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For Tiger Lily and Wendy


and my dear Daisy


—James Cook


For Irene,


who is my Tiger Lily and my Wendy


and sometimes my Josephine


—John Leonard Pielmeier





PART ONE
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THE LITTLE WHITE BIRD






Chapter One
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When I was six years old or thereabouts, I had a horrific nightmare that I still remember quite clearly.


Earlier in the day I had gone walking alone in the Kensington Gardens, which was quite close to my home. I was an independent child, and the dangers lurking in wait for independent children of today were unknown back then, so I felt quite safe. I came upon a thick thorny shrub during my walk, in the middle of which rested a tiny nest containing four eggs. Curious to examine them, I reached my little hand through the thorny protection and was startled when, before I could come close to touching the nest, there appeared out of nowhere a small white bird that began attacking me from above. Undoubtedly, this was the mother keeping a lookout for predators, and on spying my intent she swooped down on me with a sharp high cry. I ducked away from her attack, at the same time jerking my hand out of the bush, and in doing so I scratched myself on the thorns rather badly. With blood running down my fingers, I raced home.


That night my dreams took me back to the incident, only this time, as the bird swooped, the tiny eggs hatched four little monster-birds who began jabbing their needle-long beaks into my hand. One of them caught hold of a vein and began tugging it as if it were a worm. The others took hold of it too, and started fighting for possession. With each yank more and more of the vein emerged until it broke in two, spouting blood. The pain was excruciating. I seized the babies, all four, in my fist and crushed them, while my free hand grabbed hold of the mother. I put her head in my mouth and bit down hard.


I awoke screaming, my tongue bloody from where I had bitten it. My mother arrived at my bedside, and I was soon comforted, but what strikes me to this day is this: this nightmare of the innocent intent, the swooping bird, the bloodied hand, and my murderous revenge was but a foreshortened narrative of the rest of my life.


*  *  *


Everything you think you know about me is a lie.


*  *  *


I was born James Cook on the twenty-third of February in the year of our Lord 1860. I knew little of my father, James, who was a captain in the Royal Navy and who was lost at sea in the year of my birth. My mother and I lived in a small town house in Kensington, supported by an annual stipend bestowed on us by my father’s family, not a single member of whom I had ever met and who steadfastly refused contact with us but for the January deposit paid into my mother’s banking account. She missed my father terribly. In me, I imagine, she saw a shadow of his likeness.


My mother and I were quite close. An emotionally delicate woman, she depended on me for company and it was I alone who could brighten her life. She suffered from frequent and severe headaches, punctuated by bouts of melancholia, and would often, during those early years, disappear into her room for days at a time, emerging with apologies and much self-recrimination. I never minded being alone in our little house, however, it being filled with memories of my father.


The ground-floor back room of the house was his library and was stocked with books he had acquired on his travels or received as gifts. Though I was a precocious lad, I did not learn to read until, beginning at the age of seven, I was sent to Mr. Wilkinson’s private day school in Kensington. From there I returned nightly to dine with my mother and, once my reading skills were up to it, to devour many of these books, hoping to find some clue as to my father’s nature and interests. Most of the books were of the sea.


My favorite of these, A History of the Voyages of Captain James Cook, was inscribed with my father’s name and the date of his graduation from Eton College. It was, according to my mother, a gift from my father’s father, who was a direct descendant of the brave captain himself, though I never knew whether that blood came to me legitimately or by more questionable means. I devoured the History as if it were my own.


Cook was quite a famous person even in my day; indeed he was perhaps the greatest English explorer who ever lived. He circumnavigated the globe two and a half times, discovering most of what we know today as the South Sea Islands, not to mention New Zealand and Australia. Much maligned and misunderstood by people then and now (as am I, dear reader), he was a man of science, of peace, and of unbounded curiosity. He was murdered in the middle of his last voyage by the natives of the Sandwich Islands. They reportedly “cooked” and ate him. My young imagination envisioned them serving him with grilled tomato, in a sandwich.


