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1 — Full Boat

cupped my hand around my cards and slowly angled them up, 
an inch off  the felt.
I liked what I saw.  I liked pretty much everything that evening.  
After countless detours and pitfalls the past year—murder and 

intrigue and having to meet my future in-laws—I had finally man-
aged to get in some poker.  I intended to enjoy myself.

I threw out a small raise.
A couple people called; several folded.  The action continued 

around the table, until the betting hit a standstill with the player in 
seat ten.

He stared out at us, a fleecy grotto of hooded sweatshirt and am-
ber sunglasses.  He appeared to be contemplating the pot—or per-
haps wondering why his head was so warm.  Either way, someone 
needed to kick him.  He had been doing this all night.

The funny thing was I didn’t really mind the wait.  Nor did I 
mind that I had hardly played a hand since we started.  My moment 
would come.  For the first time in recent memory, I wasn’t stumbling 
over any grisly corpses or up to my elbows in potential killers.

It was all good.
As I sat there pondering all the murderers I had met lately, all the 

strange and puzzling individuals you encounter when you hang out 
with a retired private eye with a flair for not remaining retired, my 
thoughts, oddly enough, began to drift to my fiancée, Lesley.  Lesley 

I
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had never murdered anyone (that I knew of), but her behavior was 
often puzzling and strange.

Take this evening.  We had travelled half the day up to Canada, 
one final trip before our wedding next spring, and no sooner had we 
settled in at our hotel than she was backing out of the first leg of our 
excursion.  You might even describe it as our main excursion leg.

Our friend Enescu Fleet, you see, the not-really-retired PI, had 
this old pal (he always had an old pal), and this old pal had a pal of 
his own, which I suppose some do, and this second pal, the pal of the 
pal, had a yacht.  Combine this pal’s yacht with a fondness for poker 
and good liquor, and you had an evening most men could only 
dream about.

And Lesley had no interest in watching as I fulfilled these dreams.  
She begged off at the last minute, saying she preferred to do some-
thing with Fleet’s daughter instead: a girls’ night out in a new city.

At first, I was happy.  Watching me play cards and drink single 
malt scotch would never be any woman’s idea of a hot date.  I was 
glad she had something better to do.

The more I thought about it, though, the more I wondered if 
things were as clear-cut as I had initially pegged them.  Had Lesley 
backed out because she truly preferred her ladies’ night, or was she 
sending me some kind of signal I was meant to decipher?  Was I 
supposed to back out too?  That wouldn’t make any sense, would it?  
Did she hate the thought of disappointing me, or did she hate me for 
not letting her disappoint me?

Maybe she just didn’t care for boats...
See, that’s why I like poker.  In poker, people’s behavior makes 

sense.  It might frustrate and infuriate you.  It might drive you from 
the table, muttering incoherently to yourself.  But it’s straightforward.  
You sit down with money; people want that money.  A nice, soothing 
routine.  You can’t always say that about the world.

Exactly how long I sat brooding on Lesley and the world I can’t 
honestly say.  Probably only a few seconds, because when I looked up 
again, the flop had come out, and everyone was waiting for me to 
bet.  Evidently no one thought to kick me.

I reached for my chips, preparing to act, but that was as far as I 
got.

Something strange happened just then.  Strange and puzzling.  
Over the sounds of soft jazz playing in the background, hurried 
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footsteps floated into the parlor.  On the heels of these footsteps 
came a scuffling noise, followed by a cry of  dismay.

An instant later, something went splook.
There was a short pause after that; then another voice (deep and 

full-bodied) declared, “Man overboard!” from the deck outside.  I’m 
no expert on the latest nautical terms, but it seemed likely that some-
one, possibly a man, had fallen overboard.

Several players rose up in their chairs and peered around; others 
chose to sit and stare, riffling their chip stacks in confusion.

