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For all the victims on cruise ships and their families still searching for answers.
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Ben peeled back the double bed sheet. ‘Wake up, Mum! It’s morning. Let’s go swimming!’


Anya Crichton forced her eyelids to separate and saw her six year old standing over her, in rash vest and board shorts. From the sickly sweet smell, the globs smeared across his cheeks were sunscreen.


‘Come on, MUM!’


Part of her was impressed that he had thought of the sun protection, but the rest wished he could have slept longer – the bedside clock read 6.15 a.m. First hint of sunlight and he was wide awake, ready for the new day’s adventures.


She hauled herself up against the headboard and felt the vibration in the cabin. Despite a fitful night, she had escaped seasickness. For now. The last few days felt like a blur. Working in New York on an assault case involving the Jersey Bombers football team had been challenging but exhausting. The gift of a holiday on board the Paradisio with her son had been extravagant on the part of the Bombers’ owner. Only thing was, he had included her former husband in the ‘family’ holiday.


Ben had begged for the three of them to be together and, for his sake, Anya and her ex-husband had reluctantly agreed to put aside their differences. Besides, it made sense for Martin, who had custody, to bring Ben from Australia to visit New York and see the Bombers play live. From there, the flights to Hawaii had been uneventful. Unfortunately at check-in, the two promised cabins had been unavailable, and they’d been allocated the same suite. At both their insistence, Martin was given a separate cabin on a lower deck.


Now Anya had Ben to herself for the first time in weeks.


‘What about breakfast? Aren’t you hungry? I bet they do fantastic pancakes.’


Hands on hips, Ben tilted his head. ‘You never exercise or go in the water on a full stomach. We can eat after.’ He moved his arms so his palms faced upward, emphasising the point. The gesture belonged to his grandfather.


Anya pressed the heel of her hand on her forehead. ‘What was I thinking?’ One lunge and Ben was squealing in her arms.


‘How silly do you think I am?’ she teased, exposing his belly with the threat of more tickles.


The scent of sunscreen filled the air. Suddenly the holiday felt real.


‘You missed a tiny bit,’ she joked, rubbing her hands all over Ben’s face. He thought the action hilarious.


A knock on the door broke the moment.


‘Dad!’ He was off.


‘I’ll answer it. It could be anyone.’ Anya scrambled to her feet.


Before she could stop him, Martin had entered and hauled their son into his arms.


Anyone would have thought the pair had been separated a lot longer than one night.


‘Morning Annie.’ He glanced at her oversized Tweety Bird T-shirt. ‘Nice PJs. Didn’t we give you that when Benny Boy was born?’


‘It’s still comfy.’ It was all she could think to say. Truth was she wouldn’t ever part with it because it reminded her of happier family times. Something in Martin’s expression changed. He looked tired and drawn.


‘What happened? Party too hard after dinner?’ She regretted the tone as soon as the words came out.


He put Ben down. ‘I don’t have a hangover, if that’s what you’re suggesting. I was headed up for a jog, but if you’d like a lie-in? I can take—’


‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to . . .’ She grabbed her swimsuit and overdress from the bottom drawer and headed for the bathroom. ‘I’ll just be a minute.’


By the time she reappeared, the curtains were drawn back, the balcony door was open and a brisk sea breeze drifted through the cabin. They had been sailing since leaving Honolulu the previous night and she had barely registered the movement. No nausea, no dizziness, no vomiting, unlike her earlier experiences with boats. Maybe the trip would be a new beginning; for her stomach at least, she thought.


‘This is luxurious,’ Martin announced, coming in from the balcony.


Anya felt guilty. ‘What’s yours like?’


‘There’s a picture of a porthole. From the sounds of it, I’m just above the crew’s karaoke bar. Most of the rooms on the corridor are filled with guys in matching bowling shirts who aren’t exactly considerate of anyone wanting sleep.’


That explained Martin’s appearance.


Anya felt even guiltier. ‘Maybe we should take turns here with Ben.’


He gave her a look that meant swapping cabins wasn’t an option.


‘If you were disturbed,’ she said, ‘chances are others were too. It might be worth saying something to the purser.’


‘Hey look, Dad, this is where I sleep.’ Ben had climbed the ladder and plonked himself on the bed that lowered from the ceiling, above the double-seater lounge. ‘It goes away in the daytime.’


‘Like a secret bed!’ Martin pulled the sheet over Ben’s face. ‘I think I will complain. Two weeks of what happened last night will do me in. We could stop by the main deck on the way up to the pool.’


Complete with room keys, sunscreen, hats and sunglasses, they headed to the birdcage lifts. At that time in the morning, Guest Services was quiet. Martin was greeted by a smiling purser with a Jamaican accent. Ben sat on a lounge chair nearby with his favourite book – The A-Z of Animals.’


‘Last night,’ Martin began, ‘the noise on the corridor was louder than the crew singing karaoke below.’


‘Sir, the crew are entitled to their downtime and, unfortunately, there is little I can do about that. Some passengers who sleep lightly find earplugs helpful. They may be purchased in the shop on deck four.’


The response took both Anya and Martin by surprise.


‘Look,’ Martin attempted. ‘I’m into fun as much as the next guy, but last night deck one was out of control. A group of men were drinking outside the cabins and mucking around with fire-extinguishers.’ His voice lowered, ‘Some were naked and when I asked if they could keep it down, they became aggressive. To be honest, as a group, they’re fairly intimidating. I get cutting loose, but not with families all around. There was even a nude couple in the corridor at one stage having sex.’ He jabbed his finger into the desk. ‘It’s completely unacceptable. I don’t want my son or anyone else’s kids to have to see or hear that.’


