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‘. . . one knows not what sweet mystery about this sea, whose gently awful stirrings seem to speak of some hidden soul beneath . . .’


 Herman Melville, Moby-Dick


 


‘Nothing is so painful to the human mind as a great and sudden change.’


 Mary Shelley, Frankenstein










To librarians. I’ve visited libraries my whole life. To escape, to warm up, to learn. Librarians are the protectors of those spaces. They help us find what we are looking for, even when we’re not even sure what that is.










Chapter 1


Stepping aboard a ship is an act of faith. You place your life in the hands of the captain and crew. You decide, actively or passively, to offer up your autonomy, and oftentimes that decision is not one that is easily reversed.


‘Welcome aboard, ma’am.’


I take a tentative step and hand over my voyage card. Below me, through a gap between metal plates, I see a sliver of darkness: a structural crack allowing me a glimpse of the water below.


‘Ms Ripley. Have a lovely voyage.’


‘Thank you.’


Pete follows.


‘Mr Davenport, welcome aboard the Atlantica.’


He compliments her hat and then we walk into the ship proper and although we’re not the first to board we’re among the first hundred or so. We head deeper into the grand Ocean Lobby, me dragging my carry-on suitcase, Pete unencumbered.


I am not a natural traveller. My instinct is to stay close to home and to surround myself with the familiar. I look on with awe as people like Pete catch flights and trains without a care in the world.


‘Seven storeys tall,’ he says, pointing to the mural that dominates the lobby. It’s an Art Deco depiction of the Atlantic Ocean in bronze relief created by a lauded Senegalese artist. Our destination is there on the left. The Atlantic coast of America.


We arrive at our cabin and my pulse is racing. Pete opens the door.


I scan our room – rooms, plural – my mouth slightly ajar. ‘You promised this was a last-minute bargain. I’m paying for the next trip, remember.’


‘It was a bargain,’ says Pete. ‘When I booked, all the Diamond cabins were taken. This is only Platinum. And it was a bargain thanks to you never making your mind up.’


I kiss him. ‘I’m here, aren’t I? With you? We’re actually doing this.’ Then the realisation hits me. ‘Oh, no, we forgot.’


He frowns.


‘The sea-sickness pills.’ I retrieve the blister pack from my carry-on case. ‘We were supposed to take these half an hour before boarding.’ Just the thought of monstrous Atlantic waves makes me nauseous. The way they undulate. Their inherent, unbridled force.


‘We’re still in Southampton and we’re still docked.’ Pete opens the curtains and points to the harbour buildings and city beyond. ‘Relax. We can take them now.’


I hand him one and take one for myself.


I start to say Could you pour us some water when I hear the sound of a cork being eased gently from a champagne bottle.


‘Careful,’ I say. ‘That sounds expensive.’


‘It’s included,’ says Pete. ‘You can relax now, Caroline. Forget the café work and the lunch deliveries. Don’t worry about the family. Just take some time out for you.’


I like it when he calls me Caroline in his bass-baritone voice. I take a deep breath and he hands me a glass. We swallow the scopolamine tablets.


Our luggage is already here. I do all the things I’d usually do in a regular hotel room on dry land. I check the bed linen’s clean and I unpack and then I familiarise myself with the bathroom. Check there’s a working hairdryer. Two of the miniature bottles of L’Occitane shower gel and shampoo make their way into my suitcase. They’re for Gemma. I promised her. She’s looking after the café for me, managing the rota, and checking in on Mum, so really it’s the least I can do.


Pete’s sitting with his feet up on the balcony. Navy cotton shirt, jeans. ‘This is the last sight of Britain we’ll see for a while,’ he says.


‘Not quite Doncaster, is it?’


He stands up, glass in hand, and walks over to me, maintaining eye contact. ‘All we will see for the next seven days straight is indigo blue, and each other.’ He takes a deep breath. ‘True ocean and uncharted depths. This dock view might not be much, but I’m making the most of my last glimpse of home.’


The ship’s horn blows ominously.


Please stand by for the emergency signal.


The announcer explains how we all need to take part in a muster drill. He says it’s mandatory under international law. We set off, carrying our life vests, and the atmosphere in the corridors is a mixture of excitement and trepidation. It reminds me a little of school immediately before exams. As I walk hand-in-hand with Pete I peek inside some of the other cabins. Larger than ours. Folded clothes arranged on the beds. I know I shouldn’t snoop but I can’t help it.


The crew wear their life vests but we’re told not to put ours on yet. A man pushes his wife in a wheelchair as she eats a red apple. I eavesdrop. People comparing the ship, and the drill, to others they’ve experienced. A mixture of British, French, Spanish and American accents.


We make our way to the A3 Muster Station, located in the central section of the Atlantica, beneath the main funnel that doubles as a rock-climbing wall, and close to the main Grill restaurants. Our voyage passes are scanned and we’re shown how to put on our life vests, and told how the crew will escort us to the correct lifeboat. I am straining to hear, to take in this important information, but Pete’s carefree, chatting with other guests, checking his watch.


I have an idea of the layout of this gargantuan vessel now. The bridge is located at the front of the ship above the Captain’s Lounge, and below that is the ship’s theatre. Set back a little is the vast Ocean Lobby we entered through. Behind that are the Grill restaurants. Behind all that, towards the stern of the ship, are the ballroom, observation rooms, library and engines.


We’re told there’s strictly no smoking in cabins or on balconies. No irons may be used. No candles may be lit. I start to feel uneasy. We’re told we must not throw anything overboard. In the event of an emergency we must leave our luggage and proceed to the relevant muster station carrying our life vests, important medication, and warm clothes. In the event of fire we’re told to crawl if necessary.


I glance over at Pete for reassurance but he’s reading a news story on his phone. In the distance I glimpse a teenager with curly red hair travelling with her parents. She looks as though she doesn’t want to be here. We’re told not to take lifts as we may become trapped between floors in an emergency. At the end of the drill we put on our life vests, following clear instructions from the crew.


After the drill we dress for dinner, except Pete is more focused on trying to undress me. This is officially our thirteenth proper date and he’s acting like a teenager. Maybe it’s because we’ve left land. We’re out at sea now. The motion of the ship. The corridor outside our Deck Nine cabin is remarkably long. Dark red carpeting, soft underfoot. He slows and pulls me in close and bends his head down to kiss my neck. I close my eyes for a moment and then when I start to feel dizzy I pull away and look into his eyes and tell him I’m so hungry I could eat a buffalo.


