

      

         

            

         

      


   





 


 


 


Sarah Lotz is a screenwriter and novelist who pens novels under the name S.L Grey with author Louis Greenberg; YA novels with her daughter, as Lily Herne; and is one third of pseudonymous  author Helena S. Paige. Lauren Beukes calls her ‘a natural-born storyteller. Like the hand reaching up from the dark well, she’ll drag you into her thrall. You’ll come up gasping.’ Sarah lives in Cape Town with her family and other animals.










 


 


 


Also by Sarah Lotz


 


The Three










[image: ]


 


 


 


[image: TitlePg_2Line_logo]


 


 


www.hodder.co.uk










First published in Great Britain in 2015 by


 Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


 


Copyright © Sarah Lotz 2015


 


The right of Sarah Lotz  to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. 


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.


 


ISBN  978 1 444 77540 2


 


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


 


www.hodder.co.uk










 


 


 


 


For my dad, Alan Walters


(aka The Doc)










 


 


Welcome on Board The Beautiful Dreamer!


 


Congratulations on choosing a Foveros Cruise, 


your one-way ticket to Relaxation and Fun! Fun! Fun!


 


****


 


Start your Holiday of a Lifetime by treating yourself to a cocktail at one of our many sun-drenched bars while our musicians delight with their signature sounds. Then cool down in the pool and take a spin on Foveros’s WaterWonder™ slides. Hungry? No problem! Our dining room and buffets will provide feasts galore, from five-star fare to yummy comfort food like momma used to make! And hey, don’t forget to pamper yourself at our superb spa – you deserve it! Our cabaret performances will delight, so settle into your seats and prepare to be entertained like never before! Soak up the sun during one of our many exciting excursions, where you can shop till you drop at our many concessions, snorkel in turquoise seas, horse-ride along beautiful beaches, and enjoy al fresco dining on our fabulous private island. And why not take a spin in the Delectable Dreamer Casino? Who knows? It could be your lucky day!










DAYS 1, 2, 3


 


Cruise is relatively uneventful.










DAY 4










The Witch’s Assistant


Maddie waited until Celine was midway into her opening monologue, then threaded her way through the capsule chairs, making for the empty area at the back of the Starlight Dreamer Lounge. She’d almost made it when the cruise director’s voice boomed over the PA system, drowning out Celine’s patter with his reminder that the New Year’s festivities would kick off in ‘T minus two hours’.


‘Voices from above,’ Celine quipped, but Maddie wasn’t fooled by this show of good humour. Celine had been like a Rottweiler with a sore tooth all day, sniping at the backstage tech after he’d snagged her dress attaching the microphone’s transmitter to her wheelchair, and complaining that the spotlight wasn’t in the correct position to halo her hair.


‘Know this,’ Celine continued once the announcement had petered away. ‘When you all return home, rested and suntanned and maybe a few pounds heavier,’ – she waited for a ripple of laughter to die down – ‘you won’t be alone. Friends, in all my years of helping people connect with those who’ve crossed over, there are two things I can tell you for sure. One: there is no death; and two: the souls of those who’ve left the physical world are always with us . . .’


With Celine back on track, Maddie allowed herself to relax. She leaned against a pillar and massaged her neck, trying and failing to dissolve the headache that had dogged her since day one of the cruise. It was probably just a side effect of the anti-nausea medication she was taking, but the garish environment wasn’t helping. Whoever had designed the ship’s decor had a hard-on for Vegas-inspired neon and naked male angels; you couldn’t go anywhere without being blinded by an illuminated palm tree or leered at by a cherub. Still – just one more night to get through and she’d be free of this floating hellhole. The first thing she was going to do when she got back to her apartment was run a bath and scrub the ship off her skin. Then she’d treat herself to a takeout from Jujubee’s – splurge on the crab special with glass noodles and extra garlic. She could afford the calories; she must have lost at least five pounds this week.


‘Hey, baby,’ a voice stage-whispered in her ear. She turned to see Ray, his eyes fixed to her breasts. He’d jettisoned his usual shorts and navy T-shirt combo in favour of Levis and a flimsy cream shirt, which gave him the appearance of a seedy lounge singer.


‘Shouldn’t you be on the door, Ray?’ Tonight’s event was strictly for ‘Friends of Celine’ only – the select group who’d paid through the nose to cruise with ‘America’s Number One Psychic Medium’ – and Ray knew as well as she did that Celine would flip if a non-paying passenger wandered in.


He shrugged. ‘Yeah, yeah. So listen – you know when we stopped at Cozumel yesterday?’


‘So?’


‘So I got one of the waiters to smuggle me in a bottle of high-end tequila. The good stuff.’


A Friend sitting on the outskirts of the group scrunched around in her chair and shushed them. Maddie shot her an apologetic smile, and hissed at Ray to keep his voice down.


‘Whatever. So, hey – party later, my cabin. You in?’


More heads were turning in their direction. ‘Seriously, Ray, shut the—’


‘Think about it,’ he smirked. ‘Going to grab a frosty while the boss does her thang.’ Maddie watched him saunter off towards the bar, checking out a waitress en route.


Arsehole.


The atmosphere grew taut as Celine moved on to the highlight of the evening. She licked her lips, touched her chest and said: ‘I’m getting . . . Who’s Caroline? No, wait . . . Katherine? Someone with . . . it’s a C or a K. Nope . . . it’s definitely Katherine. Kathy, maybe.’


Maddie smothered a jab of guilt as Jacob, one of the older Friends, wobbled to his feet. She had a soft spot for Jacob. She admired his sense of style (he tended to dress as if he was a guest at a gay wedding), and he wasn’t as pushy as some of the others. Celine had feigned illness for much of the cruise, barely showing her face at the various meet ’n’ greets and cocktail events, so Maddie had been left to pick up the slack. Part of her job was schmoozing with Celine’s fan base, but there was a world of difference between trading messages with the lonely and desperate online, and contending with their neediness face to face. Listening to the Friends’ hopes that Celine would connect with their loved ones, missing relatives, and in some cases, deceased pets, had worn her ragged. ‘Kathy’s my sister!’ Jacob called.


