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			Dedication

			This book is dedicated

			to my late husband, Jeremy,

			who encouraged me to write it,

			and to our children, Peter, Lizzie and Jonny
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			Introduction

			I shall therefore conclude this introductory discourse with desiring the reader to excuse the inaccuracies of style, which doubtless he will frequently meet with in the following narrative; and that when such occur, he will recollect that it is the production of a man, who has not had the advantage of much school education, but who has been constantly at sea from his youth.

			Captain James Cook, 7 July 1776*

			This book tells the story of my childhood, during which I spent a decade sailing around the world. It takes place on a boat, which sometimes followed the route of Captain Cook’s epic third voyage, but it is more about the excitement, frustration and heartbreak of growing up in extraordinary circumstances than it is about that famous captain or his search for the North-West Passage.

			I spent a long time getting ready to tell this tale.

			First I needed to face my lingering fear of the ocean, which had stayed with me as an adult, so I became a qualified sailor (Yachtmaster, Offshore), the adrenalin of the experience refreshing my childhood memories. Then I had to gather the facts behind the story, so I talked to some of those who played a part in it, such as my biology teacher, Roger Wooller, who helped me escape and return to England. I read my old diaries, my mother’s letters and diaries, and my father’s logbooks and papers. I also had my father’s book, Schooner to the Southern Oceans, which recounts the first year and a half of our voyage through a sailor’s eyes. Particularly intriguing (though less helpful) was a list of one-sentence memories offered by my brother Jon. These included ‘Hadn’t worn a shirt in months. Didn’t own pyjamas, shoes or socks. Lived and slept in swimming trunks. Developed boils’, and also the phrase ‘Malo e lelei efiafi’ni, malo e lelei pongi’pongi’ni, girl in Tonga’, which means ‘Good evening, good morning, girl in Tonga’ – though who the girl was, or what happened between those greetings, wasn’t explained.

			While each of these sources added to the narrative, none was wholly accurate or impartial. My father’s logbooks, for example, usually recorded our latitude and longitude but several volumes were missing, perhaps lost at sea, and those that remained said little of our time in port and were usually silent when things had gone wrong.

			Finally, I had to accept that writing this book would mean confronting some of the most difficult parts of my childhood and thereby jeopardising my relationship with my parents. Yet I felt I had no choice but to do this. I needed, at last, to address topics that had long been taboo and, by doing so, to understand my past.

			With this done, I spent two years preparing a first draft of the book, before setting it aside to write a biography of my husband, Jeremy Heywood (What Does Jeremy Think?), after he became terminally ill. Jeremy made me promise to return to this text, though sadly he will never see the finished version.

				
					* From the introduction to his account of his second voyage.

				

		

		
			Part One

			The Wave

			Yet cease your ire, you angry stars of heaven!

			Wind, rain, and thunder, remember, earthly man

			Is but a substance that must yield to you;

			And I, as fits my nature, do obey you:

			Alas, the sea hath cast me on the rocks,

			Wash’d me from shore to shore, and left me breath

			Nothing to think on but ensuing death

			William Shakespeare, Pericles, Act 2, Scene 1

		

		
			1

			England: Dad’s Dream

			April 1975–June 1976: 6–7 years old

			Warwick

			When we lived in England my days had a familiar rhythm. Each morning my mother flung open the curtains in my room, and I tugged my school jumper over my head and pulled on my skirt before tumbling downstairs to eat cereal with my younger brother Jon. After school, we’d play on the swing in our garden or crouch by the stream at its far end to watch dragonflies hovering above the gold-green surface.

			By the time we went back inside, my father would be home from his work managing Warwick Castle, and would often be counting gold Krugerrands on the kitchen table, packing them away ready for his next trip to London. He could make a lot of money buying these when they were cheap and selling them when the price went up, he’d told us. And the best way to carry them was in a shoebox, because who would guess that a shoebox was full of gold?

			Over dinner, my parents would discuss the latest dramas at the Tudor House Hotel that they also owned and ran – perhaps the chef had thrown a knife at a waitress again (though he never seemed to hit any of them). After that it would be time to clamber back upstairs, put on my nightdress, find Teddy, my small brown bear, and get into bed.

			I was used to this rhythm, I liked it and thought it would never change. Then one morning over breakfast, my father announced that we were going to sail around the world.

			I paused, a spoonful of cornflakes halfway to my mouth.

			‘We’re going to follow Captain Cook,’ Dad said. ‘After all, we share the captain’s surname, so who better to do it?’ He picked up his cigarette and leaned back in his seat.

			‘Are you joking?’ I asked.

			Next to me, Jon watched Dad, his lips parted.

			‘Not at all,’ said my father, puffing out a cloud of smoke. ‘I’m deadly serious.’

			‘But why?’

			‘Well, someone needs to mark the two hundredth anniversary of Cook’s third voyage, don’t they?’ he said, raising his eyebrows at my mother.

			‘Of course, they do, Gordon,’ said Mum. She returned his smile, covering her mouth with her hand, making it harder to see the tooth she’d broken while riding Jon’s tricycle at a party a few days before. At the time my brother had been unhappy that she’d borrowed his bike – ‘She should have taken yours,’ he’d said – though maybe it didn’t matter anymore.

			‘I’ve told you kids about the captain,’ said Dad, stubbing out his cigarette in the ashtray, twisting it back and forth before returning to his coffee. ‘He was an incredible man. The people who were going to recreate his first and second voyages didn’t get their act together in time, so this is the last opportunity.’

			‘Your father has found six people to come with us and contribute to the cost,’ said Mum.

			‘But what will happen to the hotel?’

			Dad turned to look at me. ‘The Tudor House? We’ll sell it to buy the boat. We’ll have to sell everything to pay for this voyage. It will be worth it though, won’t it, Mary?’

			‘Of course it will.’

			My father was talking again.

			‘How long will we be gone?’ I asked when he paused.

			‘Three years. We’ll leave next July, exactly two hundred years after Captain Cook. By the time we get back, you’ll have seen more places than most people will visit in a lifetime. We’ll sail down to South America, then cross the Atlantic Ocean to South Africa and Australia. From there it’s on to Hawaii and Russia.’

			The clock was ticking on the wall. I looked out the window at the empty swing. Dad had taken us sailing before, but this was different.

			‘But, kids,’ he said, lowering his voice, ‘you must keep the trip secret. I don’t want anyone to know about it, particularly the hotel staff. You mustn’t even mention it to your friends.’

			Mum looked up. ‘Come on,’ she said, pushing back her chair. ‘We’re going to be late for school.’

			I lingered.

			‘Sue, hurry up,’ she said, heading towards the hall.

			I followed her out, leaving my father reading the newspaper. I was almost at the car when I turned back, coming to a halt in the kitchen doorway. ‘Dad,’ I said, ‘can I help sail the boat? I mean, really help if we go?’

			‘Sure you can.’