Hundreds of doors and a gleaming chrome rail along the wall for use in rough seas. There are couples dressed more formally than us. Perfume and expensive cologne with notes of citrus. Excited expressions.


We walk through the Ocean Lobby, past an ice sculpture scale model of the ship, past the Nantucket Spa and the Cape Cod Cigar Lounge, and on to the main restaurant.


‘This is the Gold Grill,’ says Pete. ‘Eight out of ten passengers will eat here. We’re dining in the Platinum Grill on Deck Ten.’


We ride up in the glass lift and enter our Grill room. Towering flower centrepieces: calla lilies and frothy white hydrangeas. Carved ceilings and elaborate crystal chandeliers. Pete tells me they are Venetian and I tell him I know they are. It’s the most ornate room I have ever seen.


The foghorn blows and I feel it.


A man wearing a bow tie approaches. ‘Let me show you to your table.’


‘Thank you . . . Tom,’ I say, glancing at his name badge. Tom smiles and I can sense Pete roll his eyes. But if you’ve ever waited tables, your legs aching, your back hurting, you never forget what it’s like to be treated as a human.


‘This is Gloria,’ says Tom. ‘We’ll be your servers for the entirety of your stay here on the RMS Atlantica. This table will be reserved for you for the duration of your voyage.’


They leave us and I say, ‘This is lovely, isn’t it? I feel guilty about Gemma and Mum.’


‘This is your holiday,’ says Pete. ‘Well-earned. You need to learn how to wind down.’


Canapés arrive. Crostini with salmon mousse. Tiny spoons filled with asparagus velouté. We order. I choose the wines.


There’s no ring box in Pete’s jacket pocket. There can’t be; it’d be far too early, unlike him, too rash. Gemma thinks he has plans but I’m convinced this is a straightforward week-long romantic getaway. I try to put the notion out of my mind.


By the main course I start to relax, and sense that the couple on the table next to ours are becoming increasingly uptight so I make an effort to reduce my volume. Then Pete cracks a joke about his younger brother and I burst out laughing.


‘This your first crossing, is it?’


The lady asks the question with all the poise and focus of a matador stabbing a bull.


‘Sorry?’


‘I asked if this is your first ocean crossing?’


Her husband keeps eating his smoked salmon.


‘Seventeenth,’ I say.


She looks livid. Emerald-green dress and crimson nails.


‘And Peter here was conceived on board the QE2, weren’t you, Peter?’


‘Terrible storm,’ says Pete with a glint in his eye. ‘Dreadful winds off the coast of South Africa. Almost sank her.’


‘How . . . unusual,’ says the lady with the tight bun and shoulder pads. Her bun’s tightening with each passing minute. She leans in closer to me. ‘In all seriousness, tonight is casual, dear, but when at sea we tend not to wear sneakers after six in the evening. I’m only telling you to spare your blushes.’


I look at my shoes. ‘Oh, these? I have a special dispensation.’


Her husband starts to mumble something but I interrupt. ‘Bunions.’


The lady mouths the word back to me and I nod.


We actually manage to have a nice chat after all that. She apologises for being highly strung and I apologise for being giddy and juvenile. We talk about New York and their plans to travel to Boston to walk the Freedom Trail, and then up to Maine. They explain how the Atlantica is an ocean liner, roughly double the size of the Titanic and half the size of modern cruise ships. He describes those disparagingly as floating condominiums. She’s very eager to reinforce how we’re not currently dining on a cruise ship. It’s an ocean liner. For her there is significant difference.


‘This is the finest cruise ship I’ve seen,’ says Pete.


I nudge him under the table, urging him to stop.


‘We’re on an ocean liner,’ remarks the lady, not letting this go. ‘The shape of her hull, you see. Built for rough seas and all weathers. She’s for crossing, not cruising. Think of her as an alternative to a scheduled aeroplane. She’s transporting us, not steaming around in ridiculous circles.’


We finish our coffee and wish the couple a pleasant evening. I apologise to them again for being raucous earlier. Pete and I take a walk out on deck. Cold, salty air and hushed voices; seabirds perched on railings and couples flirting, excited at the thought of what’s to come. There are lights on the horizon: coastal towns and ships entering the English Channel. We are leaving that world and entering open seas.


‘Come on,’ says Pete, smiling. ‘I have a surprise for you.’


Was Gemma right? I’ve always assumed it’d be me who asked.


He leads me, walking quickly, excitedly, back down to the Ocean Lobby.


I can’t think about it. I’m too old to get excited about something only for it not to materialise. I’ve experienced enough disappointment in my life. I’m past all that.


We walk by the concierge, a tall, bald man with a kind face and a birthmark under his eye, and he says good evening to us and then I overhear his colleague say something about fair winds and calm seas to another couple.


We walk on and, despite my better judgement, I am excited about Pete’s surprise.


‘Come over here,’ he says.


Hand-in-hand, he cajoles me to the threshold of the casino.


‘Oh, no,’ I say, pulling away. ‘Sorry.’


‘Roulette.’ His eyes light up. ‘Come on, it’s my favourite. It’ll be fun.’


I stand firm, my body rigid. ‘No, Pete, I mean it. I can’t go in there.’


‘Three games, that’s all.’


The excitement in my tummy has turned to acid. ‘Let’s go back to our cabin, please.’


‘It’s so early. Blackjack, then, if that’s more your thing.’


I pull my hand away and the air cools between us. ‘Please, Pete.’


We’re both sober again.


‘OK, of course. I’m sorry.’ He looks confused. ‘What about a drink at the bar instead?’


I point to the casino. ‘Not in there.’


‘The Captain’s Lounge? They have a notorious cocktail list.’


I take a deep breath and make an effort to smile, to narrow the gap between us, to walk this back, and then I slide my hand into his. ‘Sounds good.’


We sit by the window and watch the blackness outside. The seas are calm and the ship’s hardly swaying at all. I drink a gin fizz, slowly, silently, and Pete sips a single malt.


‘You want to tell me?’ he says.


No, I don’t want you to know yet. It’s too early. Too complicated to explain.


