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Chapter 1



"Miz Cook," the purser hailed her as she made
her way across the wide expanse of navy blue carpet in the entry
foyer. "You leave behind your camera."

Carolyn detoured from her path toward the
elevators, shaking her head. "I have my camera here in my
sack."

The tall Italian, resplendent in white
uniform with stiff black-and-gold shoulder boards, picked up the
Canon lying on the counter in front of him. "Your name appears
here, on the side. And the folding knife? You are having a
knife?"

Carolyn rummaged in the straw bag she
carried, surprise showing plainly on her face as she found nothing
but her purse and the scarf she had pulled away from her neck as
she sat talking to the stamp vendor. "But I was taking pictures out
by the careenage just a few minutes ago." She stared at the items
on the counter. She hadn't noticed that anything was missing when
she thrust the scarf into her sack. The camera was certainly hers.
And the Swiss army knife. Tom had given it to her on their first
camping trip—a talisman she always carried in her bag as a
connecting thread to her lost husband. How did it get to the
purser's counter?

"Also your cabin key." The liquid black eyes
mapped her face as he dangled it.

"Those things were all in my sack," Carolyn
protested.

"Perhaps you are losing them? Someone brings
them here for you?"

"Who brought them?"

"They are just here. I see them only these
few minutes. I not know who puts them there."

Carolyn was silent for a moment, her mind
running swiftly over the short interval that had passed since she
had strolled around the little harbor. "She switched the sacks,"
she murmured finally.

"Pardon?" The black eyebrows shot up almost
to the fringe of black curls.

"I was sitting on a ledge by the wharf,
buying stamps from a vendor. A young woman stopped to talk. She had
a straw bag exactly like mine."

Although his eyes gleamed with Latin warmth,
the purser smiled apologetically at the other people gathered
around the counter, waiting their turn to ask for information or
cash travelers checks.

"No one saw who left my things here?" Carolyn
insisted. She heard the sharp note in her voice and immediately
felt guilty. Just because she was still mad at her boss for
railroading her into making this trip was no reason to take it out
on the hired help.

The young man stepped back into the open
doorway of the office behind him and asked a question in Italian. A
female voice gave a clearly negative answer, and he returned to the
counter shaking his head.

"Strange . . .." But Carolyn could see that
the purser was eager to turn his attention to the other passengers
clustered behind her. "Thank you very much." She collected the
camera and the knife and the key and turned again toward the shiny
chrome elevators across the lobby, a little knot of puzzlement
wrinkling her forehead. She had been as cool as possible to the
young woman on the dock because something about her—the way she
pushed in too close, rattling on about the matching sacks, almost
breathing in the face of a complete stranger—had made Carolyn
uncomfortable.

As she remembered her distaste, Carolyn
gritted her teeth. She really hadn't wanted to come on this
cruise—not with only twenty-four hours to get ready. But George
Chandler had swept all her protests aside, as he always did when he
was intent on achieving his own objectives.

She sighed as she stepped finally into the
elevator. It was her own fault—she should have stood her ground and
said she simply couldn't go on such short notice. Carolyn pushed
her floor button, then tucked her hands under her arms to warm
them. Was she ever going to stiffen her spine and stand up to her
supervisor's unreasonable demands?




Chapter 2



When she reached her cabin two decks above,
Carolyn kicked off sandals, discarded her sun hat, disrobed and
stepped over the high sill into the small shower stall. As she
soaped and shampooed and struggled to avoid spraying water in every
direction with the unfamiliar hand shower, her mind was wrestling
with this curious exchange of the two sacks. She had wrapped her
head in a lush hand towel from the generous stack on the chrome
rack behind the door and was drying herself briskly with a thick
terry-cloth bath sheet when the telephone rang.

Quickly draping the huge towel over her
shoulders, she stepped from the warm bathroom into the sharp chill
of the air-conditioned cabin and tiptoed with wet feet across the
carpet.

The voice on the phone responded to her hello
with a question. "How would you like the goods?"

"I beg your pardon?"

There was a tiny pause. "Is this Carolyn
Cook?"

"Yes—who are you?" Carolyn had never liked
people to start telephone conversations without identifying
themselves, and put a deliberate note of firmness into her
tone.

Another small pause, as though the person at
the other end of the line was debating his answer. Finally, "Are
you connected with the Blue Carib Travel Agency in Barbados?"

Now Carolyn pitched her voice to clearly
indicate her annoyance. "No, I'm not. Who is this?"

"Ah . . . I think there must be some
mistake." And her unidentified caller hung up.

Carolyn stood for several moments with the
telephone receiver in her hand. Then the combination of unexplained
events and the chill of the air conditioning got to her, and a
shiver sent her to the closet to grab her robe. When she had
wrapped herself in it, she carefully scanned the entire cabin,
searching for a thermostat. A thick textured material, almost like
tapestry, covered the walls in warm shades of rust and beige that
vaguely resembled waves. The knobs on the long console under the
huge mirror that filled the wall over the desk controlled the
various lights in the room and the ship's radio. There was no
thermostat.

Giving up, she blew her hair dry and combed
it into a casual cap that framed her face, all the time wondering
what was going on. Her unease was magnified by the fact that she
had to put on clothes appropriate to going out and meeting people.
She was not gregarious by nature, and this having to chatter,
chatter, chatter from the moment the cruise day began until it
ended, halfway through the night, was far more effort than she had
ever imagined. Running the Alumni Fund involved a lot of meticulous
organization of solicitations and keeping huge mailing lists
up-to-date, which she was good at, but none of the continuous
glad-handing and personal relations required of the Development
Office people. They were pros at charming alumni in every
situation, but on the very first day on the SEA MONARCH Carolyn had
discovered that she not only lacked the deft touch required, but
also that it exhausted her to maintain constant chitchat and a
happy face from breakfast until bedtime.

Even worse, she just didn't enjoy feigning
the sophistication expected of her on a cruise ship. The alumni
were all middle aged or older and most of them nice as can
be—except for a couple of real oddballs. But no one had warned her
ahead of time that the cruise staff would make her feel like
someone's maiden aunt. If she were merely a passenger, she could
take them or leave them, but she was on board in an official
capacity, and this involved regular dealings with the young
Americans who entertained the passengers with boundless energy and
enthusiasm.

Her face flushed as she recalled the first
night at dinner. The conversation turned immediately to the
lavishness of the menu. "If I eat like this for a week, I'll gain a
ton," Carolyn had commented.

"Regular exercise with your roommate is the
only solution," admonished the cruise director. He was about
Carolyn's age, maybe a little older, with an athlete's build, a
fabulous tan, and rust-colored hair bleached blond on top.

