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Prologue

For hours on end, his hand had been hurting - his fingers were cemented into a contorted stance to grip his fountain pen, and yet despite the discomfort he could not release it nor cease its movement. Charlie Munson could not stop writing; there was too much to record, too many details that couldn’t be left out. He’d never been an active man – academia had called him into its studious embrace early on – yet he found himself sweating profusely in a manner he found embarrassing. Not just because of the constant scribbling and pressure to not miss anything, and certainly not because of the limited exercise of retrieving a blank sheet of paper, but because he was intensely gripped by the enveloping story that unfolded from Joseph Winter’s lips. He felt, and he was sure his fellow writer and companion Alex Drayson did too, that he was within the adventure as well. Just as the hardy crew of the Victoria had been, he was hooked by the mysteries and intrigue, the adventure and desperation, and wanted to join the worthy cause that drove the condemned city souls into a tumultuous voyage to seek out the infamous Lost Loot.

Just as Joseph armed himself with a dagger and pistol after listening indignantly to the whispers of mutiny from the gloom of the hold, there was a high-pitched scream from the deck above and . . . the story suddenly ceased, and a deafening silence filled the drawing room of their house. The crackle of the hearth abruptly took on the ferocious roar of a forest fire. Charlie suddenly remembered he was not aboard a ship at all and was, in fact, on dry land. Both Charlie and Alex looked up at the sudden quiet and saw Joseph breathing deeply, looking beyond them with eyes that were glistening. A tear spilled and rolled down his cheek; he blinked, breaking the self-inflicted trance. Joseph sniveled, wiped his eyes, and gave a cough. ‘Sorry about that. I . . . I need a minute.’ He got to his feet and walked from the room.

His wife looked to the doorway in concern, then to Charlie and Alex. ‘I’m going to see if he’s alright.’ She then pushed her chair back, minding her pregnant belly, and left the room.

‘Of course. Take all the toime you need.’ Over the past three days in the company of Joseph and his wife, their tale had paused from time to time for fresh drinks and food, stopping fully only to sleep, but this was the first imposed break where overwhelming emotion had been involved. Honestly, he was surprised Joseph hadn’t become overwhelmed sooner; their tale had its fair share of trauma and heartache – just from a listener’s perspective. To have lived through it, experienced it firsthand – to put it plainly, Charlie would’ve been crying much earlier on and they hadn’t even reached the crescendo or ending yet. Both writers knew there was much more to come and, in an unsettling yet intriguing way, they were impatiently excited to discover what else occurred upon the voyage; be it beautiful or horrifying.

For now, they were both left alone to wonder. The wonder, however, was short-lived as they painfully broke their hands free from their pens, jokingly suggesting a crowbar to snap their fingers from their cramped crookedness. They looked down to their sprawl of papers - scrawl-filled, ink-spread and messy - and hoped in their bewitched state that they had remembered to number them. Tidying the table, they squared off the used paper and placed the stack into their leather cases before retrieving fresh sheets and new ink cartridges, preparing their workstation for when the couple returned.

They then donned their jackets and hats and, informing Joseph and his wife, exited the house for some fresh air. It was a glorious afternoon with a sea breeze that lazily pushed the warm air around, cancelling any humidity. Walking beneath the tree outside the front of their property, Charlie picked a cigarette from his pack and lit it between his lips. He puffed, thinking on all what had been divulged so far, when Alex sounded his thoughts in his thick Australian accent. ‘I wonder how it will end. What more happened to them to get them here, to make them who they are now. From how he is, Joseph is a completely different man from the one that set out from London.’

‘I agree.’ He replied, ‘I guess after everything they’ve been through; they wouldn’t be the same. They’ve both changed, and I can’t wait to find out not only why, but how. We still don’t know the entirety of the story; there’s a big chunk missing, and I think our answers will be in that missing chunk.’

Alex nodded as he took a drag and blew it out, leaning against the trunk of the tree. He looked pensive. ‘What they’ve been through, what they’ve done; it’s – it’s incredible. It’s a fascinating thought, eh? How far would you go, how much could you take, how many limits would you test - for prosperity?’

He smiled, ‘Prosperity and freedom. Honestly, I don’t think I could’ve done it. I don’t have the patience mate. You know I’m no good at waiting. I think I’d have given up and lived in Lisbon.’

‘Lisbon? Nah, Charl’ – you wouldn’t have even made it on the ship. You’d have probably made it out of prison then laid down for a kip right there in the street.’ He laughed, then flicked his cigarette away. ‘Let’s go and see if they’re feeling better.’ Alex slipped his hands in his pockets and strode back to the house, itching to get going again.

Upon their return, they found Joseph and his wife prepping the evening meal for the four of them, and, not wanting to interrupt, Charlie and Alex stepped back into the drawing room and sat down. Taking off their hats and jackets, they unbuttoned the top buttons of their shirts and rolled a part of their sleeves up, ready to continue scribbling.

The writers could hear them talking and laughing from the kitchen and could tell they were happily married, carrying no burdens nor stress that came with adult life. Being around them gave a sense of ease and warmth – there were no judgements, no bitterness or pride; it seemed they had moved on from it all and lived richly, thoroughly, sweetening any atmosphere into a peaceful one. They acknowledged each other romantically, yet they had not stuck to the formal attitudes of a husband and wife; if anything, they sounded like best friends that happened to be married. They were aspirational, and both men couldn’t help but to feel envious of their marriage. Perhaps I need to work on mine a bit more . . . was a thought shared by them both.

Eventually, Joseph and his wife entered the room, looking refreshed and ready to continue. ‘Sorry for the delay gentlemen,’ Joseph started as he sat down, ‘dinner should be ready soon.’

‘Sounds great.’ Alex answered, ‘there aren’t very many men that cook, yet alone help out with the cooking. Some would consider that quite radical.’

‘I suppose some would see it that way, but what’s life without a bit of radicality?’ he shrugged, ‘I endeavor to not be a product of my time and generation; I’d rather live how I choose to with an open mind. We cook together as often as we can if I’m not at work, or we’ll take it in turns to cook, but that’s not to say I’m any good at it.’ He winked and smiled.

‘Of course.’ He replied, ‘I meant no offence.’

‘There was none, don’t worry.’

‘You say you work,’ Charlie asked, ‘what is it you do?’

He gave a sly expression. ‘You’ll soon find out. I don’t want to give anything away. Jump the gun, as it were. If you want the story, you’ll have to hear it properly without any present-day tainting.’

They smiled, ‘very well. Do you feel ready to continue?’ they asked them both.

Joseph glanced to his wife. ‘I’m ready when you are.’ She said, her hands on the table.

He nodded and looked back to the writers who had their pens at the ready. ‘If you need to stop or pause to take a moment, don’t hesitate to tell us.’ Charlie added and Joseph nodded again. His lightheartedness and ease were forthwith whisked away as he dredged the memories of their fateful voyage and his eyes, once again, became pools of reflection as he revisited Victoria sailing the waters at the base of southern Africa.

‘We were at the Cape of Good Hope when I first heard the whispers of mutiny. Looking back, I think of how apt the name was since we were going to need hope, a lot of it, in order to endure the events that were to come. The whispers set me on edge, but it was the scream from the main deck that sent panic down my spine. The mutiny, I thought, it’s begun . . .’

		

Chapter Twenty

Exploding onto the main deck, he held his pistol tightly and his breath even tighter. The light of day was bright; his eyes ached, and the humidity fell densely in his lungs. On edge, he expected a scene of hostages and violence and was ready to take on anyone who challenged him. Puffing his chest, he tried to look as intimidating as possible. The scene he was presented with, however, was not anything of the sort. 

Everyone, bar Robertson at the helm, was huddled against the sides, hanging from the shrouds or crowded upon the forecastle. Excitement was in the air, not panic. Confused, he saw Rob leaning over the railing and pointing and Poppy next to him, tired but enthralled with the waves below. Billy stood overlooking the bowsprit and the other men were equally as entertained at the sight overboard as they clung to the shrouds for a better look. He frowned and slowly tucked the pistol into his belt under his shirt and stepped to Victoria at the top of the ladder. ‘What’s happening? What is it?’ he asked urgently as he ascended.

She grinned at him as her tied hair played in the breeze. ‘Dolphins! Come look!’ She peered over the side and he joined her, standing close. Over the side of the ship close to the hull, he spotted large glittery movements of grey flittering through the shafts of refracted sunlight. A dorsal fin broke the surface and split the water in two; there was a puff of air, then it slid back under the waves. Joseph could understand the exhilaration now, never had his eyes seen marine animals of the sort; in fact, never had he seen any animals apart from horses and the creatures of the market. He found himself grinning, and, like Rob, leaned over the bulwark for a closer look. 

