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When we were about thirteen Mairéad Wilcox wrote in my autograph book –

‘In your golden chain of friendship regard me as a link.’ I’m delighted to say, a lifetime later, that link and friendship are as strong as ever, so Mairéad, this one is for you!


One



HER TRIP HADN’T BEGUN AS PLANNED BUT, then, little was going according to plan in Jenny’s life this year. The flight to Athens had been uneventful – until the announcement from the cockpit just before landing had told them that, due to another general strike, the airport was closing at nine p.m. and there would be no public transport. No taxis either. That would have given Fergus a laugh, if he’d known that she’d left Ireland.

She had booked a budget hotel room near the port for the night, a small establishment that would not have sent transport to collect her, and by the time she had collected her bag she was prepared to negotiate with anyone to get her there.

She was lucky: a party of three asked her if she’d like to share their taxi. Admittedly it was a limousine and the driver insisted they each pay an additional ten euro for toll charges. She wasn’t even sure if there were toll charges on the way but there was little option. She wasn’t going to miss her cruise. He gave them a tirade on the state of the economy and pointed out the piles of rubbish at every corner, decomposing in the heat. The refuse collectors had been on strike for four days and the smell wafted in through the car’s air-conditioning. That night Athens looked nothing like the capital of ancient civilisation, despite the floodlit Acropolis on its distant hill.

The driver told her that her hotel was in an unsuitable part of town, where he wouldn’t have let his sister stay. Once he had given her time to digest that gem, he suggested another establishment, owned by his brother-in-law. She was resolute. She was a seasoned traveller and wouldn’t fall for that ruse. She had already paid for her room, and told him she had no intention of wandering anywhere tonight.

The place was basic, but a friendly porter took her bags to a rickety lift. She killed a few mosquitoes in her room, and almost knocked herself out with insect repellent before falling into an uneasy sleep. She couldn’t wait to join the ship the next day.
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Down at the port, check-in was streamlined and quick, and she was glad to be out of the city, with its rubbish and flies. She followed directions, found her stateroom and discovered an unexpected invitation to go to the bridge for the sail-away. Her cases were yet to be delivered so she wandered about, finding her bearings and meeting others doing the same. She had a salad in one of the restaurants and listened to occasional announcements preparing the passengers for the mandatory emergency drill that would take place before their departure.

‘You’ll find your muster-station number on the back of your stateroom door and on your key card. Staff will be stationed along the routes and at the top of the stairways to offer directions and assistance to anyone needing it. You will not be allowed to use the lifts.

‘You’ll hear the ship’s signal – seven short bleeps and one long one. Take your life jackets, and make your way to the muster stations.’ The message was repeated in several languages.

A little later the signal sounded around the ship and everyone obeyed the drill with good humour. Some of the women remarked that the rigid orange jackets must have been designed by men, to be worn by men, as they certainly didn’t take bosoms into account. They listened quietly to the ensuing information.

‘When we have to anchor off certain ports that are too small to accommodate large ships such as this, we use the lifeboats to tender you back and forth, so there’s no need to panic if you see us lowering them into the water from time to time. We use them for crew-training sessions during some voyages too, so if you see us in them you’ll know that we’re not abandoning ship.’

‘Well, that’s reassuring,’ a man beside her muttered, and Jenny smiled back at him.

[image: image]

About an hour later Jenny made her way to the bridge and was surprised to find she had to be frisked before being admitted to the inner sanctum.

‘It’s just routine,’ the female security officer said as she ran the electronic wand over her.

Inside Captain Douglas Burgess welcomed the handpicked guests as old friends, before leading them towards a side table on the spacious bridge and telling them to help themselves to the array of canapés. A uniformed waiter served champagne.

‘Isn’t it wonderful to be allowed up here?’ Jenny said to a woman beside her. She knew that the task of choosing who should be there had fallen to someone in an office, whose job it was to work on such special lists.

‘It’s a real privilege – our son is working on the ship. How did you manage it?’

Jenny knew her invitation had come via her sister, whose husband’s brother was an engineer with the company – he must have put a word in. Before she could explain this, the captain was making a speech.

‘You might have noticed that we don’t shake hands here, but that doesn’t mean we’re unfriendly.’ He beamed. ‘We knock elbows or touch hips as we pass. It’s just a little precaution to avoid passing on germs. If you get sick, we’ll feel sorry for you. If we go down with something, it’s not sympathy we’ll get because no one will be going anywhere.’ That got a reaction from everyone. ‘So, before we hit the high seas, why don’t you get a bit of practice at the how-de-dos and say hello to each other?’

He walked over to the two people nearest him and they bounced hips. He knocked elbows with the next person. That was the cue for them all to begin raising elbows or gyrating – ‘Hello, hello, hello.’

‘Now, after that icebreaker, I’m going to ignore you for a bit. We’ve work to do,’ the captain told them. ‘Although you may not see much of us around during your time with us, we’re a bit necessary up here, especially First Officer Kurt Svensen over there. He can read the maps and the dots on the radar screens. Meanwhile, I’d like you all to be very quiet for the next few minutes, and not talk to any of us until we clear the harbour. This is a pretty tight one and, as you can see, there’s lots of traffic about so we need to concentrate. After that we’re all yours.’

