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Late afternoon shadows darkened the cobble-stoned streets.
Without breaking stride the young man bent and retrieved a small loose stone and tossed it into the air, wondering what distant sea had polished it smooth, knowing it had arrived as ballast in the hull of some wandering vessel. He glanced back at the harbor, its ships toy-like now, and thought fleetingly of far away lands he would never see. Then stately brick town houses again blocked the sun, enveloping him with a shudder, so he quickly strode on continuing his own small journey.
A frigid nor'easter varnished the early fall landscape with ice. Trees adorned with a million diamonds glistened in the slanting late rays of the sun.
Even though the snow had not yet come in earnest, ice crackled underfoot and chamber pots froze beneath beds and had to thaw upside down in the sun to be emptied.
But Samuel McCreed Mueller didn't notice the cold. He was on his way home from the school. On his way home to his mother's cooking.
It wasn't a particularly pleasant walk, when merely breathing the biting air was painful and the passing scenery no more than stark leafless trees and barren fields. Nor was he looking forward to facing his stepfather, Edward Mueller, a frugal man whose hard ways made Sam particularly enjoy his time away from the farm.
Since keeping a horse at school for a full week while he was attending classes would be a waste of good horseflesh, Sam was obliged to ride Shank's mare the ten miles from Boston to Mueller Manor each Saturday afternoon. But with the long strides and boyish energy of a gangly, seventeen year old youth who had nearly reached his height, he covered the cold ground quickly.
As the spires and shops and row houses of Boston gave way to open fields and pastures, Sam caught a lift with a neighboring farmer returning from a delivery. The wagon clattered and clanked down the bumpy path, and the sheep it carried left enough manure so that Sam was obliged to ride crouched on his knees to avoid staining his breeches. His legs tired almost as much as if he had been walking. None-the-less, he gave the farmer a hearty wave and "thank you" as he jumped out at the Mueller Manor gate.
He still had a quarter mile to the house alongthe poplar-lined road. Dairy cows turned their heads and lazily watched him pass, their breath billowing in the cold as they lowed a greeting. They went back to curling their tongues around the last of the dry, brittle pasture.
As Sam mounted the stairs to the back porch of the big farmhouse, the sweet smell of baking bread mixed with that of a pork roast cooking. Entering, he shucked his scarf and coat, then stood for a moment inhaling the pleasant aromas. Hearing the door slam, his mother poked her scarf-wrapped head out the kitchen door.
"Sam--you're early...good. You can sit with us for supper for a change." She motioned him in with the wooden spoon she carried and her eyes took on a special warm glow at the sight of him. "Wash-up and fetch your brothers." She brought the spoon playfully across his backside as he passed, and he flashed her a smile.
Sam's Natural father, Eric Schroder, had died shortly after Sam was born, leaving his mother to support her young son. Since Mueller Manor needed both a housekeeper and tutor, Kathleen Mulhany Schroder, had come to the farm as an employee. Edward Mueller’s first wife, the mother of Sam's four stepbrothers and two stepsisters, had died just one month earlier.
Edward hired Kathleen, waited the proper year after his wife's death, discarded his black arm band and promptly asked Kathleen to marry him. She was a beautiful slender woman with shining dark hair, fine features, and gleaming gray eyes. She had a quiet manner that belied a quick, fiery Irish temper. Only in the last few years had she begun to show the effects of hard farm work. Lines etched the corners of her eyes and mouth; still the men at the market- place gave her admiring glances.
Born a Catholic, after her marriage she had become a Lutheran at the insistence of her husband, a hard-working German merchant. She had quietly instructed Sam in the old Catholic faith, though his father had decreed he be baptized Lutheran.
She stood at the wooden sink pumping water, watching Sam, her only Natural child, cross the barnyard. He vaulted a three rail fence in an easy motion and made his way across the corral. Her chest filled with pride at the way he had adjusted to the farm, and now to the rigors of school. He was a child no more, and without a father, his childhood could have been a difficult time for both of them.
Again the back door slammed and Kathleen smiled as her husband settled his big square frame into a ladder-backed chair and bent his thinning blond head over his generous belly to tug off his boots. She bent over to help him, wrapping her apron around a muddied one.
"It's a good thing the apples are all gone, Edward. A few more pies and you wouldn't be able to see your boots, much less pull them off."
"I always fatten up for the winter, Kathleen." He smiled then groaned as she removed the second boot. "Thank you. That feels better." He stood in his stocking feet, wiggled his toes, then retrieved his long-stemmed pipe from the rack on a shelf near the stove. He sat contentedly, tamping it as she worked.
Kathleen glanced up and saw her son disappear into the hundred year old Mueller Manor barn. He had just turned seventeen, his frame not yet filled out, but his eyes were a soft golden brown and his dark brown hair was thick and wavy. With his honesty and intelligence, she believed he would grow into the best kind of a man.
In the double doorway, Sam paused to let his eyes adjust to the darkened interior of the large dairy barn where his stepbrothers tended a calving cow. He arrived just in time to see the calf drop. It was lucky to be born in the Mueller barn. Fresh straw covered the birthing stall floor and it was always spotlessly clean. Massive timbers supported the snows in the heaviest winters and tightly fitted caulked siding kept out the strongest winds. The lofts couldn't hold another fork full of hay and the split wooden hay forks hung neatly stowed with other tools. Hand swaths, broad-bladed hoes, hammers, saws, axes, adzes, braces and bits, planes, and huge collars and tack--all hung neatly arranged along a far wall.
The newborn calf bleated a complaint of its ordeal, rolled, and tried to gain his feet as his mother proudly licked him clean. Klaus, a barrel-shaped man with blond pork chop sideburns and the ruddy red cheeks of the Muellers looked up as Sam approached.
"No sooner does this little fellow see daylight, and the sausage maker appears. It's a bull calf, Sam. You'll get this one." The little calf's luck had faded almost before it began. One of Sam's ongoing responsibilities on the farm, school or no, was the making of sausage, scrapple, and souse. While the heifer calves went to the dairy, the bull calves were fattened for meat and by-products.
"I think I'll wait for you boys to get a little weight on him," Sam responded, as Klaus strained and tugged the cow to her feet. "We're called to supper," Sam added, jumping down from the stall fence where he'd climbed to observe.
Sam still had to look up to all the Mueller brothers. They were half-a-head taller and more powerfully built, a little like hog's head barrels.
As they entered the kitchen his mother bent over the stove. "Sam, fetch that plate of biscuits," his mother said.
He pulled the tin plate from the warming bin over the stove and added the heaping plate to a table laden with the fresh pork roast, baked apples, steaming green and yellow squash, gravy, and greens. The usual home-ground mustard and homemade mayonnaise flanked breath-catching horse radish ground to a fine paste, and sticks of cinnamon for the cider. Fresh black bread and butter sat on the table, and a pitcher of buttermilk was as close as the potato cellar at all times.
Grace was offered, perfunctory but reverent. Little else was said other than "pass the" or "a little more, please."
When the meal neared its end, Klaus, the eldest, leaned back in his ladder-back chair, dug his short-stemmed pipe out of a trouser pocket, and tamped in his tobacco. He turned to Sam, the only dark-haired Mueller besides Kathleen.
"Well, now that you're becoming an educated gentleman, Sam, maybe you can tell me how to get the corn to yield a bit more."
"Na," countered Sam, "you'll have to check the Almanac. My corn class doesn't start till next year." His brothers knew his school had no agricultural classes, much less a corn class. But his mother was proud of the education he was getting.
"With this farm divided among six families, someone will need to figure how to get it to yield more...too much more, I fear."
Sam held his tongue, but inwardly he cringed. As the youngest at the table, and a stepson, he felt the outsider. Even Edward Jr., who was close to his age, had always remained distant, preferring the company of his older blood brothers.
Edward Sr. crinkled his liver-spotted brow. "This farm has provided well enough for us all, Klaus, and it will continue to do so." He turned his attention to Sam. "Have you seen your cousin Ernst about? Wilhelm tells me he does not do well in his studies."
"I haven't seen him since the first of last week." His cousin was two years older and attended the university. "I had hoped he would do better, but I do not think he will. He has no interest in school. It's too bad he couldn't live on the farm." That remark brought a groan from the others, but they kept their remarks to themselves.
"You'll not have to put up with me," Edward Jr. put in. "Not if Father will speak to our congressman about my appointment to West Point."
"Humph," his father grunted, clamping down firmly on the pipe stem, the red veins in his ruddy complexion standing out, particularly the ones on his balding head. "Have you, Father? Have you written the congressman for me?" The look the boy garnered was enough of an answer. He wisely left the subject alone and turned to the cobbler Sam's mother set in front of him.
Edward looked sternly at Sam and shook his head.
"Well, I know that Wilhelm is disappointed. He had so counted on Ernst joining him in his medical practice. I know you two boys are friends. Why don't you speak to him?"
"Yes, sir." Sam felt closer to his step cousin, Ernst, than to any of his step brothers. Ernst spent his summers at Mueller Manor and the two of them, along with Tug, the Mueller Manor black Freedman, spent endless hours hunting and fishing. Sam never felt the competition with Ernst that his step brothers constantly thrust on him.
As the smallest, as well as the youngest of the boys, Sam had born the brunt of many a joke and rough teasing. As they grew up, it had never been beyond the Mueller boys to thrash Sam severely at the slightest provocation. Only in the last two years had they learned that he could fight, and would, anytime he felt wronged or imposed upon. Blackened eyes and swollen lips taught them to remember they had been scraping, even if they bested him. Now at least their teasing was tempered with mutual respect.
Sam excused himself early. He'd done enough reading during the week so he didn't join in as Edward read aloud from the Farmer’s Almanac. Instead, with a full stomach, he curled into his feather bed and was soon asleep.
The Sabbath was well respected on Mueller
Manor, but the work on the farm waited only for the short respite of prayer and the paying of respect to the church--cows still had to be milked and meat not cared for would spoil. After a four mile ride to and from the church, Sam spent the afternoon in the lean-to at the side of the
smokehouse, making souse and scrapple for Edward's delivery to the markets in Boston.
The day went quickly, and by the light of tallow tapers Sam completed his schoolwork for the following day. They had been on the road for an hour Monday morning before lemon yellow washed the eastern sky. With the birds singing their welcome to a sun not yet warm enough to melt the ice from the road, Edward dropped Sam off at the gate to his school.
"See you next Saturday, son." Edward extended a hemp sack to his stepson. "Do well, and try to encourage Ernst."
Sam grabbed the sack full of souse prepared especially for his teachers and jumped down from the wagon, waving to his stepfather but worried about his cousin. He knew the family would soon be in an uproar over his slovenly habits and lack of ambition.
“Edward!” His brother, Wilhelm, smiled from the top of the stairs. “You’re just in time for tea. Come into the kitchen. The drawing room is full of patients.” From the entry of the brownstone, they made their way down a little hallway past a roomful of people who glared at Edward. He knew they believed he was usurping their turn to see the doctor.
“It’s good to see you, Wilhelm.”
“How are things at the farm?” his bother asked. Although he was thinner and had a fuller head of hair, Edward thought his brother looked older than he. His thick mane had gone nearly white, and lines abounded around his eyes and mouth.
“Everything is fine, and here?” Edward sat down at the kitchen table.
“Not so good as they might be.” Wilhelm sighed. “I had a visit from Ernst’s schoolmaster this Sunday. He’s suggested my son withdraw from the university and investigate other areas of endeavor.” He averted his glance as he poured their tea.
“Ah, these boys.” Edward shook his head. “Sometimes I wonder.” He reached out to take one of the cookies that sat in the center of the table, thanks to Mrs. Foxe, Wilhelm’s housekeeper, who doubled as his nurse.
