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			Part One:

			Rising Tide

		

	
		
			One

			Superintendent’s Office, Asylum for the Insane, Charlestown, Massachusetts, January 1855

			I date my professional interest in what I call the dark water, or submerged aspect of the human mind, to an incident that befell me as assistant surgeon of USS Orbis in 1833, shortly before I came to work at the asylum. 

			This was when I first got to know William Borden.

			I was just twenty-one, and until then I’d never been to sea. We’d embarked at Boston in the fall of the previous year. After successfully navigating the long haul around Cape Horn to the Pacific, the Orbis had meandered from port to port up the Chilean coast. Now we were following the line from Chorrillos in Peru on a cruise that was to take the ship past the Marquesas, round the Sandwich Islands, and then back home on nauseatingly rough waters. We began this leg of our journey in early May. Our intolerable passage (I suffered badly from mal de mer) was to last a little under nine months.

			Five days after setting sail from Peru the ship reached Hood Island in the Galapagos and anchored in Gardner’s Bay. It was dead noon by ship’s time when Captain Barnard sent a party on shore to capture a hundred or so of the island’s giant tortoises as meat for our voyage. These beasts lived in a cactus-filled valley some two or three miles inland. The beach was bleak, a sickle of leprous white. When the hunting party straggled out into the saltbush and thorny mesquite fringing the bay I decided to remain behind, since I still felt sick to my stomach, and explore this dismal place on my own. 

			It was like stepping out onto a distant star. All around lay ridges of a black porous rock that was so blasted and dustless that it appeared to have been baked in a furnace. Picking up two stones, I struck them together. They rang like dull bell metal. The hot, still air retained the sound mournfully. 

			The noise disturbed something in the scrub: there was a rustling and a thrashing, followed by a low hiss, as if the rock underfoot had sprung a geyser. 

			I lifted the heavy limb of an acacia bush with my stick and found myself looking at the hard socket of an eye, a scrolled and cracked lip, a horned forehead encrusted with a scab of salt. 

			In front of me crouched a hideous lizard, a devil of darkness snorting seawater from a cavity in the middle of its face. As I stood gazing at it the thing raised itself on its forelegs and began to slither towards me across the lava with a slow waggle of its squamous hips. Revolted, I lashed at its head, bringing my stick down as hard as I could on those empty eyes. It retreated, neck lowered, jaws gaping in a soundless cry. 

			My heart was beating fast as I scaled the crest of the ridge and arrived at the sweep of sand on the other side. 

			That was when I saw Third Lieutenant Borden. He was sitting motionless about a hundred yards away on an outcrop of rock. His profile was turned to me. Behind him stretched the apparently infinite sea, sequined with sunlight. 

			Borden’s arms were raised horizontally, like a spar. To my astonishment they were covered from shoulder to wrist with clusters of the long-beaked mockingbird native to that spot. There must have been twenty or more of these birds, twitching and bobbing on their perch like old tars sunning themselves on a wharf. The rock at Borden’s feet was thronged with feathered bodies, shingled gray and brown, nestling against his legs in the sunshine. While I watched, one of them approached him, climbed his thigh by hooking itself up and over it with its curved beak, and scrabbled onto his shoulder. 

			This was strange enough. But the expression on Borden’s face was even stranger. It was one of anguished delight, as if the nip of each claw were an exquisitely tender caress. 

			Was he weeping? Something about his eyes, a pinchedness, suggested tears. At that distance it was hard to tell. I was coming closer when, without moving his head, Borden raised the palm of his left hand, as if to say: Stop. No further.

			I’d had no suspicion that he’d even seen me. Embarrassed, I retraced my steps to the site of our anchorage. There I vomited copiously onto the sand. I also managed to kill a snake and found at least fifty more of those demonic lizards. I tried to stun a few with my stick, but they proved too agile for me. 

			When we were on board ship again I stuttered an apology to Borden for having intruded on him, but the look in his eyes was so raw, and so odd, that I dried up in mid-sentence.

			Yes, I decided. They had quite definitely been tears.

			*

			When I next saw Borden alone it was midnight. I’d gone up on deck a night or two later, unable to sleep. Earlier that day I’d exchanged angry words with the ship’s surgeon, a superannuated old peacock whose medicine was as old-fashioned as his manners, and I keenly regretted the weakness that tempted me, however briefly, to let slip the tight grip I usually kept on myself. 

			To tell the truth, I was already experiencing the first of those doubts about my stubborn choice of career that were to haunt me throughout that wretched journey. 

			Was it this that made me so susceptible to what was to follow?

			We were dawdling somewhere east of Charles Island, having met the whaleship Grace of New Bedford and given her our letters (I’d written just one, to my sister Caroline in Boston) to carry home. The next morning we’d start beating west. 

			That night the windless sky was bright with crude constellations. An orange moon lolled on the mizzenmast. In the starlight the vast bulk of the ship was magnified, a floating metropolis whose avenues sprouted masts rather than trees, with the spar deck spread like a park in the middle. In the midnight stillness, broken only by the slap of water, I could hear the distant scratching of the tortoises amidships.

			When I reached the quarterdeck Borden was standing there, foot propped on a shroud. He was officer of the deck for that watch, and he was looking out at the tinseled ocean. I felt suddenly uneasy at coming across him unseen in that way, as if I’d again interrupted him in a private moment, instead of the common round of his duties. I thought of the docile birds, the black rock, those distantly glimpsed tears. Had I, after all, imagined them?

			I knew a little about this third lieutenant of ours, naturally, since we messed together in the wardroom, but on a busy and tightly organized frigate of that size – with its ranks and social strata and orders of precedence, its regulations and rituals, it resembled nothing so much as a small continental principality – I’d seldom had the opportunity to speak to him privately, and then never beyond a few hurried words. 

			He was a Nantucketer of about thirty-odd, around six foot four and well-knit, with a quietly self-possessed air. Narrow hips. A deep chest. His back and shoulders were sprung tight with muscle; his gaze absolutely direct. Under a crown of coppery-bronze hair he had widely set eyes and a high nose, with a broad bridge, like the muzzle of a lion.

			It wasn’t arrogance, this self-possession of Borden’s, for the way he held himself was perfectly open, but something else: a hushed concentration, an inward focus that was almost meditative. Though he wasn’t a Quaker he occasionally had the Quaker’s habit, often found among Nantucketers, of addressing others by their given names, and he had the Quaker’s taste for silence.

			I recall that there was a melancholy in Borden that gave his self-possession a conspicuous weight. That leonine face was grooved from mouth to chin with the marks of an entrenched sadness. He seldom smiled, and his smile, when it came, was utterly startling, like the unlooked-for dazzle of sun on tar. I’ve never before or since encountered such an effect of calm and tragic authority in any other human being. Even the captain spoke to Borden in a tone of respect, which was all the more noticeable since Borden was only a junior lieutenant. 

			That Borden had made the rank of lieutenant at all was unusual. He’d come up through the hawsehole, as the saying went – just over a decade earlier, from 1818 to 1821, he’d still been an ordinary seaman on USS Providence. 

			But I didn’t yet know the story of what had taken place on that ill-fated ship. I knew nothing. 

			In every life, I now believe, there is one event that is the wellspring of the fundamental agony and decision in us. It lies beneath the sunlit layers of the present moment, throwing its shade across the foundations of our being, forming the self to come. If grasped and brought to the surface, it can save us or destroy us. 

			I only realized this later, once I was in possession of the shape of Borden’s story – much, much later, after I’d wrestled it from the depths, and fumbled it into my shaking hands. 

			Later. Too late!

			On that particular night I still had no inkling of it. A sluggish breeze, mazy with salt, crawled along the bulwarks. The great moon slid from her spar, dashing her metallic light over the wooden thoroughfares of the sleeping city. As it did so a peculiar thing happened. Borden was transfigured. He wasn’t a man but a pillar of silver, and I felt an unaccountable and completely irrational impulse to go down on my knees before him on the scrubbed boards of the deck. He seemed unapproachable, and at the same time I yearned, with a powerful spurt of shame, to touch him. 

			Needless to say I did no such thing, but simply stood in the shadows, hoping to creep away unobserved. I discovered to my horror that my penis had stiffened and that its swollen head was butting wetly against the flap of my trousers.

			I was about to go below when Borden turned and addressed me.

			‘Why d’you torture yourself with this unhappiness, Hiram? Whose will keeps you here?’