The declaration sounded again, more robust than ever:
“Man overboard!”
It finally penetrated.  I bounded to my feet with the rest of the 

table, and as I did I cast a wistful glance back at the felt.
I couldn’t help but note the flop one more time: A♠︎ K♥︎ K♠︎—

the sort of  board poker players fantasize about.
With a sigh, I recalled the two beautiful red aces gazing up at me 

in my hand, two beautiful red aces I would now be compelled to 
abandon because some thoughtless fool had decided to start drown-
ing on Canadian poker night.  Brutal game, Hold'em.

Or perhaps I didn’t care for boats much, either.
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2 — Cold Deck

hat’s not to like about boats?” I had asked—not 
more than three hours ago.
We were standing in our quaint Canadian hotel 
room, Lesley and I.  She was staring out at the 

quaint Canadian village through the quaint bay window; I, like any 
desperate traveler, was trying to locate the quaint minibar among all 
the ruffles and embroideries and things.  I was starving.

It was about eight in the evening then.  In another fifteen min-
utes or so we were due on the yacht for our twelve-hour cruise/
marathon poker session.

I picked up a deck of cards from the dresser and riffled them idly.   
“Are you really saying you don’t want to come?” I clarified.

We had barely checked in.  I remember this because only mo-
ments before I had nearly broken my leg tripping over one of her 
many carelessly strewn overnight bags.  I had hardly stumbled and 
sworn and kicked her tiny blue valise into the bathroom, when she 
drew herself up and announced, “Johnny, I shan’t be joining you this 
evening.”

Actually, that’s not fair.  She probably said something like, 
“Johnny, I don’t think I feel up to going tonight.”  But Lesley’s 
English.  The shan’t was implied.

Whatever she said, it prompted me to say, “Don’t you like boats?” 
and her to reply, “I’m not mad about them, no,” and me to retort, 

“W
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“What’s not to like about boats?” and her to ask, “Why does 
everyone have to like boats?  What’s so wonderful about boats?”

That brings us up to speed.  “Are you really saying you don’t 
want to come?”

“That’s what I’m saying.”
“Right.  But, I mean, the whole point of this trip was to do things 

together, wasn’t it?”
She sighed.  “Together touring dinky little gift shops and going for 

long walks on the pier and having cozy dinners by a roaring fire.  Not 
to play cards.”

Now she was just being ridiculous.  “Should I stay?” I asked, and 
if I sneered as I spoke, who wouldn’t?  “Eat some nice dinky dinners 
and whatever else you said?”

“Don’t be silly.  They’re all expecting you.”
She was right.  They were.  “So you’re just going to sit alone in 

the room all night?”
She turned.  The light of the lamppost outside hit her chestnut 

hair, making it appear all, I don’t know, lightly chestnut.  Very fetch-
ing with her sparkling green eyes.

She didn’t seem annoyed.  She had this way of punctuating a 
look with a half squint—ironically, as if she had already moved past 
what we were talking about and everything was fine.

I could never remember if  that was good or not.
“I won’t be alone.  Ate and I are doing something.  It’ll be fun.”
That sounded better.  Ate was Fleet’s daughter.  But you proba-

bly figured that out already.
“Okay,” I said—I still didn’t know if it was okay.  “Have fun,” I 

remarked.
“We’ll try,” she replied.  She turned back to the window.  There 

was definitely a shan’t lingering in there somewhere.

I figured I’d call Fleet from the lobby and we’d head down to the 
docks together.

I didn’t know his room number; although I did recall the owner 
taking him aside when we arrived, shaking him vigorously by the 
hand and saying nothing was too good for the man whose detecting 
prowess had once saved his son or cousin or next-door neighbor from 
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something that was either a murder rap or embezzlement charge or 
possibly jaywalking.  It was a typical Fleet reception.

His daughter, Ate, was down the hall from us, a few feet from the 
top of the curved staircase.  The hotel had given her room eight, 
which was pretty funny, really.  Ate’s name, as anyone who has ever 
met her would know, isn’t pronounced like it looks—it rhymes with 
Gotti not Gate—and she has no patience with people who can’t seem 
to grasp that.  Yet here she was in room eight (rhymes with Mate).  I 
would have to remember to kid her about it later.

