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Ben peeled back the double bed sheet. ‘Wake up, Mum! It’s morning. Let’s go swimming!’

Anya Crichton forced her eyelids to separate and saw her six year old standing over her, in rash vest and board shorts. From the sickly sweet smell, the globs smeared across his cheeks were sunscreen.

‘Come on, MUM!’

Part of her was impressed that he had thought of the sun protection, but the rest wished he could have slept longer – the bedside clock read 6.15 a.m. First hint of sunlight and he was wide awake, ready for the new day’s adventures.

She hauled herself up against the headboard and felt the vibration in the cabin. Despite a fitful night, she had escaped seasickness. For now. The last few days felt like a blur. Working in New York on an assault case involving the Jersey Bombers football team had been challenging but exhausting. The gift of a holiday on board the Paradisio with her son had been extravagant on the part of the Bombers’ owner. Only thing was, he had included her former husband in the ‘family’ holiday.

Ben had begged for the three of them to be together and, for his sake, Anya and her ex-husband had reluctantly agreed to put aside their differences. Besides, it made sense for Martin, who had custody, to bring Ben from Australia to visit New York and see the Bombers play live. From there, the flights to Hawaii had been uneventful. Unfortunately at check-in, the two promised cabins had been unavailable, and they’d been allocated the same suite. At both their insistence, Martin was given a separate cabin on a lower deck.

Now Anya had Ben to herself for the first time in weeks.

‘What about breakfast? Aren’t you hungry? I bet they do fantastic pancakes.’

Hands on hips, Ben tilted his head. ‘You never exercise or go in the water on a full stomach. We can eat after.’ He moved his arms so his palms faced upward, emphasising the point. The gesture belonged to his grandfather.

Anya pressed the heel of her hand on her forehead. ‘What was I thinking?’ One lunge and Ben was squealing in her arms.

‘How silly do you think I am?’ she teased, exposing his belly with the threat of more tickles.

The scent of sunscreen filled the air. Suddenly the holiday felt real.

‘You missed a tiny bit,’ she joked, rubbing her hands all over Ben’s face. He thought the action hilarious.

A knock on the door broke the moment.

‘Dad!’ He was off.

‘I’ll answer it. It could be anyone.’ Anya scrambled to her feet.

Before she could stop him, Martin had entered and hauled their son into his arms.

Anyone would have thought the pair had been separated a lot longer than one night.

‘Morning Annie.’ He glanced at her oversized Tweety Bird T-shirt. ‘Nice PJs. Didn’t we give you that when Benny Boy was born?’

‘It’s still comfy.’ It was all she could think to say. Truth was she wouldn’t ever part with it because it reminded her of happier family times. Something in Martin’s expression changed. He looked tired and drawn.

‘What happened? Party too hard after dinner?’ She regretted the tone as soon as the words came out.

He put Ben down. ‘I don’t have a hangover, if that’s what you’re suggesting. I was headed up for a jog, but if you’d like a lie-in? I can take—’

‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to . . .’ She grabbed her swimsuit and overdress from the bottom drawer and headed for the bathroom. ‘I’ll just be a minute.’

By the time she reappeared, the curtains were drawn back, the balcony door was open and a brisk sea breeze drifted through the cabin. They had been sailing since leaving Honolulu the previous night and she had barely registered the movement. No nausea, no dizziness, no vomiting, unlike her earlier experiences with boats. Maybe the trip would be a new beginning; for her stomach at least, she thought.

‘This is luxurious,’ Martin announced, coming in from the balcony.

Anya felt guilty. ‘What’s yours like?’

‘There’s a picture of a porthole. From the sounds of it, I’m just above the crew’s karaoke bar. Most of the rooms on the corridor are filled with guys in matching bowling shirts who aren’t exactly considerate of anyone wanting sleep.’

That explained Martin’s appearance.

Anya felt even guiltier. ‘Maybe we should take turns here with Ben.’

He gave her a look that meant swapping cabins wasn’t an option.

‘If you were disturbed,’ she said, ‘chances are others were too. It might be worth saying something to the purser.’

‘Hey look, Dad, this is where I sleep.’ Ben had climbed the ladder and plonked himself on the bed that lowered from the ceiling, above the double-seater lounge. ‘It goes away in the daytime.’

‘Like a secret bed!’ Martin pulled the sheet over Ben’s face. ‘I think I will complain. Two weeks of what happened last night will do me in. We could stop by the main deck on the way up to the pool.’

Complete with room keys, sunscreen, hats and sunglasses, they headed to the birdcage lifts. At that time in the morning, Guest Services was quiet. Martin was greeted by a smiling purser with a Jamaican accent. Ben sat on a lounge chair nearby with his favourite book – The A-Z of Animals.’

‘Last night,’ Martin began, ‘the noise on the corridor was louder than the crew singing karaoke below.’

‘Sir, the crew are entitled to their downtime and, unfortunately, there is little I can do about that. Some passengers who sleep lightly find earplugs helpful. They may be purchased in the shop on deck four.’

The response took both Anya and Martin by surprise.

‘Look,’ Martin attempted. ‘I’m into fun as much as the next guy, but last night deck one was out of control. A group of men were drinking outside the cabins and mucking around with fire-extinguishers.’ His voice lowered, ‘Some were naked and when I asked if they could keep it down, they became aggressive. To be honest, as a group, they’re fairly intimidating. I get cutting loose, but not with families all around. There was even a nude couple in the corridor at one stage having sex.’ He jabbed his finger into the desk. ‘It’s completely unacceptable. I don’t want my son or anyone else’s kids to have to see or hear that.’

