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PATUSAN







CHAPTER 1

When you spend as much time at the mercy of the sea as I have, your soul forgets how to rest. As a seafarer, your ability to react to the slightest change in the environment, be it internally, in the structure and seaworthiness of your vessel, or externally, in the conditions of the ocean and sky that surround you, means everything. Lives depend on how quickly you can act. And the one person who must always be most attuned to each creak of a bulkhead or slam of the hull, to a shift in the cadence of the engines or the howl of the wind, is the captain.

Even when I’m on my off-watch, lying asleep in my narrow bunk, my soul remains alert. So that December night I was already sitting up before my first officer had finished rapping his knuckles against my cabin door, was swinging my bare soles to the cool linoleum by the time he entered and saluted me.

‘Sorry to disturb you, Captain.’ He had his feet planted wide, to counter the pitch of the ship in the waves. There was a near gale outside – the forerunner of a monsoon come early, climate change having sent nature’s calendar askew.

‘What is it, Yusuf?’

‘Flares sighted, sir.’

‘Flares?’ We were in the middle of the Indian Ocean, one thousand nautical miles from land in any direction – Africa, Sri Lanka, Sumatra – and even further from our home port. There were no shipping lanes nearby; no fishermen would venture this far offshore. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes, sir.’

I reached into my locker for tomorrow’s shirt. Pulled on my uniform trousers. ‘How many?’

‘Two. Both red parachutes. Umar saw the first one as it arced down. We waited two minutes, then a second went up.’

A gap of two minutes between the first and second. Red parachutes. Done by the book. I slipped on my shoes. ‘Any vessels showing on AIS?’

‘No, sir. But we’re picking something up on radar, seven nautical miles east-southeast. We thought it was just a rain shadow.’

I returned with Yusuf to the ship’s bridge. After the dimness of the corridor, the overhead lights were searing, and rap music blared from a phone. The air was spiked with spice and oil, and the spoor led to an illicit samosa wrapper by the bin.

Ensign Umar was hunched over the radar, examining the screen where the range rings glowed, green leaching into black. Rain clouds and the growing sea state created ghosts on the screen, coming, going, coming again, changing shape with every revolution of the radar antenna. On the windshield the wipers were set to maximum speed, and past the reach of their curves the glass was greasy with salt. Beyond, all was black.

I turned back to the radar screen. ‘Where’s the object?’

‘Here,’ said Umar, omitting the sir. I suspected the rap music was his fault; a lot of my men were just kampong boys, really. Village kids. Umar tapped the screen at five o’clock. I watched the blip, trying to discern a pattern in the jigging pixels, to find the constancy that would confirm the existence of a boat.

The rapper was still raging. ‘No one learns, key turns, kick back pales, first time fails.’

Music was banned on watch. Whenever I was on board, I switched off my personal phone and left it in my locker. Besides, even when we were within signal range, there was no one left to call me.

I blinked. ‘Ensign Mohammed Umar bin Rayyan. Turn that off!’

‘Yes, Captain.’ He scrambled to the electronics panel, where his phone was on charge. He constantly had it with him, was always polishing the glass, checking it was still tucked safe in its protective case.

After he muted the music, there was a moment of blissful silence. And then I heard it. A call on the radio.

‘—day, mayday, – ver—’

‘Umar! The VHF.’

He was already there, reaching for the fist mic with one hand and turning up the volume on the transceiver with the other. Static filled the bridge, rushing in my ears like the roar of water a drowning person must hear.

The call came through again. ‘May–, –day, may–ay.’ Everyone stilled. ‘—t Santa Maria, sailing ya– aria, sailing yacht Sant– Ma–ia.’

‘That’s a woman,’ Umar said.

I glared at him, straining to hear. Had she really said Maria?

‘—edical emergency. Require immediate assist—’ the woman said, in English.

I took the mic from Umar and replied, also in English, ‘Santa Maria, this is Royal Malaysian Navy patrol vessel Patusan, over.’

There was a crunch of interference, and I wondered if my transmission had failed to reach her. I waited, my finger hovering over the send button. Umar and Yusuf’s eyes were on me. Mine were on the radar screen.

‘Oh my God,’ she said, breathing distortion into her mic. She sounded British. ‘I thought you might be a mirage.’ She let out a noise, and I couldn’t tell if she was laughing or crying. ‘I’ve been calling for days. Then I saw you on my screen. This is Santa Maria. I mean mayday, I mean over.’

‘Ma’am,’ I said, as clearly as I could, ‘I understand you require assistance. I need to know the location of your vessel and the nature of your distress.’

The connection was stronger as she read out her lat and long. Umar wrote down the coordinates and nodded to indicate they corresponded with the blip on the radar. Yusuf changed our course.

‘Please come,’ she said, and her voice broke. ‘My husband. He’s badly injured. Very badly.’

‘Your vessel, ma’am. Is it disabled?’

‘No, but he’s hurt. He needs a doctor. Please hurry.’

‘We are on our way, ma’am,’ I said. ‘Our ETA is—’

‘Two eight minutes,’ Yusuf said, in Bahasa Malaysia.

‘Twenty-eight minutes,’ I relayed in English.

‘Oh God.’

The tremor in her words made me reach past Yusuf’s shoulder to nudge the throttles forward. Seawater exploded against the portlights. I couldn’t take us any faster in this sea state.

‘Ma’am,’ I said, clicking down to transmit. ‘What happened? To your boat? To your husband?’ There was just the soft crrr of white noise. I tried again, depressed the transmit button. ‘Ma’am? Can you tell me what has happened? With Santa Maria?’ I released my finger, listened. Again, nothing. Was I sensing reluctance, or was I reading too much into an unsteady radio link? Perhaps she was tending to him, out of reach of the radio.

Depress. ‘Ma’am.’ My voice swelled with professionalism – my ability to switch off the personal had proved a blessing in recent years. ‘We are coming to you.’ Release. Although perhaps benefit was a better term, since I no longer believed in blessings. Depress. ‘My officers are trained in first aid.’ Release. I wanted – needed – to keep her on the line. Depress. ‘Ma’am, what is your name?’