‘That’s what I’m getting,’ Celine nodded. ‘Know this, she’s stepping forward right this second. Hey . . . Why can I smell turkey?’ She chuckled. ‘And sweet potato pie. Good pie at that.’


Jacob gasped and wiped at his eyes. ‘She disappeared in the late seventies, round about Thanksgiving. Is she . . . is she at peace?’


‘Yes. Know this. She has left the physical world and has gone into the light. She wants you to know that every time you think of her, her soul is with you.’


Jacob waited for more, but Celine just smiled blandly back at him and he nodded and sat down.


Celine touched her chest again. ‘I’m getting . . . It’s getting harder to breathe. There’s someone here who’s . . . they passed before their time. I’m talking about a suicide. Yes.’


Leila Nelson, a bony woman with mild hair loss, squealed and jumped out of her chair. ‘Oh my Lord! My husband killed himself two years ago.’


‘I want you to know he’s stepping forward, my darling. What’s with the breathing? I’m thinking . . . did he asphyxiate? Does this make sense to you? I’m tasting carbon monoxide here.’


 ‘Oh my Lord. That’s how he did it! In the garage, in his Chevy.’


‘In his Chevy.’ Celine paused to ram this home to the Friends. ‘What’s the significance of April?’


‘His birthday was in April.’


‘So April’s his birthday. Yeah, that’s what I’m getting from him. A tall man, does that make sense?’


Leila hesitated. ‘John was five eight.’


‘That’s tall if you’re me, my darling,’ Celine rallied. ‘I’m getting that . . . Was John unhappy at work? Does that make sense to you?’


‘Yes! He lost his job. He was never the same after that.’


‘What’s with the shoes?’


‘Oh my Lord, he was always particular about his shoes. Always polishing them, been like that since he left the marines.’


‘That’s what I’m getting. A feeling like he was a very particular, precise sort of person. Know this, he wants you to know that what happened to him, the way he died, it was nothing you did. He needs you to move on with your life.’


‘So he doesn’t mind that I’m getting remarried?’


Shit. That was one detail Leila hadn’t mentioned during last night’s Friends of Celine cocktail event, but Celine didn’t skip a beat. ‘Know this, he’s proud that you’re doing so well.’


‘He was such a jealous man, though. What I need to know is if he—’


‘My darling, I’ll have to interrupt you there, as Archie is coming through.’ Celine pressed a hand to her throat. ‘I can feel the weight of him. He’s coming through strongly now.’ Maddie suppressed a shudder. Fake or not, Archie, Celine’s primary spirit guide – an urchin who’d supposedly died of consumption in late nineteenth-century London – gave her the screaming heebies. There weren’t many mediums who channelled the voices of their guides these days, and secretly Maddie thought Celine sounded like Dick van Dyke gargling caustic soda whenever Archie’s voice ‘came through’.


Celine paused for dramatic effect. ‘There’s a bloke ’ere who wants a word with Juney,’ Archie’s voice rattled from Celine’s throat.


Juanita, the Friend who’d shushed Ray, sprang to her feet. ‘That’s me! Juney is my nickname!’


Celine reverted to her normal voice: ‘Juney, don’t feel bad about leaving the insulin out of the fridge. He knows you didn’t mean it.’


Goosebumps popped on Maddie’s arms. Juanita hadn’t said anything about insulin last night. Celine was adept at cold reading, but that was an unusually precise detail. She tended to stick to generalities.


Juanita’s face creased. ‘Jeffrey? Jeffrey, is that you?’


A blade of light sliced through the gloom as a man slipped through the doors on the far side of the lounge. He was two decades younger than Celine’s core demographic, his legs clad in skinny jeans and boots, his arms scrawled with tattoos. Ray hadn’t noticed the intruder; he was slumped on a bar stool, his back to the doors.


 ‘Celine del Ray!’ the guy shouted, striding towards the stage and pointing a camera phone in Celine’s direction. ‘Celine del Ray!’


Shit. The week after Celine had signed up as the cruise’s guest celebrity, Maddie had heard via Twitter that there might be a blogger on board, and it looked like he’d finally decided to pitch up.


‘Who is that?’ Celine called, squinting into the audience.


‘Any comment about the fact that Lillian Small is planning to sue you?’


A collective gasp. There were too many obstacles for Maddie to get to the guy easily, and she couldn’t count on the wait staff to intervene. Thankfully Ray had realised what was going on and was hustling towards him.


‘You know the story, right?’ the man crowed to the Friends gaping at him. ‘This so called medium, this predator, bombarded Mrs Small with messages saying that her daughter and grandson were alive in Florida, when DNA proves that . . .’ he faltered. ‘Proves that . . .’ he clamped a hand to his mouth. ‘Oh fuck.’ With that, he whirled, shoved past Ray and ran out, the doors hissing closed behind him.


Ray glanced at Maddie and she gestured at him to follow.


Celine chuckled again, but it sounded forced. ‘Uh. I tell you, that was . . . Give me a minute here.’ She took a slug of Evian from the bottle in her wheelchair pocket. The room settled into an uneasy silence. ‘You know, there are always gonna be doubters. But I can only repeat what Spirit tells me. That situation . . . you know . . . Wait . . . I’m getting something else here. You know, sometimes the spirits come through so strong that I can taste what they’re tasting, feel what they’re feeling. I’m getting . . . Smoke. I can smell smoke . . . I’m hearing . . . Someone here lose a loved one in a fire? Does that make sense to anyone?’


No one spoke up. Maddie squirmed.


‘It could be . . . yeah, you know, I’m smelling gas, think it might be a car accident. I’m getting . . . What is the significance of the I-90?’


A Friend called out that his second cousin had been killed in a head-on collision on that highway years earlier. Maddie allowed herself to breathe again. Ray crept back into the room and gave Maddie the A-okay sign. She checked her phone. Five minutes to go. She edged towards Celine, signalling that it was time to wrap it up. Ray had better do his bloody job and usher everyone out as fast as possible. The Friends were booked to eat at the second sitting, so they’d have to leave straight away if they didn’t want a rubbery lobster tail.


