adapting themselves best to their environment.

—Charles Darwin, On the Origin of Species, 1859


CHAPTER ONE

Long before I promised to scatter my husband’s ashes to the wind, a part of me knew trouble was coming. The obstinate knot in my shoulder that’s been my constant traveling companion for the past twenty-four hours proves it. All my life it’s acted like a portent of doom and today it’s on high alert. I try to ignore its message by digging my fingers into the source of the pain, but relief is only temporary. Like Alice peering down the rabbit hole, I’m about to plunge head-first into a fantastic wonderland known as the Galapagos Islands. However, unlike Alice, my first solo adventure and final farewell to Tom aren’t going to be just a curious dream. I have a feeling it’ll be more than I bargained for, and not in a good way.

I stare out the coach window, hoping I’m wrong, but then again, I’m seldom wrong. Overhead, the translucent San Cristobal sky does its best to distract me, while the Pacific Ocean tries to soothe my apprehensions with its sparkling azure and turquoise palette. A day in all its glory and I’m missing it. For goodness sake, Diana, you’re fifty-five, not fifteen. Stop stressing. Everything’ll be fine.

When the coach eases to a stop at our port of debarkation, I breathe easier knowing that I’ve finally arrived. At first glance, Puerto Baquerizo Moreno is a quaint seaside settlement edged by a sweeping harbor. Without honking traffic and modern buildings, the town appears trapped in a romantic, maritime antiquity. However, the horrible smell that accosts me when I step off the coach into the sweltering Ecuadorian summer spoils my first rosy impression. Along with the other passengers bound for the exclusive Silver Galapagos expedition ship, I cover my nose at the putrid stench of decayed fish.

When the murmurs of disgust change to delight, I nudge forward to see what the fuss is about. There, no more than a couple of feet in front of me, surrounded by hordes of people, I find the cause of the commotion and the smell. A massive sea lion lounges on a bus bench like a reclining Buddha, oblivious to the overjoyed tourists taking photos and selfies.

“Okay, everyone, step back, please. Not so close to the sea lion.” Like a football referee, a large man breaks up the scrum and then stands guard so that no one gets too close.

Looking past the dispersing crowd, I spot dozens of sea lions sprawled across pedestrian pathways, languishing on public benches and slumped across the rocky shoreline warming themselves with total disregard for the human inhabitants.

“Amazing . . .” I murmur to myself.

“Isn’t it?” A man’s honeyed voice drizzles over my right shoulder, taking me by surprise. I glance around with a frown, but his gaze is fixed firmly on the sea lions. “Look over there.”  

Clearly in awe of the spectacle as much as me, he points to the furthest wharf, where hundreds of the big, blubbery mammals lie side by side or atop each other, as if knowing their protected species status gives them absolute sovereignty over the harbor. Tom would be in his element.

“Terrific, isn’t it?” The man’s accent is unmistakably American. One of my favorites.

I swivel to face him and hold out my hand. “Diana Daniels.”

“John Nash.” He clasps it in a firm, but not too strong grip. “Are you Australian?” He tilts his head and his tanned face splits in a lopsided smile.

“I am. And you’re from?”

“California. I haven’t traveled as far as you though. You’ve done long haul. Are you traveling alone?” He looks around before returning his green-eyed gaze to me.

“Yes. My husband was to join me. Unfortunately, he died nearly a year ago.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. But with a hundred passengers on the ship, I doubt any of us will be alone for long. I hear they’ve got our days filled with land and sea excursions. You weren’t expecting a relaxing holiday, were you?”

“Well, I had thought I’d get some rest.” In fact, I’m looking forward to it.

“This is an expedition vessel, not a cruise ship. No pools to laze around, no night clubs, or late-night cabaret shows. It’s about getting up close and personal with nature. I think the only rest we’ll get is when we drop into bed at night.” He regards my sneakers. “I hope you brought waterproof walking shoes?”