"I don't have a roommate."

"Honey, we can rectify that situation this
very evening if you like," Nick replied, leering shamelessly at
her.

Carolyn blushed and rolled her eyes,
but couldn't think of a clever answer. Her table mates must have
thought she was a complete square. She should have seen it coming,
but she realized ruefully that she just wasn't used to dealing with
people like Nick—to juggling amusing
repartée and bouncing back
innuendos.

Now she looked through the closet for an
outfit that would bolster her confidence, for it was time again to
venture out of her cabin, shake hands and smile until her face
muscles felt like stretched rubber bands. Settling finally on a
green silk dress that she loved because it brought out some of the
amber highlights in her brown hair and made her gray eyes look
green, she added the strings of tiny shells that she had purchased
half an hour earlier on the wharf.

She was warmer now, but her mind still
wrestled with the odd telephone call. She had heard the voice
before, but it was not someone she knew. She ran over the various
people she had dealt with as she took charge of her alumni group,
but couldn't pin the voice to one of them. Not surprising, when she
considered the jumble of events that had moved in swift succession
from the time she landed in Barbados—the night at the hotel, the
rewriting of tickets at the Blue Carib Travel Agency. Blue Carib.
The phone caller had asked about the Blue Carib. The clerk at Blue
Carib had given her the straw sack when she politely refused the
plastic carryall with a Cornell seal emblazoned on one side. What
was going on?

When she had been forced to take this
last-minute assignment, replacing a colleague who’d gotten an
unforeseen invitation from an alumnus to attend the Super Bowl, the
Director had snowed her with his confidence. "This guy owns a
football team. He’s good for a bequest of several million if Sam
can pry it out of him. Now, Carolyn, there’s no reason you can’t do
the cruise in Sam’s place. If you have any kind of problems, give
me a call. Any time."

Carolyn sniffed. Super Bowl indeed. She could
picture George Chandler's reaction to her phoning him in Ithaca,
New York, from a cruise ship anchored in Grenada. "George, the
cruise staff is lecherous, someone has snatched my sack, and I've
been getting strange telephone calls. What should I do?"

George was a hearty, dynamic man, university
vice-president, very much in charge, whose mere entrance into a
room made faces brighten and voices grow more animated. Carolyn
always felt herself expand in his presence, and then wondered later
how he could provoke such a fizz. She knew exactly what he would
say if she called him. "Carolyn, there must be someone with
authority on that ship to sort this out for you. Go talk to the
captain."

Carolyn contemplated that possibility for
about five seconds, then discarded it. She could imagine how
interested the captain would be in her vague dilemma. He had
appeared at dinner the previous evening—a big, dark, unsmiling man
with stern brown eyes, who would actually look dangerous if you met
him in a dark ally. He certainly didn't look like he would waste
much time humoring neurotic female passengers.

Hardly aware of her reflection in the huge
wall mirror in front of her, Carolyn sat down in the modernistic
chair by the combination desk and chest of drawers. This was an
Italian ship—would anyone else in the crew help her? The purser who
had returned her camera and knife half an hour earlier certainly
hadn't tuned in on her dismay.

She recalled again that most of the members
of the cruise staff were Americans. There was Nick, of course, that
same cruise director who was supposed to be at the passengers'
service, but had made her feel so gauche Sunday evening. His stock
in trade seemed to be an endless supply of racy stories to fit any
and every situation. He could doubtless turn her mysterious
bag-swapping and telephone call into a string of jokes with which
to amuse any bystanders, but she doubted if he would make a serious
effort to find an explanation.

She idly pulled open the desk drawer and
surveyed the jumble of tickets, postcards, and travel brochures
that she had tossed into it. On top was today's Daily Program for
January 22, 1986. Then her eye was caught by a packet of neatly
clipped computer printout, the passenger list that the Development
Office had made up of the alumni taking this cruise. The matrix
included not only names, nicknames, addresses, and date of
graduation, but also carefully documented information on each
individual's past history of giving to the Alumni Fund and his or
her potential as a donor to the Development Fund, based on career
history and professional ties. Some poor research assistant in the
Development Office had spent weeks putting it together.

One column was a list of the occupations,
past or present, of each of the alumni on board. Carolyn picked up
the matrix and scanned that column, wondering if someone in the
group might be a natural ally in unraveling her mystery. Electrical
engineer, accountant, public relations executive, architect,
agricultural economist, petroleum company chief executive officer,
contractor, bacteriologist, professor emeritus. Not very
promising.

Carolyn ran through the list to the end and
then glanced at the clock. It was too late for tea, and the first
sitting at dinner wasn't for another hour. Many of the passengers
would not yet have returned from touring Grenada, but those who had
reboarded would be starting happy hour in the lounges. It was time
to get back on the job.

She pulled her daytime purse from the straw
sack that had initiated the mysterious events of the afternoon and
applied a layer of frosted lipstick with swift strokes—all the
makeup she ever bothered with. Transferring comb, mirror, lipstick,
Kleenex, wallet, Swiss army knife, passport, and travelers' checks
into a small clutch bag, she gave one last glance in the mirrored
doors of the closet as she went by to make sure she was put
together right, then headed for the upper decks.




Chapter 3



"You're sure that's what it says? '2 car
bananas San Felix'?"

"No, I'm not sure," Carolyn replied. "The
handwriting is skinny and cramped—very difficult to read. To the
best that I can make it out, that's what it says."

The captain studied the scrap of paper
intently. "And it was in the sack that was given to you by the
travel agency in Barbados?"

"I assume so—although I can't be sure of that
either. I didn't find the slip of paper until we were on the beach
at Palm Island."

"Could it have been put into the sack after
we sailed from Barbados?"

"I really don't know." Carolyn was becoming a
little annoyed at the tenor of this cross-examination. Captain
Marco Sanelli was going back with a fine-tooth comb over all the
ground she had already covered, making Carolyn feel like an idiot
child who hadn't explained things very well. She was not here of
her own volition, but because Colonel Snowden had asked for the
interview after she had recounted her adventure to him and his wife
over rum punch in the Four Winds Lounge. Carolyn was beginning to
regret having acquiesced to his suggestion. The captain's manner of
questioning made her suspect that he regarded their visit as a
time-consuming, unnecessary interruption.

She took a deep breath before she went on.
"The sack was in my cabin from time to time when I was not there. I
carry only a small purse when I go on deck. Could one of your
stewards have put the paper into the sack in my absence?"

The captain ignored the tinge of sarcasm in
her voice. "I don't understand how this stranger was able to switch
her sack for yours."

