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Any port in a storm.

Proverb



Fluctuat nec mergitur.

She is tossed by the waves, but does not sink.

			
	Contents

Also by Same Author

Dedication

Prologue



Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Chapter Forty-Seven

Chapter Forty-Eight

Chapter Forty-Nine

Chapter Fifty

Chapter Fifty-One

Chapter Fifty-Two

Chapter Fifty-Three

Chapter Fifty-Four

Chapter Fifty-Five

Chapter Fifty-Six

Chapter Fifty-Seven

Chapter Fifty-Eight

Chapter Fifty-Nine

Chapter Sixty

Chapter Sixty-One

Chapter Sixty-Two

Chapter Sixty-Three

Chapter Sixty-Four

Chapter Sixty-Five

Chapter Sixty-Six

Chapter Sixty-Seven

Chapter Sixty-Eight

Chapter Sixty-Nine

Chapter Seventy

Chapter Seventy-One

Chapter Seventy-Two

Chapter Seventy-Three

Chapter Seventy-Four

Chapter Seventy-Five

Chapter Seventy-Six

Chapter Seventy-Seven

Chapter Seventy-Eight

Chapter Seventy-Nine

Chapter Eighty

Chapter Eighty-One

Chapter Eighty-Two

Chapter Eighty-Three

Chapter Eighty-Four

Chapter Eighty-Five

Chapter Eighty-Six



Acknowledgements

About the Author

Copyright
	
	
		

Prologue

THE SURVIVOR

She is frozen in place, afraid to breathe, as if she’s playing that childhood party game where the music stops and the first to move, even an inch, is out.

But this is no party.

The static in her head clears and fragments of memory surface: broken glass, a hand wrapped around a wrist, soft lips on a bare neck, a line of pale skin peeking from beneath a bikini, light so blinding she has to screw up her eyes, the burn of ice-cold champagne sluicing her throat, beads of pearly-grey caviar popping in her mouth, salt in the air and on her skin, thumping bass and a disco beat, strobe lights in red and blue, wide-eyed faces staring at her …

Blood blooming like a flower in the water, curling and spreading until she is bathed in scarlet.

She has no idea if the blood is hers or someone else’s, if it’s real or a nightmare.

She claws at the jumble of images, but they drift away, feathers on a breeze, replaced by a surging pain that begins at her hairline and travels down her body, along her legs, all the way to her toes.

Everything hurts. Her eye sockets, the back of her skull, her neck, her chest, her limbs. She flinches and the movement sends another wave of agony rolling down her knees, along her shins and ankles. Liquid seems to slosh around her skull and she identifies the soreness at the back of her throat as the scour that comes from swallowing salt water.

A faint humming reaches her ears, then an insistent high-pitched whine followed by an intermittent beep. The smells of antiseptic and pine detergent fill her nostrils and she has an overwhelming urge to sneeze. Her face twitches, the urge passes, and there’s a cool hand on her arm. She tries to speak, but the sound that comes out is as weak as a kitten’s mew.

Then, without warning, there’s a sharp sting on her skin and she is flooded with a delicious, spreading, honeyed buzz. The noises fade, her limbs loosen, and she is dragged down, down to the bottom of an ocean from which she may never surface. 

Her last conscious thought, a razor blade slicing through the fog, is that someone wants her dead.

She just can’t remember who.
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Breaking news

1 July

Fatal Yacht Accident

One person is dead, two people are missing and several others have been hospitalised after a luxury yacht capsized in the Cala Torta area, on the north coast of the island.

According to Palma Air Sea Rescue Service, the incident occurred at around 2.30 am this morning. Sea conditions were rough at the time, with gusting to gale-force winds throughout the Balearics.

The search and rescue vessel and the Helimer 221 were still plucking survivors from the sea at 4 am. Several crew members and guests were able to swim to safety.

A number of those on board are being treated at Palma Hospital.

This is the latest tragedy to rock the tourist paradise and comes only weeks after the bodies of two young women were found, on separate beaches, to the west of the island.

There is no suggestion that the incidents are related, and tourism officials insist there is no threat to current holidaymakers or visitors.

An investigation is underway.

			
		

Chapter One

THE DECKIE

Everyone has an opinion on what Piper should be doing with her life. Her father was adamant that she should have gone straight to uni and ‘got a qualification: your results could get you in anywhere you wanted’. (He didn’t mind what kind of qualification, he just wanted her to have one, so her future would therefore be secured and he could stop worrying about her.) Lexie always encouraged her to continue with her singing, and to ‘at least take a gap year and go find yourself, preferably somewhere warm’. Even her Auntie Cath weighed in, saying that a skill would be helpful. ‘What about being a barista, darling? Everyone always seems to want a coffee, and you like early mornings.’

None of them has a clue what she’s actually planning.

A small sign fixed to the exterior of a shipping container tells her that she has come to the right place. It probably once enjoyed a life on the high seas transporting Japanese electronics to Melbourne or shifting bales of fast fashion from Guangzhou or Shenzhen to Barcelona, but it is now firmly landlocked, though within tantalising sight of the water, tarted up with a lick of paint and converted to an office.

Inside is a small waiting room with three upright chairs and a tired-looking pot plant. There are two doors, likely to internal offices, and one small window without much of a view. Piper takes a seat as far away as possible from a manspreading, muscle-bound, twenty-something dude wearing khaki shorts and a collared shirt, the armpits dark with sweat. He shifts slightly in acknowledgement of her presence but doesn’t attempt conversation.