Celine wished the Friends a Happy New Year and ran through her usual schtick about visiting her website where there were links to purchase her eleven books. Maddie leapt onto the stage before her boss could be engulfed in a tsunami of well-wishers. Celine’s wheelchair wasn’t strictly necessary (although she could propel it with the skill of a Paralympian if an over-zealous fan threatened to approach), but Maddie was glad of it this evening. Close up, Celine was really showing her age; her waxy skin had the look of an apple left too long in cold storage, her lips were the colour of old deli meat.


Maddie unplugged the mic and handed it to the tech before Celine recovered and lambasted him for the PA system screw-up.


‘You okay, Celine?’ she murmured.


‘Get me the fuck outta here now.’


‘Celine?’ Leila bustled up to them before Maddie could intervene, waving a copy of part two of Celine’s autobiography, Medium to the Stars and Beyond. ‘I meant to ask you last night at the cocktail evening, but you were there so briefly . . . could you sign this?’


Celine smiled icily. ‘It’d be a pleasure, my darling.’


‘Can you put, “To Leila, my biggest fan”? I’ve got all your books. E-editions and audio as well.’


Maddie handed Celine a pen, glancing at Leila to see if she’d noticed Celine’s shaking hands; fortunately she was far too busy staring rapturously at her face. ‘You’ve helped me so much, Celine. You and Archie of course.’ Leila pressed the book to her chest. ‘You’ve really brought me peace. John . . . he wasn’t the easiest and . . . I don’t know how you do it.’


‘It’s a God-given gift, my darling. Know this, your faith and support means a lot to me.’


‘And you mean a lot to me. That awful man who burst in here doesn’t have a—’


‘Celine is very tired,’ Maddie interrupted. ‘Connecting with Spirit takes a lot out of her. I’m sure you understand.’


‘Oh, I do, I do,’ Leila said, bobbing and bowing and scurrying off to join the other Friends bottlenecking the exit.


Ray approached. ‘Sorry about that, Celine.’


Celine’s eyes – already unnaturally hooded from a screwed-up eyelift in the eighties – narrowed. ‘Yeah? What the hell, Ray? I pay you for that?’


‘How was I supposed to know he was gonna show up? I checked out everyone else.’


‘You should have been at the goddamned door, Ray.’


‘Celine, like I say, I fucked up. Won’t happen again.’


Celine snorted. ‘Damn right it won’t. Where’d he go anyway?’


‘Ran into the restroom. Looked like he was gonna puke.’


Maddie’s stomach rolled over. After stupidly reading a Huff Post exposé about ship-borne viruses, she’d only been able to cope by washing her hands at every opportunity and popping probiotics like an addict. Still, that explained why they hadn’t been hounded by the blogger before. He must have been holed up in his cabin praying to the porcelain god for the duration of the cruise.


‘You want me to escort you back to your cabin?’ Ray asked.


‘It’s a suite,’ Celine snapped. ‘And no. Get out of my sight. Madeleine can do it.’


Ray nodded miserably and slunk away. Maddie knew very little about his personal life, but he’d mentioned something about having to pay child support to one of his exes. He may be a letch and a bullshitter, but she almost pitied him – he’d be lucky if he still had a job when they reached Miami. Celine’s bodyguards never lasted long.


‘Goddamned bloggers and undercover journalists,’ Celine griped, twirling a hand in the air to indicate they should get going. ‘Forty years I’ve been doing this. It’s my God-given gift . . .’


Maddie let Celine ramble on as she manoeuvred the wheelchair out via the stage door exit, blinking as her eyes were blasted by the pink and gold neon signage splayed all over the Promenade Dreamz deck. Passengers streamed towards the staircase for the second dinner sitting, and twenty-somethings in tight white shorts and ‘Foveros = Fun! Fun! Fun!’ T-shirts flitted around, rumba-ing to the calypso music in the background and hawking plastic angel wings and devil horns for tonight’s Heaven ’n’ Hell themed New Year’s Eve party. Maddie had no intention of going anywhere near the festivities. She planned on putting Celine to bed, ordering a grilled cheese sandwich from room service (her gut clenched at the thought of eating the mass-produced slop in the dining room and buffets) then heading up to the jogging track above the Lido deck. She hadn’t yet found a gap to do her five miles today.


A trio of meaty men with fluorescent halos attached to their shaven heads made way for them as Maddie inched Celine into the elevator, which, as usual, smelled faintly of vomit. She pressed the button for the Verandah deck with her elbow and wheeled Celine as far away from the damp patch on the carpet as she could get. A reggae rendition of ‘Rehab’ plinked as they were propelled upwards through the atrium, the glass sides gradually revealing the lobby and cocktail bars below.


‘Christ, I need a drink,’ Celine said.


‘Nearly there.’


Maddie dragged the wheelchair out of the elevator and headed in the direction of the VIP staterooms. A couple of giggly elderly women squeezed themselves against the corridor wall to allow them to pass. Maddie smiled brightly at them to make up for Celine’s surly ‘whatever’ response to their Happy New Year wishes, and waved at Althea, the deck’s cabin steward, who was exiting a neighbouring suite, a bunch of towels tucked under an arm.


‘Good evening, Mrs del Ray and Maddie!’ Althea called. ‘Do you need any help?’


Celine ignored her, but Althea’s smile didn’t falter. Maddie had no clue how Althea remained so cheerful while mopping up after arseholes like Celine. Most of the staff exuded an exhausting (obviously fake) joviality, but Maddie was certain Althea’s constant good mood wasn’t a front.


After swiping the room card several times until the lock finally flashed green, Maddie hefted the wheelchair into the narrow entrance area and pushed Celine towards the balcony and her collection of booze.


Celine jabbed a talon at the TV. ‘For Christ’s sake change the goddamned channel. How many times have I told that goddamned woman not to touch it?’


