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      Williams refolded his journal and pushed it deep within his coat pocket. He wore no shirt, and as he laid his head back against the deck, his belly rose to keep watch while he rested. It was an empty night, with neither wind nor stars. The ocean, solid as a sea-chest, ran level from the Success to meet the shores of Guinea, three leagues distant. Listening to the treacly drippings of tar falling from the shrouds, he thought only of the surfeit of African heat. Even the mutterings of the slaves shackled tight in pairs could not distract Williams. He ignored the dialects of the different tribes assembled beneath as they gathered in chants and faded in murmurs like pleading breezes tugging them shoreward. Williams’s eyes fluttered with sleep until his jellied middle shivered from a sharp kick.

      He sat upright.

      ‘Twice now,’ said the bosun, ‘you’ve shunned your watch.’

      ‘What,’ asked Williams, ‘is the point of holding watch in calm seas and a black night where I cannot see a foot before my face?’

      ‘Below with you,’ answered the bosun. ‘Captain shall hear.’

      Williams hoisted himself to his feet, retied the rope belt about his ducks and, ignoring his bosun, headed below to the fo’c’sle. The captain had forgiven him before, taken him aside, thanked him for his fine efforts pursing for the ship and then threatened him with a whipping should he fail at his duties again. Both men knew that Williams was not a sailor, that he had been seized and pressed into service near Plymouth. Yet Williams understood the captain’s leaning. A slaver does not carry passengers, and though he might purse the ship and entertain the crew with a fiddle, there were no kind words for poor sailors. Few on board did more than nod in his direction. Even the cabin boy, Phineas Bunch, a pock-faced child from Clerkenwell, reserved the worst of his words for Williams. His heaviness, youth and education were marks against him and he knew that he dwelled in a liminal land between crew, slaves and captain. Williams was valued only by himself.

      As always, Williams breathed through his mouth for his first minutes in the fo’c’sle. The stink of the unwashed crew and the heavy smell of bodies seemed to have been absorbed by the planking. Even the timbers of the ship sweated in the heat, reeking of the bilge water below that gurgled and frothed in the gentlest of swells. Williams rolled his heavy frame into his canvas hammock, and though he would not be able to confide in his journal until light, he composed tomorrow’s entry in his head:

      
         

        The captain remains upriver for the fourth day, disappeared with his cask of silks and India wipes, and shall return with negroes. Enough, I hope, so that we may sail again. What could I do, but resign myself to this journey, pretend it a chosen adventure, when Africa lay before me? I am now within sight of her, can smell the coast, and yet no liberty is granted to those who were pressed aboard. They fear I might run, but where to? There is much I would run from, not officers, but the crew. Not the bosun, but the boys, such as Bunch. They are shameless, pushing laughter on me when most would let me be. I have five years on them, though you might suppose it reversed. They have sailed before. It is all that counts aboard the Success.

      

      Williams opened his eyes in the gloom of the fo’c’sle and stared. The middle watch was above, just four men, yet the padding of many feet sounded through the planking. He pushed himself upright. Across from him he could see Bunch, Smith and Wallis sitting in similar positions, all staring upward, their eyes tracing the sound of the steps.

      ‘We’re boarded,’ hissed Wallis.

      The sharp crack of metals meeting rang once. Then many voices erupted. Williams could only distinguish the tones of his bosun, speaking loudly, calling for calm. He wrestled out of his canvas hammock and stood upright.

      ‘Stay,’ ordered Wallis in a whisper.

      Ignoring his fellow deckhand, Williams wrapped his journal in oil skins and slid it within his coat, then left the fo’c’sle with no greater defense than gritted fists and headed for the weather deck. He heard the voices grow louder, but his frayed mind could not figure them apart as they rose together like garbled thunder. Putting one foot ahead of another, blood pounding and sweat greasing his palms, he climbed toward the night, only to be relieved of consciousness by the blow of a marlinespike to his head. It sent him backwards, his hands losing their grip, his body banging and turning against wooden struts, falling back to the gun deck.

      From the hold, slaves were shouting upwards in Babel tongues for attention, not knowing who stood above them, buoyed by the hope that they were to be raised and returned to the coast. A pair of lanterns fought to light the weather deck, but their auras were weak and shadowed both the crew and the uninvited. Williams brought his hand to his egg-shell head and was relieved to find no blood, nor indentation. He felt the rain spit in his eyes, sat upright and opened them to the sight of his own crew facing him. Their faces betrayed shock, as if they were witnessing a resurrection.

      His smile at their confoundment was short lived. Looking to his left and right, he saw the dead: one on either side of him, their stomachs down, toes against the deck, palms open, upturned, unmoving. Williams could not keep his eyes from them, trying to figure if they were his shipmates. Their stillness awed him. He studied them, expecting a shimmer of movement to betray them, like actors rising from their roles upon a stage. Through his throbbing head, Williams could hear his bosun calling him. Slowly, he crawled away from the dead.

      The men of the Success were kept upon their deck throughout the night, save for their bosun who was ferried in his own gig into the darkness, along with the pittance of gold dust their captain had trusted to his ship. The wind gathered and pushed a heavy rain from the clouds above. It came at the huddled crew, so that they bowed their heads and closed their eyes, soaking them into shivers. None were permitted to speak and the night was endured in silence.

      Williams cradled his head in his hands. All who looked upon him presumed that his skull must be sharp and swollen with pain. Yet he did not think of his fall, only of the taking of the Success. He could not answer the questions he asked himself. The ship had not been taken on his watch, but had it been approached through his sleep? Might he have heard the creak of sweep in oarlock if he had stayed awake, and prevented the loss of goods and life?

      Questions haunted him until dawn brought an end to the rain. A three-masted ship lay anchored to the east and in first light, the crew of the Success watched with relief as their bosun was returned to them. He was accompanied by a man so finely dressed that Williams believed he would not have been conspicuous in King George’s Court. A suit of black silks, buckled shoes that bore the polish of another man’s hand, a fine lawn shirt with a clean linen stock. Williams had not seen any so well rigged since he had left his father’s house.

      The bosun levelled a finger and pointed at the cabin boy, Phineas Bunch. Then it curled in for a moment, before extending itself in Williams’s direction. He muttered quietly to the gentleman and was dismissed towards his own men with a shrug of a silken shoulder. The bosun gathered Bunch and Williams on either side of him. ‘You are to go when you are called.’

      ‘Why?’ whispered Bunch

      ‘Who is he?’ enquired Williams, rubbing his head.

      ‘Captain Roberts of the Rover,’ said the bosun. ‘He wishes a cabin boy and a music. The investors, captain and admiralty shall know you were forced. I wish you good fortune. If you are taken by His Majesty you shall not be hanged; boys and music are excused.’

