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​A Song of the Sea
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The crystal clear voice seemed to float across the room towards him, past the chandelier, over the top of the elderly couples shuffling around the dance floor, and the people sat drinking small glasses of prosecco at the round wooden tables. Past all of them, it came and straight to him. Straight to his ears and, perhaps, straight to his soul. 

Vincent Hale closed his eyes and enjoyed it. He loved female singers. As a kid, his favourite had been Judith Durham of the Seekers. His mother had several of their records, and he found Judith’s voice spellbinding, especially singing ‘Danny Boy’ without the others getting in the way. As he teenaged into pop music, he grew fond of Annie Lennox and Debbie Harry. The famous strong voices, the likes of Whitney Houston, had never much appealed. He didn’t want power in a lady vocalist; he wanted sweetness, clarity. 

The song ended, and the singer bowed low to the aged cruise ship audience before returning to her dressing room to complain again. Nadia Treblenco had the voice of an angel and the disposition of a Hellcat. Vince knew his phone would ring soon, and it would be his secretary with Nadia’s latest moan. He decided he might as well stay in the vicinity. 

‘Atchoo!’ someone sneezed.

To his left, Vince saw the Geek. ‘Bless you,’ he said. Public relations were part of his job, so he added, ‘Enjoying your cruise, Mister Crowther?’

The tubby little man grinned to show bad teeth. ‘It’s great, Vince. I wish I’d done it long ago, but I always thought cruises were for millionaires in bow ties and tuxedos, like you see on Poirot.’ 

‘Indeed.’ Vince didn’t bother to point out that Agatha Christie’s stories of the fussy little detective were set in the 1930s, and time had moved on. He looked sideways at Crowther’s X-men T-shirt, baggy shorts and dirty trainers. ‘Well, it used to be that way.’ In fact, most of the cruise ship customers were still elderly and wealthy because cruises weren’t cheap. The Geek did something in computers and had enough money to tag along. 

Vince’s phone beeped with a message. He gave it a cursory glance to make sure it was his deputy ringing about Ms Treblenco’s latest moan. To his surprise, it wasn’t. 

‘Gotta go,’ he said. The text had come from the senior entertainment manager, flagged urgent. Vince took the stairs down to the next deck and strode towards Charlie Frost’s office, almost directly below the ballroom. When he entered, five people already crowded the small room.  

‘What’s up?’ Vince saw that all the senior staff of the molly-coddling passenger's department were present: Wolfgang, the restaurant manager; Francois, who was in charge of cinemas; Doug, the casino boss and some older woman who looked after the ship’s medical facilities. He couldn’t think of her name. 

Charlie Frost waved him to silence. ‘Listen up, and don’t panic.’ He grinned. ‘Captain Jorgesson assures me there’s no reason to panic.’ 

Vince didn’t panic, but he worried. If the crisis involved the Norwegian captain, then something serious was afoot. Scandinavians steered Deep Blue Voyager, hardy descendants of Vikings who seemed to prefer water to land. It was unusual for them to have much interaction with lesser folk. They sailed the vast vessel from Singapore to Taiwan and back. The ship had just left Taiwan for the return journey, and Ho Chi Minh City in Viet-Nam was her next port of call. 

Or would have been in normal circumstances. 

Charlie said: ‘There’s been an earthquake at sea, near the Mariana Trench.’

The remark caused excited chatter, and Frost raised his voice to counter it. ‘There isn’t a damn thing we can do about that. We’ll give any staff members with relatives in the affected areas free access to the phones.’

Doug, the casino team boss, was frowning. ‘What has this earthquake to do with us?’

Vince had already worked it out. ‘Tsunami.’

‘Exactly,’ said Frost.

‘How big?’

Charlie Frost emitted a dry, barking laugh. ‘How long is a piece of string?’

‘I hope it’s not as bad as the films,’ said Francois. As cinema manager, he had seen more than his share of disaster movies, gigantic CGI waves toppling skyscrapers. ‘In the films, people are swept away like twigs.’

