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“All hands present and accounted for.”

— Standard closing line, Merchant Navy watch log







PART ONE: ABOVE DECK





CHAPTER 1: TABLE SIX

A ship, like a marriage, only needs to look good from the outside.

The MS Elysium understood this. She had been built in Monfalcone in 1998, back when Italian shipyards still believed that enough marble could make anything respectable, and she had entered the water as the flagship of the Isotita Cruise Line’s Mediterranean fleet. Twenty-six years later, she was still working the same routes — the Greek islands in summer, the western Mediterranean in autumn, the Caribbean from December through March. Between the seasons, she crossed the Atlantic, repositioning from Civitavecchia to Bridgetown. It was a regular part of her calendar, two weeks at sea, and the brochure made it sound like an adventure: seventeen days of uninterrupted ocean, no ports of call, nothing between you and the horizon. The passengers who booked the crossing tended to be the sort who found this romantic. The crew, who had done it eleven times, found it long.

The marble was still there. The chandelier in the three-story atrium was still there. The gold-plated elevator buttons were still there, worn smooth by a quarter century of thumbs. But the light that hit these surfaces had changed, or maybe the surfaces themselves had, and the overall impression was of a hotel lobby in a city where the boom ended ten years ago and nobody updated the brochure.

She departed Civitavecchia on the third of November. Eight hundred and twelve passengers, in a ship designed for two thousand six hundred and eighty. The rest of the capacity would fill again in the Caribbean, where German pensioners and American couples who photographed their meals would board at Bridgetown and sail through Christmas. For now, the ship was three-quarters empty, and the emptiness gave the public spaces the atmosphere of a casino on a Tuesday afternoon.

The crew felt it. Six hundred and forty-three of them, down from the usual eleven hundred, working the same corridors and kitchens and engine rooms with fewer hands and the same number of smiles. The entertainment director had trimmed the program: no acrobat, no ice show, no guest lecturer on Etruscan pottery. What remained was a Filipino duo who sang Broadway medleys with alarming competence, a magician from Minsk whose doves looked as tired as he did, and a comedian the cruise director introduced every night as the funniest man at sea, a title that went unchallenged on account of there being no other comedians at sea.

Dinner was at seven. The Odyssey Restaurant occupied two decks, five and six, connected by a staircase wide enough to descend in a ballgown, which several passengers did, because the repositioning crossing attracted a specific clientele: people who still dressed for dinner, who still believed that a formal night meant something, who had packed cufflinks and clutch bags and opinions about wine. The tables were set with white linen that had survived so many industrial washes it had achieved a color beyond white, a lunar pallor that looked elegant by candlelight and clinical by day. The silverware was real. The flowers were fake. Nobody noticed either.

Table six was on the right side of the lower level, near the window. The window offered, at this hour, a rectangle of darkening blue that would, within thirty minutes, become a rectangle of black in which the diners would see nothing but their own reflections. The ship’s maitre d’ had seated eight strangers here for the duration of the crossing. They would eat together fourteen times and then never see each other again, which is how most human connections work, only compressed.



Vincent Moreau arrived at table six four minutes late and slightly out of breath, which Camille noted and did not mention, the way she noted and did not mention most things about Vincent. He wore a dark suit that had fit him three years ago and now negotiated with his body on a daily basis — tight across the shoulders, surrendering at the waist. His shoes were brown suède loafers, cracked at the toe, the only item of clothing he had ever refused to replace. Camille hated those shoes. She had mentioned this eleven times over the course of their marriage. Vincent had held his ground eleven times. It was, by a considerable margin, his longest streak of resistance on any subject.

Camille was already seated. She wore a black dress, pearl earrings, and Chanel No. 19, which she applied every morning and refreshed every evening, including on days when she had no plans to leave the cabin. She did not wear No. 5. She considered No. 5 vulgar, and this distinction — between two fragrances manufactured by the same house, sold in the same shops, priced within thirty euros of each other — was, for Camille, a moral coordinate. It located her in the world. It told her who she was and, more importantly, who she was not.

She had a book on her lap. Elena Ferrante, a thick one, the cover already creased from being carried in her handbag. She would read the first forty pages over the next three days, then start another novel, read its first thirty pages, start a third. She had packed four books for the crossing. She would finish none of them. The reading mattered less than the having-read, which mattered less than the being-seen-reading, which was the actual function of the book: a prop in a performance that Camille maintained with the diligence of a stage manager on opening night.