      ‘We are to be traded?’ asked Williams incredulously.

      ‘Given,’ corrected the bosun.

      The Rover and the Success sat together for the remainder of the day. Since both Bunch and Williams held their tongues, it occurred to no one that they seemed curiously accepting of their fate. He could not speak for the younger cabin boy, but Williams would have admitted relief at the thought of distancing himself from the Success and her bosun. Though Williams had decided he bore only a featherweight responsibility for the neglect of his watch, he knew that the captain of the Success would not share the levity of his assessment. He believed the bosun shared the thought and released him for the good of all.

      At nightfall, echoes of drum and fife carried across to the Success as Bunch and Williams, with their pair of sea-chests, bobbed in the gig between the ships amid the ocean swells. Captain Roberts sat across from them. Beneath the tricorn hat, pricked by a peacock’s feather, was a steady pair of eyes, buried brown and heavy lidded, rising from darkened skin. They were bolstered by wrinkles that unfurled upwards, etched wings. He was old for the sea, thought Williams, perhaps close to forty. Williams tried to match the Captain’s stare but soon looked down.

      ‘You,’ spoke Roberts to Williams in his native tongue of Welsh, ‘where did you learn your music?’ The voice was lower than his own, none of his teenage wavering, but seemed to possess its own echo. Williams could not contain a smile to hear his own language spoke, and smiled even wider when Bunch looked about him in confusion.

      ‘By Caernarfon,’ blurted the young man. ‘My father was—’

      ‘What do you know?’ asked Roberts, returning to English.

      ‘Flute, fiddle, horn and—’

      ‘Show me your daddles.’ Williams lifted his hands. ‘Either your music is so fine that you’re spared aloft, or Success is your first.’

      ‘He’s a poor hand,’ interrupted Bunch.

      ‘Quiet,’ ordered Roberts sharply.

      ‘My father—’ said Williams. ‘I wandered among a parcel of squawkers, then was crimped.’

      ‘What else? Your name?’

      ‘William Williams. I read—’

      ‘Do you write?’ asked Roberts.

      ‘With a fine hand.’

      ‘He can’t stop it,’ said Bunch. ‘Bosun’s going to whip him, can’t hear the call when his hands in ink.’

      ‘Enough,’ barked Roberts, and they settled into silence as they approached the side of the Rover, the cacophony rising from above.

      When the pair arrived on the Rover they discovered that the kegs of the Success had already been tapped and that the crew were spread in drunken disorder. Music was forthcoming from the quarterdeck: the banging of drums, the fiddle and the splutter of a reeling flautist. Williams stared hard at the scene. He had never seen any man other than an officer stretch upon the quarterdeck, and never would a man have approached it wearing anything save his Sundays. Roberts strode between his men, eyes weighing and surveying.

      Amid calls Bunch and Williams staggered below to the fo’c’sle with their sea-chests. The quartermaster, Sympson, accompanied them. He was a thin man, scrawny in sunlight and lean in shade. His brow was marked by three firm lines of worry.

      ‘Mr Sympson?’ asked Williams in the fo’c’sle.

      ‘Lord Sympson,’ corrected the quartermaster.

      ‘Are there many Lords on the Rover?’ asked Williams, while Bunch stood by in silence.

      ‘A few.’

      ‘Any commoners?’ enquired Williams.

      ‘You two for a start,’ said Sympson, with a smile notable for the manner in which all his teeth leaned towards his right ear, like trees bending in a gale. He waved them back on deck, so that they might celebrate their freedom with a cup.

      A stranger approached the two recruits by the mizzen mast. He paused beside the sorry figure of the bloated Williams and pushed a finger into his gut.

      ‘Who articled lard?’ asked the man.

      ‘Tis a Welsh fiddler, Lord Kennedy,’ said Roberts from the quarterdeck. He tipped his tricorn before heading below.

      ‘What use is a man like this?’ called Kennedy after his captain had disappeared, pointing at Williams as if he were a dumb beast. He spoke not six inches from Williams’s face, so that the Welshman might have guessed his last three drinks. ‘Fat puppies can break royals, slow down ships in the chase. Explain the shape.’

      ‘I’m the size of Wales,’ grinned Williams, taking a small step back.

      ‘And half its size,’ said Kennedy and pushed at his gut again. ‘Now don’t offend me, fiddler, but make my friend and play a tune.’

      ‘What shall I play?’

      ‘The fiddle, you gundiguts,’ said Kennedy and Williams was doused in laughter. He wanted to break a joint for every rum-soaked chuckle. A cannikin came flying over from the main deck and caught him square on the chest. It was thought hilarious.

      Williams was handed fiddle and bow and he began in the middle of a jig where the notes moved so fast that they were barely sounded before the fingers had leapt to another string and then to another, and so on until it seemed as if there were a brother echo who matched his moves. The pounding ache of his head was supplanted by anger. Laughter died under his fury and Roberts’s crew, who had suffered under drums and horns and piccolos, were held silent for almost a minute by the dance of a bow and a set of cheap strings. And then, as suddenly as it had started, Williams’s fiddle began to imitate a chanty and the chorus went up and drink was poured into his mouth, seeping over his instrument as he played. Every seaman relied on his hands, and hands relied on fingers, and for a man to play a fiddle like Williams it meant that he knew how to use both thumbs and eights, and the speed indicated that not one was broken. To most it meant that, besides the music, even if he wasn’t a good seaman he had been a lucky one.

      On the Rover, there were variations of light but no day or night, no correlation between sleep and darkness. Time was kept with the turning of sand within a glass on the half hour, and the accompaniment of a ringing bell. But when hammocks are strung as close as sheaves in a wheat field, and when gun ports are latched and the sun barred, and lanterns are the sole source of illumination, then gloom is permanent. Add a hold filled with more liquor than water, and a crew that doubled the ship’s design, then wooziness overtakes alacrity. All were above, all drunk, some stupefied, leaving Roberts in peace to visit the fo’c’sle. He held a bull’s-eye lantern ahead, taking little time to locate the sea-chests of the forced recruits.

      Both locks were open. The contents of neither sea-chest surprised him. Bunch’s, merely clothes for a youth bridging the years between child and man and a small pouch of silver coin. Williams’s chest contained two books, a bottle of ink and an oilskin, within which a small wad of papers was tightly rolled. Roberts plucked an early page and held it before the lantern.