It moved so sleekly, so effortlessly, and matched speed with Victoria without struggle. It was larger than he’d imagined dolphins to be, at least three metres long and had a strip of white blended between a light grey underside and a dark grey top. He admired its large fluke that oscillated powerfully, propelling its body forward and its head that narrowed into a stubby beak. It was mesmerising to watch, a beautiful creature of the oceans. He spotted movement beyond it and saw another dolphin fin breaking the water, and another, and another until he realised they were sailing amid a large pod.

Suddenly a dolphin broke the surface entirely, leaping completely from the water before it arced and dived back in. Another leapt out, and dived in, and then another and another; not one of them landing on each other, each knowing the exact distance from its neighbour. Joseph laughed in delight, the crew were ecstatic, forgetting their troubles and hunger for the moment and enjoying the life that swarmed the ship, basking in the glow of life-giving energy the ocean had delivered.

Despite moments like these being a rarity, when they eventually arrived they brought forth a sensual and invigorating buzz that proved this vast desert of water was brimming with existence; that they were only visitors passing by, never to be able to fully inhabit, never to be able to fully conquer for their own.

He took Victoria by the hand and led her to the bow where they observed dolphins leaping from the water in front of the stem. They leapt, arced, dove and swam; playing with the ship and toying with each other in a peaceful grace. He looked at her then, in the light of the afternoon sun, and observed her smile as she peered out to the frolicking waters; a grin of happiness, of purity, where there was enough life surrounding them that it infected her, infected everyone, and had banished the pessimism for but a fleeting moment; and in that moment he revelled and wanted to stay. It was beauty within beauty. Grace and magnificence folded together in a peaceful mix where, in their situation, it never should’ve been able to exist. He moved beside her, and gently kissed her on the cheek.

Then, just as fleetingly as the appearance of the pod, it vanished. They lessened, and soon only a few remained until they, too, followed the pod away from Victoria and swam into the open ocean of the southern Atlantic.

The sea seemed calm now, and empty as it had always looked. The waves rose and lowered, ebbed and flowed, undulating and ever-changing. They stood waiting, sadly hoping for the dolphins to return. After a moment, Joseph picked out some tobacco and pushed it into the bowl of his pipe; the stuff was foreign and cheap, but it kept the shakes away. Suddenly they heard Robertson call, ‘Master Rigger! Attach bonnets to the foresail and mainsail; the wind speed has dropped slightly; we could do with the extra canvas.’

The old sailor turned and saluted as he smoked his pipe, ‘aye, aye sir.’ And hobbled off to complete his business. Hugh went with him to control the halyards, and Rob attended to the belaying pins to loosen the correct lines. Billy left for his own station with a cigarette between his lips.

Robertson called again. ‘Now you’re all done watching the waves, we have rope that needs coiling, and some caulking wouldn’t go amiss on deck afterwards either. The Devil’s waiting to be paid. Pine tar should be in the hold; remember how I showed you to do it. That storm last night didn’t do the wood any good; just a layer should help until we reach Madagascar. Then swab the decks sparklingly clean; I want to eat my supper off them tonight. Bosun, I’ll leave you to supervise that one.’ By “supervise”, he meant join in.

Victoria sighed; caulking was a hard job to perform. Her fingers were still sore from the last time she’d caulked. Coiling rope she would choose any day. She turned to Joseph, ‘see you at the evening bell.’ She smiled again, but the purity of it had gone.

He nodded and smiled warmly, ‘until then.’

She joined Tess and Poppy, who was looking increasingly frail, at the top of the companionway and they went down together to start on collecting the correct fibres from the rope. Suddenly Joseph found himself alone with Dave, whose face was still partly swollen.

He pursed his lips, oh god, please - anyone but him, and nodded, ‘Alright, Dave?’ he sucked on the pipe and puffed out the smoke.

Dave nodded as politely as he could, ‘I’d like a word, Quartermaster.’ The way in which he gave his address, especially the last word, had animosity. Its delivery was bitter.

Joseph shrugged the bitterness away, ‘what’s on your mind?’

The breeze played with his black hair and tugged lightly at the patchy black beard he was growing. His cheek bones were showing, and he looked so thin his shirt hung on his shoulders as if it were clipped to a clothesline. Joseph hadn’t taken much notice until now; he hadn’t wanted to stay close enough. ‘I’m coming on the next venture to land.’ Dave said bluntly, both knew small talk wasn’t wanted. ‘I need a break from the ship. The last time I set foot on land was Lisbon and that was on the other side of this wretched world; I need stability, at least for a while. I want to come on the next expedition.’

He shrugged again, ‘It’s not really up to me. It’s Jim’s decision who to take.’

Dave’s eyes narrowed, ‘I thought it was voluntary?’

‘It was last time, but I’m not sure this time. Especially what happened after . . .’ Harold . . . he didn’t say his name and let his voice trail off. He took another drag. ‘Look, it’s going to be a different expedition this time. Madagascar won’t be the same as Gabon.’

‘You’re the map-holder, an’t you? The Quartermaster or First Mate or whatever you want to be called now. You have a say in the decision. And I know it’s not the same as last time, it’s a completely different place; that’s why I want to come along. After all, you’re the one who gave us all the grand speech about the chance at a new life beyond London. I’ve had my fair share of ships and seas now; I want to explore, it’s my turn. If this is a “new life”, I have a say in what happens in it, don’t I?’ he said firmly. It was clear he didn’t want to be talking to Joseph as much as he didn’t want to be talking to Dave.

Nonetheless, Dave James had a point. Joseph had offered them this opportunity and he had followed, there was no argument there. Getting to the real reason behind his hesitancy, Joseph didn’t want him to come because he didn’t want to spend time with a character such as him; he was stubborn and merciless and took regard of no one else apart from his own skin. He could dish out the insults but could never taste them when served by others. He believed himself to be at an uppity station in life, always seeming to be in a state of podsnappery; not the sort of man he wanted to be around. Joseph sighed, perhaps I could let him come. Maybe all the ratbag needs is a break from the sea.

He sucked on his pipe, then took it from his dry lips. ‘Alright. I’ll warn you now, it won’t be an easy journey. I haven’t an owl in a barn who will be there, what they’ll be like or whether they know of the map at all and, regarding the next clue – I don’t know where it’ll be, what it’s going to be or how to get to it. It could be inland, coastal or hidden away in a mud-hut somewhere. All I’ve to work with are four lines written over a hundred years ago that happen to rhyme. This an’t even including the risk – it’s going to be a dangerous journey, more dangerous than you think, so when we get to shore, you must listen and follow the Captain’s orders. Do I make myself clear?’

Dave nodded, his eyes forever sharp. ‘Crystal. I’m ready, and when the longboat is on the water, I will be in it.’

Joseph pursed his bearded lips, hoping he’d made the right decision. ‘I’ll go and check with Jim and make sure all is well.’

‘Aye,’ he nodded, ‘and make sure you let him know I’m volunteering for this, and I an’t a one to back out of things.’

Joseph would’ve chuckled, apart from when you’re getting a battering mate. Beneath the hardened surface he wasn’t anything more than a shady coward. He slipped his hands in his pockets, ‘aye. Right. Now why don’t you hop back up in the Nest and keep a lookout.’

Dave gave a mocked salute, ‘aye, aye sir.’ He turned confidently away and strode to the mainmast’s shrouds, beginning to climb. Joseph watched him go with contempt.

Hurriedly, he descended the forecastle ladder (Robertson had told them it was time they start calling the stairs “ladders” if they were to be proper sailors) walked the deck and climbed the ladder to the helm to where Robertson steered. His eyes were trained on the horizon ahead and sporadically darted from place to place to check on the crew, the masts, yards, sails, lines and direction of wind. Joseph stood beside him, trying to keep in the shade of the mainsail as the sun continued its afternoon arc. He cleared his dry throat; important matters had to be discussed, but first, ‘Dave wants to join the expedition to Madagascar.’

The captain gave him a quick glance then his eyes were back on the ship, ‘oh? I’d have thought after what happened to Harold he wouldn’t want to come.’

‘No.’ He shared Dave’s opinions. ‘I said it would be alright and, to be frank, I don’t think he’d have had it any other way. We’re just going to have to bite our tongues for the venture, as we know what happened last time when tongues were given freedom.’

‘I wouldn’t worry about tongues; it was your fists that seemed to have found their freedom last time. Alas, I see no problem with it. All he needs to do is follow my orders.’