‘Not really. I don’t want to ruin the mood.’


‘Don’t worry about that.’


I drain my glass and he does the same. I take a breath.


‘My father had a . . . problem, you see. It made things quite difficult for Mum, Gem and me when I was growing up. Dad was good at covering things up but bad at pretty much everything else, gambling included. I can’t help blaming him, in part at least, for Mum’s decline. A therapist would probably tell me I blame him for a lot of things.’


‘I’m sorry,’ says Pete. ‘Dangerous habit.’


‘Sometimes – and he was a good man in other ways, don’t get me wrong, he never hit us or even shouted – but he’d take Mum’s shopping money, her housekeeping. He’d even help himself to our birthday money some years. Gemma said it was like living with a magpie. He was gentle and kind most of the time, but he was supposed to be keeping us all safe and he never really did.’


‘When did you lose him?’


More drinks arrive. I take a sip of my second gin fizz.


‘Twelve years ago. Almost thirteen. For the last decade of his life things seemed better. He and Mum stopped arguing so much and we all thought he was in recovery. He wasn’t taking from us any more so there was a sense of relief. He had a sponsor and followed the twelve-step programme to the letter. But then, years later, he was caught.’ I shake my head at the memory of it all, the shame. ‘Our world fell apart. He’d taken a significant sum from the charity he worked for. A charity he loved, helping local veterans with housing and job interviews, retraining, setting up their own small businesses. He took their money through false accounts and creative book-keeping. It went on for years. Later he said he’d thought he’d be caught long before it got so out of hand.’


‘I had no idea.’


The group next to us order a magnum of Krug champagne.


‘The worst of it was the way neighbours and friends looked at us after the news broke. Front page of the Doncaster Evening News. Local man rips off our heroes. Mum even considered moving. It was starting to make her ill. Sorry, I didn’t mean to ruin the mood on the first night.’


‘Not at all.’


He places his hand on mine for a moment, and I am tired.


‘The afternoon before he was due to appear at the police station Dad said he needed a walk to clear his head.’ I glance out at the window, at the dark sea. ‘He took his own life that evening.’


‘I’m so sorry, Caz. I knew there was some sadness in your past but I had no idea. I promise you I will not set foot in that casino the whole time we’re on board. I give you my word. I didn’t know. I feel awful for stirring all this up.’


‘We don’t really talk about it any more. Gem can’t handle it. It’s not your fault.’


Piano music. Soft jazz from the 1940s. Raindrops tapping against the angled windows.


‘Did you know about your father’s habit when you were little?’


I look around at the well-heeled passengers casually sipping their sidecars and martinis without a care in the world. Talking about this, here, seems unreal.


‘I had an inkling. Mum was always there for us but we’d go for days with no heat. Electricity cut off because he’d lost on the horses or at the dog track. Mum would go without meals, bless her, so we could have dinner, saying she’d already eaten; she’d even put a dirty plate in the sink to prove it. And then I started skipping dinner, pretending I’d had something in town after school, so she and Gemma could eat.’


‘That must have been tough.’


I take the chance to lighten the mood. ‘Slightly different from your childhood.’


Pete smiles. ‘Ampleforth was far worse.’


I kick him.


‘I’m being facetious, of course,’ he says. ‘But it was pretty awful in its own Dickensian way. School dinners, cold rooms, church before rugby and not seeing my parents for weeks on end. We suffered too, you know.’


We head back to our cabin. The atmosphere has changed since our conversation. It’s subdued. He needs some time to digest it all. Or maybe now he realises why I haven’t had a serious long-term relationship in over twenty years and he’s having second thoughts. I wouldn’t blame him.


I move the curtains and look out at the black, ever-moving sea.


Raindrops streak down the glass.


Pete tells me he has a headache coming on so we climb into the comfortable yet unfamiliar bed and switch out the lights.


I wake the next morning, stretch, and instinctively reach out for him.


His side of the bed is empty and the sheets are cool.


He’s not there.










Chapter 2


A dull ache behind my eyes.


‘Pete?’ My voice is more of a croak. ‘Pete, are you there?’


No response.


The ship is moving at full speed, I can tell. Twenty-nine knots from the Rolls-Royce engines. I remember reading about the details on the journey down to Southampton.


I open the balcony door.


Empty.


The fresh November air is chill and I retreat back to the cabin, my arms wrapped around myself. He’ll be in the bathroom. We haven’t been together for long but I’ve already noticed he likes to read The Economist and the New Yorker in the bathroom.


I knock gently on the door and start to ask if he’d like a cup of tea but the door gives way to my knuckles and creaks open. The light’s on but the room is unoccupied.


He went to breakfast without waking me? Of course he did. He knows I’m tired from work, from one family crisis after another. He let me sleep in.


I fill the kettle and switch it on.


My phone has no reception, something we’ve been told to expect from time to time out here, and my stomach is uneasy. Maybe it’s the motion of the waves or maybe it’s the fact that Pete didn’t think to leave a note or a text. He usually leaves a scribbled note with a misshapen heart.


I pull on jeans and a jumper and scrunch my hair on top of my head and take my key card and step out into the corridor.


Thirty seconds later it hits me.


All the other cabin doors are wedged open.


Every single one is unoccupied and unlocked.


I walk along, frowning, confused, my mouth dry.


They’re all empty.


Beds made and luggage gone.


My heart starts beating harder against my ribs. I break out into a run. At the end of the long corridor I take a lift down to the Ocean Lobby.


There’s nobody here.


I run through the Captain’s Lounge and the Gold Grill and the library. No crew. Not a single passenger. A ship as large as a small town with no people around.


They’ll be gathered somewhere for a safety briefing, queued up next to lifeboats holding their lifejackets.


I take a lift up to the main deck. Same feeling in my gut as when Dad walked away that fateful day.


Not a single human being on any of the windswept decks or promenades. Nobody waiting by the lifeboats.


The breeze blows my hair over my face and I start to panic.


It’s as if I’m trapped on a runaway train.


No, this is worse.


The RMS Atlantica is steaming out into the ocean and I am the only person on board.










Chapter 3


I missed something, I always do. Some kind of emergency evacuation. I was so taken aback by Pete’s casino suggestion that I missed some key piece of news, some scheduled drill.


I sprint up a flight of stairs and burst out on to the deck, my heart pounding.


