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​​​Chapter 1: Sorry, the Black’s Death’s Off Today, Sir.
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IT WAS MEANT TO BE the holiday of a lifetime, but when, after about a fortnight, the Aurora was twenty miles off the Suriname coast, someone died horrifically. The crew confined us to our cabin – a windowless cube with a double-bed, dressing table, en-suite and wardrobe - while Dr Tomlinson, the GP, investigated. I can’t remember whether my ‘dreams’ had started yet. 

Ashanta sat on the duvet and looked at the floor. We both wore our Bermuda shirts, shorts and socks and she dug her toe into the carpet as if making an indent there might divert her from whatever dark agreement to hide the truth was already being hatched outside. A week ago, we’d planned to pass ourselves off as work colleagues but then we plumped for a married couple, ‘Mr and Mrs Smith’. They tend to be quite conservative on cruises and it made all the touching easier to explain. I suppose our passports must have given us away to the crew, though.

“Who told you?” Ashanta said.

“Carl, from the roulette table,” I replied.

“And who told him?”

“I don’t know, but he sounded certain.”

“Good God.” She touched her forehead. Her fingertips shook. “And he used that word did he? ‘Horrifically’? Didn’t he give any details?”

“He was called away. They’re probably trying to keep a lid on it.”

“What do you think ‘horrifically’ means?”

“I’m guessing she was either murdered or she died of some gruesome disease.”

She moved her hand from her hairline to her lips then, as if to put an end to all trembling, she pulled her cheeks down. “I don’t even remember her. Who was she?”

“I’ve been racking my brains trying to recall. I think she was the lady in the polka dot swimsuit by the pool that first day.”

“It’s not coming back. Old?”

I snorted. “Everyone here’s old. Except us.” 

“Don’t be flippant, please.” 

“Carl may have been exaggerating. Maybe she died of natural causes.”

“They wouldn’t confine us all to our cabins if it was just that though, would they?”

“They might be erring on the side of caution.”

“Except for that one word, ‘horrifically’,” she insisted. “Was she with anyone? A husband or anything?”

“I don’t remember.”

“We’re only twenty, Hugo. I’m not ready to die yet.”

She looked genuinely scared. Her eyes glazed as she climbed into her inmost self, and her mouth popped open. I put my arm round her. She folded into my elbow.

“It won’t come to that,” I said.

“How long do you think they’ll keep us in quarantine? I want to know what’s going on.”

“Stop panicking. It’ll be fine.”

She bristled. “I’m not panicking. And it may not be ‘fine’.”

There was a knock on the door. She got up with an effort and answered it as if it might be the man with the corpse-laden barrow in every film ever made about the Black Death. I picked up the novel I’d been reading, The Limits of Poison by Morgan Bashford.

It was Mr Wiles. His crumpled beige suit, tanned face and yachting shoes gave him a welcome aura of unruffled routine, but his dour expression belied it. I could smell his Givenchy from where I sat. He ran his hand through his white hair and put his feet together.

“Everything’s all right, after all,” he said. “It was a false alarm. I’ve been deputed to let everyone know.”

I put my book down. “The quarantine thing, or Mrs Summersby’s death?”

“She’s okay,” he said. 

Ashanta fanned her face and beamed. “Would you like to come in?”

“I won’t, thank you, no. Other people to tell.”

“At least for a moment,” Ashanta said. “Explain how the false alarm got sounded.” 

Mr Wiles stepped onto the carpet with an expression as if, thanks to the brutality of the challenge, he had no choice. I was curious now.

“But I won’t sit down,” he said. “I can’t stay.”

“So what made Carl think it was Mrs Summersby?” I asked.

“Is anyone dead?” Ashanta said, suddenly fascinated. “Or was the whole thing a mistake?”

“No one at all,” he replied. “Carl’s what’s called ‘a man with a grievance’. I don’t know what it is, but he was only doing it to stir up panic. He’s been given his marching orders now, I understand.”

“Understand from who?” I asked.

“The captain. John.”

Mr Wiles knew a lot about this particular ship. You don’t know Carl’s a man with a grievance and call the captain John unless you’re pretty far up the ladder. 

“Have you been on this cruise before?” I asked.

“The Aurora’s been my home since ’97.”

Ashanta gasped. “You live here?”

“Thirteen years.” He smiled nervously. “Some might say that’s not a very lucky number. Ever since my wife died.”

“Surely that must be expensive?” Ashanta said. “Sorry, I don’t mean that to sound rude.”

“I can afford it, that’s all.” He expelled a dry laugh. “Of course, I do go ashore now and then. I’m not a hermit.”

“Why did Carl pick on Mrs Summersby?” I said. 

“That, I can’t say. All I can tell you is it was a false alarm and on behalf of the captain and crew of the Aurora I’m authorised to apologise if it caused you any anxiety.” 