A crackle. ‘Virginie.’

‘Virginie. I am Captain Danial Tengku.’

‘Help us.’ Now she was definitely crying.

Often, when I think of my wife, I wish someone had been there with her at that terrible time. She must have been so frightened. At least I could do something for this woman.

‘Virginie. Listen to me. We will be with you as soon as we can. It is now’ – I checked the bridge clock – ‘twenty-six minutes.’ She was quiet. ‘Can you hear me?’

‘Yes.’

‘Good.’

I let thirty seconds pass. ‘Virginie, are you there?’

She answered immediately. ‘Yes.’

‘Now our ETA is a little over twenty-five minutes.’

While we steamed towards Santa Maria, I called her every thirty seconds, using her name each time, both to calm her, so she’d know she wasn’t alone, and to build a connection, trust. Ten, twenty, fifty, fifty-two times I did this. Fifty-two – the number of weeks in a year or cards in a deck, the number of Penangites lost that fateful day.

‘Virginie, are you there?’

‘Yes.’

Eventually, the drone of the engines lowered as Yusuf reduced speed. The Patusan lurched against the waves. I grabbed the torch and threw open the door to the deck. It was slippery, and I needed to hold on as I swept the churning black ocean with the beam. Nothing.

Then – boom! – the thick night was detonated, the sky lit white as day, and there, off our starboard bow, against a backdrop of star-censoring clouds, a sailing yacht was silhouetted, its sails and rigging flickering like a phantom in the guttering pyrotechnics of a dying flare.

Santa Maria. Maria – my wife’s name.

I did then something I hadn’t done for years. I crossed myself.






CHAPTER 2

The support tender jogged and jolted in the open water. Umar was a good helmsman, turning the open-top boat to reduce the impact of the waves, but it was slow going, getting over to the sailboat, and we were all drenched right through.

I’d left Yusuf in charge on the Patusan and taken Umar with me, plus the ship’s medic, Haziq. Someone – Virginie, I presumed – had switched on Santa Maria’s deck light, and this was a useful aid in guiding us in.

From this angle I could see it was a catamaran, and I was grateful for small mercies – its low freeboard would make boarding in this sea state easier. A rolling wave as tall as a building picked us up, lifting first the rear of the support tender, and then the middle and the bow, blocking my view for a moment, and we surfed forwards, shunted by the force of the ocean.

Umar timed the approach to Santa Maria well, and Haziq boarded and made off the line.

‘Stay in the tender,’ I ordered Umar. ‘I don’t want to risk the line breaking in these conditions.’

‘Sir.’

‘And hold on tight.’

I passed Haziq his medical kit and climbed out. I wasn’t sure what condition the yacht would be in, but under my feet the engines rumbled steadily, and I knew it still had power, wasn’t disabled and adrift. The sails had been furled and secured. We dashed up a short run of steps, crouching to keep our balance, and emerged at the back of the catamaran’s cockpit, a wide, well-lit space decked in teak. On the floor between the helmsman’s seat and a dining table were dark splashes and smears. Blood. I signalled to Haziq – we’d go inside.

Virginie was just through the glass doors in a crouched position, her back to us, each notch of her spine pronounced between the horizontal slashes of her bikini. She turned as we entered. Her eyes were shadowed, the sockets deep, and her limbs and middle were streaked a reddish-brown, the arms all the way up to the elbow. Beside her lay a Caucasian man, unconscious, and naked apart from a pair of shorts. Runnels of blood had blackened his face and neck, pooled above his collarbone. A bandage bound his head. Blood-stiffened cloths littered the floor.

Haziq checked his pulse. ‘Alive,’ he said.

Virginie looked up at me, confused, and I translated for her. ‘It’s okay. This is my medic. He will help your husband. What happened?’

‘Jake,’ she said. She started to shiver. ‘Jake is his name.’

I didn’t press her. Explanations could come later. ‘Is there anyone else on board, Virginie?’ I looked around the saloon. Cushions had been thrown onto the floor, to create a kind of makeshift bed, and at the navigation station the VHF’s fist mic was dangling, a black heart at the end of a cord. Everything else seemed to be in order.

She shook her head.

‘Just you two?’

A nod.

I asked Haziq what he thought, and he said the man had lost a lot of blood and that we should move him to the Patusan, where we had better facilities. We could also get him to a hospital much quicker that way. I did a mental calculation – at top speed, it’d be about four days to Port Brown. Would he last that long? I asked Haziq, still in Bahasa.

He studied the unconscious man’s face. ‘Possibly.’

Virginie remained crouched by her husband. I explained we would take them onto our ship. ‘It will mean leaving your yacht,’ I said. ‘Do you understand?’ She looked up at me with flat eyes. ‘Your boat, Santa Maria. We can’t tow her that far. We’ll have to leave her behind.’ What would abandoning ship mean to her? Santa Maria might be her only home. Some Westerners do this – sell their houses for the price of an entire village and live on a boat instead. This one was evidently worth a lot of money. ‘Virginie. You understand what I’m saying, about your boat?’

‘It’s not my boat.’

His, then. Not the time to be getting into semantics. ‘Do you want to get some belongings to bring with you to the Patusan?’ Her shivers had become full-body tremors. ‘Perhaps some clothes?’

She looked at her husband, shook her head.

‘Your passports?’

‘They’re not here. We have nothing here.’

Had she also suffered some kind of head trauma? ‘You must have some clothes on board,’ I insisted. Again, she shook her head.

I left her. In the starboard hull was a master cabin. In a locker, I found men’s and women’s clothing. I snatched up some dresses, a waterproof jacket, and went back into the saloon.

‘Here,’ I said, draping the jacket around her shoulders. Goose bumps sprang up on her neck as I pulled my hands away. ‘You’ll need this for the ride in the tender.’

