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			Introduction

			I shall therefore conclude this introductory discourse with desiring the reader to excuse the inaccuracies of style, which doubtless he will frequently meet with in the following narrative; and that when such occur, he will recollect that it is the production of a man, who has not had the advantage of much school education, but who has been constantly at sea from his youth.

			Captain James Cook, 7 July 1776*

			This book tells the story of my childhood, during which I spent a decade sailing around the world. It takes place on a boat, which sometimes followed the route of Captain Cook’s epic third voyage, but it is more about the excitement, frustration and heartbreak of growing up in extraordinary circumstances than it is about that famous captain or his search for the North-West Passage.

			I spent a long time getting ready to tell this tale.

			First I needed to face my lingering fear of the ocean, which had stayed with me as an adult, so I became a qualified sailor (Yachtmaster, Offshore), the adrenalin of the experience refreshing my childhood memories. Then I had to gather the facts behind the story, so I talked to some of those who played a part in it, such as my biology teacher, Roger Wooller, who helped me escape and return to England. I read my old diaries, my mother’s letters and diaries, and my father’s logbooks and papers. I also had my father’s book, Schooner to the Southern Oceans, which recounts the first year and a half of our voyage through a sailor’s eyes. Particularly intriguing (though less helpful) was a list of one-sentence memories offered by my brother Jon. These included ‘Hadn’t worn a shirt in months. Didn’t own pyjamas, shoes or socks. Lived and slept in swimming trunks. Developed boils’, and also the phrase ‘Malo e lelei efiafi’ni, malo e lelei pongi’pongi’ni, girl in Tonga’, which means ‘Good evening, good morning, girl in Tonga’ – though who the girl was, or what happened between those greetings, wasn’t explained.

			While each of these sources added to the narrative, none was wholly accurate or impartial. My father’s logbooks, for example, usually recorded our latitude and longitude but several volumes were missing, perhaps lost at sea, and those that remained said little of our time in port and were usually silent when things had gone wrong.

			Finally, I had to accept that writing this book would mean confronting some of the most difficult parts of my childhood and thereby jeopardising my relationship with my parents. Yet I felt I had no choice but to do this. I needed, at last, to address topics that had long been taboo and, by doing so, to understand my past.

			With this done, I spent two years preparing a first draft of the book, before setting it aside to write a biography of my husband, Jeremy Heywood (What Does Jeremy Think?), after he became terminally ill. Jeremy made me promise to return to this text, though sadly he will never see the finished version.

				
					* From the introduction to his account of his second voyage.

				

		

		
			Part One

			The Wave

			Yet cease your ire, you angry stars of heaven!

			Wind, rain, and thunder, remember, earthly man

			Is but a substance that must yield to you;

			And I, as fits my nature, do obey you:

			Alas, the sea hath cast me on the rocks,

			Wash’d me from shore to shore, and left me breath

			Nothing to think on but ensuing death

			William Shakespeare, Pericles, Act 2, Scene 1

		

		
			1

			England: Dad’s Dream

			April 1975–June 1976: 6–7 years old

			Warwick

			When we lived in England my days had a familiar rhythm. Each morning my mother flung open the curtains in my room, and I tugged my school jumper over my head and pulled on my skirt before tumbling downstairs to eat cereal with my younger brother Jon. After school, we’d play on the swing in our garden or crouch by the stream at its far end to watch dragonflies hovering above the gold-green surface.

			By the time we went back inside, my father would be home from his work managing Warwick Castle, and would often be counting gold Krugerrands on the kitchen table, packing them away ready for his next trip to London. He could make a lot of money buying these when they were cheap and selling them when the price went up, he’d told us. And the best way to carry them was in a shoebox, because who would guess that a shoebox was full of gold?

			Over dinner, my parents would discuss the latest dramas at the Tudor House Hotel that they also owned and ran – perhaps the chef had thrown a knife at a waitress again (though he never seemed to hit any of them). After that it would be time to clamber back upstairs, put on my nightdress, find Teddy, my small brown bear, and get into bed.

			I was used to this rhythm, I liked it and thought it would never change. Then one morning over breakfast, my father announced that we were going to sail around the world.

			I paused, a spoonful of cornflakes halfway to my mouth.

			‘We’re going to follow Captain Cook,’ Dad said. ‘After all, we share the captain’s surname, so who better to do it?’ He picked up his cigarette and leaned back in his seat.

			‘Are you joking?’ I asked.

			Next to me, Jon watched Dad, his lips parted.

			‘Not at all,’ said my father, puffing out a cloud of smoke. ‘I’m deadly serious.’

			‘But why?’

			‘Well, someone needs to mark the two hundredth anniversary of Cook’s third voyage, don’t they?’ he said, raising his eyebrows at my mother.

			‘Of course, they do, Gordon,’ said Mum. She returned his smile, covering her mouth with her hand, making it harder to see the tooth she’d broken while riding Jon’s tricycle at a party a few days before. At the time my brother had been unhappy that she’d borrowed his bike – ‘She should have taken yours,’ he’d said – though maybe it didn’t matter anymore.

			‘I’ve told you kids about the captain,’ said Dad, stubbing out his cigarette in the ashtray, twisting it back and forth before returning to his coffee. ‘He was an incredible man. The people who were going to recreate his first and second voyages didn’t get their act together in time, so this is the last opportunity.’

			‘Your father has found six people to come with us and contribute to the cost,’ said Mum.

			‘But what will happen to the hotel?’

			Dad turned to look at me. ‘The Tudor House? We’ll sell it to buy the boat. We’ll have to sell everything to pay for this voyage. It will be worth it though, won’t it, Mary?’

			‘Of course it will.’

			My father was talking again.

			‘How long will we be gone?’ I asked when he paused.

			‘Three years. We’ll leave next July, exactly two hundred years after Captain Cook. By the time we get back, you’ll have seen more places than most people will visit in a lifetime. We’ll sail down to South America, then cross the Atlantic Ocean to South Africa and Australia. From there it’s on to Hawaii and Russia.’

			The clock was ticking on the wall. I looked out the window at the empty swing. Dad had taken us sailing before, but this was different.

			‘But, kids,’ he said, lowering his voice, ‘you must keep the trip secret. I don’t want anyone to know about it, particularly the hotel staff. You mustn’t even mention it to your friends.’

			Mum looked up. ‘Come on,’ she said, pushing back her chair. ‘We’re going to be late for school.’

			I lingered.

			‘Sue, hurry up,’ she said, heading towards the hall.

			I followed her out, leaving my father reading the newspaper. I was almost at the car when I turned back, coming to a halt in the kitchen doorway. ‘Dad,’ I said, ‘can I help sail the boat? I mean, really help if we go?’

			‘Sure you can.’

			In the run-up to the summer, Dad kept doing his regular jobs during the week – working out how to help the owner of Warwick Castle, Lord Brooke, make more money, organising medieval banquets at the Tudor House Hotel, and taking Krugerrands to and from London on the train. During the weekends he searched for a boat.

			‘I’ve seen big ones, small ones and some so unseaworthy I wouldn’t even take them out of harbour,’ he told me after a few weeks of this, ‘but none are right.’

			On the last day of school before the holidays, our teacher announced that we were going to hear the story of Theseus, who’d gone off on a ship to fight a Minotaur in a maze.

			‘Why have you chosen a sailing story?’ I asked, wondering if she knew our secret.

			‘Because it’s famous,’ she said. ‘Do you like sailing?’

			‘Sometimes. When the weather is good.’

			I sat on the floor next to my friend Sarah to listen to the tale, which flowed out of a tape player set on a low cupboard. Theseus promised his father that if he managed to destroy the Minotaur, he would change his boat’s black sails to white ones, but on the journey home he forgot to do this. When his father saw the ship returning still propelled by black canvas, he assumed Theseus had been killed and jumped off a cliff to his death.

			It was the first story I had ever heard without a happy ending. I held Sarah’s hand while waiting for the happily ever after that never came.

			That summer there was time to tumble on the grass with Rusty, our golden-haired water spaniel, to spot insects by the stream with Jon, to swim at our local pool and to ride Nancy, the chestnut horse I wished was mine, though she really belonged to the riding school.

			I began to think that Dad had forgotten his plan to sail around the world, but one evening he announced that he’d found a boat. He drew shapes in the air as he described her raised poop deck and square gaff sail. ‘She has little portholes down each side,’ he said, jabbing holes in his imaginary galleon.

			A few weeks later, we went down to the Isle of Wight to inspect Dad’s find. Mum drove, as she usually did on longer journeys because my father became sleepy in cars. Their conversation was one I’d heard before – after complaining about the traffic and telling us how lucky we were that we wouldn’t have to endure this at sea, Dad launched into a rant about the government’s ‘ridiculous tax rate’, which we would also be able to escape by sailing away.

			I spent the ferry ride across the Solent on deck, sitting with my arms around Rusty, looking out at the waves. I loved being on the water. I liked feeling the deck move beneath me, tasting the salt in the air, and I didn’t get seasick like my mother did. I was looking forward to seeing Dad’s new boat, but I also knew that if his dream came true, I would have to leave my old life behind.

			At the boatyard, he marched ahead. ‘You’re going to love her, I know you will,’ he said. Jon and I followed, kicking stones and chattering, gulls squawking and squabbling overhead. Then Dad said, ‘There she is’, and I looked up to see an enormous boat with a long, curved bow, two masts and a raised deck at her stern.

			We ran towards her, our feet pounding on the jetty, and balanced across a timber to reach her deck. Behind us, I could hear Mum’s voice: ‘I don’t like this.’ And then, more accusingly: ‘You know I hate heights, Gordon.’

			As Dad tried to coax her across the gangplank, Jon and I raced off to explore, ignoring his warnings to be careful, even though he had a point since there were tools, jutting timbers and bits of metal everywhere. The interior of the boat was unfinished, but bunks and cupboards were already taking shape, half-formed in the gloom.

			After a while, I went up onto the aft deck to sit next to my father in the cockpit, watching him attach a compass to the binnacle, the wooden instrument stand in front of the ship’s wheel. ‘She’s called Wavewalker,’ he said. ‘We were lucky – I was able to buy her because the man who was building her ran out of money.’

			‘Wavewalker,’ I said, exploring the edges of the word. This boat would walk us over the waves, carrying us around the world and back again.

			‘There’s lots of space down below, isn’t there?’ said Dad. ‘Did you see the electric lights? There’s even a dressing table in the aft cabin for your mother.’

			‘Are you excited about our trip?’

			‘I am,’ he said. ‘I’ve always wanted to sail around the world. I was supposed to spend my life hacking out coal in a Yorkshire mine. But here we are, hey?’

			I nodded. ‘Will there be enough bunks down below for all your friends?’

			‘Ah.’ He bit his lip. ‘Actually, only four are coming with us now. Two have decided the trip will be too rough.’

			‘Rough?’ I narrowed my eyes.

			Dad shrugged. ‘Some of it will be. We’re going to sail across more than thirty thousand miles of ocean. And we’ll be going the wrong way around the world, beating into the wind.’

			‘Why don’t we go the other way?’

			He checked the compass again. ‘We can’t do that because we’re following Captain Cook. On his third voyage he went looking for a way for ships to get from the Pacific Ocean back to Europe around the top of North America. If he’d found a passage, it would have saved other boats a lot of time, and he would have won a big prize.’

			‘And did he?’

			‘Well, no,’ said Dad. ‘There isn’t a way through, at least not one that is free of ice, so he turned back when he reached Alaska. But it was an incredible voyage.’

			I sat for a while, watching my father work. ‘Was Captain Cook’s boat like this?’

			‘A little. The Resolution was over a hundred feet long, which is about a third longer than Wavewalker. She was also much wider and more than ten times heavier. But we’re only going to have our family and a few crew on board, while the Resolution carried over a hundred men and lots of animals.’

			I twisted my hands in my lap. I was thinking of Theseus. ‘What colour will our sails be?’

			Dad frowned. ‘Why, white, of course.’

			I smiled, leaning back against the canvas cockpit cover that provided some shade to the benches in front of the binnacle.

			‘But there will be a stag on our mainsail,’ he said. ‘It’s the logo of the hotel group, Trust House Forte, who are sponsoring us.’

			I sat upright again. ‘What colour is the logo?’

			‘Black and white.’

			Not long after school started again, my teacher brought a guest into our classroom. ‘David is going to sing for us,’ she said.

			David lowered himself into one of our red plastic chairs, his knees sticking out on either side. He picked up his guitar and played ‘Michael, Row the Boat Ashore’ while I wondered whether he knew I was going away to sea. Everyone else, however, was about to find out because that day Mum was talking to our headmaster about it. After school I ran to meet her when she pulled up outside in her Mini. This was easy to spot thanks to the Disney stickers that Jon and I had added: Minnie Mouse, resplendent in her red and white polka-dotted dress, on the passenger door, and Donald Duck on the boot.

			I climbed in and squashed my school bag down by my feet. ‘What did the headmaster say?’

			‘He wasn’t helpful,’ said Mum. ‘He wouldn’t even give me your curriculum so I could teach you myself – he said he thought the whole trip was a bad idea.’ She leaned out the window. ‘Come on, Jon, hurry up.’ She turned back to me. ‘It doesn’t matter. Your father and I are both trained teachers, and I’ll find the materials we need. You and Jon are on the waiting list for a good school you can go to when we get back, so you’ll need to work hard. But it won’t be a problem. After all, we’ll only have two students.’

			Jon and I dumped our bags in the hall when we got home while Mum went into the kitchen. ‘Mr Riley said that if they lose more than a year of school, they’ll never recover academically,’ we heard her telling Dad.

			‘Well, he’s a pompous ass who doesn’t know what he’s talking about,’ said my father, and Jon and I exchanged grins. ‘It’s another example of what’s so wrong with this country. If Sue and Jon can read and write and have a good grasp of basic mathematics, they’ll be fine until they are older.’

			‘But has anyone put that theory to a practical test?’ asked Mum.

			‘No, at least not to my knowledge. But I can’t think of a better education than sailing around the world.’

			Mum didn’t mention our schooling again, so I didn’t ask. Instead, I fell back into my usual routine, and allowed myself to get swept up in the excitement of Christmas. Dad sailed Wavewalker to Saint-Malo in France for the festivities, while Jon and I went with Mum on the ferry to meet him. We then spent several days in the city, going to restaurants and eating mussels and chips while my parents drank gin and tonics and laughed.

			By then we’d sold our old house, so that winter we got used to our temporary home, which was in a little building tucked behind the Tudor House Hotel. After school Jon and I explored the hotel’s secret passages, staircases and priest hole, and visited the chef who, despite the tales of his dreadful temper, always welcomed us in, letting us perch on his cooking table and teaching us to make pastry flowers.

			One day while playing with my dolls in the hall of our new house, I overheard my parents talking about the trip again. ‘Our last partner has dropped out,’ Dad was saying.

			My mother laughed. ‘If it was anyone else but you, Gordon, I’d tell them to forget the whole business. You haven’t got the money to pay for this voyage, and it doesn’t look like you will find any more sponsors.’

			‘What do you mean “If it was anyone else”?’

			‘I know you. Once you’ve made up your mind to do something, nothing will stop you.’

			As winter turned to spring, people started arriving for Mum’s ‘lead parties’, carrying chunks of old pipe, which Dad planned to melt down to put into Wavewalker’s keel. On the weekends, she made us practise wearing flip flops, walking around fields with Rusty weaving through our legs, while our toes went pink with cold and flakes of green grass attached themselves to our feet.

			‘Are you scared about the trip?’ Sarah asked one night, when I stayed over at her house.

			‘No. Dad’s a fantastic sailor.’

			She shuffled into a sitting position in her bed and giggled. ‘He’s like a pirate captain.’

			‘Yes, he is. He says we might get some storms, but he’s promised I can help him sail. I’m going to miss you and Rusty, though.’

			‘Why can’t you take Rusty with you?’

			‘I don’t know. Captain Cook took cows, pigs, sheep and chickens with him, but Mum and Dad say Rusty can’t come. But we do have some crew. Owen has even crossed an ocean before – he sailed here from Australia. I met him when we did a practice sail last weekend.’

			‘Was that fun?’

			I hesitated. ‘It was a bit boring actually. Jon and I used the upside-down rubber dinghy on the deck as a trampoline for a while, but Mum said we can’t do that again because the algae on it turned us green.’

			‘I’m going to miss you,’ said Sarah.

			I got up to wrap my arms around her. ‘Don’t worry – I’ll come back.’

			‘Yes,’ she said. ‘And when you do, we’ll still be friends.’

		

		
			2

			North Atlantic Ocean: Becoming Sailors

			July–August 1976: 7 years old

			Days 1 to 61

			Plymouth Sound, England

			[image: ]

			I spent my last night in England at the Mayflower Post House Hotel. Before going to sleep, I pushed the curtain aside to see Wavewalker floating in the bay below. After a year of work, she was ready to sail, with the lead stowed in her keel and her bunks and tables complete. The portholes running down the side of her hull made her look like she was festooned with cannons, and I imagined Dad hard at work inside, poring over his charts, tracing the route of our voyage with his finger.

			The following morning I clutched my bag, containing Teddy and the green-and-white-flowered bridesmaid’s dress that I’d worn to my grandma’s third wedding, as we made our way out to Wavewalker on a small launch. After we’d tied up alongside, Mum followed me up onto the deck. ‘Whatever happens, we’re leaving today,’ she said. ‘But we’re not really ready.’

			I watched her climb over the rails. ‘Why not?’

			‘The automatic pump broke yesterday. Rather than pumping water out of the boat, it started pumping it in. She almost sank.’

			‘Oh, no!’

			‘Don’t worry. Your dad managed to fix it before it caused serious damage. But he hasn’t slept much trying to catch up.’

			I nodded and started picking my way up the deck, past boxes of food, heaps of ropes, wires and sails, cardboard boxes full of cans and piles of loo rolls. I found the ship’s ladder and made my way below to see Dad sitting at the table in the main cabin. ‘I’m here to help,’ I told him, standing up straight and giving him my best smile.

			He laughed and leaned over to pat my head.

			Mum joined us. ‘You kids can paint letters on the cans of food,’ she said.

			I picked up a can of sweetcorn from the table and pulled at its label. ‘Can’t we do something more important? This seems pretty stuck on.’

			My father laughed. ‘It’s a critical job. We’ll need to know what we’re eating if the labels get washed away at sea.’

			‘Why will they get washed away?’ I asked, but Mum was already making her way back up to the deck, saying she was going to collect the fresh meat, and Dad was following her, saying he needed to check on progress. After they’d gone, Jon leaned over to colour my nose blue, so I painted his. We giggled, waving our brushes in the air.

			When my father reappeared a while later, he looked at us and grimaced. ‘The fruit and vegetables have arrived,’ he said, ‘so why don’t you come up and help?’

			On deck, we stole apples from an open box and squatted by the mast to eat them while watching our crew and waiting for further instructions. On the foredeck Owen was pulling yards of thick wire out of a bag, but it was fighting back, trying to slither away. He struggled to control it, his grey hair shaking, his leathery arms grappling with the misbehaving cable. Jon and I laughed at his antics, particularly since we were more used to seeing him standing behind the wheel puffing his pipe during one of our trial sails. Michael – who already looked seaworthy with a beard and moustache to match his curly brown hair – was attaching a sail to a piece of rigging near the bow, and Nigel, our third crew member, was high up on the mainmast, fitting metal steps to make it easier to climb.

			Jon gazed up at him. ‘I’m going to go up,’ he said.

			‘I don’t think you should,’ I said, but luckily I didn’t have to think of a way of stopping him because Dad was coming back down the deck. I threw my apple core into the water and ran towards him, holding my arms out. He bent down to pick me up, and I snuggled into his neck.

			‘Time to get ready for our Bon Voyage Luncheon,’ he said.

			When we walked into the Mayflower Post House Hotel an hour later, I was wearing my bridesmaid’s dress, Jon was in his school uniform and Dad was in a suit.

			‘I’m not going to wear this again for three years,’ he said, ‘and I won’t miss it.’

			A man came to meet us. ‘It’s wonderful you’re here, Captain,’ he said, his moustache jumping. ‘You must come and tell everyone about your voyage.’

			‘Sure,’ said my father, following him through a door into another room that was already crowded with people. Jon and I were left standing next to a table laden with food: platters of lobsters and crabs, hams covered in orange slices, roast turkeys, pies decorated with waves of pastry, salads and cheeses.

			‘Eat lots,’ I told Jon. ‘We won’t get food like this at sea.’ More people were coming through the door behind us. ‘And be quick,’ I added.

			After Mum had joined us and we’d eaten our fill and listened to the boring speeches, we went back down to the dock. Before getting into the launch, I picked up a small grey and white pebble to take with me.

			‘Who are the new crew?’ I asked Mum, looking at the people crowding around us.

			‘They’re not crew – they’re only coming with us for the first hour. That’s Sir Charles Forte,’ she said, nodding towards a man in a dark suit with a checked tie and matching handkerchief. ‘His hotels have sponsored our trip. The rest are newspaper reporters.’

			Dad arrived last, marching down the jetty carrying a massive cake. ‘The crew of the Polaris submarine HMS Resolution gave it to us,’ he said. ‘They wanted to say sorry for taking the name of Cook’s ship so we couldn’t use it ourselves.’

			An hour later, I was crouched on Wavewalker’s foredeck watching the anchor chain clank around the winch, dripping water along the deck, before dropping into the locker underneath. When the anchor appeared on the end of the chain, swinging free, everyone cheered, and we started making our way down Plymouth Sound. Sir Charles was behind the wheel, and my mother was standing next to him with her sunglasses on.

			‘I’m pretty good at this, aren’t I?’ said Sir Charles, and Mum laughed.

			I went below to find Dad stowing a piece of equipment covered with mirrors into a wooden box.

			‘Wow.’

			He stroked it with one hand. ‘It’s a sextant. One day I’ll show you how it works.’

			‘Can you show me now?’

			He laughed. ‘Not yet. I’ve only just learned how to use it myself. I need to do some practising at sea.’

			‘Okay. But why aren’t you steering us?’

			He smiled. ‘Don’t worry – Sir Charles thinks he’s doing it, but actually I’ve put the autopilot on.’

			My father took over the wheel at the end of Plymouth Sound, telling Sir Charles he’d done an excellent job and giving me a wink. Behind us, I could see a large black boat approaching. Dad had also spotted it. ‘The Admiral’s barge is going to pick you up – unless you want to come with us to Rio?’ he said to Sir Charles, and they both laughed.

			The barge came closer, ploughing up foam.

			‘Slow down,’ shouted Dad, but the barge continued to eat up the water.

			My father wrenched Wavewalker’s wheel to one side. At first nothing happened, but then our bow began to turn. By now the barge was so close that I could see the rust marks down the side of its hull and the ropes piled on its foredeck. With only a few metres between us, the barge’s engines were thrown into reverse, its cylinders roaring. But it was too late – there was a crash and the sound of splintering wood. I grabbed hold of our rail, Sir Charles stumbled, and Mum and several journalists fell to the deck.

			The barge backed away before coming alongside, and a man in a navy cap appeared on its deck. ‘I’m so sorry,’ he said.

			Dad grunted, flapping away the man’s apologies with his hand. ‘Are you okay, Mary?’ he asked, and she nodded.

			After our visitors had picked themselves up and climbed aboard the barge, it pulled away. My father and I then did an inspection. There was a long scrape down one side of our hull and a deep gash near the bow.

			‘That skipper was irresponsible,’ said Dad, ‘but there’s no time to fix the damage now – we’ll have to do it when we get to the Canary Islands.’ He paused and looked around. ‘Where’s Mary?’

			‘She’s gone down below to rest, Skipper,’ said Nigel.

			‘Okay. Well, I’ll take the wheel. We need to get those sails up.’

			The crew nodded at this, and within minutes they were unfurling canvas. I craned my head to watch the sails flap, then billow out to scoop up the wind and take on the job of propelling us forward. A white rearing stag on a black oval curved away on the mainsail above my head. We were spreading our wings, ready to fly away from school, houses, cars and all our friends.

			When the sails were set, Dad leaned down and turned off the engine.

			In the silence that followed, I breathed out, adjusting to the gentle sounds of my new world: waves splashing against the bow, the hull creaking and the occasional squeak of a winch being turned to adjust a sail.

			On my first morning at sea I woke to find my world tilted so far over that I was lying against the wall with one of the hull’s wooden ribs pressing into my back. I felt queasy, but heaved myself out of my bunk anyway and went to sit next to the table in the main cabin. When I felt better, I climbed up the ladder to the cockpit to find Dad behind the wheel, wearing his shiny yellow oilskins.

			‘The boat is tipped a long way over,’ I said. ‘Is that normal?’

			He laughed. ‘She’s heeled over, and yes, it’s normal.’

			‘Oh. Well, can you start teaching me how to sail?’

			‘Not today. We have forty knots of wind up here. Let’s wait until it’s calmer. And you need to go back down below – it’s too dangerous for you to be up here.’

			I followed his instructions, going to sit with Teddy by the table, telling the bear everything I already knew about sailing. ‘If you listen carefully,’ I said, stroking his biscuit-coloured head, ‘you’ll be able to keep up when I find out more.’

			Jon came in a while later, looking pale and holding Long Tall Jim, whose cloth legs dangled down to the floor.

			‘I’m all right,’ he said, frowning after I asked how he felt, but he soon went back to his bunk in the four-berth cabin. After he left I wedged Teddy in behind the books on the shelf, with his head and ears showing, and went to find Mum in the aft cabin. She was sleeping, but I lingered, holding on to a cupboard.

			I felt my neck prickle and looked around to see her teddy, Felix, sitting on the bookshelf. His blank eyes stared at me from either side of his pointed leather nose. I looked away. Mum had told me that Felix was mean, and I should never touch him. He’s precious, she’d said, because Dad had given him to her when they first started dating.

			This time when I got back into the main cabin, I tried imagining I was still at home, talking to Sarah or hugging Rusty. Then a wave hit the deck above my head and the boat tipped. When it rolled back, a gush of cold, salty ocean poured in through cracks around the hatch and I shrieked, flinging myself along the sofa.

			After several more waves, I worked out that it was safest to sit by the corner of the table, away from the main hatch. It was drier there, and you could brace your legs against the bottom of the mast, which ran through the cabin from ceiling to floor, tall and straight like the trees I used to pass on the road to school.

			By the time my father came back down below, Jon had joined me, holding on next to the table, and it was beginning to get dark.

			‘The waves keep coming in,’ I told Dad, pointing up at the hatch.

			‘We’re in a storm, Sue. It’s hard to keep things dry when a lot of water is landing on the deck.’

			‘Okay. But will it be like this all the way around the world?’

			He laughed. ‘I hope not.’

			‘What’s for dinner?’ asked Jon. ‘I’m hungry.’

			‘Not much. Your mother’s not well. Why don’t you try some of the fruit cake the submarine captain gave us?’

			When Dad went to the chartroom, Jon and I examined the cake, which was lashed on top of the icebox on the far side of the cabin. Unfortunately, unlike us, the cake hadn’t been able to avoid the seawater coming in through the hatch, so a puddle had formed on its icing. I patted it dry with a tea towel before finding a knife and carving two large hunks, passing one to Jon. Protected by its sugary shell, the cake was only mildly salty, so I ate mine in a rush without pausing to find a fork.

			On my second morning at sea, there was again no one around when I hauled myself out of my bunk, so I ate another slice of cake for breakfast.

			Mum was still asleep when I went in to see her in the aft cabin. With her pale features and thin, straight nose, she looked like Sleeping Beauty, her face framed by curly, red-brown hair. ‘You might like this when you wake up,’ I said, placing a piece of cake on a plastic plate beside her.

			On my way back to the main cabin I found my father closing the cupboard under the chartroom table.

			‘What’s in there?’ I asked.

			‘The engine. I’ve just checked its oil. It’s a good piece of machinery, but it was designed to be in a truck, not a boat, so it will need a lot of care.’ He yawned. ‘I need to get some sleep.’

			I held on to the table. ‘What can I do, Dad?’

			He peered down at me. ‘You need to find a way to occupy yourself. Don’t go back into the aft cabin, though. Your mother is still unwell, so you mustn’t wake her up.’

			I tried to go up on deck after Dad went to sleep. Owen was behind the wheel, water dripping down the hood of his oilskins onto his nose.

			‘You can’t come up, Sue,’ he said. ‘It’s too windy.’

			‘Are you sure I can’t help?’

			He laughed, shaking his head, and Michael turned to smile at me, pushing his damp hair behind his ears.

			When I went back below, I found my crayons and drew some of the things I’d left behind in England. I stored the pictures down the side of my bunk, next to my Plymouth pebble.

			On my third day at sea, there was still no sign of Mum. After another morning sitting with Teddy in the main cabin, I climbed the steps and pushed open the hatch.

			This time my father was steering. ‘Please can I come up?’ I asked.

			‘No,’ he said. ‘It’s too rough.’

			‘But I want to see the sky,’ I said, giving him my best smile.

			‘Okay, but only if you put your lifejacket on, and only for a little while.’

			When I came back up, encased in a puffy orange jacket that made it hard for me to move my arms, a gull was hovering near the cockpit. He was so close that I could see his muscles working when he flapped his wings, his feathers ruffling in the wind.

			‘Did you sail when you were my age?’ I asked Dad.

			‘No, not till much later,’ he said. ‘I bought a boat and taught myself how to sail when your mother and I lived on the south coast. You were still in nappies when we first took you across the English Channel.’ He looked up at the sails. ‘I must focus on this tack. Hold on.’

			I wrapped my fingers around the edge of the bench.

			‘Ready about,’ said Dad.

			Nigel was squatting by one of the winches. ‘Aye, aye, Captain.’

			My father spun the wheel. The boat moved into the wind, the sails caught the air on their reverse sides, and they snapped across to start pulling us the other way. Nigel pulled the ropes back in and Wavewalker settled into her new course.

			‘Time to go below, Sue,’ said Dad. ‘The wind is getting up.’

			I frowned. ‘Please can I stay a little longer?’

			‘No.’

			This time when I reached it, the main cabin was lurching from side to side. I retrieved Teddy from the bookcase and sat next to Jon reading my book about Rapunzel, though I couldn’t get myself interested in whether she would ever escape her turret.

			In the early evening, the hatch slid open.

			‘We’re going to heave to,’ said Dad, coming down the ladder.

			‘What’s that?’ asked Jon.

			‘It’s like parking the boat. You do it in storms.’

			There was still no sign of Mum. Maybe she would get out of bed, I thought, after we’d parked.

			By the time I woke up the following morning, the wind had eased, and we were sailing again. When Dad opened the hatch and peered down, I saw rays of sunshine sneaking through gaps between the clouds behind him.

			‘Can you kids bring the wet things up here to dry?’ he asked.

			Jon and I got to work at once, heaving sleeping bags, pillows and clothes onto the deck and tying them down so they wouldn’t blow away. When everything was out, I sat in the cockpit, breathing in sea air.

			‘Which bit of the trip are you most looking forward to?’ I asked Dad.

			‘The South Pacific,’ he said. ‘It will be warm, and your mother loves seafood. But it will be a year before we get there.’

			Seafood. My stomach rumbled. ‘I’m hungry.’

			‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Nigel, can you manage up here while I make some food?’

			Down below, Dad found a packet of instant mashed potatoes and poured a pile of white flakes into a bowl. ‘Mix this while I add the boiling water,’ he said, handing it to me.

			‘It’s magic,’ I said, watching clouds of potato bloom around my spoon.

			‘It sure is,’ he said, taking the bowl back and dolloping mounds of mash onto plates alongside slices of canned corned beef.

			When I went back on deck after lunch, I saw my first school of flying fish. They jumped out of the water, their scales glinting in the sun, to glide through the air on translucent wings. If a wave blocked their way, they hit it with a splash, disappearing beneath the surface. Every so often, one would jump too far and land on our deck or collide with our sails to flap a couple of times before falling still.

			I crouched over one. ‘You didn’t expect to find a boat here, did you?’ I told it. ‘All your life, you’ve been swimming through the water and gliding through the air, and then one day we got in your way. I’m so sorry.’

			‘Why are you talking to the fish?’ asked Dad. ‘They are tasty fried, you know. You and Jon need to patrol the deck every morning to collect them for breakfast.’

			This sounded like an important task, so Jon and I spent some time discussing how we would do it. We needed two buckets, we decided, and I would inspect the starboard deck while he inspected port. We were still talking when I heard my mother’s voice and turned to see her standing next to Dad, her hair tossed by the wind.

			‘I’m feeling so much better,’ she said, when Jon and I ran to hug her.

			We continued making our way down Europe’s coast. With Mum awake, we started eating proper meals, and in the calmer winds, Jon and I were allowed to sit in the cockpit in our lifejackets, watching the ocean slide past.

			The flying fish patrols became a regular part of our mornings and were usually followed by a fry-up of our catch. I liked the patrols but not the breakfasts because the flying fish were full of bones. But they made a change from the canned Spam and corned beef that made up most of our meals once the icebox was empty.

			One morning when I went to wake Jon up, I found a flying fish on his pillow.

			‘Why did you do the patrol without me?’ I demanded, shaking his arm.

			‘What are you talking about?’ he asked, opening his eyes.

			When I told him he had a fish in his bunk, Jon turned his head and squealed. We glanced up at the hatch.

			‘Dad, Jon had a flying fish in his bunk,’ we cried, bursting into the cockpit.

			‘There are lots more up here,’ said my father. ‘I’ve never seen so many.’ He pointed at the deck, which was covered with fish.

			We ran around gathering them up. ‘Slow down, Jon, it’s not a race,’ I said.

			‘Yes, it is – and I’m winning.’

			We sat on the deck later to count our haul – fifteen, of which Jon claimed ten.

			One evening my father called everyone up on deck. ‘We’ve reached the most westerly point of the Spanish mainland,’ he said, ‘and we need to spot the lighthouse on Cape Finisterre. If we see it tonight, it means we’re three days ahead of Captain Cook. We’ll also have confirmed where we are before we head out into the open sea.’

			I nodded, straining to look into the darkness, but all I could see were heaving waves. After a while, I gave up and lay on the deck staring up at the stars that shone back in duplicate from the sky and ocean, making it seem like we were sailing inside a black ball decorated with pinpoints of light.

			‘I can see it,’ Nigel shouted a while later, and when I jumped up to squint towards where he was pointing, I could also see a faint glimmer.

			After that I went to bed, pulling Teddy close and curling up in my bunk. But moments after falling asleep, I was woken by the sound of people running and shouting above me. The mast lamps were on and pale-yellow light filtered down through the hatch.

			I clambered into the cockpit holding Teddy. Dad was leaning over our rail, and as I emerged he set off a flare that shot upwards in a flaming, crimson arc. The flare froze the scene in scarlet light: Owen clutching the wheel, his pipe gripped between his teeth, Nigel, Mum and Michael screaming on our aft deck, and behind our stern, a huge tanker surging towards us.

			Jon was already in the cockpit, his face pale. ‘I think it’s going to hit us,’ he said.

			I shook my head. ‘Don’t worry – Dad will keep us safe.’

			‘Turn to port,’ Dad shouted, and Owen twisted the wheel. Wavewalker heeled over and I clutched the bench to stop myself flying off.

			My father fired more flares. Curves of red cut across the sky, lighting our faces. The tanker’s bow was less than thirty feet away, mounds of foaming water cascading down either side of it.

			‘If it hits us, we’ll sink,’ shouted Mum.

			I looked out at the grey ocean and felt its icy spray hitting my face. Beside me, the main hatch seemed to draw me in. If I was down below I would be warm, and I wouldn’t be able to see the tanker.

			Dad fired another flare. It looped through the air and hit the tanker’s bridge, exploding in a mass of sparks across the glass. For a moment nothing happened, then figures came piling out of the wheelhouse, shouting down at us, and the tanker began to turn.

			‘Russians,’ said Dad. He stood at our rails swearing at them, and Jon and I joined him, shaking our fists in the air until the tanker disappeared into the night.

			A few days after we saw the tanker, I was woken by Dad shouting for Jon and me to get up on deck. This took a few minutes because Wavewalker was heeling hard over again, making it difficult for me to get out of my bunk. I’d found that the best way to do this was to roll towards the sideboard that ran alongside my mattress. If I did this with enough speed, I could go over the top of it, spin and slide down past the bottom bunk to land with both feet on the cabin floor, though this manoeuvre sometimes took a few attempts.

			‘We’re being followed,’ said Dad, when I reached the cockpit. He pointed out into the ocean.

			I wondered for a moment if the tanker had come back, but when I glanced at Owen, his eyes were twinkling. We’d been unlucky, he’d told me when I talked to him after our near miss – the tanker’s autopilot had been on and they hadn’t kept a lookout. He’d never seen anything like it in all his years of sailing.

			This time there was no sign of a tanker, only a shadow loitering in the water behind our stern. A moment later, it vanished.

			‘Was that it?’ I asked Dad.

			‘Yes,’ he said.

			A glossy, curved grey body surfaced alongside Wavewalker, jetting water into the air and I screamed, clapping my hands.

			‘It’s been following us all night,’ said Dad.

			‘It’s not an “it”,’ I said, shaking my head. ‘It’s a “he”. He’s called Henry.’ I crouched down next to the rails. ‘Hi, Henry.’

			‘Henry?’ said my father, raising his eyebrows.

			‘Yes, of course.’

			Jon came to join me, and we ate crackers on the aft deck. Henry surfaced from time to time, blowing wet kisses into the air and regarding us through tiny eyes set well back on either side of his square head. Sometimes he dived, his tail coming up out of the water, before he plunged down into the ocean.

			‘He’s gone to talk to an octopus,’ I told Jon.

			Dad laughed. ‘Henry is a sperm whale. I’d say he’s about fifty foot long and weighs forty tons. He’s a bit shorter but much heavier than Wavewalker.’

			Mum climbed out of the hatch carrying a mug of tea. ‘I don’t like him, Gordon,’ she said, handing my father the drink. ‘He could mistake us for a whale in distress and try to flip us over.’

			‘Why would he do that?’ I asked. ‘He’s our friend.’

			Henry surfaced a few feet from the cockpit and tipped onto one side, waving a flipper. Mum screamed.

			‘Not helpful, Henry,’ I muttered.

			‘Gordon, do something,’ she shouted.

			Dad bent down and twisted the engine key. The starter motor turned but didn’t catch.

			‘Don’t do that,’ I said. ‘The motor might upset Henry. He just wants some company.’

			But my father didn’t answer – instead, he handed the wheel to Owen and headed below. I kept chatting to Henry, but after a little while he dropped behind our stern, becoming a shadow again.

			Dad reappeared. ‘Henry doesn’t seem to like the echo sounder,’ he told Owen. ‘It seems to work as a whale deterrent.’

			I stared at him through narrowed eyes.

			Henry followed us for another day, but didn’t come close again. I tried to persuade Dad to turn off the echo sounder, but he wouldn’t relent.

			‘Do you like Henry?’ I asked Owen.

			‘I do,’ said Owen, giving me a glimpse of his gold teeth. ‘He’s a lot less dangerous than that Russian tanker. But your dad’s the captain and he doesn’t like to upset your mum.’

			After two weeks of gales, whales and tankers, a pencil line appeared on the horizon. Each hour painted more details, which Jon and I pointed out to anyone who would listen. Madeira’s outline came first, clouds clustered around its mountains. Familiar but forgotten shades of green and brown followed, with the gulls, boats and houses of Funchal Bay appearing last.

			I was counting trees – any type would do, so long as it was green.

			‘Captain Cook came here,’ said Dad.

			I stopped at twelve. ‘After leaving Plymouth?’

			‘Yes – though only on his first and second voyages. But I thought it was still worth stopping to stock up on fresh fruit.’

			It was several more hours before we were anchored, after which Jon and I caught a lift to shore in the dinghy.

			‘Row faster, Daddy, row faster,’ said Jon.

			‘What’s the dinghy’s name?’ I asked.

			‘I’m not sure,’ said my father, panting. ‘Does it need one?’

			‘Of course it does.’

			We debated this issue the rest of the way ashore, and by the time we reached the dock we’d made a decision: the dinghy was Wavewalker’s baby, so she would be called Ripplerunner.

			When Jon and I stepped onto the concrete pier, I bent to feel it, stable and still beneath my hand.

			I’d hoped that we would stay for a few days in Madeira exploring its shoreline, which was packed with white, square buildings topped by orange slate roofs, and hills dotted with yucca trees and bushes of yellow, white and red trumpet-shaped flowers. But my father had other plans – he said we had to keep moving, because otherwise Captain Cook would get ahead of us.

			We headed back out to sea the following morning with eight crates of oranges on our aft deck to find there was no wind. I threw bits of peel into the water and watched them float, glistening in the purple shade of our flapping sails. Everyone was in a bad mood, including Wavewalker, who lolled around drunk in the sea.

			‘Can we go swimming?’ asked Jon.

			‘No. It’s not safe,’ said Dad.

			I wasn’t surprised at this – after all, unlike us, Dad had never learned how to swim, saying he liked being on the ocean, not in it. But the water looked so refreshing. ‘Please?’

			‘No.’

			We ate lunch and cleared it away. ‘Please, please?’ said Jon.

			My father sighed. ‘Okay. If you must.’

			The ocean was light blue on the surface with turquoise depths. Jon and I changed into our swimsuits and rushed back on deck. My brother was already over the rails, poised to jump, when Dad grabbed his arm. ‘Wait,’ he said. ‘I’m going to trail ropes behind the boat. If Wavewalker starts to move, you’ll have to grab hold of one, so you don’t get left behind.’

			We waited while he sorted this out. By the time he was ready, Nigel and Michael had joined us in their trunks. Nigel dived in first, followed by Jon and Michael. I hesitated, my toes curled around our gunwale, before throwing myself in to be engulfed by the ocean’s coldness.

			When I surfaced, Wavewalker had become a tiny toy boat bobbing on an enormous blue sea. I floated a little way away from her, kicking my feet and trying not to think of the creatures that might be swimming around in the miles of water below me.

			Nigel was halfway up a ladder that Dad had hung over Wavewalker’s side. ‘I’m going to dive in from the mast,’ he shouted.

			I swam back to Wavewalker and went to stand next to Jon and Michael on the aft deck, craning my head back to follow Nigel’s progress. When he reached the first set of spreaders, about thirty feet above the deck, he started inching his way out from the mast, looking like a frog crawling along the branch of a tree. He paused, and I was expecting him to stand up and dive in, when his right leg made an odd sideways movement. His hand jerked outwards and he fell towards where Mum was standing on the forward deck.

			We all watched in silence, mouths open, as Nigel hit the water. Then we rushed to the rails.

			‘Are you okay?’ shouted Owen after he surfaced. Nigel nodded, and when he approached the ladder, Owen reached down and hoisted him up. His head lolled forward, wet hair plastered to his neck, and one of his legs was covered in rivulets of blood.

			‘Come here, Sue,’ shouted Dad, and I looked around to see him leaning over my mother, who was sitting by the foremast, her eyes closed and her face pale. When I reached them, I squatted down and picked up her hand, which lay limp in mine.

			‘I’m going to get the first aid kit,’ said my father. On his way back to the cockpit, he stopped by Nigel, who was lying on the deck with Owen crouched beside him, clutching a bloodied towel. ‘You’re an idiot,’ he said. ‘You hit Mary’s shoulder on your way down. You could have killed her.’

			Nigel looked up at him. ‘Sorry, Skipper.’

			‘And you could have killed yourself too,’ Dad added.

			Nigel said little in the days after his fall, and Mum stopped talking to him altogether. Jon and I kept out of everyone’s way, though I smiled at Nigel occasionally so he would know he wasn’t invisible.

			‘I wish I’d been allowed to jump off the mast,’ my brother said, when no one was listening. ‘I wouldn’t have slipped.’

			‘Don’t be silly,’ I said. ‘Anyway, Dad won’t let anyone do that again.’

			Given the tension on board, it was a relief when we reached Tenerife a few days later, though our first mooring was disappointing because it was alongside a pier that towered so far above us that I couldn’t get ashore, crammed in by rusting tankers at our bow and stern.

			Dad spent the morning refusing to move despite multiple visits from harbour officials who said we couldn’t stay. ‘Your colleagues told me last night it was fine for us to be here,’ he kept saying.

			In the afternoon, he gave in – ‘I got sick of telling those idiots the same thing,’ he said – and we motored up the coast to a bay full of other sailing boats. However, the yacht club we found nearby made all the effort worthwhile since it came with two big salt-water swimming pools, smaller children’s pools, bars and lounges.

			Our parents relaxed in the bar while Jon and I explored.

			‘I’m disappointed by this place,’ my father was telling Mum when I went back to find them after my second swim. ‘The barman told me almost no one here owns or sails a yacht. It’s just a social club.’

			She smiled at him, crossed her legs, and took a sip of her gin and tonic, ice clinking. ‘That’s fine by me,’ she said. ‘All yacht clubs need are pools, food and waiters to refill my glass – there’s no need for any discussion of sailing.’

			We sailed from Tenerife to Gran Canaria, where we spent two days taking Wavewalker out of the water to clean her hull and repair the gash caused by the collision in Plymouth Sound. Back at sea under a hazy yellow sky, the grown-ups took turns keeping watch on deck. Mum did her watches with Owen, while Nigel did his with Michael, which meant that my mother and Nigel rarely met, though when they did, she occasionally said hello.

			‘Why don’t you do a watch?’ I asked Dad one day.

			‘It’s more important for me to keep a general eye on things,’ he said. ‘And it’s a good job I do because your brother has started sleepwalking.’

			‘Sleepwalking?’

			‘I found him wandering around the boat last night. He put Long Tall Jim under the tap and turned it on, trying to give him a drink. I just hope he doesn’t decide to go up on deck while he’s asleep.’

			Once we’d settled into our ocean routines, Mum began giving Jon and me some schoolwork to do in the mornings, usually a maths or English worksheet. It was convenient that we were only a year apart in age, she said, since it meant she could teach us together. When I asked about other subjects, like history, art or science, she said she wasn’t going to bother with those – if we were good at maths and English, everything else would sort itself out. Anyway, our voyage was like a massive geography field trip.

			Whenever Mum gave me a worksheet, I sat down and did it straight away. Yet I often had questions about why I had to solve problems in a certain way or what they meant. I tried asking her but when I did, she became exasperated and said that she had other things to do. Jon took the opposite approach, completing his worksheets in a rush in the last few minutes before dinner and never asking anything at all.

			My brother and I spent most of the rest of our time down below in our swimsuits. We created two kingdoms ruled over by Teddy and Long Tall Jim with their own flags and arcane regulations. We also practised trying to get from one end of the boat to the other without touching the floor. This game was fun to play in bad weather when the cabin walls tipped over so we could walk along them, and when Mum had retreated to her bunk so she wouldn’t get annoyed if we disturbed her Tupperware containers, which were arranged on shelves behind the galley. Jon always won, though it wasn’t a fair competition because he was part monkey – after all, he’d already climbed to the top of our sixty-foot-high mainmast when Dad wasn’t looking.

			‘I want to climb along the wire between the masts,’ he told me one day.

			‘Don’t be silly,’ I said. ‘You’ll fall like Nigel did and make a mess everywhere. And don’t even think of trying to do it in your sleep.’

			We were still inching our way down the west coast of Africa when I woke one morning to find that a red mist had filled the sky.

			My father was standing behind the wheel. ‘What’s going on?’ I asked.

			‘The Sirocco wind has brought us the Sahara Desert from 150 miles away.’

			‘Really?’

			‘Sure. Look at the sand.’

			He was right – a layer of scarlet granules had settled on everything. In the gunwale running along the edges of our deck, the breeze had gathered it into small piles. I lay on my stomach, a mound of sand in front of me, and imagined a camel making its way up a dune. When I looked up, I saw that the dust had painted the sails in browny-orange watercolours, transforming our white stag into a golden fawn.

			‘Will they come clean again?’ I asked Dad.

			‘They will in time. But I need you to give the decks a good swab. Michael can haul some buckets of salt water up for you.’

			Jon came to help and we worked hard for a while before giving up, dripping wet and giggling. We’d washed some of the sand back overboard, but it was a hopeless job – more kept settling out of the air, and what was already there had found its way into every crevice.

			Over the following days, the redness faded from our sails. Then one day, about a week after leaving Gran Canaria, and a month after leaving England, a shadow appeared above the ocean’s southern rim.

			‘I think it’s Ilha de Santo Antão in the Cape Verde Islands,’ said Dad, ‘which means we’re about four hundred miles off the most westerly tip of Africa and halfway to Rio.’

			The shadow darkened and gained substance, becoming a craggy rock lurking under a cloud, while the ocean filled with writhing jellyfish. After darkness fell, we kept sailing through this moonlit jelly, trying to see the flash of the lighthouse on Ilha de Santo Antão so we could pinpoint our position. We didn’t see it, but my father eventually turned south-west anyway, taking us out across the Atlantic Ocean.

			The heat built until, after two more days of sailing, the breeze rotated through every direction and disappeared.

			‘We’ve hit the doldrums,’ said Dad, when I went to stand beside him on the deck, gazing out at an ocean of thick honey. ‘They happen where the north and south trade winds meet. But that’s supposed to be a hundred miles south of here.’

			We sat sweating under a blue bowl of sky for several days after that, each breath a gasp of heat that scorched the lungs. When the sun was up, I danced across the parched deck, searching for patches of shade, while Dad made a salt-water shower from a bucket punctured with holes that he hung in the rigging. But the only real relief came when a thunderstorm caught us, rain pounding on the deck and patterning the rolling swells. We would then scramble around tying containers under booms to collect the water cascading down the canvas and racing to find soap so that we could wash ourselves before the storm moved on. At night I slept on deck to escape the stifling air below, lying on my sleeping bag, and reaching up to grasp handfuls of the stars peppering the Milky Way. It seemed odd that I couldn’t touch them; they felt so close, and I wanted to use them to create a dress covered in sparkles.

			After a few days of this, Dad started chasing squalls. He stood at the wheel with the engine on, cackling with laughter, wearing his waterproof oilskin jacket over his hairy legs. I bounced next to him, desperate to find out whether, when we reached a patch of clouds, they would contain a cough of wind to propel us forward or a gale complete with thunder, lightning and a deluge of rain.

			When at last the wind returned in earnest, sweeping away the worst of the heat, Mum found her worksheets again. We began long division and I plied her with more questions.

			‘Go and ask your father,’ she said. ‘He’s a maths teacher.’

			But each time I found him and asked if I could show him my equations, he said ‘Not now’, because he was busy splicing a rope, doing a sight or adjusting a sail. So instead I pondered my maths on the forward deck in the shade of the forestay sail – so-called because it was attached to the rigging running from the top of the foremast to the end of the bowsprit – and usually found that I could work out the answer if I thought about it for long enough.

			Not long after the wind returned, we saw a passenger ship ploughing its way towards us from South America, our first sight of other humans after eleven days of nothing but ocean. It came so close that I could see the people crowding its balconies and rails to wave, and when it swept past I saw its name etched on its stern: Brazilla.

			‘I wish we’d asked them for food,’ I said, watching it go.

			Dad laughed. ‘Don’t be silly.’

			‘I mean it. I’ve been hungry for days.’

			‘We have to be careful, Sue – the doldrums have slowed us down, so we need to ration our stores.’

			‘There’s no fresh fruit left,’ I said, giving him my sad look. ‘And I hate salt tablets.’

			‘Salt will stop you from getting dehydrated in this hot weather.’

			Dad might have been right but the tablets my mother had started dishing out had worsened our already restricted diet. Salt was taking over my life. White tide marks of it bloomed on my skin; my clothes and sleeping bag were sticky with it; and now I had to eat it as well.

			‘Do you want to try some ship’s biscuits?’ asked Dad, and when I nodded he showed me where he’d hidden the tins under the step outside the main head, the name for the ship’s toilet.

			‘Do they have raisins in them?’ I asked.

			He shook his head. ‘No, they shouldn’t have.’ He peered at my biscuit. ‘Oh, don’t worry about those: they’re only weevils. Tap it sharply on the table, and most of them will fall out and crawl away. The rest will give you useful protein.’

			By this time the pencil marks on my father’s chart were approaching the Equator, and on board, even though we were hungry, excitement about crossing this invisible boundary was mounting.

			‘Okay,’ said Owen, puffing his pipe and fixing Jon and me with a stare from under his bushy grey eyebrows. ‘We need a ceremony to mark the crossing. Since I’m the only one here who has sailed in southern waters, I will be King Neptune and you can be my assistants.’

			We readily agreed to this, and on Owen’s instructions made him a cardboard crown, a cardboard trident attached to a broomstick and a gown fashioned from a bedsheet.

			‘Make the most horrible potion you can,’ King Neptune told us when he’d donned his robes. So I wandered around the boat finding ingredients – washing-up liquid, tea, coffee, a few ship’s biscuits and powdered milk – before tipping them in a bucket and stirring the evil mixture with a wooden spoon.

			While I did this, Jon went to tell everyone else to bring offerings of alcohol to go into a second potion – King Neptune’s punch. Dad brought gin, Mum offered Martini, Nigel and Michael produced whisky and sweet Martini, and Jon and I tipped in some of our precious long-life orange juice. When the potions were ready, everyone assembled on the forward deck. King Neptune stood by the rails, his crown and trident framed against the rolling sea. He raised his hands and called for silence.

			‘Before I can allow this ship to pass into my southern realm, all persons who have not crossed my Equator before must be washed in good southern water,’ he said.

			I walked forward carrying the first foul concoction and King Neptune poured a ladleful over each victim. This was followed by a bucket of seawater, their startled eyes peering out through the gushing liquid. When my turn came, I escaped the potion but still had a bucket of seawater tipped over my head.

			With the ceremony over, the adults sat around in the sun drinking King Neptune’s sweet-smelling punch. After a while, I looked up from my book to see that they’d all fallen asleep, their bodies strewn around the deck. I went to find Jon, who was up on the foredeck. ‘We’ve been left in charge,’ I told him, ‘so let’s organise a rota of watches between us.’

			‘No thanks,’ he said, clambering down the forward hatch.

			I went back to stand in the cockpit. The sails were full, and Dad had tied the wheel in position. I stood behind the binnacle, scanning the horizon. ‘Don’t worry, I’m here if you need me,’ I assured Wavewalker, but it didn’t seem like she did.
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			Brazil: Run Out of Rio
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			Days 62 to 92

			Arriving in Rio de Janeiro

			[image: ]

			Mum said we had to shower before we arrived in Rio because we hadn’t had a proper wash in weeks, if you didn’t count standing under squall clouds.

			‘I didn’t know we had a shower,’ I told Dad, when he showed me where it was in the main head. ‘Can we use it more often during our next trip?’

			‘Absolutely not,’ he said. ‘We can’t afford to waste fresh water on washing. Seawater will do just fine.’

			I stood under the shower watching the water swill weeks of salt away through the wooden grating under my feet and emerged back on deck stroking my newly smooth arms. In front of us, the pale blues and greens of the coast were intensifying and being joined by reds, oranges and yellows. It was a relief to be arriving in port after the days of storms we’d endured crawling down the coast of Brazil. But at last we’d survived all that, and ahead of us, bathed in sunlight, was Sugarloaf Mountain.

			While Wavewalker nosed her way into Guanabara Bay, Jon and I worked our ropes into neat coils, like snails’ shells, on the deck. Dad said he wanted them arranged like this in harbour so they would be tidy – and I thought the coils would be useful because I could jump between them when the deck planks were too hot to walk on. When we finished, I looked up to see that we were well inside the bay, with Sugarloaf Mountain on one side, another mountain on the other and a broad smile of beach stretching between them that looked perfect for building sandcastles.

			By now everyone else was also on deck. Mum was wearing navy trousers, her hair combed into shining curls; Nigel, Michael and Owen were in crumpled shirts that I recognised from our Bon Voyage party, and Dad had found a polo shirt to pair with his captain’s hat.

			I stood next to him. ‘Can I have an apple when we get ashore? And maybe an ice-cream?’

			He laughed. ‘I’ll do my best. I’m proud of you – you’ve finished a six-thousand-mile voyage, one of the longest we’ll do.’

			‘Are we still ahead of Captain Cook?’

			‘Almost – the doldrums delayed us a bit. They were bad this year.’

			‘When did Cook get here?’

			‘Well, actually he didn’t come here on his third voyage. However, he did on his first and stayed for almost a month, getting food and water.’

			I put my hands on my hips. ‘Why have we come to another place that Captain Cook didn’t visit?’

			Dad extended his arm to indicate the bay. ‘Your mother wouldn’t have forgiven me for missing Rio – it’s one of the most beautiful cities in the world. Anyway, Cook came close to here on his third voyage – he looped over this way to catch the wind before turning east to sail on to Cape Town.’

			We tied up at the Rio Yacht Club, which turned out to be a paradise with marble floors and a swimming pool surrounded by coconut trees. It even had a counter selling hamburgers and hot dogs. Jon and I didn’t want to leave, but after a few hours my parents announced that it was time to visit the city. We walked from the marina to stand on the edge of the Avenida Copacabana, watching lanes of cars, trucks and buses race by, churning out fumes. On the other side of the road, the cafés and shops of Rio beckoned.

			‘How long are we going to wait here, Dad?’ I asked after a while.

			He grunted. ‘I’m not sure. After so much time at sea, it’s impossible to work out when to cross.’

			More traffic went by.

			‘Oh, bother it, let’s go back to the yacht club,’ he said.

			During the following week, Michael, Nigel and Owen went out partying every night, and my parents received so many dinner invitations that Mum had to buy a new diary to keep track.

			‘I’d like a dress as beautiful as yours,’ I told her one night when she’d put on a blue gown ready to go out.

			‘Would you like me to make you a flamenco dress?’ she asked.

			‘Oh yes. Can it have a long skirt?’

			‘Sure.’

			‘With red and blue frills?’

			‘Sure.’

			About a week after we arrived in Rio, heavy swells coming in from the Atlantic smashed Wavewalker’s stern into the shore in the middle of the night. After he’d patched up the damage, Dad decided that it would be safer if we anchored out in Guanabara Bay. Jon and I hated this because it meant we were no longer able to escape to run up and down on the shore or swim in the pool at the yacht club. It was also harder for people to visit us, although the regular stream of customers wanting to buy our sailing equipment showed no sign of easing.

			By that time we’d already sold an incredible amount. Before we’d left England, my father had filled the forward cabin with rope, cleats, shackles, sails, tools and rigging. Now the cabin was almost bare, revealing new spaces such as the anchor chain locker, tucked under the bow, where I sometimes hid, curled up on the metal chain which smelled of iron, rust and salt.

			‘Won’t we need some of this?’ I asked him one day while helping him measure out a length of rope for one of his customers.

			‘I can buy more when we get to Cape Town,’ he said, ‘and anyway people here are paying several times what this stuff cost because they’re avoiding the ridiculous local import taxes.’ He paused and looked at me. ‘You’ve got to keep this secret, though – don’t mention it to anyone.’

			Like Dad, our visitors also wanted to keep their purchases quiet. They would row up to Wavewalker in the evenings, their oars swaddled with strips of wet cloth, and surprise us by knocking on the hull while we were eating dinner. I would then go on deck to listen to them talking to my father in hushed tones and watch as he passed bundles of things over the rails in the darkness.

			After almost three weeks in Rio, we said goodbye to Nigel and Michael, and welcomed a new crew member, Liz.

			‘Rio was a good stop, wasn’t it?’ said Dad as we motored out of Guanabara Bay.

			‘Yes, but I missed you while you were out in the evenings.’

			He nodded. ‘Your mum loved the socialising, but she’s exhausted. I’m glad to be getting away because I got almost nothing done in Rio. I’m going to take us somewhere to hide while we get ready to sail again.’

			On the foredeck the jib had already gone up and Owen was supervising Liz, who was trying to tie off the halyard, after using it to hoist the sail.

			‘I can help do that,’ I said.

			‘I know you can,’ said Dad. ‘Don’t worry – Liz will soon learn how to do it too. She’s never sailed before, but I’ve decided I prefer taking on novice crew so I can teach them how I like to do things on Wavewalker.’

			Liz was laughing at her failure to fasten the rope, but Owen was frowning.

			‘I don’t think Owen agrees,’ I said.

			‘He’s not upset about Liz,’ Dad said with a smile. ‘He’s upset about leaving behind the various lady friends he met in Rio.’

			When Liz came back to take the wheel, again under Owen’s supervision, I followed my father down to look at his charts. ‘This is where we’re going,’ he said. ‘Ilha Grande is about sixty nautical miles south-west of here. I don’t think we’ll find any parties there.’

			I leaned over to look.

			‘Actually, I have something else I wanted to show you,’ he said. He reached down the side of the navigator’s bunk and pulled out a brown bundle. Holding it in one hand, he folded back triangles of fabric. When he turned over the last fold, I gasped. In the centre were five gold rings, each adorned with a glittering blue stone.

			‘They’re beautiful,’ I said, reaching out to touch one with my fingertip. ‘Why do you have them?’

			‘It’s the easiest way to take money out of Rio. They’re aquamarines. Which one do you like best?’

			It was hard to decide, but in the end, I chose the one with the deepest blue stone because it reminded me of the ocean’s depths that had dropped away below me when I’d swum far from land.

			‘You have good taste,’ he said. ‘That’s the most expensive one. I’ll save it for you, and you can have it when you’re older.’

			The following morning, I was woken by talking and running around on deck.

			‘You’ve arrived at the perfect time,’ said Liz when I reached the cockpit to find her on the wheel. ‘We’ve been circling while waiting for the sun to come up. And look what the dawn has brought.’

			I peered around the cockpit cover. On one side of us was a tiny island swamped in coconut trees. On the other was a large rainforest-covered mound – Ilha Grande.

			We dropped our sails, and I helped Owen bundle them away, pushing the canvas into bags and dropping them through the forward hatch. We turned towards Ilha Grande and made our way into a bay. A white beach ran along the shore, with two cottages on its right-hand side and a flagpole in the middle.

			‘Do you know what the flags say?’ Dad asked when he came onto the foredeck to release the anchor.

			‘No.’

			‘They say “Welcome ashore”.’ He ruffled my hair. ‘I think we’re going to enjoy this place.’

			I was eyeing the sand. ‘Can we stay for a while?’

			‘We can stay a week, while we get Wavewalker ready to sail. Then we need to go back to the mainland to buy supplies before leaving for South Africa.’

			Something on the beach was moving. I couldn’t tell what it was, but after we’d anchored and started making our way towards the shore in Ripplerunner, it formed itself into a furry grey monkey. When our keel ground into the sand, the monkey gripped our gunwale and vaulted in. Before we could do anything, it grabbed Mum’s bag and started pulling out our sandwiches, opening each one to examine its contents before throwing them into the water.

			Jon and I squealed with laughter.

			‘Stop it,’ said Mum, trying to snatch the sandwiches back. But the monkey held them out of reach and grinned at her.

			A tall man with a bushy red beard marched down the beach. ‘I’m King Peter,’ he said, ‘and I see you’ve already met Claudia. She’s a woolly monkey from South America, but she thinks she’s my wife.’ He paused, spreading out his arms. ‘Welcome to my island. Here there are free showers, free bananas and we have sundowners at five o’clock every evening.’

			While King Peter took the grown-ups on a tour of his kingdom, Jon and I sat on the beach with a bunch of bananas, trying to make friends with Claudia. She crept up behind my brother, her beady eyes watching him. When she was near enough, she curled her tail around the fruit in his hand and tore it away. After grabbing four bananas in equally devious ways, she ran up a coconut tree to eat them, squeaking while throwing down the empty skins. We ducked to avoid being hit and crumpled up giggling.

			This game continued until King Peter returned. ‘Stop it,’ he said, waggling his finger at Claudia. She bounced up and down on her branch, chattering and pointing back at him.

			‘Come with me,’ King Peter told us, so we followed him along the beach to a cottage made from logs and woven leaves. ‘This is my summer house,’ he said. ‘And over there,’ he went on, pointing up the hill towards the other cottage, ‘is my winter house, which is made from brick with glass windows.’

			While King Peter made dinner in his summer house, Jon and I sat on the floor playing with Claudia. The rest of the grown-ups gathered around the table.

			‘So how did you come to be here?’ my father asked him.

			‘I used to work for an airline, but when a section of Ilha Grande came onto the market, I bought it. I sold some of the land to a hotel company, and I grow bananas on the rest. Life is good.’

			The adults sipped their drinks. ‘But what about girls?’ asked Owen.

			King Peter smiled. ‘Girls often want to stay. But Claudia doesn’t like it. Watch this,’ he said, going to stand next to Liz.

			Claudia spun around to stare at him. She hissed, her mouth clenched, before turning her back.

			Everyone laughed. ‘I tried to get Claudia a monkey boyfriend so she would stop being jealous,’ said King Peter, shaking his head, ‘but she kept beating him up. In the end, I sent the poor fellow away to live in Rio Zoo.’

			We spent the next few days playing on the beach with Claudia. We learned to hide our banana skins so they didn’t attract sandflies and to keep our feet up when we swam in the bay to avoid stepping on the sea urchins that lurked on the bottom. But these inconveniences were tiny compared to the joy of having a monkey for company.

			While we played, Mum relaxed on a lounger, sipping drinks and laughing at King Peter’s conversation. Dad seemed happy too – although that didn’t stop him announcing, after only a few days of this luxury, that it was time to get back to work. Captain Cook was well ahead of us, he said, so we needed to get ready to sail in pursuit.

			After that Jon and I went from spending our days on the beach to sitting on deck rubbing down the hatches and the gunwales with sandpaper, our hands becoming dry and coarse themselves. It was horrible work, but Dad said it was essential – if the wood wasn’t re-varnished, Wavewalker would crack in the sun. While we sanded, he checked the rigging and serviced the engine, and the other grown-ups varnished and painted.

			A week later, my father declared that Wavewalker was ready, and it was time for us to go back to the mainland to buy food and water before setting sail for South Africa.

			‘Rio was much nicer than this,’ I told him as we made our way into Angra dos Reis, past concrete docks, container ships and ferries, ‘and Ilha Grande was even better.’

			‘I know,’ he said. ‘But this is a good place to get supplies.’

			We pulled up alongside one of the piers and Owen had just finished tying off the ropes when a man appeared at the end of the dock and started running towards us, waving his hands in the air as if to push us away.

			‘No stop here,’ he said, his flushed face matching his crimson shirt.

			‘But we need food and water,’ said Dad.

			‘Port Master, he hates English yachts,’ the man said. ‘He thinks you are smugglers.’

			My father turned to Mum, Owen and Liz. ‘Go and buy whatever food you can,’ he said. ‘I’ll go and talk to the Port Master while we fill the water tanks.’

			Within minutes, all the adults had disappeared, leaving Jon and me on board keeping watch over the hose snaking down through a metal hole in the deck.

			‘Claudia hated us leaving Ilha Grande, didn’t she?’ I said.

			‘Yeah.’

			‘She screeched and screeched. But we’ll see her tomorrow when we go back for King Peter’s farewell party.’

			‘Hey, you.’

			The man in the red shirt was back, this time accompanied by two other men. ‘You move this boat,’ he said, waving his hand. ‘Not here anymore.’

			I stood up. ‘But we’re on our own,’ I said.

			One of the men stepped towards the mooring warp at our bow.

			‘We’re on our own,’ I repeated, my voice shrill. ‘We don’t know how to start the engine. We’ll drift away.’

			When the man stood back up, he had our rope draped across his arm. He played this out through his fingers and Wavewalker’s bow started swinging away from the jetty.

			Jon and I were still screaming at him to stop when Dad reappeared at the end of the dock. ‘Give me that, you bastard, or I’ll throw you in the harbour,’ he shouted when he got close. He snatched the rope from the man’s hand, looped it around the cleat and began hauling Wavewalker back in. The men yelled back at him in Portuguese for a few minutes before striding off.

			A taxi pulled up, and Mum, Liz and Owen piled out, dragging boxes and bags onto the dock.

			‘The Port Master is refusing to let us stay,’ my father told them, tying off the rope. ‘When we left Rio, I said we were going to South Africa. The Port Master therefore says we’ve returned to Brazil illegally and must be smugglers. He’s insisting we leave within the hour.’

			‘What should we do?’ asked Mum.

			‘Go and buy more food,’ said Dad. ‘Buy everything you can. But be quick. I’m going to try one last time to talk some sense into him.’

			Jon and I didn’t want to be left alone again, but Dad said we had no choice. After the adults disappeared, Jon and I carried the stores below, piling them on the table in the main cabin before running back up to check that Wavewalker was still tied to the wharf.

			Mum, Owen and Liz returned a while later and started hauling more bags and boxes onto the deck. Jon and I were taking these below when we saw Dad running towards Wavewalker. ‘The Port Master has threatened to shoot us if we don’t leave immediately,’ he shouted. ‘Get back on board, now!’

			Liz and Mum scrambled onto the deck, and my father vaulted over the rails to join them. While Owen was untying our warps, the harbourmaster’s men appeared at the end of the dock, shouting in Portuguese. But they were too late – by the time they got close, Owen was also back on board, and we were out in the harbour.

			‘What are we going to do now?’ Mum asked Dad. ‘It’s getting dark. We won’t be able to see the channel out to sea.’

			‘It’s all right,’ he said. ‘I have a chart.’

			‘A chart isn’t enough – not at night in waters we don’t know.’

			‘We’ll be fine, Mary. Owen, I need you to sit up in the spreaders looking out for broken water. Liz, I need you to do the same on the foredeck, and Sue, can you go up on the bowsprit?’

			We were lucky – that night a full moon came up to guide us. I sat with my legs looped through the metal rails at the front of the boat. It was quiet up there, the only sounds were the splash of our bow, the throb of the engine and the caw of invisible gulls. At one point I heard my mother talking to Liz about how we didn’t have enough food or fuel to get to South Africa. But my main challenge was making sure I stayed awake and didn’t tumble off into the water.

			After two hours of crawling through the darkness, we reached Ilha Grande again, anchoring in a bay a little way down the coast from King Peter’s realm.

			The following morning, I was woken by the anchor chain rattling its way into its locker.

			‘We’re going to say goodbye to King Peter and Claudia,’ said Dad, when I reached the cockpit. ‘We’ll have a party tonight, collect some more food, and tomorrow your mother can have the final day of relaxing she wants before we set sail for South Africa.’

			I found a seat next to Jon in the cockpit, enjoying the sunlight after our blind night sail. The engine rumbled under our feet, taking us along the rainforest-covered coast. For a while everything was peaceful, but then Owen, who was on the aft deck sorting ropes, shouted and pointed towards a motorboat coming up behind us.

			Dad picked up his binoculars. ‘There’s a man near the wheel who looks like the Port Master,’ he said. And a moment later: ‘Kids, get down below. It is the Port Master, and I think he has a gun.’

			Jon and I ran to the hatch and climbed down a couple of rungs before pausing to peer out, our noses a few inches above the cockpit floor. The motorboat’s engine grew lounder.

			‘You must leave Brazilian waters immediately. You have no right to be here,’ a man yelled through a megaphone in heavily accented English. ‘If you don’t comply, we will impound your boat and put your crew in jail.’

			I clutched the edge of the hatch watching my father, who was leaning over our rails.

			Mum glanced over at us. ‘Get down below,’ she hissed.

			This time Jon and I had no choice. We climbed down the ladder and sat holding on to the table in the main cabin. Up on deck the shouting continued for a while before it went quiet. After that Mum came down below.

			‘We’re setting sail for Africa,’ she said.

			‘But what about getting more food?’ I asked. ‘Do we have enough?’

			‘We’ll have to make do with what we have.’

			‘What about saying goodbye to Claudia?’ asked Jon.

			‘Enough questions. We can’t go back.’

			I went to sleep that night expecting to wake at sea. But instead, when I came up on deck rubbing my eyes the following morning, Dad was steering us towards Sugarloaf Mountain.

			‘What are we doing?’ I asked.

			‘We’re going back to Rio. Don’t you think it’s beautiful?’

			‘But what about the Port Master? Mum said we had to set sail for South Africa?’

			He grinned. ‘I think we’ve shaken off the Port Master. Anyway, we couldn’t leave without buying more cigarettes, so we’re making an emergency stop.’

			After we tied up, the grown-ups rushed off again, leaving Jon and me pacing the deck looking out for the Port Master, though Dad had said it would take him a while to get up the coast from Angra dos Reis. Two hours later, everyone was back on board, and long cartons of cigarettes, loaves of bread and packs of loose tobacco were stacked on the table in the main cabin.

			‘Of course, the same thing happened to Captain Cook on his first voyage,’ Dad told me as we made our way back out to sea. ‘The viceroy of Brazil thought Cook was a smuggler because the Endeavour didn’t look like a standard naval ship, so he kept him under guard throughout his visit.’

			‘But do we have enough food?’ I asked. ‘When we left England, all our bunks were full of stores.’

			‘Not really, but I have a plan. We’ll stop at Tristan da Cunha to get some more. It’s only two thousand miles east of here, so if we eat carefully for the next week or so, we’ll just about have enough.’

			‘But what if we don’t find Tristan?’

			My father adjusted the wheel, glancing at the sails. ‘If that happens, I guess we’ll be pretty hungry by the time we get to Cape Town.’

			I hoped Dad was joking, but when I looked at him, I couldn’t see his smile.
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			South Atlantic Ocean: The Compass

			October 1976: 7 years old

			Days 93 to 107

			Leaving Rio de Janeiro
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			We left South America in tropical weather, but the wind soon strengthened and turned southerly, bringing icy blasts of air up from Antarctica. The grown-ups shuffled through the main cabin bundled up in oilskins, their hats pulled low and scarves wrapped around their faces.

