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I suppose what I believe is not that the cards can tell you anything you don’t already know, or that they have magical answers to your questions, but that they give you … they give you the space to question …?

The Death of Mrs Westaway, Ruth Ware
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Navigation deck

[image: A side profile of the Maldemer yacht with its name and Bermuda written beside a logo featuring a sleek yacht. The design highlights the yacht’s multi-deck structure.]
Sky deck

[image: A deck of the yacht includes a grand saloon, an atrium and a master cabin for Sir Billy and Lady Hardcastle. A dining saloon is also situated at one end of the deck.]
Panorama deck

[image: A deck plan features a cabin for Mister Aspray, a double cabin for Miss Bunting-Jones, VIP cabins for Mister Hudson and Missus Hardcastle-Hudson, Mister and Missus Tate and Missus Mayham, a technical area, a lobby, a Chagall staircase and afterdeck.]
Beach deck

[image: A deck comprises a beach club, gallery walkways and service, store and technical areas leading to the tender garage.]
Service deck

[image: A deck features an engine room, crew mess, services, technical areas and crew quarters, gallery, laundry room, technical area and a cabin C C 2 F S for Mister Delamare.]
Bilges

[image: A deck features fuel transit and technical areas and anchor storage.]
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CHAPTER 1

For the hundredth time, I wish I’d never agreed to come along. It sounded like a fabulous idea – Atlantic cruise, all expenses paid – and of course I love spending time with Xéra, my dear, kind friend. But from the second I stepped aboard I knew it was a mistake. I don’t have the right clothes, or conversation, or even attitude for a superyacht. As for my fellow passengers, well, they’re not my kind of people, not at all.

It probably doesn’t help that they all know I’m a last-minute addition to the party, invited along by Xéra – let’s be honest – on a whim. The official line is that I’m helping her with her current project, but I suspect she felt she needed an ally, a familiar, friendly face. The others are all her new husband’s family, plus various hangers-on.

The wedding was a small high-society affair – I wasn’t invited – and I’m not yet sure what to make of Sir Billy. And the project in question is a memoir of her family business, which isn’t normally my kind of thing either; I scratch a living in the food world, so I’m more at home with recipes for Bonfire Night or how to spatchcock a chicken. On the other hand, she’s serious about it and has a mainstream publisher interested; to say nothing of the generous advance on offer to me. This is apparently being paid by Billy (Xéra rather charmingly pronounces it as Bee-yee), though I have yet to see a penny.

I dress nervously, looking at my watch every few seconds. I don’t want to be first to arrive for dinner, making it look like I’m desperate for a drink, nor do I want to be late and make an entrance (like last night). Especially not when I’m wearing the same clothes as yesterday and they’re all dressed to the nines.

Of course, I wouldn’t be here at all if it weren’t for my disaster back home. The house was flooded and the insurers have moved in these huge drying machines, which roar away morning, noon and night.

When she heard, Xéra was straight on the phone. Would I care to join her and her new husband on a private cruise to the Caribbean – a sort of honeymoon voyage, with a few close friends? They’d find me a nice little cabin and we could get stuck into the writing with few distractions.

Normally the idea would fill me with dread – cooped up with a shipful of the wealthy and entitled – but it seemed like the answer to a prayer. What’s more, Julie – my best friend and colleague at Escape magazine – said I’d be mad to turn it down, and I trust her judgement. So it is that I find myself aboard Motor Yacht Maldemer, bobbing about off the coast of Cornwall, wishing I were anywhere but here.

If it weren’t for Xéra, that is. Socially, we’re chalk and cheese: she a Parisian socialite, usually to be spotted on the pages of HELLO!, on the slopes at Aspen, or at the latest Mayfair restaurant opening; while I eke out a living with poorly paid magazine work and just about manage to make ends meet.

Nevertheless, we’ve enjoyed a long and tender friendship. She was an old friend of Marcus, my late partner, and the first of his friends to whom he introduced me; he was a lawyer, and she’d originally been a client. When I erupted into Marcus’s previously heterosexual life, the news was greeted generally with embarrassment, coldness or – much, much worse – fervent declarations of rainbow solidarity. Xéra, however, greeted me with a shrug and a smile, and offered her hand in friendship. It was as warm as her heart and beautifully manicured.

Since he died, one year and eleven months ago, she’s kept faithfully in touch, phoning often and sending thoughtful cards. And whenever we meet, she insists on presenting me with choice, expensive gifts. Arriving in my cabin last night, I found a small, beribboned orange box containing a whistle on a leather strap – eighteen-carat gold from Hermès. When I thanked her she said it was for ‘calling taxis’; it probably cost more than my monthly retainer from Escape, and judging by its pitch, is really for summoning gundogs.

I’m jolted from my daydreams by a ping from my laptop. Since embarking yesterday afternoon, the Wi-Fi signal has been frustratingly intermittent, but my inbox has started flashing. I know at once who it must be from, because I set up a special email address for the voyage and only one person has it: Julie, the mere thought of whom makes me glow with warmth and affection.

I open the message to find a photograph of a tarot card (her latest obsession) plus a line of question marks. I guiltily remember that I promised her a full report after we embarked, and tap out a hasty reply, making an effort to sound more upbeat than I truly feel.


From: Paul Delamare/Aboard M/Y Maldemer

Monday 7.21 p.m.

Subject: Sorry!

To: Julie Johnson

48°08’06.0”N 10°50’51.9”W (about 320 nautical miles west of the Scilly Isles, sea level)

Hi Julie,

It’s all been such a rush – and now you’ll have to forgive me, I’ve precisely six minutes till I need to head up to dinner.