He looked at him and his burnt red cheeks. ‘That’s what I fret, Jim. He’s not a man to follow orders. He could ruin the entire trip. What if we have to make friends with the natives but he won’t listen and starts scrambling and being aggressive?’

‘Here, take the wheel.’ Robertson passed him the rungs and Joseph held onto the wheel, feeling the Agulhas current trying to persuade the rudder. Robertson turned to him, ‘have you seen him around natives of a different skin?’

‘No.’

‘Then we can’t know for sure how he’s going to act. Honestly, I’m not sure how anyone is going to react, which is why we need discipline and attentiveness. If he can follow my orders, he can come.’ 

‘And if he doesn’t agree with your orders, yet alone follow them?’

‘Then I’ll make sure he will.’

Joseph hushed and gripped the rungs, turning it starboard slightly and then to port to keep them on a straight course. There was a knack to it, he’d found. How do I go about telling him what else I heard? He gulped and itched his head; his hair growing longer. ‘Jim, there’s . . . something else.’

Another glance, ‘yes?’

‘I . . . I,’ he paused and scanned the deck. Lowering his voice, he spoke as calmly as he could, ‘we have rats on the ship.’

Robertson looked about, uncertain of the importance, ‘yes, I know, it’s quite common aboard ships. I’ve seen the bastards scurrying about the hold. We should’ve bought a cat in Lisbon.’

‘No. What I mean is, we have rats that are starting to act differently.’ He looked to the sea, trying to make their conversation look casual.

Robertson paused whilst processing, then, understanding, his eyes narrowed and he quietened too. ‘How deep have they burrowed?’

‘It’s hard to say, but they’re building a nest and filling it with scandalous thoughts.’

‘Are there many in the nest?’

‘Only two that I know of. I heard them squeaking in the dark.’

‘Do these rats have names?’

‘I’m not sure. Their squeaks were noticeably quiet, it was hard to tell. They have a leader though.’

Robertson pursed his lips, his brows hunching over his eyes. ‘Rats are clever, they know how to survive. I just didn’t expect there would be some aboard our fine Victoria. But I guess long hardships at sea breed contempt and in turn breed false thoughts of opportunity. Those ideas are like ticks on the rat’s back, once they’re there their roots dig deeper and it’s hard to rid of them. I’m afraid how much this has progressed without our knowledge; if we’re not careful, we’ll have an infestation on our hands and the ship will be overrun with vermin.’

‘What do we do? Can’t we stop them before it gets too far; before a mutiny begins?’ he asked.

‘No.’ He shook his head, trying to think, ‘no, we can’t. For one thing we don’t know who the rats are; they could be anyone. Secondly, if we misjudge then it’ll break out anyway; provocation without preparation is a nasty business, Joseph. We’d have a mutiny on our hands either way.’

Just then Rob climbed the ladder and stood at the top. ‘All finished with the bonnets, Captain, and the foresail is full to starboard. The outer and inner jib’s strung and flying.’

Robertson turned to him and replied lightly, ‘good lad. Now go down to the hold and tidy. Empty barrels and sacks to one side and those with food still left in them to the other. I’m damned if I go back down there again and spend twenty minutes only to find a stale maggoty biscuit.’

Rob smiled and nodded, ‘aye, aye sir.’

The captain turned back to Joseph and spoke low. ‘Speak to no one else of this, do you understand? No one. We sleep lightly and be alert at all times. I’m afraid trust is now a thing of the past.’

Joseph looked to the horizon, his face stern, ‘it’s already gone.’

The rest of the afternoon passed swiftly, and the breeze wavered enough for them to begin trimming the sails but keeping the bonnets attached. They slowed to a steady five knots and rounded the very base of southern Africa, reaching the bottom of the south-eastern side and into the Agulhas current by the time the sun began to set.

Brilliant displays of gold and yellow stretched across a hazy sky and once again colour was drained from the sea to allow for this mesmerising phenomenon slowly sinking below the edge of the world. Beyond, a calm darkness loomed with scuds of grey clouds.

No one enjoyed the dusk this evening though, and after anchorage had been found offshore, a rationed supper had been eaten and a warning of cholera from the captain had been heard they retired to their hammocks racked with fatigue. It was only this far into exhaustion that Benjamin gave a solitary complaint of his joints aching, but for the landlubbers the laborious work on such little sleep was enough for them to flop into their hammocks and want to cry with the pain of their throbbing limbs. There were no tales tonight, nor any tunes from Billy’s fiddle, which was why, after the sun had set and the night was in its youth, Robertson was surprised to hear a knock on his door. Through a suspicious crack he peered through, to see Tess standing in the dark. It was her turn on watch and he wondered if all was alright.

‘Yes, yes. Fine. I just need to talk to you is all.’ He welcomed her in and offered her a drink to which she politely declined. ‘I was just wondering how far we have until we reach Madagascar?’ She asked, taking a chair to sit on. She looked drained, her eyes were rimmed with dark circles and her hair was dishevelled; she’d managed to tie her humid curls and lay them over her right shoulder, but it had been done half-heartedly and looked knotted and dry. He wasn’t a one for noticing emotions, but he was sure she’d been crying. I’m not surprised; a storm and then half a day caulking would make me want to cry, he thought, the Devil’s toll is always a toil.

‘Not too far. Two days at the most depending on how the Mozambique current treats us, and with the wind kissing us a southerly goodbye it could make the waters a slippery spot but, with fortune, we’ll reach the southern end of the island by then, and then it’s the east where we need to make landfall.’ He took a seat on the other side of the table, unsure of how to approach her feelings. Do I ask? Do I wait for her? He took his pipe out, pushed a pinch of tobacco inside and lit it with a match, the smoke wafting in the lamplight.

She looked at the wooden table, the lamp illuminating her soft young features, her unhappy, drained complexion. ‘We’re going to run out of food.’ She said calmly and morbidly, as if she was mentioning the weather.

Robertson had realised this. Their stock was to last them until morning and then that would be all, the food, even the stalest morsel, devoured. He wasn’t sure what Madagascar would offer but he hadn’t heard of a grand trading port selling goods to ships, which was what they desperately needed. Vessels didn’t venture to this island to sell and buy stock. Slaves perhaps, but not food; in fact, the only interest he’d heard was of missionaries visiting to convert the local people to Christianity, but religion was not going to fill their bellies. They would starve, but at least their souls would be satisfied. Satisfied for a god watching us starve. How droll. Still, he hadn’t heard if the missionaries returned alive. All in all, he hadn’t the slightest clue what to expect, but food was a necessity and took priority over the next clue. ‘We’ll find food when we reach Madagascar,’ he reassured her, ‘there will be something there, even if we have to hunt it ourselves.’

The thought made Tess smile, ‘fresh meat would be nice. I can’t remember the last time I ate it.’ She paused, ‘I gave my rations to Pop tonight. She needs the strength. She–’ her brow furrowed, ‘she hasn’t been feeling well of late.’

‘Oh? We have a bottle of opium and some laudanum and last I checked some absinthe too . . . Our stock of medicines is quite scant I’m afraid and even so I’m not trained in that profession. Victoria’s got some experience, but she’s not a doctor or surgeon. Here, let me get some.’ He got out of his seat and went to the cupboard to find the small stash.

‘I’ll try but I don’t think it’ll be of much use. She’s . . . very weak,’ she looked down to her hands sadly, ‘she can hardly do the work you set without needing a lie down; her arms and legs are sore most of the time and have sores on them too. She’s lost colour in her face, there’s not a glow or blush anymore and her skin is a starched yellowing sheet. When I try to comfort her, her hair snaps off in my hands as if its straw. Is that considered normal? I mean, for sailors?’ She looked up worriedly, her eyes welling with tears. Tess started talking quickly, ‘I’ve seen a lot of bad things before; gangrene and tuberculosis, cholera and cancers, the city’s awash with diseases and sickness that us poor souls have to live in and I usually know how to handle them, how to help but this one I haven’t seen, and I feel powerless against it. Powerless. I can’t . . . help her, I can’t make her feel better.’ Tears fell from her eyes, ‘I’ve been taking on her jobs for her, so she can rest but she just an’t recovering; she’s worsening no matter how much she rests. Captain . . . Jim . . . is there anything we can do to help her? What is it that plagues her? Is . . . is she . . .?’ There was no need to finish the sentence.

