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You are forever in my heart.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N  B Y  A N N A  F R O S T
( W R I T T E N  I N  1 9 5 5 )

(Robert’s daughter - born 1883; died 1968)

For many years my children have urged me to write the story of my

father’s life. They remember him as a grizzled, full-bearded old man,

past his three score years and ten, whose keen steel blue eyes seemed

to be looking into the romantic past, filled with the adventure of

sailing ships of Her Majesty Victoria’s navy, life in a jungle and in

American pioneering. His pride in the fact that he had helped in the

early building of three of our own United States and his evolution

from an English born, bound boyhood to a free American manhood,

and knowing he talked with no English brogue.

I remember him as a kind, patient man, whose word was as good as a

bond; with a passion for hard work and a love for his adopted coun‐
try, almost worshipful. On long winter evenings he would corral us

reluctant children to tell and read us our nation’s history — past,

present and future— which we would have to carry on.

We were brought up on history in the making—politics to us then.

His textbook, as I remember, was James G. Blaine’s Twenty Years in
Congress and the New York Tribune, with Horace Greeley as the
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authority of the day. Dad had a remarkable memory, and a talent for

story telling; his whole being was expressive. He was for me, a fasci‐
nation. I could see, hear, feel, taste and smell experiences as he told

them. His descriptions were so vivid we would hurry through our

evening chores and beg him to tell us “some more.” Later in bed with

my younger sister, under the sloping ceiling of our little room

upstairs, I would lie shivering at the memory of wild winds, the

sinking ship, the typhoon, the whale hunt, bears, mountain lions,

giant trees, Indians, high mountains, thirsty deserts; details of

weather, scenery, colors, the beauty of the firmament, Northern

Lights in Arctic nights, whale hunts, long treks in search of gold—all

so much more interesting to us than the adventures of Marco Polo or

Gulliver’s Travels.

I seem to have a clearer memory of him, perhaps because I was with

him more and read so many stories built around the places he had

told us of. Now in my seventy second year, I feel presumptuous to

attempt to write his story. I am fifth of his seven children, five of us

yet living. I am inexperienced in this kind of project, just bear with me

as I write some of the things, I think will perhaps interest you, my

children.

INTRODUCTION BY ANNA FROST (WRITTEN IN 1955)
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“G

1

o! I’ll be right behind you,” Michael urged.

Robert sprinted to the edge of the dock, dropping to his knees

as he reached for the anchor chain. A sharp pain shot through his ribs

and he winced. The beating at the hands of his oldest brother was still

fresh in his mind, and he cursed Thomas for it.

The sunrise was not far off, and Robert knew he had to hasten his

climb. He took a firm hold of the chain and glanced back, barely able
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to make out the shape of Michael’s head peeking from behind the

wooden crate, yards away. If he fell into the water, Michael wouldn’t

be able to save him. He’d be done for.

The cold sliminess of the metal leached into his skin. For a moment

Robert watched the small ripples of water lap against the ship. Don’t
fall, he thought as he wrapped his arms and legs around the chain and

hung upside down. Sweat dripped from his neck and slid down his

back like small drops of rain. Dear Lord, protect me, he prayed and

forced himself to move.

The sound of the water slapping against the ship, the squeak of the

chain under his hands, and the cries of the gulls filled his ears. It was

so deafening he had to fight to keep his concentration. Hand over

hand, one slide of his leg and then the other, he edged closer—every

inch more difficult than the one before it. He hung his head back just

enough to see the side of the ship and kept his eyes on the wooden

planks of the hull. The clatter swelled, and he wanted to scream for it

to stop.

“Am I the only one who hears this relentless racket?” he muttered.

Finally, he reached the hawsehole, his arms and legs burning hot with

fatigue. It was just inches away. I have to. He stretched his right arm

out and grabbed the edge, while at the same time scrunching his knees

to his chin. In one desperate motion, he moved his hands together and

pushed off with his legs, trying to propel himself through the opening,

but his knees hit the ship and now he dangled precariously.

Robert struggled to hold his feet flat against the damp surface, terri‐
fied of falling. With every ounce of will, he scrambled up the side of

the ship and slid through the hole. It was like falling into a chasm as

he plummeted through the air, and it seemed an eternity before he hit

the floor, landing hard on his back. Gasping for air, it took a moment

to catch his breath.

The room was dark except for the eerie glow of the moon through the

porthole. He was suddenly aware of a growing chant of animals, and
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then their foul stench hit his nose. It was so pungent Robert could

taste it in his throat when he swallowed. He sat up against the closest

wall, scarcely able to believe he succeeded.

Robert knew he couldn’t waste time sitting there, he had to signal

Michael, but realized he was too short to reach the hawsehole. He got

up and started investigating the objects nearby, stumbling around the

darkness until he found a tall box and dragged it across the floor. He

clamored up and waved furiously to Michael, who sprinted to the

edge of the dock. In much the same way, Michael crept along and

reached the end of the chain. When Robert leaned out to haul Michael

in, he lost his balance and they both tumbled to the floor.

“Mi…Michael…are you alright?” Robert asked.

“Think so. You?” Michael wheezed.

“Yeah.”

“Do you hear all that?”

“Pigs and goats, I think. Can’t tell if they’re above or below us,” Robert

replied.

“A chicken, too. Bloody awful smell.”

“Must’ve roused them getting in. Why would they even have animals?”

Robert asked.

“Food, I think. Shhh! if we’re quiet, they’ll settle down.”

“I’m so thirsty.” Robert was suddenly aware of how dry his throat was.

“Take a sip.” Michael offered the container from the sack he had tied

around his waist.

Robert reached for it but missed. It fell to the floor with a loud thud.

“Bloody hell!”

“Very quiet,” Michael teased.
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Robert felt around for the canteen, found it near his feet and took a

sip. It was warm—almost hot—but it didn’t matter, the wetness

running down his throat seemed to fill in all the dry cracks. He

wanted more, wanted to down the whole thing, but knew they had to

save it.

“We have to find a way to the upper deck,” Robert said in a barely

audible voice.

“There must be stairs or a ladder,” Michael responded as he took the

canteen back. “If we follow along the wall, we’re bound to find a way

there. Can you get up?”

“Yeah,” Robert replied, but as he stood the room started to spin. Sweat

began to pour down his face. He didn’t think he could move without

falling over and put a hand on the wall to steady himself.

“Ready?” Michael stood up next to him.

“Ready.” Robert straightened his shoulders and took a deep breath to

try to shake off his wobbliness.

Michael inched his way along the wall with Robert following closely

behind. The farther into the room they went, the darker it became. He

had no sense of direction. For all he knew, they were headed into

danger. It was as if he were blind and lost in some vast emptiness

without end.

No matter how hard they tried, the floor creaked with every step.

Getting caught consumed Robert’s thoughts. He was acutely aware

that if they were discovered, they might be thrown off the ship before

even leaving the docks. Would he then be forced to return home and

face Thomas’ wrath? The very idea made him feel like he had worms

in his stomach.

“Can’t see a bloody thing,” Robert said softly, “this stupid floor is so

noisy.”

“Shhh,” Michael reminded him.
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After a few steps Robert’s feet bumped into something. “I think it’s a

staircase.”

Robert reached down and touched it to make sure he was right.

Instantly he jumped back as something scurried up his arm, its claws

digging into his shirt sleeve and scratching his skin. Robert flailed to

throw it off and sent the creature flying. It bounced off Michael’s

shoulder and disappeared into the darkness.

“What the hell was that?” Michael whispered.

“A rat. Bloody awful.”

“Let’s see where the stairs go,” Michael suggested.

“Yeah,” Robert said.

The treads groaned as the boys made their way up, keeping their

backs against the railing. They reached the top and followed it around

the corner, continuing to the next deck and then another after that.

“Ouch!”

“What is it?” Michael asked.

“I hit the top with my head. Wait…there’s a latch.” Robert fiddled with

the bolt.

“Can you get it open?”

“Trying.” Robert continued to tinker with it. “Got it!”

He pushed against the hatch, raising it up just enough to peek out.

The deck looked deserted, so he reached down and tugged at Michael

to follow him. Carefully they slinked out, keeping their stomachs on

the floor like snakes.

The light from the rising sun spread across the dark wood of the

deck. The boys stayed next to the hatchway, looking for the

lifeboats. When Michael spotted them, he hit Robert’s shoulder and

motioned for them to crawl forward. Keeping in the shadow of the
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railing, they were almost there when Robert stopped and grabbed

Michael’s foot.

“What? What is it?” Michael mouthed as he turned to look

behind him.

“Look! Over there.” Robert gestured to the other side of the deck.

A grey-haired man with a long beard was sitting against the railing.

His head bobbed loosely from side to side, and Robert noticed he had

a glass bottle between his legs. The man snorted and the boys grabbed

each other, almost jumping out of their skins.

“He’s asleep, I think. We need to hide fast,” Robert whispered into

Michael’s ear.

“Over there,” Michael mouthed and pointed to the closest boat.

Robert took the lead, creeping along on his hands and knees. When he

reached the side of the boat, he stood up halfway and worked fever‐
ishly to untie the knots in the ropes that held the canvas in place. All

the while Michael kept an eye on the sleeping man. After several frus‐
trating minutes, Robert lifted the covering just enough for them to

sneak in. Once inside, he frantically fixed the tarp as best he could.

“Looked bigger from the outside,” Michael worried.

“Yeah, but it’s just for a day or so, right?”

“Probably. We need to stay quiet. Who knows when someone will

walk by?” Michael put his finger to his lips.

It was hot and the air was thick and soggy in the small, cramped

space. Sweat dripped down Robert’s face, and he wiped it away with

his shirt sleeve. There was a mound of netting in the bow and they

spread it out to cushion the bottom, careful to remain silent. Michael

took out some of the bread and cheese from his satchel and they

devoured it. Robert took a small sip of water. The container was

almost empty, so he didn’t dare take any more.
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“I’m so tired,” Robert sighed.

“Me, too. You sleep first,” Michael suggested.

“We’ll take turns then.” Robert rested his head on the netting.

Pain pulsed through Robert’s body—from his back to his ribs—and he

cursed his brother again. Robert wondered if God would punish him

for these hateful thoughts, or perhaps for running away without a

word to his mother. Or both. But what was he to do, spend his life

cowering in fear at the mercy of Thomas’s wooden cane?

The memories flowed like water burst from a dam. The recollection

of the last thrashing was so vivid that Robert could still feel Thomas’s

hot, angry breath on his skin. That red face looming viciously, splat‐
tering spit everywhere as he yelled. The whoosh of air as Thomas

raised his cane, bringing it down hard on Robert’s back. Those

minutes continued replaying in Robert’s mind; he tried to stop them,

but he couldn’t.

That day Robert had been loading newly made bricks into a wooden

cart to bring them to the new building in the village, just as he had

done a hundred times before. It was part of his job with his family’s

brick making company. Once it was full, he hitched the horses, tight‐
ened the harnesses and climbed into the seat. The horses moved

forward but had hardly gone ten feet before Robert heard the wooden

wheel behind him crack. He pulled up on the reins to bring the it to a

stop. As he did, the spokes splintered and collapsed and the cart

crashed down, spilling the bricks all over the dirt road. Robert hopped

off to survey the damage and saw that many were broken and unus‐
able. Immediately he knew two things: Thomas would label this a

disaster, and there would be a heavy price to pay for it.

“What’s going on? What happened?” Thomas yelled from the window.

Robert looked up and began to shout an answer but saw that his

brother wasn’t there. He knew Thomas would come tearing out of the

barn any second and braced himself for his inevitable wrath. Of course,
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he was watching, he always does, Robert thought as he kicked the dirt,

sending a rock flying off into the distance. There was never a time

that he wished more for his brother Charles to be there. If he had

been, Thomas would certainly tamp down his anger. Charles was long

gone though. Robert was on his own, sure he was about to have his

ears boxed.

“What did you do?” Thomas called out as he stormed toward him.

Robert opened his mouth to defend himself, but Thomas grabbed him

by the ear, forcing him to his knees.

“It broke! The wheel broke,” Robert struggled to explain.

“Broke? How could it just break?” Thomas tightened his grip and

turned Robert’s head up. “You! You must’ve rushed the horses.”

“No! I didn’t! I didn’t!” Robert’s ear throbbed with pain.

“Do you have any idea what it will cost to fix this? To replace these?

We’ll be behind supplying for the building.”

“Please let go, Thomas! Please,” Robert begged. “You’re hurting me!”

“I’m hurting you?” Thomas leaned his face into Robert’s. “You think

you’re hurting now?”

Thomas grabbed both of Robert’s shoulders and shook him. He then

got a firm hold of his arm and started to haul him toward the barn.

Robert tried to pull away, to dig his heels into the ground, but it was

no use; Thomas was bigger and stronger. He was dragged through the

barn and up the stairs to the little office in the loft. Thomas tossed

him far into the room and began pacing and muttering, all the while

glaring at Robert.

Robert stayed on his knees, not daring to take his eyes off Thomas. He

knew his brother would be angry; he always was at some perceived

infraction. Sometimes Thomas blustered, sometimes it was a bit

worse than that. In recent months, since John had left for the army,

Robert had been getting hit, pushed and mildly bruised more and
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more. But now he didn’t know what to expect. He had never seen

such fury from his brother and could not predict what would come

next.

The small room had a desk under the window which overlooked the

front of the building. On the other wall, the window had a view of the

clay pits and kiln where they baked their mixture into bricks. There

were no ladders or stairs under the windows so there was only one

way out. He had to get past Thomas and run through the door. Robert

thought about his chances. He was quicker and smaller. If he tried to

run, he might get away today, but the next day or the one after that he

might not be so lucky. Thomas would make sure a price was paid no

matter what.

“Thomas. I’m sorry. I couldn’t have known the wheel would break.”

Robert tried to say something calming and reasonable.

Thomas didn’t answer but instead, in one swift movement, picked up

his walking stick and took a giant step toward Robert. Suddenly, he

raised his arm and swooped the cane downward, landing it hard onto

Robert’s shoulder. It happened so fast; Robert was not ready for it and

crumpled to the floor. Thomas raised his arm again and the stick

came down across Robert’s back; one, two, three times in quick

succession. Robert heard the crack of a bone in his body and struggled

to turn over.

“Stop! Stop!” Robert screamed as he crossed his arms in front of his

chest.

Robert kicked his feet out and hit Thomas squarely in the stomach.

The impact threw his brother backward and he tripped over the foot

of the desk chair and fell to the floor. Robert didn’t waste an instant

and dashed for the doorway. Thomas scrambled to his feet and went

after him. Robert made it as far as the top of the staircase, but Thomas

was fast behind, slamming Robert on the back again with the cane.

Robert tumbled forward but grabbed the banister to stop from falling

down the whole flight. He turned and looked up. Thomas was
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standing there, arm raised over his head, still holding the walking

stick. He looked like a madman—his face red, his breathing labored.

There was a darkness in his eyes that shook Robert to his core.

Robert turned and ran as fast as he could, his feet barely touching the

stairs. He didn’t stop running for miles, until he reached the hill by

their little stone cottage where he finally stopped to catch his breath.

The pain from the battering of his shoulder and back pounded. He

dropped to his knees, put his head in his hands and sobbed. He didn’t

know how long he sat there on that hill, just that it was dark when he

finally calmed down.

Robert glanced over at Michael, who had fallen asleep. He turned

slightly to try to get more comfortable and wondered if his mother or

siblings had noticed his absence yet. The thought of never seeing

them again filled him with sorrow and guilt. But he knew he couldn’t

go back—not to Thomas and his promise of another thrashing. No,

Robert had had enough. There was a better life, and he was going to

fight for it.
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2

he boys were startled awake by the sounds of men calling out.

Loud slamming and banging noises were all around them.

Robert stayed perfectly still, every muscle tense. He had no idea what

was going on or how much time had passed. How long had they slept?

Hours? Was this the same day?

The boys could only stare at each other with wide eyes as an uncount‐
able number of footsteps ran past, shaking their little boat as if a thou‐
sand boulders were rolling past them.

“Do you think they’re getting ready to sail?” Robert mouthed the
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words to Michael, who shrugged in response and put his finger to his

lips.

Robert pursed his mouth and listened, hoping that what they were

hearing was the ship preparing to set sail. For hours neither of them

moved an inch. Several times men talked to each other right next to

their hideaway, laughing, yelling out commands, singing. Staying

hidden was the boys only option, yet Robert felt like he was trapped

inside a wall.

It was agonizing to lie there, unable to talk to each other, and Robert

prayed for the minutes to go faster. When daylight finally faded, so

did all the commotion. All he could hear were the waves lapping

against the side of the hull. The sound of the water reminded him

how badly he had to pee, so much so that it was starting to hurt. But

where could he go? He was lying still for so long he wasn’t sure he

could move even if he wanted to.

Robert’s clothes were soaked with sweat and his skin felt clammy. It

was so dark now he couldn’t see a thing, and it was strangely silent—

completely void of any human noises. Suddenly he wasn’t even sure if

Michael was there and panic swept through his entire body.

“Mi…Michael?” Robert whispered.

“Are you hungry? I am.”

“Yeah and I have to pee,” Robert stated.

“Me, too.”

“How?”

“Umm…maybe go over the side?”

“Is that your only idea?”

“Yep, unless you want to piss in your clothes.”

Robert heard the wood creak from Michael’s movement. A fresh

breeze flowed into the boat as Michael lifted the cover and slipped
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out. Robert inhaled a mouthful of it. He waited nervously for Michael

to return. With each minute the knot in his stomach got tighter and

the pain from having to pee grew sharper.

“No one out there. Go,” Michael shared as he crawled back in.

Robert wriggled out and crouched down, keeping his back pressed

against the hull of the little boat. He didn’t see anyone and dashed to

the railing, got up on his knees and pulled his pants down. The relief

was heavenly.

He was so nervous that someone would appear behind him he kept

whipping his head from side to side. Just another minute more, he

thought, almost…one more second…Once done, Robert wasted no time

scampering back to the boat. Much more smoothly than he thought

possible, he pulled himself back in.

The boys divided the last of the food and ate silently. Each took a few

sips of what was left of the water, which did little to quench their

thirst. Robert could have had ten sips and still would be thirsty.

“This is the last of it. Think they’ll sail in the morning?” Robert asked,

hoping Michael would say yes.

“Maybe.”

Maybe, Robert thought, hoping for something more than that, then

realized that Michael wouldn’t know anything more than he did.

Robert stared up into the darkness and wondered how long they

would have to stay hidden and cramped up in their spot. The thick

salty air covered him like a wet towel and his thirst was almost

unbearable. He rolled his tongue around in his mouth and smacked

his lips together over and over, but it did nothing to get rid of the

dryness in his throat. What if it will be days more, he wondered.

Thunderous footsteps shook their boat, jolting the boys out of sleep.

Then shouting, chanting and singing seemed to come from every

direction. What was happening? Did this mean they were leaving the

port?
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“Ready about! Stations for stays!” A loud, booming voice called out.

“Away aloft!”

The boys stared at each other, eyes wide with excitement. The

commands were followed by a mass of marching steps and a chorus of

chanting.

“It won’t be long now,” Michael spoke softly.

Then, without warning, the ship lurched forward and the boys were

thrown against the hull of their hideaway. The movement was all they

needed to bring back the fervor of their adventure.

“When should we climb out?” Robert whispered, feeling confident his

voice could never be heard over all the racket.

“We’ve only just sailed. It’s too soon,” Michael replied.

Suddenly there was a rush of air as the canvas was lifted off their boat.

The boys were stunned as they stared at a man who glared down at

them. Every thought flew out of Robert’s head and he felt urine drip‐
ping down the inside of his legs.

“What the hell!” The man roared, his surprise turning to anger in only

a few seconds. “Who are you? How did you get on my ship?” he

barked, his face bright red, his eyes and mouth stuck in a deep scowl.

Too terrified to utter a sound, neither responded.

“Speak when you are spoken to, boys! Who are you?” He yelled

sharply.

Robert could feel hot breath on his skin as the man shouted. Then

Michael hid his face in his hands and began to whimper, the man’s

face softened.

“Alright. Alright. No crying from you. Can’t stand to see such a thing!”

He reached his hand out, but the boys sat frozen in their spots. “It’s

alright now. Come on then.” His voice was calmer, almost friendly.

Robert was the first to respond. The man took his hand and helped
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lift him up and out of the boat. Then turned his attention to Michael

and did the same.

“And what the bloody hell is that smell? How long have you been in

there?”

Robert’s legs buckled and he clutched the side of the boat to keep

from crumpling into a heap. He stole a sideways glance at Michael,

who was bent over, hands on his knees, vomiting up the little bit of

food and water he had had.

“I’ll ask again and expect an answer. How did you get in that dory and

how long have you two been in there?” he asked, his tone stern once

again.

Robert was so scared he couldn’t find his voice. When he looked up,

he noticed the muscles on the man’s arms were practically bursting

through the seams of his jacket. The skin on his face had deep,

pronounced lines and looked as if it was stained red permanently.

“Are you going to speak, or have you lost your tongues?” the man

asked, clearly losing his patience.

Coughing up the last of his vomit, Michael muttered. “Not sure, sir.

We’ve run out of food and water.”

“What are your names? And speak up when you’re asked a question.”

Michael stammered again. “I…I’m Michael. This…this is Robert.”

“I see. Now we have progress. My name is Mr. Smith. I’m second mate

aboard this fine vessel. How old are you and from where do you

come?”

Robert was still speechless, his mind was trying to figure out what a

second mate was and what type of ship this might be.

Michael answered, trying to sound more confident. “I…I am fourteen

sir. R…Robert is twelve.”

“And what the devil are you doing on this ship?” Mr. Smith asked.
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Robert managed to squeak out an answer. “We’re looking for passage,

sir.”

“Passage? How did you get aboard?”

“We…we climbed on, sir,” Robert answered, his eyes focused on the

tips of his shoes.

“Climbed on? How?”

“Along the chain, sir, from the dock,” Robert replied meekly, still not

lifting his eyes.

“The chain from the dock.” Mr. Smith repeated the words as if he

didn’t believe them. “Well, do you know what happens to stowaways?”

“What’s a stowaway?” Michael asked, confused.

Mr. Smith snorted a small laugh. “A stowaway is a person who gets on

a ship without permission. I best get you to the first mate and see

what he wants to do with you.” Mr. Smith began to walk but then

noticed the boys had not moved. He turned around. “That means you

follow me. Understand?”

A nervous knot took over Robert’s stomach. He took a step forward,

stumbled and grabbed the boat again to stop himself from falling flat

on his face.

“You alright?” Michael asked, putting his hand on Robert’s shoulder.

“Yeah. Just…just hard to move my legs.”

“Come! Now!” Mr. Smith said shaking his head.

“Can you walk?” Michael asked with concern.

“Yeah,” Robert said.

“Scared?” Michael asked.

“Very,” Robert answered.

“Me, too.”
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“Boys!” Mr. Smith yelled.

As the boys walked solemnly behind Mr. Smith, Robert noticed the

men were all dressed almost exactly the same. Their tops and trousers

were mostly dark blue, as were Mr. Smith’s, but they had on small

white caps with scarves tied beneath their V-shaped collars.

Robert was taking in every detail of the ship, awestruck by the

immense size of the masts towering above him. The yardarms—on

which the sails were attached—were several feet thick, and the bright

white sails seemed as if they were twice as big as his house. They

passed beneath the center mast, and both the boys looked on as a large

white sail unfurled, filling with wind. It was like a beautiful angel

helping them to fly across the ocean.

There were so many men aloft on the yardarms, busily securing

hundreds of ropes. Some were even hanging upside down flicking the

lines toward the men on the deck who were sorting them out and

tying them up to the braces and cleats at various places along the

railing and deck floor. There were ladders, fashioned from rope,

which led to the top of each mast.

A sailor off to the side yelled out, “Mr. Smith, what have you there?”

Mr. Smith didn’t answer. Instead he just gave a wave and continued

toward the back of the ship with the boys in tow.

“This is called the stern, the back end of the ship. Did you know that?”

“No, sir,” Robert answered, while looking nervously at Michael.

“Well then, you’ve a lot to learn, don’t you?”

“Yes, sir. May I ask a question?”

“By all means, young man.”

“What are the men doing with the ropes?”

Mr. Smith stopped walking and turned so he could look directly at

the boys.
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“The ropes must be kept separated and always secured, otherwise they

will get tangled. Tangled ropes make changing the canvas impossible

and that—are you listening?”

The boys looked at Mr. Smith intently and nodded. Then his face

softened into a smile, and Robert could swear it looked as if he was

enjoying himself.

“Would put the ship in jeopardy,” Mr. Smith ended dramatically. “You

see, my young friends, each rope connects to a part of the sail and

must be kept taut so they do not fly about loosely. Loose canvas

doesn’t catch the wind.” Mr. Smith leaned down to whisper in their

ears. “Without the wind, we’d float around the sea not making much

progress, would we? But there’ll be plenty of time for you both to

learn all you will ever need to know about ships and sailing in Her

Majesty’s Service. If the first mate wants to keep you, that is.”

Mr. Smith started walking again and the boys followed him. His last

words hung in Robert’s mind. Her Majesty’s Service, he thought, is that
what Mr. Smith had said? What did that mean? All the unanswered ques‐
tions fueled his fears. This was the moment he and Michael had talked

about, thought about, even dreamed about; and now they were in the

thick of it. But what would really become of them, Robert wondered.

Robert looked to the side at Michael, hoping he would give him a

reassuring nod of some kind; but Michael was keeping his head down,

his eyes fixated on the wooden planks of the deck.

Mr. Smith stopped at the base of a short stairway which led to an

elevated area at the stern. He held up his hand to stop them from

following him.

“Wait here,” he said firmly.

Mr. Smith quickly ascended the stairs and approached a group of men

who were completely engrossed in a discussion and pointing at

papers spread out in front of them. Robert heard him clear his throat

and then lean in to speak with a man also dressed in dark blue, but
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with bright gold stripes on each arm and sporting a much bigger hat

with feathers. This man was as tall as Mr. Smith but much thinner and

had a clean-shaven face. Robert could tell he was younger and

watched them closely, hoping for some indication of what would

happen next.

Mr. Smith was animated as he spoke, and Robert’s heart began to sink

as he saw the tall man’s face change from polite attention to anger.

The tall man looked toward the boys and shook his head in disgust.

Mr. Smith called and motioned for them to come up the stairs.

“Oh, Michael, I don’t think that man is happy to see us,” Robert

shared.

“No, I’m scared.”

“Me, too.”

“Boys! Make haste. Don’t dawdle,” Mr. Smith yelled.

The boys climbed the steps side by side. Robert felt a strange and

uncomfortable prickly sensation traveling from the tips of his fingers

and up his back to the top of his head. He had never felt so sick with

fear in all his life. I’m up to my neck in it now, he thought as he looked

up at the man who, it seemed, would decide their fate.

The tall man’s eyes narrowed as he looked them up and down. At first,

he said nothing—just walked around them, circling as if they were

prey.

“What’s this now, Mr. Smith? Stowaways, you say?” He spoke in a firm

and unforgiving tone.

Robert clasped his trembling hands behind him, trying to hide them.

Damn! Why won’t they stop? Stop! Stop, stupid hands!

“Well, sir, I found them hiding while I was inspecting the dories.”

“They were there hiding?” The tall man paused in front of the boys for

a moment and then continued walking. “I see. What am I to do with
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them? The captain will think I’m at fault, allowing stowaways on his

ship. How on earth did they get aboard if you were doing your inspec‐
tions properly? How did the watch miss them? Such incompetence!”

Robert felt shame wash over him and lowered his eyes.

“Sir, I imagine they came aboard in the darkness of night. Certainly

there’s plenty for them to do.” Mr. Smith turned to the boys and intro‐
duced them formally. “This is the first mate, Mr. George. You will

address him as Sir.”

The boys nodded numbly.

“To the captain’s quarters then. We’ll see what he wants to do with

them.” The first mate moved toward the stairs.

“This way, my boys,” Mr. Smith directed.

Obediently they followed the men.

“Do you think they’re going to shoot us or throw us over the side?”

Robert whispered to Michael.

“I…I don’t know,” Michael answered without lifting his eyes from the

floor. “I don’t think so.”

“What are you boys muttering about?” Mr. Smith asked.

“No…nothing sir,” Robert stammered.

“Sorry, sir,” Michael added.

They reached a door at the end of a long, narrow hallway which was

dimly lit by a few lanterns hanging on the walls. Mr. George knocked

gently, and Robert heard a voice say “Come” from inside the room.

“Wait here. I’ll speak with the captain first.”

Mr. Smith nodded his understanding and they watched Mr. George

walk into the Captain’s quarters, closing the door softly behind him.

Now they had to wait. Every second that ticked away was unbearable.
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Robert found himself studying the wood of the door, noticing every

knot, hole and crack to keep his mind busy. Anything was better than

wondering if shooting and throwing them overboard was being

decided on the other side of the door.

Loud yelling erupted from inside, and Robert wished he could melt

into the wooden walls. He looked up at Mr. Smith, who gently placed

his hands on each of their shoulders and gave them both a weak but

somewhat reassuring smile. More agonizing minutes passed until

finally Mr. George opened the door and waved them in.

The boys entered the room, and Robert took in a quick breath. The

room was not at all what he expected. Brightly colored rugs covered

the wood plank floor. A long dining table covered with a white table‐
cloth was set for a meal with fine dishes and glassware. To the left of

the table was a large wooden desk with intricate carvings along the

edges and legs. Behind it was a wall of windows through which they

could see an endless sea stretching out to the horizon.

Robert was so amazed and distracted by the grandeur of it all that it

took him a minute to notice a very large man standing behind the

desk. He was drumming his fingers while staring at the boys with eyes

as cold as ice. Robert’s eyes met his. Immediately he realized his

mouth was hanging open and shut it.

The captain’s uniform was formal with fringed, golden epaulettes on

each shoulder. The jacket was adorned with brass buttons which were

fastened to his neck. The collar was lined with gold thread, and at the

base of each sleeve there were four golden stripes. A long, shiny sword

hung loosely off his belt. When Robert saw the sword, he shuddered.

The captain began walking slow circles around them, just as Mr.

George had done. Finally he stopped and looked them squarely in the

eyes. It was so intense Robert had to look away.

“The security of the ship is in your hands. How is it that these boys

were able to sneak aboard?” the captain asked pointedly to Mr.

George.
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“As I explained, sir…”

“Silence!” the captain roared. Then he turned to look directly at

Robert and Michael, “Do you know what ship you’re on?” he asked

harshly.

Robert and Michael stayed silent, not sure what to do or how to

answer.

The captain asked again. “Do you know what ship you’re on?

Speak up!”

Robert cleared his throat to find his voice, “No, sir.”

“Well then, I will enlighten you both. You are aboard the HMS Expe‐
dient, a British naval vessel. I am Captain Brasher. I do not approve of

sneaky stowaways. However, you are aboard now, and we are too far

out to turn back. It will be several weeks before we reach any suitable

port to put you off the ship. So—I will allow you to stay.

“This means you are serving aboard this ship under my command as

would any other sailor. You will do as you’re told, when you’re told to

do it. You must pay attention to what you are taught. The lives of all

these men are in my hands—in the hands of anyone working aboard

this ship—and there is no room for error. I do not tolerate lollygag‐
ging. Nor will your superiors. Disobedience and desertion are not

tolerated in Her Majesty’s Royal Service.”

The captain paused and gave them a stern look. Robert was afraid to

look away, afraid to look directly at the captain, afraid to breathe.

“Mr. George, administer the oath to serve and incorporate them into

your training regimen. I expect you will be sure they are aware of the

consequences of disobedience aboard this ship. Am I clearly

understood?”

“Yes, sir. Clearly, sir,” Mr. George replied.

“They are your charges now. They’re not allowed near the rigging

unless they know what they are doing. You are dismissed.”
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Mr. Smith and Mr. George gave the captain a crisp salute and the

boys, not knowing what else to do, did the same.

The captain sat down at his desk and turned his attention back to his

papers, as if no one else were in the room.

Quietly, Robert and Michael followed Mr. Smith and Mr. George out

of the captain’s quarters and out to the main deck where they had

been before. Robert kept his eyes trained on Mr. George as he pulled a

book out from beneath his papers. It was black and thick, but Robert

recognized it right away: a Bible.

Mr. George turned to Robert first and said, “Put your right hand on

this Bible and repeat after me: I—please state your full name—

solemnly promise and swear—”

Robert put his right hand on the Bible, cleared his throat and replied,

“I, Robert John Frost, solemnly promise and swear—”

“That I will be faithful and bear true allegiance to our Sovereign Lady

the Queen—”

“That I will be faithful and bear true allegiance to our Sovereign Lady

the Queen—”

Mr. George continued: “Her heirs and successors, and that I will faith‐
fully serve in the Royal Naval Forces—”

“Her heirs and successors, and that I will faithfully serve in the Royal

Naval Forces—”

“And that I will loyally observe and obey all orders of Her Majesty, her

heirs and successors and of the officers set over me—”

“And that I will loyally observe and obey all orders of Her Majesty, her

heirs and successors and of the officers set over me—”

“Until I shall be lawfully discharged. So help me God.”

“Until I shall be lawfully discharged. So help me God.”
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A cold shiver shot through Robert as he contemplated the words he

just repeated. ‘Until lawfully discharged.’ An oath is a promise that much

he knew. The gravity of his situation was becoming clear, as if he were

lifting himself out of a fog. What just happened? Am I a soldier now? And
for how long?

Mr. George looked at Michael. “Put your right hand on this Bible and

repeat after me. ‘I—please state your full name—solemnly promise

and swear—'”

“I, Michael James Maitland, solemnly promise and swear—”

Mr. George dictated the oath as he did with Robert. Every few words,

Michael’s eyes darted nervously to Robert. When their eyes met,

messages of fright and confusion passed between them.

“Until I shall be lawfully discharged. So help me God.” Michael

finished with a wavering voice.

“Very well. You are now sworn in to serve in Her Royal Majesty’s

Naval Service. God save the Queen!” Mr. George announced. Then he

turned to Mr. Smith, “We’ll need Mr. Cooper.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll see to it,” Mr. Smith replied.

“See that they understand the consequences.”

“Yes, sir,” Mr. Smith answered as he ushered the boys down the flight

of steps and led them to the center mast. “Wait here.”

Mr. Smith walked off and the boys stood as still as statues, waiting for

what would happen next.

“Consequences? What do you think that is?” Robert asked in a hushed

voice.

“When something happens—because of something else.”

“I know what it means! I’m not a dummy!” Robert snapped back.

“Oh, then—”
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“I mean, what do you think will happen?”

“Could be anything. Doesn’t sound like they’re going to shoot us.”

“No. But…” Robert’s voice trailed off; he didn’t know what to say.

The wind swept across the deck and whipped around them. Robert

could hear the sails snapping, the braces squeaking, and the men

calling out to each other as they scampered across the yardarms high

above the deck. No one seemed to pay them any mind. He looked

around nervously for Mr. Smith and spotted him with another man

also in a formal uniform with a sword just like the captain. As Mr.

Smith talked to the man, he kept his gaze forward and his face as still

as a stone. Robert noticed that a small bag swung back and forth from

his belt as he walked toward them. Robert waved and smiled at Mr.

Smith, but there was no sign of friendliness. Instead his face was quite

serious, and it gave Robert pause.

Mr. Smith reached them and introduced his companion. “My young

gentlemen, this is Mr. Cooper, master-at-arms aboard the ship, in

charge of administering discipline and keeping order.”

Mr. Cooper had such distinct features—a long thin nose, high cheek

bones and pale skin—so opposite Mr. Smith. His long blond hair was

like Michael’s but was held off his face with a black tie at the base of

his neck. It reminded Robert of the men he would see in his village

who rode in fancy carriages around town. There was something about

Mr. Cooper that made him feel as if he were shrinking to an even

smaller boy. He moved closer to Michael and grasped his hand, and

Michael squeezed Robert’s fingers in return.

“Am I to understand you snuck aboard and hid in the dory?” Mr.

Cooper asked them pointedly, standing rigidly with his hands still

behind his back.

“Yes, sir,” The boys admitted in unison.

“You understand the seriousness of your infraction?”
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“Sir, I…we—” Robert stammered.

“You’d have done better if you had simply asked for passage rather

than sneak and hide.”

“Sir, I didn’t think we could,” Robert whispered.

“No. I…we didn’t know.” Michael shook his head.

“Quiet!” Mr. Cooper demanded. “For dishonesty, you are sentenced to

five lashes.”

Lashes! Lashes? Robert repeated the word in his mind, trying to quell

the panic that was rising within.

“Turn and place your hands on the mast,” Mr. Cooper directed as he

pulled a long brown object from the bag at his hip.

Robert couldn’t move, his eyes fixed on what Mr. Cooper held in his

hand. It looked much like a horse whip but had long threadlike pieces

with small nubs hanging at the ends.

“Unless you want double, I suggest you do as I say and quickly,” Mr.

Cooper demanded.

“Yes, sir,” The boys replied almost in unison while turning their backs

and placing their hands on the mast.

Mr. Cooper walked behind Robert and wrapped his hand tightly

around his upper arm. Robert cringed at the tightness of Cooper’s

grip. With the other arm he raised the whip, holding it up in the air,

pausing for a moment. Robert tensed every muscle, bracing for the

first strike. This was not foreign to him. This is what Thomas would

do to him for even the slightest infraction—a smile at the wrong time,

a broken brick. At least he knew this time there would be just five, not

an unending number. He could count his way through it. It will be

over soon enough.

Mr. Cooper swung his arm down quickly. Robert could hear the hum
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in the air as the whip moved toward him. He closed his eyes, fully

aware that in a moment he would feel the first sting.

The knotted tails hit Robert’s back and his body went stiff. He bit

down on his tongue to stop from crying out from the sharp, burning

pain. Two…three…four…five… he counted in his head and then felt Mr.

Cooper release his arm. Robert dropped to the floor and bent over his

knees, fighting back tears. Immediately he thought of his sisters and

mother and how he missed them. All he wanted was to escape this

very thing. I will not cry! I must not cry!

Mr. Cooper grasped Michael’s upper arm and raised the whip again.

Robert heard the familiar whoosh of air, looked up and saw it land on

Michael’s back. Then came the sickening sound of five successive

blows, and Michael fell to his knees beside Robert.
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obert felt a hand on his shoulder and flinched, expecting

another blow.

“Can you get yourselves up?” Mr. Smith asked gently.

“Ye—yes, sir,” Robert got to his feet.

Every movement sent sharp pains through him. Michael was still

kneeling with his head down. Robert bent over to help his friend up.
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“You should be thankful Mr. Cooper wasn’t really trying. It could have

been a lot worse,” Mr. Smith said matter-of-factly.

Both boys looked up at him, nodding blankly.

Worse? I don’t want to know what worse is, Robert thought. It was now

clear to him what he had gotten himself into and would do anything

to avoid that whip.

“Mr. Smith!” Mr. George called down from the upper deck.

“Yes, sir!”

“See they are cleaned up, fed and put to work immediately.”

“Yes, sir!” Mr. Smith replied and saluted.

“Follow me boys.”

“Yes, sir,” they replied together.

Mr. Smith led them across the main deck to the bow of the ship.

Robert glanced behind him, relieved that Mr. Cooper did not follow

along. In his distraction he did not realize that Mr. Smith had stopped

and walked right into him, bouncing off and landing hard on the

deck.

“Watch where you’re going,” Mr. Smith said, chuckling as he reached

for Robert’s hand to help him back to his feet.

“Sorry, sir,” Robert answered feeling hotness race up his face.

“See these doors?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Never touch them. That’s the officers’ head.”

“Head?” Robert asked.

“Yes, head.”
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“Sir, what is a head?” Michael asked, confused.

Mr. Smith nearly fell over laughing. It took a minute or two for him

to regain his composure. “A head is where you piss and well…you can

figure it out from there, can’t you? When you go, you go here,” He

said, pointing to a black bench with a hole in it.

“Yes, sir.” Robert answered.

“Here, sir?” Michael asked.

“Yes, Michael, here. The two of you smell as bad as that black hole in

the deck. Strip down and use this bucket and cloth to clean

yourselves.”

“Ye—yes, sir,” Robert replied.

“Don’t waste a drop of that water, mind you. Water’s precious aboard

a ship. I’ll return shortly,” Mr. Smith called to them over his shoulder.

“I can hardly move. It hurts so much,” Robert whispered.

“Me, too,” Michael said, “but we have to try. He’ll be back soon and

will expect us to be clean.”

“Never thought we’d get a beating,” Robert lamented.

“Let’s not get another,” Michael replied.

Robert removed his shirt, with every movement he felt stinging pains.

It was difficult just to bend over and dip the cloth into the bucket to

wipe his chest. He looked around nervously as he fumbled with the

buttons on his trousers. It was a strange feeling to have to strip in the

wide open.

Robert glanced over to Michael and was surprised he was already

naked and wiping his legs. Reluctantly Robert took off his trousers

and underclothes and crouched down to clean the lower part of his

body.
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“Hey, you!”

Robert looked up to the sails to see which one of the men was talking

to him.

“Yeah, you with the red hair and scrawny body. Whatcha trying to

hide there? We all have one of those.”

Raucous laughter exploded, and Robert wished he could disappear,

but he gave them a weak smile instead.

“Don’t worry about them,” Michael tried to reassure his friend.

Robert just shook his head in reply.

“Never mind those old sea dogs,” Mr. Smith tossed a bundle of clothes

to each of them. “Put these on. They will be a bit big, but you will

grow into them soon enough.”

Both boys quickly dressed. Robert was never more grateful to be

covered up. They rolled up their sleeves, cuffed their trousers and put

their old shoes back on their feet.

“Now we can burn these old, smelly rags,” Mr. Smith scooped up the

mound of clothes and began to walk away.

“Wait!” Robert ran to him in a panic and began rifling through the

pile.

“What’s gotten into you?”

“I…I just need my—please! It has to still be here...” Robert begged to

no one in particular.

He continued hunting, becoming more desperate as the seconds went

by, until he finally pulled the prize from a pocket.

“Here it is.” Robert held the knitted hat tightly in his hands.

“A hat?”
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“Yes, sir.”

“Anything else?” Mr. Smith furrowed his brow and looked from one

to the other.

“No, sir,” Michael answered.

Robert shook his head in reply as he put the knit cap on his head.

The feel of the wool brought him back to the day his mother gave it to

him for his twelfth birthday. It was just a few months ago, but now it

felt like a lifetime. She had taken it out of her knitting drawer and

gently put it on his head, pulling it down over his ears. He remem‐
bered feeling warm, not just on the outside, but on the inside as well.

What is she doing now, he wondered, but then guilt swept over him as

he realized she was most likely worried to death about where he was.

“Mr. Smith, sir, may I ask…” Michael said.

“Yes,” Mr. Smith replied.

“What’s to happen next? Are we allowed to stay aboard?”

“Boys, you have been sworn to serve in Her Royal Majesty’s Service,

and you will serve on this vessel until lawfully discharged.”

A lump formed in Robert’s throat as he took in Mr. Smith’s words.

‘Until lawfully discharged’. What does that mean?

“Sir?” Robert piped in.

“Yes, Robert.”

“How long do we serve?” Robert asked.

“How long? Most men spend their lives aboard vessels such as this,

unless they’re injured, but even then most are expected to return.

Leaving your ship before being discharged is considered desertion,

and the penalty for that is severe. Most are hunted down and quickly

punished with lashes or shot. Any other questions?”
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The boys stared at him, unable to utter a word.

“Very well, to the lower decks then. Follow me.”

Robert opened his mouth to say something, but no sound came out. In

his mind he was screaming. Wait! Wait! This can’t be! I just wanted to get
away from Thomas!

Mr. Smith walked toward the mid-ship stairway, and Robert knew he

was supposed to follow but couldn’t get his feet to move. His shoes

seemed nailed to the deck and his arms immobilized as if they were

tied to his body. The only sound he could hear was his own voice in

his head still calling out. No, no, no!

“Robert. Come on. We have to go,” Michael said.

Still Robert didn’t move. Michael poked his arm, but there was no

response. Michael took hold of his arms and shook him.

“Wake up, Robert! We must follow Mr. Smith.”

“Follow?” Robert answered with a whisper.

“Yes follow. What’s the matter with you?” Michael asked and jabbed at

his shoulder.

“I…I don’t want…We’re stuck here. Forever,” Robert said numbly.

“No. We’ll make a plan. We’ll get away,” Michael whispered into

Robert’s ear.

“And be shot?”

“No. We’ll be smart.”

“How?”

“Boys! There’ll be no lollygagging,” Mr. Smith called out to them.

“We’ll find a way. The ship’s got to stop somewhere.”

“I…I’m—”
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“Boys, now!” Mr. Smith yelled firmly.

“Come on. Do you want another beating?”

“No.” Robert looked at Michael with pleading eyes. “We’ll make a

plan?”

“I promise, yes.” Michael took hold of Robert’s arm and looked

straight at him. “We need to do what they say.”

Robert nodded in agreement. Michael grabbed his sleeve and pulled

him forward to where Mr. Smith stood waiting.

