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Telling friend from foe is no mean trick …

It’s 1799 and seventeen-year-old Matty Graves is a midshipman aboard the USS Rattle-Snake. Matty already knows how to fight sea battles and sail the great warships of the U.S. Navy, but serving aboard the Rattle-Snake calls for more than that. Matty’s captain is his own cousin Billy. But Billy is a drunk and maybe a coward. Then there’s the Rattle-Snake’s sarcastic first lieutenant, Peter Wickett. He’s more than willing to run the ship—but has he also set his sights on mutiny?

Deep in Caribbean waters, Matty faces some tough choices as the Rattle-Snake confronts the English, takes on bloodthirsty pirates and rescues stolen merchant ships from Haitian rebels backed by Napoleon Bonaparte. With Wickett as both his mentor and his nemesis, Matty struggles to decide where his allegiance lies before it is too late.
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NO QUARTER


One

The day after Christmas was a fine day for a funeral, I thought, as I sniffed the chill breeze blowing out of Baltimore-Town. Although the breeze stank of rotted manure and the bitter smoke of a thousand chimneys, I gloried in the day. Snowflakes glittered in the iron-gray sky, and fat cold tears dripped from icicles in the Rattle-Snake’s rigging. A fine day, a lovely day for a funeral, bleak and miserable for all but the most intimately concerned—and he was already bloating in his crypt in old Virginia.

Mr. Wickett dismissed the victualer’s slaves at three bells in the forenoon watch. After that we cleared away the rubbish left from a week of stowing beef, biscuit and beans; powder and shot; canvas and cordage; water, whiskey and beer; pigs, goats, chickens and all the other needful things for a voyage of several months; and warped the schooner into the outer harbor. Now the Rattle-Snakes stood at divisions along the starboard side, toeing the deck seams and blowing on their hands as they waited for our captain, Lieutenant William Trimble—my cousin Billy—to appear.

I stood on the old-fashioned raised quarterdeck, gazing down at the men without actually seeing them. I’d learned few of their names yet. Most of them were so much furniture as far as I cared. What I cared about at that moment was the problem of hunching the collar of my greatcoat higher around my ears without attracting Wickett’s notice. He’d rebuked me once already that morning for sneezing—said nothing, mind you, just stared, but our first lieutenant had a stare like a Gorgon. He towered beside me, all six-foot-something of him, aiming his pointed beak and gray eyes at this man and that, like an owl looking for rats. He missed nothing, did our Mr. Wickett.

He hauled out his watch and glanced at it. “My respects to the captain, Mr. Graves,” he said to me, tucking his watch back into his vest pocket. “Tell him it’s time.”

“I am aware of what o’clock it is,” said Cousin Billy, poking his head through the after hatch. He was frowzy and ruddy, having spent the morning drinking his breakfast. Unsteady weren’t in it—even his eyes jiggled, like a pair of coddled eggs on a wet plate. He belched softly into his fist before hauling himself up the last few steps of the ladder.

The hand-blowing stopped at once; but though the men were selfconsciously glorious in their new pea jackets and pink-shaven faces, no foremast jack ever stands at attention. I found that Wickett and Sailing Master Rogers and I had arranged ourselves in a study of manly sorrow, as if maybe a portrait-painter lurked nearby. Corporal Haversham’s Marines stood ramrod straight along the larboard rail, with their rifled muskets at the present, eyes front, with the flour turning to dough in their hair.

“Do off hats,” said Wickett in the formal way, and everyone save the Marines stood bareheaded in the damp.

Bracing his hams against the binnacle, Cousin Billy reverently extracted a crisp document from his bosom and began to read. “December twenty-sixth, anno Domini seventeen hundred and ninety-nine,” he said. “Long may this day be remembered.” And there he had to stop to wipe his eye.

I looked the people over while we waited for him to collect himself. Sixty-two enlisted men, all of them clean and most of them sober—a good turnout, considering that nearly the entire lot had just come back from shore leave. The white hands had had a night and a day to attend church services, most of them opting for the Methodist meeting in Fell’s Point, which was conveniently near any number of taverns and bawdy houses. Cousin Billy had even allowed the colored hands to go ashore, Baltimore being one of the few American ports where they could walk around unescorted.

I’d had a bit of a time myself, in celebration of my seventeenth birthday. It’s awkward sharing a natal day with Jesus—the one tends to outglory the other—but as my mother and brother and sisters were dead, my father didn’t like me, and my half-brother, Phillip, didn’t believe in Christmas and other people’s birthdays, I was long used to receiving presents only from myself. It suited me. I always knew what I was going to get, and it was always something I wanted. My gift that year had been a pleasant and charming redhead, about which I’ll say no more, except that whoring ain’t near as nasty as some people would have you suppose. I was content, anyway.

I became aware that I was smiling, and then I noticed that Wickett was staring at me as I smiled. And then I noticed that the port-wine stain in the middle of his forehead was contrasting in a strange way with the suddenly pale skin around it. He was all blotchy and mottled, like an angry octopus. Terrified that I might laugh, I hastily resumed my funeral face—the look of melancholic distraction that I had practiced in my bit of mirror below decks. The light northwesterly began to tickle my brows with snow, but with Wickett’s eyes on me I dared not raise a hand to wipe it away. And my nose had begun to run. I sniffed furtively.

“The president,” Cousin Billy was saying, “with deep affliction announces to the Navy and to the Marines the death of Our Beloved Fellow Citizen, commander of our armies and late President of the …” His voice fell away into a sigh. I caught “illustrious by his eminent virtues and important services” and “grateful country delighted to confer” something or other, but little else.

Not that I was listening much. I had no love for Our Beloved Fellow Citizen.

The snow gave way to drizzle, and still Cousin Billy maundered. A particularly large and icy drop from the mainsail boom hit me on the back of the neck and dribbled down beneath my collar. Caught by surprise, I sneezed.

Wickett reached out and caught me just above the elbow, and dug his fingers into the nerve on the inner side of the bone. You should try it sometime. It hurts like the devil, even through an overcoat.

“Desirous that the Navy and Marines should express,” mumbled Cousin Billy, “in common with something something American citizens, the high sense which all feel of the loss our country has sustained in the death of this good and great man—”

Here he broke off to mop his eyes. Some of the older seamen did likewise, and I took advantage of it to get my arm away from Wickett and wipe my nose on my coat sleeve.

And at last came the end of it. “The President,” Billy said, “directs that the vessels of the Navy be put in mourning for one week by wearing their colors half-mast high, and that the officers of the Navy and of Marines wear crepe on the left arm below the elbow for six months.”

He refolded the sheet and tucked it next to his heart. “Carry on, if you please, Mr. Wickett.”

“Do on hats,” said Wickett. “Ready at the braces and slings.” There was a rumble of feet on the deck as the men on watch ran to their stations. “Haul away!”

When the hands had finished scandalizing the yards—hauling them out of square as a sign of mourning—Wickett glanced at his watch and then shouted to the knurled, white-bearded man who waited on the fo’c’s’le: “Master Gunner Schmidt, it is nearly noon. You may begin the salute when the fort does.” In a fierce undertone he said to me, “Damn your eyes, Mr. Graves, stand by at the colors.”

It was just as well that he did, because I’d entirely forgotten my duty and would have stood around watching Mr. Schmidt if I’d been left to my own desires. But no one likes to have his eyes damned, especially when he deserves it, and I tucked the little piece of resentment away to be savored at another time.

A few minutes later a puff of smoke appeared above the new brick ramparts of Fort McHenry. Before the sound reached us across the water, Schmidt shouted, “Fire one!” and the man at Number One gun, the farthest forward on the starboard side, pulled his lanyard.

