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Part One









CHAPTER 1


In the early years of the twentieth century my father heard that there was good money to be made in Venezuela. He had reliable information – from a Spaniard who knew a cattle-herder who knew the Venezuelan president personally – that more oil seeps had been discovered and that further concessions would soon be granted. Although I was living in Boston and had profitable work as a journalist, I agreed to go with him. His plan was to explore the seeps, obtain concessions and sell them on. ‘A year’s work to make a fortune,’ he said. He also said my wife Olive and two young children could come too. It would be perfectly safe.


But it was not safe. A month after our arrival my baby son got a fever and a week later he was dead. He was four months old.


On the morning that he died, the local women came to help my wife dress his tiny body and rub red powder into his cheeks. They placed him gently among flowers and candles. Olive would not let me touch the baby: I had killed him by bringing him here, I had no more rights over him. He stayed where he was for the whole day, and then another. I was not allowed to bury him.


On the third day, I took Harriet, our six-year-old daughter, to my father’s temporary office – a ramshackle building on stilts a few miles north, along the shore of a swampy, sulphurous asphalt lake. I planned to keep her busy and show her that life went on. We visited nearby seeps, unpacked equipment and spoke to local workers. At dusk we watched lightning dance among the vapours of the lake. The effect was dramatic and unearthly; Harriet squealed and clapped her hands. I was pleased. I wanted her to see that the spark that was no longer in her brother existed elsewhere, that there was energy all around.


But when we arrived home we saw that the family chickens had been slaughtered in their pens. They lay in the mud featherless and mutilated. Harriet – who had tended these birds, given them names and collected their eggs – slipped her quivering hand into mine.


As we climbed the stairs we heard rhythmic clapping and the singing of songs in Spanish. I held Harriet’s hand tight and opened the door. The mosquito nets had been removed from the windows and candles placed on the sills. A makeshift altar of taller candles had been built on the floor, around which local women – half a dozen or so, all dressed in white – sat on boxes. When they saw us they sang and clapped louder, rocking back and forth.


In the centre of the room, on the floor near the altar, sat my wife. Perhaps she had drunk liquor, because she did not seem to notice us.


Harriet began to cry. At first I did not know why, but then I saw. Her mother was holding thin hemp strings that ran up to the ceiling through a crude system of blocks and pulleys. I followed the strings upwards and there, suspended from the central beam, was the body of my son. He too was dressed in white, and was covered in feathers. Bird wings, still bloody, were attached to his shoulders and they opened and closed as my wife pulled the strings.


A woman came to Harriet, dabbed at her tears with a rag and said, in faltering English, ‘No tears, no tears – tears wet the wings of the angel, he cannot fly to heaven.’ The woman turned to me: my son was an innocente, she said, an angel baby. His place in heaven was certain, and there could be no greater happiness. No one must cry. The other women clapped and sang. ‘Nada de lagrimas. Nada de lagrimas.’ Olive joined in the clapping, applauding the dead little body creaking on its contraption of strings and pulleys.


It took only seconds for me to pull it all down. The women screamed; I felt one beating me hard on my back. I ignored them and held the tiny corpse in my arms. At first I was repulsed by this grotesque parody of my son – even after I tore away the feathers and bloodied wings, its strange, deadweight stiffness appalled me. But as I looked into the face I became mesmerised. His eyes were open and he peered out into the world with an unfocused stare, just as he had when he was born, seeming to see everything but nothing: so physically present but so absent too. There is something strange and profound in the gaze of the newly born and the newly dead. They seem able to see two worlds at once.


Olive tried to retrieve the baby from me but I pushed her away. She slapped me hard across the face and said she would not let me take him from her a second time. There was hot blood in my cheeks and stinging tears in my eyes, but my wife’s face was blank and dry. Not then or ever after did I see her cry for our poor son.


‘There is a better way,’ I said, turning from her and carrying the small body outside to be washed by the rain.


I buried him on top of a green and gentle hill overlooking the lake. Harriet stood with me as I did so and said a quick prayer of goodbye. A week later we returned to Boston. Olive refused to speak to me about our son, but I showed her some brief sketches I’d made of him in words: the way his tiny fingers had curled tightly shut when she tickled his palm with her breath, how he was soothed by the smell of orange skins.


Over the following months I wrote of our son’s life in more detail. I began, even, to extend it a little by envisaging his future. I published a small portrait of him in a Boston magazine in which he grew into a young boy who raced automobiles. Olive read my work, but she never forgave me. I might be able to convey something of a likeness of our son, she said, but I would never be able to show how much she had loved him. That was something beyond words.


In time I began to write about others who had died – at first, people I’d known personally, but then strangers too. I began to specialise in floods, fires and catastrophes. At the Boston American, where I worked, I became known as the Body Man. If there was a disaster, they would call me. I wrote about the sinking of the General Slocum, the Terra Cotta train wreck, the Great Chelsea Fire, and more. When I tried to report on commerce or politics, my writing lacked – well, the life of my body stories. The city editor said I should stick to what I did best, and so ‘follow the bodies’ became my motto.


But I want to say at the outset that I was never a ghoul. I respected the dead. I always sought out the truth of how they had died, and when I wrote about them I thought always of my own son and how much I loved him. I wanted to give the poor mangled bodies of this world a voice. I wanted to make them live again. My writing was an act of justice.


In 1911 I happened to be in New York when the Triangle Shirtwaist factory caught fire, killing nearly a hundred and fifty people, most of them young immigrant women. I saw the Asch Building ablaze at Washington Place and watched the girls jumping from the ninth and tenth floors. I saw five girls leap together from a window, their hair and dresses on fire. I saw another girl hang as long as she could from the brick sill until the flames touched her hands and she let go. I watched another stand at a window, throw out her pocket book, hat and coat, and step out into the cool evening air as calmly as if she were boarding a train.


