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THE FERRY

BY JEFFREY BEATY

Mikael felt seasick before they got on-board. This probably had something to do with his head 

cold; that and a massive hangover. Neither could explain the sense of dread he felt as Georg 

drove their van towards the ferry. 

They were loading from the bow, and the image made Mikael think of Jonah and the whale

— the ramp a drooping tongue beneath the huge white nose of the visor pointed up in scorn 

into a stormy evening sky. The ferry’s name was hidden in the glare of dockside lights, mist and 

drizzle.

A crew-member drove the van into the belly of the beast and they made their way to the 

small room they shared. None of the gang planned on using it much. It was just a place to drop 

their bags and catch a nap before pulling into Stockholm in the morning. They were all heading 

for the discotheque on the ferry’s fifth deck. Mikael, feeling worse, slumped on one of the 

battered couches.

“You guys go ahead. I feel like crap. Just going to read a little…”

Sven grabbed the tattered book from Mikael’s hand. “Last evening of holiday and you’re 

going to read,” he glanced at the cover and guffawed, “King Richard the III?”

“I have a paper due on it soon.” Mikael said as he tried to snatch it back. Sven flipped to a 

random page. His English wasn’t bad, but his attempt at a Shakespearean actor’s accent was 

horrible.

“O, then began the tempest to my soul!

I pass’d, methought, the melancholy flood
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With that grim ferryman which poets write of,

Unto the kingdom of perpetual night.”

“Hell.” Sven threw the book in Mikael’s lap, then dug in his bag. He pulled out a magazine 

and tossed it on a newspaper on the end table. Mikael glanced down. The paper read 

September 27, 1994. A scantily clad woman looked out of the magazine’s glossy cover. “The 

latest issue of Slitz if you get bored. Don’t soil the pages.”

“Very funny, bastards.” Mikael said over their laughter as they left.

Mikael tried to read, but it wasn’t long until sleep claimed him. He sprang up some 

unknown time later, heart racing, gasping for air. He thought some loud noise had awakened 

him. But all was quiet, the empty room close and suffocating. He had to get out.

Their small cabin was on Deck 1. He’d have to get up to Deck 7 to go out on deck. The 

thought of a crowded lift turned Mikael towards the stairs. He noticed the ship, which had been 

leaning slightly to port most of the trip, was now listing starboard. By the time he approached 

Deck 7 the list was severe enough to make the stairs a challenge. Mikael stood aside on a 

landing to catch his breath and let two men pass. They were arguing politics in heated Estonian.

“Prime Minister Laar’s a goner I tell you. There’ll be a no confidence vote any day now.”

“It’s about damn time,” the other man swore. “I don’t care about this Ruble Scandal that 

everyone in Tallinn’s yapping about. For me it’s all about his arms deal with Israel. God I hate the

fucking Jews.”

The man’s eyes locked on the offended look on Mikael’s face as he passed, challenging. 

The sense of crushing doom intensified, and Mikael nearly ran up the stairs. He burst out into 

the wind and rain-swept night, gasping. He wrapped his coat tighter and climbed the sloping 

deck to the port walkway. In the foul weather he saw only one other man near the bow, looking 

down over the rail towards the wave tossed sea below. He felt drawn to this lone soul in the 

night. Just as Mikael was about to offer a greeting, the figure turned and he lost his capacity to 

speak.

The man was tall and thin. He wore a greasy, torn coat of reddish-brown hide. His long 

gray beard, flying in the wind, was matted and filthy. And his eyes… furnaces of blue fire. The 

figure held out a withered left hand, palm up. 

Mikael cried out, raising his arm to shield himself from that burning gaze.

“Sir? Are you well.”
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Mikael lowered his arm. There was no grim ferryman, just a concerned crewman.

“You really shouldn’t be out in weather like this, sir. It’s not safe.”

Mikael laughed. He saw a name badge on the man’s uniform, barely visible inside his half 

open coat. The badge read MS Estonia, followed by the crewman’s name.

“Johan Pulli. That’s your name, yes?”

As Johan nodded, the ship lurched and leaned even farther to starboard. The list was so 

severe the two men found themselves holding themselves up off the ship’s port side with their 

arms.

“Johan,” Mikael said, suddenly calm. “Do you really think things are any safer inside?”

The crewman’s eyes were wide. He too knew something was very wrong.

Mikael’s smile was grim. “Tonight, Charon has the helm of this ferry.”