On screen, Damien, the cruise director – an Australian with the fixed gaze of someone dangerously bipolar – was once again running through his tour of the ship. Maddie flicked past a Saturday Night Live parody of failed Republican nominee Mitch Reynard, and a shopping channel, where two middle-aged women were gushing over a reversible jacket, before settling on footage of the run-up to the Times Square ball drop. Without being asked, she scooped ice into a glass and poured Celine a double J&B.


Celine snatched it out of her hand and took a gulp. ‘Christ, that’s better. You’re a good girl, Madeleine.’


Maddie rolled her eyes. ‘Did I just hear you correctly?’


‘Archie says you’re thinking of quitting.’


‘Celine, I’m always thinking of quitting. Maybe I wouldn’t if you stopped calling me a useless bitch.’


‘You know I don’t mean it.’ She gestured at the TV again. ‘I don’t need reminding that another year’s over. Put one of my films on.’


‘Which one?’


‘Pretty Woman.’


Maddie connected the hard drive and scrolled through the menu until she reached the Julia Roberts folder. She still couldn’t reconcile Celine’s hard-bitten outlook on life with her addiction to nineties romcoms; Maddie had lost count of the number of scratchy motel chairs she’d sat in, waiting for her boss to fall asleep while When Harry Met Sally or French Kiss played out to their predictable conclusions.


Celine rattled the glass for a refill. ‘So. What are we gonna do about Ray?’


‘You’re the boss.’


‘You know he’s got a thing for you, Madeleine.’


‘Ray’s got a thing for everyone with a vagina. He’s a dickhead.’


Celine sighed. ‘I know. The cute ones always are. He’ll have to go. But that doesn’t solve your problem, does it?’


‘I’ve got a problem?’


‘You need a man in your life, Madeleine. It’s about time you put your past to rest.’


‘Not this again. What the hell am I going to do with a man?’


Celine cackled. ‘Well, if I have to tell you . . .’


‘You want to tell me how I’m supposed to maintain a relationship when I’m on the road with you nine months out of the year?’


‘Yeah, yeah, guilt-trip the old woman. You should go to the party tonight. See if you can snag yourself one of those cute crew members in their tight white pants. How long has it been? You know, since you last . . .’


‘None of your business.’


‘That’s not an answer. You want me to ask Archie what he—’


‘Enough with the personal stuff, Celine.’


‘Just saying, you deserve better outta life.’


‘Okay if I use your bathroom?’ If she took her time in there, with any luck Celine would pass out in front of the movie and she’d be able to slip away without too much of an ear-bashing.


‘Go right ahead.’


Maddie fled inside it and locked the door. It was three times the size of the one in her cabin, with a whirlpool bath and a pyramid of rolled white towels. She sat on the toilet lid and rubbed her temples. Thanks to that hipster guy, Celine would be in funk for the next week at least. And no doubt the footage he’d taken would already be all over YouTube. Celine had only signed up for the cruise to get away from the heat after the Lillian Small debacle, but they’d both known it could backfire on them.


After it had all blown up, Maddie had never said ‘I told you so’. She’d warned Celine not to go on Eric Kavanaugh’s Black Thursday Remembrance Show; the shock-jock was notorious for skewering psychics, scientologists and spiritualists. Plus, Celine had been one of the much-maligned ‘Circle of Psychics’ who’d joined together to ‘use their combined energy’ to ascertain the apparently mysterious causes of the four plane crashes that had occurred back in 2012. Kavanaugh had gleefully ripped the psychics a new one when the NTSB released its findings and it transpired that the psychics had struck out on all counts. To be fair, Celine had been holding her own until the subject of the Florida crash had come up. Maddie still had no clue what had possessed her boss to insist that Lori Small and her son Bobby, two of the passengers aboard the aircraft that had plummeted into the Everglades, were alive. Even when Bobby and Lori’s DNA was discovered amongst the wreckage, Celine continued to proclaim that the mother and son were out there somewhere, wandering the streets of Miami, suffering from amnesia. She’d gone too far to back down. Tragically, Lori’s mother, Lillian Small, had spent all her savings hiring private detectives to follow this dubious lead, and now an enterprising lawyer had taken on her case and was gunning for Celine.


It wasn’t the first time Celine had got it wrong – but it was certainly the most high-profile of her blunders. But then . . . Maddie wasn’t being entirely fair, was she? Celine had occasionally been right, hadn’t she? There was tonight’s insulin revelation for a start (but it was possible Ray had passed on that nugget – she’d have to check). She knew that statistically Celine had to hit on some facts that weren’t fed to her by Maddie or whichever hapless ex-cop she’d hired to play the part of her bodyguard, but it still made her feel uneasy. And the guilt she usually managed to keep at bay was getting to her. Needling at her. It was a mistake getting to know the Friends. Maybe she should just quit. And do what? A shitty minimum wage job was the best she could hope for with her record. She could always move back to the UK, slink back with her tail between her legs. Her sister would love that: I told you so, Maddie, I told you it would all end in tears.


‘You fallen in?’ Celine shouted.


‘Coming!’ Maddie called. So much for Celine passing out. She was about to get up, when the floor lurched, forcing her to grab onto the toilet-roll holder. Her knees began juddering, a strong vibration hummed under her feet. The lights flickered, there was a long mechanical yawning sound and then . . . silence.


Pulse thumping in her throat, Maddie unlocked the door and hurried into the suite. ‘Celine? I think there’s something wrong with the ship.’


Maddie was expecting Celine to say something along the lines of: ‘You’re goddamned right something’s wrong with the ship, it’s a shithole,’ but her head was slumped forward; her arms hung listlessly over the chair’s sides. The glass lay on the carpet where it must have slipped from her fingers.


On screen, Richard Gere rolled down Hollywood Boulevard. Then the television blinked off.


‘Celine? Celine, are you okay?’


No answer.