"I was sitting on the ledge along the
sidewalk beside the careenage in Granada—looking at stamps that a
sidewalk vendor had offered me. I had taken my purse out of the
straw sack to pay him. The sack was on the ledge beside me."

"You say that the young woman who switched
the sacks was an American? How do you know that?"

"She talked American—just as you and I do."
Carolyn was fishing with this comment, because she had been quite
surprised to discover that Marco Sanelli spoke pure American. She
had been under the impression that this was an Italian ship.

This man certainly looked Latin—olive skin,
thick dark hair clipped close to flatten the curls, penetrating
brown eyes, and the big solid frame of a football guard. She knew
that he spoke excellent Italian as well, because she had heard him
the day before during the lifeboat drill, giving instructions to
his crew in Italian over the public address system. She had thought
at the time that someone was translating English into Italian, but
it was clear now that he was flawlessly bilingual.

He didn't rise to the bait. "You say she came
from the SEA MONARCH?"

"I said she was wearing a SEA MONARCH
T-shirt, which led me to believe she was from the ship."

"Did you see her come from or return to the
ship?"

"No—but she left my camera and knife and
cabin key at the purser's desk before I came back on board."

Captain Sanelli looked up, frowning. "You
carry a knife?"

Carolyn looked away and grimaced. "A Swiss
army knife. It opens bottle caps and tightens the screws in my
glasses frames. Very useful." She wasn't going to tell this
imperious man that her Swiss army knife was an icon that had been
given to her before a needless tragedy.

Her interrogator studied her for a long
moment before changing the subject. "Can you describe this woman in
any more detail?"

Carolyn searched her memory. "She was younger
than I am—probably between twenty-five and thirty. Frizzy brown
hair—much lighter than mine. Very dark sunglasses. Well-tanned,
quite slender, medium height. Navy blue shirt, white skirt, tennis
shoes. And she was carrying a straw sack identical to mine—with a
big sunburst embroidered on the side."

"Have you seen her since?"

"No, and I've been looking."

"You got a telephone call shortly thereafter
in your room?"

"Yes."

"From this young woman?"

Carolyn started to say no, and then caught
herself. She had thought the call was from a man, but was it? The
voice had sounded familiar. Could it have been that woman's? She
really wasn't sure. "I don't know."

The captain scowled at her again. "What did
she ask you on the phone? When would you like your—what was
it?"

"How I would like the goods?"

Leaning on an elbow, the captain ran one
square tanned hand through his thick hair while he made notes on a
pad on his desk with the other. He peered up at Carolyn from under
heavy black brows. "If you do spot this young woman, would you
notify me immediately?" The request was not a question—it was a
command.

Carolyn felt her muscles tense at the
authoritarian tone in his voice. She hadn't minded Colonel Snowden
taking charge after she outlined her apprehension, because he did
it in a sort of fatherly way. He was one of her alumni, a tall lean
man who made you feel he would know how to deal with a crisis. That
was why she had confided in him. But the manner of this younger man
was, when he spoke to her, almost imperious and struck her as
arrogant. It required a particular effort for her to answer
politely, "Of course."

"Any hour of the day or night—regardless of
where I am. Any of my crew members can help you find me. But don't
give them a message. Come to me with the information. Do you
understand?"

"Yes, sir." Because of the captain's brusque,
businesslike manner, Carolyn couldn't resist snapping her answer in
the way enlisted men responded to an officer's command. The captain
straightened up in his chair and looked at her sharply, but didn't
smile. Carolyn was beginning to wonder if he ever smiled.

Sensing the growing tension in the air,
Colonel Snowden, sitting in the other chair facing the desk in the
captain's spacious office, cleared his throat. "I take it you
attach some significance to this, Captain?"

Marc Sanelli laid his pen down and leaned his
crossed arms on the edge of his desk. Carolyn waited curiously to
see if his tone would be friendlier when addressing a male
colleague. "Hard to tell, Colonel. We need more information. I'll
get on the radio the first thing in the morning and make some
inquiries." He glanced at his watch. "It's far too late
tonight—offices in Barbados closed long ago."

"I'm sorry it's so late. But we knew you were
hosting your welcoming party and captain's dinner tonight, and we
didn't want to bother you with this matter until your other
responsibilities were out of the way."

"I appreciate that. I'll do some checking and
let you know what I find out as soon as I can."

Carolyn decided that he did speak more easily
and informally to Colonel Snowden than to her, making her wonder if
he thought she was just a nuisance. As she wrestled with her
annoyance, she detached her attention from the two men and let her
gaze wander around the room. The captain certainly didn't lack for
a pleasant setting in which to conduct his official duties. She and
Colonel Snowden sat in comfortable wing chairs upholstered in a
muted oriental brocade. The huge desk in front of them was blond
oak, like the rest of the furniture on the ship, but its modern
lines were softened by a brass reading lamp and a large decorative
chunk of polished agate sitting on the near edge. Oak cabinets that
looked as though they could hold a stereo and liquor cabinet as
well as files sat on either side of the huge bank of windows behind
the captain, beyond which the forward deck was brilliantly lighted.
A partially open door to the right of her chair yielded a glimpse
of a dimly lit adjoining bedroom, also of generous dimensions.

The captain picked up his pen again. "What
cabin are you in, Ms. Cook?"

"320."

"On the Mediterranean deck. And you, Colonel
Snowden?"

"We're in 349, on the same deck."

"Good. There's nothing more we can do
tonight." The captain pushed back his chair and rose. "I don't
think you need to be concerned about this, Ms. Cook," he assured
Carolyn as he came around his desk to show them out. "We'll see
what we can find out in the morning and try to restore your peace
of mind."

The implication that the bag-swapping
incident was some exaggerated figment of her imagination that had
her wringing her hands annoyed Carolyn. She replied coldly, "I'm
not in the least bit concerned. Colonel Snowden thought the matter
might interest you."

Captain Sanelli stared at her before he
answered. "Quite right. Thanks very much for coming," he murmured
as the two men shook hands.

When they were down the passage and out of
earshot, Carolyn articulated her feelings. "That is one cold
fish."

Jim Snowden looked at her quizzically. "He
struck me as very businesslike."

"All business—all the time apparently. You'd
have thought he was doing us a favor by listening to my silly bag
story. He never smiled, never looked even friendly—not while we
were talking to him just now in his cabin, not while he was
receiving people at the cocktail party earlier. What a
sourpuss!"

The older man chuckled. "He is a bit on the
stern side. I imagine his officers and crew move when he
speaks."