‘What happens to twigs?’ said Vince. 

The others glared at him, except the doctor. ‘Black humour is a way of coping with stress,’ she said. ‘Medics do it all the time.’ She favoured him with a smile. 

Vince tilted his head in acknowledgement and looked at her with new appreciation. Celia Bird was a petite lady with elfin features and a blonde pageboy cut, smart and probably out of his league. Still, it might be worth a try. 

Vince was a bachelor. Not a gay bachelor, though there were plenty of those among the staff, but an opportunist. If some curvy junior member of staff thought his affections might lead to promotion, he wouldn’t disabuse her of the notion. Apart from that, he had a dry, cynical wit that some of them found amusing. He did okay for bedmates. 

As for love, he considered that incompatible with the cruising life. Vince was saving his tax-free wages and planned to settle down one day on dry land. Then he might look for a wife.

If he ever saw dry land again. 

‘Wakey, Wakey, Vince.’ Frost was clicking fingers at him. He focused on the room again. 

‘What?’

‘I said you’ll have to keep an eye on the staff. Make sure no one panics.’

‘Should they panic?’ said Francois. ‘Should we?’

‘Absolutely not.’ Charlie Frost smirked the smirk of one with secret knowledge. ‘Do you know what happens with a Tsunami out at sea?’

Everyone shook their heads. 

‘Nothing. Tsunamis are tremendously powerful, but they don’t affect the surface of the ocean in deep water. Once they hit the shallow part, near land, all that energy is compressed and forms a great wave. It will be bad.’

‘We’re near land,’ said Francois. 

‘We’re heading for the open ocean at top speed. That’s what the Captain told me. The earthquake was in the Mariana Trench, the deepest part of the Pacific Ocean. Tsunamis travel at about eight hundred kilometres an hour and will take three hours to reach Taiwan. The seismologists reported it quickly, so we have about two hours left to get as far from land as possible.’

‘Shouldn’t we stay and help?’ said Doctor Bird. 

Charlie shook his help. ‘We wouldn’t help. The wave would sweep us inland, and the ship would end up on top of a skyscraper or something, just more casualties. All we can do is save ourselves, for now.’

As the meeting broke up, Vince’s mobile phone beeped again with a text. This time it was his deputy, and the problem was Nadia Treblinka. Back to life as usual. He hastened to her dressing room. Nadia was becoming a big star, and having her on board was quite a coup for the cruise company. He was under orders to keep her sweet. 

On arrival, he knocked on the door. If he walked in when Nadia was in her underwear, it would annoy her. He wouldn’t have minded. She was fit. 

‘Come in.’

He opened the door. She sat in the chair facing the dressing table, wearing her bathrobe and examining her features in the mirror. A cascade of red curls reached halfway down her back. She turned to face him, and Vince thought again how lucky she was, gifted with both beauty and that angelic voice. 

‘What’s wrong now, Nadia?’

She half-turned and flung out her left arm in an extravagant gesture. Although of Eastern European origin, she seemed to have the emotional range of a Greek or Italian Diva. ‘This room is filthy.’

‘No, it isn’t.’ Deep Blue Voyager had more cleaning staff than any other kind. They were the invisible people of the business, unobtrusive as insects. They worked mainly at night to keep out of the way, but they were thorough. Some parts of the engine room might have been dirty, but every area visited by passengers was spotless. 

‘Filthy, I say.’

‘Point out one bit of dirt.’ Vince was getting annoyed. He had dealt with a few big names that had egos to match before. Most of them were has-beens, reduced to the cruise ship circuit when their names dropped off the big marquees. They still wanted star treatment. Nadia was up and coming rather than going down. Her CD’s were selling. When her contract with the cruise line ended, Nadia was headed for the big time. She knew her status and milked it for all she could. 

She didn’t point out any dirt. 