She pulled the edges of the jacket tight around her throat. I went to the chart table and lifted the lid. The ship’s papers were tucked inside a plastic wallet, along with a few passports. I shoved all of the documentation into an empty grab bag, stuffed in the dresses, and rolled down the top. We would have to hold the Patusan in position until Haziq had stabilized her husband. Hopefully by then Virginie would be making more sense, and we could help her salvage more of her belongings before we left.

‘Ready for the transfer?’ I asked Haziq, who had put a neck collar on Jake and bandaged his head. He signalled to Virginie to put pressure on the bandage while he went to the tender for the stretcher.

A ship-to-ship transfer of a casualty is never easy, and oceanic swell and thick darkness only make it harder. As we loaded Jake into the tender and laid him on the floor, as we lurched back to the Patusan, as we offloaded him onto the ship, Virginie never took her eyes off him. Somehow she managed to ignore the ocean as it reared and roared and spumed around us and focused completely on her husband, gripping his fingers, whispering to him. Later, I’d doubt myself, but I remember thinking that was pure love, there; that was the way Maria had looked at me.

When we were all out of the tender, Yusuf, who had come down from the bridge to assist, took one end of the stretcher. Haziq took the other, and they started to march Jake off along the passageway. Only then did she turn to me. Her face was shiny with salt water, the jacket still clutched tight to her throat.

‘Go to him,’ I said. ‘It’s okay. He’s safe now.’

It lasted only a fraction of a moment, the look of gratitude she gave me before she scrambled off into the bowels of the ship, shedding the jacket as she went, but it was enough to engulf me in loneliness.

‘You’re safe now,’ I repeated, to the empty air.






CHAPTER 3

I was conscious of Maria’s shadow lingering beside me as I dealt with the extra work created by the unexpected turn of events. The ghosts of my lost children filled the bridge with the brackish scent of ozone. Normally I could command them all to leave me in peace, but that morning they were persistent, and even though I did my best to ignore them, they slowed me down. Therefore it was a while, after dawn had lifted the sky to grey, before I saw Virginie again.

The cook had laid out breakfast in the mess, so I filled two mugs with still-hot coffee and picked up a couple of rotis. In the sick bay, Haziq had set up the patient, who remained unconscious, on the hospital bunk. Virginie was clutching her husband’s hand through the metal rail. She was still in her bikini.

Haziq understood my look. ‘She wouldn’t wear any of those clothes you brought back,’ he said.

I put down the drinks and food. ‘Scrubs?’

He pointed to a locker. Inside were two shelves holding medication, and on a third, unisex medic’s clothing packaged in cellophane. I opened a set and shook out a folded T-shirt.

‘Here,’ I said to her. She took it wordlessly and slipped it over her head. It was green, and long on her, like a man’s baju melayu top. My heart constricted. Sometimes, after we made love in the afternoons, Maria would pick up my shirt from the floor, wrap it around herself, and come back to sit on the side of the bed, her arms hidden by the fabric but her legs free.

I addressed Haziq. ‘How is the patient? And have you assessed her?’

He took the cellophane wrapper from me and crumpled it into a bin. ‘He’s stable for now. Obviously we can’t x-ray him here, but as long as he doesn’t have a seizure or isn’t bleeding internally, he should be able to hang on until we get back to Port Brown.’

‘And the wife?’ She was ignoring us, watching her husband.

‘She has no signs of injury. I assessed her for concussion, but she seems okay. Severely dehydrated, and in need of a few good meals. Looks like she hasn’t been eating much.’

I went back to the coffee and bread. ‘So, if there’s no concussion, she’s allowed to eat now?’

‘Sure.’

I lifted a cup, automatically countering for the movement of the Patusan beneath my feet so I didn’t spill. After nearly four decades at sea, it was second nature. ‘Here,’ I said to Virginie, switching from Bahasa to English, ‘you must drink something.’

When she didn’t respond, I said her name and tapped the mug on the rail. The chime it made startled her out of her reverie. She stared at it, and I had the same feeling I’d had on Santa Maria, that we might be dealing with a traumatic response of some kind. I needed to find out what had happened to her and Jake; I’d have to make a full report first to my superiors and then to the appropriate authorities, especially if he died. Reports, inquiries, inquests – I’ve had more than my fill of those. But my first duty is always to human care. The rest can wait.

I offered her the mug again, and this time she took it, curling her fingers around the barrel. They were dark from the sun – darker than my own – her nails shell pink. After a moment she released her other hand from Jake’s so she could wrap those fingers around the mug, too. Her shoulders were high, tensed, and she clung to the coffee. She took a sip, and then she tipped the mug right back and drained the lot. A little thing at the time, but later, once she’d told me her story and I understood better, I would remember how she’d done that, and it would make me think about how strong primal instincts are: for food, drink, shelter; to protect the ones we love.

I placed the rounds of bread, stacked in greaseproof paper, on the bed. ‘Here. Makan.’ It was what Maria would say when I was home on leave, putting in front of me a dish of nasi lemak or wantan mee; the captain of our home giving the same order to her husband that she’d give to our children: Makan. Eat.

Virginie pinched off a small moon and chewed tentatively. It was an effort for her to swallow, and her body bucked, but then she picked up the whole roti in both hands and bit deep, tearing into it again with her teeth before she’d even finished chewing the first mouthful. Both rotis vanished.

‘Sorry,’ she said, bringing a hand to wipe oily crumbs from her mouth. Haziq passed her a paper towel.

‘No need for apology,’ I replied. ‘It’s good that you eat and drink. But now I think you should sleep.’

I’d allotted her my cabin – as the only woman on board, she couldn’t be expected to share. I’d hot-bunk with Yusuf until we reached Port Brown. She fussed about leaving her husband, but I translated for her what Haziq had said about his condition.

‘You must be strong for him, Virginie,’ I said, ‘and for that you need rest.’ I could see I wouldn’t have to fight hard – she was stooping with fatigue.