			After a couple of days, Dad gave in to my begging and allowed me into the cockpit. ‘Though only if you hold on tight,’ he said.

			As we didn’t have any children’s oilskins, I put on all the clothing I had – three T-shirts and two jumpers – and climbed up to huddle on the bench, my back against the cockpit cover. Owen, who was the only person apart from my father who could control Wavewalker in this weather, stood behind the wheel, the wind catching his hair. Dad called him a silver fox, but I thought he was more like a polar bear, powerful and quiet.

			My father was sitting across from me, holding a mug of tea in his reddened hands. ‘I think the waves are so big because there’s no large continent down here to stop them building up,’ he said.

			I gazed out at the sea. Maybe these masses of water had marched all the way here from Australia. Another grey mountain reared up behind us. The hairs prickled on the back of my neck. The wave sank away and I closed my eyes.

			‘Dad?’

			‘Yes?’

			The boat tipped. We braced our legs against the floor. Water tumbled in over the seat on his side of the cockpit and sluiced away through the drains by my feet.

			‘Did Captain Cook come this way after he left Rio?’

			Dad smiled. ‘No. After he stopped at Rio on his first voyage, he went the other way – around the tip of South America and on to Tahiti.’

			Owen adjusted the wheel, Wavewalker heeled over and Dad shuffled to one side, trying to avoid the water gushing into the cockpit. ‘Cook thought Tahiti was paradise because it was full of palm trees and beautiful girls,’ he added when the boat righted itself again.

			‘I’m sure it was …’ muttered Owen from within his oilskins.

			Another wave hit. I tightened my grip on the edge of the seat, losing Dad’s voice in the spray.

			‘… took Cook eight months to get from South America to Tahiti,’ he said.

			Eight months. The wind howled in our rigging and a tearing noise above my head was followed by the slap of loose canvas.

			‘Shit.’ My father shoved his half-empty cup into my hands. ‘We need to reef that sail. And, Sue, you need to go back down below.’

			‘Please can I stay?’ The dark mouth of the hatch gaped open next to me. Once I entered it, I knew I wouldn’t see the light again that day. ‘I can help, you know.’

			‘No. It’s not safe.’

			I started to move, holding the cup in one hand. When my feet were on the top step of the ladder, I looked back out to see a massive wave surge up behind us. ‘Dad,’ I shouted, but he was already screaming to Owen to hold on.

			I knew I should follow his instructions and go below, but I was frozen on the steps, still staring at the wave, when it engulfed our stern, snapping our flagpole in half and tearing it and our Red Ensign away. Wavewalker tipped onto her side and I clutched the ladder. The cup flew out of my hand and hit a countertop below, spraying tea everywhere. Our stern surged up again, sheared of its flag.

			Owen turned his head, pointing out at the ocean. ‘It’s gone, Skipper,’ I heard him shout before I continued down the ladder.

			Two more days of storms followed before the wind went off to find other victims. After it did, Mum emerged for the first time since we’d left South America. I’d become used to her not being around at the start of each voyage, but it was always a relief when she returned.

			Mum’s first job was to repair the rip in the mainsail. Jon and I helped her bolt the sewing machine onto the corner of the table in the main cabin while Owen and Liz wrestled the sailcloth down the main hatch. Once the sail was in position, my mother pressed her foot down on the sewing machine’s electric pedal and it juddered into life. I stood by the galley, pushing the canvas towards the jabbing needle, while Jon sat next to her, tugging it out from under the metal foot on the other side.

			When Dad came down, he leaned over Jon to kiss Mum. ‘Your mother’s not only beautiful, she’s also a talented seamstress,’ he said. ‘Did you know she made all her own clothes when we were dating?’

			‘You’re still going to make me a flamenco dress, aren’t you, Mum?’ I asked. I sometimes went to look in the cupboard in the aft cabin, where the folded squares of red, yellow and blue cotton we’d bought in Rio were kept, and imagined them whirling around me.

			‘When I’m less busy, Sue,’ she said. ‘Right now, I’ve no time to sew anything but sails.’

			She kept working, going over each seam three times with a zig-zag stitch, the needle stabbing the thread through the fabric. We turned the sail at the end of each run, and I became confused in the expanse of cloth, no longer sure which bits we’d done and which we still had to sew. When at last Mum sagged back against the sofa and said we’d finished, Jon and I compared hands rubbed raw from the canvas, while Owen and Liz started pulling the sail back up through the hatch.

			The next morning, I awoke to find Liz sitting in the main cabin with her head in her hands.

			‘What’s wrong?’ I asked. ‘Has the sail ripped again?’

			She shook her head. ‘It’s worse than that. The compass broke last night. Your dad unscrewed it from the binnacle after its light started smoking, but when he did, the seal broke and the oil poured out. I tried to catch some of it in a jug, but it was hopeless – another wave hit, covering us with salt water and washing the oil down the cockpit drains.’

			I reached out to hold on to the base of the mast. ‘Can Dad fix it?’

			‘I don’t think so. We don’t have any extra oil, or any way of resealing the compass even if we did.’

			‘But how will we find Tristan da Cunha without a compass?’ I asked. The compass was Wavewalker’s eye. If one of our sails ripped, we could repair it. If our engine broke, we could still sail. But if we didn’t know where we were going, we could be lost at sea forever.

			‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I really don’t know.’

			After Liz went to try to get some sleep, I sat in the main cabin imagining us growing old on a never-ending voyage. A while later, I heard my parents talking in the chartroom. Mum was also demanding to know how we were going to steer without a compass.

			‘I don’t know,’ said Dad, echoing Liz.

			My mother walked into the galley and slammed the kettle onto the gimballed stove. She watched it rocking, balanced on the blue gas flame. It gurgled and started its ascending whistle.

			‘Gordon?’ she said, turning her head back towards the chartroom.

			He appeared in the doorway. ‘Yes?’

			‘Don’t we have another compass? An old one in a plastic box?’

			‘Well, I didn’t sell it in Rio,’ he said, sounding defensive.

			‘Maybe it’s still on board.’ She raised her voice. ‘Liz, Sue, Jon, come here.’

			When Liz and Jon had appeared from their bunks, the three of us assembled before the table.

			Mum leaned towards us. ‘Right. We need to look in every bag, cupboard and locker, including under the floorboards, until we find the spare compass. We’ll start in the aft cabin and work our way forward.’

			We spent the next few hours searching. The boat’s movement had jumbled up the contents of the cupboards and drawers, breaking open packets of food and mixing their contents up with everything else. I didn’t find the compass, but I retrieved several chess pieces and marbles, which I put in a cloth bag for safekeeping. By the time we stopped for cheese on toast, I was hot, dusty and bored. After that we began again, inching our way forward, opening more cupboards and searching more shelves.

			Suddenly a shout from Liz, who’d reached the forward cabin, echoed through the boat: ‘I’ve found it!’

			Jon and I shrieked and ran forward to find her holding a plastic box. ‘It was at the bottom of this locker,’ she said, pointing at the cupboard on the port side of the cabin.

			My father spent most of the afternoon mounting the spare compass onto the binnacle. Between its fittings, I cradled our newly found stowaway on my lap.

			‘Will this compass work okay?’ I asked.

			‘It’s better than nothing. But it won’t be very accurate.’

			Compared to its cousin, the compass seemed small and fragile, but the circular disc inside the glass swung freely. ‘What’s wrong with it?’

			‘Well, it hasn’t been tested for a long time. And compasses need to be checked after they’ve been fitted because they’re affected by the metal around them.’

			‘Can’t we move the metal away?’

			He exchanged a grin with Owen. ‘Well, we can’t move the engine, can we? And the old compass was also specially adjusted to cope with the magnetic effect of being so far south.’

			I bit my lip. ‘Will we still be able to find Tristan da Cunha so we can get more food?’

			‘We’re going to try. But it’s a small island – it was never going to be easy.’

			A couple of days later, an albatross joined us on our journey. I named him Albie and spent the morning lying on the deck watching him flying and wondering whether, if I could join him up in the sky, I might be able to spot Tristan da Cunha.

			‘Do you know where we are?’ I asked Dad when I went below.

			‘Well, I have a general sense,’ he said.

			I looked at the chart. On the days when he was sure of our position, Dad drew an X on the map and circled it. But he hadn’t drawn one of those for several days – instead, our presumed course was marked by a line of lightly drawn crosses.

			‘Do you have any idea where we are?’ I demanded.

			He looked at me and smiled.

			‘It’s not funny,’ I said.

			After lunch I sat in the cockpit with Owen. I was supposed to be watching the clouds, which had filled the sky, to see if they’d thinned enough to allow us a glimpse of the sun. But instead, I mainly watched Albie. That’s probably why it was Owen who spotted the gap when it appeared.

			Dad raced up on deck in response to Owen’s shout, the sextant in his hand, but by the time he was in position, braced against the mast, the clouds had closed in again, keen to guard the sun’s privacy. He kept waiting, holding the sextant up in the air. Then the clouds missed their cue and golden rays streamed across the deck.

			‘Got it,’ said Dad.

			Back down in the chartroom, he pored over his notebook, chains of additions and subtractions emerging from beneath his pencil.

			‘Where are we?’ I asked once more.

			He waved me away. ‘I don’t know. You’ll have to wait.’

			More calculations. My father picked up his parallel ruler, placed it on the chart’s compass rose and walked the strips of plastic across the paper ocean. I was itching to help, but kept still, holding the edge of the chart table. He drew a cross and circled it before straightening up.

			‘I think Tristan must be close,’ he said.

			We went back on deck. All I could see were fluffy clouds. But something was moving. A black speck was heading towards us. It was Albie flying over the waves.

			‘Look,’ shouted Owen, and I tipped my head back to see where he was pointing.

			Up in the sky beyond Albie, the top of a mountain was poking through the clouds. It floated in the air like the Cheshire Cat’s smile, apparently unattached to anything below.

			‘It’s Queen Mary’s Peak on Tristan da Cunha,’ said Dad, before running to the main hatch to shout the news below.

			I did a jig. ‘Thank you, Albie,’ I said, giving him a wave.

			After a night spent hove-to offshore waiting for better light, we made our way into Boatharbour Bay on Tristan da Cunha. A small crowd had gathered on the hillside to watch us come in.

			‘Can we go ashore yet?’ I asked after we’d anchored.

			‘No. We have to wait until we’ve been cleared,’ said Dad.

			‘Anyway,’ said Mum, ‘you need to tidy yourself up. You look wild.’

			I went down into the aft cabin. Felix was crouched on the cupboard at the end of my mother’s bunk. He still looked grumpy, which might have been because clumps of his fur had started peeling off. But whatever was wrong with him, at least he was ignoring me.

			I looked in the mirror – my mother was right. My hair was sticking out in salty clumps. I did what I could to remove the knots before scraping my hair into two ponytails. By the time I got back on deck, a small boat carrying several men in grey suits and yellow waterproof jackets was approaching.

			The first of them to climb on board pumped Dad’s hand up and down. ‘Very pleased to meet you, sir,’ he said. ‘My name is Stan Trees and I’m the Administrator here.’ He indicated another much taller man who had appeared beside him. ‘This is Albert Glass, the Chief Islander. We’re delighted to see you. Usually, only four boats visit us a year, and the weather rarely permits anyone to stay long.’

			We headed ashore with Mr Trees and Mr Glass in their metal landing craft, which bounced us through the choppy waves. More people were waiting to greet us on the jetty. They shook hands with my parents and patted Jon and me on our heads.

			‘So cute,’ they said, while I gritted my teeth and wondered if they could feel my tangles.

			When the greetings were over, we followed Mr Trees and Mr Glass up the hill to a long, low house and went inside to sit around a table covered in a white tablecloth. A lady brought trays of lobster tails and potato cakes, and I helped myself to a plateful, wolfing it down and stealing more while no one was looking. My parents were talking to Mr Glass, drinking wine and sucking on shellfish tails. It looked like they would be busy for some time, so I nudged Jon, and we abandoned the table to explore the garden behind the house, which was filled with long grasses and red and green bushes.

			By the time we returned, Mr Glass had disappeared, and Mr Trees was telling Mum and Dad about Tristan da Cunha. ‘The seven families who originally settled here were the ancestors of everyone who lives here today,’ he said. ‘We catch lobsters and grow potatoes in soil fertilised by albatross droppings.’

			‘We’ve eaten potatoes grown in bird poo,’ I told Jon.

			We were still giggling about this when Mr Glass reappeared in a black jacket with silver buttons down the front. My brother and I stared at him.

			‘I am not just the Chief Islander,’ he said. ‘I’m also the head of the police.’

			‘But how do you have time to do both jobs?’ I asked.

			‘Being a police officer here is not difficult. There’s only one thief, so I know who to talk to if anything goes missing.’

			‘Why don’t you just arrest them?’ asked Jon.

			‘Well, if I put them in prison, I’d have to look after them. Anyway, I don’t need to because I know where they live.’

			‘I think even I could be a police officer on an island with only one thief,’ I said to Jon when Mr Glass had rejoined our parents at the table.

			‘Yes. Even you could,’ he agreed.

			Later that afternoon, about a dozen people came back out to Wavewalker with us. They crammed into the main cabin to sip gin and tonics and hear about our adventures. I sat next to Owen, listening while he told a woman about our near collision with a tanker in the North Atlantic. She leaned forward, nodding. ‘After we reach Cape Town, we’ll sail across the Indian Ocean to Australia,’ he said. ‘I’m going to stay on board for that crossing because it’s likely to be rough.’

			I nodded at this, but when I glanced up, I saw my mother watching Owen. She was shaking her head and her lips were pulled back into a thin, straight line.

			‘Why does no one come here?’ I asked Dad the next morning, while munching a slice of toast made with Tristan da Cunha bread. ‘It’s friendly, and the food is good.’

			‘It’s so remote it only makes sense if you’re sailing from South America to Africa, and not many people do that,’ he said. ‘Boatharbour Bay is also unprotected, so it’s often impossible to get ashore. Even the Portuguese explorer who discovered it, Mr da Cunha, never managed to land.’

			Owen stuck his head down the hatch. ‘The launch is arriving, Skipper.’

			I swallowed the remainder of my toast and headed up to find two men clad in oilskins struggling to bring the landing craft alongside in the heaving swells. Once their lines were secure, I jumped down into it from the bottom of our short wooden ladder.

			‘Getting ashore is going to be much tougher today,’ one of the men said, once we were all on board.

			I saw what they meant when we got close to the jetty. At the top of each surge, we drew level with it, and when the swell receded, we dropped below to stare up at the water cascading down its barnacle-covered pillars.

			I’m going to have to throw you,’ said Dad. He placed his hands under my armpits, and as we reached the top of a wave, shoved me towards the dock. On the other side, a man stretched out his arms to catch my hands, pulling me to safety as the launch dropped away. I closed my eyes. Sometimes it’s best not to think of other possible endings.

			The boat came back up on the next wave. ‘I’m not doing it,’ said Mum.

			‘You have to, Mary.’

			My parents continued arguing through several more surges, during which Jon joined me. Then at last my mother jumped, and two men grabbed her arms and pulled her onto the jetty. After Dad was also ashore, we started walking up the hill, which was dotted with clumps of grass that sprouted from the ground like unkempt hair. Jon and I ran around the adults in loops, occasionally pausing to greet tethered sheep.

			‘Look at the loo, kids,’ said Dad. ‘It’s tied down with ropes.’

			He was right – a small lavatory, crouched in a hollow behind a house, was lashed to the earth in numerous places.

			‘I guess you wouldn’t want it to blow away while you were using it,’ he added, raising his eyebrows.

			Further up, we found the school, a low-slung stone building tucked into the side of the hill. A short man, his hair blown in all directions, greeted us at the door. His name was Peter Green, he said, and he was the island’s schoolmaster. We followed him along a corridor to his office, where my mother delved into her bag and produced a bundle of our old reading books.

			‘These are for you,’ she said.

			‘You are kind,’ he said, resting his hand on the pile before picking up a crate from the floor and pushing it across his desk. ‘I’d like to give you these in return.’

			I sidled around Dad’s legs to peer at the books inside. The Wolves of Willoughby Chase, Terrible, Horrible Edie and Harriet the Spy were on top with more below.

			‘Can we start reading now?’ I asked.

			‘Of course,’ said the schoolmaster, so I wrapped my arms around the box and carried it outside to a patch of grass overlooking the bay. Jon followed, already reading Terrible, Horrible Edie.

			A while later a bell rang and a group of children appeared out of the schoolhouse door. I put down my book when a girl came to sit next to me. ‘So how do you spend your time?’ I asked her.

			She smiled and told me about exploring Tristan’s caverns, watching penguins, shearwaters, terns, whales and seals, and playing games on the small, grey beach. ‘But you are pirate children,’ she said. ‘You’re having the biggest adventure of them all.’

			After the bell rang again, and the children had gone, Jon returned to his book while I sat with my arms around my knees, watching the doorway in which my new friend had paused to wave. Not long afterwards, the grown-ups returned.

			‘Come on, you two,’ said Dad. ‘The wind is getting up. We need to get back out to the boat – we are leaving first thing tomorrow.’

			I woke the following morning to find Wavewalker being tossed around in Boatharbour Bay, the wind rattling and whistling in her rigging. The islanders were right – it was hard to stay at Tristan for long.

			After Dad started the engine, I went onto the foredeck to help him raise the anchor. But when he switched on the electric winch, it squealed and didn’t move. He turned it off and we peered over the rails to see tendrils of seaweed snaking up out of the water to curl around the anchor cable. The wind wanted us to leave, but the bay was holding us fast.

			‘We’ll have to cut our way out,’ he said after trying a few more times to get the winch to turn. ‘Sue, go and bring me the biggest knife you can find.’

			I went below and returned holding the long silver blade my father used for carving meat. He passed it to Owen, who leaned over the bowsprit, clutching the rail with one hand while hacking away at the thick, dark-green kelp with the other. The wind caught his hair, pushing it in front of his eyes.

			‘This is hopeless,’ said Dad after a while. ‘I’m going to get the gun.’

			I stared at him. I’d never seen my father’s revolver, though I knew where it lived – in a locked box above the skipper’s bunk in the chartroom. A few minutes later, he returned, switching places with Owen and leaning out over the bowsprit, holding the gun in his outstretched arm. The sun glinted off its barrel, like it did off smooth waves.

			When Dad fired, the explosion of sound echoed across the bay, bouncing off the cliffs, throwing me backwards to stumble over the ropes lying on the deck. I got back up to see that some tendrils of seaweed had given way. Dad turned on the winch and wound a length of chain back in before the motor squealed and stopped again. He repositioned himself on the bowsprit, and this time I put my hands over my ears. Over on the shore, a group of people had gathered on the pier to watch us, and up on the hill I could see the schoolchildren standing with the headmaster. Maybe the islanders didn’t realise we were shooting seaweed and thought the police chief at last had something to worry about.

			Dad fired four more shots. Each time more chain came up, and after the sixth explosion, the anchor reappeared, swinging on the end of its chain. He and Owen hauled it over the rails and laid it on the deck in a pool of lank, green hair. After that we motored Wavewalker in a triumphant arc around the bay. The schoolchildren cheered and I ran below to get the foghorn, which Jon and I took turns to blast in reply.

			‘Enough,’ said Dad after a while. ‘Remember, we might need that horn in an emergency.’

			After waving our final goodbyes, we headed out of Boatharbour Bay to be hit by a cold south-easterly wind. Wavewalker heeled over while I sat in the cockpit watching Tristan da Cunha disappear into the mist. The top of its mountain was the only thing still visible when Mum called me below to help get lunch ready.
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			In the days after leaving Tristan, I was rarely allowed in the cockpit. When I did negotiate my way up, and stuck my head outside the canvas shelter, all I could see were grey waves rolling by, patterned by tiny hailstones.

			The rest of the time my world consisted of three rooms below deck – the main cabin where I read, played and ate, the chartroom where I watched Dad navigating, and the two-berth cabin where I slept. Days formed a pattern: a little schoolwork in the morning, if the sea wasn’t too violent, followed by hours of playing games with Jon. When I went to bed at night, curled up in my bunk, I thought of the ocean surrounding us, extending out to every horizon.

			My favourite time was spent in the chartroom, where Dad would tell me stories while I stood on tiptoes, monitoring our progress across the map. ‘Do you know how I got my bald patch?’ he asked one day.

			‘No.’

			‘Well, when I was a boy, I was so small I used to fit inside my mother’s purse.’

			‘Nana’s handbag?’ My memories of Nana, Dad’s mother, were hazy, because we’d rarely seen her after she and Mum had fallen out over how to make pastry. But I remembered her silver hair, smile and stiff, blue handbag with its gold clip.

			‘Yes, Nana. Anyway, when I got a bit older, I grew so quickly I went straight through my hair – which is why I have this bald patch.’ He bent over to show me.

			I giggled, standing on tiptoe to rub his head. ‘I don’t believe you, Daddy. But it is a funny story.’

			He grinned before turning back to his chart. ‘We’re here now.’ He pointed to a spot near the bottom of the map. ‘Closer to Antarctica than to any other continent.’

			‘No wonder it’s so cold.’

			‘Yes. We need to watch out for icebergs. They’re easy to hit because most of the ice is hidden under the surface of the water. They stopped Captain Cook finding Antarctica, you know.’

			I examined the chart. ‘Are we halfway to South Africa yet?’

			‘Yes, we are. But we probably have another two weeks to go before we reach it.’

			While Dad seemed to enjoy being at sea, my mother was usually frowning when I saw her getting ready for her watches.

			‘Are you enjoying sailing a bit more now, Mum?’ I asked one day.

			‘No – I still hate it,’ she said, staring down at her zip, which she was struggling to wiggle over the hot water bottle she’d stuffed inside her oilskin jacket. ‘It’s freezing up on deck. Last night I dreamt I was wearing a white brocade dress at a Christian Dior fashion show, but then I woke up and found I was still here.’

			I didn’t know who Christian Dior was, but she sounded glamorous. ‘Did you often wear beautiful clothes when you were younger, Mum?’

			‘Not really, I grew up on a farm.’ She gazed over my head at the cabin wall. ‘I was ten years younger than my brothers and sisters, so everyone spoiled me, particularly my older sister Betty. And during the war, the American airmen who used the runway next to the farm used to bring me sweets.’

			I smiled, imagining this alternative childhood.

			Mum glanced at the clock. ‘I’d better go,’ she said, turning and hauling herself up the steps, rustling in her waterproof trousers.

			The weather continued to worsen. On our fourth day at sea, I found Dad in the chartroom again. By then Wavewalker was tipping violently back and forth as she made her way through the waves.

			‘Will you play Captain Blackbeard with me?’ I asked. Captain Blackbeard was my favourite game – my father would pretend to be a pirate and tickle me until I begged for mercy, saying, ‘Stop, Daddy, remember I’m only a little girl.’

			He shook his head. ‘Maybe later.’

			I peered at him. ‘Is the wind bad?’

			He nodded. ‘We have a force ten gale up there, and the waves are over thirty feet high.’ The floor tipped back and he stumbled, grasping the chart table. I held on to the doorframe, bending my knees to counteract the motion.

			The boat rolled forward and we heard a crash and shouting on deck. Dad rushed past me, and I followed him up the ladder to crouch in the corner of the cockpit. Through the howling wind, I could hear a dull, thudding noise.

			Owen was behind the wheel. He had a scarf tied around his face under the hood of his jacket so only his eyebrows and the tip of his beard were visible. ‘I think that wave ripped Ripplerunner out of her fastenings and washed her overboard,’ he said.

			‘Bloody hell,’ said Dad. He jerked his hood down, glossy with rain and sea spray, leaned out of the cockpit to clip his harness onto the rail, and dragged himself, half crouched, onto the deck into an onslaught of wind and water.

			I crawled forward to grab hold of the edge of the cockpit cover. When I peered around it, I could see his huddled form inching along the soaked teak planking. He was heading towards the spot where Ripplerunner had been, but the only things there now were the orange ties that used to lash her down, which the wind was whipping against the deck.

			I looked back to see Owen shaking his head at me. So I gave him an apologetic smile and made my way back to the main hatch, waiting for a moment when Wavewalker hesitated at the top of a wave before scuttling down the steps.

			We kept ploughing our way south-east for another ten days. I tried a few times to discuss Ripplerunner with Dad, but he didn’t want to talk about her. Mum didn’t want to dwell on our loss either, though she did tell me we would buy a new dinghy in Cape Town – and anyway it didn’t matter because we couldn’t use one at sea.

			By then it felt like we’d been sailing forever – we’d left port so long ago that I could barely remember what Rio looked like, and I was beginning to wonder if we would ever reach Cape Town. But that changed the night I saw the Southern Cross for the first time, suspended on its side in the sky over the crested waves and beneath the Milky Way, because after I went to bed, Liz spotted the flash of the Green Point lighthouse on the South African coast.

			‘It’s taken us a month to get here from Rio,’ said Dad when I came up on deck in the morning to catch my first glimpse of land – ‘and we’ve now covered enough nautical miles to take us halfway around the globe.’

			I straightened up, pressing my feet against the cockpit floor. ‘Does that make me a sailor?’

			He smiled. ‘It certainly does.’ He scribbled a note on a pad next to the wheel.

			‘What are you writing?’

			‘A list of jobs to do after we arrive. We need to take Wavewalker out of the water to clean her hull, fix our compass and get a new dinghy.’

			I smiled – we were at last discussing Ripplerunner. ‘Dad?’ I said, tipping my head to one side. ‘What will we call the new dinghy?’

			He raised his eyebrows. ‘I don’t know. It’s a tricky question.’

			‘It’s an important one,’ I said in my most serious voice.

			A few gulls had come to greet us, flying and cawing around our masts.

			‘What about Ripplerunner II?’ he asked.

			I nodded. ‘Perfect.’

			We sat together watching the coastline darken until Mum called me from below. When I reached the galley, she pointed towards our double sink. ‘We don’t have enough fresh water for showers so you  and Jon are having baths instead,’ she said. ‘One in each basin. I’ve warmed some sea water up on the stove.’

			‘It looks quite squashed. Can I wait until Jon has finished?’

			She frowned. ‘No, don’t fuss – the water is ready.’

			So I climbed onto the counter and manoeuvred myself into the bowl. It wasn’t comfortable – my body was folded in half, and I was sitting on the plastic plug – but at least I was getting clean.

			My mother poked at my hair. I tried to twist my head away, but I was trapped.

			‘What a mess,’ she said, frowning. ‘I’m going to have to chop those knots out.’ She bent over to rummage in the cutlery drawer.

			I flung my arms up. ‘No, Mum. Let me try brushing it first.’

			‘Okay. I’ll give you half an hour.’

			After I’d finished my bath and had covered myself in talcum powder to help the salt crystals drop off, I ran into the aft cabin. This time when I looked in the mirror it was clear the situation was critical – my head was covered in tight balls of knotted hair. I took a clump, still damp from my bath, and tried to unravel it, pulling out individual strands. I got a few lumps undone, but the wind had scrambled my hair so much that when Mum came in brandishing scissors, most of the tangles were still there. I tried again to protest but this time she ignored my pleas and began cutting hunks of hair away. I watched them fall to the floor, tears trickling down my face.

			‘You need to brush your hair more often, Sue,’ she said. ‘If you did, it wouldn’t get so bad.’

			After Mum left it took me some time to conceal the shorn tufts of my hair inside my pigtails, which meant that by the time I got back on deck we were already approaching the harbour in Cape Town. As we drew closer, we saw a crowd of people clustered on the jetty.

			‘They must be waiting for someone,’ said Dad, turning the wheel to take us back out into the bay.

			Owen was standing at our stern. He raised one eyebrow and removed his pipe. ‘I think they’re waiting for us, Skipper.’

			He was right – the crowd was waving in our direction. I jumped up and down on the aft deck, waving back while we completed our loop – ‘A lap of honour, really,’ said Dad – and headed back towards them.

			Jon and I sat on the deck in the sun after we’d tied up alongside the pier, dangling our legs over Wavewalker’s side and answering questions from the waiting throng. It was the closest we were allowed to get to touching land before clearing customs and immigration.

			A lady in a blue suit pushed her way through the crowd. ‘I’m a TV reporter and I want to interview your father,’ she told me.

			‘Sure,’ I said, jumping up. I found him in the main cabin, surrounded by customs officials. On the table before them was a bundle of letters from Tristan da Cunha that we’d been asked to post and a polystyrene box containing blood samples that needed to go to the hospital.

			‘Dad, a TV reporter wants to talk to you,’ I said, tugging his sleeve.

			‘Say I’ll see them when I’ve finished here,’ he said.

			An hour later, after he gave me the all-clear, I waved the reporter and her camera operator on board.

			‘I’ve been surprised by the size of our reception,’ my father told her when she was seated in the main cabin.

			She smiled. ‘Well, it’s all over the newspapers. After you radioed in last night, news of the arrival of the Captain James Cook bicentenary voyage was passed to the press and it’s caught people’s imagination.’

			Dad smiled before launching into a lengthy description of our trip. The reporter listened, nodding her head. She may have been fascinated, but Jon and I were soon bored, so we went back on deck to see if anything more interesting was happening. When I heard footsteps, I turned to see the reporter walking towards us.

			‘Hey, would you also like to be interviewed?’ she asked.

			‘Sure,’ I said, so after she’d set up her camera and microphone, I told her about Henry the whale, the children we’d met on Tristan da Cunha and having to stay down below during storms.

			Jon bounced next to me. ‘It’s my turn,’ he said, tapping my arm.

			I shook him off and went on talking, telling the reporter about collecting flying fish and cleaning up after sandstorms.

			‘It’s my turn,’ said Jon again.

			The journalist smiled at me. ‘Thank you.’ She bent towards him. ‘So,’ she said, putting the microphone near his mouth, ‘what do you do on Wavewalker?’

			Jon glanced at me, his eyes wide. Then he pushed the large sailing cap he’d borrowed from Dad to the back of his head, gave us both a gappy grin and said, ‘I do what my sister does.’

			Later that afternoon, another visitor arrived on the wharf and asked to see Dad.

			‘Trust House Forte have invited you to stay for a few nights in our hotel here, the Mount Nelson,’ he said after he’d shaken his hand.

			Jon and I bounced up and down. ‘Please can we?’

			Dad looked at Mum. ‘We have a lot to do. We need to get the compass fixed. We need new parts for the engine …’

			She narrowed her eyes. ‘I think we deserve some pampering, don’t you?’

			My father paused before smiling. ‘Of course,’ he said, turning back to our visitor. ‘We will go tomorrow.’

			That night we went for a barbecue with a friend of Owen’s. ‘We can watch the news after we eat,’ Bill told us, twisting hunks of meat over the flames. ‘We only started getting television in January, so it’s still a novelty. We even missed the moon landing.’

			‘They might show my interview,’ said Dad.

			‘Dad,’ I said, realising I hadn’t told him about my recording, but he was too busy talking to Bill to hear me.

			When we later settled down to watch the news, the arrival of the Captain Cook bicentenary voyage came on as the last item. The camera switched to my father, who explained the aim of our trip. The picture then cut to me talking about how we spent our time on board. I glanced at Dad and was relieved to see that he was smiling. But my contribution was outdone by Jon’s conclusion – his ‘I do what my sister does’ made Dad and Owen roar with laughter and kick their legs out, flinging us all backwards off the sofa onto the floor.

			I came back from my first swim at the Mount Nelson to find my mother stretched out on a lounger under a big, shady tree. ‘Isn’t this glorious?’ she said. ‘I’ve told your father we’re going to have a complete break from sailing.’

			Dad obeyed Mum’s wishes, and for the next three days we played at being on holiday. We went to see the High Noon Wild Animal Kingdom, buried deep in the mountains at the end of a valley, where we drove around in a bus laughing at the giraffes when they stole our apples. We borrowed an old baby-blue Chrysler and drove it to the lighthouse at Cape Point, walking past flowers to clank up its metal walkway and stare out at the white-capped waves. Our final visit was to the Company’s Garden in the shadow of Table Mountain. Jon and I ran from garden to garden within the park while Dad told us how it had been created by the Dutch East India Company to grow food for passing ships. It was even possible, he said, that Captain Cook had gone there to get provisions when he’d stopped in Cape Town.

			When it was time to leave, I needed the bathroom. ‘Be quick,’ said Mum, so I ran in the direction of the signs. But when I reached the lavatories, there were multiple doors, each with a different label – African women, African men, Coloured women, Coloured men, Asian women, Asian men, Afrikaans women, Afrikaans men …

			‘Go in that one, my dear,’ said an elderly lady standing next to me. She pointed at one of the doors. ‘Where it says, “European White”.’

			I nodded, but I couldn’t understand why they’d made it so complicated when all I wanted to do was to have a wee.

			Dad’s list of tasks was waiting for us when we returned to the harbour. We hauled Wavewalker out of the water, and I brought him and Owen cups of tea and cans of beer while they filled in the holes around her rudder and scraped her hull clean of barnacles, muck raining down on their upturned faces.

			‘You look like you need a shower,’ I told Dad when I arrived, drinks in hand, to find him covered in flakes of barnacle shell.

			He sat on a chunk of timber and scratched his head. ‘It’s worse than that,’ he said. ‘I can barely lift my arms and little arthropods have migrated from the barnacles into my clothes and hair.’

			When the hull was clean, they applied a coat of antifouling paint, which made the back of my throat sting and Dad’s eyes look like they’d caught on fire.

			Once Wavewalker was back in the water, there were more jobs to do – buying a new Calor gas stove, flag, flagpole and Ripplerunner II; re-galvanising the fisherman’s and the Danforth anchors; varnishing the cockpit; painting the gunwale; fixing the compass; finding parts for the generator; and repairing ropes and awnings. Most of this my father and Owen did themselves, but two local men, Junior and Thato, helped with the sanding, painting and varnishing.

			It felt like we were making progress on getting ready to leave but then Owen told me that he was no longer coming with us. I quizzed him about this when we all went out to dinner a few days later. ‘Why are you leaving now? Isn’t your home in Australia?’

			He glanced around but everyone else was listening to Dad talking about how he’d been told off by the police for driving Junior and Thato to the station. ‘I don’t think your mum likes me much anymore,’ he said.

			I looked at her. ‘You should have let them arrest you,’ she was telling Dad. ‘It would have made a point. Of course, you should be able to drive Junior and Thato.’

			‘Why doesn’t Mum like you?’

			‘She doesn’t like my swearing. Anyway, it doesn’t matter because it means I can get back to Australia sooner to sort out my pension from my old printing job.’

			‘Will you be a printer again?’

			‘No. I doubt I’ll stay long,’ he said, giving me a flash of his gold teeth. ‘I’m going to ask a pretty sheila I know to go sailing with me.’

			I had another question to ask Owen, since he’d seen more of the world’s oceans than anyone I knew. I hesitated, checking that no one was listening. ‘Why do we get so many storms? The people on the other schooner in the harbour here said they’d sailed all the way from America, through the South Pacific and across the Indian Ocean, without hitting any.’

			Owen gazed at me. ‘Well, Sue,’ he said. ‘Your voyage is different because you are going east rather than west. That means you are sailing the wrong way – into the wind – around the world. It’s not going to be easy but completing it will be an amazing achievement. You’re lucky your dad is such a good sailor.’

			I wasn’t sure I cared about the achievement. ‘Is the weather going to get any better?’

			Owen smiled. ‘Probably not.’

			Later that evening, I tried my first question again on Liz. ‘Why won’t you come with us to Australia?’

			She smiled. ‘I’d love to, but my fiancé lives here. He doesn’t want me sailing off again.’

			I returned her smile, but ever since I’d found out that both Liz and Owen were leaving, my stomach felt like I’d eaten a rotten flying fish.

			‘Have you found any new crew?’ I asked Dad when we were next alone.

			‘No. I haven’t liked anyone so far.’

			‘But what if we can’t find any?’

			He shrugged. ‘Don’t worry. We can always sail to Australia on our own. Your mum and I will steer, and you and Jon can help sail.’

			I looked up at him, but as usual it was impossible to tell if he was being serious.

			My biggest discovery in Cape Town was Helen Keller, after I found her autobiography in a second-hand bookstore. In the book Helen talked about being my age, but unlike me she was deaf, blind and mute. If she’d been on Wavewalker she could have smelled the salt, felt the movement of the deck and touched the sticky ocean spray when it settled on her skin. And I would have learned Helen’s language so that I could describe to her the shape of a breaking wave and the sound of the wind whistling in our rigging.

			Spending time in Helen’s world was one way to escape the tension building on Wavewalker in the run-up to our departure. The most obvious signs of this were Dad’s increasingly frequent arguments over money, and the worst of these was his battle with the men from Aero.

			I first found out about this when he banged open the hatch one day and declared that he’d had enough – we would have to unload all our stores.

			‘What do you mean?’ I asked, putting down my book.

			He reached the bottom of the ladder and pushed back his cap to wipe his forehead. ‘We need to unpack everything and take it up on deck.’

			Now I was focused. We’d spent the last two days stowing the contents of nearly a hundred boxes of supplies behind and under seats, in wardrobes, in cupboards and under floorboards.

			Mum was also staring. ‘Are you joking?’

			‘No, I’m not joking. The cheat from Aero is coming down at nine o’clock tomorrow morning. He’s demanding I pay his inflated prices, and he’s not going to get the money.’ My father clenched his hands; the skin stretched white across his knuckles. ‘He promised he would be cheaper than the other shops. I was wrong to trust him – he’s a fraud.’

			‘Why don’t we just say we’ll only pay him the standard prices?’ asked Mum.

			‘No,’ said Dad, leaning forward and putting his fists on the table. ‘He doesn’t deserve it. He can have all his stores back instead.’

			I opened my mouth to argue, but Mum caught my eye and shook her head. So we spent that afternoon unpacking the stores, carrying them up the ladder and stacking them on the deck. Towers of canned Spam rose up against the red-gold rocks of Table Mountain. Beside them, lower-rise piles of biscuit tins, cereal packets, boxes of egg powder, dried peas, instant mashed potato, flour and pasta, bottles of washing-up liquid, tubes of toothpaste and cartons of long-life milk took shape.

			The following morning I was finishing my breakfast when Dad’s voice boomed down through the main hatch – ‘I need everyone up here now.’

			I got up on deck to see a short, tubby man with angry red skin climbing over our rails. Two younger men stood on the dock behind him, rubbing their hands on their overalls, their eyes darting around.

			My father went down the deck to face the man. ‘Get off this boat. I didn’t give you permission to board.’

			‘I’m not going anywhere.’

			Dad let out a roar, placed his hands on the man’s chest and shoved him backwards. The man rocked on his heels, his arms flailing, then fell backwards onto the dock. He lay there for a moment before the other men pulled him to his feet. He pointed a shaking finger towards my father.

			‘I’ll put a writ on your boat if you don’t pay.’

			‘Well, we’re going to give you your stores back,’ said Dad. He picked up a can of Spam and threw it onto the pier. It hit the concrete with a bang, bouncing once before coming to a halt. The man looked at it and back at Dad. Two more tins joined the first. Mum, Jon and I went to help. I started with the boxes of mashed potato because they looked easiest to throw.

			‘I’ll sue you. This is illegal. I’ll arrest you and have your boat impounded.’ Spittle was building in the corners of the man’s mouth, and his nostrils were flaring.

			On the pier, the pile of stores was growing. While my first attempts had gone wide – toilet rolls and boxes of powdered potato lay scattered along the jetty – my aim was improving, and more of my throws were landing on the pile.

			As this was happening, a red van emblazoned with the words ‘Pick ’N’ Pay’ on its side drew up at the end of the jetty and men in overalls got out and began unloading crates. After a few minutes, some of the sailors who’d been watching our spectacle formed a line and started passing the new boxes along the jetty.

			The man from Aero watched them in silence. ‘Pack this stuff up,’ he said to his men, waving at the mound of rejected goods, before stalking off up the dock.

			‘Sue and Jon, can you come down below and help, please?’ said Mum. ‘We need to start packing all the stores away again.’

			A few days later, Dad declared that we were ready to sail. There were lots of things still to do, he said, but you never finish all the jobs on a boat, so he wasn’t going to worry about it, and neither should I.

			Despite my nervousness about whether we were ready, I was glad to be leaving. After his argument with the man from Aero, my father had been taking on anyone who overcharged us, from taxi drivers to restaurants, and even the yacht club when it made a mistake on our breakfast bill.

			The final row had happened when a police inspector turned up fanning a bundle of unpaid parking tickets. ‘Is the captain around?’ he asked, standing by the boat. ‘I need to talk to him about these.’

			‘He’s very busy,’ said Dad, shaking his head.

			‘Okay, I’ll wait.’ The policeman climbed on board and accepted a cold beer. Since he didn’t seem to be going anywhere, we kept working, squeezing our way past him, putting away the tools, buckets, boxes and cups littering the deck, receiving deliveries of stores and equipment, and continuing our sanding and painting.

			Several beers later, the inspector approached my father. ‘I’ve been watching you,’ he said, ‘and I think you’re the captain.’

			Jon and I paused our sanding.

			‘You’re right,’ said Dad.

			‘Well, what do you suggest I do with these?’ the officer asked, waving the parking tickets in the air.

			‘Wait here,’ said Dad, and he disappeared down the main hatch. A few moments later, he reappeared carrying his own bundle of papers. ‘What you do with yours is up to you,’ he said. ‘But I’m about to set sail for Australia, so I’m throwing mine in the harbour.’ And that is what he did. Like yellow and orange birds, they fluttered up into the air before drifting down onto the water.

			The inspector picked up his can of beer and toasted my father. ‘Well in that case, good luck, Captain,’ he said. ‘Have a great voyage.’

			Two men, Larry and Herbie, came down to the boat a few days before we were due to leave. ‘We’re passing through,’ they said. ‘Coming to the end of our holiday. Can we sail with you to Australia?’

			‘Why don’t you help us with the final bit of painting and varnishing while we get to know one another?’ asked Dad.

			After watching them work for a day or so, he invited Larry to join us on our voyage but not Herbie, Larry’s huge, silent friend who was often tripping over things on the deck. However, when Larry declared that it was both of them or neither, Dad gave in.

			I was relieved – I’d remained worried about us setting sail alone – but our first dinner on Wavewalker with Larry and Herbie made me nervous again. It began with my father announcing that we were going to set sail before Christmas because it would take us five weeks, if not more, to get to Sydney.

			Jon looked up. ‘Will it be a smooth trip?’

			Dad smiled. ‘I hope so. But the Southern Indian Ocean is the most treacherous stretch of water of them all. Many boats have sunk attempting to cross it.’

			I shivered but he seemed unperturbed. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said, raising his glass. ‘I have a plan. The worst weather is usually in the thirtieth or the fiftieth latitudes. So we’re going to sail along the fortieth.’

			‘Well, I’m ready, Skipper,’ said Larry, lifting his drink to meet Dad’s.

			Mum smiled, while Herbie watched, chewing a mouthful of steak.

			I was calculating dates. ‘But, Dad,’ I said, ‘will Santa still come?’

			‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘He’ll find us wherever we are.’

			After we finished dinner, I found Dad in the chartroom peering at the expanse of blue that stretched between us and Australia.

			‘There’s nothing there, is there?’ I asked him.

			‘No, not much.’ He pointed to a tiny dot on the map. ‘Only a few islands like this one.’

			‘What’s that?’

			‘Well, Captain Cook called it Desolation Island. But today it’s called Kerguelen – for some reason, they wanted to change their name. However, we don’t have time to stop and see it. We’ve five thousand miles to cross to get to Australia.’

			‘That’s a long way.’

			He smiled. ‘It certainly is. And it’s going to be rough, wet and cold. But we’ve shown we can sail long distances before, haven’t we?’
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			From the shelter of the cockpit cover, I watched Larry and Herbie putting up the mainsail. While tying off the halyard, Herbie stumbled, pressing his hand against the mast. He looped the rope around a cleat and paused, not seeming to notice that although the sail was up, its edge was flapping, tipping out precious wind.

			‘Halyard,’ shouted Dad, jerking his finger upwards, but it was Larry rather than Herbie who moved forward to untie the rope and pull the canvas tight. The sail responded, its edge curving to catch the wind. Larry looped the slack back around the cleat and Wavewalker surged forward.

			Larry and Herbie went forward to start work on the jib, the small sail on the foremast. Herbie pulled the halyard, bracing his feet against the heel of the boat, but this time the shackle at the end of the rope hadn’t been attached to the top of the canvas, so the rope shot up the rigging, leaving the sail hunkered down on the deck. Again, Herbie didn’t notice – at least not until the shackle hit the block at the top of the mast. Then he jiggled the rope, trying to release it, but it wouldn’t come free.

			‘I knew Herbie would be a liability,’ said Dad under his breath. He called my mother up on deck to take the wheel and made his way out, head down into the wind, to rig up the harness on the mast so that he could go up and retrieve the shackle.

			When at last the sails were up, Dad pointed our bow south-east, and we spent the next few days dodging around the Agulhas Bank, trying to avoid the storms lurking there. But they found us anyway, rose to gale force and followed in our wake. This was the start of a voyage that would haunt my childhood. Dad was right – the Indian Ocean was different. After this, nothing would be the same.

			I wasn’t allowed on deck much in the following days, so instead I spent my time hanging on below. But on our third day out from Cape Town, desperate to see the ocean, I ignored Dad’s instructions and climbed up into the cockpit while he was out on deck. Colossal ash-coloured waves reared up behind us, white foam crumbling down their faces. They rolled past, sometimes breaking over the deck, soaking Larry, who was behind the wheel.

			‘Get back down below, Sue,’ said Dad when he returned. ‘I’m about to put another reef in the main. We need to reduce the amount of sailcloth we have out.’

			He climbed back down below himself a few hours later, stripping off his oilskins and leaving them hanging next to the ladder, trickling into a puddle on the floor. When he disappeared into the aft cabin, I snuck back up, knowing Larry and Herbie would let me sit in the cockpit if I kept out of their way. This time I crawled forward to peer around the cockpit cover. From there I could see the ocean ahead of us filled with a procession of giant waves marching forward into the distance. I’d seen large waves on our trip from Rio to Cape Town, but those twenty-foot teenagers had morphed into forty-foot giants, which made Wavewalker, and everyone on board, even Herbie, look puny.

			‘I’m sorry,’ I whispered as each one rolled past. ‘I’m sorry we’re in your way.’

			When I saw Dad moving about in the chartroom, putting his oilskins back on, I scuttled back down below, ducking out of his way as he started climbing up the ladder, already focused on the sea. After that, I retrieved my book and wedged my knees in against the table to read. Although the cabin’s motion was violent, I’d become familiar with its pattern – it tipped steeply backwards each time Wavewalker rode up a wave and forward at a similar angle when she slid down the other side. It was like being inside a windowless rollercoaster, unable to predict how high the next peak would be. All I could do was hold on tight and hope I could soon get off.

			The storm worsened over the following days. After Larry and Herbie also stopped letting me come up on deck, I only glimpsed the outside world when someone opened the hatch to climb out or to come back down below, slamming it shut behind them to keep the wind and some of the water out.

			Jon and I sat for hours at the table in the main cabin. December was passing, but no one was talking about Christmas. Grown-ups appeared, soaked and pale at the end of their watches, shuffling past with their heads tucked down, on the way to their bunks and sleep. The hatch above the table was dark, and the salt-encrusted portholes along the cabin walls barely let in any light, even at the top of each wave, so we kept the small electric lamp on overhead, though its glow was pale and flickering.

			After a week at sea, the wind had become a screech, a sound so eerie I was convinced that it contained the cries of sailors’ ghosts. When my father opened the hatch to come below, the howls intensified and I could see hail streaking across the slate-grey sky.

			‘Is the storm getting any better?’ Jon asked when Dad reached the bottom of the ladder.

			My father paused, holding onto the table, and I wondered if he would answer. When he did, it felt like each word was an effort. ‘No. It’s deteriorating. I was wrong to bring us this way. This is the worst weather in the Forties for decades. Our ropes are so cold they feel like wires, and our sails are like sheets of ice.’

			‘Can we go back?’ I asked.

			‘If I’d known it was going to get this bad, I would have turned back. But it’s too late.’

			I wanted to ask more questions – why was it too late, was he also scared, were those ghosts I could hear crying in the wind? But Dad shook his head when I started to speak and said he had to sleep. He went into the chartroom, climbed into his bunk, and closed his eyes.

			After he’d gone, Mum appeared, doing up her oilskins. We were lucky, she said, that we could stay below where it was warm. Neither Jon nor I said anything, and I wondered whether, like me, my brother didn’t feel lucky. Maybe my mother sensed this because, before she went up the ladder, she suggested we start making Christmas decorations. If we wanted to, we could even use things out of the bits-and-pieces bag, which contained buttons, scraps of cloth and ribbons, to do this.

			Jon and I exchanged smiles after Mum left – Christmas hadn’t been forgotten after all. We got to work straight away, and in between sleeping and trying to stop ourselves being thrown around the cabin, making baubles was all we did for the next few days.

			By Christmas Eve, Wavewalker was tipping even further forward and back when she went over each wave. But Dad still managed to strap a little plastic tree on top of the corner cupboard, where it sat at an angle, covered in our homemade decorations.

			On Christmas morning, the boat’s motion had eased a little, and when I moved my toes, I felt something resting on top of my sleeping bag. I opened my eyes to see a parcel on the end of my bunk and a bulging pillowcase on the floor. I went to get Jon from his bed in the four-berth cabin, and we made our way towards the main table, clutching our loot. The hatch opened, and Dad’s face appeared, peering down at us from under his oilskins.

			‘I’m furious with Santa,’ he said.

			‘Why?’ we asked.

			‘His reindeer have pooed all over the deck, and I’ve been cleaning it off all morning.’

			Despite everything, we somehow created a little bit of Christmas cheer that day. Mum cooked turkey and roast potatoes in the swinging oven, while Jon and I opened our gifts – new books, soft toys and games.

			‘Let’s play Mastermind,’ I suggested, and we did. Even better, I won.

			This relative calm went on for three days. We played with our new toys, and the grown-ups smiled when they passed by. I even made jam tarts.

			But it didn’t last. Even though it was midsummer, the howling blizzard came back. The presents and turkey became improbable memories, and my brother and I returned to sitting by the table in the main cabin holding on through the waves. Jon had Long Tall Jim in his lap and I had Teddy. But Long Tall Jim was ill – his plastic face had split across his mouth, spoiling his smile.

			‘Dad says he’ll repair him with fibreglass,’ said Jon, tracing the crack with one finger. ‘I think he fell out of my bunk in the night, and someone stepped on him.’

			I nodded, though I didn’t think Dad had time to do anything other than steer and sleep. ‘Let me see,’ I said, wedging Teddy behind me and examining Long Tall Jim, his head cradled in my arms. ‘Are you injured?’ I asked him, my mouth close to his ear. ‘Or are you frowning because you’re scared?’ Long Tall Jim stared at me with his unblinking eyes. I lifted my head. ‘Don’t worry, he’s going to be fine,’ I said, handing him back to Jon.

			We sat like that for hours. The motion of the boat had changed. Now when we went over a wave, there was a moment when the cabin paused before plunging down. We still weren’t allowed into the cockpit, but sometimes, when one of the grown-ups opened the hatch, I glimpsed a wave towering behind us. I thought I knew what was happening in those moments of stillness – Wavewalker was balancing on the head of a giant surge of water before tipping forward to slide down its face, racing away from its clutches.

			When Dad came down to lean over his charts, I went in to see him. He smelled of salt and sweat. Water dripped onto the floor around his feet.

			I held on to the edge of the chart table. ‘What’s it like up there?’

			‘Terrible. The waves are so big we need to go down the face of each one in a straight line, and that’s increasingly difficult to do.’

			‘Why do we need to do that?’

			He pushed his hands through his hair. ‘Because if we allow Wavewalker to twist, the weight of the water will flip her over.’ He glanced at me. ‘It will be okay, don’t worry. We’re going to start dragging loops of rope through the water behind us to slow us down.’

			After he’d pulled up the hood of his oilskins and disappeared back on deck, I returned to sit with Jon at the table. A few minutes later, the hatch banged open and Dad’s head reappeared. ‘Get up here, Larry,’ he shouted.

			Larry came crashing through the main cabin in his boots and oilskins, pulling on his safety harness. When he pushed back the hatch to climb out, I heard my father shouting above the gale: ‘Take down the canvas covers around the cockpit. Actually, fuck it – get rid of anything catching the wind.’

			Larry went out onto the deck, leaving the hatch open behind him. The ghosts were wailing louder than ever, their cries clear above the sound of crashing water. Closer by, I could hear something ripping.

			Jon and I waited, listening to the shouts and the thump of feet over our heads. When we heard footsteps closer by, we looked up to see Larry coming back down into the main cabin.

			‘What’s happening?’ I asked.

			‘Most of the cockpit cover has gone,’ he said, holding on to the table. ‘We didn’t need to take it down – the wind had already ripped it away.’

			He made his way back to his cabin, flung from side to side by the boat’s movement. Behind him, the hatch was still letting in the wails from the ocean outside and I found myself moving towards it, climbing the ladder towards the dark void at its top. I’d imagined an ocean full of spectres – I needed to find out if they were real.

			With the cockpit cover gone, the icy wind hit me as soon as my head emerged above the hatch. I covered my most exposed ear with one hand while gripping the ladder with the other. A grey and white vortex swirled around me, making it impossible to see where the ocean ended and the sky began. Behind our stern a monstrous wave, far more frightening than my imaginary spirits, surged upwards. We tipped forward to slide down it, the wind hacking chunks out of its glassy underbelly.

			‘Close the hatch,’ shouted Dad, and I ducked my head down moments before Herbie slammed it shut.

			I was back in my position by the table in the main cabin when Mum appeared a while later. ‘I’m going to make some food,’ she said, so I slid off the sofa to help find the cans she needed. With one hand I opened cupboard doors, while with the other I clung onto the handrail running along the countertop. The shelves looked like they had been shaken by an ogre, the packets of food ripped open and the labels on the cans sodden with brown, oily bilge water.

			The boat lunged forward, sending us sprawling onto the cabin floor.

			I’m giving up,’ she said, climbing to her feet. ‘We’ll have to do without.’

			On the first day of the new year, I opened my eyes to a world I wanted to leave. I wanted to go home, back to England where Sarah and Rusty would be waiting for me. I dragged myself from my bunk, taking care to avoid being hurled back against it when the boat veered the other way. The main cabin was deserted, so I huddled by the table, holding Teddy and wondering if anyone else was hungry. When my father came down, I wedged Teddy into the bookcase and followed him into the chartroom.

			‘How is it up there, Dad?’ I asked. ‘Are the waves getting any better?’

			He looked at me, his face expressionless. ‘No. They’re worse. They’re now over fifty feet high. And the wind has changed direction to blow at storm force straight from the South Pole.’

			‘Oh.’ The hairs prickled on my neck.

			He turned to lean over his chart. ‘It’s not good,’ he said. He spoke the words quietly, as if to himself.

			‘What’s not good?’

			‘Having waves coming from the south and the west.’

			‘Why?’

			Another surge. We held on. Dad shook his head. ‘The westerly waves break up the southerly ones. It means everything is more confused, so it’s much harder to steer.’

			‘What can we do?’

			‘Very little. But don’t worry, Sue. This storm can’t last forever.’

			When I next woke, the cabin was so dark that I wasn’t sure if it was morning. I lay for a while, feeling the boat’s movement. Wavewalker’s quivering moments at the summit of each wave had become longer, and her plunges forward, more extreme. I climbed out of my bunk and made my way into the main cabin. Everything felt wet: my skin, my clothes, my hair, the floor and every surface I touched.

			Larry was sitting at the table with his head in his hands. He looked up when I asked where everyone was. ‘Your dad’s on the wheel, and your mum’s in the cockpit with him.’

			‘Will Dad come down soon?’ I wanted Dad to hug me. My fear had become physical – a cold lump I carried in my stomach. Every so often, if the wind wailed or our movement down a wave was particularly steep, my heart pounded and my legs felt weak. It was best if I avoided thinking, but it was hard to do much else.

			‘No, he can’t come down, Sue. With fifty knots of wind, your dad’s the only one who can steer. The rest of us are taking turns trying to spot the waves approaching. But it’s hard to see anything when it’s so dark and there’s water hurtling in from every direction.’

			Jon had joined me next to the table by the time Mum struggled down the ladder in her oilskins several hours later. ‘Put on your lifejackets,’ she said. ‘We’re going too fast. We must be prepared.’

			I didn’t ask how a lifejacket would help us survive in an ocean full of gigantic, icy waves, and neither did Jon. There was little point in arguing, and anyway, Mum was already halfway back up into the cockpit. When she returned later, Jon and I were sitting trussed up in our jackets by the table. I was holding Teddy and he was holding Long Tall Jim, tracing the crack across his mouth.

			‘Sue, come and help me make some food,’ said Mum. ‘Jon, can you go and get a Phillips head screwdriver from the toolbox in the forward cabin?’

			I crawled down from the table. I couldn’t remember when I’d last eaten.

			‘I need a can of corned beef,’ she said.

			I nodded, gripping the countertop rail with one hand while unlatching a cupboard door with the other. The cabin tipped backwards. Wavewalker was climbing another watery mountain. During the five or so seconds she took to do this, I passed a can to Mum, who put it in the sink before we both stopped to hang on, waiting for the plunge forward. But this time the pause was endless. It felt as if time had been suspended, leaving us balanced on the head of a monstrous wave.

			When the boat finally did tip forward, I tightened my hold on the countertop, preparing for the rest of the motion. The cabin tipped precipitously as Wavewalker dived. My grip gave way and I slid along the cupboards, my hands burning with pain. There was an explosion and chunks of decking collapsed inwards above my head, followed by an avalanche of cold, grey water. As the boat lurched onto its side, my fingers let go and I was flung against the ceiling and back onto the galley wall.

			The air filled with screams, some of them mine.

			Some time passed, though I don’t know how much. When I opened my eyes, I was lying on the floor of the main cabin, half-covered in water and surrounded by pieces of crockery, sodden books and hunks of decking. Icy water, black, grey and foaming white, flooded in through a hole above me. Jagged beams hung down from the ceiling, and one side of the cabin bulged inwards.

			Mum was near the ladder. She tilted her head back to shriek through the hatch: ‘We’re sinking, Gordon! There’s a hole in the deck, and she’s full of water.’

			The water swirled through the cabin. I couldn’t get up – my legs didn’t want to move, and all I wanted to do was sleep. Maybe I could rest here, I thought, the water a blanket around me. If I closed my eyes, everything might be different when I woke up.

			Another wave hit the deck and another torrent of seawater cascaded in through the hole above my head, hitting my face and chest. I had to find shelter. Again I tried to stand, but my legs wouldn’t take my weight, so I dragged myself on my elbows a little way under the table. There I lay, still half-submerged, but at least no longer being hit by the waves funnelling in through the fractured deck.

			When I woke again, someone was trying to crack my head open. Maybe they already had.

			I opened my eyes to find I was lying in one of the top bunks in the four-berth cabin. Below me the floor was covered with water and bits of debris – books, cushions, pieces of wood and even the board from Santa’s Mastermind game. Wavewalker felt full and drunk, and each time she tilted, water poured in through the hatch in the ceiling.

			‘Stop crying,’ said Jon. ‘You’ve been crying for ages.’ I looked in the direction of his voice and saw him lying on the bottom bunk on the other side of the cabin. He was right. I was crying.

			He was clutching a square biscuit tin. ‘Want one?’ he asked, holding it up.

			‘No.’ I tried to shake my head, but the pain made me stop. So instead I lay on my bunk, watching him out of the corner of my eye.

			More time passed. Shouts and occasional cries drifted in from the main cabin. The boat heaved back and forwards, and the wind moaned outside. I wished a grown-up would come. I was still weeping, but I was trying to do it quietly because I wanted to be brave like Jon.

			I woke again to the sound of Wavewalker screaming – huge, wrenching cries of wood and metal tearing at each other. My world had become a mattress and sleeping bag slung onto a bunk two feet below the deck. I was wet, everything around me was wet, and some of the wetness was red. Water pooled on the plastic mattress cover, and my sleeping bag was damp and sticky.

			I closed my eyes, exhausted by the pain in my head.

			Dad appeared. He leaned over my bunk, his eyes underlined with curved shadows, his cheeks and nose red and inflamed.

			‘Are you okay?’ he asked.

			‘I don’t think so.’ My voice was a whimper.

			He looked at my bunk. ‘Why is there blood here, Sue? What’s bleeding?’

			I looked at him. I didn’t know.

			He touched my right forearm, and I glanced down to see that his forefinger was dyed crimson.

			‘Why didn’t you tell me how bad this was?’

			‘I didn’t want to worry you,’ I said, but really, he hadn’t been there to tell.

			Something soft touched my other arm. It was Teddy. He was wet and smelled of salt and engine oil, but I still drew him close. ‘What happened to you, Teddy, when the Wave hit?’ I asked him.

			Dad was back and leaning over the side of my bunk. ‘That wound needs stitching, but we’ll have to make do with something temporary. Look – I made this.’ He held out a plaster he’d trimmed to make it narrow in the middle, like an hourglass. His hand enveloped my wrist and I closed my eyes. The stabbing pain in my arm echoed the throb of my head. When I looked back, Dad was wrapping a bandage around the wound.

			‘My head hurts,’ I said. ‘Can you put a plaster on that as well?’

			He glanced towards my forehead. ‘No. I can’t do anything about your head, Sue. Hopefully, we’ll find a doctor soon. But I do need you to swallow this.’ He held out a small white tablet and a yellow plastic beaker of water.

			I put the tablet in my mouth and tried to sip the drink without moving my head, the water spilling everywhere.

			‘I must go,’ he said. ‘Your mum will be in later.’

			‘You’re such a cry-baby,’ Jon said after Dad left. ‘Do you want a biscuit now? I’m down to the second layer.’

			When I said, ‘Okay,’ determined to sound brave, Jon made his way across the cabin and offered up the tin. I chose a Nice biscuit, which was soggy but held together, tasting of sugar and salty coconuts.

			‘What’s happening?’ I asked.

			‘There’s a big hole in the deck. I went to see it this morning, but Mum says we must stay in here. This is the safest cabin because it has the smallest hatch.’

			‘Is someone coming to rescue us?’

			‘Dad has sent out mayday calls, but no one has replied. He says we need to find an island.’

			I blinked. ‘An island?’

			‘Yes – we won’t stay afloat long enough to get to Australia.’

			My voice lowered to a whisper. ‘But I’ve seen the chart, Jon. There are no islands.’ I could feel my tears starting again. I didn’t want to die. Not like this.

			‘Well, Dad says he’s going to find an island,’ my brother said. He went back to his bunk, still holding the tin. ‘And you must stop crying,’ he added.

			I felt the change in the motion of the boat before I opened my eyes. Waves were still hitting the hull, making Wavewalker lurch over, but she felt calmer – more like she had before the worst of the storm. Water was no longer flowing through the cabin, although the floor was still littered with sodden clothes, toys and fragments of timber.

			I wasn’t crying anymore, but it felt like someone was hitting my head with a hammer. When I reached up with one hand, I discovered a large lump above my left eye. After that I lay still, cuddling Teddy, while Jon sat in his bunk playing with a toy car he must have found somewhere in the debris.

			Mum came in. Her hair was dishevelled and her cheeks were reddened. She stared at my head. ‘How are you feeling?’

			‘A bit better,’ I said.

			‘I’ve found some corned beef and crackers. Do you want some?’

			I said nothing.

			‘I think you should try to eat,’ she said, with a shake of her head.

			I knew from her expression I had no choice, so I raised myself on my elbows and pushed my legs over the side of the bunk. She put her hands under my armpits to hold me steady while I eased myself down. When I got to the floor, I hung on to the bottom bunk through several waves, waiting for the throbbing in my head to subside, before following her out.

			When I entered the main cabin it became clear why Wavewalker was crying – all the way along the galley wall, her ribs were broken. Some timbers had been severed and hung loose, while others, though frayed and splintered, were still in place. Each time Wavewalker went down a wave, her hull bulged inward, the ocean squeezing her like a balloon, and I held my breath. When she reached the bottom of the trough, I exhaled, and the hull moved back out again.

			Herbie was sitting on the step by the corner cupboard, pumping the hand pump’s metal handle up and down between his knees, his breath coming in short gasps. Above my head, canvas had been hammered across the wound in the deck, though it was still framed by shattered timbers. This makeshift plaster deflected some of the water landing on the deck but couldn’t prevent the rest from flooding in.

			Mum glanced at Herbie. ‘We’ve been pumping continuously,’ she told me.

			Herbie didn’t look up. He was consumed by his work, the veins in his neck standing out, his eyes half-shut and his mouth drawn back. He couldn’t keep going at that pace for long, I thought – and if the hull burst or the wound on the deck reopened, his job would become impossible. But there was nothing I could do about any of this, so I ate part of a cracker and sat on the sofa holding on for a while, before returning to my bunk.

			When I woke again, Wavewalker’s movement had become more violent, and she felt bloated with water.

			Mum came in carrying lifejackets. ‘Put these on and stay in your bunks,’ she said, her face pale in the dim cabin light.

			‘Do you think we’re going to die?’ Jon asked after she left.

			‘Probably,’ I said, trying to put the lifejacket on without moving my head or touching the swelling above my eye. The lump seemed to be growing. It was taking me over, a foreign thing embedded in my head. ‘Wavewalker is barely afloat.’

			‘Dad is a great captain,’ said Jon.

			I smiled but inside my head I was imagining being back in England and no longer being part of Dad’s big adventure.

			‘No one has answered our mayday calls,’ said my brother.

			‘And getting in the life raft would be worse than staying here,’ I said, ‘because it would sink in these waves.’

			We lay in silence for a while.

			My father appeared in the doorway, water dripping down his oilskins. ‘How are you?’ he asked.

			‘We’re fine,’ said Jon. ‘But, Daddy, are we going to die?’

			‘No, Jon. I’ve found an island – it’s called Île Amsterdam. If we can get there, we can sort everything out.’

			My brother and I glanced at each other. The boat tipped back, and more water poured in through the hatch above Dad’s head.

			‘Well,’ said Jon, and we both looked at him. ‘Well,’ he said again. ‘I’m not afraid to die if we’re all together.’

			Dad stared at him, and so did I. No one said anything. After a moment, Dad nodded and reached up to wipe his face with his hand before heading back out.

			Sometimes I slept, and sometimes I was awake, though I no longer knew which sleeps separated days and which only marked hours. Two facts, however, were clear – the storm was quietening, but the ring of pain twisted around my head wasn’t going away.

			I opened my eyes to find that I was alone in the cabin. After a while, I levered myself up and climbed down, holding Teddy. This time when I entered the main cabin, I couldn’t see much because the light was dim and my eyes were so swollen that it felt like I was looking out through narrow, horizontal windows.

			Larry had taken over at the pump, but his pace was slower than Herbie’s. He didn’t look up when I came in – he just kept pulling the handle up and pushing it down while staring at the floor. Each time Wavewalker juddered, I stumbled and more water gushed in around the canvas plaster in the ceiling. The seawater had risen back up above the floorboards and swilled around my feet.

			I turned my head slowly to one side and saw my parents sitting at the table. Mum released Dad’s hand, and they stared at my head.

			Dad looked away. ‘I’m going back up to see how my sea anchor is doing,’ he said, getting up.

			We watched him go. ‘Do you think we’ll find the island?’ I asked.

			My mother shrugged her shoulders. ‘If we do, then it should appear soon – but we may go past without seeing it. I’ll tell you what – why don’t you make a good luck card to cheer your dad up?’

			So I braced myself by the table, tucked Teddy behind me and drew a picture of Mum and Dad on a folded piece of paper. Inside I wrote – ‘Here are some funny people. Did they make you laugh? Oh, how I love you both. So, this card is to say thank you and let’s hope for the best.’

			I gave this to Dad when he came back down below.

			He smiled. ‘We’re still sailing towards Île Amsterdam,’ he said.

			‘Will we find it?’

			‘Of course, we will,’ he said, attempting another smile. ‘But before then I need to sleep.’

			I nodded, watching him climb over the canvas sideboard into his bunk in the chartroom. After he closed his eyes, I went back to the table and tried to keep my head still while the boat slid around. I was crying again, but this time it wasn’t only about my head or my arm – it was because I’d lost all my Christmas presents. I knew I shouldn’t care about it, but I did. After waiting so long for them to come, they’d all been washed away.

			A couple of hours later, Mum reappeared and asked me to fetch some ham for dinner. I got up, keeping my head as still as I could, and began searching the cupboards. At least our labels meant I could find the right can, though I’d never imagined that I would be eating its contents while feeling like this.

			Mum had strapped herself in by the galley and was holding the can opener when we heard a shout from up on deck. She dropped the half-opened can into the sink, and ran for the ladder, followed by Jon and, more slowly, by me. When I emerged into the biting wind, I saw Larry pointing towards a shadow on the horizon.

			Île Amsterdam.

			I stared at it through my half-closed eyes. A miracle had happened. I’d been convinced we wouldn’t survive, that my life was going to end before it had barely begun.

			Jon and I climbed back down below. ‘You’re the best daddy in the world,’ Jon said, shaking Dad awake, ‘and the best captain.’

			For a while, he didn’t move.

			‘Daddy, Daddy, wake up. You’re the best daddy.’

			‘Not today, Jon, I’m afraid,’ he said, his eyes still shut.

			‘Well, you must be. You found the island,’ I said.

			Dad’s eyes flicked open. He grabbed the side of his bunk, hauled himself out and headed for the ladder. By the time I emerged through the hatch a few moments later, he was standing next to Mum, staring at Île Amsterdam. She leaned her head on his shoulder, and I saw that, like me, she was crying.
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			I sat on deck in the pale sunshine while Dad anchored Wavewalker. My forehead throbbed with pain, but I didn’t touch it. The swelling had been growing for five days, and though I could feel its weight pulling my head forward, I didn’t want to know how large it had become.

			Dad was taking ages. The Wave – the name I’d given to the watery beast that had tried to kill us – had washed away our main anchor, so he was linking our remaining pieces of chain together and attaching them to our spare anchor so it could hold Wavewalker fast. After a while, I closed my eyes and leant back against the cockpit cover, exhausted by the effort of keeping my head upright.

			After my father was satisfied that Wavewalker was secure, Monsieur Pascal and Monsieur Jacques from the Cap Horn, a rusting French fishing boat anchored nearby, offered to take us ashore in their tender. I gave them a smile – we’d lost Ripplerunner II to the Wave, so without their help, we wouldn’t be able get to land.

			Dad lowered me down to Monsieur Jacques, who placed me on a bench. Jon jumped down to join us, landing crouched on the floorboards, while Mum fussed for a while until my father convinced her to clamber over the rails and lower herself down, holding his hand.

			Larry and Herbie watched from Wavewalker’s deck, their faces expressionless and their arms wrapped around their chests.

			‘Aren’t Larry and Herbie coming with us?’ I asked Dad.

			He shook his head. ‘They’ve agreed to stay on board to pump the bilges every hour, so Wavewalker doesn’t sink.’

			Monsieur Jacques pushed off from Wavewalker’s side, and Monsieur Pascal started navigating through the choppy water towards the shore. Each time the boat dropped down off a wave, a jolt of pain went through my head. Snowflakes hit my eyes and melted on my skin, the water running down my cheeks like tears. I fought to keep my eyes open, catching glimpses of Île Amsterdam before shutting them again. In jerky instalments, the island came closer, a volcanic rock stranded in the middle of the ocean, decorated with scrappy bushes and stunted trees.

			When the engine’s revs decreased, I forced my eyelids up. A protrusion of lava with rusting bollards hammered into its surface stretched thirty feet out into the water. On the crest of a wave, our tender rose above its rocky surface and surged towards it. Monsieur Pascal threw the engine into reverse and we dropped twenty feet down, watching the water pouring off the rock.

			We repeated this through several swells, the water surging up and falling away.

			‘You’ll need to jump to the shore, Sue,’ said Dad, coming to stand next to me.

			I stared at him, wanting to shake my head. ‘What if I can’t?’ I asked. This was different to Tristan – I hadn’t been in pain then and the waves had been less frightening.

			‘You can,’ he said, and when the water massed beneath the tender, he put his hands under my shoulders and threw me towards a man standing on the lava outcrop. For a moment I was in the air, then the man caught me and I closed my eyes to stem the pain. The man carried me, cradled in his arms, down the jetty and placed me on the ground next to a rock, which felt oddly solid and still.

			When Dad walked along the lava with Mum and Jon a while later, another man stepped forward. ‘Je suis Commandant Ghozi, le chef de district,’ he said, shaking my father’s hand. ‘In your calls you said that someone needs a doctor?’

			Dad gestured towards me. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘But if you received my calls, why didn’t you answer them?’

			Commandant Ghozi nodded. ‘Oui, we received them. But we never answer mayday calls because they’re almost always fake.’

			‘Why would anyone send fake emergency calls?’

			‘Some of our work here is secret, so people try to come ashore. Your family is welcome, but you mustn’t go exploring alone.’

			‘Okay. All we need is a doctor,’ said Dad.

			We climbed into a small red car and Commandant Ghozi drove us up a steep track, passing several buildings before stopping at one sitting on its own on the edge of the cliff, framed by plains of lava and the white-capped sea. A thin man in a white coat was waiting for us by the door.

			‘This is Dr Senellart,’ Commandant Ghozi told Dad. ‘He will examine your daughter.’

			Dr Senellart ushered us into a room containing a few plastic chairs. I took a seat and he bent to look at my head. The smell of lemons enveloped me and I shied away. There was a rapid exchange in French. ‘She will need an X-ray,’ said Commandant Ghozi.

