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In 1960 Daisy Hayes was asked to replace a physiotherapist on an ocean liner, for just one round trip to New York, at very short notice. Before she knew it she was sailing on the RMS Histria, in the thick of the life on board. With the intrigues and love triangles going on around her, she marvelled at the potential for murderous plots on such a voyage. “It’s a good thing,” she told the ship’s detective, “that a liner at sea is the worst place for killing someone. Too confined to do it undetected, and you can’t get away afterwards.”

	Then one day at dawn a corpse was found floating on the open ocean ahead of the Histria. The ship came to a lumbering halt, a lifeboat was sent out to retrieve the dead body, and while some early birds watched from the rails, it was hoisted on board. And the corpse turned out to be that of a first-class passenger.

	Impossible! Or isn’t it? Our favourite blind sleuth could hardly wait to find out.

	 

	 

	“Daisy is confronted with an ‘impossible crime’ mystery on the high sea. Once again she keeps her cool and approaches the matter in a rational manner. Yet isn’t the greatest mystery of all the boundless expanse of the ocean?”

	The Weekly Banner

	 

	This 52k novel is a stand-alone in the Blind Sleuth series

	 


 

	 

	The length of the ark shall be three hundred cubits, the breadth of it fifty cubits, and the height of it thirty cubits. […] And the door of the ark shalt thou set in the side thereof; with lower, second, and third stories shalt thou make it.

	 

	Genesis 6:15-16

	 


 

	Contents

	 

	 

	Prologue

	I   Twice the size of Noah’s ark

	II   The blind compared to the sighted

	III   The routine and the unexpected

	IV   Intimations of mortality

	V   Mysteries and confusion

	VI   The voice of revelation

	Epilogue

	

	 

	
Prologue

	 

	 

	It was a wonderful opportunity. The phone call came out of the blue, a welcome distraction on a fuggy late-summer afternoon when Daisy had nothing in particular on her mind.

	It was her day off and her husband Richard was not at home, so she was just pottering about, listening to the radio distractedly, and wondering what she might do with herself during the hols. Her receiver was tuned to a station that broadcast mainly big-band jazz. Lately she’d been listening to swing music a lot, boogie-woogie, the kind of material you could use for jitterbugging with your regular dancing partner. When the phone rang she jumped, a bit, which went to show how lethargic the sweltering weather had made her. She quickly turned off the music and closed the window—she knew her way around in her own home infallibly—and picked up the receiver.

	“Daisy Hayes speaking!”

	An unknown gentleman identified himself as Mr Moore, Victualling Superintendent from the Cunard offices in Southampton. He desired to speak to her on behalf of Mr Arthur Gordon, the Chief Purser of the ocean liner RMS Histria.

	“We have a slight problem regarding the post of physiotherapist on the aforementioned vessel for her next voyage. The current holder of the post needs to take an unforeseen leave for private and urgent reasons, and we’re looking for a short-term replacement.”

	And that, the disembodied voice elaborated, was to be understood in both senses of the word, as being a replacement at very short notice, boarding ship on Monday, and only for a short time, just one voyage to New York and back, a matter of a little more than a fortnight if all went according to schedule. “Would you be interested?”

	“Why, certainly, sir! I could easily take a leave from my practice for such a short stint, and I’d like it very much.”

	“You come highly recommended by Mrs Hines, your former teacher at St Mary’s Hospital, as an excellent practitioner, knowledgeable about various techniques for combatting seasickness.”

	“That’s right!”

	It had been one of old Hines’s pet projects, which the other students had tended to deride, but not Daisy. She’d thought it would be wonderful if physical therapy could actually alleviate such symptoms, and she’d said so. But she’d never had the opportunity to test any of this in practice.

	“Good… good. Could you come down to our London offices at ten, tomorrow? You know the place, Cunard House on Regent Street. Ask for bureau 12b on the third floor.”

	It was Thursday afternoon and Daisy worked only the first half of the week, so an appointment the next morning was no problem, and if they actually hired her, she would have just enough time to make the necessary arrangements. As for Richard, her intercontinental pilot of a husband, he’d recently left for Australia and New Zealand, his absences were leaving bigger and bigger gaps in their married life, so: “That’s settled, Mr Moore, I shall be there.”

	“Capital! But you won’t be speaking to me by the way; Mr Gordon himself will be coming up to see you, all the way from Southampton, where the ship is berthed at the moment.”