It sounded like someone was kidding her already.  As I passed the 
door, I could hear peculiar noises emanating from within.  I would 
describe them as a muffled chortle—a sort of giggle cut off in its 
prime—combined with a handful of guffaws, like someone entertain-
ing a herd of hyena.  There were also several thumps and one dis-
tinct thud.

I knocked on the door.  As far as I was aware, Ate had a single 
room.  I had seen her check in along with her father, and there was 
no one else in the car with them—not counting Fleet’s dog, Pixie.  I 
have always felt the latter was more parts wombat than hyena.

“Hello?” I said, speaking into the antique ivory panels.
Silence.
“Hello?” I repeated.
More time passed.  “Yes?” came a terse reply.
“Ate?”
“Yes.”
“You alright?”
“Yes.”
I hesitated.  “You—Are you sure?”
I heard the door unlock.  I turned the handle and went in.
I’m not sure what I thought I’d see inside: Pixie running 

rampant...hyena carcasses strewn hither and yon...  Instead, all I saw 
was Ate, long and slender, sitting on the end of the bed with the pup 
in her lap.

They were on the opposite side of the room, staring in my direc-
tion.  Ate’s hair was softly tousled.  She had on a pair of jeans and a 
white cable-knit sweater, the color contrasting nicely with her sable 
locks and olive skin.  She looked out of  breath.

“Yes?” she wondered.  It seemed to be her go-to reply.
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I could have sworn I heard a faint clicking noise behind me as I 
entered, a sort of whoosh and snap.  I turned, but there was nothing 
there.  Probably just the window shutter.

“Yes?” prompted Ate again.
Her chest heaved as she spoke.  Not that I was staring at her 

chest.  It’s just when you’ve worked with a world famous detective as 
long as I have, you observe these things.

“I heard a noise,” I said.
“Yeah?”
It had some kick to it, that yeah.  Ate had Spanish blood in her, on 

her late mother’s side, and rarely had I seen her looking more hot-
blooded and Latin than she did now.

She repeated the yeah, minus the question mark.  It made a nice 
change to the yeses.  She peered down at the Maltese.  “We were 
playing.”

Pixie woofed to confirm this, squirming atop the jeans.  She 
barked again, impelling her companion to muzzle her yaps with a 
lissome hand.

“You were playing?”
“Sure, why not?”
I nodded.  “I just wanted to check if  you were okay.”
“Well, I am.”
“It’s just, I heard a noise.”
“Yes, we’ve been over that already.”
She was right.  We had.  I struggled for something else to say.
Pixie, doing her best impersonation of a caterpillar with the 

bends, rolled over on her back and wriggled her belly at us.
“So—” I asked at length, “you and Lesley going to paint the 

town red tonight?”
“Huh?”
“You and Lesley...” I elaborated.  “Town...” I added.  “Painted 

red,” I concluded.
“Oh right.”  Her eyes, darting to my right, swiveled back in my 

direction.  “Yeah, sure, why not,” she said.
“Where do you think you’ll go?”
“Who?”
“You and Lesley?”
She said oh.  “I have no idea.  We’ll find somewhere.”
I agreed this was a safe bet.
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I turned to leave.  This conversation was too weird for my tastes.  
All the females I knew were acting weird tonight—except for Pixie, 
whose behavior remained pretty much on par.

“Well, I guess I’ll be heading down now.  Got to meet up with 
your father.”  I paused on the threshold.  Something was still nagging 
at me.  “How’d you unlock the door from all the way over there?”

“Just go,” said Ate.
I went.

I had no need to ring Fleet from the lobby.  He was already there 
and waiting, early as usual.  He asked if I was ready; I said I was; 
and off  we went to the boat.