When the bodies were taken to a ramshackle pier adjacent to the Bellevue Hospital I followed them. They were lined up in neat double rows, either side of the long dock, some in open boxes, others simply laid on the bare planking. I walked up and down. I said sorry on behalf of my country to those poor girls, who stared back at me in open-eyed surprise, and I took notes. In the following weeks, I found out the truth of what happened to them. I told the world how Max Blanck, the factory’s owner, had climbed a ladder to a building next door and left them to die. I brought the girls to life as best I could, publishing stories in Boston, New York and London. Like a courtroom sketch artist, I tried to capture their likenesses in a few finely observed strokes – a phrase here, a sentence there. It worked. People read my little portraits and felt the injustice of it all. They said such a thing must never happen again. At the Boston American the city editor passed a note to his juniors: ‘If there are bodies, call Steadman.’


So when my telephone rang at two o’clock one Monday morning just over a year later, I knew it would be my newspaper and I knew there would be bodies. I wasn’t disappointed. The duty editor told me an extraordinary thing: the new Titanic had struck ice and been seriously damaged. People may have been killed in the collision. The station at Cape Race had heard the ship calling for help. The duty editor assured me he was perfectly serious; it was not a joke.


I dressed quickly and walked the mile and a half from my apartment to the Boston American office. The streets were deserted. There was no moon and shreds of cold mist drifted in from the harbour like floating cobwebs. I could smell saltwater. In downtown Boston the North Atlantic always felt close and alive, but at this hour it seemed especially so. I thought about the Titanic out there somewhere, her bow crushed, crewmen caught in the mangled steel. I began to plan how I might get aboard when the ship limped into port.


When I arrived at the Washington Street office, Krupp, the city editor, was already there, shouting at newsboys and dictating cablegrams. Tickers clattered and telephone bells rang. As soon as he saw me Krupp told me to go downstairs and get hold of someone from White Star in New York on the long-distance line – preferably Philip Franklin himself. But the line was overloaded. The operator could not get me through. I tried instead to call Dan Byrne, my friend at Dow Jones, and then the Associated Press, but the lines were busy.


‘Never mind about the telephone then,’ Krupp said, interweaving his fingers so that his hands looked like a mechanical bird trying to take flight. ‘Go down there, to New York, on the first train, and get it all from Franklin direct. There are bodies here, John, I can smell ’em.’ He laughed at his own joke.


A couple of hours later, as streaks of pale grey began to lie along the horizon and a feeble crescent moon showed itself in the eastern sky, I boarded the train out of Boston for New York. Something told me that Krupp was right: there was a good body story for me here. I felt a tingling energy in my fingers, as though they were already beginning to write it.









CHAPTER 2


Herbert Stone tapped his teeth with his fingers as if playing a small piano. He had come from his cabin to the port side of the promenade deck to take his afternoon sun sights, and been surprised to see three large, flat-topped icebergs a mile or so away across the still ocean. They were magnificent things, with lofty cliffs catching the yellows and pinks of early sunset, but Stone was worried. Only last year the Columbia had struck ice off Cape Race and smashed up her hull plates, and this year even more bergs had come sweeping south into the shipping lanes. There would be many more up ahead.


He lifted his sextant, put in place its shades and took two altitudes of the low sun. He then stepped into the chartroom, a small space squeezed between the captain’s cabin on one side and a bare steel bulkhead on the other, and began to work up his sights. Someone had marked on the chart the ice reported by wireless over past days, and most of it lay to the west, directly across their track. When he plotted the ship’s position he saw that the ice was only about seven hours’ steaming away. They would likely meet it during his watch later that night.


Stone walked back to the ship’s rail and looked again towards the south. The three icebergs had drifted astern but he could still see them, stately and tall and brilliantly lit. But he knew not all icebergs were like this. Some were low and grey, and tonight there would be no moon. He wondered how, during the dark hours of the midnight watch, he would able to see them.


The SS Californian was an ordinary ship, but that’s what Herbert Stone liked most about her.The glamorous new liners of White Star or Cunard were not for him; this modest vessel was good enough. She was middle-aged, middle-sized, and carried commonplace cargoes. Sometimes she also carried passengers – in nineteen old-style, oak-panelled state-rooms – but there had been no bookings for this trip. Instead she had loaded in London textiles, chemicals, machine parts, clothing and general goods, and waiting for her in Boston were a hundred thousand bushels of wheat and corn, a thousand bales of cotton, fifteen hundred tons of Santo Domingo sugar, and other assorted cargoes.


Stone had learned during his training that ships could be spiteful, dangerous things. They could part a mooring rope so that its broken end whoop-whooped through the air like a giant scythe, or take a man’s arm off by dragging him into a winch drum, or break his back by sending him sprawling down a cargo hold. But the Californian had done none of these. She was gentle and benign. She had four strong steel masts, and a single slender funnel that glowed salmon-pink and glossy black when the sun shone on it. She rode easy in the Atlantic swells, found her way through the thickest fogs, and her derricks never dropped their cargo. She was a vessel at ease with herself – unpretentious, steady and solid.


Stone was proud to be her second officer and each day he tried to serve his ship as best he could. He was responsible for the navigation charts, making sure they were correct and up to date, and had charge of the twelve-till-four watch. From midday until four o’clock in the afternoon, and from midnight until four o’clock in the morning, he stood watch on the bridge and had command of the ship. The twelve-till-four shift at night was properly called the middle watch, but most sailors knew it as the midnight watch and Stone liked the name: it gave a touch of magic to those four dark hours when the captain and crew slept below and he alone kept them safe.


