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  Chapter 1


I held on tight as water shot up and over me, splashing my face as our sleek boat ripped through the Mississippi’s current like a chainsaw through pine, turning sharply to blow past driftwood and sandbars.  
“You sure know how to pick your vacation days,” Brian Jefferson said.
I sighed. “Thanks for ruining my fantasy,” I said, then opened my eyes and turned to him. “And I’m not on vacation.”
Fine. I wasn’t racing upriver; I was standing calmly on the deck of a clumsy but dignified replica of a classic Mississippi River steamboat, the River Voyager. And we weren’t on a heart-stopping ride, either; we were plodding our way through the murky waters of the Mississippi. My face was wet all right, but that was from a breeze blowing rain into me. It had been raining since we boarded at the wharf in the Port of New Orleans. 
“I know, I know.” Jefferson shook his head. “You got some big assignment to write for another fancy magazine.”
“To write a feature for Luxe Liners.” I shrugged. “I don’t know if that counts as a ‘fancy’ magazine.”
“If Luxe is in the title, then yeah, it’s fancy.”
“I’m not complaining.” Ruby nudged Jefferson, then looked at me. “I’m grateful. I’ve never been on a river cruise, and I don’t care if it rains the whole time. This boat is so elegant! I feel like I could be traveling with Mark Twain.” 
“But you got stuck traveling with Frank instead?” Jefferson said.
“There are worse people to travel with,” she responded as she glanced at Jefferson, then to me. She smiled. “I never get bored when I’m around you two.”
“And there are worse places to be,” I added. I didn’t care about the rain. Or the pace of our progress. I felt excited to be back on assignment. And to get this particular one. “This boat is special. One of the biggest to cruise American rivers. Space for nearly four hundred passengers and a hundred and fifty crew. From stem to stern, she’s four hundred and twenty feet long. And we have five decks to explore.”
“Why do we assume boats are female?” Jefferson asked.
“Because they’re strong, reliable, and beautiful?” was Ruby’s quick comeback.
“It’s an old tradition,” I added. “But what Ruby said.” 
Jefferson looked at me, then Ruby. “Thanks for clearing that up.”
We stood in the Bow Bar, on deck two. I sipped black coffee as we mostly sheltered from the rain. As soon as my feet had hit the gangway earlier that afternoon, I started outlining the article in my head. I’d booked an eight-day trip—courtesy of Luxe Liners—and got to bring along a guest—Ruby Beck, my eighty-six-year-old friend from small-town Iowa—also thanks to the magazine. Ruby stood next to me—barely five feet tall—a blue-gray jacket that matched the color of her hair protecting her from the rain. When I told Brian Jefferson—my best friend and a damn fine homicide cop in St. Louis—about the assignment, he liked the idea of eating and drinking for a week on a cruise, so he booked his own room. He was standing next to Ruby but a step behind us, to make sure he didn’t get his new leather jacket wet, I assumed. Or the dark gray beret on his head, a hat I’d never seen him wear before. 
We had boarded in New Orleans, quickly unpacked, then headed right to the Bow Bar to look at the river. Then the rain started. Maybe it wouldn’t last. The weather experts had predicted occasional storms for the rest of the day, followed by a gradual clearing through the next morning. But it was May along the southern Mississippi, and anything was possible. Storms could blow in with little notice, or a midsummer-style heat wave could blanket the river. We’d had a cold winter and cool spring in St. Louis, so I was pulling for the latter. 
As we looked out at the rain falling on the river, Kenny LeJeune, the boat’s first mate, entered the bar. He was about six feet tall, with fine ash-blond hair drifting to gray. His face was rugged with high cheekbones but well-balanced, a face I figured rarely left him standing alone at a bar. “I remember you,” I said as he walked toward me. “You showed us how not to drown if we fall into the river.”
He smiled. “As long as you do what I showed ya, y’all will be fine.” He spoke with an accent that I placed in central or southern Louisiana, probably in Cajun country, given his name. “We take our safety drills seriously, of course. And not just because we’re required to.” He reached out to shake my hand. “Glad to have ya on board, Mr. Dodge. If ya need help with anything for your article, I’m your best bet. Track me down, and I’ll do what I can to get ya what ya need.”
“Like some time with the captain?”
“Already arranged. You’ll be having dinner with him tonight.” He looked over at Ruby and Jefferson. “Along with your companions, of course. Enjoy your cruise.” He nodded and left.
“I don’t think I’ll ever forget those instructions,” Ruby said. “Like I needed to be reminded that we’re floating on a big river in a boat that could sink—”
“—or catch fire,” Jefferson added.
“Dangers that used to be a lot more common with steamboat travel,” I said. “But not anymore.” 
“What do we do now?” Jefferson asked. “‘We’ve got some time to kill before dinner.”
