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      The second keycard shot from the check-in machine and skittered across the counter with MARTIN PRICE facing up.

      The woman behind the terminal desk trapped it beneath two fingers. “And this one is for⁠—”

      “A ghost,” Ellen said.

      The woman’s professional expression flickered. She looked from the card to the reservation, then to Ellen, who stood in a navy linen jacket despite the terminal’s determined air-conditioning. “I can have my supervisor remove the second guest.”

      “He’s already been removed.”

      That sounded more homicidal than divorced. Ellen tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and tried again. “The booking was made before. He isn’t coming.”

      “I understand.”

      People had been understanding Ellen for six months. Her sister understood over long lunches. The mediator understood in fifteen-minute increments. Martin understood in his own way: he had moved into a town house with pale floors and returned Ellen’s blue casserole dish through her sister, scrubbed cleaner than it had been in years.

      The desk agent lifted Martin’s card. “Would you like me to dispose of this?”

      Ellen should have said yes. Instead, she held out her hand.

      The plastic landed against her palm, warm from the machine.

      “I paid for two,” she said.

      The woman returned Ellen’s own card and chose not to argue with this piece of arithmetic. “Enjoy your cruise, Ms. Price.”

      Ellen slid both cards into the zipped inner pocket of her navy crossbody bag. Around her, families adjusted luggage tags and couples conducted urgent debates about passports they had already used twice that morning. A man in a blue rash guard was insisting he had read a waiver while a woman beside him corrected him without looking at it.

      “It says risk of injury,” the man said.

      “It does not say risk of making it my fault,” the woman replied.

      They moved with the line, still arguing about a surf simulator Ellen had no intention of approaching in any capacity.

      She tightened the strap of her bag and followed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The Royal Promenade made solitude difficult to hide.

      It was a bright internal street full of rolling suitcases, shopping bags, overhead announcements, and groups who stopped without warning to count themselves. Ellen had become excellent at taking up precisely one person’s worth of space. The skill was less useful here. Everyone seemed to arrive as a cluster: matching shirts, linked arms, children orbiting adults like loose moons.

      A photographer gestured toward a painted backdrop near the entrance. “Welcome aboard! Just the two of you?”

      Ellen turned. Nobody stood behind her.

      “Just the one.”

      He recovered quickly. “Even better. All the attention on you.”

      “That has not traditionally been my goal.”

      She kept walking before he could arrange her beneath a cardboard palm.

      Martin had liked embarkation days. He enjoyed the temporary confusion because it allowed him to become the man who knew where everybody should stand. He would have taken both passports, though only one had ever been misplaced, and that one had been in his pocket. He would have studied the ship map in advance. He would already be saying port side in a tone that suggested he had served at sea.

      Without him, Ellen took the wrong elevator and emerged two decks from her cabin. Nobody died.

      The corridor curved farther than she expected. Cabin doors stood open while attendants worked among linen carts and towers of towels. At one doorway, a man in a neat uniform was smoothing a duvet with the focused irritation of a person correcting somebody else’s bad decision.

      He glanced up. “Ms. Price?”

      Ellen stopped. “Have I already done something memorable?”

      “Your name is on my list.” His face warmed with quick amusement. “Marlon. I’ll be taking care of your cabin.”

      “Ellen. I’ll be trying not to require care.”

      “Then we’ll both have a relaxing week.”

      His delivery was so dry she nearly missed it. He stepped aside and indicated the door behind him. “Your cabin is ready. One bag arrived. Another may still be on the way.”

      “Only one.”

      “Then you are ahead of many people.”

      She thanked him and entered.

      The balcony cabin was meant for two with the quiet insistence of a place designed by committee. Two reading lamps. Two water glasses. Two hooks near the door. The bed had been joined into one, but its width still announced partnership. On the desk lay two printed cards about safety and schedules.

      Her suitcase waited beside the closet. Ellen set her crossbody bag on the desk, then kept one hand on it. She could feel the two keycards through the fabric when she pressed.

      Martin’s card could open nothing that hers could not. It was not leverage, evidence, or a romantic relic. It was hotel plastic with his name in capital letters.

      She unzipped the inner pocket and looked at it anyway.

      Twenty-seven years had reduced badly. Not to the card; she knew that. To the house divided into columns, the photographs copied onto separate drives, the bewildering discovery that a person could leave and still occupy every practical system. His contact remained listed as ICE MARTIN because she had not yet chosen a replacement. His preferred coffee appeared first on the grocery app. His name had traveled into international waters without him.

      A sharp knock sounded behind her. Ellen shoved the card back into the pocket.

      Marlon stood outside holding a compact paper packet. “Your safety information. There will be an announcement before departure.”

      “Thank you.”

      “And if you need the bed separated⁠—”

      “No.”

      The word came too fast. Marlon did not react.