“What do you think, Edward? I so wanted him to take up here as a physician. Now...well, he has no trade, no prospects. What do you think I should do?”
“Maybe a job as a clerk will help settle him down. Nothing like good steady work to turn a boy to seriousness. Or perhaps the military. Edward Jr. keeps pressing me to get out congressman to get him an appointment.”
“But Edward Jr. had the marks for it. Ernst does not.” Wilhelm pulled a small kettle from the stove and freshened their steaming tea.
“He has enough education for the trades,” Edward suggested, biting into a cookie. “You know every merchant in Boston. Maybe you can find him an apprenticeship of some kind?”
“I don’t know.” Wilhelm swept back a tendril of white hair that fell across his eyes. “I just can’t see him as anything other than a physician.”
“We would be happy to have him on the farm. You know
that.” Edward rested a large hand on his brother’s shoulder.
“No...no, I made it off the farm and so shall he. I’m sorry Edward, I didn’t mean that as it sounded. I don’t mean to belittle the farm.”
“No offense taken, Brother. The farm is already stretched with so many, and another family would be difficult. Still, if you need us... .”
They continued to talk until Mrs. Foxe leaned her buxom frame into the room and sternly reminded the doctor there were patients to attend.
Standing at the corner, young Ernst Mueller ran a hand through his carrot-red hair and watched his Uncle Edward's wagon clatter away. He approached the brownstone, then hesitated, kicking at a multi-colored cobblestone. It rolled off down the slight incline of the street, cracking and clattering its way in front of the other townhouses. Finally as it was growing dark and the last of his father's patients left, he walked as far as the doorway.
"Why, Master Ernst, what are you doing home on a weekday?" Mrs. Foxe looked at him sternly as she let a last patient out the door.
"Has Father finished for the day?"
"He has. He'll be down to supper in a few minutes." She gave Ernst a pointed look and started to say something, but reconsidered and turned toward the kitchen. The strong smell of lamb, which normally would have whet Ernst's appetite, almost sickened him as he crept quietly up the stairs to his room.
His father was well into a mutton chop when Ernst made his way to the table. "Sir," Ernst mumbled, taking his seat.
"Don't 'sir' me young man. You should be using that address to your professors right now. What are you doing home from school?"
"Father, I just don't think I was cut from the Nate
cloth as you. I don't--"
"You mean you're lazy," Wilhelm sputtered, "and you don't study and you--"
"Father, I don't like school or my instructors. I don't want to attend anymore." Ernst's face reddened until his freckles were almost imperceptible.
"Professor Keets was here yesterday, Ernst. You haven't been to class in a week. How do you expect to do well when you don't try?"
The food cooled on their plates while the argument heated. Soon Wilhelm stalked from the brownstone, leaving Ernst to try the first bite of cold lamb. The suet stuck to his teeth and gagged him. With a grimace he pushed away from the table and made his way quietly up to his room.
Wilhelm threaded through coils of line, nets, piles of lumber, and sails being mended as he walked the street along the quay. He always looked to the sea to heal his spirits. His argument with Ernst had putting him in such a temper they surely needed healing today.
With deep calming breaths, he inhaled the moist salt air and made his way along the rough board docks. After walking for over an hour, he turned into a waterfront pub, making his way across the straw-covered floor. A rough place, men crowded together, laughing and shoving. Smoke hung over dim whale oil lamps and the dank air reeked of sweat, ale, and the pungent odor of shellfish cooking. It was not a place he would normally frequent, but frustration demanded a drink.
"Doctor! Doctor Mueller, it's good to see you. Would you care to join us for a drink?" A tall broad-shouldered man in a braid-trimmed tail-coat and white cravat extended his hand. Wilhelm thought the man well-dressed for this rough place. "I'm Bryant. You treated my mother, Adele
...Adele Bryant, just last week at the hospital."
"Yes, yes I recall. I trust she is doing better? I
haven't seen her for the past few days."
"Fine, thanks to you. May I buy you a mug and a pipe of tobacco in appreciation?" The man led him to a corner table where another equally well-dressed man sat sipping a mug of ale under an old style tri-cornered hat and drawing on a long-stemmed pipe.
"This is my friend and partner, Mr. Sturgis," Bryant said. "Mr. Sturgis, meet Dr. Mueller."
Wilhelm sat and gratefully accepted a mug of rum and a pipe from the supply kept at hand by the blue-aproned publican. As the evening wore on, and more mugs disappeared, the conversation turned to his reason for being at the dock, his confrontation with his offspring.
"Sons are most always a problem," Sturgis said, his dark brow furrowed together. "You should let us try a hand at the boy, doctor. Our trade will test the mettle of any man."
"And what is that, sir?"
"Why the sea, doctor. Mr. Bryant and I own two of the finest ships and four of the finest brigs ever to round the horn. We sail to Alta California with trade goods, and--a gracious God willing--back with hide, horn, and tallow."
"Nothing like the sea to put iron in a man's
backbone," offered Bryant. "Hard work. Plain food. The salt spray in your face. Exotic ports. Nothing like it! Many a rebellious boy has left for a year or two on the sea and most always a fine man returns."
Sturgis offered his comments while Wilhelm took a deep draw on his pipe. "If I were a young lad trying to find my niche in the world, it would surly be the sea for me." He reached across the table and laid a hand on Wilhelm's shoulder. "We're in need of bright young men with strong backs, and it sounds as if your boy is in need of some honest hard work. If for no other reason than to show him the wisdom of a good education."
Wilhelm drew on the pipe and released a cloud of smoke into the room. The words rang true. Smiling, he began to question both men at length.
The following morning at breakfast, listening to his father's words, Ernst left the table thinking school might not be have been as bad as he had thought. His father, with a well-earned headache adding to his gruffness, had offered him an ultimatum--sign aboard the brig Virginia, or be thrown out of his father's will and tossed out of his house. He was to begin packing at once.
Samuel Mueller reined the hired little sorrel mare into the livery a block behind his Uncle Wilhelm's stately townhouse, the note his cousin had sent tucked into his pocket. He ducked as the mare sidestepped through the low entry.
"You must pick many a gentleman's hat from the mud with that low door," he said to the young boy who ran up to take his horse.
"How long will you be, sir?" the boy asked.
At seventeen Sam didn't get many "sirs." Dismounting, he gathered his gangly, youthful frame to its full height. "Only tonight. See that she has a fair share of oats. She has earned them."
Ernst was sailing on the Saturday morning tide and the note said he wanted Sam to come and celebrate--or commiserate--with him before he left. As Sam strode up the cobblestone street, he felt a twinge of envy. His cousin was not a man to admire, certainly not by his stepfather's standards, but still he couldn't help it. Although Sam knew he was quicker than his cousin mentally and physically, Ernst had always been larger and stronger. His two year age advantage and added bulk set the stage for admiration, even though his slovenly habits detracted from it.
Sam bounded up the stairs between carved limestone lions and opened the door. "Ernst, you old sea dog, where are you?"
"Lord, Lord, Master Sam." Mrs. Foxe stepped back as Sam slammed the door. "It's a good thing the doctor's not home. He'd have your hide for raising such a stir."
Sam smiled at the buxom lady. She always smelled of fresh bread and sweet cakes--and treated Ernst like the mother he'd hardly known.
"Mrs. Foxe, you blaspheme and Gabriel will have you in Beulah Land before you have a chance to grow old and fat. Where's my rascal cousin? Hanging from the yardarm already?"
"Now don't you tempt fate. I don't sleep now for
worrying 'bout the young master."
Sam left her in the hallway, wiping her hands on the apron she wore, and entered the drawing room. He was surprised to see his stepfather, Edward Mueller, deep in conversation with Ernst.
"Father," Sam said. "I'm sorry. I didn't realize you were coming to see Ernst off."
"I came with a delivery for the merchants," Edward replied with his usual gruffness. "Since you're here, it won't do any harm for you to listen to this, too." Edward filled his pipe from the small tobacco table near his chair. Behind him, Sam's cousin rolled his eyes in exasperation.
"Now, where was I? Yes, unacceptable behavior at the university is one thing, but at sea...at sea it could cost you your very life." He removed the pipe from his mouth and using it as a pointer, tapping Ernst in the chest with the stem. "There will be instances where a mistake or misjudgment could have a permanent effect, not only on you, but on your shipmates as well." Edward sat back and drew on the pipe. "The sea is unforgiving, no place for foolishness."
Between drawing on the pipe and pointing with the stem, he warned Ernst of every potential problem from too much sun to syphilis, which he referred to as the French sickness--a subject which brought knowing glances and hidden smiles between the boys.
Finally, Edward pulled his watch fob from his waistcoat, snaked the simple iron-cased watch out, gazed at it, then looked sternly at his nephew. "Do yourself proud, my boy, for you and your family...but above all, for yourself." He paused, looking suddenly uncomfortable. "Come home a man, Ernst, but come home to us in one piece. I'll say no more on the matter."
He turned to Sam. "Son, you and Ernst fetch a sack full of hams and souse from the wagon. It won't do to have the boy come home skin and bones."
The two escaped to the street. Sam filled a sack with hams and bacon, souse and cup cheese. "Eat the cheese first as it will spoil in a fortnight." He handed the sack to his cousin, then his mood changed. "Aren't you a bit afraid? It's far to the wilds of California."
"Na," Ernst replied smugly. "Many men would pay for the chance to see what I will see. It's a good thing Father is a friend of Mr. Sturgis and Mr. Bryant. They took me to visit the fine brig I'll be sailing on. I do feel, considering my education, that I should be aft the mast, not fore--that means I should have been made an officer--but that will come soon enough."
"I'm sure it will, Ernst."
His red-haired cousin smiled. "Enough of that. I promised you a romp with a buxom lass if you came to spend this last eve with me sooo... ." Ernst's pale blue eyes twinkled mischievously in his freckled face.
His note had indicated an unforgettable time, if Sam would come. There were definite advantages to having an older cousin, Sam thought. Especially one who lived in the city. Sam was a country boy with limited knowledge. His few walks in the woods with a neighbor girl had been little more than heated kisses until he'd finally summoned the courage to undo the ties on her blouse and touch her breasts. She enjoyed it for a moment then indignantly threatened to tell her father about his brazen actions. A threat that would have resulted in a severe thrashing from his step-father at best, or a trip to apologize to her parents at worst.
Ernst placed an arm around his shoulders. "Well my young friend, you may be in luck. My father's good friend and neighbor in yonder town house has been kind enough to journey out of Bostontown. It so happens that his housemaid is a lovely Norwegian lass, who has, or so she claims, an equally lovely sister. You'll not have to take a buttered bun, but will have your own tasty morsel."
In a worldly manner, he added, "She has been kind enough to invite me in for a bit of tea and a romp in her attic room several times over the summer past." He lifted a red eyebrow in a attempt at a look of sophistication. "And we've been invited this very eve, if her sister can slip out to join her."
"Do they not live together?"
"Na, the sister is indentured to the money changer who lives in the next block. They're fortuNate to be so close. I haven't seen the sister, but Ingrid is a pleasure, quick of mind and equally quick with a corset string." He winked at Sam.
"Don't we take a great risk, trifling with another man's property?" Sam nervously shifted his feet.
"You will find, my country cousin, that a swelling of
your breeches results in a shrinking of your restraint." Ernst laughed. "Once that happens, you will hardly worry about such trifles."
"Boys," Edward called from the house, "are you
finished gathering the sausage? I must be on the road. It will be dark now before I'm home."
"You're heading home tonight, Father?" Sam asked.
