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For Marina de Pass, who is infinitely nicer than her fictional namesake, and without whom my novels would not exist.






‘There is nothing so good as a burial at sea. It is simple, tidy and not very incriminating.’


Alfred Hitchcock












TITAN PACIFICA


NINE-DAY SOUTH PACIFIC CRUISE


SYDNEY – NOUMÉA – LIFOU – PORT VILA – SYDNEY


DAY 1: DEPART SYDNEY, 4 P.M.


DAY 2/3: AT SEA


DAY 4: NOUMÉA, NEW CALEDONIA


DAY 5: LIFOU, NEW CALEDONIA


DAY 6: PORT VILA, VANUATU


DAY 7/8: AT SEA


DAY 9: ARRIVE SYDNEY, 6 A.M.










She does not mind the fall itself. She has always liked the feeling: the plummet of a rollercoaster or the dip of an aeroplane in turbulence.


This descent is not unlike a skydive, yet the night sky is pitch black and there is no parachute. As she pinwheels her arms over and over to try and . . . what, fly? . . . she sees every moment of her life flash before her: a father’s knee, a school’s straw boater, her virginity given against a cold stone wall. 


The moments directly before this come in quick succession:


The pomp of a ship’s six-star restaurant.


A mighty storm and the clinging of a hand to a safety rail.


An angry exchange, a violent jutting of an arm.


A grasp, a grab, a scramble. 


And now, her own weight as she fights against gravity, the tugging and the pulling as she plunges into the ocean, the shattering pain of impact.


The submersion. The sucking in water instead of air. The absolute blackness.


The realisation that this is the end.




Transcript of the hit podcast 
The Deadliest Cruise Of All Time.


Marnie Van Der Zee interviews journalist and ghostwriter Shelly Tizzard


MARNIE: It’s estimated that around two hundred people die on cruise ships every year. The natural deaths – you know, the strokes or the heart attacks – mostly go unreported, but I think, as the general public, we do have a sort of perverse interest – a fascination, I’d say – in passengers going overboard. It’s that whole idea of the all-consuming nature of the sea and  the idea of someone dying on the holiday of a lifetime. I mean, it’s horrific, but there is also – dare I say it – something oddly glamorous about it. Of course, many of these deaths are accidents, related to alcohol consumption mostly, but we do hear about some suicides and, regrettably, murders. 


In today’s episode of my new podcast, The Deadliest Cruise Of All Time, I’ll be chatting to Shelly Tizzard, ghostwriter of a new book entitled Titan Pacifica: Eye of the Storm. The book explores the horrific events on board the famed luxury cruise liner, Titan Pacifica, and is of course available in all good bookshops. 


Thanks for joining us, Shelly.


SHELLY: Hello Marnie. It’s great to be here.





MARNIE: Shelly, you’ve been a journalist for many years and are an expert in the field of cruise ship deaths: you’ve written several books on the subject. Now, let’s get straight to it. A recent report said that cruise bookings had gone up by eighteen per cent since the events on Titan Pacifica last year, which is insane to me. In your expert opinion, are cruises a sensible choice? I mean, they seem to be producing corpses left, right and centre . . .


SHELLY: Yes, well, you’re not entirely wrong there. I mean, in the last decade alone, there have been several murders aboard cruise liners. There was the case of Kristy Manzanares, murdered by her husband on board the Emerald Princess in Alaskan waters in 2017. There was Almarosa Tenorio, who fell from a fourteenth-story balcony on the Royal Princess in the waters around Aruba in the Caribbean the following year – and Tamara Loraine Tucker on the Carnival Elation. And these are just three of many, sadly.


MARNIE: Now, I have of course read it, and Titan Pacifica: Eye of the Storm is a sensational book, definitely worth the read. Shelly, this case has been talked about the world over – but here in the UK, people were really obsessing over it, possibly because the major players in this story, the Fairchild family, were British. And of course, the cruise company, Holford, is British, too. But why do you think Titan Pacifica and the events that occurred over those nine fateful days are so tantalising to us?


SHELLY: I do wonder if tantalising is the right word, Marnie. That almost makes it sound like we’re sensationalising it . . . 


MARNIE: All right, let’s use the word fascination, then. Because like it or not, it’s a fact. The deaths were front page news here in the UK for months. Months.


SHELLY: They were. I think part of the fascination, as you say, is the mystery. Murders on board cruise ships are almost never solved. With no police presence on board, these liners – which are basically floating hotels – are more or less lawless, especially when they’re in international waters. The captain of a ship is the law enforcer, and he or she alone has the power to make a legal arrest on board. But a captain isn’t a police officer. 


It’s true there are usually small security teams on board, as was the case with Titan Pacifica, but crimes like murder, or the disappearance of a person into thin air, are incredibly hard to resolve. There’s the lack of readily available forensics, the contamination of DNA, and the decay of a body before a post-mortem can be done – because if you’re stuck in the Caribbean, or in the case of the Pacifica, the South Pacific, the heat’s going to cause a problem. Everything adds up to mean any murder is basically impossible to solve – or at least any solution is impossible to prove. It’s honestly a murderer’s dream – I always joke, if you want to kill someone and get away with it, kill them on a cruise.


MARNIE: And this is precisely why no one was ever held accountable for what happened on Titan Pacifica, right? The official investigation saw statements from guests and family members, but in the end, there was simply no proof to pin the crime irrefutably on one person.  And that’s where this podcast comes in.


SHELLY: Oh yes. You’re in for something really special here.


MARNIE: You won’t believe what we’ve uncovered! In light of new evidence exclusive to this podcast, we might have an answer . . . Believe it or not, we think we have solved the cold-blooded deaths on board Holford’s flagship liner during its luxury, nine-day cruise of the South Pacific – an ill-fated, bloodthirsty trip dubbed the deadliest cruise of all time.