Maddie crept forward and touched the crepey skin on Celine’s forearm. No response. She moved around to face her and sank to her knees. ‘Celine?’ Without lifting her head, Celine sucked in a breath, then began humming a jaunty, jazzy tune that reminded Maddie of Lizzie Bean, another (albeit less vocal) of Celine’s spirit guides. ‘Celine?’ It was becoming difficult to swallow. ‘Hey . . . Come on, Celine.’


Celine raised her head, a look of such raw terror in her eyes that Maddie yipped and fell back on her haunches. ‘Jesus!’


Maddie leapt to her feet, meaning to lunge for the phone, but then the lights went out again, and she stumbled as the ship listed to the left. She fought to control her breathing, had almost done so when a voice cut through the silence. ‘Ho-hum, me old ducky,’ Archie cackled. ‘This is going to be fun.’










The Condemned Man


Gary pressed his forehead against the wall, shivering as the cold water streamed down his back. The skin on his stomach and inner thighs stung from where he’d scrubbed at himself with Marilyn’s nailbrush; the pads of his fingers were ridged and waterlogged. He’d been in the shower for upwards of an hour, and the reek of Pantene was becoming unbearable – he’d used all of the complimentary body wash and Marilyn’s shampoo on last night’s clothes, stomping on them like a demented wine presser. They were bundled in a ball in the corner of the stall: without bleach, there was no guarantee they didn’t hold a trace of his girl’s DNA. He’d have to dump them over the side as soon as possible.


Concentrate on the water. Think about the cold. But it wasn’t working; the black thoughts were creeping back. Marilyn had bought his upset stomach excuse, but he doubted she’d let him skip the evening’s festivities unless he was really at death’s door. He supposed he could make himself vomit within her hearing, stick his fingers down his throat, but he was so consumed by anxiety he was beginning to think he wouldn’t have to fake it. 


Because they must have found his girl by now. The cabin stewards were thorough, servicing the cabins twice a day, and it’d been more than twelve hours since she’d—


A rumbling under his feet; a jolt. The shower water sputtered and Gary opened his eyes onto blackness. For a second he was convinced he’d gone blind – a punishment from God! – then, as a vibration rocketed up through the soles of his feet, it dawned on him that something was wrong with the ship. He shut off the water, fumbled for a towel, and listened. The background whir of the air-con was absent, which made his head feel lighter somehow, as if he could finally think rationally. He felt around the sink for his glasses, then edged his way out of the bathroom. He waited for his eyes to adjust to the darkness – but of course they weren’t going to adjust, there was no natural light in the cabin; he always booked one of the cheaper internal staterooms. An alarm beeped several times, there was an unintelligible message crackling with static, and then: ‘G’day, ladies and gentlemen, Damien your cruise director here. Just to let you know we are experiencing an electrical problem. There is no cause for alarm. For your own safety, please return to your staterooms and wait for further instructions, thank you. And like I say, there’s no cause for alarm. We’ll be updating you in more detail shortly.’


Gary inched his way to the door and eked it open. A bare-chested guy wearing plastic devil horns rounded the corner, a woman in a bikini and strappy gold heels jiggling after him. As they came closer, the emergency strip lights on the floor turned their skin a sinister greenish colour. The floor dipped and Gary stepped back, letting the door slam. Saliva flooded into his mouth. Outside, doors banged, a woman hollered, someone shouted for Kevin to ‘get a fucking move on, dude’.


He shuffled back to the bed, flinching as the lights wobbled on. They were far dimmer than usual, and cast a sallow glow around the cabin. Water crawled through the hair on his legs, his panic now so intense he could almost see it as a physical thing in his peripheral vision.


It was just a mechanical glitch – it happened all the time, Foveros was notorious for them. And even if they had found her, the last thing they’d do is stop the ship. No. He was just letting paranoia get the better of him again. He squeezed his wrist, clung to the shallow thump of his pulse, made himself count back from a hundred. Then again. And again. Good. It was becoming easier to breathe.


The lock clicked, the door slammed open and Marilyn burst in. ‘Gary! You’re here!’


Speak. ‘Where else would I be?’


‘Honey, I reckon we should get out of here. Get to the muster station. I could’ve sworn I smelled smoke.’


‘Damien said we’re supposed to stay in the staterooms.’


‘Didn’t you hear me? I smelled smoke, Gary.’ She was out of breath, her flat face greasy with perspiration. ‘The elevators have stopped working – gotta be people trapped inside. What do you think’s happened?’


‘Some sort of mechanical fault. Nothing serious, you’ll see.’ His voice sounded uneven, a pitch higher than usual, but she didn’t seem to notice. Marilyn wasn’t the most observant of people – one of the reasons he’d married her.


Marilyn narrowed her eyes. ‘Honey . . . why aren’t you dressed?’


‘Been in the shower.’


‘Again? With all this happening?’


Deep breath, don’t lose it. ‘I was in the shower when it happened.’


‘And you really think it’s nothing serious?’


‘Yeah. Remember what happened to The Beautiful Wonder? They fixed that in no time.’


‘Oh. I guess . . . I still think we should go. Paulie and Selena said they’d wait for us on Eleven. Remember, hon, our muster station is right there.’


‘Who the hell are Paulie and Selena?’


‘They’re just the cutest couple. We got talking at dinner. I decided to go to the Lido buffet instead of Dreamscapes, although the lines at the noodle bar were so long! That was how we got talking – in the line. We were sitting together on the Tranquillity deck when it happened. And hon, you’ll never guess what.’


‘What?’ He did his best to sound and look interested. His cheeks were aching.


‘They’re Silver Foveros cruisers just like us, and they were on The Beautiful Wish last year – the Bahamas route – just a week after we went!’


‘Amazing.’


‘I know, right? That’s what I said. They were really concerned when I told them you were feeling sick.’ Typical Marilyn: she made it her mission to hook up with as many strangers as she could on their yearly cruise. Most of her new friendships were short-lived, she was fickle like that. Gary toyed with the idea of asking her if she’d noticed his absence early this morning. It wouldn’t be that unusual, he’d been feigning insomnia for years, and she hadn’t yet taken issue with his excuse that the only way to cure it was to go for a walk. But this was different. If she had woken in the early hours and noticed he was gone, would she be prepared to give him an alibi? He couldn’t be certain. He pictured her seated in court, sobbing that she had no idea she’d married a monster.


