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From earliest boyhood, my heart went out in admiring love towards those great navigators whose discoveries have caused their names to be inscribed on the scroll of the world’s immortals. . . . In the world’s early days, the command of God to man was to subdue the earth, to conquer it, and to civilize and fit it for the habitation of the human race. Nor did God’s command apply to this portion or that only, or merely to lands where nature smiles in loveliness; nor yet to the forest primeval, the cloud-capped hills, the far-stretching plains, or the regions of eternal ice and snow; but to the whole earth in its completeness. This should be man’s mission.

– Charles Erskine, cabin boy of the USS Vincennes
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1. 
The Wreck



Lieutenant Henry Aaron Bird first saw the child as he was slumped on the shore, coughing and sputtering. Wet sand was caked on his face and uniform. Breakers crashed at his feet and disappeared into foam. One of his boatmen had dragged him from the waves, then ran off to help the others without offering so much as a salute; Bird’s first thought was to admonish the sailor for this oversight, but he found that he couldn’t because he was retching up seawater and trembling like a newborn lamb.

Lieutenant Grady stood waist-deep in the ocean, flailing his arms to direct the survivors in salvaging what they could from the foundered boat. Their empty water casks rolled along the tops of the swells, as if trying to decide whether to land themselves or float farther out to sea. Bird put the blame for their wreck squarely on Grady’s shoulders—Grady had been the one to direct the landing, as Bird sat in the prow of the longboat, considering possible names for the island. He’d only accompanied the watering party because of the possibility, however remote, that it remained uncharted. Nothing was marked at this location, and he would maintain that American charts were the best that could be had in the world. The chance to put his name on something, even such an insignificant rock as this, was too much to pass up at this late point in his career. His thinking at the time, safe in his cabin aboard the Fredonia, was that if he would 4name it after himself, it was only fitting that he be the first to put his foot upon it. An involuntary shudder passed through him as he considered that this was an ambition he’d nearly died for. He imagined what his epitaph might have been, if he’d indeed perished on that day: Lieutenant Henry Aaron Bird: He Sailed All Around the World for Years and Years and Still Accomplished Nothing.

He was brooding in this manner, on the subject of his own inevitable disappearance from the world, when he caught sight of her. She was little more than a dusky smudge among the confusion of ferns that marked the forest’s edge. He squinted through a salt haze to confirm what he saw: a small face; a child of indeterminate gender, or perhaps some type of pygmied native, peering from the tree line. He pushed himself to his feet and staggered up the shore. His hat had been lost, and the sun beat down on his bare crown and the few wisps of hair that remained there, stirred into salty tangles. He’d managed to retain both of his boots, a small mercy. Whoever it was, he hoped the little fellow would accept one of his coat buttons to guide him to fresh water, which would save them from traipsing across the island for hours. But as he halloed and waved his arms, the face abruptly disappeared.

There was no sign of the childlike figure once he’d entered the dimness of the forest, no track he could find. Thorns scratched at his hands and face as he pushed into the interior. There was some satisfaction to the activity, to the life of the chase and the feel of his own breath rattling with moisture—he often told himself that he was not one of those prim officers who feared to muddy their coats, unfortunately so common these days. His boots sank into the soft loam. At his approach, a parakeet ruffled and lit from its branch, sweeping away in little arcs just above the brush.

It was only now that he began to consider the curiosity of the figure’s appearance—from the ship, they’d found no evidence of any native habitation. The shore where they’d been attempting to land was the only accessible portion of the coast. The outer shore of the island’s curve was rocky and high, and the Polynesians almost never built their villages in the 5highlands. They clustered themselves always at the beaches or lagoons, as if they were magnetically drawn to the sea. Bird didn’t encounter so much as a game trail as he continued to climb toward the island’s high western shore, and he began to wonder if the child might have been nothing more than a hallucination brought on by his ingestion of seawater.

At some point, he realized he was lost. There was no landmark he could recognize, only featureless vegetation and a thick canopy that blotted out the sun, slicing and diffusing the light that filtered down to him. He paused to listen for the sound of the breakers to guide him, but the forest was impressively silent. No breeze or noise from the sea penetrated this far inland. Not even insects marred the absolute stillness. The scene reminded him of that moment which must have just followed the Creation, all of the world unpeopled and quivering with expectation.

Three quarters of an hour later, he emerged somewhat north of where they’d wrecked, drenched in sweat, his flesh mapped by long red welts, in a foul mood. The Fredonia was visible, two miles out past the reefs, still sitting quietly at anchor, unaware that her commander had been stranded. He wondered with pre-emptive annoyance how long it would take Lieutenant Rand to send a rescue party.

As he undertook the long walk back along the shore, small crabs circled around him on the sand and waved their futile claws at his approach.
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A disorderly scene awaited him upon his reunion with his men. Deprived of his oversight for even a short while, their discipline had fallen to shambles. They were idle and many had removed their clothing to dry on a stretch of sunlit rocks. The marines sat smoking (how any of their tobacco remained dry was a mystery) and the middies were engaged, like ram-bunctious children, in a nude wrestling competition in the surf.

“Can you explain this, Mr. Grady?”

“Sixteen casks have survived, along with the arms, though the powder is ruined. We have only one spade remaining.”

6
Grady was a ponderously dull man in his middle forties, with a doughy face and an altogether undistinguished character. Bird thought it a great injustice that the man wore the same number of epaulets as he. He waited for Grady to note his displeasure.

The second lieutenant flustered. “They were only letting off steam. Sir.”

Bird called for Mr. Hooper. There were two Hoopers on his staff, young brothers from Connecticut. The midshipman was still pulling on his trousers as he arrived. “Which one are you again?” Bird inquired.

“Samuel, sir.”

“Take the marines inland, to dig for water. Cask only that which has a fresh taste. I will not have it brackish.”

“There is only one spade, sir,” Grady reminded him.

“I suggest then that you take turns,” Bird added.

Grady was tasked with surveying the island, though much of the necessary equipment had been lost in the wreck. To ensure the success of this mission, Bird also assigned Messrs. Dowd, Minnie, and Elliot to accompany him. Minnie at least was competent. Bird had thought at first to lead the surveying party himself, but after the day’s misadventures he found he’d lost the spirit. Instead, he elected to remain at the beach, where he might sit on a rock to rest his knee and direct the remaining members of the boat crew in the gathering of wood for a signal fire.

As he watched them scouring the edge of the forest for downed wood, of which there was little, Bird allowed himself to relax and return to his earlier, more encouraging line of thinking. He considered Bird’s Land. Simple but evocative. Perhaps too evocative, though? He wondered if that name might not inadvertently provoke the image of an island with an abundance of sea birds? Once, when he’d been a young middie himself on the Wilkes Expedition, he’d visited an island that was nothing more than a rock dusted with some dry shrubbery, every inch of it blanketed by nesting boobies. It had been the foulest-smelling place he’d ever encountered, littered with an admixture of feather, droppings, and the scattered 7carcasses of birds rotting in the sun. He wrinkled his face, to think of his name being permanently affixed to such an image.
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Dowd returned later in the afternoon to report that his party had found something of interest. “A settlement,” he explained, out of breath from his trek up the beach.