      “No, thank you,” she said. “I plan to sleep diagonally out of spite.”

      “A popular configuration.”

      After he left, Ellen sat on the wide bed and laughed once. The sound vanished into the cabin’s soft surfaces. She took off her jacket, put it back on, and went to find lunch.
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      By late afternoon, Ellen had learned four things.

      First, a person could circle the same bank of elevators three times while appearing purposeful if she checked her phone at each turn.

      Second, nobody noticed whether a woman ate a sandwich alone unless the woman monitored the entire room to see who noticed.

      Third, a sail-away party was not improved by standing at its edge with folded arms.

      Fourth, Martin’s card had weight only when she remembered it.

      She returned to the cabin before departure and found a towel swan on the bed.

      Its neck rose in a curve from the white coverlet, and its folded wings seemed mildly judgmental. Two dark paper circles served as eyes. Ellen stood in the doorway, caught between affection and the urge to ask why a towel had received a companion when she had not.

      Marlon’s cart was two doors down.

      “You made me a swan,” she said.

      He looked over. “The swan was scheduled.”

      “Of course. I’d hate to disrupt its itinerary.”

      “It has dinner at six.”

      She touched one wing. “Does it have to share a table?”

      Marlon’s hands paused above a stack of washcloths. His gaze rested on her only long enough to show that he had heard the question beneath the joke and had decided not to expose it.

      “It can choose,” he said.

      That answer stayed with her while she changed for dinner.

      Her phone rang while she was deciding between the silver earrings and the blue ones Martin had once said looked nautical. Her younger sister’s face appeared on the screen beneath the name RUTH—EMERGENCY, a label Ellen had added during a cheerful afternoon of paperwork that had not been cheerful at all.

      “You made it,” Ruth said before Ellen could answer.

      “I was briefly detained for attempting to transport a man in a handbag.”

      “What?”

      Ellen put the call on speaker and set the phone on the desk. “They printed Martin’s card.”

      There was a pause in which Ruth assembled an opinion. Ruth’s opinions came with supporting documents.

      “You gave it back.”

      “No.”

      “Ell.”

      “Don’t use the disappointed syllable.”

      “Why would you keep it?”

      Ellen opened the desk drawer, closed it, and began pairing socks she had packed already paired. The question sounded simple because Ruth lived in a house where every object still belonged to the life it had been bought for.

      “Because it was mine,” Ellen said.

      “His name is on it.”

      “My money was on the booking.”

      “Half your money.”

      “This is why we don’t discuss settlements after four.”

      Ruth changed tactics. “How is the cabin?”

      “It contains a swan with a more stable relationship status than mine.”

      “Send a picture.”

      Ellen photographed the towel swan from above. In the image, one wing had loosened. She adjusted it before sending, then resented herself for curating the swan’s happiness.

      “Cute,” Ruth said. “What are you doing tonight?”

      “Dinner.”

      “With whom?”

      “I’m on a ship with several thousand candidates.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      Ellen sat on the edge of the bed. “I know exactly what you mean, and I’m not going to report whether I was adequately accompanied every six hours.”

      “I’m checking on you.”

      “Check whether I have fallen overboard. Don’t check whether I’m lonely. Those aren’t the same emergency.”

      Silence settled between them. Ellen looked toward the open balcony door. Beyond it, a luggage cart crossed the terminal with three suitcases leaning against one another.

      “All right,” Ruth said. “Have you fallen overboard?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Text me if that changes.”

      “Immediately.”

      Ruth laughed. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      After the call, Ellen chose the silver earrings. The blue pair went back into their case, not because Martin had liked them but because they pulled.

      She wore the cream top beneath her jacket and flat sandals that had survived three weddings, one funeral, and a walking tour Martin had described as leisurely. She moved his keycard from the bag to her jacket pocket, then moved it back. Carrying it on her body felt intimate. Leaving it in the cabin felt careless. She zipped it into the bag and told herself this was storage, not symbolism.

      The ship began to move as she fastened the second earring.

      The motion was barely perceptible. Buildings beyond the balcony shifted their relationship to the rail. A strip of terminal slid away. Ellen stepped outside and gripped the railing with both hands, not from fear but to place herself somewhere.

      Martin should have been beside her. The thought arrived as fact rather than longing. He should have been there because the booking confirmation said so, because their names had shared invoices since 1997, because absence could be administratively incorrect.

      On a neighboring balcony, someone cheered. Farther down, a child called goodbye to a city that could not hear.

      Ellen lifted one hand from the rail.

      “Goodbye,” she said, but she was not sure to whom.

      She stayed outside until the terminal had become a low arrangement of concrete and glass. Her neighbors retreated into their cabin, their voices fading behind the divider. Ellen took the safety information from the desk and read it twice, grateful for instructions that addressed the actual problem they were designed to solve.