"He strikes me as a tyrant—and a chauvinist
as well. I certainly wouldn't want to work under him. And how come
he's an American? I thought this was an Italian ship."

"That is odd. The ship and the crew are
Italian—financed with British money—registered in Panama."

"Well, Captain Sanelli certainly grew up in
the United States."

Jim Snowden, aware that Carolyn was troubled,
tried to reassure her. "I'll ask around and see what I can find out
about him. In the meantime, I'm ready for a good night's sleep.
Margaret has already turned in." They had come down the stairs and
reached the open area known as the Crossroads in the center of the
Atlantic Deck where the boutique, casino, and Trident Bar clustered
around the main elevator.

Carolyn sniffed, disliking the unpleasant
aftertaste the meeting had left, then remembered that she was
really grateful for the sympathetic attention the Snowdens had
given her when she had divulged her unease. "Thanks so much for
listening to my strange adventure." She summoned a smile as she
prepared to say goodnight. "I’d better go in the Four Winds Lounge
and catch the floor show."

The Colonel grinned at her in a fatherly
fashion. "Ah to be young and ready for night-clubbing."

"I'm supposed to take in everything in case
an alumnus wants to talk." Carolyn sighed. "All part of the
job."

"Well, enjoy—and don't worry about your
mystery. I'm sure we'll get to the bottom of it tomorrow."




Chapter 4

 


What Carolyn didn't know was that the
Snowdens' phone rang just after he returned to their cabin. Jim
grabbed it before it could ring again, in the hope of not
disturbing his wife, who appeared to be already asleep. Marc
Sanelli's distinctive baritone said, "Sorry to disturb you,
Colonel, but I didn't want to alarm Ms. Cook."

"What's up?" the army officer asked softly,
moving as far away from Margaret's bed as the cord would let
him.

"Nothing specific, but I am concerned about
this incident with Ms. Cook's sack and the odd telephone call.
We've been watching our crew very closely for the last couple of
weeks—there's a suspicion that the ship is being used for smuggling
of some kind. Cruise ships are very vulnerable because so many
people are coming and going while we are in the various ports. The
local officials want all the tourist business they can get, and
they avoid rigid customs formalities. That leaves it pretty much up
to me to see that my ship is clean."

"That's a big responsibility."

"Yes. Well, Ms. Cook may have inadvertently
stumbled onto something, and I'd like to avoid her experiencing any
unpleasantness because of it. Would you mind keeping an eye on her,
particularly on shore excursions? Try to get her to go with you and
ride in the same van with you?"

"Of course. We'd be glad to. She's an
attractive young woman—reminds me of our older daughter. We'd
probably do that anyway." Jim Snowden glanced over his shoulder at
the quiet figure under the rust-colored blanket, then turned his
back and cupped his hand over the receiver in the hope that his
wife was still asleep and couldn't hear. "Do you think Carolyn's in
any danger?"

"Oh, I wouldn't think so." There was a slight
pause. "She wears a wedding ring. Where's her husband?"

"I think she's a widow."

"Ah," Marc Sanelli sighed. "Well, I hope we
can avoid having her put into any situations she isn't prepared
for. Until we find out what's going on, I just don't know what to
expect."

"I hear you."

"I'll detail a couple of my men to keep an
eye on her while she's on board. It's the shore visits that I can't
handle."

"Don't worry about it, Captain. We'll make it
a point to keep her with us whenever we leave the ship."

"Good. Thanks very much. I'll let you know
what I find out as soon as I've made some radio checks in the
morning."

When he hung up the phone and replaced it on
the bureau top between the beds, Margaret rolled half over and
asked sleepily, "What's going on?"

"Sorry to disturb you, honey," Jim answered
as he sat down on the edge of her bed, pulled the blanket aside,
and started massaging her back muscles below her neck. "Just a
couple of suggestions from the captain regarding Carolyn's mystery
sack."

"Is there anything wrong?" Margaret turned
back onto her stomach, and Jim felt her relax under the firm
circular movement of his strong fingers across her shoulders.

"Captain Sanelli thinks the message in
Carolyn's sack may indicate some kind of smuggling on the ship.
He'll do some checking in the morning. Nothing to worry about
tonight."

"Umh." Margaret stretched her neck. "That
feels so good," she murmured finally with a deep sigh, burying her
face in her pillow.

Jim recognized this signal that she had had
enough back rubbing, and leaned over to nuzzle her ear. Margaret
lifted a hand and patted his face. "In the morning, dear." Her hand
dropped back onto the bed beside her, and it was obvious she was
drifting back to sleep.

He ruffled her upswept white curls, then got
up carefully, a trifle disappointed, and turned out the dim reading
light that Margaret had left burning over his bed. Unknotting his
tie, he stood looking down at the outline of her slender body under
the covers, remembering what had prompted him to buy the tickets
for this cruise. They had come home from a get-together of retired
officers during the holidays, a really good bull session, and Jim
was in the kitchen, happily pouring a glass of milk. "That was a
great party, wasn't it?" he called through to the living room where
he could hear Margaret letting the cat in through the sliding
doors.

When he came in with his glass, she was
standing there motionless in her ruby red dress, her white hair
vivid against the glass, peering out into the darkness.

Finally she answered in a very low voice. "If
I have to listen to you and Harry O'Connor do the Inchon Landing
one more time, I think I'll scream."

She slid her eyes in his direction and
puckered her mouth ruefully to take the sting out of what she had
said, but her words hung in the air. It was so unlike her. She was
a serene woman with bright friendly eyes, who always seemed
interested in what was going on around her. He thought about that
remark for a week, then ordered the cruise tickets and gave them to
her one morning at breakfast.

"We have a thirty-fifth anniversary coming
up," he explained when surprise spread over her face. What he
really had in mind was a sort of second honeymoon.

"Oh, Jim—wouldn't you rather go to the West
Coast and visit the children?"

"We need a holiday all on our own for a
change," he insisted. "We haven't taken one in years. We can visit
the kids another time."

He could see that her enthusiasm for the
cruise didn't match his, but she had gone along graciously when she
saw how his heart was set on it. Margaret was always gracious,
whatever the circumstances, and although she was also almost always
cheerful, he was not certain now that she was enjoying the trip as
much as he had hoped. She seemed to spend a lot of time writing in
a small notebook.

"You doing a trip journal?" he asked one
morning from the next deck chair.

"No—just some notes."

"What kind of notes?"

Her chuckle was deprecating. "Metaphysical
notes."

Jim wasn't sure how to interpret that, and
because he knew that she was somehow dissatisfied, he wondered if
she was totting up the pluses and minuses of her life. And if so,
what would the balance be?