Robertson could do nothing but sigh out smoke and lower his head; he gulped, knowing exactly what the plague was but knowing nothing of how to say it. If he was being frank, he wasn’t surprised. It was bound to happen; it was bound to strike with their poor diet aboard this ship. He cursed himself for not buying lemon juice when they were in Lisbon; nowadays it was as much as a necessity at sea as having a Bible on board. He had that in a drawer now in case they had any more psalms come up, but the Holy Book wouldn’t save Poppy Mills, and from the sounds of it nothing could; she was beyond aid. Thinking of the bluntness of truth at this moment, Jim Robertson hesitated and decided to give it to her straight. He turned from the cupboard and spoke with the calmness of an ebbing tide rolling along sand. ‘I know what it is, Tess, and it’s a merciless ailment when severe. Scurvy is what weakens her. I’m sorry Tess, but without the proper medicine, the correct diet or the blessing from a priest, she,’ he exhaled, ‘. . . she won’t make it.’ He looked her in the eye, ‘I’m so sorry.’ 

As the words sank in, he walked to the cabinet and picked out the bottle of Old Pulteney and poured the last of the whiskey into two glasses. He’d vowed this was for emergency use only, and he classified the present moment as one.

Tears ran down her face in wet streaks although her face was surprisingly calm, as if she’d guessed as much but needed to hear the words from somebody else. ‘Scurvy . . . What a horrible thing to die from, and so young, oh my heart!’ She began crying, ‘what do I say to her? Do I tell her? Do I tell the rest of the crew? How am I supposed to tell a child she is going to die soon? Tell me, Jim, tell me.’ Her shoulders started to shake as she sobbed. ‘What do I . . .’

He placed a hand on her shoulder and passed his handkerchief. ‘You don’t have to say anything to anyone, if you wish not to. And as for me, not a soul will know, on my honour as a seaman and Captain of this ship. Time will eventually tell the crew of her fate.’ Gently, he placed the glass on the table for her.

After a time, she snivelled and breathed and dabbed her face with the handkerchief, ‘the world is cruel. She needs to know.’

Really? Does she need to know she’s going to die soon? She’s twelve years old; a child. Let her run her course in peace. He thought but did not say, he instead squeezed her shoulder and sipped his glass, trying to soften the sombre mood with the warm caress of Old Pulteney.

Tess looked up to him, her eyes glistening and bold. ‘She needs to know,’ she repeated, ‘she . . . she isn’t my trueborn sister.’

The sentence hung in the air like a seagull hovering on warm drafts, unable to come down. His eyebrows knitted together, perplexed. ‘What?’ Robertson asked, taking his hand away, ‘she isn’t your sister?’

She sighed, ‘No.’

He walked back to his chair and sat down, pulling straggles of hair back to his head, his mind sifting through other possibilities of how these two people could be connected. All along she had been telling a lie. He rearranged his pipe. ‘Is she your daughter then?’

A shake, ‘No.’ She wiped her nose.

‘Niece? Half-sister? Bastard-born?’

With a sigh, Tess managed to get her lips moving. ‘. . . Poppy and I, we’re not related. Her real name is Poppy Kettlewell. I was friends with her mother when I worked in a women’s dress shop as a young girl. Well, we weren’t exactly friends; we knew of each other and we spoke rarely, if at all. She was three years older than me at the time, and beautiful. She always caught the eye of men that came into the shop from time to time, men that came in with their wives, but it was her their eyes were looking at. She was kind, friendly, worked hard; I aspired to be her, what teenage girl wouldn’t? I was only fourteen; she was seventeen, and even though we hardly spoke I felt I knew her,’ she nodded, ‘even though I never knew her. I didn’t know what was going on in her life, but I wanted to be like Katherine.

‘As time went by, she grew a bump under her dress. She tried not to draw attention to it, but it was obvious what it was. She was with child. I . . . I was confused, she wasn’t married (not that I knew of) she wasn’t courting a man and yet there under her skirts a baby was growing. Young as I was, I’d heard of girls that went into other establishments for extra coppers, that sold her purse to fill her purse; maybe this was from that. I didn’t know. Of course, once everyone discovered her secret, she . . . lost her job. She had to go, and so she did.’ She sniffled, looking down at her glass, ‘walked from my life without a goodbye, not ever a hello. It was heart-breaking; I cried for a long time.

‘I later discovered her story and felt terrible that I’d thought her to be a prostitute. Katherine wasn’t a fancy girl, wasn’t a hedge-cropper at all. The fact of it was that her mother was deeply religious and her father not at all, well, not on the inside. You could call it the story of the saint and the sinner, and, oh, what a sinner he was. He drank too much and had too little sense; a recipe for a monster, yet he was dastardly clever in a way that his wife, Katherine’s mother, never found out. He did awful things to poor Katherine; godforsaken things and it was a blessing when he died – but left her an eternal reminder of him . . . growing in her belly. The only fruit her womb was to bear was to be from her own father. She wanted to abort it, but her religious mother wouldn’t let her, forbade it and rejected the claims of what her husband had done. As she was only seventeen, she had to oblige. It was her body, but not her decision. A woman’s body should be her own possession, not anyone else’s. It is a cruel world indeed.’ She took the glass and swilled the contents and took a gulp and in silence, staring at the table, she reminisced.

‘I met her two years later. Her religious mother had rejected her and tossed her to the streets. There she sat against the wall, loitering in the London Mud and city filth, her clothes torn and dirty, her face aged by a lifetime; she was still beautiful, but her face was lean now, her eyes had far more stories to tell. Around her skirts was a two-year-old girl, the girl of incest. I had heard of stories to do with children of incest; that they were stunted with too many fingers and toes, that they were disfigured and hid under beds; but this girl – this girl was normal, with normal brown curls in her hair and a normal interest in the world around her.

‘Katherine saw me and beckoned me over, and suddenly began to weep. She told me she knew me and told me I used to work in the dress shop. She . . . she told me she had a disease and wasn’t well, knew she didn’t have long left, especially as a vagabond on the streets with winter around the corner. Her child would die too, she said, and begged me to take her and keep her safe.’ Tess looked at Robertson, her heart in her eyes pumping tears down her face. Emotion was thick in her voice. ‘I knew if I took the child people would think it was mine and my mother would never agree; I would be thrown out of my home, abandoned, forgotten, but what was I to do? What option did I have? So, I did what any good person would do. I promised her I would look after her, that I would raise her. And my best friend smiled tiredly, peacefully, and told me the girl’s name was Poppy.

‘Katherine . . . died within days, nineteen years-old. A young death even in our days; a tragedy. I cried for days when I saw her lying dead on the street with people walking around her, ignoring her, treating her like another bit of litter; the woman I never knew and yet knew everything about. She gave me aspirations and she gave me my sister. I’d never forget her face. Never. Even now I can see her there, standing beside you on this ship rocking with the waves. I see her in her daughter. I saw her mother days away from death, and here I am ten years later watching her daughter die too. Why does God punish those trying to help the world he made? Am I a sinner for taking a daughter away from her mother? Am I . . .’ her voice trailed off to the gloom of the cabin, leaving the room in silence with only the whisperings of the wind outside to listen to.

Robertson studied her. He had no answers, and for the moment, no words. He took another sip of whiskey and closed his mouth, but before he could stop himself he asked, ‘why haven’t you told her this before? She has a right to know.’

He expected anger, a slap, a storm out the room, but he instead received a nod, ‘I was planning to. I was going to tell her when she was a woman grown, so she could understand the premise of why I had to take her, of who she is. She needs to understand. How am I supposed to tell her now, a twelve-year-old girl, that she is the product of incest? That her mother was raped by her father and she was going to be aborted, that her mother died a poor vagabond on the dirty streets of Camden and that I, who she’s thought as her sister her entire life, am of no relation to her at all and that she has no one in the world who would love her and care for her as I do? If you could give me the words to help me explain this to her on her deathbed, I’d be grateful. Do you have those words, Jim?’

He didn’t want to answer, he held his tongue. A light smoke rose from his pipe. Pursing his lips, he said, ‘I don’t.’

Tess dried her bloodshot eyes and finished off her whiskey. ‘Then the world is tormenting as well as cruel. It’s a small wonder why people find appeal in suicide; death becomes the relief whereas life becomes the torture.’

‘Life can also be the saviour,’ he replied, ‘it can give you chances where in death there are none.’ She didn’t reply, but a fresh stream of tears ran down her cheeks. She needed sleep. ‘Why not try and get some rest, Tess? We’ve all had a long day, and, in the morning, you can decide on what to do with a clearer mind.’