Just as I’m about to confirm I’ve at least packed appropriate footwear, a thick-accented South American voice sounds over the megaphone. “All passengers for the Silver Galapagos, this way.” The same man who protected the sea lion earlier waves us over.

“It looks like they want us down on the lower jetty.” John glances at my bag. “Do you need help with your hand luggage?”

“No thanks, I can manage.” I tug my wheelie cabin bag behind me and side-step the obstructing sea lions to join the chattering crowd moving down the wharf.

After a quick safety demonstration on how to wear our life belts, we wait to be grouped in lots of ten to board the zodiaks, the rubber inflatable boats which idle around the landing jetty that will transport us to the ship. With nothing else to do, I study the other passengers. I figure they’re from Japan, Scandinavia, the UK, and America, mostly traveling in groups or couples. I notice some older women huddle together, probably widows. Urgh! I hate that word. But like it or not, I’ve now graduated into their ranks, and I must make the best of it.

Appearing from the shadows, a tall, willowy woman dressed in designer white slacks, white silk blouse, and white boat shoes, steps forward. She wears an enormous white picture hat strategically dipped over one eye, just like Carly Simon sang. Bug-eyed sunglasses cover most of her upper face under which a slash of tangerine lipstick curves upward in a blazing smile at the guide who helps her board. Like a celebrity, her striking presence quietens the crowd, and we watch spellbound as she glides gracefully onto the first zodiak. She ignores the guide’s instruction to move to the back of the boat and instead sits in the middle on the zodiak’s rounded rubber sidewall. She’s not moving for anyone. The other nine, obviously disgruntled, passengers maneuver around her to find a seat. Like a queen bee, she remains enthroned—a glamazon in white splashed across nature’s pristine backdrop.

John slips in beside me. “That’s one for the record books.” He sounds amused.

I nod in agreement but can’t drag my eyes away from the woman in white. “I doubt they’ve had many passengers like her board a zodiak. I wonder who she is?”

“I guess we’ll find out soon enough. Dressed like that, she won’t be hard to miss on the ship.”

Indeed, she won’t. The knot in my shoulder twists in affirmation.

Filled with its quota of ten passengers, the zodiak slowly reverses, turns, and motors out toward the Silver Galapagos. With its imposing navy-blue hull and four passenger decks painted in arctic white, the ship’s anchored in deep water on the ocean side of the harbor. Though considerably smaller than a cruise ship, she looks a magnificent vessel, stately, yet sturdy.

As the first zodiak picks up speed, I notice the woman in white remove her hat. With hair sculpted close to her head, she turns her face toward the ship. Master of her surroundings, she bears the same regal demeanor as the Silver Galapagos.

Who is she?

A surge of energy lifts the hairs on the back of my neck, and I can’t decide whether my mounting excitement is because we’re underway or my fascination with the mysterious woman in white.

* * *

“If there’s anything else you need, Mrs. Daniels, this is my card. Please call me.” Dressed in an executive valet’s uniform, Jimmy, the butler for deck four, bows and places his card on the countertop in my cabin. A tall, unassuming man, probably in his late thirties, he conducts himself in a polite, professional manner.

“Thank you.” I shoot him a gracious smile, but it does nothing to soften his reserved expression. He bows again before making a humble exit.

After he leaves, I give my cabin a cursory inspection and nod with satisfaction. Suite 420 is spacious, well-appointed, and immaculately maintained. With a bespoke teak and marble en suite, a comfy king-size bed on which lies a throw rug emblazoned with the word “Welcome,” and more space than I expected, the cabin exceeds my expectations.

Deck four boasts ten suites, five either side of the passageway, with mine at the starboard forward end. Next to it a Staff Only access door leads to the commanding bridge, which means I’m closest to the crew if the ship goes down. I find the thought reassuring, since my sea-legs are questionable at best.

