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For a moment, the falling feels like something else entirely—like a brief, wild glimpse of freedom.

But the surface comes too soon, shattering against her skin—a pane of glass—knocking the air from her lungs. Or perhaps it is she who has shattered. She is no longer herself, no longer a single person but divided and adrift in the darkness. The burn in her lungs is too unbearable; her mind begins to soften to make room for the pain.

Strange thoughts come to her through the cold: Here there is no beauty.

This much is an unexpected relief.

But the body wants what it wants: please, it begs. Her body begins to fight; her face seeks the sparse starlight above, already so far away. Someone once told her that the stars were merely sewing pins, holding the black sky up so that it did not come down on the world and suffocate it. Her brief calm gives way to panic. A powerful, unstoppable desire possesses her—it isn’t life calling to her, demanding another chance, but love. We all deserve a second chance. The thought seems to arise not from within her but around her, even as the currents pull her deeper, as a frigid fog entangles her mind.

The surface is unfathomably high now, untouchable. The cold is everywhere, pushing, begging to be let in.

I can give you another chance, the waters seem to say. I can make all of this go away if you let me.

It is a promise. The waves are no longer pulling her down but holding her in their arms, waiting for her response.

She opens her mouth at last. Water floods in, forming the answer.
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18 September 1916

For the attention of the director
Morninggate Asylum, Liverpool

Dear Sir,

I write in the hope that you may be of assistance in a very sensitive matter.

My dear daughter, Annie, disappeared unexpectedly from our home in the little village of Ballintoy four years ago. My wife and I have been searching for her ever since. We have made inquiries of hospitals and convalescent facilities, as our daughter was in a distraught state when we last saw her and suffering from injury, perhaps of a more grievous nature than we thought at the time. We began with facilities close to us, in Belfast and Lisburn and Bangor, but when we failed to locate her, we worked our way out, eventually crossing the Irish Sea to Liverpool.

We wrote to fifty-five hospitals in all. Having met with no luck, it was suggested that we might expand our inquiries to facilities such as your own. Since childhood, our Annie has always been extraordinarily sensitive to the emotions possessed by all members of her sex. These emotions, however, can be both a blessing and a curse: a woman without these qualities would be a cold, heartless thing indeed, but to be possessed of too much love is no kindness. As her father, I at times cannot help but wish there had been a way to temper this quality in my dear Annie.

And so I write to you, kind sir, to inquire as to whether there might be a woman in your establishment matching my Annie’s description. She would be twenty-two years of age and stand five foot six inches tall. She is a shy, soft-spoken lass who can go a week without a word to anyone.

I pray that you will be able to end our nightmare and return our Annie to us. Yes, in a word, she ran away from the home we provided for her, but we suspect that it is merely her own fear of censure that keeps her away. Please know, sir, that we are pursuing this matter outside the law in order to preserve Annie’s privacy and dignity. I pray we may count on your discretion. I imagine, in your position, you see a goodly number of women in situations like my Annie’s.

She is our only daughter and, despite her frailties, her weaknesses, despite anything she may have done, we love her dearly. Tell her that her brothers pray nightly for her return and her room remains exactly as when she left it, in the hope that we will take her again in her family’s loving embrace.

Yours respectfully,

Jonathan Hebbley

Ballintoy, Civil Parish, County Antrim, N. Ireland
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25 September 1916

Morninggate Asylum, Liverpool

Dear Mr. Hebbley,

I received your touching letter concerning your daughter, Annie, Friday last week. While I am not unsympathetic to your tragic situation, I regret to say that I am unable to cooperate.

The Lunacy Act of 1890 has wrought many changes in the legal constraints governing institutions such as Morninggate. The act has driven facilities to create hitherto unimagined internal policies, designed—in my opinion—to protect the institution against spurious legal claims rather than for the benefit of its patients. At Morninggate, these policies extend to safeguarding our patients’ privacy. It is for this reason that I must respectfully decline to answer. It is a matter, you see, of protecting the privacy of the afflicted, who often suffer greatly due to the general public’s prejudices against those with disorders of the nerves and mind.

Please do not construe this reply as either affirmation or denial of knowledge of your daughter’s presence at Morninggate. As administrator of this institution, I am bound by law.

Your servant,

Nigel Davenport

Physician and Director, Morninggate Asylum

Byshore Mews, Liverpool, England
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Chapter One


October 1916

Morninggate Asylum

Liverpool



She is not mad.

Annie Hebbley pokes her needle into the coarse gray linen, a soft color, like the feathers of the doves that entrap themselves in the chimneys here, fluttering and crying out, sometimes battering themselves to death in a vain effort to escape.

She is not mad.

Annie’s eyes follow the needle as it runs the length of the hem, weaving in and out of fabric. In and out. In and out. Sharp and shining and so precise.

But there is something in her that is hospitable to madness.

Annie has come to understand the erratic ways of the insane—the crying fits, incoherent babblings, violent flinging of hands and feet. There is, after days and weeks and years, a kind of comforting rhythm to them. But no, she is not one of them. Of that she is certain.

Certain as the Lord and the Blessed Virgin, her da’ might once have said.

There are a dozen female patients hunched over their sewing, making the room warm and stuffy despite the meagerness of the fire. Work is thought to be palliative to nervous disorders, so many of the inmates are given jobs, particularly those who are here due more to their own poverty than any ailment of mind or body. While most of the indigent are kept in workhouses, Annie has learned, quite a few find their way to asylums instead, if there are any empty beds to keep them. Not to mention the women of sin.

Whatever their reasons for turning up at Morninggate, most of the women here are meek enough and bend themselves to the nurses’ direction. But there are a few of whom Annie is truly afraid.

She pulls in tight to herself as she works, not wanting to brush up against them, unable to shake the suspicion that madness might pass from person to person like a disease. That it festers the way a fine mold grows inside a milk bottle left too long in the sun—undetectable at first but soon sour and corrupting, until all the milk is spoiled.

Annie sits on a hard little stool in the needle room with her morning’s labor puddled in her lap, but it is the letter tucked inside her pocket that brushes up against her thoughts unwillingly, a glowing ember burning through the linen of her dress. Annie recognized the handwriting before she even saw the name on the envelope. She has reread it now at least a dozen times. In the dark cover of night, when no one is looking, she kisses it like a crucifix.