They nodded, as though they understood just how intricate the operation was. Although the guests numbered about fourteen they took up hardly any space in the vast expanse that stretched the width of the liner. The control centre was manned by several crew; behind them, open cupboards held rolls of charts and flags.

‘There’s a nasty wind blowing up out there. It’s nothing to worry about, we’ll soon leave it behind, but as the verandas on these ships act like individual sails, catching all the gusts, we need to keep our wits about us. And,’ the captain emphasised, ‘the officers on the bridge need to be able to hear the communications from the pilots and from those guys you can see outside on the two platforms. Well, that’s my lecture over. When we’re out on the open seas I’ll answer any other questions you want to ask.’

Jenny stood beside a couple who had earlier introduced themselves and whose names she had already forgotten. She was too distracted by the efficient activity all around.

Through the panoramic window she could see two small pilot boats ahead of them in the channel, guiding the liner though a maze of ferries, yachts, a police boat and some cargo vessels. Behind, at the various piers, they left a clutch of even bigger cruise ships, some resembling tower blocks at the water’s edge.

Hush descended, broken only by disembodied static communications and jargon being conveyed from one officer to another. Jenny felt like a bit of an imposter in this hallowed sanctum. She’d never imagined herself up there, among the gleaming consoles and knobs, computers, charts and nautical maps or, indeed, amid these uniformed officers with gold stripes on their epaulettes. She looked at the other guests. They were probably frequent sailors or voyagers or whatever the nautical equivalent of frequent flyers was. Maybe they all had family working on board, or perhaps they were simply friends of some of the crew. She wondered what had brought them on this voyage and if any of them, like her, were trying to escape their past.

Once clear of the harbour the pilot boats broke rank and turned back. Athens retreated very quickly and the sea shimmered before them. The youthful-looking Captain Doug, as he had told them to call him, came back to join them. It was obvious that he loved what he did.

‘I believe we have a couple celebrating a forty-fifth wedding anniversary. Rose and Matt.’

A sprightly pair stepped forward. ‘That’s us.’

He smiled at them. ‘You must let me into your secret.’

Matt laughed. ‘Loads of patience and a bit of selective deafness.’

‘And,’ Rose said meaningfully, ‘that works for me too.’

‘It sounds like a good compromise,’ Doug agreed. ‘I believe you have a load of family with you too, for the celebration party.’

‘Eleven more – lucky thirteen altogether. We’ve been planning it for ages.’

‘I look forward to meeting them. And if we can do anything to make it even more special, let me know.’ He turned to the others and said, ‘And my spies have informed me that at the other end of the scale we have some honeymooners among us too.’

A flamboyant male couple grinned.

‘Congratulations and welcome aboard.’

‘Thank you. We’re Bud Harris and Sonny Carpenter Junior, from the United States. And, yes, we’ve survived two days of wedded bliss so far. I have to say I thought it would be much more … well, more frantic up here. It all seems so relaxed and quiet.’

‘Well, it helps when everyone knows what they’re doing. We do have a little help from the radar, GPS, and a few pairs of good eyes.’ He made it seem very simple. He showed them how they recognised the various shapes on the radar, and when they highlighted a dot, which proved to be another ship, it came up with the other vessel’s vital statistics – type of craft, passenger or cargo, number of crew and passengers.

‘You mightn’t think it, but the sea is full of roads, just like on land, which come with traffic rules and regulations we all have to obey.’

He took time to explain various instruments and gadgets. When they dispersed about half an hour later, Captain Doug had managed to make them feel that, as guests, they were the important ones on board, not the crew.
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Jenny still had to unpack properly. When her case had arrived earlier she had taken out only the essentials before the bridge visit. Now she had time to settle in and arrange her bits and pieces. She was looking forward to wearing summery things again: the autumn had come in with a cold snap at home and the clocks would be going back in a few weeks’ time. She unfolded each item, stopping for a second to admire some of the new wardrobe she’d bought for the cruise. She’d left most of her clothes in her old home when she’d walked out, and she’d never gone back for them. She’d changed her hair too, lightening it and going for a layered gamine cut that was easy to care for and made her almost-forty-year-old face seem much younger.

She pushed her cases under the bed and smiled as she took the bottle of champagne out of the ice bucket. Nice, she thought. I’ll share that one evening when I’ve met some people. The bowl of fruit on the table gleamed, and she broke a few grapes off a small bunch. Popping one into her mouth, she sat down with the daily News and Pursuits bulletin. This charted their course, and gave the weather forecast and a list of events and activities for the following day at sea. Glancing through it, she thought, there’ll be no time to get bored.

Seven a.m. Walk a mile. Thirteen and a half times around the deck, it stated, was a nautical mile. That was a bonus: a regular mile was 1,760 yards, but she knew that was shorter than a nautical one so maybe she’d avoid the average cruise weight gain of a pound a day that a friend had warned her about. The stresses of the past few months had taken their toll and she’d lost weight. Now she wanted to make sure she didn’t put it back on. She vowed she’d do a mile every morning and another in the evening. It would give her the chance to meet some new people as well.

