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A list of notable passengers and crew travelling on board the Endeavour. Compiled by ship’s officer, Timothy Birch.



First-class

Miss Hall

Mr and Mrs Green



Second-class

Mr Temple

Monsieur Dupont

Mr Blake

Mr and Mrs Webber

Mr and Mrs Morris

Mr and Mrs Hewitt



Third-class

The woman

The brawler



The officers’ quarters

Captain McCrory

Mr Birch

Mr Wilson



Below deck

Mr Seymour

Mr O’Shea




The rain fell all night. It poured relentlessly, hammering upon the Endeavour’s deck and rattling against her steel funnels. Still, she carved her way through the Atlantic. She might be slowed, but even in conditions as hostile as these, she could never be stopped. Stretching the best part of nine hundred feet from bow to stern, the lights from countless portholes glinted in the darkness. As long as her engines burned, she would continue defiantly on her path to New York.

Once the clouds were empty and had begun to part, a tired grey sun shimmered high in the sky. Rainwater clung to the foremast and dripped from the rigging, glistening in puddles upon the deck.

On a summer’s day, passengers would start emerging the moment the sun rose, those in first- and second-class keen to explore the ship, while their companions in third-class clambered simply to escape the confines of their own cramped cabins. They would stroll on the promenades that ran along the Endeavour’s flanks, lean upon the railings and look out to sea, or rush to claim the wooden benches on the main deck. But in the middle of November, there was less enthusiasm. Even in third-class, the prospect of staying in a warm cabin was a great deal more inviting than stepping outside into the winter chill.

The first passenger to appear on deck that morning was a small boy in a brown woollen jacket and shorts, followed by his mother.

The child had complained all night. He had been hungry. He had felt seasick. Watching him now, skipping happily up the starboard promenade, his mother knew that he had simply wanted to leave the cabin. The ships belonging to the Aurora Cruise Line were built for luxury rather than speed, and it was true that the Endeavour’s third-class quarters were more comfortable than the dingy conditions in which they had initially travelled from Russia to England. Even so, a cramped room shared with five other people, all of whom spoke different languages, was no place for a restless child.

Pulling her coat tightly around herself, she hurried after her son, calling for him to be careful as his shoes slipped and squeaked on the damp wood. Oblivious to her pleas, the boy ran the length of the deck, a neat row of portholes on his left and the Endeavour’s lifeboats lined up like sentries on his right. Heavy beads of rainwater dripped steadily through cracks in the deck above.

Without warning, the boy came skidding to a halt. Usually, when he reached the corner of a street he would turn around, hopping from one foot to another and beckoning her to catch up. This time, at the bottom of the companionway leading up to the second-class deck, he stood and stared. His mother was so taken aback that she, too, stopped as she tried to guess what could have transfixed him.

She had chance only to consider for a few seconds before her son began to scream.

She ran the last few metres, all fears of falling on the slippery deck gone. When she reached him, she seized him by the jacket and clutched him to her. Then, as she laid eyes on his discovery, she gasped in horror.

At the foot of the steps was the body of an elderly gentleman. Dressed in a sodden black suit, he looked as though he might just have been plucked from the ocean and dropped upon the deck. His skin was deathly pale, his thin white hair plastered to his scalp and his eyes staring vacantly towards the sky. Still grasping her trembling son, the woman dragged him away and began to cry for help.

Within moments, other passengers emerged from their cabins. None of them understood Russian, and so at first they looked irritable and confused. Still dressed in their nightclothes, a small number rubbed sleep from their eyes – but when they saw the body, a uniform expression of shock set in.

Some turned away, anxious not to be involved. Others came closer, eager for a better look. Those who wore them removed their flat caps, one man whistling and remarking to himself what a mess had been made. Another joked loudly that it seemed the toffs in first- and second-class didn’t even have the decency to die in their own sections of the ship. He was greeted with a small chorus of gruff laughter from the rowdiest of his companions, but it was perhaps a more astute observation than he realised. The gentleman lying on the deck was the only one wearing anything resembling a suit.

Within minutes, two of the ship’s officers came running, leather boots squeaking on the deck and black woollen coats billowing behind them. Upon seeing the body, the younger of the two took off his peaked cap and ran a hand through his hair. His colleague grasped him roughly by the arm and sent him to fetch help, before stepping towards the growing crowd of passengers, hands outstretched, calling out that there was nothing to see and asking them to move along.

His efforts were futile. By the time his companion returned with help, it seemed as though half of the passengers in third-class had turned out to investigate. Having either heard the screams or caught sight of the commotion outside their cabins, they jostled and strained their necks to see, gasping at the sight of the body and whispering to each other in hushed tones.

The officers tried in vain to move the thronging crowd along, while two porters placed the body on a stretcher that had been fetched from the ship’s infirmary and covered it with a sheet. But as the stretcher was lifted away, revealing the puddle of blood and rainwater upon which the man had lain, there came the cry that they had dreaded.

‘He’s been killed!’

Panic ensued immediately, the officers struggling hopelessly to calm the heaving, shrieking mob of passengers. Those who spoke English barged their way to the front, demanding an explanation as to exactly who had been killed and what was being done about it.

Despite the icy wind that was buffeting the deck, it would be a long while after the body was removed before the crowd finally dispersed and sought shelter. And even then, the officers knew better than to hope that they had heard the last of the morning’s proceedings.

They had no doubt of how quickly talk of this morbid discovery would spread among the Endeavour’s two thousand passengers and crew. Just as they knew how rapidly the first-hand reports would turn to gossip, each detail becoming embellished with every retelling.

They had four long days ahead of them before they docked in New York. Within hours, the ship would be rife with talk of death, blood and murder.
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I had already been awake for an hour when the knock came at my door. I was lying in my bunk, staring intently at a yellow ribbon that I held gently between my fingers.

In all honesty, it had been the best part of two years since I last enjoyed a full night’s sleep. Two years since I had managed to close my eyes and slumber peacefully. Of course, the memories were always there. The lingering sense of guilt never quite went away. But it was only at night – alone, in the darkness – that it truly revealed itself. No longer trailing like a shadow, but instead, looming overhead, as though taking on some physical form of its own.

Even when sleep did finally take me, there was no escape. I would wake – often several times each night – clammy and gasping in my bunk. This particular morning was no different. Jolting from sleep in the early hours, I scrambled for the ribbon and clutched it close.