      
         

        I have two brothers in the church, two in King George’s pay and three dead sisters buried under our great oak at home. My father did not mourn our mother, but sent his children unto the world, dissolving his family with a sprinkle of gold. I was given a letter of introduction to a man of some note down Grub Street, fifty guineas, and was pointed east. I was content. I slept in a meadow near a village called Fulham, close on London, and woke with neither money, letter nor coat. To my surprise, I remained content. Did I not think of my brothers, you ask? Had you begged them for my description, they would have looked at one another till one spoke, saying, ‘Why, William is the youngest.’ And one would nod, and then all would nod like merry milch cows. You will call my disdain pride, but to me, tis a mingling of patience and fervour. Have not men gone before me? Have they not risen on adventure and merit? Do they not return from journeys, and shine all the greater for their change in fortune? It is an honest intent, I think, to wish to return and cite, ‘Presume not that I am the thing I was.’

      

      Roberts understood little; used only to the names of stars and seas, the study of books had escaped him. Instead, he stared at the shape of the words, the way they leaned and held their lines in a regimented fashion. Though he could not grasp a single phrase, he believed he had learned much of Williams. From the fact that he wrote, he deduced him a learned man. From the manner in which he had grasped his papers aboard the Success, Roberts knew the value the youth placed upon his own words. The order of the characters showed a precise and careful man. He folded the sheet along its well-worn crease and slid the papers back into the oilskin.
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      At sunrise, Williams and Bunch were ordered from the fo’c’sle and handed the stinking rags of the crew to wash. They were given no soap, since there was little fresh water to be spared. Instead they were told to wash the rags in chamberlye, a bucketful of piss and a gallon of ocean, more alcohol than ammonia. The morning sky was bright even before the full rise of the sun, but the sea still pitched her grim swells against the Rover. By ten, all the clothes were as dry as if they had been placed in an oasthouse.

      The new recruits were intrigued their first morning at sea. A crew that operated under a system as free as a ship could bear, seemed strangely effective under sail. There was a semblance of order, gatherings of foremastermen, younger men working in the topgallants, others weaving cordage on the main deck. The hierarchy of the Lords had melted on a day of sailing, strong winds and clear sky and one couldn’t tell the quartermaster from a deckhand. The Rover was uncommonly fast – a Jamaican built sloop hewn of red cedar, with a steeply raked mast and a freeboard much lower than her rivals.

      Though Bunch and Williams had no kind words for the other, indeed they had no words at all, they were content in each other’s company amid the sea of strangers. Better to share a manageable dose of mutual dislike than to face the unknown. Sympson relieved them of their companionship by interrupting their idling and committing them to different watches. The captain had ordered for Williams to be sent below, to make his introductions to Doctor Scudamore, who he would serve as surgeon’s mate, when the need arose.

      There was no surgery, merely a surgeon’s case and three blankets drawn about gun number twelve. Sitting within the cloth walls sat Scudamore, a man of dignified deportment, stiff-backed, full-stomached, head bright, balding and red from sun. Though he had the stature of a gentleman, the noble suggestion was undone by a too-ready smile that shook your hand and clapped your back yards ahead of meeting. On seeing Williams’s dizzy nest of sanded hair and freckled skin poking between the blankets, Scudamore closed his book and stood.

      He pulled the portly fiddler in and shook him by the hand. The action made a considerable impression on Williams, for he had had no contact with another for some months now and was tempted to see this simple act of politeness as an invitation to friendship.

      ‘You are the Welshman?’ inquired the Doctor.

      ‘Aye,’ said Williams, and looked down at the book that Scudamore had closed. ‘Vesalius?’ he asked.

      The Doctor pinched his nose between a pair of fingers, as if he might hone his vision for an intense and sanguine examination of the fiddler. Like his hands, long and thin, and thoroughly incongruous aboard ship, his eyes were so peculiarly sharp that it was as if he had been born for the profession of surgeon. They coordinated, not in the rough chanty rhythm of the sea haul, but in tiny, precise movements – the machinations of a delicate time-piece.

      He looked at Williams’s fleshy face, his sunken eyes and thick neck, and asked, ‘And what do you know of Vesalius?’

      ‘My father owns it,’ said Williams, nodding his head to one side.

      ‘Does he now?’ inquired the Doctor. ‘Your age?’

      ‘Nineteen.’

      ‘And are you familiar with the Latin tongue?’

      ‘I am.’

      ‘How curious,’ said the Doctor, ‘to have found you.’

      ‘No stranger,’ replied Williams, ‘than to have found you.’ He gave Scudamore a small bow.

      ‘Sit,’ ordered the Doctor, and though there was no chair, or ledge, Williams put his bulky body down against the side of the cannon.

      ‘Were you forced,’ asked Williams, ‘the same as I?’

      Scudamore shook his head. ‘It matters not for surgeons or musics, we are not considered in league with piracy. It was, in my case, a voluntary commission.’

      ‘You have been long at sea?’

      Scudamore shook his head. ‘I was on the Bleacher captured off the Verdes, she was my first.’

      ‘You were surgeon?’ persisted Williams.

      ‘I was a passenger… and I took to surgeon’s mate, after we lost the true to fevers. Mainly I pulled teeth and sheared the men.’

      ‘You were a surgeon afore?’

      ‘Well…‘ said Scudamore.

      ‘Can you heal a man?’

      ‘Oh no, sir,’ said the doctor, unruffled by the constant questions. ‘I rarely intend to heal a man. I ease anguish. Rub oil on burns. Meet the eyes of the dying. Close the eyes of the dead.’ Scudamore ran a hand over the remnants of his hair. ‘There is a great difference between the surgeon, the doctor and the physician, as it were. You might say I practiced at all three. I was persuaded from the profession, by a series of unfortunate accidents.’

      Williams nodded.

      ‘Are you a Lord, sir?’ asked Williams.

      Scudamore smiled. ‘The Lords are elected. The crew chooses its officers and our course. Even the captain is only captain in the chase. His cabin is his from the crew’s good will. Lords may take it back.’

      ‘He looks like a captain.’

      ‘He dresses like a captain,’ corrected Scudamore. ‘Almost as fresh as you.’

      ‘Not so,’ said Williams, ‘ne’er seen an older man at sea.’

      ‘Save myself?’ smiled the surgeon. Williams grinned and nodded his head. ‘There are older aboard. Aged Q must have ten years on the captain. By freshness, I did not mean age. I refer to experience. Our captain was but a mate aboard a slaver not two moons ago.’

      ‘And your old captain?’

      ‘Captain Davis was shot, Roberts elected in his place. I am, I regret to say, unfamiliar with the world of waters, but I have heard that he is uncommonly knowledgeable as to the… charts and other matters. Winds and waves and all that threatens to sink us. Was why he was taken in the first place.’

      ‘He too was forced?’

      ‘Indeed,’ said Scudamore, ‘one of the few.’

      ‘Well then,’ replied Williams, ‘there is no shame in it. If Roberts may rise to captain, perhaps I shall rise to Lord.’