When my mother first came upon me perusing this book, she burst into tears. I asked her why. “It reminds me of your dear father,” she said, “but it is wrong of me to miss him so, for he is here in you, in your face and your hands, your dear sweet hands.” And she kissed my fingers and held me tight. I asked her then how she and my father first met, but she avoided a direct answer, simply saying that he was the handsomest man she had ever laid eyes on, and she fell in love with him at once. Had she met any of his family, I queried, and she replied “only at the service.” At first I thought she meant the marriage service, but then I realized that it was the final one, after he was lost.


On those occasions when my mother was feeling especially poorly, we were visited by Doctor Uriah Slinque, the only adult who called at our house with any regularity. A tall man, he always gave me a lemon-flavored sweet to suck before sequestering himself in my mother’s room. I felt uneasy whenever he arrived, most likely because these arrivals always marked a low point in my mother’s constitution, but his visits generally led to my mother emerging from her room at her best and brightest, and for that I was thankful. I would learn more of him, sadly, in the years to come.


When I was thirteen, my mother received instructions from our benefactors’ lawyer that I was to be sent to Eton College, after my father. It was with great sadness that I took leave of her, who through her tears promised that we would be together again soon, come the Christmas holidays. I vowed to write every day. Though the distance to Eton was not great, it might as well have been half a globe away. I remember watching her pale face vanishing in the crowd as my carriage pulled away from the station platform. Little did I know that I was never to set eyes on her again.


My entrance into Eton was difficult, to say the least. Most of the boys hailed from wealthy families, containing two parents and often several siblings. They were loud and boisterous and well connected, while I was shy and poor and semi-orphaned, and it became their great sport to ignore me in the classroom and pummel me on the playing fields. It was not until I announced my family’s provenance one day during a class on the history of the Crown that any attention or respect was paid to me at all. As the words left my mouth I could sense the entire room sitting straighter with surprise and fascination.


Before I come to that, however, I must speak of my greatest adversary there—my father, or rather my father’s reputation. He had been first of his form in nearly everything that counts: first in bravery, first in cricket, first in leadership. He was a member of Pop as well as Sixth Form Select. His mischief, while officially disapproved of by the instructors, was secretly admired. His bravura during his frequent caning was such that masters broke wands on him in order to get him to cry out; no one succeeded. His voice was angelic, whether as a rich alto in his younger years or as a silky baritone as he matured. His Mercutio was unforgettable; his Mrs. Malaprop bettered Mrs. Siddons’s. His sense of style was admired and copied; his winning streak on the playing fields, admired and unquestioned; his devilish soul and sensitive spirit, admired, admired, admired.


Many sons would have grown to hate him. I only loved him all the more.


Of course I couldn’t possibly approach his reputation. Viewed initially as a boy with Great Promise, I was within weeks demoted to Unmitigated Disappointment. “It’s a good thing your father isn’t alive to know of this,” one master told me after I misconjugated a Latin verb. I would have preferred caning to his words. I cried myself to sleep that night, and nearly every night thereafter. My father was untouchable, not only because he was legendary but also because he was dead. His heroism had tripled in memory. To compete with him was impossible. Still, I tried.


And I always failed. Boys soon ceased to cover their mouths when they laughed at me; their mockery was open, and the masters seldom stopped it. It wasn’t until one day in the aforementioned history class that my fortune, for a short while, changed.


Our instructor, Mr. Stevenson, had asked the boys to speak briefly of their immediate ancestry, expecting nothing more, I am sure, than the occupations or titles of their fathers and grandfathers. When my turn came I stated that I was a direct descendant of Captain James Cook. I admit that my announcement grew more from a desperate reach for approval than from a desire to fulfill Stevenson’s instructions, but as soon as I spoke a hush fell over the room. Suddenly all eyes were on me, and since I had perused my father’s library, and the History in particular, I was quite well versed in the captain’s story and, in elaborating on the voyages, trumped even Mr. Stevenson in knowledge of Cook’s Discoveries in the South Seas. Being an adolescent, and sensing my schoolmates’ approval of my declaration, I naturally embroidered my own story with elements meant to elevate the position I held in their eyes. Not only did I possess my great-great-grandfather’s History, I told some of them after class, but I owned the brave captain’s spyglass, as well as a farewell letter written to his wife (my great-great-grandmother), its parchment stained with the blood spilled by his Sandwich Island murderers. A few of the boys scoffed at this, but the majority were wide-eyed in wonder, and that night I entertained my dinner companions with stories of the captain’s astonishing adventures, some of which contained a few elements of truth.