	 

	Therefore Daisy’s first task the next morning was to get herself to the right place at the appointed hour. She took the tube to Piccadilly Circus, no problem, she knew the London underground like the back of her hand. Then she followed the right-hand pavement down Regent Street, asked around, and was escorted to the entrance of the building by a friendly pedestrian. (Aren’t pedestrians always friendly?) The porter called an office boy, who led her upstairs to bureau 12b. Child’s play.

	When she was ushered into the office, her contact was already there, sitting behind a desk, apparently. The room he had been assigned for the interview sounded cushy, probably wood-panelled, an executive office maybe, and it smelled of aftershave and cold tobacco. Mr Gordon greeted her in a way that went against social conventions somewhat, although for Daisy that was not entirely unexpected.

	“Good Lord, but you’re blind!”

	“Mr Arthur Gordon? How do you do.”

	“Ah, erm… Good morning, Madam, please be seated… I’m afraid there must be a misunderstanding.”

	While Daisy probed around to locate a chair, she reflected that you could almost hear the man’s eyes popping out of his head with stupefaction as he gaped at her dark glasses and white cane.

	“I’m not sure Mr Moore was aware of the fact that you’re, erm, impaired like this. Did you mention it on the phone?”

	“First, dear sir, I’m not merely ‘impaired’, but totally blind since birth. Secondly, I didn’t mention it on the phone, no, why should I? Your colleague was looking for a physiotherapist, at short notice, and here I am. Besides, on the phone I’m just a normal person, and the same applies when I’m performing a massage, so tell me what the problem seems to be.”

	Daisy had taken a seat by now, and gave every appearance of wanting to stay put until this whole thing had been sorted out, her cane firmly clamped between her knees, her hands folded on top of her hefty handbag, which was solidly anchored across her lap. The man gasped, at a loss for words at first, then he spluttered, “The… the problem? Well I never! The problem… Madam… in one word, it’s the ship! I don’t think your services are wanted on a ship at sea, that’s all!”

	“Well, that’s a pity. I don’t have any objections to serving on a ship. But if you feel so strongly about it, you obviously need to find someone else… Is it terribly important to take a physiotherapist along anyway? There must be thousands of people who lead perfectly happy lives without ever having anything to do with a physiotherapist, you know.”

	“Well, be that as it may, our passengers expect it, yes… it’s mentioned in the brochure! All this is terribly unfortunate, we’d pinned our hopes on you… it won’t be that easy to find someone else at such short notice.”

	The man sighed deeply and the woman sitting in front of his desk smiled sweetly. She didn’t even need to say it: But you’ve already found me! Then she asked softly, “You do realise that I came here all the way from Tufnell Park, in North London, on my own? I’m not as helpless as all that!”

	The Chief Purser didn’t answer, but after a moment of reflection he muttered, “This is a case for the Master himself, I’ll have to fetch him… Captain Cole is here somewhere, we came up together on the train last night.” Then in a louder voice he said, “Stay here! I won’t be a moment. Don’t move, do you hear me?”

	“Aye-aye, sir, I don’t intend to.”

	 

	When the captain entered the room, at least he greeted Daisy, shook her hand, introduced himself and mumbled, “Pleased to meet you. Stay seated.” Then he sat down behind the desk and patted the papers in front of him with the open palms of his hands.

	“So. What have we here? Mrs Daisy Clayton-Hayes, born 1922… you’re thirty-seven years old. Always been in practice?”

	“Yes, sir. From the age of twenty-one, but always part-time.”

	“Enough experience nevertheless… and how about your sailing experience?”

	“Only the train boat across the Channel, I’m afraid. I visit Paris quite regularly. I never suffer from seasickness, but I do realize an Atlantic crossing is somewhat different.”

	Mr Gordon, who’d remained standing next to the Master, sniggered, “You can say that again!”

	“Come-come, Purser, let us be a bit optimistic here. This will be a summer crossing, and the weather forecasts are quite favourable. However, Madam, even so, there is bound to be enough swell on the open ocean to cause discomfort… and that brings me to the next item. Could you give us a little demonstration of the techniques for combatting seasickness you learned from the famous Mrs Hines?”

	“Why, certainly sir, with pleasure!”

	Daisy jumped up, barely taking the time to dispose of her cane and bag. Then she struck a pose behind her chair, her hands resting lightly on the back of it. “Stand straight with your feet at ‘ten to two’, your knees slightly bent, shoulders back and chin up… just like a ballerina. Then, holding on lightly to the railing with both hands, like this, keep your eyes fixed on the horizon and breathe slowly and deeply… in… out.”