      ‘Unlikely,’ shrugged Scudamore. ‘It is drunken governing, rule by whimsy and affection. You might be a fiddler, scholar, perhaps surgeon’s mate, but you do not look a Lord nor a sailor.’

      Williams nodded his head.

      ‘There is little difference in the share,’ continued the Doctor. ‘Captain two shares, crew one, Lord’s between.’

      ‘And what need I do as a surgeon’s mate?’ asked Williams.

      ‘On the Rover?’ questioned Scudamore. ‘Nothing. If we are engaged, I shall call for you. Otherwise, you may continue your duties as a member of your watch.’ The doctor rose to his feet. ‘Away with you now.’

       

      Williams spent the next two days in a lazy state of fiddle-playing, making the acquaintance of his watch. Most regarded him with the usual suspicion that had dogged him aboard the Success. They had only to witness his attempt to stow a sail to know that he was raw to the trade. Hardy, the bosun, a broad-shouldered Cornishman, treated the entire watch alike. Williams was not singled out, as he had been aboard the Success, but nor did he speak back to Hardy, as did those whose tongues had been loosened by drink. It would take a rare amount of rum to answer a man like Hardy, thought Williams, with his grizzled week’s growth upon his face, nose broken and flattened. His left ear was torn and roughly stitched, ripped by dog or man.

      Of his watch, only Aged Q, the oldest hand aboard the Rover, showed him any kindness. Through thirty years of sailing he had retained his good nature and, by the look of it, the same dirty louse bag that held his hair together at the back of his neck. His skin was puckered like a burned raisin. He did not act as Williams’s sea daddy, but had patience with the fiddler, as if a little learning might transform the Welshman into a more likely tar. They were sitting together two days later, picking oakum, when the cry of ‘sail ho’ brought the crew to the deck. It took the Rover a short day to gain on her prey’s leaden performance. It was a large ship, three-masted and low in the water, which on seeing the black flag raised, yawed and made to run aground.

      ‘Juliette,’ cried Bunch, causing laughter to ripple through the gathered crew. Williams smiled, but turned to Aged Q and confessed his ignorance in a whisper.

      The old hand shook his head. ‘Do you not speak to another soul?’

      Williams shrugged.

      ‘Tis what we seek,’ continued Aged Q. ‘A Dutch prize, the Juliette. Tis Roberts as has seen her. She rounds ’tween Accra and the Americas. Now a ship like that would force the thickest of heads to leave our trade. She could turn every deckhand to a duke.’

      ‘Where is she now?’

      ‘She steers by the same stars, but alters her course every year, so great is the weight of her gold.’

      Williams narrowed his eyes on the approaching sail and wondered at her riches.

      ‘What kind of a ship is the Juliette?’ asked the fiddler.

      ‘As big as a fifth rate, but her hold is finely caulked to take her heft. Tower above us, darken us in shadow with her jibs’l.’

      Williams digested the image. He stared at his calloused heel, and picked a piece of dead skin, rolling it in his fingers. The Rover groaned beneath them, its timbers adjusting to a warming sea. Always contracting, subsiding, complaining and sighing to the ocean below. Williams looked beneath his feet. The sounds were still strange to him. The Rover was a much more garrulous ship than the Success had ever been.

      Watching the pursuit and capture of the ship, Williams felt a vague queasiness that he associated with sympathy for their intended victims. His only true surprise was in the bloodlessness of the affair. Their prey was, after all, merely a store ship, stocked with grains and livestock. Roberts had even insisted on paying for his acquisitions, albeit with gold dust taken from the Success. Among the goods brought aboard the Rover were two large chests of French silks. While the majority of the crew were concentrating on dividing a large cask of beryl, Williams stood on the quarterdeck hoisting himself in and out of various garments. He pulled a pale lawn shirt over his head, then sought to cover it in a black frock coat lined with a silver boulevard of buttons, braid loops and galloon. It split loudly down his back. He cursed to himself, then heard laughter. Looking up, he saw  Sympson, the quartermaster, and Roberts facing him. Reddening to the accompaniment of their merriment, he removed the ruined garments and placed them back in the chest. Wearing only his ducks, his corpulent paunch lapping over his roped belt, he chose not to meet their eyes, but descended to the fo’c’sle.

      Bunch, on his way on deck, passed by Williams in the tight confinement of the passage and asked him plainly, ‘Mr Williams, did you not murder a baboon to steal his face?’

      ‘Dear Mr Bunch,’ said the fiddler from a wide smile of sarcasm, ‘we are shipmates, and our watches will now keep us apart, so let us both praise God that we shall have no further cause to speak.’

      Bunch nodded in agreement and they passed in their opposing directions. In the fo’c’sle, Williams opened his sea-chest, slung his hammock near the brightest of the lanterns, and with great difficulty arranged his bulk into a position to write.

      
         

        It is a strange position I find myself in, and have Roberts to curse or thank for my discomfort. But did I believe that I might return home without pain? A man may change his ship but his character remains. Still there is a difference between the Success and the Rover and it is the difference between melancholy and half a smile. As I have been told, a forced music retains his innocence, so it matters not which crew I play for.

        And yet, if we were to find the Juliette, the music may profit the same as a deckhand. It is not the gold itself that a ship might bring. But is it not a fine sight to think on? A ship that outshines the sun in gold? It is the fulfilment of character that such wealth might effect. The riches that allow a man to stretch into the life that he believes himself capable of. The Juliette seems no more solid than a vision, and yet it is made of cedar and pitch and canvas the same as any other. God grant us fair wind, full holds, the wealth of the unfortunate and stay the hands of men such as Kennedy.

        Lord keep me from Kennedy, that stunted Irishman. He has no feet, just two pair of hands that let him crawl the rigging like a monkey. He drinks rum like beer, and beer like water, and he said he would rather be dead than drink water. Every cannikin of rum he consumed altered the shade of his countenance, from pink, to red, to scarlet, till at the end of the evening I believed I mistook him for another lantern.

        If I have but one worry, it is that the oceans are too vast, too powerful to find fault with. Any blame, all blame can only be laid at the Captain’s door. I am the Captain’s recruit and it is the door that I sleep at. Still, the Rover sails well, a fine crew, save for the presence of our friend Bunch. I am sure there shall be others aboard, who do not take to an education better than their own, but I do regret the boy’s presence, as he surely regrets mine. In some manner, I consider it reassuring to be despised for no reason. It can only stem from jealousy, or a lack of understanding. Or, in Mr Bunch’s case, a fierce combination of the two. But the Rover is a village, where tongues wag between the decks, and I would not want my shipmates to hold the wisdom of Bunch against me. So, perhaps I am too quiet, too used to mine own company. But I have the ties of homeland that have brought me to the attention of Roberts. I conclude, it is not yet friendship, as perhaps it is with the doctor or Aged Q, but neither is it the curse of family. I expect my own actions to determine my judgement among these men, and not the undeserved disdain that lies at home.