The lifeboats are all here. Still tethered and untouched.


No sea birds in the sky.


A blank canvas.


So, they re-docked at Southampton and disembarked without me. But why would we still be steaming into the north Atlantic with no passengers on board?


It’s important to stay calm. There is a perfectly rational explanation for all of this. There’s something obvious I’ve missed.


Why didn’t Pete wake me in the night?


I walk around the deck, my legs unsteady, and follow the running track. There is no sign anything’s wrong, but there’s no sign anything’s right either. Not a crew member or a noise apart from the gentle hum of the engines in the background. That must mean the engine rooms and the bridge are manned, surely? A skeleton crew of professionals who can explain to me in simple terms what happened last night.


A pain in my abdomen.


I do not feel well.


 


It takes me almost two hours to explore, with increasing desperation, all the public areas of the Atlantica. In the belly of the ship I head to the main restaurant for Gold-class passengers. The Gold Grill: two storeys high, hundreds of tables, not a single one of them occupied.


‘Hello,’ I call out, and then louder. ‘Hello?’


My voice echoes inside the cavernous room but the swirling carpets dampen the echo to a sinister whisper.


I step out to the rear decks.


A small pool and two Jacuzzi hot tubs.


Empty.


The sprawling wake of the ship presents itself in front of me. I look out at what I’ve left behind even though the land of home is now too distant to spot. That’s the thing with horizons – Pete and I discussed it on the drive down to Southampton – you can only see a dozen or so miles. You think the horizon is far away but it never is. Especially not at sea level.


I try my phone again but it’s no use. I send three messages but they just sit there on my screen refusing to budge. I send two emails and they linger in my outbox.


‘Hello?’ I holler, but my voice is carried out to sea on the breeze.


No seagulls.


No life at all.


I run now, panicking. What am I missing?


I have never felt so small, so impotent.


Up to the Platinum Grill, past the very table we dined at last night. Empty. Through to the sumptuous Diamond Grill. Mahogany and mirrors. Gleaming ice buckets by tables. No crew arranging silverware or polishing parquet floors. One table in the far corner already set. I run back to the Ocean Lobby with its piano and sweeping staircase, my guts twisting from the strangeness and from lack of breakfast or coffee.


The lobby is vast and silent and I resent it. Unmoving lifts and the blinking lights of slot machines in the casino with nobody to press their plastic buttons or feed them money. I walk to the purser’s desk and check the desktop computers. They’re operational but they’re not online. The screensaver shows the RMS Atlantica but when I move the mouse the screen is blank.


It must be some kind of malfunction. A gas leak or a hull breach below the water line. They took everyone off the ship as a safety precaution. I wish Gemma was here, she’d know what to do. I’d say we’re heading to a shipyard somewhere in France or Spain for urgent repairs before the next crossing. But we are crossing. I stop to take a deep breath, to calm myself. If we’d needed repairs they surely would have taken place in Southampton?


‘Is there anyone here?’ I ask, shakily.


It feels wrong to yell help. Pathetic, somehow. Fraudulent, even. I’m not in peril. This is the most luxurious mid-size ocean liner in the world. I am not in any physical danger.


I walk through the Nantucket Spa massage rooms. Not a soul. Only rolled towels, massage tables, unlit scented candles and expensive-looking oils.


The Cape Cod Cigar Lounge is quiet. A well-stocked humidor and zinc-topped bar with no human behind it to mix me a drink.


I need a drink.


Outside is the Diamond Lounge. I take a coffee from the machine and eat two ginger biscuits from a packet. I might get caught. We only have Platinum tickets. This is an area we’re not entitled to use and I’d like a uniformed officer to walk over to me; discreetly inform me I’m in the wrong lounge and offer to help me find a way back to Platinum.


But no such officer arrives.


I walk up two flights of stairs on this maze of a ship, my head pounding, drawn to the bridge, to the well-trained women and men who are steering. I don’t want to bother them if I can help it. They’ll probably feel guilty, me left here all alone as the only passenger. Will they turn the ship around or send out a tender?


And then I remember the ship’s theatre. The space is enormous, capable of swallowing almost every single passenger for a performance of Guys and Dolls or Bizet’s Carmen. I run down the stairs, smiling, ready to be reunited with Pete. He’ll embrace me and then we’ll laugh about it.


He’ll probably tease me for the remainder of our voyage.


I want to be teased.


The doors to the theatre are closed. The carpet has stars and planets, and the TV screens outside display our current location. We’re west of Ireland now, in true ocean. There is no land mass visible on the map. We are surrounded by hundreds of miles of deep, inhospitable sea water and we’re steaming further and further from home.


I approach the doors of the theatre and push them open.


The auditorium is empty and the stage is velvet black.


‘Hello,’ I call out. ‘Can anybody hear me?’


I wait, my pulse throbbing in my ears. I can sense my heart rate and I can almost hear it, like holding a conch shell close to my temple.


No one replies.


The run back to my cabin takes twelve minutes, sweat pouring down my back.


Pete’s nowhere to be found.


His watch sits on the bedside table, the only sign he was ever here. I pick it up and strap it to my wrist. It looks large and clumsy. I smell the leather strap and hold it against my upper lip.


Out on our balcony I see that the waters are choppy and the wind is picking up. He could have fallen overboard? No, anything but that. It wouldn’t explain everyone else going missing.


What could explain that?


I do what Mum used to do when life became too much for her. If he’d spent the Christmas food budget or sold the family television she’d scream into a pillow and then splash cold water on her face. I don’t scream, but I do wash my face and wet my hair. I need to think straight. I need to get a message back to the police, back to the coastguard, back to Gemma.


Phone off. Hard reset. Phone back on again.


No signal.


The messages have failed to send. The emails still linger in my outbox.


I jog back to the bow of the ship. I run down unfamiliar flights of stairs and turn through corridors of Gold-class cabins, the doors closer together, the carpeting less extravagant, and then I discover a side exit where the carpet ends and the floor is rubberised. I cross the threshold and knock on crew doors. They swing open. Unlocked. Tiny, cramped rooms with bunk beds and no windows, not even portholes. Photos of relatives taped to the walls. Make-up and deodorant cans. I am intruding. Are we below the water level here? Just the thought of that makes me shudder.


‘Hello?’ I ask, out in the corridor.