As if drawn to the sin of Annie’s thoughts, a nurse materializes at her shoulder. Annie wonders how long she has been standing there, studying Annie. This one is new. She doesn’t know Annie yet—not well, anyway. They leave Annie to the late arrivals on staff, who haven’t yet learned to be frightened of her.

“Anne, dear, Dr. Davenport would like to see you. I’m to escort you to his office.”

Annie rises from her stool. None of the other women glance up from their sewing. The nurses never turn their backs to the patients of Morninggate, so Annie shuffles down the corridor, the nurse’s presence like a hot poker at her back. If Annie could get a moment alone, she would get rid of the letter. Stash it behind the drapes, tuck it under the carpet runner. She mustn’t let the doctor find it. Just thinking of it again sends a tingle of shame through her body.

But she is never alone at Morninggate.

In the dusty reflection of the hall windows they appear like two ghosts—Annie in her pale, dove-gray uniform, the nurse in her long cream skirt, apron, and wimple. Past a long series of closed doors, locked rooms, in which the afflicted mutter and wail.

What do they scream about? What torments them so? For some, it was gin. Others were sent here by husbands, fathers, even brothers who don’t like the way their women think, don’t like that they are outspoken. But Annie shies away from learning the stories of the truly mad. There’s undoubtedly tragedy there, and Annie’s life has had enough sadness.

The building itself is large and rambling, constructed in several stages from an old East India Company warehouse that shuttered in the 1840s. In the outdoor courtyard, where the women do their exercises in the mornings, the walls are streaked with sweat and spittle, smeared with dirty handprints and smudges of dried blood. Luckily the gaslights are kept low, for economy’s sake, giving the grime a pleasantly warm hue.

They pass the men’s wing; sometimes, Annie can hear their voices through the wall, but today they’re quiet. The men and women are kept separate because some of the women suffer from a peculiar nervous disorder that makes their blood run hot. These women cannot abide the sight of a man, will break out in tremors, try to tear off their clothes, will chew through their own tongues and fall down convulsing.

Or so they say. Annie has never seen it happen. They like to tell stories about the patients, particularly the female ones.

But Annie is safe here, from the great big world. The world of men. And that is what matters. The small rooms, the narrow confines are not so different from the old cottage in Ballintoy, four tiny rooms, the roiling Irish Sea not twenty paces from her front door. Here, the air in the courtyard is ripe with the smell of ocean, too, though if it is close by, Annie cannot see it, has not seen it in four years.

It is both a comfort and a curse. Some days, she wakes from nightmares of black water rushing into her open mouth, freezing her lungs to stone. The ocean is deep and unforgiving. Families in Ballintoy have lost fathers and brothers, sisters and daughters to the sea for as long as she can remember. She’s seen the water of the Atlantic Ocean choked with hundreds of bodies. More bodies than are buried in all of Ballintoy’s graveyard.

And yet on other days, she wakes to find plaster beneath her fingernails where she has scratched at the walls, desperate to get out, to return to it. Her blood surges through her veins with the motion of the sea. She craves it.

On the far side of the courtyard they enter the small vestibule that leads to the doctors’ private rooms. The nurse indicates that Annie should step aside as she knocks and then, at a command to enter, unlocks the door to Dr. Davenport’s office. He rises from behind his desk and gestures to a chair.

Nigel Davenport is a young man. Annie likes him, has always felt he has the well-being of his patients in mind. She’s overheard the nurses talk about how difficult it is for the parish to get doctors to remain at the asylum. Their job is discouraging when so few patients respond to treatment. Plus, it’s far more lucrative to be a family doctor, setting bones and delivering babies. He is always nice to her, if formal. Whenever he sees her, he thinks about the incident with the dove. They all do. How she was found once cradling a dead bird in her arms, cooing to it like a baby.

She knows it wasn’t a baby. It was just a bird. It had fallen out of the flue, hit the hearth in a puff of loose feathers. Dirty, sooty bird, and yet beautiful in its way. She only wanted to hold it. To have something of her own to hold.

He folds his hands and rests them on the desktop. She stares at his long fingers, the way they fold into one another. She wonders if they are strong hands. It is not the first time she has wondered this. “I heard you received another letter yesterday.”

Her heart trembles inside her chest.

“It is against our policy to intrude too much on our patients’ privacy, Annie. We don’t read patients’ mail, as they do at other homes. We are not like that here.” His smile is kind, but there is a slight furrow between his brows and Annie has the strangest urge to press her finger there, to smooth the soft flesh. But of course she would never. Voluntary touching is not allowed. “Here, you may show us only of your own free will. But you can see how these letters would be a matter of concern for us, don’t you?”

His voice is gentle, encouraging, almost a physical caress in the stillness. Bait. She remains silent, as if to speak would be to touch him back. Perhaps if she doesn’t respond, he will stop pressing. Perhaps she will vanish into air if she is quiet enough. She used to play this game all the time in the vast fields and cliffsides of Ballintoy—the recollection returns with startling clarity: the Vanishing Game. Generally, it worked. She could go whole days drifting in the meadow behind the house, imagining stories, without ever being seen or spoken to. A living phantom.

The doctor stretches his neck against his high collar. He has a good, solid neck. Hands, too. He could easily overpower her. That is probably the point of such strength. “Perhaps you would like to show it to me, Annie? For your own peace of mind? It’s not good to have secrets—secrets weigh on you, hold you down.”

She shivers. She longs to share it and burns to hide it. “It’s from a friend.”

“The friend who used to work with you aboard the passenger ship?” He pauses. “Violet, wasn’t it?”

She starts to panic. “She’s working on another ship now. She says they are in dire need of help and she wonders if I would return to service.” There. It’s out.

His dark eyes study her. She cannot resist the weight of his expectation. She has never been good at saying no; all she has ever wanted was to please people, her father, her mother. To please all of them. To be good.

Like she once was.

My good Annie, the Lord favors good girls, said her da’.

She reaches into her pocket and hands him the letter. She can hardly stand to watch him read, feeling as though it is not the letter but her own body that has been exposed.

Then he glances up at her, and slowly his mouth forms a smile.

“Don’t you see, Annie?”