“All’s well that ends well,” Ashanta said.

For some reason, his visit unsettled me. After he left, I kept reading the first paragraph on page 83 over and over and it wouldn’t go in. 

“Anything wrong?” Ashanta said. She got on the bed, walked behind me on her knees and put her arms round my waist.

“What makes you say that?”

“You haven’t turned the page for a bit.”

I sighed. “I don’t know. Something to do with Mr Wiles.”

“He did strike me as a bit shifty.”

“Me too. I can’t put my finger on it.”

She got off the mattress and stood facing me. “I can. He seemed anxious to clear up the misunderstanding but not sufficiently to cross the threshold. We had to bully him.”

I nodded. Hole in one. 

“But then Mr Wiles is odd,” she went on. “Everyone on this ship’s a bit odd. You may not have noticed, but I have.”

I got up and kissed her forehead. “Sorry you came?”

“I wouldn’t go that far. A few minutes ago maybe, but not any more.” 

There was another knock at the door. It was my turn to answer. Ashanta picked up The Limits of Poison and pretended to read it, though I could already see her peeking over the top.

It wasn’t Mr Wiles come back to get something. It was one of the stewards, a fortysomething man in the regulation C&B white tunic and trousers. His hair was parted at the side and followed its prescribed two directions as obediently as any mere cut I’d ever seen. He held his cap against his side with his elbow and grinned.

“Midshipman Collins,” he said, extending his hand for a greeting. “Pleased to meet you. You must be Mr Ellis and Miss Jones.”

“Hugo and Ashanta,” I said, self-consciously.

“‘Mr and Mrs Smith’,” he said, in the tone of voice equivalent of a nudge and a wink. “The captain asked me to give you this.” 

He reached into his jacket and handed me an envelope. I tore it open there and then, since that was obviously what he wanted. It was expensive paper, buff, folded exactly into thirds. The writing was in blue fountain-pen.


Captain John Mason would be honoured if Mr Hugo Ellis and Miss Ashanta Jones (‘Mr and Mrs Smith’) would join him and his guests for dinner tonight in the dining room, 7.30pm. RSVP.



My heart sank. But we both knew it had been looming and it was supposed to be the world’s greatest privilege. After our recent scare it wasn’t the worst news imaginable. I tried to look pleased.

“It’s a dinner invite from Captain Mason,” I told Ashanta.

“Oh, wow,” she said, obviously trying to put feeling in it for Midshipman Collins’s sake. “I’d better start getting ready.”

“Tell Captain Mason we’re honoured to accept,” I said.

Collins smiled. “He asked me to let you know he won’t betray your identities. He’ll be very discreet.”

We waited till he had gone then exchanged expressions. Then we sat down next to each other on the bed and looked at our feet. Ashanta’s toe slowly came to life and started another assault on the carpet. 

“It could be worse,” she said quietly.

“At least Mrs Summersby’s okay.”

“Still, I suppose we’d better start getting pissed. Go to the shop, will you, honey bun, and get us a litre of forty por ciento?”

“We could always just tell him we’re not interested.”

“And have him hate us? Don’t forget, if he hates us, everyone does. No, it’s just something that’s got to be gone through. We knew that when we arrived.”

“We mustn’t get too drunk.”

“No, but we mustn’t stay too sober.”

Given how reclusive we were, it probably amazed our fellow passengers that we’d even bothered booking a berth. The truth is, we won it in a competition. You had to name the rabbit on the front of the Snook bar, and this was the prize. We made multiple entries. Donnie Dark Chocolate-O is what we think won. Ashanta’s idea, not mine. I wasn’t keen. It sounded a bit too much like a dig at the rabbit to me. I mean, Donnie Darko isn’t exactly the most cheerful film on the planet, whereas the Snook rabbit’s always grinning.

The Aurora was small for a cruise ship, and old-fashioned. By that, I mean it wasn’t one of those floating theme-parks that are so prevalent nowadays, complete with endless levels of cinemas, malls and amusement arcades. There was a casino, a lecture hall, a ballroom, a library and two bars - and that was it. Its capacity was three hundred passengers, but there can’t have been more than two hundred on this voyage, plus about thirty crew. It made up for these drawbacks by being ‘exclusive’. Cocktails figured prominently, and flannel trousers.

After two weeks on board, I’d stopped noticing the sea, even its smell. Occasionally I caught a scent of what I imagined was land, but never brine. It was like being plonked in the middle of a big field. What I mainly noticed each day was the clouds on the horizon or lack of them.