"You saw the ice on the road. We still have corn in the fields and there is much to do." Edward joined them at the wagon, pulled his big frame up onto the seat, then looked over his shoulder at Ernst. "Remember you have much to learn. The ship's crew will not know of your lack of success at the university. Don't let yesterday use up too much of tomorrow." He whipped up the team. The strong odor of the hams and souse still in the wagon faded as it rolled away, iron tires clattering over the cobblestones. As an after thought, Edward called over his shoulder, "Sam, study hard."
Sam waved and the wagon turned a corner out of sight. The boys hurried to the cellar and were well into a jug of West Indies rum when they heard Ernst's father returning home. Tucking the jug behind some old musty trunks, they headed for the stairs.
"Now the trick will be to convince Father that I must say good-bye to some friends," Ernst whispered. Then they heard Wilhelm's stern voice.
"There you two are. Have you packed yet, Ernst?" Wilhelm's glance strayed toward the hidden jug, and he smiled, never staying mad at his son for long. Sam wondered if he suspected they'd been celebrating Ernst's farewell.
There is little time left," Wilhelm cautioned. "You
say the tide turns at four a.m. Then you must be onboard well before."
"Yes, sir. And thank you for the chest." He'd spent most of the afternoon filling a small leather chest with gear the brig's owners had recommended and his father had provided. He supposed his father had softened at the thought of sending his only son so far away. He'd given Ernst not only the gear and the chest, but enough gold coins to pay his passage home from as far away as California. Uncle Edward had quietly slipped him a twenty dollar gold piece as well, a month’s wages for a young man, and even Mrs. Foxe offered him a few pence from her savings, which he magnanimously refused.
"You have your Bible?" his father asked.
"Yes, sir. And a Farmer’s Almanac that Uncle Edward brought me."
"Good. Are the rest of your things properly stored? Have you hidden--"
"Yes, Father. The little box is magnificent." His father had also given him a black lacquered, mother-of-pearl inlaid Oriental box. Its finest feature was a system of intricate panels which, when moved in the proper sequence, opened a false bottom where he'd stored his gold coins in packed straw so they wouldn’t give up a telltale rattle.
"We must leave for the dock by eleven," his father
said. "It would not do to be late."
"Father, there is no need for you to be up at that hour. Sam has offered to deliver me to the brig. He would like to see her."
"You know I'm used to being up at all hours."
Turning to Sam, Wilhelm added, "I appreciate that Sam, but I will see my son to the brig. Now let's sup together this last time. We won't be together again for a good long while." He called up the stairs to the housekeeper. "Mrs. Foxe, I hope you've supper enough for some very hungry men."
Mrs. Foxe outdid herself with Ernst's farewell supper,
and Ernst outdid himself convincing his father that he should say good-bye to his many friends. Ernst knew the wine and the brandy that followed such a meal would ease his father's restraint--and he was right.
Sam and his cousin waved to Wilhelm, who followed them to the door, and the pair started down the street into the darkness--away from Ingrid's house. They continued around the block, approaching from the other direction. Sneaking down the side yard, Ernst picked up some pebbles and flipped them at an upstairs dormer window. A pale face rimmed with blond hair appeared in the lighted opening and quickly disappeared. In a few seconds the rear door opened and Ernst hurried in. Impatiently, he motioned Sam to follow.
Entering the house they proceeded down a dimly lit hallway then up a narrow carpeted stairwell, its walls covered with expensive flowered wallpaper. The upstairs door opened onto a well-lit room, and the harsh light revealed two giggling girls, one slightly older than the other.
Both girls had long blond hair and limpid blue eyes. They wore simple woolen dresses, but cut daringly low with a corset that pushed their full breasts together. Sam stared at the cleavage until his concentration was broken by the sound of Ernst's voice.
"Well, Ingrid girl, this must be your little sister. A pretty bit o' fluff--I believe she'll do well enough for my country cousin."
Sam blushed and extended his hand. "I'm Samuel
Mueller. Pleased to make your acquaintance."
Ingrid laughed, grabbed her skirt, and curtsied. "Well, if yer not the proper one--for a man who comes a'visitin' in the dark o' night." She giggled impishly. "This is Gretchen."
Gretchen patted the bed next to her. "Sit and tell me about your school," she said, pronouncing school in two syllables with the an emphasis on the first. Sam sat down and Gretchen turned to him, putting a knee up on the bed to touch the outside of his thigh. Sam glimpsed a shapely ankle over the top of a dainty lace-up half boot.
He tried to carry on a conversation while glancing
from exposed ankle to laughing eyes and back to full pale cleavage. An occasional whiff of her sweet floral perfume made him giddy. Whenever her knee touched his leg, he felt the warmth of her body. Leaning back, she propped herself on an elbow and covered his hand with hers.
"Ingrid, girl," Ernst said, "did you manage to save a bit of the jug I brought the last time I visited?"
Ingrid giggled. "Of course I did."
"Where have you hidden it?"
Pushing aside the patchwork quilt, she reached under the bed and pulled out a half-gallon jug. She uncorked it, and with one motion, laid it over a freckled elbow. She took as long a draw as Sam had seen any man take, then handed the jug to Ernst, who repeated the process, handing it on to Sam. He imitated them both, coughed and gagged on the high-proof rum, then passed it to Gretchen. Giggling, she drank deeply then passed it back to Ingrid, where the process began again.
As they talked and drank, Sam realized the girls were both older than Ernst. He guessed Gretchen was at least twenty-four. He tried to act mature and was thankful he had just eaten a large meal as the drinking continued. Finally, Ernst struggled to his feet and pulled Ingrid up with him. Sam rose as well.
"Are we leaving?" he asked.
"Hardly, Cousin." Ernst pointed to himself and then to Ingrid, slightly slurring his words. "We are. We're takin' a little walk down the hall. You'll do jus' fine
…jus' fine…right where you are." He laughed drunkenly and stumbled out the door with Ingrid close behind.
As Sam sat back down next to Gretchen, she fell back across the bed with her long, slender arms outstretched. "It's sooo comfortable here…don't ya think so, Samuel?"
"Why, yes. Yes, it is," he answered nervously.
She raised up on an elbow, her face close to his. "Don't ya find me the least bit pretty?"
"Why, of course, I do. Yes, I…of course you're pretty." He groped for more words, but didn't have a chance to say them as she clasped him behind the neck, pulled him down, and covered his lips with a kiss.
She tasted of rum and sweetness and surprised him by
running her tongue into his mouth. It didn't take long before surprise and hesitant curiosity became heated passion and he groped for her, his hand cupping over her breast.
Gretchen seemed to know she had a neophyte on her hands and was enjoying it. She toyed with him, pushing his hands away, then pulling them back. Finally she pushed him off her and rose.
"If yer gonna to do this, Samuel, ye had best be doin' it right."
His eyes widened as she quickly undid the ribbon ties on her woolen bodice and her full breasts sprang from their constraints. The dress and corset fell away and she stood in her thin pantalets, stockings, and lace-up boots. Bare breasted, her nipples went hard in anticipation.
"Well, ya just gonna lay there looking the oaf? Or are ya gonna shed yer breeches?"
Sam could hardly take his eyes off her breasts as he tugged off his shirt and boots. He rose and shyly turned away, sliding his breeches down his long legs. Gretchen laughed and drew him down on top her in one hasty motion. She had shed the rest of her garments, and he felt the warmth of her rounded curves beneath him.
Cupping his face with her hands, she covered his mouth with kisses, thrust a hand between their bodies, and guided him inside her. "Yust let Gretchen show ya," she whispered against his ear."
As she gripped him with her strong firm thighs and began gyrating her hips, Sam gasped at the surprising heat that enveloped him and at his own instinct which led him on.
Afterward, they lay entwined for a while. When he started to get up, Gretchen pulled him back down and rolled to lay beside him. Patiently, she stroked his chest and thighs, and he felt his interest rise again.
Sounds in the hallway jerked him from her grasp and he scrambled for the door. It was only Ernst, who shoved it open and peeked through a slight crack. He mumbled something, his red hair gleaming in the low light of the whale oil lamp. "How you doin' cousin?"
Gretchen rose and pushed the door shut, banging Ernst's head mercilessly before Sam had a chance to answer. "You will not get off so easy my little rabbit," she said, leading him back to the bed.
This time it was she who shuddered, then moaned a low cry of pleasure and collapsed on top him. When she curled beside him like a contented kitten, he felt like shouting for joy but lay quiet, smiling mischievously instead.
It was another hour, and another more gentle interlude, before Ernst again banged on the door. "Come on, cousin. I got to get to my ship." This time his drunken words rang with a hint of urgency.
Gretchen slid her arms around Sam's neck, pulling him back and kissing him once more. "Good-bye my little rabbit. Ya may be a young one, but it's a handsome buck rabbit ya are." She laughed as he made his way out the door.
"Bye, little Buck," Gretchen whispered throatily as
Sam and Ernst left the house.
The two boys made there way down the street laughing and crowing. "I've never met a girl like Gretchen before," Sam said. "She really…really liked me!"
"She really liked the gold piece I gave her, my little country cousin." Ernst slapped him on the back, his freckled face splitting into a grin.
Sam felt his cheeks flush hotly while Ernst continued to beat him on the back.
The entry clock in Dr. Mueller's hall struck eleven when Ernst and Sam stumbled in. It was a good thing it chimed; Sam had trouble focusing on the clock face.
"Father!" Ernst called up the stairs.
Mrs. Foxe peered out of her monk-sized room at the end of the entry hall. "Your Father was called out on an emergency. There's a note on the table."
Sam grabbed the note and carefully read it to Ernst.
Dear Ernst:
I may not be able to see you off.
Mrs. Ames has started her labor. If the baby comes in time, I will see you at the brig. If not,
do proud for yourself.
Good sailing,
Dr. Wilhelm Mueller
Ernst smiled at his father's formality. "Always the doctor," he mumbled. "Well, Sam, it looks as if you win the chore of seeing me off. You'd like to see the brig, wouldn't you? I'll jus' get my things. You get the carriage."
Sam ran to the rear of the house--the carriage was gone. His uncle must have taken it. He thought for a moment, then remembered the little sorrel he'd hired and ran to the stable. The stable boy, asleep in the loft, groggily refused to come down to fetch the mare. Sam left a coin on a worktable covered with leather mending tools, and fetched
the horse himself.
Ernst stood at the curb when he returned. The boys struggled but were finally mounted, the sack of hams and souse hanging from the saddle, the little trunk balanced on the pommel in front of Sam, Ernst hanging on behind.
"Are you sure you got everysing…everything?" Sam
corrected.
"I think so." Ernst pulled a bottle of brandy from his bedroll. "See!" The little horse plodded down the cobblestone streets while Sam and Ernst passed the bottle back and forth.
Half an hour later they reined up at the dock. The brig, Virginia, towered above them, its naked masts cold and ominous, like two giant leafless trees in a winter forest.
Watching from the rail, Henry Tacker, the Virginia first mate, saw the boys arrive. The one in front tried to throw a leg over the horse's neck, but he lost his balance. A trunk he held fell to one side, he to the other. The boy and bedroll on behind, crashed off the back. The two sprawled on the rough board dock, laughing as Tacker turned from the rail and the drunken scene and headed down the aft ladder.
He stopped at the captain's door. "Sir?"
"Yes, Mr. Tacker?"
"If you'll be loaning me a bit of the ship's grog,
there'll be no need of a hunting trip. Seems the ginger-hackled boy who signed on," Tacker said, referring to Ernst's red hair, "brought another lad along, and they're drunk as seven lords."
"That'll be fine, Mr. Tacker."