	Captain Cole chortled, “Very impressive! I have no doubt you could talk susceptible people out of their seasickness quite well, Mrs Clayton.”

	“Please, Captain, call me Daisy… and yes, there might be a lot of suggestion in this method, but just getting the sufferers out on deck might be half the work already.”

	“I dare say… Speaking of which, erm, Daisy, you may be used to real patients with serious ailments, but on this voyage you’re more likely to be dealing with pampered passengers who sprained their shoulder while changing into their evening dress for dinner.”

	The Chief Purser piped up: “If I may, Master, our physiotherapist needs to be versatile before all else. From relaxing massages at the Turkish baths to assisting the ship’s surgeon in a serious emergency… have you ever attended to a woman in childbirth?”

	“No, that I haven’t, but I pride myself on my pretty extensive medical knowledge. I might add that I’m also quite familiar with the kind of people I’ll be dealing with mostly: I have some connections in the upper classes, you know, I’ve been invited at some big houses in my time, and I speak French fluently too.”

	“Ah yes, gay Paree,” the captain chortled, “and your English is definitely posh enough. But have you no objections to being treated like a servant sometimes?”

	“I will take it as it comes, as long as people don’t overstep the boundaries of propriety.”

	“Spoken like a trooper! I like that.”

	There was a moment of silence while the captain of the RMS Histria weighed his options. Daisy waited calmly for the wise decision of this efficient-minded and even-handed man. It seemed to her he would know on which side his bread was buttered, and she was quite confident it was on her side.

	“Very well, thank you for your candid answers… Now I have to be honest in my turn: a ship at sea is a very crowded place, packed to the gills with people and… stuff. It can be a dangerous place too, especially for a blind person. On the other hand we can really use your competences, and as you already pointed out to my purser, you don’t need your eyes to perform your duties… So here is my decision: you may sail with us on the sole condition that you will remain below decks at all times. For your own safety. Is that understood?”

	“Well. Let me see. A two-week prison sentence for me, I have to think about it… And how about the lifeboat drill practices? For my own safety? I’ll need to be taken out on deck for that, and also if I’m going to show my patients those techniques against seasickness.”

	“Gosh, you do drive a hard bargain, don’t you? Well then let’s adopt an amendment: you shall remain below decks as much as possible, and only go outside accompanied by a sighted person who can vouch for your safety. No wandering about unassisted!”

	“All right. I can live with that.”

	“Good… good. And as a compensation, as I can see that you’re a witty and sociable woman, I’ll offer you a little extra: you may sit by my side at the high table, every evening, on both crossings.”

	“The place of honour at the captain’s table! Why, that’s very kind of you, sir, I should be delighted.”

	“That’s settled then. And I shall spare you the tedious duties the crew and staff have to fulfil beforehand. Just make sure you take the boat train to Southampton on Monday morning, and board together with the passengers, will you?”

	 


 

	 

	I   Twice the size of Noah’s ark

	 

	 

	From Daisy’s diary (as it is):

	so i boarded the histria & settled in my cabin after beatrice kindly saw me off & as soon as we were sailing i had to massage my first patients whod sprained their wrists arms & shoulders carrying suitcases aboard & it turns out these are mostly second class men & some women as the first class never ever carry their own luggage & the lower tourist class are so used to heavy work they never sprain a muscle merely carrying things & its all right that im blind as i may treat even the gents without any impropriety ha ha

	oh & for the first time in my life i was tipped coz the passengers are so grateful that my services are free of charge & included in the ticket price that they insist on giving me a little extra & i find that v sweet

	now it turns out the captain had an ulterior motive when he invited me at his table as he dislikes social duties & im told he often gets called away for fake emergencies in the middle of dinner & his wife is on board too so with me seated on the other side of him at least hes surrounded by two women whose company he likes

	of course the social duties went on regardless & across from us sat young mr james urquhart the most desirable bachelor on the voyage & most important person on the passengers list on his way back to the us after a stay in britain & he was introduced by c cole as one of the pacific urquharts & heir to a vast industrial empire & when i told him to please call me daisy he reciprocated & i called him james & liked him v much for that

	left & right of james sat two v posh sounding women sheila mccormick & melba lombardi who both tried to ingratiate themselves with the bachelor in their midst who clearly has a v desirable marriage to give away & sheila received many compliments from all for her outfit & diamond & emerald necklace & what a stunning entrance she made & then james assured melba that shes a delightful sight too even without such expensive things to wear

	i liked him a great deal for that as well

	now it is time to turn in as i had a v long & eventful day

	 