ONE YEAR EARLIER


THE CRUISE







DAY ONE


SYDNEY, AUSTRALIA
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Molly

‘You see that sign to the left?’ Molly asks the disorientated cruiser. ‘That’s where you need to be.’ Molly lifts an arm, points towards the check-in area, where the X-ray machine sucks an item of luggage under a row of black rubber flaps and spits it out again, approved. 

All around them, on the cobbed forecourt of the Overseas Passenger Terminal, cruisers are lugging suitcases across the brick pavers of Circular Quay, wheels jamming frequently in the grouting. It is turnaround day today for Titan Pacifica, when 1,200 holidaymakers disembark the ship before the same number reboard. 

‘Thank you,’ the woman says. ‘Do you work on the Pacifica?’

‘Yes, I’m the cruise concierge.’ Molly smiles. ‘On Deck Nine.’

The woman nods, impressed. Deck Nine is reserved for the uber-wealthy, the VIPs – everyone knows that – and has only thirty cabins (or staterooms, as they’re officially called) on the entire deck. As cruise concierge, Molly is essentially a valet for the Deck Nine clientele. She books restaurants and front-row seats for the on-board shows, spa appointments, day trips and taxis at ports. She stage-directs marriage proposals inside staterooms decorated with elaborate flower arrangements, and she models jewellery in the duty-free shop for sweating husbands deliberating over gifts for their mistresses. Once, she had to deal with a cat that was smuggled on board inside a handbag. Another time, she held a woman’s hair back as she vomited up pure tequila in the stateroom’s luxury bathroom. 

Nothing is too much trouble for the passengers on Deck Nine, and Molly really has seen it all: births (one), marriages (two), deaths (three). The marriages were both brilliant, the birth, too – if a little on the gory side. The deaths were pretty weird, but they’d been older clientele (all men, strangely), and Molly figures you’ve got to die somewhere. Where better than the trip of a lifetime?

Molly looks across at the riveted steel arch of the Sydney Harbour Bridge – ‘the coat hanger’, as locals call it – and to her right, the somehow even more spectacular sight of Titan Pacifica, three hundred metres long. Six hundred bedrooms, eight restaurants, four kitchens, a full-sized theatre, a piano bar, a cocktail apothecary, a gym and spa – all of it run off the energy generated by four giant engines. It is no Icon of the Seas, but the sheer size and kit-out still blows Molly’s mind after two years on board. Even on the lower decks, the ship is pristine, classy – no foam parties or sambuca drinking contests. No casino or purple lighting or ugly cubist art hanging from the walls. No polished brass stair rails like some of the ships she has worked on. 

And there have been a fair few in her time: she started off working for a major cruise company out of Liverpool in the UK, taking retirees on tame little cruises around Scotland: the Orkney Islands, Kirkwall, Glasgow. Then she did the Norwegian liners to Dingle, Galway and Dublin for a year before jumping ship (excuse the pun) to the Caribbean cruises out of Miami. It had been a riot, all those seven-day piss-ups and all-you-can-eat buffets. Hen nights, stag dos, fiftieths. Dancing all night and puking overboard – the staff at it, too, like a Butlins holiday camp on speed. Fun, but knackering, and Molly had turned thirty feeling so bored of it. 



She carried on carrying on for a while, but when the job came up on Titan Pacifica, offering her a chance to go back to Australia and travel the waters of the Tasman and the South Pacific in style, she went for it. And as soon as she stepped on board the Pacifica, she felt she was born to it, the luxury – it was almost as if it could have been hers in another life: the free-flowing champagne, the fancy meals, the French flax linen bedsheets and Diptyque reed diffusers. Not a disco ball or a Tequila Slammer in sight.

What Molly enjoys is the idea that even though she doesn’t pay for being on board, she gets to experience being on board: to eat the food when there are plates left untouched, read in the stateroom hammocks between guests, breathe in the aromatherapy oils in the spa, sip the apothecary cocktails – not to mention see the South Pacific in its glory: New Caledonia, Vanuatu, Fiji and sometimes Hawaii. For now, in her mid-thirties, she is living the dream, and she’s bloody good at it, too. She is a smiler, a welcomer, a chatterer, a people pleaser, a grafter. This life is her reward for her good humour, the smile she wears for better or for worse. It is absolutely in her DNA to make things happen, to turn the sourest of lemons into ­lemonade.

Molly looks up at the ship now, takes in the sleek lettering on the side that says Holford Company, Southampton, and then Titan Pacifica below it. She’s been fascinated with cruise ships since she first learnt about the sinking of Titanic at primary school. When she was seven and they’d just arrived in Australia from the UK, her mum and Mervyn took her on the Spirit of Tasmania ferry from Sydney to Hobart, and she still remembers it now, the thrill of seeing the nose of the red and white boat slicing through the waves of the tumultuous Bass Strait. She was awed by it: riding on the surface of the water, while drinking Fanta and eating chips and watching telly on a big screen on the wall. She’d never done that in England, never taken the Dover to Calais ferry like her friends, and there she was on top of the waves, with another world entirely beneath her. It was just so cool. Still is.

Molly sits down on a bench, a little away from the bustle, reaches into her hessian bag and pulls out the brie baguette she picked up from La Renaissance, her favourite French patisserie near the Quay. It is one o’clock now, but the crowd is already huge ahead of the boat’s departure at four. Most of them should already be on board, but new holidaymakers cannot embark until the passenger count on the ship is at zero, until every single soul is electronically confirmed as off the boat. 