“With the captain,” I added as I raised my eyebrows. “Let’s walk around. I’d like to get a feel for what’s where.”
Before we’d left the bar, I heard someone calling my name. “Frank Dodge?” I turned around to see a squat gray-haired man carrying a clipboard walking toward me. “I’m Barry Riggs. The hotel manager.”
“Oh, hi.” We’d chatted only via email to that point. “Nice to meet you in person.”
“Same.” He looked at my companions, then said, “I don’t want to keep you from your friends. Just wanted to introduce myself in person.” He reached out to shake my hand. I obliged. “We’re excited to have you on board to write a feature article about your experiences on our boat. If there’s anything you need—anything at all”—he smiled and waved his hands in front of him—“please don’t hesitate to find me. We’ll do everything we can to show you the kind of cruising experience we offer.” Jefferson raised an eyebrow.
“Thanks, Barry,” I said. “I’m looking forward to the next eight days. I appreciate your help.” Barry nodded, then left. 
“Looks like you’re gonna have the whole crew kissing your ass on this trip,” Jefferson said.
I didn’t mind the idea. I considered it payback of sorts, after all the crap I’d been through getting started as a writer.
Jefferson, Ruby, and I left the Bow Bar and walked into the library/lounge (which also served as a game room), a dark space with a low ceiling layered with the scent of perfume and moss. The leather armchairs looked inviting. Stories about the Mississippi from past and present filled bookcases, and portraits of river captains lined the walls. I snapped a few pictures with my phone as Jefferson and Ruby browsed books and game titles.
We left the library/lounge and walked past the purser’s office and gift shop. “The Eads Bar is back that way,” I said as I pointed past the stairs toward the stern of the boat. “But let’s go on up another level to deck three. There’s an open-air lounge sprawling across the bow I’d like to see.” They nodded.
“We aren’t going out there, are we?” Ruby asked after we had climbed the stairs. “I didn’t bring an umbrella.”
“Nah. Let’s just peek through the windows.” White Adirondack chairs scattered across the deck, with wire mesh tables next to many of them. “I found my spot,” Jefferson said. He looked up at the sky. “If it ever stops raining.” 
Backtracking to the staircase, we continued our ascent of the boat, up to deck four. The Mark Twain Room—the office for the boat’s river historian—sat at the bow and faced upriver. The doors were locked, but I peeked inside and saw tables covered with maps, more shelves filled with river-themed books, and an old anchor in a corner. 
On the other side of the stairs we’d come up, a hallway with a secured door blocked our path. “Officers’ quarters?” I asked. Jefferson and Ruby shrugged, and we walked on.
We detoured along an outside corridor and maneuvered around the deck chairs that sat outside most of the cabin doors. “Don’t drop by unannounced,” Jefferson said as we passed his cabin, then he patted my back. Up the stairs again, we walked the perimeter of the cabins on deck five—passing the stateroom Ruby and I shared near the bow, a small suite with twin beds—then picking up our pace as a light wind pushed rain in our faces.
After climbing one more set of stairs—“Good thing they have elevators on this boat,” Ruby said after catching her breath—we stepped out into the open on the hurricane deck, essentially the boat’s roof. The pilothouse occupied a prominent spot at the bow, and a small room with a lot of windows housed four treadmills not far behind it. We covered our heads with our jackets and raced toward the stern, past more Adirondack chairs and under the roof that covered the bar of the Paddlewheel Pub.
Even in the rain, we could hear the boat’s large red paddlewheel steadily churning water, keeping the boat moving against the Mississippi’s current with a rhythmic thump-thump-thump. The half-moon-shaped bar, dry under its metal canopy, wrapped from one side to the other, with a bored-looking bartender trying to look busy by running a cloth back and forth over it. A piano sat tucked in the far corner under the roof, but no one was playing it. I felt a gentle damp breeze blow around me; other than the roof, nothing protected the pub from the elements. 
Jefferson stepped up and ordered his usual—Beam and Coke—but I wasn’t in the mood for alcohol yet. I got iced teas for me and Ruby. The sweetness of the first sip startled me. “Damn it,” I said. “I forgot where we are. Should’ve asked for unsweetened tea.”
“I don’t mind,” Ruby said as she sipped through the straw. “I like it sweet.”
“Aren’t you going to ask how much you’re paying for that drink?” I asked Jefferson. “Drinks cost extra on this cruise, you know.”
“Nope.” He sipped from the glass, closed his eyes, and muttered his approval. “I’m just gonna enjoy myself on this trip. Not gonna sweat what it’s costing me to have a few drinks every day.”
We walked toward the back rail on the port side for a closer look at the wheel propelling us forward. We paused next to a group of three Black women, nodded hello, and eased into small talk with them. 