Anya was surprised how annoyed Martin was. There was a time when he would have been the loud one in the corridor. He had been known to pull pranks at university, but they were harmless. Nothing like what he just described.

‘Well, sir, we take safety on board very seriously and interfering with fire equipment is a breach of our regulations.’

Anya glanced at Martin. ‘But nudity and intercourse in public areas isn’t?’

The purser gave her a sympathetic look. ‘Ma’am, it was our first night at sea. We find that people let off steam and have fun on vacation. It’s why they sail with us. They usually settle down after a couple of nights.’

He handed across a couple of drink vouchers. ‘We apologise for the inconvenience.’ His smile revealed fluorescent white teeth.

‘Is that it?’ Martin was incredulous.

‘I am only permitted to give you two vouchers.’

Martin breathed and his nostrils flared. ‘What happens tonight?’

The Jamaican man tapped into a computer. ‘I’ll have a security guard patrol that deck. You have a great day now.’

At least that was something. Anya touched Martin’s arm. Maybe the purser was right. It made sense that the first and last nights of a cruise would be the rowdiest. No one could keep up that pace for fourteen days.

‘They’ll be asleep by now. We could go play loud music outside their rooms.’ Anya smiled, remembering the accommodation hall at university. A friend had once rewired the speaker system to play ‘Too Many Times’ early the next morning after a ball. The number of angry sore heads proved it had been effective.

‘Maybe if you get seasick you could knock on one of their doors?’ Martin said. ‘You should have heard them carry on about a girl vomiting inside one of their rooms.’

Anya gestured for Ben and the trio caught the lift to the pool deck. Before Anya’s towel hit the lounge chair, Ben had slid into the pool. Martin took the opportunity to go for a run on the deck above.

The sun had risen but had no heat in it. A fresh breeze caught Anya’s hair as she pulled it back into a tie. Wisps at the side escaped and gusted about her face. Ben was already splashing in the pool and she imagined the holiday ahead – nothing to do but lounge around and enjoy time with Ben. She had forgotten what it was like being outside. Her body seemed to crave every hint of energy the sun bestowed.

At this hour, only a handful of people were up and about. A cleaning crew swept the wooden decks and collected rubbish from the bins. Towels were already stacked in readiness for the day ahead.

‘You coming in, Mum?’

Anya shed her sandals and lifted her dress over her head.

It had been a while since she had been in a swimsuit but, thankfully, her size and shape hadn’t changed, just succumbed to some gravitational pull.

She sat on the side of the pool and dipped her feet in. The cool water was refreshing. If she wasn’t fully awake, she soon would be. Ben dived under the surface and bobbed up like a dolphin. He had to be part-amphibian, she thought. For the moment they had the pool and quiet to themselves.

Anya closed her eyes to savour it. She missed Ben more than anyone knew and understood his desperate need to have both parents together sometimes. Just like she had wanted when her own parents divorced.

The peace was suddenly shattered.

‘ANNIE!’ Martin leant over the rail from the next level up. ‘Emergency! Need you up here now! Ben, you stay there.’

Martin disappeared. He had been an intensive care nurse and his tone was enough to alarm her. Whatever it was, he didn’t want Ben to see. ‘Dad and I need you to sit on the lounger. Don’t move anywhere, you’re like a statue,’ she said, pulling Ben out of the pool. ‘If you go back in the water, there’ll be no more swimming this trip. This is incredibly important, OK?’

Two elderly women in tracksuits saw the commotion and offered to sit with the boy.

Ben nodded and shivered. Anya wrapped a towel around his shoulders and another over the goose bumps covering his legs. ‘I’ll be right up there,’ she said, pointing to the balcony and throwing her dress on. Ben gave another understanding nod.

‘Call out if you need me.’ She thanked the women then rushed up the stairs, past a middle-aged man on his way down.

About ten feet along on the left, Martin was crouched at the open doors of a waist-high towel cabinet.

‘There’s no pulse. Help me lift her out.’

Anya couldn’t immediately see a face but bare feet protruded from the door.

She took the legs and Martin carried the limp top half of the young woman. Long, wet black hair obscured the face. They gently lowered her onto the hard deck and Martin commenced mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. Anya began cardiac massage and the pair worked in synchronisation.

A passenger had attracted the attention of a cleaner who dropped his high pressure hose and ran over.

‘This is a medical emergency; we need you to call for help.’

The panic on the cleaner’s face showed he understood.

A minute later, an officer arrived with a first-aid kit. He took out a one-way breathing mask and introduced himself as William. Martin stepped away and used the back of his hand to wipe what looked like a small amount of vomit from his mouth.

‘Please, not again,’ William muttered, kneeling down beside the patient. He began blowing into the tube on top of the mask.

‘Does anyone know what happened?’ he managed in between breaths.

Anya continued the compressions, desperate for the patient to breathe. She paused to feel for a carotid pulse.

No pulse.

‘Come on,’ she urged, locking her hands together and pressing on the chest with short sharp bursts. After each breath, William listened for any spontaneous sounds from the mouth.

‘Med team’s on the way.’ Breath. ‘Should be here any second.’ Breath.

Anya was unsure who William was reassuring.

A woman in a crisp white officer’s uniform squatted to their side, and unzipped a large backpack. A security man asked a small group of observers to step back.

‘I’m Karen, senior nurse on board,’ she puffed. ‘What have we got?’

Martin spoke. ‘Young woman. Feet were sticking out of that cupboard. When I found her, she wasn’t breathing and had no pulse. We commenced CPR . . .’ he checked his watch, ‘four, no, five minutes ago.’

The nurse dropped to her knees and snapped on blue gloves.

Anya continued compressions, sweat beading on her forehead.

