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Author's Note

This is a fictional story, an adventure set on board the ill-fated RMS Titanic. I have tried to be as accurate as possible with the positions of decks cabins, stairways, et cetera; but details of the layout of the Titanic are complex, and photographs are few. She sailed on her maiden voyage April 10, 1912. She sank in the North Adantic five days later, April 15, 1912, at 2:20 A.M.Her life was short. 

Many of the names in this novel are names of real people, such as Phillips, the wireless operator. It was he who switched from the traditional distress signal CQD to the newly designated call, SOS. This was the first time in history the distress call SOS was ever sent.

Some of the names and events I used are purely fictional. I tried only to tell a story, one of the hundreds that might have happened on that first, and only, tragic voyage of the RMS Titanic.

—E. B.






Chapter 1

With a boom loud as gunfire, and then another, great chunks of ice broke free of the glacier and splashed into the dark sea. Gulls shrieked and rose. A seal curved itself and dove as the newly birthed bergs settled in the seething ocean and drifted silently south toward the shipping lanes. 

Barry O'Neill stood on the Queenstown quay, along with Mr. Scollins and Grandmother and Grandpop. In the last minutes before the leaving, the quay swarmed with excitement. People from the town were there, and some who'd come in from the country to share the thrill of the big ship's maiden voyage. It had been built in the Belfast shipyard and launched in Southampton, and was on its way to New York. There'd never been a ship like it in the history of the world. There would never be a sailing like this one again. 

It wasn't very hard to tell the watchers from the goers. The watchers were having a holiday. But for the goers and their relatives this wasn't just another day with midday dinner brought in a basket and the chance of a few hours without rain. This was the end of the old and the start of the new. This was adventure, good or bad. They stood in small clusters, silent and subdued.

Barry and Mr. Scollins were two of the goers.

Barry tightened his throat to hold back his tears. Hard enough for his grandparents, without him having a blatherfit and making things worse.

He glanced sideways at the Flynns. They stood together in a pushing, noisy bunch. There were his archenemies, Jonnie and Frank Flynn, surrounded by all the other brothers and sisters. There was Mrs. Flynn, her hair coming out of a streaky bun, flowered apron drifting below her black coat. There was Mr. Flynn, in the same old trousers and bald wool jacket he'd worn all week long, for cutting turf on Saturday, for going to mass on Sunday. 

As if sensing Barry's look, Jonnie spoke to Frank and the two of them glared, their dark Flynn scowls flying at him like black crows. One of the sisters turned, too, the one with red hair thick as a horse's tail, and she gave Barry a scornful up-and-down stare. Was she the sister who was going to America with Jonnie and Frank? She might be. The three of them had on new, stiff clothes, the fold marks still showing in them, and their boots were shiny and unscratched.

"We'll be on the same ship with you, Master O'Neill," Jonnie Flynn had said the day they'd come upon each other in front of the blacksmith shop. "Bad cess to your grandfather for making me leave Ireland. It was because of him that the others decided to come, too. They'd never let me go alone. We Flynns stick together."


"My grandfather didn't make anybody leave," Barry said fiercely 

"It was him, and you along with him. And here's something you should think about. There'll be the three of us—Franky, me, Pegeen—and only one of you. You haven't had the pleasure of meeting our sister Pegeen, but you will like her. Why wouldn't you, seeing as how she's just like me and Frank?"

Jonnie had been speaking in the high-falutin' voice he always used when he talked to Barry, the little talking that they did. As if I can help the way I speak, Barry thought. As if I haven't tried to lose the boarding school voice that comes from talking that way every day of my life since I was five years old and sent to London to the Chesterton School for Boys. He had only had the holidays with Grandmother and Grandpop to strengthen the Irish that was part of his heritage.

"I'm just as Irish as you are, so you can drop that accent," he'd yelled one day at Jonnie Flynn. "My ancestors have been here for ... since ... for centuries and centuries, longer than yours."


"My kind doesn't have ancestors," Jonnie Flynn had sneered, scuffing off down the footpath in his loose boots, which had strings for laces. 