Shifting bands of light bounce off the waves outside, drawing me out onto my cabin’s narrow balcony. Eight-foot-high partitions divide each suite’s balcony from its neighbors’, giving plenty of visual, but little vocal privacy. The voices of other passengers travel on the breeze, and I try not to eavesdrop on their conversations. Still, I wonder if any of the voices belong to the woman in white? Before my mind becomes sidetracked, the balmy mid-afternoon breeze captures my full attention, cooling things down a little. “Perfect boating weather,” as Tom would say.

Leaning on the timber railing, I inhale a deep breath of clean, salty air, in the hope it’ll clear the familiar loneliness his memory brings. It helps a little, but not enough, so I grab my tourist pamphlet and study the nearby landmarks. In the distance, two towers of golden volcanic rock jut up from the ocean, impressive against the purplish sky. Named Kicker Rock, the monolithic monsters are remnants from a long-ago past and iconic to the Galapagos Islands. Overhead, the similarly prehistoric frigate birds with their two-meter wingspans swoop and cruise at high speeds on the air currents surging off the ship. Tom had booked many holidays for us before, but he’d excelled himself with this one. If the service and scenery over the next seven days match what I’ve experienced already, it’s going to be a grand expedition. A shame he’s not here to enjoy it.

 I glance at my watch. “Damn. I better get a move on. The orientation lecture begins in thirty minutes.”

Within no time, I store every item away, clothes on hangers, toiletries sorted by purpose on bathroom shelves, underwear in drawers, and my suitcase and cabin bag placed in the passageway for Jimmy to stow for the week.

With a few minutes to spare, I curl up for a quiet moment on the sofa. My most precious cargo—a silver canister, about the size of a jewelry box—rests in my hands. “Well, Tom, I’ve brought your ashes all this way to scatter them in the most pristine place on earth. Just as you wanted.” I caress its smooth edges and sigh. “There’s no rush though. I’m sure I’ll know when the time’s right.” It’s not going to be easy to cast him to the wind, but no matter how hard it is for me, I won’t break the promise I made to him on his death bed.

“Orientation in five minutes everyone.” The crisp, clear voice of a man voice startles me.

My gaze shoots upwards to a speaker in the ceiling above my bed and then searches for a volume switch. None. “Urgh.” John was right. There’ll be little chance of rest and relaxation with the crew giving us updates and prompts over the cabin loudspeaker.

“Remember to bring your life jacket and life belt for the emergency evacuation drill in the Explorer Room.”

“I’ve got to go, Tom.” I place the silver box safely in a bedside drawer and pop the lanyard with my room keycard around my neck. After gathering up my life jacket and life belt, I head to the internal staircase down to deck three.

Laughter and excited chatter greet me before I reach the bottom. No larger than a medium-sized conference room, the Explorer Room acts as a muster point for passenger briefings and activities. With its low ceiling and dim lighting, the venue’s claustrophobic atmosphere is exacerbated by the hundred passengers, guides, and selected crew milling around. I angle through the crowd, chuckling to myself at those passengers who’ve already donned their cumbersome fluorescent life jackets. Like giant emperor penguins, they waddle from side to side, trying to keep their balance now that the ship’s underway. Others jostle for the power positions in the front row of seats, while I slip into my preferred spot—the last aisle chair in the back row.

Tucked to one side of the room, away from prying eyes, hides the woman in white, minus her hat, but still hidden behind her glamorous sunglasses. Again, I watch her, intrigued by her incognito persona. She leans over and speaks to a dark-haired man beside her. He nods dutifully, but I notice he sneers when she looks away. No love lost there.

“Is that seat beside you taken?” John Nash stands grinning in the aisle, his arms wrapped around his safety gear.

My focus shifts and I swing my knees to let him pass. “No, that’s fine.”

He squeezes through and drops onto the chair, balancing his vest and belt on his lap. “I told you this wasn’t going to be a relaxing cruise.” He tags a good-natured laugh onto the end of his reminder.