‘She vomited and may have aspirated.’ Martin wiped his mouth again, this time on the crook of one elbow.

‘Reeks of alcohol. Do you have any medical training?’ The backpack contained a small oxygen tank, which the nurse connected to a mask and bag. Working from the top of the girl’s head, she extended the neck and placed a Guedel’s airway over the tongue. With the mask in place, she held one little finger under the chin and the others on top. A few bursts of oxygen were delivered before she reached for the carotid with her other hand. Anya paused.

‘My ex-wife’s a doctor and I’m a trained ICU nurse.’

‘In that case, can you grab me a sixteen-gauge cannula? And you may want to put on gloves and take over this end.’

Martin positioned his hands over the mask and continued to squeeze air into the girl’s lungs.

With Anya on the right of the patient, the nurse moved to the left and extended the arm. ‘Veins aren’t good, but we’ll give it a go.’ She pulled the plastic sheath off the cannula with her teeth and pierced the skin. ‘I’m in,’ she announced. ‘William, can you peel off some tape from the roll.’

The officer quickly obliged and the access vein was deftly secured.

‘Do you have adrenalin, I mean epinephrine?’ Anya had never understood why America used different terms from Britain and Australia for the same medication.

‘And an automated defibrillator.’ She held a mini-jet for Martin to see.

‘One to ten thousand epinephrine.’ Martin confirmed the dose.

While Martin and Anya continued their physical resuscitation, Karen injected the young woman’s only hope of survival.

‘You OK?’ The nurse glanced at Anya who nodded and continued compressions, pausing only for Karen to cut off the young woman’s blouse, revealing a flimsy bra. She slid it to waist level.

Anya looked up. A small group had formed and were watching, some even taking photos. ‘Can we get anyone who isn’t helping back,’ she said loudly. ‘Can you use towels to make a screen?’

This young woman deserved respect and privacy.

The nurse shouted orders to security and a wall of towels went up around them. She used a spare from nearby to wipe the chest.

‘No piercings, no underwire. We’re good to go.’ Karen placed one gel pad on the right side, the other below the heart on the left. The machine charged and Anya knelt back and held her breath. The adrenalin had the chance to circulate. All eyes focused on the tiny screen.

‘It’s VF. Everyone clear.’

Anya felt relief. At least it was a rhythm that might be shocked back into a heartbeat.

The young body bucked with the electrical charge. Martin felt for a pulse and his shoulders tightened. ‘No output.’

The monitor showed a flat line.

Anya resumed cardiac massage, with aching arms and cramping fingers. The physical effort was exhausting. But she was not giving up. ‘What if she’s diabetic and hypoglycaemic?’

‘Could be, if she’s been here all night.’ Without hesitation, the nurse inserted a large pre-packaged syringe into the vein. ‘Fifty mils of fifty percent dextrose going in.’

A tall olive-skinned man in white uniform arrived. He was unshaven, hair tousled.

‘What happened?’ His voice was gruff, and his accent eastern European.

The nurse filled him in.

‘Give Narcan.’ He remained standing, arms folded as if in judgement.

The antidote reversed any effects of narcotics, in case the patient had overdosed on codeine, heroin or morphine. It would not cause harm and could just save her life. The effect would be immediate. For the first time, Anya hoped illicit drugs were responsible.

The needle entered the cannula and the Narcan was injected. Nothing.

‘Mum!’ Anya heard Ben call for her and turned. He had slipped behind the towel screen and was crying, clutching one of the towels. ‘I got scared. You didn’t come back.’

Martin continued to squeeze oxygen into the lungs via the bag. ‘Hey buddy, this lady’s pretending to be asleep. Just like when we practise lifesaving on the beach.’

But it wasn’t the scene that disturbed Ben; it was their absence. Anya looked for someone to help. The women in tracksuits were nowhere in sight.

William was quickly at Ben’s side. He turned him around and knelt down to his eye level. ‘There’s someone I know who would just love to play with you.’

He called over a female crew member who poked her head over the towels. She had a broad smile and introduced herself to Ben with an English accent.

After a word and a trip to the railing, William returned. Anya was relieved but the muscle fatigue and hand cramping were taking hold.

‘One of our best kids’ club counsellors is with your son. If you like, I can take over.’

By now, short of breath and strength waning, there was no argument. She slid to the side; hoping blood had circulated to the girl’s brain with each press on her narrow chest.

Around a dozen staff stood guard and talked into phones, while peering over the towels. So much for privacy and dignity.

The ship’s doctor knelt down and listened to the lungs. ‘Air and fluid is in both sides. There is much congestion.’

Karen closed then opened her eyes. ‘About to give more epinephrine, and then a diuretic.’ Again, she presented the labels to Martin for verification while he kept up the rhythm of squeezing and relaxing the bag.

Within a minute, William was perspiring with his effort.

‘We should open her chest,’ the doctor announced.

Karen remained calm but assertive. ‘We’re not equipped for open heart surgery in the middle of the ocean. We can handle minor surgery but not that.’

Martin checked for a pulse then glanced up at Anya. The monitor still showed a flat line. Someone had to make a decision.

Karen noticed the exchange. ‘How long?’

‘Twenty-three minutes.’ Martin had slipped back into his former role.

‘What is the exact time?’ The doctor demanded. He was about to stop the resuscitation and record time of death. Anya did not want to give up. The girl was young. She deserved every chance. So did her family. Especially on a cruise ship. Death was the last thing anyone expected on a family holiday.

‘How about Flumazenil?’ She blurted. It reversed the effect of benzodiazepines, like valium and rohypnol, a date-rape drug.