She stares straight ahead, going over the answers to potential questions. Her papers are in the bag at her feet: CV, a medical certificate confirming her clean bill of health, and proof that she’s completed the required five-day basic safety training. She resists the urge to check them again. Instead, she smooths back a loose strand of hair and tries not to fidget.

It was a long, hot walk from the hostel and she didn’t think to bring any water. Scanning the tiny space, she spots a dispenser half hidden behind the plant and is about to help herself to a cup when one of the doors opens and an older man with grey chest hair sprouting from the neck of his shirt emerges. Aftershave comes off him in waves as he brushes past her, and she instinctively turns her head, seeking a pocket of fresher air, though there is none to be found.

‘Peeper Smith?’ a voice rings out through the open doorway. It takes Piper a second to respond: the woman has mispronounced her name, but she’s not about to correct her.

‘Si.’ She gets to her feet and goes in.

The woman behind the desk looks over her glasses at Piper, who smiles in what she hopes is an approachable manner. Piper’s Spanish is as basic as it comes, and she doesn’t catch the woman’s name when she introduces herself.

‘Sit.’ She motions to a seat and begins leafing through a stack of papers. She stops, looking at Piper again, her gaze crawling over every inch of her, assessing.

Piper is wearing a pale pink polo shirt tucked into tight white shorts, worn-in Sperry Topsiders on her feet. She’s of average height, with delicate bone structure and unusually long, slim fingers that could be mistaken for those of a ballerina or a pianist, though in fact she is neither. Her fine, fair hair is secured in a ponytail, her make-up minimal – just enough to enhance her blue eyes – and her skin is lightly tanned, thanks to spending the past week in Palma.

The pretty girls get the best jobs, and she’s not above using any means available to gain an advantage.

Piper pulls out a chair and sits, tucking her legs neatly to one side, back straight, holding her smile until it feels practically frozen in place. She clamps her knees together, willing them not to jiggle.

‘Documents?’ The woman holds out her hand impatiently, and Piper retrieves them from her bag. The medical certificate includes a complete tox screen (blood, urine, hair) done earlier in the week. There’s zero tolerance for illegal drugs, at least among crew, not that it’s an issue for her. She doesn’t drink much these days, having necked far too many Cement Mixers (a noxious concoction of Bailey’s Irish Cream and lime juice) on a particularly messy night last year.

The woman scans her CV. It’s mostly accurate, save for a couple of key details, but then everyone fudges their experience and qualifications a little, right?

‘It’s all in order,’ Piper tells her, surprised at how confident she sounds. ‘And there is a reference there as well.’

‘I require two.’

‘I’ve only ever held one job,’ she replies. ‘At the sailing school. But I was there for four years, on weekends and in the holidays too.’ She hopes this at least shows her sticking power, that the woman will overlook the absence of another to accompany it. ‘And I’ve worked on a couple of day cruises since I arrived in Palma.’ She hesitates. ‘I could see if they’ll vouch for me.’

The woman’s upper lip flares, but she doesn’t push the point. ‘I’ve got nothing at the moment,’ she says, flicking through the paperwork, ready to dismiss her.


Has Piper come too soon? ‘I’m a fast learner. And very discreet,’ she reassures her. Only one of these is true. The other has never been tested. ‘I’m not afraid of hard work,’ she continues. ‘And I’m looking to make a career for myself. In yachting. It’s my passion.’

The woman examines Piper more carefully, as if probing for a weakness. ‘This is not about serving cocktails to Leonardo DiCaprio, you know.’

‘Of course not.’ Piper is solemn-faced.

The woman is about to speak again when her phone rings, and she excuses herself. The conversation is brief. ‘How unfortunate. Get better soon.’ She rings off and blows out an exasperated breath.

She narrows her eyes, then appears to make up her mind. ‘Your timing is good. There might be a job, but I need someone used to working for VIPs. It is a very private family.’

Piper nods, as if she understands completely. ‘I’ve taught several children of high-profile, high-net-worth families,’ she says. ‘Of course, I couldn’t possibly say who.’

‘Any tattoos?’

Piper shakes her head. Not anywhere obvious, anyway. It’s a small, inconsequential lie. She’ll tell far bigger ones soon enough.

‘Take your shoes off.’

‘Sorry?’

The woman seems irritated at Piper’s hesitation, so she toes them off hurriedly.

The woman rises, leaning over her desk to get a better view, then sits down and scribbles something on a sticky note, handing it to Piper. ‘Tell them I sent you.’

Piper glances at the note. It appears to be the name and address of a nail bar.

The woman gives her a condescending smile. ‘If you’re going to work on a superyacht, even as a deckhand, you’d better have a decent pedicure.’


It hadn’t occurred to Piper that such details might matter, and she curses the oversight, but does this mean she has the job? Part of her thinks it should have been harder than this.

There’s a point in most movies where the director goes for the dramatic close-up, and the actor must register a flash of conflicting emotions on their face while barely moving it. The most talented of them – Shailene Woodley, Florence Pugh and Kate Winslet spring to mind – make it seem effortless, their mobile features subtly changing to telegraph their inner thoughts. Piper is much better at poker faces, at summoning a blank expression that reveals nothing of her internal turmoil.

‘The girl I had lined up is suddenly unable to work,’ the woman says. ‘You are here at the right time. There’s a return flight back to London once a year. Six weeks’ annual leave, though none during peak season. The owner intends to have friends stay on board from time to time when he’s not using it, so would like a year-round crew.’