She noted that the Destination Lecture, which would take place later that day, focused on the attractions and the history of their first port of call. There was the Savvy Traveller Trivia quiz in the Mosaic Lounge at noon. She pencilled a ‘D’ for definite beside both. I’ll have to pace myself when sunbathing anyway, she thought. The sun doesn’t have much respect for my skin and the roasted-tomato look isn’t appealing. Now, what about this? A Solo Travellers’ Lunch, hosted by the cruise director.

Jenny dismissed it at first – forgetting briefly that she qualified not only as someone travelling alone but also as a single woman. Solo traveller … It had a much more wholesome ring to it than Singles’ Event. After all, travellers could be on their own for all sorts of reasons, couldn’t they? Maybe they had a spouse or partner who hated sailing, or a fear of flying, or a dependant at home who would rather stay behind watching golf on television or the grass grow. There could be any number of reasons. Maybe, like herself, they were running away from someone. She didn’t see herself ever doing a singles’ thing – they smacked of desperation and she certainly wasn’t desperate. She had a small library with her, and there was the balcony if she wanted to be alone. She marked another ‘D’ on the sheet. I’ll go to the lunch, she decided.

She slid open the patio door. The voile curtains caught the warm wind and lapped around her legs. Untangling herself, she stood for a while at the rail and looked out to sea. The only sounds she could hear were of the waves slapping the side of the ship, way below. She sighed and went back inside. She’d go and have a look at the sail-away buffet.
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Further along Jenny’s corridor on deck seven, Hamish Macleod arrived back at his cabin some time after five and carefully made space among the papers on the dressing-table for his glass of red. He’d brought it from the dining room where he’d done justice to the all-day sail-away buffet. House wines were complimentary. He’d come on the cruise to get some sun and take time to think. He had business decisions that needed to be addressed and he hoped the distance between Scotland and the Mediterranean would make things clearer in his mind. If he decided to sell up, he could start a new life wherever he wanted to. If he didn’t, he’d be going back to more of the same, in what he now recognised was a very humdrum life of work, which no longer gave him any sense of satisfaction.

Earlier he’d decided to leave his unpacking until after he’d eaten. Now he set about putting his trousers on the hangers. Hamish was a broad, stocky man. He eyed himself in the full-length mirror. Not bad for a man of almost fifty. Not quite over the hill. Not quite overweight either. His relationship with good whisky over the years had rearranged his waistline, and now he pulled in his stomach. He was fresh-faced and his hair had turned to distinguished silver while he was still in his thirties, a family trait. That was when he’d decided to grow a matching moustache, believing it gave him a rakish look. He unfolded his collection of colourful shirts and cut-off shorts. He shook the creases out of two linen jackets and his dress suit, and draped them over padded hangers. Then he liberated the two bottles of Famous Grouse whisky he’d packed in his check-in luggage and slid them into a drawer beneath his underwear and socks. He knew he wasn’t supposed to bring booze on board.

During the meal he’d eyed up the talent among his fellow travellers, but it was a bit early to decide if there were any prospects of a fling. The Filipina bar server was a beauty. Flirtation, he knew from past experience, was not vetoed, but a dalliance with any of the staff was out of the question.

In the Mistral Suite on deck eight Bud Harris, a film producer and director, and Sonny Carpenter Junior were still a little jet-lagged after their transatlantic flight from New York.

‘It’s hard to believe it’s over, after all those months of preparations,’ said Sonny.

Bud agreed. ‘I’m glad it is, although it was terrific, even though it took almost as much stage-managing as a Broadway musical.’

‘And it cost about the same.’

‘I can’t wait to see the photographs and who picked up on them.’

The previous few weeks had been a whirlwind of preparations in the run-up to their civil marriage. They had been to a few other such ceremonies for friends, but Sonny, ‘style adviser to the stars’ and personal shopper to the rich and often famous, had been determined that theirs would outshine them all. It had gone without a hitch, as he had promised. Now it was all behind them and they were settling in to enjoy their honeymoon together.

‘I still can’t believe we got up on the bridge,’ said Sonny, the shorter of the two by a good eight inches. ‘That second officer was a looker, wasn’t he?’

‘You know it annoys me when you comment on good-looking guys.’

‘And you know, as I’m always telling you, that it’s you I’m with, so stop being a divo. You’re better-looking than any of them.’

Sonny reassured him regularly, but Bud could never see himself in that light.

They’d decided to retire early that first night and be ready for the gym and the sun the following day.

‘These sunbed tans are all very well but I can’t wait to feel the real thing on my body,’ Bud said, while Sonny rearranged things. Their butler had done their unpacking, but they liked to have everything just so. The man had also refreshed the ice in their champagne bucket and removed the untouched plate of canapés and cheese that he’d placed there earlier, with some chocolate-dipped strawberries. Their king-size bed had been turned down and there was a marzipan fancy on each pillow.