The echo is louder here. Not as many soft furnishings to absorb my anxious tones.


I run up to the highest point of this section of the ship.


The bridge.


Strictly crew only. No passengers allowed.


I try the door.


It’s unlocked.


I pass through and walk out on to the central section of the bridge.


‘Hello?’ I say, apologetic. ‘I know I’m not . . .’


But then I stop talking because the bridge is completely deserted. The view in front of me is empty chairs and screens and endless ocean.


There is nobody in control of the ship.










Chapter 4


There must be an officer here. A skilled engineer or chief mate. A skeleton crew of highly trained professionals responsible for this mammoth vessel. I remember reading how the Atlantica cost over six hundred million dollars to build.


‘Hello?’ I say again, but my voice ricochets off the instruments and radar screens. I can see the whole of the front part of the deck from here. A clear view out of the windows. Deep waters past the continental shelf to the abyssal plain; a sea that may as well be bottomless.


I’ve never had an issue with surface swimming. Sometimes I even enjoy it. But I cannot tolerate being underwater. If I go under then I panic.


There are two leather chairs, one each side of the main control console, and seeing them unoccupied is unnerving.


‘Where . . . is everyone?’


No reply.


I try to make sense of the panels: the gauges and lights and joysticks. The only thing I can ascertain is that there’s nothing ahead of us on the radar screen. Nothing behind us either.


We are alone.


I am alone.


There is a GPS route map showing our current location and the route we’ve taken so far from Southampton. West, between the mainland and the Isle of Wight, and then west through the English Channel past the tip of Cornwall, and onward. No stops. No pauses to disembark almost a thousand passengers and six hundred crew. No slowing to anchor next to another passenger ship so the people on the Atlantica could get off due to an emergency: a breach of a bulkhead or a noxious chemical leak. According to the route screens there have been no stops. We’ve averaged twenty-seven knots and we’re now steaming at twenty-nine.


I perch on the edge of one of the chairs, built for a captain or a first officer.


Firm leather.


Eerie silence.


My instinct is to reach for the handbrake, which is a preposterous idea. There is no brake, not that I can see, and why would I want to stop in the eastern north Atlantic? What good would that do? I check my phone again but it’s not connecting. And then I see the radio on the side of the central console.


Thank goodness.


I pick up the handset and inspect it, trying to work out how it functions. I press a button but then I pause and look around and yell, ‘I’m going to call the coastguard now. If there’s someone on this ship you should come and stop me.’


No noise save for the gentle hum of the screens.


‘Hello?’ I say into the radio, the button depressed, my voice unsteady, trembling. ‘This is Caroline Ripley on the RMS Atlantica. This is a mayday call. I repeat, this is a mayday call. We have no crew. I don’t know how to steer the ship. We need urgent assistance from the coastguard. Mayday. Mayday.’


I release the trigger and look at the radio receiver.


I stare at it.


Waiting.


There is no reply. No one informing me a helicopter is already on its way with experienced operatives who’ll remove me from the ship and take back control and explain to me calmly, with authority, exactly what happened to everyone.


Nothing.


This vessel is sailing by autopilot, of course it is. My nephew, Martin, Gemma’s youngest, explained it all to me. Martin’s technical for his age. Aspirations to one day become a civil engineer and design bridges. He said the Atlantica is similar to a jumbo jet, only a hundred times heavier. The ship will navigate its own way to New York, and then, as we approach the city, an experienced pilot from the harbour authority will board and safely guide the ship to its mooring. The thought of that helps loosen my chest. A pilot. Someone with knowledge, qualifications, and an unflappable demeanour. All I need to do is wait this out.


But as I walk away from the abandoned bridge there’s still a voice lingering in my head, a monotone whisper, telling me Pete’s gone and he’s gone forever. The first man I’ve been able to trust since Dad betrayed us all. The only person to ever feel like a soulmate, even though I’ve never told him so. That ghoulish voice is saying that hundreds of people don’t just disappear from an ocean liner at sea. It’s telling me that this is merely the opening scene of a nightmare.


I jog to the main decks and check the lifeboats. Some of them are used as tenders to ferry passengers to and from the ship in smaller ports. But most are state-of-the-art lifeboats, completely enclosed, unsinkable, self-righting, capable of holding more than a hundred passengers each. They have independent engines and emergency supplies. Worst comes to worst I climb in and set off slowly back towards England. For some reason the thought of being alone in a much smaller boat is almost more comforting than the thought of being alone on this Goliath-sized liner. Almost a dozen decks, hundreds of passenger cabins, and me completely and utterly on my own. I am more vulnerable than I’ve been since the day my father took a walk to clear his head.


I scream, ‘Where are you, Pete?’ at the sea, and suddenly I’m tired, weak at the knees, and I stagger to a deckchair and slump into it. I want to be in his house close to Hatfield Moors sitting on his scruffy leather sofa with the fire lit, ash all over the hearth, and him placing a vinyl record on the complicated turntable he’s so protective of. It was a gift from his brother and he won’t even let me put a drink down near it. I’d give anything to be curled up with him right now with a glass of wine and his ancient cat purring on the next chair. I could not be further from that world. The momentum of this giant steel structure is relentless. Powering forward, away from home, towards the mid-Atlantic trench, the deepest part of this ocean, thundering on, stoical, perhaps set to collide with the Statue of Liberty at thirty knots in five days’ time.


I sprint back to the bridge and linger with my hand over the main controls. I won’t stop the ship but I could slow it down? Allow a rescue vessel to catch up?


I don’t touch it. Knowing me, I’ll make the wrong decision.


After calling out another frantic mayday on the radio I say, ‘I’m stopping the ship. I’m going to do it. If you want to prevent me then now is your chance.’


Nobody answers.


I rest my shaking hand on the thrust lever and pull it gently towards me.


The speed displayed on screen stays at twenty-nine knots.


I pull it harder.


Twenty-nine knots.


I pull it back to the five knots zone.


The Atlantica stays at precisely twenty-nine knots.


I swallow hard and drag my hands up and down my face, clearing my eyes, rubbing my forehead.


There’s a rational explanation, there always is. Mum taught me that. She was always fascinated by science, especially physics, even though she never had the chance to study further at school. She borrowed popular science books from the local library and she always said, You need to look at the potential logical reasons. Look at them one by one.