Hard Tack, as he was known to the crew, returned to
the deck, where the Mueller boy was authoritatively pointing to the rigging, repeating what he had learned on his first visit to the ship.
"She's a hundred twenty feet from bow to stern, and twenty-two feet in the beam. A full ship carries three masts, but as you can see, cousin," he hiccupped, "a brig has only two."
"God, Ernst," said the dark-haired boy as the first mate approached. "I don' know how you'll ever learn all the ropes, much less all the rest."
"They're not ropes, they're lines," Tacker said with a booming, cheerful voice. "Welcome aboard, Master Mueller. And who's your young friend?"
"Ish' a fine ship you have here, sir," the dark-haired boy put in before Ernst had a chance to reply. "A fine ship indeed."
"Actually she's a brig, but I'm glad you think so, lad. It's obvious you're a man of the sea, with a fine eye for a sailing vessel." Tacker smiled inwardly at his sarcasm.
"Why, no. No, sir,” the second boy said, “To tell the truth, this is my firsh'…my first time inside one…and I've only come to see my cousin off." He finished with a belch. "'Scuse me."
"This is my cousin," Ernst said proudly.
"Pleased to meet you, Mr. Mueller. I'm Henry Tackett, first mate aboard the Virginia."
"Pleased to meet you, Henry," the younger boy said, swaying against the rail. The boys dropped the locker, bedroll, and sack of hams to the deck. One of the hams rolled out onto the holystoned pine.
"Well, what have we here?" Hard Tack picked up the ham in one hand, admired it, and picked up the sack with the other. "I'll see to these. Now let me show you about."
They descended the aft ladder under the raised aft section of the brig. Hard Tack rapped briskly on the captain's door. "Captain, Mr. Mueller and Mr…his cousin…here to pay their respects."
The door opened and the captain focused cold blue eyes
on the boys. He extended a long thin hand. "Good to see you men. Come in, come in. I was just about to have my nightly before retiring."
The boys smoothed their coats and stepped through the door. Curled up in a bedroll at the side of the captain's locker was the captain's boy, Ahmed. Asleep, he didn't stir. The room, unlike the musty hallway, smelled of incense and tobacco. A fine Oriental rug covered the floor, and a fur spread draped over a deep goose down mattress. A polished brass oil lamp rested on a rosewood writing desk and another swung from the ceiling.
"Who's this fine looking young man?" The captain
asked, looking the second boy over with a critical eye.
"Another Mr. Mueller…a cousin, it seems," Hard Tack answered.
"Pleased to meet you. You must be a seafaring man, by the look of you." The captain cut his eyes to Hard Tack, trying not to smile.
"No. No, sir. I'm a student. Samuel Mueller."
"We must toast to a fine voyage. It's a custom to
bottoms up to a new voyage. Damnable bad luck if you don't." The captain passed a mug of grog to each man. "Gentlemen! To the voyage!" He drained his without a breath.
The two boys looked at each other. "Prost!" said
Ernst, and they followed suit.
"Well done, men." Hard Tack smiled. "In fact so well done, another would suit me. How 'bout it, Captain? It's not every voyage gets started with a fine young man like Mr. Mueller." He took a hefty swig from the mug, then wiped his mouth with the back of a hand. "Do you sing, Master Mueller?"
"I have sung…in church." Ernst smiled foolishly. "Well, that's a fine thing." The Captain laughed. "On
board a brig such as this, not a hand touches a line unless it's done to a seafaring song." He broke into a shanty and Hard Tack joined in. They swung their mugs in time to "Heave To The Girls," and Sam and Ernst clapped to the beat.
Sam eyed the two smiling men and thought what a
grand adventure Ernst was going on.
After three more mugs and another hearty song, the first mate waved them to the door. "Now to see the rest of the brig."
Sam mumbled, "It was good…to make your aquain
…to meet you, Captain…er…sir." He made his way the few steps to the ladder, then slipped twice as he ascended. Ernst followed blindly, unable even to voice an objection.
"I'll be showing you to your quarters." Hard Tack led the way almost the length of the ship. He took them down a ladder into the forecastle under the slightly raised fore deck, then shoved them into bunks. "Why don't you boys rest awhile?"
Other men were asleep in the forecastle. Their snoring and coughing disturbed the silence. Hard Tack smiled sardonically, watching to see that the boys made no effort to get up, then listened until their heavy breathing steadied. Laughing and pleased with himself, he headed toward his quarters, whistling a happy sea shanty. It was the easiest Shanghai he'd ever accomplished.
Sam awoke with a start, groggy, but aware that he was not where he should be.
His head throbbed and the bile rose in his throat. He raised a hand to his brow, then dropped it quickly. It reeked of his own vomit.
The bed rolled. Jesus, he was still onboard the brig! He rose too quickly and cracked his head with a resounding thump. Dropping back to the bunk, he pulled a splinter from his forehead. Squinting, focusing his eyes on the bottom of the bunk above, only eighteen inches away, he waited for the aching to subside. It didn't. Ignoring the stench, he cradled his head in his hands and tried to gain his composure.
The air was dank and the forecastle dark, but light shafted in through a hatchway. He needed fresh air and a drink of water. Carefully rolling out of the bunk, he staggered for the ladder. The rolling of the ship and his dizziness conspired, and he grabbed the bulkhead.
Finally, he climbed up, momentarily blinded by the sunlight but refreshed by the blast of cool breeze. His eyes adjusted to the brightness, and he stared out over the rail.
"My God!," he gasped. "We're at sea!" Focusing on the brawny first mate standing at the rail amidst coils of hemp line, he remembered some of the night before, and rushed forward. "Henry! Henry, I must have fallen asleep, we must…I must get back to shore!"
The coastline of Massachusetts faded into the mist,
aft of the little brig.
The big first mate glanced over his shoulder. His looked turned to one of disgust when he saw who hailed him. He stared back out at the disappearing coastline. "This ship stops for no man, much less a sogger of a boy."
"No! Henry, you must help me. I have to get back home."
The first mate spun, reached out and grabbed Sam's collar with a gnarled, powerful hand. He stared at him with icy eyes. "My name is Mister. Mister Tacker to you. The next time you speak to me, if you have good reason, it's Mister or you'll wish it had been so. Do you understand?"
Sam focused his bleary eyes on the pockmarked, scowling face of the big first mate. He was only a four inches taller, but his massive arms and shoulders dwarfed Sam’s thinner frame.
"But…then I must speak to the captain."
"You'll speak to the captain, or me, only when spoken to. Now get below. You'll serve on the starboard watch and earn your keep while aboard this vessel."
Sam stared at him, unmoving.
Hard Tack spun him toward the forward ladder, shoving him and booting him squarely in one motion. "When I speak you had best learn to jump!"
Sam stumbled down the ladder to his bunk, rubbing his backside, looking over his shoulder. There had to be some mistake, he thought frantically. He had to be in class. He turned and started climbing back up the ladder.
Hard Tack waited above, the light outlining his massive shoulders and thick bull neck. Sam jerked back, feeling the wind as the first mate's booted foot barely missed his face. He tumbled down the ladder landing flat on his back on the smooth holystoned deck of the forecastle. He stared up at the big silhouetted figure filling the forecastle hatch.
"Boy!" Tacker yelled into the darkness as Sam retreated to his bunk. "You do just as I say or it'll go hard on you." The husky sailor stalked away.
In the dim light Sam could just make out his cousin
Ernst, still asleep or passed out in a nearby bunk.
He's supposed to be here, Sam thought bitterly, I'm supposed to be in school. The family would have no idea where he was. He had to get off the ship.
With a groan, Sam closed his eyes and lay back down on the narrow hard bunk. His stomach churned, and the bile rose up with every rool of the ship. Lying there as long as he could stand it, his stomach threatening to erupt at any moment, he scrambled back up the ladder and crossed the deck to the rail. This time Hard Tack only laughed as Sam lost what little was left in his belly.
Lying in the scuppers, where rough-weather water poured off the deck through the railing, Sam hung his head clear of the deck. Foamy water swept past the hull ten feet below, making him even dizzier, and he had to close his eyes.
He was still there hours later, when the starboard watch was called. As a laughing crewman dragged Sam to his feet, he saw Ernst make his way onto the deck.
"Don't sham Abram with me, you two." The first mate confronted them both.
"I'm not pretending," Sam looked him straight in the eye. "I’m sick as a poisoned rat.”
"You're sick all right," Hard Tack said, walking toward them, "brought down by bottle fever. You were both drunk as David's sow when you came aboard last night." He shoved them forward. "Its time to earn your keep, soggers." Hard Tack laughed as they stumbled ahead of him. "Old Dutch there will teach you how to keep your feet under you."
"What are you doing here?" Ernst muttered, his eyes wide and bloodshot. Before Sam could answer, a grubby looking red-faced sailor hurried to their side.
"I'm Swill, the second mate." He hissed foul breath through the opening where his front teeth were missing. Sam was sure the balance of the blackened and yellowed stubs would soon follow. "There's no talking while yer on duty. If you have time to talk I'll be finding a bit more work for you to do." He spun Ernst to face him. "I'm told you're name is Ernst, and a hard-headed gentleman you are."
He took Sam's lapel in a rough, callused hand. "And what do you answer to, boy?"
"He's my cousin, Samuel."
"Natty boy. Well, Natty, you and yer cousin follow
me."
The last thing Sam wanted was to be known as "Natty boy." Suddenly not wanting to be associated with this vessel in any way, he remembered what Gretchen had called him just a few hours ago. "Buck,” he said. “Call me Buck.” Ernst looked at him curiously, but held his tongue.
"Ernst," Swill ordered, "you go aft and help with the tarring down. One and Baldy will break you in." He pointed to two sailors filling a bucket from a hogshead full of tar. "Bucko, you follow old Dutch." Swill pointed to a barrel-shaped, red-faced sailor. "He'll learn you how to splice."
"But, I'm not supposed to be here."
The man leaned close. "Supposed don't count no more,
boy." His rancid breath made Sam's stomach roll anew. Buck, he silently corrected. He was Buck until he got back home. "Follow Dutch, that ol' butter bucket knows the way of the sea," he said, using the sailor's nickname for any Dutchman.
Apprehensively, Buck made his way aft. The hogshead
fumes made his eyes water and burned the back of his throat, gagging him. He watched Ernst being hauled aloft, his blue eyes flaring in fear. They'd slung a line under his arms and taken a turn under his buttocks. He rose high in the rigging, a bucket full of tar in one hand, a brush in the other--and a very remorseful, very frightened look on his face.
The men began to sing a sea shanty as they hoisted Ernst aloft, but the hearty tune only made Buck's head hurt more. I wish I were in school, he thought morosely. The notion was punctuated by a wave of nausea and he ran for the rail again.
"Hang with it, boy," Swill sympathized as he passed. "It won't be long before ye get yer sea legs."
But Buck wondered if he would ever be well again.
Buck awoke the next day without the hangover, but still too queasy from the rolling of the ship to eat. He began to learn a few things from Dutch and to make friends with the rest of the men on the starboard watch.
By evening, he felt like eating. He noticed each man had his own bowl and spoon and took it with him to the chow line.
"Dutch, where do I get a bowl for supper?"
"Boy." Dutch's brows furrowed in his ruddy face. "You had best be worrying about cold weather gear, and what yer bein' paid--and what to do with those boots." A smile crossed his broad face as he studied Buck's work boots, then he turned serious. "The high work will have your soul if you don't have proper foot gear. See Swill and he'll show you to the slop chest. You can get yourself a bowl and spoon, too. Without 'em you'll get only a dog's portion."
"A dog's portion?" Buck asked.
"Aye, a lick and a smell."
Buck laughed for the first time since he'd come
aboard, and went to find Swill.