Not that Margaret complained or nagged or
made a fuss. She had been a marvelous military wife because she
took everything in her stride. But the last few months she had
seemed very restless. What kind of metaphysics was she pondering?
The question nagged him, just as the peculiar message in Carolyn
Cook's sack nagged him. "2 car bananas San Felix." What on earth
could that mean?

The light that shone through the partially
open bathroom door was sufficient to permit Jim to find his pajamas
folded under his pillow where the steward seemed to think they
belonged. As he brushed his teeth, he thought about the year since
he had retired. It had taken Margaret several months to get the
house in Glover Park back into shape after a long series of
tenants. They hadn't lived in it since his last assignment in the
Pentagon, but it had been a very good investment. The rent income
had certainly helped in putting the girls through college, and now
the house was probably worth six times what they had paid for
it.

The trouble was, Margaret wasn't really
enthusiastic about living in Washington, whereas he loved it. Many
of his military friends lived nearby, there were colleagues at the
Army-Navy Club and the Retired Officers Association, and he could
drop in on old friends at the Pentagon and the War College.

Margaret, on the other hand, groaned over the
heavy city traffic. The International Safeway on Wisconsin Avenue
was always jammed with customers jockeying to park. Parking spots
anywhere in Georgetown, where the nearest bank and post office and
the dry cleaners were located, were few and far between. If she
needed a department store, a trip downtown or out Wisconsin Avenue
was necessary; the nearest hardware store was out on the beltway.
Concerts at the Kennedy Center or Wolf Trap involved long stretches
of bumper-to-bumper traffic. Sometimes she came in the back door
from the garage, put a bag of groceries on the table, and leaned
against the kitchen wall with her eyes closed. "It's a zoo out
there."

"Oh, honey, you should have sent me to the
grocery store."

"You were downtown playing bridge." When she
opened her eyes, she asked, "Wouldn't you like to find a little
place in the suburbs of Portland—out in the woods on a quiet back
road with no traffic? We could see Mikey and Anne every week."

Jim turned out the bathroom light and felt
his way to the empty bunk. Clasping his hands behind his head and
staring at the shaft of light the porthole threw on the ceiling, he
pondered his wife's restlessness. For many years she had been
occupied with two girls and the frequent moves from post to post.
He had lost track of how many times she had packed and unpacked,
how many bleak houses she had transformed into homes. After the
girls were in college, there had been the heavy social demands of
his overseas posts. A good military attaché entertained a lot, and
Margaret saw to it that he was a very good military attaché.

When he retired, she had been occupied for
months with painters and plumbers and carpenters. Boxes that had
been in storage for years had to be unpacked, sorted through, and
either integrated into the new decor or discarded. She had been
serene in all that chaos, but when it was finally completed, he
sensed a tension in her that he had never been aware of before. It
disturbed him.

"How about a round of golf?" he suggested
occasionally. Now and then she did go out and play nine holes with
him, but he knew it was just to please him. Bridge she had never
enjoyed. She spent a couple mornings a week in church and garden
club activities, but they were hardly enough to engage her talents
or competence. She loved the girls and missed them enormously, but
they had been gone for some time. She was wistful about the two
grandchildren in Portland; but there were visits several times a
year, and there was nothing to keep Margaret from going more often
if she wanted to. Nothing, that is, except the fact that Jim knew
she felt guilty when she left him on his own.

He turned over on his side and measured the
dark mound of her body in the bunk opposite. He wondered idly if
his being around the house so much made her restless, after
thirty-five years of getting rid of him every morning after
breakfast. They had discussed the possibility of his finding some
sort of part-time job, but it really wasn't necessary. An elderly
aunt had left him a surprising and quite unexpected windfall,
which, combined with his army pension, made them very comfortable.
And he enjoyed sitting over the newspapers at breakfast and
puttering around in the basement, tackling the gardening and small
repairs at his leisure, as the mood struck him.

Maybe he was being selfish in insisting that
they live in Washington just because they owned a house there.
Maybe the real reason he wanted to stay there was the pleasure he
derived from having so many old friends within reach. But maybe
that wasn't fair to Margaret, who had followed him all those years
wherever he was assigned.

Maybe he owed it to her to do what she wanted
for a change. He sighed deeply, determined that they would get the
matter out on the table before this cruise was over and discuss it
so a decision could be made. After all, the whole point in bringing
her to the Caribbean was to make her happy, wasn't it?




Chapter 5



Three decks below, in the bowels of the ship,
a young man unlocked a door on a deserted corridor. When he flipped
a light switch inside the door, a dim red safe light cast a purple
glow over a small room, revealing sinks and counters and banks of
cupboards, with strips of developed film hanging in a row of black
streamers from metal clips in an overhead rack. He entered and
carefully locked the door behind him. No one was permitted to enter
his lab without his permission, not even the ship's
photographer—Old Joe Hotshot himself.

Quickly the wiry figure pulled off jersey
shirt and cotton trousers and hung them on a hook in the corner,
kicked canvas shoes into the darkness beneath them. Rummaging in a
bottom drawer below the counter, he pulled out a pink lace bra, two
large hunks of flattened cotton, and poked around until he found a
wispy bikini that matched the bra. With swift movements, he hooked
the bra around his waist, stuffed the pads of cotton in the cups,
then pulled it up into place and slid the straps over his
shoulders. His briefs were rapidly replaced by the lace bikini.

He switched on the overhead light and turned
around to survey the effect in the full-length mirror on the back
of the door, then reached out to shove the glass firmly back
against the double adhesive tape that held it to the metal. It
didn't stick as well as it should, and he worried that the whole
thing would come completely loose and fall and break. He'd bought
the mirror at Sears the last time he was in Miami, and it had been
a devil of a thing to hand-carry on the plane to Barbados. Worth
it, though, he thought as he pulled back his shoulders and expanded
his chest to make the bra stretch. The pink lace shone palely
against his tanned skin. The dark shape bulging under the bikini
bottom pleased him.

From the closet in the corner he pulled a
yellow sun dress off a hanger and slipped it over his head.
Buttoning the straps, he debated who he would be tonight. Brooke?
Jodi? Debra? Not bothering to decide, he squatted on his haunches
to reach behind the gallon jugs of developer and stayfix lining the
front of a deep cupboard under the sinks and pulled out the first
wig his fingers encountered. Ah—he would be blond tonight, nice
with the yellow dress.