      Then she picked up her bag and left for dinner early.

      On the Royal Promenade, a sales clerk stood outside a shop holding out sample strips of perfume. “A new scent for a new voyage?”

      “Does it remove twenty-seven years of shared passwords?”

      The clerk considered this with admirable seriousness. “Not at this price point.”

      Ellen accepted a strip anyway. It smelled of citrus, cedar, and optimism packaged by the ounce. She tucked it into the outer pocket of her bag, separate from the keycards, and continued toward the dining room.
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      At the Main Dining Room entrance, a host smiled at the screen before him. “Price, party of two?”

      “Price, party of one with excellent credit.”

      The host glanced at her, then altered the reservation. “Would you prefer a shared table or your own?”

      This was the first question all day that felt dangerous.

      A shared table meant introductions. Her own meant an empty chair, possibly two, depending on the table. Martin had always answered restaurant questions before Ellen finished considering them. Booth, no bar seats. Inside, unless the patio was shaded. Separate checks only if somebody else insisted.

      “Shared,” she said.

      The host led her to a round table already occupied by a mother and adult daughter from Michigan, two brothers from Atlanta celebrating the younger one’s retirement, and a married couple from New Jersey who had sailed often enough to have opinions about bread.

      Nobody asked where Ellen’s husband was.

      They asked where she lived, whether this was her first time aboard, and what she planned to do in Cozumel. She had no answer to the last question. Martin had booked an excursion involving ruins and a bus ride. He had canceled his portion during the divorce, apparently with great efficiency.

      “I might stay on the ship,” Ellen said.

      The retired brother pointed his butter knife at her. “Best day to enjoy the pools.”

      His older brother said, “You have said that on every cruise and then bought a hat in port.”

      “The hats find me.”

      Ellen laughed. The mother from Michigan offered a recommendation for a beach she had not visited in nineteen years. The New Jersey couple disagreed about whether dessert counted differently at sea. By the time the entrée arrived, Ellen had contributed three observations and one opinion about bread. Her place at the table required no apology.

      The daughter asked whether Ellen was traveling with friends. Not a husband, not a partner. The courtesy of the plural gave Ellen room.

      “No,” she said. “This trip was already booked, so I came.”

      “Good for you,” the mother said.

      Ellen braced against the phrase. Good for you was what people said about beginner yoga and using leftovers.

      The daughter caught her expression. “Mom means she once skipped a trip to Paris because Dad couldn’t get away from work.”

      “He never did get away from work,” the mother said. “Then he retired and decided he hated France in theory.”

      “I don’t understand how you hate France in theory,” the younger brother said.

      “He practiced.”

      The mother tore her roll neatly in half. “Go where you’ve paid to go. That’s all I mean.”

      It was not wisdom. Ellen liked it better for that.

      The younger brother took out his phone. “Before everybody scatters, we need evidence that he finally retired.”

      He handed the phone to Ellen. “Would you mind?”

      Of course. The solitary woman became the designated photographer; it was a familiar piece of social engineering. Ellen pushed back her chair.

      “Where are you going?” the mother asked.

      “To take the picture.”

      “You’re at the table.”

      “I’m not part of the retirement.”

      “Neither am I, technically. Sit down.”

      The daughter waved over a server, who accepted the phone and waited while the table rearranged itself. The New Jersey husband moved the empty chair aside. One brother leaned behind Ellen, the other in front, and the mother told everyone not to look as though they had been assembled for questioning.

      The server took three photographs.

      When the phone came back, the younger brother showed Ellen the last one. Her silver earring caught the light. She was laughing at something the older brother had said too late for the camera, and six strangers were crowded around her without leaving a gap for a missing person.

      “I’ll send it to you,” he said.

      Ellen gave him her number. His message arrived while they were still seated: RETIREMENT, BREAD DISPUTE, MYSTERY WOMAN.

      She changed MYSTERY WOMAN to ELLEN before saving the contact.

      Then the server set down two dessert menus, one in front of Ellen and one before the empty place beside her.

      He removed the extra menu at once. “Pardon me.”

      “It’s all right.”

      The chair remained.

      Ellen ordered chocolate cake she did not want because refusing it would have made the chair more important. When it came, she ate half. The mother and daughter left for a show. The brothers went in search of a hat. The married couple departed mid-debate, the wife carrying both of their room cards.

      Ellen sat until the staff began resetting tables.

      Surviving dinner was an absurd phrase. Dinner had not attacked. Yet as she walked out, she felt as though she had crossed a room where the floor might have opened and found it solid.

      Her bag bumped her hip. Martin’s card traveled with her, silent and useless.
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      Schooner Bar was warm with amber light and polished wood, a room that suggested ropes and maps without asking anyone to understand them. The piano was quiet between sets. A few people occupied tables along the edge, and the stools at the bar offered the practical advantage of making every customer look intentionally alone.