The Stars and Stripes flying above the fort began the descent. At the taffrail, I solemnly lowered Rattle-Snake’s colors and raised them again halfway to the peak, savoring the smoke and thunder of the salute, and not least because Schmidt’s German accent had caused his order to come out as “fire fun!”

I had seen salutes fired before, of course. We fired them every chance we got and demanded them in return, too, ever on the lookout for any impugnment of our honor. And our ships always required the utmost in ceremony from every port we entered, unless the captain had to pay for it himself. But the glorious waste of powder always thrilled me, and Washington’s death rated a full twenty-one guns. Schmidt had to fire off all fourteen of our six-pounders and work halfway around again, until we were half-blinded and pretty near suffocated by the smoke. The Rattle-Snake and the tubby old Aztec were the only American men-of-war in port; but HM’s thirty-two-gun frigate Clytemnestra lay near-to, and she and the more pretentious of the merchant ships joined in the din, rolling a continuous echo and re-echo of cannon fire around the harbor.

“Zalute gompleted, sir,” called Schmidt when it was finished.

“Secure the guns.” Wickett turned to Cousin Billy and raised his hat. “Salute completed, sir.”

Cousin Billy lifted his hat in reply, his wisps of blond hair sticking to his shiny pink scalp. The hesitancy with which he returned the salute made him seem somehow pathetic, like a fat boy playing at soldiers.

“You may dismiss, Mr. Wickett,” he said. “Then up spirits and give the hands their dinner, if you would be so kind. As for us, I’ve reserved a room at the Quid Nunc Club for after the procession.” He looked sympathetically at his lieutenant, who was doing a fine job of containing his grief, it seemed to me, and said, “We will need a bracer by then, I’m sure.

“Cousin Matty—Mr. Graves,” he said to me, “pass the word for my coxs’n, and see to it that my gig is hoisted out and all, there’s a good fellow. And for heaven’s sake, use your hankie; a very important personage is to meet us on the dock.” He rubbed his hands together and smiled despite his recent tears. “He’s our chance to be noticed, gentlemen. I think I need say no more than that.”
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A mean-mouthed man of maybe thirty, in square-rimmed gold spectacles and a fur-lined greatcoat, and with a hat that looked like a dead badger sitting on his head, stood waiting for us at the end of the Frederick Street wharf amid a pile of chests and valises and carryalls. Mr. P. Hoyden Blair, he yapped, was the assistant United States consul to San Domingo and not in the habit of waiting on anyone. “Not a one, neither kings nor dukes nor congressmen, and certainly not a pack of sailors. Port Republicain awaits. We sail at once.”

A gun from the fort boomed in the gray distance, as it had done every fifteen minutes since the initial salute and would continue doing until midnight.

“Well, no. I am afraid we do not, sir,” said Cousin Billy, looking embarrassed. “There’s the procession, you know; mustn’t miss it. And besides, we’re still several officers short and not all the men are back yet, neither. I don’t believe we can sail till morning.”

“Morning! That ain’t good enough, Mr. Trimble.”

“Perhaps not even until tomorrow afternoon, sir,” said Wickett. I could swear he hid a smile when he added, “And that is to assume the breeze stays in the north.”

He didn’t bother reminding Blair to say Captain Trimble, either. That, I thought, was interesting.

Blair peered at Wickett. “Mr. Trimble, who is this fellow?”

“His name is Wickett, sir, Lieutenant Peter Wickett. My first officer. He’s been in the Rattle-Snake for longer than any of us. And this is John Rogers, our sailing master, and the short fellow is my cousin Matthew Graves, that I’ve rated master’s mate.”

I took off my hat to him, but he didn’t spare me so much as a nod, which was just about exactly what I expected of him.

Rogers smiled as he held out a brawny hand and said, “The tide don’t wait on us, Mr. Blair, but we must wait on it. Much as with yourself, sir.”

“I know little enough of naval etiquette,” said Blair, ignoring his hand, “but tell me this, Mr. Rogers: as a sailing master you are not on the ladder of promotion, ain’t that so?”

“It is, sir, but I rank with a lieutenant all the same.”

“Mr. Trimble,” said Blair, “my impedimenta must be taken aboard at once.”

“Yes, well, I suppose you can’t just leave it sitting here on the dock,” said Billy.

Rogers looked down at his hand as if surprised to see it still sticking out in front of him. He brushed back a long strand of dark hair that had come loose from his queue, as if that’s what he’d meant to do all along, and said: “I’ll see to the gent’s baggage, Cap’n, and send the lads back again after.”

The lads gave him dirty looks behind his back. No doubt they’d been looking forward to sneaking a few last hours of pinching wenches’ bottoms and drinking flip beside a fire till Cousin Billy chose to go back aboard, and now they’d have to row around in the weather instead, slinging bags and boxes about and getting soaked through in the bargain.

But a sailor’s life was full of hardship, and it was the sailing master’s job to see to the stowing of cargo anyway. It was their bad luck and none of my own.

“There, you see, sir?” said Billy to Blair, when Rogers had gotten the boat’s crew busy on the chests and valises and carryalls. “He’ll have it all stowed away shipshape and Bristol fashion when we bring you aboard. And you will have my sleeping place in the great cabin. You will be my guest, sir. But we must away now to Baltimore Street for the procession, and after that we’ll need something to take off the chill. I’m standing drinks at a little place I know.”

“Indeed, indeed!” said Blair, brightening at last. “Was about to suggest it myself.”

Baltimore-Town had been drearied up something awful, which was good of someone, I suppose. Black bunting festooned the three-story brick warehouses facing the waterfront, and more of it dangled from the lampposts and horse troughs along South Street. Church bells competed with the quarter-hour gun to see which could be the mournful-est. The shops were closed and the business district was near deserted, although light from a few imperfectly shuttered upper windows sparkled in the running gutters: commerce, like the tide and Mr. P. Hoyden Blair, waits for no man, especially not a dead one. The citizens we passed were wrapped in mourning weeds. We ourselves wore black breeches and stockings in honor of the day, with boat cloaks thrown over the blue and buff of our best uniform coats.

There was a great surge of people all bound for Baltimore Street, and in the press I contrived to get my heel stepped on. I stopped short, hopping on one foot and trying to keep from being pushed along by the crowd.

“Go on, gentlemen,” I cried to Billy’s back. “Go on without me, do!”

Wickett turned around to look at me. “What the devil are you on about?”

“I went and lost my shoe, sir.”

“Well then, pick it up again. Don’t you want to be in the parade? Look, the hawkers and pickpockets are already at work.” And with that he disappeared into the crowd.

And a parade is what it was. Grief was on parade, and I resented it because I couldn’t share in it. I kept thinking of the last time I’d seen my brother Geordie, and how Washington had let that bastard Hamilton bring down the weight of an army onto the heads of a few dozen men and boys. Washington should have prevented it. But an army was like a gun, I guessed: if you have one, sooner or later you just have to use it.

However, there was something of a holiday in the air, and as I considered the reason for the event, I couldn’t be entirely uncheerful. The hawkers were shoving through the crowd with their barrels of beer mounted on barrows, and handcarts piled high with oysters; and a great many of the people were drunk. I spied a wall that was sheltered from the drizzle by an overhanging eave, and after shoving off a few smaller boys I sat me down. I bought a meat pie and a pot of beer, and after a while I could hear the parade shrieking and squawking down the street.