She knots her hands together in her lap. “See?” She knows what he’s going to say next.

“You know that you’re not really sick, not like the others, don’t you?” He says these words kindly, as though he is trying to spare her feelings. As though she doesn’t already know it. “We debated the morality of keeping you here, but we were reluctant to discharge you because— Well, frankly, we didn’t know what to do with you.”

Annie had no recollection of her own past when she was admitted to Morninggate Asylum. She woke up in one of the narrow beds, her arms and legs bruised, not to mention the awful, aching wound on her head. A constable had found her unconscious behind a public house. She didn’t appear to be a prostitute—she was neither dressed for it nor stinking of gin.

But no one knew who she was. At the time, Annie scarcely knew herself. She couldn’t even tell them her name. The physician had no choice but to sign the court order to detain her at the asylum.

Her memory has, over time, begun to return. Not all of it, though; when she tries to recall certain things, all she gets is a blur. The night the great ship went down is, of course, cut into her memory with the prismatic perfection of solid ice. It’s what came before that feels unreal. She remembers the two men, each in their turn, though sometimes she feels as though they have braided together in her mind into just one man, or all men. And then, before that: fragments of green fields and endless sermons, intoned prayer and howling northern wind. A world too unfathomably big to comprehend.

A terrible, gaping loneliness that has been her only companion for four years.

Surely it is better to be kept safe inside this place, while the world and its secrets, its wars, its false promises, are kept away, outside the thick brick walls.

Dr. Davenport looks at her with that same wavering smile. “Don’t you think, Annie?” he is saying.

“Think what?”

“It would be wrong to keep you here, with the war on. Taking up a bed that could be used for someone who is truly unwell. There are soldiers suffering from shell shock. Everton Alley teems with poor and broken spirits, tormented by demons from their time on the battlefield.” His eyes are dark and very steady. They linger on hers. “You must write to the White Star office and ask for your old job, as your friend suggests. It’s the right thing to do under the circumstances.”

She is stunned, not by his assertions but that this is all happening so quickly. She is having trouble keeping up with his words. A slow dread creeps into her chest.

“You’re fine, my dear. You’re just scared. It’s understandable—but you’ll be right as rain once you see your friend and start working again. It’s about time, anyway, don’t you think?”

She can’t help but feel stubbornly rejected, spurned, almost. For four years, she’s managed things so that she could stay. Kept her secrets. Was careful not to disrupt anything, not to do anything wrong.

She has been so good.

Now her life, her home, the only security she knows, is being ripped away from her and she is once more being forced out into the unknown.

But there is no turning back. She knows she cannot refuse him this, cannot refuse him anything. Not when he has been so kind.

He folds up the letter and holds it out to her. Her gaze lingers on his strong hands. Her fingers brush against his when she takes it back. Forbidden.

“I should be happy to sign the release papers,” her doctor says. “Congratulations, Miss Hebbley, on your return to the world.”
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3 October 1916

My dear Annie,

I hope this letter finds you. Yes, I am writing again even though I have not heard from you since the letter you sent via the White Star Line head office. You can understand why I continue to write. I pray your condition has not worsened. I was sorry to read of your current situation, although, from your letter, you do not sound unwell to me. Can you ever forgive me for losing track of you after that Terrible Night? I didn’t know if you had lived or died. I feared I would never see you again.

To speak to the question that may still be weighing on your mind: I have received no further knowledge of what happened to the baby. Throughout the cold and miserable evening waiting in the lifeboat, silently praying to God to spare us, I held her tight to my chest to keep her warm. But when we were rescued by the Carpathia, as I mentioned in my last letter, I was forced to surrender her to the crew, and I have since gathered that she was likely left at an orphanage. You must consider that she may be lost to you and to me forever.

I’m so sorry, Annie.

Let me turn my attention now to you, dear friend. It grieves me to think of you wasting away behind the walls of an asylum. Whatever melancholy has possessed you since that fateful night, you must rise above it. I know that you can. I remember the girl who was my roommate on that doomed ship. I shall never forget the last time I saw you, jumping into those dark, icy waters. We thought you had lost your mind, made senseless by the terrible shock of it all. But only you had seen the baby tumble into the water. Only you knew that there wasn’t a moment to waste. Annie Hebbley is the bravest girl I have ever known, I thought that night.

That is how I know you will survive your current circumstances, Annie. You are stronger than you think.

I am no longer a stewardess but a nurse now, as part of the war effort. The ship on which I currently serve is a twin to that lovely one we both knew so well. Imagine if you can, however, that all its finery has been transformed, like Cinderella returned to her life as a scullery maid! HMHS Britannic has been fitted out as a hospital ship. The crystal chandeliers are gone, as is the flocked paper from the walls of the grand staircase. Now all is whitewash and canvas duck and everything smells of antiseptic, always antiseptic. The ballroom has been remade into a series of operating stations, the pantries made to hold stocks of surgical equipment. The wards can accommodate thousands of patients. The nurses and rest of the crew occupy many of the first-class staterooms, where you and I would’ve once made the beds and doted on passengers.

Annie, the Britannic is still in desperate need of nurses. I beg you, again, to consider reprising your career at sea to come to work with me. I shan’t lie to you: we see injuries almost too terrible to be borne. What they say in the newspapers is true: this is surely the war to end all wars, for we could never surpass its horrors. These boys need you, Annie—to lift their spirits, to remind them of what’s waiting for them at home. You will be the best tonic in the world for them.

And, if I am truthful, you will be the best tonic in the world for me. I have come to miss you terribly, Annie. There are few people who would understand what we have been through. Few people to whom I could admit that I still am haunted by that night, that it comes in my dreams monthly, weekly, and that I still sometimes cry out in fright. Who could understand why I still make my living on the water, why I am bound to it when it has shown me what awfulness it can do.

You, I am sure, will understand. I would be surprised if you did not suffer these same afflictions and fears yourself because you, too, are bound to the sea. I always sensed that in you.

Write, Annie, and tell me that you’ll join me on the Britannic. I have already filed a letter of recommendation for you with the London office. We depart from Southampton terminal on the twelfth of November. I pray to see you before we sail.

Yours most fondly,

Violet Jessop
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Chapter Two


11 November 1916

Southampton, England

HMHS Britannic



Charlie Epping is a man who respects a finely waged war, the way that others respect a well-made watch.