As Ashanta and I came out of our cabin that night, the sun was setting and the sky was purple, even above us. The wind hissed through the railings and the stars looked pitiless. I can’t think of any other word for it. You’d think I’d be feeling romantic, here in the middle of the world with the girl of my dreams, but no, I felt vaguely afraid. One of those nameless being-afraids that might, in another time and place, herald some sort of mental disturbance. The sea was like a sheet of metal, deadly blank. After a quarter of a bottle of Gordon’s I was drunk, but nowhere near as gone as Ashanta. I’d had to wake her up. She leant heavily on my arm as we approached the dining room.

“Where are we?” she said.

“For God’s sake. I told you not to have too much.”

“Shee-it.”

“Don’t say that to Captain Mason.”

“Yes, sir, sir.”

“Maybe I should tell him you’re ill.”

“Take me home, Jeeves.”

We went back to our cabin. It was obvious she was already booze-drowsy so I tucked her in and went to the sink, had a vomit, then washed it away and felt better. I gargled with mouthwash – a magic recipe I’d discovered two months ago to make me outwardly sober - then brushed my teeth. 

Ten minutes later I was sitting next to Captain Mason. The ship’s dining room was like an upmarket school canteen: manned rows of hot plates loaded with chops, chicken breasts, tubs of chips and boiled potatoes, vats of curry and stew supplying a queue of trays murmuring yes please, no thank you and maybe just a taste. The one thing they never seemed to have here was fish, yet for some reason, there was always a strong fishy smell. The parquet floor supported fifty tables, each with ten chairs to facilitate sociability. The captain’s table was on a raised podium at the front. To my left, Mr Wiles, some male, some male, some female; to my right, female, male, female. I raised my glass and cheers-ed them before realising that was bad form.

“Sorry,” I said.

The captain was a barrel-chested man with a languid expression behind a moustache circa the Crimea, 1854. He smiled indulgently and indicated Mr Wiles with a nod.

“This gentleman has been on board much longer than I have,” he told me. “It’s long been my custom to invite him to make the toast.”

We stood up.

Mr Wiles raised his red wine. “Her Majesty, Queen Elizabeth the Second and His Royal Highness, Prince Philip.” 

We all took a sip and sat down. Frankly, my fancying-alcohol phase had passed. I’d have preferred a mineral water.

“Allow me to introduce you to each other,” the captain said, addressing no one in particular. “This” – indicating me – “is Mr Hugo Smith, the very lucky new husband of Mrs Ashanta Smith. Mr Wiles you all know. Mrs Summersby – the rumours of whose death, to borrow an expression from Mark Twain, have been much exaggerated - sits to my left.” Everyone smiled. “After which, you all know each other. Mr Smith” – he turned to me – “for your benefit, allow me to introduce the rest of my table.”

There was general chuckling, rather forced.

“This is Mr Derek Goulding, Mr Paul Endersby, Mrs Rita Patel; to my right, Mr Colin Wiles, Dr Steven Tomlinson our GP, and Mrs Celia Soper.”

They nodded to me one by one. They seemed a grim bunch, all concentrating on the tablecloth. Mrs Summersby shuddered. All in all, the whole thing felt more like a wake than anything. Not your jolly Irish version, either. 

Mr Goulding looked to be the youngest, early fifties I’d say, with a bald head and large glasses that looked like part of a single construction covering his skull. He had no chin to speak of, and he wore a loud tie as if to compensate. Mr Endersby probably sat next to him for contrast. Full head of silver hair, lantern jaw, bulging eyes. Mrs Patel was a good four inches shorter than anyone else at the table. She had round shoulders, a short ponytail and a woolly black cardigan with flecks of dandruff on.

On the other side, Mrs Summersby was avoiding eye contact. A wiry woman with a chin longer than her nose, hooded eyes and her hair done in a white bun, she didn’t look any happier for still being alive, just as Mr Wiles didn’t look any happier for being amongst his friends. 

Dr Tomlinson was stout enough to have to sit slightly further back from the table than either of his neighbours. Like Mr Goulding he was bald, but with more well-defined features. Unusually, a wig might have made him handsome. Celia Soper alone looked formidable. In her eighties at least, with darting eyes, a harsh mouth and a pair of muscular hands on the table as if to make a statement about settling your debts or else. There was an empty chair next to her, presumably for Ashanta.

With the exception of Captain Mason, no one seemed inclined for a conversation.

“Er, when are we to expect Mrs Smith?” he asked.

“She’s feeling unwell,” I replied. “She sends her apologies.”

For some reason, everyone seemed to flinch. They turned and looked at me.

“Shouldn’t you ... be with her?” Mrs Patel said.

I was still at the age when people could make me blush if they caught me blind side. “She’s – she’s sleeping, I think.”

“Would you like me to call in on her?” Dr Tomlinson said. 

“I don’t think it’s anything serious.”

