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Tea, Biscuits and Toucans



She wasn’t in bad shape for her age. Although her classic lines might be considered old-fashioned compared to the faster, newer vessels that adorned the glossy brochures, the old girl was indifferent. She floated imperiously at the dockside in her bright, white splendour, her years revealed only in the layers of flaking paint that could be counted like the annual rings of a mature tree, or in the rust leaching from the anchor box. There was an uncommon wisdom about her, an inner stillness, as though she was simply content to be.

The white-uniformed security officer greeted the passengers as they trailed miniature cases up the shallow incline of the gangway. Evelyn waited patiently behind a trio of little girls whose pink cases each bore a different cartoon character she didn’t recognise. The girls fizzled with excitement, pointing to this and that. Like princesses crossing a drawbridge into a fairytale castle. Far below, athin moat of dark green water divided ship from shore, and one world from another. For Evelyn, the magic of embarking the ship at the beginning of every cruise never staled, each voyage unfolding with the anticipation of an empty page in a well-thumbed travel journal.

‘Welcome home, Mrs Parker,’ said the young security officer as Evelyn stepped aboard with her right foot. ‘Six hundred and sixty-two cruises already.’

Evelyn smiled, squinting at his name badge. ‘Thank you, Ruben.’

Six hundred and sixty-two voyages since she and Henry had stepped aboard the brand-new Sunset Cruises flagship. Six hundred and sixty-two cruises since a fading opera singer agreed to be godmother to the ship, naming her Golden Sunset, and releasing a bottle of champagne that made a ding in the fresh white paint at the prow. There was a framed photograph in the atrium marking the moment the champagne bottle exploded with good luck. The opera singer was long dead, but Evelyn remembered the day like it was yesterday, she with a new handbag over her arm and Henry in his finery, both seated in the VIP section at the naming ceremony. Ahead of them, their twilight years and a never-ending voyage in the lap of luxury.

Golden Sunset had plenty of life left in her, taking passengers away from their everydays and returning them seven or ten or twenty-one days later, fatter and happier. Her engines were sound, marking her progress in hours rather than miles, each turn of the prop like a heartbeat.

‘Is Dr Henry Parker on board yet? Iseem to have mislaid him,’ said Evelyn. She was grateful that she had someone like Ruben. He was one of her special people, her not-for-worrying people. With Ruben to keep tally of her voyages, there was one less thing to worry about. But then some things were easier to keep track of. Husbands were a different matter.

She scanned the faces climbing the gangway behind her. None of them was Henry’s.

‘Don’t you worry, ma’am,’ said the security officer. ‘I’m sure he will turn up.’

‘Most troubling,’ mumbled Evelyn.

Ruben looked anything but troubled. ‘May I see your cruise card, please?’

Evelyn stiffened at what looked like a gun in his hand. Ayoung couple stepped impatiently in front of her and handed over the blue and white plastic cards that hung from their necks on gaudy woven tapes bearing the Sunset Cruises logo. Many passengers wore them. They had a name. Lanterns? Halyards? Lanyards.

Evelyn reached into her handbag and fumbled for the familiar tangle attached to her own cruise card. Instead, she found the loose foil at one end of a packet of mints, and a wad of letters in sealed envelopes, secured by a rubber band. She thrust each item back down into the cavity of the bag, her rummaging eventually producing a white plastic card attached to a lantern-halyard-lanyard.

‘Is all this rigmarole really necessary?’ said Evelyn. ‘I’ve only been ashore for a few hours.’

If the security officer knew her by name, knew exactly how many cruises she’d been aboard already, why did he need to repeat the whole tedious process every turnaround day? With a head of pure white hair, and a stoop as if she were permanently walking into an invisible wind, Evelyn was hardly terrorist material. She’d passed some shifty-looking types in the terminal building. But her feet hurt and she needed a cup of tea. Now wasn’t the time to voice her suspicions.

The security officer shot Evelyn’s card with his gun. By some technological magic, her image appeared on the television screen. The startled expression on the old lady’s crumpled face was apparently sufficient likeness for her to be allowed back on board.

Evelyn knew that she and Henry, like the ship that was their home, were approaching the end of their lives. Yet the older she got, the less she worried about getting old. It was as inevitable as the weather, and just as unpredictable. Like the weather, it could be forecast but not controlled. Best to be prepared, Evelyn maintained, but go ahead with the picnic regardless. When it came to ageing, the best you could do was to carry an umbrella. And a life jacket.

Stepping over the threshold onto the ship with her right foot– always right foot first – Evelyn tripped, her toe catching on something she didn’t see. Hands and arms appeared, reaching from all directions towards her like spokes on a bicycle wheel.

‘Are you all right?’

‘Steady now, Mrs Parker.’

‘Shall I fetch a wheelchair?’

