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Chapter 1

Stepping aboard a ship is an act of faith. You place your life in the hands of the captain and crew. You decide, actively or passively, to offer up your autonomy, and oftentimes that decision is not one that is easily reversed.

‘Welcome aboard, ma’am.’

I take a tentative step and hand over my voyage card. Below me, through a gap between metal plates, I see a sliver of darkness: a structural crack allowing me a glimpse of the water below.

‘Ms Ripley. Have a lovely voyage.’

‘Thank you.’

Pete follows.

‘Mr Davenport, welcome aboard the Atlantica.’

He compliments her hat and then we walk into the ship proper and although we’re not the first to board we’re among the first hundred or so. We head deeper into the grand Ocean Lobby, me dragging my carry-on suitcase, Pete unencumbered.

I am not a natural traveller. My instinct is to stay close to home and to surround myself with the familiar. I look on with awe as people like Pete catch flights and trains without a care in the world.

‘Seven storeys tall,’ he says, pointing to the mural that dominates the lobby. It’s an Art Deco depiction of the Atlantic Ocean in bronze relief created by a lauded Senegalese artist. Our destination is there on the left. The Atlantic coast of America.

We arrive at our cabin and my pulse is racing. Pete opens the door.

I scan our room – rooms, plural – my mouth slightly ajar. ‘You promised this was a last-minute bargain. I’m paying for the next trip, remember.’

‘It was a bargain,’ says Pete. ‘When I booked, all the Diamond cabins were taken. This is only Platinum. And it was a bargain thanks to you never making your mind up.’

I kiss him. ‘I’m here, aren’t I? With you? We’re actually doing this.’ Then the realisation hits me. ‘Oh, no, we forgot.’

He frowns.

‘The sea-sickness pills.’ I retrieve the blister pack from my carry-on case. ‘We were supposed to take these half an hour before boarding.’ Just the thought of monstrous Atlantic waves makes me nauseous. The way they undulate. Their inherent, unbridled force.

‘We’re still in Southampton and we’re still docked.’ Pete opens the curtains and points to the harbour buildings and city beyond. ‘Relax. We can take them now.’

I hand him one and take one for myself.

I start to say Could you pour us some water when I hear the sound of a cork being eased gently from a champagne bottle.

‘Careful,’ I say. ‘That sounds expensive.’

‘It’s included,’ says Pete. ‘You can relax now, Caroline. Forget the café work and the lunch deliveries. Don’t worry about the family. Just take some time out for you.’

I like it when he calls me Caroline in his bass-baritone voice. I take a deep breath and he hands me a glass. We swallow the scopolamine tablets.

Our luggage is already here. I do all the things I’d usually do in a regular hotel room on dry land. I check the bed linen’s clean and I unpack and then I familiarise myself with the bathroom. Check there’s a working hairdryer. Two of the miniature bottles of L’Occitane shower gel and shampoo make their way into my suitcase. They’re for Gemma. I promised her. She’s looking after the café for me, managing the rota, and checking in on Mum, so really it’s the least I can do.

Pete’s sitting with his feet up on the balcony. Navy cotton shirt, jeans. ‘This is the last sight of Britain we’ll see for a while,’ he says.

‘Not quite Doncaster, is it?’

He stands up, glass in hand, and walks over to me, maintaining eye contact. ‘All we will see for the next seven days straight is indigo blue, and each other.’ He takes a deep breath. ‘True ocean and uncharted depths. This dock view might not be much, but I’m making the most of my last glimpse of home.’

The ship’s horn blows ominously.

Please stand by for the emergency signal.

The announcer explains how we all need to take part in a muster drill. He says it’s mandatory under international law. We set off, carrying our life vests, and the atmosphere in the corridors is a mixture of excitement and trepidation. It reminds me a little of school immediately before exams. As I walk hand-in-hand with Pete I peek inside some of the other cabins. Larger than ours. Folded clothes arranged on the beds. I know I shouldn’t snoop but I can’t help it.

The crew wear their life vests but we’re told not to put ours on yet. A man pushes his wife in a wheelchair as she eats a red apple. I eavesdrop. People comparing the ship, and the drill, to others they’ve experienced. A mixture of British, French, Spanish and American accents.

We make our way to the A3 Muster Station, located in the central section of the Atlantica, beneath the main funnel that doubles as a rock-climbing wall, and close to the main Grill restaurants. Our voyage passes are scanned and we’re shown how to put on our life vests, and told how the crew will escort us to the correct lifeboat. I am straining to hear, to take in this important information, but Pete’s carefree, chatting with other guests, checking his watch.

I have an idea of the layout of this gargantuan vessel now. The bridge is located at the front of the ship above the Captain’s Lounge, and below that is the ship’s theatre. Set back a little is the vast Ocean Lobby we entered through. Behind that are the Grill restaurants. Behind all that, towards the stern of the ship, are the ballroom, observation rooms, library and engines.

We’re told there’s strictly no smoking in cabins or on balconies. No irons may be used. No candles may be lit. I start to feel uneasy. We’re told we must not throw anything overboard. In the event of an emergency we must leave our luggage and proceed to the relevant muster station carrying our life vests, important medication, and warm clothes. In the event of fire we’re told to crawl if necessary.

I glance over at Pete for reassurance but he’s reading a news story on his phone. In the distance I glimpse a teenager with curly red hair travelling with her parents. She looks as though she doesn’t want to be here. We’re told not to take lifts as we may become trapped between floors in an emergency. At the end of the drill we put on our life vests, following clear instructions from the crew.

After the drill we dress for dinner, except Pete is more focused on trying to undress me. This is officially our thirteenth proper date and he’s acting like a teenager. Maybe it’s because we’ve left land. We’re out at sea now. The motion of the ship. The corridor outside our Deck Nine cabin is remarkably long. Dark red carpeting, soft underfoot. He slows and pulls me in close and bends his head down to kiss my neck. I close my eyes for a moment and then when I start to feel dizzy I pull away and look into his eyes and tell him I’m so hungry I could eat a buffalo.