      

      When he had dried the last e with his breath, he wrapped the papers carefully in oil skin and returned them to his sea-chest.

       

      The foredeck of the Rover quickly became an uneasy, filthy, and cacophonous blend of man and animal. Man, with the aid of fiddle and drum, was consistently the louder, but would retire to the heads to empty his bowels. The animals had a more uncertain aim, which brought ceaseless joy to Bunch and Coffin, the cabin boys, who moulded the piles of shit into dirty snowballs, moistened them with seawater and dropped them from the gear.

      Williams slept only fitfully over the days of drunkeness. He was inclined to drink in the same manner as his fellows, but one or other would always withhold the final cup that would bring the relief of inaction. Though the crew was always anxious for a song, Williams was not accepted into any enclaves. He was long accustomed to solitude among company, and survived on the conversation of Aged Q, the Doctor and the odd nod of recognition from Roberts. On the Success, Williams had been granted Sundays to himself, and would never consider raising his fiddle, but now all days were the same.

      Williams watched as his Captain worked the quadrant and scratched the figures of observation on the rail with a knuckle-length piece of chalk. Roberts hauled and counted the knot line, using left thumb and elbow as crooks, and wound the wet rope in a tight and well managed coil. He was stripped to the waist, a solid frame, with thick dark rattlesnakes of hair on his forearms and chest. The white reeds of forgotten scars knit his back, and a tattooed cross of India ink followed the undulations of the spine. There was always a quiet deliberation about the captain, thought Williams. Perhaps even a reined-in arrogance and a self-reliance that seemed to suggest that the Lords and the Commons were extraneous, or at best, expendable.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              CHAPTER THREE
            

          

        

      

      Williams did not know their destination, for the vote had been conducted before his arrival. Yet he was as relieved as any man to set foot on sand, to have at least the vaguest taste of a land apart from those he knew. At Annabon, two hundred miles from the African coast of Cape Lopez, their stay was brief. They traded for meats, keeping six cows in the longboat, and staying long enough so the carpenter could knock together a coop on deck for the chickens. Unearthing a rat-eaten sail from the hold, they laid it upon the beach, like a picnic cloth for the peerage. The cow was led to the centre of the canvas and Hardy, wielding the native machete with both hands, brought it down across the neck of the beast. The cow wobbled, the front legs buckled and the beast collapsed to the sand.

      Roberts and the quartermaster, Sympson, joined in the stripping of the beef. Both had done similar work before. Decapitate the carcass, remove the entrails, carve the strips of flesh from the beast, rub them in salt and leave them to dry in between clean cloth in the sun.

      ‘Look in its peepers,’ spat Kennedy. ‘Tis like nigger eyes. Big, dark and dumb.’

      ‘N’really,’ said Williams, carving a strip of flesh from the haunch of the cow. ‘Not like a nigger at all. Nigger eyes have thoughts inside ’em. Now a cow, a cow is called vache in French, and in Spain it’s known as a vaca, and it’s reminding me of the English vacuous. Meaning that what’s inside a cow is naught, no intelligence to speak of, no understanding.’

      Kennedy stared at him, unprepared for a personal interpretation of etymology. ‘Are you sayin’ that I’m as thick-headed as a negress cow?’

      Williams looked over his shoulder at Kennedy as he walked towards the ocean to wash himself of the blood. ‘Not at all, Lord Kennedy,’ he shouted. ‘I was comparing a cow to a blackamoor, same as you were, and reached a conclusion that was other than yours.’

      ‘You watch it boy,’ said Kennedy, ‘’clusions or none.’

      ‘Stop your brayin’,’ said Sympson, who then began to irritate Kennedy with other knowledge that he did not have, talk of how they would divide the cow by hocks and shanks, withers and chines, briskets and dewlaps and other particulars that might escape the notice of a seafaring man.

      When Aged Q arrived to relieve the Captain, Roberts walked a few yards and pounded the sand into a slight bank as a rough support for his neck. He lay prone on the beach with a wet strip of canvas draped over his smiling eyes. They were creased with the pleasure of Kennedy’s newfound silence. Not that Roberts was proud of his own learning; it was why he regarded Williams so highly. He respected a man who could converse in other tongues and hold forth on paper.

      In Barbados he had seen a slave’s skin reduced to flaps of lady’s lace for practising words upon a dirt floor. Niggers, explained the overseer, believed that there was magic in ink and paper, in the bills that were passed only between white men, bills that could move a nigger, sell a nigger, kill and bury a nigger. They thought that a man who might learn the secrets of these letters might transcend the bonds of slavery. It had made Roberts consider his place in the world. Worse than that, he believed he could now see how he was viewed by those about him. He knew the negroes to be right. There were bonds and shackles throughout his world. Slaves were bound by iron, his chains were obscure. Perhaps, he thought, sitting under his sail cloth, cold under the damp canvas, that was where the seeds of his conversion were planted.

      Where was the future for a limited man, who left schooling before the end of his eleventh year, who was a thirty-eight-year-old mate, and could not hope for a ship of his own? He had tried to improve himself, had learned navigation and the name of stars by rote, but never had a captain or an officer encouraged him to learn more. A man who was not born a gentleman had no word to give. Men like Williams could pick up a book and see another man’s life, absorb in hours what had taken a lifetime to learn. While this reflection may have caused bitterness as a mate, as a captain it was merely a question of delegation. If a man could write but had little time on his hands – say a general, a king – would he not have a man who could read and write on his behalf?

      Bunch, along with his fellow cabin boy Michael Coffin, had planted four stakes deep in the soft sand of the beach and, taking lanyards, had bound torches to the heads of the posts. The men gathered in between the flames, and divided into their customary groups, hushing at their captain’s voice. Roberts talked of the Juliette. Of her beauty and wealth, making her seem so pregnant with gold that she might be spied at a hundred miles and caught in a day. The murmurs of those who had not heard of her were soon converted by the mutters of those who thought they had. Roberts spun the dream about them, weaved it in silver threads so that each could feel silk between their fingers, their own land beneath their feet. The Juliette was transformed by graceful speech into a floating purse that sent bursts of gold that would sink to the ocean’s floor, should the Rover not intervene.

      Their vote was still new to many of the men. The lands from which they came, the ships from which they had been taken, were hierarchical. On nights such as this, they could,  for a moment, believe that the choice of a cabin boy weighed the same as the captain’s. Even the differences between the mock Lords and Commons were forgotten as the men moved at once to deposit their pebbles in the sand. To a man, they elected to follow the arc of the Juliette as she sailed westward.