Everyone exchanged glances. I suddenly felt terrible. God knows why, but I hadn’t anticipated this line of questioning. What I’m studying at university, my ambitions, where I was born, what made me come on a cruise – I’d expected all that. But not the blindingly obvious question of why I wasn’t at Ashanta’s bedside. I guess the Gordon’s had addled my brain.

“I understand you’re a university student,” Captain Mason said, tactfully changing the subject.

“Newcastle-upon-Tyne,” I replied. “I’m studying Politics and Development.”

We talked about politics then about development, and Captain Mason elicited a few anecdotes from lower down the table: Dr Tomlinson, Mr Goulding and Mrs Summersby each told a story about their student days. I got the impression those stories were frequently rehearsed, that they were intended to point the raconteurs up as adventurous free-spirits. But they weren’t told like that.

“I remember once at Oxford,” Dr Tomlinson said. “I’d been out with a couple of my friends, and it was so late when we returned that the halls were locked. There was no knocking the porter up, not at that hour. So I decided to shin up the drainpipe and tap on a friend’s window. Anyway, I was halfway up when I lost my footing. God knows how but the branch of a tree went right through my trousers. Lucky it wasn’t my leg or my wedding tackle. The only way I could free myself was by cutting myself out, underpants too. Then all the lights of the quadrangle came on and there I was, Mr Meat and Two Veg on a Pole, pardon the expression.”

You’d think this would have been told with gusto and eye-contact, the sort that says, ‘I’ll give you the signal when I expect you to laugh, and when you do, you’ll bark like a hyena’. But actually, it was as if he’d learned the words by rote and was only repaying an obligation to the captain - like someone who wanted to get it off his chest as quickly and painlessly as possible.

We got through the starter like this. Silence fell on the main course. By dessert, I was starting to feel sleepy from lack of stimulation. Then Ashanta showed up. There was a horrified gasp. The plague-carrier in person. The men stood up.

“Sorry I couldn’t make it earlier,” she said.

“Hugo gave us to understand you were unwell,” Captain Mason said.

Dr Tomlinson looked annoyed. “If there’s anything I can do - ”

“It was only a very bad headache,” she said.

“Would you like anything to eat?” Captain Mason said. “I can get the galley staff to oblige.”

She sat down. “I’m still not very hungry, thank you. I just came over to meet everyone.”

The men sat down. From there on, the company seemed to perk up a bit. Mrs Summersby even stopped shaking.

But it didn’t happen easily. The captain orchestrated it, skilfully drawing Ashanta, then me and forcing his other guests to respond. To the point where he sometimes seemed to be bullying them. ‘Rita, what do you think of that?’ he demanded sardonically, or ‘Celia, I don’t suppose you’ve ever heard the like’. Rita or Celia would jump back to life, say ‘What’ and reply in such a way as to leave the captain temporarily mollified. Looking back afterwards, the whole thing was an astonishing performance.

After coffee, the company spent a little more time talking, then the silence resumed. We just sat there, doing nothing, saying nothing. I’d run out of things to talk about – I was never much of a one for initiating conversation, anyway – and Ashanta looked as if she wondered what the hell sort of freak show she’d dropped in on.

Then Mrs Soper reached down to her handbag. She put a small rectangular box on the table in front of her. Suddenly, all eyes were captive. She opened it, took out a pack of cards then fanned them out on the table and turned one over. The Empress. 

The rest of the dining hall was empty now. It was clear this was a regular feature of their gatherings, but it didn’t look like a bit of fun. Mrs Summersby was shivering again. Mrs Goulding’s pate perspired. They all looked as if they were dreading something – something impossible for an outsider like myself to discern.

Mrs Soper didn’t comment on what she was doing, she simply turned the cards over. The Fool, The High Priestess, The Hierophant, The Moon, The Sun, The Tower, Death, The Hanged Man, The Devil, and finally The Star. Then she gathered them up and put them back in the box.

“What’s it all mean?” Ashanta said, only half-flippantly.

“It means nothing,” Mrs Soper snapped. “A simple diversion, that’s all.”

Everyone got up slowly and silently and went their separate ways like it was a bad dream. After a few seconds, the only people left at the table were Ashanta and I and Captain Mason.

“I’d like to thank you for coming,” he said, with what appeared to be relief. “You don’t know how much it’s meant. Not just to me. To everyone.”

“What was Mrs Soper doing just then?” Ashanta said.

“She’s a clairvoyant,” he replied with thinly disguised disapproval. “She doesn’t do personal fates, though. She does ‘the future of the world’.”

Ashanta laughed. “Very ambitious.”

“She didn’t say an awful lot,” I remarked.

“She claims the cards speak for themselves.”

“I don’t see how they can,” Ashanta said.

“You have to admit there was a story written on those faces.”

“She said they meant nothing,” I replied. “Do you think they speak for themselves? If so, what did they say?”