‘It’s a good idea,’ Karen said. ‘We might just get lucky. If not, we can honestly tell the family we tried everything we could.’
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By the time Anya returned to her cabin, she had regained control, grateful for the endorphin release she and FitzHarris had shared.

Ben had been struggling to stay awake until she returned. ‘This was the best day ever.’ He clutched his toy rabbit and yawned. One eyelid and its surrounds still had traces of smudged black paint, remnants of a makeshift eye patch. Anya reached up and stroked his soft blond mop. Within a minute, breathing deeply, he was fast asleep. Like so many young children, he vacillated between full speed and complete shutdown. She watched him resting peacefully after his fulfilling day of exciting adventures.

‘Sweet dreams,’ she whispered.

‘He loves you a lot,’ Martin said from the balcony. ‘You’re a good mother.’

Anya watched his face to see if he were mocking her. Instead, he smiled. It was the first time he had complimented her parenting. Normally, he derided how she spent more time at work than with the family.

She joined him outside. The breeze had picked up and it released pieces of hair from her ponytail.

He unscrewed a bottle of water and presented it over his forearm, as someone would a fine wine. ‘Excellent vintage. Can I tempt you?’

Anya smiled as he poured two glasses and gave her one. They clinked. It was the first time in a while that they’d been in unison. She had to admit that they had worked well together today, in difficult circumstances. It reminded her of the Martin she had loved a long time ago.

For a brief moment, it felt as if the craziness of the world had stopped and for once they were a normal family.

‘You know, Annie, it always amazed me how calm you are in a crisis. And how much you care about people.’

The cold water felt good in her dry throat. ‘I thought it annoyed you. How I couldn’t switch off.’

Martin shoved a hand in his jeans pocket. ‘Well, I might have grown up a bit since then. Being a parent does that, you know.’

He really was an adult version of their son – curls, expressions, dimples and all.

‘You’re doing an incredible job with Ben. Sounds like he was a hit with the club counsellors.’

He looked out to sea. ‘He can’t wait to go back in the morning. But I said we’d have to ask you.’

Anya flicked his shoulder. ‘Great, make me the bad guy if I say no.’

Martin became serious. ‘I figured that security guy might want your advice tomorrow and it might even come in handy if anything goes wrong with our gunshot patient.’ He put the glass down on the white plastic table. ‘I get that you can’t turn your back on these people.’

Anya thought of Jasmine Chan and the promise she’d made to herself to find out more about Lilly. She wanted to spend more time with Ben too though – she hardly ever had the chance to be with him all day.

They sat in silence as the wind whipped around them. Dark clouds buried the moonlight. The sound of the ship hitting waves became louder. The storm the captain had forewarned them about was starting to hit.

‘Better batten down the hatches,’ Martin finally said. He stood and let Anya return to the room first. ‘It could get rough out there, but the way the stabilisers are on this ship, we’ll be unlikely to feel it.’ She felt a little queasy but his words were comforting.

He closed and locked the sliding door before making sure the curtains were pulled shut. Within seconds, rain pounded the balcony.

She showed him to the door.

He patted a shirt pocket for his room key and yawned. ‘I’ll be off to bed then.’

Just like Ben, Martin’s energy had expired.

‘Will I see you in the morning for breakfast?’ he asked.

She glanced at their son. ‘Let’s see what time sleepy boy wakes up.’

Martin grinned and headed out the door. ‘Sleep well, and do me a favour: deadlock the door when I go. Whoever did that to Lilly is still out there.’

‘Night.’ She closed the door and clicked the bolt. She changed into an oversized T-shirt and curled up under the covers. Using the remote control, she scanned the television channels and stopped at one highlighting the facilities on board, which quickly drifted into the visual equivalent of white noise. The sound of rain outside and furniture scraping on the deck above filtered into the background.

Her mind replayed the day’s events. Martin finding Lilly, her body in the morgue, FitzHarris referring to Anya as a whistleblower. Her thoughts drifted to Carlos. She sat up and checked the phone. No messages.

There was a knock at the door. Martin must have forgotten something. She climbed out quietly, not wanting to disturb Ben, and pulled on jeans. Without a peephole, she had no option but to open the door. Standing outside was a female officer carrying a large brown envelope. Anya’s first thought was that Carlos’s condition had deteriorated.

‘Ma’am, I apologise for the interruption. This was left at reception and I was asked to deliver it to you asap.’

Her badge read Nuala, Florida.

‘Thanks.’ Anya accepted the envelope.

The woman glanced at both sides of the corridor. She seemed to be waiting for something from Anya.

‘Do you need a response?’

‘No, ma’am, it can surely wait until morning. Once again, apologies for disturbing you so late.’ Nuala smiled broadly and headed down the corridor.

After closing and re-locking the door, Anya opened the envelope by the light of the television. It contained a number of pages with headings:



Anderson Cruise Lines – the Ocean’s Richest Pirates

Flags of Convenience

Third World Wages

Corporate Tax Evasion

Eco Vandalism

Raping and Pillaging is their business



Each title was followed by two pages of websites and references. At the bottom, an unsigned handwritten message immediately drew her attention.

‘Where you are guaranteed to get away with rape and murder . . . Trust no one.’

A burst of air from the air-conditioner made her startle. She sat on the bed and clicked on the bedside light. Ben didn’t stir as she closed the curtain partitioning her bed from the lounge area. Re-reading the note, it seemed like someone had a major gripe against the company.

She wondered if Nuala was handing them out to all the passengers. Feeling exhausted, she removed her jeans and climbed beneath the covers. It was late and her eyelids were heavy. She clicked off the light. The handwritten message repeated in her mind. ‘Guaranteed to get away with rape and murder.’ Gut instinct told her the note wasn’t random. It had to be from someone who knew about Lilly, and maybe even Carlos.