The midnight watch required vigilance, so he tried always to get some good sleep beforehand. While other officers might visit the saloon after dinner to play cards with the off-duty engineers, or even have a shot of whisky, Stone would retire to his cabin. By eight o’clock he’d be in bed reading, and by nine he would be asleep. That gave him almost three hours’ sleep before his watch began.


But on this cold Sunday night, halfway between London and Boston, he found himself still awake at nine-thirty. He was thinking about the icebergs he’d seen. The lively bounce and throb of his bunk told him that the ship was still steaming at full speed. He thought the captain might have slowed down as darkness fell, given there was ice about, and he was worried they might keep up full speed for the whole night. Stone pictured the men crowded into cramped living quarters low in the ship’s bow – the bosun, the carpenter, the able-bodied seamen, the greasers, trimmers, firemen and donkeymen – lying in their bunks with less than half an inch of steel between their sleeping heads and the black Atlantic hissing past outside.


He flicked on his reading light and took up his book again – Moby-Dick, a gift from his mother. The novel soothed him. He thought no more about icebergs but instead imagined Starbuck aloft, scanning the horizon, handsome in his excellent-fitting skin, radiant with courage and much loved by a noble captain.


In the wireless room Cyril Evans, a bespectacled twenty-year-old with black hair pasted flat to his head with machine oil, was at work at his equipment. He loved the new technology. He’d been a star pupil at the Marconi school in London, mastering quickly the dash-dot sequences of Morse code, learning the rhythm first of each letter and then of complete words and sentences. Nowadays he even dreamt in the code.


Evans had been happy to be appointed to the Californian when her wireless set was installed on the previous voyage, but life on board soon became difficult. Captain Lord, on their first meeting, looked at him as if he were part of the machinery, a box with wires and dials, and had referred to the equipment as ‘an instrument for tittle-tattle and gossip’. The wireless room doubled as Cyril’s sleeping quarters, and within this confined space he worked from seven o’clock in the morning until eleven o’clock at night, seven days a week. Whenever he walked on the open deck, sailors laughed at his thin arms and thick glasses. During a lifeboat drill he had been assigned the role of panicking passenger, and when the seamen asked him to sit in the stern and look pretty, and then to put on a lady’s hat and cry for help, he tried to join in the fun, but at the end of it all he was humiliated.


He learned quickly that he was just the Marconi man and had to look after himself, but he was not entirely alone. Charlie Groves, the third officer, loved the wireless equipment too, and spoke kindly to him, and Evans made friends with Jimmy Gibson, the apprentice officer, who was the same age he was and had also once been the panicking passenger. ‘Don’t worry, Sparks,’Gibson told him. ‘We all have our turn.’


Evans was grateful for this encouragement, but he hoped for more than graduation from his role in lifeboat drills. He had grander ambitions. He hoped he might one day be a hero, like Jack Binns, the wireless man on the White Star’s Republic, who only three years earlier had brought ships racing to the rescue when his own vessel had been rammed in thick fog off New York. It was Jack and his Morse key, not the sailors, who had saved all the passengers.


And this quiet Sunday night, he thought, might just be his opportunity, because a little before half past ten the deck beneath his feet became suddenly still and the usual rattle of his cabin door stopped. Something odd was happening with the ship. Evans took off his headphones and waited. Seconds later the deck began to come to life again, slowly at first, but then building up to a pounding, spasmodic thumping. It was not the usual rhythm: it was more irregular and violent. The ship’s engine, he realised, was going astern. He ran from his cabin to the deck outside and leaned over the port rail. The cold shocked him but he stayed where he was, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the darkness. Sounds drifted to him from the bridge above – the bell of the engine telegraph, the captain’s voice calling, ‘Hard a-port,’ a seaman calling back the orders. Evans looked forward along the ship’s side, but could see nothing. Then he heard a low, crunching, grinding sound from below and saw large chunks of ice sliding beside the hull, riding up in high arcs, snagging rivet heads and leaving neat white scars on the black steel. He gripped the rail tighter.


Now the ship was turning sharply and slowing. As the ice moved astern it was sucked into the thrashing turbulence beneath the stern overhang. One large chunk, Evans thought, would be enough to wreck the propeller or the rudder and leave them all stranded. But moments later he heard the order ‘Stop engine’ from the bridge. The deck became still again, the sucking turbulence ceased and the Californian drifted onwards in silence. Soon she was back in clear water and the ice passing below slowed and thinned until one small, flat piece, winking in the reflected light of a porthole, nudged against the hull and stayed there.


The ship had stopped. Evans wondered whether she was damaged. There might be water rushing in below, and there was only one place to be if there was: at his key. He walked back to his cabin, rubbed his hands to warm them and sat at his desk. If the captain came, Evans would be ready to send out a CQD.


But nobody came. The ship did not begin to list; he heard no sounds of sailors preparing the lifeboats on the deck outside. Everything was silent and still. He sat at his equipment listening to messages until just before eleven o’clock, then he put down his headphones, took off his shoes and picked up his magazine. He was standing at his bunk when the door opened and the captain himself stepped in.


Captain Lord was a tall man and he was forced to stoop a little in the cabin. Evans waited as he surveyed the wireless set, reaching out to touch each component in turn – the Morse key, the headphones, the transformer, the magnetic detector.


‘We have run into some field ice,’ the captain said at last. ‘We turned around and got out of it, but now we have stopped for the night. You might want to use your instrument to let nearby ships know – in case one of them comes crunching up into it.’ He placed on the desk a piece of paper. ‘Our position,’ he said, and walked out.