Everyone’s gone, even Pete. He left me here alone. The ship won’t slow down. So, there must have been an emergency of some kind. An evacuation. I’m no expert in how these things are carried out. Maybe another ship came alongside and everyone walked off. I don’t see why Pete would have left me here all alone but there will be a good explanation. Mum would also have asked, Have you checked absolutely everywhere, Caroline? Are you sure? There’s always somewhere we miss.


I spend two hours working my way systematically through each deck. I don’t obey rules or safety messages any more; I stray from passenger lounges and elevators to the galley kitchens and crew-only zones. I even locate the captain’s quarters, with direct access to the bridge. ‘Captain?’ I call out. ‘I’m sorry but I need to come in.’


An empty suite with its own immaculate kitchenette with espresso machine. No signs of panic or past emergencies. A perfectly made bed and a stack of unread international newspapers on his coffee table.


There’s a detailed plan of the ship framed on the wall. Blueprints. I can see the engine room at the rear and the gas turbine electrical unit below the main funnel. Food stores are marked out near the base of the ship on Deck Two. Deck One is recycling, desalination, water processing, food waste, carpentry, laundry. A large ballroom at the rear and a dog kennel on the highest deck.


There could be crew here. There could still be help.


As I walk back along Deck Five, my legs weary from all the running, exhausted by the sense of fever-dream unreality, I can feel the power of the ship, its bulbous bow slicing through the waves. It’s as though I’ve regressed to a child left behind at a holiday camp when the season ends and the weather starts to turn.


There is no noise apart from my noise, no voice apart from my own.


‘Anybody here, please?’ I say, but my voice cracks.


There is a noise.


A soft tapping in the distance.


I focus on it and squint with concentration. The noise is faint. I walk down three flights of steps and the tapping is regular and it is growing louder.


Crew only.


I enter a workshop area, and then follow a long corridor with a squeaky floor.


There are ducts and cables threaded along the ceiling area.


I step to a bulkhead threshold.


Sliding power-operated watertight door.


Compliant with SOLAS regulations.


Do not open at sea without reason.


I’ve read about these. They’re to keep each segment of the ship watertight in case we hit an object or run aground.


Close immediately after opening.


Do not block.


I take a deep breath and press the button.


The door opens slowly. It’s heavy-duty reinforced steel and it’s moving at about quarter the speed of a lift door. This deck is below the water level. An alarm beeps as the door slides into the recess in the wall.


I peer ahead into another identical crew-only corridor.


I take a step.


The tapping is louder now. Much louder.


The far end of the corridor is dark, a faint light flickering from down by the floor.


I walk twenty metres, the alarm from the open watertight door still bleeping ominously behind me.


I adjust my gait in a vain attempt to stop my shoes squeaking on the floor.


The tapping stops.


There is a figure in the shadows at the far end of the corridor.


He’s standing quite still, uplit, facing the wall. His nose must be touching it. He’s wearing overalls and his right leg is kinked at an unnatural angle.


‘Oh, thank God.’ I say.


The tapping stops.










Chapter 5


The man turns to face me.


‘I’m so happy to see you,’ I say, smiling, frowning, holding out my hand.


He looks at it and, after a long pause, says, without much emotion, ‘I thought I was the only person here.’


‘Me too.’


He stares at me. ‘I thought you had left.’


I frown and swallow hard.


‘I’m Daniel Cho.’


I let out a sigh of relief. ‘What happened, Daniel? Sorry, I’m being rude. I’m Caz. Caroline Ripley.’


‘Scottish?’


‘English.’


He shakes my hand and we walk back towards the watertight door I came in through. His gait is unusual somehow.


‘I woke up and meditated like I usually do,’ he says. ‘Went down for a workout and the ship was completely empty.’


‘Does your phone work? Please tell me you’ve been able to contact someone.’


‘Nothing,’ he says. ‘I was inspecting the wiring back there, trying to reboot a router.’


‘Did it work?’


‘Not so far.’


We arrive at some kind of control room and I know I should be wary of Daniel, wary of any man I don’t know, but I don’t have many options right now.


‘Do you work on the ship? Electrician?’


‘No, I’m just a normal passenger like you.’


I point at his overalls. They say Atlantica on the back.


‘Oh, this? New gym gear. Borrowed the boiler suit to cover up while I worked. This was hanging in the crew area so I put it on.’


That seems strange to me but I let it go.


He starts stepping out of the suit. Daniel’s younger than me. Ten years younger, maybe. He looks like a professional athlete.


‘Did you notice anything last night?’ I say. ‘This morning? Noises? Anything strange?’


‘I sleep well. Felt like a normal night.’


‘For me too.’


‘Most likely we headed back to Southampton and everyone disembarked. Perhaps some kind of union dispute or safety issue.’


‘No, not according to the bridge,’ I say. ‘The maps and monitors.’


‘You’ve been on the bridge? It’s open to us?’


‘I just walked in there.’


Daniel looks at the control room screens. ‘I’m pretty sure this readout is the total amount of electricity we’re generating. And this is the amount of power we’re currently using. That’s exhaust analysis.’


I wonder what Pete might be doing right now. Where he might be. It’s so alien in the modern world not to be able to contact your loved ones or know where they are.


‘What do we do now?’


‘I honestly don’t know,’ he says. ‘Search the ship, I guess. Find some way of communicating. A sat phone or long-wave radio.’


‘I want to leave the ship now.’


He frowns.


‘I don’t feel safe on here.’


‘I don’t feel safe either,’ he says. ‘But we are safe, and that’s what’s important. If you think about it, this is one of the most reliable ocean liners in the world. It’s due a refit but it’s still built like a tank. Have you seen the YouTube videos of her going through hurricane-force storms in the Caribbean?’


‘No. I don’t think I could watch.’


‘We’re safe on here. Sorry, what did you say your name is again?’


‘Caroline Ripley. Call me Caz.’


‘There’ll be some mundane technical reason why everyone left the ship, you know. We either docked someplace or else smaller boats came to collect everyone off the Atlantica.’


‘Oh, I know that.’


‘Why don’t you search the rear of the ship for sat phones, radios, anything like that? Try any gadget you see, any computer. I’ll do the same in the front half. Let’s meet in the Ocean Lobby at two o’clock. You OK with that?’