			It took me a moment to collect myself. Astounded, I replied that I was in the navy entirely by my own will; but how, how was it that he had guessed – ?

			‘It’s just that you’re such an unlikely sailor. You hate the sea. And you hate this ship.’ He spoke, I remember, in a wide, rather common accent. His voice was rich and steady, however, and in the darkness its spacious vowels had a curious power. He was smiling his fleeting, unexpected smile now: I could see his teeth by the light of the moon. 

			‘Yes, I do – I do hate it.’ It was such a relief to speak these words aloud that I started to laugh. ‘I hate it more than I can say.’ 

			This struck me as so funny that I laughed louder. It seemed somehow wholly natural that Borden should laugh with me. In a few moments we were leaning together against the taffrail, and my cheeks were wet with hysterical tears. Borden looked at me with unprobing compassion. The melancholy droop had returned to his face. I felt it again: that shocking impulse to touch him. 

			He nodded – a light nod, as if he’d read my thoughts. I put my hand awkwardly on his, and he let it rest there without embarrassment. Really, it seemed the most natural thing in the world that we should be standing like that in the moonlight, fourteen feet above the still, dark water, hand in hand. After another minute I felt quite calm.

			‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘I’ll take your advice.’ 

			Of course, he hadn’t given me any. We stayed like that a while longer, talking of inconsequential things, and then I said goodnight to him and went back below deck to my cot to sleep a dreamless sleep.

			*

			I spoke with him alone again about two weeks after that. 

			He was ill. He had dysentery. Nearly all the men and officers had contracted the disease; Borden was one of the last. I’d warned Surgeon Spalding that in the Pacific heat thorough daily washing of the coppers in which the freshly butchered tortoise flesh was prepared was a matter of necessity, but although the weather-deck was holystoned and swabbed and squilgeed without fail every morning before breakfast, our cooking vessels were given only the most perfunctory rinse. 

			‘In thirty years I have never served on a ship, Dr Carver, where this has been thought necessary or even recommended, whatever the custom in these matters may be in Boston,’ pouted the old curmudgeon.

			‘Not just in Boston these days, sir. Forschmann’s principles of food hygiene state quite clearly that –’

			‘What is “Forschmann”?’ he interrupted me. 

			‘A book, sir.’

			‘Ah. A book.’

			Our medical consultation ended there.

			The symptoms displayed by Borden were characteristic of this debilitating ailment: bloody stool, abdominal cramps, fever. I was impressed with the remarkable strength of his constitution, which had resisted the illness until well after our fellow officers, including Spalding himself, had succumbed. In the officers’ mess the tortoises had been dissolved down into a tepid stew. 

			The captain, who dined alone in his quarters on fancier fare, was unaffected – as was I. 

			I found myself uncommonly moved by the sight of Borden’s helpless body stretched out in the grimy light of my sick bay, and undressed him as gently as I could. This precious moment was marred only by the splutter of onions from the galley and the jabber of the gun-deck cooks. 

			All around us the sea rose and fell, with an unceasing, see-sawing pressure that invariably made me heave. But now I was hardly aware of it. I felt an effervescent emptiness in my stomach, a hurtling tremor in the reach of my fingers – 

			As Borden lay there, naked to the waist, I saw again how well-made he was. His heavily muscled arms had a grace that seemed superhuman. His trunk, compact as a great cat’s, shivered faintly as he drew breath. One wide hand lay curled on the dark pubic furrow that extended like a scepter from his navel to his belt. That regal face, burnt to honeyed brick through exposure to sun and wind, was sealed. He was fast asleep. 

			I noted a curious detail that day about Borden’s body. His torso was covered with irregular, shallow scars: the remains of old sores of some sort, the size of dollar coins, with heaped-up rims. A particularly long scar, a serrated purple lozenge, traversed his left side from chest to abdomen. Beneath it was a single tattoo. It might have been a fish, or the figure eight lying on its side, or a serpent biting its own tail – it was so roughly done that it was impossible to say. 

			How, and where, had he got this? Stooping over him, I traced its outline with the edge of my thumb. 

			Borden flinched. I drew back in surprise, and met his wide-open eyes. In the unclean light their irises were an untainted straw-gold.

			‘Did I hurt you?’ I asked.

			‘No,’ he whispered. ‘But your hands are cold. They’re fair near frozen.’

			He was sick and I was well, but I sensed that he pitied me. 

			‘I’m sorry. I didn’t think you were awake.’ I rubbed my knuckles against the seam of my jacket. ‘I’ll warm my fingers.’

			‘You can’t help your coldness.’ His lips twitched with mild irony. ‘Well, friend, will I live?’

			‘I’m afraid you’ve been poisoned by the bouillabaisse, Mr Borden.’

			‘Ah. But you ain’t, Doctor. You never touched it.’ 

			It was true: I lived by choice entirely on ship’s biscuit, vegetables, pickles, and the occasional slice of salt beef.

			Borden regarded me with those sad, other-worldly eyes. ‘You’re able to go without,’ he said. ‘Few are. But you’ve mastered your appetite. I salute you.’ He began to retch. 

			I blotted the spittle from his mouth with my own handkerchief. Perhaps I pressed a little harder than was necessary.

			‘Don’t speak,’ I insisted. ‘You should sleep now.’ But I knew that my impulse to silence him was prompted not by concern, but by a sudden petulant sense that his words, though apparently benign, weren’t really meant in admiration at all.

			Although I couldn’t say why, I felt rebuked. 

		

	
		
			Two

			We had been at sea nearly a month and were nearing the Marquesas, driven on by steady trade winds. Except for the bout of dysentery that had swept through the ship, our voyage up to that point had been uneventful – or so I was constantly assured by those who were more experienced than I was, which seemed to be more or less everyone else on board. 

			At full sail the Orbis at times appeared to steer herself, bumping across the swell as if tugged on invisible wires. Below decks the air was clotted with the smoke of candles and tobacco, with mold, mildew, and the furtive reek of tar and waste swilling in the bilges. 

			Our sick bay was a stewing cubby-hole in the forward part of the berth deck, positioned directly under the chains and ship’s bell and down from the galley. Its two ports were kept shut tight while the ship was in motion. All day mustard-green water leached slowly along the breasthooks and through the hawsepipes. 

			The odor of salt and rust and suffering human bodies and the fug of frying was suffocating; the clanging of metal was percussive torture. The rolling and lurching of the ship reduced me to a state of drunkenness. The only place I could sit for any length of time without vomiting was on deck, but I couldn’t sit on deck without being tossed about in what felt like a gale. It was a choice between being choked and seasick, or seasick and strafed by thirteen knots of wind. 

			And all the while I stank. I stank as much as the ship. We all stank, but in my own personal stench I could discern the smell of fear, and desperation, and self-loathing.

			‘Not long now, Carver, old boy. In a few days we should be out of the way of the prevailing wind, and then you can unclench your stomach muscles.’

			Blocking the gangway running from the forecastle was Cornelius Buskirk, our first lieutenant – a puffed-up son of patrician New York who had got his commission thanks to family cash, and fancied himself an old salt. I knew him before joining the Orbis; our grandfathers had served together at Fort Stanwix, and our mothers, in the way of our world, were remote cousins.

			‘Thank you, Buskirk. In the meanwhile, perhaps you would be kind enough to step aside and let me proceed to the quarterdeck.’

			‘What? Oh yes, certainly. You’ll get your sea legs yet, old man!’ 

			Buskirk often spoke of being launched upon the Great Ocean of Life. He would then belch up an allusion to the Glory of his Calling, as if he’d swallowed an encyclopedia of inanities. He tottered a little now with the listing of the ship, hands on hips, legs planted ostentatiously wide apart. 

			‘Are you getting ready to dance a hornpipe, Buskirk?’

			‘Very funny, Carver. If you adopted a more nautical demeanor you might do better. Think about it, old man. Just think about it.’ He tapped the side of his head.

			‘Thanks, old fellow. Though your advice is undoubtedly excellent, I have to mosey off. It’s nearly time for my saltwater shower.’

			‘Look here, Carver. This daily washing in the old briny. Why don’t you just have yourself a nice tub drawn every few weeks like the rest of us, with soap? There’s plenty of rainwater left in the barrels. We don’t have to economize. In fact,’ he huffed expansively, ‘I’m due to have a bath next Friday. You can take my turn.’

			‘That’s generous of you, old man, very generous. But I side with my friend Hippocrates in this instance. No need for soap where there’s salt.’

			‘Not sure I know him. Are his people from Boston too?’