Anya was surprised how annoyed Martin was. There was a time when he would have been the loud one in the corridor. He had been known to pull pranks at university, but they were harmless. Nothing like what he just described.


‘Well, sir, we take safety on board very seriously and interfering with fire equipment is a breach of our regulations.’


Anya glanced at Martin. ‘But nudity and intercourse in public areas isn’t?’


The purser gave her a sympathetic look. ‘Ma’am, it was our first night at sea. We find that people let off steam and have fun on vacation. It’s why they sail with us. They usually settle down after a couple of nights.’


He handed across a couple of drink vouchers. ‘We apologise for the inconvenience.’ His smile revealed fluorescent white teeth.


‘Is that it?’ Martin was incredulous.


‘I am only permitted to give you two vouchers.’


Martin breathed and his nostrils flared. ‘What happens tonight?’


The Jamaican man tapped into a computer. ‘I’ll have a security guard patrol that deck. You have a great day now.’


At least that was something. Anya touched Martin’s arm. Maybe the purser was right. It made sense that the first and last nights of a cruise would be the rowdiest. No one could keep up that pace for fourteen days.


‘They’ll be asleep by now. We could go play loud music outside their rooms.’ Anya smiled, remembering the accommodation hall at university. A friend had once rewired the speaker system to play ‘Too Many Times’ early the next morning after a ball. The number of angry sore heads proved it had been effective.


‘Maybe if you get seasick you could knock on one of their doors?’ Martin said. ‘You should have heard them carry on about a girl vomiting inside one of their rooms.’


Anya gestured for Ben and the trio caught the lift to the pool deck. Before Anya’s towel hit the lounge chair, Ben had slid into the pool. Martin took the opportunity to go for a run on the deck above.


The sun had risen but had no heat in it. A fresh breeze caught Anya’s hair as she pulled it back into a tie. Wisps at the side escaped and gusted about her face. Ben was already splashing in the pool and she imagined the holiday ahead – nothing to do but lounge around and enjoy time with Ben. She had forgotten what it was like being outside. Her body seemed to crave every hint of energy the sun bestowed.


At this hour, only a handful of people were up and about. A cleaning crew swept the wooden decks and collected rubbish from the bins. Towels were already stacked in readiness for the day ahead.


‘You coming in, Mum?’


Anya shed her sandals and lifted her dress over her head.


It had been a while since she had been in a swimsuit but, thankfully, her size and shape hadn’t changed, just succumbed to some gravitational pull.


She sat on the side of the pool and dipped her feet in. The cool water was refreshing. If she wasn’t fully awake, she soon would be. Ben dived under the surface and bobbed up like a dolphin. He had to be part-amphibian, she thought. For the moment they had the pool and quiet to themselves.


Anya closed her eyes to savour it. She missed Ben more than anyone knew and understood his desperate need to have both parents together sometimes. Just like she had wanted when her own parents divorced.


The peace was suddenly shattered.


‘ANNIE!’ Martin leant over the rail from the next level up. ‘Emergency! Need you up here now! Ben, you stay there.’


Martin disappeared. He had been an intensive care nurse and his tone was enough to alarm her. Whatever it was, he didn’t want Ben to see. ‘Dad and I need you to sit on the lounger. Don’t move anywhere, you’re like a statue,’ she said, pulling Ben out of the pool. ‘If you go back in the water, there’ll be no more swimming this trip. This is incredibly important, OK?’


Two elderly women in tracksuits saw the commotion and offered to sit with the boy.


Ben nodded and shivered. Anya wrapped a towel around his shoulders and another over the goose bumps covering his legs. ‘I’ll be right up there,’ she said, pointing to the balcony and throwing her dress on. Ben gave another understanding nod.


‘Call out if you need me.’ She thanked the women then rushed up the stairs, past a middle-aged man on his way down.


About ten feet along on the left, Martin was crouched at the open doors of a waist-high towel cabinet.


‘There’s no pulse. Help me lift her out.’


Anya couldn’t immediately see a face but bare feet protruded from the door.


She took the legs and Martin carried the limp top half of the young woman. Long, wet black hair obscured the face. They gently lowered her onto the hard deck and Martin commenced mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. Anya began cardiac massage and the pair worked in synchronisation.


A passenger had attracted the attention of a cleaner who dropped his high pressure hose and ran over.


‘This is a medical emergency; we need you to call for help.’


The panic on the cleaner’s face showed he understood.


A minute later, an officer arrived with a first-aid kit. He took out a one-way breathing mask and introduced himself as William. Martin stepped away and used the back of his hand to wipe what looked like a small amount of vomit from his mouth.


‘Please, not again,’ William muttered, kneeling down beside the patient. He began blowing into the tube on top of the mask.


‘Does anyone know what happened?’ he managed in between breaths.


Anya continued the compressions, desperate for the patient to breathe. She paused to feel for a carotid pulse.


No pulse.


‘Come on,’ she urged, locking her hands together and pressing on the chest with short sharp bursts. After each breath, William listened for any spontaneous sounds from the mouth.


‘Med team’s on the way.’ Breath. ‘Should be here any second.’ Breath.


Anya was unsure who William was reassuring.


A woman in a crisp white officer’s uniform squatted to their side, and unzipped a large backpack. A security man asked a small group of observers to step back.


‘I’m Karen, senior nurse on board,’ she puffed. ‘What have we got?’


Martin spoke. ‘Young woman. Feet were sticking out of that cupboard. When I found her, she wasn’t breathing and had no pulse. We commenced CPR . . .’ he checked his watch, ‘four, no, five minutes ago.’