“You’ve got to move faster than that in Her Majesty’s Navy. I’ve no

time for this nonsense. There’s much to show you and even more

work to be done,” Mr. Smith said, clearly annoyed.

“Sorry, sir,” Michael replied.

Mr. Smith grunted, gave them a disapproving look from head to toe,

then turned and led them down several stairways which brought them

to the very bottom of the ship.

It was dark. There were no portholes, no way for light to make its way

down into this place. Mr. Smith lit a lantern that was hanging on the

wall. The dim light revealed barrels stacked on top of more barrels

and supplies of every type from the floor to the ceiling.

“This is the hold. The ship’s supplies are kept here as well as ammuni‐
tion and ballast. Food, fresh water, ropes, tools, additional sails and

timber for masts and yardarms. There, by the main mast, are chain

pumps to pump out water,” Mr. Smith pointed as he spoke. “And those

pumps bring water to the upper decks for washing. Any questions?”

“No, sir.” The boys answered in unison.

“Very well then. Up we go to the orlop.” Mr. Smith said as he extin‐
guished the lantern and started up the stairs again. “Never leave

without putting out the flame. Fire’s a dangerous thing aboard a ship.”
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The boys followed silently as Mr. Smith took them to the next deck

up from the hold.

“The orlop is where the surgeon’s cabin is, and the purser’s storeroom

is there too, which is where daily rations of food and water are

measured and given to the mess cooks. The purser would issue you

clothing if need be. This deck also holds the magazines. Any questions

boys?”

“Sir, the surgeon?”

“Are you asking me what a surgeon is, Michael?”

“Um…yes, sir.”

“A surgeon is a doctor. The person you see when you are ill or injured.

Any other questions?”

“A magazine, sir?” Robert asked.

“The magazine holds the ammunition for the guns. For the 24-pound

guns there,” Mr. Smith pointed to the bow of the ship. “And the 12-

pound ammunition is there.” He pointed to the stern. “They are kept

separate so as not to confuse them during battle. Can’t fire a 24-

pounder with shot for a 12-pounder now, can we?” Mr. Smith

chuckled a bit.

The boys smiled weakly, not really understanding what was funny.

Mr. Smith then walked them up the stairs to the lower gun deck.

“Boys, listen closely, this will not be repeated. Your first duty is loyalty

to the captain and your country. You’re expected to follow orders

given to you quickly and efficiently. The ship is run well because strict

order is kept at all times. You will abide by the schedule. Each of you

will be assigned a number corresponding to the area of the ship you

are to work in. Beginning each shift and each half-hour a bell will ring

which marks the passage of time. As time passes, certain activities

begin or end. Understand?”

The boys nodded.
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“Our days are divided into seven watches which each last four hours

except for the first and last dog watches. So, at eight bells a shift ends,

and another begins. The men on duty either go below to sleep or to

their next assigned station. The watches are; the afternoon watch,

noon to four PM; the first dog watch, from four PM to six PM; the

last dog watch, six PM to eight PM; the first watch, eight PM to

midnight; the middle watch, midnight to four AM; the morning

watch, four AM to eight AM; and the forenoon watch, eight AM to

noon. Do you know what time it is now?”

“No, sir,” they both replied almost simultaneously.

“We are now halfway through the afternoon watch which begins at

noon and ends at four PM. That means it is two PM. Listen for the

bells, pay attention to what is happening around you at all times.”

Robert’s head was spinning. Bells, time, shifts, stations. He was

already confused and had no idea how he was going to learn all of

this.

“Your hammocks will be at the stern, near the gunner. Are you boys

used to proper beds with a mattress and blankets?” There was a hint

of friendly sarcasm in his voice.

“Um…only a bed, sir,” Robert replied.

“Well then, you’ll be in for a bit of adventure. You’ll see that some of

the men are asleep. Keep your voices down. The hammocks are

numbered to match the beam from which they hang. This is impor‐
tant to remember so you know which hammock is yours. You’ll be in

for a bit of trouble if you take the wrong one. This way.” Mr. Smith

walked them toward the stern.

Michael poked at an empty hammock with his fingers. “How would

we sleep in this? Those men look like they’re in big sausage casings.”

“What is that smell?” Robert whispered back, dumbfounded.

“Must be the men.” Michael pinched his nose closed.
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“Boys, come along and stay to the starboard side so you don’t wake

any of the men.”

“Which is that again?” Robert asked.

“To the right. This side,” Mr. Smith replied as he waved his right arm.

“How come he’s worried about us making noise? Listen to all that

snorting. It’s worse than a pig pen at feeding time,” Robert said.

“What is all this noise?” A booming voice sounded from inside the last

hanging canvas.

The boys stood frozen as they watched a mountainous man climb out.

He moved quickly and, in an instant, was towering over them.

“Who the bloody hell are you?” he yelled into their faces.

Robert wanted to turn away—the man’s breath was so sour—but he

didn’t dare move. He had never seen such a large person before in his

life. The man’s long and unkempt hair, his lined face and sunken eyes

all reminded Robert of the giant bear in the story his mother used to

tell at bedtime.

“You little bastards woke me up,” he spat at them and kicked Robert

hard in the shin.

The blow caught Robert by surprise, and he yelped out in pain.

Suddenly Mr. Smith was between them.

“Brock, back off! You know where fighting will get you.”

“Keep those little rats away from me. Especially that one.” Brock

pointed at Robert.

Immediately Robert felt as if he had shrunk down to nothing. A

familiar sense of fear was creeping in, just like when his brother

would yell in his face. He never understood why Thomas hated him so

much. Now, as he looked up at this colossal man, he wondered the

same thing.
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“Get back to your hammock and settle down, Brock. It’s not the first

time someone got woken up on a ship.”

“Stowaway rats!” Brock mumbled as he lumbered back to his

hammock.

“Let’s move on, boys.” Mr. Smith shook his head.

Robert limped a bit as he filed in behind Mr. Smith. He kept his head

down and watched his feet shuffle along the floor.

“What’s wrong with you?” Mr. Smith asked.

“Nothing. I’m fine, sir.” Robert shoved his shaking hands deeper into

his pockets. He wondered if Michael and Mr. Smith could see his

heart thumping hard or hear it in their ears as he did.

“Next time just tell Brock to shut his blow hole,” Mr. Smith advised,

smiling. “It’s easy.”

Robert just nodded and half smiled in return. Easy? he thought, feeling

himself wither again. How could that be easy?

The back end of the deck was lined with cannons. The light from the

portholes gleamed off the large black cylinders, each sitting on a

wooden sled with wide, sturdy wheels. They were all pulled up to the

embrasure and secured in place with thick rope tied to rings attached

to the floorboards. Robert eyed each of them with caution and

wondered if one would explode if he got too close. In between some

of the guns were tables with dishes and cups neatly stacked in the

center. They reached the gun room and Mr. Smith pointed to the last

two hammocks hanging in a dark corner at the far end of the room.

“These will be yours. Hammocks are piped up to the main deck for

cleaning at seven bells of the middle watch. What time would that be

boys?”

Robert thought for a moment, “Seven bells of the middle watch would

be half past three sir?”
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“Are you asking me or telling me?”

“I’m telling you, sir, half past three of the middle watch.”

“Be confident, Robert. A shaky voice won’t get you anywhere in life.

Well done! You’re correct.”

Robert smiled. He was able to get something right. Even if it was a

small thing, it made him feel good.
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“D

4

o you have any belongings?”

“No, sir, just what we came aboard with. Just our clothing,”

Michael answered.

“I have my cap, sir. I don’t care about anything else.” Robert said.

“Very well. The men keep their belongings in these ditty bags, hung
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on the pegs next to their hammocks. It is none of your business what

a man keeps in his bag. It is quite a serious matter to peek into anoth‐
er’s things. Is that understood?” They nodded. “Trust boys. Each man

aboard this vessel trusts the other—much of the time with their lives.

Now, I will take you to the galley and then your work will begin.”

“Galley, sir?” Michael asked gingerly.

“Now you’re going to tell me you don’t know what a galley is?” Mr.

Smith looked from one to the other.

Neither of them met his eyes.

“Speak up when you’re asked a question.”

“Um…is a galley like a kitchen?” Robert asked meekly.

“Yes, a galley is where the food is prepared on a ship. At meal time

there is one person from each mess who goes to get the food in the

galley for the rest of his mates. Is that clear?”

“Y—yes, sir,” Robert replied.

“Don’t stare at your shoes, Robert. Look at a man when he’s talking to

you.”

“Y—yes, sir,” Robert forced himself to look up.

“There. That’s better. Follow me.” Mr. Smith walked toward the bow

and up the narrow stairway to the middle deck.

“What do you think a mess is?” Robert whispered to Michael.

“I hope it’s something to do with food. I’m so hungry.”

“Me, too.”

Mr. Smith stopped in front of a large black stove in the center of the

room. The flames licked at the iron grate as if they were trying to get

free and hop out. A thick chimney, as wide around as an old tree

trunk, rose up through the ceiling. Robert had never seen any

contraption like it in his life.
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Robert elbowed Michael and whispered, “That thing must be heavy.

Why doesn’t it fall through the floor?”

Michael shrugged his shoulders.

Across from the stove was a wooden counter and shelves on which

various pots and small containers were kept. Beyond it were barrels

upon barrels stacked up at the far end of the room. There were two

tables with benches against the wall. Chains that hung from the

ceiling beams were fixed to the end corners of the table, so they could

be lifted up and out of the way.

There were two other young men in the room organizing dishes and

cups who looked at the boys and gave them a small wave. Suddenly an

older man in a white uniform stained with grease appeared from the

other side of the stove. His hair was fully silver, and his belly bulged

out of his uniform. The man looked at Mr. Smith and then at the boys.

“Who have we got here, Mr. Smith?” He asked pointedly.

Mr. Smith answered matter-of-factly, “These lads thought it a good

idea to hide in the lifeboats and so now they join us on our voyage.

This is Robert—he is twelve—and this is Michael—he is fourteen.

Boys, this is Mr. Victor, in charge of providing for the ships domestic

needs.”

“Stowaways? My word! Who ever said life aboard was boring?” said

Mr. Victor with a bit of a smile. “Now there are two more mouths to

feed.”

“They are rather smallish. Won’t take much food,” Mr. Smith smirked.

Victor looked the boys up and down. “Are you hungry then?”

Robert stepped forward, “Yes, sir, very hungry and thirsty.”

Victor put his hands on his stomach as he laughed. Then he pointed to

two small barrels next to one of the tables. “Sit. I’ll scrounge up some

porridge and biscuit.”
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“There’s much work to be done when you’re finished here. I’ll return

in due time to begin your training,” Mr. Smith directed and then

turned to the cook. “Mr. Victor, I’ll leave these boys in your capable

hands.”

“Yes, sir, they’ll be just fine,” Mr. Victor replied with a smile. “Nyle,

fetch two bowls and bring them here. Wilbur, get mugs of water.”

Nyle handed the dishes over promptly and sat across from the boys.

“I’m Nyle.”

“I’m Wilbur,” Wilbur declared as he placed the mugs on the table.

“I’m Robert. That’s Michael.”

“You hid in a dory?” Nyle asked. “On the main deck?”

“Yeah,” they replied together.

“Could mean you’ve got nerve,” Wilbur leaned forward, “or that you’re

stupid.” Then he laughed out loud and slapped Nyle’s shoulder.

“Eat up!” Mr. Victor put the bowls on the table, smiled and then

walked away to tend to the stove.

The porridge looked like a hot lump of clay, but the boys dove in. It

was bland, not nearly what they were used to, but they were so

hungry they didn’t much care. Hunched over their plates, they shov‐
eled it in so fast there was hardly time for them to taste it.

“Did you think you’d stay in there? Or did you know you’d be found?”

Nyle narrowed his eyes and gave them half a smile.

“Knew someone was bound to find us,” Michael answered as crumbs

of biscuit fell from his mouth. “Thought we’d be able to work and

earn passage.”

“Oh, is that it? Easy then? What if the captain said no?” Wilbur asked,

looking from one to the other. “What would you have done then?”

“Umm…” Robert stammered. “Pretty sure we’d be useful enough.”
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“Were you? You two are lucky. Not all captains would take you. Some

would throw you in the brig. At least for a bit of time. Lucky you’ve

got us.” Wilbur pointed from himself to Nyle. “We’ll help you.”

“Yeah. Wasn’t too long ago that we were on our first voyage, just like

you. Well, not exactly like you. We aren’t sneaky stowaways,” Nyle

teased, and Wilbur chuckled along with him.

“Thank you.” Robert fidgeted a bit in his seat, relieved for the words

of friendship, but after being whipped and sworn to serve—perhaps

for the rest of their lives—he wasn’t feeling lucky. “How many ships

have you been on?”

“Just this one. My second voyage,” Nyle shared, “joining was better

than living in the street.”

“You lived in the street?” Robert asked and then noticed Nyle’s

cracked and dirty fingernails and his tangled web of hair. No, he must
not have had a mum.

“No mum or dad. Here I get fed, have a hammock. Better than grub‐
bing for food in the rubbish,” Nyle answered proudly.

Robert couldn’t think of a thing to say. He could not imagine

searching through scraps to eat or being alone like that. He thought of

his mother and how worried she must be. He missed her.

“Why’d you want to get on a ship?” Wilbur asked.

“Not much for me in Hessle. That’s our village.” Michael took another

spoonful of porridge. “My mum and dad died.”

“Both of them?” Nyle’s eyes widened.

“Yeah. From that sickness. Cholera they said. It was a long time ago,”

Michael hung his head and stared at the table, “so, we just wanted

something…a new life.” Michael finished.

“Well, you’ll get it here, that’s certain,” Wilbur looked from one to the

other. “May not be what you think.”
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“Tell them how you got here,” Nyle punched Wilbur’s arm.

“Alright! Alright!” Wilbur waved Nyle’s arm away. “My mum marched

me right to the dock with my trunk. Think I was just a bit older than

you. My mum said I would grow into a proper man aboard a ship. I’m

not sorry about it. Our little house was crowded. Too many grubby

fingers, not enough food. You?”

“Me?” Robert paused, and his new friends nodded their encourage‐
ment for him to continue. “I have a lot of brothers and sisters and my

mum. Our father died when I was young.”

“How’d he die, that sickness?” Nyle asked.

“No. Mum said he fell off a roof.”

“Fell off a roof? That’s like falling from a mast I would say. So, you

lived in that village— Hessle?” Wilbur asked.

“Not in the village. In the country. When I was younger, I took care of

the fruit trees, but when I got to be ten I worked with my brothers

making bricks, fixing roofs, building cisterns and houses,” Robert

added, not having any desire to tell anyone about running away from

Thomas’s wrath.

“Fruit trees?” Nyle repeated.

“Yeah, plums and apples.” Robert smiled as he thought about trimming

the branches, picking the fruit, and wrapping them with burlap to

survive the winter.

“Here are your limes.” Mr. Victor came over and tossed a few slices

onto the table. The boys looked at him with puzzled expressions and

he smiled. “Limes. Admiral of the Fleet says you’re to have these every

day to save you from scurvy.”

“Sir, what is scurvy?” Robert asked.

Mr. Victor leaned into the table and looked intensely from Robert to

Michael. “A disease you get when you don’t get enough of these.”
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Victor flicked his hand toward the limes. “You get tired, then you get

spots on your skin, your teeth start to bleed and fall out, you feel more

tired and can’t walk. Then maybe—probably—you die.” Mr. Victor

stood up abruptly and put his hands on his hips. “So eat your limes.

No complaining! I don’t want to hear complaining.”

“Yes, sir,” Robert popped a slice into his mouth and his whole face

puckered, Nyle and Wilbur snorted with laughter.

“See here! You two have some color back in your faces and you’ve met

some mates. Have you had enough?” Mr. Smith asked announcing his

arrival.

“Yes, sir,” Robert replied, still feeling the rumble of hunger echoing

through his insides.

Michael’s mouth was full of food but managed to nod.

“Time to turn-to. Not a moment to lose. Nyle, Wilbur, come along.”

“Yes, sir,” They got up and stood next to Mr. Smith.

Robert didn’t realize until right then how tall Nyle was—a full head

above Mr. Smith, and so much thinner. His clothing seemed to hang

from his limbs like it would off a hanger in a closet. Wilbur was

shorter and fit into his uniform almost perfectly. His hair was neatly

trimmed and his nails were clean—a stark contrast to Nyle. Robert

looked down at his own body and sighed. Someday…he thought to

himself. Please, God, someday make me like one of them.

Mr. Smith led the group up the stairs to the main deck. Every sail was

set, full of wind and flying from all three masts like tremendous wings

carrying them across the water. Robert was awestruck and thought if

they were freed from the ropes, they just might be big enough to

cover the whole ship.

“Look at how big the sails are! Do you see all those men? It’s like

they’re walking on air,” Robert whispered to Michael.

Mr. Smith stopped mid-ship, just past the main mast, and motioned
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for the four of them to gather round.

“Now, as I said before, you will be assigned numbers which will tell

you what area of the vessel you will be working. Your assignment may

change as the needs of the ship are determined each day, and of

course, by the sea conditions and weather. Your primary duties will be

cleaning and sweeping the decks, greasing the lines, and running

errands for the carpenter, cook, or for me—the first mate—and the

second mate, as well. I’ll watch you and see how you do.”

“Robert, your number is 401; Michael your number is 402. Odd

numbers work the starboard side; even numbers work the port side.”

The boys gave him a blank stare.

“I can’t read minds. What is it? Speak up.”

“Sir, I—” Robert stammered.

“Yes?”

“Sir, odd? Even?”

“Haven’t you any schooling?”

The boys shook their heads.

“None?”

“No, sir.”

“No books? Arithmetic?”

They shook their heads.

“Very well,” Mr. Smith exhaled loudly, “An odd number cannot be

divided by two. An even number can.

If I have three men, I can’t make two equal groups. I will have one

man on one side but two on the other. If I have four men then I can

have two equal groups—two on one side and two on the other.

Understand?”
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The boys nodded.

“Now then,” Mr. Smith continued, “the port side is the left side of the

vessel, the starboard side the right. Left or right is determined as you

face the bow, not the stern.”

“Yes, sir,” They replied.

“Your numbers are opposite each other; this means that if one of you

is called away or unable to complete your tasks, the other is respon‐
sible. Because you are partners you will mess together and share all

shifts. You are to work mid-ship. That’s right here in the center of

the main deck. As part of your training you must be able to climb

the rigging and do it quickly. We will practice this daily, beginning

now.”

“Sir, now?” Robert asked.

Mr. Smith smiled at the surprised look. “Yes. Robert you first. Up to

the crow’s nest and back down.”

Robert put his hand on the shroud and looked up, assuming the

crow’s nest is the flat platform near the top. It didn’t seem higher than

any roof he’d climbed before, but still he could not quell the churning

in his stomach.

“Don’t think about it,” Mr. Smith urged, “Do it.”

Robert took a deep breath and pulled himself up, pausing to make

sure he had a solid foothold on the ratline.

“This will build those arm muscles fast enough. Up you go,” Mr. Smith

insisted.

Cautiously, Robert began to move up. Left hand, right foot. Right

hand, left foot. Like a spider climbing a wall.

“That’s it, Robert!” Nyle encouraged.

“Yes. Good going! Try it a bit faster!” Wilbur called up. “You can do it!”
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Some of the crew noticed the commotion and shouted encourage‐
ment from their stations on the deck and aloft.

“That’s the way, boy!”

“You’re too slow! Hurry it up!”

“Don’t fall, or you’re dead!” A chorus of laughter followed.

Robert could hear their voices, but he didn’t dare look away from his

hands. Concentrating hard, he was determined to reach the crow’s

nest on his first try. His grip on the ropes was so tight his hands

burned from the friction. Robert was realizing that this was quite

different than climbing a ladder to get onto a roof.

Robert increased his speed. The higher he went, the more his confi‐
dence grew. Then his right foot slipped off and suddenly he was

hanging by his fingertips. Sharp pain stabbed at his back, reminding

him of the beating he received just a few hours earlier. His arms ached

as he struggled to regain a secure grip. Then he swung his left leg but

missed the line he aimed for. Robert’s fingers slipped as he swayed

back and forth. For a moment he hung there, waiting to stop moving.

Then he lifted his leg up and got his toe on the rope, finally gaining a

foothold. Robert looked up and found he was just a few feet away

from the goal.

Mr. Smith called out, “That’s it! That’s it! Touch the crow’s nest and

climb back down.”

Up Robert went, moving as quickly as he could. Hands, feet, hands, feet,
he thought to himself. Then he was there and smiled as he wrapped

his right arm around a rung and slapped the crow’s nest with his left

hand. Far below he could hear the men cheering and his smile

widened. Then he began his descent, finding it much easier to go

down than up.

When Robert reached the bottom he leapt off, landing on the deck

with a thud and smiled.
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“Good work, Robert!” Wilbur was the first to shake his hand and pat

him on the back. “The first time I climbed, I fell, like a stone. Hit the

deck hard.”

“You did?”

“Yeah. Got up, went right back at it. Made it the second time.”

Robert smiled. His hands burned like hot coals, but he didn’t much

care, he was completely caught up in the encouragement from the

men. They didn’t even know him but, strangely, they seemed truly

happy for his accomplishment. Robert swelled with pride and wished

he could grab hold of this feeling and put it in his pocket.

“Sir, can I do it again?” Robert asked Mr. Smith.

“Tomorrow. Tomorrow you shall do it again. It’s you now, Michael.”

Mr. Smith pointed to the ratlines.

Michael put his hands on the rope ladder and began to climb, and all

the watchers rooted him on. When Michael reached the crow’s nest

there was a loud, booming cheer. The men stomped their feet and

clapped enthusiastically. Robert could feel the vibration of the boards

beneath his feet. The liveliness of the crowd captivated him, lifting his

spirits in a way he had never felt before.

Someone bumped his shoulder and it threw him off balance. Robert

turned to see Brock and immediately stepped back, but Robert wasn’t

fast enough. Brock grabbed hold of his arm and pulled him close.

Robert could smell his stinky breath, and it made him want to vomit.

Brock shoved him hard, and Robert fell to the deck. For a moment the

ogre stood over him, laughing, and then sauntered off.

As the men were congratulating Michael on his climb, Robert was

momentarily entangled amid their feet. No one seemed to notice he

was on the deck. Robert got to his feet, tried to smile and join the

group, but he felt pathetic—lost in understanding why this man

seemed to hate him so much.
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“P

5

ay attention, boys! Your first duties are to clean the deck and

polish the braces here,” Mr. Smith said as he pointed to the

metal rings attached to the railings which held the ropes leading

down from the sails.

Mr. Smith continued his detailed explanation on the importance of
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cleanliness aboard the ship. Robert was sure he heard at least two

bells during the talk and was fighting back his second yawn. He

wondered where Nyle and Wilbur were. These lessons always seemed

more bearable when the two of them were there.

“...and boys, we never know when we will meet another ship of the

line out at sea. It is essential that the ship is kept clean and orderly at

all times. It reflects badly on the captain and the service in general if

the ship is unkempt.” Mr. Smith handed them both flat stones

attached to long ropes. “Here are your holystones and buckets.”

The boys nodded and took their tools. Michael wasted no time and

was already scrubbing, so Robert got down on his hands and knees

and began scouring the boards close to the railings. Every push of the

stone sent shooting pains through his body, his sore muscles

screaming at him to stop. He looked up at the long expanse of deck

stretched out in front of him and knew they would be at this for

hours.

When eight bells rang out, Robert tossed his holystone into the bucket

and sat back on his heels. He tried to figure out what shift was ending.

Last he knew it was two in the afternoon, but now the sun was sink‐
ing. He wondered how far into the ocean they had traveled while he

had been scrubbing.

“Supper!” Nyle called out as he passed them.

“Supper already?” Michael asked.

“Yeah, supper. End of the afternoon watch. Step lively, boys,” Wilbur

urged playfully.

“I need the head.” Robert stood up and immediately bent over in pain.

“What’s with you?” Nyle replied.

“Think I waited too long to go.”

“I’m not carrying you,” Wilbur announced.
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“I can walk.”

Piercing sharp pain filled Robert’s lower body, but he straightened up

and hobbled forward, pushing against the tide of men going in the

opposite direction to get their supper. If he didn’t get there fast, he

wasn’t sure he could stop it from coming out on its own.

Over the edge of the railing Robert looked longingly at the expanse of

ocean. For a fleeting moment he thought about just kneeling at the

stanchions and pissing over the side, but then the possible conse‐
quences popped in. It was so improper to do such a thing. What would

be the punishment, he wondered. Suddenly the memory of the tails

stinging his back was so strong it was like feeling those five lashings

all over again. Damn it to hell! I can’t piss over the side.

The only two spots were taken. Why were there only two spots, Robert

asked himself silently. Then he realized one of the men was Brock.

Damn! Damn! Damn!

The officers compartments were empty. The doors swung freely as

the ship rocked, as if inviting him in. But Robert didn’t dare enter,

certain that the punishment for that would be worse than going over

the side. He danced around in small circles holding it in as best he

could while fighting the instinct to flee from Brock. He wondered if

there was something sacred about the head. Maybe men didn’t bother

each other at such a time. Perhaps Brock would let him be.

Finally, the other man finished. Robert rushed past him, sighing with

sweet relief as he took his turn. He watched the steady stream of urine

disappear into the darkness of the hole and wondered what happened

when it was full. Oh no, he thought, when it’s full I’ll probably have to

empty it.

“Lookee who’s here. The little stowaway rat,” Brock hissed, putting his

lips right up to Robert’s ear. “Taking up space and food and water

from us.”

Panic swept through Robert. Hell! The head is not sacred! He didn’t
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answer; he didn’t know what to do, so continued to look down at the

hole and hoped Brock would get bored.

“Speak when you’re spoken to, rat!”

Robert stayed silent, staring at the hole, wondering where his friends

might be. Where was Mr. Smith?

Suddenly Brock grabbed him tightly by the arm and turned Robert so

they were face to face. His breath reeked of rum and old food.

“When I talk to you, you answer!”

All Robert could do was nod.

“I don’t like rats on my ship.”

“Yes, sir,” Robert answered softly, averting his eyes.

Brock let go of his arm and, for a second, Robert felt a wave of relief.

That wasn’t so bad, he thought. Then Brock grabbed the back of his

neck and pushed his face into the head. Robert tried to stiffen up to

stop the assault, but he was not strong enough. His nose filled with

the vile scents of excrement and urine and he gagged. Then the vomit

came up and out so fast he couldn’t stop it. As Robert retched Brock

tightened his grip and then, suddenly, let go. Robert could hear

Brock’s laughter fading as he walked away. Robert spat out what was

left in his mouth and rubbed the back of his neck. On the way to

supper, he struggled to think of what he could have done to make

Brock so angry.

Robert found Michael standing in front of a make-shift table sand‐
wiched between two cannons. Four very large and burly men were

already sitting on the barrels. Their arms were as thick around as fire

logs. All of them had long hair tied back in tails at the nape of their

necks. There was a certain similarity about them, and Robert

wondered if they were brothers.

“You the stowaways?” One of them asked.
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“Y—yes, sir.” Robert answered timidly, wondering if any of these men

are like Brock.

“Sir? I’m not a stodgy old officer. I’m Ben,” Ben answered, smiling.

“Here are Robert and Michael. Boys, here are Ben, Owen, Matthew

and Timothy.” Wilbur took the initiative to introduce the men.

“Nyle, where’s the grub? Shake a leg! I’m starving,” Matthew

demanded with a smirk.

“I’m the cook. Robert, come along; see how it’s done.”

Robert followed Nyle to the galley, where they joined the long line

waiting for food. He was surprised at how orderly it all was. Each man

leaving had a full tray; he watched them all intently, drinking in every

detail.

“Ah! Here’s Robert,” Victor greeted him as their turn came.

“Yes, sir,” Robert answered.

“Make sure you eat them limes.”

“Yes, sir.” Robert helped Nyle fill their tray with the boiled meat,

cabbage, biscuit, pieces of lime and water. Smiling faces met them as

they returned and divided the rations among the eight of them.

Michael seemed to have melted right into the group.

“Our mess-mates are maintopmen.” Nyle started the introductions.

He leaned toward the boys and added in a loud whisper that everyone

else could hear. “And don’t call Ben Benjamin. He hates it. Might

throw you over for it.”

The men laughed, and Owen gave Ben a friendly shove.

“He can’t hurt a fly, that Ben,” Timothy added.

“Do you know what a maintopmen does?” Wilbur asked.

“N…No sir.” Robert replied.
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“You don’t have to call us sir. Robert, is it? You those stowaways?”

Owen asked.

“Yes si—yes.”

“I heard about the two of you.” Owen pointed at them.

“Maintopmen work the rigging of the upper masts and yards of the

maintop-gallant and maintop-mast. Furling and unfurling sails,

securing the ropes overhead. Climb rigging better than anyone, even

the rats,” Wilbur explained.

“Sir, what’s it like, being so high up?” Robert asked Ben.

“There are no ‘sirs’ with messmates. But I’ll tell you there’s no better

place to be than up on those yardarms. Did you know, boys, that our

main mast is over 100 feet tall?” Owen asked.

“No si—no,” Robert replied.

“Be warned—when you’re up there, better watch your footing. One

strong wind and it’s off into the sea. Lost in Davy Jones’s locker.

Forever,” Timothy added dramatically.

“I ain’t never lost my footing,” Owen declared.

“Here we go with Owen’s stories! Don’t believe a word of it—he’s the

worst of our lot,” Ben jeered, looking at the boys and winking.

“Worst? Well I’ll have you know I’ve more gumption than the lot of

you,” Owen answered, pointing his biscuit at each and every one of

them.

“Now, now. Let’s not get ourselves in a tizzy,” Timothy interrupted.

“Just last week—in port, no less—you nearly fell off your spar on to

the captain’s head!”

“There would’ve been hell to pay if you had,” Ben replied.

“There he was—showing off for ladies on the dock. Wouldn’t ya know

he’d had too much grog in him, lost his foothold and—if not for a
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quick hand—would’ve killed himself and the captain to boot! There

ain’t no fine lady who wants a dead seaman who killed his captain,”

Matthew teased.

“What’s grog?” Michael asked innocently.

The question made the six of them laugh so hard they nearly fell off

their seats.

“Grog is a man’s drink. Rum mixed in water. Too much makes your

mind go funny and makes for dangerous doings, like showing off for

fine ladies,” Ben answered.

Robert was spellbound with everything they said and would be happy

to continue listening to their banter for hours.

“I watched you climb, boys. Not bad for a first. Better than Wilbur

there. He fell flat on his bum. That was a sight!” Matthew shared, and

the group roared with laughter.

“Not bad, I agree,” Ben added. “There may be a topman in you.”

Robert nodded enthusiastically. “I’ve climbed roofs. Hung upside

down fixing things. I could be a topman.”

“So have I!” Michael chimed in.

“Have you now? Well, that’s something. I would think any roof you

may have climbed up on is not as tall as our mast,” Owen declared.

“No, sir.” Robert looked down for a moment and then met Ben’s

eyes. “How long were you on the ship before you became a

topman?”

“I did my time as you will—swabbing decks, polishing braces. You’d

like to do what we do then? Is that it?” Owen said with a knowing

smirk.

“Very much, yes,” Robert replied excitedly.

Ben smiled. “It’s like looking into a mirror of my past.”

RUNAWAY AT SEA

59



“Sure is. Work hard boys and maybe you’ll get to be just like us,”

Matthew answered.

The bell rang, ending the meal. Robert and Michael cleaned the table

and went directly to their hammocks. Robert’s last thought before

sleep caught up to him was of walking the upper yardarm.

“Turn to! Turn to!” Mr. Cooper’s mate repeated the call as he ran

through the orlop deck blowing his whistle.

“Didn’t you hear the bell?” Michael yelled, jabbing at Robert, “Take

down your hammock! Quick!”

Robert woke with a start, grabbing at anything he could to stop

himself from tumbling to the floor. His head felt fuzzy, and it wasn’t

until he heard Mr. Cooper’s bellowing voice that he remembered

where he was.

Robert rolled onto his feet, unhooked his hammock and joined the

mass of men running toward the stairway. Still groggy from sleep, he

lost his footing on the first step and fell face first onto the stairs. The

crew rushed over him in a mad dash. Someone stepped on his hand

and he yelped in pain. Afraid of being trampled, Robert quickly got up

and stumbled the rest of the way to the Main Deck.

The deck was dimly lit with lanterns. Anything beyond the reach of

the lights was as black as coal. Robert looked up at the countless stars

glowing intermittently. If he didn’t know any better, he would swear

they were winking at him.

Other than those working the sails aloft, the entire company was on

their hands and knees scrubbing hammocks. Robert grabbed a holy‐
stone from a nearby bucket and found a spot to clean his. It must be

Thursday. Hammocks are piped up to be cleaned a bit earlier on Thursdays,

he reminded himself.

Mr. Cooper walked the deck, overseeing the process with a watchful

eye. Just waiting for someone—anyone—to do something wrong.
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Robert could hear the steady and deliberate footsteps growing nearer,

slowing as they passed him, and then moving on.

Robert hurriedly scrubbed the dirt and sweaty grime off his hammock

trying to catch up to the others who had already finished.

Everyone else was already done putting their bedding in the nets

along the railing to dry. Robert rushed to shake his out, but the wind

blew it into his face. He struggled as it somehow wrapped itself

around his head and shoulders. Frustrated, he grunted loudly and, in a

flurry of arm movements, was finally able to untangle himself and

secure it to the netting. Robert noticed Mr. Cooper was at the fore‐
castle, and hoped he wasn’t close enough to notice him.

“Damn stupid thing!” He muttered.

The bell rang seven times—half past three AM. Robert suddenly was

overcome with a succession of wide yawns. It would be several more

hours before he would be able to sleep again. He used to think sharing

a bed with his youngest brother Ebenezer was crowded, but that was

only a dream now. There were just a few inches between his

hammock and anyone else’s. Every time a watch changed someone

always bumped into one, which made all the hammocks swing. Then

there were the never-ending booming footsteps overhead; it was like

sleeping under a stampede of horses.

Stifling another yawn, Robert wondered if he would be able to climb

the rigging today. He could feel himself getting faster and stronger.

Mr. Smith had begun timing them, and Robert reveled in the look of

pride on his face.

Going up the ratlines was the only thing that interrupted the constant

scrubbing and polishing or running errands for the carpenter. Mr.

McKenna always needed them to fetch some tool, caulk, or sail from

the hold deep in the bowels of the ship. It was tedious and rather

boring, but Robert was glad to learn every inch of the vessel. Now he

knew the ship so well it was as if he’d never lived anywhere else. If
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only he could get his days of the week figured out, he’d feel like a true

sailor.

Eight bells rang, signaling the end of the middle watch—four AM.

Robert rushed to mid-ship to meet Nyle and Wilbur, who would be

teaching Michael and him about knots and properly securing the

ropes along the railings. Mr. Smith had stressed the importance of

safety and the rigging. One slip, one line in the wrong place, could

mean severe injury—perhaps even death—to anyone working the sails

aloft. Robert could hear the words ringing in his head over and over:

‘…and losing a sailor is like losing an arm or a leg. We, each of us, are part of

a limb on the body of the ship.’

The wind suddenly changed, and Robert heard the first command to

tack the ship.

“Ready About! Stations for Stays!” Mr. George cried out from the

Poop Deck.

“A Good Full For Stays!” was answered back from the helmsman.

“Ready! Ready! Ease down the helm!”

“Helms-A-Lee!”

The foresheet and head-sheets were let go, and Robert felt the bow of

the ship swing into the wind. He looked out at the sea. It was still so

dark; he could see only the white frothy tops of the waves glowing in

the moonlight.

“Rise Tacks and Sheets!”

“Haul Taut! Mainsail Haul!”

The main and cross-jack yards swung together and quickly. Robert

listened intently to the commands and watched the quick response of

the men; each of them knowing his job and performing it flawlessly.

The changing of the sails, furling one, unfurling another—it was like

watching a dance, and Robert was captivated by the grand sight.
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“Where are Nyle and Wilbur?” Michael asked, appearing next to

Robert. “Aren’t we doing something with ropes?”

“I think so. Was just standing here waiting,” Robert said, not taking his

eyes off the sails.

“What’re you looking at?” Michael asked as he looked up, trying to

find something out of the ordinary.

“Just watching them tack.”

“You sick or something?”

“Sick? No. Why?”

“You came to supper looking a mess. Smelled awful and white as a

sheet.”

Robert turned to Michael and then put his head down.

“What?” Michael asked, giving him a friendly shove.

Robert took a step closer to Michael and looked around to make sure

no one was paying them any attention.

“Had a bit of a row with Brock. Back at the head,” Robert whispered.

“What do you mean a row? You want to die or something?” Michael

fired the questions at him quickly.

“He roughed me up, stuck my face in the...in the...” Robert whispered.

“In the head? Down inside with all the—” Michael interrupted.

“Yeah.”

“That’s why you smelled so bad!”

“Not the first time either.”

“Not the first time? You mean he stuck your head in there before?”

“No. Not that. He’s beastly. Gives me looks like he’s warning some‐
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thing worse is next. I’ve been trying to stay away from him.” Robert’s

voice trailed off.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

Robert just shrugged and looked down at his feet. “Didn’t think it was

so bad until he came at me when we were at the head.”

“What do you want to do?” Michael asked.

“I don’t know what to do. I half think, if given the chance, he’d throw

me over.”

“Tell Nyle and Wilbur. They’ll help,” Michael suggested.

“I don’t know why Brock hates me,” Robert whispered.

“What’re you two muttering about? Got a secret?” Wilbur came

between them, resting his arms on their shoulders.

Michael looked at Robert and nodded his head toward Wilbur.

“What? You really got something?” Wilbur smiled, his eyebrows raised

with interest. “I love to hear trash.”

“Robert’s having a problem,” Michael stated.

“Then Robert should tell me because he’s got a tongue. What is it?”

Wilbur said, looking at Robert. “Speak up.”

“I…someone’s….”

“Spit it out.”

“Someone’s giving me…is giving me a bit of trouble.”

“Robert, look up when you speak. Who?”

“What’s going on? You’re gossiping like a bunch of ladies having tea,”

Nyle ribbed as he joined the group.

“Someone’s pestering Robert,” Wilbur filled him in.

“No! Who?”
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“Yeah, who, Robert?” Wilbur asked again. Michael opened his mouth

to answer but Wilbur put up his hand. “The boy needs to learn to

speak up for himself.”

“Brock,” Robert answered in a barely audible whisper.

“Brock? Oh, brother, you’re going to die,” Nyle said.

Robert looked up at him with alarm. “Die?”

“No, you’re not going to die. Keep quiet, Nyle,” Wilbur said as he

kicked Nyle in the shin.

“Just having a little fun,” Nyle defended himself.

“What are you going to say to him?” Wilbur asked.

“Say? Nothing,” Robert answered.

“Nothing? How do expect him to leave you be if you say nothing?”

Wilbur asked pointedly.

“I…”

“Robert if you stand there and take it, he’s going to keep doing it.”

“But he’s so—"

“Large?” Nyle asked. “He’s large. Much more than you.”

Wilbur rolled his eyes and then looked back to Robert. “Doesn’t

matter how big he is; if you stand your ground, you’ll earn some

respect, and he’s more likely to leave you be.”

“I…”

“Robert, you have to,” Nyle added. “Wilbur’s right.”

“But what if…shouldn’t I tell Mr. Smith?”

“Do you want to be a squealer or a man?” Wilbur asked.

“I want to be a man.”
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“Then find a way to stand up to him.”

“Find a way. Right.”

“Right!” Wilbur put his hand gently on Robert’s shoulder and gave

him a reassuring squeeze. “You’ll figure it out. When the time comes,

you will know what to do. Trust yourself.”

Find a way? Trust myself? But I don’t know how. Robert could only hope

he’d be able to live up to the confidence Wilbur seemed to have

in him.

“Now here is a good example of loose ropes.” Mr. Smith came up from

behind the group and pointed to the ropes now hanging about the

deck. “If not coiled properly anyone walking past could get tangled

up, trip, fall overboard.” Mr. Smith started his daily comments on

safety. “Coiled ropes won’t kink. Kinked ropes might cause the lines

to jam in the blocks, making it impossible to change the sails. If we

cannot adjust the sails, we can’t catch the wind, and the ship will fall

off course.”

Robert and Michael listened intently, although it seemed impossible

to remember every detail of what Mr. Smith said. There were so many

rules.

Mr. Smith continued, “Nyle and Wilbur will show you how to handle

the ropes. As the sails are changed, lines are dropped and need to be

tended to and secured. You are assigned to the starboard side.” He

pointed up and down the entire length of the ship. “As you coil each

rope, be sure to know what part of the sail it leads to, I will ask you

about it later.”

“Yes, sir!” they replied in unison.

Wilbur picked up the first rope and began to coil it. “You must coil

right-handed ropes clockwise and left-handed ropes counter-clock‐
wise. Make sure they are flat. Always keep them separate as each is

matched to a specific part of the sail. When the sails get reset, you

have to know which rope to use and get to it fast. A rope must run out
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without a kink or…” Wilbur cut his own neck with his finger and

smiled. “Tell me if you see any that look like they’re coming apart.

Understand?”

“How do you know if it’s a right or left rope?” Michael asked.

“Here, hold this one, look at how it lies— slanted down from the right

to the left, so it’s a right-handed rope. If you follow the strand with

your finger it makes a circle to the right. Clockwise. Now, this one is

laid the other way—down from left to right. Opposite the direction of

a clock hand. See?”

“I see.”

“And you, Robert?”

Robert nodded. The demonstration continued, and the boys watched

attentively. Robert looked from the ropes to Wilbur, noting how he

knotted and secured them to the blocks on the railings. Robert’s eyes

followed the rope up past the spar, trying to identify the part of the

sail it was connected to: finally, Robert found it—the lower corner of

the center sail.

Robert took a loose rope and he began to do just what Wilbur had

done, carefully making sure he copied everything exactly. Nyle

handed Michael another rope to coil. With each line the boys followed

it with their eyes up to the sails and yards, memorizing where it led

to. There were so many—more than they ever would be able to count.

It was like sitting beneath the web of a giant spider. Robert couldn’t

imagine knowing for certain where each went and what it did, but he

knew he wanted to prove he could figure it out.

“Look how many there are,” Robert whispered to Michael.

“There’s a lot of them,” Michael agreed.

“Yes, a lot. But soon you’ll know them all,” Wilbur reassured them.

“Yeah. We learned from Mr. Smith, sometimes Mr. George. Takes a

bit, but you’ll get it,” Nyle said.
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“Will someone really die it we get one wrong?” Robert asked.

“If the rope jams, it could be a big problem. But you won’t,” Wilbur

answered.

“Won’t get one wrong?” Michael asked.

“Yeah. You can do it, we’ll teach you,” Wilbur said.

“Don’t worry,” Nyle echoed.

Mr. Cooper’s slow and methodical footsteps stopped next to the

group and he looked them up and down.

“We’re showing them how to handle the lines,” Nyle told him.

“Very well. Keep the gabble to a minimum,” Mr. Cooper directed and

then continued down the deck.

“Yes, sir,” They answered, one after the other.

For hours they ran up and down the railing, catching every line that

was dropped as the ship changed course or a sail was adjusted.

When the eighth bell rang, Robert heard the zip of the knotted log-

line being let out and the thud of the sand-glass being turned over at

the binnacle. Then, after a few seconds, the helmsmen called out the

number of knots released. Robert had learned this was meant to

measure how fast the ship was traveling. Beyond that he had no idea

why it was so important—only that the log was heaved at every bell.

“All’s well!” Mr. McKenna, the ship’s carpenter, called out, indicating

there were no leaks in the hull.

Robert smiled at Mr. McKenna’s voice calling up from the depths of

the ship. Such a short, frail-looking old man, but he was tougher than

the nails he hammered.

The bell signaled the morning watch was over. It was eight AM, time

for breakfast. Robert was hardly able to believe he was looking

forward to milk-less porridge and crumbled biscuit that was filled
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with more worms than grain. His stomach groaned with hunger, so he

would eat whatever he could.

After breakfast the boys dragged their aching bodies to their

hammocks. Four hours of sleep was the only thing they cared about.

Robert looked at his hands and ran his fingers over his palms, feeling

the roughness of the callused skin.

Now those are the hands of a sailor, he thought as he closed his eyes.
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R

6

obert put hand over hand as he climbed the ratlines of the

main mast, excited to be allowed up to the crow’s nest. He

thought about the navigation class Mr. George held on the poop deck

earlier. The midshipmen were learning about the sky, and Robert had

overheard the whole lesson as he scrubbed the deck.

Dusk was rapidly turning to night as Robert hoisted himself onto the

platform and looked out at the open sea. The stars were just starting

to sparkle, and he tried to find the constellation discussed today—

Ursa Major, the plow—they had called it.
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‘Follow the two pointer stars and you will find Polaris directly above and at
the end of Ursa Minor. Know where Polaris is, and you will always find your
way.’ Robert remembered the instructions as he looked up to the sky.

There it was—Polaris—directly behind the ship, which Robert now

knew meant they were heading south through the North Atlantic Sea.

