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A CHRONICLE OF THE VOYAGES OF SAINT BRENDAN

STEPHEN BRENNAN

Remember Brendan, not as a graven saint, he was a man and suffered so; in no ways proud, he sought the will of the Lord God full meekly and contrite of heart. And I have seen his eyes start from his head at some marvel, and I have seen the cold gray oceans break over him for days, and I have seen him spit salt seas and tremble with the cold. But no thing overmanned him, because in every tempest he saw the hand of God, and in every trial he sought the will of God, and trusted so, and was not afraid, and thereby gave us heart and courage. And we brethren took example from him, and thereby saved our souls.


Remember Brendan, later called Saint, born in the land of Munster, hard by the loch Lein. A holy man of fierce abstinence, known for his great works and the father of almost three thousand monks, he lived at Clonfert then, where we knew him at the first and last.

Recall the night, just past compline it was, when the holy abbot Barrind, later called Saint, came out of the darkness into our circle to visit Brendan. And each of them was joyful of the other. And when Brendan began to tell Barrind of the many wonders he had seen voyaging in the sea and visiting in diverse lands, Barrind at once began to sigh and anon he threw himslf prostrate upon the ground and prayed hard and then began to weep. Now Brendan comforted him the best he could, and lifting him up said: “Brother Abbot, have you not come to be joyful with us, to speak the word of God and to give us heart? Therefore for God’s love, do not be afraid, but tell us what marvels you have seen in the great ocean, that encompasses all the world.”

So Barrind began to tell Brendan and all the gathered monks of a great wonder. These were his words:

“I have a son, his name is Meroc, who had a great desire to seek about by ship in diverse countries to find a solitary place wherein he might dwell secretly out of the business of the world, in order to better serve God quietly in devotion. I counseled him to sail to an island in the sea, nearby the mountain of stones, which everybody knows. So he made ready and sailed there with his monks. And when he came there, he liked the place full well, and there settled where he and his monks served our Lord devoutly. And then I saw in a vision that this monk Meroc was sailed right far westward into the sea more than three days sailing, and suddenly to those voyagers there came a dark cloud of fog that overcovered them, so that for a great part of the day they saw no light; then as our Lord willed, the fog passed away, and they saw a fair island, and thereward they drew. In that island was joy and mirth enough and all the earth of that island shone as brightly as the sun, and there were the fairest trees and herbs that ever any man saw, and here were many precious stones shining bright, and every herb was ripe, and every tree full of fruit; so that it was a glorious sight and a heavenly joy to abide there. Then there came to them a fair young man, and courteously he welcomed them all, and called every monk by his name, and said they were much bound to praise the name of our Lord Jesu, who would out of his grace show them that glorious place, where it is always day and never night, and that this place is called the garden of paradise. But by this island is another island whereon no man may come. And the fair young man said to them, ‘You have been here half a year without meat or drink or sleep.’ They supposed they had been there only half a day, so merry and joyful they were. The young man told them that this was the place where Adam and Eve lived first, and ever would have lived, if they had not broken the commandment of God. Then the fair young man brought them to their ship again and said they might no longer abide there, and when they were all shipped, suddenly the young man vanished away out of their sight. And then within a short time after, by the purveyance of the Lord Jesu, Meroc and the brothers returned to their own island where I and the other brothers received them goodly, and demanded where they had been so long. And they said that they had been in the Land of the Blest, before the Gates of Paradise. And they asked of us, ‘Cannot you you tell from the sweetness of our clothes that we have been in Paradise?’ And I and the other brothers said, ‘We do believe you have been in God’s Paradise, but we don’t know where this Paradise is.’”

At hearing this we all lay prostrate and said, “The Lord God is just in all his works and merciful and loving to his servants, once again he has nourished our wonder with his holy spirit.”

On the day following Barrind’s visit, Brendan gathered twelve of the brothers and closed us up in the oratory saying, “If it is God’s will, I will seek that holy land of which the brother Abbott spoke. Does this appeal to you? What do you say?”

We answered Brendan thus, “Not our will, but God’s. To know God’s will, we leave our families, give away what we possess, put away the lives we led and follow you, if it is the will of God.”

To better know the will of God we fasted forty days, tho not oftener than for three days running as is the rule. And during this time we sought the blessing of the holy father Edna, later called Saint, in his western island. We stayed there three days and three nights only.

Old Edna’s blessing got, we took ourselves to a lonely inlet place we called Brendan’s Butt, for he had known this spot as a boy and there sat many hours, looking away out over the ocean to the west, his seat upon a butt of stone. Here we built a vessel sufficient for a voyage of seven years. With iron tools we ribbed and framed it of ash and oak, the stepping for the mast was oak, and covered it in ox hides, well tanned, stitched together and greased with lard. Therein we put provisions for a forty days journey and many spares of ox hide, and then we got ourselves aboard and here lived devoutly twelve days, afloat but well in sight of land.

On the day set for our departure we received the sacrament and got ourselves aboard, when just as Brendan blessed us all, there came another two of his monks who prayed him that they might come with us. And he said, “You may sail with us, but one of you shall die and go to hell ere we return.” Even so, they would go with us.

And then Brendan bade the brethren raise the sail, and forth we voyaged in God’s name, so that on the morrow we were out of sight of any land. For eleven days and nights we sailed plain, and then we saw an island afar from us. We sailed thitherward as fast as we could, and soon a great reach of stone appeared afar off above the waves, and for three days we worked our way around the island before we found an inlet fit for a landing. At last we found a little haven and there we beached our leather boat.

Suddenly, bounding up to us, there came a fair hound who laid down at Brendan’s feet cheering him. So Brendan said to us, “Be of good heart, for the Lord has sent his messenger to lead us into some good place.” And the hound brought us to a fair hall, where we found tables spread with good meat and drink. Then Brendan spoke the grace and then we brethren sat down and ate and drank. And there were beds made ready for us that we might sleep after our long labor. But Brendan did not sleep, but prayed the night away upon his knees.

On the morrow we returned again to our skin boat, pushed off and sailed a long time in the sea before we found any land. At last, by the purveyance of God, we saw a full fair island of green pasture, whereon were the whitest sheep that we had ever seen. And every sheep was as big as any ox. Just after dragging our ship ashore, we were welcomed by a goodly old man who said, “This is the Isle of Sheep. Here it is never cold but ever summer. This is why the sheep are so huge, they feed all year on the best grasses and herbs anywhere.” When the old man took his leave he told us, “Voyage on, and by God’s grace, you soon will come upon a place like paradise, whereon you ought to spend your Eastertide.”

We sailed forth and soon came upon another island, but because of shallows and broken stone and the fury of the seas, we bore off and beached our skin ship instead upon a rock, where nothing grew, a small desolate island. Or so we thought, for when we lit the fire so that we might bake our grain and dress our meat, the island began to move under us. And all a panic then, amazed and full of fear, we threw ourselves into the boat, and pulled and twisted at the oars, swatting and thumping one another in our haste to be away. And lo, the island seemed to dip and we floated free and soon were well away. And all that night we spied the beacon of our fire leaping and dancing in the cold, dark ocean. Brendan must have smelled the terror on us, for he said, “Do not be afraid. It is only a great fish, the biggest in the sea. He labors night and day to swallow his own tail, but he cannot because of his great size. He is called Jasconius.”

And then anon we oared three days and nights before we sighted any land and the weariness was heavy on us. But soon after, as God would, we saw a fair island, full of flowers, herbs, and trees, whereof we thanked God of his good grace, and then anon we found a little stream and followed it, walking our hide boat well in land. And then anon we found a full fair well, and thereby grew a mighty tree, full of boughs, and on every bough sat a white bird, and they so thick upon the tree, their number being so great, and their song being so merry that it was a heavenly noise to hear. Then Brendan fell to his knees and wept for joy, and made his prayers devoutly unto our Lord God that he might understand the meaning of the bird song. And then at once a white bird flew from the tree to Brendan. She flapped and fluttered, she hooked and danced and called, and made a merry noise full like a flute. It seemed to us no holy hymn ever was so joyful. And Brendan said, “If you are the messengers of God, tell me why you sit so thick upon the tree and why you sing so merrily?”

And the bird said, “Once upon a time, we were angels in heaven, but when our master Lucifer fell down into hell for his high pride, we fell with him for our offenses, some higher, some lower, depending on the quality of their trespass; and because our trespass was but little, our Lord has sent us here, out of all pain to live in great joy and mirth, here to serve him on this tree in the best manner that we can. Today is Sunday, can you not guess why we are all white as snow?”

And when we all remembered, we fell upon our knees and hymned praise to our good Lord Jesu Christ. And the white bird sang to Brendan, “It is twelve month past that you departed from your abbey. In the seventh year you shall come unto the place of your desire. For each of those years you shall spend the Eastertide here with us, as you do today.”

Then all the birds began to sing evensong so merrily that it was truly a heavenly noise to hear. And after supper Brendan and all of us went to bed, and slept well, and on the morrow we rose early, to hear the birds sing matins, and later prime and all such services of the holy rule.

We all abided there with Brendan eight full weeks, til after Trinity Sunday when we again sailed for the Isle of Sheep, and there we victualed well and were blessed again by the goodly old man, and returned again to our leather boat, and waited for the wind to blow fair. And ere we put out, the bird of the tree came again to us, and danced upon our prow and flapped and fluttered and sang, “I am come to tell you that you shall sail from here to an island whereon there is an abbey of twenty-four monks, and there you shall hold your Christmas, but Eastertide, do not forget, you spend with us.”

And then the bird flew off.

The wind with us now, we sailed forth into the ocean, but soon fell a great tempest on us, which we were greatly troubled by for a long time and sorely belabored. And we saw, by the purveyance of God, a little island afar off, and full meekly we prayed to our Lord to send us thither in safety. It took eleven days, and in this time we monks were so weary of the long pull and the mountain gray oceans that we set little price upon our lives, and cried continually to our Lord to show us mercy and bring us to that little island in safety. And by the purveyance of God we came at last into a little haven, but so narrow that only one ship might come in. And after we had come to anchor, the brethren went ashore, and when we had long walked about, at last we found two fair wells; one was of fair clear water, and the other was somewhat troubly and thick. At this we thanked our Lord full humbly that had brought us here, and made to drink the water, but Brendan charged us thus, “Take no water without license. If we abstain us a while longer, our Lord will purvey for us in the best wise.”

And soon after came to us a good old hoar-haired man, who welcomed us full meekly and kissed Brendan, but did not speak, and by this we understood that he observed a rule of silence. And he led us past many a fair well til we came to an abbey, where we were received with much honor and solemn procession. And then the abbott welcomed Brendan and all our fellowship, and kissed him full meekly, but did not speak. And he drew Brendan by the hand, and led us into a fair hall, and sat us down in a row on benches; and the abbott of that place, in observance of the new commandment, washed all our feet with fair clear water. And afterward, in silence still, led us into the refractory, there to seat ourselves amoung the brothers of the abbey. And anon came one who served us well of meat and drink. For every monk had set before him a fair white loaf and white roots and herbs, which we found right delicious, tho none of us could name; and we drank of the water of the fair clear well that we had seen before when first we came ashore, that Brendan had forbade us. And then the abbott came, and breaking silence, prayed us eat and drink, “For every day the Lord sends a good old man that covers this table with meat and drink for us. But we know not how it comes, for we do nothing to procure it, and yet our Lord feeds us. And we are twenty-four monks in number, yet every day of the week he sends us twelve loaves, and every Sunday and feast day, twenty-four loaves, and the bread we leave at dinner we eat at supper. And now at your coming our Lord has sent us forty-eight loaves, that all of us may be merry together as brethren. And we have lived twenty-nine years here in this abbey: tho we did first come out of the abbey of Saint Patrick in Ireland eighty years ago. And here in this land it is ever fair weather, and none of us is ever sick since we came here.”

And then Brendan and the abbott and all the company went into the church, and we said evensong together, and devoutly. And when we looked upward at the crucifix, we saw our Lord hanging on a cross made of fine crystal and curiously wrought; and in the choir were twenty-four seats for twenty-four monks, and seven unlit tapers, and the abbott’s seat was made close upon the altar in the middle of the choir. And then Brendan asked the abbott, “How long have you kept silence one with another?”

And the abbott answered Brendan, “For this twenty-nine years, no one has spoken to another.”

And Brendan wept for joy at this, and desired of the abbott, “That we might all dwell here with you.”

And the abbott answered Brendan, “That will not do, for our Lord has showed to you in what manner you will be guided til the seventh year is done, and after that term you will return with your monks to Ireland in safety; except that one of the two monks that came last to you will dwell in the island of anchorites, and the other will burn in hell.”

And as we knelt with Brendan in the church, we saw a bright shining angel fly in at the window that lighted all the tapers in the church and flew out again and then to heaven. And Brendan marveled greatly how fair the light burned but wasted not. And the abbott said to us that it is written how Moses saw a bush afire, yet it burned not, “and therefore marvel not, for the might of our Lord is now as great as ever it was.”

And when we had dwelled there even til Christmas was gone twelve days and eight days more, we took leave of this holy abbott and his convent, and returned again to our skinned-ship. And then we sailed from thence toward the island of the abbey of Saint Hillary, but aching cold and furious tempests troubled us til just before the start of Lent, when we bespied an island, not far off; and then we pulled for it but weakly, our strength all spent, our stomachs empty, our bodies raw with thirst. And when at last we gained the island, and dragged our battered boat upon the beach, we found a well of clear water, and diverse roots that grew about it, and multitudes of sweet fleshed fish that swarmed in the river that flowed to the sea. And Brendan said, “Let us gather up this bounty which the Lord makes a gift to us, and then let us renew our bodies with meat and drink, and our spirits in hymns devoutly sung.”

And we obeyed Brendan, and we dug many roots and put them in the fire to bake, likewise we netted many fish and cleaned and baked them also. But when we made to drink, our holy father Brendan said, “Of this clear water drink only what is meet for your good health, lest this gift of God do you some harm.”