These details are of little importance to Piper. She doesn’t expect to stay after the summer is over.

The woman mentions the salary. ‘And of course, the owners generally tip the crew at their discretion at the end of the season. The yacht is called Ambition.’

Piper allows herself a smile that she hopes conveys amenability. She wants to look grateful, not gleeful.

‘Welcome to the white boat world,’ the woman says, a half-grin illuminating her harsh features. She stops as something occurs to her. ‘You are not accident prone, I hope?’

Piper is composed. ‘No, not at all.’

‘Excellent. You will start tomorrow. Nine am sharp. Ask for Johannes. You’re lucky; plenty of girls would kill to work on such a yacht. You will be a deckhand, but expected to fill in where required. A floater.’ The word conjures up an unwelcome image, but Piper is not one for second thoughts.


The woman pushes a stapled wedge of paper towards her. ‘An NDA. There’s a non-disparagement clause in there too, to be clear. It’s standard practice.’

‘Of course.’ Piper pretends to scan the tiny print, although in truth there is little that would prevent her from signing it.

‘Strictly no posting images of the yacht or guests to social media, or anything that can link you to your place of employment.’ 

‘Not even photos of the landscape?’

‘None. And under no circumstances are you to talk to the media, of any kind.’ The woman glares at her with such ferocity that Piper has to stop herself from saluting.

‘Of course. I understand.’ Piper leafs through the document. ‘I am to consent to a polygraph, if required?’ She tries to keep the incredulity from her voice. This is more involved than she expected.

‘We like to cover all eventualities. It is for your protection too.’ 

‘I see.’ It won’t come to that. She turns to the final page and takes the offered ballpoint.

‘And don’t be late.’

‘Copy that.’ Piper breathes out and beams at her. ‘Gracias. You won’t regret it.’

The woman told Piper that she is lucky, but she doesn’t know the half of it. Piper hasn’t got to where she is through mere good timing, whatever the woman might think. No, getting a job on board Ambition is the result of more than a year of careful planning.

			
		

Chapter Two

THE ELDEST DAUGHTER

Melissa Silk tosses back her shoulder-length, old-money-blonde (according to her colourist) hair and fixes Angus with an icy glare that would make a more self-aware man quake. In one hand is a spike-heeled shoe; in the other, a heavy crystal perfume bottle. She weighs them in each palm, considering which will do the most damage, then winds up her right arm and lets the bottle fly.

She aims high (she isn’t a total psycho; besides, she doesn’t want blood on the peacock-hued Schumacher wallpaper) and it sails inches above his head, bouncing off the wall and coming to rest on the thick carpet with a muffled thump. As the star pitcher of her high school softball team, it’s satisfying to see that she can still bring it.

‘How fucking could you?’ she seethes, her teeth gritted. Bailey and Carter are downstairs watching TV and she doesn’t want to alert them to the stand-up fight their parents are about to have.

He looks at her with a faintly bemused expression, ever the absent professor. She once found it deeply appealing, but now it only irritates her to the core.

‘I can’t believe you’re such a cliché.’


He holds up his hands in surrender. ‘It’s not what you think.’

A laugh escapes her. ‘Not what I think? Tell me, what am I expected to think when I come home and find both of you in her room and only one of you wearing clothes?’

‘Amelia was showing me the bikini she got on sale at Bloomingdale’s. Wanted to know if it would be suitable. For the trip,’ he explains, then stops for a second before continuing. ‘I know it sounds ridiculous when I say it like that, but it’s the truth, darling.’

Melissa snorts at this, especially at the endearment tacked on the end. ‘Do you really think I’m that stupid?’

He shuffles his feet, perhaps only now seeing the benefit of saying nothing.

She sighs. ‘You might be smart, Angus, but you’re a complete dumbass in every other regard. Shitting on your own doorstep? While the children are here? With the help? She’s nineteen, for chrissake.’

He ignores her remarks. ‘How can I prove to you that I’ve done nothing wrong? You’re reading far too much into the situation. To be honest, I’m concerned that you’re becoming increasingly paranoid, darling.’

She purses her lips, then stops; she doesn’t want to end up with a cat’s bum mouth in ten years’ time.

She watched the nanny-cam footage last week, the two of them in the living room while the kids were having their breakfast in the kitchen, Angus’s hand sliding along Amelia’s thigh, his face buried in her neck, exactly the way he used to touch Melissa when they were first married. In the early days of their relationship, he once quoted a line from Thomas Hardy: ‘all romances end at marriage’. At the time, she thought he was kidding.

She deliberately came home from the office early today, half-hoping, half-dreading, that she would catch them out.


Perhaps even more than his appalling behaviour, she’s pissed that he’s created another mess for her to clean up. Quite possibly, that was the point. After all, there are surely plenty of starstruck MFA students only too willing to sleep with their English professor, an outlet for his libido that would be far more discreet and a whole lot less disruptive. She considers the possibility that he is acting out – rebuking her for spending so much time at work.

She can’t fucking win.

Until recently, they still had sex twice a week – Wednesdays and Sundays, on the regular – and she had thought that part of their marriage pretty good, all things considered, but clearly it wasn’t enough for him.