			‘Kos, actually.’

			‘Where’s that? Down south?’

			‘Yes, right down south. Near Athens.’

			Buskirk looked briefly flustered. ‘We’re not acquainted with many southern families. Are they old money, or new?’

			‘Oh, old. Very old. Boys all went in for medicine.’

			‘Humph. Medicine.’ I could see him weighing up whether they were worth cultivating, and dismissing the notion. ‘Well, if you’re going to adopt these southern practices, old man, maybe you could leave the pyrophylactic equipment alone? I noticed when making my inventory of the, ah, appurtenances this morning that one was missing. It’s vital that I keep track. Captain’s orders.’

			I stared at him, dumbfounded. Then I realized what he meant. During my last saltwater shower I’d lost my canvas container while fetching water. I’d promoted one of the pails hanging in the hold to water receptacle; it was still among my things. I burst out laughing. 

			The captain had found a task for our first lieutenant commensurate with the Glory of his Calling. He had him counting the fire buckets.

			*

			I suspected that Borden was as irritated by Buskirk as I was, but his natural reserve – that seemingly ingrained self-possession – inhibited any outward expression of this. 

			I watched them closely. 

			Buskirk chattered about ‘the Fatherland’, by which he meant Holland – the bricks from his ancestral seat in Albany, as he was fond of reminding us, had been brought from Amsterdam before the last century’s war. He made sure we were aware that he was the heir to ‘an island property’ (a clump of mud and rushes in the Hudson that his family had snatched from the Mohawk). He bemoaned the delicacy of his skin and went into stupefying detail concerning the softness of his undergarments, which were handwoven for him from lamb’s-wool by lackeys in Hoboken. For an awful moment I thought that he was going to lower his trousers so that we could take a look. 

			Borden gave no sign that he found any of this impolite, absurd or even mildly amusing. 

			Our second lieutenant, Gilbert, was a child of sixteen who was devoted to Buskirk. He was a boy with the stamp of our class all over him, the peevishness and the pimples, the elongated shanks and fatigued air.

			I considered that it must have been galling for a man like Borden to be subordinate to this pair. But when I hinted as much, he gave me one of his long, assessing looks.

			‘Mr Buskirk and Mr Gilbert are gentlemen by birth. They are as they are.’

			‘Yes, but aren’t you tired of it? Aren’t you tired of this – this – this asinine sense of entitlement? God knows I count myself a gentleman too, but why do we have to listen to the Lord of the Isle bragging about his drawers?’

			Borden shrugged. ‘You’re a gentleman of a different sort.’

			‘What sort?’

			‘The sort who is always worrying away at the meaning of what he has. And you don’t like Mr Buskirk having what you ain’t got.’

			‘What’s that, then?’

			‘Straightforwardness. I can see Mr Buskirk coming. With you, I ain’t so sure. Be easy, Hiram, can’t you? You can’t persuade me otherwise, you know,’ he concluded with his rare smile, answering a challenge I wasn’t aware of having made. 

			‘Ah yes,’ I snorted. ‘We must respect our superior officers.’

			‘That’s it. We must.’

			Nevertheless, his words sounded automatic. I was convinced that they didn’t express William Borden’s true feelings, and that, whatever they were, he didn’t mean to let me discover them.

			*

			As it turned out, Buskirk was right about the wind. No sooner had we passed the distant crags of the Marquesas, and steered away to the north-west, than the breeze suddenly dropped. 

			At first Buskirk took a vexatious delight in the accuracy of his prediction, but as the days passed, and we still failed to make any progress, we heard less on the subject. He and Gilbert slouched around the quarterdeck, surveying the flaccid sails. Occasionally they would shoot rancid glances at me, as if I were personally responsible for this turn of events. 

			For fourteen days the ship did not move, but merely drifted in the way that the Ark must once have drifted on the Flood. The air jerked with heat. The leaden blue Pacific, flat and monotonous, lay all about us like a stain left by the leaden blue sky. 

			When one has been becalmed for an extended period, the mind begins to play strange tricks. Events that don’t at first seem to have any clear meaning rapidly become all-important. And so an apparently minor change in shipboard routine became the cause of an unfortunate misunderstanding between Captain Barnard and me. 

			The incidents that led up to it, emerging as they did from the mood of stasis and torpor on board at the time, seemed hideously linked to the crisis that came later. 

			In our wooden kingdom, even under full sail, time was a prison. I had known tedium before, and the staleness that comes from repeti­tive action, but I’d never endured anything as barren, as shriveled, as this. From hour to hour, from day to day and from week to week, the same stroke of the ship’s bell was chased by the same whistle, the same call, the same round of duties. The twenty-four hours were divided into six watches. At the end of the first half-hour of each watch, the bell struck one, at the end of the second, two – until at eight bells the whole maddening loop began again. 

			The whistles that followed the bells were just as maddening. There was one peep and parp for calling all hands, another for hoisting away, a third for hauling taut and belaying, a fourth for loosing sails, and a fifth for furling them, and so on and on and on, in a nerve-flaying tattoo that repeated itself as incessantly as the bells. 

			And then there were the calls of the men: a deranged litany that followed hard on the whistles. At a change of wind the officer of the deck would give the order, ‘Lay aft to the braces!’ The sailing-master then shouted, ‘Lay aft to the braces!’ ‘Lay aft to the braces!’ squeaked every boy midshipman on board. ‘Lay aft to the braces!’ trumpeted the boatswain’s mate. ‘Lay aft to the braces!’ blared the captain of the tops. ‘Lay aft to the braces!’ bayed the hands. ‘Lay aft to the braces!’ gurgled the sick, tossing in their hammocks beneath the water-line. ‘Lay aft to the braces!’ mouthed the fish in that dense, unfathomable, encompassing dark, into which I would gladly have launched myself, except that it promised neither safety nor relief. 

			For all around us, held back by the thinnest of bulwarks, by a hull that was always leaking or cracking and needed constant caulking and repair, lay death, in the form of the sea. It trickled through the ports and pooled in the bilges. It dragged at the pump chains. It flung its dumb weight repeatedly against the bow, with a disintegrating boom that killed all coherent thought. We ignored it. We never mentioned it. We pretended that there was no danger in what we were doing, no risk involved in floating above that grave in the thinnest of shells, certainly nothing remotely unnatural; that our safety was a matter of course, rather than an illusion. We did not refer to the fact that we were on this vessel, trapped in this demented cage, because we could not get off: because – as long as we wanted to stay alive – there was simply nowhere else to go.

			Oh, it was perfectly clear to me. The Orbis, with her proudly curved sides, her three tall masts of planed pine, her delicately tapering spars, her miles of cordage that criss-crossed each other in apparent confusion but were in fact cunningly arranged in the most rigid of patterns, was a madhouse. To work her forty-four guns she kept a captive population of some four hundred and fifty lunatics, but she was sailed by only three-tenths of those.

			Another tenth ruled her. 

			In that ship of fools no one, including those in charge, escaped imprisonment. The officers and petty officers spent their every waking moment, like ladies at a ghastly, perpetual dinner dance, fussing over gossamer degrees of seniority. The captain could not speak directly to the boatswain. The boatswain could not summon the young midshipmen from the steerage. The midshipmen reported only to the officers of their divisions. The officers of their divisions could communicate only with the first lieutenant. 

			As assistant surgeon I was in an unfortunate position. I could speak to anyone, and anyone, it soon became clear, could and would waylay me with intimate accounts of his pain, pus, and blocked bowels.

			The majority – the waisters who kept the potato-lockers and saw to the sewerage; the holders who attended to the stores and cables; the landsmen of the after-guard, the armorer’s mates and carpenter’s mates, the painters, tinkers, and the marines – were deck-bound; enslaved, in order that they should have no leisure to ponder the absurdity of this arrangement, with gun drills, standing sentry, raising and lowering the sails for practice, and ‘keeping the ship in order’. The keeping of ‘order’ meant an unbending drill of sweeping and scrubbing her oatmeal-brown decking, varnishing her wood until she glistened like foul treacle – every ladder, every hatch and every handspike, was daily coated in lacquer – and doing ‘the bright work’. 

			The bright work! Nothing could have been duller. Each day the belaying-pins and rings on the spar deck were scoured with vinegar and buffed with flannel; the brass on the capstan and the companionways rubbed raw with rags, the monkey-tails, iron axes, and cutlasses scraped clean. The very hoops of the gun spit-boxes were given this crazy spit and polish. And afterwards these poor dupes, some of whom were permanently crescent-shaped from stooping, grinned and knocked their foreheads and thanked the uniformed clod in charge for not flogging them.