			‘Okay,’ said Dad.

			Dr Senellart’s fingers coiled around mine, pulling me to another room where he indicated a small bed. When I lay down, blood surged through my head, and the mattress rocked as if floating on the ocean.

			‘She has a broken nose, a fractured skull and there is blood trapped inside the swelling on her head,’ the commandant told my parents when Dr Senellart and I rejoined them in the waiting room.

			I slipped my hand inside Dad’s. ‘What if we do nothing?’ he asked.

			‘The swelling is pressing down on the fracture. If we do nothing, Monsieur Capitaine, your daughter could end up with brain damage. We must cut into the wound.’

			After my father nodded, Dr Senellart stretched out his hand again. This time he took me into a larger room where another man was waiting. ‘I’m Monsieur Alexis,’ the second man said. ‘You need to be brave.’

			‘My head hurts,’ I said, tears trickling down my cheeks.

			‘We have no painkiller for the brain,’ said Monsieur Alexis, shaking his head. ‘Not here.’

			He helped me onto a bed and dabbed at my swelling with a piece of wet cotton wool. After that he stood next to me, holding my hand and smiling. A shadow fell across us, I smelled citrus and felt an intense, sharp pain. I screamed, and Dr Senellart said something in French I didn’t understand. I kicked my feet and screamed the only French swear word I knew – ‘Merde, merde, merde!’

			After a while, the cutting stopped. Dr Senellart wrapped a bandage around my head, and I shuffled back into the waiting room holding Monsieur Alexis’s hand.

			My parents stood up. ‘You need to bring her back in a couple of days,’ said Commandant Ghozi. He kept talking while I leaned against Monsieur Alexis. ‘The clot is still there, and is still dangerous.’

			Another drive in the red car took us to a small wooden house. There I collapsed onto a bed in the room Jon and I were sharing, trying to ignore the throbbing in my temple, too drained even to eat.

			I woke up the next morning wondering where I was. Then I touched my head, felt the bandage, and remembered I was on Île Amsterdam.

			Mum was sitting on the sofa in the living room when I went in. ‘Where’s Dad?’ I asked.

			‘He’s gone back out to Wavewalker. You, Jon and I are going to live here for a while. It’s too dangerous for us to stay on the boat.’

			I crossed my arms. ‘But when will Dad come back?’

			‘He’ll be here for a while later today, but he’ll stay on Wavewalker tonight.’

			I frowned, and when Dad arrived, I told him I didn’t like him going away.

			He smiled. ‘I’ve been busy working out how to fix the holes in Wavewalker’s deck and in her side,’ he said.

			‘You’re not allowed to sail away without me.’

			He placed his hand on mine. ‘Don’t worry. I won’t.’

			Later that afternoon, Commandant Ghozi came for tea. ‘I’m leading the twenty-seventh French scientific mission to Île Amsterdam,’ he told us, placing his coat on the arm of his chair. ‘My thirty men are based here in La Roche Godon, where we have one store, a mess hall and a power station.’

			‘Who else lives on the island?’ asked Mum. She was sitting on the sofa next to Dad with Jon on her lap while I was curled up in the armchair holding Teddy.

			‘Only wild cats and cattle,’ said the commandant. ‘But there’s enough to keep us busy. We have a radio station and a meteorological station – we release a weather balloon every day.’

			‘Can we see one go up?’ I asked.

			He looked over at me, his eyes drifting towards my bandage. ‘Of course.’ He took another sip of tea.

			The front door opened. This time it was a man in a flat red cap. ‘Pleased to meet you,’ he said, bowing. ‘I’m Monsieur Pierre, one of the radio operators.’

			But I wasn’t listening to what Monsieur Pierre was saying – I was too focused on the plate of toast he had brought us. I dropped Teddy and rushed forward to grab a slice, sinking my teeth into its crunchy surface and reaching out my hand for another. Then my parents joined in, nudging Jon and me aside to get to the toast themselves.

			During our first two weeks on Île Amsterdam I had to keep going back to the hospital to have more operations done on my head. My mother and I would walk there from the house, Mum in the lead and me behind, dragging my feet. Sometimes I thought about running away, but I didn’t know where to go – I wasn’t even supposed to step off the trail because if I did, Commandant Ghozi had said I could break my leg in one of the potholes that lay concealed beneath the scrub grass.

			‘Is Dad okay?’ I asked Mum during one of these walks since he’d looked pale when he’d last come ashore.

			‘He’s still recovering,’ she said. ‘He fractured several ribs in the accident. They’re healing but are still painful.’

			‘How did he hurt his ribs?’

			Mum said nothing, so I kept silent for a while to see if she would answer. I’d tried several times to get my parents to talk about the Wave, keen to unravel my memories, but they’d always refused to do so.

			We walked a little further before she sighed. ‘When Wavewalker tipped onto her side, he was flung overboard.’

			‘He was in the sea?’ I asked, my hands clenched into fists.

			‘Yes. But his lifeline was attached to the rails, so when Wavewalker came back up, he was hauled out with her, hitting the main boom.’

			I glanced at Mum, but she was looking at the path. I tried to imagine how my father had felt when he’d found himself in the ocean. When he’d seen Wavewalker about to raise herself back up, had he worried she would leave him behind? Perhaps he’d grabbed her rails, determined to be rescued from the waves? Or maybe Wavewalker had dragged him back on board by his harness, without giving him a choice?

			‘Is he going to get better?’ My voice was hard to hear above the wind moaning across the exposed lava.

			‘Yes. Of course. Come on.’

			My steps usually slowed as we approached the hospital building, its windows screened as if they were trying to hide what took place inside. ‘I’ll wait for you here, shall I?’ Mum would say as we entered the waiting room, before sitting on one of the plastic chairs to rummage in her bag for her book.

			The next moves were also always the same.

			Dr Senellart would emerge, wiping his hands on his white coat. ‘Bonjour, Sue,’ he would say. I would shrink back at this, and Mum would say something light-hearted like ‘She’s getting better all the time’ and smile at him. He would return the smile and reach out to close his fingers around my wrist, pulling me towards the cutting and the pain. He kept saying, ‘Presque fini, presque fini’, but it was meaningless. All I could do was to swear and wait for each operation to end.

			One morning when I came into the living room in the little house, I found Mum talking to Commandant Ghozi. ‘When will Clarence reach us?’ she asked, and I froze. Somehow I knew that Clarence was a cyclone.

			‘Probably in the next twenty-four hours – it’s five hundred miles away. But don’t worry, they always turn north and miss us, Madame Marie.’

			‘Well, let’s hope so,’ she said. She got to her feet and brushed down her trousers. ‘Given our luck, it’s much more likely to hit us.’

			That day, when we went to the hospital, we struggled to walk in the blasts of wind. The clouds were heavy, pressing down like they had before the Wave. After a while, I realised I was crying, though I wasn’t sure whether it was about the approaching operation or the gathering storm.

			Mum glanced at me. ‘Well, I’ll come in with you if you want me to,’ she said, ‘though you know how much I hate blood.’

			This meant that when I lay down that time in the surgery, her hand was enclosing mine. But when Dr Senellart approached, she let go and I heard her hit the floor. The doctor put down his knife and he and Monsieur Alexis grabbed Mum under her arms and dragged her out. I started to cry again, and after Dr Senellart came back, the operation went ahead.

			‘Three more to go,’ Monsieur Alexis told me as he wrapped the bandage around my head.

			In the waiting room, Mum was bending over her bag, jamming her book inside. ‘We need to go,’ she said. ‘The storm is getting worse.’

			We made our way back to our house, leaning into the wind, to find Larry and Herbie waiting for us there.

			‘We wanted to say goodbye before going out to Wavewalker,’ said Larry.

			Mum nodded. ‘Is Gordon coming ashore?’

			Larry shook his head. ‘No. He said he’ll stay onboard until Clarence has passed. But we’ll be with him, Mary. Don’t worry; it will be fine.’

			Herbie was twisting his hands, so I caught his eye and smiled. After all, even giants can get frightened.

			The wind flung Commandant Ghozi into the living room when he opened the door later that afternoon. ‘Cyclone Clarence has changed direction and is going to hit us,’ he said. ‘Le Capitaine is taking Wavewalker out to sea. You need to come to the radio station to say goodbye.’

			‘But doesn’t Wavewalker still have holes in her?’ I asked my mother when we were in the car, half-shouting to make myself heard over the gale outside.

			‘She does,’ said Mum. ‘But your dad has screwed an aluminium plate over the biggest one, and in any case, we don’t have a choice. If Wavewalker stays here, the cyclone will hurl her onto the rocks.’

			‘But what about Dad’s broken ribs?’

			‘Stop asking questions, Sue. There’s nothing we can do. He’ll have to manage.’

			When we reached the station, we forced our way, heads down, through the wind to the door. Inside we found Monsieur Gilles, another of the radio operators, standing in a room lined with banks of equipment. He picked up a handset. ‘Wavewalker, Wavewalker, Wavewalker, this is Île Amsterdam, Île Amsterdam, Île Amsterdam. Do you read me? Over.’

			We listened to the static. Maybe Dad was already too far away.

			‘Île Amsterdam, Île Amsterdam, Île Amsterdam. This is Wavewalker, Wavewalker, Wavewalker,’ came his voice through crackles. ‘Conditions are getting worse. We will weigh anchor and sail soon. Send my love to Mary, Sue and Jon. Over and out.’

			The line went dead.

			‘What do we do now, Mum?’ I asked.

			‘Wait and hope.’

			I opened the curtains the following morning to see sleet streaking across an ashen sky. I lay back on my bed, listening to the wind throwing itself across the rocks, feeling guilty for being inside with Teddy instead of being out on the ocean with Dad. The storm’s howl increased to a roar, a door banged shut and the wailing receded.

			‘Have you heard anything from Gordon?’ I heard my mother asking.

			‘Oui, yes, Madame Marie,’ a man replied. ‘Le Capitaine is near the shipping lanes. He says the weather is terrible and water is pouring in.’

			‘Wavewalker is leaking?’ Mum’s voice was shrill.

			‘Yes, but she’s still afloat, Madame. Don’t worry – your husband’s too stubborn to let her sink.’

			I closed my eyes, imagining my dad on the wheel, bundled up in his wet weather gear, his beard catching the flying ice. Down below, Larry and Herbie would be taking turns on the pump, trying to keep the water out.

			My mother’s voice filtered in. ‘Well, he’s certainly stubborn. Let’s hope that’s enough to keep him alive.’

			After lunch that day, Mum and I went back to the hospital, pushing ourselves through the stinging wind and rain. In the operating theatre, I tried to focus on the gale rattling the window in its frame, but it wasn’t enough to block out the pain.

			That night we waited for news of Wavewalker, but none came.

			The next day, I was woken by the sound of knocking on our front door.

			‘Madame, Madame. Your husband is safe,’ a man said, and I went running into the living room to see that it was Monsieur Gilles from the radio station.

			‘What did Gordon say?’ asked Mum.

			‘He didn’t say anything else. He will call again at 1500 hours.’

			I sat down in a chair, holding Teddy. ‘Daddy is safe,’ I told him.

			When we reached the radio room that afternoon, it was packed with people. Monsieur Gilles picked up his handset. ‘Wavewalker, Wavewalker, Wavewalker. This is Île Amsterdam, Île Amsterdam, Île Amsterdam. Do you read me?’

			We waited, listening to the crackles, worrying he wouldn’t answer. But then Dad’s voice burst through the static: ‘Île Amsterdam, Île Amsterdam, Île Amsterdam. This is Wavewalker, Wavewalker, Wavewalker. I read you loud and clear. Over.’

			Cheering and shouting erupted. In the kerfuffle, Mum snatched the microphone out of Monsieur Gilles’s hand. ‘Gordon, where are you?’

			‘I’m about fifty miles away. I wanted to be well clear of land during the storm. We’re making our way back. We should be there by tomorrow morning. Over.’

			‘How bad was it, Gordon?’

			‘Terrible. The Cap Horn tried to escape with us, but the waves shunted their cabin backwards, opening up a huge hole in their deck. Thankfully, everyone on board is safe. Over.’

			‘Is Wavewalker damaged?’

			‘No more than before. We took on a lot of water, but we kept pumping. We’re exhausted, but still afloat. I’ll be back soon. Over and out.’

			After my seventh operation, I went to find Mum in the waiting room.

			‘It is done, Madame Marie,’ said Monsieur Alexis, following me in. ‘These,’ he said, pointing to the shadows under my eyes, ‘will go in time. Your daughter is very brave.’

			My mother thanked him and nudged me with her elbow, but I could only manage a weak smile, though I knew I should be grateful.

			When Dad arrived back a day later, he patted Jon and me on the head before stumbling into the bedroom and closing the door. I went to open it, but Mum told me not to. Many hours later, when he re-emerged, I tried to hug him, but he wouldn’t let me because he said his ribs were sore. He then disappeared back out to Wavewalker to let Larry and Herbie come ashore to get a good meal.

			With Wavewalker back and my operations finished, we settled into a more regular routine on Île Amsterdam.

			Each morning one of the men would come to play with Jon and me, based on a rota they’d agreed between themselves. They told us about their children back in France and took us down to the beach to see the seals and walruses. Monsieur Pierre in his beret and Monsieur Jean Michel from the meteorological station were our most enthusiastic friends. They spent several days helping us create cardboard go-karts with wheels on wooden bases. When our karts were finished, our friends pulled them along on strings while we sat inside waving at the men playing boules in the volcanic dust.

			While we built karts, Mum roamed the cliffs and beaches, taking pictures. I’d never known her to be interested in photography before, but on Île Amsterdam it seemed to be all she wanted to do. Sometimes I went with her to the island’s darkroom to watch the images materialising – walruses roaring, seals on beaches of volcanic ash and booby birds feeding their young. Mum took the pictures from the setting trays and pegged them onto strings. They looked like snaps taken on a nature holiday, and rarely included the sea.

			At night, before I went to sleep, I wrapped my arms around Teddy and told him to keep me safe. But when I closed my eyes, I often found myself back in the four-berth cabin on Wavewalker, huddled cold and wet in my bunk. As we went down each wave, the water swirled towards me full of lost things – our toys and games from Father Christmas, waterlogged books and soggy pieces of fabric my mother would never make into a flamenco dress. These dreams came most nights, so I dreaded going to sleep and woke most mornings in a damp sweat from my night terrors.

			One morning, to celebrate Dad’s return, Commandant Ghozi offered to take us on a tour of the island.

			‘I have something for you,’ said Dad when the commandant arrived. He pointed towards a box on the kitchen floor. ‘I won’t pick it up, but in there you’ll find a barracuda and six cod. A small contribution from all of us on Wavewalker. The fish almost jump onto our hooks when we lower them into the water.’

			The commandant crouched down next to the box. ‘Thank you. We can’t fish because we don’t have a boat – and after almost a year, we’re sick of eating crayfish.’

			My parents laughed, but I agreed with the commandant. We had crayfish for dinner most nights on Île Amsterdam because they were so easy to catch. The men lowered pots off the lava jetty on calmer days, baited with beef from the island’s wild cattle, and they came back up full of crayfish, with more hanging on to the outside trying to get in. The only exceptions to this diet were the nights when we had beef and once when the chef stewed up some wild cat.

			‘It is good,’ he’d said, laughing, when Mum and I screamed at this news, pushing away our plates.

			The first stop on Commandant Ghozi’s tour was the weather station, where we watched a machine pump hissing helium into a balloon. It grew to five metres in height, straining against its harness like a living thing. When the pressure became almost unbearable, a man set it free and we watched it float up into the atmosphere trailing a string.

			Next we visited one of the island’s gardens, created at the bottom of a crater so it would be protected from the wind. The crater was the size of a tennis court, with steep, overhanging walls and its base was filled with soil the mission had shipped to the island. ‘Every man has a garden,’ said the commandant, ‘and he uses it to produce enough vegetables to feed everyone once a month. We compete to find out who supplies the best meal.’

			Dad and I examined the vegetable patch while Mum and Jon went to look inside the cave at the back of the crater in which the garden’s owner had stored his barrels of wine.

			‘When will we set sail on Wavewalker?’ I asked Dad.

			‘Ah. Has your mum talked to you about that?’

			‘No.’

			‘Well, for once the French and English governments have agreed on something. They’ve decided that Wavewalker is not safe enough for Mary, you or Jon to come back on board. So I’m going to sail to Australia with just Larry and Herbie.’

			I clutched his hand. ‘But what will we do when you’ve gone?’

			‘Don’t worry. I’ll find a way to get you off the island. Then we’ll meet up again in Fremantle.’

			‘I don’t like it,’ I said.

			‘We don’t have a choice, Sue,’ replied Dad. His voice was raised and for the first time I noticed how nasal he sounded. When I looked up I saw that his nose was swollen and bent over to one side.

			‘Dad,’ I said, ‘what’s wrong with—’

			But before I could say more, Mum was back.

			‘Come on, Sue. I need to talk to your father,’ she said, waving me away.

			Soon after that my father started getting Wavewalker ready to leave. When Mum and I went down to help one afternoon, we found him standing with some other men by a small truck. Hanging off a hook at the back was a dead cow, its head lolling and dripping blood.

			‘You can take whatever you want,’ said Commandant Ghozi. ‘We’ll eat what is left or use it to bait the crayfish pots.’

			I avoided looking at the carcass. ‘What are you going to do with it, Dad?’

			He raised his eyebrows. ‘Carve it up. I’m pretty good at doing that because I worked in a butcher’s shop to pay my way through grammar school. I think I’ll get at least a dozen fillet steaks out of it as well as a fair few sirloins, T-bones and prime ribs. Enough to get us to Australia.’

			‘We’ve also brought you some wine,’ said the commandant, picking up a couple of bottles from a crate in the back of his car. ‘The Burgundy will work well with the beef, and this Muscadet is excellent with crayfish. But you’ll need more food than this, Capitaine. Our mission is almost over, so you can take anything you want from our stockrooms. We have plenty of Camembert, Brie, pâté, foie gras, truffles and caviar.’

			My father grinned. ‘Thank you – we’ll eat like kings.’

			‘Good, but are you sure you want to sail to Australia, Capitaine? Wavewalker is still leaking so the French and British authorities have both asked you to reconsider.’

			‘They have no choice in the matter, Serge. The decision to sail is mine alone, and if they try to stop me, I will resist by any means I judge necessary.’

			I watched my father as he said this. I also wished I could change his mind, because, like the commandant, I didn’t want him to go. But if he wouldn’t bend for all the important people in the world, I doubted he would listen to me.

			The day Dad was due to set sail was coincidentally the day that a French scientific boat, the Marion Dufresne, arrived at Île Amsterdam to deliver fresh supplies for the next mission.

			I spent that morning down by the shore with Mum, Dad, Jon and pretty much everyone else on the island, watching the unloading. The air was full of shouted comments as the crowd followed each step of the process. For once the weather was calm, though waves still broke over the jetty. Above our heads, gulls flew in leisurely loops, hoping for scraps.

			Four inflatable rafts brought the first cargo ashore from the Marion Dufresne, a metal vessel twice the length of Wavewalker, though far less graceful. Between them they carried about fifty barrels of wine, which were lifted onto the island by a small crane. When the last barrel had been unloaded, the audience exhaled, and a cheer went up. After that the process became quicker and the rest of the cargo was delivered with far less care.

			I sat next to Dad watching it all. But while I was enjoying the spectacle, I couldn’t shake off my worries about his departure. After the conversation with Commandant Ghozi, I wanted to ask if he was sure he would be safe, but I knew he wouldn’t want to talk about it. So instead, while Jon chattered about the helicopter that would be taking us out to the Marion Dufresne for lunch, I gripped my father’s hand, feeling his calloused, warm skin next to mine.

			I enjoyed the flight out to the ship, though Mum spent most of it uttering sharp little moans, her head buried in her hands. When we landed on the deck, a man in a suit emerged from the deckhouse. He bent over to walk under the helicopter’s blades, which blew his hair astray.

			‘Welcome to the Marion Dufresne,’ he said, shouting to make himself heard. ‘My name is Commandant Duranton.’

			‘I am sorry I can’t rescue you, Madame,’ he told my mother a little while later when we were sitting inside and she was sipping a gin and tonic. ‘But I’m only going to Île Saint-Paul, which doesn’t get you any closer to Australia.’

			‘Don’t worry,’ said Dad. ‘I’m sure we’ll find a way to get Mary and the kids off the island.’

			I wanted to ask how he could be so sure, but again I knew he wouldn’t like my questions. In any case, I was more focused on his imminent departure. We took Dad across to Wavewalker in the Marion Dufresne’s tender after lunch, and by the time we got there, I was crying, and so was Mum. My father, however, seemed calm. He kissed Mum on the cheek and patted Jon and me on our heads. ‘Be good,’ he said.

			Back on the Marion Dufresne, we watched as he motored Wavewalker around the bay. After giving us a final wave, he spun the wheel and pointed her bow towards the ocean, ready to begin his two-thousand-mile journey to Australia.

			For a few days after Dad left, nothing changed. Mum kept taking photographs, Jon and I played with our go-karts and in the evenings we ate crayfish in the mission canteen. Then one day, Mum said a container ship was coming to rescue us.

			‘It’s about time,’ she said. ‘We’ve been stranded here for five weeks. Go and start packing your things because, if we’re lucky, the Discovery Bay will pick us up in a few days to take us to Australia.’

			‘I don’t want to go. I like it here,’ my brother told me, dumping his clothes on his bed.

			‘I want to go,’ I said.

			‘Why?’ He stopped stuffing Long Tall Jim into a bag and looked at me.

			‘I like our friends here, but there are no other children, or schools, or even trees.’ I propped Teddy next to a stack of folded clothes on my bed.

			‘I guess so. But I’ve learned how to shoot a bow and arrow.’

			Commandant Ghozi arrived before dinner. ‘We were planning to take you out to the Discovery Bay on the Marion Dufresne’s launch,’ he said. ‘But the weather is deteriorating, so the Discovery Bay will have to stay out in the shipping channel. That means it won’t be safe to get out to her in a launch.’

			Mum frowned. ‘So what are we going to do?’

			‘Well, we could fly you in the helicopter. But it would have to land on the Discovery Bay’s containers, and we don’t know how we’d get you down to her deck.’

			Jon and I exchanged grins. ‘We’d have to live on top of a container until we reached Australia,’ I whispered, ‘with Long Tall Jim and Teddy for company.’

			‘So instead,’ said the commandant, ‘we’ve decided that the Marion Dufresne is going to take you out to meet the Discovery Bay herself.’

			There was a pause.

			‘But how are we going to get from the Marion Dufresne to the Discovery Bay?’ asked my mother.

			‘You’re right. That’s the tricky bit, but we think we can do it using some long ladders and a lifeboat.’

			Jon and I were up on the Marion Dufresne’s bridge when we first saw the Discovery Bay, which stretched across the ocean like a displaced city, laden with containers. When I got out onto the deck, the wind caught my hair, whipping it around my face.

			A man in a lifejacket reached out to take Teddy. ‘You have to give him to me,’ he said. When I shook my head and clutched Teddy tight, the man paused. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll make sure he gets back to you safely.’

			After I’d kissed Teddy’s nose and let him go, another man took my hand and led me to the top of a ladder that stretched down the side of the Marion Dufresne’s hull. Commandant Duranton was already there. ‘The ladder will move,’ he said. ‘You just need to hold on.’ He attached a strap around my chest. ‘And don’t look down.’

			But of course, I did. Under my feet, far below, I could see the ocean. It was like being on the edge of a cliff with nothing beneath me but a single rung, which was descending towards a bobbing lifeboat, taking me with it. After I’d reached sea level and a man had swung me aboard, I looked back up to see Mum following me down.

			‘I’m going to stay here,’ she announced once she was on the lifeboat. ‘I can’t manage another ladder.’

			After Jon joined us – ‘It was such fun,’ he said when Mum wasn’t listening – we pushed off from the Marion Dufresne. The weather hadn’t worsened, but in our tiny boat, each wave felt like a mountain – at the bottom of each one, we couldn’t see either the Marion Dufresne behind us or the Discovery Bay ahead.

			The ladder up the Discovery Bay’s hull made the first one seem small – it was the height of a six-storey building. I gripped hold of the bars as the lifeboat shrank away beneath me.

			I hadn’t believed Mum’s statement about her staying in the launch, but I was still relieved when she appeared, white-faced, behind me on the deck of the container ship. When she did, a man in a cap and jacket stepped forward to shake her hand.

			‘Captain Cosker,’ he said. ‘I’m very pleased to meet you. We have the owner’s suite ready for you to use.’

			I looked back at my mother in time to see her smile.

			Mum said the best thing about the Discovery Bay was its cabins, but she was wrong – the best things were the kennels that were hidden by the bow. Once we were underway across the Indian Ocean, Jon and I started helping to walk the dogs each morning, which Mum said she liked us doing because it gave her time to read.

			‘I have a dog,’ I told the man who looked after the animals, which were being taken to join their owners in Australia. ‘She couldn’t come with us from England, but she wanted to, you know.’

			‘That’s sad,’ he said.

			‘I guess so. But maybe it was better in the end.’

			Each afternoon Captain Cosker brought us radio reports from Wavewalker. A few days into our voyage, he said that Dad was struggling with his breathing: ‘He’s decided he needs to re-break his nose.’

			Mum sat down. ‘How’s he going to do that?’

			‘He hasn’t said – but he has decided that he’ll have to do it himself because no one else will,’ said the captain. ‘He’ll drink a bottle of whisky before he does it.’

			We stared at him.

			‘I have good news, though,’ Captain Cosker went on. ‘It looks like we’ll reach Melbourne ahead of Wavewalker’s arrival in Australia. We’ll fly you from there to Perth, so you’ll have plenty of time to prepare a welcoming party.’

			Captain Cosker was right – our plane landed at Perth airport at one o’clock in the morning of my eighth birthday in late February.

			As we made our way out of the arrivals hall, my mother seemed distracted, stumbling as she went to retrieve our bags. When we emerged from the terminal, we were met by a man in a suit and tie who said he was from the shipping company and would take us to the docks in Fremantle. Mum nodded and smiled, but when we got in the car, she put her head against the window.

			‘Are you okay?’ asked the driver.

			‘Yes. But I’m worried about my husband.’

			‘Look,’ he said, ‘he’s almost here.’ He picked up a newspaper from the passenger seat and showed it to us. Dad was on the front cover, waving from Wavewalker’s deck.

			It was still dark when we reached the harbour. I edged my way down the pier, worried I would trip and fall. Noises and lights came in and out of focus. A group of people were standing at the end, some holding cameras and microphones, but there was no sign of Wavewalker.

			‘We’ve sent a launch out to tow her in,’ the harbourmaster said when we found him in his office. ‘She’s becalmed south-west of here near Rottnest Island. Her engine has broken, so she’s been drifting for several hours.’

			‘When will she arrive?’ asked my mother.

			‘I don’t know – the captain is refusing a tow. He says he wants to get to Perth without assistance.’

			‘He’s being ridiculous,’ she said. ‘What’s he trying to prove? Tell him I’m waiting, and he should stop messing around.’

			‘I’ll give him that message,’ said the harbourmaster, disappearing through a door behind his desk.

			I put Teddy on the desk, rested my head on him and closed my eyes, listening to the crackle of the radio. A few minutes later, the door banged open. ‘After I gave him your message, the captain decided to accept our tow,’ said the harbourmaster.

			Several hours later, we made our way back down the jetty. I was half asleep, leaning against Mum, when I heard shouts. I opened my eyes to see a tug coming up the river towing Wavewalker behind her, a ghost in the dawn.

			After making Wavewalker secure, my father climbed down and put his arms around Mum, Jon and me. Lights flashed, and hands clapped.

			‘Welcome back, Daddy,’ I said. ‘You’re my birthday present.’

		

		
			Part Two

			The Vote

			… by twice visiting the Tropical Sea, I had not only settled the situation of some old discoveries, but made there many new ones, and left, I conceive, very little more to be done even in that part. Thus, I flatter myself, that the intention of the voyage has, in every respect, been fully answered; the Southern hemisphere sufficiently explored, and a final end put to the searching after a Southern continent.

			Captain Cook’s journal, 21 February 1775, on his second voyage
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			One year and 30 days to one year and 104 days
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			From Wavewalker’s deck in Cicerellos boatyard, I could see the boats lined up on the slipways. Fishing boats with their nets and hoists folded on their decks, sailing boats with their masts and booms empty of canvas, and motorboats with their engines and gleaming paintwork, trying to be more than pale imitations of real boats. The air was full of the acrid smell of antifouling paint, the sweet scent of sawdust and the shouts of people scraping ladders and buckets into position to begin another day’s work.

			After surveying this scene each morning, I would loop one arm through the strap of my backpack, haul my legs over Wavewalker’s rails and climb down to the ground. On my way, I often passed Dad standing on the boat’s scaffolding. He would raise one hand to wave at me, the other resting on Wavewalker’s still-splintered, gaping planking. Gradually, however, she was getting better. Each day I noticed another repair – a piece of fresh timber in the hull, a shiny wire running up the mast to the wind speed indicator, a floorboard nailed back down. Do you feel better? I asked her when I saw these things, because I wanted Wavewalker to be well, even though I knew that once she was, there would be nothing to stop us sailing again.

			On our way across the yard Jon and I would duck under the old trawlers, paint peeling off their hulls in broad, flat chunks, and he would swing on the wooden cradles, landing crouched and grinning in clouds of wood shavings and speckles of red antifouling paint. Once out, we began our procession along the road. Gum trees towered over us, and yellow buttercups nestled in the verge. Life had changed again because, for the first time since leaving England, we were going to school.

			‘I’ve been to see Marco today,’ said Dad one evening in late July when we’d gathered in the galley to serve ourselves spaghetti bolognese from pans on the table. It’s best if you help yourself, Mum always said, and then you must eat everything on your plate.

			By that time, there were just four of us on Wavewalker because Larry and Herbie had left shortly after they’d arrived in Fremantle. In the end, Dad agreed Herbie had become a sailor – ‘though not a good one’. But I don’t think Herbie cared because while they were packing their bags, I’d heard him tell Larry that he never wanted to sail again.

			My father sipped his gin and tonic. ‘I told Marco we don’t have enough money to fix Wavewalker.’

			Marco was the Italian man who owned the slipway. I often saw him yelling at workers in the yard or at boat owners, but he always smiled and patted my head when he saw me.

			‘I told him we can’t afford to stay on the slipway,’ said Dad. ‘I thought we might be okay, but we are only half insured, and the damage is worse than I thought. To repair the planking, we’ll have to take most of the furniture out of the main cabin, including the galley.’

			‘We also need to replace the stuff we lost in the burglary,’ said Mum, and Dad nodded. Thieves had broken in late one night shortly after we’d put Wavewalker on the slipway, taking our cash, both our cameras and lots of equipment, including the second compass that had rescued us in the South Atlantic Ocean.

			He continued to list the problems. We needed a new mast and anchor, our water tanks were split, and most of our electrical equipment was waterlogged.

			‘But at least the thieves didn’t find the rings,’ said Mum.

			I turned to my father. ‘The rings? Dad, do you still have my ring?’

			He glanced at Mum. ‘No, I’m afraid not. I had to sell the rings to help pay for the repairs.’

			My ring. The one with a stone the colour of the ocean.

			‘So what did Marco say when you told him you couldn’t afford to stay on the slipway?’ Mum asked. She knocked a cigarette out of its packet and my father slid the lighter across the table. ‘He must know Wavewalker will sink if we refloat her now.’

			‘Yes, he knows that,’ said Dad. ‘So we made a deal. I’m going to work for him four days a week and in exchange he’ll give me some money for food, and we can stay on the slipway for free. It won’t pay for the repairs, but don’t worry – I’ll find a way to get them done.’

			Over the next few weeks, it became clear that for Dad ‘finding a way’ meant doing lots of different things. These included meeting someone working on the docks who said he could find us ‘free’ equipment, writing articles about being shipwrecked in the Indian Ocean* and winning money playing pool. He even started building garages, christening his business the ‘Fly by Night Construction Company’.

			Somehow it worked. By the time the winter was over, Dad had healed Wavewalker’s  wounds, and she was back in the water. Reunited with her reflection, which captured and shattered her shapes and colours, she regained her majesty. But she wasn’t seaworthy. Piles of wood, rope, pieces of metal and boxes of equipment were stacked on her deck, and she was still missing most of her rigging, winches, hatch covers and rails.

			So the work continued, and Jon and I kept going to school. I started learning the drums and often played them during break time. When the twin boys in my class who always offered to carry my bag home said it was funny that I worked so hard, I just smiled – they didn’t understand that one day we would sail away. Sometimes they asked if they could come and play on Wavewalker, but Jon and I usually said no because we had almost no toys. However, this all changed the day we got home to find Dad waving at us from the foredeck.

			‘Hey, kids,’ he said. ‘A man read about our accident in the newspaper and came to see me today.’

			‘Great,’ I said, heaving my bag onto the deck. ‘Is he going to help us get ready to sail?’

			‘No. What upset him most was you and Jon losing all your Christmas presents.’ My father indicated two black plastic bags lying on the deck. ‘He owns a toy factory, so he’s brought you some replacements.’

			‘Wow.’ We raced towards the sacks.

			First out of mine was a massive, shaggy-haired teddy bear. I buried my nose into his fur, inhaling his newness. ‘He’s called Barnaby,’ I told Jon, but he didn’t reply because he was already engrossed in a game, pressing a button to send an orange plastic fish swimming upwards in a tank. ‘You’ll have to be friends with Teddy,’ I told Barnaby. ‘He smells worse than you do – all musty and salty. But he’s looked after me ever since we left England.’

			A few days after Barnaby arrived, Dad declared that we needed a family council.

			‘I know our voyage has been difficult so far,’ he said after we’d gathered around the table, ‘but with the repairs coming to an end, we need to decide what to do next.’ He paused, pursing his lips to exhale a mouthful of cigarette smoke. ‘We said we would follow Captain Cook’s voyage, and we’re only halfway through it. The best bits are still ahead. If we leave soon, we will be a year behind Cook, but we can still make it to Hawaii in time for the two hundredth anniversary of his death.’

			My brother wrinkled his nose, asking, ‘Where will we go next?’, and I wondered how keen he was to leave. For the past few weeks, he’d been spending hours each day with a smiley little girl called Pippa who lived on one of the other boats. Our parents had laughed about it and talked of shotgun weddings, though it was unclear to me why anyone needed shooting.

			‘We’ll sail to Melbourne, Sydney and Hobart,’ said Dad, ‘before heading east across the Tasman Sea to New Zealand and north from there to Hawaii.’

			‘When will we get home?’ I asked.

			‘In about a year and a half. Back to the cold, back to having a boss, and back to paying ridiculously high taxes.’ He raised his eyebrows at Mum.

			She laughed. ‘I’m not in any hurry for that.’

			In a year and a half, I will be ten, I thought. Perhaps Sarah would still remember me.

			‘We’ve been looking forward to getting to the South Pacific, haven’t we?’ said Mum.

			My father smiled. ‘Time at last for seafood and tropical sailing. Well, I think we need to vote. You should write “yes” if you’re ready to head on to the Pacific.’

			I took my piece of paper from the middle of the table and stared at it. Beside me, my mother was already folding hers and Jon was scribbling on his. We’d been unlucky in the Indian Ocean. I needed to be brave. This time the trip would be everything Dad had promised.

			I tucked my vote inside his worn blue sailing cap, and when they emerged, all four slips said: ‘Yes’.

			Dad met a man called Ray in the boatyard – ‘Mr Ray to you and Jon,’ said Mum – who moved into our forward cabin and started helping us get ready to sail. If he did a good job, Dad said, Mr Ray could sail with us to Sydney, and maybe his friends Mr Al and Mr Peter could come as well.

			I went to see Mr Ray while he was redoing the lettering on our stern so that it read ‘Wavewalker, Cowes, England’ just like it used to. ‘So what do you think?’ he asked, waving his paintbrush.

			‘It’s beautiful, Mr Ray,’ I said. ‘Did you learn how to paint when you were in England?’

			‘No. I was a gas fitter. But I’m good at this, don’t you think?’

			I nodded. ‘I think you are, Mr Ray.’

			When he wasn’t busy on the boat, Mr Ray sometimes took Jon and me swimming or rock clambering, and when he beat Dad at pool, he used his winnings to buy us ice creams. The three of us travelled around in his old, blue Holden EH car. This only had a brake on one wheel because Mr Al had driven it into the rusty boatyard gates, but Mr Ray said it didn’t matter – we could still stop, even though we veered to the left whenever we did.

			‘I’ve always wanted to sail,’ Mr Ray told me while we waited one day for Jon to scramble down a large rock. ‘I was even christened in the church where Captain Cook got married. But I’ve only ever mucked about in dinghies before.’

			‘It doesn’t matter, Mr Ray,’ I said. ‘Dad likes crew who don’t know how to sail.’

			Mr Ray nodded. ‘I guess he does because he’s agreed to let Al, Peter and me come with you to Melbourne even though none of us have sailed before.’

			It was good we had Mr Ray’s help getting ready because, after months of waiting, Dad was in a rush to leave before the winds turned south-east in November. Our last weekend in Fremantle passed in a frenzy of loading last-minute purchases of rope, food, oil, gas and diesel on board, and lashing down our new dinghy Ripplerunner III on the spot where its predecessors had been sacrificed. By Sunday evening I was exhausted, falling asleep the moment I clambered into my bunk.

			The sound of water woke me up. It was flooding into the four-berth cabin and rising up the walls. I shouted for help, my voice shrill, but there was no answer. Things floated past – buckets, toys, lifejackets, bits of wood and blue-flecked fibreglass chunks of Ripplerunner II. I felt around for Teddy but couldn’t find him, though I was sure he’d been next to me when I went to sleep. The water was getting higher. If it reached my bunk, which was only a couple of feet from the ceiling, I would be almost out of air, and the tiny hatch was too far away for me to reach it.

			Someone shook me and I opened my eyes to see Mr Ray leaning over my bunk. ‘Come on, Suzy,’ he said, ‘we have a lot to do.’

			I pressed the palms of my hands against my eyes. Something furry touched my arm. I picked up Teddy and held him close.

			‘What’s wrong?’ asked Mr Ray. ‘You look like a frightened little mouse.’

			I shook my head. ‘Nothing’s wrong, Mr Ray.’

			After getting up, I helped him carry the final stores below and stow them, while avoiding going through the four-berth cabin, the place where I’d lain after the accident, as much as I could. A small crowd had formed on the pier by the time I got back up on deck. The twins were there and so was Pippa, who was clutching Jon’s plastic robot.

			He caught my eye and grinned, his cheeks flushed. ‘Well, I didn’t want it anymore, and she said she liked it.’

			And then we were away, turning from the jetty, pulling our ropes back in and motoring out into the bay. I stood on the stern watching the crowd get smaller until eventually it disappeared into the jumble of the boatyard behind.

			On deck the following morning, I found Mr Ray on the wheel, the mainsail arching away above him.

			‘Where is everyone?’ I asked.

			He grinned. ‘They’re all asleep, apart from Al, who’s sitting on the foredeck talking to the gulls.’

			I put my hands on my hips. ‘Are you and Mr Al sailing Wavewalker on your own?’

			He yawned. ‘We sure are. We’ve been in charge all night. Your mum’s seasick, and your dad and Mr Peter are exhausted after all their rushing around.’ Mr Ray grinned and swivelled his hips. ‘My friends in England would never believe it. Me, a gas fitter from Essex, sailing a yacht in Australia.’

			I laughed. ‘You are silly.’

			‘But what I really need is a Crunchie,’ he said with a frown. ‘I was so busy putting away stores that I forgot to buy some before we left. You don’t have any hidden away about yourself, do you?’

			‘No.’

			He sniffed and drooped his shoulders.

			I giggled. ‘Do you want some cooking chocolate?’

			‘Sure. I’ll eat any type of chocolate.’

			Mum was sleeping in the aft cabin when I tiptoed in. I knew she’d be mad if I woke her up – and even angrier if she saw me stealing chocolate, though we rarely used it. But she was still asleep when I escaped back on deck with a couple of squares in my pocket. I gave Mr Ray one and took a nibble of mine. Cooking chocolate is bitter, so it is best savoured in tiny pieces.

			Mr Ray, however, put the whole chunk in his mouth. ‘Aarrgh,’ he cried a moment later, ‘this is horrible. Are you trying to kill me?’ He fell over by the wheel, his eyes shut, holding on to a spoke with one hand.

			I laughed so hard I had to sit down. When I’d recovered, I kissed him on the cheek. ‘Please come back to life,’ I said.

			He opened one eye and winked at me. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘But promise never to give me any of that poisonous chocolate again.’

			We kept sailing towards the horizon with the sea unfolding towards us. If it was calm, Mum gave Jon and me worksheets to do, and when the wind built up, we hung on and waited for it to ease.

			Each time a storm came, I went to find Mr Ray, who told me I didn’t need to be scared and made me laugh by using a red glove as a hand puppet. In exchange, I shared my world with him. We watched dolphins covered with phosphorescence swim under the bowsprit and chatted to a pod of whales that came to churn the water by our hull. I even told Mr Ray about Henry the whale, whom we’d left behind in the North Atlantic.

			On our sixth day at sea, I woke to find Wavewalker tipping violently from side to side. Mr Ray was in the main cabin, wedged into the tiny step by the corner cupboard. He opened one eye when I approached.

			‘What are you doing, Mr Ray?’

			‘We were rolling around so much last night that I kept falling out of my bunk. So I’ve been trying to get some sleep here.’

			‘Have we heaved to?’ The cabin lurched onto its side, and I held on to the table.

			‘Yes. The storm got pretty bad last night.’

			His eyes were red and puffy. ‘Are you okay?’ I asked.

			He sat up, wrapping his arms around his knees. ‘I had a bit of a scare.’

			I squashed myself in. ‘What happened, Mr Ray?’

			He hesitated. ‘I was up on the bowsprit getting the jib down. The storm was terrible. Each time we went into a wave, the bowsprit went under the water. When it did, I hung on and held my breath, waiting for it to bring me back up.’

			I squeezed his hand. ‘You were very brave.’

			He nodded, not looking at me. ‘I was coping by breathing between the waves and gripping on through them. But after a while, I looked up and saw a monster wave ahead of us.’

			I hunched against him. ‘What did you do, Mr Ray?’

			‘I gripped hold of the rails. But when the wave engulfed me, I couldn’t hold on anymore. And when I resurfaced, I discovered that my harness had broken and I’d been left behind in the ocean.’

			‘Mr Ray!’ I leaned my head on his shoulder.

			He put his arm around me. ‘I’m fine now, Suzy. When I saw Wavewalker’s rails coming back up, I snatched hold of them. I was lucky. If I’d missed, I’d have been a goner.’

			I put my arm around Mr Ray, and we sat together, feeling the waves surging towards Wavewalker’s hull, pushing her onto her side and flowing away underneath us. I’d begun to feel safe, but the ocean seemed determined to keep me scared.

			The storm continued for two more days. On the second night, I dreamt again about the Wave. This time I tried to ignore the water climbing the walls while I searched my bunk for Teddy, but there was no sign of him. The next day, I woke to find us becalmed. No wind was better than too much, but with no air in her sails, all the life in Wavewalker disappeared and she wallowed in the water.

			But at least it was calm for Mr Ray’s birthday. ‘Crunchies!’ he shouted when Jon and I reached the cockpit bearing his gifts. ‘And cards.’

			He looked at the picture I’d drawn of the two of us sitting on Wavewalker’s bowsprit. ‘Thank you, Suzy,’ he said, before opening his chocolate bars, smelling them and wrapping them back up again.

			For Mr Ray’s birthday tea, Mum cooked roast lamb. And after we finished eating, Dad put on a tape and crooned along, out of tune, to ‘Singing in the Rain’ while Mum danced up and down the galley.

			‘She moves like Ginger Rogers,’ said Dad.

			I wasn’t sure who Ginger Rogers was, but Mr Al laughed, and Mum smiled, adding a pirouette to her routine.

			On our seventeenth day at sea, Dad said we’d be able to see the coastline west of Melbourne in the morning. But when I opened my eyes, it was still dark.

			Mum was in my cabin doorway. ‘Get up, Sue,’ she shouted before disappearing.

			I was still scrambling out of my bunk when Mr Ray ran in. ‘Come on, Suzy, we have to be quick.’

			‘What’s going on, Mr Ray?’

			He grabbed my jumper and pulled it over my pyjamas. ‘We’re too close to the shore. Either the chart was wrong or we’ve mixed up our navigation. And the engine won’t start to get us back out to safe water. But don’t worry, I’ll look after you.’

			Up on deck, the wind raised goosebumps on my arms. Jon and I sat on the step in the deck with Mr Ray’s arms around us and Teddy and Long Tall Jim in our laps.

			‘What’s in your backpack, Mr Ray?’ I asked.

			‘Everything we need in case we have to swim to the shore,’ he said, and I looked down at the dark water swirling past our hull. The boat swung around, and through the blackness, I could see pale lines of breaking surf and hear rushing water.

			‘It’s going to be okay, isn’t it, Mr Ray?’

			‘Sure it is.’

			Behind us, I could hear my father shouting instructions to Mum, Mr Peter and Mr Al. We tacked, the boom lurching across above our heads, the ropes weaving and snaking across the deck before snapping tight on the starboard side. I crouched in against Mr Ray. It was impossible to tell how close we were to the coast, although the sound of breaking waves seemed to be getting more distant.

			‘I’m going to talk to your dad,’ said Mr Ray after a while. He unravelled his arms and left Jon and me on the step, shivering in the wind. ‘We’re safe,’ he said when he returned. ‘Let’s get those lifejackets off. We’ll reach Melbourne in the morning, don’t you worry.’

				
					* Dad’s article for Reader’s Digest (Gordon Cook and Alan East, ‘I’m Not Afraid to Die if We’re All Together’, February 1978, pp. 40–45) became one of its most widely read stories after the Indian school authorities made it a set text for their English curriculum.
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			Melbourne to Auckland: Departures and Burials

			October 1977–April 1978: 8 to 9 years old.

			One year and 107 days to one year and 292 days

			Sailing from Melbourne towards Sydney
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			We stayed in Melbourne for five days before heading back out to sea through Port Phillip Bay, past fur seals that poked their whiskered snouts out of the water and issued grunted comments as we went by.

			I went up to sit next to Mr Ray on the bowsprit. I’d enjoyed our time in port, I told him. I’d eaten my fill of apples and stored some down the side of my bunk before we left. He laughed at this and said he’d stocked up on chocolate.

			‘I keep thinking about what happened on our way into Melbourne,’ I said.

			‘It was pretty scary, wasn’t it?’

			I nodded, looking down to meet a seal’s gaze, its eyes like giant, shiny marbles. ‘Mum and Dad won’t talk about it.’

			Mr Ray put his arm around me. ‘Well, you and I remember it,’ he said. ‘And I’ve written about it in my diary.’ He walked down to the cockpit and returned holding a small brown book, which he handed to me.

			I opened it to see page after page of writing. ‘I’m going to starting writing things down too,’ I said.

			He laughed and squeezed my shoulder. ‘You do that. Then you’ll always remember everything.’

			It took us two weeks to sail around the coast from Melbourne to Sydney harbour. ‘Somehow Captain Cook missed this place,’ said Dad, ‘though he landed south of here, at Botany Bay, on his first voyage.’

			Perhaps my father saw the disappointment on my face because he went on to say that Cook’s arrival in Australia was still a big deal – after all he’d been the first European to visit the east coast of Australia. I nodded at this, though I was confused. I’d thought we were following Captain Cook’s third voyage around the world, but we rarely seemed to go anywhere he’d been.

			We spent our first two weeks in Sydney anchored in Rushcutters Bay while Dad rushed around ship chandlers, factories and hardware stores tracking down missing pieces of equipment – engine parts, lengths of rope, shackles, cleats, canvas, paint and paintbrushes. In our third week, Marc Aussie-Stone entered our lives, paddling his way out to Wavewalker dressed in a black-tie suit and standing on a mattress attached to four floating oil drums.

			‘Good evening,’ he said, holding out a bottle of wine. ‘Permission to come on board?’

			‘I’m a defunct entrepreneur,’ he told us once he was in the main cabin. He then went on to describe his various failed business ventures, including a ‘live jukebox’ – a guitarist who sat inside a crate playing songs on request – that he’d put in Sydney’s Central Station.

			After Marc’s arrival, we started spending time at his ski lodge in East Balmain. Despite there being no skiing or snow in Sydney, Marc had built the lodge on the city’s north shore and lived in it with an American Indian princess who he’d met in New York. ‘She’s a bipolar nymphomaniac,’ he said, which made my parents hoot with laughter, though she sounded magical to me.

			After four weeks, Dad moved Wavewalker up the coast to Castlecrag, a bay surrounded by cliffs so steep we couldn’t get ashore. ‘I can get more work done here,’ he said, just as he had when we’d reached Ilha Grande. But at Castlecrag, there were no beaches or monkeys. Instead, trapped on board, Jon and I kept ourselves occupied by making red and green paper chains for our second Christmas on Wavewalker.

			After we returned to Sydney, Dad revealed the next stage of his plan. ‘It’s all sorted,’ he said, climbing back aboard one afternoon, waving a brochure. ‘We’re joining the 1977 Sydney to Hobart Yacht Race.’

			‘Really?’ I asked. ‘But we’re not a racing boat.’

			‘Well, we won’t officially be in the race because we can’t do the pre-race tests,’ he said. ‘But we’re still going to accompany the fleet down to Tasmania.’

			We had only a week after that to get ready before the race was due to start. On Boxing Day we waited just off Nielsen Park in Sydney harbour for it to begin. Over on the shore there were so many spectators that some had climbed the trees to get a better view.

			Things also felt crowded on Wavewalker because we’d gained a new crew member in addition to Mr Ray, Mr Peter and Mr Al: a squawking galah with sharp eyes and a pink belly. Mum had bought Kelly at a local market, much to Jon’s and my delight, since all good pirate ships need a parrot.

			‘But how will we get Kelly through quarantine when we reach New Zealand?’ Mr Ray asked my father as we manoeuvred Wavewalker through crisscrossing boats towards the starting line.

			Dad smiled. ‘Don’t worry – I have a plan. We’ll drug him, wrap him in tinfoil, put him in the oven and pretend he’s a joint of lamb.’

			I stared at my father, trying to think of a better solution, but in the build-up to the start of the race, I couldn’t concentrate. The boats surrounding us were streamlined and self-important, their skippers shouting from behind their helms. The ones to watch, said Dad, were the two big American ketches: Kialoa III and Windward Passage.

			‘Is Hobart far?’ I asked.

			‘It’s about six hundred nautical miles – around seven days’ sailing,’ he said, waving a postcard. ‘The route’s on here.’

			‘On a postcard?’

			He smiled. ‘By the time we decided to join the race, all the charts were sold out. But I managed to pick this up on the wharf. It looks pretty detailed.’

			We must have missed the starter cannon because soon after that boats started to flow past us on both sides, their brightly coloured spinnakers flapping and filling with wind and their crews rushing around shouting and adjusting ropes. We pulled up our mainsail and followed along at the back of the fleet, a grand old lady making her way behind a crowd of excitable grandchildren.

			By the following morning, most of the fleet had sailed over the horizon, leaving only three boats still visible. The sea was calm, so I sat in the cockpit chatting to Mr Ray who was behind the wheel.

			He struck a pose in the sun. ‘I could crew a racing yacht. What do you think, Suzy?’

			‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Though we don’t seem to be winning, and you do look funny.’

			But Mr Ray wasn’t the only one acting strangely. A soft, straight band of cloud spanned the horizon. Below it a flat strip of sea appeared to be moving towards us, as if we were being approached by an invisible steamroller.

			Mr Ray had also noticed the flattening waves. ‘Captain, you’d better get up here,’ he shouted. ‘And get back into the cockpit, Suzy.’

			I obeyed, ducking inside the canvas shelter as a blast of wind hit us, rolling Wavewalker onto her side and leaving me looking down at the sea rushing past below our gunwale. The boat righted herself, throwing me back against the cockpit cover.

			My father pulled himself up through the main hatch, gripped the wheel and swung in behind it, as Mr Ray leaped out of his way on the other side.

			‘Get those sails down,’ shouted Dad. He looked out at the water. ‘Be quick – more wind’s coming – it’s a southerly buster.’

			I crawled over to peer around the cockpit cover. Mr Al released the jib and Mr Ray reached out from the bowsprit to pull in the flapping canvas. The wind whipped the sail out over the sea, trying to take Mr Ray with it.

			‘My bracelet,’ he shouted, pointing down at the water.

			But we were going too fast to worry about bracelets. I heard a ripping noise above me, and looked up to see the mainsail tearing itself to pieces. Mr Peter began hauling the shredded sailcloth down, and Mr Al ran back to drop the forestay sail. But it was too late – within minutes both our masts were draped in ribbons of canvas.

			When the next blast of wind hit, Wavewalker tipped onto her side again. I clung on, wondering if she was going to flip over despite the lead in her keel. Mr Al, Mr Ray and Mr Peter continued to pull down the sails, the canvas tumbling onto the deck. The wind was still screeching, but with no canvas left for it to grip, the boat felt more stable.

			‘If that was bad for us,’ said Dad, ‘I wonder what’s happened to the rest of the fleet.’ He handed the wheel to Mr Peter and started fiddling with our portable radio. The news, when it came through, was shocking – more than thirty boats had dropped out of the race, some were missing, and many more were in trouble with ripped sails, broken booms and damaged rigging. Meanwhile, Kialoa III had taken the lead after getting her sails down faster than Windward Passage when the buster hit.

			Dad shook his head. ‘Some of the boats may still be racing, but we’re going to heave to until the wind eases.’

			After we’d parked Wavewalker, sitting her broadside to the waves, I helped him inspect the damage. It wasn’t good news. It was going to take us days to repair the sails, and we’d lost one tank of diesel and two of fresh water. Worst of all, some of our ropes were tangled around the propeller, which meant our engine was unusable.

			I went below to check on Kelly. He squawked at me, flapping his wings.

			‘I know. It’s not been a good day,’ I said.

			We started sailing again the following morning using our tiny storm jib and the mainsail, which my mother had reassembled overnight from scraps of sailcloth. However, the wind seemed exhausted after its efforts of the day before and soon blew itself out. Up on deck Dad, Mr Al and Mr Ray clustered around Wavewalker’s stern, looking at the ropes floating in the water behind us like red, white and blue snakes coiling out of Medusa’s head.

			‘I’m not going in,’ Mr Al was saying.

			‘You’ll have to do it then, Ray,’ said Dad. ‘You’re the strongest swimmer.’

			Mr Ray frowned. ‘I saw five whales this morning, Skipper. And sharks – I fed them some teabags.’

			‘You’ll be fine. Let’s get it done.’

			‘But with the echo sounder, generator and engine all broken, we can’t scare sharks away.’

			‘Come on, Ray.’

			Mr Ray sighed. He put on his snorkelling mask, climbed down the ladder and swam around to our rudder.

			I leaned over the rails to wave at him. He twisted his head to look under the water, while clutching the knotted rope that Mr Al had draped over our stern. After a few moments he let go to dive, and I saw him hacking cord off the propeller, six feet under the water.

			‘It’s weird, Suzy,’ he said when he resurfaced, panting, his legs kicking. ‘When I watch the bits of rope falling away beneath me, it feels like I’m an astronaut floating in space.’

			After Mr Ray had removed all the rope he could, he swam back to the ladder and started pulling himself out. I ran to greet him, but before I could, his hands slipped and he fell back into the water, sinking below the surface.

			‘Mr Ray, Mr Ray, are you okay?’

			He reappeared, kicking to keep himself afloat, his hands reaching out to grasp the ladder. He hauled himself up a couple of feet and hung there for a moment staring at me, wide-eyed, before falling off and disappearing under the water again.

			‘Mr Ray!’ I shouted.

			‘Move out of the way,’ said Dad, pushing past. ‘There might be a shark. Al, you grab his other hand.’

			When Mr Ray resurfaced, Dad and Mr Al dragged him back on board. He flopped onto the deck, spitting out seawater, but there was no sign of blood.

			‘Mr Ray, Mr Ray, talk to me, Mr Ray,’ I said, flinging my arms around him and putting my head against his chest.

			He pulled off his mask, opened one eye and gave me the tiniest smile. ‘It’s okay, Suzy. I was just too tired to get out.’

			When he felt stronger, Mr Ray came to sit in the cockpit, sipping a coffee with rum in it, which my father said would make him feel better in no time.

			Dad twisted the key to start the engine, which turned over several times, struggling to get going again, before it caught, juddering into life. ‘At least it’s working,’ he said. ‘Can you check the exit water, Sue?’

			I leaned over Wavewalker’s stern. Water was spurting out of the small hole by the rudder, which meant the engine was being cooled. But there was also something else. ‘A shark,’ I cried, pointing at the fin crisscrossing our wake.

			Mr Ray appeared behind me, still wrapped in a towel. He stared at the shark.

			‘Don’t worry, Mr Ray,’ I said, patting his arm. ‘She got here too late to eat you.’

			We kept sailing towards Tasmania, crossing the Bass Strait in the first week of the new year, with the temperature dropping. Mr Ray and Mr Al’s gloves fell apart, so they wore socks on their hands and Mr Ray wrapped a second jumper around his waist like a kilt. By the time we limped into Hobart, thirteen days after leaving Sydney, and eight days after Kialoa III had won the race, we had no bread, biscuits, milk, fruit or tea left and were down to our last few cans of food.

			‘I think we’ve missed the party,’ said Mr Ray, pointing towards the men on ladders who were taking down the last of the race decorations.

			Dad nodded. ‘At least I don’t need this anymore,’ he said, throwing his tattered postcard over the side. ‘I’m going to use Cook’s original chart to guide us up the river.’

			After we’d tied up at Hobart’s Constitution Dock, Mr Ray, Mr Al and Mr Peter went off to ride motorcycles in the Tasmanian hills while Jon and I went with Mum and Dad to search for spare parts and buy new supplies. I assumed we wouldn’t get a break from this until the morning when my mother announced that we were going to visit a house near New Norfolk. ‘There will be lots of children there for you to play with,’ she told us on the way – and when I asked why, she said it was because it was an orphanage.

			She was right – several girls were standing near a large plastic playhouse on the lawn when we arrived. I lingered on the veranda, listening to their chatter and feeling nervous – I couldn’t remember the last time I’d talked to a girl my own age. I considered walking past them to the trees beyond, but after one of them smiled at me, I found myself helping to run a make-believe hotel, becoming so engrossed that I was startled when a bell rang to call us in for lunch.

			‘We’re leaving soon to go to a farm,’ said Mum, when I joined her inside.

			‘But I don’t want to go,’ I said, picking at a sandwich. ‘I’m having fun here.’

			I went back out to play, but the game soon dissolved and the girls ran off. When I went back in, the dining room was empty, and so was the lounge. I ran up and down the corridors looking for my parents. After a while, I stopped and sat, sobbing, against a wall.

			A lady in an apron, her hair drawn back, loomed up from the end of the hall. She patted my shoulder. ‘Don’t worry, dear,’ she said. ‘I’m sure they’ll come back tomorrow.’

			‘But what if they don’t?’ I wanted to ask. ‘What do I do then?’ But I didn’t because I didn’t want to know the answer. That evening I had dinner at the orphanage, though I ate little. Afterwards, while the other children watched television, I sat at the back of the room watching motes of dust dance in the light streaming in from the garden.

			After night fell, the lady in the apron led me to a room lined with rows of beds covered by brown blankets. One was empty, so she said I could sleep there. I crawled in, only then realising that I didn’t have Teddy.

			The next morning, my parents reappeared.

			‘Did you have fun?’ asked Dad.

			‘No. I don’t want to stay anywhere without you ever again,’ I said.

			He smiled but didn’t respond because he was already talking to the lady in the apron and then pulling my hand as we made our way towards the door. After climbing into the car, I looked back to see one of the girls standing at the window. Our eyes met and I felt guilty that I had parents who were taking me away.

			Like many things in my childhood, the night I spent in an orphanage was never discussed. However, it would be years before I risked staying away from Wavewalker again. Two days later we set sail across the Tasman Sea towards New Zealand, this time without Mr Al, who’d decided to stay in Hobart. The trip started badly – we sailed into a storm that ripped our mainsail in half, and our main water tank burst, leaving us with only twenty-five litres of fresh water. Dad rationed our remaining supply, allowing us each a cup and a half of water a day to drink and a quarter of a cup for washing ourselves and cleaning our teeth.

			On our third day at sea, I went to say good morning to Kelly and found his feathery body lying on the bottom of his cage.

			‘Mr Ray,’ I cried. ‘Kelly is ill.’

			When he arrived, Mr Ray opened the cage door and prodded Kelly with his fingertip. ‘He’s dead. He’s gone to parrot heaven,’ he said.

			‘No!’

			Mr Ray hugged me. ‘Why don’t we give him a proper funeral?’

			After I’d nodded through my tears, we wrapped an old flag around Kelly, including a few bolts in its folds to weigh him down. On deck, while Mr Ray played ‘The Last Post’ on his harmonica, Jon and I slid the bundle off Mum’s chopping board into the ocean, and Kelly floated away behind us, sinking through the blue water into the ocean’s darker depths.

			A week later, we sighted land and turned north to start making our way along the coast of New Zealand’s South Island. This new land was covered in cloudy, forested hills, so I sat on deck for hours each day spotting waterfalls and dreaming of drinking water. One night we sailed past forty Japanese fishing boats that were using searchlights to attract squid. Their crew lined the decks to stare at us – a ghost ship emerging from the darkness with a white stag leaping on her sail and imitation gun ports running along her hull.

			The green triangle of Stephens Island greeted us when we turned into Cook Strait, and after we reached Ship Cove in Queen Charlotte Sound at the northern tip of South Island, we released our anchor for the first time in thirteen thirsty days. When Dad turned off the engine, I expected silence, but instead we were engulfed by song. Gulls, herons, gannets, terns and other birds whose names I didn’t know danced up in the sky. The larger birds banked high and fast, while the smaller ones, like the auklets, flitted in circles lower down.

			‘When Captain Cook came here, he found the Maoris eating their enemies,’ Dad told me when I went below to find him.

			I screamed at this news and ran back up on deck. Sheer slopes surrounded us, covered with pine trees, green ferns and occasional short trees with white flowers. On one side there was a pebbly beach edged by scrub bushes, but I couldn’t see any cannibals.

			The following morning, after drinking our fill from a small, clear stream that ran into the sound and chipping mussels from the grey stones around the bay, we sailed across Cook Strait to Wellington. We stayed in the capital for two weeks before Dad declared it was time to sail again. I found my usual seat back on the bowsprit next to Mr Ray, watching Wavewalker cut her way through the waves.

			‘I’ve got something to tell you,’ he said. ‘I’m going to leave when we reach Napier.’

			‘No, Mr Ray,’ I said. ‘You can’t.’ I drew myself up, braced against the movement of the boat. ‘You’re not allowed to go, Mr Ray.’

			He shook his head. ‘I need to earn some money. I can’t afford to keep paying your dad for food when I’m not working. But don’t worry, I’ll write to you. And you’re much more grown up now. In Fremantle, you were a little mouse. Promise me you’ll never be like that again.’

			I nodded. ‘I promise, Mr Ray.’ And for a long while after that we sat there, my arms around his neck, watching the waves roll towards us.

			We beat our way up around the coast of New Zealand’s North Island against the wind, limping into the city of Napier with Dad fretting because the lights on the harbour wall were broken. I got one last hug from Mr Ray before he walked away with Mr Peter, holding his bag in one hand and waving with the other, disappearing in the haze of my tears.

			Dad laughed when I asked if we could wait in Napier to see if Mr Ray would come back. ‘We can’t stop,’ he said. ‘We have to keep moving.’

			We weighed anchor the next day and sailed north alongside beaches, rainforest and green hills dotted with sheep. As we made our way into Auckland harbour, Dad started the engine and we heard a dull thudding noise alongside its usual chug. In the days after we moored, he spent hours dissecting Wavewalker’s metal heart to find the cause, his hands coated in thick, black oil. An engineer also came to visit, poking the patient and shaking his head.

			‘What’s wrong with it?’ I asked Dad.

			‘It’s pretty serious,’ he said. ‘Two of the big ends are gone, one is going, and the crankshaft is worn down to half an inch.’ He buried his head back inside the engine compartment.

			‘Can it be repaired by the people who made it?’

			His head re-emerged and he added something small to a stack of oily things on a rag next to him. ‘No. They won’t do anything because the engine was never supposed to go to sea.’

			We had no choice, Dad announced a few hours later – the engine would have to come out. He was going to build a new one by combining bits of the old engine with spare parts that he had on board and sections of another broken engine he’d bought. ‘It’s going to take several weeks,’ he said. ‘But then, at last, it will be time to follow Captain Cook up into the Pacific Ocean.’
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			New Zealand to Samoa: Pacific Unrest

			May–July 1978: 9 years old

			One year and 307 days to two years and 6 days

			Leaving Auckland
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			I stared at Ross, who was walking towards the bowsprit. ‘Go away,’ I muttered under my breath. ‘Only Mr Ray can be up here with me.’

			Ross was too far away to hear, but after he stumbled on the deck, he turned back towards the wheel and I returned to studying the gulls riding the waves. Dad was happy we were on our way again and that we had seven paying crew on board – Rick, Rob, Tony, Stuart, Alan and Nola, in addition to Ross. We might even be able to buy a few luxuries with the money they’d paid us, he’d told me – though he’d laughed when I asked if I could buy a dress. He didn’t smile, however, when I asked about the funding we used to get from Trust House Forte. They’d behaved unreasonably, he said, and had stopped paying us, even though we hadn’t finished our bicentenary voyage.

			A light breeze blew us north from New Zealand towards Norfolk Island before disappearing. The sun blazed down. It was stiflingly hot in the cabins, and up on deck, the planks scorched my feet.

			‘Can we swim?’ Jon asked on our fourth day at sea.

			‘Yes, like we did in the Atlantic Ocean,’ I said.

			‘No, it’s not safe,’ said Dad. ‘The wind might come back.’

			We kept nagging all morning and eventually he gave in.

			With permission granted, I stood on the edge of the deck ready to launch myself into the water. My toes curled around the gunwale and my fingers gripped the rails. Courage came, and I flung myself into the water, its coolness engulfing me. When I surfaced, kicking my feet to stay afloat, I was conscious again that there was no bottom to the ocean that I could ever reach. Within a few minutes, the effort of staying in this vastness, of being so insignificant in so much space, became overwhelming, so I swam back to Wavewalker and climbed on board.

			For two more days, Wavewalker rolled in the swells. The mushrooms we’d bought in New Zealand became sweaty from the heat, so I helped Mum thread cotton through them before hanging them across the two-berth cabin, which I was sharing with Nola. The rest of the crew were in the four-berth cabin – where Jon also had his bunk – and the forward cabin, while my parents were still sleeping in the aft cabin.

			When I went back into the cockpit, my father was holding his revolver.

			I scurried over. ‘What are you doing?’

			‘Testing it.’

			‘Can I help?’ I asked, dancing up and down on the deck.

			Jon arrived. ‘Me too,’ he said.

			Dad looked at us. ‘Okay. If you promise to be careful, you can shoot some tin cans off the back of the boat.’ He went to find some tins and threw one into the water. He passed me the gun and I took hold of it, surprised by its weight and the coldness of the metal. I lifted my arms, pointed the barrel towards the can and pulled the trigger. When the gun fired, I jumped, the noise echoing through my skull and out across the ocean.

			I looked at Dad and smiled. ‘Was that good?’

			‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Well done.’ So I kept going, my shots getting closer to their target, the water spurting up as each bullet hit the surface.

			‘Good,’ said Dad. ‘Let Jon have a go. You both need to know how to use a gun in case pirates try to board us.’

			‘But we’ll need to check if the pirates are friendly before we shoot them,’ I said.

			He laughed. ‘Yes, of course – if there’s time. If there isn’t, you should aim for their kneecaps.’

			The hours dragged by. We had all our sails up, desperate to catch every breath of air. This time when the weather’s mood changed, I was down below. But I still felt the wind hit us, tipping Wavewalker onto her side. And I heard our sails ripping as I raced up the ladder, past the wind speed indicator, which had leaped to fifty knots. The sails weren’t the only things that had been damaged – when I went back down below I found my cabin littered with white and grey mushroom fragments.

			Not content with this destruction, the wind also changed direction so that it was blowing straight at us from Norfolk Island. After nine days at sea, we were barely halfway there and had stopped making any progress. Down below, things were miserable. Mum was seasick and had a headache. She stopped repairing the sails and lay in her bunk complaining about Nola’s giggling and Tony’s moods. But the crew member she disliked most was Alan.

			‘He’s so grumpy. I’m sure his wife must have left him, not the other way around,’ she told me when I went in to see how she was.

			‘Maybe he just hates the storm.’

			‘No. Alan’s a whiner. I’ve seen them before.’

			After a few days, Mum got back up and started preparing simple meals such as instant soup with crackers.

			‘No steaks yet, Mary?’ asked Alan with a smile when he collected his lunch on the second day of this basic fare.

			‘This isn’t the Queen Mary, Alan,’ she said, banging the kettle back down on the stove. ‘Can’t you see we’re in a storm?’

			He shrugged and went to sit by Nola.

			Mum unclipped her strap and lurched towards the ladder, holding on to the table to steady herself. She stared up through the hatch. ‘Gordon, are you having lunch?’

			‘Yes,’ came a muffled voice. A few moments later, Dad appeared on the ladder in his oilskins, his beard and hood dripping with water. He paused when he reached the main cabin.

			‘I’ve had enough,’ he said. ‘We’re changing course and heading straight for Fiji.’

			No one objected.

			The first reefs I ever saw were the ones surrounding Viti Levu Island, home to Fiji’s capital Suva and the largest by far of its more than three hundred islands. Two fishing boats, one a decaying hulk and the other only recently abandoned, sat high and dry on the coral. I was on the bowsprit, watching out for choppy water because Dad had told me that if we hit a reef, it would slice through our hull, just as it had through Captain Cook’s Endeavour when she’d gone onto the Great Barrier Reef during his first voyage.

			After we’d negotiated our way past the coral, the crew hovered by Wavewalker’s rails, anxious to get ashore after seventeen days at sea.

			Mum stood next to Dad. ‘Fiji at last,’ she said, and they both smiled.

			While they chatted, I looked for the sandy beaches Dad had promised, but there was no sign of them. Old steel trawlers reeking of rotten fish lined the sides of Suva’s harbour, their hulls painted in vertical streaks of rust. Behind them, concrete office blocks and old wooden buildings clustered along the peninsula.

			After we’d tied up at King’s Wharf, a massive concrete structure, and cleared customs and immigration, the crew rushed ashore. Dad said we would follow them, but first he wanted to have a drink and luxuriate in the silence down below.

			‘It’s such a relief they’ve gone,’ said Mum, sipping her gin and tonic.

			‘It certainly is,’ he agreed.

			‘I thought Nola, being a girl, might be more help,’ said my mother. ‘But she sleeps in her bunk all day or sunbathes on deck, and all she can cook is pancakes. And Alan’s no better. He even complained about the barracuda we caught on our way in. But fresh fish is fresh fish, whatever it is.’

			‘I like Nola’s pancakes,’ said Jon.

			I grinned at him. I did too – and I also hadn’t liked the oily barracuda.

			Mum raised her eyebrows. ‘We’ve got a new job for you kids,’ she said. ‘Your father and I have decided to quit smoking. So from tomorrow, we’ll give you ten cents every time you catch us with a cigarette.’

			‘Sure,’ we said.

			Back on deck, Jon turned to me, his cheeks dimpling. ‘We could make several dollars a day doing this,’ he said. ‘Think of the things we’ll be able to buy.’

			I smiled back, dreaming of dresses.

			After a lot of shouting – Dad refused to pay the men who’d filled our water tanks from their bowser until they lowered their price – we made our way into town. As so often when we first reached land, I felt assaulted by the noise: cyclists ringing their bells, cars hooting horns and shopkeepers shouting about their wares. We bought fruit at the market and carried our laden bags back along an alley behind the shops. There I saw a girl sitting on a stool in the shade while a woman brushed her hair, and stopped to watch, mesmerised by the gentle brushstrokes and conscious of my own untidy mop, which as usual I’d wrestled into ponytails that morning.

			The next day, Dad moved Wavewalker to the Tradewinds Hotel in Lami, west of Suva, where we moored almost close enough to jump into the hotel’s pool from our bow. Jon and I then split our time between swimming in the cool water and riding the elevator to the top of the hotel to peer out and see if we could catch our parents smoking on the loungers below. Jon took this work seriously – he even figured out that if they tried to hide in Wavewalker’s head to enjoy a cigarette, their secret would be revealed by wisps of smoke emerging through the vent on the deck.

			After a lazy week in Suva, we set sail for the Lau Archipelago. This was our first real taste of the South Pacific, and when we anchored at Moala Island with its pristine white beaches and curving palm trees, it was everything I’d hoped it would be. Yet despite the view, the mood on board was tense, with Alan, Tony and Nola sitting on the foredeck, frowning and talking in low voices. When I asked Dad what was wrong, he said that Alan had complained about Mum’s food, and I should keep out of it.

			A man in shorts and a pressed white shirt came to meet us as we pulled our dinghy onto the sand. This was Mr Lepani, the archipelago’s government representative, and he took us on a tour of Naroi village that finished at the edge of the forest, where rows of glistening halved coconuts lay on palm leaves drying in the sun.