‘Gary!’


‘Huh?’


‘I said, I still think we should get going. Aren’t you going to get dressed?’


‘You go. I’ll catch up.’


‘But what if—’


‘Just go, Marilyn.’


‘You don’t need to snap at me.’


Dial it back. ‘It’ll be fine, babe. Things like this happen all the time on cruises.’


‘But I need you, Gary.’


‘Hon, I’m still feeling icky,’ he winced at the word – a Marilyn word – but it did the trick.


‘Oh Gary, I didn’t even ask how you were feeling.’


‘I got sick again, had to use your shampoo to clean my clothes.’


‘Oh baby, don’t worry.’


Gary gave himself a mental pat on the back. ‘Now, you go and join your friends and don’t worry about me. Damien wouldn’t have told us to stay in the staterooms if there was any real danger.’


‘If you’re sure?’


‘I’m sure. If they tell us to head to the muster stations I’ll come find you.’


‘Okay. I hate leaving you, it’s just . . . I don’t think I could handle staying down here.’


She moved to hug him, and he leaned back, falling onto his elbows. ‘Better not. I might be contagious.’


‘You’re so thoughtful. You know where to go, right, babe?’


‘Uh-huh. I’ll feel so much better knowing you’re safe.’


He almost screamed with relief as the door closed behind her.


Now. Think coolly and calmly. Run through it again, and this time, don’t lose it.


He’d chucked the remaining pills down the pan in the men’s room outside the Sandman Lounge, so that just left his clothes, gloves and cap. He could get rid of those easily during the party when everyone would be whooping it up. But . . . what if they cancelled the festivities? That would depend on whether they sorted out the mechanical glitch or whatever it was in time. They would. He couldn’t worry about that.


Next – would her friends remember him? He hadn’t drawn attention to himself, hadn’t even spoken to his girl at the bar, and he prided himself on his bland appearance. He knew from years of careful study that people tended to fixate on obvious characteristics – a moustache, spectacles, garish clothing, a limp. The security cameras and face recognition systems shouldn’t be an issue – he’d kept his head bent as he’d followed her to her cabin, and his cap would’ve hidden his bald spot. Once he’d disposed of his clothes, there’d be no way they could identify him, and in any case, his plain navy sports shirt and khaki shorts weren’t particularly distinguishing, and could even be mistaken for the uniform worn by the low-level staff.


All good.


So why did he still have the feeling he was missing something? Think.


It hit him like a shock of ice water: the ‘Don’t Disturb, I’m Cruisin’ n Snoozin’’ sign. He had the sickening feeling that he’d already snapped off the surgical gloves when he slid it over the door handle. Ah, God. His DNA and fingerprints would be on it. Could he say he’d touched it as he walked past?


Yes. No. How would he explain what he was doing on her deck? Her stateroom was one floor above his, but it was situated halfway along a corridor that led nowhere.


It was his punishment for deviating from the plan. It was supposed to have happened tonight, New Year’s Eve, when everyone would be drunk and occupied. He was usually so careful. Mr Contingency. He never took chances. He wasn’t sloppy. He had a system. But there she’d been, alone at the bar, staring wistfully at her friends, who were dancing and flirting with the rest of the singles group. It had been too good a chance to pass up. He’d given in to temptation, and now he had to pay. There was a very good reason he always did it on the last night of the cruise – the chaos as passengers were herded off the ship the following morning meant that the chances of a clean getaway were far higher. Most of his girls wouldn’t fully recall what had happened to them until much later. Days, weeks, even. And by then it would be too late. Plus, he’d read on countless forums that the security staff were prepped to convince victims of on-board sexual assaults not to press charges. The last thing Foveros wanted was more adverse publicity.


But if they had discovered her, they’d be forced to investigate. Foveros already had a bad rep for safety on board, and then there were all those accusations that the company wasn’t keeping up with hygiene requirements. They’d be stupid to try to hide this.


What had possessed him?


Perhaps he’d been lulled into a false sense of security because it had all been going so well up till then. On the first day, he was always especially attentive to Marilyn, arriving early and booking her into the spa so that she’d be occupied while he did his preliminary sweep of the passengers. Foveros’s New Year’s cruises always attracted a batch of eager singles, and he wasn’t fussy about age. He preferred slightly larger ladies, blondes or redheads. No one too obviously confident; a follower rather than a leader. Over the years he’d become adept at picking out the ugly duckling at the party, the hanger-on, the afterthought bridesmaid at the bachelorette party. There were usually hundreds of Brits on the New Year’s cruise, eagerly taking advantage of budget cabins and cheap cocktails. Brits partied harder than American girls, and (in his opinion) tended to have lower self-esteem.


He’d spotted his girl that evening during Happy Hour in the Sandman Lounge, had watched her out of the corner of his eye while Marilyn got steadily drunk on half-price Mai Tais. It always amazed him how he recognised his girls straight away, as if they were calling out to him. She was just his type, thirty or forty pounds overweight, stringy blond hair, hanging out on the periphery of a large group of thirty-somethings, laughing self-consciously at their jokes. On the second day he’d seen her in the pizza queue, her thighs and shoulders bright red from over-exposure to the sun, and it was even more obvious that she was being sidelined by the rest of her group (he’d rejoiced at the bleakness in her eyes). Another piece fell into place when she’d excused herself, and he’d followed, keeping his distance, as she made her way to her stateroom – taking the stairs rather than the elevator. Gary noted her stateroom number – M446 – and walked on past.


And last night, well . . . it was almost as if it was meant to be. Marilyn had been exhausted by the time they returned to the ship after the day in Cozumel. He’d signed them up for a beach resort excursion followed by a tour around some dull Mayan ruins (Marilyn had complained about the heat and the mosquitoes the entire time, as had most of their fellow cruisers), and doped by the unusual amount of exercise, she’d fallen asleep almost as soon as they’d returned to the ship. He’d sneaked out, intending only to continue his recce and make absolutely sure the girl he’d chosen was The One.