       

      The next morning there was a great optimism about the crew. Kennedy leaped from the arm of the main yard, arching his squat body into a graceful line, and dived into the water, under the hull and up again the other side. He rose smiling, pleased with the number of eyes that had followed his path, and confirmed that the Rover’s hull and keel were smooth enough for the ocean’s crossing, and then added his opinion that they should run before the wind as soon as possible.

      Sails were set and dampened with salt water to catch the wind, and men vied for the right to go aloft to set them. The Rover was not a large ship and could have been manned in comfort by less than twenty. There being sixty-two all told, enthusiasm was not something that Roberts actively encouraged on as fine a sailing day as this. Those who did not crawl aloft set themselves around the capstan and put up a fine cry as the anchor was weighed.

      To their delight, to their dishonest surprise, three days out of Annabon they fell in with the Experiment, sailing out of Plymouth for Sierra Leone. She was a lightly armed vessel and struck as soon as the plain black flag of piracy was raised. The first man to spy the sail, the Master Gunner, Wilson’s honour on this day, was rewarded with the finest pair of pistols aboard.

      Thirty-five volunteers were marched past Roberts. All of them boarded the Rover with admirable ease, despite the rise and fall of the pinnace against the ship’s side.

      ‘Village recruitment,’ he said to Hardy, ‘you whip ’em?’

      ‘Nary said a word,’ spoke the large man. ‘They came at me, and asked a chance to prove ’emselves.’

      ‘And the captain?’ asked Roberts.

      ‘Don’t see him worse than others. Five faithful to him.’

      ‘He keeps his ship. See how far he sails.’

      The surgeon was climbing back aboard the Rover, instructing two from the Experiment to be careful with her medicine chest.

      ‘The surgeon is pleased?’ called Roberts.

      ‘The surgeon has rarely seen a chest so stocked,’ Scudamore answered.

      ‘Did you leave her surgeon with a thing?’

      ‘A bruise, my captain, for trying to cache the tincture of iodine,’ said Scudamore, stepping on to the deck, ‘but no blood today. I think we can agree that peaceful gain is preferable to unpaid pain?’

      Roberts nodded in deference to Scudamore.

      The spirit of the ship remained relaxed despite the presence of the thirty-five extra hands to feed. Roberts, confident behind a sure and steady wind, strode the deck under clear skies, assured that his hourly reckonings were accurate and that their course had been kept. Cliques were formed after the influx from the Experiment. Many of the new arrivals had been kept at arm’s length for their first week on the Rover. They were treated equally, that is to say they were given fair measures of their own vittles and beer, but a little distance was maintained, to let them know that they had joined a crew of brisk hands who would not bear fools lightly. Kennedy was the first to cross the line, and could be found reaching out to the Experiments when all else held back, telling them tales of looting and murder and proving what a likely lad he was. Williams noted with great disdain the strict attention paid by Bunch to the Irishman’s enclave.
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      A ship sailing before a fair wind is like a saddled horse set at a gallop; she will run happily and smoothly by herself and will not call for reining. There are crossings whose logs reveal not a single sail reefed or doused in a month of sailing, and as the Rover continued west across the Atlantic, it looked to be such a crossing. In heavy seas, or shifting winds, work for a full crew might be found. Ideal conditions left many idle hands. On a merchant ship, a captain might tack unnecessarily or busy his hands with the tedium of picking oakum, or shining metals polished by the previous watch, but life aboard the Rover was relaxed when the sea was in a similar mind. The greatest problem was one of space, and Roberts was relieved that fair weather ruled, and that the crew were not forced below decks.

      The fo’c’sle was slung with canvas hammocks and, if a man were to stretch to the left or the right, he would be close enough to scratch another fellow’s head. In fine weather and calm seas the hatches would be opened, but even the ordinary swells of the Atlantic were too great. The fo’c’sle, positioned directly under the bowsprit, would be the first part of the ship to break through the oncoming waves, so hatches would remain closed, for a seaman rising from his watch would always prefer dry clothes to light. Instead, dull lanterns were hung from centre beams, casting pale light over sleeping men, and illuminating sea-chests stowed beneath them.

      Within a fortnight, the stink of unwashed bodies began to take hold of the fo’c’sle. Williams had slung his hammock fore, close to the bowsprit, but the caulking of the bow must have loosened, for there was a slow and slight leak. Only Williams noticed. The water gathered on his stays and seeped down the twine and sat in the sack of his canvas swing. Once an article in the fo’c’sle was wet, it stayed wet. If it had been a scud-soaked shirt then Williams would have brought it at eight bells to the cook and had him find room for it in the galley. Though his watch would bring their hammocks to the deck, they were rolled tight above the pinrail, and only the fairest of winds and strongest of suns would ever dry such tightly bound cloth.

      It was deep in the night and a restless Williams took his pipe and passed by the galley to ask the cook for a light. Like many ships’ cooks, the Rover’s was a disabled seaman, without the knowledge to carry him to further than the galley. He had only a thumb and a forefinger on his left hand, and was known as Pinch – the only culinary measure that he could take. The rest of his fingers had been left off the Island of Nevis, carried away by a Spanish cannonball. He had received a hundred moidores for his loss, and gained the unexpected ability of being able to place the injured hand in a pot of boiling water without flinching.

      Pinch snapped his left hand around the stem of Williams’s pipe and, holding an ember to the tobacco, drew the first breath of the pipe.

      ‘What kind of smoke is this?’ he asked.

      ‘A span of Orinoco off the Experiment,’ said the young Welshman.

      ‘Thought so much. Had to be English ship. Virginia smoke.’

      ‘Hand it me then,’ said Williams.

      ‘One more,’ said Pinch and sucked hard enough to drag the bowl down the stem. He palmed it back. ‘Same as Bart’s smoking tonight,’ said the cook, exhaling.

      ‘He not abed, either?’

      ‘Never abed that one, like meself. On top, talking with Lords. None of you leek-eaters catch doze do you?’

      ‘Fiddler’s like a captain like a cook, always someone callin’ for your service,’ smiled Williams as he left the galley.

      The wind was still favourable, and such was sailing as Williams had never seen. He looked up, sails turned to a cream in the kindness of moonlight, and saw three silhouettes astride the main yard. The Rover swayed gracefully over the waters, seeming a slight and dainty vessel under so much canvas, as if she might take off from the top of a wave, and fly for a fathom like a winged fish. There is magic to the sea, thought Williams, standing alone. A sharp wind stirred the belly of his pipe, then beat against the jib and topsails, ship timbers creaking with pleasure. Stars to where ocean and sky met all placed in the firmament, sailor’s friends. It was as close to home as the deep sea would let him be.