Taking deep, soothing breaths, I felt the material between my fingers. It was a scrap of yellow velvet, worn so regularly that it had begun to fray slightly at one end. I pictured the way it used to flutter in Amelia’s hair. The way that Kate had always tied it so lovingly in a perfect little bow.

Slowly the panic faded and, as it always did, a numbness took its place. A sense of hopelessness that, if I let it, felt as though it could very well swallow me whole. Because it was my fault that I couldn’t sleep. My fault that all I had left of Amelia was a scrap of yellow ribbon. My fault that everything had gone wrong.

It was around quarter to eight when the knock came at my door, sharp and urgent. ‘Birch! Captain’s briefing. Fifteen minutes!’

Setting the ribbon down, I frowned. Captain McCrory was a man insistent upon punctuality. In my time on board the Endeavour, just shy of five years, his daily officers’ briefing had never once taken place other than at nine o’clock. Even during my year away, I’d often looked at the clock and known that somewhere in the Atlantic, the men were gathering for their morning ritual. Before I could call out a response, though, the speaker moved along, apparently interested neither in receiving a reply nor in giving an explanation.

Casting back the covers, I sat up on my bunk, and was greeted by a searing flash of pain. I had managed during the night to roll onto my right-hand side, and as I hauled myself from the mattress, the old wound in my shoulder throbbed.

Gritting my teeth, I reached for the scar and brushed it with my fingertips. Somewhere in my memory, I heard the crack of rifles and the frantic cries of men scrambling for cover. I felt a sudden agony, burning white-hot in my shoulder as a German bullet found its mark. Blood staining my uniform, I remembered tumbling to the ground, before an American soldier seized me under the arms and dragged me roughly to safety.

Despite my best efforts, I didn’t suppose I would ever forget that day. Just like the scar, it seemed I would for ever carry it with me.

Screwing my eyes shut, I waited for the pain to subside. Then I flicked a switch on the wall, casting the room in a dull electric light, and dressed hurriedly in my officers’ uniform.

The Endeavour’s first- and second-class accommodation might very well be considered the peak of luxury, but the officers’ quarters were significantly less comfortable, and in the depths of winter, you felt it. We were situated halfway down the ship, barely above sea level, but with just enough decks between us and the engines that we failed to benefit from any of their residual warmth. What little heat there was, the cabin itself did nothing to retain. The carpet was rough and threadbare, the walls exposed metal.

Shivering, I donned a crisp white shirt with a black tie, long woollen coat and peaked cap. Last of all, I folded the yellow ribbon carefully and tucked it into the pocket of my coat.

I had thought on more than one occasion that it would be safer to leave it in my cabin, hidden away in a drawer perhaps. But I hadn’t yet found the strength to leave it behind. It was a piece of Amelia that I could still carry with me, a token of everything I intended to reclaim. Truthfully, I couldn’t bear to be apart from it.

By the time I arrived in the officers’ mess hall, the other men were already congregating, eating slices of toast and sipping from steaming mugs of tea and coffee. They barely looked up as I slipped into the room. It had become a habit, in the six months since my return to the Endeavour, to wait until they had all gathered before making my own arrival, unnoticed and unannounced. At the best of times, this was a simple task. A record would be playing on the gramophone, and there would be chatter and laughter as we prepared for our daily duties. That morning, however, was different, an air of hushed anticipation having settled over the room. Even though I would rarely join in, it was still an unsettling departure from the usual cheerful atmosphere.

‘Wilson,’ I said, seating myself beside a stocky fellow with cropped black hair.

‘Birch,’ he replied.

‘What’s this all about?’

Wilson shrugged. ‘Damned if I know.’

‘You’ve never known the captain to call one of these early?’

‘Never.’

When Captain McCrory joined us, we stood as one to attention. He was a large man with a stout build, and a neat grey beard, perhaps to mask the creases that were just beginning to line his face and pinch the corners of his eyes. Not a thread was out of place on his uniform, the silver buttons on his black captain’s jacket gleaming.

I was all too aware that I owed McCrory a great deal of gratitude. As gruff as he might sometimes be, there couldn’t be many commanders who would allow me to return to the Endeavour after a year’s absence. On my first day back I had gone to his office, with the intention of shaking his hand and thanking him in person for the understanding he had shown, but he had promptly sent me away.

‘That won’t be necessary, Mr Birch,’ he had said, clapping me roughly on the back. I remembered flinching as his palm caught the old bullet wound, but had forced a smile.

Looking back on that meeting, I suspected I would never know whether he had been sparing me from explaining myself or had simply wanted to avoid witnessing an emotional display from one of his officers. I supposed it didn’t matter. All that was important was that he had let me return. He had welcomed me back when I needed it most.

In the mess hall, the men who had been on duty that morning explained why we had been gathered so early. The younger of the two – a relatively new officer by the name of Travis – was white-faced as his companion shared the news. A passenger appeared to have fallen down a companionway during the night, between the exterior second- and third-class decks, and had been found dead just an hour ago.

Captain McCrory listened silently, iron-like intensity fixed upon his face as we heard that the body had been taken below and a coroner would be telegrammed ahead of our arrival in New York. The reporting officer then paused a moment, waiting, apparently, for some acknowledgement of this tragedy from the captain, or perhaps even further instruction. None came. Instead, McCrory gave a single nod, prompting the officer to hurriedly describe how minor repairs were also required to the rigging in the wake of the previous night’s storm, and how the lifeboats would need checking for damage.

With the report concluded and various duties distributed, the captain dismissed us and returned to his office. The hush that had preceded the briefing hung over the room for several minutes, as if our congregation was wary of breaking the unnatural stillness. Soon enough though, the men returned vigorously to their breakfasts, a record began to play and the noise and clamour that was synonymous with the mess hall started up again.

‘Poor old boy,’ Wilson observed cheerfully, smearing a dollop of marmalade onto a thick slice of toast.

‘The passengers are bound to be worried,’ I said.

‘A few of them.’

‘Only a few?’

He shrugged. ‘You know how bored they become on these crossings. For most of them, a body turning up is likely the first interesting thing that’s happened since we set out. Some will be upset, but most will be intrigued to know all about it. You wait and see. We’ll have more of an issue with them gossiping than panicking.’

I struggled to share his casual optimism. In many ways, the Endeavour was a melting pot. A community of strangers brought together for six nights, with no option to leave. Nowhere for anybody to escape to. It wouldn’t take much to disturb such a delicate balance.