They would all be on the same ship for the whole voyage, even though Barry and Mr. Scollins would be in first class and the Flynns would surely be in steerage. There'd be a confrontation. Well, he wasn't going to worry about them. Maybe Mr. Scollins would prove to be an ally on board the ship—though looking at him, Barry didn't think he'd be much of a help in a fight.

"Barry"—his grandmother bent forward to take a piece of lint off his dark coat—"you'll be very careful, won't you?"

"Yes, Grandmother."

"And, Mr. Scollins—I don't need to tell you this, I know, but grandmothers worry, so I trust you'll forgive me. Please take good care of our grandson." She tried to make her voice light. Barry knew that way she had of saying something serious and making it seem unimportant. "We want him to be looking fit and healthy when he meets his mother and father in New York, so they'll know we've taken good care of him all these years. So maybe they'll let him come back and visit." 

"Of course they'll know that, Grandmother. You and Grandpop have always been..." He had to stop because the tears were squeezing up past the tightness of his throat. In a minute they'd pour right out of him.

"Never you fear, Mrs. O'Neill," Mr. Scollins said in his precise manner. "I will keep an eye on him at all times."

"Well, now." Grandpop gave Barry a wink. "A fifteen-year-old boy does need a little freedom. Don't be too strict with him. We want him to enjoy the voyage."

"Here comes the tender," Mr. Scollins said, and they all turned to see the Pride of Erin chugging toward them across the last few yards of open water. She was a good-sized boat that could carry upward of a hundred passengers. Tom Henderson stood on the bow, ready to throw the thick lines, and men on the dock waited to secure them safely to the hawsers.

The crowd grew silent. "Ladies and gendemen, the baggage is safely aboard," Tom Henderson shouted. "I'll be taking the passengers to the ship momentarily." 

Such a silence then, such a tense, waiting silence.

"Well, this is it." Mr. Scollins's voice had lost its stuffiness, and excitement trembled through. Hard to remember sometimes that Mr. Scollins was only nineteen, Barry thought. Not much older than Barry was himself.

He had been one of the young men who answered the ad Grandmother and Grandpop had placed in The Irish Times:


Responsible companion-guardian for 15-year-old boy traveling by steamship from Queenstown, Ireland, to New York. First-class ticket and five guineas provided to suitable applicant.



They had interviewed nine others besides Mr. Scollins, then they'd pronounced him the most suitable applicant: not too old to be very stern, yet old enough to be trusted—for hadn't he been working with a firm of jewelers in Dublin for five years? And wasn't it fortunate and by the grace of God that his firm was expanding to America and he'd been offered a job there? 

The Pride of Erin was moored now, fastened fore and aft. The harbor surge moved her gently against the row of old oak fenders that lined the quay.

There was a sudden, terrible wail from the clustered Flynns, and Barry saw the mother, her arms wound tightly around Jonnie and Frank and the girl who must be Pegeen. "I'll not be letting you go!" the mother shouted. "God save us, how can I be letting you go, my own wee children?"

"Looks as though she has plenty of children, and some to spare," Mr. Scollins said in his stuck-up voice.

Mr. Flynn was stroking his wife's hair, murmuring to her. But some of the little Flynn children were wailing now, too, clinging to the hem of their mother's coat or holding on to the black-stockinged legs of the red-haired sister. "Pegeen, Pegeen, don't go!" they screamed.

"Ah, poor things. I feel for them." Grandmother took a handkerchief from the pocket of her coat and wiped her eyes. "Children going, mothers left behind. It's terrible hard. Could we give them a lift home, Seamus?" she asked Grandpop. 

Barry touched Grandmother's hand. She didn't know, and Grandpop didn't know either, that they'd had anything to do with the Flynn children leaving.

Grandpop raised his eyebrows. "Take the holy all of them? There's not that much room in any carriage yet built. And don't be forgetting what those Flynn boys did to my carriage, and it brand-new. The big scratch along it is there yet, no matter how much Dickie polishes it."