The familiar thud of boots running across the deck caught his atten‐
tion. The first lieutenant was rushing to the helmsman and pointing

to the west and then, suddenly, he rang the bell. Robert saw a wall of

thick, dark clouds moving across the sky, blacking out the moon. He

immediately started to climb down.

A blast of wind caught their sails, and Robert felt the ship suddenly

list to the side. He gripped the rope so hard his knuckles turned white.

Below him, everyone reacted to the alarm. Men poured out of the

lower decks and hurried up the ratlines, climbing over and around

him as if he wasn’t there. Within seconds they were 100 feet up at the

top of the masts, furling the royals. Methodically, they worked their

way down, doing the same with the foresheets.

Mr. George was yelling out commands, but Robert couldn’t hear what

he was saying. He felt an urgent need to get down and forced his arms

and legs to move. Finally, he reached the deck just as a wave of water

crashed over the railing soaking him.

Ropes were dropping from every yardarm. Suddenly Mr. Smith’s

words ran through Robert’s head, ‘Every rope must be secured’, so he

grabbed the lines hanging near him and began tying them to the

braces.

Robert felt someone grab hold of his arm and whirl him around. For a

moment he was relieved to see it was Mr. Smith, but alarm set in

when the grip tightened. Robert’s heart was pounding in his chest so

hard he thought it was going to burst open.

“You must do as you’re told without question! Do you understand?”

Mr. Smith yelled over the roar of the wind.
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“Yes, sir!” Robert answered.

“Make haste to the hold! Find Mr. McKenna and tell him we need the

storm sail. It’s thicker, heavier than the others. He’ll know. Bring it to

me straight away! I’ll send Wilbur to help you.”

Robert didn’t waste a second and took off. He flew down every step

and as he got to the hold, he could hear Mr. McKenna calling out,

“Report to the captain! All’s well! Hull is holding.”

“Yes, sir!” Replied the sailor who ran past Robert.

“Mr… Mr…,” Robert struggled to speak.

“Easy, my boy! Take a breath.” Mr. McKenna put a gentle hand on

Robert’s shoulder.

“No… no time! Mr. Smith… storm sail… must—” Robert was

breathless.

Suddenly the ship lurched hard and fast. The force knocked both of

them off their feet. Robert fought to stand but then was thrown

against the wall as the ship abruptly pitched the other way.

“Mr. McKenna? Mr. McKenna?” Robert called out, hardly able to see

in the dim lantern light.

“Here! I’m right here, my boy. Are ya hurt?” Mr. McKenna asked.

“No. The sail… must bring… to Mr. Smith.”

“Yes, here it is. Hardly think you’ll be able to carry it on your own?”

“I can do it,” Robert said, clambering to his feet.

“I’m here!” Wilbur announced himself, as he leapt off the last step.

“Here it is then! You two should be able to handle her.”

Mr. McKenna slung half the sail over Robert’s shoulders and the other

half onto Wilbur’s. The weight of it brought Robert to his knees.
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“Well, it’s a good thing Wilbur’s here to help,” Mr. McKenna said as he

took hold of Robert’s arm, getting him to his feet.

Even with the two of them carrying the sail, it was so long it dragged

several feet behind them. Robert didn’t know how they were going to

make it topside. It was like carrying a dead horse up an endless hill.

Every muscle in his body fought against the swaying of the ship as

they rushed up, step after step.

“Can… can we stop?” Robert panted.

Wilbur stopped and turned to look at Robert. “You’re as red as

anything I’ve ever seen.”

“Just need to catch…”

“Yeah. I see that,” Wilbur offered.

“This thing is heavy!”

“It is,” Wilbur encouraged. “What did you say you did with your

brothers? Fixing all kinds of things. Sure those bricks were heavy.”

“Yes. I did all that. Didn’t seem hard.”

“If you did all that, you can do this, right? Not harder than all that. Mr.

Smith wouldn’t have sent you if he didn’t think you’re able.”

“Or he didn’t have anyone else.”

“Either way, you’re doing it! Each thing you do gets you closer to the

next.”

“Closer to the next.”

“Yes. But there’ll be hell to pay if we don’t get this topside.”

“I’m ready.”

“Got a good hold?”

“Yep.”
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Halfway up the last stairway, Robert felt the large raindrops on his

face. He turned his head away, but the rain was falling so hard and fast

it felt as though small pebbles were dropping on his head.

“One more,” Wilbur announced.

“One more,” Robert echoed.

As soon as they stepped onto the main deck several topmen came

running, grabbed the sail, and scrambled up the main yardarm. It

happened so fast Robert just stood there, now empty-handed, not sure

what to do next. He looked around for a loose rope, but they had

already been triced up. Lifelines had been run across the deck from

port to starboard. The men were holding onto them as they moved

around battening down anything that could blow overboard.

The torrential rain poured down, soaking Robert to the skin—each

new drop so hard it hurt more than the one before it. The wind was

howling, and the waves continually crashed up and over the gunwales.

He heard shouting and ran toward the voices, slipping and sliding as

he dodged the lines.

As Robert climbed the short steps to the poop deck, he saw that Mr.

George was speaking urgently to Michael, and so Robert joined them

hoping to be directed to be helpful.

“Where’ve you been?” Mr. George asked sharply.

“Mr. Smith sent me for the storm sail, sir,” Robert answered.

“Very well. Robert, you go up the shroud halfway, listen and repeat

what you hear Michael say. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Step lively then,” Mr. George dismissed him.

Robert dashed to the ratline and climbed up. He wrapped his arms

around the lines and held on tightly as the wind lashed at him.

“Hands by the halyards!” Robert heard Michael screaming, and
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cupping his hands around his mouth, Robert repeated the words over

and over, hoping the men above would hear him.

“Lay aloft and loose the topsails!” Robert yelled again.

“Aye, aye, sir! All ready!” someone called out, and Robert echoed the

words downward.

“Let go! Clew up!” Mr. George commanded.

“All gone, sir!” The topmen answered.

“Hoist the main sail!” Robert screamed up at the top of his lungs.

Robert watched as the topmen hung on to the yardarm with one hand

and worked the main sail with the other. He had no idea how they

were able to do it. Robert was clinging to the ratlines with all his

strength as the wind grew fiercer with each passing second.

The ship was turning westward, into the waves. Robert heard a thun‐
derous roar behind him and turned his head toward the noise. It was

like nothing he had ever seen in his life. Terror overwhelmed him as

he watched a black wall of water moving toward them. There was no

time for him to get down. He wrapped his arms as tightly as he could

around the shroud and yelled out a warning to anyone who could

hear his voice.

Then it hit. The force was unimaginable.

Suddenly Robert was underwater. It took everything he had to hold

on. He choked and coughed, but it only filled his mouth with more of

the salty sea. Unable to tell whether or not he was still on the ship, he

wondered if he’d been swept overboard. His body was twisting in all

the wrong directions, completely out of his control.

Suddenly the weightless feeling of being underwater was gone. Robert

felt the bottom-half of his body slam the ropes hard as the ship sprang

back up and out of the ocean.

Voices were yelling all around him. He opened his eyes and saw the
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frothy tops of the waves beneath him; the rope ladder was the only

thing between him and the tumultuous sea. The wind whipped

around him. It was so dark he could barely make out the shadows of

men dangling from the yardarms. Everything seemed sluggish, as if

the storm had the power to actually slow down time. They were at the

mercy of the tempest, and Robert prayed that the ship would not roll

into the ocean again.

“Robert, get down! Hurry!” Mr. George screamed up to him from the

base of the mast.

Robert was paralyzed with fear. Would another wave sweep him into

the void of the storm? Did he have enough time?

“Come! You must hurry! Come now!” Mr. George shouted.

Robert forced himself to move. When he reached the last rung, Mr.

George’s arms came around his waist, helping him off. He struggled as

hard drops beat down on his head and collapsed in a heap of

exhaustion.

“We must get below!” Mr. George screamed over the storm.

“Where are we? Which way to…” Robert tried to gain his footing.

Nyle and Wilbur raced by. Robert watched them run toward the bow

and saw Michael lying against the railing on the port side. He wasn’t

moving. Robert tried to go to him, but Mr. George held him back

firmly.

“No! Nyle and Wilbur will help him! Get below!”

“Michael!” Robert yelled, his heart in his throat.

“All hands, get below!” Mr. George commanded to anyone who could

hear him. “Robert, can you walk?”

“Y—yes, sir.”

“Then good God! Get below with the rest!”
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All around him men were dropping from the yardarms and swarming

around the center hatch. Mr. George shoved him toward the crowd,

but Robert resisted, wanting only to get to Michael. When he looked

back to the railing, he was relieved to see Michael getting to his feet.

Robert yanked his arms free of Mr. George’s grip and ran to help.

“Michael, are you alright?” Robert asked, breathless.

“I think so,” Michael assured Robert.

“We have to get below. It’s getting worse!” Nyle yelled over the wind.

Mr. George charged toward them and grabbed Robert hard. “Bloody

hell! You insubordinate dog! When I tell you to do something you do

it, or it will be the tails!” Mr. George yelled in Robert’s face.

The anger in his voice jolted all of them and immediately began

weaving their way under and over the lifelines toward the hatchway.

Fierce wind swirled around them, thwarting their progress.

Robert tried to keep his eyes open, but the raindrops lashed at him

mercilessly. He felt as though he were fighting an invisible monster, a

nothingness that had a hold of his shoulders, his arms and his legs. No

matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t get past it.

“Grab a line!” Wilbur shouted.

Robert felt the bow of the ship tilting upward. Quickly he reached for

the nearest rope. Waves pounded at them from all sides, splashing

over the deck, getting bigger with each second. Robert clung to the

rope with both arms as his body started slipping backward. The ship

was now almost completely vertical as they rode the wave up to the

crest, teetering at the top, and then sliding back down the other side.

Up and down, over and over again. Robert was sick to his stomach.

Another wave hit them hard against the port side. Robert felt the

entire ship rise up and out of the sea. A torrent rolled toward them.

“Hold on—!” Nyle screamed; his words garbled as the water overtook

him.
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The coldness of the wave poured over Robert, and the force of it

lifted him off the deck. His face was pressed against the ropes

and it felt as if his arms were being torn from his body. He

couldn’t breathe. Somebody smashed into him and he couldn’t

hold on any longer. Tumbling across the deck, he flailed his arms

and legs, frantically trying to grasp something to stop himself,

until he crashed into a pile of men at the stern. He was trapped

in a tangle of bodies, all of them trying to get to their feet at the

same time.

“Here! Robert, come!” Wilbur pushed through the crowd.

Robert felt himself being dragged along the wood planks as Wilbur

pulled him out of the pile. The two of them huddled together for a

moment.

“Wha—what do we do?” Robert asked Wilbur weakly.

“Get to the hatch!”

“Where are Nyle and Michael?”

“I don’t know. Are you hurt?”

“No…no.” Robert shook his head.

“That way! To the hatch as fast as you can!”

Robert raised his head, hoping to see Michael and Nyle close by, and

caught a glimpse of the masts. The sails were in tatters. There was

almost nothing left.

“But…Michael? Nyle?”

“We have to get below!”

“But—”

“Listen to me! There’s no time.” Wilbur pulled Robert to his feet. An

enormous wave came up and over the railing, tossing them across the

deck. The bow descended into the trough; they tried to stand but then
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the ship abruptly began its climb to the crest and once again, they

were thrown down.

Robert and Wilbur gripped each other and ran for the hatch, slipping

and sliding as they went, dodging under the lifelines. It seemed an

endless stretch of wet wood between them and the shelter of the

lower decks. Finally, they reached it and, like an army of ants fleeing

into their hole, everyone streamed down the stairway. At the bottom

of the steps, Robert looked through the crowd, desperate to find

Michael and Nyle. It was hard to see anything in the dim light of the

lanterns.

At Robert’s feet he heard a sailor moaning in pain and knelt down

beside him. The man’s arm was bleeding and contorted. Something

white with jagged edges was sticking out through the skin. The man

put his head on Roberts’ shoulder and closed his eyes. Unsure of what

else he could do to help him, Robert just stayed still.

All around him the cries of wounded men were mixed with the deaf‐
ening sounds of the storm. Robert could barely gather his thoughts.

Mr. Smith came halfway down the stairs and yelled out for relief at

the wheel. Three large, burly men rushed past Robert without

hesitation.

“That man needs a sling to hold his arm up.” Mr. Smith said to Robert.

“What is a sling? How do I—" Robert asked, confused.

“Take off your shirt and wrap it around his arm and then his neck! Tie

it tightly so his arm can’t move!” Mr. Smith directed and then ran off.

Taking his shirt off, Robert did as Mr. Smith had said. With every

touch the sailor grimaced and groaned, but when Robert finished

fashioning the sling it did seem to ease the pain.

Robert noticed the ship’s doctor, Mr. Terrence, tending to men who

were hurt. He wanted to offer his help, but the floor was littered with

men. Determined to make it across the room, Robert got up using the
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wall to steady himself. His legs were weak and his stomach sick from

the constant swaying of the ship. To keep his balance, he kept his eyes

trained on his feet, gingerly stepping around legs and arms.

Stopping for a moment, Robert looked up to check his progress and

saw he was halfway there. He took another step. A leg came up and

struck Robert hard in the knee. Crying out, he crumpled to the floor,

landing on two men.

“Get off me!” One of them hollered as he pushed Robert off his legs.

“Watch where you’re going!” The other said, pushing him in the other

direction.

Robert struggled to find a free spot on the floor. His eyes watered

from the pain. He wrapped his hands around his knee, but it did

nothing to help.

“Something wrong with your leg?” Brock’s angry voiced hissed.

Robert looked to his left and saw Brock gloating triumphantly. Imme‐
diately he thought about what Wilbur had said—that he should stand

up to Brock. But as Robert sat there he couldn’t find a word in his

head or an ounce of courage. There was only fear all the way through

to his heart. He wanted to flee, but there was nowhere to go. Not on

this deck and not off the ship. There was no escape from Brock just as

there was no escape from Thomas. Robert was trapped like a caged

animal.

Brock got up. Towering over Robert, his sinister laugh echoing in

Robert’s ears. He waited for another jab, but Brock just walked off.

Robert watched him, his shoulders big and wide, confidently moving

in time with his legs. Why does he hate me? Robert thought as he put his

head between his legs.

“You, there!” Mr. Terrence was suddenly standing over Robert.

“Yes, sir!” Robert answered.

“Are you hurt?”
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“No. No sir,” Robert lied.

“Good. Do you know how to wrap a wound?”

“No, sir.”

“Come watch me then and I’ll teach you.”

“Yes, sir,” Robert answered obediently.

“Follow me.”

Robert trailed behind Mr. Terrence as they worked their way toward

a sailor at the far wall. “Note as we go who is bleeding, that way you’ll

be able to go back and bandage them.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You’re limping. Sure you’re not hurt?”

“No, sir, it’s nothing,” Robert replied.

“Very well.”

Mr. Terrence knelt down and began wrapping the deep gash in a

sailor’s arm tightly with a white cloth. Bright red blood seeped

through right away. Robert watched intently, making sure he would

remember the steps.

“You see, you just keep wrapping it around a few times and then tie

the ends together,” Mr. Terrence explained. “Do you think you can do

this?”

“Yes, I think so sir.”

“Get to it then!”

“Sir, the bandage is already soaked through. Does he need another?”

Robert asked.

“The pressure on the wound will slow the bleeding, but it takes a few

minutes. Take these and see who else needs help.”

MARGREIT MAITLAND

82



“Yes, sir,” Robert took the bucket of cloth from Mr. Terrence.

“Do you think you can do that on your own?” Mr. Terrence asked.

“I think so, sir,” Robert answered with not much confidence.

The storm raged above them for hours. Robert tended to as many

men as he could. It was a welcome distraction from wondering

whether the ship was sturdy enough to withstand the storm. Even

though he was surrounded by an endless ocean, he felt a sense of

safety because the Expedient was such a large vessel, with so many

guns. But now the ship was being tossed around as if they were

nothing at all. Robert knew that the storm could destroy them, and it

terrified him.
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obert was startled awake by the ringing bell. He was huddled

in a corner with only a faint and fuzzy recollection of how he

got there. Rays of sunlight streamed in through the portholes, and he

was suddenly aware of the stillness.

Mr. Smith appeared halfway down the stairs and called for all those

who could walk to muster on the main deck and be accounted for.
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Men all around Robert jumped to answer, flowing up the stairway like

fish in a stream.

Robert looked in all directions hoping to find Michael. He noticed

Mr. Terrence walking through the deck with paper and pen, talking to

the injured men.

“Robert, there you are! Thank God!” Michael said from behind him.

Quickly Robert turned and relief swept through him. The boys

clasped hands and hugged.

“I looked for you, but—” Robert began.

“I can’t even remember how I got down here.”

“Wilbur helped me. Where’s Nyle?”

“All hands!” Mr. Smith shouted again.

“We’d better get topside,” Michael suggested.

“Nyle? Is he alright?”

“Yes. Went to find Wilbur. Wilbur is alright?”

“Yes, thank God.”

“Boys!” Mr. Smith spoke to them. “Do you hear me?”

“Yes, sir,” they said together.

“Then stop lollygagging! Shake a leg!”

“Yes, sir.”

When Robert stepped onto the deck, he was momentarily blinded by

the bright sunlight. As his eyes adjusted the full amount of destruction

came into view. The foretopmast was cracked in half, hanging on by

only a few shards of wood. Any remaining sail was shredded and

tangled with the rigging. Some railings were missing and there were

several holes in the deck.
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There was not a cloud in the sky and the ocean was flat and calm. The

air felt crisp and clean, and Robert took it in with a deep breath. The

low position of the sun indicated that it was morning, but what time

and shift it was Robert had no idea. Thick smoke from the stove pipe

billowed up, dissipating above him.

“What a bloody mess!” Michael exclaimed.

“Wh…what…how will we—” Robert could hardly find his voice.

“Shut up, boys! All quiet now.” Ben put his finger to his lips.

Robert turned to respond, but Ben shook his head. Robert nodded

and his attention went to the poop deck.

The captain stood at the binnacle and was speaking to Mr. George,

who then stepped forward and began calling out names from the

ship’s log. Other than each man answering, it was silent. Robert

watched Mr. Terrence climb the steps and hand papers to Mr. George.

Robert stood shoulder to shoulder in the crowd, listening closely for

an answer to every name. It seemed to take such a long time before

Mr. George finally called his name and then Michael’s. They were the

last two on the list. He then whispered to the captain, who nodded

and smiled.

The captain and Mr. George disappeared below and reappeared a few

minutes later with rolled-up papers. They stood at the binnacle and

were using the ship’s sextant and consulting charts. Robert had seen

the instrument many times but had no idea how it worked, though it

fascinated him to no end, how such a strange-looking contraption

could be so important to navigating the ship, he could not imagine!

“Boys! Boys!” Robert heard Mr. Smith’s voice, but it took a moment to

find him at the stern organizing the men, directing them to their

tasks.

“Yes, sir!” Robert called back as he grabbed Michael and rushed to the

back of the ship.
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“Find Mr. McKenna! He‘ll be at the topforemast and needs your help.

Make haste, boys! It will take every hand to ready the ship.”

“Yes, sir!” Robert answered.

The two of them hurried to Mr. McKenna, who was at the base of the

broken mast rummaging through his toolbox.

“We’re here, sir!” they announced.

“Boys,” Mr. McKenna addressed them without looking up. “Hand me

the tools I call for.”

The moment the words left his mouth he was climbing the mast. Two

other men Robert had never seen before brushed past them and

followed Mr. McKenna up. Immediately, the three of them wrapped

the ropes around their waists, then the broken mast.

“Take hold of these, wrap them around the railing and hold them

taut!” Mr. McKenna called down to Michael as he tossed down the

loose ends. “Send up that saw there!”

Robert looked down at the toolbox, not sure which one he needed.

“Sir, which one?”

“Blast me! That big one there leaning against the railing, with a handle

on each side!”

Robert tied it to one of the lines, and Mr. McKenna hoisted it up.

Then the men got to work, back and forth with the saw so quickly the

mast was swaying and creaking, ready to fall in just a few minutes.

Mr. McKenna’s helpers dashed down to the deck and took hold of the

support ropes and wound them around their torsos and arms.

“Hold the lines behind us and brace yourselves!” they ordered the

boys.

“Yes, sir!” Michael replied.
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The lot of them took hold of the ropes, setting their feet firmly against

the railing. Mr. McKenna yelled out a warning as he finished the last

cut. The mast broke free. The sudden weight almost yanked the ropes

out of their hands.

“Hold it! Hold it!” Mr. McKenna yelled urgently as he slid down to the

deck.

The shadow of the mast swung over them like a pendulum. Mr.

McKenna joined the effort to steady it, and with his added strength

they were able to let out the line and lower it to the deck.

“Let’s get this down to the hold,” Mr. McKenna waved at the group.

“We can bring up the sails and get this ship moving again.”

They brought up six square main sails, first untying the main royal for

the top of the main mast and laying it out flat. Robert and Michael

were charged with threading lines through the clew rings in each

corner at the foot and head of the sail. The topmen would then haul it

up to the yardarm and secure the head to the jackstays. The pace was

frenetic.

Sweat flowed from every pore in Robert’s body as they worked in

rhythm weaving the lines through. Robert watched with wonderment

as the men aloft hauled each sail up. They seemed to float along the

footropes, not in the least bit worried about falling or missing a step.

The boys laid out the final main course sail for the lower section of

the mast. The canvas was so big it took up most of the deck.

“What’s that you’re doing?” Mr. Smith asked.

“I…we’re running the lines through.” Robert looked up at him as he

answered.

“I see. Have you checked that you have that right?”

“Yes, sir.”
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“Is that so? Well it looks to me as if you have that line through the

earring cringle, not the clew. Lucky for you, I saw it before someone

got hurt.”

“Wh…this is the…oh…how could I—”

“Robert, it’s more important to do it right than do it with haste and do

it wrong.”

“Yes, sir! I’ll fix it straight away,” Robert replied.

“Very good. Try to notice when your sail is upside-down,” Mr. Smith

said with a smirk as he moved on toward the stern.

Robert smiled weakly. “Michael, we have the line at the head that

needs to be at the foot.”

“We what? How’d we do that?” Michael replied.

“We somehow managed to have it backwards. Need to switch them.

Take mine and give me yours,” Robert directed as he pulled the line

from the top of the sail.

Quickly they corrected the ropes and signaled that the sail was ready.

“Trice up!” Mr. George called out to the men aloft.

Immediately, Robert saw the men high above him hold their lines taut

and secure the blocks and tackle.

“Hoist away the mainsail!”

At Mr. George’s order the men began drawing in their ropes, and the

large canvas was pulled toward the main yard. Steadily it rose up,

bulging with wind as it went.

Robert looked from bow to stern; he would never tire of watching the

topmen, the lines and the sails working together as partners. He could

feel that the ship had picked up speed and peeked over the railing.

Small waves bubbled up the sides of the hull as they cut their way
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through the water. He wished he could reach his hand out and run his

fingers through the frothy whitecaps.

“Robert! Robert!” Michael called.

“Yes?” Robert answered, quickly running over to him.

“Mr. Smith said we’re to help Mr. McKenna with the floorboards.”

“Where is he?”

“Bow.”

“Alright, let’s go!”

Robert and Michael were immediately sent to the hold for replace‐
ment wood and more tools. They moved from one spot to the next,

sawing and hammering all over the ship.

The bells rang out signaling the beginning of the afternoon watch,

which Robert knew meant it was noontime and a meal was close at

hand. Men began dropping from the yards like rain. No one wasted

anytime getting below to the galley.

Timothy came to their spot between the cannons, holding a tray

loaded with food. The eight of them took their portions and hunched

over their trays, barely saying a word as they devoured their food.

When two bells rang out Ben stood up, hitting Owen on the shoulder.

“Grog’s ready.”

“Hmmm…grog!” Owen answered smiling.

“Coming, boys?” Timothy asked Robert and Michael.

“That stuff makes my head funny. What’s in it anyway?” Robert

replied.

“Glorious rum, my boy!” Ben answered. “Although I do think the

captain is adding too much water.”

RUNAWAY AT SEA

91



“It’s supposed to make your head funny. That would be the point,”

laughed Matthew. “If you keep trying it, you’ll learn to like it.”

“Let’s go,” Ben encouraged.

By the time they got topside, the line had grown long for their

rationed pint of diluted rum.

“Still not quite men,” Victor greeted Robert and Michael. “So here’s

your half-pint.”

Robert took small sips and smiled at his friends, pretending to enjoy it

even though he wanted so badly to spit it out but didn’t dare. Now

that he had stopped moving, aches in his knees and shoulders set in.

Perhaps it was not so terrible to feel a bit numb.

“You four are on watch,” Mr. Cooper said, pointing at Robert,

Michael, Nyle and Wilbur. “We’ve still got injured men below who

can’t take their posts. Robert you are at the bow, port side. Wilbur you

are at the stern, port side. Michael and Nyle, you are opposite.”

“Yes, sir!” Nyle and Wilbur replied as Mr. Cooper went down the

hatchway.

“What do we do?” Robert asked Wilbur.

“Keep your eyes open,” Wilbur said.

“What if I see something?” Michael asked.

“If it’s land, you yell ‘land ho’! If it’s a ship, you yell ‘sail ho’! Anything

else, call for the officer on deck.”

“What would anything else be?” Robert asked.

“Whales mostly. Don’t want to hit into one of them. Might sink us.

Just don’t fall asleep, or you’re in for a beating!” Nyle said.

“Whales are big enough to sink a ship?” Michael asked.

“If you see one, you’ll know it. Stay on your feet; you’ll do just fine,”

Wilbur winked.
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“Best get to our posts,” Nyle suggested.

“Yeah, or we’ll have trouble before we begin,” Wilbur added.

The four spread out. Robert moseyed past the foremast to the

rounded railing at the front of the ship. He peaked over the edge to

get a glimpse of the figurehead just below the bowsprit—the mast on

the bow, which seemed to vault outward from the ship. He could only

see the edges of the statue, unless he wanted to hang off the netting.

The colors of the paint were a vibrant red, gold and blue. He

wondered if he’d ever get the chance to see the whole thing. He began

to pace back and forth occasionally looking down the deck to see his

friends doing the same. He turned toward the water and watched the

soft ripples float by. It was so calm but so deceitful. He knew any

moment it could all change.

“Hey! Robert!” Wilbur whispered as he approached.

“What are you doing over here? Not supposed to talk on watch

remember?”

“Shhh! They’re all asleep.”

“I don’t want— ”

“Just keep your eyes on the water. It’ll look like I’m helping you.”

“Right.”

“They’re all so tired, and just grateful to have us grunts at watch so

they can sleep.”

“I wouldn’t mind some sleep.”

“Yeah, well it’ll come at eight bells.”

“Eight bells.”

“You glad you snuck onboard?”

“Glad? I think so. Not that I got the tails.”
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“No, you’d be pretty sick in the head for that.”

“Right.”

“Was this the first time to be away from your village?”

“No. Well, a bit. We’d go to the river and to town with my mum and

sisters until I…until I was making the bricks and fixing things for my

brothers.”

“How many do you have?”

“Four.”

“Four sisters and brothers?

“No. Four brothers. All of us makes twelve.”

“Twelve? What are their names?”

“Ebenezer—he’s younger. John, Charles, an…and Thomas.”

“Your sisters?”

“Eliza— she’s oldest. Ann, Jemima, Caroline, Ann Elizabeth, Thirza

and Dorcas.”

“So many girls. How did you stand it?”

“They’re not so bad. Sometimes they’re a bit bossy. Sometimes they

screech and complain.”

“Is that why you left? Or was it that your mum was beating you?”

“No. No. My mum didn’t.” Robert shook his head, not able to bear the

thought of anyone thinking such a thing about his mother.

“Then?”

Robert looked down as he shifted his feet.

“We told our stories…but you didn’t. Don’t you understand it’s how

you become mates, how you become brothers?” Wilbur poked

Robert’s chest playfully.
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“You remind me of my brother, Charles,” Robert said softly.

“I do? Is he a fetching lad, too?”

Robert chuckled. “He…he likes to laugh. He could always figure out

things about just about anyone, especially me. I do miss them. Really

I do.”

“I hardly remember any of mine.

Why’d you leave then? Your mum wasn’t looking to get rid of you like

mine was.”

“No. No she wasn’t. Doesn’t…didn’t. She’s sure to be plenty angry

now, worrying about where I went off to.”

“Then?”

“How long have we been at sea?”

“About a month, I would think. Four weeks.”

“Four Sundays?”

“Yes. Four Sundays.”

“That’s four church sermons.”

“Yes. Why does it matter?”

“Mum at church four Sundays, but I’m not there. She’s probably

feeling awful.”

“Awful and angry.” Wilbur leaned onto the railing and looked Robert

in the eye. “Something happened. What? Who chased you away?”

“No one chased me. I left. I wanted to…had to.”

“And? You’ll feel better if you tell me.”

“I will?”

“The less you tell me the more I’m going to bother you. Then I’ll get

Nyle to join in. You’ll be miserable.” Wilbur gave Robert a sly smile.
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Robert took a deep breath. “It was my brother. He—"

“Finally! Which one?”

“Thomas. He’s oldest. In charge of the brickworks. I don’t know why

he’s always hated me.”

“So, you left home because he hated you? That’s what made you

leave?”

“No. He…he’d thrash me pretty good.”

“For what?”

“Anything. A broken brick or wheel. A wrong word. He’d think of

anything. Whenever no one else was there. He promised another one

was coming.”

“Then?”

“Michael and I got to talking—since his parents are gone—and I…

there was nothing for me. Stuck with more beatings, never able to do

anything but work for him. I didn’t think there was much of a choice.

My brother John—he joined the service. Went off on a ship just like

this. Don’t know where. I thought, if he could do it, then Michael and

I could.”

“I see what you were thinking. A bit off the mark though.”

“Off the mark?”

“Yeah. Did you think you’d run from your brother beating you, only

to get beaten again?” Wilbur raised his eyebrows.

“No. I didn’t think that. We did wonder if they tossed off boys like us

who sneak on.”

“So, you thought of that, but not getting whipped?”

“Yes. I…” Robert stammered.

“Well, it wasn’t as bad as it could have been. I hardly think Mr. Cooper
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had a will for it. Now you know Nyle and me. So all’s good.”

“I’m happy we’re friends.”

“Good. Me too. Stick with me; you’ll learn a bit about life.”

“Alright,” Robert smiled.

“You feel better, don’t you, for having said it out loud?”

“I do, a bit.”

“Told you! I’m that kind of man.” Wilbur gave him a friendly shove.

“Keep your eyes on that water, or it’ll be your fault if we sink.”

“Yes, sir!” Robert gave him a mock salute.

Wilbur smirked and wandered back to his post. Robert looked after

him, wondering why he just told him the very thing he didn’t want

anyone to know. But he did feel better, like a heavy bag of sand was

lifted off his shoulders.

For the remaining hours of the afternoon watch they scanned the

water constantly. Robert had to keep slapping himself in the face to

stay awake. The ocean stretched out as far as his eyes could see. Not a

cloud in the sky, barely a ripple in the water and no land. He counted

the bells, each time waiting for the coveted eight. Then he could crawl

into his hammock and sleep for at least four hours.

“There she blows!” came a loud, booming voice from the crow’s nest.

“Where?” Mr. Smith called back from the poop deck.

“Off to starboard. There!”

Robert ran to the other side of the ship. “What is it?”

“A whale. See over there? Watch the water, you’ll see it.”

A spout shot up into the air and Robert could see the sleek, rounded

shape rising up through the surface.

“Too bad we’re not a whaler. Could kill the beast and fetch a pretty
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price at the next port. There, see? Now his tail is coming out,” Mr.

Smith explained.

“That’s his tail?” Robert’s eyes widened. “It’s bigger than you!”

He kept his eyes on the spot and watched the black curved form break

the surface and then disappear with a gentle splash. He could not

think of what the rest of the whale must be like if this was just its tail.

Suddenly the whale jumped out of the water. Its whole body arched,

soaring up, as if it had wings. Robert gasped. It was unimaginably

huge. As long as the ship and thick around, like several big trees rolled

into one. It splashed down, sending water high up into the air. Within

a few seconds the creature was gone, and Robert could barely breathe.

“You’d best get back to your station,” Mr. Smith suggested.

“Is it going to come back?” Robert asked.

“Who knows? Sometimes there is a group together, sometimes not.

Excitement’s over now; get back to your station.”

“Yes, sir,” Robert returned to his assigned spot.

At the railing he scanned the surface of the water, looking for the

whale, hoping it would show itself again. The creature occupied his

mind completely. When eight bells rang, signaling four PM, Robert

didn’t even hear them.

Nyle came up behind him and gave him a friendly shove. “That’s our

bell.”

“The bell rang?”

“Yeah, what’re you, sleeping?” Nyle nudged Robert again to get him

moving.

“Nah. Just…Did you see the whale?”
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“Yeah. I saw it. Move, will you? I’m tired.”

They joined the contingent of men crowding the stairway to get to the

middle and lower gun decks. When Robert reached his hammock, he

fell into it like a stone, the last thought he had before closing his eyes

was of that wondrous whale.
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obert stood in a field of green grass that stretched as far as his

eyes could see. The bright sun bounced off the dew drops,

making the whole field glisten. He could hear his sisters’ voices calling

to him in the distance. From the top of the hill he saw his favorite

brothers John and Charles standing next to his mum, who was waving

to him, but the images were fading.
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Someone was tugging on his arm and talking to him. It was a strange

voice he didn’t quite recognize. Again, another tug, and the voice got

louder. Go away! I want to stay here! He felt disoriented. Why did they

disappear? He wanted to stay in the fields, he wanted to go to his

sisters, but something was pulling him away.

“Robert! Robert!” Wilbur yelled in his ear and pulled on his arm.

“What will it take to wake the boy?” he asked to the group.

Robert fluttered his eyes. Everything seemed blurry, and he wondered

where all the grass went. Quickly he sat up. The sudden movement

flipped his hammock and he fell to the floor with a thud.

Loud laughter filled the room and Robert, now fully awake, remem‐
bered where he was. Nyle, Wilbur and Michael were in stitches, and

Robert sat on the floor feeling red-hot heat from his neck to his

forehead.

“You can’t sit up so quickly in a hammock, it will flip over!” Nyle

declared through his laughter.

“Right.” Robert brushed himself off.

“You’re a hard one to rise up,” Wilbur said.

“Sorry,” Robert said.

“What was in your head? That was quite a smile,” Wilbur observed.

“I don’t know,” Robert lied, not wanting to share his dream.

The four of them made their way topside, but really Robert wished he

could go back to that place in his dream. He missed his siblings and

his mum terribly in this moment, just as he did during his first few

days on the ship. A pang of guilt nagged at him as he realized he was

forgetting to think of them.

For the next few days the sun shined brightly with only small wisps of

white floating randomly in the sky. The ship made slow progress.
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Even with every available sail flying, its missing mast was like a

broken leg, forcing the ship to limp onward.

Having no sight of land for weeks was beginning to bother everyone.

The frustration was like a dark cloud. Some of the men were starting

to argue. Several fistfights had to be broken up by the officers, who

were doing everything they could to raise morale, constantly reas‐
suring the men that land would come soon.

Robert and Michael had just finished their lesson from Wilbur on

knots and were heading toward the bow, where they were ordered to

stay out of the way and practice for the remainder of the day.

“I don’t think I can remember the names of all these knots,” Robert

said as they walked.

“Me neither,” Michael replied.

A ruckus off to the port side caught their attention, and they stopped

to eavesdrop.

“Get your hands off me, dog!” one big burly man yelled at another,

who was even bigger and had a hold of his collar.

“I will when I get that money!”

“Ya won nothing from me!”

The first man pushed back as hard as he could, and a ring of

onlookers started to form. Cheers began to egg on the fight. Robert

and Michael edged closer, so they wouldn’t miss anything.

“You’re a sorry excuse for a man!”

The biggest man cocked his fist, but before he could punch him Mr. Smith

came running, tackling them down to the deck. Mr. George joined in, and

before Robert could blink both men were being hauled off to the brig, still

trying to get at each other. The crowd dispersed, and the boys heard the

rumblings of dissatisfaction. The crowd had all wanted a good show.
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For hours Robert and Michael sat on the deck practicing their knots.

Mr. Smith had told them to do sheet and bowlines as well as overhand

and figure-eight knots over and over again until they could do it with

their eyes closed. It was boring and tedious. Their hands were sore

and callused, but they didn’t dare stop.

The sun beat down relentlessly with a strength that Robert never

before had known. It was so blistering hot, it felt as if a ball of fire was

right on top of them. His clothes were soaked through with sweat and

he could feel the skin on his face burning. He longed for the ship to

turn just a few inches to the west so the sail above them would

provide some shade.

“Do you think we really have to do this with our eyes closed?”

Michael asked as he wiped his brow.

“We better make sure we can, just in case. Remember what he said:

‘you must learn how to tie a knot quickly and how to release it

quickly. Do it wrong and you’ll kill someone.’” Robert imitated Mr.

Smith.

“Everything he says is about killing someone if you do it wrong.”

“Land ho!” The call came from the crow’s nest.

Robert and Michael looked at each other and then, not wasting

another second, dropped their ropes and joined the mass of men

running to the railings, desperate for a glimpse of something other

than the endless stretch of water.

Every man pushed for a spot, and Robert fought to keep his place. On

the horizon he could see a small, round purplish hill. It was true.

Land!

A boisterous cheer echoed across the ship. Robert felt the excitement

through his whole body. It was as if a lively spirit were traveling down

the railing, touching each soul, taking their misery and boredom and

replacing it with renewed energy.
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There was a man next to Robert who was so big and tall he towered

above the crowd. He had never seen this sailor before, and it amazed

him how almost every day he came across a new face. The sailor

looked down at him with a wide grin. Then he slapped Robert so hard

on the back it nearly knocked him off his feet. For a second Robert

was scared that this man was going to hurt him, until he noticed that

all the men were slapping each other, shaking hands and beaming

with happiness.

“Where do you think we are?” Michael asked.

“And how would I know that, and you not?” Robert responded, and

Michael just shrugged.

Suddenly a large creature flew out of the water and right back in

again. Up and down, in and out of the waves it went. Then another.

And another. They were surrounded by sleek bluish-gray fish.

“What are those?” Robert asked.

“They look as if they’re having a bit of fun to me,” Michael replied.

“Fish having fun? That’s nonsense,” Robert stated.

Mr. Smith came up from behind them. “Those are dolphins. Some say

they are just another sea creature. I say they’re smart. Like us.” Mr.

Smith came up from behind them.

“All hands! Stations!” Mr. George called out as he rang the bell.

“Sir, where are we?” Michael asked Mr. Smith.

“This is the West Indies— the island of St. Thomas.”

“How is it that you know where we are?” Robert asked.

“Maps, charts and the stars, my boy. Get to your stations! Those ropes

won’t secure themselves.”

“But, sir, there’s no main mast, where should we go?” Robert asked.

“Foremast, my boy.”
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“Yes, sir,” they answered together.

“Away aloft! Haul of haul!” Mr. George called out.

Ropes pelted the boys from above as they ran to the bow of the ship.

Wilbur and Nyle joined the effort, and the four them worked fever‐
ishly to pull the lines taut.

“Raise tacks and sheets! Ready about!” Mr. George continued his

commands.

Robert watched as the wind caught the sails in their new position and

felt the ship turning. “I want to be up on that yardarm!”

The land off in the distance was growing bigger by the minute. He

looked over the railing and saw the dolphins still playing about in the

wake of the ship, their smooth skin gleaming in the sun.

Through the crystal-clear water, Robert could see hundreds of fish

swimming around them and was mesmerized by their vibrant colors.

In his life he never would have imagined such creatures. Surely, he

thought, they must have been painted by God’s hands. There is no

other way such beauty could exist.

Then a deep voice sounded out in song, drawing his attention away

from the water:

Our packet is the Island Lass

Lowlands, lowlands, lowlands, low

It was the man who had slapped him on the back earlier. A chorus of

voices joined him:

There's a laddie howlin' at the main topmast

Our skipper comes from Barbados

He's got the name of Hammer Toes

He feeds us bread as hard as brass

Our junk's as salt as a bailer's arse
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The monkey wears a sailor's clothes

Now, where he got 'em from, God only knows

It's up aloft that yard must go

Up aloft from down below

We'll haul 'em high and let 'em dry

We'll trice 'em up into the sky

Lowlands, me boys, and up she goes

Get changed, me boys, for your shore-going clothes!

The whole ship erupted with applause and cheers. Robert wished he

could sing along but didn’t know any of the words.

Mr. George rang the bell to quiet them down and called out, “Shorten

the Sails!”

The men sprang into action furling the sails and the ship began to

slow.

“Sail ho!” the watchmen yelled from the poop deck.

It was the first time Robert had seen another ship and he ran to the

railing for a better view. Her brilliant white sails were filled with

wind, moving so quickly the bow seemed to be cutting through the

water like a knife, shooting up frothy waves. Oh, Robert thought,

his heart swelling with pride, this must be how we look. How grand

we are.

“HMS Expedient, hailing from Hull, England!” Mr. George screamed

out.

“U.S. Albany, hailing from New York!” a man in a white uniform called

back from his own helm.

“Where’re you heading?” Mr. Henry shouted.

“San Francisco!”

“Luck to ya ‘round the horn!” Mr. Henry yelled through his cupped

hands.
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“God be with you!” the man called back as his ship swiftly passed

them and headed out to the open ocean.

Robert watched them sailing away and wondered what a horn was

and how a ship would go around it. How far had that vessel traveled?

The world seemed to go on forever. It was almost too difficult to

grasp it all. He kept his eyes on that ship and watched as it vanished

where the sky met the sea.
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R

9

obert was captivated by the teeming activity of the harbor.

There were ships of all sizes—some large like the Expedient,
others much smaller. Beyond the port were bright green hills dotted

with white buildings and red roofs. Between the harbor and the hills,

he could see people milling about the wharf.
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“Robert! What are you doing?” Nyle called out to him. “Get over here

before you get yourself into trouble.”

Robert dashed to where Nyle was standing with Wilbur and Michael.

“Sorry, I was—”

“Never mind your excuses! We’re letting the anchor go. Help with the

messenger.”

Robert looked at Michael, dumbfounded, having no idea what a

messenger was. Michael seemed to read his thoughts and pointed to

the thick cable that led down to the port side anchor.

“Man the capstan!” Mr. George shouted his command, which was

repeated down the hatch.

Men flooded up from the lower decks to answer the call and sprinted

to their positions along the handles of the large wooden capstan. Each

of the twelve handles needed three men. Robert watched the process

with fascination, hardly able to wait and see what happened next.

“Robert! Pay attention!” Nyle admonished. “What are you looking at

anyway?”

“Never seen the anchors go down.”

“They’ll walk in circles, pushing the wheel which unwinds the

messenger cable. That lowers the anchors down, but if we don’t

loosen the nippers to free the cable, it won’t move. See?” Nyle pointed

to the short ropes, which were wrapped around the messenger. “Quit

staring or we’ll have to answer to Mr. George!”

Robert and Michael followed Nyle and Wilbur as they freed the cable.

Then they went back over it again to make sure all the nippers were

taken off and neatly stowed.

“Now the cable can move,” Wilbur declared, and the boys nodded

their understanding.

“Pay out the cables!” Mr. George continued.
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The men began to push and the anchor chains screeched as they were

let out. The thick ropes slackened. Then the turning stopped.

“Unbitt!”

A group of men ran to each of the anchors and released the bitts that

held them in place along the sides of the ship.

“Heave taut!” Mr. George called out.

The capstans turned and at the same time the men let the lines out,

and Robert could see the portside anchor now hanging loosely off the

ship.

“Stand clear!”

“Get back!” Wilbur snapped at the boys, and they quickly obeyed,

taking a few steps away from the cables.

“Heave ‘round!”

Suddenly the cables went tight as the weight of the anchors pulled on

them. The movement of the chains sent vibrations down the deck.

The noise was so piercing Robert felt it penetrating through to his

very bones.

The anchors splashed loudly, one after the other as the men

strained to hold the lines taut. When the anchors took hold at the

bottom of the bay, the ship lurched, almost knocking the boys to

the deck.

Without delay the dories were readied and dropped into the water.

Mr. Smith called to the boys, and they went to the stairs of the poop

deck.

“The men have gotten their shore leaves. You two are to row them

ashore. Come back to the ship when they’ve gotten off and take

another lot. Once everyone has been taken ashore, wait at the wharf

for their return.”
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“Yes, sir!” they replied and climbed down the ladder to the dory to

wait for the first lot of officers to take to shore.

“Where do you suppose New York and San Francisco are?” Robert

whispered as the dory filled up with officers eager to get to the docks.

“I don’t know,” Michael answered. “Once we’re done with this, maybe

Mr. Smith can tell us.”

“Tell you what?” Mr. Smith asked as he settled into the boat.

“Sir, I was wondering…that other ship said they were from New York

and going to San Francisco. Where are—?” Robert asked.

“Ah, good question. Those are cities in America. New York to the east,

the other far to the west.” Mr. Smith leaned toward and whispered

loudly, “If you don’t get this boat moving, you’ll be lynched by this lot.