“You’re late,” she said, not looking up from the menu.

“Four minutes,” Vincent said.

“The bread is already here.”

She delivered this as if reporting the weather. Vincent sat down and reached for the basket.

They had been married for nineteen years. They had three children — Clément, fourteen; Margaux, twelve; Hugo, eight — who were currently with Camille’s mother in Montpellier. The cruise had been Camille’s idea. She had presented it to Vincent in March, over dinner. “We need to reconnect,” she had said, which was the verb people used when they meant the opposite. You do not reconnect something that is still connected. You reconnect something that has come apart, and the act of naming it is already an admission that the wires are hanging loose.

Vincent had agreed because agreeing was what Vincent did. He agreed to the cruise, to the cabin on Deck 7, to the dinner seating, to the idea that seventeen days on a ship with nowhere to go would somehow repair what eighteen years of proximity had eroded. He agreed because disagreeing required a conviction he no longer possessed. Vincent Moreau was forty-seven years old, employed in middle management at a logistics company in Lyon, and had not held a strong opinion about anything since 2016, when he had briefly cared about the European Championship and France had lost in the final. He remembered the feeling. It had been unpleasant. He preferred not to repeat it.



The others arrived. Karl Engström first, because Karl arrived first everywhere — not out of punctuality but out of strategy. If you arrived first, you chose the chair. If you chose the chair, you chose the angle. If you chose the angle, you chose who had to turn to look at you. Karl sat down and the table, which was technically round, suddenly had a head.

He was sixty-three, Swedish, broad-shouldered, tanned in a way that suggested Mediterranean winters rather than Scandinavian summers, and dressed in a linen blazer that probably cost more than Vincent’s suit but looked like it cost less, which was the trick. His hair was silver and full and swept back from a forehead that had never, in sixty-three years, been creased by doubt.

He shook hands around the table. “Karl,” he announced to each person, using only his first name, gripping for exactly two seconds, making eye contact that landed like a handstamp. When he reached Camille, he held the handshake for three seconds and said, “Camille.” Her first name. He had read the seating card. He used surnames for everyone else. It was a tiny thing. Marta noticed.

Marta was thirty-three, Polish, and occupied the seat next to Karl. She had dark hair cut to her shoulders, cheekbones that could have been architectural, and hands that were never still. Within two minutes of sitting down, she had folded her napkin into a crane. The paper bird sat on the tablecloth between the bread plate and the water glass, small and precise and entirely out of place. The waiter glanced at it. Karl didn’t.

“You made that just now?” Camille asked, leaning forward.

“It’s nothing,” Marta murmured. “I do it when—” She paused. “When my hands need something to do.”

“It’s beautiful,” Camille offered.

Karl glanced at the crane. “She leaves them everywhere,” he said. “Every hotel, every restaurant. Little paper birds. The maids must think we’re mad.” He smiled. “Or sentimental. Which is worse.”

Marta’s fingers smoothed the crane’s left wing. She said nothing.

The Polats arrived together. They always arrived together. Yusuf and Diane, forty and thirty-eight, dressed in complementary colors — his shirt the same shade of terracotta as her dress, a coordination that looked spontaneous and had taken thirty-five minutes to achieve. Yusuf carried his phone at waist height, screen tilted upward, recording their entrance. The red light blinked. Somewhere in the cloud, a server accepted the footage. Yusuf’s tongue clicked faintly as he panned across the restaurant — a small, rhythmic sound, barely audible, that accompanied every video he shot. Diane heard it the way a wife hears a husband’s breathing: constant, unconscious, no longer distinguishable from silence.

“This is gorgeous,” Diane announced, looking at the restaurant, meaning the camera was on.

Karl turned to Yusuf. “You’re filming?”

“Always,” Yusuf said. “Content doesn’t make itself.”

“Content,” Karl repeated, tasting the word. “Is that what we are?”

“Everything is content,” Diane declared. “The question is whether you’re producing it or being produced.”

Karl raised an eyebrow. “I like that. Can I use it?”

“You just did,” Diane said, and smiled, and the smile was perfect, and the camera caught it, and Yusuf’s tongue clicked.