The nurse dropped to her knees and snapped on blue gloves.


Anya continued compressions, sweat beading on her forehead.


‘She vomited and may have aspirated.’ Martin wiped his mouth again, this time on the crook of one elbow.


‘Reeks of alcohol. Do you have any medical training?’ The backpack contained a small oxygen tank, which the nurse connected to a mask and bag. Working from the top of the girl’s head, she extended the neck and placed a Guedel’s airway over the tongue. With the mask in place, she held one little finger under the chin and the others on top. A few bursts of oxygen were delivered before she reached for the carotid with her other hand. Anya paused.


‘My ex-wife’s a doctor and I’m a trained ICU nurse.’


‘In that case, can you grab me a sixteen-gauge cannula? And you may want to put on gloves and take over this end.’


Martin positioned his hands over the mask and continued to squeeze air into the girl’s lungs.


With Anya on the right of the patient, the nurse moved to the left and extended the arm. ‘Veins aren’t good, but we’ll give it a go.’ She pulled the plastic sheath off the cannula with her teeth and pierced the skin. ‘I’m in,’ she announced. ‘William, can you peel off some tape from the roll.’


The officer quickly obliged and the access vein was deftly secured.


‘Do you have adrenalin, I mean epinephrine?’ Anya had never understood why America used different terms from Britain and Australia for the same medication.


‘And an automated defibrillator.’ She held a mini-jet for Martin to see.


‘One to ten thousand epinephrine.’ Martin confirmed the dose.


While Martin and Anya continued their physical resuscitation, Karen injected the young woman’s only hope of survival.


‘You OK?’ The nurse glanced at Anya who nodded and continued compressions, pausing only for Karen to cut off the young woman’s blouse, revealing a flimsy bra. She slid it to waist level.


Anya looked up. A small group had formed and were watching, some even taking photos. ‘Can we get anyone who isn’t helping back,’ she said loudly. ‘Can you use towels to make a screen?’


This young woman deserved respect and privacy.


The nurse shouted orders to security and a wall of towels went up around them. She used a spare from nearby to wipe the chest.


‘No piercings, no underwire. We’re good to go.’ Karen placed one gel pad on the right side, the other below the heart on the left. The machine charged and Anya knelt back and held her breath. The adrenalin had the chance to circulate. All eyes focused on the tiny screen.


‘It’s VF. Everyone clear.’


Anya felt relief. At least it was a rhythm that might be shocked back into a heartbeat.


The young body bucked with the electrical charge. Martin felt for a pulse and his shoulders tightened. ‘No output.’


The monitor showed a flat line.


Anya resumed cardiac massage, with aching arms and cramping fingers. The physical effort was exhausting. But she was not giving up. ‘What if she’s diabetic and hypoglycaemic?’


‘Could be, if she’s been here all night.’ Without hesitation, the nurse inserted a large pre-packaged syringe into the vein. ‘Fifty mils of fifty percent dextrose going in.’


A tall olive-skinned man in white uniform arrived. He was unshaven, hair tousled.


‘What happened?’ His voice was gruff, and his accent eastern European.


The nurse filled him in.


‘Give Narcan.’ He remained standing, arms folded as if in judgement.


The antidote reversed any effects of narcotics, in case the patient had overdosed on codeine, heroin or morphine. It would not cause harm and could just save her life. The effect would be immediate. For the first time, Anya hoped illicit drugs were responsible.


The needle entered the cannula and the Narcan was injected. Nothing.


‘Mum!’ Anya heard Ben call for her and turned. He had slipped behind the towel screen and was crying, clutching one of the towels. ‘I got scared. You didn’t come back.’


Martin continued to squeeze oxygen into the lungs via the bag. ‘Hey buddy, this lady’s pretending to be asleep. Just like when we practise lifesaving on the beach.’


But it wasn’t the scene that disturbed Ben; it was their absence. Anya looked for someone to help. The women in tracksuits were nowhere in sight.


William was quickly at Ben’s side. He turned him around and knelt down to his eye level. ‘There’s someone I know who would just love to play with you.’


He called over a female crew member who poked her head over the towels. She had a broad smile and introduced herself to Ben with an English accent.


After a word and a trip to the railing, William returned. Anya was relieved but the muscle fatigue and hand cramping were taking hold.


‘One of our best kids’ club counsellors is with your son. If you like, I can take over.’


By now, short of breath and strength waning, there was no argument. She slid to the side; hoping blood had circulated to the girl’s brain with each press on her narrow chest.


Around a dozen staff stood guard and talked into phones, while peering over the towels. So much for privacy and dignity.


The ship’s doctor knelt down and listened to the lungs. ‘Air and fluid is in both sides. There is much congestion.’


Karen closed then opened her eyes. ‘About to give more epinephrine, and then a diuretic.’ Again, she presented the labels to Martin for verification while he kept up the rhythm of squeezing and relaxing the bag.


Within a minute, William was perspiring with his effort.


‘We should open her chest,’ the doctor announced.


Karen remained calm but assertive. ‘We’re not equipped for open heart surgery in the middle of the ocean. We can handle minor surgery but not that.’


Martin checked for a pulse then glanced up at Anya. The monitor still showed a flat line. Someone had to make a decision.


Karen noticed the exchange. ‘How long?’


‘Twenty-three minutes.’ Martin had slipped back into his former role.


‘What is the exact time?’ The doctor demanded. He was about to stop the resuscitation and record time of death. Anya did not want to give up. The girl was young. She deserved every chance. So did her family. Especially on a cruise ship. Death was the last thing anyone expected on a family holiday.