These men want their feet on land. Get to work! Each of you take a

handle.”

It was obvious how excited the men were; their smiles were wide and

their laughter loud. The dory rocked with their weight as the boys

struggled to figure out how to get it moving toward the wharf. Robert

and Michael were grateful everyone seemed to be distracted because

it was taking them a long time to figure out how to manage the little

boat. The boys struggled to hold on to the oars, which kept slipping

out of their hands. The paddles splashed clumsily at the surface, and

they were turning in slow circles, going nowhere.

“Robert,” Michael whispered, “up first.”

“Up?”

Mr. Smith seemed to be the only one paying attention. Robert

wondered why he was sitting there eyeing them with a sly smile.

“I think up,” Michael replied.

“My lord! You boys will be the death of me. Won’t you ever get this

straight?” Mr. Smith spoke with exasperation. “Not up. First keep your
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oar straight, with the paddle flat to the water. Then you reach all the

way forward, put the blade into the water, then quickly pull back.”

The boys followed his instructions, and they moved ever so slightly.

“Now, you keep lifting it out of the water, push forward, pull back.

Over and over again.”

The boys did as he said, and the little boat began to go in the right

direction.

“You’ll need to turn us a bit. Michael, you row. Robert, just hold the

oar still and out of the water.”

Michael pushed them until the bow was directed straight toward the

docks. Then they both rowed, now in synch. With every foot of

progress, the crew became more boisterous. Three men stood up and

hollered out calls of joy. The motion swayed the dory, and the three

almost fell into the water.

“Sit down, you idiots!” one of the others yelled. The rest of the boat

burst out laughing.

Robert was never more grateful when they hit up against the dock.

The men leapt out, not even waiting for them to secure the lines. The

dory listed dangerously, and Robert gripped the railings tightly, his

stomach swirling as he watched water splash into the boat. He looked

over to Michael, who had a look of fright that mirrored his own. Mr.

Smith stood up and grabbed the wooden pier to steady them.

“Anxious buggers, aren’t they?” Mr. Smith stated, smiling.

“Yes, sir,” Robert answered, his fear subsiding as the boat stopped

rocking.

“Do you think you boys can get back and keep it straight?”

“Ye…yes, sir.’ Michael said shakily.

“You sure, now?”
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“Yes, sir, we can do it,” Robert said trying to sound confident.

“Let’s be off then! Those men still on the ship will be lining up.”

They passed several ships, each with a flag waving high on the center

mast. Robert recognized one that was British, but there were so many

others and he wondered where they were from.

“So why did you ask about New York and San Francisco?” Mr. Smith

asked.

The boys looked at each other and then back to Mr. Smith.

“Just curious, sir,” Michael answered.

“It’s seems such a big world, sir,” Robert added.

“Yes, it is a big world indeed.” Mr. Smith nodded his head knowingly.

“Let’s see if you can get this boat moving a bit faster, shall we?”

“Yes, sir!” the boys answered together.

As soon as they reached the Expedient, Mr. Smith turned to Robert

and Michael, his expression suddenly intense and serious.

“Now, boys, listen to me closely. You are going to take this lot of

sailors to shore and you’re to wait. That means you don’t leave the

dory. Leavin’ the dory would be deserting. Do you remember what

that means?”

The boys nodded.

“I hope so. I don’t want you to get curious, and then lost. That would

give us quite a problem.”

A tightness crept across Robert’s chest, as if Mr. Smith’s words were

wrapped around him as he remembered their first day on the ship:

Deserters are shot! Will we ever be able to escape?

“Mr. Smith—” Ben called out.

“Mr. Smith, let us in the boat!” Owen yelled down.
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Mr. Smith stood up and addressed Ben, Owen and the rest of the

crowd, “Get in, dogs and behave! I don’t want to have to get any of

you from the jail.”

“Yes, sir!” each of them grumbled as they passed Mr. Smith and

hopped into the boat.

“How’s my nice messmate?” Owen asked Robert as he plopped down

next to Robert, giving him a friendly elbow to the ribs. “Did you see a

ghost? You look as white as a sail.”

“Ghost?” Robert replied vacantly.

“Yeah, ghost. Don’t tell me you don’t know what a ghost is!”

“I…I know what a ghost is,” Robert answered, sounding offended.

“Don’t get your knickers in a twist.”

“I’m not.”

“Yeah, yeah. Hey Ben, Robert here knows what a ghost is.”

“Good for him. Where’re we going first?”

“Beer. Then more beer.”

“Beer it is.”

“Beer and some women,” Owen added, smiling widely.

“Women!” a few more men chimed in.

For the rest of the trip the men were rowdy, singing about women

and getting drunk. It was nerve-wracking for Robert and Michael as

they tried to keep the dory straight and moving quickly. Two men

stood up and started to do a jig at the stern, the dory listed, and the

port railing dipped into the bay. Robert yelped out a warning as water

rushed in.

“Get down, Charlie! You want to sink us?” Owen shouted.

“Alright! Alright!” He replied, giving Owen a dismissive wave.
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“What do we do now?” Robert asked with panic in his voice.

“It’s just a bit of water. Don’t worry; you can bail it out in no time at

the dock. Look! We’re almost there,” Ben reassured him.

“Bail it. Right,” Robert replied, figuring this meant a way to get rid of

the water but he didn’t want to look foolish and ask.

When they reached the docks all the sailors jumped out and rushed

into the village. Only Owen and Ben slowed down just long enough to

give the boys a wave and smile.

“Michael, we can’t leave the water, can we?”

“No, best to get it out.”

“Yeah, but there’s no bucket.”

“No bucket, but we have these.” Michael held his hands up and

wiggled his fingers.

“That will take us a long time,” Robert groaned.

“Then we’d better start.”

The boys got down on their knees and got as much out with their

hands as they could.

“I think that’s all we can do. What now?” Michael asked out of breath.

“We have to go back,” Robert said.

“I can barely move my arms. Can’t we wait just a bit?”

“No, didn’t you hear Mr. Smith? What if he thinks we deserted?”

Robert insisted and grabbed an oar.

“Alright,” Michael rolled his eyes.

“Don’t be testy.”

“Gimme the flask.”

“Here,” Robert tossed it to him.
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“Want it?” Michael asked when he finished.

“Yeah.”

“Not much left.”

“We’ll get more,” Robert assured him as he took a big swig.

The boys moved their oars in rhythm, making their way through the

bay. As soon as they reached the ladder Robert stood with the canteen

and tried to go up, but the last lot of sailors was climbing down in a

hurry. The next group piled in, unruly and anxious to get to shore.

“What ya waitin’ for?” one man demanded.

“Just was going—” Robert tried to answer.

“Ya dog! Get us to shore!” the man shouted as he threw his fist in

the air.

“To shore!” the rest of them joined in, shaking the little boat.

Robert looked over to Michael, who shrugged his shoulders and

grabbed the oars. Just as before, the men scrambled over each other as

soon as they got to the dock with barely a wave or acknowledgement

from them.

Now that they stopped rowing every part of Robert’s body throbbed.

His clothes were soaked with sweat and the pungent salty smell of the

ocean was burning the inside of his nose.

“Is there anything left in the flask? I’m so thirsty,” Robert asked.

“Me too. Maybe two more gulps left.”

“How long do you think it will take them to get drunk and come

back?”

“Who knows! But I smell food and I have to piss.” Michael stood up

using the dock for support. “I hope they don’t come back soon; can’t

row another inch,” Michael added as he peed over the side of the boat.

“I’m telling you, I smell food.”
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“All I smell is the sea and piss.” Robert stood up and peed over the

other side of the boat.

“Look, people everywhere. Bunch of ladies lined up over there,”

Michael said pointing off to the side. “Maybe they’ll give us

something.”

“We can’t leave this bloody boat.”

“No one will know! They’re off getting drunk. They won’t even be

able to see when they get back.”

“Do you want to be hunted down like an animal?”

“But I’m hungry!” Michael sat down hard on the seat, crossing his

arms and looking angrily at the dock.

“I’d rather starve than be shot,” Robert declared with determination.

All he could think about were Mr. Smith’s word: ‘Deserters are hunted
down and shot like animals.’

“I hardly think they’ll know if we go a few steps.”

“Not worth it. Can’t be too long before someone gets back. Then we’ll

have all the wormy biscuits we want,” Robert said with a weak smile.

“Next time we’re stuck in a dory, we’re going,” Michael declared.

“I’m so thirsty. What’s left?”

“Empty.” Michael shook the flask.

“It hurts to talk.” Robert put his hand to his throat.

“Yeah, me too.”

“Won’t be long right?”

“Right.”

Robert picked at the peeling wood on his seat and tossed a piece into

the water. Michael pointed to a big fish in the water, held up a sliver

of wood and chucked it. The colorful fish darted away and then came
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back and tried to eat the wood. Robert laughed and threw a piece in,

but his fish didn’t come back. They continued the game until they had

picked off every loose bit they could find.

Hours went by and the boys sat looking at the fish, the pier, or the sky.

It was all they could do to keep their minds busy and off of their

burning throats, aching bodies and grumbling stomachs. Neither of

them wanted to row, but at the same time they wanted desperately to

get back to the ship. Now that it was dark, Robert stared at the black

water and wondered if anyone was going to come back at all.

“Do you hear that?” Michael whispered.

Robert shook his head.

“Singing.”

A sudden thud startled the boys. They climbed up the ladder to see

what the noise was and saw a sailor flat on his face at the edge of the

pier.

“It’s Ben,” Michael whispered.

Robert nodded and poked at him. After a few jabs Ben groaned, rolled

over and giggled.

“What do we do?” Robert asked.

“Keep jabbing him.”

Robert continued to prod Ben until he sat up. “What’re you two doing

here?”

“Waiting like Mr. Smith said,” Michael said.

“Taaaake meeeee baaaack thennnnn,” Ben slurred.

“Shouldn’t we wait for the others?”

“Nah, they’re with the women,” Ben whispered loudly as he got onto

his knees and crawled to the ladder.

RUNAWAY AT SEA

119



The boys tried to help him, but Ben gave them a sloppy wave and

stepped onto the first rung. Halfway down he slipped and tumbled

into the dory. He lay there, still as a stone. For a moment Robert

thought he was hurt, but then Ben erupted into a fit of giggles and

crawled into a seat at the stern. Robert and Michael could only stare

down at him, shaking their heads, as Ben laughed so hard, he nearly

fell over the side.

“At least we’ll get some water,” Michael said as he began to climb

down.

“Where’re you going?” a loud voice shouted from the end of the dock.

“We’ll wait,” Robert called into the darkness.

Robert waited at the top of the ladder. He could hear the group laughing

and singing and was sure they were drunk as can be. The wooden

planks of the pier vibrated as their heavy footsteps came nearer. The

first of the group came into the small circle of light beneath the lantern.

It was Brock. A queasy, sickening sensation made its way from Robert’s

stomach to his throat. Brock’s hate-filled eyes locked with Robert’s.

The men stumbled past, playfully shoving each other. Robert didn’t

know their names, but he recognized them as topmen on the fore‐
mast. One at a time they went down the ladder and settled into the

little boat.

Robert felt as if his feet were stuck in mud, he didn’t know what to do

—stay put or turn his back and go down into the boat. ‘Stand up to him’
Robert heard Wilbur’s voice in his head.

“What’s going on? Let’s get moving!” One of the topmen shouted.

“Hold on, ya dogs!” Brock looked down at Robert and snarled.

When Robert took his seat, he was relieved that Brock took one at the

other end. Robert and Michael exchanged looks as he settled in and

took up his oars. The weight of five big men made it so much harder
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to propel the boat forward. Every stroke sent shooting pains through

Robert’s body.

“Slow down, you’re making my head spin!” Ben begged as he hung his

head over the stern, vomiting repeatedly.

“Shut up, you drunkard!” one of the other men shouted back but then

immediately doubled over and spewed out chunks of food and drink.

Pieces of bread and meat floated in a slimy fluid. Everyone groaned

and yelled in disgust.

Brock turned around. “Can’t handle your drink!” Then he started

splashing water into the hull to wash it away.

“Knock it off, you idiot! You’ll sink us!” one of the men demanded.

“Don’t tell me what to do!” Brock hissed back.

The man stood up quickly, and the boat tipped to one side. He

stepped over the drunks and got into Brock’s face. “If you’re going

sink us, I’m going to toss you over.”

Robert looked over to Michael, who stared back wide eyed.

“Get out of my face!” Brock yelled.

“Behave yourself and I will!” the sailor responded.

The two giants were nose to nose, and Robert feared they would start

to brawl and capsize the boat, but Brock took his hands out of the

water. The man nodded at him and went back to his spot. Robert let

out a breath of relief when they stopped rocking and they were able to

resume rowing.

“Can’t you go faster? That stench is making me sick.”

“Yeah, faster,” Another urged.

When they finally got to the ship, the sailors rushed clumsily up the

ratlines. As soon as Brock was over the railing, Robert stepped over
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Ben and went up. He could hardly wait to get away from the sour

stink.

Mr. Smith stood at the railing with his arms folded, shaking his head

at the men. “What a bunch of drunkards you all are. What’re you

doing?” he asked the boys as they reached the top.

“Just getting some water. We’re so thirsty, sir.” Robert stammered.

“Got anyone else with you?” Mr. Smith asked, his eyebrows raised.

“No, sir,” Michael answered.

“You sure?” Mr. Smith asked again pointing down.

“Oh, sir, that’s Ben,” Robert answered confidently.

“Ben. Yes, I see. What’s he still doing in the dory?”

“I don’t know, sir.” Robert replied. He wished Mr. Smith would just

dismiss them, so he could get a drink.

“He’s had a bit too much. Been sick all the way here,” Michael added.

“Boys, you can’t leave a drunk man sleeping in the dory.”

Robert and Michael looked down into the boat. Ben was curled up in

a ball, half under the seat.

“What a mess! Get him into his hammock!” Mr. Smith demanded.

“Yes, sir,” Michael answered, and the boys hurried back to the boat.

It took a few minutes to get Ben on his feet. He was very wobbly, and

Michael had to stay next to Ben, with one arm around his waist, as

they went up the ladder. Robert was stuck pushing Ben up by bracing

his shoulder against his bottom. Even with the two of them pushing

and pulling, it took several minutes before the three of them collapsed

on the deck at Mr. Smith’s feet.

“Lord! You smell like a dead fish! Get to your hammock,” Mr. Smith

directed.

MARGREIT MAITLAND

122



Ben groaned as he rolled over and nodded his head. Michael and

Robert each took an arm and pulled him up on his feet.

“You’ll need to wash him down a bit. Robert, get a bucket, fill it with

water, and douse him. Can’t have him down below smelling like that.”

“Yes, sir,” Robert answered and went to the water cask.

“Where’re you going?” Mr. Smith called out after him.

“To fill the bucket, sir.”

“Not with our drinking water. Fill it from the sea. Not wasting

precious water washing down a man who can’t hold a drink.”

“Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.”

Robert headed down the ropes again to fill the bucket. It felt as if his

throat were on fire. He would give an arm for a drink of water.

Dumping the bucket over Ben’s head woke him, but they still had to

half drag him all the way to his hammock. He crawled in and snorted

loudly before passing out.

“Do you think that was his way of thanking us?”

“Don’t know, don’t care. Need a drink of water.” Robert put his hand

to his throat.

“To the cask,” Michael said, pointing toward the stairs.

The boys got to the water barrel as fast as they could and took turns

with the ladle. Robert felt the warm stale water slide down his throat,

each drop a sweet relief from the burning that had been there for

hours. He wanted so badly to dunk his whole head in but knew

there’d be hell to pay if he did. The ship was strangely quiet. It seemed

deserted with most of the men on shore leave, the rest sleeping.

Robert dipped the ladle and lifted his eyes to look around. Just as he

was bringing it up to his head, he spotted two officers walking toward

them. He moved it to his mouth and looked away.
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They moved past the boys, barely noticing them at all. Robert

breathed a sigh of relief and handed the ladle to Michael.

“Are you going to leave some for the rest of us?” Mr. Smith asked.

“Sorry, sir. We finished the canteen hours ago,” Robert explained.

“I suppose that would mean you need to learn how to ration.”

“Ration, sir?”

“Take bits at a time, leaving some for later. That way you won’t run

dry as you obviously did this evening.”

“Yes, sir,” Robert whispered feeling stupid.

“Where do you suppose the rest of the men are?”

“Um…still in the town, sir?”

“How would we know this?”

“Um...not sure, sir.”

“We would know if you were there waiting for them, wouldn’t we?”

“Ye…yes, sir.”

“Take the bucket and wash off Ben’s vomit from the boat. Then get

back to the docks. With haste!”

“Yes, sir!” Michael replied.

Robert and Michael hurried to the dory and splashed the vomit off

the seat, scooping the rest over the side with their hands. Then they

grabbed the oars and started to untie the ropes to set off.

“Think you’ll need some light to see by?” Mr. Smith called down.

“Yes, sir. A lantern would be helpful,” Michael answered.

“Come, take it then. Don’t get it wet!”

“Yes, sir,” Robert replied as he climbed up the ropes to fetch it.
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When they finally got to the wharf, they quickly tied the boat up and

collapsed into their seats.

“I hope no one comes for a long time. My arms hurt so much; they

might just fall off.”

“I guess we’ll have a bit of a wait,” Michael said.

“Hopefully.” Robert answered and then closed his eyes.

Loud banging and shouting startled Robert awake. He sat up quickly

and immediately put up his hand to shield his eyes from the blazing-

hot sun. Standing over them at the edge of the pier was a group of

men from their ship. They were shouting, but Robert was so disorien‐
tated he couldn’t grasp what they were saying. Then something hard

hit him in the leg. He looked down and saw the bottom of the boat

littered with large, round fuzzy objects.

“Wake up, ya dogs!” one of them yelled.

“Wh…what’s all the shouting for?” Michael sat up, rubbing his eyes.

A round fuzzy object went flying through the air and landed hard in

Michael’s lap. He fell off his seat moaning in pain.

“Sorry, lad! Didn’t mean to get you in the coconuts with a coconut,”

the sailor who threw it offered, and they all laughed wildly.

“Michael! Michael! You alright?”

“Yeah. Just give me a—”

“Boys, take us back!” One of the men ordered as the group began to

come down the ladder.

Robert recognized all eight of them as main topmen who worked the

upper sails of the main mast. Their massive bodies made the little boat

rock as they settled into a seat. Even though they were loud and jolly,

none of them were nearly as drunk as Ben had been. The boys got

moving quickly, all the while listening as the men bragged about some

lady, or a fight they won, or how much they could drink.
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When they arrived at the Expedient, the boys tied up the boat and

hurried up the ladder. Mr. Smith was waiting for them on the deck.

“You boys get down to your hammocks. I’ll come for you if need be.”

“Yes, sir,” Michael answered.

“Sir, can we get some water first please?” Robert asked timidly.

“Yes, then get below.”

The boys didn’t waste a second to run to the water cask. They drank

as much as they dared and then quickly went to their hammocks,

afraid if they took too much time Mr. Smith may change his mind.

Robert was barely able to lift himself into the hammock. He never felt

more tired and sore in his life. For several minutes he lay there unable

to move, so weary he couldn’t keep his thoughts straight. Above him

he could hear the thudding of footsteps running back and forth.

Chains rattled, voices yelled, boards creaked. He listened and let the

sounds lull him to sleep.
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obert stood at the starboard railing and watched the shoreline

disappear. The further away they sailed, the more it seemed as

if the waves were swallowing the island. Mr. George called out the

commands to set the canvas for the open ocean, and they were echoed

across the ship. The whole process of changing the sails captured

Robert’s attention like nothing else. He never tired of it, no matter
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how many times a day it was done. The topmen, a hundred feet above

him, responded to the commands, and now the sails were set. The

canvas shivered for a few moments and then filled with wind. He felt

the power of it immediately as the ship’s speed increased.

Robert had no idea how long it would be before they would see land

again, but he would not miss the long days of rowing the crew back

and forth from the docks to the ship. His arms and legs, every part of

him, still felt tender and sore and his hands were covered with blis‐
ters. Just standing there coiling ropes was arduous.

They were traveling south, Robert had overheard Mr. George say, and

then something about a horn and going to the Pacific. He had never

heard of these places and had no idea what to expect.

Robert saw Michael approaching with Mr. Smith. It was time for

them to learn about running the powder from the hold to the gun

deck and securing the barrels of ammunition during a storm or battle.

They were told a drill was coming, but when exactly no one knew for

sure.

As they made their way to the bottom of the ship, Robert was

thinking about their first day aboard when Mr. Smith had explained

the difference between twelve- and twenty-four-pound cannon shot,

and that they couldn’t be mixed up. Robert hoped that Mr. Smith

would do what he always did, repeat it over and over again, because

he wasn’t quite sure he had it straight.

“The powder is kept over there,” Mr. Smith pointed to the far end of

the room. “Each cannon has twelve men assigned. Two for each job.

You boys are sixes, otherwise known as powder monkeys. Your duty

is to make sure there is enough ammunition.”

Mr. Smith stopped for a moment and Robert noticed how intently he

was surveying them.

“The captain wants the guns ready to fire within ninety seconds, so

you’ll have to move fast.” Mr. Smith then walked over to a barrel and
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carefully lifted the lid off showing the white cloth bags filled with

powder. “These here are for the twenty-four pounders. When your

gun crew is down to the last shot you go to the Gunner’s Mate or

make another run. If you must come to the Hold, take three bags of

powder at a time. Do you have any questions?”

“Sir, once we get the shot, who do we give it to?” Michael asked.

“The gun crew have six duties. The number one is the gun captain. He

aims and fires. Two uses the long spike to turn and raise the barrel.”

Mr. Smith counted each on his fingers. “Three loads the gun and rams

the shot and powder home. Four sponges out the gun, to be sure that

no burning powder or waste is left to cause premature firing of the

new charge, then number five moves the gun to ready for the next

load. Finally, you two hand the shot to your number three man. Let’s

go to your cannon.”

Robert’s mind was jumbled. There were so many questions swirling

around his head he wasn’t sure which to ask first, but he knew if he

didn’t get this right, he would be swabbing decks and coiling ropes

forever.

“Sir,” Robert spoke up.

“Yes, Robert.”

“What if we don’t get back in ninety seconds?” Robert wondered how

he was going to be able to get from the middle deck to the hold and

back again so fast.

“The gun cannot fire without the shot, so you best make sure that

you do.”

“Ye…yes, sir.”

“Now, you’ll be at gun twenty-five. Michael you’ll be at thirty. Both

on the Middle Deck. During a drill or battle you must keep your

shot dry and away from the sparks, which will be flying all around

you. If you don’t, it doesn’t just mean the end of you. If one
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explodes when it’s not in a cannon, then it’s the end of us all.

Follow me.”

The thought of blowing the ship up and perhaps killing everyone left

Robert’s stomach queasy. As they walked to cannon twenty-five, he

and Michael traded looks full of dismay which only magnified as Mr.

Smith began demonstrating each of the six duties of the gun crew,

repeatedly and in great detail.

“Now boys, I want you to run to the hold, get your shot and bring it

back.” Mr. Smith took out his pocket watch. “Go!”

The boys didn’t move.

“What is the matter? Make your run. Time is ticking away.”

The boys dashed off but when they returned, Mr. Smith was shaking

his head.

“Need to do better than that. Again!”

The boys ran back and forth, over and over. Each time being met with

a disappointed scowl and the dreaded words, ‘again!’. Panting and

exhausted they returned once more to a smiling mentor.

“Now you have it.” Mr. Smith seemed satisfied.

“So…so we can stop now?” Michael gasped out the question.

“Yes. Yes.”

The boys put their backs against the wall and slid down until they

were sitting on the floor. Resting their arms on their knees, they

gulped down big breaths of air.

“My word. You’re a quarter my age if you’re a minute. Why can’t you

run a few times around the ship without collapsing?”

“It…it was just…so fast.” Robert huffed.

“And so many times.” Michael tried to explain.
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“Quit your belly-aching! From the looks of the two of you, I think we

should do this every day,” Mr. Smith looked up at the ceiling exas‐
perated.

“Why do we even have cannons?” Robert mouthed silently to Michael.

“What’s that Robert?”

“Sir?”

“What did you say?”

“Say?” Robert stared at Mr. Smith, but his eyes looked sideways to

Michael.

“To Michael, just now. What did you say?”

Robert cleared his throat, trying to think of how to answer without

being caught lying, which, he was certain, would be worse than being

disrespectful. “I…I’m curious to know why the ship has cannons at

all?”

“You’re an inquisitive lad, aren’t you?” Mr. Smith massaged his beard.

“I suppose so, sir.”

“Well, it’s not such a terrible question, so I’ll enlighten you. Her

Majesty’s Royal Navy patrols the world’s oceans to keep the peace,

especially now when there’s very little conflict.”

“Keep the peace?” Michael chimed in.

“Yes, it’s quite a dangerous world. Across the oceans there are

murderous pirates stealing cargo, getting in the way of trade between

countries, and still there is an occasional slave ship.”

“Murderous pirates?” Robert was wide eyed with alarm.

“Don’t fret your pretty selves over it. This is why we have the large

ship with many guns. No pirate would tangle with us. More likely

they would try to make a run for it.”
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“We haven’t seen one, have we?” Robert could only remember seeing

one ship since they were found in the lifeboat, and that was just as

they arrived in the harbor of the island.

“Not yet. Sometimes we can go months without coming across them.”

“And slave ships?” Michael asked.

“Sad state really. Banned in most of the world but still…there are

some who don’t want to have to pay to pick their crops. Have you

finally caught your breath?”

“Yes, sir,” Michael responded.

“Off with you then to your posts. Out of my sight! Go, go, go!” Mr.

Smith waved his hand flippantly.

“Yes, sir,” the boys wasted no time getting up the stairway to the fresh

air of the Main deck.

“What would you do if you saw a pirate ship?” Michael whispered.

“I suppose hide is the wrong thing to say,” Robert joked.

“I would say so,” Michael chuckled.

It was the start of the third day since they left the West Indies. The sea

was calm, and the sun brutally hot. There was an occasional breeze,

but it gave them little relief from the heat. Robert and Michael sat

near the stern rushing to get the log ready to heave into the water.

They had to have it done before the next bell rang so Mr. George

could record the ships speed in the book at the binnacle.

Four bells rang out, it was now ten AM during the forenoon watch.

“Ready the log,” Mr. Cooper yelled to them from the helm.

“Ready sir,” Robert answered.

Mr. Cooper turned the hourglass over. “Heave the log.”

Robert threw it over the railing and Michael kept his eyes on the line

MARGREIT MAITLAND

132



which had knots spaced out evenly along the rope. The boys didn’t

take their eyes off the line and counted each knot as it paid out.

“Time,” Mr. Cooper yelled to them.

“Six, sir,” Robert called back.

“Six knots, sir,” Mr. Cooper relayed to Mr. George.

“To your stations, boys,” Mr. Cooper directed.

Robert and Michael nodded and then made their way to the stairs.

The captain was coming up, so they stopped short at the top to give

him a crisp salute. He saluted in return and the boys quickly ran past

him. As they reached the main mast, they heard Mr. George’s whistle

and the sound of a drum beating.

“Beat to Quarters!” Mr. Cooper yelled out the call to begin the gun

drill. “Clear for action!”

Suddenly the men aloft swarmed the ratlines and dropped onto the

deck. Other’s came up from below and rushed to fill the netting along

the railing with rolled up hammocks to protect the ship from

incoming fire. A make-shift infirmary was assembled on the Poop

deck. Everything changed in an instant, but it was decisive and

orderly.

The boys ran down to the Middle Deck where they found the gun

crews already standing stiffly at attention. Robert stopped short at the

rear of cannon twenty-five. Nervously he looked at the men and

quickly realized he didn’t know any of them.

Mr. Smith walked along the Middle Deck accounting for every man

and inspecting their positions. Robert’s heart was pounding so hard

he could feel it in his throat. Sweat dripped from under his arms and

trickled down the side of his body. He shifted his eyes toward the

stairway and saw the gunner’s mate, Mr. Wardly, standing at atten‐
tion and breathed a sigh of relief. He would not have to run to the

Hold.
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“Silence!” The call was repeated down the hatch and everyone hushed

immediately.

“Cast loose your guns!” Mr. Smith commanded.

Robert’s gun crew grabbed hold of the thick ropes which held the

cannon in place and loosened the braces.

“Heave!” The gun captain yelled. “Heave! Heave!”

Robert, wedged between two very large men, tightened his grip on the

rope but his hands weren’t big enough to fit all the way around. He

pulled as hard as he could, unsure if it really made any difference at

all. They were all straining but able to get the cannon out and away

from the porthole.

Robert then raced to Mr. Wardly who handed him the shot. As he ran

back, he had his head down and heard Mr. Smith yell something

which made him look up just in time to avoid colliding with Michael.

They barely acknowledged each other as each rushed on. Robert,

breathless, reached his number three powderman and handed him

the charge. Then he returned to the rear of the gun and watched as

the apron was removed from the muzzle and the sponger and

swabber went to work cleaning and loading the barrel. Powder

charge, wad, ram it home. Then the shot, wad, and ram it home

again.

The gun captain inserted the pricker by threading it through the

firing hole to pierce the bag of powder. Robert looked around at the

other gun crews, all doing the same thing at a rapid pace. He

wondered if it had been ninety seconds yet and prayed their gun

would be ready on time.

“Prime your guns!” Mr. Henry shouted.

The shot and powder were rammed home and the apron put back on

the end of the muzzle. Then they took hold of the carriage ropes.

“Heave!” the gun captain shouted, “Heave! Heave!”
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The loud screeching of the carriage wheels pierced through the air as

each of the guns were positioned and run back into the portholes.

“Aim your guns to the object!”

The gun captain and number two men used the long spikes to

maneuver the barrel into place.

“Stand by and take off your aprons!”

The apron was once again removed from the muzzle and the whole

crew stepped away and covered their ears.

“Fire!”

The gun captain pulled the lanyard to the flint lock. As the flint

scraped across the pan a shower of sparks ignited the main charge.

Suddenly the powderman lunged at Robert knocking him to the floor

just as their cannon fired and recoiled violently backward. The ship

shook. Thunderous noise and smoke filled the deck as every gun went

off simultaneously. Robert couldn’t see a thing. The powderman was

yelling in his face as he grabbed Robert’s shirt and pulled him up to

his feet, but Robert couldn’t hear anything over the ringing in his ears.

Frantically Robert looked for Mr. Wardly. He knew he was supposed

to be getting the next charge. The thick smoke and stench from the

spent ammunition were almost unbearable. The powderman was back

in his face, shoving him off and finally Robert could see through the

haze where he needed to go. He raced back with the shot and handed

it off. Robert put himself behind the gun again and watched the whole

process repeat itself.

“Standby and take off your aprons!”

The powderman grabbed Robert’s arm firmly and pulled him hard to

the side. Almost throwing him against the wall.

“Fire!”

The gun captain lit the fuse and Robert watched the cannon jolt back‐
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ward several feet. Now he understood why the number three man

kept grabbing him. If he had stayed where he was, he would have been

crushed.

Over and over again the guns boomed one right after the other. It

wasn’t until the captain announced they had reached the ninety

second timing that the drill ended, and they were piped to supper.

Robert dragged himself to the mess table, grateful it wasn’t his turn to

get the food. Matthew returned with everyone’s rations which

included a slice of sweet mango for each man. Fresh fruit from the

island was a welcomed surprise and one they all knew would not last

long.

“You’re as black as night,” Michael stated to Robert.

“Do you think you’re not? We’re all black as night,” Owen answered.

“You did well,” Timothy said pointing at the boys.

“How do you know?” Robert asked, surprised that anyone would

think he did well.

“I watch out for my mates…and if you’re not dead or in with the

surgeon losing a leg then you did good.”

The group laughed loudly, all elbowing each other. They all reminded

Robert of his brothers who used to jostle each other and misbehave

until mum threatened them with the stick, and only then would they

mind their manners. Matthew shoved Robert just hard enough to

knock him off his seat. As he landed hard on his backside the group

roared and Robert smiled. He was covered in soot, every part of his

body ached, but there was nowhere else he wanted to be more than

right here.
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ight bells rang signaling the end of the afternoon watch. It was

four PM and the men hurried to line up at the main mast to

receive their ration of grog. Robert stood back as they pushed and

shoved each other, vying for a premium spot in the queue. There was

some sort of commotion going on. All of them were laughing and

calling out.
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“Get back there, you dog!”

“No pollywogs at the front.”

Robert leaned right and left trying to figure out what was going on.

Then he saw it was Michael being shoved and pushed from one man

to the next like a sack of potatoes. With a thud he landed at Robert’s

feet and Robert grabbed his outstretched hand and helped him up.

“Rough going trying to get some grog.” Michael declared as he

brushed himself off.

“Why do you even want it? It’s bitter and awful, and makes my head

feel funny.”

“You won’t be getting any if you stay back here.” Mr. McKenna

chimed in.

“Don’t care much for it anyway.”

“No? Can’t have it wasted. Perhaps a trade?”

“Trade?”

“You give me your grog and I’ll give you something of mine.”

Robert liked this idea but couldn’t think of anything he needed.

Victor, the cook, passed by them with another barrel of grog and then

Robert thought of something.

“Well boy?”

“Could I have your limes?”

“Limes? Can’t have all my limes, there’d be hell to pay for that. But can

give you one or two extras.”

“Alright, limes for grog.”

“Done!”

“You’re daft, not wanting grog.” Michael said.
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“Don’t like going funny in my head and don’t want that scurvy.”

Robert replied.

When Robert got his half-pint from the bottom of the barrel, he

turned it over to Mr. McKenna right away who happily grabbed it and

walked off draining his cup as he went.

Tonight, there was to be a party. Robert had thought it was some kind

of reward for a successful gun drill but then he heard some of the men

talking about crossing a line. He had no idea what that meant. What

line is out in the middle of the ocean he wondered. The boys found a

spot at the railing and took in the scene.

“Did you notice that almost everyone has their clothes on back‐
wards?” Michael asked.

“Yeah. Why do you think?” Robert answered.

“I’m not sure. Strange lot these men sometimes. Shouldn’t we be

starting the dog watch?”

“Yeah, suppose.”

“So why is everyone just drinking? Clothes backward, no one at their

stations?”

“Strange.”

“The bells ring but no one goes to where they’re supposed to.”

“Should we ask Mr. Smith?” Robert asked.

“Maybe wait a bit?”

“Alright. No one’s bothering us.” Robert replied.

The boys kept quiet in their corner as some of the men were milling

about talking and laughing, dipping their cups into the grog. A few

came up from below with fiddles and harmonicas. They set them‐
selves up on barrels directly below the main mast and began to play.
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Then several men joined in by drumming on the tops of barrels,

others clapped and stamped to the beat of the music.

The sun was disappearing on the horizon and the darker it got the

livelier the ship became. Nyle and Wilbur grabbed Michael and

Robert and the four of them pushed into the crowd and joined in the

melee. Arm in arm they swung each other around, laughing as they

stumbled and then thrown off into the crowd. Robert crashed into a

group of topmen and fell to the floor in a fit of laughter.

Suddenly, a man in brightly colored clothing sitting on a bosun chair

appeared and seemed to float above them all. The crowd fell silent.

“Ship’s Ahoy!” The man called out.

Robert recognized the voice right away. It was Mr. Cooper, he was

sure of it. As he made his way back to his friends, he noticed Matthew

and Ben were standing behind them. The two leaned on each other’s

shoulders, staring at them with mischievous smiles. He didn’t know

quite what to make of any of this.

“Aye, Aye sir. Is that you Davy Jones?” Mr. Smith answered.

“Aye it is. What ship are you and what’s your course?”

The crowd erupted into cheers. They stomped, clapped and

yelled out.

“What’s going on?” Robert leaned over and whispered to Michael.

“Hush. Do you want to be thrown overboard? That’s Davy Jones, royal

navigator to King Neptune.” Matthew said as he kicked Robert’s foot.

Robert looked back at Matthew who gave him a shove with his elbow

and winked. Robert was thoroughly confused.

“HMS Expedient. South around the horn sir,” Mr. Smith answered

while saluting.

“I have a message for your captain from his Royal Majesty Neptunus

Rex.”
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The captain appeared in full dress uniform and made his way to the

Poop deck. “Greetings, Davy Jones.”

“Good evening captain. I have a message for you from the court of his

Royal Highness King Neptune.”

“I am happy to hear from his Royal Majesty,” the captain replied while

bowing dramatically.

“You are ordered to appear tomorrow at first daylight before my court

so that all landlubbers, pollywogs and sea vermin are initiated into the

Order of the Deep. If you fail to appear, you will all be food for the

sharks and my sea creatures.”

The crowd gasped dramatically.

“But what are the charges, sir?” The captain asked in a very serious

tone.

“You are charged with littering the sea with your mast, having too

many weevils in your biscuits and allowing stowaways into our realm

without warrant. Remember, beware to those who defy or protest any

proceeding of our royal court. Goodbye, captain!”

“Make way for Davy Jones!” Mr. Smith called out as the bosun chair

swung toward the bow and disappeared into the shadows.

The men whooped and hollered, and the party started up again as if

there was no interruption.

“Nyle, do you know what all this is about?” Robert asked.

“Not so much, no.”

“What’s a warrant?” Michael asked.

“Serious offenses have been put forth.” Mr. Smith came up behind

them and put his arms around their shoulders. “All pollywogs must

answer to the court. Of course, the captain will ask for leniency for

the four of you but there’re no guarantees.”
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Robert looked from his friends and then back to Mr. Smith. “What’s a

pollywog? Who’s King Neptune?”

“A pollywog is one who has not crossed the line.”

“What line?” Michael asked.

“The Equator my boy! Neptunus Rex is the king of all things in the

sea. The creatures, the waves. He can destroy us with a wave of his

hand.” Mr. Smith pointed at the four of them and leaned to their ears.

With a husky whisper and a slow wave of his hand in front of their

faces, continued. “As pollywogs and landlubbers, you must prove your

worthiness as seamen. The captain will do what he can, but you best

get below to rest up for the court tomorrow. First daylight.”

“Sir…” Michael began.

“Off with you now.” Mr. Smith waved his arm toward the hatchway.

As the four of them walked across the deck, everyone they passed

smiled and then began to chuckle. Robert and Michael looked at each

and then at Nyle and Wilbur. All four of them bewildered.

“Nighty night, Pollywogs.” Matthew mocked.

The air in the lower deck was stagnant and reeked of sour men, urine

and stale grog. The heat was so intense Robert felt like he was inside

the galley oven. Beads of sweat quickly soaked his clothing making it

cling to his chest, arms and legs. When he reached his hammock, he

stripped down to his breeches and climbed in. The weight of his body

brought the sides of the canvas up and around him, making it even

hotter.

You must prove yourself a worthy seaman. Robert repeated Mr. Smith’s

words in his head over and over, wondering how he could demon‐
strate himself to be a valuable seaman. Climbing the ratlines?

Showing them all how fast he can do his knots? Perhaps Mr.

McKenna could attest to his carpentry skills. I can prove to them I
belong, he thought confidently as he drifted off to sleep.
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Robert felt a hand on his shoulder and was aware of whispers and

creaking of floor boards. He tried to open his eyes, but they felt like

they were sewn shut.

“Rise up, pollywogs!” Mr. McKenna yelled out.

“Prove you are seamen to his Royal Majesty King Neptune.” Mr.

Smith added as he banged his fist on the wall.

Robert sat up and rubbed his eyes. He shook his head trying to fully

wake up and figure out what was going on.

Mr. McKenna yelled full voice in Michael’s ear, “Rise up, you

sleepers!”

Michael sat up abruptly and looked from Robert to the men and back

again. Mr. McKenna grabbed hold of Nyle and Wilbur’s hammocks

and simultaneously flipped them over. They both fell with a loud thud

to the floor.

“Stand against the wall, pollywogs!” Mr. Smith’s voice boomed.

The pollywogs immediately hopped out and moved without a word.

Robert kept his eyes trained on the far wall, too frightened to look

anywhere else. The four of them stood still, in their breeches, baffled.

Robert opened his mouth to ask a question but was immediately met

with a stone-like stare from Mr. Smith. He closed his mouth and a

shiver of fear ran through him.

Mr. Smith, Mr. McKenna, Ben and Matthew positioned themselves in

front of their targets. Robert’s eyes darted from one man to the next

wondering what he had done. What did the four of them do to cause

this kind of trouble?

Mr. Smith nodded his head toward Ben who produced long strips of

cloth and burlap sacks from behind his back. Robert’s fear shifted to

alarm. Ben wrapped the cloth around Nyle’s eyes and tied it tightly at

the back. Then he put the sack over Nyle’s head. Robert was next and

he pushed himself against the wall, wishing he could melt through it.
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When Ben stood in front of him he cringed. The cloth went over his

eyes and Ben tightened the knot, then the sack went over his head. It

smelled of something sour and felt scratchy and stiff and he couldn’t

see a thing. He felt arms on his shoulders, turning him and pushing

him forward.

“Now we will see if you will be accepted by the God of the sea.” Mr.

McKenna said in a very strange voice.

Under the sack it was getting hotter by the second, sweat was starting

to pour down Robert’s face. His heart was beating hard and fast. With

every step it felt harder to breathe.

In silence they were led up the stairway. When they reached the last

step Robert could feel the heat of the sun. Even though he couldn’t see

a thing, he could sense there was a crowd around them. Mr. McKenna

grabbed his shoulders and gently pushed him to sit. Then a drum

began to beat steadily.

“Oh God of the sea, will you accept these men into the safety of your

arms?” Mr. McKenna yelled.

“They must be purified.” The King ordered.

“Purify them!” Someone shouted.

Laughter filled Robert’s ears from every direction. His mind was

racing, what was happening?

“So be it.” Mr. McKenna answered in a ceremonial voice. “Let the

purification begin.”

Robert heard whoops and hollers. Then a hush fell over the crowd.

“Hey, what ar…” Robert heard Nyle protesting and then falling

quiet.

“Quiet, pollywog! Resistance will lead to King Neptune throwing you

to the sea.”

Robert was breathing heavily now, he could feel his heartbeat in his
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throat throbbing relentlessly. He didn’t like being a pollywog. What
are they doing to poor Nyle? What are they going to do to us?

Several minutes of silence was followed by an eruption of loud cheers

from the crowd.

Then the burlap sack was ripped off Robert’s head and something

cold and slimy was poured all over him. He could feel fingers rubbing

it roughly into his hair. It smelled like something dead and he gagged.

The jeering and laughter was all around him and it made him uneasy.

He bit his tongue and pressed his lips together to stop himself from

making any sound. Whatever was happening, he was not going to let

anyone see his fear.

Robert felt something hard being scraped along his head. His whole

body tensed, waiting for something painful to jab him in the face, but

then he realized it didn’t hurt. Loud applause and shouts of approval

continued for several minutes and then, as soon as the scraping

stopped, an eerie silence fell over the crowd.

“They are purified, oh God of the Sea.” Mr. McKenna called out

“They must be cleansed completely.” The King replied.

Robert heard steady footsteps coming closer and then they stopped

right where he was. He hated not being able to see anything.

“Very well then,” Mr. McKenna called out.

Suddenly the blindfold was ripped off. The sun hit Robert’s eyes and

for a few seconds he couldn’t see. Without warning the board he was

sitting on was yanked out from under him. He felt his body lurch and

then fall fast. He landed hard into a wet, slimy mound. The crowd was

clapping and roaring. He looked up to see his four captors doubled

over in fits of laughter.

“Welcome, my brothers. You have been accepted by the God of the

Sea!” Mr. McKenna eked out through his hysterics.

Still dazed and confused, Robert wiped the goop from his face and
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tried to shake it off his hands. The scene around him was unruly as

the men continued to party. Two fiddlers were playing a lively tune

while others beat their fists on the railing, a barrel, or stomped their

feet on the floor, anything they could do to make noise they did.

Robert realized that they were sitting in an old sail that was filled to

the brim with guts and grime. The smell of it made him wretch. He

looked over to his fellow initiates and noticed none of them had any

hair. Immediately Robert reached up and touched his own head.

“Where’s my hair?”

“Gone. Ne’er to be seen again.” Ben laughed.

“Never?”

“One of these days, Robert, you’ll learn not to be so serious. It’ll grow

back.”

“What is this stuff?” Robert asked as he wiped at his face again.

“Do you really want to know? Hey! I think that’s the biscuit I didn’t

eat last week. Look all the worms are still there!” Ben answered

contorting his face as if he just bit into something horrid.

“Aren’t you just glad you’re all shellbacks now?” Matthew asked.

“What’s a shellback?” Robert asked as he tried to stand but slipped and

landed face first in the muck.

“A shellback is a man who has crossed the equator.” Matthew replied.

“We’re shellbacks!” Nyle yelled out gleefully as he hopped out of the

canvas.

“Shellbacks we are!” Wilbur joined in.

Nyle and Wilbur locked arms and began to dance. The mixture of

discarded food sloshed and swirled as they moved in a circle. Robert

laughed at the sight of them, neither seeming to care that the

disgusting half-eaten food and drink was oozing off of them.
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“What’s wrong with you? Get up!” Nyle yelled out.