It was Grandpop's report about the scrape that had finally turned the court against Jonnie Flynn. "Twenty-three complaints, young man. And this one just the final straw. Take your choice. The jailhouse or out of the country."

"I meant only to take the poor mother and father. They didn't do anything. There's room now that Barry and Mr. Scollins..." Grandmother's voice trailed away.

Tom Henderson had come to shuffle about in front of them, his navy blue cap in his hand. "Madam, sir. It's time for the young gendemen to come now. I'd like them to lead the way, being as how they're the only first-class passengers we have going out of Queenstown." 

"The only ones?" Grandpop asked.

"There's four going second class, and the rest are in steerage," Tom Henderson said.

Grandmother's chin quivered. "It is time, then."

Mr. Scollins lifted the small Gladstone bag he'd insisted on keeping with him.

As if on cue, a loud blast from the big ship's funnel echoed across the ocean and rolled over them, so they clapped their hands to their ears: it set the horses that waited with the carriages and carts on the edge of the quay to whinnying and snorting.

Every head turned to look in the direction of the sound. There the ship lay, motionless, the small shapes of the passengers who had boarded at Southampton or Cherbourg dark along her rails, her four funnels big as factory smokestacks. Oh, the gleaming newness of her! Oh, the sheen and the shine! The biggest ocean-going vessel in the world. Too huge to even get into Queenstown Harbor. Waiting out there, she seemed to fill the horizon and the world. 

Some of the passengers began walking slowly toward the Pride of Erin, which would take them out to her. Walking forward but looking back as they went. Barry shook Grandpop's hand, knowing they were both crying, glad when Grandpop pulled him close so that they didn't have to see each other.

"You'll be coming home again someday," Grandpop whispered.

"Yes," Barry said.

"Your hands are like ice." Grandpop fumbled in his pockets and pulled out his old gray knitted gloves, the wool matted and thick. "Take these. They'll keep you warm."

Barry nodded.

Then it was Grandmother's turn. She hugged him against her. He smelled the old tea-rose smell that was always about her, felt the softness of the fur tippet that was draped around her neck. "Don't forget us, Barry. We love you dearly."

"I'll never forget you. Never."


He was sniffling and sobbing, though he'd promised himself he wouldn't, clutching the old worn gloves as he stumbled behind Mr. Scollins to where the tender waited. 

"Let me hold that bag for you till you get on," Tommy Henderson told Mr. Scollins.

"No, don't touch it at all. I'll take care of it myself." Mr. Scollins held the small Gladstone bag against his chest.

"All right, then, you two gendemen sit here. You'll be first off as well as first on."

They sat where he pointed.

The tender was filling quickly, few wanting to go but none wanting to be left behind. The Flynns were among the last aboard.

Barry realized he'd been watching for them. The girl, Pegeen, had been crying, too. Her eyelids were softened with tears. "Poor things," Grandmother had said. "Poor..."

"What are you gawking at, you galoot?" Frank Flynn shouted. "Keep your eyes in front of you, where they belong."

"Where I keep my eyes—," Barry began.


Jonnie Flynn interrupted. "I have a question for ya. Can ya swim?" 

"What?" Barry asked.

"Nothing, just a question." Jonnie Flynn smiled.

The Erin's engines roared to a start. Her bow started the wide circle that would turn her around and take her to the harbor mouth, where the ship waited.

Could he swim? What kind of a deadly question was that?

Barry kept looking back at Grandmother and Grandpop. Grandpop waved his hat, Grandmother her handkerchief. They were getting smaller and smaller now. Behind them, on the edge of the quay, he saw horses and carriages and carts, and he saw Dickie, the manservant who drove for Grandpop. And he saw Blossom and Midnight, their two mares. Blossom had a white splash like a flower in the middle of her forehead.

Barry swallowed hard. He didn't want to leave. He didn't. Everything, every person he loved, was here in Ireland. What did he care about going to New York, to live in a place called Brooklyn with those two strangers who were his parents? Nothing. 