I led her to my cabin. Her lids were already dropping as she saw me out. The lock turned with a click, and I hurried along the passageway and back to my work, my family at my heels.






CHAPTER 4

I let her sleep for six hours. In the time she rested, the ocean calmed until it moved us as placidly as a mother swaying an infant. I never trust the sea when it’s this even-tempered; I prefer when its full power is unfurled. At least then you know what you’re dealing with, can’t be taken by surprise.

The Patusan had been holding her position, waiting for the all-clear to leave for Port Brown. I wanted answers to at least some of my questions before we abandoned Santa Maria for good, so I carried some lunch to Virginie in my cabin. As before, she devoured it. The two bottles of water I’d left by the bed were empty, too.

She was in my bunk, the sheets puddled in her lap, the cup of tea I’d taken her cradled in her hands. I was upright on a chair I’d drawn nearer the bed, close enough to start a conversation, but not so close it was uncomfortable for either of us.

‘A navy ship,’ she said. ‘They told us there was a navy ship, but that it wouldn’t come. I was trying to get someone on the radio for two days. And then you came.’

‘They?’ I asked. ‘Who are they?’

There was a knock at the door. Umar entered at my command.

‘Sir.’ His deference surprised me, and also his salute – he never normally did that. He gave a curt nod to Virginie. He said in English, ‘You wanted this, Captain?’ He passed me a handheld VHF.

‘Ensign,’ I said, and this, too, felt performative. We were unused to having an audience. I switched to Bahasa. ‘When you have a moment, find a radar reflector, and fix it to the catamaran. Take Yamat with you.’ Yamat was my engineer. ‘Get him to wait with the tender while you do so.’ I could have ordered him to scuttle the boat, but it was worth a lot, there was nothing wrong with it, and I didn’t want to get tied up in arguments with the insurers. ‘Also check the boat’s AIS is transmitting. It wasn’t showing up last night. Leave it on. Keep one engine on, but in neutral, so the battery bank stays charged for as long as possible. Who knows how far Santa Maria will drift when we abandon her? I want to reduce the chances of another ship running into her as much as we can.’

‘Now, sir?’

‘Not necessarily. Before sunset, though. Radio me when you’re there.’

‘Sir.’ He started to make his way out.

‘And Umar,’ I added, ‘pick up some more clothes for them and also do a final pass through the boat before you leave, so that there is no need for us to linger once we get the order.’ He closed the door on his way out.

When we were alone, I started again. ‘Who told you about our patrol ship? And where were you?’

She dropped her gaze. When my wife and I talked – about anything: Aadam’s schooling, happenings in the kampong, our plans for the future – I would have to wait while she considered her response. Her face would be cast down as she thought, and eventually I’d be rewarded with a glint from those tourmaline eyes.

‘The others,’ Virginie said. ‘They told us about the navy ship. The others on Amarante.’

So she had been to Amarante. Few make it there these days, but some of these foreigners are so persistent. I say foreigners, but what I mean is Westerners, because nearly all of them are Westerners, who think islands like Amarante are paradise, that a strip of golden sand is the utopia they’ve been searching for, and that it will heal all wounds. I suppose if a person’s wounds are shallow enough, a touch of sunshine and a lungful of salty air might be all they need to heal. But for others, the cuts are too deep. And for others still, these beaches and the waters surrounding them lead to death, not rebirth.

I wanted to say all of this to her, but instead I told her we used to patrol Amarante several times a year, but that it was so remote, and resources were tight these days, and our remit had been changed by central command.

Virginie’s gaze was still on her lap. Her shoulders were hunched again, her defences clearly up, and I was unsure how to question her. I tried: ‘You and Jake went to Amarante on holiday?’

She blinked. ‘Kind of.’

‘And then he had an accident?’

Silence. She straightened the rumples in the sheets, smoothing the same piece of cloth over and again, as if she could flatten the waves on the sea. The best way to soothe troubled waters, Maria would say, was to pour oil on them – but there was no balm strong enough to help her that day.

I refocused. In the few brief conversations we’d had, this white woman and I, we hadn’t yet discussed what had injured Jake or shaken her so badly. It was time to get to the bottom of things. ‘Virginie, what happened?’

She sucked down the tea, although it must have been cold by then. As she put the empty cup on the shelf next to my bunk, she nudged the photograph that sat there, and the rosary beads I kept on the frame fell off with a clatter. She picked them up, the cross nestled in her palm, the beads dangling beyond her wrist. Her head was bowed in examination; her sandy hair, which was cut short like a man’s, dreadfully matted.

‘Are you Catholic?’ she asked.

‘I was raised Catholic.’

‘Your English is very good.’

‘I went to an English-medium school. My father’s mother was British. And you? Where did you grow up?’

‘England, mainly. And France.’ Her attention went back to Maria’s rosary. ‘My great-aunt used to have a set just like these.’ She pinched a bead between thumb and forefinger. ‘I thought you’d be Muslim.’

‘There are a few Catholics in Malaysia. We have you to thank for that.’

‘Me?’ Then comprehension opened her face. ‘Ah. You mean colonialists.’ The beads draped across her fingers, she picked up the photograph. Even now, I can feel the way my mouth pressed into a firm line. ‘Sweet,’ she said. ‘Your wife and kids? How old are they?’

I hesitated. None of the crew ever asked me about my family. ‘Aadam, my son, was seven when that was taken. Farah, five.’ She hadn’t asked Maria’s age, but I added it. ‘My wife, thirty-one.’

‘Thirty-one,’ she said, and I detected a chink, a softening. ‘Same as me. And how long ago was this taken?’

‘In 2004. On Merdeka Day at our home in Penang.’ The children had dressed up in red-and-white outfits Maria had cut and sewn from the Stripes of Glory. In their hands, plastic flags fluttered. ‘Four months before…’

She must have noticed that I stopped, but she didn’t press me to continue. Instead she asked, ‘You live in Penang?’