“How can a pack of cards interpret themselves?” Ashanta persisted. 

Mason laughed. “No, no, I don’t believe it. Absolutely not. Although I suppose I can’t see any harm in it.”

I wanted to ask him what he thought the ‘story written on those faces’ was, but I didn’t think he’d give me a straight answer. “Well ... thank you for inviting us,” I said. “I suppose we’d better be getting back to our cabin now.”

“Are you going out tonight, by the way?” he asked.

“We’re going to the lecture on ancient African civilisations,” I replied.

He smiled. “I thought you might have had enough of lectures at university.”

“My mother’s Ghanaian,” Ashanta said phlegmatically, standing up. “I’m looking forward to it.”

“There’s a very good variety show in the ballroom, if you change your mind. Er, listen ... I apologise for the way everyone was tonight.”

I thought I’d better be tactful. “I’m not sure - ”

“Of course you noticed it. You too, Mrs Smith. How glum everyone was. The simple fact of the matter is, the Aurora’s being decommissioned at the end of this voyage, and a lot of people are devastated.”

“Oh, that’s sad,” Ashanta said, with genuine feeling. “Mr Wiles has lived here thirteen years. He told us this afternoon.”

“There are other liners, aren’t there?” I said. “C&B’s not going bust, is it?”

“Quite the reverse. No, as you rightly say, Mrs Smith, it’s more to do with sentimental value. A lot of those people are widowed. Colin’s not the only one who used to come here with his spouse.”

“How sad,” Ashanta said again.

“They tend to get even more morose when they’re together. But of course I can’t not invite them to my table, in the circumstances. You two helped out enormously.”

“Oh, I’m sure - ”

“In fact, I’d be honoured if you’d join us every night from now on.”

Ashanta and I looked at each other. He seemed to read us.

“When I was your age,” he said, “dinner every night with a bunch of old fuddy-duddies was the last thing I’d have wanted. But I can promise to make it worth your while.”

He didn’t elaborate. Probably a backstage pass to the variety show, meet Tommy Trinder. But after the spiel about the dead spouses there was no prevaricating without looking callous. He’d outflanked us. We shook hands with him like he’d just filched our life savings and left for the lecture.
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​​​Chapter 2: But Not Every Night
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A FOG HAD DESCENDED while we were in the dining room. Ashanta stomped along the deck leading back to our cabin with her head down and her fists clenched by her side. 

“If I wake up every morning knowing I’ve got that to come, I’ll throw myself overboard,” she said, when we were out of earshot. “I’m not joking either.”

Which was my view entirely. But I couldn’t see a way out. According to the little I knew about ships, every captain has his own table and he’s notoriously touchy about it. If you snub an invitation, he regards it as a slap in the face with a gentleman’s glove, and if he takes against you, everyone does. Ironically, Ashanta herself had pointed that out right at the start.

“I don’t even care if we become pariahs,” she said. “Not any more.”

“Why didn’t you say something then?” 

She turned to me. “Do you want to go?”

“No.”

“Well, why didn’t you say something then?”

“Because I couldn’t think of anything ... tactful enough.”

“Ditto.”

We started walking again, keeping step with each other like we were practising for the parade ground. 

“But now we’re going to have to,” she said. “And the sooner the better. I don’t want it hanging over me all night. It’s already starting to ruin things. Bloody hell, I’ve got a headache.”

“What do you think he meant when he said he’d make it ‘worth our while’?”

“Who cares?”

“Aren’t you interested?”

“No. What do you think he meant?”

“This is the second time you’ve thrown my own question back on me. I thought you weren’t interested. You just said ‘who cares’.”

“About the offer. I still care about you.”

I took her hand and kissed it and softened. “He’s the captain of a big cruise ship, so his tastes are probably nothing like ours. It’ll be something he likes, but which we – I mean, because of the difficulty someone like him probably has putting himself in our shoes - ”

“Something like a seventy-five-year-old bottle of Bordeaux.”

“Possibly.”

“Or a wad of money-off vouchers for Harrods or Selfridges.”

“That too.”

“And how grateful do you think you’ll be able to get your face to look?”

“It won’t be easy, I admit.”

She swung in front of me, bringing me to an abrupt halt, and took both my hands. “Look, Hugo, we both know you like to help people out. You never put yourself first. That’s why I love you, truly. But we’ll probably never get the chance to go on anything like this cruise again. I don’t want it spoiled for the sake of a vintage bottle of wine or a billfold of manky shopping coupons. Is that really too much to ask?”

After a few moments’ further discussion, we decided to storm Mason’s office pronto and get it over with. We changed direction.

“We’ll just tell him the truth,” she said. “It’s not as if he doesn’t know already. He said it himself: when he was our age - ”

“True, it would be unreasonable for him to expect us to do something he wouldn’t have done. Even for a case of vintage wine.”