“I guess not.” I shrug while studying him a little closer. He’s like one of those all-American heroes. Handsome, probably in his mid-forties, and a real lady killer, except there’s nothing boastful about him. He’s the sort of fellow who doesn’t give much away. The type who keeps his cards close to his chest. Then it dawns on me that he’s not offered any information about himself since we met on the bus landing. “Are you traveling alone, John?”

“Actually, I am. Looks like we’re both orphans this trip.” He pauses, his expression tightening. “I see you’re still taken with the lady in white.” He tips his head in her direction while arching a brow at me.

“She’s very intriguing.” My gaze strays to her once more.

“Let me guess. You’re a journalist for a celebrity gossip magazine.”

I stare at him and screw up my nose. “No.”

“Okay. You’re an author on the hunt for unusual characters?”

I shake my head.

“I give up. What line of work are you in? And what makes you so interested in our mystery woman over there?”

“I’m a high-level management consultant. Major organizations and government departments contract me, predominantly in human resources, recruitment, and training.”

He gives a slow nod. “You’re hired as an expert in human behavior and industrial relations to help companies select the right person for the job, so to speak.”

“Yes. My role is to recruit, build, and train the right team, at the right time, for the right price. So, anything out of the ordinary always gets my attention.”

“And the mystery lady is definitely out of the ordinary.”

“That she is.”

I follow his gaze to the corner of the room, but she’s gone. In her place, an orange life jacket signals a missing passenger. I stiffen and scout the room. It’s compulsory for everyone to attend this drill. Unable to see her anywhere, my eyes return to the inscrutable expression on John’s face.

“Where did she go?” I ask.

“I don’t know, but I’m sure she’s here somewhere. She can’t just disappear off the ship.” He nods to the front of the room where the crew line up in single file.

“If I could have everyone’s attention please . . .” I recognize the voice from my cabin’s loudspeaker. “My name is Israel, and on behalf of the captain and crew, I want to welcome you . . .” As Israel continues in his well-rehearsed speech, my mind returns to the woman in white. Where is she? Why did she leave?

As if the knot in my shoulder isn’t bad enough, a familiar feeling in the pit of my stomach begins to stir. I know the sensation well. It’s one of my hunches. An unexplainable feeling that usually surfaces when I least expect it. Some call it intuition or a sixth sense about people or things. I don’t know what it is, but I’ve had it since I was young. If I try to ignore it, its insistence grows, until I do what it tells me. Although I’m pragmatic by nature, my hunches have been fundamental to my professional success, because I intuitively know if a prospective candidate is right for the job or not, even if they shine in their interview.

And here it is, sending up distress flares about the woman in white. If Tom were here, he’d say that I’m being silly, I’m reading too much into things. But my hunch shouts in my head, loud and clear. There’s something not quite right on the Silver Galapagos—and it has to do with the woman in white.


CHAPTER TWO

After the muster drill, we file back to our cabins confident that we won’t go down with the ship if it sinks. In no time, I strip off and step into my shower cubicle, eager to wash off the day’s grime. I often do my best thinking in the shower, so I treat myself to a long, slow drenching and debate with my nagging intuition. As usual, it wins, urging me to find out more about the mystery woman. While I blow-dry my hair and formulate my plan, someone knocks on my cabin door.

“Just a minute,” I call, cinching my cabin robe and padding to the door.

“Good evening, madam, my name is Bruno. I’m the Butler Manager.” A diminutive man, dressed in a crisp silver-gray three-piece suit which matches his precisely trimmed silver-gray hair, stands at attention at my door. Though his accent suggests Italian, rather than Ecuadorian descent, he exudes the same level of excellence as the rest of the crew. He bows and proffers his card.

“If you need anything and cannot get Jimmy, please feel free to contact me on this number.”

“Thank you, Bruno. That’s most kind.” I accept his card and tuck it into my robe’s pocket.

“Have you made your dinner reservation, Mrs. Daniels? If not, I can do that for you.”