People so often misunderstand what war is—they think it’s scattered, chaotic. But it is an incredibly sophisticated, constantly moving set of coded messages and information, quantities, commands, bodies, supplies, numbers, logistics. Those who can master the patterns can save countless lives. And what better business in the world is there than that?

He takes a long drag on his cigarette. The sky is wonderfully blue over Southampton, the kind of crisp autumn day that makes a man happy to be alive, though come night out on the open water it’ll be brittle cold—brutal, even.

He leans forward, one foot on the railing, to watch the activity below. He’s on the boat deck not far from his station in the radio room. From his perch a hundred feet above the froth of churning waves breaking against the piles, he has a clear view of all the activity, men on the other decks and the pier below. It’s like a colony of ants, the men reduced to black dots, scrabbling to and fro to get the giant ship ready to leave tomorrow.

He has a million things to do, too, him and Toby Sullivan, the second radio operator: There are tests to run to make sure the fancy Marconi wireless telegraphy system works properly. Wireless is new. Like most Marconi operators, Epping volunteered for the training as soon as he joined the military. He likes the idea of learning a trade and sees a future in wireless.

Some days are busy for the radio operators, others less so. At sea, they can pick up transmissions only when they are in line of sight with another ship, or close to one of the wireless stations. The technology is cranky and mercurial. Weather affects transmission, as does the time of day. There are codes to memorize, numbers that represent standard commands. And then there is Morse code itself. Epping knows it so well that he finds his mind translating words into dots and dashes even in conversation, swears he hears the tap of the stylus in his sleep.

He throws the nub of his cigarette over the railing, his eye following its motion, like a flying dash against the repeating whitecaps. Then he checks his pocket watch: the morning pouch should’ve been delivered by now. Orders and intelligence reports come up twice a day from Southern Command at Tidworth Camp, and it’s the radio operators’ job to sort through them. Things will slow down once they are at sea, but for now he and Sullivan are hard-pressed to keep up.

The Britannic was converted from a grand ocean liner—the most luxurious ever built, or so at least they tell him. Unlike purpose-made military vessels, the ship has proper stairs instead of ladders. The alleyways are wide. There are plenty of portholes. You don’t feel boxed in on this ship, the way you do on a cruiser or battleship. Epping’s gotten so used to close quarters over the last few years that the sheer amount of open space on board the Britannic sometimes makes him feel as though he doesn’t know what to do with his own arms.

Of course, the ship has a rather notorious sister. Command was upfront about the Titanic disaster from the beginning, assembled the entire crew to explain all the improvements that had been made to the Britannic in response to the tragedy. Doubled the hull and sealed all the bulkheads, all the way to the top. This ship is much safer than the other one, they were assured. No need to be nervous.

And Epping’s not the nervous type. Can’t be when you’ve got a floating ballroom that’s been converted to a sleeping ward for the sick and dying: men torn to pieces like rag dolls, missing arms and legs, faces ripped apart by shrapnel, lungs destroyed by phosgene gas. The doctors say the carnage is greater for this war because modern weaponry is so much deadlier.

Having retrieved the mail pouch from its hook on the pier, Epping returns to the radio room, where Toby Sullivan points to a stack of papers at the telegraph station. “We forgot to send the updated crew list to Tidworth. Can you take care of it?”

Charlie doesn’t mind; he’s three times as fast on the stylus as Toby, who hasn’t completely memorized Morse just yet and still gets hung up on letters—and not just the ones that are rarely used, like the Q’s and X’s and Z’s, but also the ones that are only slightly uncommon, like J’s and V’s. Charlie sits down in front of the crew ledger, picking out the names of those who came on board since the last report, and makes a check mark in pencil beside each. There is a list of information they need to send on each crewman: name, last held position, age, residence, next of kin.

Then he taps in the preamble: From HMHS Britannic to Southern Command, Tidworth Camp … dot dot dot dot, dash dash …

He moves his finger to the ledger and finds the first entry. Edgar Donnington, Uxbridge Shoring, age 34, Ickenham, Mrs. Agnes Donnington (wife).

Then to the next.

Anne Hebbley. Titanic …

He pauses. A survivor. Makes a mental note to find out more. The girl must either be a hardy one or extraordinarily lucky to have lived—or both. He can only imagine the stories she must have.

He goes on, tapping in her data: age 22, Liverpool. For next of kin, he quickly punches dash dot pause dash dash dash …

None.
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Chapter Three


12 November 1916

Southampton, England

HMHS Britannic



It is easy to imagine, as Annie stands on the dock, squinting into the brilliant morning sun, a world without past, only future. Before her heaves the great Britannic and beyond it, the open sea.

Now that she is here, she feels the rise of determination in her—an urgency. She had been right to come.

The entire journey from Morninggate, she felt exhausted and exposed, worn down by all the people everywhere. Drivers and innkeepers, policemen and shoe polishers and street peddlers. Dr. Davenport had directed two nurses to take her into town a couple of times before the journey, to help her acclimate to crowds and noise. But since then, life has been a great roaring tide hurtling at her: the train to London, then Waterloo Station to catch another train out to Southampton to the great port. It was all almost too much at first, and she had to sit on the train with her eyes closed, clutching her little drawstring purse to her chest because she was afraid she’d misplace it—that she’d misplace herself. Fear was a chained dog, startling and rough and always dangerously close, stretching its leash, baring fangs.

By the time she got to London, the first leg of her trip behind her, she’d gotten used to the constant movement beneath her and the press of so many bodies. Gotten used to being surrounded, once again, by strange voices and smells and sights, even if she still felt them like a film of cobweb against her skin.

Even if everywhere she looked, she expected to see a familiar face in the crowds, imagined she’d spotted Mark—the wash of dark hair and the handsome cut of his face, the knowing gaze.

Even if every time it was not him but a stranger, she felt an old ache reopen in her chest.

Inside Morninggate, too, she often used to think she’d seen him among the other patients or strolling the lane outside the walls. But now she knows it’s only her mind playing tricks. Mark died four years ago in the frozen black waters of the northern Atlantic.

