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For my mother







One


If ever I return again
A solemn vow I’ll take
That I’ll never go a-whaling,
My liberty to stake.
I will stay at home
And I will roam no more,
For the pleasures are but few my boys,
Far from our native shore.

—The Whaleman’s Lament

“Absolutely, positively not!” roared my father in a voice meant to be heard through the teeth of a Cape Horn gale.

I glanced across the breakfast table at my little brother. His face was puckered, and I could tell he was on the brink of tears. Papa had been ashore less than a month, and Thaddeus, who was only just six, was still unaccustomed to his blustering.

“But Papa,” I said meekly, “it was Mama’s particular wish that I should study with Miss Mitchell.”

My father reached over and harpooned a sausage from the serving platter.

“Thunder and lightning, Patience!” he cried, shaking his fork at me for emphasis. “I’ve said no and I mean no. You and Thaddeus will accompany me aboard the Morning Star when she sails again.”

Martha Russell, our housekeeper, appeared in the doorway bearing a basket of blueberry muffins.

“A whaling ship is no place for children,” she muttered under her breath, scowling, as she trundled toward us. As round as a whale oil barrel and wreathed with gray curls, Martha had been with us since I was born and considered herself one of the family.

Papa fixed her with a steely gaze.

“I don’t recall asking for your opinion, Martha,” he said severely.

She merely sniffed and, poking a finger into my brother’s side to make him sit up straight in his chair, quit the room again.

I slipped a piece of sausage under the table to my cat, Patches. The three of us had been going back and forth on this tack for days. Obviously it was time to try another.

Before I could do so, however, Papa continued in a milder tone, “I received a letter from your Aunt Anne yesterday. At my request she is coming to Nantucket to join us for a few weeks. She’ll be arriving on the packet from Boston this Friday.”

Thaddeus and I exchanged a glance. Aunt Anne! Though we had never met Papa’s elder sister, we had heard much about her. Headmistress of Miss Good-speed’s School for Young Ladies, she was a frightful bluestocking, according to Papa—though Mama had quite admired her independent sister-in-law’s scholarly ways.

I suspected that Aunt Anne’s visit was more than just a social call. From the smug expression on his face, Papa clearly had something up his sleeve.

I hoped he wasn’t going to announce that he was planning to marry again. There was certainly no shortage of widows on our island. Martha was correct in her assertion that whaling was a dangerous business, and many a ship that sailed from our little harbor was never heard from again, or returned bearing news of some tragedy, from fearsome storms off Cape Horn and stove whaleboats to deadly tropical fevers. No, widows we had aplenty, and since Papa’s return I had watched more than a few preen in his presence. He was not yet forty, his black hair and beard only lightly salted with gray, and although the light in his eyes, as blue as the sea off ’Sconset in June, had dimmed since my mother’s death, still, he was a well-looking man.

“Marketable,” Martha had described him to old Mrs. Starbuck next door, as if Papa were a turnip bound for the greengrocers.

I did not think I would like a new mother. My heart still ached so with missing Mama that there were times I feared it would burst from my chest and fly away. No, my wounds were still too raw, and so, I believed, were Papa’s. Grief had settled over him like one of the creeping gray fogs for which our island is so famous.

Papa was away when Mama died, still three months from home on the last leg of his return voyage. The captain of a whaling ship, he had to leave us for years at a time to hunt the great leviathans whose prized oil fired lamps and lighthouses the world around and furnished our livelihood. The profits from his whaling cruises built our tidy, gray-shingled house, planted our apple tree, purchased our cow, our chickens, the seeds for our vegetable garden—in fact, everything in our happy home, or a home that was happy until Mama died, and Papa returned, a somber stranger given to outbursts of temper.

I understood why Martha and others in our circle of acquaintances were eager to see Papa married again. Grief made people uncomfortable. They didn’t know how to behave in its presence, and expected it to be a temporary affliction, like a head cold or the chicken pox, especially if you were a child.

I heard the things they said about Thaddeus and me when they thought I wasn’t listening. “Poor little motherless things” no sooner out of their mouths than they would nod sagely and add, “but they’re young, and will soon get over it.” How could they see inside my heart and know how I felt?