Was it a warning? Or could it be a threat? Nuala would be long gone by now. She listened to Ben’s heavy breathing, before collecting her laptop and logging on to the internet.

She began with the term, ‘Flag of Convenience’. Comprehensive definitions explained how many large corporations, like cruise lines, were registered in Panama, Liberia and Bermuda – known tax havens – despite conducting most of their business in and around the US, with American owners and managers.

A quick search for Paradisio found it had been registered in Panama, along with Anderson Cruise Lines. Sports stars were well-known for seeking havens like Bermuda and Monaco to avoid paying tax, so it made sense that companies would do the same. One of the references took her to a website that contained articles on the cruise industry. By registering offshore, Anderson avoided paying US company tax, and was immune from labour laws and most US regulations, including minimum wages.

Anya shoved a pillow behind her back. She had long forgotten how late it was. Minimum wages in America were shockingly low, it seemed. Someone working two to three jobs could still be below the poverty level. In Australia, tips, superannuation and holiday pay were factored into minimum wages. If the cruise lines were paying below even basic rates, they were no better than sweat shops. Fixed terms of employment meant companies avoided paying for leave, or medical care for families. What was to stop the company lowering the pay rates with subsequent contracts? Karen had said even low pay was better than what crew members could earn in their own countries.

The ‘fun cruise’ suddenly took on a new dimension.

From the smiles on the faces of the crew, it hardly seemed possible.

Anya thought of the subclass down below she had seen that night, and the large number of staff from developing countries living and working like Cockroach in the garbage disposal area.

Eight to ten months of living in cramped, hot conditions with no daylight would be a challenge for anyone, especially so far from your family. The air-conditioner spluttered again, and Anya felt a pang of guilt. She was free to control the temperature in her cabin. The workers on the decks below appeared to have no power over their lives while on board. They weren’t even given sufficient time to sleep.

Rain pelted the balcony and windows, and Anya pulled the covers up higher. She typed in ‘wages, housekeeper’ and ‘cruise ship’. The results showed an abundance of agencies advertising for staff, and the job descriptions read like holiday brochures where crew could visit the world’s most famous cities and enjoy five-star facilities. She wondered how many places Cockroach and Carlos had actually seen. 

The recruiting companies listed were based in the Philippines, Indonesia, India and the Caribbean. Searching for blogs by employees was more difficult. It was as if a code of silence existed among former workers.

She typed in ‘cruise ship workers union’. No result. Out of frustration, she tried the catchphrase ‘United Nations of crew’. This led to the Anderson company website.

‘We pride ourselves on being a non-discriminatory, welcoming, international family. To ensure we employ people from every possible country, we hand-select our staff from all parts of the globe, to give our passengers a truly multinational experience.’ As an example, various countries – again, developing countries – were listed along with the percentage of staff representing each area. She looked down the list. India, twelve percent; Malaysia, six percent; China, eleven percent; Costa Rica, five percent; Philippines, fourteen percent. The percentages seemed low given the recruiting companies were based in areas of high unemployment and poor education.

Anya unscrewed the lid on the bottled water by her bed, and wondered if there was an absence of unions because the company had a ceiling on the numbers from each nation. That would ensure every employee belonged to a minority group. With the exhausting working hours, they would not have time, energy or even the multi-language skills required to organise a union.

Passengers were totally oblivious to what went on out of their sight.

She took a few sips of water and listened to Ben mumbling in his sleep before resettling. The bedside clock glowed 2 a.m. The humming of the cabin was becoming hypnotic.

Anya did one last search: Anderson company profits.

The annual report described the company as four times the size of McDonald’s, the fast food doyen. Only McDonald’s paid taxes. It took her a moment to process the comparison. Cruising was far bigger business than Anya had ever imagined. 

Despite record profits, crew welfare didn’t seem to be a company priority.

She wondered if investigations into drugs, sexual assault and shootings were.

The contents of the envelope played on her mind.

Trust no one.
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Five hours later, she woke up with Ben snuggled close beside her, his hair tousled. He had climbed in around four o’clock when the storm had intensified. She stretched her free arm and bumped the headboard. Ben stirred and buried his head deeper into her shoulder before opening his bleary eyes.

‘Is it morning yet?’

She swept the fringe from his forehead. ‘Yep, you had a pretty good sleep.’

He sat upright and stretched his arms. ‘Is kids’ club open?’

Anya’s heart sank a little. She had hoped to spend the whole trip with her son, but he obviously loved the activities and interaction with other children. It seemed selfish to spoil his fun.

‘I thought we could have breakfast with your dad before you go anywhere.’

Ben launched himself onto the floor, slipped out of his pyjamas and pulled a clean pair of underwear from the drawer. ‘Is he coming?’

Anya laughed. ‘Yesterday all you wanted to do was swim in the pool. And hey, don’t leave those on the floor.’

He picked up the discarded clothes and shoved them into a drawer before removing a blue T-shirt and green elastic-waisted shorts. ‘Should we get Dad?’

He was already fully charged and energetic.

‘Can you please slow down, I haven’t had a shower or even woken up properly yet, or had a hug.’

‘Maaahhhaaahhhaarrrmmm!’

Children had a knack of inserting multiple syllables into a three letter name, making Mum sound like a profanity. He jumped onto the bed and threw his arms around her. She lingered as he twirled a piece of her hair around his finger.

‘I won’t be long.’ She climbed out of bed. ‘And I don’t want you answering the door to anyone except your father.’

‘Uh huh, can I please watch TV?’