Christ, she wishes she had time for an affair, but the only things she’s been casting lustful glances at recently are the cabins on her father’s new boat (never to be referred to as a yacht, at least not by owners and guests). According to Sandrine, the beds are the same ones as in their favourite Parisian hotel. ‘You will sleep like on a cloud,’ she said when describing them to Melissa. At this point in time, Melissa thinks she could sleep on a bed of nails. She’s exhausted, desperate for a vacation, and finding out that her husband is cheating, again, is more than she’s got the energy to deal with right now. ‘I’ll pay her till the end of the month. She signed the NDA, didn’t she? Of course, you will never speak to her again.’

Melissa vowed long ago that she wanted her children to grow up with two parents who stayed married to each other, made a point of telling Angus that. Not all step-parents are evil, but she has no wish for the kids to go through the shitshow that she and Rocco endured after their father remarried.

Now, in a rare moment of self-doubt, Melissa asks herself how much longer she can continue to cover up Angus’s mistakes, keep papering over the cracks in their marriage for the sake of the children, for the sake of appearances. She really doesn’t have the time or the bandwidth for a divorce, not with construction approvals dragging on and a global marketing strategy for Thyssen’s new development to roll out.

Besides, as a fervent Catholic, Angus is sure to dig his heels in. He’s one of those rare, old-fashioned beings who still believes that marriage is for life and that only an annulment, or becoming a widower, can end the holy union. Yes, he cherry-picks the tenets of his faith, choosing to ignore those regarding faithfulness and the sanctity of holy matrimony, but she’s lost too many arguments to bother debating it anymore.

The bigger tragedy is that the kids really like Amelia, more than their own mom sometimes, it seems. And on top of that, good help is about as hard to find as a faithful husband.

‘Get out. I can’t stand to look at you right now.’ She raises the shoe still in her hand, though she is loath to ruin a perfectly good pair of Jimmy Choos. Besides, her initial storm of rage has now subsided to a simmering, resigned fury.

He backs out of the room, and she calls after him, ‘Did you at least pick up the dry-cleaning?’

No answer is forthcoming.

She retrieves the perfume bottle, holding it up to the light, checking the cut-glass facets. It belonged to her mother, and is one of the few things Melissa has to remember her by. She breathes out, relieved that it’s not damaged, nor is the wallpaper. A small win in a day of losses.

She won’t cry; she never cries. Not for her mother who died too soon, not for her husband’s serial betrayals and certainly not for herself. She is better than this, and most definitely stronger.

She doesn’t usually let herself drink on a weeknight, but Christ, she could murder a glass of wine right now. Before going in search of a bottle of pinot grigio, she reaches into her purse, flung on the bed earlier, and retrieves her cell phone, fingers flying as she brings up Sandrine’s contact and types a message.

Have been thinking about the nanny situation – C & B old enough not to require constant supervision. Okay if we share Amber while we’re away?

Her father has never voiced any concern at her ability to juggle a 24/7 job, motherhood and marriage, though he refuses to countenance his third wife returning to her career. The double standard is astonishing.

Melissa hovers a thumb over the send button. She hates asking Sandrine for a favour, but she doesn’t see what other option there is. She’s never taken a vacation without help (or without spending several hours a day on email), but the children aren’t toddlers anymore and they’ll have the crew to help keep an eye on them. It wouldn’t be a terrible idea for her to spend a bit more time with them, either, she acknowledges.

As she presses send on the message, not wanting to waste another minute debating it, the sound of a crash followed by a scream and then a groan reaches her from the hallway.

What the fuck now?


[image: ]




bluewater76: I can’t believe more of them didn’t perish – that was one helluva storm that blew through. Unprecedented for that time of year.

thoughtsandprayers: You know who believes in climate change? Insurance companies, that’s who.

			
		

Chapter Three

THE TROPHY WIFE

Sandrine Thyssen snaps the final clasp on her rolling trunk and gets to her feet, resting her hands briefly on her hips. Beatrice or one of the maids would have packed for her had she wanted, but she prefers to see to this task herself. It gives her a small sense of control over her life.

They’ll be away for a little over a month, including all of July. The trunk contains a rainbow of dresses, including her favourite Missoni mini, a slinky, sequinned Elie Saab number for anything formal that might arise, and a long white silk Oscar de la Renta gown painted with poppies and lilies of the valley that Gwyneth Paltrow was photographed wearing earlier that month. Sandrine would have returned it if she could, but decided in the end it was too much bother. There is also a draped sheath dress that’s the result of a collab between a New York–based artist and an Australian designer (both women, she is pleased to note), in ombre shades of blue that reminds her of the changing hues of the ocean. It’s divine, the kind of dress you might choose to be buried in, not that she’s thinking that far ahead, but her beloved maman died two months ago and so death has been on her mind lately, one way or another.

A smaller suitcase and a Loro Piana weekender are on the bed, stuffed with La Perla underwear, colour-coordinated activewear sets, Ladakhi cashmere sweaters in case of cool evenings, two-hundred-dollar T-shirts still in their packaging, organic eyelet cotton cover-ups, a dozen skirts – both long and flowing and short and skin-tight – and a handful of never-worn gauzy shirts in sorbet hues. White, navy and khaki shorts, sea island cotton pyjamas, silk negligees in oyster and smoke, two hats (one a wide-brimmed Panama, one a logo-free ballcap) and a wardrobe of sunglasses in various styles – though she’ll probably end up wearing her favourite aviators – are also neatly stowed. Then there are shoes, despite the fact that she will mostly be barefoot when on board: half a dozen pairs of sandals, strappy summer heels and casual but no less costly flip-flops. 