Tess nodded slowly, looking exhausted, and rose to her feet. ‘Goodnight Jim.’ She walked around the table and kissed him on the cheek, ‘and thank you.’ Tired, she left the room and closed the door behind her, leaving Robertson sitting in silence sifting through the information. He knew she wouldn’t get much sleep tonight, and now he guessed he wouldn’t either.

Dawn came grey and humid, with an overcast sky not letting any heat out and not letting any sunlight in. There was movement in the air but not enough to fill the sails and push them at the fast pace they all prayed for, yet it was enough to keep them moving. It was better than nothing. The sails were untied and eased, the halyards were tightened and tied to the belaying pins and the bonnets of each mast were unfurled again, aiding them in their efforts to get to the next checkpoint as quickly as possible.

The grey forlorn sky became appropriate when they discovered the last of the food was no longer edible and the water had to be rationed. The mood lowered sharply as everyone aboard knew another hardship was on its way. Starvation and dehydration; gnawing, empty, horrid feelings that brought shaking limbs, short tempers and a loss of focus to all.

Only a few more days to go, a few more days . . . Was a thought that kept them going, yet it set Joseph on edge as he perched on the foreyard stitching a tear in the foresail. A few days of aching hunger could be the trigger the mutineers were waiting for. A time when tensions were running high and when morale was running low; a time when those whispering rats decided now would be a good time to enforce new management. His fingers ached as he sewed, and they constantly fumbled with a lack of precision and focus. No, it can’t be today or tomorrow or the next day. Hunger will be on their minds, not mutiny. If they attempt to take the ship, they’ll be too weak to carry it out and what’s more, they’ll have an empty ship with hungry hostages . . . if they keep the hostages, that is. With a dry throat, he gulped and pushed the needle through, pulling the line tight and was about to continue when he became aware of the sound of crying from the main deck.

He peered from his perch and saw Tess leaning against the portside railing, her shoulders hunched, sobbing. As quickly as he could, he clambered down the shrouds and noticed she had a bundle of sewn sailcloth at her feet in unmistakable human shape.

Joseph suddenly realised and was taken aback by shock. He’d been wound so tightly recently he hadn’t noticed the situation behind the scenes, and as he looked down to the bundle, to Poppy, he noticed this grey day turn a shade darker. He turned Tess and hugged her, ‘I’m so sorry Tess.’

Approaching from the forecastle, Victoria put her hands to her mouth, her eyes wide and already beginning to fill, before hugging Tess tightly. ‘I’m so sorry, Tess. I’m here for you if you need anything at all. We’re all here for you.’ She paused, ‘it was a pleasure to have been a part of Poppy’s life.’ She let her go, dabbing her cheeks.

Hugh then gave Tess a hug and stood back solemnly, his hands in his pockets. The rest of the crew appeared and joined her in mourning. Silently, Billy came and stood beside Joseph, his face still. Even Dave looked mournful, something Joseph found surprising since the man was made of stone. Robertson arrived last of all from the helm and seemed to have a look of understanding on his face; sad, but accepting, as if it were the ways of the sea, the rise of a swell. Ashes to ashes, tide to tide. He stood beside her and took his hat from his head. ‘I’m sorry, Tess. She was too young. Would you . . . or would you like me to?’

She wiped her red eyes and managed a heaving sigh, a sigh of grief and a hint of relief that Poppy’s pains were gone. ‘Thank you, but it should be me.’ Everyone stood around her in a sorrowful silence, a melancholy of respect that could only be found at a funeral. A floating funeral. As was tradition, Captain Robertson said a passage of peace and love from the Bible and spoke some final words as he had done with Harold. ‘Poppy Mills. The finest Cabin Girl in the Empire, the finest sister and the finest friend. Your troubles are gone now, your soul may rest. It is time for you to take your place in the Kingdom of Heaven. You will be dearly missed by all.’ 

Tess picked up the body at her feet, wrapped in the sailcloth. The body that was so light now, she wasn’t even a struggle to lift. She lowered her into the longboat and stood in an absolute silence for a minute, only the sounds of the sea could be heard but even they were tame. ‘My sister, my love and my joy. Goodbye Poppy, your suffering is over now, my sweet.’ They heard her say quietly to her sister, ‘be at peace, your mother will take good care of you.’ She got into the longboat and was lowered to the waves and they watched as she gently placed Poppy on the surface where the waves took her like a petal that had landed in a stream, floating gently upon the surface.

They raised Tess back up to deck and a moment of silence pass until, one by one, the crew dispersed to their stations, and after Victoria had given her another hug, Tess and Robertson were left alone together. They stood in silence at the bulwark looking out to the horizon where the faint coastline could be seen through a humid haze, ‘did you tell her?’ he asked.

Tess stood still, her eyes glazed but the air of peace that surrounded her could not be missed; it was the passing of a loved one who was finally free from suffering, like watching a beautiful bird fly from its cage where it was never meant to be kept. ‘No. In the end, I felt I didn’t need to.’ She said calmly, ‘she will always be my sister, no matter where she comes from. I think she’d be happy with that.’

		

Chapter Twenty-One

The ship felt different, empty almost, for a day, until the changing scenery and current predicament numbed the mourning. Tess hardly spoke a word from then on, except from short conversations with Victoria. Soon, the crew joined her in this, and a harrowing silence descended. They carried out their duties silently, trying to focus on moving forwards yet thinking of nothing but the past. Victoria became a ghost ship, where her crew spent their time haunting the decks, getting lost in memories of days long gone. They escaped from the present as often as they could, as that was too harsh to endure. Everyone knew what this episode was. Starvation and dehydration; a pair of haunting spectres suckling the life from them all.

It was strange, Joseph found, the effect that deprivation had on the body. He’d seen people obsess over money before, over possessions and even people, but he never thought he’d find himself obsessing over two such simple things: Food and water. They became all he could think about, his every waking moment. They haunted his thoughts incessantly, tormenting him with their necessity; yet he was ceaselessly reminded of their absence.

They became spirits, only existing in his memories; memories that heightened with each passing day so that details of food became finer to the point of realism. The freshly baked bread was golden with a heavenly crunch as one broke the crust and had such a soft inner of white down, like that of a swan’s plumage, you could use it as a pillow. The toffee pudding was perfectly rounded and succulent, sweet, with thick custard glazed over it, glimmering in candlelight like a rich honey drooling from its comb. The steaming porridge was of the perfect consistency, soft and smooth; the perfect temperature, warm but not hot and the perfect sweetness; so perfect it could hold on your tongue for but a moment before it began to melt. The vegetables were vibrant with fantastical colours and zinging flavours. The meat was tender, beautifully seasoned and succulently soft as teeth kneaded it like dough. The water was cool and clean and tasted sweet as it poured down his throat, replenishing his mouth, his senses, pumping life back through his veins. Then there was the . . . flick of breeze and sea spray; he blinked, and the visions disappeared.

His mind had been fed but his stomach yearned for the substance that came with such wonderful sights. Even the tobacco had ran out and he was feeling the withdrawals: the shakes, the sweats, the crawling skin and wriggling teeth. He wanted to groan, to holler in anger and collapse to the deck and weep, but instead forced himself to turn away with his head throbbing and his body aching, desperate for any type of sustenance to absorb.

 Days began to pass slowly, and their minds swam in disconnected thoughts whilst their stomachs whined painfully for something to gnaw on. Their joints ached with each movement and their eyes strained to focus. Piss turned a dark brown colour and constipation was the new norm. Madagascar was not too far away – a desperate hope they clung to. Joseph was sure Victoria would have arrived sooner if it were not for their two days’ delay where the wind, the tide, the entire planet seemed to grind to a halt. Not a breath of a breeze dared to sigh, not a wave cared to push. Everything had fallen still, silent, immobile. There was barely a ripple in the water. The Mozambique current they entered in was a foul one; Robertson had said the seas of this area were usually harsh with gale force winds, or states of utter becalm, yet Joseph already knew what this was. He’d seen it all before and fell to his knees in exasperation.

Yet Captain Robertson was perplexed as the Doldrums could not reach this far south of the equator and guessed it to be from a huge storm out east in the Indian Ocean and this was a weather ripple it had created. It was the only way he could explain the phenomenon as colour drained from his face. It was then that Joseph saw a pure bleak fear behind the man’s eyes, a type of fear that was contagious. As he looked out beyond the bulwark, he remembered what a sinister place it was to be stuck in – with the water so still it looked like they had run aground on a giant mirror reflecting the sky, as if they were now sailing through the clouds but had no air to breathe. The water was glass again and they were witnessing two suns rise and fall through the strange horizontal pane, until they touched and disappeared altogether. Then the stars appeared but this time there were double the amount than usual, galaxies upon galaxies emitting so much light that even in the thick of night there were shadows, the only places where darkness could continue to lurk. They were suspended in animation again, travelling not to a landmass but to a lost nebular deep in the universe, sailing on a cosmic tide. Surprising himself, Joseph was growing to love these rare and serene nights where he would stand on the deck for an hour or more watching the night sky streak with the flaming tails of shooting stars.