Irritated by the uninvited grasps, she shook off the ministrations. Crew members appeared from nowhere, crowding her with their hands and their uniforms. All nationalities, from every corner of the world, one big happy family. Her only family, apart from Henry, and yet Evelyn struggled to put a name to any of their faces. She imagined it was how the Queen must feel, meeting all these people and forgetting them again almost immediately. And like Her Majesty, Evelyn carried a handbag wherever she went, but never anything as vulgar as money. By some miracle, her finances took care of themselves. Or rather her solicitor, Dobbs, took care of things.

She had a feeling young Dobbs was more than a solicitor. He was another one of her people, but to her embarrassment, Evelyn couldn’t recall his first name. It began with H. Horace? Humphrey? He showed her where to sign her name on forms and had a wonderful biscuit selection. Heath? Herbert? Harvey? It would come to her.

Tripping had taken her by surprise. She was normally so good on her feet, for a woman of her age, attributing her steadiness to a lifetime of counteracting the perpetual movements of the ocean. Ahuman gimbal.

‘That’s enough,’ said Evelyn, brushing away any lingering assistance as if she were removing lint from her sleeves. She pulled the monogrammed handkerchief from beneath the elasticated wristband of her watch and sniffed into it. The air conditioning always made her nose drip.

The cool atrium was an oasis after the humidity and chaos of the terminal building and the city beyond. The tasteful lighting and sanitised luxury of the interior was always welcome after a busy day ashore, and Evelyn breathed a sigh of relief when she reached the quiet comfort of her cabin. Inside, the bed was neatly made and the floors still wore the tramlines of the vacuum cleaner. Through the closed balcony windows she could still see the tops of the cranes, like freakish rides in a dockside theme park.

When Evelyn placed her handbag on the bed, it tilted and lost its balance, spilling the bundle of unopened letters out onto the pale blue bedspread. Unlike the standard company issue, the bed covering had been Evelyn’s choice, and it had been perfectly to her taste, right up until Sunset Cruises changed all the floor coverings during the last refit. Wanting the cabin to feel like home rather than a hotel, she’d insisted on keeping it. The new gold and burgundy carpet now clashed horribly with the bed.

Evelyn removed the rubber band from the bundle and balanced the letters on top of the already teetering pile on the dressing-table-desk. As one of her not-for-worrying people, she trusted young Dobbs would take care of anything important. These were most likely circulars or advertising material. Several were from the Dreadnought Home for Retired Seafarers, who sent her endless brochures and information. She’d stopped opening them. Neither she nor Henry had the slightest intention of ending up in an aged care facility.

There was a parcel on the dressing-table-desk. It was wrapped in brown paper and addressed to Mrs Henry Parker, Passenger on MV Golden Sunset. She couldn’t think what it could be or who might have sent it. It wasn’t her birthday yet. Was it?

Flopping into the armchair, Evelyn unwrapped the parcel on her lap. She released the edges of the brown paper with a bony finger to reveal a white shoebox. It wasn’t a brand she recognised, and on removing the lid, Evelyn assumed the shoes must belong to someone else. She baulked at the sight of the ugly lace-ups. They were made from white canvas fabric with a flat rubber sole. The kind people wore when they were in a hurry.

‘Good heavens,’ she said out loud, examining one of the pair at close quarters.

She’d often eyed other women in similar shoes, searching their faces for the same agonising pinch that she experienced with each step. But they all looked as if their minds were anywhere but on what was happening at the end of their legs.

Kicking off her signature navy court shoes, Evelyn circled her ankles and splayed her toes in an effort to revive the squashed digits. They were good feet for her age apparently, the girl in the spa complimenting her impressive arches as she filed her toenails. The spa girls weren’t very good with hard skin as a rule, but this particular one had been exceptionally diligent with her paring-back tools, and Evelyn had graciously accepted the compliment on her taut metatarsals, rewarding her with a mint.

Evelyn untangled the laces and slipped her right foot into the corresponding shoe. To her surprise, it fit. She did the same with the left foot and tied the laces. Like Cinderella, although she was more suitably shod for a gymnasium than a ball. For the first time in who knew how long, Evelyn’s feet didn’t hurt. She’d been suffering the most terrible discomfort in her soles of late. Aprickling, burning numbness that made it impossible to feel the ground. She hadn’t mentioned it to Henry, in case he started to worry, but she was sure it was the beginning of something. It had a name. Two words. Several syllables. Medical charades. What was the name of the condition? It would come to her.

Evelyn hooked a small footstool with one big toe and pulled it towards her, admiring her new feet. They were just the thing for her daily laps of the boat deck. Four times around was a mile. She had no idea where they’d come from, but Evelyn couldn’t wait to show Henry her new walk-a-mile shoes.

With her feet taken care of, Evelyn decided there was just time before the muster drill to fit in her daily brain training. It was as important to exercise one’s mind as one’s body, she always maintained. And while ever she could recite her poetry, she could rest assured she wasn’t going ga-ga. Half-a-dozen verses were usually enough before her brain needed a lie-down.