Will it be enough? She twists the thin silver ring around her finger, one of the few things that reminds her of life before marriage. The ring was given to her by Hervé Boucher, director on Espoir, the first film she made, and although it looks cheap compared to the trio of emerald-cut diamonds set in platinum on her left hand, she continues to wear it. Jewels … how could she have overlooked that? She lobs a silk roll containing a diamond tennis bracelet, bangles, necklaces and assorted earrings – diamond, pearl, emerald, Cartier, Van Cleef and Garrard – into a tote.

She justifies the insane amount of clothing she now owns by telling herself she needs to look the part, never more so than in front of Evan’s grown-up children, but she’s always had a weakness for pretty things. If she was a more introspective kind of person, she would say it was a form of self-medication, but there are surely far worse transgressions than having an excess of beautiful clothes.

Evan commissioned the new vessel three years ago but had been thinking about it for far longer, the ultimate status symbol to cap his success. He wanted to name her the Lady Sandrine, but Sandrine vetoed that suggestion, despite knowing how much it would piss off his children, especially Melissa. Tempting as it was, she could do without giving them another reason to hate her.

She still can’t believe that they’re all coming, though she shouldn’t be surprised – who wouldn’t want to cruise around the Med on board a brand-new luxury yacht, not having to lift a finger or pay for a thing? Ten days with all of them together in a confined space, even a two-hundred-and-fifty-foot boat … She told a friend last week that she wasn’t sure they’d all make it out alive, especially after the last time. She was only half-joking. 

Melissa, Evan’s eldest daughter, is thirty-one, married with two children, and is a VP at Thyssen Properties, the company founded by Evan’s father, Rolf. Her brother Rocco, also from Evan’s first marriage, is nearly a decade younger than Melissa. He suffers from access to a surfeit of money and a complete lack of his father’s attention, and as a result is spoilt and utterly feckless, but also exceptionally charming.

It’s Kitty, the product of Evan’s short-lived second marriage, who Sandrine feels genuinely sorry for. She’s grown up with a broken family, a distracted father and a much older half-sister who barely acknowledges her. She’s also at an awkward age, the excruciatingly shy mid-teen years when you feel you are either too much or not enough, never considering you might be perfect exactly as you are, that one day you’ll look back and think, Why did I waste so much time worrying about what other people thought of me? Sandrine remembers her own experience of those years well.

Sudden rain hurls itself against the tall windows that overlook Central Park, a summer storm that’s been threatening all afternoon, and the attendant gloom feels ominous. Sandrine goes to turn on the lights, but before she can do so, the door opens and Evan appears, a light dusting of raindrops on his shoulders and hair, his tall frame filling the doorway. He’s early, which is unusual; for the past few months he’s been getting home later and later.

His phone is pressed to his ear and he mimes the wind-up sign while rolling his eyes ruefully at her. Evan is on his phone more often than he’s not, and she’s used to their conversations being punctuated by calls of varying urgency. The only time he turns his phone off is, well, never, not even at night. Sometimes she wakes in the early hours to find him scanning a stream of emails, tapping out replies with his thumbs.

Still on the call, he tosses his monogrammed wallet on the nightstand and catches sight of himself in the long mirror, one hand loosening the knot of his tie. He sucks in his stomach – he’d be the last to admit that he’s vain, but age and his fondness for triple-cream cheese and French burgundy are the cause of a softening waist and slackening jawline.

He abruptly terminates the call and leans in to give Sandrine a fleeting kiss. She catches a whiff of stale alcohol, also a more regular occurrence recently. Client lunches, or so he claims. At least they’ll be getting out of the country tomorrow and so he might wind down, even if only a little.

He raises an eyebrow at the tangled heap of swimwear on the bed. ‘Bring the white one, you look as hot as fuck in that.’

She ignores the heavy-handed compliment, though it’s something of a relief to hear it. Evan’s been unable to perform recently, and she’s been wondering how to raise the delicate subject of Viagra. Perhaps this trip will shake things up in the boudoir. ‘Do you think the storm will mean a delay?’ Her voice has the husky tone that helped make her one of France’s most in-demand actresses before her marriage.

‘Forecast for tomorrow is clear. Don’t worry so much.’

‘You’re home early.’

He comes closer and wraps his arms around her waist. She breathes in, instinctively flattening her stomach, self-conscious about the softness there since having Max and despite her daily Pilates routine. ‘Tell me you weren’t planning to see your lover?’ He enjoys this, the teasing. He nuzzles her neck, at the pulse point just behind her ear, then catches the lobe between his teeth, pressing down on the tender flesh almost to the point of pain.

She stills, ignoring the barb. If she shows even the slightest weakness, he’ll only bite harder, and she’s made that mistake once too often.

‘I think Max is up from his nap if you want to go see him.’

It is the right thing to say; he releases her, although not before giving her skin a playful pinch, a reminder that if ever he hears even the faintest whisper of betrayal, his retaliation will be swift and merciless. He demands absolute loyalty from everyone: his employees, his family, his inner circle and especially her.

‘Maxie!’ he booms, leaving a vacuum in his wake. He dotes on his baby son. Sandrine imagines he is trying to make up for not being around as much when his older children were growing up.

A second or two later, Evan puts his head around the door again. ‘Did you remember Rocco’s coming over?’

‘Of course,’ she replies. ‘Beatrice should have prepared something light for us.’