The ship’s manifest is everything. You cannot have people remaining on board for obvious reasons, security being one and the unwitting gifting of a free second cruise being another. There were some stragglers this morning. It happens more than you’d think, especially on a sunny day like this: passengers distracted by the comfort of a reading nook beside a sunny porthole or on the comfy recliners beside the pool on the top deck.

Molly dusts breadcrumbs off her front as she watches. As uniforms go, hers isn’t bad: a black round-neck T-shirt, black shorts and clean white canvas trainers. Caramel hair in a high ponytail. The Pacifica is way too stylish for the whole white shirt and knee-length pencil skirt aesthetic. 

The inside of the ship is the same: the decking slatted with natural sanded wood instead of printed marine plastic, walls stark white or Farrow & Ball-ed in Georgian-inspired sage green. Bathroom amenities by Aesop, sleek copper Dyson Supersonic hairdryers, whisper-thin blue embossed note­paper by Smythson, in-room teabags by French tea-makers Palais des Thés – these are just some of the touches that make the Holford Group’s flagship cruise liner, the adults-only Titan Pacifica, just that little bit extra. A floating six-star hotel. Whistles. Bells. ‘If Soho House did cruises,’ as her friend Lemarr says.

She gets up, sandwich finished and walks towards the drop-off point for cars so she doesn’t have to enter the heart of the crowd. She is loath to call it a taxi rank, because there’s one of those all the way across the Quay, where the train station is located and where the bright blue buses leave on their merry routes to Bondi and Paddington and Little Bay. This is more a limousine drop-off – or, if not quite that, then at least a luxury car bay. It’s where passengers with Deck Nine passes are deposited, a sort of school kiss’n’drop for the crème de la crème of paying cruisers. These are the people whose staterooms Molly will be servicing: the people who have paid for wraparound balconies and super-king beds, for linen bedclothes and bathtubs with claw feet, for hampers left on their beds with White Company waffle gowns and slippers, Pacifica keep cups (the irony of being environmentally conscious on board while the ship burns fuel is not wasted on Molly), Cowshed products, his and hers reading books (this month it’s a Liane Moriarty for her, a Michael Robotham for him), and a bottle of vintage Dom Pérignon.

Molly walks with purpose towards the coffee cart standing just outside the ship’s entrance. In the queue, she watches as a well-spoken young couple march towards customs. The handle of a large Chloé flap bag rests on the woman’s shoulder. The man leans in to speak to her, and the woman replies with a haughty smile. 

‘Rich people speak out of the corner of their mouths,’ her mum remarked once. ‘Have you noticed that, Mol?’ And she did an impression, one side of her lips clamped shut and the other open, sort of like a ventriloquist, and Molly laughed. 



Now, she always sees it. She is still smirking at the memory, her lips unconsciously forming the shape her mum had demonstrated, when the woman’s eyes snap up and meet hers. She sees the lanyard round Molly’s neck, denoting she is staff, and glances away.

‘Hey Molly,’ says Malik, when she gets to the front of the coffee queue. ‘The usual?’

‘Hi Malik. Yep, just a latte, thanks.’

‘Coming up, Mol.’ He smiles. ‘Hey, you’d better hurry up and load those passengers.’

Molly gives a half smile and checks her watch. ‘I know, right?’ She studies her nails and looks up to see Malik staring at her. 

‘You’re quiet today, Mol. What’s up?’

‘Nothing really. It’s . . .’ Molly swallows hard. ‘It’s my late mum’s birthday today. Something just reminded me . . .’

‘Ah, that’s tough,’ says Malik. ‘Birthdays are always hard. Have this one on me, OK?’ He hands over her latte. 

 ‘Thank you,’ Molly says with a grateful smile. ‘I won’t tell. Anyway, I’d better go – I have the Deck Nine briefing. I need to find out all about this week’s guests.’

‘Sure. Laters, Mol.’

Molly makes her way towards the staff check-in area, passing the line of excitable passengers. A group of women in matching denim cut-offs and white T-shirts saying Isla’s Hens strut up the rattan gangway towards the lift that will take them to the ship’s main lobby on Deck Three. The Pacifica does not tout itself as hen- and stag-friendly – in fact, it actively arcs away from that kind of thing – but you can’t stop it happening, and since these women look like extras from Taylor Swift’s bachelorette party, they at least meet the aesthetic of the ship. At least, they do at the moment. Perhaps not when the plastic penis straws and the tacky satin sashes come out later in the cruise.



Molly heads up the stairs towards Deck Two, the staff deck: not the very bowels of the Pacifica, where the engines grind and whirr alongside the mirky ocean floor – that status goes to Deck Zero and Deck One – but still the working hub of the ship, with no natural light and ninety-nine per cent fewer frills than the passenger-facing decks above. 

She picks up her lanyard and plays with it between her fingers as she moves forward in the staff line – and that’s when she feels it. An instinct of some kind, a chill that crawls up her spine and makes her spin round.

He is standing on the staircase parallel to Molly’s, the guest staircase, wearing something that is perhaps a dark shade of blue, maybe black, she barely notices. She is too busy staring at his face, checking if it is really him. But of course it is! Who else would hold their neck in that arrogant, self-important way? Who else has dark hair that falls across their forehead like a wave, their fingers taut as they thread through it and push it away from the eyes, burnt umber eyes that Molly sees every night when she closes her own? 

Next to him is a woman, petite and pretty, clutching a handbag with a paper luggage tag that says Deck Nine. He takes her hand, laces his fingers between hers, pulls her close to him with the jerk of his hand, whispers into the dark-brown hair that covers her right ear. She smiles and throws back her head.