In the end, though, all the arguments had failed. He was going. Grandmother and Grandpop were just two specks now among the other specks on the dock.

The sun, which had been hidden by clouds, came blinking through, filling the harbor with sparkles, turning the town into a fairy-tale place. The fields behind were velvety green. Those brown dots were cows—maybe O'Neill cows. On the faraway dock the crowd was singing. The words and the melody came drifting toward them the way snow flurries drift in the wind, coming easy, then stronger:


Will ye no' come back again?

Better loved ye'll never be.

Will ye no'come back again?



Barry looked up at the side of the ocean-going liner that towered over them, dark and steep as the black cliffs of Moher. A gangplank hung over the side. On the bow, in white letters almost as big as he was tall, was the name RMS Titanic.

"We're here," Tom Henderson said.



Chapter 2

As Tom Henderson had promised, Barry and Mr. Scollins were first up the gangplank. The railings along the top deck of the ship were already crowded with passengers. In the still ocean air Barry could hear some of the conversations above him. 

"They say they're all traveling steerage ... immigrants, you know."

An American voice then, a woman's, saying, "Wouldn't you wonder why they want to leave here? It looks so peaceful and beautiful. I wish we could have extended our trip, Walter. I would love to have taken in Ireland."

And a man answering, "It would be all right for a vacation, sweetheart, but you'd hate it if you had to live there." 

Is that so? Barry thought. Speak for yourself, you yahoo.

Stewards in white jackets with brass buttons waited at the top of the gangway. One of them stepped forward, notebook in hand. He was the smallest man Barry had ever seen, with hair as black and shiny as his little pointed black shoes. Boot polish, Barry thought quickly. On the shoes and on the hair, too.

"You'll be Master O'Neill and Mr. Scollins?" he asked. And when Scollins nodded, he said, "My name is Watley. I'll be your cabin steward. If you will kindly follow me ... May I take your bag, Mr. Scollins?"

"Thank you, no," Scollins said. "I will carry it myself."

Barry glanced back, looking for the Flynns, and he found them by the blaze of Pegeen's hair. They'd been last onto the tender, and they were last off. For a moment he watched Pegeen climb the gleaming gangway, which said White Star, Ltd. in big letters along its railing. Once she stopped and looked across the Queenstown Harbor, and Barry saw her shoulders slump. Behind her, Frank Flynn put a hand to her waist.  Plenty of us happy to be going, but plenty of us sad, Barry thought.

He and Mr. Scollins followed Watley along the lower deck, then inside and up a wide carpeted stairway where everything smelled new and luxurious, along white corridors as hushed and quiet as the corridors of the big Dublin hotels where he had often stayed with Grandmother and Grandpop. Those had always held the smell of damp and mildew—maybe even of mice. To Barry those Dublin hotels meant holidays. Would he ever know them again?

From behind some of the cabin doors they passed came the murmur of people talking. Music drifted softly. Had the voices on the Queenstown quay died away, or was "Will ye no' come back again..." still wailing across the harbor? Barry bit his lips. He would be back. He'd keep telling himself that.

"Here we are, gendemen." The steward opened the cabin door and stood aside for them to enter 

The cabin was large, with a mahogany dresser, a table with a tasseled lamp in the center, and two wingback chairs. Bigger by far than Barry's dorm room at school, bigger than his bedroom at home. There were two graceful four-poster beds edged with red brocade curtains, looped back now, but full enough to be closed for privacy.

"I have already unpacked for you gentlemen," Watley said. "Is there anything else you require?" His smile was like the smile of a ventriloquist's doll and never left his face, even when he talked.

"I don't think we require anything else at the moment." Mr. Scollins's superior voice plainly said that he was used to having his every need met, his unpacking done for him—and instantly.

"If you do require my services..." Watley touched a discreet bell by the door. "We will be sailing in about a half hour. You might like to go up on the boat deck for your last glimpse of the shoreline. Twill be a while before we see land again—but sooner than we expect, if Captain Smith gets us up to full speed. We're looking to set a record for a transadantic trip." 