Evans sat back down at his desk, switched on the transmitter, put on his headphones and began tapping at his key. ‘CQ all ships CQ all ships this is MWH we are stopped and surrounded by ice —’ But he did not finish. A reply came instantly and with such power that he winced with pain and lifted his phones from his ears. Even then he could still hear the code sputtering through loud and fast: ‘This is MGY shut up shut up shut up keep out I am busy I am working Cape Race you are jamming me.’


Very well. Enough was enough. He had earned his pay for the day. He hung up his headphones, turned off the transmitter and lay on his bunk with his magazine. At midnight, third officer Charlie Groves would come in after his watch to get the day’s news and practise his Morse. Evans looked forward to his friend’s visits, but in less than five minutes the magazine fell to his chest and he was asleep.


In the final half-hour of the evening watch, standing on the Californian’s cold, open bridge, Charlie Groves was watching the lights of a ship that had appeared about ten miles away, coming up from the southeast. He had reported her to the captain below – a passenger steamer, he’d said, heading west – and the captain told him to keep an eye on her.


As he watched, the ship’s lights grew steadily brighter until, at twenty to midnight, most of them seemed suddenly to go out, and the ship appeared to stop. ‘Now, that is strange,’ Groves said to himself, bringing his binoculars to his eyes. When he worked for P&O he had known ships to turn off deck lights late in the evening to send passengers to bed, but it was never as dramatic and abrupt as what he’d just seen. He studied the ship carefully through his lenses but all he could see were her faint steaming lights – white lights, and perhaps a hint of red.


He was about to walk down to the chartroom to report again to the captain, but as he turned towards the stairs he saw there was no need: Captain Lord had come up to the bridge and was standing quietly at the starboard rail.


‘Is that the ship you reported to me?’ the captain asked, looking south.


‘Yes, Captain,’ Groves said, ‘although she’s stopped now.’


‘She doesn’t look like a passenger steamer. She’s not carrying enough light.’


‘She was carrying a lot of light,’ Groves replied, ‘but she’s put them out.’


‘She’s probably a tramp steamer,’ the captain said. ‘Stopped for the ice, just like us.’


Groves agreed: the lights did now look like those of a small steamer. But he knew what he had seen. A blaze of light. A passenger ship steaming at full speed. In any event, it didn’t much matter – passenger ship, tramp steamer or Mississippi showboat, in a few minutes his watch would be over and he would be in a warm cabin below.


In the Californian’s engine room, Ernie Gill, the newly promoted assistant donkeyman, neared the end of his own watch. He was working on a pump with the fourth engineer – there was something wrong with a valve, and the pump kicked and jumped like a rabid dog. Gill grunted and cursed, his thin flannel overalls damp with sweat. He dropped his spanner. The fourth engineer called him a fool.


Gill was pleased that in his new role he no longer had to shovel and rake coal, but the fourth engineer was taking advantage of him by giving him these extra jobs. So when his watch was at last over he walked aft along the main deck sullen and sulking. The fourth engineer had no right to talk to him in that manner. No right at all. And he shouldn’t be working so hard on a Sunday night anyway. He thought about making a complaint to the chief engineer.


It was painfully cold. In the distance he saw the lights of a ship, but lights in the dark were no concern of his. He hurried to the washroom and then to his cabin, where he undressed and lay in his bunk. But he could not sleep. The ice was grinding away at the hull right next to his head and it sounded like a barrel bumping along a road. He got up, threw a thick coat over his pyjamas and went on deck to smoke a cigarette. The captain had told him many times not to smoke on the open deck, but tonight he didn’t care.


The first thing Herbert Stone noticed when the standby quartermaster woke him for the midnight watch was just how calm everything was. There was no pitch, no roll, and no throb of the engine. For ten days the ship had rocked him back and forth like a baby, and her engine had lulled him with its rhythmic heartbeat. Now there was nothing. Never before, not even in port, had he felt the ship to be so silent and still.


Stone was tired and moved slowly. By the time he got up, used the washroom and dressed himself he was running late. It was already after midnight. The third officer would be waiting. He hurried along the alleyway to the chartroom to read the captain’s night orders before heading up to the bridge. But when he reached the doorway he was surprised to see Captain Lord himself leaning over the chart table, working with his dividers and parallel rulers. Having brought the lamp low over the table, he stood in a golden circle of light.


Stone waited silently. The captain was carrying out his task delicately and precisely. He seemed to stand at the very centre of things, surrounded by light, a high priest performing a sacred ritual. The polished brass leaves of his cap glittered, and beneath its glossy black rim Stone could see his focused, intense eyes. Captain Lord would introduce himself to people by saying, ‘I’m Lord – Lord of the Californian,’ but Stone knew that he was lord of so much more. He was one of Leyland’s very best, having been appointed captain at the age of twenty-eight – unheard of! – and was on the way up. He was now thirty-four, but seemed to Stone like an old man of the sea, wise and inscrutable.


‘We have stopped because of the ice,’ the captain said to him, without looking up from the chart. ‘I’m not going to try to find a way through it until daylight. We will drift until then. We will keep up steam for the engine, but you shouldn’t need it. Now come and look at this.’ He turned from the chart table and walked past Stone into the cross-alleyway.


Stone followed him outside to the starboard rail of the boat deck. The cold shocked him and he pulled on his gloves. The captain never wore gloves; he grasped the hard steel of the rail with bare hands.


Stone stared into the darkness, waiting for his eyes to adjust. There was no swell and no wind and no horizon. The sea was dead flat and solid black. He understood now why the ship was so still.


‘Can you see her?’ the captain asked, pointing into the night.