And after grace was said, we fell to meat and drink, and then when we had eaten and drunk, we began to sing the holy office and promptly, one by one, each man fell to sleep. Tho Brendan did not sleep, but prayed three days and nights upon his knees, and full devoutly for our awakening. And so at length we did awaken, and those of us who had drank three cups of that clear water slept three days and nights, and those who drank two cups slept two, and one cup only one day and night. And Brendan gathered us about the fire and said, “Brothers, we see here how a gift of God may do us harm. As Lent is nigh, let us now get ourselves to sea; take only meat and drink for one meal every three days, as is the rule, enough to last this holy season out.”

And then again we pulled our hide boat upon God’s ocean, and for three full days the wind blew foul, and then a sudden all grew still. The wind blew not and the sea calmned and flattened and seemed to set into a thing solid. And Brendan said, “Brothers, lay off your oars, let us drift; and in this show true submission to the will of God.”

And then we drifted twenty days. And this was a time of meditation and prayer, and of perfect observance of the rule, and of good fellowship amoung the brethren. Then at last by the purveyance of the Lord, the wind arose and blew fresh til Palm Sunday.

And then at last we came again unto the Isle of Sheep, and were received again by the goodly old man, who brought us again into the fair hall, and served us. And after soup on Holy Thursday, he washed our feet, and gave us each the kiss of peace, alike our Lord had done with his disciples. And on the Friday of the passion of our Lord we sacrificed the lamb of innocence, and on the Saturday we did all holy rite and prayed together full devoutly, that we might find ourselves prepared for the miracle of of the resurrection of our Lord Jesu. And at eventide we toiled our skin vessel into the sea, and as Brendan bid us, pulled our ashen oars against the seas that blow shorewards at eventide. And Brendan made his seat upon the oaken tiller and captained us unto a place in the sea that he did chose. And on that Easter vigil, just at the hour of lauds, when all the world is blue with first light, he bid us lay upon our oars, and Brendan asked unto us, “Do you not know where it is you are?”

And we did not know, but Brendan did know; and lo, we seemed to rise up heavenward, and the seas fell away from our frail craft, and we beheld ourselves again upon Jasconius’ back. And we beheld the smear of char where twelve months past we laid a fire to bake our meat, and we were amazed, and Brendan seeing this said, “Do not be afraid.”

And one by one we stepped out upon this living isle. And Brendan said, “How splendid is the will of our good Lord, that even savage monsters do his bidding and make this place upon a fish’s back to keep the holy service of the resurrection.”

And after Mass was said, and Brendan sacrificed the spotless lamb of innocence, we got ourselves again aboard our skin vessel, and lo Jasconius dove beneath the sea, and we sailed free. And on that same morning we gained the island where the tree of the birds was, and that same bird welcomed Brendan and sang full merrily. And there we dwelled from Easter til Trinity Sunday, as we had done the year before, in full great joy and mirth; and daily we heard the merry service of the birds sitting in the tree. And then the one bird told Brendan that he should return again at Christmas to the abbey of the monks, “and Easterday, do not forget, you spend with us. But every other day of your journey, you labor in the full great peril of the ocean, from year to year til the seventh year has been accomplished when you shall find the Land of the Blest, before the gates of Paradise, and dwell there forty days in full great joy and mirth; and after you shall return home in safety to your own abbey and there end your life and be admitted to blessed heaven, which our Lord bought for you with his most precious blood.”

And then an angel of our Lord ordained all things needful to our voyage, in vitals and all other things necessary. And then we thanked our Lord for the great goodness that he had often shown us in our great need. And then we sailed forth in the great sea ocean, abidding in the mercy of our Lord through great troubles and tempests.
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THE LADY OF THE BARGE

W. W. JACOBS




 The master of the barge Arabella sat in the stern of his craft with his right arm leaning on the tiller. A desultory conversation with the mate of a schooner, who was hanging over the side of his craft a few yards off, had come to a conclusion owing to a difference of opinion on the subject of religion. The skipper had argued so warmly that he almost fancied he must have inherited the tenets of the Seventh-day Baptists from his mother while the mate had surprised himself by the warmth of his advocacy of a form of Wesleyanism which would have made the members of that sect open their eyes with horror. He had, moreover, confirmed the skipper in the error of his ways by calling him a bargee, the ranks of the Baptists receiving a defender if not a recruit from that hour.

With the influence of the religious argument still upon him, the skipper, as the long summer’s day gave place to night, fell to wondering where his own mate, who was also his brother-in-law, had got to. Lights which had been struggling with the twilight now burnt bright and strong, and the skipper, moving from the shadow to where a band of light fell across the deck, took out a worn silver watch and saw that it was ten o’clock.

Almost at the same moment a dark figure appeared on the jetty above and began to descend the ladder, and a strongly built young man of twenty-two sprang nimbly to the deck.

“Ten o’clock, Ted,” said the skipper, slowly.

“It’ll be eleven in an hour’s time,” said the mate, calmly.

“That’ll do,” said the skipper, in a somewhat loud voice, as he noticed that his late adversary still occupied his favourite strained position, and a fortuitous expression of his mother’s occurred to him: “Don’t talk to me; I’ve been arguing with a son of Belial for the last half-hour.”

“Bargee,” said the son of Belial, in a dispassionate voice.

“Don’t take no notice of him, Ted,” said the skipper, pityingly.

“He wasn’t talking to me,” said Ted. “But never mind about him; I want to speak to you in private.”

“Fire away, my lad,” said the other, in a patronising voice.

“Speak up,” said the voice from the schooner, encouragingly. “I’m listening.”

There was no reply from the bargee. The master led the way to the cabin, and lighting a lamp, which appealed to more senses than one, took a seat on a locker, and again requested the other to fire away.

“Well, you see, it’s this way,” began the mate, with a preliminary wriggle : “there’s a certain young woman——”

“A certain young what?” shouted the master of the Arabella.

“Woman,” repeated the mate, snappishly; “you’ve heard of a woman afore, haven’t you? Well, there’s a certain young woman I’m walking out with I——”

“Walking out?” gasped the skipper. “Why, I never’eard o’such a thing.”

“You would ha’ done if you’d been better looking, p’raps,” retorted the other. “Well, I’ve offered this young woman to come for a trip with us.”

“Oh, you have, ’ave you!” said the skipper, sharply. “And what do you think Louisa will say to it?”

“That’s your look out,” said Louisa’s brother, cheerfully. “I’ll make her up a bed for’ard, and we’ll all be as happy as you please.”

He started suddenly. The mate of the schooner was indulging in a series of whistles of the most amatory description.

“There she is,” he said. “I told her to wait outside.”

He ran upon deck, and his perturbed brother-in-law, following at his leisure, was just in time to see him descending the ladder with a young woman and a small handbag.

“This is my brother-in-law, Cap’n Gibbs,” said Ted, introducing the new arrival; “smartest man at a barge on the river.”

The girl extended a neatly gloved hand, shook the skipper’s affably, and looked wonderingly about her.

“It’s, very close to the water, Ted,” she said, dubiously.

The skipper coughed. “We don’t take passengers as a rule,” he said, awkwardly; “we’ain’t got much convenience for them.”

“Never mind,” said the girl, kindly; “I sha’nt expect too much.”

She turned away, and following the mate down to the cabin, went into ecstasies over the space-saving contrivances she found there. The drawers fitted in the skipper’s bunk were a source of particular interest, and the owner watched with strong disapprobation through the skylight her efforts to make him an apple-pie bed with the limited means at her disposal. He went down below at once as a wet blanket.

“I was just shaking your bed up a bit,” said Miss Harris, reddening.

“I see you was,” said the skipper, briefly.

He tried to pluck up courage to tell her that he couldn’t take her, but only succeeded in giving vent to an inhospitable cough.

“I’ll get the supper,” said the mate, suddenly; “you sit down, old man, and talk to Lucy.”

In honour of the visitor he spread a small cloth, and then proceeded to produce cold beef, pickles, and accessories in a manner which reminded Miss Harris of white rabbits from a conjurer’s hat. Captain Gibbs, accepting the inevitable, ate his supper in silence and left them to their glances.

“We must make you up a bed, for’ard, Lucy,” said the mate, when they had finished.

Miss Harris started. “Where’s that?” she inquired.

“Other end o’ the boat,” replied the mate, gathering up some bedding under his arm. “You might bring a lantern, John.”

The skipper, who was feeling more sociable after a couple of glasses of beer, complied, and accompanied the couple to the tiny forecastle. A smell compounded of bilge, tar, paint, and other healthy disinfectants emerged as the scuttle was pushed back. The skipper dangled the lantern down and almost smiled.

“I can’t sleep there,” said the girl, with decision. “I shall die o’ fright.”

“You’ll get used to it,” said Ted, encouragingly, as he helped her down; “it’s quite dry and comfortable.”

He put his arm round her waist and squeezed her hand, and aided by this moral support, Miss Harris not only consented to remain, but found various advantages in the forecastle over the cabin, which had escaped the notice of previous voyagers.

“I’ll leave you the lantern,” said the mate, making it fast, “and we shall be on deck most o’ the night. We get under way at two.”

He quitted the forecastle, followed by the skipper, after a polite but futile attempt to give him precedence, and made his way to the cabin for two or three hours’ sleep.

“There’ll be a row at the other end, Ted,” said the skipper, nervously, as he got into his bunk. “Louisa’s sure to blame me for letting you keep company with a gal like this. We was talking about you only the other day, and she said if you was married five years from now, it ’ud be quite soon enough.”

“Let Loo mind her own business,” said the mate, sharply; “she’s not going to nag me. She’s not my wife, thank goodness!”

He turned over and fell fast asleep, waking up fresh and bright three hours later, to commence what he fondly thought would be the pleasantest voyage of his life.

The Arabella dropped slowly down with the tide, the wind being so light that she was becalmed by every tall warehouse on the way. Off Greenwich, however, the breeze freshened somewhat, and a little later Miss Harris, looking somewhat pale as to complexion and untidy as to hair, came slowly on deck.

“Where’s the looking-glass?” she asked, as Ted hastened to greet her. “How does my hair look?”

“All wavy,” said the infatuated young man; “all little curls and squiggles. Come down in the cabin; there’s a glass there.”

Miss Harris, with a light nod to the skipper as he sat at the tiller, followed the mate below, and giving vent to a little cry of indignation as she saw herself in the glass, waved the amorous Ted on deck, and started work on her disarranged hair.

At breakfast-time a little friction was caused by what the mate bitterly termed the narrow-minded, old-fashioned ways of the skipper. He had arranged that the skipper should steer while he and Miss Harris breakfasted, but the coffee was no sooner on the table than the skipper called him, and relinquishing the helm in his favour, went below to do the honours. The mate protested.

“It’s not proper,” said the skipper. “Me and ’er will ’ave our meals together, and then you must have yours. She’s under my care.”

Miss Harris assented blithely, and talk and laughter greeted the ears of the indignant mate as he steered. He went down at last to cold coffee and lukewarm herrings, returning to the deck after a hurried meal to find the skipper narrating some of his choicest experiences to an audience which hung on his lightest word.

The disregard they showed for his feelings was maddening, and for the first time in his life he became a prey to jealousy in its worst form. It was quite clear to him that the girl had become desperately enamoured of the skipper, and he racked his brain in a wild effort to discover the reason.

With an idea of reminding his brother-in-law of his position, he alluded two or three times in a casual fashion to his wife. The skipper hardly listened to him, and patting Miss Harris’s cheek in a fatherly manner, regaled her with an anecdote of the mate’s boyhood which the latter had spent a goodly portion of his life in denying. He denied it again, hotly, and Miss Harris, conquering for a time her laughter, reprimanded him severely for contradicting.

By the time dinner was ready he was in a state of sullen apathy, and when the meal was over and the couple came on deck again, so far forgot himself as to compliment Miss Harris upon her appetite.

“I’m ashamed of you, Ted,” said the skipper, with severity.

“I’m glad you know what shame is,” retorted the mate.

“If you can’t be’ave yourself, you’d better keep a bit for’ard till you get in a better temper,” continued the skipper.

“I’ll be pleased to,” said the smarting mate. “I wish the barge was longer.”

“It couldn’t be too long for me,” said Miss Harris, tossing her head.

“Be’aving like a schoolboy,” murmured the skipper.

“I know how to behave myself,” said the mate, as he disappeared below. His head suddenly appeared again over the companion. “If some people don’t,” he added, and disappeared again.

He was pleased to notice as he ate his dinner that the giddy prattle above had ceased, and with his back turned towards the couple when he appeared on deck again, he lounged slowly forward until the skipper called him back again.

“Wot was them words you said just now, Ted?” he inquired.

The mate repeated them with gusto.

“Very good,” said the skipper, sharply; “very good.”

“Don’t you ever speak to me again,” said Miss Harris, with a stately air, “because I won’t answer you if you do.”

The mate displayed more of his schoolboy nature. “Wait till you’re spoken to,” he said, rudely. “This is your gratefulness, I suppose?”

“Gratefulness?” said Miss Harris, with her chin in the air. “What for?”

“For bringing you for a trip,” replied the mate, sternly.

“You bringing me for a trip!” said Miss Harris, scornfully.

“Captain Gibbs is the master here, I suppose. He is giving me the trip. You’re only the mate.”

“Just so,” said the mate, with a grin at his brother-in-law, which made that worthy shift uneasily. “I wonder what Loo will say when she sees you with a lady aboard?”

“She came to please you,” said Captain Gibbs, with haste.

“Ho! she did, did she?” jeered the mate. “Prove it; only don’t look to me to back you, that’s all.”

The other eyed him in consternation, and his manner changed.

“Don’t play the fool, Ted,” he said, not unkindly; “you know what Loo is.”

“Well, I’m reckoning on that,” said the mate, deliberately. “I’m going for’ard; don’t let me interrupt you two. So long.”