"Where are the third-class passengers?" Barry asked.

"Third class, sir?" Watley's smile stayed put even while his eyebrows arched.

"There's a family there from my town," Barry said.

"The steerage passengers have accommodation on the lower decks," Watley said. "Males and females are separated, though, so the girls and women will be below in the stern, the men in the bow. I doubt if you'll see much of them till we land, sir. There's no coming and going, if you know what I mean. Mixing is not permitted."

Barry was surprised by the quick sense of relief he felt. "What stops the mixing?"

"We have notices on the gates that divide first, second, and third class," Watley said. "The wording makes it quite clear where passengers may and may not go." He paused. "Some of the first-class passengers on transadantic vessels like to go down to steerage for a lark. I believe they call it slumming, and of course that is perfectly permissible." His smile never wavered. "Third-class passengers, though, may never come up here. That would not be tolerated." 

"Quite," Mr. Scollins said.

It might not be tolerated, Barry thought, but unless all those gates were locked and without a gap in them, they wouldn't bother Jonnie and Frank Flynn. Not for a minute. There hadn't been a barbed-wire fence or a padlock in the whole of Mullinmore that they couldn't go over or under or through. Gentlemanly notices weren't going to stop them, or Pegeen either. Hadn't Jonnie told him she was just like them?

They'd be up. They'd be searching first class for him. "Can ya swim?" Jonnie had asked.

Mr. Scollins set his Gladstone bag on the table but kept a grip on the handle.

"One thing," he said to Watley. "I need to have this kept in a secure place during the voyage."

"Certainly, sir. I can take it straightaway to the purser's office, where it can be locked in his safe." 

"Thank you, but I will take it myself."

"Perhaps I would suggest that you wait, then, until after we sail," Watley said. "It's going to be rather chaodc for a while."

As soon as he left, Scollins said, "I have strict instructions from my employers never to let this bag out of my hands until it's safely locked away. And I intend to follow their orders." He lowered his voice as if he feared eavesdroppers. "This bag contains jewels. I must say, I was deeply honored that my firm entrusted them to me." He paused. "My firm, Billings and Fetters, Jewellers, O'Connell Street? You know them?"

"No," Barry said.

"Dublin's most prestigious jewelry company," Scollins said accusingly. "You must know them. Everybody does. They had planned on hiring an agent to bring these to the newly opened branch in New York. Then when they decided I was going to work for them in New York, it solved that problem. In the time that I have been in their employ, they have recognized that I am eminentiy trustworthy. They are killing two birds, so to speak, with one stone." His glance flicked to Barry. "They're also paying me a modest sum, which will be helpful to me as I start my new life." 

Another five guineas, Barry thought. Scollins knows how to make a pound or two for himself on the side.

"Shall we find our way to the promenade deck?" Scollins asked. "One should, I suppose, wave good-bye to Ireland. And good riddance to it, I say."

"Well, I don't say," Barry told him. "If I could stay in Ireland..." He stopped. What was the use? He'd never be able to talk to Mr. Scollins or tell him how he felt. He'd never want to. The truth was that those in steerage were the ones who'd understand. Not the Flynns, but others like them. Reasonable ones. They'd be the ones he could cry with. He pulled on Grandpop's gloves, ignoring Scollins's look of disgust and the tone of his voice when he asked, "Do you think you'll need those?"

"I think I'll need them," Barry said.


They went up a different wide staircase, all oak and wrought iron, passing the first-class dining salon on the way. Barry saw the tables with their white linen cloths, the silver and crystal already set for the evening meal. The walls were hung with tapestries; the chandeliers glittered. Was it possible this was a ship? There was no movement. No feeling of ocean around them or under them. 

As if to reassure him, one of the funnels blew a mighty blast.

"We'd better hurry," Mr. Scollins said. "Sounds as if we're ready to go."

They walked faster, finding space for themselves against the railings on the boat deck. Next to them was a woman in a dark red coat and a black hat with cherries around the brim.