The second mate, complaining as usual, led him to a chest full of old gear where he picked out clothes that came close to fitting, and a battered pewter bowl and wooden spoon. "This'll be comin' from your wages boy, if you prove worthy of any. Now get back to your job."
The brig was being prepared for winter. All permanent lines that stayed the fore and larger aft masts, those that did not run to haul sail or set trim, were covered with tar. Cracks in the deck work were chinsed with sizing pulled from hemp ropes. All lines, blocks, and tackle were mended. Work was a plentiful commodity on the little hundred twenty foot, square-rigged brig--and Buck was learning. He had no choice.
"Grub!" shouted a grizzled black cook who stuck his head through the narrow hatch of the doghouse at the base of the main mast. Buck ran for his bowl and spoon. A gruel made of cooked raw wheat was ladled into his bowl and topped off with a glob of molasses and piece of salt pork.
Cracker, the cook, a small, wiry, dusky-colored black man with tightly curled steel gray hair and a peach pit complexion, eyed Buck as he filled his bowl and savored the sweet smell.
"Where be your shipmate?" Cracker asked. "You boys
need to get that old shore sweet meat out of your gut and get some of this salt pork down, and you be feelin' better. Take your mate this."
He handed a large chunk of the stringy but nourishing salt pork to Buck, and gave him a wink and toothy grin. Buck immediately liked the man, who reminded him of Tug, the freedman who was his hunting companion. As he walked away, he got a terrible yearning to be home, hunting or fishing with Tug.
Ernst still hadn't made it to the cook house. Buck
found him on his bunk in the musty forecastle. "Ernst, get this in your stomach. The sooner you do, the better you'll feel."
"Thanks, Sam. I'll try."
"The name's Buck now," he corrected, crawling into his own bunk. He was asleep almost as soon as his head hit the splintered boards of the narrow slit that served as his bed.
When he awoke, he realized Cracker had been right. After eating and another night's sleep, both he and Ernst were feeling refreshed and thinking they were ready for whatever the little brig had to offer. The weather strengthened and morning found Buck called to the foremast.
"Boy, you just follow One and Baldy, and do what they
say." Buck got a grin from the broad, sun-reddened face of the Dutchman. "Listen to them, and you'll be all right."
Buck climbed up the long, rough rope ladder behind Juan Dominguez and Urbaldo Rodriquez, two thin, aristocratic-looking Spanish sailors who carried the nicknames One and Baldy. They were both tall and lean, and as hard as the cross arms they raced for. Black flashing eyes and long thin noses offset their pure Castillian features. Their coal-black hair was pulled back--Baldy's nickname was not due to lack of hair--and a queue hung to each man's shoulders. They were hard at work, and singing the boisterous sea song, "Cheerily Men," long before Buck had reached what they told him was the fore royal, the topmost sail on the foremast.
"Just keep your mind on your work, Buckito," Juan said, looking through eyes as black as obsidian and down his long aquiline nose.
"Not good to be looking down," Urbaldo advised. "It is just like working on the deck, if you do not look down."
Sail was set, the canvas snapped to work with a
resounding crack. The ship heeled with the wind and, failing to heed Juan's advice, Buck's eyes widened as he saw nothing but water and foam below.
"Oh, God," he muttered to himself, his stomach churning like the white water directly beneath him. As he inched his way around in the rigging, the sailors stopped their singing long enough to chide him good-Naturedly and holler advice.
Starting back down once the sail was set, Buck made the mistake of looking for footfalls. The height and the exaggerated motion fifty feet above the deck caused him to cling to the rigging.
"Move it sogger! Move it!" shouted a sailor whose
path he blocked.
"Look at me, not your feets!" cautioned Baldy from
directly above where he clung.
Buck looked up, feeling his way from line to line as he descended. The next time he dared to look, he was only a few feet from the deck. He jumped, landed with a thud, and fell to the deck. "First time I'm glad to see you," he whispered to the holystoned pine of the brig that held him captive.
Later, after a supper of gruel and molasses, he was able to talk alone with Ernst for the first time. "I know the family will be worried sick. I'm sure no one knows where I am. Do you think we'll be putting into shore soon so I can get a ship back, or at least a letter off?"
"Either that," Ernst replied, "or I understand passing
ships trade mail. But don't count on getting off this ship. They tell me there's no quitting once you've signed on."
"But you know I didn't sign on! It was all a mistake."
"Mistake or not, cousin...I think you're along for the trip."
Sounds of the larboard watch singing, "Blow, blow, blow the man down," echoed across the deck as they began one of the many sail changes that kept the brig moving at twelve knots per hour through the choppy seas.
And with each of those passing hours, they drew farther away from Boston and family.
Buck worked the kinks out of his shoulders, back, and legs--sore and aching from his hours in the rigging. But it was his hands which took the most punishment. The hemp ropes were merciless. He had to go to Cracker for lard to ease the pain and help heal the thousands of little scrapes and cuts.
As the boys began to show some worth, the second mate, Swill, became more talkative. Seizing the opportunity, Buck began to question him.
"Swill, you seem to know every nook and cranny of this ship. Why is it you're not a captain?"
"I have been, boy...many a time, but I came by this nickname honestly. More than once I've drunk myself out of a cabin aft. My...my teeth hurt a lot and the rum helps." He stared at Buck over a veined and bulbous nose and through watery, bloodshot eyes. "Stay away from the rum, boy. 'Tis truly the demon they say 'tis." His wistful look hardened. "I am good with the stars, so they keep me as an officer...and I earn my keep."
"You're good at just about everything," Buck said.
He nodded. "And the captain caggs me while I'm aboard the ship."
"Caggs you?" Buck asked.
"Aye, I'm not allowed to drink while aboard." Swill explained that the second mate's job was a difficult one. He was an officer, but slept and ate with the crew. His direct command was the starboard watch, consisting of himself and eight sailors; yet he slept and ate with the larboard watch also: nine other sailors under the direct command of the first mate who had a private cabin aft next to the captain's.
Buck continued his questions. He'd seen the captain and the first mate conferring often near the wheel. "Why does the captain never speak with the crew?"
"That's not the way it's done, boy. I'm told our captain was the second son of an English nobleman." Swill lowered his voice. "He decided he was entitled to his father's lands as much as was his older brother. His father banished him when his brother survived an accident and told the tale of how it happened."
"You mean he tried to kill his own brother?"
"I said nothing of the sort, boy." Swill gave him a hard look and glanced quickly over his shoulder to make sure no one heard. "But, I'll tell you true. You'll not have to look far to discover the cloven-hoof aboard this cursed vessel. At any rate, the captain joined the crew of a Brit Man O' War when he had to flee. Ended up being pressed into our Navy, and it 'pears he did well. Got himself a private job...and a soft one if I do say. But don't get me wrong, he's a hard man. He'll book no foolishness. He's laid the cat o' nine tails on many a sogger's back." Dropping his voice to a whisper, he added. "And he's been known to be mean as a blood-crazed shark."
He looked around, as if he were telling the darkest secret. "But the worst is, it's said he's a back gammon player."
“A what?" Buck frowned, puzzled.
“A gentleman of the back door." Buck still didn't understand. "You don't think he keeps that young Arab just to empty the piss pot, do ye, boy?"
"I don't see what you mean," Buck said, dumbfounded.
"He's said to be a sodomite, you young fool," Swill whispered. "But if you repeat that, I'll say your dicked in the nob."
"I wouldn't repeat a thing said in trust...what's dicked in the nob?"
"Crazy, lad...crazy as a pet coon."
"What about the other men?" Buck asked.
"Well, God knows there's no cock alley for months at a time." Seeing Buck's blank look, he shook his head in amazement. "Womenfolk, boy. Don't you know nothin'?" Swill smiled, showing the yellow stubs of his teeth. "Some box the Jesuit, but if ye be caught, the captain's liable to make a capon of yer."
Swill shook his head in exasperation at Buck's naiveté. "Tis to play the whore pipe, boy. With yer hand."
Finally understanding, Buck nodded sagely. Later, he watched the captain carefully, looking for some indication of what Swill had accused him of. He didn't see it. The captain was not effemiNate, and Buck expected a man of that ilk would be. A tall, blond, aristocratic man, he paced the deck in the pre-dawn hours, never smiling, never saying a word except in low tones to the first mate.
Buck thought the rest of the crew was as interesting as the food was bland. The larboard watch was composed of two Finns, one Irishman, one Bostonian, two Spaniards, two Portuguese, and one Icelander. The starboard watch consisted of Dutch, Juan, Urbaldo, a half-Moroccan, half-Portuguese called Black Dan, Ernst, two Englishmen who had been pressed into service during the war of Eighteen Twelve and never gone home, Swill, and Buck. Nine men on each watch, including the second mate. Cracker, the cook; Ahmed the cabin boy; Hard Tack, the first mate; and the captain completed the crew.
Buck looked for the chance to make friends with Ahmed, but the strange, diminutive, smooth-skinned boy never strayed far from the captain's side the few times Buck saw him on deck, and he always slept in the captain's cabin.
The men were not the only occupants of the brig. Foremost on the deck, over the forecastle, was the pigsty. Buck drew the duty of caring for the sow and her six piglets when it was discovered he was a farm boy. He found the pigs to be excellent sailors, much better than the two dozen chickens who occupied cages on each side of the sty. They had stopped laying on the second day out.
Buck lost some of his enthusiasm for their care when Cracker informed him they were kept for the captain's table, and he found out the nickname for the poultry keeper, which he couldn't repeat without blushing.
As the newness wore off and the crew settled down to a regular schedule, Buck could see that Ernst was becoming bored. Unlike Buck, who found more to learn than he thought possible, Ernst looked for mischief or how to get out of work. While Buck delighted in doing a job well, Ernst delighted in being able to avoid work altogether.
Buck began to worry when Hard Tack took notice of his cousin's activities and overrode Swill's authority with the starboard watch. He sought Ernst to do the tarring, to empty the slop buckets from the mess, and worst of all to Ernst, gave him Buck's job of swabbing out the pigsty. He had to crawl on his knees through the muck in order to get it clean to Hard Tack's standards, returning time after time to the rail to lower buckets for clean saltwater, then again for buckets to clean himself. Ernst hated the job and began to hate Hard Tack.
The watches were clannish, each trying to better the other when called to all hands. Where the starboard watch would overlook Ernst's irritating traits, the larboard made a point of ridiculing him.
As the brig neared the equator, the breeze began to fail and more and more the little ship was hove to, waiting. On the twenty-fourth day out of Boston, booms and yardarms creaking with the slow roll of the ship, they lay dead in the water. Lifeless lines and dejected sails, now looking brown, spotted, and dirty in their slackness, waited.
Buck was bored and had to look for work for the first time since he'd been aboard. Being becalmed began to try all their nerves. Even the singing was muted and dejected.
Without a breeze, the heat became unbearable. The crew kept busy picking okum and hemp for caulking, mending line, and tarring, but the chief occupation was complaining. The hot sun and humidity also brought another kind of unwelcome life. Flies, roaches, and bedbugs began to proliferate.
And the lack of a breeze brought back the odors of shore. Smells usually carried away on the freshening wind--the hogshead of tar, the little pigsty, and worst of all, each other--now hung over the steamy deck.
The sea did not give a ripple. Indolently, it heaved up and down in great flat sheets of gray. The ship's booms, like batons, led a muted symphony. Only the yardarms creaked, responding with sound.