He went slowly forward, and lighting his pipe, sprawled carelessly on the deck, and renounced the entire sex forthwith. At tea-time the skipper attempted to reverse the procedure at the other meals; but as Miss Harris steadfastly declined to sit at the same table as the mate, his good intentions came to naught.

He made an appeal to what he termed the mate’s better nature, after Miss Harris had retired to the seclusion of her bed-chamber, but in vain.

“She’s nothing to do with me,” declared the mate, majestically. I wash my hands of her. She’s a flirt. I’m like Louisa, I can’t bear flirts.”

The skipper said no more, but his face was so worn that Miss Harris, when she came on deck in the early morning and found the barge gliding gently between the grassy banks of a river, attributed it to the difficulty of navigating so large a craft on so small and winding a stream.

“We shall be alongside in’arf an hour,” said the skipper, eyeing her.

Miss Harris expressed her gratification.

“P’raps you wouldn’t mind going down the fo’c’sle and staying there till we’ve made fast,” said the other. I’d take it as a favour. My owners don’t like me to carry passengers.”

Miss Harris, who understood perfectly, said, “Certainly,” and with a cold stare at the mate, who was at no pains to conceal his amusement, went below at once, thoughtfully closing the scuttle after her.

“There’s no call to make mischief, Ted,” said the skipper, somewhat anxiously, as they swept round the last bend and came into view of Coalsham.

The mate said nothing, but stood by to take in sail as they ran swiftly towards the little quay. The pace slackened, and the Arabella, as though conscious of the contraband in her forecastle, crept slowly to where a stout, middle-aged woman, who bore a strong likeness to the mate, stood upon the quay.

“There’s poor Loo,” said the mate, with a sigh.

The skipper made no reply to this infernal insinuation. The barge ran alongside the quay and made fast.

“I thought you’d be up,” said Mrs. Gibbs to her husband. “Now come along to breakfast; Ted’ll follow on.”

Captain Gibbs dived down below for his coat, and slipping ashore, thankfully prepared to move off with his wife.

“Come on as soon as you can, Ted,” said the latter. “Why, what on earth is he making that face for?”

She turned in amazement as her brother, making a pretence of catching her husband’s eye, screwed his face up into a note of interrogation and gave a slight jerk with his thumb.

“Come along,” said Captain Gibbs, taking her arm with much affection.

“But what’s Ted looking like that for?” demanded his wife, as she easily intercepted another choice fatal expression of the mate’s.

“Oh, it’s his fun,” replied her husband, walking on.

“Fun?” repeated Mrs. Gibbs, sharply. “What’s the matter, Ted?”

“Nothing,” replied the mate.

“Touch o’ toothache,” said the skipper. “Come along, Loo; I can just do with one o’ your breakfasts.”

Mrs. Gibbs suffered herself to be led on, and had got at least five yards on the way home, when she turned and looked back. The mate had still got the toothache, and was at that moment in all the agonies of a phenomenal twinge.

“There’s something wrong here,” said Mrs. Gibbs as she retraced her steps. “Ted, what are you making that face for?”

“It’s my own face,” said the mate, evasively.

Mrs. Gibbs conceded the point, and added bitterly that it couldn’t be helped. All the same she wanted to know what he meant by it.

“Ask John,” said the vindictive mate.

Mrs. Gibbs asked. Her husband said he didn’t know, and added that Ted had been like it before, but he had not told her for fear of frightening her. Then he tried to induce her to go with him to the chemist’s to get something for it.

Mrs. Gibbs shook her head firmly, and boarding the barge, took a seat on the hatch and proceeded to catechise her brother as to his symptoms. He denied that there was anything the matter with him, while his eyes openly sought those of Captain Gibbs as though asking for instruction.

“You come home, Ted,” she said at length.

“I can’t,” said the mate. “I can’t leave the ship.”

“Why not?” demanded his sister.

“Ask John,” said the mate again.

At this Mrs. Gibb’s temper, which had been rising, gave way altogether, and she stamped fiercely upon the deck. A stamp of the foot has been for all time a rough-and-ready means of signalling; the fore-scuttle was drawn back, and the face of a pretty girl appeared framed in the opening. The mate raised his eyebrows with a helpless gesture, and as for the unfortunate skipper, any jury would have found him guilty without leaving the box. The wife of his bosom, with a flaming visage, turned and regarded him.

“You villain!” she said, in a choking voice.

Captain Gibbs caught his breath and looked appealingly at the mate.

“It’s a little surprise for you, my dear,” he faltered; “it’s Ted’s young lady.”

“Nothing of the kind,” said the mate, sharply.

“It’s not? How dare you say such a thing?” demanded Miss Harris, stepping on to the deck.

“Well, you brought her aboard, Ted, you know you did,” pleaded the unhappy skipper.

The mate did not deny it, but his face was so full of grief and surprise that the other’s heart sank within him.

“All right,” said the mate at last; “have it your own way.”

“Hold your tongue, Ted,” shouted Mrs. Gibbs; “you’re trying to shield him.”

“I tell you Ted brought her aboard, and they had a lover’s quarrel,” said her unhappy spouse. “It’s nothing to do with me at all.”

“And that’s why you told me Ted had got the toothache, and tried to get me off to the chemist’s, I s’pose,” retorted his wife, with virulence. “Do you think I’m a fool? How dare you ask a young woman on this barge? How dare you?”

“I didn’t ask her,” said her husband.

“I s’pose she came without being asked,” sneered his wife, turning her regards to the passenger; “she looks the sort that might. You brazen-faced girl!”

“Here, go easy, Loo,” interrupted the mate, flushing as he saw the girl’s pale face.

“Mind your own business,” said his sister, violently.

“It is my business,” said the repentant mate. “I brought her aboard, and then we quarrelled.”

“I’ve no doubt,” said his sister, bitterly; “it’s very pretty, but it won’t do.”

“I swear it’s the truth,” said the mate.

“Why did John keep it so quiet and hide her for, then?” demanded his sister.

“I came down for the trip,” said Miss Harris; “that is all about it. There is nothing to make a fuss about. How much is it, Captain Gibbs?”

She produced a little purse from her pocket, but before the embarrassed skipper could reply, his infuriated wife struck it out of her hand. The mate sprang instinctively forward, but too late, and the purse fell with a splash into the water. The girl gave a faint cry and clasped her hands.

“How am I to get back?” she gasped.

“I’ll see to that, Lucy,” said the mate. “I’m very sorry—I’ve been a brute.”

“You?” said the indignant girl. “I would sooner drown myself than be beholden to you.”

“I’m very sorry,” repeated the mate, humbly.

“There’s enough of this play-acting,” interposed Mrs. Gibbs. “Get off this barge.”

“You stay where you are,” said the mate, authoritatively.

“Send that girl off this barge,” screamed Mrs. Gibbs to her husband.

Captain Gibbs smiled in a silly fashion and scratched his head. “Where is she to go?” he asked feebly.

“What does it matter to you where she goes?” cried his wife, fiercely. “Send her off.”

The girl eyed her haughtily, and repulsing the mate as he strove to detain her, stepped to the side. Then she paused as he suddenly threw off his coat, and sitting down on the hatch, hastily removed his boots. The skipper, divining his intentions, seized him by the arm.

“Don’t be a fool, Ted,” he gasped; “you’ll get under the barge.”

The mate shook him off, and went in with a splash which half-drowned his adviser. Miss Harris, clasping her hands, ran to the side and gazed fearfully at the spot where he had disappeared, while his sister in a terrible voice seized the opportunity to point out to her husband the probably fatal results of his ill-doing. There was an anxious interval, and then the mate’s head appeared above the water and after a breathing space disappeared again. The skipper, watching uneasily, stood by with a lifebelt.

“Come out, Ted,” screamed his sister as he came up for breath again.

The mate disappeared once more, but coming up for the third time, hung on to the side of the barge to recover a bit. A clothed man in the water savours of disaster and looks alarming. Miss Harris began to cry.

“You’ll be drowned,” she whimpered.

“Come out,” said Mrs. Gibbs, in a raspy voice. She knelt on the deck and twined her fingers in his hair. The mate addressed her in terms rendered brotherly by pain.

“Never mind about the purse,” sobbed Miss Harris; “it doesn’t matter.”

“Will you make it up if I come out, then,” demanded the diver.

“No; I’ll never speak to you again as long as I live,” said the girl, passionately.

The mate disappeared again. This time he was out of sight longer than usual, and when he came up merely tossed his arms weakly and went down again. There was a scream from the women, and a mighty splash as the skipper went overboard with a lifebelt. The mate’s head, black and shining, showed for a moment; the skipper grabbed him by the hair and towed him to the barge’s side, and in the midst of a considerable hubbub both men were drawn from the water.

The skipper shook himself like a dog, but the mate lay on the deck inert in a puddle of water. Mrs. Gibbs frantically slapped his hands; and Miss Harris, bending over him, rendered first aid by kissing him wildly.

Captain Gibbs pushed her away. “He won’t come round while you’re a-kissing of him,” he cried, roughly.

To his indignant surprise the drowned man opened one eye and winked acquiescence. The skipper dropped his arms by his side and stared at him stupidly.

“I saw his eyelid twitch,” cried Mrs. Gibbs, joyfully.

“He’s all right.” said her indignant husband; “ ’e ain’t born to be drowned,’e ain’t. I’ve spoilt a good suit of clothes for nothing.”

To his wife’s amazement, he actually walked away from the insensible man, and with a boat-hook reached for his hat, which was floating by. Mrs. Gibbs, still gazing in blank astonishment, caught a seraphic smile on the face of her brother as Miss Harris continued her ministrations, and in a pardonable fit of temper the overwrought woman gave him a box on the ear, which brought him round at once.

“Where am I?” he inquired, artlessly.

Mrs. Gibbs told him. She also told him her opinion of him, and without plagiarising her husband’s words, came to the same conclusion as to his ultimate fate.

“You come along home with me,” she said, turning in a friendly fashion to the bewildered girl. “They deserve what they’ve got—both of’em. I only hope that they’ll both get such awful colds that they won’t find their voices for a twelvemonth.”

She took the girl by the arm and helped her ashore. They turned their heads once in the direction of the barge, and saw the justly incensed skipper keeping the mate’s explanations and apologies at bay with a boat-hook. Then they went in to breakfast.
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DEAD RECKONING

RALPH STOCK




 I have killed a man because he disagreed with me. Anything more futile it is hard to imagine in cold blood, for by killing him I have proved nothing. He still holds his view. I know it because I have spoken to him since, and he still laughs at me, though softly, compassionately, not as he laughed on that night when the absurdity happened.

Perhaps I am mad, but you shall judge. In any case, that is of no great importance, for by the time you read this, my confession—if, indeed, it is ever read—I shall have ceased to encumber the earth.

He was young and strong, and filled with that terrible self-assurance of youth that sets an older man’s teeth on edge. During his short term of tuition in the schools of the South there was nothing that he had not learned to do better (in theory) than a man of fifty years’ experience; and obstinate—But I must not let myself go. It is my duty to set down here precisely what happened, without prejudice, without feeling even, if that were possible. Yet as I write, my pulse quickens—I will wait a little. It is unfair to him to continue at present.

Here on this reef off the Queensland coast there are unbelievable quantities of fish. Even I have never seen so many, nor of such brilliant colouring. It is possible to wade into the tepid water and catch them with the hand. I have caught hundreds to-day, for lack of something better to do—and set them free; for I will have no more blood on my hands, even that of a fish. Besides, what is the use? There is no drinking water here, nothing but blinding sunlight, a ridge of discoloured coral cleaving the blue mirror of the sea like a razor edge, and myself—a criminal perched upon it as upon a premature scaffold.

But I have overlooked the pickle bottle. It came to me floating, not quite empty, and corked against the flies, just as he and I had left it after the last meal. When the wreck sank, it must have risen from the fo’c’sle table and up through the hatch—it is curious that nothing else should rise—and it occurred to me that by its aid, and that of the little notebook with pencil attached which I always carry, it would be possible to set my case before the world. I must continue, or there may not be time to say all.

I am what they call an old man on Thursday Island, for none but blacks live to any age in the neighbourhood of this sun-baked tile on the roof of Australia. But I come of Old Country stock, and blood will tell.

I have mixed little with others, preferring the society of my only child, a daughter, to the prattlers and drinkers of a small equatorial community. Perhaps I have been too circumscribed, too isolated, from my fellow-creatures. I only know that until he came I was content. My small weather-board house ashore, the ketch in which I brought sandalwood from the mainland coast, were my twin worlds. In each all things were conducted according to my wishes—according, rather, to the methods I had evolved from long experience, and that their merits were borne out by results none could deny.

The house, with its small, well-tended garden, was the best on Thursday Island. My daughter, dutiful and intelligent, managed it according to my wishes, so that it ran like a well-oiled mechanism. And the ketch—that was my inviolable domain. Above and below decks, although only a twenty-ton cargo-carrier, she would have put many a yacht to shame. There was nothing superfluous, nothing lacking. Everything aboard had its place and uses; that is how I contrived to work her single-handed for nearly ten years.

They called me a curmudgeon and a skinflint, but I could afford to smile. My cargoes were not so large as theirs, and took longer to gather, but while they were eating into their profits by paying wages and shares to lazy crews, mine came solely to myself, and never in all those years did I have a mishap. Trust an owner to look after his craft, say I, and trust none other.

Then, as I have said, he came. How he gained entrance I have never known, but he had a way with him, that boy, and when one evening I returned from a trip, he was sitting on the verandah with Doris. She was evidently embarrassed.

“This is Mr. Thorpe, father,” she said, and went in to prepare supper, which was late for the first time that I could remember.

“Indeed?” said I, and remained standing, a fact that Thorpe appeared to overlook, for he reseated himself with all the assurance in life.

“Yes,” he said in a manner that I believe is called “breezy,” “that is my name, Captain Brent, and I’m pleased to make your acquaintance. Have you had a good trip?”