The mayor and his appendages were in the van, with an honor guard of local militia to push gawkers out of the way. Mr. Blair marched with the mayor, though it didn’t look as though the mayor knew it. They were followed by a company of middle-aged veterans in their Continental uniforms, many with their handkerchiefs pressed to their faces—an affect sadly marred by the group of schoolboys who marched behind them, waving soggy paper flags and shrieking “Yankee Doodle.” There was an Army band, of course, with sackbuts and serpents and cornets, doing their best to drum the poetry out of “Chester” and “The Old One-Hundredth.” And then, while they were assaulting “Barbry Allen,” the Presence hove into sight behind them.

The casket was set on a caisson drawn by a black-plumed horse draped in a black silk bard, with a pair of boots reversed in the stirrups, and was draped in more black silk with a crossed sword and scabbard on top, and yards and yards of black crepe drooping with damp all around—but I saw no Presence. What I saw was an Empty Box.

Not so the crowd. They moaned and wept over the unoccupied casket, and I hung my head in shame. It was like peering through a thrust-open door into a howling bedlam of madmen and idiots; but outside the fellowship, where I was, there was nothing but a cold grim emptiness. All I had to do was walk through the door and the inmates would welcome me in their fashion, but I could not. Though I did unbend enough to wish that the West Indian bastard Hamilton had died instead. I had no doubt that in the three years since the election he had managed to hook his grapnels onto President Adams and had him firmly in tow.

“Here comes the Navy!” brayed one of the idiots. “Huzzah for jolly Jack Tar!”

I looked up to see Master Commandant Malloy leading my old shipmates, the Aztecs, all bedizened in their shore-going finery, with shiny black tarpaulin hats on their heads and their long plaited pigtails hanging down behind. Staggering beside him was Cousin Billy, swabbing his face with his hanky, and behind him strode Wickett, now and then darting out a hand to save Billy from falling on his ear. I hopped down from the wall, following them from a safe distance until the parade broke up at the top of South Street and Malloy took his Aztecs away.

“Halloo!” cried Billy when he saw me. “There you are, Cuz! What became of you?”

“Lost my shoe in the crowd, sir.”

“But you didn’t miss the procession, pray!”

“No sir. I had an excellent vantage.”

“Quite moving, hey?”

“I never seen anything like it, sir.”

“And never will again!” said Blair.

“God, I hope not,” said Wickett.

A few blocks south of Baltimore Street we swung to starboard into Lovely Lane, a narrow stinking misnamed alley, and entered a low doorway whose stones were black and greasy with age. Instead of the usual memento mori the question quid nunc—“what now?”—had been carved under the death’s-head in the keystone to indicate that news and gossip could be gathered there.

Mr. Reynolds, the proprietor, bustled out of the murk as we entered, beaming and bowing as he worked his way through a party of Clytemnestra’s officers who had commandeered the common room. The British gentlemen all seemed to be singing, some of them even singing the same song. They ignored us, and we returned the compliment. Reynolds shooed us to a table in one of the back rooms, but it was the best back room, the one with windows in it, and snapped his fingers for the bar boy. The shutters had been closed against the weather. That and the candles and the great fire blazing on the hearth made the black-draped little cellar almost cheery.

Cousin Billy sank into the chair that Reynolds pulled out for him and said, “Whiskey all around, I think, gentlemen. Or would you prefer punch? No? Whiskey it is then, lad.” He nodded to Fugwhit, Reynolds’s mouth-breathing bar boy, and rubbed his palms together in anticipation. “Barley wine is fine, if it’s been kept someplace cool, which it often hasn’t. And claret’s an obligatory yet unwelcome expense when it comes to commodores and patrons and such. Punch certainly would be welcome on a bleak postmeridian such as this one. Yet I think its warming qualities would lend an undue gaiety to such a solemn occasion as The General’s being laid to rest.” His voice made the initial capitals clear, and he lowered his eyes, bowing his head toward the black-draped engraving of Washington that had been set on the mantel and which blocked our view of Leda and the Swan that hung behind it.

“No,” he continued, “I think that in such circumstances a dose of good old Monongahela rye is in order, or as close as these rooms will allow. Which is very close indeed, Cousin Matty,” he said, laying a finger alongside his nose and winking at me, “being as I had one of our own barrels brought in this morning.”

Some sort of answer was required, but I found it difficult to respond naturally. The Trimbles were important investors in Graves & Son, the family distillery outside of Pittsburgh. My half-brother, Phillip—the Son in the company name, and no plural about it—had hinted very heavily to me that it might be best not to tell Cousin Billy about “a temporary unease regarding our solvency.” Phillip had built up a tidy little shipping business before the war with France—the undeclared war, the quasi-war, the war that wasn’t a war yet killed men anyway—but privateers had since taken a heavy toll on his hulls in the Caribbean and the Bay of Biscay. Which meant little to me then, except that my allowance was threatened.

“Then that’s very close indeed, indeed, sir,” I joked.

“We’re informal here, Matty! We’re not on the quarterdeck, hey? Call me Cousin Billy, do!”

“Aye aye, sir, Cousin Billy, sir,” says I, saluting him with both hands.

“That’s the spirit, ha ha!”

Wickett had remained standing in the doorway, one hand on the lintel and the other on the ivory hilt of his sword, contemplating the Clytemnestras in the other room. He now came to the table, spread his coattails and lowered his long shanks into a chair, saying, “Yes, please do let’s be informal,” but his face held no clue as to whether he meant it. An uncomfortable silence passed, broken only by his breathing noisily through flared nostrils as we waited for the whiskey. He gazed at me without seeming to see me and pressed his bony hands together.

“Well,” chirped Cousin Billy, “I have heard it said that entertainment is good for such occasions as this, to release the mind momentarily from its dungeon of grief. What do you think, Mr. Wickett?”

Wickett tilted his chair back, still staring at me. His eyes were as devoid of expression as any I’d ever seen.

“Oh, I don’t know what would be appropriate, sir,” he said. He shifted his glance to Billy. “Perhaps a draggle of street urchins to reenact the conspiracy against Claudio?”

“Ah … no.”

“What’s this?” said Blair. “Conspiracy?”

Wickett looked at him. “Shakespeare, Mr. Blair.”

“Mr. Wickett is having a little joke,” said Billy. “And at a time like this, for shame. No, I … that is, I was speaking hypothetically. Off the cuff, as it were. To relieve the awkwardness of new companions thrown together at table. You see.”

“Much Ado about Nothing, Mr. Blair,” said Wickett.

“Oh, I dare say.” Blair coughed into his fist, drummed his fingers on the table, and then opened his little eyes wide. “I’ve got it! Let’s make the boy tell us a joke. That way he’ll be of some use, at least.”

I told him I’d rather not.

“Do not defy me, sir.” He winked at the others. “And it better be a good ’un.”

Cousin Billy frowned like a mule eating briars. “Another joke? Can’t say as I much cared for the last ’un, Mr. Blair.”

“Just to lighten our burden of sorrow a bit, Mr. Trimble.”

Wickett regarded our captain.

Cousin Billy nodded, looking at the table. “Let us hear it: we need some relief on this terrible day—as you say, Mr. Blair. Tell us the joke then, if you must, Matty.”

“Aye aye, sir,” said I, trying not to glare at Blair. “I mean, Cousin Billy.” Emboldened by the memory of my birthday present, I said, “Here’s one I heard in the Aztec: What d’ye call a Tennessee gal who can run faster’n her brothers?”

Blair smirked around the table. “I’ve heard this one before. You’ll never guess it, I bet.”

Wickett steepled his fingertips and placed the tips of his index fingers against his bloodless lips. “A Tennessee gal,” he said, “how droll and backwoodsian. Very American. Let us examine the clues provided: A young rustic female has the ability to best her male relatives in a sprint. Obviously, this being a jape, there is a point of humor that rests on information that is assumed, yet hidden to the recipient until the pointe d’une plaisanterie or ‘zinger,’ as I believe theater people call it, is delivered. I don’t suppose the answer is ‘a virgin,’ is it?”