“It’s a party!” Wilbur added.

Robert and Michael stepped off the canvas. As soon as their feet

touched the deck they were doused with barrels of sea water. It

seemed to be coming from every direction. Robert let himself relax

and feel the coolness of the ocean wash over him.

Suddenly, another rush of water came at him. The force of it

knocking Robert off his feet and he slid into the scuppers. He tried to

stand but was pushed down hard. Then he looked up to find Brock

standing over him holding a large bucket, and a menacing smile.

Robert tried to move away but Brock blocked him with his boot and

threw water at his face. It filled his mouth and he choked and coughed

it out.

“I could throw you over that railing and no one would know the

difference, would they?” Brock leaned down and hissed in Robert’s

face.

“I’m not afraid of you.” Robert struggled to speak, his insides churning

with terror.

“Yeah, you are. You’re a rat. No good rat. An extra mouth, taking food

from the rest of us.” Brock fumed.

“Get away from me!” Robert replied trying to sound strong.

Brock stood tall, casting his large shadow over Robert, then kicked his

thigh hard and walked away, laughing. Robert sat stunned. Everyone

around him was dancing, shouting and partying to their hearts

content. None of them noticed what had just happened. He had to

find a way to fight back, or next time maybe Brock will do something

far worse.

“Robert!” Mr. Smith yelled out to them. “Over here.”

Robert saw Michael, Nyle and Wilbur standing next to the canvas

pool holding wooden buckets. As he joined them, Mr. Smith handed
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him one of his own.

“Use this to clean up all this mess.” Mr. Smith said.

“Sir, do we put all this muck into barrels?” Michael asked.

“My lord boy! Scoop it up and throw it over the side. It smells to high

heaven! Just get it off the ship.” Mr. Smith threw up his hands with

exasperation and walked away shaking his head.

The four of them ran back and forth with their buckets constantly

barraged with complaints from all corners of the ship for not moving

fast enough. The rancid stench was getting worse by the second in the

scorching heat of the tropics. Robert found himself swallowing vomit

down every time he dumped some over the side. Michael wasn’t able

to hold his and hung his head over the railing, his whole body

heaving.

“You alright?” Robert asked him.

“Hey! Don’t stop! Just because you’re not a pollywog doesn’t mean you

get to rest.” One of the topmen called down to Robert. “If you don’t

get rid of that stuff, I’ll be vomiting on your head.”

“Sorry, sir.” Robert called back and ran for another bucketful.

When he dumped it over the side he noticed hundreds of fish all

around the ship. There were so many, swarmed together, they turned

the water dark as they feasted on the leftovers. Then a few large grey

fins appeared, cutting cleanly through the surface like sharp knives.

“Dolphins?” Robert asked as Wilbur appeared next to him tossing

more over the railing.

“Those? Oh no man, those are sharks. Don’t fall in. Shellback or not

those things will tear you to bits.”

“Sharks. So not the same as dolphins?”

“Dolphins are fun and playful like children. Sharks are man-eaters.

One bite will cut you in half.”
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Just then one of them leapt from the water. Robert gasped at the size

of it. The creature had a large fish in its mouth. Its jaws snapped shut,

blood spurting out as it sliced through the flesh. In an instant the

shark disappeared beneath the surface leaving behind only a circle of

deep red. Robert was frozen in his spot, knuckles white as they

gripped the railing.

“Don’t worry, lad. As long as you stay on the ship you’re safe from that

beast.” Wilbur elbowed him and smiled.

“It can’t get on the ship, right?” Robert asked.

“Nah. Just don’t fall in.”
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ow many days?” Robert asked Wilbur.

“Six, I think.”

“When will we move?”

“When there’s wind.”

“How long will that be?”

“Lord in heaven, Robert! We’re in the doldrums. Could be stuck for

one more minute or two weeks or a month. Will you stop with the

questions?”
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“Sorry. I—”

“Lord! Just stop, will you?”

Robert pursed his lips reluctant to even say sorry again for fear of

making Wilbur more aggravated.

“You’re getting very red, Robert.” Wilbur stated.

“Where?”

“On your head.”

“I don’t have anything to cover it up. My woolen cap is too hot.”

“Then go get a shirt to wrap around your head. If you don’t, you’ll

have blisters and it will hurt like hell.”

“I don’t want to leave post.” Robert answered.

“Leave post? Who do you think is going to care? There isn’t a thing

left to fix, polish, fold, scrub. Even the captain couldn’t think of a task.

The ship hasn’t moved an inch for days. Go get a shirt from your ditty

bag.”

“I don’t have one in my ditty bag.”

“Then get one from Mr. McKenna. Robert, you must learn to solve

your own problems.”

“I know how to solve my own problems.” Robert heard Wilbur

laughing as he went off to find Mr. McKenna.

The sea was as smooth as glass; there wasn’t a wave to be seen all the

way to the horizon. The deck was perfectly level. It reminded Robert

of how it felt to walk on land.

Since crossing the equator, they had felt only one day of wind. The

dead calm and the brutally hot sun put everyone on edge, especially

since their water and food was now rationed. Mr. Smith made the

announcement this morning, only three ladles of water and two meals

per day until there was rain and wind.
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Robert found Mr. McKenna in the purser’s storeroom on the Orlop

Deck. His head was down, and he seemed completely engrossed in

whatever he was doing. Robert knocked hard on the wooden counter

to get his attention. Mr. McKenna looked up and greeted him with a

big smile.

“What can I do for you?”

“Well sir, I need something to cover my head.”

“I see it’s already burnt to a crisp.”

“It’s starting to hurt.” Robert gently patted his bald skin.

“Take this cap and go get your friend, Michael. I have a job for the two

of you.”

“Yes, sir, what job?” Robert asked, excited at the prospect of having

something to do.

“You’re going to build a sea anchor.” Mr. McKenna declared.

“An iron anchor? But how?” Robert asked.

“No. A sea anchor is made of wood and canvas.” Mr. McKenna said

with a little less patience than usual.

“What’s it for?”

“If you think we’re going to be sitting here in the doldrums like dead

ducks for long you’re sadly mistaken. The storms will catch us sooner

rather than later. When they do, we throw the anchor you’re going to

build into the ocean to steady the ship in heavy seas.”

“Storms? We haven’t moved for a week.” Robert replied.

“Smooth my arse. Won’t last.” Mr. McKenna replied almost under his

breath. “Go and fetch Michael and we’ll get it going.”

“Yes, sir,” Robert took off, cap in hand. As he climbed the stairs he

chuckled a bit, “Storm? There isn’t a breath of wind out here.”
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Robert found Michael sitting in the shade at the stern, whittling away

at a piece of wood. The bell rang out eight times signaling four PM,

the end of the afternoon watch. Usually there would be a lot of

activity but because they were stuck in the middle of the tropics, the

men were lazily hanging off the yardarms or sitting on the floor

against the railing trying to stay out of the sun. Being caught in the

doldrums seemed to be the only time such idleness was tolerated.

Robert hadn’t seen the captain in days.

“Mr. McKenna has a job for us.” Robert announced.

“Where? To do what?” Michael answered eagerly.

“Build a sea anchor.”

“What’s that? Never mind, I don’t care what it is. Where is he?”

When Robert and Michael got to the purser’s storeroom, they found

Mr. McKenna busy laying out pieces of old sails, small yardarms,

several small weights and thick ropes across the floor.

“Now this has to fit together.” Mr. McKenna began explaining, “First

you saw off the edge of the yardarm to fit with these ropes and make a

triangle. Then the pieces of canvas need to be cut and sewn together

to fit inside.”

“Yes, sir,” Michael replied.

“Once you have it laid out and the sails sewn, you add the hooks along

the edges, so you can fasten the sails to the yardarm and ropes. You’ll

thread the ropes through the hooks, then around the yardarm and

knot them securely, but don’t lash the yardarm until we get it up to

the stern. Otherwise you won’t be able to bring it through the hatch.

Got it?”

“Think so, sir. But how does it stop the ship from rolling?” Robert

asked.

“When we throw it over the side the canvas fills with water and stays
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just under the surface. It’s like a floating anchor we can shift to keep

the ships heading into the waves. Otherwise, taking a big one to port

or starboard will set us on our beam ends and then—we’ll all be dead.

Understand?”

“Yes, sir,” Michael answered.

“Get moving then. No time to waste.” Mr. McKenna said as he walked

away.

“So, we build this thing, then we won’t die.” Robert stated as soon as

Mr. McKenna was out of earshot.

“Yeah, lots of things are all about not dying.”

“Mustn’t waste time when you’re making sure not to die.” Robert

mocked. “You saw the yardarms and I’ll fit the canvas.”

“It’s damn hot down here. Let me have that saw,” Michael stripped off

his shirt.

“That’s a good idea.” Robert shed his shirt and threw it against the

wall and handed Michael the tool. “Not even a whisper of a breeze

coming through those portholes.”

“Foolish to build this thing, feels like we’ll never move, but at least

we’re out of that sun.”

“Yeah, my bald head was burning up.”

“Our bald heads are burning up.”

“Can’t wait for it to grow back.” Robert massaged his bare scalp.

“I swear I can still smell the stink of that rotten food. Like it’s stuck

under my fingernails or something.”

“Yeah. Even scrubbing with seawater doesn’t get rid of it.”

Michael finished sawing the yardarms and laid them out, so the

corners touched. Robert then draped the sails over the logs.
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“Is this like he said?” Robert asked.

“Think there’s too much canvas.”

“Yeah, it’s falling over the sides.”

“I need to piss. Just cut the sides down.”

“Our lives may depend on it.” Robert mocked.

Michael laughed as he walked away. Robert stood up to take another

look at how it was coming together. Then crouched down and began

trimming the excess.

Robert heard footsteps behind him, “That was a fast trip to the head.”

There was no response so Robert turned around to find Brock and his

crony William standing there. His stomach dropped. Brock didn’t say

a word. Instead he walked in a circle around the sea anchor. Robert

stayed still, not sure what to do.

“What’s this, rat?” Brock spat.

“Sea anchor.” Robert’s insides churned.

His eyes darted around, looking for something he could grab to

defend himself. Then he remembered he had scissors in his hand and

closed his fingers around them. Brock made another lap around while

William stayed behind him. Robert had no idea what to expect. He

thought of Wilbur’s advice, stand up to him and he’ll leave me be. But

now there were two of them. He wasn’t even sure how to fight against

Brock, how was he to do that against two men?

“Too much canvas?” Robert heard Mr. McKenna’s voice coming down

the stairway. “Well, we’ll take a look and see.”

Robert didn’t take his eyes off Brock as he listened to Michael and Mr.

McKenna approaching.

“And what can I do for you both?” Mr. McKenna asked Brock and

William.
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“Sir, we’re looking for trousers and shirts.” William answered.

“Let me see what I have.” Mr. McKenna said as he went into his store‐
room. “Two shirts here. No trousers. You’ll have to make do.”

“Thank you, sir.” Brock said politely as he and William took the shirts

and made their way up the stairs.

“Not bad. Just need to attach the sails and bring it up to the stern.” Mr.

McKenna said as he looked over their project.

“Yes, sir,” Robert answered feeling a sense of safety returning.

“Good.” Mr. McKenna nodded and walked away.

“What did he do?” Michael asked quietly.

“Nothing. Think you came back just in time.”

“Good. Let’s get this anchor done.”

“Yeah, I can barely breathe down here.”

As they carried the anchor up to the main deck the sun was setting,

the sky was alight with brilliant colors. Yellow, orange and red melted

into each other so neatly it was as if someone brushed the sky with

paint. The bottom edge of the sun was just beginning to touch the

horizon. The stillness of the water reflected it like a mirror image. It

was hard to tell where the sky began, and the ocean ended.

They set the sea anchor down at the stern and Michael finished

securing the weight at the top corner. Robert looked up just in time to

see three dolphins jumping in almost perfect unison. One, two, three

times and then they disappeared. The creatures made him smile.

Loud, angry voices from the other end of the ship broke the serenity

of the moment. Robert turned to see a crowd gathering. He stood up

on a barrel and saw Brock pushing another equally huge man next to

the water cask.

“What’s going on?” Michael asked.
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“Brock. Arguing.”

“With who?”

“One of the topmen, I think.” Robert said.

“I can’t see a bloody thing.” Michael stepped up on the stairs to the

Poop Deck for a better view. “Come up here. Can see everything.”

“You’ve had your two ladles.” The man shouted into Brock’s face and

then pushed him.

“How do you know?” Brock roared back, ramming him in the chest

with both hands.

“I know. I was watching you. You’re always taking more than your

share.” The topman put his head down and rushed at Brock slamming

him hard.

Both men fell and started rolling around, punching and kicking each

other. A large circle formed egging them on.

“They’re going to put a hole in the ship and sink us!” Robert said.

“Maybe they’ll kill each other.” Michael responded.

Mr. Smith and Mr. Cooper pushed their way through the throng,

immediately jumping into the fray and getting between the two. Mr.

Smith grabbed Brock by the collar and dragged him to the port side

railing. He was a mess of blood. Robert couldn’t even make out the

features of his face. Mr. Cooper dragged the other to the starboard

side. From what Robert could see Brock looked slightly worse off.

Captain Brasher appeared on the Poop Deck looking extremely

displeased. Mr. George rang the bell vigorously and silence fell across

the deck. All eyes were on Captain Brasher as he paced back and

forth, hands behind his back.

Robert stepped down and pulled at Michael’s sleeve. “Do you want the

captain to remember you up here getting jollies from a fight?” Robert

mouthed.
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Michael shook his head and stepped down.

The men were brought directly to the captain, blood dripping off

their chins. The intensity of Captain Brasher’s anger emanated

outward, like a wave of thunder.

“Bloody, disgraceful messes. This is what you do as seasoned sailors?

Fight like animals?” Captain Brasher turned to Mr. George, “Put them

in the brig.”

The crowd parted as Mr. Smith and Mr. Cooper led them to the main

hatchway and disappeared below.

“What are we? Men or animals?” Captain Brasher called out. No one

answered him. “Men or animals?” He said louder.

Robert could hear some of them answering ‘men’ weakly.

“What’s that? Are you unsure?”

“Men!” The crowd answered in unison.

“Do you need a keeper to watch over you?”

“No, sir!” They answered, snorting some laughter.

“Are we an unruly mob, or proud sailors?”

“Proud!” Robert heard himself answering with them.

“Are you going to let a few days in the doldrums turn you against one

another?”

“No, sir!” Robert and Michael shouted enthusiastically, with their

arms raised.

“You see those clouds to the east?” Captain Brasher shouted, pointing

to the port side.

“Yes, sir!”

“Rain and wind are coming. Let’s be ready!”
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“Yes, sir.” The men chorused.

The speech created a contagious surge of energy. Robert could see it

in the faces of the men and the lightness of their steps. All it took was

the promise of a bit of wind and rain.

MARGREIT MAITLAND

160



D

1 3

eep below in the hold, Robert crawled along the walls of the

ship, dragging his bucket of oakum along in one hand and

holding a lantern in the other, checking for leaks. The wind had found

them, and the ship was finally moving. His mouth watered at the

thought of tasting clean, fresh rain. The thick blanket of clouds was

hanging in the distance. When will they come? It was like waiting for

his mum’s pie from the oven. The more he would watch, the longer it

took to cook.

Robert reached the end of the deck barely having to patch anything.

He stood up and promptly cracked his head on a beam.
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“Damn it! Bloody beam.” Robert mumbled.

He massaged his head as he put away the tools and grabbed the tool‐
box. When he turned to walk up the stairs, he saw Brock standing on

the bottom step and froze. Robert tried to think of a way around him,

but Brock took up the whole stairway. No one else was around and

Robert knew it was unlikely that anyone would be in the next few

moments. His heart banged against his ribs and his fingers and toes

tingled with nervousness. Wasn’t he sent to the brig?

“Look what I found. The little rat.” Brock whispered.

“Mr. McKenna will be down any time if I don’t get these tools to him.”

Robert was hoping that would move the monstrous beast out of

his way.

“He’s up the foremast, not likely to come down here.” Brock smirked.

“I need to get him the tools.”

“So get them to him then.” Brock didn’t budge.

“Let me pass.”

“So pass.”

Robert thought of dashing toward him. If he was fast enough, he

might get to the second or third step before Brock could grab him.

There were three barrels between them though, and that would cost

him precious time.

“Afraid?”

“I’m not afraid of you.” Robert answered, but his voice cracked, and

Brock laughed ominously.

Robert moved to the wall and hung up the lantern. Brock’s eyes

followed him, but he didn’t move from the stairs. Now that he was

next to the wall Robert saw a clear path, took a deep breath and then

sprinted as fast as he could. Squeezing between Brock and the banis‐
ter, he made it to the third step. For a split-second Robert thought he
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had outwitted his opponent but then felt his body being yanked back‐
ward. Brock lifted him by the shirt collar into the air, dangling Robert

like a ragdoll. The buttons of the shirt pressed into his neck and he

heard the fabric tear. He tried to kick out to defend himself, but Brock

flung him to the floor.

Robert landed hard on his side and rolled against a barrel, feeling a

nail dig into his back. Scrambling to his knees, he moved to the end of

the room as far away from Brock as possible. Crouching in a pile of

spare sails, he clutched the cloth so tightly his arms were shaking.

Brock sauntered toward him, looming menacingly. Robert kept his

eyes focused on the tops of Brock’s feet. Anticipating that one of those

boots was going to get him. He tensed his whole body, waiting to

dodge out of the way.

The heavy footsteps thumped across the floor, stopping at the wall.

Brock snuffed out the lantern and the room was plunged into black‐
ness. Robert then heard deep laughter as the brute stomped up the

stairs.

For a few moments Robert sat in the darkness, heat burning his

face. His breathing was fast and hard. It made him dizzy, but he

couldn’t stop. He hated feeling helpless, like an ant trying to outrun

a shoe.

Suddenly, it was as if his brother Thomas was standing over him,

beating him with that cane, over and over he struck Robert’s back.

Over and over saying, ‘you’re useless, useless, nothing but a bother’.

He had run from Thomas that day and had run from him entirely by

getting on this ship.

Sweat streamed into Robert’s eyes and down his face. He wiped it

away and stood up. Wilbur’s voice played in his head as he stepped out

of the sails, ‘How do you expect him to leave you be if you say

nothing?’

Anger was now turning to rage, his head pounded so hard it felt ready

to explode. A surge of confidence and energy pulsed through him, he
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burst forward and raced up the stairs. Faster and faster until he

reached the Orlop deck.

The lanterns were lit, and the last of the day’s sunlight glowed

through the portholes. Brock stood at the far end of the deck talking

with his mates, looking as if he was having a grand time.

“Robert! I’m just coming to find you.” Michael stood at the bottom of

the steps to the upper decks. “What the hell? Where’ve you been?”

Robert didn’t respond. Instead he narrowed his eyes and sprinted

toward Brock, ramming the man and knocking him off his feet.

Robert knew he only had the advantage for a few seconds and

battered his fists against Brock’s face and body. Someone pulled him

off, but Robert fought against them and kicked Brock hard between

his legs, then jumped on him again. Brock pushed him with both feet

and the boy flew backward.

Robert looked up at Brock’s face and saw blood trickling down his

cheeks. Feeling emboldened, he stood up and charged, but Brock held

him off by the shoulders. Even with arms flailing, he couldn’t connect

and so bit down on Brock’s hand. Brock shrieked and Robert kicked

him in the knee, bringing the giant down to the deck momentarily. In

a flash, Brock was up and swung a punch to Robert’s stomach and

then another to his face. Robert crumpled to the floor. A crowd of

men got between them and Robert heard voices from every direction

yelling to stop, or they’d be thrown in the brig. The two stood facing

one another, gasping for air, eyes locked.

“Let go of me!” Brock hissed as he broke free of several men.

Robert clenched his fists and watched him cautiously. Brock wiped

the blood and sweat from his face. Then he looked hard at Robert,

lifted his chin, nodded and walked away. Robert stared after him. Is it
over? Did I win?

“Robert. It’s done.” Michael whispered as he put a calm hand on his

arm. “It’s done.”
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“This is not what I meant.” Wilbur declared as he appeared next to

Robert.

“Not what you meant?” Robert repeated numbly and then put his

hand on his cheek. “It hurts to talk.”

“I said ‘say something’ to stand up for yourself, not attack him. Lord

in heaven, are you alright?” Wilbur asked.

“Think so.”

“You’re lucky you’re not dead. If the captain finds out about this,

there’ll be hell to pay. You can be sure of that.” Nyle added.

“Is there a way for him not to know?” Michael asked. “Would Brock

tell?”

“I hardly think Brock wants to spend any more time in the brig.”

Wilbur answered.

“Think he’ll leave me be now?”

Wilbur threw his head back and laughed. “Perhaps Robert. Perhaps.”

“That’s not a bad punch you’ve got.” Nyle slapped Robert on the back.

“Remind me not to cross you.”

“Where the hell is everybody?” Mr. McKenna bellowed as he came

down the stairs. “I asked for tools. I need tools!”

“Sorry, sir.” Michael offered.

“Sorry? There’s no sorry. Where—what happened to you?” Mr.

McKenna pointed at Robert.

Robert looked from his friends and then to Mr. McKenna, his

stomach flipping in circles.

“Well?”

“I fell. On…the stairs.”

“On your nose?”
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“Yes, sir.”

“And how’d your clothes get ripped?”

“I—probably caught on a nail.”

“Probably? On a nail?” Mr. McKenna pursed his lips. “Can’t walk

around in that tattered shirt. I’ll get you another.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Mr. McKenna walked to the purser’s storeroom, passing by the men

lying in their hammocks as if nothing had happened. Then he stopped

in front of Brock and William. Brock was holding a rag to his face.

Mr. McKenna looked them up and down and Robert watched as they

exchanged words, then looked back at Robert.

Robert’s hands started to shake as he wondered what the punishment

would be. The tails? The brig? His heart pounded against his ribs. His

whole body felt hot. Was it worth it, he asked himself as Mr. McKenna

walked back to where he stood.

“Don’t worry.” Michael reassured him.

“It’ll be fine.” Nyle and Wilbur exchanged nervous glances.

“Here, put this on.” Mr. McKenna tossed the shirt to Robert as he

surveyed the group. “It seems that Brock fell, as well.”

“Did he?” Wilbur asked.

“Yeah. Isn’t that something?” Mr. McKenna raised his eyebrows.

“Yes, sir,” Nyle replied.

A roar of cheers traveled down from the main deck. Then thunderous

footsteps shook the beams overhead.

“Rain!” Wilbur pointed at the drops on the porthole.

“Rain!” A chorus of voices echoed.

There was a rush to get up the stairs to the main deck. Robert took a
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step to follow but Mr. McKenna grabbed hold of his arm, pulling him

back.

“Fighting will get you thrown in the brig or worse.” Mr. McKenna said

sternly.

“Sir. I…”

Mr. McKenna put up his hand and shook his head. “Do you think me

a fool? Falling down the stairs?”

“Sir, I…” Robert’s voice cracked.

“You’re lucky you’re not badly hurt. Don’t be so foolish again.”

“Yes, sir,” Robert hung his head.

“Off with you.” Mr. McKenna dismissed him with a wave of his hand.

“Get up there.”

“Yes, sir.”

Robert wasted no time and hurried off, silently thanking God for Mr.

McKenna. If it had been any other officer, he’d have been put in irons.

When Robert stepped off the stairs, he tilted his face up, letting the

fresh drops wash over him. He stuck out his tongue and caught a

mouthful; reveling in the coolness and it slid down his throat. Some‐
how, he had gotten away with attacking Brock and a smile spread

across his face. He still wasn’t sure if he had won, but it felt like he did.

Just about every man was topside rejoicing in the thick long drops

that splashed on the deck. Some men had already stripped down to

their britches, others hollered and danced. There was not another

care in their minds.

Suddenly, Mr. George was ringing the bell with vigor, interrupting

the boisterous celebration.

“Hands by the topgallant halliards!” Mr. Smith called out and his

command was repeated across the deck.
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The topmen sprang up the ratlines like spiders across a web. Others

ran the lifelines from port to starboard.

Robert looked over the portside railing. Squinting through the dusk,

he was just barely able to see towering dark clouds rolling up to the

heavens and out across the water at the same time. Flashes of light lit

them up every few seconds, like a monster coming to swallow them

whole.

“Let go main and spanker sheet, spanker outhaul! Ease off topgallant

studdingsail tack and halliards!” Mr. Smith shouted.

“Royal clewlines, topgallant studdingsails, downhaul!” Mr. George

yelled out as he walked toward the bow.

“Haul taut! Shorten sail!” Mr. Smith called out.

The sails were shortened at the stern and ropes dropped all around

Robert. He worked feverishly to secure as many as he could. All the

while, he could not take his eyes off the black clouds spreading like

ink spilled on parchment.

“Step lively Robert, go help get those barrels secured. We don’t want

our fresh water getting sprayed with sea water.” Mr. McKenna

ordered.

“Yes, sir.”

Robert ran to the closest water cask and checked the rope which held

it tightly against the railing. As the ship turned into the oncoming

waves, he grabbed a lifeline to keep from falling. When he returned to

the stern Michael was readying the sea anchor.

“Where’s that sea anchor?” Mr. George yelled.

“Here sir,” Mr. McKenna answered.

“Get it in the water.”

The boys hoisted it up and Mr. McKenna gave them the nod to toss it

over.

MARGREIT MAITLAND

168



“Get below!” Mr. McKenna directed.

“Yes, sir.” Robert replied.

Waves spilled over the railings and the wind whipped across the deck

driving the ocean and rain into their faces. The boys moved with the

throng of men ducking under the lifelines and got to the hatch.

They sat huddled in a corner at the far end of the crowded deck as the

ship rocked for hours. Finally, sunlight streamed in through the port‐
holes and the call came to muster on the main deck.

The air was noticeably cooler, and Robert shivered in his damp

clothes as he listened to the captain calling out names from the ledger.

When the end of his list was reached with no losses, the men were

ordered back to their stations.

“Boys, over here.” Mr. Smith called to them from the center mast.

“Yes, sir,” Robert answered.

Robert joined Michael, Nyle and Wilbur sure that a long lesson in

something was about to begin. From the corner of his eye he saw the

captain and Mr. George looking over their papers at the binnacle and

talking animatedly. He wished he were closer so he could hear what

they were saying.

“Robert! Are you listening?” Mr. Smith was suddenly in his face.

“Yes, sir,” Robert responded.

“Then what did I just say?”

“Uh…” Robert tried to think fast but couldn’t come up with anything

and his friends snickered.

“Hmmm—What’re you to do now since I just told you what you’re

supposed to be doing?”

“Sorry, sir.”

“Maybe one of your chums will enlighten you.”
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“Yes, sir,” Robert said and looked down at his shoes.

Mr. Smith grunted, “Do the rest of you have any questions?”

“Well,” Robert started, feeling brave, “Why’s it so cold?”

“I was asking your mates, not you.” Mr. Smith gave him a stern glare.

“Sorry, sir.”

“Stop saying you’re sorry. Men don’t apologize endlessly.”

“It was just so hot, and now—” Robert replied.

“That’s because we were in the tropics. Now we’re further south,

approaching the horn.”

“The horn?”

“Yes, the last edge of the continent. We’ll go from the Atlantic to the

Pacific through the Southern Ocean. Which is why we need to talk

about how to chip the ice off frozen ropes.”

“Freezing? It was just unbearably hot,” Nyle said.

“You all haven’t had the pleasure of ‘rounding the horn. Trust me, it’ll

be cold. So cold you’ll feel like your blood is frozen. And it’ll stay that

way until we get to the Pacific.” The four of them looked at each other

and then back to Mr. Smith. “Cold. It’s going to get damn cold.” Mr.

Smith warned.
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obert kept one hand on a lifeline and the other carefully

chipping ice off the lines with his wooden chisel. Fierce winds

drove snowy sleet into his face. It was like being pelted with small

pebbles. He was only able to see dark figures, like shadows, moving

through the white wall that surrounded the ship. The wail of the

constant storm drowned out most of the sound, but Robert was at the

Stern near the bell and heard its faint ring ending the afternoon

watch.
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A hand touched his shoulder and Robert turned to see Wilbur there

ready to take the tools. They gave each other a reassuring pat and

wave, because talking out in the weather was futile.

Robert crawled under the hammocks filled with exhausted, sleeping

men. When he reached his, he quietly took off his oilskin coat and wet

clothes and hung them on the hook. Why do they give you an oilskin if it
doesn’t do a bloody thing to keep you warm or dry? It was never this cold in
Hessle. Never! He thought as he leaned against the wall and peeled off

his socks, wincing as the soggy wool slid over his blistered skin. He

put on his spare trousers and shirt and settled into the canvas. The

sides rose up closing him in as if he was in a cocoon, but it did

nothing to warm him. Mr. Smith had been right, it does feel like your

blood is frozen. He stared at the beams over his head and rolled his

fingers together. They were callused, just like his palms, but he was

grateful they weren’t frost bitten. So many men had frozen toes and

fingers, still more were sick.

He wrapped his arms around his body to get warmer, but it didn’t

work. The only warm place was in the Galley, next to the stove and

everyone vied for a spot near it. It was a small miracle fights didn’t

break out on the hour.

Everything ached. He craved rest but knew getting any real sleep was

almost impossible. The wooden walls creaked constantly, as if the

timber was whimpering with every wave that lashed at the hull.

Robert studied the knots and planks in the dim light of the lantern.

There were only a few inches of wood separating him from the

tumultuous sea and he began imagining what would happen if the

walls ruptured. He thought about the arctic ocean crashing through

and filling the lower decks. The possibility had never occurred to him

before and fear gripped him, wrapping itself around his neck like a

tight noose. He felt like he couldn’t breathe and slid out of his

hammock. For several minutes he paced around the Orlop deck

trying not to make any noise that would wake anyone. The pacing did

little to quiet his mind and get the vision of icy water gobbling up the
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ship to go away. Then he thought of his favorite brothers, John and

Charles, and how much he missed them. If they were here, they would

help him make this nightmare disappear. John would poke fun at him,

making him feel foolish for having such drastic thoughts. Charles

might remind him of how the ship was built, how they got the wood

to curve around the beams and how thick and long the nails are that

hold it all together. He climbed back in his hammock and felt his

breathing slow. A smile crept across his face, for just a moment it was

as if John and Charles were there, helping him as they always tried

to do.

Robert woke having no idea how much time had passed. He massaged

his temples and yawned. All around him the men grumbled, and he

could see heads popping up from their hammocks. He sat up just as

Michael sauntered in looking soggy, cold and cranky.

“What time is it?” Robert scratched his head.

“End of the first dog watch.” Michael responded as he stripped off his

clothes and collapsed into his hammock.

“Still snowing?”

“What do you bloody think?” Michael griped and covered his face.

“I think yes. Yes, it is still bloody snowing, still bloody bitter cold.”

“Then you are right.” Michael answered. “I need to sleep.”

“You two!” Mr. McKenna appeared from nowhere and pointed from

one to the other. “Step lively. Get yourselves to the Hold, you’ve

sewing to do.”

“Yes, sir,” they answered together.

“Sewing? That doesn’t sound like sleep to me.” Michael stated.

“I can do it and you can sleep. No one will know.”

“Generous of you.”
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“You’re welcome.”

They arrived at the Hold and Michael lit a few lanterns as Robert

unfolded the first torn sail which took up most of the room.

“Robert?”

“Yeah.” Robert scratched his head as he looked at the long tear down

the center they were charged with repairing.

“I don’t see how you’ll be able to do this on your own.”

“Could do with a bit of help. Do some, then lie down.”

“Right.”

The boys rolled up the edges and sat at each end of the rip, threading

their needles.

“Does your face still hurt?” Michael asked.

“A bit.”

“Feel good about it then?”

Robert turned to the staircase and then back to Michael, satisfied that

no one else was within ear shot. “About fighting with Brock?”

“Yes. Did it work?”

“Work? You mean does he leave me alone?”

“Yes.”

“So far. Who knows if it’ll last. Wouldn’t matter if we had a plan.”

Michael chuckled. “Would help if we knew where we are.”

“Think we’re close to land?”

“Hope not. Don’t want to stop in a place like this. It’s a frigid hell.”

“Right. Even at Christmas, never this cold was it?

“Not that I ever remember.”
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“We need a plan.” Robert looked up from his stitching.

“A plan we can make, getting shot is what we’ve got to worry about.”

“Let’s see if we can find out where we are at the next port.”

“Alright. Could always ask Wilbur or Nyle.”

“But…don’t want to get them in any trouble.” Robert shook his head.

“Don’t want them getting shot too.”

“That would be bad. How long do you think it’ll be before we’re

through to the other side?”

“I can’t tell how many days it’s been. Mr. Smith said two weeks and

then we’ll be in the Pacific.”

“Two weeks? It feels like a lot longer than that already.”

“What’s in the Pacific anyway? Don’t even know why anyone would

‘round this horn on purpose.”

“Maybe it’s warmer.” Michael mused.

“I miss the doldrums. Thought I was miserable being stuck in the heat,

but I’d rather that, than this.” Robert shared.

“Yeah.” Michael chuckled. “Never thought you’d say that, eh?”

“No. Never.”

“How many more do we have to do?”

“Just another mizzen and a few royals.” Robert slapped the sails and a

puff of dust flew into the air.

“Gimme that one because this is the last stitch.” Michael let out a loud

yawn.

“Sewing sails is better than being in the weather.” Robert laughed

a bit.

“What’s funny?”
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“Remember when we only cared about going to town on baking day

and sneaking chunks of the bread right from the oven?”

Michael snorted. “Yeah, baking day. Mmm.”

“I used to fight with Ebenezer to pull our barrel of dough. I miss that

fresh bread.”

Michael moaned and leaned his head against a barrel. “I’m so tired. All

I want to do is sleep. Then I can dream about bread.”

“Fresh, warm and steamy in the middle and no worms.”

“No worms.” Michael closed his eyes. “Let’s just rest for a minute.”

“I’ll wake you if someone comes.” Robert offered.

“Only a minute. I promise.”

Violent rocking motions jolted them awake and they sat up with a

start.

“What the hell?” Michael rubbed his head.

“Must have fallen asleep. Better get topside and see what’s going on.”

Robert tried to stand but the bow rose up, and then crashed down so

hard it threw him to the floor.

“How long do you think we were sleeping?” Michael hurriedly

collected their sewing tools and then tucked the box under his arm.

“How would I know? I was sleeping, too. There’ll be hell to pay.”

“Maybe no one noticed.”

The waves beat against the hull so hard it shook the ship. They linked

arms and stumbled up the stairs to Mr. McKenna’s storeroom.

Quickly they put the box away and grabbed their oilskin coats, boots

and chisels. When they reached the main deck, the wind was fierce,

and it was snowing heavily.

“Where’ve you been?” Mr. Smith roared.
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“Sewing the sails sir. Mr. Mc...”

“Pipe down!” Mr. Smith put up his hand. “I’ve no time for excuses.

Tend to the ropes. Michael, get to the stern. Robert you get the ice off

these right here. With haste!”

“Yes, sir,” Michael ran off.

“Yes, sir.”

Robert wrapped his arm around a rung at the bottom of the ratlines

and got to work with his chisel. Howling wind filled his ears and

waves raged around the ship. Suddenly, water rushed across the deck

and was up to Robert’s knees. Instinctively, he grabbed the lifeline

with both hands just as his feet floated off the deck.

A thunderous roar came from the bow and Robert felt the boards

shake. He turned toward the noise and saw some of the men up in the

air, as if they were flying like birds. Their bodies were twisting and

turning. It made no sense.

A line of white froth appeared and then he saw a black wall of water

rolling toward him. It was carrying the men across the ship. In that

instant he understood what was happening. There was nothing to do

but wrap his arms around the ratlines and hold on.

Robert felt his body being lifted up and tightened his grip. He

squeezed his eyes and mouth shut and prayed for God to take the

storm away. The pressure in his chest hurt, his lungs felt as if they

were about to burst. Was he drowning? Were they sinking? Then as

quickly as the ship flooded, the water was gone. His body was no

longer weightless, floating through the icy ocean and he crashed to

the deck. He gasped for air, but the more breaths he took the harder it

was to breathe.

Who had been there with him? He tried to think. Michael, where was

he now? Robert looked in all directions trying to find him and was

relieved when he saw him only a few feet away heading to the stairs.

Who else? Nyle. Again, Robert searched the deck and saw him leaning
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against the port railings. Wilbur. Where was he? Robert spotted him

at the stern lying in a heap, but he wasn’t moving.

In that instant another enormous wave crashed over the railings. It

came from behind and was all around him, sweeping him up into the

air once again, but his eyes remained focused on Wilbur. The freezing

cold water flashed across the deck and when it reached Wilbur it

lifted his limp body and carried it up and over the railing. Then the

ocean that invaded the ship disappeared.

Robert heard himself screaming Wilbur’s name in horror and tried to

stand but his legs buckled. He got up again and rushed to where

Wilbur had been. Nyle was already there. Robert clutched the railing

and yelled for Wilbur over and over.

“He’s gone, Robert.” Nyle pulled Robert away from the railing.

“We have to try! We ha..have to get him back!”

“If he wasn’t dead when the water took him, then he’s dead now.” Nyle

shouted.

“How do you know?” Robert screamed.

“He’s lost, Robert.” Nyle grabbed his shoulders and shouted into his

face. “We must get below or we will be, too!”

Nyle took hold of Robert’s arm and pulled him into a run. They held

on to each other, stumbling to the hatch, and joined the stream of men

seeking the safety of the lower deck.

They found a corner and sat huddled together. Robert held his knees

to his chest and buried his head. The vision of Wilbur’s listless body

being carried away played over and over in his mind.

“Couldn’t we have done something?” Robert whispered.

“No.” Nyle’s voice cracked. “There was nothing we could do.”

“There you are!” Michael joined them. “Where’s Wilbur?”
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he entire company was gathered on the main deck. The sun

was shining for the first time in weeks, but there was still a

slight chill in the wind. It whipped around them, as if it was searching

for a way into any tiny crevice it could find. Robert felt it slither

inside his oilskin coat, raising the hairs on his arms and legs. He

shivered.

Captain Brasher finished reciting a passage from his Bible and looked

up at the crowd, cleared his throat and continued, “Wilbur is lost to
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us. A dedicated, proud seaman and a fine young gentleman, admired

by his officers, messmates, and friends. He embodied the best in all of

us. A moment of silence, if you please.”

Everyone bowed their heads which was all that could be done for

Wilbur. There was no body to sew into a hammock and hoist over‐
board. There was only a ditty bag hanging on its hook, which no one

seemed interested in dividing. The captain dismissed them and

solemnly the company descended the stairs for supper.

It was Robert’s duty to serve his messmates. No one said a word

when he set down the tray and began doling out only seven

portions of salted beef, biscuit and limes. Wilbur’s spot was empty.

No plate, fork or cup. Just yesterday he was there, laughing and

teasing them, now they sat in stunned silence staring at the food in

front of them.

Robert looked at Nyle, he just sat as still as a stone, with his head

down, not touching his plate. Robert tried to fight back the tears that

were building behind his eyes. He barely swallowed a bite before they

dripped down his cheeks. The vision of the wave that stole Wilbur’s

life consumed his thoughts.

“No amount of wishing is going to undo his death.” Ben placed a

gentle hand on Robert’s shoulder. “But we can make sure we never

forget him.”

“Nyle. Tell us a story about our Wilbur.” Timothy put his arm around

Nyle’s shoulders.

Nyle shook his head. Robert looked at him and his heart hurt.

“Alright then. I’ll tell one.” Timothy offered. “When he was just as

green as the two of you boys, he’d believe just about anything. Such a

curious young lad, constantly asking questions.”

“Lord in heaven! That boy could hardly pipe down for a moment.”

Ben added.
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“What’s this? How does that work? Where? When? Over and over.”

Owen laughed.

“So, there we were in the Northern Atlantic and a pod of them beasts

appeared, and I thought I’d have a bit of fun.”

“Poor Wilbur. Didn’t even know what he was in for.” Ben said.

“Beware of Timothy here, getting it in his head to trip you up.”

Matthew warned.

“Beasts?” Robert asked.

“Whales. But Wilbur didn’t know what they were.” Owen reminded

the group.

“What happened next?” Michael leaned forward on his elbows.

“I first saw them off the starboard side. Then they got closer, spouting

out their air, flapping their fins, making a ruckus. That’s when I

thought of it.” Timothy tapped his forehead.

“Of what?” Robert asked.

“Of tricking poor gullible Wilbur into thinking we had a kraken

coming at us. Oh, what a sight it was!” Timothy slapped his knee and

smiled.

“Kraken? What’s a kraken? You said whales, like the ones we saw a few

weeks ago.” Robert was confused.

“A kraken is a giant monster with arms so big they can crush a ship.”

Owen held his arms out as wide as they could go.

“Giant!” Ben stood up, out of his seat, with his arms wide.

“What? What do you mean?” Robert was alarmed.

“They’re found in northern waters. Whalers and fisherman tell of

huge tentacles rising up, making waves and currents of their own.

Some even say they can wrap themselves around the ship and pull it

down to Davy Jones’ Locker.” Matthew explained.
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“How’d you trick him?” Michael asked.

“I pretended I was horrified. Oh! I made a fuss, hollering that some‐
thing was coming for us. Of course, Wilbur came right over to the

railing to see what I was having a fit about. I pointed at the water, all

frothy and foaming and shouted a warning. Get below lads, I said, get

below! That kraken is rising! Get below or she’ll reach out an arm and

pluck you right off the deck!” Timothy was on his feet, reenacting the

scene.

“And everyone around you played along.” Ben added.

The messmates howled with laughter at the memory.

“Wilbur never got below faster. The boy was terrified.” Timothy

finished and plunked back down on his seat.

“He talked about that for ages.” Nyle remembered. “He had a good

laugh after he figured it out.”

“We all did.” Timothy confirmed.

“Are there kraken’s nearby here?” Robert swiveled his head from one

man to the other.

“Not near here, no.” Matthew assured him. “We’re too far south.”

“If they’re real.” Owen added.

“Oh, they’re real.” Timothy declared.

The bell rang and they all got to their feet, walking off to their

stations, Robert and Michael stacked the dishes and brought them to

Mr. Victor before arriving at the stern to coil ropes. They sat against

the railing sorting through what looked like a pile of worms. Robert

heard Mr. Smith call to heave the log and the response that they were

moving at five knots. He stood up to look over the side. White frothy

waves hugged the hull as the ship moved quickly, no longer impeded

by a constant stormy sea.
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“Land Ho! Land Ho!” The words floated down from the crow’s nest

and everyone on deck rushed to the railing and looked to the horizon.

“There! There!” Someone yelled and cheers erupted.

“I think I heard them say this is Valparaiso.” Nyle said as he sat next to

Michael.

“Valpa-” Robert started. “Valparaiso?”

“Where’s that?” Michael asked.

“Chile.” Nyle answered.

“What’s being cold have to do with it?” Robert cocked his head.

“No. Chile is the name of the country. Like England, but not England,

Chile.”

“That’s a daft name for a country. What’s it like?” Robert watched the

hills in the distance appear and disappear as the ship bounced through

the waves.

“Don’t know. Never been.” Nyle replied.

“If only we could see it.” Michael lamented.

“Yeah. Walk through it.” Robert added.

“Us lowly ordinary seaman don’t get shore leave, remember? You can

try…if you want a few lashes.” Nyle leaned in and poked them each in

the chest playfully.

“No. No lashes for me.” Robert was glad to hear some humor from

Nyle, even if it was just for a fleeting moment.

“No town is worth that.” Michael agreed.

“Maybe you’ll get shore leave when we get to London.”

“London?” Robert looked up with surprise.
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“Yeah, London. England. Home.” Nyle clarified. “They always go back

to where they started.”

“But…when will…aren’t we far from England?” Robert inquired

trying not to sound desperate. England? I can’t go back to England!

“Yes, for now, but…did you think we’d be at sea forever?” Nyle rolled

his eyes.

“I guess not.” Robert looked at Michael as his voice trailed off.

A crowd of topmen brushed by them cheering loudly. Even the offi‐
cers stood at the binnacle with wide grins. A barrel of grog appeared,

and the men toasted each other as the festive scene quickly turned

boisterous.

They were all pulled into the fray with the celebrating sailors. A

topman came up from behind and locked arms with Michael while

dancing a jig, swinging him around and then flinging him off to

another. Robert was suddenly swept up, his feet barely on the deck as

he was passed from man to man in the circle. He stumbled and fell

into Brock who grabbed his arms, saving him from hitting the floor.

Robert looked up, worried that their collision would start another

fight, but saw the edge of Brock’s lip turn upward. Then he dipped his

head ever so slightly and gave Robert a bit of a shove, passing him

along to the next man.

The group widened, boots stomping, the men spreading across the

deck like a bucket of spilled water. Robert could feel the boards

vibrating through his whole body. He saw Nyle smiling and laughing

and it made him feel better. This is what Wilbur would want; for

everyone to feel like this.

Robert noticed Michael taking a swig of grog. It must not have been

his first since he was clearly having trouble staying on his feet. He

lifted his cup and shouted, “To Wilbur!”