“Passable,” said I. “And now, if you’ll excuse me, I must go in and change.”

“Oh, don’t mind me,” returned Thorpe, spreading himself in the cane chair and lighting a cigarette; “I’m quite comfortable.”

For a moment I stood speechless, then went into the house.

Doris was preparing the meal, but turned as I entered. Never before had I seen the look that I saw in her face at that moment—fear battling with resolve.

“Who is that boy?” I asked her.

“I have already told you, father,” she answered; “he is a young man named Thorpe—Edward Thorpe.”

“Ah,” said I, momentarily at a loss, “a young man—named Thorpe. And why does he come here?”

“To see me,” returned Doris in her quiet, even voice, but I saw that she trembled.

I took her by the arm.

“Girl,” said I, “tell me all.”

“We love one another,” she told me, looking full into my eyes with no hint of timidity; “we are engaged to be married.”

I could not speak. I could not even protest when, at no invitation of mine, this youth had the effrontery to come in to supper. The world—my twin worlds—rocked under my feet.

It was a terrible meal. I, speechless, at one end of the table, my daughter, pale, but courteous, at the other, and this clown sat between us, regaling us, as he no doubt thought, with anecdotes of life down South.

And this was not enough, but he must come into the kitchen afterwards and help to wash up. He said it made him feel more at home. Now, it has been my custom, ever since leaving a civilisation that I abhor and finding comfort in this far corner of the earth, to help wash up when I am at home. The thing is part of the routine of life, and as such demands proper management. A nice adjustment of the water’s temperature is necessary, for if too hot it may crack glass and china and ruin knife-handles; and if too cold, in spite of a certain amount of soda, it fails to remove grease. Then, too, it is my invariable habit at the end to turn the washbowl upside down to drain, and spread the dishcloth upon it to dry. It occurs to me that these may appear small matters to some, but is not life composed of such, and do they not often turn out to be the greater? And our uninvited guest disorganised the entire routine by pathetic efforts at buffoonery such as tying one of Doris’s aprons about his waist, making a napkin-ring climb his finger by a circular motion of the hand, and laughing openly at what he evidently regarded as our fads.

The spreading of the dishcloth on the wash-bowl appeared to amuse him most of all.

“I suppose you always do that,” he said.

“It is the custom in this house,” said I.

“And when you come to think of it, why not?” he reflected, with his handsome head at an angle.

“There are many things one has to come to think of before one knows anything,” said I.

And at that he laughed good-naturedly. He always laughed.

At length he went. From my easy-chair in the living-room I heard the last “Good-night” and his assured footfall on the verandah steps. Doris came straight to me. I knew she would. Perching herself on the arm of my chair, as she used to when a child, she encircled my shoulder with her arm.

“Do you hate him, father?” she asked me.

I answered her question with another.

“Do you fear me, Doris?” For the look in her face that evening had shocked me.

“I used to sometimes,” she said, “but not now.”

“And what has worked the transformation?”

She leaned over and whispered in my ear.

I held her from me and studied her as though for the first time. She was young, beautiful, fragile, yet she was stronger than I. I am no fool. I knew that nothing I could do or say would have one particle of weight with her now. She loved, and was loved. So it is with women; and such is this miracle of a day, an hour, a fraction of time, that shatters lifelong fealty like glass.

“Then I have nothing to say,” said I.

“Nothing?” she questioned me, and again presently, “nothing?”

And at last I heard myself muttering the absurd formula of wishes for their happiness.

It was bound to come some time. It had come, that was all, and I made the best of it. Of an evening that boy would sit with us and make suggestions for the betterment of the business—my business. He pointed out that new blood was needed—his blood. By heavens, how he talked! And there is an insidious power in words. Utter them often enough, with youthful enthusiasm behind them, and they resolve themselves into deeds.

I cannot explain even to myself how it came about, but this was the plan—to take my ketch to Sydney, where she would apparently realise an enormous sum as a converted yacht, and buy another, installing an auxiliary motor-engine with some of the profits. With an engine, and this new blood, it seemed, we were to make a fortune out of sandalwood in three years.

I wanted neither engine, new blood, nor fortune, yet in the end I gave way.

So it was that, rather late in the season, we let go moorings, he and I, and set sail for the South. For the first time in my life I had a crew. My inviolable domain was invaded. What with the thought of this, and the unworthy mission we were engaged upon, it was all I could do to look my ketch in the face. Those with the love of ships in their bones will understand.

More than once I caught Thorpe smiling at one or another of my own small inventions for the easier handling of the boat, or the saving of labour or space below; but he said nothing beyond called them “gadgets,” a word that was new to me.

“Not a bad little packet,” he said, after the first hour of his trick at the tiller.

“I am glad to hear you say so,” said I, with an irony entirely lost on one of his calibre.

“But she ought to sail nearer the wind than this,” he added, staring up at the quivering top-sail. “Six points won’t do. Under-canvased, that’s what she is. By the way, when we get through the reef pass, what’s the course?”

“Sou’-sou’-east,” said I.

“And where’s your deviation card?”

“Never had to bother with one,” I told him.

He seemed thunderstruck.

“Of course, she’s wooden,” he began; “but surely—”

“The course is sou’-sou’-east,” I repeated, and went below.

From then onwards he took to reeling me off parrot-like dissertations on devioscopes, new pattern compasses, and whatnot, until the sound of his voice sickened me. Amongst his other accomplishments, he had sat for a yachting master’s ticket, and passed, though every one knew, it appeared, how much stiffer were the examinations nowadays than in the past, when half the men called ship’s masters had no right to the title, nor even knew the uses of a chronometer.

“Yet they managed to circumnavigate the globe,” I pointed out.

“By running down their latitude!” he scoffed.

“Perhaps,” said I, whereat he burst into a gale of laughter, and expressed the devout hope that I would never expect him to employ such methods.

“I expect you to do nothing but what you are told,” said I, exasperated beyond endurance. “At the present moment you are not getting the best out of her. Give her another point, and make a note of time and distance in the scrap log hanging on yonder rail.”

“Dead reckoning,” he muttered contemptuously.

“Just that,” said I, and left him.

Why did I “leave him”? Why did I “go below”? At all costs I must be fair. I did both these things because I knew that he could argue me off my feet if I remained, that he knew more about deep-sea navigation than I, that I was one of those he had mentioned who are called ship’s masters and have no right to the title, nor even knew the uses of a chronometer.

Such a confession is like drawing a tooth to me, but it is made. And as vindication I would point to my record—ten years, single-handed and by dead reckoning without mishap. Can an extra master show better?

As day succeeded day, the tension grew. Often I would sit on a locker gazing on my familiar and beloved surroundings and ask myself how long I could suffer them to be sneered at and despised. Trust small craft for discovering one man to another. Before three days and three nights had passed, we stood before each other, he and I, stripped to our souls. His every movement was an aggravation to me, especially when he played with the bespangled sextant and toy chronometer he had brought, and when each day, on plotting out my position on the chart according to dead reckoning, I found his, by observation, already there. I rubbed it out. I prayed that there would come such a fog as would obscure the sun and stars for ever.

And it was as though my prayer were answered, for that night we ran into a gale that necessitated heaving to. Luckily it was off the shore, and for forty-eight hours we rode it out in comparative comfort, until it died as suddenly as it had been born, and was succeeded by a driving mist that stilled the sea as though with a giant white hand.

“You see,” said Thorpe, “dead reckoning is all right up to a point, as a check, but how do you know where you are now?”

“Can you tell me?” said I.

“Not until the mist clears,” he admitted.

“Well, then—” said I.

He flung away from me with an impatient movement.

“These are the methods of Methuselah,” he muttered.

“Nevertheless,” I returned, the blood throbbing at my temples, “I know our position at this moment better than any upstart yachtsman.”

He turned and looked at me strangely, then of a sudden his mouth relaxed into a smile. At that moment I could have struck him.

“There is no call for us to quarrel,” he said gently, “but how—how can you possibly know where we have drifted to in the last forty-eight hours?”

“I have my senses,” said I, “and to prove them we will carry on.”

“In this mist?”

“In this mist,” I thundered. “The wind is fair, the course is now south-half-east, and you’ll oblige me by taking the tiller.”

He seemed about to speak, but evidently changed his mind, and turned abruptly on his heel.

In silence we shook out the reef and got under way. In silence we remained until the end of his watch, when the mist was dispersed by a brazen sun. Thorpe at once took a sight, and again at noon, and when I had plotted our position on the chart, he was still poring over volumes of nautical tables.

Towards dusk he came to me at the tiller.

“Are you holding this course after dark?” he asked.

“That is as may be,” said I.

“Because if you are,” he went on, as though I had not spoken, “you’ll be on the Barrier Reef inside of five hours.”

“I thank you for the information,” said I, and he went below.

He knew ship’s discipline; I’ll say that for him. He might consider myself and my methods archaic, but he recognised my authority and carried out instructions. I am aware that up to the present my case appears a poor one, but I can convey no idea of the pitch to which I was brought by these eternal bickerings, by the innovation of another will than my own, and the constant knowledge that he was laughing at me up his sleeve.

But it was a little thing that brought matters to a climax. It is always the little things.

With a fair wind, and in these unfrequented waters, it has always been my habit to lash the tiller and eat in comfort. We were washing up after supper, or, rather, he was washing and I was drying, for the dryer puts away the utensils, and I knew better the proper place for each. At the end he tossed the dishcloth in a sodden mass upon the table and turned to go.

“The dishcloth, if you remember,” said I, “is spread on the washbowl to dry.”

He turned and looked at me, and in his eyes I saw a sudden, unaccustomed flame leap to life.

“It’ll do it good to have a change,” he said.

“I do not think so,” said I.

“Naturally,” he returned; “but I do.”

“And who is the master of this ship?” I asked him.

“As for that, you are,” he admitted, “but a dishcloth is another matter.” Suddenly he dropped on to a locker and laughed, though there was a nervous catch in it. “Heavens!” he giggled, “we’re arguing over a dishcloth now!”

“And why not,” said I, “if you don’t know how to use one? Will you be so good as to put it in its proper place?”

He did not answer, but sat looking down at his naked feet.

“This is impossible,” he muttered.

“As you will,” said I.

“It can’t go on; I can’t stand it.”

“Do you imagine it is any pleasanter for me?” I asked him.

“And who’s fault is it?”

“That is a matter of opinion,” said I; “but in the meantime things are to be done as I wish. Kindly put the dishcloth in its proper place.”

Again he did not answer, but when he looked up it was with compressed lips.

“You are a frightful old man,” he said. Those were his words. I remember every one, and they came from him in deliberate, staccato sentences. “You are that, though no one has dared to tell you so until this minute. You have lived in a rut of your own making so deep and so long that you don’t know you’re in it. That is your affair, but when you drag others in with you, it is time to speak. I rescued Doris—bless her!—just in time. Why, man, can’t you see? There’s no light down there; you can never take a look at yourself and laugh. You have no more sense of humour than a fish. If you had, this absurd quibble could never have come to a head. We should have been sitting here laughing instead. Think of it—a dishcloth! You are my senior; I ought not to be talking like this to you, but I am; it’s just been dragged out of me, and you can take it or leave it. Why not open up a bit—do something different just because it is different, admit there may be something others know that you don’t, fling the dishcloth in a corner . . .”

Those were some of the things he said to me, and I stood there listening to them from a—from my future son-in-law on my own ship. It seemed incredible to me now, but I was dazed with the unexpectedness of this attack. All that remained clearly before me was the issue of the dishcloth. In the midst of his endless discourse I repeated my command, whereat he burst into another of his inane fits of laughter.

“You find it amusing,” said I in a voice I scarce recognised as my own.

“Amusing!” he chuckled. “Think—try and think—a dishcloth!”

“And one that you will put in its proper place,” I told him.

“What makes you think that?” he said, sobering a little.

“Because I say so.”

“And if I refuse?” His face was quite grave now. He leant forward, as though interested in my reply. Somehow the sight of it—this handsome, impertinent face of his—caused a red mist to swim before my eyes.

“You will be made to,” I said.

“Ah!” was all he answered at the moment, and resumed the study of his feet. If he had remained so, all might have been well. I cannot tell. I only know that at that moment one word stood for him between life and death, and he chose to utter it.

“How?”

I tried to show him, that was all. I swear that was my sole intention. But he was obstinate, that boy. I had not thought it possible for a man to be as obstinate as he.

My weight carried him to the floor; besides, I am strong, and the accumulated fury of days and nights were behind me. He was like a doll in my hands, yet a doll that refused to squeak when pressed. There is a sail-rack in the fo’c’s’le, and we were under it, my back against it, my knee at his chest; and I asked him, lying there laughing up at me, if he intended to do as I had ordered. He rolled his head in a negative. It was all he could do, and the pressure was increased. I must have asked him many times, and the answer was invariably the same. At the last something gave beneath my knee, and his jaw dropped, and no movement came from him, even from the heart.
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I rushed on deck to be caught by a roller.




The ripple of water past the ketch’s sides brought me back to the present. I rose and stood looking down on him. As I live, it seemed that there was a smile still upon his face!

Of the rest I have no clear recollection. At one moment I was standing there trying—trying to realise what I had done; the next I was flung against the bulkhead as the ketch struck and rose—I can describe it in no other way—struck and rose. Even as I rushed on deck to be caught by a roller and hurled headlong, it seemed to me that a mocking voice called after me: “Dead Reckoning!”

It was the Barrier Reef.

And for me it is the Barrier Reef to the end, which is not far off. When I came to, the ketch had sunk, and I tried again to think. I have been trying ever since, and I can get no further than that I have killed him—for a dishcloth; that if by some miracle I am rescued, such is the message I shall have for Doris . . . . Is it comedy or tragedy? I am not so sure now. He seemed to find it amusing to the very end, and he was right in some things. Perhaps he is right in this.

I never laugh? Did I not catch myself laughing aloud just now? Perhaps I am developing, somewhat late in life, to be sure, the “sense of humour” he tells me I lack. . . . I have finished. It is for you to read and judge.