He glanced in the mirror again as he fitted
the wig over his mousy hair and reacted in annoyance to the
horn-rimmed glasses. Pulling them off, he laid them on an overhead
shelf and with one swift movement brought down a small plastic box
of contacts. When he had the lenses in place, he turned his head to
the mirror and smiled at the effect. Much better.

Running his eyes down the convincingly
feminine image reflected before him, Pete debated whether it was
worth the effort to bother with shoes tonight. Heels made the
muscles in his calves ache when he stood on his feet too long, and
he was going to be standing for hours before he had all those
damned negatives printed. He'd skip the pumps tonight—be a barefoot
country girl meeting Sting in a haystack behind the barn.

Selecting a small key from the keyring he had
placed on the counter, he unlocked a shallow drawer in the bank
along the wall at the end of the room where the Ektacolor Plus was
stored and pulled out a plastic straw and a gray 35mm film
container. Removing the black plastic top carefully, he poured out
three thin lines of powder on the counter and bent over them. When
he had finished inhaling, he leaned back against the cupboard and
waited for the rush.

Ah . . ..

He slumped motionless, head back, eyes
closed, for several minutes. When he opened his eyes at last, the
row of dangling film blurred in his vision like black bars against
a window. He groaned aloud and straightened up.

Might as well get to it, get the damn photos
printed, keep Joe Hotshot Jiranek off his back. It was bad enough
having the Boss mad at him, without getting old Joe into a tizzy as
well.

In fact, it was miserable having the Boss mad
at him, because when he was mad, he didn't come down to the cabin
after he finished his eleven o'clock gig. He stayed topside,
playing blackjack till all hours of the night.

Or so he said.

Pete wondered, as he fed a box of
photographic paper into the processor and began measuring
chemicals, if those gorgeous brown hips did their business in
somebody else's cabin instead. The thought caused a spasm of
knotted muscles down under the pink lace bikini. Why couldn't they
share a cabin, so he would know what was going on? Oh, no—the
answer to that suggestion had been that the connection would be too
obvious if anything went wrong.

It wasn't Pete's fault that Luke hadn't been
on the dock Sunday. He had looked all over for him, but the damn
nigger just wasn't anywhere in sight. He was supposed to be in the
baggage shed, and there wasn't a trace of him there. Pete had
scoured the whole fucking port area, but no Luke. After Pete had
reported his failure to make the connection, his punishment was to
be dumped—avoided like the plague.

It had been such a relief Monday morning to
have the phone ring and hear that mellow voice again. Pete had been
so elated that it took him a couple minutes to understand what he
was hearing.

"Some dame has the sack."

"A dame?"

"Yeah—she carried it ashore on Palm Island
this morning. I saw her with it when she came back on board."

"Oh, Lordy—how do we get it?"

"Well, tomorrow afternoon we dock at St.
George's In Grenada. I'll watch the gangway and let you know when
she goes ashore. It's up to you to get it from her before she
reembarks."

"Oh, swell."

"Get with it, Pete. That's what I pay you
for."

"Yeah—sure." He didn't bother to point out
that being paid was not what he really wanted. All he wanted was
some precious time together every night.

Well, he'd gotten the sack. It had turned out
to be a cinch because she was just sitting out there on the curb by
the waterfront, waiting for him. He hadn't been able to find out
anything from her because she was talking with a vendor. But he'd
gotten her name. It was printed on one of those plastic labels on
her camera. And he knew her cabin number, because her key was in
the sack.

Later on tonight, when he'd gotten the films
printed and she'd probably be back in her cabin, he'd call her
again. This time he wouldn't ask her questions on the phone—he'd
meet her, so he could find out what her connection with the Blue
Carib Travel Agency was and pay her off. Then they wouldn't have to
be bothered with her any longer.

That should get the Boss out of his snit.
Then he would approve of Pete again, and maybe things would be back
on track.




Chapter 6



When Carolyn stepped from the brightly lit
Crossroads into the dim Four Winds Lounge, the band was playing a
Latin rhythm at a fairly high decibel level. The small dance floor
was crowded with energetic couples in spite of the predominance of
gray hair among them, and the tables surrounding the floor and
lining the slightly elevated side aisles were surrounded with
chattering groups of passengers whose many conversations competed
with the blare of music from several speakers arranged along the
edge of the low stage.

A glance at her watch indicated that she was
ten minutes early for the eleven o'clock floorshow, so Carolyn
wandered on through the lounge and past the duty-free shop to see
what was going on in the Seven Seas Discotheque. This was a much
smaller room, and considerably quieter. Here very few of the squat,
dark-orange-upholstered chairs were occupied, but a cluster of
people at the bar and gathered around the grand piano next to it
were laughing and bantering with the pianist, whose agile fingers
rippled over the entire keyboard.

"O.K. How about this one?" he asked as he
launched into a familiar melody.

"All The Things You Are," came instantly from
a gray-haired lady in glasses.

Carolyn joined the group around the piano,
which included several of her alumni. They were almost all in their
sixties or seventies and as the tunes continued to flow, she
realized that they were requesting big band songs of '40s—all of
which the pianist seemed to play effortlessly.

She moved around the piano to a position
where she could watch him sweep through those marvelous runs that
he intertwined into the melodies. She saw strong, deeply suntanned
hands with a sprinkling of bleached hairs across their backs,
matching the sunbleached hair that fell over his forehead and
curled behind his ears and down his neck. Clear blue eyes
contrasted sharply with bronzed skin. He had an impish grin that he
turned on like strobe lights from time to time.

As he came to the end of another tune and was
carelessly weaving break melodies, Carolyn found herself enveloped
in that riveting smile. "How about a request from the lovely lady
with the green eyes?" he asked.

Startled at being singled out, Carolyn lifted
her shoulders in mock embarrassment and said the first thing that
came into her head. "Moon River?"

"Ah," he murmured, weaving preliminary
chords, "a lady of my own era."

As he meandered through the lovely rhythms,
someone in the group noted that the floor show was about to begin,
and people began drifting away. "Moon River" slid with polished
ease into "Bridge Over Troubled Water" and then into "Yesterday,"
and Carolyn leaned against the counter that circled the curve of
the grand piano, swaying gently with the motion of the ship and the
music and smiling faintly to herself at memories of her teen years
when this music had been such an important part of her life.

And then he was playing "The Sound of
Silence," and Carolyn was suddenly back on a rocky lake shore by a
dying fire on a moonlit summer night, with Tom's arms around her, a
new engagement ring on her finger, and a portable radio softly
playing that haunting melody. It had been their song ever after,
and the ache of the loss that she usually kept submerged deep
within her hit with a force so unexpected that her eyes filled with
tears. Before they could spill, she turned quickly away and hurried
out into the hall. The door to the deck caught her eye, and she
stumbled over the high sill as she rushed through it and into the
nearby shadows where she could fumble for a Kleenex.