Thanks so much for waving me off – love the nautical outfit. Wish you’d been there when Tower Bridge opened for us and we sailed through, unforgettable even in the pouring rain.

The yacht! No photographs allowed … but it’s unbelievable. I haven’t done the full tour yet but it’s all Baccarat chandeliers, marble staircases and priceless artworks, including a real Miró in the dining saloon.

Xéra’s as blissful as ever and a joy to be with. I wish you could see this stupendous necklace she’s been given by the new hubby. I’m not sure what to make of Sir Billy yet; he seems a bit, well, uncouth.

All the guest cabins are full so I’ve been allocated a cubby-hole in the crew quarters. A bit of a squeeze, but good for below-deck gossip. It’s not a great vibe among the crew – they’re whingeing that the cruise was booked at the last minute and they’re terribly short-staffed. But don’t worry, I’m not offering to muck in. I shall be staying strictly on the other side of the service door this trip.

One minor disaster is that while I was boarding the water taxi, my duffel bag somehow fell in the water. They managed to hook it out before it sank but it was totally waterlogged, and I’m still waiting for my things to come back from the laundry.

Apart from that, I haven’t a care in the world. Ten glorious days of sea and sunshine in Xéra’s charming company … It’s going to be such a treat and thank you for persuading me to accept the invitation.

Love you,

Paul

P.S. I’m guessing the Hanged Man tarot card is to punish me for leaving you dangling?






CHAPTER 2

Tonight’s dinner is a sit-down affair, and I find myself placed at the very bottom of the table. The suspicion crosses my mind that I might have been invited not just to provide moral support for Xéra, but to even up the numbers. Furthermore, the young woman to my right, whose name card is inscribed ‘Karol-Kate’, isn’t a real guest at all, she’s a dog handler, brought along to look after a fluffy little animal perched beside her.

‘Bichon Frisé?’ I ask. She grunts in the affirmative.

I don’t approve of spoilt dogs – it’s not fair on them – and I note with approval that this one, whose name is Colefax, isn’t fed scraps from the table. Between courses, the pair leave the dining saloon for what I assume to be a comfort break, because the handler returns with the corner of a black doggy poo bag sticking out of her pocket. Gross!

I listen in on conversations around the table – not difficult, as the voices are loud – and chip in as best I can. Someone makes a disparaging remark about the salmon – which is, there’s no denying it, tragically overcooked – and I meekly suggest that we should give the chef a day or two to settle in, as it’s always a challenge to cook in an unfamiliar kitchen. The lemon tart that follows has a familiar look about it – Marks and Spencer’s Gastropub range, if I’m not mistaken – then finally, a surprisingly decent cheeseboard. After this has been polished off – the men hacking themselves ungainly chunks with no regard to how fine cheeses should properly be cut – I observe Sir Billy whisper something to Xéra, and she disappears.

There’s something imperious in his manner – a man used to ordering other people about – and after this he stands up abruptly and marches into the adjacent grand saloon, in which florid surroundings we are served after-dinner coffee in dainty gilded cups.

There, the chit-chat continues. You can tell that everyone would really like to say goodnight and go to bed, except that – as in the presence of royalty – it would be impolite to do so before our host and hostess give the signal. Sir Billy, having loosened his collar, keeps looking round, impatient for his wife’s return.

A minute later we hear a distant scream. I’ve come to realize the atmosphere aboard a chartered superyacht isn’t as hushed or polite as you might expect; except that this cry isn’t because there’s no slimline tonic, or a favourite lipstick has gone missing, but one of genuine horror.

The guests decide to ignore it for the time being and resume conversation, but there it is again! Now the room falls quiet and we look at one another in alarm. Sir Billy jumps up just as Xéra bursts through the doorway.

‘Mon dieu! Help me, someone!’ The prisms in the chandeliers tinkle in discord as she staggers across the room, ashen-faced and with her shining dark hair in disarray. ‘C’est disparue! Where has it gone?’ She holds up a coral suede jewellery box, shakes it pointlessly and, convulsed with tears, drops it to the floor.

I know what should be in that box because she showed it to me just a few hours ago: her bridal gift from Sir Billy – her historic necklace, known as the De Lage Treasure.

I leap up to comfort her, only to find myself bulldozed aside by Sir Billy, purple in the face.

‘What the hell?’ he bellows, seizing her by the arm. ‘Well, where’s it gone?’

She looks around the circle of guests in mute appeal – they sit in stunned silence, as if turned to stone. She puts a hand to her heart: ‘It was there this afternoon, chéri – I showed it to Paul in my boudoir.’

Sir Billy shoots me a venomous glance then continues, in a low voice tinged with menace: ‘Tell me you put it back in the safe, darling, like I explained you must.’

Although there are mutterings of concern at her announcement, my fellow passengers look surprisingly serene; the effect of Botox, no doubt, that scourge of the furrowed brow or wide-eyed alarm. Not Xéra, however – who appears to have aged ten years. Besides the shock of her loss, I can see something else in her eyes: could it be fear?

‘Very well,’ growls Sir Billy, making a slow survey of the room. ‘That necklace will be found, if we have to rip the yacht to pieces. And when I discover who stole it …’ His gaze settles unmistakably on me. ‘I’ll have him keelhauled!’




CHAPTER 3

The captain is summoned by intercom, and strides in a minute later with the chief stewardess in tow and a practised flick of his lustrous black hair.