The foregoing, with such editing as was necessary to render it intelligible, is the message I found in a pickle bottle firmly wedged amongst the mangrove roots of a creek in the Gulf of Carpentaria. It must have been there for years.

I was duck-shooting at the time, but somehow, after happening on to this quaint document besmeared with pickle juice, my interest in the sport flagged. I wanted to know more, and there is only one way to do that on Thursday Island—ask Evans. Consequently, that evening found me, not for the first time, on his wide verandah, discussing whisky and soda, and the impossible state of the shell market.

“By the way,” I ventured presently, “did you ever know a Captain Brent?”

“Still know him, for the matter of that,” said Evans. “Why?”

“Then he—I mean he still lives on T.I.,” I stammered like a fool.

“Certainly. I used to buy his sandalwood. Buy his son-in-law’s now.”

“His son-in-law’s?”

Evans rolled over in his chair and grinned at me.

“What’s the game?” he questioned good-naturedly. “I never saw such a fellow.” He rolled back again. “But, come to think of it, there might be something in him for you. The old man’s ketch is the first thing I ever heard of to jump the Barrier Reef. I thought that’d make you sit up. But it’s the truth. Ask Thorpe—he was aboard when she did it. He and the old man were going South for something—I forget what—and they took the Great Barrier bow on at night. It’s been done before, you know, but never quite like that. Must have struck it in a narrow place or something. Anyway, Thorpe says that ketch jumped like a two-year-old, slithered through rotten coral for a bit, and plumped into deep water beyond, carried by the surf, I expect, and nothing more to show for it than a scored bilge—oh, and a couple of broken ribs—Thorpe’s not the ketch’s. He was beaten up pretty considerably when we took him ashore. Is there anything else I can serve you with to-day, sir?”

Evans is a good fellow, but provokingly incomplete.

“Yes,” said I. “What happened to the old man?”

“Oh, he rushed on deck at the first shock, it seems, and was promptly bowled over the side by a breaker. But there’s no killing him. He just sat on the reef, thinking his ketch sunk and Thorpe dead, until some one came and took him off. Shook him up, though. He’s never been quite the same since. Which is all to the good, most of us think.”

The next evening I took occasion to wander down T.I.’s grass-grown main street, through its herds of cavorting goats, and up the galvanised hillside to where a neat little weather-board house stood well back from the road.

In the garden, enjoying the cool of the evening, were four people—a white-bearded man seated in a cane-chair, a bronzed giant, prone and smoking, on the grass, and a woman beside him, sitting as only a woman can. Curiously enough, their eyes were all turned in the same direction—to where, in short, the fourth member of the party was engaged in the solemn procession of learning to “walk alone.” His progress towards his mother’s outstretched arms was as erratic as such things usually are—a few ungainly steps, a tottering pause, and an abrupt but apparently painless collapse.

“Seven!” exclaimed the white-bearded man, with an air of personal accomplishment.

“I made it five,” grinned the giant.

“I said seven,” boomed the other, and I left them at it.

They were Captain Brent and his son-in-law, and somehow I wanted to preserve that picture of them intact.

That, too, was partly why at the summit of the hill I tore my quaint, pickle-stained document into minute fragments and scattered them to the four winds of Torres Straits.
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HOLLIS’S DEBT

LOUIS BECKE




 One day a small Sydney-owned brigantine named the Maid of Judah, loaded with coconut oil and sandalwood and bound for China, appeared off the little island of Pingelap, in the Caroline Group. In those wild days—from 1820 to the end of the “fifties”—the sandalwood trade was carried on by ships whose crews were assemblages of the most utter ruffians in the Pacific Ocean, and the hands that manned this brigantine were no exception. There may have been grades of villainy among them; perhaps if any one of them was more blood-stained and criminal than the others, it was her captain.

There being no anchorage at Pingelap, the captain sailed in as close as he dared, and then hove-to under the lee of the land, waiting for the natives to come aboard with some turtle. Presently a canoe put off from the long curve of yellow beach. She was manned by some eight or ten natives. As she pulled up alongside, the captain glanced at the white man who was steering and his face paled. He turned quickly away and went below.

The mate of the sandalwooder shook hands with the white man and looked curiously at him. Only by his speech could he be recognised as an Englishman. His hair, long, rough and dull brown, fell on his naked shoulders like that of a native. A broad-brimmed hat, made from the plaited leaf of the pandanus palm, was his only article of European clothing; round his loins was a native girdle of beaten coconut leaves. And his skin was as dark as that of his savage native crew; he looked, and was, a true Micronesian beachcomber.

“You’re under mighty short canvas, my friend,” said the mate of the vessel by way of pleasantry.

The man with the brown skin turned on him savagely.

“What the hell is that to you? I don’t dress to please a pack of convicts and cut-throats! Do you want to buy any turtle? that’s the question. And where’s the captain?”

“Captain Matson has gone below sick, sir,” said the steward, coming up and speaking to the mate. “He says not to wait for the turtle but to fill away again.”

“Can’t,” said the mate sharply. “Tell him there isn’t enough wind. Didn’t he see that for himself ten minutes ago? What’s the matter with him?”

“Don’t know, sir. Only said he was took bad sudden.”

With an oath expressive of disgust the mate turned to the beachcomber. “You’ve had your trouble for nothing, you see. The old man don’t want any turtle it seems—Why, what the hell is wrong with you?”

The bearded, savage-looking beachcomber was leaning against a backstay, his hands tightly clenched, and his eyes fixed in a wild, insane stare.

He straightened himself up and spoke with an effort.

“Nothing: I’m all right now.’Tis a fearful hot day, and the sun has giddied me a bit. I dare say your skipper has got a touch of the same thing. But gettin’ the turtle won’t delay you. I want tobacco badly. You can have as many turtle as you want for a couple of pounds o’ tobacco.”

“Right,” said the mate—“that’s dirt-cheap. Get ’em aboard as quick as you can. Let’s have twenty.”

The beachcomber laughed. “You don’t know much about Pingelap turtle if you think a canoe would hold more than two together. We’ve got ’em here five hundredweight. You’ll have to send a boat if you want that many. They’re too heavy to bring off in canoes. But I’ll go on ahead and tell the people to get ’em ready for you.”

He got over the side into the canoe, and was paddled quickly ashore.

The mate went below to tell the skipper. He found him sitting at the cabin table with white face and shaking limbs, drinking Sydney rum.

“That beachcombing cove has gone ashore; but he says if you send a boat he’ll give us twenty turtle for some tobacco. We want some fresh meat badly. Shall I lower the boat?”

An instantaneous change came over the skipper’s features, and he sighed as if a heavy load was off his mind.

“Has he gone, Willis? . . . Oh, yes, we must have the turtle. Put a small twelve-pound case of tobacco in the whaleboat, and send half a dozen Sandwich Island natives with the second mate. Tell Barton to hurry back. We’re in too close, and I must tow out a bit when the boat comes back—and I say, Willis, keep that beachcombing fellow on the main-deck if he comes aboard again. I don’t like his looks, and don’t want him down in the cabin on any account.”

The second mate and his crew followed the white man and a crowd of natives to the pond where the turtle were kept. It was merely a huge pool in the reef, with a rough wall of coral slabs built round it to prevent the turtle escaping when the tides rose higher than usual.

“A real good idea—” began the second mate, when there was a lightning rush of the brown-skinned men upon him and his crew. At knocking a man down and tying him up securely your Caroline Islander is unmatched, he does it so artistically. I know this from experience.

“This is rather sudden, isn’t it, Barton?” The beachcomber was speaking to him, looking into his eyes as he lay upon the ground. “You don’t remember my face, do you? Perhaps my back would improve your memory. Ah, you brute, I can pay both you and that murderous dog of a Matson back now. I knew I should meet you both again some day.”

Across the sullen features of the seaman there flashed a quick light—the gleam of a memory. But his time was brief. The beachcomber whispered to a native. A heavy stone was lashed to the second mate’s chest. Then they dropped him over the wall into the pond. The native sailors they left where they lay.

And now ensued a hurried, whispered colloquy. The story of that day’s work is not yet forgotten among the old hands of Ponape and Yap. Suffice it to say that by a cunningly contrived device the captain was led to believe that the second mate and his men had deserted, and sent the chief mate and six more of his crew to aid the natives in recapturing them. The presence of numbers of women and children walking unconcernedly about the beach made him assured that no treachery was intended. The mate and his men were captured in one of the houses, where they had been taken by the beachcomber for a drink. They were seized from behind and at once bound, but without any unnecessary rough usage.

“What’s all this for?” said the mate unconcernedly to the white man. He was an old hand, and thought it meant a heavy ransom—or death.

The beachcomber was standing outside in the blazing sun, looking at the ship. There were a number of natives on board selling fish and young coconuts. The women and children still sauntered to and fro on the beach. He entered the house and answered the query.

“It means this; no harm to you and these six men here if you lie quiet and wait till I send for you to come aboard again. The other six Sandwich Islanders are alive but tied up. Barton is dead, I have settled my score with him.”

“Ah,” said the mate, after a brief outburst of blasphemy, “I see, you mean to cut off the ship.”

“No, I don’t. But I have an old debt to settle with the skipper. Keep quiet, or you’ll follow Mr. Barton. And I don’t want to kill you. I’ve got nothing against you.”

Then the beachcomber, with some twenty natives, went to where the first six men were lying, and carried them down into the mate’s boat.

“Here’s the second mate’s chaps, sir,” said the carpenter to Matson; “the natives has ’em tied hand and foot, like pigs. But I don’t see Barton among’em.”

“No,” said the captain, “they wouldn’t tie up a white man. He’ll come off with Willis and the turtle. I never thought Barton would bolt.”

The ruse succeeded admirably. The boatload of natives had hardly been ten seconds on deck ere the brigantine was captured. Matson, lashed in a sitting position to the quarter railing, saw the last man of the cutting-out party step on board, and a deadly fear seized him. For that last man was the beachcomber.

He walked aft and stood over him. “Come on board, Captain Thomas Matson,” he said, mockingly saluting him. Then he stepped back and surveyed his prisoner.

“You look well, Matson. You know me now, don’t you?”

The red, bloated face of the skipper patched and mottled, and his breath came in quick, short gasps of rage and terror.

“Ah, of course you do! It’s only three years ago since that Sunday at Vaté in the New Hebrides, when you had me triced up and Barton peeled the hide off me in strips. You said I’d never forget it—and I’ve come to tell you that you were right. I haven’t. It’s been meat and drink to me to think that we might meet again.”

He stopped. His white teeth glistened beneath the black-bearded lips in a low laugh—a laugh that chilled the soul of his listener.
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He seized the fated man by the hair




A light air rippled the water and filled the sails, and the brigantine moved. The man went to the wheel and gave it a turn to port.

“Yes,” he resumed, casting his eye aloft, “I’m delighted to have a talk with you, Matson. You will see that your crew are working the ship for me. You don’t mind, do you, eh? And we can talk a bit, can’t we?”

No answer came.

“None of the old hands left, I see, Matson—except Barton. Do you know where he is now? No? He’s dead. I hadn’t any particular grudge against him. He was only your flogger. But I killed him, and I’m going to kill you.” He crossed his bare, sinewy arms on the wheel, and smiled again at the bound and terrified wretch.

“You’ve had new bulwarks and spars since, I see. Making money fast now, I suppose. I hope your mate is a good navigator, Matson. He’s going to take this ship to Honolulu.”

Then the fear-stricken man found his tongue, and a wild, gasping appeal for mercy broke from him.

“Don’t murder me, Hollis. I’ve been a bad man all my life. For God’s sake, let me off! I was a brute to you. I’ve got a wife and children. For Christ’s sake—!”

The man sprang from the wheel and kicked him savagely in the mouth with his bare foot.

“Ha! you’ve done it now. ‘For Christ’s sake. For Christ’s sake!’ Don’t you remember when I used those words: ‘For Christ’s sake, sir, hear me! I did not run away. I got lost coming from the place where we were cutting the sandalwood.’” A flicker of foam fell on his tawny hand. “You dog, you bloody-minded fiend! For three years I have waited . . . and I have you now.”

A choking groan of terror came from Matson.

“Hollis! Spare me! . . . my children.”

The man had gone back to the wheel, calm again. A brisk puff was rippling over the water from the westward. His seaman’s eye glanced aloft, and the wheel again spun round. “Ready, about!” he called. The brigantine went and stood in again—to meet the mate’s boat.

“Come this way, Mr. Willis. Captain Matson and I have been having a chat about old times. You don’t know me, do you? Captain Matson is a little upset just now, so I’ll tell you who I am. My name is Hollis. I was one of the hands of this ship. I am owner now. Funny, isn’t it? Now, now; don’t get excited, Mr. Willis, and look about you in that way. There isn’t a ghost of a chance; I can tell you that. If you make one step towards me, you and every man Jack will get his throat cut. And as soon as I have finished my business with our friend here you’ll be captain—and owner, too, if you like. By the by, what’s the cargo worth?”

The mate told him.

“Ah, quite a nice little sum—two thousand pounds. Now, Mr. Willis, that will be practically yours. With only one other white man on board, you can take the vessel to Honolulu and sell both her and the cargo, and no questions asked. Hard on our friend here, though; isn’t it?”

“Good God, man, what are you going to do to the captain—murder him?”

“For God’s sake, Willis, help me!” The mute agony in the skipper’s face, more than the spoken words, moved even the rough and brutal nature of the mate, and he opened his lips to speak.

“No!” said the man at the wheel; “you shall not help him. Look at this!”

He tossed aside the mantle of tangled hair that fell down his shoulders, and presented his scarred and hideous back to the mate.

“Now, listen to me, Mr. Willis. Go below and pass up as much tobacco and trade as will fill the small boat. I don’t want plunder. But these natives of mine do.”