And what a boat it was.
Pulling up at the dock, we could see it was huge.  I’m no good at 

estimating size, but let’s just say it didn’t look so much like a dock 
with a giant yacht parked in it as a yacht with a tiny dock dangling 
off its bow.  Picture a ship trying to climb into a flimsy wooden tutu 
several sizes too small for its curvy hips, and you’d have it.

On our way up the platform, I saw the name painted on the side 
of the hull: The Stacked Deck.  It had a drawing underneath, depicting 
a handsomely endowed woman dealing out from a deck of playing 
cards.  She appeared to be winking in our direction.  It had a crude 
yet compelling artistry to it.

The first person we met on board had a crude yet compelling 
side to him as well.  He was the yacht’s owner, the pal of the pal.  He 
was a strapping bloke with a bright and cheerful demeanor and a 
miniature coif of well-moussed hair, carefully preserved.  He intro-
duced himself as Bud Gordon.  In bearing, he could have been 
Fleet’s double.  They both had that easygoing manner that comes 
from living the first sixty-odd years of your life to its fullest and al-
ways feeling comfortable in your own skin.

There were differences between them, of course.  Bud didn’t 
have a full beard, only a goatee and mustache; his lips tended to 
purse, whereas my friend’s simply sat back and minded their own 
business; and his posture seemed overly stiff and upright, like some-
one motivated by the application of  electrical shocks not to slouch.
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He struck me as a man who had something to prove and nothing 
would ever be enough.

He asked us if we would like to have a look around, and we said 
sure, why not?

Our tour began on the bridge, which didn’t look anything like I 
thought it would—more of a glorified control room.  From there, we 
entered the parlor.

This was more like it.  It was plenty spacious, with hardwood, a 
leather sofa, a bar, slanted windows down both sides, and an oblong, 
felt-covered table on the back wall.  That would be for the game to-
night.

Outside the parlor, we circumnavigated the surrounding decks, 
port to starboard, and headed down below to the passenger quarters.  
These were pretty small, I thought.  I didn’t count enough beds for 
everyone, not by a long shot, but then again, no one was planning on 
sleeping.  Bud explained that anyone who wanted a break from the 
game could crash down here, and for this, I felt, the rooms would do 
admirably.  Poker players don’t take breaks.

After the bedrooms, a couple of utility rooms, the engine room—
which also didn’t look anything like I pictured it—we arrived at the 
captain’s quarters.  Bud’s room.

It was not small.  A man could stretch out and think in here: pace 
the boards at a leisurely tread and mull sea monsters or dock fees or 
whatever it is that men who own large yachts ponder.

That concluded our tour.
By the time we returned above deck, more guests had come on 

board.  Most congregated in the parlor; others milled about outside, 
enjoying the night air.  One of the outdoorsy types turned out to be 
Fleet’s old buddy, the cosponsor of  the party.  He met us at the door.

He was an odd sort, the Admiral.  That’s what they all called him 
(there was some question as to how accurately).  Fleet had told me 
about him on the ride over.  Actual admiral or not, he looked like 
what you would expect from a retired navy man.  He was around 
eighty, stocky, bald and gruff.  For some reason, he reminded me of a 
weather-beaten turtle.  He shook my hand rapidly, gave his full 
name—Timothy McAlister Craig—and moved onto the next item of 
business.
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This appeared to concern the running of the yacht.  From what I 
understood, he had no ownership in The Stacked Deck but seemed to 
take its daily routine very seriously.

Ship business all settled, he turned and greeted his old chum 
warmly.

“I’m delighted, absolutely delighted you made it,” he said.  “How 
are you, old friend?”  They shook hands.

“You’re looking well,” said Fleet, withdrawing his grip.
“Am I?”  He paused, gazing up at the other with wide, goggling 

eyes.  “Do you have a moment before things begin, Enescu?  There 
was something I was hoping to discuss with you.”

His guest replied with a nod.  What sort of Fleet would refuse the 
request of an admiral? he quipped.  They began to mosey along to 
the port bow.  On the way, Craig handed me a sheet of official-
looking paper.