‘Sure,’ I say, tentatively. ‘I can do that.’


Part of me doesn’t want to let him out of my sight. Being together seems so much better than being alone on this vast liner.


 


By half-past one I’ve found nothing of use. Most of the crew cabins are perfect, as if nobody ever slept in the beds. There’s hardly any luggage left. Few signs that performers and chefs and bartenders were woken up in their sleep by some pulsing alarm or siren. How would you remove a thousand people off a ship in the middle of the night in the middle of the ocean? Why would you do such a thing?


In the Ocean Lobby, close to the casino and in the shadow of the sweeping staircases, Daniel is sitting in an armchair holding an iPad.


‘You have connection?’


He shakes his head. ‘We need to send some kind of emergency distress call.’


Distress is the right term for this. Pete and I needed a break together, a chance, a week away from the café deliveries and staff shift calendar, to really connect. And all we have is distress.


‘I tried the radio on the bridge but nobody answered. It’s like we’re floating around in our own bubble. Did you see any satellite phones?’


‘Nothing’s working,’ he says, not looking up. ‘This is starting to really freak me out.’


‘Don’t say that. We’re missing something, missing the obvious.’


‘My mom used to tell me I’d always look for complex solutions to simple problems. Not like my brother.’


I look at him and he meets my gaze.


‘Brother’s an orthodontist,’ he says, scowling. ‘Former college football line-backer and soup kitchen volunteer at our local church. Two inches taller than me, three downtown dental surgeries, working on a fourth. Two polite, overachieving kids and a nice six-bed in the ’burbs. Whereas I live in a van.’


‘You . . . live in a van?’


‘Let’s get to the upper decks and see if we can figure out how to launch a tender.’


The carpets are plush underfoot and the ship is steady and smooth. From time to time I think I can sense the faint leftover aroma of someone’s perfume from last night – notes of grapefruit or sandalwood – and it brings home how quickly everything turned upside-down.


We reach outdoors and I ask, ‘You know much about ships, Daniel?’


‘Not really, not on this scale. I teach water sports in the summer, downhill skiing in the winter. I know the basics but the Atlantica is built more like a city than a boat.’


Out on the running track deck, Daniel pulls off a white steel panel to access the lifeboat release mechanism.


‘How much range do these have?’ My words are muffled by the wind so I repeat them.


‘These? No idea. But they’ll have survival food and water. We’d manage. If things go south we’ll jump in one and float away. You think we’re in shipping lanes here?’


‘I have no idea.’


In the distance I watch a piece of plastic wrapped in netting float by. It looks microscopic down there in the water. Martin, Gemma’s boy, has been regaling me with stats about the ocean ever since he heard I was taking this last-minute trip. How a hundred per cent of the moon has been mapped but only five per cent of the ocean floor. He told me the Australian box jellyfish contains enough toxin to kill thirty humans. I bought him a ‘1001 facts’ book for his twelfth birthday and I find most of the oceanic references deeply unnerving.


‘If we’re in the main lanes we’ll stand a chance of sending up flares, catching someone’s attention. Hell of a horn and a whistle on this ship.’


‘The library?’ I say. ‘There might be maps or information on commercial shipping lanes?’


We walk there and split up. Daniel checks the reference section and I look for books on the Atlantica itself. Shelves and shelves of illuminated hardback books, and study tables with green leather armchairs and elegant lamps. This is nothing like my local library, the place I sought comfort and safety most weekends as a girl. That was tatty and underfunded but the books were read and reread and they were loved. The librarians were knowledgeable and kind. This library looks fake in comparison.


I turn to the history section and notice the desk in the corner.


All on its own, pushed up against the window.


Bedsheets hanging down on all sides.


I gesture to Daniel and, together, we step closer.


The bedsheet curtain twitches.


I crouch and pull it to one side and there’s a young girl hiding underneath and she’s wrapped in blankets.










Chapter 6


‘There’s a kid under there?’ whispers Daniel.


I bend down and lift the bedsheet curtain again.


Her eyes are huge. Curly reddish hair falling around her shoulders. Fourteen, maybe fifteen years old. She’s gripping a book so hard her thumbnails are white.


‘It’s OK,’ I say. ‘You can come out. You’re not alone.’


She mutters something under her breath.


‘What are you doing under there, sweetie?’


‘I’m doing research.’ Her voice is confident. Assured.


‘Research?’


‘I am trying to do research.’ Her tone is acidic now.


‘My name is Caroline. Caz.’


She starts to extricate herself from the den under the library desk. ‘Does either of you have the slightest idea what happened on the ship earlier today?’


‘What’s your name?’


‘What on earth happened to everyone?’


‘We don’t know yet,’ says Daniel.


‘It took my mother and my father,’ she says.


‘What do you mean?’ I say.


‘They’re gone. They were in the next cabin and I went to sleep with them there and when I woke up this morning they were both gone. No message or note. No clothes in the wardrobe. No suitcases. Vanished into thin air.’


‘I’m sure they’re OK,’ I say.


‘You are not sure,’ she says. ‘You have no idea.’


The girl has a Welsh accent and I underestimated her age by a few years. She smells faintly of roses. She reminds me of someone. Perhaps a girl I went to school with.


I hold out my hand.


‘Caz Ripley,’ I introduce myself again. ‘We’ll find out what happened.’


‘Will we? And how will we do that, exactly? I’ve been trying to communicate with the coastguard, with anyone, all morning, and to no avail.’ She’s panting now. Working herself into a frenzy. ‘My phone won’t connect. What do you suppose is wrong with this ship?’


‘What’s your name?’ asks Daniel.


‘My name’s Francine,’ she says. ‘Frannie.’


Daniel takes a deep breath and says, ‘Frannie, I’m Daniel Cho. I’m kind of a water guy. I work around boats, always have done. I’ll make sure we find your parents.’


She seems to take some reassurance from that. Maybe it’s because he’s been around ships before or maybe because he looks like a cliché stock image of a lifeguard.


‘What are you reading under there?’ I ask. ‘Navigation books? Maps?’


She says, ‘I was reading an exploratory analysis of the events surrounding the Mary Celeste.’


Daniel and I glance at each other.


‘You studying it in high school, Frannie?’ asks Daniel.