The priest came last. Father Tomás Oliveira, seventy-one, Portuguese, dressed in a dark shirt with a clerical collar that drew a brief silence from the table as he sat down — the half-second recalibration that a collar always produces, the moment when everyone reviews what they’ve said so far and edits what they planned to say next.

Tomás waved it away. “Please,” he demurred. “The collar is habit. The wine is choice.” He turned to the waiter. “Port, if you have it.”

“We have Taylor’s and Graham’s, Father.”

“Graham’s. One glass.”

He would drink exactly one. He would do this every evening for fourteen days, a discipline imposed half a century ago and never broken. It was a small, daily proof that his will still functioned, that at least one part of his life remained under his authority.

Between his thumb and forefinger, a coin turned. Not a rosary. A two-euro coin, worn smooth on one side, the edge nicked. He turned it without looking at it, a gesture so automatic it had become part of his hand, an extra knuckle, a sixth finger. It made a faint sound against his skin, a soft metallic whisper that disappeared under the hum of conversation and the clink of glasses and something else, something lower, a vibration that came from beneath the floor, from deep in the ship, a rhythmic pulse that you could feel in the soles of your feet if you paid attention.

Camille tilted her head. “Is that the music?” she asked Vincent. “The bass is a bit much.”

Vincent nodded. He reached for the bread basket.



The captain made a welcome announcement over the PA. His name was Konstantinos Spiros and he had a voice built for public address systems — deep, reassuring, lightly accented, a voice that could tell you the ship was sinking and make it sound like a spa treatment. He welcomed the guests aboard, mentioned the forecast — calm seas, mild temperatures, smooth sailing — and wished them a memorable crossing.

The wine arrived. Karl studied the list. He ordered a Barolo, the second-most-expensive red. He did this at every dinner, in every restaurant, on every trip. The most expensive was a statement. The cheapest was an apology. The second-most-expensive said nothing at all, which was precisely why Karl ordered it.

He poured for the table without asking. When he reached Camille’s glass, he paused, bottle hovering.

“Do you drink red?”

“I drink everything,” Camille said.

Karl laughed. The laugh lasted half a second longer than the joke deserved. Marta’s fingers found the crane on the tablecloth and straightened one of its wings, a correction so small no one saw it.

Tomás raised his port. “To the crossing,” he said.

“To the crossing,” the table repeated, and glasses met above the fake flowers, and for a moment, briefly, table six looked like what the brochure promised: strangers becoming friends, the open sea, the beginning of something.

It was, of course, the beginning of nothing. But beginnings don’t know that. Beginnings never do.

Vincent ate the bread basket. All of it. Six rolls, two slices of focaccia, the last piece of sourdough. He ate methodically, tearing each piece into halves, buttering both, consuming them in sequence. Camille watched this happen as she had watched it happen in every restaurant for nineteen years. She did not comment. The bread was gone before the first course arrived. The waiter replaced the basket. Vincent started again.

Karl leaned across. “You’re a bread man,” he observed.

“Pardon?”

“Bread. You’re a bread man. I can tell. The way you go at it.” Karl smiled. “I’m a cheese man, myself. Different vice, same principle. You ever notice how you can tell everything about someone from what they eat before the meal arrives? The bread people are filling themselves. The olive people are performing. The people who don’t touch anything are the ones you have to watch.” He glanced at Sofia’s empty place. “Where’s our eighth?”

“She’s eating alone,” the waiter said, passing with a tray. “Table for one. By the kitchen.”

Karl shrugged. “Every table needs an empty chair. Keeps the rest of us honest.”

Tomás turned his coin and said nothing, which was his way of saying quite a lot.



Tomás observed the table. He had spent fifty years watching people eat, pray, confess, lie, mourn, and celebrate, and he could read a dinner table the way a doctor reads an X-ray: the fractures visible to trained eyes, invisible to the patient. Table six had fractures. The French couple sat close enough to touch and far enough apart to mean it. The Swede and his Polish companion had a charge between them that ran on a current Tomás recognized: money and youth, the oldest circuit. The couple with the camera lived inside a rectangle of light. And somewhere on this ship, Tomás did not know yet, a man was sitting alone at a bar, and when Tomás eventually met him, the coin would stop turning, and the silence that followed would be a sound he had never heard before.

But that was later. For now, the soup.