‘Yes.’

‘Does your son want to follow you into the navy? Or your daughter, even?’

A rip, dragging me off my course. I wanted to hold on to something, so I reached for the grab bag by my feet, the one I’d taken from Santa Maria. The plastic buckles clicked as I popped them open, the impermeable plastic creaked as I unrolled the opening. Inside, on top, were the clothes I’d packed; below, the passports and paperwork. I lifted it all out and piled it onto my knee. Virginie was still wearing the scrubs shirt I’d taken from sick bay. Perhaps now she was rested, thinking more logically, she’d feel more comfortable in her own things. It might even help her to open up more.

I unfolded a dress. Unconventional attire for a navy vessel, but at least it was longer, and would cover more of her legs than the scrubs did. I offered it to her. ‘Here. I brought it from your boat.’

Her guard went up again. ‘I told you, Captain Tengku, Santa Maria is not my boat.’

‘Your husband’s boat.’

‘Not his, either.’

‘Then you stole it?’

I intended this as a kind of joke, to try to loosen her, but she jerked away from me. The photo frame was still in her hands, and she rubbed at a mark on the silver surround with a finger. ‘Jake was in the water.’

Behind me, Maria, Aadam and Farah rose. ‘Where? At Amarante?’

She nodded, fingers on the photo frame again.

‘And he hit his head?’

Another nod. At last we were getting somewhere. ‘How?’

‘I’m not sure.’

‘On the hull? The rudder?’

Silence.

‘Rocks?’

The muscles in her jaw worked. ‘I think maybe the prop.’

If it had been a propeller, he was extremely lucky to be alive. And he should have known better than that. I’d had them down as pros; I’d seen her seamanship firsthand, in the operation of the flares, the solo handling of the sails, and I’d presumed that to be going somewhere as far offshore as Amarante, her husband must be equally knowledgeable. So what was he doing, swimming near a propeller? Something was off.

‘Listen, you’ve got to understand something. Jake hates the water. More than that – he’s frightened of it. But he got in it. For me.’

Maria never learned how to swim. But we spoke about it and agreed that Aadam and Farah should learn. So that’s why she took them to Pantai Pasir Panjang, to see the sea from the safety of the sand, to get them used to it.

I snapped back into work mode. Virginie’s story was making little sense. ‘So you’re telling me that your husband, who’s frightened of water, jumps overboard, near a moving propeller, for you, for some reason?’

‘He didn’t jump.’

‘He fell?’

She shook her head, impenetrable again.

‘He tripped?’

Another shake.

‘Pushed?’

That time her head was still. I took it as a yes. ‘By who? Who pushed him, Virginie?’ Had she? Was that why she was acting so oddly – not from trauma but guilt? ‘You?’

‘No!’

‘Who?’

‘Vitor.’

‘Who’s Vitor? Your crew?’ The catamaran was easily big enough to warrant crew – one, possibly even two.

‘They were fighting. Jake wanted the water, and Vitor wouldn’t let him.’

‘I thought you said Jake was frightened of the water?’

‘Not that water, the other water. Oh, I’m telling it wrong.’ She slammed the picture frame onto the bedding and brought her hands to her face, gasping against her palms. I picked up the photograph – luckily the glass hadn’t cracked – and put it back in its place.

‘I need…’ She got out of the bed abruptly. ‘Where’s the head?’

Averting my gaze from her bare legs, I pointed to the closed bathroom door. She slipped through and shut it behind her. I heard the tap running.

I put the dress and other clothing on the floor and turned my attention to the documents, the passports and the ship’s papers. There were four passports. The first I opened was Brazilian, for a Vitor Santos, a white man. In the photograph his jaw was square, his skin tanned, hair dark. His date of birth made him forty-two – a little old to be working as a deckhand. Perhaps he was their skipper, and I’d overestimated her and Jake’s skills. The second passport had a black cover, embossed in gold: República de Moçambique. The woman in the picture was not Virginie. She was black, her hair woven tight against her skull, extending into long braids. Teresa Mabote. Their stewardess-cook? The third passport was European, Portuguese, a white man’s. João da Silva. The image wasn’t so clear, but it looked like the man in the first passport. Corresponding date of birth. And the fourth was for the same man, but Mozambican again this time, Vicente de Sousa. Another birth date match. There were no passports for Virginie or Jake.

A squeak came as the bathroom tap was switched off. I slipped the ship’s papers from their wallet and unfolded them. Santa Maria was registered in São Sebastião, Brazil, to Vitor Santos. I thumbed through the rest of the paperwork, looking to see if the yacht had been sold on. But nothing. It all tallied.

Not my boat, she’d said.

The bathroom door opened. Her hairline was damp, her features surprisingly composed for someone who just a moment or two before had been so distressed. The edges of the passport covers bit into my fingers. Who was this woman, and what had she done?

‘I’ll start from the beginning,’ she said, as she came out. ‘You’ll understand better that way—’

I held out the ship’s papers and first passport to her, photo page open. ‘Virginie, who is Vitor Santos? Why do you have his boat? Who is Teresa Mabote? And where are they now?’

She dropped to the bed. Her jaw was working, but no sound emerged; her focus was locked on the passport.

‘Virginie, what’s going on?’

She clamped her hands beneath her thighs.

‘Virginie, answer me. Who is this man, and where is he? Have you done something to him?’

She started to rock back and forth, still working her jaw. It came first as a whisper, too soft to comprehend, but then it built to a murmur. Through the repetition of the phrase, which was timed to her movements, as if by the physical act of rocking she was forcing it out, I was able to discern her words, and the moment when I did so was like the drawback before a tsunami, that otherworldly pause when the water vanishes and all seems still and calm and silent before the destruction comes.

‘It’s all my fault. I killed them. Killed them! It’s all my fault.’
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CHAPTER 5

The plane banked and Virginie put down her book to look out of the window. They were still over the sea. How she loved that cobalt shade of deep water – just looking at it filled her with energy, with life, with hope. In the seat beside her, Jake napped, and she almost woke him to point it out, but then she checked her watch. Let him rest. They’d be seeing it up close very soon.