      Ellen chose one near the end.

      The bartender approached with a folded cloth over one hand. He was in his forties, perhaps, with the unhurried attention of a man who did not need customers to entertain him.

      “What can I get you?”

      “Champagne.”

      “Celebrating?”

      She opened her mouth to say no. It seemed an unnecessarily bleak way to order a drink.

      “Departing,” she said.

      “That generally deserves bubbles.” He reached for a glass. “Dane.”

      “Ellen.”

      His accent was Australian. Martin would have asked what part, then compared it to a work trip he had taken to Sydney in 2008. Ellen watched the champagne rise instead.

      Dane set down the glass. “First evening aboard?”

      “Do people return to port and try again?”

      “Not often.”

      “Then yes.”

      He moved away to take another order. Ellen placed her hand around the stem without drinking. Two stools down, a man was telling his wife the surf simulator had changed pressure immediately before his fall.

      “It changed pressure because you stood up,” the woman said.

      “There was a kick.”

      “Greg.”

      Ellen recognized the blue rash guard, now folded over the man’s shoulder, and the woman from the terminal. Greg’s hair had dried into three points, and one elbow carried a bright scrape. He defended the machine until his wife, Dana, took a sip of her drink and stared at him. He surrendered with the air of a nation preserving its dignity.

      “Next time,” he said, “you’ll see.”

      “Your hip has requested there be no next time.”

      They left with Dana laughing and Greg pretending the laugh proved his case.

      Ellen smiled into her champagne. Across the bar, a woman sat alone with a book open beside her drink. At a table near the piano, three friends rearranged chairs to include another couple. Solitude here was not a single condition. It came in intervals, preferences, accidents, and empty stools temporarily held.

      Her phone vibrated inside the bag.

      Ruth had written: OVERBOARD?

      Ellen photographed the champagne with the polished bar behind it. She nearly angled the frame to include a second glass from the couple beside her, then stopped. Creating imaginary company for her sister would be more humiliating than admitting the truth.

      NOT YET, she replied, and sent the photograph as it was.

      A man carrying two drinks paused beside the vacant stool on Ellen’s left. “Is anyone sitting here?”

      Martin’s card seemed to press outward from the inner pocket.

      Ellen could have said yes. The lie would have been tidy: a companion in the restroom, a husband delayed, a life continuing just beyond view.

      “No,” she said. “It’s free.”

      The man thanked her and set one drink before the stool. His wife arrived a minute later, complaining cheerfully that he had walked too fast. They included Ellen in a brief dispute about which direction the dining room lay. Ellen gave them an answer with no confidence behind it.

      “We’ll blame you if we end up at the theater,” the wife said.

      “I accept no maritime liability.”

      They left with their drinks. The stool became empty again, not abandoned, simply available.

      Dane returned. “How is the departure?”

      “Dry so far.”

      He tilted his head toward her untouched glass.

      “Ah,” Ellen said. “You meant the drink.”

      “I meant whichever answer you had.”

      She took a sip. It was cold and sharper than expected.

      “My former husband’s name is in my bag,” she said.

      Dane did not look at the bag. “That sounds inconvenient.”

      “On a keycard. He was supposed to be here.”

      “And he isn’t.”

      “That is the legal and geographic consensus.”

      A couple at the other end signaled for him, but Dane did not hurry her. Nor did he lean closer as though the bar had become a confessional.

      “First night alone is the hardest,” he said.

      The sentence irritated her. It was too smooth, too consoling, too much like a line offered to women with suitcases and brave expressions.

      “Do you tell everyone that?”

      “Only the ones who mention carrying a former husband in a handbag.”

      She looked at him.

      “Also,” he added, “the first night with company can be fairly hard. People arrive with years of unfinished arguments and only one bathroom.”

      Ellen laughed into the rim of the glass.

      Dane went to serve the waiting couple. He did not return to ask whether she felt better. She appreciated him for this almost as much as the champagne.

      The room filled as evening gathered. The pianist took his seat, tested a few notes, and began a melody Ellen recognized but could not name. Conversation lifted around it. A group claimed the table behind her. Somebody dropped a straw. Two women debated tomorrow’s schedule with the concentration of military planners.

      Ellen turned her glass by the stem.

      At home, this was the hour when she used to ask Martin whether he wanted tea. He always said not yet, then forgot. She had spent years leaving his mug empty beside hers and calling it knowledge.

      She reached into her bag and touched the zipped pocket. The card remained there. She did not take it out. Throwing it away now would have been a performance staged for an audience of one.

      She took her hand from the bag.

      The ship’s movement appeared in the slow angle of liquid against glass. Ellen lifted the champagne toward the darkening distance beyond the bar entrance.

      “To the one who came,” she said, and drank.
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