Hundreds of doors and a gleaming chrome rail along the wall for use in rough seas. There are couples dressed more formally than us. Perfume and expensive cologne with notes of citrus. Excited expressions.

We walk through the Ocean Lobby, past an ice sculpture scale model of the ship, past the Nantucket Spa and the Cape Cod Cigar Lounge, and on to the main restaurant.

‘This is the Gold Grill,’ says Pete. ‘Eight out of ten passengers will eat here. We’re dining in the Platinum Grill on Deck Ten.’

We ride up in the glass lift and enter our Grill room. Towering flower centrepieces: calla lilies and frothy white hydrangeas. Carved ceilings and elaborate crystal chandeliers. Pete tells me they are Venetian and I tell him I know they are. It’s the most ornate room I have ever seen.

The foghorn blows and I feel it.

A man wearing a bow tie approaches. ‘Let me show you to your table.’

‘Thank you . . . Tom,’ I say, glancing at his name badge. Tom smiles and I can sense Pete roll his eyes. But if you’ve ever waited tables, your legs aching, your back hurting, you never forget what it’s like to be treated as a human.

‘This is Gloria,’ says Tom. ‘We’ll be your servers for the entirety of your stay here on the RMS Atlantica. This table will be reserved for you for the duration of your voyage.’

They leave us and I say, ‘This is lovely, isn’t it? I feel guilty about Gemma and Mum.’

‘This is your holiday,’ says Pete. ‘Well-earned. You need to learn how to wind down.’

Canapés arrive. Crostini with salmon mousse. Tiny spoons filled with asparagus velouté. We order. I choose the wines.

There’s no ring box in Pete’s jacket pocket. There can’t be; it’d be far too early, unlike him, too rash. Gemma thinks he has plans but I’m convinced this is a straightforward week-long romantic getaway. I try to put the notion out of my mind.

By the main course I start to relax, and sense that the couple on the table next to ours are becoming increasingly uptight so I make an effort to reduce my volume. Then Pete cracks a joke about his younger brother and I burst out laughing.

‘This your first crossing, is it?’

The lady asks the question with all the poise and focus of a matador stabbing a bull.

‘Sorry?’

‘I asked if this is your first ocean crossing?’

Her husband keeps eating his smoked salmon.

‘Seventeenth,’ I say.

She looks livid. Emerald-green dress and crimson nails.

‘And Peter here was conceived on board the QE2, weren’t you, Peter?’

‘Terrible storm,’ says Pete with a glint in his eye. ‘Dreadful winds off the coast of South Africa. Almost sank her.’

‘How . . . unusual,’ says the lady with the tight bun and shoulder pads. Her bun’s tightening with each passing minute. She leans in closer to me. ‘In all seriousness, tonight is casual, dear, but when at sea we tend not to wear sneakers after six in the evening. I’m only telling you to spare your blushes.’

I look at my shoes. ‘Oh, these? I have a special dispensation.’

Her husband starts to mumble something but I interrupt. ‘Bunions.’

The lady mouths the word back to me and I nod.

We actually manage to have a nice chat after all that. She apologises for being highly strung and I apologise for being giddy and juvenile. We talk about New York and their plans to travel to Boston to walk the Freedom Trail, and then up to Maine. They explain how the Atlantica is an ocean liner, roughly double the size of the Titanic and half the size of modern cruise ships. He describes those disparagingly as floating condominiums. She’s very eager to reinforce how we’re not currently dining on a cruise ship. It’s an ocean liner. For her there is significant difference.

‘This is the finest cruise ship I’ve seen,’ says Pete.

I nudge him under the table, urging him to stop.

‘We’re on an ocean liner,’ remarks the lady, not letting this go. ‘The shape of her hull, you see. Built for rough seas and all weathers. She’s for crossing, not cruising. Think of her as an alternative to a scheduled aeroplane. She’s transporting us, not steaming around in ridiculous circles.’

We finish our coffee and wish the couple a pleasant evening. I apologise to them again for being raucous earlier. Pete and I take a walk out on deck. Cold, salty air and hushed voices; seabirds perched on railings and couples flirting, excited at the thought of what’s to come. There are lights on the horizon: coastal towns and ships entering the English Channel. We are leaving that world and entering open seas.

‘Come on,’ says Pete, smiling. ‘I have a surprise for you.’

Was Gemma right? I’ve always assumed it’d be me who asked.

He leads me, walking quickly, excitedly, back down to the Ocean Lobby.

I can’t think about it. I’m too old to get excited about something only for it not to materialise. I’ve experienced enough disappointment in my life. I’m past all that.

We walk by the concierge, a tall, bald man with a kind face and a birthmark under his eye, and he says good evening to us and then I overhear his colleague say something about fair winds and calm seas to another couple.

We walk on and, despite my better judgement, I am excited about Pete’s surprise.

‘Come over here,’ he says.

Hand-in-hand, he cajoles me to the threshold of the casino.

‘Oh, no,’ I say, pulling away. ‘Sorry.’

‘Roulette.’ His eyes light up. ‘Come on, it’s my favourite. It’ll be fun.’

I stand firm, my body rigid. ‘No, Pete, I mean it. I can’t go in there.’

‘Three games, that’s all.’

The excitement in my tummy has turned to acid. ‘Let’s go back to our cabin, please.’

‘It’s so early. Blackjack, then, if that’s more your thing.’

I pull my hand away and the air cools between us. ‘Please, Pete.’

We’re both sober again.

‘OK, of course. I’m sorry.’ He looks confused. ‘What about a drink at the bar instead?’

I point to the casino. ‘Not in there.’

‘The Captain’s Lounge? They have a notorious cocktail list.’

I take a deep breath and make an effort to smile, to narrow the gap between us, to walk this back, and then I slide my hand into his. ‘Sounds good.’

We sit by the window and watch the blackness outside. The seas are calm and the ship’s hardly swaying at all. I drink a gin fizz, slowly, silently, and Pete sips a single malt.