			After we’d presented the island’s chief, the Tui Moala, with kava root to show we’d come in friendship, we rejoined the crew for a feast near Mr Lepani’s house. Starchy lilac-coloured taro root, fried fish, boiled snapper and chestnut-flavoured breadfruit were laid out on palm leaves. Most of the village was there, eating under the stars and washing the food down with freshly opened coconuts. At last we were experiencing the voyage that Dad had promised us back in England – but although Mum was smiling, behind her Alan, Tony and Nola were again sitting apart and talking among themselves.

			Over the coming days, my parents said little to Tony and Nola and almost nothing to Alan. The two groups separated – Mum and Dad to the aft cabin and the others to the four-berth cabin, which I still avoided entering whenever I could.

			I escaped the silence by going ashore to walk along the beach, trying to avoid the local children because they pulled my hair and poked my skin to see if I was real. Jon and I also tried snorkelling for the first time, discovering a kingdom under the water where black-and-yellow-striped angelfish ruled over zebra-striped bannerfish, and tiny, blue and orange damselfish swam in well-practised lines around coral towers.

			Our next stop after Moala was Vatoa Island to the south-east. ‘We’re back in Cook’s footsteps at last,’ said Dad, ‘because he came to Vatoa on his second voyage.’

			‘But what about his third voyage?’ I asked. ‘We’re not supposed to be following Captain Cook’s other voyages, you know.’

			Dad smiled and told me not to be so picky – Vatoa was the only Fijian island Cook had ever visited. We brought two local pilots on board to guide us through the reef, which reached out long, stony fingers to try to scrape our hull. The bay on the other side was so clear that, after we set our anchor, I could see it half-buried in the sand under the water next to cowrie shells, pieces of coral and clumps of seaweed.

			Mum said she wanted to spend some time alone on board, so the following day, while the crew went off exploring, my father fixed the chief’s generator and Jon and I were sent to the village school. This consisted of a shelter covering a blackboard, a small bookshelf and woven leaf mats. When we sat down next to the other children, there was a crescendo of chatter, which the headmaster, Mr Taraiasi, stopped with a shout. He then asked Jon and me to read some English words from a book like ‘cat’, ‘dog’, ‘tree’, ‘girl’ and ‘boy’. The children echoed the syllables, punctuating the sounds with giggles.

			On our last night at Vatoa, the chief held a feast. After the food was cleared away, girls in hula skirts led the dancing, their hips swaying, and Jon and I were pulled into the crowd, enveloped by rustling skirts, waving arms and the scent of coconut oil on hot skin.

			Again this felt like paradise, but the mood changed when we later climbed back on board Wavewalker and heard my father shouting. When we reached the cockpit, we saw him standing in the main cabin stabbing his finger at Alan.

			‘How dare you insult Mary,’ said Dad.

			‘I haven’t,’ said Alan, before launching into a long list of food-related complaints – there wasn’t enough to eat on board, the meals were boring and he hated my mother’s ban on snacking. Nola and Tony, who were standing behind Alan, chipped in with comments supporting his points.

			‘I want to get off in Levuka,’ said Alan, pointing at Dad. ‘And I’m going to sue you to get my money back.’

			‘If you’re rude to Mary again, I’ll throw you overboard instead, and you can swim to Levuka,’ said my father.

			Silence followed this statement. After Jon went below, I stayed in the cockpit and looked out towards the shore, the gentle rush of waves up and down on the sand calming my heartbeat. When I later reached the main cabin, Alan, Nola and Tony had disappeared, and my parents were talking in the chartroom. I avoided them all and went to hug Teddy and Barnaby in my bunk.

			We continued island hopping until we reached Levuka on Ovalau Island, where Dad and I followed the instructions in his sailing guidebook, which told us to locate the passage through the reef by lining up the neon green cross on the church steeple with one on a building halfway up the hill.

			After we’d safely moored, we walked up the main street past brightly painted wooden stores, the first shops we’d seen for eighteen days. I lingered to gaze at fabrics, while Jon examined catapaults.

			‘I’ve always wanted one, you know,’ he said.

			Our parents were walking behind us. ‘Right,’ said Dad, catching us up. ‘We’re going back to Wavewalker. I’ve decided to throw Alan off the boat.’

			I shook my head. ‘Why?’

			‘I’m fed up with him. I’m making sure he leaves before he insults your mother again.’

			I opened my mouth to ask more questions, but Mum caught my eye and frowned.

			When we reached Wavewalker, Dad shoved Alan’s things into his bags. He rowed these ashore and piled them on the jetty.

			‘Are you sure this is okay?’ I asked when he returned.

			‘Of course it is. Alan said he wanted to leave.’

			Tony and Nola arrived back a little later. ‘You had no right to move Alan’s things,’ said Tony, hands on hips. ‘It’s outrageous. He paid to be on this trip.’

			‘It’s unbelievable,’ added Nola, her cheeks flushed.

			‘Well, you can also leave if you want to,’ Dad told them. So they did, packing their bags and making their way ashore. After they’d gone, my father called the rest of us into the main cabin. Mum was still frowning, her lips squeezed into a thin, hard line. Our remaining crew – Rob, Ross, Stuart and Rick – exchanged glances.

			‘Go and get food,’ said Dad. ‘But you only have two hours – we’re leaving for Samoa at noon.’

			I went with Mum to see what we could find at the market, but there wasn’t much left because it was about to close – just a few bananas and mangos and one courgette. Dad had started the motor by the time we returned, and Rob and Ross were on the foredeck, winding in the anchor chain. We motored out towards Thakau Momo reef with groceries spilling out of the bags across the table in the main cabin, and when I looked back, I saw Alan’s possessions still stacked on the shore.

			Wavewalker was quiet after we left Levuka. Maybe it was the shock of someone being thrown off the boat, or just us adjusting to having fewer people on board. Whatever the reason, no one smiled, and the engine started leaking thick tears of oil, which Dad caught in a container and poured back in to stop it running dry.

			We found a place to anchor between the west and central Nukulola islands – which were little more than reefs – and after a failed attempt at fishing, prepared a dinner of cold canned sweetcorn mixed with uncooked courgette, since in our rush to leave Levuka we’d forgotten to buy more gas for the stove. After we finished eating we discovered our troubles had worsened – Ripplerunner III, which had been with us since Fremantle, had somehow become untied and floated away. We spent the night letting Wavewalker drift with the tide in the hope of finding her, before giving up and sailing on to Kanacea Island in search of fresh food.

			‘Don’t worry,’ said Dad after we found nothing on Kanacea, ‘we’ll try Lomaloma village on Vanua Balavu instead.’ But they had nothing at Lomaloma either because their chief had recently died after falling from a coconut tree, and none of the mourning villagers had been out to harvest the crops.

			We set sail again. It was my father’s fortieth birthday so he told me we would stop at Niuafo‘ou Island to celebrate. Maybe they would have vegetables, and even if they didn’t, we could cook some food over a fire on the shore. But even this plan failed: since Niuafo‘ou was Tongan rather than Fijian, when we tried to land, a policeman met us on the beach and refused to let us stay without a permit. So we kept sailing, making slow progress towards Samoa in changeable winds.

			‘Dad,’ I said, when I found him in the chartroom, poring over his chart, ‘I could do you a card trick if you like for your birthday?’

			‘That would be nice.’

			‘But can we eat something then? I’m hungry.’

			‘We’re all hungry, Sue.’

			‘Are you worried the other crew will get grumpy like Alan did?’

			He shook his head. ‘No. And if they do, I really will throw them overboard.’

			When at last we motored into Apia harbour in Samoa a few days later, I saw a man standing on the jetty waving at us.

			‘It’s Alan,’ said Dad, when I went to report this. ‘I bet he’s here to cause trouble.’

			After we’d anchored and cleared customs, my father went ashore alone to confront Alan, while the rest of us waited on deck, watching their silhouetted figures gesticulating in front of the setting sun.

			‘He’s threatening to take us to court unless he gets all his money back,’ said Dad when he returned. ‘I’ve told him I have no intention of paying.’

			After Dad had gone ashore again the following morning, this time to buy a new dinghy, two large Samoan police officers pulled alongside Wavewalker in a bobbing motorboat. ‘We’ve come to arrest Mr Cook,’ said one, holding on to our gunwale.

			‘He’s not here,’ said Mum.

			‘Then we will wait,’ he said. The officers climbed on board to sit next to the mast, ignoring her protests, and Wavewalker tipped, adjusting to her new cargo.

			After staring at the policemen for a while, Mum disappeared below. A few minutes later she returned carrying a saucepan of potatoes. ‘I’ll peel these here,’ she said, sitting on the step in the deck.

			‘It’s good Alan left before we really ran out of food,’ I said, taking a seat next to her.

			‘Shush,’ she said, glancing at the officers, who were leaning against the mast with their eyes shut.

			I tapped her arm and pointed towards the shore. ‘Dad’s coming back.’

			The policemen stood up when he got close. ‘We are here to arrest you,’ one said.

			‘I’m not going anywhere without a solicitor,’ Dad replied. He climbed on board, sat down next to Mum and crossed his arms. She resumed her work, the peelings extending in long, looping coils; the white, shorn potatoes dropping into the saucepan. After a while, I looked over towards the shore and saw a second launch, this one full of police officers, leaving the dock. It came out to us, its sides almost under the water. When it pulled alongside, one man got to his feet and the launch rocked beneath him.

			‘I’m the chief inspector,’ he said. ‘You will come with us, Mr Cook, whether you like it or not.’

			My father looked at them, and they stared back. Mum paused her peeling.

			‘Okay,’ said Dad at last, and I started to cry.

			‘Don’t worry, it will be fine,’ said Mum, glancing at me.

			That night Dad didn’t come home because Mum said he’d refused to pay the bail the police had set. But this changed on Sunday morning after a large steel trawler moored in the bay and started swinging around on its anchor chain. After several hours of fretting about whether it would hit us, Mum asked Rob to loan my father the money he needed to make his escape.

			On Monday morning, the case went to court. ‘I’m not concerned,’ said Dad, giving us a wave before he left. Another day of worrying about the trawler and wondering what was happening in the trial followed before we saw him walking down the jetty and getting back into Ripplerunner IV.

			‘What happened?’ Mum shouted when he drew close.

			‘The judge threw out the case,’ he called back. ‘He said that a contract made in New Zealand and broken in Fiji had nothing to do with Samoa. I’m quite annoyed actually, because if it had gone to trial, I’m sure I would have won.’
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			After the court dismissed Alan’s case, we spent a few days going to Aggie Grey’s Hotel – an elegant, pale-cream three-storey building on the beachfront in Apia. While Jon swam lengths in the pool, I paddled in the shallows or sat reading books on the tiny island in the middle. From this perch I could also watch the hotel’s traditional dancing shows in the evenings, pretending I was on holiday and would soon be flying home.

			After that, my father announced it was time to start sailing again.

			‘I don’t want to go,’ I said, glancing at Jon, who nodded.

			Dad laughed. ‘It’s a good job you kids don’t make the decisions around here. We need to finish the crew’s trip by sailing around Upolu Island – and then keep going on our bicentenary voyage. If we don’t, we’ll never get back to England, will we?’

			Our first stop on our circuit of the island was at Saluafata harbour, where we anchored near a beach lined with coconut trees and thatched huts. While we were setting our anchor, a man pushed off from the shore and started paddling out towards us in a dugout canoe. He climbed onto our deck and stood there, towering above us.

			‘I am the chief here,’ he said. ‘But I was the boxing champion.’

			Dad nodded.

			The chief frowned. ‘We need help. A boy is hurt. You have a doctor?’

			Dad shook his head.

			‘Will you come and see?’

			‘Of course.’

			Mum, Dad, Jon and I went ashore in the dinghy, and were met on the beach by a lady wearing a starched white apron over a long orange and blue dress. ‘I’m the nurse,’ she said, gesturing for us to follow her. We walked in procession past fale – the small, thatched, round village huts – trailed by children whispering, ‘Palagi, palagi’, and giggling if we smiled at them. When we reached a small, steel-roofed building at the edge of the village, the nurse said, ‘Hospital’, and beckoned us inside.

			My mother stopped on the hard-packed dirt. ‘I’m not going in, Gordon.’

			‘Don’t worry, Mary, you can wait here,’ he said.

			Jon and I followed Dad into a darkened room where a boy not much bigger than us lay on a cot, his eyes closed. He had a three-inch gash on his temple, with blood coagulated around it and flies hovering nearby. I looked away towards a small fan that was turning back and forth on a low table.

			‘How did it happen?’ Dad asked the nurse.

			‘He fell out of a coconut tree.’

			‘Why haven’t you stitched it?’

			‘Too big.’ The nurse shrugged her shoulders. ‘The doctor is a long way away. Over the mountain.’ She waved her hand in the air. ‘He will come in a few days. Can you help?’

			The boy opened his eyes and looked at us. Outside, a baby began to cry.

			My father turned back to the nurse. ‘I’ll need gloves, hot water and a sterile needle and thread,’ he said.

			The nurse bustled off.

			‘And you kids should go outside,’ he told Jon and me.

			We went out to sit next to Mum on the edge of the hospital’s concrete foundation. After a while, a small boy padded up to us carrying opened coconuts. I sipped mine and tried not to think about what was happening inside. But when I finished my drink, leaned my head back against the wall and closed my eyes, I was back on Île Amsterdam. Dr Senellart approached, lifted his knife and I began to scream: merde, merde, merde.

			A pigeon cooed, the baby wailed again, and I opened my eyes.

			‘I wonder where that boy’s mother is,’ said Mum. ‘You’d think she would be here.’

			I looked at my mother, wondering if she remembered Île Amsterdam. More minutes passed. Jon drew cartoons in the dirt with a stick. A group of women in flowery skirts chattered in Samoan while grating, mixing and kneading. Another bird joined the pigeon, calling out notes from the top of a palm tree. When I looked back at Mum, she was reading again.

			The door behind us opened, and Dad emerged, his hands and arms splattered with blood. Mum looked away.

			‘I’m going to wash in the stream,’ he said.

			I ran to catch him up, scattering chickens. ‘What happened?’

			Dad shook his head. ‘I put several stitches in to close the wound. The boy never uttered a sound. He kept staring at me the whole time – I think he hated me.’

			The chief came out to Wavewalker before we left. ‘Thank you, Captain,’ he said with a bow.

			‘I did my best,’ said Dad. ‘But the boy must see a doctor soon.’

			After we finished sailing around Upolu Island, we said goodbye to Stuart, Rick, Rob and Ross in Apia. They said they’d enjoyed their trip, but they didn’t look back when Dad motored them ashore. ‘We’re not going to take any more crew for a while,’ he announced when he returned. ‘They’re more trouble than they’re worth.’

			A few days later, we set sail again, this time heading for neighbouring American Samoa, a hundred miles away. After a night at sea, I went up on deck to find we were approaching Tutuila Island, its steep mountains covered in dense forest.

			‘Wow,’ I said.

			Dad nodded. ‘It’s beautiful. But I need a cup of tea. Why don’t you take over the wheel for a while? Keep her on ninety degrees.’

			I shuffled into position, gripping the spokes. Our bow moved north across the horizon, so I rotated the wheel the other way. The bow swung back, the compass spinning, and behind us our wake became a looping curve in the ocean. I learned from my over-correction and made my adjustments smaller. The compass settled, the needle swaying over eighty-five, ninety, ninety-five, before steadying with our bow pointed east.

			I looked up.

			For the first time on our voyage, my hands were the only things guiding Wavewalker. I climbed onto the seat behind the wheel to admire our progress towards the island, which was surrounded by a broad expanse of ocean reaching out to touch the sky.

			The capital of American Samoa, Pago Pago, was far less beautiful than my first glimpse of Tutuila Island had suggested. Someone had stolen Western Samoa’s blushing coral, carved wooden canoes and thatched fale and left us with a bay full of muddy water and the stench of a tuna cannery lined by docks infested by packs of feral dogs. We stayed for two days, enough time to buy food, before sailing on to Neiafu, the capital of the Vava‘u group of islands in Tonga. From there we kept heading south, jumping between some of Tonga’s 170 islands, relieved to find ourselves back in a world of white sandy beaches, visiting villages where the adults smiled and the children held out their hands to show us their treasures – shells, pieces of driftwood and hermit crabs hiding in borrowed homes.

			We arrived in the capital of Tonga, Nuku‘alofa on Tongatapu Island, towards the end of August, almost three weeks after leaving Samoa. ‘It’s good we’ve come here,’ Dad told me, ‘because this was somewhere Captain Cook did visit on his third voyage. But we can’t stay long – we have to get going to Hawaii before the cyclone season begins.’

			As usual we spent most of our time in port restocking Wavewalker. But one day we took a break to meet Tāufa‘āhau Tupou IV, the king of Tonga, who wanted to hear about our bicentenary voyage. The audience took place in his palace – a two-storey white villa overlooking the sea, decorated with carved balconies and a steeple. When we entered the throne room the king stood up. His white jacket glistened with medals, gold watches glinted on his wrists and a red sash stretched across his chest.

			Dad bowed and offered Tāufa‘āhau Tupou IV one of the Wedgwood Captain Cook plaques that had been made to commemorate our voyage. The king stroked Cook’s porcelain face with his giant finger. ‘He was a great man,’ he said. ‘He stopped near here, at Pangaimotu. There were many parties.’

			‘Yes,’ said my father. ‘He enjoyed it very much, I believe.’

			‘He gave us a turtle, Tu’i Malila, which died only ten years ago.’

			After a few more words, Tāufa‘āhau Tupou IV nodded, Mum and I curtsied and everyone else bowed. The king walked away, still holding his plaque.

			‘I wish we’d brought the king a new turtle,’ I said on the way out.

			Dad snorted. ‘Maybe – but Cook doesn’t mention it in his journals, so it may not have even been his.’

			Despite the grandeur of the king’s palace, it was on the streets of Nuku‘alofa that I first saw poverty in the Pacific. Beggars sat on pavements wearing frayed tapa cloth skirts, and many of them had horribly swollen arms or legs.

			‘They have elephantiasis,’ Dad told me.

			‘Why can’t the king help them?’

			‘It’s not how they do things here. Tonga is different from Fiji. In Fiji people are more equal – no one is as rich as the king or as poor as these beggars on the streets.’

			At the end of September we moved Wavewalker over to the wharf to fill our water tanks before setting sail. I chatted to Dad while he wandered around on deck, stowing things away. When the water started to overflow, I hopped onto the jetty, turned off the tap and coiled up the hose. Mum’s voice drifted up through the hatch. ‘Sue, can you come and help me make lunch?’

			I went below, but before she could tell me what she wanted, there was a crash on deck followed by a scream. We raced up the ladder to find Dad lying near the bow clutching his leg. The Danforth anchor lay beside him.

			‘I dropped it on my foot,’ he said. He closed his eyes and let out another howl.

			‘We have to get him to hospital,’ my mother said. ‘Wait here while I get a taxi.’

			After she disappeared up the jetty, Jon and I squatted next to Dad. ‘Don’t worry, we’ll get you fixed,’ I told him.

			A few minutes later, Mum returned, and Jon and I helped her get Dad down onto the jetty. He leaned on Mum, and they shuffled their way along the pier, Dad hopping on one foot while trailing the other.

			Once they’d gone, Jon and I sat on the deck watching the ferries pull alongside the docks and start unloading people, produce and animals. Two men guided a cow onto the wharf by pulling its ears. The scene felt surreal – how could everything look so normal when our entire world was threatened?

			Several hours later, we heard Mum’s voice and looked up to see her walking back along the jetty. Dad was hopping next to her on crutches, the bottom half of his left leg wrapped in a bandage.

			‘He hasn’t broken anything,’ she said when they got close, ‘but he’s done a lot of damage to the tissues and tendons.’

			By the following morning, Dad’s foot had swollen to twice its normal size. For the next five weeks, he lay in the aft cabin, his leg propped on a stack of pillows while making lists of things to do, issuing instructions and complaining about our collective inability to fix anything. But in mid-October, he declared that – even though he was still using crutches to get around – we had to leave. We had no time to waste, he said, because the cyclones would soon be upon us.

			From Tonga, still with no crew, we made our way back up the South Pacific, via the Cook Islands where Dad conducted a fruitless search for black pearls, to American Samoa, where we stocked up with more food, dodging the feral dogs. At the start of December we then set a course for Hawaii, over two thousand miles of ocean away.

			Back at sea, Jon and I resumed wearing swimsuits all day and Dad’s foot healed. The days merged into one another – at least they did until the morning Jon found Dad’s revolver. I was sitting in my cabin talking to Barnaby when I heard the shriek and rushed out to see my brother standing in the chartroom doorway. He was pointing the gun at Mum, who was standing in the galley screaming. Dad came hurtling down the ladder from the cockpit – the only person moving in the still tableau – and snatched the gun out of Jon’s hand. Mum started crying.

			‘It was a joke,’ said Jon. ‘And anyway, it’s not loaded, is it?’

			‘How can you be sure?’ said Dad. ‘You could have killed your mother, you stupid, stupid boy.’

			She sat on the sofa, sobbing, while Jon also began to wail.

			‘Go to your bunk,’ Dad told him, and I pressed myself back against the wall, out of the way.

			For two days, Mum didn’t talk to Jon, but after that, things calmed down again. Jon and I went back to making up games while our parents sanded and varnished things around the boat. In the evenings, I sorted through our press cuttings, which had been mouldering in a black plastic bag under a seat, staring at pictures of our departure from Plymouth two and a half years before and our stops in Rio, Cape Town, Australia and New Zealand. After I’d put our journey in order, I found an empty school notebook in the aft cabin, opened the cover and began my next diary.

			We were still at sea in mid-December when Mum said it was time to start making decorations for our third Christmas on Wavewalker. Our tree that year was a piece of coral, which Dad tied down with bungee cords on top of the corner cupboard. With its black, wavy arms, it didn’t look very Christmassy, so Jon and I decided it needed our best-ever decorations – baubles created from papier-mâché.

			We arrived at Fanning Island* with our fully decorated tree a few days before Santa was due to visit. We’d been aiming for Christmas Island, which was where Captain Cook had paused on his way north to Hawaii, but the wind had pushed us too far west, and we needed to stop because we had no fresh fruit, vegetables, meat, tea bags or sugar left. When we reached the beach a man in a khaki hat stepped forward to greet us.

			‘I’m Bill Frew,’ he said, shaking Dad’s hand. ‘I run the copra plantation here. This is my wife, Marina, and my children, Donald, Daniel and Ruta.’

			‘Hi,’ Jon and I said.

			The kids giggled at this but didn’t reply, although Donald, the oldest of the three, said something to his mother in the local language, and she laughed.

			Bill invited us back to his house for a meal of pork, fish and deep-fried breadfruit. After we’d eaten, Daniel and Donald got up, walked to the window and disappeared outside. Jon and I exchanged glances before following them, standing on the windowsill to grasp the edge of the roof and haul ourselves up. We found them sitting on the galvanised steel eating some of the mangos that hung down from the tree above the house. I twisted one off and copied them, peeling back the skin before biting into the orange flesh. We sat with our legs draped over the edge of the roof, mango juice dripping into the curved metal hollows and running down onto the packed earth below.

			‘… my kids can’t read and have never done any maths,’ Bill was saying when we climbed back inside the house.

			‘It’s not too late for them to learn,’ said Mum. ‘I’m a teacher, you know. I’ve been teaching Sue and Jon.’

			My father shook his head. ‘We need to get going, Mary. We’ve got to get to Hawaii.’

			‘It would be worth at least fifty dollars a week,’ said Bill.

			Dad paused. ‘We’ll think about it,’ he said.

			‘We’re going to stay here for a while,’ Dad announced over breakfast the following morning. ‘We have an obligation to help those children.’

			A week passed. Jon and I raced hermit crabs on the beach and tried to catch the large, red-orange coconut crabs before they ran up the trees because Mum liked eating their legs. On Christmas Day, we unwrapped our presents from Father Christmas and gave our parents books of promises to do the washing up and make them breakfast in their bunks. When we went ashore, we found the island children sitting under a thatched shelter receiving sweets from one of the village men who was dressed in a grubby Santa hat.

			‘Why do they only get candy?’ Jon asked.

			‘Santa brings different things to children in different places,’ said Dad.

			It was a puzzling answer, but when Jon and I discussed it later, I told him Santa must be real because otherwise Christmas would be a giant conspiracy involving every parent in the world, which seemed unlikely.

			Three more weeks drifted by, during which Jon and I exhausted all the possible games you could play with hermit crabs. ‘We’re going to go to Washington Island† and back,’ Dad said one morning. ‘Bill is short of cigarettes, and his friend Ted on Washington Island is short of beer. They want to make a trade, and we’ll get to keep some of both.’

			‘But don’t we have to get going to Hawaii?’ I asked.

			‘Well, we’re already over a year behind our original plan. So we’ve missed the two hundredth anniversary of Cook’s arrival, but we should still get there in time for the anniversary of his death.’

			On the day we were due to sail to Washington Island, Wavewalker filled with people – the local vicar and many villagers wanted to make the trip and were going to sleep on deck alongside baskets and pens full of chickens, pigs, fruit and vegetables. Everyone was there apart from my brother, who’d gone ashore to get coconuts.

			My father was pacing. He turned and moved towards the wheel. ‘Well, we can’t wait any longer – we’ll have to go.’

			‘But, Dad,’ I said, ‘Jon is still ashore.’

			‘He knew we were leaving. We can’t wait.’

			‘We have no choice,’ said Mum when I appealed to her. ‘We need to leave the bay at the top of the tide. We did warn him.’

			‘But where is Jon going to stay?’

			‘I’m sure Bill will look after him. Stop fussing, Sue – he’ll be fine.’ Mum rolled her eyes at my father before making her way onto the deck.

			And leave we did. Dad revved up the engine to get us out through the channel while I stood on tiptoes at our stern, trying and failing to spot Jon on the beach.

			It took us a day and a night to motor to Washington Island. After we’d arrived and unloaded our cartons of beer, Bill’s friend Ted took us into the jungle to show us the island’s secret. We made our way in a small boat through a maze of channels, past overgrown riverbanks, accompanied by the chug of the outboard motor. I sat at the bow, watching out for egrets and tiny parrots while my parents talked to Ted, their occasional laughter rippling across the water, until we emerged onto a huge freshwater lake hidden in the middle of the jungle.

			Five days later, we sailed back into Horseshoe Bay on Fanning Island, and I ran to the bowsprit to see if I could see Jon.

			‘He’ll be fine,’ Dad had said again that morning. And he was right – when we got ashore, we found him playing with Daniel and Donald.

			‘But weren’t you worried we wouldn’t come back?’ I asked.

			Jon shrugged. ‘I was pretty sure you would.’

				
					* Now called Tabuaeran, part of Kiribati.

				

				
					† Now called Teraina, part of Kiribati.

			

		

		
			12

			Hawaii: Third Voyage Complete

			February 1979–September 1979: 9 to 10 years old

			Two years and 223 days to three years and 57 days

			Oahu Island, Hawaii
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			After another sixteen days at sea, including five days of gales south of Hawaii, we entered Honolulu harbour, overlooked by the Sphinx-like curves of Diamond Head volcano. A slender passenger plane flew overhead, its screech invading a world in which the only sounds had been calling petrels and shearwaters, the chug of Wavewalker’s engine and the splash of our bow.

			Dad, Jon and I tidied things away, pushing stiff, salt-encrusted sails into bags, pulling the main boom in tight and looping lengths of damp ropes around our arms. When the deck was clear, Jon climbed up the galvanised metal steps on the main mast.

			‘Well, we got here in the end, didn’t we, Sue?’ said Dad, smiling at me. ‘And we almost made the anniversary – Cook died two hundred years and one week ago today. Which is quite something, isn’t it?’

			I nodded, and when he went back to join Mum by the wheel, I continued to sit on deck watching our approach. I didn’t know what Dad was planning next, but it was clear that Wavewalker needed a rest. Fresh paint glistened on the rail around the cockpit, and varnish gleamed on the wheel, the result of their labours during our voyage up from Samoa. But these cared-for things highlighted other, far more neglected areas – cockpit benches worn down to bare wood and stanchions covered in pockmarks of rust. Worst of all was the rot, which Dad said was buried deep in our masts, making them so weak they could snap in a strong gust of wind.

			We tied up alongside a jetty, and he turned off the engine. ‘Is anyone meeting us?’ I asked.

			‘I don’t think so,’ he said, looping a rope around a cleat. ‘Keep a lookout for customs and immigration, though, will you? I’m going down below to get a drink.’

			An hour passed before three officials appeared on the wharf. They stomped below in heavy boots to sit in the main cabin shuffling through our papers and didn’t seem at all interested in our bicentenary voyage. After they left, we walked around the bay to Waikiki Beach. When we reached the sand, Jon and I tried to race, keen to free our legs after days at sea, but the beach was crowded with people who frowned at us as we sprinted past, kicking up sand.

			‘It’s too much, isn’t it?’ Mum was saying to Dad when we went back to find them. He nodded, while I thought of Fanning Island, where I’d often been alone on the beach, and our days at sea when there had been nothing to look at but ocean, sky and occasional clouds and birds.

			After an hour, we returned to Wavewalker and went back down below.

			The first job on Dad’s to-do list after we arrived in Honolulu was stripping the equipment from the masts so they could be removed and repaired.

			I appointed myself as his chief assistant and passed him tools while he worked. ‘How will we get the masts out of the deck?’ I asked.

			‘I’m not sure yet. I’ll work out a way.’

			I nodded. ‘Where did Captain Cook go after he arrived in Hawaii?’

			Dad grunted. ‘Take this,’ he said, handing me a screw. ‘He went in search of the North-West Passage. He never found it, though. The British scientists told him ice only forms in fresh water, but they were wrong, and icebergs blocked his way north.’ Another screw came out, and Dad passed it to me. ‘Cook turned back because he couldn’t get through the walls of ice. He was lucky not to get trapped and freeze to death – many early explorers did, you know.’

			‘Are we going to keep following Captain Cook?’ I asked. I knew this had been my father’s original intention because a single mouldy copy of the brochure for our voyage, listing all our destinations, still lay inside the dressing table in the aft cabin.

			He undid the last screw. ‘We can’t decide anything until we’ve repaired the boat and made some money. I’ll tell you the plan when I know it myself.’

			After a few days’ work, Dad decided the masts were ready to come out. A yellow crane appeared on the dockside and he climbed the main mast to attach a rope around the spreaders. He waved Mum, Jon and me up onto the aft deck, from where we watched the crane pull the ropes tight.

			‘I don’t think it wants to move,’ I told Jon. ‘It’s part of Wavewalker. Like her arm or leg.’

			We kept watching the crane pulling the rope while Dad stood on the foredeck shouting at its operator. The crane heaved, pushing down against its outrigger legs, stretching the line taut until, with a jerk, the mast jumped clear of its metal base and swung into the air. After the crane had laid it flat on the jetty, my father looped the rope around the smaller mast. This caused less of a fuss and came out soon afterwards, to be placed next to its big brother.

			Once this excitement was over, I climbed ashore, keen to touch the wood above the second sets of spreaders for the first time. Dad walked behind me, conducting a more detailed examination, prodding pieces of mast and shaking his head.

			‘How long will they take to repair?’ I asked.

			‘Quite a few weeks. It’s worse than I feared. Look at this,’ he said, the tip of his finger disappearing into a patch of spongy timber.

			When my circuit was complete, I went back to investigate the square support for the mainmast, which had been left on Wavewalker’s deck. At the bottom something glinted in the dust. I picked it up and waved it at Dad.

			He looked up. ‘It’s a gold Krugerrand,’ he said. ‘I put one under each mast before we left England to bring us luck.’

			‘Will we put them back after the masts are repaired?’

			‘No. This time we’ll have to make do with nickels and dimes.’

			March drifted into April. Dad removed the remaining equipment from the masts – cleats, steps, tracks for the sails and attachments for the booms – before starting to hack out the rotten timber and splice fresh wood into each wound.

			One night over dinner, he told us that the Russian government had refused to give us permission to follow the rest of Captain Cook’s journey, which was supposed to take us north past Cape Foulweather to the Bering Sea.

			I peered at him.

			‘But how will we finish our trip?’ asked Jon.

			‘Well, in a way, we already have,’ said Dad. ‘The most important part was making it to Hawaii because this was where Cook was killed after he returned from trying to find the North-West Passage.’

			I nodded. ‘So can we go back to England now?’

			My father shook his head. ‘We’re going to stay here for a while. There are more repairs to be done, and I might start doing carpentry jobs for some of the people who’ve been coming past and admiring my work.’

			It was another month before Dad finished repairing Wavewalker. He then declared that he had a new plan – we were going to sail to the north side of Oahu Island and set up an exhibition there about our bicentenary voyage. The idea, he said, was to ask for donations because that would be a good way to fund the next stage of our trip.

			After we arrived in Waimea Bay, Mum and Jon headed ashore to check out the beach, while Dad and I stayed on board. He wanted to fix something on the engine, while I was writing a story about elves. It was peaceful in the main cabin, or at least it was until there was a bump on the hull outside.

			I looked up. Two bloodshot eyes stared in at me through the porthole. I screamed, Dad came running out of the chartroom, and we both raced up on deck. A dozen or so Hawaiian men in long metal dinghies had surrounded Wavewalker, and one dinghy was pulled up alongside. Its owner, the man with the bloodshot eyes, was clutching our rails.

			‘We need to inspect your boat,’ he said.

			‘No, you don’t,’ said Dad. ‘We’ve already been inspected.’

			‘Well, we’re still going to,’ said the man, giving us a smile that revealed his teeth.

			‘Sue,’ Dad said, watching the man, ‘go down below and get the machine gun, the revolver and the ammunition.’

			I hesitated.

			‘Now, Sue.’

			I rushed down the steps, my feet slipping on the rungs. I climbed onto the navigator’s bunk and tried to flip open the brass catch on the gun cupboard. Up on deck, I could hear shouting. When the cupboard door swung open, I hauled the machine gun – a new acquisition that Dad had made in Hawaii – off its shelf and it slipped through my hands to drop onto the mattress. I left it lying there while I shoved boxes of ammunition into my pockets and picked up the revolver. I then wrapped my arm around the machine gun and dragged it back on deck, its barrel banging against the ladder.

			When I reached him, Dad grabbed the machine gun and rammed a magazine into it. After that he picked up the revolver and pushed bullets into its cylinder. Every few seconds he lifted his head to stare at the men surrounding the boat, and they stared back at him.

			‘Take this,’ he said, passing me the revolver.

			I nodded. I was trying to be brave, but my hands were shaking and I was on the verge of tears. By then most of the dinghies had come up alongside Wavewalker and more men were reaching up to grasp our rails.

			‘Get away from my boat,’ shouted Dad, lifting his gun.

			They froze.

			Dad flipped the machine gun’s safety catch and fired into the air. The explosion burst through my skull, my legs buckled, and I jammed my foot against the base of the cockpit cover to keep myself upright.

			‘If anyone puts their foot on the deck, you should shoot their kneecaps off,’ Dad told me in a loud voice.

			I raised the revolver and pointed it at the man closest to me. The gun was heavy, and the barrel waved in the air.

			For a moment it seemed like nothing would happen. Then a man up near the bow let go of our rails and dived into the bay. A moment later, the others followed, diving into the water and resurfacing, kicking their legs to keep afloat. One of them started swimming back towards his dinghy, which was still tied to Wavewalker’s rails.

			Dad rushed towards him. ‘If you get any closer, I’ll shoot you,’ he said, lifting up the machine gun.

			The man paused, treading water. Then he turned and began swimming towards the shore. The others did the same. It was going to take them a while, since the beach was some distance away. Dad and I watched them go.

			‘What should we do with their boats?’ I asked.

			‘Untie them and let them drift away,’ he said. So I put the revolver down and walked around the deck, releasing the dinghies.

			‘You did well,’ Dad said when I returned. ‘I’m proud of you.’

			I sat next to him, leaning my head against his shoulder.

			‘Come on,’ he said, patting my hair. ‘Let’s make coffee and do some target practice off the stern. I think a few more shots might convince them not to come back.’

			We set up the Captain Cook bicentenary voyage exhibition in a tent near the entrance to Waimea Falls Park. Each morning I helped open the exhibition, and I did shifts through the day at the welcome desk. You must ask people to make donations, Dad told me. But I never did – I figured they would if they wanted to.

			Sometimes, when no one was there, I walked around the exhibition studying the pictures – photographs of the four of us waving goodbye when we’d left England, a picture painted by the Resolution’s artist of a Hawaiian chief in a red hat and blue cloak, and descriptions Dad had written of the parallels between Cook’s voyage and ours.

			The panel I often lingered on when I did these tours was the one hanging by the exit. In it, my father described our life on board: ‘Gordon and Mary normally take equal watches when the ship is sailing. Mary, with help from Suzanne, looks after meals and all the housework down below. Gordon handles sails and most of the deck work with some help from Jonathan, who loves climbing the masts.’ It was a glimpse of how my father saw the world, though by then I already knew this. My parents expected me to help prepare and tidy up after meals, lug bags of washing to the laundromat and clean cabins. Jon wasn’t expected to do any of these tasks, and instead was spending hours each day constructing a surfboard to use in Waimea Bay. But down below helping to do all the housework was not where I wanted to be.

			When I was given a break from my duties, I would make my way through the park towards the falls. There I could watch the local children leaping off a rocky outcrop to fall thirty feet into the waterhole. Jon was often with them, jumping further out each time. But although I sometimes swam in the plunge pool at the bottom of the cascade, I never jumped from the top. Instead, I spent most of my free time exploring the gardens leading up to the falls – one full of overblown hibiscuses, their stamens drooping in the heat, another of curved ferns and a third of bamboos casting shadows across the pathways.

			On my way back to the exhibition, I often stumbled across brides and grooms exchanging vows near the sprawling banyan tree close to the park entrance. It was a beautiful place to get married, provided the peacocks didn’t gatecrash the party with their outrageous screeches. So one day, while Mum tended the exhibition, Dad and Jon helped me carry some bags into the park. From one of these, I pulled Bertha, a large blue and white teddy bear that my parents had given me for my tenth birthday, and brushed her down, ready for her special moment. She couldn’t move her short, stubby arms, which made hugging difficult, but Barnaby couldn’t be picky about his bride, particularly when he was getting married in one of the most beautiful places in the world.

			When we’d lined our other toys up in rows under the tree, its thick aerial roots enclosing us, I faded out Mum’s Hooked on Classics tape and Dad began the wedding ceremony. After he’d pronounced Barnaby and Bertha ‘bear and wife’, there were biscuits for everyone. We got a few funny looks from other park visitors, but the peacocks stayed on their best behaviour.

			By the middle of July, my shifts in the exhibition tent had become harder to endure. The sun beat down on the canvas, filling the interior with air so hot that breathing it in felt like gulping steam. Despite this, I still looked forward to spending time in the tent, because it sometimes gave me chances to talk to Dad.

			‘Are we really related to Captain Cook?’ I asked him one day while we were hanging a new picture he’d found behind the seats in the aft cabin.

			‘No. I don’t think so,’ he said. ‘All the fame in our family is on your mother’s side – her great-grand uncle built canals across the English countryside.’

			I was about to comment on this when I caught a glimpse of the man inside the frame. His eyes were red, and he was pulling back his lips to show his teeth. On the beach a few days before, Dad had encountered the men who’d tried to board Wavewalker. They’d accused him of stealing their boats and when he denied this, they’d moved closer.

			‘What did you do?’ I’d asked.

			‘I pulled my revolver out of my pocket and put it against the ring leader’s head,’ he’d said.

			Back in the tent, I held the painting while Dad screwed it in place. ‘Why don’t we tell the police about those men?’ I asked. ‘What if they come back again?’

			‘The police won’t do anything – they’ll just get upset about us having guns on board. Anyway, I don’t think they’ll cause us any more trouble.’

			I nodded, taking another gulp of humid air.

			‘It’s another parallel with Cook, of course,’ said Dad. ‘Though he died during his encounter with the Hawaiians.’

			I stepped away from the picture, wiping my hands on my shorts. ‘What happened?’ I asked, though it was a story I’d heard many times before.

			My father laughed. ‘Well, after Cook gave up looking for the North-West Passage, he went to Kealakekua Bay, where they thought he was a god. He set sail again a few days later, but shortly after leaving, the Resolution’s foremast broke in a storm and he had to return. This time things started to go missing, and one morning he woke to find that one of his small boats, or cutters, had been stolen.’

			We moved further along. Dad picked up another picture, and I held it against the wall.

			‘Cook went ashore to try to take the chief hostage and get his cutter back. The situation deteriorated and ended up in an exchange of gunfire and stones. He was only yards from his boat when he was attacked from behind and killed.’

			‘Shouldn’t we go to see Kealakekua Bay?’ I asked after a respectful silence.

			‘No,’ said Dad. ‘It’s all the way over on Hawaii Island and we need to focus on earning some money.’

			One day while on duty in the park, I became conscious of a woman who’d been looking at the exhibits for a long time. After a while, she came over to where I was sitting.

			‘I’m Mrs Floyd,’ she said, clutching her handbag. ‘Are you Sue?’

			I nodded.

			‘I thought you were. I’ve so many questions. But most of all, I want to know what happened in the Indian Ocean.’ She pointed towards a painting of the Wave curling over Wavewalker.* It was an image I avoided looking at, even though it wasn’t realistic. It showed a world of blues and greens, one in which you could see things. My memory was very different – almost nothing had been visible in that storm, and the only colours had been grey and black.

			‘What happened to you when the Wave hit?’ asked Mrs Floyd.

			I frowned. Memories floated inside my head like shards of glass: my body lying on the cabin floor, the gaping hole in the deck, water, broken beams, fear, Jon holding the biscuit tin, Wavewalker’s sucking breaths, red stains on my sleeping bag, pain. ‘We aren’t allowed to discuss it,’ I said, ‘because it upsets my mother.’

			‘You can tell me,’ she said.

			I hesitated but there was something in Mrs Floyd’s smile that made me trust her. So I began talking, the words tumbling out while I watched the door in case Mum or Dad returned. I remembered more than I’d realised about both the accident and the days afterwards.

			‘After the Wave hit, did you see anything?’ she asked. ‘Did you see God?’

			The question was unexpected. ‘I don’t think so, but I don’t know what He looks like.’

			Mrs Floyd nodded. ‘I think God saved your life,’ she said with conviction.

			I shivered. ‘Why would He do that?’

			‘I don’t know. But I’m sure He wants you to do something. Would you like to come to my church, the Sunset Beach Church? Maybe we can figure it out.’

			‘I’m not sure. Mum and Dad don’t like religion.’

			Mrs Floyd smiled. ‘Lots of kids come to Sunday school.’

			I returned her smile. ‘Then I will if I can.’

			At the end of July, for the first time that I could remember, I went to church.

			I nearly didn’t go, given the amount of teasing I’d had to withstand back on Wavewalker. I lost count of the times that Dad had said, with mock sincerity, how nice it was to have a ‘token Christian’ on board. But when I arrived at Sunday school, I forgot all this because there were so many new things to learn. I also made two friends – Sandy and Heidi, who lived close by in Pupukea. When our lesson finished, we kept talking under a tree outside the church. I wanted to know every detail of their lives; and they seemed equally fascinated by mine.

			After dinner that evening, I sat in Wavewalker’s cockpit, watching pinpoints of light appear across the hills surrounding Waimea Bay, and imagining Sandy and Heidi at home with their families. Albert, a poi dog we’d recently adopted after finding him abandoned in the park, was lying next to me. A mixture of beagle and Basset hound with other things probably thrown in, Albert had a tubular black and white body on short, stumpy legs, large brown eyes and a permanently sloppy grin.

			‘I’m not normal,’ I told him, rubbing his belly while he wagged his tail, sweeping it back and forth on the cockpit bench. ‘Being normal means sleeping in a house. It means going to school and staying in the same place.’

			Albert turned over, scrambling to his feet to look at me. I stroked his ears, and he rested his chin on my lap.

			‘There are good things about living on Wavewalker,’ I said, waggling my finger at him. ‘My friends haven’t sailed past whales, seen flying fish or swum in the ocean.’

			Albert yawned.

			‘But do you want to hear a secret?’ I asked him, leaning closer. ‘I don’t want to be different – I want to be normal. I don’t want to be stuck out at sea away from my friends. I know Mum and Dad would laugh if I told them this, but I want to be like Heidi and Sandy and go to school every day. Do you think I’m being ungrateful?’

			After three weeks of Sunday school, I’d gained a thorough understanding of Moses, and we were starting on Daniel. But before I could figure out why God had saved me, Dad announced that it was time to return to Honolulu. I tried to protest – to explain that I didn’t want to leave my friends, but Dad told me not to be selfish – this decision wasn’t about what I wanted, but about what the family needed.

			‘Mum and Dad say they have to find jobs,’ I later told Sandy and Heidi, ‘because we’re not earning much from the exhibition anymore.’

			‘We’ll come to visit you then. And you must come to stay with us.’

			There were lots of tears shed during that discussion, but after Sunday school we spent time making plans. The bus journey around Oahu Island from Waimea to Honolulu would take several hours, and none of us had ever done it before. But whatever it took, we were determined to stay friends.

				
					* This had been painted to illustrate Dad’s 1978 article for Reader’s Digest.
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			Hawaii: Languishing in the Sandwich Islands

			October 1979–August 1981: 10 to 12 years old

			Three years and 95 days to five years and 47 days

			Honolulu

			Dad and I gazed at the pile of broken masts at the back of Pirate Pete’s boatyard in Honolulu. At least twenty lay against the fence. Some were clean and straight, hiding recent injuries, while others, caked in dust, had half crumpled into the ground.

			‘They’ve been waiting for you to arrive,’ Pirate Pete told Dad, his smile contrasting with the vision I’d had when I’d heard his name of him standing on the poop deck of an old galleon, ordering an attack on an enemy ship.

			Dad and I picked our way back towards Wavewalker through the pieces of timber and metal littering the yard. ‘Fixing those masts is going to take a while,’ he said.

			When we passed the long, open-ended shed where he was going to be working, we paused. Men stood hunched over equipment, their cigarette smoke mixing with blue sparks from the welding irons. ‘Those machines look pretty good,’ said Dad with a nod. He started walking again. ‘Next, we have to find a job for your mother.’

			I ran to catch up. ‘But what will Jon and I do while you are both working?’

			‘You’ll have to find ways to occupy yourselves. Earning money is our priority for the time being.’

			I took hold of his hand. ‘Can we go to school?’

			‘Maybe. You’ll need to ask your mother about that.’

			Asking my mother was a reasonable suggestion, but unfortunately Mum and I were barely speaking by then because she found my sadness about leaving Sandy and Heidi annoying. Stop being mardy, she kept saying, pursing her lips and looking away. And this would usually be followed by days of silence.

			So instead, when we got back on board, I went to find my diary. I was still scribbling when Jon walked by my cabin door.

			‘Hey, where are you going?’ I asked him.

			He paused. ‘Nikon asked if I wanted to play Dungeons and Dragons.’

			Nikon was Pirate Pete’s son. I’d never spoken to him – he was too busy to notice me. ‘What’s Dungeons and Dragons?’

			‘It’s a game where you explore imaginary dungeons. Girls don’t play it.’

			‘Well, I’m coming with you.’

			He shrugged. ‘Okay.’

			I followed Jon off the boat to a room over the boatyard shop, where several boys were clustered around a table. When I took a seat, they looked up, but no one said anything, and soon we were busy creating characters – mine was a fighter named Aliana – and beginning an adventure.

			After that first afternoon, Jon and I played Dungeons and Dragons every day. Boatyard sounds drifted in through the window: the low growl of electric sanders and the squeaking of ropes and wires lowering vessels into the water or pulling them out. We barely noticed. Instead, we spent our time exploring caves in an imaginary world, our discussions punctuated by the clatter of dice and occasional disputes over Nikon’s rulings as Dungeon Master.

			In the evenings, after we finished, I would go to find my father in the workshop where, if he wasn’t repairing a mast, he would be building hidden gun cabinets to install on other boats.

			‘Dad, if we can’t go up to Russia, where will we go next?’ I asked him one day as we were walking back to Wavewalker.

			‘Well, we were going to head west towards England, stopping at Sri Lanka. That would be a similar route to the one Captain Cook’s crew took after he died.’

			‘How long will it take to do that?’

			‘About a year and a half. But we could instead just end the bicentenary voyage here and keep going east through the Panama Canal, which would get us home in less than a year. If we did that we could even stop at Disneyland on our way past Florida.’

			I made several more attempts to talk to Dad about going to school, but these were all rebuffed – ‘Be patient, Sue, we need to get other things sorted out first,’ he kept saying. Instead, we lived in the moment – Dad carried on doing his carpentry, Mum read her books, and Jon and I explored imaginary dungeons. After several weeks of this Dad announced that it was time for us to present the last of our Wedgwood plaques to George Ariyoshi, the governor of Hawaii.

			We all put on our best clothes for this occasion – I wore a blue cotton dress I’d found in a charity shop, Mum dug out a white suit she’d brought from England, and Dad and Jon flaunted brightly patterned Hawaiian shirts – and waited in steaming heat in the courtyard of Honolulu’s town hall.

			‘Someone needed to mark the anniversary of Cook’s voyages,’ Dad told the governor when he appeared, flanked by three men in dark suits. ‘So we’ve followed him across almost twenty-five thousand nautical miles of ocean to get here.’

			I stood next to my father, watching the governor incline his head as he listened to Dad talk about the difficulties we’d overcome. I remembered Mum telling me back in England that we were ‘lucky’ Dad wanted us to join his bicentenary voyage – and I still wanted that to be true. A photographer crouched in front of us, peering through his lens, when Dad presented the plaque to the governor. And afterwards I was given a necklace made of yellow and white frangipani flowers.

			A few days after we met the governor, Mum found a job selling timeshare apartments in a hotel by Waikiki Beach. She also started talking to me again. I’d hated her ignoring me – it made me feel sick – but I’d learned there was little I could do about it. So instead I coped by retreating inside myself while I waited for her to forgive whatever it was I’d done wrong.

			With her first pay cheque, Dad bought a tiny, second-hand television. He plugged this into the boatyard’s power, placed it on the table in the main cabin and started falling asleep in front of loud westerns. After a while, I discovered this new gadget contained more than just cowboys and fell in love with a science programme called Cosmos. This drew my attention up to the solar system, galaxy and universe, overwhelming me with how little I knew. I’d learned some maths from Mum’s worksheets, and could write, though I knew barely any grammar, couldn’t spell and didn’t know my times tables. Fragments of history and science, some true, some possibly not, floated around in my head. For a long time, I’d wanted to go to school because I’d wanted to make friends. Now I wanted to go because I wanted to learn.

			We spent our fourth Christmas on Wavewalker moored by Pirate Pete’s yard. Santa brought me a new diary, a small red volume, heavy in my hands. I filled in my details at the front and put coloured stickers on important dates. Ever since my conversation with Mr Ray, I’d kept a journal because, in a small way, it gave me control over my life.

			One day Jon and I discovered that we could climb under the jetty next to Wavewalker. We sat and talked in there, enjoying our hidden space despite its danger – if another boat tied up alongside the pillars, it could trap us inside, leaving us at the mercy of the incoming tide and the rats that lurked in the shadows. From time to time, we surfaced to get bottles of Coke from the machine in the yard – Jon had discovered we could get these for free if we kicked it hard enough down low on the right-hand side – and sat drinking them on the edge of the jetty.

			‘Do you want to go home?’ I asked during one of these pauses, kicking my legs out over the water.

			‘Home?’

			‘To England. Do you remember Rusty?’

			‘Sure I do. Yeah, I want to go home.’ My brother gazed out across the harbour and took another swig of his drink.

			‘Wouldn’t it be great to go to Disneyland on the way back?’

			‘Yeah.’ He glanced at me and grinned.

			I smiled back. ‘I bet I’ll go on bigger rides than you will.’

			He shook his head. ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

			I laughed. ‘Of course I will. I’m older than you. Though I guess we’ll never find out if we don’t go, will we?’

			Jon stalked off, throwing his empty bottle in the bin with a clatter. I sat and finished my Coke. In the unusual holiday silence enveloping the closed docks, I could hear birds singing.

			By the end of January, after almost a year of hanging around in Hawaii, there was nothing left to do.

			It’s not our job to entertain you, my parents said when I complained about this. So at breakfast one morning, I gave Mum my best smile and raised the possibility of school again. ‘Do you think we could go?’ I asked. ‘If we could, it would keep us busy while you’re working.’

			She put her toast down. ‘Stop nagging, Sue. You keep asking the same question. Anyway, we’ve decided you’re not going to go.’

			My faced flushed. ‘Why not?’

			‘The schools here are too rough. Did you know they have “kill haole” days during which the Hawaiian kids beat up the white kids?’

			I turned to Dad, but he was staring at his book and didn’t look up. ‘But …’

			Mum got up to put her plate in the sink. ‘I’m not discussing it anymore, Sue – I have to get to work.’ She pulled on her jacket. ‘You can write an essay about Waimea Falls Park today. I’ll look at it when I get home.’

			‘Oh,’ I said, because I didn’t want to write an essay. I wrote all the time, though she didn’t know that. What I wanted was knowledge – information, facts. I was drowning in unanswered questions. How did a tree form the wood that made our table? What made up the air in my lungs? Why was the sun warm while the sea was cold?

			After Mum left, I stayed at the table, staring at my bowl.

			‘I think we should start having family debates,’ said Dad, looking up. ‘The first one will be on abortion. Do you want to be for or against?’

			I blinked. ‘Debates?’

			‘Do you want to have one?’

			I nodded. ‘Sure. And I’ll be against abortion,’ I added, since I knew this was my father’s view.

			‘Okay. Well, you have a week to get ready.’

			During the following days I spent hours preparing for the debate, determined to impress my father. Maybe if he realised I was clever, he would involve me in family decisions. When the night arrived, Mum announced that she would be the judge. She settled herself at one end of the table with a glass of rum and Coke. Dad took off his captain’s hat and sat at the other end, cigarette in hand.

			‘Abortion is wrong,’ I began. ‘What gives someone the right to kill an unborn child?’ I kept going from there, arguing that nothing could justify the murder of a defenceless baby.

			Dad sipped his drink. ‘If a woman gets raped, is it fair to force her to keep her child? And what if the baby is ill, or if having it will damage the mother’s health?’

			Jon grinned at me. I ignored him and launched into counter-arguments – a child had the right to life; a child couldn’t be held responsible for the actions of its father – but my points no longer felt convincing. After a while, Mum declared the debate a draw.

			‘No, it’s not,’ said Jon. ‘Sue lost.’

			My father got up to refill his drink. ‘Despite the arguments, I still don’t agree with abortion,’ he said. ‘Under any circumstances, it’s murder.’

			Mum started washing the glasses, but I didn’t move or say anything. The debate had changed my view – I no longer believed that, under any circumstances, abortion was wrong. And if Dad was mistaken on this, what else was he wrong about?

			We moved from spring into a summer in which time seemed to have stopped. I gave up counting the days in my diary – I was learning nothing and going crazy with boredom.

			Then one night my father came home and said that we needed a family conference. The discussion took place over a dinner of corned beef and cabbage, spiced up with Tabasco sauce. ‘Easy to cook, tasty and cheap,’ said my mother, stirring it in a large pan on our gimballed stove.

			I glanced at Dad. Even Albert, who was stationed in the cockpit, seemed impatient, craning his head down into the cabin, his eyes darting back and forth. But my father was in no hurry. He only began talking after he’d finished his meal, pushed back his plate and lit a cigarette.

			‘Well, we can’t stay in Hawaii forever,’ he said. ‘I think we have two choices. We’ve finished our voyage so we could go home through the Panama Canal.’

			We all nodded.

			‘Or we could sail back down the Pacific.’

			I felt nauseous. This was the first time that Dad had suggested we might not go back to England. ‘But if we did that,’ I asked, ‘when would we go home?’

			‘What’s the hurry? Think of all the places we haven’t seen. We haven’t even been to Tahiti yet.’

			I put my hand on the sofa’s red plastic cover. He was listing more destinations – Vanuatu, New Caledonia, Papua New Guinea. Mum was nodding and smiling.

			Jon was gazing at Dad. ‘Will there be lots of beaches?’

			‘Yes, of course.’

			‘But if we go back down the Pacific, we won’t go to Disneyland,’ I said.

			‘Well, we need to decide,’ said Dad before Jon could reply. ‘In Fremantle we voted to continue our voyage. We have a similar decision to make today, and we must all be happy with our choice.’

			My heart was thumping. ‘But, Dad …’

			He glanced at me. ‘That’s enough discussion, Sue. It’s time to vote.’

			I slumped against the seat. Mum folded a sheet of paper into quarters, ripping it along the creases. She pushed the pieces across the table towards us.

			‘Come on then,’ said Dad. He bent over his slip of paper, scribbled something, and folded it in half. Mum handed him hers, and their eyes met. He nodded and placed the slips in his blue felt captain’s hat. I glanced at Jon, raising my eyebrows. He ducked his head to write his note, and I did the same, our folded squares joining their fellows.

			The hat sat on the table, a blue boat on a wooden ocean that held our future. Would I be going home to Sarah, Rusty and school, or would we keep sailing, with no plan to return to England?

			Dad unfolded the first vote.

			Pacific

			He smiled, and his hand dove back in. He spread out the second vote.

			Home

			I stared at the slips of paper, avoiding his eyes. No one said anything. The third vote came out.

			Pacific

			I wanted to look at Jon, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the final slip of paper, which would determine everything. Dad smoothed it out.

			Home

			‘Ah,’ he said, ‘we have a draw.’ He looked at Jon and me, and I sat up straight, ready to explain my choice.

			My father glanced at Mum and lit a fresh cigarette. ‘What you kids must realise,’ he said, leaning back and blowing out a mouthful of smoke, ‘is this isn’t a democracy. It’s a benevolent dictatorship. The captain always gets the casting vote.’ He picked up his glass of rum and Coke and raised it towards us. ‘And I think we should go back down the Pacific.’

			‘But, Dad,’ I said, while Mum and Jon laughed.

			‘It’s a benevolent dictatorship, Sue,’ he said again. ‘I thought you knew that.’

			February came around again, bringing Jon’s eleventh and my twelfth birthdays and marking two years in Hawaii. The boat hadn’t changed in that time, but I had: I’d become quieter and more withdrawn, spending more time alone in my cabin. But though I talked little, and had long accepted that I had no choice in our next destination, there were some issues I had to raise, the most pressing of which was that I needed my first bra. I delayed bringing this up for ages, fearing my mother’s response because she had an ample bust and often joked about my more modest figure. But though I was petite, it was becoming embarrassing to do anything more active than walking.

			‘Mum, can I buy a bra?’ I asked one afternoon.

			She guffawed. ‘You’re kidding, aren’t you? There’s nothing there.’

			I shook my head. ‘No, I’m not kidding.’ But I didn’t mention it again, and in the end, Heidi’s mother, Pat, solved the problem after she overheard me discussing it during one of my visits to Oahu’s North Shore, buying me three at a local mall. I hugged her in the car park afterwards, unable to find the words to say thank you.

			That spring my parents made a new friend. Larry used to work for NASA, designing the moon buggy, before he gave it up to live on a boat in Keehi Lagoon, just north of Honolulu. But this hadn’t stopped him inventing, and my father was convinced that Larry’s latest idea for a man overboard device would make us our fortune.

			‘When it hits the water, it activates an alarm,’ said Larry, spreading his plans out on his galley table one night after dinner, ‘and with a bit more work, I think I could get it to drop life rings into the water and turn on searchlights.’

			‘I’m going to find out how much it would cost to make a prototype,’ said Dad.

			‘Good,’ replied Larry. He tilted his head, his grey beard almost reaching the table.

			While Dad and Larry kept talking, I saw a movement in Larry’s whiskers. Two tiny hands appeared and a face peered out. Jon and I shrieked with delight – it was Larry’s pet marmoset monkey.

			The conversation moved on to why Larry was single. I thought the monkey might have something to do with it or even the beard. But he said his wife had left him because he refused to take his Christmas lights down. He had them up still – multi-coloured points of light twinkling around the cabin.

			‘They’re pretty, don’t you think?’ he asked me.

			‘Yes,’ I said. Though it was unusual to see them in March.

			Jon and I also made a new friend that spring. I first heard of Eric when Jon told me he’d met a boy who thought I was pretty. ‘How funny is that?’ he added.

			I looked up from my book. ‘Which boy?’

			‘Some kid off another boat.’

			I ignored Jon and went back to my book.

			A few days afterwards, Eric came around to introduce himself. He was about my age, tall with red hair and freckles. When he talked and smiled, I smiled back because Sandy had told me to act normal. I’d paid a high price for that advice because it had required surviving dinner with Sandy and her Korean grandparents at a restaurant where they’d served chicken’s feet sawed off at the ankles and arranged on a platter with red sauce lapping around their claws. In between trying to find something I could eat, I’d quizzed Sandy. ‘How should I talk to him? What do I say?’

			She laughed. ‘Don’t worry – just act normal.’

			Jon and I started going to Eric’s boat to play Monopoly. And one day, walking back to Wavewalker with Jon ahead of us, Eric pulled my elbow and kissed me on the lips. It didn’t feel like much, but I was thrilled – I’d feared no boy would like me because I only had one dress, I played Dungeons and Dragons, and I could fire a gun. Our romance didn’t last long, however. Two weeks later, Eric flew back to California for the start of the school term. He gave me a second kiss before leaving and promised to write.

			One morning in June, I went on deck to find Dad replacing one of the sheets for the mainsail. ‘I have some news for you,’ he said.

			‘What?’

			‘I’ve managed to book a full set of paying crew to sail on Wavewalker down to Tahiti.’

			I grinned at him. ‘That’s great. I can’t wait to get going again.’

			‘Actually, you’re not coming. Your mum is trying to get us residency, so you need to stay here to keep her company while Jon helps me sail down to Tahiti and back up again.’

			My stomach tightened. Mum and I weren’t getting along again – after Eric had left, I’d become withdrawn, and she’d stopped talking to me. ‘Sue’s being “mardy” she kept telling Dad in a loud voice, her word for every type of being sad and quiet.

			‘But I want to be with you,’ I told him.

			‘Well, you can’t be,’ he said, drawing his eyebrows together. ‘You’re staying with your mother. This is not your decision.’ He finished knotting the rope onto the sail, pulled it tight and walked away up the deck.

			I remained where I was for a while before going back to the cockpit to hug Albert, pulling him close to feel his warmth.

			A month or so later, I sat on the deck, waiting for Mum. In a bag at my feet were all my possessions – Barnaby and his wife Bertha (whom he didn’t seem to like), Teddy, two T-shirts, a cotton shirt, my dress, knickers and three bras, diaries, Instamatic camera and a Spirograph set. The halyards chimed against Wavewalker’s rigging; the water slapped against her hull. Soon I would no longer hear these sounds or touch her deck, its grain raised and rough under my hand.

			When my mother appeared, we carried our things over to a friend’s boat on which we were going to stay while Wavewalker was away. ‘When your dad gets to Tahiti, he’s going to see if he can get permission to open a yacht club in Papeete,’ said Mum.

			Another change of plan. ‘But if he does, will he still come back to Hawaii?’ Then I had another thought: ‘And what would happen then to all the things we’ve been putting in storage, all the photos and everything else from our trip?’

			‘I’m pretty sure he’ll return,’ she said. ‘It’s only an idea. And the more we can take off Wavewalker, the more space there is for paying crew.’

			When Wavewalker pulled away from the jetty, I heard Dad saying the usual things: Get the ropes in, will you? And the fenders up. Can you move those last boxes of stores down below? But this time, he wasn’t talking to me. Instead, I was standing on the wharf, holding Albert’s wiggling body and trying to resist jumping back on board.

			Wavewalker started to motor away, shrinking in size as she crossed Māmala Bay. After she disappeared, Mum turned and smiled at me. Halfway back to our new home, she reached out to hold my hand. It was an unfamiliar sensation – warm and comforting. That night over dinner, she told me about my older brother Mark, who’d been stillborn.

			‘He was very intelligent,’ she said, her voice soft.

			‘How do you know?’

			‘From his face,’ she said, wiping away tears.

			‘That’s so sad,’ I said, hugging her. ‘Did it help when I arrived?’

			‘It did,’ she said, patting my shoulder.

			‘Did I look intelligent when I was born? You know, like Mark?’

			She paused. ‘I guess babies look different. But I’ll always wonder what Mark would’ve become.’

			In the following days, while Mum was at work, I read through a collection of Nancy Drew novels I’d found in a charity shop, took Albert for walks and practised making origami. One day a letter from Eric arrived in which he declared he loved me with ‘all his hart’ and would come back to see me during his next holiday.

			Mum also received a letter that day. ‘It’s from your father,’ she said. ‘We’re giving up on getting US residency because we don’t want to sacrifice our UK passports. He’s also decided not to open a yacht club. So instead, we’re going to fly down to meet him in Tahiti and sail on from there to Australia.’

			I curled my fingers around Eric’s letter. ‘But what about Albert – and all the things we took off Wavewalker?’

			‘Don’t fuss, Sue, we’ll find a way to come back and get them.’

			The next day we started preparing to leave. Mum found a home for Albert with a man in another boatyard who already had ten dogs. I hugged him goodbye, hating the thought of leaving him somewhere where he wouldn’t be special. Albert’s eyes met mine, and I was sure he knew we would never see each other again.

			We moved our memorabilia to a cheaper storage place on the outskirts of Honolulu, and I stuffed everything I could into my suitcase to take with me. Barnaby would sit on my lap on the plane, but Bertha would have to go to a charity shop because there wasn’t enough space for her.

			We spent our remaining evenings in Hawaii on Larry’s boat, waiting for Dad to radio through to say that he’d arrived in Tahiti. When at last he called, he was full of news. Elena, who’d gone with him to do the cooking, had turned out to be an Indian princess. She’d also been a good chef, though a little liberal on the herbs. However, one of the other crew members had brought cannabis on board, and after he’d refused to say where he’d hidden it, Dad had thrown all his bags overboard.

		

		
			Part Three

			The Outsider

			… when we were steering East, we had all taken it into our heads that we were going straight for Cape Horn, on our roud [road] home, for we began to find that our stock of Tea, Sugar etc began to go fast, and many hints were thrown out to Captn Cook, to this effect; but he only smiled and said nothing for he was close and secret in his intentions at all times, that not even his first Lieutenant knew, when we left a place, where we should go to next.

			John Elliott, midshipman on Cook’s second voyage (see J. C. Beaglehole, The Journals of Captain Cook: The Voyage of the Resolution and Adventure, p. 315).
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			Tahiti to Australia: Rebellion

			September 1981–January 1982: 12 years old

			Five years and 58 days to five years and 187 days

			Matavai Bay, Tahiti
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			‘Dancing Queen’ was my favourite song on the tape Sandy and Heidi gave me before I left Hawaii. I danced along to it on the veranda of our hotel room in Tahiti. I wasn’t going home, but at least I’d been reunited with Dad and Wavewalker. The lyrics also resonated – after all I was young, might be sweet, and at twelve and a half was fast approaching seventeen.

			We were staying at the Tahara’a Inter-Continental Hotel, ten miles east of Papeete. Jon and I had christened this the ‘upside-down hotel’ because its reception was at ground level, while its bedrooms tumbled ten storeys down the cliffs to the black sands of Matavai Bay. It was an ingenious way, Dad said, of constructing an eleven-storey building without breaking local planning laws banning anything taller than a coconut tree.

			Wavewalker was anchored in the bay below the hotel, though Mum and I hadn’t yet been out to see her. Instead, after our flight landed in Tahiti – an event my mother had endured by keeping her eyes tightly shut, while I’d stared out the windows to watch the island’s green crags rise out of the ocean – we’d gone straight to the Tahara’a. Our flight had included a week’s stay there, and my parents intended to make maximum use of it. This required the four of us to cram into a twin room, but it also meant Jon and I could swim every day in the pool, so long as he hid the boils he’d developed on his legs during the sail down from Hawaii.

			When Dad came onto the veranda, I turned off the music and we leaned on the rail to look down at Wavewalker.

			‘Cook loved Tahiti, didn’t he?’ I said, knowing Dad was always happy to talk about the Captain.

			‘Yes – he came here on every one of his voyages. On the first, he built a small fort over there.’ Dad gestured towards the headland. ‘It contained all the instruments he needed to observe the transit of Venus across the sun, which was the purpose of that voyage.’

			‘Did he watch the transit?’

			‘He did – though it turned out to be hard to tell when it started. So, in the end, Cook came here for nothing.’

			After a week in the upside-down hotel, we moved Wavewalker up to Papeete to get her ready to sail. The town was underwhelming – full of rubbish, graffiti and half-completed buildings – but it had the supplies we needed to get us to the island of Bora Bora, 160 miles to the north-west. The crew that had sailed to Tahiti with Jon and Dad had left by then and a new set, who were again paying for their passage, were due to arrive. When the first of these came on board in early October, Dad asked me to start explaining the basics of sailing to them while he went to collect the others.

			Grant stared at the mass of ropes tied to the masts. ‘I guess it’s simple for you,’ he said, in his oddly foreign English accent. ‘How long have you lived on Wavewalker?’

			‘Five years,’ I said.

			He frowned. ‘But what about friends and school?’

			Many things went through my mind – my tearful goodbye with Heidi and Sandy, Eric’s kiss, my yearning to go to school. ‘I make friends when we’re in port,’ I said, ‘and Mum gets me to write essays sometimes.’ I also read all I could, of course, though I didn’t tell Grant this, as I wasn’t sure it counted as education. Mum swapped our thirty or so books in charity shops whenever she could. She rarely brought back kids’ books, but I read them all anyway, often several times over. At least I was learning something – although unlike Dad, who was oddly fascinated by the Swiss author Erich von Däniken’s theory that the earth was once populated by aliens, I didn’t think it was credible.

			With the Pacific trade winds behind us, four days of sailing took us halfway to Bora Bora. Jon spent most of his time on deck, and I joined him to help haul in sails. On our fifth day at sea, the wind strengthened, so Jon and I taught our novice crew how to put a reef in the mainsail, lashing its canvas to the boom.

			‘Okay, we’re going to tack,’ said Dad. ‘Jon, can you look after the mainsail?’

			‘Sure,’ said my brother. ‘I’ll go and get ready.’

			‘I’ll help too,’ I said.

			‘No, Sue. You need to help your mother down below,’ said Dad.

			I frowned. ‘Why?’

			‘You know the rule. Once we’ve put a reef in the main, you must wear a lifejacket and harness to be up on deck.’

			‘Okay.’

			Down below, I pushed the adult lifejackets along the rail in the wet weather locker. I was looking for one my size, something that would allow me the freedom of movement I needed to work the sails. When I heard a noise, I turned to see Jon facing me in the galley. He grinned, holding up an orange jacket. ‘Were you looking for this?’

			‘Yes. Is there another one?’

			‘No. This is the only child-sized jacket and it’s mine – I’ve been using it since we left Hawaii.’ He twisted his shoulder to slip it on. ‘So I guess you’ll have to stay down below.’

			It took another week, till almost mid-October, to get to Bora Bora. The second part of the voyage was grim. Far later than my friends back in Hawaii, my first period had arrived, and I lay curled up in my bunk for several days, racked with pain and unable to move.

			‘You’ll get used to it in the end,’ my mother assured me. But if the rest of my life was going to be like this, I didn’t want to grow up.

			The channel through the reef at Bora Bora was so clear that we motored through it without slowing down, emerging into a sheltered bay edged with golden beaches, palm trees and thatched huts, and framed by rainforest-covered hills.

			After Ripplerunner IV hit the water with a splash, and Dad had ferried our crew ashore, Jon and I were set free. We ran towards the beach, past shrubs covered in tiny, white, sweet-smelling flowers, keen to build castles and create a track for a hermit crab race. The sand was so glorious that we soon forgot Mum’s command to keep it out of the wounds left in Jon’s legs by his boils. However, he was phlegmatic, assuring me it would wash back out when we swam, which it did.

			We played together all that day and most of the following one. This was rare for us because by then we lived in different worlds, with the segregation between Jon’s role on board Wavewalker and mine far clearer than it had been before we’d arrived in Hawaii. I wanted to fight against these expectations, which left me trapped in the galley with my mother, but I didn’t know how. Though I’d considered it, there was no point in fighting Jon for the lifejacket because by then he was far stronger than me. And appealing to my parents was unlikely to work – when my brother and I argued, my father usually refused to get involved and my mother almost always took Jon’s side.

			We sailed west from Bora Bora, and I started studying the stars, spending my evenings in the cockpit looking up to check the sky before using a torch to peer at the diagrams in the back of one of Dad’s navigation books. After a few nights of this, I felt I was making progress – I’d found Orion, and from there had navigated to Taurus, the Pleiades and Gemini. Then came a clear night when the winds were steady and the sails were almost full, flapping only a little as the wind drew breath. Countless stars lit up the heavens, with the Milky Way a pale gash across the middle. I lay on deck staring up at this panorama, amused by the contrast between the well-behaved stars, which rotated in an orderly fashion, the rebellious shooting stars, which plummeted towards the sea, and the defiant planets, which wandered around, refusing even to twinkle.

			I brought Barnaby up on deck before going to bed. ‘He wants to see Ursa Major, the Great Bear,’ I told Dad. So we stood together, Dad, my bear and me, trying to find Ursa Major in the panoply of stars. ‘It must still be below the horizon,’ I said at last. ‘Barnaby – you’ll have to get up later to see it.’