And how could they see inside Papa? Like me, he kept his face shuttered, and his grief only leaked out in the silences.

Meanwhile, he seemed oblivious to the admiring glances cast his way by Nantucket’s eligible young widows. He accepted their pies, their chowders, their homemade jams and jellies with an absentminded politeness they must have found infuriating. How he, a fisherman by trade, managed not to notice the bait that was continually dangled before him was truly remarkable. Why, just yesterday I had happened to glance from my bedroom window to see Fanny Starbuck, Mrs. Starbuck’s pretty but deeply stupid daughter-in-law, widowed last year when her husband was swept overboard in a gale, standing on our doorstep bold as brass. In one hand she held a loaf of freshly baked bread while with the other she fiddled with her dress, patting and plumping and arranging herself like a flounder on a platter. My father answered her knock, took the bread, thanked her courteously, and then shut the door in her face. I had to bite my tongue to keep from laughing out loud.

No, marriage was not on his mind, of that I was sure. What scheme, then, could he be hatching, and why had he summoned Aunt Anne from Boston?

Papa didn’t leave us in suspense.

“When the Morning Star sails again my sister will accompany us,” he announced. “She will give up her duties at the academy”—he wrinkled his nose slightly at the mention of her school—“in order to care for Thaddeus. And you, Patience, will be a comfort and a solace to her.”

“But I do not wish to be a comfort and a solace!” I cried, springing to my feet in protest. Particularly not to my Aunt Anne, I wanted to add, but held my tongue. From all accounts, she was just like my father, prickly and proud. The thought of being imprisoned aboard a ship with the two of them was appalling. “I want to stay here, on Nantucket, as Mama and I planned, and attend Miss Mitchell’s school!”

Papa held up his hand in warning. “I am the captain of this ship—I mean the head of this family—and my mind is made up,” he said firmly. “We stay together, and you and Thaddeus will sail with me.”

Stunned by his slip of the tongue—was I just one of his crew to be ordered about?—I was unable to hold back the hot words that streamed out of me now like a floodtide.

“Why didn’t we stay together before, then?” I said bitterly. “Perhaps if we had, and if you hadn’t gone sailing off again, Mama wouldn’t have taken ill and would still be here with us!”

Papa’s face creased with pain, and I could have bitten my tongue off at my hasty words. His distress turned quickly to anger, however.

“That’s enough, Patience!” he thundered.

“But it’s not fair, Papa! I don’t wish to go to sea. Why can’t you just take Thaddeus and leave me here with Martha?”

Why couldn’t Papa consult my desires and wishes, and not just his own? Why couldn’t he see that it wasn’t just my schooling, but that I needed to be here, in this house, with all its reminders of Mama’s gentle spirit? If I went to sea, I feared I would lose her all over again, and my heart’s invisible wounds would never heal.

But such things are not easily said, and Papa was adamant. I would not be allowed to remain behind on any account. And I was banished to my room for the remainder of the morning for my impertinence.



Two


A life on the ocean wave,
A home on the rolling deep,
Where the scattered waters roar
And the winds their revels keep.

—A Life on the Ocean Wave

Aunt Anne, as it turned out, surprised us all.

“Absolutely, positively not!” she snapped.

From where Thaddeus and I stood in the parlor doorway, freshly scrubbed by Martha and turned out in our Sabbath finery, as was only proper for greeting our father’s formidable elder sister, we had a clear view of Papa’s face. Seated on the sofa, he stared at his sister, openmouthed as a cod. Obviously this was not the response he had been expecting.

“I know this is a distressing time for you, Isaiah,” Aunt Anne continued. “And there’s nothing I wouldn’t do to help. But I have duties and obligations in Boston, and had you bothered to consult me regarding your intentions, you could have saved yourself the fare of my crossing.”

Papa’s eyebrows lowered—a sure storm warning—and he began to sputter, but Aunt Anne ignored him. “It’s not that I’m not tempted by your offer, brother—just think of the adventures!—but my place is at my school.”

Papa could contain himself no longer. “Thunder and lightning, Anne!” he bellowed, leaping to his feet. “What poppycock are you talking? This isn’t a question of adventure, it’s a question of family responsibilities. A whaling ship is a dangerous place, and the children need someone to look after them!”