‘You want to tell me?’ he says.

No, I don’t want you to know yet. It’s too early. Too complicated to explain.

‘Not really. I don’t want to ruin the mood.’

‘Don’t worry about that.’

I drain my glass and he does the same. I take a breath.

‘My father had a . . . problem, you see. It made things quite difficult for Mum, Gem and me when I was growing up. Dad was good at covering things up but bad at pretty much everything else, gambling included. I can’t help blaming him, in part at least, for Mum’s decline. A therapist would probably tell me I blame him for a lot of things.’

‘I’m sorry,’ says Pete. ‘Dangerous habit.’

‘Sometimes – and he was a good man in other ways, don’t get me wrong, he never hit us or even shouted – but he’d take Mum’s shopping money, her housekeeping. He’d even help himself to our birthday money some years. Gemma said it was like living with a magpie. He was gentle and kind most of the time, but he was supposed to be keeping us all safe and he never really did.’

‘When did you lose him?’

More drinks arrive. I take a sip of my second gin fizz.

‘Twelve years ago. Almost thirteen. For the last decade of his life things seemed better. He and Mum stopped arguing so much and we all thought he was in recovery. He wasn’t taking from us any more so there was a sense of relief. He had a sponsor and followed the twelve-step programme to the letter. But then, years later, he was caught.’ I shake my head at the memory of it all, the shame. ‘Our world fell apart. He’d taken a significant sum from the charity he worked for. A charity he loved, helping local veterans with housing and job interviews, retraining, setting up their own small businesses. He took their money through false accounts and creative book-keeping. It went on for years. Later he said he’d thought he’d be caught long before it got so out of hand.’

‘I had no idea.’

The group next to us order a magnum of Krug champagne.

‘The worst of it was the way neighbours and friends looked at us after the news broke. Front page of the Doncaster Evening News. Local man rips off our heroes. Mum even considered moving. It was starting to make her ill. Sorry, I didn’t mean to ruin the mood on the first night.’

‘Not at all.’

He places his hand on mine for a moment, and I am tired.

‘The afternoon before he was due to appear at the police station Dad said he needed a walk to clear his head.’ I glance out at the window, at the dark sea. ‘He took his own life that evening.’

‘I’m so sorry, Caz. I knew there was some sadness in your past but I had no idea. I promise you I will not set foot in that casino the whole time we’re on board. I give you my word. I didn’t know. I feel awful for stirring all this up.’

‘We don’t really talk about it any more. Gem can’t handle it. It’s not your fault.’

Piano music. Soft jazz from the 1940s. Raindrops tapping against the angled windows.

‘Did you know about your father’s habit when you were little?’

I look around at the well-heeled passengers casually sipping their sidecars and martinis without a care in the world. Talking about this, here, seems unreal.

‘I had an inkling. Mum was always there for us but we’d go for days with no heat. Electricity cut off because he’d lost on the horses or at the dog track. Mum would go without meals, bless her, so we could have dinner, saying she’d already eaten; she’d even put a dirty plate in the sink to prove it. And then I started skipping dinner, pretending I’d had something in town after school, so she and Gemma could eat.’

‘That must have been tough.’

I take the chance to lighten the mood. ‘Slightly different from your childhood.’

Pete smiles. ‘Ampleforth was far worse.’

I kick him.

‘I’m being facetious, of course,’ he says. ‘But it was pretty awful in its own Dickensian way. School dinners, cold rooms, church before rugby and not seeing my parents for weeks on end. We suffered too, you know.’

We head back to our cabin. The atmosphere has changed since our conversation. It’s subdued. He needs some time to digest it all. Or maybe now he realises why I haven’t had a serious long-term relationship in over twenty years and he’s having second thoughts. I wouldn’t blame him.

I move the curtains and look out at the black, ever-moving sea.

Raindrops streak down the glass.

Pete tells me he has a headache coming on so we climb into the comfortable yet unfamiliar bed and switch out the lights.

I wake the next morning, stretch, and instinctively reach out for him.

His side of the bed is empty and the sheets are cool.

He’s not there.





Chapter 10

‘Help us!’ screams Frannie, waving her arms frantically in the air.

‘Stop,’ says Daniel, angrily. ‘It’s pointless. That’s a commercial four-engine plane flying at nine thousand metres. It cannot see you.’

Frannie barges past him and heads for the stairs. We follow her up to the main sun deck. Frannie starts dragging recliner chairs on to the centre of the teak boards.

‘This ship looks like a pine needle floating on Lake Superior from way up there,’ he says, almost yelling at her, the vein in his forehead protruding. ‘They can’t see us, Francine.’

I realise what she’s doing and start helping her.

‘Over there,’ she says. ‘Get started on the “O”. Daniel, make yourself useful.’

He shakes his head, but then he understands. He starts to drag chairs.

By the time the plane is directly overhead, Frannie has almost finished her ‘S’ and I’ve made the top curve of my ‘O’.

‘It’s too late,’ says Frannie. ‘We were too slow.’

I keep working. ‘There will be other planes. Let’s extend these letters. We must have eight hundred chairs on the ship. SOS as tall as the whole deck. Someone will spot it eventually, call in our position. Some low flying aircraft. A helicopter, maybe.’

Daniel wipes sweat from his brow and drags more chairs to form the centre section of our desperate message.

Three letters from three confused stranded shipmates. A young Welsh woman with freckles and attitude forming Save. A hungry forty-nine-year-old café proprietor finishing Our. An Asian-American water-ski instructor setting out wooden seating to complete Souls.

‘Not to put another dampener on your spirits, but there won’t be a low-flying plane or helicopter.’

We both turn to him.

‘My uncle was a plane transporter before I was born. The way small planes are delivered across continents, from Europe to North America, for example, the planes that fly at three thousand metres, is via Iceland and Greenland. No way you can fly a single engine across open ocean. Same goes for rotary aircraft. They have limited range. The only things we’ll see in the skies all the way out here are stars and high-altitude jets.’