Deck 9 had a promenade that wrapped around the ship, a walking path of teak planks that had been laid in 1998 and had turned the color of driftwood by 2004 and had stayed that color since, because teak, once it gives up, commits. The promenade was empty at this hour. Dinner was underway. The deck lights cast small circles of yellow on the wood, and between the circles, the dark was total, the Atlantic beyond the railing reduced to a sound — a slow, muscular breathing, as if the ocean were asleep and the ship were creeping across it trying not to wake it.

At the stern, in a corner sheltered by a windscreen, there were two standing ashtrays and a view of the wake: a white scar on black water, luminous in the ship’s lights, stretching behind them until it dissolved into nothing. This was the smoking area. It was not advertised. You found it or you didn’t. The people who found it were, by definition, the people who needed to smoke badly enough to look.

Ray Carpenter had found it within an hour of boarding. He stood there now, alone, his left side to the railing, his right side to the ship, a positioning so consistent it looked like habit but was actually compensation. His right eye was dead. Had been since he was eighteen — a pub fight in Sheffield, a broken glass, twenty-three stitches, the permanent loss of peripheral vision on one side. The eye looked normal. It tracked, it blinked, it reacted to light. It simply did not see. Ray had spent forty years adjusting: always sitting left side toward conversation, always entering rooms left shoulder first, always choosing the barstool at the far end, against the wall, where no one could approach from the blind side. A choreography so practiced it had become invisible, even to him.

He smoked Silk Cut Purple. Had smoked them since he was sixteen, when his father smoked them and Ray had stolen a pack from the kitchen counter and never stopped. His father had died in 2011. Ray kept smoking the same brand. He understood what this said about him. Understanding it did not make him switch.

He was fifty-eight, British, and four months into a severance package that would run out by February. He had been a journalist. A tabloid journalist, which was a kind of journalist the way a hyena is a kind of dog: technically accurate, practically misleading. He had worked for papers that did not exist anymore, in an industry that did not function anymore, under ethical standards that had never existed in the first place.

He had also fabricated a story. This was the fact that had ended everything, the fact that sat at the center of his life like a stone in a river, diverting everything around it. A local councilman in Rotherham, accused of corruption. Ray had made it up. Not all of it — the councilman was a mediocre man in a mediocre job — but the central allegation, the one that made the front page, the one that destroyed the man’s marriage and career and standing — that had been Ray’s. His creation. His byline. He had done it for a deadline, for a splash, for the sound of his editor saying “Good lad.” The councilman’s name was Martin Bewley. Ray thought about him every day. It did not help Martin Bewley.

He flicked his cigarette into the dark. The ember arced over the railing and vanished. The sea did not notice.



On the upper deck, in a lounger she had carried to the far end of the pool area — as far from the pool as the pool area allowed — Sofia Ferretti read a book she would actually finish. A biography of Primo Levi, in Italian. She had read it before. She was reading it again because she wanted to remember what a writer could do with suffering that was honest, as opposed to what most writers did, which was make it palatable.

She was twenty-nine, the only Italian on the ship as far as she could tell, and this suited her. She was not here to make friends. She was here because six months ago she had quit her job on Lampedusa, where she had spent two years pulling bodies from the Mediterranean, and her therapist had suggested a break, and Sofia had suggested a cruise, and the therapist had not understood the joke, which was the moment Sofia knew she needed a new therapist.

She ate the same thing every night: whatever was simplest, no starters, no dessert, black coffee after. She ate alone, at a two-top by the kitchen entrance, and was gone within thirty minutes. The waiters liked her. She tipped well and said please and did not send anything back. This was Lampedusa still in her blood — the habit of taking what was given and moving on to the next task, which on Lampedusa had been another boat, another body, another name to record in a form nobody would read, and on the Elysium was simply a cabin on Deck 7 with thin walls.

Through those walls, every night around eleven, she could hear typing from the room next door. Two fingers on a keyboard, aggressive and irregular, hunting for keys. Then silence. Then the typing again. Then silence. She fell asleep to it. It was, she admitted to no one, the most comforting sound on the ship.



At quarter past eleven, Vincent left table six. Camille was still in the lounge, talking to the Polats — or listening to the Polats, or being filmed by the Polats; the distinctions had blurred. Karl had retired to his suite an hour earlier, Marta’s arm through his, the crane left behind on the table. Tomás had said good night after his single port, the coin disappearing into his pocket.