“You’ll need this,” he said, and continued on.
I stared down at it.  It was a list of names: our names.  Following 

each was a series of time slots: four-hour ranges in half-hour inter-
vals.  Mine was at the top.

I peered back at Bud.  “Duty watches,” he explained.  “You’re all 
part of the crew now.”  I must have been scowling, because he went 
on, without pausing, “Don’t worry, it’s just Tim’s little amusement.”  
He didn’t sound all that amused himself.  “You won’t have to swab 
the decks or anything.  He just likes to add that naval flair.  Report to 
him at your appointed time and say All clear, Admiral, and that should 
satisfy him.  You might want to throw in a salute.”

“Might I?” I wondered.  I might not want to throw in a salute.
“If you look at it closely, you’ll see the duty watches correspond 

to your seat at the table.  You’re in seat one.”
I looked.  I saw.  I preferred seat ten, I told him.
He wasn’t listening.  He was staring at the two men, Fleet and 

Craig.  “He gets crazier and crazier every year,” he said, his lack of 
amusement even more pronounced.

I assumed he meant Craig.
“Let’s go inside,” he remarked, his mood suddenly brightening.
He draped his arm around my shoulders and led the way.  He 

smelled like old wool and Hunan beef.

 FLEETING CHANCE 11



After the ship left port, I met the rest of the players.  Thanks to 
my handy duty sheet, I also knew their names.  On my immediate 
left, in seat two, was Maggie Phó, here with her husband, Grant (in 
seat three).  Their presence got me to thinking.  I’ve often wondered 
what it would be like if Lesley took up cards, ultimately deciding that 
there are some things that just aren’t couple activities: like girls’ 
nights out or trying to get an old gas lawn mower started.

I loved Lesley to distraction, but not at a poker table—not at my 
table.  The only thing a poker player likes less than losing a pot on 
the river is losing a pot on the river and then having his significant 
other point out how he probably should have raised on the flop, and 
maybe played the turn more conservatively, and when you really 
thought about, what was he doing in the hand to begin with?

If  it worked for Maggie and Grant, God bless 'em.
Maggie was a slender little thing with a tiny face, tiny eyes and a 

tiny, surreptitious smile.  She was born in Vietnam, I heard her tell-
ing Fleet, but raised in New Brunswick.  Her English was flawless, 
what little she spoke of it.  Grant talked less than his wife.  He had 
drooping eyelids, an emotionless face and a shaved skull reminiscent 
of an aged baking potato: charcoal colored and knobby.  The young 
couple played a lot of hands (though not usually together, and with 
Maggie emerging as the more aggressive of  the two).

On Grant’s left sat Arnold Bernard, a soft-spoken math professor 
from Montreal.  He had a nondescript face, short red hair, and 
looked a lot like a math professor from Montreal.  In his own quiet 
way, he seemed tickled to be here.  If I had to bet, I would have said 
he had never taken a cruise on a ship like this before.  (Nor had I, 
come to think of  it.)

Next up was Scott Dixonville: handsome, well tanned and cheer-
ful.  His engaging smile and shaggy mop put you more in mind of a 
surfer dude than an economics student from Quebec (a backstory he 
shared with the table within five minutes of sitting down).  Between 
his appearance and drinking like an overenthusiastic frat boy, he 
could have been the Canadian descendant of the original Harvey 
Wallbanger.  You couldn’t help but like him.

Down the table from Scott crouched Hugo Phelps.  He looked 
about forty.  He was large and bluff with frameless eyeglasses and a 
jaw contoured like an overly ripe eggplant.  He talked a lot, though 
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not as much as Bud or Scott, and never about anything of impor-
tance.  Just passing the time, was Hugo.  He was a pretty uneven 
player, splashing about in pots he had no business calling.  Other 
than that, he hardly remained at the table long enough for you to 
notice.  He was up and down from his seat all evening with his cell 
phone, making calls of  a different kind.