Sonny popped the champagne cork. ‘Let the honeymoon begin,’ he said. ‘But, please, no more geography lessons, or history ones for that matter. I’ll learn everything I need to know on the tours.’

Bud laughed. He loved all the strategic planning, deciding what they should see and what to avoid whenever he travelled anywhere.

‘Just remember I’m not a movie in the making. I’m not a project, and I don’t need constant stage direction. I’m your spouse now,’ Sonny added.

‘OK. In that case, let’s go to bed.’ He opened the door and slipped the ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign in the slot outside.


Two



GUEST RELATIONS WAS ALWAYS BUSY WITH passengers wanting to change money, needing advice on shore excursions or the doctor’s consulting hours, looking for lost property, postcards stamped with the local issue and asking myriad more improbable questions.

Marina and Jack had worked there for a few years and knew how to handle pretty much anything. They knew as soon as a guest opened their mouth to complain if they were genuine or not. They could also tell who would be back again and again with spurious grievances and threats of letters regarding their treatment to head office when they returned home. There was always one on every cruise.

Already on this trip they had met him and his family: an English couple with their adult sons. They had scarcely arrived on board before appearing at the desk. Marina and Jack laid bets on who would make the first complaint. As the family arrived en masse they exchanged a look that said, ‘Here we go!’ Marina had a theory that if the woman was going to do the talking she’d go straight for Jack, assuming she could charm him. His dazzling smile, though, belied a steely intolerance of time-wasters and chancers, and he could spot them a mile away. If a man were complaining, he’d make for her, thinking that because she was a woman she’d be easier to talk round. This time she was wrong. The man ignored her and addressed Jack.

‘We’re not very happy.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that, sir. What’s the problem?’ asked Jack, smiling at each of them in turn. Another cruise had begun.


Three



THE SUN FOUND A CHINK WHERE THE curtains didn’t quite meet and woke Jenny. She looked at her clock, got out of bed and peeped through the opening, her eyes adjusting to the breaking dawn. In front of her she saw a horizon union between a serene sea and an equally serene yellow-tinged sky. She opened the sliding door and went out. It wasn’t yet hot, but the promise was there. She stretched and inhaled the salty air, appreciating that there was a certain freedom in being able to stand on her own balcony in her nightie. She felt almost as if she owned the world.

Freedom was a state she was getting used to after eight years of captivity. Not captivity in the sense of being locked up, although there had been times when she had longed for the solitude that that might have afforded her. Instead her shackles were the sort that came with being a possession, an exhibit. She had been relegated to that status very quickly after her marriage to Fergus Ruddy, although it had taken her a while to realise it. She could have been a portrait slotted between her husband’s Le Broquy and his dramatic Charlie Flanagan land and skyscapes, which fitted so well in their home, with its acre of gardens and the right postal address. Exhibit five: elegant wife, accomplished and charming hostess.

Her friends had envied her, but they hadn’t known the truth: the awful truth. Her husband, soon to be officially her ex, had never allowed her any freedom of any kind. They had met through work. A linguist, Jenny spoke German, Mandarin, Spanish and French, and worked as a translator for an international publishing house on a freelance but almost constant basis. She was also on various panels and was frequently called on when interpreters were needed, both at legal and at official levels. She had met Fergus when a trade delegation was being put together to target the possibilities of Chinese investment in Ireland. The ensuing mission had thrown them together, and when they had returned from the Far East they had become an item. The assignment was deemed a massive success. Millions had been secured in foreign deals and potential alliances, and Fergus was lauded by the press and the government alike for the part he had played.

She admired the masterful way he could sway an argument, or turn a conversation in the direction it needed to go during difficult negotiations. He had a presence that made people notice him when he walked into a room. He was almost ten years older than her, but she had never seen that as a problem. Now, when she looked back, she realised he was everything her father hadn’t been, strong, forceful and decisive. She hadn’t equated those traits with domination and violence. Because of the nature of their work they had often travelled together, before and after they had married. As a government adviser to the Department of Overseas Development and Enterprise he was away a lot and she continued with her translations. She worked from their spacious home, often sitting in the garden she loved.

A charmed life, her friends agreed. Little did they know that Fergus treated her like the hired help, measuring out his affection and money. He left cash for her on a table in the kitchen. If she wasn’t available for him when he decided he needed her, he often withheld it. In the beginning she had pretended not to notice, but it had got worse. I should have done something about it then, but I didn’t know what to do. What a fool I was. She felt disloyal even thinking that. She had wanted her marriage to work, desperate not to end up as her parents had, only communicating through their children. It had got to the stage when he hadn’t even liked her having her friends to the house, only his. That hadn’t happened overnight, but had been a slow progression, ensuring that she felt so uncomfortable when her friends visited that it had been easier not to invite them and meet them elsewhere, while he was at work, pretending that she needed to get out of the house – working from home was too solitary. She had never told anyone about his behaviour, hoping he would change.