Molly stares, her lip pulled into her mouth by her front teeth. She reaches up for the neck of her T-shirt and holds on to it, as if it will bring some kind of comfort, splays her fingers wide across her chest. She feels dizzy, like she imagines seasickness might feel, although she has never suffered from it. At the front of the queue, now, she reaches for the cold white steel of the watertight door-frame to steady herself.

The name begins to thump in her temples, in time with her pulse. Fairchild! Fairchild! Fairchild! Fairchild!



He is here, on her cruise. A paying passenger to whose needs she must attend to, with whom she must interact with grace and humility. Ridley Fairchild. Molly turns away and puts her hand on the space above her left breast, fingers splayed, in a futile bid to comfort her wildly beating heart.
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Celia

‘Oh my God, Ridley!’ Celia flops backwards on the bed and feels the cloudy white linen bedspread envelop her. ‘It’s incredible!’

Ridley grins. ‘Pretty special, right?’

Celia gazes around the room. It is more spacious than she thought possible on board a cruise ship, so much lighter, airier. But then again, this is Deck Nine. It’s not as if her father-in-law would have them slumming it for his seventieth birthday. Celia’s headache, likely brought on by the idea of spending nine days with her husband’s family, has been immediately and irrefutably soothed by her luxury surroundings. She cannot believe how lucky they are to be here – a place they would never have been able to afford if they’d been paying the tab themselves. And to set sail from the famous Sydney Harbour, of all places. She is determined to enjoy every moment of it, to suck it up like liquid ice cream through a straw. 

The bed – an invitingly roomy super-king by the looks of things – is in the centre of the space, with four plump pillows on each side, his and hers, soft as cotton wool clouds, a full linen duvet like the one they have on their bed at home, and four large cushions with a neat karate chop in the top of each. The headboard and cupboards are all rattan, the floor is slatted timber or oak, and there is a large colonial-style rattan fan above the bed. Celia tries not to imagine what might happen in the event of fire. We’d go up like kindling!

The bedside tables are lit with pendant lamps and set with water carafes, drinking glasses upside down on the necks, for when you’re thirsty in the night. There is a tube of expensive Aesop hand cream on the left side of the bed and a slate grey foot cream on the right. His and hers. How could they possibly know that Celia sleeps on the left and Ridley on the right? She doesn’t remember mentioning that anywhere on the booking form. 

‘Look at the size of it!’ she marvels aloud. ‘I thought the staterooms on these ships were meant to be like shoeboxes.’

‘I think they mostly are.’ Ridley grins. ‘I expect they’re a whole lot smaller on the lower decks.’

‘This must be costing your father a fortune.’

Ridley is still grinning. ‘His and Gen’s is even bigger,’ he says.

‘Of course it is,’ Celia replies. Nothing but the best for Irving and his beloved second wife. ‘What about Marina and Doug’s?’

‘Same as ours. Pa could hardly give his son one size and his daughter an upgrade, could he?’

Celia nods and says, ‘True’, even though it would actually be just the kind of thing Irving would do. Favouritism is alive and thriving in the Fairchild family. 

‘Murray’s slumming it in one of the smaller rooms,’ says Ridley.

‘You mean on a lower deck?’

‘No.’ Ridley laughs. ‘I mean the same size as ours.’

Celia smiles. ‘Good old Murray.’

She is glad Murray is here. He is Ridley’s godfather and is a dear old thing – always chirpy, despite having to put up with Irving’s perennial crankiness. He must be about the only person in the world calm enough to take on the unenviable role of being Irving Fairchild’s lawyer. His right-hand man. But then Murray’s known Irving since their boarding school days in the Sixties and lacks the fear everyone else seems to possess in large quantities. He doesn’t put up with any nonsense – or rather, he knows how to sidestep it.



‘Right,’ says Ridley. ‘I’m going to have a shower.’

He pulls off his T-shirt, and Celia admires her husband’s defined chest. At thirty-three, he’s a year her junior, and he’s incredibly fit, especially when you consider that, statistically, most British males are overweight (sixty-seven per cent, according to last month’s Good Housekeeping). Celia worries about him going so hard in the gym, because she’s heard about countless men dying from heart attacks during their daily workout. But she supposes it’s preferable he’s pummelling the treadmill and not, say, another woman. Because he could if he wanted to, looking the way he does, all tanned and boyish. God knows he’s been propositioned enough – she has seen it with her own eyes.

Celia slides back the big glass door and steps outside onto the balcony, into the unseasonable heat of the mid-August day. It isn’t even spring yet in Australia, and it’s already boiling. She leans against the glass safety screen, which comes up to just below her bra line, closes her eyes momentarily and lets the warmth of the sun kiss her skin. 

To her right, the tall, slender buildings of Sydney’s central business district shimmer in the sunlight, their darkened windows hiding thousands of worker bees at their desks. Celia imagines them there, drinking at water coolers, flirting at photo­copiers. She smiles and looks ahead. 

Directly in front of her, the white chevroned sails of the Sydney Opera House splay out with majestic fanfare, tourists milling about and cosying up for selfies on the wide granite steps below. 

‘Holy cow,’ she says to herself. She cannot quite believe she is here, sitting on a luxury cruise liner between two iconic landmarks on Sydney bloody Harbour!

‘It’s a great shower,’ Ridley calls from the bathroom. ‘Powerful.’

‘I’m so glad,’ Celia calls back, through the open screen door. 



She needs Ridley to relax on this holiday, to unwind. It is always hard for him when he and Irving and Marina are together for any length of time. They all seem to revert to their allocated roles within the family: Irving, the crochety patriarch; Marina, the bratty favoured child; Ridley, the sulky second-born, always running to keep up. She is hopeful that this time around, on board this beautiful ship for Irving’s seventieth birthday, Marina will behave, that she will not attempt to goad Ridley. Hopefully, Doug will keep her in check, although Celia suspects he also gets immense pleasure from watching his wife’s little brother squirm.