After Hugo came Bud Gordon, pontificating on bets and strategy 
and anything else poker related that happened to enter his giant, 
moussed head.  Next to Bud sat Timothy McAlister Craig, who 
spoke little and played less.

And then there was Leslie MacDonald.  Seat Ten.  I have already 
mentioned Leslie: the hoodie-wearer, the man behind the shades.

I would have broken the ice with a gibe about him having my 
fiancée’s first name (almost), but with the dealer between us I had no 
opportunity for bringing up this little diversion.  I doubt anyone 
would have cared anyway.  For the most part, Leslie only spoke when 
it was required, and when he did, his conversation was friendly and 
laid-back.  He preferred to let his cards speak for themselves.

And that was the table.
For three hours we played as the yacht cruised the Atlantic.  Or 

rather they played; I folded.  At the end of those three hours, I got 
dealt pocket aces, and someone yelled, “Man overboard!”

A pretty typical session, all in all.
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3 — Drawing Dead

e burst out on deck in response to the yell.  The initial 
gathering consisted of myself (obviously), Grant and 
Maggie Phó, yacht captain Bud, the dealer—never did 
catch his name, and Enescu Fleet.

Hugo lumbered up from below decks a few seconds later, return-
ing his phone to its holster.  Scott strolled around the corner after 
that, bringing our total up to eight.  Out of deference to the non-
smokers at the table, he had taken one of his custom-rolled, fairly 
noxious cigarettes outside before the shouting started and was only 
now coming alive to the hubbub.

There were other players missing.  Arnold Bernard, for one.  I 
remembered he had gotten up to get himself a drink at one point—
sherry—and that was the last anyone had seen him.

There was somebody else absent, somebody I was forgetting.  I 
couldn’t think who it was at the time, but we were definitely short.

One player undeniably present was the Admiral.  It was Admiral 
Tim who had shouted “Man overboard!”  I know this because he 
shouted it again now.

We discovered him hunched over the rail, peering down at some-
thing.  I noticed he had changed into a heavy wool pea jacket with a 
matching captain’s hat.  Very naval.

We drifted closer.  He turned and addressed Fleet, “I saw him, 
Enescu.”

W

15



Fleet asked who he had seen.  The Admiral couldn’t be certain.  
Too dark to say.  Nor could he be certain how long he had been out 
there.

“How’d he fall in?” I wondered.
Craig’s face grew red in the moonlight.  “Damn it, man, we don’t 

have time for all this discussion!  He could be drowned by now.  
Where are those lights?”

A smattering of crew appeared at the rail.  One switched on a 
spotlight; another shouted commands in French Canadian and 
jabbed his finger out at random spots in the ocean.  Very helpful.

The party spread out and looked.  It was only a minute or two 
later that the spotlight happened along a body, bobbing in the inky 
expanse.

“Help!” said the body, and sank back into the depths after a half-
attempted wave.

I won’t detail too closely our early rescue efforts.  They didn’t 
cover any of us in glory.  Most of the guests stood around and 
pointed (I was one of these).  Others burbled suggestions for retriev-
ing the human driftwood, mostly asinine.  The crew more or less de-
ferred to the Admiral, who goggled back at them and said, “Get him 
out, men; get him out!”

Eventually, after three life preservers had been flung in to no ef-
fect, one rope ladder (too short) had missed its mark, and the crew 
began to discuss the possibility of one of them getting their uniform 
damp, Fleet plunged over the side and swam out to the man.

A few swift paddles (one armed, no less), and they had reached 
the ladder and were climbing back on board.  Sadly, the life preserv-
ers were never seen again.

Fleet jerked the flotsam over the rail and asked us to give them 
room.  We drifted back.

The near drowner thanked Fleet for his assistance.  He sat up, 
revealing himself to be Arnold Bernard, the soft-spoken mathemati-
cian.  He was still pretty quiet and very wet.  Somehow Fleet didn’t 
look as soaked, but I guess that was just his personality asserting it-
self.  Neither looked their best.  Luckily, it was an unseasonably 
warm night for October.  (Of course, I doubt the ocean saw it that 
way.  It was probably pretty chilly in there, warm spell or not.)