Evelyn yawned, afog of weariness descending, bringing her old friend Samuel Taylor Coleridge and the irresistible urge to rest her eyes.

There passed a weary time. Each throat

Was parched, and glazed each eye.

A weary time! aweary time!

How glazed each weary eye,

Some days were more challenging than others, not least turnaround day – which in itself was the cognitive equivalent of conquering Mount Everest. Luckily she had her trusty chauffeur who, like a Sherpa, knew the way, navigating effortlessly to Dobbs’s office in the city and chatting about everything from his family to his childhood. He was friendly, whatever his name was, bordering on overfamiliar, but they always arrived on time, and more importantly, he always delivered her back to the ship before it sailed.

Today the chauffeur had hovered whilst Dobbs discussed her circumstances. There’d been a pot of tea – strong as she preferred it – and a shortbread finger. She’d lost the thread of what he was saying when her hearing aid died. Miraculously, the chauffeur had spare batteries at the ready but by the time she’d caught up, Dobbs had moved on. The incomprehensible legal speak washed over her. For some reason, all she remembered were his socks. They were covered with toucans. Which was odd. Dobbs had never struck her as the toucan type.
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Cricketers Make the Worst Sailors



‘Drink, ma’am?’ Awaiter stood over her. He was wearing a Hawaiian shirt and holding a tray of sunset-coloured drinks in tall glasses.

It was early in the day to be offering free cocktails, thought Evelyn. It was probably something to do with it being the ship’s last cruise. They must be emptying the bars before the shipdied.

‘I don’t drink spirits as a rule,’ she said. Evelyn was prepared to make an exception, just this once. In case the company refused to carry her onboard credit over to her next ship. She took two glasses from the waiter’s tray. One for her. One forHenry.

A glass in each hand, she sucked on the straw on the left. The flavour exploded on Evelyn’s tongue and she reeled at the delicious surprise. She was thirsty after a brick, asoldier and a button round the deck, and the left-sided drink disappeared in a couple of sucks at the straw. Henry had better hurry up, thought Evelyn, eyeing the glass on the right.

Just as she was about to start on the second drink, she noticed a couple standing at the railing. They were partially obscured by a pineapple chunk that straddled the rim of her glass. It was speared with a pink cocktail umbrella that also anchored a glacé cherry, but if Evelyn tilted her head slightly, she could make out two familiar faces. They were peering in her direction.

‘Look, Frank,’ said the woman, ‘it’s Mrs P!’ She was wearing a busy yellow dress and had a red hibiscus flower poked behind one ear.

Frank, conveniently identified to Evelyn by his wife, appeared self-conscious in a Hawaiian shirt and a pair of shorts that revealed thin white legs. Afarmer’s tan.

They’d met before, Evelyn was sure of it, but exactly where shimmered like a mirage on the horizon.

‘Mind if we join you?’ Without waiting for a reply, the woman manoeuvred her yellow behind onto an empty sun lounger adjacent to Evelyn’s. ‘Frank, you go and find another chair, sweet.’

‘Righto,’ he said, heading off up the deck.

‘I’ve got him well trained,’ said the woman, as if her husband were a performing animal. It had never occurred to Evelyn to train Henry. If she had, maybe he’d be sitting here with her playing I Spy a Diagnosis rather than wherever he was.

‘B. Give up yet? Baker’s cyst,’ she imagined him saying from behind his cocktail, pointing to the bulge at the back of a passing passenger’s knee.

‘Are you sure? What about P for popliteal artery aneurysm?’ Of course she only imagined saying this. Henry was the doctor. She was only his wife. Awife who had over the years read and memorised every nursing textbook on her shelf, not to mention Gray’s Anatomy and most of Henry’s medical books, but nevertheless a wife.

‘Are you having a nice holiday, dear?’ Evelyn struggled to recollect the woman’s name.

‘So far so good,’ replied the woman. ‘Sea still looks calm enough, but I’ve had a big lunch. Important to have something in your stomach, you said. Best piece of medical advice I’ve heard.’ She patted her fleshy yellow stomach and laughed. She was obviously anticipating something the size of a tropical cyclone.

The woman’s husband had returned now with another sun lounger, and he set it down on the opposite side to his wife, sandwiching Evelyn.

‘Do tell us more,’ said the husband. ‘We were so enjoying your story about—’

The woman with the yellow stomach took over, not trusting her husband with the second half of the sentence. ‘Your voyage on Orcades. After you left England to start a new life in Australia. About how you met Henry.’

The outside of the right-hand glass was wet with condensation in Evelyn’s hand. She supposed she must have drunk the strange-coloured contents because the straw was soggy and the glass was empty. Her head weighed less than usual too. She closed her eyes and filled her nostrils with a different ocean.

v

We must have passed Gibraltar because I remember sitting out on the promenade deck wearing a poplin blouse and a light wool cardigan. The smart coat that had cost me a month’s wages was folded away in my suitcase back in my cabin, and I was still debating whether to give it away, imagining Australia to be perpetually warm and sunny compared to the grey London chill.