The days that followed were, perhaps, the happiest of my life, and certainly (as of this writing) nearly the last happy days of my existence. (An exception is to follow, dear reader, but I plead for your patience.) Had I but known what was to come, I might have reveled in these days of glory all the more. For too short a time I was the star of the school, or at least of my house, for this new confidence in myself and my abilities soon evinced itself on the playing field—where I scored several goals in football—and in the classroom—where I excelled briefly in maths and Latin, the two subjects in which heretofore I had always stumbled. Sadly, I neglected writing my mother for nearly a week, an act of omission that I know had little to do with what happened but for which I have blamed myself throughout all the years of my unfortunate existence.


On the Tuesday of the second week of my popularity I was called to the headmaster’s office. Old Carlyle (as he was called, there being an instructor at the college who was dubbed Young Carlyle) asked me to take a chair and once I was stiffly seated told me bluntly that my mother had died. She had had a seizure, Old Carlyle explained, while she was bathing, and had drowned in the tub. (Indeed, she had been subject on occasion to seizures in the past, which she called her “spells,” this being one reason given for her frequent retreats to her room and the saving visits by Doctor Slinque; I was prevented from having to witness any of these episodes in person, and their frequency diminished as I grew older.) Her body had not been discovered for several days, Old Carlyle added, and so was in no fit condition for viewing. The funeral was to be held on Thursday, after which I was to return to school.


Leaving his office I went directly to the Eton Wall, its brick facade comforting in its curves. I climbed atop and sat there for some time. I did not cry; instead I wished myself dead.


I remember little of the following days. The funeral was attended by myself, my great-aunt Emily, and a lawyer from my late father’s family estate. He afterward told me that the house in Kensington was to be sold as soon as possible. (It had been owned, I discovered, by my Cook benefactors, who had allowed my mother to occupy it while I grew.) Furthermore, he said, my education at Eton was to continue until “such time as it ended,” a cryptic remark if ever there was one. I was allowed to claim my clothing and whatever else I could carry “manually” (the lawyer’s term) from my mother’s house, and nothing more. Great-Aunt Emily, who was my only surviving relative on my mother’s side, tearfully held me close and told me that I was welcome at her little cottage in Yorkshire during the holidays, given sufficient notice. Her breath smelled of mint, and her mustache irritated my cheek.


Doctor Slinque alone offered me distraction, extending an invitation to visit his laboratory. (But more of this later.)


I returned to Eton the following day, bringing with me a trunkful of clothing as well as the History of the Voyages of Captain James Cook, my mother’s wedding ring, and a golden locket (which I had never before set eyes on) containing a small daguerreotype of my father’s face opposite one of my mother’s. I opened the locket but two or three times during the weeks it was in my possession; my pater’s visage was quite blurred, as though he could not keep still (and I did like to think of him as a man of action), and the sight of my poor mother’s youthful countenance so broke my heart that I could not bear to look at her. The wedding ring was inscribed with the words To My Eternal Love. I wore it on my finger at night; during school hours I hid it in my nightshirt pocket.


I was pitied at first by the other boys at school, but soon the mantle of Orphan became a burden, viewed as it was as a fault that anyone of good breeding could easily have avoided. When several of the boys asked to see the captain’s spyglass and the bloodied letter (since they assumed that I had retrieved them from my lost home, and had brought them with me to school), I told them that the items had been destroyed in a fire. They quickly saw through this bald lie, and once again I became the target of their mockery.


The next few weeks were pure wretchedness, each day a further descent into Dante’s lower depths, though the Hell of my experience held many more than nine circles; it was bottomless. Its fires burned hottest when my “piratical nature” (as Old Carlyle put it) was uncovered.


Old Carlyle was a pompous sort who prided himself on his knowledge of the ancient Greeks. His most prized possession was a manuscript he had acquired of Plato’s Republic, a “medieval” tome of spurious provenance that he kept under glass in his office. It was on a Monday morning shortly after the Christmas holidays (which I spent alone at the college) that on entering his office he discovered the glass box shattered and a page unceremoniously ripped from the manuscript. The missing page was nowhere in sight.