“I’m Michelle Green,” said the woman closest to Jefferson. She wore a striking black, strapless dress. Her skin was radiant and smooth. Thick braids of deep black hair cascaded down her back. She reached out and shook his hand, then shook hands with Ruby and me as we said our names. “These are my sisters, Yolanda and Angela.” Yolanda’s face was soft and warm. She wore her hair long, well below her shoulders, with just a hint of gray popping out here and there. Her black dress hugged her body, accenting her generous curves. Angela wore a dress just as elegant as Yolanda’s but red. Her face was warm too, her black eyes radiated confidence. While Yolanda’s hair flowed down her back, Angela had opted for a short bob cut that draped symmetrically over her face. All three of the sisters had perfectly trimmed eyebrows and had applied makeup to accentuate their natural features without going overboard.
Michelle faced me directly. “What brings you on this cruise?” 
“I’m working,” I said. “I’m writing an article about this boat for a cruise magazine.”
“And I’m a freeloader,” Ruby said, then laughed. “I get to be his companion.”
Michelle turned to Jefferson. “And what about you?”
“I needed a vacation. Badly. And this seemed like as good an option as any.”
“What did you need a vacation from, badly?”
“I’m a police detective in St. Louis. Homicide Division.”
Michelle crossed her arms, checked out Jefferson from head to toe, then glanced back at me. “So, you’re here to make some money.” I nodded. She then smiled at Ruby. “You’re here for fun.” Then back toward Jefferson. “And you’re here to forget.” He nodded slightly. “How nice,” she scoffed. “Well, I’m here to find my father’s killers,” she said, keeping her eyes focused on Jefferson. My jaw sagged. “Four white men murdered him and dumped his body in this river, the Mississippi.” She turned to the water and pointed, then turned back around. “His killers are on this boat now. And I’m here to make them pay.”






  
  Chapter 2


“The police found my father’s body buried in mud on Davis Island, washed ashore near the old plantation where Jefferson Davis enslaved my ancestors,” Michelle continued. She crossed her arms. “He’d been missing for months. We had assumed the worst.” Yolanda and Angela exchanged glances, then looked out at the river as Michelle talked. “Still,” she continued, “when they actually found his body, pulled his bruised and broken corpse from the mud . . . it was devastating. Mama said his body was so badly deformed that she barely recognized him.” Her hands were shaking. “It hurt more than I ever imagined. I was just eight years old, but I still remember every detail—the phone ringing, my mama crying, my aunts coming over to look after us kids, the adults whispering back and forth.” She wiped tears from her eyes. “The whole feeling that the world, our world . . . my world, had just been crushed.” 
“I’m so sorry,” Jefferson said as he reached out toward Michelle’s shoulder. She took a step back, and he let his arm drop.
“Don’t be sorry. I’m not.” She crossed her arms. “I got over feeling sorry a long time ago. They killed him in 1974. Some say I should be over it by now.” She cast a subtle glance toward her sisters. “But I’m still mad as hell”—her eyes narrowed—“and I won’t rest until I hold those men accountable.” 
Michelle was on a mission, but she certainly didn’t look the part.
“They got away with it?” Jefferson asked as he took a half step backward.
“So far.” She glared at Jefferson. “So far. But their luck’s about to run out. I’ve been dogging them for forty years. And now I’m so close.” Her arms fell to the side, and her jaw clenched. 
“How do you know they’re here?” Jefferson asked. “On this boat?”
Michelle scanned the area around us. “I got a tip. Four men killed our father, two of them brothers. The brothers are supposed to be on this boat.”
“But not the other two?”
“One of ’em is dead.” She scanned the boat. “The other tipped me off.”
Jefferson raised his eyebrows. “Ratted out his co-conspirators, huh?”
“Yes. He called me. Blocked the number so I couldn’t call him back. And it was a quick call, but he said he wanted to do something to make amends. Even if it wasn’t much. He told me the brothers would be on this boat.”
“Then you know who they are?” I asked.
“No.” She looked away. “They changed their names a long time ago. He wouldn’t tell me their new identities. Said he wasn’t ready to go that far, so I’d have to figure that out on my own. Then he hung up.”
Jefferson fixed his gaze on Michelle, nodding slightly. “Do you have anything to go on? To narrow your search?”
“Sure. They’re white, male, and between sixty and seventy years old.”
Jefferson grimaced. “That’s still gotta be a lot of people.”
“I get that.” She took a step toward Jefferson and pointed at his chest. “But I’m going to flush them out and deliver the justice that should have been served forty years ago!” 
“Michelle, honey.” Yolanda rested a hand on Michelle’s shoulder. “We need to get moving. It’s time for dinner. We can’t exact justice if we’re hungry, right?” she asked quietly, her smile looking forced.