Anya had no objections as she headed for the shower. Washing more of yesterday away felt good, and with the storm still lashing the balcony, a couple of hours in the kids’ club would be fun for Ben. Then they could all go and see a movie or do any number of onboard activities.

By the time she had towel-dried her hair and used a spare to wrap around herself, Martin had arrived and he and Ben were sitting on the couch watching cartoons. Self-conscious in only a towel, Anya excused herself as she collected clean underwear, a polo shirt and jeans from her drawer.

‘Don’t mind me, I’ve seen it all before, you know,’ Martin ribbed.

Anya returned to the bathroom to dress.

When she emerged, they had switched off the television and were ready to eat. Anya collected the papers Nuala had delivered and placed them in the side pocket of her carry-on bag.

They headed out, greeting Junta at her supply cart in the corridor. The room steward looked Martin up and down and winked at Anya.

‘Good morning,’ she said in her lyrical voice.

Anya returned the greeting, then spoke quietly. ‘May I ask you a personal question?’

‘Is something wrong in your cabin?’

‘No, everything’s perfect.’ Anya felt awkward but continued anyway. ‘Without tips, can I ask how much you are paid by the company?’

Junta looked up and down the corridor. ‘About fifty American dollars each month, so I do a good job, Miss Anya?’

‘Outstanding,’ Anya declared.

‘’Cause I need to look after my family.’

‘You’re the best housekeeper I’ve ever seen,’ Martin added.

Junta grinned a toothy smile. ‘You and your family have a great day now.’

‘Thanks, we will.’ Martin winked.

He was in a surprisingly good mood, Anya thought.

At breakfast, they opted for the restaurant to avoid the queues at the buffet. The maître d’ was named Ivan, from Bulgaria, and had a kind, but serious face.

Dressed in a blue and gold vest, with matching bow tie, he escorted them to their table, next to a well-dressed elderly couple.

‘How do you say thank you in your language?’ Ben asked as he took his seat.

Ivan squatted down to Ben’s height.

‘In Bulgaria, we say bwa-go-daria.’

Ben’s eyes widened. He repeated the line, once alone and the second time with Ivan, whose face glowed when he smiled this time. Ivan headed back to greet more guests, with a lightened step. 

The table servers hung back until Ivan had left. They introduced themselves as Iketut from Indonesia, and Kujan from Sri Lanka. Kujan handed each of them a menu while Iketut filled their glasses with water and offered juice, tea and coffee. Ben was on a roll. He asked the Indonesian and Sri Lankan words for thanks, and practised them a few times quietly under his breath.

‘You have a great little man there.’ The man from the next table commented. ‘You should be very proud.’

His wife gave him a scolding look. ‘Leave them in peace. It’s their family time.’

‘We’re from Australia,’ Ben announced. ‘Where do you live?’

‘California,’ the old man smiled through a perfectly trimmed silver moustache. ‘Would you like me to help with that . . . you’ve got a little something in your ear.’

Ben flicked both sides of his head. The man stood, unbuttoned his jacket and placed the linen napkin back on his table. He stepped across and reached out to Ben’s ear. A shiny quarter appeared in his hand, which he held in front of Ben’s face. ‘Now you should hear your parents a lot better.’

Martin laughed. Ben sat with his mouth gaping. Anya loved that in a world full of digital toys, a simple illusion could still be captivating.

‘Wow! How did you do that?’

The gentleman brushed the side of his nose. ‘Trade secret.’

‘Can you teach me?’

The man patted his Santa-like belly. ‘I’m afraid there’s a magician’s code and only true magicians can learn the way.’

‘Robert. Leave the child alone,’ his wife muttered, while continuing to read the day’s planner. ‘You haven’t finished your fruit bran.’

He stepped back to his table. ‘I’ll leave you to enjoy your breakfast.’

Ben felt his other ear, in case there were more coins hiding there, while Martin ordered bacon, eggs, sausages and toast for them both.

After choosing eggs Benedict with smoked salmon, Anya placed the napkin on her lap. ‘Full breakfast? You are in a good mood.’

Martin’s eyes seemed to shine. He leant forward. ‘Yesterday changed me. What really matters seems so much clearer. Anyway . . . I have fantastic news!’

Anya felt a sudden heaviness in her chest. Had her former husband proposed to his girlfriend overnight? Ben, who would have a stepmother, seemed preoccupied with the colouring page and pencils that Iketut had delivered with their still water.

‘The purser rang this morning and apologised for the fiasco with our cabins. In appreciation for all our help . . . drum roll if you please . . . they’re upgrading us to a three-bedroom suite!’

That captured Ben’s attention. ‘Are we all going to be living together?’

Anya felt her chest lighten. They would be closer but have their own privacy as well. And she didn’t have to worry about a stepmother just yet.

‘No, mate, but we’re being moved to one of the fanciest cabins on the ship. There’s a bedroom for each of us. We’ll even have our own butler!’

‘Yay!’ Ben reached across and high-fived his father.

As they ate, it was apparent how many of the serving crew were Filipino, Indian or Indonesian. They smiled and greeted passengers, but it felt as if there was an underlying tension in the room. Then again, Anya could have been imagining it given what she had learnt last night. She wondered how many of the crew were toward the end of a long contract.

With a full stomach and feeling sluggish, Anya began to regret her choice of such a fat-laden breakfast. Kujan cleared the plates and Iketut reappeared with a fruit smoothie that she hadn’t ordered.

‘For you, ma’am.’ He bent over so no one else could hear. ‘We heard Carlos is hurt but no one will say how bad.’ The waiter’s forehead glistened with perspiration.

‘I’m sorry, but I can’t comment. Maybe you should ask your supervisor.’