Sandrine has been in Evan’s life for four years and has spent numerous family occasions, from birthdays to Christmases, with Rocco, but Evan’s son remains opaque, though certainly disapproving of her. Melissa revealed once in passing that Rocco used to have a movie poster of her on his bedroom wall – the one to promote Geneviève, where her hair was cut so short she looked like a boy, and they applied so much kohl around her eyes they appeared to be bruised.

Right on cue, the doorbell chimes faintly from below.

She zips up the case, hauling it off the bed, and checks her appearance in the mirror before heading downstairs.


Beatrice has already let him in.

Rocco looks up as she descends the stairs, his gaze lingering on her bare legs, and Sandrine feels a moment’s disquiet, remembering the poster, wishing Melissa had never told her about it.

‘Rocco, so pleased you could join us.’ She beams a smile that only she can tell is fake, acting her way into the emotion.


[image: ]



5GuysNamedMoe: Did you see the size of the thing? Yachts are some of the biggest polluters on the planet; their carbon emissions are off the scale. Bezos’s new $500 million floating gin palace emits the CO2 equivalent of 1500 cars annually. They’re morally indefensible. Not that the owners care.

			
		

Chapter Four

THE DECKIE

Piper reaches the end of the dock at precisely 8.58 am. She cranes her neck to take in the two-hundred-and-fifty feet of sleek white brilliance. Even though she knew what to expect, it still takes her breath away, the enormity of it – immaculate, dazzling, alluring, a clean-lined, streamlined, multi-million-dollar floating pleasure palace.

The ultimate status symbol for the ultra-wealthy – sheikhs, oligarchs and captains of industry who aren’t afraid to flaunt their fortune – superyachts are the embodiment of power, privacy and privilege.

Unlike probably any other newbie deckhand, Piper has done her research: M/Y Ambition was designed by celebrated Norwegian naval architect Trond Jonssen, took three years (an accelerated schedule) to be built at Larsbergen in Bremen, the home of mega- and superyacht construction, and is about to make her maiden voyage with the proud owner on board. 

Ambition has a top speed of around eighteen knots and a cruising speed of fifteen. There are three decks: the upper deck with a swimming pool, jacuzzi, gym, hammam steam room, bridge, captain’s quarters, massage area with retractable roof, expansive sundeck and outdoor cinema. The main deck features a salon, outdoor dining to seat twenty, a wine cellar, an owner’s office/retreat, a master suite and seven generous guest cabins. Each cabin is fitted out with an oversized mirror that morphs into a screen on command (linked, naturally, to every streaming and music service in existence), and in the adjoining bathrooms there are rainwater and steam showers that feature red and blue light therapy (red has anti-ageing benefits, blue is for skin purification, or so the bullshit goes).

The crew of twenty-six will sleep two, three or even four to a cramped cabin on the lower deck. Also on the lower deck, along with the laundry, is a large galley staffed by three chefs and of course the engines and the fuel tanks, which have a capacity of more than 100,000 gallons. Piper hasn’t bothered to calculate how much it must cost to refuel, not to mention the carbon emissions.

One tender, four jet skis, two Seabobs and various other water toys are housed on the lower deck aft, near the swim platform. If she’s lucky, she might get to take these out on the water.

Piper believes in being prepared. She has memorised it all, poring over the plans of an almost identical yacht on which Ambition is based. It proved impossible to access the actual plans, but she also read a couple of articles, including one in Robb Report, on the new build. She’s confident there won’t be substantive differences, but she should have enough time and opportunity to find out if there are.

Of course, there are far bigger boats out there, ones that come complete with helipads, concert halls and even submersibles, but Ambition’s razor-sharp lines and glossy white hull make for a heart-stopping sight nonetheless, and she dwarfs every other vessel on the Palma dock.

Piper gets out her phone and sends her sister a brief text.

Guess who just got a job on a brand-new two-fifty-footer? Px


She signs off with a boat emoji.

She won’t get a reply, but she sends it anyway. This was Lexie’s dream; it feels strange that Piper is now the one living it.

Putting her phone away, Piper slips off her shoes and catches sight of her newly polished shell-pink toes. They are clean and pure, in marked contrast with the water in the dock, bottle-green and oily, slicks from the yacht engines forming a toxic rainbow on the surface.

She’s about to push past the ‘PRIVATE, NO boarding, NO paparazzi’ notice strung across the passerelle when a delivery truck pulls up and a man unloads a large crate containing several elaborate flower arrangements. ‘Ambition?’ he asks, looking directly at her.

She nods. Might as well make herself useful from the start. She signs for the flowers and as he hands them over, the heady aroma of hothouse blooms mixes with the smell of diesel, making her queasy.

Abandoning her suitcase on the dock for the time being, she turns back to the yacht and steps on board. There’s an unfamiliar flutter in her belly and she swallows twice to calm her nerves. There’s no going back now.

She gets no further than the threshold of the main salon before being stopped.

‘You can put those down there.’ The voice is terse, accented – Australian? New Zealand? – and belongs to a young woman with an impressively even tan and honey-blonde hair caught up in a messy bun. She blows her fringe out of her eyes at the same time as the tortoiseshell frames of her glasses slide down her nose.

Piper does as the girl asks and then steps forward, hand outstretched in greeting, but she has already turned away, bending down to stow crystal champagne flutes in a cupboard.

Piper coughs slightly to let her know she’s still there.


‘Oh.’ She turns around again. ‘Do you need me to sign? Just put Tamara on the sheet.’