“That’s the pioneer spirit, my boy. And no one else wants us there. We’re gatecrashers as far as they’re concerned.”

We were walking at speed now, me in the lead. Captain Mason’s office was elevated above the deck and approached by a small flight of steps. A middle-aged C&B officer with a long chin and a pair of sleeves too big for his wrists did sentry-duty at the bottom. He glared at us as we approached. We stopped in front of him.

“Is – is this the way to Captain Mason’s office?” Ashanta asked.

“How can I help you, madam?” he said. He took off his hat gallantly to reveal a bald dome with three black hairs standing up like antennae. 

“I’m Ashanta, this is Hugo. We’d like a quick word with him if possible.”

“Captain Mason’s not available at present. I’m Duty Officer Gould. May I ask the broad category of your communication? Because, with respect, if it’s a complaint it may be best dealt with by our customer services department on the upper promenade deck.”

“He invited us to dinner,” Ashanta said, “and we can’t come.”

He puckered his lips ever so slightly and raised his eyebrows. “I see. That’s a shame.” He took out a notepad and pen. “I’d better take your names. He’ll probably contact you with an alternative date if that’s agreeable. What night are you supposed to be dining with him?”

“Every night,” Ashanta said. “From now until the end of time.”

He looked as if he wasn’t sure we were sane. After a short hesitation he wrote something down. “From now until the end of the cruise,” he said. “Are you sure?”

“Absolutely,” Ashanta replied, as if she was pleased to have made herself comprehensible at last. “Every single night.”

“That would be, well, unprecedented, madam. Please don’t take this the wrong way but are you sure you haven’t made some mistake?”

“Well, I’d like to hope so, but he seemed quite clear. We’re Ashanta and Hugo Smith. No offence to the captain or any of his guests, but we rather wanted to spend as much of our - our honeymoon as possible alone. We’re happy and honoured to dine with him once, maybe twice – we cheerfully dined with him tonight, for example – but, er, just not every night.”

“Which isn’t to belittle the compliment he’s paying us,” I said, clasping my hands in front of me. “For which we’re extremely grateful.”

Duty Officer Gould put his notepad away. “I’ll let him know as soon as he gets back. I’m sure he’ll understand. In the meantime, have a very pleasant evening.”

We thanked him with zero enthusiasm and set off back to our cabin to prepare for ancient African civilisations. Although we were hardly in the mood for an hour’s worth of education any more.

“I feel awful now,” Ashanta said as we descended from the deck to the first floor. “‘But not every night’ - God, you’d think I’d have been able to come up with something a bit more tactful than that. ‘But not every night’.” She slapped her forehead. “Bloody hell!”

“It’s not as if he’s going to be told your precise words. I’m sure Duty Officer Gould will put his own spin on it.”

“I think we should go back and tell Gouldie to scratch it. We’d be better off telling the captain himself.”

“Are you quite sure about that?”

“What do you mean?” she said.

“Even now, can you think of any better way of putting it than, ‘But not every night’?”

She shook her head. “That’s precisely the point, Hugo. We shouldn’t have charged in like a bull in a china shop. We should have planned our words, maybe written a letter.” She lit up. “Actually, that’s a brilliant idea.”

“Or it would have been if we’d thought of it earlier.”

“It still can be. Only first, we’ve got to stop Gould delivering that message.”

She did an 180˚ spin and accelerated. I was becoming more and more irritated – apart from anything else, we were going to miss the lecture. But she was my soul-mate and it’s generally agreed that, when soul-mates do about-turns and burn the rubber on their pumps, the correct procedure is to tag along. Whatever your misgivings.

When we reached the steps to Captain Mason’s office, though, there was no Duty Officer Gould to be seen. Just the wailing wind and the sound of the sea swelling.

“Do you think we should go up there and knock?” Ashanta said.

“To the captain’s sanctum itself? There’s nothing to stop us. But let’s hurry, whatever we do.” 

Her face flashed annoyance. “But no, we can’t.”

I sighed. “Why ever not?”

“Because either Duty Officer Gould’s told him or he’s not in. Or he is in and he hasn’t yet been told. If it’s either of the first two, we’re wasting our time. If the last one, we’ll have to explain why we’ve called, and that means falling back on ‘But not every night’ again. Shit, shit, shit.”

“Like I mentioned, Gould won’t have relayed your words verbatim. Even if he did, he won’t have said, ‘These were her exact words, by the way, sir. She actually used the phrase, “But not every night”. Those four words.’ There’s nothing to stop you writing a letter to clarify what Gould’s told him.”

“Us, that should be, Hugo. Us writing a letter.”