To say that the actions that followed were nothing short of loot and pillage would be an understatement. The boys’ dormitories were turned inside out, with pupils’ trunks gutted, their mattresses stripped and flipped, and their clothing and schoolbooks manhandled as if by the lowest of ruffians. Some boys were “unmasked” when photographs and magazines of the French sort were discovered hidden among their underclothes. But the blade fell full force when the missing page, smeared with excrement, was finally found in the bottom of the trunk of one Jacobus Cook, namely myself. I was, needless to say, completely innocent.


The piracy, I suppose, was committed by any one of a number of boys who wanted some fun at my expense. They got their fun, and then some. I was hauled before the assembled student body, where I was ordered to disrobe and bend over, baring my bum to the sniggering audience, after which Carlyle caned me to within an inch of my life. Blood running down my shins, I was then forced to kneel and apologize to Carlyle and the entire student body—past, present, and future—for my sinful ways.


My expulsion was expected any day, though even Old Carlyle could not bring himself to expel a boy lying bleeding in an infirmary bed, so the dreaded announcement was postponed, I imagine, until my wounds might be deemed closer to some sort of healing. My father’s family was notified of my crime, though of course I heard not a word from them, either in sympathy or in recrimination. As I lay on my bloodied sheets recovering, I resolved to leave the school on my own before being drummed out publicly, and to either seek my fortune with my father’s family (whose uncertain company was preferable to my great-aunt Emily’s) or find it alone. As soon as I was able to walk I rose silently in the night, gathered my possessions into a makeshift knapsack fashioned from my pillow casing, and headed out on the road to Penzance, in the heart of which my father’s family resided.


I was determined that they should ignore me no longer. I would prove my worth, and soon be welcomed among them as my father’s noble and deserving heir.


I walked for several weeks, occasionally winning a ride on the back of a wagon heading west. My legs were scabbed and raw, and caused me no end of pain, though I bore it as well as I could. The weather turned wet and cold, and it was a miracle that I did not die of exposure along the way. One night, when I was perhaps a dozen miles from Penzance and wondering how my father’s family would receive me, I passed an inn (christened the Wretched Traveler, a name I found sadly appropriate to my state) that looked bright and inviting. Roars of laughter and good cheer were echoing from the bar. Here I might rest, I thought, so that I could meet my relatives refreshed and renewed on the morrow. I had no money to pay for a room and bath, but I hoped to find some warmth among the horses stabled in the nearby barn, and if luck were with me I could beg a bite of sustenance from a good-hearted farmhand come for a pint and a pie.


I entered the barn to stow my knapsack before dining. Three of the four horse stalls were occupied, but the smallest one nearest the door was free, and I arranged the straw piled there into a comfortable bed. Suddenly, as I was pillowing the hay, I found myself pushed to the barn floor and the weight of another person pressing down on top of me.


“Are you beggar or thief?” rasped a harsh voice. The owner’s breath was foul, and I wrinkled my nose in disgust.


“Neither, sir,” I returned. “I’m a weary traveler who has no gold to buy a place to sleep. As a Christian I beg you, sir, allow me this small comfort.”


Rough hands turned me over to lie on my back. His face was that of a pimply youth missing his lower front teeth. It hovered horribly but a few inches above mine.


“No gold? What’s this then?” he asked, and his grubby fingers clutched at my mother’s locket, which I now wore around my neck. He brought it close to his eyes.


“It belonged to my mother, who is dead. Please, sir, ’tis the only image I have of her.”


“No it’s not,” said the pimple-faced footpad. “Cause now I have it.” He laughed as he yanked hard at the chain. For a moment I thought he would strangle me. Then the chain broke free from my neck.


“Give it back!” I shouted and scrambled to retrieve it. He kneed me with malicious force. The pain took away my breath.


“You’re welcome to sleep here, boy. Consider your room well paid for. Go into the inn and get my ma to feed you whatever slop she has for the pigs. Tell her Scroff sends you.” Smiling, he backed off as he pocketed the locket and chain. “And thank me while you’re at it. I’m a Christian too.” He laughed and stepped out into the night.