“Natives? Or French?”

“It is difficult to tell, sir.”

Bird frowned dismissively. “And how, Mr. Dowd, do you find it difficult to distinguish a Kanaka from a Frenchman?”

“They are all dead, sir.”

Bird looked out toward the Fredonia and found no approaching boat. Though their signal fire burned on the shore, the palm wood and dried grass were quickly consumed, and the wind scattered the smoke. He turned to the boat crew, loath to leave them without supervision but finding no alternative, and said, “You are to remain here, to await Mr. Hooper and watch for any sign from the ship. And keep that damned fire burning.”

The island was crescent-shaped, about three miles from one tip to the other and a mile across at its widest. The supposed settlement was located near the southern tip, where the cliffs of the western shore dwindled to meet the sandy beach that stretched along the inner curve. The site appeared at first to be nothing more than a stony meadow overgrown with dune grass. There was some dried lumber and copper sheeting, which seemed to have been prized from a ship’s hull, scattered over a large area. Bird considered that it might all be nothing more than flotsam. But then Dowd showed him evidence of several shoddily constructed shelters—the only timbers left standing were three leaning posts that appeared to have marked the corners of a house. These were not native constructions. At some point, there had been white men here, perhaps the survivors of a wreck. It was impossible for him to determine how long the settlement 8had been deserted— the islands of the Pacific, he’d seen, had a stubborn way of renewing themselves. Native dwellings, left unoccupied for only a few years, he’d seen so thoroughly reclaimed by the forest that one could hardly tell there had been a house there at all.

Mr. Dowd presented him with the entire inventory of items located among the wreckage: a carpenter’s hammer, a few ragged strips of cloth, two leather belts, a case knife. The leather coverlet of a Bible with only a few faded pages remaining.

“Where is Mr. Grady?”

“He is overseeing the excavation, sir.”

Grady was in a nearby clearing, out of sight of the main settlement. Broken fragments of ship’s spars had been planted in the ground at regular intervals, a few feet apart, none higher than a man’s waist. They stood at odd angles, resembling two rows of drunken soldiers trying to stand at attention. One was engulfed in jungle creepers that seemed to pull it toward the earth. Grady was covered in sweat and endeavored to holler encouraging statements to the seamen, who grunted and swatted at the ground uselessly with hatchets and stones.

“Exactly what are these men digging for, Mr. Grady?”

“I believe these are graves, sir.”

“I have gathered that, Mr. Grady.”

Grady continued to survey the work and shouted, “Look to Jim, see how he puts his back into it!” To one of the sailors he added, “Fine work, Jim,” with a nod of approval. The sailor briefly glared at Bird and Grady from his widening hole before resuming his futile pecking at the stony ground.

“You have not answered my question, Mr. Grady.”

“My apologies, sir. I thought you had gathered that as well.”

“Your thinking is beyond me, Mr. Grady.”

“We are digging them up, sir.”

“And what might we learn from some moldering bones, I wonder?”

9
Grady wiped his brow and said, “I thought we might discover pertinent clues, sir.”

“Clues,” Bird repeated dryly. It was baffling to him that such a man could rise so far in the service of his country. “Well. Put an end to it at once, Mr. Grady. We will not be robbing any Christian graves today.”

Disappointed, Grady went to the task of dispatching the sailors as Bird wandered among the spars. There were no markings on the graves that could tell him anything about the men who’d met their fates on this lonely rock.

“Walk with me, Mr. Grady. I am feeling pensive.”

Together they made their way back to the shore. Bird paused on a promontory buffeted by the wind. “Mr. Grady. I would like to present a line of thinking that I have been developing. I ask you, what do you see to the east?”

Grady squinted at the horizon and took entirely too long in answering. “The sea, sir.”

“Very good. And now I ask you, what direction do you expect storms would blow in from?”

“The east, sir.”

“So I assume that even you can now apprehend my point.” It was clear from the man’s dim expression that he did not, so Bird explained: “These are our clues, Mr. Grady. It is an exceedingly poor place for a settlement, exposed as it is to the sea and the weather. I would not be surprised if it was reduced to this state by the first winter’s storms. I would say that they were inexperienced and ill-prepared.”

He tried to detect any note of admiration for his powers of deduction on Grady’s face, but the second lieutenant only said, “Shall I have the men fill in the holes, sir?”

“No,” Bird said. “Leave them as they are. Organize the men into parties to search the island. I believe there is a survivor.”
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After sundown, the entire company was gathered on the shore. They were near-silent, the only sound the crackle of grasses being thrown onto the dwindling fire. Sparks circled upwards to be consumed by a clouded sky. The officers sat upon the filled water casks while the others stood or sat in the sand, awaiting the arrival of the boat the Fredonia had finally dispatched shortly before dusk. The lantern that marked its prow bobbed over the dark sea, a distant prick in the night.

Though the search parties had spent the remainder of the day criss-crossing the island’s length and breadth, they’d found no sign of the child. Mr. Minnie’s party had located a scrawny herd of goats in the highlands, no doubt also survivors of the wreck or their descendants. At the time, Bird had made a comment about the remarkable wisdom and tenacity of nature—impressed as he was by the fact that the goats had lived and thrived while the foolhardy men had perished—which was not fully appreciated. Minnie’s party had shot all of the goats, and now hunks of their flesh roasted slowly over the fire on a spit.

Bird was arranged just outside of the firelight, his leg elevated on another cask to reduce its swelling. A chill wind had risen, which made him wish to be closer to the warmth, but he would not be seen being overly familiar with the crew. His thoughts remained fixed on the mysterious child he’d seen: Why was he now so sure it had been a child? Perhaps it had been a small-featured woman. Or a tiny man, a dwarf or pygmy or such? No, Bird thought—leave it at a woman, a more attractive fantasy to explore: a poor delicate soul cast upon this shore and struggling to survive, praying for her rescue . . . but why then would she flee from him?

Just then, at the edge of his vision, he caught a furtive glint of motion from farther down the beach. He let his eyes settle on the darkness there and found a small, hunched silhouette, crouched in the shadow of some rocks by the water’s edge.

He looked away, as if he’d seen nothing. After a few bated moments, he rose and slowly made his way toward the fire.
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“Mr. Grady,” he said without alarm. Grady was staring at the roasting goat with naked anticipation.

“Sir?”

“I believe that we have our quarry.”