      Roberts was walking softly down the larboard side, picking his way through sleeping bodies, passing the longboats, hearing the heavy bovine breaths and the scratchings of chickens against their cage. He too had a pipe in hand, and turned to greet his countryman as he neared.

      ‘Still in luck,’ said Roberts, pointing his pipe outward towards the serene horizon.

      Williams sucked on the stem. ‘No finer night.’

      ‘Too many men,’ breathed Roberts quietly. ‘Nary enow to keep ’em busy.’

      ‘Don’t think there are any so hard to this business as don’t appreciate rest.’

      ‘Ship gets smaller on the ocean. E’ry day. Lest she moves like this.’

      ‘Then save your worries, Captain.’

      ‘You’re learning boy.’ Williams could see him smiling in the dark. ‘Tell me something, Williams. I need your vardy.’

      Williams let his pipe rest by his side. He had yet to be asked an opinion, save to vote, since being at sea. He was the rawest, pink and unproven to the rest.

      ‘Would you consider yourself a reading man?’ asked Roberts.

      ‘A reading man?’ replied Williams, surprised. ‘I had learnin’, I told you before.’

      ‘And you write?’

      ‘I’ve a good hand. What do you ask for?’

      ‘I’ve a thought that might do good for two. Walk with me.’

       

      Both Michael Coffin and Phineas Bunch had curled themselves into balls outside the captain’s cabin. Cabin boys are like dogs, thought Roberts, better for the conscience to keep a pair over one. But two were a gang, and a mischievous pair at that, loosening the ties of a man’s hammock, gathering dung from the animals and pushing it into the legs of empty ducks. They seemed to return naturally to his doorway, as if the shade of uncertain authority might ward off any repercussions. Williams and Roberts stepped over the sleeping boys, shutting the door softly behind them.

      ‘I have Madeira if you want a pull,’ suggested the captain.

      ‘You wouldn’t join me if I did?’

      ‘I would not.’

      ‘Then I’ll drink what you do.’

      ‘Very well,’ said Roberts, and poured two cups of a brackish liquid from a kettle that sat on top of the desk. Williams gulped and spat the mouthful back into the cup.

      ‘Cold tea,’ explained Roberts to the fiddler. ‘Think tis what keeps me from rest.’

      ‘Are you sure tis safe?’

      ‘Sure enow, Pinch boiled it ’fore the middle watch.’

      ‘Why don’t you take a stronger pull?’

      ‘Must keep myself to myself. Not safe for all to drink.’

      ‘With respect, Captain, I don’t believe you. Did you ever drink?’

      Roberts smiled. ‘You’ve sharpness Williams. Try and keep it to yourself, sooner than not someone’ll cuff you rather than return banter.’

      ‘Ceased drinkin’ for a woman?’

      ‘Mr Williams, I am not some forlorn fellow as went to sea to stitch a breaking heart. I were aboard same age as boys at door. Ne’er seen a girl more than a month.’

      ‘Then tell me,’ insisted the fiddler.

      ‘It was a promise.’

      ‘Between?’

      ‘The Lord and me.’

      Williams threw his eyes up in disbelief. ‘I spent the mornings of eight years in my father’s church, and God ne’er stepped ’tween me and bottle. Even the Good Lord drank at Cana.’

      Roberts laughed at him. ‘Not so long ago, I suppose seven years, I was anchored in a square rigger, few cables out of Lucea, in Jamaica. Was a three hundred tonner, and we were tradin’ with a Bajan sloop. They got harbour walls in Lucea, low tide as tall as five men. Drunk as the Devil, going about my captain’s business, toting pig iron over plankin’, ’tween ship and shore. I stumble and fall, plunge into water not too deep, ten feet, twelve, but I hang on to iron, like riding an anchor, and don’t let go till I hit sands. I float to the surface, natural, but I’m no fish like Kennedy. The plank I was treadin’ followed me down i’ th’ water, but I’m trapped ’tween my ship and coral wall.’

      ‘You shout?’ asked Williams.

      ‘I screamed like a birthing. But they’d fiddle and drum and singing and drunks. First land in two months’ sailing, and the stars in the sky are disappearing o’er my head with e’ry grain in the glass.’ He leaned in towards Williams, and crashed his hands palm against palm. ‘It was a pair of hands that were going to clap me ’tween them. I look up and I say God save me, the ship is nudging me towards coral. Splash beside me, bit of a line, and I clutch it like I’ve cat’s claws, and climb it even as they’re hauling me in.’

      Roberts swigged his tea, and ran his tongue over his top lip. ‘You must ha’ seen ere now,’ he continued, ‘you make light at sea. A man loses balance aloft and falls grabbing for a line and catches. Eyes on his business, maybe a fellow or two’ll joke him on it, but means nothing to none but him. But I saw that ship coming softly at me with the tide and I could get no purchase on the coral wall, took skin off my hands, bloody as could be, and I made a promise as I could keep and I did.’

      ‘I see.’

      Roberts offered the bottle of liquor to the younger man.

      ‘No, I’ll stay drinking with you.’

      ‘Press peepers,’ he pushed some cloth-covered books at Williams.

      Williams read the authors’ names aloud, ‘Dampier, Exquemelin, Ringrose.’

      ‘You’ve read them before?’

      ‘Dampier yes, the rest not as yet, but if you’d be so kind as to lend them to me then I’d gladly read them.’

      ‘At your leisure.’

      ‘That’s kind, Captain. You’ve read them yourself?’

      Roberts looked up at him, was flattered by the presumption behind the innocent words, and said, ‘In part.’

      Williams nodded.

      ‘None of us on this ship have learning,’ said the captain. ‘None know how to write and none know how to think like them that does write. We feel something for ourselves but you, you see, you’re the only one can translate it for others.’

      ‘Pursers?’

      ‘No pursers on the ship. No clerks, no customs men, no accountants, no sons of privilege, no men who could do anything else that’d keep ’em from the sea, except perhaps the surgeon. You’re on the deep sea, boy, but these are the men who came to the end of land and were pushed to water.’

      ‘So I’m an oddity? An exception?’

      ‘Oh, I expect that you’re as bad as the others, just greener for now, but the rest is deckhands and ordinary seamen, means that this ship can sail like no other, but none have your talents.’

      ‘With all this learning I should understand what you’re about, but I don’t,’ admitted Williams.

      ‘I would like you to write for me. You see these books – how many of them would you guess are about?’

      ‘Thousands, I expect. Editions too.’

      ‘And they make money?’

      ‘Undoubtedly.’

      ‘It would be your money.’

      ‘Captain Roberts?’

      ‘You would keep an account of the Rover, of her travels, of her exploits, her crew, her captain. When the Juliette is taken, you will have an end to your tale, return to England, find yourself a printing house and drive yourself a deal.’

      ‘If we do not find her?’