I had felt foolisher and foolisher as Wickett delivered his speech. Now I felt myself redden at the word virgin, and the rest of the company busted out laughing.

“Didn’t I tell you!” Blair shouted. “A virgin, haw haw!”

Finally Fugwhit arrived with whiskey and water.

“Pour it, man, pour it,” said Cousin Billy, and then he raised his glass. “Here’s to General Washington: ‘First in war, first in peace, first in the hearts of his countrymen,’ as General Lee put it to Congress.”

It was Light Horse Harry Lee who’d led the thirteen-thousand-man army across the mountains to put down what they in the East called the Whiskey Rebellion, as if a handful of farmers who tarred and feathered a few tax collectors constituted a threat to the republic. They constituted a threat to Colonel Hamilton’s plans to establish an aristocracy, and to the value of some properties the president and his brother owned in the area, is the way I figured it. Hamilton and Washington had put on their old uniforms and ridden along as far as Bedford, where the Allegheny Mountains start getting rough. Washington turned back there, having made his point, and it was Harry Lee that the old soldiers had followed. But as a military man myself I couldn’t fault an honest old warhorse for doing his duty. I had to drink up and like it.

Next came a toast to His Rotundancy, President Adams, he with his obnoxious Alien and Sedition Acts. That was followed by toasts to our squadron commander, Commodore Truxtun on the Leeward Islands station, and to Commodore Gaswell on the San Domingo station, who hated Truxtun and vice versa. Wickett offered the memory of John Paul Jones, hero of the Revolution and late admiral of the Russian navy. I drained my glass, Jones having been shorter than I.

Then it was my turn. I countered Adams with “good ol’ Tom Jefferson,” which got me a startled glance from Blair. Old Tom and his Democratic-Republicans were out of favor in those days, or so the Federalists claimed; and as Adams and his lady were rabid Federalists who believed the national government existed to reward their friends and punish their enemies, you didn’t get to be the assistant U.S. consul to San Domingo without being one.

Finally Cousin Billy proclaimed a bumper: “Cassandra, may she be believed at last.”

Blair, who apparently had no philosophy, gave him a blank look.

“Beg pardon, Mr. Blair,” said Cousin Billy. “You don’t know our history. It’s simple enough, really: when the schooner was launched she was called Cassandra. Her name was changed when the Navy bought her.”

“But why the doubt as to her veracity?”

“Cassandra was the daughter of the king of Troy,” said Wickett.

“Met him once,” said Blair.

“You fascinate me,” said Wickett. “What I mean is, Apollo taught her prophecy. When she refused his advances, he condemned her never to be believed. She was taken by Agamemnon and murdered by Clytemnestra.”

“Glad to hear it. A proper fate for a liar,” said Blair. “But ain’t it terrible bad luck to change the name of a ship?”

“Oh, lord no,” said Billy. “It’s done all the time, man. Why, there was—there was—what was there, Mr. Wickett?”

“Well, sir, perhaps you are reminded of the famous old Alliance, that took Lafayette back to France and was the last ship of the Continental Navy. She was the Hancock at one time, as I’m sure you meant to say.”

“That’s right,” said Billy. “And there was—I’m sure there were more—”

“The Ranger, Paul Jones’s sloop, that received our first salute—our first official one, I mean—was first called the Hampshire.”

“Yes,” I piped up. “And she was called Halifax after the British took her at Charleston.”

“No doubt she was took for speaking without first being spoke to,” said Wickett. “But the boy’s right—and Boston, that was captured the next day—”

“I remember,” said Billy. “She became the Charleston. And then there was the Wild Duck—”

“Sir, the whiskey stands by you,” said Blair.

I was well on my way to getting knee-walking drunk when I became aware of a presence at my elbow: a tall, gaunt man with creases around his eyes and gray streaks in his beard. Under one arm he cradled a package wrapped in brown paper.

“Well I’ll be a dog! Hello, Phillip,” says I. “Was it something?”

He tugged at his chin whiskers and rubbed a finger across his shaven upper lip, as if he had expected a friendlier greeting but wasn’t sure if he cared. “We departed on less than amicable terms yestereve, brother Matthew,” he said. “I had not forgotten that it was thy natal day. Not that such things are important, truly, but I am sensible that they seem that way at times to the young.”

“Oh, don’t stand there, Cuz,” said Billy, pulling out a chair. “Have a dram with us, that’s a lad. Boy! Where is that fuckwit? Ha ha! I mean Fugwhit. Hey, Fugwhit! Another glass here, and another jug.”

No, no, Phillip protested, pressing business awaited him; yes, yes, Cousin Billy insisted, all business being suspended that day except tending bar, ha ha. Finally Phillip, to my surprise, relented “for familial duty,” setting his black broadbrim on the table and his package on the floor by his feet.

After he had been presented to Wickett and Blair, and had returned Wickett’s expressionless stare with an equal inscrutability, and had been induced to drink to “a prosperous voyage” but not “death to the French,” Phillip turned to me and said, “A letter came from Father last week, along with certain items. I took it upon myself to bestow on thee other certain items already in my possession. If thou had not flown into a passion when I asked thee to accompany me to meeting, thou might have them in hand already.”

“How is the old goat?” I said.

Phillip sniffed uneasily. “It is unseemly to call thy father a goat.”

But he has horns, thinks I.

“Very well then, Phillip, how is dear old dad?” Father had donated a good deal of whiskey to the congressman who had gotten Billy his command and me my midshipman’s warrant, and it wouldn’t do if Phillip was to tell the old man I was ungrateful.

“He is well. As I was saying, Father wishes thee to have one thing and I wish thee to have another. As the Bible commands us to ‘honor thy father,’ I brought both.” He indicated the package. “I will say once again, however, that I cannot fathom thy continued desire to sail under arms.”

“Fathom! Hey, fathom?” Cousin Billy broke in, smiling around the table. “There’s a nautical pun for you, hey?” Blair spewed out a mouthful of whiskey, and then snorted as Wickett stared at him.

Cousin Billy looked under the table at the package. “Open it, Cuz, do.”

Phillip shook his head slightly.

“Well,” I said, “I don’t guess it’d be appropriate—”

“Nonsense,” said Cousin Billy. “In fact, I order you to open it. There now, I’ve relieved you of your commendable modesty.”

“He is my half-brother,” said Phillip. “I think he will do as I say.”

“And I’m his commanding officer,” said Billy. “That’s trumps, y’know. Military outranks family every time. Besides, I’m family, too— go on, Matty, open ’er up.”

“Aye aye, sir.” Pleased at the chance to annoy Phillip, I untied the string and pulled the paper aside, revealing two large leather-bound volumes and a polished triangular wooden case.

“Moreau’s account of his stay in Hispaniola before the present unpleasantness,” said Phillip, indicating the books. “He is frivolous at times, but he means well, and he is no shirker when it comes to detail. And it is in French, of course, which will enable thee to keep up with thy lessons, which I provided thee at some expense.”

“Of which I am sensible and grateful, Phillip.” I was vaguely aware that my French tutor, a refugee from the slave uprisings in San Domingo, which the Indians called Hayti, had been poorly paid when he had been paid at all. I examined the title page of Médéric-Louis-Elie Moreau de Saint-Méry’s Description topographique, physique, civile, politique, et historique de la Partie française de l’Îsle Saint-Domingue. “A topographical, physical, civil, political, and historical description of the French part of the island of Santo Domingo,” I translated out loud, “with general observations on its population, on the character and customs of its diverse inhabitants, on its climate, culture, production, administration, et cetera, published in Philadelphia by the author last year. Phillip, this must be worth a small fortune.”