Spending time in such a vast, empty and unmoving world of parallels was simply terrifying and even though they were out in the wide-open, claustrophobia set in with unmatched might. There was nothing to do as the ship would not be moved, and as the days passed, they heard Billy play forlorn songs on his fiddle and wander the deck singing songs in such a melancholic way they became sinister. Joseph, although frustrated, could sympathise; he was only trying to cling to sense. They understood why Robertson feared this place, indeed, they had grown to fear it too. It was where insanity could slowly burn until you lost your mind altogether in a furnace of madness, to forever smoulder in this taunting mirror.

Yet this “ripple”, as Robertson called it, was kind and after two days of unnatural calmness a harsh northerly gale snagged their sails and hauled them forward without the need to tow. No one had the energy to. Another day rolled by with a fierce wind until, in the thick of urgent desperation on their fifth day, Dave cried land from the nest; Madagascar was in their sights at last.

Pushing hard, they sailed the ship from the southern coast to the eastern and dropped the anchors to the shallows as a flock of greater frigate birds soared high overhead in the warm coastal drafts. The longboat was quickly lowered, weapons and small gifts were stowed and those that had volunteered climbed aboard to visit the shore, some for the first time since leaving Europe on the other side of the hemisphere. Only Benjamin had decided to stay to watch the ship, ‘me ol’ bones need to rest for a while and explorin’ is a young man’s game anyway.’ He’d told them as he jumped down from the shrouds.

Billy and Dave pulled the oars, their struggle evident with grunts and groans and sharp facial expressions. Even minor movement was becoming painful – climbing shrouds to get to the yards seemed an arduous feat; Joseph dared not to imagine what pain they must be enduring to pull this boat to the eastern shore of this long-awaited island. Suddenly he heard Billy mutter a rhyme to himself as he had done these past few days, looking down to his rowing arms as if they weren’t his anymore,

‘Oranges and lemons says t’ bells of saint Clements.

You owe me five farthings, says t’ bells of saint Martin’s . . .’

As Joseph sat on the sternsheet and looked weakly up from his spinning compass to the incoming land, he realised how little the tide influenced him anymore. Waves didn’t feel like waves. When they set out from London, he could feel the slightest roll of the water in their large vessel but now it seemed like this vast undulating liquid was the new solidity. Each rolling swell was just a bump to walk over. All in all, he felt something akin to pride (perhaps the only feeling he could recognise apart from the overwhelming hunger, thirst and craving) that he could no longer call himself a landlubber. He was a man of the seas now, weathered and experienced. A criminal turned sailor. A seadog. A tired and hungry seadog, that is.

Peering up, he shielded his eyes to see a clear blue sky behind the streaking white sprawl of stratus clouds. The humidity was increasing but try as it might it could not dry out their parched throats further. His tongue was swollen and had nothing to wallow in or swallow down; his tastebuds felt like a wire brush scraping his palate clean of any leftover moisture. Even perspiring was now a treat for the body. Joseph guessed what was on everyone’s mind – food and water and the excitement at receiving both. Essentially, so long as there was something to eat and drink on this godforsaken island, he couldn’t have cared less about the poxy clue.

He looked down to the note in his quaking hand:

Sink below the equator but float to the continent’s east,

Under crux and canis major is where luck will never cease.

Strange lands and strange predators there are: be warned of Tangena’s bite,

Seek along the eastern coast, pray and do not lose sight.

Help Merina and Merina will help you.

H.S E.S.

Well, I’m praying, and I doubt we’ll lose sight, he thought, and Merina best have a table ready. Dinner for seven please. With extras of everything, and to wash it down, a cool jug of clean fresh water. Yes, yes please! Then to set me off to sleep; a nice long cigarette to smoke until I forget what fresh air is. With his head slowly turning to the water and waves, he realised how challenging it was to string that thought together.

‘. . . When will y’ pay me, says t’ bells of Old Bailey.

When I grow rich, says t’ bells of Shoreditch . . .’ the Irishman continued.

Ahead, he saw a crop of trees yet no beach beneath them and instead they seemed to grow straight from the water. Where are they finding the freshwater? How can they possibly grow in such salinity? Once again, he found himself envying the plants and their remarkable evolution. Their roots stood above the surface and were a grey green colour after the mud and algae from the last high tide, they were compact with a roof of sickly green leaves not permitting any passage through. The closer they rowed, Joseph saw they were sharp too and a murk lurked in their knitted depths. This was not an entrance, but they were in the shallows. Flies began to buzz and swarm about the boat, sandflies and mosquitoes alike finding interest in these pallid wasted things they mistook for corpses.

‘Mangrove.’ Robertson cursed, ‘we will find no landfall here. Turn to port and we’ll sail along the coastline until we reach a beach.’ His tone was meant to be strong, but a hoarse crackle only made him sound weaker. Joseph had noticed his beard looked like straw too, black lined with grey ready to snap off at the lightest of touches; his lips had split and had dried blood in ragged lines.

‘When will that be, says t’ bells of Stepney.

I do not know, says t’ great bell of Bow . . .’ Billy tugged the oar harder.

The boat turned and they bobbed along the coastline, passing long stretches of mangrove forests, tropical labyrinths that harboured their own coastal mysteries. No one offered any suggestion to climb through them to find land, no one had the energy for suggestions. 

They continued onward at a slow pace until finally the mangrove lessened and gave way to white sand and tall placid palm trees shrouded by bamboo. Many birds they could not see but hear in a cacophony of chirps and warbles, from the cuckoo-roller to the giant coua and from the air they watched African palm-swifts chirp and sweep into the palms whilst plovers darted from the edge of the tide into the green brush. Greenery was profound and flourishing and the wide range of flowers made the growth sparkle in a wealth of colour.

This was the eastern coastline and it looked visionary; they did not wait to find another spot. Once again, the boat brushed up against the sand and all its passengers clambered out to the beach, hoping beyond hope that there would be some sign of life close by. Some sign, some form, and if they were fortunate, that form’s name would be Merina. Unlike Gabon, they could not fully appreciate the beauty, not when they were ready to collapse yet its beauty was astounding nonetheless. Everyone was quiet as they observed, except for Billy Baker, who finished his rhyme and made the others wish he would’ve stopped at the great bell of Bow.

‘Here comes a candle to light you t’ bed,

And here comes a chopper to chop off your head!’

Joseph turned around to him, peeved, wanting to glare but Billy wasn’t thinking straight and innocently looked on to the trees and beach. Blinking slowly, he doubted anyone heard his sinister ending. He hoped not, the last thing any of them needed was to hear about a beheading when arriving on a strange land with strange predators. Be warned of Tangena’s bite.

Their muscles ached as they stepped up the sand, their minds adrift and struggling to discern what was reality and what was a cruel conjure of the mind. Walking slowly up to these odd trees, a type of tree they had never seen before, they looked up with curiosity. It grew in a gentle curve from the sand to a splay of bright green fronds at its peak, and had round brown, green balls attached just beneath, sheltering in the shade. Coconuts, but how were they to know. Joseph scanned it, wondering how a plant could be so green and luscious in such rampant humidity. What are those balls? Are they edible? But the thought of climbing to get them seemed like a long and tiresome, impossible effort.

Rob helped Billy pull the longboat to the sand and anchored it away from the water. The captain nodded and looked at his dishevelled party. ‘My crew. Madagascar now awaits us. For now, we stay together and head south along the beach. If we separate now . . . in our state, I doubt we’ll be able to find each other again. Lord knows it’s hard enough to keep thoughts straight and sharp, so we must not split until we find someone.’ He paused, thinking of his next string of words. ‘If all else fails, we’ll venture inland to try and find food and water, but we mustn’t dawdle and if nothing is found, we return to the boat and try again tomorrow. Any questions?’

No one spoke, everyone looked drained and thin; Tess looked like she was wilting. She had been crying again but dehydrated in such a way, she’d been grieving dryly; her face showed her raw pain.

‘Savages. If we find any, what do we do?’ Dave quickly mentioned, with Harold on his mind.

The captain licked dry lips with a dry tongue. He replied with his hoarse voice, ‘if you find any savages, run away as fast as you can. You have no hope of fighting them in this state. That’s not to say that every person we come across on this island is a savage; remember what the clue states, that we’ve got to find Merina and help, and they will help us. Let’s say that if they look threatening – run, but if they look friendly enough then wait it out and see how they react. Do you all understand?’