There were tiny waves that barely broke the surface of the ocean, and Orcades made light work of them. At last the ship felt stable. The memories of seasickness were growing less vivid, as I imagine a new mother soon forgets the agony of labour once she is holding a newborn in her arms. We’d entered the second phase of the voyage, in which it was boredom that had to be endured. Ino longer felt completely wretched but not yet quite normal either.

Making the most of the reprieve in the weather, I’d taken my sketchbook outside, hoping to capture a scene or two as a way to remember the passage. I’d tried to imagine my time on the ship as less of a journey and more of an adventure in itself. To embrace the experience rather than fight it.

Having managed several light meals, Iwas feeling stronger and more sociable. Ihad already got to know a handful of my fellow passengers, forming unlikely friendships in the midst of this group of assorted strangers who had little more in common than the same destination. There was something about travelling on a ship that was different to any other mode of transport. Away from civilisation, in close proximity to complete strangers who share that peculiar sense of being in limbo for weeks at a time, avoyage is unlike a journey in a train carriage or aircraft cabin. Time stands still on a ship. Like living for a while in a dream.

With my miniature palette of watercolours I had settled into a quiet spot on a vacant deckchair. There wasn’t much in the way of scenery to paint, and I was already bored of the sunsets and watery horizons that took up the first few pages of the sketchpad. Even the famous Rock of Gibraltar was a disappointment when I painted it, somehow accidental to the scene.

A group of children a little further up the deck drew my attention from the landscape. They were enjoying a sack race, under the supervision of one of the children’s hostesses. The outline of a child had begun to appear on my blank sheet of paper when I noticed a man in a white uniform standing to one side. While everyone was watching the children, cheering and clapping them as they stumbled along in their hessian sacks, he was watching me.

Although the officers wore almost identical uniforms apart from their stripes, Irecognised him immediately as the assistant surgeon. The Dr Henry Parker who’d watched me vomit and lent me his handkerchief. The supposed expert in seasickness. The same Dr Henry Parker I’d been studiously avoiding since the Bay of Biscay. Icaught his eye. Looked away. It was too late; he was already striding towards me.

‘May I see?’ Without asking, he plucked the sketchbook from my hand and began to flick between the pages. Iwrithed with as much discomfort as if he’d been appraising my naked body.

‘Be my guest,’ Isaid but the sarcasm was lost on the doctor.

‘I dare say you will improve with time,’ he said. ‘Most things improve with practice. These are not bad for a beginner.’

I chewed the inside of my cheek. Ihadn’t exactly said I was a beginner. As a child I might have stuck my tongue out behind his back, as I used to with pretentious embassy visitors, always in full view of my mother. ‘It is merely a hobby, away to pass the time.’

‘I take it you’re feeling better, Miss Des Roches?’

‘Yes, thank you.’

‘I am so relieved to hear you’ve gained your sea legs at last.’ Inoticed him glance at my unstockinged legs below my skirt hem. Icrossed them demurely at the ankles and pulled my skirt down a fraction.

‘Do you paint, Doctor?’

‘No. Iam merely an admirer.’ He held my eyes for a moment longer than was comfortable. ‘Iconsider myself more of a poet.’

I noticed his front teeth were chaotic, his lips and tongue catching on them as he spoke. So much of his immediate appearance suggested an Englishman that when he spoke I was taken aback as much by his unexpected Antipodean accent as his demands to examine my sketchbook. Ihadn’t noticed it the last time we’d met, when I’d parted with my stomach contents.

‘Banjo Paterson?’ Iknew only one Australian poet. One poem, in fact. The Man from Snowy River. Slipping the clutches of a boozy-breathed Santa Claus at one embassy Christmas party, I’d played with the daughter of the Australian ambassador, who, as the visitor, had chosen the game, an elaborate re-enactment of the bush poet’s famous work, adapted for two eight-year-old girls.

‘Samuel Taylor Coleridge, actually,’ he replied, drawing himself up to his full height.

‘The Tale of the Ancient Mariner?’

‘Rime, Miss Des Roches. The Rime of the Ancient Mariner. One hundred and forty-three verses of it.’

He handed back my sketchbook. Isnapped it shut and clutched it against my chest. ‘Well I’m sure you’re very busy, Dr Parker. Iwouldn’t want to keep you from your patients.’ Piqued, Istiffened and readjusted my spine. How dare he.

Dr Henry Parker didn’t take the hint. He seemed rooted to the spot at the end of my deckchair. ‘I’m in no hurry.’

I was trapped. At sea in the middle of an endless four-week voyage, Icould hardly tell him I had somewhere else I had to be. We’d exchanged barely more than a few sentences and yet this pompous young man was already maddeningly under my skin. The more I tried to scratch, the more he itched. Human eczema.