*  *  *


Once I regained my breath I entered the inn looking for something or someone on which to beat out my fury. A large blowsy woman stood behind the bar. She too was missing her lower front teeth, and I assumed she was Scroff’s ma. But before I could approach her and accuse her son of thievery, I was pounced on by a tall muscular man who handed me a pint and dragged me to a corner table. Undeniably voluble and friendly, he plopped a small plate of sausage and mash before me without my even asking. I needed to gain some strength before confronting Scroff or his ma, and so I devoured the meat and potatoes, thanking him with mouth stuffed, then quaffed the beer. As soon as one pint was empty, another full one was placed before me, and I (who had never allowed strong drink to pass my lips, and very little beer) drank my fill. This will give me courage, I remember thinking, and the next thing I knew I was tumbling face-forward onto the dinner plate and thence into darkness.


Whether I lost consciousness because of my wounds, my starvation, or my inebriation, or because the beer was doctored with an opiate, matters little. I know only that I awoke in a ship’s hold, pressed into service by the tall muscular man (whose name was Starkey) and Her Majesty’s Royal Navy. A few other hapless young men from the inn were lying beside me, equally confused and groggy. I staggered to the top deck, where I instantly emptied the contents of my stomach overboard. No land was in sight.


One piece of good fortune was that my pillowcase-knapsack had made it on board. Without it the tale that follows would be brief and woefully uneventful.


Starkey soon hauled the rest of my kidnapped companions on deck, where he gently mocked us as a sad passel of “lost lads.” He would make men of us, he said, for we were now bound to serve the Queen for several years at sea, and he waved a piece of paper before us containing scrawled signatures that we were too ill to examine closely. I was the youngest of his “lads,” and was soon to celebrate my fourteenth birthday in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean without ceremony.


The ship was dubbed Victoria Gloriosa, a three-masted noncombat vessel of the clipper variety. She was bound, in this time of peace, to the West Indies with a hold full of sundries and provisions to be exchanged for rum. Her captain was named Styles, a man for whom the word emotion was but an unhappy description of the weakness of others. The ship’s doctor was a Doctor Flynn, though the sailors referred to him as Doctor Gin, since that was his most oft-prescribed medication as well as his own drug of choice. He was overly fond, I was told, of amputation, and the sailors joked that his solution to the common cold was the removal of the sick man’s nose. It was Gin’s assistant, however, whom I came to know best, a soft round Irishman of uncertain age whose head was a billiard ball surrounded by soft fuzz and whose heart was equally soft and fuzzy. He resembled, I like to think, one of those rotund men of snow I occasionally built as a child in the Kensington Gardens, whose head was but an orb smaller than his middle, and whose middle was but a globe smaller than his hips. I no longer remember his given name; I only know him by the name I came to call him.


I was tired and I was ill and I was dispirited, and so without a will to protest I bent to my seaman’s chores. They were slavey’s chores mostly, hauling and cleaning and serving and polishing. It was in my second week aboard, pointlessly scrubbing the deck in the middle of a soft winter’s snowfall (Starkey liked to keep us busy, even when there was little work to be done), that I collapsed with a fever. My forehead was beaded with sweat and my Eton wounds had festered, and when Doctor Gin had the pants off me and was examining the half-healed scars on my thighs, now red with infection, he loudly declared that the best way to treat them was to have both my legs off at once. I protested and struggled, but I was weak in limb and half-delirious with fever, and he had the bottle of gin to my lips and as much of its contents as he could manage down my throat before I could escape. I saw him sharpening his flensing knife as I passed into sleep.


When I drifted back to consciousness, I expected to find myself but half a boy. My legs, however, were still attached, and a soft hand pressed itself to my forehead. “Rest, boy, rest” came a gentle voice. My sight was blurred, and when I asked who it was who spoke, I heard only the words “It’s me” in a soft Irish brogue.


When I opened my eyes again, hours or days later, he was still standing over me, his billiard ball of a head atop his round middle and hips. “It’s me,” he said again, and from that day onward I called him what I thought he called himself: Smee.