She unbuckled her seat belt and leaned as far forward as she could, straining for a glimpse of land. The height and speed of the plane had a peculiar effect on the waves below, seeming to fasten them in time and space, solidifying the whitecaps. She spotted a yacht, impossibly small. Both sails were up, and it was heeled over, so it must have been moving, but, like the waves, it seemed pinned in position on the earth. She wondered about the people on board – they were on a voyage, like her and Jake. Did they share the same dreams? Were they also seeking new beginnings? She pressed the tip of her finger against the windowpane. Ice crystals had formed on the outside.

Just before they started the descent, Jake woke, blinking groggily. ‘How long was I out for?’

‘Couple of hours. We’re nearly there.’ The huge smile he gave her mirrored her own feelings.

When they emerged from the controlled atmosphere of the cabin and started to descend the steps from the plane, the hot air brought enticing exotic smells: smoke, melting tarmac and a vital, vegetal spice of tropical land, so different from the air in England. She paused and took a deeper breath. Would everything else be so different here, too? She hoped so.

Her foot left the last metal step and found the ground. Ahead, a line of bottle palms, their fronds rustling in the wind, flanked the entrance to a low-slung terminal. Despite the fifteen-hour journey, she was buoyant. Just one more hour, two at the most, and they’d be there. She turned and waited for Jake, who was halfway down the steps, carrying a wheelie case that wasn’t theirs. On reaching the ground, he placed it in front of an elderly woman dressed in a long patterned tunic and head scarf. The woman thanked him in smiles and ducks of her chin. That was the thing with Jake: always thinking of others.

Virginie snaked an arm around his waist and leaned in. ‘Leaving me for another woman already?’

He puffed out his cheeks. ‘You’ve some stiff competition there.’ He kissed the top of her head, and together they followed the woman and the other passengers across the apron to the terminal.



It was late afternoon by the time the taxi stopped at the harbour. Waiters were preparing an outdoor restaurant for the evening’s customers, setting out plastic chairs, laying tablecloths, weighing down piles of whisper-thin pink paper napkins with forks and spoons. They nodded to her as they worked.

Jake unloaded their luggage from the car. ‘I’ll go find a water taxi to take us out to the boat,’ he said, adding the last holdall to the pile on the ground. ‘You okay to wait here with these?’

‘Sure.’ She pulled some ringgit from her purse. ‘Here.’ The notes she’d withdrawn at the airport were purple, red and orange, as colourful as money in a Monopoly set. ‘You might need to pay up front.’ He pocketed them, kissed her cheek, and set off.

Beyond the restaurant, the harbour brimmed with boats. Wooden longtails disturbed the tranquillity with the loud tut-tut-tut of their outboard motors as they returned from a day’s fishing. She pulled out her phone to take a picture. In the shot, the red and blue paint gleamed in the sunshine. With their almost vertical bowsprits, the longtails looked like tropical versions of Viking longships, back from plundering the seas, or the canoes of those other early seafarers, the fearless Polynesian explorers who set out on voyages thousands of miles long, trusting their fate to the winds and stars. She made a mental note to email her boss at the museum – former boss, really – and suggest he add something on Malay longtails to a display. She posted the photo, so her brother and sisters and their friends would see it and know they’d arrived safely.

At the far end of the sea wall the Malaysian flag fluttered on a pole, familiar and strange at the same time in the way it looked just like the Stars and Stripes until a hard snap revealed a yellow crescent moon and star in the canton. With the wind came the ozonic scent of the ocean, layered with diesel and the fishy stink of nets crisping under the sun, far more intense than the smells that blew in off the Solent back home. Beyond the sea wall about twenty sailing yachts were at anchor, all turned with the tide to point towards the shore. She scanned the bay, but it was difficult to tell which yacht was theirs from this distance, which would be their home – the first they’d owned together – as they travelled for the next year, perhaps even two. Her stomach flipped. Imagine the places these boats might have been, what their owners had seen. Soon she and Jake would be the ones with stories to tell. What better way to get their marriage off to a good start?

The sun was relentless, and she eyed the shade cast by a broad banyan tree. Strangler fig, some people called them. She shifted their four bags underneath its spreading canopy and examined the aerial roots that had grown down to the earth in search of water. Remarkable, really, how nature could thrive as long as it was able to fulfil its basic needs: food, water, light.

The luggage had already picked up a coating of dust. Their whole lives – their new lives – were held in these four bags. Packing up the flat had been a lot of work, but as she’d watched the storage van round the corner, its indicator barely visible through the autumn fog, she’d felt lighter. It was an odd word, belongings, for things like pots and pans, armchairs, winter boots, photographs. It implied you needed all those items to feel you belonged somewhere, or with someone, and that without all that stuff you were untethered, an outcast almost. But things, even people, weighed you down. Apart from Jake. He never could.

A cat approached, a tortoiseshell, and nuzzled her calf. It was an adult, fully grown but tiny, little bigger than a kitten, its tail bobbed. It mewed, and she went to scratch behind its ears, hearing Tomas – fleas, disease, unhygienic. She stroked the top of its head, under its chin. It pushed its skull against her fingers a couple of times before losing interest, distracted by some spilled yellow rice on the grass by her feet.

She edged along a few grains with her sandal. ‘Here, little fellow, have it all.’

At her name being called, she looked up. Jake was coming along the path, his hair streaked copper by the sun. ‘Good news. Found a fisherman to take us.’

They picked up two bags each, and he led the way down to the dock, where a longtail was waiting, a fisherman squatting by the tiller. Jake swung the bags into the boat and Virginie climbed in. The longtail’s narrow beam made it unstable, and it tilted alarmingly, causing her to land harder on the bench than she’d intended. Not very graceful. Embarrassed, she looked at the fisherman, but his hollow-cheeked face remained impassive. Once Jake was in, too, the fisherman yanked on the starter cord, firing the engine into a noisy rattle, and headed out into the bay.