“A small one, yes. But it was acquired in lieu of a bad debt. I shan’t ever see money for it, and besides, I read it before wrapping it up.”

“Handsome of you, all the same.”

I wasn’t quite sure what to make of the literary windfall or what Phillip’s reasons might be for bringing it—he who had given me nothing in my life but advice—and I felt like an ingrate for thinking such things in the first place.

“Now then, on to the case,” he said, pursing his lips and nodding at the box, “and we can be done with this business. Father wished to see thee equipped with a set of pistols, but of course the Pacific Brotherhood does not countenance such requests.”

He put his hand on the triangular wooden box before I could open it.

“This is a sextant case, I will have thee notice, and which thou will have deduced from its shape. I have no use for a sextant anymore. Most days, I can find my way betwixt office and home without recourse to azimuths and angles of declension.”

Cousin Billy guffawed, pounding Phillip on the back. “Oh ho ho! Well said, sir, what a colossal pun—declension!”

Blair laughed too, though I doubted if he knew enough about navigation to get the joke.

“Please do thou not strike me, cousin,” said Phillip, raising an arm to shield himself from the enthusiastic blows Cousin Billy was applying to his bony shoulders. “I fail to see—”

A malevolent triumph gleamed in Wickett’s eyes. “The present mirth is rooted in a commingling of the words declension and declination,” he said. “The former is a grammatical term, as you no doubt are aware. The latter is the angular distance of a heavenly body from the celestial equator, measured on the great circle passing through the celestial pole and that body, if I remember my Practical Navigator correctly—and I should be pretty far out of my reckoning if I did not. That is precisely what this grand instrument—” he indicated the still-unopened case “— is designed to measure. It tells us where we are at sea, so that—” he winked at me “—we will not be all at sea.”

Taken aback by the joke coming from an unexpected quarter, Cousin Billy pounded the table till the glasses rattled. “Oh, capital, Mr. Wickett, capital! Fugwhit! Where is that lazy villain? Fugwhit, another round all around!” He fell silent, apparently struggling with a joke involving the juxtaposition of “round” and “all around,” but soon gave it up.

“Curiously enough,” Wickett went on, “declination also has to do with deviation and refusal, though such things are never countenanced at sea.” He gazed with distaste at Phillip. “It is only on land that one must tolerate such stuff.”

“Yes, I take thy meaning well to heart, brother,” said Phillip, matching Wickett’s gaze. “On land as in life, one must tolerate a great many indignities. Travail breedeth character, but thou will agree there are limits. I was ten years at sea.” He rose. “And now, brothers, I have been too long away from business. Commerce waits for no man. Peace be with thee, brothers, and may thy contentions be resolved.” With that he stood up, shook my hand, saying, “Remember how our brother George died,” and left.

Blair was the first to speak. “My stars and body,” he hiccupped, “what a bleak fellow. Must be pretty dismal having a brother for a sexton. I mean, a sexton for a brother.”

“Half-brother,” I said. “He’s no sexton, he’s—”

“Sexton! Sextant! Hey? Oh hoo ha,” shouted Cousin Billy. “Another round before the meat comes, and let’s have us a time! Fugwhit, where the hell’s our dinner?”

Long after ten o’clock, as we were being rowed back to Rattle-Snake, and Cousin Billy had fallen asleep on Wickett’s shoulder, and Wickett had shrugged him off and Cousin Billy had collapsed in a heap under his boat cloak, Blair whispered to me:

“Wha’ th’ sexton mean, ‘Remember George’? Who George, hey? An’ how’d he die?”

“Geordie, sir. My brother. My real brother, I mean.” Liquor had taken the edge off the hurt. “He was killed in ninety-four.”

“Nonny foe, nonny foe. Wha’ happen in nonny foe?”

“The Reign of Terror ended, for one thing.”

“Ha! An’ that rascal Robespierre lost his head, snip snip!” He chopped his left palm with the heel of his right hand, to indicate the strike of a guillotine blade. “But say, was this Geordie a damn revolutionary, a what-d’ye-call-’em, them fellows without breeches: a sans-culotte?”

It would never do to pitch him into the water. “If you will, sir,” I said, obscurely pleased that I could give him a mild answer. “But he never got farther away from home than Pittsburgh. That’s where we’re from. Or nearby, anyway—McKeesport, a few miles up the Monongahela.”

I remembered smoke, and the fear on Geordie’s face.

“No guillotine, then,” said Blair. “No, was something closer to home.” He sat, deep in thought, watching the oars biting the water. Then he snapped his fingers. “I got it! He was a Whiskey Boy! The Whiskey Rebellion. Some fellows wouldn’t pay their taxes, and the president—God rest his dear soul—had to send out the militia to crack a few heads. Men from New Jersey and Maryland and Virginia, all marchin’ on Pittsburgh. It was a triumph for Fed … Fed’ralism. Light Horse Harry in the van, and good ol’ Alexander Hamilton there to see the rebels took their medicine an’ liked it, ha ha!” He thought some more, and then shook his head. “Who remem’ers what that was about!”

“Aye,” I said, “that’s probably what he meant.”

But I had no idea what Phillip meant, no idea what Phillip meant about anything. The Pacific Brotherhood were Quakerish in their contempt for violence, yet the “sextant,” when I had snuck a peek at it while the others ate and drank themselves silly, had turned out to be a pair of dueling pistols.


Two

The rumble of the holystones and the slapping of the swabs drove me topside at first light. As I was weaving my way toward the seat of ease, I met a large man in the green coat and britches and red vest of a Navy surgeon. He greeted me in an expectant sort of way and then said, “Well, young sir, you don’t look so good this morning.”

He sported a wig and carried a cane, which gave him a genteel air, and he had a comforting smell of soap and tobacco. I liked him right off.

“Something I ate, sir. No, I tell a lie: Captain Trimble threw a dinner party yesterday, and I disremember if we actually ate anything at all. You must be Mr. Quilty.”

“And you are Mr. Graves.” Humbert Quilty put the back of one of his huge hands against my cheek, then used my chin as a handle to move my head this way and that while peering into my eyes. “You do not remember meeting me?”

“No sir. When did you come aboard?”

“Last night. You have forgotten it, then?”

“No, sir. I remember being in the boat, but after that it’s a blur. No, I tell another lie: it is not a blur so much as a blank.”

“Hmm. This is not a good sign, young man. I advise you to abstain from spirituous liquors, even though I realize you will ignore my advice for perhaps many years before seeing the wisdom in it.” I might’ve taken insult at that, for a man’s taking of liquor is no one’s business but his own, but he said it in such a forthright way that I could not. “However, to return to the subject at hand,” he continued, “I remember you. You were singing. Or chanting, I should say: ‘A-sailing down all on the coast of High Barbary’ and ‘Whiskey Johnny,’ if I recollect aright.”

“Oh no, sir, it comes back to me now. That was Mr. Blair. Mine was ‘We’re them derned ol’ Whiskey Boys, hurrah hurrah hurrah.’”

“No wonder Mr. Wickett bundled you below directly. There was little he could do about Mr. Blair: he is aptly named, alas. Stick out your tongue. Say ‘Ah.’”

He smelled my breath and then said, “You will live, though for a day or two you may wish you would not. Shall I give you physic? Castor oil or Chinese rhubarb would do the trick, or maybe some ipecac if you would rather void the poisons through the upper passage. No? Have some grog if you will, then, when the people have theirs. I find that works a treat.”

I leaned over the rail.

“Recovery is at hand,” said Quilty. “Come see me later, and I shall palpate your liver for you.”