She narrows her eyes. ‘I’m twenty-one years old.’


‘You’re twenty-one? You said you were travelling with your parents . . .’


‘Yes, so? Trip of a lifetime, supposedly. We’re celebrating their silver wedding anniversary and now they’ve both gone. Dad’s not well. Have you noticed how all the small boats and lifeboats are still attached to the main ship?’


‘We noticed,’ I say.


‘So what happened here?’


‘I don’t know,’ I say. ‘There must have been an evacuation of some sort.’


‘The sort where everyone takes their luggage and makes their beds before they leave? What kind of evacuation is that, Caroline?’


I’m taken aback for a moment. ‘Caz. Call me Caz.’


She shakes her head and looks up to the ceiling then back at us and she says, ‘I’m sorry. You didn’t deserve that, I’m just a little jittery over here. Your phones aren’t working, are they?’


‘Not uncommon this far out at sea,’ says Daniel. ‘We’re nowhere near a tower, so we’re dependent on the ship.’


‘Dependent on the ship,’ says Frannie, sweat beading on her upper lip. ‘That about sums it all up. The three of us are totally dependent on this ship.’


I want Pete to walk in. I want this to end.


‘People survive weeks or months on small fishing trawlers,’ Daniel says. ‘I think we’ll be just fine on board the Atlantica for a few days until we reach New York.’


‘Oh, OK. You think we’re still headed for New York?’


‘Sorry?’


‘Look at the sun, Daniel. You too, Caroline. Right now this ship’s headed due south. If we stay on this course, the first land mass we’ll hit will be the Antarctic ice shelf.’










Chapter 7


Daniel stares out of the window, scratching the stubble on his neck.


‘She’s right,’ he says.


‘Of course I’m right,’ says Frannie.


My breathing is shallow. I need to focus on deep breaths the way Mum used to.


‘There’s nobody steering the ship,’ I say, more calmly than I feel. ‘We went up to the bridge and there’s nobody at the controls. It’s locked on autopilot.’


‘I understand what this is,’ says Daniel.


My heart lifts. We both look at him.


‘The navigation system detected bad weather so we’re skirting a storm, is all. We’ll be heading back to due west just as soon as we’re in safe waters.’


‘Safe waters,’ says Frannie, dismissively.


‘That makes sense,’ I say, trying to convince myself. ‘A modern ocean liner like this would automatically deviate around a storm system. Of course it would. That’s logical.’


‘There’s nothing logical about this ship, Caroline.’


‘Call me Caz, Frannie, please.’ Only Dad used to call me Caroline. He never once shortened my name. Mum called me Sweet Caroline before she stopped recognising my face. Gem calls me sis. Pete only calls me Caroline when he’s flirting.


‘My best friend back in Swansea is Caz. We’ve been friends since primary school and we went through Brownies and Guides together. So I’ll call you Caroline if you don’t mind.’


‘We need to find some perspective on this problem and carve out an actionable plan,’ says Daniel. ‘Stay calm and get organised.’


‘I am calm,’ mutters Frannie.


I start biting my nails, something I haven’t done since my teenage years. We should not be here. The three of us are going round in circles and my chest is tight.


‘We need to eat something,’ I say. ‘Let’s start there. Basics. Sandwiches. We’ll think more clearly with food in our stomachs.’


‘We’re not your kids, you know,’ she says.


I pause and look at her. What a hurtful comment. But then, I suppose, she doesn’t know. Only a handful of people in the world do.


‘I work with food, Francine. I run a small, busy café. I’m a business owner, responsible for the livelihoods of a dozen people. Now do you want some food or don’t you.’


‘OK, you’re right,’ she says. ‘I’m sorry.’


We walk uncomfortably to the main Gold Grill restaurant. This place seats five hundred passengers at any one time. An ice sculpture of the Statue of Liberty sits at the centre of the room and it has melted down to the point where it’s barely recognisable.


‘Let’s use that table,’ I say, pointing. ‘Collect plates, paper, pens. I’ll prepare some food.’


‘I’m gluten-intolerant,’ says Frannie.


‘No problem.’


The galley kitchen is ten times the size of my entire café. Stainless steel electric ovens and chef stations and gleaming worktops. The floors are tiled and the knives are resting on magnetic strips. The fridges are pretty much empty but I make up two plates of sandwiches and a cheese omelette for Frannie. We eat in silence and we all share the same wide-eyed expressions on our faces. I think it’s because we feel perversely safe on this solid vessel, and at the same time utterly vulnerable.


‘Best omelette I’ve had in years,’ says Frannie. ‘Really. I owe you.’


I wasn’t as confident as her when I was twenty-one. Twenty-eight years ago I could barely speak to strangers or take a train by myself. Any notion of self-belief I have now has been accumulated over decades, a little at a time.


‘Let’s share plans,’ says Daniel, wiping his mouth. ‘Strategies and theories. We can go around the table. Spill whatever thoughts are in your head, no matter how unhinged they seem. Caz, you go first.’


I shake my head. ‘You go first.’


‘Fine,’ he says, and then he drains his glass of mineral water. ‘Modern-day piracy. I know, but hear me out. The well-armed teams you hear about in the Gulf of Oman, off Somalia, Gulf of Guinea, Strait of Malacca. It’s a genuine issue. Can you imagine how much a small group of pirates would be paid in ransom for a thousand Atlantica passengers? Factor in precious wedding rings, cash, other saleable jewellery. When I think about it I’m surprised this hasn’t happened before.’


‘Oh, it’s happened before,’ says Frannie. ‘Cruise ships are attacked because they don’t have private security in the same way cargo ships and oil tankers do. No mercenaries on board to shoot back. There was this one case—’


‘So why did they leave us three?’ I ask.


‘Because there were never any pirates here, Caroline,’ says Frannie, pushing her plate away, sitting up straighter. ‘They’d have woken us all up. Also, pirates would, at the very least, have stolen the lifeboats and tenders. They’re valuable. Realistically, they wouldn’t have wanted a thousand ordinary people either. Raid the ship, firing into the sky, and quickly take phones, cash, earrings, items they can liquidate quickly – that I can see happening. Maybe a couple of wealthy-looking Diamond-class duplex cabin passengers. Maybe. But not everyone. Civilians are a liability. Unpredictable. This wasn’t modern-day pirates.’
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