			I went about my days in a coil of dread and anger. My anger was partly caused by a rising fear that I would lose my mind under the pressure of this collective madness.

			The men who really did sail the frigate were a wily flock of topmen and sheet-anchormen, old hands who performed the actual work of keeping her afloat. Enthroned on the forecastle, or roosting in the fore, main and mizzenmasts, they had a crow’s-eye view of the lunacy of the spar deck. When passing underneath the yards I sometimes overheard them mocking the officers.

			As Buskirk inflated himself at a midshipman for not coming to attention quickly enough, I heard one croak, ‘Why, ain’t he the biggest toad in the puddle?’ 

			And once I caught them mimicking my own bleating voice: ‘Cap’n Bah-nahd. Cap’n Bah-nahd.’

			The captain, knowing their value, left them mostly alone.

			They were never disrespectful to Borden. He was the only officer who remained untouched by the insanity of the ship. He seldom said much, but he talked with everyone, and he did it with the same naturalness and grace with which he did everything else. I felt a tingle of envy on observing the unaffected ease with which he spoke to these old birds; the way in which, when he addressed even the most base, his whole silvery being seemed to flow outwards and expend itself, exactly as it had with me that treasured midnight weeks ago.

			The captain of the maintop was a Rhode Islander called Fryar, whom Borden treated with an undeviating, irksome courtliness. Fryar made my flesh creep. He was erect and lean, with bloodshot eyes, seed-like stubs of teeth, and listless black hair combed into an artful curtain. There was an alarming incongruity between that elaborate coiffure and Fryar’s spare body, as if the head of an archduchess had been stuck on a spike. He wasn’t just persnickety about his own appearance – he imposed a Euclidean dress code on his subjects, who all wore their hat brims angled to the right and their neckerchiefs with the ends pointing downwards. They feared Fryar’s displeasure, but above all they feared his despair. He was prey to bleak moods in which his voice grew lorn and fretful, his bearing as pointed as a quill. If a rope wasn’t hitched to his satisfaction he would have it retied four or five times, clacking his tongue and caressing the knot imploringly with his womanish fingers. 

			Soon after we were becalmed Fryar reported to me with a bruised wrist. I strapped it up and advised him to move his hand as little as possible. 

			Two or three afternoons later I was on deck. I’d come up from the fetid darkness of the sick bay with a headache, famished for any sight other than oak, for light and movement. But above there was only more oak, and the dirty smudge of the sky, indistinguishable from the featureless ocean. The water was as flat and impassive as a swamp. It stretched out, permanently and willfully insensible to all human ambition or effort, drawing me deeper and deeper into paralysis with every minute that I gazed at it.

			As I stood at the mainmast, stunned and blinking, I was distracted by an unusual amount of noise coming from the top. Remembering Fryar, I looked up. But I didn’t spot him at his post. The usual gang of maintop-men was being worked by Isaac Duffy from the forecastle. Under Duffy’s direction they were making repairs to the main topsail. They moved aimlessly, bunching and fondling the unlaced cloth with lewd catcalls and laughter. While I watched, one of them hitched up his frock and scratched the hairy pelt of his belly with a languid thumb.

			At that moment I happened to glance towards the forecastle. Fryar was on lookout, eyes turned not on the horizon but up at the mast as mine had been, his bound wrist held close to his breast, like a priest watching the desecration of a shrine. 

			I felt a dart of disquieting pain. Seeing Fryar brought low was an odd sensation, like coming across my reflection where I’d least expected to find it. 

			Did I, that afternoon, faced by the tarnished, indifferent ocean, recognize in him the image of my own weakness and despair? I have often wondered about this. I would like to think that my actions were complex, and not simply vindictive, but the truth is that I can’t remember. 

			I remember only that I wanted to raise my fist and smash that loathsome mirror.

			*

			A few days after this the men of the forecastle were eating their midday meal on a square of tarpaulin spread out between two mess-chests. I was on my way to the wardroom and hurried by, not wanting to attract their notice. (That ‘Cap’n Bah-nahd, Cap’n Bah-nahd’ still rattled in my ears.) But as I crossed over to the gangway, Fryar got up and saluted me. I remarked that his wrist was no longer bandaged.

			‘Assistant Surgeon, a word with you, if you will, sir.’

			‘Yes, Mr Fryar?’ I replied curtly. 

			‘Surgeon, my arm is mended again.’ He held out the blotched limb as proof. ‘Why am I kept on fo’c’sle watch? I am fit for my usual place,’ he added in a strangled tone, ‘completely fit.’

			‘Mr Fryar, I have no idea. Yes, thank you,’ I said dubiously – as he still waved his forearm in my face – ‘I can see that the joint has almost healed. Pronation? Supination?’

			‘I never did, sir!’

			‘No – I mean – can you jiggle it? Tsk, tsk. Just about. Who removed your binding?’

			‘I didn’t need it, sir. I am fit. Oh, sir, was it you told the captain to move me?’

			‘No, indeed. Why would I do that?’

			‘On account of my injury, sir. Maybe you did not know that I was fit. Because, sir,’ he grizzled, ‘I am as fit as I ever have been. Please, sir –’ he rocked from foot to foot, his face contorting – ‘I ain’t no great shakes at speaking. But you talk like a book, Doctor. Please tell the captain I am fit.’

			I was pierced by repugnance at Fryar’s intentness. That plaintive exterior concealed a prim ferocity that both galled and excited me. 

			‘Well, Fryar. I will do my best. But the captain must have his reasons. Have you perhaps been remiss in some point of duty? Or even – let me see now – respect?’ 

			Fryar’s chin retreated. He said nothing; only swung his head from side to side. His frantic eyes were gratifyingly shiny. Behind us the thugs of the forecastle had begun to moo and snicker. Fryar ran the heels of his hands over his cheeks between furious sighs. I believe that he would have struck me if he could have got away with it. Then he threw himself on my mercy. 

			‘Sir, I must get my position back from Duffy. I must. Because you see, sir –’ jabbing his elegant digits at the maintop in an agony of frustration – ‘he’s even letting them wear calico trousers.’

			On gaining the distant safety of the quarterdeck I was dismayed to run into Captain Barnard himself, concealed behind the mizzenmast. William Borden was with him. The captain held a declination table in one fist, and in the other, a spy glass, which he tucked under his arm. My pulse started to tom-tom in alarm. I suspected that the spy glass had, until a moment ago, been trained on me.

			‘Is there some difficulty, Dr Carver?’ asked the captain. ‘Is one of the men unwell?’

			‘No, sir. I was conferring with them – more generally.’

			‘Ah. Generally, eh? I would have sworn from the expression on Matthew Fryar’s face that he’d swallowed some very bitter medicine. Quite certain you have nothing of that sort hidden about you?’

			I made as if to pat my pockets. ‘Ha, ha. No, sir.’

			‘Very good. I’ll let you get on with your duties, then.’

			‘Well, sir, if I may speak frankly –’

			The captain gave me a level look. 

			‘I did wonder, sir, after my brief conversation with Fryar – well, sir, I wondered why the latter had been taken off maintop watch and put on forecastle watch instead. I wondered, in short, sir, if you’d had a specific reason for making this change to the usual routine.’

			‘It was an impulse, Dr Carver, an impulse,’ he replied blithely. ‘Most ordinary men are subject to ’em. Since we have been becalmed for so long I thought that varying the watches might alleviate the monotony for the men. He is not the only hand who has been moved. Does that satisfy you?’

			‘With respect, sir, it seems to have been too effective – they have become rowdy and unsettled as a result. I have observed them, sir, and I believe that a reliable degree of monotony, far from being deleterious, is in fact conducive to peace in the simpler sort of mind.’

			‘Do you, now? Well, Dr Carver, it is useful to have such an observant young man as you on board. I shall think over what you have said, indeed I shall. I understand from our surgeon that you have been most observant, too, in one or two other matters of general shipboard health. We note what you say, sir – we note it.’

			This surprised me; I hadn’t thought that Spalding was the sort of man to learn from his mistakes.

			‘I would, however, be much obliged to you, sir,’ the captain continued, ‘if you would henceforth allow the men to go about their tasks undisturbed. No, sir –’ he checked me with a calloused forefinger – ‘let us permit them an entirely undisturbed enjoyment of that monotony of thought and society which you have so helpfully established as essential to their wellbeing. If I catch you agitating them again, sir –’ here he scrolled up the chart as tightly as if he were wringing the neck of a chicken – ‘I’ll have you confined to the dispensary for the rest of our voyage, counting pills. And I don’t care who your father is. Do I make myself clear?’