And there she’d been, waiting for him.


He always kept his tools on him – it wouldn’t do for Marilyn to come across the little bag of goodies. It had been easy to saunter to the men’s room, pocket his glasses and don the cap. Easy to check that the barman and the surrounding patrons were otherwise engaged. Easy to crumble the tablet into her cocktail glass. Easy to hang back and watch as she began to lose focus. Easy to wait for her to stumble out of the room. Easy to watch her weave her way into the elevator, while he made his way down to her deck via the stairs. Easy to trail her down the corridor, feeling his pulse quicken, anticipation twitching in his groin. Easy to lend a hand when she fumbled with the key-card. Easy to shoulder his way in, murmuring that he was just there to help her. Easy to—


Gary jumped as seven loud beeps echoed over the PA system, followed by: ‘G’day, ladies and gentlemen, Damien your cruise director here again. We are now asking you to calmly and carefully make your way to your assigned muster stations. This is not a drill, but there is no cause for alarm. Crew members will be on hand to help you find your assigned stations, which will be clearly marked on the back of your stateroom doors and on your Foveros Fun Cards. I repeat, there is no cause for alarm. Your safety is our primary concern.’


The sound of raised voices, slamming doors and running feet floated in from the corridor. Gary didn’t move, merely listened as the chaos outside petered away.


He counted back from a hundred again, had reached fifty when he heard someone – presumably a cabin steward – knocking on the doors. His fingers hurt from clenching and unclenching them. His bowels cramped. Should he hide? He could squeeze into the wardrobe. But what if the steward had been told to search the entire cabin? It wouldn’t look good if he was found cowering in a closet.


His girl was supposed to have been number four. His lucky number.


He’d helped her over to the bed – she hadn’t said much, murmured she was feeling sick, something like that. She’d slumped onto her back, her eyes glassy. When her face went slack, he began. He didn’t allow himself to touch at first, just look. Then, lightly, softly, he ran his hands over her thighs, breasts and torso. Tight shorts, a strappy top. He yanked the top up, revealing a flesh-coloured bra. He’d have to roll her over to undo it, had been about to do just that, when she’d coughed, gurgled, and he’d jumped back as vomit spilled out of her mouth. She shuddered, coughed again. Choking. She was choking. He—


Bang, bang on his door. He sat absolutely still. Bit down on his tongue, hoping against hope that whoever it was would pass on. The lock clicked, the door opened and an Asian man poked his head inside. He wasn’t their usual steward – a pretty Filipino girl Marilyn had taken an instant disliking to. ‘Are you unwell, sir?’ the steward asked. ‘Did you not hear me knocking the door?’


‘No. I’m fine. Just tired.’


‘Sir. You have to get to your muster station. Do you know how to get there?’


‘Are you checking all the cabins?’


The steward frowned.


Gary could hardly believe he’d said something so stupid. ‘I mean, to make sure that everyone will be safe.’


‘Oh yes, sir. Your safety is important to us.’


‘I need to get dressed.’


‘Please hurry, sir. I will come back.’


So this was it. If she hadn’t been found, if by some miracle her friends or steward hadn’t discovered her yet, there was now no chance she’d remain undetected. He pulled on a pair of shorts and a shirt, trying not to think about the sodden clothes in the corner of the stall. Then he sucked in a breath and slipped his feet into his sandals.


His only chance was to brazen it out.


He hadn’t even checked to see if she was still alive, but he’d known. Known in his gut that she wasn’t. His girl had choked to death while Damien chirped on the TV, the back of her hand flapping on the mattress, smack, smack, smack, ‘. . . don’t forget to check out our signature stand-up shows in the Starlight Dreamer Lounge . . .’ smack, smack. ‘. . . and for a limited time only, Xenus watches will be going for a staggering forty per cent discounted price . . .’ After several unendurable minutes, a sound came out of her throat . . . not a death rattle exactly, but a hiss. A final, defeated exhalation. Without considering the implications of what he was doing, he’d used his foot to roll her off the double bed and into the gap between it and the wall, and threw the duvet over her.


That had been his greatest mistake. Now they’d know for sure that someone else was involved. If he’d just left her lying on the bed, more than likely they’d put her death down to alcohol poisoning.


He crept out into the now deserted corridor and waved at the steward, who was checking the last of the staterooms and sliding red cards into the key slots. ‘Thanks for waiting,’ Gary called. ‘Sorry to cause any trouble.’ Good. His voice sounded calm, controlled. The man I encountered did not appear anxious or guilty, he imagined the steward relating to the head of security – or God forbid the FBI or Scotland Yard or whichever agency was tasked with investigating British passengers’ deaths.


‘No problem, sir. Please hurry. Your life vest is there at your muster station.’


Gary walked stiffly towards the stairs, his sandals slop-shooshing on the carpet. It was gloomier here, the staircase’s metal rails warm from countless hands. He sniffed. Marilyn was right, there was a smoky odour wafting from the lower level. He increased his pace, hesitating when he came to his girl’s floor.


It would be so easy to hurry around the corner and peer down the corridor to her stateroom. He took a couple of steps towards the next flight, then whirled around and jogged back towards the entrance to her deck. His gut clenched again – he couldn’t quite believe what he was doing, but something had taken him over and he couldn’t stop.


The red cards indicating that the cabins were unoccupied were all slotted into the doors of the staterooms leading up to hers. The corridor stretched like an optical illusion, its end shrouded in darkness. He hustled along it, stopping dead when he saw the red card inserted into his girl’s door, too.


Someone had checked the cabin. If they’d found her, he would have expected to see a security presence, unless the ship was already engaged in a cover-up. Or perhaps she’s not dead, after all. She could be in the medical bay, groggy and confused, trying to piece together the night’s events. He retraced his steps, moving as fast as he could, and it was only when he reached the stairwell that it hit him: he’d forgotten to shield his face from the security cameras.