‘Please explain the happening,’ he says, calmly authoritative despite his imperfect English. His colleague, an eye-catching redhead with CHALLIS – CHIEF STEWARDESS embroidered across her top pocket, picks up the empty jewellery box and shows it to him.

‘Madame’s necklace?’ says the captain, with a frown and another toss of his hair. ‘When has this happened?’

‘I showed it to Paul while we were having tea this afternoon, Captain Romer,’ stammers Xéra. All eyes swivel towards me accusingly – including the boot-button eyes of the Bichon Frisé, ensconced on the lap of the dog handler. ‘Then I placed it in the top drawer of my dressing table – it was there when we left for dinner.’

‘The first place a thief would look,’ throws in Sir Billy.

Xéra ignores this. ‘Everyone wanted to see it and I was planning to show them after dinner.’

‘There was no sign of any disturbance in the cabin,’ protests Challis, in a broad Australian accent. ‘Cross my heart – not when I went in an hour ago, anyway.’

‘What were you doing in there?’ barks Sir Billy.

‘Turning down the bed.’

‘In the middle of dinner?’

‘When else am I meant to do it?’ she returns, with a flash of her green-as-glass eyes, then remembers herself. ‘Whenever there’s a lull – for instance, when you’re eating – I do the cabins.’

‘Ours was locked, presumably?’

‘Of course. I unlocked it using my—’

The captain holds up a hand, displaying an ostentatious chunk of tantalum and gunmetal on his wrist. It’s an Urwerk – how much do they pay superyacht captains, for heaven’s sake? ‘An immediate search of the yacht I will launch. We are not a large vessel and we will all night continue, no problem, until it is found.’

‘What about the police?’ says Sir Billy. ‘This needs to be done by the book. No stone unturned.’

‘If you mean the British police, sir, we are presently in international waters. But Maldemer can to port return if you wish. The nearest—’

‘We’re not under British jurisdiction, is what he’s getting at,’ cuts in a pompous male voice – this is Sir Billy’s money man, Russell. There’s something unsavoury about him, with his overhanging belly, sallow complexion and smeary rimless glasses. ‘Plus we fly under a flag of convenience, which is another complication.’

‘As long as you’re sure about that,’ says Sir Billy. ‘We mustn’t cut corners. Let’s start the search immediately. You lead the way, Captain, and Russell and I will follow you, making notes as we go. I don’t want anyone to be able to say the boat wasn’t scoured from top to bottom.’

‘Are the guest cabins to be searched as well, sir?’ asks Challis.

‘Let’s do those first,’ says Sir Billy, with an obvious flick of his eyes in my direction. ‘Until we find that bloody necklace, no one’s going to bed.’




CHAPTER 4

The search party stomps off, Sir Billy in the lead, leaving his guests to tend to Xéra’s shattered nerves; not exactly in the honeymoon spirit.

I go to the bar, select a bottle of Rémy Martin Louis XIII Age Inconnu and pour Xéra a glass. In normal circumstances I’d join her – esoteric cognacs are very much my thing – but at times like this, it pays to stay sharp.

Being robbed is one of the hazards of being rich, and it’s by no means a first for Xéra: in the fifteen years I’ve known her she’s had her handbag snatched in Barcelona, a brand-new Mini vanish in Monaco and been held at gunpoint in the car park below her apartment in the Avenue Foch. But losing something as priceless and historical as the De Lage Treasure is in a different league.

‘That huge pink diamond,’ says Sir Billy’s daughter in a languid voice, slumping down on the sofa. Elise is ash blonde and in her early thirties, with a creamy complexion and cool blue eyes; she describes herself as an interior decorator, though I can’t see her nailing picture hooks into the wall, or up a ladder hanging curtains.

‘It wasn’t a diamond,’ I say, matter-of-factly. ‘It was a Padparadscha sapphire.’

The others glare at me but it’s what Xéra told me: an exceedingly rare and exotic lotus-pink sapphire, originally from Sri Lanka.

‘Sort of piece that really belongs in a museum,’ Elise continues, picking an imaginary speck of dust off her silk trousers. Hardly the sort of comment to console her traumatized stepmother, though it’s true: Sir Billy bought the Treasure privately through some dubious-sounding middleman, much to the annoyance of the V&A. She then adds, as an afterthought: ‘Though I’m sure it looked lovely on you, Xéra dear.’

Next, it’s the turn of Elise’s husband, Shane. ‘Not safe anywhere these days,’ he says, slightly slurred. Shane Hudson is a famous and recently retired tennis player, who Marcus and I once saw lose at Wimbledon (very graciously). As befits someone who’s spent his life in the fresh air being admired by fans, he’s buff, tanned and confident, with reddish-blondish stubble – that unusual hair colour known as strawberry blond. All these beautiful people make me feel very ordinary and out of my depth. ‘Still, don’t worry, Xéra, they’ll have it on CCTV, whoever did it,’ he says, leaning back and suppressing a yawn.

Xéra stays silent and frozen-faced, staring into the middle distance.

Shane pours himself another brandy (his third, by my count), produces a pack of cards from nowhere and sets himself up a game of solitaire. Meanwhile, another guest, a well-groomed American in his late twenties called Blue, makes his way to the keyboard of the grand piano and starts fiddling with his cufflinks.

Yesterday evening this young man, who evidently models himself on Jake Gyllenhaal, let slip that he played and was ‘persuaded’ to the keyboard: you could tell he was itching for it. Once again, he’s overdressed – tonight in a midnight-blue tuxedo and open-neck dress shirt showing a smooth, tanned chest.