The crowd echoed, “To Wilbur!”
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Robert watched Michael laugh and then suddenly bend over, put his

hand over his mouth and sprint for the railing, making it just in time

to hurl vomit over the side.

“How much did you have?” Robert asked as he patted his back.

“I…I don’t know.” Michael sputtered and coughed.

“You done?”

“Think so.”

“Think?”

“I’m done. Nothing left.” Michael pointed to his stomach.

“Let’s go below. They’ll never notice we’re gone.”

“Yeah.”

Robert helped Michael as he stumbled down the stairs and through

the empty Orlop deck. The pounding above their heads told the boys

exactly where everyone was.

“Can you stop this thing from moving?” Michael moaned as he settled

into his hammock.

“No sorry, can’t.” Robert chuckled. “Why’d you down so much of that

stuff?”

“Didn’t realize I had.”

“You look terrible and you stink.”

“Yeah, we all stink, don’t we? Where are you going?”

Robert started pacing and found himself at the far end of the deck in

front of Wilbur’s ditty bag. He stared at it for a moment, fixed it on its

hook and returned to Michael.

“The bag was crooked.”

“What bag?”
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“Wilbur’s.”

“Can you stop moving around? You’re making my head spin.” Michael

asked.

“Fairly certain that I am not what is making your head spin.” Robert

answered. “I don’t want to go back to England.”

“Me neither. We need a plan. That’s what we said we’d do, right?”

“We can’t go back. Not after all this time, we haven’t even gotten off

the ship.” Robert ran his hands over his head. “I can’t imagine the

beating I’d get from Thomas if I reappear.”

“Too bad we can’t swim.”

“Yeah. Too bad.” Robert leaned his chin against the sill of the porthole.

“If we could, it doesn’t look too far away.”

“Doesn’t look it, but I think it is.” Michael struggled to sit up. “Makes

sense that the ship would go back. I guess the men should see their

families even if we don’t want to.”

“How are we going to get off this bloody ship if we don’t even know

where we are?”

“We just need to listen more to what they say. From that we’ll figure a

way.”

“I suppose that has to be the first step.” Robert studied his friend. “You

look kind of green.”

“My head feels like it’s being hit with a hammer. Over and over.”

Michael groaned and flopped back into the hammock.

“Maybe sleep will help.”

“Yeah. Sleep. Can you go up and tell them to stop all that noise?”

“Of course. I’ll go right now.” Robert laughed as he laid his head down.

The capstan chains screeched to life letting the anchor down. It
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splashed into the water and sunk to the bottom, bringing the ship to a

gentle stop. The topmen furled the sails as Robert stood mid-ship,

coiling ropes and drinking in the details of the surrounding land‐
scape. The beaches, green hills and mountains beyond the village on

the edge of the shore captivated him. He wanted to memorize every

feature so he would never forget.

It wasn’t long before Robert and Michael were charged with rowing

the men to shore. They settled into the little boat and grabbed hold of

the oars as the sailors piled in.

“Boys! Return with haste. There’s work to be done.” Mr. Smith called

down.

“Yes, sir!” Robert answered and then turned to Michael with raised

eyebrows. Michael just shrugged and rolled his eyes.

The boys made several trips back and forth until finally delivering the

last of the men to the docks. Their dory was then loaded to the brim

with staples for the galley. When they returned and had everything

stowed away, the boys met Mr. Smith on the main deck to get their

instructions.

“How are you doing these days?” Mr. Smith asked.

“Fine, sir, I guess.” Michael responded.

“Fine. Quite a loss you had, the three of you.”

“Yes, sir,” Robert said. “Nyle is sad a lot.”

“He is, but managing alright, don’t you think?”

“Yes, sir,” Michael said.

“Tough to lose a friend.” Mr. Smith put a gentle hand on their shoul‐
ders. “So how are you feeling? Sad as well? You can tell me.”

“Umm…yes, sir. Sad.” Robert admitted.

“Yes, sad,” Michael added.
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“He’s in your hearts though. Do you feel that?”

“A bit, I think,” Robert said.

“That’s where they are. The ones you lose. The ones who go to heaven

before you. They live in your heart.” Mr. Smith put his hand over his

and patted it.

“Yes, sir,” Robert felt a lump form in his throat.

“You come to me if you want to talk about Wilbur. Alright?”

“Yes, sir,” The boys answered.

“Alright. Take your buckets, get on the bosun swings and I’ll lower

you down. Check for cracks and caulk them, just like inside in the

Hold. To go lower you release the knot, let out the line, then secure it

again.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” Robert added.

Soon after they were strapped onto wooden plank seats hung between

thick ropes halfway down the hull scraping off barnacles and caulk

any cracks.

“Do you think the water’s deep?” Robert wiped his forehead.

“Probably. Why?”

“Wish I could swim, then I’d jump in.”

“Yeah, I’m sweltering.”

“I know.” Robert agreed.

“What…what’re you doing?” Michael asked.

“You’ll see.”

Robert looped a rope around the handle of his pail and lowered it to

the water. Dipping it in until it partially filled, he hoisted it back up

and promptly threw it in Michael’s face and laughed so hard he nearly

fell off the seat. Robert did it again and doused himself. The boys
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continued to play and cool off until they heard Mr. Smith bellowing

to get in the dory again.

A beautiful array of yellow, orange and purple decorated the sky as

the boys rowed to the wharf. Dutifully, they waited for the men to

return; but as night came there wasn’t a soul to take back to the ship.

Exhausted and bored, they lay in the bottom of the boat and were

soon asleep.

Hours later they were jolted awake by the sounds of heavy footsteps.

The boys stood up to peer down the dock and saw the drunken sailors

stumbling toward them, singing loudly. One by one they dropped into

the little boat making it sway and pitch. Robert and Michael lunged

for the wooden post to stop from capsizing. Once they were stable,

Robert lit the small lantern at the bow and the boys turned to head

back to the ship.

“Do you believe them stories the whalers are telling?” One of the men

belched out, his hot, sour breath filling the air. “About the gold?”

“Whalers? I don’t believe anything they ever say. Nothing but tall

tales.” The man at the bow answered.

Robert had seen these men around the ship but didn’t know any of

their names. They were always together at the topmost yardarms; all

of them had pictures etched into their skin from their shoulders to

their wrists. Some looked like ladies but had fish tails instead of legs,

others of anchors, cannons and ships with sails full of wind. He

wondered how the images stayed without ever washing off.

“What do those filthy rats know of gold?” Another slurred.

“They may be filthy, but they know. Sooner or later they all get to

America to sell their oils. Seems plenty are flocking there, by land and

sea. Pick axes and sieves in hand. Some even jumpin’ ship. My mate in

the pub said they lost a good ten men. Tried to hunt ‘em down but

they were long gone. Disappeared into the mountains.”

“Are they all gettin’ rich?” The man cackled with disbelief.
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“Some it seems. Enough for it to be the talk of the taverns up and

down the coast.”

“I don’t believe such pitiful stuff. Who would chase gossip and risk

getting shot?”

“No gossip. There’s a man with some nuggets in a bag. Says it just sits

in the rivers, easy pickings, waiting to be found.”

“Did you see it, with your own eyes?” The man at the bow leaned

forward and narrowed his eyes.

“Yeah, he showed them. Real quiet so no one else could see. Was real

enough for me.”

“Well then, if only we were whalers. We’d be free to jump ship in any

port and get ourselves a bag of riches. Why, aren’t we in the Americas

right now?” The man mocked as he stood and swept his arms from

side to side. “Let’s just jump ship and get us some gold before we land

back in merry old England.”

The men laughed as the little boat bumped the hull. In a flash they

were up the ladder leaving Michael and Robert alone.

“Did you hear that? Gold, just sitting in the rivers?” Robert elbowed

Michael.

“Bloody hell! Do you think it’s true?”

“He said he saw the gold pieces. Good enough for me. How far do you

think we are from America? Or is that America?” Robert pointed

toward the hills.

“No idea. What if it’s just nonsense, like that man said?”

“What if it isn’t?” Robert raised his eyebrows.

“Still don’t know how we’ll get off.” Michael put his hand on the

ladder.

“Let’s get some sleep. Tomorrow we’ll make a plan.”
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The stench of stale breath and sweat hung in the air like little clouds

above the sleeping sailors. The boys tip-toed to their hammocks and

climbed in. Michael fell asleep right away, but Robert couldn’t settle

his mind and got up to look out of the porthole. The dim lights on the

edge of the docks twinkled like stars and he imagined what it would

be like to have his own bag of shiny gold. Wouldn’t it be grand to have

the freedom to be anywhere he wanted? He wouldn’t give a lick for

the rules on the ship, or anywhere else. As he got back into his

hammock and closed his eyes, he wondered if one bag of gold would

be enough.

Each day the ship was in the harbor the boys were kept busy tending

to fissures in the hull, ropes and polishing all the brass on the ship.

There was barely much time to talk to each other, but they took turns

climbing up the ratlines to get closer to the tattooed group, picking up

tidbits of information here and there.

Two weeks had passed quickly, and the company was now preparing

to head back to sea.

“Get moving. They’re bringing up the anchor.” Michael nudged

Robert and then stepped into his pants.

“Right. Coming.” Robert rolled out of his hammock, got dressed and

followed Michael topside.

The ship was paused at the edge of the bay while Captain Brasher

waited for the right wind to carry them south, around the Horn again.

Robert and Michael were mid-ship coiling ropes as the vessel began

to move. Gently at first, then gaining momentum as the wind filled

the sails and carried them out into the open ocean. Robert loved how

peaceful it could be when there wasn’t a storm to fight against. He was

enjoying the sun on his face and the refreshing wind as it rushed

around his body. He ran his hands over his face and through his newly

re-grown hair.

“I told you it would grow back.” Mr. McKenna passed by and gave

Robert’s head a tousle.
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“I knew it would too.” Robert declared defensively.

“Nah, you were scared you’d have a bald head forever, admit it.”

“No, no.” Robert shook his head in denial.

“We’ll be ‘round the horn and over the Equator in no time, only you

won’t have to get your head shaved. You’re a Son of Neptune now.”

Mr. McKenna called back as he walked down the deck with a spirited

bounce in his step.

“Son of Neptune.” Robert repeated with satisfaction.

“Son of what?” Michael came up from behind.

“We’re shellbacks now, remember?”

Robert smiled as he thought about the silly ceremony and how afraid

the four of them had been. Wilbur’s lively face found its way to the

forefront of his mind and then the weight of his absence brought a

lump to his throat. He felt hollow, like there was a gaping chasm that

could never be filled again.

“Thank the Lord we don’t have to swim through that slimy rubbish

again.” Michael threw his hands up to the heavens.

“It was rancid stuff.” Robert scrunched his face in disgust.

The Expedient reached the stormy seas of the Southern Ocean in a

little over a week. The temperature plummeted and the wind was

once again shrieking its madness. The freezing rain ripped into any

exposed skin. Most of the time the icy water would be up to their

waist on the main deck before spilling out through the scuppers only

to come back in the form of another wave and soak them again. The

only thing they had to look forward to was the knowledge that calm

seas and the sight of land was somewhere ahead of them.

“Shake a leg! Get up you two!” Nyle shook them out of their

hammocks.

“What?” Robert tried to focus his eyes.
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“Dear Lord, it’s cold.” Michael shivered.

“Of course it’s cold, ninny.” Nyle answered back. “Get your oilskins.”

“What’s going on?” Robert asked as he hopped into his trousers.

“Ice. It’s everywhere.”

“Ice?” Robert asked as he buttoned up and pulled his woolen cap

down around his ears.

“Yeah. You’ll see.”

The instant they stepped outside they were blasted with glacial air.

Robert’s breath turned to frost before it even left his lungs. They were

aghast at the sight; everything was encased in ice and large, sharply

pointed icicles hung from the rigging.

“Look out!” Someone above them yelled.

Quickly they jumped back just as a large icicle hit the boards,

exploding into small bits at their feet.

“Bloody hell, did it get you?” The man yelled.

“No, we’re alright.” Nyle waved.

“I can’t feel my hands.” Michael wriggled his fingers.

“Quit complaining and keep your gloves on. Get to work on those

lower lines at the stern. We’ve got the get this ice off the ropes or we

won’t be able to set the sails.” Mr. Smith ordered as he rushed past

them.

The three of them grabbed their wooden chisels and waded through

the knee-deep snow as they chipped away at the ice. Above them the

topmen were doing the same thing and chunks continued to fall onto

the deck like small pieces of hail.

Heavy snow started again, and waves came up and over the railings

drenching them from every direction. The ship rolled and pitched,

hobbling through the rough seas. Robert was halfway up the ratlines,

RUNAWAY AT SEA

193



clinging to a rung as his legs swung back and forth like a pendulum.

Fear pulsed through him as he watched the white tops of the waves

getting closer and closer, licking at his feet.

A strong gust of wind seemed to tug at his body, as if it were trying to

pry him loose. He felt his woolen cap lifting and tried to push his head

against the ropes to keep it from slipping off. Not the cap, dear God,
don’t take mum’s cap, he prayed. But the wind seemed to encircle

Robert’s head, twisting and coiling in a flurry, as if it wanted

something.

“No! No!” Robert yelled as he felt the cap being ripped off his head.

He didn’t dare ease his grip to try and catch it; he was so terrified of

falling into the stormy sea. He thought of his mother sitting in her

chair for hours knitting that cap for his birthday. It was the only thing

he had from home, from her, and now it was gone. Tears welled up in

his eyes as he realized it was lost forever.

Another blast whipped around him and the ship listed far to the port

side. Robert hugged the lines and began to whisper his childhood

prayers. The bell was ringing, and Mr. Cooper was shouting for

everyone to get below, but Robert still clutched the lines, his arms and

legs numb from the cold unable to move.

“Robert. I’ll help you. We must get down now!” Ben was suddenly next

to him helping to pry his hands off the rung and climb down.

They dropped the last few feet landing in the snow and then immedi‐
ately joined the throng of men making their way to the lower decks.

Ben led the way to a small corner where they huddled together, riding

out the rest of the storm.

Once the tempest abated they were all allowed topside again. The sun

was shining brightly, welcoming them. It was all they needed to know

they had made it through to the other side.

“It’s the sun!” Nyle announced as they stepped onto the deck.
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“Must be in the Atlantic now, the bitter cold is dead!” Ben celebrated

as he hurried up the main mast.

“Waves are below the railings at least.” Robert grabbed a broom and

began sweeping debris through the scuppers into the water. “Look!”

Robert pointed off the port side.

“What?” Michael rested his chin on the broom handle.

“It sure looks like—”

“Land! Land ho!” The call came from the crow’s nest.

Robert watched Captain Brasher take out his spyglass and study the

horizon. He said something to Mr. George who nodded and smiled in

return.

“Land.” Robert nodded.

“Yeah, but how long until we get to a port?” Michael asked.

“And where the hell are we?” Robert added.
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he boys sat against the scuppers with their legs crossed

weaving new life into frayed ropes. Robert looked at Michael as

he intertwined his pieces and was suddenly reminded of his sisters.

He could see them in his mind’s eye, sitting by the fire braiding each

other’s hair before Sunday church; I want two not one, but that’s too tight,
it’s too loose, and he smiled at the memory.

“What’s funny?” Michael asked.
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“Just…nothing.”

“If we hang around here long enough, we’ll likely hear them talking.”

Michael nodded his chin toward the topmen that were gathering

around the main mast.

“We need a plan.” Robert mouthed as he nodded agreement.

“Gold. How to get it. That’s the plan.” Michael hummed under his

breath.

“Shhh…” Robert nodded his chin toward the men.

They coiled the finished ropes into the barrel and listened as the men

talked incessantly of drinking and falling temporarily under the spell

of some woman. ‘Those lips, that hair, couldn’t wait to get into that

dress’. After what seemed to be an interminable amount of time,

Robert wanted to bang his head against the railing in frustration. All

he wanted was to know where they were and if they were close to

America and the gold, but all they heard was useless nonsense.

“Aren’t you done with those yet?” Mr. Smith bellowed from the binna‐
cle. “Get over to Mr. McKenna.”

“Nearly done, sir.” Robert answered.

“Let me see what you’re doing.” Mr. Smith marched down the stairs.

The boys stood a few feet away with their arms at their sides as he

inspected their work by running his fingers over the rope, then

bringing it up close, right in front of his eyes.

“Do you think he’s going to smell it?” Robert cupped his hand over his

mouth and whispered in Michael’s ear.

“Maybe bad rope has a strange smell.” Michael kept his voice low and

stifled a chuckle.

“What’s so amusing?” Mr. Smith gave them both a sharp look.

“Nothing, sir.” Michael focused on his boots.
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“These will do. Get the barrels to the stern and then you jokers can go

see Mr. McKenna. He’ll show you how to repair the mizzen ratlines.”

“Yes, sir,” they answered.

“No lollygagging! Get moving!”

“Yes, sir.” They wrapped their arms around the barrel and tried to lift

it but it barely budged.

“What’re you doing?”

“Trying to move the barrel, sir.” Robert replied.

“Is it round or square?” Mr. Smith raised his eyebrows.

The boys looked from Mr. Smith to the barrel and back again, not

sure why he would ask such an obvious question.

“Round?” Michael responded.

“Are you asking or telling?”

“Round.” Robert replied with more confidence.

“If its round then how can we get it over there?” Mr. Smith swept his

arms from the barrel toward the mizzen mast at the stern of the ship.

“Roll it, sir. But it’s heavy.” Robert said.

“Heavy? Stop belly-aching and use your muscles.” Mr. Smith

answered.

“Use muscles.” Michael looked at Robert, held his arm up and poked

his bicep.

“That’s not a muscle. These are muscles.” Robert raised his arms and

flexed.

“That’s nothing but skin and bone.” Michael shot back.

“Is not.”

“No denying, you’re still the small fry.”
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“Bloody hell.” Robert looked at his upper arm and wondered how

much longer he would have to wait for any kind of manly strength to

appear.

The boys tilted the barrel on its side and rolled it to Mr. McKenna at

the mizzen mast where he wasted no time showing them what needed

to be done.

“See here where the rung meets the shroud?” The boys nodded. “See

how it’s worn and ready to snap?”

“Yes, sir.”

“This is where we need those ropes you spliced. Now, measure about

a fathom, hitch it to the eye of the rung, and use your knots to attach

‘em. You remember your knots?”

“Yes, sir,” they answered with confidence.

“Very well. You’ll do one round turn, then two square lashing, then

three figure eight, two frapping turns and finish off with a button.

Don’t leave your end tails flapping in the wind. Cut them off.” The

boys watched as he demonstrated each step. “Got that?”

“Yes, sir! I know my knots.” Robert repeated back.

“With each one, going all the way up the shroud.” Mr. McKenna

pointed high up the mast, to the top of the shroud. “Don’t be sloppy.”

“Yes, sir,” The boys nodded.

“If you’re sloppy, someone will fall and die. Understand?”

“Yes, sir. We’ll be careful.”

“I’ll leave you to it then.”

The boys cut their ropes to length and began securing the rungs to the

shroud.

“I keep seeing that land off the port side. Wonder when we’ll put in.”

Robert mused quietly.
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“Why is it that no one seems to be talking about where we are?”

“It’s maddening. Bound to stop somewhere, like before. Do you think

this is tight enough?” Robert tugged on the end tail.

“It barely moves, that’s good.” Michael said as he pulled on the rung.

“What do you think it will be like having all that money?”

“From the gold?”

“Yeah.”

“We could build a nice little house.”

“Two, right next to each other.”

“Could buy our own marbles and play all day long.” Robert suggested

as he cut another two lengths of rope. “And eat endless cake.”

“Cake. Yeah, that’s the best one.” Michael smiled. “How do you make

cake?”

“Who cares! We’ll just buy it.” Robert declared and the boys laughed.

“Shhh.” Michael put his finger to his lips and nodded his chin toward

mid-ship.

Mr. Cooper was walking the deck. “And what’re you two up to?” He

asked as he reached them.

“Securing the rungs sir.” Michael answered.

“And this you find funny?”

“No, sir. We were just—”

“Quiet! More work, less chit-chat.”

“Yes, sir,” Robert responded.

The boys looked at each other as he walked away and then got back to

their task in silence. By the time the bell rang ending the afternoon

watch, they were halfway up the mast.
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“Supper,” Michael immediately climbed down and hopped onto the

deck.

“I’m hungry,” Robert jumped off and landed next to him. “Maybe we

could ask Ben about what he’s going to do at the next shore leave?

Might give us a hint of where we are.”

“Hmmm…that might work,” Michael replied.

“Maybe,” Robert sighed hopefully.

The six messmates waited around their makeshift table. Owen and

Timothy were drumming their fingers impatiently as Ben took his time

dividing the portions. He seemed to enjoy annoying the group as he

handed them their wormy biscuits, soupy salted beef and limes. There

was a big, extra smile as he slopped mushy peas on everyone’s plate.

“What do you think you’ll do when we get to the next port?” Robert

asked as he shoveled in a spoonful of peas.

“Same as always. Drink! Chase women! Ain’t that right?” Ben slapped

Timothy on his back and they all laughed.

“Where do you think we’ll put in, eh Owen?” Ben asked the oldest of

their messmates.

“Well, we’re sailing right alongside the Americas. Be happy with any

of these ports. They all have what we want.” Owen declared.

“I’m sure we’ll stop before the Equator to get provisions. It’ll get us on

land.” Timothy chimed in.

Robert and Michael kicked each other’s shins under the table simulta‐
neously.

“Doesn’t much matter where.” Matthew said.

“Long as there’s women and rum!” Timothy raised his mug.

“No rum in that.” Ben pointed to his cup.
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“Not yet!” Timothy slammed his fist on the table, tossing all the plates

into the air making the group laugh.

When they ate as much as they could stand, Robert began clearing the

table and headed to the galley to hand them off to Victor. By the time

he got to his hammock, Michael was already there, one leg hanging

over the side and snoring loudly. Robert stared at the beam over his

head waiting for sleep to catch him. ‘Being at sea forever, that can’t be the
plan…We have to find a way. But how? How do we get off this ship and find
the gold?’

The next day passed as most others; the one after that was no differ‐
ent. The boys had never been so focused on what was being said

around them, but now that they wanted to eavesdrop it was endlessly

irritating that no one was saying anything of consequence.

Mounds of land were now readily seen off the port side, like a distant

but unreachable prize. Robert was on his hands and knees scrubbing

the boards at the bow just below the foremast. He sat back on his

heels to wipe the sweat off his forehead just as Captain Brasher

appeared with Mr. Cooper. They were sipping afternoon tea and

taking turns with their spyglasses looking at the horizon.

“We’ll need to resupply.” Captain Brasher announced to Mr. Cooper.

“Of course.” Mr. Cooper replied. “Won’t be long. Perhaps a week.”

“Maybe sooner with this wind at our backs.” The captain scanned the

horizon. “Keep us north by north-west.”

“Yes, sir.”

Robert put his head down, trying not to be noticed and continued

scrubbing as his thoughts screamed; finally a tidbit! He could hardly

wait to tell Michael. A week. Seven days, maybe less.

Time seemed to slow down as the boys anxiously checked the horizon

each day, occasionally spotting a mast far off the starboard side. It
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seemed to be an endless stretch of minutes, sluggishly turning to

hours and then days.

When the ship arrived at the harbor it was teeming with vessels of

varying sizes. Flags from England, and many other nations flew high

on the masts. The customary greetings were called out as they sailed

past, anchoring at a suitable spot.

Robert and Michael helped carry the thick wooden bars to the

capstan at the stern where the men took over and inserted the bars

into the slots at the top of the drum. Three men on each bar pushed to

turn the capstan like a wheel on its side. The chains screeched to life

as the anchor was let out and splashed into the water.

The sun was high overhead and felt as hot as an oven. Robert stood at

the railing staring at the village, amazed at the colorful buildings

which dotted the landscape. A thick forest rose up from behind the

village and looked as if it were rolling toward the water, ready to

sweep all the buildings into the harbor. He looked down at the fish

swimming around the hull. Their scales shimmered in the sun

reflecting a beautiful array of color through the crystal blue water.

The men wasted no time lining up for shore leave and once again the

boys were assigned to row the officers and crew to the docks. As

usual, their orders were to stay in the dory and wait for their return.

Names of those allowed to leave the ship were checked off the

logbook, and one by one they jumped enthusiastically into the little

boat. When they reached the wharf, the men stepped onto the pier

and didn’t look back. The boys were left sitting in the scorching sun.

“How can we get out of this heat?” Robert complained as he leaned

over the side to dip his hands in the water.

“Let’s see if we can get the boat under the dock, out of this sun.”

“Good idea.” Robert grabbed his oar and pushed them toward the

posts.
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“Oh, this is so much better.” Michael declared as he tied them to the

dock and then lay down in the boat, resting his head on a pile of

ropes.

“Much better, yes.” Robert hung his head over the side and watched

the fish dart in and around them.

It was hours later when the boys heard the men stomping their way

down the dock and quickly moved the dory to the ladder. The drunk‐
ards stumbled down the rungs and fell into the boat. Robert and

Michael pulled hard to get them back to the ship. Why do drunk men
seem heavier than sober ones, Robert wondered as he struggled to keep

them moving.

Along the way they heard more chatter of rum, women, lips, dresses,

but nothing of the gold.

“Where are we?” Robert whispered when they climbed back onto the

ship.

“I don’t know.” Michael shrugged his shoulders.

They went to the cask and drank a few ladles full of water. Robert

looked around to make sure no one was there.

“I’ve heard about as much as I ever want to about women and rum.”

“Me too!” Michael laughed.

“Think Mr. Smith would let us go to the village? Then maybe we’d

hear more.”

“This heat has made you go daft.”

“Maybe. I’m tired.”

“Let’s get below.”

They descended into the stale hot air of the Orlop deck. Robert

stripped down to his britches and climbed into his hammock, hopeful

the next day would bring them more success.
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The morning sunrise lit the sky in brilliant pink, orange and yellow

that reflected perfectly in the water, as if it were a mirror. Robert

looked toward the east just as rays spilled out from behind a huge

mountain peak towering over the bay.

“Any minute that sun is going to be fully up and we’re going to cook

like one of Victor’s chickens.” Michael complained as he sat in the

dory and grabbed the oars.

“He won’t even have to pluck and cook them soon. They’ll just bake in

their cages.” Robert took his place on the port side.

“Let us be off, boys.” Captain Brasher said as he, Mr. Smith and Mr.

Cooper climbed into the boat.

Robert was glad for a small group. His arms and back still throbbed

from bringing the men in the night before.

“Where shall we go first?” Mr. Smith asked.

“A nice hearty breakfast.” Mr. Cooper answered.

“I’m ready for sweet, rich cakes and fresh coffee. No offense to

Victor.” Mr. Smith replied.

“In these America’s I have multiple weaknesses; fried bananas, chicken

and cheese.” Captain Brasher revealed with cheer.

“It’s the cakes with no worms that’s mine.” Mr. Cooper chimed in and

they all laughed.

“Not to worry boys, I’ll bring you back something tasty.” Mr. Smith

assured them.

“Thank you, sir.” Robert replied.

When they reached the wharf and disembarked, Mr. Smith paused at

the top of the ladder.

“Now remember, stay with the dory. You never know when the men

will return.”
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“Yes, sir,” Michael replied but Mr. Smith had turned his back and was

already on his way down the dock.

“They’ll be a bunch of drunkards.” Robert whispered.

“As long as it’s not Ben vomiting everywhere.” Michael said and

Robert laughed.

“How long do you think it will be?” Robert asked through a yawn.

“Think we’re in for a bit of a wait.” Michael answered and stretched

his arms out.

“What the hell is a fried banana?”

Michael laughed, “I’ve no idea.”

“I’m too tired to figure it out.” Robert moved to the bottom of the boat

and tucked his head under the wooden seat. “They won’t be back for

hours. I’m going to sleep.”

“We’ll take turns.” Michael checked the rope to make sure they were

tied to the dock securely and settled in at the stern.

“Sounds good to me.” Robert’s voice trailed off.

Hours later the dory bumped into the dock and the jolt woke Robert.

The sun was halfway down the sky, but the coming dusk brought no

relief from the hot and sticky air. He rubbed his eyes and saw Michael

was fast asleep and kicked at his leg. Michael sat straight up with

alarm.

“Are they back?” Michael rubbed his eyes.

“No. We’re not supposed to both be sleeping.”

“I got bored watching you twitch through a dream.”

“What time do you think it is?” Robert asked.

“No idea. Could be supper time. You’re a bit burnt.” Michael

answered.
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“You too. Can we get under the dock again?”

“Yeah, just use the oar and I’ll pull us.”

“Michael, didn’t Captain Brasher say this was the Americas?”

“Yes. That’s what they all seem to say.”

“If it is, then isn’t this where the gold is?”

“If it is, we’ll need to make a plan.” Michael leaned forward.

“Yeah, fast. Who knows how long we’ll be here? The ship could leave

tomorrow for all we know.” Robert put his face in his hands.

“Then this place,” Michael swept his arms toward the town. “May be

our only chance.”

Robert wiped the sweat off his forehead and stood up to look down

the pier. “It looks big. Lots of people milling about.”

“What should we do? If we try and take a dory off the ship at night,

they’ll hear us.” Michael stood up next to Robert.

“Can’t do that. We’ll be caught and get the tails for that, I’m sure.”

Robert turned to Michael.

“And never get off the ship. They could be back any moment. I don’t

know how long we were asleep.”

“What if we go now?”

“Now? We’d be deserters. Maybe shot if they find us.” Michael

warned.

“We’d be deserters no matter what we do, but if we hide in the trees

beyond the village…”

“In the forest, if we ran high enough up that mountain…we could hide

there.”

“They’ll never find us in the forest.” Robert’s mind raced. “What would

Mr. Smith think?”
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“He’d be angry. What would Nyle think?”

“Nyle. He’d be without us, without Wilbur.” Robert felt guilt creep in.

“He’d be alone.”

“Do we stay then?”

“If we do then we’re trapped forever. They’re taking us back to

England.” Robert sunk his head into his hands.

“Would Nyle want that? Would Wilbur, if he were here?”

“I don’t know. I just don’t. Do you think Mr. Smith would shoot us?”

Robert stared at the village.

“He’d be angry. I don’t think he’d shoot us. We’ll have to make sure he

doesn’t find us.”

Robert sat down on the wooden seat and stared at the bottom of the

boat, watching the puddle at his feet. It was like leaving his family all

over again. What was it that was making him feel like he should stay,

when what he really wanted was to escape? This was how he felt

when he left his mother; left her sleeping soundly without a word and

disappeared.

“Robert, what is it?”

“I…what if this is our only chance.”

“If we’re going to go…” Michael stood up and put a hand on the lower

rung.

“If we’re going to go…” Robert repeated and stood up.
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he boys sprinted down the dock to the nearest building and

flattened themselves against the wall. Michael put his hand on

Robert’s chest and held a finger to his lips and a second later Robert

heard the voices right around the corner. His heart thumped hard, like

a beating drum against his ribs. He pressed his head against the wall

and looked up at the sky. Please Lord, he prayed, it’ll be the tails if we’re
caught. Please don’t let us be caught.

Several agonizing minutes passed before the group moved along.
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Michael pointed to a space between shops on the other side of the

main street and dashed toward it. Robert followed, hurrying across

the crowded dirt road with his head down. They moved quickly to the

far corner, now well away from the main thoroughfare.

“We’ve got to get into the forest!” Michael whispered.

“Some of them will be coming back soon, it’s almost dark.”

Robert searched around. “There! There’s a path.”

They raced toward the trail and into the cover of the trees.

“What now?” Michael asked breathless.

“I don’t think this is far enough. Have to go further.” Robert panted.

“Let’s go then.”

“Seems like it’s already night in here.”

Robert looked up at the canopy of trees. It was almost impossible to

tell where one tree ended, and another began. The leaves and

branches were so intertwined that what was left of daylight wasn’t

strong enough to break through.

“Maybe darkness is the best thing for us,” Michael said.

“Let’s keep going.” Robert started up the hill.

They followed the path, walking briskly, sometimes running, but

staying close together. The deeper they went, the denser the vegeta‐
tion became and the louder the noise. High pitched chirping and low

guttural grunts swarmed around them, as if every creature were

screaming at once.

“Do you think these animals are big?” Robert asked.

“Who knows what’s living in here.” Michael stopped to catch his

breath.

“I don’t think we can stay on this trail much longer. If we found it, so
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will they.” Michael stopped to catch his breath.

“There’s not much of it left anyway. Damn branches keep hitting me

in the face.” Robert complained.

“Do you think they’re looking for us yet?”

“Someone must have gotten back to the dory by now. How many bells

do you think since we’ve been gone? Feels like we’ve been in here for

hours.”

“Don’t know. Which way should we go?”

“Does it matter? Maybe we could find a tree to climb and hide there.”

Robert suggested.

“No. If they find us in a tree it will only take two shots to get us.”

An earsplitting screech sounded above them. The boys yelped and

grabbed each other. A low, deep growl rolled through the darkness,

followed by a steady clicking, then a single scream. Suddenly it was

silent, but only for a few seconds before the clamor began again.

“What’s that scream?” Robert’s voice quivered.

“I don’t know.”

“It sounds like a person. Do you think there’s someone out there?”

“N—no. I think it’s an animal. Has to be.” Michael said.

“Bloody hell! They’re all so loud. I can barely think.” Robert wanted to

cover his ears but didn’t dare let go of Michael.

“We have to keep moving.” Michael said.

“I know.”

“Let’s go this way, away from that scream.” Michael pulled at Robert’s

arm.

“I can’t see a thing.” Robert felt as if he were in a box, like the black‐
ness of night had closed in around them.
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“Me neither. Don’t let go.”

Walking side by side they locked arms and kept their other hands out

feeling for obstacles. The leaves crunched beneath their feet as they

cautiously made their way through the trees. Every sound seemed like

it was right on top of them.

“Whoa!” Michael cried out.

Robert felt his body being pulled down and suddenly the boys were

rolling uncontrollably down a hill. They stopping abruptly with a

splash.

“Michael? Wh—where are you? Where are you?” Robert tried to push

himself up, but his hands sunk into mud.

“I’m here! Here!”

“We’re in water of some kind. I’m so thirsty.” Robert dipped his hands

in and smelled it. “I think we can drink this. Not salty.” He took a sip.

“Yeah, it’s just like the casks.”

They sat in the mud; half covered in water drinking greedily.

“Something is crawling on me, biting my arm.” Michael smacked

his arm.

“Ow!” Robert jumped up. “It stings!”

“They’re all over me!” Michael stood up and flailed his arms trying to

get rid of the bugs.

“Me, too.” Robert swatted wildly in every direction.

“My feet are stuck.”

“We need to get away from here.”

“They’re on my neck.” Michael screamed.

“I can’t see you.” Robert reached out trying to find Michael. “We have

to get away from here.”
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Robert fought against the mud, his muscles burning, his skin on fire

from the bites. Panic was setting in. He lost his balance and toppled

over, landing on Michael.

“Take my hand.” Michael said.

Robert gripped the hand and they clung to each other as they strug‐
gled, step by step, out of the muck.

“I think the bugs are gone.” Michael panted.

“Yeah. We can’t stay here though.” Robert leaned against a tree to

catch his breath.

“Let’s keep moving this way.” Michael grabbed Robert’s sleeve.

“My legs hurt.”

“We have to keep going.”

“I know.”

The looming threat of being caught was so much greater than the pain

that emanated through his whole body. He had no idea whether his

mates would shoot at them or if they were anywhere nearby. Were

they further away from the harbor or going in circles, reversing any

progress they might have made? There was no way of knowing.

Michael locked his arm with Robert’s, and they started walking.

Robert felt something whiz past his ear. “Did you feel that? What

was it?”

“No, what do you mean?”

“Something. Some creature just flew past my ear.”

“A bug?”

“No bigger.”

“A bird maybe. Keep walking. Maybe it’s harder to get us if we’re

moving.”
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Robert had a growing sense of dread. He had never known such

darkness, not even the moonlight could penetrate the canopy above.

How could they defend themselves if they couldn’t see what was

coming?

As they made their way through the jungle, Robert felt his energy

draining. Everything hurt and he was hungry and thirsty. It seemed

like hours had passed but there was no way to tell without seeing the

sun, the moon or the stars.

“Here,” Michael stopped. “This seems like a big tree, good enough

place to rest.”

“Thank God.” Robert exclaimed.

Relieved for the rest, they sat shoulder to shoulder in silence. Their

clothes were soaked through with sweat and humidity. They both

leaned their heads against the tree and closed their eyes.

Michael woke with a start. He heard voices calling out; faintly at first

and then growing ever nearer.

“Robert! Wake up!” Michael urgently whispered as he kicked at

Robert.

“What? Why’re you kicking me?”

“Shhh.” Michael pressed his hand against Robert’s mouth. “Do you

see? Lanterns, just through those trees?”

Robert poked his head around the trunk and saw faint lights bobbing

between the trees in the distance.

“Wh— Should we run?” Robert asked in a hushed voice.

“No! They’ll see or hear us.”

“Stay behind the tree then. It’s big enough to hide us, right?”

“Robert! Robert! Michael!”

Sitting rigid in their spots, afraid to move or to breathe, they could
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hardly believe it. The men from the ship must not have been far

behind them all this time to be so near to them now.

“Robert! Michael! Are ya out there?”

It was Mr. Smith. A lump formed in Robert’s throat. He felt for

Michael’s hand and squeezed it hard. Michael returned the grasp.

They were desperately hungry, soggy and hot. Over and over their

names were called; the voices getting closer. But they both knew there

would be no relief if they were found. There was no reasonable expla‐
nation for their presence in the forest. They’d be lucky if they weren’t

shot and would at the very least be made an example of; put in irons

in the brig, tied to the ratlines and whipped. Mr. Smith’s trust in them

would be shattered. They couldn’t show themselves, it was too late for

that.

Loud successive popping noises filled the air.

“What was that?” Robert whispered into Michael’s ear.

“I—”

It stopped and then started again. Then Robert knew. Shots! They

were shooting blindly into the woods.

Bullets were all around them, hitting the trees, the ground, the leaves.

Dirt, splintered wood and bark flew in every direction. The boys

wrapped their heads in their arms and bent down as far as they could.

It was worse than any gun drill because now they were the targets.

Robert felt a sharp stinging sensation in his leg, as if something was

digging into his skin and bit down on his tongue to keep from

crying out.

The popping noises stopped. Michael peered around the tree and saw

the lanterns turning away. They had given up or maybe they didn’t

care to try harder.

“They’re turning around.” Michael whispered.
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“I’ve been hit. I can feel it in my leg.” Robert reached down and felt

warm blood seeping out of the wound. He ran his fingers over the

spot and could feel small pellets lodged in his upper thigh.

“Is it bad?”

“I’m bleeding, it hurts like hell.”

“I can’t see a bloody thing to help you. We’ll have to wait until

daylight.”

“Are they really gone?”

“Yeah.”

“Did you hear Mr. Smith?”

“Yeah.”

“What must he think?”

“Does it matter? We’ll never see him again, will we?”

“No. I don’t see how we would.” Robert leaned his head back and

closed his eyes. A tear escaped and he felt it drip down his cheek.

“Is it bleeding badly?”

“Not sure. God it hurts.”

“Put your hand there, is it still coming out?”

Robert put his hand down the back of his pants and felt around. “It’s

wet.”

“All we can do is wait. We’ll have to find water, a river of some kind to

wash up.”

“I know. Do you think the bugs go away when it’s daytime?”

“Maybe.”

“Maybe.” Robert’s voice trailed off.
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he boys huddled at the base of the tree. Robert watched the

blackness, taking slow deep breaths. His leg throbbed. The pain

was getting worse with every second. He was so tired but too afraid to

close his eyes.

The loud chatter of the creatures was nerve-racking. Something let
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out a howling screech and the boys gripped each other’s hands,

holding onto each other tightly.

“How long do you think it will be before sunrise?” Robert whispered.

“I’ve no idea.” Michael whispered back. “What do you think that was?”

“I don’t want to think about it, but I can’t stop either. If we stay here

will something find us and eat us? Should we climb the tree?” Robert

asked.

“It’s too dark. Can’t even see if there’s a branch. And you don’t sound

good.”

“I’m alright I think, hurts like hell. We’ll need food and water. Soon.”

“Yeah, and a way to know when the Expedient leaves the harbor.”

“Right. Do you think they’ll come again to look for us?”

“They might. Or maybe they’ve given up because it’s too dark.”

“So, they might be back in the morning.” Robert sighed. “I hope not.”

“Shh. Do you hear that?” Michael asked.

“What? There’s so much noise I can’t tell one thing from the next.”

“No, something’s close, in the leaves.”

They fell silent and listened. Something rustled through the ground

cover.

“Sounds small.” Michael declared.

“So small wouldn’t kill us?” Robert asked.

“Not likely. At least I don’t think so. You try to sleep first. I’ll keep

watch.”

“I don’t think I can sleep.” Robert tried to pull his knees into his chest

but the movement sent sharp pains through his leg and so he straight‐
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ened out again. “Do you think the gold is only in the rivers or in the

ground too?”

“Maybe both.”

“How much do you think we’ll need?”

“Bag full maybe.”

“A bag of gold would be enough for me.” Robert leaned his head

against the tree and imagined holding something so precious. He’d be

able to do anything he wanted with that.

“Me too.”

The hours went by so slowly, it was torturous. Finally, the air grew

warmer as sunlight speckled through the canopy. Robert sat up and

looked around, relieved to be able to see his surroundings. His eyes

immediately noticed a creature crawling along not far from them. It

was black and had several legs on each side of its body, covered all

over in grayish fuzz. He wondered if it could be a spider. The only

ones he ever saw were tiny and made webs in the corners of the barn.

This one was huge, bigger than a man’s hand. Robert kept watching it

as it chose a tree and began climbing. It seemed completely unaware

of them, or perhaps it didn’t care.

“Robert, you alright? We should look at your leg.”

“It’s still hurting, but not as much as it was before. Did you see that

thing?”

“What thing?”

“That big leggy creature. It went up that tree over there.” Robert

pointed.

Michael walked closer to the tree and then took a big step backward.

“What the hell?”

“Spider?”
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“Like none I‘ve ever seen. Let’s look at your leg and stay away from

that thing.”

Robert stood up and undid his pants, dropping them below his knees.

He looked at his thigh and could see small holes covered in dried

blood with a few black fragments imbedded in his skin.

“I thought it’d be worse.” Michael said.

“Me too.”

“Let’s try to find the river. Can you walk?”

“Think so.”

A loud scream from above startled them and they turned toward the

noise. In a nearby tree was a smallish animal with shimmering orange

hair and a thick mane around its face. The coloring so brilliant, they

stood out in stark contrast to the green foliage.

“It looks almost like a child.” Robert said.

“A hairy child. I think it’s a monkey. Look there’s another one.”

A second one bounced along the branch settling in next to his friend.

The boys were curious about them, and the monkeys were apparently

just as curious about the boys. The all watched each other intently,

waiting to see what would happen. The monkeys seemed perfectly

happy to observe from their high perch as they babbled to each other.

Robert couldn’t help but smile and wonder what they were saying. It

reminded him of the dolphins.

“Look, they’re eating something,” Robert observed. “I feel sick I’m so

hungry. Do you think we could eat what they eat?”

“Maybe. What is it?”

“Bananas, I think. Looks like they’re having a supper fit for a king up

there.” Robert looked around at the plants for a possible meal. “I don’t

see anything around us down here that looks like what they have.”
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In the daylight they could see vines with large, thick leaves hanging

from the trees like ropes from the yardarms and sails. Flowers in an

array of vivid colors draped themselves over every piece of foliage.

There were so many trees of varying sizes; some as high as the masts

of their ship. Robert looked up, bending his head so far back it

strained his neck. The tree where the monkeys sat had a trunk several

times wider than the main mast of their ship. The boys stood in

silence for a moment drinking in their surroundings; awestruck of

this place.

A bird fluttered down and landed gently on a nearby bush. It had bril‐
liant yellow feathers on its breast. It sat there staring at them, as if

surprised by their presence.

“See that bird? It looks like it’s got a hat on its head.” Robert said.

“Don’t move!” Michael warned.

“What is it?” Robert stared at him; eyes wide.

“Look down.” Michael pointed.

Robert lowered his eyes and saw a large furry spider sitting on the

edge of his boot. He stood frozen, every muscle tense, fighting the

urge to run. Suddenly, urine dripped down the inside of his thigh.

“H-how do I make it go away?” Robert asked in a desperate whisper.

“Maybe it will go off on its own.” Michael suggested.

“On its own? What if I fling it off?” Robert could feel his heart slam‐
ming against his ribs.

“No,” Michael said firmly. “It may crawl up your leg. I’m not sure if it

bites.”

“So just wait?” Robert watched the creature. It didn’t seem to have any

eyes yet he felt it staring back at him. “Maybe it’s figuring that I’m too

big for it to kill.”
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“I don’t think spiders figure things out. We’ll think of something.”

Michael reassured.

“How do you know? What if it crawls up my leg now? I don’t want to

die.” Robert’s voice cracked.