Smee had saved my legs, and most likely my life. He had distracted Doctor Gin by plying the thirsty fellow with the very medication with which I had been doused. Soon Gin was snoring away, and Smee spread a disinfectant of his own concoction on my wounds. When the doctor awoke and staggered to his feet, Smee declared that I had taken a miraculous turn for the better, thanks to the good doctor’s timely ministrations. Gin shrugged and returned to his bed.


I never learned the composition of Smee’s medication. It had something of fish in it, and something of plant oil, and something of his “dear granny’s secret solution for suppurating pustules.” I healed at last and took my place once again under Starkey, with this difference: I now had a friend. Indeed, when I told Smee of my naval ancestry, he forever after jokingly called me Cap’n.


One Sunday morning, when we had been over a month at sea, I lay in my cot with a few moments of time to myself. Styles was a religious man (as long as any religious expression had nothing of emotion in it), and we were allowed a few hours of our own to Keep Holy the Lord’s Day unless there were something to be done on the Lord’s Day that would prove advantageous to Her Majesty’s Commerce. Sitting on the edge of my cot, I realized that it was my fourteenth birthday. I blinked back tears as I remembered my mother and her terrible end. I regretted the loss of the locket more than ever. Fortunately I still kept the wedding ring, for I’d had the foresight, before absconding from Eton, to sew it into the cuff of my trousers. I felt for it now and thought of the words Eternal Love inscribed within its circle. It was still in its hiding place, and the relief I felt turned my mind to pleasanter things. I reached into my knapsack and pulled out my father’s History. Perhaps some moisture from the sea air had penetrated the binding, because I noticed for the first time a thickening beneath the front cover’s leather. One corner of the frontispiece had loosened, and, peeling it away, I discovered a scrap of sailcloth hidden beneath.


It was a map of the Western Atlantic. The island of Bermuda was marked, and to the southwest of the island stood a crimson X, followed by the designation N 31° 44' 48" W 67° 3' 37" and a crudely drawn creature that resembled a dragon. An unmarked island? I wondered. A treasure?


Beneath the map was scribbled a phrase in Latin. My Eton schooling helped but little in its translation. The word star was there, and I half-recognized a word that I took to mean “lesser.” The rest of the phrase remained a mystery.


Whatever else it was, the map and its contents seemed to be some kind of message from my late father, a birthday gift as I entered my early maturity. But being fourteen and still quite young, and not knowing to whom I could turn for advice, I turned to Smee. The man is all kindness, true, but as an intellect he has a long way to travel. When I showed him the map, he suggested I share it with the captain, for if this was indeed a treasure map, the only way to take our ship to the marked latitude and longitude was through his orders. So I gathered my courage, and that evening after dinner I nervously knocked at the captain’s cabin door. He bid me enter. I stuttered when he demanded the reason for my visit, until finally I held out the map and explained its source. He looked at it and laughed.


“You’re a fool, boy,” he said. “The ocean is deep there, with no land in sight. If a treasure is sunk in that spot, it is too far beneath the waves for any man to retrieve it.” I asked him kindly for a translation of the Latin phrase. He studied it, looked up a word, and said that it referred to a “lesser star to starboard,” which was pure nonsense. He laughed again and sent me away.


I reported this to Smee, who could not stop dreaming of the treasure. “He may be wrong,” he said of the captain. “Nay, he must be wrong. I have an idea.” He told me nothing more but that he had to “ruminate.” I should have known better than to trust Smee’s “ideas” and “rumination,” but the man had saved my legs and life, and so I let him be.


One night within the week I was shaken awake by Starkey. “Give it here, lad,” he ordered, meaning the map. Smee had told him of my discovery. Had I known where this request would lead, I would not have handed it over. I would have told him I had tossed it overboard, or had dreamed it in a fevered sleep. But instead I showed him the document, and as he perused it I saw the greed a-glimmer in his eyes and I knew I had made a grave error.


Sweet as sugared molasses, he begged leave to borrow the map for a short while. I nodded—what else could I do?—and he thanked me. It was two days later that the mutiny took place, and my destiny changed forever.