‘Have you ever had a passenger die before?’ I asked.

‘Once. Not long before you first arrived, actually. An old bird snuffed it in her sleep. Gave her husband a shock by all accounts, when he woke up next to her the following morning.’

‘What did they do with her?’

Wilson shrugged again. ‘The same thing I suppose they’ll do with this fellow. Kept the body out of the way until we docked and she became someone else’s problem.’ He caught sight of my frown. ‘Accidents happen, Tim. People die. There’s no sense in getting worried about it.’

He realised his mistake the moment the words had left his mouth.

‘It’s all right,’ I said quickly.

‘Christ, Tim, I didn’t mean to—’

‘It’s all right, Wilson.’ I forced a smile. ‘Honestly. No harm done.’

An uncomfortable silence descended, and I turned my attention to the mug of tea that sat on the table in front of me. For all of his good-natured concern, Wilson had never possessed any kind of discretion. It wasn’t the first time he had blundered into a difficult spot and I doubted it would be the last.

Still, it seemed he was right. According to the reporting officers, the body was out of sight and a team of porters had already cleaned away the bloody puddle that had been left behind. The new fellow, Travis, had spoken about a crowd of inquisitive third-class passengers turning out to join in the commotion, but for the time being at least, it sounded as though there was little left to see.

Having finished his toast, Wilson stood abruptly and brushed the crumbs off his coat.

‘You’re on duty?’ I asked.

‘McCrory has me doing rounds. You?’

‘Not for another hour.’

‘Are you joining the other chaps?’

I glanced towards a table at the other side of the mess, where three of our colleagues were sharing breakfast. One appeared to tell a joke and the man beside him burst into a fit of roaring laughter. Travis was the third member of the group, some of the colour having returned to his face as he nursed a mug of coffee.

‘You can’t cut yourself off for ever, Tim,’ said Wilson. ‘Perhaps you should go ashore with them after we’ve docked. They’re bound to want some decent food by the time we arrive. Lord knows they won’t find any here.’

I said nothing, glancing instead down at my tea.

‘Look, I know it’s not your sort of thing,’ he continued, a sudden eagerness in his voice. ‘But some time together away from the ship might be just what’s needed. You could do with—’

‘I can’t,’ I said, a good deal more abruptly than I intended. ‘I’m …’ I shuffled awkwardly in my seat, acutely aware of how closely Wilson was peering at me. ‘I’m meeting someone when we dock.’

‘Meeting someone?’ Wilson frowned to himself, apparently wondering who on earth I might possibly have to meet. I might have been offended if I weren’t so painfully aware of what an unusual prospect it must seem. After several seconds, the frown disappeared, his eyes lighting up. ‘Your American friend?’ he asked. ‘The soldier.’

‘That’s right.’

‘Raymond, wasn’t it?’

I nodded. ‘He wrote to me a short while ago and insisted that I visit. Seems to think that a friendly face might do me some good.’

‘Well, I, for one, agree.’ He forced some cheer into his voice again. ‘But you need more than one friend on the other side of the world, Tim. The trick with the others is to—’

‘Wilson,’ I urged. ‘Please … Even if I could, you know that they wouldn’t want me joining them.’ I forced a smile. ‘I’m not exactly cheerful company these days.’

He looked at me, an unreadable expression on his face. Then he sighed. ‘Fine,’ he said. ‘Suit yourself.’

I waited until he had left and then glanced over at the other table again.

It wasn’t that I didn’t want to join them. Wilson knew that much. But over the past two years, it had become a struggle to take joy in virtually anything at all. Even something as simple as sharing breakfast with fellow officers. I’d become a creature of solitude, much preferring to keep my own company than attempting to make forced conversation. And yet I knew all too well that Wilson was right. As deeply as my affection for Raymond ran, I needed more than just one friend in New York.

To their credit, the other officers had tried at first. On my return to the Endeavour, they had been warm and inviting, encouraging me to smoke with them and play cards. But it hadn’t taken them long to recognise that I wasn’t the same man who had left. As the weeks went by, they’d gradually allowed me to cut myself off; to sink deeper into my regret. After six months, just Wilson remained, and I would often wonder if even he, deep down, only continued to bother with me out of pity.

Absent-mindedly, I slipped the ribbon from my pocket. It was comforting just to feel the material between my fingers. To have something of Amelia that I could see and touch. It didn’t quite heal the pain, but it did, at least, numb it a little.

At the other table, Travis turned and, before I could glance away, we locked eyes. For several seconds, neither of us moved. Then he smiled and nodded in my direction.

I couldn’t say exactly how long we looked at each other, the smile on Travis’s face taking me so completely by surprise that it seemed to pin me in place. When I failed to return it, though, the smile started to fade. He tilted his head slightly, his brow creasing into the makings of a quizzical frown as his eyes strayed to the ribbon in my hand.

The sound of a door being knocked upon brought me abruptly back to my senses. It had come from outside, four sharp raps echoing down the adjoining corridor.

Declaring that I would answer it, I rose clumsily to my feet, stuffed the ribbon back into my pocket and hurried from the mess, where a door at the far end of the corridor connected the officers’ quarters to the rest of the ship. I cursed myself silently as I went. I needed to be more careful. It would hardly do for the other officers to think not only that I was a recluse, but also that in my solitude I’d taken to fondling anonymous pieces of ribbon.

As I strode towards the door, the knocking came again, more intently than before. Whoever was there was clearly anxious to be seen. It was a member of the crew, I supposed. An officer would be required to oversee the repairs to the rigging or the lifeboat drill mentioned during the briefing, and I imagined the porters would be keen to get on with it while the weather remained fair.

Or perhaps it was a passenger. Wilson might be right about news of the old man’s death spreading quickly. It could very well be a concerned bystander, hoping to ask what was being done.

Passenger or otherwise, I supposed I ought to be grateful for the escape that they had just afforded me. Perhaps, I thought darkly, I should even thank whoever was calling.

But when I grasped the handle and opened the door, I couldn’t believe my eyes.
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After a brief discussion with the other men, I hurried to Captain McCrory’s office to inform him of our visitor. He listened silently as I made my report: that a passenger had come to the officers’ quarters demanding a meeting to discuss the body that had been found on the promenade. Then, with a grim expression on his face, he sat back in his chair and stirred his tea, the spoon clinking softly against the porcelain.