Arriving in Southampton, she is again swamped by sensation. She remembers this feeling—somewhat—from that first time, when she came to work on the Titanic. She’d been in a complete whirl then, a child in disposition if not age, on the run from Ballintoy. That time, it was like an unseen hand had guided her—a guardian angel? She had known intuitively the right train to board, which street would lead to the White Star Line office. Strange men had offered to help the lost-looking young woman, and it was her guardian angel who told her which one would put her right and which one would try to lead her into a lonely alley.

It wasn’t trust, or intuition, but something else that had swooped in, in the absence of both, to guide her.

The man in the White Star Line office is one of the good ones—whose eyes don’t seem to judge, whose hands don’t seem to linger. He leads her to the ship, insisting on carrying her satchel, a slight embarrassment for her because it is so light. All that’s in it are a few objects of her personal possession—a Morninggate-issued hairbrush; a few barrettes and things accrued from inmates who’d traded them with Annie for favors; and of course, the brooch, a fine item far more valuable than the rest, and one Annie has held on to since her days on the Titanic.

The officer undoubtedly thinks she must be a very poor lass to have so little. She can’t explain that she had nothing else but her gray linen Morninggate uniform, that the dress, hat, and shoes she wears were plucked from a stash of old clothes that had been donated to the hospital, and that the money for the rail tickets and meals came out of Dr. Davenport’s own wallet. It is a different kind of Vanishing Game she is playing now, to dress in clothes meant for another woman, of another build and another time. To move among all these people as if she were one of them, even while knowing, deep down, that she is not one of them. That she is separate, somehow. That she is still alone.

Making her way across the docks takes her back to her first day on the Titanic. The crowds, the chaos. Bodies everywhere, each seemingly headed in a different direction. Lanes choked with wagons loaded with cargo and luggage. Carriages for the richer passengers picking through the crowds, drivers yelling to be heard over the hubbub, horses snorting nervously. Annie lifts her skirt so she doesn’t have to look at her feet and can keep her eyes trained on the White Star Line man, who keeps disappearing in the crowds.

“Here she is,” he says as they draw up on a dock. He hands her a piece of paper. “Give that to the first officer.” He deposits the satchel at her feet. Then he leaves.

Annie claps a hand to her hat as she looks up, up, up at the ship’s four huge funnels, like turrets on a castle. The Britannic is the spitting image of her sister, the Titanic—aside from the paint job, meant to distinguish it as a hospital ship. A familiar tingle washes over her, head to foot, and she is flooded with memories of that first ship. A floating palace in every sense: the grand staircase, the beautifully appointed dining rooms, the posh cabins. She remembers the passengers most vividly, of course, the first-class passengers in the twelve cabins she served as stewardess. They were rich; some of them famous. She remembers the Americans especially, with their peculiar accents and funny ways. So forward, so pushy, so unbound. But then she remembers that many of them are dead and she stops herself.

No. Now is not the time to mourn. If she looks back too long, she knows what will happen: How the black tides will once again close over her head, and she’ll go under. How the grief and the loss and the horror will be too much.

For now, she needs to keep her wits about her and find the first officer and get on with things. After all, there is still a mission to accomplish.

There is still—somewhere out there—the child. Mark’s child.

She marches up the gangplank. Everyone is in a uniform, without exception, and these are serious uniforms, not the White Star Line livery that she’s used to. The men wear drab olive wool, the nurses in sweeping blue skirts with capes over their shoulders against the chill, faces framed by wimples. Everyone is busy, intent on whatever it is they’ve been set to do. No one pays any attention to her.

Inside, it’s even more different. She finds it hard to imagine this ship was ever like the Titanic, it’s been changed so much, like a woman just after childbirth—ragged and pale and vacant.

Inside, it could be any hospital. If you weren’t near a porthole or door, you wouldn’t know you were on a ship. Everything that made the Titanic sparkling and grand has been taken away. There are no deck chairs or card tables, no crystal chandeliers or wicker chaises. It is all antiseptic and uniform. Rows of cots for the patients, cupboards filled with supplies. And everywhere: bustle. Nurses supervise as men are loaded onto stretchers. Orderlies pass by with full stretchers, making their way to ambulances waiting on the dock below, then return with empty stretchers for the next lot. Some patients make their way on foot—arms in slings, heads wrapped, usually escorted by a nurse or orderly. There is as much commotion as on the Titanic’s boarding day. Annie remembers the crush of humanity that had come up the gangplanks that day and instinctively takes a deep breath. So many people, it had felt like she was being swamped by a giant wave. Swamped and sucked under.

But these are no guests, only survivors, each with a story tucked inside their bandages—wounds, pains, visions of shrapnel, explosions, and terrors she can’t fathom. These are the half dead.

And the bustling staff have signed on to attend to them, to usher them either back to our world or into the one beyond. An altogether different kind of voyage.

Ahead, two men confer with a serious-looking man in a crisp uniform—probably an officer. She approaches, paper in her outstretched hand. “Pardon me, but I’m hoping one of you might help me find the first officer? I was told to report to him.”

The trio stop to look at her. The tall one eyes her up and down with the disapproving air of a schoolmaster, then snatches the paper out of her hand, reading it quickly. “This says you’re a new staff nurse, yes? A Miss Hebbley? Reporting for duty?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“Nurses are matron’s responsibility. Epping,” he says, handing the paper off to one of the two men, a thin lad with hair the color of straw, “take Miss Hebbley to Sister Merrick, will you? We can’t have her walking the decks, can we?”

She follows Epping in a haze as he picks up her satchel and leads her down passageways that are both familiar and unfamiliar. He ducks through traffic easily, constantly looking over his shoulder for her, a bright but crooked smile playing across his face, like sunlight on the water. “We just got in a few days ago, which is why things are so busy. We got over a thousand patients to discharge. We’re about to head out again.”

“Are you an orderly?”

“Naw. I’m one of the wireless operators.” He sticks out his hand. “Charlie Epping.”

They shake. His hand is not large but not small. His grip is warm but formal. His movements are precise. “Annie Hebbley,” she says, her voice soft under his touch. “May I tell you a secret, Mr. Epping? I don’t know anything about nursing.” She’s not sure why she said it—except that the light in his grin makes her feel safe. Or not safe but not invisible.

And after all, it’s not strictly true. She has spent the last four years watching nurses and knows everything they do and say. She feels she could pass for one, at least. She often feels she has spent her life passing for something.