A handful of seamen, led by Starkey and armed to the teeth (I later learned), burst into the captain’s cabin at midnight. Styles was hauled to the top deck in his nightshirt, after which the entire crew (myself among them) was roused. There Starkey declared himself captain, explaining that this change of command was due to a certain treasure he had learned of, a treasure that Captain Styles meant to keep to himself rather than share with any aboard. All who sided with himself, Starkey announced, would share equally in that treasure, which would prove without question to be unsurpassed in the history of treasures. Those who sided with Styles would meet a fishy end. Naturally the majority of seamen agreed to join with Starkey, whether from avarice or from fear I do not know. Because I was young, I agreed too.


Those who were loyal to the captain voiced their protest, and Starkey and his band turned on them with horrid results. Swords were drawn, blood was spilled, and the sharks of the Western Atlantic were well fed that night. Styles himself was forced to walk a narrow plank and, when he refused to leap of his own volition, was shot in the back. He fell to the water below, shouting, “D—n ye for being such a—” His curse remained unfinished when he struck the waves.


We set sail directly for the coordinates marked on the treasure map, and Smee—who was handy with needle and thread—sewed us a new flag to replace the Queen’s colors. This flag was black with a human skull stitched in white. Such a flag had not been flown for many decades, but the Victoria Gloriosa—now redubbed the Roger (after Roger Starkey)—flew it once again.


We reached the map’s coordinates within two and a half days, for the wind was with us. Styles was right. There was no island, no treasure, nothing but a fierce storm descending quickly from the west. We too were bound for our graves, I feared, for the gale attacked like a pride of hungry lions. It tore the sails from the masts, being wilder than any storm I have experienced since, and for a time I believed that Styles’s curse—whatever it might have been—was coming true. Several men were lost. Nearly all turned to prayer. When night descended we could not determine: the hurricane was so fierce it was as if a black cloud had enveloped us, making “day” and “night” immaterial. Then quite suddenly it stopped. We had entered the hurricane’s eye, Smee said, adding, “ ’Tis but a false respite, Cap’n, before Death deals its final blow.” But the respite continued, and when the sun rose we found ourselves in a calm sea with a palm-covered island off to port. The weather was warm. Nothing seemed familiar.


The Latin phrase on my father’s map, I later learned, was more accurately translated as “second star to the right.” Those of you familiar with my enemy’s tale know its meaning.





Chapter Two



[image: Images]


My enemy. I refuse to write his name, though it is a name well known, oft-illuminated by the gaudy lights of money-raking theatrical houses, where it is exploited for glamour and gain. Wherever his name is lauded mine is hissed. We are forever linked. The same audiences who pretend to save a supercilious fairy’s life by applause either laugh at me as a piratical clown or sneer at me as the Devil Incarnate. Children cast the least popular child to play me in the nursery, while their professional counterparts hire histrionic overachievers to portray me. Heavens, what villainy! And all because of a lying tale told by a dour Scotsman that casts him as Hero and me as the Dastardly Villain who would stop at nothing to see him dead.


Well, perhaps at one time I would, but it’s his own d—mnable fault. I loved him as a brother once. But I race ahead of my tale.


I promise you this, dear reader: I will not lie about him as he (and his biographer) did of me. Allow me to name but a few of these slanders, if only to defuse my wrath before I continue with my story.


I will begin with my name. It is Cook, it has always been Cook, I was christened Cook, confirmed Cook, and Cook I shall remain. The Scotsman says so himself in his description of me: “Hook was not his true name.” But because of the wicked attack that maimed me for life, I will be forever called by that other name, as Doctor Flynn became Gin, as Headmaster Carlyle became Old Carlyle: a joke, a simple rhyme, a reference to an unfortunate physical burden. Potential publishers, I’ve been warned, may insist on naming this history with the very nickname I despise (possibly using the word pirate, which I never was, somewhere in the book’s description), because “it will sell better, old man, and you can gripe about it all the way to the bloody bank.”


And for some inexplicable reason, possibly having to do with the undeniably pompous actor who first portrayed me professionally, I will always be depicted as bearing an unfortunate likeness to King Charles II. Frilly shirts, long curly hair, high-heeled pumps (ye gods!) are my affected wardrobe in all depictions of the Pirate Moi, though I have never dressed as such in my entire life. True, my hair is black and has grown to some length, but I do not curl it. Nor do I sport a beauty mark on my cheek (or anywhere else for that matter, although my eyes are indeed a lovely periwinkle blue). I have (sadly, but for the eyes) nothing beautiful about me; my face is ordinary, and my costume consists of ordinary seaman’s garb perfumed with an ordinary seaman’s fishy smell. I have (to my inestimable sorrow) exchanged expressions of sincere devotion with only four women in my life thus far (the first one being my mother), a list that doesn’t begin to compare with the notorious harem of King Charles. I bear neither undue admiration nor disapproval toward that Good Sovereign, but I am not him! Though I do like a dash of color on certain celebratory occasions.