While he seemed to consider this development, I glanced towards the window, to hide my face as much as to admire the view. The bullet wound in my shoulder was still aching from having been lain on during the night, and I was eager for the captain not to see me grimace. All the same, there was certainly a view to be admired.

Situated on the Endeavour’s uppermost level, the little office offered an aerial perspective as she carved a path through the waves. On a clear day, I thought that there must only be a few vistas in the world to match it. This was not one of those days. Though the rain had stopped falling early that morning, dark clouds still peppered the sky, the water was rough and grey, and the wind could be heard buffeting the ship from all sides.

With some unease, I brought myself to break the silence. ‘He’s eager to speak with you, sir,’ I said. ‘He’s quite insistent, in fact.’

Captain McCrory snorted quietly. After nearly thirty years at sea, he wasn’t the sort of man to appreciate having personal meetings forced upon him by passengers. But all things considered, nor was he the sort to enjoy being woken with the news that one of them had died during the night.

‘He’s a police officer, you say?’

‘That’s right, sir,’ I replied. ‘A detective, apparently. His name is James Temple.’

‘And what do you make of him, Mr Birch?’

‘I can’t say I’ve had the opportunity to make much of him, sir. We’ve tried to ask a few questions, but we couldn’t get anything out of him. As I say, he is adamant that he wants to speak with you personally.’

McCrory stopped stirring and carefully placed his teaspoon on the saucer. ‘The nerve of it,’ he muttered.

‘Would you like me to send him away, sir?’

He didn’t answer. Instead, he glanced down at his desk. His papers and stationery equipment were neatly arranged beside three framed photographs: one of his wife, another of the Endeavour docked in Southampton, and a third carefully clipped from a newspaper, in which he was shaking hands with a member of the Royal Family on the day of her maiden crossing. There was a typewriter too, though I knew it had barely been touched. Captain McCrory was a man who clung steadfastly to more traditional ways of doing things.

On any other crossing, I might have thought that he was inspecting one of the photographs. But in that moment, I knew his attention was elsewhere entirely. He was looking at an ornate wooden box which the officers were all aware contained a selection of fine cigars. It was a new addition, purchased especially for this voyage to mark a long-awaited and much-anticipated retirement. Though he was a proud Scotsman, his wife was American, and we all knew that the box would be opened the moment we docked in New York.

For several seconds, Captain McCrory gazed at it, a faraway look in his eyes as though he could actually see the moment he would step from the Endeavour for the last time and light that first cigar. He sighed.

‘That won’t be necessary, Mr Birch. Show him in, please. Let’s get this over with.’

As instructed, I opened the door and Temple stepped through.

To say that I had been surprised to find him knocking on the door to the officers’ quarters – declaring that he was a police officer and demanding to speak with the captain – would be quite the understatement.

He was lean and wiry, with a head of thick brown hair and a square jaw. He looked younger than any of the ranking police officers I had ever spoken to – I guessed that he could be no older than thirty – but there were shadows beneath his eyes and his forehead seemed creased in a perpetual frown. A three-piece charcoal suit hung from him, with a thin tie and a shirt that looked as though it had already seen at least a day’s wear. A grey woollen coat was folded over one arm and he carried a matching fedora in his hand. There was a small cut on his neck, as though he had shaved in a hurry, and I noticed a few specks of dried blood on his collar.

When I first showed him into the mess and explained to the other officers who he was, there’d been some discussion about sending him away. The captain would often say he had no patience for troublemakers or attention-seekers, and the verdict among the men was that Temple would quickly be labelled as both.

But I’d been keen to get the measure of the young police officer. Despite the frustration that he might cause the captain, I was curious to hear what it was that he had to say. When I volunteered to be the one who introduced him, the other men had only been too happy to let me proceed.

I wondered now if my curiosity might get the better of me. Temple slipped into the office even before I had fully opened the door, as though he had been waiting with his ear to the wood. Ignoring me entirely, he crossed the room in a couple of steps, seated himself opposite the captain and placed his fedora on the desk. It was probably for the best that he didn’t extend a hand. I doubted the captain would have shaken it that morning. Instead, the two men watched each other cautiously, as though each was weighing the other up before making the first move.

It was McCrory who broke the silence. ‘Would you like me to send for some tea, Mr Temple?’

‘No, thank you.’

A fresh silence descended.

‘I understand that you’re a detective.’

‘That’s right.’

There was yet another pause, as the captain waited for Temple to elaborate. Knowing him to be an impatient, straightforward sort of man, I was painfully aware that such a tedious exchange couldn’t go on for long.

‘And you would like to take a look at the gentleman who was found this morning.’

‘I think it would be best.’

‘May I ask why?’ As if on cue, the first hint of irritation began to manifest itself in the captain’s voice. ‘I don’t know what you might have heard from the other passengers, Mr Temple, but this is quite clearly an elderly man who slipped and fell down a flight of steps. It is, of course, a serious accident and we are treating it with all due sensitivity, but I see no need for the involvement of a police officer.’

‘You might be right,’ Temple replied. ‘But in my experience, there’s no way of being sure until a proper investigation has taken place.’

‘In your experience?’

If Captain McCrory was trying to point out the detective’s apparent youth, it seemed to have no effect. Temple might have looked young, but there was something in the way he sat stoically in the face of the older man’s frustration, one leg crossed lazily over the other and with an expression of complete neutrality, that spoke of a self-assurance beyond his years.

‘Where exactly have you come from, Mr Temple?’ the captain demanded. ‘A big city, I expect. London? Birmingham?’

‘London.’

‘Well, let me make something clear to you, sir.’ The captain clasped his hands on the desk and leaned forward, steel flashing in his eyes. ‘This is not London. There isn’t danger lurking around every corner. I have sailed on civilian vessels such as this for near-enough my entire career, and in my experience, people don’t make a habit of killing each other. I won’t have you spreading such talk among my passengers just so that you can take a good story back to your station.

‘May I also point out that while you have command of the law in England, you have no authority aboard this vessel. I know how these things work. We are in international waters and in four days, we will dock in New York where, of course, the Americans will have jurisdiction. What I’m saying, Mr Temple, is that any investigation you would like to conduct aboard this ship must be sanctioned by me, and I am of no mind to have you spreading panic over a simple accident.’

Captain McCrory leaned back in his seat, and now it was Temple’s turn to consider his options. He had listened attentively to every word, breathing deeply, like a chess player deliberating over his next move.