Vince suddenly wondered if she knew about the tsunami. ‘Nadia, I have bad news.’ He told her about the coming wave but emphasised that they were in no danger on the ship as they were moving out to the open ocean. He explained that it would inundate the shorelines of several south-east Asian countries. 

‘That is nothing to me,’ she said. ‘I don’t live in those places.’

Vince winced. He was no bleeding heart himself. On the contrary, the endless 24-hour news cycle of disasters worldwide had instilled a level of compassion fatigue. But this callousness over what might be millions of deaths was too much even for him. ‘You’re safe, Nadia. I guess that’s all that matters.’ Before she could say another word, he turned on his heel and marched out of the room. 

He strode back to his office, muttering curses against all Prima Donnas. Suddenly, the deck shifted under his feet, and he banged into the wall to his left. As with all massive cruise ships, waves barely affected Deep Blue Voyager in the usual course of events and being aboard was pretty much like being on land. It was a floating city. It took a big wave to shift her, and that must have been a big one. Vince changed direction and headed for Frost’s office. 

He met the General Manager in the corridor outside. 

‘Charlie?’

‘I’m off to see the Executive Officer. Come along if you want.’

The EO acted as a link man between those who sailed the ship and those who pandered to passengers. Frost knocked on his door, entered when acknowledged and found the EO sat at his desk, looking as calm as the sea wasn’t. They had felt two more deck shifts en route to him. 

‘Yes?’ He looked up from some paperwork. 

‘The ship’s moving,’ said Frost. 

‘Yes. It does that.’ The Executive Officer was a German with a long face and a sarcastic manner. ‘We have always found it the best way to get from port to port.’

‘No, no.’ Charlie was getting flustered, and Vince almost laughed at his discomfort. ‘It rocks.’ The General Manager held up his hand at head height and wiggled it a little. Sign language was the traditional British technique for communicating with someone foreign; that and shouting. 

‘It’s a storm.’

‘The tsunami?’ said Vince, somewhat alarmed. 

‘We are far enough from shore now that the tsunami will not affect us. It’s a large storm. Normally we would not have encountered it, but when we headed out across the Pacific, it was right in our path.’ The EO shrugged. ‘We had no choice. The ship can handle it.’

‘Does the earthquake cause it?’ asked Charlie. 

This earned him a look of contempt. ‘Earthquakes at sea cause tsunamis which do not affect the surface of the ocean. Neither earthquakes nor tsunamis cause storms, Mister Frost. Storms are an atmospheric phenomenon.’

‘Oh. Right. And the ship can cope?’

‘Easily.’

‘Thanks for your help, officer.’ Vince took Charlie by the arm and guided him out of the office before he could make a bigger fool of himself. 

Charlie wiped his brow. ‘That’s a relief.’

‘It’s a relief for you, but someone should tell the passengers,’ said Vince. 

Frost nodded. ‘I’ll get on it right away. What are you going to do?’

‘Well, until the siren song of Nadia Treblenco disturbs me with another complaint – which won’t be long - I’m going to my cabin.’

Charlie nodded. ‘See you later.’

Vince went straight to his cabin and then straight to the computer to see the latest news. Everyone knew about the coming of the tsunami now, and the authorities were making all preparations possible. Cities were being evacuated, and there was a mad scramble for the high ground. They didn’t have much time.

Vince found an excited Geologist on YouTube. The scientist seemed surprised that the epicentre of the earthquake was the Mariana Trench, the deepest part of the Pacific Ocean. It had long been known that two tectonic plates met there, but the theory was that no quakes occurred because the soft rock of the area lubricated their passage past each other. Until now, obviously. 

Vince turned off the computer, feeling sorry for the millions who would lose their homes. He’d donate a few hundred dollars when disaster relief funds opened instead of the usual ten. But, just missing this particular disaster by blind luck, he felt more sympathetic to those who hadn’t. 

His phone rang. ‘Hello.’