			In the run-up to the summer, Dad kept doing his regular jobs during the week – working out how to help the owner of Warwick Castle, Lord Brooke, make more money, organising medieval banquets at the Tudor House Hotel, and taking Krugerrands to and from London on the train. During the weekends he searched for a boat.

			‘I’ve seen big ones, small ones and some so unseaworthy I wouldn’t even take them out of harbour,’ he told me after a few weeks of this, ‘but none are right.’

			On the last day of school before the holidays, our teacher announced that we were going to hear the story of Theseus, who’d gone off on a ship to fight a Minotaur in a maze.

			‘Why have you chosen a sailing story?’ I asked, wondering if she knew our secret.

			‘Because it’s famous,’ she said. ‘Do you like sailing?’

			‘Sometimes. When the weather is good.’

			I sat on the floor next to my friend Sarah to listen to the tale, which flowed out of a tape player set on a low cupboard. Theseus promised his father that if he managed to destroy the Minotaur, he would change his boat’s black sails to white ones, but on the journey home he forgot to do this. When his father saw the ship returning still propelled by black canvas, he assumed Theseus had been killed and jumped off a cliff to his death.

			It was the first story I had ever heard without a happy ending. I held Sarah’s hand while waiting for the happily ever after that never came.

			That summer there was time to tumble on the grass with Rusty, our golden-haired water spaniel, to spot insects by the stream with Jon, to swim at our local pool and to ride Nancy, the chestnut horse I wished was mine, though she really belonged to the riding school.

			I began to think that Dad had forgotten his plan to sail around the world, but one evening he announced that he’d found a boat. He drew shapes in the air as he described her raised poop deck and square gaff sail. ‘She has little portholes down each side,’ he said, jabbing holes in his imaginary galleon.

			A few weeks later, we went down to the Isle of Wight to inspect Dad’s find. Mum drove, as she usually did on longer journeys because my father became sleepy in cars. Their conversation was one I’d heard before – after complaining about the traffic and telling us how lucky we were that we wouldn’t have to endure this at sea, Dad launched into a rant about the government’s ‘ridiculous tax rate’, which we would also be able to escape by sailing away.

			I spent the ferry ride across the Solent on deck, sitting with my arms around Rusty, looking out at the waves. I loved being on the water. I liked feeling the deck move beneath me, tasting the salt in the air, and I didn’t get seasick like my mother did. I was looking forward to seeing Dad’s new boat, but I also knew that if his dream came true, I would have to leave my old life behind.

			At the boatyard, he marched ahead. ‘You’re going to love her, I know you will,’ he said. Jon and I followed, kicking stones and chattering, gulls squawking and squabbling overhead. Then Dad said, ‘There she is’, and I looked up to see an enormous boat with a long, curved bow, two masts and a raised deck at her stern.

			We ran towards her, our feet pounding on the jetty, and balanced across a timber to reach her deck. Behind us, I could hear Mum’s voice: ‘I don’t like this.’ And then, more accusingly: ‘You know I hate heights, Gordon.’

			As Dad tried to coax her across the gangplank, Jon and I raced off to explore, ignoring his warnings to be careful, even though he had a point since there were tools, jutting timbers and bits of metal everywhere. The interior of the boat was unfinished, but bunks and cupboards were already taking shape, half-formed in the gloom.

			After a while, I went up onto the aft deck to sit next to my father in the cockpit, watching him attach a compass to the binnacle, the wooden instrument stand in front of the ship’s wheel. ‘She’s called Wavewalker,’ he said. ‘We were lucky – I was able to buy her because the man who was building her ran out of money.’

			‘Wavewalker,’ I said, exploring the edges of the word. This boat would walk us over the waves, carrying us around the world and back again.

			‘There’s lots of space down below, isn’t there?’ said Dad. ‘Did you see the electric lights? There’s even a dressing table in the aft cabin for your mother.’

			‘Are you excited about our trip?’

			‘I am,’ he said. ‘I’ve always wanted to sail around the world. I was supposed to spend my life hacking out coal in a Yorkshire mine. But here we are, hey?’

			I nodded. ‘Will there be enough bunks down below for all your friends?’

			‘Ah.’ He bit his lip. ‘Actually, only four are coming with us now. Two have decided the trip will be too rough.’

			‘Rough?’ I narrowed my eyes.

			Dad shrugged. ‘Some of it will be. We’re going to sail across more than thirty thousand miles of ocean. And we’ll be going the wrong way around the world, beating into the wind.’

			‘Why don’t we go the other way?’

			He checked the compass again. ‘We can’t do that because we’re following Captain Cook. On his third voyage he went looking for a way for ships to get from the Pacific Ocean back to Europe around the top of North America. If he’d found a passage, it would have saved other boats a lot of time, and he would have won a big prize.’

			‘And did he?’

			‘Well, no,’ said Dad. ‘There isn’t a way through, at least not one that is free of ice, so he turned back when he reached Alaska. But it was an incredible voyage.’

			I sat for a while, watching my father work. ‘Was Captain Cook’s boat like this?’

			‘A little. The Resolution was over a hundred feet long, which is about a third longer than Wavewalker. She was also much wider and more than ten times heavier. But we’re only going to have our family and a few crew on board, while the Resolution carried over a hundred men and lots of animals.’

			I twisted my hands in my lap. I was thinking of Theseus. ‘What colour will our sails be?’

			Dad frowned. ‘Why, white, of course.’

			I smiled, leaning back against the canvas cockpit cover that provided some shade to the benches in front of the binnacle.

			‘But there will be a stag on our mainsail,’ he said. ‘It’s the logo of the hotel group, Trust House Forte, who are sponsoring us.’

			I sat upright again. ‘What colour is the logo?’

			‘Black and white.’

			Not long after school started again, my teacher brought a guest into our classroom. ‘David is going to sing for us,’ she said.

			David lowered himself into one of our red plastic chairs, his knees sticking out on either side. He picked up his guitar and played ‘Michael, Row the Boat Ashore’ while I wondered whether he knew I was going away to sea. Everyone else, however, was about to find out because that day Mum was talking to our headmaster about it. After school I ran to meet her when she pulled up outside in her Mini. This was easy to spot thanks to the Disney stickers that Jon and I had added: Minnie Mouse, resplendent in her red and white polka-dotted dress, on the passenger door, and Donald Duck on the boot.

			I climbed in and squashed my school bag down by my feet. ‘What did the headmaster say?’

			‘He wasn’t helpful,’ said Mum. ‘He wouldn’t even give me your curriculum so I could teach you myself – he said he thought the whole trip was a bad idea.’ She leaned out the window. ‘Come on, Jon, hurry up.’ She turned back to me. ‘It doesn’t matter. Your father and I are both trained teachers, and I’ll find the materials we need. You and Jon are on the waiting list for a good school you can go to when we get back, so you’ll need to work hard. But it won’t be a problem. After all, we’ll only have two students.’

			Jon and I dumped our bags in the hall when we got home while Mum went into the kitchen. ‘Mr Riley said that if they lose more than a year of school, they’ll never recover academically,’ we heard her telling Dad.

