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  1
A Floating City


The first time I saw the Titanic, I forgot how to blink. 
It wasn’t just big. It was “why is there a building in the ocean” big. The ship rose above the dock like it had its own weather. People looked tiny beside it—like somebody had dropped a bunch of ants next to a mountain and told them to climb on.
Mia squeezed my hand so hard my fingers went numb.
“Alex,” she whispered, “is that… the whole ship?”
“It’s the whole ship,” I said, trying to sound like I knew things. Like a grown-up.
Aunt Leo stood behind us with our bags and our papers, checking everything the way she always did: tickets, names, cabin numbers, and the little envelope with Father’s address in New York. She wore her traveling hat and her serious face—the one that meant we were not allowed to wander, touch, lick, or adopt anything.
“Stay close,” Aunt Leo said. “We board, we find our cabin, and then we breathe.”
Mia made a squeaky sound that might have been a breath.
I was ten, which meant I was old enough to be in charge of things, at least in my imagination. Father had said so in his last letter.
Alex, you’re the big brother now. Watch Mia. Help Aunt Léonie. Be brave.
I read those words so many times the paper got soft at the folds.
The dock smelled like rope and wet wood and coal smoke. Men shouted. Wheels rattled. Somewhere, a horn bellowed so low it felt like it vibrated inside my ribs. Above us, Titanic’s black hull and white decks looked clean and smooth, like a brand-new toy nobody had dared to scratch yet.
We joined the stream of people moving up the gangway. Some were dressed like they were going to a fancy party. Others looked like they’d worn the same coat for five winters and couldn’t afford a sixth.
Mia leaned toward Aunt Leo. “Are we rich now?”
Aunt Leo snorted softly. “No.”
Mia considered that, then asked the next most important question. “Will there be cake?”
“Maybe,” Aunt Leo said, which was the kind of answer that kept a kid alive—hopeful, but not a promise.
As we stepped onto the ship, I expected it to sway like a rowboat. But the deck didn’t wobble at all. It felt solid, like the street back home, only cleaner. I could hear music somewhere—like a piano or maybe a violin practicing the same happy bit over and over.
A uniformed man pointed us along.
“This way, madam.”
Aunt Leo thanked him. Her English always sounded careful, like she was sewing each word into place so it wouldn’t unravel.
We went through hallways that smelled like polished wood and soap. I kept thinking: Father is in New York. We’re on our way to him. We’re doing the biggest thing we’ve ever done.
Mia dragged her fingers along the wall like she was petting the ship.
“Don’t touch,” Aunt Leo warned.
Mia stopped touching for exactly three steps.
I tried to picture the map of our trip the way Father had described it: from Southampton in England, across the Atlantic Ocean, straight to New York. But Aunt Leo had already told me the ship would stop in France and Ireland first. That made it feel even more real, like our lives were about to become a line on a globe.
A line that couldn’t be erased.
We found our cabin after Aunt Leo asked three different people and consulted her ticket like it was a puzzle. When she opened the door, Mia gasped.
There were beds. Real beds. Not a bench. Not a straw mattress.
Mia climbed onto one like she was testing a cloud.
“Alex,” she said, “I’m never leaving.”
I didn’t say it out loud, but I thought it: Me neither.
Not until New York. Not until Father.
Not until we were safe.






  
  2
The Maze of Corridors


After Aunt Leo unpacked exactly three things—papers, money, and a small sewing kit—she turned into a lighthouse. 
“Sit,” she ordered.
Mia sat. I sat.
Aunt Leo looked at us like she was memorizing our faces in case the ship tried to steal us.
“We do not run,” she said. “We do not wander. We do not climb anything that looks climbable.”
Mia raised her hand.
Aunt Leo sighed. “Yes.”
“If it’s a ladder, is it still climbable?”
Aunt Leo stared at her for a long moment. “Especially ladders.”
Mia lowered her hand like she’d been scolded by the ocean itself.
I waited until Aunt Leo started arranging clothes in neat stacks before I asked the question that was buzzing in my head.
“Can I look around? Just a little?”
Aunt Leo’s eyes narrowed.
“I will not run,” I promised. “And I will not climb a ladder.”
“You will not take Mia,” she added.
Mia gasped, offended. “I’m very helpful!”
“Alex goes alone,” Aunt Leo said, softer. “Only for a short time. And you remember the way back.”
I nodded hard, like my head was attached to a spring.
The hallway outside our cabin was quiet, except for footsteps and the faraway thump of something heavy—maybe luggage being moved. The ship’s carpet had fancy patterns, like it didn’t expect muddy boots. The ceiling lights didn’t flicker. Everything felt… planned.
I walked slowly, counting turns the way Father taught me in the city so I wouldn’t get lost: left, right, straight, another right. Then I realized something terrible.
Every hallway looked the same.
If Titanic was a city, it was a city built by someone who loved tricks.
I found a staircase with shiny rails and a sign that said something I didn’t fully understand, like “Boat Deck.” That word—boat—made me grin. We were already on a boat, weren’t we? But this was a ship, not a boat, and grown-ups cared about the difference.
A boy about my size leaned against the rail, like he owned it. His hair was messy and his jacket looked like it had been slept in.
He looked me up and down. “You lost?”
“I’m exploring,” I said.
“Same thing,” he replied.
I frowned. “I’m not lost.”
He laughed. “I’m Tommy. From Ireland. And you’re definitely about to be lost in ten seconds.”
“I’m Alex. From Canada.”
Tommy’s eyebrows went up. “Canada? Like… snow and bears?”
“And cities,” I said, offended on behalf of every Canadian street I’d ever seen.
Tommy grinned like he didn’t care about being wrong. “This ship’s like a palace, isn’t it?”
“It’s like…” I searched for the right word. “A floating city.”
Tommy pointed upward. “You know the trick? You remember three things: up, forward, and which side your lifeboats are on.”
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