‘Vince.’ It was Charlie Frost. ‘More bad news, I’m afraid. The tsunami will affect all the ports around south-east Asia, and the last thing they need is a boatload of tourists getting in the way. So the company has decided we should stay at sea until they find a good place to dock. So we’re in for a long voyage, and we’ll have to work extra hard to keep the passengers entertained.’

‘They’ll all have to reschedule their itineraries,’ said Vince. Most cruise ship passengers were on holiday and had flights arranged from one place to another, fitting the voyage in with other activities. ‘They’ll moan.’

He could imagine Charlie’s shrug. ‘The countries where the tsunami hits will be in a mess. They couldn’t get their flights home anyway. Shit happens. Most of them will have insurance.’

Vince glanced at his bedside table where two of Nadia Treblenco’s CDs sat beside a small player and realised that he would have to put up with her even longer. He loved her voice and her looks. It was her personality he couldn’t stand. 

‘Vince?’

‘Sorry, I was daydreaming. Sure, I’ll try and keep the troops entertained, Charlie.’

#
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THE NEXT THREE DAYS passed slowly for Vince. He remembered a management mantra about how twenty percent of your staff will take up eighty percent of your time. He had twenty staff and four entertainers to look after. That made Nadia about four per cent of his team, but she took up ninety per cent of his time. Her complaints were many:

The dressing room was still dirty. 

The comedian was rude to her. 

The magician was rude to her. 

The food was inedible. 

Her cabin was too near the engines, and she couldn’t sleep. 

The staff didn’t treat her with respect. 

She was unwell, and the doctor said she wasn’t. 

And so on and on and on. 

Vince decided to kill her. Then he realised he couldn’t because that would ruin his own life, so he went up on deck to get away from her.

No outdoorsman, the deck was a place he seldom visited. He liked warm, cosy rooms with artificial lighting. Sunshine made him sneeze. His friends said he was part vampire. Yet even he, occasionally, felt the urge for some fresh air. 

He came through an external door near the front of the ship and walked right up to the bow. An old man stood there gazing out across the ocean with a wistful expression. He wore a warm fleece against the biting wind, and Vince realised he was cold in his mere shirt and waistcoat. The Geek was there too, stood a little back from the old man. 

‘How're things?’ said Crowther. He was wearing a Thor T-shirt today. Presumably, he had superhero apparel for every occasion. 

Vince nodded at the picture. ‘Wouldn’t Aquaman be more appropriate?’

Crowther grinned. ‘I think there’s a storm coming.’ He tapped his chest. ‘God of Thunder today.’

The older man interrupted them. ‘What’s that?’ He was pointing beyond the bow.

Vince peered forward and saw a disturbance on the surface of the ocean. The waters were choppy, almost bubbling. 

‘Some effect of the tsunami?’ said Crowther. 

The old man shook his head. ‘They don’t affect the surface of the water in the deep ocean. It’s something else.’

A shrill, unpleasant screech from behind distracted them. ‘Mister Hale!’

Vince took a deep breath and turned, wondering how a throat capable of such beautiful sounds could produce such awful ones too. ‘Miss Treblenco.’

She marched forward. ‘I’ve been looking for you every...’

She stopped. Her eyes widened. Her mouth opened and shut several times, but no sound came out. Vince wondered if she was having a fit. 

Then she screamed and pointed over his shoulder. 

He turned. 

The old man had been right. It wasn’t the tsunami disturbing the water, and it wasn’t a storm either. It was something else. The thing had surfaced while he had his back to the bow of the ship. 

The old man and Crowther were backing away from it. 

Vince had to tilt his head back to take in the full height of the thing before him. It loomed over them, blocking out half the sky. 

He was paralysed. His mind went so completely blank it wouldn’t even move his muscles. He wanted to turn and run, but the thing was so incredible, so unbelievable that it overwhelmed him. There were no words to describe it, but ‘monster’ was a pretty good start. 
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