Celia steps back inside the cabin and picks up an iPad from a side table. She clicks it alive and is greeted by a page that says: TITAN PACIFICA. YOUR GUEST GUIDE and gives the Wi-Fi code – TitanGuest – which she enters into her phone. 

She scans the drop-down menu on the iPad until she gets to the list of restaurants and bars on Deck Nine. There is Bert’s Bar, serving snacks like sliders and double-cooked fries; a breakfast brasserie cheekily named Morning Glory; a piano bar serving cocktails and tapas; a coffee shop called the Coffee Cartel (Thank God, thinks Celia, because she is a devil without caffeine); as well as the famous fine-dining restaurant Nomad, the first ever Michelin-starred restaurant on board a cruise ship. So much choice! 

Celia scans the type underneath the list: These restaurants are purely for the use of guests on Deck Nine, but you may also use the delicious eateries on Decks Five and Six if you so desire. Your cruise concierge, Molly (the name is coloured blue with a hyperlink) can make a booking for you. 

Celia scrolls on. On Deck Ten, there is a spa and a gymnasium and a huge pool that’s exclusive to Deck Nine guests. (Celia cannot wait to pop on her new Anthropologie one-piece – cost a bloody fortune!) Ridley may have grown up in this world, but, as the daughter of a teacher and a bank manager, she didn’t, and it’s certainly not the way he lives now. She and Ridley would never be able to afford any of this if they were paying – the combined wage from his PR role and Celia’s three-days-from-home admin job wouldn’t even touch the sides.

‘Ridley.’ She is up on her knees on the bed, her calves swamped in bulbous mounds of candyfloss duvet. ‘You have to see this.’

Ridley steps out of the bathroom with a towel around his waist.

‘Look! They have a piano bar called Tinkles.’ She flashes him some pictures on the iPad as she speaks.

‘Of course they do!’ he says, smiling.

‘And listen!’ She runs her finger down the fine dining menu at Nomad. ‘Pan-fried scallops with tomato-bacon marmalade and a burnt leek jus. Oh my God . . .’

Ridley grins. ‘It’s good to know we’re not going to starve.’

‘Tomato and bacon marmalade, though. I mean, what an absolute treat!’ 

The boys would love it. Her eldest, five-year-old Dylan, with his marmalade fascination and little Jonah with his experimental palate. They certainly won’t be eating like this at home with Celia’s parents.

‘You’re cute,’ Ridley says, sticking the end of the towel in his ear and rummaging around in that way men do.

Celia grins back at him and clicks on the drinks tab. The two bars are listed again: Bert’s and Tinkles, and then another called the Apothecary, where you can get a bespoke cocktail made up. Or, says the type underneath, drink it in your room. Your own personal steward Lemarr is here for your beverage needs. 

She clicks on the name, and immediately an image pops up of an achingly handsome Black guy with high cheekbones and shining brown eyes. MEET YOUR STEWARD, the type reads. LEMARR MCDONALD. 



Well, helloooo, Lemarr!

I’m Lemarr, originally from County Cork. I came to Titan Pacifica direct from the American Bar at The Savoy in London. I’m here to help, so please don’t hesitate to ask for anything at all. I’ve been told I make the best Martini in the business.

Celia loves a Martini. She smiles at the upbeat introduction. The members of staff she met on the short journey from gangway to stateroom were all impossibly cool: men with man-buns and women with sleek high ponytails, all wearing understated black T-shirts and shorts and white canvas shoes, with toned thighs and tanned, shiny calves. 

She returns to the previous page and clicks on the hyperlink for Molly, the concierge. The woman’s photograph, like that of Lemarr’s, appears to have been professionally taken and then stylised with a trendy filter. Molly is striking, with chestnut eyes and caramel-blonde hair – in her early thirties, Celia would guess. Her smile is white and perfect, showing off deep-set dimples on either side of her cheeks. She looks fresh and freckled and fun, as though she loves life and nothing phases her, as if she has everything in the palm of her hand for the taking. 

Celia’s smile fades. There is something in the face on the screen that makes her instinctively wary, anxious even, and yet she does not know why. She is not typically a jealous woman. Yet she feels, somewhere in the depths of her gut, that this attractive stranger is a threat to her of some kind, that she is perhaps someone of whom she must be hypervigilant. She reads the bio underneath.

MEET YOUR CRUISE CONCIERGE, MOLLY LUTTON 

I’m Molly, born in the UK and raised in Australia from the age of seven. I started my sea life on cruises in the British Isles and the Caribbean, but then Titan Pacifica called, and I jumped at the chance to come home. I’m your personal concierge, so please contact me anytime and tell me what you need, whether it’s theatre tickets or restaurant bookings or a reservation at the spa. I’m here for you. Happy cruising!

Celia’s eyes flit up from the iPad, and there is Ridley, standing in front of her and staring at the image on the screen – upside down to him – a question on his face. But before she can assess it or study it for meaning, it has gone, this furrow, this look, and she wonders if it is her mind playing tricks on her. 

She swallows down an unfamiliar pang of insecurity and chastises herself. Stop it, she thinks. That stuff was a lifetime ago. He was younger then. He’s not like that now. We are bound by time and love and forgiveness and the birth of children, the making of vows. Nothing can compete with that!

Celia clicks the screen of the iPad to black and throws it behind her onto the bed. The gesture says I am chilled and I am happy and I am fun. She raises herself up onto her knees and throws her arms around Ridley and kisses him on the lips. Then she puts her palms on his chest and runs them slowly downwards.

‘Well,’ Ridley says, a hopeful side smile forming. ‘Hello there, Mrs Fairchild.’