After days of making only a few miles headway, Dutch, Black Dan, One, and Baldy sat picking okum on the deck. Swill, Ernst, and Horace were aloft replacing a block that was not running properly. Horace was a big Boston boy of Norwegian descent who appeared a bit slow to Buck and a bit of a bully. He continually got more of his share of the gruel and salt pork, and always pushed his way into line. Buck noticed that even Ernst steered clear of him, excluding him from any of his horseplay.
Buck had talked Cracker into letting him help clean the galley and, since there was little work for the men to do, Swill did not complain about his absence on deck. Cracker teased Buck about his shoes, drawn from the slop chest and already beginning to wear through the sides.
"Boy, those holey shoes is fine for dis weather but dat snow and ice 'round de horn is gonna freeze your toes together like an old duck. If we gotta swim 'round, you gonna be fine."
"With all the hides in California," Buck said, "I'm sure I'll find a pair of boots as good as any made."
"No, dey got de hides, but we got de shoes and
boots in de hold, along with all kinds of trade goods. We hauls de hides to Boston, and de shoes back."
The conversation was interrupted by a shout from outside.
Buck stepped out of the cookhouse and looked up at a commotion in the rigging. High above, Horace hung with one arm looped over the yardarm, his flailing feet kicking freely. Swill caught him under his free arm, hauled him up, and helped him regain his footing. He stood on a taut line between Swill and Ernst, then swung a ham-like fist that caught Ernst a glancing blow on the temple and yelled an indistinguishable profanity as the red-headed boy rapidly retreated down the rigging.
Ernst made the deck well ahead of Horace and beat a hasty retreat to the middle of his watch mates. Horace and Swill raced up behind.
"You bloody, buffle-headed bastard," Horace sputtered. "You...you...I almost fell because of this...this sogger sonofabitch!" Horace directed his tirade to the crew in general.
Ernst carefully maneuvered the whole crew between
him and Horace. Hard Tack, who had been near the helm, came to see about the ruckus. "What's this now? I'll have no fighting onboard this ship!"
"This...he...I almost fell!" Horace shouted. "If it weren't your ship, sir, I'd beat his bloody head in. He kicked me right out of the shrouds!"
"I slipped, sir," Ernst said. "I almost fell myself. It was an accident."
"Well, well now." Hard Tack flashed a tight smile, the closest his pocked face had come to a grin since he'd seen Buck throwing up in the scuppers. "We need a bit of entertainment, and you two have a grudge to settle. Let me have a word with the captain."
When Hard Tack turned and went below, Black Dan pulled Ernst aside. "Boy, you stay away from him. Don't tie up with him no matter what."
"What...what do you mean? What's happening?"
Black Dan looked incredulously at a wide-eyed Ernst. "Why, boy, you've got a fight on your hands."
No gouging or kicking," the captain commanded, "fight fair as shipmates should." Obviously enjoying himself, he climbed to his familiar place on the quarter deck to watch the entertainment.
Looking like a man sitting down to a feast, Hard Tack pointed to a clear spot next to the galley. The crew clamored to the rail, to the top of the galley deck house, and fanned out across the deck. No one stepped in front of the quarter deck where the captain stood. Hard Tack climbed up to join Taylor-Johnson. Horace stood confidently at the center of the ten foot circle of men, his shirt removed, tufts of golden chest hair glistening in the sun.
He was only two or three years older than Ernst, but he'd been at sea for over ten years. His shoulders and arms bulged with muscles earned from years in the rigging. Outweighing Ernst by thirty pounds, he stood an inch taller. A crooked smile crossed his lips as the crew shoved Ernst forward.
The larboard watch tried to wager with Ernst's watch-mates--there were no takers.
Buck watched quietly. He didn't approve of his cousin's shipboard actions but still, Ernst was his friend. "Be careful," Buck muttered.
A boyish hundred and sixty pounds, Ernst raised his fists in the Queensbury tradition. His only possible advantage was speed. He had been in more than his share of boyhood scraps and managed an air of confidence.
Horace's smile faded and he lashed out with his fists, missing his target but catching Ernst on the upper right chest with a hollow thump. Ernst instinctively countered with a hard-thrown overhand left that landed on Horace's cheekbone, then quickly followed with a right that caught him squarely on the nose with a smack heard over the excited men. The left hook reddened Horace's cheek, but the right brought a rush of blood and staggered the bigger boy.
Horace's eyes widened, but he was not badly hurt. The blows brought a cheer from the starboard watch. One and Baldy pounded Buck on the back. "He does well, your cousin!" Baldy said.
Buck saw the glimmer of a smile cross Ernst's face as he closed with the larger boy.
"No, no," muttered Black Dan, but it was too late. Horace locked Ernst in a bear hug and squeezed, catching both his arms in Horace's own powerful, knotted ones. Ernst gasped as he ran out of breath and could not catch another. Horace's face contorted and his biceps bulged. Ernst's face reddened, his eyes bugged-out, and he gasped for breath. Horace raised him off his feet and slammed him to the deck as Ernst went slack in his grip.
On his knees, his head hanging forward, Ernst struggled for breath with wheezing gasps. Horace stepped in with a powerful uppercut, catching him squarely on the nose before he could rise. Blood spewed and the blow drove him back to one knee. A solid right smacked to the side of Ernst's head with a sickening crunch, sending him sprawling across the deck. He dizzily struggled to rise, a hand on the deck, blood starting in a thin line below his left ear and gushing from his broken nose.
Horace closed again, bringing his knee up into Ernst's already mutilated face. The crunch resounded across the now silent deck, and Buck charged forward. But the crew caught him, pinning his arms before he could get to Horace.
Ernst rolled over on his stomach, gasping for breath through a nose and mouth filled with blood. He managed to sit, his legs outstretched on the deck. Horace closed
again, kicking him full in the stomach. Ernst slammed back to the deck, unconscious.
Buck struggled against his captors. Black Dan grabbed him, pulling him face to face. "Easy boy...it's over...it's over. No one is much the worse for it. There'll come another day."
Buck set his jaw, blood pulsing with anger, but he stopped struggling. He would even this score, he promised himself as he eyed the laughing crew patting Horace on the back. Maybe not now, he thought, garnering his self control, but sooner or later.
He relaxed his taut muscles and the crew released him. Stepping forward, he knelt beside his cousin, face down on the deck blowing bubbles in his own blood. Buck grabbed a bucket, went to the scuttlebutt, and began to dip fresh water.
"Don't use the fresh, boy," Dan cautioned.
Again his jaw tightened. He relented and tied a halyard to the bucket, then dropped it over the side, retrieving it hand over hand. He poured the saltwater gently over his cousin. The scuppers ran red as he flooded the deck. Coughing and trying to catch his breath, Ernst slowly regained consciousness.
Buck sighed with relief and glanced up. The captain and Hard Tack stood laughing on the quarter deck. It was the first time Buck had seen the captain smile, much less laugh, since they had left Boston.
Helping Ernst to his feet, Buck guided his stumbling cousin down the ladder to the dank forecastle. As Ernst collapsed into his bunk, Hard Tack's shadow fell across the forecastle floor.
His voice gruff and demanding, he yelled from the top of the ladder, "Back to work you two. You're shift isn't over yet."
Buck ignored him. He tore two small patches from the tail of his shirt, rolled them into balls, and stuffed them into Ernst's nostrils, stemming the flow of blood. Then he turned to climb the ladder. Ernst tried to rise and follow, only to be pushed back into the bunk.
"You stay," Buck commanded.
When he reached the deck, Hard Tack waited, his pocked faced contorted in a sneer. "Where's Ernst? It's back to work for that sogger. He hardly got any exercise."
"He's going to stay in his bunk," Buck said resolutely.
"Why, you little sonofabitch. You'd sham Abram with me!" He lunged for Buck but Black Dan stepped between them.
"He doesn't understand, Mr. Tacker," Dan said. "We'll fetch the boy to his job. Come on lad." Hard Tack glowered at Black Dan, but made no move toward Buck.
Pushing Buck ahead of him, they descended the ladder
into the forecastle. "Boy, don't be forgettin' who's God on this vessel," Dan cautioned. "They can have your hide at any time. Now, get your cousin back on his feet."
For two long days, as Ernst healed and Buck seethed, the little ship bobbed in the doldrums.
Then the breeze began to freshen.
"Sail ahoy!"
The cry rang from a high yardarm. The captain hurried to the deck. He brought out a glass, looked the approaching ship over, then gave Hard Tack the order to come ten points to port. The two ships hove to, not a cable's length apart. The Aries furled smoke-stained sails. The fires under her trypots were quiet. She was one year, one hundred and eighty five days out of Baltimore and bound for home, lying deep in the water, laden with whale oil.
The mail was gathered from the men of the Virginia and
brought to the captain in his cabin. Of the twelve folded and wax sealed letters, six were addressed to Edward Mueller, Kathleen Mueller, or Wilhelm Mueller. The captain eyed them thoughtfully, then dropped them into a spittoon next to his writing desk. He dragged a sulfur head across the pine floor and after it flared, dropped it in on top of them.
Leaving, he turned to Ahmed. "See that they burn to ash."
Hard Tack selected four men to lower the longboat and pull oar. The hair on Buck's neck bristled as he saw a Mueller Manor ham being carried by Taylor-Johnson as a gift for the Aries captain. Buck hadn't seen the hams or souse since the night they had boarded.
Ernst was selected to man the oars, while Buck watched, envious yet pleased--his letters were on their way. For the first time in nearly four weeks he sighed with contentment. He hadn't dwelled on thoughts of home, but now this slight brush with the outside world brought a flood of memories. He wondered who made the souse and scrapple? Who ground and packed the sausage? The thought of the task falling to Edward Jr. brought a smile to his face--there was nothing the young boy hated worse.
As he lay in the equatorial sun, Buck thought of the cool breeze rippling the pond where he and Tug had catfished. He closed his eyes and could almost smell the pork chops and biscuits on his mother's supper table.
"Heave to, boys. Man the yardarms." The order jerked him back to reality.
He raced for the mainmast and led the crew to the foreroyal. Sail snapped to work in the stiffening wind, and they were underway again. The Aries disappeared to the aft, on its way to Baltimore.
After several days, the swelling in Ernst's nose disappeared, and Buck's anger subsided with it. He seethed with quiet resentment, but no real harm had been done, and perhaps Ernst had learned a lesson. Now at least his cousin behaved, he grudgingly admitted. No tricks and no dodging work. Still, at every opportunity, Hard Tack hazed him.
Ernst cleaned the pigsty every other day and was given the job of emptying the chamber pots from both the captain and Hard Tack's quarters, a job formerly assigned to Ahmed. The more withdrawn Ernst became, the more Hard Tack rode him. Swill sent him wherever he hoped Hard Tack wouldn't be, trying to protect him from the first mate's vindictive wrath.
On the twenty-eighth day out of Boston, the Virginia plowed across the equator with a favoring aft wind. Buck and Ernst were the only crew members who had not previously been there. As was the custom, they were initiated into the Honorable Order of Neptune.
The crew stripped them to the waist and ran them several turns around the deck. Blindfolding them, they doused them with buckets of sea water. Laughing, threatening far worse, they tied halyards under their arms and hoisted them up to the first yardarm, then they lowered them with a gut-wrenching rush and spun them until they were so dizzy they could barely stand. Again they were doused with buckets of salt-water.
Ernst took it resignedly. Buck tolerated it good-Naturedly.
Then, as the initiation drew to a close, Horace stepped in close, hitting Ernst full in the face with a load of sea water--and also the heavy wooden bucket. The crew fell silent.
Buck tore the blindfold from his eyes at the sudden quiet. The crew stood watching Ernst and Horace. It was obvious to Buck what had happened. Blood flowed in a small rivulet down Ernst's cheek, dripping onto his chest where it mixed with the sea water, making it look much worse than it really was.