The wind generated by the forward movement was a blessed relief, drying the sweat on her forehead and lifting her damp hair away from her neck. The fisherman, old, possibly as old as her father, but bony in his shorts and loose T-shirt while Papa was rounded by good living, pointed at one of the yachts anchored towards the back of the pack, and Jake nodded. As they drew closer, Virginie recognized the sail cover, but the boat looked more tired than the last time she’d seen it, the navy lettering of its name, Lost Horizon, faded to a stonewashed denim, furry algae clinging to the waterline. She shook herself mentally. None of that mattered, not really – it was just cosmetic. No need to focus on the little things; this was about the bigger picture. A bit of elbow grease, as Jake called it, and everything would be fine. And besides, the worn letters would soon be replaced when they renamed the yacht and put their own stamp on it.

The longtail drew alongside, and Jake stood and grabbed the rail, holding the two boats together.

‘Pergi, pergi,’ the fisherman said, raising his voice over the clatter of the engine, flicking his hand, signalling her to climb onto the yacht. She hefted their bags onto the deck and scrambled up, the scorching metal of the toe rail burning her knee as she went. Jake had only one foot on the deck, the other still in midair, when the fisherman pushed off and revved his throttle, eager to return home before the evening prayer.

As soon as she got below deck, she was sweating again. The air down here was oppressively still, so layered with the stink of months-old mould and fuel and brine that it was almost solid, and she struggled to breathe. Jake opened the hatch and windows, but it made little difference.

‘First job tomorrow, fit some fans?’ she asked.

He pulled off his T-shirt. His skin was an English-winter white all over, ghostly looking. ‘Definitely.’

Four months had passed since she’d spotted the online listing for the yacht. At thirty-six feet, it was the perfect size and setup for two, and such a bargain compared to what people were asking in the UK or Europe. She’d pointed it out to Jake, and a couple of weeks later, after an email exchange with the owners, an older Dutch couple, they’d found a good deal on plane tickets and flown out here to view it. They were confident that with Jake’s boatbuilding experience and her countless summers on board her father’s boat share they’d be capable of doing the survey themselves. They’d found the yacht in sound condition for its age, if, naturally, given their tight budget, a little worn. After a short negotiation with the Dutch couple, they’d transferred their savings.

She took a look around, squaring what she saw before her now with the mental pictures she’d held in her mind for the past few months. The blue bench-style settees, which ran along each side of the saloon, upright as church pews, were faded, but not yet in need of replacing. She opened the wooden cupboards above, welcoming the whisper of air against her cheek that the movement of the louvred doors created. It was a good job they hadn’t brought much stuff with them from home because it was a meagre amount of space, even compared to what they’d had in their small flat, and especially so compared to the wall of wardrobes she’d had in Paris. That bloody antique dresser of Tomas’s – it was so huge it had dominated the bedroom of that apartment. Although it was worth more than this entire boat, she’d gladly have given it away; if she’d been allowed to, she’d have stripped all of the fusty inherited furniture out of that place, ripped away the heavy drapes, replaced everything with clean, modern pieces – a chest of drawers or a bedside table she could put her hairbrush onto, or her glass of water, without fear. But that hadn’t been her choice to make.

She closed the doors with a snap, shutting out the past. The walls were bare now the previous owners had taken down their things, leaving her free to decorate any way she chose. She pictured herself hanging mementos bought from beachside villages, collecting shells from every anchorage they visited, curating the tale of their travels. Tomorrow she’d pick up a local batik print to jazz things up.

The polished sole boards were smooth under her bare feet as she turned towards the back of the boat, into the narrow L-shaped galley that hooked around the starboard side. She opened the top-loading fridge, peered into the cupboards, tried the small gimballed stove. All were still in good working order. The sink was rusting where the saltwater tap had been allowed to drip, but a good scrub would get the marks out. Two paces beyond the galley was the cabin, with a high double berth. Not as wide as their bed at home, but big enough, cosy for two.

She retreated back through the galley on her way to the head on the port side. Jake was at the chart table, kneeling on the seat, flicking switches on the instrument panel. As she squeezed through, the boat rolled, riding the wake of a passing vessel, and she grabbed his calf to steady herself. She’d need a day or so to find her sea legs.

‘I think the batteries are dead,’ he said, clicking away. ‘I swear they were working last time we were here.’

The Dutch couple had left the head in a fairly clean state, she found when she ducked into the compact bathroom. She pulled the shower hose from its slot at the sink, where it doubled as a tap, and turned it on. Only a dribble. What she’d give for a cool shower – but no power meant that wasn’t an option right now. It was cramped in there, and all at once she was too hot. She backed into the saloon and unzipped one of her bags, grabbing the first pair of shorts and loose T-shirt she could find. As soon as she lifted her hair from her neck to twist a band around it, she could breathe.

She rooted around the bag again, looking for the folder with their wedding photo. She’d only brought the one – her and Jake, a selfie taken by the river, their faces filling most of the frame in front of a tufted sky. She propped it on the shelf.

‘Damn it,’ Jake said, giving up at the panel. The bottle of champagne she’d bought at duty-free was sticking out of her bag. He fished it out. She’d blown their daily budget on it but hadn’t cared. ‘Just this once,’ she’d told him as they stood under the artificial 24/7 lights of the airport shop as people milled past, all on journeys to somewhere else. ‘It’s a special occasion.’

‘We can’t chill it,’ he said now. ’The celebrations are going to have to wait a day or two.’

She knew other ways to celebrate. She moved over to him. His chest was slick and the hair at his nape damp under her fingertips. He was salty when she kissed him, tasted of home.

‘Think it might be too hot for this?’ she said.

‘Baby, it’s never too hot for this.’ He put the bottle on the side and slid both hands up under her T-shirt.