There was an awkward silence, which Dr Parker was in no hurry to fill.

‘I will return the handkerchief,’ Isaid. ‘Once I’ve had it laundered.’

‘There’s no need. Ihave several.’

More silence.

‘Do you make a habit of saving young women who are travelling alone?’

‘Not as a rule.’

‘Are you married, Dr Parker?’ Idon’t know why I said it. Under normal circumstances it would have been a perfectly acceptable small-talk opener, but I regretted the words as soon as they left my lips.

‘No. Not married. Iam next in line for a promotion, to surgeon. I’ll have my very own ship soon.’

‘And are the two mutually exclusive?’

‘Not necessarily, but the wives of ships’ doctors are a unique breed. It’s not for everyone.’

‘I see. And yet I’m sure there are many women who would jump at the chance to live such a glamorous life.’ Igambled with sarcasm and lost.

He looked at me, scrutinising me closely. ‘Yes?’

I was suddenly aware of my hair, and set to tidying the loose strands around my forehead. Itried dismissive this time, asafer bet. ‘Iimagine there are women like that.’

‘Prepared to make that sacrifice?’

‘No doubt. Those without careers, naturally.’

It was still a time when women gave up nursing after they married, and of my cohort at St Thomas’ the previous year, several had already left the profession to walk down the aisle. What a waste, I’d thought as I’d wished them well.

‘What about you, Miss Des Roches? Do you have a career?’

‘I am a nurse,’ Isaid. Istood up at that point, delighted to find that I was virtually the same height as Dr Parker. ‘Apparently Australia is crying out for nurses.’

‘Nursing is an admirable pursuit for a young woman,’ he said, as if I’d told him I was taking up embroidery or stamp collecting.

‘And not one that should be taken lightly,’ Isnapped. ‘Ipresume you have heard of Florence Nightingale?’ He nodded. ‘It seems a commonly received idea among men and even women themselves that it requires nothing but a disappointment in love, the want of an object, ageneral disgust, or incapacity for other things, to turn a woman into a good nurse.’

I watched him push his hands into his pockets and sway backwards and forwards on his hips as though enjoying some joke at my expense. ‘Well said, Miss Des Roches.’

His deliberately enunciated consonants were beginning to irritate me; his attempt at cultivating a BBC accent, Iimagined. At that moment there was nothing I wanted more than to throw him over the railings into the water and never see that haughty expression ever again.

‘And you, Dr Parker, you’ve never considered a career as a proper doctor?’

To be fair, he didn’t flinch as he pulled another monogrammed handkerchief from his pocket and, removing his uniform cap, began to mop his brow. His hair, short around the sides as was the fashion, with a flattened quiff of sandy hair on the top, hadn’t fared well beneath his hat in the heat.

‘On the contrary, Iwas offered a surgical rotation at Oxford after finishing my degree there. Iturned it down,’ he said. So, he had fancy letters after his name, letters that spelled out what a twit he was.

‘And you gave up all that to run away to sea?’

His expression changed and he stared into the distance with a wistful look. ‘My father’s ancestors arrived with the First Fleet in 1788. My mother is descended from survivors of the Spanish Armada. The sea is in my blood.’ Apparently the fact that his heritage included eighteenth-century criminals and unfortunate Spanish sailors was sufficient justification for him to turn down a prestigious surgical training at Oxford. He took a step back and put his cap on again.

‘I take it you’ll be heading to London after we dock in Sydney then?’ Ipushed away a whiff of disappointment.

‘Along with the Australian cricket team and half of the Empire for the coronation,’ he said, smiling again. Isensed we were back in safe territory once more. ‘Too valuable a cargo to leave to the amateurs, and I hear those cricket fellows make the worst sailors.’ With that he tapped the side of his nose as if sharing a piece of gossip.

We were standing very close, both now holding the varnished handrail and looking out at the endless curve of the earth. Icould feel my heart beating differently, lively and mischievous. Hot blood sluiced through my atria and ventricles with every contraction. Ifelt the sharp snap of the aortic and mitral valves. Icould conjure instantly the diagram from the textbook and feel the urgent pumping of blood to every corner of my body.

The awkward silence returned.

‘Well, Imustn’t hold you up, Dr Parker.’

‘I will leave you to your sketching.’ He took a small book from his shirt pocket and gestured towards me with it. ‘And I will go and bother Samuel Taylor Coleridge instead.’
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A Very Irate Passenger


Evelyn couldn’t understand why she was late. Like sand plummeting through an hourglass, the day had run away from her. Furthermore, having gone to the trouble of writing herself a note on the back of one of the envelopes, she was even more frustrated to arrive amongst the stragglers.

DINNER 8 pm DO NOT BE LATE.

The envelope was there in her handbag, alongside the pocket map, the mints, the bad-luck seagull, ateacake and her mother’s tiara. She’d left another, lying on the dressing-table-desk.