			‘Well, he’s a pompous ass who doesn’t know what he’s talking about,’ said my father, and Jon and I exchanged grins. ‘It’s another example of what’s so wrong with this country. If Sue and Jon can read and write and have a good grasp of basic mathematics, they’ll be fine until they are older.’

			‘But has anyone put that theory to a practical test?’ asked Mum.

			‘No, at least not to my knowledge. But I can’t think of a better education than sailing around the world.’

			Mum didn’t mention our schooling again, so I didn’t ask. Instead, I fell back into my usual routine, and allowed myself to get swept up in the excitement of Christmas. Dad sailed Wavewalker to Saint-Malo in France for the festivities, while Jon and I went with Mum on the ferry to meet him. We then spent several days in the city, going to restaurants and eating mussels and chips while my parents drank gin and tonics and laughed.

			By then we’d sold our old house, so that winter we got used to our temporary home, which was in a little building tucked behind the Tudor House Hotel. After school Jon and I explored the hotel’s secret passages, staircases and priest hole, and visited the chef who, despite the tales of his dreadful temper, always welcomed us in, letting us perch on his cooking table and teaching us to make pastry flowers.

			One day while playing with my dolls in the hall of our new house, I overheard my parents talking about the trip again. ‘Our last partner has dropped out,’ Dad was saying.

			My mother laughed. ‘If it was anyone else but you, Gordon, I’d tell them to forget the whole business. You haven’t got the money to pay for this voyage, and it doesn’t look like you will find any more sponsors.’

			‘What do you mean “If it was anyone else”?’

			‘I know you. Once you’ve made up your mind to do something, nothing will stop you.’

			As winter turned to spring, people started arriving for Mum’s ‘lead parties’, carrying chunks of old pipe, which Dad planned to melt down to put into Wavewalker’s keel. On the weekends, she made us practise wearing flip flops, walking around fields with Rusty weaving through our legs, while our toes went pink with cold and flakes of green grass attached themselves to our feet.

			‘Are you scared about the trip?’ Sarah asked one night, when I stayed over at her house.

			‘No. Dad’s a fantastic sailor.’

			She shuffled into a sitting position in her bed and giggled. ‘He’s like a pirate captain.’

			‘Yes, he is. He says we might get some storms, but he’s promised I can help him sail. I’m going to miss you and Rusty, though.’

			‘Why can’t you take Rusty with you?’

			‘I don’t know. Captain Cook took cows, pigs, sheep and chickens with him, but Mum and Dad say Rusty can’t come. But we do have some crew. Owen has even crossed an ocean before – he sailed here from Australia. I met him when we did a practice sail last weekend.’

			‘Was that fun?’

			I hesitated. ‘It was a bit boring actually. Jon and I used the upside-down rubber dinghy on the deck as a trampoline for a while, but Mum said we can’t do that again because the algae on it turned us green.’

			‘I’m going to miss you,’ said Sarah.

			I got up to wrap my arms around her. ‘Don’t worry – I’ll come back.’

			‘Yes,’ she said. ‘And when you do, we’ll still be friends.’

		

		
			2

			North Atlantic Ocean: Becoming Sailors

			July–August 1976: 7 years old

			Days 1 to 61

			Plymouth Sound, England
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			I spent my last night in England at the Mayflower Post House Hotel. Before going to sleep, I pushed the curtain aside to see Wavewalker floating in the bay below. After a year of work, she was ready to sail, with the lead stowed in her keel and her bunks and tables complete. The portholes running down the side of her hull made her look like she was festooned with cannons, and I imagined Dad hard at work inside, poring over his charts, tracing the route of our voyage with his finger.

			The following morning I clutched my bag, containing Teddy and the green-and-white-flowered bridesmaid’s dress that I’d worn to my grandma’s third wedding, as we made our way out to Wavewalker on a small launch. After we’d tied up alongside, Mum followed me up onto the deck. ‘Whatever happens, we’re leaving today,’ she said. ‘But we’re not really ready.’

			I watched her climb over the rails. ‘Why not?’

			‘The automatic pump broke yesterday. Rather than pumping water out of the boat, it started pumping it in. She almost sank.’

			‘Oh, no!’

			‘Don’t worry. Your dad managed to fix it before it caused serious damage. But he hasn’t slept much trying to catch up.’

			I nodded and started picking my way up the deck, past boxes of food, heaps of ropes, wires and sails, cardboard boxes full of cans and piles of loo rolls. I found the ship’s ladder and made my way below to see Dad sitting at the table in the main cabin. ‘I’m here to help,’ I told him, standing up straight and giving him my best smile.

			He laughed and leaned over to pat my head.

			Mum joined us. ‘You kids can paint letters on the cans of food,’ she said.

			I picked up a can of sweetcorn from the table and pulled at its label. ‘Can’t we do something more important? This seems pretty stuck on.’

			My father laughed. ‘It’s a critical job. We’ll need to know what we’re eating if the labels get washed away at sea.’

			‘Why will they get washed away?’ I asked, but Mum was already making her way back up to the deck, saying she was going to collect the fresh meat, and Dad was following her, saying he needed to check on progress. After they’d gone, Jon leaned over to colour my nose blue, so I painted his. We giggled, waving our brushes in the air.

			When my father reappeared a while later, he looked at us and grimaced. ‘The fruit and vegetables have arrived,’ he said, ‘so why don’t you come up and help?’

			On deck, we stole apples from an open box and squatted by the mast to eat them while watching our crew and waiting for further instructions. On the foredeck Owen was pulling yards of thick wire out of a bag, but it was fighting back, trying to slither away. He struggled to control it, his grey hair shaking, his leathery arms grappling with the misbehaving cable. Jon and I laughed at his antics, particularly since we were more used to seeing him standing behind the wheel puffing his pipe during one of our trial sails. Michael – who already looked seaworthy with a beard and moustache to match his curly brown hair – was attaching a sail to a piece of rigging near the bow, and Nigel, our third crew member, was high up on the mainmast, fitting metal steps to make it easier to climb.

			Jon gazed up at him. ‘I’m going to go up,’ he said.

			‘I don’t think you should,’ I said, but luckily I didn’t have to think of a way of stopping him because Dad was coming back down the deck. I threw my apple core into the water and ran towards him, holding my arms out. He bent down to pick me up, and I snuggled into his neck.

			‘Time to get ready for our Bon Voyage Luncheon,’ he said.

			When we walked into the Mayflower Post House Hotel an hour later, I was wearing my bridesmaid’s dress, Jon was in his school uniform and Dad was in a suit.

			‘I’m not going to wear this again for three years,’ he said, ‘and I won’t miss it.’

			A man came to meet us. ‘It’s wonderful you’re here, Captain,’ he said, his moustache jumping. ‘You must come and tell everyone about your voyage.’

			‘Sure,’ said my father, following him through a door into another room that was already crowded with people. Jon and I were left standing next to a table laden with food: platters of lobsters and crabs, hams covered in orange slices, roast turkeys, pies decorated with waves of pastry, salads and cheeses.