Three middies were quietly dispatched to trek up the shore in the opposite direction—Bird’s design was to have them backtrack through the forest in order to emerge behind the figure, thus cutting off any possibility of escape.

He waited, resisting the temptation to look, lest he scare her off. When they came upon her, there was a barely visible scuffle. Bird heard their distant cries as they gave pursuit. Mr. Minnie was the one who finally dragged her into the fire’s light, an almost unrecognizably feral creature who dug her heels into the sand to resist him.

“What is it?” someone asked.

“It is a girl,” came the reply.

It was indeed a girl, browned by the sun though Bird still adjudged her to most likely be of European stock. She was so much less than he’d imagined that he found himself pining now for the pygmy, or at least the dwarf, which would have somehow been less freakish. She was completely naked, her ribs and spine plainly visible, her face sunken from malnourishment. Her lips were curled in a snarl and she made a frightened, unintelligible hissing noise, but she was powerless against Minnie. Blonde hair, bleached nearly white, hung in thick dirty clumps over the burnt edges of her scalp. Her breasts were slight buds, barely rising from her chest. He guessed her to be no more than ten years old.

Finding no escape as they formed a circle around her, she crouched anxiously by the fire, her gaze locked upon the ground. She would not respond to any greeting, not in English or French, Dutch or Portuguese.

“For God’s sake, someone give me a coat,” Bird snapped.

He did not have much experience with the treatment of children— he’d never known a mother and his father had spoken to him only briefly, and of practical matters, the spacing of seed and the diseases of livestock, 12of jobs done poorly and how to correct them. So he spoke to her as he might have tried to soothe a skittish horse, clucking his tongue and saying There now . . . as he extended a hand to offer its emptiness.

She shrank from his approach, backing toward the fire until she could retreat no farther. He slowly moved to drape Dowd’s offered coat over her shoulders, and she flinched at the touch of the fabric.

“There,” he soothed her. “Isn’t that much better?” Her eyes moved frantically over the sand.

“I am the commander of a ship.” She sniffled as the wind turned to send smoke at her, but made no sign that she’d heard him. “We are of the United States Navy,” he said. “You need not worry. You are safe now.”

“My God, what has happened to her?” Mr. Grady asked.

None attempted a reply.

She was offered a portion of the goat when it was served, but only sniffed at it and dropped it into the sand. Bird could not believe that she wasn’t hungry. How long had she been stranded there? Perhaps years, from the look of her. And another question: How had she survived while the others had perished?

A seaman named Fernandes thought to see if she was a Christian and dangled his golden cross on a string before her. This drew her attention; whether due to the symbol’s meaning or only because it was a bright, shining object, Bird could not tell. She snatched it quickly from the sailor’s grasp and held it tightly clasped in her fist, and afterwards could not be coaxed to release it.
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2. 
Deaf and Dumb



Lieutenant Rand had arranged a hero’s welcome for their returning commander. The entire crew was lined along the starboard, with lamps lit up and down the length of the ship, and the band greeted Bird with a meager version of Hail, Columbia as he climbed onto the deck. There was little true musical talent on board—they had only four instrumentalists and two drummers—and the climate ensured that their instruments were never in quite the same tune. The crew did not offer much to admire, either. Much of their original complement had deserted in Honolulu, vanished into the raucous music halls of that city, and the other portion had returned, Dr. Mallory confirmed, with every manner of venereal disease known to the medical sciences. Bird had filled out his crew list in Sydney by taking on whatever could be had; men with no country, who shipped out only when they ran out of funds for whoring and drink. To avoid further losses, he’d kept them confined to the ship for more than a year, a period of time in which none of them had had contact with a woman of any variety. Currently, they appeared confused and irritated, half of them roused from their sleep for the occasion, as the boatswain and his mates patrolled the rows blowing their whistles into men’s faces.

14
Bird had judiciously ordered that the girl, still dressed only in an officer’s coat, wait in the boat with Mr. Grady until he could bring her aboard with as little fuss as possible.

Rand greeted him with a salute, in one of the crisp uniforms that he steamed and pressed with a hot iron in the galley. Twenty-four years old and already a first lieutenant. A small bitterness Bird carried: It had taken him thirty years in the service to rise so far, due to his lack of influential relations such as the young man possessed. Still, Rand was a fine officer and possessed an enthusiasm for scheduling the watches that rivaled Bird’s own.

“Is there not enough work, Mr. Rand? Have we time now for celebration?”

“Sir?”

“Put out these lights at once. Unless you have some idea of where we might replenish our oil. It is a terrible waste.”

“I only wished for the crew to pay their respects, sir.”

“And that is a fine ambition. But next time, please do it with more sense.”

“Yes, sir. Will that be all?”

“No,” Bird said. “There is one other thing. Have the storeroom just aft of the steerage arranged as a private cabin. We are to have a guest aboard.”
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In Bird’s dayroom, Mr. Dowd and one of the Hoopers attempted to get the girl into a long sailor’s shirt of white duck cloth that might serve as a dress. Bird had expected no trouble from her—she’d been entirely docile in the boat, leaning sleepily against the gunwale with a blank stare—but as soon as the two middies put their hands on her, she returned to all of her previous wildness. She scratched at Hooper, who’d been given the unenviable task of trying to hold her still, drawing lines of blood on his forearm with her broken nails. She wriggled free of the shirt before Dowd had it fully over her head and resumed her sibilant hissing, which Bird now observed was not unlike that which one might make to clear a cat 15from the dining table. She kneed Dowd in the stomach and twisted from Hooper’s grasp to flee across the small cabin. Dowd gave clumsy pursuit, but she was surprisingly agile and managed to avoid recapture by scrambling over the furniture. Less usefully, Mr. Hooper stood frozen with a look of panic on his face.

In the chaos, she jostled the Lieutenant’s writing desk, toppling his inkpot. The thick, black India ink seeped along the edge of the table and dripped to the floor.

“Damn it, can you not handle a girl?”

“Sorry, sir,” Dowd muttered.

Finally, they cornered her. She crouched in terror, her breath whistling through her teeth. Something about the scene moved Bird to pity. “Oh, leave her be,” he said. Dowd and Hooper backed away from her and she seemed to settle in her corner, watching them without taking her eyes fully from the floor. When her fear had quieted, Bird addressed her: “I will have you know that you are a guest here and you will not be harmed. But you must understand that this is a Navy ship, and you will not be permitted to run about naked like an animal.”

There was still no sign that she understood any of his words. Dowd and Hooper stood uncomfortably to the side, unsure of whether to watch her for any further sign of trouble or to avert their eyes from her nakedness. His boy Victor came in with a requested bowl of pork and biscuits, and stood gaping at her body.

“You will give the girl some privacy while she eats,” Bird scolded him, but it was no use. The boy was unable to look away, until Bird added, “You are dismissed,” and sent him scurrying from the room. The pork and biscuits, placed on the floor in front of her, remained untouched.