She’s not sure what response she was hoping for, but he simply shrugs. “They’ll teach ya. They’ll assign a senior nurse to show you the ropes. You’ll catch on in no time.”

By now he has taken her to the grand staircase, which, she is happy to see, hasn’t been taken down and replaced with something more sedate. It looks funny to her without the beautiful flocked wallpaper behind it, or plush carpets underfoot, and with the soldiers and nurses rushing by instead of ladies in fine silk gowns and men in evening dress, but familiar all the same.

“I remember this,” she says, touching the carved handrail.

He gives her a skeptical look. “You been here before? That wasn’t in the notes.”

A blush warms her cheeks. “Not on this ship, no, but the Titanic, yes. I suppose now you’ll think me a very unlucky person.”

“Not at all! Now I remember you from the register. You must know Miss Violet Jessop ….”

“She’s the one who encouraged me to come. We used to be good friends.”

Epping smiles broadly. “She’s like my big sister. Let me get you introduced to Sister Merrick and then we’ll go looking for Violet.”

But there’s something about his generosity, his kindness, that makes her feel weighted down and sad. He is buoyant—of another dimension, one that does not experience the friction of the world in the same way she does. His fingers dart around the edges of a cigarette he twirls in his hand, and all she can think is ease. She has never felt that. She is more like the cigarette itself, passed from hand to mouth to earth, sucked dry and then forgotten.

Or perhaps she is the smoke, blown into the air, made invisible at the meeting of the lips.

Once they find Sister Merrick, it is quickly apparent that there will be no leisurely reunion with Violet, not for now, anyway. The woman looks down her long nose at Annie. “Thank you, Epping, for bringing her to me, but that will be all. I’m sure you’re needed elsewhere.” It’s clear she doesn’t want him to linger here in her domain, and so he touches his cap to them both and scurries off, leaving Annie with this imposing woman.

She turns to Annie, again peering down at her. Sister Merrick is tall and stout, with a sagging bosom that strains at the top of her pinafore. “First things first. We will get you a uniform and get you situated in a cabin. Then we’ll start you on duty.”

“Ma’am?” Annie is already dead on her feet. She was up at six o’clock at the boardinghouse in order to be packed and ready to catch the train on time.

The nurse gives her a withering look. “You’re coming to us with no nursing experience, Miss Hebbley. In just a few days’ time, we’ll be in a war zone taking on fresh patients. You have a lot to learn and there’s not a moment to spare.” She calls over another nurse, a young one with kind eyes. “Find her a bunk and let her get changed into a proper uniform, and then I want to see her back here.”

The young nurse’s name is Hazel, a London girl whose sweetheart is fighting on the Continent. She has been on one run with Britannic, she cheerfully tells Annie as she escorts her to the quartermaster for her uniform, and then down to the crews’ quarters on the lower decks. “The hours are long, but the work is very rewarding,” Hazel says through the door as Annie changes into the nurse’s uniform. “Sister Merrick is not so forbidding once you get to know her, but it does pay to stay on her good side.”

Annie wishes for all the world that she could lie down on the bunk for a little respite from the bustle and noise, but she obediently follows Hazel back to the wards. For the next few hours, she is Hazel’s shadow. The young nurse shows Annie where the supplies are, where to find blankets for the patients who are cold and water for when they are thirsty. The wounded wait to be taken off the ship, impatient to go, but there are only so many ambulances. They stop the pair of nurses over and over, demanding to be released. “You must wait for the clerk to come with your discharge papers. You’re in the military, so everything must be done nice and proper” is what Hazel says to a man who threatens to walk off the ship. “Otherwise they’ll consider you AWOL and they’ll send the police for you.”

Her most important job, Annie quickly sees, is to listen when they want to talk. At first, she finds the sight of the wounded unsettling—this is the first time she’s seen men hurt this badly, and some are grotesquely disfigured. There are men without any limbs at all, or who’ve had half their faces blown off. Men who struggle for every breath, lungs damaged by gas, and men who know they won’t live for very much longer. Men who talk to themselves in low, nonstop rambles—well, she’s seen people like this at Morninggate so that doesn’t bother her as much. And after a few hours of listening to the men as she changes dressings and straightens beds, fetches water and empties bedpans, she becomes less frightened of them. She finds the work surprisingly satisfying. It’s nice to be on the other side for a change, the one helping instead of the one being helped. The men she has met are discouraged and frightened, not sure what waits for them. They’re wounded and, in most cases, will be permanently handicapped. Their future is suddenly thrown into question. Will they ever be able to work again, or will they be a permanent burden on their families? Will their loved ones still love them? Some tell her about their families back home and—for a lucky few—the women waiting for them. She wants to tell the sad ones, You think you’ve lost everything, but you’re lucky beyond what you know. You’re here, aren’t you? On this grand ship? She wonders what these men would say if they knew that just a few scant days ago, she was a patient herself. Maybe they would find it inspirational—but she fears not. She fears they would judge her, fear her, even, like the staff at Morninggate.

She comes close to telling one man with great sad eyes. He lies on the cot, staring straight up at the ceiling. He’s not as young as many of the infantrymen, maybe in his early thirties. He rubs his thigh above where his leg ends. “What am I going to do for work when I get home? I can’t be a burden to my Maisie,” he says.

Annie knows her job is to stand in for his wife. “That’s the last thing on her mind right now,” she tells him as she plumps his pillow. “She’ll be grateful you’re alive and home with her. You’ll see.”

He kneads the leg. “You don’t know my Maisie.”

“But I’m a woman, aren’t I? I know how a woman feels, and I tell you, all your wife wants is to have you home again.” She feels a familiar dull ache in her chest. She wishes there were someone in the whole wide world who felt that way about her.

After four hours on the ward, Annie isn’t sure she wouldn’t follow the impatient young soldier down the gangplank, given the chance. She finds a chair in a corner and sits with her back to the mob, a glass of water pressed to her forehead. Her feet throb; the world spins.

Annie is just about to hoist herself to her feet—sure she’ll cry out in pain—when Hazel runs up to her. “Come quick, you’re needed on the floor,” she says, pulling Annie’s sleeve.