‘Give us something soothing,’ suggests Elise. ‘You know – soft and jazzy.’

Shane shoots his wife a glance, then snorts and slaps down a card.

‘Don’t you think it might seem, well, a little frivolous?’ I offer. Last night’s performance was decidedly toe-tapping, culminating in a fancy arrangement of ‘One’ from A Chorus Line, complete with hand-crossing and up-and-down glissandi.

‘Oh, go on,’ says Elise. ‘We can’t just sit here staring at the carpet.’

Requiring no further encouragement, the Jake-Gyllenhaal-alike drifts into a soft and moody selection; he’s no Bill Evans, but I guess it’s better than listening to one another breathing. Half an hour later, he’s still at it. I pick out ‘Three Times A Lady’ and see him flash a suave smile at his ring of female admirers.

At which point Shane rouses himself from his brandied slumber, stares glassily at the pianist and mouths the word ‘fag’.

It’s after one o’clock by the time the search is abandoned and we’re allowed back into our cabins. Chief Stewardess Challis catches me at the door to inform me that Sir Billy and the captain wish to interview me after breakfast.

‘That’s outrageous!’ I say. ‘Why have I been singled out?’

‘You were the last to see it. Apart from Madame, of course.’




CHAPTER 5

I tread my weary way below deck and along interminable narrow corridors to my micro-cabin, which is in the bow of the yacht. Officially I may be a guest, but it doesn’t feel like it.

Along the way, I replay what was happening during dinner, when the larceny occurred. Only three people left the dining saloon: Elise, to ‘powder her nose’; Blue, the young American, to fetch a wrap for someone who complained she was sitting in a draught; and dog handler Karol-Kate, so the dog could do its business. None was absent for more than five minutes, giving precious little time for the thief to sneak into the master cabin, locate the jewels, hide them and return looking cool as a cucumber.

As for the crew, they come across as totally professional, and I have no doubt they’re exhaustively vetted before being let loose in this kind of environment. If one of them was stupid enough to steal the necklace, they’ll surely get caught.

I’m at the last bend when I collide with a large obstacle propped against the wall. Something about it looks familiar, and the letters ‘CC 11 FS’, plus a sticky label bearing my name – misspelt, of course – confirm my suspicions. It is indeed the door of my cabin, rudely wrenched off and dumped in the corridor.

I don’t know why it upsets me so much that no one can ever get my name right: it’s Delamare, not Delamere (which is a service station on the M4). I’m lucky the river police let me aboard, because the boarding paperwork didn’t tie up with my passport. Pure carelessness.

It gets worse. I click on the light to find I’ve been ransacked. Both bunks have been stripped and the mattresses shoved in the shower room. Worse still, my laptop – my only contact with the outside world – is lying on the floor at an odd angle (as if someone’s tried to snap it in half) and flashing violently.

Blinking in disbelief, I gingerly lift away the debris, like an archaeologist unearthing a precious artefact, and transfer the wounded device to the spare bunk. Somehow an email has made it through, and now unfurls across the shattered screen.


From: Julie Johnson

Monday 9.12 p.m.

Subject: In the drink

To: Paul Delamare/Aboard M/Y Maldemer

Horrified to hear about your luggage nightmare. Not sure you want to hear this, but after waving you off at the pier, I swear I caught sight of JONNY jumping on a bus. You don’t think …?

I popped into Jubilee Cottage on the way home and some leaves have fallen off your money plant. Don’t be alarmed – Declan says it’s normal for this time of year. He sends his love.

I also checked your bank account, and sorry, nothing’s been paid in.



[image: The Queen of Swords tarot card depicts a crowned woman holding an upright sword, seated on a throne with intricate carvings. The background includes clouds and trees.]

Today’s tarot draw suggests to me that you have fallen within the orbit of a powerful, possibly ruthless, woman. With my astrologer hat on, I think she may be a Libran.

J. X

P.S. How do you do your coordinates? Cool.

P.P.S. Don’t let yourself be dragged into helping out with the cooking. You’re there as Xéra’s guest, not galley slave.

P.P.P.S. What do you mean no photos? I thought the whole point of being on a superyacht was to plaster it all over Instagram?






CHAPTER 6

Declan is my best friend’s new beau, a rugby-playing copper who’s been weaselling his way into her life over the past few months. It started innocently enough with drinks and movie nights, but now it’s Declan this, Declan that, until I’m sick of the sound of him. I admit he’s easy on the eye, and very charming when I’m around, but there’s no way he’s good enough for Julie – and since when is he an expert on houseplants?

This is a new interest of mine, sparked off by the gift of an indoor climbing plant – a hoya – last autumn. It took off and now I have something growing on every windowsill. I’m worried I’ll find them all dead when I get home, and have given strict instructions to Julie not to overwater.

On which subject, it’s too much of a coincidence that Jonny was skulking around Tower Bridge when my luggage went into the river. Jonny Berens is my stepson, only a couple of years younger than me but a source of ongoing rancour, seeping poison into my otherwise quiet life, and I have no doubt he was behind this latest act of malevolence.

Julie’s always urging me to cut loose from him, but I promised Marcus, his late father, that I wouldn’t. And then there’s his mother: if anything, Olinda is even more troublesome than Jonny. I can see why she might resent me, but I didn’t ‘steal her husband’, and certainly not to get my hands on his money.

There’s another complication, too – a legal one. I live in a tiny house off Bourne Street called Jubilee Cottage, nicknamed ‘the smallest house in Belgravia’, which was left to me by Marcus.