Michelle shook her head and dropped her arms. “Fine. Let’s go eat. Then we get to work.” She turned to Jefferson. “Nice meeting y’all.” She looked each of us over, then said, “Enjoy your vacations.” 
“Thank you for sharing your story, Michelle,” Jefferson said. He reached out to shake her hand. She grabbed it lightly, then quickly let go. “I’ll be around. I hope we get more time to talk. Enjoy your dinner.”
Michelle walked away slowly and smiled ever so slightly. She kept her eyes on Jefferson until her back was nearly facing him.
“Oh, my!” Ruby exhaled after they were gone.
“‘Oh, my!’ indeed,” I echoed. “We should get moving, too. We have a date with the captain for dinner tonight, remember?”
“I remember,” Ruby said. 
We raced back to our rooms to change clothes, then walked down to the dining room. Ruby wore a cream-colored pantsuit, with a string of pearls around her neck. Jefferson, following a few steps behind Ruby and me, was dressed in the suit he wore to work most days, a respectable dark gray jacket and slacks a touch frayed around the edges. He looked distracted, deep in thought. As we descended the stairs, I loosened my tie, then tightened it again, hoping the knot would look a little less askew. As we passed a floor-to-ceiling mirror in the staircase, I glanced at myself. Columbo. I look like fucking Columbo in a fedora.
When we got to deck one, I said, “Let’s take a quick detour. I’d like a peek inside the auditorium.” They nodded OK.
We slipped around the staircase and went in. Rows of cushy chairs upholstered in red velvet faced a small stage. We couldn’t see much of the stage itself, as it was hidden behind a tall curtain covered with the River Voyager logo done up in Victorian Gothic script layered on top of a colorful Harper’s Weekly–style image of the boat.
I jotted down a few notes. “That’ll do for now,” I said. 
When we reached the dining room, a dozen people had lined up at the entrance. We saw Michelle, Yolanda, and Angela being led to a table. While we were waiting, I studied the room. It was a beauty, although after hearing Michelle’s story, I didn’t feel right taking pleasure from looking at it. 
I’d heard that the design had been inspired by the grand hall of the nineteenth-century steamer Princess. Four times a day, the crew of the Princess, mostly enslaved Blacks, transformed what was basically a long, narrow parlor into a dining room suitable for the boat’s first-class passengers. No one had to work that hard on the River Voyager, however. This room was for dining only. And it was a stunner. Ornamental brackets painted gold along the edges spanned the ceiling, with multi-globed chandeliers hanging between them. White wainscoting covered the lower part of the walls, while just above it wallpaper ran to the ceiling. Clusters of round tables covered with white tablecloths filled the hall, each table surrounded by eight high-back chairs upholstered in red with ample cushioning. Along the outside walls, small square tables with two chairs offered more intimacy for couples or space to breathe for the shy. 
As we waited for our table, the aroma of grilled steak drifted toward us. “That’s not gonna make me hungry,” I joked. Ruby smiled. Jefferson didn’t respond, his gaze fixed on the sisters as they sat down.
When it was our turn, the hostess escorted us to a table near the back where two people had already been seated. After we sat down and said who we were, they introduced themselves as Bucky and Mathilda Jones, newlyweds from Nashville—although given their apparent ages, I guessed it was a second marriage (or a third or a fourth . . .). Bucky’s face was narrow and practically gaunt, but he had a strong jawline. He was so thin, two of him could have fit into his chair. Mathilda leaned forward to say hello. Her dark brown hair hung neatly down to her shoulders. Black liner traced her eyebrows. Composed. That’s what I thought of her. Composed.
“I’m retired. Used to sell cars,” Bucky volunteered. “I taught kindergarten,” Mathilda said. “This is our first river cruise together,” Bucky said. “But not my first cruise,” Mathilda added as she placed a hand over her chest.
“That must be him, the captain,” Ruby said. We turned toward the entrance to the dining room, and Mathilda said a slow, “I’d say so.” 
My eyes drifted from the well-appointed man in the uniform to the person he was walking with. I saw a familiar face, an all-too-familiar and not at all welcome one—Helen Kraft. She looked at me over the top of her tortoiseshell-rimmed glasses and winked.






  
  Chapter 3


Everyone stood up as he approached. “I’m Captain William Smith.” He made the rounds, a quick handshake with Bucky and Mathilda before turning to me. He had wavy, thick gray hair matched with a neatly trimmed gray beard that, from a distance, looked like it wrapped around and connected with his eyebrows. 
“Dodge. Frank Dodge,” I said as my turn came. 
“Mr. Dodge. Welcome aboard.” He gripped my hand like his life depended on it, his intense blue eyes fixed on me. “Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help with your article. I’m sure you’ll find everything runs smoothly on this boat.” He let go.