“That’s fine, Bruno. All done.”

“Well, if there’s nothing else . . .”

“There is one other thing. I remember when my husband booked this trip, I was sure our suite was 430. But I’m now in 420?”

“I took the liberty of changing your suite, Mrs. Daniels. When I heard about the sad circumstances of your husband’s death before being able to experience the magic of the Silver Galapagos, I thought you might appreciate more privacy at this end of the deck, rather than in the original suite closer to the piano bar.”

“That’s most considerate. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Good evening, Mrs. Daniels.” After another well-executed bow, Bruno retreats in short, sharp steps down the empty passageway to the next cabin.

If the service gets any better, they’ll be in here with me. Impressed and amused by the staff’s efficiency, I close the door and continue dressing.

Having decided on an understated outfit of fitted black slacks, low-heeled black pumps, and a fine knit black sweater, I take my time dressing. I’ve always thought that a few, quality garments were better than buying flashy fashion items that go out of date once the trends change. On purpose, I keep my closet neatly arranged with conservative, well-cut clothes. But now as I review my outfit, I wonder if I did this more for Tom—than myself. I love color, but it doesn’t feature much in my wardrobe. Deciding not to chase after this thought, I throw a lightweight wrap around my shoulders and leave my cabin.

I remove the itinerary of tomorrow’s activities from the Perspex mail slot outside my cabin and pop it into my purse. That they still print off daily itineraries for their guests adds a touch of whimsy to the cruise and warms my heart as I stroll down the long, central passageway. Pools of soft light puddle on the cinnamon-colored carpet, while slanting shadows smudge the two-toned, beige walls. The effect is at once intimate, yet mysterious. Or is it just me finding mystery everywhere I look now? Considering the ship’s full, I can’t hear a sound from any of the other cabins, which means a good night’s sleep looks promising.

Suddenly, the ship lurches. I grip the handrail and wait for my stomach to subside. The mad, keen seafarer had been Tom, with me as his loyal, but queasy companion. If he hadn’t paid for this trip, and if I hadn’t promised to scatter his ashes in the Galapagos Islands, I wouldn’t have come. Although I loved being on the ocean, it didn’t love me. Thankful for the seasickness pill I’d popped earlier, I straighten and continue toward the piano bar at the aft of deck four, with one hand skimming the handrail, just in case.

The doors are open, and the sound of happy revelers reaches me like a gentle breeze. I cross the sleek foyer and pause briefly before entering. With its private sweeping staircase leading down to deck three, the piano bar is reminiscent of an Englishman’s private club of the 1940s. Glossy teak tub chairs and lounges swathed in soft, caramel-colored leather are grouped on the polished timber floor in clusters of two, four, six, or eight. Interspersed between them are glass-topped tables, gleaming under a variety of drinking glasses, each filled with colorful concoctions and dripping beads of condensation onto gold-embossed coasters.

At the bar, a handful of people sip pre-dinner drinks and chat. A few passengers are still dressed in their muster drill gear, with their life belts around their necks. Not taking any chances in case the ship goes down. Others have changed into smart casual clothes while a few wear evening attire. However, everyone wears expressions of delight.

From the wall sconces, warm, amber light bathes the art deco bar in an elegant glow, reminding me of an Agatha Christie novel. A dinner-suited pianist, who looks like the author’s famous detective, Hercule Poirot, tinkles the baby grand piano, adding the final sophisticated touch. A symphony of voices, some resoundingly loud and enthusiastic while others muted and reserved, segue between the classic melodies he plays.

Tom would love this. Tonight is my first social occasion with strangers, without him. Although I enjoy meeting new people, I miss his guiding hand on my elbow and his strong presence beside me. I glance to my right, half-expecting him to be there. Instead, I catch my reflection in a mirror. “You look more like forty-five than fifty-five,” my hairdresser had said to me last week when he cut and colored my hair in a short Marilyn Monroe style. But I’m not so sure. After giving it a quick fluff, I draw a deep breath and walk into the piano bar.