Annie can see there’s a problem as soon as they enter the ward. A commotion in the center of the sea of beds. A man is thrashing and yelling, fighting off the orderly who is trying to hold him down. Even from across the room, Annie can see that there is blood everywhere. A sea of red. For a moment, she lurches, sickened.

Hazel gives her a little push. “Help Gerald. I’m going to find a doctor.”

It’s not until Annie is at his bedside that she can see what has happened: the man has tried to kill himself. He ripped the dressing off his fresh amputation and opened the sutures. He seems to have cut a ragged line across his throat, too, though Annie’s not sure how he managed that. She stares at him, too stunned to react. Gerald, the orderly, soaked in the man’s blood, has him pinned to the mattress but is helpless to do anything else. He looks bug-eyed at Annie over his shoulder. “Well then? Try to stop the bleeding. Hurry!” The blood loss is severe: the man is already swooning under Gerald’s weight.

Blood blooms through the dressings, reddening, blackening at the edges. Annie is not sure what to do. She flails around for a second, then sees the man’s stockings on the floor. She begins to move almost without thought: picks one up and cinches it around his thigh as a tourniquet, pulling the knot as tight as she can. Wraps the other around the man’s throat—but not so tight that it will cut off his breath. She rips the sheet into strips and winds it around his throat like a mummy. That’s as far as she gets before the man goes limp and Gerald is able to sprint to the equipment station for a proper tourniquet and bandages. She leans over the unconscious man, fussing with her work until Gerald returns.

And that’s when she realizes she recognizes the patient’s face. She had been talking to this man a few hours earlier. The one with the sad eyes. His wife’s name is Maisie. He was a roofer before the war. How would he be able to work with only one leg? He couldn’t climb up and down ladders. What could he do now? He was too old to look for another profession, he’d said.

Hazel returns with a doctor. They both look askance at Annie in her bloody clothing for a millisecond before falling on the patient, the doctor barking out orders for Hazel and the orderly. It’s like a train wreck. She’s crawled from the wreckage: her moment has passed, and Annie can only stagger backward in a daze. This is all her fault. Was there something she’d missed when she’d been talking to him before? She can’t help but feel she should have known he was about to try to take his life. Should have felt it, sensed the will to live slipping away from him like a visceral loss, like a change in air pressure.

By some miracle, Violet Jessop finds her in the alleyway, swaying deliriously on her feet. “You can’t stand out here covered in blood,” she says, as chipper and full of business as she’d been on the Titanic—as if they’ve been working side by side ever since then, instead of parted all this time. She bundles Annie under her arm, and Annie, weak and overwhelmed, does little to resist. After some trial and error—Annie cannot remember the way to her room, despite the fact that the floor plan is the same as the Titanic’s—they find Annie’s cabin. Violet sits on the bunk while Annie scrubs her hands and face and changes back into her discarded dress.

“I’m so sorry this had to happen to you, and so soon,” Violet says, shaking out Annie’s thick hair as though she could shake off the day’s burdens. She takes a brush and begins to run it through Annie’s hair. Annie sits on a stool like a schoolgirl. Numb. “I wish I could say it’s not always like that, but the truth is that it can be brutal at times. The doctors say these are the worst battlefield injuries they’ve ever seen. It’s heartbreaking, what’s happening to those poor men.”

“I’d spoken to him an hour earlier.”

“You can’t blame yourself.” Violet begins pinning up Annie’s thick hair. “If anyone’s to blame, it’s Sister Merrick. She shouldn’t have pushed you so hard on your first day. Let’s get you a good meal—Have you eaten anything at all today?—and then it’s to bed with you.”

Violet leaves to start her shift after dinner, so Annie wanders onto the promenade for fresh air before turning in. She looks over the water, the ceaseless rising and falling of it. She turns her face into the wind and she remembers what it’s like being at sea. To be always moving forward, toward something unseeable—the shore again, or the idea of one.

“Look who I spy! So, tell me, how was your first day?” Charlie Epping is suddenly beside her at the railing, a hand-rolled cigarette pinched between his lips. The wind drags the smoke across her face.

“It’s all … a bit much.” She has trouble meeting his eyes.

“It’s always rough at first. It will get better.” He takes another drag off the cigarette. “You’re a tough girl, you’ll survive. And how do I know? Because you survived the Titanic. Why don’t you tell me what it was like? Violet doesn’t like to talk about it.”

“Wouldn’t it scare you?”

A stream of smoke is carried over their heads. “Naw. I figure they survived—that means if anything happens to this old girl, we’ll survive, too.”

What does she remember about her time on the Titanic? All she has to do is close her eyes and it comes back to her. The halls and the bustle and the noise. The fears and the whispers and the secrets. The hidden wanting. The thrash of the waves against the sides of the boat, so far below the deck that their foam seemed like a trick of the light and not the deadly cold it really was. The falling. The screams. The darkness of the night and the little rescue flares bobbing uselessly until one by one, they died out.

She picks a safe memory, one that won’t frighten him. “Mostly I remember how cold the water was.” She rubs her upper arms reflexively, as though she could rub this phantom cold away.

“Violet said you jumped in to save a baby.”

She feels a thud at the back of her skull, like a mallet striking a bell. “Yes … That’s right. I did.” How could she forget that?

“Then you’re a hero, Miss Hebbley,” he says with a laugh.

Yet the recollection leaves her cold and hollow, not feeling like a hero at all. And she doesn’t remember anything of what happened after that.

She looks over the railing again, into the waves pounding the side of the ship. Dark green-gray water, frilly whitecaps. The wind teases a few strands of her hair loose and into her eyes … and she can feel herself in the water once more, wrapped in it, succumbing to it, called by it, by some force she didn’t know yet recognized intimately. Some voice calling her home.
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Chapter Four


10 April 1912

Southampton, England



Annie checked the tiny watch pinned to her apron and gasped. It was already 8:38 a.m. Passengers would begin boarding at 10 a.m. Captain Edward John Smith made it clear they would adhere to his schedule.

As she swept a strand of hair back, her fingers grazed the chain of the necklace she always wore, a slender gold cross. It must’ve slipped out from under the neckline of her blouse. She quickly tucked it back in place. The Catholics on staff had been warned to keep their religious insignia out of sight for the duration of the voyage: no rosaries, saints’ medals, or crosses. But she found the cool metal against her skin comforting.