Dr. Mallory ducked through the portal and touched his hat to acknowledge Bird. He studied the girl indifferently as he put down his bag.

“We found her on the island. She does not speak,” Bird explained. He searched for the proper medical terminology. “She suffers possibly from some . . . delirium.”
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Mallory rummaged in his bag and brought out a brown glass bottle. “Hold her,” he instructed the middies as he filled a dropper. With both Hooper and Dowd holding her still the surgeon was able to prize her mouth open just long enough to accept the medicine. As he tried to remove the dropper she snapped at him with her teeth, briefly getting ahold of the webbing between his thumb and forefinger. Mallory gave out a little cry as he pulled his hand from her, and regarded the slight wound she’d made with horror and disgust. Within a few moments, her struggles began to ease, and she sagged like a discarded puppet in Hooper’s lap.

“Put her in the armchair,” Mallory suggested.

“Is that necessary?” Bird asked, unenthusiastic about the idea of this filthy creature being placed in his favorite chair.

“Unless you wish for me to examine her on the floor.”

She was neither asleep nor awake, her eyes hanging open enough to watch them with a dull interest as they deposited her on the armchair.

“Should we dress her now, sir?” Dowd looked to Bird for an answer.

“Don’t bother,” Mallory said.

Bird sent the middies from the cabin as Mallory began his examination. The surgeon probed her ribs, ran a careful finger around the inside of her mouth to check for sores. He bent to press an ear against her sternum, which stood out sharply beneath her skin. Under the influence of the laudanum she was still and had relaxed her features— for the first time Bird felt he could truly see her face. Blue eyes and a small nose that showed damage from the sun. She was about four and a half feet tall, small-shouldered, her forearms and calves so thin a large-handed man could get his grip completely around them. He imagined her under different circumstances—in a proper dress, with a neat braid down her back—and judged her to be, if not beautiful, at least on the cusp of pretty.

“There is no fever,” Mallory declared. “No sign of scurvy.”

“What prevents her speech?”
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Mallory stooped and snapped his fingers right near her ear. She made no reaction. He stood and clapped his hands once, sharply, before her face. Still nothing.

“Most probably deaf and dumb.”

Bird frowned. “How old?” he asked.

“Difficult to say. I see adult bone development. She might be mature.”

“But so small,” the Lieutenant mused.

Mallory said, “Malnutrition can work all manner of mischief on human development. Delay the growth, the sexual maturation. I would guess she was stranded for some time.”

He retrieved again the brown bottle and put a few more drops on her tongue.

“She will sleep now.”

Bird poured two whiskies at the sideboard and offered one to Mallory, which the surgeon accepted without comment, and they stood regarding her slumped form. A line of spittle ran from her mouth.

“She is some manner of idiot,” Mallory stated flatly. “Probably would have been best served if you’d left her where you found her.” The surgeon grinned mirthlessly at the Lieutenant, showing off his dentures—he’d fashioned them himself, from animal teeth affixed to a leather fitting. They rotted quickly and needed to be replaced often, but for chewing Mallory insisted there was no substitute for natural dentation. He’d offered to make a bridge for Bird, who was missing four in a row on his bottom left, but Bird had declined. He couldn’t square himself to the idea of chewing his food with teeth that had once been in a doe’s mouth.

“Is it possible, though, that she might be cured? Perhaps she is not a true idiot.” Bird strove to sound scientific, conscious as he was of his lack of education. He was thinking about cases he’d read of, those of children who had been raised in the wild, outside of human society, who’d run on all fours and howled at the moon, deprived of speech and all custom. There had been a famous French case, where a doctor had partially cured just such a wild boy. He’d been made to wear suits and recite his name, 18things like that. “Perhaps, because of her long isolation . . .” Bird ventured, “I mean . . . might it be the case that she has simply regressed? To some kind of animalistic state?”

Mallory frowned as if he tasted something sour in his whiskey.

“Like that French boy,” Bird added. “Have you heard of him? The one they found suckling a she-wolf?”

“You mean the German boy?”

“No, I think he was French. There may have been a German one as well.”

“Pure nonsense.”

With a thumb, Mallory pulled the flesh below the girl’s eye to reveal the red crescent beneath, and tilted his head to look through the lower part of his spectacles. Her pupil wandered lazily, and her mouth hung slightly open to reveal two rows of small, uneven teeth.

“How can you be so certain?”

“Even if there have been such cases,” Mallory said, “it is a very rare phenomenon. And idiocy, I would say, is much more common. Hence, my diagnosis.”

He should have known better than to attempt to engage the surgeon in this kind of speculative thinking—the man was about as interested in science as a clam. He knew Mallory to spend most of his time sequestered in the sick bay, composing verses of poetry and eating through the ship’s store of opium to ease the pain of a bullet he claimed was lodged in his shinbone.

“You are dismissed, Dr. Mallory.”

After the surgeon had left, Bird took up the discarded sailor’s shirt and gently guided her into it. Once she was dressed, he returned to his sideboard to fetch his last remaining orange, which he offered to her. The girl regarded it with a wrinkle of confusion, then reached out to slowly remove it from his hands. She brought it to her lips and dug her teeth into the outer rind.

“No,” Bird corrected her. She paused in her chewing guiltily, like any child that had been caught at some mischief. He reached over to take 19it back. Her fingers went loose and she relinquished it, still not meeting his eyes. He took up a knife and began to pare away the rind and let the peelings drop to the cabin floor, then returned the peeled orange to her and watched as she ate it slowly but greedily, licking the juice from her palms as it tried to escape. The surgeon was a fool, Bird thought. She was no idiot.

“Well,” he said to her, “we know your stomach and your ears work well enough.”
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The Fredonia sailed on through the night toward the Marquesas Islands, untroubled by the additional passenger. After the girl drifted off and was carried to her quarters by Mr. Dowd, Bird remained awake in his cabin. The room was austerely furnished, containing only a table and chairs, his now ink-stained writing desk, a shelf of books he occasionally pawed without enthusiasm, and his liquor cabinet above the sideboard, which saw quite a bit more use. He’d been exhausted by the day’s excitement but knew he would not be able to find sleep. He poured himself another whiskey and sat smoking his pipe until the bowl became so hot that he was forced to hold it by the stem. The windows were dark but he could hear the sound of water rushing against the hull.