	Daisy had taken along her Perkins Brailler, a rather heavy and cumbersome typewriter, with a key for each of the six positions of the Braille dots, three on the left and three on the right. You pushed the keys needed for each character simultaneously, so that just one letter was punched in a thick sheet of paper, and when you released the keys the printing head advanced one position, ready for the next letter to be embossed. There was a larger space bar in the middle of the six position keys that allowed you to skip a space between words, a lever on the left to turn the drum to the next line, another on the right for backtracking. The device was a bit slower than a normal typewriter, as you had to put the letters together one by one with several keys at the same time, but still it was the fastest means of writing in Braille. And as the notes she wrote were for her private enjoyment only, Daisy didn’t even bother with the special sign to indicate capitals, although it’s just one dot in the sixth position, nor did she expend much energy on punctuation.

	The biggest problem was that the brailler was rather noisy, producing a clacking sound just like any typewriter, and a bell ringing when you neared the end of the line. Daisy produced quite a rat-tat when she typed, and had arranged with her cabinmate that she would only use the contraption when she was alone. And as it happened her new friend, as Chief Stewardess, was always quite busy in a far-off office after dinner, preparing the rosters, and planning ahead for the next morning, just at the moment when Daisy wished to look back on a good day’s work and take some notes.

	The brailler was a heavy device, so it was a good thing that the weight of your luggage was hardly an issue when boarding an ocean liner. With 925 passengers and 461 crew on board (Daisy the last entry on that crew list) an ocean liner like the Histria had to take along a lot of luggage, supplies and provisions. Just think of the tons of potatoes, veggies, fruit, frozen meat and fish required to feed that many people for at least five days, maybe seven, not to mention fifteen thousand eggs and at least a ton of ham and bacon. Dozens of huge tanks were filled up with fresh water to keep all the taps running, especially in the en-suite bathrooms on the upper decks. (There were 125 first class, or “cabin-class” staterooms.) Special refuelling ships had pumped over the vast amounts of heavy oil needed for the twin steam turbines. All imaginable supplies—anything you could name—had to be hoisted aboard. The wealthiest passengers even took along their cars. It was a huge enterprise. And just one lumbering old brailler wouldn’t make a difference at all.

	So Daisy had decided to take it along, as she’d figured out that she wouldn’t need to carry it herself. She ordered a taxi to bring her to Waterloo station, and she let the driver load her trunk and the machine into the boot of his cab. Then the porters at the station put them on the ‘Cunarder’ boat train, and at the Ocean Terminal in Southampton other porters brought them straight to the waiting Histria, where the ship’s stewards took over and carried them to her cabin. That was how a lady who could afford it travelled in style!

	Especially as Daisy’s old friend Beatrice had offered to escort her to the ship and was waiting for her at Waterloo. Darling Bee was one of the “connections in the upper classes” that Daisy had mentioned to captain Cole; she was even the most upper-crust person she knew, and a very dear friend; she’d booked two first-class seats in the Pullman saloon car as a matter of course. “The train journey is on me, darling, don’t you worry. I’m so thrilled by this new adventure of yours, you’ll have to tell me all in great detail when you get back.” And Beatrice was much impressed by the fact that her blind friend would be dining at the captain’s table on a daily basis. “Make sure you mark down in that clever little noggin of yours the names of all the people you’ll meet, Daise!”

	So they had breakfasted in style after the ‘Cunarder’ boat train had pulled out of Waterloo station. Sitting in comfortable armchairs at a table for two covered with a starched linen tablecloth and decorated with fresh flowers, they were served an elaborate meal in the finest china by sure-footed waiters weaving around with silver trays in the fully-booked, wobbly wagon. As they tucked in, Daisy into a shepherd’s pie and Beatrice into ham and eggs, they didn’t say much but enjoyed the excitement of their fellow-passengers all around them. Everybody on the train was either bound for the same voyage on the Histria, or like Bee seeing someone off who was. “How nice of you to keep me company,” the passengers said, and their escorts sighed, “I wish I could sail with you all the way to New York!”

	Beatrice chuckled, and told Daisy, “My feeling exactly!”

