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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.
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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.
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