When they entertained his contacts and friends at home or at official functions he was the perfect host and spouse – attentive, charming, complimentary and kind. Oh, yes, Fergus could certainly put on a good show when it suited him and when it might help towards his ultimate goal. He left his bonhomie at his golf club and rarely talked to Jenny when no one else was around.

She still got the shivers when she thought of the first time he’d hit her. She’d just stood there in horror, not believing it was happening. He had said sorry instantly and she had screamed that if he ever did that again she’d go to the police. That would put an end to his career and his political aspirations. His reaction to that had been a stream of expletives and door-slamming. Then he had driven away, and hadn’t come back until the next day. She had never found out where he’d stayed.

If she had told Leslie then, would he have changed? But that would have meant letting her sister know more than she had wanted to volunteer at the time. Maybe they should have gone for counselling – but Fergus wouldn’t have done that in case anyone recognised him.

He had been so different when they had first met and married. He had been genuinely thrilled when she had told him about the baby too, just like his old charming self, showering her with flowers and attention.

When Jenny had finally decided to leave, she’d known she should have done it a long time before. After he’d gone to the office she had taken a case from the attic, packed some clothes and gone. She had a fair bit of money put aside from her own work: her running-away money. It wouldn’t last forever, but it would tide her over for a while. She drove to her sister’s house and told her what had just happened, the reason why she had left Fergus and wouldn’t be going back to him. She had returned once more to the house she had called home for eight years, and only because she’d read in the paper that he was abroad, with some delegation or other. She had collected some more of her things, dropped her keys on the kitchen table where he used to leave her allowance, and driven back to the furnished apartment she now had in Castleknock, thanks to her brother-in-law Richie.

In typical Celtic Tiger fashion, no expense had been spared in doing it up. It had been ‘dressed’ by an ‘interior artist’, as Flavia Cantinella liked to call herself, although Richie had been convinced she was from Leitrim originally, one of the Cantwells, who used to have a forge way back. She denied all connection, saying her grandfather was Italian. Whatever her lineage, she had flair and claimed she sourced her pieces to showcase ‘an aspiration, a life you’d like to have’. That heralded the arrival of overpriced pieces of Swedish glass, flamboyant Graham Knuttel coffee and tea cups, and tasteful Ceadogán rugs. The silk curtains pooled on the floors throughout, adding several thousand euro to the cost. The bespoke dining furniture had been made by Klimmek-Henderson, the bedrooms were Rolf Benz and the kitchens SieMatic. Everything, from the elaborate security system to the solid-block wooden floors and triple-glazed windows, shrieked affluence. Jenny had never lived in an apartment before – student flats didn’t really count – and she loved it.

‘Some day I’ll get one just like this for myself and do it up the way I want it,’ she told her sister. ‘My own den, beholden to no one!’

‘Talk nicely to Richie and he might let you have it for the right price after things are settled between you and Fergus.’

‘I wouldn’t hold my breath if I were you,’ she replied.

Richie was a good sort, if you ignored his ever-expanding theories on the universe and eternity, which seemed to get wackier with the years. He believed his first dog, Boss, was the conduit between here and there, wherever ‘there’ was. He was his special messenger who had guided him, when he was asleep, on the big decisions in life.

‘Ah, now, Richie,’ his wife often teased. ‘Why hasn’t he given us the lotto or the Euro millions numbers?’

‘You may laugh, but he’s never yet let me down.’

‘Yet being the operative word!’

If it were true that Boss had inexplicable supernatural powers, then his dog’s forecasts had been a positive influence because Richie, an astute businessman at the best of times, had made several wise investments and got out of others before the collapse in the noughties – if you didn’t count the apartment that Jenny was occupying temporarily.

His wife argued, ‘That old canine guide must have lost the scent along the way because he didn’t tell you that if you bought three penthouses you’d have no bother getting rid of two but you’d be stuck with the third.’

‘Well, dearest, you may scoff but we made a healthy killing on the first two, so I don’t mind sitting on it, and it’ll help Jenny get settled.’

‘Why couldn’t she have found someone like you?’ Leslie asked her husband.

‘I never liked that fellow. Too smarmy by far. I’m just glad we can give her a dig-out until she gets back on her feet.’

He had insisted that Jenny move into the penthouse, as an unofficial caretaker, and he wouldn’t hear of her paying rent for it.

‘See, ladies, Boss was telling me something all the time. I knew I’d invested in that place for a reason.’ The sisters didn’t believe him, but they had no arguments against that. ‘It would just be lying idle, with things as they are at the moment, so you’ll be doing me a favour, keeping it heated and lived in. Stay as long as you like. It was the show apartment so it’s furnished. Feel free to put anything you like into it. Make it home and homely.’ She protested, but he stopped her. ‘You can sort me out when you’ve taken that arrogant coward to the cleaner’s.’

But Jenny had no intention of having any more to do with her husband and told Richie so. ‘You can’t put a price on how liberated I feel now.’

‘Yes you can, and you will!’ he insisted. ‘That conniving sod won’t want the Ruddy name dragged through the courts. It won’t do his political ambitions any good.’

‘I don’t want revenge. I’m just happy to be free. Besides, he’ll never sell that house. It belonged to his parents.’