“I appreciate the offer.” I slipped my right arm behind my back and gently shook out the discomfort. “I’d love to see the pilothouse if that’s OK.”
“Of course. We’ve got a group touring tomorrow morning.” He spoke slowly and with an accent, but my knowledge of dialectical variations in the South wasn’t good enough to pin it down. “You can join them.” He scanned the dining room, then looked back at me. “Be there by nine.”
“Perfect. And maybe the engine room at some point, too?”
He stepped away from me. “Of course,” he said after a pause, then regarded the other diners at his table. “Please sit.” He forced a smile. “Enjoy the meal.”
We took our seats. Helen sat on the captain’s left, between him and Bucky. She flipped her hair back after she sat down, and I rolled my eyes. I hadn’t seen her since Dubuque, hadn’t heard much about her in the nine months since then, in fact. What had she been up to? I was in no hurry to find out. I still couldn’t believe she was entirely blameless for the mess that played out back then, the fire that ultimately took three lives. Her hands had some dirt on them, I was sure. But I had more important things that needed my attention, such as choosing an entrée. 
The captain had arranged for us all to get the same appetizer, but we still had to choose soup or salad and the main course. I thought a Caesar salad sounded about right, and I jumped at the chance to try quail.
“What the f—” Jefferson caught himself before finishing that thought. “Quail? Really? You’re gonna eat some tiny bird when you could have short ribs instead?”
“I’ve never had quail. Seems like a good time to try it out.” I unrolled my napkin and placed it in my lap. “Maybe you should, too.”
“No. Hell, no.” He slid a knife closer to his plate, within easy reach. “I’ll stick to the ribs and let them stick to me.”
Ruby chose scallops, which were new to her. Fresh sea scallops weren’t a regular menu item in her native northeast Iowa.
“Everything looks amazing,” Helen said as she reviewed the menu. “I’ll take the cobb salad, please.”
The server took our menus, nodded at the captain solemnly, then turned and walked away.
Bucky, dressed in a white dress shirt with a light blue trim and a faded blue tie, leaned forward to thank the captain for the dinner invite. Helen leaned back in her chair, watching the captain as he talked with the rest of us.
“You are welcome, Mr. Jones. We like to do something a little extra special for our newlyweds.” The captain looked away as he spoke to Jones, his eyes scanning the dining room again.
“So, what does it take to become a captain of a boat like this?” I asked. Bucky sat back in his chair and looked at Mathilda. He had a hard time looking away from her.
Captain Smith’s eyes opened wide, and his tall forehead crinkled. “It’s a long road, of course. It helps to have a steady hand and demeanor. Can’t be easily riled.” He took a sip of water. “I worked my way up from nothing. Started on the river as a deckhand as a young man. One of the tow companies I worked for was having trouble finding enough pilots, so they gave me a chance to learn. Not sure what they saw in me, but I was grateful for the opportunity.”
Now that I had a closer look at him, I noticed how those affecting blue eyes were sunk deep in their sockets. “How different is piloting a boat like this versus a tow?” I asked.
“Well, for one thing, piles of processed corn never complain.” We all laughed. He didn’t. “Each boat has its own challenges, but the river will, of course, always keep life interesting. You never know what she’s going to throw at you from day to day.”
Before he could say anything more, a couple of servers had returned with small white plates covered with golden round crab cakes. They put a plate in front of each of us.
“Please, go ahead and eat,” the captain said. He leaned back in his chair.
I wasn’t about to argue. I cut off a bite of crab cake, cracking through the perfectly fried, crisp but not oily exterior, revealing big lumps of crab meat inside. I dipped the bite in the tangy rémoulade sauce on the side, then enjoyed the explosion of rich flavors in my mouth. Ruby had carefully cut a small piece and was chewing it slowly.
“Frank,” Helen said.
“Helen,” I replied. She ignored my tone.
“I’m sure you must know this—forgive me if you do—but this is Captain Smith’s final cruise, at least as an employee. He’s retiring.”
“Yes. I heard about that,” I answered, keeping my eyes on the crab cake in front of me.
“American River Cruises, the company that owns this boat, hired me to follow him around on his last cruise and write about it. I’m so honored”—she rested a hand on her chest, then turned to look at the captain—“and I don’t know what I did to deserve the honor.”
I nearly gagged on her canned modesty. “I don’t know, either,” I mumbled. 
“What was that, Frank?”
I quickly picked up my napkin and wiped my face. “What a treat that must be for you!” I said loudly.
“And what brings you on this cruise, Frank?” She looked at Ruby and Jefferson. “Taking a little vacation with your friends?”