			My father smiled. ‘You’re getting good at identifying constellations.’

			I nodded, slipping my hand into his. ‘And I still want to learn how to navigate. Can you teach me how to do it this trip?’

			He raised his eyebrows. ‘Yes. If you want to.’

			His log entry for that night read: ‘Nice night. Occasional squalls. No Great Bear. Barnaby miffed.’

			During the rest of our voyage to American Samoa, which included a brief stop at Penrhyn for fresh fruit, I spent whatever time I could stalking Dad. After he completed each sight, I took the sextant, peered through it and made my own measurement of the sun’s position. Down below, I quizzed him on his calculations. After a while, he accepted me as his shadow, and by the time we reached Pago Pago, I’d learned how to calculate our latitude from the angle the sun formed with the horizon when it reached its zenith.

			We paused for a day to buy stores before setting sail again. Back at sea, I found it hard to settle. I was running out of things to do, and there were still weeks to go before we reached Australia. In this vacuum I dreamt of school, classrooms, blackboards and other children.

			When I became tired of these imaginings, I put on my ABBA tape. If I was lucky, I could listen to the whole album and be distracted, at least for a while. However, the competition to use our tape player was fierce and I usually had to pay for my choice by suffering through Mum’s Dolly Parton tape – music that I found annoying, since Dolly was always complaining even though, unlike me, she was free to walk around, see friends and go places every day.

			But far worse was Dad’s Bob Dylan tape. ‘Time for something better,’ he would declare, before inserting it into the tape machine.

			Mum and I agreed on few things, but we were aligned on this: with only three other records on board – ABBA, Dolly and Mum’s dreadful Hooked on Classics compilation – we’d heard far too much of Bob. My mother hated everything about his music, and though I found the lyrics intriguing, I couldn’t bear his singing.

			One day, a couple of weeks out from Pago Pago, we cycled through our albums again. Dad, as usual, concluded the round by putting on Dylan. He then swung himself back up on deck, leaving Mum and me trapped below with Bob. I hummed along, opening cans of sweetcorn, beans and beetroot, tipping the contents into bowls. But Mum stayed silent. Midway through slicing a block of Spam, she slammed the knife down and marched into the chartroom. A button clicked, Bob’s croaking ceased, and she made her way towards the ladder.

			‘What are you doing?’ I asked, chasing after her.

			She didn’t answer, and I emerged into the cockpit to see her waving the tape at Dad.

			‘I can’t stand this anymore,’ she said. She leant back, extended her arm behind her head and threw the cassette into the air. It spiralled across the sea, a loop of tape playing out behind it, and splashed into the water. Dad turned his head to stare at the ripples and then looked back at us, his mouth open. Mum gave a hesitant, coughing giggle, watching him. A long moment passed before he returned her smile, and we all burst into gales of laughter.

			A few more calm days followed before high winds returned. A reef went in the mainsail, and Dad reinstated the rule about lifejackets on deck. We spent a day heeled hard over to port, but I’d been watching the chart and knew that, having gone a long way south, we would soon need to turn west. When we did, I had something I needed to do. It wouldn’t be safe, but if I achieved it, I would have made a small change to my world.

			After lunch the following day, the call came. ‘We’re going to tack,’ said Dad. ‘I need everyone up on deck.’

			I put down my book and headed towards the hatch.

			‘Where are you going?’ asked Mum.

			‘I’m going to help.’

			‘No, you’re not. I need you down here. Anyway, Jon’s already gone up.’

			‘Well, I’m also going to lend a hand.’ I grasped the ladder and started to climb. Blood pounded in my head, and my hands were clammy.

			Behind me, Mum was shouting. ‘Sue, come back down. Do you hear me? Get back down here.’

			I hauled myself into the cockpit.

			Dad was behind the wheel. ‘Go below, Sue,’ he said. ‘You don’t have a lifejacket on.’

			I didn’t reply. Instead, I took a deep breath, grasped the rails and pulled myself onto the deck. Out of the shelter of the cockpit, the logic of my father’s rule about wearing lifejackets became clear, because in that weather there was a real chance of being swept overboard. I edged along the planking, holding on each time a wave curled over me. When I reached the mast, I wrapped one arm around it and used the other to help the crew and Jon get the ropes ready to be released, my body slamming against the timber each time the boat tipped. As our bow came up to the wind, and across it, the main boom followed. We played the ropes out and pulled them back in, waiting for the sails to settle into their new positions.

			All this time, I was conscious of Dad’s presence on the other side of the cockpit canopy. During the tack, he’d stayed behind the wheel, but as soon as it was over, he strode out onto the deck, his hair blown back by the wind.

			‘Don’t you ever come out here again in weather like this without a lifejacket on,’ he said, looming over me.

			I leaned backwards, still holding the mast. ‘Well, I will,’ I said, surprised by the control in my voice, ‘whatever the weather. And I’ll keep doing it until you get a second child’s working lifejacket or let me share the one we already have.’

			We stood eye to eye, neither of us moving. I held my breath, conscious that I couldn’t predict his next move. Then he muttered something inaudible and walked back to the cockpit.

			Later, in the privacy of my cabin, I peeled off my clothes to examine the bruises on my arms and legs. But these didn’t dissuade me from continuing to go on deck whatever the weather. Dad didn’t try to stop me again, though I often had to hang on when a wave swept me towards the side of the boat, and my original bruises became overlaid with fresh ones in coordinating colours.

			In early December, we reached Mooloolaba on the east coast of Australia, making our way into the harbour between a breakwater of grey rocks and a row of black pylons. After the crew said goodbye, we explored the yacht club, which Jon declared to be ‘wonderful’ after he found a way to make the pool table produce free balls and cadged money from Mum to play the video game at the end of the bar.

			On our second day in port, a tanned, broad-shouldered man came to find us in the bar. ‘I’m the commodore here,’ he said. ‘I believe you knew Owen Trewartha?’

			I stared at him. This man knew Owen, our polar bear. ‘Is he here?’ I asked.

			The commodore shook his head. ‘I’m sorry to tell you that Owen drowned at the end of January.’

			I felt dizzy and sat down.

			‘He drowned?’ asked Dad.

			‘Yes. When his girlfriend got into trouble swimming off Mooloolaba beach, Owen dived in to save her. She survived but he became exhausted and didn’t make it back to the sand.’

			While the commodore kept talking, I tried to shut out the thought of Owen struggling in the ocean to reach someone he loved. I wished he’d stayed with us for our trip across the Indian Ocean. If he had, maybe everything would have been different.

			For our sixth Christmas on Wavewalker, we went up to the fishing boats moored at the end of Mooloolaba’s peninsula to buy Mum’s favourite food, pints of boiled prawns, which we ate on a bench in the sun.

			By then I’d made two friends, Cathy and Tracey, who lived on the yachts Jenner and Carinya, and was spending hours with them in the dunes of dredged sand next to the yacht club, constructing a hideaway from driftwood. When I wasn’t building, I was babysitting a tantrum-prone little boy called Jack for a dollar an hour. It wasn’t much, but I was saving to buy a dress, which would be blue, and oh-so-beautiful.

			Jon, meanwhile, was spending most of his time playing pool, although this got him into trouble after he was caught with his arm twisted up inside the table, pulling a wire to release the balls for free. The commodore marched him back to our parents, who looked appropriately shocked.

			‘You must be more cautious in future,’ Dad told Jon after the commodore left, ‘because, if he catches you again, you’ll have to stop.’

			One day shortly after Christmas, Jenner set sail south from Mooloolaba, taking Cathy away. Though I knew boat friendships were ephemeral, I still stood on the end of the jetty crying when she left. And it didn’t look like we would be following any time soon, since Mum had found herself a job at the Kawana shopping centre, and my father was working on a building site at the bottom of the spit.

			In early January, the school year started, and children began tumbling out of the school bus when it stopped outside the yacht club each afternoon. But our parents didn’t seem to be in a hurry for us to join them – when I asked, they said ‘Maybe’, but wouldn’t discuss it any further. So I did my chores each day, kept searching for driftwood with Tracey to extend our hideaway, and waited, wondering what the following weeks would bring.
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			Dad usually arrived back from the building site in time for lunch, climbing down into the main cabin in overalls spattered with mud-yellow paint.

			‘When I got to work this morning,’ he said one day, ‘the boss came to tell me he was laying me off.’

			We all stared at him, saying nothing. I knew we were broke because, although Dad never discussed money, we were back to eating Mum’s most economical meals, like corned beef and cabbage.

			He barked out a laugh. ‘Don’t worry. Straight afterwards, I was offered the job of foreman on another site starting next week. It’s less manual work and he’ll pay me 130 dollars a week more.’

			Relieved laughter rippled around the cabin, and we peppered Dad with questions.

			‘How was your morning?’ Mum asked Jon, after things had calmed down. He’d been out windsurfing, and they were soon deep in a discussion about the jellyfish that lurked in the Mooloolaba River waiting to sting you if you fell in.

			‘Will your new job be safer?’ I asked Dad. I was worried because he’d told me that in his previous role he’d often had to climb ten or more storeys without wearing a harness.

			‘I’m sure it will be,’ he said. ‘As the foreman, I’ll get to tell everyone else what to do.’

			‘We have some other news, don’t we, Gordon?’ said Mum.

			‘Yes, we do.’

			She looked at Jon and me. ‘We’ve decided you’re going to start school. At Maroochydore State High on the twenty-fifth of January.’

			The following day, my father took us to buy our school uniforms – ‘Since you’re currently unemployed, you have time,’ Mum had told him. By then we had an old car, which was covered in patches of rust. My parents didn’t mind that it looked terrible – they viewed cars like any other piece of equipment: appearances were irrelevant so long as they worked. Wavewalker was the exception to this rule: a quasi-living creature, she was expected to be both functional and beautiful.

			When we entered the school uniform shop, the unshaven assistant, shirt too tight around his belly, put down his magazine and shuffled towards us. ‘Maroochydore?’ he asked. ‘Well, here’s the girls’ shirt.’ He dropped a pile of dull mustard onto the glass countertop.

			‘I’m not wearing that,’ I said.

			‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ said my father. He tried to grab it, but I slid it away.

			‘No, Dad – I’ve seen the girls getting on the bus wearing far nicer shirts. Don’t worry; I’ll find one somewhere else.’

			It got worse when the skirt came out, a hideous long, woollen thing. I told Dad not to buy it, but he clutched it to his chest and placed it on the pile. At least the sports skirt looked wearable: it was green with two gold stripes, though it had to be worn with large green knickers.

			By the time we’d finished, Dad and I were barely speaking. In contrast, Jon had been sitting by the store window, ignoring our shopping and instead watching, with half-closed eyes, people setting up a model car racetrack in the square outside.

			Jon and I started at Maroochydore State High in the same school year – the right one for my age group and a year ahead for him. Each morning we rowed ourselves ashore and walked to the bus with our bags slung over our shoulders. After picking us up, the bus drove down the peninsula and along the Mooloolaba Esplanade with the shops on one side and a broad sandy beach, visible through pine and paperbark trees, on the other. Children piled in at each stop, though if big waves were rolling in, half the boys got back off when we pulled up by the surf club at Alexander Heads.

			Once we reached the school, I sat in the shade of a gum tree to read while waiting for the bell to ring, speckled light filtering down onto the pages. In all my years of dreaming of going to school, I’d never worried about making friends. But now I was there, I was struggling to fit in. Maybe it wasn’t a surprise; after all, most of the kids had known each other from primary school. I was also newly conscious of my oddities – we had no TV and I had no knowledge of pop music and little interest in boys.

			But my biggest problem wasn’t being alone; it was trying to ignore the gang of older girls who gathered around my bench each morning to laugh and point at me.

			‘So what have you done with boys?’ they’d say, and it went on from there, the questions becoming increasingly explicit. I ignored them as best I could, losing myself in Duncton Wood, an epic tale of a world populated by moles. At least in Duncton Wood, I didn’t need to worry about fitting in.

			The school bell ended this torture each morning, and we filed into lessons. Twice a week, this was maths, presided over by Mrs Jardine, who didn’t tolerate messing around and made offenders stand on one leg on a chair at the back of the classroom. The expressions on the victims’ faces suggested that this was unpleasant, which was probably why her class, unlike those of most of the other teachers, was peaceful. But the work was slow – although I’d worried about how little I knew, in reality I was often bored and spent most of my time staring out the window at the dusty playground, writing poems inside the back cover of my notebook.

			After a few weeks, I started making friends. The turning point came one breaktime while I was standing in a long queue of kids that snaked across the playground, waiting to buy a snack from the kiosk. I’d almost reached the counter when a broad-shouldered boy elbowed in front, forcing me backwards. It was a miscalculation – I was hot, grumpy and in no mood to be pushed around – so I put my hands on his back and shoved him out of the line. The other children laughed and pointed while he glared at me and sloped off. Several turned to smile, and I grinned back.

			After that some of the other kids started talking to me. But while things were getting better at school, at home things were worse. In early February Jon had fallen into the river and been stung by a box jellyfish. When he took off his shirt, it became clear that something else was wrong because, in addition to the amber stripe left by the tentacle’s embrace, his skin was covered in spots.

			Through February, Mum dragged Jon to a series of doctors. ‘He’s allergic to summer,’ said one, ‘or maybe to Queensland,’ said another – ridiculous notions my mother rightly ignored. Eventually, a more competent medic diagnosed Henoch-Schönlein purpura – an inflammation of the blood vessels. While Jon rested on Wavewalker, I rowed myself ashore in the mornings to catch the bus to school.

			My brother was still off school when I had my run-in with Monsieur Hogg, my French teacher. This saga started simply enough, with my class waiting for him to arrive outside our locked schoolroom. The air was thick with heat, and the cicadas were making their usual racket. The boys were mucking around, hanging off the edge of the school veranda, letting go to land in clouds of orange dust, while I sat on the steps in the shade, talking to Michelle, a new friend I’d made on the school bus.

			After a while, I got up. ‘I’m going to fetch him,’ I said.

			Michelle shook her head.

			‘I have to,’ I said. ‘I can’t afford to miss another lesson when I’ve already missed so many.’

			I marched across the school in the heat to the staffroom, where I found Monsieur Hogg sitting in an armchair, holding a mug of tea. ‘The whole class is waiting for you,’ I said, standing in the doorway.

			‘I lost track of time,’ he said, pushing his glasses up his nose and grabbing sheets of paper.

			I thought my classmates would be pleased by my initiative, but they scowled when Monsieur Hogg and I approached. From then on, most of them ignored me, and some turned their backs when I came near. Jörg, a heavy-set boy, developed his own, more personalised, retribution. Each Friday afternoon as we queued up for our integrated studies lesson, he would swagger towards me, grab my school bag, lift it above his head and throw it at the wall. When it exploded, scattering pens, books, pencils and clothes, he cawed with laughter, his cronies joining in while watching me retrieving my possessions and trying not to cry.

			When Jon came back to school a couple of weeks later, Mum told me I had to look after him, so we started meeting during breaktimes. Other kids saw our little group and asked if they could join, including Dana, who giggled and talked about the Uniting Church and Wham!, and Darren, who stared at me.

			A month passed before the next drama. Again this took place in our French lesson. Monsieur Hogg had turned up this time (he’d been remarkably punctual ever since my intervention) and was standing at the front of the class listing places in a town – l’école, le commissariat, l’hôpital, la mairie, la gare, le centre sportif, le stade, le marché – in a droning voice, while the fan above vibrated, barely shifting the hot dry air.

			We’d been doing the same words for several lessons, so I was half asleep – at least I was until I heard an outburst of giggles behind me. The girls at the back were making spit bombs from bits of paper, blowing them through empty pen cases to form paper stalactites on the ceiling.

			L’église, un parc …

			Someone screamed. A boy put his hand up to his face and a trickle of scarlet appeared from under his fingers. Several people leaped up and started shouting.

			‘Sit down,’ said Monsieur Hogg, and remarkably, they did. Something in his hand flashed when it caught the sunlight. ‘Who threw this?’ he asked.

			No one responded.

			‘Stay here and keep quiet till I get back,’ he said, guiding the boy out the door, leaving a trail of red droplets on the floor.

			As soon as the door closed, the class rioted. The blackboard eraser became a football, bouncing back and forth across the room. A girl danced on a desk, others cheering her on. A boy stood at the front of the class listing town buildings in an exaggerated French accent, making everyone laugh, including me.

			When the door banged open a while later and Monsieur Hogg reappeared, we fell silent. ‘Mr Hirst wants to see you all,’ he said.

			We walked behind Monsieur Hogg across the schoolyard, up the stairs in the main block and into a classroom near the school office. For once my class was quiet. The other kids were not afraid of much, but even for them, Mr Hirst, our squat, red-faced deputy headmaster, was an object of terror. Jon and I had first encountered him during the monthly religious assembly. He’d stood on the balcony barking out instructions while the school lined up below in the playground: ‘Catholics to A4, Lutherans to G3, Uniting Church to H5’, and so on. Everyone had filed away, leaving my brother and me standing alone in the scorching sun: two small, skinny kids looking up at Mr Hirst on his shady perch.

			Jon put up his hand. ‘Please, sir, where do atheists go?’

			‘They can go anywhere they want,’ Mr Hirst said, turning on his heels and disappearing into his office.

			When we told my father this story later, he guffawed. ‘He missed a brilliant opportunity,’ said Dad. ‘A much better answer would have been, “To hell, my boy, to hell.”’

			But waiting with my class for Mr Hirst to come and tell us off felt far more intimidating than it had looking up at him from the playground. After all, someone had hurt the boy, and any of us could be blamed for it.

			‘How angry do you think he’ll be?’ the girl next to me asked, twisting her hands together. Her name was Joanne, which was about all I knew because she’d only joined the school that week.

			‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘It’ll be fine.’

			A teacher came in and walked towards our desks. ‘You’re going in first,’ she told Joanne, who stood up to follow her out. On the veranda, Mr Hirst began shouting, though I couldn’t make out his words. After a while, the door reopened, and Joanne came back in, half bent over, rocking forward.

			I jumped up to guide her back to her seat. ‘What happened?’

			‘He screamed …’ she said, her words disappearing in a torrent of sobs.

			The teacher reappeared, and I tensed up because I was next in line. But she ignored me. ‘Here, exhale into this,’ she said, putting a brown paper bag over Joanne’s nose and mouth, the bag expanding and contracting with each breath she took.

			The teacher turned to me. ‘Can you walk around the school with her until she’s recovered?’ she asked.

			This was a task I readily accepted. Joanne and I, therefore, spent the next hour circling the playing field at the back of the school and I never had my talk with Mr Hirst.

			As well as missing my encounter with the deputy headmaster, I gained a new friend from that walk, the first who shared my love of maths. Joanne even invited me to stay over at her house so we could spend hours talking into the night.

			About a week after this inaugural visit, I returned the favour and asked her if she would stay over on Wavewalker. Her parents came for dinner and Mum made spaghetti bolognese – since Dad’s promotion we’d stopped eating corned beef. Joanne and I then left Dad opening another bottle of wine while debating which countries were allies of Australia.

			‘We should get up early tomorrow,’ I said when we reached my cabin. ‘I want to walk down to Mooloolaba to look in the shops.’

			‘Why?

			I smiled. ‘I want to show you the most beautiful swimming costume I’ve ever seen. I think I can just about afford it from my babysitting money.’

			I was busy describing this delectable item, which was covered in tiny pink frills, when we heard shouting in the main cabin. Joanne stared at me, her eyes like moons.

			It was Dad’s voice. ‘America’ – crash – ‘is’ – crash – ‘incredibly’ – crash – ‘selfish’ – crash. ‘It will never help another country in crisis.’

			‘Come and sit here,’ I said to Joanne, indicating a space next to me on the small bench in my cabin. We sat there, holding hands, listening to the raised voices and I could feel her trembling.

			‘We’re leaving,’ her father said, and we looked up to see that he was standing in the doorway. ‘Get your things together now.’

			Joanne and I stumbled around, finding her clothes in the semi-darkness, pushing them into her bag. Then her dad returned, grabbed her arm and pulled her away. She touched my hand and was gone.

			I woke the following day with a throbbing head. My face was hot, and my eyes felt as though they’d been filled with sand. After a while, I heard Dad approaching. He leaned on the doorframe and gave me a crooked smile. ‘I’m sorry. I guess things got out of hand last night.’

			I shook my head. ‘Are you going to apologise to Joanne’s father? She’s my best friend.’

			The smile went. ‘No, Sue, I’m not going to apologise.’

			Not long after, I heard footsteps on the ladder and then silence. My parents must have gone ashore, I thought, and had almost certainly taken Jon with them because Mum was keeping him close after he’d caught glandular fever following a brief period of being well.

			I got up to splash water on my face, the mirror reflecting my purple eyes and blotchy, pink skin. On deck, I climbed into our second, smaller dinghy and rowed ashore, using the regular motion, forward and back, to try to calm myself. The river was quiet, with only a few gulls up and about. I sat on the lawn in front of the yacht club, looking out at the boats for a long time before ringing Joanne. I was due to sleep at her house that night, but she told me her father had said that I could never stay again.

			After another night of tears, I decided I had to get away from a world in which no one seemed to care about me. I packed Teddy and my diaries into a small cloth bag. ‘Goodbye, Barnaby,’ I said, crouching down to hug him because he was too big to take.

			After the others had again left, I rowed myself ashore. I had two choices – walking towards the town or walking up the spit towards the ocean. It was a simple decision, my feet taking me to where the road stopped at the end of the peninsula, up a gravel path and along the chain of rocks that protruded into the sea. When I could go no further, I found a place to sit atop a large, grey boulder. Hours passed while I watched the waves roll in and swill around my feet. Pied cormorants stood nearby drying their wings and gulls flew overhead, their beaks twitching with the effort of flapping their wings.

			In the late afternoon, a gull landed near me. Its eyes, ringed with orange, met mine. ‘I have to go back,’ I told it. ‘I have no control over my life, and no one seems to care how unhappy I am. But I can’t do anything about it. I have no passport or money, or even any right to stay in Australia. Until I’m older, there’s nowhere else I can go.’

			Autumn turned to winter, and I started wearing T-shirts over my swimsuit when I went to the beach. Joanne and I still sat next to each other in class even though we couldn’t stay over at each other’s homes, and Dana began lecturing me about pop music. Jon was well at last, after recovering from glandular fever and a bout of pneumonia, and he started doing push-ups, sit-ups and crunches daily – determined, he told me, never to be weak again. And I’d started talking to my father again – after all, what else could I do – though I was unsympathetic when he found out that he’d broken his hand punching the table during his argument with Joanne’s father.

			Life on Wavewalker became trickier after mice moved on board to escape the chillier weather. Jon reported them first – I thought he was joking until he showed me some of his chewed homework. Mum issued an ultimatum: either the mice went or she did, so Dad declared war on our stowaways, putting one more mousetrap out each day they remained at large, moving the traps around every night and experimenting with exotic baits.

			At school, though, things had become easier. The prologue to this had taken place one morning when I was sitting next to Michelle on the bus after successfully negotiating my exit from Wavewalker without stepping on a mousetrap. The radio was playing and the presenter was relaying details of Princess Diana’s new baby boy.

			‘It’s a pity the prince isn’t a similar age to us,’ I said. ‘Then I could marry him, and he could take me back to England.’

			Michelle laughed. ‘We’d both make excellent princesses.’

			We were debating the merits of joining the Royal Family when we were disturbed by a kerfuffle in front of us. I looked up to see a square-faced boy in the seat next to my brother bracing his feet against the other side of the aisle and squashing Jon against the window. A moment later, the boy laughed and moved a few rows forward.

			I stumbled up the aisle, holding on to the backs of the seats. ‘Are you okay?’ I asked Jon.

			‘Of course I am,’ he said.

			But I was still worried about the bully when we got home.

			‘Don’t tell Dad what happened,’ said Jon.

			However, I did – I didn’t want him to get hurt.

			‘I think it’s time I taught you how to fight,’ said Dad.

			My brother blinked. ‘Okay.’

			When they went on deck, I sat on the sofa in the main cabin trying not to listen, but it was hard to shut out the shouts, thumps and cries that made their way below.

			The second instalment of this drama took place about a week later. Again I was sitting next to Michelle on the bus, and ahead of us the seat next to Jon was free. I wanted to go and sit there, but I knew if I did, he would tell me to go away. When the square-faced boy got on the bus, he strode up the aisle and slumped into the empty seat. As the bus pulled out into the road, he again started squashing Jon against the window. Moments later, my brother and the boy were out of their seats and in the aisle. Arms shot out, hitting flesh. They grunted, everyone shouted, and the bus swerved.

			‘Here, hold these,’ I said, dumping my books on Michelle’s lap. I ran between the seats and began pummelling my fists on the boy’s back. ‘Leave my brother alone.’

			The bus driver braked and we fell forward – me onto the boy, the boy onto Jon and Jon onto the floor. The driver pushed past my brother and grabbed the boy by his collar. He hauled him to the front of the bus, placed his hands on his shoulders and shoved him out the door. After that he waved everyone into their seats, climbed behind the wheel and pulled the bus away from the kerb.

			Jon turned to scowl at me.

			During the lunch break that day I was approached by an older boy. ‘Hey. Did you beat up Simon on the bus this morning?’ he asked.

			‘Kind of,’ I said.

			‘Wow.’

			It took Jon a while to forgive me for getting the credit for beating up Simon. But at school the incident changed everything – the other kids in my class stopped frowning at me and Jörg ceased throwing my bag against the wall.

			Though by then it was colder, Michelle and I still often went to the beach opposite the yacht club after school. Mostly we just sat on the dunes, catching the salt wind on our faces, and talking. I told her about my old life in England, where I’d jumped fences on a chestnut-coloured horse and cuddled a dog called Rusty. In return she told me about living in a tiny flat in the middle of Mooloolaba. I’d once been to stay with her, sharing her bed and enduring a breakfast of cornflakes and warm, lumpy powdered milk.

			She yawned, stretching out her arms. ‘Darren likes you, you know.’

			‘I know.’ I’d often noticed him, one of Jon’s gang of friends, watching me.

			‘Do you want a boyfriend? Aren’t you interested in what sex is like?’

			‘Not really.’

			‘Well, I’ll show you.’

			I shook my head, but she got up to build a pile of sand on the beach, moulding it into the shape of a man lying on his back, with a head, two arms, two legs and other things I avoided studying too closely. I giggled, my hand over my mouth. Michelle looked at me and smiled, flicking her hair over her shoulder and lying down on top of her sand man. ‘It works like this, you see,’ she said, moving her hips up and down.

			‘It looks ridiculous,’ I said, between snorts of laughter.

			She laughed, before jumping up and brushing the sand from her shorts and together we kicked the sand man into thousands of pieces.

			The year rolled on. Jon continued playing pool every day at the yacht club, and we received our exam results. I’d done well in science, French, maths and art, but my catching and throwing skills were appalling, and my spelling was abysmal.

			Our parents quit their jobs and started selling awnings and blinds. ‘The business is expanding fast,’ said Dad one evening when I found him drinking with my mother on the aft deck. ‘We have two girls who get the leads, a man and his wife who answer the telephone and a guy called Kevin who helps me fit the blinds.’

			‘Good,’ I said.

			Dad took a sip of his drink. ‘The problem is I need to pay Kevin before our first customers have paid us. So I’m going to need to borrow the hundred dollars you’ve earned babysitting.’

			My heart sank – I’d boasted about my savings to my father a few nights before, having gradually built them up, a dollar at a time.

			‘Sue, it’s time for you to help the family a little.’

			‘But I was going to buy a swimsuit.’

			Dad raised his voice. ‘A swimsuit? Don’t you think our business is more important than a swimsuit?’

			I nodded and went to fetch the money, which I’d tucked away in the cupboard in my cabin. When I went back up to give it to him, I also showed him my school results.

			‘These are good,’ he said.

			‘They are,’ said Mum, looking at them over his shoulder. She took another sip of her wine. ‘But we always knew you’d be fine – your entrance tests put you two years ahead of your age group.’

			I looked at her. ‘What? Why didn’t you tell me? I’ve spent the whole year being bored.’

			‘We decided it would be better for you and Jon to be with kids nearer your age,’ said Dad.

			‘But why didn’t you ask me?’

			‘It was our decision – we are your parents,’ Dad said, and the tone of his voice made it clear I had no choice but to turn and walk away.

			A few days after our seventh Christmas on Wavewalker, Dad told me he’d decided to start a landscape gardening business.

			‘We’ve already won our first job,’ he said. ‘We’ve been asked to cure a silver bark eucalyptus that is growing up through the middle of a hotel. If it dies, the hotel’s owners aren’t sure how they’ll close the hole.’

			‘But what about the awnings and blinds?’

			‘That wasn’t such a great business in the end. But this looks promising, even though I’ve never done much gardening before.’

			I took a deep breath. ‘Do you think you can repay my loan?’

			He narrowed his eyes. ‘You know I will when I can, Sue. You don’t need to keep raising it.’

			At the end of January, school started again. I savoured each day, hoping Dad’s new venture would work and trying to learn everything I could in case it didn’t. But by the start of February, I knew the wind was turning because my parents stopped talking about trees. Shortly before my fourteenth birthday in late February, Dad declared that we would set sail in early March.

			On the night of my birthday, I slept over at Dana’s house, drinking in her world – walls covered in Wham! posters, shelves and tables strewn with knick-knacks, a door leading on to a balcony and a wardrobe full of dresses. I coveted all this, but what I really envied was that the next day, and every day after that, she could go to school.

			‘Mum has enrolled us in a correspondence course,’ I told her.

			Dana rolled over to look at me. ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘But how will you study at sea?’

			‘I don’t know. Mum says it will be fine – we can post the work back each time we reach port. In any case, I don’t have any choice, do I?’
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			Darren was wearing a dark suit and playing ‘Imagine’ on the piano, turning to look at me as he emphasised each chord.

			‘Sue, come on.’ Dana was tugging my arm, choking on giggles and mouthfuls of crisps, dragging me out to the veranda where Joanne was waiting.

			‘Why would anyone want to be serenaded?’ I asked them and got a ripple of laughter in reply.

			But we had more important things to discuss than Darren. ‘I’ll write from every port,’ I told them. ‘Although I don’t yet know where we’re going. But I’ve been begging Dad to let us return here for Christmas. We can’t sail then, anyway, because it’s the cyclone season.’

			‘Did you talk to him about going to boarding school?’ Joanne asked. ‘We could start Year Ten together. We might even be in the same house.’

			I sighed – Joanne had told me she was moving to Fairholme College, and ever since I’d dreamt of joining her, working alongside other girls who loved maths, science and art. ‘I did ask,’ I said, ‘but my dad said I couldn’t go. We can’t afford it, and anyway he needs my help on Wavewalker.’

			I took a deep breath and looked away. There was something else I wasn’t going to tell them – my father’s angry conclusion to our conversation in which he’d said that if he could only send one child to boarding school, it would be Jon, since he’d have to look after a family one day. This had hurt, but even more fundamentally it had made me realise that my father didn’t understand me at all, since I had absolutely no intention of ever waiting around at home for someone else to pay my bills.

			We set sail from Mooloolaba before the sun had burned the morning mist off the river, heading south to Brisbane to pick up stores. Dad put the engine into forward, and the current caught Wavewalker and turned her out into the channel. I released the stern spring, pulled it back on board, looped the wet rope around my arm and dropped it under the cockpit bench.

			‘Why so glum?’ asked Warren, the first of our new crew to come on board – the rest were joining in Brisbane. He shook his head. ‘You’ll have to cheer up and teach me how to sail.’

			I smiled. ‘It’s always hard leaving places.’

			The following morning, when we made our way up through the muddy, tidal waters of the Brisbane River, two familiar figures – Tracey and her brother Michael who’d left Mooloolaba a month before on their yacht Carinya – materialised on the jetty.

			‘We’re waiting for a north wind to take us down to Sydney,’ she said when I jumped down to tie us up. ‘I’d been hoping you’d arrive before we had to leave.’

			Two days of giggling followed while tradespeople piled cardboard boxes full of stores on Wavewalker’s deck. Jon and I spent most of our final day in port unpacking these, carting their contents below and stowing them. In exchange, Mum agreed Tracey and Michael could stay over, the four of us sleeping in the cleared spaces on deck.

			Tracey and I lay up by the bowsprit, watching the harbour lights reflecting in the water. The tide was almost out and the air was heavy with the scent of rotting seaweed.

			‘Mum and Dad have promised this will be our last year of sailing,’ she said.

			I sighed. ‘I wish we could stop.’

			‘Why don’t you?’

			‘I don’t know. I guess my parents think this is the easiest way to make money. But it doesn’t earn enough to pay for Jon and me to go to school.’

			‘What will you do then?’

			‘I don’t know.’

			Late that night, when we’d exhausted ourselves with talking, and the city had reached its quietest point, I told Tracey that I’d started having nightmares about the Wave again. But by then she was already asleep.

			The following morning, we coasted down the Brisbane River on the brown waters of the outgoing tide. When I took one of the final boxes of stores below, I passed Steve and Roger, two more of our six new crew, in the cockpit.

			‘That Tasmanian girl was hot,’ said Steve, before catching my eye and falling silent, grinning at Roger.

			With an all-male crew on board, it was perhaps good that I was sharing the aft cabin with Mum that trip, even though I hated the idea. Ever since New Zealand, I’d slept in the two-berth cabin while Jon had slept in the four-berth one. But on our way down from Mooloolaba, he’d insisted we swap.

			‘It’s my turn,’ he said. ‘I want to do my press-ups against the dressing table.’

			‘Well, I’ll share with you.’

			‘No way. I’m not sharing with a girl.’

			I’d appealed to Dad to overturn this decision, but he wouldn’t intervene – ‘If that’s Jon’s view, then you’ll have to sleep in the four-berth cabin,’ he said.

			‘But that means I’ll have to share with men,’ I said, though that was only part of my objection – the four-berth cabin was also the one I’d lain in after the Wave.

			‘Well, if you won’t sleep in there, the only other option is to ask your mother if she will let you share the aft cabin with her. There’s a spare bunk in there because I’m going to sleep in the chartroom this trip.’

			After leaving the box of stores in the galley, I made my way aft to my new bunk. Its green, plastic mattress was piled high with the workbooks we’d collected the previous day from the correspondence school on Montague Road. I levered myself up, took a deep breath and started sorting. All too soon I would be needed for chores. I made stacks for each subject. Even though the school hadn’t written the second half of the science and geography courses, I still had seven paper mountains. There were, however, no papers on music or art, since the school didn’t offer these subjects. It would have been different, I was sure, at Fairholme College.

			I wedged the workbooks around the bottom of my bunk, leaving one out, and sat back to open its orange cover. The task ahead of me was immense but I had to get started, even if I only managed one or two pages – with all the work needed to get us ready to sail, I was already late beginning the first of two school years’ of study, which would culminate in my Junior Certificate exams in November 1984.

			Once at sea, we settled into a routine. Mum and I cooked and cleaned up from each meal, and Dad, Jon and I taught the crew how to sail. I was glad to be on deck for part of the day and relieved that the old dispute about lifejackets had become irrelevant, since by then my brother and I could both wear the adult ones. However, I was constantly worried about finding time to read the workbooks stacked around my bunk. After finishing each job, I headed aft, determined to make progress, but I was usually only able to work for a few minutes before being required again.

			‘Can you make me a cup of tea?’ Mum would ask, coming in to rest on her bunk. Or ‘Can you find me my book? I’m sure I left it in the main cabin.’ She would then keep issuing tasks at regular intervals: ‘I have a headache – can you fetch me some water? Please find out if your father wants a beer. Can you go and see what’s making that noise? Please ask your dad when we’re going to tack.’

			At first I tried to complete all of Mum’s requests, since I was wary of offending her, particularly since we were sharing a cabin. But after I realised they would never cease, I started refusing, saying I needed to work. This drew a furious response. I was being ridiculous, she said – she’d only asked me to do a few small things. Then she stopped talking to me, shuffling in and out of her bunk in silence and complaining loudly to Dad in the chartroom about my ‘mardiness’. In response, I retreated inside myself, concentrating on my work and trying to shut out the world.

			Three days out from Brisbane, I decided I couldn’t work in the aft cabin anymore. Instead I created a cave out of an unused sail in a bunk in the forward cabin and read in the milky light that filtered in through the canvas. Wavewalker’s bow moved more violently than the rest of her hull as we went through the waves, which made this spot uncomfortable. But it also had a benefit – since this motion exacerbated Mum’s seasickness, she was unlikely to come looking for me there.

			After ten days of sailing, we completed the eight-hundred-nautical mile crossing east from Australia to New Caledonia, and nosed into Nouméa harbour, tying up alongside the wharf with the usual kerfuffle of shouting, putting the engine into reverse, throwing ropes ashore and making Wavewalker fast. There was also the familiar smell of engine oil, but this time it was mixed with the scent of hot pastries wafting out from a boulangerie across the road.

			In the main cabin, the crew lined up to hand over their passports. With their slicked-back hair and clean clothes, they were almost unrecognisable. Gary, who was from Guernsey and fluent in French, had been running language tutorials for the rest of the crew. These included ‘useful phrases’ for chatting up girls – though I thought ‘Tu as des beaux appendages’ was more likely to get them a slap than a date.

			After two days in port, and having made little progress with the girls, four of the crew – Paul, Gary, Warren and Roger – decided to drive to the other side of the island and invited me to join them. We travelled up through a pine forest, seeing flashes of sunlight and flickering wings between the branches. A final steep curve took us onto a high mountain pass and we paused to look out over the north shore of New Caledonia and the ocean stretching on up towards Vanuatu.

			On the far side of the island we stopped at Wadiana Falls, the water cascading down tiers of rock into a plunge pool. I swam across the water and hauled myself onto a rock on the other side to warm up. Not long afterwards, Paul joined me, and we watched the fish exploring the bottom of the pool.

			‘It’s good to see you without your nose in a book,’ he said.

			I bristled. ‘I don’t mind books. What did you study at school?’

			‘It was a long time ago,’ he said, though he was only about twenty, ‘and anyway, I hated it. I thought that all the exciting things in the world were outside of school.’

			I shook my head – though his words didn’t surprise me. Our crew often said similar things when I asked them about their education. ‘I love learning,’ I said. ‘But I need to find someone who can help me with the things I don’t understand.’

			Paul grinned. ‘Well, it’s not me, I’m afraid.’

			After he dived back into the pool, I lay down. I was serious about needing help. I’d hoped Dad would assist me with some of my senior courses because he’d once been a maths and science teacher, but whenever I asked him questions, he said he was busy. Since I had no way to contact my teachers apart from writing to them, this meant I was often stuck. I was still lying on my rock thinking about this when Paul called from the other side of the pool. It was time to get going, so I pushed the thoughts to one side, determined not to let them spoil my day.

			Back on Wavewalker, we sailed along the south coast of New Caledonia to L’Île-des-Pins. ‘It’s perfect for cricket,’ the crew declared when they saw the white, sandy beach in Baie de Kuto. I was useless at both batting and fielding so while the game progressed with shouting and headlong dives into the sand, I walked along the shore.

			On the other side of the headland, the ocean opened up before me, the horizon edged by silver-capped waves. Closer by, a line of breakers transformed the sea into green-blue ripples lapping against the beach. I left my things in a pile, put on my goggles and snorkel, and walked into the sea. After the heat of the shore, the water was gloriously fresh. I swam to the reef, my arms and legs stretching out in long strokes. Below me was the coral kingdom familiar from my childhood. But there was something else there too, just a few yards away, Mr Ray’s old fear: a grey, cylindrical body with a triangular fin on its back, and tiny, black eyes. The shark swam across my path, its tail flicking from side to side.

			I turned in the water and started pulling myself back towards the beach, minimising the disturbance above the surface, watching the shark gliding back and forth a short way off. When my feet touched the shore, I stood up and ran towards the trees. I wasn’t ready to die. I hadn’t been ready when we’d been shipwrecked in the Indian Ocean, and I wasn’t ready now.

			From L’Île-des-Pins we turned north, sailing across the sea I’d seen from the top of New Caledonia’s mountains. Our next landfall was Ouvéa, a picture-perfect island, its long crescent shore lined by a golden beach, with a series of huge, stone churches behind. After we’d let down our anchor, feeling the familiar jolt when it connected with the seabed, Warren and I took the first dinghy ashore. We sat on the beach waiting for the others to join us, letting the waves splash over our feet, peppering them with grains of sand.

			‘It’s good being here,’ he said, wiggling his toes in the water. ‘But I don’t know what I’m going to do when I get home. I’d like to go to university, but unlike you, I never studied.’

			This felt like a repeat of my conversation with Paul. ‘Why not?’

			‘I grew up on a farm in Australia. No one took school seriously there.’ He glanced at me, his eyes crinkling in the sun. ‘I admire you, Sue. You work even though it’s difficult.’

			‘I want to do something with my life,’ I said, and then waited for him to laugh.

			‘I’m sure you will.’

			A while later, when we walked up the beach to join the rest of the crew under the palm trees, laughter rippled out to greet us.

			‘You two look like a scene from The Blue Lagoon,’ said Gary. ‘Do I detect a beautiful romance?’

			When we arrived in Vila, the capital of Vanuatu, the island nation several hundred miles to the north, I trudged to the post office in the heat and dust to collect the schoolwork I’d posted from Nouméa. The comments that had come back were generally positive, apart from those from my French teacher who said he couldn’t hear the recording I’d made using our old paint-speckled tape recorder. And four papers, representing about two weeks of study, hadn’t yet arrived, including my attempt to answer a difficult set of questions on matrices and vectors.

			I also had letters from Dana and Joanne. They said they missed me and offered advice on how I should handle the teasing about my non-existent romantic relationship with Warren. After that original quip, everyone had become involved, with Mum finding it particularly hilarious. I tried to smile each time the jokes began but it was hard to endure when there was nowhere to hide.

			I was still going through my post when Paul walked by with his arms full of clothing. ‘Hi,’ I said, but he ignored me and carried on into his cabin, where he began shoving things into his duffel bag.

			Dad was waggling a new pink and purple fishing lure in the air like a belly dancer when I found him on the aft deck. ‘What do you think of this, eh?’ he asked.

			I laughed. ‘Very nice. But what’s wrong with Paul?’

			Dad put the lure in his tackle box. ‘Well, he’s pretty angry, though he has no right to be. He’s decided to get off the boat.’

			‘Why is he angry?’

			‘That doesn’t matter. What does matter is that we will be leaving here before Paul changes his mind.’

			This was a moment I’d experienced before. However, this time it mattered. ‘But, Dad,’ I said, my face flushed, ‘we were due to stay for a week – and I’m still missing a lot of my schoolwork.’

			‘There’s nothing I can do about that. This is far more important.’

			I clenched my hands, forcing myself to pause, before trying again. ‘Dad, please – you don’t understand – I need to get my teachers’ comments. There were lots of things in that last set of papers that I didn’t understand.’

			‘That’s not the critical issue right now,’ he said, jabbing his finger at me. ‘We’re leaving the moment Paul gets off this boat.’

			I looked at Dad for a moment, my eyes stinging, before turning and going back down below.

			The following morning, we set sail for Pentecost Island in northern Vanuatu. Before we’d left, I’d tried again to get Dad to delay our departure, or if he wouldn’t do that, then to pay for my work to be forwarded up to the Solomon Islands. However, he refused to do either. This meant that, after being left uncollected for sixty days, the post office would destroy it all.

			‘What’s wrong?’ Warren asked, while we were getting the sails up.

			‘I feel bad about Paul leaving,’ I said.

			‘It was nothing to do with you,’ he said. ‘Paul’s argument was with your dad.’

			‘Do you know what it was about?’

			‘Something to do with money, I think.’ Warren looped his rope around the cleat, securing it with a half hitch.

			‘You’ve become a sailor,’ I said.

			He grinned. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘your dad makes his own decisions. You don’t have to take the blame for them.’

			‘I know,’ I said, ‘the problem is that his decisions also affect me and he doesn’t seem to care about that at all.’

			We anchored in Homo Bay on Pentecost Island, hoping that we would be able to see the land divers jumping with vines tied around their ankles from the thirty-five-metre-high diving towers on the shore, but we couldn’t make them out. After that we kept heading north, driven by the schedule Dad had promised our crew. In Espiritu Santo, we saw tumbledown palm-thatched buildings; at Vanua Lava, we watched torrents of water pour over the edge of a rock face; and in Ureparapara, we discovered a village full of miniature wooden aeroplanes mounted on sticks.

			Another sail took us up to Honiara, the capital of the Solomon Islands, where we found a harbour full of wrecked Second World War destroyers and landing craft, their brown, flaking hulks still partially visible above the water.

			‘Wanem nem bilong yu?’ the man in the post office asked when I reached the desk. I replayed the syllables in my head until I understood what he meant.

			‘Sue Cook,’ I said.

			I got a nod for this and a bundle of letters, which I flipped through, hands clammy, to find that this time I had all the papers I’d posted back in Vanuatu. My teachers seemed pleased, and for once there weren’t many spelling mistakes.

			To celebrate, I took the night off. The yacht club was projecting The Andromeda Strain on a white sheet in its garden. Sailors arranged themselves on blankets in front of it, drinking beer while on the screen the spread of a deadly virus threatened human existence. I was finding it hard to concentrate, however, because a little way away from me a tall, skinny man was staring in my direction. When I got up to go to the bathroom, he followed me into the bar.

			‘Hi,’ he said. ‘Are you enjoying the movie?’

			‘Yes.’

			He was still staring at me, his eyes narrowed under straight, lank hair. He was old, I thought – at least thirty – though it was hard to tell. ‘How long have you been sailing?’ he asked.

			I hesitated. ‘Since I was a child.’

			He raised his eyebrows.

			‘I must go. I don’t want to miss the rest of the movie,’ I said, and walked away, feeling him still watching me.

			Much later, after scientists had saved the world and I was back on Wavewalker drying the dishes from dinner, there was a knock on our hull.

			‘Go and see who it is, Sue,’ said Mum, so I went on deck to see a shadow standing in a dinghy holding our rails. When it moved, I saw that it was the man, his nose defined in the waxy moonlight.

			‘This is for you,’ he said, handing me a square of paper.

			‘Thank you,’ I said, before scuttling back inside the cockpit cover. After a while, I heard the noise of his paddles stroking the water, getting more distant.

			‘Who was it?’ asked Mum, her voice echoing up from the galley.

			‘Someone knocking on the wrong boat,’ I said.

			After Mum went away, I ripped the envelope open to find a single sheet of paper inside. ‘My name is Philip,’ it said in scrawled biro. ‘I know we didn’t talk for long, but I feel a strong and deep connection to you. Please write back. I want to get to know you better.’

			I dropped the letter onto the seat and shuffled away. For a while I stared at it, willing it to disappear. When it didn’t, I pressed it into a small cube and pushed it deep inside my pocket. Back below, I said nothing, but I didn’t go ashore in Honiara again.

			A few days later, we reached Marovo Lagoon in the Northern Solomon Islands and began cutting our way through its still water. We rounded a bend, passed a clump of mangroves, and a small cluster of woven huts came into view. Canoes pushed off from the shore, and within minutes, all along the side of the boat, hands holding intricate wooden carvings stretched up towards us.

			One man caught my eye, waved me closer and pointed towards a carved tree root in his canoe. ‘Spirit of the Solomons,’ he said.

			I gazed at the frenzy of sea creatures exploding out of the wood and smiled. ‘It’s beautiful.’

			‘Lukim plis.’ A younger man in the next canoe along was holding out a small ebony mask, inlaid with pieces of pearly nautilus shell.

			I took it from him, rubbing its glossy surface with my finger, admiring its symmetry. All around me I could hear people bartering for carvings, and I wanted a treasure of my own. The problem was I had no money, so I went below and brought back up the only thing of value I owned. ‘Will you take this?’ I asked, holding out my Sony Walkman tape player.

			The man took it, twisting it in his hands. When he looked up, I almost grabbed it back. Music or art, which did I need more? But he returned my smile, touching my Walkman like I’d caressed his carving, so I let it go.

			‘Tenkyu,’ I said.

			It took ten days to get from our last stop in the Solomon Islands back to Australia. For me this final trek across the choppy Coral Sea was frustrating because, two days after we’d left Gizo, I discovered that my parents had included all our writing paper in the trade they’d made for the Spirit of the Solomons carving I’d seen in Marovo Lagoon.

			‘If you look hard enough, I’m sure you’ll find some more,’ Dad said when I complained. So, in desperation, I stole paper from the back of his logbook when he wasn’t looking and wrote my lessons on it in tiny handwriting.

			Within hours of our arrival in Bundaberg, on the Queensland coast, the crew had gone, with Warren giving me a lopsided smile and promising to write, though I didn’t believe he would. We stayed for ten days after they left. Mum and Dad relaxed and did odd jobs while I studied, wrote my diary and read books swapped in the local charity shops. Jon, meanwhile, spent hours playing pool at the yacht club, making it through to the semi-finals of its annual competition before the Commodore dusted down his rulebook and disqualified him for being under-age.

			I felt lonely during those days in port, but I wasn’t unhappy. At least with no crew on board there were fewer chores to be done, so I was able to study. I even had time in the mornings to walk up to the bridge over the Burnett River, from where I could watch the racehorses when they came to exercise. I hadn’t known a horse could swim, but these stallions did so with ease.

			One morning after a day of heavy rains, I arrived to find the river surging with water. Long V-shaped ripples extended downstream from the bridge’s pillars and two horses paced the bank. Their trainer coaxed the first, a glossy chestnut, into the water but the second, a dark stallion, turned its head away towards the park, his forefeet braced. The man pulled the horse’s reins, urging it forward. It resisted, and they tussled, both straining. After a while, the stallion gave in, entered the water and began swimming out to where the current was fiercest. As it got closer to me, I could see its hooves circling under the surface, its movements becoming desperate. Its mouth reared out of the river, teeth bared, gasping for air, legs scrambling for purchase, the water bubbling.

			‘Help it,’ I screamed.

			The trainer ran towards the water. Passers-by stopped to stare. A woman beside me dropped her bag and cried out.

			It was too late. The horse’s movements slowed, its eyes became unfocused, and it sank below the surface and fell still. Tears ran down my face, and now I was the one heaving in gulps of air as I hurtled back to Wavewalker.

			‘I need to call the RSPCA – they shouldn’t have let it swim,’ I kept saying after I arrived.

			It took some time for me to be understood.

			‘Sue, it’s not our problem,’ said Dad, shaking his head. ‘Don’t get involved.’

			‘It is my problem. I was there, don’t you understand? I saw it drown. Living on a boat doesn’t take my responsibility for that away.’

			I grabbed some coins from the table and ran to call the RSPCA from the payphone in the marina. After making them promise to investigate, I sat on the jetty, still shaking with a grief that felt incongruous when all around me was calm; boats bobbing next to wharves, their rigging clinking in the breeze. The horse had died in the way I feared most, claimed by the water that had once tried to claim me.

			My nightmare about the Wave came back again in the days after the stallion died. Now there was so much water flooding into the cabin it was flowing onto my bunk, forcing me to crane my head to reach the remaining air.

			One morning, still sweating from my night terrors, I went into the aft cabin to find Mum reading in her bunk. ‘Do you ever get bad dreams?’ I asked.

			‘Not really,’ she said. ‘Though I did once dream your father took another woman out to dinner. When I woke up, I slapped him.’ She hooted with laughter. ‘He thought that was rather unfair.’

			I smiled. ‘He had a point.’

			‘Not really. If I dreamt it, it shows I thought he might do it, doesn’t it?’

			I shook my head at this logic. ‘I guess so. What other dreams do you have?’

			‘Well, sometimes I dream I can fly.’

			I blinked at her. ‘Fly?’

			‘Yes, I wake myself up inside a dream, and when I do, I can fly. Sometimes I even go back to England.’

			‘You can control what happens inside your dream?’

			‘Yes. But enough of this – I need to get up. Come and help me get breakfast ready.’

			By mid-September, after making our way down from Bundaberg to Brisbane (sailing past my friends in Mooloolaba without stopping, despite my entreaties), we were ready to leave again. We motored along the Brisbane River on the outgoing tide and headed out to sea, leaving Australia to slip away behind us.

			We had a new set of crew on board – a fresh group of people to fund our endless circumlocution of the South Pacific. These included Marcia, her husband Brad, easy-going Kelly, tall Glen with his cascading orange hair; Lisa with her infectious giggle and her friend Felicity, who began organising fitness sessions on the forward deck. They were all friendly, but after so many goodbyes, I didn’t try to make friends, though I did join Felicity and Lisa for their morning aerobics.

			Our stops were familiar – the double waterfall on Vanua Lava Island, Ureparapara with its wooden aeroplanes and Malaita Island in the Solomons, where Dad tried and failed to kill a shark by dragging it backwards through the water. In Honiara, Jon and I received letters from our French teacher accusing us of copying each other’s work, so we both quit the course. We hadn’t been enjoying it anyway – trying to learn a language was almost impossible when our only equipment was a chuntering tape player that could barely record our voices.

			As we made our way from island to island, I kept doing my chores, and in the remaining hours, I went back to hiding inside a sail at the front of the boat to study. Within this canvas cave, I created imaginary students to keep me company and counted down the days to when we would be in Australia again.
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			We made it back to Australia before the end of the year, though only to Bundaberg, where we had a subdued Christmas. I was desperate to see my friends and it seemed we had almost no money despite another year of sailing. I also wasn’t feeling well – I’d become increasingly breathless, and when we found a doctor, he diagnosed asthma. My parents had stopped smoking by then, after having long given up on paying us for catching them with cigarettes. More problematic was how dirty the boat had become after years of near-continuous sailing. A thin layer of dust lined our bookshelves and mixed with an accumulated crust of spilled food inside our jumbled cupboards.

			This time when we made our way down the coast to Brisbane, Dad agreed that we could stop for a few days in Mooloolaba. I spent every hour I could with my friends, absorbing almost a year of news, though it was painful to be absent from their stories. By early April, we were back in Brisbane, motoring down the river and out to sea once more. I stood next to Mum on the aft deck, gazing at the houses shaded by eucalyptus trees, wondering if any of their residents were watching us going past, on our way to another world that they would probably never see.

			‘This trip is going to be busy,’ she said.

			‘Yes,’ I said, glancing at the five new crew lounging around on the deck – the latest to respond to Dad’s newspaper adverts selling sailing trips around the South Pacific.

			Mum turned to face me. ‘Your father and I have decided I need more support.’

			I raised my eyebrows. ‘More support?’

			‘Yes, Sue. I’m finding these trips exhausting. So you’re going to be responsible for making all the desserts for both lunch and dinner from now on. We’ll then prepare the main courses and do the clearing up together.’

			‘Can’t Jon help? And what about my schoolwork?’

			She shook her head, her lips pressed together. ‘Don’t complain, Sue. We must all do our bit. Your father needs Jon on deck, and after you’ve finished your jobs, you’ll still have plenty of time to study.’

			Once we were at sea, the wind strengthened to twenty knots and moved to the east, blowing straight at us. We sailed up hard against it, our canvas pulled in tight, the bow thudding through the waves. When I went below, the echo sounder was on beside the chartroom table. Its green screen blinked, showing the depths, shifting from 100 metres to 200 then 300, before going blank.

			With Mum, Jon and all the crew already seasick, I had the main cabin to myself, so I spent most of our first day at sea wedged in by the table, clinging on with one hand while clutching a book in the other. My Junior Certificate exams were fast approaching so I needed to make progress before the crew recovered and started demanding food. Nothing was still – neither the cabin, creaking and straining its way through the ocean, nor the books on the shelf behind me, jostling within their rails, nor the words on the pages – but at least I was undisturbed.

			My history course the previous year had focused on Aboriginal Australians, describing how, over thousands of years, they’d found a way of living in harmony with the Outback. This year my lessons had jumped from there to Australia’s twentieth-century history, which was covered in so much detail it felt like I was expected to learn the name of every prime minister’s dog. Somewhere in-between the two, Captain Cook had gone missing. He was one of the great explorers, going further south than anyone had before. He’d mapped the east coast of Australia and been the first European to reach Hawaii and circumnavigate New Zealand. Of course, he could be criticised – a modern explorer wouldn’t, for example, hand out trinkets to indigenous people. And members of Cook’s crew and local people had been killed in the skirmishes that became increasingly serious over the course of his voyages. But I still didn’t understand why he was being ignored.

			In the late afternoon the hatch banged open and my father appeared, swathed in dripping oilskins, shuffling down into the chartroom. A moment later, the radio burst into life, and I went to listen, holding on to the doorframe.

			‘Cyclone Lance,’ the weatherman said, ‘is six hundred kilometres east of Cairns and moving west.’

			‘Away from us,’ said Dad.

			‘… at five to ten knots,’ the weatherman went on.

			‘If it turns, it’s going fast enough to catch us,’ I said.

			‘It won’t,’ said Dad, reaching out to turn off the radio. ‘But I’ll keep an eye on it.’

			‘Do you remember the last one?’

			He looked at me, unblinking.

			‘Clarence,’ I said.

			‘Yes, Sue, I do.’

			The wind strengthened to thirty knots over the next two days. We’d been heading south-east but needed to tack, or we would be too far south to make it to Vanuatu. I helped Mick, Tanya and Guy complete the manoeuvre, staying on deck to adjust the sails once Wavewalker had settled into her new course. By the time I returned to sit next to Tanya in the cockpit, I was shivering with cold, my oilskins coated in briny water, my hands swollen and wrinkled.

			‘Is there any news on Cyclone Lance?’ I asked Dad.

			‘It’s still moving west towards Australia, though it’s now travelling at twenty knots.’

			I rubbed my palms together. ‘I thought the cyclone season was over?’

			He glanced at me from behind the wheel. ‘We’re almost at the end of it. It lasts from mid-November to the end of April.’

			‘It’s only mid-April now,’ Tanya said under her breath.

			‘I guess we’ve been unlucky,’ I said.

			When Dad demanded all hands on deck just before noon on our sixth day at sea, I shoved my diary down the side of my bunk and made my way up. By then the ocean had become furious. Every few seconds, another sullen, grey wave crashed over us, its cold, stiff fingers trying to push me across the deck. Each time one reared up, I held on, bracing myself to withstand the avalanche of water. Between the surges, I kept moving, finding Mick embracing the mainmast, his wet hair turned a dull russet colour. Together we hauled down the canvas, tying it onto the boom.

			After we’d heaved to, forcing Wavewalker to stand still in the water, I followed the crew below, stripping off my oilskins. Dad was in the chartroom, listening to the radio. Lance was about to hit Queensland, the weatherman said, and several boats were in trouble.

			We started sailing again a day later, using only our reefed mainsail and our sturdy little storm jib. Dad cradled a cup of tea in the cockpit, peering around the cover at the storm-crazed ocean. ‘It’s much safer to encounter a cyclone at sea,’ he told Tanya after we’d discussed the power cuts and damaged roofs, roads and cars that Lance had left behind in Brisbane.

			She nodded, looking at him with big eyes.

			Though waves alone can be dangerous enough at sea, I thought to myself.

			After Lance had claimed its prey in Brisbane, I’d hoped it would fade away. But later that day the cyclone swung east and started chasing us out across the Pacific. On deck, no one was smiling. The wind swirled through every point on the compass, gusting into gales, dying away to gather breath, then coming back to hit us again. Each onslaught was worse than the one before, some bringing winds of up to fifty knots. With the sea in this condition, Dad, Jon and I began splitting responsibility for the watches between us, spending hours staring into the salt spray, trying to judge the waves.

			When Lance was six hours away, my father appeared in the cockpit and told me to go and rest. I nodded and handed over the wheel before climbing into my bunk, fully clothed, to lie half-covered by my damp sleeping bag. When I closed my eyes, I was back in the Indian Ocean in another storm.

			I woke to find Dad peering down at me. ‘You’ve had an hour – now I need to get some sleep,’ he said, ‘and I’ve also sent Jon below.’

			I hauled myself back up on deck, struggling to stay upright. Guy was gripping the wheel, wrenching it back and forth, trying to control Wavewalker in thirty-foot-high waves. I went to stand next to him, holding the cockpit cover and watching the ocean. An hour or so later, I heard my father turn on the radio in the chartroom, so I scrambled below. ‘Lance has turned south on 160 degrees longitude,’ the weatherman said in his usual emotionless voice.

			Dad smiled, pointing at his chart.

			‘Does that mean the eye of the cyclone will miss us?’

			‘Yes, though we still need to make our way through the thunderstorms spiralling around it,’ he said.

			I nodded and leaned against the chart table, a mixture of exhaustion and relief washing over me. The wind remained high through that morning, but by midday it had eased and the motion down below had become gentler. The clouds were shading their way from defiant grey towards white, and when they parted the sun peered through. The glimmer lasted only a moment, and we still had thirty knots of wind, but the world no longer felt so dangerous.

			After helping clear dinner away that evening, I went back up to sit in the cockpit. Lance had left us a beautiful night, the moonlight glittering on scudding waves.

			Mick was on the wheel. ‘Penny for your thoughts,’ he said.

			I laughed. ‘I was wondering if any of Orion’s stars have planets with oceans on them. If they do, maybe they also contain girls floating on boats, surviving storms and looking out into the darkness.’

			It took several days to recover the miles we’d been blown across the ocean by Lance, which meant we’d been at sea for almost two weeks by the time we limped into Nouméa harbour in New Caledonia at the end of April. On our first day in port, we rushed ashore after clearing customs and immigration to buy much-missed delicacies like bread and fresh fruit and vegetables.

			On our second day in port, when Mum, Dad and Jon went to buy rope for the boat and comics for Jon, I stayed behind to pack my completed schoolwork into envelopes, after putting ‘This was written in a cyclone’ on some of the worst pieces. By then this was how our family usually divided – I seldom joined the other three when they went out, and they rarely questioned my absence. I was used to this, so it no longer felt strange, but for the first time someone outside our family – Tanya – asked me about it when we walked up to the post office together, past parks and elegant French colonial buildings.

			‘It’s how it’s always been,’ I said, surprised by her frown.

			From New Caledonia we sailed north to Vanuatu, following our usual South Pacific circuit. After losing Ripplerunner IV to thieves one dark night in Vila harbour and changing over our crew, we went to Tanna Island, where customs officials in pressed black shorts and blue shirts came to meet us on Lenakel Beach. As they shuffled through our papers, I scooped a handful of the fine, dark sand, letting it sift through my fingers. Its source was clear – rearing up above the coconut trees in front of us was the grey, smoking cone of Mount Yasur.

			While Dad barbecued crayfish tails on the beach at dusk and Mum and I placed tinfoil-wrapped potatoes next to the embers, a man appeared in the greying light, walking next to the sea.

			‘Can I join you?’ he asked.

			‘Sure – have a beer,’ said Dad.

			‘My name is Timothy,’ he said, settling himself on the sand. He went on to explain that he was a follower of John Frum, a mysterious figure whom many of the islanders believed would one day return with planeloads of ‘cargo’. ‘He brings refrigerators,’ Timothy said. ‘I met him before. Once he was a black man, and once he was a white man.’

			My parents exchanged grins. ‘Really?’ asked Dad.

			‘Yes,’ said Timothy.

			I stayed on the beach after dinner to help Dad clean up.

			‘So do you believe in John Frum?’ he asked.

			‘No,’ I said. ‘The idea of a God who brings gifts of expensive household gadgets seems too convenient to be true.’

			My father laughed. ‘Well, all religion is ridiculous, and it has caused most wars – I can’t understand why anyone would believe in it.’

			I knew this was my parents’ view, but I no longer felt obliged to share it. ‘Religion is important to many people here,’ I said.

			Dad raised his eyebrows at this challenge to his orthodoxy. ‘Didn’t you see the massive churches on Ouvéa Island? Should people really be spending so much money on those?’

			‘I’m sure they were expensive – but they’re also the centrepoint of each village, and everyone is proud of them.’

			My father shook his head at my obvious stupidity. ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘I’d forgotten you were our token Christian.’

			The following morning, Dad found a man who could take us up Mount Yasur in his van. I sat in the back next to his son while we bumped along dirt tracks between palm trees. Tom was eighteen and said he’d learned English at school because, on an island with twenty-nine languages, they needed a common tongue. ‘Where have you come from?’ he asked.

			‘From England,’ I said. ‘A long time ago.’ And after that we talked about how I intended to escape from Wavewalker and he planned to leave Tanna because we both wanted to make something of our lives.

			In the volcano’s foothills, we passed wild horses running through fields, their manes trailing. The lava fields of Mount Yasur followed, an igneous war zone blanketed in thick, grey ash. The road ended before the peak, so we scrambled up the last few hundred yards, breathing in sulphur, becoming covered with dust and merging into the volcano. We paused to rest, sitting on lumps of lava just below the edge of the cone, while Jon drew cartoons on the ground with a stick.

			The final few metres took us to a ledge overlooking the boiling cauldron. Tom curled his fingers around mine while I peered over the edge. Waves of heat and smoke rose from the volcano’s belly, and every so often there was a bang and a blood-red bubble of lava rose to the surface and burst, emitting a mushroom of smoke. ‘Yasur means God,’ he said. ‘Some believe he lives here.’

			Further along the rim, I could see Jon using his catapault to shoot pieces of rock down into the bubbling stew. ‘I hope he’s not easily offended,’ I said.

			On our drive back down the mountain, we passed another open plain of volcanic dust along which small piles of rocks had been positioned in two straight lines.

			‘It’s an airstrip for John Frum,’ said Tom’s father. ‘Some people think he was an American airman posted here during the Second World War when the US was fighting in the Solomon Islands.’

			Next to the runway, a village huddled in close against the stony hillside, its entrance marked by a wooden red cross, perhaps another Second World War relic. When we got out of the van, an old man approached, clutching a black and white photograph. ‘John Frum,’ he said, pointing towards it. Other villagers approached, each carrying a different image of John Frum. All the pictures were of men, and most of the men were white. We nodded along, studying each one, participating in this strange game.

			That evening, while I was clearing the table back on Wavewalker, there was a knock on the hull.

			‘Go and see who it is, Sue,’ said Mum.

			I got on deck to see Tom standing in his outrigger canoe holding on to our gunwales. I crouched down next to him. ‘Hi.’

			‘I brought this for you,’ he said, handing me a wiggling, feathery thing, and something small and hard. ‘Goodbye, Sue,’ he added, reaching out to touch my hand before pushing off from the side of the boat and paddling away.

			I waved, though I doubt Tom saw me, before walking back to the cockpit. Only then did I realise I was holding a live chicken.

			‘What have you got there?’ Mum said, craning her head to look up through the hatch. I showed her the chicken, and under a heavy fire of questions was forced to admit that Tom had given it to me.

			My mother howled with laughter.

			‘It’s a marriage price,’ said Dad. ‘We’ll have to leave you behind.’

			‘It’s not a marriage price; it’s a gift,’ I said.

			I left them laughing while I went to make a coop out of an upended milk crate on the foredeck. Once I’d released the chicken inside it, I realised I was still holding the other thing Tom had given me – a bunch of paper flowers and real flowers in a vase made out of an old tin can. Tucked inside was a note: ‘For you, Sue, from Tom.’

			I sat on the step in the deck holding the flowers for some time before going back down below. I was touched by Tom’s gifts, but I knew that even if it was his intent, I couldn’t stay on Tanna – I needed to be somewhere where I could access the knowledge I craved. And I wouldn’t be able to say goodbye to him because Dad had already declared we were setting sail the next morning.

			Captain Cook went to Port Resolution on the south-east coast of Tanna on his second voyage, noting in his journal how out at sea he’d mistaken the glow of Yasur volcano for a ‘common fire in the night’. The volcano was certainly more than a fire – when I slept on deck one evening after we arrived, I woke to find myself covered in a thin layer of grey dust. I also discovered that my chicken had escaped. She kept finding ways to break out of her milk crate, run around the deck pooing and then jump into the sea. This resulted in a lot of squawking, flapping of wings, splashing and me paddling out in our new dinghy Ripplerunner V to save her.

			‘That chicken can’t stay on board,’ Dad declared, ‘though her ability to get out of that crate approaches Houdini’s.’

			His verdict meant that when we reached Imale village, further around the coast, I took her ashore with us. The chief stood on the packed black earth between the thatched huts while Dad told him how honoured we were to visit and presented him with my chicken. The chief thanked us and dropped her onto the ground, where she disappeared into a throng of others wandering around and pecking the dirt.

			We left Tanna to make our way back to Vila, stopping at mountainous Aneityum, craggy Futuna, low-lying Aniwa and finally Erromango, where we discovered hot springs by the beach and a dugong swimming in the harbour. Once we reached Vila, our second set of crew of the year departed, leaving us two weeks to relax before the third arrived. For a few days, I didn’t have to cook or clean, and Mum even bought me a colourful skirt at the market to thank me for my work.

			About a week after we arrived in Vila, Dad called Mum, Jon and me into the main cabin to tell us that there might be a customs raid. ‘They think some of the boats here have undeclared alcohol on board,’ he said.

			‘Do you think they know about your hidden rum?’ I asked. The corner cupboard in our main cabin, which the Fijian customs officials had sealed with three red embossed stickers when we’d first arrived, contained some of our alcohol, but there were many more bottles hidden in our bilges.

			‘They might have guessed we have more,’ said my father. He stared into space for a while. ‘We’ll have to empty one of our water tanks and fill it with rum.’

			‘But then we will be short of water,’ Jon said.

			‘It’s better to drink rum – have you seen what fish do in water?’ said Dad with a laugh before getting up to empty the water tank’s contents via the galley tap.

			Mum meanwhile started hauling bottles of Bundaberg overproof rum out of the bilges under the main cabin. She handed these to Jon, who passed them to me. I lined them up along the chartroom floor and Dad tipped them through a funnel into the water tank. The contents bubbled away until, on about the thirtieth bottle, swirling brown liquid surged back up the funnel.

			‘We’re almost done,’ he said.

			I nodded, dizzy with fumes.

			‘But what about the liqueurs?’ asked Mum. She was kneeling on the floor, twisting her head to look under the floorboards. ‘There’s lots of Baileys and Kahlúa down here.’

			Dad frowned. ‘Sue, can you fetch the two black plastic oil containers down from the cockpit?’

			Mum swivelled. ‘You can’t put expensive liqueur into oil containers, Gordon.’

			He raised his palms. ‘Don’t worry, Mary; they’re clean.’ He looked at me, his eyebrow twitching. ‘Where do you think we should hide the drums when they’re full?’

			I giggled. ‘I’m not sure.’

			‘Let’s put them in the least attractive place for a customs officer to look,’ he said, pointing towards the engine. ‘Under there.’

			‘But it’s filthy and stinks of oil.’

			‘That’s the whole idea.’

			Mum was still on her hands and knees. ‘Gordon, there are at least another hundred bottles of rum down here,’ she said.

			He laughed, and I tried to smile, but I was tired. I was surrounded by empty rum bottles, the cabin stank of alcohol, and a line of bottles still stood waiting to be emptied outside the chartroom.

			‘Okay,’ said my father. ‘The water tank is full, so we’ll have to hide the rest of the rum at the bottom of the harbour.’

			With darkness falling, Jon and I laid a blue tarpaulin out on the deck. Mum passed the rum up through the main hatch and we placed the bottles on the cloth. We then pulled the material together, glass clinking, and tied the bundle with rope.

			Once I’d climbed down into Ripplerunner V, Dad and Jon lowered the parcel down to me. The tarpaulin took up most of the space in the dinghy, pushing against my legs as if fighting to escape. Dad came down after it and squashed himself into the stern. He handed me two damp cloths, telling me to fasten them around our oarlocks to muffle the sound, and pushed us off from Wavewalker.

			I dipped the oars into the dark liqueur of the harbour water while he held up his hand compass and issued whispered instructions.

			‘Stop,’ he said at last.

			I lifted the oars, laced with droplets.

			‘This is it,’ he said, and we crouched to heave the tarpaulin over the dinghy’s gunwale. It hit the water with a splash and fell away, disappearing into the darkness.

			A week later, seven new crew came on board: four men – an Eran and three Johns – and three women – a Jeanette and two Sues.

			‘Do you only let people sail with us if they share one of your children’s names?’ I asked Dad.

			He laughed, but I was half-serious – he was the only person I knew who was worse at remembering names than I was. His laughter was rare those days, however, because after the customs raid had failed to materialise, he’d been unable to recover his rum. The day after our night mission, Jon had been sent down in full dive gear to search for the tarpaulin bundle but couldn’t locate it – and several further searches had also been unsuccessful. In the evenings, Dad raged, convinced that someone had stolen his booze.

			The day before we were due to set sail, Dad, two of the Johns, one of the Sues and Eran made a final attempt to find the missing rum. When I went up on deck to take a break from packing cupboards, I saw them making their way back. My father was sitting by the outboard engine, looking across the harbour, while the others huddled, wet and dripping, on the seats.

			As Sue climbed on board I asked her what had happened.

			‘It’s impossible,’ she said. ‘The visibility under the water is too poor. But the skipper’s not happy.’

			I nodded, stepping back to let Dad move past, pulling Ripplerunner V around to tie her onto the stern.

			‘Will your parents have enough rum left for the year?’ Sue asked, watching him go.

			I tried not to laugh. ‘Yes, I think they still have plenty.’

			From Vila we sailed north towards the Solomon Islands. ‘We’re heading for Honiara, right?’ I asked Dad one afternoon while he was doing his pencil calculations after taking the midday sight, ‘and then going on from there to Papua New Guinea?’

			‘Yes, that’s the plan,’ he said, ‘but how about if we go here first?’