Wickett and Rogers were below, eating their dinner, when our last man came aboard. After Mr. Quilty’s gaudy green and red, it was a relief to look upon the restful blue and buff of Dick Towson, my old friend from the Aztec and Rattle-Snake’s only other midshipman. Dick was as near enough my own age as made no nevermind, and that made us mates as much as anything. We were hardly peas in a pod, and that’s a natural fact. He was better looking, for one thing—all rosy cheeks and classical nose and graceful limbs, with his long yellow hair clubbed in the back and held in place by a black velvet bow, and his crisp white neck-cloth rising to his perfect ears and contrasting exquisitely with the gorgeous blue stuff of his uniform, as if he’d been dreamed up by Rembrandt Peale, while I was banty and dark and grubby and tangle-headed—and for another he had a great deal of money, which he spent with an open hand, while I was forever on the lookout for an extra copper. I think I amused him. Behind him Jubal, his slave, a huge black man with a shaven head and arms as big as an ordinary man’s thighs, stood easy with a pair of sea chests tucked under his arms and a great ham in a net bag dangling from one mighty fist. The sight of the greasy haunch set my stomach going again.

Dick whipped his handkerchief out of his sleeve and held it to his nose. “Downwind, sir, downwind!”

“Europe,” I groaned.

“A small continent, north of Africa,” said Dick, patting my back. “There, there.”

I wiped my lips with my sleeve and spat over the side. “How was your Christmas?”

“Prime! Turkey instead of goose, but I find I prefer it, and three kinds of pie, including sweet potato. Father says sweet potatoes are nigger food.” Here he broke off to say, “You, Jubal! Don’t just stand there. Get my things below. One of those fellows will tell you where. Strong as an ox,” he said to me, “and as smart as one too. But anyway, our Bertha could make turnips taste like beefsteak. I am sorry,” he said, as I paid another visit to Europe. “Forgot you don’t like turnips. Oh, speaking of Father, he sends his regards and says you’re an ingrate for not spending Christmas at White Oak.” White Oak was the Towson plantation on Maryland’s Eastern Shore. “But Mrs. Towson says she forgives you, as you are still a boy.”

“I wish I had gone to White Oak,” I said, though I was unhappy to think that Dick’s young stepmother didn’t think of me as a man—a notion I backed away from as soon as I thought it. “I calculated to spend Christmas with Phillip, but he kept dodging me. I saw him for a couple minutes yesterday. I was pickled, but he didn’t look as sour about it as sometimes. He actually gave me a present.”

“What, Bible verses stolen from the meeting house?”

“No, a box of pistols.”

“Pistols! Won’t the Brotherhood disown him?”

“He said the box was his old sextant and wouldn’t let me open it where anyone else could see. He probably figures it this way: they’re from the old man, so he ain’t responsible. He’s sly that way.”

Dick grinned. “Yes, like the Quaker who says, ‘Forsooth, brother, thou standest where I am about to shoot.’”

I grinned back, but said: “Him! He wouldn’t bother. He knows there’s always going to be someone else to do his fighting for him. But anyway, who’s to tell on him?”

“Not I. Are they good ’uns?”

“They’re handsome enough—walnut stocks, brass fittings, good steel barrels. But they’re dueling pistols. Won’t be worth a damn in a fight.”

Dick’s blue eyes glowed. “Dueling pistols! So you’ll call Old Woman Malloy out at last?”

“You can’t challenge a superior officer, Dick, you know that. The dog would just have me arrested, or ignore me.”

“The man’s a scrub. Why, if he’d struck me the way he did you, I’d have run him through right on the spot.”

“I don’t aim to get myself hanged. I’m delicate that way.” When your captain’s an idiot or a villain, all you can do is outlast him or leave him, I’d found. “Besides,” I said, “you can’t learn people manners by shooting ’em, any more’n shooting a dog learns him not to bite.”

“Maybe not, but it keeps him from biting again.”

“Captains have been beating midshipmen since forever.”

“That was no simple caning. He—”

“Leave it lie, Dick, or I’ll have to call you out in about a minute.”

I said it sharper than I’d meant to, and Dick gave me a calculating look. It was some sharp calculating, too, for friends though we were, there was a feeling among the planting set that a man weren’t a man till he toed his mark on the field of honor. We might have sailed into dangerous waters if he hadn’t suddenly grinned and said, “I don’t know what I would have done was I in your place. I meant no offense.”

“None taken. Say, I bet you want to see my pistols. You won’t be envious then, I bet. Not much!”

“But hold,” he said. “Speaking of presents, look at what I have got!” He pulled a slim silver repeating watch from his vest pocket. He pressed a button and the lid sprang open. “It’s a Graham Jackson, from London. Just look at that engraving! Hold on.” He frowned at the back of the watch, and then handed it to me. “I can’t quite make out the inscription. What’s that look like to you?”

I turned the watch around in my hand. It was heavier than it looked, all gleaming glass and solid silver, and crusted all around the rim with little dolphins and mermaids. Within a frame of laurel leaves on the front lid, a splayed eagle hovered over two frigates enwreathed in smoke: our Constellation capturing the French L’Insurgente last February, according to the inscription on the scroll in the eagle’s beak.

But it was the back that Dick was pointing at. There, in a clearing between a sailor treading on a flattened crown and a bare-breasted Liberty brandishing the Stars and Stripes, a thicket of ornate letters had been engraved: R.T. TO M.G., XMAS MDCCXCIX.

“That’s ‘Richard Towson to Matthew Graves, Christmas seventeen-ninety-nine,’” Dick translated. “A happy Yuletide to you.”

“You dog! I wish I had something—”

Dick waved his hand. “A trifle. It’s from Father’s lady, really, though she was vexed you didn’t come. As was Arabella. She wanted me to hit it with a hammer.” Arabella was Dick’s younger sister, yellow-haired like her brother, pretty, just my size, and whose presence caused me to trip over my feet and forget what I was going to say.

“Oh, stuff,” I said. “She only wanted me to come so she could torment me.” I raised my eyebrows. “Not that I mind.”

“That girl can outfight and outclimb any boy her size, all right, though I suppose she ain’t so hard on the eye now that she has learnt to bat her lashes and cover her face with a fan.” He glanced toward the blue coats on the quarterdeck and lowered his voice. “Speaking of matches made in heaven, how’s Billy getting on with Wicked Pete?”

“Wicked Pete?”

“That’s what they call Mr. Wickett below stairs. The wherry men told me while they were rowing me out here.” He tapped his forehead. “They said he has the mark of Cain on him.”

“It’s just a birthmark. But I bet he’d be happy to lay the mark of cane on anyone who gets athwart his cable, ha ha.”

“Yes, go ahead and joke about it,” said Dick, and he said it in such a way that I stopped laughing and felt sick all over again. “And they said he’s a hard driver, too. Think we should have stuck with Malloy?”

I glanced around before answering. Wickett was still below, and I hadn’t seen Cousin Billy all morning.

“Oh, I don’t know. He and Billy are getting on well enough. No sparks yet, not that Wickett ain’t trying. He has a certain … I don’t know, a certain manner, like he’s mocking you. I suppose he resents it that he weren’t given the schooner. Nothing out and out, I mean, nothing you can put a finger on, but it’s there. Billy’s ignoring it so far, if he’s noticed it at all. He’s a jolly soul, but I think even he will resent it in time.”

“Him? Billy’s not the sort to cross a man who shot his predecessor.”

“Oh, that’s only scuttlebutt. I don’t believe it.”

Dick smiled. “If Captain Tyrone had been born a gentleman instead of being made one, he’d have known how to deal with a rumor without getting himself killed in the process.”