Vincent did not go to his cabin. He took the elevator to Deck 3. He walked along the corridor, reading the numbers: 3038, 3040, 3042. He knocked. The door opened. The woman behind it was perhaps thirty, dark-haired, wearing a hotel bathrobe. She stepped aside. Vincent entered.

The cabin was a standard inside room. No window. Two single beds pushed together. A bathroom so small the door couldn’t open fully without hitting the toilet. The air smelled of air freshener layered over cigarette smoke layered over something floral. On the nightstand: a phone, a glass of water, a blister pack of something. The television was on, muted, showing a cooking competition in a language Vincent didn’t speak.

She told him the price. He paid. Cash, from the inside pocket of his suit jacket, the pocket Camille didn’t know about.

The woman counted the bills, folded them, put them in the nightstand drawer. She looked at him.

“Shoes off or on?” she asked.

“What?”

“The shoes. You want them off or on. Some men like to keep shoes.” She glanced at the loafers. “Those, I would take off.”

Vincent took off the shoes. He placed them next to the bed, side by side, toes pointing at the door. The woman watched him do this.

“You are married,” she stated. It was not a question.

“Does it matter?”

“To me? No.” She untied the bathrobe. “To you, also no. Or you would not be here.” She let the robe drop. “Fifteen minutes. You paid for fifteen. If you want more, you pay more. Yes?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Then stop looking at me like I’m something that is happening to you. You knocked on this door. I did not knock on yours.”

What followed was brief. Vincent’s body performed its function. His hands moved where they were expected to move. His breathing changed on schedule. The woman was professional. She matched his rhythm, mirrored his urgency, made sounds calibrated to accelerate the transaction. It was a duet performed by two people who were not in the same room — his mind somewhere in the corridor outside, watching himself, wondering at what point the walking had become inevitable, and hers in whatever private geography the body retreats to when it is rented out, some interior room that did not include this cabin or this ship or this man or the stain on the ceiling that looked, if you squinted, like Italy.

He finished. She handed him a towel.

“The bathroom is there,” she said, already reaching for the bathrobe. “Water is free. Towels are free. Everything else, you pay.” She lit a cigarette and sat on the edge of the bed and looked at the muted television. The cooking competition was reaching its climax. Someone’s soufflé had collapsed.

“Every time,” she said to the screen, exhaling. “Every time, the soufflé.”

Vincent dressed. He let himself out. She did not say goodbye, and the absence of the word was the most honest thing that had happened between them.



The bar on Deck 12 was almost empty. Two women in evening dresses occupied a table by the window, sharing a bottle of prosecco and a silence that suggested they had run out of things to say and were comfortable with it. A man in a cardigan slept in an armchair, his reading glasses on his chest, rising and falling. And Dennis stood behind the counter, wiping it with a cloth that was always damp and never dirty, because Dennis believed that a clean bar was a form of respect and that respect was the only currency a bartender could spend without running out.

He was forty-one, Filipino, from Batangas, and had worked on cruise ships since he was twenty-three. Nine ships. Eleven years. Sixty-three crossings, if you counted the repositioning runs, which Dennis did, because Dennis counted everything — the glasses polished per shift (roughly eighty), the names remembered per voyage (all of them), the number of passengers who had ever asked him where he was from and then listened to the answer (fewer than you’d hope).

Vincent arrived at twenty to twelve. He sat at the far end of the bar, left side to the room, where the stool happened to be. He ordered a whisky. He did not say which kind. Dennis poured a Jameson, because Dennis could tell. The single malt drinkers specified. The bourbon drinkers specified. The ones who said “whisky” and nothing else were not drinking whisky. They were drinking distance — distance from wherever they had just been, whatever they had just done. Dennis poured these ones a Jameson because Jameson was smooth enough to swallow fast and cheap enough not to waste.

Vincent drank the first in four minutes. He ordered a second. Dennis poured it. Vincent drank the second in six. He ordered a third. Dennis poured it and set a glass of water next to it, unprompted, unasked. He did this for the drinkers. Not all of them. The ones who said please. The ones who read his name tag and used it. This one had. It was more than most passengers managed and less than Dennis deserved, but enough, on a Tuesday night on an empty ship in the middle of the Atlantic, to be remembered.