‘I disagree,’ says Frannie. ‘Because, well, you’re wrong. The astronauts above us living inside the Space Station might zoom in and spot us. A Delta flight might have to drop altitude to avoid a storm cloud. The pilot might see the ship. We need to do anything we possibly can to not appear like a normal ocean liner. Now, double up the chairs like I have. We need to make this bold.’

The plane has left us behind. It glided noiselessly over us, through darkening wisps of cirrus cloud, and it ignored us completely.

For the first time in a long time, I miss my mother. Not superficially, but with my whole self. She doesn’t often know my name any more, thinks I’m one of her carers, but occasionally there’s a lightning-quick flash of recognition. She had such a lot to put up with in her life. She deserved joy in her old age, not this.

‘What we really need is fire,’ says Daniel. ‘Our only hope of signalling is a fire to show another ship we’re at risk. Smoke rising miles into the sky. A trail to mark our location. Otherwise we may as well give up.’

‘I don’t think you can light a fire on board a ship,’ I say, rubbing my arms to stay warm. ‘Pete and I were discussing it on the drive down to Southampton. I asked if the Diamond-class cabins have real fires, like they did on the Titanic. Not real fires – I know that’s not possible on a modern ocean liner – but alcohol fires or gas fireplaces. He said, Fire is the biggest risk to a modern cruise ship or liner, more so than icebergs or running aground. Apparently modern radar systems can prevent collision, but fire, caused by electrical malfunction or a drunken passenger smoking on her balcony – that can place an entire ship at risk in minutes.’

Driving down in his old Audi, his hand on mine, I could never have predicted any of this. I hope you’re safe, Pete Davenport.

‘She’s right,’ says Frannie. ‘It’s too risky. We need to find the smoke-signal flares you were talking about. That, and messages in bottles. We need thousands and thousands of messages in bottles. Attach them to anything eye-catching that floats. At some point someone will pick one up out of the water.’

I swallow, picturing how large the Atlantic is, realising it could take months for someone to pick up a bottle and read the message inside. I remember Martin, my nephew, saying the Atlantic Ocean was over six times the size of Russia’s landmass.

‘Could have been my fiancée on that plane,’ Daniel says, staring into the sky at the fading contrails. ‘My little girl, too.’

I turn to him. ‘They didn’t travel on the ship with you?’

He shakes his head. ‘This is kind of a business trip for me, so just one ticket. It’s complicated. And, well, we’re not officially together at the moment. I mean, we’re together, but we don’t live together. She and I need to sort things out. I live out of my van mostly, send money back to her. We’re not a conventional family, I guess. We don’t really believe in that.’

‘Free spirit?’ I say.

‘You think I’m a jerk, and that’s fine, I know it sounds that way, but, honestly, I struggle with modern life. I’m not good indoors or working routine jobs. Ocean, lake, beach, mountain I can manage, and I can work hard, but I can’t live cooped up like other respectable people. I’ve tried being like my brother with a mortgage and a 401K but it doesn’t work out. My head can’t take it. Jess understands that, I’m pretty sure she does. I mean, it’s not as if I’m with other women. I’d never do that. I’m just not good at being penned in.’

‘But you’re engaged to each other?’ I say, pulling the last few deckchairs into place.

‘It’s our compromise. She’d like to be married but I’m not ready so right now we’re fiancée and fiancé. We’re committed, in our own way, but we still get to be individuals, you know?’

‘I’ve known guys like you,’ I say, my tone a little more harsh than I intended.

He frowns.

‘Some of them grew into family men, and some grew lonely. Be careful you make the right decision.’

He walks away.

I’m opening up much earlier than I usually would. It’s not that I’m close friends with Daniel and Frannie, far from it, but we are connected by our shared circumstance. In extremis, you skip the small talk, I’ve noticed, and focus on what matters. An hour on board the Atlantica is like a month on dry land.

‘I think you can do things your own way, your own style,’ he says, somewhat defensively, coming back. ‘Most of the guys I went to high school and college with are married but they’re either having affairs or they’re medicated or they’re watching sports in their basements and giving up on life. Jess prefers me at peace and she likes to see me fulfilled.’

‘She manages, though? With your daughter? That’s a lot of daily work, a lot of responsibility.’

‘She’s a great mom,’ he says. ‘The best.’

‘Sounds like it.’

Frannie runs to the edge of the deck and leans over the railing.

‘Careful,’ I yell.

‘Hey!’ she screams down towards the water. ‘Hey, you!’

‘What is it?’

I peer over the edge and the height makes my legs unsteady. It’s like looking over a cliff or a roof terrace guard rail. There are papers and cardboard boxes fluttering in the air, scattering along the surface of the water.

Another box is flung overboard.

There is someone else on board this ship.





Chapter 100

We sit huddled around the fire at the very front of the ship. The heat is our only comfort. After the phone calls we gravitated back here because for some reason you can’t tackle existential questions or discuss loved ones inside a soulless duplex. With a flame you have hope and with the horizon you have perspective. When I camp on the moors, my mind drifting to happier memories with Dad, us all together in blissful ignorance, I’d light a candle before I zipped up for the night. I’d turn off my phone and the dancing flame would afford me some peace. It’d quieten my mind for a time.

The ocean is one of the most unforgiving places on the planet, and the light from our fire, besides being a beacon, a plea for help, sustains us a little longer.

‘Hearing their voices on the phone,’ says Frannie, wrapped up in her coat, a blanket covering the top of her head, a lifejacket by her side. ‘They sounded close by but also a thousand miles and a hundred days away. Like they exist in the past. A predictable, secure world with laws and rules and people to protect you. Phones numbers to call in an emergency. Courts to decide who was right and who was wrong. They’re probably watching us now, glued to their laptops.’ She sighs. ‘I don’t want them to see us.’

‘Frannie,’ I say. ‘Would you come with me, please?’