In a few minutes the goods were hoisted up and lowered into the boat. Then the two six-pounders on the main-deck were run overboard, and all the small arms taken from the cabin by the natives.

“Call your men aft,” the white man said to Willis. They came along the deck and stood behind him.

“Carry that man on to the main hatch.”

Two of the strongest of the native sailors picked up the burly figure of the captain and laid him on the spot the beach-comber indicated and cut his bonds.

A dead silence. The tall, sun-baked figure of the muscular beachcomber, naked save for his grass girdle, seemed, as he stood at the wheel, the only animate thing on board. He raised his finger and beckoned to a sailor to come and steer. Then with quick strides he reached the hatch and stood in front of his prey.

“Captain Tom Matson. Look at, me well; and see what you have made me. Your time . . . and mine . . . at last.”

He extended his hand. A native placed in it the hilt of a knife, short, broad-bladed, heavy and keen-edged.

“Ha! Can’t you speak? Can’t you say ‘for Christ’s sake’? Don’t the words stick in your throat?”

The sinewy left hand darted out and seized the fated man by the hair, and then with a savage backward jerk bent back his head, and drew taut the skin of the coarse, thick throat. Then he raised the knife. . . .

He wiped the knife on his girdle, and looked in silence at the bubbling arterial stream that poured down over the hatch-coamings.

“You won’t forget my name, will you?” he said to the mate. “Hollis; Hollis, of Sydney; they know me there; the man that was flogged at Vaté by him, there—and left ashore to die at Santo.”

He glanced down at the limp, huddled-up mass at his feet, got into the boat, and with his naked associates, paddled ashore.

The breeze had freshened up, and as the brigantine slowly sailed past the crowded huts of the native village a hundred yards distant, the mate saw the beachcomber standing by his thatched house. He was watching the ship.

A young native girl came up to him with a wooden water-bowl, and stood waiting. With his eyes still fixed on the ship he thrust his reddened hands into the water, moved them slowly to and fro, then dried them on his girdle of grass.
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SMITH VERSUS LICHTELSTEIGER


WESTON MARTYR




 Smith stood five feet five inches in his boots, weighed nearly ten stone in his winter clothes and an overcoat, and he had a flat chest and a round stomach. Smith was a clerk in a small branch bank in East Anglia; he was not an athlete or a fighting man, although he followed the fortunes of a professional football team in the newspapers with great interest, and he had fought for a year in France without ever seeing his enemy or achieving a closer proximity to him than one hundred and twenty yards. When a piece of shrapnel reduced his fighting efficiency by abolishing the biceps of one arm, Smith departed from the field of battle and (as he himself would certainly have put it) “in due course” returned to his branch bank.

For forty-nine weeks each year Smith laboured faithfully at his desk. In his free hours during the winter he read Joseph Conrad, Stevenson, and E. F. Knight; he did hardly anything else. But every year in early April, Smith suddenly came to life. For he was a yachtsman, and he owned a tiny yacht which he called the Kate and loved with a great love. The spring evenings he spent fitting out, painting and fussing over his boat. Thereafter, as early as possible every Saturday afternoon, he set sail and cruised alone amongst the tides and sandbanks of the Thames Estuary, returning again as late as possible on Sunday night. And every summer, when his three weeks’ holiday came round, Smith and his Kate would sail away from East Anglia together and voyage afar. One year Smith cruised to Falmouth in the West Countree, and he likes to boast about that cruise still. Once he set out for Cherbourg, which is a port in foreign parts; but that time, thanks to a westerly gale, he got no farther than Dover. The year Smith encountered Lichtensteiger he had sailed as far east as Flushing, and he was on his way back when a spell of bad weather and head winds drove him into Ostend and detained him there three days.

Lichtensteiger was also detained at Ostend; but not by the weather. Lichtensteiger had come from Alexandria, with a rubber tube stuffed full of morphine wound round his waist next to his skin, and he was anxious to get to London as quickly as he could. He had already been as far as Dover, but there a Customs official (who had suspicions but no proof) whispered to a friend in the Immigration Department, and Lichtensteiger found himself debarred as an “undesirable alien” from entering the United Kingdom. He had therefore returned to Ostend in the steamer in which he had left that place.

Lichtensteiger stood six feet one inch in his socks, weighed fourteen stone stripped, and he had a round chest and a flat stomach. He was as strong as a gorilla, as quick in action as a mongoose, and he had never done an honest day’s work in his life. There is reason to believe that Lichtensteiger was a Swiss, as he spoke Switzer-Deutsch, which is something only a German-Swiss can do. His nationality, however, is by no means certain, because he looked like a Lombard, carried Rumanian and Austrian passports, and in addition to the various dialects used in those two countries, he spoke French like a Marseillais, German like a Würtemberger, and English like a native of the lower Westside of New York.

When Smith and Lichtensteiger first set eyes on each other, Smith was sitting in the Kate’s tiny cockpit, smoking his pipe and worrying about the weather. For Smith’s holiday was nearly over; he was due at his bank again in three days, and he knew he could not hope to sail back while the strong northwesterly wind continued to blow straight from East Anglia towards Belgium. Said Smith to himself, “Hang it! I’ve got to sail to-morrow or get into a nasty fix. And if only I had two sound arms I would sail to-morrow and chance it; but a hundred-mile beat to wind’ard all by myself is going to be no joke. What I need is another man to help me; but there isn’t an earthly hope of getting hold of any one in this filthy hole.”

Lichtensteiger was walking along the quay. He glanced at the Kate and her owner with a disdainful eye and passed on, because neither the boat nor the man held any interest for him. But in Lichtensteiger’s card-index-like mind, in which he filed without conscious effort most of the things he heard and saw, there were registered three impressions and one deduction: “A yacht. The British flag. An Englishman. A fool.” Having filed these particulars, Lichtensteiger’s mind was about to pass on to the problem of how to get Lichtensteiger to London, when an idea flashed like a blaze of light into his consciousness. To translate Lichtensteiger’s multi-lingual thoughts is difficult; a free rendering of them must suffice. Said Lichtensteiger to himself, “Thunder and lightning. Species of a goose. You poor fish. Of course. It is that! If you had a yacht—if you were a sailor—there is the obvious solution. Then there no more need would be to risk placing oneself in the talons of the sacred bureaucrats of Customs or within the despicable jurisdiction of blood-sucking immigration officials. Why, say! If I had a little boat I guess I wouldn’t worry myself about smuggling my dope through no Dovers and suchlike places. With a boat of my own then veritably would I be a smuggler classical and complete. But what’s the use! I ain’t got no boat and I ain’t no sailor. But hold! Attention! The English yacht. That fool Englishman. There are possibilities in that direction there. Yes. I guess I go back and take another look at that guy.”

Lichtensteiger’s second survey of Smith was detailed and thorough, and it confirmed his previous judgment. “Easy meat,” said Lichtensteiger to himself, and then, aloud, “Evening, stranger. Pardon me, but I see you’re British, and I guess it’ll sound good to me to hear some one talk like a Christian for a change. I’m from New York, and Otis T. Merritt’s my name. I’m over this side on vacation; but I’ll tell you the truth, I don’t cotton to these darned Dagoes and Squareheads here, not at all. So I reckon to catch the next boat across to your good country, mister, and spend the balance of my trip there with white men. That’s a peach of a little yacht you got. I’ll say she certainly is. She’s a pippin, and I guess you have a number one first-class time sailing around in her. It’s just the kind of game I’ve always had in mind to try for myself. It ‘d suit me down to the ground, I reckon. If you’ve no objections, I’ll step aboard. I’d sure like to look her over. Where are you sailing to next after here?”

“Harwich,” answered Smith. “Come aboard and look round if you like, by all means; but I’m afraid you won’t find very much to see here.”

“Why, she’s the finest little ship I ever set eyes on,” cried Lichtensteiger a few minutes later, settling himself on the cabin settee. “And to think you run her all alone. My gracious! Have a cigar?”

“Thanks,” said Smith. “I do sail her by myself usually, but this time I’m afraid I’ve bitten off more than I can chew. You see, I’ve got to get back to Harwich within three days. If I had another man to help me I’d do it easily, but with this wind blowing it’s a bit more than I care to tackle alone.”

After that, of course, it was easy for Lichtensteiger. He did not ask Smith if he could sail with him; he led Smith on to make that suggestion himself. Then he hesitated awhile at the unexpectedness of the proposal, and when he finally yielded to persuasion, he left Smith with the impression that he was doing him a favour. It was very beautifully done.

That night Lichtensteiger transferred himself and two suitcases from his hotel and slept aboard the Kate. At daybreak next morning they sailed. Once outside the harbour entrance Smith found the wind had fallen to a moderate breeze, but it still blew out of the north-west, making the shaping of a direct course to Harwich impossible. Smith, therefore, did the best he could. He put the Kate on the starboard tack and sailed her to the westward along the Belgian coast.

It did not take Smith long to discover that Lichtensteiger was no sailor. He could not steer or even make fast a rope securely. In half an hour it became clear to Smith that Lichtensteiger literally did not know one end of the boat from the other, and within an hour he realised that his passenger, instead of helping him, was going to be a hindrance and an infernal nuisance as well. Lichtensteiger did all those things which must on no account be done if life is to be made livable in the confined space aboard a small boat. In addition to other crimes, Lichtensteiger grumbled at the motion, the hardness of the bunks and the lack of head-room in the cabin. He left his clothes scattered all over the yacht, he used the deck as a spittoon, and he sprawled at ease in the cockpit, so that every time Smith had to move in a hurry he tripped over Lichtensteiger’s legs. By midday Smith had had as much of Lichtensteiger’s company as he felt he could stand. Now that the weather was fine and looked like remaining so, he knew he could easily sail the Kate home by himself. He said, “Look here, Merrit; I’m afraid you don’t find yachting in such a small boat is as much fun as you thought it was going to be. See those buildings sticking up on the shore there? Well, that’s Dunkerque, and I’ll sail in and land you, and then you can catch the night boat over to Tilbury nice and comfortably. I’ll run you in there in half an hour.”

Smith’s suggestion astounded Lichtensteiger, and produced in him so profound an alarm that he forgot for a moment that he was Merritt. His eyes blazed, the colour vanished from his face, and tiny beads of sweat hopped out upon it. Then Lichtensteiger emitted some most extraordinary sounds which, had Smith but known it, were Switzer-Deutsch curses of a horrid and disgusting kind, coupled with an emphatic and blasphemous assertion that nothing, not even ten thousand flaming blue devils, could force him to set foot upon the suppurating soil of France. In fairness to Lichtensteiger it must be stated that he very rarely forgot himself, or any part he might happen to be playing, and it was also always difficult to frighten him. But the toughest ruffian may be, perhaps, excused if he shrinks from venturing into a country which he has betrayed in time of war. And this is what Lichtensteiger had done to France, or, more precisely, he had twice double-crossed the French Army Intelligence Department; Section Counter-Espionage, and Sub-section N.C.D. And the penalty for doing this, as Lichtensteiger well knew, is death. Since 1916, when Lichtensteiger succeeded in escaping from that country by the skin of his teeth, France was a place which he had taken the most sedulous pains to avoid, and at the sudden prospect of being landed there he lost his grip of himself for fifteen seconds. Then he pulled himself together and grinned at Smith and said, “Dunkerque nix! Nothing doing. I guess not. And don’t you make any mistake, brother; I think this yachting stuff’s just great. I’m getting a whale of a kick out of it. So we’ll keep on a-going for Harwich. Sure, we will. You bet. And no Dunkerque. No, sir. No Dunkerque for mine. Forget it.”

Smith said, “Oh! All right,” and that was all he said. But he was thinking hard. He thought, “By God! That was queer. That was damned queer. The fellow was scared to death. Yes—to death! For I’ll swear nothing else could make a man look like that so suddenly. He turned absolutely green. And he sweated. And his eyes. . . he was terrified. He yammered, panicked, and babbled—in German, too, by the sound of it. By gosh! I wonder who he is? And what it is he’s been up to? Something damnable, by the look of it. And whatever it was, he did it in Dunkerque—or in France, anyway. That’s plain. To look like that at the mere thought of landing in France! My God, he might be a murderer, or anything. Cleared out into Belgium and hanging about, waiting his chance to get away probably. And here I am, helping him to escape. Oh Lord, what a fool I was to let him come. I actually asked him to come. Or did I? Yes, I did; but it seems to me now, with this to open my eyes, that he meant to come all the time. He did! He led me on to ask him. I can see it all now. He’s a clever crafty devil—and he’s twice my size! Oh, hang it all. This is nasty.”

Smith was so absorbed by his thoughts that he did not notice the change of wind coming. The Kate heeled suddenly to the puff, her sheets strained and creaked, and she began to string a wake of bubbles and foam behind her. “Hallo,” said Smith, “wind’s shifted and come more out of the north. We’ll be able to lay our course a little better now; she’s heading up as high as nor’-west. I’ll just see where that course takes us to if you’ll bring up the chart.”

Lichtensteiger brought the chart from the cabin table, and Smith spread it out upon the deck. “Not so good,” said he, after gazing at it for a while. “We can’t fetch within forty miles of Harwich on this tack. A nor’-west course only just clears the Goodwins and the North Foreland. Look.”

“Then why don’t you point the boat straight for Harwich,” said Lichtensteiger, “instead of going way off to the left like that?”

“Because this isn’t a steamer, and we can’t sail against the wind. But we’ll get to Harwich all right, although if this wind holds we won’t be there before to-morrow night.”

“To-morrow night,” said Lichtensteiger. “Well, that suits me. What sort of a kind of a place is this Harwich, anyway? Walk ashore there, I suppose, as soon as we get in, without any messing about?”

“Oh, yes. But we’ll have to wait till the morning probably, for the Customs to come off and pass us.”

“Customs!” said Lichtensteiger. “Customs! I thought—you’d think, in a one-hole dorp like Harwich, there wouldn’t be no Customs and all that stuff. And anyways, you don’t mean to tell me the Customs’ll worry about a little bit of a boat like this?”