Being given command of the Fredonia had been the crowning achievement of Bird’s life, the fulfillment of almost all of his youthful ambition. When he’d first left home to enlist, at fifteen, his head had been full of tales of travel and adventure, the voyages of Drake and Cook. He’d thought to take his place among the world’s great explorers. He was an old man now—at fifty-five, the same age that his father had been when he collapsed in his fowl pen from a bad heart—and he was sometimes possessed by the disturbing notion that his life was nearly over, and he’d spent all of his years waiting for it to begin. Before this, he’d been stuck for years on a packet that delivered mail up and down the sleepy California coast. The command of an important diplomatic mission to the South 20Pacific was just the sort of post he’d long dreamed of gaining, but they’d been at sea for three years already and the voyage had thus far presented him only with a series of disappointments. He hadn’t been promoted to captain before taking command, as he’d expected to be, which put him in the awkward position of wearing the same amount of epaulets as many on his staff, a discrepancy that rankled him and, he felt, needlessly undercut his authority. The South Pacific was not as he’d expected to find it, either. It had been two decades since the Wilkes Expedition, and in that time the region had been overrun by European missionaries and American whalers. Even in the most remote locations, he found drunken white sailors living in huts on the beaches, eager to trade or translate or begging for passage to some other island. It had occurred to Bird more than once that he’d been born a few decades too late for his ambition; it seemed there was nothing left in the world that remained waiting to be discovered. At every sleepy outpost of civilization, he was forced to endure an endless, dreary procession of society dinners. He dined with the captains of the whalers and merchantmen to inquire into the state of their commerce. He dined with missionaries and local governors. Once, while taking a gourd of steamed breadfruit from a tray carried by a smiling Tongan house servant, he had thought to himself: I am dining my way across the Pacific.

Their voyage had been prompted by an incident, on the 14th of May, 1852, during which a party of the Nantucket whaler Genovese had encountered violence from the inhabitants of Uonukuhahake, among the Friendly Isles. The cause or origin of the conflict remained obscure, but in the end the landing party had been largely stoned to death. Upon learning that white men had been slain by savages, the public had demanded that something be done, regardless of fault, though by all accounts a thorough retribution had already been taken by the remaining crew of the Genovese. Bird had confirmed this. Nothing in the reports which had been appended to his orders had prepared him for the devastation he found there. He had at first been unable to locate the village at the coordinates indicated. When communicating with a local fisherman who spoke some English, 21the man had seemed confused by Bird’s inquiries concerning the whereabouts of the village. Village no more, he’d said, waving toward a distant and forested shore. Tapu now. Bird found little evidence there that such a village had ever existed. A large patch of charred ground and a blank-faced stone monument were all that remained. Young coconut palms and island grasses had already reclaimed the area. Pressing farther inland, Bird’s party had discovered the remaining inhabitants, mostly women and children and old men, still residing in the forest nearby. Whether they lacked the means to rebuild their village or the desire, Bird could not ascertain. They retreated at the approach of Bird’s party, like quiet, frightened spirits. There had been nothing for the Navy to accomplish there.

Privately, and only when he was drunk, Bird would grant himself permission to wonder if their mission ever truly had any purpose at all, or if it might have just been a bit of politicking, meant to quiet angry constituents. When he was very drunk, he wondered if the type of man who would be chosen to lead such a mission was a fool.

The ship required little of him. Rand and Grady had the crew well in hand, though he suspected this was mostly the doing of Mr. Rand. He had a competent sailing master in Mr. Whitlocke, who could perform all of the more monotonous tasks of navigation. Most days they sailed on flat, calm seas. Rain fell on the ship for a few minutes every day, a clockwork downpour like a bucket overturned in the sky that drenched the boards. Rain or shine, the heat was inescapable. His handkerchiefs were all stained yellow from the sweat he mopped from his brow when forced out of his cabin and into the sun. The nights at sea were even worse—each a long, dark crossing that seemed impossible to traverse without the assistance of alcohol.

But now, something had finally happened. He’d discovered perhaps the last rock in the Pacific that still required a name, and rescued an actual castaway, something he’d only read about in adventure novels as a boy. He imagined that when word of these events spread, there might even be some form of public outcry when it became known that a man of his 22experience had not been granted a captaincy sooner, and then the whole stinking corrupt mess of Washington would be uncovered.

His first order of business, he considered, would be to record the day’s events in the ship’s log. He didn’t wish to entrust such a momentous record, one which might well someday be the subject of much scrutiny, to his clerk. And besides, the man was so adept at hiding himself on the ship that Bird rarely knew his whereabouts. Bird righted the spilled inkpot and regarded the mess. He tried to sop up the ink with a rag but found he only smeared it, and so instead he just laid some sheets of paper over the spill, both on the desk and the floor, to prevent him from tracking it around the cabin.
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Apart from a brief mention in the passenger list of the clipper Lady Fortune preserved at Boston Harbor (which notes that Thomas Kelly and his wife boarded “w/child”), the logbook of the Fredonia provides the first surviving documentation establishing her existence—any birth certificate or earlier record being lost. In this rare instance, it is authored and signed personally by Bird, rather than his clerk:


“Put in at a small island, believed to be uninhabited, to refresh water. Boat foundered on an unseen reef, owing to faulty observations on the part of Mr. Grady, thus stranding us for part of the day until a rescue could be accomplished. At the urging of my crew, and finding no land on record for this location, we did nickname the place “Bird’s Land.” There we encountered the remains of a camp and a single living survivor of what is assumed to have been a wreck. She is a girl of perhaps ten years, of American or European origin, who has been left in a speechless and pitiable state. I have thus adjudged it our duty to assist and provide every courtesy of our Nation to such a desperate soul, and take sole responsibility for her presence aboard this frigate the USS Fredonia. 17 Feb 1856.”
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3. 
Mr. Rand’s Proposal



Rand found himself standing in a desolate valley, looking toward the crown of a great, bare hill. On all sides the landscape was featureless, not even a shrub marked it. He felt only a mild curiosity about his location, or how he’d gotten there. More importantly, his uniform was in poor order, and he fussed over it for some time, smoothing wrinkles, testing the strength of buttons, straightening his epaulet. It seemed to him that even in his present circumstance, his appearance was of the most vital importance.

Just then he was startled by a sudden great sound from the heavens that nearly shook him from his feet: the blast of a horn so loud and deep it made him quake with fear. It filled the sky and passed over him like a wind, stirring the dust all around him.

The shock of the sound was slowly replaced with a growing panic, as he realized that it had been the great trumpet blast of the angel Gabriel. Rand had been taken unawares, surprised at the Last Judgment in an act of vanity, and now there was no time left to repent. He looked up to the crown of the hill. He could hear fifes and drums in the distance. An army was approaching. He turned in bewildered circles, looking for anyplace that he might hide himself, any rock or tree that might conceal him. There was nothing, and nothing to do but await their arrival. Then he saw the 24first of them crest the hill. They were marching proudly, holding colorful standards. He could hear them singing joyous music. It was the army of the Saved, risen from their graves and given new bodies to live in the Paradise to come. And he knew with a deep, sinking certainty that he would not be deemed fit to walk among their number.
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He woke to a small cabin that was heavy with the lingering smell of Grady’s flatulence. He couldn’t see the top bunk from where he lay, but knew that Grady must be absent. Even in sleep, the man shuffled and breathed heavily, like a swine. Grady didn’t have all night in, as he did, but the privilege of sleeping through the night was only a small comfort for Rand, as he was woken every four hours by the second lieutenant clumsily bumping him in the tight space as he either removed or donned his boots. And when Rand did sleep, it was always the same disheartening dream.