Vincent stared at the water. He did not drink it. He held the whisky glass in both hands — unusual, most people held it in one. Two hands meant the glass was not a drink. It was an anchor. Something to hold onto while everything else drifted.

“Good night, Mr. Moreau,” Dennis said, when Vincent finally left.

“Good night,” Vincent said. He did not use Dennis’s name. He had already forgotten it.

He would forget it again tomorrow. Dennis would remind him, gently, as he always did, for everyone, because Dennis believed that a name spoken aloud was a small act of rescue, a rope thrown across the distance between two people who would otherwise remain strangers. Dennis had spent eleven years throwing ropes. He did not keep count of how many were caught.



The bar was empty now. The women had left. The man in the cardigan had woken, looked around as if surprised by the century he was in, and shuffled toward the elevator. Dennis polished the last glass. He folded his cloth. He turned off the lights behind the bottles, one row at a time, top shelf to bottom, and the labels disappeared — the Macallan, the Hendrick’s, the Campari — until the bar was dark and the only light came from the panoramic window, where the Atlantic offered its nightly performance: black water, black sky, the occasional star, the reflection of a ship moving across a surface it could not see the bottom of.

Dennis took the service elevator to Deck 2. His cabin was small, shared with a steward from Myanmar named Ko, who was already asleep. Dennis undressed quietly. He climbed into the lower bunk. He set his alarm for five-thirty. He closed his eyes.

Above him, eight hundred passengers slept, or drank, or stared at ceilings. Below him, the engines hummed.

The ship carried them all.





CHAPTER 2: AMENITIES

By the third morning, the ship had developed a routine, and routine, on a cruise ship, is a form of sedation.

Every day at six a.m., a newsletter appeared under the cabin doors. It was printed on cream-colored card stock with the Isotita logo at the top and listed the day’s activities in a font designed to convey both elegance and enthusiasm, which are opposing qualities, and the font managed neither. Tuesday’s edition offered: sunrise yoga on the Sun Deck (7:00), watercolor painting in the Atrium Lounge (10:00), a wine tasting hosted by the sommelier (11:30), trivia in the Horizons Bar (3:00), ballroom dance instruction (4:30), the Filipino duo at 8:00, the magician at 9:30, and the comedian at 10:15. There was also a note reminding passengers that the spa was offering a twenty percent discount on hot stone treatments and that photographs from last night’s dinner were available for viewing and purchase near the reception desk.

The newsletter did not mention the weather, because there was nothing to mention. The Atlantic in November was flat, gray, and featureless, a surface so uniform it made the horizon look like a line drawn by a ruler and a man who had given up. The ship moved through it at eighteen knots, leaving a wake that healed behind them as if they had never been there. Occasionally a bird appeared — a petrel, a gannet, something with wings and an implausible commute — and passengers pointed at it and said things like “Look, a bird,” as if the bird had been placed there for their enrichment. Then the bird was gone, and the sea was the sea again, and the newsletter’s suggestion to try watercolor painting began to make a grim kind of sense.

Breakfast was served from six-thirty to ten in the Lido buffet on Deck 10, and the buffet was a monument. Fourteen stations arranged in a horseshoe around the pool atrium, each one manned by a crew member in a white hat who smiled and gestured and served and smiled again. The scrambled eggs were produced in industrial quantities and kept warm under heat lamps that turned them progressively more yellow as the morning wore on, so that the eggs at seven were pale and trembling and the eggs at nine-thirty had the color and texture of a legal pad. There were sausages from three countries. There was smoked salmon laid out in overlapping petals on a silver tray, next to a bowl of capers that nobody touched and a lemon cut into wedges that existed purely as decoration, because decorative lemons are what separate a buffet from a canteen.

The ship consumed, on average, fourteen hundred kilograms of food per day, which the head chef considered a point of pride and the accountants considered an externality. The number did not include all mouths on board, but nobody audited appetite.

Camille ate a single croissant and a cup of black tea. She ate it at a window table, alone, because Vincent was still sleeping, or pretending to sleep, which required the same body position and produced the same silence. She read page twenty-three of the Ferrante novel. She did not turn the page. The croissant was fine. The tea was adequate. The window gave onto the Atlantic, which revealed nothing. Camille applied Chanel No. 19 from a small purse bottle she carried everywhere and returned to the cabin to change for yoga, which she would attend and perform competently and forget by lunch.