			‘Eat lots,’ I told Jon. ‘We won’t get food like this at sea.’ More people were coming through the door behind us. ‘And be quick,’ I added.

			After Mum had joined us and we’d eaten our fill and listened to the boring speeches, we went back down to the dock. Before getting into the launch, I picked up a small grey and white pebble to take with me.

			‘Who are the new crew?’ I asked Mum, looking at the people crowding around us.

			‘They’re not crew – they’re only coming with us for the first hour. That’s Sir Charles Forte,’ she said, nodding towards a man in a dark suit with a checked tie and matching handkerchief. ‘His hotels have sponsored our trip. The rest are newspaper reporters.’

			Dad arrived last, marching down the jetty carrying a massive cake. ‘The crew of the Polaris submarine HMS Resolution gave it to us,’ he said. ‘They wanted to say sorry for taking the name of Cook’s ship so we couldn’t use it ourselves.’

			An hour later, I was crouched on Wavewalker’s foredeck watching the anchor chain clank around the winch, dripping water along the deck, before dropping into the locker underneath. When the anchor appeared on the end of the chain, swinging free, everyone cheered, and we started making our way down Plymouth Sound. Sir Charles was behind the wheel, and my mother was standing next to him with her sunglasses on.

			‘I’m pretty good at this, aren’t I?’ said Sir Charles, and Mum laughed.

			I went below to find Dad stowing a piece of equipment covered with mirrors into a wooden box.

			‘Wow.’

			He stroked it with one hand. ‘It’s a sextant. One day I’ll show you how it works.’

			‘Can you show me now?’

			He laughed. ‘Not yet. I’ve only just learned how to use it myself. I need to do some practising at sea.’

			‘Okay. But why aren’t you steering us?’

			He smiled. ‘Don’t worry – Sir Charles thinks he’s doing it, but actually I’ve put the autopilot on.’

			My father took over the wheel at the end of Plymouth Sound, telling Sir Charles he’d done an excellent job and giving me a wink. Behind us, I could see a large black boat approaching. Dad had also spotted it. ‘The Admiral’s barge is going to pick you up – unless you want to come with us to Rio?’ he said to Sir Charles, and they both laughed.

			The barge came closer, ploughing up foam.

			‘Slow down,’ shouted Dad, but the barge continued to eat up the water.

			My father wrenched Wavewalker’s wheel to one side. At first nothing happened, but then our bow began to turn. By now the barge was so close that I could see the rust marks down the side of its hull and the ropes piled on its foredeck. With only a few metres between us, the barge’s engines were thrown into reverse, its cylinders roaring. But it was too late – there was a crash and the sound of splintering wood. I grabbed hold of our rail, Sir Charles stumbled, and Mum and several journalists fell to the deck.

			The barge backed away before coming alongside, and a man in a navy cap appeared on its deck. ‘I’m so sorry,’ he said.

			Dad grunted, flapping away the man’s apologies with his hand. ‘Are you okay, Mary?’ he asked, and she nodded.

			After our visitors had picked themselves up and climbed aboard the barge, it pulled away. My father and I then did an inspection. There was a long scrape down one side of our hull and a deep gash near the bow.

			‘That skipper was irresponsible,’ said Dad, ‘but there’s no time to fix the damage now – we’ll have to do it when we get to the Canary Islands.’ He paused and looked around. ‘Where’s Mary?’

			‘She’s gone down below to rest, Skipper,’ said Nigel.

			‘Okay. Well, I’ll take the wheel. We need to get those sails up.’

			The crew nodded at this, and within minutes they were unfurling canvas. I craned my head to watch the sails flap, then billow out to scoop up the wind and take on the job of propelling us forward. A white rearing stag on a black oval curved away on the mainsail above my head. We were spreading our wings, ready to fly away from school, houses, cars and all our friends.

			When the sails were set, Dad leaned down and turned off the engine.

			In the silence that followed, I breathed out, adjusting to the gentle sounds of my new world: waves splashing against the bow, the hull creaking and the occasional squeak of a winch being turned to adjust a sail.

			On my first morning at sea I woke to find my world tilted so far over that I was lying against the wall with one of the hull’s wooden ribs pressing into my back. I felt queasy, but heaved myself out of my bunk anyway and went to sit next to the table in the main cabin. When I felt better, I climbed up the ladder to the cockpit to find Dad behind the wheel, wearing his shiny yellow oilskins.

			‘The boat is tipped a long way over,’ I said. ‘Is that normal?’

			He laughed. ‘She’s heeled over, and yes, it’s normal.’

			‘Oh. Well, can you start teaching me how to sail?’

			‘Not today. We have forty knots of wind up here. Let’s wait until it’s calmer. And you need to go back down below – it’s too dangerous for you to be up here.’

			I followed his instructions, going to sit with Teddy by the table, telling the bear everything I already knew about sailing. ‘If you listen carefully,’ I said, stroking his biscuit-coloured head, ‘you’ll be able to keep up when I find out more.’

			Jon came in a while later, looking pale and holding Long Tall Jim, whose cloth legs dangled down to the floor.

			‘I’m all right,’ he said, frowning after I asked how he felt, but he soon went back to his bunk in the four-berth cabin. After he left I wedged Teddy in behind the books on the shelf, with his head and ears showing, and went to find Mum in the aft cabin. She was sleeping, but I lingered, holding on to a cupboard.

			I felt my neck prickle and looked around to see her teddy, Felix, sitting on the bookshelf. His blank eyes stared at me from either side of his pointed leather nose. I looked away. Mum had told me that Felix was mean, and I should never touch him. He’s precious, she’d said, because Dad had given him to her when they first started dating.

			This time when I got back into the main cabin, I tried imagining I was still at home, talking to Sarah or hugging Rusty. Then a wave hit the deck above my head and the boat tipped. When it rolled back, a gush of cold, salty ocean poured in through cracks around the hatch and I shrieked, flinging myself along the sofa.

			After several more waves, I worked out that it was safest to sit by the corner of the table, away from the main hatch. It was drier there, and you could brace your legs against the bottom of the mast, which ran through the cabin from ceiling to floor, tall and straight like the trees I used to pass on the road to school.

			By the time my father came back down below, Jon had joined me, holding on next to the table, and it was beginning to get dark.

			‘The waves keep coming in,’ I told Dad, pointing up at the hatch.

			‘We’re in a storm, Sue. It’s hard to keep things dry when a lot of water is landing on the deck.’

			‘Okay. But will it be like this all the way around the world?’

			He laughed. ‘I hope not.’

			‘What’s for dinner?’ asked Jon. ‘I’m hungry.’

			‘Not much. Your mother’s not well. Why don’t you try some of the fruit cake the submarine captain gave us?’