Obviously, the ship’s telegraph did not relay everything that happened on board. Anya had assumed Carlos’s family would have been notified by the doctor. Iketut had a similar pleading look to the one that Carlos had shown. He wasn’t asking if the shooter’s identity was known and she thought there was a tear forming in his eye.

‘His wife is in hospital in Bogotá.’ He lowered his voice even further. ‘Breast cancer. If he does not call, she will know something is wrong. We don’t know what to do.’

Her heart went out to Iketut, and Carlos for his home situation. She carefully considered her response.

‘All I know is that when I left last night, he was unconscious in a serious, but stable condition.’ It was a way of saying a lot without giving anything away. She hadn’t disclosed whether Carlos had been conscious at all, or what may have happened overnight. ‘You didn’t hear it from me, OK?’

Iketut wiped his forehead. ‘Thank you, ma’am, may God shine on your beautiful family. Carlos is a good man. Our room is across the corridor from him. He is like our brother.’

His reaction seemed genuine. She wondered if he would be as happy if he knew Carlos had lost both legs.

As they left the table, Ben thanked the waiters in Indonesian and Sri Lankan, which brought a smile to their faces. Iketut moved quickly to Kujan, and a grin unfolded across Kujan’s face at the news.

Anya caught up to Ben and Martin.

‘Hey Dad, when do we move to the fancy cabin?’

‘We can go right now. I have the key.’

They took the lift to the eighth deck and followed Martin to the end of a port-side corridor. Inside, they all gasped. The suite had two levels joined by a staircase. On the lower area, a glass dining table with eight chairs was positioned near a kitchenette that fitted beneath the stairs. The remaining area contained two leather lounge suites facing a large screen TV mounted on the wall. Adjacent, a baby grand piano stood in the centre of an area surrounded by bookshelves filled with pottery and hardbacks. A bathroom with two sinks was also included on the lower floor. Three loft-style bedrooms looked out over the main area.

Ben didn’t hesitate to run up the stairs.

‘Wow! Which is mine?’

Anya and Martin followed. Sliding doors offered privacy for each room. The design was modern and filled with natural light from the extensive ocean views.

‘This is yours, take your pick of beds,’ Martin said.

Ben chose the twin to the left. His bag was already at the foot of the other.

Both Anya and Martin’s bags were in the queen-size room at the end.

‘They moved our things?’

‘That’s the other great news,’ Martin declared. ‘They’ve been doing it all for us, while we had brekkie.’

‘My laptop and papers were in the safe.’

‘Annie, relax. I gave them permission to open the safes. They thought of everything. Check your carry-on.’

Anya wasn’t sure it was a good thing if someone had access to their passports and valuables. She pulled the bag onto the bed and unzipped it. Inside were two passports, travel documents, her laptop, and Australian dollars. Everything of value that had been inside the safe.

She checked the side pocket. The information Nuala had given her was gone.
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After they’d unpacked, Ben had begged to spend time in the kids’ club. Neither Anya nor Martin had the heart to refuse. Martin happily took him there for a couple of hours and decided to spend that time in the gym and games room, to give Anya some time to herself.

FitzHarris sat at his desk amid a mess of paperwork. He had a five o’clock shadow and looked like he’d been up all night. The room was the size of Carlos’s cabin and contained a filing cabinet, desk, two phones and a computer. There was barely enough space for the second chair.

‘What can I do you for?’ His eyes opened wide, a change from the forehead crease. ‘How’re the new accommodation?’

‘Amazing. The view, all of it. Thank you for organising the move. It was a kind gesture and means Ben can see a little more of both of us.’

Fitz’s cheeks ruddied a little.

‘Yeah, well. Did everything get moved over okay?’

Anya wondered why he would specifically ask that.

‘Yes – even the contents of the safe . . . I did have some papers in the side pocket of my carry-on bag that were misplaced, or lost.’

The crease returned to his forehead. He picked up a pen. ‘Anything valuable?’

‘No, but they were private.’ Anya watched for any recognition, or surprise. His face was unreadable. This man could be a poker champion.

‘Can you replace them?’

‘Probably. It’s nothing. I only mentioned it because you asked.’

‘Junta’s one of our stalwarts. No thieving on her shifts. Sometimes we get guests claiming to have lost thousands of dollars worth of jewellery, just so they can claim on insurance. I can’t tell you the number of times ten thousand dollars in cash is allegedly “stolen” from a safe. Sure we get some light-fingered crew members but if they get caught, they’re out. Usually, with questioning, it turns out the ten grand never existed.’

Anya suspected he was far too busy to go through her papers and had no reason to. 

‘Trust no one’ was making her paranoid.

‘You know,’ FitzHarris began, ‘all those years in the force taught me one thing when interviewing a witness or a perp. It’s what people don’t tell you that sometimes says the most.’

‘Is this off the record?’

‘If you want it to be.’ He gestured to the empty seat.

Anya took off her wind jacket and placed it across her lap. ‘An employee delivered an envelope to my room last night.’

Fitz stood and moved around to Anya’s side of the table. He crossed his arms and leant back against the desk.

‘Go on.’

Anya suspected Fitz thought this made it easier for interviewees to consider him ‘on their side’. Only, with his imposing size, their side suddenly felt crowded. She preferred the barrier of the desk. She folded her own arms and tucked her ankles beneath her chair.

‘The envelope she gave me contained references to websites. Nothing I couldn’t have found on the internet myself.’

‘Did you catch her name?’

Anya was loathe to disclose the officer’s identity. What if she was merely doing her job and had no idea about the documents?

‘So this woman comes to your cabin at night. Either she’s just an unsuspecting courier, or she wanted to connect with you. Otherwise, why not slide the information under your door in the night?’