‘How about Flumazenil?’ She blurted. It reversed the effect of benzodiazepines, like valium and rohypnol, a date-rape drug.


‘It’s a good idea,’ Karen said. ‘We might just get lucky. If not, we can honestly tell the family we tried everything we could.’
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A little while later, Doctor Novak called the time of death.


Karen peeled off her gloves. The team had exhausted themselves. The young body could not respond.


William received a call on his phone.


He ran his spare hand through his cowlicked fringe. ‘A family’s just reported a teenager missing. Apparently her bed wasn’t slept in. Name is Lilly Chan.’


Karen sighed. ‘That’s the worst part of this job. Let’s hope Wonder Boy over there handles it with a bit of sensitivity.’


It was one of the reasons Anya had chosen pathology as a profession. It meant being removed from breaking the initial bad news and not knowing the deceased personally. As a forensic physician, she now dealt with injuries in survivors, which could be traumatic, but was still preferable to breaking bad news to relatives.


The doctor sat on a chair nearby, scribbling notes on a small pad in between scratching his unshaven chin.


‘Wonder Boy?’ Anya asked.


‘I shouldn’t say that. He’s from Croatia. Resumé is impressive. He was a military surgeon. His forte is cutting. People skills don’t figure in his repertoire.’


Karen tucked an escaped part of her shirt back into her trousers. She was a solid woman, about five eight with broad shoulders, the type who could have been a swimmer in her youth. The roundish face and full cheeks made her age difficult to estimate, despite the absence of any make-up.


Martin stood, arms by his side, staring at the lifeless body on the deck. Anya noticed his hands were shaking. It had been a while since he had been involved in a cardiac arrest.


‘How about you? What branch of medicine are you in? And please don’t say psychiatry.’


‘Pathology and forensic medicine. By the way, I’m Anya and this is Martin.’


A man dressed in a navy jumper and white trousers arrived. He bent over the body and began to take notes.


‘That’s David FitzHarris, Head of Security,’ Karen explained.


Anya quietly asked if she could borrow the nurse’s phone.


‘Why?’


‘The girl was in the cupboard, soaking wet. Someone put her there. For legal reasons someone should document where and how she was found.’


The possibility of a suspicious death didn’t appear to have crossed the nurse’s mind. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a smartphone. ‘I’ll pass them on with my report. Bosses are obsessive about paperwork, and everyone up the chain will have to be informed.’


Anya photographed the body, oxygen mask and defibrillator pads. The area around the young mouth had become paler, and lips a deep blue. Next she took images of the open cupboard and the dishevelled towels on the top.


‘Ma’am, I’m afraid I’ll need that phone.’


The head of security raised his gaze to meet Anya’s. Ice blue eyes peered from beneath dark eyebrows, with an intensity that was designed to intimidate.


‘It’s OK, Fitz, this is the doctor who helped us in the resuscitation effort, and her ex-husband’s an intensive care nurse. They were invaluable.’


The head of security used a rail to pull himself up to his full height of six foot or so before obscuring the lens with one hand. ‘Ma’am, I still cannot allow you to take photographs.’


Karen sighed. ‘She’s a pathologist, Fitz, and it’s my phone. For the report.’ She leant back on her haunches and rummaged through the backpack. ‘I’ll need to get something to wash out Martin’s mouth. We need to take some baseline bloods as well.’


Anya had almost forgotten. Any infection the girl had could have been transferred to Martin. Hepatitis, HIV and even ulcer-causing bacteria may have been transmitted during mouth-to-mouth breathing. It would be months before they knew whether Martin was completely clear of infection. Anya couldn’t help but feel concerned.


‘What about Ben?’ Martin’s hands still had a fine tremor.


William returned to the rail to check. ‘He’s smitten with Olivia, it seems. They’re playing Uno and he seems to be winning. If you like, she can take him with her to the kids’ club, and you can pick him up anytime. Gives you a chance to do what you have to.’


‘He’d love that,’ Martin said. Anya had to agree.


William disappeared down the stairs.


Karen’s pager beeped. ‘I have to get back to the medical centre. We can take those bloods and clean your mouth now if you like.’ Martin obliged and followed her.


‘A pathologist.’ Fitz looked Anya up and down, as if to say she didn’t look like one. ‘I don’t need to explain that we require complete discretion in this matter. For the sake of the family.’


Equal amounts of silver and brown were scattered throughout his short back and sides, a contrast to the dark eyebrows. The cut had the hallmark of former army, or police. The spare tyre around his middle suggested it had been a while since he had seen active duty.


‘I appreciate that,’ Anya said, ‘but we also need to give as much information to the coroner as possible.’


He frowned and gestured toward the hot spa three metres to their right. ‘Body’s soaking wet. Are we looking at a drowning?’


‘The problem is that Lilly was found inside the towel cupboard.’ It seemed certain the girl would be identified as the missing Lilly Chan.


His frown released. ‘A reasonable point.’ He moved to the cupboard. Anya followed.


He curled his lip and covered his nose with a hand. ‘Fermented vomit, smells like a big night.’


Anya took the best image of the regurgitated stomach contents. Digested alcohol was sickly sweet, one of the less offensive odours associated with death. ‘It proves she was alive when she was put there.’


‘Assuming it was her vomit.’


Anya was taken aback. Two people would never have fitted in that small space.


‘Am just saying. Never assume in this business. Maybe she crawled inside.’


Fitz received a text on his phone. He took a deep breath. ‘We need to move this along. There are over three thousand passengers on board looking for the good time they paid for. We need to clear this deck asap.’