She heard the door swing open and click shut
behind her as she struggled with her emotions, and realized that
the pianist was standing quietly beside her. She finished wiping
her eyes and blowing her nose.

"Hey, I didn't mean to make you cry," he
murmured. "That song must bring back some powerful memories."

She lifted her head and nodded without
answering, then moved to the rail and leaned over it to hide her
blotched eyes. Black water rushed with a steady whoosh along the
side of the ship below her, and she followed the flecks of white on
the crests of the waves that rolled away to the stern.

"Music's like that, isn't it? It can bring
back another place and another time and make you feel that you're
there again."

Carolyn groped for a reply. "I lost my
husband—it was our song," she murmured, trying to pull herself
together and searching for a way to change the subject. "I didn't
mean to make you end your concert."

"Oh, that's all right. I was supposed to stop
at eleven, but sometimes I'm having too much fun to stop."

"You enjoy playing, don't you?"

"Love it, love it."

Carolyn could hear the pleasure in his voice.
"How wonderful to make your living doing something you enjoy so
much."

"Really."

"Do you play on cruise ships all year
round?"

"Six months—just the winter season."

"What do you do in the summer?"

"I play casinos in Atlantic City."

"Oh—what an exotic life."

"Yeah. Hard to take."

"You play so beautifully. Did you have
classical training?" Carolyn knew her questions sounded stilted,
but their mundaneness steadied her.

Her companion chuckled. "I hate to admit it,
but I play by ear."

"Oh, come on!"

"S'the gospel truth."

"You can play anything, as long as you know
the tune?"

"Yeah—and it all sounds alike. Fortunately,
none of my audience ever stays around long enough to figure that
out."

Carolyn had to lift her head and chuckle at
his forthrightness.

"That's better." The blue eyes were scanning
her face and his hand was under her elbow. "Listen, my name's Chip
Emory. I'm finished for the day. There are so few passengers on
these cruises the right age for me to relate to that I'm panting
for the chance to talk to someone besides the bimbos on the cruise
staff. How's about coming back into the bar and having a drink with
me while I tell you my life story? I can cover it all in forty-five
minutes."

His humor was infectious and a welcome
counterpoint to the memories of her tragedy. Carolyn told him her
name and joined him for a drink. She learned that he came from
Camden, New Jersey, had five sisters who seemed to do nothing but
produce babies, had been brow-beaten by his parents into studying
accounting and hated every minute of it, and now devoted his
energies to making his living in the easiest way possible. He
volunteered that he had lost the love of his life to another man
and was going to be forever gun-shy as a result, so she needn't
worry about his being predatory. He was cynical and irreverent,
very different from anyone she had ever known, and Carolyn found
him vastly entertaining. She knew he wasn't her type, but she also
knew that she was enjoying his company. Her social life since Tom's
death had been pretty thin, for there were not many eligible men in
Ithaca except for graduate students, and they were a little young
for her. In the familiar setting of her daily job and the apartment
she had shared with Tom, it didn't seem to matter very much, but a
cruise ship where she was supposed to act as hostess to a group of
people her parents' age was an entirely different situation. She
found it very pleasant to be relaxing in a dim discotheque, the
focus of the full attention of a good-looking man her own age.

The disc jockey was spinning records at the
other end of the almost empty room. Chip grinned mischievously at
her and said, "I'm not supposed to fraternize with the passengers,
but there are so few people around, and Joe over there won't report
me. Let's dance."

Caroline found she was suddenly floating.
"Where on earth did you learn to dance like this?" she gasped in
delight.

"Oh—I had illusions in my younger days of
being a professional dancer, until I threw my shoulder out of joint
lifting a hefty blond from Toledo."

Carolyn leaned back to study him quizzically.
"You have certainly done a variety of exotic things in your young
life."

"You haven't heard the half of it. After I
had to quit dancing, I dealt cards in Atlantic City for awhile.
That's how I ended up playing the piano. I used to fool around on
the piano in the bar when I wasn't dealing and the regular piano
player was on his break. The manager heard me one night and hired
me for the late shift."

"It makes my single-track career in the
Alumni Office sound pretty mundane. How have you managed to do so
much? I'm sure you're not any older than I am."

"How old are you?"

Carolyn hesitated only a moment. She really
wasn't self-conscious about her age. "Forty."

"I have a year on you."

They had the dance floor to themselves now,
and Chip spun her in reckless circles around the tiny floor. He was
only a couple inches taller than Carolyn and surprisingly thin and
wiry, but all his movements were precise and perfectly controlled.
Carolyn herself was a natural athlete who had been a member of a
championship swim team in her college years. She kept in shape by
coaching the undergraduate women's team at Cornell. She found that
she could dance with a skill she would never have dreamed possible
because Chip's lead was so expert.

"Dancing with you is absolutely beyond
belief," she murmured as the record ended.

"Good. I hope it will banish 'The Sound of
Silence'."

Carolyn peered at him.

"I'll tell you what. Let's banish the sound
of silence from the rest of this cruise." Chip's eyes sparkled
above his impish grin. "I am going to make it my personal
responsibility to try and divert you from all sad memories from now
until we return to Barbados on Sunday."

Carolyn had to laugh at his enthusiasm. "How
can you do that? You have to perform half a dozen times a day,
don't you?"

"Yes—and you'll just have to come and
listen." Chip swung her back onto the floor as another record
started. "No more sixties tunes—understand? That's all in the
past."

As Carolyn studied this engaging man who
seemed so determined to lighten her spirits, she was very aware of
what an ego boost it was to have a male paying her this kind of
attention.

"You're right," she agreed. "Let's make the
most of the present."




Chapter 7



The telephone was ringing when Carolyn
returned to her room.

The voice that replied to her hello snapped
her to attention. She had heard it before on this phone. It said,
"We need to talk."

Had he been in the Four Winds Lounge and seen
her say goodnight to some of her Cornell alumni, then waited to
call her as soon as she reached her room? "Now listen," she said
firmly, "I am not amused by these anonymous phone calls. I want to
know who you are."

"Call me Pete."

So—it was a man—not her mysterious
bag-swapper. "What do you want, Pete?" she asked.

"I don't want to discuss it on the phone. Why
don't you come down to my cabin?"

Carolyn's mouth fell open. "What?"

"Now's as good a time as any. Most of the mob
is headed for bed."

"You've got to be kidding!"