			When he had gone off, Borden, who had listened intently to all of this with his head bowed, grasped me by the elbow. 

			‘Hiram, you must let Fryar alone.’ He spoke with uncharacteristic shortness. ‘He’s too full of feeling. You ain’t helping him by encouraging his fancies.’

			‘Feeling!’ The tamped-down resentment of weeks caught light, flaring out along my ribs. ‘What about me? Who encourages me? Why must I be treated like a gasket or – or a pulley?’ The image seemed very original to me, which merely increased my indignation. ‘Doesn’t it matter that I am miserable?’

			‘You make yourself miserable,’ grimaced Borden, ‘because you want what can’t be.’ 

			‘Am I to have no freedom here? No agency at all?’

			‘Freedom? You came on board this ship to find freedom?’ Borden laughed incredulously; an unkind laugh, I decided. ‘No. You cannot. That’s what wanting is. The looking for what you cannot have.’

			‘Can’t I?’ I griped. ‘Why can’t I have it? All I want is to make my mark.’ 

			His throat bulged with strain. ‘You want to command. But you can’t command before you have learned obedience.’ 

			What did I want? What I wanted, right then, was to pummel the disdain out of his ridiculous kingly face, to harry his tightly buttoned chest – he was already turning away, as if I were nothing! As if we’d never shared a single moment out of the ordinary! – so that he’d open his heart and let me in.

			*

			By the time I reached the wardroom I was in a smoldering mood, made even worse by finding Buskirk and Gilbert at the only table, flipping quarters into two teacups balanced on a copy of Bowditch’s New American Practical Navigator. 

			‘Join us, do, old son,’ said Buskirk. ‘We are just conducting an exercise in navigational mathematics.’

			‘So I see.’ I leaned in the doorway, trying to affect a disinterested pose, but then gave it up and sloped into a chair. ‘The truth is, Buskirk, I don’t feel all that chirk. I’d rather not converse, if you don’t mind.’ I let my forehead flop onto the cool wood of the tabletop.

			‘What’s up, old boy?’ asked Buskirk, sinking a coin with a plink and a splash. ‘Weather getting to you?’

			‘That’s nine to you, sir,’ chirped Gilbert. I could hear him delivering a vigorous nick to the edge of Bowditch with his pocket knife.

			‘Well, actually, if you must know,’ I drooled into the soothing grain, ‘I’ve been given a blasting by Jehovah.’ 

			‘Bad luck, Carver. Never mind. You’ve become very thick with the Hero. I’d stick close to him if I was you. The captain won’t hear a word said against him.’ 

			‘I have no idea what you’re talking about, Buskirk.’

			‘Our Hero, my friend. Will Borden. The Angel of the Providence.’

			I raised my head. ‘Do you mean the third lieutenant?’ 

			‘Yes him. Handsome bugger, ain’t he? Like a fucking winged seraph.’

			Gilbert tittered nervously. I couldn’t help smiling too, out of sheer pique.

			‘Have you never studied the Annals, old pal?’ asked Buskirk.

			‘The what?’

			‘The Annals of our Service.’ His next shot went wide and spun off the table. ‘My turn again, Gilly.’

			I groaned. ‘As little as I can help.’ 

			‘Well, Borden’s the patron saint of this squadron, don’t you know.’ Buskirk pretended to sign a blessing over me. ‘He’s been plowing the Pacific his whole career, ever since he started on the Providence, back in ’eighteen or ’nineteen.’ He stretched across and adjusted a cup, leaving Gilbert to hunt for the coin.

			‘Yes, and what of it?’

			‘Well, course he was no one then. But the crew on the Providence rose up against their officers and a handful of men got out in a boat. Borden was one of them. He sailed them all the way back to South America. Took more than two months. Kept most of ’em alive, too.’

			‘No one? What do you mean, he was “no one”?’

			‘He was a tar. One of the hands. Ordinary seaman, would you believe. Testified at the inquiry afterwards on the captain’s behalf, though our Billy was the only one who came out of the thing well. Got promoted pretty sharpish after that.’

			‘Forgive me, Buskirk, but it all sounds very unlikely. Are you sure you aren’t getting this from a boys’ periodical?’

			‘Certainly not.’ He took elaborate sightings of the teacups along his thumb before preparing to fire again. ‘Ask anyone. Ask Jehovah. ’Sakes, ask Borden. Ask the Angel Gabriel himself! Don’t know why he never speaks about it. I would.’

			‘Pah, I’m sure you would.’ I was sitting up now. ‘But if he is as much of a hero as you say – and even if he isn’t – it’d be quite out of character for him to allude to an episode so – so extraordinary. So harrowing!’

			‘Oh don’t sound so high-falutin’, Carver.’ Buskirk launched his quarter with a flick. It wobbled through the air and fell into the nearest cup, knocking it over. Tea slopped onto the table. ‘Ten!’ gloated Buskirk. ‘And that, Gilbert, is how you plot a trajectory. Lordy, what a mess! Clear it up for us, there’s a good fellow.’ 

			The boatswain’s pipe drilled through the bulkhead, signaling the change of watch. Buskirk winked fraternally at me and smoothed his front hair. ‘Borden is as set on getting a leg up as you or I,’ he smirked. ‘If he don’t talk about it, it’s for another reason, depend on it.’

			*

			I had no intention of asking William Borden any such impertinent questions. But I noticed, while the humid heat curdled the air like souring cream and the ship seemed to dip lower and lower in the water, as if under the aggregate weight of our despair, that the captain consulted Borden rather more, and Buskirk rather less. 

			I also noticed that Buskirk, while remaining civil to Borden in spite of this slight, followed him with an expression that shuttled between greed and fear. At times I was convinced that Borden knew that he was being stalked; that his somber indifference to Buskirk’s circling was camouflage. He’d had to develop his lion-like imperturbability, I imagined, in part because his habitat was rife with jackals.

			‘G’day, to you, Mr Borden.’ Here Buskirk was again, padding along the spar deck. 

			‘Good day, Mr Buskirk, sir.’

			‘Damned inconvenient, being adrift like this.’

			‘Aye, sir.’

			‘Got any tips for raising a wind?’

			Borden didn’t say a word.

			‘No? I rather thought you were party to maritime secrets unknown to the rest of us mere mortals.’ A hyena-like laugh. ‘Voicepipe straight to Neptune’s ear, that type of thing. Ways of saving this poor old flesh.’ 

			It was the jibber-jabber of a pack animal – but Borden blenched. If Buskirk was afraid of Borden, then Borden, I realized with a shiver of surprise, was wary of Buskirk in turn. 

			Was Buskirk’s story true? Had Borden really survived mutiny and near death on this stretch of water, and not just survived them, but withstood them – heroically, gloriously? I couldn’t get a proper grip on him somehow, couldn’t steer my way through the questions that came rushing at me. Whenever I tried to right myself, my thoughts were capsized by a wave of confusion. And I churned now in the wake of a new speculation: that Borden’s reserve, his apparently inviolable self-sufficiency, was the result, not of self-discipline or of an inherently melancholy disposition as I’d at first assumed, but of an experience that was, to me, essentially and profoundly unimaginable.

			I didn’t want to care for his good opinion, but I did. Oh, I did. More than that, I craved his confidence.

		

	
		
			Three

			For two weeks the ocean lay in that bewitched state that is often the harbinger of a dramatic change. The horizon was swagged with clouds that piled up overhead in a roiling mass, its black bole split by a purple artery trailing ghoulish light like blood from a wound. And still there was no breeze; not a whiff, not a flurry. It was as if the world had stopped turning.

			On the second Sunday of this supernatural calm we were all gathered on deck in the waist before midday, at our prayers. The captain had led us in divine service that morning, but since this was a partial day of rest and the ship was already tacky with vinegar and lacquer, to fill the time between breakfast and dinner the entire company had been piped up for an extraordinary round of piety. 

			The men scuffed their feet drowsily. In the baking hush I could hear them draw slow breaths through their mouths. 

			‘What are we praying for?’ I whispered to Borden. ‘I hope it’s wind.’

			He glanced down at me but did not reply. Ever since our exchange of words on the quarterdeck I’d been superstitiously anxious whenever I came near him, as though he might indeed have a way of reading my mind. 