‘I’m not from the florist; I’m one of the new deckhands. Piper. I was told to ask for Johannes?’ Piper flashes her most amiable but humble smile (she’s practised in the mirror until it is second nature).

Tamara pushes her glasses back up onto the bridge of her nose for a better look. ‘Sorry.’ She sweeps an arm around the salon at the cluster of boxes and wrapping materials in various stages of unpacking. ‘All of this should have arrived last week, but, well, you know how it is … There’s always last-minute pandemonium.’ 

Piper nods as if she does know, though she hasn’t the faintest idea how things work on a yacht of this size.

‘You’ll probably find Johannes by the swim deck, jerking off over all his new toys.’ A fleeting grin crosses her face.

‘Thanks. I might go grab my luggage first,’ Piper says, remembering that her suitcase is still on the dock, sweltering in the Spanish sun. It’s as old as the hills, doesn’t contain much of value, and there are security cameras surveilling every inch of the marina, but still, she’d prefer not to risk leaving it there any longer than necessary.

***

Piper doesn’t find Johannes, and is instead intercepted by a short, wire-spectacled, balding man, sweat beading on his forehead. Knife-creased khaki shorts reach beyond his knees, the ubiquitous polo shirt stretched over a barrel chest. He is carrying a clipboard and has an air of distracted efficiency. He holds up a hand as she approaches. ‘Who the hell are you?’ Behind the glasses, his eyes are jet beads and they flick, suspiciously, over Piper.

She smiles and introduces herself.


The man consults his clipboard. ‘I am expecting a Penny. Not a Piper.’

‘She had an unfortunate accident. The agency sent me in her place.’ Piper shows him the paperwork from the crewing agency. ‘It was a last-minute thing, maybe something got lost in translation?’

‘I will have to call and check,’ he says but seems to accept it. ‘Walker,’ he barks. ‘Chef d’equipe.’

‘Very pleased to meet you, Mr Walker. I can’t tell you how excited I am to be here.’ She does her best to be ingratiating, but he responds with a look of withering disdain, riffles through a sheaf of papers attached to his clipboard and extracts a stapled document.

‘It’s just Walker.’ He hands her the document. ‘There will be no excuse for not recognising a family member or guest, for not greeting them by name and for not being aware of their preferences, their favourite beverages and so on, without having to ask. Please note that Mrs Thyssen prefers not to be spoken to by the crew; she will indicate if she needs something. All crew are here to create a frictionless experience for the family and their guests. You are paid to notice things, and also to not notice many other things. Do you understand?’

Piper gives him a murmur of assent. She can’t imagine a life where you never have to rub up against anything inconvenient, never feel the lack of anything, where there is someone else to take care of your every desire, wish or whim. Let alone being such an arsehole that you insist the crew don’t directly speak to you. She can’t decide if she’d love it (the having every desire catered to, that is) or if, like eating too many sweets, it would make her feel sick.

Sweat trickles down the back of her neck as she looks at the paper. Jeez. The document runs to nearly a dozen pages. There is a list of rules: be friendly but not familiar, never address the female guests as ma’am, never touch the guests, especially the children, unless you are helping them in or out of the water … it goes on.

Then she turns to the specific guest details, starting with the owner, Evan Thyssen. The photo is flattering, from a time when he had more hair and fewer lines bracketing his mouth and eyes. The document lists his likes, dislikes, what time he generally turns in for the night. It’s nothing if not comprehensive. 

Then his wife. Third wife, Piper reminds herself. French. A former actress who famously retired just before she married Evan. Sandrine Furneaux, or Thyssen, as she is now known, is thin and nervy as a greyhound, beautiful, glamorous. The photo shows her with a low chignon that perfectly showcases her high cheekbones and generous, bee-stung lips. She’s wearing heavy gold earrings and a necklace so thick it makes Piper think of a noose. She can’t imagine what Sandrine sees in Evan – well, aside from the fact that he’s ridiculously rich, of course. For plenty of people, it seems, money and power are everything.

There’s no picture of the baby, but there is one of the nanny. Amber Cameron-Bruce. Young, with soft eyes and no make-up, the kind of fair skin that belongs on a misty Scottish heath.

‘Discretion on board is essential.’ Walker’s American accent cuts into her thoughts. ‘That means strictly no photography, no social media content that could be linked to the yacht. You are not to send pictures or information relating to the family, however trivial, to anyone, anywhere. Is that clear?’ He scowls at her over his glasses, and his nose twitches as if he’s smelled something unpleasant, but perhaps it’s merely the thought that someone might disobey him. ‘If you are found to have broken these rules for whatever reason, you will be escorted off the vessel. Immediately.’ Despite his short stature, he’s intimidating. ‘Follow me. I will get someone to show you to your cabin.’


As they walk towards the bow, moving through the interior, Piper has to pick her jaw up off the floor. Light streams in through the floor-to-ceiling windows, offering expansive views of the water. She notes the humidor, the home cinema, the wine cellar, the iPad-controlled 20,000-watt sound and lighting system.

It’s even more luxe than she imagined. The interiors look as though Ralph Lauren has moved in: artfully faded printed fabrics, alligator steamer trunks, brass fittings, aged chesterfields, bookcases filled with leather-bound volumes that have probably never been opened. There are chairs covered in buttery tobacco-coloured leather, and in the main dining salon a delicate chandelier is suspended above an impressively long glossy maple wood table. She resists the urge to reach out and stroke one of the throws tossed casually across an armchair, though it’s undoubtedly cashmere or vicuña. She glances upwards: the double-height vaulted ceiling is painted with a cloudscape that would make Michelangelo envious.