Anya could not believe his priorities. A young woman had just died, and he was more concerned with partying passengers. ‘If Lilly was so drunk that she crawled into a cupboard for shelter, would she have bothered lifting all the towels to the top? Surely she would have shovelled them out onto the deck, or covered herself, especially if she was cold and wet.’


He didn’t answer the question. ‘Any idea what time that might have been?’


‘There was a heart rhythm, but no effective output when we found her. We were focused with saving her life, not calculating her core temperature.’ Anya felt her face flush with frustration, and anger that they had failed. Normally, death didn’t bother her this much, but it was the last thing she had expected on a family cruise. No doubt Lilly’s family thought the same.


‘OK.’ He lowered his voice. ‘I understand this isn’t easy, and you didn’t sign up for this. But you have specialised expertise that can help. I’ve got limited resources and we’re all under pressure to sort this mess out as quickly as possible. On a cruise ship, life goes on.’ He sounded weary. ‘I’m sorry I seemed rude. I’m David FitzHarris.’


‘Karen mentioned that. I’m Anya. Crichton.’


His eyebrows arched. ‘Then I’m pleased to meet you. Everyone calls me Fitz.’


Anya’s focus turned to the dishevelled towels on top of the cupboard. The ones downstairs had all been cleared and replaced when they had arrived.


‘What time were the towels changed? That may give some kind of window. Maybe the cleaners saw something.’


‘I’ll find out.’ Fitz took notes. He moved closer, out of anyone’s hearing range.


‘Any suggestion of sexual assault?’


The thought had occurred to Anya when she suggested they try Flumazenil. Fitz’s phone rang. This time he ignored it.


‘Without an examination, it’s impossible to say. Even then, it won’t always be evident.’


Fitz moved back to Lilly and checked beneath the waistband of her jeans. ‘No underpants. We’ll have to ask the family if going commando was her thing.’


Anya’s heart sank. At least Doctor Novak wouldn’t know to raise the issue when he broke the news to the family. That discussion would be difficult enough.


Very little of the scene made sense. The girl was fully dressed, and soaking wet, as if she had been placed in the spa. Anya moved back, bent down and examined the girl’s fingers. She took some close-up images, then raised the hand to her nose.


‘What is it?’ Fitz approached.


‘I can’t smell chlorine.’


‘That rules out the spa . . . and any of the pools.’


She’d been soaked in fresh water. It hadn’t rained the preceding night.


‘Are there surveillance cameras up here?’


FitzHarris shook his head. ‘There used to be one with a view of the spas until some genius ordered a noticeboard in its place.’ His phone rang again. This time he answered and listened before hanging up.


‘Family are heading down to the medical centre to confirm the identity. Joggers and early risers are already out. We need to move her fast.’


A stretcher arrived with two crew members. There was little more Anya could do here now, and the small crowd around the towels had multiplied. Word, like infection, would spread quickly on a ship.


FitzHarris called over one of the security officers and they had a private word. Anya assumed he was leaving instructions about securing the scene.


‘Hey!’ A crew member pointed at a couple who had been snapping photos.


Anya shielded Lilly’s body as best she could while it was transferred to the orange stretcher. She covered the girl with some clean towels, and gently draped another around her hair. Only a portion of her face was exposed, so she would be less identifiable if anyone knew her. From a distance, Lilly could have been sleeping.


FitzHarris ordered a clear path to the service elevators and he remained at Lilly’s head. Anya noticed how he heavily favoured one leg. A permanent injury could explain why he worked on a cruise ship instead of on the front line of policing or military service.


Anya began to replace the unused backpack contents, and was joined again by William. ‘Please stop.’ He helped her up. ‘I’ll get someone to do that. You’ve done more than enough.’


Her own hands began to shake as her adrenalin levels dropped.


‘How about I grab you a coffee? You look like you could do with one.’


William was right. She hadn’t had breakfast and needed some sugar. ‘My bag—’


He grabbed it from a locked cupboard adjacent to the towel receptacle. ‘I brought it up when your son went to the kids’ club. He’s a good lad, by the way. They serve cookies, morning tea and other snacks down there so he’s well looked after. My guess is, he’ll never want to leave.’


A club with other children, games and biscuits would be Ben’s idea of pure heaven. Anya had hoped to spend as much time as possible with him on this cruise, but for now she was glad he was occupied. It also gave her a chance to check on Martin once his blood samples had been taken.


They headed to the adults-only coffee club at the other end of the ship. William ordered and chose a table that was both outside and private. Most passengers were still sleeping or having breakfast. The water was calm and the sun had now appeared in its glory, warming Anya’s skin.


‘Thanks for helping. You were so . . . controlled . . . it made a difference to the rest of us. I know Karen appreciated it.’


Medical emergencies early in Anya’s career had taught her never to show panic, no matter how she felt inside. As the doctor, other staff looked to her for instructions. If the person in charge panicked, the patient had little or no chance of surviving. Anya’s apparent calm during the emergency belied her heart rate and fear of losing the girl.


‘Looks can be deceiving.’


The warmth of the drink seemed to soothe every part of her. The breeze flicked strands of hair across her forehead. She appreciated the need to debrief. It was natural for people who had shared a traumatic experience.


‘May I ask you a question, William?’


He blew on the coffee and tilted his head.


‘When you arrived and saw Lilly, you said, “Please, not again”.’


He straightened and his neck muscles tightened. ‘I shouldn’t have said that; it was unprofessional.’


He downed the rest of his coffee in record time and stood.


‘Have there been any other young women?’


He checked his watch. ‘It was a slip of the tongue. We always have injured people requiring attention. I’d love to stay and chat, but I’m afraid duty calls.’