‘Who left him very rich, thank you very much. The scumbag can find other ways to release funds. He has investments, probably an overseas bank account or two, I shouldn’t wonder. He’s nothing if not canny and, as we all know now, those advisers were making almost as much as the barristers in the tribunals did. Are you OK for money in the meantime?’

‘I am, really. I still have my translation work, and now that I’m sorted out with somewhere to live I’ll survive very nicely, thanks to you both.’

Leslie told her later, ‘You can have my running-away money to fall back on if you need it. I’m not planning to go anywhere just yet.’

She was lucky to have such a family, Jenny mused now. Cruise veterans themselves, they had insisted on giving her this trip. Between them, they seemed to know people everywhere. She’d liked the ship when she’d seen the brochures, especially because it wasn’t too large. She wasn’t keen on the floating high-rises that you could get lost on and never be found again. The itinerary had appealed too. She’d never been to Israel, or to some of the Greek islands where they would call. She’d have a chance to collect some new memories – ones that didn’t include Fergus.

She shivered. Forget him, she told herself. The past is the past. This is a new beginning. She went back inside, excited again. She’d do the deck mile before showering and breakfast. It was a sea day, which meant no ports, and it stretched out invitingly before her.

Up on deck ten, several people had already gathered and two very fit-looking figures were already zooming away, extending the course at one end by climbing up a flight of steps, running around the bow and back down another flight to maximise the benefits. Jenny, a people-watcher, was always fascinated by how easy it was to spot some of the different nationalities. American men, if you couldn’t hear them first, were identifiable by their uniformly tidy haircuts, and the women had perfectly matched glow-in-the-dark teeth and long straight legs. The roly-poly ones, like you saw on the Steve Wilkos Show, limited their exercise to pilgrimages to the all-day buffets and usually had logos emblazoned across ample bosoms and bottoms. The British were usually colour co-ordinated, with discreet initials on their polo shirts and matching cut-offs, socks and footwear. The Scandinavians were lean, toned and usually out-lapped everyone else in a quietly confident way that seemed to say, ‘We do healthy things all the time so this is no big deal.’ The Latinos were absent from exercise of any kind, as Jenny would observe over the next few days, other than ambling across deck nine to climb the seven steps to the Jacuzzis by the swimming pool.

Everyone greeted each other, stating their names and promptly forgetting them. One woman, a few feet away from Jenny, didn’t introduce herself: she was stick-insect thin. From behind, her bob made her look like a knitting needle, the large wooden type with a rounded knob at the top to stop the stitches falling off. They did a few stretches, then set off to snake around the fitness track thirteen and a half times. The sea was calm, the sky dotted with a few clouds. The ship was moving slowly. There were some fishing boats trawling the waters and another cruise liner in the distance, gleaming white. Otherwise they had the world to themselves.

[image: image]

Now, let me consider my options, thought Hamish, on his way to eat. Room service, the dining room or al fresco from the buffet? It’s got to be outside: I’ve paid for sun and more sun. He piled a plate with fruit, added some yogurt and found a table at the back. That’s more like it, he thought, as he watched the ship’s wake stretch out behind. This is just the stress buster I need.

He had decided to take the cruise to put some distance between him and the office. His haulage business had sailed through several boom years and now, although it was not doing as well as it had been, it was in no danger of failure. There were other options on the table, options that would allow him to live comfortably somewhere else. He’d always said that he’d like to retire by the time he reached fifty. Now he found himself in the enviable position of having the opportunity to do just that. Making the final decision to hand over or sell up was the difficult part.

He was procrastinating about relocating to the south of England. Facial neuralgia and the biting winds that continually whipped around Edinburgh didn’t make happy bedfellows. Ideally he wanted a place in the sun, probably in Cyprus, but that meant he’d have to find a space for his classic-car collection. If he sold his business he could afford to garage them and hop back and forth when he wanted to. His thoughts were interrupted as the plummy, clipped tones of the couple at the table behind him cut through the air.

‘I left my sun hat in the suite before I did that deck mile. I’ll come out in a ghastly rash if I sit here,’ she said.

‘You only had that and your glasses to think about,’ he said.

‘Oh, Will, darling, do fetch it for me.’

‘Why can’t you go? It’s only one level down,’ he said.

‘Precisely,’ she said. ‘And here’s my breakfast.’

‘Oh, all right, Heather,’ he said reluctantly, as a waiter placed carrot juice and an egg-white omelette with mushrooms in front of her.

‘So you should,’ she said, and added, as an afterthought, ‘Thanks, Will.’

By the time he came back with the straw hat the ship had altered course and the sun no longer caught their table. ‘You don’t need it now,’ he said.

‘I do,’ she said. ‘It means I can hide from some of these tiresome people and pretend I haven’t seen them. You can take yourself off to the pool, though why you want to expose yourself like that I’ll never know. I suspect it’s probably so you can eye up the talent.’

The man laughed. ‘How well you know me, darling.’