			I was unprepared for the flatness of his eye. The violet light had walled it about with shadows. His skin had a coarse, mineral sheen; a muscle jumped in his cheek. 

			But I couldn’t study him then. The captain lingered over each prayer, hands folded like a prize-fighter’s. When he got to the Our Father he intoned it with challenging emphases, pointing his Bible at the haunch of cloud above us, as if at an unseen adversary.

			At last the pipe struck up calling the hands to dinner. ‘Well, let’s hope all that praying has appeased the gods,’ I blurted. ‘Though I guess that nothing less than a human sacrifice is going to do the trick now.’

			Borden twisted around so suddenly that I thought he’d lost his footing. I reached out my arm to steady him and for a second or two we waltzed together in an appalled embrace. His face, inert before, was wide open – alive with terror.

			‘Mr Borden!’ I half shouted into his ear. ‘Are you completely well?’

			In another second he’d recovered himself and fended me off. ‘Yes.’ He sucked in a loud lungful of claggy air. ‘Let me go, Hiram. It’s the heat. Too much standing about. I’ll go below for a moment.’ 

			He slipped into the surge of bodies on deck and allowed the press of it to carry him aft towards the companionways, where I briefly made out the flash of his bronze head in the gloom. I tried to follow him, but couldn’t take five paces. 

			Then I found my way deliberately obstructed.

			‘Doctor. Sir.’ It was Fryar, gracious fingers shaping a spire, hair arranged about his ears in a lugubrious fan. He fossicked with his neckerchief. His smooth jowls were quivering. ‘I ask a word. Just a word, sir.’

			‘Look here, Fryar! I don’t have time for this now.’

			Keeping his eyelids coquettishly at half-mast, his neck sclerotic with fury, he simpered, ‘When will you have time, sir?’

			I was overwhelmed by an urge to do violence to that neck. ‘Listen to me. I don’t know what you have done to offend Cap’n Bah-nahd.’ I stretched out the words as if I were dragging on a saw. ‘But offend him you surely have. I can’t do any more for you,’ I hissed, ducking into the throng. ‘I’m sorry.’

			It was no good. Though I rowed hard with my elbows, I’d lost Borden. I was being forced forwards as if a great contraction of muscle were squeezing me from every side. I headed for the companionways, planning to make my way to the wardroom and find him there. But I hadn’t got very far when I heard a shrill cry, succeeded by an outward ripple in the swell. 

			Near the hatches there was a jostling and hooting, and a general carnival atmosphere.

			Isaac Duffy rolled about on the boards, mewling and holding his temples. Fryar stood over him, swiping at the air with one of the capstan bars. Behind them a knot of topmen and forecastle men had begun to gouge and prod each other. A few onlookers broke into a slow syncopated clapping while shouting out their approval.

			In the middle of the tangle hopped Buskirk, his arms going around like windmills. ‘Desist! Desist, I tell you!’ There was widespread laughter at this, and faster clapping. ‘Two dozen lashes, Fryar!’ he yodeled. ‘Put down that blasted bar! D’you hear me?’

			‘Ooh,’ said someone. ‘That blarsted bar!’

			‘Goddamn you!’ Buskirk yipped. ‘I’ll have the whole company on rations for a week! All of you! Every last man! Mr Borden! Mr Borden, where are you? Assist me, sir!’ 

			He was there, head blazing above the rest, as if he’d never left the deck. He walked up to Fryar and took the capstan bar from his hands. Fryar sank to his knees with a snivel. The men stopped their scuffling. In the abrupt silence all that could be heard was the low creaking and moaning of the stays.

			‘Thank you, Mr Borden.’ Captain Barnard was already nudging his way to the front. He was bareheaded, and I saw that the top button of his shirt was undone. How old and worn he was! And what a little man, compared to Borden! The thought came to me unbidden. 

			‘Two dozen lashes, is it, Mr Buskirk?’ he asked in a parched voice.

			‘It is a first offence, sir,’ said Borden.

			‘Very well,’ agreed the captain. ‘A dozen.’

			‘Flog him, Captain,’ said Borden quietly. ‘But don’t impose rations on the others.’

			‘I have not heard you, Mr Borden.’

			Buskirk was almost on tiptoe with agitation. ‘Sir, if I may just say something also. This attack was unprovoked. I witnessed it all. And on the Sabbath too. A proper example should be set. Though twelve lashes may well be the standard –’

			‘By God, Mr Buskirk, I have had enough of your noise today!’ Sweat dropped from the captain’s stubbled scalp as he fumbled with his collar button. ‘There is one master on this ship, sir, d’you mark me? One!’ He ran his tongue over his lower lip as if trying to rid himself of a bad taste. ‘Proper! I am the law here, Lieutenant. Only I. Do you understand me? You will summon all hands at four bells. We will delay our dinner.’ Before quitting the deck he turned his jagged gaze on me. ‘And you, Dr Carver, will attend Mr Fryar at the mast.’

			‘Well, Borden,’ ventured Buskirk, swatting at his lapels. ‘There’s no reasoning with him, eh?’

			‘I reckon you left him no choice but to starve the men,’ said Borden, ‘to save you from seeming an even bigger fool.’ 

			With these words a membrane seemed to have been peeled away from the familiar world. How strange Borden looked – emptied out, exposed.

			Buskirk scanned the rigging with careful insouciance, as if appraising the condition of the ship: her scorched timbers and webbed ratlines, her withered pennants. 

			‘You think you’re untouchable, don’t you?’ he said. ‘But I tell you, Borden. You’re not.’ The last syllable came out as a falsetto. ‘We’ll see how much of an appetite they have after we’re through with Fryar. Go and attire yourself as befits your rank, Third Lieutenant. That’s what I propose to do.’

			I felt suddenly short of breath. ‘Is he decking himself out for a ball? Mr Borden. William. I think – that is, I don’t rightly know. I may be to blame in this. I fear I am.’ 

			Borden was trembling down the length of his body. His filmed eye stared directly at mine. ‘Whatever you’ve done or not done, Hiram, it’s too late.’ 

			Panic sizzled through me. ‘Oh God. What now?’

			‘Get straightened up. Go above when you hear the call. The steward will bring you your seawater.’

			‘Seawater? Christ, I don’t want a shower at this time!’

			‘The water ain’t for you, Doctor. It’s for Fryar.’

			It wasn’t long before I understood what he meant.

			*

			At four bells of the afternoon watch the captain strode out to the mainmast in full dress. Buskirk and Gilbert hovered about him like two bluebottles, their swords clanking together when they moved. 

			One of the hatchway gratings had been taken away and laid on the deck boards, close to the bulwarks. I stood beside it, in a soggy boil, as if on a stage. My hairline itched under the cockaded chimney of my hat, which sucked up heat and threatened to skate off, so that I had to keep poking at it.

			The boatswain’s mate dawdled on my other side, playing absent-mindedly with the knotted tails of the cat. He’d shed his jacket and draped it over the rail. He was wearing a pressed frock and brilliantly waxed shoes that squeaked. In the puce light pouring from the heaped cloud overhead I could count the warts on his neck: one, two, three; one, two, three. During the endless quarter-hour in which we waited for the ship’s company to assemble I counted them compulsively.

			There was a pail of brine at my feet, placed there by Ole Henry, who normally saw to my shaving water. 

			‘Henry,’ I’d pleaded, because asking anyone else, especially the boatswain’s mate, was too humiliating. ‘What am I to do with this?’

			‘Why, sir,’ said Ole Henry with gentle exasperation. ‘You gone wash Mr Fryar down with it, sir. Between stripes.’ 

			‘Wash?’

			‘Yessir. Wash.’ He made a casting motion with his arms. ‘Don’t they teach you young peoples nothing these days?’

			From time to time, to shatter the image of my face in its gritty depths, I nudged the pail with the side of my foot. 

			Prior to taking his place with the other officers Borden came and stopped near me. I recognized with a plunge of unease that he still had that remote, heavy-lidded look.

			‘Hiram.’ His words were muted, and I had to strain to catch them. ‘Fryar ain’t been flogged before.’

			I would have asked him something more, but the master-at-arms had appeared at the edge of my vision with Fryar and I was preoccupied with a billowing of my senses, coupled with the bizarre sensation that I was treading the air an inch or two outside my own skull.

			Everything that took place next unfolded very swiftly while being performed with such deliberation that it seemed to exist outside time. 