“I’ll get it with a stick.” Michael offered as he urgently searched

through the leaves. “Here, got one!”

“Hurry! Give it to me. Maybe I can nudge it off.”

“Want me to do it?”

“No, I will.”

Robert took the stick without looking away from the spider. Any

second, he thought, his knees would buckle and that would be the end

of him. He held the stick firmly and slid it underneath one of the thick

hairy legs, but it didn’t budge. Taking a deep breath, he inched his foot

backward. Suddenly, the spider moved. Robert screamed and kicked

his leg out, sending it flying through the air. He stumbled into the tree

and went down on his knees.

“Ow! My damn leg hurts! Where’d it go?” Robert panted.

“I don’t know, let’s get out of here!”

Michael grabbed Robert and pulled him into a run. The vines and

branches seemed to jump in their way, as if the jungle didn’t want

them to go anywhere.

Michael was beating a path with one arm while dragging Robert

behind him with the other.

“Wh—where are we going?” Robert was barely able to speak.

“We have to get away from there and find water.”

“I don’t think—I need to stop.”

“Alright,” Michael let go of Robert’s arm and let him lean against a

tree. “Hey, do you hear that sound?”
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“Water?”

“Rushing water. Maybe a stream, or something nearby. I’ll go look;

you stay here.”

“No! I don’t want to be alone, I can get there.”

Michael draped Robert’s arm across his shoulders and held him up by

the waist. The two pushed through the thick forest side by side,

following the sound of running water.

“It’s getting louder.” Michael said.

“Must be here somewhere. Damn bugs.” Robert swatted at the air and

then smacked his face smooshing one dead on his cheek.

“Keep moving, I think we’re getting close.”

“Look! The monkeys, they’re following us.” Robert pointed.

“Could they be the same ones?” Michael asked.

“I think so.”

“I wonder why they’re following us?” Michael said.

“Not sure. You don’t think they eat people do you?”

“Umm. No. I don’t think so.” Michael grabbed a thick branch, pulled it

off and broke it in half. “Here. Take this. If they come down from the

tree, we can use these to fight them off.”

Suddenly the monkey’s started screeching and the boys wasted no

time getting away, dodging branches as they went.

“They still there?” Robert asked breathlessly.

“I can’t see them.” Michael answered.

As Robert broke through the thicket it was as if the ground disap‐
peared from under him. He tumbled down, flailing his arms, unable to

grab onto anything. Finally, he stopped with his face down in wet,

thick mud.
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“Robert!” Michael shouted down the hill.

Finally, he stopped with his face down in wet, thick mud.

“Bloody hell,” Robert pushed himself up.

“Are you alright?” Michael rushed down to help.

“Yeah. I think so.”

“Look! We found it.”

A thin stream of water rushed over the rocks and then slowed into a

pool. It swirled around for a moment, cascading down as if in a hurry

to go somewhere else. Robert stared in wonderment. Both banks were

overgrown with thick foliage. Bright colorful flowers dotted in and

out of the green leaves. Boulders covered in bright green moss leaned

against one another, almost like someone stacked them there on

purpose.

The boys quickly took their boots and socks off.

“Not deep. Not salty either.” Michael called out from the center of the

small pool as he sipped from his cupped hands.

Robert gingerly stepped around the rocks and put his feet in the

water. He crouched down and took a small mouthful. It was like

heaven sliding down his throat.

“Are they gone?” Robert asked nervously as he looked up to the trees.

“Don’t see them.” Michael glanced around to be sure.

“I dropped my stick.”

“So did I.”

“I wonder why they screamed.” Robert said.

“Who knows! I’m going all the way in.” Michael shed his clothes,

tossing them aside.
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“Good idea.” Robert undressed while keeping one eye on the trees,

worried the monkeys would appear again.

Robert waded to the center of the pool and got down on his knees.

The coolness brought immediate relief from his burning wound. He

floated to where the water was falling over the rocks, sat down and

closed his eyes, enjoying the sensation as it spilled over his shoulders.

His mind emptied of fear and doubt, as if the river was sweeping it all

away.

“Look at my fingers.” After a long silence Robert spoke.

“They look a thousand years old.” Michael smiled.

“Must be from sitting in the water for so long.” Robert added.

“How’s your leg?” Michael asked.

“Feels much better now. Not bleeding anymore. I wouldn’t mind just

staying around here for a while?” He looked at his leg and decided the

cool, clean water must be why it feels so much better.

“I’m in no hurry to leave but we need to be able to see the harbor, so

we know when the Expedient leaves.”

“Then we need to find a high enough place to see the water. How far

do you think we’ve gone?” Robert perked up with the harsh reminder

of their predicament.

“We could have gone in circles for all we know.” Michael stated. “We’ll

need to look around to see.”

“I’m hungry. Think we could try those red berries?”

“I don’t care. I just need to eat something.” Michael got up and

inspected his clothes. “These are a filthy, smelly mess.”

Michael dipped his pants in the water and started to rub them against

a rock.
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“Yeah, think they may be worse than the ship’s head.” Robert started

to clean his shirt and trousers.

“Here, can you do my shirt? I’ll climb up and get those berries.”

“Alright. Get a lot of them.”

Michael put on his dripping wet pants and boots and grabbed a

branch. “This is just like the ratlines really. It’s easy, as long there’s a

limb to grab.”

“I can try to get those green ones.” Robert said as he got dressed.

“Never thought I’d look forward to wearing soaking wet clothes.”

He grabbed a branch and pulled himself up off the ground. Using his

good leg for support, he reached up and pulled at the long green

bunches and let them fall.

“I can’t go much higher than this or the tree will bend.” Michael called

out as he tossed handfuls of red berries to the ground.

“Can you see the harbor?” Robert asked, “I can’t, I’m not high enough.

It’s just endless green.”

“We have to go higher, then we should get a view.”

“Michael! What the hell is that?”

“What?”

“There,” Robert pointed down river. “That animal with spots. Is it a

cat or a dog? Never seen anythi—”

“Don’t talk. Don’t move.”

They watched the large creature skulk along the edge of the river.

Even from this distance, Robert could see its muscles rippling with

each step. It dipped its nose and drank for several minutes. Then lifted

its head, as if at attention, looking one way, then the other. Michael

looked at Robert and put his fingers to his lips. Robert nodded and
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tightened his grip on the tree, hugging it with every ounce of energy

he had. Don’t fall. Don’t fall.

The large cat took another drink, then walked in a circle, ears perked.

Robert could feel his whole body shaking, his muscles weakening.

Suddenly it turned its attention to the water, using its paws to grab at

something. For several minutes it hopped around, sticking its head in

and out. Finally emerging with what looked like a rock, but had arms

and legs sticking out of the sides. Then it sauntered off with its prize,

disappearing into the dense foliage.

Robert turned to Michael and pointed to the ground.

“Not yet,” He mouthed and shook his head.

They stayed in the trees, their eyes patrolling the surroundings for a

long time.

Robert stared longingly at the pile of food beneath them, his stomach

grumbling.

“I think it’s gone.” He whispered to Michael. “I think it’s gone.”

“Yeah, it’s been long enough, I hope. It’s probably liking that turtle.”

“That was definitely a turtle. Better it than us.”

“Yeah,” Michael started to make his way down.

“How big do you think that was?”

“Big enough.” Michael answered as he swatted insects away from their

food.

“Can’t stay here then?” Robert stated.

“Doesn’t matter where we stay, we’ll see that one or another like it again.”

“Have to keep our eyes open, always.” Robert replied.

“We’ll take turns, you eat, I’ll watch. Then we switch.”
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“Right.” Robert agreed.

Robert shoveled the berries into his mouth, handful after handful. Red

juice squirted out and ran down his chin. Then he scooped up water

and drank greedily. Michael stood rigidly at guard, his head turning

from one side to the other, and then behind them. Robert grabbed a

banana and broke the skin digging into the fruit with his teeth.

“Alright, now you.” Robert wiped his mouth and climbed up on a rock.

While Michael dove into the stash, Robert watched the riverbank. He

felt alert but had no idea what he would do if they were attacked.

“I feel like something could be watching us just as much as I’m trying

to watch for it.”

“I think we need to stay off the ground as much as we can.” Michael

offered; his mouth still full of food.

“Almost done?”

“Yeah. Let’s get moving.” Michael grabbed his shirt and tossed

Robert his.

“We need something.” Robert said.

“What do you mean?”

“What if that thing comes back? What if…how will we fight it off?”

“Yeah. Maybe we can find another big stick.”

Robert rustled around in the bushes, quickly returning with two

branches. Michael took one and broke off a piece to make a jagged tip.

“This may do.” Michael held his up and tested it with his fingertip.

“Yeah. That’s it!”

Robert stepped on the end of his branch and then peeled away the

bark. He touched the end with his finger, held it up and then hurled it

at the ground. It pierced through the leaves and landed straight up. He
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pulled it out of the ground and clutched it tightly, feeling a surge of

power. He had a weapon; something to protect them with. Nothing is
going to make me let go of this stick, nothing. He thought as the two began

walking along the edge of the river.

A familiar set of sounds drifted down from above. Robert looked up

and saw the orange monkeys jumping from branch to branch

overhead.

“It’s those monkeys,” Robert pointed up. “They’re back.”

“Ow! What the hell?” Michael put his hands over his head and

looked up.

“Hey!” Robert shouted, trying to duck. “They’re throwing stuff!”

Michael picked up a handful of pebbles and chucked them at the

annoying creatures. They screeched back and hopped up and down

on a branch.

“Don’t do that! What if they come down here?”

“Just trying to scare them.”

“I don’t think anything in this place is going to be scared of us.” Robert

replied.

Suddenly the monkeys screamed again and a barrage of objects came

down on their heads. The boys took off running, leaping over rocks,

dodging giant leaves and protruding branches trying to get away as

fast as they could.

“I can barely breathe.” Michael panted.

“Do you think we went far enough?”

“Is anywhere too far? Those things could be anywhere.”

Suddenly the sky rumbled and in an instant heavy rain was beating

down on them. The drops came so thick and fast they formed single

streams of water racing from the sky to the ground.
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“I can barely see a thing!” Robert yelled over the roar of the storm.

“Take my hand.” Michael screamed back.

“There’s no way to get away from this.” Robert grabbed Michael’s

hand, “No shelter.”

“Here!” Michael pulled at Robert. “By the tree.”

They huddled together against the tree as sheets of water flowed over

the ground cover like small rivers. A white steamy mist weaved up

around them. Robert sliced through it with his hand, but more steam

filled the gap right away.

“Like we’re in a cloud or something,” Robert said as he tried to grab

some of it again.

“How long do you think it will be like this?” Michael asked.

“Who knows. Can’t get any wetter.”

“At least those damn monkeys are gone.”

“Not for long, I’d bet.” Robert put his head back and opened his

mouth, letting the fresh water fill up until it was spilling out.

“Remember the doldrums? All those horrible hot days when the ship

couldn’t move?”

“Yeah.” Michael drank from the rain in his cupped hands. “So, we

should be happy?”

“Suppose so.” Robert filled his mouth again.

“Need to get to higher ground.” Michael said.

“If we find a tree high enough, we can see if they’re still here. We can’t

wait for this to stop, it might go on for hours.”

“Let’s go. It’ll be dark soon I’m sure.”

The boys trekked through the soaked forest staying close together as

they pushed through the thick foliage. Finally, the rain subsided, and
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they were able to spot what they thought would be a suitable perch in

a nearby tree.

Michael took firm hold of a chunky vine, braced his feet against the

bark and began his climb to investigate.

“I think we can sleep here if we lay down some branches.” Michael

called down.

“We’ll make a crow’s nest.” Robert suggested.

“Yeah,” Michael laughed. “A crow’s nest.”

Robert shoved thick leaves into his shirt and used the vine to

scramble up and hand them off, hardly giving his aching leg any

thought at all. The boys raced against the coming darkness, criss‐
crossing thick branches to make a platform, adding a layer of thick

leaves, then another set of branches and a final bed of foliage.

“How are we going to know whether the ship has left port if we can’t

see the harbor?” Robert asked as he settled into a spot.

“Can we see when it’s daylight?” Michael asked. “I’m so tired.”

“I’ll watch first, you sleep.” Robert yawned.

“Yeah.” Michael’s voice was fading.

“You think those monkeys will come back?” Robert asked, but all he

heard was the snort of his sleeping friend.

Robert found his mind wandering to Nyle and Mr. Smith. Were they

worried or pissed? Would his mates try to look for them again and

shoot at them? Uncertainty of being found and excitement at the

success that lay ahead of them were fighting a battle for space in his

thoughts. The emotions intertwined like the threads of a right-handed

rope.

He felt a bit of safety in their crow’s nest and tried to focus on the

beginnings of their plan. Watch for the ship to leave port and then

return to the village. All they had to do was make themselves useful
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somewhere. They could both fix things, build structures, run errands.

It wouldn’t be hard at all. They could build their lives here in America

and find gold. Once he had that in his hand, he could get word to his

mum, his siblings, all of them; except Thomas.

“Thomas could rot!” Robert whispered to himself.
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harp pains jolted Robert awake. He curled up in a ball, wrapping

his arms around his middle. A burning sensation traveled up his

throat and then his mouth filled with vomit. Spitting and coughing he

crawled to the branches and worked his way to the ground. Clutching

his stomach, he retched as liquid spewed everywhere uncontrollably.

Sweat was pouring out of him. He felt hot and cold at the same time.

Suddenly, it was as if his gut was on fire. He pulled at his pants and

ran behind the nearest bush.
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“What’s happening?” Michael woke moaning. “I’m so nauseous.” He

too hurried out of the tree, his feet landing in a mound of putrid

liquid. “What is—”

Michael gagged and then whatever was in his stomach came out in

buckets.

“Such pain,” Robert barely managed to answer from behind the bush.

“Am I dying?”

Michael only groaned in reply as Robert sank to the ground hugging

his knees to his chest, unable to move.

Robert fluttered his eyes trying to focus. He had no idea how much

time passed and could barely lift his head. Speckled sunlight moved

across the forest floor in waves. He grabbed his knees again as pain

ripped through his abdomen.

“Ro…Robert?” Michael asked.

Robert could only utter a groan.

“I’m soaked in sweat. So hot, thirsty.”

Robert pushed himself up and leaned against a tree. Everything was

blurry as if a fog hung in his eyes. There was a brilliant array of colors

in the trees, but they all mixed together. He wasn’t sure if it was the

sickness or a dream. Suddenly a burst of movement sent the colors

flying in every direction, swooping in and out of the leaves.

“Birds.” Robert whispered.

“What?” Michael called out.

“Birds, a lot of birds. Not a dream.”

“Water.” Michael replied. “Need to get back to the water. So hot.”

Robert tried to stand to get to Michael. A wave of nausea hit him, and

more vomit spewed out. The few feet that separated them seemed an

insurmountable distance. Sinking down to his knees, he crawled
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toward Michael. The trees, bushes and leaves on the ground swayed

back and forth. He felt like he was on the ship again, stuck in a terrible

storm.

“We…we can help each other up.” Robert suggested as he finally

reached Michael. “Take my hand. Try to stand.”

“Alright.” Michael answered.

“We have to get back to the river.”

The boys draped one arm over each other’s shoulders and wrapped

the other around their middles as if to hold in the sickness. Spitting

and coughing vomit, they stumbled through the dense jungle. Leaves

smacked their faces. Branches clawed and scraped at their arms and

legs. When they reached the edge of the river, they struggled across

the mud and fell into the water.

Robert sat against a large rock and closed his eyes letting the coolness

wash over his skin.

“Why do you think we’re so sick?” Robert’s voice was barely audible.

“Could be the berries or the water?” Michael answered.

“Then what are we going to eat?”

“I don’t think we should eat anything, until this goes away.”

“What if it doesn’t?” Robert asked.

“I…I don’t know.”

For hours they sat in the water barely able to move. By night fall their

vomiting had subsided, and they curled up at the base of a nearby tree.

Robert couldn’t stop thinking about hairy spiders, big cats with sharp

teeth and monkeys hurling objects at them. It was his turn to watch.

He tried to force his eyes to stay open, but fighting off sleep was

impossible; he was so weak and exhausted.

The sound of rustling leaves stirred Robert from his lethargy. He
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looked toward the noise and froze. A long slimy animal was moving

through the ground cover. He’d never seen a snake like this before; its

body as thick as his arm and much longer than his legs. His eyes

darted around looking for his stick, but then he realized he must have

dropped it during the storm. It slithered past him and he silently

prayed for it to keep moving. He didn’t take his eyes off it until it

disappeared from sight.

“Michael?” Robert whispered. “Michael?”

“I’m here. In the water.”

“Did you puke again?”

“No, just so hot.” Michael replied.

“I’m starving.” Robert complained. “It’s hurts. Everything hurts.”

“Me, too, but I don’t think it’s wise to eat.”

“I don’t know how long I can feel like this.”

“Maybe when I stop pooping water I’ll eat.”

“Then when there’s no water coming out of our asses we eat?”

“That’s what I think.” Michael’s hoarse voice was barely audible.

Robert pushed himself up, leaning heavily on the tree for support.

Michael and the river seemed a thousand miles away. His legs shook

as if they had a life of their own, every step a grueling undertaking.

When he finally slid into the river, he sighed with relief from the heat

and fever.

“I don’t want to move.” Robert said.

“Me neither but…”

“But we have to find a way to see the harbor. Can’t stay in this place

forever; can’t go back to the town if the Expedient is still here.”

“And what if they come looking for us again?” Michael asked.
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“What if they do and shoot us again?”

“Is your leg alright?”

“It’s sore but a bit better.

How do we get back to the town? I can’t remember where that

path is.”

“We need to find a tree tall enough to see the harbor, then we can

figure out how to get back.”

“Looks like we are going higher up the mountain if we follow the

river that way.” Robert pointed.

“We need to find a tree tall enough to see the water.”

“I wonder how far we went. Maybe we’ll never be able to see the

harbor.”

“We’ll only know if we get up in a tree. Now that it’s daylight, we

better try.” Michael groaned as he stood up and steadied himself

against a large rock.

“Crow’s nest first?” Robert suggested.

“Yeah, it’s not too far. Let’s see if it’s tall enough.”

“If not, we follow the river a bit more.”

“Let’s go.” Michael led the way.

The boys pushed their way through the vegetation, still weak with

sickness and fever and now horribly hungry. Robert kept an eye

above, hoping the monkeys were occupied elsewhere and wishing he

hadn’t lost his big stick. If some creature jumped out at them, he had

no idea how he would defend them.

“Do you know where it is? I can hardly tell one tree from the next.”

Robert asked.

“I see it. There!” Michael pointed.
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“It stinks like all hell.” Robert exclaimed holding his nose. “I’ll

go up.”

Robert grabbed the lowest liana and pulled himself up. Every inch was

slow and difficult. Pain shot through his legs and his arms felt as if

they could barely hold on. When he reached what remained of their

platform he collapsed onto his back.

“What can you see?” Michael shouted up.

Robert wrapped his arm around a limb to help him stand. “I can see

just a bit of the water, but no ships.”

Robert climbed down and sat at the base of the tree, exhausted from

the effort. “You climb the next one.”

“Alright. You look like hell.”

“If I look as awful as you, that’s pretty bad. Does your stomach feel

like it’s filled with rocks?”

“Yeah, rocks and worms.” Michael sat down.

“My whole body hurts.” Robert leaned his head against the bark and

closed his eyes.

“Robert, the leaves are moving.” Michael jumped to his feet.

“Bloody hell.” Robert sprung up. “Where—why are there so many

snakes?”

“They’re everywhere.”

“This way.” Robert pointed to the other side of the tree.

Each step was slow and deliberate. They kept their backs against the

tree and eyes on the snakes. Once clear of the swarm, they quickened

their pace and continued farther up the hill.

They took turns climbing to the highest point of several trees, every

time more disappointing than the one before.
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“So tired and hungry.” Robert lamented. “But if I ate, I think it would

come back up.”

“We have to keep trying. We need to find a place to sleep before night‐
fall.” Michael sat beside him.

“I know.” Robert smacked at his arms, “Damn bugs.”

“Snakes!” Michael jumped up. “They’re all over.”

“It’s like the ground is alive.” Robert leapt to his feet and stepped back‐
ward. “I feel sicker just looking at them squirming. I bet we’re safer in

a tree.”

“I don’t want to find out if they bite.” Michael agreed.

The boys locked arms and again carefully moved away from the slimy

creatures. They pushed each other to keep going. Robert was afraid if

he stopped, he wouldn’t be able to get back up again. Even as his

stomach retched, he continued, sure that there wasn’t anything left in

his body to come out.

“I’ll check this one.” Michael offered and scrambled up. “Robert! I can

see the water, the ships!”

There were several low branches and Robert easily climbed up to

meet him. Wedging himself between two thick limbs, he looked out to

the east. Before them lay a blanket of green speckled with the dazzling

colors of hundreds of birds zipping in and out of the leaves, chirping

and cawing. The foliage looked so solid and dense that if he didn’t

know better, he would have thought he could step out and walk

across it.

Beyond the trees was a brilliant expanse of blue sea that sparkled with

sunlight. The vastness stretched to the edge of the world. After all this

time, it was still the most beautiful and spectacular thing Robert had

ever seen.

“See the masts and flags?” Michael pointed to the north. “We should

be able to figure out which is the Expedient.”
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“We anchored in the center of the harbor. Unless Captain Brasher

moved the ship, it should still be there.” Robert recalled.

“Why would he move the ship if they’re anchored?”

“Just look in the middle.”

“I am. Seems like they’re all in the middle.”

“How many days have we been in here?” Robert asked.

“Three? Maybe more?”

“Just three? Feels like so much longer.” Robert worried. “Ship could be

anchored for another week.”

“It could be more. We have no idea how long we were sleeping. Just

lucky one of those big cats didn’t find us.”

“I don’t want to see one of those again.”

“Let’s try to figure out which one is our ship.” Michael responded.

“The sun is going down. I think it’s too high up to sleep here.

We could make another bed in those branches down there.”

“We’ll look again at first light, now that we know can see the harbor.”

Michael descended to the lower branches.

“Alright.” Robert tested a few fat bulky limbs. “If we lay more leaves

down here, it should be enough.”

“I don’t care. I just want to sleep.”

“Me, too. I feel like my head is going to fall off. Let’s get what we

need.” Robert said.

“Yeah, before it gets too dark.”

The boys quickly gathered the biggest leaves, twigs and pieces of

broken vines they could find and piled them up at the base of the tree.

Taking turns, they brought their bedding up and laid out a platform.
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“Think it should hold alright.” Robert said, pushing down hard on the

center.

“It should. But if we fall it’s not too far down.”

“Robert peered over the edge, trying to measure the distance to the

ground. “Should we lay something down beneath us?”

“Maybe we should lay down something beneath us?”

“I can barely move.” Michael whispered and then suddenly rolled to

the edge and vomited over the side.

Robert heard the splash as it landed on the leaves and gagged. He felt

his stomach contracting. Please no, no more. Robert begged his body,

squeezing his eyes shut, willing the vile, burning liquid to go away.

Sharp twigs and pieces of bark dug into his skin as he pulled his knees

into his chest. He wasn’t sure what hurt more, his muscles and stom‐
ach, or laying on what felt like a bed of needles.

Michael sputtered and coughed out the last of his vomit. Robert heard

him groan and felt their nest shake as he moved onto his back.

Robert stared up at the small bits of sky visible through the leaves and

watched the light disappear. Darkness came so quickly in this place

and the forest was once again alive with an angry chorus of

screeching and cawing. He heard loud growls every few minutes and

wondered if it was the big cat. Morning seemed a lifetime away.

Another cramp gripped his stomach and he tensed every muscle to get

through it. Being still only gave uncertainty room to swirl around in

his mind. He’d never felt more ill and wondered if they really were

about to die. This place was frightening. If the sickness didn’t get

them, would the next creature? Would his end come before even

searching for one gold nugget?

Robert woke with a prickly hot sensation on his face and then real‐
ized a beam of sunlight was burning his cheek. Michael was next to

him completely still.
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“Michael!” Robert yelled, “Michael!”

There was no answer and Robert’s whole body froze. Did he die? How

could he not know his friend was dying? Tears welled up in his eyes,

but then Michael’s arm moved and he groaned. Relief swept over

Robert. He didn’t know what he would do without Michael.

“Which one of us is going to climb up there and check for the ship?”

Michael whispered.

“I’ll go.” Robert answered.

Hand, foot, hand, foot. Little by little, Robert made it to the top of the

canopy. The sun was so bright it blinded him and took several

minutes before he could fully open his eyes. He scanned from the

buildings in the village, to the center of the harbor trying to find the

ship. He tried to remember when the Expedient dropped the anchor,

how many ships were around them? He couldn’t be sure. Then he saw

what looked like the British Ensign, their flag. That must be them.

“I found it!” Robert called down.

“Are you sure?” Michael answered.

“Come and look. Isn’t that our flag in the center? There was only one

other with a British flag, but it was closer to the docks. I remember it

when we were in the dory.”

“Would be better if we had a spyglass,” Michael said. “Then we might

even get a look at the men on the deck.”

“I’m certain that’s it.”

“Alright, let’s say we’re right. Now we know they haven’t left. We can’t

go into the village.”

“Let’s get down, I’m feeling a bit wobbly up here,” Robert said.

“Maybe it’s time to try and eat again,” Michael suggested. “I almost

don’t care if it makes me sick, I’m so hungry.”
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“I hardly think you mean that,” Robert quipped.

As soon as their feet hit the ground, the rain came. Massive drops

pummeled them as they foraged for the yellow bananas and fruit they

saw the monkey’s eating.

“Eat in small bits,” Michael suggested. “Then we’ll know if we’re

alright.”

Cautiously, they chewed on a small handful of berries and each ate

half a banana as they walked back to the river.

“How long should we wait?” Robert asked.

“Don’t know. Not like we live by the bells anymore.”

“I wouldn’t mind knowing the time or the day. I miss those bells a bit.”

“But I don’t miss scrubbing that deck,” Michael said.

“No, me neither. What do we do, wait to get sick?”

“Or not sick.”

Michael pulled a branch off a nearby tree and started to peel back the

bark.

Robert followed suit and before long they were both sharpening the

ends by rubbing them hard against a rock and then picking away the

excess.

“It’s been a long time and I don’t feel like puking,” Robert said.

“And nothing out the other end either,” Michael answered while he

scooped up some water to drink. “It’s getting dark. We need to get

back in the tree.”

“Yeah, better in the tree.”

The boys settled into their bedding, snacking on bits of banana and

nuts, waiting to see whether it stayed in their bodies or not. Quite

happy with any minute that didn’t make them feel like death.

RUNAWAY AT SEA

245





R

2 0

obert was jolted awake by loud voices. He moved his foot to

nudge Michael; but he was already up, eyes wide with alarm.

Robert put his fingers to his lips and Michael nodded.

Leaves crunched and branches snapped as the large group passed
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right beneath their spot. Robert cringed at the possibility that they

had been found. It had been so many days now with no sign of the

men searching for them, he had convinced himself they were safe.

“Is it Mr. Smith again?” Robert mouthed silently to Michael. Michael

shrugged in return. Robert shifted onto his stomach and crept to the

edge of their platform.

Peeking over the side, Robert immediately waved at Michael to look.

Staying still and quiet, they watched the procession move through the

forest. The leader wore a long brown robe with the hood pulled over

his head. Behind him a long line of men, women and a few small chil‐
dren followed. A slow and steady chant floated up to the boys. Robert

strained to hear what they were saying but the words were muffled

and strange.

“Not Mr. Smith,” Robert whispered into Michael’s ear.

Michael shook his head.

One by one, the strangers passed. Then Michael grabbed Robert’s arm

and squeezed it hard. He pointed down and Robert’s eyes followed.

Two men on wild, scrubby looking horses were carrying a huge snake

tied with ropes at each end. Its body was thick and swollen, and

longer than the two of them put together.

“It looks dead,” Michael whispered.

“Why do you think it’s so big in the middle?” Robert asked.

“Maybe that’s why it’s dead.”

The last of the procession disappeared into the trees. Robert jumped

up and shimmied quickly down the vine.

“Come on!” Robert whispered loudly and motioned for Michael.

“Shhh,” Michael replied as he joined him. “What’re you doing?”

“Following them.”
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“You’ve gone soft in the head. Why?”

“It’s the first time we’ve seen anyone. I want to see what they’re going

to do with that snake. Don’t you?”

“Yeah, but what’ll they do to us?”

“We’ll stay hidden. Let’s go.”

Robert led the way crouching behind the bushes and trees, retracing

the footprints. His heart was bouncing around in his chest with

excitement.

“Slow down,” Michael urged.

“I don’t want to lose them.” Robert stopped short and Michael crashed

into him, both of them toppling noisily into the path.

“Damn!” Robert exclaimed.

“Shhh. Listen.”

The chanting was loud. If they didn’t know any better, they would

have thought the group was right on top of them. Robert pointed to

the bushes and they crawled toward the noise.

“I can’t see anything,” Michael said.

“Let’s get up that tree,” Robert suggested.

They rushed across the path and up the back side of the tree. Posi‐
tioning themselves on thick branches and behind some leaves they

looked down on the ceremony, riveted to the scene. One man faced

the group holding a thick book, yelling out unusual words. The two

large men came off their horses and laid the creature down on the

ground. The group chanted, over and over again, louder and louder,

holding their fists up in anger. One of the horsemen pulled out a large

knife and raised it over his head. Suddenly all was silent. The man

crouched down and sliced the snake open. The crowd cheered and

seemed to salute the horsemen as if they were heroes. After several

minutes the group left the clearing and went back down the path.
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The boys stayed in the tree until they were sure everyone had gone.

Cautiously, they approached the dead snake and froze with terror at

what they saw. A young calf, horns crushed to its skull, lay on the

ground covered in the slimy guts and blood. For a moment, neither

boy could move.

“Where do you think it came from?” Robert asked.

“That calf is not much smaller than you or me,” Michael answered.

“If it could swallow that whole…what if…

It’s dead, right?”

“Looks dead,” Michael said.

Gripping each other, they backed away until they reached the trail

and then ran as fast as they could. Bursting through the brush, they

fell to their knees in the river, gasping for air.

“That thing could have eaten one of us!” Robert pushed himself

against a large rock.

“It’s not the only thing that could,” Michael replied.

“What do we do now?”

“Can’t do a thing until the ship leaves.”

“Not sure what’s worse, being found or waiting to get eaten.” Robert

put his hand on his chest, willing his heart to stop beating so hard.

“Both are bad,” Michael agreed.

“It’s different now.”

“Why different?”

“Seeing that thing.”

“Yeah, that and the spiders, the big cat.”

“We need to go back to the tree. See if the ship’s gone.”
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“Now?” Michael looked up to Robert.

“Up there we can see what’s coming.”

“Right.”

The boys pushed through the forest to their tree. Robert’s eyes darted

nervously up, down, and side to side bracing for some creature to leap

out at them. Nothing made them more aware of the dangers they

were facing than the carnage they had just witnessed.

When they got to the tree, they scrambled to the top. Robert looked

across the blanket of green to the bright blue harbor. Much to his

dismay the ship was still there. He looked down toward the ground

and then back to the water.

“When will they leave?” Robert asked.

“It’s got to be soon. I’m hungry.”

“Me too.”

“Feel sick?”

“Not in the least,” Robert answered. “Maybe that’s not the Expedient.
Maybe they already left and that’s a different ship.”

“It’s the only ship with our flag. We can’t go back to the village until

it’s gone. I need to eat.”

“Yeah.” Robert looked down.

The last place he wanted to be was on the ground, but that was where

their food was.

“I’ll go.” Michael offered.

“No, we should stay together. One of us needs to keep watch.”

After foraging for berries and nuts, they went back to their platform

in the tree. Another night was upon them. Chirps and screeches

mixed with the snarls of the big cats came from every direction.
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Robert could only think of the serpent and wondered if it had a call.

Would there ever be a way for them to hear it coming?

Several more days passed since they had seen the dead snake and its

prey, but it was never far from their minds. It was Robert’s turn to

check the harbor and he was ready to be disappointed. Damn ship! It’s
never going to leave. We’ll be stuck here forever, he thought as he pulled

himself onto the highest branch. A gentle breeze drifted over him and

he tilted his head up into the sun and closed his eyes, enjoying a

moment of refreshing air and near silence. This was the only place

where the ruckus of the creatures didn’t quite penetrate the thick

canopy.

“What’s taking you so long?” Michael yelled.

Robert looked beyond the carpet of brilliant green to the water.

Immediately his eyes went to the center of the harbor and opened

wide with surprise.

“They’ve unfurled the sails,” Robert called down.

“What?” Michael scaled the tree.

“See there,” Robert pointed.

“Finally! I’ll be right back.”

Michael returned with a shirt full of berries and the two sat, legs

swinging, popping the fruit into their mouths, watching the royal and

top-gallant sails appear at the highest points of the masts.

Robert could hear Mr. Smith’s voice in his head calling out

commands, readying the ship for sea. They were too far away to see

any of the crew scrambling across the yardarms, but he knew the

topmen were walking the ropes aloft in their bare feet, waiting for the

next order, even though they didn’t really need it. They all knew what

to do.

“What do you think Nyle is doing?” Robert asked.
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“Coiling ropes,” Michael answered.

“Do you think he’s steamed at us for leaving?”

“I think he likes being a sailor.”

“Should we have asked him to come along?” Robert tried to quell this

surge of sadness. “He’s alone now.”

“He’s not really alone. He’s got Owen, Ben, Timothy, Matthew. “Think

he likes being a sailor. I’m not sure he would have come, even for

gold,” Michael stated.

“Mr. Smith was good to us,” Robert lamented.

“I bet he’s disappointed we ran off,” Michael replied.

“That’s worse than anything.”

“We’ll never see him again. Does it matter?”

“Yes…no. Do you think the ship stayed this long because he was

waiting for us to come back?” The thought had not occurred to

Robert until just now.

“Maybe. Maybe not. Why would we come back after they shot at us?”

“Hmmm. I suppose we wouldn’t, would we?”

“And we didn’t.”

“Sails look set. Anchor should be coming up.”

It seemed to take such a long time for the ship to lurch into motion.

The boys watched as it headed toward the mouth of the bay, rounded

the corner, and disappeared.

Robert grappled with the familiar swell of regret and sorrow. It was

almost as strong as when he left his mum sleeping, knowing he would

most likely never see her again. He cannot change that and cannot

change this.
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“It’s gone,” Michael announced as he made his way back to their nest.

“Now we have to find a way out.”

“Could use that path by the dead snake,” Robert suggested. “Might

lead to the village.”

“Or to those strange people.”

Robert crawled across the platform and lay down on his back. He

looked over to Michael and suddenly noticed that he had a grown a

bit of a beard. Maybe it had been there for a long time, he was not

quite sure. He put his hand to his chin but didn’t feel the slightest bit

of stubble.

“We’re free then.” Robert was beginning to taste a bit of thrill of what

was to come.

“Free, yeah,” Michael agreed.

Something stirred above them, and Robert sat bolt upright. Focusing

on the spot a few branches away, he strained his eyes to see what

it was.

“What is that sound?” Robert asked. “One of those monkeys?”

“I don’t think so,” Michael answered.

Another rustle of leaves held their attention. Suddenly, the head of a

snake poked through the leaves, its tongue flitting in and out of its

mouth. It hovered for a moment and then began to weave and coil

around a branch, slithering toward them. The boys didn’t waste a

breath and flew out of the tree so fast their hands barely touched the

vine.

Rooted to the ground in terror, they watched as the monster became

fully visible. Round orange eyes seemed to look right at them. An

endless body, as thick as two of their legs put together, wound its way

down the trunk. The random spots and shimmering green and brown

skin blended in with the tree and the shadows. They would have

never seen it if it had not made itself known.
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“It’s just like the dead one,” Robert whispered.

“It was in the tree with us,” Michael responded.

“Run. We need to run!” Robert urged.

The forest clutched at them as they ran for their lives. When they

reached the clearing, they both fell to their knees, breathless and

exhausted.

Robert saw the rotting carcass was still there and gagged on the putrid

smell. It was covered with bugs and birds, with more swarming above,

fighting for a turn.

“Oh, God. The stink. It’s horrible,” Robert choked out the words.

“Never smelt anything so bad.” Michael covered his mouth and

nose.

“This isn’t far enough,” Robert gasped. “That snake could be right

behind us.”

“We can’t stay here. Anything could come to eat what’s left of that

thing.” Michael pointed at the mountain of flesh.

“Keep going down the path then?” Robert stood, ready to bolt.

“That’s where the villagers went. Maybe it leads to the town.” Michael

gulped.

“We have to go now.”

The boys sprinted down the path, staying close together looking up

and down, turning around in circles every few minutes. As far as they

knew, the beast was right there, licking at their heels. They ran and

ran, the chase driving them forward. The trail stretched out in front

of them and seemed to have no end.

“We have to be getting close,” Michael yelled out.

“We’re going downhill, I can feel it.” Robert answered.
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“Do you smell that?” Michael stopped abruptly and grabbed Robert’s

sleeve. “It’s food.”

“Yeah,” Robert put his hand on his stomach. “I’m so hungry.”

“Ow! Something…damn bloody monkeys.” Michael shook his fist in

the air.

“What?” Robert looked up at the trees and saw the bratty pair.

The monkeys chattered to each other and threw another object. The

boys ran away but the imps screeched and then swung from branch to

branch, as if following them.

“Go away!” Robert yelled, desperate for relief.

“You pests!” Michael picked up a stick and hurled it at them.

A big smelly blob of dung landed at Robert’s feet, and then a barrage

of poop rained down on their heads.

“Run!” Robert yelled.

The boys raced as fast as they could to escape. For a few minutes the

creatures kept up but then disappeared, but the boys didn’t stop.

Faster and faster they barreled down the hill, holding onto each other

the whole way.

Robert felt as if his body would burst wide open but pushed his legs to

keep going. Then he saw it. The dirt ended and lead right to a cobble‐
stoned street.

“There, you see?” Robert stopped short and pointed toward the end of

the trail.

“Hear that? Voices, carriages,” Michael exclaimed.

“We’re here,” Robert breathed out.
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he aroma of food drifted through the air. Robert had never

smelled anything like it in his life, but it was making his mouth

water. They stood at the edge of the forest and looked out at the few

buildings in front of them and then at each other. Their clothes were

257



grimy and tattered, and their faces were covered with scratches and

dirt.

“Do you smell that?” Robert added.

“I’m so hungry,” Michael replied. “What do you think it is?”

“Don’t know—but I want it, whatever it is,” Robert said.

Robert took a step forward and Michael followed. They crept along the

side of a small building and then stood at the corner of a street laid

with stones. There were people everywhere. Horses trotted by, the loud

clatter of hooves and the wooden wheels of carriages mixed with faint

music and the murmur of voices. For a few minutes the boys stayed in

that spot trying to gather the courage to venture onto the street.

“You look a mess,” Robert whispered.

“I’m no worse than you. Dirty street rat,” Michael teased.

“Am not.” Robert gave Michael a shove and smiled.

“A smallish rat.” Michael patted Robert’s head.

“Not so small.” Robert knocked his arm away and rolled his eyes.

“Look there. People are sitting at those tables. Someone is bound to

give us a hand.” Robert pointed to the restaurant.

“Some food perhaps,” Michael added.

Robert stepped out of the shadows and had to shield his eyes from the

scorching hot sun. A group of people passed by and looked him up

and down with disapproval. Robert gave one of the women a weak

smile, but she frowned and turned away.

“Sir, is this America?” Michael tried to ask a tall man who was rushing

down the street.

“Eu não o compreendo.” He replied as he gave them a backward

glance and kept walking.
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“What did he say?” Robert asked.

“I don’t know,” Michael answered.

They reached the restaurant and approached a table of men. “Pardon

please,” Michael asked, “Can you help us? We’ve come from England

and are looking for work, to pay for our meals.”

“Que?” One man said as he looked the boys up and down, shaking his

head.

“Vá embora!” Another man said harshly and waved his arms at the

boys.

“Mendigos, vá embora!” Another man said loudly as he ran toward

them from inside. “Fugir! Fugir!” He yelled as he pushed them away

from the table.

Robert and Michael stumbled and fell to the ground. They looked at

each other and then back to the table in utter confusion.

“I don’t understand what they’re saying,” Robert whispered.

“Me neither,” Michael replied.

The men turned back to their meals as if the boys were never there.

The two stood up and quickly moved down the street.

“We have to keep trying,” Robert said to Michael and then stepped

forward to approach two men who were standing at the corner. “Can

you help us? We are looking for work; any work to pay for some

meals.”

The men looked at them, shook their heads and frowned.

“Mendigos,” one of them replied coarsely while the other dismissed

them with a flick of his hand.

“Let’s keep walking,” Michael suggested, pulling at Robert’s sleeve.

For hours they went up and down the streets asking for help to no
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avail. Hot and exhausted, they were becoming desperate for food and

water.

“I thought people in America would speak English,” Robert said as

they rested against a small building.

“They seem mad at us and keep saying ‘embora’ and ‘mendigos’.”

Michael leaned his head against the stone wall.

“Must mean go away or something. What do we do? It’ll be dark

soon.” Robert worried.

“Should we go back?” Michael asked.

“I’m not going back in there with that snake and those bloody

monkeys.”

“We may not have a choice. At least we can eat and drink from the

river. Then come back.” Michael gave Robert a serious look.

“No!” Robert put his face in his hands. “No, No!”

Some men walking toward them were laughing loudly and stumbling

into each other. They looked like a happy, boisterous group. Drunk,

like the men from their ship would be after a day in town. Robert

stood up, attempted to straighten his shirt and then stepped into their

path.

“Sirs, can you help us? We are looking for some way to pay for our

supper. We can do any job.”

“Que? Crianças pobres mendigo.” The tallest of the group said as he

looked down at Robert with a gentle smile. “Devemos dar-Ihes algum

dinheiro?” He asked his friends.

“I think they want to help,” Robert whispered to Michael.

“Maybe they feel sorry for us,” Michael replied cautiously.

“Sim, um pouco.” Another nodded while placing a hand on Michael’s

shoulder.
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“O suficiente para comer, sim.” A third man stepped forward and

winked at Robert. “Você quer comer?” He asked while making eating

gestures.

“Eat? Yes, we want to eat.” Robert nodded and brought his hand to his

mouth, pretending to eat.

“Yes, sir,” Michael nodded eagerly.

“Pobres meninos ingles.” The tall man said, and the group laughed.

Then each of them reached in their pockets and handed the boys a

few coins. The boys looked at each other and then back to the men

hardly able to believe their kindness.

“Thank you,” Robert looked up at the man with a weak smile. “Thank

you!”

“Coma bem.” The first man said sympathetically as he patted Robert’s

head.

“Sim, coma bem. Vamos.” One of them said definitively.

“Sim, sim.” The other agreed.

With those words the three of them turned and walked away. Robert

looked down at his hand and wondered what this could buy them.

“We should be able to get some food with these,” Michael said closing

his fingers around the coins.

“But where do we get it? That place chased us away.” Robert wiped the

sweat from his forehead. “Wish they would have told us where to go.”

“We wouldn’t be able to understand them if they did,” Michael replied.

“Look over there,” Robert whispered urgently.

“Where?”

“There, that man is watching us.”

The man was leaning against the corner of the building on the other
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side of the street staring at them as he peeled the skin off an apple

with a knife. Robert tugged at Michael’s arm and they started walking.

The stranger followed along on the opposite side of the street. The

boys quickened their steps, dodging in and around people. Robert felt

the urge to run but didn’t know to where.

“Do you think he’s looking for deserters?” Robert asked.

“Maybe.”

They reached the corner, but carriages and crowds blocked their way

to cross. Robert bounced from one foot to the other waiting for the

street to clear. He looked all around but couldn’t see the man.

“I don’t see him. I think he went somewhere else.” Robert breathed a

sigh of relief.

“Yeah, we must have lost him in the crowd.”

They crossed the street and Robert refocused on finding a place to get

food. When he looked down the street it reminded him of a patch‐
work quilt. Each building had deep red roof tiles and walls that were a

mix of blue, yellow and white. Vibrantly colored curtains billowed in

and out of the open windows with the light breeze.

“Good evening.” Suddenly, the man with the apple was directly in

front of them. “Looks like you need a bit of help.” He spoke in a

friendly tone with an English accent.

Robert and Michael jumped together and took a step backward.

“You’re from England, yes?” He asked with raised eyebrows.

Robert looked up at him. He wasn’t as tall as Mr. Smith, but his

muscular arms were pulling at the seams of his button-down shirt. He

had weathered skin and no hair, but the beginnings of a beard

speckled with grey.

Robert took a half step backward and pulled Michael next to him.
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“Don’t run off, you’ve nothing to fear. I want to help you.” The man

smiled and sliced two pieces of his apple, handing one to Michael and

the other to Robert.

Robert and Michael exchanged glances, looked at the fruit and then

back to the stranger.

“Go ahead, eat.” He cut off a chunk and ate it.

The boys took small bites and then quickly swallowed the rest.

“That was good wasn’t it? Want another?”