A tiny cluster of lights slowly showed itself, suspended between the stars and the ocean.


‘A small steamer,’ the captain said. ‘She has stopped, just like us.’


Stone was already late for his watch but the captain did not yet dismiss him. He stood waiting. The captain’s close presence made him think of Captain Ahab and Starbuck standing at the rail of the Pequod, looking for Ahab’s great white whale. ‘Close!’ Ahab says. ‘Stand close to me.’ But Stone heard no such words from his captain, and saw no vengeful whale on the horizon. He saw only the lights of the distant ship: placid, silent and perfectly still.


‘Tonight’s watch will be an easy one for you,’ the captain said, dismissing him at last, ‘with nothing much to do.’


It was ten minutes past midnight when Stone finally walked up the steep stairs to the upper navigating bridge – a broad, open platform running the full width of the ship atop the amidships accommodation block. It had no walls or ceiling; the only protection from the elements was afforded by a chest-high steel bulkhead at the forward end, designed to deflect upwards the steady wind caused by the ship’s movement. There was a fully enclosed, steam-heated lower bridge directly beneath the upper and accessible from the chartroom, but it was never used. ‘A warm bridge means a sleeping officer,’ claimed Captain Lord. So Stone and his fellow officers stood on the open upper bridge, no matter what the weather, and shielded themselves as best they could.


On this bitterly cold night the heavy, still air soaked through to the skin as if it were liquid. Charlie Groves was standing just abaft the ship’s steering compass, rubbing his gloved hands together and hopping from one foot to the other. His open, round face, lit from beneath by the soft glow of the compass card, seemed disembodied, floating free in the darkness.


‘Sorry I’m late, old chap,’ Stone said. ‘The captain was talking to me.’


‘Oh yes, I know,’ Groves replied. ‘The captain likes his chitchat.’


Stone gave a short laugh as he took the bridge binoculars from Groves and looped their lanyard around his neck. He thought Groves would want to hurry off to the warmth below, but the third officer lingered awhile. He seemed to want to talk.


‘The captain was on the bridge with me,’ Groves said at last, ‘when we ran into the ice. It was low slushy stuff – we didn’t see it until we’d got right into it. I thought we’d be trapped, but the captain whipped us around and we got out of it all right. He knows how to handle a ship.’


‘Yes,’ said Stone. ‘He does at that.’


There must have been something in his tone, because Groves turned to him with a sympathetic smile. ‘He is a good skipper, you know. Just give him a little more time. A few more trips and he’ll loosen up with you.’


‘Thank you,’ Stone said. He knew that most second officers would not take advice from a third, but he and Charlie Groves were the same age, and besides, Stone liked him. Groves had been educated at a school in Cambridge but was no snob. Stone had never heard him put on airs and graces. Groves once worked for P&O but had left because he couldn’t stand the passengers. Tramp steamers were more his style. He was the sort of man, Stone thought, for whom the world was a playground. One day, Groves said, he would fly in an aeroplane. But for now he was learning all he could about the Californian’s new wireless installation, and often gave Stone little speeches about wavelengths and frequencies and self-sustaining electromagnetic fields. He’d befriended Cyril Evans and would hurry down to the wireless cabin each night after his watch.


‘So now we’re stopped for the night,’ Stone said.


‘Yes. Until dawn.’


Stone looked through the binoculars at the lights in the south that the captain had pointed out to him. He could see a white masthead light and a smudge of others behind. He could not tell how far away the ship was. Her lights grew neither brighter nor darker, but remained perfectly steady.


‘She came up from the southeast,’ Groves explained. ‘Stopped about half an hour ago. She’s a big passenger ship – had lots of lights on at first, but she seemed to put them out when she stopped.’


Stone let the binoculars hang on their lanyard and looked at the ship with his naked eye. She was not going to cause him any trouble. He told Groves his eyes were in and he was happy to take over.


‘Very good,’ Groves said. ‘Enjoy yourself.’


Stone watched the third officer disappear down the bridge stairs and then stared into the darkness. He could hear the distant hiss of a steam condenser, and fragments of conversation drifting up through an engine room vent, but otherwise the Californian was silent and still. The North Atlantic was a flat calm stretching ahead into an engulfing moonless blackness and the air was absolutely clear and sharp, seeming somehow to focus the light of the stars into cold, hard points of blue-white. The ship’s bow was pointing back towards England, and in the eastern sky he could see more stars rising slowly from the ocean, throwing little threads of silver across the water.


He walked to the rear bridge rail. Somewhere out there, Groves had said, was the icefield. Stone couldn’t see it now, but he could hear its low, grinding whisper – it felt close and alive. Then, slowly, just beyond the ship’s stern, he began to make it out: a cold and feeble light, as if the ice had somehow caught and stored up starlight. It was so faint, so delicate and so elusive that he could see it only with the sensitivity of his peripheral vision. When he stared directly at it, it vanished into darkness. There was a smell too, equally insubstantial, a clammy glacial odour that faded to nothing the more he breathed it in.


No wonder they’d run into the ice at full speed. The captain would have been expecting icebergs, great towering things with straight edges and clear outlines, like the bergs they’d passed that afternoon, not this low shapeless ice that you could barely see.


Stone shivered. The stillness pressed in on him. The ice seemed to suck everything from the world – the waves, the wind, light, warmth – everything.


Charlie Groves hurried aft along the boat deck to the wireless room, but when he knocked on the door there was no answer. He walked in anyway. The room smelled of cigarette ash and shirts that had been worn for too long, but it was warm. The light was on and Evans was snoring lightly in his bunk with an open magazine across his chest.


‘You awake, Sparks?’