‘I understand your position, captain,’ he said carefully. ‘And it’s not my intention to cause alarm. But consider this. You say that your passengers don’t make a habit of killing one another. Today, one of them might have done just that. You have a dead man on your hands and nothing but speculation as to what could have happened to him. What you also have is a representative of Scotland Yard offering to help resolve the situation.’

The captain’s nostrils flared, but Temple continued, undeterred.

‘I’m asking for the opportunity to inspect the body and make a few inquiries. And you’re right –’ his voice rose a semitone as he saw the captain preparing to interrupt him – ‘I don’t have jurisdiction aboard your ship, but I know how these things work too. Until you can demonstrate that I have committed some kind of crime, you have no authority either to prevent me from speaking to anyone who is willing to talk. I’m asking for your assistance. Not your permission.’

Silence hung heavily in the air as Captain McCrory weighed Temple’s retort. He wasn’t accustomed to being spoken to so abruptly. I’d heard of men under his command being dismissed for discrepancies half as severe. The honest truth, however, was that Temple made a convincing argument.

‘Is it true that he was found without a coat?’ asked Temple.

The captain frowned at him. ‘I haven’t the faintest idea. Why should something like that be important?’

The detective gave a little shrug. ‘I’m sure you noticed that the weather last night was less than accommodating. Does it not strike you as unusual that an elderly gentleman would be out in such conditions for as simple a reason as an after-dinner stroll, but not wearing a coat?’

‘I fail to see what you’re suggesting, Mr Temple.’

‘I’m suggesting that we have a duty to question what he was doing when he fell, before we declare it a simple accident. Where was he going? What was he doing? Surely you’ll agree that these are questions which need to be answered.’

Captain McCrory picked up his teaspoon again and began tapping gently on the rim of his teacup. ‘What’s your business aboard my ship, Mr Temple?’ he demanded.

‘I can’t discuss that with you.’

‘That won’t do.’ He jabbed the teaspoon at Temple like a dagger. ‘I have a dead man at my feet and no sooner than the body has gone cold do I also have a detective from London at my door, talking about murder and insisting that he be allowed to inspect it. You explain to me why I shouldn’t be suspicious.’

Temple took a long, measured look at Captain McCrory, his eyes seeming to narrow a fraction. I heard a soft, rhythmic tapping sound and, glancing down, realised that he was bouncing his heel upon the floor.

‘I’m sorry, captain,’ he said, ‘but I can’t tell you why I’m travelling to New York.’

‘Then I see no reason why I should trust you to inspect the body. Even if I did give my consent, we dock on Sunday. What kind of investigation do you plan to conduct in the space of just four days?’

‘If you’re correct and this fellow’s death was truly an accident, a short one.’

‘And if I’m wrong?’ There was suddenly a hint of menace in the captain’s tone. ‘If there is a crime to be pursued, what sort of investigation do you suppose you’ll conduct then?’

Temple leaned forward, looking McCrory straight in the eye. ‘An efficient one.’

For what felt like an eternity, the two men watched each other across the desk like boxers in a ring. I was beginning to wonder if I ought to interject when, finally, the detective spoke.

‘I can tell you that I’m travelling on business,’ he relented. ‘Police business. But I can’t elaborate any further.’

For several seconds, the only sound was the soft tapping of Temple’s heel upon the floor. Captain McCrory glanced at the cigar box, his eyes once again glazed over with the same wistful look that I had seen before Temple stepped into the cabin. Still, however, it seemed he was remaining defiant.

‘Captain,’ said Temple flatly. ‘If a crime has taken place, does it not occur to you that when this ship docks and its passengers disembark you will be allowing the culprit to walk free into the streets of New York? Free, not only from justice for their actions aboard the Endeavour, but perhaps even to strike again? Why not give me the chance to conduct a small investigation? To put your conscience at ease, if for no other reason.’

The captain ran a hand across his beard. Again, Temple made an alarming compelling argument, something that I suspected even McCrory would be unable to deny. Finally, like a mighty oak giving in to a woodman’s axe, he relented.

‘Very well,’ he said. ‘If you wish to inspect the body, you may. But I have one condition.’

Temple’s eyes narrowed.

‘Mr Birch, here, will accompany you.’

‘No,’ Temple snapped.

The captain raised an eyebrow. ‘No?’

‘It’s quite unnecessary.’

‘These are my terms, Mr Temple,’ said McCrory, raising his voice to silence the detective’s protests. ‘If you wish to conduct an investigation aboard my ship, Mr Birch will escort you and see that none of my passengers are troubled.’

His composure now completely gone, Temple shifted his features into a vicious scowl. I could see him preparing his next assault; almost hear the gears grinding in his mind.

‘Does that suit you, Mr Birch?’ Captain McCrory addressed me for the first time since Temple had sat down. ‘You will stay by Mr Temple’s side until he is satisfied that a suitable investigation has been carried out.’

‘Perfectly, sir,’ I said. ‘But my duties … The rigging, the lifeboats—’

The captain waved a hand. ‘Your fellow officers are perfectly capable of tending to your duties until Mr Temple is satisfied.’

Temple twisted round to inspect me and our eyes locked. They were like shards of ice, with not even the slightest attempt to hide his utter contempt for the captain’s decision.

‘Does that suit you, Mr Birch?’ the captain repeated.

‘Of course, sir.’

‘I won’t be escorted,’ Temple growled, turning to face McCrory again. ‘It’s absurd.’

‘Then you won’t see the body.’

For several seconds, the two men glared at each other once more. Then, without another word, Temple stood, snatched his fedora from the table and swept from the cabin.
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While the view from Captain McCrory’s office was certainly impressive, it was on the Endeavour’s bridge that I felt most at home. The room from which the ship was commanded, it sat high above her prow, boasting a polished wooden deck and broad windows that looked out towards the ocean. The helm stood in its centre, with the engine order telegraph beside it, while a telephone and a lavish compass hung upon the wall.

As often as I could, I tried to be on the bridge whenever we left port. Kate always said that I must imagine it, but I would swear that you can feel the engines beginning to roar and burn beneath your feet as the Endeavour makes way. Smoke starts to guzzle from her three iron funnels, her four propellers – each twenty feet across – begin to churn through the water and the best part of fifty thousand tons is propelled through the waves. In my mind, there was little that could match that particular thrill.