He backed away and offered a salute. ‘Thanks again for what you and your ex-husband did.’


Loose lips sink ships, Anya thought. If Lilly had been sexually assaulted, she may not have been the first.


Anya decided to go back to the towel cupboard and see if they had missed anything obvious. This time she had her own camera from her bag.


Arriving at the spa, she had to double-check she was in the right place. Instead of being cordoned off, the site was spotless. Towels had been removed and two couples were immersed in the bubbles, laughing and splashing.


A yellow sign cautioned people to take care because the surface was wet. The deck looked as if it had been cleaned with a high pressure hose, small patches of water were glistening in the sunlight.


Anya could barely believe it and felt her anger rise. All chances of finding any further evidence had just been washed away. There was something obscene about a girl losing her life here and people celebrating in the same place within the hour. There were ten decks of places people could go for entertainment and another spa on the opposite side of the pool. Even paying customers should be able to put up with the minor inconvenience of being down one spa for a few hours.


David FitzHarris had said life went on, but he was negligent in his duty if he allowed this to happen to a potential crime scene. Anya felt her face flush more. Maybe leaving his former employment had nothing to do with personal injury.


Someone had been involved in Lilly’s death, intentional or otherwise, and any evidence of their presence had just been destroyed.
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Anya peered around the open door. Martin sat on a treatment bed. Its base doubled as storage cupboards. Like everything else on the ship, no space was wasted. A wooden cabinet with lockable glass doors contained a myriad of medications, overhead cabinets contained equipment for minor surgical procedures, and an adjustable light was positioned above the treatment bed. Behind it, mounted on the wall, was a blood-pressure cuff and a suction bottle. Not built for comfort, the bed was two-thirds normal length and Martin’s legs dangled over the side. A round bandaid was adhered to the inside of his elbow.


‘Not exactly the morning we had planned.’ He jiggled one leg, something he did when nervous.


Anya smiled and leant against the cabinet. ‘In a way it was lucky you found her and that we were there to help.’


Even so, there was nothing lucky about what happened to Lilly.


‘You know, I got tired of all the death and drama, but you’ve always been drawn to it.’


Anya stood upright, bracing herself for another argument about the effects of her work on their son. ‘That’s hardly fair—’


‘Annie, wait.’


The leg stopped jiggling.


‘This time I’m not blaming you.’ He peeled off the Band Aid and revealed a small bruise. ‘I went into automatic when I saw her lying there. It was as if I’d never been away from nursing. I didn’t even think about the risks.’


This was a side to Martin she had not seen for years. ‘I’m sorry you got the . . .’ she gestured around her mouth.


‘I’m not. It was worth it if it meant saving that girl’s life. You know what Ben means to us; she meant the same to her parents.’


Anya leant forward but the distant click of a door interrupted. It was soon followed by the sound of crying out in the corridor. Quiet sobs punctuated mumbled female voices; Lilly’s family.


Martin looked to the door as the sounds faded. ‘I was never any good at dealing with the relatives.’


‘That isn’t true. I remember the ninety-year-old woman who had a stroke one Christmas Eve and was unlikely to live.


‘She and her husband had been inseparable for over sixty years. He’d been by her side for days, and a decision had to be made about whether to switch off the ventilator.’


‘I remember.’ Martin half-smiled. ‘They desperately wanted kids, but it didn’t happen for them. They were each other’s world.’


‘Even though treatment was pointless, you talked the doctors into keeping her alive until Boxing Day, so they had one last Christmas together. That was kind.’


Anya thought she saw his eyes glisten.


‘He was so grateful for having the chance to say goodbye, his way.’


Karen knocked and pulled up a mobile stool. Her eyes were dark and she appeared drained. ‘I’ll send your bloods off. We can do some tests on board, but not all the HIV or Hepatitis antibodies.’ She paused. ‘If there are no questions, guess you’re done.’


‘How are you doing?’ Martin asked her.


Karen cleared her throat. ‘So far it’s not your average cruise. Our team has three nurses, but our second doctor had to disembark in Honolulu. His wife went into early labour, so we’re a doctor down until Fiji.’


‘Do you get a lot of deaths onboard?’ Anya asked.


‘I worked in Emergency for more years than I care to remember so I’m used to it. My husband and I loved water and planned to sail around the world when we retired. Died from a stroke eight years ago.’ Karen lowered her hazel eyes. ‘Since the kids were grown, I thought I’d see a bit of the world. We get a lot of passengers coming back for their twentieth or more cruise. The regulars become a bit like family. It’s the young ones . . . they’re the hardest. Enough moping. I’ve got some patients to check on, so better get moving.’


‘Can we at least get you a tea, or coffee?’ Anya offered. Her mother, a family doctor, often lamented the lack of opportunity to pause and refocus following an emergency.


Karen slapped both thighs and arose. ‘I’m fine. Paco, our steward, looks after us pretty well. If I get desperate, I can always break into the jelly bean jar.’ She took a deep breath. ‘Thanks again for your help this morning.’


For this nurse, there would be no time to debrief or come to terms with what she had just dealt with. No time-out. The next patient had no need to know what had happened, and expected all of Karen’s attention. Life went on.


As Martin and Anya left the medical centre, he paused. ‘Annie, this is going to sound so callous, but I got the rush. You know, that adrenalin buzz when it’s life and death and you can’t afford to mess up?’


She knew exactly what he meant. It was what drew certain personalities to emergency medicine.


‘I hardly even thought of Ben – saving that girl had to come first.’


This was a side to her former husband Anya hadn’t seen for many years.