It was just like Dick to bring that up. Despite what the Navy might say about my being a gentleman, I didn’t guess I was Dick’s social equal by a long chalk.

“How you talk, Dick. My father’s a merchant, hardly better than a mechanic. You know he runs his own distillery.”

“Ah,” said Dick, “but it’s a very large distillery, and making whiskey is an art. My father says so. And they both farm, don’t they?”

It’d be a waste of breath to point out that my father wasn’t a gentleman farmer. He paid wages.

I said, “Wicked Pete or not, the people seem to like him well enough.”

Dick made a face like he’d bitten into an unripe persimmon. “Sure they like him. They’ve sailed with him before. A sailor always trusts the devil he knows. But as long as they remember who the captain is, what do we care?”

“As long as Wickett remembers it. Listen, Billy told me something interesting: Their commissions are dated the same day!”

“Oh dear, and both of them lieutenants, ha ha!”

“Yes, I laughed too, till I thought about it.”

“One thing I bet is true about Wickett,” said Dick, “he ain’t the sort who should take kindly to being made a dry nurse. No hand-holder, he.”

“No, I’d resent it myself, but no fear about Billy: he’s a fine seaman. He don’t need his hand held. But sure there must’ve been a mistake—”

A voice rasped, “You don’t mind if I shove in my oar, do you?” and we both jumped. With his hands clasped behind his back, Wickett glowered down at us and said, “Mr. Towson, I presume. Had a lovely holiday down on the old plantation, did we?”

“Indeed, sir, yes, thank you.” Dick touched his hat and said, “You must be Mr. Wickett.”

Ignoring the abbreviated salute, Wickett thrust out his pointed chin and said, “Crackers and colored paper, roast goose and creamed turnips, stewed cranberries and wassail, I bet.”

Dick put his hands in his pockets and forced a smile. “Along with the ham and roast beef, yes sir, except we had turkey instead of goose. You ought to try it, it’s quite as good—”

“And sixpences—I am no stranger to the glorious turkey, Mr. Towson, and you will kindly keep your hands out of your pockets while you are in my ship—and sixpences in the pudding, too? Or maybe Spanish pistareens is more your style.”

“Not at all, sir. Father had some ten-cent pieces—”

“And perhaps an African wench afterwards, to warm y’self on a cold winter’s night, hmm?”

Dick stiffened. “Really, sir! A gentleman resents being spoke to in such a way.”

“I am sure he does. Now, sir, I met a man below, a very large and very black man, who said he belongs to you. He said his name is Jubal and that he’s to be rated able.”

“Oh, yes sir. We’ve been sailing on the Chesapeake since we could walk. Certainly he should be rated able.”

Wickett pulled his thin lips down in such a deep snarl that the ends of his long, pointed nose and chin seemed to be trying to touch each other, like the tips of a new crescent moon, but his voice was soft. “If a man says he is an able seaman, then I believe him,” he said. “His shipmates will soon set things right if he lies. There is no criminal so hated as a liar, at sea. No sir, that is not what I am about. You intend to pocket his wages, I assume?”

I could tell Dick was astonished, but he had the sense to hide it. “Of course, sir,” he said. “You can’t trust a nigger with money.”

It wasn’t unusual to ship slaves as seamen and keep their wages. It was frowned upon in some ships and accepted as a matter of course in others, and I’d never thought much of it until I saw the way Wickett took the news. He leaned over Dick, thrusting his face into his, and the farther Wickett leaned forward the farther Dick had to lean back, tucking his chin in till he looked like a turkey contemplating an approaching hatchet.

“When coming aboard,” said Wickett, “it is customary for gentlemen to report themselves to the officer of the watch.”

“That would be you, sir?”

“Of course that would not be me. We’re at anchor watch, you pup— the gunner has the deck.” In larger ships with larger crews, first lieutenants never stood watch. But Wickett was our only commissioned officer besides Billy, and the fact that he would have to take a watch once we got to sea must have stuck in his craw. As the color left his face the stain on his brow seemed to get ruddier, as if it was sucking up the blood. “Now, if it ain’t too much trouble to you,” he said, “we would like to get under way. Damned inconvenient for a fellow, I realize, but necessary if we are to get to San Domingo. Pray, would a gentleman object was he asked to lay aloft to superintend the setting of the main tops’l?”

“No, sir,” said Dick. Then, as Wickett frowned even deeper, he touched his hat, said, “Aye aye, sir,” and ran to the main shrouds.

“And do try not to issue too many orders, Mr. Towson,” called Wickett after him in a cheerful tone, as if they were the best of jolly fellows. “I believe the topmen are acquainted with their business already.” He watched Dick scamper up the ratlines. Then he leaned over and said in my ear, “Won’t he be annoyed when he discovers that Mr. Blair has gone ashore after some misplaced letters, and we have missed our tide. He’ll have gotten tar all over his nice clean breeches for nothing.”

Rattle-Snake didn’t weigh anchor till the beginning of the second dogwatch, as it turned out. There was considerable grumbling about bad luck, and Wickett made mention on the crew’s behalf (and in their hearing) to Cousin Billy about tempting fate by sailing on a Friday.

“Friday sail, ill luck and gale, as the sailors’ doggerel has it,” said Wickett. “I put no faith in it myself, sir. But because Jack believes it, if anything untoward happens he will see it as having come from sailing on a Friday. And because he will expect bad luck, he will see it in every sprung spar, in every blown-out sail, in every stubbed toe and torn finger.”

As it was the master’s watch, Cousin Billy told Wickett to get on about his business. Besides, he pointed out, a ship’s day began at noon: if Wickett had been ready to go when he had been asked to be ready to go, it would still be Thursday, “a day that has no meaning whatsoever to even the most superstitious foremast jack.”

“One cannot command the tide, Captain,” Wickett said, touching his hat and walking away.

“Come back here, sir!”

Wickett turned and stared, and then strode back to the quarterdeck. He touched his hat again and said, “Sir.”

Said Cousin Billy, his jowls all a-quiver: “I won’t stand for slovenliness, Mr. Wickett. You must salute me on my quarterdeck, and you must do it proper. Let’s get that clear from the beginning.”

“Aye aye, sir.”

Wickett doffed his hat, bent in a bow that was just this side of insolent, begged Billy’s pardon in a flat ugly unreadable voice, set his hat exactly square on his head again, and stalked forward to his station down by the foremast.

The hands at the capstan had stopped what they were doing to watch. You couldn’t blame them for it. It was shabby on Billy’s part, ungenerous and ungentlemanly, however right he might be. And it was possible that Wickett had merely been making an observation, and that he’d meant no disrespect by the abbreviated salute, and that he’d never even contemplated the idea of lingering in harbor merely because it was Friday. But it looked bad.

And the men at the capstan were still staring. I recollected myself and shouted, “Here you, don’t stand there gaping like ninnies!” They pantomimed shame. “Mr. Horne,” I said to one of the bosun’s mates, a broad-nosed, wide-shouldered, yellow-toothed Negro with a mass of long black wooly braids knotted at the nape of his neck, “mind what your people are about.”

“Aye aye, sir.” Horne shifted his wad of tobacco from one cheek to the other. “Hey, you,” he said to the nearest man, “mind what you’re about.”

“It’s just as easy to say a man’s name as to say ‘Hey, you,’” I said, even though I myself couldn’t have placed a name to more than a couple of the faces around me. It was just the sort of thing an officer said.

Horne indicated how often he had heard it by grinning around his cud, but he answered mildly: “Aye aye, sir.”