That night they slept outside to escape the worst of the heat, curled opposite each other on the cockpit benches, the humidity heavy as a blanket. Woken by a fishing boat motoring across the harbour, she reached for Jake, but found only air before she remembered that they weren’t in their bed in the flat. The realization jolted her fully awake, and she tossed and turned for a while before tiptoeing her way across the dew-damp teak to the foredeck. At the tip of the bow, she caught hold of the roped steel of the forestay and looked east, examining the sky for the first tint of sunrise. The high hills on the land were shadowed and woolly in the predawn greyness, and as the sky lightened, turning the hills a hundred shades of green, a single man’s voice called the faithful to prayer.






CHAPTER 6

Nearly a month passed without leaving the anchorage as they busied themselves fixing things on the boat. Jake’s prediction of a day or two of work became a week, a fortnight, and then double that as job after job claimed their time.

As they replaced the batteries, fitted filters and patched up sails worn paper-thin from years of wind and sun, it occurred to Virginie that no matter how experienced you were, there was always something new to learn about boats. She could sail – childhood holidays exploring the Côte d’Azur on the yacht her father shared with three others had ensured that. And her job at the maritime museum meant she’d learned to talk endlessly about pilot cutters, South Coast smugglers and the salt-farming history of the oozy Hampshire lands surrounding Jake’s hometown of Lymington. But she was realizing now how she’d been swept along by the romance and hadn’t really considered this part, all the maintenance and engineering needed. Especially in a boat like theirs, an older one at the more affordable end of the scale.

Jake was in his element, stripping things down and putting them back together again, oily fingers hovering over manuals. By nightfall every evening his skin was sheened with sweat, his temples smudged with dirt. She always liked him best like this back home – just in from the yard in a T-shirt that showed the strength of his arms, in particular those definition lines along the edges of his triceps.

She never ceased to be amazed by his ability to understand how things worked. She’d witnessed it first a week or so into their relationship when her electric kettle had refused to heat up in the kitchen of the flat she shared with two other women. She’d sworn and thrown the thing into the sink. While she was rummaging under the counter for a saucepan, he rescued the kettle, pulled a penknife from his pocket, and started to take it apart. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ she told him. ‘I’ll pick up a new one tomorrow.’ He abandoned it with reluctance. Later that afternoon, waking from a nap after a couple of hours in bed, she found him back in the kitchen, screwdriver in hand, kettle parts scattered across the counter. Within half an hour, it was working. A couple of months later, when her car broke down, he spent an entire weekend getting it going. ‘You didn’t have to,’ she’d said. ‘I could’ve taken it to the garage.’ He’d dangled the key off the tip of his finger. ‘I wanted to. And besides, now I don’t have to worry it’ll conk out again, leave you stuck somewhere. I know you’ll be safe.’ Taking care – of things, of her – was a trait she found incredibly attractive in him.

Today was the last day of work, and her final task was to paint the boat’s new name on the topsides. She’d be glad to see the back of Lost Horizon – it was far too negative. She tied their rubber dinghy alongside and stood in it, carefully timing her brush strokes with the waves and tracing out the name they’d chosen in honour of the ancient seafarers who’d first set out across the oceans, and also to mark their own imminent voyaging: Wayfinder.

She had finished the writing on one side of the boat and was filling in the downstroke of the r on the other when Terry came by in his dinghy. Terry was an older Australian they sometimes bumped into around town. A lot of the cruisers they’d met around here were like him, retirees with leathered skin and sun-faded shirts who’d traded their lives on land for dreams of adventure at sea as soon as their children had flown the nest. Many had been to amazing places, but now, two or even three decades on, they had neither the resources nor the inclination to move back to a more comfortable life ashore. They drifted to Malaysia because their pensions went further here.

Terry steered his dinghy close to hers and knocked his engine into idle. ‘Nice job.’

‘Thanks.’ She reloaded her brush to paint the curved top of the letter.

‘That Jotun?’

It wasn’t. She turned the paint can label out to show him.

‘Always use Jotun myself,’ he said. ‘Expensive, but you get what you pay for.’

She made a noncommittal noise. Terry was harmless, but full of unsolicited advice. Well into his seventies, he was no longer fit enough to take his boat out, and it languished permanently on a mooring in the bay. He was on his own; by the sound of it, his kids and grandkids never visited. And it seemed few around here were willing to spend much time with him, either. Often she saw people giving him a wide berth.

‘You heading off soon?’ he said.

A passing boat threw out its wake, making her dinghy bob. She lifted the brush away from the hull just in time. ‘Later this week, all being well.’

‘Still shooting for Thailand?’

Thailand was their first choice of where to take Wayfinder –great food, plenty of other yachts. She’d already dug out the pilot guide and put it on the chart table, ready for planning. ‘That’s right, now we’re all finished.’

He cackled. ‘Finished, ay? You know things are never finished on boats.’ He laughed again, to himself more than to her.

She added the final daub of paint. ‘Done!’

A pop from overhead. Jake was coming along the side deck with the bottle of duty-free champagne in one hand, two cooler cups in the other. Perfect timing.

‘Make sure you save a libation for the sea gods, keep them on your side,’ Terry said.

Jake tipped the tiniest amount into the water. ‘Precious stuff, this. That’ll have to do.’

Terry saluted him. ‘Well, I’ll leave yous to it.’

She waved him off before she climbed up. Jake handed over a cup and tapped his against hers.

‘Hang on,’ she said, unlocking her phone. ‘Come here a sec.’ She angled the camera so the champagne and the sea behind them were in shot and leaned her head against his. It was a good picture, both of them looking happy and tanned – the sun was so strong here that by now even Jake’s resolutely pale skin had picked up a touch of caramel. Before posting it, she added a label: #inparadise.

‘I think we’ve earned a break,’ he said after she’d put down her phone and they’d taken their first deliciously cold sip. ’No beans from a tin tonight. My beautiful wife deserves better.’
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