Three days into our journey, however, there was no such excitement to be found. The Endeavour had reached a steady pace, and while formality required that an officer always be on hand, the man who I relieved had already taken the necessary bearings after the previous night’s rough weather, and it seemed we had no reason to change speed or course. I could quite easily go for a walk around the main deck if I wanted to, return an hour later and find that nothing had changed. The helmsman might not even notice I had gone.

And it was also true that there were matters elsewhere which could use my attention. There was Mrs Fitch, the sour old widow from Cambridge who, upon boarding the Endeavour on Monday morning, had complained that her first-class cabin didn’t offer enough room to exercise her dog. Her Yorkshire terrier was a nasty little creature that had nipped at my heels as I promised to investigate the availability of a larger cabin. Likewise, there were reports that Mr Seymour, one of the ship’s porters, had been drinking on duty and required a stern dressing-down.

And, of course, there was James Temple.

Needless to say, my association with the detective had not begun well. After he had barged from the office, I’d closed the door behind him and Captain McCrory remarked upon what a cocky young sod he was.

‘How old would you say that fellow was, Birch?’ he had asked, the leather squeaking as he settled back into his chair. ‘About your age?’

‘Thereabouts, sir. Perhaps a few years younger.’

‘And do you imagine that you would ever presume to sweep into a police station and begin making demands of a senior officer?’

‘No, sir.’

‘No, sir, indeed.’ The captain shook his head, a distant look in his eyes.

‘Sir?’ I had asked cautiously. ‘You don’t suppose this gentleman’s death does warrant further investigation? I agree that it was most likely an accident, but I can’t help thinking about what Mr Temple said. About if there were someone responsible. When we arrive in New York, they would—’

‘Birch,’ the captain had sighed. ‘Enough. If Mr Temple won’t agree even to be escorted in his inquiries, then he clearly doesn’t feel that there is enough of a threat for us to pursue.’

‘But if he changes his mind, sir, should I still accompany him?’

Captain McCrory had given a low chuckle and sipped from his teacup. ‘I wouldn’t worry, Mr Birch. I don’t think our detective friend will be bothering us again.’

For the time being, at least, this final observation seemed to have rung true. When I left the office, I had half-expected to find Temple waiting for me outside, ready to apologise for his lack of composure and ask if I might still consider escorting him to the body. But there had been no sign of him, and so I was happy, for the time being, to be left to enjoy the simple tranquillity of the bridge.

I was sure the other officers must have noticed me volunteering to spend more and more time up there. Just as I was sure they must have noticed I was always the last to arrive for the daily briefing. If I was correct in either suspicion though, nobody had questioned it.

The truth was that the bridge was an escape. It wasn’t just the endless sky and rolling ocean that had such a soothing effect. It was the polished instruments, the stillness and the open space. I felt at home amid the functionality of it all, the simplicity. It was a place where I didn’t have to pretend not to notice the way the other men looked at me, with sympathy in their eyes, or struggle through forced, uncomfortable conversation.

Of course, I wasn’t so self-centred that I believed I was the only one grappling with the weight of the past. Many other officers had suffered harrowing experiences during the war, and it was true that I, myself, would revisit those years often enough in my mind. The wound in my shoulder acted as a constant reminder of the mud, the wire and the lingering stench of death.

I touched my lapel and my mind drifted to rural France. To the small group of German soldiers who had ambushed us, trying hopelessly to defend the farm buildings that they had chosen as their refuge. And to Raymond, who had dragged me behind cover and stood guard over me after I had been hit.

I was all too aware that I owed him my life. Perhaps in more ways than one. We had kept in touch after the war, each sending a handful of letters to the other every year. We shared memories of the weeks spent trudging through forests and fields. Fears of whether we would ever return to a normal life.

But over the past two years, those letters had taken on an altogether different purpose. Perhaps it was simply easier to put my thoughts to paper than to voice them aloud. Whatever the reason, as I gradually cut myself off from the rest of the world, Raymond had become my closest confidant.

Gazing out to sea, I took Amelia’s yellow ribbon from my pocket and felt the material between my fingers. Raymond had invited me on several occasions to visit him in New York, but I had always declined. Just as he had politely declined to visit me in England, or to see the daughter who, if it weren’t for him, I might never have had.

That is to say, I had declined until now.

I tried to picture the moment we would meet in the harbour on Sunday morning. Would he look different? Surely, he must. The last time I saw Raymond, I was being stretchered into the back of a truck, ready to begin the long journey to the nearest field hospital. He had been caked in mud and sweat, a rifle slung over his back. After six years at home in New York, would I even recognise him?

Slipping the ribbon back into my pocket, I sent for a pot of Earl Grey and tried to busy myself by studying some charts. But my mind wandered restlessly to Temple’s meeting with the captain. The truth was that the detective had unnerved me. He made a compelling argument, of course, that if someone were truly responsible for the old gentleman’s death, they mustn’t be allowed to simply leave the Endeavour. But his own silence – his stout refusal to disclose his business in New York – was just as troubling.

I thought of the way he had glared at me when he heard the captain’s terms. Perhaps I should be glad that our paths had crossed for only a moment.

I was nursing a second cup of Earl Grey when the telephone began to ring on the wall behind me, the brass receiver rattling in its cradle with every chime. Settling my teacup back in its saucer, I crossed the room in three strides and picked it up.

‘Bridge,’ I said.

‘Is Birch up there?’ a voice crackled in my ear.

‘Speaking.’

‘Thank God, you’re the third line we’ve tried. It’s the mess. There’s someone here asking for you. A passenger.’

‘Oh yes?’

‘He’s bloody rude, but we’ve given him a coffee and that seems to have calmed him down a little. If you wouldn’t mind popping down and taking him off our hands, I’m sure we’d all be much obliged.’

‘Who is he?’ I asked warily, though I suspected I already knew the answer.

‘Not a clue,’ came the gruff reply. ‘He won’t give us his name. He just keeps saying that he’s a police officer.’

Before I could speak another word, the line went dead.
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It was with growing unease that I returned to the officers’ mess hall, where I found James Temple sitting alone, draining a mug of coffee.

The stillness of the room was unsettling. There would usually be at least a couple of men playing cards, listening to the gramophone or flicking through a novel while they waited to be called up for duty. I wondered what the detective had said to send them on their way.

‘Mr Temple.’ Cautiously, I seated myself opposite him. ‘What can I do for you, sir?’

He looked me up and down, and I shuffled uncomfortably under the intensity of his gaze, struggling to forget the disdain with which he had glared at me when the captain first made his ultimatum.