Martha, who was standing in the hall just outside the doorway eavesdropping shamelessly, nodded smugly at this.

“Nonsense,” Aunt Anne retorted, clearly not the least bit cowed by Papa’s blustering. She turned around in her chair and leveled an appraising glance at Thaddeus and me. “I should think these two could look after themselves very well. Come here, my dears.”

Aunt Anne stood up as Thaddeus and I approached. She was indeed formidable, almost as tall as Papa, with the same determined set of black eyebrows and piercing blue eyes. Holding us by our chins, she tilted our heads back slightly, the better to inspect us.

“You are your mother all over again, dear heart,” she said to me in a soft undertone.

Her words surprised me. Though it was true that I had inherited Mama’s chestnut brown hair, my eyes were blue like Papa’s, and on the rare occasion that anyone ever remarked about a resemblance, it was invariably my eyes they noted.

Turning back to my father, Aunt Anne announced in a firm voice, “Patience is nearly thirteen and clearly a capable girl, Isaiah, and Thaddeus looks a sensible lad. They’re Goodspeeds through and through, and I can’t fathom why you think you need me along to play nursemaid.”

Papa began to sputter again, but before he could erupt with further protests, Martha called us to the dinner table. Afterward, at Aunt Anne’s request, Thaddeus and I gave her a tour of the island.

Aunt Anne had only been to Nantucket once before, years ago when Papa and Mama were married. Papa was an off-islander, born and bred in Boston like his sister, but he had left the mainland behind when a ship on which he was employed chanced to put ashore here for repairs and he met Mama.

“I fell in love with Nantucket two minutes after I fell in love with your mother,” he always used to tell us, back when he still talked about Mama. Since his return, he rarely mentioned her name.

Though it was late September, summer still lingered in the air, and the afternoon sun was warm on our shoulders.

“I always meant to visit Nantucket again,” said Aunt Anne, opening her parasol. “But Mother and Father needed me, and then after they were gone, there were my duties at the academy.”

My heart lifted at the mention of her school. My aunt was not nearly as starchy as I had imagined, and surely with her high regard for education, once I explained my plight she would come to my aid and convince Papa to leave me ashore.

Aunt Anne displayed a lively curiosity about everything we showed her, particularly our atheneum, where we spent an interminable hour, Thaddeus squirming in his chair, while she and the librarian—Maria Mitchell, my math tutor—engaged in a spirited discussion of the upcoming presidential election.

When we emerged back into the sunlight Aunt Anne looked thoughtfully at Thaddeus. “I believe you children are in need of some refreshment,” she announced.

Thaddeus perked up at this. “Oh yes, please,” he said.

I smiled. Even my obstinate little brother was warming to Aunt Anne.

“Would you happen to know of a suitable destination?” she asked.

Nodding happily, Thaddeus took her by the hand and tugged her in the direction of the harbor. Whenever he went missing, I always knew I could find him there, for the harbor was the heart of our small community, and it was the rare soul who did not take pleasure in watching the great whaling ships as they arrived and departed, or the lighters that ferried their crews and cargos to and from the docks.

The wharves bustled with activity, from the blacksmith’s shop, where passersby could observe as men beat glowing metal into harpoons and cutting spades and all the other tools of Papa’s trade, to the sail-maker’s loft, where stout canvas was fashioned into white wings for whaling vessels. Thaddeus’s favorite haunt of all was the chandler’s gloomy shop, crowded with try-pots and twine, compasses, spyglasses, lanterns, and all the other paraphernalia needed to outfit a whaling voyage.

Like most boys on Nantucket, my little brother dreamed of going to sea and hunting whales, and Papa’s decision couldn’t have made him happier. I wished fervently that Papa would notice and take more of an interest in him, but since his return his days were spent shut up in his study, supposedly toiling over important papers, but more often than not simply staring out the window.

It was to the chandler’s shop that we were headed, and while Thaddeus secured us some toffee from within—his definition of “refreshment,” though perhaps not exactly Aunt Anne’s—I broached the subject of my schooling.