			When Dad went to the chartroom, Jon and I examined the cake, which was lashed on top of the icebox on the far side of the cabin. Unfortunately, unlike us, the cake hadn’t been able to avoid the seawater coming in through the hatch, so a puddle had formed on its icing. I patted it dry with a tea towel before finding a knife and carving two large hunks, passing one to Jon. Protected by its sugary shell, the cake was only mildly salty, so I ate mine in a rush without pausing to find a fork.

			On my second morning at sea, there was again no one around when I hauled myself out of my bunk, so I ate another slice of cake for breakfast.

			Mum was still asleep when I went in to see her in the aft cabin. With her pale features and thin, straight nose, she looked like Sleeping Beauty, her face framed by curly, red-brown hair. ‘You might like this when you wake up,’ I said, placing a piece of cake on a plastic plate beside her.

			On my way back to the main cabin I found my father closing the cupboard under the chartroom table.

			‘What’s in there?’ I asked.

			‘The engine. I’ve just checked its oil. It’s a good piece of machinery, but it was designed to be in a truck, not a boat, so it will need a lot of care.’ He yawned. ‘I need to get some sleep.’

			I held on to the table. ‘What can I do, Dad?’

			He peered down at me. ‘You need to find a way to occupy yourself. Don’t go back into the aft cabin, though. Your mother is still unwell, so you mustn’t wake her up.’

			I tried to go up on deck after Dad went to sleep. Owen was behind the wheel, water dripping down the hood of his oilskins onto his nose.

			‘You can’t come up, Sue,’ he said. ‘It’s too windy.’

			‘Are you sure I can’t help?’

			He laughed, shaking his head, and Michael turned to smile at me, pushing his damp hair behind his ears.

			When I went back below, I found my crayons and drew some of the things I’d left behind in England. I stored the pictures down the side of my bunk, next to my Plymouth pebble.

			On my third day at sea, there was still no sign of Mum. After another morning sitting with Teddy in the main cabin, I climbed the steps and pushed open the hatch.

			This time my father was steering. ‘Please can I come up?’ I asked.

			‘No,’ he said. ‘It’s too rough.’

			‘But I want to see the sky,’ I said, giving him my best smile.

			‘Okay, but only if you put your lifejacket on, and only for a little while.’

			When I came back up, encased in a puffy orange jacket that made it hard for me to move my arms, a gull was hovering near the cockpit. He was so close that I could see his muscles working when he flapped his wings, his feathers ruffling in the wind.

			‘Did you sail when you were my age?’ I asked Dad.

			‘No, not till much later,’ he said. ‘I bought a boat and taught myself how to sail when your mother and I lived on the south coast. You were still in nappies when we first took you across the English Channel.’ He looked up at the sails. ‘I must focus on this tack. Hold on.’

			I wrapped my fingers around the edge of the bench.

			‘Ready about,’ said Dad.

			Nigel was squatting by one of the winches. ‘Aye, aye, Captain.’

			My father spun the wheel. The boat moved into the wind, the sails caught the air on their reverse sides, and they snapped across to start pulling us the other way. Nigel pulled the ropes back in and Wavewalker settled into her new course.

			‘Time to go below, Sue,’ said Dad. ‘The wind is getting up.’

			I frowned. ‘Please can I stay a little longer?’

			‘No.’

			This time when I reached it, the main cabin was lurching from side to side. I retrieved Teddy from the bookcase and sat next to Jon reading my book about Rapunzel, though I couldn’t get myself interested in whether she would ever escape her turret.

			In the early evening, the hatch slid open.

			‘We’re going to heave to,’ said Dad, coming down the ladder.

			‘What’s that?’ asked Jon.

			‘It’s like parking the boat. You do it in storms.’

			There was still no sign of Mum. Maybe she would get out of bed, I thought, after we’d parked.

			By the time I woke up the following morning, the wind had eased, and we were sailing again. When Dad opened the hatch and peered down, I saw rays of sunshine sneaking through gaps between the clouds behind him.

			‘Can you kids bring the wet things up here to dry?’ he asked.

			Jon and I got to work at once, heaving sleeping bags, pillows and clothes onto the deck and tying them down so they wouldn’t blow away. When everything was out, I sat in the cockpit, breathing in sea air.

			‘Which bit of the trip are you most looking forward to?’ I asked Dad.

			‘The South Pacific,’ he said. ‘It will be warm, and your mother loves seafood. But it will be a year before we get there.’

			Seafood. My stomach rumbled. ‘I’m hungry.’

			‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Nigel, can you manage up here while I make some food?’

			Down below, Dad found a packet of instant mashed potatoes and poured a pile of white flakes into a bowl. ‘Mix this while I add the boiling water,’ he said, handing it to me.

			‘It’s magic,’ I said, watching clouds of potato bloom around my spoon.

			‘It sure is,’ he said, taking the bowl back and dolloping mounds of mash onto plates alongside slices of canned corned beef.

			When I went back on deck after lunch, I saw my first school of flying fish. They jumped out of the water, their scales glinting in the sun, to glide through the air on translucent wings. If a wave blocked their way, they hit it with a splash, disappearing beneath the surface. Every so often, one would jump too far and land on our deck or collide with our sails to flap a couple of times before falling still.

			I crouched over one. ‘You didn’t expect to find a boat here, did you?’ I told it. ‘All your life, you’ve been swimming through the water and gliding through the air, and then one day we got in your way. I’m so sorry.’

			‘Why are you talking to the fish?’ asked Dad. ‘They are tasty fried, you know. You and Jon need to patrol the deck every morning to collect them for breakfast.’

			This sounded like an important task, so Jon and I spent some time discussing how we would do it. We needed two buckets, we decided, and I would inspect the starboard deck while he inspected port. We were still talking when I heard my mother’s voice and turned to see her standing next to Dad, her hair tossed by the wind.

			‘I’m feeling so much better,’ she said, when Jon and I ran to hug her.

			We continued making our way down Europe’s coast. With Mum awake, we started eating proper meals, and in the calmer winds, Jon and I were allowed to sit in the cockpit in our lifejackets, watching the ocean slide past.

			The flying fish patrols became a regular part of our mornings and were usually followed by a fry-up of our catch. I liked the patrols but not the breakfasts because the flying fish were full of bones. But they made a change from the canned Spam and corned beef that made up most of our meals once the icebox was empty.

			One morning when I went to wake Jon up, I found a flying fish on his pillow.

			‘Why did you do the patrol without me?’ I demanded, shaking his arm.

			‘What are you talking about?’ he asked, opening his eyes.

			When I told him he had a fish in his bunk, Jon turned his head and squealed. We glanced up at the hatch.

			‘Dad, Jon had a flying fish in his bunk,’ we cried, bursting into the cockpit.

			‘There are lots more up here,’ said my father. ‘I’ve never seen so many.’ He pointed at the deck, which was covered with fish.

			We ran around gathering them up. ‘Slow down, Jon, it’s not a race,’ I said.

			‘Yes, it is – and I’m winning.’

			We sat on the deck later to count our haul – fifteen, of which Jon claimed ten.