“Hey, Diana.” A woman’s voice laced with a distinctive Texan drawl reaches me before I spy the Pinkertons tucked together at the piano. “Would you like to join us?” Tippi is a big, horsey-looking woman with cropped, corn silk hair that floats around her head in a constant state of flux. This evening, the effect’s amplified by the floating tent of a dress she wears. Her husband, Jim is even larger of stature but bald as a cue ball. They introduced themselves after the muster drill and took pity on me, the poor widow traveling on her own. They mean well, but they’re one of those boisterous couples who talk non-stop. Nice people, but over-bearing.

“Thanks, Tippi. I’ll just get a drink first and maybe join you shortly.”

“Well, you know where we are.” Jim adds a mighty guffaw, which seems to be a tagline to whatever he says as if auditioning for the role of Santa Claus at Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade. Nevertheless, I can’t help but laugh at their enthusiastic welcome.

“Vodka martini. Stirred, not shaken please,” I say to the bartender. The antithesis to James Bond’s martinis, but according to Tom, far better. “You never shake a martini, Diana. You bruise the vodka,” he’d say whenever he made my favorite aperitif.

Once my martini arrives with its three olives, I sip a little and head back into the fray. That’s when I spy her. The woman in white. Alone.

She’s wearing a stunning, crystal-studded white caftan, with her long, chestnut hair draped artfully over one shoulder like a giant python. Her eyes are still hidden behind a pair of sunglasses. Not the big, Hollywood type from today, but a more subdued pair with gold rims. Straight-backed, she sits at a table for two with a martini in front of her. This is my chance. My sixth sense urges me on.

“Hello, my name is Diana Daniels. I’m traveling alone and noticed you sitting here by yourself. Would you like some company?” My heart skips a beat at my boldness.

She leans forward and clasps her drink with heavily bejeweled fingers. “I see you like martinis, too?” Her voice matches her presence, haughty and detached. She’s a hard read behind those glasses.

“Yes, I like them stirred, not shaken. What about you?” I wait, giving her a friendly smile.

Her expression softens. “Me, too. I’m Celeste Constanzo. Please join me.” With a flourish of her free hand, she motions to the spare chair.

Relieved, I lower into it. “Cheers.” I raise my glass, and she returns my salute, and we each take a sip of our exceptionally good martinis. “Are you traveling alone?”

“No. I’m joined by my three grown stepchildren and their partners.” Her nose crinkles as if an unpleasant odor passed under it. “My daughter, Emily, was supposed to be here. This whole trip was planned for her thirtieth birthday. But she canceled at the last minute because her daughter fell ill. Emily and I love cruising,” she says, in a brighter tone. “But now she’s not here to enjoy it, I’m terribly disappointed.” Her perfectly lip-lined mouth pouts before she takes a sizeable slug of her martini.

“That’s a shame.” My mind flashes to the dark-haired man sitting beside her this afternoon in The Explorer Room—the one who sneered. He must be one of the stepchildren. I sip my martini while watching Celeste scull most of hers.

She leans toward me and I can just make out her eyes, behind her sunglasses, darting around the room. “They don’t like me.” Her hushed voice possesses the slightest of slurs. Obviously, this isn’t her first martini of the evening. I angle closer and wait for her to continue. “Joe’s children. They’re his children by his first marriage. They’ve never liked me.” She purses her lips and then drains the glass. When she lifts her gaze, a waiter rushes over, and she orders two more.

“You don’t look old enough to have three grown stepchildren.”

“Joey, the eldest, is only seven years younger than me. I’m sure that’s why they hate me . . . because their father married a much younger woman. Pfft.” A flick of her hand sends a wayward lock of hair from her cheek. A trophy wife is what she’d be called. She stiffens. “Here they come now. Up the stairs.” From the corner of my eye, I notice five well-dressed people appear near the piano. “That’s Joey, the narcissistic namesake and his wife, Clare. She’s way too smart for him. Then there’s poor Rose, the middle child. She plays the good wife to her politicking husband, Angelo. He’s a defense attorney. The nicest of the three is Tony. He just broke up from his girlfriend, so he’s here by himself.”