Evans muttered something and rolled over towards the bulkhead.


‘There’s a big ship stopped on our starboard beam,’ said Groves, sitting at the desk. ‘Have you been speaking to her?’


Evans grunted and pulled a pillow tight over his head. His magazine slipped to the floor.


Groves looked at the boxes and wires and dials in front of him. Science at its best, he had always thought, was indistinguishable from magic, and each component before him performed its own special trick – the condenser, the key, the headphones, the transformer, the magnetic detector. He placed the earphones on his head and took up a pencil and notepad. He had been practising and could easily pick up three words out of four.


But now the headphones were silent. There was none of the usual dit-dah-dit of Morse code. The third officer gave them a quick jiggle and turned the volume control through its full sweep. He waited a minute, perhaps two, but no sound came.


It was half an hour past midnight. Evans was snoring more deeply now, and Groves decided it was time for him, too, to go to bed. He placed the headphones back on the desk, switched off the light and walked out of the room.


Herbert Stone had been standing his watch for ten minutes or so when James Gibson arrived on the bridge with two mugs of coffee. The twenty-year-old apprentice had been rummaging around in the chief officer’s store for a new rotator for the ship’s patent log. ‘The old one was caught in the ice,’ Gibson explained, ‘and torn away. The captain asked me to rig a new one but I couldn’t find one in the store.’


A sudden high-pitched squeal made Stone jump. It was the whistle stopper in the speaking tube leading to the captain’s cabin. It squealed again as he walked forward to the tube, pulled out the stopper and put his ear to the opening. The captain’s voice was muffled and distant. ‘That ship,’ the captain said, ‘has she come any closer?’


‘No, Captain. She hasn’t moved.’


‘Very well. I’m going to lie down in the chartroom. Call me if you need me.’


‘Yes, good night, Captain.’ Stone replaced the stopper and took up a position next to Gibson at the forward bridge rail.


‘There’s something odd about that ship,’ Gibson said, looking through binoculars towards the south. ‘Her lights are strange – see, there’s a glare on her afterdeck.’


Stone took the binoculars. Gibson was right: there was a smudge of light behind the masthead light.


‘There’s something flickering, too,’ Gibson continued. ‘Do you see that? I think she’s trying to Morse us.’ He walked to the electric Morse lamp key and began signalling. The lamp, mounted high on the deckhouse abaft the bridge, threw its rhythmic light out into the darkness. Stone watched for a reply from the other ship, but couldn’t make out distinct letters. Long-short-long-short: a C, perhaps? Now a D? But he soon lost the flickering among the glare of other indistinct lights. Gibson flashed the Morse lamp for a few moments longer, then gave up. No matter; they could try again later.


In the meantime, Stone was glad to have the apprentice’s company. Stone had been helping him with his studies over the past weeks by showing him how to use a sextant and how to plot position lines. Lately Stone had begun to talk of more personal things – his recent wedding, his childhood in Devon, and even the problems he’d been having with the captain. So when Gibson went below to look again for a rotator, Stone held his coffee mug tight to warm his hands, and felt more alone than usual. He thought of his wife, at home in her sunlit garden with her hyacinths and tulips and daffodils, which only made the darkness and cold press in closer. He stood at the starboard rail and waited. A single stroke on the bridge bell told him it was half past twelve. Time was going slowly.


It would be an easy watch, the captain had said. Perhaps, thought Stone, looking down at the black water below, but even on a stopped ship on a calm sea the midnight watch was the hardest of all. Sailors sometimes called it the graveyard watch, because it was said that during its four lonely hours the spirits of drowned men could be seen rising from the surface of the sea, quiet as mist. It was also the watch during which good men, with everything to live for, had been known to throw themselves over the side into the depths. Perhaps they saw mermaids beckoning them, or perhaps the vastness of the ocean and sky made their loneliness unbearable, or perhaps their will was overwhelmed by a momentary curiosity, or a momentary insanity. Whatever the reason, Stone knew that the shock of entering the water would bring any man out of his reverie, so that in full and sane consciousness he would watch his ship steam away until it slipped forever out of sight. Stone thought that must be the most profound loneliness the universe could devise. ‘Alone,’ he whispered to himself, ‘alone. All, all alone, alone on a wide, wide sea.’


But when he lifted his head and glanced towards the south, he was reminded that he was not, after all, entirely alone. The other ship was still there, suspended in the darkness, placid and quiet. There were no souls of dead men flying up to heaven, just her steady faint lights, hanging there, keeping him company while he sipped the last of his coffee and waited for Gibson to return.


Then, just above the other ship, he saw something unusual: a small white light climbing into the air. Stone wasn’t quite sure at first what it was. It rose slowly, higher and higher, until it burst silently into a delicate shower of stars. For a short time, while the upward streak was still visible and the star cluster drifted slowly downward, it looked like a fragile white flower – perfectly white, clear and startling against the blackness of the void.









CHAPTER 3


Penn Station soared above me. Although it was only midmorning, I had been drinking on the train and the building confused me. The floor was acres of concrete but embedded in it were twinkling glass bricks. Everywhere there was indestructible granite but it was baby pink in colour. There were colonnades of giant Corinthian columns but the ironwork was as frivolous as dainty lace. Why all this contrast? My eyes hurt; I felt an incipient headache. It was time for another drink.


I went to my favourite hotel off Christopher Street and headed straight to the back bar, known for opening early. I hadn’t been here for a year, but nothing had changed. The room was closed in and gloomy and the air glowed dull red. Two prostitutes leaned against a giant papier-mâché horse, which was as tall as a man and stood on floor panels of red glass lit from beneath. I laughed. The horse reminded me of Boston’s Watch and Ward Society, trying to stamp out the warm red glow of vice wherever it was seen. I tipped my hat at the prostitutes and ordered two bourbon highballs from a pretty waitress.