Fleet requested a brandy for Arnold.  I answered the hail.  I 
could hear the professor describing his ordeal as I headed off to fetch 
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the drink.  He had been standing at the rail, he said, looking up at 
the moon, sipping his sherry.  There was a whooshing sound from 
behind, and then the sea enveloped him.  He hadn’t seen who had 
shoved him and knew no reason why anyone should shove him.  It 
was all very perplexing.

I slipped into the parlor as the narrative continued along these 
lines.

Back inside, I went to the bar, poured a double brandy, drank it, 
poured another and paused.  Inexplicably, Leslie MacDonald hadn’t 
moved.  He just sat there, alone at the table, staring out through his 
shades with that same solemn look on his face.

I approached his chair.  Without a dealer, Seats One and Ten 
were now free to converse.  I could finally unsheathe my rapier wit.  
“I think you can fold now,” I said, keeping my razzing pretty mild.  
“The hand’s over.”

Like any good Hold'em player, Leslie had no interest in razz.
“Hey,” I said, prodding him.  He toppled forward, hoodie first.
In the middle of his back was a large bloodstain, encircling a 

nasty gash in his sweatshirt.  Oh, and then there was the giant dagger 
sticking out.  Again, I’m no expert on these things, but it looked like 
he had been stabbed.  He was most definitely dead.

I stepped back outside.  The assembly hadn’t changed, and I re-
member feeling relieved that at least now we could account for 
everyone.  (I wasn’t at my sharpest at the moment.  I seldom am 
when I discover a corpse.)  Staring blankly, I finished Arnold’s 
brandy in a gulp and handed the empty goblet to Fleet.  He peered 
down at it, smiled, and said something about St. Bernards.  I take it 
he was comparing my technique unfavorably to theirs.

He turned to the other Bernard, the Arnold Bernard, and apolo-
gized.  Johnny, he explained, had a quirky sense of  humor.

If he liked that one, he was going to love the rest of my routine.  
I motioned Fleet to the doorway, and while he slicked back his hair 
and wrung out his sweater-vest, I explained what I had seen in the 
parlor.  I thought I had spoken in a low whisper, but it must not have 
been low enough, for Maggie clearly heard the phrase “dead guy.”
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She relayed this to her husband, who repeated it in a staccato 
voice for the benefit of Bud, Hugo, Scott, Arnold, the Admiral, the 
dealer and the whole of Bud’s untrained crew.  It wasn’t long before 
the entire troop was crowding back in through the parlor, with the 
Admiral leading the way.

They came to a halt when they saw the body.
Maggie said how awful it was.  Hugo said he couldn’t get a signal 

on his phone now: he was trying to call the authorities.  Someone 
else, I think it was Bud, said something coarse.

For a minute or two everyone tried to talk at once.  One of the 
three-man crew, exhibiting a remarkable display of efficiency, left to 
radio for help.  The dealer, who claimed to have once worked in the 
merchant marines, offered to lend a hand.  Fleet whispered some-
thing to Bud, and I stepped behind the bar.  I needed another drink.

Several guests took a seat; others preferred to wander about, 
speaking at the height of  their voices about nothing at all.

Careful not to disturb anything—anything more than I already 
had—Fleet made his way over to the body.  Everyone went silent, 
with the exception of Maggie, who stated that we probably shouldn’t 
touch anything until the authorities arrived.  The Admiral paid her 
no heed.  He pushed past Fleet and pulled the corpse up in its chair.  
The sunglasses had already fallen off, and the hoodie only needed 
the action of  Craig drawing the body back to flop down.