“If only. This is a working trip for me. I’m writing a feature for Luxe Liners.” How had she not heard me talking about that with the captain? Was she fucking with me? “Maybe you’re familiar with it?”
“Can’t say that I’ve heard of it, but good for you.” She smiled, or maybe it was a smirk. Either way, I didn’t like it. The servers returned, and the empty plates disappeared, replaced immediately by salads. My Caesar was every bit as good as I had hoped. The dressing was so fresh I could practically taste the sea water that the anchovies had been swimming in. 
Bucky was less interested in his salad than in talking with the captain, so after a couple of quick bites, he leaned forward again and asked about the captain’s retirement plans.
“I own a small hunting camp in Mississippi, on the river. I’m hoping to spend a lot of time there.” He looked down at his plate and forked some lettuce and a slice of tomato. “Looking forward to the quiet.”
Bucky kept the captain chatting during the salad course. Then the entrées arrived, and everyone’s attention shifted back to the food. Jefferson got his wish: thick chunks of beef rib floating on garlic mashed potatoes. Ruby’s scallops, lightly browned, rested on a throne of braised thick-cut fennel and artichokes, all of it surrounded by a moat of golden polenta. I looked down at a deboned quail sliced in half and wrapped with slices of bacon, with drizzles of a balsamic painting circles on the plate around it. A pile of greens and a pudding-like corn casserole filled out the plate.
“Perfect,” Jefferson said as he dug a fork into the closest chunk. Ruby took a bite of a scallop, chewed, then nodded her head slightly as she mumbled, “Goodness.” The quail was marvelous: moist, slightly gamey, rich. I could have made room for another.
The entrées temporarily slowed the pace of the conversation, but soon Helen broke the silence. “What exactly is a hunting camp, Captain?” She set her knife and fork down next to her plate. “It sounds so rustic.”
He chuckled. “The name’s kinda deceiving.” He wiped his mouth clean with a napkin. “It’s just an old tradition in the South. It’s an escape, a private retreat—my private retreat.” He rolled his shoulders back once. “I own it. My property has a small cabin with all the modern amenities—indoor plumbing, running water, electricity—all the important stuff. It’s also elevated on piers,” he said as he rubbed his chin, “because the river can get pretty high down there, and I’d rather not have to wash out the muck every year.” He looked away from Helen and observed the servers as they took our plates away.
“Do you actually hunt,” Helen asked, “or is that a misnomer, too?”
He chuckled again. “Sure, we hunt. Sometimes. We fish. Sometimes.” He looked back at Helen. “Other times we sit on the deck—screened off from the bugs, of course—to enjoy a beer and conversation.” He wiped his mouth with a napkin. “Mostly it’s about taking it easy.”
“Sounds lovely,” she said without breaking her gaze.
No one had any appetite for dessert. I, for one, had had my fill of Helen’s saccharine sweetness during dinner. “It’s been a pleasure meeting y’all,” the captain said. He moved the napkin from his lap to the table, slid his chair back, and stood up. “Please, take your time. No need to rush off from the table, but I need to check in with my crew. Enjoy the rest of the cruise.” He gave us a low bow, then walked away from the table.
“Well, that was delightful,” Helen said. “Please excuse me.” As she got up, the rest of us followed. On the way to the exit, Helen came over to me. “Our paths cross again, Frank.” She flipped her hair back. “Maybe we can help each other out?” She raised an eyebrow. 
“I’m not sure what I have to offer you, Helen. Let’s just stay out of each other’s way—you know, like professionals—and get our jobs done, like professionals.” I turned my back to her and walked away.






  
  Chapter 4


“Let’s check out the show,” I said. Ruby gave an enthusiastic nod. “Sure,” Jefferson said, his eyes focused on his phone. 
“Didn’t you use to take your kids’ phones away if they texted while walking?”
“I’m not texting. Or walking.” He looked up at me. “Yet.” 
He slid the phone into his shirt pocket and glared at me. Then we walked the short distance to the auditorium for the eight o’clock musical revue. The show was due to start in a few minutes, so the room was nearly full. We settled into three seats near the back. 
“What were you looking at so intently?” I asked Jefferson. “Did you get Michelle’s number already?
“Mind your business.”
“Leave him be,” Ruby told me. “Let’s just enjoy the show.”
On cue, the curtain rose, the lights darkened, and the crowd chatter dropped to a murmur. When the floodlights lit up the stage, two men and two women in nineteenth-century outfits sprinted onto the stage. One of the men ran directly to the piano on stage, sat down, and launched into a catchy ragtime tune. I recognized the man and the song right away. It was Deion Boyd, and he was playing “Felicity Rag,” the tune he had played for me four years before, when we met at a museum called Ragtime Renaissance Hall in St. Louis. Just before we hooked up. Before I ghosted him. 