We head all the way back to the stern. Frannie’s talking softly as we walk, contradicting herself, shaking her head. She sounds as though she’s drunk, or under the influence of strong painkillers. Her eyes are wild, and I hope this is hunger and grief and not the start of something worse.

‘We’ll leave this place,’ I tell her. ‘You and me. All of us. We’ll leave this ship.’

‘It’s the waiting,’ she says, still shaking her head. ‘Always waiting for the next thing. This, then that, then this other thing. I don’t have any say, do I? Even though I studied this stuff – personal autonomy, concepts of individual liberty – I never understood until now. Kant said something about how moral autonomy is the capacity to give yourself moral law, rather than obeying the rules of others. Personal autonomy is the capacity to decide things for yourself and pursue a course of action regardless of moral factors. Personal versus moral authority, you see? These bastards will do whatever they have planned and we are expected to take it. I’ve had as much as I can take. Any other show you just walk off the set and call a minicab. This is a prison camp, not a TV programme.’

Her eyes look blank. Out of focus. As if the phone call made everything worse not better.

I feed the half-dozen captive dogs with her and the Caucasian Shepherd watches our every move. He is quiet, but his teeth are exposed, his gums twitching.

We let the other five out to relieve themselves in their designated area. The half-dozen that are free to roam are already making the rest of the ship foul. But there are fewer vermin. Significantly fewer. So it’s a price worth paying.

I pick up four cans of dog food.

She frowns. ‘You’re feeding the other six?’

‘No, they’re feeding themselves.’

I borrow two large skillets from the Diamond Grill galley kitchen, together with oil I forage from the base of a deep-fat fryer. I take salt and pepper and chilli flakes. The rest of the herbs and spices are locked away down in the stores but at least I have these.

The others are sceptical when I return.

‘You have to be kidding,’ says Michelle, grimacing. ‘I don’t think I can.’

‘Well,’ says Smith, ‘you’re not as hungry as us three are. I’ll try them. Go on, Caz, cook them up.’

Bile rises within me. I’m not comfortable with how he expects me to serve him food. It’s different in the café; that’s a transactional relationship. Mutually beneficial.

‘If I cook for you, then you clean up the dog mess tomorrow. Deal?’

He nods.

I open the cans of dog food and empty them with a spoon into a large mixing bowl. I nestle the skillet on the embers. The dog food is wetter than the meat I’m used to, it has more jelly in it, but I do my best to form meatballs, rolling each one in salt and pepper and chilli to disguise what they are.

‘Fry them for a long time,’ says Smith, his mouth watering. ‘Deep-fry them, if you can.’

The meatballs spit and sizzle as I move them around gently in the pan. A copy of Vogue magazine burns brightly in my peripheral vision. My stomach rumbles and my head is conflicted because although this is food, it is not food intended for us. We’re taking from the dogs. I’ve judged that to be fair because so far they haven’t missed a single meal.

We sit around the fire eating six meatballs each.

‘They’re not bad,’ says Smith pushing his second meatball into his mouth.

Frannie doesn’t talk, she just eats.

Michelle says she can’t stomach them so offers hers to us.

They are revolting, to be fair, but they’re edible. I force them down, mindful that I need energy for whatever struggles lie ahead. I heard my sister’s voice today and that spurs me on. It reinforces my resolve. I must see her and Mum and Pete again.

Michelle tells us stories of her dad bringing her and her brother up all on his own. How he sacrificed his comforts, his personal relationships, to make sure they were provided for. She tells us how he walked them to school each and every morning on his way to work, telling them about faraway countries he’d visited in the Army.

My mind wanders to the walks Pete and I take around his village. Conversations, guarded, tentative, about moving in together and adopting a dog one day, a retired greyhound or a bull terrier from the rescue home. He brought it up on the way back from the pub after a Sunday roast. I’ve always been awkward around these decisions, these big life changes. But I started imagining what might happen after we adopt the dog. I started to think about this very trip, and if we might talk openly about making longer-term plans together.

‘You think we could season these up with something spicy next time?’ says Smith.

‘Sorry, I was miles away. What?’

‘Season them. With—’

But he’s cut off by the deep bellow of the ship’s foghorn.

Two blasts.

Frannie stands up.

She’s next.





Chapter 101

The bitter taste of over-fried meat on my tongue.

Our final challenge.

We leave the deck fire burning, drizzle holding it at bay, and we enter the ship. We walk without speaking. All of my thoughts are for Frannie’s welfare right now. Before Daniel’s challenge she’d already told me she’d had vivid nightmares of having to hold her breath in a vat of engine oil or being zipped up inside a hard-shell suitcase, so I can’t imagine her anguish at this moment. She told me this morning she woke up in a cold sweat, convinced she was already dead. I didn’t need her to tell me what she dreamt. I was right there next to her.

Still no vermin in the corridors. Strangely, unnervingly, no evidence of the dogs, either.

Down the stairs, into the murky, quiet depths of the RMS Atlantica. Will this vessel be scrapped after what’s happening to us? Sunk in some maritime trench complete with fire damage and feral dogs and a looted arcade of shops? Who’d ever set foot on this ship again after this?

The Ocean Lobby is lit only by the TV screen.

‘This should be interesting,’ says Michelle. ‘I wonder who they’ve cast to replace me. If it’s Miranda Wallace I’ll . . .’

No face on screen. No mouth. Just the word AIR.

Frannie looks pale. She’s muttering something under her breath and she’s rubbing her palms up and down her arms.

A pair of lips on screen. Red. Pixellated.

We sit down.

Four chairs.

Don’t you dare, I think. Do not hurt this precious girl.

‘Good evening, passengers,’ says the new set of lips. She sounds almost human but it’s clear her voice originates from a computer rather than an organic larynx.

We don’t say anything. This is far from a good evening.

The lips have an androgynous tone: calm and composed. ‘Your final challenge is Air. Francine, this is your personal challenge.’

Frannie, once again, mutters something indecipherable under her breath. She’s whispering a mantra. I place my hand on her shoulder and she flinches.