Everyone nodded. Hugh swatted at the flies buzzing around his head. ‘Right then. Let’s walk.’ He said and walked as well as he could on the slipping sand. Dave followed close behind and Rob then walked, and Billy, Hugh, Tess, Victoria and Joseph started moving; their legs feeling rubbery on the sand. With solid ground feeling like liquid, they waited for the trees to rise and the sea to fall to find balance.

They walked for twenty minutes, with each minute feeling like an hour and each step a mile. The sun burned brightly in the cloudless sky. The heat was unbearable. Billy fell beside Joseph, his hands in his pockets. He breathed heavily and said, ‘y’ know, me Ma had a name for a day like this. The Devil’s Day she used t’ call it.’

Joseph frowned, ‘why’d she call it that?’

‘Because anywhere y’ went, be it outside, inside or in the shade it was uncomfortably hot, and made her feel what Hell would be like. “Y’ be a good boy now, Billy, else you’ll end up with days like these every day; all heat and no air, with no escape from it and the Devil will sit there with a pointed finger and laugh for eternity.” She used t’ tell me.’

‘Sounds like a fun woman.’ Joseph said and managed a smile.

Billy shrugged, ‘Devout catholic and liked things to be even and tidy. Not too hot but not too cold, y’ know the deal. She was lovely but tough when she needed to be. Ironic though,’ he said looking up, ‘she died of a heart attack on a Friday, the thirteenth day of t’ month walking through a graveyard. Huh, and they say t’ Irish has luck. She may have kept faith close, but she was far from luck.’

Joseph smiled again, but his lips were too sore for it to be prolonged. ‘I can see what she means though, today is too hot. Us city rats just called it the dog-days.’

Billy forced a laugh. ‘Happy Dog-Day to y’, Joe.’

‘Happy Devil’s Day to you too, Billy.’

Suddenly, Robertson stopped, and everyone halted.

Ahead was a boy. A teenage boy, by the looks of it; dressed in next-to-nothing and stepping along the sand. A string of beads and stones and animal teeth hung around his neck and he carried a small spear, probably fishing for the afternoon. Feeling eyes upon him, he slowly turned and stood frozen for a moment. His face had a pygmy look and was rounded, his ears stuck out and his eyes were wide. Wide with fright, with curiosity? Joseph believed it was a blend of the two.

The boy didn’t move and made no suggestion that he was going to use the spear on them. Robertson advanced with a gradual movement, a non-threatening step forward. He spoke slowly, although they doubted the boy could understand a word. He motioned to his mouth. ‘Food. Water. We need food and water. Can you help us?’

The tanned boy tilted his head and blinked, giving nothing away, and quickly turned and ran up the beach to a grove of trees. Not knowing when they were to find another person and out of sheer desperation the group fell in pursuit, moving as quickly as their weakened legs could manage. Unsurprisingly, the boy was light on his feet and had disappeared into the brush, only leaving a light scuffle of his bare feet to show where he went. 

They followed as best as they could. Soon, sand thickened into hardened earth and grasses began to sprout long green blades. The undergrowth became fuller with bushes of ferns sporting great fronds of leaves. Some plants they had never seen before and marvelled at their magnificence; great pulsing explosions of colour and leaf like that of the traveller’s palm. Trees were broad and unique; bamboo grew in thick patches and ferns waved them by in broad fields. Passing through the growth, they noticed countless insects of all shapes and sizes, all colours and sounds, and spotted lizards and snakes and small ground-dwelling birds with sleek colourful feathers. Peculiar looking monkeys chattered and jumped from tree to tree, their stripy tails a wonder they’d never seen the likes of. Despite the wonderous scene, Robertson led them on and tried to stay focused. A subtle and narrow path wove its way through the brush, a path that could’ve been easy to miss but once on it, easy to follow; and so they did, until tall trees towered above and wonderous plants surrounded them.

They became aware of how large everything seemed. The growth of nature was existential – since when were trees, plants, flowers, shrubs and twigs so fruitful, so divine, and so green. After a lifetime of living in the drab grey of stone and cement and a long time at sea with nothing but the brown of the deck and the blue of the sky and sea; this place was like walking through the spectrum of colours. None of them noticed, but shreds of the jungle’s life seemed to have some effect; their bodies were aching, but their souls began to soothe with tensions gently melting. Walking through the dappled sunlight and the shadows of the trees was a blessing they didn’t know they needed. Feeling the soft leaves brush against their weathered skin was comforting – following the winding track no longer felt like a chore, it was a road to redemption, a journey to rid them of this starved and torturous purgatory.

After a time of trekking through the gardens, they arrived at the end of the track . . . and the front door of the jungle’s inhabitants. Through the trees, they stopped short and gasped as they looked upon a vast clearing and a large community of thatched-roofed huts.

Only a few trees were left standing around the huts, but these were large, prosperous; respected and kept amongst the village. A small river ran through the edge of the clearing, and a bridge had been built to cross the separation. There, along the banks, the crew saw black women and children of the village. The women wore rectangular lengths of coloured cloth wrapped around their torso, chest and then up over one shoulder. Babies were carried on their mother’s backs in the folds of this colourful cloth as the children played and ran bare-chested and barefoot. Some of the women were carrying large jugs full of fresh water to the huts whilst others carried smaller jugs for the plants and flowers that grew up one side of each lodging. Thin grass covered the mud-packed ground and hairy pigs, bleating goats and plucky chickens grazed freely, roaming the land and keeping their settlement trimmed and fertilised.

People walked and worked and stayed in the shade of the trees without any sense of savagery about them. Instead, the crew felt community and well-being, and surprisingly, welcome. They were stunned, no one said anything. It was a sight none of them could forget, mostly because of how false all the tales they’d heard were. It was clear these people were not savage. True, their skin was dark but there was not a presence of threat nor incivility about them. Hostility was not on the villagers’ minds, and Joseph found himself embarrassed that they’d brought weapons. Although the dagger he was to keep on his being at all times: the jungle may have soothed, but it had not cured the paranoia.

As he looked at the placid scene, he found it strange to see no white people anywhere. None in a drab brick building overlooking the villagers, none walking around or working or observing the black people. The people here were happy, they were free. It was true that slavery had been abolished in the early century but there were still conservatives who kept black people as servants, and almost all those freed were still treated poorly with equality a long way off. Never had he seen an entire community of black people without any white around. Baffled, he blinked and felt his mind stretching to new perspectives. He had nothing against black people, and from how white people treated each other in cities he found it refreshing to see the other side. A land free from separation, degradation and racism; he was sure these people didn’t even know what the words meant. They had never had to know, and Joseph wanted to keep it that way. There was peace in this land, a peace he didn’t want to ruin by enforcing their nineteenth-century views on civilisation. I wouldn’t want to spread our twisted views anyway. They’ve got a good thing here.

And then, just like that, the peace shifted. Suddenly Dave stepped out toward the river, but Robertson quickly grabbed his shirt and yanked him back. The sailor shot daggers at the man, ‘it’s water. Fresh water. We haven’t had anything to drink in days and it’s right there!’ he argued angrily with an outstretched arm.

Captain Robertson glared back, ‘this is not our water, sailor.’ He said sternly, ‘if we go in there without their permission, we’ll all be killed for trespassing, do you understand? We must wait to be accepted onto their land, so they know we’re not a threat, and we know they aren’t either.’

‘I thought you hadn’t been to this place before?’ Victoria queried.

Robertson muttered to her without taking his eyes of the people who were now looking at them, talking about them. ‘I haven’t, but that’s the simplest rule of hospitality. How would you like it if strangers burst into your home and started drinking your water?’ he hushed quickly, and then muttered, ‘everyone, leave the talking to me. The boy’s bringing the leader.’

Out from a large hut nearest to the biggest tree, came the teenage boy they had met on the beach and following him out from the shade was a short man, followed by a shorter man. Like the women, he wore a long rectangular length of cloth that wrapped around his waist and chest with the end reaching up and folding over his shoulder. The cloth was brown with white flecks and tapered to a bold red, it was unlike any others they spotted; these were the colours of the chief. Behind, the other man wore only a small piece of cloth to cover his intimates. The boy led his chief and the other man toward the group of Londoners, who saw for the first time what a real tribesman looked like.