I liked him. A lot. But he was in a relationship back then, one that allowed extracurricular activities but with two rules: don’t stay overnight and just one hookup per person. He was finishing up a dual degree in music and history. The museum had hired him as an intern. He showed me around, we connected, and, well, we hooked up later. He wanted to stay in touch and texted me a few times. More than a few times. I ignored them. All of them.
Jefferson leaned over to me. “Hey, that guy at the piano looks familiar. Should I know him?”
“Probably,” I whispered. “You walked in on me dancing with him at Ragtime Renaissance Hall about four years ago.”
“When you say ‘dancing,’ do you mean dancing, or is it a metaphor for something else?”
I elbowed him. “Dancing. Literally dancing.”
“Oh, yeah. I remember.” He got quiet for a minute. “You called me in to help find a Scott Joplin musical score that had gone missing?”
“No. You just took over the investigation.”
Jefferson smiled. “Hmm.” He got quiet again. “Didn’t you end up sleeping with him, too?”
Ruby shifted in her chair, then leaned toward me. “Will you two please be quiet?”
“Of course,” I said to Ruby. “Yes,” I whispered to Jefferson. 
Deion was nearly a head taller than the other performers, and he’d let his hair grow out on the sides. For forty-five minutes he and the other performers ran through ragtime standards. Deion played enthusiastically as the others danced and sang. In between some songs, one performer would give a quick lesson on the history of ragtime, one particular song, or music on riverboats. It was a fun show, and it sure looked like the four performers enjoyed doing it. They lined up on stage for the curtain call, then disappeared backstage. When the lights came up, Jefferson turned to us and said, “See you in a bit. Gonna try to catch up with Michelle and her sisters.” He got up and hurried out of the auditorium.
Ruby was tired after that, so I walked her to our room. “I’m not quite tired yet,” I told her. “I’m gonna head to a bar for a nightcap.” 
“Of course. As we agreed when you invited me along, don’t slow yourself down on my account. I’ll see you in the morning.” We hugged, and I left.

      [image: image-placeholder]I went down to the Bow Bar, but it wasn’t very busy. I thought about staying to cheer up the glum bartender, but instead I climbed on up to the Paddlewheel Pub. A passenger on the River Voyager was never far from a drink. And I needed to explore all the possibilities.
As it turned out, the Paddlewheel Pub wasn’t much busier, but I liked being close enough to hear the whooshing sound of water spun around by the boat’s paddlewheel. As I walked toward the middle of the bar, I recognized one guy sitting on a stool. It was Bucky, who we’d had dinner with earlier that evening. He was alone, without a tie, and hunched over a drink. I looked at him closely. He carried a wiry torso on a short frame, his skin tanned to just a summer or two short of leathery. His hair—what remained of it—looked needle-thin and light brown. I sat next to him.
“Mathilda turn in already?” I asked.
He looked up. “Oh, hi. It’s Frank, right?” 
“That’s me.” 
He leaned back and swiveled his chair in my direction. “Yeah. Mathilda wore herself out today. Thought I’d come up here for a nightcap.”
“Congratulations on your wedding.” 
The bartender came over. “What’ll it be?” He was tall with a skeletal frame, an older guy, older than I would have expected from someone working a service job in the resort business. I asked for a beer.
“Thanks,” Bucky said. “It’s a fresh start for both of us.”
“Not your first marriage, I assume?” 
He chuckled. “Nah. Third.” He tilted his head toward me. “Wasn’t a very good husband the first two times,” he mumbled. “Or father, for that matter.”
“So, the third time’s the charm.”
“Yes. Feels like it.” He curled his lips into a smile and nodded. “Like a fresh start.”
“How’d you meet?”
“I sold her a car.” He laughed. “I sell cars for a living.” He shrugged. “Used to anyway. Retired recently. She’d come into our dealership looking for something reliable but cheap.”
“Who isn’t looking for that?”
“Tell me.” He straightened up in his chair. “Well, we just hit it off. I found a good car for her, then I asked her out. She didn’t say yes right away. Maybe she’d heard too many stories about car salesmen.” He shook his head and frowned. “Can’t say I blame her.” He spun his glass back and forth slowly. “But I wouldn’t give up.” He lifted his head. “And it sure looks like it’s worked out fine now.” He smiled.
“A river cruise is a nice way to celebrate.”
“Sure is. It’s something I’ve wanted to do for a while. Expensive, though.” He scrunched up his face. “But worth every penny for a honeymoon.”
“What’s your impression so far?”
“Just love it.” He folded his arms over his chest. “This boat”—he looked from side to side—“is like a piece of art, ain’t it? Love the food. And it sure was fun to sit at the table with . . .”—he seemed to lose his train of thought—“the captain.”