The bell had not yet rung to announce the morning watch—he could tell by the unhurried voices that drifted from the wardroom. These few quiet moments upon waking were all he would have to himself until after dusk. It was during these times that he allowed himself to dwell on happy memories of home. His two hound dogs, Jake and King, who would bound toward the door whenever he entered the house. His comfortable old room overlooking the ships in Providence harbor. The sound of his mother playing the piano in the parlor.

Rand hadn’t wished to be a naval officer. He didn’t know what he wished for—but not this. It was not the sea that he minded, nor sailing. It had always given him pleasure as a boy, to sail with his father and brothers in the harbor. He admired the curvature of ships, and was enamored of sleek vessels cutting through the water, their neat rigging snapping in the wind; he even admired the sight of Navy men in their flashing uniforms. It was everything else about Navy life, though, which he found unpleasant: the cramped quarters, the heavy smell of unwashed men, the joyless routine, the tiring vigilance that was required of him to keep the entire 25company from sliding into a moral chaos. The South Pacific, to him, may as well have been the surface of the moon—there was nothing in it he could recognize, nothing familiar. To think that the Lord had seen fit to create such a place, populated by brown-skinned heathen, hideously tattooed from head to foot, their breadfruit and cocoanuts provided to them like manna, isolated on their scattered islands to exist without any labor save for their constant fornication. For what purpose in the Lord’s plan did such a place exist? It was not for him to know.

As much as he hated this life, Rand’s family had produced only Navy men back to the Revolution, and who was he to break from that tradition? What other grand purpose could he find for himself? Because he had not been able to answer that question, he’d gone to the academy and then to sea in accordance with his father’s wishes. And he comforted himself with the notion that wherever he was, he could strive to be a good Christian, a beacon of charity, and to help uplift his fellow man.

He’d taken pains to decorate the cabin, to make it as cheerful as possible. The ship’s carpenter had built him a wall shelf where he could display the souvenirs he’d acquired on the cruise: masks and decorations of the Polynesians, woven of dyed cocoanut husk or carved in sandalwood. A bêche-de-mer, which had an appearance he could compare to nothing but a dried turd. He’d acquired it to demonstrate to his brothers the ridiculous superstitions of the Celestials, who believed that the consumption of these disgusting sea-turds would increase their male potency. On the floor was a rug purchased in Honolulu, woven from the native tappa. His mother had advised him that it was important to keep mementos of home in sight as well, to maintain his spirits, and to this end he’d brought with him an ivory hairbrush that belonged to her, though he hardly needed it for his own neatly-cropped hair, and a small hassock she’d embroidered with a cross of lace, which he now used to kneel for his morning prayer.

In his prayers that morning—along with an already long list which included his family, his fellow officers, the crew whose lives were so bereft of uplifting influence, the heathen of the islands, and the French 26missionaries, who after all were trying their best to do the Lord’s work despite the misfortune of being born as papists—he included the poor girl who had been brought onto the ship the night before. A shipwrecked child, he was told. He’d hardly seen her. She’d only been a small form in an overlarge coat, and he struggled to recall her features so that the Lord might know where to direct His grace.

When he’d finished, he laced his boots, braced himself for the day to come, and entered the wardroom. Mr. Fledge was reading a very old French newspaper, crumpled at the edges from its long voyage. He looked up to Rand and nodded. They had agreed, all of them, to keep the wardroom informal. Mr. Piper was contemplating a soft-boiled egg he had yet to crack, and Dr. Mallory was speaking to no one in particular.

“I don’t know what the Pelican expects to do with her . . .” He used their private nickname for the commander.

Mr. Piper responded as he tapped the egg with a spoon. “She’s a wild one. I heard tell she bit one of the reefers and he still bears her tooth marks.”

“I’ll show you tooth marks,” Mallory complained, presenting his lightly injured hand as if it were a broken wing. “And let us hope it doesn’t fester. Who knows what diseases she might carry?”

Rand took up a china cup from a peg on the wall, poured himself half a cup of coffee from the pot on the table. “What else is known of her?”

Mallory shrugged. “She was wrecked.”

“For how long?”

“There is no way to tell. She does not speak.”

Their conversation was interrupted by the Pelican’s boy, Victor. He was flushed and anxious, as if he had run there chased by devils. Rand had never seen the boy look otherwise.

“Begging your pardon, sirs.”

“Oh, what is it?” Fledge said without looking up.

“Lieutenant Bird requests all the officers of the wardroom at his quarters following the muster.”
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Rand was surprised—it had been months since the Pelican had addressed all of the officers at once. Their commander was a private man who preferred to remain shut up in his cabin, drinking himself into a stupor. He normally only communicated via cryptic, scrawled notes to the line officers. Rand had received one the day before which read, in Bird’s customary tight scrawl:

today the people will have fresh pickles with their meat

They had not had any pickles, fresh or of any other variety, for several months, a fact of which Bird was obviously unaware. And what was a “fresh” pickle, anyway? Weren’t pickles, by their very nature, a preserved foodstuff? Such were the ambiguities of dealing with the lieutenant commander. Rand had considered the necessity of entering into a written dialogue with his superior about the state of the ship’s pantries, but opted instead to ignore the directive entirely, confident that Bird would never notice.

Mr. Fledge said, “I suppose we’re finally to be introduced to our guest.”

Rand finished his coffee in two sips and began to make his way up to the spar deck. Before the steerage, he paused at the door of the converted storeroom where the girl was being quartered. Newly installed on its outer surface was a simple iron bar latch, securing the door. He felt an indignant ripple run through him—for what purpose was she being confined? Surely a small, speechless girl could pose no threat to the ship. He listened at the door but heard no sound from within. Before he could contemplate any further action, the bell rang, calling them for the muster, and every man on the ship sprang into motion at once.

Sailors on the berth deck parted for him like the sea as they pulled on stockings and rolled up their hammocks. He climbed to the gun deck and his attention was drawn to the starboard, where Mr. King shrieked at a seaman who seemed to be attempting to eject himself, rear-end first, through one of the cannon ports.
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“On your feet or I’ll put you the rest of the way out!” King screamed, swatting the man with a length of rope.

“Mr. King, I would like to ask you what this man’s offense is, which requires his deportation?”

King snapped to attention and touched his hat. The middie was younger than Rand only by a few years, and was eager to make good on his threat. “Got hold of a laggard, sir.”