‘Francine, after I finish speaking you will proceed to the top deck. This is a solo challenge. The other passengers will enter the observation room at the front of the ship, immediately behind the main mast. Francine, you will proceed to the base of the main mast, one-hundred-and-twenty-two feet above sea level. Please note this is not the funnel or observation room used in the previous challenge. You will climb the external ladder to the halfway point. At that point you will need to cross the mast to the ladder a quarter-turn around. Clockwise. You will then climb past the radar and wind gauges to the top of the tower. One-hundred-and-ninety-one feet above sea level. Collect the room key attached to the top of the ladder. Make your way down to the base and open the observation room door and then, with your fellow passengers, proceed to enjoy your rewards.’

‘Atlantica,’ says Frannie, her hands balled into tight fists.

The lips do not reply.

‘I nominate Caz.’
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My stomach tightens.

‘No,’ I say, but the word is almost silent. A gasp. ‘You can’t . . . we don’t do that, Frannie. I’ve already done my challenge.’

‘Nomination accepted,’ says the pixellated lips. ‘Good luck, Caroline. Passengers . . .’

I stand up. ‘No.’

‘I wish you fair winds and calm seas.’

The screen goes blank.

‘What . . . what the hell did you do?’

Frannie shakes her head. She looks haunted, dark circles under her eyes. ‘I couldn’t go through with it, Caz. You should hate me, that’s OK. Hate me forever. But I can’t climb that ladder, there’s no way. I’m sorry; you’re much stronger than me.’ Her voice has reduced to not much more than a whisper. ‘I wouldn’t make it.’

My whole world has turned upside down.

Again.

‘You can do this, Caz,’ says Smith.

I shake my head. ‘I can’t do it and I won’t.’ At the top of my voice I say, ‘I demand you take us off this ship now.’

‘Then congratulations, Mr Smith,’ says Michelle, shrugging. ‘I guess you just won.’

I frown at her, at this shift in tone.

‘I’m sorry,’ says Michelle. ‘But Frannie nominated. She won’t be disqualified but there’s no way she’ll win after that move, even with her enormous legion of loyal fans. Frannie was by far the most popular, you see; at least that was true before I was thrown in with you. If you quit, Caz, Smith will win by default. Maybe we’ll dock later tonight and he’ll be presented with the prize and a bottle of champagne and you’ll go home having almost won. You’ll get a few decent paid-for interviews in magazines, I guess. You might—’

‘You think we’re that close to the end?’ I ask. ‘You know it, or you think?’

‘I don’t know anything,’ she says. ‘But I can sense it, can’t you? The show’s almost finished.’

Smith is walking around in circles trying to make sense of all this. ‘Frannie’s the most popular?’ he says.

‘I’m sorry,’ says Frannie. ‘I know it was wrong. But my nightmares. What happened to Daniel. I just couldn’t.’

They all stare at me.

‘I don’t hate you, Frannie. I don’t like you much right now but I don’t hate you.’

More than any moment before, I crave distance from them all, from this place. I crave a long walk on my own to clear my head.

Smith looks at Michelle. ‘Are you saying all this to grow the viewing figures, to make sure somebody, anybody, completes this challenge? Michelle, tell us the truth, are you still on the payroll?’

‘Ah, you’re saying that because you want her to abstain from the Air challenge,’ says Michelle, her threaded eyebrows raised. ‘I understand. Play chess when others are playing chequers, right, Smith?’

I rub my temples.

And then I walk out of the lobby.
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Alice, my niece, says that when she was twelve she felt so much pressure at school, with ongoing assessments and homework, that her anxiety negatively affected her grades. She cared so much it was counterproductive. She eventually learnt ways to maintain perspective. She told me how she worked out that if she takes breaks, and sometimes gives herself permission to fail, she performs far better. I’m proud of her. Next year she will be the first Ripley ever to attend university.

My knees are weak as I exit the lobby to climb the stairs. Mirrors recording me. Light fittings observing. My own friends following and watching my every move.

All I can do is my best.

Alice is right.

The others enclose themselves in the safety of the observation room, and Frannie has the audacity to wish me luck.

Blustery showers spraying across the ship from the starboard side. Wind whistling, and the smoke from the extinguished fire hanging heavy in the air.

It’s not that I started to think of Frannie as an adopted daughter or anything, but I did regard her as a friend. A younger version of Gemma, perhaps. Bright, honest and decent. Why would she do this to me? She could have just refused and bowed out gracefully. This action is the most painful slap in the face I’ve had since the morning I picked up our local newspaper from the front step and realised the true extent of my father’s deception.

I’ve walked past the mast a dozen times but I’ve never looked at it closely before. Why would I? The mast is immense. White-painted steel with a horizontal arm at the one-third level and another at two-thirds. It looks as tall and as steadfast as a lighthouse from down here. Flashing lights at the apex like an aircraft passing overhead.

I glance back over my shoulder. I can’t see their faces inside the observation room; just raindrops and my gaunt reflection in the glass. Turning to face the mast head-on, I take my first step up the ladder, gripping the verticals so hard my knuckles turn white. I climb a few rungs. It’s slippery from the rain and it is cold to the touch. No safety harness. No chance of rescue or medical assistance if I mis-step.

I tell myself that this is what sailors have been doing for centuries. Climbing the rigging, reaching the crow’s nest, repairing and maintaining the mainsail. But not like this. Not filmed from all angles, starving, viewed across the world, streamed for light entertainment.

The wind gusts and I have to flatten myself against the ladder, my arms looping through and around to keep myself from being blown off. I must only be five or six metres above the deck but well over thirty metres from the water, perhaps three thousand metres from the sea bed. The ship is moving in the swells and bucking against the waves and if I fall I can’t predict whether I’ll crash down into solid wooden deck or into the sea itself.

I’m not sure which would be worse.

I climb up another six rungs, my hands soaked, past a slowly rotating radar beam.