The chief was lean, his muscles refined and toned after a lifetime of labour, but his skin looked vitalised and fresh, apart from his pygmy face where small wrinkles were tugging gently at the corners of his eyes and mouth. Nonetheless, his face was friendly, and he looked almost unsurprised at seeing white people entering his village. He’s not even shocked, Joseph thought, are we the first whites he’s seen, have there been others? Atop his rounded head he had a crop of short black hair and had ears that protruded widely, and had large hoops stretching his earlobes into an obscenity that made their empty stomachs quiver. Around his neck was a necklace of teeth, rodent skulls and sparkling diamonds. Walking with a large stride, he was barefoot but moved with such pride and elegant masculinity that it was clear he oversaw this community. In his hand he carried a spear with a rare diamond head, sharpened to a point.

The boy stood in front of them, then moved aside as if to welcome his superior.

At a first reaction, Joseph was surprised. Blimey, he’s short. The chief stood at five feet tall, but his eyes carried such an intensity that they knew he was a man of serious agenda. There was a moment of silence, neither leaders sure of who to speak first. Everyone eyed each other awkwardly, but the tribesman behind looked on with a diffused gaze. It was Captain Robertson that eventually caved in, smiling and handing him a smoking pipe and a patterned handkerchief as gifts which the chief accepted. ‘Greetings. We are sailors. We come from far away. We’ve had no food or water for days now. I’m not sure if you speak English but we’re all desperate and that river is looking better by the second, as well as one of those chickens.’ He spoke slowly at first but as he tired, his words came at a normal pace. Joseph doubted the chief could understand a single word. Oh balls, we really didn’t think this through.

The chief eyed them suspiciously and tilted his head as he mused. ‘Food?’ he said suddenly in a thick accent. ‘Wau-ter?’ 

‘Yes! Yes! Can we please have some? Any you have to spare?’

He turned back to the other man and spoke to him quietly in Malagasy, and the other man with a flattish face and broad shoulders blinked once. Then the chief looked back to them, reached, and softly placed his hand on Jim Robertson’s shoulder. A sign of welcome, or was that acceptance? Or was he just getting a huge spider from his shoulder? The gesture was short-lived, and he retrieved his hand, but it was the other who spoke. ‘Chief Tulyaka welcomes you to this village. He decides you not threat and will help with your needs.’ His English was broken, the words short and punctual. ‘Follow, friends.’ 

The chief turned and began walking away with his translator close by. Excited by their chance at sustenance, they hurriedly followed them to the river where they could approach the water’s edge. The villagers watched with curiosity.

With shaking legs, weak at the sight of such a delicacy, Joseph fell to his knees on the bank and felt the soft earth. Moist earth. Rich earth. He leaned to the water and his lips made contact, instantly taking in long gulps. The water was the sweetest nectar he’d ever tasted, sweeter than any he had known. Sweeping away the dust as it flowed down his throat. Even the feel of it rushing around his lips and face was a blessing, and to feel it passing over his tongue and into his body felt like the touch of God himself as a reward for his suffering. Joseph had been through hardships before, lord knows a life of abject urban poverty had taught him how to endure certain things, but never had he had to face such a debilitating ordeal that had been so intent of sucking the life from his weary bones. He drank deeply until he felt full and lifted his head from the river, water running down his face and dripping from his beard and breathed heavily, before leaning in again for more.

After a time, and as replenished as he could’ve been, he pulled himself from the water and wiped his sore lips. The others were along the bank as well, all drinking and splashing the water to their faces. Now thinking about it, he doubted Robertson needed to explain what they needed, surely the chief could see. They were all haggard, thin and pale with blistering sores breaking out and ugly welts appearing around any place they had slightly bumped. Red spots from mosquitoes had pocked what remained of their skin and their hair was a helpless case. Their appearance must’ve been a shock to this man’s village, small wonder the people were talking; they looked like they’d just been pulled from the edge of their graves and told to walk five hundred miles to reach this river. Lord knows it felt like five hundred miles. He lowered himself again and drank more before splashing his face with the water and wetting his hair and beard and washing it as best as he could.

When he had finished, Joseph pushed himself to his aching feet and walked back up the bank to join Robertson, the chief and the other bare-chested man, who called himself Yalla. Again, Joseph found himself expecting a white man to walk out and do the talking for them, but he had to shake his head and dismiss the thought. Some accustoming had to be done. The captain looked round to him and made the introduction. ‘My First Mate and Quartermaster, Joseph Winter.’ 

Joseph held out his hand. ‘Nice to meet you. Thanks for having us.’

Neither shook his hand. Neither understood the gesture. The chief turned again and muttered in Malagasy and Yalla spoke brokenly, ‘Chief Tulyaka welcomes you . . . Jo-seph Wintah. On this night, you all join for feast around fire to greet.’

Joseph nodded, lowering his hand and felt himself trembling at the thought of food. He heard Jim Robertson muttering next to him, ‘I’ve asked for food and water to be brought back to the ship for Benjamin and so we can begin stocking up again. We’ll trade things for some nets, or whatever these people can offer us to fish with as I doubt they’ll have much in terms of preserving food. It’s eaten fresh or not at all.’ Joseph nodded again in agreement and addressed the chief and his translator.

‘Do you have a person called Merina in your village? Do you know of anyone by that name here or in the area, neighbouring tribes perhaps? We’re looking for Merina.’ Yalla took a moment, then translated and the chief smiled and gave a laugh, even Yalla found himself smiling.

He looked from one to the other. ‘What?’

Yalla answered, ‘Jo-seph Wintah has met Merina already. Chief Tulyaka is Merina, I am Merina. We all Merina.’

Joseph frowned and believed he was being mocked. A flicker of anger sparked inside of him; a raw emotion brought on by the insatiable hunger. He was just about to begin pointing fingers and raising voices when Yalla explained further. ‘Merina is us. The people of this land.’

Great. Well now things have got a whole lot harder. How are we meant to help everyone? Do I tell them about the clue? He blinked and brought a tired smile to his face. ‘Well then, my new friends, we need your help.’

		

Chapter Twenty-Two

Today had been strange. Usually, or you could even say ritually, events of each passing day within the village ran like clockwork, with each cog in the system playing a vital role in keeping everything balanced and everyone fed, but as soon as seventeen-year-old Honlu saw the newcomers on the beach he knew very well that this day was bizarre. He had run back to the village to warn his people of odd-looking strangers, yet destiny (or desperation) had intervened, and they had followed. Begrudgingly, he blamed himself for leading them here. I only wanted to catch crabs, not people.

As Honlu sat amongst his friends in the orange glow of the bonfire eating pieces of chicken and slithers of slow-spit fish, he wondered how these intruders had managed to become their guests. Guests? He had thought, taken aback at hearing of their celebratory welcome feast tonight; they are dressed in strange garments, their skin is white, they look like bones and they followed me back to our village with weapons. How are they now our guests?! Honlu had spoken as much to his mother in their hut, but she was swept up in the excitement and dismissed his suspicions by reminding him of their role to play in hospitality, and even joked that maybe Vazimba had sent them. He held his tongue and kept his opinions to himself for the rest of the afternoon, knowing he’d be disagreed with. Perplexed, he’d watched on as his people gathered and offered them food and water, observed them eating greedily and drinking heartily, never seeming to fill, and saw the bonfire being prepared; he knew the village was officially welcoming them. Have they forgotten what happened last time we had white people here all those years ago?

If anyone had placed a plate full of the finest pork, goat, breast and seafood London had to offer, Joseph wouldn’t have been able to tell the difference with what he was eating now on a large thick leaf. At first the feeling of food passing his lips was a strange sensation, his tongue had almost forgotten its other role, but as soon as it understood the concept of consumption his body trembled and wolfed down anything that was in front of his face, which was anything these kind people had to offer. Still, his body yearned for more.

All afternoon they had been eating and drinking and now that his body had overcome the raw necessity to intake food, he was able to enjoy the tastes and textures that came with it. The favours, ah the flavours! As he bit into the chicken, the meat was tender and soft, nourishing and fulfilling, flavoured with special herbs he’d never tasted. The pork, oh! He felt the meat melting on his tongue and its juices flow into him; he barely had to chew it before it was swallowed. Even the fish was a gorgeous morsel, tasting of actual fish and not salt, and the rice and fruit that had been offered too gave the most wonderous flavours he’d ever tasted. Some of these strange fruits he’d never seen, never heard of, and he had to ask how best to eat them: mangoes and pineapples, Papayas? Coconuts and bananas? They sounded strange to the ears and odd to pass on the tongue but the way they danced upon it was astonishing; their sweetness, firmness and brilliance were astounding, each having their own identity with taste and appearance. He loved it.
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