Mr. Scollins cradled the Gladstone bag against his chest as he peered out at the water. The woman gave Barry a friendly smile. "I don't imagine this sailing will be as exciting as when we left Southampton," she said.

"I wouldn't know," Barry said. "We just boarded here at Queenstown."


"Oh, then you missed the fun," the woman told him. "We almost collided with another ship. Just cleared it by inches, actually." She made a face at the man beside her, who was wearing a black overcoat and a bowler hat. "My husband thought it a bad omen," she whispered loudly, "but I thought it was jolly exciting." 

The man turned and smiled at her.

"He's been reading that book, you know. Futility?" Her whisper was still loud and teasing. "So of course he's expecting the worst."

"What book would that be, madam?" Scollins asked haughtily.

"Oh, some tiresome old book written ten or twenty years ago."

"Fourteen years ago," her husband corrected.

"It's about a ship called the Titan." She rolled her eyes. "It—she—was supposed to be the most wonderful ship ever built, and she was on her maiden voyage and she was hit by an iceberg and sank." The woman lowered her voice dramatically. "Everybody perished. Isn't that right, Howard? Howard thinks it's a psychic's prediction. We're all going to end up  perished

Howard glanced down at her. Barry could tell he was not quite so amused anymore. She squeezed Howard's hand and said, "I'm only joking, of course."

"Well, it could never happen to this ship," Scollins said. "This is the Titanic, not the Titan. This ship is unsinkable. She has sixteen bulkheads, each with a watertight door. In an emergency..."

Howard turned a withering glance on Mr. Scollins. "Never say never, young man. And don't quote statistics at me. I have a bad feeling about this ship. She's unlucky. Some of her crew felt it, too, and deserted before the sailing. If it weren't that my wife was so keen..."

There was another, louder blast from the Titanic?s funnel, and Howard's wife clapped her hands to her ears, laughing and giving little happy hops. Her black hat with the cherries on it slipped to the side, and she took one hand from her ear to set it right, laughing even more. "We're moving. We're moving!" she shouted, standing on tiptoe to kiss Howard's cheek. "Oh, Howard, thank you for bringing me. It's going to be wonderful. Thank you." 

Howard smiled and put his arm around her waist.

The Titanic was on her way.

The Flynns were probably on the deck below, watching, too, Barry thought. Feeling maybe the way he was feeling. In a way, he and Jonnie had both been forced to leave Ireland. Did that give them something in common?

Howard's wife touched his arm. "Are you Irish? I would have thought English."

"Irish," Barry said.

"Are you going on a visit, or are you leaving?"

"Leaving." The word came, gravelly, past the tightness in his throat. What a terrible sound it had.

"It must be hard," she said softly. He wished she wouldn't sound so gentle...

Would his mother have a voice like this? He'd seen her only three times since Father's business interests had taken them to live in China. He couldn't remember how his mother sounded. He could hardly remember how she looked. 

"New York, Barry," she'd written. "A wonderful move for your father, and a civilized place to bring you up. We're going to be together. We'll be a family at last."

Howard was speaking over Barry's head, talking to Scollins.

"Did you know there's a mummy in the hold of this ship? A mummy with a curse on its head?"

"Oh, Howard." His wife was laughing again. "You are such a glum old thing. Curse, indeed. Pay no attention to him," she said, waving her fingers at Scollins and Barry as they left the railing. "Ta-ta. See you again."

Scollins sniffed. "What a silly, superstitious man."

Barry didn't answer. He was watching the coast of Ireland fading in the mist behind them, watching a seagull that glided alongside the Titanic, then caught the wind under its wings and wheeled back toward shore. Lucky, lucky seagull, to go where it pleased. Stay where it wanted.

In front of him a man leaned close to the railing. Hanging on brackets beside him was a large white life belt with the words RMS  Titanic printed around its curve. The man moved, and one of his legs covered the last two letters, so it read RMS Titan.

If I were superstitious, Barry thought...
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