Robert nodded, anxious for food. The man handed them a second

piece which they quickly devoured. He smiled, sliced the rest in half

and gave it to them. Robert shifted his eyes from him then to Michael

as he scoffed it down.

“Thank you, sir.” Robert said quietly.

“My name is Jeremiah. And you are?”

Robert looked at Michael and then back at the man. “I’m Robert, this

is Michael.”

“That wasn’t much of a meal was it?”

“No sir.” Michael took a step forward. “We’ve these coins. Do you

know where we can buy some food?”

“You won’t get much with those.” He said as he thumbed through the

change. “I was just going to have my supper, why don’t you join me?”

Hunger pounded inside Robert’s stomach, but he couldn’t decide if

this man really wanted to help or was trying to catch them. Michael

poked his arm and nodded his chin toward Jeremiah. Robert widened

his eyes and shrugged.

“Robert,” Michael whispered in his ear. “I’m so hungry.”

“Me, too.”
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“Something tells me you’ve a story to tell.” He smiled and stepped to

the side, raising his arm up inviting them to walk forward. “Come, eat.

There’s a place not too far down the street.”

Michael nudged Robert from behind.

“Alright,” Robert agreed.

“Yes, thank you sir,” Michael offered.

They arrived at a small café and Jeremiah gestured for them to sit at a

round table in the corner. The seating area was surrounded by a deco‐
rative black iron gate and was filled with villagers talking loudly and

laughing. Robert heard music and peered through the open doors to

the inside where there was a lively group of people dancing.

Jeremiah sat down and motioned for the waiter. As they were served

with fresh water and a basket of bread, Jeremiah spoke to the server in

the same unfamiliar language the boys had heard earlier. Robert’s

thirst was so overwhelming he drained his glass in a matter of

seconds. He looked at Michael just as he shoved an entire piece of

bread into his mouth. Jeremiah refilled their drinks and then leaned

forward, put his arms on the table, and looked at them pointedly.

“Now, who are you and how did you find yourselves in Rio?”

“Rio? Is that the name of this village?” Robert asked.

“Rio de Janeiro is a city, in the country of Brazil.”

“Brazil? Is that part of America?” Michael asked, a few crumbs

escaping his mouth.

“America?” Jeremiah narrowed his eyes. “Tell me where you think you

are.”

“We were just on a ship, an-” Robert began but Michael kicked his leg

under the table, and he stopped abruptly.

“I see. You were on a ship. Did you jump off then, without permis‐
sion?” Jeremiah asked.
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Robert gripped the edge of his chair, fear rippling through his body.

His eyes darted all around searching for a path to get away.

“I’m a sailor, too. Here waiting for a ship to return to England. I do

not care how you left your ship.” Jeremiah broke the silence. “I’m not

here to search for deserters, do you understand?”

The boys nodded.

“So, tell me. You’ve nothing to fear.” Jeremiah smiled warmly.

Robert looked to Michael who nodded as he shoved more bread into

his mouth and took a big swig of water.

“We don’t know exactly where. We left our ship because we heard this

port was America, but I thought that people in America spoke

English. Isn’t that where we are?” Robert blurted out, fidgeting in his

chair.

Jeremiah laughed heartily. “You are in South America, my young

friends. The people here are Portuguese, a very kind and hard-

working lot. But then there are those like me, sailors, from all over the

world. They come on their ships and are granted leave, or are part of

changing crews, or have jumped off like the two of you. It seems to me

you may be looking for North America.”

“North? What do you mean?” Robert stared at Jeremiah thoroughly

confused.

“There’s North and there’s South,” Jeremiah replied.

“Two Americas?” Michael asked.

“Two Americas! Are you sure?” Robert pleaded, trying to make it not

true.

“My young friend, yes I am quite sure. You are in South America, the

port of Rio de Janeiro.” Jeremiah smiled and put a hand on Michael’s

shoulder. “I can see this is upsetting you.”

“What do we do?” Robert put his head in his hands.
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A hard lump formed in Robert’s throat and he fought back the tears,

as he was now fully understanding Jeremiah’s words. They were in the

wrong place.

“How could there be two Americas?” Michael sat back in his chair

dumbfounded.

“Well,” Jeremiah broke in. “You could sit and be miserable, or wouldn’t

you rather eat and then I will help you figure out the rest.”

The boys turned to each other and then back to Jeremiah.

“Yes, sir,” Robert said numbly.

“Ah, here we are.” Jeremiah declared as the waiter appeared, his arms

filled with bowls.

Robert’s eyes went wide as he watched steaming dishes filled with rice

and vegetables, another with golden brown potatoes and a third with

deep green spinach being arranged on the table. Another server came

with two more clay plates; one with shredded codfish and potatoes

topped with onions and olives and still another with clams in a clear

sauce. Steam spiraled up, surrounding them with a glorious bouquet

of flavors.

“It’s heavenly.” Robert leaned over the plates and took in a big breath.

“Is this for us?” Michael asked.

“Yes, I’ve nothing better to do with my money today than fill your

stomachs,” Jeremiah smiled.

“You must be rich,” Robert said.

Jeremiah chuckled and began spooning food onto their plates.

Robert’s eyes followed each scoop from the spoon to the dish and

back again.

“That’s codfish. Delicious, you’ll never taste anything like it anywhere

else in the world.”
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Robert took his first bite and it melted on his tongue. The combina‐
tion of flavors was like nothing he’d ever had before.

“Did you try this?” Robert asked Michael as he took another giant

bite.

Michael nodded enthusiastically and shoveled another overflowing

spoonful into his mouth.

For several minutes they didn’t speak, all they could do was eat.

Robert peered up from his food and caught a glimpse of Jeremiah who

only looked from one to the other with a wide smile.

“You should slow down a bit or you’ll make yourselves sick.”

“Sir, why are you helping us?” Robert was unable to keep the question

inside him.

Jeremiah sat back in his chair and put his napkin on the table. Silently,

Robert chastised himself, unsure if Jeremiah was considering a

response or getting ready to leave them sitting there. Why couldn’t he

have stopped the words before they escaped?

“Well, that is a good question isn’t it?” Jeremiah replied.

“I’m sorry, sir.” Robert averted his eyes.

“I’ll tell you my story and then you’ll tell me yours.” Jeremiah raised

his eyebrows. “Yes?”

Michael nudged Robert and nodded his chin to Jeremiah.

“Like a trade,” Jeremiah suggested.

“Y…yes, sir,” Robert noticed Jeremiah’s demeanor change, almost as if

the lines on his face deepened.

“I had a wife and two sons before I was a sailor. They died of fever.”

Jeremiah paused, “Then I joined a cargo ship and went out to sea. It’s

been many years, but if my sons had lived, they would be about your
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age. I saw you both, so obviously hungry, in your tattered clothes; I

could hardly let such a sight go without doing something.” He stopped

for a moment and let out a sigh. “Now, that is enough of a sad story.

Tell me boys, why did you want to go to America?”

Robert locked eyes with Michael who nodded his head and smiled.

Sweat dripped down the edge of Robert’s face and his insides

churned.

“My older brother signed up with a regiment. He went on a big ship

to some faraway place. I…couldn’t stop thinking of the adventures

he’d have, and so—” Robert disclosed.

“We went to Hull and got on a ship.” Michael interrupted.

“And they took you on?” Jeremiah leaned in a little closer.

“After they found us.”

“In the lifeboats.” Robert added.

“In the lifeboats? So, you snuck on like thieves and then decide to run

off but do it in the wrong place?” Jeremiah smacked his hand on the

table and laughed so hard his shoulders shook. He held up his hands

for them to wait a moment as he composed himself. “Why did you get

off here in Rio?”

“On our ship, we heard some of the men talking about…about gold in

America.” Robert spoke with some confidence.

“Did you think you would find it in the streets?” Jeremiah banged on

the table again.

Now, he was laughing so loudly people were beginning to stare at

them. The boys didn’t know what to do.

“Why is he laughing so much?” Robert whispered in Michael’s ear.

Michael shook his head and shrugged.
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After a few minutes he wiped the tears from his eyes and took a swig

from his beer. “Ah well, your innocence is utterly charming. I will say

you’ve found the right man to give you a lesson or two about the

world.”
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eremiah shared a few of his adventures as they continued to

devour delicious food. Robert couldn’t help feeling a little sad

that his sons were dead and thought about his own father.

Would he have been like this man? Was he tall or short? Did he have

hair on his head? Whenever he thought of his father it was like

thinking of a wispy cloud, he just couldn’t remember. All he had were

scattered stories his mother told them, so all he knew of his father

was that he was hearty and kind. There was something about Jere‐
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miah; it was in his eyes, a gentleness that gave Robert a feeling of

safety. He struggled to recall the last time he felt completely at ease.

“Have you had your fill?” Jeremiah asked.

“Yes, sir,” the boys replied almost at the same time.

“Where are you planning to sleep?”

“We don’t know, sir,” Robert replied, “Don’t want to go back in the

jungle.”

“Jungle? Is that where you’ve been?”

“There was a large snake, sir,” Michael added.

“My Lord. Only one?” Jeremiah leaned forward onto his elbows.

“There were many snakes. Only one big one,” Robert answered.

“Two big ones. One was dead. The other chased us,” Michael revealed.

“Chased you? My word! You’re lucky to have escaped to tell the tale.

One of those could swallow you whole.” The boys stared wide eyed at

Jeremiah. “It would have you halfway in its mouth before—well, never

mind. No need to think about such awful beasts. Why don’t we get

you cleaned up. I daresay you do stink of the jungle.”

The boys nodded and followed Jeremiah as he led them through the

town and down a winding dirt street that was so narrow it was more

like a path. Robert could hear music playing and the laughter of

people as they passed several small brightly colored cottages. Jeremiah

stopped in front of one painted light blue with yellow shutters. Two

men were slumped over in rocking chairs on the porch. A few empty

bottles littered the floor around their feet. Robert could smell a heavy

stench of drunkenness and thought of Ben when he was drunk and

vomited all over the boat.

Jeremiah’s room had white walls and a faded red carpet with blue

flowers that partially covered the wood floor. There was a large bed in

the far corner under two small windows. Next to the bed was a large
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basin with a pottery pitcher. Opposite was a sitting area with a round

wooden table between two reading chairs.

“The head is the small wood hut outside behind the kitchen. The tub

is in the small room next to the kitchen at the back of the house. You’ll

see a pot with hot water on the stove. Use can this pitcher to fill the

bath.” Jeremiah handed it to Michael.

Then he opened a drawer and pulled a bar of soap and two towels and

handed them to Robert.

“Soap,” Robert noted.

“Yes,” Jeremiah answered. “Not much of this onboard a naval vessel I

imagine.”

“No, I haven’t seen soap since we left England. Mum used to make it.”

“I’d be missing a mum who made soap for me.” Jeremiah opened the

door and pointed the boys down the hall.

Spots of orange flame from the lanterns reflected on the walls of the

kitchen. It was a tiny room littered with utensils, pots and dishes. The

boys filled the tub and Michael took the first turn while Robert

wandered into the pantry and through to the dining room.

A large mirror hung on the far wall. Robert tried to remember the last

time that he saw his own reflection. There were two in his house in

Hessle; one in his mum’s bedroom, the other near the door. He never

much cared to look at himself except on Sunday’s before church. His

mum would fix him up, which he would promptly undo in the mirror

when she wasn’t looking.

Robert walked over to it and stared at himself. His eyes were a bit

sunken with dark circles, his skin was pale, and his cheeks looked

drawn in. He ran his hand over his head.

“It’s actual hair now ,but I’m not any taller. Still a small fry.” Robert

frowned slightly. “Mum wouldn’t be happy with this sight.”
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“You now,” Michael called out.

Robert got into the warm bath and sunk in to cover his shoulders.

With his finger he traced circles in the film of soap and watched as the

swirls floated across the surface. Slowly he ran the bar over his skin

and hair washing away the dirt and grime of the jungle. The last time

he had a proper bath was a few days before he ran off. He could

imagine his mother’s voice calling for him to finish so his siblings

could have their turns. There was only silence now.

Robert dipped his head to rinse and then got out of the water. He

dried himself off and noticed his stomach was bulging from their

meal.

When he got back to Jeremiah’s room, he found Michael fast asleep. A

nightshirt just like the one on Michael was draped over the foot of the

bed. Robert yawned as he put it on. Where was Jeremiah he wondered

as he lay down letting his head sink into the pillow. His eyes felt

heavy. Exhaustion was taking over. Within seconds Robert fell into a

deep sleep.

Sunlight streamed in through the little windows and landed on

Robert’s face. The heat of the suns ray woke him up. He opened his

eyes and looked around. Where did the bed come from? Why weren’t

the animals chattering away? Then he remembered Jeremiah, their

dinner and bath. The room was quiet and peaceful until Michael let

out a snort. The door creaked open and Jeremiah came in carrying a

tray overflowing with food.

“You’re up, I see.” Jeremiah set the tray down on the table.

“Yes, sir.”

“There are some clothes for you on the chair. Perhaps they’ll fit well

enough.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Where are we?” Michael sat up looking puzzled.
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Jeremiah laughed. “Finish quickly. We’ve much to discuss. I’ll be on

the porch.”

Michael rolled out of the bed and went straight to the food. He shov‐
eled a large piece of bread into his mouth and drank greedily from a

glass of juice. Robert surveyed the colorful spread of food on the tray.

It reminded him of the fish they had seen near the equator. Orange

slices, red, blue and black berries, pinkish watermelon, green grapes.

The honey colored bread and dark brown rolls were next to two small

dishes filled with sweet smelling jam and a pile of bright pink ham.

“Try this.” Michael handed the bread to Robert.

“It’s good.” The bread was still warm, as if it had just come from the

oven.

Robert took a bite and it melted in his mouth. Memories flooded his

mind. How he and his brothers would fight to go with mum on

baking day; wheeling the mounds of dough to the village oven,

running through the streets creating a bit of mischief. He smiled

remembering how mum would yell at them to behave.

“I like this food.” Michael added a few slices of ham to his bread and

took a big bite.

“Yeah.” Robert agreed as he picked up a handful of berries and popped

them into his mouth, wondering why these tasted sweeter and were

juicier than the ones they ate in the jungle.

“What do you think we’re to discuss with Jeremiah?” Michael asked.

“I don’t know. We should ask how to get to America.” Robert smoth‐
ered a slice with jam and added ham, moaning with pleasure as the

flavors glided over his tongue. “This is good!”

“Yeah. Maybe it’s not too far. I can’t fit anything else in my stomach,

but don’t want to stop eating.” Michael patted his swollen middle.

“Is this milk?” Robert poured a glass to the rim and drank it all almost

in one gulp, enjoying the cold, fresh cream as it slid down his throat.
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“These are the clothes?” Michael asked.

“Must be.”

“I’m going to the head.” Michael rushed into his clothes and ran out

the door.

Robert poured more milk and made another ham and jam sandwich

and sat in the reading chair savoring each bite. He felt tired and

looked longingly at the bed, so tempted to lie down and close his eyes

for just a few more minutes, but he knew Jeremiah was waiting.

Robert fastened the button of the trousers and pulled the shirt over

his head. The fabric hung on his body as if he were a small child in his

father’s clothes, but it felt luxuriously soft against his skin. He put on

the new shoes and made his way to the outhouse. Michael waited for

him; and when he finished, the boys found Jeremiah sitting in a

rocking chair smoking a pipe on the front porch.

“Bellies full? Hmmm…the clothes are a bit big, but you’ll grow into

them fast enough.”

“Yes, sir,” they both nodded.

“Now then, what shall I do with you today?” Jeremiah smiled broadly.

The boys looked at him blankly, not knowing how to answer the

question.

“Would you like to know where you are in the world?”

“Yes, sir,” Robert answered enthusiastically.

“Well, then, follow me.” Jeremiah got up and went back into the house.

The boys followed him to the room and watched as he pulled out a

long rolled up paper. He spread it out on the bed and weighed down

the edges with their empty plates.

“This, my young gentlemen, is the world.” Jeremiah declared as he

held his arms out over the map.
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The boys approached the bed and stared at the paper. Robert looked

at the lines drawn all over, the different colors and words, not able to

understand any of it.

“We’re here,” Jeremiah pointed. “Rio de Janiero.”

“This is South America?” Robert asked.

“Well this whole land area is.” Jeremiah gestured to the continent.

“So where is North America?” Michael asked.

“Up here,” Jeremiah pointed. “According to your story, you two

adventurers got aboard that naval vessel here, in Hull. Then you trav‐
eled probably this way from the North Atlantic, over the Equator, into

the South Atlantic and to Rio.” Jeremiah traced his finger over the

route.

“Where’s the Horn?” Robert asked.

“Cape Horn is here,” Jeremiah noted the southernmost tip of South

America. “You went ‘round the Horn?”

“Yes, sir, that’s where Wilbur died,” Michael said.

“Wilbur? A mate of yours?”

“Yes, sir. He got swept over the railings.” Robert felt an ache in his

heart as he said it.

“The Horn is where the Pacific Ocean crashes into the Atlantic. A

treacherous crossing, many a sailor has gone to Davy Jones’s locker.

You lads have been out much longer than I thought,” Jeremiah put a

hand on Robert’s shoulder.

“How long then? I can’t tell,” Robert leaned over the map and ran his

finger along the path that Jeremiah had shown them.

“To go from Hull to the Horn and back again, three or four months,”

Jeremiah paused. “Maybe even five.”

“Five.” Robert was in a daze, still trying to take in all this information.
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“So, this is the ocean, and this is land?” Michael asked.

“Yes. Atlantic, Southern and Pacific.” Jeremiah pointed to each as he

said them. “There are others but—”

Robert continued to stare at the map, not wanting to forget anything

about it. The world seemed so small on the paper, as if it were possible

to walk from one place to another. Five months felt like a lifetime.

“We need to go to North America?” Michael asked.

“If it’s gold you’re after, then San Francisco is the port.”

“How do we get there?” Michael asked.

“Well, you can’t walk.” Jeremiah laughed and slapped Michael on the

back. “Best way is a whaler.”

“Whaler?” Robert asked. “We saw whales on our way to the Horn.”

“Yes, a whaler will take you into the Pacific, up the west coast of South

America, to San Francisco, where you’ll get off. The world’s gone

crazy for the gold there.” Jeremiah landed his finger on the west coast

of North America.

“Back on another ship. To go from here to here.” Robert’s eyes

followed the border of land around the bottom of South America and

all the way up to California.

“They catch whales?” Michael asked.

“Yep. Catch ‘em, carve ‘em, boil out that oil. How do you think these

lanterns are lit?”

The boys stared at him.

“Whale oil boys.” Jeremiah smiled and rolled up the map. “Let’s get to

finding you a good ship.”

The three of them walked through the town to the beach, finding a

spot at the edge of the water. Robert took off his shoes and wiggled
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his toes in the small waves that licked at his feet. He buried them into

the warm, wet sand. It felt strangely comforting.

They had a full view of the harbor which was filled with ships. Jere‐
miah was pointing to each one telling them what the flags on the

masts meant, what country they came from, and what type of ship

it was.

“See that ship there? He’s waiting for the right wind.” Jeremiah

pointed to one on the edge of the harbor with its bow pointing out

to sea.

“Won’t he catch it anyway?” Michael asked.

“Oh no, you wouldn’t do that. Can’t leave a harbor without having

your sails set properly. The wind can change in an instant, but ship

captains will wait for the right one to carry them out of a harbor.”

“How can you tell whether it’s the right one?” Robert asked.

“Well, it depends on which way you want to go. To get anywhere

successfully you need the trades. Fighting against them will wear out

your rigging and sails. You’ve got to work with the wind or you’ll be

getting nowhere quickly. Now if you’re like this captain, at the mouth

of the harbor, maybe not sure which way the wind is blowing, you’d

keep your eyes on the ripples of the water or the flags on the masts. If

you’re close to land, watch the birds; they’ll always land facing into

the wind. When you’re sure of the direction, only then do you turn

your sails.”

Robert thought about all the times the topmen furled and unfurled

the sails never really understanding the purpose. Mr. George and

Captain Brasher always stood at the binnacle with their spyglass

studying the horizon, looking at charts and the water. This must be

why. It made sense now.

Going to the beach or the docks a few times a day became their

routine. Jeremiah would first survey the harbor and the boys would
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watch for some sign, then he would shake his head, ‘No, no, no, that

one’s not an English whaler’.

With each meal the boys sat riveted, drinking in the details of Jeremi‐
ah’s stories; ships torn apart by the power of the wind and the waves,

guns firing and bullets flying every which way during a battle. He

taught them all the points of a compass rose and how to navigate by

the stars using the Southern Cross. But when Jeremiah told how his

crew caught a ship filled with pirates, they were completely capti‐
vated. The sighting, how they figured out it was a pirate ship, and

then the chase through torrential rain. When Jeremiah reached the

end of the story the boys were on their feet. Robert held his head in

disbelief, unable to look away, and then cheered upon learning how

they finally outsmarted the criminals.

It was on their eighth morning when Jeremiah turned to the boys

with a wide smile, “Now that there is an English whaler. The time has

come boys.”

Their eyes followed the direction of his finger, easily spotting the new

ship in the harbor.

“How long will it take to get to San Francisco?”

“You’ll go ‘round the Horn into the Southern Pacific whaling grounds.

No way to tell how long. Much will depend on the captain.”
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eremiah led them back to the café where they had that first meal

together. They sat at the edge of the street and Jeremiah ordered

a table full of food. So many questions swirled in Robert’s mind;

he didn’t know where to begin.

“How are we going to get on the ship?” Michael blurted out.

“It’s quite simple. You speak with the captain. Ask him for a berth.

There’s no need to tell him you deserted your previous ship, no, they
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don’t need to know that. Crews change all the time, it’s expected.

They’ll be happy to have useful lads aboard.”

“Will you come with us?” Robert asked, “Captain Brasher didn’t like

being talked to.”

“It’s true. He was very stiff.”

“They’re not all that way. You’ll find a whaler not as…stodgy as a naval

vessel. If you want to get to San Francisco, then you must ask for a

berth. I’m not going to do the talking for you; if I did, how would you

learn to be men?”

“Yes, sir,” Robert answered as he and Michael exchanged nervous

glances.

“They’ll be coming ashore soon. The captain may be on the first dory.

You don’t want to miss him. Best to hurry,” Jeremiah waved his hands

toward the street.

“You’ll be here?” Robert’s heart was beating hard against his chest; he

could hear the blood rushing through his ears.

“Right here. Off with you now.”

The boys ran down the street and onto the docks. They could see

several men climbing into a dory alongside the ship. The boys could

hear their singing booming across the water and see they were

knocking each other around the little boat. It tilted back and forth

splashing water everywhere.

“They all seem in a good mood,” Michael whispered to Robert.

“Let’s help tie them up.”

The boys moved to the edge of the wharf. Robert shifted his weight

from foot to foot and Michael walked in small circles as they watched

the boisterous group get closer and closer.

“Which one do you think is the captain?” Michael asked.
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“That one. Standing at the bow. He looks in charge.”

Robert straightened his shoulders and stepped forward. “I’ll help with

the ropes.”

“What a useful lad. Catch!” One of the men tossed a rope up.

Robert quickly lashed it up as the rowdy group pushed, shoved and

laughed their way up the ladder and onto the dock.

“Bloody nice knot.” The man acknowledged.

Robert smiled in return. He knew this was the moment to speak up,

but he couldn’t find his voice. The men smiled and stepped around

them continuing to talk to each other.

“We’ve got to catch them. Come on.” Robert pulled at Michael’s sleeve

and started to run.

“Excuse us.” Robert stopped short and positioned himself almost in

front of the man he thought was the captain. “Sir, might we have a

word with the captain?”

“I am Captain Richard, young man. What might I do for you?” He was

tall with broad shoulders and gave the boys an up and down once

over.

They all looked as Jeremiah had described, not stodgy like a naval

crew. The captain had long brown hair neatly tied at the nape of his

neck. The other men also had long locks but some tied it back, not

quite as tidily as Captain Richard, and a few others left it looking

more like a bird’s nest that’s been picked apart. Their faces were

tanned and weathered, their shirts open and untucked. They could

have been brothers, they looked so much alike.

“Well, sir,” Robert cleared his throat, “we’d like to ask for a berth

aboard your ship.”

“You want to work on my ship? And what can you do?” Captain

Richard raised his eyebrows and his crew took a step closer.
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“Well, sir, we’ve some experience sailing. We’d be quite useful,”

Michael offered.

“Where did you come from?”

“Well, sir, we’re from England,” Robert answered confidently.

“A young compatriot. We’ve found ourselves a couple of allies.”

Captain Richard raised his arms up and the men gave a cheer. “And

what are young English boys doing on their own in Rio?”

“Sir, we sailed from England aboard a naval vessel.” Michael

explained.

“I see. What happened to your ship?”

“Well sir, we were...” Robert paused, “Let off.”

“Let off?” Captain Richard narrowed his eyes. “Why on earth would a

captain let off two strong boys? Unless…did you kill someone by

mismanaging the rigging?”

“No, sir.” Robert shook his head vigorously. “No.”

“Ah, so I wonder why then.” Captain Richard tapped his chin and

turned to look at his crew.

“Maybe they ate too much.” One of the men suggested.

“Can’t fix a leaky hull?”

“Can’t hold their grog?”

“Couldn’t be that they jumped ship could it?” Another man yelled out.

The group burst out laughing. Captain Richard held up his hand and

they quieted down.

“These responsible looking lads wouldn’t desert a ship. No, no. That

can’t be what happened.” Captain Richard gave them a long

thoughtful look.

“N…no sir.” Robert looked down at his shoes.
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“Captain, sir, we can work hard. We know our knots, how to care for

the deck,” Michael added.

“You boys chose a good port to be let off. There’s much to do and see

here in Rio. How’ve you been faring?”

“Oh, fine, sir. Just fine.” Robert perked up as he clasped his hands

behind his back.

“Come on, sir, give ‘em a chance,” one of the men spoke up. “I could

use them.”

“Oh, no, he doesn’t get the extra hands, I need them.” Another

chimed in.

All at once they were arguing over who needs the boys more than the

other. Their voices got louder, and they began pushing and shoving

each other in a mock fight.

“Pipe down you dogs! What do you know of whaling?”

“Catch ‘em, carve ‘em, boil out the oil.” Robert blurted out Jeremiah’s

words, not knowing what else to say.

The men laughed heartily. Captain Richard stared at the boys, then

back to his crew, then to the boys again.

“If I give you a berth, you’ll work hard?”

“Yes, sir!” The boys nodded.

“What are your names and how old are you lads?”

“I’m Michael. Fifteen, sir.”

“Robert. I’m thirteen,” Robert added a year to his age just as Michael

did even though he wasn’t sure if his birthday had passed.

“You understand commitment? Responsibility? Do you know what

that means?”

“Yes, sir, you mean will we be loyal to your ship?” Michael answered.
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Captain Richard nodded.

“Yes, sir!” they answered. “We will, sir!” they answered together.

“They’ll be no wages. You’ll work for your hammock and your food.

You understand?”

“Yes, sir, yes! We’re used to hard work,” Robert’s stomach was turning

in circles. He could only think of getting aboard and getting to San

Francisco.

“Hmmm...two more mouths to feed.”

“Come on, captain. Two more in the boats for the chase.”

“For the chase. Hmmm…”

Captain Richard put his hands in his pockets and walked around the

boys. Robert watched him from the corners of his eyes as he circled.

He wore a kind of crooked smile, as if someone was telling him a

funny story. It was such a stark contrast to Captain Brasher. When

they met him, he had looked them up and down with a stern and

unforgiving scorn. Then he ordered them whipped. Robert shivered a

bit at the memory, but now he didn’t feel fear. This was different. The

playful lot drew him in, giving him a sense of ease, like with Jeremiah.

The only worry in this moment was whether Captain Richard was

going to say no.

“Alright then, report back here at six bells of the forenoon watch

tomorrow and you’ll be rowed to the ship.” Cheers ensued from the

group and Captain Richard rolled his eyes, “Do you know when

that is?”

“Yes, sir, eleven.” Robert replied quickly.

“Eleven?”

“In the morning, sir,” Michael added.

“Good. Phillip is our First Lieutenant; he’ll be here—”
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“But captain, isn’t that a bit early? Six bells?” Phillip asked sounding

wounded.

“You can drag yourself from wherever you are to settle them in and

get back to your activities,” He turned his attention back to the boys.

“Phillip will assign your hammocks and duties. We’ll be sailing in two

days’ time, if the wind is with us.”

“If the wind is with us!” The men chanted in unison falling over each

other.

“Yes, sir!” Robert answered enthusiastically.

“Bring your belongings, of course.”

“Yes, sir!”

The captain raised his eyebrows. “Well?”

The boys stared back at him, confused.

“Off you go then.”

“Yes, sir.”

The boys hurried back to the café where they found Jeremiah waiting

with a table full of food as promised.

“He’ll take us on! We’re expected at the docks tomorrow at 11!”

Michael called out excitedly.

“I thought as much. You’ll be going ‘round the Horn again. A whaler

will be quite an adventure for you.”

“Yes, sir.”

Suddenly Robert felt his excitement dissipate as he realized tomor‐
row, they would say goodbye. The weight of it pressed against his

chest. When he ran away from home, only he knew it was the last

time they would ever have supper together as a family. Leaving the

Expedient and running into the jungle was so sudden there was no
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time for goodbyes. Now, it felt different. Jeremiah had saved them;

how would he ever be able to show him their gratitude?

Robert had been staring at the ceiling most of the night unable to fall

asleep. When the light of morning finally arrived, he watched the

specks of dust twirl and twist in the sun that streamed in through the

windows. If he didn’t know any better, he would think they were

playing some sort of game.

The door creaked open and Jeremiah stepped in holding a tray that

overflowed with fruit, bread and sweet milk.

“You won’t get any of this after today. Not for a while at least.” Jere‐
miah set the tray down on the table.

The boys slid out of the bed and stared at their breakfast. There was

so much food neither knew where to start.

“Shake a leg, not much time remains.”

The words hung in the room. Not much time, Robert repeated the

words in his head. Then a thought occurred to him and he blurted

it out.

“Why not come with us? You said you were waiting for a ship. Don’t

you think this captain would take you on?”

Jeremiah placed his hand gently on Robert’s shoulder. A lump hung in

Robert’s throat as if he had just swallowed a piece of apple without

chewing.

“Something told me that day to help you poor, wretched looking boys.

Starving and confused. I am glad I did and hope you will remember

me fondly, but I am not going with you. We each have very different

adventures before us. That whaler is yours.” He paused for a moment

and looked from one to the other. “Let’s have our last meal together

shall we?”

Hardly a word was spoken as they devoured every last morsel. Robert

emptied his cup of the last drop of the milk, savoring the cold sweet‐
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ness. He wondered how long it would be before he would be in Amer‐
ica, digging for gold, drinking as much milk as he would ever want.

“It’s time. Just five bells now. It’s best not to be late.” Jeremiah smiled

and wagged his finger playfully.

They weaved their way through the crowded streets toward the water.

At the edge of the dock Jeremiah stopped. The boys walked a few

steps and then realized he was not next to them.

“Come on.” Robert waved to Jeremiah. “I think that’s Phillip there.”

The few feet between them seemed like a chasm of empty space.

Jeremiah shook his head. “Remember, no one needs to know you’re

after gold in America, you understand?”

The boys nodded.

Michael shuffled back and forth, barely able to stand still. Robert

could tell he was ready to go, but it was as though his own feet were

nailed to the wooden boards. He knew he had to get on the whaler. He

wanted to, but didn’t want to say goodbye.

“Be careful. Listen. Learn.”

“Jeremiah, sir…”

Robert stammered as a rush of memories streamed through his mind.

His mother had slept so peacefully when he said his silent goodbye.

Ebenezer snorted like pig in his sleep, completely unaware that he

would never see Robert again. Mr. Smith had tried to hunt them

down. He would never know what Nyle did or thought. Robert wasn’t

sure if he was one of the hunters, perhaps not and he sat in his

hammock cheering for them. But this is different, because Jeremiah is

right here.

“Watch out for each other. Trust each other most of all.” Jeremiah

lifted his gaze toward the harbor and then back to the boys. “Your

journey is waiting. Make it a good one.”
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They stood still for a moment and then smiled at each other as if the

three of them had a secret. Jeremiah took a few steps backward.

“Off with you now.”

“Yes, sir,” Robert replied softly.

The boys began walking toward Phillip. When they reached the dory

they hopped aboard, grabbed the oars and started toward the whaler.

Robert looked back and saw Jeremiah still standing on the dock and

he smiled, then turned in the direction of their new ship. As they got

closer, he noticed it was smaller than The Expedient and hoped it had

fewer men on its crew. The sails were furled and tied up neatly to the

spars and there were several long boats hanging off the sides.

They were almost to the ladder. Robert couldn’t help but look back at

the docks to steal one last glance, one last wave goodbye, but Jeremiah

was gone.

“Welcome aboard The Flourish of New Bedford. She’s the finest whaler

in all the oceans combined.” Phillip announced as the little boat

bumped against the hull.
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G L O S S A R Y

12-pound guns: The twelve-pound cannon is a cannon that fires

twelve-pound projectiles from its barrel, as well as grapeshot, chain

shot, shrapnel, and later shells and canister shot.

24-pound guns: The 24-pounder long gun was a heavy caliber piece

of artillery mounted on warships of the Age of sail, second only to the

36-pounder long gun.

Aloft: far above the ground in the upper rigging, yardarms, sails.

Away aloft: order to sailors to climb aloft to handle the sails and/or

rigging.

Ballast: any heavy material carried temporarily or permanently to

provide draft and stability.

Battening down: to prepare for possible trouble or difficulty.

Binnacle: A case or stand on the deck of a ship, generally mounted in

front of the helmsman, in which navigational instruments are placed
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for easy and quick reference as well as to protect the delicate

instruments.

Bloody: a British slang/swear word that many people find offensive

that is used to emphasize a comment or an angry statement.

Bow: the forward part of the hull of a ship or boat, the point that is

usually most forward when the vessel is underway. Both of the adjec‐
tives fore and forward mean towards the bow.

Bowsprit: a spar extending forward from the vessel's prow. It

provides an anchor point for the forestays, allowing the fore-mast to

be stepped farther forward on the hull.

Braces:  a rope (line) used to rotate a yard around the mast, to allow

the ship to sail at different angles to the wind. They are fixed to the

outer ends of the yards, and are led to the deck as far aft as possible, to

allow the crew to haul on them.

Brig: term for a naval military prison on a ship.

Cannon: is artillery mounted on a warship, originally used only for

naval warfare.

Canopy: the dense ceiling of leaves and tree branches formed by

closely-spaced forest trees.

Capstan: is a vertical-axled rotating machine developed for use on

sailing ships to multiply the pulling force of seamen when hauling

ropes, cables, and hawsers. 

Cat-O-Nine Tails: commonly shortened to “the cat”, is a type of

multi-tailed whip that originated as an implement for severe physical

punishment, notably in the Royal Navy and British Army, and also as

a judicial punishment in Britain and some other countries.
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Cholera: is an infection of the small intestine by some strains of the

bacterium Vibrio cholerae. Symptoms may range from none, to

mild, to severe. It is spread mostly by unsafe water and unsafe food

that has been contaminated with human feces containing the

bacteria. 

Cleats: a metal or wooden object that is attached to something (such

as a boat or dock) and around which a rope can be tied.

Cross-jack yards: The lower yard on the mizenmast.

Crow’s Nest: is a structure in the upper part of the main mast of

a ship or a structure that is used as a lookout point. This position

ensured the best view for lookouts to spot approaching hazards,

other ships, or land.

Davy Jones Locker: an idiom for the bottom of the sea: the state of

death among drowned sailors and shipwrecks. It is used as a

euphemism for drowning or shipwrecks in which the sailors' and

ships' remains are consigned to the depths of the ocean.

Ditty bags: a receptacle for odds and ends, especially one used by

sailors.

Doldrums: an equatorial region of the Atlantic Ocean with calms,

sudden storms, and light unpredictable winds.

Dory: a small, shallow-draft boat. Usually a lightweight boat with

high sides, a flat bottom and sharp bows.

Ears boxed: to hit someone on the sides of the head or on the ears .

Embrasure: an opening (in a wall or ship or armored vehicle) for

firing through. 
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Epaulette: an ornamental shoulder piece on an item of clothing, espe‐
cially on the coat or jacket of a military uniform.

Figurehead: a carved wooden decoration found at the bow of ships,

generally of a design related to the name or role of a ship.

Firing hole: the hole through which gun powder is poured into the

flintlock pan.

Flintlock: a firing mechanism of a cannon.

Forecastle: the upper deck of a sailing ship forward of the foremast,

or the forward part of a ship with the sailors' living quarters.

Furl: stowing or dousing a boat's sail by flaking (folding), packing or

stowing it in part or whole using roller furling.

Galley: is the compartment of a ship where food is cooked and

prepared.

Gold Rush: a rapid movement of people to a newly discovered gold‐
field. The first major gold rush, to California in 1848–49, was

followed by others in the US, Australia (1851–53), South Africa

(1884), and Canada (Klondike, 1897–98).

Grog: a mixture of rum and water, often flavored with lemon, sugar,

and spices and sometimes served hot. Any strong alcoholic drink.

Gun Captain: aims and fires the gun.

Gunner: officer in charge of a ship's guns, gun crews, and ordnance.

Gunner’s Mate: responsible for the care and maintenance of

a ship's weapons and ammunition.
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Halliard: a line (rope) that is used to hoist a ladder, sail, flag or yard.

Hammock: a rope or canvas bed that hangs from a beam or between

two trees. 

Hatchway: an opening in the deck of a vessel or in the floor or roof of

a building, used as a passageway.

Hawsehole: a small hole in the hull of a ship through

which hawsers may be passed. It is also known as a cat hole. 

Head: the toilet area for the regular sailors was placed at the head or

bow of the ship.

Heave the log: to cast the log-chip into the water; also, the whole

process of ascertaining a vessel's speed by the log.

Helmsmen: a person who steers a ship.

Holystone: soft and brittle sandstone that was used in the Royal Navy

for scrubbing and whitening the wooden decks of ships.

Hull: the most notable structural entity of the ship. To define the hull,

it can be said that it is the watertight enclosure of the ship.

King Neptune (Neptunus Rex): god of the sea, referred to as "King"

by some.

Knickers: underwear.

Knot: is one nautical mile per hour (1 knot = 1.15 miles per hour).

The term knot dates from the 17th century, when sailors measured

the speed of their ship by using a device called a "common log." This

device was a coil of rope with uniformly spaced knots, attached to a

piece of wood shaped like a slice of pie.
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Kraken: A colossal sea monster that attacks ships and sailors, often

portrayed as an octopus or squid (mythical).

Landlubber: a person who has had little experience at sea and is

therefore awkward aboard a ship: a sailor's term of contempt.

Lanyard: a piece of rope or line for fastening something in a ship; one

of the pieces passing through deadeyes to extend shrouds or stays.

Left-handed rope: left-laid rope in which the strands are formed of

yarns with right-handed twist.

Lifeboat: a sturdy buoyant boat (such as one carried by a ship) for use

in an emergency and especially in saving lives at sea.

Lollygagging: to spend time idly, aimlessly, or foolishly; dawdle.

Magazines: functions by moving the cartridges stored within it into a

position where they may be loaded into the barrel chamber by the

action of the cannon.

Main Yard: yard for a square main sail.

Master-At-Arms: responsible for law enforcement, regulating duties,

security.

Messenger: This was a continuous loop of cable or chain

which would go around the capstan. The main anchor cable or

chain would then be attached to the messenger for hauling using

some temporary connection such as ropes called nippers.

Midshipmen: rating for an experienced seaman, and the word derives

from the area aboard a ship, amidships, either where the original

rating worked on the ship, or where he was berthed.
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Nippers: part of the capstan rigging. The anchor cable was

temporarily secured to the messenger using small lines known as

"nippers.” 

Oakum: a mixture of tarred fiber used to seal gaps in the hull or walls

of a ship.

Oilskin: a waterproof garment, typically worn by sailors during cold,

stormy weather.

Old Sea Dogs: an old or experienced sailor.

Order of the Deep: a group of sailors that King Neptune accepts as

one of his trusty shellbacks. With the pollywog to shellback transition

complete, a certificate was often awarded to the new shellback as a

rite of passage.

Polaris (North Star): a star located at the end of the handle of the

Little Dipper, in the constellation Ursa Minor. Used to help ships

navigate.

Pollywog: a sailor who has not yet crossed the equator.

Poop Deck: forms the roof of a cabin built in the rear, or "aft;” part of

the superstructure of a ship.

Port: the left-hand side of or direction from a vessel, facing forward.

Porthole: circular window used on the hull of ships to admit light

and air.

Powder Monkeys: young boys on a ship whose chief role was to ferry

gunpowder from the powder magazine in the ship's hold to the

artillery pieces, either in bulk or as cartridges, to minimize the risk of

fires and explosions.
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Pricker: the priming-wire of a cannon.

Purser: the person principally responsible for the handling of money,

valuables, supplies on board.

Ratlines: lengths of thin line tied between the shrouds of a sail‐
ing ship to form a ladder.

Rigging: the system of ropes, cables and chains which support a sail‐
ing ship or sail boat's masts standing rigging, including shrouds and

stays and which adjust the position of the vessel's sails and spars to

which they are attached; the running rigging, including halyards,

braces and sheets.

Right-handed Rope: a right-laid rope in which the strands are

formed of yarns with left-handed twist.

‘Round the Horn: sailing around Cape Horn (Cabo de Hornos) at the

southern tip of South America, a long and dangerous journey.

Sand-Glass (hour-glass): is a device for the measurement of time. It

consists of two glass bulbs placed one above the other which are

connected by a narrow tube.

Scurvy: a disease caused by a deficiency of vitamin C, characterized

by swollen bleeding gums and the opening of previously healed

wounds, which particularly affected poorly-nourished sailors.

Sea Anchor: A drag, usually a canvas-covered conical frame, deployed

in the water upwind of a vessel to slow its drift or to maintain a

desired heading. Also called drogue.

Sextant: is a doubly reflecting navigation instrument that measures

the angular distance between two visible objects.
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Shake A Leg: an idiom which means to hurry up, to get going.

Shellback: a mariner's transformation from slimy Pollywog, a seaman

who hasn't crossed the equator, to trusty Shellback, also called a Son

or Daughter of Neptune. It was a way for sailors to be tested for their

seaworthiness.

Ship of the Line: a type of naval warship constructed from the 17th

through to the mid-19th century. The ship of the line was designed

for the naval tactic known as the line of battle, which depended on the

two columns of opposing warships maneuvering to fire with the

cannons along their broadsides.

Shroud: pieces of standing rigging which hold the mast up from side

to side. Usually a shroud will connect at the top of the mast, and addi‐
tional shrouds might connect partway down the mast, depending on

the design.

Son of Neptune: see Shellback.

Southern Cross: used in ship navigation in the Southern Hemisphere.

Composed of five stars forming the shape of a cross, it is the most

distinctive feature of the constellation Crux, the smallest constellation

in the sky. The Southern Cross is notable for containing two bright

stars, Acrux and Gacrux, which point the way to the Southern Celes‐
tial Pole.

Starboard: the right-hand side of or direction from a vessel, facing

forward.

Step lively: to go or move quickly; to hurry.

Stem: the back or aft-most part of a ship or boat, technically de‐
fined as the area built up over the sternpost, extending upwards from
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the counter rail to the taffrail. The stern lies opposite the bow, the

foremost part of a ship.

Stowaway: a person who secretly boards a vehicle, such as a ship.

Surgeon: the person responsible for the health of the ship's company

aboard a warship. The term appears often in reference to Royal

Navy's medical personnel during the Age of Sail.

Tack: a sailing maneuver by which a sailing vessel, whose desired

course is into the wind, turns its bow toward the wind so that the

direction from which the wind blows changes from one side to the

other, allowing progress in the desired direction.

Taut: pulled or stretched tight.

Topman: the man stationed in the top on a sailing vessel, responsible

for the setting of the sails aloft.

Unfurl: make or become spread out from a rolled or folded state,

especially in order to be open to the wind.

Ursa Major (The Plow): the most prominent northern constellation,

containing the seven stars that form the Big Dipper. Used for

navigation.

Ursa Minor: the northernmost constellation, containing the stars that

form the Little Dipper, the outermost of which, at the end of the

handle, is Polaris.

Wad: served to seal in gases as the lit gunpowder burned, increasing

the energy resulting in the firing of the cannon.

Watch: A watch system allows the ship's crew to operate the ship 24

hours a day while also allowing individual personnel adequate time
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for rest and other duties. A British Naval vessel in the 19th century

had seven watches: the Afternoon Watch from noon to 4:00pm, the

First Dog Watch from 4:00pm to 6:00pm, the Last Dog Watch from

6:00pm to 8:00pm, the First Watch from 8:00pm to midnight, the

Middle Watch from midnight to 4:00am, the Morning Watch from

4:00am to 8:00am and the Forenoon Watch from 8:00am to noon.

Whaler: is a specialized ship, designed, or adapted, for whaling; the

catching or processing of whales.

Yardarm: are the horizontal timbers or spars mounted on the masts,

from which the square sails are hung.
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