The sailor had a greenish pallor. It was one of the sheet anchor men, an old salt with a long white beard, whom he assumed to be a victim of the spoiled water casks which had necessitated the previous day’s adventures. His thesis was confirmed as Rand heard a sickening noise erupt from the man’s hindquarters. The old sailor moaned pitifully.

Rand addressed the sailor. “You are ill, seaman?”

The old man mustered a weak, grateful nod. “Yes, sir, thank you so much for noticing.”

“Have this fellow sent to the infirmary,” he said, and then added privately, “and keep in mind, Mr. King, that throwing seamen overboard is not on the punishment list.”

Rand climbed up from below and took his place on the quarterdeck with the other officers, the entire ship’s company assembled before them for the morning muster: three hundred men standing in absolute silence as the chaplain delivered a morning prayer from the area of the mainmast, barely audible at this distance. It was a fine, clear day, the ship moving at a good clip and no land in sight. Sailcloth rolled under the breeze. He breathed in the fresh air, thankful to be out from below. It always amazed him, to regard the company all at once and be struck by the miracle of their continued existence, all of these souls crowded onto a four-hundred-foot bark, eating, sleeping, living their entire lives in the presence of one another, a little city of men surrounded by nothing but blue and more blue as far as the eye could see. Every soul on board must know by now of the girl, he thought. All of them wondering the same as he: Who was she?

29
Trying to hide his curiosity, he searched the quarterdeck for her as best he could without drawing notice. Around him he saw Fledge, Grady, Piper, the sailing master Mr. Whitlocke. The middies gathered around Mr. Harvey, their professor, like schoolchildren. Dr. Mallory appeared to be a creature out of place in the sun, holding a slim book above his eyes to block the glare. At the end of the line, he found the Pelican standing smugly, his hands clasped behind him. But the girl was not among them.
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He was almost the last to arrive at Bird’s dayroom, due to several issues on the deck that hadn’t really required his attention. There was a shuffling of chairs at the long table to make room for him. A respectful nod from Mr. Harvey, his tiny spectacles perched on his nose. Next to him sat Mr. Thomas, whom Rand could smell even at this distance to be already drunk at eight in the morning. The windows were brightly lit by the sun, illuminating some lingering smoke though none smoked that he could see. The sailing master, Mr. Whitlocke, an old Puritan with his face squarely bordered by a neat beard, scratched slowly and methodically at a wiry gray tuft of hair that protruded from one of his ears. Piper and Grady colluded off to one side, a slight guffaw escaping from Grady that he quickly stifled when he noticed Bird waiting for their attention.

In moments like this, Rand could not help but to compare Bird unfa-vorably to the image of his father, who was a natural leader of men: broad-chested, with a booming voice and a full, snowy head of hair. Bird, on the other hand, was tall and thin, nearly bald and sun-spotted on his pate, his skin hanging loosely from his neck. Rand thought he resembled nothing so much as a weary office clerk or an accountant who’d happened to accidentally don an officer’s uniform.

Finally, Dr. Mallory entered. He nodded and smiled at the assembly, as if he gave them permission to begin. The purser, Mr. Fledge, had brought along another pot of coffee, retrieved from the galley, and offered to fill everyone’s cup.
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“If you don’t mind, sir, as we’ve just finished our breakfast.”

“As you will.” Bird allowed them to settle. “Thank you for joining me this morning. As I’m sure you’re all aware by now, we have a guest on the ship. A girl. We assume her to be the survivor of a wreck. She has not spoken and her condition is poor.”

“What is wrong with her?” Mr. Thomas asked.

“She is malnourished and . . . Dr. Mallory, would it be fair to say she suffers from some form of delirium?”

Mallory shrugged. “I’ve given my full opinion on the matter. The girl is an idiot.”

Bird frowned at the surgeon and continued, “Nevertheless, she will remain on the ship until such a time as we can offer her to the proper authorities. And I will expect your full cooperation in this matter.” He searched their faces for any sign of dissent. “Because she has not been able to tell us her name,” Bird continued, “I have decided that, for the time being, we will refer to her as Lucy. I urge you to use this when referring to her, in the hope that the possession of a name might begin to warm her again to the ways of civilization. Do you all find this to be acceptable?”

He was met with a stony silence.

“Lucy,” Mr. Fledge finally repeated, as if trying it out. “And when will we meet this Lucy?”

“A more difficult question,” Bird mused. “It has been necessary to confine her to quarters, for the present. She is to be permitted no visitors. I will personally oversee her care, so as to avoid any disruption to your present duties.”

Rand had not intended to speak. It was a bad habit he’d possessed since childhood, that of speaking his mind. His father had counseled him that the way to get ahead in the service was to avoid making waves, but he often found words in his mouth like unwanted guests. His mother used to tell him that at these times, he was being moved by the Spirit.
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“By what authority do you keep her as a prisoner?” He felt the discomfort in the room at once. Whitlocke, who detested all conflict, began to slowly chew his own lip.

“Mr. Rand, I do not apprehend your meaning.”

“She is not under naval jurisdiction. She is a civilian. You can do as you like to Navy men, but you do not have the right to keep her locked away.”

“It does seem inhospitable,” Mr. Fledge offered helpfully.

“If you saw the girl, you’d understand,” Mallory said. “There is no other option.”

Lieutenant Bird rapped his knuckles on the table to restore order. “I am the commander of this ship, and I have judged it to be in the best interests of the mission to keep her apart.”

Rand answered, “Surely there is no danger to permitting her above decks, to take the air? I would be glad to chaperone her.”

“This is a ship in the service of the United States Navy, Mr. Rand, and we are not in the custom of operating a nursery. I assume you already have enough duties to fill your time. And I suppose you have not considered the moral life of the crew. There is a reason, after all, why women are not permitted on our ships. Even at your tender age, I am sure you understand something of these matters?”

Rand bristled at the insult, but took a moment to steady his voice so it wouldn’t betray him. “Allow me to make another proposal, then.”

Bird nodded without enthusiasm, his lips drawn thin.

“You must appreciate that a woman is a more delicate creature than a man, not designed by the Creator to face such terrors as she must have endured . . .”

Mr. Thomas interrupted to state his agreement—he stifled a belch and then cited the fact that when he was at home, he’d often witnessed his wife weeping for no discernible reason.

Rand ignored him and continued, “Consider that this young woman . . .”
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“Lucy,” Bird corrected him.

“Fine. Consider that Lucy has been bereft of any company for some time now, we cannot even guess how long. And has not pleasant society proven to be almost the equivalent, for the female of the species, of meat and bread?”

“This is not a courtroom, Mr. Rand, and we are not a jury to be flattered. What do you propose?”

“I would like to extend an invitation for her to dine with us tonight, in the wardroom. Surely there is no reason you will object to that? We’ll show her some hospitality, won’t we boys?” He scanned the room, looking for support among his fellow officers, but found little save for a paltry Hear, hear from Mr. Fledge.