“Oh, yes, they will,” Smith answered. “Harwich isn’t the hole you seem to think it is. It’s a big port. We’re arriving from foreign, and if we went ashore before the Customs and harbour-master and so on passed us there’d be the very devil of a row.”

“Well, crying out loud!” said Lichtensteiger. “What a hell of a country. Not that the blamed Customs worry me any; but—well, what about all this Free Trade racket you Britishers blow about? Seems to me, with your damned Customs and immigration sharps and passports an’ God knows what all, you’ve got Great Britain tied up a blame sight tighter than the United States.” Saying which, Lichtensteiger spat viciously upon the deck and went below to think things over.

Before Lichtensteiger finished his thinking the sun had set, and when he came on deck again, with his plan of action decided upon, it was night. Said he, “Gee! It’s black. Say, how d’you know where you’re going to when you can’t see? And where the hell are we now, anyway?”

“A mile or so nor’-west of the Sandettie Bank.”

“That don’t mean nothing to me. Where is this Sandettie place?”

“It’s about twenty miles from Ramsgate one way and eighteen from Calais the other.”

“Twenty miles from Ramsgate?” said Lichtensteiger. “Well, listen here, brother. I guess I’ve kind of weakened on this Harwich idea. It’s too far, and it’s going to take too long getting there. And I find this yachting game ain’t all it’s cracked up to be by a long sight. To tell you the truth, without any more flim-flam, I’m fed right up to the gills with this, and the sooner you get me ashore and out of it the better. See? Twenty miles ain’t far, and I reckon Ramsgate, or anywhere around that way, will do me fine. Get me? Now you point her for Ramsgate right away and let’s get a move on.”

“But, I say—look here!” protested Smith. “I don’t want to go to Ramsgate. I mean, I’ve got to get back to Harwich by to-morrow night, and if we put into Ramsgate I’ll lose hours and hours. We can’t get there till after midnight, and you won’t be able to land before daylight at the very earliest, because the Customs won’t pass us till then. And. . . ”

“Oh, hell!” broke in Lichtensteiger. “Customs at Ramsgate, too, are there? Well, say, that’s all right. I’ll tell you what we’ll do. We won’t trouble no flaming Customs—and save time that way. You land me on the beach, somewheres outside the town, where it’s quiet and there’s no one likely to be around. I’ll be all right then. I’ll hump my suitcases into this Ramsgate place and catch the first train to London in the morning. That’ll suit me down to the ground.”

“But, look here! I can’t do that,” said Smith.

“What d’you mean, you can’t? You can. What’s stopping you?”

“Well, if you will have it, Merritt,” answered Smith, “I’ll tell you straight, I don’t like being a party to landing a man—any man—in the way you want me to. It’s illegal. I might get into trouble over it, and I can’t afford to get into trouble. If they heard in the bank I’d lose my job. I’d be ruined. I’m sorry, but I can’t risk it. Why, if we got caught they might put us in prison!”

“Caught! You poor fish,” said Lichtensteiger. “How can you get caught! All you’ve got to do is to put me ashore in the dark in that little boat we’re pulling behind us, and then you vamoose and go to Harwich—or hell if you like. I’ll be damned if I care. And you can take it from me, now, brother, you’ve got to put me ashore whether you like it or not. And if you don’t like it, I’m going to turn to right here and make you. See? All this darned shinanyking makes me tired. I’m through with it and it’s time you tumbled to who’s boss here—you one-armed, mutt-faced, sawn-off little son of a b. . . you. You steer this boat for Ramsgate, now, pronto, and land me like I said, or by Gor, I’ll scrape that fool face off the front of your silly head and smear the rest of you all over the boat. So—jump to it! Let’s see some action, quick!”

If Smith had not been born and bred in the midst of a habitually peaceful and law-abiding community, he might perhaps have understood that Lichtensteiger meant to do what he said. But Smith had never encountered a really bad and utterly unscrupulous human being in all his life before. In spite of the feeble imitations of the breed which he had seen inside the cinemas, Smith did not believe in such things as human wolves. It is even doubtful if Smith had ever envisaged himself as being involved in fight by the Marquis of Queensberry’s rules. It is a fact that Smith would never have dreamed of kicking a man when he was down or of hitting any one below the belt, and he made the mistake of believing that Lichtensteiger must, after all, be more or less like himself. Smith believed that Lichtensteiger’s threats, though alarming, were not to be taken seriously. He therefore said, “Here! I say! You can’t say things like that, you know. This is my boat and I won’t . . .”

But Smith did not get any further. Lichtensteiger interrupted him. He drove his heel with all his might into Smith’s stomach, and Smith doubled up with a grunt and dropped on the cockpit floor. Lichtensteiger then kicked him in the back and the mouth, spat in his face and stamped on him. When Smith came to he heard Lichtensteiger saying, “You’ll be wise, my buck, to get on to the fact that I took pains, that time, not to hurt you. Next time, though, I reckon to beat you up good. So—cut out the grunting and all that sob-stuff and let’s hear if you’re going to do what I say. Let’s hear from you. Or do you want another little dose? Pipe up, you . . .”

Smith vomited. When he could speak, he said, “I can’t . . . Ah, God! Don’t kick me again. I’ll do it. I’ll do what you want. But—I can’t—get up. Wait—and I’ll do it—if I can. I think my back’s—broken.”

Smith lay still and gasped, until his breath and his wits returned to him. He explored his hurts with his fingers gingerly, and then he sat up and nursed his battered face in his hands. He was thinking. He was shocked and amazed at Lichtensteiger’s strength and brutal ferocity, and he knew that, for the moment, he dare do nothing which might tempt Lichtensteiger to attack him again. Smith was sorely hurt and frightened, but he was not daunted. And deep down in the soul of that under-sized bank clerk there smouldered a resolute and desperate determination to have his revenge. Presently he said, “Better now. But it hurts me to move. Bring up the chart from the cabin. I’ll find out a quiet place to land you and see what course to steer.”

Lichtensteiger laughed. “That’s right, my son,” said he. “Pity you didn’t see a light a bit sooner, and you’d have saved yourself a whole heap of grief.” He brought the chart and Smith studied it carefully for some minutes. Then he put his finger on the coastline between Deal and Ramsgate and said, “There, that looks the best place. It’s a stretch of open beach, with no houses shown anywhere near. It looks quiet and deserted enough on the chart. Look for yourself. Will that spot suit you?”

Lichtensteiger looked and grunted. He was no sailor, and that small-scale chart of the southern half of the North Sea did not convey very much to him. He said, “Huh! Guess that’ll do. Nothing much doing around that way by the look of it. What’s this black line running along here?”

“That’s a road. I’ll put you on the beach here, and you walk inland till you get to the road and then turn left. It’s only two miles to Deal that way.”

“Let her go then,” said Lichtensteiger. “The sooner you get me ashore the sooner you’ll get quit of me, which ought to please you some, I guess. And watch your step! I reckon you know enough now not to try and put anything over on me; but if you feel like playing any tricks—look out. If I have to start in on you again, my bucko, I’ll tear you up in little bits.”

“I’ll play no tricks,” replied Smith. “How can I? For my own sake, I can’t risk you being caught. You’re making me do this against my will, but nobody will believe that if they catch me doing it. I promise to do my best to land you where no one will see you. It shouldn’t be hard. In four or five hours we’ll be close to the land, and you’ll see the lights of Ramsgate on one side and Deal on the other. In between there oughtn’t to be many lights showing, and we’ll run close inshore where it’s darkest and anchor. Then I’ll row you ashore in the dinghy, and after that it’ll be up to you.”

“Get on with it, then,” said Lichtensteiger, and Smith trimmed the Kate’s sails to the northerly wind and settled down to steer the compass course he had decided on. The yacht slipped through the darkness with scarcely a sound. Smith steered and said nothing, while Lichtensteiger looked at the scattered lights of the shipping which dotted the blackness around him and was silent too.

At the end of an hour Lichtensteiger yawned and stretched himself. “Beats me,” he said, “how in hell you can tell where you’re going to.” And Smith said, “It’s easy enough, when you know how.”

At the end of the second hour Lichtensteiger said, “Gee, this is slow. Deader’n mud. How long now before we get there?” And Smith replied, “About three hours. Why don’t you sleep. I’ll wake you in time.”

Lichtensteiger said, “Nothing doing. Don’t you kid yourself. I’m keeping both eyes wide open, constant and regular. I’ve got ’em on you. Don’t forget it either!”

Another hour went by before Lichtensteiger spoke again. He said, “What’s that light in front there? The bright one that keeps on going in and out.”

“Lighthouse,” said Smith. “That’s the South Foreland light. I’m steering for it. The lights of Deal will show up to the right of it presently, and then we’ll pick out a dark patch of coast somewhere to the right of that again and I’ll steer in for it.”

By 2 A.M. the land was close ahead, a low black line looming against the lesser blackness of the sky. “Looks quiet enough here,” said Lichtensteiger. “Just about right for our little job, I reckon. How about it?”

“Right,” said Smith, sounding overside with the lead-line. “Four fathoms. We’ll anchor here.” He ran the Kate into the wind, lowered the jib and let go his anchor with a rattle and a splash.

“Cut out that flaming racket,” hissed Lichtensteiger. “Trying to give the show away, are you, or what? You watch your step, damn you.”

“You watch yours,” said Smith, drawing the dinghy alongside. “Get in carefully or you’ll upset.”

“You get in first,” replied Lichtensteiger. “Take hold of my two bags and then I’ll get in after. And you want to take pains we don’t upset. If we do, there’ll be a nasty accident—to your neck! I guess I can wring it for you as quick under water as I can here. You watch out now and go slow. You haven’t done with me yet, don’t you kid yourself.”

“No, not yet,” said Smith. “I’ll put you on shore all right. I’ll promise that. It’s all I can do under the circumstances; but, considering everything, I think it ought to be enough. I hope so, anyhow. Get in now and we’ll go.”

Smith rowed the dinghy towards the shore. Presently the boat grounded on the sand and Lichtensteiger jumped out. He looked around him for a while and listened intently; but, except for the sound of the little waves breaking and the distant lights of the town, there was nothing to be heard or seen. Then, “All right,” said Lichtensteiger. And Smith said nothing. He pushed off from the beach and rowed away silently into the darkness.

Lichtensteiger laughed. He turned and walked inland with a suitcase in each hand. He felt the sand under his feet give way to shingle, the shingle to turf, and the turf to a hard road surface. Lichtensteiger laughed again. It amused him to think that the business of getting himself unnoticed into England should prove, after all, to be so ridiculously easy. He turned to the left and walked rapidly for half a mile before he came to a fork in the road and a signpost. It was too dark for him to see the sign; but he stacked his suitcases against the post and climbing on them struck a match. He read: “Calais—1 1/2.”
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A CIGAR CAT

W. L. ALDEN




 About forty years ago, said Captain Foster, settling himself comfortably in his arm-chair and taking a long pull at his pipe, I came across one of the curiousest chaps that ever I was shipmates with. I was before the mast in the old Hendrick Hudson, of the Black X line, and she was about the leakiest old tub sailing the Western ocean. This man I am speaking of came aboard about half an hour before we warped out of London Dock, clean and sober, which was an unusual thing in those days. He was a tall, lean, wiry fellow, with a shifty sort of look in his eye. He carried a big canvas bag of dunnage on his shoulder, and in one hand he had another bag that must have had some sort of frame inside of it, for it was pretty near square in shape. I was in the fo’c’s’le when he came down and hove his bags into an empty bunk and sat down on my chest to rest a bit.

“What might you have in that there bag?” says I, in a friendly sort of way.

“I’ve got my best friend there,” says the chap.

“Then,” says I, “suppose we have the cork out of him before the other chaps notice it. I’m everlastingly thirsty this morning.”

“My friend ain’t no bloomin’ bottle,” says the fellow, “and he ain’t no sort of use to a thirsty man. But if you want to see him, here goes.”

With that he opened the bag and hauled out a tremendous big black cat, who licked his face, and then curled up in the bunk and went to sleep as sudden as if he had just come below after twenty-four hours on deck.

“That,” says the man, “is an old shipmate of mine, and I never goes to sea without him. He’s a cigar cat, that’s what he is; and you’ll see what he can do to make a man comfortable, if you keep dark about his being aboard, so that the old man and the mates don’t get a sight of him.”

“Well!” said I. “Having been to sea, man and boy, for twenty years, I’ve seen some queer things; but this is the first time I ever knew a sailorman to carry a cat with him, and the first time I ever heard of a cigar cat.”

“Live and learn,” says the chap. “That’s what Elexander the Great here has done. There was a time when he didn’t know no more about tobacco than a baby, and now he knows where to find cigars, and how to bring ’em to me on the quiet. You keep mum about Elexander, and if the old man or either of the mates smokes cigars you’ll have one of them now and again, and then you’ll understand what a cigar cat is.”

Well, we went on deck, leaving Elexander in the bunk, and as there was a lot of work to do, I didn’t see any more of him till we knocked off for supper. We’d chose watches by that time, and the fellow with the cat, whose name was Harry, was with me in the starboard watch. The men naturally noticed that there was a cat in Harry’s bunk, but they didn’t take any interest in him. Harry brought out a bottle and invited all hands to have a tot, and then asked them not to say anything about there being a cat in the fo’c’s’le. He had a pleasant kind of way with him, and the bottle was pretty near full, so we all promised not to let it be known aft that we had a cat for’ard.

For the next three or four days Elexander kept himself below all day, and didn’t show up on deck until dark, or pretty near it. Then he’d come up for a little fresh air, and would generally sit on the lee cathead and meditate for an hour or two. I reckoned that he chose the cathead on account of the name of it, and fancied that it was meant for his convenience. Later on in the night he would take exercise by climbing up the forestay and having a little game with his tail in the foretop. He knew just as well as anybody that he wasn’t to be seen by the officers, and he took such good precautions that not a soul outside of the fo’c’s’le knew of his existence.