			I looked at the chart to see his finger resting next to Tikopia Island in the Santa Cruz Archipelago in the Solomon Islands. ‘But don’t we have to go to the capital first to clear customs?’ I asked him.

			‘Well, technically, yes. But who’s going to find out? And going up to Honiara and coming all the way back would require a round trip of over a thousand nautical miles, which would be ridiculous.’

			When we reached Tikopia ten days later, one of the first people to come on board was a tall man with yellow flowers in his earlobes. ‘I am Vicar Edward Faka Tafua from Matuatu Village,’ he said, waving towards the shore.

			‘Welcome,’ said Dad.

			Edward smiled, placing his hand on my father’s arm. ‘But, Captain,’ he said, ‘I’m worried you’ve brought alcohol. You have alcohol on board?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Captain, I will drink any alcohol you have. It is bad for my congregation.’

			‘Okay,’ said Dad.

			So that afternoon, after presenting the chief with kava root, Dad and Edward sat on a log by the beach drinking beakers of Kahlúa that had been poured out of one of our oil containers. The vicar talked about the difficulties he had with his congregation, and periodically they paused to hum along to the Dolly Parton songs playing on a tape deck balanced between them.

			After sitting with them for a while, I walked inland to explore the village, past the low-lying grass huts, dodging chickens and breathing in the familiar thick, sweet smell of copra. Women sat cross-legged on mats, gossiping while grinding and pounding coconuts. They paused to smile at me and giggled after I passed by. The children pulled my arms, keen to show me their huts, pointing out metal pans, woven mats and the elaborately carved headrests they used as pillows.

			Later, when I was sitting by myself on the beach, one of the Sues came to sit next to me. ‘I’d love to live here,’ she said. ‘It’s perfect.’

			I studied her face, conscious of Dolly Parton continuing her serenade further along the beach. ‘Did you see any books here?’ I asked. ‘Wouldn’t you miss them?’

			‘No, not at all,’ she said with a laugh.

			During our sail north from Tikopia to Honiara, I drew pictures of Tanna’s horses running in the foothills of Mount Yasur. These evolved into screen prints, the project taking over most of the main cabin. Wet pictures hung by pegs on strings, paint thick on the paper, indented by the silk screen’s threads. Some of the horses galloped alone, and some ran together. They’d been rescued from the grey volcanic ash and brought to life in aquamarines, corals and sea greens. While my pictures dried, I went on deck to play backgammon with Eran. For the first time in months, I’d allowed myself to become friends with one of the crew, the temptation of finding out more about Israel and Judaism overcoming my aversion to partings. In between games – most of which I won, since I was Wavewalker’s resident backgammon champion – I peppered him with questions.

			Eran smiled. ‘You’re in a hurry to find things out, aren’t you?’

			‘I am. But I wish I was more like you.’

			He raised his eyebrows.

			‘Yes. You’re restful. Like a pool in the mountains – I’m the opposite, more like a fast-flowing river.’

			He smiled again. ‘I can see that. Some people won’t like your determination. But you shouldn’t let that stop you.’

			We kept playing, and after a while, I found myself talking about the Wave, something I rarely did since my parents still refused to discuss it. ‘I still get nightmares about it,’ I said. ‘I can’t make them go away.’

			‘You’ll never lose those memories,’ he said. ‘But you were strong enough to survive it, and you can use that strength to help you in the future.’

			I shook the dice, tumbling them out across the board. ‘Okay,’ I said, though I wasn’t sure what he meant or how I was supposed to do it.
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			After visiting the post office in Honiara, I found a café where I could work through my returned schoolwork while sipping an ice-cold orange juice. Around me, ladies in long, flowing Mother Hubbard dresses bounced babies, scolded children and chattered. My teachers were happy, but I had a lot of work to do in the three months left before my exams, and I was still missing large sections of the science and geography courses.

			Back on board Wavewalker, I found a new set of crew members unpacking their rucksacks, ready for our fourth trip of the year. But this time when one of the new girls called my name, I ignored her and headed up on deck.

			Dad was replacing a worn halyard by the bow. ‘Do you know why the channel here is called Iron Bottom Sound?’ he asked.

			‘No,’ I said.

			‘Because around sixty Second World War warships, as well as several destroyers and landing craft were sunk in it, right over there.’

			‘Great,’ I said, watching him manipulating the rope. ‘Dad, don’t get mad, but please can we discuss again whether I can go to boarding school?’

			He frowned.

			I tried channelling Eran’s calmness. ‘I want to go, Dad. It’s been incredibly stressful studying for the junior exams this year. There’s no space on board to work – and I don’t have enough time with all the chores I need to do.’

			His eyes narrowed.

			‘I’m worried that the work for the Senior Certificate next year will be even harder,’ I said, my voice trailing off.

			He glared at me. ‘It’s all very well what you want, Sue. But these trips are barely paying enough to keep us going. We don’t have enough money to send you to boarding school.’

			‘But, Dad.’

			‘No, Sue,’ he said, raising his voice. ‘You’re being selfish again. You know we need your help on Wavewalker.’

			‘But, Dad, don’t you see how hard it is for me?’ I said, brushing away tears.

			‘This isn’t only about you, Sue.’ He jabbed a finger towards me. ‘It’s about the whole family. For once, stop thinking only about yourself.’ With that, Dad turned away. I waited for a moment, wondering if he would speak again, but he bent over the halyard, pushing it through the shackle at the top of the mainsail, and didn’t say anything more.

			We sailed around the Solomon Islands, entertaining our crew with visits to palm-thatched villages full of giggling children. Each evening, in the last gasps of daylight, Dad stoked his barbecue on sandy beaches while the crew gathered around, exclaiming at the beauty of the scene. I played the part I had to in this game, but whenever I could, I hid myself away to work.

			When we reached Auki on Malaita Island, Dad and I walked around the edge of the bay into town. This was a thriving metropolis by South Pacific standards, with seven stores, a police station and a food market all sheltering under rusting iron roofs. At the far end of the road, we found the post office.

			‘Do you have anything for Sue Cook?’ I asked the man behind the counter. I held my breath while he went away to examine the shelves, hoping he would come back laden with my missing coursework. But when he returned, his arms were empty, and he was shaking his head.

			‘Nothing here, Miss, nothing here.’

			On the back wall of the post office, we found a grimy plastic payphone. Dad dialled the school while I stood next to him, clutching a handful of coins and trying to decode the conversation. Eventually, he put the phone down. ‘Mr George says they haven’t finished writing your science and geography lessons. So I’ve told him we’ll pick them up when we reach Gizo.’

			I gaped at him. ‘But we will only get to Gizo in a month’s time.’

			‘Well, we have no choice – there’s no other post office after this and we can’t wait here because the crew are anxious to get going. Come on – we need to buy the things on your mother’s shopping list.’

			I followed him out of the door and watched him turn back towards Wavewalker. I wanted to turn the other way, to walk down the road to the end of the town – and go on from there to somewhere else. I was panicking about my exams, and I needed time to think. But from the glances I was getting from the local men, I feared I would be harassed if I were alone, so instead I pulled my bag onto my shoulder and followed along in Dad’s wake.

			We sailed back to Honiara, and from there turned north. The crew’s trip had to continue; the money they’d paid had to be justified. But I was withdrawing into myself. It felt as if everyone else was living inside a holiday video in which the sun was shining while I was trapped in a world in which every island was full of leering men – and when I ran from them, I stumbled into my mother telling my father what an unhelpful, mardy child I was.

			Back on board, I started hiding again to work and one night my nightmare about the Wave returned for the first time in months. The water flowed across the mattress, forcing me to lift my head to reach the air. Mum’s teddy Felix was floating nearby, his fur matted and wet. I stared at him, willing him to sink. Instead, his head swivelled and his glassy eyes met mine.

			I screamed. No one came.

			‘Calm down. Think,’ Eran’s voice said, so I forced myself to be quiet, though Felix was still watching me. This is a dream, I told myself – it isn’t real. And if my mother can fly back to England when she’s asleep, I can escape from this.

			I slapped my face with my hands. Felix didn’t move. I kicked my legs, but nothing happened. The water was rising. I stared at its inky whorls, willing it to go away. The spirals jumped from one position to another, like scenes in an animated cartoon. The board game near Felix looked like one of my lost Christmas presents, but the writing on the box wasn’t in English. It wasn’t in any language. It was only an approximation of writing. This was a dream. The Wave had almost killed me, but it wouldn’t control my life.

			I blinked several times, and for some reason this woke me up.

			I lay in my bunk, clutching Teddy, sweating but elated. At last I knew how to control the dream.

			We kept sailing up through the Solomon Islands, stopping at white, sandy coves with thatched huts raised on posts over turquoise lagoons. One day we sailed past Kavachi volcano, which is often submarine, but that day had emerged above the waves. Cascades of glowing, orange lava ran down its sides to hit the ocean, generating eruptions of steam followed, after a short delay, by booming explosions; fire trying to demonstrate its might in a world where water ruled. I was living in an extraordinary world but I largely ignored it, spending my days trying to study in the two-berth cabin or hidden inside a sail in the bow.

			‘She doesn’t help enough,’ I often heard Mum telling Dad in the chartroom when I came into the main cabin, her voice raised so it was easy to overhear, ‘and, when she does, she’s reluctant. Why do I have to do all the work around here?’

			The words hurt but my victory over the dream had made me stronger so they no longer pierced so deep. Then one day I heard my parents talking about something else. ‘I’ve had enough, Gordon,’ said my mother.

			‘I know, Mary.’

			‘No, you don’t know. You don’t know at all.’

			‘We’ll stop soon. There’s only one more trip to do this year. One more trip, and then we can rest.’

			When we arrived in Gizo, I ran to the post office and waited, my palms damp, while the clerk searched the shelves. He pulled out a bundle, laid it on the counter and I cried out with relief. He kept going back and forth, piling up parcels.

			Two of Wavewalker’s crew helped me carry my post back – a three-foot-high pile of lessons that I needed to complete and revise in the four weeks remaining before the exams. I also had a letter from my friend Tracey, whom I hadn’t seen since we’d said goodbye in Brisbane the year before. She might still be in Kieta in Papua New Guinea when we got there, she told me. I read this message several times before shoving it in my pocket for safekeeping.

			We continued north-west, making our way up the coast of Bougainville Island past jungle-clad mountains, stopping in bays to view the rusting hulks of Second World War cargo ships and machine guns sunken into the mangrove swamps. One night after the remains of dinner had been tidied away, and the crew had gone ashore searching for a cinema, Dad called a family council in the aft cabin. ‘I think we need a break from each other,’ he said, studying his rum and Coke. ‘It’s been eight years.’

			‘I need a rest,’ said Mum.

			My father pursed his lips. ‘Why don’t you and Sue stay in Australia next year, Mary?’

			I flushed, glancing at them. What mattered more – who I lived with or the opportunity to go to school? ‘I’ll stay with Mum,’ I said.

			But Mum wasn’t looking at me – she was looking at Dad and shaking her head. ‘I’m not staying in Australia if you’re still sailing,’ she said. ‘If you go, I’m going with you.’

			I made myself busy tidying ropes as we motored into Kieta, my eyes scanning the harbour to see if Tracey’s boat Carinya was there. There was no sign of it, so after twitching through the tedium of clearing customs and immigration, I ran to the yacht club.

			The guy behind the bar smiled at my question. ‘Sue Cook, you say? Why, yes, there is a letter for you.’ He fumbled under the bar and handed me a pale-blue envelope.

			‘We leave today,’ the note inside said in Tracey’s familiar, loopy handwriting. ‘I tried to get Dad to stay, but the wind has turned. Maybe one day we will be together again, but I don’t know where or when that will be.’ I sat in the deserted yacht club for a long time after reading this, holding the letter in my hand while people moved around me in the shadows.

			There was little to see in Kieta, apart from a long wharf and a road littered with spat-out mounds of fibrous red betel nut and flanked by rows of corrugated-iron-roofed shops. However, our stay there, which was supposed to be only one or two days, extended to a week. Each time I thought we were ready to sail, there was something else to be done – finding new cleats, fixing a broken stanchion, or buying a new logbook.

			‘Can we leave soon?’ I asked Dad. ‘I want to get to Australia well before the exams begin.’

			He shook his head. ‘I decide when we go, Sue, not you.’

			I went ashore a few times while we waited: once to go with my parents to see the massive copper mine up the coast, and a couple of times to help carry stores back to the boat. But whenever I could, I stayed on Wavewalker to work. After nine days in port, I’d completed three months’ worth of my missing geography coursework. I’d hoped it would cover the South Pacific, but instead I’d become an expert on the Rocky Mountains, the Great Lakes, and the Mississippi and Colorado rivers.

			After ten days in Kieta, we left to sail north-west towards Rabaul with only one of our crew, a short, stocky guy called David, still on board.

			‘Yu no laik boskru?’ Dad was asked by a local in the yacht club before we left.

			‘I hate them,’ he’d replied.

			Dad might not have liked having crew – or ‘monkeys’, as my parents had by then nicknamed them – and I was relieved to be doing less cooking and cleaning, but with only David left on board, Jon and I each had to do a six-hour watch every day and a three-hour watch every night. During this time I was not allowed to read or write. Instead I had to sit behind the wheel and study the compass, adjusting our course and trimming the sails while scanning the horizon for ships or other dangers.

			However, there were magical moments. In particular I loved the minutes before dawn when the sky lightened and the stars faded while Venus lingered, waiting to herald the sun. A hesitant line of orange developed on the edge of the ocean, becoming a globe hovering above the sea, outlining the waves with gold. But these moments were exceptions to the long hours spent staring at the compass and the barely changing sea. And when I stumbled down below at the end of my shifts, I still had to study and do my chores. I was running out of time, so I started sacrificing sleep, reading my lessons late into the night and drinking coffee to stay awake during my watches.

			After stopping in Rabaul to buy food, we sailed south towards Port Samarai with the exams only two and a half weeks away. Back at sea, I finished my new science modules, the knowledge swirling around in my head, and began revising my other subjects. I was making progress but felt tired all the time. When I lay down to sleep, it felt like I was blacking out, obliterating the world until someone came to shake me awake. Between watches, I started dozing off while working, sliding onto the cabin floor when the boat tilted, my pens and papers scattering.

			One day after this happened, I went on deck, replacing the smell of stale coffee and engine oil with that of salty air in the hope that it would wake me up. I emerged from the cockpit to see Jon sitting near the forward mast. Since our watches didn’t coincide, I’d barely seen him outside of meals for several days. We sat in silence, watching the gulls and listening to the splash of Wavewalker’s bow.

			After a while, he frowned. ‘I’m worried about my work,’ he said. ‘I haven’t completed any of my courses. And I’ve only done one past paper.’

			I decided not to tell him I’d done seventeen. ‘What are you going to do?’ I asked.

			‘I don’t know. Mum and Dad have no idea how little I’ve done. I’ve barely opened the history course this year.’

			I studied the sails curving up above us – seemingly drawn, like so much else in our world, by a god who hated straight lines. I hadn’t seen Jon do any work for months. Instead, when I’d glimpsed him between watches, he was usually playing games or climbing the mast.

			‘Hey,’ he said. ‘Would you give me your history notes? Maybe I can revise from them.’

			I looked at him. His arm, brown and muscled, rested next to mine, pale and thin. I’d spent hours transcribing my notes onto index cards, sorting them into bundles and stowing them next to my bunk. ‘That wouldn’t be very fair, would it?’ I said.

			‘I guess not.’ Jon shrugged his shoulders. ‘I’ll just cram the other subjects instead.’

			We remained side by side, contemplating the hard, blue sea while my stomach churned, and when the first smudge of the Woodlark Islands Archipelago appeared on the horizon, I went back below to start work again.

			Several days out from Port Samarai in Papua New Guinea, and with only two weeks left before the exams, we were becalmed.

			‘Can we skip Port Samarai and head straight for Australia?’ I asked Dad.

			‘No,’ he said. ‘David has a flight to catch there, and we need to buy more food.’

			‘Can we put the engine on?’

			‘No, we’re almost out of diesel.’

			I stared at him. ‘Why didn’t we get more in Rabaul?’

			Dad smiled, lifting his hands. ‘Because I was told it’s cheaper in Port Samarai.’

			The blood pulsed in my temples, but I said nothing. Instead, I made my way up onto the bowsprit, and sat watching the flat ocean beneath my feet.

			I tried to keep working, though it was hard to concentrate. Late in the evening, Dad tied the dinghy alongside Wavewalker and started the outboard motor. This got us moving, and used petrol rather than diesel – but our petrol supply was also dwindling, and despite its desperate revs, it could only drag us along at a single knot, with a hundred nautical miles to go.

			Five more days passed before we arrived at Port Samarai, using the last of our diesel to motor into the harbour on an afternoon heavy with the prospect of a tropical storm. The rain began after we’d tied up and Dad had attached the hose to the diesel tank.

			‘Can you stay and watch it?’ he asked before disappearing below.

			So I did, sipping coffee in the cockpit and peering out through the downpour, pushing my damp hair back from my eyes. But it was worth it – with the main engine on, we could still make five knots even if there was no wind.

			We said goodbye to David and set sail from Port Samarai the following morning at dawn. Blustery winds took us out to sea but abandoned us a day later under an indifferent sky. I went to find Dad. ‘We need to put the engine on,’ I said.

			‘Let’s wait a few hours, Sue,’ he said. ‘Diesel is expensive, and the wind is free.’

			We had lunch. The sun beat down. Dad climbed into the cockpit, his footsteps heavy on the ladder. He stepped behind the wheel and reached down to switch on the ignition. The motor turned but didn’t catch. I hovered while he kept trying, the engine beginning each time with a whirr before collapsing into nothing. After he removed the key and went below, I walked along the deck, feeling it rise and fall in the swells, trying not to scream my frustration at the sea. When Dad came back up, I ran to meet him.

			‘The engine belt has broken,’ he said, ‘and the batteries are flat. Your mother is furious.’

			‘Why?’

			‘We have no lights, and everything she has in the refrigerator is going to go off.’

			‘More importantly, we’re not moving,’ I said.

			‘I know that, Sue.’

			I spent the next few hours pacing the deck. In the late afternoon, the earth took pity on us and sent a breeze. When I stood on deck during my watch, I felt it wash over me, lifting the hair away from the nape of my neck. A silver wake lined with green phosphorescence streamed out behind us. If the breeze stayed, we would reach Cairns in about three days, five days before the exams began.

			But it didn’t – a day later, the wind, a devilish practical joker, disappeared again. The sun was dull, hot and unrelenting. I spent hours hunched in my cabin with my head in my hands, unable to bring myself to read my notes. Another day passed before Dad announced that he’d managed to stitch the engine belt back together. But with the batteries flat, he couldn’t get the starter motor turning fast enough to start the engine. That meant he still had his head stuck in the engine compartment under the main stairs, muttering ‘shit’ from time to time, accompanied by the clatter of a tool flung towards the floor.

			‘Stop asking questions,’ he said, when I asked what we would do if he couldn’t get the engine to start.

			Later that day, Mum and I quarrelled. ‘You don’t care about my education,’ I told her. ‘You’ve never cared.’

			‘You’re impossibly selfish,’ she said, raising her voice. ‘All you care about is yourself.’

			‘Well, you don’t care about me,’ I said and then held my breath, waiting for her denial.

			My mother narrowed her eyes. ‘I wish we could offload you when we get to Australia.’

			After that I went back to my cabin and cried, some part of me tumbling away through a crack in reality into an alternative universe.

			Another day passed. I was working again. It was probably pointless, but I had to believe that we would get to Cairns in time.

			Dad stomped up on deck. There was a pause, and the starter motor turned. Everyone on board, wherever they were, stopped to listen. Turn, turn, turn. At any moment he would go back to tinkering with the engine. The starter motor lapsed into silence. Dad’s feet clattered on the ladder, and I returned to my work.

			This sequence was repeated about an hour later.

			I tried to revise, the words swimming on the page.

			Another attempt. More silence.

			I leaned back against the cabin wall and closed my eyes. Dad was making his way into the cockpit again.

			Turn, turn, turn. I waited for the pause, but this time it didn’t come. Instead, the engine caught and roared into life, the noise accelerating before settling back into its familiar chug. I shoved my books to one side and ran into the main cabin, meeting my mother coming the other way, whooping. We emerged into the cockpit to see Dad behind the wheel, grinning at us.

			We motored for another day before the wind returned, carrying us onwards towards Australia. And then one night, when I was alone on the wheel, something wonderful happened. I’d just glanced at the compass to check our course when I heard a noise behind my shoulder and turned to see a humpback whale in the ocean next to me, its back glistening in the moonlight.

			‘Hi,’ I said. ‘Are you a friend of Henry’s? Thanks for coming to wish me luck.’ Still holding the wheel, I started to cry, sobs shaking my body.

			The whale vented a familiar gust of bad breath.

			‘You need to clean your teeth, you know,’ I said, wiping my face. ‘But I’m so glad you came.’

			We made our way in through Trinity Inlet in northern Queensland two days before the exams began, an Aboriginal reserve on one side of us and Cairns Yacht Club on the other. A week of sitting in a consulate building followed, my pen scratching on sheets of bright, white paper. The final exam was on history, which I took alone after Jon’s decision not to take it, looking up occasionally from writing about the English Reformation to glance at his empty seat.

			I got back to the boat to find my father raging about the customs department. ‘They’re refusing to let us stay in Australia because they claim we’re using Wavewalker to run a business,’ he said, shaking his head.

			‘But aren’t we?’

			‘We most certainly are not. I’ve sent them a letter saying we’ve never taken on fare-paying passengers.’

			‘Really?’

			‘Yes. You don’t understand, Sue. All the crew are doing is contributing to the cost of running the boat and to their food. There’s no profit in this for us.’

			When my parents headed on deck, drinks in hand, to watch the sunset and talk over this outrageous slur, I stayed behind in the main cabin. The table was littered with papers, including a copy of Dad’s letter to the customs department. ‘My reasons for visiting Australia are to see and cruise the Great Barrier Reef area,’ he’d written, which I guessed might be true. He also argued that we took on ‘working crew’ rather than ‘fare-paying passengers’ because it would be ‘dangerous’ to sail Wavewalker across oceans without them, particularly since my mother spent ‘most of her time at sea teaching our two children’.

			Someone reading this would, I thought, imagine a very different version of my world to the one in which I actually lived – and while the customs officers might believe that my mother taught us, surely they’d notice that we’d arrived in Australia without any ‘working crew’ on board. However, it was Dad’s closing sentence that made me catch my breath: ‘It is my intention to leave from Sydney in April 1985 to return to England with my family.’ For a moment I let myself believe this might be true, though I doubted it was, because despite my mother’s increasing unhappiness, my parents had never mentioned giving up sailing.

			Dad’s letter might not have been accurate, but it worked. Two weeks later, the customs department gave us a cruising permit, which allowed us to stay in Australia. This came with a list of permitted destinations, including a requirement for us to be in Mooloolaba for a month over the New Year.

			I couldn’t wait.
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			Australia: My Dream
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			Eight years and 178 days to eight years and 262 days

			Mooloolaba, Queensland

			Shortly before Christmas, I stood outside Mooloolaba’s post office, holding the white envelope from the Board of Secondary School Studies that contained my Junior Certificate results.

			‘Hurry up,’ said Dad, coming to stand next to me.

			‘Yes, come on,’ Mum said.

			I took a deep breath, ripped the flap open and pulled out a sheet of white and pink paper. The words jumped around on the page before coming into focus. I’d obtained an Outstanding mark in English, history and science, Excellent in geography and Very Good in advanced maths.

			‘Let’s see,’ said Dad, holding out his hand.

			I relinquished the paper and turned my attention to my other letters. One was from Mr George, the principal of the correspondence school, congratulating me on my marks, which were the highest in the school that year. My face flushed, and tears prickled behind my eyelids.

			‘I’m giving you a new name,’ Dad said, looking up. ‘The Brain.’

			I grinned at him, before tearing open the last envelope, which contained an invite to visit my school in Brisbane to pick up a prize.

			‘There’s no way you can go,’ said Dad, peering at it over my shoulder.

			‘But the school is only an hour away? And it would mean I could meet my teachers.’

			‘It’s not possible, Sue. We have too much work to do on Wavewalker. Why don’t we go out for lunch to celebrate instead?’

			I let it go – I knew that if I tried to change my father’s mind I would almost certainly fail and the day would be spoiled. We walked along the esplanade by the beach, watching surfers catching waves, to a café where Dad sat next to me, enthusing about my marks. Across from us, Jon was studying his certificate, smoothing it out in front of him. I hadn’t asked what his results were, not wanting to pry.

			My mother leaned in towards my brother. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘Sue works harder, that’s all. If you did the same, you’d do equally well, if not better.’

			We spent our ninth Christmas in Mooloolaba, marking it with the familiar rituals of presents in pillowcases and glasses of orange juice and sparkling wine for my parents on Christmas morning. But one night in early January after the festivities were over, they had a terrible argument. Indistinct, angry sentences flooded out of the aft cabin. Then Mum raised her voice, and the words became clear.

			‘I’ve had enough,’ she said. ‘I want to go home.’

			There was a moment of quiet, before I heard footsteps on the floorboards in the main cabin, and she appeared in my doorway.

			‘Get up, Sue.’

			Dad was standing behind her. ‘What are you doing?’ he asked, his face flushed.

			Mum half-turned. ‘I’m leaving. And I’m taking Sue with me.’

			I peered over the side of my bunk. ‘But I don’t want to go.’

			‘You don’t have a choice. Get up now.’

			I climbed down from my bunk, wiping my tears away with my arm. My mother pushed me along in front of her through the cabin, up the ladder and onto the deck. ‘I don’t want to go,’ I kept saying, as we walked along the jetty towards the yacht club.

			Dad ran after us. ‘Sue, go back to bed. Mary, let’s talk about this.’

			‘I don’t want to talk. I’m leaving. And I’m taking Sue with me.’

			He looked at me. ‘Go back to Wavewalker,’ he said.

			I nodded, ducked around Mum and ran back down the dock, leaving them standing on the jetty. Teddy was waiting for me in my bunk, so I curled myself around him, ignoring Jon’s shouted questions.

			The following morning, it was as if nothing had happened.

			‘Hi, Sue,’ said Dad, when I came into the main cabin, my face still swollen from crying. ‘Do you want some toast? Orange juice?’ He waved towards the carton.

			Mum appeared. ‘Do you want toast, Mary?’ he asked, turning towards her.

			‘I’d love some,’ she said.

			I shook my head. ‘I don’t want to eat.’

			‘You must eat,’ my mother said. ‘Or you’ll waste away.’

			So I took a slice of toast and my diary up onto the foredeck. When I got there, I threw the toast in the water and started writing, the words pouring out, recording my life in indelible ink.

			I spent all the time I could during the following days with my friends, and whenever possible I stayed at their houses. At Dana’s one day, I laid out three metres of light-blue gingham fabric. ‘I can’t buy a new dress,’ I said, ‘so I’m going to make one.’

			She looked up from the other side of the table, where she was taping music for me. ‘My mum loves sewing,’ she said, ‘so I’m sure she’ll help you.’

			‘My mum can also sew, but we only ever repair sails.’ I pinned my pattern, which I’d found in a local store, and began cutting along the lines.

			‘You’re quiet today,’ Dana said.

			‘I’m worried about my Senior Certificate. I’m not sure how I’m going to do it.’

			‘But you did so well in the Juniors!’

			‘I know I did. But it’s incredibly difficult to study on board. I can only work when I’ve finished cooking and cleaning, and the only table is in the main cabin, where I have to compete for space with the crew.’

			‘Have you spoken to your parents?’

			I nodded. ‘They get furious when I raise it. And when I dare to try, they say the crew come first because they are paying. The most important thing is to look after them.’ I looked down at the tablecloth, counting the squares in its chequerboard pattern. ‘But I’ll find a way,’ I said. ‘I haven’t let it stop me yet, so I’m not going to let it stop me now.’

			When Mum and Jon arrived to collect me the next morning, a tall, pale boy was with them.

			‘This is Heath,’ said Jon. ‘He lives on one of the other boats.’

			‘I’ve wanted to meet you guys for ages,’ said Heath, ‘because every time I pass by Wavewalker, it seems something interesting is happening.’

			In the following days, Heath often came over to play cards with us or to go up to the yacht club with Jon to play pool. But one afternoon, while my brother was out windsurfing, we walked up the peninsula together. ‘Dad made our boat out of chicken wire covered in cement,’ Heath said. ‘She sails like a dead cow. But my parents love coming here. There’s something about boats, even unseaworthy ones.’

			I nodded, sneaking a sideways look at him. And after a while, Heath reached out to hold my hand. We passed the fisheries car park and continued up the spit, clambering over the rocks to sit near where I’d perched when I ran away. But this time Heath was sitting beside me watching the cormorants while the sun glittered off the water. More sunny days followed. Heath and I walked down the beach to Alex Heads and went windsurfing in the harbour. One day, sitting on the rocks on the peninsula under the pine trees, he told me he liked me, and I said I liked him too.

			A week later, Dad announced that we were leaving.

			‘Please, Dad, can we stay a little longer? We told the customs department we would stay here for a month.’

			He frowned. ‘No, Sue. We’re leaving. We need to get down to Sydney so we can get ready to sail, and it’s not the job of customs to tell me when I should do that – it depends on the wind.’

			‘Shall we go for a walk?’ I asked Heath the following morning after Jon had beaten us at poker, scooping up the chips from the table. When we were sitting on a dune covered with scraggly grass, I took a deep breath. ‘We’re leaving in a week. Dad says we must keep sailing – it’s how we earn our living.’

			‘I know,’ said Heath. ‘Jon told me. But you’ll come back, and I want to keep in touch. Will you promise to write?’

			‘Of course.’ I squeezed his hand.

			‘So where are you going this year?’ he asked on our way back to the yacht club.

			‘I have no idea.’

			On our last day in Mooloolaba, Heath brought a pile of his old textbooks. ‘I thought these might be helpful,’ he said, climbing on board.

			We sat talking in the forward cabin until Dad’s voice echoed down from on deck. ‘I’m about to cast off the ropes. All non-passengers need to go ashore.’

			When Wavewalker pulled away, Heath stood on the dock waving next to Dana and her mother. And at the bend in the river, just before we headed out to sea, I saw them again, this time sitting on the rocks by the shore. We turned our bow out into the choppy waves, and I watched until their figures disappeared into the shoreline. After that I went to cry in my bunk so no one would see my tears.

			In Sydney, our jobs began again – sanding and painting, purchasing cleats and ropes, and finding spare parts for the engine, including a new belt to replace the one Dad had stitched together on our way to Cairns. He replaced our jib and bought a new sail, a gollywobbler, which he said would be perfect for the light Pacific winds.

			After a couple of weeks of this, our old friend Marc Aussie-Stone reappeared, waving bottles of wine and telling us we needed a holiday – would we like to stay in his chalet in the Hunter Valley?

			‘We can’t afford it,’ said Dad. ‘And we have too much work to do.’

			‘The grapes are rotting on the vines. If you pick them, you can stay in the chalet for free,’ Marc said.

			My father paused. ‘Can we make wine with the grapes?’

			‘Of course.’

			Mum leaned against him and giggled. ‘It would be fun.’

			Dad raised his glass. ‘Okay, Marc, you’re on. We’ll make Chateau Wavewalker: the 1985 vintage.’

			I’d hoped our holiday in the Hunter Valley would involve lots of reading interspersed with a little grape picking – but Dad had a different plan.

			‘We have to get the grapes harvested today and tomorrow so we can make the wine in the remaining four days,’ he said during our drive out from Sydney in Marc’s old van.

			When we arrived, Jon and I ran around the chalet, which had been constructed from interlocking pieces of timber to form curious spaces. Outside the front door, a bench sang songs and recited poems about drovers and sheep shearers when you sat on it. Inside, a bed turned into a puppet theatre and the roof above the master bedroom slid back to reveal the stars.

			Yet Dad showed limited interest in the chalet’s architecture and was soon shouting for us to start work. We fanned out across the vineyard, pulling bunches of grapes from the vines, loading them into barrows and wheeling them back. Over the next two days, we brought back over a hundred loads, our carts piled high with trembling purple-red spheres, their sweet smell intensifying in the shed. Jon and I then put on our swimsuits, climbed into a tub, and smashed the fruit down with our feet. Our limbs turned red, and by the end, we were skating around on piles of slippery grape skins, reaching out to grab hold of each other to prevent ourselves from tumbling over.

			On our last day in the Hunter Valley, we filtered the wine, screaming with laughter, running around finding containers – buckets, plastic drums, jugs and even cups – to catch the red liquid pouring out everywhere.

			Dad was delighted. ‘We’ve made a hundred gallons of wine,’ he told us during the drive back. ‘We’ll store it in plastic drums on the aft deck. The crew will love it.’

			‘I’m sure they will,’ said Mum, ‘and, anyway, we’ll only allow them to comment after drinking two glasses. By that time, everyone will be extremely positive.’

			A few days after we returned to Sydney, my mother said she had to go back up to Mooloolaba to collect our car. Jon and I pleaded to go with her, and she agreed, though in the end my brother was left behind after he threw a rock through someone else’s car window. He said it was an accident, but Dad was furious at the unexpected cost.

			It took eighteen hours for our bus to get to Brisbane, driving through the night on bumpy two-lane roads, stopping every few hours at service stations. I’d written to Heath to let him know we were coming, so when we arrived I stumbled out to find him waiting for us with his parents. He strode over, holding out a hand to help me down.

			‘I’m taking Sue to buy some schoolbooks in the second-hand bookstore downtown,’ he said over his shoulder, pulling me towards the exit.

			The bookshop was closed when we reached it, but it didn’t matter because instead we wandered on along the riverbank, talking about Heath’s school, a strict, boys-only Catholic institution, and our winemaking. The following day disappeared in the drive up to Mooloolaba and an afternoon spent watching movies with Dana. All too soon, it was Sunday morning, and I was meeting Heath on the beach to say goodbye before Mum and I drove back down to Sydney. The air was heavy with the scent of eucalyptus; the heat of the day ahead already clear.

			‘I want to give you something,’ he said, jumping down from a rock when I approached. He held out a small velvet pouch. ‘It’s an early sixteenth birthday present.’

			Inside the pouch was a silver identity bracelet. On one side, it said, ‘Sue’; on the other, ‘from Heath’.

			‘You can wear it when you’re sailing,’ he said, fastening it around my wrist.

			‘I will,’ I said, hugging him.

			Then he left, walking away down the beach, turning to wave at me until I couldn’t see him anymore.

			In Sydney, Wavewalker was soon back in the water again, her hull coated in fresh antifouling paint. We were almost ready to sail, our final days in port disappearing in the usual frenzy of buying missing equipment and stowing stores. I knew I should be excited, but all I could think about was that I was leaving Heath and my friends behind, and how sick I was of having my life imposed upon me.

			One day, while Mum, Dad and Jon went to buy an electric winch, I stayed on board to read King Lear, one of the set texts for my senior English course, taking the opportunity to prop my feet up on the table in the main cabin. When a shadow passed by the porthole, I paused, waiting for a knock.

			After it came, I went up on deck, shaking my head clear of Lear’s madness. A man with green eyes and a dimpled chin was looking up at me.

			‘I’ve come about the trips,’ he said.

			‘Oh. What do you want to know?’

			‘What they’re like, I guess.’

			‘They’re fun,’ I said. ‘We go to lovely islands, and sometimes we see whales and dolphins.’ This was, I knew, how Dad described our voyages in his newspaper advertisements.

			We talked some more. The man was called Michael, and he told me he played the guitar. I said I was the captain’s daughter. ‘I guess I’d better be going,’ Michael said. ‘I’ll contact your dad about booking a trip, and if I do, I’ll give you some guitar lessons while I’m on board.’

			The day before we set sail, I decided to ask Dad about my loan. I found him on the aft deck, attaching the life raft. This was hidden inside a white plastic shell, which meant that, despite all the dangers we’d survived, I’d never seen the raft itself, or the provisions it contained.

			I watched Dad work, building up my courage.

			He smiled. ‘Nice day, isn’t it?’

			‘Yes, it is. Can I ask you something, though?’

			‘What?’

			I took a deep breath. ‘Well, yesterday I found a pair of jeans that fit me and a T-shirt in a second-hand store. Now that some of the crew for this year have paid for their trips, would it be possible to have my babysitting money back so I can buy them?’

			Dad put his screwdriver down with a clatter on top of the raft. ‘Sue, I’m fed up with you raising this. When I’m ready to pay you, I will.’ He paused before continuing, uttering his words with deliberation: ‘And let me be clear. If you ever ask me about this again, I never will.’

			I stepped back. He was staring at me, and his eyes were frightening.

			Down below, I sat on my bunk. Towers of coloured workbooks, my lessons for the next two years, came in and out of focus. After a while, I wiped away my tears, pulled a stack towards me and started sorting them into subjects.
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			Leaving Sydney
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			‘Don’t let go of the rope,’ I said, running forward to grab the sheet from Shirley’s hand. I looped it around a cleat on the deck and looked up to see the forestay sail flapping.

			‘Can you pull the halyard in?’ I asked Rodney. He was holding it, swaying when the deck rolled. I took a deep breath. ‘Pull the rope that’s in your hands.’

			After we’d set the forestay sail, I made my way up to the bowsprit to get started on the jib. On either side of us, the North and South Heads of Sydney Harbour were sliding past.

			Jon came to help. When the jib was halfway up the forestay, he paused, gripping the rope with one hand, while the sail snapped in the wind. With his other hand, he pointed towards South Head. ‘You know there’s a nudist beach there, don’t you?’ he asked. He smiled at me and raised one eyebrow before pulling the rest of the sail up the mast, securing the rope with a half hitch and disappearing back down the deck. Not for the first time, I was struck by how little I knew about my brother.

			The wind caught our newly set sails and Wavewalker heeled over. When I got back to the cockpit, two of our eight new crew were sitting with their heads in their hands. ‘Better to sit over there,’ I said, pointing to the leeward side of the deck. Some things, like being sick into the wind, are best not learned from experience.

			It wasn’t long before most of the crew were in their bunks. As usual, I took advantage of this time to work, my knees braced against the table in the main cabin. When I could do no more and the motion of the boat was making my eyelids droop, I went on deck to help Dad test his new gollywobbler. This was complicated to set since it went between our masts, which meant a lot of messing around with ropes until it exploded out into a huge, shimmering rectangle of red, white and blue sailcloth.

			‘I like it,’ I told him. I was still trying to patch over our disagreement back in port, which he hadn’t mentioned since. ‘I wish we’d had it last year when we were trying to get to Cairns.’

			‘Indeed,’ he said.

			After a couple of days, the crew recovered and began crowding into the main cabin to read books, listen to music, play cards and talk. The sofa was only big enough for five people, but I was determined to keep my place, so I huddled into the corner seat, clutching my textbooks and trying to ignore the noise.

			On our third day at sea, Mum reappeared. ‘You’ll have to find somewhere else to work out of the crew’s way,’ she told me. ‘They need the table for their games.’

			‘No thanks, Mum, I’m fine here,’ I said, giving her a vague smile before returning to my book. I didn’t want to move since there was nowhere else to go – and surely, even if Dad had packed the boat with crew to make money, I still had a right to study at the one proper table we had on board?

			Mum returned half an hour later. ‘Will you please go and ask your father if he would like a cup of tea?’

			‘No, Mum. I can’t. I’m studying,’ I said in a deliberately loud voice.

			She glanced at Jeremy* and Rodney, who were sitting beside me. Her eyes returned to meet mine, and she turned and walked away. But not long afterwards, she was back again. ‘Sue, can you go and get me a new jar of coffee from the aft cabin?’

			‘No, Mum. I can’t. I’m studying.’ This time Denise looked up to watch our conversation.

			The sparring continued through the next hour. ‘Can you go up on deck and see what the wind is doing? Can you ask your father when we’re going to tack? Would you fetch my book from the aft cabin? We need more biscuits – please go and look in the cupboard for them.’

			‘No, Mum. I can’t. I’m studying,’ I kept repeating.

			She clattered crockery in the sink. ‘I’m making tea,’ she said. ‘Jeremy, Rodney, Glen, Denise, do you want a cup?’

			I was sitting between Rodney and Glen. Glen raised his eyebrows at me and I shrugged.

			Dad came down the steps and went into the chartroom. My mother followed him in. ‘Sue is behaving childishly,’ she said, her voice echoing through the cabin. ‘She’s getting in everyone’s way.’

			I kept reading. I knew Mum didn’t like me – this knowledge was a dull ache that I’d long accepted, though the pain of it sometimes became acute. I couldn’t do anything about her lack of feeling, but I could choose whether to appease her by doing endless chores or to absorb her anger, using her embarrassment in front of the crew as my defence, and continue studying.

			Dad was standing in front of me. ‘Sue, can you come into the aft cabin, please? I want to talk to you.’

			Now he was playing Mum’s game – presumably at her request. ‘I’m happy to talk,’ I said, looking up at him, ‘but it’s hard to move when I’m studying.’ I gestured at the papers and books wedged in around me and the crew crowding in on all sides. My hands were damp, and my face felt flushed.

			Jeremy and Glen paused their game of whist, and Rodney looked up from his book.

			I waited, holding my breath. Dad stared at me for a moment and walked away.

			Several hours passed, during which Mum didn’t ask me to do anything. I even had time to play a hand of whist during a break from studying my maths.

			‘You’re brave,’ Rodney said later when the cabin was empty.

			‘I have no choice,’ I said.

			During the following days, while a fitful wind pushed us towards Lord Howe Island, 420 nautical miles north-east of Sydney, I kept studying, shutting out the talking and shuffling around me, squashing myself back against the seat cushion whenever anyone needed to clamber in or out.

			I hoped that Mum would leave me be, but a few afternoons later she intensified the battle. ‘I think we need some music,’ she said, putting a tape into the player on the corner cupboard. She turned up the volume and the melancholic chords of Rod Stewart’s ‘Sailing’ filled the cabin. ‘There – that’s better.’

			‘Please don’t, Mum,’ I said. ‘It makes it impossible to concentrate.’

			Her eyes narrowed. ‘Don’t be selfish, Sue. The crew like it.’

			The moment she left the cabin, I switched off the music. Heads turned, watching me. Once established, we repeated this skirmish several times each day – the same action taken, the same response, the same twist of silent faces.

			After a brief stop at Lord Howe Island, we set sail for New Caledonia in a good wind, which soon disappeared. For the next two days, even with the gollywobbler up, we made little progress. Dad turned on the radio for the weather forecast, and the news emerged through sharp crackles.

			‘A Kanak military group has claimed responsibility for the bomb detonated in New Caledonia two days ago and is demanding sovereignty for the islands.’

			I pointed at the radio. ‘There’s been a bomb.’

			‘Yes,’ said Dad.

			More static. ‘Sovereignty is opposed by the French settlers, who want New Caledonia to remain a French overseas territory. The country is filled with infantry trying to keep the peace.’

			I cleared my throat. ‘Are you sure we should still go to New Caledonia?’

			Dad grinned. ‘Of course. A few rebels won’t bother us.’

			On our fifth day at sea, the wind returned and we began sailing again. I went up to help with the tack, bent forward into the breeze. After we’d settled Wavewalker onto her new course, I left Rodney tying off the main sheet while I tried to explain the process of tacking again to Shirley. When I got back below, the kettle was whistling on the gas hob, so I turned it off and climbed back up to find Jeremy behind the wheel, his blue beanie pulled down over his ears.

			‘Did you put the kettle on?’ I asked.

			‘No, but I’d love a cup,’ he said.

			Back in the galley, I put a teabag in a mug. My fingers were closing around the kettle’s handle when Jon strode in and grabbed it out of my hand. ‘I put the kettle on,’ he said.

			‘But, Jon—’

			‘You can’t use it,’ he said, pouring the contents into the sink.

			I stared at him. ‘But, Jon, it looked like no one was using it.’

			Dad came out of the chartroom and stood by the main steps. ‘What’s going on?’

			My brother dropped the empty kettle back onto the burner with a bang. The gimballed stove rocked.

			‘Jon, get into the aft cabin,’ said Dad. ‘I want to talk to you.’

			Jon jerked his head around. ‘No.’

			My father took several steps forward, grabbed my brother’s arm and pulled him towards the chartroom. Jon, who by then was a similar height to Dad, though far more slender, reached out to grasp hold of the bottom of the mast.

			The next thing I knew, Dad had pushed him up against the table. He clutched Jon’s shoulder with one hand and slammed his fist into his stomach.

			My brother groaned.

			I dropped the mug. ‘Stop it,’ I shouted.

			Dad rounded on me, still gripping hold of Jon. ‘You started this by stealing Jon’s water. Don’t you dare get involved.’

			I looked at my brother, unable to understand how a cup of tea could have led to this. A tear ran down his cheek and he looked away. I retreated to my cabin and closed the door. For a while cries continued outside and then there was silence.

			Sometime later, Mum appeared in my cabin. ‘Come and help me prepare dinner,’ she said. So I did as she asked, making two cheesecakes, melting butter for the biscuit crusts, adding water to the packets of powdered filling and layering on slices of canned mandarins. Occasionally, I glanced over to where Dad was sitting on his bunk in the chartroom, cradling his rum. When we called everyone for dinner, Jon didn’t appear.

			‘Shall I go and get him?’ I asked Mum.

			‘No.’

			After we finished the washing up, I found Jon curled up on his bunk in the four-berth cabin. ‘Do you want anything to eat?’ I asked.

			‘Go away.’

			‘But, Jon—’

			‘Go away,’ he repeated, so I did.

			After we saw the Amédée lighthouse’s flash through the early morning mist, we began making our way into Nouméa harbour in New Caledonia. A light breeze caught the main and jib, but we also had the motor on to help bring us in. My parents hadn’t mentioned the fight again, and neither had Jon, although several of the crew had asked me if I was okay. Each time I’d assured them I was fine; after all, what else was there to say?

			Jon walked past me on the deck. ‘Seen any rebels yet?’ he asked, raising his eyebrows.

			‘No.’

			‘Good.’ He gave me a grin, and I watched him climb the mainmast, slithering up it so fast that his feet barely seemed to touch the metal steps.

			The Port Moselle breakwater was up ahead. Though Jon would laugh, I was keeping an eye out for insurgents. The radio was still full of news of the tension between the Kanaks and the European settlers. With twenty-two people dead, the government had declared a state of emergency and imposed a dusk-to-dawn curfew.

			Rodney stood beside me at the rails sniffing the air when we tied up at the visitors’ wharf. ‘I’ve got to get some croissants,’ he said.

			‘You can’t,’ I said, laughing for the first time in days. I pointed up at the yellow quarantine flag flying in our rigging, ‘Customs and immigration have to clear us first.’

			‘I’ve got to,’ he said, half heaving one leg over the rails.

			I giggled and laid my hand on his arm.

			There was movement at the end of the pier and Rodney lowered his leg. Six men in dark jackets and trousers were marching down the jetty. As they drew closer, I could make out the guns slung across their chests. They climbed on board and clambered down into the main cabin.

			‘What alcohol do you have on board?’ one officer demanded. ‘What was your last port of call? What is your next port of call? What do you plan to do while you are here? Do you have any weapons on board?’

			There was silence after this last question. He glanced up from his paperwork.

			‘Only the hand grenades under the floorboards,’ said Dad.

			Jon glanced at me, his lips twitching, and Dad gave a barking laugh.

			The officer stood up. ‘We will search this boat,’ he instructed his men, before marching out of the main cabin towards the bow. The others followed, and a moment later we heard them wrenching up floorboards and throwing things onto the floor.

			‘Gordon,’ said Mum, ‘why did you say that?’

			‘It was a joke.’ Dad spread his arms out wide and smiled before hurrying forward to supervise Wavewalker’s inspection. It took several hours for the officers to check underneath every floorboard and inside every cupboard and drawer. By the time we were allowed to visit the French bakery, we were all irritable – but by the next day, Mum was laughing at Dad’s remark.

			I spent most of the rest of our week in Nouméa sitting under the trees in Place des Cocotiers reading The Diary of a Young Girl, another of my core texts. This dragged me away from the men playing pétanque to Anne Frank’s hidden flat by a canal in Amsterdam where, in a world incomparably more frightening and dangerous than my own, I empathised with her lack of friends, her critical mother and her efforts to educate herself.

			After an overnight stop at L’Île-des-Pins, which was also under curfew, we abandoned New Caledonia to its troubles and laid a course north-east towards Fiji. For the first three days at sea, Mum was seasick. After that she developed a migraine, retiring to the aft cabin and demanding darkness and silence.

			Dad called me into the chartroom. ‘Until your mother is better,’ he said, ‘you will need to do all the cooking and tidying up.’

			‘On my own?’

			‘Yes, Sue. Who else is going to do it?’

			After he went back up on deck, I unlatched the cupboard under the sink and stared inside. At the back were several boxes of Cup-a-Soup. The packets were stained brown and stank of diesel, but when I opened them, the sachets inside seemed intact, and after a wipe down, relatively unsmelly. They would do, I decided – after all, I didn’t have time to prepare haute cuisine. There was even a choice of tomato or mushroom.

			After Mum reappeared, our meals returned to normal. But before long a new problem emerged.

			‘I don’t like Shirley,’ she told me while we were washing up after breakfast one morning.

			I adjusted the strap around my waist, which held me fast while I dried up, and glanced at Mum, who was shaking her head. ‘Why not?’ I knew Shirley was a bit of a grumbler, but many of our crew were when faced with the reality of life at sea.

			Mum embarked on a long list of complaints: Shirley put the cutlery away incorrectly, she helped herself to a second portion of food before everyone had finished their first, and she’d been asleep on deck when Dad wanted to tack.

			‘She’s interesting to talk to, though.’

			My mother raised her eyebrows. ‘What? About Australian politics? As your father said, Bob Hawke was a disaster, whatever Shirley says – he had no control over public spending.’

			‘Maybe she didn’t mean to get in Dad’s way.’

			‘No, Sue. She’s selfish. She’s in her bunk again now. Though she can’t possibly need more sleep.’ Mum paused and then giggled. ‘If we serve lunch soon, she might miss out, which would be sad, wouldn’t it?’

			We finished preparing the food, though Shirley didn’t miss the meal because I went and woke her when Mum wasn’t looking. Once things were quiet again, I heaved the cardboard box containing my physics experiments out of the wardrobe in the two-berth cabin. Back in the main cabin, Jeremy and Rodney paused their game of backgammon to watch as I attached a ticker-tape machine to the side of the table.

			I waited for Wavewalker to reach the top of a wave before running down the cabin, pulling the tape along behind me, the ball bearing in the machine spinning on the end of its chain, marking the unspooling strip of tape with tiny dots. At the other end of the cabin, I toppled onto the step outside the chartroom, with the tape splayed out behind me. After I’d recovered, I sat by the table to work out the tape’s velocity and acceleration, though the resulting graph bore little resemblance to the curves in my textbook.

			‘It looks a bit funny, doesn’t it?’ I said to Rodney, showing him my notebook. ‘Hopefully, my teachers will understand.’

			He studied my graphs. ‘Actually, I think you can see where the boat tipped.’

			I looked back at my work. He was right – you could see where Wavewalker’s movement had forced me backward when I should have been going forward and thrown me forward when I should have been slowing down.

			We stayed for a day in Fiji’s capital Suva to buy fresh fruit and vegetables before sailing on to a small island a little way offshore to show the crew some of the ‘real’ Fiji. However, it was a disappointment because apart from palm trees, there was little else there but frogs. While everyone else went back on board, I sat on the bent trunk of a palm tree with my animal atlas on my lap, examining the hopping amphibians. They were a dull grey-brown colour and smaller than those I’d seen on other islands, so I thought they were probably ground frogs, and therefore not toxic.

			‘I’m doing a frog hunt; can you help?’ I asked the crew when I got back out to Wavewalker. ‘I need to dissect one for my biology course.’

			‘Oh, okay – we’ll help, won’t we, Rodney?’ said Jeremy.

			‘Of course.’ Rodney raised his eyebrows. ‘I’ve never been on a frog hunt before.’

			In the end, my hunting team consisted of Rodney, Glen, Joe, Jeremy and Denise.

			‘What now?’ Denise asked after I’d led them to the centre of the island.

			‘We form a circle and walk towards each other,’ I said.

			As our circle shrank, the frogs began to jump, keen to avoid our approaching feet. Each time this happened, Denise screamed, Rodney laughed and the rest of us kept moving. When we’d formed a tight ring, I flung myself forward and grabbed hold of a frog.

			Jeremy rowed me back out to Wavewalker. ‘Poor little fellow,’ he said.

			‘I know,’ I said, looking at the frog wriggling in my hands.

			Fortunately, Mum had gone ashore by the time we reached the boat because I didn’t think she would approve of the next step in my plan. This was to put the frog in the freezer compartment of our fridge, which I’d read was the most humane way to kill a cold-blooded animal. When I opened the door to check on it a short while later, it had gone to sleep.

			‘Time to start making dinner,’ said Mum, when she got back on board. So I made two banana cakes, rich with the ripe, sweet fruit, and put the frog out of my mind. A couple of hours later, I remembered it, but I couldn’t do anything until Mum had gone to read in the aft cabin, and when I did, I found it had frozen solid. I levered it out, wrapped it in tin foil, and hid it in the back of the fridge to thaw.

			When everyone went ashore the following morning, I stayed on board to deal with my defrosted frog. ‘Sorry little chap,’ I said, pinning its legs to our wooden chopping board. I then laid the board on the deck, imagined a white lab coat on my back and started work. The first part of the dissection was easy, but I was soon confused by the interlocking organs beneath the frog’s skin. However, I kept going, trying to identify the different parts from first principles – discovering, for example, that what I had thought were the ovaries were the lungs because, when I put a straw in the frog’s mouth and blew, they inflated.

			Three hours later, after I saw my parents getting into the dinghy by the beach, I said ‘Goodbye’ and ‘Thank you’ to my frog before scraping him off the chopping board into the sea, scrubbing the surface clean and returning it to the galley.

			Back in Suva, we also said goodbye to our crew, which was a relief, not only because the boat had been uncomfortably crowded, but also because my parents hadn’t spoken to Shirley for some time. I was, however, sorry to see Rodney and Jeremy go. After the crew left, I made my usual pilgrimage to the post office, where I found most of the work I’d posted in New Caledonia waiting for me. I also had an Easter card and a good luck charm from Heath.

			‘When are you returning to Australia?’ he wrote. ‘I really want to see you again.’

			‘I don’t know,’ I replied, and to make up for this, I sent him a logic puzzle about a man who ate a gull and died. To find out the reason for his death, Heath would have to send me questions. Since I was short of paper again, I wrote my reply in tiny handwriting on the back of his card.

			A day after we arrived in Suva, Mum received a less welcome letter from her sister, my Aunt Betty, who said their father had died earlier that year. ‘I’m an orphan,’ cried Mum on reading this. She dropped the letter onto the table, and I jumped up with Dad and Jon to hug her.

			Later that day, I spent some time trying to remember my grandfather, but after nine years on Wavewalker, my only memory of him was of driving down a dirt track on a hazy summer afternoon, one of those long, hot days before we’d set sail from Plymouth. On one side of us, behind a row of gnarled oak trees, stretched a field of wheat, the wind rippling across it. At the end of the road, in a small, stone farmhouse edged by beds of pink flowers, sat a man in a wooden chair in a still room, multi-coloured crochet mats covering the surfaces of every cupboard.

			This house had been the setting for Mum’s childhood, pampered by her older sister Betty and by the American airmen stationed nearby. It was the place she’d left when she was swept off her feet by the son of a Yorkshire coal miner. That girl who loved parties and suffered from severe seasickness hadn’t realised that by marrying my dad, she would end up leaving England to sail around the world and would never see her father again.

				
					* Not the same person as my husband, whom I met many years later.
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			Fiji: Love Overlooked

			June–July 1985: 16 years old

			Eight years and 335 days to eight years and 350 days

			Suva, Viti Levu

			There were two people in the dinghy with Dad, their bags piled by their feet. The man in the bow was tall and angular. But I was watching the other one. He was shorter, with curved shoulders, and I felt sure it was the guy who’d smiled up at me from the jetty in Sydney.

			Ripplerunner V drew closer. My father was standing at the stern, steering the outboard motor. It chugged away, coughing like a chronic smoker, puffing out petrol fumes. With a final roar and a twist in the water, he brought the dinghy alongside Wavewalker and the man in the bow grabbed our ladder.

			‘Pass the painter up to Sue, Brian,’ said Dad, turning off the motor.

			Brian held the ladder and looked at me.

			‘It’s the rope by your hand,’ I said. While he worked it out, the other passenger turned his head and his green eyes met mine.

			‘Oh. Okay,’ said Brian. He passed up the damp painter, and I crouched down to loop it around a cleat. In front of me, I could see Michael’s legs clambering onto the deck. When I straightened up, he was less than a foot away.

			‘Hi,’ he said, dropping his backpack with a thud onto the teak planks and turning to collect his guitar case from Brian.

			‘I’m glad you brought your guitar,’ I said.

			‘I’d be happy to teach you.’

			‘Sue, can you come here?’ It was Mum shouting. I paused, weighing up the price of defiance, before going below to find her sitting at the table studying a puzzle. ‘Can you get me a pencil please from the chartroom?’ she asked.

			Up in the cockpit, I could hear Michael laughing.

			Pencil delivered, I went into the aft cabin – my home again after Jon had retaken possession of the two-berth cabin – and pulled out my copy of Great Expectations, sitting on my bunk to read. After an hour or so of this, I decided I didn’t care whether Pip ever got together with Estella and went back into the galley to find a girl with short blond hair putting the kettle on the stove. I took in her khaki shorts and pressed white shirt.

			She looked at me. ‘Hi. You must be Sue. I’m Adrienne.’

			While she made tea, Adrienne talked about how much she loved Bruce Springsteen. I nodded, conscious of the rest of the crew unpacking their bags in the cabin behind her.

			When she paused, I made my excuses and rowed ashore. At the market by the yacht club, women were packing up their unsold fruit and vegetables as I walked past, heading for Suva’s main post office. In the woven bag slung over my shoulder, I had a parcel of schoolwork to post, including my write-up of the frog dissection. Mum hadn’t found out that I’d used her chopping board for that, and no one had become ill after eating salad prepared on it, so overall I thought it had been a success.

			At the post office, I received something in return – another letter from Heath, this time inviting me to a party in Sydney. I folded it up, and back on Wavewalker, composed another reply. There was no way I could go, however much I wanted to. But I could send him another instalment of my logic puzzle, which he seemed no closer to figuring out.

			We weighed anchor early the following morning, mooring at dusk in a bay further up the coast. After clearing away dinner, I escaped up on deck. The Southern Cross constellation lay on its side over the palm trees on the shore, and the salty smell of seaweed hovered in the air, combining with smoke from the village.

			Closer by, Michael was sitting with his back against the forward mast, his tape player next to him. I sat down cross-legged on the deck, and he began telling me about the music he was listening to, which was by a group called Yes. His words flowed around me as he talked about the history of each song, what the lyrics meant, the instruments they’d used and how the music made him feel.

			‘How do you know so much about music?’ I asked.

			He laughed. ‘I set up a band after I left school.’

			‘What was it called?’

			His teeth flashed in the dark. ‘It kept changing names, but the last one was New Distance.’

			‘So why are you here?’

			He turned towards me. ‘It became clear we were never going to be big. And when I saw your dad’s ad, it reminded me of another dream. When I was a kid, I loved adventure stories, so I wanted to experience one of my own.’

			I shook my head and smiled. ‘Maybe this is an adventure – though the ocean seems pretty calm right now.’

			He laughed. ‘I guess you know a lot about storms.’

			‘I guess I do.’

			I kept going up in the evenings after that to talk to Michael while we watched the mainmast tracing a course through the stars as the boat swung at anchor. He told me he was twenty-one and he didn’t know what he wanted to do with his life. He wanted to do something, he said, he just didn’t know what. I listened and nodded, although my own challenge was different. I knew what I wanted to do – I wanted to escape. I just didn’t know how.

			After a few days, we pulled away from Viti Levu and headed south to Beqa Island.

			When Dad took the wheel, I went to sit next to him. ‘Beqa Island is famous for its fire-walking,’ he told me.

			‘Great,’ I said, though I had no desire to watch people walk barefoot across red-hot coals.

			‘Look, you can see it now,’ he said, and I stood up to see a palm tree-clad island edged with ribbons of yellow sand.

			‘Come and help me get some food ready, Sue,’ Mum called from below.

			When I reached the galley, she started listing the things she wanted, determined to impress the crew with a spread of different salads, and I started fetching cans and packets from cupboards. The engine revs slowed down, which meant we were entering Beqa Lagoon.

			‘I wish you would concentrate when I’m asking you to do something,’ said Mum.

			I turned to see her frowning, but before I could respond a screech filled the cabin and the boat lurched to a halt. We fell backwards, and the can in my hand rolled away towards the table.

			For a moment nothing happened. Then I pushed myself upright and rushed to the steps, with Mum close behind. Everyone else was already on deck, shouting and pointing over the side of the boat. I grabbed the rails and joined them to see clouds of mud and debris billowing up around us. Through it I could also glimpse the sharp, stony polyps of the coral reef that had encased our hull.

			Dad raced down the deck, his face red and his eyes narrowed. When he reached the cockpit, he jumped behind the wheel, his feet hitting the floor with a bang. He wrenched the engine into reverse and I braced myself, holding on to the rail.

			Nothing happened – the belt screamed in protest, but Wavewalker remained in the reef’s grip.

			I ran over. ‘Can I do anything? What can I do?’

			Dad ignored me. ‘It wasn’t on the chart,’ he said, throwing the engine into reverse again and back into neutral.

			I went to slump on the step in the deck. Even if we managed to get off the reef, Wavewalker might still be left full of holes – as had happened to the Endeavour after Captain Cook collided with the Great Barrier Reef.

			A while later, I heard Dad shouting from the forward deck. ‘Bring the dinghy up here, Sue,’ he said, when I reached him.

			‘What’s going on?’

			‘We’re not moving. We’ll have to wait until the tide comes back in and hope we float off.’

			‘But what will happen when the tide goes out?’

			There was a pause. ‘There’s a good chance Wavewalker will fall over onto the reef.’

			‘But that’s not likely, is it?’

			‘It’s quite possible, actually.’ Dad was gazing towards the beach. ‘And if it does, it will rip her keel off. And her hull, masts and rigging will be damaged beyond repair.’

			I stared at him. ‘The only thing we can do is to set our anchors out around the boat and use the halyards to attach them to the tops of the masts,’ he said after a pause. ‘When the tide goes out, and Wavewalker starts to lean, they might stop her from tipping over.’

			Jon, new crew member Craig and I took responsibility for this task, loading the first anchor into the dinghy, its gunwales sinking to just a few centimetres above the water. Craig rowed us out into the bay, while I perched in the bow calling out directions and Jon sat at the stern holding the anchor. When we reached the position Dad had indicated, Jon and Craig heaved the hunk of steel overboard, and it hit the water with a splash, drenching us. We repeated this process three more times over the following two hours, roping Wavewalker down to the reef like Gulliver to his beach.

			Craig leaned over the oars during our final row back, dragging them through the water. Jon sat with his eyes closed at the back of the dinghy while I slumped at the front, my head in my hands. When I heard a woman laugh, I looked up to see Adrienne sitting with Michael and Brian on Wavewalker’s forward deck.

			Jon shook his head. ‘I wonder what can be so funny right now.’

			‘The anchors are out, Mary,’ said Dad, when Jon and I reached the cockpit. ‘We’re stable, at least for now. Why don’t you go below and get us both a drink?’

			She nodded, wiping her eyes on the back of her hand.

			‘Captain?’ Craig was peering over the cockpit cover. ‘Would it be okay if the rest of us went ashore for a while?’

			‘I suppose so,’ said my father.

			‘But, Dad, we’re on a reef,’ I said after Craig left.

			‘Yes, but the crew can’t do anything about it, can they?’

			While Craig, Adrienne, Michael and Brian started climbing down into the dinghy, my mother reappeared carrying two glasses. ‘I think these are rather strong,’ she said with a laugh, handing one to Dad.

			He took a gulp. ‘We probably need them.’

			I left them to their drinks and went on to the foredeck to watch the tide recede. Night fell, and Wavewalker began to tilt, turning my world so that I was staring down at the water. As she rotated, the halyards tightened, and the mainmast creaked under the strain of keeping her thirty-ton bulk upright.

			After a couple of hours of this, I shook myself out of my stupor and made my way back to the cockpit. My parents were leaning back against the cover with their eyes shut, while Jon was reading a book by torchlight. Dad looked up as I approached. ‘Jon, can you go down below and put the mast lights on?’ he asked, his voice slightly slurred.

			After the lamps came on, bathing the deck in a ghostly, yellow glow, Dad stood up and made his way on to the aft deck. I went with him. He felt one of the halyards and lifted his head to follow it up the mast. When I touched the rope, it felt as rigid as metal.

			‘Will they hold us upright?’ I asked.

			‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘If they do, we might be fine when the tide comes back in. If they don’t – well, there’s not much we can do about that, is there?’

			I left Dad to go back onto the forward deck. I’d wanted reassurance from him, even if it was false. My legs were shaking when I sat down, so I wrapped my arms around them. Beneath me Wavewalker felt like she’d died: as if the reef holding her tight had sucked the life out of her.

			Eventually, I heard the outboard motor. Shortly afterwards the crew became visible, making their way across the still water – like Cook, we’d been lucky enough to go on a reef on a calm night. I shuffled in against the mast as Craig brought the dinghy alongside.

			Dad came out of the cockpit. ‘Don’t move around too much and don’t go down below,’ he said. ‘In fact, it would be best if you sat on the high side of the forward deck because we need all the weight we can get up there.’

			The crew turned to walk towards me, their footsteps loud after the long silence. I moved further back, but Michael caught my eye and came to sit next to me, putting his arm around my shoulders. My breath caught while I adjusted to his warmth, and then I leaned against him and started to cry. Around us, the boat quivered, and the tide continued to ebb away.

			My father appeared on the foredeck, waving a bottle of rum. ‘Does anyone want a drink?’

			I shook my head, and so did Michael, though Dad didn’t seem to notice us. After he left, Michael’s arm tightened, and my heartbeat slowed. Another hour passed. Across the bay, shallow waves rolled onto the beach. The rushing of the water up and down the sand, like someone breathing in and out, became a rhythmical backdrop to the endless waiting.

			‘I need to go and find out what is happening,’ I told Michael. He nodded and I clambered to my feet to negotiate my way back to the cockpit across the ropes, cleats, hatches and people crowding the deck.

			Dad was again leaning back against the cockpit cover with his eyes closed. His head jerked upright as I approached. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘The reef wasn’t on the chart.’ His eyelids drooped before reopening. ‘I’m sorry,’ he repeated.

			I went back up to the foredeck. ‘Don’t worry, it’ll be fine,’ said Michael, when I sat down next to him. I put my head against his shoulder. He smelled musty and salty, and for a moment I felt reassured.

			Jon appeared out of the gloom. ‘Mum and Dad are asleep,’ he said.

			I nodded.

			‘I’m going below.’

			‘But I thought Dad said everyone had to stay on deck?’

			‘I know,’ he said. ‘But one person won’t make a difference, will it? And there’s no point in us both being awake.’

			‘I guess not,’ I said, since I couldn’t see any way to stop him. ‘I’ll stay up.’

			At one o’clock in the morning, almost eleven hours after going on the reef, I told the crew to move up onto the bowsprit – the halyard running up the foremast had started to vibrate, and I didn’t think we should sit underneath it anymore. An hour or so later, moonlit pools began forming on the exposed coral. The tide must have turned, but Wavewalker was still motionless with her bow and most of her keel suspended out of the water.

			By the time dawn broke, the tide had come in a little more, and Wavewalker had become more vertical. We’d survived the night, but we didn’t know if the tide would come in enough to release us or what damage the coral had done to our hull.

			I left Michael again and went to wake Dad. He was groggy, so I pressed a cup of sugary coffee into his hand. After he’d finished it, he inspected the halyards, which were still taut, though no longer quivering. It took another couple of hours, by which time the sun was fully up, for them to loosen, after which Craig, Jon and I brought the anchors back in.

			‘I think we’re nearing high water,’ said Dad when we’d finished. ‘If we don’t come off within the next hour, we will be stuck here through another tide. Can you go and get everyone to stand on the aft deck as that might help tip us off the reef?’

			Once we’d all assembled, he started the motor and snapped the gear lever back. The engine belt squealed.

			‘Is she moving?’ Mum asked. But it was clear she wasn’t.

			Dad kept trying – throwing the engine into reverse while we willed Wavewalker to move. I was half-expecting him to give up when, on the fourth attempt, the boat shuddered, and the engine lowered its tone. Wavewalker jerked several times before tipping back into the water.

			Cheers erupted. My hands were shaking, and I leaned against the life raft.

			‘Can you go and check the bilges, Sue?’ Dad asked as we motored away.

			I pushed myself upright and climbed below, holding on tight to the ladder, afraid my hands would slip. I put my finger through the hole in one of the floorboards in the chartroom, tugged the board upwards and dropped it beside me. When I peered inside, I couldn’t see any sign of water spurting up, and the oily depths looked no wetter than usual. I sat for a moment, enjoying the relief, before getting back to my feet.

			‘The bilges are clear,’ I said, when I reached the cockpit, and my father raised his hand in acknowledgement. He then turned away, scanning the bay for a good place to anchor, and I stumbled back below to sit next to the open floorboard for a while before closing it. When the anchor chain began rattling out of its locker, I groped my way back to my cabin and collapsed into my bunk.

			Over the following days, I tried several times to discuss our night on the reef with Dad. But each time I did, he brushed me away, asking why I was raising it or telling me not to discuss something that would upset my mother.

			Michael also seemed to be avoiding me – the only time we spoke was to exchange greetings when we passed each other in the galley and we no longer met on deck in the evenings. In that fearful night, I’d thought I’d found someone I could depend on, but now he’d pulled away, and I was alone again, sitting in the aft cabin, trying to draw solace from my books.

			But books couldn’t occupy all of my time – every so often I needed to come up for a glimpse of sky. One day when I did this, I found Brian on the wheel and went to stand next to him, feeling the wind in my hair and the sun on my skin.

			‘I’ve barely seen you for days,’ he said.

			‘I’ve been working.’

			‘Are you okay?’

			‘Sure I am.’

			I stepped onto the cockpit bench to look out over the sea, hoping it would calm me. Halfway down the deck, Michael was sitting talking to Craig. Behind, and to one side of him, was Adrienne. Above them the sails were full and the ropes taut, but the scene felt odd. I stared at it like I did when I was on watch and something out of the ordinary caught my eye. Maybe it was a whale, rock or ship. Perhaps it was a swell made uneasy by a gust of wind.

			Maybe it was Adrienne’s legs and arms, which were curled around Michael.

			A lump inside my chest forced me to gulp in a mouthful of air. I tightened my grip on the frame of the cockpit cover. They were laughing at something Craig had said. I sat down, the canvas blocking them from view.

			I spent the rest of that afternoon in the aft cabin, attempting and failing to work. Of course, my dreams had been stupid. I should have known – I should have expected this. The hours crawled by. After dinner my parents played cribbage in the main cabin while I returned to my books. We were at anchor again, and the boat was quiet.

			After a while I heard someone playing a guitar. I ignored it while I organised my books and packed my things away. But in the end, I couldn’t resist going up into the cockpit, where I found Michael picking out chords. When I walked past him to lean on the rails, he put the guitar down and came to stand next to me. There were storm clouds in the distance and flashes of lightning streaked down to hit the sea.

			‘You’ll find university strange, you know, after growing up here,’ he said.

			‘I guess so.’

			‘You can always contact me if you want to.’

			I couldn’t see his expression, so it was hard to understand what he was trying to say. ‘Do you remember the day you came down to the boat in Sydney, and we talked?’ I asked.

			‘Yes, of course. We got on well from the first time we met.’

			‘I’m going to go travelling. After I leave Wavewalker, I mean. But I’m going to go on my terms and make my own decisions.’

			‘If you keep practising the guitar, we could go busking when you finish university.’

			I glanced at him. ‘You’ve been spending a lot of time with Adrienne,’ I said, unable to stop myself. ‘Do you like her?’

			He looked away, studying the horizon. ‘I could never be serious about a girl like Adrienne. But she’s a lot of fun.’

			I gripped the rails, counting inside my head. After a minute or so, when I could speak again, I told him I needed to do some more work and went back below.

			I hid in the aft cabin for the next few days, working whenever I wasn’t required to do chores. For some reason, Jon chose this time to try to provoke me by hiding my books and messing up my drawers. I said nothing about this to my parents, doubting they would take my side; instead, I just ignored him as much as I could.

			One day Dad came into the aft cabin bearing news: the Rainbow Warrior had been bombed in Auckland harbour. I stared at him, trying to process this. The Rainbow Warrior – the flagship of the Greenpeace fleet – had been due to go to Mururoa Atoll to protest about French nuclear testing in the South Pacific.

			‘They think the French did it,’ said Dad. ‘And one man has been killed.’

			I joined him in the chartroom later that day to listen to the latest update from the BBC World Service.

			‘It was the French,’ he exclaimed when this was reported.

			‘Shush,’ I said, waving at the radio.

			‘… two mines attached to the Rainbow Warrior’s hull blew a hole the size of a car. A French man and woman posing as a married couple have been captured and charged with arson, wilful damage and murder. It’s believed they were working for the French Foreign Intelligence Service.’