Ernst stood, with an expression of stolid resigNation, blindfold still in place.
Buck's heart pounded. He clenched his fists and in two long strides, closed the distance. His blow, backed by shoulders that had now been forty two days in the rigging, caught Horace under his ear at the hinge of his jaw. Horace hit the deck as if he had fallen from the top gallant yardarm. Almost in the Nate motion, Buck scooped up the bucket on its first bounce, swung it over his head and brought it down flat on Horace's face with a sickening splat as Horace lay on his back, unconscious.
If Ernst's nose had been badly broken, Horace's was
horribly smashed. The bucket managed to split one eyebrow and chip his two front teeth. Dead silence reigned on the brig for a moment, then was broken by the sound of Hard Tack running from the quarter deck where he had been watching the initiation.
"Seize that man...seize him!" The crew hesitated a moment, then three men from the larboard watch grabbed Buck. Ernst removed his blindfold and stood wide-eyed, dumfounded by the scene.
"Bare his back and strap him to the mast," ordered Hard Tack, turning and gathering up the tail of a three-quarter inch halyard.
Buck struggled, but found himself bound tightly by rough hemp rope. As the line began its first whistle through the air, he realized what was happening. The first blow across his naked back staggered him and he fought to keep from crying out. Before he could catch a breath, the second landed with a resounding crack and he gasped. The third buckled his knees, but he clamped his jaw and made no sound. The forth blow, falling across his neck, blinded him for a moment but his vision returned. He closed his eyes so he wouldn't see the next blow coming.
He hardly felt the next few. On the tenth blow, he collapsed to the deck. Welts rose in inch-wide, bleeding crosses on his back. His gasping breath as the crew watched quietly was the only sound other that the whistling of the halyard through the air.
"That'll teach ye some manners," Hard Tack growled, collecting the halyard into a coil. As he turned away, he overheard one of the crew members mumble, "He's a tough landlubber. Not a whimper."
"I'll show you soggers whimper." The first mate spun back and again the line whistled over his head to come down across Buck's bleeding back. He jerked with a fresh spasm of pain.
"Bastard," Ernst whispered, then, fury sweeping through him, he slipped a ten inch marlin spike out of Dutch's belt. As Hard Tack flung his arm back to deliver the twelfth vicious lash, Ernst closed the half-dozen paces between them. He put the full force of both arms into the blow, driving the iron spike into the man's thick shoulder, sinking it a full two inches into his right joint.
The brawny first mate's eyes went wide. He dropped the hemp line and staggered back, fearing the second blow, then realized the spike was still embedded in his shoulder. Sinking to his knees, his face as white as the sail, he grasped the iron with both hands and tried to pull it free.
Buck missed the pleasure of Hard Tack's moan of pain and the sick look on his face. He had passed out--without uttering a sound.
Dutch stepped forward as Hard Tack lay on his back, still gripping the marlin spike embedded in his shoulder. The big ruddy seaman placed a foot on either side of the spike and jerked hard to remove it. Hard Tack cried out, one arm limp, the other clutching his bleeding wound.
The captain hadn't left the quarter deck. Without raising his voice, he pointed to Ernst. "Bind him to the center of that sheet. I'll scrape the insolence from the bastard. We'll teach this educated sogger some manners."
The men merely stood, staring at Captain Taylor-Johnson.
"I said keel-haul him!" he shouted.
Ernst was pulled to the rail by several of the crew members. One end of a long line was carried forward and passed under the bowsprit and then brought back to the opposite rail, where a pull on that end would drag Ernst under the brig. The hundred twenty ton ship had a beam of only twenty two feet and a draft of twelve, but she ran under full sail, cruising through the water at ten knots.
White water sang, roiling under her gunnels. Staring at the foaming froth below, memories Ernst had blocked for years flashed through his mind. He could see the little catboat his father had once owned. It lay on its side, knocked down by a gust of wind. His mother was in the water, twenty or thirty feet away from him. He yelled for help as his father swam toward him. His father dragged him, choking and spitting to the boat, hoisted him up on it, then began madly searching for his mother, but it was too late. She had already gone under.
Ernst remembered the taste of sea water, and of fear. He remembered his father crying as they clung to the catboat waiting for help.
Fear lay in is mouth like a copper serpent as he was readied for his ordeal. His shipmates pushed him to the very edge of the deck and hoisted him over the rail. His throat constricted, and his eyes began to water then burn with fear.
"Haul away," the captain shouted.
Ernst's body trembled with fright as he was jerked over the side. He grasped for the rail, fighting to hold onto it, but the power of ten pulling men wrenched him loose and he tumbled into the sea with a scream.
His watchmates had been standing by, observing the proceedings. Now they joined in. The faster they hauled him under the brig, the better chance he had to live.
Ernst's first sensation was one of white, white foam as he passed through the bow wake of the rapidly traveling ship. He cried out, taking in huge gulps of water, its saltiness gagging him, burning his throat, and finally his windpipe and lungs. The barnacles on the hull tore through his striped shirt and duck pants, ripping and splitting skin and flesh. He rolled and turned as he careened against the hull. Mercifully the rope slackened and he sank away for a moment, only to be slammed back against it. Again and again he slammed and scraped.
His lungs about to burst, he gasped for air. Receiving only a lung full of burning saltwater and sea trash knocked from the ship's crusty bottom, he blacked out.
The sea gave him up forty feet aft of where he was pulled over as the crew hauled him from rail to rail. They dragged him to the deck unconscious. Draping him over a cask, they began pumping sea water from his lungs. Cracker worked over him until the captain raised his voice again.
"Cook, you tend to Mr. Tacker; his watchmates will see to the sogger."
Each time a man touched Ernst, he came away with bloodied hands. But their efforts were rewarded with a gasp and a choking cough, then several more. Ernst's body had been cut and scraped over almost every inch, his scalp laid open to the bone by sharp barnacles, his pants and shirt torn to shreds.
As William Taylor-Johnson returned to the quarter deck, he spoke casually to Swill. "It seems the hull is in need of a scraping."
"Aye captain, so it would seem."
Ernst had been taken below before Buck came to. Dutch and Urbaldo untied him and laid him face down on the deck, dousing his back with saltwater to cleanse his wounds, but sending fresh pain racking through him.
After tending to Hard Tack and taking him down to his bunk, Cracker returned and gently applied a salve of lard and calomel to the cuts and welts on Buck's back. Cracker had taken great pleasure in Hard Tack's moans of pain as he had packed the first mate's wound, suggesting to the captain that he cauterize it with a red hot iron.
Unfortunately, the captain had not agreed.
"How's Ernst?" Buck asked as soon as he opened his eyes, then he flinched from Cracker's ministrations and gritted his teeth.
"Don't know boy, had to go aft first. Let me finish with you, then we go tend him."
"It looked like just a cut."
"No, boy. They done keel-hauled him. I guess you was passed out."
"What do you mean, 'keel-hauled'?" Buck started to get up, but Cracker urged him back down.
"Stay here and let me finish dis, den we go see to dat boy." Cracker finished applying the salve, following Buck as he struggled to his feet and headed for the forecastle.
Swill stood at the helm, Hard Tack and the captain were below, and the starboard watch was on duty. Buck would have been expected back on duty, lashing or no, if it had been his watch. He ran for the ladder, jumping half way down into the forecastle. He stopped and stared, his stomach luffing like the sails on a windless night. He wanted to run from the room at the sight of his torn and bleeding cousin, but instead bent over him. Ernst lay with one arm hanging to the deck, quietly moaning.
"Jesus, Cracker...Jesus, look at him. What did they... ? Those bastards! What did they do to him?"
"I done told you, boy. Dey keel-hauled him. Dey tied a line to him and hauled him under the ship." Cracker stared down at the bunk.
"Ernst...Ernst." Buck softly shook him, awakening him from his stupor.
"Sam,...I got him Sam," Ernst mumbled, then faded back into unconsciousness.
"Who's Sam?" Cracker scratched his kinky, steel-gray head. "Dis boy is dreaming of better places."
"What'd he mean, Cracker. Who did Ernst get?"
Cracker's mouth curled into a half grin. "He got Hard Tack, boy. Whacked him good with a marlin spike. Stuck him real deep...in the shoulder. Too damn bad it wasn't a little lower and a little deeper. He done it 'cause it looked like old Hard Tack was just gonna keep on whippin' you." He shook his head. "Dat spike went in real deep. I had to take both hands to pull it out."
Buck knelt beside Ernst's bunk, tears welling in his eyes. He wiped them away with the back of his hand, uncaring if Cracker saw. "What can we do for him, Cracker? He's cut real bad all over."
"We got to clean the trash out, den we gots to wait... . This salve will do a bit of good, but it's not the cuts what gets 'em, it's de coughs, once they gets all dat bad water in the lungs."
They began cleaning out the minute bits of shell and seaweed which permeated the cuts on Ernst's raw, seeping body. As the cuts begun to scab, clear lymph formed little wet spots. Soon Ernst was moaning again, and almost as soon, coughing. He hacked deeply.
"I seen dis too many times," Cracker mumbled, his hands working over Ernst's body. "The lungs keep gettin' full, they coughs and coughs gobs out of em', then de fever comes."
A shadow cast across Ernst's prostrate body. Swill stood in the hatch-way. "Buck... . The captain, he says for you to tend to. You'll have to leave him. I...I'm sorry." His expression and the softness of his voice betrayed the distaste he felt for having to pass the order along.
"Cracker, will you watch out for him?"
The little cook simply nodded. Too affected by Ernst's condition and his own aching and burning back to respond to the anger that now seethed inside him, Buck moved stiffly forward and up onto the deck. His back was on fire, every muscle in his body screaming out against movement. Still, all he could think of was Ernst.
Later, quietly working with Dutch sewing a bolt rope into a main top gallant that had blown out, he spoke his thoughts to his friend. "That son-of-a-bitch shouldn't be captain, Dutch. No man should suffer such brutal treatment."
"Boy, all who own harps are not harpists. He'll meet his comeuppance, but I fear not on this voyage."
"He may," Buck said softly.
"A wise man wouldn't try to swim against the tide, son."
Buck merely eyed him, and continued shoving his needle through the rope.
For the next three days, Buck cared for his cousin during every off moment. He couldn't get him to eat, even during his few lucid moments, but did manage to get water down him. Ernst coughed continually, a deep racking, phlegm-filled cough.
When Buck returned from the morning watch, Ernst lay on his back, one arm hanging to the deck. Spittle and phlegm had run out the side of his mouth and dried. His slack mouth hung open and his sightless eyes stared straight ahead. Buck moved forward slowly, unable to accept what he saw, his heart thudding dully inside his chest.
He stopped at the foot of the bunk, wanting to scream but no sound came. Instead he crashed a fist into the bulkhead, then slowly sank to his knees.
He sat their for long, pain-filled moments, staring at his cousin and friend, wishing somehow he could have saved him. Finally he rose and stood next to Ernst. With hands that shook he removed his shirt, dipped it in the bucket of water he kept next to Ernst's bunk, and carefully began to wash his cousin's face. He ran his fingers through Ernst's red hair, smoothing it away from his forehead, remembering times they had spent together through the years. When he finally glanced up, he saw Swill frozen in the doorway.
"Sweet Jesus, I'll get the captain." He spun and raced for the ladder.
Buck's chest felt full of hot rocks. His stomach churned, feeling oddly hollow. Fresh tears welled but he sobbed only once. His eyes were dry by the time the rest of the starboard watch congregated in the forecastle. They moved aside as Swill returned with Hard Tack.