			One evening my father called everyone up on deck. ‘We’ve reached the most westerly point of the Spanish mainland,’ he said, ‘and we need to spot the lighthouse on Cape Finisterre. If we see it tonight, it means we’re three days ahead of Captain Cook. We’ll also have confirmed where we are before we head out into the open sea.’

			I nodded, straining to look into the darkness, but all I could see were heaving waves. After a while, I gave up and lay on the deck staring up at the stars that shone back in duplicate from the sky and ocean, making it seem like we were sailing inside a black ball decorated with pinpoints of light.

			‘I can see it,’ Nigel shouted a while later, and when I jumped up to squint towards where he was pointing, I could also see a faint glimmer.

			After that I went to bed, pulling Teddy close and curling up in my bunk. But moments after falling asleep, I was woken by the sound of people running and shouting above me. The mast lamps were on and pale-yellow light filtered down through the hatch.

			I clambered into the cockpit holding Teddy. Dad was leaning over our rail, and as I emerged he set off a flare that shot upwards in a flaming, crimson arc. The flare froze the scene in scarlet light: Owen clutching the wheel, his pipe gripped between his teeth, Nigel, Mum and Michael screaming on our aft deck, and behind our stern, a huge tanker surging towards us.

			Jon was already in the cockpit, his face pale. ‘I think it’s going to hit us,’ he said.

			I shook my head. ‘Don’t worry – Dad will keep us safe.’

			‘Turn to port,’ Dad shouted, and Owen twisted the wheel. Wavewalker heeled over and I clutched the bench to stop myself flying off.

			My father fired more flares. Curves of red cut across the sky, lighting our faces. The tanker’s bow was less than thirty feet away, mounds of foaming water cascading down either side of it.

			‘If it hits us, we’ll sink,’ shouted Mum.

			I looked out at the grey ocean and felt its icy spray hitting my face. Beside me, the main hatch seemed to draw me in. If I was down below I would be warm, and I wouldn’t be able to see the tanker.

			Dad fired another flare. It looped through the air and hit the tanker’s bridge, exploding in a mass of sparks across the glass. For a moment nothing happened, then figures came piling out of the wheelhouse, shouting down at us, and the tanker began to turn.

			‘Russians,’ said Dad. He stood at our rails swearing at them, and Jon and I joined him, shaking our fists in the air until the tanker disappeared into the night.

			A few days after we saw the tanker, I was woken by Dad shouting for Jon and me to get up on deck. This took a few minutes because Wavewalker was heeling hard over again, making it difficult for me to get out of my bunk. I’d found that the best way to do this was to roll towards the sideboard that ran alongside my mattress. If I did this with enough speed, I could go over the top of it, spin and slide down past the bottom bunk to land with both feet on the cabin floor, though this manoeuvre sometimes took a few attempts.

			‘We’re being followed,’ said Dad, when I reached the cockpit. He pointed out into the ocean.

			I wondered for a moment if the tanker had come back, but when I glanced at Owen, his eyes were twinkling. We’d been unlucky, he’d told me when I talked to him after our near miss – the tanker’s autopilot had been on and they hadn’t kept a lookout. He’d never seen anything like it in all his years of sailing.

			This time there was no sign of a tanker, only a shadow loitering in the water behind our stern. A moment later, it vanished.

			‘Was that it?’ I asked Dad.

			‘Yes,’ he said.

			A glossy, curved grey body surfaced alongside Wavewalker, jetting water into the air and I screamed, clapping my hands.

			‘It’s been following us all night,’ said Dad.

			‘It’s not an “it”,’ I said, shaking my head. ‘It’s a “he”. He’s called Henry.’ I crouched down next to the rails. ‘Hi, Henry.’

			‘Henry?’ said my father, raising his eyebrows.

			‘Yes, of course.’

			Jon came to join me, and we ate crackers on the aft deck. Henry surfaced from time to time, blowing wet kisses into the air and regarding us through tiny eyes set well back on either side of his square head. Sometimes he dived, his tail coming up out of the water, before he plunged down into the ocean.

			‘He’s gone to talk to an octopus,’ I told Jon.

			Dad laughed. ‘Henry is a sperm whale. I’d say he’s about fifty foot long and weighs forty tons. He’s a bit shorter but much heavier than Wavewalker.’

			Mum climbed out of the hatch carrying a mug of tea. ‘I don’t like him, Gordon,’ she said, handing my father the drink. ‘He could mistake us for a whale in distress and try to flip us over.’

			‘Why would he do that?’ I asked. ‘He’s our friend.’

			Henry surfaced a few feet from the cockpit and tipped onto one side, waving a flipper. Mum screamed.

			‘Not helpful, Henry,’ I muttered.

			‘Gordon, do something,’ she shouted.

			Dad bent down and twisted the engine key. The starter motor turned but didn’t catch.

			‘Don’t do that,’ I said. ‘The motor might upset Henry. He just wants some company.’

			But my father didn’t answer – instead, he handed the wheel to Owen and headed below. I kept chatting to Henry, but after a little while he dropped behind our stern, becoming a shadow again.

			Dad reappeared. ‘Henry doesn’t seem to like the echo sounder,’ he told Owen. ‘It seems to work as a whale deterrent.’

			I stared at him through narrowed eyes.

			Henry followed us for another day, but didn’t come close again. I tried to persuade Dad to turn off the echo sounder, but he wouldn’t relent.

			‘Do you like Henry?’ I asked Owen.

			‘I do,’ said Owen, giving me a glimpse of his gold teeth. ‘He’s a lot less dangerous than that Russian tanker. But your dad’s the captain and he doesn’t like to upset your mum.’

			After two weeks of gales, whales and tankers, a pencil line appeared on the horizon. Each hour painted more details, which Jon and I pointed out to anyone who would listen. Madeira’s outline came first, clouds clustered around its mountains. Familiar but forgotten shades of green and brown followed, with the gulls, boats and houses of Funchal Bay appearing last.

			I was counting trees – any type would do, so long as it was green.

			‘Captain Cook came here,’ said Dad.

			I stopped at twelve. ‘After leaving Plymouth?’

			‘Yes – though only on his first and second voyages. But I thought it was still worth stopping to stock up on fresh fruit.’

			It was several more hours before we were anchored, after which Jon and I caught a lift to shore in the dinghy.

			‘Row faster, Daddy, row faster,’ said Jon.

			‘What’s the dinghy’s name?’ I asked.

			‘I’m not sure,’ said my father, panting. ‘Does it need one?’

			‘Of course it does.’

			We debated this issue the rest of the way ashore, and by the time we reached the dock we’d made a decision: the dinghy was Wavewalker’s baby, so she would be called Ripplerunner.

			When Jon and I stepped onto the concrete pier, I bent to feel it, stable and still beneath my hand.

			I’d hoped that we would stay for a few days in Madeira exploring its shoreline, which was packed with white, square buildings topped by orange slate roofs, and hills dotted with yucca trees and bushes of yellow, white and red trumpet-shaped flowers. But my father had other plans – he said we had to keep moving, because otherwise Captain Cook would get ahead of us.