			After the report was over, I went back into the aft cabin to put my books away. We’d anchored that night in a small bay, and I was planning to sleep on deck. When I went up, I found Michael already there, sitting on his sleeping bag listening to music. I put my things down and was beginning to sort them out when he spoke.

			‘I’m not serious about Adrienne, you know.’

			‘But I don’t understand how you feel about me,’ I said, all thoughts of French espionage banished from my mind.

			‘You have to understand, Sue. There’s a lot of difference between a girl of sixteen and a guy of twenty-one – particularly a girl who’s grown up on a boat. But we can be friends. And you know you can ask me anything. Nothing you can say will shock me.’

			I paused. ‘Do you know I’ve never kissed a guy? Does that shock you?’

			He looked away. When he looked back, he was smiling. ‘Well, I could show you if you like,’ he said. ‘It’s no big deal.’ Without waiting for me to reply, he leaned forward and pressed his lips against mine, and for a moment I forgot he’d just said he was only going to be my friend.
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			After William Bligh – who’d once worked for Captain Cook as sailing master on the Resolution – was set adrift from the Bounty after his crew mutinied, he became the first European to see the Yasawa Islands in Fiji. When we arrived there in 1985, it seemed like this chain of tiny islands, bearing fairytale names like Nacula, Yaqela, Tavewa and Naviti, had barely changed since. It should have been paradise, but the atmosphere on board was tense, with Adrienne spending every moment she could by Michael’s side and my father still refusing to discuss our night on the reef.

			Then one day it happened again. We were approaching Waya Island, and I was in the main cabin reading The Pickwick Papers. Jon had just walked past carrying his mask and fins when the cabin filled with the screech of wood slamming into coral. He tipped backwards to land, arms outstretched, on the cabin floor. Silence and stillness followed, frightening absences in a world that was usually moving and full of noise. Then came shouting and running footsteps. The engine moaned.

			‘Are you okay?’ I asked.

			Jon scrambled to his feet. ‘Yes, you?’

			I could taste blood in my mouth. ‘I think so.’

			He headed for the ladder, and I slid out of my seat to follow him. This time we knew the drill. With Craig’s help we set the anchors, heaving the galvanised metal hulks into the bay, using the halyards to lash them to our masts. Back on board Wavewalker, I went to sit on the bowsprit. The ocean seeped away under my feet, exposing the tiny, calcified flowers gripping our hull. I started a conversation with Craig, conscious that further down the deck, Adrienne was sitting next to Michael, her head on his shoulder. After a while, he looked around and I turned away.

			‘What are you thinking?’ asked Craig.

			‘I’m worrying about the reef.’

			He nodded. ‘I guess we all are.’

			The moon appeared over the horizon and began its trek across the sky. Wavewalker tilted, her halyards tightened and the masts bowed under the strain of keeping her upright. I slept in short bursts, resting my head on my arms, opening my eyes every few minutes to check the masts, the halyards and the reef below my feet. Eventually, the masts began to straighten and a pool of water formed in a depression in the coral. At midnight we hauled the anchors back in, Dad started the engine, and with a horrible scraping noise, Wavewalker slid back into the water.

			This time I didn’t try to discuss our night on the reef with my father. Instead, I retreated into the aft cabin and wrote poems, though my words failed to capture even a fraction of my feelings. Somewhere north of Naviti Island, I threw my verses overboard and discovered Shakespeare’s sonnets at the back of his collected works. Love is, he said, an ‘ever-fixed mark, That looks on tempests and is never shaken’. Certainly, my parents’ love had survived more than one tempest. But ‘ever-fixed’ love was pointless if it wasn’t reciprocated.

			At Turtle Island, we motored through the channel in the reef, between delicate blooms of white, grey and pink coral that looked beguiling, though I was no longer deceived.

			Mum came to sit beside me on the step in the deck. ‘Your dad says that if we go on another reef, he’ll sell Wavewalker.’

			I stared at her, shocked that she was discussing the reefs and even more surprised by her statement. ‘He’d sell Wavewalker?’

			Her eyes met mine. ‘Yes.’

			‘But what would we do then?’

			‘I don’t know.’

			‘Maybe we could settle in Australia – or go back to England,’ I said, trying not to sound too excited, but she didn’t reply, and after we cleared the channel, she went back to join Dad in the cockpit.

			I stayed where I was. Ahead of us were the beaches, palm trees and turquoise waters of Turtle Island. I’d been eight years old the last time we’d come here, on our way up to Hawaii, at a time when I’d still believed in the original purpose of our voyage. After we anchored, I went ashore and strode across the sand. I wanted to spend some time alone, but by the time I’d reached the coconut trees, Adrienne had caught me up and was walking by my side. As we paused to clamber over a fallen palm, she started talking.

			‘I like Michael, you know,’ she said.

			I glanced at her but said nothing.

			‘But I’ve realised something.’

			‘What?’

			There was a pause. ‘I think Michael likes you more than he likes me.’

			My face flushed.

			‘Which is odd,’ she said, her eyes dark under the shadow of her hat, ‘because I didn’t think you were a competitor.’

			Silence. Our eyes met. ‘I guess I didn’t either,’ I said.

			We kept walking. On the far side of Turtle Island, we found another sandy beach and more postcard-perfect palm trees.

			‘It is beautiful here,’ said Adrienne.

			‘Yes,’ I agreed. ‘But I need to get back to Wavewalker.’

			When we reached Savusavu on Vanua Levu Island, everyone went ashore to the Planters Club, desperate for a shower after two weeks of sailing. After I’d had mine, I settled in a rattan chair on the veranda to read my book.

			‘You look busy.’ Michael lowered himself into the chair next to mine and placed his washbag on the floor.

			‘Where’s Adrienne?’ I asked.

			‘She’s still showering. Look, I want to talk to you while she’s not here. I need you to understand something. What I feel for Adrienne and what I feel for you are two different things.’

			My shoulders tightened. ‘How are they different?’

			‘Well, let me put it this way. I think I’ll be writing to you for years, but Adrienne is only a girlfriend.’ He was watching me. ‘There’s something else I wanted to tell you.’

			‘What?’

			‘Well, while we’re in Savusavu, Adrienne and I are going to stay in a hotel.’

			Michael was still talking, but I couldn’t hear his words.

			‘I need to go,’ I said. I gathered up my things, dropped my shampoo, swept it up, shoved it on top of the dirty clothes in my arms and headed to the dinghy.

			I spent the next couple of days studying, fuelling my efforts with cups of tea. During a break, I shared some of my new knowledge with Craig. ‘Did you know mitochondria contain DNA?’ I asked him.

			He smiled and shook his head before looking upwards, distracted by the sound of something dropping onto the deck. Footsteps followed, and a moment later Adrienne made her way down the ladder, carrying her kit bag.

			‘Did you have a good time?’ Craig asked her.

			‘Oh yes – a wonderful time,’ she said. ‘Such a good time. Michael and I are going camping together next. Don’t you think that would be fun?’

			Michael was coming down the steps behind her, but I didn’t wait to see him. Abandoning my tea, I hurried into the aft cabin, flung myself on my bunk and sobbed into my pillow.

			Ever since those first radio reports, Dad’s fixation with the Rainbow Warrior had been growing. He listened to every news update and discussed it at every meal. But I didn’t expect it to affect me until the day when he walked into the aft cabin and said we needed to talk.

			‘Your mother and I have been discussing the Rainbow Warrior,’ he said, ‘and I think we should volunteer to lead the fleet.’

			I squinted at him. ‘What?’

			‘Wavewalker could become the flagship for the Greenpeace protest to Mururoa Atoll.’ He stopped, his eyes gleaming, and smiled at me. Then the smile faded. ‘Sue,’ he said, ‘you need to think this through. We would be risking our lives. We will vote on it, and will only do it if the decision is unanimous.’

			I looked at him through hooded eyes.

			‘Your mother is undecided, you know,’ he said.

			I tried and failed to stop my eyebrows going up. My parents always voted together.

			Dad was still talking. ‘You and Jon have many more years of your lives ahead of you than your mother and I do. So you need to think about this carefully. But you must keep this secret. Don’t mention it to anyone outside of the family.’

			After he’d gone, I kept working until I heard the anchor chain go down, the dinghy being pulled around to the side of the boat and people climbing into it. When Wavewalker was silent, I got up to walk around and think. I thought I was alone until I entered the forward cabin and saw Michael reading on one of the bottom bunks.

			He glanced around. ‘What’s wrong?’

			I frowned. ‘Nothing’s wrong. I thought everyone had gone ashore.’

			‘Well, I didn’t. And something is wrong.’

			‘I can’t talk to you about it. It’s a secret.’

			He sighed. ‘I can keep a secret if you want me to, Sue.’

			I hesitated. I didn’t want to disobey my father, but I needed to talk to someone. After all, he was able to talk to Mum. ‘Do you promise?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Okay,’ I said, and explained my father’s proposal. ‘I don’t want to die,’ I told him, ‘but how can I prioritise myself over an issue affecting the whole world? How can I be the one who prevents us from going?’

			‘I think you should go,’ he said. ‘Stopping nuclear testing would save thousands of lives, and it could make a difference if you went.’

			The next morning, after the crew had left for the beach, Dad called Mum, Jon and me into the main cabin.

			‘If we do this,’ he said, ‘we will take someone with us from every Pacific country, including Australia and New Zealand, because then if the French bomb us, it would become a major diplomatic incident. But this trip won’t be safe. If they are willing to attack the Rainbow Warrior, they could also attack us. Even if they don’t, if we enter French territorial waters, we will be breaking French law and they could confiscate Wavewalker.’ He looked around. ‘If we decide to do this, we will ask to be the flagship of the fleet – an English family on an independent yacht making a statement to the world.’

			He took off his cap. ‘It’s time to vote,’ he said. So we marked our slips of paper, folded them and placed them inside. This time when the slips emerged, the vote was unanimous – we would volunteer to go to Mururoa Atoll.

			Later that afternoon, a tropical rainstorm began. Water drummed on the deck, pooled in the furled mainsail and ran along the boom to drip onto the hatch above my head; a regular, heavy percussion. In the steamy heat, I gathered my workbooks, papers, pencils and pens, debris from another day spent trying to learn.

			There was a noise behind me, and I turned to see Michael leaning against the chest of drawers close to where Felix used to sit. I stared at him. He’d never come into the aft cabin before.

			‘What’s happening about Mururoa Atoll?’ he asked.

			I tried to focus. ‘We’re going to go.’

			‘Why did you vote for it?’

			‘Didn’t you say you thought we should go?’

			‘Yes – but why did you agree?’

			I turned to the back of my maths book, where I’d recorded my arguments in case I needed to remind myself of them in the future. ‘Dad is willing to risk everything for his principles, so I should support him,’ I said.

			Michael raised his eyebrows. ‘Yes, but that’s not a good enough reason to put your life in danger.’

			‘I have other reasons.’ I looked back at my notes. ‘Don’t you think someone needs to call attention to what the French are doing? They’ve exploded over a hundred nuclear bombs. One broke away a chunk of the atoll and started a tsunami. If we did this, we would attract the world’s attention.’

			‘It would. But you must be comfortable with it. It’s a huge decision, Sue.’

			We heard my father come into the chartroom and fell silent, listening to the clink of glasses, the slosh of drinks being poured, the jangle of bottles being replaced and then footsteps making their way back up on deck.

			Michael looked at me, and I wondered if he remembered our kiss.

			‘I’ll come with you if I can,’ he said. He cocked his head, a funny gesture he made when he smiled.

			I sat down on the bunk. ‘Really?’

			‘Really.’

			On Koro Island, I walked with Dad up a dusty road to the post office so he could send his telegram:

			Prepared offer British ship Wavewalker with Captain and crew to replace Rainbow Warrior. Schooner rig, 15 berths. Arriving Suva 28th July. Please contact Captain Gordon Cook, Royal Suva Yacht Club.

			I guessed I was ‘crew’.

			Several days later, we made our way back into Suva. In a few hours’ time, Adrienne would be gone, and I would be free to walk around the boat without worrying about what I would find. After stowing the last sail, I sat on the step in the deck and Mum came to sit next to me.

			‘Are you okay?’ she asked. ‘You look pale.’

			‘I’m fine, thanks.’

			‘We’re doing the right thing, you know. Your dad’s being brave, volunteering Wavewalker. I hope the French realise how stupid they’ve been.’

			I nodded.

			‘Well,’ she said, ‘at least you’re healthy. Poor Adrienne is very sick.’

			‘Sick?’ I tried to feel sorry for Adrienne as we went around the headland.

			My mother was looking at me again. ‘Yes. Didn’t you know she’s pregnant?’

			I stared at her – but not from where I was sitting. Instead, I felt like I was up in the air, looking down at us sitting on the deck. I could see my face turned towards her and my hands clutching the step. Beneath us, Wavewalker ploughed her way through the water, white foam clustering around her bow.

			I forced myself back into my body. My mouth was dry, and for a moment I thought I wouldn’t be able to speak. ‘Does she know who the father is?’

			Mum laughed. ‘She thinks it’s someone she met in a resort in Suva at the start of the trip. It seems she lives a wild life.’

			I closed my eyes.

			Mum kept going. ‘She’s going to have an abortion, you know. She’s had several before.’

			I got to my feet, putting my arm out to steady myself on the rail. My face was flushed and my heart was pounding. ‘I’d better go and finish my physics essay,’ I said, forming my lips into a smile.

			When we tied up at the King’s Wharf in Suva, Adrienne walked away up the dock without saying goodbye, but Craig and Brian both paused to embrace me before they left.

			‘Keep working, Sue,’ said Craig. ‘You’re going to make us proud.’

			Dad and I made our usual trek to the post office later that morning. There was no response to his telegram, but I had several bulky, brown envelopes back from my school. My work was up to date and my teachers were pleased, particularly my biology teacher, who’d loved my frog dissection.

			I returned to the yacht club to find Michael watching Jon play pool. He turned when I approached. ‘Can I talk to you?’

			We went outside to sit at a table near the boats. Raindrops pooled around the edges of the umbrella above our heads, enclosing us in a dripping curtain.

			‘A boat has offered me a free trip to Tonga,’ he said. ‘I leave the day after tomorrow.’

			I felt sick. ‘But what about Mururoa Atoll? You said you would come with us.’

			Michael stared down at his hands. ‘I know. I’m sorry, I can’t. But I promise I’ll come and say goodbye before I leave.’

			I said nothing, fearing I might cry if I did.

			He got to his feet. ‘I’ve got to go,’ he said, leaning over to give me a brief hug.

			I stayed by the dockside, watching him walk up the road. Dark clouds were coming in again and this time it wouldn’t be drizzle; it would be a torrent. The world was about to cry in the way only the tropics could, and the roads, jetties and even the harbour would run with tears.

			Dad was in the main cabin when I got back out to Wavewalker. ‘I’ve managed to talk to Greenpeace,’ he said. ‘They’ve accepted our offer to lead the fleet. They’ll pay for our fuel and the expenses of three reporters and two Greenpeace members who’ll come with us. We’ll need the money because we will be gone a while.’

			I blinked at him. ‘How long will it take to get to Mururoa?’

			He sipped his beer. ‘Seventy to eighty days.’

			‘But what about my maths exams?’

			‘I think this is more important than your exams, don’t you, Sue? We’re going to be sailing over a nuclear test site as part of our protest. Hopefully, they won’t do any testing while we are there.’

			I sat down at the table. ‘What if they do?’

			Dad shrugged. ‘Well, I guess it would be too late to worry about that if they did, wouldn’t it?’

			The following morning, my father phoned Greenpeace to discuss the details of the trip. ‘They are happy with our quote for fuel, but they want us to leave in two weeks,’ he said, when he got back to Wavewalker. ‘I told them we can’t leave so soon – we have two new crew members about to arrive, and we’ve already spent their money.’

			‘Will Greenpeace wait?’

			‘I don’t know. They’re thinking about it. I have some good news, though. I ran into our old friend Marc Aussie-Stone. He’s flown over from Sydney to set up one of his holiday villages and has asked us to take some investors around Fiji to see the existing resorts.’

			‘That’s great news,’ said Mum. ‘Provided they pay, of course.’

			‘Marc also wants us to take a scriptwriter,’ said Dad. ‘He thinks we’d make a fantastic sitcom.’ Mum laughed at this, and they launched into a discussion about who might play them on television and how popular the show might become.

			‘I’m going ashore,’ I said. ‘I’ll be back later.’

			In the yacht club, I found Jon playing pool. After potting several balls, he paused, leaning on his cue. ‘Michael came in earlier. He said to say goodbye.’

			I felt sick again. ‘Did he leave any other message or say he was coming back?’

			‘No, nothing. I’m sorry, Sue.’

			I went to sit on a chair near the bar. Michael couldn’t have gone, I told myself, because he’d promised to see me before he did.

			We set sail from Suva four days later. By then I’d accepted that Michael had gone. It hurt, but I could cope if I didn’t think about it, a trick I’d become well practised at over the years. We made our way around the coast of Viti Levu to Plantation Resort on Malolo Lailai Island, where a mass of swimming pools, restaurants, bars and thatched bures clustered along the beach.

			‘Is this family for real?’ asked Dad. ‘We have six people on board surveying resorts, a scriptwriter penning Captain Cook’s Capers, two crew, and we’re getting ready to lead an international nuclear protest.’

			Three weeks later, after doing far more partying than inspecting, Marc’s people disembarked back in Suva. Before he went, the scriptwriter gave us a copy of his draft, which depicted us hurtling around the Pacific, our boat full of crazy characters, searching for imaginary treasure. None of that I minded – indeed, some of it was true. What I hated, however, was that he’d transformed me into a dumb blonde, flicking my hair and not understanding what was going on.

			Once the boat was quiet, Dad and I went to the post office, walking past storekeepers advertising their wares, police officers standing on street corners in their black and white sulus, and market women in Mother Hubbard dresses packing away their stalls. The man behind the counter gave me a pile of school envelopes and handed Dad a telegram.

			He tore his message open, and I craned over to see what it said.

			Will be charged for lifting Rainbow Warrior. Cannot afford Wavewalker. Thank you for your offer. Greenpeace.

			‘So we’re not going?

			‘It seems not,’ he said. ‘It’s disappointing because I think we would have made a difference.’

			‘Will you try to change their mind?’ I asked, holding my breath.

			‘No. Greenpeace has made its decision.’ He folded the telegram and put it in his pocket. ‘We should go back and tell Mary and Jon.’

			I took his hand in mine. ‘Can we get a drink before we do?’

			‘Okay.’

			We went to a café, where I ordered orange juice and Dad drank a Coke, complaining they’d forgotten to add the rum. Neither of us talked about our cancelled protest. Instead he told me about the jobs we needed to get done on Wavewalker, while I opened my post. One of these was a letter asking where I would sit my maths exams at the end of the year.

			‘What are our plans?’ I asked.

			Dad frowned and put his glass down. Our moment of camaraderie was over. ‘I don’t know yet. We need to work out what to do about Jon – I think he’ll have to repeat this school year.’

			‘Perhaps we can go back to Australia? I’d like that.’

			But Dad shook his head. ‘I don’t know, Sue. I haven’t decided. I’ll tell you when I have.’

			When we set sail from Fiji a few days later, Dad still hadn’t revealed where we were going. ‘We’re heading east,’ he’d said, ‘and will probably go to Samoa’, but then he added that we might not, and even if we did, he didn’t know where we would go after that.

			Each morning when I came up on deck, I asked for an update on his thinking. On the first day, he was still talking about Samoa, but on the second he suggested Tonga. On the third he was back to Samoa, telling me that Mum had always liked Apia. Later that afternoon, Dad announced that we were going to Tonga. During our lunch of kokoda – raw fish in coconut milk, made from a mahi-mahi we’d caught that morning on the line we trailed off our stern – I tried to hide my smile. Michael might be in Tonga. When we arrived, I would shout his name and he would run to greet me. And afterwards we would make a proper plan to meet in the future.

			Mum was also distracted. I thought she was focused on our meal, which was one of her favourites, until she looked up at Jon and me and said we needed to talk about AIDS because it was going to be a worldwide plague.

			‘But don’t worry,’ said Dad. ‘If it gets worse, I’ve identified a deserted island where we can go to live until it’s all over.’

			‘Okay,’ I said. But I wasn’t really listening. I’d sent off several maths papers in Fiji and I’d just remembered that they were being sent back to Samoa.

			‘Kids, will you concentrate? This is important,’ said Mum.

			I sighed and looked up. Jon put down his book.

			She studied us. ‘It’s critical neither of you has sex.’

			I flushed and glanced at my brother, who grinned before looking away. I got up to put my plate in the sink. ‘I’m going to go and do some work,’ I said – and behind me I heard Jon mutter something similar.

			When we arrived in Nuku‘alofa, Tonga’s capital, I declared I was desperate for a shower, grabbed a towel and ran up the jetty to the yacht club.

			‘Do you remember a sailor with dark, curly hair?’ I asked the man behind the bar. ‘He probably arrived here about three weeks ago.’

			‘On which boat?’

			‘I don’t know. But he has green eyes, and his name is Michael.’

			The man laughed and shook his head. ‘Is he your boyfriend?’

			‘No. Just someone who used to be on our boat.’

			The man was looking at me. ‘Are you okay?’

			‘Sure I am,’ I said, though the words sounded false, even to me.

			Later that day, Dad and I made our usual trip to the post office. We hadn’t been to Tonga in a long time, but it felt familiar. There was, however, one change – while there were still beggars sitting by the road in frayed tapa cloth skirts, none of them seemed to have elephantiasis.

			‘There is no post for you,’ said the man at the counter.

			My heart raced. ‘I think my post went to Samoa by mistake. Is there any way to get hold of it?’

			The man went away. ‘We can get it sent down for you,’ he said when he came back, ‘but it will cost one hundred dollars.’

			‘No thanks,’ said Dad.

			‘We have to,’ I said, turning to face him. ‘I need my maths papers back – the exams are in two months’ time.’

			He shook his head. ‘I’m not paying a hundred dollars for you to get your schoolwork.’

			I placed my hands on my hips. ‘I need those papers.’

			‘No, Sue.’ The pitch of his voice dropped and the words sounded threatening. ‘It’s ridiculously expensive.’

			The rest of the world receded, leaving my father and me facing each other – and this time I wasn’t backing down. ‘I don’t care. I need my post. It’s not my fault it was sent to Samoa.’

			‘I’m the captain – I decide. You’re the kid – you don’t.’

			‘No, Dad.’ I stood up straight, my face flushed. ‘I need those papers. I don’t want anything for Christmas. Take everything I own. Sell it. Do whatever you want with it. I don’t care. I just want my schoolwork back.’

			Silence. We stared at each other.

			Dad shook his head and turned back to the counter. He removed his wallet and counted out the notes, glancing at me again before pushing them across the desk. I stepped forward and hugged him, and he wrapped one arm around my shoulders. ‘Let’s get back to the boat,’ he said.

			We turned and walked out. I felt shaky but elated. Dad had listened. He’d spent money on something I needed, even though it didn’t matter to him. Maybe he cared about me. Perhaps now I was getting older, he would let me have some say in what we did.

			The feeling was short-lived because that evening he became the captain again and announced that we were heading for New Zealand.

			‘Why New Zealand?’ I asked. ‘Please can we go to Australia? All my friends are in Australia.’

			‘No, Sue,’ he said. ‘It’s already decided. We’re going to New Zealand. We haven’t tried advertising for crew there in a long time. Our business is more important than your friends. You need to tell your school you’ll be sitting your exams in Auckland.’

			It was going to be a tedious sail down to New Zealand across over a thousand miles of ocean – and it was one we almost didn’t start after two policemen arrested Dad for painting Wavewalker’s gunwale without wearing a shirt. Mum stood on deck, roaring with laughter, while they marched my father off up the jetty.

			‘I’ll send you a cake with a file in it,’ she called after him. But when she’d stopped giggling, she walked to the police station, paid his fine and he was released.

			Since only the four of us were left on board, once we were back at sea I was again juggling preparing for my exams with doing watches and carrying out chores. Like me, Wavewalker was tired. Dry rot had crept into the mainmast, so we couldn’t set any sail in strong winds, and she had a leak in her bilges, which meant water tinged with diesel flooded over the floorboards whenever we heeled over.

			After ten days at sea, we made landfall in the Bay of Islands off the coast of New Zealand’s North Island. Dad had chosen this destination because he’d heard the immigration there was lax. His intelligence was right – the local officials didn’t ask for a bond to cover our airfares back to England and they missed Jon’s arrival altogether, counting only our three passports and not noticing that he was listed on Mum’s and Dad’s.

			Two letters were waiting for me in the post office when we reached Auckland a week or so later. One was from Michael, who was sorry we hadn’t had a chance to see each other again in Suva. He said he’d given Jon a goodbye message for me, though he knew it wasn’t the same. I put the letter in my pocket – I was pleased he’d written, but I’d learned I couldn’t depend on him.

			The second envelope contained my school report. Since I was only sitting maths exams that year, I’d focused on preparing for those. This meant that all my other teachers were unhappy. ‘Papers have been sparse this semester,’ wrote my English teacher, and my physics teacher said I needed to ‘work faster’. The criticism hurt, but these were problems for next year. I shoved the report in my pocket and stowed it next to my diaries when I got back to Wavewalker.

			A few days after arriving in Auckland, Dad announced that he’d applied for the role of marketing manager at Hamurana Park, a tourist attraction several hours’ drive away, near Rotorua in the centre of New Zealand’s North Island. I had a thousand questions; why he was applying for it, whether we would stop sailing if he got it and what would happen to Wavewalker, to name just a few.

			But when I tried to ask them, Dad shook his head. ‘Stop badgering me, Sue – if I get offered the job, then I’ll decide what we do.’

			He set off in a hire car early one morning for his interview, squashed into his only suit. Later that day, we went to the yacht club to await his call. Mum took it when it came. ‘He got the job,’ she told Jon and me afterwards. ‘He says he’s given them lots of ideas already, such as having a better shop near the park entrance.’

			‘But what does this mean for us, Mum?’ I asked.

			‘We’re going to apply for New Zealand residency. The park’s owners want your dad to live in Rotorua, so we’ll find a school for Jon there. He needs to start going to proper school.’

			‘But what about me?’

			She hesitated. ‘Well, if your dad gets residency, you’ll get it too. So you’ll be able to go to university in Auckland. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves.’

			When my father returned, he announced that we would stay in Auckland for Christmas before moving the boat down to the coastal city of Tauranga to start our annual repairs. Wavewalker would then be put into storage when he started his job. I nodded at this news. I didn’t want to be in a country where I had no friends, but staying in one place was better than sailing, and in any case I’d learned not to argue with Dad’s decisions.

			When the day of my exams arrived, I walked into the Australian consulate building to find I was the only student there.

			‘They went fine,’ I told my parents when I returned, but I refused to say anything else. They hadn’t helped me study for the exams – in fact they’d done the opposite – so what right did they have to be involved once they were over?

			About ten days later, Dad came back from the post office waving two letters in the air. ‘These are from the Board of Secondary School Studies, Sue. Come on, open them.’

			I took them from his hand. ‘Thanks, Dad.’

			‘Let’s see what they say,’ he said, but I gave him a vague smile before making my way into the forward cabin, where I’d spent so many hours working hidden inside a sail. Once there, I sat for a few moments on the lower bunk before tearing the envelopes open.

			‘Come on, Sue,’ Dad shouted.

			I looked down. I’d received the top grade in both pure and applied maths. I sat for a while, before going back down.

			‘These are wonderful,’ he said, when I showed him the letters.

			‘I’m so proud of you,’ said Mum.

			A few days later, Mick and Dulcie, who we’d met years ago on their boat in Tonga, came for lunch.

			‘You must be pleased with your results,’ said Dulcie.

			‘I am. Though I’m exhausted.’

			She nodded, and by the end of the evening had made me an offer – I could go and live with them in Whitianga for a few weeks after Christmas and help out in their fishing shop, while Mum and Dad started work on Wavewalker in Tauranga.

			‘I’d love to,’ I said.

		

		
			Part Four

			Breaking Free

			Home is the sailor, home from sea,

			And the hunter home from the hill.

			Robert Louis Stevenson, Samoa, 1894
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			New Zealand Part 1: Forced Growth

			January–April 1986: 16 to 17 years old

			Nine years and 176 days to nine years and 288 days

			Whitianga, Coromandel Peninsula

			A roar of laughter erupted around the kitchen table. Mick and Dulcie’s son, Bruce, had just finished telling an anecdote about his latest fishing trip, which had brought back a record haul of scallops. I laughed along, watching Bruce, who grinned at me.

			After dinner I sat on my bed, rested my head against the pillows and closed my eyes. I’d spent ten hours in the shop that day, discussing fishing lures with customers. ‘They’re all pretty good,’ I’d said, when asked my advice, ‘though I’ve heard the fish around here particularly like red.’

			My hand moved on the eiderdown looking for Barnaby and found a bag containing the denim skirt and cotton shirt that I’d bought with money I’d earned in the shop. But when I lifted them to inhale their newness, I could hear my father’s voice inside my head: What are you doing wasting money on things like that? Don’t you know how much we need to spend on Wavewalker?

			On cue, the phone rang in the hall, and Dulcie appeared in my doorway. ‘It’s your mum ringing from Tauranga. Isn’t that nice?’

			I followed her out and picked up the handset. ‘Hi, Mum.’

			‘Hi, Sue. We’re swamped here, but I thought I would ring because Heath has sent you a parcel. I’ve forwarded it up to you today.’

			‘Thanks, Mum. How is the work going on Wavewalker?’

			‘Fine. But there’s something else I wanted to talk to you about.’

			I sat down in a chair. Her voice had taken on an edge. ‘Okay.’

			‘Well, the thing is, your dad and I have changed our minds. We’ve decided not to put Wavewalker in storage. Instead we’re going to take paying crew on trips again this year because we will make more money that way. We’ll find a skipper to replace Gordon, and I’m going to go with them to do the cooking.’

			Gaudy prints of fish lined the wall opposite me. I was sure one of them was moving – maybe it was trying to swim away.

			‘But how will the rest of us cope if you are gone all year?’

			She sighed. ‘It doesn’t change anything, Sue. Your dad will start his job in Rotorua, and you and Jon will stay with him. Jon will go to school and you’ll do your correspondence course.’

			I wasn’t surprised by this – it had already been decided that I wouldn’t go to school in New Zealand because if I did, I’d have to repeat the whole of the previous year. But I was worried about something else. ‘If you’re not here, won’t that mean I’ll be at home most of the time on my own?’

			Mum’s voice sharpened. ‘Of course, Sue. But we must all make compromises.’ She paused. ‘You’re being selfish again. I told your father you would be.’

			My hand tightened around the receiver.

			‘Anyway, you’ll be too busy to be bored,’ she said. ‘If I’m not there, you’ll need to do all the housework and cooking.’

			‘Mum,’ I started. My breath caught. ‘But, Mum.’

			‘What?’

			‘I have to study this year. It’s my final year.’

			‘I knew you’d be difficult. You always are. We’ll talk about this later,’ she said, and the dial tone came on.

			After I’d been living with Mick and Dulcie in Whitianga for a while, Bruce began visiting me in the fishing tackle shop in the afternoons. He’d rest his arm on the counter and tell stories, shrugging with amusement at the world, none of whose antics bothered him if they didn’t get in the way of his fishing.

			‘I’ll teach you how to drive if you want,’ he offered one day.

			‘Okay. But only if I can drive slowly.’

			He laughed. ‘You’re such a coward.’

			Our lessons began soon after that but were interrupted after Bruce flipped his car into a field on the way back from an evening out with his mates. The next morning, I went with Mick to recover it, leaving Bruce sleeping off his hangover.

			‘Boys are dumb,’ said Mick, ‘and you’re not much better letting him teach you how to drive.’

			‘You’re probably right,’ I said, ‘but I don’t have a lot of choice, do I?’

			By the time we arrived at the site of the accident, Bruce’s friends had righted the car and it was sitting in the grass by the side of the road. Mick attached a tow rope to its axle. ‘Tell me about Wavewalker,’ he said while he worked. ‘Did you know I’m going to be skippering her this year?’

			‘No, I didn’t – but that’s great news,’ I said, before launching into descriptions of how Wavewalker sailed and how she handled different weathers. ‘I’m glad you’ll be looking after her.’

			‘You mustn’t worry about Wavewalker, Sue. I’ve been sailing for fifteen years: she’ll be safe with me.’

			I kept expecting my parents to ring again, but for two weeks after Mum’s call, they didn’t contact me. I left several messages at the Tauranga Yacht Club, but I didn’t know if they were picking them up. Then one day Bruce came into the shop and said Dulcie was concerned about me – she thought I was missing my parents, since we’d never lived apart before.

			‘Do you want me to drive you down to see them?’ he asked.

			I smiled. ‘Yes, please. But not too fast.’

			We drove down to Tauranga a couple of days later. Even with Bruce behind the wheel, it took three hours to get there – time I spent laughing at his stories and holding my breath as we accelerated past lumbering trucks. When we arrived, I kicked the cramps out of my legs and walked onto the slipway. Wavewalker towered over the other boats. Her shape – the curve of her bowsprit, the line of her rudder and the portholes down her side – was achingly familiar, as was the smell, a mixture of drying seaweed and antifouling paint.

			‘Are we going up, then?’ asked Bruce, as we reached the rickety ladder leaning against Wavewalker’s scaffolding.

			‘Yes. I hope Mum and Dad got my message to say I was coming.’

			‘I’m sure they did. They’ll be so pleased to see you.’

			I smiled, my feet landing with a thump on the cockpit floor. ‘Hi, everyone,’ I called through the main hatch. ‘I’m here.’

			There was no response, so I climbed down to find my father waiting in the galley.

			‘Hi, Sue,’ he said, giving me a hug.

			My mother was sitting at the far end of the table. I went over to her. ‘Hi, Mum.’

			Her eyes met mine, but her features remained expressionless.

			My stomach clenched, and my legs felt weak. I took a deep breath. ‘This is Bruce,’ I said, gesturing towards him.

			She stared at me for another moment before turning her head away.

			‘Hi, it’s nice to meet you,’ said Dad to Bruce. ‘Why don’t we have a cup of tea?’ He put the kettle on the stove and while it boiled I helped him sort out cups and teabags. When I put my mother’s drink in front of her, she didn’t move.

			‘Jon is out climbing today,’ said Dad, ‘and the repairs on Wavewalker are going well, though the rot in the mast is even more extensive than I feared.’

			Bruce glanced at my mother before looking at me and raising his eyebrows. I blinked, forcing back tears.

			Dad sipped his tea. ‘So why did you get so upset when your mother called?’ he asked.

			I took another deep breath. ‘I’m worried about my work this year, Dad. It’s good that I won’t be sailing, but it’s going to be hard to study if I have to do all the cooking and cleaning.’

			‘Tell her I’m not interested,’ said Mum.

			More silence. The word ‘her’ hung in the air.

			‘So how is Whitianga?’ asked Dad.

			I blurted out a couple of stories about customers in the shop. My face was flushed and I still felt close to tears.

			Dad carried on making conversation. Bruce looked at me again. ‘We need to go,’ I said, and he nodded. Before I left the cabin, I looked back a final time to see that my mother still had her head turned away, the skin of her face tightly drawn across her cheekbones.

			I cried most of the way back to Whitianga, and in the following days, when I wasn’t working in the fishing tackle shop or helping Dulcie around the house, I sat on the pier in Mercury Bay, watching the gulls dive over the incoming trawlers and trying not to think about my mother.

			At the end of January, Dad rang to say that he was coming to pick me up from Whitianga and take me to Rotorua. Jon was about to start school there, so I needed to look after him.

			‘Great. And you’re also coming to live with us in Rotorua, aren’t you?’ I asked him on our drive down.

			‘Actually, no. At least not yet. I’ve told the park I’m going to start my job there in a few weeks’ time, after I’ve finished repairing Wavewalker. Until then you’ll be living in Rotorua with Jon on your own.’

			‘Oh.’

			A while later, after accelerating up a final short, steep track near Lake Rotoiti, we parked alongside two wooden holiday huts, known locally as ‘bachs’.

			‘So what do you think?’ asked Dad.

			‘Is this where we’re going to live?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘But where is Rotorua?’

			‘It’s about forty minutes’ drive away – but it’s nice here – you’ll see.’

			I followed Dad through the sliding door of the slightly larger bach. Inside was a tiny sitting room furnished with a two-seat sofa covered in a worn, mud-brown blanket. A pot-bellied stove faced this, its black paint fighting the rust creeping up its curved legs. A door off one side led to a galley kitchen and next to that, a small bathroom boasted a twin-cylinder, top-loading washing machine that looked like it should be in a museum.

			I pressed a few buttons on the washing machine. ‘I don’t think this works,’ I said.

			Dad crouched next to it and did the same. ‘No, it doesn’t. However, the mangle on top still winds. And it is rather beautiful.’

			‘But how will we do the washing?’

			He shrugged. ‘Well, we can always do that in the bath.’

			I followed him back through the living room into a bedroom on the far side.

			‘Isn’t this place perfect?’ he said, gesturing around us. ‘Jon can sleep in the bed in the other bach, and you and I can share this room.’

			‘But I’m sixteen,’ I said. However, Dad wasn’t listening – he was already going out through another sliding door onto a veranda.

			‘Look at this view,’ he said. ‘Isn’t it beautiful?’

			And I nodded because on this point at least he was right – the view was breathtaking. The bach was perched high on a promontory overlooking Lake Rotoiti, which meant we were surrounded by green-clad hills tumbling down into waters full of squabbling black swans, grebes and ducks.

			After Dad returned to Tauranga, I settled into a routine. Each morning Jon came into the bach for breakfast and I asked about his plans for the day, though he rarely said much. After he left to catch the school bus, I tidied up and took my books out to study on the veranda overlooking the lake.

			When I tired of working, I’d row the house’s small dinghy out onto the water, pull in the oars and let it drift. It was there, lying on my back watching the birds loop and glide, listening to the ripples chuckling against the hull, that I allowed my thoughts to unravel. Wavewalker. Her movement backwards and forwards through the ocean. The dampness, the closed wooden cabins. Owen, who might have made things different if he hadn’t been asked to leave. Mr Ray, who cared about me. My parents caught up in their own needs. Michael, who I’d thought was different. Salt. Waves. Diesel. Dust. Boredom. Loneliness. Fear.

			Between the veranda and the boat, hours of silence passed. In the evenings, I cooked for Jon if he wasn’t going out with his friends, and I tidied the bach. The rest of the time I spent reading.

			After two weeks Dad phoned. ‘We’re planning to set sail in three weeks’ time. There’s still a lot of work to do to get Wavewalker ready, but I think we’ll get it done.’

			‘That’s good. She has a long year ahead of her. Is Mick ready to go?’

			‘Yes. But there’s been another change in our plans. I’ve decided to sail with your mother and Mick up to Tonga. I’ll use that time to teach them both how to navigate.’

			‘Oh. How long will you be gone?’

			‘Probably about a month. Then I’ll come back to start my job in Rotorua.’

			A month. A month alone, just me and Jon.

			‘Sue? Are you there?’ He sounded impatient.

			I hesitated – I wanted to protest but I knew I couldn’t. ‘Yes, Dad. Thanks for letting me know.’

			To my surprise, I’d passed my driving test while in Whitianga, helped by the fact that it was a town devoid of hills or roundabouts. This meant that, after convincing Dad to let me borrow the old Datsun he’d bought second-hand in Tauranga, I’d been able drive into Rotorua to buy food and do the washing. For a small town it had a decent collection of shops, though its many geysers and bubbling mud pools meant that it took time to get used to its smell. The Datsun also took some getting used to since it had no heating and the boot only opened if you pulled a piece of green twine attached to the lock inside, but it got me around.

			In late February, on the weekend that came between Jon’s sixteenth and my seventeenth birthdays, I drove us down to Tauranga for dinner. Mum was talking to me again by then, although most conversations began with her teasing me about Bruce, whom she’d nicknamed ‘Brucey Baby’. I would wait with a forced smile until this was over, after which we would move on to one of her other favourite topics: Jon’s school, Dad’s latest battles or how Wavewalker’s repairs were progressing. I was too frightened of her reaction to raise the things that I wanted to talk about, like the time I was spending cooking and cleaning each day, the long round trips I had to make into Rotorua each week, or the overwhelming quietness of my world.

			But maybe my father understood a little of this because when we walked down the marina jetty to the car on the morning after our dinner, he stopped by a small sloop. An Airedale terrier appeared on its deck, its crinkly brown and black fur almost covering its eyes. The dog barked twice before sitting down to grin at me, its tongue hanging out of the side of its mouth, tail thudding on the fibreglass deck.

			‘Sue, meet Ham,’ said Dad. ‘Her owners are setting sail, so she needs a new home. I thought she could live with you and Jon.’

			I smiled at Dad and leaned forward to hug Ham. She was warm, furry and smelled of dog.

			‘Of course, she can,’ I said.

			More days passed. Sometimes I thought I was coping. I talked to Ham and discovered odd comfort in precision, stacking plates in straight columns, putting knives and forks in rows, and folding the tea towel twice, lengthwise, before placing it on the rail.

			But other times I fell apart, unable to cope with the silence or with unexpected challenges. This happened, for example, the day I went to Jon’s school, Rotorua Lakes High School, to see if I could use their microscope for a few hours, something I needed to do for my biology course. Dad had ruled out buying a microscope because of the expense, but when he came up to Rotorua to visit Jon’s school, he told me they’d agreed to let me use one of theirs. A few days later, I went to discuss this with the head of science. The woman in the school’s reception sent me to his office, where I waited for two hours in the stifling heat.

			At last, a man walked in. ‘Mr West can’t see you,’ he said, peering at me through his glasses. ‘But I’m the principal here, and your request is impossible. We can’t let someone who isn’t a student use school equipment.’

			‘But my dad said you would,’ I protested – to no avail. By the time the principal left, I was in tears. I remained in Mr West’s office for some time afterwards, trying to regain my composure. When the bell rang, calling the other children back to lessons, I ran to the Datsun, feeling like I’d done something wrong. Back at the bach, sitting with Ham on the floor by the stove, I kept crying, frustrated by my impotence and isolation.*

			At the end of March, after two months of living in Rotorua, my parents called me back to Tauranga to help them put away their stores for the year. I arrived to find that Wavewalker was back in the water, so I stood on the jetty admiring her while simultaneously aching in anticipation of her departure.

			When it was time to drive home, I couldn’t find my car keys, though I was sure I’d left them on the table in the main cabin. Dad smiled at me when he came below. ‘I have a birthday present for you,’ he said.

			‘Really?’ Since my birthday had been in February, I’d long given up on the idea of presents.

			‘Yes,’ he said, pulling the car keys out of his pocket like a magician finishing a trick. He’d tied a red ribbon around them, the ends trailing out below his fist. ‘Consider the Datsun yours,’ he said. ‘You’re going to need it after we leave.’

			Roger, my biology teacher at the correspondence school in Brisbane, had by that time started sending me science books, such as Jane Goodall’s In the Shadow of Man, which I read in the evenings, sitting on the sofa with Ham at my feet. Goodall described her observations of wild chimpanzees in Tanzania and I started noticing humans exhibiting similar behaviours to her apes, such as the two men I spotted outside a pub in Rotorua squaring up to each other. But there were also differences. Jane hadn’t seen male chimpanzees caring for their offspring like I saw a man outside the post office doing, leaning over a pram, looking up to smile at his partner. And in the wild, if a mother chimpanzee died, her baby often died soon afterwards.

			I hoped humans were different because although my parents weren’t dying, they were leaving. In early April, Jon and I went down to Tauranga to stand on a headland watching Wavewalker shrink away until she merged into the waves. Dad had again promised he would be back in a few weeks, but I had my doubts – by then I knew that the pull Jon and I exerted over our parents was weak compared to their desire to be together and my father’s attraction to the sea.

			In the days after Wavewalker left, I kept myself busy so I wouldn’t have time to think. After breakfast each morning, I listened to the news on the radio while tidying up. I tried to chat to Ham about world events, but she ignored me. ‘You have an impressive pedigree,’ I told her, which indeed she did, ‘but you don’t know much about politics. And you’re not much of a guard dog either.’

			Ham didn’t seem bothered by this. She wagged her tail and returned to lie in her favourite spot, leaning against the bach’s glass sliding door. This meant she rolled onto the feet of anyone trying to come in, which was a deterrent of sorts.

			Twice a week, I drove into Rotorua to buy food, visit the post office and pay cheques from prospective crew into Dad’s bank account. Then I did our washing, sitting outside the laundromat while the machines turned, breathing in the sulphurous air while watching people walking by. The rest of the time I was at the bach. Most of those hours I spent working, though sometimes I walked around touching things: the mangle in its curved metal frame, the upright fridge and the black plastic phone on the corner table, as if by making contact with them I could remind myself that I was real.

			One day I wrote to my Aunt Betty in England to ask her to send me the Times Education Supplement, which I’d read about in the local library. I knew a little about my mother’s older sister because over the years my mother had occasionally talked about her. But my memory of a dark English afternoon spent playing on pogo sticks with my cousin Jennifer at Betty’s house was the only one I was sure was my own.

			When the supplement arrived, I pushed aside my books. I wanted to study zoology – a choice inspired by Henry the whale, Claudia the monkey and the other animals I’d encountered on our voyage. But my real motivation was my teacher Roger, who’d said I had a talent for biology, and particularly for understanding evolution. I scanned the tables in the magazine. The best places to study zoology in England were Oxford, Cambridge, Bristol and Sussex universities. To these, I added all the other universities I’d heard of: London, Harvard, Yale, Sydney and Auckland. To each one I wrote the same letter: ‘Dear Sir or Madam. I’ve spent my childhood living on a boat sailing around the world. This has given me a passion for zoology, which I would love to study at university. I have a full set of Australian Junior Certificates and am studying for my Senior Certificates. I would be delighted if you would consider me. Please could you let me know how to apply?’

			I didn’t have any addresses for these places, or any way of finding them out, so I made them up, writing ‘Oxford University, Oxford, England’, ‘Harvard University, Harvard, America’, and so on at the top of each letter – and hoping for the best. After I finished, I sat on the sofa in the half-darkness, sipping a cup of tea and staring at the envelopes. One of them could change my life.

			Several weeks passed. In late April the phone rang. It was dad. Wavewalker had reached Tonga, he said, and he was coming back.

			After he arrived a few days later, I fussed around, making cups of tea. I’d survived in New Zealand alone and I wanted him to be proud of me. We sat on the sofa and I put my hand on his, feeling comforted by its warmth.

			‘What was the trip like?’

			‘Good,’ he said, taking a sip of his drink.

			‘Are you going to start your new job now?’

			‘Actually, Sue, I need to talk to you. We’ve had another change of plan. The thing is, I’ve decided Mick is not a competent skipper.’

			I blinked and withdrew my hand. ‘But he’s been sailing for years. We met him on his boat in Tonga, and he sailed back to New Zealand from there.’

			Dad frowned. ‘I think I can decide if someone is competent, Sue. And Mick isn’t. So your mother has asked me to stay with her on Wavewalker, and I’ve agreed. I’m going to resign from my job tomorrow.’

			‘You’re leaving again?’ I asked, my voice faltering.

			‘Yes.’ He avoided my eyes.

			‘When will you be back?’

			‘Well, we’re only partway through the first of three charters, so not until November.’

			That was seven months away. I placed my hand on Ham’s head and she looked up at me.

			‘Now, Sue,’ said Dad, ‘you’re the oldest, so you need to look after Jon while we’re away.’

			‘How am I going to pay for things, Dad?’ I asked, my voice catching. ‘I’m not old enough to have a bank account, and I can’t make do with cash like I’ve done so far if you are going to be away for months – what if something happens?’

			He hesitated. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll set up a separate account for you to use. It’ll be in my name, so you’ll have to forge my signature to take money out. And I won’t be able to put much in it, so you’ll need to be very frugal.’ He sipped his tea. ‘There’s one other thing. I need you to manage the bookings for the boat. There are spaces left on the trips for this year, so you’ll have to run some more advertisements. All the deposits then need to go into my main bank account.’

			He pulled bundles of papers from his bag and started going through them. There were brochures to send out advertising the trips, which despite Mum’s fear of whales, had become whale- and dolphin-sighting cruises. More documents followed – booking forms, deposit receipts and crew questionnaires.

			‘Don’t worry, Sue,’ he said. ‘I’ll ring whenever we get to a major port. And our friend Pam Crane will help you if you need it.’

			‘But Pam lives three hours away in Auckland, Dad,’ I said, still trying not to cry.

			He got up. ‘I think we’d better call it a night, don’t you? I need to pack in the morning – your mum’s anxious for me to get back.’

				
					* I never visited Jon’s school again, but later that year I met a man from the Milk Marketing Board who kindly let me use one of their microscopes.
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			April–December 1986: 17 years old

			Nine years and 291 days to 10 years and 149 days

			Lake Rotoiti, Rotorua

			I was lying on the sofa three days later reading one of the books that Roger had sent me, when Bruce called, the phone’s ring cutting through the din of the cicadas outside. I picked up and Ham shifted at my feet.

			‘I caught a massive trout,’ he said. ‘Three and a half pounds. On the second cast of the day. It was so big it straightened out the hook.’

			‘That’s great.’

			‘Are you okay? What have you been doing?’

			I hesitated, wondering whether he knew about Mick. ‘Well, Dad’s been back.’

			‘Good. How was he?’

			I looked at Ham, who put her head on my lap. ‘He’s returned to Wavewalker. He’s resigned his job and decided not to stay in New Zealand.’ I was relieved Bruce couldn’t see my puffy eyes.

			‘What about my dad?’ he asked. ‘Is he still on Wavewalker?’

			‘I think so,’ I said, shrugging my shoulders at Ham. After all, it might be true. And – a new thought: ‘We’re not going to get residency now, Bruce, so I don’t think I can go to university in Auckland.’

			There was shouting in the background. ‘I’d better go – the guys are heading up to the bar to celebrate our catch,’ he said. ‘I’ll call again soon.’

			When he wasn’t away at fishing competitions, Bruce and I usually talked on the phone most evenings. But after we spoke this time, days went by without him ringing. I left messages, but he didn’t return my calls. I tried not to dwell on this because I didn’t have time. I had so much to do, yet I was slowing down. I kept finding myself staring into space and when I checked the clock, discovering its hands had jerked forward.

			One afternoon I sat watching a stain on the sofa morph through a succession of shapes – a dolphin, a sail flapping, a man with a crooked nose, a laughing witch. Jon had left for school hours before, and I didn’t know how long I’d been sitting there. I shook myself and looked across the room. The Yellow Pages lay next to the phone. Almost without thinking, I picked it up, flicked through its pages and dialled the number for Childline.

			‘I don’t understand,’ said the counsellor. ‘Where are your parents?’

			‘They’ve gone sailing.’

			‘When are they coming back?’

			‘November, I think,’ I said, and the tears started.

			‘But that’s months away. Can you tell them you need support?’

			‘I don’t know …’ My words were barely audible.

			‘You don’t know?’

			I took a breath. Then, in a rush: ‘I don’t know where they are. I don’t know when they’ll call again.’

			The counsellor hesitated. ‘Why have they left you on your own?’

			‘Why?’ My voice sounded like it was coming from a long way away.

			‘Yes. Why have they left their children behind?’

			The room swirled. I leaned back on the sofa, biting my lip. ‘My dad needed to skipper our boat, so he left.’

			There was silence for a moment.

			‘Are you still there? Hello?’

			Ham nuzzled my leg. ‘Yes. Yes, I’m here.’

			‘Are there any adults who can help you?’

			‘My parents have a friend called Pam. I have her phone number, but she lives in Auckland, which is hours away.’ I caught my breath and kept answering the counsellor’s questions: ‘No, I’m not going to school. I sit here on my own all day.’ My voice quavered.

			‘Take your time,’ said the woman, and after a while I kept going. ‘How are you feeling?’ she asked.

			‘Not very well. I’m finding it hard to eat and I have a permanent headache.’ I paused, trying to keep control. ‘As well as doing my schoolwork and looking after my brother, I have to run my dad’s business.’

			‘Really?’ Now the counsellor sounded resigned.

			‘Yes. I spent four hours stuffing envelopes yesterday. And I’ve been getting the printing done in town and putting ads in the newspaper.’ I started talking through sobs. ‘I can’t manage it all. The envelopes went out late because they took hours to do. There’s almost no money left in the account my dad opened for me and he hasn’t given me access to his main account, which is where all the crew’s money goes. The car keeps breaking down and I can’t walk to the shops because they’re too far away. My brother keeps coming home late and I’m supposed to be looking after him. And …’

			‘And?’

			‘… I think my boyfriend just dumped me, but I don’t know why.’ I counted my breaths. A cliff edge of fear loomed in front of me and I didn’t want to get any closer to it.

			‘Oh dear,’ said the counsellor.

			She was trying to be helpful, but the hint of kindness in her words pushed me over the edge. ‘And, and,’ I said, tears running down my face, ‘and worst of all, I don’t want to be spending my time doing any of this. I need to be studying, or I won’t get into university.’

			There was another pause. ‘None of this is your fault,’ she said. ‘You’re coping with far more than is fair. I can’t change that, though I can be here if you need to talk.’ But while she couldn’t change anything, the counsellor did give me one piece of advice before our call ended. ‘You have to find a friend,’ she said. ‘You can’t deal with this alone. If you try to, things will keep getting worse.’

			The quiet engulfed me after I hung up the phone. The curtain moved, shapes forming behind it. I brought my legs up onto the sofa and wrapped my arms around them, burying my head between my knees.

			If I focused on each hour in turn, like waves rolling onto a beach, I could keep going. My days became a series of steps: an hour of maths, one of English and one of science. Some time to try to eat, some time to read. I lived in a tunnel, not lifting my head, frightened of what I would see if I did. This meant that I mainly cried at night when it was harder to maintain control.

			One Saturday morning in mid-May the phone rang. ‘We’ve arrived in Pago Pago,’ said Dad. ‘It’s still not my favourite town, but they’re having a barbecue at the yacht club tonight, and your mother is looking forward to having a steak.’

			‘Hi, Dad,’ I said, trying to keep my voice steady.

			‘So how are the bookings going for the next trip?’ he asked.

			‘I’ve paid in deposits from five more crew.’

			‘Good. Have you got the rest of their money? If you haven’t, you need to ring them back and tell them to send it to you. We need to get everything paid in as soon as possible so we can start buying supplies for the trip.’

			I was counting in silence. ‘Dad, there’s almost no money left in the account I’m using,’ I said, before starting to cry.

			Jon was hovering, so I handed him the phone and went out onto the veranda to lean on the railing, looking down at the lake. When I went back inside, the call was over and my brother had disappeared.

			As winter drew in, the bach became colder. I couldn’t afford to buy chopped wood for the pot-bellied stove, so I ordered half a truckload of logs. When a pick-up truck pulled in a few days later, a guy in a net vest got out and slammed the cab door.

			‘Hi, love, is your dad around?’

			‘No.’

			‘Well, he ordered some wood.’

			‘No, he didn’t. I did.’

			The guy grinned. ‘Okay, darling. You ordered some wood. So what are you going to do with it?’

			When I said, ‘Chop it’, his grin broadened.

			‘Okay. Let me get this unloaded and I’ll show you how to use an axe.’

			After we’d stacked the wood in the shed, he took one of the logs and rested it on a stump. ‘Hit it like this,’ he said, slicing down through the timber.

			It looked easy, but when I did the same, the blade bounced off, jarring my shoulder. We kept trying for a while.

			‘It’s going to take some practice, but you have the right idea,’ he said.

			I chopped for another hour after he left, before giving up. I’d only cut up one log, but I hadn’t injured myself and my last few strokes had been getting better. If I chopped for an hour a day, I might be able to get it all done before the weather turned.

			Each day that passed brought me closer to my final Senior Certificate exams and the moment when I could finish school, escape from the bach and begin my life on my own terms. But in the meantime, I still had to keep booking crew, taking care of the house and driving into Rotorua twice a week to do the washing and shopping. On my way back from town one day I saw a notice on a tree asking for kiwi fruit pickers. I didn’t have the time to do it but a farm was unlikely to question my visa, and I desperately needed the money. There was barely enough cash left in the account to pay for food and certainly not enough to pay for a flight if I needed to get to a university interview.

			I was right – it was easy to get the job. It was terrible work – lugging vast bags of heavy, unripe fruit in from the orchard – but I earned some money, and in the sorting shed I met Simone, her fiery hair full of kiwi fruit dust.

			‘I hate my uncle and aunt,’ she told me, ‘but they’re letting me live with them in their caravan, and they don’t try to make me go to school.’

			In late May, my parents called from Western Samoa. This time I tried to explain how difficult things were in Rotorua, speaking calmly and trying not to get emotional. But Mum soon became angry. ‘We’re having a bad time too, you know,’ she said. ‘Our last set of crew was very unpleasant.’

			The phone went dead and I sat holding it, trying not to cry. When I reached the trailer park at the bottom of the hill a short while later, light was filtering out through the window of Simone’s caravan. I knocked, and the door opened an inch.

			‘Oh. It’s you. Come in.’

			On the tiny, plastic table inside, there was a bottle of cider, a smeared glass and the contents of a make-up case. Simone’s face was blotchy, and her hair frizzed everywhere.

			‘Are you okay?’

			‘Not really,’ she said, slurring her words. ‘What about you?’

			‘Not at all.’

			We laughed and I told her about my call with Mum and Dad.

			‘My uncle and aunt can’t stand me because I’m often in trouble, but I don’t understand your parents – you’re so good.’

			I shrugged. ‘Neither do I. I haven’t talked to Mum properly for years, though I occasionally do with Dad.’

			‘Why do you bother?’

			I blinked. ‘Because he likes me. At least I think he does.’

			Simone sipped her cider and played with her lipstick, winding it in and out. ‘If your dad likes you, why did he leave you on your own?’

			‘Because he needed to skipper the boat.’

			‘Then why didn’t your mother come back?’

			This was a question I’d been avoiding. When Dad had left Hawaii all those years ago, he’d taken someone else with him to do the cooking. Simone was right – even if it was critical for Dad to be on Wavewalker, Mum could have come back.

			I paused, gathering the courage I needed to speak the truth. ‘She likes to be with Dad,’ I said.

			‘Even if it means leaving her children to fend for themselves?’

			‘They thought I could cope. Everyone thinks I can. But I can’t.’

			‘I think you will. But you need to stop expecting your parents to help.’

			I watched her drink for a while. ‘You’re right,’ I said. ‘It doesn’t matter why they left, does it? What matters is they’re not coming back anytime soon, so I need to sort myself out.’

			My university envelopes were generating responses, but they all bore bad news. London University wouldn’t consider someone with my qualifications, and Sydney and Auckland said I couldn’t apply because I was British. The fourth reply came from Oxford. I stood outside Rotorua’s post office studying the crest on the back of the envelope. When I pulled out the letter, for a change it wasn’t a ‘no’. Instead, it invited me to fill in an application form and choose a college.

			I drove out to Simone’s caravan to tell her that we needed to celebrate my first non-rejection. Back at the bach, I put on my best clothes, a pale pink skirt and top, and tried out some of the make-up Simone had helped me buy. It made me look older than I was, like a pretend version of myself.

			The phone rang, and I picked it up: it was Bruce.

			‘I’m staying with some friends in Rotorua overnight, so I thought I’d ring to see how you were.’

			‘I’m fine,’ I said. ‘In fact, I’m about to go dancing.’

			There was a pause. ‘Can I come with you?’

			I hesitated but couldn’t resist agreeing – so I spent the evening giggling with Simone and flirting with Bruce, who held me tight for the last dance and asked if I would go out with him again the following weekend. On our way home, I turned up the music in the car and Simone and I sang along to ‘The Power of Love’.

			The next weekend Bruce didn’t turn up. I tried to be strong, but in the end, I called him.

			‘What’s happening? Why didn’t you come round?’

			‘We’ve nothing to talk about,’ he said, his voice flat. ‘My dad’s arrived back so now I know what happened on Wavewalker.’

			‘What do you mean? What happened?’

			‘I have to go,’ he said, and the phone went dead.

			I lay on my bed and cried.

			Later, when I went to find Simone in her caravan, her hair was sticking out even more than usual. ‘What’s wrong?’ she asked.

			‘Bruce rang. He said something happened on Wavewalker, but he wouldn’t tell me what it was.’

			She shook her head. ‘If he cared about you, he wouldn’t blame you for it, whatever it was.’

			‘Maybe my parents did something mean to his dad.’

			‘It doesn’t matter what they did. You’re not them, and he doesn’t deserve you.’ Simone slammed her drink down on the table, some of it slopping out. ‘I told you before to stop assuming people will be kind. Only the ones who care will be kind, and there are few of those around. You have to look after yourself.’

			June arrived. It was getting cold, but I’d finished chopping the wood. By the end I was slicing the logs into kindling with a few deft strokes, which brought a certain satisfaction. The rest of my time I spent with my books, sitting for seven or eight hours a day on the veranda, bundled up in jumpers, looking up occasionally to watch the black swans gliding across the lake.

			When I was too tired to work, I tried to make the bach more comfortable. I covered a cardboard box with a piece of checked cloth to create a bedside table and put charity store blankets over the sofa to hide the stains. It would never be home, but it felt a bit friendlier. However, despite this progress, a new worry was keeping me awake at night: my New Zealand visa was about to expire.

			I put on my smartest clothes – a T-shirt and denim skirt – and drove to Tauranga, where I was sent to wait in a long line in the immigration building. Some hours later, dizzy with hunger and thirst, I was ushered forward to face an official. The man looked at my passport. ‘Where are your parents?’

			‘They’re away for a bit,’ I said, trying to sound cheery. ‘But they’ll be back soon.’

			The man’s frown deepened. My smile faded, and I felt small.

			‘Where exactly are your parents?’

			‘Fiji?’

			He shook his head. ‘If they’re not in New Zealand, I can only extend your visa by two weeks. You’re a minor: you can’t stay here alone. If you can’t find your parents, you’ll have to leave.’

			I barely slept in the days following my trip to Tauranga, and when I did, I dreamt of climbing staircases spiralling upwards to nowhere. Several days passed, during which I couldn’t settle to doing anything. Either Mum and Dad would call before I was deported, leaving Jon on his own in New Zealand and me unable to sit my exams, or they wouldn’t. And whether they did depended on the wind.

			Three days later, the phone went. Wavewalker had arrived in Fiji.

			‘Don’t worry,’ said Dad, when I described my crisis, ‘I’ll come back.’

			When my father turned up in New Zealand a few days later, we went back to the immigration department in Tauranga. This time, with him promising to stay with me in New Zealand, they agreed to extend my visa for four months until early October. It still didn’t get me to my final exams in November, but it at least got me closer.

			Once again Dad was in a hurry to leave, saying that Mum was waiting for him in Fiji and he had work to do on Wavewalker to get her ready to sail again. Before he left I asked what had happened with Mick. It must have been more than he’d told me, or why would Bruce have walked away?

			Dad rounded on me when I asked this, his eyes like bullets. ‘How do you know that something happened?’

			I faltered. ‘Bruce said his dad was unhappy.’

			‘I hope you haven’t been talking to other people about our business, Sue,’ Dad said, his voice low and full of threat.

			‘No, Dad. Of course not,’ I said.

			On my father’s last night in Rotorua, I was due to go out with Simone to a disco. These trips had become a Saturday night tradition – we got dressed up, danced and forgot about our troubles for a few hours. When I got up to leave, my father looked up from the sofa, where he’d been talking to Jon about his gymnastics lessons. He asked what I was doing and frowned when I said I was going out. ‘When will you be back?’ he demanded.

			Time stopped while thoughts raced through my head. My parents had forced me to grow up before I was ready, but my father still thought he could treat me like a child. Words rose, laced with a fury I hadn’t previously acknowledged. ‘You no longer have the right to ask me that question,’ I said, spitting them out, ‘and you never will again.’

			By the time I arrived at the caravan park, however, my bravado had disappeared. I put my head on the steering wheel and sobbed.

			‘What’s wrong?’ Simone asked, putting her arm around my shoulders.

			I shook my head. ‘I can’t talk about it. Not yet. So are we going out?’

			‘Of course. I think it’s time for dancing.’

			A few days after Dad left, Simone asked if she could move in with me because she’d fallen out with her uncle in some way that she didn’t want to discuss. We shared my bed because, although I’d slept on the sofa during my father’s visit, it was too uncomfortable for anyone to use unless they had no other option.

			The phone went again towards the end of June. This time it was Mum. Wavewalker was back in Suva again, so she was going to come and visit us for a few days.

			‘Great,’ I said.

			‘My mother is coming,’ I told Simone, after putting down the phone.

			‘Oh. Do you want to see her?’

			‘Not really, though I know I shouldn’t say that. The problem is she won’t be here long enough to help, and I’m worried she’ll hurt me again.’

			Simone nodded.

			‘She says she plans to visit Pam in Auckland first, and she wants me to collect her from there.’

			‘She wants you to drive up to Auckland on your own in the Datsun?’

			‘Yes – I didn’t get a choice about that.’

			Simone poked the fire in the old pot-bellied stove, which, as usual, wasn’t catching. ‘Can I come with you? I love it here, but you need to get ready for your exams. I think I should try living with my cousin.’

			‘Are you sure?’ I hugged her. ‘I’ll miss you.’

			‘You knew I’d have to leave at some point.’

			‘I guess I did,’ I said, resting my head on her shoulder and again trying not to cry.

			After dropping Simone off in Auckland a few days later – a process that had required taking the car apart to get her bags out since she hadn’t appreciated the importance of leaving the green twine hanging out of the boot – I found Mum drinking tea at Pam’s house.

			‘Ah, here’s Sue at last,’ said Mum.

			Pam smiled at me through her large glasses. ‘It’s so good to see you,’ she said. ‘Your mum has been talking about you.’

			On the drive back to Rotorua later that day, my mother and I discussed the places she’d visited that year, how Jon was doing at school, his prowess in gymnastics and Ham’s fondness for chasing sleepy winter hedgehogs. Two more days of avoiding difficult topics passed. On our drive back up to Auckland, Mum promised to ring again in July when Wavewalker reached Tonga.

			The weather had turned even colder by that point, but after I got back to Rotorua, I continued spending most of each day working at the table on the veranda because it was the only work surface in the bach. I also kept making my regular trips into town to visit the laundromat, bank and post office. A few days after Mum left, another letter arrived from Oxford. They’d passed my application on to Somerville College, which wanted to see two essays before deciding whether to give me an interview.

			I read the letter several times. I couldn’t blame Somerville – I was a boat girl, they’d never met me and I doubted they understood the Queensland school system. I stared down at the lake. I needed to ask Roger what to do.

			I also had a letter from Michael. He’d reached London and was working in a hospital, filing papers while dreaming of going to see gorillas in Rwanda and Tanzania. ‘I’d like to travel with you,’ he wrote. ‘We get on well and appreciate the same sort of things. But I assume it will be too difficult if you are heading off to university.’

			After my call to Childline, I’d lost Bruce but met Simone, and things had felt better for a while. But with Simone’s departure, I was alone with Ham for most of each day and started talking to myself again. ‘You can’t deal with this alone,’ the counsellor had said, so I picked up the Yellow Pages and began searching for somewhere to meet people. The directory listed many clubs for children and for adults, but none for a seventeen-year-old girl who wasn’t attending school. There was only one possibility – Rotaract, the junior version of Rotary, which raised money for local charities.

			‘Sure, you can join,’ said a man, when I rang the number. ‘You’re over eighteen, aren’t you?’

			‘Of course,’ I said.

			‘I’m in,’ I told Ham, but she didn’t seem impressed.

			During the following two weeks, I attended my first two Rotoract meetings and volunteered to lead their annual fundraising drive. At my third meeting, about twenty people sipped glasses of wine while I told them how my team – Mandy, a giggly primary school teacher, and Paul, a salesman and part-time magician – had already collected 750 dollars’ worth of raffle prizes from local stores.

			Back at the bach, I worked on my Oxford essays. Roger had advised me to choose unusual topics. It was my only chance, he’d said, of competing against British children, who went to regular schools and were studying three subjects rather than the five or six Queensland expected. My first essay, ‘Science at Sea’, described how I’d taught myself while sailing across the ocean – pulling ticker-tape in cabins tipped sideways by storms and catching frogs on deserted islands. However, I was finding the second one harder. ‘The Domestication of Man’ debated whether humans were domestic animals. This topic had been Roger’s suggestion, and he’d arranged for a professor at Auckland University to look at my draft.

			Sometimes in the evenings I visited Mandy in her flat decorated with pots filled with trailing plants, and one night I showed her one of my English papers, which was, as usual, full of underlined spelling errors. ‘You know what the issue probably is, don’t you?’ she asked.

			‘Yes. I’m useless at spelling. I memorise the words letter by letter, but they don’t seem to stick.’

			‘I know that. But I meant something else. Look, I’m not qualified to diagnose it because I’m only a trainee teacher, but have you heard of dyslexia?’

			When I shook my head, she explained it to me. There was, she said, no cure, though at her school they gave dyslexic kids more help. ‘But why are you smiling?’ she asked.

			‘Because now I know my spelling is just another hill to climb and not something I’ve failed to learn,’ I said.

			Apart from coming over to eat meals, Jon rarely entered the main bach, and I knew little of his life beyond the clues – such as bottle tops, roller-skating receipts and stubs of pencils – that I found when I emptied his trouser pockets before washing them. Three times a week I drove him to his gymnastics lessons, so I knew about those, but he usually met my questions with grunts. I worried he might be missing our parents, but it seemed that, so long as I was there to cook his meals and wash his clothes, their absence didn’t bother him.

			Given this minimal contact, I was surprised when he slid the door open one Saturday afternoon and announced that we needed to talk. ‘I’ve decided I’m going to take my driving test,’ he said, ‘and when I have my licence, I’ll want equal use of the car. I’m going to drive myself to school several times a week.’

			‘But if you take the car, I’ll be trapped here,’ I said. This wasn’t my only issue with Jon’s plan, however – I was also worried he might drive after he’d been drinking, because I’d often seen him arriving home on his bicycle in the evenings, weaving from side to side.

			‘I know,’ he said. ‘But I also want to use the car. Anyway, you don’t really own it; it still belongs to Dad.’

			We spent the next two hours negotiating. It was a funny thing for two children to do on a Saturday night. We fought hard, and for a while I thought we’d never reach an agreement. But eventually, we negotiated terms that would give Jon occasional use of the car in the evenings without leaving me stranded at the bach during the day while he was at school.

			The next day I stopped at the garage on the way into Rotorua because there was a guy there who smiled at me whenever I bought fuel.

			‘I need to let my brother drive my car,’ I told him, ‘but how do I stop it from working if he’s drunk?’

			‘Can’t your dad stop him driving?’

			I shook my head. ‘My dad’s not here.’

			‘Well, in that case you’ll have to be clever,’ said the attendant, and he then taught me ten different ways of disabling the car, which Jon was unlikely to spot.

			By August, it was getting warmer, and I began waking before dawn to start work while the hedgehogs were still rolling around on the driveway. If I kept working until early evening, I could cram in twelve or more hours of revision a day, though I had no idea if that was too much or too little.

			I sent my essays to Oxford, and in September another letter arrived from Michael. This time, after talking about his travel plans, he promised to meet me when I arrived in England. I smiled at this – I was terrified about going back after a decade away, but I knew I had to do it if I wanted to get on with my life.

			Towards the end of the month, the phone rang. ‘Hi, Sue,’ said Dad. ‘We’ve reached Tonga but I can’t talk for long because this call is expensive. How many crew have you now booked?’

			I answered the question, but I had something more important to discuss. ‘Dad,’ I said, ‘my visa is about to run out again.’

			‘What? Oh, you don’t need to worry about that. The immigration officials saw me the last time you renewed it. This time you’ll only need a short extension – you can just get it at the local police station. Anyway, I’ve got to go – I’m almost out of credit.’

			I sat cradling the handset after the line went quiet. A warm bulk shuffled onto my feet and I looked down to see two shining brown eyes. Ham put her head on my knee and thumped her tail on the floor.

			‘Come on, silly dog, let’s do some work,’ I said, getting up and going out onto the veranda. The cicadas were chirping, and I had a morning of studying mechanics ahead of me.

			A few days later, I went to the police station. ‘I only need a month’s extension,’ I told the officer, while he thumbed through my passport, ‘just to get me to my exams in November.’

			He shook his head. ‘I can’t extend this any further unless you can show me an air ticket that will take you back to England.’

			I went from the police station to the local travel agency, where another man hunched over a computer, tapping his fingers on the keyboard while he hunted down flights. The cheapest option was a circuitous journey up to Japan and back down through Hong Kong that would cost six hundred dollars.

			‘I might even go myself at that price,’ he said, pushing his chair back and giving me a smile. I thanked him but it wasn’t good enough. Although the flight was cheap, I still couldn’t afford it. I’d only made two hundred dollars fruit picking, and there wasn’t enough money in Dad’s account to pay for the rest.

			The next few days passed in cycles of staring at the phone, studying and trying to sleep. The day before my visa expired, the phone went again and I grabbed the handset, knocking the base off the table.

			‘How many bookings do you now have?’ asked my father.

			‘Five for the last trip. But, Dad – I haven’t been able to renew my visa.’

			‘Are you sure there’s no cheaper ticket?’ he asked, when I’d explained my predicament. ‘It’s a ridiculous price. Totally ridiculous.’

			I said nothing. I was clenching the phone so tight it hurt my hand.