‘Mr Fairchild,’ mutters Celia, leaning deeper into the kiss and ignoring the headache that has pummelled her left temple periodically all morning, which makes her crave a pre-dinner quickie about as much as an anaesthetic-free lobotomy. ‘I think we’re going to be very happy here.’ 







Transcript of the hit podcast 
The Deadliest Cruise of All Time

Marnie Van Der Zee interviews Captain Adriano Vela of Titan Pacifica

MARNIE: Captain Vela, I’d like you to describe the tenth of August last year for our listeners. Was there anything unusual about the day Titan Pacifica set sail from Sydney? 

CAPTAIN VELA: Nothing unusual at all. Just a normal Saturday in Sydney, you know? A regular turnaround day. We were late loading passengers because one of the previous passengers failed to disembark – an elderly woman who’d fallen asleep on a deckchair on Deck Six. Happens all the time. One of the housekeeping staff eventually located her, and we finally got to Zero Count . . .

MARNIE: Zero Count?

CAPTAIN VELA: When every single passenger has disembarked . . . and then we had to begin boarding the new ones in a hurry. I was on the bridge, checking in over the radio with the food and beverages operations manager, Sami, and, you know, studying the weather . . . setting the course to our first port three days later.



MARNIE: That was Nouméa in New Caledonia?

CAPTAIN VELA: Correct. Nouméa and then on to Lifou, also in New Caledonia, then Port Vila, Vanuatu, and back to Sydney. Nine days at sea. These ports do not provide produce for the ship, apart from some seafood we on board at Nouméa, so everything for the whole nine days needs to be brought on board in Sydney.

MARNIE: The whole nine yards.

CAPTAIN VELA: Sì. It’s a lot of loading. The trucks appeared as usual that morning, maybe twenty minutes after our arrival, and the produce was taken on board. Sami complained the pineapples had freezer burn and said they would need to be taken back. My first officer, Stellamaris Vincent, told him they looked fine, but he is very particular, Sami.

MARNIE: Gosh, it sounds pretty hectic . . .

CAPTAIN VELA: Oh yeah. At the same time, the guest luggage was being driven onto the ship in fork-lifts. We can have up to seven or eight thousand pieces when the ship is full, and it was probably ninety per cent full for that cruise. Plus, the cleaners were still inside the ship . . . it’s always like this on turnaround day – crazy, you know? But it runs like clockwork. I’ve never missed a single departure slot. Not once. The timings are so tight in cruising. Most of the time in a port like Sydney Harbour, there’s another ship scheduled for the same day. It would cost a lot of money to be late out of port. It would be . . . how d’you say it? At the cost of my own head.

MARNIE: And a headless captain would be no good! Can I ask . . . did you meet any of the passengers at that stage, namely the Fairchilds?

CAPTAIN VELA: I did my usual handshake in Bert’s Bar in the evening on Deck Nine. Greeted them all, and they seemed upbeat, happy, you know? I’d love to tell you something different, Marnie, but none of it was unusual, OK? It was a hot day, maybe thirty degrees?

MARNIE: Good sailing conditions?

CAPTAIN VELA: Yes, good. We had bad weather predicted on approach to Lifou, but that was much further into the cruise. That was the night of . . . of the second death. But Saturday August tenth was a departure day the same as any other. We had a casting off time of 16:00 hours, and we left exactly on time, and as usual, a crowd of passengers filled up the aft of the upper deck.

MARNIE: The aft is the back of the ship, right?

CAPTAIN VELA: Correct. We sailed through the Sydney Heads at 16:17 hours and made our way into the open waters of the Tasman, as we would normally do. Shortly after we left, the afternoon tea service began, and then the first of the two dinner sittings on the lower decks. On Deck Nine, things are less regimented, and the passengers make the rules in terms of when they dine. I ate with Stellamaris on the bridge. It was just a very typical evening on the ocean. I don’t know what else to tell you, Marnie, to be honest. If anything, the Tasman was more placid than it usually is at that time of year. Very peaceful, very flat for the end of winter.

MARNIE: The calm before the storm, perhaps.

CAPTAIN VELA: Sì. I suppose.

MARNIE: Correct me if I’m wrong, but it was on the second night that things turned sinister?

CAPTAIN VELA: Correct. In eighteen years on cruise liners, I’ve never seen anything like it.

MARNIE: I’m sorry, Captain Vela, but I just can’t believe there was nothing at the start of the journey to hint at the horrors that lay ahead.

CAPTAIN VELA: I agree with you entirely. But there was nothing. Nothing at all.
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Molly

Molly makes her way towards her cabin on Deck Two to take a breather. She is meant to be seven floors up, seeing to any initial needs of her newly embarked passengers, but she needs to think before she begins. 

At the Deck Nine team briefing earlier, chaired by the hotel director, she was given a printout with the passenger manifest. There they were, seven of them listed, a party travelling together, with Irving Fairchild at its helm. The VIPs on Deck Nine. She took a series of deep breaths – in for three, out for four – as she read the words in front of her:

STATEROOM 1: Irving and Genevieve Fairchild 

*STAFF NOTE! VIP STATUS. The Fairchilds are friends of the Holford family: please treat accordingly. This is Irving Fairchild’s 70th birthday celebration. Birthday: Sunday 11th August. 

PLEASE NOTE Genevieve is his second wife and NOT mother to the two adult children. 

Dietary requirements: None

STATEROOM 3: Ridley and Cordelia Fairchild

*STAFF NOTE! Guest’s preferred name is Celia. Son and daughter-in-law of Irving Fairchild.

Dietary requirements: None

STATEROOM 7: Marina and Douglas Beckett

*STAFF NOTE! Daughter and son-in-law of Irving Fairchild.