I sat in a corner and spent an hour or so reading the morning editions I had bought at the station. Great scareheads proclaimed the dramatic accident at sea: the Allan Line’s Virginian had relayed to Cape Race that the Titanic had struck an iceberg and was calling for help. The embarrassment at White Star, it was said, was equally dramatic. There were some very famous Americans on board the ship.


My headache worsened. I had never much liked New York. If you took a deep breath in Boston you could smell the sharp, clear air of revolution, of new thinking, but all I ever smelled in New York was melodrama and money. The city’s newspapers were filled with action, indignation and thrills, but they had no nuance and no heart. I ordered another highball, rubbed my temples and read no more.


By midday my headache began to ease and I set out downtown. The weather was growing warm. I could smell fried fish and horse manure. Wagons trundled by with potatoes, carrots and onions left over from the Monday morning markets. I drifted east along Fourth Street, past Washington Square, and for old time’s sake I took a detour to the monumental brown-brick and terracotta edifice of the ten-storey Asch Building.


In the year or so since the fire, the upper brickwork had been scrubbed of the soot that had streaked upwards from the windows like clownish eyelashes, and the interiors had been refurbished and replaced. From where I stood I could not see them, but I knew that new young immigrant girls now worked at the sewing machines, the braiders and corders, the seamers and binders. ‘Welcome to America,’ I whispered to them. I hoped they were safe. I was not religious – I had abandoned my Catholicism as a child – but I did make the sign of the cross, and I did pause to remember.


On Broadway I hailed a hansom, and by Canal Street the traffic had thickened. Our horse grew fractious and lively. Two young women drove by too close in a shiny automobile, veering from side to side and shouting suffragette slogans through a megaphone. The horse shied alarmingly; the women laughed, and I did too. One of them reminded me of my daughter Harriet, just turned seventeen, who romped and leapt through life with the same energy as these young drivers. The encounter made me think two things: that I must visit Harriet as soon as I returned to Boston, and that this century, whether it be wonderful or horrible, was going to belong to the women.


We passed Wall Street. Broadway became narrow and gloomy. The great stone edifices of ten- and twenty-storey buildings blocked the light. People spilled from the sidewalks into the roadway and we were forced to slow. As we neared the end of Broadway, trolley cars were backed up and automobiles crept along in low gear. I paid for the cab and pushed my way south on foot. Soon enough I was at Bowling Green Park, an oval of lawn fenced in by a tall iron grille. At its western edge was the towering facade of number 9, Broadway – the offices of J.P. Morgan’s International Mercantile Marine, owners of the White Star Line.


It was a strange sight. Squeezed around the park’s perimeter and along its interior pathways was a great crowd of people. Men in small black bowlers and women in great hats of every colour surged along the sidewalks; people emerging from the subway stairs had nowhere to go; mounted policeman tried to use the flanks of their horses to keep people off the roadway. They shouted at anyone who reached out a hand to pat a horse. The bells of trolley cars sounded incessantly. Automobile horns blared. Two men were taking photographs of the scene with Box Brownie cameras.


So this, I thought, is what happens when you put the best of New York society onto a boat and run it into an iceberg.


On the western side of Broadway a large portion of the crowd had formed itself into an amorphous queue, three or four people abreast, which led to the wide brick and granite steps of number 9. Two policemen stood at the top of the stairs, guarding the enormous revolving door of polished brass and glass. The door was flanked by twin granite columns etched with the names of J.P. Morgan’s shipping companies: the American Line, the Atlantic Transport Line, the Dominion Line, the Red Star Line, the Leyland Line and – there, at the bottom, his most famous acquisition of all – the White Star Line.


Morgan, I thought, must be embarrassed. He was a man who bought shipping lines and railroads as if they were curios and trinkets, but now the most perfect of all his prizes was adrift in the North Atlantic with half of New York aboard. It was as if he had invited friends for cocktails at his magnificent white-marble library and then set the place alight. It was worse than embarrassing. It was bad manners.


I pushed my way up the stairs and presented my card to a policeman with a tired face who let me through. I entered a hallway crowded with people. Cablegram boys in green blazers rushed in and out and men pressed themselves against walls to allow women to pass. Reporters smoked cigarettes and whispered names to each other. To my left, in the cavernous passenger office, young men guided people into queues marked with soft burgundy ropes on brass stands. Behind counters, White Star staff answered questions, and behind them, still others sat at desks talking on telephones.


A White Star page, his chest puffed with importance beneath a blue tunic, directed me to the freight office, where Mr Franklin would come down shortly to speak. ‘He comes down every hour,’ the boy said.


The freight office was smaller than the passenger office and filled with the smoke of too many cigarettes and the heat of too many steam radiators. As soon as I pushed inwards I bumped into Dan Byrne of the Dow Jones service, a boisterous man with a florid face and dubious morals whom I knew from the Republic collision and the Triangle fire. He had been in the freight office all morning. He held me by the arm and told me some very interesting things: that Franklin had been on the telephones since two a.m.; that the young Vincent Astor had been in tears of worry about his father; that frumpy Mrs Guggenheim had been up to see Franklin personally to demand news of her husband. Morgan, I learned, was in France, but his fretful son had gone upstairs and not come down again. Even the President of the United States had been calling: his friend Archie Butt was aboard. As was Bruce Ismay: President of the International Mercantile Marine, Chairman of the White Star Line, and Franklin’s boss.


‘My god,’ I said. ‘Poor Franklin. Who isn’t on that boat?’