			‘Well,’ he said, after a long pause. ‘I guess I have no choice. I’ll move the money into the account.’

			‘Thanks, Dad,’ I said, and with three hours to go, I got the passport stamp I needed. I could stay in New Zealand until ten days after my exams but would then have to return to England to face whatever waited for me there.

			After emerging from the police station, I went to the post office to find that another letter had arrived from Somerville College. After reading my essays, the college was inviting me to an interview in December. I sat outside on a bench in the sun, put my head in my hands and let myself cry.

			Like approaching an island from far away, my exams went from being impossibly distant to being in front of me, with every detail clear. I headed to Auckland to take them, after arranging for Jon and Ham to stay with one of Jon’s friends. Hours passed inside the Australian consulate building while I scribbled on a dark table, watched over by a woman reading a Mills and Boon novel. My final challenge was to design a mural for a school. I didn’t see how I could muster any creativity sitting in a dull meeting room, but once I’d done it, I would be free.

			When I emerged into the sunshine, I half-expected someone to run and meet me, shouting in celebration, but instead I was jostled by people hurrying past carrying their lunches in paper bags. My hug came when I arrived at Pam’s house.

			‘Well done,’ she said. ‘At last it’s over.’

			I leaned into her. ‘I need to sleep,’ I said. My eyes drooped, every limb hurt, and all I could think about was crawling into bed.

			When I woke fourteen hours later, Pam gave me another smile, waved me onto a kitchen stool and handed me a plate of buttered toast. ‘I was beginning to think you would sleep forever,’ she said.

			I laughed. ‘I almost did.’

			‘At least you look a little better. When you arrived from Rotorua, I thought you’d gone feral.’

			I smiled at her kindness. ‘Can I ask you a favour?’

			‘Sure.’

			‘Could you help me make some skirts for my Oxford interview?’

			‘Of course,’ she said.

			Pam and I spent the next few days after that sewing, laying the cloth across her kitchen table. We joked and laughed as we worked, and when we weren’t stitching, we cooked or watched television. We didn’t discuss the future, though we both knew that in a week’s time I would fly to England on a one-way ticket.

			At last we were done. Two lengths of sewn and pressed wool, one blue, one grey, lay on the back of a chair. I used what was left of my kiwi fruit money to buy a pale-blue backpack, which I filled with the clothes Pam had washed and ironed. The house was quiet and warm, echoing with the laughter we’d shared.

			I had one last request. ‘Will you look after Barnaby? I don’t know when I’ll be able to come back for him, but I know he’ll be happy here.’

			‘Your teddy bear? Of course I will.’

			I didn’t want the tears to start again, but they did, trickling down my cheeks while Pam embraced me. ‘I’ve cried so much this year,’ I said, wiping my eyes. ‘It seems to be all I do.’

			She laughed, squeezing me tight. ‘It will be all right – you’ll see.’

			A few days later, the phone rang – Wavewalker was back. When Pam and I reached the Auckland docks, I was surprised by how small and tired she looked, her paintwork chipped and cracked after another year of sailing in the tropical sun.

			My parents were standing on deck, waiting for us. Their skin was brown, and like Wavewalker, they looked older – Dad’s hair had thinned, and grey strands peppered Mum’s curly hair.

			‘How did your exams go?’ asked Dad, hugging me.

			‘Okay.’

			He smiled. ‘Aren’t you going to tell me the details?’

			‘Maybe later.’

			When we got down below, he waved around a bottle of wine. ‘Let’s celebrate Sue’s interview,’ he said, tipping it into glasses. ‘Sue, would you like some orange juice?’

			‘No. I’ll have wine, thanks,’ I said. I was determined to show Dad I had grown up, even though, after years of watching him get drunk, I hated the loss of control that came with alcohol.

			He raised his eyebrows. ‘To Oxford,’ he said, when he’d finished pouring, and everyone lifted their glass. He was watching me, so I touched the wine with my lips before placing it back on the table.

			‘So how was your year?’ Pam asked my father.

			‘Terrible,’ he said. ‘All the crew complained, and on the trip from Samoa, most of them were so seasick they couldn’t even manage a watch.’

			‘They did nothing but eat and sleep,’ said Mum.

			‘Let’s discuss your interview,’ Dad said to me, while my mother continued airing the crew’s many shortcomings with Pam. ‘You need to be clear about what you want to get across.’

			‘I’ll tell the interviewer how much I love biology,’ I said. ‘I’ll tell them about the whales and dolphins we saw on our trip and my views on evolution.’

			‘You need to explain how you taught yourself by correspondence.’

			I nodded, and we kept talking while the shadows deepened in the corners of the cabin, watched over by the animals that were still trying to fight their way out of the Spirit of the Solomons carving that stood on the top of the drinks cupboard.

			Each time Dad got up to go to the head, I poured my wine down the sink, and he replenished it when he returned. We finished long after Mum and Pam had gone to their bunks. I wrote the interview points we’d agreed on a piece of paper and slipped it into my pocket.

			‘Will you be able to help pay for university if I get in?’ I asked Dad before I went to bed.

			‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘But let’s worry about that later, shall we?’

			I cried into Ham’s fur when I got back to Rotorua. She had no new home to go to, though Mum had promised to try to find her one. Jon waited by the Datsun while I packed my bags into it, so when I finished, I put my arms around him too.

			‘Thanks for tolerating me,’ I said. ‘I guess it wasn’t a lot of fun when I tried to boss you around.’

			‘No,’ he said, ‘but it didn’t matter.’

			A couple of days later, Mandy, Pam, Mum and Dad assembled at Auckland airport to say goodbye.

			Mum wiped her eyes. ‘We’ll miss you,’ she said.

			‘Have you still got my points for your interview?’ asked Dad.

			I nodded and picked up my bag. In it were my school certificates and an album of whale and dolphin photographs taken from on board Wavewalker. Before going through into departures, I looked back to see Pam embracing Mum, Mandy waving and Dad smiling under his captain’s hat. I kept walking, heaving my bag onto my shoulder. I hoped that Michael would be waiting for me when I got to England, though he hadn’t responded to my last letter. With or without him, I needed to find my way, with all my luggage, to a place called Nuneaton to meet my aunt.

			I was trying not to think about my interview. I had no idea what I would do if I failed to get into Oxford and it seemed inconceivable that Somerville would accept me. I couldn’t speak any foreign languages and had never studied chemistry – two of the entrance requirements. I was sure they would see through the veneer of my knowledge to the girl underneath who’d never seen a play, heard an orchestra or visited an art gallery. There were things, of course, I did know. I could tell by the movement of a deck under my feet or the shape of a sail when something on a boat was wrong. I could see a whale, dolphin or bird and understand how it fitted into the world. I could tie a knot, chop wood, change the oil in a car, knit and sew. I knew what it was like to come close to dying. I’d lived in places where a can of tuna or a fresh onion was an unbelievable luxury. And with grim determination, I could achieve things against the odds. I hoped that some of this was what they were looking for.
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			England Part 1: Tested

			December 1986: 17 years old

			Flying home

			The ocean tumbled away below me on the flight to Suva, taking with it the islands, palm trees and beaches of my childhood. After a break to refuel and a blast of tropical heat, we started our eleven-hour flight to Tokyo. I stared down at the ocean. In five minutes, we covered the distance it would take Wavewalker a day to sail. If I closed my eyes, I could imagine I was still on the sea. But it was hard to maintain the pretence when I was trapped in a rattling metal tube and couldn’t see the waves, smell the salt or feel the wind.

			The man beside me fell asleep, his glass of whisky untouched on his tray table. Outside, it went dark. There were too many clouds to see the stars, but I found a sky map in the back of the airline magazine and studied it instead, looking in vain for the stars making up the Southern Cross, which had been replaced by a host of northern hemisphere interlopers I didn’t recognise.

			When we reached Tokyo, I stumbled from the plane, carried along in a wave of travellers. I heard laughter and turned to see a girl looking at me.

			‘You have a lot of luggage,’ she said. ‘Let me help.’

			By the time we reached the other end of the pristine terminal, we were laughing and almost crying over my absurdly heavy bags, and I’d discovered my new friend was called Hélène and would be sharing my next flight to Hong Kong.

			We slumped on the floor by a window. ‘I’m going back to Paris to find a job and somewhere to live after a year of travelling in Australia,’ she said. ‘What are you doing here on your own?’

			It was a long story, but we had time. So I told her about Wavewalker, the sea, my childhood and my dream of going to university. It was odd to talk about these things so far from where it had all happened.

			‘But what if you don’t get in?’ she asked.

			I shrugged, trying to ignore the ball of fear inside my stomach. ‘I can’t go back.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘Because at last I’m free.’

			I managed a couple of hours’ sleep on the next flight, before waking in time to see Kowloon rise below us, laden with high-rise apartment buildings, slums, hotels, cars and shops. Kai Tak airport was hemmed in by the surging city, leaving a space so tight that our pilot had to hang one wing over the water when we taxied to the gate.

			In the terminal, Hélène and I played cards while we waited to check in for our next flights. ‘Flying is strange,’ she said, putting down a card. ‘Only a few hours ago we were in Japan, and now we are here.’ She waved her hand at the people around us. ‘At least when you were sailing, you had time to adjust before you arrived in a different country.’

			‘It didn’t feel like that,’ I said. ‘On a boat, you see the same people every day. You spend your time within a few cabins, and the furthest you can see is three miles of waves to the horizon. So when you arrive in a port, it feels like you’ve landed on a foreign planet, full of people and noise. In Rio, we found it so overwhelming we couldn’t even cross the road.’

			I hugged Hélène goodbye when my flight was called, and found my seat on an old British Caledonian DC-10 next to an older man with a trim white beard. ‘I’m Joseph,’ he said, propping his walking cane against the seat. ‘Pleased to meet you. Did you see the second test match in Perth?’

			I shook my head.

			‘A disappointing draw. Ian Botham—’ The rumble of our take-off drowned out his words. But between roars, he told me that despite England’s performance, he’d enjoyed his trip. After I’d offered consoling words, Joseph moved to let me stretch out. I’d been travelling for thirty-six hours, so I slept for the next seven, through to Dubai, and then spent the final flight to London awake, trying to read and wondering if Michael would be waiting for me.

			I landed at Heathrow at six in the morning. I was exhausted but wasn’t complaining – after all, my return trip had been far shorter and less dangerous than my outward passage, and unlike Captain Cook, I’d made it back to England. I piled my bags on a trolley and pushed it towards a sea of waving hands, embraces and small children crying. I was looking for a man with green eyes who would run forward to welcome me.

			It took me a while to accept that Michael wasn’t there. No one was going to meet me. I wheeled my trolley into a corner, sat on my bags and cried great shuddering sobs of disappointment, exacerbated by throbbing tiredness. Eventually, I wiped my face. My eyes stung and my head ached, but I couldn’t sit there forever.

			‘Hello?’ came my aunt’s clipped, English accent when she answered the phone. ‘If you ring me when you know which train you’ll be on, I’ll meet you at Nuneaton station.’

			It took multiple trips to get my bags down to the train platform, but once I’d managed that, a man helped me heave them into a carriage. While he returned to his newspaper, I gazed out at roofs and chimneys lined up under a dull, sunken sky. When we reached Euston station in London, I dragged my bags to a central concourse, dumped them in a pile, sat on them and closed my eyes. If I tried hard enough, I could shut out the people rushing back and forth across the marble tiles and replace them with an imaginary bowsprit – and when I did, my heartbeat slowed.

			I got up. One last push.

			On the next train, I leaned my head on the carriage window, staring out at the clouds.

			Two figures stood huddled on the platform when my train stopped. One, a middle-aged lady, had my mother’s neat, pointed nose, while the girl beside her was tall, with luminous red hair, her eyes lined with kohl. I walked towards them, feeling like lost property in my faded jeans and T-shirt.

			Aunt Betty stepped forward, put her hands on my arms and studied me. ‘You look like your mother,’ she said, her face creasing into familiar dimples. ‘And this is your cousin Jennifer.’

			Jennifer drove us back to their house, where we sipped tea, discussed Mum and Dad’s plans for the year and admired Betty’s new green curtains, matching carpet, sofa and chairs. After I’d negotiated my bags up the stairs to the spare bedroom, I lined them up along the wall and squeezed past them to collapse onto the bed, gulping in the heated air.

			I was back.

			The following morning, I pushed aside the lace curtains to find that it was still grey outside. Dad must have chosen a day like this to tempt Mum with his dreams of the South Pacific: Think of all those palm trees, Mary – think of eating seafood by the beach. Perhaps he’d also talked about Captain Cook; though, somehow, I didn’t think he had.

			Wavewalker, whales, dolphins and stars – in that house in Nuneaton my childhood felt improbable. When I went downstairs my aunt would shake her head and say, ‘No, Sue. You grew up in Warwick. Your parents are teachers and they’re waiting for you to come home.’ For a moment I let myself enter this alternative world, imagining being ‘normal’. Then I shook the thoughts from my head and levered myself out of bed.

			Betty was standing in the kitchen. ‘We’re taking you to meet your Uncle David, Aunt Mary and Cousin Jane today,’ she said.

			I nodded.

			‘There’s a letter for you,’ said Jennifer, pushing an envelope across the table.

			I looked down. It was Michael’s handwriting. I ate some toast, and the letter stared back at me until I tore it open: ‘I didn’t get your message until Wednesday when I visited my mail address. What a pity I didn’t meet you at the airport! Write soon, and I’ll come up next Saturday and visit. See you real soon. Michael.’

			‘You look pleased,’ said Betty.

			‘He’s an old friend.’

			‘You can invite him to stay if you want – so long as he doesn’t mind sleeping on the sofa.’

			I called Michael that afternoon, standing at the bottom of my aunt’s stairs studying the china ornaments above the radiator.

			‘I’m sorry I missed you,’ he said.

			‘You said you would meet me,’ I said, still hurt by his absence.

			‘I know. Can I come and say sorry in person?’

			I hesitated. Part of me felt that I should say no – this wasn’t the first time he’d let me down – but in this strange new world I was desperate to see someone familiar. He would come up in a few days’ time, we agreed, and would travel with me to Oxford for my interview.

			Betty and Jennifer were watching EastEnders when I went back in. I’d missed a decade of the soap’s plotlines, so I leafed through my portfolio of whale and dolphin photographs while worrying about the future. What would Somerville ask me? What would I do if I didn’t get in? How would I feel about Michael when I saw him?

			The second time I visited Nuneaton station, I was the one standing on the platform waiting for the train, walking up and down in the wintery sunshine, rubbing my hands on my arms, avoiding the shadows beneath the wooden shelter.

			When the tracks began to chunter news, I forced myself to stand still, twirling the beads on my necklace. The train came alongside the platform with a whistle, its doors swung open, and Michael stepped out. He raised his eyebrows, tilted his head to one side and smiled. Then he came forward, dropped his bag, and wrapped me up in a hug, the first I’d had since I’d said goodbye to Pam.

			‘Hi,’ he said, stepping back.

			‘Hello,’ I said, sharing his smile, and we walked back to Betty’s together, breathing in the frosty air and talking about Michael’s work in London, where he filed papers for hours each day in the bowels of Moorfields Eye Hospital.

			The following morning, on the train to Oxford, I sat playing with my necklace again until Michael placed his hand on mine.

			‘Stop,’ he said. ‘It will be okay.’

			‘But everything depends on this. Everything. All that fighting to find the space and time to work on Wavewalker will mean nothing if I fail now.’

			‘I know. But it will be all right.’

			When we arrived in the entrance hall of Somerville College, a girl led us up a carved staircase, past tall glass windows, along passages and up twisting stairs. She paused before a door, fiddled with a key and flung it open.

			‘Now you’re here,’ she said, waving us into a wood-panelled bedroom, ‘you have a 75 per cent chance of getting in.’

			‘Really?’ I said, though I didn’t believe her. That statistic applied to normal girls, not boat girls like me. But even if I didn’t get in, I’d still made it to Oxford, at least for a night.

			After Michael and the girl left, I stood still, feeling the air reoccupy the places where they’d been.

			‘You have no idea,’ I told the room, ‘no idea at all what it has taken to get here.’

			I spent the rest of the afternoon sitting by the window reading my notes, but at dinner time hunger dragged me back down the stairs to a dining hall where severe-looking women stared down at me from every wall. I shivered, my cotton shirt and trousers inadequate defence against the draughts. I needed one of the hot-water bottles my mother used to shove inside her oilskins.

			A girl sat next to me. ‘I’m Suzanne,’ she said. ‘I’m hoping to read zoology.’

			How strange, I thought – another me. Though not really, because this Suzanne had been to a real school, and wore thick, dark trousers and a jumper, the perfect armour to resist an English winter.

			Then another difference became clear. ‘I’m in Mensa,’ she said. ‘Are you?’

			I shook my head.

			‘Oh,’ she said. ‘You could take the test, you know.’ And a few moments later, she turned to talk to the girl on her other side.

			I woke to more rain – an unending drizzle that made the brick buildings on the far side of the courtyard look like they’d been painted in melted wax. I went down to breakfast, this time taking my tray to the end of one of the benches where no one else was sitting, and spent the rest of the morning reading in my room. Richard Dawkins believed our only evolutionary purpose was to pass on our ‘selfish’ genes and argued that cultural ideas or memes behaved in a similar way – like the John Frum cult I’d seen replicating itself in the South Pacific, spreading across islands, gathering followers.

			Later that morning, I put on one of the woollen skirts Pam and I had made and went to stand in the entrance hall with my portfolio under my arm. Around me, girls in short skirts and thick, dark tights chattered in small groups. No one else was carrying anything, but it was too late to change my plan.

			‘Sue Cook?’ someone called. It was time.

			Dr Marian Dawkins, Somerville’s head of zoology, was sitting in an armchair in a room lined with bookshelves, papers piled in unsteady stacks around her feet. She peered at me over the top of her glasses, waved me into a chair and started firing questions. Did man, in his evolution, have an aquatic phase? Two books I’d read, The Naked Ape and The Aquatic Ape, argued alternative theories, so I ran through the arguments, and we went back and forth debating points.

			Dr Dawkins picked up my essay. Why did I think man was a domesticated animal? How would I prove it? And why did it matter?

			I grinned. I had views on all these issues. After sharing them, I produced my portfolio. ‘Whales aren’t domesticated,’ I said, ‘though they are magnificent. Look – here are some we saw while we were sailing.’

			Dr Dawkins smiled. ‘These are fantastic,’ she said, leaning over to look. Then she sat back. ‘But what do you think of Richard Dawkins’s theory of the selfish gene? Can it explain the evolution of a complex organ like the human eye?’

			I had views on this as well – maybe it didn’t matter that I hadn’t been to school. ‘You can explain it if you try hard enough,’ I said. ‘But it’s not easy because eyes only work when they are complete.’

			I was still talking when Dr Dawkins interrupted me. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘We can stop now.’

			A few hours later, my name was read out again by the girl with the clipboard, and I was told I could go home. On the train back, I stared out of the window. I’d liked Dr Dawkins, and I thought she’d liked me. But Oxford was a place for girls like that other Suzanne, not for girls like me.
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			England Part 2: Home at Last

			December 1986–March 1987: 17 to 18 years old

			Nuneaton

			‘So how did the interview go?’ Michael asked, when he phoned the next day.

			I was sitting on my aunt’s staircase again, watching the painted china dogs and shepherdesses arranged on top of the radiator cover. ‘I did my best,’ I said. ‘But who knows what they will decide. I don’t want to think about it – it matters too much.’

			‘I’m sure you’ll get in. They’d be crazy to turn you down.’ He paused. ‘I loved seeing you. Do you think your aunt would mind if I visited again?’

			‘No, I don’t think she would. But listen – can I come and see you in London instead?’

			‘Of course,’ Michael said, after a moment’s silence. ‘Though I’m not living anywhere special. I just share a room with some other guys.’

			‘I don’t mind. Remember, I’ve lived on a boat all my life.’

			My aunt was reading a magazine on the sofa when I went back in. ‘I’m going to go down to London for a couple of days to see Michael,’ I said.

			She frowned. ‘Why?’

			‘It would be good to see what the job situation is like down there, and I want to see the Christmas lights.’

			‘Shouldn’t you ask your parents?’

			I hesitated. There was so much that Betty didn’t know. ‘It’s tricky,’ I said, ‘because I have no way to contact them.’

			My aunt was still frowning, but I knew I needed to get away. She’d been kind to take me in, yet I felt more like a visitor in Nuneaton than a niece. And Betty seemed to share that feeling – when I’d tried to open a bank account the week before, she’d told the bank manager that she couldn’t give me a reference because she hadn’t known me long enough. Ten Christmases after we’d set sail from Plymouth Sound, I’d returned home as a stranger to my own family. Perhaps if I’d stayed long enough in Nuneaton this might have changed, but I was too impatient to get on with my life.

			I arrived in London hours before Michael finished work, determined to get to know the city, so it wouldn’t overwhelm me again. After walking for miles, I sat in St Paul’s Cathedral waiting for the ache in my legs to ease. While I was there, the choir began to sing, sending high, pure notes soaring into the air between the fluted columns. The beauty of this cut through my defences and I began crying again. With my interview over, there was nothing more I could do to affect Oxford’s verdict. And into that void surged my fears about the future and the knowledge that I had no home, either in England or back on Wavewalker.

			The sun was setting by the time I started walking towards Michael’s flat in south London, along streets adorned with graffiti, detritus lining the pavements like seaweed on a beach at low tide. I stopped at the bottom of a tall, concrete building. The bell rang into echoing silence, a sliver of yellow light appeared, and the door swung open to reveal him standing in the hallway. He reached out to embrace me, pulling me forward to kiss my nose, cold from all my walking.

			I’d imagined Michael living in a garret under the eaves of an old mews house, at the end of a cobbled street. He would welcome me there and we’d look out of a sash window at the sun setting over London’s rooftops. The reality was a small room at the top of an echoey dirty-white stairwell. A tiny window in one wall looked out at grey clouds, and the room was furnished with a single bed, a double bunk bed and a chair. With nowhere else to sleep, I curled up fully dressed next to Michael in the bottom bunk. It wasn’t comfortable, but he put his arm around me, and for the first time that I could remember, I felt secure.

			The following morning, I was lying on Michael’s bunk reading my book when one of his flatmates put his head around the door. ‘There’s a call for you,’ he said, waving towards the phone in the hall.

			It was Betty. ‘I have a letter here from Oxford,’ she said. ‘Shall I open it?’

			‘Yes, yes, of course,’ I said. There was a rustling at the other end of the line, followed by silence. I felt light-headed and leaned against the wall. The silence continued. ‘What does it say?’

			‘I think there’s been a mistake,’ she said.

			‘A mistake?’ I felt like I’d come off the edge of a wave, my stomach plummeting.

			‘Well, yes. They say you need two Grade E passes.’

			I tried to work out why this was a problem. ‘What’s a Grade E pass?’

			‘It’s the lowest mark above a fail. It’s not how universities do things here.’

			‘Could you read out the whole letter for me?’

			While Betty read, Michael came to hover behind me. ‘I think they’re going to let me in,’ I said, covering the receiver with one hand.

			‘The letter says you’ll be an overseas student,’ said Betty.

			‘Oh. What does that mean?’

			‘I don’t know.’

			‘Well, don’t worry. Thank you so much, Betty,’ I said.

			After saying goodbye, I put the phone down and turned to grin at Michael. He laughed, picked me up and spun me around. I hung on, my arms around his neck, until we collapsed onto the floor.

			‘I knew you’d do it,’ he said.

			‘Yes, but I never believed it.’

			‘Come on. We’re going carolling, remember?’

			So we went out to walk in the snow around Elephant and Castle with some of Michael’s friends, who were in fancy dress. After a lot of singing, we wound up in a pub sitting next to a cow and donkey, laughing at the snow, the ridiculous costumes and the barman’s jokes.

			Unlike my aunt, I wasn’t going to question Oxford’s decision to offer me a place. But it became clear when I got back to Nuneaton and read the letter that I had to convince them that I wasn’t an overseas student. If they didn’t change their mind, there was no way I could afford the tuition fees. At night I lay awake worrying. Having achieved my dream, I risked watching it slip away. And even if I convinced Oxford to make me a home student, Dad still hadn’t agreed to help with my food and board. What I needed was a job, but despite walking in icy grey slush up and down Nuneaton’s streets, and queuing in the Jobcentre behind others, similarly slumped and despondent, I’d found nothing.

			I spent Christmas with my relatives before agreeing to go with Michael to visit his aunt in Hungary. We made our way east, standing in snowdrifts waiting for lifts, travelling in cars, trucks and sometimes trains. Along the way, we stayed in hostels and cheap hotels or slept on station floors. After going through the Iron Curtain, we spent several days in Budapest. There I watched my first opera and heard about the Holocaust from Michael’s family, who’d been eyewitnesses to its horrors. On our way back, we watched the sunset from the ferry before entering Dover harbour. For a few days, I’d felt free, and I still felt the thrill of that independence as I eased myself back in through my aunt’s front door.

			I spent the next couple of weeks putting together my evidence for being a home student, which included getting letters from some of my father’s old employers claiming they’d kept in touch with him after we’d set sail in Wavewalker. By late January, after submitting this to Oxford, I was again left with nothing to do, apart from trying to outstare my aunt’s ornaments. Michael came to stay again, and we stayed up late talking, me on the armchair in the living room and Michael sitting on his sleeping bag on the floor. The next morning, I came downstairs to find him in the kitchen sipping coffee.

			Betty was standing by the kettle. ‘I need to talk to you,’ she said, turning to face me, ‘because I think your behaviour last night was inappropriate.’

			‘Inappropriate?’ I gaped at her.

			‘Yes. You spent a long time downstairs with Michael after Jennifer and I went up to bed.’

			I kept staring.

			Michael glanced at me. ‘Let’s head out for that walk, shall we?’ he said.

			The walk calmed me down but by the time his train pulled away later that morning, I’d come to a decision – I had to leave Nuneaton. Despite my aunt’s kindness, there were no jobs, and after months of living on my own in New Zealand, her attempts to protect me felt suffocating.

			Betty shook her head when I told her of my decision. ‘You should ask your parents,’ she said again.

			I smiled at this. ‘I’ll be okay,’ I said. ‘You don’t need to worry about me.’

			My first challenge in London was finding somewhere to live. In the end, I found a place in Herne Hill, but only after convincing the man in charge of rentals in New Zealand House to give me its details before putting it up on his noticeboard. The room was in a red-brick, semi-detached house, set back behind a small garden. It was beautiful, particularly when the afternoon sun poured in through the bay window, throwing wavering shadows of branches and leaves onto the wall over the fireplace.

			Finding a job was harder. I slogged around the city, just as I had around Nuneaton. Most of the employment agencies had no positions available. However, I was given a few days of waitressing, and a week later one of the agencies offered me a temporary role in its payroll department. In the evenings, I began studying A-level chemistry, something Oxford had asked me to do, telling my teacher, Mr Gossett at Kingsway-Princeton College, that I needed to complete the two-year course in a single year.

			When I received another letter from Oxford in late February, I sat on my bed, turning it over in my hands. Letters like this had changed my life in positive ways before, but this time I feared bad news. I pulled out the paper and flattened it out. They had looked at my case in detail. It was complex, but they’d made a decision – they would change my status and classify me as a home student.

			I tumbled backwards onto the duvet, shrieking in relief.

			The rest of that spring passed in a daze.

			At the employment agency, I automated their systems and simplified the payroll calculations, which meant it took me a day to do the payslips rather than a week. The agency made my role permanent and gave me more work – making me responsible for paying all of their five hundred staff.

			Michael and I spent the evenings talking. He was desperate to leave his job, while I was undecided. I needed to save money because it still wasn’t clear whether my parents would support me while I was at university and after my itinerant childhood, I wasn’t eligible for a student grant. But this was also my first opportunity to travel on my own terms, with someone who cared about me. By the time Michael and I went for dinner in early March, I’d made up my mind.

			‘I’m going to do it,’ I told him. ‘For the first time in my life, I’m going to enjoy the present at the expense of the future.’

			He smiled. ‘But where will we go?’

			We’d also been debating this for some time – Michael still dreamt of Africa, while I wanted to head across Europe to Asia, visiting temples, museums and ruins on the way. We went over the arguments again while we finished our meal.

			‘Why don’t we vote?’ he asked.

			I paused – memories of other votes still haunted me. But Michael was different. ‘Okay.’

			We each took a paper napkin. I stared at mine for a moment before glancing up to see that he had folded his into a small square.

			I cupped my hand around mine and made my choice.

			‘We’ll count to three and open them,’ he said, and I nodded.

			‘One, two, three,’ we chanted and turned over our notes. His said ‘Asia’ and mine said ‘Africa’. Our giggles exploded into a roar of laughter.

			‘Look, I don’t care where or when I go,’ said Michael. ‘I only care about going with you.’

			I started silver service waitressing two nights a week to earn more money while we finalised our plans. After leaving London, we would travel across Europe to Turkey. From there we would fly to India, since it was impossible to get visas for Iran and Iraq, go up to Nepal and down to Australia. I would then try to find Wavewalker somewhere in the South Pacific, before returning to Oxford in October.

			I received one final letter in London, this time from Roger, my biology teacher at the correspondence school. ‘I’ve only just heard about you getting into Oxford,’ he wrote, ‘and I couldn’t be happier. Like yours, parts of my childhood were tough – I was sent away to school and I had polio so I still walk with a stick. But I always believed I could overcome my challenges, and I always believed you could overcome yours.’

			I read this twice, realising only then that during all those months of sitting at my table overlooking Lake Rotoiti, I’d never thought to ask Roger – the person who’d made my dream of going to university possible – about the obstacles he’d faced in his own life.

		

		
			27

			England to Australia: Freedom

			May–October 1987: 18 years old

			Travelling through Europe

			[image: ]

			Michael and I spent May travelling through France and Italy on trains and ferries. We stayed in youth hostels and mainly ate bread and cheese, but the journey felt idyllic, and I didn’t want it to end.

			For weeks I barely thought about Wavewalker, but when we reached Piraeus in Greece, I found a payphone and called Pam in New Zealand, who was also due to fly out to see my parents.*

			‘There’s been a military coup in Fiji,’ she said.

			‘A coup?’

			‘Yes. Some armed soldiers, led by Lieutenant-Colonel Rabuka, have taken over the government. They want the indigenous Fijians to be in charge. There are soldiers everywhere, and lots of shops have been burned and looted.’

			‘Where are Mum and Dad?’

			‘They’re about to set sail for Fiji. But I’m sure it will be over by the time they get there.’

			‘Why don’t they go to Samoa instead?’

			There was a pause before we both laughed.

			‘It was a ridiculous question,’ I said. ‘Dad wouldn’t change course for a coup. I’ll ring again as soon as I can – could I ask you to do me a favour?’

			‘Of course.’

			‘Can you bring Barnaby out with you to Wavewalker?’

			Michael was asleep when I got back to our hostel. ‘A coup?’ he said, when I woke him.

			‘I know. It’s worrying. But it’s part of life in the Pacific. They’ve survived a lot more.’

			‘Okay.’

			‘We can’t do anything about it from here. Anyway, it’s time to get going. We have a boat to catch ourselves.’

			The sun was up and a light wind was building small waves by the time we made our way onto our ferry, carrying paper cups of hot, bitter coffee. I sat in the sun, letting its rays warm me before walking up the deck to lean over the rails near the bow.

			‘Take care, dear Wavewalker,’ I said, sending my message out across the water. ‘I’m coming back soon to say goodbye.’

			We kept going east through Turkey and on from there to India. For the first time in my life, I was influencing my journey, cajoling Michael to stop at every gallery, archaeological site and museum we passed along the way.

			After we came back down to India from Nepal, we watched a man sit cross-legged on a ledge by the side of the Ganges river in Varanasi, saffron adorning his forehead and white markings on his arms. Around him, women in shimmering orange and pink saris washed and chattered, and boys jumped into the river from a bridge, their legs and arms wheeling, shrieking with laughter. Burning oil lamps scented the air, which was filled with the sound of brass bells and Sanskrit chanting.

			When Michael put his arm around me, I closed my eyes and leaned into him. ‘I’m trying to pretend,’ I said, ‘that nothing is going to change.’

			He nodded, but we both knew that this phase of our lives was ending. Soon I would be returning to England and starting a new chapter – one that terrified and excited me beyond measure.

			In Australia, Michael and I drove around trying to find some of the many things my parents had asked me to bring out to Wavewalker – a replacement compressor for the fridge, plastic lids for the storage drums on her deck and jars of Vegemite. Several times I tried to talk about our future, but it was something Michael didn’t want to discuss. So by the time I left we still didn’t have a plan, beyond accepting that, with Michael planning to get a job in Sydney, and with neither of us being able to afford to fly halfway around the world, we would probably be apart for years.

			On the flight out to Fiji, I closed my eyes and imagined talking to Michael, telling him how concerned I was about still having no way to pay for my food or board at Oxford and being away from him. To add to my stress, I felt nervous about returning to Wavewalker. It wasn’t the coup in Fiji, which Pam had assured me had largely settled down – I was worried about seeing my mother.

			Unfortunately, my first night back on board was even worse than I’d expected. In Suva harbour, dinner with my parents went fine, but afterwards, up on the aft deck, Mum began bombarding me with questions about Michael: ‘Is he still your boyfriend? Why isn’t he going back to England with you? How serious is it?’

			She readjusted the folds of her Mother Hubbard dress, before extending one arm, holding an empty glass. ‘Gordon, I need another rum and Coke.’

			I looked out from my perch on top of the life raft cover towards the small, white buildings lining the shore. My parents were sitting facing me on a new bench they’d constructed at the back of Wavewalker. ‘It’s where we drink our sundowners,’ Dad had told me when I arrived.

			The bench was new, but everything else was familiar, including the smell – a mixture of salt, diesel, dust and the remnants of endless teas and coffees. But Wavewalker had aged even more while I’d been away. Her paintwork was flaking, her ropes were stiff and frayed, and the caulking between the planks in her timber deck had cracked open in the sun. The majestic galleon of my childhood had become an old lady.

			My mother was tutting. She was waiting for a reply to her questions. I knew the risk of defying her, but I couldn’t think of anything to say – my relationship with Michael was too precious to allow her to criticise or tease me about it.

			‘Oh, not much is going on,’ I said.

			‘Well, don’t tell me then.’ She pressed her lips into a thin, white line, and my stomach clenched into a ball. My heart was pounding, and I took deep breaths. It doesn’t matter anymore, I told myself. I have my own life. Whatever Mum does, she can’t take that away.

			I smiled at Dad. ‘How has your year been?’

			‘Terrible,’ he said. ‘One man threatened your mum with a knife, and three crew brought drugs on board. Oh, and a crazy guy conducted a funeral service on the bowsprit, tossing his friend’s ashes into the water.’

			‘Really?’

			Dad shook his head. ‘Yes. We threw the drugs overboard and dumped the crew and their bags on a deserted island.’

			I stared at him. ‘How did they get off the island?’

			‘I don’t know.’

			I shook my head. ‘What are you and Mum going to do next year?’

			‘We haven’t decided. A lot of the fun has gone out of this life.’ Dad sighed and sipped his rum and Coke.

			We sat in silence for a while.

			‘What are you going to do about money for university?’ he asked.

			My face flushed. ‘Although Oxford has made me a home student, I can’t get a grant to cover my food and board – the local authority says I was away from England for too long.’

			‘Well, we’ve decided to contribute something towards your first year. But I can’t guarantee anything after that – it depends how things go.’

			‘Thanks, Dad,’ I said, getting up to hug him. ‘If it means I can start, that’s all that matters right now.’

			‘Thanks, Mum,’ I said, turning towards her. But she didn’t look at me and the knot inside my stomach tightened.

			‘I’ll go below,’ I said.

			I found Pam in the main cabin – she’d arrived from New Zealand a few days before me. I threw my arms around her and rested my head on her shoulder. ‘I’m so glad you’re here,’ I said, and she stroked my hair.

			‘So am I,’ she said, ‘and I brought Barnaby with me.’

			Later that evening, Max – a lanky, freckled boy from the boat next door – came over to play backgammon. ‘I’m here with my father, stepmother and two small brothers,’ he said, watching me move my counters, ‘and I hate it.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Our boat is in the dark ages. We have nothing more advanced than a few oil lamps and an old broken radio.’ He threw the dice.

			‘When will you go home?’ I asked.

			‘There’s no plan for us to go back. My parents spent their life savings on the boat and they think it’s paradise.’

			He looked at me, and in his eyes I saw something that I recognised all too well – the fear of being trapped inside someone else’s dream.

			The wind was in my hair again. We were sailing south-west from Fiji to Vanuatu, with nine crew on board. I tucked my legs through the bars of the bowsprit, watching the sea surge beneath me.

			When Dad came on deck with his sextant, I went to stand next to him. We were both hanging on because the boat was being driven forward by twenty-five knots of wind, heeled over hard. I followed him back down to the chartroom to watch his calculations.

			‘Where are we?’ I asked, my words another echo from the past.

			My question must have distracted him because the cross he marked on the chart, after completing the last of his pencil sums, was on the wrong side of Viti Levu. He returned to his maths. ‘My God, I think I’ve got it,’ he said. ‘We’re only half a mile away from where I thought we were this time yesterday.’

			‘Where were we yesterday?’

			He laughed, lifting his cap to push back his hair. ‘I don’t know. I think I’d better go and take another sight.’

			When we arrived in Vila, Vanuatu’s capital, I made my way to the post office, where I found three letters from Michael waiting for me.

			Back at the yacht club, I rang him. ‘I don’t know what to do,’ I said. ‘I’m so unhappy. Mum has barely spoken to me for three weeks, apart from asking me to do chores. It was stupid of me to come back, but I felt I should say goodbye.’

			‘You mustn’t let your mother hurt you, Sue. You’re not dependent on her anymore.’

			Tears rolled down my cheeks. ‘I know you’re right. But I’m not sleeping, and I feel sick all the time.’

			‘See if you can talk to her. And remember, whatever she does, I’ll be here.’

			I caught a lift back out to the boat with Dad.

			‘I’m worried about Wavewalker,’ he said, squinting into the sun, one hand resting on the tiller of the dinghy’s outboard motor. ‘She’s leaking. I’m running the electric pumps several hours a day to keep her afloat.’

			This was startling news. ‘Why is she leaking?’

			‘She’s tired and she’s old. She hasn’t had an easy life.’ He looked out towards her. ‘I think her keel has warped.’

			‘Warped? Can you fix it?’

			‘No.’

			We kept motoring, making our way around a small sloop. ‘Have you told Mum?’

			He shook his head. ‘It’s best she doesn’t know.’

			‘Things are difficult between Mum and me,’ I said.

			Dad nodded.

			‘Shall I try to talk to her?’

			‘You can give it a go,’ he said with a shrug, manoeuvring to bring us alongside.

			I found Mum sitting on the sundowner bench, sipping a cup of tea. She glanced at me and looked away.

			‘I don’t want to leave while things are so bad between us,’ I said.

			Her jaw clenched. ‘Well, it would be better if you shared things with me.’

			‘I will if you want, Mum. But you must promise to keep anything I tell you secret.’

			‘Of course I will,’ she said, turning towards me.

			My stomach was still tight. I took a deep breath. ‘I don’t know what will happen with Michael, but he cares about me. He has a job in Australia, and we’ll figure out over time what we will do next.’

			Mum gave me a tiny smile. I bent towards her and we shared a hug, holding our bodies apart.

			Pam was leaving that afternoon, so I offered to take her to the airport in my parents’ hire car. ‘I’m so happy you wore our skirt for your Oxford interview,’ she said, as we drove. ‘It made me feel like I was part of it.’

			I started to cry, tears running down my cheeks. While I was coping with my mother, I couldn’t handle kindness from anyone else.

			‘Oh, Sue,’ said Pam. ‘I hate seeing you like this – you’ve become brittle again.’

			I nodded, wiping my face with the back of my hand. I was about to explain when the car juddered to a halt. I twisted the key and the engine turned but didn’t catch. ‘I think we’ll have to jump-start it,’ I said, no longer sure if I was laughing or crying.

			So instead of talking, Pam and I spent most of our last few minutes together pushing the car along while I leaped in occasionally to turn the key. When the engine roared back to life, we climbed back in and raced the rest of the way to the airport.

			Havannah Harbour was a tiny town composed of small huts, one tarmacked road, a few shops with galvanised roofs and a couple of old cars. But it did have fuel, which we needed to get us back to Vila, further along the coast of Efate Island, from where I was due to fly back to England.

			We tied up alongside a rickety old jetty, connected the hose, and diesel began gurgling into our tanks. A dog with mangy hair sat on one side of the pier, its ribs visible each time it lifted its leg to scratch its chest. At the other end several giggling children crouched under an enormous, black umbrella.

			By the early afternoon, we were ready to leave. Dad started the engine and Wavewalker shifted forward. I untied the final rope and threw it on board, before reaching up to grab the rails, getting ready to swing myself up on deck.

			The engine’s revs decreased and then stopped, leaving Wavewalker drifting towards the concrete pylon at the end of the jetty.

			‘Pass the spring line,’ I shouted at one of the crew members standing motionless on the aft deck. When he did, I looped it around a bollard on the wharf and leaned back, straining against Wavewalker’s motion – my sixty kilograms fighting her thirty thousand. The cord jerked through my hands, its nylon braids scraping flesh away. The boat slowed, but she was still moving and the pylon was getting closer.

			The collision, when it came, was inevitable, though it was a scrape rather than a crash. The crew passed more ropes down, and two of them jumped onto the jetty to help me pull Wavewalker back up alongside the pier. Dad emerged from behind the cockpit cover. He peered over the rails to inspect the damage and then looked at me. ‘What a disaster,’ he said, ‘but you did well.’

			Dad spent two days trying to restart the engine. ‘There’s water in the diesel,’ he said, when he emerged to sip a cup of tea.

			‘How much longer do you think it will take?’ I asked.

			‘At least a couple of days.’ He passed me his empty cup and pushed up his sleeves.

			It was time to confront the issue. Dad might not want to talk about it, but I had to get to Vila soon or I would miss the first leg of my flight back to England, a journey that, to reduce costs, already required me to shuttle back and forth across the Pacific to New Caledonia and Fiji before flying to Europe.

			‘I’m running out of time,’ I said.

			‘I know.’

			Dad tried to end our discussion after that – he said he was busy, and I should wait to see what happened. But I refused to let the issue go – I had to get to Oxford on time and that was far more important than my fear of my father’s anger. It took a day of difficult conversations but in the end he agreed to let me fly to Vila rather than taking my chances on Wavewalker.

			I boarded a small commercial plane in Havannah Harbour and placed Barnaby on the seat beside me. Out of the window I could see my parents standing under a coconut tree by the runway. Mum wiped her eyes on the back of her hand and Dad swooped his arm above his head. I waved back, but I wasn’t crying. I was worried about what lay ahead, but I also felt free again. We taxied down the runway, gathering speed, and I craned my head back to see them one last time before they disappeared behind our propeller.

			It took two days after that for me to get back to England. I’d known it was going to be a long journey, but it also became frightening after Lieutenant-Colonel Rabuka declared that Fiji should become a republic. I didn’t have enough money to reroute my flight, so I spent several hours in Vila airport hiding behind a potted palm while armed men in camouflage prowled around, questioning and sometimes shouting at my fellow passengers. This time when I landed at Heathrow, I didn’t expect anyone to meet me. I walked into arrivals and headed to Nuneaton. I needed to sort out my things for Oxford, but instead, after smiling at my aunt, I went upstairs and lay on the bed, staring at the ceiling.

			On the first morning of term, Betty drove me down to Oxford and I carted my bags to my room in Vaughan, a grey, concrete accommodation building at the back of Somerville College. Outside my window, girls lazed around on the grass in front of a broad, red-brick library. Maybe I would soon join them, I thought, sitting beside friends I hadn’t yet met.

			I placed Barnaby on my bed and my carving from Marovo Lagoon and a tiny elephant sculpture from India, the twin of one I’d given Michael, on my desk. Then I walked to the Porters’ Lodge to join the throng of people waiting to collect their welcome paperwork. The girls around me chatted to each other, but I stayed quiet because nothing I wanted to talk about, from gaff sails to dolphins or the recent coup in Fiji, felt relevant.

			I was half-smiling about this inappropriate list of topics when I noticed that the girl in front of me was smiling back.

			‘Hi,’ she said. ‘I guess you’re also matriculating?’

			‘Yes. It’s nice to meet you.’

			She adjusted her bag. ‘And you, too. So where did you go to school? I went to Cheltenham Ladies’ College, but my parents live in Kent.’

			I paused, watching her continuing smile. I hadn’t anticipated this question. I imagined Cheltenham Ladies’ College to be a place full of elegant young women, wandering around twirling parasols, becoming impossibly confident and well mannered.

			‘I went to the Wavewalker School of the Sea,’ I said.

			‘Oh.’ The girl tilted her head. ‘I don’t think I’ve heard of that one.’

			‘No, I guess you haven’t,’ I said and followed her into the lodge.

				
					* While she did so she was planning to leave Jon, who was living with her that year, still going to school in Auckland.

			

		

		
			Part Five

			Aftermath

			Cook … emerged on the world as a master of reading, writing and arithmetic and (a little less so) of spelling.

			J. C. Beaglehole, The Life of Captain James Cook, 1974, p. 5
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			Fiji: Looking for Wavewalker

			‘Where did you leave Wavewalker when you came back to England?’ I asked my parents one night almost twenty years later when they came to visit their grandchildren and were relaxing with glasses of wine after dinner.

			‘Near Lautoka in Fiji,’ said Dad. ‘She’d been damaged beyond repair by Cyclone Sina. I heard she was later buried in the sand.’

			‘Buried in the sand? What do you mean?’

			‘That’s what I was told, Sue.’

			‘We don’t want to talk about this,’ Mum said, shaking her head. ‘It upsets your father.’

			‘But I want to know, Mum.’ I turned back to Dad. ‘Do you have anything detailing where you left her?’

			‘No. Nothing apart from the things you’ve already seen,’ he said. He took another sip of wine.

			‘It doesn’t make sense,’ I told my husband, Jeremy, a few days later. ‘Mum and Dad keep everything. It may be unsorted, damp and ripped, but if it wasn’t lost at sea or left behind in Hawaii, it should be somewhere in the stacks of papers and memorabilia at their house.’

			‘Did you find anything in their files?’

			‘A few things.’ I put a piece of paper on the table. ‘For example, I found this – it’s the clearance document from when they arrived in Lautoka in 1991.’

			‘How long was that after you went to Oxford?’ asked Jeremy, picking it up.

			‘About four years. I also have an article my father wrote about Cyclone Sina. And I have these,’ I added, pulling an envelope of photographs from my bag and placing one in front of him.

			‘Oh.’

			‘Yes,’ I said, and together we stared at a picture of Wavewalker suspended on a reef with seaweed hanging like frozen tears from her anchor chain.

			‘I want to go back to Fiji to try to find Wavewalker,’ I announced a few days later.

			Jeremy blinked. ‘Why?’

			I hesitated. ‘Because she’s home. At least she was more home than anything else I had when I was a child.’

			‘But Fiji?’

			‘Yes.’ My heart was thumping. ‘It’s a mad idea, isn’t it?’

			He looked at me. ‘Yes, it is. But I think you should go.’

			‘You do?’ I shook my head. ‘I thought you were the sensible one.’

			‘I am. But I know you’ll be happier if you find out what happened to her.’

			I looked again at the photograph of Wavewalker, tracing the curve of her bowsprit with my finger. ‘You’re right. I need to go. I’ll never know the rest of her story unless I do.’

			On my flight out to Fiji, I reread my father’s article about Sina, looking for clues. Wavewalker had been anchored at Malolo Lailai Island in 1991. Before Sina hit, Dad had sent Mum and all the crew except one ashore, a young Australian called Simon. The storm built to over a hundred knots of screaming wind and water. Boats around them dragged their anchors and were washed ashore or onto the reef.

			Dad and Simon put out the anchors to try to hold Wavewalker in position, but there’s a limit to what metal can withstand. When it became inevitable, they put on their lifejackets. Not long afterwards, Wavewalker was picked up and hurled by the wind and sea onto the coral. Over the ensuing hours, the tide ebbed away, leaving her leaning on her side. My eyes prickled with tears, remembering the hours we’d spent on other reefs. But those nights had been still, and Wavewalker had escaped unscathed.

			After the cyclone eased, the tide came back in, but instead of floating her free, the water rushed in through the holes in her hull. Dad and Simon spent the following days pumping out the bilges, patching Wavewalker’s wounds and removing chunks of rock from her timbers, hoping she would be released on the next high tide.

			And there Dad’s story finished. His article suggested that he’d kept sailing, but of course, I knew he hadn’t.

			It made sense to start my search at the local yacht club, Vuda Marina, not far from where Dad had last seen Wavewalker, so I’d arranged in advance to meet its manager, Adam. I arrived after taking a few wrong turns in the small and surprisingly pink car I’d hired at the airport. Despite feeling hot, sticky and tired after twenty hours of flying, the sight of the yachts moored around a small bay and the clink of their rigging in the breeze calmed me.

			Adam shook my hand when I walked into his office. ‘I’ve only been working here for a few years,’ he said, ‘and I’ve never heard of Wavewalker. But I’m happy to help.’

			I took a seat. ‘Do you know anywhere near here where someone could bury a boat in the sand?’

			He shook his head. ‘There’s nowhere around here. It doesn’t make sense anyway. Why would you do that?’

			‘I’ve no idea.’

			Adam spent some time giving me the numbers of various people who might be able to give me information. After thanking him, I explored the marina. In addition to the boats tied up in the water, more were hauled up on the surrounding land, propped on timbers. I walked around looking at them, half-expecting to find Wavewalker, until it was time to meet Shayal, a reporter from the Fiji Times, who’d agreed to write about my quest.

			It was odd to wake up in Fiji the next morning, but I didn’t linger for long in bed as I had only five days to find Wavewalker. An email from Adam titled ‘Possible lead’ was waiting on my phone. ‘I’ve talked to someone who remembers Wavewalker being taken to Neisau Marina near Lautoka,’ it said. ‘She was restored there by a man called Richard Eye and his son Mac.’

			I rang Jeremy back in England to tell him I had a lead.

			He laughed. ‘I knew you would.’

			‘Someone worked on Wavewalker after Mum and Dad left,’ I said. ‘It’s strange how comforting that is – now I’m here, I feel incredibly guilty about not coming back to find her before.’

			Another email arrived while I was eating breakfast. This one was from a man called John who’d seen Shayal’s article and also remembered seeing Wavewalker at Neisau Marina. I called him and he suggested meeting in the pizza restaurant in the main hotel in Lautoka.

			It took me forty minutes to get to Lautoka in the pink car. Its acceleration was limited, and it didn’t like potholes, but it had air conditioning and a radio, and it got me around. The pizza parlour was a dimly lit, baking-hot room, full of people crowded around tables eating and drinking. A balding western man cradling a beer near the door looked up with a smile when I walked in.

			‘I’ve been sailing here for many years,’ John said, after I’d sat down. ‘I love Fiji.’

			‘When did you first see Wavewalker?’

			‘It was in 1994. At that time she was moored alongside the mangroves at Neisau Marina, which was close to here. When the marina went into receivership, Wavewalker was acquired by Boila.’

			That must have been after Richard Eye had restored her. ‘Who is Boila?’ I asked.

			John laughed. ‘Boila is a huge guy – tall and wide, even for Fiji. He was the accountant who led the receivership. His bosses told him to wind the marina down over a year, but he kept it going for three. It was a fun, laid-back place – the yachties loved it.’

			‘Do you know how I can contact him?’

			John shook his head. ‘No. And I doubt he will talk to you unless there’s something in it for him.’

			John returned to his story. When he’d moved his boat to Vuda Marina in 1996, two years later, he’d also seen Wavewalker there. But by then she was in a bad state. He remembered her coming back into the harbour one day full of rugby players. She had no masts and was rocking, possibly because most of the lead had been taken out of her keel.

			‘At one point she was tied up next to my boat,’ he said. ‘I had to ask Milly, the manager of Vuda at the time, to move her because she was leaning over and a cyclone was coming. I don’t know what happened to her after that. Maybe she was sold.’

			‘I wish I’d been able to help,’ I said, twisting my glass of water in my hands. ‘But I’m going to try to find her now if it’s not too late.’

			‘You need to talk to Morua and George because they were both working at Vuda when Wavewalker was there. Morua still runs the boat lift at Vuda, and he should know how to contact George.’

			‘Do you know Richard Eye?’ I asked. ‘I heard he restored Wavewalker at Neisau Marina.’

			‘No – I don’t know him,’ said John, shaking his head.

			‘Maybe you know his son Mac?’ I dug out my phone and showed him Mac’s Facebook page, which Adam had also sent me.

			‘Yes, I know Mac,’ he said, and we both grinned. ‘Our families go to the same church.’

			A flurry of calls to John’s family members – an aunt, a brother and a cousin – produced Mac’s contact details. A few minutes later, I found myself speaking to Mac’s wife, Elayna.

			‘Of course I remember Wavewalker,’ she said in a fluttery voice. ‘She’s no longer in my family, but Mac and my father-in-law tell many stories about her. I’ll contact them for you, so you can ask them about her yourself.’

			After thanking John, I got back in the car. It was time to find Morua. The drive gave me time to calm down from the emotion of the morning. When I’d left Wavewalker all those years ago, I’d been relieved to be free, but I’d always thought I would see her again.

			There was no sign of Morua at Vuda Marina, but one of the security guards had his mobile number.

			‘I started working at Vuda when it opened in 1996,’ Morua told me when he answered the phone. ‘Wavewalker was one of the first boats to arrive. However, after about three years, we took her out of the water and stored her in a pit.’

			‘A pit?’

			‘Yes. We put the keels of the boats in the ground and put scaffolding around their hulls. It keeps them secure when they are on land.’

			He sounded impatient, but I had an important question. ‘When you put a boat in a pit, does it look like they’ve been buried in sand?’

			Morua paused. ‘I guess so, though it’s dirt, not sand. Anyway, Wavewalker was there for six years until we relaunched her in 2005. Her owner was running out of money, so she had to be moved.’

			‘Boila was running out of money?’

			There was a pause. ‘Yes,’ said Morua, ‘but what do you know about Boila?’

			‘Not much, but I know he owned Wavewalker for a while.’

			Another pause. ‘Okay. Well, Boila took Wavewalker back to Lautoka in 2005. He tied her up at the wharf there, but in the morning she was gone.’ Another pause. ‘I think she may have sunk.’

			I felt my face flush. ‘Do you know that for sure?’

			‘No.’

			‘Do you think I could talk to George about it?’ I asked, but Morua said he didn’t know how to contact him, and anyway he had to go.

			After the call ended, I posed the same question to some of the boatyard staff who had gathered around me. ‘Of course, we know George,’ said one of them. ‘And Morua does too. His real name – his Fijian name – is Jaoti and he lives in Namoli Village by Lautoka. Everyone who works here comes from there because that’s where Neisau Marina used to be.’

			I woke to another hot and humid morning after a long night of trying not to think about Boila tying Wavewalker to a wharf in Lautoka and her sinking during the night. More emails had arrived. Elayna said Richard was away, but Mac would meet me tomorrow. I also had a message from another man who’d read Shayal’s article but didn’t want me to reveal his name. When I called him he told me he’d been out of Fiji for a long time, but he still remembered what had happened to Wavewalker after Mum and Dad left in 1991. Many things had been stolen in those early weeks, including Dad’s rum, which Namoli Village had drunk for a week. A New Zealand guy, Andrew, had then brought her ashore and spent weeks sanding and painting her. He’d dreamt of sailing her home, but his wife became impatient, so he’d sold her to Richard, and Boila had become her third owner after he took charge of Neisau Marina.

			‘What happened next?’

			‘I don’t know, but Jaoti will.’

			‘Jaoti is on my list. But why can’t I reveal your name?’

			‘Because talking to a white woman about the business of Fijians is not a good thing to do.’

			After that I made my way to Namoli Village. Once I’d parked the car, I headed for its enormous wooden church, because I knew everyone would be there on a Sunday morning. Going inside was like entering an upside-down ship’s hull, the interlocking keel curving up above my head. I found a seat and listened to the hymns while acclimatising to the heat. Small girls in white dresses with flowers in their hair turned to smile at me while boys in shorts and buttoned-up shirts peered across behind their mothers’ backs.

			When the service finished, people surrounded me, wanting to help. I was passed from person to person until I met a woman in a long flowery robe who said she was Jaoti’s neighbour. She walked me across the village, past tiny houses with galvanised steel roofs. Lautoka, only a street away, was a town, but Namoli was a village. The roads here had no names and the houses had no numbers, but everyone knew where everyone else lived, coconut trees lined the dirt tracks, and the bushes were weighed down with hibiscus flowers.

			Jaoti, an elderly, heavy-set man, came out onto his tiny wooden veranda, leaning on a stick. He collapsed onto a bench, indicating the space beside him. A woman followed him out to sit facing us, her eyes darting between Jaoti and me, our knees almost touching in the small space. However, I was glad she was there because when Jaoti became hard to understand, his sentences moving between Fijian and English, I looked at her and she smiled and repeated the words.

			Jaoti confirmed many parts of the story I already knew.

			‘But what happened after Boila brought Wavewalker back to Lautoka?’ I asked. ‘Did she sink?’

			Jaoti looked up the road. ‘No.’

			I leaned forward. ‘What happened to Wavewalker, Jaoti?’

			‘She came here.’ He waved his hand, still holding his stick, in the direction of the sea, where Neisau Marina had been. ‘But for one night only. In the morning she was sold.’

			My heart jumped. ‘Who to?’

			A long breath, like a balloon exhaling. ‘Ahh. I don’t know.’

			‘Who might know?’

			He sighed again. ‘Boila knows. But ask Kini first. He was the engineer on Wavewalker.’

			The following day, I was back in Lautoka again, this time to see Mac. We’d agreed to meet at the Northern Club – a white, low-lying wooden building perched on the hill overlooking the town. When I walked in a smiling man in shorts and a T-shirt came to meet me.

			‘I remember Wavewalker,’ Mac said, after we’d found seats on the terrace and were sipping glasses of iced water. ‘My father bought her in 1994 for ten thousand Fijian dollars.’

			‘Ten thousand dollars?’ This was equivalent to about £3,500 – somewhat less than the £250,000 that Dad had always claimed she was worth.

			‘I helped my dad with the repairs. It was terrible work. Every screw in the hull had turned into a block of rust. We cut around each one, took it out and replaced it. She also had no deck, so we made her a new one out of plywood.’

			I felt a knot of pain – I’d spent so many hours sitting on that deck, tracing the rubber caulking between the strips of teak.

			Mac looked at me over the rim of his glass.

			‘Was anything left on her?’ I asked.

			‘Not much. She still had half a mast and a sail. There were also lots of newspaper clippings, a depth sounder and a sextant in a white case.’

			‘Newspaper clippings.’

			‘Yes.’ He smiled. ‘I knew about you before I met you.’

			‘Was there anything else?’

			‘Yes. A compass.’

			My breath caught. ‘A compass?’

			‘A heavy metal thing with a cream cover.’ He lifted his hand in an arc over the table, indicating its size.

			I nodded. I knew it so well. So many nights when I’d been on watch, the only illumination had come from the yellow bulb mounted behind the dial.

			‘After about a year of repairs, my dad ran out of money. He didn’t want to part with Wavewalker, not after doing so much. But he had no choice. So he sold her to Boila, and his men finished the work, extending her stern into a curve and painting her white. They wanted to use her to take passengers on day trips out to the islands.’

			‘Did your father keep anything when he sold her?’ I asked, conscious of the flush of blood in my cheeks.

			Mac took another sip of his water. His eyes met mine.

			‘Yes. He kept the compass.’

			I stared back – the compass. Richard had the compass. ‘Would it be possible to see it?’ I asked. ‘I’d love to touch even a small part of Wavewalker again.’

			‘Sure, I’ll ask him.’

			On my fifth day in Fiji, I awoke before dawn and went out to walk, staring up at the Southern Cross, which was smiling down on me like it had when I was a child. So much had happened since the night I’d seen it hovering above the waves off the coast of South Africa.

			I’d been trying to track Boila down through various intermediaries for days without success, but when I got back to my room that morning, I at last had an email from him. He’d retired and was unwell, but he was willing to talk.

			‘Wavewalker was at Vuda Marina at the end,’ he said, when I’d taken a deep breath and dialled his number. ‘But she was getting old. I needed to go back to Suva, so I moved her up to Neisau Marina. She was there for a year before she disappeared. I think someone took her.’

			‘A year?’ The stories didn’t align. Jaoti and Morua had both said she was only there for a day.

			‘Yes, a year.’

			‘But who took her?’

			‘I don’t know,’ said Boila. ‘I was in Suva, and she was tired. So it didn’t make sense to pursue it.’

			‘Do you think she sank? Or maybe a storm swept her away?’

			‘No, she just disappeared.’

			‘Did you keep anything from her? Do you have any photographs?’ I asked, but Boila said he’d kept nothing, and it was clear that he either didn’t know or didn’t want to tell me more. His only suggestion was to talk to Junior or Kini, two of the men who’d worked for him on Wavewalker.

			It wasn’t easy to find Junior, but later that day I tracked him down through his family in Namoli. He sounded tired on the phone – like many Fijians, he worked long hours. He was happy to meet after work, but the directions he gave were complex, ending with a promise to wait for me under a mango tree.

			I set off. The first two lefts didn’t work and I had no idea if the third was correct because of the lack of road names. People stared as I drove by – a white woman on her own was an unusual sight on these back roads, and the pink car didn’t help. I overshot the tree but went back, and there was Junior, a tall man, standing in its shadows.

			‘Follow me,’ he said, and we walked into a nearby hut where we sat cross-legged and barefoot in a room containing nothing but a few cloths and empty metal saucepans on the floor. The air was hot and humid, and it was dark apart from the glimmers of light coming from a candle and a mosquito coil.

			‘I worked on Wavewalker after Boila bought her from Richard,’ said Junior. ‘We fibreglassed the outside of her hull and painted it; we put fins on her sides to make her more stable; we lined her cabins with marine plywood, and we decorated her beams with Fijian carvings.’

			‘Carvings?’

			‘Yes. I remember a beautiful turtle with flippers and a patterned shell. Eight people worked on her for five months.’

			I asked Junior what he knew about Wavewalker’s disappearance.

			‘She didn’t sink,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘If she had, someone from Namoli would know about it. And if she’d drifted away, she would have ended up in the mangroves, and everyone would have seen her.’

			‘So what did happen?’

			‘I think she was sold, but people don’t want you to know that.’

			I nodded. I also found it hard to believe that Wavewalker had sunk or drifted away – having seen the poverty in Namoli Village, it seemed inconceivable that they would have allowed a seventy-foot boat, even a tired one, to go to waste.

			It was my last day in Fiji, but I woke in a happier mood. Junior’s description of how they’d filled Wavewalker with carvings had comforted me, even though I knew Boila had only done it to make her more attractive to tourists.

			When I checked my phone, I found an email from Elayna asking me to call her. ‘My father-in-law won’t be able to meet you before you leave,’ she said. ‘But he has decided to give you the compass.’

			My breath caught. ‘The compass?’

			‘Yes. Mac will bring it to the Northern Club.’

			‘That would be wonderful,’ I said, ‘truly wonderful.’ I managed to control myself while we were still speaking but after the call ended, I started crying.

			Before my appointment with Mac, I had one last person to meet – Kini, the other man who’d worked on Wavewalker. The sun was already scorching the cracked dirt tracks beside the road on my final drive to Lautoka, even though it was only eight in the morning, and I had to veer to avoid hitting a cow before turning north past the international airport.

			Kini, a smiling, middle-aged man, was waiting for me outside the Lautoka Hotel. ‘Bula,’ he said.

			‘Bula Bula,’ I said.

			‘I don’t have much time,’ said Kini, ‘because I’ve got to get to work. But I have something for you – I’ve found a picture of Wavewalker.’ He rummaged in the glove compartment of his van before straightening up and handing me a photograph.

			I stared at the image, which showed Wavewalker lying on her side off Neisau Marina, half-submerged in the water. It was the first photo I’d seen of her taken after Mum and Dad had left.

			‘She looks so neglected,’ I said.

			‘The marina was new when I took this photograph,’ Kini said, looking over my shoulder, ‘and Wavewalker was the most beautiful boat I’d ever seen.’

			‘Do you know where she might be now?’

			‘No. All I know is she disappeared. I never saw her again after she went back up to Neisau Marina.’

			I nodded. ‘Thank you for the photograph. It’s wonderful.’

			His eyes met mine. ‘We don’t normally keep things in Fiji. But I’m glad you have this now.’

			I met Mac coming into the Northern Club, cradling a sports bag in his arms. He grimaced. ‘Do you realise how heavy this is?’

			When we reached the terrace, he put the holdall on a table, unzipped it and heaved out a plastic bag. With a rustle, an object appeared out of the plastic, swaddled in a towel. He pulled this off to reveal the compass.

			I bent forward – not to identify her because her identity was already clear – but to remind myself of her features: the tiny light at the back that broke near Tristan da Cunha, leaving us stranded in the Southern Atlantic; and the words Henry Browne & Son engraved around her base.

			Mac smiled. ‘I tried to get my dad to give it to me several times, but he wouldn’t. He also refused to sell it to anyone else. But when he heard your story, he wanted to return it to you.’

			I touched the compass. ‘I would like to make a donation to Richard’s church,’ I said. ‘Would he accept that?’

			Mac nodded, so I gave him some money in an envelope, together with a note of thanks to Richard. Later, back in England, I would also send him a gift.

			It was time to head to the airport. I drove with one hand on the wheel and the other on the compass. This was more than a piece of glass and metal, it was Wavewalker’s eye, the thing that had guided us around the world and given us hope. We couldn’t have found Île Amsterdam without it, so it had saved my life.

			On the first leg of my flight home, I had time to think before I slept. In the last five days, I’d learned fifteen more years of Wavewalker’s history. Much of what I’d found saddened me. Wavewalker had suffered a series of indignities before her final disappearance, and I still didn’t know where she was. But many people had worked on her during those years, and like an organ donor, parts of her had been reused. Someone had taken her mast and the lead from her keel, the villagers had drunk her rum, and I was bringing her compass home so I could keep it with me for the rest of my life.

		

		
			Epilogue

			‘But you’re so normal,’ people often say when they find out about my childhood. And in some ways, I am. But even if it’s not visible, my experience of spending a decade sailing 47,000 nautical miles on Wavewalker, equivalent to circumnavigating the globe twice, shaped who I am today.

			I started thinking again about my past when my children were old enough to ask about my childhood. But I decided to write this book because I needed to answer my own questions. Did Dad really sail around the world because he wanted to honour Captain Cook? Why didn’t my parents, middle class and well-educated themselves, worry about their children’s education or social isolation? Why was my relationship with my mother so difficult, particularly during my teenage years and why didn’t my father try to help, when he must have seen how miserable I was?

			My parents always claimed our time on Wavewalker was ‘wonderful’ and told me I’d had a ‘privileged’ upbringing. But this oft-repeated mantra concealed a much darker story. What I found, when I mustered enough courage to look back, was that many parts of my childhood were worse than I’d been willing to admit.

			Marian Dawkins’s decision to give me a place to study at Oxford changed my life. Of course, walking through the entrance arch of Somerville College was not just the end of a journey; it was also the start of a new one. I had to form friendships with other students who, beyond a few holidays, had barely left the UK and came from secure, loving, financially stable and far less waterlogged homes than mine. With my inability to engage in small talk, my old and faded clothes, my carvings and my pictures of dolphins and whales, it wasn’t surprising I found it hard to fit in.

			My first year of university was painful. Michael and I broke up during my second term at Oxford, never having worked out an adequate plan for our future. Shortly afterwards, when I told my parents that I wasn’t allowed to leave Oxford to meet my brother at Heathrow airport, they disowned me, which meant I had no way to pay for my accommodation or buy food. When Somerville became aware of my plight, they gave me tickets for meals in hall during termtime and allowed me to stay in college for my second year in a tiny room by the main staircase. Somehow I made it through my remaining time at Oxford, though I was often hungry.

			The easy thing to say is it worked out in the end. Indeed, by many measures, it did, through a combination of luck, grim determination and the practical skills I’d learned as a child. But the consequence of our voyage was more profound than this. I missed out on many normal childhood experiences while I was on Wavewalker – including the opportunity to spend time with friends, play sports, learn a musical instrument, or go to school.

			Writing this book has enabled me to come to some of my own conclusions about my past. I think my father was only partly motivated by a desire to honour Captain Cook, when he set off from Plymouth in 1976. A more significant motivation was his desire for adventure and perhaps to be seen as a hero. My mother, meanwhile, didn’t want to go to sea at all, and only did so to be with my father. ‘I’m not a natural sailor,’ she wrote in her diary shortly before we set sail. ‘Quite frankly, I loathe getting wet and have been known to be seasick (often!). Add to that the fact that I’m not at all happy in gales and you can see that I must be quite mad … My long party dresses are folded away in the hope that I may get a chance to wear them … I will be very cross if we come back to England with them all mildewed and never-been-worn.’

			My mother’s decision placed my father in her debt – she’d sacrificed everything for his dream, and in exchange, he would take her side, even when she set herself against their daughter. In fact, she later wrote that she’d given my father an ultimatum – ‘either she goes or I do’ – before they’d ‘off-loaded’ me in New Zealand. Even now I find those words hard to read and even harder to accept.

			What is also difficult to understand is why my parents paid such little attention to the two children who hadn’t chosen to set sail on Wavewalker. My brother and I were expected to subjugate our requirements to theirs throughout our childhood and adolescence. This was a big ask. My father’s plans were neither safe nor straightforward. He intended to sail the wrong way around the world, crossing the world’s roughest oceans at a time when sailing didn’t include such luxuries as satellite navigation, radar or even (for the first few years of our voyage) a freezer. He then extended that journey from three years to a decade even though he knew at least one of his children desperately wanted to return to a more normal life.

			I emerged from all this with emotional scars as well as physical ones – most notably a dislike of conflict and a need for emotional security. But I also gained strengths. The resilience and determination that helped me escape from Wavewalker served me well through the challenges of juggling a career, marriage and children, and later my husband Jeremy’s devastating illness and his untimely death.

			After my undergraduate degree, I went on to do a PhD. I joined the civil service, which is where I met Jeremy, who combined formidable intelligence with the kindness and warmth that were so absent in my childhood. We had three gorgeous children, Jonny, Lizzie and Peter, and I’ve had a successful business career.

			Writing this book inspired me to find out what happened to some of the characters within it. Michael went on to be a pilot, Joanne an accountant, Dana and Mandy teachers, Heath an IT consultant and Sandy and Heidi potters and mothers. Roger Wooller, my biology teacher, went sailing with his own children (however, when he did so, he promised them that they could halt the voyage at any point and they would only sail for three and a half years). Mr Ray returned to England and still laughs more than anyone I know. Now retired, he plays his harmonica in a band and has remained friends with Mr Al. Dr Senellart, who operated on me on Île Amsterdam, retired to tend chickens in the French countryside. My brother Jon has created a family of his own. And my Aunt Betty and cousin Jennifer, who took me in when I returned to England, emigrated to New Zealand and still live there today.

			But it’s not all good news. Pam Crane, who looked after me in New Zealand, was murdered while on holiday in Russia – a terrible, random act of violence – and Tracey, my friend who kept waving goodbye in Brisbane, died in a car accident while still a teenager. I miss them both.

			After leaving Wavewalker in Fiji, my parents came back to England, where they set up an internet book business and enjoyed being grandparents and purveyors of the best stories in the world. They are the reason why I postponed writing this story for so many years. I feared their response, and when I began committing it to paper, it was worse than I’d anticipated. Once they realised that I was telling my version of our history, they stopped visiting us and my mother threatened to damage my husband’s career. None of this, however, made me stop. I had no control over my life when I was a child, but as an adult I have the right to tell my story as honestly as I can.

			Writing the book led me to unearth Wavewalker’s compass, hidden for so long in Fiji, and helped me to answer some of the questions I had about my past. However, perhaps more fundamentally, it has given me insights that I will use to guide my future: the need I have to challenge myself, to fill my world with art and music, and perhaps most importantly of all, to be with people who care about me and who will allow me to shape my own destiny.
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			Labelling cans turned out to be important
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			In our finest clothes after our Bon Voyage lunch
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			The interior of Wavewalker, with Teddy on my bunk in the two-berth cabin and Long Tall Jim on Jon’s in the four-berth cabin
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			Our final farewell in Plymouth
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			While food was often limited on longer voyages, there was almost always tea
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			With Owen and Liz before our fateful voyage across the Indian Ocean
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			Embracing Dad after we were reunited in Australia
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			The extensive damage caused by The Wave
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			With Mr Ray (far RHS), who helped me recover, Mr Peter and Jon
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			Mr Ray trying to amuse me with his glove puppet
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			With Kelly the parrot
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			Jon in his favourite place
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			Dad conducting another round of press interviews
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			Hanging around in Hawaii
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			Back in Australia
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			Loading stores
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			Clearing customs on the beach in Vanuatu
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			Getting a lift back to Wavewalker
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			Attempting to study
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			Wavewalker tied to the reef
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			At the bach in New Zealand
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			Going out with Simone
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			Mum and Dad after they returned to New Zealand (Pam is third from the right)
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			One of the photographs I took with me to Oxford
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			Flying back to England
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			Back in my favourite place for the last time
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			Free at last in Oxford
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