The five of them pause and regroup. Imbued with the self-confidence of the first-born child, Joey remains in the lead, impeccable in his designer suit and expensive shoes. Angelo shunts in beside him and adjusts his cashmere sweater while casting gracious smiles around the room à la movie star. Like good wives, Clare and Rose settle behind the men. Though Rose assumes the role with subservience, Clare sets her jaw, hinting at a quiet strength. Young and handsome, Tony loiters to one side as if embarrassed by the stares of the other passengers. On Joey’s mark, they step off together and head to our table, while Celeste resumes her sphinxlike demeanor.

Joey leans down and pretends to air kiss her cheek. The gesture is as cold as its delivery. “Evening, Celeste.”

“Good evening, Joey.” Her voice is clipped. That’s my cue. I place my glass on the table ready to leave, but she waves me to stay. “Everyone, this is Diana Daniels. Diana, this is Joey, his wife Clare . . .”

As she proceeds with the introductions, I acknowledge each of them, trying my best to add a little warmth to the atmosphere. But they’re a cool group, obviously used to their own company. Except for Angelo who’s the ultimate networker. His effusive hello and hand-pumping diffuses the tension, causing them to visibly relax. But not Joey. His cold hostility doesn’t thaw one bit. Angelo scans the room and in the voice of someone used to being heard says, “There’s a group over there just leaving. How about I grab that big table for us?” Not interested in anyone approving his plan, he strides off to stake his claim. Rose scurries behind him, Joey and Clare follow, leaving Tony behind.

“Are you going to join us, Celeste?” He seems a personable young man, probably in his mid-thirties. Unlike his older brother, he speaks in a sympathetic tone.

She pats his hand resting on her shoulder. “I think I’ll stay and chat with Diana a while longer. I’ll join you shortly.”

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. Now off you go.” When he moves away, she reaches for her evening purse and extracts a crisp, white handkerchief. Lifting her sunglasses, she dabs it to her misting eyes.

I know that gesture. “Are you all right?”

“It’s just hard at times . . .” She sniffs, and her nose reddens. In slow, deliberate movements, she reaches up, slides off her sunglasses, and folds them in her lap. When she lifts her gaze, I stare at her eyes—striking golden-flecked, hazel eyes that wing upwards on the outer corners, accentuated by luscious false eyelashes and glinting with emotion.

“Is there anything I can do?” I ask.

“Only if you know how to bring my dead husband back to life.”

My breath hitches. That Celeste shares the same loss as me somehow brings us together, not as new acquaintances, but as old friends. We’ve both experienced the grief of losing our husbands and are trying to reinvent ourselves as single women. Perhaps that’s why I’ve been fascinated by her. “My husband died nearly a year ago, and I know how hard it can be. Tom and I were married for over twenty-five years. He booked this holiday before he was diagnosed with cancer. But he died . . .”

“Joe died only six weeks ago. A terrible accident on his construction site. He fell to his death. Very strange. I mean, he’s built skyscrapers for over twenty years. He was used to heights and walking along steel girders. I can’t understand how it happened. No one can.” She tucks her handkerchief back into her purse, spies the waiter who hasn’t delivered her order, and flaps an impatient hand at him.

“No one witnessed his fall?”

“Not a soul. Or if they did, they haven’t come forward. There are so many unanswered questions. I keep going over and over everything, but it’s no use.” She shakes her head. “It’s got so bad; I can’t sleep at night without taking sleeping pills.” I meet her distress with sympathetic silence and an understanding nod. “When Emily couldn’t join us to celebrate her birthday, I was devastated. I feel so alone stuck here with Joe’s children without her.” I glance over her shoulder and notice Joey watching us. His dark brows, eyes, and hair add a threatening intensity to the stony expression on his face. By the look of him, it’s obvious he doesn’t approve of Celeste talking to me, or probably anyone for that matter. He’s not a man who hides his emotions.