He had a point. Although, an anonymous package might make Anya defensive and suspicious. There was nothing on the envelope to instruct hand delivery. All it had was her name and cabin number.

‘What do you mean by connect?’

He lifted one hand. ‘We care about a cause if we have a personal connection to someone involved. It sounds like she could have some axe to grind and her visit obviously caught your interest. You say it’s nothing you couldn’t get off the net, but you kept the stuff instead of throwing it out.’

Fitz was good, she thought, although she didn’t like the way he made it sound as if she had been played.

He added, ‘She didn’t just happen to come across one of only two passengers who happened to be there to help out with Lilly and Carlos. You were her target. Or did Martin get a visit as well?’

‘Not that I know of.’

The woman’s uniform looked genuine, as did the badge. Someone went to a lot of trouble, and risked being caught, just to give her information that was readily available. It seemed more than a little coincidental that all their other belongings had been moved to the new suite, but the envelope and its contents had been discarded. She could not imagine Junta doing anything to compromise her job or only means of supporting her family.

‘What sort of uniform was she wearing? I assume—’

‘Yes. Officer’s.’

‘What colour epaulettes?’

Anya thought back. ‘Black.’

‘Then she was deck crew. If they’re caught passing on company information or harassing guests with their own agendas . . .’ He breathed out. ‘I’m just saying, no one should be violating your privacy at night. Someone wants you to push their cart, and I don’t want to see you being used.’

Fitz was more than astute. Documents wouldn’t mean the same coming from a room steward or someone in overalls.

Anya wondered if she had underestimated him. He was making her feel foolish for having brought up the missing envelope.

‘OK, humour me. Give me a first name and I’ll tell you if it belongs to an officer. If it fits, I’ll drop it. We’re still off the record, remember?’

‘Fine. Her badge said Nuala.’

Fitz returned to his chair and tapped away on his keyboard. A few minutes later, his left eye was squinting again.

‘No officer with that name. If a badge is lost, it costs eighty dollars to replace. Sometimes staff use each other’s badges to save paying the money.’

He typed some more and, from where she sat, Anya could see his eyes darting from side to side across the screen. His frown deepened.

‘Not one crew member with that name. I’ll go back a bit further, in case it’s an old badge passed on as a spare.’

Anya held her breath.

‘There used to be a Nuala. Cabin steward, she finished her contract two years ago and didn’t renew. Your Nuala isn’t who she claims to be.’

The anonymous woman could have been someone with a personal gripe against the company, but if she was pretending to be crew and knew her way around the ship, she could easily gain the trust of passengers. That concerned Anya, particularly in terms of children on board. She thought about Ben at the kids’ club.

‘We’ve got a significant problem if someone’s impersonating an officer. But just in case one of our officers has lost her badge . . . It’s an offence, but much less of a crime.’ He tapped away some more.

Maybe she was actually an officer, Anya thought, but chose not to reveal herself for fear of recriminations if her superiors found out she had been giving potentially damaging company information to passengers.

‘Would you recognise her again? Off the record. You don’t have to tell me which one she is if you find her.’

Anya was sure she could identify the woman.

‘All right then, there are fifteen female officers who would wear that white uniform.’

Fitz pulled up the dossiers on his computer, one at a time. Anya moved around to look at each photograph. She studied them all. No one resembled the woman she had met, even accounting for changes in hairstyle and colour.

‘I can’t show you the passengers’ mugshots, confidentiality and all that. Besides there are thousands of them on the system. If you run into her again, will you let me know?’

Anya agreed to call him as soon as she saw the mystery woman again. She wondered how Nuala had known what cabin to knock on that night. She must have had access to passenger lists, or had followed Anya to the cabin. Either way, it proved she had been targeted.

‘It doesn’t make sense.’ Fitz picked up a pen, clicking it once, twice and again as he spoke. ‘We’re in the middle of the ocean. No one can get on or off the ship. In the dead of night, some stranger hands you an envelope. Reminds me of a Hitchcock movie.’

Anya immediately thought of The Birds and the sailors’ albatross superstition. ‘You think I imagined it?’ Face flushed with irritation, she turned to leave. ‘Sorry to have wasted your time.’

FitzHarris tilted his head and sighed. ‘Wait. I didn’t mean it like that. I’m getting a lot of heat from above on the death and Carlos’s shooting. If news gets out, we could have mass panic on board.’ He discarded the pen and rubbed his eyes. ‘There’s an old saying on the sea: “You’re only ever two square meals short of anarchy”. The medical team tell me it’s almost unheard of to fill every hospital bed, but we managed within hours of setting sail. Somehow, I got a feeling we’re not over the worst of it. A power failure, a viral breakout, or any other incident and we could just get to anarchy stage. God help us if that happens.’

‘There is something else you should know, this time on the record.’

He rubbed one eye. ‘What’s that?’

‘Carlos may have some information on what happened to Lilly Chan. He said “Kill her. Stop him” just before the surgery.’

FitzHarris’s face became pale as he moved to open the door. ‘He would have heard the ship’s gossip. The guy’s a father. Add in the heavy-duty drugs you gave him . . .’

‘You’re right,’ Anya lied.

Carlos did have a cocktail of drugs in his veins, but he was desperate to tell her something. He could have pleaded for his legs, or named the shooter. Instead, he had begged for whoever harmed Lilly to be stopped from doing it again.

FitzHarris’s expression belied what he was saying about Carlos being delirious. Either he was out of his depth, or he didn’t want a connection made between the shooting and Lilly’s death. Anya had to tread carefully. Trust no one, the note had said.
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