Leading up to and following the divorce, he had openly resented her dedication and commitment to work. What he hadn’t ever appreciated was that when he gave up nursing, she had to work hard to support them. She had no choice.


Maybe Martin had begun to see things from her perspective.


He patted the crease of his elbow. ‘It’s eight o’clock. No wonder I’m starving.’


Heading to the lift, they caught sight of the backs of what she assumed was Lilly’s family, accompanied by Doctor Novak.


Four women huddled together, arms around each other in comfort, heads lowered. One turned around and, despite the long hair curtaining part of her face, she could have been Lilly’s twin. Anya and Martin stepped back, not wanting to intrude on their grief.


They took the next lift to deck nine and located a restaurant. Inside, a queue divided into two, one each side of a self-serve buffet. The sound of knives clinking on plates and animated conversation filled the area. A Filipino crew member handed each of them a melamine plate. The smell of bacon was too tempting to ignore. Anya had to admit she too was now hungry. Waffles with various syrups, eggs – scrambled and poached – ham off the bone, cooked beans, pastries, fruit and yoghurt all looked tempting. She chose small portions of fruit and drizzled maple syrup over a waffle.


Judging by the pile on Martin’s plate, he was ravenous. She wondered if he had missed anything on offer. A server poured them each a coffee from the machine. Anya added a glass of water. They found an empty table inside, next to the windows.


As Martin began to eat, Anya glanced around. Most of the children devoured doughnuts and pastries, while the parents preferred the hot food. Cereal and fruit seemed the least popular. One frazzled mother tried to coerce a toddler to eat some egg, with little luck. The father was reading a magazine and seemed oblivious to his wife’s plight. The child stuck his hands in some ketchup from the plate and smeared it over his shirt.


Martin pointed his knife in the family’s direction. ‘The husband thinks he’s a hero for giving her a break, but he begrudges the expense. She wants to get away so he will spend some quality time with his son. Despite room cleaners and cooks, the mother’ll stress because they’re out of their normal routine. Junior’s already fussy about food, and my guess is he won’t sleep well, so Mum’s in for a rough time.’ He placed some egg and ham on his fork as the toddler began to scream. ‘Dad thinks he’ll get sex as thanks for the holiday, but not with Junior in the room and her all stressed out . . .’


Anya took a bite of fresh pineapple and stared at her former husband in disbelief.


‘When did you develop that sort of insight?’


He grinned. ‘You learn a lot as a stay-at-home father. Playgroups are a real eye-opener. You know how women like to vent at those things.’


Anya didn’t know. Through no fault of her own, she had never been to one. She felt her resentment at the situation flare. More than anything, she had wanted to spend time with Ben, but part-time work wasn’t feasible. When the magistrate awarded custody to Martin, the primary carer, she was shattered. The judge argued that Ben was better off with the stay-at-home parent, rather than a nanny. It also meant that Martin didn’t have to work. He could surf and ‘find himself’ to his heart’s content.


The irony was that Anya had been the reliable and responsible parent, but that made no difference in court. She had to work even more hours to pay for two homes. Only Martin now had a girlfriend, which further complicated the situation.


She managed to suppress her anger though – she knew it was important to Ben that they got on and so far things had been going well.


‘How’s Nita? I didn’t even ask how she felt about you coming away.’


A large man tried to squeeze past, accidentally bumping Anya’s back. He held two plates stacked high with food.


‘She thinks Ben should spend more time with you. And the time away from us will be good for her. She’s been offered a job in London, and doesn’t know if she’ll take it.’


Anya paused, shocked. Ben had grown fond of Nita, and the relationship seemed mutual. She and Martin had been together for two years and, although not living with them, she was a frequent visitor to their home.


‘Does Ben know?’


‘I’m not that thoughtless,’ Martin snapped.


Anya glanced at the nearby tables in case anyone else had heard.


Martin sighed. ‘What I mean is, there’s no sense upsetting him until we know for sure. This trip of yours couldn’t have come at a better time, to be honest.’ He stabbed a hash brown with the fork.


Anya wanted him to explain why, but experience had taught her probing would only irritate him. He would open up only if and when he was ready. At least she understood better why he had been so eager to come on the trip.


Four men in their twenties staggered in, looking as if they’d slept in their clothes. They walked past the food line and into the dining area, as if looking for something better.


‘This boat is awesome!’ one shouted and raised his arms as if expecting a chorus of agreement. Some of the diners laughed, others kept eating.


‘Has anyone ever seen so many hot chicks after a good time?’ Sunglasses were fixed to the friend’s eyes. ‘So where do they keep the champagne cocktails?’


‘I don’t feel so good,’ the third one said. His shirt was clearly inside out. Without warning, he ran toward the exit, hand to his mouth. His friends laughed then disappeared out the balcony door.


‘Were they the ones from your corridor?’ Anya asked.


Martin shook his head. ‘Sounds like it was a huge night all over. If this keeps up, it’s going to be a very long fortnight.’


Anya felt sorry for him. Clearly, things weren’t going well with his girlfriend, he had been kept awake and intimidated by other passengers, and by being a good Samaritan, had exposed himself to the risk of serious infection.


A group of young women, all wearing sunglasses, silently traipsed to the juice bar. They, too, looked like they’d been up all night.


‘Maybe we’re the odd ones out. Somewhere along the line, we must have got old,’ Martin mused before consuming the last of his pancakes.


Anya disagreed. ‘We just grew up. We had to. We’ve seen too many lives ruined by excess alcohol and stupidity, on what should have been a fun night out.’