In small orange text, too small to read from deck level, is written Proceed higher and then, when the radar beam completes its rotation, the other side says at your own risk.
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Dad never talked about his gambling. It was something he did on his own, in secret, late at night or hiding on his lunch breaks. When I was in my early twenties I lived through a difficult winter, sharing my then flat with my then boyfriend. As soon as he moved in, he became jealous. He demanded to know my routes to work at the kindergarten, and which dads came by to pick up their children, and what they said to me. He wanted me to remember their exact words. It became so intolerable in that one-bedroom flat that I began to gorge myself on snacks. That may seem like an innocent vice compared to Gemma’s problems, and in many ways it was, but it took over my life. Dad would hide his betting slips and winnings. Gem hid her stash. I hid chocolate and sweets all over the apartment. I had to know I’d have access when I needed comfort. There’s an incurable canker disease running through every root and branch of our family tree.

I flatten my body against the ladder. This storm is growing louder. It is intent on ripping me off and throwing me into the ocean. The ship rolls from side to side and there is nobody here to encourage me or yell my name. I am being watched by millions and yet I have never felt more alone.

I climb one rung at a time, slowly, carefully, gripping the horizontal rung above with all my force, holding myself against the ladder, against the mast. The scattered deckchairs below look like splinters of driftwood and the freshwater pool spills on to the deck with each swell. I think of Daniel still trapped inside the other pool. The wind gusts. Far above me a gauge spins so fast it’s a whirring blur. My face is wet, my hair drenched. I’m shivering, my teeth knocking together as I step up another rung. Look ahead. Look up. Resist the temptation to look down.

Three more rungs left.

The sun has already set and what little light remains is leaching away into the horizon.

I step up and the ship lurches to the port side so I stop climbing and just hang on for dear life. Salt in my mouth. Water down my back and in my socks. A ragdoll in a spin cycle.

My fingers are numb. They are less reliable than I need them to be. I climb up to the top of this section of the mast and look over. I need to step out and stretch to reach around this monolith. The mast has the circumference of an industrial chimney at this level. I must straddle it, shuffle around, find my rung, and then join the next ladder higher. I reach out my leg and feel for the rung but it is too far away. Ice water is streaming down my face. I lean further out into the growing darkness and find the edge of a foothold. I’ll have to commit to this. I must make it to the next ladder. I squeeze my eyes tight shut and in my head are Mum and Gemma and her kids, all looking back at me, all horrified. Mum shakes her head, frightened, frail, confused, agitated. I reach out with my shoe and let that rung take my weight and then I swing my body around and cling to the next ladder.

Spluttering, panting, I hold on. White ladder, white mast, white radar beams, white wind gauges. But then I look around and everything else is black. If I look up or down I find only darkness.

I flex my fingers to get the blood circulating and then I move up a rung. Two more. I have a steady rhythm. I climb up one more and that’s when the ship’s whistle blows right above my head.
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My feet are dangling in mid-air. I’m hanging on, wretched, screaming into the void. I hold it together for long enough to regain my composure on the ladder. Clinging to it the way a baby monkey might hold on to its mother.

I climb.

The distance below me is too great to comprehend, and the ship’s lurching like a drunkard, each movement exacerbated by my height above sea level. One moment I’m over the deck and the next we’ve moved so much that there’s nothing between me and the cold ocean below.

I’m being filmed every second. Cameras watching my technique, people analysing, judging, commenting with their opinions. But this is our final challenge, and that thought gives me energy.

I climb towards the top of the mast, Dad’s face in my head for a moment, past another radar device, and there are lights above me, bright lights to show other vessels and planes where we are. One of the lights is red and it reminds me of the lamp outside Gemma’s ex-husband’s building. He thought he was being smart, replacing the bulb with a red one. Thought that was hilarious. But I wasn’t laughing the day I found her on the floor of his living room, slumped down between the wall and the arm of the sofa. She’d missed picking up Alice and Martin from school. Gemma overdosed that day. He claimed she didn’t, claimed she was just high, but I could see for myself. Her lips were blue, just as mine are now. Her skin was losing its colour. My little sister, who at school was better than me at pretty much everything – academics, sport, friendships – was jammed between a wall and a filthy sofa.

I’m operating on some kind of primitive survival mode, some animal instinct or autopilot I never knew I had. One foot after the other.

Some of the rungs are greased with oil or some other lubricant. It doesn’t shock me or disgust me; I just accept it. I wipe my palms and take my time, and continue. There are moments I almost lose purchase but I hold tight. Aching wrists and knees, shivering so violently I fear I might bite through my tongue, but I’m moving higher.

Will I even be able to climb down again?

I peer around at the velveteen blackness of the sea, of the skies, and then I look up.

The wind lashes rain into my eyes, my ears, and I struggle to maintain grip, my hands imprecise and numb from the incessant sleet. Is this how a firefighter feels climbing the rig from the roof of a fire truck? But they have a basket. Training. A reliable team. This is not the same.

Writing in italics. Bright green paint on the mast.

Higher or lower?

I climb another rung.

Stick or twist?

My heart sinks. Who wrote this? When? Is it intended for me? Of course it is.

I’m making the choices he would have made.

History repeating.

Heads or tails.

I swallow hard and go on.

I’m swinging back and forth, left and right, and at times I’m climbing an overhang just as Daniel did. The ship looks like a bath toy far below me. Barely connected. Pitching and rocking on the surface of miles-deep water.

Two more rungs and then I have to pause for breath, my arms aching, my shoulders on fire, my hands wrinkled from the endless tempest. My fingers looked like this on the day we buried him. It wasn’t raining this hard, just Yorkshire drizzle, but I shunned the umbrella that Uncle William, the scaffolder, offered. I wanted that rain on my face. I wanted to feel something straightforward and clear and honest, something that wasn’t shame mixed with loss. He was buried next to his parents and hardly anybody turned up for the service. His old colleagues shunned us. His friends made their excuses. I don’t know why we wanted a good turnout but we did. Mum did, especially; she was desperate for it. But it was as if the shame was contagious. People didn’t want to be tarnished. Shame for what he had done, lying to us and to the charity, hurting so many people for no good reason. He never even enjoyed his gambling. Never enjoyed the money or the buzz of a win. It was something he had to do. A form of gradual, mindless self-harm that, in the end, harmed families all over the region.