The pool deck was Karl’s territory, and Karl was not a man who shared territory.

He had claimed the same lounger on the first morning — starboard, third row, with a view of both the pool and the sea — and by day three the other passengers had absorbed this fact and worked around it, the way traffic works around a monument. His towel was there by seven. Karl arrived at nine, in linen trousers and a polo shirt that probably cost more than the lounger. He carried a paperback he would not read and a pair of sunglasses he would wear on top of his head for the entire day, never on his face. The sunglasses were not for the sun. They were a prop. Karl understood props.

Marta lay on the adjacent lounger. She wore a one-piece swimsuit, black, and a wide-brimmed hat that cast her face in shadow. She did not swim. She did not read. She lay there and watched the pool and occasionally folded things. Today she had already produced two cranes from the pool bar’s paper napkins and left them on the small table between her lounger and Karl’s. Karl had not acknowledged them. A waiter had picked one up, turned it over, and set it back down. By the end of the day, one of the cranes would be gone — blown away, or taken by a passing hand, or simply absorbed into the ship’s ecosystem of discarded things. The other would remain, sitting on the table like a small, patient question nobody had asked.

Karl was holding court. He had gathered, by some gravitational principle that wealth exerts on strangers, a small audience: a retired couple from Antwerp, a woman in a sarong who said she was a life coach, and Yusuf Polat, who was filming.

“The problem with most people,” Karl was saying, “is that they confuse comfort with success. They’re not the same thing. Comfort is what you buy to avoid thinking about success. A pool—” he gestured at the water, turquoise and chemically regulated, “—is comfort. An ocean is success.”

“What’s a hot tub?” the life coach asked.

“Desperation,” Karl shot back, without missing a beat, and the audience laughed, and Karl smiled, and Yusuf’s tongue clicked.

A seagull landed on the railing behind Karl’s lounger. It sat there for six seconds. Karl shifted his weight, turning his shoulders a quarter turn away from the bird. The movement was small, nearly invisible, and entirely involuntary. Marta, behind her hat, watched this happen. She had seen it in Santorini, in Dubrovnik, on the balcony of the hotel in Nice where a pigeon had landed on the breakfast table and Karl had excused himself to use the bathroom. She did not know why birds unsettled him. She had never asked. It was, she had decided long ago, the only secret Karl had that was worth keeping.

The seagull left. Karl resumed.

Camille arrived at the pool at eleven, in a white linen shirt over her swimsuit and the Ferrante novel tucked under her arm. She chose a lounger in the second row, close enough to Karl’s circle to be within earshot, far enough to claim she was simply reading. She opened the book. She did not read it. She listened to Karl talk about markets, about his years in Stockholm, about a dinner with the Swedish minister of trade that may or may not have happened but that Karl told with enough specifics to make doubt feel impolite.

At some point, Karl turned to her. “You’re the reader,” he observed.

“Pardon?”

“At dinner. You always have a book. What is it today?”

“Ferrante,” Camille answered.

“Ah. My ex-wife read Ferrante. All four. She said they explained Italian men.” He paused. “Do they explain French men?”

“Nothing explains French men,” Camille deflected.

Karl laughed. The laugh landed differently than it had at dinner — warmer, less performed. Marta turned a page of a magazine she was not reading. The sun was at an angle that put Karl and Camille in the same light and Marta in shadow, which was an accident of astronomy and felt like an accident of everything else.



That afternoon, Yusuf told Diane about the project.

They were in their cabin 7094, three doors down from the Moreaus and directly above the corridor where Dennis walked to his shift every morning. Yusuf had his laptop open on the bed, a grid of sunset photographs on the screen — stock images, references, mood boards.

“A time-lapse,” he explained. “Every sunset for seventeen days. Condensed into sixty seconds. One continuous shot from the same position on the ship, same angle, same framing. Seventeen sunsets, sixty seconds. The Atlantic crossing in a minute.”

Diane studied the screen. “That’s actually good.”

“I know.”

“No, I mean—” She sat next to him. “It’s not just content. It’s a project. There’s a concept.”

“The concept is the ocean,” Yusuf continued. “The concept is that the ocean doesn’t care that we’re filming it, and we do it anyway, and that’s—”

“Don’t explain it. If you have to explain it, the caption is wrong.”