She returned to the task of putting away the last of the damask napkins, swanlike and fine. There was a time when the cavernous dining hall and its echoes made her shudder, but she had gotten used to the gigantic ship being empty. And it did feel empty, even with almost nine hundred crewmen. She couldn’t imagine what it would be like once they were joined by the thousands of passengers.

The Titanic was more than her home now: it was her world. It felt as though her life had begun the day she stepped onto the ship, as if she’d crawled out of her past like a grave, reborn into the fresh sea air. It seemed, too, that she was learning everything for the first time, like a toddler: how to wear her crisp White Star Line uniform correctly, how to be understood despite her Irish accent, how to walk on the gently rolling ship.

She resolved not to be frightened by the newness of everything, instead immersing herself in work. There was no shortage of things to do on this massive ship. Stocking the linen closets with fresh-pressed tablecloths. Making beds; Annie had been told there were 7,500 blankets on board and there were times when it felt as though she’d smoothed, tucked, and folded each and every one. Counting the numbers of cups and saucers; glasses; sets of fine, expensive dishes—enough to have a complete set for every man, woman, and child in first class—entering the numbers in the quartermaster’s ledger to be checked for breakage when they docked in America. The entire staff was busy from sunup to sundown, and this on an empty ship. Annie could not imagine how she would manage once her twelve assigned cabins were occupied by living, breathing passengers.

“You’ll be on your feet for fifteen hours a day,” her roommate, Violet Jessop, had warned. Annie was glad to have been paired up with Violet, a London girl who had worked on ships for years and was impossibly worldly in Annie’s eyes.

At night, once they had finished for the day, Violet would coach Annie on what to expect from passengers. “I come from a small village in Ireland,” Annie confessed to her on the first day. “We never had servants. I don’t know how I’m supposed to act.”

Violet was amazed that Annie had landed the job at all. “White Star is particular about the women they hire,” Violet said, and Annie knew that Violet knew this firsthand. She’d heard all about Violet’s troubles getting a position because the men who did the hiring suspected young, pretty girls like Violet would be distractions to male passengers and crew. Either that, or they’d quit within a year to get married.

Annie just shrugged. “Maybe he thought I was plain enough,” she said. “And I told him I was eager to help.”

“No surprise there.” Violet narrowed her eyes. “It was probably your solicitous nature that persuaded the hiring manager to take a chance on you. Just remember not to be too solicitous—some men will try to see how much they can get away with, especially if they think you’re naive.” Then she arched an eyebrow. “Though, if you’re going to fall for a passenger, better a rich man than a poor one. There will be some very rich men on the Titanic. Women with jewels so big they’ll make your eyes water. Babies with gold teething rings. You’ll see.”

And now, in not more than an hour, she would.

Annie took a moment to marvel in the vast quiet of the empty room. She loved the ship, had never been on anything so big or so beautiful. She liked to touch the plates in the dining room—where she would be serving as part of the victualing staff—and wonder at the china as thin and delicate as paper. She liked to walk through the staterooms with their silk wallpapers and finely turned furniture, crystal chandeliers and mahogany appointments—modeled after the legendary Ritz hotel in London, Annie had been told proudly during her orientation—and pretend that it was hers, all hers. She could block out the occasional shout from a coworker or bang and crash of a hammer amid last-minute repairs, block everything out except the delicate ping of the crystal drops above her.

Were they ready for passengers? she wondered as she gave the tablecloth a final smoothing. Was she ready to lose the gracious quiet of her ship?

A steward appeared with a set of chimes at the far end of the dining room. Three bells. An hour till boarding. “Chief steward’s called a meeting in the first-class smoking room,” he called to her across the empty space, before abruptly withdrawing. Just her luck. The first-class smoking room was three decks up. She’d have to hustle.

As she hurried down the alleyway, she passed John Starr March going the other way, and smiled when he touched the brim of his cap and greeted her with a nod. John was much older than she, as old as her father. He was a postal clerk, responsible for the mailbags that were loaded on the Titanic for delivery to New York, but he was also to help out on the victualing staff. John was a bit of a celebrity among the staff, for he had survived eight incidents at sea. “One a year, regular as rain,” he told her, laughing. “I don’t even think about it no more. It’s part of the job.” Like many of the newer staff, Annie found John March’s presence reassuring.

In the smoking room, Annie found to her relief she was not the last one to arrive. As she slid into place next to Violet, she was startled to feel her friend grab her hand. It was the first time, Annie realized, she had been touched by a single other person since she’d left home. She felt amazed by what this small gesture did—she felt suddenly anchored, secure.

The other assembled stewards reminded her of the poor of Belfast: gaunt, nervous eyed, anxious. A few were broad, bloated by drink and a diet of potatoes and cabbage. There were only about two dozen women among them, and she and Violet were among the youngest; the company was notoriously difficult when it came to young single women serving on board its ships, convinced it led to moral turpitude. She wasn’t entirely sure they were wrong, judging by the behavior she’d seen on the staff decks after hours: Women as well as men wandering from cabin to cabin with a bottle of stout or whiskey, looking for drinking companions; card games and dicing in the alleyway. Men whispered temptations in your ear, when they thought they could get away with it.

But then, nearly everything about being on this ship surprised Annie—the aliveness of it all, the raw potential. The only other place where she’d been in the company of a large group of men at once had been church on Sundays, and there she’d known the names of each of them. Now, those names had slipped away into the light spring fog, evading her.

Her past: a dream of greens and grays, quickly blurring. All that remained was an acrid taste in her mouth.

Violet gave Annie’s hand another squeeze as Andrew Latimer, the chief steward, cleared his throat, shouting for quiet over the nervous chatter of her fellow stewards and stewardesses. Annie hadn’t had much time with Latimer but her impression was that he was a competent man who liked things done a certain way. Whether he was fair or kind, she hadn’t a clue.

“From this moment until we dock at our destination, you must remember that the passengers’ happiness is your paramount concern.” Latimer’s face was a florid red over the high white collar of his uniform. “Regardless of the demand placed on you, regardless of your other duties and tasks, regardless of the hour, the passengers’ needs always come first.”

Annie’s stomach tightened. What did that mean? If she were
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