There was a commotion: a desk was moved, people stood aside, a door opened and closed, and there, suddenly, as if appearing from nowhere, was the man himself. I thought he would stand behind the desk but instead, in two quick strides, he stood upon it. The pressmen shouted questions and surged closer and a table was knocked over. A man fell against a wall clock and dislodged its brass pendulum. It seemed for a moment that Franklin too might be knocked down.


‘Gentlemen, please,’ he said, coughing in the thick smoke. ‘Some patience.’


One or two reporters called for silence and others suggested that respect be shown. In a moment or so the room became still.


Philip Albright Small Franklin towered above us all. He looked monumental, as if he were a statue of himself, as if he were already immortal. In the press he was known as the tycoon of American shipping – when it came to the North Atlantic he was John Pierpont Morgan’s man. I had met him several times: when the Cedric was overdue and thought sunk, during the drama of the Republic collision, and in the days after the Triangle fire, when I learned that he had cried with grief and donated money to the dead girls’ families. He was toastmaster to the White Star’s billion-dollar passenger list, but he was a good man too. He was fatter than the previous year, I saw, but there was still a magical lightness about his being. He was known to climb ladders and leap gaps. Nothing scared him. When an Atlantic Transport ship ran aground one night in New York Harbor, he dashed out to the vessel himself in a tug, making tea for the passengers and supervising their rescue. His head was shiny-bald and his eyes were strikingly intense. They commanded attention. People who saw them thought, Here is a man who gets things done.


‘Everybody on the Titanic,’ he told the assembled group, ‘is safe. The ship is diverting to Halifax.’


It pains me to admit it, but I was dismayed. No bodies. That meant no story for me.


‘I have made arrangements,’ Franklin continued, ‘with the New Haven railroad to send a special train to Halifax to meet the passengers. The train will consist of twenty-eight sleepers, two diners, and coaches sufficient for seven hundred and ten people. That, you will appreciate, is enough for the entire first and second class of the ship. I have been speaking to the Canadian government over the long-distance telephone. They will do everything they can to help us. We plan to – we will – get our passengers to New York just as soon as possible.’


Franklin undertook to answer questions.


No, he did not have any more information about damage to the Titanic; his understanding was that it was slight and the ship was making her way to Halifax under her own steam. If not, she would be towed. He was planning to charter a tug to send out to her if necessary. No, he had not heard directly from Mr Ismay, he was relying on dispatches from the Allan Line in Montreal. He read out a message he had received from their Boston office: ‘The Allan Line, Montreal, confirms the report that the Virginian, Parisian and Carpathia are in attendance.’ Franklin was waiting for an update from Captain Haddock of the Olympic, the Titanic’s sister ship, which was nearing the scene.


So, I thought, definitely no bodies then. The Boston American would send down Bumpton. He would write a dashing, racing tale of rescue and adventure – a good New York story. I needed another drink. But before I let go of the story for good there was a puzzle I wanted to solve. There was something about what Franklin had said that didn’t quite make sense.


‘Mr Franklin,’ I asked, ‘you said you are talking to the Olympic and other stations. But have you heard directly from the Titanic?’


‘No,’ Franklin replied, with some exasperation. ‘But I am not worried at all about that, I am not worried about that.’


‘But Mr Franklin – and I’m sorry if you’ve already answered this – do you know why her signals would stop so abruptly?’


‘I am told that there are any number of possible reasons – atmospheric conditions, or damage to the wireless apparatus, or anything at all.’


That is odd, I thought. I had in mind the Republic accident of three years before: a ship rammed and slowly sinking, a wireless room in tatters, a Marconi boy scared out of his wits, a freezing North Atlantic fog pressing in thick and heavy – and yet all the while an unending stream of Morse code had poured from the ship, calling for help, guiding ships to the rescue. If the wireless had worked then, under such conditions, why not now, on a calm clear Atlantic?


I don’t know whether it was the bourbon, or the vision of Bumpton’s eager face arriving at Penn Station, or simple puzzlement that made me put my next question, but it came flying out into the room before I realised I’d asked it. It seemed independent of me, as if it had its own form and presence.


‘Might it be because the Titanic has sunk?’


People gasped. Franklin looked at me. He did not seem angry; his face was expressionless, waxlike, as if he’d been expecting the question. The thick smoke in the room softened the shine of his brow.


‘Let me tell you this,’ he said, his words low and measured. ‘I am absolutely confident that the Titanic is safe. Perfectly safe. It is inconceivable that she would have met with any serious accident without our being notified. In any event, the ship is unsinkable. Her bulkheads will keep her afloat indefinitely, so there’s no danger to the passengers. That much I do know.’


I was watching his face carefully, trying to read it. There was something strange about it.


‘She is unsinkable,’ Franklin said again, more to himself than the reporters. ‘Her bulkheads, her bulkheads . . .’


He stepped down from the desk, turned and walked out the door. The pressmen followed, rushing to their offices and telephones.


I am not a rusher. I strolled from the building and found a saloon near Battery Park. I sat alone in a corner and tried to think. I could already see what sort of story this was becoming: a rerun of the Republic accident. A damaged ship, a spotty boy at his wireless key calling for help, a brave rescue at sea. A good story, no doubt, but it had been done before, and my own paper would not want me to write it. Bumpton was the adventure man. ‘His pen,’ the city editor had told me, ‘has a sensitivity to the narrative arc of adventure which yours does not. And his verbs are more active.’



OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
‘Historical fiction at its best”

“Passionate and gripping.

'_//lj_)nu .
WATC J

'DAVID D-YER






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
the

MIDNIGHT
WATCH

DAVID DYER





