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Winter in Vancouver: rain bucketing down outside. Vast murky pools 
spill out from the gutter and two minutes outdoors results in an 
involuntary shower. Meanwhile 1.2 billion people worldwide live in 
areas without adequate water and 1.6 billion live where there is water 
but they cannot afford to drink it. Responding artistically to such 
contradictions can seem impossible, yet both of these debut novels 
grapple with the issue of extreme inequality and explore how human 
beings respond to excess and scarcity. Both of them also employ the 
potent symbol of water to create sharply contrasting effects.
      Gorgeously designed by Natalie Olsen, the cover of not being on 
a boat opens to reveal a delightful cross-section of the Mariola, a 
state-of-the-art luxury cruise ship. The cover also sports a coffin with 
portholes, an image I kept in mind as I stepped on board and sur-
rendered to the voice and worldview of Keith’s protagonist: Rutledge, 
an ageing, divorced businessman with a keen eye for a deal. 
      The voyage began comfortably enough, but I rapidly began to 
suspect mischief was afoot. For one thing, I was stuck inside a pair 
of literary headphones with the perky, conscience-less Rutledge (we 
never learn his first name) as my guide, 

In any new environment the social landscape is a first priority. A re-
sponsible person checks out his options and test drives people and 
groups. A good policy is to seek out like-minded people for company 
and pleasure, although other options are worth considering, like find-
ing people with scarce and valuable goods and services, or better social 
connections and status.

What’s more, the lively, sharp-edged bargaining employed by Rut-
ledge and his brilliant, below-stairs equivalent, Raoul, was my only 
alternative to Rutledge’s relentless monologue, 

I reached for my billfold and found a crisp c-note. “Raoul,” I said, “this 
is going to be a long journey.” He bowed his head and I folded the bill 
and pressed it into his hand…. “Thank you, Mr. Rutledge,” he said. “Let 
us look forward to a prosperous cruise.” 

As guests on shore mysteriously vanished, computer systems crashed 
and service degenerated, a sense of claustrophobia took hold. Unlike 
the Titanic, the Mariola does not sink, but instead slowly shuts down 
as scheduled stops are cancelled and resources, including water 
supplies, dwindle, until the cruise which began as a lifestyle choice 
becomes a death sentence, the remaining helicopter and fuel having 
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been commandeered by the ‘big man,’ the only passenger with suf-
ficient clout.
      A depressing read, one might think, but the exchanges between 
Rutledge and Raoul, which increasingly form the core of the novel, re-
veal Raoul as spirited, resourceful and self-preserving—albeit forced 
to mouth servile service-industry pieties, and the pair’s transactions 
have a flirtatious, sparring quality that entertains even as it chills. In 
this sense, the novel resembles an absurdist play, especially as the 
luxury cruise descends, slowly but surely, into apocalyptic night-
mare. For, just as Rutledge has invested everything in this retire-
ment package, so does Keith commit fully to her single premise, her 
central image of a boat cut off from the world. As necessary supplies 
become increasingly short, the journey becomes decidedly macabre, 
not least because it involves a cruise ship—that epitome of service 
culture run amok—transformed into a kind of anti-ark in which hu-
mans latch onto each other, two by two, only to pull each other down.
      Yet, at almost 350 pages, the ride is long and airless (think Huis 
Clos aboard an Alaska-bound B.C. ferry). For, just as Rutledge be-
comes trapped aboard the Mariola, the reader becomes locked within 
his nauseating worldview. Keith doesn’t use flashbacks and we don’t 
learn anything of Rutledge’s former life. Instead we are given only the 
relentless, chronological unfolding of his days aboard the Mariola, 
punctuated by his interactions with Raoul and the other passengers. 
The effect at first is droll and amusing, yet Keith, to her credit, does 
not stop there. Nor does she rush. Irony becomes all, along with en-
durance: the reader must buy in completely, as scenes and set pieces 
are played out again and again in increasingly straitened circum-
stances until the end seems inevitable—and yet not quite.
      The novel is overlong: I wanted to cut almost half. I also wanted 
Rutledge to crack, or at least to offer me access to his subconscious, 
for the novel is emotionally and tonally self-limiting in that Rut-
ledge undergoes no character arc. Far from it. He does not change at 
all—which makes for an uncomfortable read. But perhaps that just 
proves the book’s success. For the boat we are on has no helicopter 
either (unless that means a colony on the moon) and the Rutledges of 
the world show little sign of developing or changing. Freehand Books 
took a risk in publishing not being on a boat and I’m grateful for it. 
Weeks after my voyage alongside them ended, Rutledge and Raoul 
live combatively on in a sinister wing of my imagination, alongside 
Golding’s Piggy, Camus’s Étranger and Conrad’s Kurtz. 