			We headed back out to sea the following morning with eight crates of oranges on our aft deck to find there was no wind. I threw bits of peel into the water and watched them float, glistening in the purple shade of our flapping sails. Everyone was in a bad mood, including Wavewalker, who lolled around drunk in the sea.

			‘Can we go swimming?’ asked Jon.

			‘No. It’s not safe,’ said Dad.

			I wasn’t surprised at this – after all, unlike us, Dad had never learned how to swim, saying he liked being on the ocean, not in it. But the water looked so refreshing. ‘Please?’

			‘No.’

			We ate lunch and cleared it away. ‘Please, please?’ said Jon.

			My father sighed. ‘Okay. If you must.’

			The ocean was light blue on the surface with turquoise depths. Jon and I changed into our swimsuits and rushed back on deck. My brother was already over the rails, poised to jump, when Dad grabbed his arm. ‘Wait,’ he said. ‘I’m going to trail ropes behind the boat. If Wavewalker starts to move, you’ll have to grab hold of one, so you don’t get left behind.’

			We waited while he sorted this out. By the time he was ready, Nigel and Michael had joined us in their trunks. Nigel dived in first, followed by Jon and Michael. I hesitated, my toes curled around our gunwale, before throwing myself in to be engulfed by the ocean’s coldness.

			When I surfaced, Wavewalker had become a tiny toy boat bobbing on an enormous blue sea. I floated a little way away from her, kicking my feet and trying not to think of the creatures that might be swimming around in the miles of water below me.

			Nigel was halfway up a ladder that Dad had hung over Wavewalker’s side. ‘I’m going to dive in from the mast,’ he shouted.

			I swam back to Wavewalker and went to stand next to Jon and Michael on the aft deck, craning my head back to follow Nigel’s progress. When he reached the first set of spreaders, about thirty feet above the deck, he started inching his way out from the mast, looking like a frog crawling along the branch of a tree. He paused, and I was expecting him to stand up and dive in, when his right leg made an odd sideways movement. His hand jerked outwards and he fell towards where Mum was standing on the forward deck.

			We all watched in silence, mouths open, as Nigel hit the water. Then we rushed to the rails.

			‘Are you okay?’ shouted Owen after he surfaced. Nigel nodded, and when he approached the ladder, Owen reached down and hoisted him up. His head lolled forward, wet hair plastered to his neck, and one of his legs was covered in rivulets of blood.

			‘Come here, Sue,’ shouted Dad, and I looked around to see him leaning over my mother, who was sitting by the foremast, her eyes closed and her face pale. When I reached them, I squatted down and picked up her hand, which lay limp in mine.

			‘I’m going to get the first aid kit,’ said my father. On his way back to the cockpit, he stopped by Nigel, who was lying on the deck with Owen crouched beside him, clutching a bloodied towel. ‘You’re an idiot,’ he said. ‘You hit Mary’s shoulder on your way down. You could have killed her.’

			Nigel looked up at him. ‘Sorry, Skipper.’

			‘And you could have killed yourself too,’ Dad added.

			Nigel said little in the days after his fall, and Mum stopped talking to him altogether. Jon and I kept out of everyone’s way, though I smiled at Nigel occasionally so he would know he wasn’t invisible.

			‘I wish I’d been allowed to jump off the mast,’ my brother said, when no one was listening. ‘I wouldn’t have slipped.’

			‘Don’t be silly,’ I said. ‘Anyway, Dad won’t let anyone do that again.’

			Given the tension on board, it was a relief when we reached Tenerife a few days later, though our first mooring was disappointing because it was alongside a pier that towered so far above us that I couldn’t get ashore, crammed in by rusting tankers at our bow and stern.

			Dad spent the morning refusing to move despite multiple visits from harbour officials who said we couldn’t stay. ‘Your colleagues told me last night it was fine for us to be here,’ he kept saying.

			In the afternoon, he gave in – ‘I got sick of telling those idiots the same thing,’ he said – and we motored up the coast to a bay full of other sailing boats. However, the yacht club we found nearby made all the effort worthwhile since it came with two big salt-water swimming pools, smaller children’s pools, bars and lounges.

			Our parents relaxed in the bar while Jon and I explored.

			‘I’m disappointed by this place,’ my father was telling Mum when I went back to find them after my second swim. ‘The barman told me almost no one here owns or sails a yacht. It’s just a social club.’

			She smiled at him, crossed her legs, and took a sip of her gin and tonic, ice clinking. ‘That’s fine by me,’ she said. ‘All yacht clubs need are pools, food and waiters to refill my glass – there’s no need for any discussion of sailing.’

			We sailed from Tenerife to Gran Canaria, where we spent two days taking Wavewalker out of the water to clean her hull and repair the gash caused by the collision in Plymouth Sound. Back at sea under a hazy yellow sky, the grown-ups took turns keeping watch on deck. Mum did her watches with Owen, while Nigel did his with Michael, which meant that my mother and Nigel rarely met, though when they did, she occasionally said hello.

			‘Why don’t you do a watch?’ I asked Dad one day.

			‘It’s more important for me to keep a general eye on things,’ he said. ‘And it’s a good job I do because your brother has started sleepwalking.’

			‘Sleepwalking?’

			‘I found him wandering around the boat last night. He put Long Tall Jim under the tap and turned it on, trying to give him a drink. I just hope he doesn’t decide to go up on deck while he’s asleep.’

			Once we’d settled into our ocean routines, Mum began giving Jon and me some schoolwork to do in the mornings, usually a maths or English worksheet. It was convenient that we were only a year apart in age, she said, since it meant she could teach us together. When I asked about other subjects, like history, art or science, she said she wasn’t going to bother with those – if we were good at maths and English, everything else would sort itself out. Anyway, our voyage was like a massive geography field trip.

			Whenever Mum gave me a worksheet, I sat down and did it straight away. Yet I often had questions about why I had to solve problems in a certain way or what they meant. I tried asking her but when I did, she became exasperated and said that she had other things to do. Jon took the opposite approach, completing his worksheets in a rush in the last few minutes before dinner and never asking anything at all.

			My brother and I spent most of the rest of our time down below in our swimsuits. We created two kingdoms ruled over by Teddy and Long Tall Jim with their own flags and arcane regulations. We also practised trying to get from one end of the boat to the other without touching the floor. This game was fun to play in bad weather when the cabin walls tipped over so we could walk along them, and when Mum had retreated to her bunk so she wouldn’t get annoyed if we disturbed her Tupperware containers, which were arranged on shelves behind the galley. Jon always won, though it wasn’t a fair competition because he was part monkey – after all, he’d already climbed to the top of our sixty-foot-high mainmast when Dad wasn’t looking.

			‘I want to climb along the wire between the masts,’ he told me one day.

			‘Don’t be silly,’ I said. ‘You’ll fall like Nigel did and make a mess everywhere. And don’t even think of trying to do it in your sleep.’