	When they got off the train in Southampton they had to edge their way to the pier where the Histria was docked, the whole place packed with people. That’s what happens when not only a thousand passengers have to board a liner by way of a few gangplanks, but also twice that many people are seeing them off and embarking for a brief farewell visit as well. Not every passenger was accompanied, but those who were often had a whole gaggle of family and friends with them, eager to make an exciting excursion of it. You didn’t get the opportunity to take a good look on a great ocean liner every day.

	People had to queue up at the different gangways, the travellers showed their tickets, and the number of guests for each was carefully recorded next to their name on the passenger manifest. The procedure took some time. Beatrice decided authoritatively that as Daisy was not a passenger anyway, they would board by way of the first-class gangway, as it was much less crowded. “Surely they’ll make an exception for us, Daise.”

	“Especially if you give them your best upper-class drawl, darling.”

	And it worked, Bee’s posh drawl in combination with Daisy’s dark glasses and white cane mollified the steward no end, and he let them through after scribbling “Staff member Mrs Daisy Hayes +1 guest” as an addendum to the first-class passenger list. They climbed the rather steep ramp and boarded the Histria through a large side-opening in her hull. They entered a kind of lobby. Daisy sniffed at the air, listened to the acoustics of the conversations around them and felt a soft carpet underfoot. She recognized these impressions from past trips on modest Channel ferries. What was it that made the atmosphere of a seafaring ship so peculiar? Was it the whiff of a hotel lobby, mixed in with the scent of the ocean breeze and a tang of heavy fuel? Yes, a cold metal construction fitted with fancy furnishings, floating on the primeval brine of the sea.

	Beatrice asked a steward for directions, showing him the number for Daisy’s cabin that she’d written down in her diary. “Ah, yes, that’s Miss Wheeler’s stateroom, our chief stewardess, go on to C-deck, one level up the next companionway, and follow the main starboard passageway towards amidships… over there.”

	“A stateroom, eh?” Bee told Daisy, “ that sounds awfully good!”

	“My boss is offering me a bunk so she can keep an eye on me.”

	Now they had to make their way through a crowd of passengers and hangers-on, bellhops from shore delivering flowers, and stewards loading trunks into the goods lift in the lobby. They would probably have to lug them through the narrow corridors to the cabins indicated on the labels. Daisy’s only trunk, and her Brailler, would be likewise on their way. Beatrice explained what was going on as they slowly moved along, and remarked that it was a good thing they’d taken the ‘companionway’—the stairs—as the elevators were rather overwhelmed. Then they finally reached the door bearing the correct number and entered a small, empty apartment. As soon as they’d closed the door they were cut off from the outside bustle and enveloped in the peace and quiet of a private space.

	“There’s a note for you propped up against the phone, Daise.”

	Beatrice picked it up and read out loud:

	 

	For Mrs Daisy Hayes, to be read out to her by her escort.

	Welcome on the Histria, my dear, you’ll be sharing my digs with me!

	Make yourself at home, and as soon as the ship sails, please report to Doctor Renfrew’s surgery. It’s easy to find: seven doors down the passageway on the left as you leave this room. Just knock on the seventh door and enter, the ship’s surgeon will tell you what to do.

	Looking forward to meeting you later,

	Harriet Wheeler

	 

	“How nice, my boss really gave some thought to the fact that I’m blind!”

	Then Beatrice helped her friend to map her new surroundings in great detail: the drawing room, a night cabin with twin beds, and a tiny bathroom; all the furnishings and objects present had to be detailed by the former and probed by the latter. That task completed, Daisy asked Bee to take her up to the main promenade deck until the signal was given for the visitors to leave; they had a little more than half an hour to go.

	When they emerged on the deck in the open air they were not alone, of course, the whole ship felt like a honeypot swarming with ants. Nevertheless they managed to find a quiet spot by the rail, between two lifeboats hanging overhead from davits, and at last they could inhale some fresh air.

	“Thank you so much for escorting me, Beatrice, I couldn’t have managed without you.”

	“My pleasure entirely, darling. Are you going to be all right? You sound a bit… subdued. Rather unusual for you.”

	“To be honest, I have no idea what I’m letting myself in for. This assignment on an ocean liner sounded too good to be true, and perhaps it is. Now I’m beginning to wonder if it will not just entail a lot of tedium and little pleasure… This is probably the last time on this voyage that I can enjoy a breath of sea air.”

	“I’m sure you’re going to be all right, Daise, and knowing you, you’ll end up having loads of fun.”

	“Maybe you’re right. I hope so. In any case it’s only for a fortnight, I’ll just have to bear whatever comes.”

	“Then again, now you’re

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