Bird sighed. “Mr. Rand, I simply don’t think that would be a very good idea.”
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4. 
The Wild Girl



Despite the Lieutenant’s best efforts, the adoption of Lucy as the girl’s name refused to take hold. As word of her spread, the sailors began to weave fanciful theories about her. Some claimed to know her true identity. They had seen her years before, in some far-off port. Her name was Elizabeth, they said, or Ann, or Ruby. She was a harlot, or the daughter of a sea captain; she was even claimed, in one of the more far-fetched stories, to be the bastard child of Danish royalty.

“They say she does not speak,” Victor explained, “because her tongue has been cut from her mouth.” The boy served as Bird’s eyes and ears among the crew.

“And why would anyone do something like that, I wonder?”

“To keep her from sayin’ her true name,” Victor answered quickly. “Or else she would get the crown. From her cousin.”

“I see it has all been worked out down to the pin.”

The old sheet-anchor men, the boy reported, unanimously declared her to be bad luck, and claimed that she would bring misfortune to the ship. Bird paid it no mind—these were men who considered it an ill omen if the cook dropped an onion to the floor.

“And what is your opinion of all of this?” Bird asked him in a serious tone. “Do you believe what they say?”
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Victor’s character was unmarked by anything extraordinary. Bird thought he would be lucky enough to become some form of ship’s tradesman, if his career advanced that far. He had none of the ambition Bird had possessed at his age. As a matter of fact, Bird had noticed, early in the voyage, an alarming amount of hair on Victor’s upper lip and on the backs of his hands, a sign that he might have misrepresented his age to continue a comfortable life as a ship’s boy, rather than taking on the more rigorous work of a grown man. Still, boy or young man, he had a knack for going unnoticed.

Victor was disinclined to offer his own thoughts, if he had any. He knew what Bird wished him to say. “No sir. My thinking is they are just making up tales.”

“Good boy,” Bird said. Then he asked, “Do any say she is a wild girl?”

“No, none say that, sir.”
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For her first days on the ship, the girl was affected by a terrible seasickness, during which she could not stand, even to relieve herself, and lay in a puddle of her own waste. She continued to refuse all food, and vomited only thin streams of bile or made painful, dry retching sounds that produced no issue at all.

Bird did not cease in his efforts to reacquaint her with the necessity of clothing. Each time she was discovered in the nude, he sent Dowd and King into the close space of her cabin—only the span of a man’s arms across, with a bunk affixed to the wall occupying half of it—to pin her to the ground and force her back into the same soiled shirt.

Looking in on her was Bird’s first order of business each morning, after his first coffee, his first pipe, and his first whiskey, always enjoyed in that order. She would squint her eyes against the light and look up at him without recognition. When it seemed the worst of her sickness had passed, he decided that she would have a bath. Perhaps warm water and cleanliness would awaken something in her. At the very least, he 35thought, it would be a comfort. He summoned Mallory to liberate her of her filthy hair. Despite her weakened state, the surgeon would not touch her without first liberally dosing her with laudanum. She swayed without objection as he sheared mudded clumps of the stuff from her scalp with a razorblade, leaving her with a short and uneven stubble, so blonde as to be almost clear and revealing the scabby pink of her scalp. Dealing with her womanhood properly and with respect was Bird’s most vexing concern. It seemed more proper to him if Mallory would also be the one to wash her, but the surgeon refused. “First you use me as a barber, and now you wish for a governess. You have no use for a surgeon here.” With that, he stormed off to the sick bay to stew on his humiliation, and would not exit for any reason for the rest of the day.

The girl’s bath required a complex orchestration of bodies; Messrs. Dowd and King positioned themselves around a zinc tub, filled by Victor squeezing around them as he ran back and forth to the galley for pails of hot water. Through all of the proceedings she seemed to sleep, and only woke briefly when they lifted her up by her armpits. She looked pleasantly astonished, to be suspended in the air.

She let out a gasp and pulled her legs up as her feet touched the water. She clung to Mr. King’s neck like an orang-utan until they pried her loose and pushed her into the tub. She gave a single kick that soaked Mr. King’s shirt, and then drooped lazily in the water. Her breath was shallow and quick and her skin flushed from the tub’s warmth. Dowd and King scrubbed her with rags tied to the ends of short poles, a plan Bird had devised to preserve what he could of her honor.

His shirtsleeves rolled up to the elbows, King reached into the water to bring up a foot. The sole was hard calloused and gray. Her toenails were jagged and broken stubs, one gouged and half-missing. She made no reaction to the washing of her feet, but when they arrived at her chest she made a queer noise, like huh . . . huh. She was, Bird guessed, laughing.

As they pulled her out of the tub, Bird reviewed her and said, “Now, you are almost presentable.”
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King propped her up as Dowd fumbled with the sleeves of the dress the steward had fashioned for her, one that could be fastened between her legs so as to be more difficult to remove. Scrubbed to a rosy pink and drowsy from the heat and steam and laudanum, she fell almost instantly into a deep and peaceful sleep in King’s arms, and he gingerly placed her on the bunk and covered her up.

When Bird returned to her the next morning, thinking to hand deliver her breakfast and see if he could coax her toward speech, he found her once again nude and sleeping on the floor, in a nest of freshly-soiled blankets.
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She was dressed and brought up to his cabin for a few hours each afternoon, so that she might move about in more spacious quarters and enjoy the light that seeped in through the thickly-paned windows. During this time, he was content to simply observe her, and allow her to acclimate herself slowly to his company. After the menacing figures of Dowd and King were banished, she would quickly forget about Bird’s presence and begin to explore her surroundings. He sat in his armchair, moving only to lift his pipe or his glass to his mouth. She moved in a low crouch around the edges of the room, as if afraid to stand fully upright. She touched the spines of his books one by one, an activity whose purpose he could not divine.

Whenever she turned to regard him, he would smile and call something out like, “Hello Lucy! How Are You Today?”

He began to present her with small objects that he thought might interest her: his golden wedding ring which he’d never lost the habit of wearing, a shaving brush, one of the small hand mirrors that so fascinated the Polynesians. She would not take them directly from his hand, but only when he left them for her on the floor and had fully returned to his armchair. She did not long regard the mirror, but an empty tin that had contained peppermints, and which still bore their scent, occupied her 37for some time. He held before her a photographic card he had purchased in Sydney, commemorating the opening of an opera house. All of the investors stood in three rows on its front steps, dressed in dark coats and tall hats. He studied her face, to see if her eyes focused on the picture or hinted at any recognition of the image it held. She stared past it, past him, her eyes twitching in their sockets. He turned to the windows, where she was directed, and caught the last flicker of a sea bird’s passage.
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