Dietary requirements: Mrs Beckett is lactose intolerant.



STATEROOM 9: Murray Hinton-Browne

*STAFF NOTE! Lawyer/close family friend of Fairchilds. 

Dietary requirements: None

Now, in her own cabin, Molly feels a sensation of unbalance in her body, as if the ship is listing to the right and she cannot control it. That’s it, Molly. You’re feeling a lack of control! She sits down on the bottom bunk, on her roommate Storm’s bed, and sighs. 

Cabin L41, located just off the deck’s main thoroughfare, is just 120 square feet, with a nondescript cream-carpeted floor, a tiny bathroom not much bigger than an airline toilet, the wooden bunks, and two small built-in wardrobes either side of a small dressing table. Housekeeping and kitchen staff sleep on basic bunk beds, two to a room, while the various floor supervisors, executive chefs and officers, and even the doctor get to sleep in a queen bed. Captain Vela has the most luxurious staff living quarters, enjoying ocean views and fresh air from his own private balcony on Deck Nine, as if the watery panorama he takes in from the ship’s bridge every day for three months at a time isn’t enough. 

Storm’s wardrobe is on the left, and the door won’t close on account of all the outfits bursting from it: leotards on hangers, full tulle skirts, a ball gown, a man’s suit jacket with a black bow-tie stuffed in its top pocket. That’s in addition to the shoes, T-shirts and shorts piled up inside. 

In fairness, Molly would struggle for space, too, if she were a member of the dance troupe, and in this respect, she’s glad of her simple uniform of T-shirt and shorts.

She should really get a move on. She rises and stands in front of the small dressing table, its mirror lit by a strip light that spans the gap between the two wardrobes. There are still two hours until sunset, but if this tiny light were switched off, Molly would stand in a pitch-black space, as dark as night. Nothing more than a black hole in a giant steel vessel on the surface of the sea.

The walls are flimsy down here, unlike those of the guest cabins, and she can hear the frantic buzz of preparation outside. The main gangway on Deck Two, which separates fore from aft, is colloquially known as the M1 because, like the British motorway, it is endless and thick with traffic: fork-lifts hauling luggage, engineers in white jumpsuits, cleaners, chefs, entertainers. This thoroughfare forms the beating heart of the ship, the place the public does not see. Here, there are no shiny tabletops or minimalist silk rugs, no linen tablecloths or designer armchairs or elevator music. The pale grey-blue flooring is flat, save for the odd air bubble, and reminiscent of a hospital corridor: depressing and clinical and endless. The steel walls, with their palm-sized bolts, are painted stark white, their sterility punctuated every metre or so with a blood-red fire hydrant or a yellow defibrillator or a laminated poster shouting: SANITISE YOUR HANDS!

Down here, the air is pungent with the ever-present smell of bleach and cooking and coffee. Above stairs, air-conditioning units and giant colonial-style ceiling fans and designer room sprays give the air a more expensive taste. On Deck Two, the noise is even more overwhelming than the smells. The air is almost always filled with shouts and laughter, and the constant high-pitched beeping of reversing luggage trolleys making their way along the gangway.

The doors along the walls of the M1 lead off to the kitchens, staff mess, the staff shop, staff cabins, the infirmary, the office of the ship’s counsellor, and even a jail cell. The kitchens themselves are always a hive of activity. Their vast chrome ovens and benchtops are occupied at all times of day, hundreds of staff at work at any given time. Dishwashers, galley stewards, trainee chefs, bakers, pastry chefs, sous chefs. The vast catering fridges behind the kitchens are marked POULTRY, VEGETABLES, RAW MEAT and there is a walk-in refrigerator just for fish.

Positioned just a few metres from Molly’s room is a single door with a tiny square plaque. The small black lettering is almost sinister in its anonymity. It reads simply: MORGUE. The staff use the fridges in there to store champagne. Molly has been in a few times late at night to retrieve a bottle – thankfully the room was unoccupied at the time, but it gave her the heebie-jeebies  nonetheless.

Molly pulls up her hair into a fresh ponytail and scours the tabletop for a black hair elastic in the small spaces between Storm’s mascara, foundation, powder, eyeliner – all heavy-duty performer’s make-up. She finds one next to a pile of spilt translucent powder and scoops it up with her index finger. There is no make-up on her own skin, and Molly sees the beginnings of age, the freckles that seem to have joined up, light brown patches that were not there even a year ago, a cosmetic peril of life on the open sea. But she will not cover them. Holford likes their staff sun-kissed and fresh, not ­overpainted.

So instead, Molly spritzes some perfume on her wrists – not because she wants to be noticed, but because it gives her confidence and she feels almost naked without it. It is La Mer des Voleurs, her mum’s signature fragrance. She remembers devouring the scent as a child, sneaking into her room to spray it on her neck or the inside of her wrists like Mum did. She closes her eyes, sniffs the nozzle, evoking the scent of bygone days, taking herself away from reality, from the here and now and what she must face, who she must face when she steps out of the lift on Deck Nine.

Molly replaces the perfume bottle and traces out the letters FAIR in the spilt powder, which looks like a thin dusting of flour on a kitchen bench. She smiles bitterly. How can a man so rotten at his core have a name with the word fair in it? 



She shakes her head and scribbles through it. What am I doing? This is borderline psychotic. 

The door opens, and Molly starts, wrenches her finger away from the powder. Thankfully, Storm doesn’t see – she’s busy heaving shopping bags onto the bottom bunk. Molly sees the logos for Zara, Sephora, H&M, French Connection.

‘Hi honey, I’m home!’ Storm trills.

‘Wow, looks like you shopped up . . .’

‘A storm?’