One evening, just after eight bells, when our side had gone below, Harry says to Elexander, “Now, old man, go and fetch me a cigar.” The cat looked at him for a minute and then darted up the ladder out of the fo’c’s’le and we didn’t see him for the next ten minutes. I would have turned in before that time, but Harry whispered to me to wait and see what Elexander would do. Pretty soon back comes the cat, and, if you’ll believe it, he carried a big cigar in his mouth—just such a one as the old man smoked. Harry took it, and patted the cat, and lighted the cigar. He took three or four pulls, and then passed it on to me, and so we smoked it turn and turn about, and it was prime.

“How on earth,” says I, “did you ever learn that cat to steal cigars?”

“Never you mind,” says Harry; “I done it, and that’s all about it. Elexander has got a nose for cigars that no regular tobacconist ever dreamed of having. Put him aboard a ship where cigars are smoked, and he’ll find out where they are kept, and he’ll steal ’em, provided, of course, they ain’t locked up or kept in a chest with a lid too heavy for him to lift. He’s found out where the old man’s cigars are, and unless he has the bad luck to get caught, he’ll bring me a cigar every night till we sight Sandy Hook. I wouldn’t go to sea without Elexander, not if you was to offer me double wages and all night below. The only fault with him is that his mouth ain’t big enough to hold more than one cigar at a time. If he only had a mouth like the second mate, he’d bring me a dozen cigars a day—so long as the supply lasted.”

Now, I’m telling you the cold truth when I tell you that Elexander brought Harry a cigar every night regular from that time on—that is to say, for the next three weeks or so. Nobody ever caught him on the quarter-deck during that time, and the officers never dreamed that there was a cat aboard. But one night, when we were coming up with the Banks, the old man caught a sight of Elexander bolting out of his room with a cigar in his mouth, and he called the steward and says to him: “Steward! What do you let the cat into my room for?”

“Cat, sah!” says the steward. “There ain’t no sort nor description of cat aboard this vessel. Our cat fell overboard and was drownded just before we sailed, and I didn’t have time to go ashore and get another.”

“What do you mean by telling me that,” says the old man, “when I see with my own eyes a black cat coming out of my room with a mouse, or something else, in his mouth?”

“Beggin’ your pahdon, sah, all I can say is that there ain’t no suspicion nor insinuation of a cat aboard here.”

The steward was a nigger that was fond of using big words, but he always told the truth, except, of course, to passengers, and the captain couldn’t very well help believing him. So he said no more about the cat, but went into his room, feeling considerable worried, as any man naturally would at seeing a black cat where he was sure that there wasn’t any real cat. But he was a cool-headed man, was old Captain Barbour, and the next morning he made up his mind that he had seen a shadow and mistook it for a cat.

The next night Harry was sitting on the windlass, smoking one of the old man’s cigars, which was a risky thing to do, for it wasn’t dark yet, and there was always a chance that the old man might happen to come for’ard and catch him. Elexander was sitting alongside of Harry, rubbing his head against the man’s leg and purring like a steam winch. All of a sudden Harry catches sight of the old man about amidships, coming for’ard with his usual quick step. Now, Harry didn’t want to waste that cigar by heaving it overboard, for he had only smoked about half an inch of it. So he shoves it athwartship into Elexander’s mouth and tells him to go below. But Elexander either didn’t understand exactly what Harry said, or else he preferred to stop on deck; so he runs out on the cathead, and sits there as usual with the smoke curling up from the lighted end of the cigar.

“Where did that cat come from?” says the old man, as soon as he caught sight of Elexander.

“Cat, sir!” says Harry. “I haven’t seen no cat aboard this ship.”

“Do you mean to tell me,” says the captain, “that there ain’t a cat sitting at this identical minute on the port cathead?”

“Very sorry, sir,” says Harry, who could be particular polite when he wanted to be, “I can’t see no cat nowhere.”

Just then the captain caught sight of the smoke curling up from Elexander’s cigar, and that knocked him silly.

Harry said that the old man turned as white as a cotton skysail. He said to himself in a curious sort of way, as if he was talking in his sleep: “A cat, sitting up and smoking a cigar!—a cat smoking a cigar!—smoking a cigar!” And then he turned and went aft, walking as if his knees were sprung, and catching hold of the rail to steady himself. If ever a man was scared it was Captain Barbour, and it was probably the first time in his life that he really knew what it was to be scared all the way through.

The captain went up to the mate, who was on the quarter-deck, and says he, “Mr. Jones! If I don’t live till we get into port, I want you to see my wife and break it to her easy.”

“Why, what’s the matter, sir?” says Jones. “You’re all right, ain’t you?”

“I’ve had an awful warning,” says the old man. “What would you say if you’d been seeing cats when there wasn’t a cat within a thousand miles?”

“I should say,” says Jones, “that it was time for me to knock off rum, and go slow in future. But then you ain’t much of a drinking man, and you can’t have been seeing things.”

“Mr. Jones,” says the captain, solemnly, “I’ve seen a black cat twice since we sailed from London, and the last time that cat was sitting up and smoking a cigar—a cigar as big as the ones I smoke myself. Now, there ain’t no cat aboard this ship; and there never was a cat since cats were first invented that smoked cigars. And what’s more, as you say yourself, I ain’t a man as drinks more than is good for him, especially when I’m at sea. That cat didn’t mean drink. It meant something a sight worse; and I know, just as well as I stand here, that I’m not long for this world.”

“You go below, sir, and try to sleep,” said the mate. “And if I was you I’d overhaul the medicine chest, and take a good stiff dose of something.”

“There’s medicine for a lot of things in that chest,” says the captain; “but there ain’t no sort of medicine for black cats that sits up and smokes cigars. Salts and laudanum, and porous plasters wouldn’t do me any good, not if I was to take them all at once. No, sir! I’m a doomed man, and that’s all there is about it.”

After the old man had gone aft Harry jumped up, and, being pretty mad at Elexander for stopping on deck after he had been told to go below, he lays hold of him by the tail and yanks him off the cathead and tosses him down the fo’c’s’le ladder, giving him a few heavy cuffs over the head at the same time. Now, sir, I don’t know if you are well acquainted with cats, but if you’re not, I can tell you one curious thing about them. You can hit a cat, and hit him hard, and you can kick him clean across a room, and you can heave cold water on him, and if he judges that it’s good policy for him to keep friends with you, he’ll overlook it. But a cat always draws the line at his tail; he won’t allow you to take the least liberty with his tail, and if you do he’ll never forgive you. It hurts a cat’s self-respect to have his tail meddled with, and a cat has a heap of self-respect.

Now, when Harry hauled Elexander off that cathead by his tail he made the biggest mistake of his life. Elexander couldn’t have overlooked it with justice to himself, even if he had wanted to. When Harry went below there wasn’t any Elexander in his bunk, and he couldn’t find him nowhere. The next day he found him, but he found at the same time that Elexander wouldn’t have anything to do with him. The cat had selected the boy Jim, who was in the port watch, for his new master, and he was snuggled up against him in his bunk, and letting on to be everlastingly fond of him. Harry tried to pick the cat up and take him over to his side of the fo’c’s’le, but Elexander swore at him in a way that any second mate would have envied, and when Harry put a hand on him, he bit him clean to the bone. It was all over between Harry and Elexander, and after a while Harry gave up all hope of ever making up the quarrel.

Of course, Harry and me didn’t have any more cigars. Elexander wouldn’t have brought one to Harry not if there had been hundreds of cigars lying about the deck. Jim said that Elexander didn’t bring him any, and he pretended to be astonished that Harry should think such a thing possible as that a cat should sneak cigars; but then Jim was an able liar, and what he said didn’t convince either Harry or me. We watched Jim pretty close, but we couldn’t catch him smoking anything but his pipe, and we watched Elexander, but we never saw him bringing any cigars for’ ard. All the same, he brought them, and Jim, of course, had the benefit of them.

I noticed after a while that Jim got into a way of being missing some time in the course of the dog-watches, and Elexander was generally missing at the same time. Neither of them could be found in the fo’c’s’le, and when I spoke of the matter to Harry he calculated that Jim had been sent for by the mate to clean out his room, the mate having a way of putting Jim at that job at all odd times.

But one day I saw a little whiff of smoke sailing up from the foretop, and I naturally thought that I had caught Jim out. So I went aloft, and when I got into the top there I found Jim, sure enough, with Elexander sleeping by the side of him. But Jim had his pipe in his hand, and there wasn’t any sign of a cigar to be seen. He let on that he had come up there so as to have a quiet half-hour while he read over an old letter from his mother, and that was all I could get out of him.

One of the men—a chap from Nova Scotia, and a pretty mean one even at that—said one day that he had found Elexander alone in the foretop with the ashes of a cigar sprinkled around the place where he was lying. The chap said that he believed the cat smoked cigars, and another chap—an Irishman—who told the truth every now and then when he was feeling good and fit, said that he had seen Elexander more than once with a cigar in his mouth, though he had always calculated that it was the quality of the rum that he drank at his boarding-house in the Highway that made him see such a curious sight. Gradually it got round among the crew that the cat was a smoker, and they used to try him with pipes. Of course, Elexander wasn’t going to come down to a pipe. He was a sight too aristocratic for that, but the men stuck to their theory that Elexander smoked cigars, and the wonder was where he got hold of them.

Captain Barbour had been feeling very low ever since he saw Elexander sitting on the cathead. He hardly ever swore at the men, and when he did it didn’t seem to do him any real good. Once on a Sunday, when I was at the wheel, I saw him overhauling a prayer-book, and when a skipper comes to doing that it looks pretty bad for him. The captain had made up his mind that he had had a warning, and that he wouldn’t live to see New York, and, of course, he didn’t feel very cheerful at the prospect, partly because he wanted to see New York and his wife and the other captains of the Black X. line again, and partly because he hadn’t the least idea where he would bring up if he slipped his cable.

One afternoon, in the first dog-watch, the old man, who had been walking the quarterdeck with the mate, suddenly stopped, and catching the mate by the arm said, “There’s that cat again! He’s sitting up in the foretop and smoking, just as he was doing the last time I saw him. This is the end of me, Mr. Jones.”

The mate looked aloft and there he saw Elexander, sitting on the edge of the top and looking down around as if he was looking for a sail on the horizon. He didn’t have any cigar in his mouth, but there wasn’t the least doubt that smoke was drifting gently out of the top, there being just a breath of wind from the southward.

“I see him, sir,” said the mate. “He’s a sure enough cat, and if he’s smoking I’ll learn him what the regulations of this ship are.” So saying the mate jumps into the rigging and runs up to the foretop in next to no time, he being an active man and a first-class sailor. The next thing was a yell from the foretop, and then we could see the mate holding Jim by the scruff of the neck and lecturing to him on the evils of smoking, there happening to be a rope’s end in the top that was just the thing for lecturing purposes.

You never saw a happier man than Captain Barbour when the mate came down from aloft with Jim and introduced him to the old man as the real smoker. The captain cussed Jim as cheerful as ever he had cussed in his best days, and before he had got through he made the boy confess that the cat had been stealing cigars and bringing them for’ard. Jim swore that the cat never brought any to him and that they all went to Harry, who owned the cat and had trained him to sneak cigars, and he pretended that he had accidentally found one under a bunk in the fo’c’s’le, and had gone into the top to smoke it on the quiet, thinking that it wouldn’t be right to hand it over to Harry for fear of encouraging him and the cat in stealing cigars. Naturally nobody believed what Jim said, but, having already had his licking from the mate, the old man let him off with a cuff or two, and passed the word for Harry to come aft.

But he couldn’t get anything out of Harry either. Harry swore that he had never laid eyes on the cat until four or five nights before, and that he never dreamed that Elexander stole cigars. “The cat belongs to that there boy Jim,” said Harry, “and you can see for yourself, sir, that he won’t have anything to say to me, if you call him aft.”

The old man sent for Jim again and ordered him to bring the cat on to the quarter-deck, which Jim accordingly did, holding the cat in his arms and petting it while Elexander licked the boy’s face. Harry went up to the cat and spoke to him fair and polite, but Elexander only swore at him and tried to hit him in the eye.

“You see, sir,” said Harry, “how it is. Ain’t it plain enough whose cat that is? As for me, I wouldn’t allow no cat of no kind to come within a mile of me if I could help it. They’re nasty, treacherous beasts, and I never see a cat yet who wasn’t a thief.”

Well, the upshot of it was that Jim got a first-class licking for lying about his cat, and another for training the cat to steal the old man’s cigars, and he got thirty shillings stopped from his wages to pay for the cigars that Elexander had stole, and he was ordered to heave the cat overboard. He’d have done so then and there, but the mate being a sensible man, and as good a sailorman as ever trod a deck, sort of interceded for the cat, arguing that there was nothing in the world half so unlucky as drowning a cat. So the old man finally agreed that the cat should be put down in the run, with a pannikin of water, and told that unless he worked his passage by catching rats he might starve. And starve he did—not because there weren’t plenty of rats in the run, but because Elexander was that aristocratic and high-toned that he made up his mind to starve sooner than turn to and work his passage. When we got to New York I saw the steward come on deck with the remains of a cat in his hand, and then I knew that Elexander wouldn’t never steal anybody’s cigars no more.
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 One night we were on a voyage from Bergen to Christiansand in a small sloop. Our captain suspected that he had approached too near the Norwegian coast, though he could not discern any land, and the wind blew with such violence that we were in momentary dread of being driven upon a lee-shore.

We had endeavored, for more than an hour, to keep the vessel away; but our efforts proved unavailing, and we soon found that we could scarcely hold our own. A clouded sky, a hazy atmosphere, and irregular showers of sleety rain combined to deepen the obscurity of night, and nothing whatever was visible, except the sparkling of the distant waves, when their tops happened to break into a wreath of foam. The sea ran very high, and sometimes broke over the deck so furiously that the men were obliged to hold by the logging, lest they should be carried away.
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