‘It was Birch, wasn’t it?’

‘That’s right, sir. Timothy Birch.’

His leg bounced restlessly beneath the table, the heel of his shoe tapping out the same faint rhythm that I had heard in the captain’s office.

‘I’d like to inspect the body,’ he said, his voice level and measured.

‘We’ve been over this already, Mr Temple,’ I replied. ‘We offered to escort you and you turned us down.’

‘I didn’t turn you down.’

‘You stormed from the cabin, sir. I’d say that it was implied.’

The detective scowled.

‘If I were to take you to the body,’ I said, ‘can I ask what it is that you’d expect to find? Captain McCrory has made it quite clear that this death is being treated as an accident.’

‘Doesn’t that feel a little naive?’

I thought for a moment, trying to predict what trap he might be about to lead me into. I was eager not to underestimate him, as I had when he first sat down in McCrory’s office.

‘You asked the captain if the gentleman had been found without a coat.’

‘I did.’

‘Do you truly think a detail like that would be relevant?’ I asked. ‘I’ll admit that it might be strange for him to have gone out without a coat. But would it really be enough, in your mind, to throw into question how he fell down that companionway?’

Temple settled back in his seat, pausing as though for some deliberate effect. ‘Answer something else for me,’ he said. ‘We don’t know exactly what time this fellow fell, but we do know that it was raining for most of the night. So, it stands to reason that your captain is right about at least one thing. He almost certainly was out in the rain when he fell.’

‘Go on.’

‘The steps that he fell down were conjoining the outer second- and third-class decks. Correct?’

‘Yes …’

‘Is there not a staircase inside that would have taken him the same way?’

I didn’t answer straight away. I could see where he was going and knew that unless I was prepared to lie, I had lost.

‘Yes,’ I admitted.

‘So, why did he feel the need to go out in the rain?’ There was a hint of triumph in Temple’s voice.

‘He might already have been out,’ I replied, aware of how unconvincing I sounded. ‘For all we know, he was outside when the rain started and he was on his way in when he fell.’

‘He might well have been,’ Temple agreed. ‘But we’re still talking about an elderly man taking an evening walk in the middle of November. In the middle of the Atlantic, no less. You can’t tell me that, if such an outing had been planned, he wouldn’t at least have thought about putting on a coat.’

His leg was still bouncing beneath the table, his heel tapping out that same infuriating rhythm.

‘You seem very keen to pursue this, Mr Temple,’ I said. ‘Did you know this man?’

‘I don’t even know who he is.’

‘Then why take such an interest?’

Now, it was Temple’s turn to remain silent.

‘Why couldn’t you tell the captain your business in New York?’ I asked, seeing that I had caught him off guard. ‘Will you at least tell me what it is?’

‘Police business,’ he replied, without a moment’s hesitation.

We sat in silence, neither one of us prepared to budge. I looked at Temple intently, as though, if I tried hard enough, I might actually be able to see what he wasn’t telling me.

‘I don’t understand how you can expect me to trust you when you seem so adamant not to do the same,’ I said.

Temple grimaced, and then, with a loud clatter that echoed around the mess like a gunshot, he brought his mug down upon the table.

‘Fine,’ he muttered, standing to leave. ‘I told your captain that I’ll do this myself if I have to. It seems I will.’

I watched as he picked his fedora up from the table, swept his grey woollen coat around his shoulders and strode towards the door. Just as he was about to disappear from view, I found myself calling after him.

‘Mr Temple.’

He turned and, for the first time since I had sat down, met my eye.

‘Do you really believe there are passengers who will talk to you about this?’

Temple snorted. ‘They’re already talking. How did you think I knew about it in the first place?’

I cursed inwardly. Wilson had been right; gossip was already starting to spread.

‘And say you’re right,’ I said. ‘Say a crime has truly taken place, is it not for the police in New York to investigate? Surely, they’re far better equipped than we are here. They’ll have resources, men—’

‘I understand there are two thousand people on board this ship.’

‘That’s right.’

‘Do you happen to have all of their names and addresses?’

I fought back a scowl. ‘No.’

He nodded and tucked his hands into the pockets of his coat. ‘There’ll be no way of investigating this when we arrive in New York. Not once the passengers have all disembarked. If a crime has taken place, either we reach a conclusion, here and now, or we accept that we’re letting the culprit walk.’

I looked down at the tabletop. ‘How long would you need with the body?’

‘Only a few minutes.’

With a heavy sigh, I slipped my hand into my pocket and felt the material of Amelia’s ribbon brush my fingertips.

I was all too aware that I had no choice. Temple had me beaten. For the briefest of moments, I wished I had taken my chances with Mrs Fitch and her Yorkshire terrier.

‘Five minutes,’ I said. ‘But that’s all.’
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On a clear morning, you would hear accents and languages from all around the world on the Endeavour’s various outer decks as passengers strolled, sunbathed and sat down for breakfast with steaming cups of tea and coffee, and plates laden with toast, bacon and eggs. You might even see some running. While there was a fully equipped gymnasium for first- and second-class passengers to make use of, covering the length of the promenade a few times would provide a decent run for those keen to stretch their legs.

But on that particular morning, the deck was still wet and slippery from the rain that had fallen during the night, and the winds that came buffeting in from the sea were freezing. Only a brave few would be outside by choice.

I turned up the thick collar of my officer’s coat, though to little effect. Temple, meanwhile, didn’t even flinch. There was a determined expression on his face as his own coat billowed behind him, a hand keeping his fedora firmly in place upon his head.

Despite this apparent show of bravery, Temple had made something of a protest just moments before at having to step out into the elements. I had explained that the Endeavour was like a warren. Corridors and staircases twisted and wrapped around each other in ways that, to anybody unfamiliar with them, made little sense. To reach the room in which the body was being kept, it would be quicker to go around a section of the outer deck and re-enter the ship further down.

A flash of gratitude danced across his face as we finally stepped inside. Closing the door behind us, I led him down three flights of stairs, deep into the belly of the ship.

The aesthetic of the Endeavour’s lower levels was so markedly different to those occupied by many of her passengers that I often felt as though you could descend a single deck and believe yourself on a completely different vessel. The soft carpets and polished wood that furnished the first- and second-class accommodation gave way to hard floors and cold metal walls. In place of floral wallpaper and framed artworks, the corridors were adorned with bare pipes and harsh electric lights.