It’s amazing how shades and other poser paraphernalia can alter 
a man’s appearance.  It was as if we were seeing Leslie MacDonald 
for the first time.  He had a few wrinkles, but otherwise looked quite 
young.  He must have had one of those faces that conceal age well—
or he did have.  He had close-cropped blond hair, high cheek bones, 
a broad forehead and horrible, staring eyes.  I was glad when the 
Admiral allowed him to slump forward again.

He did this at the prompting of Maggie Phó, who repeated her 
assertion that we really shouldn’t be touching anything.

Fleet took a look at the position of the wound next and the 
amount of blood on the sweatshirt.  He made a comment about the 
murder weapon.

Maggie and Grant continued to be very interested in his move-
ments.  At the table they had hardly interacted with anyone, other 
than each other, but now you would think they were at one of those 
Vegas shows where the performer demands audience participation.

18  SHERBAN YOUNG



Arnold Bernard viewed the detection process with interest as 
well, but he did it from beneath a blanket, sitting in the middle of the 
sofa.  Bud sat a few feet away at the bar, also watching.  Hugo 
perched on a stool beside them, more riveted by his phone and its 
lack of signal.  Scott Dixonville seemed curious about nothing at all.  
He resumed his seat across from the corpse.  His back was to me, but 
I could see he was riffling his chips.

I returned to my seat in the one position, drink in hand.  I didn’t 
mind getting a better angle on Fleet’s technique.  Also, there were no 
seats left anywhere else.

The sound of  two players fiddling with chips filled the parlor.
There was an elephant in the room (which couldn’t have been at 

all good for the hardwood floors).
I wondered when someone was going to bring it up.  We all had 

to be thinking it: a man had been stabbed to death while seated at a 
poker table.  It stood to reason that someone at that table had 
stabbed him.

Nine players plus a dealer.  One of us had done it.  The odds 
weren’t hard to calculate.  I didn’t even need the mathematician Ar-
nold’s assistance on that.

I rotated around.  If nobody else was going to speak, I was.  The 
silence was unnerving.

“Ladies—”
I had intended to begin “Ladies and gentlemen. ”  It seemed as 

good a way as any to start, except that there was only one lady 
present, so I guess it wasn’t.  It didn’t matter, because before I could 
correct myself, one of  the crewmen returned.

Everyone swiveled their attention in his direction.  On a murder 
boat, crewman always trumps card player.

He stood at the door, looking haggard.  His face, which resem-
bled a slab of instant biscuit dough, had gone blanker and more 
doughy.  I thought perhaps the Coast Guard had been saying some-
thing to wound his feelings.

Protocol dictated that he should address himself to Bud, but he 
didn’t appear to hold with protocol.  He spoke desperately and to the 
entire room:

“We can’t—”
The list of what he and his crew couldn’t do no doubt went on 

and on, but we didn’t even get as far as Item One.  It was his turn to 
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be interrupted.  The We can’t had hardly left his puffy lips when the 
yacht abruptly shuddered beneath our feet.  You could feel it in the 
floorboards, up through your chair and into your chip stack.

We all stared at each other.  The elephant in the room had been 
joined by an orange-and-purple-striped woolly mammoth: a hulking 
presence of bewilderment, completely inexplicable and dwarfing all 
other concerns.

The rest of the three-man crew came hurrying along.  One 
didn’t speak English, but his associate, tall and lanky and in good 
voice this evening, did.  He demonstrated his mastery now, yelling:

“Abandon ship!”
It was the second such naval phrase we had heard in just under 

twenty minutes.  We only needed an “Avast ye matey!”, a couple 
“Ahoy theres” and maybe a “yo ho ho” and some bottles of rum, and 
we would have had a full hand.

Personally, I was regretting ever requesting permission to come 
aboard.
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Further Reading

If you liked Fleeting Chance, then we bet you’ll love the rest of the 
Fleets.  Check them out, along with Five Star Detour, the book in 
which John Hathaway and Lesley Darlington first met.

Also enjoy Dead Men Do Tell Tales, and tune up for the Fleet series 
with these themed mystery puzzles.
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