“I’m sorry for the delay, madam. Your martinis.” The young waiter places the drinks in front of us and retrieves Celeste’s empty glass. Mine’s still half full.

“Thank you.” She gulps most of the martini in one determined swallow, barely wincing at the hit of alcohol. “Do you have any children?”

“Yes. A son. Harrison. He’s doing his medical residency in psychiatry.” The thought of my gentle-hearted, intelligent son makes me smile.

“No stepchildren?”

I shake my head.

“You’re lucky. My life’s been nothing but misery because of them.” Leaning toward me, she teeters a little before her hand finds the table. “I bet Joey is watching us right now with that judgmental scowl on his face.” I glance over her shoulder and nod. “You know he tried to kill me when I married his father?”

“What?”

“He poured petrol over my car and was going to set it alight when I got in it, but Joe caught him.”

“That’s terrible. What happened?”

“Nothing. He just got a dressing-down and that was it. He should’ve been sent for counseling, but Joe refused. He didn’t want the Constanzo name associated with mental illness. I always thought Joey was somehow not right.” She taps her finger to her temple. “And now that Joe is dead, I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s scheming to bump me off.” She slurs her ‘ss’ more noticeably, before slumping back in the chair and draining every drop from her glass.

“Surely not?” I wonder if the alcohol contributes to exaggeration.

She shrugs. “Who knows? I’m stuck here on board with them for the next seven days. That, in itself, will be murderous.”

“Is it really that bad?” I hope not, but the uneasy stirring in my stomach hints it is.

She leans forward again, this time closer. “The truth is, I don’t know. I can’t be sure of anything, anymore.”

During the long moment which stretches between us, Celeste’s beleaguered expression sends a brisk chill up my spine. I don’t know what to say, but I sense she’s in some sort of trouble, either real or imagined. She puffs out a breath, breaking the tension. “Anyway, since I’ve paid for their passage, I better do the right thing and host dinner.” Despite her liberal consumption of alcohol, she rises in one fluid movement, reminding me of a Grecian goddess. Whether it’s because of our shared widowhood or a deeper sense of concern for her safety, I’m drawn to help her.

Standing, I meet her gaze. “Perhaps we can do some of the walks together. Get you away from the family a bit. What about tomorrow?”

“I’d like that. Thanks for listening. I didn’t mean to download like that.”

“Perfectly all right. It’s good to get things off your chest. I won’t say anything.”

“Lovely to meet you, Diana. See you tomorrow.” She lifts her head high, gestures to her stepchildren, and floats from the piano bar toward the staircase, leading down to the restaurant.

Nearly every man’s head turns and watches her pass. I understand why Joe Constanzo married her. She’s striking, fragile, and enigmatic. Ultra-feminine. My professional recruitment brain switches on. Whenever I interview candidates for job placements, aside from tuning into my intuition, I use the Myer Briggs personality test as an indicator of a person’s psychological framework. It categorizes sixteen different personality types based on the four principle functions of sensation, intuition, feeling, and thinking.

Even though Celeste and I spent only limited time together, I think she’s an INFJ. Introverted, intuitive, feeling, and judging. A complex woman who appears gentle and acquiescent to the point of submissiveness, but she possesses an underlying strength. If she’s sufficiently challenged, her inscrutable, delicate exterior will transform into that of a defiant, stoic survivor—which I suspect is what she did to survive in the Constanzo family.

Now, as I watch her float from the bar with her indifferent stepfamily in tow, I worry about how she’s going to survive long term. Will she make it? Or will she, like many of the animals of the Galapagos Islands, become extinct? A sinking feeling in my gut tells me the answer is close at hand, and that I’m somehow involved.
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