HENRY – IAM LOOKING FOR YOU. STAY IN THE CABIN UNTIL I RETURN. SOMETHING IMPORTANT TO DISCUSS. E.

It was a long shot, aremote chance that she and Henry could simply be missing each other. Like passing ships on an actual ship. It was best to cover all the possibilities.

Dinner was well under way, every table filled with diners already tucking into their delicious meals. There was a low-pitched bass of conversation, accompanied by the percussion of cutlery and crockery in motion. Warm air escaped from the bodies and hot plates, the overcompensation of the air conditioning making the foyer feel chilly.

The indecipherable telling-the-time thing hung from Evelyn’s wrist and offered no clue as to why they’d moved second-sitting dinner forward. Beyond holding her handkerchief under the wristband, the thing was as good as useless.

Was it possible that she’d missed clocks? Usually when the ship crossed a time zone, the daily newsletter would forewarn the passengers and the clock change (known as ‘clocks’ among the ship’s company) spoken of in the dining room that evening. It was hard to miss, but not impossible. She’d even done it once, early in her career as a wife, winding her clock forward an hour instead of back and turning up to breakfast before the sun was up. That was in the days when she was young enough for people to laugh it off.

The worst thing about being late was that punctuality had always been her strong suit. Matron had often praised her for her prompt arrivals. It came of self-discipline, something she’d adhered to, determined to live her life on board as more than one long holiday. Evelyn had always forged her own schedule – office hours of sorts – by breaking down the day into hour-long segments. An hour for breakfast. An hour to walk a mile around the deck. An hour for this lecture or that craft class. Aweekly visit to the hairdresser lasted an hour. In the afternoons, for reading and penning letters to her mother in the D deck writing room, she allowed two hours. On sea days she allocated an hour on the bed after lunch, in the early days of their marriage making love when Henry slipped back to the cabin, then in later years preferring a good book instead.

Outside the restaurant, Evelyn was greeted by a young waiter wearing a tricolour waistcoat and holding a plastic dispenser.

‘Good evening, Mrs Parker,’ he said, squirting clear jelly into her palms.

It was cold and for a moment Evelyn couldn’t think what to do with it. The waiter helpfully demonstrated that she should spread it across her hands.

‘Is this absolutely necessary?’ Evelyn felt instantly light-headed with the fumes from her now wet and chilly hands.

‘New hygiene regulations, ma’am.’

‘Good heavens.’ Evelyn had not reached her dotage by being riddled with germs. Good old-fashioned soap and water had kept her clean enough to survive every virus since 1932. She noticed a grubby-looking young man sneak past the waiter, however, and rapidly changed her mind.

Every nurse ought to be careful to wash her hands very frequently during the day. If her face too, so much the better.

Things spread quickly on a ship: bugs, rumours, panic. It was best to take precautions. Remembering Florence Nightingale on the subject, Evelyn rubbed the gel vigorously between her palms, and finished with a pat of her cheeks, as she’d seen Henry do with his aftershave. It stung, but she felt very clean, and exceptionally ready for dinner.

She paused to examine a new thought. Henry’s aftershave. Sadly, Evelyn could more easily call to mind Henry’s scent than she could the exact arrangement of features on his face. She wondered if a sniffer dog might be more use than a pocket map if she was going to find her husband.

‘I’ll see myself to my usual table,’ said a clinically sterile Evelyn, sidestepping a second waiter who offered to escort her.

This was one time she didn’t want to make a grand entrance, happy to skulk to the table and either find her husband there waiting for her or else tick it off as another place that Henry wasn’t. Admittedly there were other restaurants on the ship where passengers could eat casually without fixed seating. But this kind of dining wasn’t for Henry. He’d tried pizza once and hadn’t got on very well with it. She made a mental note to cross off the pizzeria on her pocket map. And the self-service ice-cream-cone station for the same reason.

‘Madam, please wait,’ called the waiter after her.

Evelyn lifted the skirt of her dress and accelerated, her Finding Henry shoes offering pleasing traction against the dining-room carpet.

Left at the first table, follow the row to the windows.

Evelyn had barely made the first left when she felt a hand on her arm.

He holds him with his skinny hand ... Hold off! unhand me, grey-beard loon! Evelyn swung her handbag, hitting the waiter on the shoulder. He let go and began to massage the site of the impact. Obviously she hadn’t meant to cause an injury but the bag was heavier than usual and had developed surprising momentum.

‘Please, Mrs Parker. Ihave a table for you over here.’

‘Our table is over there. We always sit at the same table. Twenty years we’ve been sitting at the second table past the pillar.’

‘But, madam, your usual table has been taken.’

‘Taken? Where has it gone?’

‘Occupied, madam. By a VIP.’

Evelyn could feel her heart beating erratically. It was all over the place, as was her evening. ‘But my husband and I are Very Important Passengers too.’ Soon to be Very Irate Passengers.