‘Casualty and the Saturday Night Specials.’ He chewed and swallowed. ‘You know, I used to begrudge having to work those shifts, plus Christmas and New Year because I didn’t have a family back then. Truth was, I hated seeing lives destroyed by drunk drivers, senseless brawls and overdoses.’


‘We were lucky. In our day, people used their fists, now young guys carry knives and guns.’


‘I worry about Ben, Annie. How do we protect him?’


She had wondered the same thing. ‘By encouraging other interests, like you’re already doing. Swimming, sport, study, weekends away, holidays, like this one. And show by example. It’s all we can do.’


‘You’re right.’ He locked eyes and Anya felt an intensity she hadn’t seen since they had separated. She wasn’t sure how to respond so she looked away.


‘Maybe you should head back to bed for a couple of hours and catch up on your sleep. You can use our cabin. I can check on Ben and—’


Martin finished the last morsel on his plate and patted his belly. ‘After that meal, I should go for two runs, but a snooze does sound like a good idea. My cabin will be fine, but thanks for the offer.’


He stood and left, while Anya chose to stay and finish her water. From her reading, a few years ago, people would average a one-and-a-half-pound weight gain during a week-long cruise. Now, it was more like three times that amount. Judging by the amount of food, even on kids’ plates, it was easy to see why.


A table nearby was cleared. Two women sat with their meals and a clean-shaven man in a gaudy shirt quickly homed in. The conversation was loud enough for everyone to hear.


‘Hey ladies, fancy coming back to my cabin for a bit of one-on-one, or should I say, two-on-one?’ He did a pelvic thrust and made a ‘V’ with his hands pointing to his crotch. A mother shielded her young daughter’s ears and told her husband to hurry and finish his food.


‘Come on.’ He invited himself to a seat. ‘You came here for a good time, I can make all your dreams come true, ladies.’


Anya found it difficult to believe that anyone would think a pick-up line like that would work.


One of the women giggled and covered her mouth. The other didn’t appear impressed.


‘Thanks, but we’ve got boyfriends back home.’


‘So? Some of us have got wives, but it’s cool. What happens on a cruise stays on the cruise, if you know what I mean.’


Within moments, the surrounding tables seemed to empty of families. There was something beyond annoying about the man’s arrogance.


The two women excused themselves and left, despite vocal protests from the man. Anya saw him look her way, and decided it was a good time to check on Ben.


As she left the buffet area, William approached.


‘Doctor Crichton, I’m really sorry to disturb you, but it’s about the incident this morning. Our head of security has asked if you could meet him as soon as possible.’ He leant closer. ‘In the ship’s morgue. Something about the body.’
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FitzHarris greeted Anya at the morgue.


‘Thanks for coming.’ This time he shook her hand. ‘Please understand that you’re under no obligation to further assist in this matter.’


‘If I can help, I will.’


FitzHarris nodded and led her into an area directly beneath the medical centre. The sudden change in temperature sent a shiver through her. ‘How many bodies can be accommodated?’


‘Most ships I’ve worked on can store three bodies, but this one has storage for six. I guess it’s because of the sea crossing between Hawaii and Fiji. Normally the family would disembark at the next port and the body would be repatriated from there. Sometimes, people request their loved one be buried at sea. In that case, we can do a small service with the captain officiating. Obviously, it’s something we wouldn’t advertise.’


Anya wondered about the implications if a post-mortem was required. In this case, without a pathologist to confirm the exact cause of death, a death certificate could not be issued. Small ports couldn’t always satisfy international travel requirements for a deceased person, let alone provide facilities and qualified staff for a post-mortem.


‘What happens from here? Are police likely to come on board?’


‘I’ve notified the captain, and he’s liaising with head office. According to our procedures, they’ll notify the Hawaiian coastguard who in turn contacts the FBI.’ He scratched the back of his neck. ‘I’m still waiting to hear back, normally they respond quicker than this.’


‘So what are you asking me to do?’


‘Doctor Novak took some bloods. We can test for basic things here but I thought you might be able to give us an expert opinion.’ He walked over to a metal door and opened it. Dark hair was visible. He pulled four gloves from his hip pocket.


‘You might want these.’


Anya took a pair. Due to the cold temperature, the powder on the latex made her cough.


Fitz slid out the metal drawer containing the body, and the stench of vomitus filled Anya’s nostrils. This time, a white sheet covered Lilly to the neck. 


‘Would you agree there was alcohol on her shirt?’


‘It was definitely present,’ Anya said.


FitzHarris took notes. ‘Apparently, the family swear blind she had never drunk before and never would. The sister spun some story about how Lilly couldn’t sleep so snuck out to Centennial Garden at around 10.30 p.m. to read – wait for it . . . Shakespeare.’ He rolled his eyes. ‘If she was checking YouTube or texting, I might buy it. Wouldn’t be the first time a kid from a good home went off the rails first chance they got.’


Anya examined Lilly’s hands – they were fine-boned with long, sinewy fingers. The tips on the left were thickened and raised. She checked the other side. Those cushions were bluish and soft. Every nail was neatly trimmed and free of polish. None was broken or damaged, to suggest a struggle. ‘Calluses are the result of repetitive stress and friction. The girl could have played a stringed instrument like the guitar. See the left hand?’


Fitz agreed. ‘Any further thoughts on why she was so wet?’


They had already agreed she hadn’t been in the spa or pools. ‘There were men with high-pressure hoses cleaning near where she was found, and then afterward as well.’ Anya emphasised the point about the destruction of evidence.


FitzHarris looked across, jaw clenched. ‘Are you serious? I left specific instructions for my men to secure that scene.’
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