Hamish had to restrain himself from turning to look at them – it could have been a scene in a situation comedy. He smiled to himself and went in search of some other goodies to eat. After he had polished off a ham omelette he gathered his belongings and headed for the upper deck, away from the main drag, where he could sizzle happily until lunchtime and do his own eyeing up of the talent. I think I’ll pop along to that Solo Travellers’ Lunch and see what, if anything, it has to offer, he decided.

Around the pool the large sunloungers were filling, many bagged by early risers who had come out to put down their books and belongings, laying claim to their preferred spot. There was no need for that as there were always spaces in abundance, but it seemed to satisfy some basic need: people had to stake out their territory. Jenny settled down and took in her fellow passengers while pretending to read. Not as many British as she’d expected, lots of Americans, some Brazilians, Russians and God only knew who else. An interesting mix, she decided. So far she hadn’t heard any Irish accents and was glad. She hoped that no one from home would recognise her as Fergus’s wife because she didn’t want to have to explain and make excuses for him. She knew that sooner or later it was bound to happen and she also knew she couldn’t prevent it. He had put his name to countless organisations and causes and was now instantly recognisable – his mug was everywhere. Lately, however, it had appeared in association with questionable dealings.

Jenny shook away the thoughts and returned to her book, but her concentration was broken by snippets of conversations wafting around her.

‘Your thirty-third cruise? Wow, you’re veterans.’

‘Pete just got the all-clear again, so we decided to celebrate. We had to cancel last year. He was too ill.’

‘Isaac and I are celebrating our ruby wedding anniversary.’

‘We always go with Azamara or Celebrity after our calamitous experience on …’ The name of the offending line was lost in the shrieks of someone who found the water in the pool too cold for their liking.

‘The staff are exceptional – can’t do enough for you – but that comes from the top down. The captain is a very affable guy, quite young and very dishy too.’

‘Never! I’m a cruise virgin. This is my first.’

‘Oh, I’m sure you’ll love it.’ A well-endowed woman with a high ginger hairdo had interjected with that reply. There was nothing virginal about her or the way she was making a show of spreading her towel on her lounger. She straightened and tugged at the top of her leopard-print swimsuit, which had slid perilously close to exposing her breasts. ‘Oops,’ she said, with a giggle, to the men on either side of her. ‘That could have been serious.’

‘Did I miss something?’ one joked. The other put his sunglasses back on and, from the angle of his head, Jenny reckoned he was still gawking at her, until the woman at his side, probably his wife, gave him a prod in the ribs. He settled back with his e-reader.

Later she wasn’t sure if she had dozed or not, or had simply imagined those insights into her fellow travellers’ lives. But no, the redhead was still there and she was still flanked by the same men. Jenny was now too hot and moved to the shade. This time she did doze and woke up too late for the lecture she’d planned to attend, and realised that the Savvy Traveller quiz would have begun by now too. She went back to her stateroom to freshen up, before heading towards the main dining room. She wasn’t hungry, but she was curious about the other solos on board.

In an area above the main staircase the quiz was still in progress so she sat in a chair at the back. Several of the guests were arguing good-humouredly with the question master as he read out the answers. He was a young man from the entertainment team, with words at will and lots of cheeky banter. He admitted that he didn’t actually know if the Spanish Steps were in Rome or the Vatican City. In the end he decided to award points for both answers, which seemed to annoy an elderly pair, who insisted that they were in Rome. ‘We’ve been there four times.’

The gathering dissolved, heralding the start of lunchtime.


Four



NOT WANTING TO APPEAR TOO EAGER, JENNY loitered before making her way to the main restaurant. She was shown to the designated table at which some of the other solo travellers were already seated. The cruise director was standing by to welcome them. ‘I never know how many will turn up but it looks like a good few today,’ he said to Jenny.

An attractive man with a great smile stood up as she found a chair. ‘Hi, I’m John, from England, and you are?’

‘Jenny, from Ireland, on my first cruise. Didn’t I see you running bright and early this morning, out-lapping everyone?’

‘That was me, all right. I like to get it done before it’s too hot. This is Hamish,’ he said, indicating a silver-haired man with a matching moustache, whose Scottish accent she loved immediately.

‘I’m Ben.’ He was an older man and was sitting beside the busty redhead, whom Jenny now recognised from the poolside theatrics. She introduced herself as Sylvia.

Beside her a petite lady announced, ‘I’m Betty and, although I can’t believe it, I’ve just celebrated my seventy-eighth birthday. All my friends are dying off, so I decided to go on a cruise. I’ve told my children that if I die while I’m here, they should have me tossed overboard. My first daughter was delighted – much cheaper than a funeral and a burial plot so there’d be more for her to inherit. She’s mean, that one, unlike the others – I have four. They’d be happy to pay for a good send-off. They like me.’

More introductions followed those revelations and they were given menus. Each time the waiter came to take the orders, no one had looked at them, still too busy chatting. Eventually Sylvia said, ‘Don’t go away, because if you do we’ll just start yakking again.’

He had just about managed to go around to everybody when the arrival of another man, with a neat beard, had them shuffling up to make space for him. ‘I’m Marcus and I’m from Copenhagen.’