It is an elevated, very American view of classic country house décor and although it feels slightly at odds with the Mediterranean setting, the effect is of an expensive, beautiful cocoon from the world’s harsh realities.

They continue, passing a smaller room – a snug – complete with fireplace (surely fake; an out-of-control shipboard blaze is a sailor’s worst fear) and an enormous map of the world. The map is based on the one onboard Barry Diller and Diane von Fürstenberg’s yacht, Eos, (so she has read) and stretches the length of one wall.

Walker points to the guest cabins, stopping to open one of the doors and ushering her inside. ‘The Owners’ Suite,’ he says, giving her a sidelong glance to see her reaction.

If he means to impress her, he succeeds. Snowy linen, thistle-down throws, plump pillows in shades of dove grey and sea green glow against the rich timber, sparkling glass and soft lighting. As her toes sink into the thick carpet, her mind boggles at the insane luxury of it all, unable to fathom how much it must have cost: the art, the craftsmanship, the attention to materials and detail. She’s never been in such proximity to this kind of conspicuous wealth in her life, but for some people – the family that owns this yacht, for example – it is probably unremarkable. 

‘There are the haves, and then there are the have-yachts,’ Walker says drily.

She’s not sure how to respond to that, so says nothing. Give her the exhilaration of a wide ocean, a boat under sail, the wind tearing her eyes, grabbing at her hair and chapping her skin … Something raw and real. Nature’s powerful force trumps anything manufactured, every time. All the same, who can fail to be seduced by a little (or in this case, a lot of  ) luxury?

***

‘Johannes, take this girl off my hands, will you, and show her the ropes? I’ve got better things to get on with.’

They have reached the swim platform.

Johannes looks fit and strong, his chest filling out a navy polo, tanned legs emerging from white shorts. He greets her, showing perfect teeth. With a set of choppers like that, quids in he isn’t a Brit.

‘Piper,’ she introduces herself. ‘New deckie.’

‘Johannes. Good to meet you.’ His accent gives the game away, even if his name hadn’t already. He takes her hand in his, grips it firmly. ‘How long have you been working on superyachts?’ 

‘Er, this will be my first time.’ No sense in pretending anything different.


‘A greenie?’ A frown ripples across his tanned forehead, his dark curls ruffled by the breeze. He is far too good-looking, and in an effort to stop herself from staring, Piper glances at the pristine teak decking, catching sight of his bare feet, as brown as the rest of him, clocking the neatly trimmed nails. It seems the owner likes all the crew, male or female, to be pedicured. ‘Jesu Christos. I told them to send me someone with experience.’

‘I’ve been around boats all my life,’ she assures him. ‘Although much smaller sailing dinghies mostly.’

‘It’s not the same.’

She stands her ground. ‘I’m a fast learner.’

‘Well, there is no time to make changes.’ He sighs and leads her down a series of narrow stairs until they reach the crew area, basically a table fixed around built-in seating, which is open to the galley. ‘You’re down here,’ he says, indicating a door at the end of a narrow corridor on the starboard side. ‘Last on the left.’ These spaces are tiny, especially when compared to the sumptuous guest cabins, but she doesn’t care; it’s still exciting, if a little surreal, to be on board.

When Johannes opens the door and she sees the mess, her initial reaction is irritation. As someone for whom everything has a place – shipshape, if you like – the flotsam of bras, shorts, crumpled uniform shirts, half-empty tubes of sunscreen, hair straighteners and wadded make-up remover pads is an affront. ‘Mm. Cosy.’ Her lips twitch involuntarily.

‘Uh yeah, I guess you get the top one. You’ll be sharing with Ruby.’

He ducks out briefly, returning with a large carrier bag. ‘Your uniform. Hopefully it fits. If not …’ He shrugs. ‘Bathroom’s down the hall. I’ll see you on deck in fifteen minutes. The family arrives tomorrow afternoon and there’s so much still to be done. You’d think a brand-new boat wouldn’t need much attention, but you’d be wrong.’ He sounds cheerful enough about it though, whistling as he leaves. She is semi-reassured by his chill manner.

Piper places the few clothes she brought with her on the shelves of an empty locker – shorts, a handful of T-shirts in plain colours, slides, once-white trainers, a couple of going-out tops and tight skirts, a baseball cap, a faded pink hoodie with crew printed across the front that used to be Lexie’s, and a small toiletries bag.

She upends the carrier bag, shorts and polo tops spilling out. There’s even a notepad and a pen – quite a nice one – with the name Ambition inscribed in a curlicue script. She’s pulling a navy and white uniform polo shirt over her head when footsteps sound from the corridor. She hasn’t bothered to close the cabin door and turns to see a figure in chef’s whites.

‘Hey.’

‘Oh. Hi.’ She tugs her top down, caught out.

‘Liam. Head chef.’ He’s Scottish, with pale skin, a strong jaw, high cheekbones and a generous mouth. His energy is intense, but she meets his gaze without flinching.

‘Piper. Deckhand.’ Dressed now, she thrusts out her hand.

He takes it in his, gripping her fingers for a moment longer than necessary.

According to Lexie, yacht chefs are a law unto themselves, mavericks incapable of working as part of a brigade, spat out by the restaurants they trained in, talented but temperamental fuck-ups who work best alone. Alcoholics and/or coke addicts, too, most of them. She wonders what, if
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