Diane was better at this than he was. She had always been better at the language of it — the captions, the hashtags, the micro-decisions about what to show and what to withhold. Think about it too hard and the editing became a form of lying. It was also, somehow, the only honest thing they did. Yusuf understood numbers. He could tell you the engagement rate of every post they’d made in the last six months, could recite follower counts the way other men recited football scores. He remembered these figures because he had taught himself to remember figures as a boy in Cologne. He had memorized phone numbers, license plates, bus schedules — all to impress a father who worked at the Opel factory and came home smelling of metal and exhaustion. In twenty-three years, the father had never remembered when Yusuf’s birthday was. The trick had worked. The numbers impressed. They did not make his father remember the birthday.

Yusuf closed the laptop. “I’ll get the first one tonight.”

He set up at five-fifteen on the promenade, port side, where the sun would drop into the Atlantic without obstruction. He used a small tripod clamped to the railing, his phone mounted sideways, the frame composed with a precision that would have impressed a cinematographer and bewildered his father. The light was good. The clouds were cooperating. The sea was doing its thing, which was the only thing the sea ever did: being massive and indifferent and beautiful. Social media could approximate this but never capture it. Real beauty is partly the knowledge that it will end, and a screen does not know endings.

At the forty-second mark, a German man in a windbreaker strolled through the frame, walking his evening laps, oblivious, unstoppable, his windbreaker the color of traffic cones. Yusuf, who had been holding steady for eleven minutes in a wind that was trying to rip the phone from the tripod, said a word in Turkish that his father would have recognized and his followers would not. Diane, standing behind him, put her hand on his shoulder.

“Tomorrow,” she said.

“Tomorrow,” he said. He dismounted the phone. He played back what he had. Forty-two seconds of ocean, of light shifting across water, of the kind of slow, enormous beauty that made you understand why painters spent lifetimes trying to get it right. Then windbreaker. Then nothing.

“It was beautiful,” Diane murmured, watching the playback.

“Forty-two seconds of beautiful is not sixty seconds of beautiful.”

“Post it anyway. Forty-two seconds is—”

“No.” He deleted the file. “It’s the whole crossing or it’s nothing. That’s the concept.”

Diane watched him delete it. She said nothing. She understood the gesture — the refusal to compromise, the all-or-nothing, the artistic purity that was also, she knew, a fear of being ordinary. Yusuf’s father had been ordinary. Ordinary job, ordinary apartment, ordinary death in an ordinary hospital where no one spoke his language. Yusuf had built everything — the followers, the brand, the matching outfits, the time-lapse project — as a barricade against ordinary. Diane understood this because her barricade was built from the same material: the banlieue, la tache, the birthmark she hid in every photo. They were two people who had constructed themselves from scratch and lived in terror that someone would find the blueprints.

They went to dinner. Yusuf ate without speaking. Diane posted a photograph of the bread basket and captioned it “The simple things.” It received three hundred and nine likes by morning. Yusuf did not post anything. He was saving it. The project needed the whole crossing. Patience was a content strategy he had never tried.



On the morning of the fourth day, Marta could not find the necklace.

It was a Bulgari piece — white gold, a pendant with a small emerald, worth roughly what the Indonesian room attendant who cleaned their suite earned in a year. Karl had given it to Marta in Rome, six months ago, at a dinner she could not remember the occasion for because there had been no occasion. Karl gave gifts the way weather produced rain: arbitrarily, without announcement, and you were expected to be grateful the same way you were expected to carry an umbrella.

Marta checked the nightstand. The bathroom counter. The safe, which she had not used because the safe required a code and Marta did not trust herself with codes. She checked her suitcase, her handbag, the pockets of yesterday’s dress. She stood in the middle of the suite — suite 13004, starboard, a room larger than the apartment she had grown up in — and tried to remember the last time she had seen it. Yesterday. She had worn it to dinner. She had taken it off afterward. She had put it—

The gym. She had gone to the gym yesterday morning. She had taken the necklace off before the treadmill and put it in her sports bag, in the side pocket, the one with the zipper. The sports bag was in the wardrobe. Three meters from where she stood. She could walk there, open the wardrobe, unzip the pocket, and end this before it began.
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