‘And I’m Sylvia, from London,’ she gushed, her gold bangles jingling as she pulled the strap of her revealing sundress back up on her shoulder.

With the candour of people who had never met before and who might never meet again, each explained why they had decided to travel alone and go to the solos’ lunch. Hamish had got that rolling when he’d said, ‘Right, let’s get down to the demographics of the table. In no more than five words your name again, as I’m hopeless at remembering them anyway, and your status.’

‘Status? In only five words?’ said Betty, the oldest of them all. ‘Married, widowed, partnered and single again and I’ve overrun the word count so I can’t tell you about my lovers.’

Ben merely said, ‘Widowed, just last year,’ and glanced at Betty for sympathy.

‘No point in looking back. We have to look forward,’ she said, and turned to John. ‘I bet a dapper young man like you has a colourful past.’

‘John, divorced, only once so far.’ He laughed.

‘I’m available and I’m Sylvia,’ the redhead announced.

Hamish replied, ‘So am I. I was divorced, but widowed now, and I’m on the market as well.’

‘Too many words,’ said Betty. ‘What about you?’ she asked Jenny.

‘I’m separated.’

‘And available?’ urged Hamish.

‘Definitely not,’ she replied.

Marcus the Dane told them, ‘It’s all very recent and I’m not sure what I am – a divorcé in waiting, perhaps, if there is such a thing.’

Well, this is certainly different, Jenny thought, as she looked around the table. They were such an unlikely mix of ages and backgrounds. She noticed that, of them all, Ben seemed most ill at ease. He kept referring to his late wife. Each time he did so, Betty changed the subject with an ease that suggested she was used to old men telling her their life stories.

The other tables emptied and still they lingered. The maître d’, attracted by their laughter and no doubt anxious to release the staff, came over to them. ‘You seem to be enjoying the conversation and each other’s company, so you may like to continue this evening, with our compliments, in one of our speciality dining rooms. We pride ourselves on our steakhouse. It serves the best beef on the oceans, or you could try the Japanese cuisine. We also have a Mediterranean restaurant.’

They chose the steakhouse, and that was how the improbable group began to form improbable friendships.

When they eventually finished lunch and went their separate ways, Jenny already felt at home on board. She ambled around, familiarising herself with the geography of the ship. She passed the computer room, where several people were ensconced catching up on their emails. Her family had made her promise not to contact any of them unless there was an emergency. They’d said they’d leave her alone too. She studied the list of treatments available outside the spa and decided she would definitely indulge herself, but later in the trip. For now she was happy to let solitude, sun and sea work their magic.

She crossed the upper deck where she’d walked that morning and found herself beside the Drawing Room. She went in to investigate. It had the air of a refined country house, with a fireplace, mahogany cabinets and bookcases, arrangements of armchairs, and circular tables with glossy picture books positioned artfully on them. She noticed printed sheets of puzzles and Sudoku and picked one up. As she turned, she collided with the skinny woman she’d seen on deck at the morning walk. She was half hidden beneath a straw hat and loads of eye makeup.

‘I’ve been traipsing all over the ship looking for those,’ she said. ‘Must have my fix or I’d die of boredom.’

‘It’s only one sea day,’ Jenny said.

‘Oh, it’s not being at sea that bores me. It’s my husband. He doesn’t read, yet he always beats me at Scrabble. How unfair is that? He’s more interested in horses and yachts than anything else.’

‘I don’t know too much about either of those,’ said Jenny.

‘Sit with Will for half an hour and that’ll change, trust me. I’m Heather, by the way,’ she said, extending her hand. ‘Heather Pembry-Travers. Are you travelling with anyone?’

‘Jenny Rahilly, and, no, I’m on my own. I—’

‘Lucky you. If you get lonely we’re in the Sirocco Suite.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Better still, come have a sun-downer with us later on. You can meet Will then.’

After that build-up she wasn’t sure she wanted to, but she didn’t know how to refuse. ‘That sounds lovely.’

‘See you at five. God knows what sort of motley assemblage he’ll have found by then – he’s a great one for gathering strays and misfits.’ She swanned out of the room, leaving Jenny feeling as though she’d been ambushed.

She took a book on Haifa from a shelf and flipped through it. They’d be there first thing tomorrow morning and she knew very little about the place. She went back outside and settled down to read. Again, distracted by disembodied voices, she found it hard to concentrate, but she was enjoying herself. Day two, a deck mile, a fascinating lunch, a dubious sun-downer date, and dinner with the solo set. She was dying to text her sister and some of her friends to tell them, but instead she lay back with a sigh.

Betty rounded the corner at the ice-cream station, helped herself to a frozen-yogurt cone, turned away and almost crashed into Ben.

‘That looks nice. What flavour is it?’

‘Vanilla.’

‘What’s that? Vanilla?’ he shouted, cupping an ear with his hand.

‘Yes,’ she bellowed. ‘It’s lovely – you should have one.’

‘I shouldn’t. If Esther, my late wife, were here she’d warn me off because of my diabetes.’
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