I say ‘left’, but owing to an oversight on his part, I only have a life interest in the property, after which it will revert to the Berens family. They’ve done their best to oust me, and I’ve borne it with as much patience and dignity as I can muster. The arson attempts, the glued locks, the broken windows … I’m convinced it was Jonny who caused the flood in my basement, though I’m unable to prove anything.

What saddens me most is that I’m not sure how long I can keep going. Even running a place as modest as Jubilee Cottage is beyond my means, with a never-ending stream of bills and charges. Things are even tighter than usual at the moment, and I’m relying on my advance for working on Xéra’s book to get me through. I decide to update Julie on the evening’s happenings.


From: Paul Delamare/Aboard M/Y Maldemer

Tuesday 1.31 a.m.

Subject: Drama

To: Julie Johnson

47°50’43”N 14°00’22”W (about 360NM west of Brittany)

Catastrophe: Xéra’s necklace – the one I told you about – has vanished, stolen.

They’re saying it’s worth a million! Bought from some dodgy chum of Sir Billy’s called Luiz Mateus (as in rosé), who they refer to as ‘Big Lew’ (sounds like a boxer).The thief will never get away with it – it’s absurd to think they can keep it hidden on a yacht, for heaven’s sake … Although having spent a day among the Hardcastles, I wouldn’t be surprised if one of them nicked it out of pure malice and dropped it overboard.

In the meantime, now that we’re officially a crime scene, may I call on your research skills?

First of all, Sir Billy’s money man – Russell Tate. All I know is that he used to fund-manage for a bank, and is now ‘head of the Hardcastle Family Office’, whatever that means.

I’m also a bit suspicious about a flashy young American by the name of Blue Aspray – as in hairspray, to which he is no stranger. He’s personal assistant to Sir Billy’s sister Marje Mayham – flew over from LA with her – and plays the piano. (Like most amateur musicians, doesn’t know when to stop.)

The coordinates are thanks to a miracle of modern technology: tap the Compass app on your phone and they come straight up. We also have GPS, so if you draw a line between the bottom corner of Ireland and the top of Spain, and go left a bit, that’s where we are.

The houseplant situation sounds a bit worrying, but I wouldn’t get Declan involved. I don’t see him as the green-fingered type.

Miss you. XXX

P.S. I noticed Aspray snapping away with his iPhone when he thought no one was looking. I’m tempted to report him.



Adrenaline still coursing through my veins after the evening’s sequence of calamities, I’m unable to drift off to sleep. When I finally do, I’m woken by a noise coming from above my head. Not this again! Same as last night: Bump. Pause. Bump bump. Pause. Bump. I’m the only person berthed in the bow of the boat – is it something mechanical?

I roll over, trying to ignore it, then remember that silly story we used to frighten ourselves with at school, about the girl who discovers a psychopath escaped from the local asylum is banging her boyfriend’s severed head against the roof of their car.

I check my watch: 3 a.m. The hour Horatio describes to Hamlet as ‘the dead vast and middle of the night’. If this happens again tomorrow, I’ll get up and investigate.




CHAPTER 7

After a few fitful hours of sleep I’m awoken by a lurch in the boat’s motion – we’ve picked up speed. Thanks to GPS I can see we’ve reached a deep stretch of ocean called the Porcupine Abyssal Plain; two miles below us, sea cucumbers, starfish and sea anemones eke out their existence in Stygian gloom. I also note we’ve crossed a time zone, and put my watch back to six thirty, at which point I hear a rap at the door. Because it’s only propped in place it falls open to a crisp white uniform – it’s the first officer, Aimee Adney.

I’m unused to beautiful young women accosting me in bed and instinctively grab my bedclothes to cover myself up. Bar the captain, Aimee is the most important member of the crew, exuding an air of confidence and competence. She’s so gorgeous it’s a pleasure just to look at her, but her most winning feature is her radiant smile – it’s impossible not to warm to it.

‘You know you mentioned you’d been a chef?’ Although Xéra introduced me as a food writer, the guests managed to winkle it out of me that for many years I worked in Michelin-starred kitchens, and hinted that I might like to cook dinner one evening. No way.

‘We’re hoping you can do us a huge favour.’ She tilts her head becomingly. ‘I hate to ask, but would you mind cooking the guests’ breakfast? It’s just that the Irishwoman’s sick, and because we’re so short-staffed, we haven’t got a fallback.’

I have yet to meet ‘the Irishwoman’ but I do know, from below deck tittle-tattle, that she isn’t a chef at all: the voyage was planned as a ‘delivery’ – to get the yacht to the Caribbean for the winter season – and she was booked to cook for the crew, not guests. Judging by the two meals I’ve eaten so far, she’s discovered a cache of posh ready meals in the freezer; it’s anyone’s guess what’ll happen when they run out.

‘Just this once?’ Aimee adds, widening her eyes in supplication.

‘But my clothes aren’t back,’ I say desperately. ‘I haven’t got anything to wear.’

‘Don’t worry – leave it to me. See you in the galley in ten minutes.’

As I shower, my head spins with unpleasant thoughts. What if the chef is going to make a habit of this, and I’m stuck in front of a stove for the rest of the trip? As a chef, you need a constitution of iron – you can’t just bunk off because you have a headache or don’t feel up to it.

I shave quickly and try a few tentative smiles in front of the mirror, remembering that I’m meant to be enjoying myself. By the time I emerge, I find a laundry basket has appeared as if by magic on the lower bunk. My washing, back at last.