The Devil’s Handmaiden


Althea slapped on the smile she reserved for the most difficult passengers, and waited for the man lumbering down the corridor towards her. Mr Lineman; stateroom V23. He and his wife were truly disgusting, leaving their toilet bowl stained and sodden towels all over the floor. ‘Hello, Mr Lineman,’ she called, adding a respectful lilt to her voice. ‘You should be at your muster station now.’


He huffed, his cheeks flushed from the effort of walking the hundred metres or so from the stairwell. The dim emergency lights accentuated the folds in his baggy face; his knees sagged under the strain of the load they were forced to carry. ‘Just what in the hell has happened to the goddamned ship?’


 ‘I am so sorry, Mr Lineman, but I don’t know any more than you do.’ This was almost true – she’d been napping at her station when the Bravo alarm had sounded – but she’d heard from Maria, her supervisor, that B Deck had been evacuated because of the smoke. Althea wasn’t worried. In her four years of working for Foveros, there had been several similar incidents, and Maria had said the fire was minor.


‘Why the hell can’t we stay in our staterooms?’


‘It’s for your own safety, Mr Lineman.’


His jowls wobbled. ‘I thought there was no danger? Damien said there was no danger.’


Smile still in place she said, ‘That is true, but it is standard procedure for the captain to muster the passengers in a situation like this. I really must urge you to return to your station.’


‘I had to come back for my medication. You people want me to get sick?’


 No. I would like you to die a lingering, painful death. ‘Of course not, Mr Lineman. A crew member should have accompanied you back to your stateroom. Would you like me to collect it for you?’


‘I can do it.’ He flicked the red card that she’d inserted into his stateroom’s lock. ‘What the hell’s this?’


‘It indicates that your stateroom has been checked and is empty, Mr Lineman.’


‘Hmmmf.’ He threw it on the carpet, slid his own card into the slot and slammed his way inside the suite.


She leaned against the wall and stretched like a cat while she waited for him to re-emerge. That bitch Maria would be on the prowl if she wasn’t done soon, and she still had to check Trining’s station on Five Aft – she’d meant to do it hours earlier. The lazy puta had come to find her at lunch, said she’d started puking halfway through her morning shift, but Althea suspected she’d been drinking again. Trining was already on a warning – it would be her third sick day this month – and she’d promised Althea fifty dollars if she’d cover for her. The extra money would come in useful, but today Althea could do without the hassle. Her limbs were heavy with exhaustion; she hadn’t been sleeping well. She’d convinced herself that she was tired all the time because she’d been working too hard, taking on too many extra duties.


The alternative didn’t bear thinking about.


Damien’s voice droned over the PA system, repeating the same message yet again. The man was in love with his own voice. Althea had never spoken to him, but Rogelio, the only pinoy assistant cruise director, said he was an egoist with a nasty heart. Rogelio . . . now there was someone she should have married. Handsome, hard working, and always courteous. The opposite of Joshua.


The toilet whooshed in Mr Lineman’s cabin, and seconds later he reappeared, a hefty Walgreens bag cradled in his arms. She smiled again, but he stomped past her without a word.


‘Putang ina mo,’ she said under her breath.


He paused and turned, his piggy eyes gleaming. ‘What was that?’


Shit. ‘Excuse me?’


‘What did you just say? What language was that?’


‘Tagalog, Mr Lineman.’


‘Taga what?’


‘Tagalog. It is a Filipino language.’ You ignorant pig-bastard. ‘I was merely wishing you good luck,’ she lied. 


‘Learn to speak English, why don’t you,’ he muttered. 


Althea wished that she could tell this stupid cone-head that she spoke English, Spanish and Tagalog fluently and could curse in five additional languages, whereas he could barely speak one, but she would lose her bonus if he gave her a negative rating. ‘I am so sorry, Mr Lineman. I meant no offence.’


He looked slightly mollified. This time, she watched him carefully as he trudged away. The ship was listing more radically now, enough to affect his balance. Good. Fall, bastardo, fall.


She replaced the red card in his door and then checked the suite shared by the two seniors, Helen and Elise. Spotless – their twin beds were exactly as she’d left them when she’d serviced their stateroom earlier that evening. She expected a large tip from these two. Althea had worked on enough ships to recognise the big tippers, and it was never the ones who demanded extra bottled water every hour, bleated about the air-con temperature, or whined if she didn’t fold a different fuck-darned towel animal every night.


She moved onto the last suite – V27 – the psychic’s cabin. Devil’s work, her mamita would have called it. Mrs del Ray was a grumpy old bitch to be sure, but she was generous – Althea had already made extra money by turning a blind eye to the bottles of alcohol in her stateroom. The second she inserted her master key-card into the lock, the door was yanked open and Maddie, Mrs del Ray’s skinny assistant, lunged at her. ‘Althea! I thought you were the doctor.’


‘You are sick?’


‘Not me – Celine. Mrs del Ray.’


Althea followed her into the bedroom, where Mrs del Ray was sitting in her wheelchair, staring slack-faced at the blank screen of the TV. The room smelled of alcohol.


‘Celine? Celine? Althea is here,’ Maddie said in a sing-song voice, as if she was addressing a child.


Mrs del Ray looked up, her head lolling back on her neck, her eyes unfocused. She giggled, and flapped a hand in a vague greeting.


‘What’s wrong with her?’ Althea asked, her eyes drifting to the empty bottle of J&B next to the television. The woman drank too much – Althea was the one who lugged her empties to the glass crusher – maybe that was why she was sick.


‘I don’t know. She’s acting confused. I called the fucking . . . sorry’ – Althea nodded primly – ‘I called for the doctor as soon as the ship stopped, but no one’s come yet.’


‘You have tried to call again?’


‘Yeah. Haven’t stopped. There’s no answer at all now.’


Althea unclipped her radio and buzzed her supervisor. ‘Maria? Come in, Maria.’ Static hissed back at her. She tried again, with the same result. Susmaryosep. ‘May I try your phone, Maddie?’
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