be murdered. The MS Noordam is 704
feet long, carries 1,214 passengers,
has 566 crew members, two swimming
pools, one Jacuzzi, two paddle-tennis
courts, an art collection of Dutch East
Indian treasures worth well over $1
million and a view of the sun setting
over the ocean that's worth even more.
Plenty of places to hide a dead body.
he second annual Omni GroupDavis Publications Mystery
Cruise began with a catered
cocktail party in the Explorer's
Lounge. This offered me my first
opportunity to meet my fellow sleuths.
They included Red Ekhardt, a spry
80-year-old grandfather who brought
along 12 members of his family-all
the way down to Gretchen, his 4-yearold great granddaughter. Robyn and
Terri, two women in their late 30s, were
avid mystery buffs from Alaska. Mid20-year-olds Mike Horn and his
girlfriend, Beth, were not big mystery
readers but thought solving a murder
would be fun. As a member of this
diverse group, I found it easy to break
the ice and meet people with whom
I could enjoy shore excursions and
drinks in the Piet Hein Lounge or
just say hello to while strolling around
the promenade deck.
On the first night we were introduced to Inspector MacPherson from
New Scotland Yard. Then we plunged
right into our adventure as mystery
critic Elliot Sloan stumbled into the
cocktail party with a knife in his back.
The inspector examined the dead
man's pockets and found clues that
led him to believe that one of us had
left the party long enough to commit
this dastardly deed. It was our job
to find out whodunit.
Though we were now busy hunting
for clues on all nine decks of the ship,
the ongoing mystery did not cause
us to miss any of the other cruise
activities. By scheduling our detective
work around other events, we were
able to participate in the talent show,
play volleyball, take dance lessons
or just relax around the pool with
a good book-a mystery, of course.
Our responsibilities as private eyes
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The mystery cruise
begins with a night's
stay at the Westin
Hotel, affording a view
of the Fort Lauderdale
Harbor (below). But
the real fun begins
with a murder at sea.
Kilt-clad Inspector
MacPherson (above)
examines the body of a
slain mystery critic.
Meanwhile, cruise
passengers (left) look
for clues of their own.

did not interfere with the shore
excursions either. Our first stop was
beautiful San Juan, Puerto Rico.
Arriving there a couple of hours before
sundown, we had many options, from
exploring the awesome EI Morro
Fortress overlooking the harbor to
enjoying an inspiring flamenco show
at one of the casino hotels.
The next morning we met our first
guest mystery author, Bill Crenshaw,
who wrote the short stories "Flicks"
and "Poor Dumb Mouths." It was a
great opportunity to ask questions that
we mystery fans wanted to know,like
where he gets his ideas, how he
develops his characters and, most
importantly, what the best way is to
murder someone.
The Omni Group organizer, Don
Fenwick, had divided the group into
two teams: the Ellery Queen team and
the Alfred Hitchcock team (named
for Davis Publications' mystery
magazines). The teams met on their
own and compared notes about who
they thought might be the killer. Each
sleuth could decide how deeply
involved he or she wanted to get in
solving the mystery. Some people just
enjoyed going to the meetings, while
others searched the ship from stern
to bow looking for clues.
The next few sun-drenched days
were spent sightseeing and enjoying
the beautiful islands. At our next stop,
British Virgin Gorda, we took an excursion ashore to the famous Virgin Gorda
Baths. Huge rocks were scattered
along the beach, as if left by giants
of centuries ago, forming caves and
shallow pools in the Caribbean Sea.
A paradise not to be missed.
Tortola, Virgin Gorda's neighboring
island, boasts some of the best scuba
diving in the world. Some fellow
sleuths dived to the wreck of the Rhone,
a royal mail ship that sank in the 1800s
off Salt Island and now rests 70 feet
underwater. For people wanting to
stay on land, there was plenty of
shopping to do in town, especially
for lovers of perfume and gold jewelry.
But no place tops St. Thomas for
shopping. With many items below

U.S. prices, visitors can enjoy the
outdoor marts and stands that sell
jewelry, cameras and apparel. While
I found my way to the infamous pirate
Bluebeard's 300-year-old castle, Robyn
and Terri made a trip to Coral World
Undersea Gardens aquarium.
a ssau, the Queen of the
Bahamas, offers dozens of
·diversions, from windsurfing
and parasailing to gambling in the
casinos, shopping and watching pink
flamingos in their natural habitat.
Time passes much too quickly on
a cruise, especially when one is
puzzling over the meanings behind
obscure clues. In addition to our
search, we played a game similar to
Win, Lose or Draw, called Doodle,
Draw or Die, and heard from prolific
mystery author Edward Hoch, who
has written more than 800 short stories
and five novels.
On the last day of the cruise we
gathered in the Card Room. Both
teams ran down their lists of suspects
and motives, and then Inspector
MacPherson revealed the results of
his investigation. We were all shocked
to find out that Mike Horn, posing
as a gentle and reserved passenger,
was really the cold-blooded killer.
All of the facts and the clues clearly
pointed to him. So with the murderer
apprehended, we relaxed at an
elaborate cocktail party in the Horn
Pipe Club to celebrate a job well done.
Combining a Caribbean cruise with
an intriguing mystery suited me
perfectly. But people with other
interests might like to investigate the
Omni Group's other theme cruises,
which include adventures for sciencefiction buffs, stamp collectors, collectors of miniatures, and "The Days
of Our Lives" or "General Hospital"
'soap opera fans. For further information, write Omni Group Cruises,
6513 Hollywood Boulevard, Suite 205,
Hollywood, CA 90028. ~
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In addition to writing and solving mysteries,
STEPHEN BUEHLER is a part-time travel
writer and stand-up comic. This is his
first article for WESTWAYS.

Part of the milliondollar art collection
on board the MS
Noordam, this
godlike figure once
adorned the bow of
a trading vessel.
The cannon (below)
was once used to
protect San Juan
against invasions.