			Fryar was led up to the grating and climbed onto it. He kept his head up until told to remove his shirt, which he did with a terrible, frail modesty. His skin was silken and hairless, his nipples large and crimped like two surprised Os. 

			The master-at-arms spread Fryar’s ankles and strapped them to the crossbars, then tied his outstretched wrists to the hammock netting above.

			I believe that my memory of that afternoon became lodged in my being in some way, for it has often returned to me in dreams and in disruptions of my waking life – the purple sheen on the sails, the sky drawing in around us, the buzz of a mosquito at my ear; the sullen faces of the crew crowded under the mainyard, the captain reading the Articles, Buskirk’s order to the boatswain’s mate to begin, the eternity before the first blow fell, and the incongruous red fan that flirted across Fryar’s back in the same moment. 

			Fryar’s mouth opened noiselessly, as if all his breath had been sucked inwards. He sagged in his constraints. 

			‘One,’ announced the master-at-arms.

			The mosquito still hunted. Otherwise there was silence. 

			‘Dr Carver,’ prompted Spalding from the thicket of blue uniforms.

			I lifted the bucket, took a step forwards, and threw salt water at Fryar. I must have hit him, because he shrieked then. His whole body bucked and yawed again. I stepped back.

			The boatswain’s mate tripped along on his loudly squeaking shoes, arm upraised. The second lash crossed the welts of the first in a crazy filigree. Fryar let out a choked whinny and turned his head until his cheek was rucked up against his shoulder. His bewildered eye looked straight at me. 

			‘Two,’ chanted the master-at-arms.

			It came to me with a throb of astonishment that we were going to perform these actions over and over.

			‘Assistant Surgeon,’ clucked Spalding. ‘Look lively, sir!’ 

			This time I had to advance on that watching eye. Once I was finished, Fryar’s white ducks were stained pink at the waist.

			It can’t go on much longer, I thought. It will be done with soon.

			I was wrong. It seemed to go on for the entire afternoon. From time to time a spasm of wind tossed the pennants on the maintop. The last of the unearthly light died from the sky, leaving a dull lintel of cloud that stretched from bow to stern. The gray air was pitted with rain. 

			Fryar lost consciousness after the fifth lash. We continued to perform our punctilious choreography on his unresponsive body for what might have been another hour, although rational reflection tells me that the whole thing could not have taken more than twenty minutes. 

			Then the captain called a halt. 

			‘Dr Carver, please assess the prisoner.’

			‘Assess, sir?’ I was mesmerized by my own reply. How considered my voice sounded! My mouth felt clogged, as if it were full of sand or rock. A delicious numbness, like the numbness brought on by alcohol, had come over me. Nothing I heard or said was remotely helpful to understanding. ‘In what way assess?’

			I saw Spalding approach the captain. ‘Sir,’ he said. ‘If I may advise.’

			The captain waved him away. ‘No, thank you, Surgeon. This is Dr Carver’s responsibility.’ I caught the glimmer of his epaulets and decided, in my befuddlement, to fix on those. ‘Assess the prisoner, Dr Carver. Is he fit?’

			I remembered Fryar’s words to me on the forecastle. I am fit. Please tell the captain I am fit. They seemed to have been spoken many years ago.

			‘Fit for what, sir?’

			‘Fit to withstand the rest of his sentence, you idiot,’ cawed Spalding.

			I regarded the pulp of Fryar’s back, in which black ruts had begun to crisp. Only the tender declivities above the buttocks were unflayed. That part of him might have belonged to a different species of creature.

			‘Are you unsure?’ snapped Spalding. ‘Then say so.’ 

			I tried my voice again. ‘I think any more may kill him. Sir.’

			‘Thank you, Assistant Surgeon.’ The captain nodded, not ungenially, at Buskirk, who gawped at us like an overstrained child waiting to be sent off to bed. ‘Take him down.’ 

			The master-at-arms threw Fryar’s shirt over him and loosened his cords, at which Fryar spilled sideways onto the grating in a graceful curve. 

			A mad piping began on the quarterdeck. I felt quite empty except for the prickling of the sickness in my guts. To my mortification, they let forth a slow, seething sing-song. I plucked at my belt and saw that the buckle was sprigged with blood.

			Borden came up to me as the company dispersed. ‘The wind’s rising, Hiram, see,’ he said. ‘It’s nearly time for dinner. I hope you are hungry.’

		

	
		
			Four

			We dined at the pocked table in the wardroom. Above us the lamp searched out the corners of the darkening cabin with its swaying tongue. In the last hour the Orbis had begun to list and the air to taste of iron. As the wind rose her canvas grew plump; her woodwork chattered and sang. When the order came to make sail my stomach drew tight with dread.

			Ole Henry brought in the soup, unleashing a savory fog that condensed to droplets on my crawling skin. ‘You gone eat now, ain’t you, sir?’ he scolded. ‘You nothing but grief and gristle.’

			‘I don’t think I can, thank you, Henry,’ I said. ‘Maybe just some biscuit.’ 

			Before coming to dinner I’d examined Fryar’s back in the sick bay. There wasn’t much I could do with the boggy meat of it and I was under instructions not to give him rum. When I offered him brandy from my own flask, he turned his face to the wall. 

			Henry made a clicking sound, as if chivvying a horse, and produced a basket of rolls. ‘See now, sir. Cook been baking. You try a tiny piece of this for me.’

			We ate joylessly. The splintered crust of the bread scratched my throat. Buskirk plainly had no appetite, but put on a great show of mouthing the soup – it was thin and brown, like tea – while gulping two glasses of claret. Gilbert dangled his spoon in his right hand and worried at a fat pustule on his chin with the fingernails of his left. Once in a while our four little midshipmen, as sensitive to the poisonous atmosphere as canaries, hazarded a watchful peck at a crumb. Only Spalding ate with relish, lifting his bowl by the handles and scurrying after the backwash. Borden didn’t eat or drink at all.

			We were still stalled over the first course when the vessel tipped sharply to her larboard side, sending the soup tureen tobogganing down the table. Henry staggered in a few minutes later bearing sliced beef on a platter, which he wedged against the salt cellar. He came back a second time carrying a dish of pudding and another of peas and cabbage, and had begun to ladle these out when there was a knock on the wardroom door. He opened it reluctantly, with much grousing. 

			Behind the door stood a huddle of men. One of them held out a pair of boiled potatoes in a skillet. 

			‘Lieutenant Buskirk,’ he said, ‘I want to speak with you if you please.’

			‘Yes?’ Buskirk, who had been tormenting a fold of cabbage, put aside his knife.

			‘Lieutenant, do you think these is potatoes enough for eight men?’

			‘Well, my man, if you are not satisfied with what there is, you can pass in your pan and go without any.’ He added under his breath, ‘Or you can piss in it.’

			‘Then I’ll speak to Lieutenant Borden, sir, if you will,’ the hand persisted.

			Borden rubbed a finger steadily around the neck of the salt cellar, but didn’t raise his eyes.

			‘I am the superior officer here,’ said Buskirk. ‘If you’ve anything further to say you can take it up with Captain Barnard in his quarters. Now be off or you’ll find yourself up at the mast for insolence.’

			‘The captain warn’t never one to cheat a man of food, sir,’ came the rejoinder through the door’s narrowing chink. ‘And neither was Mr Borden. Not till you came.’ 

			‘Tarnation,’ grunted Buskirk. ‘We don’t want to punish them, but sometimes they give us no damned leeway.’ He stuffed a chunk of pudding into his mouth. 

			‘What sort of soup was it we had tonight, Henry?’ asked Borden offhandedly.

			‘It was turtle soup, sir. A big bull sea turtle. I caught him myself with a line just this morning.’ Ole Henry gave a baleful sniff and sloped off with the tureen.

			‘There is no harm in a fast,’ declared Spalding, siphoning up claret through his pursed beak. ‘I have often fasted.’ 

			Borden caressed the salt cellar with such force that it tipped over. We followed it with our eyes as it rolled along the tablecloth and thudded to the floor. 

			‘The men are to do seven days’ work on empty stomachs,’ he said quietly.

			‘Hunger is a test of character, Lieutenant. It proves the true mettle of a man.’

			‘It proves nothing, Surgeon.’

			‘Consider my assistant here,’ Spalding chuckled. ‘He’s an example to us all. No food ever passes his lips.’

			Everyone except Borden turned to look at me. A slash of rain fell across the skylight. As the room tilted to starboard, the glass was lit up by a double burst of lightning.