"Hey—nobody's going to ask any questions if
you're visiting me in the middle of the night." There was a tinge
of sarcasm in his voice that jarred Carolyn; she realized that this
wasn't a very nice man—whoever he was.

"I wouldn't think of coming to your bedroom
in the middle of the night!"

"We need to talk."

"Then it will have to be in a public room
with people around."

Pete took some time answering. Finally he
conceded, "Well, there's the movie theater. The last show is
over."

Caroline knew that movies were shown every
night, but she had not had time to find out where. "Where is
it?"

"Take the elevator to the bottom deck. That's
it."

Carolyn was sitting on the edge of her bed
now, combing her hair with her fingers, and shivering slightly. Why
did the air conditioning have to be so cold? She didn't like this
intrusion one bit, but she really did want to find out who Pete was
and what he was up to.

Stalling for time she said, "You'll have to
give me a few minutes to collect my wits," she muttered.

"Take your time. I'll wait for you in the
theater." And he hung up without giving her a chance to reply.

Carolyn held the receiver for several
moments, debating whether she was really going to meet Pete. One
thing she knew—she was going to speak to steward Dominic in the
morning about turning up the temperature in her cabin. There was
probably somebody she could call right now, but she couldn't be
bothered with looking through the ship directory. Replacing the
telephone in its cradle, she headed for the chest of drawers and
pulled on a cardigan. Feeling a little warmer, she brushed her
hair, still wondering what she should do.

Should she call someone before she went off
to this distasteful appointment? Jim Snowden, maybe? But it would
be kind of rotten to get a nice man like that out of bed two hours
after he'd bid her good-night when there really wasn't anything he
could do. He certainly couldn't go with her. If he did, it was
highly unlikely that Pete would reveal himself. Captain Sanelli? He
had said to inform him any hour of the day or night if she found
the bag-swapper, but she hadn't found her yet. Carolyn could
imagine how thrilled the captain would be at being tracked down at
this hour to learn that Carolyn had a rendez-vous with some guy who
had been pestering her on the phone.

Could she call Chip? It would take forever to
explain the whole mystery to him, and she had a feeling that his
reaction would be tolerant amusement and a suggestion that she go
back to bed and forget about the whole thing.

No—there really wasn't any point in calling
anyone. All she wanted was to learn Pete's identity. Besides, what
could happen to her at midnight on a luxury cruise ship with six
hundred people on board? There were still mobs of people in the
casino and the Four Winds Lounge. She could scream if something
went wrong, and people would certainly come to her aid. She shook
her head to shed her intuitive timidity, picked her key off the
desk, and let herself as quietly as she could out of a door that
had a tendency to stick and make a loud clunk when it was pushed
into its frame. No need to disturb her neighbors who were already
asleep.

The halls were completely deserted—no sound
other than the steady hum of the air conditioning and the deeper
drone of the ship's engines. She slipped her room key into a pocket
as she waited for the elevator, and when it came, pushed the bottom
button. The door opened finally into a small foyer. The wall
opposite was identical to the one where she stood—elevator doors
and an up staircase beside it. A blank wall between the staircases.
She leaned forward around the edge of the elevator to check the up
stairway beside her elevator, then realized there was no other
exit. Alarm bells started ringing in her head. This might be a
public place, but it was totally isolated from the rest of the
ship. Meeting here was not a good idea.

She peered to the left into a large dim room
that sloped down to a stage and a medium-sized movie screen. The
only lights on were those recessed behind the woodwork that framed
the stage, casting a faint glow over gray walls and a dozen rows of
pale blue theater seats. The room seemed to have no entry except
from the foyer in which she stood. Red exit signs glowed on either
side of the stage beyond the empty rows of seats. What part of the
ship did they lead to?

As she stood there, trying to orient herself
as to what deck she was on, her unease grew. This really was a very
isolated spot. Would there be anyone this far down in the ship to
call on for help if she needed it?

Carolyn glanced back toward the stairways,
and as she did, sensed that something had changed in the darkened
room. She turned her head swiftly and saw that the stage lights had
gone out and the theater was now completely dark except for the
bright light around her in the foyer.

An overpowering urge to flee swept over her.
She bounced back into the still-open elevator and pushed her deck
button. The door seemed to close an inch at a time as her heart
raced furiously, but finally the elevator began its slow ascent.
The sight of her panicked face in the mirrored walls of the tiny
enclosure brought her up sharply, and she took several deep breaths
to steady herself. She told herself that she was behaving like an
idiot, but she knew she was not going back to investigate whether
the mysterious Pete or someone else had turned off the lights in
the theater. When the elevator finally halted at the Mediterranean
Deck, she composed herself and walked quietly down the hall.

At the turn into her side corridor, Carolyn
almost collided with the assistant room steward, tiptoeing toward
her with a pair of men's shoes in one hand. He was still in his
maroon coat and black trousers, and murmured a greeting in Italian
as he padded swiftly past her, eyes downcast. Carolyn stopped and
peered in perplexity at the spot where he disappeared around the
corner. She knew that the stewards cleaned shoes during the night,
but collecting them after midnight? When did he sleep? And as she
thought about it, she was quite certain there had been no shoes in
her hallway when she left her cabin a few minutes earlier.

She fitted her key into her cabin door and
went in. The bolt that she threw after she had locked the door
calmed her enormously because she knew that no one could open that
door against that heavy metal crossbar without breaking it loose
from its solid metal frame—which would certainly make enough noise
to wake up her neighbors. It was ridiculous to be so agitated, but
she felt vulnerable and very much alone. As she undressed for bed,
she unplugged the phone so that Pete could not disturb her
further.




Chapter 8



Two decks below in the Cruise Office, in
spite of the late hour—or perhaps because of it, the cruise
director and his assistant were having a nasty argument. It was the
first chance they'd had, in a busy evening of entertaining
passengers, to square off and face each other alone.

"Look—I walk in here after dinner and you're
slobbering all over my wife. How do you think that makes me
feel?"

"Twas all completely innocent, my dear
boy—completely innocent."

"It certainly didn't look innocent to me,"
Hutch protested. "You had your arms wrapped around her front and
your nose buried in her neck."

Nick chuckled with obvious satisfaction. "And
was she struggling?"

"Oh, for Christ sake."

"No—she wasn't struggling, or screaming for
help. Not until you walked in the door, sonny boy," Nick spat out.
"Then she came to life in a hurry."

Hutch exhaled a hard breath of anger. "She's
just a kid—who has the mistaken idea that you're very glamorous
because of the line you spiel. You've got her convinced that you're
some kind of hot-shot super-sophisticated man of the world. That's
no excuse for you to take advantage of her."
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