But what’s this?

For a second, I hope and pray that they’ve given me someone else’s clothes by mistake, then I start to recognize flashes of familiar pattern or trim. Here are my favourite stripy socks – a Christmas present from Julie – shrunk to the size of a baby’s mittens. A pile of T-shirts that would be a tight squeeze for a toddler. And no, this cannot be! My best cashmere jumper – the most precious thing in my wardrobe, so soft, so light, so luxurious – reduced to fit a teddy bear, the wool pilled and matted.

This is terrible: I rake through the heap of mangled and maimed garments with a sinking heart. Is there anything here I can salvage? I try on one of my cotton shirts – these had been cunningly placed on top of the basket, to deceive the eye – and by sucking in my stomach and chest, manage to do up the buttons. I grab some denims and lie down on the floor – no mean feat in such a small cabin. Somehow, I manage to zip them up and cover up what I can with yesterday’s pullover.

I’ve taken the trouble to be friendly towards the crew members I’ve met so far and asked to be treated as one of them, so I set off in the direction of the galley in the hope of a cup of tea and some sympathy. My route takes me through the crew mess: a low, windowless space adjacent to the galley, painted in kindergarten colours and furnished with banquettes. Although designed as a place for yachties to hang out and chillax, it feels more like a fast-food restaurant, designed to make you leave as soon as possible. I find Challis eating a bowl of cereal. She looks up and whistles. ‘Very Harry Styles,’ she says. ‘Aimee – come see. Paul’s got a new look.’

‘How amusing,’ I say. ‘You need to get your washing machine checked.’

Aimee appears at the door and beckons me into the galley.

‘I don’t normally look like this,’ I assure her, wondering how I’m going to survive the next ten days.

‘You’re a guest – you can dress how you like.’ Then she adds with a smile: ‘And don’t mind what Poison says: underneath, she’s harmless.’

It takes me a moment, then I get it. Poison – Challis. Ha!

‘You don’t understand,’ I protest. ‘All my clothes have been ruined. Someone must have put them in at the wrong temperature.’

Her smile melts, as if the sun has suddenly gone in. ‘What are you saying?’

‘Erm, I don’t want to get anyone in trouble …’

‘Why … that is not the sort of thing that happens aboard Maldemer. I’ll find out what happened and sort you out with something to wear.’

‘Thanks, Aimee.’ I feel a sense of relief wash over me. Things are going to be all right.

Although I swore I wouldn’t get roped in to cook – both to myself and to Julie – I inevitably feel a rush of adrenaline as I walk into the galley. I’ve cooked aboard a yacht before, but nothing like this: two double ovens plus microwave, a pair of American-style fridge-freezers, triple sink with waste-disposal unit, dishwasher and garbage compactor (can’t wait to have a go with that). One of those brilliant Thermomix machines that cooks and stirs at the same time, and a Bamix blender, pro model with all the accessories. Masses of cupboards and drawers with natty little button locks so they stay shut in a storm. A small island, brightly lit, with six-ring induction hob and steel rail round the edge to stop things sliding off.

When I started out cheffing, I remember how terrifying it was to be confronted with a strange kitchen and equipment you’ve never seen before, but it’s something you get used to. Now that supper clubs and pop-ups are becoming the norm, we’re all getting more versatile.

‘Do I just cook what I feel like or is there a menu?’ I ask.

Aimee looks surprised. ‘The guests can order anything they like. Take a look at the Guest Preference Book – the chef will have put it somewhere safe.’ I find it in the knife drawer – a folder jammed full of laminated pages – and flick through. Yikes! Pages and pages of tick boxes, lists and ratings; every guest’s tastes, whims, likes, dislikes, intolerances and allergies picked over in forensic detail.

Elise will eat red peppers but not green. No onions for Sir Billy. Blue doesn’t care for cinnamon in savoury dishes. Two of the guests are nut-alert, and Sir Billy’s sister specifies ‘no hidden nuts’ which I presume is a dental issue. Et cetera, et cetera, et cetera. How am I meant to remember all this?

A quick inspection of fridges and cupboards establishes that at least there’s no shortage of raw ingredients. I start off by getting a batch of maple and pecan granola in the oven then slice melon, pears, strawberries, grapes and a couple of kiwis into a vibrant fruit salad. I place a selection of frozen pastries – croissants, almond croissants, pains aux raisins – on baking sheets, whack them into the oven at 180oC fan and set the timer. Racing round the kitchen on full alert, I find, to my surprise, I’m having fun. I haven’t cheffed for a while but it’s as exhilarating as ever.

Breakfast is served in an area at the stern of the yacht dubbed the beach club. It’s a remarkable feat of engineering – at the press of a button, the rear section can be swung out at water level and lowered to form a floating swimming pool, enclosed by pontoons.

The transformation is effected thanks to countless cables, winches, cleats and capstans. These are fascinating to someone with an interest in chandlery (such as myself) but invisible to the naked eye, being cunningly concealed behind the eye-catching décor, on a Tiki theme. Think bamboo screens adorned with wooden masks; ukeleles and surfboards; glass fishing floats suspended from the boarded ceiling. The focal point is an aquarium set in the wall, complete with real lobsters, which stare out dolefully from among plastic shipwrecks and neon seaweed.

It’s a long way from the galley, which is in the centre of the yacht and two decks below, and Challis and the unlucky deckhand assisting her race back and forth with trays and trolleys laden with eggs Benedict, wild mushroom omelettes (no salt or pepper) and bacon butties.