“That was a treat.” As we chatted, he made direct eye contact only once. When he did, his green eyes looked pale and tired. Still, he seemed genuinely happy at that moment, more so than I might have expected from someone marking a third marriage. “I don’t think I would have had a chance to sit at his table if I weren’t writing a story about the boat.”
“You a journalist?”
“Not exactly. A writer, generally, but mostly I write about travel.” I scanned the bar. “I’m working on a profile of this boat for a national magazine.”
“I see. I suppose that’s all right.” He leaned toward me. “Make a good living doing that?” he asked softly.
“Define ‘good.’”
“Kinda like selling cars, huh?” We laughed. 
“What’s retirement like?”
“Still trying to figure that one out. I’ve got more time to spend with family. That’s nice.” He nodded. “But I miss going to work, having something to do. You know, feeling useful.”
“It’s a big change. That’s why I don’t ever plan on retiring. As long as I can write, I’ll have something to do.”
“Maybe I should learn to write.” He grimaced and looked down. “I’ve got some stories to tell, that’s for sure.”
“Go for it! No reason you couldn’t.”
“Except I’m not very good at it. At writing.” He smiled. His phone lit up, and he picked it up. “Shoot. I gotta run. Need to get back to the cabin and see how Mathilda’s doing.”
“Nice chatting with you, Bucky.” He nodded at me, dropped a twenty-dollar bill on the bar, and left.
I texted Jefferson to invite him up for a drink.
Busy 


Catch up with you in the morning


I gave up and called it a night.

      [image: image-placeholder]When I woke up the next morning around seven, Ruby was already awake and showered. She was sitting in bed reading.
“Morning,” I said, then stretched.
“A delightful one at that. I haven’t slept that well in years. How about you?”
“Slept about as good as any other night.” I flipped the covers off me and sat on the side of the bed. “I’m going to wash up. Breakfast after that?”
“Yes. I’m ready whenever you are.”
As we walked toward the dining room, we heard an announcement over the PA system: “Bucky Jones, please come to the purser’s office.” On deck two we passed Mathilda Jones huddled with a couple of crew members. She was crying.
“Oh, dear,” Ruby said. “I hope they’re OK.”
I felt a chaotic energy in the air that I didn’t think I was making up. Crew scrambled from place to place, their faces grim. When we reached the dining room, I asked our server if something had happened.
“A man’s gone missing,” she whispered. She leaned in close to us. “He may have gone overboard.”






  
  Chapter 5


Word quickly spread among the passengers that someone had gone missing. At breakfast we could hear people whispering to one another, sharing prayers for divine intervention and theories about what had happened. One couple near me assumed he had been murdered, that someone had must have shoved him off the boat. Probably his new wife, out to take his money, they speculated. Or, someone else said, maybe he’d jumped in the river on his own, committed suicide. He could have had cancer or maybe felt guilty for having an affair.   
“These people didn’t even know him,” Ruby said. She’d overheard the same conversations. “They have no business gossiping about what happened.” She waved a fork at me. “They should keep their crazy ideas to themselves.” She looked at me, and I nodded.
After we ordered breakfast, I excused myself, leaving Ruby alone for a few minutes to track down the security chief, who was huddled with a police officer and a couple of uniformed Coast Guard personnel. “Excuse me,” I interrupted. They turned to look at me. “I think I was one of the last people who saw Bucky Jones.”
The security chief invited me into his office. “Bo Hopkins,” he said, then shook my hand. If his handshake was any indication, he was strong enough to withstand a category-five hurricane. He pointed to a chair across from his desk. “Please.” We both sat down.
“He was sitting at the bar in the Paddlewheel Pub when I showed up last night,” I said. “I congratulated him on his marriage, and we just made small talk from there.” Chief Hopkins asked a lot of questions I didn’t have an answer for. “I’d only just met him,” I kept repeating. 
“Where did he go after he left the bar?”
“He got a text message, then he excused himself. Said he was going back to his cabin.”
“When Mrs. Jones woke up this morning, she was alone in bed. She called his cell phone, but it rang from the table next to their bed.” Chief Hopkins explained that she had walked down to the dining room and around a couple of decks, asking if anyone had seen her husband, growing more and more panicked. She eventually worked her way to the purser’s office, where she reported him missing. That was where Ruby and I had seen her. “No one saw Mr. Jones after he left the bar.” He leaned closer to me. “Who sent the text message to him?”
“Don’t know. I couldn’t see his phone.”
“There were no recent text messages on the phone we found in their stateroom.”
That confused me. “I was sitting next to him. His phone vibrated like he’d gotten a text message. He looked down at it like he was reading a text, then he told me he had to go. That’s all I know.”
Chief Hopkins eventually got the point, but even the thick-rimmed glasses over
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