			All at once I knew that I would vomit if I didn’t keep my body absolutely still, and my mind as empty as possible. The nightmare quality of the day seemed to have entered me as a monstrous hollowness, a blankness; a doomed recognition that all of it – not just what we had done that afternoon, but the whole cruise, our very presence in that room, on that ship, on that ocean – was a mistake, a sickening error, for which we could and would never be forgiven.

			‘It is a matter of justice, Mr Borden,’ sneered Buskirk. ‘Of a clear and, ah, adamantine principle. All educated naval officers have been schooled in when to apply it. Ain’t that so, Carver?’

			‘I wouldn’t know,’ I mumbled, teetering from my chair. ‘My naval schooling has mostly been in applying salve to the clap.’

			Spalding leaned towards me. ‘Young man,’ he asked with a quizzical squint, ‘are you entirely in your right mind today?’

			‘No, sir,’ I burped. ‘Excuse me. I think I’m going to heave up.’

			‘There’s a storm breaking,’ said Borden, getting to his feet. ‘I’ll come on deck with you and look at the staysails. With your permission, Mr Buskirk.’

			Buskirk got up too. ‘You’ll stay and finish your dinner like a civilized man, Mr Borden. Sit down, sir. Sit or I’ll order you to sit.’ 

			They stood utterly still, facing each other over the cold cabbage while the lamp played zig-zags of shadow across the table. In the savage light Borden’s broad frame juddered and leaped. His expression had the void fixity of a hunted thing. The skylight flashed its rectangle of angry fire, turning the room and everything in it – the table, our three abandoned chairs; every glass, dish and plate, knife, fork and spoon – to ash, before going instantly dark again. 

			I reached the thwacking wardroom door just as the lightning picked out Borden’s extinguished face. 

			*

			Above decks the solid world seemed to have dissolved. Mast-high walls of spray rose and tore like tissue as the men clambered about the rigging, securing sails that were so bloated with wind that their braces screeched at the belaying points. The spar deck was sheeted with water. I scudded to leeward, hugging the rail, and vomited liquidly over the side. Below me the ocean exploded in terrifying detonations, pure sound in the substanceless wet. 

			I don’t know how long I hung there. I was clamped to the rail when one of the midshipmen came skidding up, his jacket ballooning around him. ‘I’ve been searching for you everywhere, sir,’ he yawped above the noise. ‘Mr Buskirk needs you in the wardroom!’

			I shooed him away. ‘Tell Mr Buskirk that I’m still unwell, there’s a good lad.’

			‘It ain’t the lieutenant says so, sir, it’s the captain.’ His eyes, oddly black and bead-like, skipped in their sockets. ‘Lieutenant Buskirk’s been hurt. He can’t talk at all.’

			‘Well, that’s a mercy, at least.’ I let go of the rail to take a better look at the boy. ‘Whatever’s the matter?’ The ship pitched at the bow, tumbling us together and bringing my face level with his enormous pupils. It occurred to me, with a frisson of surprise, that he was in shock. 

			‘I can’t tell you, sir, I can’t! The captain says to be quick. Mr Buskirk’s bleeding like a stuck pig.’

			I wasn’t prepared for the freakish scene that met me when I got to the wardroom. The captain was indeed there, holding a white damask napkin to his lap. The table was pulled at an angle and several of the chairs had been overturned. A spoor of broken china and glass crunched underfoot. 

			Buskirk lay in the middle of the floor. His bouffant hair was haloed by a widening circle of blood which I identified first by its ferrous smell. It was so thick and so glossy that it might have been paint. The table legs were syrupy with blood. The folds of the tablecloth nearest to Buskirk were hooped with arabesques of blood. My immediate thought was that he was dead. But then I saw that blood was still pumping, with a rhythmical viscous rush, from a ragged hole in his neck. 

			Spalding knelt beside him, gauntleted in blood, sopping up the ooze with what appeared to be a shirt. ‘Ah, Dr Carver. We have had a busy time of it while you were taking the air. Come and help me close up this laceration, sir.’

			While the ship rolled and careened I dabbed away at Buskirk’s wound with the saturated cloth. Spalding set about yoking the yawning flesh back together using a needle and a skein of gut. At the first stitch, Buskirk regained consciousness and began to utter drawn-out squeals, although he was too weak to move.

			Then I realized that a shirtless Gilbert stood at the end of the table, quaking and crying. 

			‘Mr Gilbert,’ said the captain firmly. ‘Mr Gilbert, you may turn in. Go, sir. Thank you for the use of your shirt. You are relieved of any further duties tonight.’

			‘I have staunched the bleeding, sir,’ said Spalding after a while, sitting back. ‘Mr Buskirk’s throat is badly torn here and here – ah, yes, and here –’ he stabbed at the pulsing cavity with a bloody finger – ‘but the artery is unharmed.’ 

			‘Good. Can you silence him?’

			‘I can give him something to relieve the pain, certainly.’

			‘The pain be damned. Shut him up, Surgeon. And then, Dr Spalding, I would like you to do the same for Mr Borden below. Keep him quiet. Take Dr Carver with you. Come to my cabin, both of you, once he’s still.’ 

			‘Mr Borden?’ I asked. ‘What does Mr Borden have to do with this?’ I looked around, still clutching the hardening rag, and saw that Borden was not there. ‘Is Mr Borden hurt too?’

			Spalding gave a sardonic cackle. ‘Not unless he’s dislocated his jaw.’

			This made no sense at all to me. The strain of madness running through the evening now bloomed unchecked, infecting everything. ‘Was there an accident?’

			‘No, no. No accident,’ said the captain heavily. He had the loose-wattled pallor of extreme exhaustion. ‘Mr Borden is unhurt. But he is a danger to himself. I have set a watch over him in the stores for the time being.’

			The struggle of weeks left my body. I felt light-headed, uncaring, as if I’d been clinging on very tightly to the edge of a raft and was about to let go. ‘I’m afraid I don’t understand.’

			‘Assistant Surgeon.’ Captain Barnard spoke like a man humoring a creature of limited intelligence, a lapdog or an infant. ‘Mr Borden did this to Mr Buskirk.’ 

			He seemed to notice the napkin in his hand for the first time, and wiped his mouth on it with weary revulsion.

			*

			We filled Buskirk up with tincture of belladonna and put him to bed. As an afterthought Spalding slapped a poultice of wet bread on his wound. He’d made an imprecise job of stitching up the outer tissues, not troubling to trim the edges, which were frilled like the rim of a pie. The entire area from Buskirk’s left clavicle to his under ear would be scarred.

			By this time I felt as if the sea had entered my brain and obliterated all meaning with its violent ticking. When we made our way down to the stores on the orlop deck, jouncing against the overhead beams at every step, I thought I would sink. ‘But what happened, sir?’ I cried.

			‘You can see what happened,’ replied Spalding impatiently. ‘Mr Borden has almost killed Mr Buskirk.’

			‘Then he must have been provoked! Buskirk must have done or said something to him first.’

			‘Mr Buskirk did nothing, other than to make pleasant conversation such as any gentleman might make. And for that he has nearly got his head ripped off.’

			‘I don’t believe it!’

			‘Well, for your own self-preservation I suggest that you try, before we go calling on Mr Borden.’

			‘Ripped? Ripped?’ I was bellowing now. Every roll of the ship was wrenching me further from myself, into irresistible chaos. ‘But with what?’ I couldn’t remember seeing a weapon anywhere in the bloodied wardroom. ‘What did Mr Borden use?’

			Spalding tapped a graying incisor and touched the skin of his crenellated neck lightly with his fingertips, as if to check that it was still intact. ‘His teeth.’

			Two marines loitered by the door of the smaller of the stores, from behind which frenzied thumps and roars could be heard. Their hair was shaved along the sides, Indian-style, exposing bluish scalps. They were stocky and work-hardened and looked unconcerned either by the listing of the ship, the racket, or what they were about to be called on to do. They saluted Spalding, palms down, and stood to. 

			‘So, boys,’ said Spalding. He listened at the door, taking care not to put his ear too close to it. ‘Prisoner still restless, I gather?’

			‘’Bout the same as before, sir,’ answered the burlier of the two men, who was called Mullins. He had a broken nose from which his face deepened in seams. His mouth corners were stained with tobacco juice. ‘I reckon he’s been breaking up them barrels for kind­ling.’ The other man, a brawler named Flint whose forearms were covered in lavender veins, gave a rumbling laugh. A pair of irons swung from his hand.
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