I don’t know why, but up till then neither of us had actually looked up at Mason’s cabin. When we did, we got a shock. Framed in the curtainless window, Gould and Mason were deep in conversation. A light shone in the background: one of those yellow-orangey desk or bedside lamps probably. Suddenly, they turned and glowered at us - as if they’d already seen we were there. My chest jumped unpleasantly. Ashanta’s hand gripped mine, so I’m pretty sure she experienced the same thing.

“Sugar,” she said. She waved feebly to them. They didn’t smile.

“I think it’s a case of message received,” I said, trying not to let my lips move.

“Time to be moving along, methinks.”

We actually ran back to our cabin, laughing like we were a couple of ten-year-olds who’d played a prank. Pathetic, really, since we hadn’t even done anything wrong. After we closed the door, we had sex to cleanse ourselves of the evening’s gloom then changed to go out. 

We missed the first five minutes. Luckily, there were plenty of empty seats, so we sat near the back and ate Dolly Mixtures from the packet Ashanta always seemed to carry everywhere. The room smelt musty. It was dark except for Professor Julian Gaitliss, DPhil – a thin, bald man with a TV documentary voice, dressed all in tweed. He read his notes, fondled his beard into an inverted cone and operated the interactive whiteboard behind him with a button on a wire. He spoke without energy as if this was his thousand and twenty-seventh performance and he still had another three million and four to go.

He was describing the groundbreaking excavations in Southern Zimbabwe in the early 1980s, languidly quoting The British Journal of Prehistoric Excavations in Africa and holding the base of his tie flat against his stomach, when another latecomer came in and sat two or three seats behind us, to our left. The chair creaked as it unfolded and two soles planted themselves on the floor. Then there was a faint crackle, as of a packet being opened, popcorn maybe.

I don’t know why, but I quickly developed the sense that whoever was sitting there was looking at us. A discreet turn confirmed it. A man, probably middle-aged, in a shabby dark jacket with a wide-brimmed hat pulled down to conceal his face. Only that hat was turned towards us.

Ashanta nudged me. “Don’t.”

“Why’s he wearing a Stetson?” I whispered in her ear. Then, without waiting for her to reply I said, “He’s watching us.”

“I know. Shh.”

“Do you know him, then?”

She turned to me. “We both do. It’s Captain Mason.”
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​​​Chapter 3: An Indecent Proposal?
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I FELT ‘SERIOUSLY SPOOKED’, as we students say. The harder I tried to concentrate on the lecture, the more Captain Mason’s eyes singed into me. For it definitely was Captain Mason, Ashanta had been right.

But just as Professor Gaitliss entered his peroration, Mason stood up and left. At least I think he did. I was trying not to look, so I only saw him out of the corner of my eye. A vertical line of illumination appeared on the opposite wall, as of someone opening a door somewhere behind me, then slowly contracted. The lights went up and I saw that Ashanta and I were alone in the hall with only the professor for company.

“And now I’ll take any questions,” he said.

It only took me a second to recover from my disquiet then my heart sank. Obviously, I didn’t want to look as if I wasn’t interested, but, thanks to Mason, I hadn’t been listening for at least thirty-five minutes. I had no idea what to ask.

Ashanta put her hand up. For some reason, he looked leisurely round the room as if it was overflowing with his professional peers then settled his gaze on her as if he was condescending to do her a favour. He caressed his beard and nodded.

“Yes?” he said. “Young lady at the back?”

“I was just wondering how far you think scholarly descriptions of the ancient civilisations have influenced contemporary African politics,” she said.

He gave a sigh of relief and grinned. “A real question. Thank you.”

She shrugged as if she had no idea what he meant, but I’m sure she did. I saw it myself now, in a flash. He probably played to empty houses more often than not, and where there’s a vacant back row and pitch darkness, ardent couples sneak in for a squeeze. When Gaitliss invites questions, they probably make a lame pitch for a post-coital laugh. Why are you so bald? Where are the toilets? etc. etc. No wonder he was smiling.

The way he answered made it look like a long time since he’d fielded a ‘real question’. He started slowly with throat-clearances and tie strokes, but by sentence five it was clear he was a thoroughbred DPhil. He talked like a textbook, fencing everything he said with the sorts of reservations only a fellow specialist would have set store by. In fact there were more ‘as is generally nowadays agreed’, ‘notwithstanding the objections of a minority of scholars’ and ‘consistent with the agreed consensus’ phrases than there was hard information. 

“Why do you think the institution of Pharaohship lasted so long?” I asked, when he’d finished with Ashanta. ‘Notwithstanding’ the surfeit of scholarly wind, I felt a bit sorry for him. I thought I might as well keep the log rolling.

“How do you expect the study of ancient African civilisations to advance in the next twenty years?” Ashanta asked, when he’d answered mine. “What are its modern frontiers?”