‘Well, yeah.’ Molly dusts off her hands.

‘Shopping in Sydney gets better every time.’

‘What did you buy?’

‘A shiteload of stuff. A top for me, some make-up for my mam.’

Molly wonders how Storm can afford it – all the shopping she does in port. She knows for a fact Sydney retail prices are insane, and she also knows the pitiful amount they get paid on board. Maybe Storm is just better at saving than Molly is.

Storm hails from Dublin, and Molly finds comfort in her silky Irish lilt. Perhaps she would say the same about Molly’s antipodean drawl, the sentences ending higher than they started, even though Molly has always thought she has more of an English accent, thanks to the everyday influence of her mum.

‘Christ,’ says Storm. ‘It stinks like a brothel in here.’ She slides out of her white skinny jeans and vest top and pulls on a pair of grey tracksuit bottoms, a sloppy grey dance T-shirt and a pair of Cuban dance heels.

‘I wouldn’t know.’ Molly laughs. ‘What time’s rehearsal?’

‘In half an hour,’ says Storm. Her fake eyelashes clap together as she blinks. ‘Aren’t you meant to be up on deck?’

‘Just going.’ Molly makes for the door –  it only takes her two steps to get there – and hovers in the doorway. ‘We’ve got some VIPs,’ she says with caution, her neat fingernails drumming on the corridor side of the open door. ‘Friends of the Holford family.’

‘We have?’ Storm moves to Molly’s place in front of the mirror, picks up her wooden paddle brush and pulls it through her long, blonde hair, artfully highlighted and lowlighted in the ship’s hair salon.

‘Yep. I saw it on the system. It’s, like, a seventieth birthday or something.’

‘Best behaviour then,’ Storm says to her reflection.

‘The old guy – his name’s Irving Fairchild – has a much younger wife,’ she announces. She doesn’t know why she’s trying to talk to Storm about the Fairchilds exactly, or why she’s attempting to bring them into this cramped, shared cabin, but she can’t help herself; it’s like a tick. 

Storm pulls a hair out of her eyebrow with tweezers and says, ‘Gotcha.’ She picks up a bottle of foundation and unscrews the lid.

Molly stops the drumming of her fingers. ‘He’s here with his daughter and son – Marina and Ridley. Don’t they smack of being posh with names like that.’

There is a clatter as Storm drops the foundation. ‘Shit!’ It flies towards Molly’s perfume bottle and knocks it off the edge of the dresser, like a bowling ball flying at a skittle.

Molly sees the bottle, shaped like a wave, smashed on the floor, its aqua contents spilt on the carpet. Her heart sinks. 

‘Shit, Mol. I’m so sorry!’ Storm cries. ‘The bottle was . . . slippery. Fuck!’

Molly laughs, because she doesn’t want Storm to feel bad. ‘It’s fine, really. It’s only a bottle of perfume.’ She bends down to picks up the two broken halves of the bottle. There is a large wet patch on the carpet, the memories of her childhood seeping into the fibres of the cheap, cream-coloured nylon. ‘No harm done. If you thought it smelt like a brothel in here before . . .’ She blinks back hot tears.



‘It smells like the sea,’ says Storm, correcting herself. ‘I’m truly sorry, Mol. I know that was your mam’s scent. I’ll get you a new bottle, OK?’

You can’t get it anywhere these days. There’d be no use going to Sephora.

‘Don’t worry about it, really.’ Molly opens the door again, turning away so that Storm can’t see her face. ‘Accidents happen. I’ll see you later.’

‘I’ll make it up to you, I promise.’

Molly waves a hand at her, as if to say: don’t be ridiculous, it’s only a cheap perfume, and steps into the corridor. 

The door closes, and she hears Storm chastise herself with a hiss: ‘You fucking eejit!’ Molly swallows to soothe the ache in the back of her throat.

Get it together, she tells herself, wiping her eyes. 

She turns and walks down the M1, her sadness somehow merging into anger as she quickens her pace. Molly knows the broken perfume bottle wasn’t Storm’s fault – it was his. If they hadn’t been talking about him, if she hadn’t been preoccupied with him, if she hadn’t uttered his name – it would never have happened. There’s something about the surname Fairchild that brings bad luck, that makes bad things happen to good people.

He is to blame. He is to blame for all of it.
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Gen

‘Stop bloody fussing, Genevieve, will you?’ Irving shoves his elbow backwards to dislodge Gen’s hand from his arm. ‘I’m not a bloody octogenarian.’

Not far off it, thinks Gen.

Irving’s forehead drips with sweat. The heat is stifling, the sun hot above them, and Gen can feel the wetness between her breasts. Sweating like a glassblower’s arse. She puts a finger down the front of her linen blouse and wipes it away discretely. Since marrying Irving, she’s had to tuck away her uncouth side, mind her Ps and Qs. She likes to think of it as a social glow-up.

They walk along the thick metal gangplank lined with its nondescript, black, non-stick mat, and Gen thinks they could be getting onto any old cruise, but then they step inside the ship, straight onto Deck Nine, and she sees that this place is far from average. 

The first thing that hits her is the cool air. It blasts at them from all angles, from what she assumes to be ducted vents, even though the giant wooden ceiling fans above her head give the illusion that they’re doing all the work. Gen stops to take it all in: the mahogany parquetry flooring, the smoky green walls and trendy modern art (is that a Banksy?), sofas that are a mix of contemporary and rustic, velvet and cotton, with scatter cushions. The overall aesthetic is unified and earthy, and yet the influences seem to come from everywhere. Old and new, vintage and modern, cohabit effortlessly against a backdrop of contemporary Afropop and a faint aroma of essential oils (­lavender and sandalwood, she thinks). 
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