“Well, I suppose your father might be persuaded to allow you to accompany me back to Boston,” Aunt Anne said doubtfully, after hearing me out. Seeing my chagrined expression at this, she arched a dark eyebrow and added with a wry smile, “but I suspect that’s not what you had in mind.”

I stared at my toes, embarrassed.

“Your mother wrote me often, you know,” Aunt Anne continued. I looked up in surprise. “Yes, Caroline told me all about your mathematical abilities. She expected great things from you, my dear, and she was quite right to engage Miss Mitchell as your tutor. A better one could not be had, not even at Harvard College itself.” She paused for a moment, then continued gently, “Still, your father has good reason for wanting you to sail with him. Family ties are a fragile thing, Patience, easily broken. Your mother’s death has affected my brother greatly, this anyone can see, and you and Thaddeus will be a great comfort and solace to him.”

Her response was discouraging. Why did it seem that everyone wanted me to be a comfort and a solace? What about my comfort?

Before I could press my case, however, Thaddeus emerged bearing not only toffee but also a small spyglass, a present from the shopkeeper.

“Mr. Tilton said I would need it now that I’m going to be a whaleman like Papa,” he announced happily, putting it up to his eye and scanning the harbor. “Look! There’s Papa’s ship!”

“Give us a turn, Tad,” I said.

Reluctantly, Thaddeus handed over his new treasure. Sure enough, there was the Morning Star, lying quietly at anchor in the deeper waters beyond the treacherous sandbar that spanned the harbor’s entrance.

We watched the ships for a while, then turned for home as the sun slanted low on the horizon. Ahead of us, the clink of glass and cutlery mingled with raucous shouts of laughter and drifted through the open door of the Spouter Tavern. As we passed it, Thaddeus (who was still peering through his spyglass not paying the least bit of attention) suddenly collided with a pair of emerging sailors.

“’Ere now, mind where you’re going, young jack-anapes,” said the larger of the two, grabbing my brother by the scruff of his neck and shaking him like a puppy. He was none too steady on his feet, and smelled as if he’d been pickled in a vat of rum.

Thaddeus squirmed in his grasp, flailing his arms and legs.

“Ow!” cried his assailant, as one of my brother’s feet connected with his shin. He shook Thaddeus again, harder this time.

“Toss ’im overboard and teach ’im a lesson,” suggested his companion, jerking his thumb toward the edge of the wharf with a snigger.

Aunt Anne stepped forward, closing up her parasol. “You’ll do nothing of the sort,” she snapped, rapping Thaddeus’s captor on the knuckles with its whalebone handle. “Release him at once.”

The big fellow dropped Thaddeus like a hot coal. Nursing his wounded hand, he snarled something under his breath and lurched toward Aunt Anne. She held her ground, scowling fiercely. Wielding her parasol once again, she poked him sharply in the ribs. “Clear off now, the two of you, before I report you to the watchman as a public nuisance.”

“Come on then, Binyon,” said the smaller of the two, grabbing his companion by the arm. “Best not tangle with the law.”

“You haven’t seen the last of me, you clumsy pup,” the other man growled, reluctantly allowing himself to be towed off.

Thaddeus, who had retreated behind me, poked his head out and watched as the men reeled away.

“Thunder and lightning, Aunt Anne!” he said admiringly. “You sounded just like Papa.”

“I did, didn’t I?” she replied with satisfaction.

“A Goodspeed through and through!” I added, and, buoyed by our triumph, the three of us linked arms and headed happily for home.

The remainder of Aunt Anne’s visit sped by far too quickly As it turned out, Papa was no match for his bossy elder sister, and despite his protests and blustering she continued to refuse to accompany us aboard the Morning Star. As the day of her departure drew near, it was finally settled. Aunt Anne would return to Boston, and Thaddeus and I would be going to sea.



Three


A chest that is neither too large nor too small
Is the first thing to which your attention I’ll call;
The things to put in it are next to be named
And if I omit some I’m not to be blamed.

—A Fitting Out

“Your father is like to have lost his mind,” said Martha irritably. She was in a dither, flying about the house like a large, gray-haired pigeon as she tried to organize us for our imminent voyage. “Why he doesn’t see fit to leave the two of you anchored here on Nantucket is beyond me. The idea of it! Taking children on a whaling cruise. He must be mad.”