Interspersed with shouted food orders and the bubbling of the espresso machine, Challis even manages to squeeze in a bit of gossip. She was woken up last night by a further emergency – a guest complaining about an insect buzzing in her cabin, eventually traced to the bathroom cabinet and an electric toothbrush she’d forgotten to switch off.

‘Let me guess – Sir Billy’s daughter,’ I say.

‘No – the sister!’

Sir Billy’s sister – and guest of honour on the voyage – is none other than Marje Mayham. When Xéra sent me the guest list, I thought I recognized the name, and a quick check online confirmed her as an (extremely) successful Hollywood talent agent. Like the rest, she’s immaculately groomed, with a steel grey bob and glossy nails, and is evidently used to ordering people about, in a grating transatlantic accent.

‘That’s only the half of it,’ continues Challis, licking her lips. ‘Want to hear about her sleeping arrangements? That young man of hers—’

‘If you’re referring to the American, he’s her personal assistant,’ I say primly. ‘I don’t think it’s any of our business—’

‘Don’t be an idiot – his heart’s off somewhere else, you mark my words. All I’m saying is, he gets sent in an hour ahead to seal up all the blinds and skylights with black-out tape so there ain’t a crack of light. Then she slips into this sleeping suit – kind of like a padded silk onesie – with a hood and holes for her nose and mouth. Like that movie where the sheila gets cut in half by a garage door.’ That’ll be Scream, if I’m not mistaken: I don’t mind the occasional horror movie but it’s not a favourite.

‘On a more serious note, Challis, do you think Sir Billy meant it when he said I would be interrogated about last night’s theft?’

‘Oh, yeah,’ she says, with a hint of malice. ‘They’ll give you a shout when it suits ’em. In the meantime, you’re to stick around.’

‘Um … we’re on a yacht. I don’t have much choice, do I?’




CHAPTER 8

At ten o’clock, a peal of clangorous bells rings out on the public address system, informing us that it’s time for muster drill. This was scheduled for yesterday, but Sir Billy and Russell had it postponed because of an urgent meeting on Zoom. When I arrive at the lawn deck, where the exercise is to take place, I find I’m first to arrive.

Maldemer has several al fresco areas where guests can drink in the sea air and views. At her stern is the afterdeck, set out with low tables and loungers, where you can read or sunbathe, or simply gaze at the wake of the yacht as we slice through the ocean. Then there’s the gallery walk – a walkway running round the perimeter of the yacht between the panorama and beach decks, complete with benches and lookouts.

Not many superyachts, however, boast an actual lawn, complete with nodding daisies and croquet hoops. I sit down on the grass, which is soft and springy to the touch. How did it get here? I wonder. Did they sow seed, or lay turf? Who waters and mows it? Such is the folly of man.

The sky today is azure – almost cloudless – and the sea the shade of midnight, spangled and crested by flecks of foam. I survey the horizon and we are totally alone: no land, no boats, no nothing. I feel a soft breeze on my cheek and listen to the gentle lapping of waves. The air tastes much cleaner and sweeter out here. Now I understand why rich people own superyachts.

I notice the sward has been marked up with white lines, like a school playing field. At first I wonder if they’re for some deck game – can you play quoits or shuffleboard on turf? – then realize they form an enormous H. I don’t care for helicopters but I can see they’re a convenient way for the super-rich to pop to the shops if they run out of shoes or handbags.

I’m thus musing when something catches my attention: a huge bird gliding astern, apparently following the yacht. It has long slender wings in two shades of grey, spanning nearly a metre, and a white body with a yellow beak. Its flight appears effortless, serene.

Birds fill me with awe and wonder: they’ve been around millions of years – the only known descendants of dinosaurs – yet still we understand so little about them. What distant place have you come from, and where are you heading? The Horn of Africa? The Falkland Islands? I watch enraptured until suddenly the creature banks and wheels, then disappears back the way we came.

Ten minutes late, my fellow passengers arrive and I check them out under the revealing morning light. Marje Mayham looks pallid and sticky, presumably thanks to liberal use of SPF100 sunblock; her silver bob, on the other hand, remains immaculate. Her piano-playing assistant removes his leather loafers – Tod’s, I suspect – to reveal a pair of sockless, perfectly groomed feet, which remind me that Julie told me to invest in a pedicure. I wish I’d listened.

Elise has tucked her long blonde hair into an enormous straw hat and Shane is donning a baseball cap. He has that fair English skin that burns easily, as he must surely know from his time on the tennis court; he is fidgeting with his hands, probably wondering when the bar opens. The Bichon Frisé is scampering about, off his leash.

Also present is Russell’s wife, known by the others (behind her back) as Little Grey Rabbit. She looks even more out of place than usual this morning in a raincoat and headscarf (as if she’s nipping out to the supermarket). To everyone’s surprise, she steps forward and gives a little cough to command attention. For a second I think she’s going to thank me for making breakfast, but no: either they’re an ungrateful bunch or no one told them. Instead, she announces in a timid voice that Sir Billy and her husband are once again unable to attend the drill, and we’re to go ahead without them.

There’s no sign of Xéra either, which I could have predicted, as she’s never seen before mid-morning.

We’re milling about awkwardly, waiting for the first officer to arrive, when I manage to dredge up from my memory Little Grey Rabbit’s name.

‘Can you see a ship on the horizon, Judith?’ I ask, beckoning her to join me at the taffrail and pointing to starboard. ‘You look to me like someone with good eyesight.’ It’s only a ploy, but I can tell she feels as out of place as I do and is relieved to break out of the circle.