Stopping at a metal door, I drew a key from my pocket and led Temple into the makeshift morgue. The room that had been chosen to house the body was, in actuality, little more than a cupboard. Just a few hours earlier, the shelves that lined the walls had been stocked with bedding, cleaning supplies and tinned food, all of which, in the interest of hygiene, were now stuffed into other cupboards or piled up in the corridor outside.

A table that had been brought in to lay the dead man on filled most of the cramped room, and a sheet had been found to cover him. But the first thing that struck me as I opened the door wasn’t the lack of space. It was the smell. With no porthole and therefore no chance of fresh air, the place was filled with the musty stench of sodden clothes. I dearly hoped that this would be our only visit. Given another day, the odour that greeted us would be that of the body itself.

It felt a disrespectful resting place, but the simple truth was that we had nowhere else to keep him. There had apparently been some discussion of putting the body in one of the cold rooms used by the Endeavour’s kitchens, but it would have meant sacrificing too much food and our return schedule didn’t allow for the time it would take to have the room suitably cleaned when we reached New York. It wasn’t an ideal situation, but as Wilson had put it – albeit somewhat indelicately – we had only four days left until we docked, at which point the body would become someone else’s problem.

Without a moment’s hesitation, Temple pressed his fedora into my hands and whipped the sheet away. It was the first time I had seen the dead man and, with the damp smell already filling my nostrils, my instinct was to look away. After taking a moment to steady myself, I turned, slowly, to survey him.

He had been placed on his back, staring at the ceiling with vacant eyes. In life, I was sure that he had been a very presentable gentleman. He must have been around seventy, with thin white hair, a black suit and tie and a well-kept moustache. Somewhat ironically, it occurred to me that he could easily have passed for an undertaker. But now his suit was sodden and his skin damp and puffy from hours of lying in the rain. His hair was plastered to his head and a shallow puddle was gathering beneath the table, drops of rainwater falling occasionally into the slowly expanding pool.

I had seen more than my fair share of corpses during the war, broken and mutilated in countless unspeakable ways, but this felt different. To see a life ended in a civilian setting was something else entirely. Our examination felt like an intrusion, as if a curtain had been drawn back and some gruesome secret revealed.

And, of course, there was one detail in particular about this man that set me on edge. It seemed the reports that Temple had heard were correct. He wasn’t wearing a coat.

‘He was found just after seven o’clock this morning,’ I said as Temple leaned over the body. The detective had taken a handkerchief from his pocket and was using it to cover his hand as he lifted the dead man’s head. He peered intently at the base of the skull, his nose just inches away from an angry, open wound. Looking more closely, I saw for myself that the hair around it was matted with blood. The poor fellow must have lain where he fell for some time before he was found.

‘A child in third-class was the first one out on deck after the rain had stopped,’ I continued. ‘His mother took him outside and they found the body on the starboard promenade, at the bottom of the companionway leading up to second-class. It came as quite a shock to them both, I’m told.’

Temple snorted. ‘I’ll imagine it did.’

I hesitated for a beat, caught off guard by his apparent amusement.

‘A man has died,’ I said sternly.

He ignored me, continuing his examination of the body. I was becoming increasingly aware of how cramped the room was, of the damp air and of the bare bulb casting a harsh, unnatural light. I took a deep breath.

‘Our medical officer has already inspected him,’ I continued, clearing my throat. ‘The verdict is that he slipped and fell backwards down the companionway, hitting his head on a step on the way down. They say he was dead before he reached the bottom.’

‘Or was pushed,’ Temple murmured.

‘I’m sorry?’

He said nothing, his focus still firmly on the body.

‘Mr Temple,’ I pressed. ‘I’m sorry, I think you may have—’

‘Your medical officer can’t know for sure that he slipped.’ Gently, Temple set the head back down. ‘We can agree on one thing, though. Our friend, here, certainly fell backwards. This blow to the back of the head is the only injury. If he fell forwards, you would expect there to be other marks to the face.’

‘Do you think that’s relevant?’ I asked.

Temple cast me a glare. ‘If he fell backwards, he must have had his back to the stairs.’

‘I suppose that’s true.’

‘But why?’

I shook my head. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t follow.’

‘Consider the possibility that he really did slip. That it was truly as innocent as your medical officer describes. Why was he facing away from the stairs? Did something on the deck cause him to turn around? Or is your theory that he was simply walking backwards in the direction of a flight of stairs?’

I looked down at the body, a sense of dread beginning to form in the pit of my stomach. ‘You’re suggesting that he might have been speaking to someone,’ I said. ‘Someone who pushed him.’

Temple didn’t answer. He had come alive in the brief time that he had been inspecting the dead man. The cautious, calculative figure who had visited Captain McCrory’s office just a few short hours ago was now moving nimbly, an intense look of concentration on his face. He reminded me of a hound, rummaging around the mouth of a rabbit hole with a scent in its nostrils.

‘Do we know who he is?’ he asked.

‘He wasn’t carrying much in the way of personal effects,’ I replied, clearing a lump from my throat. ‘But, yes. An officer searched his pockets and found a wallet with a few English notes inside and a key to cabin 203. It’s a second-class cabin, occupied by a Mr Fisher.’

‘Was he travelling alone?’

‘We believe so. Or, at least, it looks that way on paper.’

‘On paper?’

‘We have a ledger,’ I explained. ‘Containing the names of the passengers with cabin reservations in first- and second-class. We’ve checked it this morning and Mr Fisher is the only passenger whose name is against cabin 203.’

Temple nodded. ‘So, we have nobody to ask about his business? Where he was going or what he might have been doing at the time that he died?’

‘It does seem that way.’

Temple thought for a moment, staring intently at the body. As he did, a drop of water fell from the hem of Fisher’s trousers.

‘Can we speak to the woman?’ he asked.

‘I’m sorry?’

‘The woman who found him,’ he said irritably. ‘Has anybody spoken to her? Or the child?’

I shook my head. ‘I don’t think you’ll learn much from her. She’s Russian. The officer on duty tried asking a few questions shortly after they found the body, but it seems she doesn’t speak much English.’

Temple grimaced, evidently displeased.

‘All right,’ he said. ‘I think we’re done.’

‘That’s all?’

‘Unless you’ve made some other observation that I have missed?’

‘No,’ I stammered. ‘No, of course not. I just … I supposed you would want longer with him.’

Temple shrugged. ‘Besides the injury to
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