      ‘I have only one desire,’ said Roberts, ‘so who is to keep me from it?’

      ‘And what would my journal hold for you?’

      ‘I would be a patron of the arts,’ Roberts smiled, unclenching his hands in innocence. ‘Come Williams, I would be like Dampier, or like Morgan in Exquemelin, dead but alive. I would live through you and after you, that’s the rub.’

      Williams sat back and laughed at him. ‘You’re taking me for a fool.’

      ‘At first you keep the log, a line or so, as is usual, then you turn to your own writings, course there’d be days like this, where there’d be little for a man of learning to talk about.’

      ‘And,’ said Williams, smiling, ‘this piece of work of mine would be read like a fairy tale or a letter to the crew each night?’

      ‘Course not, ’tween you and me. None else would know.’

      ‘And say that we did this, it would be an account of our villainy.’

      Roberts nodded.

      ‘Or,’ considered Williams, ‘t’would be set in opposition to the common opinion. But if we’re taken they’d try us by it, line by line, act by act, would be a confession as would hang every man aboard.’

      ‘Mr Williams, you speak in many tongues, do you not?’

      Williams shrugged uncomfortably as if it were an accusation. ‘My tutor was a Spaniard. I have Latin and French as well.’

      ‘English, Welsh,’ added Roberts. ‘If a man knows five, then what to a sixth?’

      ‘I would write in code? Like runes, or hieroglyphs, so as only we could understand?’

      ‘As only you would understand. I will be captain, I would trust your tongue. I am not asking for myth-making or tale-telling. You are keeping your own log, and you report plainly what it is you see. You would have my trust in that.’

      ‘This seems strange to me, coming from a seafaring man.’

      ‘Williams, if you were a seafarin’ man I would not ask it of you, but you’re a scholar, and a fiddler, long fore you’re sailor or natty lad.’

      The bell tolled from the weather deck, and Roberts rose to his feet.

      ‘Read if you like.’ The captain pointed at Davis’s books that lined a varnished shelf over the desk, and then stepped out of his own cabin, closing the door softly behind him.

      Williams pushed back the lid of the desk, unfolded maps on the table, and removed reams of documents from the shelves. Untying the black ribbons that bound them, he surveyed the lists of names, figures and verbiage in which they were decorated. He pulled a book from atop the burry – the second volume of Dampier’s voyages – and turned its pages, stopping now and then to absorb the odd paragraph of hydrography. Within minutes he had replaced the books and pulled his own pages from his coat to add:

      
         

        A rare state of luxury and loneliness. A room to myself. And why not? One turn of the glass ago my presence aboard was ephemeral. Now I am charged with branding one man’s name in paper, and so perhaps may preserve my own. Neither he nor I are men of means, those who are granted a name, a date, a carving upon their tombs. Sailors, such as Roberts, might be wrapped in cloth and cast into the sea, but my words shall be a compromise, an epitaph that shall be read by hundreds – whether the body is lost or not. He the sailor, I the writer, and I am recognized for the very things that keep me apart from this crew. Erudition, perhaps a certain lack of seamanship. And yet it is Roberts who faces judgement, and all I am asked to do is what I ever wished to do – to scribble, scratch and darken my hands with ink. I cannot explain my sudden buoyancy and am overcome with joy, as if I wished to gamble and had been gifted another man’s banknotes. If previously I had resigned myself to the mere obtainment of riches, I am now reawakened to the possibility of repute. Upon my return, I shall have my coach and six, and an authorship as well. Praise God in His wisdom and Roberts for his purity of sight. Let my journal be faithful to my eyes, and let the understanding of others slow before the pages, for what shall be written will be the truth, even should it condemn every name it contains.
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      It was the twenty-third day out of Annabon, and Williams had kept busy playing fiddle, making reports for Roberts as to the state of the crew, and inventing a code simple enough that he may learn it quickly, reproduce it fast and teach it if necessary. Most of the Experiments were picking oakum, others were sewing sails and clothes and Wilson, the gunner, was cleaning the whites of his nails with his dirk. The surgeon was on the deck with a pair of shears from some abandoned hedgerow, offering to cut beards and hair. It was an easy time, backed by a steady south-westerly wind.

      Williams was sitting alone on the steps to the quarterdeck, running through his system of codes in his mind. He separated the alphabet into two vertical lists of thirteen letters, the left column running from the letter A down to M, and alongside it the letters N to Z. Every letter now had a partner. A had N, B had O and so forth. His own name, according to the code, was now Jvyyvnzf.

      He further complicated matters by opting to introduce a rota of language into his code. English, Welsh and Spanish were used in sequence, with the exception of Sunday, when he planned to rest his pen. In addition, he created two symbols, § and , which were intended as the red herrings of the code, symbols that were both striking and meaningless. He began to run the code through simple tests, seeing how quickly he could encode certain words, such as the, and and, in all of the languages. At first it seemed tiresome and dull, but even within his first half hour of practice his coded table began to engrain itself in his mind, and the letters found their pairings with increasing agility. Always short words, then phrases, until he could string three words together. ‘And the men’ – Naq gur zra. The wind that blew steadily in his ears blocked all other sounds of the ship and he began to admire the workings of his own mind.

      Aged Q was crouched like a monkey ten feet ahead of Williams. He had removed his shirt and had spread it flat over the deck. Pounding the shirt with a belaying pin, he crushed the parasitic inhabitants of the calico cloth by the hundreds. Intent on his work, Aged Q was grinding the life from a mite when a knife fell to the deck. The old man looked up and grunted, raising Williams out of his alphabetic reverie. He in turn looked upwards.

      Thirty heads turned in time to see two men, ninety feet above, poised in the quarters of the main topsail yard, one struggling to keep his balance. A flattened palm buffeted the sailor from his precarious position, sending him flailing downwards. Paralysed from his loss of balance, he fell in silence, arms ahead to soften the blow, but they broke like match-heads not ten yards from Williams’s perch, and his head followed at a similar pace, forced back against the neck until the shoulders hit the deck. He seemed to bounce once and stay there still.

      ‘Does he breathe?’ came the cry from above.

      ‘Come down,’ cried the quartermaster, Sympson from the deck.

      ‘Does he breathe?’ he repeated.

      ‘No.’

      ‘Ain’t coming down,’ he stated and refused to answer another question.

      Hardy walked over the fallen body towards Kennedy and a group of Experiments.

      ‘Yours?’ he asked.

      ‘Aye.’

      ‘And him?’ Hardy pointed skyward until all the heads nodded in agreement. The chief mate moved off at his own long-legged pace, heading to the quarterdeck to meet Roberts who had been summoned from below. Williams was called from the steps and talked at quietly, instructed to head aloft and persuade this man, called Larkin, down to the deck.
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