Surely if a former ship’s doctor and his wife didn’t command VIP status aboard the ship – the ship on which they had lived since it was launched – she didn’t know who did. To Evelyn’s dismay, reinforcements arrived and a second round of placation began.

‘I am terribly sorry, Mrs Parker,’ said a man. Reassuringly for Evelyn, he was wearing a shiny tie instead of a tricolour waistcoat. At last she might get somewhere. ‘Please let me explain.’

He went to lead her by the arm, but Evelyn brandished her handbag and was pleased to see him flinch and clasp his hands in submission. She wasn’t one to resort to violence as a rule, but the stress of losing Henry had brought out an emboldened and unusually forthright side to her. For a split second she recognised the feisty young nurse who’d booked herself a passage to Australia. Her heroine Florence Nightingale had had a reputation as something of a contrarian, awoman not to be trifled with. Evelyn considered it a worthy aspiration. She imagined herself in a long dark dress, wearing a white lace cap and apron.

‘This is outrageous!’ The new emboldened Evelyn was determined to stand her ground, regardless of the looks she was attracting from the other diners. ‘Ihave been evicted from my table!’ She raised her handbag a fraction. ‘Adefenceless old lady!’

The man in the shiny tie shied at her raised voice. His name badge said Bruno and displayed an Italian flag.

Beyond the pillar, her steadfast landmark, Evelyn could see the table for two in its usual position, bathed in the peachy caress of the setting sun. The sunset that was rightfully hers and Henry’s. Aportly man in a suit had his back to her. He was sitting in Henry’s usual seat. Opposite, where Evelyn always sat, was a woman who looked half his age. They were tucking into their entrees, oblivious to the unfolding commotion.

Following her gaze, the Italian tried to explain. ‘That’s the managing director of the company. He’s on board for the cruise.’

‘I don’t care if he’s King Neptune, tell him and his daughter they’re sitting at my table,’ said Evelyn, indignant.

A hush fell over the dining room, leaving the Italian holding his breath, unsure of what to do next. The managing director looked around briefly, patted his mouth with his napkin then returned to his dinner.

‘Between you and me, Mrs P,’ said a woman appearing from nowhere, ‘Idon’t think that’s his daughter.’ She had big giggly teeth and a kind face. The background noise of eating and drinking resumed. ‘Now why don’t you come and join Frank and me over here?’

Frank and the giggly, bubbly, fizzy woman. Evelyn knew she knew them from somewhere. Fizzy cola. Nola. And Frank.

‘I wouldn’t want to intrude,’ said Evelyn.

‘Don’t you worry. We’ve nearly finished but I’m sure we could squeeze in another course to keep you company.’

‘I wouldn’t want you to overeat on my account.’

‘Nonsense. We’d be more than happy to. We only requested first sitting dinner so we can get to the show and be in plenty of time for the midnight buffet.’

‘First sitting? You mean you’ve been eating since six-thirty?’ Evelyn imagined if Nola talked less, she wouldn’t need two sittings to finish her dinner.

‘This is first sitting, Mrs P,’ said Nola gently. ‘It’s only seven o’clock. Ithink you’re a tad early.’

Early? Awhole hour early. Evelyn was relieved she wasn’t late after all. This was proof that she wasn’t going dotty. She still had time to be on time for Henry. Better than that, to be early. She was pleased she hadn’t made a scene.

An extra place was made at Frank and Nola’s table, and a nervous-looking waiter handed Evelyn a French-themed menu. She placed her handbag under her chair, comforted to know that all her important things were within easy reach.

The ship’s printing press must be faulty again because the menu was blurred. Luckily she already knew that French night meant a choice of beef consommé or twice-baked goat’s cheese soufflé, followed by boeuf bourguignon or carré d’agneau rôti with Napoléon de légumes.

Her dining companions were already on their desserts. In the old days passengers would only be served the same course the captain was currently eating, rather like the Queen at a banquet. Things were more relaxed nowadays, and the waiter offered to fetch her whatever she fancied. Nola was tucking into chocolate mousse and Frank, tarte tatin. Evelyn didn’t want to hold them up and, ironically, wasn’t a big fan of French cuisine. She ordered vanilla ice cream.

‘Vera used to get terrible heartburn if I fed her too late,’ Nola was saying as the waiter returned with the ice cream.

Vera? Evelyn was none the wiser. She felt as if she’d joined the conversation after a pit stop and was trying to warm up her new tyres. Henry had always felt more comfortable with wheels than balls, and as a big motor-racing fan he enjoyed nothing more than a fifty-lap snooze in front of the grand prix on the ship’s sport channel.

‘Nola is a wonderful cook, Mrs Parker,’ said Frank through a mouthful of shortcrust pastry. ‘The doctors were sure all that home-cooked food was the reason Vera lived so long.’

‘If I’d known that, we might have been on this holiday years ago,’ muttered Nola.

‘My mother was a big cheese eater, Mrs Parker,’ said Frank proudly.