Even though I do not know her, Emma Ruby-Sachs’s emails arrive 
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in my inbox every now and again. She works for Avaaz, a social jus-
tice organization that makes extensive use of the Internet and e-
petitions to support its cause. Ruby-Sachs is a journalist, lawyer and 
first-time novelist whose thriller-style, suspenseful The Water Man’s 
Daughter, set in present-day South Africa, is about as different from 
not being on a boat as a novel could get: unlike Keith’s absurdist sat-
ire, Ruby-Sachs’s sharp-edged, no-nonsense prose locates the reader 
uncompromisingly in the real, prioritizing story and suspense over 
whimsy and symbolism. The cover of the novel reflects this focus, 
although the image of tin shacks beneath a leafless tree is warped 
slightly, as if to acknowledge the lens through which it is viewed. A 
kind of politically radical thriller, The Water Man’s Daughter is told 
primarily from the point of view of two women: police chief Afrika, 
tasked with keeping order in an environment where violence and 
exploitation are rife, and Nomsuola, a young social activist working 
to increase the poor’s access to water, access recently reduced by the 
introduction of mandatory fees by a water company whose pipes are 
supposedly being laid to improve infrastructure. A third woman re-
connects the two: young, white and Canadian, she enters their world 
emotionally unhinged and misinformed, and yet provides a useful if 
dangerous distraction from the complex criminal subcultures amidst 
which they live. 
      The novel begins with a flashback to Nomsuola’s childhood be-
fore taking us briefly into the consciousness of Mr. Peters, the Can-
adian water man visiting the town in order to sort out problems that 
have arisen through the locals’ resistance to his project. When Peters 
is killed, police chief Afrika is put on the case, and when Peters’s 
daughter Claire arrives to find out what happened, the police chief 
puts Nomsuola in charge of the naïve visitor, with complicated re-
sults. 
      The story is gripping and visceral, opening a window on a world 
and situation many Canadian readers will not be familiar with, un-
less they happen to live on a Native reserve where clean drinking 
water is also a luxury. The novel’s cast is rich and varied. Ruby-
Sachs’s evocative description is concise and vivid: ‘Kholizwe’s eyes 
are set deep in their sockets. Triplet scars adorn his left temple. His 
face is wide and flat with pointed cheekbones, and his lips are too 
thin.’ The novel moves quickly and does not flinch from moral and 
political engagement: we are asked to consider what is good and 
what is criminal, and whether direct violence is always as evil as the 
indirect kind that also kills. 
      It falls upon the characters to flesh out this irony, and here Ruby-
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Sachs both succeeds and fails, as the black characters come richly 
alive, but others, in particular the white girl, Claire, and the schem-
ing businessman, Dadoo, remain too thin to carry what they stand 
for. In addition, by withholding key information to create dramatic 
tension, Ruby-Sachs risks causing her readers to feel manipulated. 
I did not need this kind of suspense to feel involved and would have 
preferred tension of a subtler, deeper kind. Nevertheless I appreci-
ated this author’s unsentimental portrayal of so-called development, 
her deft prose and sure-eyed focus on well-researched characters. At 
the end of the novel, albeit case solved, police chief Afrika does not 
congratulate herself but is down on her knees, praying for forgive-
ness; in these strange times such humility seems key. 

— Cathy Stonehouse