			We were still inching our way down the west coast of Africa when I woke one morning to find that a red mist had filled the sky.

			My father was standing behind the wheel. ‘What’s going on?’ I asked.

			‘The Sirocco wind has brought us the Sahara Desert from 150 miles away.’

			‘Really?’

			‘Sure. Look at the sand.’

			He was right – a layer of scarlet granules had settled on everything. In the gunwale running along the edges of our deck, the breeze had gathered it into small piles. I lay on my stomach, a mound of sand in front of me, and imagined a camel making its way up a dune. When I looked up, I saw that the dust had painted the sails in browny-orange watercolours, transforming our white stag into a golden fawn.

			‘Will they come clean again?’ I asked Dad.

			‘They will in time. But I need you to give the decks a good swab. Michael can haul some buckets of salt water up for you.’

			Jon came to help and we worked hard for a while before giving up, dripping wet and giggling. We’d washed some of the sand back overboard, but it was a hopeless job – more kept settling out of the air, and what was already there had found its way into every crevice.

			Over the following days, the redness faded from our sails. Then one day, about a week after leaving Gran Canaria, and a month after leaving England, a shadow appeared above the ocean’s southern rim.

			‘I think it’s Ilha de Santo Antão in the Cape Verde Islands,’ said Dad, ‘which means we’re about four hundred miles off the most westerly tip of Africa and halfway to Rio.’

			The shadow darkened and gained substance, becoming a craggy rock lurking under a cloud, while the ocean filled with writhing jellyfish. After darkness fell, we kept sailing through this moonlit jelly, trying to see the flash of the lighthouse on Ilha de Santo Antão so we could pinpoint our position. We didn’t see it, but my father eventually turned south-west anyway, taking us out across the Atlantic Ocean.

			The heat built until, after two more days of sailing, the breeze rotated through every direction and disappeared.

			‘We’ve hit the doldrums,’ said Dad, when I went to stand beside him on the deck, gazing out at an ocean of thick honey. ‘They happen where the north and south trade winds meet. But that’s supposed to be a hundred miles south of here.’

			We sat sweating under a blue bowl of sky for several days after that, each breath a gasp of heat that scorched the lungs. When the sun was up, I danced across the parched deck, searching for patches of shade, while Dad made a salt-water shower from a bucket punctured with holes that he hung in the rigging. But the only real relief came when a thunderstorm caught us, rain pounding on the deck and patterning the rolling swells. We would then scramble around tying containers under booms to collect the water cascading down the canvas and racing to find soap so that we could wash ourselves before the storm moved on. At night I slept on deck to escape the stifling air below, lying on my sleeping bag, and reaching up to grasp handfuls of the stars peppering the Milky Way. It seemed odd that I couldn’t touch them; they felt so close, and I wanted to use them to create a dress covered in sparkles.

			After a few days of this, Dad started chasing squalls. He stood at the wheel with the engine on, cackling with laughter, wearing his waterproof oilskin jacket over his hairy legs. I bounced next to him, desperate to find out whether, when we reached a patch of clouds, they would contain a cough of wind to propel us forward or a gale complete with thunder, lightning and a deluge of rain.

			When at last the wind returned in earnest, sweeping away the worst of the heat, Mum found her worksheets again. We began long division and I plied her with more questions.

			‘Go and ask your father,’ she said. ‘He’s a maths teacher.’

			But each time I found him and asked if I could show him my equations, he said ‘Not now’, because he was busy splicing a rope, doing a sight or adjusting a sail. So instead I pondered my maths on the forward deck in the shade of the forestay sail – so-called because it was attached to the rigging running from the top of the foremast to the end of the bowsprit – and usually found that I could work out the answer if I thought about it for long enough.

			Not long after the wind returned, we saw a passenger ship ploughing its way towards us from South America, our first sight of other humans after eleven days of nothing but ocean. It came so close that I could see the people crowding its balconies and rails to wave, and when it swept past I saw its name etched on its stern: Brazilla.

			‘I wish we’d asked them for food,’ I said, watching it go.

			Dad laughed. ‘Don’t be silly.’

			‘I mean it. I’ve been hungry for days.’

			‘We have to be careful, Sue – the doldrums have slowed us down, so we need to ration our stores.’

			‘There’s no fresh fruit left,’ I said, giving him my sad look. ‘And I hate salt tablets.’

			‘Salt will stop you from getting dehydrated in this hot weather.’

			Dad might have been right but the tablets my mother had started dishing out had worsened our already restricted diet. Salt was taking over my life. White tide marks of it bloomed on my skin; my clothes and sleeping bag were sticky with it; and now I had to eat it as well.

			‘Do you want to try some ship’s biscuits?’ asked Dad, and when I nodded he showed me where he’d hidden the tins under the step outside the main head, the name for the ship’s toilet.

			‘Do they have raisins in them?’ I asked.

			He shook his head. ‘No, they shouldn’t have.’ He peered at my biscuit. ‘Oh, don’t worry about those: they’re only weevils. Tap it sharply on the table, and most of them will fall out and crawl away. The rest will give you useful protein.’

			By this time the pencil marks on my father’s chart were approaching the Equator, and on board, even though we were hungry, excitement about crossing this invisible boundary was mounting.

			‘Okay,’ said Owen, puffing his pipe and fixing Jon and me with a stare from under his bushy grey eyebrows. ‘We need a ceremony to mark the crossing. Since I’m the only one here who has sailed in southern waters, I will be King Neptune and you can be my assistants.’

			We readily agreed to this, and on Owen’s instructions made him a cardboard crown, a cardboard trident attached to a broomstick and a gown fashioned from a bedsheet.

			‘Make the most horrible potion you can,’ King Neptune told us when he’d donned his robes. So I wandered around the boat finding ingredients – washing-up liquid, tea, coffee, a few ship’s biscuits and powdered milk – before tipping them in a bucket and stirring the evil mixture with a wooden spoon.

			While I did this, Jon went to tell everyone else to bring offerings of alcohol to go into a second potion – King Neptune’s punch. Dad brought gin, Mum offered Martini, Nigel and Michael produced whisky and sweet Martini, and Jon and I tipped in some of our precious long-life orange juice. When the potions were ready, everyone assembled on the forward deck. King Neptune stood by the rails, his crown and trident framed against the rolling sea. He raised his hands and called for silence.

			‘Before I can allow this ship to pass into my southern realm, all persons who have not crossed my Equator before must be washed in good southern water,’ he said.

			I walked forward carrying the first foul concoction and King Neptune poured a ladleful over each victim. This was followed by a bucket of seawater, their startled eyes peering out through the gushing liquid. When my turn came, I escaped the potion but still had a bucket of seawater tipped over my head.

			With the ceremony over, the adults sat around in the sun drinking King Neptune’s sweet-smelling punch. After a while, I looked up from my book to see that they’d all fallen asleep, their bodies strewn around the deck. I went to find Jon, who was up on the foredeck. ‘We’ve
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