When the order came to commence heaving, a few of the men looked me in the eye when they spat into their hands before leaning into the capstan bars. Whether it was insolence or approval, only time would tell. They walked the schooner forward till the cable was nearly straight up and down, to the squeaking of the fife and to Horne’s shouts of “heave cheer’ly! One more pawl! Get all ye can! Ready for the heavy heave—heave!”

“Mr. Rogers,” said Cousin Billy, “I want to see how she handles. I have the conn, if you please.”

“Very good, sir.”

His hat in his hand for gesturing, Billy stepped forward to the break of the quarterdeck, where he could observe the ordered chaos aloft and alow, and shouted, “Make sail! Aloft sail loosers! Some of you men there, lead along your tops’l sheets and halyards. Tops’ls there, lay out and loose!”

Leaving Horne to finish seeing the cable rousted down, I ran aloft with the maintopmen. I had my usual secret moment of fear as I hung back-downward in the foothooks, the futtock shrouds, which are spread outboard as they pass around the cap, but there was no time to think about that. I threw myself across the topsail yard and felt with my feet for the footrope, and shuffled and squirmed out to the horse, which is an extra footrope at the end of the yard. The horse is necessarily hung close, making it an uncomfortable perch for a tall man but cozy for a half-pint like myself. It dipped and swung as the man next nearest inboard stepped on it, half on the horse and half on the main footrope. I clung to the yard with my elbows and began yanking gaskets loose with both hands.

“Anchor’s a-trip, sir! Straight up and down!”

“Stand by,” called Billy. “Let fall!”

“Main tops’l away!”

“Fore-tops’l away!”

“Lay in and down from aloft! Hop to it, lads. Man your tops’l sheets and halyards!”

Wickett caught me by the collar as I ran by. “How can you see what your men are about when you are out on the yardarm? An officer’s job is not to do things, but to see they are done.”

“Sorry, sir.”

“I know you will do better another time.” He slapped me on the back and said, “Look, the jib halyard is fouled. Get for’ard and see to it!”

The breeze pressing against her topsails gave Rattle-Snake sternway. Billy took a stance next to the tiller and said, “Put your helm alee.” The steersman put the tiller over. “Helm’s alee!”

Rattle-Snake’s stern came around to larboard, eased along by the backed fore-topsail until the main topsail filled. The steersman put her helm over and she began to glide forward. “Hands to the braces!” The fore-topsail yard was swung around, the sail filled and we gathered speed. “That’s well your braces! Hands to the mains’l!” With her square topsails braced around, the schooner glided out of the harbor, her great fore-and-aft mainsail rising as she went.

We turned south at two bells in the first watch—that is, 9 PM—with the light on Bodkin Point visible on the starboard beam and Rattle-Snake prancing to the white horses on Chesapeake Bay. The clouds had broken, swept away on the wind, and in the starlight the bay glittered like new-hammered steel.

Dick grinned at me, teeth chattering, and I grinned right back at him, thinking what a glory it was to be a sailor on such a night.

“There, that should do her,” said Cousin Billy to Mr. Rogers. “Try not to run us onto anyone, and watch out for ice. Call me if in doubt or the wind gets up, will you?” He finished scribbling his night orders on the slate and said to me and Dick, “You may stand down now, gentlemen. Will you join me for a nightcap?”

“Thanks all the same, sir, if you’ll excuse me,” I said. “Mr. Wickett offered to let me stand the middle watch with him, so I guess I better turn in while I can.”

“He’ll let you stand the middle watch? Good lord. Will you join me, Mr. Towson, pray?”

“With pleasure, sir.”

“Why dance with the mate when you can dance with the skipper,” I muttered when Billy had gone.

“That’s right, mate,” said Dick. “No sense in polishing a rotten apple.”

The schooner carried no guns on her lower deck, which was a blessing for it gave us some room to live in. But she had not been built as a warship, had not been designed to carry ninety-six men, boys, and officers with all their baggage and stores and livestock, and so even I had to stoop under the deck beams. The air was already thick with the familiar fug of dried sweat, damp wool, and the manure sloshing around in the pigpen right forward, but it was warm. I made my way through the rows of men swaying and snoring in their hammocks till I came to the midshipmen’s berth.

Our cabin was a canvas-screened cuddy on the starboard side, just forward of the mainmast. It was every bit as dark as the hole we’d lived in, in the Aztec, though smaller, but it was far less cramped with only me and Dick to share it. By slinging our hammocks diagonally we had near seven feet to stretch out in. It could have been worse—we could have had bunks, which we’d rattle around in the moment we fell in with any kind of a sea, and which would be forever damp from the working of the seams. However, some craftsman long ago had lined the timbers of our fourth wall with a convenient set of cabinets and drawers, with even a shelf with a hole sunk in it to hold a tin washbasin. What deck space we had was mostly taken up by our chests, which we would use for chairs or tables as occasion demanded.

I stripped off my coat and boots and helped myself to a slab of Dick’s ham, which Jubal had slung from a deck beam where it would be handy, and swung myself into the upper hammock. I had been asleep for what seemed only a few minutes when a shadowy figure staggered in and nearly knocked me out of bed.

“Rise and shine, starbowlines,” came Dick’s voice, whispering in the dark. “Here I come with a sharp knife and a clean conscience!”

“How many bells have gone?”

“The time is eleven and three quarters o’clock, or near enough as makes no difference. You know, that stout fellow Trimble broke out some damn fine whiskey. Father Graves is an artist, as I said once upon a when. Damn fine, laddy ol’ mad, Matty ol’ lad. He’s a bit put out with you.”

I peeped out from under my blankets. “Who, my father?”

“Mad Billy Trimble. You remember him.”

“Sure, he’s the captain.”

“Say, you’re right.” He reached out a finger and poked me in the chest. “Surely you could find some other way to butter up the first luff than by spending a winter’s night on deck with him and leaving your own cousin and best pal all alone.”

“But that ain’t—”

A third shadow joined us: Jubal, come to tuck Mars Dickie into bed. I pulled on my boots, grabbed my hat and greatcoat and went on deck.

The four chill black hours that followed were as miserable as I had expected, except for a curious thing. While Wickett was drilling me in taking lunar and star sightings, the sky having remained clear, he said, “You sir, you’re a good Republican lad, ain’t you?”

I said I guessed I was although I was too young to vote and didn’t own the necessary property anyway, and to my surprise Wickett put his hand on my shoulder. I could not be sure in the dark, but he seemed to be grinning.

“Then you need never fear,” said he. “I remarked your toast yesterday in honor of our good vice president. It is said Tom Jefferson is no friend of the Navy, but that is merely the Federalists’ story, the concoction of royalty manqué, who fear democracy even more than they fear plays and poetry and love and everything else that makes life worth the trouble of living it.”

He stared at me for a long moment in the darkness, and then continued, “However, we must recommence this interesting line of thought at a later date in more comfortable surroundings. In the meantime I should be much obliged was you to go forward and kick the lookout, if he has fallen asleep.”
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“Campbell brings to his writing a feel for his period and an understanding of
naval seamanship and traditions that are not often seen in maritime fiction.
His characters are sharp, genuine and fascinating, his plotting fast-paced and

authentic.”
—James L. Nelson, author of The Only Life That Mattered

“Campbell writes with a vivid immediacy and understated authority . . . His
evocation of life aboard a small man-of-war in the young United States Navy
during the Quasi-War with France is superb, his characterization is both
acute and realistic, his dialogue witty and shrewd . . . a delight to read.”

—Richard Woodman, author of the Nathaniel Drinkwater series

“Campbell is one of those all-too-rare historical novelists who understands
that the real world turns less often on acts of wisdom and courage than it

does on folly, incompetence and blind mischance. Refreshingly cynical.”

—Jonathan Lunn, author of the Killigrew series
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