Evelyn spooned ice cream into her mouth but her thoughts had drifted back to Florence Nightingale.

‘Cheese is not usually digestible by the sick,’ she said thoughtfully. ‘But it is pure nourishment for repairing waste; and I have seen sick, and not a few either, whose craving for cheese shewed how much it was needed by them.’

‘We’re big cheese eaters too,’ said Nola. ‘Aren’t we, Frank?’

‘We certainly are,’ he replied, patting the back of her hand. ‘Big cheese eaters.’

They sat in companionable silence, bonded by their mutual appreciation for cheese. Evelyn liked these people. They were her new friends. She’d lost Henry but discovered Frank and Nola instead. And Vera. And cheese.

All too soon, Evelyn’s dessert was gone, her spoon left resting in a creamy puddle at the bottom of the dish. At neighbouring tables diners were leaving, their meals finished, ready to join the scrum for the best seats in the show lounge.

‘Once upon a time,’ said Evelyn, thinking out loud, ‘dinner was the highlight of the day. The main event if you like.’

‘Is that so?’ Nola ran her finger across her dessert plate and licked off the remnant chocolate. ‘Ibet you’ve had dinner with some interesting people in your time, Mrs P.’

v

On my twenty-first birthday I arrived in the restaurant to find Dr Henry Parker sitting at the head of my table. The captain was entertaining a table of well-to-dos on the other side of the restaurant and several other of the senior ship’s officers were similarly holding court at their own tables. Iwas embarrassed to find this particular member of the ship’s company dining with me, remembering the awkwardness of our previous meetings. Istill had his monogrammed handkerchief. My fellow dining companions, on the other hand, were already making quite a fuss of him.

‘Miss Des Roches, this is Dr Parker, the assistant surgeon. He’s joining us for dinner.’ The self-appointed spokesperson for our table was a wealthy widow from Tunbridge Wells whose daughter and son-in-law had emigrated to Melbourne a couple of years before. Despite being twice his age, the widow flirted with our guest in a most unedifying way. ‘We’re very honoured to sit at your table, Doctor.’

‘May I suggest that it is the other way round, that the doctor is sitting at our table?’ Iacknowledged Dr Parker by way of a brief nod and turned my attention to the menu.

Dr Parker loosened his collar with a finger. ‘You are quite right, Miss Des Roches,’ he said. ‘Please forgive my intrusion.’

I could feel his eyes on me. Istudiously avoided meeting them, determined not to interact with him. He’d already watched me throw up, criticised my sketches and patronised me. He was rude, condescending and aloof. Exactly the kind of man I would never marry. Not even if he asked me.

Table twenty-seven was in the very centre of the restaurant, arectangular table for six, although there had only ever been five of us seated around it. My fellow diners, apart from the merry widow, were a couple from Surrey and their fifteen-year-old son, Edward. Having spent the previous ten evenings eating dinner with them, Ihad started to relax and enjoy their company.

The conversation was usually light, the widow proving somewhat of a mimic, and highly entertaining company. The teenage boy, amathematical genius by all accounts, for the most part stayed silent and tongue-tied, with a habit of staring at me. If I ever caught his gaze and smiled, he would turn beetroot red and look hastily at his plate. His father kept him on a tight rein, prodding him to sit up straight several times during each course.

The young lad seemed quite relieved to have a new diner at the table, as Dr Henry Parker soon became the focus of the evening, even drawing attention away from Edward’s perpetual slouching. It was as though he came to life in Henry’s presence, and the two fell almost immediately into a kind of mental jousting. An intellectual arm-wrestle. It soon became clear that I was the one they were trying to impress.

The merry widow proposed a toast to coincide with the arrival of the main course.

‘Here’s to Dr Henry Parker, our distinguished guest.’

‘The pleasure is all mine,’ said the young doctor. He looked at me as he said it. ‘Mr P. G. Wodehouse maintained that in an emergency the ship’s doctor could always be located playing deck quoits with the prettiest girl on board.’

If it had been his intention to embarrass me, then he would have been disappointed because if my nursing training had taught me one thing, it was how to suppress a blush.

He continued, ‘This is not entirely true, because invariably the prettiest girl becomes the domain of the chief officer, and the doctor is obliged to act as wingman and entertain her friend. Or seek more intellectually robust company.’

They all laughed at this. All except me. Was I the robust company? Iwas relieved that Dr Parker obviously relished my intellect, but his honesty, on the night of my coming of age, cut my young ego to the quick.

While I seethed and broiled, the other adults continued to interrogate Dr Henry Parker, shooting a barrage of the obvious questions at him like a firing squad. What did he do all day? What did he recommend for seasickness? Was there a morgue on the ship? Ionly prayed that no one was planning to take advantage of our captive medic and offer up ailments for free advice.

I sat back and took it in. Took him in. He looked even younger than he’d first appeared when we met on the deck. In his mess kit of short white jacket fastened with gold buttons
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