She had been like this for days now, fussing and complaining as she went about her work, with many sighs and tut-tuts and surreptitious swipes at her eyes with the edge of her apron when she thought we weren’t looking. Obviously she would much rather have seen Papa married off to silly Fanny Starbuck and Thaddeus and I safe and sound at home, rather than heading to the ends of the earth on a whaling ship. It was all very tiresome, and I found myself looking eagerly for excuses to escape out of the house.

I was stiffly polite to Papa, who stubbornly ignored my continued resistance to his plan. I was altogether miserable as the preparations went forward and sea chests were obtained and filled to bursting with everything Thaddeus and I would need for what would likely be a three-year voyage.

Clothing, of course, suitable for both winter and summer, for we would be sailing from Nantucket around the frigid reaches of Cape Horn and into the balmy tropics. Extra fabric was procured, in Martha’s vain hope that I might change my wayward habits with a needle and actually produce something wearable, or at least prove myself capable of patching worn-out garments. Despite Mama’s diligent tutelage, I was a woeful seamstress, wrestling so fruitlessly over the years with a series of pitifully ill-favored samplers that she had finally thrown up her hands in defeat. Martha, however, had never given up trying to encourage me in this endeavor.

Books we packed too—the Bible and Mr. Shakespeare naturally, as well as mathematical texts from Miss Mitchell, who was as sorely disappointed as I that I would not be enrolling in her school, novels by James Fenimore Cooper and Mama’s favorite, Sir Walter Scott. Toys as well, though few, as Papa warned us there would be little space for fripperies. Thaddeus chose his tin soldiers, and despite broad hints from Martha that I had surely outgrown her, I packed Miranda, the old stuffed doll that Mama made for me when I was Thaddeus’s age, missing half her yarn hair and worn out from love. Now that Mama was gone, I had only Miranda with whom to share my secrets, and I could no more leave her behind than I could my memories of Mama.

Papa refused to allow me to bring Patches, however.

“She’s an old puss, and unaccustomed to life at sea,” he explained. “It would be unkind to try and make her over into a ship’s cat.”

“She’s as settled in her ways as I am in mine,” added Martha, patting her gray curls. “We’re just two old tabbies destined to sit here by the fire and keep each other company until your return.”

Finally, the day came when we were packed and ready. We made the rounds of friends and neighbors to say our farewells, Papa accepting their wishes of “greasy luck”—our Nantucket way of bidding whale-men a profitable voyage, with many barrels of oil—with all the dignity of a departing monarch. Which in a sense he was, as were all whaling captains on the tiny kingdom that was our island.

He even managed to avoid Fanny Starbuck until the day before our departure, I was happy to note, merely lifting his hat to her politely when we finally crossed paths in town. Pretty, yes, but if there was a single original thought rattling around in that empty head of hers it was surely bored from lack of company. With any luck, she would marry some unsuspecting fellow while we were gone and I would be spared her foolish chatter forever.

On the evening prior to our departure, Papa took his leave in order to make the final arrangements aboard the Morning Star. After he left, I tossed and turned all night, my thoughts a jumble. Oh, why didn’t I have the courage to defy Papa! But what was the use? Even if I were to run away and hide, Papa would find me. And besides, my little brother needed me. It was me he had looked to since Mama’s death, not Papa, who was still a stranger to him. I couldn’t desert Tad now.

Martha awoke us at dawn, and we tumbled groggily out of bed.

“Come along now, Tad,” she said, wrestling my sleepy and protesting brother into the small ell off the kitchen. “Won’t do for the captain’s son to step aboard looking like an orphan.” He emerged a few minutes later, unnaturally clean.

I had bathed the night before, but Martha inspected me closely all the same before reluctantly pronouncing me fit to travel.

She had a poor estimation of shipboard fare and, convinced we wouldn’t see a square meal until we were safely back on Nantucket soil again, had prepared us a breakfast that was clearly meant to tide us over until that day came. The table was piled high with platters of eggs and bacon (some of which made its way to Patches, of course), as well as toast and bannock and even doughnuts, a treat we rarely saw other than at Christmas and birthdays.
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