I could see we were in competition now. I wasn’t sure what this made us vis-à-vis the sardonic post-coital couple, but I suddenly realised, with some discomfiture, we might not be that different.

“Of all the modern African nations you’d most like to work in, which would you say is the least receptive to archaeologists?” I asked.

To sum the rest of the evening up, Ashanta asked about the kingdom of Songhai, I asked about the people of Nok, Ashanta asked about research grants, I asked about the Black Athena movement. Before we knew it, an hour and a half had passed, the bell rang for last orders and it was chucking-out time. Gaitliss undid his top button and loosened his tie and came down the steps to say hello.

“Thank you for a very enjoyable evening,” he said, shaking our hands while Midshipman Collins stood in the background twiddling his keys. “It’s been a real pleasure.”

He didn’t accompany us out, rather he turned round, walked back onstage and left via the wings. Truth be told, I think he was bushed. If he risked leaving with us, we might never stop grilling him.

We said goodnight to Collins and climbed two flights of metal stairs in the open air to sit on one of the benches facing the ocean. Not that we could see anything out there. Thanks to the fog, it was absolutely black.

“I half expected to find Captain Mason waiting for us when we got outside,” I said. “What do you think he was doing?”

She shrugged. “Isn’t it obvious?”

“Not to moi.”  

“With the auditorium empty apart from us two, someone’s got to check Gaitliss doesn’t cut corners. He’s hired to give a nightly lecture. Of course, it’ll help if he doesn’t know he’s been checked on.”

“Surely you wouldn’t need the ship’s captain to do that?”

“Perhaps there have been complaints and they’ve already gone through the preliminary rounds of an investigation. Perhaps all that’s wanting is the evidence of the captain’s own eyes.”

“Gaitliss didn’t look like a shirker. If he was used to cutting corners, he’d hardly be so fluent. And he’d have been given a formal warning beforehand, so he’d be nervous.”

“What’s your theory then?”

“He wasn’t looking at Gaitliss. He was looking at you.”

She hooted. “Me?”

“It makes sense. He invites you to dine with him every night, he arrives at the lecture and stares at you - ”

“Us, dearie, not just me on my own. If he’s got the hots for one of us, it could as easily be you.”

“Sure. You should have seen the disappointment in his eyes tonight when I turned up without you. And then the reverse when you put in a showing anyway.”

“So – what? The most powerful man on the ship and he’s a Peeping Tom? Is that what you’re saying?”

“It looks that way. The way he kept saying ‘Mr and Mrs Smith’, it was as if he was subtly making fun of us. Or rather, me.”

She shook her head. “Sorry, no. He came to the lecture incognito to assess Professor Gaitliss and the reason he watched us was to see whether our socks were being bored off our feet, that’s all. When you’re a ship’s captain you don’t go around in a raincoat, stalking women. There’s probably enough available totty out there without the necessity.”

“Yes, but you’re more than that.”

She smiled and kissed me. “But am I worth donning a raincoat for and stalking?”

“I think so.”

“That’s sweet of you, Hugo, but also very disturbing. What’s it matter anyway?”

“I don’t want you to agree to any situation where you’ll be alone with him.”

“For God’s sake, he’s a rapist too now?”

“I’m not saying he is, but it’s not impossible. That’s what serial rapists do. They acquire positions of power and respectability and he’s probably got Dr Tomlinson in his pocket. Who’s going to believe he’s a rapist? You don’t. And hey, Dr Tomlinson did a full medical examination, he couldn’t find any evidence of interference and it’s not like you’re on dry land and you can get a second opinion.”

“I’ve had enough of this. I’m going to ask him.”

“What? If he’s a rapist?”

She yawned. “No, stupid, what he was doing at the lecture tonight.”

“It’s a very good idea for a crime novel, though. Three rapists in cahoots. One becomes a ship’s captain, the other a GP, the third head of a chocolate factory. The factory boss runs competitions for a world cruise and selects attractive women as the winners.”

“Really? And what do he and the GP get out of it?”

“They’re helping to further the world domination of rapists.”

“Methinks ‘tis time for bed now. You don’t even believe yourself. Listen to yourself. And while we’re on the subject, it’s not funny.”

“Don’t forget. He probably knows we’re not married.”

“I’m not talking about it any more. Shut up.”

Our cabin was two flights down, across the lounge bar, and along four corridors at right angles to each other. The bar was still in full swing, plenty of people reclining on sofas with drinks and shouting amiably at each other, trying to make themselves heard over Girls Aloud and U2. We waved to a few people we knew by sight and they hulloed back. Mrs Patel was sitting with Mr Endersby. They looked at us but they didn’t wave or smile. 

“Nice,” Ashanta muttered.

“They’re just trying to warn us,” I said. “In their oblique way.”

Then we saw
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