Nor was I (I’ve said it before and say it once more) “Blackbeard’s bo’sun,” as the Scotsman claims. Another lie! That pirate’s morals were beneath contempt; besides, he lived a century and a half before me.


And as for that duplicitous fairy, not to mention sweet Tiger Lily—bah! In time, my good readers, all will become clear. Until then, permit me to return to the predicament in which Cabin Boy Cook found himself at the end of the terrible storm.


*  *  *


Those of you familiar with my enemy’s account already may have made an educated guess as to the identity of the sunny island burning less than a mile to the Roger’s port side, but you would be wrong. It was but one of a dozen islands in this tropical archipelago, the largest of which you know as Neverland (there—I’ve said it!), a fanciful title that makes absolutely no sense once one has set foot on that very real oasis. No, Neverland has mountains and jungles and wild animals, while this isle was flat and sandy and sported but a few palms to shade it from the burning sun. We called it Long Tom, after the sailor among us who first hailed it. It was, I suppose, relatively Long, but had nothing Tom-ish about it.


By midmorning, a boat was launched to explore the island. Volunteers were requested, and I readily raised my hand. Four of us were lowered in the ship’s longboat, and we began to row vigorously.


My heart leapt at the possibility that here was the treasure my father’s map had promised. As we neared, I, positioned at the rudder and thus facing the island, believed I saw a marker of some sort. Could the spot be so obvious? As soon as we four waded ashore I identified, sticking out of the hot sand near the base of an extremely tall palm tree, the handles of two shovels marking (I hoped) the treasure’s grave. I raced toward it, followed eagerly by the other three. Long Tom (being one of them) nearly outdistanced me, for his legs defined his name, but my excited enthusiasm gave me the energy to pull ahead, and it was myself who tripped over the human leg bone lying semiconcealed in the dunes.


The skeletons were two, dressed in rags rotted by the sea air. For a moment I thought that these were the last survivors of some previous ship that had landed on Long Tom. They had starved, or died through lack of potable water, or perished from loneliness and despair. But closer examination made it plain: they were the unfortunate wielders of the shovels whose task was to bury Something beneath the shifting sands before a third party inserted a musket ball into each of their skulls. We learned this when Long Tom picked one up, affecting to play at Hamlet, and a rusty iron orb fell from Yorick’s eye socket.


The other two, Sniffles and Bloody Pete, seized the shovels and proceeded to dig with great enthusiasm, hoping to uncover the chest that all four of us imagined buried at our feet. Visions of Spanish gold, Incan chalices, necklaces of precious jewels pirouetted in our heads, and these dreams served only to deepen our horror on finding, instead of a chest, four more corpses, some with flesh still clinging to their browned bones. Two sailors had buried the bodies of the unfortunate others, and these two—when their gruesome task was completed—were in turn dispatched by some third villain: thus was the secret of Long Tom revealed, though its mystery remained unsolved.


After three of us became thoroughly sick (Tom, our ship’s fool, clapped his hands with delight at the gruesome discovery), all four returned to the longboat. It was then, stumbling in shock across the beach, that I came upon another treasure, one that would change my life forever.


A flock of gulls was pecking at something buried in a small dune, and as I approached they screamed at me and flew away. I looked closely. A deposit of nearly two dozen eggs lay embedded in the sand; food for the gulls and—better yet—fresh food for us. Whether of turtle or bird I cared not. I called to the others, and soon our shirts were nesting our find. On returning to the boat, we told of the mass grave while handing over our culinary treasure; indeed we were so starved for something other than salt beef and hardtack that the eggs were valued higher than a chestful of doubloons. The cook (whose name was Bill Jukes) snatched them, scrambled them, and the crew ate its fill.
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