‘How can you tell?’ she asks, with a shy smile.

I observe her carefully under the Atlantic glare. She’s in good shape for her early sixties, slim and with fine unlined skin – an ‘English rose’, as my parents might have said. With her springy grey-brown hair and eager expression, she’s in fact more squirrel than rabbit.

‘I’m glad to see you’re properly dressed for sea conditions,’ I say companionably. ‘We’re crossing the Atlantic, not island hopping in the Aegean.’

She smiles again. ‘Thank you for saying. Russell says I should have bought some new things for the trip. He’s right – I feel a bit frumpy.’

‘Not at all. But my mother used to be a whizz with scarves – may I?’ Before she can object, I step forward to loosen the knot under her chin, then arrange the scarf to sit higher on her head.

‘Oh really, Paul,’ she says, with a giggle.

I stand back to see the effect. ‘Let’s try a bit of Jackie O.’ I push the scarf back, so it frames her face in an oval shape. ‘And this.’ I flip up her collar and cinch in the belt of her raincoat. Although I say it myself, the effect is rather dashing: I point out her reflection in the mirrored window of the pilot house and she laughs.

‘How did you do that? You’re a magician.’

‘Just years of watching Mum. And if I really could do magic, I’d conjure myself up some more clothes.’

‘I couldn’t help noticing you’re rather oddly … Well, that you don’t look very comfy. Did something happen?’

‘Disagreement with a washing machine – nothing that can’t be rectified,’ I add, though I don’t see how. She gives my hand a little squeeze, and I feel I’ve made a friend.

We’re suddenly interrupted by an unholy squawking from above. It isn’t the graceful bird I saw a few minutes ago but an enormous beady-eyed seagull, circling purposefully over the Bichon Frisé.

Someone tries to shoo it away, which only serves to excite the dog, who starts jumping and yapping. Birds have a remarkably keen perception of colour and it can’t help that the little fellow is kitted out in a fluorescent orange life jacket.

Suddenly the gull swoops, beak open wide, eyes focused. There are gasps and moans of dismay from the guests and a bloodcurdling yowl from the dog. It seems the merciless creature is within an inch of snatching up the unfortunate mutt when an apparition in green – none other than the dog handler – rushes forward and beats away the predator with her bare hands.

‘That is one lucky dog,’ says Blue, once the calamity has passed. ‘Coulda got snatched or lost an eye.’

‘Watch he doesn’t fall overboard,’ announces Marje in her braying accent. ‘Make a tasty snack for a shark.’

* * *

After drill, I hang back to talk to the dog handler and congratulate her on saving Colefax’s life. Karol-Kate is what used to be described as the ‘tomboy’ type: yesterday it was a jaunty boiler suit, today she’s sporting a lurid green polo shirt and white jeans: a sprig o’ shamrock and she wouldn’t look amiss in a St Patrick’s Day parade.

‘You know it’s unlucky to wear green at sea,’ I say, by way of conversation. ‘Just joking.’

She grunts – not an unfriendly sound – and follows the dog as he circles the deck, busily wagging his tail and snuffling. I trail a few steps behind, attempting to make conversation. Having had the finger of suspicion firmly pointed at me by Sir Billy, I feel it won’t do any harm to gather some information on my fellow passengers to try and identify the real thief.

‘I wonder if there’s any news on the necklace,’ I say. ‘Terrible to think it must have happened while we were chatting away at the table.’

She quickens her pace but I keep in step. ‘They should get Colefax to hunt for it,’ I say. ‘Assuming they haven’t found it already.’ The dog looks round at me and wags his tail.

‘Bichons are water dogs, not bloodhounds,’ she replies tartly, hurrying him along.

‘Are you on a schedule? I thought dogs liked to stop and sniff, not be rushed.’

‘It’s all planned,’ she says, pointing to her wrist. I know all about Apple Watches because Julie has one, and insists on telling me how many steps she’s done. ‘Three times round the boat in the morning, then the opposite way in the evening.’

Dour as she may appear, Karol-Kate takes her responsibilities seriously. Last night at dinner she explained to me that she’s set up an elaborate alarm schedule on her device. Apparently when it goes yip yip! it’s time for a loo break; grrr! for a training session; woof woof woof! for din-dins; and owOOOO! means walkies.

‘Do Elise and Shane walk him sometimes – or do they leave it all to you?’

‘They’re more into playing than walking. Shane’s fond enough of him, but Elise … she only picks up the lead as an excuse for a fag break.’ Rather bluntly put, though I’d rather that than subterfuge. ‘But we get along just fine, don’t we, young man?’ The animal looks up with his bright button eyes and nods, though I may be imagining that.

‘Is he missing his sister?’ I ask; apparently Colefax is one of a pair.

‘It’ll be Fowler’s turn next time,’ she replies. I get why an interior decorator might choose it, but it’s an unfortunate name for a dog.

I change my line of questioning. ‘What do you make of the other guests?’

Grunt. ‘Don’t have much to do with them.’

Dog and handler circumambulate once more – another thirty-two steps – and are about to head off when I stop them.

‘I keep meaning to ask, Karol-Kate, is this what you do for a living, look after dogs on yachts?’

She laughs. ‘Hardly! I’m treating this as a subsidized holiday, same as you. I don’t have a dog of my own, so this is the next best thing. And while we’re on the subject, I think it’s best for people in our position to keep our heads down. I’d quit playing the private detective if I were you.’
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