The first mate watched Buck preparing his dead cousin's body. "Fetch Cracker. Tell him to get a bit of old sailcloth and get this sogger ready to make a hole in the water. You boys divvy up his things. He had nothing the captain or I will be wanting."
"No!" Buck snapped, his grief set aside by a steely resolve. "Any bastard touches my cousin's things will rot in hell before this day is over!"
"'Tis the custom aboard ship," Hard Tack grumbled."His things will be divided--"
Buck stood not two paces away, Ernst's ten inch knife suddenly clutched in his hand. Cold, unblinking eyes fixed on the big first mate.
"Well, you are a relative," Hard Tack stammered. "I guess that does make a difference." Turning away, he hurriedly climbed the ladder, one arm hanging limp at his side.
Within the hour the crew gathered at the rail. Wrapped from head to toe in sailcloth, sewed tightly by Dutch's deft stitches, Ernst was offered to the deep. The captain ordered the Dutchman to perform the ceremony. As they all looked on, the shrouded body slid from its bed of tilted boards, hung suspended for a moment as if reluctant to seek the cold depths, then dropped into the foaming sea and disappeared below the wake of the brig.
Buck stood staring at the water, which had accepted his dead cousin body with a nonchalance that equaled its immensity. His chest leaden, his mind reeling with emotion, he returned to his bunk and awaited the next watch. For days he spoke to no one, just did his work, slept, ate, and repeated the cycle.
The breeze remained steady. Each time he returned to his berth, he thought of home, longed for it. Thoughts of the family he'd left behind lingered on his mind now more than any time since he had left Boston.
He reasoned that if a man could die so quickly, without warning, at the hands of other men, maybe he should plan for tomorrow--but live his life for today. And maybe he shouldn't let others get too close.
He had disliked the captain and first mate prior to Ernst's death, now he distrusted and despised them with a hatred he never before thought possible. At first, he had at least respected them for their competence in handling the ship. Now he doubted even that.
If he was to live, he reasoned, if he was going to return to his home, if he was going to survive this voyage, he must learn all he could. Learning must become more than just a way to pass the time, it must become an obsession. Each of the men on board had skills, languages, talents. All had something to offer. He would seek what was valuable in each man, overlook what was not and be cautious of it.
He would glean that which he could use.
His mind sorted through the men he knew. Dutch was a good sailor, but more than that, he was well educated. He continually quoted the world's scholars and philosophers, quoting applicable lines for any situation. Buck thought Dutch must have read everything ever written.
Juan and Urbaldo spoke Spanish as only those raised with a language are able—and this ship was headed for Spanish-speaking California.
Swill was a navigator. He knew the stars, and a man who knew the stars would never be lost--on sea or land. The second mate had intimated to Buck on a late night watch, that Black Dan had been a pirate and a soldier of fortune. He wore an earring, which signified a sinking, or more pointedly, the survival of a sinking.
It was rumored among the men that Dan had sailed under many a privateer's flag and was expert with the cutlass, dagger, and musket. Black Dan had never said a score of words to Buck, but the stout little Portuguese was always willing to work next to him in the rigging. That meant a great deal onboard ship, for a man entrusted his life to his work-mate.
Buck was now among the first two or three up the ratlines, working with the best of them. The outside of the yardarm was considered a position of esteem. It was reached by the first man to the top. More and more, Buck was the man on the outside, beating even Dan into the rigging. Black Dan could teach him a great deal, if the rumors about him were true.
Buck resolved that he would glean the wheat from the chaff.
He began that very afternoon, after the sail was set and the ship was on a comfortable beam run, when the crew had a chance to relax. Most of them congregated on the deck, one with a button accordion, others with cymbals made of pot lids, someone played a mandolin, another a pair of penny whistles. The fufu band, as the sailors called it, played accompaniment to the singing of a full-crewed shanty. Buck joined in for a while, then the men grew tired of playing, and some of them drifted away.
For the first time since Ernst's death, Buck pulled the small leather chest from under his cousin's old bunk. He emptied it carefully, then refolded and re-packed the contents. Luckily, he and Ernst were near the Nate size. Even closer now that he had another three months growth and, more importantly, the development of a neck and shoulders muscled by hours in the shrouds.
Buck laughed softly as he refolded the set of Sunday best Ernst had vainly packed--the first laugh he'd allowed himself since his friend's violent death.
Removing the small piece of line around his waist he'd been using as a belt, he tried on one of fine leather that Ernst had packed away. As he bound it around his trousers, he noticed the weight of the center portion and studied it. The light leather backing folded up, revealing another leather flap which pulled away from the heavier main belt.
Tucked into a small crease were ten lovely little gold coins, each a shiny five dollar gold piece. Ernst had never mentioned them. Quickly, Buck concealed them again since another crew member sat in the forecastle mending clothes.
The Virginia plowed on.
Buck fell to his work with a fervor. Once again he had something for which to strive. He questioned Black Dan at every opportunity. Soon he had the ex-pirate telling his many experiences, though never in anyone else's presence, and not before swearing Buck to a blood oath of secrecy.
Dan taught him the subtleties of the use of the dagger and cutlass. They drilled for hours in the cramped forecastle while the rest of the watch was on deck or lolling in their bunks. Dan was a short man, but what he lacked in height, he more than made up for in brute strength. Black curly locks, usually bound in a bandanna, and flashing black eyes accentuated the tight curly hair that covered his muscular body and masked most of a swarthy complexion.
At first, Dan laughed at Buck's amateurish attempts to emulate his cutlass moves, using the pieces of cargo ricking they had taken from the hold. But soon his laughter became well-spaced with intervals of hard breathing interrupted by grunts as Buck began to land blow for blow. Within days, both men were marked with bruises where the blunt blows landed.
After weeks of practice, Buck let the older man have some peace, but not until he knew he could best him. Even then, he continued to pump the swarthy man for fighting stories and strategies.
Dutch, the most skilled hand on board, taught Buck the basic skills of the sailor and a good deal of basic engineering. Everywhere onboard ship, blocks and tackles and levers eased the sailor's burden. The windlass raised a hundred fathoms of wet triple-braided rope, ten fathoms of iron chain, and four hundred pounds of iron anchor, using only the broad backs of four sailors.
Dutch carefully explained the use of the block and tackle, where each pull of the line was reduced to one fourth its original length but increased to four times its power by the blocks. During his instruction, Buck lost a wager to Dutch--his molasses ration for the next three
days--when he bet that Dutch couldn't break a half inch braided line with his bare hands.
The man deftly secured one end of the line to the rail, looped the end around the foremast, put a harness hitch in the line near the rail and another near the mast, creating a block and tackle without the mechanical blocks. The line parted on his first heave. Dutch grinned and winked and clapped Buck on the back.
The gruel just wasn't the Nate without the molasses.
Buck questioned the Dutchman every time he came up with one of his profound sayings. The ruddy-complected man quoted the ancient Greeks, the Romans, the Bible, Bacon, Payne, Shakespeare, and dozens of others. Not only could he quote them, but he could usually name the book from which it had origiNated.
Before they were fifteen days past the equator, Dutch
had taught Buck one of the most valuable lessons he was to learn aboard the brig. They were sitting on the bow away from the other men reading the Farmer's Almanac, the Virginia on a comfortable run, her spankers and jibs wing and wing with the wind dead aft.
"Buck, would you do me a favor?" Dutch asked.
He looked up curiously, Dutch usually called him boy or son. "Sure. What's that?"
"I...I've got some letters... . I've been carrying them all the way from Boston." He looked around warily, making sure no one stood close by. "Could you read them to me?"
Buck laughed. "What's the matter, old man? Your eyes beginning to fail you?"
"No, Buck, that's not it. I...I can't read," he
whispered.
"You can't read! What do you mean you can't--"
"Sssh--I don't want the others to know."
Buck digested that a moment. "How the devil do you quote half the world's writings if you can't read?"
Dutch smiled. "Why...I listen, boy." He explained that on many ships, the captain, officers, or one of the educated crew would read aloud to any who cared to listen. Dutch had spent countless hours on endless voyages over the world's oceans, listening.
"I not only hear, boy...I listen. You'll come to learn that the two are not the Nate. Then I mull it over in my mind. You learn to listen, then you’ll come to understand."
Buck read Dutch's letters with a strange new respect for the man, and sat pondering long after his friend had left.
He resolved right then that he would teach Dutch to read.
Wilhelm Mueller sat at his kitchen table fingering the folded parchment that had arrived only moments before, afraid to open it. Equally afraid not to. He would have done it at once had it been from Ernst, but from the captain? That was a far different story.
Finally he slipped a table knife under the wax seal and unfolded the ivory paper.
Dear Dr. Mueller:
It has come to my attention that a Buck Mueller has accompanied your son onboard the Virginia. He has been considered a stowaway. However, I have consented to pay him a sailor's wage if he will tend to.
He claims to be a cousin of Ernst's, so if his family is unaware of his whereabouts, please inform them.
Your obedient servant,
Capt. William Taylor-Johnson
Wilhelm sat quietly for a few moments then called for his housekeeper. “Mrs. Foxe, please run to the livery and have them harness my carriage. I must journey to Mueller Manor.” He walked quickly to the stairway. “I won’t be returning until morning.”
"Land ho."
The cry echoed from the main topgallant cross tree, where a sailor sat bending a line and looking for a break on the horizon. The first sight of land in sixty-three days brought a cheer from the crew. The captain ascended to the quarter deck, laid his glass to starboard, and gave the order to come about. The brig had been trying to beat into a fifteen knot head wind across her port bow since dawn.
"Mr. Tacker," the captain said, "we'll ride this wind to the harbor of Pernambuco. Perhaps we'll get a fairer wind on the turn of the tide."
Nearing the harbor, the order rang across the decks to break out the empty water casks. They dropped anchor in ten fathoms of green water, not a cable's length from shore. They backed the sails smartly and hove to with the anchor line being hauled aft and made fast. They dropped a second anchor forward and the men turned to on the windlass with the aft line until the forward line took hold and they were solid.
Buck scanned the shore, inhaling the musty aromas that came from the land. A few red tile roofs stood out among the many thatched ones. The Catholic church raised its proud bell tower in the center of the little Brazilian town. The lush jungle grew right to the town's edge on two sides; the sea and a river bordered the other two.
Another hundred yards into the harbor a full rigged three-masted whaler, the Noble out of Baltimore, sat swaying on the incoming tide.
Swill called for oarsmen and every man stepped forward. Buck was not selected. The long boat, loaded to the gunnels with empty water casks, made several trips to and from a little wharf at the end of the town's main street. The wind had freshened but not varied a degree in direction. It came from under a gray mottled sky.
The weather was changing. The brig could not leave the harbor against a head wind. If worse came to worse and breeze turned to storm, the brig could seek the protection of the mouth of the river.
Finally, the captain called all hands. "All right men, there will be shore leave for you, but any manjack who doesn't meet his boat will wish he had."
Buck wondered if he would be included. The starboard watch was given first leave, four hours ashore. Buck climbed aboard the longboat with the first load. He was surprised when he was not called back. When his feet touched solid ground, he stood for a moment, gaining his land legs.
Dutch, Black Dan, One, Baldy, and Buck made their way up one side of the main street. Blacks and browns in colorful costumes and wide-brimmed hats went about the business of the city. The crew sauntered the length of the street to a square in front of the church, then around the square and down the other side of the dirt street, enjoying the feel of solid ground.
Pigs and chickens and children gave way as they swaggered forth on their sea legs. Buck, eager to try his Spanish on the Natives, insisted on bargaining for a stalk of bananas. He succeeded in paying twice what they were worth, but at least made the vendor understand.
"I thought I was doing better with my Spanish," he
complained to no one in particular.
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