One more rung. I can see the grey clouds moving in the wind and it’s as though I’m up inside them. Turbulence brewing in a part of the ocean so remote, so devoid of light, that God himself would struggle to find us.

We couldn’t have a proper reception in a hotel or a café, Mum couldn’t afford one, so we hosted it quietly at home, before they took the house from us. I made ham sandwiches, his favourite, and sausage rolls, and Mum cleaned every surface and every floor until the house sparkled. It was her last desperate attempt at respectability. She never deserved that. She didn’t profit from Dad’s behaviour in any way.

It cost her dearly.

It still does to this day.

Rainwater in my ears, and soaking through my underwear. My back is stiffening from the cold and the exertion. I heave myself up higher and higher and the top still seems a hundred metres away. It’s as if the ladder extends each time I step up. A Sisyphean trial I’m too exhausted to fully comprehend. All I can do is cling on, shaking, not progressing. Static. No hope of assistance. I loop my arms through the rungs and I cry out like a wounded creature. For Mum, for Gemma, but mainly for my father. I cry out at the heartache, his pain, and the legacy of his choices, and my own. We try, and fail, to rectify mistakes.

Our shame is indelible.

History repeating.

If I don’t continue I know what will happen. Hypothermia will set in. I’ll turn dozy. Lose clarity. Maybe I’ll even drift off to sleep, and in that slumber I will fall. A few seconds of anguish followed by a sharp crack. A head hitting the shuffleboard deck or a thirty-metre dive into the water below. Sinking, not rising. Blessed relief. Falling through the midnight zone. A thousand metres deep, two thousand. My body collapsing in on itself, crushing, compacting. Capillaries bursting one after the other. Three thousand metres. And then, gently, like an invisible hand placing me gently on a mattress in an unlit room, I’ll settle on the sea bed.
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It’s the ship’s whistle that shakes me back to lucidity. I can reach the top. I’ve come this far. There’s no way I’m going to fall asleep and fall. I can still win, repair damage, allow the families some comfort, a little security well-earnt through sacrifice and service.

It’s Gemma’s voice in my ear as I move higher. One at a time. Just keep at it. It’s just a ladder; climb up it, then, go on. Don’t fret it now; once it’s done there will be plenty of time for all that overthinking you’re so good at.

The end is in sight. Seven more rungs. I climb, my trembling hands like thawing ham hocks. My teeth chattering in their sockets.

I spot the room card at the top of the mast. The final key attached to the top of the ladder by carabiner. And then the wind blows so hard it roars like thunder. The ship lurches and I lose my footing and I’m left hanging by my hands high above the deck and the ladder feels as if it could snap.

I’ll die here, in this twisted place, with nobody to see me but everyone to bear witness.

The ship lurches again and through no skill or strength of my own I’m sent crashing back into the ladder and I grab on to it with all my might, looping a foot around, bringing the structure close to my chest as though it’s a lover or a lost child.

When I reach the top the sleet is threatening to turn to snow. I’ve seen the camera lenses implanted into the structure, dead eyes flush with the rungs, but it’s as if I’m waking from a fever dream, my back drenched, my pulse racing, my breathing shallow.

I am the highest point on the Atlantica.

Placing the key card between my teeth, biting down into the plastic, I begin my descent. Part of me, the part that’s tempted to jump off a cliff or crash a car, that tiny fragment of insanity buried deep within all our brains, is ready to loosen my grip and slide all the way down. I grin manically at the thought of it.

I pass the radar and the wind gauges and the lights and make the transition to the final ladder stretch and maybe, I’m not sure but maybe, if I fell from here I might survive. A broken pelvis, perhaps, a shattered femur, but I could live to see the end of this hideous charade.

When I make the final step down to the deck, suddenly feeling like the most solid thing in the world, like basaltic bedrock rather than teak on steel over water, I collapse into a ball and weep. Voices through the rain, through the darkness. Hands on me. Blankets. A coat placed over my head. Words. Kisses. Voices urging me out of the sleet.

Was this how you felt, Dad, each time you won? Each time you lost?

Inside the observation room the others are jubilant but I start to shut down. My vision is cloudy, as though I’m seeing them all through an antique scope, and I can’t hear properly any more. I can’t speak. They rub me. They strip my wet clothes and wrap me in blankets and Michelle moves her hands up and down my back and I start to make out their voices clearly again. The room comes into focus.

‘Where is she?’ I ask.

‘What do you mean?’ asks Michelle. ‘Who?’

I look around. ‘Where’s Frannie?’
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There are times in life when you have a sense that something terrible is about to happen and yet you are unable to do a thing to stop it.

Frannie’s not inside.

She’s nowhere to be found.

I run through the storm on deck, my knees still unsteady from the climb, and I yell, ‘Where are you?’ but the wind takes my words as soon as they leave my mouth.

Squally gusts from the starboard side.

Smith’s torch beam picking out overturned deckchairs and doors jarred open with bar stools.

‘Francine?’ he yells. ‘Frannie?’

She will be OK. Gemma was OK. We’ll find Frannie taking a moment for herself, sheltering inside a corridor or crew room.

Michelle points.

I dash across the deck to the port side, slipping on the sleet, stumbling. ‘Frannie. Get down, please. This is almost over. Frannie, please, sweetheart.’

But she stays up on the safety railings, one leg over the side of the ship.

The storm subsides for a moment.

A few seconds of peace.

Frannie stares back to us. Her red hair is plastered over her face in curls. Her expression is blank.

‘You did the right thing, nominating me,’ I say, stepping closer. ‘You were right all along, Frannie. I made it, didn’t I? I’m fine. Come back now, come on. Let’s warm up together and talk about it.’

Slowly, she turns her head.

She looks away from me.

Frannie does not fall or slip
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